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PROLOGUE
 

Jazzmine Short
 

 

 I'm one of the richest bitches in this industry—and by bitch, I mean it as an acronym: Biggest Idolized Talent to Come to Hollywood (I didn't coin this term; a celebrity blogger named Gabby did). I'm arguably the most popular artist ever, and according to Music Swag Weekly I'm "The most Influential African-American singer under 25." And that includes male and female singers. The only black woman close to my status is the award-winning songstress/actress Caylene Hope. But she's old. In her 40s, I think. No one really knows. I don't even think "Caylene Hope" is her real name. Shit sounds good though, don't it? Caylene Hope. It sounds church-ish. She sings that goody-two-shoes crap. That happy-in-love, faithful wife shit that's completely unreal and fantastical.
I'm street. So I sing about drama and no-good bitch-nuccas that cheat, sell dope—and cheat, because that's what them nuccas do. And I go by my real name, the name my momma picked by herself because my daddy wasn't there. My name is Jazzmine Short.
Okay, let me correct that: it was Jazzmine Short. Now it's legally Jazzmine Short-Taylor, but I only use Short because that's the name my fans and the rest of the world knows me by. And when I say world, I really mean it. Nuccas know me above and below the equator. Like I said, I'm a rich B.I.T.C.H!
So tell me why I still feel like shit. Like a puppet. Like I'm not in control of my own career.
It's okay, though.
Mark my words: Today, all of that shit is going to change.
I slam the contract down on the marble island. "I'm signed to Mount Eliyah ENT now, muthafucka."
My husband La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor scoops one more bowl of Fruit Loops in his mouth, then sets the bowl down. La'Renz is light-skinned with muscles, and you can sort of tell how buff he is by looking at how his shirt and tie sits on his frame now. He's attractive, smart and rich, and he uses all of that to his advantage.
I used to be in love with him.
He picks up the contract and looks at the first page only. His watch sparkles as he does so—it's a $40k Rolex Oyster Perpetual. He sees the name Eliyah Golomb, his former friend and business partner, then he sets the stapled contract back down. He picks his bowl back up and shoves another scoop between his lips.
"No, you're not signing with him," he says with a mouthful of cereal.
"I had my lawyer look at everything. It's official. My contract with Taylor Music Group is up."
La'Renz doesn't look fazed. But I know he's pissed. I can feel it in the air. He's the type to hold everything in until the last minute and go berserk on your ass. I'm prepared for his tantrum this time, though. I'll be damned if I'm arguably the most talked about woman on social media and I continue to let a has-been manager put his hands on me.
"You are Taylor Music Group," he says to me. "What makes you think you can just leave?"
"I don't even use that last name. Never have. And I can 'just leave' because my lawyer said I could."
"You think I'ma let you go?"
"You have no choice."
He looks up and gives me his "keep trying me" eyes.
It's coming. He's about to snap. I have a knife in the pocket of my white robe. In my other pocket is my smartphone. The screen is locked but I still have an active application running in the background. It's the "recorder" app. I'm recording this whole exchange just in case he hits me and I can use this in divorce court.
"You wait until we're overseas in a luxury Dubai hotel to pull this shit on me?"
"I didn't want to tell you until it was a done deal. I learned that from you. Make sure all my shit was in order before I make my move."
"I know you’re unhappy, Jazzmine. But you don't go and sign with somebody else, especially my fucking ex-partner, behind your husband's back. You work through it. You find the problem and eliminate it and move on."
"We're not a real married couple and you know it."
"We are too. We're just different. C'mon, tell me what the problem is."
"You're the problem."
"Excuse me?"
"You're washed up. Nobody in the industry wants to work with you anymore. And that's affecting me. When you're not high on cocaine, you're bullying people. When you are high, you're not focused. Eliyah's company is top five in Forbes now. We're not even on the list anymore, La'Renz."
"How do you think that's gonna make me look in the media, you signing to him? I'ma look like a goddamn sucka. Is that what you want?"
"You already look like a sucka. Maybe the world needs to see what I see."
He stands up, and my body goes erect, pulsing into fight or flight mode. I knew calling him a sucka would make him jump. I kind of want him to hit me. That way he'd have to pay financially for all the times he hit me in the past.
He looks down at my hand, which is in my robe pocket gripping the knife. I think he knows I have a weapon.
He looks me back in the eyes. "How long have you been fucking him?"
"I'm not fucking Eliyah—"
"Don't lie to me, bitch. I read the blogs."
"Blogs? Since when did we start believing anything they write? Oh wait, I remember: since GabbyTV posted the video of you fucking Sundi Ashworth in our mansion."
"We worked through that, Jazzmine."
"Don't say we. You worked through that."
"That situation benefited us. You know it did. You're songwriting got better."
I gasp. "You are a bitch-ass, opportunistic muthafucka to say something like that. I shouldn't be surprised but I am. My songwriting got better because you cheated with Sundi? Really?"
"It's true. You had more pain to write about. It was a real-life experience that you could draw from."
"I've had tons of real-life cheating niggas in my life. I didn't need my so-called husband to be added to that list."
La'Renz walks over to the bar, bends over and snorts a line. I never turn my back to him. "The media won't support you and Eliyah's relationship," he says, as he rubs his nose. "Professional or intimate, they won't support it. You're a young black girl leaving a black man for a white man. The blogs will eat you alive. I'll get the sympathy this time."
"People don't see color nowadays."
He laughs.
"Eliyah Golomb is Jewish, not white," I say.
"Obviously you haven't thought this through. Go ahead, leave. And watch the career I built for you disappear. Eliyah is just using you to get to me." He grabs his trench coat and pulls his strong arms through the sleeves. "You still have a show to do in Abu Dhabi in two more hours. I'll meet you there. And if you don't show, I'm suing you and your Jewish boyfriend."
He walks out the suite and slams the door behind him.
I collapse onto a bar stool, drained. I wasn't going to admit to him that I'm sleeping with Eliyah. I was just going to let him speculate, like I had to do with Sundi Ashworth until the truth finally came out and couldn't be denied. La'Renz is gonna feel my pain.
I take the knife out of my pocket and set it on the counter, then I get up and walk to the terrace doors and open them to invite the cool Dubai breeze inside. I step out onto the gold terrace and rest my hands on the shiny gold rail. This is utterly the best view of any city I have ever seen in my life. A whopping seventy stories in the air, I feel like a bird. Dubai has unsurpassed luxury and peacefulness and I can finally enjoy it with the weight of the contract off of my chest.
Buzz! Buzz!
My phone vibrates inside my pocket so I pull it out and see that I have another thousand comments on my Site post from earlier. I had posted three words: Change is coming, with no hashtags or emoticons or nothing. This was my hint to the world that I'm switching record labels, and a few fans picked up on it.
 

Emily Bauer: Are you finally leaving Taylor Music Group? About time! You either need to sign with Gizelle's label or with Eliyah Golomb's label.
ChromeGat OaklandStyle99: change is already here, you dumb bitch. It's called evolution!
ChiTown Millie Walker: I hope you’re talking about changing labels. La’Renz is a has-been. You need a new team to take your career further. Get rid of that coke head husband of yours. I screamed my head off when you married him.
Jamie Collins: I’ve already purchased my tickets @JazzmineShort. Can’t wait to see you in Abu Dhabi! I love you!
Aaron White: Are you ever gonna do a song with Caylene Hope?
Jamaican Kill Squad: Change is coming? You need to change your dress lol
Barnett Phillips: Would you like to make $200 to $2000 a day? This is not spam! Click the link here
Brenda Clark: Is “Change Is Coming” a new song title?
Tyesha816: I love your music! When are you coming back to Atlanta?
JayJay Cooper The Beast: I’m your #1 fan. I have your face tattooed on my back. No, I’m not crazy. I just love and respect you that much :)
Rosie Foster: I’m praying that your change is for the better
 

I have some of the best fans in the world. And some of the best haters too. When I first got in the music industry I was 19 years old (I'm 24 now), and the social media realm was overwhelming. It made me cry all the damn time reading people's negative comments about my life, my singing, about my food choices, even the names of my songs. Their comments weren't meant to critique; they were just hurtful for no reason at all. La'Renz taught me how to overlook the hate by only responding to the support. After a while my eyes started subconsciously skipping over the bullshit posts and only seeing the love. At least most of the time that's how it went. Sometimes the hate was so outrageous I couldn't help but notice. But for the most part, social media didn't stress me anymore.
It's just a tool, La'Renz had said of The Site one morning, while grabbing me by the arms and trying to shake my tears away. It's just a tool, Jazzmine. Use it to help you. Have fun with it. Stop taking it so fucking serious.
Now I'm able to scroll down my timeline and laugh for hours on end. Getting over social media hate is something I can credit La'Renz for. But the real life hate that comes with being a superstar ... I wouldn't wish that on my worst enemy.
I shut down The Site app and take a look across Dubai, proud to be where I am today. Proud that I came from a Memphis ghetto with no hope, to being a mainstay on the Billboard Top 100. I'm even more proud that I'm able start a new chapter at a new label soon.
"I'm gonna be free," I say into the sky with my arms open, cheesing like a little girl. "Free. Free! Do you hear me, Dubai? I said FREE!"
And suddenly, unexpectedly, my feet are no longer on the ground.
I scream, as I'm flipped over the railing by someone's strong hands.
Falling. In circles. I can't grab onto anything. All I can do is scream at the top of my lungs, but even that's hard to do because my throat fills with rushing wind and chokes me as I tumble and freefall from fifty stories up.
The wind is loud in my ears, just as loud as my screams.
"Aaaaaahhhh!"
I'm plummeting toward the earth and there's nothing I can do to stop me and it feels unfair and so fucking terrifying! My robe snatches off of me and the wind takes it and now I'm falling in bra and panties. My screaming isn't helping but I keep doing it.
The hotel parking lot is below me. It's getting closer!
Four hundred feet.
Three hundred feet, and dropping faster.
"Aaaaahhh!"
At two hundred feet, I hear other people screaming and I think I see fans pointing. It’s at this point I know I’m going to survive. Because I’m too young to die, because I have a legal commitment to Eliyah and his company now, because it just wouldn’t be fair if I—
Splat!
 

 




CHAPTER 1
 

7 YEARS LATER
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

"Slow down, woman. You're driving too fucking fast. Don't you know we got pills in the trunk? Enough to get us thrown in prison for life? Kirbie, slow the fuck down!"
I looked over at my boyfriend Archie Waters. He was sitting in the passenger seat with a puzzled expression, as if he didn't know why I was speeding. But I had told him a thousand times before we left California that I needed to be back in Kansas City before 9 pm to record a song that could really get me noticed in the mixtape arena.
"I wouldn't have to drive fast if we would've left sooner," I said accusingly.
I didn't slow down. Fuck that. We've never gotten pulled over on an out-of-town trip and I've sped through the Midwest region plenty of times. We always took the other necessary precautions, though, to counteract my lead foot. Low key vehicle: 2015 Volkswagen Passat. Up-to-date paperwork: license, stickers, insurance. We kept our seatbelts fastened too.
We were fine.
But teaming up in the recording booth with Slim Eight, an underrated but talented underground rapper from Houston, Texas, only came around once in a lifetime.
Archie said, "Are you tryna blame it on me that we didn't leave sooner? That's your fault, not mine. You and Mark were talking nonstop about bullshit."
"No, we weren't talking about bullshit. We were talking about music. And that wasn't why we were late and you know it."
Mark was our pill plug. He sold the best ecstasy pills on earth. They were branded as Purple Gorillas. Each pill had a gorilla shape stamped into it to distinguish it from the lesser-quality Transformer x-pills. Me and Archie—or just Archie, if you wanted to exclude me—had an exclusive deal with Mark that nobody else in the Midwest could get.
Outside of the drug game, Mark was an undiscovered California rapper. His rap name was Mark Beltrán, the last name a play on his Spanish roots as well as a reference to the South American drug cartel that was rumored to have a heavy stake in the music industry. Mark was a terrible rapper. The worst. He couldn't ride a beat if he was hogtied to it. But he studied the music industry and lived music like I did and we often had some interesting talks that stretched longer than Archie would have liked. But today we didn't talk that long because I had somewhere to be.
"That music shit is bullshit," Archie said. "It's a hobby. Both of yall—you and Mark—are delusional if yall think yall are gonna get rich off of that shit. Yall need to stick to what yall know. And that's hustling."
"I don't wanna hustle forever, Archie. I don't know about you, but I'm looking for a way out that'll benefit both of us and our families as well."
I switched lanes, zoomed past several cars that shouldn't have been on the highway at all, let alone the fast lane. Then I switched back to the fast lane and started coasting. This Passat had some get-up!
"And why are you tryna blame being late on me talking to Mark? We were talking while you were loading up the car. I'm late because you took off this morning and went to the casino. We were already late when we went over to Mark's."
"I didn't go to the casino. I told you that."
"Where'd you go?"
"I went to drive around Mark's neighborhood to make sure the scene was cool beforehand. I caught a flat on the way back."
"Liar," I said.
Sometimes I thought Archie was trying to sabotage my music career. For the last week I had been telling him about Slim Eight and the possibility of me and my indie labelmate, Coras Bane, recording with Slim It could open doors. But Archie had possibly slammed those doors shut by taking off this morning. I knew he was at a casino or somebody's gambling house. I know he was. He was a compulsive gambler. In Kansas City, I had to make some calls to have him banned from the Boats, but he'd just go out and get his fix whenever we were out of town. If you questioned him about his addiction, he'd just say, You can't take the money wit' you when you die. Might as well spend it.
Those were the words of people who thought the future would never come. But I had big plans for myself. Tangible dreams and goals of greatness. 
I would have let Archie drive to California by himself but I was afraid he'd gamble all our drugs—
Woop! Woop!
Panic struck me as I took a look in the rearview mirror and saw the police with their lights on. Bastards snuck up on me.
Archie looked back and quickly turned back around. "Goddammit, Kirbie! I told you to slow down!"
"Dammit."
"Pull over."
"No! We have life in prison in the trunk, remember?"
"They can't search unless we let 'em."
"That's what the law says but that doesn't mean they're gonna abide by them." I kept driving, then reached under my seat for my .380 pistol. I set it on my lap.
Archie looked at me like he was about to have a heart attack.
I'm not letting nothing get in the way of my success, I said to myself.
 




