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To all my brothers and sisters on lockdown. Stay up, stay focused and know that this too shall pass.
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CHAPTER ONE


The image of yellow tape and bystanders began to fade as Shan’s eyes were glued to the rearview mirror as the thought of Brianna being gone forever twisted up her insides. The only thing she had now was the memories of her road dawg, her sister, her best friend… Brianna was gone. “Why, B? This can’t be happening.” She slowly turned the corner and was lost in thought. Then minutes later she pulled up into a busy Memphis service station on Chelsea. This joint was always jumpin’. They called it “In and Out” as well as “The Corner Grocery.” She needed to gas up, get some more snacks and call her brother, Peanut.


She flipped open her cell phone and dialed her brother. Apparently he checked the caller ID because he started screaming on her as soon as he answered it.


“Yo, I was hoping you changed your mind. Why you gotta be so damned hardheaded? Way the fuck out in California, and driving on top of that! How the fuck am I supposed to be able to look out for you?” He spazzed out on her.


“She’s dead, Peanut,” she whispered.


“What? I can’t hear you.”


“She’s dead… Brianna. She’s gone.”


“Yo, back up. And speak up, maine.” His Memphis accent was no longer subtle.


Shan let out a huge sigh. “I said she’s dead, Peanut. Brianna is dead.”


“What? W-what happened? What are you talking about?” Peanut didn’t want to believe what he was hearing.


Shan swallowed and exhaled before speaking. “She took her own life, Peanut. My girl blew her own brains out.” Shan started talking to herself, now oblivious to Peanut being on the line. “I can’t believe those words are coming out of my mouth. I wasn’t there for her. Why didn’t she say something when she came to see me?” She swiped at the tears that were streaming down her cheeks. “Why would she go out like that?”


“Shan,” Peanut yelled into the phone. “Where are you? How did you find this out?” Peanut was pacing back and forth. “Aww damn. No, not Brianna. Are you sure?” His voice cracked. Even though he was mad at her for doing him dirty, by setting him up to be robbed, he couldn’t deny he still had love for her.


“I wasn’t there for her, Peanut,” Shan mumbled, ignoring her only brother.


“Where are you, Shan? I’m coming to get you. Where is Brianna?”


“You wasn’t there for her neither and now she’s gone,” Shan sobbed.


“Shan. Where the fuck are you?” he pleaded. “Come on, baby girl. Tell your big brother where you are.”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m out.”


“What you mean it doesn’t matter? This shit doesn’t make any sense. You mean to tell me that our sister Brianna is dead, and she killed herself? Come at me better than that.”


“It is what it is, Peanut. I’m out of here. Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine. I’m grown, remember? Plus, I’m already on the road.”


“Well get off the fuckin’ road and come back home. How the fuck you gonna up and leave after this shit? You don’t need to be leaving like this.”


“I’ll call you every couple of hours.” She ended the call and turned off her phone.


“Shan! Shan!” Peanut yelled before he threw the phone at the wall.


Shan got out of the car and filled up her tank. Placing the nozzle back into its slot, she headed inside. The scent of grilled hot dogs smacked her in the face and made her nauseous. She grabbed a handbasket and a few napkins and covered her nose.


She began walking the aisles, filling up the basket with graham crackers, smoked turkey, bagels, cream cheese, orange juice, ginger ale and a few pieces of fresh fruit. She backtracked and threw in paper cups, napkins, plates and plasticware. She paid for the items along with the gas and headed for her car.


After she got everything situated, she slumped into the driver’s seat and squeezed her eyes shut. She began to tremble. She saw Brianna. Her face was crystal clear. She had this huge smile on her face.


“B, why the fuck are you smiling?” Shan screamed. “Bitch, you left me here and think the shit is funny? Why the fuck did you blow your brains out? Was life that bad, B? You took the sucka’s way out! Why, B? You could have waited a few more hours. I was coming for you!” She reached in the bag that she had packed for Brianna. “See?” she yelled out. “I was coming to get you. You could have waited. We was going to Hollywood, bitch!” She began pulling the clothes out of the bag. “Look at this, B. I was coming for you. Me and you. I forgave you.


“Peanut is home now, B. I had so much to tell you, about the setup, Forever and Briggen being fuckin’ blood brothers and I’m getting ready to be a mommy,” she sobbed as she smoothed out Brianna’s clothes as if she were getting ready to put them on. “You were getting ready to be an auntie, bitch. See what you are going to miss out on!” she screamed. “That nigga Forever, he wanted me to get an abortion. But I said, ‘Fuck him.’ I’m a rida. I don’t need him to help me with my baby. If he wants to be a fuckin’ sperm donor, so what! It’s his loss. Between me, his uncle and auntie, this baby will be  spoiled rotten and won’t want for nothing. B, I was feelin’  Forever. But he was only playin’ me to get his dick wet and to get paid. I still can’t believe I was that dumb. Shit’s really been crazy.” She wiped her tears away and continued to talk. “And that bitch Nyla, I know she was behind the setup. I bet you could have brought that bitch for a penny when I didn’t show up. Good lookin’, B.


“Oh wait.” Shan grabbed her bag and pulled out an envelope. “This is the letter that you sent me. I was so mad at you that I never bothered to open it. I brought it with me so that you could read it to me while I drove.” Her hands were shaking as she opened up the envelope, pulled out the letter and saw the check for seven thousand dollars. “Damn you, Brianna.” She gritted her teeth as she looked at the check again. She proceeded to read the letter. After she finished she balled it up and threw it forcefully at the window. Then she began banging on the steering wheel and screaming.


She was unaware of the figure standing in front of her window tapping on the glass. “Shan! Shan!” Briggen looked at the bags sprawled across the front seat. Where the fuck is she off to? He felt his heart rate speed up. “Shan!” He banged harder on the glass. “Open the door!” he ordered.


