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CHAPTER ONE
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“Just like your mother...you’re good for nothing!” 

When she first heard those words, she couldn’t quite grasp the gravity of them. At eleven years old, she was way too young. It was only after they yelled at her in an enraged frenzy, over and over again, did she realize it was harmful to her. She wanted to run and escape from it all. It hurt her so much, but she couldn’t muster up the nerve...the courage. Accepting the cruel, bitter reality facing her, was useless. In time, she’d grow resilient. 

Her hard-working, verbally abusive father would, after a hard day of work, enter their cramped, small, two-bedroom apartment, stomping off to a stabbing-cold and bitter shower to scrub off the dirt and grime that would stick to his body after hours spent in ditches shoveling damp dirt, and sludge. All the while waiting patiently for good curses to emerge. 

To him, it never seemed to end. Miles of inner-city terrain laid waste by financial squalor that plagued his home city, and how he loathed every minute. But it was a job, and Detroit, Michigan didn’t have many these days. So, when one was available, regardless of what it was, it was well worth doing. The other choice was to be like the masses—broke, hungry, and homeless. 

She was this person hidden by her shame. No identity whatsoever except for the books she’d immersed herself into, trying to break free. The remarks from her neighbors as she walked by, was the nerd girl...the geek girl. Thinking she was ‘too good for us girl.’ Scathing, nasty comments. But, all the while biding her time and saying under her breath, ‘My day will come!’ 

Staying stoic, she continued to strive. She graduated with a G.P.A. of 4.1 then went on to pursue her goal of getting a degree at the prestigious Wayne State University. It was her escape. 

For all the scholastic and academic achievements she’d accomplished, she made it out alive. Out of the unenlightened, mundane existence, many glamorously called, ‘the hood.’ For Kim Rashell Williams though, it wasn’t soon enough, but finally, her day had come. 

Kim’s mother had abandoned the home when she was just a small child. Kim remembered her mother’s everyday routine. After Kim would arrive home from school. One: she’d bust open a pack of Ramen noodles. Two: whip up some KoolAid...orange, Kim’s favorite. Melancholic, she remembered how she stroked her hair. Recalled her crying softly, all the while muttering under her breath, like a prayer of sorts.  

“Baby, I have to do this, or he’ll kill me. You’ll understand...one day...” After tucking her in bed and kissing her softly on the cheek, she disappeared completely from her life. 

Her father came in later that night in a drunken stupor, his norm. Once he realized Kim’s mother was gone, he raised all sorts of hell. He tore up the house, blew a fuse and went ballistic. He frantically searched the neighborhood. Then the following morning, he woke up and accused relatives and friends of hiding her and plotting against him. He burned bridges wherever he went. But she was nowhere to be found. 

She’d vanished, or as she called it, escaped. 

Once he realized what she’d done, he had to switch up, change and get wise—quick. It was either that or give Kim over to Child Services. He couldn’t do that, he’d never given up hope that one day, she would come back to him. If not for anything else, then for their child. He’d be there when she did, waiting.  

After spending months drowning his sorrows in a bottle daily, he finally gave up hope. DDTs kicked in and hallucinations would come and go. He couldn’t hold a job, and he found himself talking to her when she wasn’t there. Doing other crazy shit like that. He needed to be able to discern his realities, so, he quit. It was at that moment of clarity when he accepted the reality that she just might not come back to him. For all it was worth, though, he seemed to have grown more miserably, and it was all aimed at Kim.  

It made for strange bedfellows because although his rantings directed towards her would become worse. He never stopped her from getting an education. He made sure Kim had clothes, books, pen, paper and whatever else she needed, and that she was at school every day on time. She’d bring home straight As, thinking that would relinquish the tirades, but it didn’t. So, she somehow made it work for her, acting like a shield protected her from it all. The price to bear was psychological, for both of them. 

So, it was just him and her, and the other one. The one she was always scared of. The toxic, verbal abusive one. But for how long? As long as she continued to educate herself, it was always kept at bay.  

Kim stood motionless, staring at this small child with intensity. Brought back to reality from deep within, her flashbacks and anxiety brought on by her own insecurities as a child. Just like the one panic-stricken in front of her now. Hurt, alone, just like she used to be when she was a child. 