CHAPTER 2
 

Andre "Coras Bane" McDougald
 

"So where's Kirbie Amor? Ain't she supposed to be on the song with us?" Slim Eight asked me. 
"She'll be here in a minute," I said.
"First time I heard her blow, I was riding with my nigga in Dallas. I had to ask him who that was. That's how I ended up getting in contact wit' you."
I nodded. "Kirbie can sing her ass off."
Slim Eight was smoking a blunt I rolled for him, a blunt I didn't charge him for, which was something I only did for people I networked with. He was giving us a verse for a song on my upcoming mixtape Swope Park Gritter Vol. 2 in exchange for a verse from me and Kirbie on his upcoming album, so I wasn't worried about a measly blunt.
"I'd compare Kirbie to Jazzmine Short," said Slim Eight. "She got that street bitch flow."
"Kirbie is harder than Jazzmine was," I said. "Kirbie's voice is smoother and her lyrics are killing everything."
"I don't disagree. That's what caught my attention. Never heard a female sing about selling pills and smacking niggas wit' pistols. She sings it like she really does the shit too."
She does, I wanted to say.
"Do you write her lyrics for her?" he asked me.
"Nah. She writes her own shit."
"Wow. So did Jazzmine Short. And speaking of Jazzmine, did you hear about her husband La'Renz 'Buddy Rough' Taylor?"
I shook my head no.
"He's supposed to be getting out of prison this week, according to GabbyTV. I can't believe he threw that bitch off the balcony and only got seven years for it. That's what money will do for you."
I had heard about the La'Renz/Jazzmine story when it happened, only because it was broadcast on every major network in the country. But I didn't keep up with celebrity updates and blogs and things of that nature. It didn't interest me. I was more concerned with song creation.
Slim Eight puffed the weed and bobbed his head to a looped instrumental that had been produced by my nigga Gee Beats, who was here—in the physical sense, at least—sitting down at the helm of his audio workstation adjusting the levels. In Gee Beats's lap sat a Hennessy bottle. That's how he worked—drunk out of his mind.
I was the only sober one in the room. For R&B-flavored songs, I liked to have a clear head.
"This beat is hard!" Slim Eight said.
Gee Beats was nodding with him. "That's the only beats I know how to make."
I looked at my Rolex watch. It was half past the hour. Kirbie was supposed to be here by now. This late shit was starting to become a habit for her. She always had excuses related to why she was late or why her verses weren't ready, and her excuses always involved her boyfriend Archie. She needed to decide real quick if her boyfriend was more important than her music.
And I needed to decide if she was worth keeping on the label, if her gift for singing was worth more than her absences. I wasn't in a good position to be booting anybody off of the team either. Especially Kirbie, because rappers always requested her for songs because she was dope and, let's face it, partly because she was beautiful and they wanted to fuck her. My label, Swope Records, was no Def Jam, and couldn't even compare to Mount Eliyah ENT. But Swope did have a respected name regionally for putting out quality music. On the underground rap scene, we had clout. And I didn't want the label's name to be smeared by a reputation for tardiness.
It would probably be less of a hard decision to get rid of Kirbie if ... if I wasn't in love with her.
Slim Eight gave me a bored look. "I'm ready to get in the booth."
"Get on in there," I said. I tapped Gee Beats on the shoulder. He looked at me with red, glassy eyes. "Set Slim Eight up. He's ready to spit."
"We're not waiting on Kirbie?" Gee asked.
"Nah. Waited long enough. She can lay her verse last."
Slim Eight was tall, 6'8" to be exact—hence his moniker—so he had to duck down a little to go inside the booth. We watched him put his headphones on and then tap the mic three times, testing it. Gee Beats gave him the thumbs-up to start rapping.
This was Gee Beats's studio, located inside of his basement on 60th & Terrace. We had been recording out of his basement since middle school, and the set-up had come a long way. Gee had acquired just about everything he needed to make professional quality sound. He had an elaborate audio interface, top-of-the-line microphones and headphones, speakers, acoustic panels—you name it, Gee had it. The only difference between him and the majors was that Gee's studio was located in the ghetto and not in some Manhattan sky rise.
"Has Kirbie called?" Gee Beats asked me, as we watched Slim Eight sway side to side during his impressive southern flow.
"Nope," I replied.
"Are you gonna call her to see where she's at?"
"That's not my job. I'm not her daddy."
"You act like her daddy."
I cut my eyes at my drunk producer. He smiled and took another sip of his Hennessey. He looked like Will Smith in the movie Hancock, but without the super powers.
"If she was yo girl and not Archie's, she would be here," Gee said.
"But she's not my girl."
"She should be."
"I have a girl," I said.
"Monifa is not a girl. She's the devil reincarnated."
Gee Beats knew my situation. He knew I wanted to be with Kirbie. But she had a man and I had a ... problem. Her name was Monifa Chavis. And I was only with Monifa for financial gain. Sounds harsh, call me what you want, but it's true. Monifa's brother, Milo Chavis, was my weed plug. He didn't just have any kind of weed either; he had that super strain OG Tahoe. That rare shit. If I ditched Monifa, then I ditched my plug and ultimately the resources that kept Swope Records functional.
I was stuck.
But the plan was to get Swope Records to sustain itself financially, then I could ditch Monifa and Milo and rape the music business legally. Then I'd be able to have Kirbie Amor at my side, as my one and only.
I stood up out of my seat.
"Where you going?" Gee asked.
"Nowhere. I'm just about to take a selfie, post it to The Site."
"I thought you didn't take selfies."
"I'm stepping outside of my box like Kirbie wants me to."
"Oh. Don't get me in the picture then. My hair ain't cut."
I laughed. "Nigga, yo hair ain't never cut."
I put my phone in the air after tapping the front-facing camera icon. I lined my face up with the left side of the screen, giving me room to fit Slim Eight in the frame behind me. He was going to be captured in the middle of rapping his verse. An action pic. Our rap fans love action pics, Kirbie had said once. In the lower right hand corner I managed to squeeze in the top/back of Gee Beats's head. His haircut was going to be in the photo whether he liked it or not.
Ha!
I tapped the screen. Click.
After a couple more finger taps and swipes of my screen, the picture was uploaded to The Site. All I had to do now was wait for Kirbie to see the caption I wrote for her.
 




 
 
 

 

 

 

Coras Bane added a photo
Coras Bane: In the studio with the Texas legend Slim Eight. I know you see him in the booth behind me, tearing it up. You should've been here. #SwopeRecords #AreYouInOrAreYouFaking
 




CHAPTER 3
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

I didn't pull over and I hadn't planned to. But it wasn't officially a high-speed chase yet because I hadn't slammed my foot down on the gas. I had actually slowed down to the legal speed limit.
Woop! Woop!
The cop hit its warning sirens again. Archie was still looking at the .380 in my lap like it was on fire. He had really been acting like a bitch lately.
"Don't do it," Archie pleaded. "Not this time, Kirbie. These ain't Kansas City cops. That's highway patrol."
He knew me long enough to know that I never backed down.
"Just pull over. He won't search the trunk as long as we don't give him a reason to."
"You don't know that."
"Just pull the fuck over! If you take off and we get caught, I'm blaming the pills on you!"
I cut my eyes at him. "What?!"
"You heard me."
I knew Archie was lying. He loved me too much to do that to me. I'd been his partner in crime forever, and he treated me like a partner. He just wanted me to listen to him. And I would have listened if I wasn't in such a hurry.
On my door, I tapped the automatic unlock button. All four door locks popped up.
I said to my bae, "If you don't think I can lose this cop, then when I slow down just hop out."
"You're crazy, Kirbie. All this just to rap with some nigga in the studio? Fuck, Kirbie, you don't have to be in the damn booth with him. You can add yo verse to the track later. Even I know that much."
"I said I would be there so I have to be there. I promised I would step up. It's a business, Archie."
"It's not a fuckin' business! It's bullshit! What we have in the trunk is business. Serious business!"
I looked in the rearview mirror. The officer was being patient with us—his sirens hadn't went wild yet—so I had a good feeling this wasn't going to turn into a drug bust. And as bad as I hated to admit it, Archie was right about me being irrational. Slim Eight was just a rapper. It was just one song. And I probably wouldn't make it to the studio in time even if I did take this cop on a chase and get away.
Sighing, I hit my blinker and pulled over.
"Bruh," Archie said in relief.
I didn't laugh.
Archie put my gun up before the cop came to my window. Officer Slawson was the black cop's name. He made a joke about me not pulling over in a timely manner; he said he thought I was planning to keep going. I told him I was just trying to find a good place to pull over so he wouldn't get hit by highway traffic.
"I can't believe you grabbed the .380," Archie said after the cop went back to his car with my paperwork. "Is that music shit that important to you?"
"Yes."
"That's not good, Kirbie. You know how many people it is that think they're gonna be rich and famous in the music industry?"
"I have real talent though."
"That's what everybody says."
"Hater."
"Realist," he replied.
My phone made a twinkle sound. It was the sound I had set for Coras Bane's profile page on The Site. Whenever he made a post, I would get notified with a twinkle. Coras rarely ever made status updates so I knew it was something special or important.
I picked my phone up out of the cupholder, swiping my thumb across the screen to unlock it.
"Is this really a time to be on The Site?" Archie asked me.
For some reason I wasn't even thinking about the cop behind us anymore. I wanted to see what Coras posted. And when I got to his page and saw the selfie he uploaded, I even stopped hearing Archie telling me why I shouldn't be on my phone right now.
Up close, Coras's handsome brown face—did I just use the word handsome?—was looking into the camera as if he was trying to intimidate it. And by the caption he wrote about me not being there in the studio, I knew his intimidation was directed at me. He had Slim Eight in the background rapping in the booth, and in the lower right-hand corner was Gee Beats's unfailing non-brushed head. I smiled at that, wishing I was there, then I clicked on the comments.
 

Jaron Cooks: Is that Slim Eight I see in the background?
Coras Bane: Yep, that’s him. He’s gonna be on Swope Park Gritter Vol. 2 #comingsoon
Toras InaExplorer: I need a song from you Coras. Inbox me yo info.
Mista Thraxx: why isn't kirbie amor in the picture? I thought she was the queen of Swope Records
Coras Bane: @MistaThraxx yo guess is as good as mine
Marissa Divine: I love Slim Eight! One of the sexiest underground rappers out!
Mitch tiredofballin Walker: I can’t wait to hear what yall working on. tag me when you post the song
 

The comments only made me feel worse. I was missing the chemistry going on in the booth.
Then Officer Slawson tapped on my window. I rolled it down again.
"Ma'am, I'm going to need you to step out of the car for me, please," he said.
 

 




CHAPTER 4
 

Andre "Coras Bane" McDougald 
 

 

After Slim Eight finished with his verse, he bought a couple pounds of OG Tahoe from me. I walked him outside to his Maserati Ghibli to make sure he made it out of the neighborhood safely. It was a noticeable car—a rare luxury car not often seen in Kansas City—and this was a high-crime area. I'd be damned if I let some niggas rob somebody I had done business with.
I had a 9mm in my pocket. Fully loaded, one in the head. That's how I rolled.
Slim Eight started up his car with the push of a button, then shook my hand through the window. "I would've loved to meet Kirbie."
"Next time I promise you she'll be here," I said. "Thanks for coming through and blessing us."
"My pleasure. And I'ma need some more of this Tahoe next time too. You might see me again sooner than you think."
After he drove off, I started walking back up to the house to make sure Gee Beats was still fine-tuning Slim Eight's sound and hadn't nodded off yet. Gee was known for falling asleep during a session. But before I got to the front door, a Volkswagen Passat stopped at the curb. It was a stop so sudden, the body of the car was still rocking back and forth when the driver's side door flung open.
I put my hand on my gun handle.
"Coras, you better not shoot me," Kirbie said, as she got out of the Volkswagen and slammed the door and stormed up to me.
Actually, she stormed past me—she just gave me a little one-arm hug on her way up to the house.
I went and grabbed her arm, stopping her. "Where you think you going?"
"I know I'm late, Coras. But it wasn't my fault."
"It's never yo fault."
"I got pulled over with pills in the trunk. But I got lucky. The cop knew who I was. He listens to our music. He wanted an autograph from me. Can you let me go, please?"
"Slim Eight is gone," I told her.
"What?!"
"That's what happens when you don't show up on time. You miss opportunities." I finally let her go. She tried to walk in the house again and I had to snatch her up once more. "You're not allowed in the studio tonight. Go home."
"Let me sing my verse and I’ll leave."
"You can do it tomorrow."
"Why?!"
"Because I said so!"
Every now and then I had to get loud with Kirbie. She always thought she was entitled to get her way, and even though I thought that was sexy, sometimes she needed to hear my He-Man voice to keep her humble and focused.
She was beautiful tonight, like always. Her hair was flipped up to one side in a style that was meant to look adventurous. It was working for her too, brought out her slender face. She had a complexion that was a few shades lighter than mine. I was dark coffee, and she had a couple more tablespoons of milk than me. Together, we would make one hellavuh expresso.
Then the passenger side door of the Volkswagen popped open and Archie stepped out.
"Get'cho hands off of my girl, bro," Archie said, and he had his hand under his shirt like he was holding a weapon.
I let her go, put my hand on my own gun handle. Unlike him, he actually saw what I was holding.
"Archie, get back in the car," Kirbie said to him.
"Why'd you bring that nigga over here?" I asked her angrily.
"I told you we got pulled over. If I would've dropped him off first I would've been here even later. He was supposed to stay in the car."
"You know I don't fuck wit' that fool, Kirbie. Get that nigga outta here."
Archie was shorter than me but he outweighed me by at least twenty pounds. That didn't mean shit, though. I'd still knock him out and dust him off when I was done. As far as his background, he was a solid nigga. He had been hustling longer than me because he was older than me and Kirbie both by four years plus. I was 22, Kirbie was 18, and he was 26. I never liked Archie because he'd been dating Kirbie since she was 14. But he did teach her how to hustle, how to get money against the odds out here in these crazy Kansas City streets. That's more than I could say for a lot of older niggas who only wanted to fuck and mislead these younger bitches.
Even still, I was prepared to shoot Archie dead right now. He wouldn't be the first.
"Can I at least get a copy of the song so I can hear it overnight?" Kirbie asked me. "I have a flash drive on my key ring."
"C'mon, Kirbie!" Archie yelled.
"Yo boyfriend is calling you," I said to her. "You better go before he gets shot."
She gave me a look as if I was dead wrong for taking my stance. Then she stalked off, and she and Archie got back in the Passat. I didn't take my hand off of my gun handle until they drove off.



 
 
 

 

 

 

Kirbie Amor > Slim TexasBorn Eight: Sorry I didn't get to meet up with you. You know how it is in these streets. Nothing goes as planned. But as soon as you hear my verse you're gonna be pleased! —with
Coras Bane
and
Gee Beats
 




CHAPTER 5
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

The next morning I didn't even bother with Coras. I didn't want to hear his mouth. So I called Gee Beats and told him to e-mail me the track so I'd be prepared when Coras finally let me back in the studio.
I was laying in bed with Archie when I got the e-mail on my laptop. I liked my music blaring loud and Archie was sleep so I got up and took the laptop downstairs.
Eagerly, I pushed play.
The R&B track came on and sounded incredible! Even though I'd heard this instrumental a thousand times, it still gave me an adrenaline rush, that tingling feeling every artist gets when inspiration hits. I listened, bobbing my head, as Slim Eight came in with his flow:
 

I don't love her but she made me come close/ I got more than one but she gets the dick the most/ sucked me so good I thought I seen a ghost/ sucked me so good I stayed for eggs and toast
 

I liked how Slim put his words together. Simple but effective. The beat changed up a little after his verse was over, something Gee Beats was known for. This was where I was supposed to lay the chorus. I listened closely to the sounds, getting my thoughts together, vibing, when the next verse suddenly came on. It was Coras rapping. I knew he was going to be on the song—it was his mixtape we were working on—but I thought I was supposed lay a verse second.
As I listened, my jaw dropped from shock. This verse was about me! He must have recorded it after I saw him yesterday. Quickly, I put my finger back on the touchpad and skipped back to the beginning of his verse.
 