She looked up at him and like a robot she unlocked the door. He snatched it open. “Are you hurt? What the fuck is going on?” He was looking her over for signs of foul play. He breathed a sigh of relief when she appeared to be fine… physically. But emotionally, he sensed that she wasn’t right. “Where are you on your way to?” he gently asked her.


“Why?” she snapped. “And where did you come from?”


“What do you mean why? I did you a favor, remember? I’m on your team. If you’re gettin’ ready to bounce at least you can tell me.”


She glared up at him, embarrassed to be caught like this. “Where did you come from, Calvin?” She called him by his government name.


“You in my hood, Shan. I have businesses in this area, remember? I own this gas station.” He smirked. “So, can you tell me where are you on your way to?”


“It’s none of your concern, Briggen, so what difference does it make?”


He took a handkerchief out of his back pocket, squatted down and began to dry her face. “You’re in no shape to be on the road. Look at you. You got your shit all packed. I’m worried about you. What the fuck has you so upset?”


She took the handkerchief from him and blew her nose. “I’m okay,” she blurted unconvincingly.


“Woman, please. Like hell you are. You’re gonna tell me something. Who and what are you running from?”


“I told you, it’s none of your business. Now can you please move so that I can be on my way?”


“I ain’t going nowhere until you tell me where you’re going and why you look like you’re having a nervous breakdown.”


She sucked her teeth and blushed once again from embarrassment as she went to start the engine. He snatched the keys out of her hand.


“What do you think you’re doing, Briggen?” She was almost screaming.


“If you want to be on your merry way, then I suggest you start talking.”


“Unngghh,” she growled. “You are such a pain in the ass, Briggen,” she pouted as she banged her head back against the headrest. “Since you must know, I’m moving to the West Coast and my best friend just blew her fuckin’ brains out. There! Now can I have my keys?”


“Who you talking about? Which girl? The one I met at the club?”


She nodded her head yes and the tears began flowing once again.


“Damn. That’s fucked up. I’m sorry to hear that.” He used his thumbs to dry more tears off her cheeks. “Why the West Coast? That’s kind of far, isn’t it? You got peoples out there?” She shook her head no. “Nobody?”


“No, Briggen. I just need to get as far away from here as possible. I need a fresh start.”


“Baby, that’s too far. Plus you don’t know anybody. I’m not feelin’ that at all, Shan. And you’re driving? Nah, I ain’t feelin’ that.”


“I didn’t ask you how you felt about it.”


“I still ain’t with that. It’s too far, and you’re traveling by yourself? That’s not a smart move, baby girl. Don’t you think you should rethink this? At least for a week or two. Give yourself a chance to get your head right. Fo’real. You really need to rethink this. You are not in your right mind.” He began thinking out loud. “Nah. You can’t have these keys back.” He stood up and yelled, “Hey, Woo! Come here, maine.”


Shan jumped out of the car and began following him. “Briggen, give me my damn keys. You ain’t my damn daddy.” She was trying to grab them out of his hands. He threw them to Woo, who snatched them out of the air. “Briggen, now… is… not the time,” she stammered. “Why are you doing this?”


“Somebody has to do it. You’re not being rational.”


“Rational!” she screeched as she screwed her face up. “Spell rational! Nigga, I am a grown-ass woman.”


“So? You’re still not being rational.” He grabbed her hand. “Get into my car. Woo is gonna drive yours and follow us.”


“Follow? Nigga, you have lost your fuckin’ mind. Give me my damn keys, Briggen.” She stomped in place as he held open the passenger door to his Denali. “I’m not going nowhere with you. Remember what happened the last time I was with you!” She was referring to the ass-whooping his girls had put on her at his club.


“Seriously, baby girl. We need to map out a plan. You can’t just up and go somewhere without having a plan. What’s the rush? The West Coast ain’t goin’ nowhere. We need to map shit out.”


“We? We? We need to map shit out? When did you learn French? We don’t need to do shit. You can get the fuck on so I can go on about mine.” She was still standing in her same spot looking like a spoiled brat who was just told that she couldn’t go outside to play.


“After I’m sure that you got a plan you can get your keys back. Now come on, get in my ride, it’s starting to rain,” he commanded.


“I have a plan, Briggen.” She turned to Woo, who was getting into her car. “Can I have my keys please?” Briggen smiled at her, not wanting to believe he was going to get a second chance with her. He slammed the door and locked it. “Come on, Shan. Get in now. It’s raining.” Briggen watched her as she stomped over to the Denali and climbed in.


After they had been driving for ten minutes in silence, she asked, “Where are we going?”


“To my place. Why?”


“Well, how far is it? I need to use the bathroom.”


A few minutes later Briggen pulled into a Waffle House on Raleigh Street in Lagrange.


“I need my cell phone.”


“Where is it?”


“In my car.”


“I’ll get that while you use the restroom.”


She sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes at him. “I’m sure you will.” She got out and slammed the door.


When she came out of the bathroom, Briggen was standing at her car talking to Woo. He passed her the cell phone.


“Glad you rejoined us. I was wondering if you were going to jump out the back window and try to escape. What happened? They got bars on the window? And you look like you saw a ghost.” Woo was trying not to laugh at Briggen’s wisecracks.


Shan ignored him and headed to the Denali. As soon as she got in she called Peanut.


“Yo, Shan. Where the fuck are you?” Peanut barked into the phone. “You need to stop bullshittin’ around. I’m worried about you, maine.”


“Peanut, I’m bleeding. It’s coming out in clots,” she whispered as she looked out the side view mirror for Briggen. “Meet me at the emergency room. I think I lost the baby.”


“What baby?”


“I’m pregnant, Peanut.”


“Pregnant? By who? How? When the fuck was you gonna tell your brother? And don’t say it’s by that nigga at the prison!” he screamed on her.


“Okay… I won’t say it then.”


“I’ma kill that nigga and all of his family!”


“Peanut, stop it. Just meet me at the hospital.” Briggen jumped in the ride just as she ended the call. “I need you to take me to the hospital. I still have to make my doctor’s appointment.”


“Hospital? What’s wrong?”


