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Destiny walked to her father’s Mercedes with her eyes full of water. She moved like a robot towards the car, which was her prison transportation vehicle. Her world was over and she was only seven years old. She could not think of any possible scenario for her to have a good end to her life. Her father was a drug dealer and he carried a gun with him all the time. When she passed him on the way to the car she saw the bulge in his back where he kept it tucked.

What sort of life would she have with a criminal as a father? College was out of the question. She would have to dodge bullets and learn to fight. Her grandmother told her that she would never let her live with her father because he was a bad person. He killed people, stole things and he would go to hell for his evil.

Her mother wasn’t able to do much because she was victim, a statistic. At least that’s what her grandmother said about people addicted to crack.

Now that her guardian angel, her only hope in the world, her grandmother, was dead, she was doomed. For anybody with regular parents, leaving her Aunt Lauren’s crazy house would be a blessing. But it wasn’t for Destiny. Aunt Lauren’s four children and her younger brother, Sugar, stayed there. Between living around rude, violent kids and the touchy uncle, Destiny slept with one eye open. She would be going from the frying pan and into the fire. All she could do is cry. So cry she did.

The door slammed as her father pulled the car away from her aunt’s house.

Matthew turned the music up trying to drown out the sobs of his daughter. As the words of 99 Problems blasted through, Matthew’s frustration resisted the musical distraction. He had been dealing with his daughter’s low opinion of him for far too long. His daughter sounded just like his mother-in-law, who he called the “crazy bitch.”  After Tammy, his baby momma, got arrested for drug possession and went to rehab, he made the mistake of letting her mother get custody of Destiny. Once Ms Bernice took his daughter, she poisoned her mind. He wished he wouldn’t have agreed and made Destiny live with his sister.

See...Destiny hated his family. She was confused about life and the real world. She was a sheltered Cosby Show kid all because of the crazy bitch.

“Look Destiny....you gotta stop all that bullcrap crying,” Matthew lowered the music so she could hear him. “And why can’t you get along with your cousins? Since your grandmother is gone you will be seeing your family more. Your grandmother kept you from us.”

She sobbed and wiped her eyes. “I don’t want to be around you, you are bad and I hate Auntie’s house. I never want to go back there again. My cousins are crazy. They have mental problems. Grandma said they are undiagnosed.”

“Awah shut up with all that nonsense your grandma taught you. Your grandmother was crazy,” Matthew said.

“I hate you,” Destiny said.

“See, that’s what your grandmother told you. You don’t even know me,” Matthew said.

Destiny sat up and grabbed the back of the passenger’s seat. “I know you’re a bad person. You sell people drugs that kill them. You sell crack and that’s what messed mommy up. When you die you going to Hell.”

“Woah, ease back on all that talk about Hell and bad person stuff. What is a bad person? Do you know? Sure I sell drugs. But remember I said sell. I don’t make people take them. I don’t give them to people. Destiny, I’m just a business man. Why is that a bad person?”

“It’s bad because the drugs you sell don’t take away headaches or stop people from sneezing. You sell illegal drugs and that’s what makes you a bad person.”

“See, there you go with your grandmother’s limited view of the world. Alcohol was illegal once. Do you think the people who sell beer and liquor are bad? Just ‘cause the government found a way to make money off of alcohol now it’s okay to sell. The truth is, Destiny, people want street drugs and somebody got to sell it to them. That doesn’t make them bad.”

“Your drugs aren’t healthy. They make people do bad things like kill and rob people. You even kill people yourself and there is nothing you can say that will excuse that. The Bible says Thou shall not kill. You will burn in Hell for what you’ve done. I will never be like you.”

“What do you really know about the Bible? Your grandmother stopped being a Christian. She got you on that African voodoo stuff. So what could she tell you about the Book of Revelations?” Matthew pulled the car to the side of the street and put the car in park. The street was very busy. Cars blew their horns as they slowed down and drove around the back of Matthew’s car.

Matthew felt pressure in his chest. It was like he was talking to one of his ignorant street dealers. Those dumb asses had no vision. They never saw the end of the drug game. They had no plan. He learned about The Kennedy Family who were bootleggers before they turned legal and got into politics. Matthew knew from day one that he wouldn’t be a drug dealer for the rest of his life. Hell when he sold drugs on the street, he had plans to run his block and then get guys to sell for him. That’s why by the time he was seventeen he had five guys moving a pound a week.