You're with the wrong nigga, I think you know it too/ but what you don't realize is the shit I'm going through/ tried to play it cool and almost shot yo man over you/ Ain’t even fucked you yet, Imagine when I do
 

I was speechless. The rest of his verse talked about how he wished I felt the same way about him. What he didn't know was that I did love him back. But he had a girlfriend and a side chick. His girlfriend was a jealous female named Monifa Chavis. She was cute and made sure she let social media know it, but she had a habit of exuding negativity and it rubbed off in her status updates. He had been with her for as long as he'd been hustling.
Coras's other chick was also his manager. Her name was Ashleigh Hedgman. Sad thing was she was my manager too. They'd been sleeping together since the business relationship started. 
So why did Coras write this verse?
Did he expect me to be girlfriend number three?
I plugged a set of big headphones in the laptop, put them on and turned the volume up. I wanted to hear his verse again, clearly. For some reason his rhymes always put me in a sexual mood, and this particular song singled me out so I was extra turned on. I closed my eyes, picturing him next to me.
No one knew, but Coras was the inspiration behind all of my love ballads. His voice was everything to me.
 

You're with the wrong nigga, I think you know it too/ but what you don't realize is the shit I'm going through
 

My hands crawled inside of my Spandex and I started fingering myself. Words of my own started to tumble around in my head, floating together to form poetry. My moisture is not a choice, I sang in my mind. It's drawn out of me by the sound of your voice.
I loved playing with words while I was playing with myself.
 

You have to make up your mind first, boy/ stop giving them other hoes your time first, boy/ then maybe we could be/ and I can show you what kind of freak I be
 

Suddenly, my headphones were snatched from my head and the cord popped out of the laptop. Coras's lyrics now filled the entire living room.
"What the fuck are you doing?!" Archie hollered.
I was cold busted. "Nothing," I said in a childish tone.
"Nothing?"
Archie was a bear when he got mad. Chest puffed out, fists balled. He only had his boxers on right now—a pair with green martians stamped all over it that I got him for his birthday last year—so it was hard for me to find him threatening. He snatched my laptop and flung it across the room. I heard it crack. Even though I had all of my important stuff backed up in cloud storage, I was still pissed.
"It looked like you were fingering yourself to the sound of Coras's voice," he said, stepping closer to me. "Is that what you were doing?"
Deny. Deny. Deny.
"No, Archie, I was thinking of you."
He smacked me.
It wasn't a hard smack, but this was the first time he had put his hands on me so I was stunned. I told him once before that if he ever hit me I would kill him. I had said it jokingly, but I wasn't joking.
"You deserved that," he said to me. "This is my house. A man is generous enough to let you move in his house at 14, and then you lie to that man in his face? Keep it real wit' me. I already know you wanna fuck that nigga. You think I'm blind? If you knew what was good for you ... Where are you going?"
I left him standing there talking, went into the bedroom and grabbed my .380 pistol from under the mattress. Right when I cocked it back, Archie appeared in the doorway.
"You gon' shoot me?" he asked, like he thought I wouldn’t do it.
I pointed it at his chest. "I told you what I was gonna do if you ever put yo hands on me, didn't I?"
"And I told you what I would do if you ever cheated on me," he countered. "I would beat yo muthafucking ass. You lucky you only got a smack. I don't care if you got that gun, or that you shot somebody before. I ain't her. You know better. Bitch, I raised you—"
I lowered my aim a bit. Bang!
He took a step back with his right leg, because I had shot him in his left. He was shocked, and I was shocked that he didn't fall.
"Kirbie!" He said my name like I was a child that had just been caught scribbling on the walls. "What the fuck, Kirbie?"
Blood was running down his hairy leg.
I was thinking about shooting him again until he took another staggering step back and finally lost his balance. His left leg stayed straight as he fell.
"Put yo hands on me again and I will kill you!" I spat. "You hear me, nigga?"
"Kirbie, you don't need a gun. You're fucking crazy."
"Well don't try me!"
"I'm sorry," he said.
I grabbed my suitcase and heaved it up on the bed. I packed it full and placed my gun on top and zipped it up.
"Where you going?" he asked, breathing hard.
His blood was pooling on the hardwood floor. I didn't want him to die but I wasn't going to help him either.
Extending the suitcase's handle, I lugged the suitcase past him on wheels.
"I said I was sorry!" he shouted.
 




CHAPTER 6
 

Monifa Chavis
 

I was laying on my stomach, propped up on my elbows as Coras fucked me from behind. I had my hands clasped together under me as he pulled my hair, forcing me to grit my teeth.
Even though I felt like I was starting to lose consciousness—in a good, mesmerizing way—I fixed my lips to utter, "Is that all you got, Coras? Harder!"
This amazing man dug deeper with his barbarous penis, made me scream for him to, Chill okay, sorry, chill, Coras, but he just pushed my face into the pillows, nearly suffocating me.
It wasn't often he fucked me like this, and I was going to enjoy it. It would have been an even better experience if one of his and Kirbie's songs wasn't playing in the background. It was annoying hearing her sing while he fucked me.
"Can you turn that down?" I asked.
"You just told me to turn up," he said back as he long-stroked me.
"I was talking about your dick, not the music, baby ..."
"What's wrong with the music? You don't like my raps?"
"I do. Just not the songs with Kirbie on them."
"Grin and bear it," he told me.
I let him keep pounding my backside only because I didn't want to ruin a good fuck session. Over the past few months I felt like I had been losing him to the studio, and the times we did get to spend together I tried to cherish.
So I'd forgive him for the music today, as long as he continued to make my pussy queef and hiss like it was now. But tomorrow, I was hiding any and all CDs that featured Kirbie.
My qualm with Kirbie was less about jealousy and more about proximity. This bitch was around my man more than me! Maybe I needed to start singing; maybe I'd get more Coras time. The only problem was I couldn't sing. At least not good enough to get signed to Swope Records, apparently.
Another thing that pissed me off about Kirbie was how she always felt the need to tag Coras in almost all of her status updates. Bitch, you got a man! Tag Archie! Every other day she was posting a selfie with him in the studio, or at the local record store 7th Heaven dropping off discs, selfies with him pouring her drinks or laughing together. I was waiting for her to post the selfie of them fucking so I could post the selfie of me killing them both! I wouldn't be surprised if people on The Site thought Kirbie was his girl and not me.
There was Ashleigh Hedgman too. Coras's manager. She was on my watch-list too. She wasn't as crowding as Kirbie, but I was still suspicious of her. I never trusted light-skinned bitches, and Ashleigh was near white. Every time she came to the house she'd look at me like I was beneath her. Just because you could speak better than somebody didn't mean you were better than that person.
"Yo booty is my bae," Coras said, snapping me out of my negative thoughts.
I smiled. Coras always said something stupid whenever he was in the middle of cumming inside of me. I just hoped this time his cum found a home. I should have been pregnant by now. And I didn't know if it was his biology or mine that was holding us up.
Coras pulled out of me, ever so slow. This was the worst part for me, feeling Mr. Pete’s weight exit my moist womb. It felt like theft.
Don't go, Pete. Stay a little longer ...
"Can we go see a movie today?" I asked.
Coras was pulling on his jeans. "What movie?"
"I don't know. Any one. I just wanna see it with you."
"Just tell me what movie you wanna see. I can get it on DVD from Gee Beats's cousin. He always got the new releases, even the ones still in the theatre."
"I don't wanna sit here and watch a bootleg movie in the house. I wanna go out on the town with you and experience Kansas City. I wanna tag us outdoors together on The Site, show people we're still in love. They have a new theatre in Overland Park."
"I'd love to go out with you tonight, but I gotta go to the studio. Successful people do what they have to do whether they want to or not. I got a company to build."
Fuck that company, I thought. You've been rapping for years and haven't been on nobody's Billboard list yet.
"Find out what movie you wanna watch and text it to me," he said on his way to the bathroom. "We'll watch it when I get back."
The problem was I would be sleep by the time he got back. He stayed in the studio till two and three in the morning, regularly. Then expected me to wake up and suck his dick.
Sometimes I felt like he was tolerating me because he was buying dope from my big brother.
"That better not be the case," I mumbled to myself.
My phone chimed, letting me know I had a notification from The Site. I rolled over onto my back so I could reach my phone on the nighstand, and in doing so I felt Coras's cum shift inside of me. I bent my knees so it didn't escape, then brought my phone up and swiped the screen.
Kirbie had made a new status update. I had my Site page set up to notify me whenever she posted online. Why would I track somebody I hated? Simple: Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. Her status read:
 

Kirbie Amor: Be Careful of the ones you love. They'll turn on you in a snap. When they do, make sure you're prepared to keep it moving. #NewSongAboutBetrayal #ComingSoon #NeverLetAManPutHisHandsOnYou
 

The first thing that came to my mind after reading her status was, Her and Archie must be having problems. Smiling, I went to Archie's profile page to confirm my suspicions. His latest update read:
 

ArchieGotSkittles36: I wanna let everybody know what really happened but I know it’s not appropriate for the internet. But I will say this: Why am I the one bleeding? You act like a man so take yo lick like one. Weren’t you in the wrong first? #ThingsThatMakeYouGoHmm #iMightNeedCrutches #KindnessForWeakness
 

Drama! I loved it when two people in a relationship had accessible Site pages. It was a soap opera. As far as my own situation, I liked to post my feelings about my love life a lot but my man, Coras, barely used social media at all so Site users only got my side of the story. With Kirbie and Archie, their relationship was an open book.
I clicked Like on Archie's post, then logged off of the Site—only to log in as Coras. What I was about to do was wrong, but I didn't care.
I went back to Kirbie's profile page to leave a comment in Coras's name. Coras would be none the wiser because, like I said, he rarely ever used social media. He hadn't caught me posting stats in his name yet and if he ever did suspect me of tampering with his Site page I would just deny it and blame it on a hacker.
Under Kirbie's latest post, I typed:
 

Coras Bane: Good thing I don't have to worry about a loved one turning they back on me. @MonifaChavis always got my back. 
 

As soon as saw that the post updated successfully, I turned my phone off and set it back down on the nightstand. I hugged my knees to my nude chest, smiling like a little girl. Some people would call what I just did hating. But when it was your man involved, it was called strategizing to protect what's yours.
 

 




CHAPTER 7
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

I was at my father's house in my old room, laying in my old bed. It hadn't changed much since I left the house at 14 years old—all the furniture was in the same place and there were no posters on the wall because my daddy never let me pin up any. The room remained neutral. You couldn't tell if this was a boy or girl's room.
Not being able to personalize my space was one of many things that made me run away so young and never come back. But the number one thing was the physical abuse. My father beat me for the smallest shit back then. And sometimes he hit me for no reason at all. He had been suffering from alcoholism, which intensified whenever he thought of my mother who left him—who left us—shortly after I was born.
I remember the single horrific incident that made me run away like my mother had. He used the iron instead of the belt. The first swing was the worst. The iron was still hot; it stamped me in my ribs, breaking them. I hadn't even known what I'd done.
"Daddy, please!" I had screamed as I scrambled to the edge of my bed, rolling off of it onto the floor. It was the worst thing I could have done. I had boxed myself into a corner. "Daddy, what did I do?!"
"You snore like your mother," he had slurred. "You're doing it on purpose ..."
It was at that point, as he winded up the iron by its cord again, I realized that as much as I tried not to be like my mother—a mother I had never met and knew nothing about—there was no way I could undo his comparisons. I wasn't even safe in my sleep.
But after I found Archie and I'd been away from home for a few years, my father sunk deeper into depression and finally found God. He started going to church faithfully. He changed his life around, stopped drinking cold turkey, and we were able to repair our relationship. I could come here whenever I was having problems with Archie.
This was the first time Archie hit me, and I was still surprised that I had shot him. How did I have the courage to put a bullet in Archie, who barely left a scratch on me, and not ever even attempted to fight my father back? I guess it was maturity. I was older now. No man better not ever put his hands on me.
My phone twinkled. It was another Site notification from my subliminal post about Archie. I was surprised to see that Coras, Mr. Sometimey-Internet-User, had commented on something so personal.
 

Coras Bane: Good thing I don't have to worry about a loved one turning they back on me. @MonifaChavis always got my back.
 

Completely uncalled for! Why would he post that under my status? Where everyone else was leaving me comments of encouragement, he felt the need to throw it in my face that he had his relationship under control. Was this some kind of evil get-back from me being late to the studio yesterday? Sometimes I didn't understand Coras. One minute he was all up under Monifa and Ashleigh, the next minute he was sending me subliminal messages in songs. He needed to make up his mind. I loved Coras, but I'd rather take a little bit of physical abuse from Archie than the mental abuse of Coras's cheating ways.
"What are you doing here, Kirbie?"
I looked up from my phone. It was my dad at the door. Benjamin Capelton. He was a short man with a large belly who loved wearing flannel jackets. The one he had on now was brown and black. He had a nice set of hair on his head, but it had long went gray. So had his beard. His eyes were worn, but he still looked a lot more lively than he had when he used to be a heavy drinker.
"I knew you were here because I smelled your feet as soon as I walked out of my room," he smiled.
I had my socks off. I brought a foot up close to my face as far as I could stretch—I used to be able to make my big toe touch my nose—and I sniffed. I didn't smell a thing. My dad thought he was a part-time comedian now. This was the father I wished I had grown up with as a child.
"Your mother's feet smelled the same way," he said, sitting down beside me. I sat up and gave him a hug. As I pulled away, he suddenly looked at me strangely, as if I had something on my face. "What happened? Archie hit you?"
I hadn't known the smack left a mark. I touched my face and felt light pain, so I got up to look in the mirror.
My jawline was bruised.
"Do you want me to get something for that?" my father asked.
"No, I'm fine. It was an accident. It's not that bad."
"I insist, Kirbie."
"I said I'm fine, Daddy."
He got up and left. I was waiting for him to come back with a pack of ice when I suddenly heard a click-clack, and then I saw him walking past my room with his shotgun. I ran out and grabbed him by the arm.
"Daddy, go put that back!"
"No, Kirbie. Let me take care of it."
I took the shotgun from him. "I thought you were a man of God now?"
"I'm only human, Kirbie. I can't sit by and let that nigga do you ..." He stopped himself.
I knew what he was about to say. I can't sit by and let that nigga do you like I used to do you.
"I already handled Archie, Daddy. He won't be hitting me no more."
Benjamin looked at me worriedly. He knew I sold drugs and carried a gun. I had even sold pills to some of his old buddies. I could tell by looking in his eyes that he wanted to say more to me, but he felt like he couldn't tell me what to do anymore because he'd lost his privileges as a father. He'd treated me worse than any man ever had and probably ever would.
"I'll put it up," he said, and I gave him the shotgun back. "Just promise me you won't go back to him."
"I don't know what I'm gonna do yet."
"What about Coras? I thought you liked him."
"He's taken."
"I can find you a nice young man at the church—"
"Daddy, I'm fine. I'll figure it out. If I have to be alone, I'll be alone."
"I just don't want you to end up lonely like me."
I gave him a hug. "Go put the shotgun back, Daddy."
He held me for a moment longer, kissing me on my forehead. Then he went into his room and closed the door. I heard him turn on some music by his favorite artist—rhythm and blues by the incomparable Caylene Hope.
My phone rang.
"Hello?" I answered. I went back in my room and sat down on the bed.
"Where you at?" Coras asked.
"At my daddy's house? How's Monifa doing?"
"What?"
I decided not to even get into it with him over his childish comment on The Site. I was going to be the bigger person.
This time.
"Are you ready to be an adult?" he asked me.
I sucked my teeth. "Coras, you act like I'm late to the studio all the—"
"Answer my question. Are you ready to be an adult? I didn't ask for backtalk."
Everybody wanted to be my daddy, it seemed—Archie, my real daddy, and especially this drill sergeant on the other end of the line.
"Kirbie, you can't just be a good singer in this industry," Coras continued. "You might assume that because you got a voice that you're special, but thinking that way will hinder you. You gotta work, girl. Yeah, you're not scared to hustle; yeah, you're not scared to shoot a gun; yeah, you can turn all of that into hot music—but all of that falls to the wayside if you can't be a responsible business woman on top of that."
I was very close to hanging up on him.
"Are you ready to woman-up? I would say act ya age but you're only 18. I need you to act my age."
This nigga ... bruh ...
"I'm ready," I said.
"Are you?"
"Yes, Coras."
"You're always talking about people hating on you. You need to stop hating on yo'self and take this music seriously. We need to get my mixtape done so I can get it mastered and we can start working it and sending it out to these major labels. I'm ready to get rich."
"Me too."
"Well get yo ass down here to the studio then. And put some pep in ya step."
 




