

    
        
          Took the Charge

        

        
        
          Doing Time for Love, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Genesis Raye

        

        
          Published by Genesis Raye, 2026.

        

    


Took the Charge

Doing Time for Love, Book One

—-

©2026 by Genesis Raye

All rights reserved.


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Chapter One | CASH

Chapter Two | EGYPT

Chapter Three | PRIEST

Chapter Four | JOURNEE

Chapter Five | CASH

Chapter Six | EGYPT

Chapter Seven | PRIEST

Chapter Eight | JOURNEE

Chapter Nine | CASH

Chapter Ten | EGYPT

Chapter Eleven | PRIEST

Chapter Twelve | JOURNEE

Chapter Thirteen | CASH

Chapter Fourteen | EGYPT

Chapter Fifteen | PRIEST

Chapter Sixteen | JOURNEE

Chapter Seventeen | CASH

Chapter Eighteen | EGYPT

Chapter Nineteen | PRIEST

Chapter Twenty | JOURNEE

Chapter Twenty-One | CASH

Chapter Twenty-Two | EGYPT

Chapter Twenty-Three | PRIEST

Chapter Twenty-Four | JOURNEE

Chapter Twenty-Five | CASH

Chapter Twenty-Six | EGYPT

Chapter Twenty-Seven | PRIEST

Chapter Twenty-Eight | JOURNEE

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

CASH
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"Holloway."

"Here."

"Number."

"One-one-four-two-zero-eight-seven."

It's 5:30 in the morning, and the voice doing count on C-Block ain't Pettigrew's.

Pettigrew been doing my count forever. He smells like Newports and he never says good morning, but he don't ask for my number either. He knows my number. Everybody on this block knows my number.

This voice is a woman. Low. Flat. Like she reading it off the back of a cereal box.

I sit up and put my feet on the floor. Concrete in January will wake you up faster than coffee. January is the one month the Kettle ain't hot. Don't get excited. The heat don't work either.

On the top bunk, Dutch lifts two fingers off the mattress so they know he's breathing. That's all the count Dutch gives anybody. He sleeps with his back flat against the wall and he been doing it since before I got here. I stopped asking.

I knew Dutch before the Kettle. He came up on the Westside same as me, eating at the same church mother's table on Sundays. Then at twenty-four he did what he did, and the State gave him twelve years. Later on they put me in the bunk under him. Small world. Smaller state.

The flashlight hits my face. Then my hands. Then the stack of books on the shelf over the sink. Then back to my face.

That's new too. Pettigrew don't look at nothing.

"ID," she says.

I hold up my card. She looks at it longer than she needs to. Then at me. Then over her shoulder at the tier behind her, quick, like she checking the door's still there.

Then she's gone, and the next cell down is getting "Number" too.

Two thousand, five hundred and sixty-one.

That's the day. I don't count 'em because I'm sad. I count 'em because the day I stop counting is the day this place owns me.

I got a good look at her before she moved on, though. The tier lights catch everything. Brown skin. Hair slicked back in a bun pulled so tight it gotta hurt. A scar through her left eyebrow, like somebody tried to erase half of it. Uniform two sizes too big, shirt hanging off her like she borrowed it from a man. That ain't an accident. Nothing about her is. Name tape says COLEMAN.

Everything about Officer Coleman says don't touch.

So I don't. I just look.

Seven years in Kessler State Prison. I know every CO who ever worked C-Block. Who sells. Who snitches. Who going through a divorce. Who brings his lunch in a Publix bag and who brings it in a Kroger bag, and what that says about his money. This one I only ever seen from across the yard. Never on my block. Never close enough to read a name tape.

"New on the block," I say.

"Mm," Dutch says.

From Dutch, that's a whole paragraph.

* * *
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The law library at Kessler is a couple rooms, a few typewriters, and one computer that's been "getting fixed" longer than I been here. It's the only place in the building that don't smell like feet. I'm the clerk. Weekdays. Pays nineteen cents an hour.

Don't laugh. I'm a professional.

I came in here with no diploma and knowing nothing about the law except it didn't like me. Since then I got my GED, a paralegal certificate by mail, and a pair of reading glasses I hate more than anything in this building that ain't a person.

Somewhere around four hundred books, I quit counting. That's the only thing in here I ever quit counting.

Doors barely open and I already got a line.

First is Ox. Ox is from D-Block. He's six-five and his neck starts at his ears. He's in my chair before I can sit in it, which is a problem, because it's my chair.

