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	 CHAPTER 1

   Barry Daniels lay in the back of the Mercedes Sprinter Van gagged and bound, mumbling words that were not audible. Big Ced and Country had hogtied his ass. John sat on the passenger side. TeTe was behind the wheel, driving fiercely. 

   She turned and said, "Will you make him shut the fuck up!" 

   Big Ced struck Daniels in the back with steel-toed boots. Daniels grunted. Then Ced kicked him again in the side of the temple. 

   "Keep grunting and I'm kicking the top row of your teeth out." 

   They had driven forty-five minutes outside of the city limits to a rental property that TeTe owned in Peachtree City. TeTe drove into the garage and Country and Ced snatched Barry Daniels out of the car and dragged him inside. They sat his ass down in the middle of the living room. TeTe and Big Ced sat on opposite ends of the green sofa while Country remained standing. 

   TeTe ordered Country to remove the gag from his mouth. After the gag was removed, Daniels wheezed until he caught his breath. He eyeballed John, realizing that he'd been outsmarted. 

   He cut his eyes at TeTe and said, "What are you doing? You know I'm a Fed. There are people probably looking for me and if anything happens to me, it's life for you, baby! Do you want that?" 

   TeTe said, "Make this motherfucker shut up." 

   Big Ced punted Daniels in the back of the head and Daniels crashed onto the floor. 

   "Don't make me crush your skull," Ced said. 

   "I'm just saying." 

   Ced stomped on Daniels's back and knocked the wind out of him. The room erupted with laughter but the only person that Daniels heard laughing was John. 

   Daniels looked up at John and said, "What's so funny, pedophile?" 

   Daniels was still lying on his stomach on the carpeted floor with a coin situated underneath his chin. 

   "He's your friend, huh?" Daniels asked TeTe. 

   John's heart raced as he thought of everything Daniel's knew: the date with the fourteen-year-old girl, the images on his computer, but most importantly, the pictures of Butterfly on his cell phone. 

   "He is my friend," TeTe said. 

   "So I guess you knew that he had pictures of your daughter in his phone." 

   "That motherfucker is lying," John said. 

   Barry Daniels laughed a wicked laugh and said, "I'm lying, huh?" 

   "He will do anything to stay alive." John knew that TeTe was not going to let that accusation ride. "He's trying to save his ass." 

   "If you let me go, I can pull his phone records and get access to his pictures. I can prove it." 

   "Do you really think I'm that stupid, motherfucker?" 

   The doorbell rang. 

   Big Country said, "Who the fuck is that?" 

   TeTe made her way to the door and opened it. Fy-head was standing there. TeTe led her to the living room and when she spotted Daniels on the floor, she said, "The chickens have came home to roost." Then she shouted like she was in church and said, "Glory be to God! The devil is a lie." 

   Everybody laughed their asses off. 

   "Thank God." 

   "Keep an eye on him for me." 

   Fy-head said, "You do not want me to keep an eye on this motherfucker. I'll kill his ass." 

   "No, seriously. I need you to watch him for a few days." 

   "Whatever you say. You've been good to me. I never say no to you." 

   TeTe handed Fy-head the keys to the cuffs. 

   "What is this for?" 

   "You gotta feed the man and he'll need his hands." 

   "I don't need to feed him shit." 

   "You're right. You don't need to feed him." 

   TeTe and her entourage headed out. 

   * * * * * 

   "Why are you so happy?" Shamari asked TeTe as he entered her home. "Did you just win some money or something?" 

   "Can't a girl be happy?" 

   "Of course, but I'm just asking. You call me over and say you have some good news, and when I walk in you are smiling hard as hell." 

   "I got him." 

   "Got who?" 

   "Daniels." 

   Shamari smiled. "Wait a minute, TeTe." He wiped sweat from his forehead. "Stop playing." 

   "I'm not playing." 

   "Is he dead?" 

   "Not yet." 

   "I don't understand." 

   She poured them both a shot of Hennessey and they took a seat at the bar. "I haven't killed him yet. I wanted Black's father to do it." 

   "Where's Daniels?" 

   "I have a home in Peachtree City and I have Cassandra watching him." 

   "The drag queen?" 