CHAPTER 8
 

La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor
 

My first day out of prison I had just enough money to get me a hotel in downtown Manhattan, New York. It was a fancy suite; I wouldn't settle for nothing less. I stayed up all night standing at the window, looking down at the Mount Eliyah ENT headquarters, owned and operated by my nemesis Eliyah Golomb.
"I did seven years in prison because of you, Eliyah. Oh, you're gonna pay for that, my old friend. Just wait and see."
That night in the hotel, I spent the last of my prison money on a ham sandwich that was undeniably the best thing I ever tasted in nearly a decade.
By the middle of the next morning, I had over a hundred thousand dollars in cash, secured from industry associates that owed me money. First, I bought the finest suit I could find in stores—a navy blue Armani suit tailored to my needs. Then I bought a Hublo watch with diamonds.
As I was exiting the jewelry store, someone took a picture of me on their camera phone. It was a young Black girl with short hair, cute but not cute enough, dressed in a revealing white blouse that draped over gothic leather pants. Her wrists were accessorized with costume jewelry.
Bohemian, I assumed.
"Are you La'Renz 'Buddy Rough' Taylor?" she asked with a smile.
New Yorkers were bustling past us. No one else had noticed me yet. She snapped another picture, wide angle this time.
"Yes, I am," I said.
"Can I take a picture with you, please?"
"No," I said, then climbed into the back of my awaiting cab.
I had no time to waste.
My next stop was Mount Eliyah ENT. I was dressed the way I imagined I would be dressed the first time I saw Eliyah. I was dressed like the man I was before prison. I wanted him to see that confinement hadn't changed me.
"Thank you, sir, right here," I said to the cab driver. He stopped, I tipped him and climbed out of the cab.
I fixed my tie before I walked into my old partner's establishment.
I was recognized immediately by the front desk security. It was two of them. I could tell by their wide eyes that they knew I was La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor. I kept walking past their desk.
The bigger of the two spoke up. "Sir, you have to check in first."
I was at the elevators when the big one decided to get up and come after me. The last time I'd been here I shattered a window by throwing a hiphop award through glass in Eliyah's office. The trophy landed somewhere on the street below. I had been irate because the award belonged to an artist I discovered, a rapper named Yayo Love. Eliyah stole him like he tried to steal my late wife Jazzmine Short. I would've thrown Eliyah out of that same window but security escorted me out. Ever since then I had been on high-alert by Mount Eliyah security.
Apparently, after doing seven years in prison, I was still on high-alert.
The elevator chimed and the doors slid open. I stepped on.
"Mr. Taylor, you're not allowed in this building," said the hefty security guard, slamming his hand against the elevator frame and stopping the door from closing. "I'm going to have to ask you to leave the premises immediately."
"Why?" I asked.
"I wasn't told why. I just need you to leave."
"What's your name?"
"Bryan."
"Bryan, I need you to move your hand out of the way so I can head on upstairs. I have some business with your boss I need to attend to. And in doing so, I'll consider you for a potential job in working for me when I crush this company."
"I'm afraid I can't do that, Mr. Taylor. I need you to leave. You're only allowed in the building by appointment only."
I sighed, rolling my eyes. "I'm sorry to have to do this to you, Bryan."
I reached into my suit jacket as if I had a gun. Bryan had quick reflexes for a man of his size—he had backed away from the elevator at least six feet in half of a second. I smiled at him as the doors slid closed.
I didn't have a gun.
Not yet anyway.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 9
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

I felt more focused than I ever had in my life. I was working on my first solo mixtape!
Coras had already finished his mixtape a couple weeks ago and sent it out to all the major labels, including Mount Eliyah ENT. He hadn't gotten any responses yet, but the song we did with Slim Eight was being played on Kansas City's local radio station, Hot 103 Jamz. People had been calling in and requesting the song.
Me and Gee Beats were the only ones in the studio this morning. He was scanning through instrumentals he'd produced.
"Just tell me when you hear one you like," Gee said.
We found what I thought was the perfect beat, so I sat down on the couch with my pen and pad and started my creativity process. I decided to name the song, "Touch Me Again." This was going to be a fight song, not a sex song. It was going to be about Archie, of course. Chock full of revenge, murder and trash talk.
I was halfway through my first verse when Coras walked in the studio with his side chick—ahem, our manager—Ashleigh Hedgman. Ashleigh was dressed casually in a turquoise button up, black slacks, and wedge sandals. She was pretty, I couldn't hate. I couldn't hate on Coras either; he had on a muscle-hugging black V-neck with a luxurious gold Cuban link chain around his neck.
"Cut the music," Coras said to Gee Beats. "We have an announcement to make."
Gee leaned into his workstation and cut all of the levels down. Then he took a swig of his Hennessey and spun in his chair to face Coras and Ashleigh. I set my pen and pad down on my lap.
I was actually doing a good job of not showing my panic. An announcement? Is this bitch pregnant?!
"Ashleigh, go ahead," said Coras.
Ashleigh smiled. "Big news. I've managed to book us a spot opening up for Yayo Love at the Sprint Center."
Wow! That was good news. And a relief at the same time. It was almost impossible getting booked at the Sprint Center, which was the largest venue in Kansas City for aspiring artists like us. Local artists rarely got to perform there.
"What songs are we doing?" I asked.
"Four songs," Ashleigh said. "And we only have time to perform the first three minutes of each. The songs are: Killa City, Convenient For Me, Murder Rate Up, and No Bull."
I frowned at the song choices. Two of the tracks she mentioned I wasn't even featured on. And one of the ones I was featured on, I sung last so if we only had time to do the first three minutes on each, that meant I was only performing once. For the other three songs I'd just be on stage looking pretty.
Ashleigh loved to hate on me.
"Who picked the songs?" I asked.
"I did," she said. "Randomly."
"I bet."
Coras said, "After the Sprint Center, we're gonna hit the road and start working my mixtape. Convenient For Me featuring Slim Eight has been a success for us so far and we have to keep spreading it across the states that support Kansas City artists. Texas, North Carolina, Denver—"
"What about my mixtape?" I cut in. "How am I gonna work on it if we're on the road?"
"You're mixtape is up next, Kirbie," said Coras. "We just gotta give mines the biggest push while it's hot."
"Let all things be done decently and in order," Ashleigh added with a smile, quoting the Corinthians verse from the Bible.
This was the second time my mixtape was going to be pushed to the backburner.
Coras looked at me, reading my disappointment. He sounded like a politician when he said, "You can always write on the road. Have Gee Beats download some instrumentals onto your cellphone. By the time we get back, you should have half of your mixtape ready. And before I forget, I just wanted to say I'm proud of you, Kirbie. You've been making it to the studio on time and making music a priority."
Gee Beats turned the music back on and I tried to get back in writer mode. But I couldn't. I had too much on my mind.
Sighing, I picked my phone up and logged into The Site, something I always did when I had writer's block. I made a status update about being excited to perform at the Sprint Center—I tagged Coras and Gee Beats in the post, like always—and then I went to Archie's profile page. His latest update was ten minutes ago:
 

ArchieGotSkittles36: Missing my woman :(
 

This post was typical of Archie. We'd argue and break-up, he'd make a status about being glad I was gone to rack up Likes from the single-woman Site users, and then days or weeks later he'd post a stat about how much he missed me.
There was one factor that seemed to always pull us back together though. And that was those Purple Gorilla pills. We made a good hustling team, me and Archie. And when we did have our separations, it was like we were still together because I'd still sell my share of pills and travel with him to re-cop. Sometimes we rode in silence and sometimes we rekindled our relationship on those out-of-town trips. Last night I went to our storage unit and found him hobbling around inside on crutches. I grabbed a bag of pills out of the unit and didn't say barely two words to him.
My phone rang. It was Archie.
For a moment I wondered if I should even answer. Did I really want to jump right back into the same situation, knowing I was going to be single again as soon as we got into another argument? This last time it was basically my fault, getting caught fingering myself to Coras's verse, but who's fault would it be next time? Because there would be a next time.
There always was.
I looked across the basement and saw Coras talking to Ashleigh in the corner of the room. It seemed like they were having some kind of heated debate because Ashleigh looked close to tears. She was probably complaining to him about playing second-fiddle to Monifa. I watched him take his finger and lift her chin gently, edging his lips close to hers.
She turned away.
I asked myself: Kirbie, is that the man you're waiting for to sweep you off of your feet? You need to come back down to reality, boo-boo.
Listening to my phone ring, I finally put it up to my ear. Archie was all I had.
"Hello?" I answered.
 




CHAPTER 10
 

La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor
 

 

I was sure the security guard called the police, so I didn't have a lot of time. As soon as the elevator doors opened, I walked out onto the top floor and stalked across the room. I kept an important pace and didn't even turn to look at the workers as they began to notice who I was. Some of them started standing up at their desks, gawking and whispering.
"Is that La’Renz Taylor?"
"That is La'Renz. That's Buddy Rough."
"He killed his wife. Jazzmine was so young."
"I can't believe they only gave him seven years."
I kept walking to where I remembered Eliyah's grand office to be. Then I opened the door without knocking.
"Yes, we need to broaden our distribution—"
It was Thomas Dyer in the executive's chair, not Eliyah. He looked stunned by my presence. I was bothered by his.
"Let me call you back," he said into the phone, then hung up and set it on his desk. "What the hell are you doing in my office? How'd you get past security?"
"Is that any way to talk to your boss?" I said.
"You're not my boss. I'm CEO here at Mount Eliyah ENT now."
"I can't believe you, Thomas. You let that white boy convince you to work for him?"
"This is the biggest hiphop company in the world, La'Renz. When you went to prison, no one wanted anything to do with Taylor Music Group. What was I supposed to do? Starve?"
Before prison, I had hired Thomas Dyer as an A&R for Taylor Music Group. He scouted talent, and he had a knack for it. I remembered sitting in my office smoking Cuban cigars with him as we laughed about Eliyah leaving the TMG family to start his own label. We never guessed the no-rhythm Jewish bitch would build a rival company in just a few years' time.
Thomas was young back then. He had a goatee and kept a swirl part in his head. Now the goatee was gone and he was balding. He looked older than me.
"Why are you here?" Thomas asked me.
"I just wanted to look Eliyah in the face and tell him that I'm dedicating my life to shutting Mount Eliyah ENT down. Taylor Music Group is going to rebuild. Success is gonna be my revenge."
Thomas sighed, as he leaned back in his office chair and scratched his head. "Eliyah is rarely ever here, La'Renz. He just bought a pro basketball team and an advertising company. He's too busy to be here. That's why he hired me."
"Come back to Taylor Music Group, Thomas. That's where your loyalty is at."
"La'Renz, are you crazy? I don't wanna have anything to do with you. You killed your wife."
I charged toward Thomas and he sprang up out of his seat. He snatched his letter opener off of his desk and put his back against the wall, the sharp end of the letter opener pointed at me.
I paused. He was trembling.
"You know I didn't kill Jazzmine," I snarled.
"You pled guilty, La'Renz."
"Because I had to! Eliyah set me up! I would still be in prison if I went to trial. He knew the prosecuting attorney on the case. Hell, I didn't trust my own lawyer because he was buddies with almost every defense attorney in New York and probably still is. He's Jewish, Thomas. He came from wealth and political power. He had my wife killed and he framed me!"
Thomas was still trembling with the letter opener. I knew I could disarm him in three moves and have my knee on his neck all within 15 seconds, but I didn't want to risk fucking up my new suit.
"Please-please ... leave," he stuttered.
"You made your choice then," I said, as I turned and walked out of the office buttoning my suit jacket. "You're the enemy now."
 

***
 

I took the stairs instead of the elevator. I didn't know if the police were in the building yet, and I had one more stop to make.
I hurried down just two flights, stopping on the second floor. Last time I was here the submissions department was on this level. In the stairwell, I pulled open the second floor door in an attempt to be discreet, then I went in.
Music was playing on this floor. Rap music. I looked and saw most of the employees all grouped to one side of the room, crowding around a young kid with a microphone. This was some kind of listening party or audition.
Good, I thought.
I was able to walk into the submissions area unseen. Atop several desks were stacks of envelopes and packages containing CDs and digital files from aspiring musicians from all over the United States. I knew that all of the top talent in the country would be submitting here, and I was going to steal some. Simple as that. Just like Eliyah had done to me. I would need fresh, undiscovered talent if I wanted the new Taylor Music Group to be a success.
I grabbed a nearby trash can and dumped all of the junk in it onto the floor. I started stuffing submissions into the trash bag, one after another.
"La'Renz?"
I turned and saw a face I hadn't seen in years—seven to be exact. It was Sundi Ashworth, the woman who I had cheated on my dead wife with. Many nights I stayed up at night laying on my bunk, hands crossed behind my head, wondering if I should have ever slept with her ... wondering if she should be on my fuck-you list too.
She looked gorgeous today. Long hair, soft butter skin dressed in a blouse, pencil skirt and high heels. She had aged beautifully. Seven years would put her at 27 years old.
"Hey, stranger," I said, as I kept stuffing my bag.
"La'Renz, what are you doing here?"
"What does it look like I'm doing? I'm scouting talent."
"You could get arrested for this?"
"Not if I move fast enough."
"When did you get out?" she asked me.
"Like you care."
She never wrote me one time. She never came to see me either. And I had given her a chance in the music industry when no one else would. She had been my secretary at Taylor Music Group. She had no credentials—no college degree, no previous experience, no recommendations. Just a 20-year-old pretty face who knew how to dress.
"So you're working for the enemy too, huh?" I said. "You and Thomas sure know the meaning of loyalty."
"La'Renz, I had bills."
"Mount Eliyah ENT is the only place in town that can pay your bills?"
"They have the best opportunities here. Eliyah hired me as an A&R, not a secretary."
My bag was getting full. I gave it a tug, testing its weight. It was way too heavy, but I still picked it up over my shoulder. Black Santa in an Armani suit.
"Do you think I killed Jazzmine too?" I asked her.
"It's none of my business."
"We had an affair together. It should be your business."
Her lips went tight. That gesture brought back so many memories. She always got tight-lipped when she was offended. It was her way of stopping herself from saying the first thing that came out of her mouth, which was usually negative.
Damn, she's beautiful!
I adjusted the bag on my shoulder, trying to distribute the weight evenly. "Are you gonna try and stop me from taking these packages?"
"No," she said.
"Well, can you get the fuck outta my way? This shit ain't getting lighter."
She stepped to the side and I walked past her, heading back to the stairwell.
"La'Renz."
I stopped and turned. I said What? with my eyes.
"My Site name is still SundiTaylor718," she said. “I didn’t change the Taylor.”
I turned back around and kept walking. "You should have," I said over my shoulder.