"Cash. My motion. Where we at."

"Morning, Ox."

"Morning. Where we at."

"Page nine."

He leans back like a man who's been told his food is almost ready. "What's on page nine?"

"Page nine is where I tell the judge what a changed man you are."

"I am a changed man."

"You took Lil Boo's shower shoes Tuesday."

"Them was my shower shoes."

"Then it's a short page." I put my glasses on. "Thursday. Go eat."

He gets up. Slides a book of stamps across the table. Stamps is money in here. Soups is money. Stamps is better money, because you can't eat stamps when you get bored.

Ox done paid me a whole stack of stamps on this motion. I keep a list. I keep a list of everything.

After Ox, there's an old head from B-Block who wants to know if the new parole guidelines apply to him. They don't. I find a nice way to say it. Then a young boy from intake who wants to sue the state because his mattress got a stain shaped like Florida. I tell him I'll look into it. I will not look into it.

When the line clears out, I pull my own folder from under the counter.

Fulton County Superior Court. State of Georgia versus Cassius Holloway. Trafficking in cocaine, four hundred grams or more. Twenty-five years, mandatory minimum. No parole.

I know that folder better than I know my own face. I know my public defender had a stack of other cases the month of my trial, because I wrote to the county and asked. I know the judge signed my sentence faster than it takes to cook a soup, because I read the transcript and timed it. I know the assistant DA, a young dude in a suit that cost more than my lawyer, offered me ten years if I gave up the name of whoever was in the car with me.

I didn't take it. Ten years to say one name. I told him I'd rather do the twenty-five.

Turns out I meant it.

The paper says four hundred grams.

I know for a fact it wasn't.

Back before Thanksgiving, I sent an open-records request to the Atlanta Police Department for every piece of paper with my name on it from that night. Georgia law says they got three business days to respond.

I'm a patient man. Patience is a weapon. But Thanksgiving to now is a whole lot of business days.

In the back of the folder I keep the letters. One every Sunday night since the last time I saw her. A hundred and fifty-six of 'em. All to Kamari. None of 'em mailed.

Her name's on my left forearm, in the same font they put on the Atlanta Hawks jerseys. She used to sit on my lap in the visitation room and trace it with her finger while her mama looked at the clock.

Then three years ago her mama stopped bringing her. No letter. No phone call. Just an empty seat on visiting day, and then another one, and then I quit going down there to check.

She's eight now. I'm told she's real smart. I'm told she got a mouth on her.

Sounds right.

On the first of every month, Priest puts two thousand dollars on my books. I told him to stop. He don't stop. That's Priest. He can't say sorry, so he says it in dollars.

I don't spend half of it. Ain't nothing in commissary worth what they charge for it. Phone calls through Covenant cost like a car note, and I don't got that many people to call.

I set up the chessboard. I play white. Then I turn it around and play black. White's winning. White usually wins. I'm better at white.

Baldwin said not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.

I been facing it every single day. I'm still waiting on the changed part.

* * *
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Evening chow is C-Block and D-Block together, second sitting. A couple hundred men, tables bolted to the floor, and one tray of something the menu calls Salisbury steak.

It's not Salisbury steak. I don't know what it is. I eat it anyway. I'm thirty-three. I'm not trying to die in here over gravy.

Officer Coleman is posted by the dish window.

Every man in this room got an opinion about her. Most of 'em I wouldn't repeat in front of my grandmother, and she's dead.

"She thick under all that, bro. I'm telling you."

"How you know? She got on a tent."

"I know. I got a gift."

She hears all of it. Got to. She don't blink. She chews gum, slow, jaw working, and when she walks past my table I smell it. Cinnamon. Like Big Red. Strong enough to cover up the gravy.

I'll say this. She's good.

She watches hands first. Always hands. Then exits. She never once turns her back to a door. She stands where she can see the whole room and the room can't really see her. She don't smile at nobody, and she don't stare at nobody either, because staring starts things.

Except she does.

It takes me a while to catch it. Her eyes go around the room the way they supposed to. Hands. Doors. Hands. Then they go to the D-Block table by the trash cans and they stay there a beat too long. Then around the room again. Then back to that table.

Back to one kid.

Bellamy.

Everybody on the yard calls him Picasso. He's twenty-three, maybe. Freeform twists. Tattoos all up both arms he did on himself with a homemade gun built out of a Walkman motor and a guitar string. Can't sit still. Can't stop talking. The boy draws on anything that holds still long enough: napkins, envelopes, the back of the chow menu. He draws portraits for soups. Real good ones. He did one of Kamari off an old picture for me last spring, and I paid him what he asked and told him it was worth more.

