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            NOTE FROM MYSS SHAN

          

        

      

    

    
      With this book, and with my books to come, I am trying to bring my stories more and more to life. I always try to make sure that whenever I write, I give a good enough description that each person reading feels as if they are right there with the characters. My goal is to get better and better with each book and to improve wherever I am lacking.

      

      If you have read my prior work then you know I’m always breaking out the text messages. This day in age, that’s what we do now and how a lot of people communicate. Also with social media as well! So I hope that I was able to get as close to possible as how things are.

      I definitely welcome any and all feedback. I don’t care if you liked it or not, please hit me up. Preferably first with a review on and then you can contact me on IG (myss_shan) same handle for my twitter. Facebook is The Author Myss Shan, and email is shan- books@yhaoo.com or info@iammyssshan.com

      

      P.S. if you are not an iPhone user, the gray messages or from  the sender, the blue is from the person sending the messages.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A’NEEKO “NEEKO” HARLEY’S

          

          PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      I got the green, drank, pi!s, blow

      Running round the town getting money, I suppose I’m the gingerbread man

      

      That Gucci Mane track Gingerbread Man pumped through the speakers as me and my brothers cruised through the dark streets with nothing but the grind and money our minds. Some young jits, we were out here making a name for ourselves doing our best to escape the circumstances that had been handed down to us. We were gutta bred, from the straight up dungeon, but I knew without a doubt we would  be seeing better soon. A young nigga was thirsty to get out, mane. It was all I ever thought about.

      I wasn’t proud to say that I was a dopeboy, but that was the only thing I had in front of me to make some’ shake. I pushed that dope too—me and my brothers did. I was the youngest out of my mama’s three boys, at only seventeen years, but I felt like I was the wisest of us all. My older brother Ja’Quan was nineteen and the middle jit Dra’Mar was eighteen. My mama had us all before she was eighteen and she had done her best with us—her and my grandma, since our pussy ass daddy had walked away to be with some white bitch right after I was born. It was straight though ‘cause I was  gonna  set  my  ol’  ladies  straight  real soon.

      “Who the fuck keep blowin’ yo’ shit up fam?” Mar said from the passenger’s seat and I chuckled. Every time he got into the song, his vibe got interrupted from my phone ringing.

      “You know it ain’t nobody but Cash’s ass,” Quan commented from the backseat and I veered through the rearview at him.

      “She mad ‘cause I ain’t fucked with her in a couple of days. I told her I was gonna be there tonight, but I guess she don’t believe me,” I told them referring to my baby girl Cash.

      “You better go see her crazy ass before she pops up on you,” Quan said knowingly.

      Cash—that was my rider. I had been with shawty since I was a lil’ nigga for real. We had met when we were in the fifth grade and I chased her ass all the way up to the seventh grade until I cornered her in our first period class one morning at TW Brown Middle School. I kissed her on the lips and told her if she didn’t be my girlfriend, she was gonna catch these hands every day until she did. I knew it wasn’t the proper way to get a female, but at the time, it seemed right, and shit, it obviously worked. We were only twelve years old at the time and even at a young age, I felt what it was like to be in love with some- one. Cash was everything to me. We had been through a lot of shit,  but she wasn’t going nowhere, and neither was I. Outside of my brothers, Cash was my best friend and we were always together, so her trip- ping out ‘cause she hadn’t seen me in two days was to be expected. I missed her just as much as she missed me, but right now, money was on the brain.

      “That nigga should’ve been here by now since we a few minutes late,” I said after pulling inside the lot where we were supposed to be meeting this cat named Spoadie.

      “He might be here. He said his car was gonna be parked out back,” Mar commented as he slid to the edge of his seat and looked around.

      “Fuck it, let’s go inside,” I told them and killed the engine.

      Mar hopped out and I hit the button on the trunk to open it so that he could grab the bag of money. We had been some hustling muthafuckas over the past few months, peddling weight here and there. Moving mad pounds of weed and pills and whatever else we could get our hands on to flip into more cheddar. Neither of us was with this block shit, though. It was too risky. We had always seen ourselves as being some bosses at whatever we did, which was why we didn’t do no flossing. Every dollar we made, we damn near  saved, unless it was for a necessity. Mar and Quan both had full-time jobs and the only reason I didn’t was because I was on my last year of school  and hadn’t yet graduated. We were for real about this shit and knew it was going to take us doing all and everything we could to see our plan through. Tonight was the start of it all. We had finally saved enough dough to cop some real weight and I knew from this point on, life was about to change for us all.

