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      “It’s good to see you, baby,” Mike said, his arms wrapped tight around Angie. 
    

    
    
              He squeezed her a moment more before letting her go with a smile. 
    

    
    
              “You too, Mikey,” she said, stepping out of the way to let Mike come into the house.
    

    
    
              He took off his White Sox hat as he walked into the living room and looked around. It had been almost a year since he had been to Cory and Angie’s house – Cory’s 30th birthday party.
    

    
    
              The 50-inch flat screen gripped the slate-rock walls like a prayer to God. Two large oak bookshelves lined the walls, packed from top to bottom with Black authors – spines by Michelle Alexander, Ta-Nehesi Coates, and bell hooks.
    

    
    
      Mike breathed in deeply, the smell of Angie’s hood-famous chicken wings glided through the air. No doubt she had some baby shower meatballs in the crockpot and some kind of six or eight layer dip.
    

    
    
      She did it up whenever Cory had friends over. 
    

    
    
      Mike walked to the dark wood mantle settled above the fireplace like a steady awning. The mantle was lined with family pictures – Cory and Angie’s wedding, where he was the best man. Their twin daughters, Keana and Sheena. 
    

    
    
      Mike sighed, slightly miffed.
    

    
    
      “What up, nigga?” Mike heard from behind him.  He turned to see Cory approaching with his arms held out for a hug. Behind Cory was his brother-in-law, Tyler. 
    

    
    
      The two men embraced in a heavy bro-hug. Mike buried his fist firmly into Cory’s back. Mike grinned hard, his smile beaming through the room.
    

    
    
      “Look at this nigga,” Mike said, moving on to hug Tyler. 
    

    
    
      Tyler’s eyes were tight, but widened as Mike approached. He wrapped his arms around Mike and gave him a quick hug and a tight smile. The slightly sweet, but pungent smell of Tyler’s breath touched Mike’s nose. 
    

    
    
      “Good to see you, Mikey,” Tyler said. 
    

    
    
      Mike gave him a quick smile and backed away, still taking in the arrangement of the living room.
    

    
    
      Angie walked in and wrapped her arm around her older brother’s waist. She smiled at Cory and Mike before giving Tyler a light squeeze.
    

    
    
      “Food is almost ready, boys. Where’s Frenchie?”
    

    
    
      Tyler stared at the door briefly and then down at his sister.  
    

    
    
      “He on C.P. time. He’ll be here,” Cory said. 
    

    
    
      They walked through the house to get to Cory’s “man cave.” 
    

    
    
      Cory’s den had two brown, leather recliners, and a matching love seat. In the back of the room was a pool table, a serving table and a card table. Cory’s collection of University of Kentucky memorabilia decorated the room.  A fully stocked refrigerator and another flat screen, 60-inch,  completed the room’s aesthetic. 
    

    
    
      “This blue burning my eyes, my guy,” Mike laughed, putting his hands on Cory’s shoulders. “Ty, you went to Indiana. Don’t this shit make you ill?”
    

    
    
      Tyler chuckled a little and grabbed an MGD from the ice bucket.
    

    
    
      “It’s nothing 
      I’d
       decorate my house with,” he said. 
    

    
    
      “Good thing this ain’t yall’s shit,” Cory laughed, flopping down into the recliner and grabbing his tumbler of bourbon. 
    

    
    
      “How long you gonna be here, Ty?” Mike asked, sitting in the other recliner. “You don’t get down here much.”
    

    
    
      Tyler padded across the room and laid down on the loveseat, clumsily reaching over to put his beer on the coffee table. 
    

    
    
      “I’m leaving tomorrow, probably,” Tyler said. 
    

    
    
      “How the twins?” Mike asked.
    

    
    
      Cory took another sip of his bourbon. He smiled, his face lighting up with pride. 
    

    
    
      “Man, I can’t even explain it. They are three-going-on-thirteen. We blessed. We worked hard to get pregnant."
    

    
    
      Mike gave a tight smile and leaned forward, clasping his hands together. He remembered talking to Cory about the fertility issues they were having. They were just about to throw in the towel and consider adoption when Angie found out she was expecting.
    

    
    
      “That’s dope, bro. Not much more important than leaving a legacy. That’s real talk,” Mike said.
    

    
    
      Tyler sat up and took his beer to the head. A painful burp escaped his throat. He put his hand on his chest.
    

    
    
      “Ugh, that one hurt,” Tyler said, still holding his chest.
    

    
    
      Cory and Mike burst out laughing. Tyler’s face was flushed red and his eyes were watering. Tyler wasn’t a big drinker, but he had had more than his normal share since being back in Hopkinsville for the funeral. 
    

    
    
      Cory could see the stress on Tyler’s face. They had all grown up together and even though time and life had sent them all in various directions, they still knew each other and could usually read each other like a Walter Mosley novel.
    

    
    
      “What’s up with you, bro?” Cory asked, watching Tyler’s scrunched up face. 
    

    
    
      The doorbell rang before Tyler could answer.
    

    
    
      “What kinda music you got, Cory? I’m not trying to listen to no Gap Band or Jeffrey Osborne,” Tyler said, changing the subject.
    