Right now he's bent over a napkin with a golf pencil, tongue out the side of his mouth, not eating.

And Ox is standing over him.

I can't hear it at first. Then Ox gets louder, because Ox only has one volume and it's "loud."

"You made her look like Bernie Mac, bruh."

"I drew what was in the picture!"

"My girl don't look like Bernie Mac!"

"Then you need to tell her stop taking pictures from that angle."

The whole D-Block table falls out. Somebody slaps the table. Somebody's tray hits the floor.

I'll be honest. I laugh too. In my head.

Ox don't laugh. Ox reaches down and takes the kid's cornbread. Then he takes the kid by the collar.

Here's where it gets interesting.

Officer Coleman moves.

Two steps. Fast. Way too fast for a CO who's been standing still all chow acting like none of us exist. Then she stops. Like somebody yanked a chain. Her hand goes to her radio. Stays there. Her jaw stops chewing.

She don't call it in.

She just watches. Like she's doing math she don't like the answer to.

I pick up my tray and walk over.

I don't hurry. Hurrying makes it a fight. I set my tray down next to Bellamy's, sit, and pick up my fork like I came over here for the company.

"Ox."

"Cash."

"Page nine," I say.

He looks at me. He looks at the kid. He's doing his own math now, and Ox ain't real good at math, so I wait.

"This lil nigga owe me soups."

"Then he'll draw her again." I cut my Salisbury steak. It fights back. "Better."

Ox lets go of the collar. Puts the cornbread back, too. Then takes it again, because he's still Ox. Then he goes back to his table.

Bellamy straightens his shirt. "I wasn't scared."

"I know."

"I'm deadass. I was finna handle it."

"I know."

"I drew what I saw, Cash. On my mama. That girl got a forehead you could land a plane on."

"Draw her again. Smaller forehead."

"That's lying."

"That's business."

He thinks about that. Then he grins, and he looks about twelve. "Good looking out, big bro. For real. My sister would kill me if I caught another black eye."

"Then eat your cornbread."

"Ox got my cornbread."

I pick up my tray to go back to my table, and that's when I see her.

Officer Coleman ain't looking at Ox anymore. She ain't looking at the room. She's looking dead at me.

Not long. Then her eyes go back to the kid, and she starts chewing again, and she turns her face to the door like none of it happened.

I been watching COs watch inmates a long time. A CO watches an inmate like he's a problem she might have to write up later. Like paperwork.

That ain't how she's looking at that boy.

She's looking at him like she's checking him for holes.

* * *
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Nine o'clock count. Dutch is already up on his bunk with his Langston Hughes, the one with the cover taped on with medical tape. He's on the same poem he's been on for a week. Says he's not reading it. Says he's living in it. I don't argue with Dutch.

"Holloway."

"Here."

She don't ask for my number this time.

Same CO as this morning. Either she pulling a double or she don't go home.

The flashlight don't hit my face either. It's pointed at the floor. She's standing at my door, and she's quiet so long I put my book down.

"What'd you say to him?" she asks. "At chow."

"Ox?"

"Yes."

"Asked him about his paperwork."

"That's it?"

"That's all it takes with Ox."

She looks down the tier. Left. Right. Then back at me. Her voice drops lower than it already was, which I didn't think was possible.

"Next time somebody grabs somebody in my chow hall, you stay in your seat."

"Next time, call it in."

Her jaw stops. It's small. Most people would've missed it. Then she's chewing again.

"Stay in your seat, Holloway."

And she's gone. Next door down. "Number."

I sit there with my book on my knee.

COs don't lose sleep over D-Block. Not one of 'em. Not ever.

So what is that boy to her?

Above me, Dutch turns a page.

"Mm," he says.

Yeah. That's what I said.
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Chapter Two

EGYPT
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"Did he eat?"

"He ate, Aunt Pearl."

"What he eat?"

"Something they call Salisbury steak."

"That ain't food. What else?"

I think about it. "Almost a cornbread."

"Almost?"

"Long story."

Aunt Pearl doesn't do long stories. She does yes, she does no, and for people who can't pick one, she does the .38 in her apron pocket. I can hear her scraping down the flat top behind her. Closing time at Mama Pearl's.