“Could the child trust her...should she trust her? she asked herself. “Could they even trust each other?” ‘My God,’ she thought. ‘What was she thinking?’ She inwardly scolded herself.  

There wasn’t any time for that now. The child’s slanted, doe-like eyes stayed affixed on Kim as she continued pondering on what she to do next, and, even what not to do. Everything she’d walked into so far made her want to run, get as far away as she could and erase everything from her mind. But she couldn’t just leave this child. 

She started toward her cautiously and reached out her hand. The small child trembled, but hell for Kim, it was no better. She was shaking herself, that only made the small girl even more nervous if that was possible. She had to try to keep her composure. The child pulled back slightly toward the inside of the closet that Kim found her hiding in earlier. She tried prodding her out, by anything other than the compassion in her eyes. She needed her to cooperate. She sighed, she had to desperately figure this whole thing out, it was ugly. 

Finally, the child stepped forward, then just as suddenly, she pulled back. She’d heard a sound, Kim heard it also and whirled around with the child hidden behind her back. Eyes fixed on the opened door she now wished she would have closed. Edging inside the closet now, she realized there wasn’t much room for them to fit into. She then glanced over at a large dresser to her right. Instinctively, she grabbed the child’s hand and eased toward the back end of it into the shadows. 

She heard steps climbing up the stairs, heavy and weighted...a man’s steps. He wore a black suit, a white, starched shirt with a silk tie. He was Asian and his name was Trang. Kim heard him coming toward the door to the room where they hid. She crouched down, gesturing her hand toward her mouth at the child. She understood and was quiet.  

Then, they heard him say, “Make sure everyone is dead!” 

“Hell, there’s blood all over the damn place!” 

They had to get out of there quick. The child wasted no time backing out the window and scurrying over to the flat part of the ten-foot-high building. She stopped and peered over the ledge, then back at Kim like, now what?  

Now Trang turned toward the room. He had a hunch someone was around, but he saw no one. “You see something!” 

“No, it’s clear.”  

He turned towards another man who was with him, his hand extended, gesturing him back. “Just thought I heard something, that’s all.” 

The man turned back around and asked. “Uh...Trang. You do want me to check downstairs, right?” 

“Uh...yeah,” he said as he reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone.  

The young man he was with had now returned and said, 

“Nothing, ‘cept dead bodies.” 

“How many again?” 

“Eight.” 

“Damn, eight?”  

He turned and looked at him. “All dead?” 

“Dead as a door...” 

“Yeah, yeah, yeah...doorknob.” 

He counted on his fingers. “The one in the master bedroom. Two across the hall. Guns in hand... musta been bodyguards. There was the mother, and two kids dead in a back room, near a window, and of course, the two downstairs in the kitchen...servants, perhaps.” 

“Perhaps?” 

“They were trying to get away, but...” He turned his head. “...put up a good fight trying to get away.” 

“Yeah, away.” 

“Didn’t make it though,” he snided. 

“Okay, be down in a sec. Gotta call the boss.” 

The man stopped and turned towards him, smirking. “Tell him it’s a bloodbath.”  

Trang walked over to the window in the bedroom and peeped out. The phone rang on the other side and picked up. 

“Hello.”  

“It’s me, Trang.” 

“Why the hell are you calling this number!” 

“Look, something happened.” 

“Well, clean it up, that’s why I pay you, people.” 

“Listen.” 

“Okay...okay, what!” 

He glanced out at the backside of the mansion. Two acres to the rim of the yard, and about one-hundred feet to the side, there stood a thick row of trees. He stretched his eyes, thinking.  

‘There had to be a fence, somewhere in the brush,’ he thought.  

The voice on the other end grew impatient and screamed into his phone, “What!” 

He snatched it away from his ear and leaned against the window frame. “One... got away.” 

“One got away? What the hell are you saying?” 

“That one got away... a girl.” 

“You didn’t go after her!” 

“Don’t worry, we’ll get her.” 

“Which one was it?” 

“I’ll call you later.” 

“Hey, no, tell me...” 

Trang hung up, straightened his coat, then walked out of the room. He turned around and took one last look at the window, then bit his bottom lip. “A problem, always a damn problem,” he grumbled. “Which one of them was she? And, what exactly did she see?” 