“Destiny, I learned the Bible when I was in juvie. In there I learned the real story of the Book of Revelations. See, in these bling-bling hustler churches they don’t tell you about God’s judgment. See...when we die, God will weigh our souls. Whatever we do that’s bad will be weighed against what we do that’s good.

Even if you think I’m bad because I sell drugs, when you see me come back and fix up some of these houses you’ll change your mind. See, I’ve got a plan. When you grow up in the hood, you don’t have all the options that people who live in the suburbs have. Selling drugs is a way for kids to get in the money game of the world.”

Somewhere during Matthew’s presentation, Destiny turned her head and looked out of the window. She was still listening, but couldn’t look the slick talker in the face.

Destiny’s voice cracked with emotion when she said “That’s the problem with Christianity. Everybody twists it to fit their motives. You and your prison religion are bad and your excuse to do evil is just that, an excuse. There is no forgiving the killing of people. That’s what you do and that’s why you have a gun with you now.”

Matthew dropped the gear back into drive. He pulled out into the street so fast that passing cars had to hit on their brakes hard enough to make their tires skid.

“Yeah, you will see what I’m talking about. This is the time for change, you’ll see. I’m not going to waste time talking to you because I got to do some important things today. Your mother is saying goodbye to her rehab friends, and Bricks and I gotta do something before I get her. So just chill the fuck out on all that grandma talk for now. It’s giving me a headache.” Matthew turned his music back up and weaved his way through the suburban traffic.

A few minutes later after Matthew had calmed down a bit he was stopped at a red light. He lowered the music and yelled back to Destiny. “And my gun is for protection. When you carry a lot of money you need to be able to protect yourself.”
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Matthew Kowenski was a dinosaur from Baltimore’s crack heyday. An old school drug kingpin, no doubt. In the 90’s, he had one of the city’s many thriving drug empires. He ran only a few blocks, but they were some of the top-selling blocks in the city. Over the years, his street pharmaceutical business proved not to be Y2K compliant. Since the new millennium, he’d watched his profits dwindle. He drove his black Mercedes E-Class down the streets for what might be the last time while Destiny, his seven-year-old daughter, was sleeping in the back seat. 

These were the streets that were once so busy and full of crackheads so in need of their fixes that they would even rob a helpless old lady. Now they looked like a post-apocalyptic wasteland. Looking at the empty sidewalks, he could still remember how packed they were. The streets were never beautiful and modern like the Baltimore Harbor, but the worn down row houses were alive with excitement from his thriving underworld economy. Families lived between each of his bustling crack houses and provided enough camouflage to keep the police away.

He turned at the corner and beeped his horn. Bricks stuck his head out of the door.

“Hold the fuck up a minute. I’m coming,” Bricks yelled.

Matthew dropped the car in park and put on some BIGGIE. He was tired of the radio and in the mood for some of his favorite street hustler griot. The few people on the street made the block look like a regular city street. He watched the small-time sellers greet the patrons curb-side. There was no heavy congregation of them on the corners like in his heyday. These kids were as young as 16, no younger than he when he first started. But now in his 30’s, they looked like children to him. They wore skinny jeans and had tattoos down their arms, a big difference from the heavy gold chains and baggy pants which was the previous preferred uniform.

Only a few moments later Bricks stepped out of the front door. His jacket was halfway on. Right behind him was a pretty girl holding the loose sleeve like it was a leash.

“A yo,” Bricks said as he swiped his arm down on the sleeve, hoping to rip it free. The girl was pulled into Bricks by the force of his swipe and the tightness of her grip.

“Bricks, I swear to God I will find you if you try to leave me,” the girl said.

Bricks, now standing on the porch, turned and pushed the girl away from him. As the girl fell she pulled the sleeve, tearing it.

“Now see what you did!! Bitch, I told you I would be back. But you can’t calm down. You always got to bring drama.”

The girl picked herself off the floor. She jumped back and pulled the sleeve away from the jacket. She charged Bricks, swinging her arms. Bricks pushed her backwards, but this time she hit the side of the house and didn’t fall. She bounced right back, still swinging.