I'm in my Altima in the employee lot. Heat on high. Boots off. Seat all the way back. A double inside that building, and my feet hurt in places feet don't have.

"He called me after chow," she says. "Talking 'bout some big fella took his cornbread and a lawyer took it back."

"The lawyer took it back. Then the big fella took it again."

"Hmph. Who's the lawyer?"

"Nobody. An inmate."

"Inmate got a name."

"Not to me."

Rule one at the Kettle: don't learn their names.

Rule two: don't learn their stories.

Every CO who lasts past a year has some version of those two. Most of them never write theirs down. I did. I number them, because a numbered rule is harder to argue with. Especially when the one arguing is me.

Y'all already figured it out, so I'm not dragging it.

That boy at the D-Block table is my little brother.

Major Bellamy. He calls me Sarge, and has since he was little and I made him a chore chart with checkboxes.

Same mama. Different daddies. I got her last name. He got his daddy's, which is about the only thing that man ever gave him. When Mama overdosed, I was fourteen and Major was eight. I raised him. Overnights at the Waffle House on Cascade. Georgia State in the daytime until I couldn't do both, and then just the Waffle House. He got a partial scholarship to SCAD. I cried in a Kroger parking lot. Happy crying.

I took the CO job at the Kettle because it paid more than any Waffle House, with benefits, and art school doesn't pay for itself. Not even the partial kind.

Then Major got caught in a police sweep with a little weed and a gun that wasn't his. Nineteen years old. Georgia has dozens of state prisons. Guess which one they sent him to.

God got jokes. I'm not laughing.

A CO and her brother in the same building. That's not a secret. That's a mess.

It's the biggest mess of my life, and I didn't even make it.

Policy says if family lands in your facility, you report it. Day one. Then they move him or they move you. Move him, he's in some prison way down in South Georgia where nobody's watching his back. Move me, same thing.

So I didn't report it. And every day I didn't, it got heavier. Now it's going on five years. It's not a report anymore. It's a confession. At the Kettle, a confession gets you walked to your car by lunch. If Captain Thorne's in a mood, worse.

Rule three: never look at D-Block's table longer than you look at anybody else's.

Rule four: never put my name on paper next to his.

Ever since he got here, I've worked every post in that building except the ones near him. Towers. Perimeter. Control. The yard, from far away. I see him across the rec yard maybe once a week. When he spots me, he scratches his left eyebrow with whatever's in his hand. Pencil. Spork. Middle finger. Same spot as my scar. It means he's good.

That's all I get. An eyebrow, once a week.

Then Sunday, Pettigrew threw his back out in a bounce house at his grandbaby's birthday party, and the captain's office put me on C-Block till he's back. Nobody asked me. The Kettle's so short on officers we pull doubles like it's a hobby.

C-Block eats with D-Block. Every night.

"He said Sarge was at chow," Aunt Pearl says. "Said Sarge looked mean."

At least he said Sarge. Every call out the Kettle gets recorded, and my brother talks on the phone like he's hosting a podcast.

"I'm supposed to look mean."

"Said the big fella had him by the collar."

I don't answer.

"Egypt."

"I saw."

"And?"

"And I didn't call it in."

Standing by that dish window, I had about two seconds and two choices.

Call it in, and officers come running, and the whole D-Block table goes face-down on a floor that hasn't been mopped since Obama. Major gets a disciplinary for a fight he didn't start. Loses phone. Loses commissary. And somewhere in a stack of incident reports, there's my name, typed right under his.

Or don't.

Rule four.

So I stood there with my hand on my radio and let an inmate do my job.

Next time, call it in.

He said that to me. Inmate 1142087. Said it soft, through his door, like he'd watched me stand there and pick the coward option.

Who the fuck asked him.

He doesn't know. He can't.

Still.

"This lawyer," Aunt Pearl says. "He look out for Major?"

"He's an inmate, Aunt Pearl."

"Mm-hmm. Half the good men I ever knew been inmates." The scraping stops. "Go home, baby. Eat something that didn't come out a vending machine."

She hangs up.

I don't cry. I take the Wendy's napkin out my cupholder, hold it over my mouth, and scream into it one good time. That's a different thing.

Then I put my boots back on. I have to be back before sunup.

* * *
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"Shakedown. Step out. Hands on the rail."

The captain's office called random shakedowns on C-Block this morning. Somebody's phone went off in the dayroom yesterday, so now the whole block is random.

