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Smashwords Edition


1.

​ Bridgers stood
on a frigid street corner in the Kensington neighborhood of
Philadelphia, PA. He sparked a Black and Mild and dug his hands
into his coat pockets, already cold to the bone from the February
air. The city was quiet, for now. Trash lined every part of the
block, and frozen bodies lay bundled in rags waiting for the long
night to end. Blowing tobacco smoke through his nose, Bridgers
smiled despite the bleak vista.

“White girl for sale,” he laughed to
himself, “but not till I gets’ mine.”

Bridgers set off down the city slum and
deeper into dark territory. Though he was quite intimidating
himself (a tall, wide set black man with broad shoulders and a
looming demeanor), that did not change the fact that he was walking
through one of the most dangerous cities in America, alone. He
could handle himself, but he could never let his guard down.

Hooking a left, sunlight filled the block
and eased the dire circumstances of his surroundings. Here, there
were newer (albeit crowded and huddled), apartments and condos.
Only half a block removed from the real mess, this was no place for
the weak or scared. What drove Bridgers so happily forward that
cold morning was the fact that these condos were home to just
that. The weak and the scared were huddled in their beds right
now, waiting for someone to save them.

“Weak and scared and helpless,” he said to
no one, climbing the three small stairs to the front door, “and all
mine, now.”

The door knocked three times, loud enough to
shake the bedroom walls. Dillon was already awake in bed, staring
at the ceiling and desperately trying to reason out how he had
ended up here. His wife, Elena, was clinging to his chest, her face
buried into his side. She feigned sleep but tensed up against her
husband when the door shook with the force of Bridgers’ knocking.
There was a short pause before the next 3 bangs came, and this time
it brought Dillon to his feet. He walked to the front of the small,
cramped apartment while he tied his bathrobe to his waist.

Dillon looked out the peephole, nervous. The
large black man who had accosted him yesterday on the street was
standing on his front porch, smoking a cigarette. The man called
himself Bridgers and had followed Dillon for several blocks back to
his apartment, trying to explain to him that he needed protection.
Protection from the “young niggas” was how Bridgers had put it.

Dillon opened the front door but kept the
screen bolted shut between them.

“Can I help you?” Dillon asked,
weary-eyed.

“Yo man, it’s fuckin’ cold outside. Can I
come in?” Bridgers said, pulling the cig from his mouth.

“Um, I don’t think so. I think you should
probably go,” Dillon responded, his voice wavering.

“Look man, can I PLEASE come in? I said
please. I ain’t tryin’ to rob yo’ ass, I could just kick this shit
in. It’s cold man, open up.”

Dillon considered this a moment and realized
with everything else that had gone wrong recently, letting this man
into his home would not make things that much worse. Of all the
“friendly” locals in the Kensington neighborhood, this one seemed
to be the least violent.

“Come on in,” Dillon said, opening the
screen door.

Bridgers walked into the living room rubbing
his cold hands together. He took a seat on the couch.

“You can’t smoke in here,” Dillon told
him.

“The fuck outta here, with that,” Bridgers
said. “I ain’t askin’. And I’m pretty sure you wanna hear what I
got to say…less something be happening to you and that pretty
little piece you got in the bedroom.”

Dillon went quiet, despondent. Anger filled
his stomach, but he kept it muted, for there was no recourse to
defend himself. Besides, this man seemed intent on helping him in
some way. Maybe “help” was the wrong word. In his tone Dillon found
that the word “use” might be more appropriate. Regardless of his
motives, what he said was true. Elena was in danger here. There was
no way around that fact.

“You got any coffee in this mug?” Bridgers
asked, shaking out of his jacket. He was wearing a long sleeved,
green undershirt. It clung tightly to his frame revealing adept,
athletic arms.

“Um, yea, sure,” Dillon said, wiping his
eyes. “Honey!” He called to the back room, too lazy to get up from
his chair. “Can you put some coffee on? We have a guest!” An
indistinct, yawning mumble came from the back room. Then the sound
of dishes clattering and water running in the kitchen.

“Damn, she just do what you tell her to,
huh?” Bridgers laughed, puffing his cig.

“No, not really,” Dillon said, leaning
forward. “But she’s probably as interested in what you’re doing
here as I am. So maybe wait for her?”

“Nah dawg, maybe not such a good idea,”
Bridgers said, ashing his cig on the carpet. “You gonna wanna hear
what I got to offer first, maybe tell her later. It ain’t so nice
to hear.”