“I’m scheduled for a physical. My job requires it before I transfer.”


“Why at the hospital?” Briggen was skeptical.


“My doctor’s office is on Med Place, Briggen. That’s why. Now do you need any more info? If not then drop me off and I’ll call you when I’m finished. It’ll give me some time to clear my head.”


“You don’t want me to stay? Why do I feel like this is a trick?”


“Don’t worry, it’s not.” Her stomach was cramping. “You got my car, and here, take my cell. I’ll call you when I’m ready.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, trying to hide the fact that she was in pain.
















CHAPTER TWO


Janay was livid as she headed to see her dad, Big Choppa, the number one dope runner in Memphis and the one who had groomed her for the game. His bodyguard, Boomer, was sitting on the porch when she pulled up. Boomer stood six feet three inches, at three hundred forty pounds with no neck, and was black as tar. The whitest thing on him was his eyeballs and the prettiest was his teeth. He had been Choppa’s bodyguard and right-hand man ever since she could remember.


“Boomer,” Janay spoke as she climbed the front porch. He grunted, but the way he looked at her always made her feel exposed. Those eyes… his eyes seemed as if they were piercing her mind, reading her innermost thoughts. Other than that she loved him to death. When everyone else feared him, he was like her second father. Yes, his bite was most definitely meaner than his bark but he had nothing but love and loyalty for Big Choppa and his family. She quickly turned her head and eased the front door open. She took a deep breath before stepping inside.


She found Big Choppa relaxing in his La-Z-Boy, chin on his chest, appearing to be sound asleep. She knew he wasn’t because he always slept very lightly. His bald head was shining in the dimly lit room. Old age and liver cancer were definitely taking their toll on her father. He had gone from a robust and healthy two hundred sixty pounds to a sickly one hundred seventy in less than six months.


He ignored old age and the liver cancer, continuing to hustle as if the hands of time were standing still or even pushed back to twenty years ago. Big Choppa wasn’t hearing of getting out of the game. As a matter of fact, every time Janay would bring up the subject of chilling he would fuss her out.


The aroma of a down-South breakfast of catfish, eggs and grits filled the air. Big Choppa’s favorite meal. Sure enough, as her gaze traveled to the tray next to the La-Z-Boy there was a plate with the remains of catfish bones, dried egg yolk and traces of grits. The hot sauce bottle was missing its top. The tall orange juice glass was almost empty.


Janay drew back the heavy olive drapes, giving some light to the dim living room. She stuck her fingers into the soil of several of the houseplants before getting the vase to give them some water.


“What I tell you ’bout messin’ with my plants, Nay?” Big Choppa’s voice boomed.


“They’re very dry, Daddy. If I didn’t mess with your plants they would have been dead a very long time ago.” They had this exact same conversation every time she came over.


“And why you gotta be openin’ my drapes?”


Janay ignored him as she busied herself cleaning up his dishes and straightening up the living room. His oldest daughter was the spittin’ image of her mother: her doe eyes, long slender frame, dark flawless complexion. Today she even had her long hair pulled into a bun, just the way her mother had worn hers. Janay’s biological mother passed away when Janay was five. She suffered from the same disease as Choppa. From then on Big Choppa’s girlfriend Ida stepped up and had been playing the mother role ever since. The whole family referred to her as Mom. After watching Janay go back and forth for twenty minutes he wanted to know what was up.


“What’s botherin’ you, Nay? You ain’t over here to just clean up.”


“You feel up to riding with me to check on the traps?”


He shook his head no and motioned to the front door. “Take Boomer with you. And what I tell you about callin’  ’em traps? You’re going to business establishments, not no corners.”


“Daddy, please. Since when did dope houses become business establishments? They’re traps. Niggas buying dope, niggas sellin’ dope and niggas like us coming to collect the money. That’s a trap. Now come on, Daddy,” she whined. “I want you to ride with me.”


“If there’s somethin’ you want to talk about, spit it out. Shit, girl, what I tell you about that?”


“It’s personal, Daddy.” Her voice trembled. “And it’s not that easy to spit out.”


“It’s easy if you just go on and say it.” Janay flopped onto the couch, and the tears came streaming down. “Aww, girl, what’s the matter? You pregnant?”


“No,” she sobbed.


“You and Shadee fighting again?” When she didn’t respond, he shook his head. “Did that lil’ negro put his hands on you?”


“No, Daddy.” She was now crying harder. Shadee was no doubt the love of her life. They shared a son, Marquis, and had been together for the past six years. She was wifey. Every bitch knew it and respected that… except for Brianna. He wouldn’t leave that gold-digging bitch alone for nothing in the world. She remembered the first time she had followed Shadee over to her house; his excuse was that she was holding his dope. What could she say? Brianna had been a thorn in her side ever since. But when she brought her ass over to Janay’s house looking as if she had been smoking crack all night, that was it. Then when Brianna went on and put Shadee on blast saying that he had asked to marry her, that was the last straw. She went on and told Brianna, “Kill that nigga!” Janay had then stormed out the house and sped over to Big Choppa’s.


“Nay! Don’t lie to me. Now, tell me, did that nigga put his hands on you?” Choppa belted out once again.


“No, Daddy, he didn’t. I wish he would have. An ass-whooping would be easier to deal with. Listen, Daddy, you can’t tell nobody… not even Miss Ida, what I’m about to tell you. Okay?”


“Girl, if you don’t say what it is you got to say, I’ma—”


“Daddy, this is serious. You gotta promise me you won’t say anything,” she cut him off. “Swear on Mommy’s grave, Daddy.”


Choppa rolled his eyes in disgust. “Girl, I’m the parent. Spit it out girl, damn.”


“Dad, Shadee got that monkey.”


“He what?”


“He is HIV-infected.”


“My God! Nay… what about you? Don’t tell me—”


“I don’t know. I already made an appointment to get tested. We really hadn’t been doing anything and I don’t even know how long he’s had it. He wouldn’t tell me,” she cried.