He’d get on it, but right now, he had to go through the motions. He’d find her...soon, dispose of her and the problem then. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Kim walked over to the ledge where the child stood and peeped over the side, it was a nice drop. The bushes might break their fall. She could possibly do it, but the child. She glanced over at her. She was small, short and didn’t look too athletic. The brainy type perhaps, she’d probably break something, and Kim would catch hell. She wasn’t trying to carry her. She had to figure something out because they couldn’t go back to the room. 

Maybe she should go to a cop and tell them what she knew, then give them the little girl. But what about the man in the room? Kim couldn’t help but recall the look on his face and wonder if he was involved? Had he seen her face? He acted like a cop himself. 

They might ask why she was there. The only person who could back up her story had been murdered along with the whole household. She just knew she’d become a suspect and they’d ask why she left in the first place. After all, this was Detroit, corruption wouldn’t be past them.  

“No, I’ll wait,” she told herself.  

She figured that she’d go home and make some calls. But first, how was she going to make it to the ground without being all broken up? “Damn,” she mumbled. 

The child had scooted over to a ledge overlooking some bushes in a corner. There was an aluminum gutter fan across the front of the garage to its sides, and she hung onto it as if her life depended on it. Right now, it did, it seemed like it might have been strong enough to crawl down.  

‘How can a child know about all this?’ she thought and shrugged it off. This was their ticket. 

The tiny agile little girl hugged onto the gutter and knelt, bracing her leg against the well as she did. It was like she was an old pro. Like she’d done this a million times before.  

‘Had she?’ Kim thought as she inched halfway down.  

The child paused, looking up at Kim as if to say, ‘Come on.’  

Kim bounced out of the daydream she was in and fell in right behind her. She made it to the ground and waited. Kim was hesitant though and started moving slowly and scared. Sensing this, the little girl climbed back up to where she was and helped to brace her feet as she coached her to the ground. Kim nodded her head toward the girl and smiled. After all, she’d underestimated her. But what else did this child know? She reached out for her small hands, they were trembling. She grabbed them and pulled her closer.  

“Alika... tell me, what happened?” 

Alika stared up at the window, then back at Kim. Tears welled up in her eyes and shock came across her face. Kim knew what it was, she’d been there. Alika suppressed all that had happened because, during all the commotion and trauma, she didn’t have time to process it. Or didn’t know how, until now, so naturally, she started to crash.  

All of a sudden, they heard the crackling of tree rubbish coming from around the side of the long garage. The child picked up on it. They both looked over at the edge of the bush line to their right and hauled ass. Diving through, they hit the ground and rolled. Other than crickets singing their late-night tunes, they made not a sound. The men upstairs shined their lights their way but didn’t see anything. They shrugged and kept moving. Kim breathed a sigh of relief, then picked the child up and ran. Where they were running to? She wasn’t sure. Why they were running in the first place? She wasn’t sure. But there were enough dead bodies in that house to convince her to get far away.  

Who killed Malana, her friend and the rest of the family? Why leave the child? Or did they even know they had? She approached Woodward Avenue and spied the long, expanding thruway. She could make it across Palmer Park and into the suburbs. Then hopefully find a cab and get to her apartment, asap. She’d have to make some calls, and figure out what the hell was going on because right now, a whole family was murdered. Except for the little girl who may or may not have seen anything, or everything, with her riding shotgun. Yeah, she was clueless, that was never good. 

**** 
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OVER DRINKS AT THE Savoy Hotel in London, Tho Hoang Tran first heard about Detroit’s potential, and soon after flew in from his home in Laos. He remembered being berated by an airport customs agent who told him he was crazy to want to invest a penny in the city, much less a dime, but he did.  

The fifty-four-year-old retired as a top executive of the multi-national Cargill, then spent his liquid assets to buy, along with his partner, Tommy Hong, 150 homes to refurbish and rent. He was among one of many investors that bought rockbottom properties in Detroit. Tran fell in love with it, and the money.  