Bricks stood about six feet three inches tall. He had no muscle cuts, he was all round. But there was no confusion: under all that pudgy exterior you’ll find country boy strength.

Matthew jumped out of his car and ran to the porch. As Matthew reached the stairs, Bricks had just finished giving the feisty girl a punch in the face. No different than he would have given another man. The girl stumbled back into the half-open door. Bricks stood, watching the girl’s limp body fall to the floor. Matthew grabbed his big friend and pulled him back to the car.

“Hey man, what was that? I told you to stop fucking with her. You know she fucks with them YoungNs cats,” Matthew slammed the car door and backed the car out into the street. He looked in the rearview mirror and caught glimpse of Destiny. She was still asleep. He shook his head.

Bricks turned to see what he was looking at. “You got Destiny with you? You are bugging.” All he could see was Destiny’s light brown hair and her school girl outfit.

“I had to. Tammy is at her last follow-up session and she couldn’t take her. But don’t worry about Destiny, she’s asleep.” Matthew turned the music down. “Man, you about to mess up my vibe. I feel good today. I was reading Tammy’s meditation book and it said this is a day of reform for me. And that’s perfect because that’s just what I plan to do....reform this city.”

“Okay, explain.”

“Gladly.   See, there are a lot of things in this world needs to be reformed or reformatted. Which means to be taken back to the beginning, a fresh start. You know what I mean? Like Hip Hop. What the fuck is up with this shit. Now, I’m not one of those people that say Hip Hop is dead, but I will say it is knocked the fuck out or in a coma or something. Man, you know they call us Old School. Bullshit....we are True School.”

Matthew looked into the mirror again and saw Destiny covering her ears.

“Oh....my bad,” Matthew said.

“What happened?” Bricks said, looking out of the car window.

“Destiny doesn’t like to hear me curse.” Matthew brought his eyes to Destiny’s, “Look Destiny, that’s how I talk. It doesn’t mean you have to curse. Anyway Bricks, these little kids have messed Hip Hop up. Everybody wants to be a Thug and a gangsta. They don’t know a damn thing about being a gangsta. Everybody wants to be in a gang. What for? Everybody fights for everybody and then can’t nobody really fight. Like these punks in this gang the YoungNs.”

“Yeah, man. They don’t know what they are doing. They just shoot anybody. Grandmothers and children. I don’t know what the purpose of a drive by is.”

“My point exactly, Bricks. They have no purpose. What does it accomplish by shooting up a whole block? Right in your own neighborhood. Then it messes up the place for business. You can’t make no money on a hot block with police riding by. The same thing is wrong with Hip Hop. It has no purpose. They should be called “Dumb Niggers” instead of “Young Niggers.” 

Matthew and Bricks laughed.

“See...that’s why we need reformation, my brother. But Hip Hop is only a small part of the world because American Society is under attack. If it ain’t these little gold-toothed kids, it’s these politicians and Black leaders. I think they are all working together. Look how many rich Black people there are. They got that TV show that lets them show off their cars and houses. But yet we still got poor people. Why is that? I’ll tell you why: because our Black leaders are punks! And I got one word: reform!”

Bricks smiled at his white hood brother, holding back laughter. If it was anybody else, Bricks would have been confused. But to Matthew, Black was the color of people in the hood. “Why do you say that? Now, you got to explain why you feel that way.”

“Well, let me ask you: do you see any changes in the hood? We got President Obama in the White House and all, but do you see anything different in the hood? Nothing. You only see Black leaders on Television. They be writing books and have radio shows. Did the Black Panthers have a radio show? Or was there such a thing as the Malcolm X Late Night Show?

“Yeah, it would be like “tonight on the Malcolm X Show our guest will be the mayor, the police chief and a comedy spot by Richard Pryor.”

“Now, we have the NAACP hour where we only talk about freedom. I will bust Rev. Sharpton down if I saw him in the club,” Matthew looked straight ahead, gripping the steering wheel so tight his knuckles reddened.

“I feel you. People don’t care. It’s like every man for themselves. So, why don’t you like Mexicans? What did they do to you?”