“I’ma break that nigga in two. So you’re tellin’ me y’all ain’t been doin’ it? Who has he been fuckin’ since y’all ain’t been doin’ shit? Who did he get that shit from? He had to have got it from somebody!” Choppa was trying his best to get to the bottom of the story.


Janay squeezed her eyes shut. “I… I caught him…” she sobbed.


“You caught him with some bitch? Good then. I’m sorry, baby, but dammit to hell they deserve each other.”


“Daddy, I caught him going up in his boy Doc.”


“What!” Big Choppa yelled. “Going up in his boy?” He needed a few moments for that to register. “Awww damn! Hell naw, you tellin’ me this nigga is a fruitcake? A homo thug-ass nigga? Awww, Nay Nay, tell me it ain’t so,” he pleaded. “And… he passed that shit on to my baby?” Choppa was looking at Janay, hoping and praying that she was getting ready to say no.


“I have to get tested first, Daddy.”


“This is some fucked-up shit.” Choppa jumped out of his La-Z-Boy. “Oh that nigga gone tell me how long he’s been fuckin’ faggots in the ass. He got an old head like me fucked up,” he mumbled as he headed for the stairs, leaving Janay wanting a hug from her father.


“Daddy, you can’t be getting your blood pressure all up,” she called after him. “Ain’t shit we can do about it now… but deal with it. So chill out. Have you taken your medicine today?”


“Don’t try to sidetrack me.” He was fussing all the way up the stairs and was still fussing as he was coming back down. “The nigga should of thought about whose daughter he was fuckin’. After I finish with him he ain’t gonna fuck nothin’ else.”


“Daddy, stop it.”


“I’ma stop it all right. I’ma break his ass in two then cut off his dick and stop it up in his ass. They don’t call me Choppa for nothing. And let me find out he done gave  my baby that shit. I’ma bury that nigga and then pull his ass up, kill him and bury him again. Get him on the phone, Janay. Find out where he is. Boomer!” he yelled out.


The front door flew open. “I’m right here, Chop.” He had an ugly scowl on his face. He knew from the tone of Choppa’s voice that something wasn’t right.


“We gotta make a run. I told you to call that boy, Nay. Get his faggot ass on the phone.”


“Daddy! You promised you would keep this between us. Excuse us, Boomer.” Boomer peered at Janay, then at Choppa, and slowly backed out the front door. Janay turned to her father. “You promised, Daddy.”


“You promised for me. And I didn’t tell Boomer shit.”


“Whatever Daddy. You might as well tell him. You called Shadee a faggot. All he has to do is put two and two together. Plus, you always include him in my business.”


“Then what the hell you complainin’ for? Just get the nigga on the phone,” he barked at Janay as he flipped out a nine-inch switchblade.


“I know where he is. He’s at my house.”


“What house? Why in the fuck do you got the nigga in your house?”


“He came over this morning.”


“What, Janay?”


“Daddy, we still have a son together and I do still love him.”


“Naw… fuck that bullshit! Your son spent the night at his grandmother’s. And love him? His sorry ass ain’t ask for your hand in marriage!” He shook his head in disgust. “Janay, don’t tell me you still layin’ up with this nigga!” He was in her face, and he grabbed her by her shoulders, shaking her. “Answer me, dammit. You still layin’ up with this nigga? Why is he still at your house?” he yelled out.


Janay couldn’t stop crying. “Daddy, stop screaming. He still lives there, have you forgot?”


“You should have put his ass out when you caught him stickin’ his dick in another nigga’s ass! Girl, have you lost yo’ damn mind? He done told you he got HIV, you caught him fuckin’ a nigga and he still in yo’ damn house?”


“Daddy, we’ve been together for six years. I don’t know. I-I don’t know what I was thinking. I wanted to try and work it out… shit just happened so fast. Then to add insult to injury,” she heaved and cried out, “his girlfriend Brianna came over to the house earlier, screaming. She was mad because she is infected and he promised to marry her and I got mad. I had had enough. She even had a burner. I told her to blast that nigga. I freaked out and just left them there. I wanted her to split his wig. I am through with him, Daddy, so stop trippin’.”


“Hold up. Hold up. Janay, you left his other woman in your house holding a gun on your man? Aww, Janay. Sometimes you’re so smart, you’re stupid. What if she kills the nigga in your house? Boomer! Come on, girl.” He snatched her arm. “We need to get over there.”


Boomer drove the Lincoln Continental, Big Choppa sat in the backseat and Janay was in the front. She was dialing her house phone and Shadee’s celly but no one picked up.


“If he is fucking in my house again, this time I am going to kill him and whoever it is he’s fuckin’.” She dialed the numbers again.


“Boomer, make some calls. Put it out there that I’m lookin’ for this clown,” Choppa ordered, and Boomer immediately began dialing his phone while still handling the wheel.


Ten minutes later they turned onto Janay’s block in Cordova. “There go the nigga’s truck right there,” Choppa growled.


“Yeah that’s it.” Janay’s heart was pounding uncontrollably. She pushed the car door open before the car could come to a complete stop.


“Girl, hold up,” Choppa hollered after her. By the time Boomer parked and the both of them, Boomer especially, struggled out of the car Janay was already inside her house. When they opened the front door, Janay was running toward them screaming and crying. She jumped into her father’s arms. Boomer pulled out his heat as he rushed past both of them. Choppa was trying to calm down Janay, who was releasing gut-wrenching screams.


“Chop, come look at this main man,” Boomer called out.


Choppa pulled out his heat. “Get some fresh air, baby. Go on the porch for a few minutes.”


“No… Daddy, I gotta see him again,” she cried.


“What the hell for? Go get some fresh air.” He pushed her toward the door and waited until she went outside before going to see what it was that had his daughter freaking out.


“It smells like dog shit up in here,” Boomer commented as they both covered up their noses.


When Choppa got close up on Shadee’s body, he stifled a gag. “Gotdamn! Ain’t no bitch did this to a nigga. If she did, I need her on my team.”