Officer Tre Willis is working the tier with me. Tre is five-eight in boots, and wears his duty belt so loaded down he jingles. Radio, cuffs, pepper spray, flashlight, two pens, a ChapStick, and a key ring with a little rubber Pikachu on it. He's the only officer in this building I'd eat lunch with. He's also the only one who narrates his own pat-downs.

Cell fourteen. Holloway and Ferrell.

Ferrell steps out first. The whole yard calls him Dutch. Gray eyes. Scar across his throat like somebody tried to open him up and gave up halfway. He puts his hands on the rail before I finish the sentence.

Holloway takes his time. He takes his glasses off, folds them, puts them in his shirt pocket, then puts his hands on the rail. In that order.

His hands are big and still. Ink on the side of the right one, from writing. Knuckles that been in some fights, a long time ago. On his left forearm, a name in Hawks jersey letters.

I make myself not read it. I read it anyway.

Kamari.

Shit.

I take the top bunk. Tre takes the bottom. By "takes the bottom," I mean he sits on it.

Ferrell's side is a Langston Hughes with tape on the cover and a blanket folded so tight you could bounce a quarter off it. That's it. That man owns less than my glovebox.

Holloway's side is a whole library. Law books. Two Walter Mosleys. A dictionary with no cover. A chessboard on the shelf over the sink, game still going. A folder thick as a Bible.

I go through all of it. That's the job.

The folder is court papers. State of Georgia versus Cassius Holloway. I don't read it. Rule two.

In the back of the folder there are envelopes, rubber-banded in stacks. No stamps. No addresses. Same name on every single one.

More than a hundred, easy. I don't need the exact number. A stack that thick says enough.

I don't open them. I'm not that kind of officer. They have dates written small in the corner, oldest in the back, and I put them back exactly how I found them. Rubber bands and all.

Then the chessboard. White's winning. Black's got a king, two pawns, and a prayer. I check under it without moving a piece.

Nothing in the whole cell. Not a stinger, not a phone, not even extra soups. Cleanest cell on C-Block. In my experience that means a saint or a professional.

They come back in. Holloway puts his glasses back on and looks at the folder. Then at me.

"You put 'em back in order."

"I put everything back in order."

He looks at the board. I should walk out. I'm already walking out. My mouth stays behind.

"Black's done," I say.

Out loud. To an inmate. About his little chess game. What the fuck is wrong with me.

"Black been done for a week," he says. "He just don't know it yet."

"Then why you still playing him?"

He thinks about it. Like it's a real question and he owes me a real answer.

"Somebody got to."

On the top bunk, Ferrell says, "Mm."

I leave.

Out on the tier Tre falls in next to me, jingling. "Egypt, you want Popeyes or Zaxby's after? I'm buying."

"Coleman. At work it's Coleman."

"My bad. Coleman. Popeyes or Zaxby's?"

"You said you was buying last time."

"And I meant it last time." He jerks his head back toward fourteen. "That's Cash, you know. Jailhouse lawyer. He did my cousin's appeal for a book of stamps. Word is he took his bid for somebody else and ain't never said who."

"I didn't ask."

"You was looking, though."

"I was working."

"You was working real hard on cell fourteen."

I don't look back. Looking back is how people notice what you're looking at.

Rule one, broke. Rule two, broke. I been on this block two days.

* * *
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Evening chow. Dish window again.

The camera over the window has a crack in the dome, and it's pointed at the trays, not the faces. I checked that the first night. I check everything the first night.

D-Block turns in trays last. Major is the last of the last, because Major is late to everything. Mama used to say he was late to his own birth. Two weeks. She said it like a compliment.

He slides his tray onto the ledge and doesn't look at me. Good. I taught him that.

"Keep it moving, Bellamy," I say to the tray.

"Yes, ma'am, Officer." Then, lower, to the tray too: "Sarge. You look like a Sharpie."

"What?"

"Your bun. You got it pulled so tight your whole face pointing at the ceiling. Like a Sharpie with the cap on."

Inside, I am screaming. Outside, I take his tray.

"You eat?"

"Ox ate my cornbread again."

"Then Ox can eat a write-up."

"Nah. Don't do that." Fast. His eyes jump up to me and back down. "For real, Sarge. Then it's a whole thing. I'm good. Cash got me."

That name again.

"Cash doesn't have you. I have you."

"Y'all both got me. On my mama, I'm the most protected nigga on D-Block. I should be charging."

"Lower your voice."

He scratches his left eyebrow with his thumb. Then he does something he hasn't done in five years. He looks right at me. Up close. Not across a yard.