“Mexicans? Did you just say Mexicans? Man, let me tell you....they are the biggest reason why we need reform. People be watching the news and be thinking they coming here for jobs, but there ain’t no jobs. If there were jobs, people in America would have had them. This is an invasion, plain and simple. They come over here cutting grass and building houses. Like there ain’t no grass to cut in Mexico. I don’t like them and I’ll tell you why. First, let me ask you, have you ever been to Mexico?” Matthew turned to look at Bricks. Bricks shook his head. “Well, it is run down and poor as shit. Cancun is only nice at the resort. Them people got it bad. Then you know that Texas, Nevada, Arizona and California was once part of Mexico?”

“Yeah, we learned that in School. What’s your point?”

“The YoungNs?”

“No.  Who are we mad at as Black people?”

“Oh, white people!”

“And why?” Matthew’s voice dropped to a low tone.

“Because they bought....”

“No, stole! But continue....”

“Because they stole Black people from Africa.”

“Okay, now who stole the Mexicans’ land? Think! You know the answer.”

“The Cowboys.”

“No Nigga. White people. My family and shit.”

“Whatever. The very same white people that brought Black people here. They stole the Indians’ land and the Jamaicans’ and the Mexicans’. But, you know what the difference is?”

“No what is the difference?”

“Black people call white people “the Man.” The Indians called white people paleface. But, what do Mexicans call them? Shoot, put a white girl next to a Mexican girl and see who the Mexican guy chooses. Man, they are like Chinese women; love to date them some white people. Selma Hyack couldn’t cure Mexican guys’ Jungle Fever.”

“But, aren’t all them Mexican chicks short and fat?” Bricks smiled.

“Well, whether they are short or fat or ugly. They are their own women and they should like them.” Matthew turned the car to the side of the road and through the gear into park. “Now, my point was before you confused me with your ignorance was that instead of being mad at white people, these dumb muthfuckin’ Mexicans are trying to date them.”

Matthew turned around to the back seat. “Hey Destiny, wait here in the car for a minute. I’m going to leave the car on with the radio playing for you. So, just chill here.”

Bricks followed Matthew to the back of the car. The street was empty and there were practically no cars on the street. Matthew pulled out a container and took out two sets of gold fronts. He handed Bricks a set of teeth and put the other in his mouth.

They both pulled down their pants, letting their boxer shorts show. Then they put on thick winter ski hats and walked toward the entrance of a building across the street.

Matthew smiled, showing off his gold teeth. “What up, YoungN.”

“Nothin’, YoungN.”

“You ready to do this?” Matthew walked inside the front door.

“I’m about it,” Bricks said, smiling his gold teeth as he walked in behind Matthew.

Matthew fell against the wall laughing “You about it? Don’t you mean Bout it?”

Bricks shook his head and joined Matthew in laughing. He took a deep breath and walked ahead of Matthew up the stairs. Bricks adjusted his hat so it covered more of his face.

“You better get it when we get in there.” Matthew knocked on the door with his hand. The question was rhetorical. Bricks was more than ready for every situation Matthew had put him through in the past. So there was no reason to suspect anything different this time. He and Bricks played off each other very well. They didn’t need to choreograph their routines. Who ever felt like taking the lead, the other backed them up. Bricks had called it earlier. He wanted to have fun this time. He said since it was their last hit for a while that it shouldn’t be a simple shoot-’em-up.

A couple of moments later a voice came from behind the door. It was a deep voice, asking something in Spanish that Matthew couldn’t understand. He looked at Bricks and thought of the best response. The YoungNs’ trademarked identification call.

“Young youngNs,” Matthew said with confidence as he looked into the peep hole.

After some more Spanish conversation could be heard from behind the door, it opened. Bricks walked in first. He stepped past the young kid who opened the door. Matthew walked over to the window without making eye contact with anybody.

The apartment was filled with the sounds of some techno rock from the television....some stupid Hispanic game show. There were about four white girls sitting on the laps of Mexican guys. Matthew didn’t bother to count them. He just knew there were four guys in the room. He saw the freshly-opened enchiladas on the table. Even though the guys all had Coronas in their hands, none of them had moved since he and Bricks entered the room. He had them right where he wanted them, tense.