“He is fucked up,” Boomer added. They took a few steps forward and were leaning directly over him. Shadee was naked from the waist down and lying on his side. His ass was covered in blood. They leaned in closer to peek at his face and both jumped back when his eyes fluttered open.


“Shit!” Choppa said in surprise.


“H-help… me,” Shadee faintly whispered.


“Well I’ll be damned! Ain’t this a bitch!” Choppa yelled out. “Nigga, you is fucked up. I thought you was dead. This fool must got nine lives.”


“H-help,” he groaned.


Brianna had aimed three shots to his head. One of the bullets was in his jaw, one had grazed his head and the final one had skinned his ear and gone into the carpet. She was definitely a lousy shooter.


Boomer was looking around the living room. The lamps and end tables were knocked over, sofa cushions were tossed all around the room and the smell was undescribable… sex, dogs and dog shit permeated the air.


“Nigga, I’ma call an ambulance, but what you want me to tell them what happened up in here? Shit, boy, you gotta give me sumthin’ to work with.” Choppa was holding a conversation with Shadee as if he were up and about and not on the verge of meeting on the crossroads.


Shadee just stared blankly at Choppa, who had pulled out a handkerchief and was covering his nose. When he saw Shadee close his eyes he yelled, “Man, don’t die on me now. You are my grandson’s father. What happened? Who did this here shit?”


“T-the dogs,” he gasped.


“Dogs? How many?”


“I d-don’t… a lot.”


“Gotdamn. Boomer, call this boy an ambulance. I was gonna fuck you up my gotdamned self but shit, they ain’t leave me nothing to do.”


“Daddy.” Janay was coming through the front door. Boomer rushed over to stop her.


“No, baby. You don’t need to see this.” Boomer pushed her back out toward the door.


She was trying her best to break away. “Is he dead? Let me see him, Boomer.”


“No, baby, he ain’t dead. He’s gonna be okay. The ambulance is on the way.”


“Please, let me see him.” Her knees buckled as she held on to Boomer and started crying.


“Are you clean? You know the po-po is coming.”


She nodded her head yes.


Big Choppa and Boomer stood by the squad car as Janay was getting out. Three different officers had questioned her for almost an hour apiece and she was exhausted. She had to report to the station first thing in the morning to be interrogated some more.


Detectives were still inside the house and Janay was ready to go crash at her dad’s. As they walked over to Big Choppa’s car, the white officer of the crew called Janay as she jogged over to where she was.


“Ma’am, the young lady who was here with your boyfriend, Ms. Brianna Russell, she committed suicide.”


“Suicide?” Janay questioned.


“She blew her own brains out.”


Janay gasped and her knees got weak. Big Choppa held one arm while Boomer held the other as they led her to the car.


“I’m sorry about that.” The officer then pointed at Choppa. “Hey, Big Choppa Mr. Devlin, we got our eyes on you,” she taunted.


“We got our eyes on you too,” he shot back.
















CHAPTER THREE


When Briggen pulled up in front of the emergency room, Shan picked up on his hesitancy. “I’ll be okay, Briggen. I’ll call you when I’m done.”


“Girl, you think I’m just gone leave you here, not knowing what’s the matter with you or if you’re okay? Man, I’m comin’ with you.”


“Boy, I told you, I’m tight. It’s only a physical, Briggen. It’s not like I’m going for surgery or something.” At least that’s what she hoped.


His cell rang and he quickly flipped it open while motioning for Shan not to move. Her stomach was cramping and it was taking everything within her power not to double over and scream out. If he doesn’t hurry up and end that call, I’ma—


“Nigga, what?” he yelled into the phone. “Maine…” He jumped out of the truck and slammed the door. “Fuck the bullshit!” she heard him yell. “I’ll do the shit myself. I’m headin’ over that way right now.” He turned the phone off. “Woo, you ain’t gonna believe this shit.”


Shan exhaled a sigh of relief as another cramp subsided. Then she slowly got out of the truck. Briggen ran over to her. “Baby, hold up.”


Shan looked at her watch. “Briggen, I’ll be fine. It’s only a physical exam. My appointment is at two and it’s almost a quarter after.” He shook his head no as if to say he wasn’t buying her story. “Briggen, trust me. I’ll be all right. Plus you sound like you got some business to handle. I’ll be all right. I’ll call you when I’m done. Just be ready and don’t keep me waiting.” She slung her Louis Vuitton bag over her shoulder and headed for the emergency room entrance. She looked back and Briggen was standing there with a frown on his face. She mouthed, “I’ll be fine,” waved and stepped through the sliding double doors.


It being a Friday night, the ER was in full swing. It smelled like funk, blood, sickness and death, all rolled into one. An orderly rushed past her with an old white guy with his head wrapped in bloody bandages, almost knocking her over.


“Damn, I wish I didn’t have to be in this bitch,” Shan mumbled under her breath. The waiting room reminded her somewhat of a battle zone. Homeless people were sleeping on three chairs put together. If it was somewhere to sit, who would want to sit down? There were prostitutes lumped up from one of their pimps or tricks, trifling-ass mommas with four of their five kids sick as hell and most likely been sick all week, feens sitting in the corner throwing up everywhere. “Ughhh.” Shan pulled the ticket and it read 02 while the digital sign  read 76. Oh hell naw. Just as Shan was about to try to  slip through the doors that separated the waiting room from the treatment areas, a herd of medical staff came rushing through, pushing a young boy who couldn’t be no older than thirteen. He was shot up and covered in blood.


“Excuse me, Doctor.” She boldly stepped in front of the one who was lagging behind.


He turned, stopped and raised an eyebrow. “How can I help you?”


“I’m about seven weeks pregnant. I’ve been under a lot of stress. Earlier, I started bleeding and now I’m cramping.”


“That isn’t a good sign… Mrs.?”


“Ms. McKee. Shan McKee.”


“Ms. McKee, follow me.”