   "Yes, her." 

   "She's watching him?" 

   "He's cuffed and shackled. So, I was thinking that we can take him down to see Black's dad and he can kill Daniels himself. He'll get more satisfaction." 

   Shamari took a swig of Hennessey and said, "Yes, you're right." 

   She poured him another shot. He downed it then asked for another and she raised her eyebrows. "I've never seen you drink so much." 

   "Lots of shit on my mind." 

   "You want to talk about it? I'm a good listener." 

   "Not really." 

   "You can tell me anything. Your secrets are safe with me." 

   He stared at her. "You can't tell anyone what I'm about to tell you." 

   "Who the fuck am I going to tell?" 

   "You're good friends with Jada." 

   "Yes, I like her a lot because she is real, even though she fucked my man. We both know that Black wasn't shit, but I loved that man." 

    Shamari stirred his drink and avoided eye contact with her. Finally he said, "Me and Jada are back together." 

   "I didn't know that. When did this happen?" 

   "A few weeks. Maybe a month now." 

   "I'm just glad you two realized that you loved each other before it was too late." 

   "Right." 

   "I'm not understanding. You are with your woman. You both are happy. What could be wrong?" 

   He took another swig and said, "Ava's pregnant." 

   "Damn." TeTe poured another shot and slid it over to him and he downed it. 

   "You understand now?" 

   "I do." 

    Shamari winced and his facial expression became vacant. "What do you think Jada's going to say?" 

   "I don't know. How far is Ava along?" 

   "A few weeks. It happened before me and Jada made it official." 

   "So, you didn't go back to Ava?" 

   "No." 

   "My advice to you, homie, is to just man up and tell her what happened. Tell her it happened before you two made it official." 

   "I would but—" 

   "What's the problem?" 

   "The problem is that she has been talking about marriage and babies and settling down for the last few weeks. Just imagine how she's going to feel when I tell her that I got some other bitch pregnant. She is going to be devastated." 

   "Did you ask Ava to abort it?" 

   "No." 

   "Why not?" 

   "She wants to keep it." 

   "And what do you want?" 

   "I'm thirty-three. It's time for fatherhood. I didn't want it like this, but it's bittersweet." 

   "I know. I think you should just tell Jada." 

   He reached for the bottle and she grabbed his hand and said, "I think you've had enough." 

   Shamari left and twenty minutes afterwards, the nanny returned with Butterfly. TeTe walked into Butterfly's room. Butterfly was lying on her bed playing a video game. 

   TeTe said, "Baby, I want to talk to you about something." 

   Butterfly sat up on her bed. "What is it, Mama? You look like something is wrong." Butterfly made a sad face. 

   TeTe said, "Nothing is wrong. I just wanted to ask you a question and I want you to be honest with me." 

   "Of course." 

   "It's about Uncle John." 

   "I love Uncle John. Is he sick and is he gonna die?" 

   "Why do you say that?" 

   "Because Uncle John is old and you said old people die." 

   TeTe laughed and said, "Uncle John is not going to die…yet." 

   "What's wrong?" 

   TeTe plopped down on the foot of Butterfly's bed and looked her daughter straight in the eye. "Has Uncle John ever touched you on your private parts?" 

   "No, Mom. Uncle John would never do anything like that. And I remember what you told me. That if anyone touches me or looks at me down there to make sure I tell you." 

   "Exactly." 

   "Nobody has ever done that. Everybody knows how crazy you are, Mama." 

   TeTe laughed. 

   "Uncle John would never do something like that to a little girl." 

   "Has he ever taken a picture of you?" 

   "Yes, he has taken plenty of pictures of me." 

   "Has he ever tried to take a picture of you naked?" 

   "No. Just in my dance costume." 

   "What dance costume?" 

   "My leotard." 

   "John took a picture of you in a leotard? When did this happen?" 

   "I didn't have the leotard on." She hopped up off the bed and removed the picture from her nightstand. He took a picture of this picture. He said he wanted to show off his beautiful niece. Butterfly was smiling. 

   "He's never touched you?" 

   "Never." 

   "Would you tell me if he did?" 

   "You know I would." 

   TeTe kissed her daughter on the head. 

