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PROLOGUE

PRELUDE TO BUNDLES

Veronica’s funeral was almost too much to handle. The church bell rang loudly and sucked up all the air. The church seemed smaller. With each breath I anger puffed out my chest. Life wasn’t fair. A couple thugs took an innocent life. It must not have affected me that bad. The day after she was laid to rest, I hit the block and went to work. I tried to keep revenge off my mind by focusing on selling and watching my back.

The grind of my hustle plus the hot-ass sun made me fall back from hunting the dudes who killed Veronica. I will catch up with them and make them pay. Veronica’s younger cousins peeped them leaning on an Acura Integra. They saw the personalized plate. 2HOOD was written on it. When I was good and ready I’d ask a friend with a DMV connect to check the plate.

Things were looking up after about four hours on the block. Many fiends were rolling up. It was like I was serving free Thanksgiving turkeys. Every thirty minutes I rotated my post.

Eric was taking in twice as many customers. I planned on really raking in all the dough, once the sun set. For a beginner I was holding my own. Eric hit me on the horn bragging about making four grand in just five hours. It wasn’t all from crack-heads. He handed off some bags to dudes from his building and shaved a few dollars off the price. The money was coming around with the quickness.

“I made a yard in four hours. Not bad for a rookie, huh?”

“Eh, you ahight, little nigga,” Eric laughed. “Let’s give this shit a break and get something to eat.”

“Not even bro, my mother’s life depends on this. I’m a hustle hard.”

“J, you don’t know the meaning of hustlin’ yet. But it’s good start.”

“I’m a damn-sure learn today! Put that on everything! Watch me pitch till my shoulders get numb.”

“Ahight nigga, I’m a order some Chinese food for us and watch you do your thing.”

I did exactly that. Eric witnessed an athlete transforming into a dealer right before his eyes. The sun faded and I got cautious about who I served. If I thought they were police I’d turn my back and walk. The later it got; the more people I turned away. Sales continued to be good on my turf of the Polo Grounds. Satisfied customers were busy letting all heads know that I had the high-grade merchandise.

The cool night air did something to me. My attitude changed. These people were giving me money but I detested them. I hated them for making me spend my time serving poison. They were slaves to their addiction. I was a slave to them. I was no better than them and couldn’t make it without them. I found myself hating the customers for locking me into dealing. My thoughts had me so heated I didn’t notice Eric was halfway through his beef and broccoli.

“When did they deliver the food?”

“See how you fiendin’ for that dough, nigga? Chinaman came up here on a bike ringing his bell and everything. Cool out for a minute, Jaden. Eat some of ya orange chicken, nigga, ’fore you slap one of these crack-heads with your piece. I told you about letting these fiends get to ya, nigga.”

I dug into my dinner plate, pissed off.

“Fuck them fiends, E. Yo, send one of these lookouts to stash this cash up in your spot,” I said swallowing what was supposed to be chicken.

“Only my little cousin can do that. Derrick!” Eric hollered.

Minutes later, a sea of young chicks wiggled their way between us. I snagged the arm of this light-skinned, pear-shaped hottie. Her smile made my night less stressful. I wasn’t a tit man. It was on when I made eye contact with her.

“You know, I don’t usually even think about messing around on my girl, but you got my mind filled with nasty thoughts,” I flirted.

“Ain’t you Jaden? And ain’t you supposed to be practicing right now on someone’s football field?”

“I see word travels fast, huh? And your name is…?” I moved to lay my game down.

Eric worked fast. His arms were already around some cutie with purple highlights in her hair. I caught up with him and pulled out a fat blunt. A few pulls later, Ms. Fat Bootie was leaning her round rump on my package. I needed a break from Bria anyway. I gave her a shotgun and she fell in love.

“Let’s go upstairs and chill, Jaden.”

Shortie was licking my ear.

“In a minute, sweetie, let me finished this food right quick.”

“Don’t get too full. Save some of that appetite for Renee,” she whispered grabbing my shirt.

“Who’s Renee?”

She shot me a seductive smile then slapped her hand on her hips before replying.

“That’s me, silly!”

I licked my lips watching her hips rolling deliciously as she backed off, turned around and walked away. I swear her smile lit up the Ave. I realized too late that she was slick. She rejoined her friends a few feet away and I noticed she’d finessed the blunt from my hand. She blew me a kiss and laughed. I returned the gesture and like a magician, I reached in my pocket and pulled out a fresh blunt. She cracked up when she saw that move. My cell phone went off. The ring-tone announced my sister. She never called me unless she needed something or there was big trouble. I answered with curiosity.

“What’s up, sis?”

“Mom fainted, Jaden! She’s feeling really sick. You gotta come to St. Luke’s right away!”

Shit! I thought I had a few months to stack paper. I told Eric the bad news.

“I’ll roll with you,” he said.

I caught up with Renee and put an arm around her waist.

“I’ll get up with you as soon as I get back,” I said pulling her from the pack of broads.

Thick gray clouds started spreading across the blue sky. Thunder clapped and streaks of lightning made the broads shriek. I tightened up when a streak of lightning shot down to the pavement. We were making real money from our hustle but I was feeling untouchable. Life was really starting to change too quickly.

“I’m going over there under that shelter,” Renee said pointing to the corner store.

The rain suddenly came down in buckets. I laughed when I saw Eric’s dinner getting soaked before he could even close the container.

“I don’t know why you laughing, yours soaked too fool…”

I glanced at Eric hoping he could provide an answer to our dilemma and noticed people dashing back to their buildings in groups. We were the only two fools still out there, posted up like we were waterproof. I could tell that he felt the same way I did.

“Ain’t nothing but a little rain, baby! I take this over a shootout any day, bro!” He smiled yelling.

“True…”

Our mentalities were changing. In the past few months, we’d seen a lot of action. There had been shootouts, chases and kidnappings. We’d seen it all. At eighteen years old, Eric had four years of solid experience in crime. I was playing catch-up.

We forgot to post the lookouts today. They doubled as security. We were in the open, pitching like nobody cared. I tried to keep my eyes on the fiends and off the big booties walking by.

When the rain let up a little, we looked back and saw the two shorties. They were standing under an awning in front of the building. All of a sudden, they turned and ran into the building. I looked at Eric.

“Jaden... just the young man I wanted to see, mi hijo…”

The voice was ice-cold and so raspy; it was sandpaper to my ears. I looked up to find that it was Cuban Rico. He was sharp as a tack with his snakeskin shoes, slim slacks and rings full of diamonds weighing down both hands. He wore a scowl and appeared composed but I could tell that he was pissed.

Cuban Rico was flanked by ten men with hands in their jackets. The man closest to him held a huge umbrella over Rico. He carried a long pump shotgun by his side. In the pouring rain Eric and I knew we were outgunned. We were in deep shit.

“You steal my coke, Jaden? You had the nerve to steal my fucking coke?”

I played it cool. If I showed weakness, they’d step all over us like ants. My deodorant melted and ran down my ribs. Sweat spilled over my brow.

“What coke, fam?”

“Do you believe this guy? He has the biggest set on him, no?”

“Hmm, so tell me, Jaden. What inspired a promising athlete, no, let me say it right, a national football sensation, like you, to step into my arena, huh? I mean, if I had the talent that you had, mi hijo, you think I’d be out here pushing poison? No, no I wouldn’t. I’d keep my nose clean, keep my penga out of white women and behave myself. Why did you choose the hustle?”

“I didn’t choose it. It chose me,” I said rubbing my chin.

Cuban Rico laughed. Everyone else joined in. Eric started for his piece. I signaled him and he eased off his waist.

“Silencio! What the hell are you laughing about?! This young man has humiliated me! He’s stolen what mi familia lives on! He’s stolen the bread from your mouths! And you all laugh? Where is it, comedian? Goddamn you, calle bestia! Do you know who the fuck I am? I’ve been dumping bodies before you were born! Tell me where it is, or I lay you and boy scout down. I’ve got slugs for your family, Jaden. Si.” He walked to within inches of my face spit flying.

I perked up. I thought of Bria, my mother, my brother and sister. I had a lot to lose. My mind flew down the list of everyone I knew, from most important to least important, in a matter of nanoseconds. Even if he was lying, he had paper. He could find out with just a few phone calls.

“You’ve got sixty seconds. One of two things is gonna happen. Make it snappy, cabron.”

“I’m with you, Jaden. Call it, fam,” Eric said slyly rubbing the handle on his pistol. One wrong move and we’d both be in pine boxes. We had to give up the white lady to survive. I was stuck.

My heart banged against my chest. Time was running out on us. Cuban Rico ground his teeth and paced in front of me. He finally got fed up and pulled out a gun so shiny it glowed under the streetlight.

He scratched his chin with the barrel of his gun. Rain dripped from his long, slick hair. He kept whipping it back with the barrel. His eyelids twitched, and I watched rain drops shake on his eyelashes. He held the piece in front of me and my thoughts became paralyzed.

“Time’s up, mi hijo!”

I heard his voice then the hammer cocking back.

“Ten seconds before you meet your maker.”

It couldn’t end now. My sister was in trouble. Mom was gravely ill. She had worked hard for too long just to see me wound up as another statistic. I wanted to show Bria the life she cherished. Hustling would help me to take her anywhere she wanted to go.

“Diez… nueve…” He counted with his finger on the trigger.

His countdown rang like bells shaking the thin air between us. The gun in his hand could erupt at any instant. Sweat ran freely down my back. My chest pounded out of control.

Everything went slow-mo while my mind scrambled to make sense of it all. My life’s cycle was on playback. It felt like I was on a journey, the final lap of living. My mouth suddenly went dry. I grit my teeth, took a deep breath. The grim reaper was calling.

“Ocho… siete… sies… cinco…”


CHAPTER ONE

MY SHORTIE

She was completely irresistible. I never want to leave her alone. Picture Halle Berry with sick-ass curves, or maybe even Beyonce with hood appeal. Bria’s beauty made her the hottest of hotties. She came armed with a body that worked against a brother’s game. If she was on the big screen, I swear every chick would want to be like her. She made me a stronger man.

It was around eight pm, raining hard and we were sitting in her room. The lights were dim. Pre surgery Michael Jackson jammed on the stereo. Groans were coming from the living room. Her mother’s flavor of the month, a husky dude from South Carolina, couldn’t get enough. It was a perfect time for some boots-knocking.

Bria was studying and I tightened my grip around her waist. She knew for sure that this thing rising between us was stronger than a nuclear reaction. She was a sweet, hot sex-kitten and I was the lion meant to stroke her kitten.

“Jaden, stop playing… I gotta get this done or I’m not gonna graduate!”

I twisted her body to the bed. She wiggled like a fish to get free. She was pinned underneath me. I cupped her pretty face and laced her with wet kisses. She tried to slide closer to her books.

“So, what’s the latest with the scholarships, Jaden? How many schools trying to snatch you…?”

“Nebraska, Virginia Tech, Florida State, a few others I don’t care too much about,” I said and watched her sighing and pout. “What’s wrong, sugarlips?”

“I’m a junior and you’re a senior. The minute you leave New York you’re gonna be chasing those nasty football groupies.”

I saw a sadness in her eyes that came close to killing my sex drive.

“There’s nothing to worry about, Bria. Do I ever go buck-wild with chicks after my games?”

“Hmmm...”

“I’ll never leave you. We’re meant to be,” I said stroking her hair. “I’d be a fool to mess with perfection, you feel me?”

After high school I could either take my skills to a proven program like Wyoming and not see Bria for long stretches. Or, I could go to a not-so-hot college and be closer to my girl. I was sprung but not a dumb-ass. While I should have been focusing on getting paper, I’d fell in love. Bria slammed her book shut and turned back to me with a poker face.

“And you better be careful with Nick and Eric, your loser friends.”

“What do you mean? My inner circle’s tight. What’s the latest lie they’ve been spreading at school?”

“Have you heard from your boy Devlin lately?” She asked suddenly.

“I don’t run with that nigga no more.”

“He was at the bodega earlier saying he’s gonna take your spot.”

I laughed so hard my ribs felt like they were about to pop out from my sides.

“Ha, ha…! He’ll never start in front of me. Devlin’s buggin’! He’s smoking or sump’n? He got pudgy and can’t take no hits. Ha, ha later for him. Bria, it’s all about you and me, girl.”

“Jay, come here.”

Immediately I was in her arms kissing her neck while tugging the book out of her hands. Then I gently bit the back of her neck. She turned back to face me.

“Ow! Not so rough...”

She was acting like she didn’t want to get it on. It always started that way. I was hard as a roll of quarters and wasn’t taking no for an answer.

“Shouldn’t you be studying, too?”

Her whining stopped when my fingertips slipped easily under her tight, tiny shirt. She slid her lower body closer and shoved her lips on mine. Her hot tongue made my lips sizzle. Minutes passed before she finally broke away. I smoothed my hands over her soft breasts.

“How’s your mom?” She asked. The question killed the mood.

“Not so good,” I replied.

Perfect timing, Bria, I thought to myself. I tried my best not to think about it.

“Her condition hasn’t improved. If things don’t get better, she’s gonna have to go through surgery and that could be real costly. But we gonna work it out.” I sighed.

“It has be hard for you to watch her suffer, Jaden. Let me help you take your mind off all that.”

Bria pushed me back and pounced. I felt her fire and my worries went up in smoke. After peeling off her shirt, she stroked my face with her long manicured nails. Her lips sucked my lower lip and she slowly worked her way south.

“You know that we were meant to be together, right, Jay?” Bria asked and grabbed my belt. She kissed me, adding, “We have so much fun together, we finish each other’s sentences and we never argue. We were meant to be.”

I undid her shiny, silky, black hair. Her sweet fragrance hypnotized me. I was ready to do whatever she wanted. Our legs intertwined and her tongue slithered into my mouth. My hands were busy fondling her breasts.

“Ah…that feels good, uh?” She purred and locked her shapely legs around my waist.

I slipped my fingers under her tits like I was weighing them. She sat up and flattened them babies on my face. I sucked them until she moaned and tugged at my belt.

“Let me lock the door, baby.”

It took forever for baby girl to tiptoe her sexy size four frame to the door. I followed her to the door and pressed her against it as soon as she turned the key. She giggled. I nibbled on the back of her neck. Her tits were flattened against the door and her breath came in gasps. Bria’s smile told me it was on.

She moved her body up and down a few inches to rub up against the bulge in my pants. My wood was glued to my boxers. Twisting back, she kissed me hard. I humped her till she grabbed her waistband and did a slow toe-touch peeling off her skirt. My baby grabbed her ankles and rocked her bottom sideways into my crotch. I couldn’t take it. I grabbed her shiny buns and heaved my package. She squealed.

“Strip me, baby. Take it off. Kiss me all over,” she whispered.

I yanked her panties down and kissed her meaty rump. Spanking her, I stood to slide up into her moistness. She swiveled around and pushed my head down.

“Please tell me you’re hungry, Jay. My kitty wants a big wet kiss,” she said when my head bumped into her belly-button. I couldn’t turn the invitation down. She parted her shapely legs allowing me to lick her puffy, moist labes. I worked my tongue until Bria beat her fist on the door.

“Ah…Just like that… Go deeper. Hmm-m-m…”

I rubbed my nose in her slit sucking in her inner pink. She stumbled back and pressed my face as my tongue tickled her swollen nubbin.

“Ooh yeah, just what I need, baby… Keep it like that...God yes-s…”

Her sweet gushiness dampened my mustache. She tugged at my ears, guiding me to the bed. Bria was naked and belly-to-belly we wrestled while tonguing each other down. My pants were down when her cell phone started ringing. She picked it up. I was pissed. She stroked my hardened meat while she chatted with her girlfriend.

“Hi Dana, what’s up? Nah, you know I’m with Jay,” she said as I slid inside her.

“Hmm… Wha…what you say, girl? Ooh! Lemme, hmm, let me call you back, Dana.”

She hung up and went right into riding me, bucking her hips hard. Our thighs slapped with her every bounce. I fondled and spanked her gently at first, then harder. Bria went bananas and slid her box up and down my pole so hard I was scared she’d snap it. I pulled her down and slipped my tongue down her throat. She popped up, spun around and stuffed my piece deep inside. She dropped her face low, raised her ass high and pounded me until I grunted.

“Not so fast, Bria, or I’m gonna…”

“I’m right there, Jaden! Don’t… don’t slow down now! Oh God! Oh God, yes-s-s-s…!”

Her body stiffened and she screamed. I let off and jumped up and covered her mouth. She turned round and nestled her head against my chest. Sweat glued her boobs to my chest.

After we caught our breath, she asked, “What’s your biggest dream?”

“Hmm, it would have to be, uh… leaving this country. Yeah,” I said.

Bria’s pretty face lit up. I kept my eyes on her onion. She hopped off, dug in her dresser drawer and pulled out a scrapbook. Then she started flipping through pages.

“I’d love to travel the world, see the sights, eat all the exotic food. And take pictures everywhere. All the places we read about in history books. Here’s the Tower of Pisa, this is Tate Modern in London. Expensive art,” she smiled when I spooned her. “And last but not least, I gotta hit up Amsterdam.”

I faked snoring and she punched my arm.

“Boy, are you listening to me?”

“Yeah, yeah, I’m playing. It’s pretty cool.”

“On the real, this can happen.”

“It will, baby.”


CHAPTER TWO

ENEMIES

I had to go see him and took the trip. Scoping chicks and stopping to buy a couple pair of jeans on Broadway, I trekked between 143rd and 155th to see my two-faced, former friend. I’d known Devlin since second grade. We used to be in the same class every year. I started getting mad shine and everything changed between me and him.

Two years in a row we both put up amazing rushing yards. Then he got hurt and fell out of the spotlight. All of a sudden we didn’t hang out anymore. During that time we seemed to switch from friends to enemies.

“Devlin!” I yelled from below his second-floor living-room window. Couple minutes later, he popped his head out of the window.

“What’s up, bro?” He asked looking as if I had just woke him.

“I need to talk to you. Should I come up, or what?”

“Come up, Jay,” he yelled and buzzed me in.

It was like I got transported to Puerto Rico. I was greeted by paintings of the Virgin Mary and saints hanging all on eggshell-colored walls. His father, Mr. Rodriguez had a new woman. She had beads the color of the Puerto Rican flag, hanging by the kitchen doorway.

“Hola, Jayden,” she purred, gently flicked my chin and strutted by.

Devlin called out to me from the living room. His pops was a dangerous man. Back in the days I once walked in unannounced and he pointed a high-caliber Colt at my head. Since then, I walked slowly through his crib, pausing at every corner. I took a seat on his plastic-covered couch and watched him and his Dad play cards.

“Dev, c’mon, son. I know you’ve got better cards.”

“All you do is check. You’re bluffing, dad. I fold,” Devlin said tossing two pairs in. His dad had an Ace-high straight, scooped the money and walked away.

“That’s a pretty intense little battle you had with your pops for five bucks,” I said giving him an energetic pound. He led me to the fire escape. I lit up. Devlin was still rubbing his eyes.

“You had fun last night didn’t you?”

“A little sump’n, sump’n. This chick I met a week ago tried to wear my ass out. And that Henney got me hurting. What’s up?”

“I came over to let you know that they talking crazy about us.”

“What? Who?”

“This chick said she didn’t know who it was. She overheard some dudes talking about it. They had football equipment on. She said that dudes are saying me and you fittin’ to compete for the starting spot at running back.” I moved closer.

“Word?” He asked looking away to the side. Police siren raced by on the street below. His mouth remained shut until they were gone. I puffed and waited.

“Whoever said that got a point. I been working out extra-hard on the weekends trying to get in better shape. The shit is true. Ain’t nothing wrong with a little competition, is there?”

“Yeah, ain’t no problem with that.”
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It was ten in the morning. Bria was hanging with her friends, Dana, Nicole and Veronica. They were playing Spades outside of the apartment building. It was a warm spring day. Veronica was Puerto Rican and always dressed in the best gears. She did volunteer work, babysat her nephew and had a part time job. She even had Bria and Dana helping her out.

“Why you fronted on feeding the people at the soup kitchen in Queens last week, Bria?”

Bria sucked her teeth feeling mad. Veronica continued, “You had me out there waiting for you the longest time.”

“I got caught up in some drama with Jaden, Veronica. You know how it is? I’m really sorry. I’ll be there next time, I promise.”

“Whatever, Bria…”

“I’m serious about it. You know…”

“Please bitch! You ain’t neva thought about nothing or nobody other than your damn self. Play a damn card, will you?” Dana cut in.

Dana was light-skinned and ghetto. Always dressed in Tims and jeans, she was a tomboy with curves. Nicole was a really dark shade of brown. She wore gears just Dana’s. When it came to style, Bria was somewhere in the middle. She liked to relax in loose clothes one day then slip into something sexy from time to time. Her other girls never switched their styles.

They were always chilling. Today, both sides of the street were closed for the block party. All the young boys were showing off their best moves on a foldaway hoop. The girls played double-dutch on the sidewalks.

Dana and Bria whipped them in card games. Nicole started making excuses.

“Bitch, I hate playing with you!”

“Well bitch, come do something about it!” replied Veronica. “I was all out of high cards. Bitch!”

Dana had her eyes on a boy on the stoop across the street. She kept trying to throw Bria at him.

“Bria, that guy’s been eyeing you for the last ten minutes. Maybe we should cross the street to the store and tease him. He’s kinda’ cute.”

“Why the hell I gotta remind you…? I have a man. I’m not like you, throwing stuff around to every cute guy I see.”

“First of all, I don’t be throwing it like that. And second of all, Jaden’s gonna forget you like last week’s trash the second he goes away to college. Where you told me he might go again? Nebraska? Humph. Them white girls are gonna show him things he ain’t neva seen before.”

“He loves me, Dana. Don’t hate because he’s great and he’s mine. It ain’t my fault that Eric be working on his third strike.”

“True, I like me a thugged-out dude. I can’t help it,” Dana said.

She pulled out the piff and lit it.

“Dana, must you light that up right now? You act like cops don’t whiz up and down all the time.” Veronica turned up her nose.

“Hell-low…! The block is closed.” Dana retorted.

“Exactly, so they’ll be on foot. That’s even worse. Oh, by the way, ain’t Nick and J friends? I’ve been feeling him lately, with his pitch-black self. He might have a future one day making all them beats. I wanna be there right next to him when he blows.”

“Oh, so you a gold-digga too, now, Veronica…? There’s officially no hope for any of us, now.” Dana hissed.

Dana offered Bria the blunt, holding it up like she wanted to get busted. She looked around to make sure nobody was looking and took four strong drags. The raw left her coughing like crazy. Dana laughed while Bria put it out.

“It ain’t good smoke unless you choke, bitch!”

“Bria, you think you could tell Jaden to tell Nick that I wanna see him? His chocolateness and my French vanilla would mix nicely. I mean, he makes beats and I’m a singer. It just might be a match made in heaven.” Veronica said then abruptly stopped.

Nicole cut in, “Bitch, you need some work in the studio for real… oh shit. You two birds probably glad to see Will pull up at the end of this corner.”

Mad girls were on Will’s jock at school, but Bria never gave him the time of day. Obviously Nicole wasn’t interested either. She thought the brand new, champagne Lexus 350, drop, he drove was way sexier than he was. He wasn’t that bad-looking but had more bumps around where his beard should be than the Cross Bronx Expressway.

His smile was alright but his eyes were sunken like he needed to go to rehab. The thick clunky chain that hung to the middle of his beer gut seemed real, but the pendant looked cheap. Dana asked the same dumb-ass question.

“Are you gonna talk to him, Bria?”

“About…?”

It was ridiculous the way Veronica fixed her skirt and her hair when his hazard lights came on. He walked over with arms opened like he was expecting a hug from everyone.

“Hello, Will.”

“What’s up Bria? I’m having a jump-off at my spot, and you’re invited. You know it’ll be off the chain. Bottles gonna be popping and everything. Oh yeah, and you can bring all your girlfriends too.”

“Look, Will, I think we’ve gone through this before. Ain’t no way I’m going to your party…”

“Take my card and call me if things open up for you, beautiful,” he said sticking his card in my hand. “Call me,” he said waving. Bria busied herself wiping off her hand.

“Girl, why don’t you give him some play? Will is getting paper. He’s the only dude in school that’s got his own ride and apartment. He can take care of you,” Veronica said.

“Okay, this is the last time I’m telling ya’ll. Jaden’s gonna get signed after college and make Will’s paper look like peanuts. And who made ya’ll matchmakers anyway? Not that that’s the reason I’m with him or nothing. I love that sexy boy. Don’t y’all understand that?”

Dana opened her big mouth again.

“Shit, if it were me, I’d take the money now. You neva know how long you and Jaden gonna be together. Once he starts stacking he might drop you like a hot potato and start chasing ’em white girls. You don’t wanna get married to him or have kids with him and then he pull a Kobe on you, do you?”

“You know what? Fuck ya’ll bitches!” Bria shouted. She got up and threw the cards across the table. Some flew into a nasty gutter with oil and cigarette butts floating in it. The cards were ruined. “Why can’t y’all just be happy for me?”

“I’m gonna call you later, Bria!” Dana shouted as Bria started walking away.

“I’ll talk to y’all later.” Bria kept walking.


CHAPTER THREE

DESPERATE MEASURES

Three weeks later, that backstabbing son of a bitch ruined my life. The problems had me in the kitchen hitting my mom’s liquor cabinet. I hated vodka, and any clear liquor for that matter. For a problem like this, I felt it necessary to burn my throat the fuck up. The Tropicana bottle in the fridge was less than half full. I figure no one would miss it so I dumped vodka in it then shook it up. It burned so damn hot I thought my gums would bleed. I could’ve taken care of my family lovely if it weren’t for the Devlin. I mean, a player with talent like mine was supposed to have agents on my jock. Graduation was coming up and I didn’t know what I was going to do.

Devlin spoiled all that. It wasn’t my fault that he wasn’t as committed to athletics. While I switched my diet up and worked out twice a day, he hit the block and pitched pieces to fiends from his building. Around the hood, I was always in warm-ups with matching team sneakers. Devlin stunted in the freshest gears.

When we used to be cool, I gave him props when he showed up with the Knicks ’70’s throw-back suit. He wore expensive sneakers, the latest Nikes and retro Jordan’s six years back. A heavy chain with a piece. It took him about two months to upgrade it with diamonds. No wonder he got soft in the middle in senior year. If I was the hustler type I wouldn’t care about practice when I could make money without even stepping outside of my building.

Whatever, I’ll get him back. I had bigger fish to fry. I was about to turn eighteen years old and could only carry a football. What were my job choices? McDonald’s? Nope. Wendy’s? Nah. It just didn’t make good math and I just don’t have the patience.

Another option was bussing tables. My mother did that for a few years after she moved to New York. She was always exhausted and got paid very little per hour.

I took another swallow and thought about hustling. It was one thing I really didn’t want to do. Selling drugs was selfish. Killing strangers and people you know just to make a fast buck. It wasn’t my style, but mother had bad news when she returned from her visit to the doctor again.

Her kidneys were failing and she needed an operation that was expensive even with her health insurance. I stayed up late one night hugging the bottle and decided that I would never push poison for my own benefit but with mom’s condition getting worse, I started thinking that it might be time to take a risk.

I called Eric up and told him to come through with some trees to ease my mind. He showed up twenty minutes later with Dana in tow.

“’Sup, J?”

“Nothing, why’d you bring Dana with you?” I asked then led them to my bedroom and locked the door.

I padded the bottom of the doorway so the smell of weed wouldn’t escape. Whenever something was burning, she’d pop up. She sucked her teeth and worked her neck.

“Don’t get stank with me, Jaden. I ain’t have to come and help you out. But Bria’s my girl, so I had to look out for you.”

I shot her a mean glance and she shut up. Now she was giving me the bedroom eyes. She was one of them chicks that looked like she’d be a lot of fun in the bedroom. She was round and loose where Bria was tight and shapely. Dana had watermelon-size knockers, too. The kind I’d suck sore! Bria was more petite minus the slightest hint of a spare tire, but it wasn’t like Dana had problems getting laid down. I got all riled up and had to shift my pants so she couldn’t tell how glad I was to see her. She smiled at me then licked her lips like she wanted some.

“Maybe another time, in another place?” I asked.

She smiled and looked away. Eric cut in, “What the hell y’all talking about? Look, anyway, I ain’t had no green, and you sound mad stressed. She’s Plan B, ya know what I mean?” He threw his arm up and smiled as he continued. “I came through though, didn’t I, nigga? I always come through!”

I gave him dap and found myself checking out Dana again. It hit me then that I’d have to watch what I said around her. I twisted up and hung my head out the window and advised them to do the same. I took three hard pulls and passed it to Eric.

“Somebody set me up, E.” I focused on him and added. “Somebody real close. All of a sudden, Coach started asking me if I’m juicing. I’m not even the type to try and cheat. You know that for a fact, E. I talked to mad schools and they’re pulling away from me like I got a murder charge. I already confronted him about the shit twice and it seems like he’s lying to me, E.”

Eric forced out a heavy sigh. “That shit is foul, J. All you need to do is go and bring it to him. You got evidence of this shit?”

“I’ve got him acting nervous.”

“Look, he ain’t got no reason to act nervous around his best friend. A nigga take the bread off my table like that… shit.” Eric pulled up his shirt and caressed the handle to the piece in his waistband. “I’d have to crack the nigga head open for that. You know your boy E is down to put in work for you.”

“I gotta go at this dolo.”

I grabbed the blunt from Dana and puffed.


CHAPTER FOUR

H.S. DREAMS

“Come on, Uncle Paul, isn’t there something that I can do? Put me on to mopping the floors or something like that.” I said to my uncle on the other end of the line.

“You know that I would if I could Jaden. I’ve hired a few new people recently. Give me a couple of days to figure things out. I’m not making any promises but I’ll see what I can do,” he answered.

“Uncle Paul. Hopefully you can hook me up somehow. Your nephew needs some paper, big time.”

Uncle Paul was making a killing out of that Cadillac dealership. It’s strange because I don’t see a lot of them moving off the lot. I left the apartment to meet up with Nick.

The backstabber was on Amsterdam, chatting to Chucky, a fiend. Digging my hands in my pockets, I slid my fingers through the pair of brass knuckles and threw the hoodie over my head. Nick pulled his baseball cap down. Then we closed in on our prey.

“We’ll split up. Hit that side of the street and I’ll cover the other,” I said fingering the brass knuckles.

“Listen, I’m gonna tell you for the last time, you midget motherfucker. I don’t want a fucking VCR for a bag.” Devlin was saying as we approached. “I got a fucking DVD player!”

“Come on, D! You know I need that shit! Last time you ain’t hook me up, I ran through Riverbank State Park n-n-n-naked! I’m a respectable fiend. You can’t do me like that, bro! Th-th-the DVD craze ain;t gonna last! Yeah! VHS is back!”

Nick and I closed the gap to a few yards around our target. We heard them babbling. I nodded and cracked my knuckles, ready to bash his face. Devlin turned his back and shoved Chucky on the store front glass to scare him. He was shivering all right but not because of Devlin.

“You got company, bro!” Chucky said pointing over the street pharmacist’s shoulder. Without knowing who it was, Devlin swung around and shouted, “What the fuck you want?”

I grabbed him by the collar and punched him in the gut. He folded over. I dragged him over to his car and slammed a jab into his ribs that made him curl up. We had his undivided attention. Devlin coughed and drooled, desperately trying not to show weakness.

“This ride’s yours, right?” I asked squeezing his neck. “Answer me! You don’t wanna answer? I’ll just put your head through the window.”

“Fuck you J! You only tough cuz your boy is backing you up!”

“Nah, Open the fucking door! Do it now!”