“Nurse Smith,” he called out. “Can you get Ms. McKee here prepared for an examination? Call OB. We need someone stat.”


“Okay, Ms. McKee. Have you been triaged yet?” he asked as he led her to a wheelchair.


“No.”


“When did you say the bleeding began?”


“About two hours ago.”


“And the cramping?”


“About forty-five minutes ago?”


“Is this your first pregnancy?”


“Yes.” Her voice cracked.


Nurse Smith returned and he smiled. “This is my wife, she’ll take real good care of you. Good luck.” He patted her shoulder as Nurse Smith wheeled her up to one of the triage nurses and ordered that she immediately get Shan prepped for an examination.


Shan then was put in a treatment room, handed a gown and told to undress from the waist down.


Two and a half hours later, Peanut was pacing the waiting area and Shan was getting a D&C. She had suffered a miscarriage.


Losing all patience, Peanut marched up to the receptionist station for the third time. “Excuse me, ma’am. My sister, Shan McKee, can I see—”


“Yes.” She cut him off. “Here’s your visitor’s pass. Follow the yellow dots to the elevators.”


“About time,” Peanut mumbled, snatching the pass. He stopped at the gift shop, bought some get-well balloons and flowers, then headed toward the elevators. Arriving on the third floor he stepped off the elevators and followed the signs to room 313. The door was cracked and Shan was getting dressed.


“What are you doing?” Peanut asked, poking his head in and startling the hell out of her.


“I’m getting dressed. You scared the hell out of me, Peanut.”


“What happened?” he asked, setting the flowers on the desk next to the bed and tying the balloons to the bedpost. The patient in the next bed turned up the volume on the TV. “What the fuck is going on? You scaring the hell out of me. First, you tell me that you’re moving way across the fuckin’ country, then you tell me Brianna blew her own fuckin’ brains out! And now you’re pregnant!”


“I’m not pregnant anymore. I had a miscarriage, they gave me a D&C and now I’m ready to go,” Shan stated matter-of-factly.


“A miscarriage? You keeping secrets from me now? How far along were you?” Peanut was beside himself.


“I wasn’t that far along. Seven, eight weeks.”


“Who is the nigga?”


“You already know who it is.”


“Don’t tell me no jailbird-ass nigga. Please tell me it was a guard or something.”


“An inmate, Peanut. I told you about him already. Yeah. I fucked an inmate. So the fuck what? I was feelin’ the nigga, until I told him I was pregnant and he said he already had a family. Then he calmly told me to get an abortion.”


Peanut stood there staring at his sister with a blank look on his face. He definitely had a lot on his mind. He had never thought that his baby sister could hide so much shit from him. His thoughts went back to the day when he finally made bail and she was there to pick him up. He knew something was bothering her but he chopped it up to her being stressed out.


Shan on the other hand had had all kinds of crazy thoughts going through her head. She was trying to figure out how to tell her big brother that she was pregnant by an inmate, how she did what she had to do, illegally, to pay for his attorney and post his bail and how that led from one thing to another.


When they both stopped trying to read each other’s minds, Shan finally said something. She mainly spoke about how mad she was about Brianna flipping the script on the family by setting Peanut up. He was shocked but happy when she told him that she got some niggas to go over to Brianna’s house and fuck her up. He told her that Brianna should’ve been glad that was all she did, because when he caught up with her ass, he was going to slowly torture her to death.


Shan reluctantly broke down and told Peanut that she was talking to some inmate named Forever. She decided out of fear to leave out the being-pregnant part. She reminded him that while he was locked up, none of his people was coming through with any bread, for lawyers or bail. She told him that Forever made her an offer that she couldn’t refuse. All she had to do was pick up the dope and drop it into a trash can. Even though he was short on the bread, most of the money she had hustled up came from him.


She then went on to tell Peanut that Brianna was the one who told her that Forever’s wife was going to set her up because she found out that they were fucking. She made sure to leave out the part about her approaching his wife, Nyla, as she was going on a visit, right there in the parking lot.


Peanut could not believe what he was hearing. He wanted to choke the shit out of her. He couldn’t believe that she would jeopardize her freedom and safety like that. Before he knew it, he had smacked the shit out of her. Shan was stunned. She knew of her brother losing his cool at times, but she never thought that it would happen with her. Shit, she was grown and his own flesh and blood.


Shan burst into tears and started screaming, “Let me paint a picture for you, Peanut. While you was stressing and making sure niggas didn’t take that ass, yeah, I fucked a prisoner. But he was the only one that was helping with lawyer fees, transfer fees and bond tickets. Nigga, and let me remind you about those bitches you fuck with. Them hoes ain’t come off of nothing but a few dollars. If it was up to them, where would you still be sitting? So miss me with all that drama. If I had to do it all over again, I would. So fuck you. And I am moving to Cali.”


Peanut felt bad for smacking her. Because she was right, everything she did was for him, when no one else on his team stepped up to the plate. She also told him that it was useless to look for his so-called main man Nick or anyone else because they were ghost. To Peanut’s surprise Shan handed him almost a half brick and four stacks that she had gotten from Forever. She told him to take it, that it was just a little something for him to get on with. Fuck the losses. Charge it to the game. After that he really felt like shit. On top of that he was responsible for getting her caught up in all the madness. Now he needed to figure out how he was going to keep her from moving to Cali.


“Damn, I’m all right. You straight?”


“I’m straight. Now will you say something and stop looking at me sideways. Hello! What are you daydreaming about?” She interrupted his train of thought, and brought him back to the here and now. “I made a mistake. Everything’s cool. Say something.”


“Mistake?” He frowned. “That’s an understatement.” He looked at her as if he didn’t know her. “I’m just in shock. You fucked my head up with this. This ain’t like you. Selling drugs, fuckin’ with a nigga that’s locked up and at your fuckin’ prison job? This shit is… just crazy.”


“You’re right. This ain’t me. But guess what? I ain’t have time to sit and ponder over if this was the right decision or not. I had to do what I had to do. And I’m over it and now you need to get over it. Now let the shit go, Peanut. I’m kicking myself in the ass enough.”