   * * * * * 

   Mikhail, Nikita, Fat Rob, and Lil Kev searched the pockets of the dead intruders and removed  the body armor from two of the intruders. Nikita discovered the FBI badge and presented it to his brother. 

   "The Federales." 

   Fat Rob examined the badge and said, "We just shot it out with the Federales." 

   Mikhail was pensive as he read the names on the men's badges and said, "My question is how in the hell did they know we were here?"

   Nikita looked at the two niggers. He'd always shown his dislike for niggers, and he didn't understand why his brother dealt with them. Why did he have a nigger girlfriend? They all stole and they could never be trusted. There was no doubt in his mind that one of the niggers had told the FBI their whereabouts. 

   Fat Rob was a heavyset man and was wearing a red L.A. Dodgers ball cap. Rob had a baby face and drooping mouth. He made eye contact with Nikita and realized that Nikita was staring at him. Fat Rob looked at Mikhail. "I hope this motherfucker don't think me and my cousin told the Feds." He shot a cold stare at Nikita and said, "Motherfuckers, I was shooting right beside you." 

   Nikita said, "I didn't say anything, but you seem guilty." 

   Fat Rob grabbed him by the collar and the two men tussled. Neither having a clear advantage. Mikhail wedged himself between the two and Fat Rob said, "Motherfucker, I'll kill you if you ever disrespect me again. I don't give a fuck that you used to be a boxer." 

   Nikita was a tall bald man with ice blue eyes. He said, "He's the boxer. I'm the shooter." 

   Fat Rob said, "I guess we'll have a shootout in this bitch because I'm a shooter too." 

    Mikhail said to his brother, "They were shooting right beside us. It wasn't them that told the Feds."

   Lil Kev was a short, tan-colored dude with a hint of a mustache. He was dressed in a Red Dickie suit. "I was the first motherfucka to blast, homie." He made eye contact with Mikhail and said, "I don't know what the fuck is your brother's problem, but you better put that nigga in check." 

   "Somebody is talking," Mikhail said. 

   "It ain't me and the little homie," Fat Rob said. 

   Nikita said, "Well, then it must have been your boy Stunna. They could have followed him over to the gym or the hotel and then started watching us." 

   "We gotta get out of here. We need to get back to L.A. right away." 

   "How? We just killed the Federales? Somebody knows about this and we can't fly out of here." 

   "So what's our next move?" 

   "First, we have to get rid of the bodies of the cops. I'll call the realtor and give him some cash, so we can rent another place in another part of town until we find out what's going on."

   


   
    CHAPTER 2

    Willow lay across the bed Snapchatting when her phone rang and she answered the phone. "Hello?" 

    "Hello, Willow." 

    "Yes?" 

    "Do you know who you are speaking to?" 

    "No, but I know the voice." 

    "Mario." 

    "Who is Mario?" 

    "Rico Suave as you call me." He laughed because the name was silly to him, but whatever. 

    Her nostrils flared and she squeezed her eyes shut. What the fuck? She thought he was dead? Or damn near dead. Was he out of the hospital? How was this possible? 

    "Willow?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Aren't you happy to hear from me? You must be glad that I'm still living, right?" 

    "What do you want from me? I haven't done anything to you. I don't deserve this." 

    "Have you seen my face?" 

    "Huh?" 

    "I look hideous and you're the reason for it." 

    "I don't know what you're talking about." 

    "I am going to give you an opportunity." 

    "An opportunity?" 

    "Yes. If you tell me where Ava is right now, you get to live. If you don't, you don't live. Simple." 

    "You already know where she lives." 

    "Not yet, but I'll find out soon enough." 

    "Look, you drug me in the middle of something I had nothing to do with." 

    "Right, now you're in it." 

     She ended the call then she rushed to TeTe's house. 

    TeTe opened the door. She had her bag and keys in her hand. She was about to head to the mall but she invited Willow in and when the door closed, she asked, "What brings you over?" 

    "He's out of the hospital." 

    "Who is out of the hospital?" 

    "Rico Suave." 

    "Now, who the fuck is Rico Suave?" 

    "You remember the guy that was looking for Ava. The one that you sent the birthday cake to and it blew up in his face." 