I turned into some kind of threatening, spitting beast in the span of a few seconds. A cop car turned onto the block and passed through. He didn’t seem to care. Adrenalin fueled my anger and clouded my senses. Devlin hit the remote and we tossed him inside.

I felt a surge of power when I slapped him so hard, my hand hurt. I slid the brass knuckles on and bruised Devlin’s face with a right cross. My blood got hot. Seeing Devlin’s blood trickle from his face brought me thrills. The rush was so overwhelming, I needed more. Devlin’s skin turned red in a couple spots.

“Ah shit! I’m gonna seriously fuck you up for this! I’m a fuck you up for this!” He whined trying to stop the bleeding. I shook him by the shirt until it ripped.

“You fucked my whole life up, motherfucker! I had a full ride to mad schools and you fucked it up! You were the one hitting the needle! When do you plan on compensating me?”

Devlin laughed, spitting up blood and all. He licked some off his teeth before saying, “You need to get over that shit, asshole. Ha, ha! I can hook you up with a pack. That’s all I can do for you. And you better pay me off the pack too, nigga.”

“I want my fucking life back, Devlin! Can you give that back?”

“Nah nigga, shit’s over with,” he replied, laughing. “No sense in crying over spilled milk. Way I see it you got two options, get a job or push crills. You see I’m grinding. Go hard or find God, bitch-ass nigga.”

“You’s a bold-ass snake, D. You owe me big and that debt is building interest as we speak.” I patted Devlin’s pockets and snatched his money clip. It was packed with so many $100 bills that it bent from the strain. “Figure out a way to pay me, devil, before I do. We’ll talk real soon.” I popped him on his chin and walked away with him breathing hard and bleeding on his own leather upholstery. His pride stung more than the wounds on his face. Devlin hung his head out of his ride to get the last word.

“I’m not gonna forget this, Jaden! You don’t put no fear in my heart, nigga! I’m bigger on these streets than you, nigga! You run shit on the football field! I run shit in the streets!”

I stopped and stared as he hurriedly peeled off.


CHAPTER FIVE

REALITY CHECK

Mom read me like a book when I got back home. She grabbed my hand and turned it over and some parts of my knuckles were swollen, other parts were bruised.

“You’ve been fighting again, Jaden? What did I tell you about fighting? Are you going to just throw your chances away at making something out of yourself?”

“I had to handle my business. I don’t go looking for brawls. This dude in particular is trying hard to ruin my life, mom. He’s not gonna just run me over without getting his.”

“So that’s how you’re gonna live life? Seeking revenge whenever someone wrongs you? The Bible says when…”

“Someone slaps you on one cheek, turn and give them the other, right? Well he slapped me a little too hard, okay? This dude is so jealous of me that he set me up! Put something in my in my drink the night before practice, then I get called in for a piss test! And I failed it, mom!”

I watched her jaw dropped. I tugged off my sweat soaked white Tee-shirt before continuing.

“I’ve been calling schools and they pulling back cause they think I’m juicing! You know how hard I worked for it? I’m the last dude to juice up!”

My breath was coming so hard I could feel my chest rising up and down. I felt rage and slapped everything off my dresser. Cologne bottles, empty cups and a bowl smashed across the bare floor.

“He messed with my future, mom! Our future! The future I worked hard for! When everyone was out partying, I was in the park doing drills! Jogging up and down the stairs on 143 and St. Nick till my dinner and breakfast came up! Pumping weights till I could barely move! It was our chance to get out of this place and enjoy life! And on top of that you’re sick. Even with that insurance it’s gonna cost mad G’s!”

I threw myself down on the bed. Two streaks of tears came rolling down my face. Mother hugged my shoulders.

“Don’t you worry about me. Just focus on keeping your head on straight. God doesn’t give us more than we can bear, sweetie. You’ll see.”

I hugged her, kissed her on the cheek and looked into her eyes.

“There isn’t time to wait for his answer, mom. God helps those who help themselves, right?”


CHAPTER SIX

THE SETUP

Not too long ago, my football career was a sure thing. I was the top high school running back in the Northeast. In school, Devlin was my backup. At 6’1” and 185 lbs I earned a reputation as a durable runner. The Lincoln High School offensive line, receivers and quarterback were having career years. It made me proud to be a part of the program. I broke three school rushing records. Coach Wilkins never enjoyed a better season.

As the regional finals drew near, our success became imminent. Then things started falling apart. I had received more than a dozen of school offers. Devlin wasn’t so lucky. He was one of the top second-string running backs but the college ranks were filled with high school starters who rode the pine. His career chances went from slim to none. Devlin had good instincts but questions of his toughness dogged him and nagging injuries hampered his performance. I was living in the spotlight while he was in the shadows. It ate him up inside. Devlin was frustrated and jealous.

Right after we won the regional finals, Devlin and I hit the club and partied the night away. He saw me differently telling me I was smug, arrogant, self-interested, leech. I thought he had too much to drink.

“You look like you about to go up in flames, J! Cool off with this!” He snatched the hand of one of the young ladies from me. “Fair exchange, nigga!”

I chugged the shot down and smacked my lips. There was something funny about the way it went down. It tasted like that chalky medicine I used to drink when I was a kid and had bronchitis.

“I want my Hennessey straight next time, ahight?”

“Why, what’s wrong?”

“It tastes like the bartender served me in a dirty glass.”

“Don’t stress it. It’s liquor. Ain’t no germs surviving that shit, J.”

The next day after practice started, I noticed Devlin chatting to the coach on the side while eyeing me shadily. After drills, coach called me over.

“You’re aware that steroids aren’t allowed, right, son?”

I was stunned. Being the team captain, the most talented and hardest working player on the squad made me think coach was talking about some other player.

“Of course,” I said removing my helmet before continuing. “Who is it? I mean, why are you asking me this, coach?”

“I have reason to believe that you’ve been using, Jaden. Is this true?”

“Look coach, I don’t need drugs to do what I do. You know better than anybody. I show up earlier and stay late every day we practice,” I said waving my helmet.

The light scrimmage stopped. Players circled us as our voices rose.

“You still haven’t denied it, son.”

“Coach, I don’t need to deny a damn thing!”

“You best tell me if you’re using or not.”

I angrily got in Coach Wilkin’s face.

“No coach! I ain’t using! Look at who you asking!”

Spinning my body, I tossed the helmet several yards before angrily heading to the locker room.

Coach gave the players a look so grim that they all bolted and resumed running drills. He yelled at them anyway.

“Well?! We still have a game to prepare for, don’t we, ladies? Get back to the scrimmage! We might have to go to the air a little more, Kerry! That means you’ll have to catch the ball! Same goes for you, Collins. Move it!”

One of his assistants took over practice and coach stomped his way into the locker room. We did more barking than talking. Coach tossed a chair to the wall. It smashed into pieces.

“Goddamit Jaden! Just tell me if you’ve been using or not…?”

“I already told you, man! Give me a piss test, if it’ll make you happy. It doesn’t matter to me. I’m clean. As a matter of fact, I’ll take a piss for you right now.”

Coach sighed and wiped his wrinkled forehead.

“Let’s go.”

The walk from the stadium to the school building was the longest I’d ever taken. Coach was questioning my integrity. I was the same player that he boasted about to the freshman. I dragged worn-out car tires strapped to my waist up the steep steps in Jackie Robinson Park on 145th Street twelve times a day, four days a week, throughout the football season. I did knuckle push-ups until my fists split. I worked on my abs until what was left of the last night’s dinner came up. I made sacrifices.

After dropping off the urine sample, I confidently strolled back to the practice field. Thoughts of the incident wouldn’t leave my mind and got me flattened time and again during running drills.

“What’s wrong, Jaden? Lost the twinkle in your toes?”

A defensive player got real personal after dumping me to the turf for the third time.

The QB delayed the hike so everyone could share the laugh. They all knew Devlin was babbling. I cursed under my breath when I saw him on defense.

“Hike…!”

The tension on the field was so thick, every player on offense and defensive jumped off the line two full seconds late. It felt like an eternity between the hike and snap. I cradled the ball like a baby. With elbows poking out, I attacked the line of blockers’ shoulders, going straight at Devlin with full speed.

We collided and plastic popped in the air like a car accident. His two-fisted hold of my jersey didn’t help Devlin bring me down. I hit him with a stiff arm to the helmet. He ate grass and it was clear sailing to the end zone. I dashed back to Devlin and took off my helmet. He did the same and got rewarded by a punch to his chin.

“You fucking set me up, asshole!”

“Get him, J! Fuck his jelly-bastard ass up!” Someone screamed.

Devlin hit the floor but jumped back to his feet and tapped my chin. We both threw a few more punches before it turned into a wrestling match. Seconds later, the assistant coach jumped in and ordered us to break it up. Two huge linebackers dragged us away from each other. We struggled to free ourselves, acting more like toddlers than teens.

“I’m a see you about this Devlin! Mark my words!”

“I ain’t do nothing, motherfucker!”

“You a liar, D! You got that twitch over your eyebrow! That same one you got whenever you lie!”

Two days later, my life fell apart. Coach called me in the next day and told me the bad news. I flipped slapping a high stack of coach’s paperwork off his desk. It hurt more that he’d pull me out of practice and put me on blast. My future was up in the air.

I let the anger simmer for a day. Then I hit Nick for the info on the quickest way to make a buck. Nick hardly paid me any mind, banging button and turning dials on his mixing board. He spared a second to squint at me.

“The fastest way to get paid is to take the money, J. You know that for a fact. Oh, hold up. You trying to stick a nigga up, J?”

“It’s been in the back of my mind.”

Nick nodded and smiled when he found the sound he wanted.

“That some Pharrel shit. You know, the one where Kanye is like You don’t be all up on MySpace, eh, eh, eh!”

“You right. I can speed it up a little. Back to what we were talking about. You still got hope to play football somewhere, J. I mean, you’re still practicing and playing, right?”

“Yup, that’s only so Lincoln High can get a shot at the championship. I don’t have any other options after the season is over. It seems like the schools that wanted me are pulling back one by one.”

Nick was hurt. He made it a rule not to drink when he’s mixing music. He broke the rule when I showed up with a six-pack, stressing.

“Nick, I want some advice.” I told him.

Nothing was farther from the truth. I didn’t want wisdom from an outside source. I wanted the answer I was looking for. Nick would supply it once enough alcohol flowed through his veins. Nick held his liquor the worst out of the crew and most of his fights in his young life came after drinking.

“J, if I was in your position, I wouldn’t risk it. But with about four Heinekens in me like I do now, I might think about that shit.”

“You think I could pull it off? I mean, just one time?”

Nick saved his work and shut the mixing board down. His lower lip was glossy with barley as he spat.

“Ha, ha! Anything can happen just once, nigga! OJ got away with murder once, didn’t he?”

“Maybe you have a point. Look, I gotta go handle some business.” We exchanged pounds. “I’m a hit you up later.”

“Ahight J, Keep your nose clean my brother. A wise man once said if you want something different, you’re gonna have to do something different. The people that succeed in this world ain’t the strongest or the smartest. It’s the hard-headed people. They committed. So when you find something to commit to, stick to it even if it ain’t football. You feel me?”

The word commitment rang in my head for the rest of the night. Outside of sports, I had never committed to anything. During the one-stop ride to 145th, I focused all the anger inside me and directed it to Mr. Lopez. I mulled over all the possibilities of things going wrong. This could be my inaugural stick-up. I started rethinking robbing him altogether.

Then the thought of my mother hit me. Images of her pent-up in a hospital bed suffering made my eyes well with tears. If I didn’t figure out a way to raise funds for a serious operation, she’d spend her last days in a hospital bed. Curious stares followed me when I bought a mask suitable for a blizzard toward the end of spring on Broadway. I ignored them and picked up some gloves as well. I was out of choices.
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Twenty minutes after Eric and Dana left, I called Bria. I was a lot more relaxed because of the trees. I felt bad for letting them know my scholarship situation first. Bria didn’t need to worry.

I looked through my bedroom window and saw two cops pressing a Black man’s face to the hood of their car. Bria’s phone rang and rang. I was about to hang up when she picked up.

“Hi baby!”

“What’s up? Look, I got a stressful situation that I need to tell you about.”

“Your scholarships might be all gone, right?”

“Yeah, how’d you know?”

“Dana told me, dumb-ass!”

I was in the doghouse.

“First of all, you need to stop telling other people stuff before me, like I’m not the first one that’s supposed to know some thing important like that. What if I had a big problem and I went to some other guy?”

“Look, just calm down, Bria. I didn’t expect her to come through. I just confided in my boy E, not her.”

“Well, Jaden, I wanna help you with our problem but I’m too pissed off for that right now. We’ll get up later and hopefully by then you’ll figure who to share shit with first?”

“Wait! Hold on! We still on to chill tonight though, right? Hello? Bria?”

She hung up on me. Damn! That was cool. I’d get her pretty ass back soon enough.
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The following Monday, right after attendance, Nick, Eric and I was called into the principal’s office over the PA system. I gave a head nod to my comrades Nick and Eric coming at me in the main hall. I gave them the finger when they laughed at me for getting in trouble.

“Oh, so now y’all gigging on me, right?” I playfully swung at them when they closed in. The principal gave me a disapproving nod from the other end of the hallway. A teacher sprung out of his classroom to talk to him, delaying my fate.

Eric threw his hand over my shoulder and chuckled.

“My bad, son. I just thought that an all-star athlete like you would get off of whatever bad shit you did up in here.”

“Well, what I did didn’t happen in here. I stuck up the bodega on 138th Street.”

Nick and Eric were stunned. Eric stumbled back from shock.

“Get the fuck outta here, J! Shit! Me and my man Nick here are long-term trouble-makers, but 138th? Mr. Lopez’ store? After all that free shit he done hooked us up with? All them Now ‘n’ Laters and shit.”

“Yeah I know, but I was desperate. A nigga was broke and I ain’t trying to flip burgers. I hope I didn’t get popped for that shit.”

Nick rubbed his chin and thought of a plan.

“I don’t know what the principal’s got for you right now, but I’m a say this, holla at us after class, and we’ll school you on Robbery 101, all right? You’re the premiere runner on our squad. He’s not gonna give you the boot and let somebody else get the credit for scooping you up, feel me? Just play it cool and say it was psychological shit that made you do it.”

A minute later, it was time to face what I’d done. Principal Switzler showed me the way to the office, and I thrust my body down into a brown leather chair and hunkered down low waiting for bad news. Switzler leaned back in his chair and twiddled his thumbs against his pudgy stomach, watching me closely like he was reading me.

“Things have flipped upside down for you, huh Jaden?”

“That’s obvious. Look, am I being accused of something or what?”

He rolled forward. “Look, I’m here to help. I heard that you think someone set you up.”

“I don’t think. I know.”

He nodded and mouthed a thank you when his secretary brought him a steaming coffee and turned his attention back to me, twisting his moustache.

“Sure, kid. All I ask is that you keep it together until the academic year is over. I know people that know people, so don’t do anything that would hurt your chances for playing football. Keep your nose clean, okay? You’re the best athlete we’ve had at this school since I’ve been here and I want the best for you. Keep your head on and you’ll get through this minor incident. It’s been done before. That’s all. Get to class, and…” he looked outside his door. “And stay away from thugs.”


CHAPTER SEVEN

ROBBING SEASON

The dismissal bell rang giving me one hour before practice. Nick and Eric caught me getting really hands-on with Bria by my locker.

“Y’all better ease up with that right there. Next thing you know, we got a little Jaden running round here trying out for the JV squad!”

Laughter rang through the hallway as other teens buzzed around.

“Look J, seriously though, we gotta talk about that thing. Real talk,” Eric said.

“Now?”

“Yes, now. Come on. Let’s take a walk.”

I drew Bria in for a romantic kiss then pulled back. I followed it up with another one and said, “Look, I gotta talk business with my boys, sweetness. I’m a hit you up before I go to practice, ahight?”

“Alright, baby. I’ll let you off this time. But you better not ever put your little friends in front of me again, you heard me?” She did a little pose and we smiled at each other.

I picked up her curvaceous frame off the ground and lifted her to my shoulder, playfully threatening her with a fake ice grill. Nick and Eric stood back cursing in impatience.

“Call me later,” she said walking away.

Nick led us across the football field, to a pizza shop nearby. After a few bites we got to talking.

“Now let’s get to when you stuck up Mr. Lopez…”

“Let me start at the beginning. I walked out and sat on the front steps, General Lee was out there drinking. Then this fine woman with an ass like a—”

“Stick to da script, J.”

“Lee asked me what was wrong. I told him moms. We talked and he felt sorry for me. He goes to his spot and comes back with this big ass bottle of E&J. I was downing that shit and start talking reckless about robbing somebody. He didn’t stop me. After a while, he convinced me that I was built to strong-arm a dude into giving up the loot. I had to piss real bad and headed upstairs. I called my uncle for a loan but he said he didn’t have a dime to spare. Talking to Bria only frustrated me, so I went to my room and did some pushups and crunches. I was heated over being broke and mom’s illness. I got fed up, grabbed the mask, my jacket and some gloves then hit the streets looking for a vic.”

Eric pulled a cigarette out and lit it.

“Number one rule: don’t make criminal decisions when you drunk. You broke that rule, didn’t you? Then you went and let General Lee put a battery in your pack like you a stone-cold killer or sump’n!”

I rubbed my head realizing how foolish a move I’d made. Eric wasn’t done.

“How you know Lopez didn’t have a hammer?”

“He did, it wasn’t loaded. I walked in acting like I had a gun in my pocket. I pointed it at him and told him to give me his gun real slow. I was sweating like crazy under the mask. I was surprised he didn’t recognize my voice. He put his piece on the table. I grabbed that shit and asked him for the cash. Smart, right?”

Nick looked around to check for anyone listening. Eric sucked his teeth and told him to keep going.

“He gave me few hundred dollars and I broke out. I left the gloves and mask in the trash and took a train uptown to see Bria.”

Nick checked the time on his cell and said, “You’s a crazy boy, J. Just roll with us and you’ll learn sump’n about the hustle.”

We exchanged daps and I split. Walking back, I kept wondering if a criminal lifestyle was the only option I had left.


CHAPTER EIGHT

BACK IN TIME

That night I went to sleep high. I had overheard my mother talking on the telephone when I got in. I closed my eyes thinking about the bomb-ass family reunion we had down in South Carolina. There was music blasting and every kind of artery-clogging soul food dish on the planet was burning. Barbecues were great because they gave me a chance to grab the attention of everyone with my Michael Jackson’s Thriller dance routine. Mom never let me wear the Ghericurl. Thank God for that.

I was proud of my family and used to bring Devlin along with me to my family reunions. I would go to his. He met Uncle Nate, the lawyer and Uncle Paul who ran a car dealership up in the Bronx, he also met Aunt Pearl, she was a doctor.

All the adults ate and drank to excess. Then they were too full or intoxicated and weren’t able to keep track of us. Devlin and I left for the park to shoot hoops. We were real tight back then and played a lot of basketball. We even did our own color commentating. Different color tops of the crack-vials that littered the court distracted me.

“Jaden measures his opponent up, jukes, fakes left but goes right. He crosses over and goes baseline. Reverse lay-up! New York is up by the two!”

“Devlin backs his man down. Drop-steps, spins in the opposite direction. Skyhook is good! The game’s tied.”

“You really think you gonna go pro?”

“If I work hard enough and I’m lucky, maybe.”

“Them is pipe dreams, baby. If you wanna make fast money right now, you gotta to be pushing rocks. That’s what’s up.” Devlin said when we spotted a young dude. He was a few years older than us and sporting a heavy gold-chain.

We stopped playing when we saw his fancy gold rims on his car and a long-legged chick, wearing clothes a size too small, all over him. I wanted to have his jewelry and woman too. Devlin was drooling.

I was embarrassed when he jogged over to the dude.

“These wheels are so cool! Can I touch them?” He asked like a herb.

“Go ahead, little scrap. I just got ‘em waxed. Looks good, huh?”

“Yeah…” Devlin wore a wide eyed smile.

“You can own sump’n like this but you gotta hustle hard. You got potential. Come get down with my team.”

His gold toothed smile unveiled a hustler signing Devlin up for slaughter. His presence gave me a bad feeling. I tore Devlin’s shirt, yanking him up to his feet.

“We gotta go,” I said.

“Come see me when you ready to make that money, little scrap. I’m out here all the time. Ask for Slick. ya heard?”

I shoved Devlin when he turned back and said, “Ahight, homie. I’m a see you again.”

I knew by the way his eyes lit up that he wanted that life. Back at the barbecue, he couldn’t get fast money off of his mind.

“Did you see the shiny rims on that ride, Jaden? I want that shit!”

“Slow down, you’re only twelve. You can’t even get a driver’s permit yet. That guy Slick is bad news.”

“Whatever! That don’t mean I can’t save up till then.”

“You mess with that dude and I’m a kick your ass, Devlin.”

“Come do it now! You tough, right?”

He bear-hugged me and pressed the air right out my lungs. I broke free but he already had me above his head. I slipped out of his grip and my head bounced off the hard dirt.

“Oh shit!” Someone shouted.

We started wrestling on the grass. He landed a few punches to my ribs before Uncle Nate pulled me off him. My eyes welled up with tears but I managed to land two shots to his lip before my uncle could drag me away. Tears rolled down my cheeks. I felt a little better when I saw that I busted his lip. Mom scolded us for fighting. We sat far away from each other for a minute but everybody seemed locked in another conversation. I ate and watched my girl cousins doing their dance.

Later that day we cooled off and hung out. The next day, he insisted on going to the park without me. Devlin returned with sixty dollars.

“How’d you get all that money?” I asked.

“It was so easy, J. All I had to do was take a fifteen-minute bus ride and make a drop.”

“Slick is a pusher, Devlin. You know you could get in big trouble, right?”

“Stop being a goody two-shoes punk, J. I’m about making papers.”

“You’re gonna be about jail, if you keep it up.”

Devlin went shopping, stacked up on candies and he even bought a couple CD’s.

“Here hold this?” He offered as we walked into a Modell’s.

“I don’t want your dirty money,” I said with a scowl. It was easy to tell that things were changing.
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It was Sunday. At twelve midday, I awoke to the insistent ringing of the telephone. I glanced outside and saw that April showers had made the dead leaves slimy and clogged the gutter. Trash bags were rain-soaked and stunk after hours of neglect on the block. I saw Eric’s number on the caller ID. Ignoring the call I tried to go back to sleep. Eric’s message made me sit up.

“Jaden, nigga if you don’t pick up this phone, I’m a tell Bria what you was doing at the Golden Lady last week, nigga!”

I grabbed the phone before he could hang up.

“Nigga you crazy! Bria could be right by my side and shit.”

“You know damn well your mom ain’t letting her sleep over. Get ready for some hands-on hood experience. I’m downstairs.”

The light burned my eyes as I walked toward Nick and Eric. Both were leaning on Nick’s uncle’s van.

“Let’s ride,” Eric said.

We all jumped in the van. Twenty quiet minutes passed before I asked where they were going. Eric stared at me for a second then he focused on the road.

“I threw a couple of dollars at this big-tittie chick, Shanice to convince Fred, this nigga that owes me money, to blow some bread on her at Garden State Plaza. She goes to his school. I gave him some credit cause nigga bought an eighth or half off me on the regular. But he ain’t come see me since.”

“So this nigga thinks he’s gonna get some ass?” I asked smiling.

“All he gonna get is a boot up his,” Eric said.

“I shoulda brought some popcorn for this.” Nick laughed.

Traffic was light because it was early Sunday afternoon. He parked about five yards away from the main mall entrance. Eric called his chick.

“Sup? You with him? Okay. Okay. Float around Mickey D’s, in front of the carousel... Ahight…”

Eric provided tips as we trooped through the front door and sliced through packs of mall rats.

“Don’t let anything distract you, nigga. Not bitches, your belly growling nothing, you hear me nigga?” I nodded.

Eric stopped when he saw his target. He led us around the other side of the carousel.

“Look at that nigga hugging up on her like he gonna get some. Stay back and check my moves, niggas.”

He leaned on the rail around the carousel, about a foot away from them, watching them take pictures of each other with their cell phone cameras.

“Yo fam, you got the time?”

He turned around and answered, “Sure. It’s… Oh shit!”

Fred pushed Shanice trying to run but Eric yanked his hood back and drew him close. He hit him once in the gut and had to hold him up. Fred coughed hard while Nick laughed his ass off. I called Shanice over to make sure she was all right.

“Don’t spit on my shoes, nigga. What’s wrong with you? You got bronchitis or something nigga?”

“I got… I got most of your money. Just give me two days to…”

Eric bared his lower teeth. “Some ain’t good enough, bitch ass nigga!”

I flinched when Eric slapped Fred in back of his head.

“Let’s take a walk.”

He shoved Fred to his car and told Shanice to hop in. They were still within sight when Eric put on a cold grill. Nick and I watched closely.

“What…? This is it, nigga! Ahight, ahight. Are you trying to play me, man?”

“I ain’t doing that I swear!”

“You don’t wanna pay me? Then pay them Puerto Ricans to fix your windshield, nigga!”

Eric jabbed Fred in the jaw. He bounced off his passenger side door before hitting the ground. Eric jumped on the hood and smashed the windshield. He kicked all the hanging shards in. The interior of Fred’s car was covered in glass. Eric gave him a swift kick to the ribs and jogged back to Nick’s ride.

“It’ll be worse next time, nigga! Pay me what you owe!”

Fred rejoined his comrades breathing hard and they hit the highway in a hurry.

“See, J? You gotta size up the enemy, hit hard and get the fuck outta there with the quickness.”

“I got the notes all up in here,” I said pointing to my head.

Eric counted the money and peeled off a twenty spot for Nick’s gas. We hopped on Route 4 back to New York.

“Drop me off at 125th. I’m about to trick off with my baby, Shan here. You wanna go fancy with dinner today, boo?”

“How about Justin’s? I heard the food is mad good there.” She smiled rubbing Eric’s thigh.

“Girl, I only scored sixty bucks! I was thinking more like Wendy’s.” Eric cracked up.

Shanice didn’t laugh but we did. I scooted down in the passenger seat thinking long and hard about committing capers for dough. My problems were tightening like a noose around my neck. There was no other choice. I had to do it. Time was running out.


CHAPTER NINE

DESPERATION TIME

“Jaden, Jaden! Are you listening to me?”

“I’m not deaf, Bria. Look, all I’m saying is that I need real dough. Call me a lazy bastard but I ain’t fittin’ to work for some five or six dollars an hour. I need major paper. I was on my way until Devlin effed up my plans.”

I was busy thinking about my situation and couldn’t hear her chatter. Bria’s lips were moving but I didn’t catch one damn thing. It was a month before graduation and I had no clue about what I was going to do after. Serious money was what I needed to get my hands on. I had to come up with a plan.

“Jaden, you need to stop acting like you too good for a job.”

“I didn’t say that, I just don’t have patience right now. I got sump’n cooking.”

“And what’s that? Pushing drugs with your friends? I can’t believe you have the nerve to go and try dealing. You’re putting us at risk. I know you don’t expect me to stay with you when your ass is carted off to jail. Jaden you’re the most inconsiderate, spoiled…”

“Oh, so you don’t want me doing that shit but I heard you talking to a hustla nigga yourself.” She leaned back and crossed her arms. “Yeah, Bria. Yeah, somebody at school done told me you been talking to Will here and there. What’s up with that?”

That woke her up. It was low but I loved her. I stood to come into serious dough. I needed hard-core evidence that I could trust her. For a bag of trees and a bottle of liquor every week, Dana kept me up to date on Bria.

“Baby, it’s not…”

“Save it. Just save that shit.”

Bria tugged at my arm. Before you knew it, I led her to my room and slid up in her for some boom boom.

Later, I got dressed and hit Nick on the horn. Then I gave Bria a kiss, headed to the bathroom and turned the water on so she couldn’t hear me.

“Fuck starving, Nick. What we need is startup money. I’m a be real with you, though. I don’t have a clue what we’re gonna invest in but whatever it is, we’re gonna need at least two or three G’s. I’m a call Eric too. Are you in?”

“I’ve been waiting for something like this for a minute. Count me in.”

“Bring the gloves and hawks. Be ready for anything.”


CHAPTER TEN

THE JOOKS

It was a known fact that Rufus was clocking mad papers. He went to Martin Luther King High School. Rufus was a cockeyed, pigeon-toed dude with papers too long for a guy his age. He had a pimped out ’88 Mustang. It was June and the heat made me hungrier. I was getting at his paper and nothing would stop me.

I knew him from coming around my place trying to talk to Julissa, my sister. Dude wasn’t old enough to drive and didn’t wear any jewels outside of a simple gold bracelet but he had to be the freshest young dealer on his block. He had a rep for fighting and wasn’t packing. That made him the perfect mark. I did my research tracking his moves for a week.

Eric and Nick met me at eleven. The long walk from 143rd to 122nd and Amsterdam was perfect for us to get warmed up for the brawl. The cool night breeze energized me as we cut through clumps of people, hopped over dog shit, shot a few words at sexy females without slowin. We had to make it quick and clean, I kept telling myself.

“I’m ready to knock his block off,” Nick said pulling a bottle of Mad Dog out. He took a swig and passed the bottle. I drank enough to make my gums tingle. Then I tossed it to Eric.

“Ain’t that Rufus on that stoop over there talking to that bird?”

“Yes it is,” I replied. “Let me hold that bottle of Mad Dog. You two hit the other side of the block and creep up behind that truck. I’m a wait for him to make his move. Then y’all join in.”

“Let’s do it,” Nick said.

I posted up directly in front of him across the street. Rufus was too busy talking to every chick that passed by to see what was going on around him. I took a deep breath, pulled my hoodie down low and stumbled up to Rufus. He had to do something now. I was so close to him and the chick. They were startled when I burped loudly and almost fell on the chick.

“Oh, oh I’m sorry, miss. You-you’re a very lucky man. She’s a dime for real.”

I pulled out my liquor and guzzled it, spilling some of it on the cracked pavement. I spilled some on him and saw steam coming from his ears.

“Wha-What’s your name, s-sexy?”

She breathed, “Gabrielle,” like she was on a phone sex line. She laughed before he could step up.

“She’s not interested, fam,” he said with confidence.

He put a hand to my chest, trying to shove me away. I slapped his hand away and repeated the question a little bit louder. I tried my best not to laugh when he grabbed me by the collar.

“Don’t make me bust yo bum ass!”

I wanted to show him my face and let him know who to fear but I couldn’t, he might rat. So I popped him in the stomach with my elbow and sat his ass down on the step. He was stunned. I took another sloppy sip of the Mad Dog and slapped it across his face. The chick screamed and started slapping at me. I checked my pockets and was pissed. I had left the brass knuckles.

Eric and Nick jumped in. Pulling her off me, they covered her mouth and dragged her inside the building. I threw Rufus’ head onto a step. I was breathing fast.

I heard rumbling coming from inside the front doors of his building. Nick busted out the front door bear-hugging some dude. They rolled down the steps and bumped into me and Rufus. The bottle fell out my hand.

Rufus jumped on top of me, swinging. Another dude flew out the lobby and leapt on Nick’s back. A fat guy had Eric in a headlock. Eric managed to deliver a few shots to his ribs.

I held my arms in front of my face, blocking Rufus’ punches. My right cross collided with his jaw and his head snapped back.

Nick was still getting pounded. I helped him quick fast while Rufus was stunned. I tapped fat boy twice in his throat then snatched the Mad Dog bottle off the pavement and smacked him on the chin. When he didn’t fall, I hit him in the stomach and he doubled over.

