Chapter Five
Jeremiah walked along the cobblestone path that lead around the side of the house and out to the driveway, the pounding bass line growing louder with every step.  A black Cadillac Escalade idled at the top of the paved semi-circle.  The car looked fresh off a showroom floor, the only detail suggesting otherwise a barcode sticker on the rear driver’s side window that allowed entrance into their gated community.  

The audio assault continued, each beat like a sledgehammer against a steel-reinforced door, until finally the engine shut down and the driver and passenger-side doors opened.  Jeremiah glimpsed a dashboard-mounted video screen inside.  More toys all the time, it seemed. 

Two men stepped out and began smoothing the wrinkles from their clothing – oversized white T-shirts, baggy jeans, and brown Timberland work boots.  They also shared the same close-cropped haircut, faded on the sides and back.  Physically, however, the men were very different.  The driver was short and thin with a dark chocolate complexion, while his passenger was several shades lighter, bulky, and well over six feet tall.

The obvious dissimilarity between them, as well as from himself, was just one of the reasons Jeremiah often had difficulty believing these were his younger brothers.

“Apparently y’all didn’t hear me any of the other times I asked, so I’ll say it again.  I’d appreciate you not shaking houses off their foundations around here.”

Timothy, the smaller man, was seven years Jeremiah’s junior.  He smiled at Jeremiah, a manila folder tucked under his arm.  “You know, I remembered, but the new Luda’ came on and I done forgot all over again.  Jam is tight.”  

Samuel, a year younger than Timothy, lingered by the Escalade.  Timothy motioned for the larger man to come from around the vehicle and join him.  Even as children, Samuel had been content to follow Timothy’s lead.  

“Let me guess,” Jeremiah said.  “You’re here to welcome me home?”

While he no longer saw his brothers regularly, they remained as easy to read as road signs.  Their shared glance confirmed his suspicion that they had been unaware of his unscheduled return home, had most likely counted on him being away.

Jeremiah eyed the folder under Timothy’s arm.  “Just in the neighborhood?”  

“Came to see Pops,” Timothy replied, an almost imperceptible tightening of that arm against his body.

An uneasy silence followed, until Samuel, having been nodding in affirmation since Timothy spoke, added, “Yeah...Pops.”

Heat rose high into Jeremiah’s chest.  His jaw clenched.  The immediacy of emotion surprised him, what with his reserves seemingly tapped.  He’d never struck either brother, not even as children, but he found himself resisting the urge now.  “That’s your father in there...”

Timothy’s eyes narrowed, striations forming over his cheekbones.  “Yeah, and we visiting him.  You forever talking ‘bout how we don’t do it, now we show up and you start trippin?  Damn, nigga, what’s that?”

Jeremiah closed his eyes, controlled his breathing.  Their use of that word grated his eardrums.  He gestured dejectedly toward the house and they began up the cobblestone pathway. 

“I don’t want to hear that word in my home, especially not around Richard.”

Timothy huffed, something amusing him.  “Yeah, alright.”

Jeremiah sighed, his brothers bringing a hodgepodge of emotions out of him.  Anger, concern, disappointment.  Pity.  Both in their 30s, unemployed, acting like teenagers playing gangster.  At least he hoped it was just play, that they weren’t foolish enough to follow the same path as their older brother, Bernard. 

Once inside, Timothy and Samuel went directly into their father’s bedroom and closed the door.  Jeremiah returned to the kitchen, his cereal now mush.  Rydisha appeared a moment later, nostrils flaring, her eyes so wide they threatened to swallow up the rest of her face.  She hiked a thumb over her shoulder, toward his father’s bedroom.  “They in there?”

He nodded.

“Why you let them in?”

He lifted the spoon and let it drop back into the mush.  It stood momentarily erect, then sank, the whole thing a soggy lost cause.  

“I can’t very well forbid them to visit their father.”

Rydisha’s irises seemed to be swimming in seas of white.  “The hell you can’t!”  

Jeremiah shrugged, knowing the wider his wife’s eyes, the more closed her mind.  For years he couldn’t pay his brothers to visit their father, which broke what remained of the old man’s heart after their mother had passed.  And now that they were coming to see him, whatever their reasons, he couldn’t bring himself to turn them away, if only because there might be some small moment where his father recognized them as his sons.

Rydisha stared down the long hallway.  “I know why they here…”

So did he, although he excelled at not thinking about it.  But with his brothers present and Rydisha in his ear, that was proving to be impossible.