    "Yes?" 

    "He is out of the hospital." 

    "How do you know he's out of the hospital? Did you see him?" 

    "No, he called me and said he wanted to see me." 

    "Wanted to see you? See you about what?" 

    "I don't know, but he's going to kill me. I know he's going to kill me." 

    TeTe grabbed her by her collar and shook her to calm her little skinny ass down. 

    "You have to help me." 

    "Nothing is going to happen to you. Come ride with me to the mall." 

    Willow was calm. She had been around TeTe long enough to know that if she was on TeTe's side, nothing would happen to her. After they left the mall, they stopped at John's house. 

    He opened the door with a tobacco pipe dangling from his mouth. And TeTe was thinking, who the fuck smoked tobacco from a pipe. That was so nineteen eighties. But John was a world-class cornball and nothing surprised her. He invited them in and offered them drinks. They declined and John sat on his ugly green sofa. TeTe and Willow sat on a love seat. 

    John said, "What brings you here?" 

    "I'm here to talk about what Barry Daniels told me the other day." 

    "You didn't believe that, did you?" 

    "No, but I asked Butterfly." 

    "And I know Butterfly didn't say I touched her." He smiled and said, "I'm Uncle John. I would never hurt her. I would never touch her." 

    "I would kill you if you touch my goddamned daughter, John." 

    "You don't think I know that already? I know you would kill me, but I don't think I could live with myself if I did that." 

    "John, have you ever molested a kid?" 

    "No." 

    "What else does Daniels have on you?" 

    John avoided TeTe's eyes. 

    "What the fuck does this man have on you?" 

    "Look, I was online and I was chatting with a fourteen-year-old girl, but I swear I didn't know she was fourteen," John lied. 

    "What do you mean you didn't know? You didn't see pictures of her?" 

    "I did, but she was built like a grown woman. Curves hips and lots of ass." 

    "Stop it, John. You don't like curves and lots of ass. You like little girls." 

    "I do, but I've never in my life touched a little girl." 

    Willow was listening and she thought about the day that she'd fucked John. She knew that he was a disgusting old man, but she'd never thought that he would harm a child. Pervert—yes. Child molester—no. She didn't think so, but she could be wrong. 

    John crossed his legs and lit the pipe. "What did Butterfly tell you?" 

    "She said that you took pictures of her. That Uncle John loved taking pictures of her." 

    He smiled and said, "Yes, I look at her like a niece. The daughter I never had." 

    "You never touched her?" 

    "I swear I've never touched her. You know me, TeTe. I would never touch Butterfly. I swear to God." 

    TeTe dug into her purse and removed a snub nose .38 and stepped up to John. She pressed the gun against his temple. 

    Willow screamed and said, "I didn't know that I was coming over here for this. Please don't shoot him. Please don't kill him. If all he did was take pictures, it's not worth it." 

    Willow stepped toward TeTe as if she was going to take the gun from her and TeTe pointed the gun toward her and said, "If you don't sit your little natty-ass down, bitch, I will kill you too." 

    Natty ass was a term TeTe's grandma Big Ma liked to use and it simply meant narrow. Willow sat her skinny ass back down on the loveseat. 

    The pipe fell from John's mouth onto the carpet. "Lord, help me. I swear that I would never harm Butterfly." 

    TeTe had a look in her eyes like she wasn't believing a word of what he was saying. 

    "I swear to God. You have to believe me and if you kill me, just know that you are killing an innocent man. All the things that I have done for you. I have been loyal to you over the years." 

    She forced the barrel of the gun to his temple and cocked it. Willow screamed and covered her eyes. She didn't want to witness the old pervert get his brains blown out. TeTe pulled the trigger of the gun. 

    John said, "Oh my God." 

    And TeTe laughed at his bitch-ass. The gun was empty. John's heart pulsated. 

    "I won't take your life," TeTe said. 

    "Thank you." 

    "That doesn't mean I'm not going to get your ass." 

    His eyes were dull and lifeless. Willow was happy that TeTe didn't kill the man. 

    "You have to be punished." 

    "Punished for what?" 

    "The pictures." 

    "The pictures were innocent." 