I held his head to the pavement and bitch-slapped him with the bottle until he threw money at me before I even asked for it. My boys managed to get cash out of two of his boys before they booked. Then all of Rufus’ buddies took off, leaving just the four of us out there.

“Give up the loot, man!” I cracked the bottle on the step and said, “Do it!”

He didn’t answer me. I pressed the bottle to his throat and he went into his pockets and handed me a wad of cash.

I kept a tight grip on Rufus’ collar and pocketed two hundred dollars then stuffed the rest in my wallet.

“Shit!” Nick shouted.

Two plain-clothes cops were running at us. I tossed my wallet into a pit that led to the basement of the burned-out building next door and slid the bottle away. They flashed their badges and aimed their guns at us. We froze.

“All of you! Get on the ground now!”

We got on the ground and they cuffed us. Then had us sitting on the curb while they waited for backup.

“Yo Rufus, I know we ain’t friends but if you help us out, we’ll help you out.” I whispered.

“I don’t need your—”

“Yes, you do. I’ll tell you why. They’re gonna ask us all about what went down tonight, right? Then you’re gonna press charges on us for robbing you. That’s cool but what if I tell them that you’ve been selling to every fiend on Amsterdam?”

His jaw dropped then he stomped the curb in frustration. I bobbed my head.

“Yeah, nigga. Keep it simple. This was a robbery, and we took fifty off you and not a penny more. Don’t forget to tell them you’re not a snitch so you don’t wanna press charges.” Eric and Nick tried their best not to laugh as I added, “Got me?”

“Fuck you, Jaden. Fine, whatever.”

We spent a couple hours in the precinct then took a taxi back to the spot where I locked horns with Rufus. I hopped over the fence and grabbed my wallet full of cash. Eric insisted that I buy a bottle of Hennessey for the road back.

“What’s your big plan with this cheese, fam?” Eric asked.

“Don’t worry about that. Tonight, we celebrate. Call up dude with the fat pillows.”

We had twelve hundred dollars after splurging on liquor and weed.

“You don’t have a plan do you?” Eric laughed.

“Not really. I never thought I’d say this, but I say we stick-up who we can until we find something better to do. We’ll need some lightweight heat to get the job done and work our way up from there. Y’all with me?”

That was how my criminal life was set in motion. The next step was to find a spot to buy cheap hammers. We split the money in three and parted ways. I burned two piffs, chatting with Bria. That night I slept really well.


CHAPTER ELEVEN

STICK UPS

Paul Smith paced in front of his desk, pulling the phone cord in every direction while he talked business.

“Okay, okay, look young blood, I’ve got bills to pay here. I’m closing up soon, and there are cameras all over the block. Will you make it here in an hour? Good, it’s been sitting here way too long.”

He hung up and stretched. Then tugging his pants up on a rotund belly, he snapped his fingers and a lovely young thing named Cindy sashayed over. She wore a slinky summer dress that fitted like second skin. Cindy couldn’t be a day over nineteen. She was his grand prize but Uncle Paul blew his money on a lot of other toys. He wore three diamond-encrusted gold rings on each hand and a heavy diamond cut gold chain with a lion pendant that had diamond chips filling the cat’s mane.

“Hand daddy a Cuban and get to work, sweetie,” he ordered. His teeth gleamed nuclear white from cosmetic cleanings every six months.

He lit the cigar, leaned back in his seat and undid his fly. Cindy fished out his pole and bobbed on his bone.

“Oh fuck! You can really suck, girl! Cot-damn! No lipstick on my pants this time. I nearly got a divorce over that last blowjob. Hmm, yesss... that bitch woulda had all my papers.”

She laughed and flapped her tongue against the tip of his pipe.

“Keep that shit wet like you doing.” The phone rang. “Shit! Who the hell is this? Reach that phone for me, sweetheart.”

“Paul’s Cadillacs. How may I help you? You on your way already? Shit, all right. I’ll be waiting right here.”

With time a factor, Cindy began jacking him off faster and deep-throated the hood rich fat man. Uncle Paul waited for her to swallow before kissing her. He heard a knock. Cindy followed a few steps behind. They hurried to the front of the car dealership. A scruffy teen in a hoodie and sweats greeted him outside. He pulled a duffle bag out of his ride when Uncle Paul faced him.

Paul led him inside to the showroom. He hit the blinds and popped the trunk of a Lincoln Continental. The smell of Bolivian cocaine tickled their nostrils.

He emptied the cash in the trunk, stuffed the pack in his duffle bag and rushed to the door. Paul tried his best to count it before he left.

“See you soon.”


CHAPTER TWELVE

TRAINING GROUNDS

I headed to my aunt’s house to check on my aunt and sister, Julissa. She preferred to stay over there lately because she felt my folk’s apartment was a den of sin. Dad would disappear for days at a time and Mom would lose herself in soap operas after her part-time job at the cleaners.

The humidity glued skin to clothes. I passed a bum on the steps, sniffed around and stopped.

“That’s the specific odor of Nightrain, Coors light and three days of dirty ass. Is that you, General Lee?”

The man looked up with a scowl that gave most people the jitters. He did that mostly to test people. General Lee was a veteran of the Vietnam war who returned with a cocaine addiction. He had a dead-end job at the supermarket down the street from my aunt.

He spent his off hours in front of the building, chugging beer and sharing war stories with passersby. Even though he was a drunk, no one messed with him. People from the neighborhood knew his fighting skills and marksmanship never faded. Drunk and out of his mind, he could still spear a bird with a knife from a yard away.

“Fuck you, you little scoundrel. I could snap your neck in two, tipsy or not. You need to learn to respect your elders, boy. What you doing over here, mooching off your aunt again?”

“Listen, Lee—”

“Yup, I was right. Don’t you wanna make something of yourself, young man? Do things for yourself? Get over that shit that boy did to you?”

I guessed Devlin’s dirty deed was all over the neighborhood. I stared at the old veteran and felt no shame.

“Forget getting over it. I want revenge!”

“Revenge…?”

“Yes, revenge! Your boy was on his way to a full ride to a good school. His snake ass screwed it up!” I sounded angrier than I wanted to sound.

“That’s plenty of info right there. I don’t need to know anymore than that. I don’t want the cops come knocking asking me nothing. If revenge is what you want I’ll show you how to get it. But you’ve gotta be patient. It’s a dish best served cold.”

I sat on the stoop next to him and listened for a while, forgetting why I’d come there.

“They don’t call me General Lee for nothing, young man.”

“I’m listening.”

“Well alright then. Meet me here tomorrow at ten in the morning and not a minute later. Oh yeah, don’t be surprise if I come by. Your mother wants to see me.”

“What? You kidding right?”

“Ask her yourself.”

“Ahight, we’ve got an early day tomorrow.”


CHAPTER THRITEEN

DIRTY DEVLIN

Devlin showed up at Rico’s headquarters, a dusty warehouse near Hunt’s Point in the Bronx. Apprehension filled his mind. The bruises were festered on his face. Being out late gambling and filling up on fast food had tilted his game on the field to the negative end.

He was still a way off from success hustling but Devlin’s account could handle any rainy day. He pulled the flask, screwed the top off and downed two shots.

“Yo D, who did that to your face, bro?”

“Get off it, Enrique. I’m warning you.”

Devlin shuffled the cards so fast his hand appeared to be a blur. Ricardo and Enrique thought he was crazy. His poker game was impeccable and he had learned it from his father. His old man used to card-shark while traveling through the South.

They wore fake everything. Devlin’s threads stayed sharp while they dressed cheap to save bucks. He was rocking blue and white diamonds in his Presidential Rolie and a heavy bracelet with the same kind of ice after just four months of playing poker with them. Rico knew that Devlin was his most valuable soldier, the realest street hustler he had. He laughed watching Devlin drain all the wallets of the rest of his street infantry. Devlin would show up with more ice every month and a new chick every week.

“Play smart and you’ll shine like Devlin,” he’d say. Devlin wore that same smile. He was young, smart and made money from gambling. He was now at a point where he couldn’t decide between gambling and the hustle. He had already flipped a key and pushed the money into gambling entry fees. It paid off and Devlin copped a 500 Benz.

He was obsessed with card games and always brought a money-stack to Cuban Rico’s rec room. The game would take place immediately after Devlin arrived. He dealt the cards to his partners and Enrique folded from the gate. A few turns later, Devlin had Enrique on his heels. He paused and took verbal stabs.

“I know Jaden was the one who got your face all fucked up, right Devlin? How you let him kick your ass like that? Ain’t you supposed to be gangster or sump’n?”

“He wasn’t alone. Now play a card before my patience runs out, smart ass.”

“You threatening me, faggot?”

Both popped up out of their chairs at the same time with fists clenched. Enrique stood a half-foot taller. Bullet scars and tribal tattoos covered most of his upper body. He looked like a monster with his shirt off. Enrique was breathing crazy. Devlin pushed the table out of his way and pressed his forehead to Enrique’s chin and the stare down was on.

Ricardo pushed his way between and shoved both back a few inches.

“Y’all two cut that shit out. We gotta think as a team and get shit done. If y’all gotta settle this, do it outside.”

“No time, mi hijo. I need you guys to pick up a shipment today. They love my white in Red Hook, amigos. You push this shipment right, boys, and you’ll be big men in no time.”

Devlin laughed walking behind Enrique and popped his collar. Enrique wore an old pair of jeans with paint and dust over it. He looked like a construction worker. His shirt commemorated a concert that went down in ’94.

“How you gonna get pussy wearing this basura?”

Rico looked at Devlin for a second. Then they all laughed at the same time.

“Devlin pushed his shit hard for me last time and flipped it really fast. That’s why you two monkeys are picking up and selling this shipment. Devlin can go home and relax. You’ve earned it, young hustler. He handled so much snow over the last month, I know your fingertips are numb.”

Devlin smiled in relief and shook Rico’s hand. He jogged to the Benz and floored it all the way to 173rd and Tremont Ave. Devlin made his usual call to let them know he was coming through.

“How’s she doing, Aunt Isabel? Good, good. I’ll be right up. I’m just a few blocks away. See you then.”

Devlin smiled when he saw the parking spot. He pulled up and went to the bodega at the end of the block.

Once upstairs, Vanessa, his sister was on the couch. She seemed happier than most days. She stretched her arms to him. He greeted her with a big hug.

“I’ve got a treat for you,” Devlin said, then handed her a Bomb Pop. Vanessa smiled.

“How you feeling today, sis?”

“I’m okay. My back kinda hurts today.”

His smile was melted by her response. He knew that all the money he had given Aunt Isabel couldn’t help his nine year old sister to walk again.

It happened last winter. Dana was sitting in the passenger seat of Devlin’s car waiting while he bought her a pair of sneakers. Out of nowhere a crazy fiend approached, scratching and moving around. He got really loud, asking for a ton of rocks on credit. Devlin stepped back and got ready to pop him in the jaw but he wasn’t scared at all.

“I want two twenty-bags till next week, Devlin.”

“I ain’t let you hold a nada without the dollar?”

The man eyeballed Devlin and backed away. He put his hand in his jacket and laughed. Devlin took a few steps backward, bumping into people when he saw the gun. His gun was in the car.

“Get the fuck out of my way!” Devlin yelled pushing people out of his way.

He headed for the car. Shots popped off and sparked against a wall next to him.

“Gimme them bags, Devlin, fore I kill yo ass!”

People standing around on Lenox started running in every direction. The man popped a chick in her back. Devlin got low and ran harder banging his knee on the bumper of a parked SUV. He zig-zagged through people. He passed by his ride. Devlin was a few feet ahead of it when the shooter posted up on the street side of a parked car. Vanessa saw Devlin and was happy.

“You’re finally back,” she said opening the car door.

“Vanessa, stay in the car! Please!”

The shooter popped one off when Devlin was three steps away. Vanessa screamed.

Devlin waited to hit the concrete but it didn’t happen so fast. He didn’t know it then, but the shot bounced off the concrete and sliced trough the meaty part of his calf muscle. He fell to the street. Adrenalin made him get back up off the pavement to save Vanessa.

“Vanessa!” Devlin screamed and jumped at her using his body to shield hers.

He wrapped her in his arms and rolled on the concrete banging his head on a hubcap. Devlin was dizzy and powerless. When he looked up, the shooter was running away.

Vanessa felt lifeless in his arms. Pounding his fist in the street, Devlin cried and begged anyone to call an ambulance. Those diamonds and that ride of his didn’t mean so much anymore.

Devlin rocked her a few times and prayed. It was the first time in a long time he had prayed. He kept asking her how she felt but she wouldn’t say anything. Devlin patted her down looking for a bullet wound. He found one. Her blood soaked his jeans. It was horrific. He heard the sirens and dumped all the rocks he had on him before the police arrived.

At the hospital, the doctors worked on Devlin’s leg while he worried about his sister. They told him they’d update him as soon as they got the latest word on her condition. He was in the dark, depressing hospital for a day. There was a nasty ammonia smell that made him sick. After the drugs wore off, they allowed him to use a walker to get over to Vanessa’s room. Right before stepping inside a doctor explained her condition.

“She has a partially severed spine, Devlin. She cannot move and is heavily sedated right now. If she reacts, we don’t want her to get excited. Speak to her softly. You can’t touch her just yet. You got it?”

“Yeah, I’m ready. Let me in there.”

She looked miserable. There were all kinds of machines around her pumping, beating and bleeping. Devlin stroked her forearm.

“It’s your brother. It’ll be okay, little one. The doctor’s are taking good care of you. You’ll be out of here in no time.”

She flinched but her eyes stayed shut.

Devlin laid low until Vanessa healed. He didn’t sell a single bag for about two months. Rico understood. Time passed and hope faded. It didn’t appear she’d ever walk again. She’d never dance. No more roller coasters for Devlin’s little sister.
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Devlin hurled the wide-body Benz into traffic. He glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror. Devlin had longer money than any of his friends and could get any chick but Shawna Reid, a self-made rich bitch, stuck. She was just what he needed. Devlin floored the Benz on the Cross Bronx Expressway, smiled and dialed.

“Shawna! Whaddup, girl! You ridin’ wit me today, so put on your Friday’s nastiest and meet me downstairs in twenty minutes.”

“Nigga, the last time I checked you weren’t the one who fucked and came in my mother twenty one years ago.”

He hit the steering wheel laughing.

“I know you know I’m the shit D. That’s probably why you constantly rubbing up on my property whenever you see me. Ain’t you…? You perverted ass street nigga.”

“Better be downstairs when I call you again. No need for you to wear any panties today, ya heard me?”

“Whatever…Just hurry ya ass up. My schedule is kinda tight, just like the stuff you like, OK?”

Devlin thought about what Shawna said and called her back.

“Change of plans. I’m coming upstairs. Open the door for me.” He said then hung up before she could answer.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

THINGS FALL APART

“What was up with last night?”

“I drank a little too much and passed out,” I said, lying. Eric and I had hit a strip club. We only spent an hour pimping dollar dances.

“Why are you always doing this to me, J?”

Bria and I were entering a Jamaican restaurant on Amsterdam. She was about to put me through the ringer. She looked so beautiful with this fresh pattern a braids I couldn’t name and a denim zip-up suit. A pair of sand-brown high-heels, she was matching perfectly. She should’ve known not to come out the house wearing that. Her apple-bottom was on full display and shaking all over the place. I’d address that after she dug into me about being late and not calling. I sat down at the table and she served me the ice-cold grill.

“What do you want to eat?” I asked. She saw through my game.

“I’m not hungry,” she said sternly. I knew I was in trouble.

“Give me a break, Bria.” I slid into her side of the table and caressed her. “Don’t we spend tons of quality time together?” I whispered in her ear.

“Not really. I don’t think a party here and there and the movies once a month is quality time. I want to do something different, Jaden. When are we gonna do something new for a change, like take a road trip or sump’n?”

“Baby, I don’t have the cream for that right now. But I’m hustling hard to get it. Be patient.”

She sucked her teeth, turned away and locked her eyes on a hot Lexus convertible as it rolled up to a red light right in front of the spot. It was Will, another hustler who used to attend our school. He was expelled in our sophomore year. Will returned pitching trees at school. It was like he never left. I was a little worried when my true love smiled at him.

“Why are you playing me like that?”

Bria sucked her teeth again. Will had the nerve to signal for her to call him, before peeling off. I was pissed.

“Yo, why’s Will doing that…? You have his number?”

“Yes, I have his number, and so what, Jaden?”

I got heated and leaned toward her.

“What did you just say?” I asked, getting louder every second.

“You heard me correct, J. I didn’t stutter.” She jerked her neck to focus on me and twisted her lips. “He just happened to pass by when I was on my stoop in front of my building and we talked. That was around the time when you were supposed to call me but you had better things to do. Didn’t you, Jaden?”

That cut me deep. I never imagined my dream girl could ever run with another dude.

“When….When did you start acting brand new? I mean, that’s one night that I didn’t get back to you on time,” I said standing.

Heads turned to us and I hoped she’d quiet down but she got up out of her seat, put her hands on her hips, whipped her hair back.

“I know what you’re trying to do here, Jaden. Clown in front of all these people so I can tell you to calm down and that we’ll work things out. But that shit ain’t happening today,” she said poking her finger into my forehead. “You need to grow up!”

Bria grabbed her bag and left. I had too much pride and didn’t chase her. I had to leave before I was forced to hurt one of these patrons laughing at me.

I called Eric to find out who had the green, then power-walked up the hill to my spot. Eric’s connect showed up right on time with major pillows. I headed to the roof of the building. Sitting next to the door, I watched the sky and wondered why all my opportunities were being taken away. Maybe I was too proud. I could’ve been more humble. Inspire more kids to look for the right path. I twisted, lit up and took a huge drag. My phone started to ring.

“What’s up, Bria?”

“Nothing, I just wanted to tell you that I’m thinking about ah... going out with Will.”

“What? You’ve got to be kidding… Right?”

“I’ve been thinking about it. You can’t blame me, can you?”

“Hell yeah, I’m a blame you. Will ain’t nothing but a wanna-be.”

“Your history isn’t so clean either and that’s real talk.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

LIFE WITHOUT HIM

“So what did he say girl? I know he’s fittin’ to kick Will’s ass?” Veronica called Bria and asked.

“Nope. He was more hurt than angry. It sounded like a good idea when we talked about me telling him what was really good a few days ago, Veronica. It sure don’t feel good now. I think I really hurt his feelings.”

“So what, bitch! All he cares about is running with his friends. Will’s a hustla and might be locked the fuck up tomorrow but at least he fattening your bank account. Oh, I know you not even trying to get at Jaden. Are you?”

“Well, I’ve been thinking about him a lot. You know I’ve been hanging with Will for a couple weeks now. All we did was kiss. Only once. Just a peck.”

“Now I know you lying.”

“Why I gotta be?”

Then Veronica had her sister call and inform me on Bria’s running. I didn’t want to believe it was real. I wanted to hang up but couldn’t.

[image: ]

Bria was ravishing in a snug pair of jeans and sexy black halter top.

“And just where do you think you’re goin’, Bria?” Her mother asked.

“I’m going out on a date.” Bria answered.

Later, Will scooped her in his Lexus SC320 with no bra.

“Do you wanna hit the highway and get the breeze going through that hair, baby doll? Maybe stunt a little bit on Broadway?”

“Nah, let’s just go get something to eat.”

“Hold on, sweetness.” He pulled out his cell phone the second it started ringing. “Sup? Yeah, yeah, tell him to hit up my connect for three more. He moving it like hot cakes, so I can trust him with that much…”

They headed to Justin’s. On the way, Will was hardly ever off his cell phone. He was dropping dough on her and took her shopping twice. Bria thought he was an ass.

Things got worse on one of their dates. With all the local hoochies floating by, Will couldn’t keep his head straight. Then he ordered food without even asking her what she wanted. It was strike three. Bria excused herself to go to the ladies’ room and called me.

“What’s good, Bria! It’s been a while.”

“Yeah, maybe I was a little rough on you last time, J.”

“Maybe? Huh. You was out for blood, if you ask me. You know, it takes a while for a dude to recover after you done clowned him in front of everyone in that Jamaican spot.”

“Please, J, ain’t nobody know you in there.”

“So am I gonna see you soon?”

Bria opened the door and poked her head out. Will was chatting to a chick at another table.

“Oh, you’ll see me sooner than you think. I’ll call you later, all right?”

“I’ll be waiting.” I laughed.

“I know, stupid.” Bria walked back to the table.

After going on and on about making more money, Will noticed that his talking was not impressing Bria.

“What’s wrong, Bria? Is it the food or sump’n?”

“Take me home, Will. I don’t feel too good.”

Fifteen minutes later they were on the road. He put his hand on her thigh. Bria pushed Will’s hand away. He did it again and she slapped his hand.

“You need to keep your hands to yourself, Will.”

“It seems like all I’ve been doing is keeping my hands to myself. I mean, it’s been what, two weeks and we haven’t done anything but hold each other and kiss and shit. I ain’t good enough for nothing but cuddling and what-not?”

“Apparently you got the game twisted. I don’t just go throwing my stuff around like all them skeezers you be messing with.”

He kept feeling on her legs. Bria had enough and told him to pull over so she could get out. She walked past his door and he grabbed her arm.

“You gonna walk from here? That’s like fifteen blocks, Bria. Come on, keep it real. You ain’t trying to walk that whole way in them sexy little heels.”

“Get off me, Will!”

“Girl, don’t be getting loud with me!”

When he wouldn’t let go, fire lit in her eyes before she slapped him. He threw the hazards on, put the car in park and hopped out like a jungle cat.

“You know I’m not the type to…”

“Hit a chick?! You could’ve fooled me the way you twisted my wrist.”

“I knew you was a stuck-up bitch, acting like your shit don’t stink.”
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Two days later, Veronica and Bria were at the Rucker. Bria was trying to get her mind off relationship problems. They were sitting in the bleachers checking out guys. This cute stocky one with a baldy smiled at Bria and looked away. He looked familiar.

“What’s up ladies?” He greeted.

“Hi,” they both said.

“I gotta admit that you had my eye.”

“Where do I know you from?” Bria asked.

“School, I’m on the squad with Jaden. I seen y’all around. All right. Nice meeting you.” He walked away.

“It’s like everybody knows about you and J.”

Bria sucked her teeth pretending to be mad but she knew Veronica was right. Smack That by Akon blared through Veronica’s cell phone.

Veronica and Bria danced to the ring-tone.

“Girl, stop it, I gotta answer the phone. I done missed the call cause you being so silly.” She called the number back. “Are you serious? All right. I understand. I’ll be there in 20 minutes. Bye,” she hung up then said, “I gotta go, Bria. I gotta baby-sit my nephew for a couple of hours.”

“Cool, call me later.”

She left and Bria lay back on the rafters watching the guys shoot hoops. After a while Bria got hungry and headed for a pizzeria up the block. On the way a chick bumped into her so hard that she damn-near made her spin.

Bria turned around and stared at the chick dressed in a snug blouse with her back exposed, Capri pants and high-heels.

“I think ‘excuse me’ are the words you trying to get out of your mouth!”

She threw her hands on her hips like she was posing for a picture. Bria stepped up closer to her and realized how much bigger the girl was. She was top-heavy with about a half-foot on her. There was a pound of fake-ass hair on top of her head. She wore too much makeup.

“Look, bitch, you gonna apologize, or I’m a have to lay your little cute ass out,” she said.

“Oh so you think I’m cute, huh? That makes sense. You look like a dyke, bitch.”

Her hand reached for Bria’s throat. Bria slapped her fist across the girls weave causing her to stumble but she had a grip on Bria’s neck. They danced around for a good minute. The guys cheered. Bria grabbed the girl’s top and yanked hard ripping it open. She held Bria tight while trying to hide her tits. The crowd swarmed around and boys had cheap feels when the girls tumbled into them.

“Get the hell off me, bitch!” Bria screamed.

Two minutes in, they were swinging and ripping each other’s clothes apart. All who were in the park had their eyes on the girls. She grabbed Bria’s hair and forced her to bend over. Then she tried kneeing her in the face, but Bria covered her face and raked her fingers against the girl’s face. She started swinging Bria around. Finally, Bria hit her with a punch to the throat and broke free. Bria squeezed the girl’s face with her nails and scratched her.

“Bitch, you scratched my face! I’m gonna kill your ass now!”

“That bitch got a knife!” Somebody in the crowd screamed.

Bria backed up. She watched the girl flip the knife open and charged. Bria dodged behind a parked car trying to lose her. The girl was too fast. She grabbed Bria’s hair and yanked her back. Bria panicked. She rolled away toward the gutter and reached for a bottle. She took too long and let out a scream when the tip of the knife made contact with her hip. She kicked the girl’s arm before the knife went deeper.

Blood ran down from Bria’s side. She put her foot to the girl’s belly and pushed her back. The girl slipped and fell on her ass. She got back up and tried to stab Bria again. Bria got a firm grip on the bottle and swung for her face and missed. Bria got close and slammed the bottle into the girl’s elbow. She shrieked in pain. She dropped down to one knee and Bria promptly smashed the bottom of the bottle against the curb and dragged herself over to the girl. A crowd urged her on.

“Kill that slut bitch, Bria!”

“She would’ve killed your ass!”

“Bria don’t!” It was a familiar voice.

“Bitch, you gonna wish you killed me,” she said.

Bria whirled to see who it was and the girl sliced her across the wrist with the knife. She squealed in a high pitched tone and buckled to the concrete, watching her blood trickle. The girl with the knife took off limping. Cops sirens got close as Veronica ran to her. Everyone had scattered by then. Veronica helped her to get behind a van a few yards away and waited. All that was left in the park was a broken 40-ounce bottle and puddles of blood. Bria spent the rest of the night trying to figure out why she was attacked.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

PARTNERS IN CRIME

That night Nick told me he stuck up an out-of-towner. It was good news but people knew them and the brave broad daylight stick-up got sloppy. Cops were laying the hammer down on everybody. We called it summer roundup.

Nick hung out at the park with Eric counting C-notes when I finally rolled up. Any passer-by could tell that Eric had been through some rough times. Overall, he had a youthful face, but his eyes were sunk-in deeply from sleepless nights. A long, deep gash stretched from the top of his left cheek to his lower left jaw. The buck-fifty was inflicted by another inmate while Eric was at Riker’s Island. It was enough to make most think twice about trying him.

He was feared and hated. I looked over at the caged basketball court next to us. It was jammed-pack with ballers.

“What the hell is wrong with you, Nick?”

The players stopped running their half-court game in hopes of witnessing a brawl.

“Look fam, everybody around here knows that we’re hood thieves. The cops asked about a robbery around here and one of these wet-behind-the-ears dudes tells them they saw Nick flashing hundreds all of a sudden. This is how we’re eating here. You can’t play with that.”

“You right, you right. My fault but I haven’t felt gwap like this in months. You shoulda seen how that chick Gina was on my jock yesterday. She wouldn’t give me the time of day before. All that bitch got was some hard dick and a Value Meal. M.O.B means money over bitches, Jaden. You wouldn’t know nothin’ bout that.”

The conversation paused for gaming two lovely young ladies and quickly picked back up when they kept on walking by.

“Stuck-up bitches. Let’s go splurge. Matter of fact, we need to get some more,” Eric sucked his teeth and said.

“First things first,” Nick said. “We can’t go into these schemes with box cutters and screwdrivers anymore. People know us. We need blickeys.”

Eric nodded and we were off to the pizza shop on Broadway. The money was divided on the way. We were excited about the paper and sat close at the window to clock the ladies while Eric voiced concerns.

He took a bite of a pepperoni slice and said, “You know how many young ones are strapped nowadays? Just the other day this nerdy-ass idiot I used to push around, flashed a pistol.”

“You talking about Rob? He never had the heart to talk to a chick. Now he wanna be a killer?” I asked.

“I was thinking the same shit, my nigga. But then again, I did put a major whooping on him a couple times.” Nick laughed.

“That shit was wrong, dude.”

“We need straps.”

Later, I asked General Lee about a place to buy guns. He told me about a spot downtown on Madison Av and for me to mention his name. We took the train down to the shop and walked in bright-eyed. The store owner knew right away that we were first-timers. I reeled from his loud greeting.

“Hey boys! Is there something I can interest you in today?”

“General Lee sent us,” I said.

He leaned on his showcase spinning a toothpick between his teeth with this nasty grin on his face.

“How’s the General?” He asked leading us to the back.

“How much you got?”

“Eleven hundred. Can we get three pieces for that price?”

“Hmm, you don’t have to leave here empty-handed.”

He pulled a key ring off his waist and opened up a box. Nick grabbed one with an infrared beam as soon as it was out. He took aim at the wall and flicked the infrared beam on.

“This for me. What’s the name of this one?”

“The Walther P22 with the infrared beam. It’s light and very efficient.”

“How much?”

“I’ll give it to you for $300 flat.”

I chose the Bersa Thunder .380, and Eric had a Ruger KP345. Once we got a feel for our new weapons, I asked, “What’s up with a package deal? Can you give us one reduced price for all of these?”

“Hmmm… I wouldn’t normally but since it’s for Lee, I’ll charge you guys $800 for all three. You can’t beat that.”

“That’s perfect. And I’ll spend the leftover for clips, chief.”

Once the deals were made, it seemed like Eric felt a rush of power surging through his body. He yanked the trigger again and again, invigorated by the feeling in his palm. I treated my piece like a newborn, caressing the cold steel like I was putting it to bed. I gawked at the gleam when the sun’s rays bounced off it.

“Lolita,” I said aloud.

“What?”

“Lolita, that’s my piece’s name. My new piece is Betty. She real sluttish too.”

“Ha, ha! That’s cool,” Nick said, wiping his piece down like he was cleaning the scene of a crime. “You know why those are good names, J?”

“Nope, tell me.”

“Cuz, they’ll give it to any Black man in Harlem that wants some!” Nick said. We all doubled over in laughter.

“Ooh! Look at these bladed brass knuckles! I’ll throw all the rest of my loot in for the pair.”

We bought three clips each and started heading to the door.

“Give me the pieces before we step out of here. I can put them in my backpack, man. Make sure they not loaded and put the safeties on. Shit, we can’t even afford holsters.”

Nick started shaking his hand like an insect was pestering him while they walked. Eric picked up on it instantly.

“What it is, Nick?”

“We need to take a bus or a cab. Since 9/11, cops be all over the subways.”

“You’re absolutely right, my nigga. Let’s do the cab thing.”

Ten minutes passed by while they stuck their thumbs out for a cab. Hailing a cab on Madison Avenue at rush hour was a tedious affair. For three Black teens it was like climbing Mt. Everest. Eric kicked a can off the curb into traffic venting frustration.

“What the fuck! My money ain’t good around here?!”

“Nah, ya skin color ain’t good around here. You can’t blame them, though. One of them got their caps pushed back recently. And calm ya ass down a bit. It ain’t like the cops not around.”

Twenty minutes later, a cab pulled over for us. They hopped in and couldn’t resist playing with their new toys. They snatched my bag away from me and fondled the pieces in their laps.

“Goddamn, J! I can see this infrared beam in daylight!”

Nick blocked the taxi cab driver’s view and took aim at random objects. I punched him in the shoulder.

“What the hell is wrong with you?”

I grabbed the guns and stuffed them back inside my backpack. The meter read thirty dollars and we paid and caught a train uptown.

“So what’s the move now?”

“Let’s post up on one four five and Broadway,” Eric answered. “Tons of mamis be out there at this time. Whoo-whee...”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

SHAWNA AND BRIA

Nick and I were posted up on the corner when Bria strutted by us with a sour face on. I froze, and my heart thumped hard. Finally I built up enough nerve to speak.