"You look tired, Sarge. Deadass."

I have rules for everything except this.

"Move your tray, Bellamy."

He moves his tray. Under it, flat on the ledge, there's a napkin.

It's me. Ballpoint. Standing at this dish window with my arms crossed and my bun pointed at the ceiling, scowling so hard he drew little lines coming off my head like a cartoon. No name. No number. Just my face, meaner than I thought it was, and better than I deserve.

Somebody behind him says, "Picasso, move," and he's gone, back in the D-Block line, already talking with both hands.

I should throw it in the trash. Rule four says no name on paper next to his. Technically, there's no name on it.

Technically.

I fold it in half twice and put it in my sock.

Longest conversation I've had with my brother in five years. He spent it telling me I look like a marker.

* * *
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Thursday, the kitchen officer calls out sick, and somebody's got to cover the tail end of her double. Somebody is me.

Kitchen detail is easy. Twelve inmate workers on the night cleanup crew. Walk them in. Watch them scrub. Walk them back to their dorm. Nobody gets creative.

At the end of the shift I count eleven.

I count again. Eleven. Washington's missing. Old head, one gold tooth, works the dish machine like it owes him money.

A missing man is a whole-building lockdown. Every block, every bunk, every count, all night long. So before I get on the radio and wake up the whole Kettle, I do what a good officer does. I check the back.

Back hallway. Past dry storage. The air gets cold.

The loading dock door is propped open with a milk crate. That door's supposed to be locked by supper.

I stop in the doorway, in the dark part.

The dock lights are off. There's a car backed up to the dock, a dark sedan, engine running, no headlights. The plain kind of car nobody looks at twice. The trunk is up.

Sergeant Pruitt is out there. Big, red-faced, Thorne's guy since forever. Officer Greer next to him. And Washington, pushing a laundry cart.

They're taking packages out the trunk. Black plastic, taped up tight, about the size of a shoebox. One after another. Into the cart. Under the dirty towels.

Nobody's talking.

Hands. Pruitt's are busy. Greer's right hand is resting on his belt. Washington's are shaking.

Exits. The dock stairs. The gate at the end of the drive, wide open. The door I'm standing in.

I can't see a driver. The windows are dark, and nobody gets out. When the cart's full, Pruitt shuts the trunk soft, the way you shut a door when a baby's sleeping, and the car rolls off down the drive with its lights still off. Out the gate. Gone. Nobody signed it in.

Shit. Shit. Shit shit shit.

I take one step back.

And back right into Captain Thorne.

She doesn't make a sound when she walks. Twenty-some years at the Kettle, and that's the scariest thing I know about her. Five-two, built like a mailbox, uniform pressed so hard it could stand up without her. Reading glasses on a beaded chain. She smells like peppermint. She always smells like peppermint.

"Officer Coleman." Crunch. "You a long way from C-Block."

"Kitchen called out, Captain. I'm one short on my count."

She looks past me at the dock. Pruitt sees her and freezes. She lifts one finger, and he goes right back to the cart.

"Washington's helping Sergeant Pruitt with a produce delivery," she says.

Produce. In the dark. Out of a trunk.

"Yes, ma'am."

"So your count's twelve."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Good." She folds her hands in front of her, like she's waiting on the benediction. "What did you see out there, Officer?"

Two answers. One of them gets me fired. I don't know yet what the other one gets me.

"Produce, Captain."

She smiles. Thorne got a nice smile. That's the problem with it.

"No, baby." Crunch. "If you saw produce, you saw something. You didn't see a thing."

"I didn't see a thing."

"See, that's why I like you, Coleman. No write-ups. No complaints. No drama. No friends." She puts her glasses on and reads my name tape like she's never seen it before. "You got family?"

Hands. Watch her hands. They're still folded.

"No, ma'am."

"No husband? No babies?"

"Just me."

Two lies, back to back, to her face. She doesn't blink, so neither do I.

"Hm. That's good." She pats my arm. "Family make people do stupid things. Get my kitchen boys back to their dorm. And Coleman? From now on, Thursday nights, the kitchen's covered. You don't need to worry about Thursdays."

Then she's gone, back down the hallway.

I walk twelve men down the long hall to their dorm. Washington's at the back of the line. He doesn't look at me once.

I don't look at him either.

Two buildings over, my brother's probably asleep with a golf pencil behind his ear. His napkin is still in my sock.

I just told Loretta Thorne he doesn't exist.