It was like a gold rush, he thought as he looked out the window of his penthouse office overlooking Woodbridge. He wore the reserved, casual clothes of old-school business, a dark suit, wingtip shoes, and cuff links. Reaching over his desk, he picked up a glass partially filled with age-old Remy, took a sip, and put it down. He sucked in air to cool the hot, warming liquor as it went down his throat. Nodding his head in approval, savoring its flavor, he tilted his head back, then heard a knock at the door.  

“Who is it?” 

“Lam.” 

“Come in, Lam.”  

The short, small, pint-sized man came through the door and stood in front of the desk. He wore a scraggly black polyester shirt with a thin, black tie and black jeans. He pulled at the tight leather jacket he wore, trying to conceal the automatic he had holstered underneath. Playing with his hands, he waited for his presence to be acknowledged. Finally, Tran did.  

“How did the job go?” 

The man pulled at the neck of his collar nervously. His large Adam’s apple bobbed up and down as he took a breath. 

“Uh, okay, boss!”  

Tran turned around, and reached for his drink, keeping his eyes fixed on the man as he reached over his desk. He nodded his head some and sat on the side of it. Then he reached behind him into a drawer. That move made the man in front of him jumpy.  

Tran paused, looked up then pulled out a humidor and opened it. He offered him a long Cuban cigar. “Want one?” 

The man nervously replied no. Right behind him, stepping through the door were two other men. They were large, bodybuilder status at best. Tran directed them in. The man in front of him became highly agitated, increasingly more nervous.  

“You wanted us, boss?” they asked. 

“Yes, Jung.” He smiled, then lit and pulled on the cigar, blowing the smoke out, puffing lightly. “You see... Lam.” 

“Yes, Dai Low.” 

Tran got up and walked towards him, close enough so he could see the sweat rushing down his head in gushes. He walked around him, sizing him up. Without warning, he grabbed him from behind in a choke hold. Too light in the ass to fight back, Lam reached for his bread and butter, his gun. Jung grabbed at it and twisted it out of his hand. Now, he was defenseless, the big men easily wrestled him to the desk and threw him down on his back, causing him to grimace in pain.  

He looked up and yelled, but it was useless. “Nooooo.”  

Tran had pulled the cigar from his mouth and jammed it into his eye, screaming at him. “You Cambodian, fake-ass gangster. You didn’t see the fucking girl!” 

“No...no!” He wriggled around in pain as the others held 

him down.  

Tran pulled the cigar from his burnt eye and reached into his pocket for a light. “You used to have two good eyes, no excuses. How could you not see the girl, huh?” 

“I did as you said! Me...the crew, we went in with the...” 

Tran jammed the now lit cigar into his other eye. “Two fuckin’ good eyes! And, missed her...you should have seen her!” He let him up, and he convulsed around on the floor in pain. Tran pointed to his men and ordered, “Get him out of here!” 

The bodyguard looked over at him and asked, “What do you want us to do with him?” They picked him up, dragging him out the door.  

Tran turned around and said, “Kill him.” 

The same suit and tie, slim-figured Asian man named Trang stood at the door, moving Tran’s men aside as he came through. Shaking his head in disgust, he stepped into the room and called out to Tran, “What the hell is wrong with you?” 

Tran picked up a white, linen cloth and wiped his hands with it. “Wrong?” 

“Yeah, what is wrong with you...you crazy?” 

He pulled out the chair from his desk and sat. “One... got away.” 

“We’ll get her!” the man said as he hurried to his side. 

“They thought they took out everyone.” 

He spun the chair away from him and looked out the window. “We shouldn’t have fucked up.” 

“Yes, you’re right, but we still don’t kill one of our own.” 

He raised his hand up. “Okay!” He spun the chair back around and looked at him. “Let that fuck live. We’re going to need him anyway to find...the girl.” 

“Okay, then, I’ll have our people keep an eye out for them. 

Can you call the guy we know? He might know something. 

What’s his name again?” 

“Sabo...Vincent Sabo.” 

“Isn’t he with...” 

“The Asian Gang Unit.” 

“Yeah-yeah...” He turned and walked toward the door. 

Before he grabbed the knob to turn it, Tran called out, “Trang.” 

“Yeah.” 

“Keep an eye out, personally.” 

He smiled. “I will... after all, I know how to use both of mine.” He smirked and walked through the door. Tran spun the chair back around, reached into a humidor and pulled out another smoke. Looking
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