 
 
GabbyTV: I got a muthafucking ANNOUNCEMENT! La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor is a free man! Sources say that on La'Renz's second day out of the slammer he acted a fool. Lol! Allegedly he stormed into Mount Eliyah ENT with a gun and threatened to shoot several security guards. He then went to the top floor looking for Eliyah Golomb himself but was attacked with a knife by his former friend Thomas Dyer. Unfortunately Thomas Dyer refused to respond to our requests for comment but I will keep you posted, folks. Look out! La'Renz is on a rampage. The hiphop world is no longer safe! AND I LOVE IT!
 




CHAPTER 11
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

"This is our first night back together and you're on your phone," Archie said to me, as he set a plate of food in front of me at the dinner table.
I heard him, but I was still trying to finish reading the article.
"Kirbie, I'm talking to you."
"One more minute," I said, irritated. "It's a breaking news story."
The internet had gone viral with reports that La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor had been released from prison and had already jumped back into his "rough" ways. Reportedly, he barged into Mount Eliyah ENT with a gun and tried to take over the whole record label single-handedly. I was only 11 years old when La'Renz went to jail for killing his young wife, but I knew his whole story. Anybody with internet access and a love for hiphop knew that La'Renz had been a phenomenal music industry mogul until he developed a coke habit.
"So that gossip shit is more important than us rekindling our relationship?" Archie asked me.
"This isn't gossip," I said. "This is facts."
"No, it's not, Kirbie. It's entertainment. It's a bunch of lies to convince you to buy their product."
"This is a GabbyTV article I'm reading. She's not selling nothing. She's a celebrity blogger, just letting you know what's going on behind the scenes in the music industry. I need to know this stuff if I plan to be successful when my music career takes off."
Archie gave me a doubtful look. It was a non-believer look—the same look I got from everybody when I told them I was an aspiring singer. Hardly anyone believed in being rich and famous anymore.
"Can you set the phone aside for one minute, Kirbie? That article will be there after we finish eating."
I set my phone down on the table and scooted my chair closer, conceding. "Thank you for preparing this meal, Archie."
"You're very welcome," he smiled.
Archie knew how to cook. On my plate was one of those mid-morning gourmet cooking show meals. I had lemon butter grilled tilapia on my plate, barbecued popcorn shrimp with macaroni and mashed potatoes. It was his best yet. And he had moved around the kitchen fairly well on his bad leg without crutches. But like normal at the dinner table, we talked about what he wanted to talk about—selling Purple Gorilla ecstasy pills. He wanted to know my opinion on scaling down the ecstasy operation and delving into cocaine.
What the hell?
"Why would we do that?" I said, as if he asked a silly question.
"That incident on the highway where we got pulled over was a good scare," he said. "I feel like if we’re gonna be taking the risks, we need to be seeing more rewards. Cocaine is more profitable."
"No, Archie. We’re doing fine with the pills. It’s safer. We can just step up our load. My mixtape is up next for sure this time and I'm gonna need extra money anyway to get some real good rappers on some songs."
"That's part of the problem, Kirbie. You're putting pill profits into that music shit and that's dumb to me. I feel like I'm hustling just to give my money to rappers."
"Don't look at it like that." I cut another piece of tilapia, stuffing it in my mouth. "Look at it as an investment."
"No, I look at real investments as investments. We can cut out throwing our money away on that hiphop and put it into something tangible like cocaine. We can scale back the pills and be bosses in Kansas City with the coke.”
“Why are you talking about cocaine all of a sudden?”
“Because the market is wide open. Feds rounded everybody up last week in a 3-year sting. We can come right in, me and you, Bonnie and Clyde, and clean up.”
“Then we’ll be locked up in the next federal sting.”
“Not if we keep the operation between me and you.”
“No, Archie. You know what kind of problems cocaine brings. Let’s stick to pills. Let’s get more. We don’t need cocaine. As soon as my mixtape gets finished and gets in the right hands—”
“Can you hear how crazy you sound, Kirbie? Do you know how much money you’ve put into that music shit already? You spent over one hundred thousand dollars last year on videos and studio time and features. When is it gonna stop?"
"When I reach the top," I said harshly.
He shook his head in disappointment, then forked some shrimp into his mouth. He was still shaking his head as he chewed. "That's the only problem I have with you still being so young. Eighteen years old, you're still a dreamer. You don't have a grasp of the real world yet."
"I do too. In the real world you have to chase your dreams hard. I haven't gotten where I want to be yet so that means I need to go harder. And that's what I plan to do. We just need to buy more pills, Archie. Not switch it up to cocaine. I really need the extra money for the top artists in the industry this go-round.”
"I'm tired of hustling backwards."
"It's not. What, you don't think I can sing?"
"You can sing but—"
"You don't think I'm better than Jazzmine Short was? Or just as good as Caylene Hope?"
"You are, but the music industry is about connections and—"
"Archie, I'm not giving up on my dream."
"I just want you to be realistic," he said.
I set my fork down. "I'm performing at the Sprint Center soon. How is that for realistic? That's an achievement, right?"
"How much are you getting paid for it?"
I rolled my eyes and picked my fork back up, ate some more macaroni. "It's not about getting paid. It's about exposure."
He fake-laughed. "Who fed you that bullshit? Coras? I feel like he's pimping you. And that would mean he's pimping me."
"Is that what this is about? Me being around Coras? I'm not fucking him, Archie."
"No, you're just fingering yourself to his raps."
"I was not!"
"I understand, Kirbie. You don't have to lie to me. You haven't been with another man ever in your life and you're curious. You're around Coras a lot and you find that lil' nigga attractive. Women like rappers with tattoos for some reason. But I'm not worried about you voluntarily sleeping with Coras. You've been loyal to me since you were fourteen. I don't mind you pleasuring yourself to thoughts of another man as long as it stops there. But I am worried about what Coras might try to do to you. Rappers are known for deceiving women to get what they want."
"I'm a big girl, Archie."
"I know it. And you keep your gun on you. But I still don't think you need to be around him. What do you think about starting your own label?"
I shook my head no. "I'm signed to Swope Records."
"You actually signed a contract?!"
"Swope Records is one of the biggest underground labels in the country."
"Underground, Kirbie. That means nothing!"
"I wanna stick with Swope Records. I'm loyal to them."
"You're loyal to me!"
"I am. But music is a different thing."
He sat back in his chair, smacking his hands on his thighs. "Coras is pimping you."
I sucked my teeth. Archie had no faith in me. If it didn't have anything to do with drug money, he thought it was stupid or impossible to achieve. His mind was boxed in.
I wasn't going to let his shallow way of thinking hold me back.
"After the Sprint Center show," I said, "we're heading out of town to promote Coras’s mixtape."
"And why do you need to go?"
"Because I'm featured on the hottest song on the CD. It has Slim Eight on it. I was hoping we could head out of town to get another batch of pills so I can have a good amount of money to travel with and so I can sell some on the road."
Archie started eating again, ignoring me. A full minute passed when he finally picked up his napkin and wiped his mouth. He took his phone out of his pocket.
"No more music talk," he said. "Let's just enjoy the meal and each other's company. And I wanna get a selfie of us and the food."
"You still haven't apologized for hitting me," I reminded him.
"I didn't hit you that hard."
"But you still hit me."
"And why did I hit you?"
"I guess I'll just leave." I started to get up.
"I'm sorry," he said rudely, like he shouldn't have had to say it. "Now do I get an apology for this bullet in my leg?”
“No.”
“Okay, whatever, Kirbie. Can we just take the picture?"
I wiped my mouth with a napkin. Sighing, I sat back down and said, "Sure."
He raised the phone up and I could see us on his screen. A strand of hair was out of place so I tucked it behind my ear.
"Can you smile, please?" Archie said. "Make it look halfway real that we're having a good time."
I gave the best fake smile I could muster, and then he snapped the picture.



 
 
ArchieGotSkittles36 uploaded a photo
ArchieGotSkittles36: This is what true love looks like. Me and my girl go through our ups and downs but we always end up back together. I don't know how I get her back sometimes. It's either this dick or this cooking. Lol!—with KirbieAmor #OrBoth #grilledTilapia #ChefArchie #MeAndMyGirlfriend #PowerCouple #YouMadOrNah
 

 
 



CHAPTER 12
 

Andre "Coras Bane" McDougald
 

 

I was in a hotel room sitting on the edge of my bed, cellphone in my hand. I had just gotten through fucking my manager, Ashleigh Hedgman, who was behind me laying under the covers sound asleep. Now I was looking at The Site on my phone, passing time until Ashleigh woke up for round two.
I should have been feeling guilty for leaving my girl Monifa Chavis at home thinking I was at the studio. But the guilt I was feeling was for Kirbie.
I loved Kirbie. And by being here with Ashleigh it made me feel like I was cheating on her and not my actual girlfriend Monifa. And that's because deep down I knew I was supposed to be with Kirbie. She had my heart.
I'm so fucked up, I thought. My love life is a holy mess.
Mostly, I only used The Site for one reason—and that was to keep tabs on my swanky crush Kirbie Amor Capelton. She updated her status regularly so it was easy for me to follow her day-to-day activities. Not only was she the secret love of my life, but she was also my investment. I had invested a lot of time and money into her sound and image. The majority of the money she put up herself, but to me my time was worth millions.
Almost on its own, my thumb clicked Kirbie's Site pic, which was a link that led me to her profile. Immediately I got pissed off because there was a picture stamped at the top of her page that captured her and Archie eating dinner. The picture was posted 9 minutes ago.
"Dammit, Kirbie, you went back to that nigga already?" I whispered to myself. "This is quicker than the last time."
And that was alarming to me. Shorter separation times meant they could be growing closer. And she and Archie looked happy together in this picture. One of my worst fears was that one day Kirbie would update her status with one of those "I'm pregnant" life events.
I tapped the comments button on their photo and a list unfolded:
 

Precious Milk&Honey Payne-Nixon: You guys look so happy together!
Kaylee Baker: When’s the wedding? Am I invited?
Scarlett Cooper: Women love a man that can cook. She has a winner in you, Archie. Nice going.
Thorton Jones: grilled tilapia ain’t that hard to cook.
Natasha YoloLife Anderson: Save some leftovers for me!
Charlene Ward: I used to tell my husband before we got divorced that real men know how to cook
Trillyoung Sav: @CharleneWard, Does cooking crack count?
Aubrianna PlaysNoGames: I love you guys’ relationship! It’s what people should aspire to!
Coras Bane: I really wish yall the best and I'm praying that you guys stay together forever. 
 

I started to get upset about how many people were in support of their phony relationship when I noticed that I was one of them. I had commented on this picture 3 minutes ago somehow! Coras Bane: I really wish yall the best and I'm praying that you guys stay together forever—I would never post that! And I didn't know how to delete it either because The Site changed/updated its functionalities too often for me to keep up with. My biggest pet peeve about The Site was and always had been that it posted statuses for you or clicked Like on products that you could care less about. That was why I tried to stay off of The Site as much as possible. These random bugs could give somebody the wrong impression.
"What’chu doing?" Ashleigh said, as her arms smoothly found their way around my neck. I was startled. She kissed me on the cheek, working her hands down to my nipples.
I tried to close out The Site but I wasn't fast enough.
"Why are you looking at Kirbie's profile again?" She instantly pulled away.
"Her boyfriend posted a picture of them eating dinner and I was checking it out," I said innocently.
I had to turn to see her. She had backed all the way up against the headboard. Her arms were crossed under her naked chest, giving her breasts a nice lift. Her hair was thrown every whichway. And she was pouting.
"The only times I see you on The Site is when you're checking out Kirbie's page," Ashleigh accused. "I'm starting to get really worried about you and that little girl."
"Worried in what way?"
"You know what way, Coras. Are you fuckin' her?"
"No. You know I'm not."
"But you want to, don't you?"
I sighed as I stood up and went to the dresser, where there was a blunt roach sitting in the hotel ashtray. Next to it was a 10-pack baggie of Purple Gorilla pills that was now an 8-pack. Me and Ashleigh had popped two pills just before coming here.
We both were addicted to Kirbie's drug.
I picked up the roach and fired it up.
"We can't be worried about females all the time," I said, blowing out smoke. "Just imagine how many bitches will be around when I finally make it. Are you gonna be tripping over every single groupie that tries to get at me?"
"If you're checking their profile page every day, then yes."
"Kirbie is our artist, Ashleigh. You need to be checking her profile page every day too. You're her manager."
"Only because you force me to be."
I flicked the roach at her and she scrambled out of the bed. She swatted the roach off the mattress. "Coras, that could have caught on fire!"
"You need to start taking Kirbie more serious."
"Why? She doesn't take herself serious."
"She can sing."
"So can a million other muthafuckers in the world. Just knowing how to sing will get you nowhere. You know that, Coras. The same problems you see in her, I see in her too. You just think she's gonna change. I don't."
"She's stepping up again. She hasn't been late since that last time."
"That's because she wasn't with Archie. They're back together again."
"How do you know that?"
Ashleigh smiled guiltily. "I checked her Site page."
I smiled back. "So I get fussed at for checking her Site page and you're doing the same shit?"
Ashleigh was standing there naked from head to toe, her hands on her hips. She had a nice porn-ish body. And that was a compliment. If you just looked at her pictures on The Site, where she was always fully clothed, you would never know what amazingness she was working with underneath.
Suddenly, Ashleigh buried her face in her palms and started crying. I went to her and held her close.
"What's wrong?" I asked.
"You love Kirbie, don't you?" she sobbed into my bare chest. "You wanna be with her!"
"No, no, no," I said. "I wanna be with you, Ashleigh."
"I can't take it!"
"Take what?"
"The competition." She looked up at me with red-rimmed eyes. "I don't know how much longer I can do this. On the outside, you're with Monifa. I have to be number two to that dumb, uneducated bitch. But on the inside your heart belongs to Kirbie so I have to be number two to her too! What does that make me? I'm number three!"
"You're number one, Ashleigh. You know my situation with Monifa. Her brother is my supplier. But as soon as this music thing takes off, I'm done with her and him."
"What about Kirbie?"
"She's an artist on Swope Records. That's it. Why would I wanna be with Kirbie? That's moving backwards. Does Kirbie have a B.A. in Communications? No, she doesn't. Does Kirbie own her own home? Does Kirbie have hundreds of people inboxing her everyday asking her to represent them in managing their music careers? No, she doesn't. Kirbie isn't on your level."
Ashleigh stared into my eyes. "But she gets more Likes than me."
I sucked my teeth and laughed.
She laughed too.
"Let me show you how much I love you," I said, as I grabbed her by her arm. I made her bend over and put her hands down on the mattress. I whispered provocatively, "Showing is what I do best."
With my fingers, I nettled her pussy lips for a few seconds before I stuck my full cock inside of her. I felt her womb clench, and this was the single-most favored sign of appreciation that a woman could give. I began to powerdrive her—both hands on her hips, pumping in full strokes, trying to make her knees give. It only took four full dicks before she went down, and that's when I pulled her arms behind her back as if arresting her. My hands were big so I was able to secure her thin wrists together with one hand. My other hand was on her shoulder.
I started digging in hard. If making love was give-and-take, I was being real generous right now.
I gave it to her relentlessly. She was moaning louder and louder with each stroke. It was maddening. I had told her time and time again to keep her screams to a minimum. The walls could talk, and I didn't want to get kicked out again. On the other hand this was another one of those signs of appreciation. When Ashleigh got like this I called it "hotel mania."
"Coras, I love you!" she screamed.
"Use yo library voice."
"I can't!"
"Do I need to get the duct-tape?"
"If you can reach it without pulling Mr. Pete out," she said breathlessly.
I had a lot of love and admiration, even gratitude, for Ashleigh. She would make somebody a happy husband one day.
Just not me.
She was a hard worker, she wanted me to succeed, she never hated on me or my situations, she had class in an age of indecency—I loved all of that shit about her—but she just wasn't for me. Kirbie Amor was my musical soulmate.
Sometimes I couldn't stay erect long enough to finish Ashleigh off. I would always imagine what it felt like to be inside Kirbie's pussy. I wanted to skeet on Kirbie's brown skin and pull her hair like I hated her. I wanted to stick my tongue down her throat and growl at her and threaten to do her more bodily harm if she didn't marry me right then at that very moment while my dick was buried in her moist hideaway.
Sometimes I needed an extra Purple Gorilla to finish Ashleigh off.
And this was one of those times.
"Hold on, Ashleigh, let me get that duct-tape and another pill," I said. 
 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 13
 