“So what’s up?” I asked walking behind her as she checked out some kicks in Footlocker. “You still wear that same perfume? I thought you’d change everything when we ah... Hell, you cut your hair, did your nails, you even look like you lost a little weight. So what’s up with that? You never gonna see me again or sump’n’? It’s a whole new you, huh?”

She gave me a weak smile, turned away a little and asked the store rep to fetch her a size 6 in a pair of Pumas. I couldn’t help but get excited, staring at her cherry lips. My eyes zoomed in on her thick thighs and plump rump. I couldn’t get those body parts out of my dreams.

“It’s not like I regretted our time together. We just grew apart. Things change, though. Call me sometime. You remember the number, don’t you?” She asked seductively.

“I couldn’t forget if you brainwashed me. And why are you limping? What happened to your wrist?”

“This crazy bitch tried to kill my ass at the Rucker.”

“Seriously? Who’d wanna start beef with you?”

“I don’t know, but Veronica said her name was Shawna…?”

“Word…? Shawna…?”

“You know the sorry bitch that scarred me?”

“Just calm down, okay? I don’t know her personally, but ah Shawna Reid used to be Devlin’s jump-off back in the day.”

“Jaden, I can’t wait to get a chance to kill that bitch.”

“Don’t even go there with her, Bria. That bitch is crazy. Let me take it from here, all right?”

“Why? You ain’t my man.”

“True dat but I’m about to get reinstated,” I said with a smile.

She spun and left the store. I had to find out if she was with Will.

“What is that, the new Mustang drop Bria pushing?” Nick asked annoyingly nudging me with his elbow.

“Yeah, Will’s flashing his money all over the place, but he’s poisoning the whole neighborhood. Anybody can do that. I’m not down with it. You know what I’ve realized? These dealers out here aren’t stupid, they lazy. How much easier is it to sell to a few fiends and risk your ass everyday than it is to get a job? I’d rather rob people than kill ’em slow, you know what I mean?”

“I feel you, J, I feel you,” said Nick.

“Bria’s always been a little show-off, with her fine ass. I’m a see her tonight, though. I’m hungry. I need to get to the bottom of the situation with that Shawna bitch, too. Scarring up my baby. I ought to sick one of my girl cousins on her ass. I’m a make a few stops before I hit the spot tonight. Let’s get them cell phones you were talking about.”

“That’s what’s up. Papi up the street can hook us up with some prepaid bleep-bleeps. Let’s do it.”

We bought a pair of Nextels and parted ways. Nick headed off to check out a chick. I headed over to Aunt Paula.
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Two hours later, I chirped Nick. He told me his hands were full with Isabel. He called back a few minutes later.

“Yeah...”

“I’m a need another half-hour with this hottie right here,” Nick said. “But...ah...ah...I’m be at the party, though.”

“In a minute,” I said then hung up and walked to my aunt’s kitchen. “Steak and potatoes! That’s what up!” I beamed. I was hungry as hell, and made short work of the plate.

“Jaden slow down before you have an upset stomach!” My aunt cautioned.

“So how was your day, Aunt Paula?”

“Well honey, that awful boss of mine blamed me for what she forgot three weeks ago! I couldn’t believe the nerve of her...”

My thoughts quickly faded to Bria. I missed having her in my arms. She was a gorgeous Nubian queen and independent. She never asked for a dime. She was one in a million. I needed her back.

“Are you listening to me, boy? Jaden!”

“I’m sorry, Aunt Paula. I kinda blanked out for a minute there.”

“It’s a girl, isn’t it? Well, you’re not going to get anywhere with any woman with that raggedy hair of yours. See a barber sweetie.”

I rushed through the rest of my plate as I spoke. “You’re right. I gotta get ready to go to this party. Thanks a million.”

I gave her a kiss on the cheek, took the dishes to the sink and hustled through the door. I darted down the stairs, waving goodbye on the way down.

“Be careful!” She shouted.

Her voice echoed off the walls in the hallway. I headed to the train with my adrenaline flowing. Anything could happen tonight. There was going to be a mix of ex-girlfriend, her new man and a cluster of people who were haters. At least I’d have Nick and Eric on my side. They were riders to the end. I breathed a sigh of relief and hopped on the train to midtown.
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I knew Devlin had the same number but he wouldn’t pick up. He’s probably scared of another beat-down. I dialed his number repeatedly trying to get at him about sending Shawna after Bria. The rain came down and my anger toward Devlin multiplied as my Air Force Ones sapped up water like sponges. Frustrated, I slung water off my Giants fitted cap and kicked a bottle on the curb, smashing it against the sewer drain.

Passing by his window, I yelled until he answered. Once he poked his head out of his bedroom window, I let him have it.

“I need to talk to you!”

“What the fuck do you want, J?”

“Forget that for now. You either come down now, or I spill info to everybody on this block.”

Devlin headed downstairs and pushed his way out of the lobby doors.

“Jaden’s what’s up, fam?” He asked from the top of the stairs.

We stared each other down for what seemed like an eternity. Devlin started walking down slowly. We were standing about a foot apart and everyone knew that we were about to fight.

“You here for Round two, J?”

“It seemed that you told your pit bull to have words with my girl.”

“You got a girl. Oh shit! Oh yeah! You mean your ex-girl, Bria. Trying to get that old thang back, huh? That’s typical sweet-ass-nigga move. You in love! Word is that Will’s been tearing that ass up on the reg.”

“You’re gonna fuck around and get your ass tore up. Just come straight with the facts, D.”

Devlin stepped back and jumped forward right up in my face.

“I don’t have the time to worry about sending one of my bitches to cut your bitch.”

“I didn’t say she got cut. Now I know you lying.”

I saw my sister hop over a puddle that stemmed from a sewer drain and accepted money from Devlin.

“Julissa, what the hell are you doing here? And how’d you beat me over here? Who dropped you off?” I shouted as the anger inside boiled over.

“Me and Maria were just hanging out J. Relax! You out in the streets and you over here judging me?” She sighed and replied.

“I can’t believe you! That’s it. After I whip your boss’s ass, I’m whipping yours.”

“I’m not your child, J.”

I watched her head across the street with Maria and a few other teenage girls.

“Where you going?” I yelled and motioned for her to come back. She hung her head while crossing over to my side.

“Julissa you still doing working for this guy? Didn’t we just get you out of jail?”

“Damn right I am! I’ve been doing what I do for a hot minute. This street life and drug pushing ain’t for people with choices.”

“Julissa look, I came here to handle business. Go home with your friends and let me do what I do, okay? I don’t have the energy to deal with you today, little girl.”

Devlin took advantage of the distraction as the rain came down heavy. It made for the perfect cover. He curled his arm and slammed an elbow to my chin. The impact jammed my lower jaw to the upper. I stumbled back and struggled to a fighting stance.

“Devlin what the hell are you doing?” Julissa screamed stepping in his path.

He shoved her aside and tossed her into garbage cans, flat on her ass into the trash. Julissa tumbled to the concrete.

“I’m a hurt you, D!” I shouted charging at Devlin.

The force of my blow brought his shoulder to gut level. Devlin landed several punches to my back but I locked my arms around his waist, lifted him off his feet and body-slammed him. Devlin screamed when his back smacked the curb.

That took most of the fight out of him, reducing him to guarding his face while I swung at him as fast as I could. The soaking rain sent me in a frenzy.

I reached for the bladed brass knuckles to mark this devil forever but while going for it, Devlin landed a brutal knee to my groin. I rolled off him and he got to his feet, kicking me in the ribs. I grabbed Devlin’s foot and twisted hard.

“Get off my leg, bitch-ass!” Devlin screamed in pain.

I pulled his sneaker off and made him crash flat on his back. I collared him while keeping my distance. Then laying flat on my stomach I fired jabs to Devlin’s face. He took punches and countered with kicks. Several minutes had passed. Our clothes were soaked with rain and sweat. We were breathing laboriously and most of our strength was gone. I had some body lumps and some bruises. Devlin had a bruised chin and his eyes were badly swollen.

I was spent but had enough to get up under my own power. My right hook caught Devlin. With rubbery legs, he got back up on his feet.

“I’m not done with you yet, J! Bring your punk ass back here now!”

“Julissa, Julissa let’s go,” I said calling my sister.

She ran out the lobby of a building. I turned and looked at him. “We’ll settle this another day,” I shouted before walking off with Julissa to the train.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

2001 YOUNG LOVE

“But for real though,” I said licking my lips. “So when are we gonna spend some alone-time together?”

Bria was the hottest girl in high school. She was only sixteen when we first met but could’ve passed for twenty-one. She had a bright, wide smile, proper knockers and was shaped like an hour glass.

Watching her body everyday was taking a toll on my education. I must’ve blown a month of the semester just staring at her. Guys and girls froze and whispers started when she entered a room. It took even longer for me to build up the courage to approach her. My heart banged against my chest plate when I finally got her number. We chatted for a few weeks and hung out sometimes.

The same reasons I couldn’t keep my eyes off her were the same reasons that caused me to worry. I knew what happened to a lot of chicks like her. Uncle Nate put me up on the game.

“Son, be careful of chicks who be blossoming too early. You can’t trust ’em. Older guys throw money at ’em and that fries their brains. After a while, they think the only way they can make money is throwing something tight on and sliding under some high roller, or somebody that’s gonna be rich one day. That means you, boy. Watch out.”

It didn’t worry me. Bria wasn’t like that. For her, it was all about personality and style.

“Let me walk you home today,” I said, turning on the charm. “I just wanna be around you for a while. I’ll have something to dream about.”

She laughed in a cute high-pitched laugh. I felt like a king with his queen on his arm as we trekked down to the subway. I got down to business when we got to the train.

“Look Bria, you’re the perfect match for me. You’re beautiful, smart, creative…” I said leaning closer for emphasis. “You’ll make every day brighter if you’d just say that you’d have me. You and me. What do you say?”

She smiled and looked at the ceiling thinking hard about the options. I was nervous but held it together.

“Come on, Bria. This isn’t a test question.”

“Um…okay. It’s you and me, Jaden. Let’s give it a try,” her smile widened.

Emotions burst within me. I acted without thinking, making an ass of myself.

“Yes!” I shouted and threw my hands up as if I was MVP of the Super Bowl. I ran to the other end of the train car and back to where she sat. I grabbed two handle bars and did ten pull-ups.

“I’m the man! Ye-e-e-a-a-ah!”

For the first month, I kept the same passion whenever we were together. We both swore it would last forever. Having her by my side made me invincible. From that point on she supported me and I went at it real hard.

“I don’t hardly know you, Jaden. And you want me to hang out with you all alone. I wasn’t born yesterday, you know?” She said making mad noise chewing her gum.

Later on that night she told her friend, Dana all about it.

“Girl, he was soo nice to me and he dresses so nice. Plus he ain’t loud and stupid like his friends. Can you get married at seventeen?”

“Damn, girl! You open for this dude, huh?”

“Open ain’t even the word. Right in the middle of our conversation, he hopped a fence and stole a bunch of flowers for me. Then he held my hand when security chased us. It was the most fun I had in a while. I think I’m really falling for him. He’s six feet tall and a hundred and seventy pounds of fineness. Ooh! I could just kiss his face all day long.”

“I know what you’re saying, girl. Jaden’s hot guy. I need to get a guy like him and drop bad-ass Eric. It’s like he like getting locked up or something. I likes me a hard dude but he’s just ridiculous.”

“All you attract are thugs, Dana. That’s just how it is. You and Eric got a good thing going. It might just last forever.”

“Girl, please. E more worried about getting in trouble than getting in me.”

“Ease up on him, Dana. He came up hard but even he knows that the stick-up kid lifestyle can’t last forever. I’m sure he has some kind of plan in his head and you know for a fact that you’re gonna be all up in it. That boy loves you.”

“I guess you’re right. Enough of that love shit, though. I need to drink away the pain. What’s left in your mama liquor cabinet that we ain’t drank yet?”


CHAPTER NINTEEN

STILL MY GIRL

Things changed fast for Bria’s clique. Veronica became her new best friend because Dana and Bria couldn’t relate anymore. Dana was busy running with the next up-and-coming gangster of Harlem. Veronica and Bria chatted while filing through outfits on a clothes rack in Manhattan Mall.

“What’s up with you and Jaden, Bria?”

“Oh, I don’t know. The thing Will and I have going is kinda stable. Jaden didn’t have anything going except his football career and now that’s all done. A woman like me needs security. I hate worrying about money. My mother busted her behind working two jobs to keep the roof over our head. She never really enjoy her life. I don’t wanna go that route.”

“But I thought you love him.”

“Love doesn’t pay bills, Veronica. I had to choose between money and love. I’m sticking with my decision. When my bank account is right, I’ll start worrying about where my heart. Got it?”

“Whatever, I can’t believe the mall is so crowded. Oh my God!” Veronica shrieked.

“Girl who is it?” Bria said, spinning around and smiled when she saw me.

“We need some alone-time, don’t you think, sugar plum?”

“Boy, you better watch it. You know I have a man now. I’m not your sugar plum anymore.”

“Yeah, yeah. I heard that you’ve moved on. That’s cool. Can we talk in private for a minute?”

“I’ll be right back, Vee.”

We strolled, exchanging suggestive looks the whole time. My hand grazed hers. The contact made me think back to the time I held her hand with pride.

“None of that or I’ll have to tell my man you’re harassing me,” she said smiling.

“I’m harassing you? You should be glad you get the time of day from me.”

“Whatever, Jaden. At least you’re still stuck on yourself.”

“You should’ve figured that out by now. Anyway what’s up with us? It’s cash above all other things for you right now, isn’t it?”

She shrugged and looked away. I saw through her like a glass window. She walked a few steps ahead, leading me to the FootAction store.

“If you really wanna see me, I’ll be at Mars 2112 tomorrow night around eleven.” She glanced at the shopping bags. “I see you got some new clothes. I forgot you’re not even eighteen. You can’t get in.”

“They’ll give me the star treatment in there.”

“We’ll see. Make sure you’re there.”

“All right, sugar plum.”

“I’m not your sugar plum.”

“You’ll be after tonight,” he said before taking off.

When she got back to Veronica, Bria was informed about her newest crush.

“You know me and Nick have been kicking it. He’s finally gonna take me out somewhere nice tonight.”

“Damn, it’s only been a week or two. Y’all work fast,” Bria replied.

Veronica felt the venom of her new best friend. She leaned back and looked at Bria liked she smelled something funny. Bria felt a pang of jealousy hit. She and Jaden were together for so long, it was over just like that. Bria sighed and pretended to be interested.

“I’m sorry. That’s sounds cool, I’m happy for ya’ll. What y’all gonna be doing?”

“I’m gonna put on my sexiest little dress and he said he’s gonna be wearing a suit. We’re going to Midtown somewhere where there’s gonna be food, dancing and if he’s good, a little sump’n, sump’n back at my place.” She smiled. “Shoot, the last thing I got dressed for was a funeral.”

Bria wanted to laugh but thought against it. She remembered it was her favorite uncle who had passed away last winter. She was determined not to let her depression take over. She played it off with a plastic grin and kept chatting away.

“I’m glad you’re going out and doing your thing, Veronica. Nick’s a good guy.”

Veronica rubbed Bria’s shoulder and returned the smile.

“Don’t sweat it, Bria. Y’all will be back together in no time. Come on, I’m gonna get these skirts then we’re out of here, girl.”


CHAPTER TWENTY

FEELS SO GOOD

Nick knocked at Veronica’s door feeling good. He was taking her to the China Club up on 47th. His blue gators gleamed under the streetlight as he approached. He was in his best threads when he rang. It had been an hour since he was out of the barber’s chair. His hair still smelled like fresh coconut oil. A couple of squirts of Dolce & Gabanna cologne and he was ready. Nick wore a three-piece, navy blue suit, matching gator belt with a silver buckle. Digging into the loot he got from robbing to impress Veronica. She opened the door and he was just as stunned as she was.

Veronica wore a slinky red dress that exposed her slender, delicate back. The perfume she wore enticed him. She had on high heels and her shapely, long legs blew him away.

“Good God, you look so lovely, Veronica. I’m gonna to have to play you real close tonight. You know? Protect you from ‘em goons.”

“Not too close,” Veronica’s father said wedging himself between them.

He served Nick a cold stare then laughed, gave Nick a pound and squeezed his shoulder before heading out the building.

“You two better behave yourselves.”

“Damn, boy! You’re looking like something outta GQ!”

“You’re looking too hot for TV! Let’s roll mami. There’s a cab waiting outside.”

He opened the door for her and grabbed flowers from the passenger seat. Nick rushed to the backseat and handed her a dozen long stem roses.

“Oh my…! They’re soo beautiful.”

“They’re only average compared to you, Veronica.”

“You’re too much, Nick.”

They smiled at each other and he felt her touch his hand. She squeezed it then pulled her hand back and shyly looked away. His palms became sweaty.

They arrived and the scene was a little louder and crowded than they expected. Many couples were there and their loud chatter created a slight hum under the loud bass.

“I’m glad you agreed to let me take you out. I can’t remember the last time I went anywhere nice.”

“This is one of my favorite places to hit when I need new ideas for making beats, feel me?”

“Yeah, this is a wonderful choice. Do you have any more surprises in store for me tonight?” She asked giving him the once over.

“We’ll see,” he said leaning closer to her.

They got close and danced, warmly gazing at each other the whole time. Her eyes glistened before he started for the bar.

“Moet...”

She arched her eyebrow and turned up her full lips, smirking. The bartender came back with the drinks. He caught her checking him out.

“What’s up?”

“It’s just that we’ve been passing each other in the halls for, like, two years, and if I didn’t come check you, we would’ve never got this far.”

“It must be meant to be, then,” he said.

“This place is nice!”

“You shouldn’t expect anything less. I mean, I’ve got the most beautiful woman in the city, so I gotta come correct.”

“You have an answer for everything tonight, don’t you?”

“I’m doing my best.”

She filled both their glasses up with his bottle, and they downed three glasses before Nick took her hand and they slow danced. He held her closer when she pressed her lips to his neck. He could feel his nature rising and didn’t want to freak her out. She must have felt it too. Veronica lifted her head and smiled. She rested her head back on his shoulder. He squatted a little so they could be face-to-face and danced slower, cheek-to-cheek. They turned to face each other with perfect timing.

“Let’s get out of here, baby,” she said, her eyes gleaming.

After paying the tab, she yanked his hand and led the way to the front door. She quickly hailed a cab. As soon as they got to her place, they kissed and held each other like a pair of boa constrictors, pressing the air right out of each other’s lungs. Veronica stopped before she opened the door. A girl in Barbie pajamas who looked just like Veronica was sitting in the couch, fiddling with her cell phone. She had a brain full of questions.

“Hi Nick! What’s up, Veronica? How was it? How was the food? Did you dance? Are you drunk? Are you two gonna have sex now?”

Nick laughed, but Veronica didn’t find it funny. She gritted her teeth and took an icy tone she said, “I can’t believe you just said that, Natalie. Go to your room, now.”

The ten-year old pouted and left for her room. He noticed how clean and neat the place was. His room was a war zone compared to hers. He would’ve to fix his place up before inviting her over. Veronica offered to make him a cup a coffee.

“I’m not a coffee fanatic, but I can’t turn down anything from you. Hook me up, beautiful. Three lumps of sugar and not the Bugs Bunny kind.” He laughed.

She giggled, kicked her shoes off and sashayed to the kitchen. She stood on tip-toe to look for the coffee. Nick could see the can from where he sat on the couch but she was only five-two and couldn’t.

“Let me help you with that,” he said, accidentally pressing his body to hers. She cooed pressing her pear-shaped rump to his package. He got excited.

She spun around to face him. Veronica took a look at her sister’s room to make sure the door was closed. Then she cupped his face and kissed him hard. He kissed her back harder and dropped the coffee can on the floor. They didn’t look at the mess. They were too busy sliding their tongues against each others.

“Let’s go somewhere a little bit more private, baby,” she whispered.

Nick threw her over his shoulders and hustled to her bedroom and locked her door. She laughed hysterically at his caveman antics. He rolled her onto the bed and hopped in after her. She ran to the other side of the bed and defensively folded her arms over the upper swells of her breasts. Nick was not discouraged. He chuckled and pulled her back to him by her ankles and got on top of her. They kissed until they were out of breath. Sweat caused their skin to stick to their clothing.

She wrapped his tie around her hands and made a loose knot, sighing feeling anxious and aroused. He squeezed her fat jugs and unzipped her dress, watching her shake it off her shoulders. Nick peeled it down to her waist. She removed her lacy bra and he slurped on her ample breast. He rolled her nipples until they were pebble-hard. She moaned as she wiggled out of her dress and panties, exposing her perfectly shaped hips and legs. Nick kissed her flat tummy and hips all over while keeping his eyes glued to the thin strip of soft, near-invisible hairs that stretched from under her belly button to the start of her special spot. She squirmed underneath him as he delicately stroked her privates.

“Make love to me, Nicholas,”

“Oh now you think got the right to call my full name?”

“Si, mi amor.”

The excitement of undressing her was almost too much for him to handle. His hands shook even as he stroked her mahogany skin. She sensed the hesitation and began nudging his package with her foot.

“Don’t get shy on me now, Nicholas. Help me take this stuff off.”

He did and she pressed his head down to her waist. He kissed her along her panty line then he licked circles around her belly button and got a moist close-up to her thin lips down below. The sweet aroma coming from down there made his mouth water. He stuck his tongue out and flicked at her swollen bud. Two minutes later, he started slurping on it with meaning.

“Ooh Nicholas!”

She slid toward him and bumped his face back into her gushy stuff. He stepped it up and jammed his tongue deep in her wet slot, leading her to yelp and jack her thighs up higher…. and wider. Her sexy moans made him suck harder at her leaking inner pink. She grabbed his shirt, yanked Nick on top of her and tugged at his belt. She was breathing like a wart hog. Veronica switched from kitten to lioness before Nick could blink. Her passion caught him off guard. She unzipped his pants and yanked them down. He dropped his boxers and rushed into her honey-pot.

“Good God Almighty this shit is tight, Veronica!”

He served her a few more strokes then made her yelp with a long one. Her eyes brightened on impact.

“That feels good, Nick. Ooh! That’s it right there.”

Nick grabbed her round hips and added a downward swoop to his. She grabbed her knees and rolled her hips under him. He was officially sprung. Nick stopped and thought for a second then he rushed to whip a condom out of his pocket. He strapped it on and slid back in her with a wide grin on her face

“The fit is soooo tight, girl.”

“I know, papi. Go deep and make it a perfect… a perfect fit just for you, baby. Damelo.”

He felt lighthearted turning up the juice and pressed her sexy body into the mattress. Her back seemed glued to the bed sheets with sweat in a few hot moments. He grabbed her tits, digging deep and popped her kitten with reckless abandon.

“Adios mio! Take it, Nick! Take it! It’s yours!”

“This pussy’s mine?!”

“Si, si…!”

“Just mine?”

“Oh… ah… si! Don’t stop! I’m… I’m….Yes! Yes!”


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

VICTOR THE VICTIM

Hours later, I chirped Nick on time. We were supposed to meet and he was already within walking distance of the club. He worked his way through the thick of the crowd to shoot suggestive looks at all the sexy ladies. Nick spotted me in the crowd, we got on line and waited. Then an idea popped up in Nick’s head.

“They gonna frisk everybody here, chief. We gotta stash the gats.” Nick motioned for me to give up my piece. “We can keep the knives on us,” before leaving the line to hide the weaponry. He scanned the area and pretended to take a piss by a bunch of trash cans. Nick knelt and wiped them down with his bandana. He wrapped them together and tucked it out of sight, then rejoined the line.

“You think Bria’s gonna show up tonight?”

“Probably, I hope you won’t let your ex interfere with our scheme.”

“I’m focused.”

“You can’t blame me for asking. That chick’s got you open like a pair of nostrils, my dude.”

“Whatever, let’s just get the job done.”

He rejoined the line and we were frisked. The blades we had tucked in our drawers weren’t found. We walked inside and Nick immediately started chatting up a sexy chick.

“Hello, beautiful!” he exclaimed. “In a little bit, Jaden,” he said walking to her.

I gave him a pound and headed to the bar. After ordering a shot of Hennessy, I spotted Dana. She was sweet but more importantly she was Bria’s friend. Eric and Dana stayed close even though they weren’t official. She was his road dog, according to him. I bought her a drink.

“How’ve you been, Dana?”

“I’m ahight. I’m surprised you taking so good, Bria messing with Will. She’s always with Will but I don’t think she’s really into him.”

“What makes you think that?”

“For one thing, they don’t hang out like y’all used to. She’s his trophy. He just shows her off. She still has feelings for you. I was wrong telling her…” her voice trailed off as she turned away.

I tugged at her arm with a little too much force than intended.

“For telling her what, Dana…? Spill the beans. Answer me! Shit! You told her to go out with him, didn’t you? You know what? I apologize. Say no more.”

Checking myself, I let go of her arm. I ordered another drink and chugged it. I got up and carefully scanned the crowd. Partygoers were blowing smoke at my new clothes. I was getting angrier by the second.

Bria came through wearing a sexy snakeskin top that showcased her big knockers and tiny waist. Her ass never looked better. Veronica followed closely behind her. My attitude went from fury to delight. I walked up to her and greeted her, then led her to the bar. I ordered drinks and felt my confidence steeled by her smile.

“If I said I wasn’t happy to see you, I’d be lying.”

She quickly glanced at me and nervously looked away. Her pulse seemed to quicken.

“Same here, Jaden… There’s something I’ve been wanting to tell you for a long time,” she said putting her hand on my forearam. The world disappeared. “I’ve been missing you, J.”

“For real…? Uh I’m saying, I knew you would by now. Look, I’m not even gonna front. I’ve been missing you, too,” I said touching her hand and pulling her closer.

“I broke up with you for all the wrong reasons. I said that we grew apart but that wasn’t true. I was just trying to plan my future without you around.”

“So you wouldn’t have had one with me, is what you’re saying? Oh, I know what it is. You think we’d be eating sardines and noodles everyday?”

She smiled and rocked her hips as Crime Mob blasted.

“You don’t need to get all loud with me, Jaden. I still love… I mean, I like you and all but…”

“I know exactly what you’re sayin’! You sayin’ you love me! I knew that nigga couldn’t replace me! All right, all right, I’ll calm down. Let me buy you another drink for old time’s sake.”

I couldn’t take my eyes off her for a second while we sat at the bar waiting for our drinks. The price of a drink slapped me back into reality.

“Seven dollars for a damn shot?”

“Oh, now you don’t wanna spend any money on the best thing to ever happen to your life?”

“Ha, ha, you might be right. I was thinking I need to get on some economical shit and slip my own brew in. But never mind that.” I hugged her and continued. “Baby, drop that zero, Will and roll with me tonight?”

“Let me think about it, J,” she said leaning closer.

“Ain’t nothing to think about. I look good, you look good and I lay pipe good. Am I right?”

“Hmm...”

She sucked on the straw in the sexiest way. I leaned back and squinted.

“What you mean by that?”

She pressed her finger under my chin and drew me closer.

“Nobody’s gonna replace you, okay? I just want somebody that’s gonna make plans for us, not himself. When you used talk about getting a fat contract, you never mentioned me in any of your plans. That really hurt, J.”

I took a deep breath and exhaled. Then I brought her face to mine and said, “Well, I… I never knew that’s how you felt. That’s crazy.”

Bria swiveled to face me. I gripped her arms like she was all mine.

“What will it take to get you back, sweetness?”

“I need a commitment to us, not just you.”

“You want it, you got it.”

We leaned in and kissed. It was the hottest kiss I ever had.

“Look, this is too good and moving too damn fast. So here’s what you do, cancel that loser and start from scratch tonight with me?”

“I’d love that Jaden,” she said.

As Bria kissed me, Eric bumped us killing the moment.

“Yo J, we found dude at the other end of the bar. Oh, pardon me. Hi Bria, ha, ha! Will’s gonna kick both y’all asses! Can I watch?”

I excused myself and pulled Eric to the side.

“Ain’t no way that clown is whipping my ass, E. You know that shit. Seriously though, can’t this shit wait?”

“It’s now or never. They either gonna kick his ass out, or he driving home drunk and running his shit off a bridge somewhere. He can’t drink no more fam. There he go over there wearing that LRG shirt.”

I rejoined Bria. “Baby, I gotta go handle some business.”

“Uh huh… Try not to make the news at 11. I’m not stupid, everybody knows your boy Eric is strictly bad news.”

“I’m a call you later, gorgeous,” I said and we kissed.

“Don’t call me for bail money,” she said and disappeared.

I followed Eric to where the mark was. He was a drunk white guy, and judging by the way he slouched on the bar stool, he was desperate for attention. He was built like a ferret, and a malnourished one at that. Anyone could tell that by the way he latched onto women’s elbows and refused to let go until they broke away, heading in another direction. My plan was gonna work better than I’d expected.

“I got your back, fam,” he replied. I set the wheels in motion and sat next to him.

“‘Sup my dude? Lots a ladies here tonight, huh?”

The drunk’s hand shook as he laboriously reached for his beer bottle and grabbed it after a fumble. It was a done deal. This guy could barely hold his brew without spilling it on himself. The mark brushed his jacket open and I saw the butt of a gun. I rethought the situation and called Nick over.

“You need a drink, my man?”

“Very funny, Jaden…”

“Round up Dana and tell her that she’s got some money if she helps us out. This is how we’ll do it…” I whispered in his ear.

I approached the drunk and rested my hand on his shoulder like we were friends.

“Yo fam, I got one of the hottest girls in this place waiting for you, if you’ve got a little cash. Matter of fact, never mind, I see what you drinking. If you’ve been chugging Coors Light all night, then I know your blood ain’t rich enough to rock with her. I know you don’t have the ends to…”

“Hold on, now. I’ve got money,” he replied pulling out a money clip overstuffed with twenties and C-notes. I struggled to hide my excitement.

“She’s right over here, fam. Just follow me.”

I led the way to the back exit. When I pushed the door open, Dana was behind it smiling.

“Hey baby, you want to party tonight,” she greeted.

Her boobs were smashed together in a top two sizes too tight. Her makeup was on thick and her clothes so tight her body was bursting out of them.

The mark grabbed a tissue from his pocket and wiped his brow dry. He was clearly pleased. They slipped into a dark alley and got down to business.

“One hundred for loving and fifty for blow.”

“What? Before Giuliani screwed everything up on 42nd street, it used to be sixty and thirty.”

She looked him up and down with attitude. She popped her gum before replying,

“This Harlem and that was years ago. Bush got the economy all fucked up, so a sista need more paper. When I’m done, you ain’t gonna be able to do nothing with your dick but piss for at least a day. Pay up or get to stepping.”

Nick crept up behind him as the white guy croaked, “I’m not paying that much, bitch. You’re not worth it.”

“I guess that means you’ll have to step off then.”

“What?”

Nick went upside his head with a crow bar. Blood shot from him like strawberry syrup. Dana jumped back and squealed but not before her shirt was stained red.

I grabbed the weapon off his hip. He stumbled and fell, holding his hand up to block Nick’s swings. He groaned when Nick slammed the blunt object into his forehead. Holding his gushing face, he couldn’t crawl fast enough and his eye ball swam in blood.

“What are you doing? Do you know who I am?” he whined.

“I don’t give a fuck who you are!”

Nick wrapped the bar twice into his rib cage, making him curl up in the fetal position, making him cough up blood. Blood bubbled from his lips and his head lay the concrete. Shit was nasty. Dana grabbed his diamond-encrusted pendant and I kept the chain.

“Jackpot, he’s got eight hundred dollars on him! Let’s see who you be,” I flipped the his wallet open and checked his ID. “Victor Humphries. Hmm… Why does that name sound familiar, homie?”