“All right. I’ma let that go for now. So let’s talk about what’s the real deal with you moving out West? Did they transfer you because they found out you was fuckin’ an inmate?”


“Ms. McKee,” the nurse interrupted, “since you’re leaving against the doctor’s orders, as soon as you’re ready at least stop at the nurse’s station to sign your discharge papers and pick up your prescription. And be sure to follow up with your own personal doctor.” She popped back out.


“Peanut, I explained to you why I’m moving to Cali, I just want to get away. I don’t like it here anymore. Cali is where they have an opening for me, so I went for it. And no, they didn’t find out about me and… him.” She stood up and wobbled.


Peanut grabbed her arm and helped her back down to the bed. “Are you all right? Maybe you should stay for a couple more days. Why the fuck are you leaving against the doctor’s orders?”


“I don’t want to stay overnight. This place is depressing. Please get me out of here.”


“Stay put. Let me go get a wheelchair.”


“Boy, just hold my arm. I’m ready to go.”


“No. I’m getting a wheelchair.” He rushed out of the room.


After she was formally discharged and made it downstairs to the lobby, Shan said, “Let me use your phone.”


He passed it to her. “Hold up while I go and pull my ride around. What about your ride?”


“I have a ride. My friend Lisa is coming to pick me up. She has my car.”


“Lisa? Who is Lisa?” His phone vibrated and he checked the caller ID.


“A friend from the job. I’ll be fine. Answer your phone.” He stood there looking at her. “Answer it, Peanut.”


“I think you need to come home with your brother.”


“Peanut, I already told the girl that as soon as I was done, I’d call her.”


“We need to have a serious sit-down before you head out West.”


“Yeah, we need to kick it about a lot of things. I’ma chill for a minute. Shit is crazy. Brianna… dead. I just lost the baby I was carrying. Give me a few days. I’m gonna call you.”


“Shan, don’t try no slick shit. You better make it your business to holla at me. I’m not fuckin’ around with you, girl.”


She cut him off. “Boy, answer your damn phone.”


“As long as you got my point.”


She stood up, rolled her eyes and walked over to the pay phones. Slipping two quarters into the pay-phone slot, she kept an eye on Peanut.


“Yeah,” Briggen answered.


“I’m ready. How far are you?”


“Shan, you on some bullshit. Don’t no damn physical take five hours.”


“Briggen, my brother came up here and I hung out with him. Are you coming or what?”


“I’m on my way.”


She hung up and went over to Peanut, who was in an intense conversation. She wanted him to hurry up and leave before Briggen pulled up.


“Damn,” Peanut gritted as he ended his call. “C’mon and let me drop you off. I got a run I need to make.”


“Peanut, do you pay attention? I told you my girl is on her way and I’ll call you when I get to her house. I’m fine.”


“Where she stay?”


“In Germantown.”


“Germantown? How the fuck a guard can afford to stay in Germantown?”


“Who said she was a guard? And for your info she lives with her parents.”


“I still ain’t feelin’ you going with some strangers. Fuck that shit, you need to come with me.”


“Come with you where? All your shit is in storage. And you need to get yourself together. Where are you going? Because the last time I checked your bitch Keke had a nigga all up in your spot and them other bitches you was fuckin’ caught amnesia. I suggest you focus on getting yourself together and don’t worry about me.”


“Oh, so you got advice for big brother now?” He smirked as he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Aiight then. I’ma go ahead and dip.”


Thank God. Second time today I was saved by a phone call. “I’ll call you later.”


“Oh, and by the way, Cali ain’t a good look. Don’t run ’cause you slipped and fucked an inmate then got pregnant with his seed. We all fuck up, sis.”


“Please tell me that you are not going to keep throwing that shit up in my face?”


“Sheeit, I’m not even sure if I should be calling you Shan anymore. Your name should be Vicky with all the secrets you got.”


“Ha ha ha. Very funny. Bye, nigga. We’ll discuss this when I’m feeling better.” She let out a sigh of relief as she watched him rush out the double doors and walk right past Briggen’s truck. She had been beginning to believe that he wasn’t going to leave. She waited until he pulled out of the parking lot and decided to leave the miscarriage behind her.


As soon as Briggen saw her he jumped out of his truck. “You straight, shawty? You look a little weak for somebody only having a physical.” He opened the passenger door and helped her inside, while eyeing her skeptically.


“I’m fine. Tired but fine.” She leaned back into the soft buttery leather, reclined the seat all the way back and closed her eyes. The inside of his ride smelled like Lacoste.


When he jumped into the driver’s seat and pulled off, he started to grill her. But when he saw how tired she looked he decided to wait. They drove to his house in complete silence. No conversation, music… nothing. She gave him a cool point for that. She had a bunch of shit to mull over. Right now she was supposed to be enjoying a nice long ride out West, starting brand-new, her and Brianna leaving the city of Memphis behind. She had been looking forward to it. Without B to keep her company, she was actually having second thoughts.


Brianna… she was really gone.


Peanut. She shouldn’t have given him Forever’s package. Now he was going to hit the streets with a vengeance. But then why was she fooling herself? If it hadn’t been Forever’s package, it would have been someone else’s because he was going to get his hustle on… regardless. But if Nyla, Forever’s wife, would of had her way, that package would have been the Feds’ package.


Forever. She was feeling that it was a blessing in disguise that she lost the baby. A new job, a new state, by herself and with a baby? A baby by a nigga who told her to get an abortion? What in the hell was she thinking?