“Now which one of you is Arisol?” Bricks said, and after none of the guys moved he continued “Okay tu eres Arisol?”

Bricks looked around at each of the guys’ faces. Matthew waited for one of the nervous kids to jump.

One of the kids summoned a little courage or started to feel a little embarrassed. “Quein eres tu?” one of the guys said. Bricks immediately looked at the kid, causing the kid to take a deep breath. Before Bricks could respond, the kids translated “Who are you?”

Bricks smiled without it seeming like he was going to laugh. “We are YoungNs. And are you Arisol?”

“No.”

“Well then, I don’t need to hear from you then,” Bricks then panned the room again; this time as his head moved, each of the kids leaned back or turned their heads, trying not to let Bricks look into their souls.

“Now I’m feeling unwelcomed, fellas. I thought we were cool. You let me all up into your private little party. This is an ELP house, isn’t it?” He looked at Matthew and Matthew nodded his head. “So it’s safe to say your ELPs yourself.”

Bricks must have looked like a giant to them or some kind of super human, because when one of the kids moved their hand towards a bag sitting on the floor, all Bricks did was look at the kid and he froze.

“Hey loverboy, you might want to rethink your actions because I really don’t like Mexicans.”

Matthew was less humoring and pulled out his gun. He waved it around the room. He pointed it at the head of the Mexican kid on the sofa who made the move. At the sight of Matthew’s gun, all of the kids got even more nervous. Matthew grabbed the bag and emptied out all of the contents on the floor. A small gun fell out of the bag. He picked it up.

Bricks continued his speech “And we only came to talk. So, it would be real bad if I killed a Mexican right when I was trying to be friends with them.” He pulled out his gun and swung it around, pointing it at no one in particular. He walked over to the table. Not happy with the reactions of the kids, he shook his head.

“Now which one of you taco eaters is Arisol?” Bricks screamed. The kids looked around at each other. Now they were all breathing hard and beginning to sweat.

One of kids raised his hand. He was sitting at the table next to the enchiladas. “I am,” he said, looking up from his chair to the towering Bricks. “What do you want?”

Bricks smiled. This time, his smile was accompanied by a chuckle. However, his menacing threat was still there and he was holding his gun. He stepped behind Arisol and placed a hand on his shoulder. Arisol doesn’t move, but his friends gasped.

“I just want to talk to you, amigo to amigo. Que pasa! So, why don’t you ask these little girls to come back later. Oh, let me get a taste of this big ass enchilada. I haven’t had an enchilada in years. You know how Baltimore is. Crab trucks everywhere but you can’t find any good Mexican anywhere.” Bricks grabbed the big sandwich and it broke apart.

“Y’all don’t eat enchiladas,” Arisol said.

Bricks shot the radio. This was a trick he’d learned from his stickup friend. They would rob people and shoot things near them; the sound of the shot loosened up the people they were robbing. “Let me turn that noise off so you can see that I’m not bullshitting. Ladies, get the fuck outta here. Matter of fact, go in the bedroom and leave those crack berries and smart phones. Put them on the table.”

Then he pointed the gun at Arisol’s head. “You know, I see you’re going to give us problems.” Arisol squirmed from Bricks’ grip on his shoulder. “Now, I’m going to speak English because that is what we speak in America. Okay, comprende?”

Aroisol looked at the girls walking into the bedroom. “Yeah, ah si.”

“Did you just say si?” Bricks turned Arisol’s head around to the side, facing him. “I said English muthafucca! Now, am I clear?” He sauntered around, pointing his gun at each of the Mexican kids, and each one responded with a “yes.”

Bricks returned to Arisol and pointed his gun at his head. “So, what’s your answer? Si or yes?”

Arisol shot a glance at his friend and noticeably began to shake. “Si. No, I mean yes.”

“What is it si or yes?”

“Hey dude, we aren’t in the ELPs.”

He raised the gun away from Arisol’s head and explained that he knew they were not in the gang, but he knew his brother was. ELPs had a cool relationship with the YoungNs up until now. Which is the reason why they opened the door when Bricks and Matthew said they were YoungNs.

“So, what do you want from us?” another kid said.

Bricks yelled at him and reminded him that he was talking to Arisol and that since all of the kids in the apartment were Mexican it would be sure to anger Arisol’s brother head of the ELPs.