Rule five. Effective immediately.

I didn't see a thing.
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Chapter Three

PRIEST
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"Sir, I understand your frustration."

"Do you?"

"Post-conviction work is a marathon, not a—"

"Say sprint. Go 'head. I dare you."

Lawyer number two goes quiet on my speakerphone. Behind him I can hear a TV. The Price Is Right. Tuesday morning, and this man is at home on his couch watching Drew Carey spend my money.

Lawyer number two got a billboard on I-20 with his arms crossed like he mad at the traffic. Got a commercial where he bangs a gavel, and he ain't even allowed to touch a gavel. He took my money last spring to "review the file." Far as I can tell, he still reviewing it. Maybe he reading it to his kids at bedtime. I don't know.

Lawyer number one was worse. Lawyer number one took even more, filed one motion, and spelled my brother's name wrong on it. Cassius Halloway. Like a holiday. Like my brother a costume.

"These things take time."

"Time is the one thing my brother got plenty of." I lean back in my chair. "Here go the good news. You ain't gotta review it no more. You fired."

"There's the matter of the retainer—"

"Keep it." I pick the phone up off speaker so he can hear me real personal. "Buy you some reading glasses. Read the next one. And bruh? Bless your heart."

I hang up. He calls right back. I let it ring.

Holy Water Hand Wash, MLK Jr. Drive. My office is in the back, past the vacuums, with a window over the bays so I can watch my money get wet. This time of year it's dead out there. Ain't nobody washing they car in January except drug dealers and church folks on the way to a funeral.

I got both kinds of customer. Business is fine.

The only sound in here now is the money counter on my desk. Best sound in the world.

Smoke knocks on the door frame with the mail. Smoke been my right hand since we was at Douglass. Skinny, cornrows, a black Charger out front with an exhaust so loud he think it's a personality. He drops the stack on my desk.

"Your boy wrote."

Kessler envelope on top. Inmate number in the corner in that little neat handwriting I'd know in the dark.

"What he say?" Smoke asks.

"Ain't opened it."

"Bet he say stop putting money on his books."

"Then I'm gon' keep putting money on his books."

Smoke laughs and heads back out to the bays.

The envelope's thicker than usual. Cash writes me one page. Always one page, front only, like ink cost extra. Which, in the Kettle, it do.

This time there's two pages. One is Cash. The other is a photocopy, a little crooked, like somebody ran it through a machine with an attitude.

City of Atlanta Police Department. Property and Evidence Receipt.

The date at the top is the night Cash got locked up. I don't need a calendar for that one. I know that date better than my own birthday.

Halfway down there's a box. Item 1. White powder substance, suspected cocaine. Field weight approx. 200 grams. And at the bottom, a signature. Same hand that wrote the numbers.

Lt. V. Gaskins.

I read it again. And again. It don't change.

Two hundred.

At trial the state said four hundred. Four hundred is the magic number in Georgia. Four hundred is twenty-five years, mandatory, no parole, no nothing. Two hundred is a whole different number. Still bad. Not twenty-five.

And here's the part that's sitting on my chest like a grown man.

I know it was two hundred grams. I know because it was mine.

There. I said it.

My car. My bag in the trunk. My brother behind the wheel. When the blue lights came up behind us, Cash looked over at me and said one word.

Go.

And I went.

Seven years, and that's the most I ever said about it. Even in my own head.

Gaskins, though. Everybody on the Westside know that name. Narcotics. Been snatching up my corner boys and every little nigga with a bag for years.

Cash's page says this:

P,

Open-records request finally came back. Look at the number. Look whose handwriting.

My lawyer never saw this. Nobody did. That's a Brady violation. It means they hid it.

I need a real lawyer. One that reads.

Stop putting money on my books.

C.

One that reads. That's Cash cussing me out. That's as loud as he get.

I paid two lawyers fifty-five thousand dollars, and my brother found it himself. In a prison library. For pennies an hour.

I stole that man's lunch in the fourth grade and he beat my ass on the playground at Bethune, and he been my brother ever since. My grandmother says the Lord puts people in your life for a reason. I say the Lord put Cash in mine so somebody would keep me from dying stupid.

Look how I paid him back.

I keep his books full. I pay for a little girl's private school, and her mama think it's a scholarship. I don't say sorry. I say what it cost, and I pay it.

Ain't no price tag on seven years, though. I checked.

* * *
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"Bro. Bro. Why is your Wi-Fi password still Holywater1?"