“Oh shit,” Nick replied. Then he started pacing back and forth. He banged the soft part of his fist against a wall.

“Who is this dude, Nick? Talk to me?”

“Oh my God. I knew we shouldn’t have done this,” Dana said.

“That’s Humphries man! The sheriff’s kid! He’ll send the whole force out looking for him.”

I rubbed my head and started pacing.

“One thing’s for sure, we can’t leave him here. He’s seen our faces. He’s gotta roll with us,” I said.

“You’re trying to make him a hostage? Are you out of your mind?”

“We don’t have a choice. That is, unless you’re ready to end his life right here and now.” I shot back.

“Nah, in case you forgot, I just got out of lockdown,” Nick reminded.

Dana took baby steps backward, thinking she could slip away undetected. I watched her from the corner of my eye the whole time. “We can’t trust you now, Dana. Sorry, you gotta stick with us,” I said.

She turned and ran. Nick stayed with the vic. I took off after her.

It was hard to believe a big-boned girl could run the way Dana did, turning over garbage cans to slow me down. It was like a light day of football practice with no pads for me. She cut through dark alleys and hid next to a garbage can, panting up a storm. I stopped and looked around with no sign of her. The heavy breathing gave her away. I took two steps and sought her out then yanked her up by her weave.

“Don’t you dare disrespect me like that, motherfucker! Let go of my hair!”

“Bitch, you disrespect yourself waking up everyday. We’re sticking together tonight.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

THREE’S A PARTY

I woke up at Nick’s place with a major headache. I wanted to bury my morning wood inside Dana, the second I saw her bubble butt. Robbing people was definitely not a long-term career move. I needed a scout to give me another chance at a football career in college or get some type of job training. I needed something. Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes, I heard a weird clank against a pipe.

“Get me the fuck out of these handcuffs, you hear me! My father will have your heads for this!”

I had to chuckle a few times as I watched Victor tug on the handcuffs like a frightened animal.

“Don’t pull on those cuffs too hard, Vic. I don’t want your Dad to be any madder than he already is when he sees bruises all over your wrists.”

The radiator wasn’t going anywhere. A few floorboards shifted when he pulled but that was about it. Nick popped up out of the bathroom and sat next to our hostage.

“So what are we going to do with this dude, chief?” I sat up and said.

“You’re gonna let me get your ass in a sling when my father catches word of this.”

My punch landed on his lips and he quieted after tasting his own blood. I tried to reason with him.

“Look, we don’t want you here anymore than you want to be here. But you’ve seen our faces, so letting you go isn’t an option. Until we get some leverage against you, you’re staying with us.”

The night wore on and the troubles on my mind got to me. I needed a fix and suggested we get some drinks.

“Yo Nick, you should head to the liquor store and pick up something hard, like vodka or sump’n, sump’n to numb this pain. Take your girlfriend with you.”

I slapped Victor in the back of his head when he tried to put in an order for a six-pack of Yueng Ling. Then I thought about how I’d feel in his position and decided to let his order go through.

“What the hell. A six-pack won’t help us or hurt us,” I said, then I slid down and sat next to him and rubbed my head to relieve the pressure.

“Wait a minute, aren’t you that football player from Lincoln High School? You were awesome. What happened?”

I sighed and stared at him.

“Now you definitely can’t leave anytime soon. I guess you haven’t watched the news lately. Since we got time to kill, I’ll let you in on the secret. A so-called friend of mine lied about me using steroids. It ruined my career. All the scouts backed away from me. Maybe one will call eventually. I ain’t holding my breath. You feel me, chief?”

“Come on man, you’ve rushed for twelve hundred yards last year. An agent will come calling one day. You’ve gotta believe, man,” he said nodding his head.

Sports had a funny effect on people. I guess it’s the hero factor. Even though I helped whoop his ass and open us his face, he still appreciated my efforts as a top high school football player.

“Thanks, I appreciate that.”

I hung my head and imagined hitting the turf again. I dozed off a little. The sound of Nick’s keys at the door woke me up.

Dana came in with a big bottle of dark liquor in each hand. Nick followed with a few six-packs.

“Six-pack for Victor the victim,” he said before handing one to Victor. He smiled and popped the top with his teeth.

“Now why would a cutie like you go and mess up your teeth like that, Victor?” Dana asked.

“You think I’m cute?”

“Of course I do, sweetie. You a cute little whigga,” she said stooping low to caress his face. She brought her lips dangerously close to his. Her voice was dripping with sex when she added, “I could just eat you up.”

By then Nick and I were slamming beers down.

“She used to be a stripper, you know. She’ll put it on you. Shake it, Dana!”

Dana cracked a tall bottle of E&J open, chugged and started sexily rolling her hips. Then she peeled her jacket off and turned around, standing over Victor. She propped her leg up on the couch nearby by and hurled her fat ass toward Victor’s smiling face. Dana squatted really low, so he could almost kiss it.

We laughed when he said, “Yummy! Smells like candy!”

She squealed when he pinched her bottom with his free hand and backed away like she was shy. After chugging six shots and four beers, a light bulb lit up in my brain. Maybe a quick piece would make everything all right for a while.

“Ain’t no way Victor is gonna have all the fun tonight. Stick that booty out, girl!” I hollered.

She gave in to my request. Her ass wobbled in slow motion. I had to have it. She leaned on Vic and bumped her butt into my crotch. I nearly took it from her and held her hips as I dry-humped her. She went through her old stripping routine. Drunkenness had set in and she lost her balance. Nick conveniently broke her fall and let her hold his arms while grinding into me, bringing her head dangerously close to his family jewels. We were on the cusp of a fucking gang bang. I switched spots with my boy just to feed her liquor.

“Drink up, baby! It ain’t nothing but a party!”

I lifted up my shirt and she purred, raking fake nails across my abs. I saw my friend peel her pants down slow while she licked me along my waistline. I grabbed the bottle and chugged hard. By the time I put it down she’d already yanked my manhood out of my drawers. Next, she rubbed her lips on it and stuffed her mouth full. Her aggressive actions forced a grunt out of me.

“Whew! Easy, girl! No teeth, baby! Please!”

I went back and forth between ecstasy and disgust as this hood rat’s tongue glazed my dick. She came up panting and switched off to Victor and blew him with the same excitement. Dana was so horny, if Vic didn’t drop his trousers fast enough, I was sure she would’ve eaten his belt.

She switched back to me and squealed before jamming it down her windpipe. I looked up to find it was Nick serving her back-shots. He better had put a rubber on. I wasn’t about to be outdone, so I grabbed her head and drove it down on my pole. She coughed, spat, wiped her mouth clean and deep-throated me.

“Oh shit! You like sucking me off, huh?”

“Hmm-hmm,” she mumbled as she grabbed Vic’s pipe, jacking him off.

I grabbed her face and offered words of encouragement.

“Yeah you suck my joint good, girl! Remember back when we were younger and you used to do it in the Laundry room?”

I plugged her sucking mouth until I felt a hot sensation fly through my shaft. Splash! Hot DNA soaked the inside of her cheeks. It was a wrap.

“Let the hostage get some! Don’t be selfish!”

She looked hotter when she was sweaty. Her honey skin tone glistened. Dana plopped down on the white boy’s lap, strapped a condom on and rode. In just a few minutes Dude crumbled panting. Nick fed her his meat, I fixed my clothes and chugged a fresh brew.

I picked up a video recorder and watched. Dana was doing her thing. I figured in the right frame of mind, I’d join them. Maybe I could sell it in the hood for five bucks a pop. Dana was working her ass and getting us out of trouble. I kept recording the evidence as she rode Victor. After the session Victor made his plea for freedom.

“Please let me outta these cuffs! I swear I won’t tell!”

“Your Dad will protect you, won’t he?”

“I promise I won’t tell on you guys. I can’t have them looking after me.”

Nick looked at me for the final word. I gave the approving nod to let him go.

“Just remember one thing,” I cautioned. “We need each other. Leave your number with us. We’ll be doing business together real soon.”

We let Victor loose and led him outside. He removed a mangled pack of Marlboro UltraLights and lit one. The morning sun was still out and blinding.

“God, it feels good to be free!”

“Just keep your mouth shut and you won’t have any problems, all right Vic?”

“Not a problem. The last thing I want is for—”

“Just call your Dad up and tell him some story. It better be good, too. If he doesn’t believe it he’ll be after us and we’ll be coming for you.”

He paced nervously in front of us while making the call.

“Put the conversation on speakerphone.” I requested.

“What’s up, pop…”

After the call, everything was secured. We exchanged daps and headed in opposite directions. My sixth sense was tingling. I automatically double-checked for the brass knuckles and hit the train to my aunt’s place. I wanted to be ready for anything.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

THE PUSHER MAN

Devlin had Cuban Rico to thank for the dough he was making off street distribution. Rico hooked him up with the hot blocks and pushed other dealers out. Devlin was hot-headed and irrational but Rico was cool. He managed to last long on the streets because of it. Cuban Rico was ten years deep into pushing major weight. He knew how to survive in the drug game. Devlin still hadn’t hit the learning curve but was close.

“Yo, I can’t believe that nigga Jaden had the balls to come on my block and disrespect me like that, Rico! I shoulda smashed his face, dog!”

“Woulda, shoulda, coulda, mi ho. He fucked you up and there’s nothing you could’ve done about it. If there was, you would’ve done it.”

“I gotta send a message that I’m not playing games out here in these streets. Hmm… doesn’t he have brothers and sisters?”

“Yeah, he has one brother and one sister. His sister stays by his aunt’s house.”

“I want to send a message without starting a war. How would I do that, Rico?”

“The perfect plan is to let our hero know that he can be touched like everybody else. He’ll be too scared to test you. Listen up, mi ho…”
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Three hours later, the wheels of the plan were in motion. Devlin told his niece Maria exactly what to say to Julissa. All it took was a couple of twenty dollar bills to get things going. The next day Maria asked Julissa if she wanted to hang out as they headed for the A -train.

“Hi Maria, what’s poppin’ today?”

“Nothing really, I was thinking about going to the bowling alley. Richie’s supposed to be there.”

“Oh really? Are you two in love or something? You been hanging out with him every chance you get.”

“He’s really cute, plus he’s on the basketball team. I can’t get enough of him. That’s my papi chulo right there!”

“Please, he doesn’t even know that you exist. But when he does, don’t end up knocked up, Maria. You know he’ll be gone in a flash.”

“Yeah right. I’m too young to be giving it up like some slut. Anyway, I just found a way to make some easy money. Are you in with me? You can satisfy that sneaker fetish with the money you’ll make.”

“Really…? Tell me more.”

“You know my Uncle Devlin, right?”

Julissa nodded yes. She knew Devlin was trouble, but she wanted cash badly. Asking her Mom and J for money all the time made her feel like a kid. “Your brother’s friend. All you’ve got to do is carry a little package from A to B. It’s, like, a twenty-minute train ride, maybe shorter. You’ll get paid eighty bucks for the trip.”

Julissa tapped her chin. She thought long and hard.

“Really…? It’s that easy?”

“Yup, it’s simple as pie. Now, tell me, how’s someone our age gonna get money like that without taking our clothes off?”

“You got me on that one. I’m not making any promises, though. Let’s go see your uncle and we’ll see what’s up.”

“Cool, I don’t feel like taking the train today. He’ll send somebody to pick us up.”

Maria called her uncle for a ride. Fifteen minutes later, a black Navigator pulled up. Maria hopped in but Julissa entered hesitantly.

“Now that’s what I called service!” Julissa exclaimed.

She felt a little nervous when she saw a gun poking out from the driver’s belt, but she got over it. Her favorite song on the radio helped to distract her.

“Turn that up, yo. That’s my favorite jam!”

In a flash, the girls were shaking in the backseat like they were up in the club.

“Oh yeah, these two big scary-looking dudes are Wally and Fred. Wally, you got my medicine?”

“Have I ever let you down, sweetheart?” He replied flashing a gap-toothed smile at the girls. He reached in the glove compartment and pulled out an expertly rolled blunt. The big bodyguard leaned in close to her and sparked a lighter for her. She took a big pull and blew it in Julissa’s face and then he took a big whiff and checked her out.

“Take a pull Julissa.”

“Nah, my brother would have my head if he found out I was smoking weed.”

“I don’t know why you listen to him when he’s probably smoking every chance he gets.” Maria begged until Julissa finally gave in to shut her up. Julissa decided she loved the fruity aftertaste.

“It’s blueberry. I think I’m high already.”

In a flash, they were in front of Devlin’ place. Julissa felt lightheaded as she labored up the steps to the front door. The exterior was so-so, but the inside was lined with expensive furniture and paintings. Julissa flinched when the bodyguards closed the doors behind them but Maria comforted her.

“Relax, here’s my uncle now. Hi Uncle Devlin.” They shared a big hug.

“Julissa…”

“Julissa, you know you can trust me, so can I trust you?” Devlin asked.

Julissa nodded.

“Okay, beautiful. Let me show you what you’re moving first.” Devlin flipped a butterfly knife open. He stabbed the brown bag and reverently pulled it out, scooping out a little white powder. He pressed his finger to it and dabbed it on his tongue. Devlin made a face like it tasted awful but the opposite was true.

“Whew! This some good shit! The street is gonna be hurting off this.” He took a big breath to calm down then he continued speaking.

“This the deal, Julissa. I’ll start you out light. Let’s go with one one-way trip a day, five days a week. We’ll see how you handle that, then we’ll go from there. There’s only one rule that you have to remember: don’t ever mention my name or my niece’s. You’re a minor, so they can’t lock you up so easy. Don’t even think of talking about this to Jaden. Got me Julissa?”

“I got ya.”

“All right,” he said, tossing her a well-wrapped, palm-sized package and said, “This has to get to 145th and Edgecombe, building 144, Apartment 4b. This the number to call. Maria will roll with you. Any problems, you call me. One more thing, if my package comes up light or the guy calls me and tells me you didn’t show up, you’ll have a major problem on your hands. Now make it happen.”

Maria lit up the blunt from earlier and squinted as she stepped out into the summer sun.

“I didn’t know it’s was gonna be this hot today.”

“Yeah, can’t your uncle hook us up with a ride to drop this stuff off?”

“Nah, chica. We move it on the train or bus to take the heat off of him, comprende?”

“I got it. Let’s get this over with.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

STREET TEST

I buzzed my aunt’s door. No one answered. I headed down the hill to Broadway. A gorgeous femme caught my eyes. We got close to each other and it felt like everything slowed down as if the air was blackberry molasses. When she passed, I went on the hunt, backpedaling to kick game.

“Yo hon, how are you doing today?” Her smile pumped up my confidence. “Oh, so you can smile but can’t talk? That’s dead wrong! I’m Jaden. And you are?”

“Jessica, and you better make this quick. I’ve got a hair appointment.”

I was in such a trance looking at her curves that I didn’t hear the V6 engine approaching me.

“Yo Jaden, let’s talk. It’s been a while,” someone shouted. “She isn’t giving it up anyways.”

I saw Carlos, a dude who I’d brawled with over a shove at a party. During the fight, Carlos had lost a tooth from my punch. His pride was hurt the worst because the incident happened in front of his girlfriend. He came with two of his cronies. Jessica backed away from the scene while Carlos and friends cornered me.

“Oh I see, Carlos. You feel all tough now that your friends are here, huh? You da man with your boys? I bet your heart’s ’bout to pop outta your bird chest, wondering if I’m a beat your ass up right now. You know that that’s all there is to it, right? You betta be a man and shoot a fair one.”

I was hopping in place firing short air jabs. His cronies leaned back on their heels. Carlos took off his shirt and did some arm stretches.

“All right, all right,” he said, putting up his fist and breathing hard.

He swung twice, missing both times. “You got lucky that night bro. Now I’m a settle it and lay your ass out.”

I hunkered down low, shook my arms loose right before Carlos swung. He missed. I stepped in and shot a left straight to his rib cage and heard air shoot out of his lungs. I followed that up with a right cross to his chin that made him lose balance and fall forward. I pushed him off me and split his lip with an elbow in the process. Carlos crumbled.

“Get up! You tough right?! Tell ya boys to jump in. That’s your best bet right now.”

I was circling around him while he shook his head and got back on his feet. Lunging forward, I caved-in his pot belly but Carlos connected from short range landing two in my mid-section. I closed in and served him a nasty forearm to his windpipe.

There was a crowd forming around us. I looked and the distraction nearly got me clocked but I ducked and send a haymaker which grazed Carlos’ cheek. He hit the floor and his cohorts started to worry. They closed in around me.

“Are we cool now?” I asked squatting to offer him a helping a hand.

“Fuck you, Jaden!”

He donned the coldest stare he could muster before pulling out a blade and slashing my sleeve. My adrenaline prevented me from feeling the pain as it tore through the softest part of my hand. I wasn’t worried.

“You dirty motherfucker!” Now it’s on!” He yelled before he telegraphed a right hook. It was nothing to duck. I yanked his wrist and twisted that shit until he dropped the knife. He grunted in agony. “Get off me, bitch!” He whined but I’d already snapped.

I held him down by his neck and pounded his face. One of his boys hurled his body on top of me and punched me in my side. I popped up and threw myself back crushing him to the pavement. He shook loose and popped me in the lip. I crawled back, I saw the ray of sunshine beam off a switchblade.

“Oh, know y’all playing dirty, huh? I got something for that!”

I slid on the brass knuckles and gritted my teeth, bouncing in place waiting to counter. Carlos lunged at me but I slapped him away like a matador and decked him right in the back of his head. The instant he hit the floor, I went to my knees firing heavy lefts and rights into the back of his head until he didn’t move.

My adversary was helpless and I was hyped. Pulling a knife from my belt, I flicked it open and rolled the bloody mess over onto his back. The third man in their crew ran. I was screaming.

“I should kill you, shouldn’t I? Y’all were gonna kill me? It’s not fair, right?”

“Hell yeah, we were! Do it, pussy! Cut my fucking throat! I would have done that shit!”

I cocked back the knife and aimed it for his throat. I swung it halfway but a girl’s scream jolted me. I froze.

“This is your lucky day,” I said.

The adrenaline consumed me. I dragged him a few feet in every direction and ripped his back pocket open. I took his wallet relieving him of a few twenties. I checked his school ID. “Julio, huh…? This is a warning. Stay out of my way. Got it?” I popped him in the nose and asked again.

“Got it?!”

“I get it...”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

THE WORKOUT

I headed back to my aunt’s house. General Lee wasn’t on the stoop like usual. After ringing the bell, I froze when I felt a pointed object pressed to my ribs from behind.

“If you’re trying to rob me, you’re out of luck. I don’t have a dime.”

“Ain’t nobody trying to rob you. I was just showing you the value of the element of surprise. You probably don’t even know what surprise means.”

“Whatever, old man,” I said laughing.

I saw Lee’s swollen, scarred hands for the first time and cringed. His hand shook as he pulled a matchbook out and lit a cigarette that hung from his lips.

“Follow me. I’ll show you how to take ’em out real fast.”

Lee led me into his apartment. I was surprised by the contents.

“What the hell… you some kind of American Gladiator or something?” I asked, amazed by the array of workout equipment. He had a heavy bag in the corner, a wooden bull’s-eye against his largest wall and pull–up bars across the doorway to his bedroom. I leaned on a wall and bubbly paint clung to my hand.

“I can’t front. You’re in great shape, Lee. You’ll get more play from the ladies if you paint this place, though.”

“You got a point, but get serious, Jaden. Listen, I’m a show you how to get revenge without getting locked up. First, let’s work on your knife game. Show me what you got.”

I flipped the blade open clumsily.

“You’re thinking about it too much. Don’t think! Just act.”

I got it right after a dozen tries.

“All right, now it’s time to get some mid-range survival skills. A well-placed knife can stop a man bigger than you if you hit the right spot.”

It took me fifteen minutes to hit a wooden limb hard enough for the knife to stick. Lee flipped up his couch cushion and unveiled at least fifty throwing knives of different shapes. He described them with pride as if he crafted them himself.

“This one is called Holland Indian knife. It’s best used for chopping hard bones. I took three guys out in the Vietnam with this.”

“You’re full of shit, Lee!”

“I bullshit you not, cut their throats and had ’em gargling blood and shit. I’m not proud of killing and I ’m not ashamed of it, either. I did what was necessary to get my black ass home. Back to work.”

I punched the heavy bag and started doing pull-ups until my muscles burned before calling it quits for the day.

“Whew! Just like practice, except there’s no chest press or a coach screaming in my ear! Thanks, Lee. I gotta go freshen up and lay my pimp game down. I’ll check you later. Oh yeah, here’s a few bucks on your brew,” I said handing him a ten-dollar bill on the way out.

“Thanks young-blood. Look for me at the end of the week.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

STEADY CREEPING

Later that evening, I called Bria at her mother’s place.

“So can I see you or what?”

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea, Jaden. You know I have a—”

“Don’t even front on me, Bria. You know damn well that if you didn’t wanna see me you wouldn’t answer my calls. Just tell me where and when you want to meet.”

“Will went to get a haircut. I guess you can come over now but you gotta be outta here in a half-hour.”

“I’m at your door right now.”

She skipped to the door wearing some snug shorts and a baby-Tee. I grinned from ear to ear when she opened the door. Playing hard-to-get, she gave me a scowl.

“Make it quick, Jaden,” she said with her hands on her hips and snapping her gum to discourage me. I resolved to win her back. I attempted to grab her hips but she pushed away. I countered that move verbally.

“I’ve got a little problem. Maybe it’s a little too personal but I gotta ask. You know it’s been a while since we were through.”

“Spit it out, Jaden,” she said smiling suggestively. Her curiosity forced her to step within kissing range.

“When I get into the mix with a woman, I don’t really get into it like I did with you.”

“Go on,” she said.

I sensed weakness permeating through her sweet voice. Caressing my face, she urged me to continue. I gently cupped her face and whispered in her ear.

“What I’m really trying to say is, when I’m sexing another girl, I call your name. So have you done the same?”

Bria lit up after those words. Memories of our limbs twisting to pleasure each other hit her all at once. She went dizzy and thrust herself toward me. I wrapped her up tight, kissing her hard and deep.

“I wouldn’t know. I missed you, baby,” she breathed.

I grabbed her hair and tugged it back, kissing her neck. We rolled against the walls knocking down a lamp before finding something solid to make love on.

“You’re… you’re crazy for coming over like this,” she said with a tender voice.

“You’re crazier for letting me in.”

Bria curled her long, fancy nails into my shirt and pushed me against the kitchen counter. She raked her fingers down my chest. I took hold of the situation by palming her plentiful breasts and pulling up her shirt to feast on them. She pulled her top and bra off, rubbing my face in her tits.

“We gotta hurry, baby. He might be back soon.”

“Say no more.”

In a hot second her skirt and panties were off. I pulled the rubber out of my wallet, strapped up and penetrated. Bria squealed as I went deep inside her moistness. She gripped the edge of the counter and clamped her legs around my waist. I scooped her bottom and rested her on the sink.

Our hearts were thumping so hard, I felt like I’d pass out from the excitement. Suddenly all the oxygen had been sucked out of the room. Bria clawed my shoulders while I pumped furiously. She was screaming my name when her cell phone rang.

“Ah…Ooh oh yes. It’s ah…Will!”

“Fuck Will! You better not answer.”

“I… I….Ooh! I have to, baby. He’ll think sump’n.”

I let her down, flipped her around and bend her over.

“Do what you want me. This is mine I ain’t stopping!”

“Oh ah…yes!” She cried out as her bottom clung to my thighs. She picked up the phone and bit her fist while talking into it.

“Hi, baby….ah hmm! What’s up?”

“What’s up? What you doing over there? Passing a fucking stone or sump’n?”

I gently turned her face toward me.

“Tell him it’s over! You’re packing and leaving!”

“What the fuck is taking you so long to answer me?” Will asked angrily.

“Uh, I ate some bad food last night. I’m in the bathroom. Ah…my tummy hurts. Will you….uh, I mean, are you coming back soon?”

“Tell him or we through for good, Bria!” I breathed.

“Is somebody there, Bria?”

Caught between Will’s angry voice and my deep-stroking, Bria couldn’t make a decision. I made it even more difficult by grabbing the phone from her while banging her box hard to take the fight out of her. She couldn’t help but squeeze her knockers and scream in carnal bliss.

“You know who it is, nigga! Bria is done with you. You heard me?”

“Okay Jaden! You went and rekindled that flame, huh? No skin off my back. I can get a half-dozen of Bria’s kind in a minute, J! But you gonna get dealt with.”

“You expect me to be scared, Will? Should I apologize for snatching my girl back? Never that. I’ll be waiting, Will. Bet on that.”

“You don’t know shit about the streets, Jaden!”

“I know how to break jaws!”

I hung up and slung the phone across the floor, knocking the battery cover off with a loud snap, while pumping Bria. She climaxed and slid off the counter, bucking her hips like she was having a seizure. I buried my manhood to the hilt inside her and blasted off. I kissed her tenderly and carried her to the couch.

“Will’s gonna come straight here trying to get at us. Let’s roll out.”

“Wherever you wanna go, baby, I’m down.”

Bria and I headed to my mother’s place. We spent close to an hour burning a blunt on the rooftop while holding each other and watching the sun set.

“Will’s mad at you. He won’t get between us, baby.”

“It ain’t my call. I didn’t put him where he’s at right now as far as you’re concerned. I’m not worried about him. I’ll take a couple of days before I decide what to do. Just relax, baby. Don’t you worry ‘bout a thing.”
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I laid low for a few days to conserve money and keep a low profile before the next caper. It meant no contact with Bria. I visited General Lee early every morning to sharpen my conditioning and fighting skills. It was well worth the effort. One day I got a call from Nick.

“Hey yo J, I’m over there by Rucker Park! You won’t believe this! I just saw your little sister over here handing a pack to Javier. He’s bad news. You better handle that shit, man. Pull her out of the game before she’s stuck.”

“Go get her and don’t let her move a muscle until I get there. I’m a take a cab and be there right now.”

Twenty minutes later, I pulled up in a cab. I was shouting in her direction before she saw I’d arrived.

“What’s wrong with you, girl? You moving that shit for somebody? That shit can get you killed!”

“You ain’t my father, Jaden. I can do whatever. I’m through with getting allowance. I wanna make my own money. You’re acting like you’re a goody two-shoes or sump’n. I know what you do for money. I ain’t stupid.”

“This ain’t the way to get it, lil’ sis… Don’t let me hear you pushing shit again, Julissa. Some of these dudes would murder you for one of those packs. As a matter of fact, it’s hot as hell out here. Take your ass on home.”

“Jaden—”

“Go home now! Here’s some dough for food if mom ain’t cook.”

Nick and I watched her take off in a cab. I called Eric and trooped it up the hill to meet him in Jackie Robinson Park. Eric showed up later looking hung-over.

“Sup E? You look like a train hit you. Didn’t we talk about being sharp when we about to pull a caper, man? You trying to get us bagged?”

“Relax, Nick everything’s under control. I talked to my boy at the dealership and he’s got a brand new Mustang waiting for us.”

I started pacing anxiously.

“A brand new Mustang…? We’re not trying to cruise pass Grant’s Tomb looking for chicks, E! We’re trying to rob these dudes. That thing’s gonna attract too much attention.”

“It’s too late. I already paid the man,” he replied.

I threw my hands up in frustration.

“Whatever, we’ll make it work.”

Eric rubbed his face and squinted.

“So what’s up with the secrecy? You done asked me to sign on to a job and didn’t tell me where, when, who or how many. Spill the beans.”

I sighed then laid out the plan.

“Here’s the deal. I used to play football with this fierce left tackle. Johnny Smith. His father Sid is a sports bettor that stays out in Vegas but he came to Jersey to visit his son. They call him Sid the Great. I’ve been keeping tabs on his investments and moves for the last few months and found out that he’s a regular at the Naval Base. Man, he gets drunk as a fish. I’ve seen him myself- but he trusts no one and goes everywhere solo, except when he brings a lady friend along with him, so I know he has to be strapped. That’s why we’ve got to get at him with our pieces loaded and ready. Just for insurance. I got General Lee watching his every move for me. Let’s gear up and the plan move. We’ll meet up in two hours.”

We gave each other daps and split up. I went back to the house and noticed that I had a new voicemail. It was a message from Bria. She was sobbing like crazy.

“He beat me up, Jaden! My eyes are swollen. It hurts so bad. I can’t go to work like this! I stayed at my friend’s house, but he saw me going to work and hauled off and slapped me out of nowhere! I should’ve never left you for him! He kicked me out and now I’ve got nowhere to go! You know my mother. I can’t go crawling back to her after cursing her out and stomping out like I did! Please call me back! Please!”

As I was about to leave to go see Bria, my mother walked in with Julissa crying.

“Do you know what your sister was doing, Jaden? She’s out there pushing drugs for them Puerto Ricans! They checked her bag and found traces of cocaine in it! Now your bad habits rubbing off on her! I can’t believe you.”

My mother hissed and bent over, struggling to support her own weight. She rubbed her knee. It swelled up in seconds. “Oh Lord, the doctor said I’ll need surgery if this gets any worse. On top of that I’ve got your sister here stressing me out.”

I rushed to help her but she shooed me away. I persisted but she shoved me away.

“I didn’t have anything to do with what she did, mom.”

“How else did she get the idea, Jaden? I wasn’t born yesterday, you know!”

I turned to leave but she blocked my path.

“Where the hell do you think you’re going? This is your family! You’re gonna sit down and talk some sense into her head. Or would you rather go out and drink and smoke with your scumbag friends?”

“So everything’s that go wrong around her is gonna be my fault, right mom? Is that it?!”

I slammed the door in her face. Concealing my weapon, I packed two clips and headed back out.

“I tried, mom. She’s not a ten year old anymore. I already called her out in the street and sent her home once already. What do want me to do, beat her up? I can’t make her decisions for her anymore. And last time I checked, you were her mother, not me.”

Anger sizzled her pupils. She moved away from the door.

“It’ll be your fault if she ends up in jail, Jaden! It’ll be on your head!”

I could hear my mother’s cry fading as I booked to the train station.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

BOXED-IN

“Will beat up on Bria, Nick! I’m at their place right now.”

“You went over there without backup, Jaden? Are you losing it, my man? He might have a trap waiting for your ass over there. I’m on my way, man.”

I stood at the front of Bria’s place, took a deep breath then boarded the elevator. My brain’s wasn’t working. I reached her floor before figuring out that Will would probably have plenty of backup with him. Two hoodlums, one of them rotund and hooded, cursing up a storm about the previous night’s Nets game were smoking on the steps. They seemed harmless. I paced back and forth in front of the door. A second glance helped jog one of the thug’s memory.

“Oh shit! Ain’t you Jaden Jackson, the star high school running back?”

“That’s right. I used to be.”

“I heard you thugging now. You a full-time gangsta, or sump’n now. Is that right, my nigga? You supposed to be robbing muthafuckas and shit. Why don’t you rob me?”

The hooded tough guy leaned back and let a heavy-linked chain clank on the steps with a smile. I backed up. The other guy pulled a knife. They weren’t worth wasting rounds on. I put my hands in my back pockets and slipped on the pair of bladed brass knuckles. The blades were covered with the foam that came with the case. All it would take was two good swings to put them down.

“He done disrespected Will! Kill this fool!”

They stopped their charge when they saw the foam-covered knuckles and laughed. “What we supposed to do, choke on that Styrofoam?”

They rushed me. The knife-wielding assailant went for my ribs but I stepped back and hit him in the jaw. My punch left slashes on his face. The fat man pushed his friend into me and hit us both with the chain. I winced when the last link tapped my ribs.