      TAP! TAP! TAP!

      I stood back after knocking on the door, while waiting for Spoadie to answer. We were supposed to be here ten minutes ago, but on the way over, a nigga got stopped for speeding and shit. Luckily, things didn’t go bad and we didn’t get searched and have to explain why some young, black, hood niggas was rolling around with a little over forty thousand dollars in cash.

      “What’s up? Come in,” Spoadie said after finally opening the door. After we stepped inside, he stepped onto the porch of the trailer and looked around for a moment and then came back in and closed the door behind him. “Y’all got that money?”

      “Nigga, you got that work? Fuck you mean?” I questioned as I raised my brow.

      I watched as Spoadie walked around to the table that sit in the middle of the empty ass trailer and then picked up a small little duﬄe that sat on the floor. We were in the middle of the nowhere, in a field where I had noticed some construction going on. I also noticed a bunch of plans scattered around and other equipment that led me to believe that Spoadie was a blue-collar ass nigga or knew someone that was. Typical type shit. The nigga wasn’t from the streets at all but had the plug in on someone with that fish-scale. We had gotten his contact through a nigga from around the way named Yo-Yo. He was supposed to be legit, so here we were.

      “Of course. You know I got you lil’ niggas. How y'all get that bread, though? Ain't nobody gonna come looking for this money afterwards, is it?” Spoadie chuckled, but we didn’t.

      “You funny as fuck, nigga. Where the work at?” Dra’Mar’s voice was thick with agitation.

      Spoadie chuckled a bit more before he pulled a brick out the duﬄe he had picked up and tossed it over to Mar. Quan and I watched as Dra’Mar broke a little slit into the wrapping and dipped his finger inside. He then slid his finger across his tongue and nodded his approval.

      “Straight?” Spoadie questioned as he looked between my brothers and me.

      “Yea, that shit straight,” Mar confirmed before handing Spoadie  the dope, followed by the money.

      Spoadie ran his fingers through the stacks and then placed the brick back in the duﬄe and handed it over to Mar. Within minutes, we were out of there and back outside and in the car. I brushed the sweat from my face and took in a deep breath before letting it out all again. The thought of how much money we were about to be getting had me nervous as fuck. With more money came more problems, but I’d take them problems over being broke any day.

      “Fuck nah, hold the fuck up,” Quan said from the backseat just as I was about to pull oﬀ. Something ain't right about this. The nigga tryna fuck us. This baby powder or something.”

      “Mar just said the shit was straight. You sure about that?” I asked, vexed as hell as I reached for my pistol that sat in the speaker of       the door.

      “Yea on God, that other bird fye as fuck, but this shit is fake,” Quan said, and I sucked  my  teeth  and  quickly  hopped  back  out  the ride.

      I cocked my pistol back and didn’t even knock before storming back through the front door. That nigga Spoadie was rushing towards the backdoor of the trailer with the backpack secured closely to him. My blood began to boil like a mutahfucka. Niggas like him made my ass itch. I was straight up and down when it came to business.  I worked for everything and never took nothing from nobody that wasn’t mine. A nigga like me always believed that every action had a reaction and I didn’t need shit coming back on me.

      “The fuck you goin’ ol’ pussy ass nigga. You tryna play us nigga? We look like some lame ass niggas to you? You think this shit sweet? Move another fuckin’ inch nigga and I’ll blow your shit back,” I promised, as I moved closer to Spoadie.

      He tossed his hands up before he turned around to face me. “What you talking ‘bout, mane? The fuck you talking about? I ain't tryna play no body.”

      “The fuck is this then, nigga?” Quan questioned, tossing the brick to Spoadie’s foot.

      “Come on, you don’t like the product then we can discuss this like men,” Spoadie tried to reason and I knocked him over the head with the gun.

      “Nigga, run me my muthafuckin’ cash!” I barked at him, as the wound in his head began to drip blood.