    "Motherfucker, you don't think I know you made her take a picture with a leotard. 

    Willow gasped and thought that maybe the old pervert deserved to die. 

    "No, I took a picture of a picture." 

    "What did you need it for and if you needed it, why didn't you ask me?" 

    "I didn't think it mattered." 

    "Wrong. It does matter. Everything involving my daughter matters." 

    "I'm sorry." 

    "What did you do with the picture?" 

    "I just kept it, just to look at it from time to time. Like I said, she's like a niece." 

    "John, I hate to imagine you jerking off to my little girl's picture." 

    "I would never do that." 

    "John, I'm not going to kill you, but I've killed people for far less." 

    "I know and I thank you for not killing me." 

    TeTe looked at Willow and said, "Let's get out of here."

    * * * * * 

    Inside the Waffle House on Piedmont, TeTe and Willow sat in a booth eating pecan waffles and grits as they waited on Ava to arrive. She arrived fifteen minutes later and sat across from them. She asked the waitress to bring her some bacon, grits, scrambled eggs, toast, and a side of pancakes. 

    TeTe said, "You going to eat all of that?" 

    "Yes." 

    TeTe raised her eyebrows and said, "When was the last time you ate? All that shit, if I didn't know your ass, I would think you was a runaway slave." 

    They all laughed at TeTe. 

    Ava said, "You called me over and you sounded like there was an emergency or something." 

    "Kind of." 

    "I'm not hoeing right now. I can't do that." 

    TeTe laughed and said, "It's not about that." 

    The waitress dropped the grits and eggs off at the table. Seconds later, Ava's plate was a hodgepodge of grits, bacon, and scrambled eggs. The waitress left and returned with the pancakes and toast. After she left, Ava asked, "What did you have to tell me?" 

    "He's back." 

    "Who is back?" 

    "Mario, the guy that was out to kill you." TeTe looked at Willow and said, "Tell her what happened to you." 

    "Mario called me and asked me to show him where you lived. He says he's going to get you and if I don't show him where you live, he's going to kill me too." 

    "What?" 

    "Yes." 

    Ava gasped. "I thought you took care of him. I thought I didn't have to worry about him." 

    "I thought so too. Look, don't worry about him. I'll take care of this shit but I was just giving you a heads up. I don't want him to surprise you before I can get to him." 

    "What do I have to do for you?" 

    "Nothing." 

    "Thanks, but what am I going to do in the meantime?" 

    "Just lay low." 

    "Do I have a choice?" 

    Willow's phone rang and she excused herself. 

    When she was gone, TeTe asked, "What the fuck are you eating so much for? Are you pregnant?" TeTe asked, but she knew the answer already. 

    Ava stopped eating her grits and made eye contact with TeTe and said, "Do I look pregnant?" 

    "No, but I know. An older woman always knows." 

    Ava started to cry. "Yes, I'm pregnant and I'm alone. Shamari has gone back to Jada and I'm out here just basically trying to make it on my own. I have no support system here. My family is in North Carolina, but I can't go there because Mario has people there. It's just all bad for me right now. I don't know what to do." 

    TeTe took hold of Ava's hand and held it. She promised that everything was going to be okay. She assured Ava that she would be fine. 

    * * * * * 

    As soon as Starr realized that it was Monte on the phone, she wished that she hadn't answered the phone. She knew he would ask about visiting him in prison and she just didn't have the time to visit him. 

    He said, "Hello, Starr. Are you there?" 

    "Yes, I'm here." 

    "Hey, are you still coming to see me? I put you on my visitation list again." 

    "Monte, you know I'm raising Trey's son. I have very little time to come to a prison or anything for that matter." 

    "You have to come see me." 

    "I don't have time. Why is this important?" 

    "I don't wanna talk on the phone, but it will shed light on a lot of shit." 

    "A lot of shit like what?" 

    "People that are close to you that you can't trust." 

    "You sound like a damn fortune cookie." 

    "Starr, come see me. Please come see me. You can stay for fifteen minutes. I need to tell you something before it's too late." 

    "Okay, I'll come in two weeks. Are you still at the same prison that I came to you at before?" 

    "The same one." 