We both fell and the knife-wielding enemy lay on top of me. He was trying to sink the blade in my neck. The big man swung but only hit his friend in the process. I managed to snap his knife on the floor.

“Move the hell out of the way, Ced!”

“You fucking me up, nigga!” Ced howled as the chain hit him in the back.

I put a knee in his nuts and rolled him off. I jumped to my feet, swung and missed his chin by inches. My jacket got caught in the knuckle blades. I pulled him close and hit him with light jabs that would only sting but the blades ripped through his chubby face. Hunks of fat-glazed flesh stuck to the bladed brass knuckles.

I knelt next to him and held his head to the floor. My breath was coming hard hyping me to finish the job. I took too long. He slapped the chain to my neck causing me to crumble. The tables suddenly turned. Fat man touched his face and his head shook in disbelief.

“Look what that nigga did to my face! I’m a kill that piece of shit!”

I was dizzy but far from done. Crawling away as if I was beaten, they dragged me back by my feet. I looked back and shot a grin at them before deftly plucking a knife from my waistband and planting it firmly in the skinny one’s thigh.

“Oh shit! My fucking leg!”

Fat man lunged for me. I heard people racing up the steps.

“That’s my peeps, fat man. You’re done for.”

I could see the wheels turning in his head. He got his answer when I called out to them and they hollered back. One of them buckled to the floor and screamed for help.

“Drag my ass outta here, Ced! I can’t walk!”

“Screw you, nigga! I got kids!”

He pushed his huge fat frame up the stairs as fast as he could. After a blow from Nick and Eric’s jab to his throat, he was coughing but still standing. They punched him ten times in his kidneys before he fell to his knees. I rubbed my head and rose then joined the others standing over the bloody would-be assailants. They were now victims.

“His name’s Marlon, y’all.”

Eric squatted low in front of Marlon, rubbed his goatee and said, “Shit, look at you. You sweating, bleeding and crying all at the same time. I’m a call you miserable Marlon, my dude. Ah! You’ve got stogies, I see.”

I snatched the box from his chest pocket, pulled his lighter out and lit one up.

“I-I don’t know, man! Just let me go home to my family!”

Nick pushed past Eric and kicked Marlon in the ribs, sending him into a coughing fit. Visibly shook, he was consumed by his fear. All three of us threatened and promised to kill him if he didn’t tell us where Will was.

“I can’t tell you, he’ll kill me.”

I growled with anger and punched him in the nose then scowled at my bloody hand.

“You’re gonna talk? My boy here got ways to make you sing like a canary.”

Eric grabbed his head and thumped it into the floor.

“It’ll take about ten more of those to make you blind and fifteen to kill your ass.”

He banged his head into the floor twice more and opened a deep gash.

“I ain’t squealing, mutha—”

Marlon’s cell phone rang. Me and my boys looked at each other and smiled when they saw Will’s name on the caller ID. I answered it and put him on speakerphone.

“Will! Say hi to your boys!”

“I ain’t say shit, Will! I ain’t tell ’em nuthin’!”

“Marlon? You let that football-playing nigga get you? You’re fired! I’m guessing Ced’s hurting too, huh? Y’all are both off my pay roll.”

“You put your hands on her, Will. You’re gonna pay for that.”

“Aw? Is little Jaden mad that I whoopped on his one true love?” Will responded mocking me. He laughed then his tone grew cold when he added, “Well, I put my hands on her all the time, as a matter of fact. I found out you did too so I punished her. I can’t lie. You can swing with the best of ’em, J. But I’ve got money and power. That extends outside of my fists. I could’ve had you erased with one phone call. Stay away from me and that ex of yours, or you’ll pay dearly. Let it go, homeboy.”

“Can’t do that, fam. I’m a see you soon.”

I hung up and kicked the hell out of Marlon until he wailed in agony. Then Eric put in some work. His belt had a huge metal buckle on it. He pulled it off and held Marlon’s hand down to the ground. Eric banged the fat man’s finger until tears mingled with his bloody face. All his fingernails were destroyed before he gave up Will’s location.

“You ain’t nuthin but an overweight snitch!” Eric barked.

He spat on fat man’s face, emptied his wallet and served him a few kicks to the groin before we walked away. I called Bria but she didn’t answer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

SID THE GREAT

It was a humid and extremely foggy night. I dropped my window and stuck my hand out. It looked way darker than it really was. I was ready. We strapped up and hopped in the getaway car. I looked confidently at Nick. He was a good wheel man. He always threw in one of his CD’s to get us riled up. Eric was dependable and never let me down. That was when I realized that I trusted them with my life from the beginning.

It seemed only yesterday, we were running all over Harlem looking for a good time. First it was comic books then video games then girls. After that, it was all about getting a rep. Eric got his through fighting and paid the price. He was a little shorter than all of us. He felt he had to prove he wasn’t scared of the bigger guys. He was always close to getting kicked out of Lincoln and had the record for the most suspensions. I got into a few major scrapes. I wouldn’t be pushed around.

Eric got his start going to Catholic and private high schools to sell weed. The kids at these schools were from rich families. Some drove SUV’s when they were only sixteen years old. He started out pushing drugs on them and saw that they were soft, so he robbed them. One pissed-off kid ratted him out to the cops and he ended up in Riker’s Island, where up he earned a rep for slicing guys up. His sentence was extended a few times for that.

I wasn’t as wild as Eric but I had problems. I wasn’t a mindless thug but I loved bloodshed. Seeing my own blood and making someone else bleed gave me a thrill that even sex couldn’t match. After I got suspended twice for fighting, my uncle caught word of it and suggested that I let out my pent-up aggression on the gridiron. I took his advice and never got in trouble again.

At 6’1”, I was taller than most at the running back position. I was really lanky so I worked out hard to change that. I ran laps around Jackie Robinson Park every morning. It did wonders for my stamina. When defenses were sluggish in crunch time, my legs still packed the energy to bust through the line. I was one of the best tackle-breakers and scouts took notice. Girls did too. All of a sudden, chicks flocked to me and were willing to do any nasty favor I wanted.

I didn’t want to walk around like a hot shot, but I did abuse the attention I got and had chicks buying me sneakers, shirts, whatever in exchange for sex. Dudes outside the circle tried to tag along, but I wasn’t having it. I kept the circle tight because I stood to get a fat football contract a few years down the line. It was always Nick, Eric, Devlin and me when I was chilling.

My father always warned me about yes-men when I came into major funds. His circle was loose and he paid the price. Dudes who swore they loved him turned when the heat was on. Mom would tell me the whole story of his downfall.

Mom used to say, “Respect those under you on way to the top because they’re the same people you’ll see on the way down.” I made sure I didn’t step on any toes. I was on my way to a scholarship when my so-called friend tainted my drink with steroids. I was crushed, had no job skills and had lots of pride. These factors led to my criminal activity.

Nick lived in five different cities before he was 15 due to his father’s military enrollment. He was a bookworm but was led astray by his thugging cousin, Darren, from North Carolina. He never hung out with scholarly types. Darren came to New York when his folks gave up on him. Nick elected to take a year off before going to college. He saw Darren hustling and the street money enticed him. Nick never looked back. One thing that was different about him was that whenever he did something foul, he brought it back to church and prayed for a way out. We knew where to find him when he wasn’t at home or with a chick. Nick would be in St. Martin’s church up no 125th and Lenox. It was an ancient church and was a short walk away from his house. I got chills every time I stepped in there. I wasn’t heavy into the church but knew God wouldn’t protect us forever.

I tugged the back of my Nike gloves hard so the gripped loosened around my fingers and turned up the volume as we approached Harlem River Drive. I got worried. Riding around in a brand new Mustang brought us too much attention.

“Hi, Eric!” some girl hollered, and we nearly forgot the mission looking at her tits bouncing. I caught myself and tapped my fist on the dashboard.

“We can’t be seen by anybody we know, bro! They get asked what we were riding in and we’re assed out!”

Nothing was said for a while. Everyone was processing the reality of it before I finally broke the silence.

“Are we ready to do this?”

“I’m ready, Jaden. I was built for this. I’m with you to the bitter end.” Eric answered.

“Relax, J,” he said reaching in the ashtray and handed me a fat spliff. “Hit this. Don’t look it funny ’cause it ain’t in a Dutch. It’s the paper killlin’ ya’ lungs.”

I leaned away from it. “I gotta stay sharp.”

“You gotta relax. Being uptight you might accidentally bust a cap and blow our cover.” He nudged me with the spliff and said, “Come on, hit it. You damn sure don’t have to worry about drug tests anymore.”

“Very funny,” I replied, then I snatched his lighter and fired it up.

I got antsy when traffic made our trip to Jersey City twice as long.

“We were supposed to be there twenty minutes ago, J.”

“Don’t sweat it, fam. I got my partner keeping an eye on him. I’m a call him up to make sure.” I dialed and he answered after the first ring. I put him on speaker.

“Jaden, my main man these ladies in here look good enough to eat. I’m spending these ones you gave me like they water. I even got a lap dance from a sexy, big butt chick. I think I’m in love!”

“I’m glad you’re having a good time but let’s get back to business. Is the bird still there?”

“In his nest…”

Nick jammed on the brakes when we pulled up to the parking of the place. Cars were pouring in from both sides of the street. Nick nearly bumped another car staring at Benzes and Ferraris that were pulling in.

We left our weapons in the ride and stepped to the front of the place. A swarm of well-dressed customers were flowing in. The bouncers frisked us. We paid our admission and walked in. I pulled my Yankee cap low and did a little two-step in front of a healthy girl on a pole while my comrades headed for the other side.

I threw a couple of dollars and scanned the place for Sid. It didn’t take long because he had a couple of sexy chocolate girls on his lap, touching him and licking his ear. I nonchalantly sat on the stool next to him and ordered a drink. I gave Nick and Eric the nod to confirm that the gray-haired, well-dressed, lanky Italian was our mark.

“Yo, you Sid the Great, my man…?”

A slight nod from him was enough to make him shoo the girls away. Just as I heard, he never let his ladies listen to a single word when it came to business. He straightened out his pants.

“That’s right, young man. And you are?”

“They call me J-Dub. I’m a fan of yours. My brother Chris is big out there in Vegas but he hasn’t reached your level yet. Shit, he should be so lucky.”

He leaned toward me for emphasis. The high-priced strip joint was sweaty and smoky but his cologne stung my nose.

“It ain’t all about luck, kid. You gotta have gamble in your blood to make it in this biz. You gotta have heart. You ain’t gonna make it through if you don’t have cohones the size of fucking bowling balls.” We shared a good laugh.

Even while palming strippers’ butts and sipping drinks, we didn’t stop exchanging information. I got on his good side, just like I planned it.

“You know what kid? I like you. You’ve got potential.”

“True, you know I got some money and wanted to know if you knew what I should put it on for a fat return. But you probably don’t have time. We’ll get up another time, chief.”

I gave my cohorts the nod and we slipped out the door like we didn’t care. I slowed down when I heard Sid’s gators kissing the wet pavement behind me.

“Wait a minute, young man. So you said you’ve got money on you?”

“Thirty grand. It ain’t a fortune but it’s a start.”

“I started my empire on half that. I can triple it in two days. Just let me have a quarter of your profit. That’s a pretty low fee, if you ask me. Trust me, you’ll barely notice it.”

I smiled and said, “Where can we go to talk this through?”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

CHANGE OF PLANS

Nick drove behind Sid’s luxury Benz when we left the strip bar. There were concerns all the way around.

“I know you don’t trust this dude, J.”

“I got a good feeling about this, Eric. We could kill him and never see another dollar or we could wait a while to see how things go. Maybe we could make some money for the long-term. If worse comes to worse, we got plenty of arms. How you feel about it, Nick?”

“I agree with E but your instinct never failed us yet. I just hope you’re right.”

Nick sped up behind Sid’s vehicle and pulled up alongside. Sid let down the back window and lagged before his blond arm-piece poked her head out and flashed them her big fake tits. She flipped her tongue and mouthed that she wanted to screw us all. Sid laughed hard.

“I hope you’ve got a full tank, boys!”

They stepped on the gas and I dozed off a little, feeling the drinks I’d chugged in the club. When I awoke, Eric told me we were in Brewster, Connecticut. Sid’s mansion was very nice. There was a huge Greek statue in the middle of a water fountain that was behind a large, metal front gate. Guard dogs roamed the gigantic property. There wasn’t another house in any direction as far as my eyes could see. We rolled through an acre of lawn and cobblestone before we got to the front door. Sid’s fine ass blonde chick showed us where to park. Watching her bubble butt got me so hot I almost forgot why we were there. The sounds of clips being loaded snapped me out of the trance I was in. I armed mine too. Nick turned the music down and prayed hard, rocking his head toward the steering wheel. Nobody bothered him. I tucked four clips each in my pockets and stepped out of the ride.

“You got a ceiling like the Sistine Chapel!” I said walking into the well kept mansion.

“Oh, that cost me less than fifty large. I think it was worth it.”

“That’s it?” Eric asked.

“Yup, I’m a good friend of the painter. I got this mansion for relatively nothing-well, a couple years worth of hot picks, actually. It’s called getting a house under market value. Saving money is as important as making it. You’ll learn that soon enough. Follow me, gentlemen.”

Marble shone everywhere. With the exception of some old paintings, his chandelier looked like it cost a pretty penny. This dude was definitely stacking cheddar. We walked into a dining room with carpet so thick, my soles disappeared. We sat down at a very long table.

“Gentlemen, let’s talk business. I’ve got good numbers on a few college games coming up this weekend. LSU over UCLA by twelve or higher. UCLA’s an underdog means heavy money is to be made picking LSU. Now, normally I would have everyone lay money where my money is then flip at the last second. You’ll triple your money if LSU brings it home.”

“Is the money guaranteed?”

“Nothing’s guaranteed, young man. Your team still has to win. It’s a hell of a good bet, though.”

“Give us a minute, Sid.”

We put our heads together and talked about it.

“Dog, we need to just get him for what we got! Ain’t no way I’m giving him half of our stash for two days. If he disappears, we never gonna find him!” Eric whispered.

“Relax. He’s sitting five feet away from us. I think we can trust him. He can’t exactly hook this house this a trailer,” I replied.

In the end, we agreed with his terms. He raised his arms and said, “Beautiful! Let’s celebrate!”

Sid whispered something to the blonde chick. She left and returned with four of the prettiest chicks I’ve ever seen. They were wearing skimpy tops and thongs.

“Of course, one of you lucky guys gets two girls. You’re free to settle it any which way.”

The blond broke out a gold plate with coke. He nodded at me. I shook my head. They scraped some up and snorted a few lines and proceeded to tongue each other down like horny teenagers. They were so sloppy with it they damn-near made me hurl.

“This Hawaiian chick is mine!” I said pulling her to me and grinded on her ass. She bent over in front of me like I paid her.

“Don’t be shy with that chick, J! Oh, you in love, right!” Everybody laughed. “Sorry hon, J-Dub is in love, sweetie!” Nick said.

He was doing his thing with this Amazon white chick. She had tits like watermelons. In a flash, Nick was sucking on her chest like a newborn. I screamed, “I love this party!”

The Hawaiian chick shoved me into a chair and rode me until I thought my manhood would bust through the seams. “Yeah, girl! I like that rough stuff! I’m the boss, though!”

I made her squeal when I gripped her waist and jumped to my feet. She let out a loud shriek when I put her on her back and dry-humped her. The woman loved that shit, rubbing her tits.

“This is just too good to be true.” I laughed.

Sid tossed rubbers at us and I had a feeling that I had to hurry up and get some, so I hurried stripping both of us from the waist down, strapped up and drove my pipe in her like the end was near, watching her swing her hips and make her bottom wobble, stack flush on my lap. It felt so so soft, I bit it before spanking it real-soft like. She was just starting to work up a sweat when I heard the guard dogs barking. Sid wiped his nose and stood up. The hair raised on my back made me worried. I tensed up and had the chick raise up off me.

“Who the hell is it?” Sid asked looking up at some security monitors. All the monitors suddenly went fuzzy white.

“Sump’n is up. Get ready.” I ordered.

Sid hit a button under the table and a drawer rose up out of the wood revealing a shotgun. He cocked it, sent the girls upstairs then we all walked outside and stayed about 30 feet from the door. We posted up behind a solid wall and pulled out our straps, pointing them at the door. We held our collective breaths when the door shook.

BOOM!

The door blew open so hard the explosion put us all on our asses. Fat chunks of wood coulda blinded us all

“What the fu-”

There was a humming in my eardrums after the explosions. Faintly, I could hear whisperings. Then I saw six dudes dressed like storm troopers flooding Sid’s lobby. Sid fired a couple times. I squeezed the trigger letting off shots. Bullets sprayed breaking mirrors and blowing chunks of holes in his marble walls. Chips bounced off gashing my arm. It bled slow and steady. Damn! It took less than a hot minute for Sid’s mansion to turn from party central into fucking Bosnia. The dust burned my eyes. I rubbed them nonstop.

“I’m a kill you niggas!”

I poked my head out to the side of the sofa. Popping my head over the top, I fired six shots. I caught one of those bastards in the shoulder.

Eric was curled up behind an antique couch, pinned down by shots from multiple angles. Wood splinters shot off the chair he was using for cover. It was like the bullets were eating it down to the frame. He was running out of time.

I had to scream at this nigga for him to hear me. Nick stayed posted behind the corner that led to another room. Choosing his shots wisely, he let off three times and took two of them out. I was waiting for the perfect time to shoot.

“J what the fuck you waiting for?! Bust at these niggas! Take this!”

Nick snatched a .380 from the small of his back and slid it across the floor. Having two guns boosted my confidence. I took two deep breaths, leaned to the side and squeezed the triggers nonstop.

“Keep firing in the middle E!”

“Come get some, you bastards!” I yelled squeezing the trigger.

In the midst of all this I kept asking myself why I came out here. Two of the masked robbers booked up the stairs before Sid gave a sick laugh. A rocket fizzed away from the barrel and twirled like a screwball toward his target and blew the wall behind three enemies into a big empty whole. The three of us shouted it each other to haul ass and jumped away behind anything solid. The force of the explosion made my spine vibrate. I couldn’t hear myself scream.

After the dust and smoke cleared, I saw their faces turned to red molasses. Three of them backed out and hopped back in the getaway van. Nick fired at them and the bullets flew off the van. I came outside to back him up but it was too late. All I heard was tires screeching.

One dude twitched with half of his body hanging outside the new 15-foot hole created by Sid the great. His leg was barely attached to his knee. His guts were spilling onto his thighs.

“Kill me, please. I can’t live like this.”

He was a mess. I gritted my teeth and aimed for his head. He nodded. I think I heard him say “thank you” before I covered my face and pulled the trigger.

Everything got a little too quiet. We knew two dudes were upstairs waiting for us on the same floor the girls were on. Kicking doors open and scanning every room really careful, girls came out of two rooms. All but one of the girls were accounted for. We took deep breaths to get ready for the worst as we approached the final door.

“OK, fellas. Open the door. Open the door!”

The voice was muffled from his mask. I did as he asked. He had the Hawaiian honey in a chokehold with a gun pointed to her head. Another man was behind him with his shotgun on his shoulder. Tears were pouring down her cheeks. I sighed and tightened my grip on my guns.

“Just let her go, fam. She ain’t a part of this.”

“She is now! Back off! My partner is about to take whatever he can then we’re out this joint. There’s nothing you can do to stop it.”

We took little steps backward as they moved up to the door. I stared at him through the notch sight on my piece. He walked boldly eyeing me. There was a lump in the floor and when he stepped on it, he tripped.

“Duck!” I shouted.

He tripped squeezing a shot off. The bullet pierced the Hawaiian honey’s shoulder and made her scream like a banshee. Nick dropped to a knee and fired hitting the man’s leg and neck. Sid’s carpet was ruined with giant spots of crimson.

The other man fired shots. We dove out of the way and the bullets barely missed us. I slid to my stomach and fired. Rounds tore through his forearm. I pulled the trigger but my clip was empty. Sweat burned my eyes. He fell but was able to keep firing at me. I rolled away with the quickness.

We saw Sid approaching with what look like a grenade. Hugging the corner, Sid tossed that it in the room and the man came out coughing, unarmed in no time. I dragged the chick out away from dude.

“Who sent you?” Sid screamed.

Sid pulled out his snub nose .45 and poked the barrel into the man’s wound. He screamed in pain. Sid slapped him with his piece. Three more slaps did the trick.

“I can’t tell you! He’ll kill me!”

“I’ll kill you, you piece of shit! You’re gonna tell me who put you up to this or I’m gonna dissect your scum ass! Die now, or die later! Which would you prefer?”

Sirens started screaming outside from far away. We all tightened up. Sid spoke before our panic set in.

“Just calm down guys. I have friends in high places. Everything’s under control.”

“Sid, look out!” I shouted.

The masked man snatched a blade off his ankle and slashed Sid across his calf. I took aim and squeezed but had forgotten to reload.

He put Sid in a choke hold and pressed a knife to his throat, threatening, “I’m gonna take one of Sid’s pretty little cars and nobody’s gonna move. Get me the keys now! And it better have gas in it!”

“Get him the keys to the Land Rover,” Sid said to his blonde.

We hesitated and the man slowly sliced Sid’s throat. He did it just deep enough to draw blood. Nick and Eric aimed their guns at his head, but they let him through. One of the girls brought the keys to the Land Rover arrived. He snatched them from her and dragged him to the ride with him.

He took off with Sid sitting in the passenger seat. I squinted and saw the making of a struggle from the distance. The SUV traveled about twenty yards before a shot rang out. We held our breaths thinking Sid was toast. The thought was mortifying, dead and we were there, three young black males from Harlem in his house with blood all over us. There were bullet shells belonging to us all over the marble floor.

Then we saw a door open and somebody tumble out to the road. We all breathed easy again when Sid popped to his feet and waved to us. We watched him dust himself off before hopping back in and pulled up to his back entrance.

“Aw shit. This place is practically destroyed and I don’t even have a name. Bastards!”

Nick frisked the dead man and said, “Jackpot! Let’s see. Yup, he’s got his driver’s license.”

I smiled. “Perfect. Victor owes me a favor. He could pull his records in a snap.”

We stashed our weapons just in time. Nine police cars were outside. Three officers crept in slow with guns drawn and checked every hidden spot before walking up to us.

“We meet again, Sid. I see you had quite a party tonight,” the lead officer said sweeping wood chips to the side.

“These guys that blew this place up… they weren’t invited.”

Chief Daly checked out the place sniffing and squinting everywhere.

“Do you know anybody who’d go this far to rob you?”

“I’ve made a lot of enemies over the years. There’s no way I can tell.” Sid answered.

The cop glanced at me. He recognized me right away. The chief was either a football fan or a betting man.

“Hey! You’re that running back from Lincoln High School, aren’t you?”

“Guilty as charged,” I waved at him.

“Shouldn’t you, uh… be training or home resting up for a game?”

“I just came to check my friend Sid here.”

“Keep your head on and I’ll be watching you on Sundays. That’s for sure. You mind signing this for my kid?” He handed me a pen and his ticket pad. He turned to Sid and his smile melted. “Your insurance doesn’t cover shootouts, does it, Sid?”

“What are you suggesting I do, Officer Daly?”

I handed him his pen and pad back. While the detectives walked in and checked out every shell and bullet hole in the place, we huddled.

“I think we’ve worn out our welcome here. We gotta go back home to make some more paper. Those thirty g’s is all we have.”

“Yeah, I don’t know if they’re gonna let us just slide off like this, though,” Nick said.

“We wait then,” I suggested.

An hour later we were still there chatting with Sid.

“I’m guessing you’re not gonna sleep here, Sid. Especially since you don’t even have a front door.”

“I’ll have my people watch the place till the door’s fixed. I can’t stay. I’m catching a flight back to Vegas.” He laughed.

“You need an escort there?”

“Thanks but no thanks. You’ve done enough tonight. I appreciate how you helped squash that robbery,” he said pulling out a cigar, snipped the end off and lit it. He held up his hand, telling us to hold up then he pulled out a fat money clip.

“Please, here’s three grand each for your troubles.”

Shaking my head, I refused to take the money.

“Aw c’mon don’t insult me.”

“Ahight Sid, ain’t nobody trying to insult you, man. Thanks.” I accepted the dough.

“You guys risk your lives to save my life. Just make sure y’all heal up good and give me a call soon. We’ll do business.”

He shook each of our hands and we headed to the Mustang.

“The dude Sid seems like an alright guy,” Nick said. “There’s whole lot a dough to be made hanging around him.”

“Yeah, if we don’t get killed before we collect.”

Smoke was still coming from the mansion when we pulled off.


CHAPTER THIRTY

BEAT-DOWN ON BRODADWAY

We were a few blocks from the hood. I called Vic for some info on the dead dude we lifted the driver’s license from.

“Jaden! Sup homie!”

“I need some background on this dude, named Robert Franco.”

“It’s gonna take a few. The number is MO nine...”

“Cool, hit me up when you’ve got it ready for me.”

Nick and Eric got into a loud argument about who was the greatest boxer alive when I got a call from Bria. “Y’all keep it down! It’s Bria!” I shouted.

They shut up and leaned in to eavesdrop. I leaned back.

“How’re you doing, sweetness?”

“How I’m doing?! Obviously you didn’t give a shit how I was doing. Why you care now?!”

She was angry and sounded afraid. By not going to her rescue, I felt I’d failed her. I didn’t have a choice. Mom’s time was running out with each passing day. The worry for both of them had my heart racing as I spoke to her.

“I had to do some serious money movements, Bria. Just calm down.”

“Calm down? He slapped me all over the place and beat up my 15-year-old brother. He calls all times of the night threatening me! If he’s not hawking my brother he’s harassing me, popping up at my mother’s house when I’m leaving and shit! You gotta do sump’n! I’m not gonna be able to wait forever!”

“I’ll be right over Bria.”

I told Nick to step on it. Half hour later, we were at my place. We divided the money. I bolted to my room and started stuffing the loot in the drawers. That’s when Julissa came knocking. I forgot to close the door.

“Damn, boy! Where’d you get all that money?”

I dragged her in the room by the elbow and locked the door.

Wagging my finger at her, I said, “You never saw this money, you understand me?”

“Yeah, all right. You’re gonna have to pay me to keep my mouth shut.”

“That should hold you off for a while.” I peeled off five twenties and shoved them in her hand. I walked up to her and grabbed her shoulders to press my point. “You gotta keep quiet about this. I’ve got enough to worry about outside of you ratting me out, ahight?”

She put on her nasty face when she said, “All right J! Get off me!” She shook out of my grip and her frown turned upside. She started counting her earned cash and smacked her chewing gum.

“I’m a get me some sneakers and a few baby tees.”

“Don’t act like one of them pigeons out there.”

I stuck my hand in my crowded closet and dug all the way in the back for two fresh clips, checking over my shoulder every other second to see if she was peeking over it. She didn’t.

“Wish me luck. I gotta go get Bria out of a jam.”

“You’re still messing with that car-hopping chick. Fine then. Good luck.”

“She’s got her own ride, Julissa!” I said as I got to leave.

I met Bria in front of Jimmy Jams on Broadway. My heart melted when I saw her face. She wore sunglasses and I knew he put a beating on her. She pushed my hand away when I tried pulling off her glasses. I could tell she was hurting. She walked two steps ahead of me as if she was doing me a favor walking with me.

“I know you’re pissed at me not coming right away but I had to get this money.”

She stopped and turned on a dime to face me. I could feel her venom getting ready to spray me.

“Excuse me? After three years, you go and choose money over me?”

“You’re kidding, right? If I’m not mistaken, you’re the one that chose money over me. Never mind that, though. He hurt you, didn’t he?”

She offered no resistance when I stroked her cheek. I carefully pulled her shades off and was shocked by the discovery. She had a swollen black eye.

“I’m a kill that piece o—”

Her cell phone rang. She looked at the called ID and said, “Looks like you’ll have your chance.” She put the phone on speaker.

“I’m fit’n to pick you up in like five minutes, girl.”

I nodded no, telling her not to leave with him. She got the message and said, “I ain’t going nowhere with you, Will. You hurt me.”

“I’m sorry, baby. You know I didn’t mean it. You just got me so mad talking to Jaden.”

I yanked the phone from her and said, “She’s with me, Will!”

“Oh shit! Jaden grew a set of balls, huh? Why don’t you stay your ass right there and we can settle this once and for all?”

“I’m waiting.”

Moments later, I barely heard him pull up because of cars blasting reggaeton. He carelessly jumped two of his wheels on the curb, parked and hopped out like he wanted trouble. I told Bria to stand back while he bumped his way though a cluster of kids. When an old lady with a shopping cart crossed his path, I swung right across her and tapped his chin. It woke him up. He did a shuffle step and smiled.

“Oh okay, no rules in street fighting, right? Show me what you got, J!”

He kept his arms high. I squatted and slammed my fist into his ribs once, twice, three times. He breathed hard but it didn’t faze him. I tucked my chin in his chest and delivered four more shots to his gut. It was useless; layers of fat protected his vital organs. He slapped his fat elbow into my neck and caught me with a sharp right to my left ear. I stumbled back and tried to rub the ring out of it. I doubled over and opened myself for a knee to the abs. I struggled to catch my breath, waiting for the perfect moment to strike.

“Not so tough now, huh, J?”

He held his chubby fist high and dropped it between my shoulder blades and I got hammered to the pavement. He had the drop on me but didn’t hit as hard as I did. When he cocked back, I jumped to my knees and hit him twice on the chin. Then I wrapped him up and power-lifted him off his feet.

I felt dizzy as we both hit the concrete. He got the worst of it but he was strong. I ignored his stinging rib shots and pounded his face with rapid-fire punches until he stopped hitting me. Then I grabbed his Jesus pendant and twisted it until he could barely breathe. He drooled all over himself and scraped at my shoulders to break free. Blood bubbled from the corners of his mouth.

“You better kill me, nigga!” he squealed as I upped the pressure on his windpipe. I tugged on it so his neck trickled blood. “You can’t even sleep in Harlem as long I’m alive, nigga! You know that!”

I banged his head into the concrete to shut him up. Bria grabbed my shirt and begged me to stop.

“You kill him and they’ll never stop chasing you, Jaden!”

I saw three of his goons a couple blocks away, charging toward us. I thought fast. We’d never get way on foot. Will’s car was still running. I gave him a hard bitch slap and yanked her with me to the ride.

We pulled off before the light turned red. His goons reached for their pistols but we’d made the corner before they could aim. All they could do was throw bottles and tend to their fallen leader. We were on the FDR, we were gone. My adrenalin was jacked. I was in a sleek coupe with my main lady. She caressed my face, and the sweet kiss she gave me worked better than any sedative.

“He’s gonna call the cops looking for his stolen ride,” Bria said.

“Nah, baby, he’s got too much pride for that. He’ll try to get it himself,” I said putting my hand on her sexy thigh.

“You know he’s gonna try to kill us both, right?” She asked between kisses she lay on my cheek.

“He can try...”


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

A BREAK FROM THE MADNESS

I drove back to her house. Bria’s mom and me were pretty close. She was happy to see us together. I called her Mama Belle.

“Hey. Jaden! I’m so glad to see you again! It’s about time Bria gave up on all those losers. Let’s sit down and have a little chat, suga. How’s your mother doing, sweetie?”

“Not so well. She’s having kidney problems. She’ll need an operation soon to fix it. It’ll cost a small fortune, even with insurance helping out.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. Health insurance is so damn expensive, it’s criminal. Your mother’s such a sweet, God-fearing woman. The good Lord will find a way to make it happen. I just know He will. I’ll keep her in my prayers.”