“Now, that was a good question and that’s why I answered it. My friend here said today is Reform Day so I am going to ask you a question. Why do Mexicans come to America?”

The kid thought about his answer before he felt strong enough to say it. “They come for jobs.”

“Good answer. You’re very right: jobs. God dammit a smart one. Jobs. Now, what is Arisol’s brother doing in America? Selling drugs.”

“Okay dude, we’re in college. We don’t sell drugs,” Arisol said.

“Now that is the last time you are going to call me dude. College, I don’t give a damn about you being in college. I didn’t go to college.  And the only reason why you’re going to college is because of your brother. Umh, what’s his name?” Matthew held his gun steady as he asked the nerdy Mexican boy.

“Pico,” Matthew said.

“Yeah Pico. You all paying for college with his drug money. Can’t ya’ll understand a drug dealer isn’t something nobody wants to be and you’re definitely not supposed to come from another country to become just a drug dealer. You can be a drug dealer in your own country. The only reason why me and Dirty Killer here are drug dealers is we at the bottom. Poor as hell. Just like you were before you came to America. So we sold drugs because it was all we could do. Now, hip hop has made drug dealing look cool like it’s not dangerous. You can get killed in Mexico, you don’t have to come here for that.”

“But you have poverty programs here. Like Affirmative Action,” Arisol said.

“Boy, I’m going shoot you like I shot that damn radio. And why are ya’ll listening to white ass Rock music? And with some damn white girls....ain’t no Mexican chicks around here? Those are the muthafuckers who took your land....ah TEXAS! Huh?” Bricks walked around, looking out of the window and into the kitchen while he talked, all the while holding his gun and moving very slowly.

“What do you want from us?” Arisol said. His tone seemed more like a plea than a real question. He was about to fall apart listening to this guy rambling. He was just as confused as he was scared. He knew his friends were just as scared.

“I want you to tell your brother and his friends to go back to Mexico. We don’t need him or anybody from another country coming over here messing up our community, fucking up the only little hustle we got. Feel me?”

Arisol stared at Bricks while his blood boiled in his veins. “Pico doesn’t listen to me. He won’t stop dealing. My mother even tried to make him stop but, he wouldn’t.”

“Well, maybe he will understand this.” Matthew shot the two guys sitting on the sofa and the third guy standing against the wall. Bricks looked at Matthew and only shook his head.

“Okay, okay, okay,” Arisol fell to the floor on his knees.

In less time than it took for Matthew to shoot the guys, they were back in their car taking off their hats and pulling out their teeth. Bricks was scolding Matthew for shooting the guys but was interrupted by Matthew before he could finish his point.

“Because you talk too much. We should have killed Arisol now that I think about it. The ELPs will know who did it.” Matthew looked in the back seat and just as he suspected his little daughter was sleep.

As he dropped the car into gear a bullet shot through the back window, causing shattered glass to blanket his Destiny. It was Arisol. He was running out of the building shooting wildly.

Matthew pulled the car out into the street but more bullets hit the back of the car. Bricks pulled out his gun and lowered his window.

Destiny woke up as glass splashed her. She was hearing gun fire for the first time and she was instantly scared. She closed her eyes and a vision of her grandmother appeared. Her grandmother opened up her arms and wrapped them around her. The tighter her grandmother’s embrace became, the less sounds from gun fire she heard.

“See what I’m saying, look at this fool,” Matthew stopped the car allowing Arisol to catch up to them. Arisol’s dumb ass ran straight at them. He was screaming and crying like an inexperienced first day thug. Matthew slammed the car into reverse and backed right over Arisol.

“That’s fucked up. Now who’s going to tell Pico who killed his brother?” Bricks said.

Matthew looked around after he had driven the car over Arisol a second time. He noticed the white girls and swerved the car over to them and yelled out of the window “YoungNs bitches” as he passed them. The girls screamed and fell back on the ground.
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Chapter 2
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The hospital hallways were enormous. The lights were so unnaturally bright Destiny had to squint her eyes at first. Everyone wore plain uniforms in colors that looked deader than anything else. The people who didn’t work there were in bad need of a good night’s sleep. There were dark circles around their eyes and somewhat glossy from tearing. Sorrow filled the room with a draining energy.