La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor
 

 

Staying in a New York hotel across the street from a business that was owned and operated by a former partner turned traitor could put a toll on a man. But not me. I was more disciplined than most people.
I could have acted out my rage. I could have purchased an Armalite AR-10A sniper rifle with an anodized aluminum finish and set it up at the window and peered through its scope and chambered a round when I saw Eliyah Golomb walking out of his top-ranked record label. I could have fired down at him and watched him do the shakey dance until he hit the concrete and bled out and then adjusted my scope to zoom in on his FAT FUCKING HEAD AND SHOT HIM AGAIN!
But I didn't do that. Because I had discipline.
But I was standing at the window with my palms on the glass, looking down at Eliyah's building, picturing his grisly sniper death.
"That would be too easy," I said to myself. "I got something better planned for you, Eliyah."
I needed to get started on that plan, so I pulled away from the window and loosened my tie and started sorting through my stolen bag of mail. For hours I opened envelopes and listened to artists’ submissions on my laptop, skimming over intros and skits and choruses and getting to the nitty gritty, which were the voices and the passion in those voices.
This was how I built Taylor Music Group. I had an ear for passion. And passion sold millions of records.
But as hours passed, I was starting to grow frustrated because I had listened to half of the submissions and nothing stood out to me. Not one rapper or singer yet. I was starting to wonder if prison made me lose my ear for talent, or if the world's creativity had gone sour.
I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. This was a breathing technique to remove stress that I learned upstate in a program that was mandatory after release from administrative segregation. After a couple breaths, I felt calmer.
And I thought of Sundi Ashworth.
I logged onto the internet and went to The Site. Then I tapped on the search box and let my fingers hover over the keyboard as I tried to remember Sundi's Site name.
Then it hit me what she told me: My Site name is still SundiTaylor718 … I didn’t change the Taylor.
I typed it in and punched enter.
When her face popped up on my screen, I leaned closer to see if it was really her. I was taken aback by her beauty, as if I hadn't just seen her in person. Her elegance came across well in pictures, and that wasn't the case for most people. As I scanned through her uploads, all I was thinking about was how she had transformed over the years. Sundi had always been cute, but now she was gorgeous. You could look at her eyes and her poses and tell that she had unbridled confidence now.
It sort of upset me.
"You just carried on like I never existed," I said to my screen.
She had been enjoying her life while I was away. That didn't sit well with me.
I kept flicking through her pictures until I was years back into her timeline, until I came across one that made me pause. One that made me very fucking angry. It was a picture of Sundi and Eliyah Golomb cheek-to-cheek smiling at the camera. There were people in the background so I assumed this picture was taken at an indoors public event. The time stamp said this pic was uploaded six years ago, which would have been one year after I had been incarcerated.
"Dammit!"
I knocked the computer off of my lap and stood up, hands on my hips. All sorts of thoughts were streaming through my mind. She teamed up with that white boy a year after I got locked up. She couldn't wait to move on. Did Eliyah fuck her? Did he get in her head like he got in my wife's head?
In search of answers I picked the laptop back up while still standing and set it on my forearm for balance. With my other hand, I clicked on the picture of Sundi and Eliyah. From Sundi's caption—just got hired by Eliyah Golomb himself as an A&R at Mount Eliyah ENT, look out for me hiphop world!—it was clear that this was taken sometime after she signed on. I started reading the comments.
 

Isabel Wright: Way to go Sundi!
Jordyn Ross: That was a power move, girl. #EGENT is the biggest label in the world. Eliyah is a good business man. Way better than La’Renz ever was.
Kathrine DaFireBomb Walsh: Yay! Now you can move on from that graveyard Taylor Music Group!
AuthenticSteveHarvey: Are you gonna sleep with Eliyah like you did La’Renz? These hoes ain’t loyal. #affair #scandal
Kian Mitchell: Ur old boss La’Renz is probably turning over in his cell right now.
Site user: Can u put in a good word for me. I’ll email you my resume.
Aubrey StrokeYaBitch: No female has ever escaped from Taylor Music Group. Buddy Rough is gonna kill you when he gets out.
Leah Hughes: Glad you got away from that pretentious prick La'Renz.
April LuvinMe Heisler: I see a great business relationship in the future between you two! Don’t fuck it up like you did last time!
Owen Patel: Congratulations! The grind don’t stop! You’re gonna look back and wonder why you ever worked for Taylor Music Group under that criminal La’Renz. You’re destined for greatness. You’re the next Debra Antney!
 

I wanted to personally respond to everyone on The Site who had posted some hating shit about me or Taylor Music Group. But I knew that would be stupid. I tossed the laptop on the bed and it slapped shut on its own. If I wanted to prove to the world that Taylor Music Group was a force to be reckoned with again, the wrong step to take would have been to try and argue my point in online replies. No, I had to put it in these muthafuckas' faces. I had to become number one in the world again.
I had to get to work.
With a new fervor, I started tearing open more envelopes. But after a couple more hours of listening to thirty or so more submissions, I was starting to grow despondent again. Nothing stood out. Nothing grabbed me. And my trash bag was … empty?
"What the hell am I gonna do now?"
I picked up the trash bag and started balling it up to stuff it in the hotel's trash bin, when I felt something hard. I unraveled the bag and reached inside. It wasn’t empty. There was one more CD, after all.
I read the front of it. "Swope Park Gritter Vol. 2. Coras Bane, featuring Slim Eight, Yayo Love, Kirbie Amor ... produced by Gee Beats ... hmmm."
I knew Yayo Love. He was my artist before Eliyah stole him.
With a revived interest, I stuck the CD inside the laptop and pressed play. The sounds that came out of the speakers had me bobbing my head—it was quality production, original and ear-catching. The first rapper, Coras Bane, had a nice flow. I was trying to decide if he was somebody I could work with when the next rapper, Slim Eight, came on. Slim Eight's style was slower but there was still passion behind it. I was impressed so far. But when Yayo Love started rapping, I felt disgusted. There was no rhythm. His originality was gone.
This isn't the same rapper I signed eight years ago, I thought.
But the next track opened up with a singer that completely blew me away! I turned the sound up, listening to the woman's voice fill my hotel room. I was starting to get goose bumps, she was so good.
She's it!
I grabbed the CD and turned it over to the back so I could look at the song list. The girl's name was Kirbie Amor. I listened to every song she was featured on and I was so excited I kissed the CD and hugged it to my chest.
"I haven't lost my ear," I said. "I still got it. This bitch is better than Jazzmine!"
I looked at the back of the CD again, searching for the contact information. When I found it, I pulled out my cellphone and made the call.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 14
 

Ashleigh Hedgman
 

I handed the promoter the one-page agreement. "Three artists will be on stage," I told him. "Their names are listed on there as well as their titles. Coras Bane, rapper. Gee Beats, producer. Kirbie Amor, singer."
"Just three, right?"
"Yes, sir," I said.
"Okay. But if we see more than three artists on the stage that'll be a breach of the agreement and we'll shut your show down immediately. This is the Sprint Center, not Kemper Arena or the Midland. We don't wanna see a bunch of rappers and entourage prouncing around on-stage."
"It won't happen," I said. "But I would like to ask for"—I leaned to the side, and with two fingers I squeezed an imaginary apple seed—"one teensy-weensy little favor."
He put his hands on his hips and made an umph sound, as if he hated favors. But I could tell he was one belly-poke away from a smile. Men liked it—or couldn't resist it—when women begged.
"I don't do favors," he said.
"Just this one. Please?"
"What is it?"
"My producer, Gee Beats, is a functioning alcoholic," I explained. "Is it okay if he has an open bottle or two on stage while he's deejaying?"
"Open bottles, no. Cups, yes."
"He needs a bottle."
"I need a Ferrari."
"Have a heart, Jason."
I said his name like I knew him. But all I really knew about him was what he posted on The Site, which was the avenue I used to contact him. Jason Carell had a hellavuh following and an impressive track record in promotion. And I was sure he knew that I managed two of the hottest artists in Kansas City.
His eyes were checking me out. He stuffed his hands in his slacks pockets, shifting his weight to one foot as if trying to look behind me at my ass. He was wearing a suit. And I was wearing a suit for girls—a classy white jacket with a bootytight skirt.
"My daddy was a wino," Jason said. "He drank day and night."
"So you understand the struggle then?"
"Yes. He killed himself by jumping off a bridge. He was holding my mother when he jumped."
I gasped.
"Your producer can have his bottle," he said. "But it's at your own risk. If your people under-perform, they won't be welcomed back. The whole city will be watching."
"Thank you, Jason." I gave him prayer hands and a little bow. He shook my hand and walked off.
I stood there in the aisle with my purse strap on my shoulder, looking around at this enormous indoor arena. There were more than 19,000 seats. The Sprint Center's first concert was by the English singer and songwriter Elton John, and now this stage would be blessed by the up-and-coming rapper Coras Bane.
I hated that I had to ask Jason to allow Gee Beats to carry his liquor bottles into this prestigious venue. It was a waste of a favor. We were nobodies, basically, making ridiculous requests that should have only been reserved for celebrities. I had talked to Coras more than once about starting a new team. Gee Beats had a horrible addiction and Kirbie Amor couldn't be counted on. But Coras, as bullheaded as he was, swore we had the best of the best.
Blind, I thought.
But who was I to call Coras blind? Here I was, a college-educated woman of God, competing for a drug dealer's love against a jobless female who expected hand-outs (Monifa) and an even younger girl who was not only a negligent singer but a pill-selling hoodrat (Kirbie). Where did my standards go?
Andre "Coras Bane" McDougald was just supposed to be a one-night stand. I hated that I welcomed him into my life and agreed to help his career. Now I couldn't pull away. I was invested. At first I tried to tell myself that he was just a good dick, a fun disposable thug that tickled my happy place every so often, but then his sex became an integral part of my health and well-being. He became more than meat. I had fallen in love.
My phone started ringing.
I sat down in a fifth-row seat as I went in my purse for my cell. My shoes were killing me! These steampunk stilettos were no joke. I crossed my legs.
"Hello?" I answered.
"May I speak to Ashleigh Hedgman, please?"
I didn't recognize the voice.
"This is she. Who's calling?"
"Hi, my name is La'Renz Taylor. I'm the CEO of Taylor Music Group. I just came across a CD titled Swope Park Gritter Vol. 2 that I found very interesting. On the back I saw your contact info."
Oh my God! This was La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor! I had followed his outstanding career and accomplishments long before I even had an interest in being in the music business. La'Renz had been a multi-millionaire before he went to prison. Taylor Music Group was a brand name. I had just recently read a blog that he'd been released.
And now he was calling me!
This could be Coras's big break!
I gathered myself. "Yes, I'm Coras's manager."
"Do you also manage Kirbie Amor?"
"Kirbie?" I echoed.
"Yeah, the girl singing on the mixtape. Do you manage her?"
"Uh, yes."
"I'd like to set up a meeting with her—and you, of course. I'll fly the both of you out to New York and we can talk about how we're going to make Kirbie the biggest superstar the world has ever fucking seen. We're gonna force-feed these muthafuckas Kirbie Amor soup every waking day of their lives. How's that sound?"
I was flabbergasted. "Um ... Did you listen to Coras Bane's rapping skills?"
"Yes. He has talent. I like his style."
"Would you be willing to work with him instead?" I asked.
There was a pause on the line.
"I'm not interested in a rapper. The industry has enough. I'm specifically calling about Kirbie Amor right now. She captivated me with her voice. Then I listened to her the second time through and actually heard her lyrics. She's singing about selling drugs! That floored me. I need to sign her. Now."
I looked up at the stage, watching the workers set up for tonight's show. I didn't know who was performing tonight. Coras and the gang were to perform next week.
"Hello?" La'Renz said.
I started thinking about what would happen if I connected Kirbie with La'Renz. The former mogul surely had the resources—or at least used to have the resources—to make Kirbie Amor a household name. She could be a millionaire in a matter of months. With the sudden success, I knew that bitch would be quick to forget about all of the things I'd done for her. She'd rub her fame in my face. She'd take Coras from me.
"Hello?"
"I'm here," I said.
"In what names do I need to make the plane tickets?"
"I'm sorry, La'Renz. Kirbie isn't for sale. You wouldn't want that lazy girl anyway. Bye."
"Hold on. We can work something—"
I hung up and put my phone back in my purse.
 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 15
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

"I can drive back if you want me to," I offered to Archie. "I know you're leg still hurts."
"Oh no," he said, shaking his head in an over exaggerated way. "Absolutely not. Last time I let you drive we got pulled over."
"I've learned my lesson since then. No speeding."
"I got this."
"You sure?"
"You don't wanna drive anyway. You're too busy on your phone."
He was right. I was doing just fine sitting here in the passenger seat surfing The Site. The only reason I drove last time was because I knew that Archie wouldn't have driven fast enough to get me to the studio on time.
But I didn't want him to know he was right about my internet sweet tooth so I stuffed my phone in my pocket and decided to give him a couple minutes of talk time ... even though I still had some statuses to read.
"Thank you, Archie," I said to him.
He looked over at me, then back at the highway. "For what? For driving?"
"No, for making this trip sooner than we normally do and for agreeing to buy more pills this time. I'm really-really gonna need the extra money for Coras's mixtape tour and for big-name features on my own mixtape. I know you think I'm wasting my money, but thanks for giving me the chance to try."
He shrugged. "I waste my money gambling, so who am I to say no?"
"You really love me, don't you?"
"Of course I do. I’m been thinking about this whole thing. I realized that you're just chasing your dream. My dream is to be the biggest hustler ever, and I've seen some major progress in the last four years. You've helped me get to where I am now. So I need to return the favor. I guess I just wanted yo dream to be my dream but that's just not what it is. You have yo own aspirations and I gotta respect that. I'm here to help now. Whatever you need to make yo dream happen, I got you. I just don't wanna lose you."
I took my seatbelt off and reached over and gave him a hug. It was awkward because he still had one hand on the steering wheel, but I still squeezed him tight as ever. I tried to give him a kiss too but he pushed me away.
"You better stay in yo seat," he warned. "They'll pull us over for anything."
I strapped my seatbelt back on, then dug my cell back out of my pocket.
"Couldn't wait to get back on The Site, could you?" he remarked.
I barely heard him. I was too focused on a status update that was at the very top of my timeline. Ashleigh Hegdman had just posted a snippet of her little evil thoughts.
 