      “A’ight, a’ight,” Spoadie nervously agreed while removing the back- pack from his back. He tossed the bag my way and I stepped towards him and emptied two into his stomach.

      POW! POW!

      “Yo, what the fuck?” Mar stressed before I shot the  nigga  two more times.

      “Aye, you killed that nigga? What the fuck, Neeko?” Quan wailed before tossing his hands to his head, a look of fear written all over     his face.

      “Fuck that thieving ass nigga,” I told them before rushing to grab the bad ass dope from the floor. “Put that shit in there and help me move this nigga.”

      “What?” Mar questioned, still in disbelief as his eyes were as wide as saucers. “This what the fuck you be doing when we ain’t around, nigga?”

      “Hell nah, I ain’t never killed nobody before,” I stated, truthfully, as I grabbed at Spoadie’s feet. “Somebody get his damn arms, so we can get the hell outta here!”

      Being at a construction site had been perfect because we were able to take Spoadie’s body out back where there already had been some digging and bury his ass. We dropped him into the dirt and then covered him up using the tools that was around us. Nigga had tried to be on some slick shit not realizing that he’d marked his own grave.

      After we had buried him, I spotted a bucket of cement, peeled the top oﬀ, and had Quan help me cover the grave with it. I wasn’t sure how long it took that shit to dry, but I knew by morning, it should be hard as cement.

      Soon as we were satisfied with what we had done, I told my brothers to wait for me in the car while I went inside to wipe down  everything that we might have possibly touched. I had never killed nobody before, but I knew enough to know that if the nigga was found, I didn’t wanna leave no type of evidence whatsoever that me and my brothers were here. I looked around once more before bolting out of the trailer and out to the car. Within seconds, we pulled out of the lot and headed back to the hood.

      The ride home was quiet as fuck and when the adrenaline had stopped rushing through my body, I was starting to get worried as hell. I ain’t never had to use my gun before for nothing, but I knew that if niggas were gonna take us serious in this game, shit like this couldn’t  be tolerated. If I had let Spoadie walk away, he would’ve told somebody about how he tried to play us and how we just let that shit slide, giving these sucka ass niggas the idea that we were soft. There was nothing soft about neither of us, so fuck it, I did what I had to do.

      “Shit…I can’t believe what just happened,” Quan commented, and I sighed.

      “Fuck that. That nigga had to go. We can’t let shit like that slide. Just think about how hard we worked to come up with this money and how just that easy he tried to take it away from us,” I told them, trying to get them to see that I ain’t have no choice but to body that mark  ass nigga.

      “He right, Quan. If that nigga would’ve gotten away with that bag, we would’ve had to start all back over again and I don’t know if I can handle that right now.”

      “I definitely can’t take no losses. Cash is pregnant,” I admitted, and the car grew silent all over again.

      “Fuck it. Just make sure we tie up any loose ends and never speak about this shit again. Get rid of that gun asap, Neeko,” Quan instructed, and I nodded, already knowing.

      I dropped my brothers oﬀ at their apartment and then headed to where I knew I could get rid of this gun without it ever being found. Soon as I entered the highway, my phone buzzed in my lap and I looked down to see that it was Cash calling me.

      “What up?” I said after, answering.

      “Why you playing with me?” she questioned, sounding like she had been crying.

      “I’m not playing with you, baby. I promise you I’mma come through there…”

      “You cheated on me  with  Ayanna?”  she  asked,  and  I  got quiet as hell.

      “What…who…”

      “You ain’t shit, Neeko! I would never do this to you! Never!” Cash cried, and I immediately began to feel bad as fuck.

      Soon as I went to say something, I heard the line click in my ear and when I tried to call her back, she sent me straight to voicemail.     I quickly exited oﬀ the first exit I came to, and made  my  way  towards Cash’s  house. I wasn’t gonna sit here and act like I was a  good ass nigga and never did nothing wrong, but I did my best. I probably had cheated on Cash a handful of times in the many years that we had been together, but I wasn’t out here being no hoe. Everybody that knew me, knew Cash, and they  knew  it  was  all  about her.