    "Monte, I'm only staying for thirty minutes." 

    "What I have to tell you won't even take that long. I promise." 

    "Okay, just let me get a babysitter lined up and I'll drive down." 

    "Thanks, Starr." 

    Q entered the studio and he asked, "Who were you talking to on the phone?" 

    "Guess." 

    "Stunna." 

    She laughed and said, "You really are jealous of that man." 

    "There is no reason to talk to him. You have me." 

    "And I'm happy." 

    "Who was it?" 

    "Monte." 

    "Monte?" 

    "Used to be a runner for Trey." 

    "Yeah, I know Monte." Q frowned. "What did he want from you?" 

    "He wants me to come see him. Says he has something very important to tell me." 

    "Like what?" 

    "I don't know." 

    "Why couldn't he tell you over the phone?" 

    "You know prison dudes don't like talking over the phones." 

    "So, he wants you to drive to his prison and have a face to face conversation with him?" 

    "Yes." 

    "Don't do it." 

    Starr ran her fingers through her hair. "Why not?" 

    Q turned his back and said, "Who knows what that nigga could be into in there. You know niggas be running scams and shit and they be wanting to use people on the outside to help them." 

    "Look, the man just says he wants to talk to me." 

    "I don't think you should be going to no prison to see Monte. He's okay. He's doing his time and he has money. There ain't no reason to see him." 

    Starr looked at Q and wondered why was he so adamant that she not go see Monte. 

    "Look, you can go if you want, but I wouldn't. Monte will be home soon. Talk to him when he gets home." 

    "You're right, babe. I didn't wanna go in the first place." 

    He leaned into her and pecked her forehead. 

   


   
    CHAPTER 3

    Jada handed Starr a cosmopolitan as they sat in her living room. Jada said, "I went to see Ms. Carolyn the other day and she was doing fine. She joined an online dating site and she told me that she had been on three dates, but hadn't found anyone yet. Said that even men her age were full of games." 

    Starr sipped her drink and said, "Men in their sixties?" 

    "Ms. Carolyn said the games never stop." 

    "Wow. OK, damn." 

    Jada sipped her drink. "That's exactly what I said." 

    She set her drink down on the coaster then said, "So me and Shamari are in a good space and I'm happy about it. I hope that pretty soon he will man up and put a ring on it." 

    "Don't pressure that man. By pressuring him, you're going to only delay it. No man wants to feel like he's being forced into something." 

    "I'm not forcing him," Jada lied. She knew damn well she'd been arguing with Shamari just the other day asking him what was he taking so long for. She was ready to be a wife. She wanted a ring like Starr. She wanted kids. There was nothing to think about. They'd been together off and on for years. She was ready and she wasn't going to stop bringing it up until Shamari made her a wife. But she wasn't going to let Starr know that. It wasn't her business. 

    "I'm just glad you ain't forcing that man." 

    Jada sipped her drink and said, "Me being forceful? Oh please." 

    They laughed their asses off. Starr knew she was bullshitting her. 

    Starr's phone rang and she sent the caller to voice mail. 

    "Who was that?" 

    "Nosey-ass fuck." 

    "You know it." Jada smiled. 

    "It was Monte." 

    "Monte?" 

    "The guy I told you about that was in prison. He used to be a runner for Trey and wants me to come see him." 

    "For what?" 

    "I don't know honestly." 

    "Why don't you want to go see him?" 

    "I was going to go see him. I talked it over with Q and he said that I shouldn't go see him, so I decided that I don't need to go see him." 

    "Why doesn't Q want you to see him?" 

    "Just thinks he might be running a scam, might want to get me involved in some bullshit." 

    "If he keeps calling you, it must be important that he see you." 

    Starr said, "Look, I told Q I wasn't going to see him." 

    "I thought Ace was yo daddy?" 

    "He is." Starr laughed. "I didn't want to go see him in the first place." 

    "Look, I'll go see what he wants if you want me to." 

    "Next time he calls, I'll get him to add you to the visitation list." 

    Starr was silent and Jada asked, "What's wrong?" 

    "Nothing is wrong. I was just thinking that I'm so thankful for you. You're more of a sister than my sister is." 

    "I feel the same way." 
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