Ashleigh Hedgman: Some people don't deserve success.
 

I stared at each word. I wondered if the "some people" was really meant for me. I knew Ashleigh hated me. I knew she only tolerated me out of respect for Coras, and this stat summed up the vibe I repeatedly got from her. There was a chance her stat wasn't about me, though. She had plenty of people contacting her, wanting her to manage them, and her post could have something to do with that. But this wasn't the first time I thought she was talking about me on The Site. I brought it up to Coras once and he just said I was being insecure.
I started reading Ashleigh's comments:
 

Rita RealSpit Gibson: True, some people don’t deserve success, but who are we to judge?
Alexa Leonard: I can name plenty of people I see on TV that don’t deserve what they have! That shit pisses me off!
NorthEastRapGod: Ashleigh I posted my newest song off of my mixtape to yo page yesterday Did you see it? Let me know what you think and if you’ll be my manager
Rebecca Flynn: I’m in agreeance with you Ashleigh. I have an uncle that’s rich and he only gives me money on holidays. If I had money I’d give it to everybody.
Michaela McDonnell: And I hope that the ones that don’t deserve it never get it. Especially my brother’s wife.
 

I wanted to comment too, but what I had to say wasn't appropriate so I did the next best thing—I Liked her status. So if it was in fact directed toward me, she now knew I was fully aware of—
"Get out the fucking car!"
My door was thrust open and I was yanked out of our Toyota rental car. I caught a glimpse of Archie being snatched out on the other side, before I was slammed to the concrete by a brown-skinned man with gold teeth.
We were being robbed!
"Archie!" I yelled.
"Just do what they say!" he yelled back.
The gold-teethed man put his boot on my head, flattening my cheek into the concrete. My face was being painfully pricked by the loose little rocks on the ground. My eyes were jumping around searching for an escape and I saw that we were on the lot of one of our storage units. There were orange garage doors up and down this aisle. I hadn't even realized we had gotten here already.
And that posed a question—how the fuck did these niggas know to hit us here?!
Me and Archie were always discreet and aware when coming to or leaving one of our storage units. Yeah, I was just looking down at my phone for an hour not paying attention but Archie should have been! We had another unit on the northside of town. We used these units to store pills. They acted as stash houses for us—easier and safer access than riding around the whole city with drugs in the car. If we had sales on the northside, we used our northside unit to pick up pills. If we had sales on the southside, we used this unit.
"Hurry up!" my attacker yelled at his friends.
I heard the Toyota's trunk pop and someone rummaged through our bullshit. We had luggage with clothes and California souvenirs in there just in case we got pulled over on the way back and had to explain that our trip was just pleasure. One of the robbers threw the luggage out, and then I heard the prying sound of someone tampering with the spare tire with a crowbar.
They're gonna find the pills! I panicked.
"Do you know who the fuck we are?!" I shouted. "We will hunt you down and kill you!"
"Kirbie, shut the fuck up," my attacker said, pressing harder with his boot.
The robber knows my name!
"Why are yall doing this?" I said.
"It's business, not personal, baby girl. I like yo music."
"Who are you?"
"Kirbie, just shut up!" I heard Archie shout.
Then I heard the crinkling of cellophane. "Got it!" someone exclaimed.
They found our packaged pills. I tried to push off of the ground, and I immediately wished I wouldn't have—my attacker stomped on my head, made me scream. 
"Kirbie!" Archie yelled.
"She's okay," said gold teeth. He bent down far enough to put his gun to my head. I could smell the alcohol on his breath. "If you want to live to sing again, you'll stay on the ground a full ten minutes after we leave. Okay?"
"Let's go!" another one yelled.
My head was released suddenly, and I heard the whole jack team running away. They were laughing as they fled. I got up in a flash and saw them jumping inside of a black BMW. Under my passenger seat in the Toyota rental I had my .380 handgun. I was inside grabbing it when I looked across the car and saw Archie still facedown on the ground with his arms out obediently. It was a sad thing to see.
I spun around with the gun, hoping to get a good shot at the BMW. It was too far away. But I still fired five shots.
Now Archie was on his feet. "Kirbie, what the fuck are you doing?!"
I looked at him like he was crazy. "They stole our pills!"
"We'll get more," he said. 
"When?"
"When we sell what we already have in the northside unit. Just get in the car."
"Archie, I needed that new batch of pills. I have things I need to do with my music!"
"Put that shit on hold." He got in the car and started it up. He looked over at me. I was still standing outside the car with the gun in my hand, looking across the lot at the robbers who had long disappeared. "They're gone! You comin'?"
Hesitantly, I started to get in the car but then I saw something on the ground. The wind blew it against one of the storage units and I chased it down and picked it up. It was a flyer representing a rap performance at a nearby club taking place this weekend. One of the robbers had dropped it.
"What is it?" Archie asked.
While stuffing the flyer in my bra, I looked over my shoulder at him. "Nothing," I lied.
 




CHAPTER 16
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

"Let it go for now," Coras said to me, then handed me the flyer back.
I couldn't believe he just said that. "Let it go?" I repeated. "One of those niggas just put a boot on my face. Look at my face!"
"What did yo boyfriend say?"
Coras said it as if it wasn't his problem. That hurt. I thought he cared about me.
"Archie told me to leave it alone."
"You need to listen to yo man then."
"But Archie is just being a pussy. He doesn't care about the loss but I do! I was gonna use those pills to get the money that'll help us on our tour and pay bigger artists for my mixtape. It would've benefited all of us. You too, Gee."
The three of us were in the studio—me, Coras, and Gee Beats. Gee took a sip from his Hennessey bottle when I called him out on his obligation to help me get the niggas that jacked me. I didn't think I would need to do any convincing. A few months ago we all collaborated on a song called "My Turn" that was basically a revenge song for anybody that crossed us. Now I was starting to wonder if it was just a song. At the time we recorded it I really thought Coras and Gee had my back.
"Throw that flyer away," Coras said. "You don't even know if the nigga who dropped it will be at that party."
"I'm gonna find out."
"You need to chill, Kirbie. If you go on another Rambo mission now and get locked up again, that'll throw all of our progress out the window. We're close to getting our big break. I sent my mixtape everywhere, including Mount Eliyah ENT. We could be getting a call from a major label any day now."
"If it was you," I said, "and somebody jacked you for a brick of OG Tahoe, would you let it go?"
He sighed, crossing his arms in front of his chest.
"I know you wouldn't," I said. "But since I'm a female, you want me to let it go."
"Kirbie, you're one of the most thorough females I ever met. I know you're not scared to pull the trigger. You've proved that one too many times. But you're also a better singer. And this music needs to come first if you wanna get out of this life. We'll take care of you financially on the tour. We'll help fund yo mixtape."
"I don't want a hand-out! I've been making my own money since I was fourteen!"
Gee Beats swigged his bottle, then said, "That's that Scorpio in her."
"Shut up, Gee!" I shouted.
"Let the situation play itself out," Coras said to me. "The streets talk. We'll find out who's behind it soon. Kansas City ain't that big. But don't go chasing clues and making hotheaded decisions. Be smart. Be patient. Be calculating. At least wait until after we do the Sprint Center."
"It'll be too late. This flyer says the party is the day before we perform." I held the flyer up so he could see the date.
He snatched it out of my hand, then ripped it in half once, twice, three times. He let the pieces fall to the floor. "I'm not gon' let you fuck off yo life. I invested too much in you. Let it go, Kirbie. Take the loss, keep it moving. God has a plan for you. For all of us."
I snatched my jacket off the back of Gee's chair—well, I tried to snatch it but his back was pressed against it so he had to lean up a little before I could pull it away. It was embarrassing.
But I still stormed out of that studio with my head held high.
And I didn't need the flyer. I had already memorized everything on it.



 
 
Kirbie Amor: Who can you depend on but yourself? You may think you have people in your corner, but when the time comes will they really ride for you? I'm the type that don't care no more. I ride for myself.
 




CHAPTER 17
 

La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor
 

 

Saturday night in New York City was the best time to hit the club to find new talent. New York DJs were renowned for spinning records by up-and-coming artists. Or at least they were before I went to prison.
The New York night life was bustling tonight. Tourists crowded the sidewalks and I was almost lost among them. The tall buildings, the simple neon lights to the explosive and iconic LED high-definition displays, the sour smell of harmful emissions of nitrogen and sulfur oxides blind to the eye—it was all still enthralling to me.
I missed being home.
On West 25th Street, I stumbled upon a new hotspot and tried to walk to the front of the line. I expected the bouncer to unhook the red rope for me. But he just pointed to the back of the line like I was an average person.
"Starts back there," he said.
"I can see where it starts," I replied. "But I don't wait in lines."
The big man squinted at me. "Who are you?"
"Buddy Rough," I said.
I never used to introduce myself as Buddy Rough. But the name had been forced upon me by the media. I preferred La'Renz. However, the bouncer looked young and probably wouldn't have made the connection if I had used my government name.
"Never heard of you," the bouncer said.
"Really?"
"Back of the line, nigga."
Nigga?
I politely said, "Young man, will you please undo the rope so I can enter? Or do I have to do it myself?"
He dropped his hands and took a committed step toward me. Either he suddenly seemed larger or I had suddenly seemed shrunken. Yet and still, when he put his hand on the chest of my Balenciaga suit to give me a hard shove off the curb, I diverted the attack, then snatched his fingers and bent them backwards. He dropped to both knees and wailed in torment.
"Sir, please-that-shit-hurts-don't-break-it, goddamn!" he uttered in a super-fast wail. "Sir, please!"
"I'm sir now?" I asked.
"You-can-go-in-just-don't-break-my-hand, pleeeease!"
Clubgoers started snapping pictures and stealing video on their smartphones so I kicked the bouncer in his chest, walked over and unhooked the rope, then adjusted my suit jacket as I strolled into the darkness of the club.
 

***
 

The music was hard on my ears, but after a few minutes I got accustomed. As I made my way to the bar amidst a teeming crowd of young people, I felt a grab on my jacket.
I turned and pulled away with quick reflexes, thinking the bouncers had found me. But it was a pretty light-skinned girl with a nose ring staring me in the face. Her eyes were dreamy and her peachy lips were parted in an expression of wonderment. She was glistening with sweat, standing so close to me I started to feel an erotic bond with her. She reminded me of my ex-mistress Sundi Ashworth.
"Are you Buddy Rough?" the girl asked.
"What?" I honestly didn't hear her over the music.
"Are you La'Renz 'Buddy Rough' Taylor?"
"Yes, I am."
I didn't have time for groupies so I turned back around to finish my path. That's when she smacked me in the back of my head. I turned back, tried to get to her but the moving bodies became a dam between us.
"That's for killing Jazzmine Short!" she yelled, flipping me off. "She was my idol!"
I reached for her again and didn't come close to grabbing her. Furious, I started heading for the bar. I ordered some Ciroc and Red Bull and slammed it down, did the same with the second shot, then I found me an area off to the side near the stairs where I had breathing room to just stand and collect myself.
I knew this would be my reality. Restoring my image would be an uphill battle against the fans of my late wife Jazzmine Short. She had become a martyr of R&B. The only way to clear my name in the eyes of the public would be to top the charts through the talent of a new artist. People were often devotedly forgiving of successful rich men, and with my frontpage success I would be in a position to hotpotatoe the burden of Jazzmine's death where it needed to be—and that was in the lap of Eliyah Golomb.
Even if Eliyah didn't get criminally charged, I wanted him to be publically condemned.
Condemned like I was now and had been for the past seven years.
"Fancy seeing you in the club," someone near me said.
I looked to my left and saw a grinning Julian Beltrán, who was a major member in the New York chapter of the Beltrán drug cartel. Julian had gray in his mustache now. Amazing how time flies, I thought. And Julian looked more American than Mexican now. He was in a gray Gucci suit with slim-fit coat and trousers. Wrapped around his neck was a blue scarf that served no other purpose than style. The three Spanish men standing behind him looked just as dapper.
Since when did the Mexican Mafia know anything about high fashion menswear?
I shook Julian's hand. "¿Cómo estás, mi amigo?" I said.
"I couldn't be better, La'Renz. I'm glad to see you survived American prison."
"It's not as bad as one would think."
"I hope I never have to find out. I dodged a bullet after you got arrested. They tried to tie Beltrán to your wife's murder. Media said we threw her off of that Dubai hotel balcony for you. There was a major crackdown on our operation."
"I'm sorry to hear that. Genuinely, I am. I read a little bit about the busts in the papers."
Prior to prison, I had heavy involvement with Julian and the Beltrán cartel. I supplied celebrities of every field—not just hiphop—with nose candy to help ease the pressures of fame and fortune. Cocaine was my "in," my way of garnering favor for my artists and gaining access to Hollywood's elite. Cocaine gave me control over the super-rich. If I wanted to take the coke route to the top again, I could. But the risk would be even greater this time around. Because along with my publicized arrest for allegedly killing my wife came the speculation in the news and blogs that I was tied to and had hired a Mexican drug cartel to carry out the crime. And once it got repeated in mainstream media day after day, month after month, speculation became fact. So if I jumped in the game now, it would be harder to move in the shadows.
Even at this very moment I felt uncomfortable standing next to Julian in public.
He sensed what was on my mind. "We'll talk later," he said. "Private setting, no?"
"Or maybe not," I said.
"Or maybe so," he insisted, then leaned in to give me a hug. He kissed me on the cheek and I felt him drop something into my inside jacket pocket. "It's good to see you alive and well, La'Renz."
"Likewise," I said.
I watched Julian and his men get swallowed up by the crowd. Then I took a peek inside my jacket's inner pocket and saw a perfect square of vacuum-sealed cocaine. It was tempting. The white substance looked at home in its couture cubby.
My first coming-home gift, I thought.
 