      I was at Cash’s spot within a few minutes and I hurried up and parked, hopped out, and raced around to her bedroom window. I tried to push it open, but just like I knew she would, she locked it to keep me from getting in. I lightly tapped on it and waited a few seconds before I tapped again.

      “What, Neeko?” Cash asked, after finally coming to the window. Her voice was muﬄed from the glass being between us and she had dried up tears on her face. Her eyes were red like she had been crying all night.

      “Open the window, Cash. For real, don’t make me act crazy out here,” I told her before crossing my arms over my chest.

      “I ain’t got nothing to say. Go holla at that bitch, Ayanna,” she told me, while shaking her head.

      “Cash, open the fuckin’ window!” I yelled, my voice echoing through the dark neighborhood.

      I got ready to start banging on her shit again when she eventually pulled the window open and moved back so I could come inside. I  shut the window behind me and then moved over to her bed to place the gun underneath it.

      “Why you always listening to gossip and shit? The fuck do you care about what some bitch is talking about when I’m always with your  ass,” I said, agitated as hell as I sat on the edge of Cash’s bed.

      I dropped my head into my hands, suddenly thinking about every- thing that just went down not long ago. I fucked with mad cats that was always talking about how they was bodying niggas left and right  and I was trying to see how they dealt with that, because a nigga was already feeling some type of way.

      “Get oﬀ my bed, Neeko, and get the fuck out. I’m not listening to no damn gossip, I’m looking at messages between you and her. So, you telling me you ain’t fuck her?” Cash asked, and I shook my head.

      WAM!

      “What the fuck?” I asked, as I popped up from the bed and gawked at Cash like she was crazy. “What the hell you hit me for?”

      “Because your ass is lying. You fucked her, the shit came from your phone number to hers. Why you lying to me?”

      “Look, the shit was old. It’s been over a year since I touched that damn girl. The hoe mad ‘cause I won’t touch her again,” I told Cash, truthfully, and she suddenly started crying again.

      I sighed before I grabbed her and pulled her into my arms. Losing Cash was not an option, so I knew that if I wanted to fix this shit, I had to be honest with her. I did smash Ayanna, but the shit had happened so long ago that I really had forgotten all about it until now.

      “How could you do this to me? You told me that the last time was the last time? Why, Neeko?” Cash cried, and I shook my head, shamefully.

      “Baby, that shit with her was old. Me and you had went on that lil’ split, I fucked her and that same night me and you got back together. I promise you that’s how that shit happened.”

      “You think I’m stupid! Get the fuck out, Neeko! Get out!” she screamed, and I shook my head and bit down on my bottom lip.

      “Be quiet before your mama them come in here,” I said through gritted teeth and when I tried to grab Cash, she smacked me across  my face.

      “I don’t care if they do come in here! I said get out!” Cash yelled again and this time, I nodded before I quickly left out the same way I came in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CASSIANA “CASH” LOWES’

          

          PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      “Ughhhh,” I cried before I let the window down and started to pace back and forth across my bedroom floor.

      I didn’t understand niggas. They could have the best girlfriend in the world and would fuck it up by doing dumb shit. Nobody had Neeko’s back like I did—and I mean nobody. I was straight up and down for that dude and he stayed on some typical nigga shit. We was supposed to be better than that, but I see like most dudes, he could hardly ever deny a fat ass and a pretty smile.

      Ayanna was a straight up hoe that gave up her goodies up to what- ever dude that was flashing his paper. Neeko was always somewhere stunting like he had it, when truth be told, he was just now starting to get his money up. I swear I hated that I loved his ass, then maybe this wouldn’t hurt so much.

      After getting my mind together, I went over to my bed to lay back down. I had to get up super early for track practice that started at 6 in the morning. Coach had us running two miles around the big ass foot- ball field just to get our wind up. This was going to be the 4th day and I didn’t think that I was going to make it too much longer. This pregnancy was starting to get the best of me and I felt like now was the time to go ahead and let everyone know.

      I was already ten weeks along and was growing a little pudge on what used to be a completely flat stomach, so it wouldn’t take long before folks started to notice anyway. My mama was going to be so disappointed in me. She was a teen mom that had me and my older sister Savannah back to back. She used to always get on us about boys, birth control, and protection, but I was always too scared to admit that I was having sex. Part of me was afraid that she was going to try and keep Neeko away if I did, or limit how we saw one another and that would’ve only made me sick.