Dillon took a deep breath. It occurred to
him what might be said next, what exactly this strange black man
was going to offer. Dillon recalled some of the things Bridgers had
said to him yesterday on the street, looming over him and clicking
at his heels. “You know you in trouble in this neighborhood,”
Bridgers had whispered viciously, crowding Dillon as they walked
through Kensington. “Them boys on the corner already ogling yah
girl, yah apartment, yah car. You know they coming. And how a lil
white boy like yahself gonna protect yahself? Protect that fine
piece uh’ ass you put a ring on…”

“OK,” Dillon said at last, watching with
disgust as Bridgers smoked in his home, “what are
you…offering?”

Just as he said it, Elena rounded the corner
with two cups of coffee in her hand. Tall and skinny, a night slip
ran down the length of her body, outlining her small boobs and hard
little nipples. Her messy blonde hair was thrown up in a bun,
balanced comically on her thin neck. She chanced a long, nervous
look at Bridgers as she set the cups down on the table in front of
him. His eyes were piercing, and the cruel look in his face scared
her. But there was some warmth there too, or at least enough she
wanted to believe in.

“Hello,” Elena said, her voice pure like a
choir.

“What it is, shorty?” Bridgers said, taking
the coffee from the table. She smiled feebly at him and left room.
Dillon listened for the sounds of his wife’s footsteps receding
down the carpeted hallway. The door shut. He breathed relief
briefly, long enough to sip the black coffee in his cup.

“OK, say it. Just say it already,” Dillon
said.

“You got too many gangs to count hanging
outside yah front door. They already know yah work schedule, yah
sleep schedule, when yah out, when yah in. Shit, they got yah whole
life ready to go in a few minutes. And they gonna take whatever the
hell they want, you understand? I know you do. And unless you
moving out of here like yesterday, you ain’t got no line of
defense. You gonna call the police? Shit. Good luck getting them
down here by Friday. You stuck, white boy. You stuck and you know
it.”

Dillon felt small. His shoulders slouched
and his neck drooped. He was defenseless. Everything
Bridgers said was true, and it sounded like the hammer could drop
at any time. Which it could. Which it might, even tonight.

“So, what do I do, Bridgers?” Dillon
asked.

“You askin’ me for help? Shit, it’s easy
white boy. All yah troubles go away real easy if you get my help.”
He sparked another cigarette in the smoky, stinking room. His muddy
shoes were making a mess of the rug, and sometimes he rubbed them
purposely into the blue fabric.

“But it ain’t free.”

“If I had money to pay you, I wouldn’t be
living in Kensington,” Dillon said.

“Ha! You funny white boy. That’s real funny
cus’ it’s so damn true. I know you ain’t got no money. That’s why I
ain’t robbed yah ass already. But you do got somethin’ real nice.
Somethin’ we can work with.”

Bridgers nodded his head silently towards
the back room, where Elena had gone.

Dillon’s head instinctively began to shake
back and forth, his eyes widening. He knew it was coming but was
still not prepared to hear it aloud. This hardcore gangster was
propositioning him for his wife. It was actually happening and
there was no words Dillon could formulate to express his
disgust.

“Get out,” was all he managed.

“Thank you very much white boy but I’ll be
leavin’ when I feel like it, you got me? Now before yah go getting
your feelings all hurt, you should stop and think. I leave here now
and don’t come back, but you damn well know who is coming after me.
And why am I gonna stop them? Cus I like you white boy? Hell nah, I
gets paid. This shit ain’t free. But if I put the word out with my
crew, right now, that this street is off limits…that you and yah
fine ass girl are off limits, ain’t nobody gonna fuck wit you. I
guarantee that shit. Nobody moves a gram or a fucking snort on
these blocks without my approval.”

Dillon kept shaking his head, burying his
face into his palms. “What you’re asking me, is insane,” he
said.

“I’m asking to fuck yah girl, white boy,”
Bridgers said, standing up to leave, “you let me turn that white
bitch out, and you can live here in peace long as you want. Ain’t
nobody gonna fuck wit-choo’.”

On his way out the door, Bridgers wiped his
dirty boots all over the living room carpet one last time, making a
muddy mess of the place. He glanced down the hallway and saw Elena
standing at the end of it, listening intently. Her eyes locked with
Bridgers and the two of them held one another’s gaze. Bridgers
smiled, nodded, and left.

Elena found her husband with a towel and
soap, trying to scrub the rug clean of Bridgers’ mess.

“You know we can’t afford to turn him down,”
she said in a whisper, her fragile frame floating behind him like a
ghost.

“You were listening,” Dillon said.

“I was.”

“What are we going to do?”

“You know.”
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