    
    
      Cory sucked his teeth. He swirled the ice in his tumbler and took the remote from the coffee table and turned on George Duke’s “Rhyme or Reason.”
    

    
    
      “Y’all don’t know shit about real music,” Cory said as Tyler and Mike cackled. 
    

    
    
      “Oh, shit! Sometimes love has no rhyme or no reason even when you try to be coooool,” French sang off key, entering the room, his hands in the air.
    

    
    
      “My nigga,” Mike said, getting up and hugging French. “Good to see you.”
    

    
    
      Tyler climbed off the floor and followed Cory over and they all took turns greeting their friend. Tyler was the last one to hug French.
    

    
    
      When he began to let go, his hand slowly slid down to the small of his back where he felt something bulgy and hard.
    

    
    
      “Whoa—,” Tyler said, stepping back. 
    

    
    
      Why is this nigga packing a gun? Can he even legally carry one? My sister and nieces are in the house. Is Cory cool with this?
    

    
    
      French put his hand over his mouth and his other hand behind his back. 
    

    
    
      “My bad,” he said. “Cory, I can take it to the car. The girls home?”
    

    
    
      Cory shook his head and waved him off. 
    

    
    
      “You good, French. Just make sure the safety is on,” he said, taking another sip from his drink.
    

    
    
      French stomped over to the bar and made himself two fingers of bourbon and grabbed the bottle and carried it to the coffee table.
    

    
    
      When he sat down beside Tyler, he tied his black on black Jordan 1s. His chain dangled in front of him, the oversized “F” charm swaying back and forth.
    

    
    
      “So Howard,” French said, sitting back. “Long live that nigga.”
    

    
    
      French took his drink to the head, feeling the burn flow down his throat and warm his belly.
    

    
    
      “For life,” Mike said, taking a sip of his drink.
    

    
    
      “Yeah,” Tyler said softly, his voice raspy.
    

    
    
      Cory took a deep breath before a smile set on his lips. 
    

    
    
      “You remember when them dudes from Bowling Green tried to tackle him during the playoffs?” Cory said, beginning to chuckle.
    

    
    
      Mike clapped, his laugh now filling the space.
    

    
    
      “Bro,” he started, “homie ran through three dudes. The last dude got dragged five yards before Howard ran out his goddamn jersey.” 
    

    
    
      Mike and Cory slapped five over and over, laughing at the memory. French’s smile flashed, but didn’t reach his eyes. Tyler put his hands on his head, surprised by the story.
    

    
    
      “So he ran out of his jersey? They tore it off?” Tyler asked.
    

    
    
      “You can do a lot when you determined,” French said, pouring another two fingers.
    

    
    
      Cory looked at French, his brow furrowed. 
    

    
    
      “Slow down on that hooch, nigga. Angie about to bring in the food.”
    

    
    
      French laughed coldly, nearly a cough. 
    

    
    
      “Pour me one,” Tyler asked, holding his hand up.
    

    
    
      Cory stared at Tyler and grinned. Mike held still, one eye squinted, looking at Tyler.
    

    
    
      French got up and walked over to the bar, grabbing another heavy, glass tumbler. He slid it over in front of Tyler and poured him a shot.
    

    
    
      “You get a baby dose. Children’s Tylenol ass nigga,” he laughed.
    

    
    
      The men burst into laughter as Angie walked in with the large serving tray containing the chicken wings, six-layer dip, tortilla chips, and meatballs.
    

    
    
      She walked over behind Cory and put her hands on his shoulders. 
    

    
    
      “Y’all food here. You need anything else?” she asked.
    

    
    
      Mike turned and looked back at her and then at the food. He lightly licked his lips.
    

    
    
      “We good baby,” Cory said, as she gave him a quick peck on the cheek. 
    

    
    
      Angie turned to walk away and Cory gave her a light swat on her butt. 
    

    
    
      “If you don’t stop,” she threatened, jokingly, exiting the room.
    

    
    
      “That’s a bad b—,” French started.
    

    
    
      Tyler frowned, staring darts at French.
    

    
    
      Cory held his bourbon at his lips.
    

    
    
      “You got a good woman Cory,” French said, course correcting.
    

    
    
      “Uh huh,” Cory said, a low laugh escaping.
    

    
    
      Mike sat back, his thumbnail in his mouth for a second. He slapped his hands on his thighs and then stood up.
    

    
    
      “I’m finna eat. My stomach touching my back right about now,” he joked.
    

    
    
      Once they had all made their plates, they sat around the coffee table reminiscing on their adolescence and on how Howard had impacted their lives.
    

    
    
      “I wanted to be like him, just not the bad habits,” Cory said. “Like the way he could play basketball, baseball, and be all-state in football — whew…” 
    

    
    
      “His 
      bad 
      habits is what made him famous,” French cut in. “The only one more connected to Clemons in the state might be O.G.”
    

    
    
      Mike put his cup down and groaned. 
    

    
    
      “Your hero,” he mocked.
    

    
    
      French glared at Mike briefly before turning his attention back to Cory.
    