“Uh, all right, Mom. You’ll get to talk to Jaden later. I need him to help me with my computer for a while.”

“Hmm, don’t end up like your sista Sherry, now. Jaden doesn’t have an NFL contract just yet, baby.” Mama Belle and I laughed.

Bria dragged me into her room. We plopped down in her bed and gazed at each other for a while. She lay on her tummy and cupped my face and said, “I’m so glad you’re back in my life, Jaden.”

She lightly kissed my lips. I told her that I was happy to have her back as well. Lying on her tummy facing me, I reached over and started feeling on her booty.

“There’s no time for this, Jaden. We’ve got to keep moving. This is the first place Will’s gonna check.”

“C’mon, we’ve got at least twenty minutes before he comes through and bust the door down,” I said getting frustrated when she resisted my advances. I backed off. “You’re right. We need to stay sharp. This is a life and death situation we’re dealing with.”

She turned around and shoved me on my back. I knew we were about to do our thing. I wore a silly grin when she whipped her hair around and had it brush against my face. I pressed my hands to her bosom. She straddled me, grabbed my belt and whispered, “Let’s make good use of those twenty minutes.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

PAYBACK IS A BITCH

I was awakened by her phone. She answered it.

“Hi, Dana. What’s up?”

“You did it, didn’t you? I told you you’d be back with him.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re psychic.”

“Whatever, bitch. Anyway, that psycho, Will, called my house! He sounded really pissed. You need to do sump’n about that, Bria. Will’s crazy.”

“Jaden kicked his ass, left him bleeding and we took his car.”

“Look girl, just get one thing clear. I don’t wanna get my family in trouble because of your trifling ass. I don’t even know if it’s a good idea that we talk for a while.”

Bria got heated. “Wait a minute? You calling me trifling? Last time I checked, you were the one that ask me for help to pay your bills. I ain’t even mad. But how you gonna ask me for money for baby formula for your little brother when I just lent you two hundred? And you were the one that needed three hundred last month for that situation. And before that…”

I looked at Bria and signaled her to end the phone call. She nodded.

“So it’s like that, huh?” Bria said in the phone.

“Yup…”

“Fine, bye then.”

Bria hung up and went to the kitchen where she whipped something up for me. I gobbled it up with the quickness. I got a call. It was Mom and she was crying and said Julissa was in serious trouble. We left in a hurry.
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We broke the speed limit hopping in and out of lanes on the way to my mother’s house. Mom was sitting on the curb when I pulled up. I tried to hug her but she pushed me away.

“Dear Lord, please have mercy on my child,” she kept repeating.

My chest felt tighter after each repetition. Her eyes were sad and red from crying. I squatted next to her and thought of something to say to comfort her but it was damn-near impossible. Her face reminded me of the time I snatched the keys to her car and broke her side mirror off.

“Mom, who told you about Julissa?” I asked with so much concern, my face strained.

“I-I don’t know. He told me he was a friend of yours. What kind of friend would do this to you? To us?”

I plopped down next to her and thought hard. Who could hate me enough to snatch my sister up? I thought of all the people I had problems with. It was a little longer than I would’ve liked. I thought abut the possibility of some criminal monster torturing her.

“I’m a get her back, mom. Trust me,” I said hugging and kissing her.

I parked a few blocks way from the precinct. I hated police contact, especially after holding the chief’s kid hostage and doing stickups, but there wasn’t a choice in the matter. My sister’s life was at stake. Bria wore a pout and rubbed my shoulders.

“Don’t worry, baby. Together we’ll find her.”
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I went upstairs and checked the voicemail.

What’s up, Jaden. This is Vic. I ran that dude’s license. His name was Daniel Phillips. He used to be a cop way back. He’s got a long rap sheet. Larceny, attempted murder, drug trafficking, the works. His latest infraction was moving illegal immigrants in from Cambodia for cheap labor. He was in cahoots with some guy known as Sid. That’s all my man. What’s up with Dana! I wanna eat her chocolate ass- Beep!


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

PUTTING TWO AND TWO TOGETHER

I thought long and hard and decided that Devlin was the only person that hated me enough to snatch my little sister right off the streets in broad daylight. I hit up Nick and put a plan together.

“Yo Eric. It had to be Devlin, man. Let’s get at this dude.”

“You know he ain’t been outside since we beat his ass a while back.”

“Don’t worry. We’re going to do him the same way. His niece goes to Julissa’s school. They’re friends. Come to think of it, that’s probably how he bagged her. That piece of shit didn’t even have to snatch her. She’d follow that chick anywhere. I know what we’ll do. School will be out in an hour. Get your uncle’s van and some duct tape. He wants to play hard ball, we’ll play hard ball.”

Punctual as always, Nick drove his uncle’s white van around the corner and made the tire’s screech.

“We’re not trying to draw attention, Nick.”

“My bad. Hop in. Time’s running out.”

“Give me a minute.”

I snatched the duct tape from him and covered up both license plates with it. Ten minutes later, we were parked across the street watching high school kids burst out the front door. We turned the music off and laid low in our seats.

“They she goes right there, J.”

“Oh shit! A damn cop pulled up. Let’s wait until she turns the corner. Spin around the block the other way and we’ll wait at the corner.”

When she got closer, Nick reached under his seat and pulled out a wrench and tried to hand it.

“What the hell am I gonna do with that?”

“What are you gonna do? Ask her to walk into this van?”

“Look, just put that thing away.”

“Stop being a bitch and clock her! Try not to bust her head open!”

“Stay focused, Nick! Put that shit away!”

We chose the worst possible time to argue. While wrestling over the wrench, Nick forgot that the van was in gear. We shook the van. Maria made it halfway through the gap between the van and a parked car. She looked up at her would-be kidnappers. Nick let up off the brake. The van lurched forward and slapped her thick, short frame against the car’s rear windshield. The crunch of the glass against her skull was brutal. Eric and I stared while she crumbled to the blacktop. Blood was all over splinters of glass.

“Oh shit, J! What the hell are we gonna do?”

“Nick we gotta take her with us, man. We didn’t get our masks on yet. She saw us.”

“The bitch is knocked out! She ain’t gonna remember us!”

“You’re not a doctor. You don’t know that for a fact. Somebody might know the van, or they might find something on her to get back to us. The paint from the van might be on her- nigga you seen CSI! I ain’t going to jail over two hairs and shit! I’m a get her, then we peel,” I said jumping out.

I threw her over my shoulder and put her in the backseat then hopped inside. We made a beeline for the FDR. Eric turned up the radio and fished a blunt out of his pocket. He lit it.

“My dude, we are in a seriously fucked up situation. Devlin’s got your sister. We got his niece and once he found out we hit her with the van, shit’s gonna hit the fan. I just hope her ribs aren’t broken or sump’n.”

“He’s not gonna know. So long as they aren’t any witnesses and she doesn’t tell him herself, we’re good. So long as he didn’t hurt Julissa, we even.”

My phone blared loudly. The caller ID registered private.

“It might be this nigga here right now. Turn that shit down.”

“‘Sup? Who this?”

It was Bria.

“Yeah. I’m good. We got a little situation, but we’re handling it. Don’t worry about nothing. I talk to you later. I can’t get into it right now. I gotta go.” I said hanging up.

“Let’s go pay General Lee a visit. That’s the only place we can keep this girl and figure out our next move. Pass that blunt already.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

THE HIDEOUT

He was in the middle of cleaning pistols when I knocked on his door.

“Boy, you better not put that girl on my couch!” Lee shouted. “Next thing you know, they find her hairs in my place and my case is on Unsolved Mysteries! No way, not me.”

“All right, Lee. So where the hell I’m ma put her, then? Fuck it. That corner will have to do.”

I put her in a corner and propped a throw pillow behind her head.

“How long you planning on staying here?”

“Only a couple hours. Have you no faith in our legal system? I see you cleaned this place up, General Lee. Very nice. Anyway, it’s time to make the call.”

I punched a few numbers and paced until Devlin answered.

“Sup. You got anything to say to me, bro? That’s bullshit. I know what you did, Diablo.” I put him on speaker phone so all could hear.

“Don’t call my phone talking crazy, J! You better learn how to talk to me!”

“I know you’re not threatening me, D! Don’t do it, D! You know what happened last time, homie! What you know about my sister?”

All we heard was static for almost a minute before he answered.

“You gonna have to pay up to get her back safe, J. It’ll cost you fifty G’s.”

“Yeah, all right. I would pay up but there’s one fact you overlooked in the scheme of things. Your niece.”

“Maria…?”

I shook her until she woke up, dazed and confused.

“Madre de dios,” she said, rubbing her head. “Where am I?”

“Your uncle’s on the phone,” I said before handing her the phone.

“You okay, sweetie? Just do what they say, all right? Put him back on now.”

I took the horn. “It’s clear that you don’t have a leg to stand on with that ransom shit. Meet me at Riverside Park in two hours to make the trade. Just you, me and the girls. Drive yourself over there, no chauffeur today, big baller. If I get even the slightest funny feeling, I’m backing out. And I pray you didn’t touch a hair on Julissa’s head, for your sake.”

“What if I decide to tell the cops about your little plot, smart-ass?”

“Well, that would make you a snitch. I know that it doesn’t bother you. Your rap sheet is longer than a roll of toilet paper. Who are they gonna believe, an All-American football star with a clean record or a career criminal?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

HANDOFF

The time was near. I had to think hard about the switch and be prepared. Devlin couldn’t be trusted. I joined Bria back at my house and sat on the edge of the bed, my head in my hands. Bria’s shoulder massage didn’t help much. I paced the same four feet.

“He’s gonna have a trick up his sleeve. Guaranteed, we gotta be strapped.” I bleeped Nick.

“Get your pieces. And bring your uncle’s van through and park it in the cut. Strap up heavy. Devlin’s gonna pull a stunt tonight at the park. I feel it in my bones. You two are gonna post up at the drop point about an hour before I get there. Be ready for war. Eric, you’re gonna hide on the roof over here…”

I threw on a bullet-proof vest and wore a warm-up jacket over it. I needed a holster to keep two guns tucked close to my ribs and had three extra clips in the knee pocket of my Army fatigues, plus a combat knife strapped to my forearm concealed in my sleeve. I headed to Lee’s place with murder on my mind. When I walked in, I could tell right away that Maria was nervous. Lee grabbed her.

“Get off of me, you bum!”

He laughed as she ripped her hand away. I stood at the doorway and watched trying to hold the laughter in.

“She’s only like, sixteen years old, Lee? Put her in check!” I laughed.

She wiped her watery eyes. The three of us hopped in Will’s ride, heading for the meeting place.
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Something wasn’t right. Out of place. The wind didn’t blow the way it usually did. Summer turned to fall right in front of my eyes in the middle of June. I breathed easier when and Eric hit me up on the jack.

“We’re in position, J. Our eyes are glued on you. We got you covered.”

General Lee laid low in the ride while Maria and I stood underneath a rusty basketball rim. Maria made a nasty face when a barge full of garbage lumbered across the Hudson River, puffing smoke into the gray sky.

My nerves were lit. I checked and rechecked my clip. I unlocked the safety a half-dozen times. I paced back and forth in front of Maria. It had her shook.

“What the hell are you scared of?! It’s your uncle that’s a psycho! He’s the one that snatched my sister up! She had nothing to do with nothing!”

She curled up on the court and cried. The guys bleeped me.

“Cool out, fam. He’ll be here soon. Light that blunt up and cool down.”

“Yo, I’m calm.”

I lit up a stub of a blunt, it worked for a while. Then I heard a car rumbling in my direction. A German V8. It had to be Devlin’s Benz. He pulled up with one of his fat-necked henchmen. Julissa jumped out with her hands bound and mouth taped. Fat-neck held her arms tight in front of him. I started pacing again and got heated. He had the nerve to dress in his Sunday’s best to make the trade.

“This must all be a game to you. I mean, is this the Player’s Ball or sump’n? That’s how you treat my sister? That’s fucked up. To think we used to be fam.”

“Things change.”

“Nah D, snakes shed their fucking skin.” I spat at his feet. He hopped back and his goon stepped up.

“I thought I told you, leave your babysitter at home, D.”

Big man cocked back to lay me flat. I didn’t trip. I stayed still like a statue. If he swung, I’d slap him with my heat and dive for my sister. Then my boys would light the blacktop up with shots till they didn’t move anymore.

“Hold it!” Devlin said. “Let’s just get this over with. Hand her over, Jaden.”

“Same time.”

We brought both girls to the half-court circle and our eyes were deadlocked. The girls sniffled while the four of us bunched up tightly. I grabbed Julissa’s arm. Devlin grabbed Maria’s.

“Are you okay?” I asked my sister.

She didn’t even get a chance to answer before Devlin pulled his pistol and slapped it against my eyebrow. I didn’t plan for that one. I grunted and went down at half court. Julissa screamed. He cocked his hammer.

“I’m leavin’ with both of ’em Jaden! You can’t do anything about it! You’re gonna pay me for what you took, J!”

“You’re gonna regret this.”

I couldn’t risk pulling my piece. He had his arm wrapped around my sister’s neck and a gun pointed to her head. From the corner of my bleeding eye, I saw Eric and Nick sneaking up behind them.

“You’ll never get away with this. The cops come through every two hours or so,” I said looking at my watch. “It’s about that time, bro.”

“That’s why I’m leaving and you’re gonna be sitting here with a stolen car holding your bleeding eye. Ha, ha!”

“Ha, ha, ha,” I laughed when I saw Nick and Eric lined up parallel to them with hammers cocked.

“That’s one of your big faults. You’ve got a big mouth. You should’ve left when you had the chance.”

They turned around, their hands held high. I got up and popped Devlin twice in his mouth. One elbow to his throat had him coughing up blood on me. I buckled him to the ground with punches to his kidneys. My partners made Devlin and his security strip to their drawers. We taped them all up, took their ride and hauled ass out of there without busting a single shot.

I was in the ride with my sister. Nick pushed Devlin’s Benz and Eric rode shotgun. We raced down the West Side Highway. We hit a rest stop right before the 14th Street exit and decided how we’d dispose of the ride. Torching it seemed the best solution. After Eric picked up an empty Heineken bottle, stuffed a rag in it, poured some liquor from his flask into it, Nick hit the trunk button on the remote alarm. In the trunk were eight big brown bags wrapped in Saran wrap. It had to be coke. The packages were as big as Samsonite luggage.

“Holy shit!” Nick said. “We can’t just let it burn, J. There’s gotta be like half-a-mil in there.”

“That shit in there also almost cost Julissa her ass. If she wasn’t moving it for him, he wouldn’t have bagged her. I’m not sure if it’s worth the risk.”

Eric put his two cents in, saying, “Most people have to invest in this shit. We didn’t have to pop a shot or spend a dime. It’s a one-shot deal. Just one or two of these packs will do our families right for more than a year. Yo momma don’t gotta work, duke! Think about it!”

We stuffed the bags in Will’s ride then made tracks uptown, laughing watching Devlin’s Benz burn in the distance. We could see the smoke all the way up to 125th. It was all smiles on the way home. I had a future again. It felt good to have a future again.

“What’s the first thing you gonna do with the money?” I nudged Eric and asked.

“Armor up and throw some dollars at mom. She needs a break. She’s been working two jobs since I knew what a job was.”

“I hear that. My mother’s clock is ticking. I need mad g’s to cover our part of her hospital bills,” I said.

“Just give me the word,” Eric said. He threw his hand up in the air, waiting for a pound.

“And Nick? What you gonna do with the gwap?”

Nick stared straight ahead. He glanced at each of us for a second then he hooked a sharp left onto Amsterdam.

“You should know that. I’m gonna upgrade all my studio equipment. Then flood the damn streets with my beats until everyone recognize. And you wanna tell me that other than helping your mom, you ain’t doing sump’n else…? Now you know y’all lying out y’alls ass…”

We all laughed and kept it moving.
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“He did what? Took your fucking Benz? My coke…?”

Rico sprang out of his leather chair and bitch-slapped both Devlin’s cheeks. Lightning outside his Midtown headquarters scared D almost as much as his boss did.

“You’ve got two options, mi hijo. Either get my shit back or pay me my fucking money back. If you don’t within three weeks, I’m gonna dissect you like a damn pig. Comprende?”

“I-I got it. I’m a get it back. Trust me.”

“So Devlin, explain how you’re gonna do that.”

“It’ll be nothing, boss. Me and my boys will get his fake gangsta ass.”

Rico folded over laughing, then he rose up and blew cigar smoke in his face. Devlin coughed.

“And what are you gonna do differently that’s supposed to comfort me, Devlin?”

“We’re gonna take him out. I got a reputation to uphold whatever the cost, boss.”

“Ha, ha! You mean what’s left of your rep. When you came to me five years ago, you were hungry. No, starving, dying to prove yourself. I gave you a chance and what did you do? You flipped shit faster than anybody on my team. But you’re slipping.” He rose to his feet and said, “Don’t fall off that edge. It’s a long, long fall. Now get out of my sight and make it happen, mi hijo.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

HUSTLING

Eric sold two packs of white for the crew in two weeks. He was such a loyal guy, he split it between Nick and me like we each sold a third. It was nothing for him, really. He lived in the Polo Grounds and cops hadn’t stormed in on a dealer in months. He sat in front of his building and dished out most of the work. When the block got too hot, he took business to the basketball court, slipping in and out of shoot-around as camouflage. In his building alone, people drained him of half of the mountain of white he had stashed in his closet.

I couldn’t help but recognize the potential of pushing drugs. The fact that it took only hours to make hundreds, even thousands of dollars, was too tempting to resist. The pressure of paying for mother’s vital operation forced me to dump my principles. I’d never sold a bag in my life but I was ready now. Four young gunners from the building held us down at all times. Eric and I were surrounded by security carrying Nextels for work.

Things started to look up for Nick, Eric and I. Eric guided our bank from zero dollars to hundred grand in thirteen days. I arranged for us to meet over a game of basketball at 145th and Edgecombe. We kicked it while playing horse. Eric rushed to twist up a celebratory blunt before his turn came up. I sank the third shot and Eric was done.

“Ta-da!” he said, holding the blunt up in air.

“It’s for smoking, not for show. Light it up already,” Nick said.

Eric puffed softly with the blunt hanging out of is mouth and snagged the ball after I missed a basket. He backed up to the three-point and screamed, “For the win!” He let it fly. It rattled off the rim and out of bounds.

“That’s ‘H’, Eric,” Nick said.

I snatched the rebound and said, “Let’s get down to business. Look, I know you want to buy all sorts of jewels and whatnot, maybe get a little coupe and everything but we shouldn’t spend much of that dough just yet.”

“Nigga you must be crazy. I’m fittin’ floss up and down Broadway with this hard-earned paper. Have all the bitches running behind me like I’m they pimp, feel me?” Eric said.

“Jaden’s got a point, E. Listen to the man. We done got the streets hot, doing stick-ups, bagging up folks and all that. We need to keep flipping the white and see this big-ass profit.”

“Exactly, we should break off about five G’s each and keep grinding. It’ll keep us hungry,” I said.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

CAT AND MOUSE

The next morning, I had Nick get his uncle’s van and loaded all the drugs up in the back. We had to put the work in a safe place but didn’t know where. Experience should’ve told us that we were asking for trouble pushing the wheels with nowhere to go, especially with all that coke. He read the worry on my face instantly.

“What’s up, J?”

“Something doesn’t feel right. Forget it. I’m just nervous. As long as we’re strapped up, we’re good. Ah shit! Why did you choose to head downtown on Broadway, Nick? Devlin lives on this block coming up.”

“He’s too scared to show his face and test us.”

“Maybe, but his people aren’t. This might be Cuban Rico’s coke. If it is, he’s gonna send people for his coke.”

One minute later, we looked to the right and locked eyes with six or seven dudes hanging around an SUV. Devlin poked his head out of the driver’s side. I sucked my teeth. I knew we shouldn’t have come down Broadway.

“Shit, Nick! Peel off!”

“There go the muthafuckas right there! They probably got the coke! Vaminos!”

I buckled up and made sure my pistol was loaded and off safety. Nick made the tires squeal making a hard right down toward Riverside, heading straight to a red light.

“Fuck it! Take it! Make the left!”

Nick turned and drove down Riverside Drive. We saw cops several yards ahead. We slowed and bet that the Boricuas would do the same. At the next light, the cops and Devlin’s crew stopped in the left lane. We were in the right.

I looked straight ahead. The light turned green and we pulled off. Once they hit the sirens and took off speeding, Devlin bashed our bumper. I just barely stopped my brain matter from squishing on the dashboard.

“Smash the breaks, nigga!”

The loud crunch of metal, glass and plastic had me covering my ears. Then the shots popped off. Devlin’s crew blasted our side view mirror and let off three at the windshield. I returned four shots to the side of their car but they just swerved like I like throwin’ rocks or something. Nick leaned into his lane-switching like he was playing a video game.

“We gotta turn around! The Bronx is the other way! Take us to my Uncle Paul’s spot!”

Nick wrapped the wheel three times to the left and dipped up to a fork in the road. He made a U-turn. There was a line of motorcycles on the side.

“Hit ’em! Knock the bikes in the street! That’ll slow ’em down!”

I damn-near went deaf when Nick swung the front end right into six Harleys and spread them in the narrow street. Devlin made it over one but got hung up the second. Chrome and sparks were everywhere. They dragged a third bike. My plan appeared to be failing.

Then they smashed into the last big bike and ran clean over it. Both right wheels lifted two feet into the air, hit a fire hydrant and flipped! They were helpless like a turtle on its back, tangled up in the seat belts. We turned up the radio, knockin’ old school Kool G Rap as we sped to the Cross Bronx Expressway.

Bria and Dana met in the park the next afternoon with terrible news to discuss. They bought ice cream cones from a Mr. Softee truck parked on the side of the street. The bench they sat at was the perfect spot for shade.

“Bria, did you hear about what happened down there on 143rd and Riverside yesterday?”

“Nah, but I know for a fact that you know. What happened?”

“It’s in the paper right here. The crazy shit about it is that your man might be involved.”

“What? Give me that paper.” Bria said and read the news article.

A passenger died, and another and the driver suffered serious injuries after a dangerous car chase at 5:50 pm, authorities said. The driver, Devlin Harris, 19, Enrique Chavez, and Ricardo Hernandez, both 21, allegedly were spotted chasing down an Econoline van down 143rd and Riverside Drive. They opened fired on the van, leaving 28 shell casings scattered across the street before they took the pursuit back up the one-way. Authorities said the assailant ran into a long line of motorcycles that slowed them down. They tried to plow through all the chrome and plastic and ended up going airborne as the debris formed a ramp that sent them flying into a fire hydrant. The SUV flipped over and they were trapped with fluids leaking into the cabin. Firefighters appeared on the scene and managed to save Harris and Chavez but Hernandez died before they arrived. The driver of the other vehicle is yet to be identified.

“What the hell, Dana! This just could be J’s doing. I just told him the other day that Devlin was on some jealous shit with him.”

“I don’t know J that well but from what I do know, he wouldn’t get in a shootout over some dumb shit like that. Would he?”

“Maybe there’s more to it. I’m gonna call him and ask him later.”

“There’s gotta be more to it than that.”

“Maybe it was on some drug-related shit.”

Bria immediately hopped on the defensive and turned to Dana wearing a nasty grimace. “You need to get one thing clear. Jaden would never, ever sell drugs. I know that for a fact, Dana.”

Dana sucked her teeth. “Calm your ass down, Bria. Look, I wasn’t even talking about Jaden. Everybody knows Devlin pushes drugs all day every day.” Dana was surprised when Bria started crying heavily out of nowhere.

Dana rubbed Bria’s shoulders and asked, “Is there something wrong, other than the shit with your man?”
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I called my uncle and ran the whole situation down to him in a few breathless minutes as Nick swerved dangerously through traffic. When Uncle Paul met us out in front the dealership, he circled the van and couldn’t believe we were still alive. I was stealing glances at sexy Cindy. Nick stared at her without shame. Cindy smiled back before they exchanged a handshake.

“I’m Nick. Wanna show me around the lot?”

She eyed him from head to toe before saying, “Right this way, Nick.”

He had us pull the bullet-ridden van into a covered garage. “Ah shit! You’ve got this Econovan leaking all over the place.” He squatted and felt around a bullet hole. “So you’re in deep with Devlin, huh?”

“Maybe, maybe not, we might have left him dead over there right off of Riverside. Their SUV flipped over.”

“How much coke you got?” Uncle Paul asked.

When I popped the trunk and showed him the goods, he got so happy, his eyes turned glossy like a supermodel dropped her panties for him. He laughed and said, “Do you know what this means, Jaden?”

He dug a Swiss Army knife out of his pocket and quickly sampled the good.

“You can really stabilize yourself and your people if you put this out there. Have fiends doing the moonwalk after they hit this right here.”

I was hesitant about whole thing. Nick nudged me to roll with it but I wasn’t so easily swayed. Nick walked closer with Cindy by his side.

“Come on, J. That’s tons of money right there. Think of your mother’s operation. Think of tuition for your sis when she graduates. We can’t just dump it.”

I didn’t like the idea of pushing drugs but Mom had health troubles. Will and Cuban Rico were gonna hit back hard whenever they felt revenge was due. An idea hit me.

“We need to keep our movements low under the radar. How about we get a little trial run in first?”

Both of them looked confused.

“This is the deal. You could buy what you want now while we push the rest of this white. We can put Eric on the grind for a while. Break it down slow so there’s not too much risk. We can put a few dudes on lookout. If we do well, we sell the rest. If not, it all goes to you. How’s that sound?”

Nick nodded in agreement and hit up Eric on his phone to let him know the deal.

Nick gestured, “I’m a call you,” when Paul had his back turned. We exchanged pounds and left the lot with four packs. We headed back to the neighborhood in another ride and had the cabin smoky with piff as soon as we on the highway.


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

YOUNG GUNNERS

Sitting before most of his crew, Will sucked his teeth and fixed his tie. He and his right-hand man Zeke were the only ones dressed for a board meeting. Will wore a double-breasted navy blue number with a black Chinese collar shirt underneath, blue diamond cuff links and matching blue crocs. Zeke wore a black three-piece suit with snakeskin shoes. Everyone else was dressed like a rapper. Will gave Zeke a look and Zeke handed him a heavy-link chain.

“This nigga, Jaden, thinks I’m playing. To think this nigga took my girl and stole my car. He fucked up! I’m a kill the nigga! And y’all let him embarrass you…?”

Will wanted everyone to think that he had them meet at a shipping dock to discuss plans and to share updates. He picked that location so no one would hear the screams of soldiers who had failed him.

“Marlon, get your fat ass up here now. You know the penalty for failing, muthafucka?”

Will had him sit in a metal chair in front of forty soldiers. The wounds on his face from slashes J left him were still pretty fresh. A few spots were infected. Will’s torture would be messy.

“It-it wasn’t my fault, Will! We weren’t prepared for two other dudes to pop out of nowhere.”

“Failure is unacceptable, Marlon!”

He slung the chain back and clanked it across the fat man’s cheek bones. He growled from the pain. Will looked at the chain, disgusted; trickles of pus and blood dripped down his tool of torment. Marlon held his face and stared at his own blood on his chubby, shaky hands.

“Y’all get the point now, right? Just because he failed the first time, he’s getting fucked up twice. First, by that young, wet-behind-the-ears nigga and now by me... Yo Zeke, hold this nigga up in the chair.”

Zeke yanked Marlon’s arms behind the chair. He grunted, bucked but couldn’t break free. Everyone winced as Will slapped the chain against the fat man’s ribs. It took four strikes for him to beg him to stop.

“Please stop Will!”

“Shut da fuck up, fat nigga! I’m gonna beat the fat off your ass!”

Will wrapped a fat link around his fist and popped him in the face to shut him up. Then he wrapped his other fist on the last link and gave Marlon shot after shot to his ribs. He squatted in front of him and pounded his round belly until he spat blood. One final swing to his cheek made him crumble to the floor.

“That’s what failure gets you, fellas! Punishment! They should call me Will the Punisher from now on, right Zeke?”

“Yeah boss. Will the Punisher. That’s got a nice ring to it.”

Will squatted in front of Marlon and kicked him twice in the ribs.

“Shut the fuck up, before I really give you something to cry about!” He turned to the others. “You know why Zeke stays fitted in the best suits and his bank account is fatter than this fat bleeding nigga? Cuz he never failed me. That’s why! He bled for me on the battlefield! Did a little bid just to get the job done! But I looked out for him. Hooked him up with a lawyer and he was good after doing his sentence. Had a ride, a bitch and a fat wad of cash waiting for him the day he got out. Show me some loyalty, get the job done and you’ll be taken care of. Class dismissed.”

Two 19-year-olds in the back took Will’s words to heart. They even took notes the whole time. Chris and Mookie were hungrier than most, because even though they had long rap sheets, they had the shortest tenure with Will. Consequently, they yearned for a bigger piece of the pie.

“Wait your turn,” Will would tell them. “Nothing happens before it’s time,” but they didn’t get it. Chris had a gambling habit that constantly put his limbs and family at risk. He’d lose a grand then take a hit on his wallet to get it back.

“Let’s prove to Will that we the most thorough in this whole place, Chris.”

“It’ll be just like high school, Mookie. Sticking up private school kids and shit, only we got real guns now. I wouldn’t even waste a bullet on none of them punks on the street. Word is bond, they ain’t worth the slugs.”

Mookie and Chris were grimy and bound for jail from birth. They wore the scars to prove it, too. Mookie caught a deep slash from a box cutter across his forearm that anyone could see several feet away. The skin around the wound swelled and stayed that way as if he’d been branded at a fraternity. Chris got his cheek crushed in with a baseball bat in one drunken bar brawl, it was the only fight he ever regretted. His head seem to be slightly off-balance when he looked straight-on. A deep cut on his forearm topped off his thuggish appearance.

They were classmates since second grade and had a knack for bullying kids for lunch money. They maimed bigger kids with pencils and rulers, stabbed them with pens. They were searching for street cred.

“Bet, let’s bust heads, my dude.”

Twenty minutes later, they were at their stomping grounds on 145th and Edgecombe contemplating a way to start a beef.

“Let’s hurry up and get to 143rd,” Mookie said screwing his red Angels baseball fitted cap down on his head. “I got a plan that’ll show Will that we’re the best out here. J clowned Will, so let’s go by his crib and shake him up a bit.”

“I like your criminal mind, nigga. There’s always a bad idea floating around in there.”

“Shit, you went out and set up some fresh beef, didn’t you?” Chris replied.

“Of course I did. You ain’t built for it or sump’n, Chris?”

He proudly lifted his shirt and tapped the handle of his Rueger.

“Built for it? Nigga I was born for beef. I just had to double-check to make sure you weren’t gassing me up. First nigga to think about Will strange, is gonna take a few home with ’em. I put that on my mother.”

They hit the street and hopped in a gray 2000 white Acura Integra. Mookie started the engine. He bought it for next to nothing.

Chris rubbed the primer and asked, “You need to paint this car. Don’t no girls wanna ride around in a car without paint, nigga.”

“I thought it through, nigga. We fuck around and bring heat on us, you know hurt somebody real bad or kill a nigga…”

“Yeah, yeah. Go on, Mook.”

“We can paint the car any color we want. Ain’t no guarantee we gonna get away with shit, but at least it’s betta than nuthin’, you know?”

“Not a bad idea. Except you forgot one thing. You paying to paint that shit your fucking self, nigga.”

He revved it up, hit the clutch, hit the gear and smashed the gas. The car zipped out of the parking space like they just pulled a robbery. Chris shoved him in the shoulder and voiced his concerns.