Nasir is under my desk. His legs are sticking out. Gucci loafers, no socks, in this weather, 'cause he think ankles are a personality too. Him and Smoke should start a club.

"'Cause I can remember it."

"A toddler could remember it. A Roomba could remember it." He slides out, sits up, and starts thumbing through three phones like he dealing cards. "I'm changing it. Don't fight me."

Nasir does my cameras, my phones, my everything-with-a-plug. He did a federal bid at Jesup for stealing millions in crypto with a laptop and a smile, and dresses every day like he on his way to an art gallery to tell them they hung it wrong. I trust him with every password I got. Which, apparently, is one.

I slide the receipt across the desk.

He reads it. Then he stops talking. And Nasir don't stop talking. Nasir talks in his sleep. Nasir talked through his own sentencing, I bet.

"Two hundred," he says.

"State said four."

"So somebody added two hundred grams between the car and the courtroom." He whistles low. "That ain't a glitch. That's a cheat code."

"I need a lawyer."

"You had lawyers."

"I need a lawyer that ain't scared of the DA's office. Ain't lazy. Ain't watching The Price Is Right on my dime."

Nasir puts his phones face-down on the desk. All of 'em. I ain't never seen that.

"Okay. Real talk," he says. "My sister."

"You got a sister?"

"Big sister. Journee. Spelman, Emory Law, big firm in Midtown. The whole Black-excellence starter pack." He holds up a finger. "And bro, she's a killer in court. I watched her make a jury cry over a tax shelter. A tax shelter. Grown men in that box wiping they eyes over some offshore accounts."

"Then why I ain't heard of her?"

"'Cause she just went solo. One-woman office in Castleberry Hill." He leans in. "And she's broke."

"Broke how?"

"Broke like still-wearing-her-good-heels-to-the-grocery-store broke. She's months behind on the rent for the office."

"How you know that?"

"I set up her router."

"Nasir."

"I'm not in her stuff. I'm just near her stuff. Spiritually."

I look at him. He keeps going, 'cause he can't help it.

"Here go the part you gon' like." He points at me. "That ADA you be cussing out every time somebody say Fulton County. The one that prosecuted your boy. Sterling Ashby?"

Cash wrote me that name from county, before the trial. Ashby's the one who offered him a deal if he'd say who was in the car.

Ten years to say my name. He said no. He's still saying no.

"What about him?" I say.

"That's her ex. They was engaged. Weeks before the wedding, at the Biltmore, she come home early and catch him in they bed with a paralegal. Their bed. My mama still ain't got the deposit back." He shakes his head. "She hates that man so much she stopped going to Starbucks 'cause he likes Starbucks. She drinks oat milk lattes from some place with a goat on the cup out of pure spite."

I sit back.

Smart. Mad. Broke.

That's my favorite kind of person. That's me before I had money.

"Why you doing this?" I ask. "For real."

Nasir picks one phone back up. Puts it down. Picks it up again. "She need the money. She need the win. And she ain't gon' take either one from me, 'cause we not exactly talking right now."

"Why not?"

"Long story. Involves the federal government." He shrugs. "She'll take it from you, though. Maybe. If you do it right."

"How I do it right?"

"Two rules." He holds up fingers like he's teaching a class. "One. Don't tell her I sent you. And two, and Priest, I'm deadass, this is the important one: do not walk in there with a bag of cash. She ethical. Like, annoyingly. She'll report you to somebody just to feel something."

"Say less."

"I mean it. No cash. Write a check like a normal person."

"I said say less."

He scoops up his phones and goes back under my desk. "And change your password, bro. Grown man with a password like a church raffle."

* * *
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Y'all know I brought the cash.

Hundreds and twenties, rubber-banded in stacks, in a black Nike duffel I bought that morning at Lenox so it'd look clean. The money counter ran it. Then I counted it again by hand. Not 'cause I don't trust the machine. 'Cause my grandmother raised me to count what I give away.

I thought about wearing the grill. Nah. Grill is for special occasions. This a job interview, and I'm the one hiring.

All black. Cashmere sweater, slacks, Ferragamos. The cross out, though. The cross is always out.

Castleberry Hill is all old brick warehouses turned into lofts and art galleries and places that charge you rent money for a candle. Whitlock Law, LLC is on the second floor over a gallery with one big painting in the window of what I'm pretty sure is a crying peach. I park the Denali out front, right on the curb, and walk up a set of stairs steep enough to
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