    
    
      “Look, Howard had bread. He had hoes. He had cars, he had—”
    

    
    
      “A gang of kids he didn’t claim,” Cory interrupted. 
    

    
    
      Tyler softly cleared his throat, while giving French a passing glance.  
    

    
    
      “He had kids? How many?” Tyler asked.
    

    
    
      French sucked his teeth.
    

    
    
      Mike clapped his hands and spoke freely.
    

    
    
      “Man, that nigga had three or four that we pretty much guarantee are his. Word is he had some out of town kids up in Louisville. And one chick in Nashville said he was her son’s father.”
    

    
    
      Cory shook his head. 
    

    
    
      “Damn shame. And did he really do anything for them?”
    

    
    
      French shoved a flat chicken wing into his mouth and pulled out the bone. He chewed loudly before speaking.
    

    
    
      “Aye, they knew what they was getting into when they messed with a brother like Howard. Ain’t no love in these streets.”
    

    
    
      Mike pointed at French with a tortilla chip.
    

    
    
      “It’s one thing to lay one down. It’s a whole other thing to leave her with a baby to raise,” Mike said, his face warming up with frustration.
    

    
    
      French scoffed, his shoulders jerking with a soft laugh. He didn’t look at Mike. He just scooped some dip from his plate.
    

    
    
      Tyler felt a tingle in his legs and hands. There were words on the tip of his tongue that he wanted to say, but he kept them in. He was about to stand up when Cory started speaking again.
    

    
    
      “Mike, all due respect. You my best friend. My man since yay high,” he said, holding his hand flat, three feet off the ground. “But you can’t speak on dudes disrespecting women.”
    

    
    
      French coughed, choking on the dip. He covered his mouth and grabbed for his drink.
    

    
    
      Tyler stood up and excused himself.
    

    
    
      “I’ll be back,” he said softly, padding towards the bathroom.
    

    
    
      “Don’t throw up, Tylenol,” French said through his coughs.
    

    
    
      Mike frowned at Cory. His fists clinched briefly and he rubbed his hands together before pushing his food away.
    

    
    
      “It’s like that, bro?”
    

    
    
      Cory bent the side of the recliner towards Mike, his words slightly slurred.
    

    
    
      “How many you take down from our graduating class?”
    

    
    
      French, now recovered from his coughing fit cut in. 
    

    
    
      “Three or four while we were in high school. Pretty ass nigga,” he said, a bitter grin on his face.
    

    
    
      Mike sighed and then leaned back, steepling his fingers.
    

    
    
      “Two while we were in high school. Like three since,” he said, mentally making notes.
    

    
    
      Cory moved in closer. Mike could smell the bourbon, the fermented scent crossing the invisible boundary between them.
    

    
    
      “And did you use protection? You definitely took that bad habit from Howard,” he said, staring solemnly at Mike. 
    

    
    
      Mike shifted in his seat. He looked at French. French’s face wore a wide smile that actually looked amused this time. He turned and looked back towards the doorway, hoping Tyler would come in and interrupt this line of questioning.
    

    
    
      Master P and Young Bleed asked 
      how you do that there
       over the speakers.
    

    
    
      “Man, I make no excuses for what I did,” he said softly, matching Cory’s lean. “And I still enjoy the company of several women.”
    

    
    
      Cory exhaled sharply and stared for another moment before a smile parted his lips.
    

    
    
      “I’m just fucking with you,” Cory said. “You had little girls on your ass since we was playing Junior Pro.”
    

    
    
      Tyler came back in. His collar was darker. His whole face was wet. The alcohol was coming through his pores and his anxiety was elevated. 
    

    
    
      “Bro,” Cory said, staring at Tyler, “you sweating?”
    

    
    
      Tyler flopped onto the couch and grabbed a chicken wing. 
    

    
    
      “Nah, just washed my face.”
    

    
    
      “You let the liquor win,” French cut in. “You gotta let it build that fire in your gut.”
    

    
    
      The men all shared a quick laugh before silence fell over the room. 
    

    
    
      Tyler watched all three men. He saw French’s gun protruding out from behind him, hanging on his waist band. He looked at Mike who seemed to be deep in thought. His eyes crossed over to Cory who was now on his third bourbon.
    

    
    
      Howard had kids he didn’t take care of. But he looked out for me?
    

    
    
      “How’s work, Ty,” Cory asked, his eyes closed and his head leaned back in the recliner.
    

    
    
      Tyler slowly scooted forward. His hands clasped. He could feel his cold, wet collar touching his warm neck.  
    

    
    
      “It’s going. We got a big thing coming up. Client going against the DOJ. That’s why I gotta get back. Opening statements are on Monday,” he said.
    

    
    
      “In English,” French grunted.
    

    
    
      “I gotta be in court Monday to defend my client against the feds,” he said, a grin crossing his face.
    

    
    
      Mike had retaken his plate by now and was chewing on a dry tortilla chip.
    

    
    
      “How often you got cases,” Mike asked.
    

    
    
      Tyler was still new to the firm. He had only been out of law school for two years. So this was actually

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
    