“Calm your ass down nigga! You done made me burn a whole in my shirt with this blunt! I should whip your ass!”

“Nigga you wish you could beat me.”

“You trying to get us locked up? Crazy ass nigga.”

In seconds, Mookie was already in third gear, sliding through lanes toward Jaden’s stomping grounds. 143rd and Amsterdam was bubbling with action. They circled the block and parked half a block away from my rest, scanning the scene.
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Young heads drank and smoked on steps in front of buildings. A few of them leaned and dented in hoods of parked cars while blabbing away. Bria, Veronica, Nick and I were doing the same thing. We were in the lobby of my building. A homeless couple got physical with each other and drew a small crowd.

“Oh shit, don’t look. It’s them. He’s sitting there with his girl, too. Two birds with one stone, my nigga.”

There were two sets of doors before gaining access to the apartment. Bria was close to me. Nick and his Puerto Rican Flavor of the Month were sitting on the steps, sipping a brew. I saw the two pull their hoodies over their heads. I felt something funny gong on.

“You know those dudes that just passed, Nick?” Veronica asked.

“Nah, he looked like he had a problem with you, though. Want me to straighten him out?”

“Don’t be crazy, Nick. You know these young boys are packing nowadays and they certainly do not value life at all. Remember when that kid in grade school murdered the other one over some sneakers? That’s proof right there. These young kids nowadays don’t give a shit.”

“Okay, act like you ain’t a teenager like the rest of us, Jaden.” Bria chimed in.

Gripping her slim waist from behind, I whispered, “Yeah, but I don’t lay the pipe like a young’n do I?”

She laughed when I gripped her and kissed her on the cheek, pressing all up on her sexy ass. I looked up and froze. They came up on the other side of the street. Something had to be up. I saw chrome flash and reacted. When my eyes met the driver’s, I knew it was a hit.

“Run!” I yelled and yanked Bria toward me slamming my shoulder into the second door of the lobby.

Nick pushed Veronica in front of him. It was officially on. He waited till they were at the elevator then pulled his piece and squeezed off three shots through the door to slow them down. Glass shattered and rained down on one of their heads before he made it to the second door.

That slowed them down a bit. They were trapped between two sets of doors, with glass pouring on their heads. The shorter dude helped the other to his feet and kicked glass out of their way. One fell face first to the step and accidentally pulled the trigger, sending a stray bouncing off the tile floor through a lobby window. We all had to duck. We heard a scream but ignored it and dashed up the stairs with guns drawn behind us.

When we reached the elevator we jumped aboard and pulled the door shut between us.

Bria hugged my arm mad tight, shivering. We were all panting like dogs.

“We’re going have to face them straight up. There’s nowhere to go but down once we reach the rooftop. Load up, Nick.”

Heading upstairs, Veronica shook her leg and tapped her fingers on the wall. She was nervous. She lost it and lit a cigarette right there in the elevator. Bria kept it together but looked like she would burst into tears.

“And don’t nobody tell me about smoking in the elevator! We getting shot at, y’all muthfuckas pulling out guns and shit! Papi why you get me into this? I’m only seventeen, I wanna live!”

“Control your girl, Nick. She’s making me nervous.”

“Vee, just stay cool, ain’t none of us gonna die, feel me? Ain’t nothin’ gonna happen to you, all right? Just trust me, babe.” His heavy breathing and the way he rubbed his brow with the nozzle didn’t help her at all.

She threw her arms around his shoulders and asked, “You promise?”

“I promise,” Nick said. He followed it up with a hug and a kiss.

I didn’t see her face but could tell she was sobbing. We checked our safeties and clips and nodded at each other when we reached the 14th floor.

“Girls, kneel and hug the walls. They might be waiting for us.”

The girls did what was asked. I nodded at Nick and he nodded back. Two deep breaths later, I kicked the elevator door open and took aim at the first thing I saw moving.

“Oh my dear God!”

An old lady dropped her bags staring down the barrel of my Bersa Thunder and broke two dozen eggs on the floor. I apologized and checked the stairs. A second after I looked down the tight staircase a shot ran out inches from my head. I slipped on them same slimy eggs flat on my ass and nearly dropped my piece. Nick helped me up and screamed,

“What the fuck! They fittin’ to kill us and you fallin’ and shit! Bust at these niggas, J!”

He held his gun sideways and let off three shots down the stairs without looking. I lead the girls through the door to the rooftop and squeezed off two rounds. Once they made it through, I dragged Nick up there with me.

Breathing hard as hell, Nick and I had the chicks hide behind a smokestack, about fifty feet away from the door, out of sight. Nick and I waited for the door to open. A fire engine was making all sorts of racket on the street level and covered up the noise when I told Nick not to fire until they were close enough. We planned on disarming them and if they didn’t drop ’em, they’d be dead where they stood. I didn’t like the sound of that plan at all.

“Nigga have you fucking lost it? They nearly killed us back there!”

“You’re right but there’s no going back when you catch a body, Nick. Let’s at least think about it before we have to do twenty-five in the pen, huh?”

He agreed, then we both slid back into position. I got comfy on one knee and cocked my shit when I heard them stomping up the stairs. Nick took a few exaggerated breaths and ground his teeth and gently cocked his hammer back. Them two homicidal youngsters kicked the door open wearing ice-cold grills on and started screaming at us to come out.

“Y’all ain’t even got the nuts to pop shots at us straight-up. You might as well give it up and come out. We ain’t gonna hurt you or them girls you with. We swear!”

He was in my line of sight. Nick gave me a face. He wanted to light up homeboy like the Fourth of July. The two young bandits paced around the rooftop pointing their guns at everything. When one of them dudes tripped on a wire, he looked back and spotted Veronica. I didn’t hear her whimpering until then. He yanked her to her feet by her pony tail and tugged it sideways, making her squeal in agony.

“I got one of your bitches, homies! Now you gotta come out.” He gave them a few seconds before adding, “Oh? You don’t give a shit about her, huh? She just a slut! I guess you wouldn’t mind if I take a piss on her then, would you?”

Veronica started bawling. Dude was undoing his belt. He was really gonna piss on her. His partner shook his head and laughed, saying, “You’s a crazy boy.” When he happened to shake his gun in my direction, I leaned back and tightened the grip on my piece. Nick walked out toward them with his gun cocked and aimed for dude’s head.

“All right, you win, chief. She doesn’t have anything to do with this. Just let her go. Matter of fact, I know what’s going through your mind as we speak. You’re thinking you might as well do her, since the boys in blue are on their way. But think about it. Why risk life in the bin over some shit you didn’t have to do?”

The hooded thug laughed. “That nigga crazy, homie. You don’t know my nigga right here. He gonna kill you and the girl. You should’ve let her die, my dude.”

The dude talking walked up next to me and watched Nick’s approach closely. I wanted to put my piece to his ear and squeeze off but I couldn’t risk scaring him and making him accidentally pulled the trigger. I couldn’t sleep with that on my mind. Just like that, he backed off and Veronica got in my line of fire. It was going on right next to me and I couldn’t do a damn thing about it.

“Drop the fucking gun, now!” The dude that had Veronica yelled. Nick didn’t back down.

“You put yours down first!”

“Ha, ha! You’s a funny nigga! What up? You ain’t been watching movies on this shit, my dude? You don’t got no power in this shit here. I got the hostage. That means I call the shots. You’re gonna drop that gun and pray that I don’t pop both of y’all for making me sweat! Do it now, bitch-ass nigga.”

“I said put it down!” Nick countered.

Nick let the gun swing free on his thumb. Chris backed up and stumbled. Veronica took advantage and sank her teeth into Chris’ palm but that just got him pissed. He slapped her in the back of her head with the steel and made her scream in pain. She was crying her eyes out. Nick pleaded his case.

“Please, just let her go. Don’t go and do sump’n you’re gonna regret forever.”

“I’m gonna make this shit clear. Don’t no nigga tell me what the fuck to do unless he cutting me a fucking check, you heard? Let it be known that I run shit! And for me to run shit, people gotta die. Even innocent fucking bitches like this one right here!”

He pointed his gun at her back and pulled. I didn’t see but I could tell he did by the look on his face. Two holes burst open on her left side. Blood splattered mad far across the blacktop roof. The shooter tossed her limp body at us and took off in the other direction. Nick let off two and scooped her up right after she hit the ground with a hard thump. I popped up and knelt to them both to give him cover.

Dude with the gun nearly hit me with three shots and sent a hot one through my shoulder before he made it around a smokestack for cover. It was hurting worse than getting crushed by a linebacker.

Nick dragged Veronica to a safer spot and straight lost it. He held his hammer sideways and popped a shot at every stack until he forced them to run to a spot with better cover. I flanked him and wasted caps just the same. The second them dudes ducked and reloaded, we pinned them down with heavy shots. They waited until we stopped firing and shot back. Nick caught one in the arm; luckily it was his left. I walked closer to them while they ran across from our rooftop to the next.

I heard one of them say “We’ll meet again, J! Trust me!”

Sirens sounded and the three of us huddled tight around Veronica, panicking. Some of her shiny, long black hair floated in blood on the blacktop. Nick and Bria cried hard. I fought the tears. Somebody had to stay strong. Her eyes were fluttering and her body started jerking like she was having a seizure. Bria couldn’t take it. She kissed Veronica on the forehead and petted her, all the time shaking.

Nick rested her head on his leg and rocked her, keeping pressure on her side, asking, “What the fuck are we gonna do, J? We got shells all over this roof!”

Bria instinctively called 911 before I replied.

“The cops will never believe us if we tell them what really happened. Shit, we go to jail even if they do.”

I gathered all the shells while she tried to say something.

Nick said, “What is it, Veronica?”

“Tell, tell my mother… I’m sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” he asked, his tears hitting her cheek.

“For being so… so…”

Her chin shook uncontrollably. I knelt next to her and cut in, saying, “You can tell her yourself. Think positive, Veronica. The ambulance is on their way.” I gave her some room before I said, “I know I’m an asshole for saying it, but we got to haul ass, Nick. Cops are gonna lock us up on-sight.”

Nick looked at the ground and ran his fingers through her blood. “Give me your shirt, nigga. Hurry up!”

I gave it to him, and Nick rolled it into a ball and tried to slow the bleeding down. It was impossible. Her wounds made a puddle of blood that couldn’t be plugged up.

“Oh my God! I… I don’t know how much more of this I can take,” Bria said.

The three of us knelt and scooted next to Veronica when she struggled to open her mouth.

“Just go, guys. The… the ambulance is coming.”

Nick was in tears. It was the first time I saw him cry. He kissed her again and again, promising she’d make it. Then he got up and took off. Bria and I hugged her and dashed behind Nick.

Two thin streaks of blood followed us down the stairs. Bria slipped in it twice and screamed. I grabbed her hand and led the way. We couldn’t show up bleeding at mom’s place.

“Let’s go to General Lee’s house. He’ll let us in!”

The only problem was that his place was the first apartment after entry into the lobby and the first one the cops would pass as they came in.

I slammed my fists on his door and screamed for him to open it up. A minute passed and we didn’t hear any noise. I thought fast, clutching the handle of my heater on my waist. Nick had one too and we didn’t have anywhere to stash them.

I kicked and punched his door, praying that he’d open it. Then the door opened, but he had the chain up. I saw cops beyond the double doors planning to storm in and started talking fast.

“Look, you gotta get let us in.”

“Come on, Jaden. I got a honey in here, and we don’t got no clothes on.” Nick was almost as breathless as I was. I had to sum it up fast before we got nabbed and taken downtown for questioning.

“Long story short-we had a shootout on the roof and they coming in to get us. Our shells are all over the rooftop. Lets us in! Please!”

He removed the chain and we poured in there, leaking blood on his hard wood floor. He shut the door and locked it. His little honey barely wrapped her body in the bed sheet.

“Hurry up and head through the back door,” he said.

We hurried back there. Luckily, the people on the first floor could access the communal backyard. Trash and bottles that people tossed out of their windows was scattered everywhere. It was spacious, but grimy, protected with high fences all around and razor wire.

We slammed the door shut behind them and felt safer.

“Imma a use my shirt to sap this up, J.” Bria said and took off her shirt.

I could tell Nick was still shook. He didn’t do a double-take. Once I heard General Lee open his door, I rushed in. We all stopped talking and moving. I heard Lee say something to the pigs, but I couldn’t make it out because Bria’s sweaty boobs had my full attention. I couldn’t believe myself. Veronica could’ve died up on the roof and I’m here thinking about sex.

“Shit. If we don’t light up now I’m gonna flip the fuck out, my nigga.”

Nick paced the same three feet at least twenty times before he stopped and pulled out a bag of what he said was some watermelon type sticky-icky. He tossed me a Dutch, I split it down the middle. How he managed not to break a cigar through a gunfight is beyond me. I twisted it up mad fast and had him light it for me. It went around twice but Bria was still shaking.

“Maybe we can go now,” Bria said. Nick let her know what the deal was.

“Wait until the blunt is done, Bria. Are you in a rush to get locked up? Or you don’t care cuz it’ll only be me and J in jail!”

“Cool out, Nick. Long as we keep our mouths shut and lay low ain’t no one going to jail. Let’s just finish this up and slide out real smooth-like, all right?”

We pulled hard on the blunt and I could feel the high. I looked at their faces and knew Veronica was the only thing on their minds. We were so shook that we waited for two hours for the coast to be clear. Then we knocked on Lee’s backdoor. Lee and the Misses wore a fresh layer of sweat. They were obviously boning in the last few minutes.

“Can’t y’all hop the fence?”

“Nigga there’s razor wire all around back there. Thanks, though. We’re breaking out now. Till next time,” I replied.

He gave me and Nick a pound, then we peeked out of the front door to check the scene. All was clear and we got a cab and headed to Harlem Hospital. The loss of blood had me dizzy and I just couldn’t keep my head still.

“It’s OK, baby,” were the last words I heard before everything went black.


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

THE CALL

“Call Will up and tell him the news, Mookie.”

“Ahight, I’m on it, homie.”

Mookie stood in front of Chris at their corner, anxiously waiting for Will’s reply. He finally picked up.

“This better be good, Mookie. I’m in an important meeting.”

“Guess what, boss? We drew first blood from Jaden.”

“Beautiful, to think my live soldiers are the youngest ones. This is big. This means I can trust you on the frontlines. Good work. Okay, so I should be expecting them to pop up in a hospital soon, huh?”

“Yeah, no doubt about it, J got huge a hole in his shoulder. The other took a shot in the arm.”

“You drew blood, huh...? Good... very good, that’ll slow his ass down. I’ll have my peoples call all the hospital. Then we move in and take him out. I wanna do it myself. Expect a little reward when you come back to headquarters. I got y’all, young soldiers.”

“Thanks boss!” Mookie replied, infused with energy. He shared a hearty pound with Chris then Will hung up.

“We finally gonna eat, my nigga!”

“Indeed, indeed. Shit, he don’t even have to peel off a fat grip for me. If he just hook me up with an infra-red piece, we even.”

“God knows you need one. Your aim’s horrible.”

They went a round of shadow-boxing and laughing. Continuously they exchanged money for bags and vials with crack-heads and potheads. Customers constantly flowed to the spot. Mookie grinned and took a look at his swelling money wad.

“Whew! Five hundred in four hours…? I can’t never do a nine-to-five, my nigga!”
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I awoke with a nasty headache. I had a couple tubes in my arm and my shoulders in bandages.

“Relax, baby. You’re in the hospital. How’re you feeling?”

I sighed relieved that Bria’s pretty face was there to greet me. Her smile was the perfect thing to wake up with even though it seemed she’d been crying for mad hours straight.

“All my muscles feel sore. Where’s Nick?”

“He’s in the room next door. His arm was pretty messy but he’ll be okay.”

“And Veronica…?”

“She... she didn’t make it, Jaden.” Bria broke down and tears flowed. “She died on the way to the hospital.”

I cupped my face in my hands. Bria’s touch and soothing words calmed me down a bit and helped me hold back tears. We dragged her into street life. She was such a good girl. Her future had been cut short.

“I went to your house to pick up some clothes for you. Your mother was sick. She needs that operation now! Her insurance won’t cover shit. You had a bunch of messages, too. One of them was from some guy named Vic.” She wiped her tears.

“I gotta hear it.”

Bria handed me her phone. I dialed my phone number then the code. I heard Vic’s message and perked up. Dollar signs popped off in my head. I still had Sid’s number in my head and called him. It sounded like he was having a party.

“Jaden, how are you, young man? Are you feeling any better?”

“Not so hot. I had a bullet rip through my shoulder. I’ll live. Wait, how’d you know I’m hurting over here?”

“I’ve got people in Harlem. You’ve kicked up a lot of dust in the last few weeks, my good friend.”

“Look, I can’t tell you who told me, but he’s a good dude. He gave me word that you uh, helped out some foreigners lately. I want in.”

I heard the music fade away.

“Let me step into a more, uh, private setting.” His voice echoed a little, making me think he went to the bathroom.

“Yeah, it’s true. I’ve done some questionable things to fund my sports betting enterprise.”

“I’m not questioning your morals, Sid. I just want in. How much will it take?”

“I don’t need your money I need your help. If you’d find a mover for me that I can trust, you’ll get paid fifty large for a successful exchange. On a good week, it happens three times.”

“How can I turn down all that bread?”

You or your partner will make the pickup in, uh, an undisclosed location and make the drop in Chinatown. I’ll fill in the details when you pick up the ride you’re gonna use from me. No serial numbers on it from top to bottom. Are you up for it, kid?”

“No doubt about it. I need the dough desperately. Me and my soldiers are hurting right now, though. We need time to heal up. I’ll call you when I have the man for the job picked out.”

“I’ll be waiting,” he said before he hung up.

I looked at Bria and said, “Our bank accounts just might get a lot fatter in a hot minute, baby.”

“I’m not even gonna ask. Just don’t get yourself shot over it, baby.”

I heard somebody jogging our way through the hall and perked up. In walked Eric and some white girl.

“I heard what happened. I can’t wait to smash on the bitch-ass niggas!” E said panting.

“Don’t get him excited, Eric. He’s in a lot of pain.”

“All right, them niggas gonna be in a lot more pain that that.”

The girl stepped up and Eric introduced her. Bria glanced at her annoyingly as the girl chewed gum.

“This Mandy, Victor’s people…so who did this?” Eric waved at the girl.

“Some young boys, they’re dangerous though. I could feel their hunger. They got problems now that they put a hole in me, Eric.”

“Don’t worry. We’ll get them.” “

I got the perfect job for you, though. Ladies, don’t take offense but I’ll have to ask you to give me a minute alone with my man.”

Both Bria and Mandy stepped out and closed the door. E sat next to me. I signaled for him to move closer, just in case they were eavesdropping on us.

“Sid’s into people-moving. He’s paying fifty G’s for a successful pick-up and drop-off. If I’m not able to come with you, we split it sixty-forty. It’ll be half and half when we split the work.”

“I’m all for the money,” he replied. “When do we start?”

“Soon as we figure out how Nick’s doing. Tell him to limp his ass over to my room. I gotta be hurting worse then he is right now.”
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After a collective chat, we decided that we had to get discharged to go and make some money.

“Look, we have to leave now, doc. I got business to take care of.”

“Guys, your wounds are still fresh. You need to stay at least six more hours so we can run more tests.”

Nick sat up in the hospital bed and stared at him to make sure he heard him right.

“Look, my dude, if you need a little sump’n, sump’n to fix our little problem here, all you had to do was ask. Break him off a few, E-money.”

Eric peeled off a few hundreds, but doc put his hand up and nodded, saying that he couldn’t take the money.

“Okay, you run a hard bargain. Peel him off some more.” He looked at us bright-eyed.

“Look, guys. Your health comes first. You’ll just have to stay until tomorrow. We have to keep checking your wounds out. Infection could be deadly, okay? Just relax and enjoy the great room service we have. Our security is airtight, too. As a matter of fact, some big shot name Sid had a few of his guys sent down to watch your rooms to make sure you were safe. I tell you, a tank couldn’t get through these two guys standing outside your door.”

Eric looked at me all confused.

“Wow, how’d that dude know what happened?” he asked.

“Sid’s got dough. He can throw a few dollars up and find out anything he wants.” I called Bria back in the room with me. Nick headed back to his room. Eric grabbed Mandy’s hand, making her skip behind him, leaving me and sexy Bria all by our lonesome. Bria curled up like a kitten next to my arm in bed and my wound didn’t hurt so much. She purred like one when I ran my fingers through her sexy mane, too.

She sat up next to me and peppered me with kisses, asking, “So tough guy, are you gonna hang up this thug life for good?”

I kissed her big, sexy lips before replying.

“You know I’m not a thug. I just do what I must to survive, Bria. Feel me?”

“Yeah whatever… All I know is that the bullet that ripped through your shoulder was for real. It’s time to stop this criminal stuff, baby. Don’t you wanna be around so we can be together? Start a family together?”

I gently hooked my arm around her neck and caressed her face.

“You know that’s all I want. But I got a lot of things to do first. I gotta get this money up for my mom’s operation first then fatten our ban accounts, then—”

“Then blah, blah, blah… How long are you gonna keep making excuses to not be with me?” Tears welled up in her gorgeous almond-shaped eyes. “I just wanna be with you Jaden!”

I pulled the curtain around my bed shut then I tightened my grip on her and wiped her tears as they rolled down her cheek.

“Look, I’m not putting you on the backburner. You’ve been rolling with me this whole time, right? You know all I want is for us to be together, right?”

She nodded pretending to believe me. She never was a good liar.

“Don’t sweat it, beautiful. We’ll be together and far away from here in no time. Just let your man get his money up.”

I gave her a soft kiss to emphasize my point but she wouldn’t give it up. Being a Taurus, my patience was short.

“Baby, let’s just leave. We’ll worry about getting money for your mother later.”

I raised my voice a few notches and said, “Oh. I see. So I’m just supposed to pull out when things get rough? My mother could die over this. She needs me.”

Bria sat up and shouted, “You almost died, Jaden!” Tears poured from her eyes in buckets. She slapped my hand away when I put it to her lips for her to quiet down.

“No, I will not be quiet! I love you, Jaden and you’re out there putting your ass on the line for a few lousy dollars!”

“A few dollars…?” I sat up and gritted my teeth when I felt fire flow through my shoulder. “If I recall correctly, I’m the one that bought that outfit you’re wearing right now! And who paid that cell phone bill you have and that credit card you blew the hell up! Don’t come at me like I’m shedding blood for small change!”

I slapped my lunch tray off the table. Jell-O, chicken and juice spilled all over the floor. My doctor hustled inside. He guided Bria out but she shook his hand off her and ice grilled him.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to leave, Miss.”

“I was just on my way out. Go to hell, Jaden!”

“I’ll save a seat for you, Bria!”


CHAPTER FOURTY

THE OLD SWITCHEROO

The next day I was feeling a little better. I cold barely lift my left shoulder with a hole in it but I could lift things without too much pain. Half of the day was wasted on tests for both me and Nick. I was itching to get out of the hospital.

After a quick nap, I got up for a little stroll. Two bulky men in black suits turned to face me. I gave them a nod. They nodded back and kept their eyes roving across the hospital floor.

I caught up with the doc and he gave me the okay to go for a little walk. I slipped my slippers and headed to the elevator. The summer afternoon sun stung my eyes. I never smoked unless it was after a blunt but I figured smoking would take my thoughts off the pain. I bummed one from a guy out front. I noticed some guys looking in my direction from the parking area about fifteen feet away. I kept my cool. With all the beef I started and finished over the last few weeks, I assumed they were enemies.

I chatted with the charitable guy about the weather and stayed cool. Taking short pulls off the cigarette, I could see them closer. That felt like the shortest cig I ever had.

I tossed the butt and took a glance at them. One cracked their knuckles, the other laughed. I put my hands to my side and mouthed the words, “Come and get me.”

I waited till they started across the street then I power-walk back to the hospital. I made it to the elevator before they made it to the information desk. It would be a breeze to find out my room number. I formulated a plan and got to work. Dashing to my room, I gave the guards instructions then I waited for them in my room. They’d be committing straight-up suicide if they try to bust shots in here. I wasn’t worried about them at all. They ran right into my bodyguards who held there arms behind their necks and dragged their asses to me.

I got security to hand me my belt. It had a heavy buckle on it that read Harlem. I had them press their faces into my mattress. I stood next to them, wrapped the belt tight around my fist and beat their heads in until my buckle was dripping red.

Nick heard the commotion and hustled into my room. He was surprised to see our would-be assailants pinned up and defenseless. I saw the sweat dripping off their brow. I found a brand new syringe, so I thought fast, filled it up with green stuff on the low and pulled it from behind my back. Nick folded over laughing but covered his mouth.

“Hold them down, boys!” I ordered.

They put more pressure on the assailants’ backs. Both kept gasping for air. Their eyes were watering. Nick found it funny, squatting next to them, laughing harder when they struggled.

I squirted a trickle of the green stuff for the two young goons to see then I jammed it in the first one’s then, then the other. They were so scared they nearly broke the tip off when I jigged ’em.

One of them was crying and drooling at the same time.

“What you do to me, nigga? I’m a kill you, nigga!”

“You better put me six feet deep in about six hours. That’s all the time you got. You’ll be lucky if you live to see tomorrow. I heard the doctors talking about what I just shot into your arm. It’s a strain of bacteria that they haven’t found a cure for yet. So go out and do everything you wanted to do before you die because your heart will stop in about half-a-day.”

I looked up at Sid’s musclemen. They were chuckling so bad I had to put my finger to my lips to shut them up. I got real close to their faces and spat the rest of my words out. I had to instill fear in these dudes so I wouldn’t see them again.

“Go back and tell your boss that you need some medical attention. I really hope Will is hooking you guys up with health benefits. Now roll the fuck out, niggas.”

The two big guys grabbed them by the collar and threw them out of the room. Nick and I cracked up when they crashed into a cart stacked with fresh hospital food. I thought I’d bust my guts when they slipped in Jell-O and fell on their asses. Nick ran up behind them and put a foot to one of their asses. They took off for the stairs at light speed. After the laughs wore over, my mind was back on money.

“We need to help Eric push the rest of that white. I don’t like poisoning my people but we need dough. Damn clock is ticking. The second we get home, we pushing the rest then we link up with Sid and get serious paper.”


CHAPTER FOURTY-ONE

THE CLOCK’S TICKING

Six hours later, Sid’s people gave us a ride back to the neighborhood. The doctors said we shouldn’t exert ourselves but there was money to be made. I took a shower and switched clothes. Minutes later I was on a uptown A train. I had to see my mother’s doctor and find out the deal.

He was nice enough to make time for me without an appointment. Dr. Polanski had been seeing mom for the past ten years. The room turned cold and I dropped my head when he gave me the news.

“It breaks my heart to say this, Jaden. Your Mom’s condition is getting worse. At this rate, she’ll be having a rough time about three to four months from now.”

“And how much will the operation cost?”

“Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, her insurance will cover sixty percent of it but I know it’s still a lot of money.”

“There has to be something you can do, doc,” I said fighting my emotions.

I hung my head back to hold back the tears. He patted me on the back to comfort me when I started taking deep breaths.

“I can’t make any promises, Jaden but I’ll make some phone calls. Don’t give up hope. We’ve still got time on our hands.”

“All right, doc. Thanks a lot.”

My mind was made up. I had to flip the stolen brick in a hurry. Eric was great at pitching but it wasn’t fair for him to put his ass on the line every day, even with four lookouts around him. I bleeped him and asked him for a quick lesson on dealing.

I figured the safest bet was to push pieces where he lived. The lookouts were planted there anyway. I took a few bags off Eric and posted up in front of the worst building in the Polo Grounds. Eric cooked the hard rock at his spot. I came there to ball a lot. I never looked out of place. Eric stayed around the basketball court.

Things went smooth. I dished out bags to fiends and snatched their money efficiently. Their chatter had me pissed off, though. I don’t know how Crackhead Chucky knew I was selling crills so fast. Dude came up doing a little dance then he did the Heisman Trophy pose for me before he got within arm’s reach of me.

“What’s popp’n Jaden? Mr. Football Superstar!”

“I don’t know how the hell you knew I’d be here. Just give me the money and keep it moving.”

“C-C-Come on, J! I used to baby-sit for you, young man. Show me some respectability…”

“You know that’s a damn lie. What do you want? Ten or five? I know you don’t have a twenty-spot, unless you done sold a broken VCR to somebody or sump’n.”

“N-N-Nah brah... I sold that already. I’m a need a dime, brotha.”

I slapped the bag into his hand and snatched the ten dollar bill the second I saw it hang out of his pocket.

“Is this some good shit, Jaden?”

“It’s gotta be. It’s moving like hotcakes. You’ll be back in minutes, okay? Go on now!”

I shoved him away. He step back up in my face to say something smart and I faked a left jab, landing a right hook on his chin. Chucky hit the floor harder than a sack of potatoes. I wasn’t at all proud myself. Young heads walking passed me laughed. One even jabbed him in the ribs. I looked at my fist like it wasn’t mine. I couldn’t believe I swung on him.

When I watched the dudes push pieces, I thought they were dumb for hitting fiends. One of the rules I lived by was that you never underestimate your opponent. These fiends don’t have anything to lose. I promised myself never to hurt somebody with nothing to lose. He’ll take you out without thinking. What’s stopping a fiend from getting a rusty revolver and popping you for a few bags? I was changing but I had to do what I had to do.

I kept a counter in my head with mom’s time before she needed surgery to survive. Three months. I had to remind myself of it every morning to stack enough dough to do it. I fell back on my hustling mentality when Bria called me sounded low. I felt mad depressed along with her when she reminded me that Veronica’s funeral was later on that afternoon.
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Here I was sitting in the middle of the row of chairs with Dana on one side of me and Bria on the other. They were rocking and crying. I wrapped my arm around Bria and held her tight wiping her tears away so her makeup wouldn’t be messed up. Flowers, bouquets and reefs were lined up against the walls. I just couldn’t believe Veronica was gone. That funeral place was so damn cold it was like all the life was sucked out of it.

Veronica appeared to be in deep sleep. Bria gently kissed her cheek and squeezed my hand tightly. I stared feeling the bad taste in my mouth.

“How am I gonna live with this on my head? I haven’t slept in two days, Jaden,” she whispered in my ear.

I looked around to check if anybody was snooping on us.

“I know honey, but it’s rough for everybody. It just happened.”

“Shush!” A woman scolded from behind us.

We clammed up and thought of how Veronica enjoyed life. The church bell tolled, one loud chime at a time. Our thoughts drifted with each swing of the hands of time. What do I want my family to think about me when it was my time to depart this land? Is there a price tag on the soul? All of a sudden, I found myself praying, without really knowing why. I hugged Bria and felt her shivering as the preacher performed last rites.

“...Let us remember there’s a price for every life taken...” The church bell continued ringing.
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Cuban Rico was busy loudly counting down the end to my life. I looked beyond the strain in his face and stared into the heavens. Dear Lord help me but a loaded gat would be better. The sun threatened to peek but rain and dark clouds prevailed. Thunder echoed, my demise was drawing close. This was the toll my soul had to pay for mother’s operation. Hustling hard meant you could live to pay your debt and enjoy life the way Bria wanted.

“Fours seconds, Jaden! Think fast! Cuatro… Tres… dos… uno… Okay gangster... my money or your life?”

Eric shifted from side to side, he couldn’t watch as Cuban Rico lowered the gun. He would witness the execution. I thought about yesterday’s pain bringing tomorrow’s joy. There was a loud bang and everything went cloudy. The ringing stopped. No longer were there sounds, only the quiet darkness.
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