Destiny walked beside her mother and she couldn’t help but notice a women crying so hard that she had to be held up by her family. She saw people with sad looks and pained faces.

Tammy walked to the counter and asked the nurse for the room of Bernice Abiola. That was Destiny’s grandmother’s name. The nursed asked Tammy if she was sure she wanted to bring the little girl to the room because it was Intensive Care. She said it had a TV and some Disney movies but Tammy told the nurse that Destiny had a visitors’ sticker and she would be fine in the ICU.

The walk through the ICU was horrific. It was a lot different than any other place Destiny had been. The sounds of people moaning and crying in pain made her hold her head so straight she could only see the door at the end of the aisle. She took quick glances, using only her eyes to check for space numbers. A scream came from behind one of the curtains so loud it sent a shiver down her back and caused her to look. There were no walls separating the patience’s beds, only the long curtain. When she took her small glance she was able to see a man spitting up blood and a groups of nurses around him. Just before she turned her head back, a nurse pulled the curtains closed.

Bed 241B was where her grandmother was. Tammy pulled the curtain back and Destiny followed her in. Grandma was breathing but her eyes were closed. All it took was the soft voice of Destiny for Bernice to open her eyes.

Bernice wasn’t a fat woman but she was large. She was five feet ten inches standing fully erect and she had a little jiggle under her arms. Having worked in the hospital records department, she had years of heavy file case carrying to build strong muscles. She had a broad neck and in the south where she was raised they called women like her Big Ma. She sure would have been the poster lady of Big Mas.

Now in her hospital bed, she endured her humbling experience with grace, only showing small facial twitches from her pain. Having only been in the hospital bed for a week, she hadn’t lost much weight and she really didn’t look sick. Her eyes were hazy and she had dark circles around them. She now had age lines and wrinkles, things that were normal for woman of her age, but at 68 Bernice was just starting to live.

Seeing little Destiny, her darling, brought a much-needed smile to her face. She didn’t need to ask a lot of questions to know her young baby girl was holding out well. Destiny gave her such a tight hug Tammy was scared she would pull out one of her mother’s tubes.

“Destiny, not so tight. I know you miss her but you don’t want to hurt her more.”

Bernice explained to them that she expected them to go on without her. She felt it was time for her to go make her transition. She was in all sorts of pain and the butchers (what she called the doctors) couldn’t find out what was wrong with her. One day she was shopping with Destiny and the next minute she couldn’t get out of her bed. Whatever it was presented itself like a stroke but it wasn’t. She had known multiple sclerosis to effect people but if this was a form of MS then it was super-charged. She feared she wouldn’t live long enough for them to find out what was killing her, if they were able to find out at all. If she was in Ghana she wouldn’t be under the care of these western doctors but that wasn’t the case. She had fallen ill in America and this was the standard curse of business. It wasn’t personal.

She had made peace with her life and called for strength to the ancestors. A smile forced its way to her face as she felt a bit of pride in being able to pass on as much knowledge as she had to her little granddaughter Destiny. She looked at her daughter Tammy’s skinny frame and scared face and let her eyes flow to little Destiny. Tammy had long brought feelings of regret and remorse but standing next to Destiny Bernice felt a warmth throughout her body. She exhaled with an ease she hadn’t been able to have since she found drugs in Tammy’s bed. Her life had been one painful rollercoaster ride ever since.

When Tammy finally went into a state-funded rehab for crack-addicted mothers, Bernice had her chance. She gladly assumed guardianship over the then-three-year-old Destiny and had maintained it ever since. Destiny was the loving open mind Tammy never was. She may have had Tammy too early in her life or it may have been the death of her husband which pushed Tammy toward drugs. Whatever it was, Destiny was sure it wasn’t going to happen to her. Bernice wasted no time filling her with life’s wisdom and an appreciation of the Earth.

A hard cough brought up a mouth full of phlegm to Bernice’s mouth and caused Tammy to hit the call button. Bernice tried to wipe it off herself but her hand missed her mouth. Tammy, nervous, ran out to retrieve a nurse. Destiny took a towel and softly cleaned her grandmother’s mouth.