The bedroom door opened and his brothers emerged, Timothy with the folder under his arm, Samuel trailing a step behind as if connected by a towline, eyes fixed on the smaller man’s back.  They headed straight for the front door, having barely spent five minutes inside the room.

Again Jeremiah’s anger rose, hotter this time.  Five minutes?  His brothers were no longer maintaining even a semblance of concern for their father.  They marched toward the door, every shameless step wearing at the confines of Jeremiah’s temper until he was set to explode.

But Rydisha beat him to it.
“Oh, hell no...”  She stepped into their path, hands on hips, head thrust forward like a gamecock.  Her breath came in short, angry huffs.  

The possibility of an altercation defused Jeremiah enough to settle back into the role of peacekeeper.  He moved from behind the kitchen island feeling more tired than ever, maybe too tired to separate them if it came down to it.

But the spacious dimensions of the hallway and foyer worked against her, providing ample room to pass.  Timothy looked only at the front door as he slid by, but Samuel, apparently unable to resist a half-second glance, became the sole recipient of Rydisha’s visual daggers.

The eye contact alone drew Rydisha’s strings tighter, but when Samuel smirked and muttered, “Wassup,” they snapped.  A wave seemed to travel the length of her body, from her feet up, cresting with a startling shout as they reached the door. “Don’t you ‘wassup’ me!”

She stomped after them, barefoot.  Jeremiah followed, still ready to play referee.  When they reached the driveway, the Escalade’s doors were slamming shut.  

“What, you already done visiting?”  She stepped gingerly onto the pebble-strewn driveway.  “How much this time, huh?  Sure y’all can’t stay a while?  Sorry-ass mutha–”

The rumble of ignition and the return of the sound system drowned out her words, but she continued toward the Escalade, only a few yards away when it lurched forward without warning, mauling a strip of manicured grass.

Jeremiah watched them roll off.  Rydisha chased them out into the street, yelling and waving her fist in the air.  With the SUV out of sight and the thump of the bass fading away, that old familiar anxiety crept up.  The neighbors could be watching all of this, their homes not as far back from the road as their own, easily within view.  His insides shifted, organs seemingly crawling over themselves.  He ducked his head and shrugged his shoulders as if to escape inside himself.  They were watching, he knew it.  He could feel their stares.  He kept his eyes on the pavement, cringing at the possibility of looking up and seeing the frizzy red hair and bespectacled gaze of Mrs. Donahue, wife of a Southern grocery chain CEO, out on her porch but staying near the door in case the crazy negroes totally lost it.

“Rydisha,” – trying to somehow shout quietly – “let’s get inside.”

She either didn’t hear or was choosing to ignore him.  He hustled over, took her by the arm.  “Rydisha, please.  The neighbors...”  

“Psshh.”  She, jerked free and stomped back toward the house.  “Like I care what those poor-asses think.”

Jeremiah shook his head.  Poor-asses.  Granted, the neighboring houses were slightly smaller and less valuable, but it wasn’t that long ago when the idea of their living in the cheapest home inside Windermere Estate was as likely as moving to one of Saturn’s moons.  Now they were surrounded by “poor-ass” bank presidents and CEOs.

Inside, she continued to seethe, pacing the length of the foyer like a jungle cat.  

“Why you let them in?  Any fool can see what they doing, I swear...”  She held up a pillow from his father’s room, smeared with inky fingerprints.  “And would you look at this shit here?  Damn!”

He zoned her out.  Thing was, he could put an end to this hypocritical grandstanding by revealing his knowledge of her own secretive activities.  Part of him wanted to – not out of spite, just to be out from under its weight.  But not like this, no matter how heated the squabble.  If arguments were warfare, that was a nuclear warhead.  And you can’t un-drop a bomb.  Instead, he returned to his bedroom to dress for his appointment, trading sweatpants for grey slacks, tee shirt for a white button-down and a blue and silver-striped tie.  

On his way outside, he noticed his nephew’s door was closed, no light showing underneath.  Despite running late, he took a moment to ease the door open and peek inside.  The blinds had been lowered, the room once again dark, and Richard was back under the comforter. Jeremiah reached for the light switch, realizing as he did so that today was a week day, and that his nephew was supposed to be in school.  

How many other days had Rydisha allowed this to go on?

He pulled the door closed.  
Let the boy sleep.  If I could get away with it, I’d be doing the same damn thing.