Then there was Briggen. How did she fall into his web… once again? She recalled the day that they met. She had taken her car to get some work done on it. It was his shop. He introduced himself as Calvin. He was a businessman. A legit businessman. They started kickin’ it over the phone for about two months straight. He took her to Las Vegas for her birthday and that was the first time that they fucked. After that she didn’t hear from him again. He didn’t even return her messages. Then there was that night at the club… his club. She and Brianna went out to celebrate her new job at the prison. When she saw him she didn’t know if she wanted to embrace him or spit on him. When Brianna explained to her that he wasn’t Calvin the businessman but Briggen the dope dealer, she had heard enough and decided to leave. However, he managed to talk her into sticking around so that he could explain his disappearing act. She reluctantly agreed, which resulted in her getting her ass beat by not one but two of his bitches. What were the odds of her running into him on this very day?


Entering the gated community, Briggen coasted to a stop in front of his condo and jumped out to take the mail out of his box, then pulled up into the driveway. Shan’s car was already parked.


“Welcome to my humble abode.”


She cracked a smile as she followed him inside. The first thing she noticed was the large chess coffee table with pieces the size of hot-sauce bottles. “Where did you get this from? This is amazing.” The pieces were obviously handcrafted. The queen looked like a real queen and the knights were covered with authentic horsehair. “Impressive,” she mumbled.


Then she took in the rest of her surroundings. The color gold overwhelmed her senses. Next was a pair of carved wooden seahorses that caught her eye. Even the living room furniture was gold with splashes of olive.


“Oh my God! Are those real?” She went over to an open glass frame that held about ten seahorses suspended on fine wires.


“Yeah.”


She snickered. “Why do I get the feeling that I’m at the beach?” She twirled around and her gaze fell on the huge chandelier hanging from the ceiling. “That chandelier looks like a giant octopus. You got real seahorses in a frame, carved wooden seahorses over there, huge wooden seahorses on the desk, the seashell lamp and the colors? What the fuck?”


Briggen laughed. “Why are you insulting my taste? I love the beach. This is my own little private beach house. I know you gonna let me have that.”


“I’m not insulting you. But—”


“But what?”


“Why don’t you move somewhere where there is an actual beach or an ocean?” She couldn’t stop giggling.


“I will one day. But for now, this is it.”


“Let me guess. You brought this house from a clucker for a couple of rocks?”


“Oh, you really got jokes, Shan. You really got jokes.”


“So you said private. Does that mean that none of your hoes will be running up in here?”


“You have nothing to worry about. Trust me. No hoes will be running up in here. So you can get comfortable and chill here as long as you like.”


“Can I see the kitchen?”


“Not if you’re gonna be insulting me and laughing in my face.”


“Where is the kitchen?”


“Just turn to your left.”


She headed for the kitchen. It looked like an old ship. It had ship-replicated windows, an anchor and fishnets. It was very spacious and even with the stainless steel appliances it was still beachy and ocean-like. Even down to the wallpaper. “Aye, aye, Captain,” she joked. It was definitely beyond Shan’s imagination. “This is… so not you, Briggen,” she mumbled.


Leaving the kitchen, she went to inspect the bedrooms. The master bedroom was olive green and had an impressive Gregorius-Pineo Moragas four-poster bed. The linen drapes went around the entire room. He had a La-Z-Boy, ottoman and huge flat-screen TV. The carpet was linen and olive. It was obvious that he hardly stayed here. She didn’t want to believe that this was his house. It had to belong to a couple of white yuppies.


She ventured off to what appeared to be the guest bedroom. The walls were cream-colored, and the geometric espresso drapes made her dizzy. The bedspread was Horizon in espresso. A few pictures on the wall. Simple. Very different. The bathroom was old-fashioned with freestanding bowl sinks, something she had never seen outside a magazine. She backtracked to the master bath, which was huge. The shower was all glass. He could lie in the bed and watch whatever ho he had over for the night take a shower.


“I brung most of your things in,” he said, startling her.


“Thanks. I would love to take a nice hot shower, eat something and go to bed. You think you can accommodate a sister?”


“I’m at your beck and call. I just want you to enjoy your stay at the beach house.”


“Since you got jokes, you can take my bags to the guest room.”


He smiled. “Just make yourself at home.”


She called Peanut and left him a message on his voice mail, then she was finally able to indulge in a hot, steamy, relaxing shower. By the time she finished and threw on something comfortable the house smelled good. Her toes gripped the thick carpet as she followed her nose.


“A brother that can cook. At least it smells like you can cook,” she teased.


“Maine, you looking at a master chef.” He pulled off his apron and went to pull out a chair for her. She had slipped into a pair of shorts and a T-shirt. And so had he.


He fixed a plate and set it in front of her.


“What do we have here?” Shan licked her lips.


“Briggen’s famous crab cakes, glazed carrots, roasted parsley potato wedges, and”—he went to the refrigerator and pulled out a huge bowl of spinach salad and placed it in the middle of the table—“to drink, your choice of vintage white or red wine.”


“Impressive. Very impressive.” She poured a glass of the red wine. “Are you going to allow me to dine alone?”


“Nah. I’m just making sure you’re straight before I sit down.”


“I’m straight. Come on. I’m hungry.”


He laughed, fixed himself a plate and sat down to join her. Her mouth hung open as he said grace.


“Oh my God,” she mumbled. “How many faces of Calvin aka Briggen are there?”


“Stick around if you really want to find out.”


“I’ma stick my fork in this crab cake first.” And she did. “Oh… oh… Briggen. I love you.” She closed her eyes and savored the spicy seasoning. “Ohmygosh, these are so good. Look at me with a straight face and tell me you cooked these.”


“I cooked them, girl.”


“You are scaring me.”


“I don’t know why you trippin’, brothers can cook.”


“But—”


“But what?”


“Nothing.”


“Enjoy the dinner, Shan, and stop insinuating that a baller can’t cook.”


She started laughing. “I didn’t say that.”


“Because I didn’t give you a chance to. Am I right?”


“Okay. Okay. You got me.”


“Umm-hmmm. Just enjoy your meal.”


Shan had been chillin’ up at Briggen’s crib for the past week. At first he was in and out, basically stopping by to see if she was okay and to cook her dinner. She spent her time relaxing and getting her mind right as well as healing from the D&C. He eventually went to Detroit for four days.
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