***
 

After another half hour I started to feel relaxed enough to really hone in on the music, which was the reason I was here. I paid attention to the artists and their vocals and the way the crowd responded. Some of the songs I had heard continuously on the radio from acts that had long since been signed, and other songs I had never heard in my life and didn't care to hear again. I would have liked to close my eyes to really become one with the ambiance, but I didn't feel safe here.
Then I heard it: the voice I had listened to in my hotel last week! I didn't recognize the song but the sensual voice caught me immediately. I wanted to be sure it was Kirbie’s voice so I made my way across the dance floor again and climbed the stairs to the DJ booth.
The DJ looked startled. He was an Asian man with several tattoos on his face. He took his headphones off and they plopped around his shoulders.
"You can't be up here," he said to me.
I extended my hand. "I'm La'Renz 'Buddy Rough' Taylor."
He stared at me until recognition sparked in his eyes, then he smiled and shook my hand fervently. I was thinking, He didn't try to punch me, he must not be a Jazzmine Short fan.
"Nice to meet you, Mr. Rough. I know all about you and your struggle and I support you a hundred percent. I think it was foul how Eliyah Golomb stole Yayo Love from you. You built Yayo from the ground up."
He didn't mention the murder or my plea agreement. I liked this kid.
"What's your name?" I asked.
"DJ East."
"Who's singing on this—"
He cut me off. "Can I get a picture with you, my nigga?"
"Sure," I said impatiently, and I joined him in a quick selfie. "Who's singing on this song?" I asked after the snapshot.
"The singer is Kirbie Amor. The rapper is—"
"How'd you get this song?"
"It's an old song off of Coras Bane's first mixtape, Swope Park Gritter Vol. 1. I heard he just released Vol. 2 but I haven't got my hands on it yet. Coras is hot underground and Kirbie is dope! I try to give mainstream and underground artists a shot in my crowds, instead of ..."
My attention suddenly went to the other side of the club—and I realized my mistake. This DJ booth was upraised, allowing me to see everyone in every corner; and that meant everyone could see me too. On the other side of the club was the bouncer whose fingers I nearly broke pointing me out with his good hand to his security buddies. The black shirts started moving toward me.
So I started moving too.
I darted back down the steps, moving toward a rear exit I hoped was accessible. I had to push between a lesbian couple feeling each other up in the dark and one of them shoved me back—something about me and females today—and I stumbled into a set of rear doors, pushed one open and I was suddenly outside.
I started heading west on 24th Street. I should have felt better now that I had finally cooled down, breathing in the 30-degree night air of New York City. But I didn't feel better. I felt even more on edge.
Because someone was following me.
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 18
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

I couldn't remember the last time I'd been in a Kansas City club where I wasn't on stage performing or selling pills. I had never come to just have a good time. And tonight was no different. I was here to kill.
I had my .380 tucked in my waist. It was covered up by my light purple hoodie. The hood was scrunched over my head because I had the drawstrings pulled tight. I thought I was being inconspicuous. But a guy I bumped into on the dance floor caught my face in the flickering flashes of the strobe lights. I recognized him too. Evan Woodman. He had bought pills from me before. We were Site friends too.
"Kirbie?" He smiled. "Wussup? You look like a killer."
"Hey." I was looking everywhere but at him.
"I need to buy three pills."
"I don't have any on me. Sorry."
"What are you doing here? Are you performing?"
"No," I said curtly.
"Wanna dance?"
"Maybe next time."
"Who are you looking for?"
"Nobody. Excuse me."
I was starting to walk off when I saw the flash of light. I turned just in time for my face to be captured in Evan's camera pic.
He smiled at the horror in my expression. "It turned out good,” he said, “don't worry. Wanna see?"
"Delete it," I ordered.
"It's a good pic. Look at it."
"I said delete it! I don't want that shit going on the internet. I don't want everybody to know I was here."
"I won't post it then," he said.
Without even thinking, I pulled my .380 out and pointed it at his dick. "Give me the goddamn phone!" I snapped.
He froze, I snatched the cell and stuffed it in the front pouch of my hoodie and made my way through the crowd. I turned back to see if he was following but he was gone.
A phone started ringing. I didn't know if it was mine or Evan's because the music was so loud. I found a wall near the men's bathroom to rest against, as I searched to see which phone was ringing. It was mines going off.
"Hello?"
"Where'd you go?" Archie asked me.
"To sell some pills," I lied.
"What pills? The ones that got stolen? Because the pills that we had left our sitting in front of me on the kitchen table."
I sighed and came clean. "I'm getting our stolen pills back, Archie."
"From where?! What are you up to, Kirbie?"
"Don't worry, I'm alright."
"I'm taking your gun, that's it!" he declared. "I'm hiding that muthafucka. You're gonna get yourself locked up again. You don't always have to be the bad girl. Learn how to take a loss!"
"I'm done taking losses. I've taken losses my whole life."
"Are you at a club? Why do I hear music?"
"You're not here. So why does it matter?"
"What's that mean? You calling me soft? No, Kirbie, I'm being smart. I know how to pick my battles."
While on the phone, I had been watching who came in and out of the men's restroom. And to my excitement, I saw the man I was looking for heading inside! It was the muthafucka with the gold teeth! I was positive! He staggered against the wall across from me, looked me directly in the face but didn't recognize me because he was so drunk. He made his way inside the bathroom sluggishly.
Archie was still whining in my ear. "Come home, Kirbie. We'll bounce back. We always do. Getting robbed is part of the game—"
I hung up on Archie and went in the bathroom after my victim.
 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 19
 

La'Renz "Buddy Rough" Taylor
 

I crossed to the other side of 24th Street. Whoever was following me crossed too.
The adrenaline rush I was feeling now was of the same metabolic intensity as my near-death experience behind prison walls. When I first entered the state institution I was treated less than human by other inmates because I had pled guilty to "killing a queen." The whole first and second week I was taunted: "Money won't do shit for you in here, Mr. Taylor!" "Wait till I get my hands on you, I love redbone niggas!" "I'ma make you eat my Jazzmine poster and then throw you off the top tier like you did her!"
A “hit” was put on me. I was walking back from laundry by myself. I felt a presence in the hallway with me, but I didn't turn around because I wanted to use the element of surprise. I turned the corner, then immediately flattened my back against the wall. As soon as the inmate turned the corner after me, I grabbed him and pulled him into me in a way that put his back against my chest. My hands came up, I gripped his head and I twisted it in a snapping motion. He fell to the ground. I realized I hadn't killed him when his eyes blinked up at me. I had failed, didn't yank his head hard enough.
But now, as I passed through a column of steam rising out of the storm drain on 24th Street, I felt the strength in my bones to separate a man's head from his shoulders in one extraordinary pull. I ducked inside the open gate of a fenced-in alleyway and flattened my back against the brick wall. I quickly took my watch off and stuffed it in my pocket.
I wanted no interferences.
I listened for footsteps and waited. Then the person who'd been following me came around the corner—directly into my lethal arms.
"No!" she screamed.
It didn't register that it was a woman's scream until I had her head in a deathlock, with one hand positioned perfectly at the rear of her skull and the other planted firmly under her jowls/chin. I wanted to snap her neck still—to complete what I had failed at in prison, to release all the pent up aggression surrounding my wife's death—but the smell of this wonderful female hair rustling in my face was too disarming.
I let the woman go and gave her a hard push. She fell into a passenger van clumsily.
"Why are you following—?" I paused. I was staring at Sundi Ashworth.
"Are you gonna help me up?" she asked.
I extended my hand. She grabbed it and I pulled her to her feet.
"Where'd you come from?" I said.
"I was in the club with you. I saw you talking to DJ East and I was coming over to speak but you left in a hurry."
"What were you doing in the club in the first place? You're a party girl now?"
"No, I told you I work for Mount Eliyah ENT as an A&R. I was looking for talent, seeing what's currently in rotation at the clubs. I would have been at home going through submissions but somebody stole all of them."
"You can have the submissions back."
"I don't want 'em. Something tells me you already went through them. And if you didn't find any worthwhile material then that means there's nothing to be found."
A compliment. That was a compliment she just gave me.
Despite the bitter cold, Sundi looked warm and vibrant in a winter white normcore overcoat and denim jeans that frayed over sky blue high heels. Her hair was big and springy, and one isolated spring of hair was dangling between her beautiful brown eyes.
I was enjoying looking at her.
"Why did you follow me all the way down 24th Street?" I asked.
"Because I realized I made a mistake."
"What kind of mistake?"
"Working for Eliyah Golomb. When I saw you in the club in action just now, being La'Renz Taylor, I started thinking about all we've been through. I was scared back then after you got arrested. I received death threats in my e-mails from people accusing me of breaking up you and Jazzmine's marriage. I thought I would never be able to work in New York City again. Any city at all. So I took the A&R job at Mount Eliyah as soon as it was offered to me." She brushed the spring of hair away, and I actually wanted to put it back. "I want to work for you again," she said. "I know you still have what it takes to be just as big as before and I wanna be a part of it."
"I'm staying in a hotel right now. I haven't even found office space to do business out of yet."
"You can come live with me. I stay in Brooklyn."
"Have the death threats stopped?" I asked her.
"Yes. Once the media got word that I was working for Eliyah, that sort of washed my slate clean. People backed off."
"Well if you think the hate was strong then, you know it's gonna kick right back into high gear when they find out you work for me again. The hate will be worse."
"I'm not scared anymore," she said with unbendable pride. "I know you’re innocent of killing Jazzmine, and I'm gonna stand by you like I should have seven years ago."
"I have a question."
"What is it?" she said.
"May I kiss you, please?"
She smiled and shrugged one shoulder. "Sure, La'Renz. Why not?"
 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER 20
 

Kirbie Amor Capelton
 

 

I was standing inside the men's bathroom with my gun at my side. It was just me and my gold teeth robber friend in here. He had closed himself inside a stall, but he hadn't locked the door. He thought he was alone. I could open it up and shoot him in the back of his head right now while he was pissing.
But I at least wanted him to tell me where my shit was first.
I took a step closer to his stall, but then I stopped abruptly when he starting singing to himself.
"Hustling just to make a way/ each and every day I pray, that I make it out this gaaaame!" he bellowed at the top of his lungs, as he relieved himself. "I wanna start anew/ God, just show me what to do/ and I promise I'll chaaaange!"
His singing was crude, but that wasn't why I paused. I was startled that he was singing lyrics to one of my songs! It was a song called "Can't Hustle Forever" that was featured on Coras's recently released mixtape Swope Park Gritter Vol. 2. So I was amazed that this guy knew the lyrics to my songs already. The mixtape hadn't been out a month. Did I get robbed by a fan?
He kept singing, as his piss stream began to wane. He was almost finished, so I didn't have a lot of time to decide if I should go through with this. I felt like God was giving me a sign to turn around and get the hell out of this bathroom and go pursue my dreams. That's what "Can't Hustle Forever" was all about: leaving the bullshit behind. I could bounce back from losing those pills, just like Archie and Coras had said. It would take time and extra energy, but I could do it. I didn't have to kill this man.
Just like I didn't have to kill Mary Moét ...
About a year ago, I was faced with a situation that I handled completely wrong. I was just starting to become a hot artist in Kansas City when it was brought to my attention that another local singer, Mary Moét, was stealing production from me as well as my vocal style—and in some cases she re-sang whole verses of mine word-for-word. Coras tried to calm me down by saying, "Imitation is the best form of flattery," explaining to me that copycatting was part of the music industry. But I took it personal—especially when I saw that people on her Site page were accusing me of stealing from her. And although she didn't respond to those accusers, she didn't correct them either.
One night I followed Mary Moét home from a show she performed. She was walking up to her apartment building in a cheap bodysuit and Louboutin redbottom knock-offs, when I called her name. She turned around. When she recognized me she started to smile. It went away in a snap when I pointed my 9mm at her. I had a 30-round clip attached, but I only used five.
It wasn't very long before I got arrested—not because of evidence but because of haters and hearsay. Archie bonded me out, I paid for my own lawyer, and Coras found me a private investigator that worked independent of my lawyer to gather his own valuable background information on witnesses that claimed they knew I shot Mary Moét. The lack of evidence was the main thing that led to my acquittal.
To this day, I often wondered if Mary Moet's last smile was one of respect and admiration or if she'd just been taunting me.
"I wanna start anew/ God, just show me what to do!" my robber sang again, snapping me out of my thoughts. "And I promise I'll chaaaange!"
He flushed the toilet. 
When he came out of the stall his head was down as he was buckling his jeans. I was sure he saw me standing here in a purple hoodie but he was so drunk that he assumed I was just another male sharing the bathroom. He had on the same boots he used to press my face into the ground.
He bumped into the sink in a way that looked accidental, then he started washing his hands. I was just standing here watching him; I was completely out of place.
Leave, Kirbie, leave, I told myself. Don't do this. Leave!
The robber's phone rang. He fished it out of his pocket and tried to swipe his screen but realized his hands were wet so he wiped a hand on his denims—frontside, backside, then sort of scanned his palm and fingertips against his thigh in a deep drying motion—and answered the call.
"Hello?"
I heard the voice on the other end loud and clear because there was an echo in here: "Bro, I need you to get those pills back to me. Can you bring 'em through tonight? She's gone."
I heard the word pills! Discreetly, I went and washed my hands next to him. I kept my head down so he couldn't see my reflection in the mirror, and I kept the water low so I could continue to hear good.
"I don't know if I can make it tonight," gold teeth said into his phone. "I'm northbound and you're all the way out south."
"Bro, I need those pills back. I'll meet you halfway."
My heart stopped. I recognized the caller's voice. It was my boyfriend Archie Waters!
"Where are you?" I heard Archie ask.
"Why you wanna know?" said gold teeth. He was actually looking at his teeth in the mirror, licking them. "I'm where I'm at."
"Why do you sound like that? Are you drunk? Did you pop some Purple Gorillas?"
"I popped two."
"I told you not to open 'em!"
"Why'd you have me and my niggas steal 'em if we can't have a couple?"
"I swear whatever's missing I'm getting reimbursed for. I knew I shouldn't have paid yall until after the robbery."
"Don’t be like that, Archie."
"Give me my pills back!"
The robber laughed. "Yes, sir. Tonight. Text me where you want us to meet you."
"I hope yall ain't out partying. I think my girl is out looking for yall. Yall better be laying low."
"We ain't scared of no bitch."
"Call her a bitch again and I'll cut your throat."
The robber laughed again, then hung up and stuffed his phone back in his pocket. His hand lingered in there for a couple seconds longer—his fingers were searching—and when he pulled his hand back out he had a purple pill in his palm. He popped it in his mouth and swallowed.
"Hustling just to make a way/ each and every day I pray, that I make it out this gaaaame!" he sang on his way out of the bathroom.
My heart was still racing after he left. Before I could even get my thoughts together my phone made a buzzing sound. I checked it and saw that I had a new text message—from a number I had saved as "BAE." That was Archie.
 

BAE: I won't be here when you get back. I gotta go meet up with somebody. I hope you're not still out looking for those niggas. What happened should have been a wake-up call. You're always talking about signs from above. I think what happened is a sign that you should stop trying to rush that music. Put it on hold for a minute and let's work on us. Love you. I hope you're there when I get back home.
 

Oh, I will be, I thought. Damn right I will be. I cocked my .380, which slid a hot bullet in the chamber, then I tucked it back in my pants and covered it up with my hoodie. I left the club in a hurry.
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