The words were very slurred but Destiny heard them clearly. “I will always be there to protect you. All you have to do is call for me.” Bernice coughed again and the nurses rushed in, pushing Destiny back from her grandmother. Tammy pulled Destiny out of the entire area. Destiny remembered the curtains closing as another health aid walked her to the children’s lounge. 

That was the last time she saw her grandmother alive.

The car shook and her young healthy grandmother released her from her embrace. Destiny climbed out from under the seat and sat up straight. The gunfire was over and Bricks was leaning the door but Destiny’s heart was still racing. It must have been the door closing that pulled her away from her grandmother. Now she was back in the world of her father. The violent world. This new world where people could get killed, where she could get killed. She had no choice; she was the child of these parents. They were in control of her now. No more museums and trips to the library for story time...those days were gone. Her grandmother said she would be there and she was, but that didn’t change the fact that she was gone.

Destiny hoped her parents had changed but she knew that wasn’t the case now. Even though there was no devil to blame, she still felt mad at something. She was a nice girl. She did her homework. Her teachers liked her and she listened to her grandmother, so she couldn’t figure out why she was being punished. There was no way to look at her situation other than she was being punished. Why was something bad happening to good people? This was what confused her. Grandmother said bad things happened to bad people, not good people. How correct was that? Now her grandmother was an ancestor. She wanted to join her. Her grandmother was in a better place....that’s what the nurses said.

So why couldn’t she go to that better place? Or why couldn’t that better place come to her grandmother? Her grandmother was in a better place and she was in a worse place. The question rolled over in her head over and over, causing her eyes to fill with water. Her chest got tight and breathing became labored. She squeezed her eyes closed and tried to hold back the inevitable. Her resistance was over run and she began crying.

“Hey, I’m going to let you go,” Bricks said.

Matthew looked back at Destiny and embarrassment kept him from acknowledging her sobs. He played it off as something normal for his daughter. “Man, forget about her. She ain’t used to being around me. She just misses her grandmother. That’s all.” He wished he could flex on her or tell her to shut up and act like a man but he knew she was a sissy little girl. He blamed her grandmother. “Hey, the time you get up to Negro Mountain she’ll be drinking beer. Listen handle your business and stay outta site.”

Now that the heavy work was done he could chill out on his four hour ride. The thug mansion was waiting for him and he was warming up to the idea of living in the county.

Destiny was still crying in the back seat but Matthew didn’t pay her no mind. He turned the music up as he pulled the car away from Bricks. Nothing better than a mix of some old school Master P to take his mind away from grandma’s little girl.

The Harbor Metro Rehab was less than ten minutes away, so he could drown out Destiny for that short period of time. Hell, she’d be all right...when he was little, his father left him crying so long one day he just got tired and stopped. Destiny was no different; she just needed to be reared right, toughened up a little. Taught to deal with the real world. Eat in a kill or be killed world. He was a wolf, not a sheep, and Destiny would have to learn to be a wolf too.

Child rearing was the woman’s job anyway. It would be Tammy’s responsibility to handle Destiny. It was her mother who messed her up in the first place. He had to deal with being invisible and holding his team together. Baltimore would blow up soon enough, and keeping the fire contained to the ELPs and the YoungNs would be his only job. Today’s assault set the ball in motion, now disappearing was the next step.

His hands held a tight grip on the steering wheel. He was as excited as he was his first day supervising his first group of street sellers. It was like terraforming a rival planet. Starting a conflict between his competing drug groups was like dropping a can of Raid in a roach-infested apartment. Sure, the YoungNs controlled midtown and the Mexican ELPs had the suburbs saturated, but that would only be temporary. Soon the city would be clean of them both and he would reemerge and run Baltimore the way it should be.

Tammy was smiling and laughing with some of her old druggy friend on the steps of the rehab. These were the people who helped her bring her life back to a good state. She was lost once and now with the help of her good fellow addicts she had made a change for the better. Each one of the people she met in the meetings brought a different message to her. Frances had been hooked on beer from the age of twelve drinking with her father, continued to drink through middle school and high school. She’d overcome the loss of her mother and eventually her father, and moved on to stronger and more dangerous drugs....a little ecstasy. She
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