      I had been with Neeko for far too damn long to be away from him. I was almost sure that at just seventeen years old, I didn’t know how  to function without him. We’d been together since middle school, all the way up to this last year of high school. We sat together in every class period that we shared, ate lunch together, and either came to my house to chill or went to his almost every day. I spent more time with him than I did with my own family.  That was why I hated when he  was ripping and running the streets, cause I really didn’t know what to do with myself when he wasn’t around. I guess it was time I had figured it out though because I was done with his lying, cheating ass, and plus I was telling my mama about the baby. I was scared and knew being that she had gone through it twice, she could help me through this.

      “Who is it?” I said, and raised my head up to look around.

      I didn’t even realize I had dozed oﬀ until I heard knocking at the door that had woke me up. When no one said anything, I got up to unlock the door, and crack it open to see who it was. It was dark out in the hallway, but I could see Leon’s tall ass standing in front of me.

      “Huh?” I said, wondering what he’d wanted.

      “What yo’ mama tell you about having that nigga in her after a certain time?” Leon asked and I rolled my eyes.

      I couldn’t stand my mama’s boyfriend. His old ass had come around a couple of years back, moved right on in with us, and immediately started trying to play daddy to me and Savannah. Neeko used to joke all the time at how one day we was gonna catch his ass slipping when he called himself hanging on the corner with the youngins. This nigga was too damn old to be still tryna hustle, but he never missed a damn beat. I didn’t know what my mama was doing with him, but if she liked it I loved it, but hell, she didn’t even seem to like him.

      I never seen them show no type of aﬀection to each other and they was always arguing about dudes that would be trying to get at my mama. My mama was as fine as old wine and could have any nigga, but had settled for this clown. My mama didn’t think I knew, but I knew  he was only around cause he kept these damn bills paid. Ever since he’d been living here, I never heard my mama mention the word “struggle” again. We kept a fridge full of food, lights hadn’t went oﬀ, and the water stayed hot when we needed it.

      “Ain’t got nobody in here,” I told him, and crossed my arms over  my chest.

      “I heard the nigga, now where he at?”

      “He ain’t in here. I just told you that. Now you gon’ leave me a—”

      Leon pushed past me and walked into my room. I rolled my eyes when he went over to my closet, flipped the switch on and then looked around. He then came over to my bed, got down on his knees, and  then looked underneath it. I shook my head at how dumb he looked. Whether Neeko had been here or not, I just told his ass that nobody was here now. He was always doing too much to try to show somebody that he had some authority.

      “I told you that he wasn’t here,” I said while rolling my neck around.

      “You got a smart ass, little mouth little girl,” Leon said as he came closer to me. I stepped back a little, feeling like he was violating my space. “Somebody gonna pop your ass one day…right in your shit.”

      “Yea, I’d like to see a nigga or bitch try it,” I laughed when  suddenly Leon had punched me dead in my teeth.

      My eyes grew big and I tried to run out of the room so that I could go and tell my mama when he grabbed me from behind. He pushed me back towards my bed and I watched in horror as he shut and locked my door. At that moment, a thousand possibilities of what he was about to do to me ran through my mind.

      “Okay…I’m sorry,” I said, hating that I started fucking with him. I always did though. It was always funny, and he would always brush it oﬀ, but why not now? “Leon…I…”

      “Shut the fuck up,” he grimaced, as he snatched me up and pulled me toward the edge of my bed.

      I looked at him for a long while thinking that maybe he was just trying to size me up. When he leaned over and planted his lips onto mine, I became repulsed and screamed. His mouth covered my hand and he used his other hand to rip away at my clothes. Everybody knew me and knew that I wasn’t a punk. I would fight any nigga or bitch  that tried me. I had to be that way growing up in the hood, and espe- cially being I had dark skin, wasn’t the prettiest girl in the hood, but had one of the most popular dudes in school. I had to fight for my respect and had shut plenty of bitches down for trying me.

      “Let me go! Let me go you perverted muthafucka!” I struggled, as I bit into his neck and didn’t let go until I tasted his blood.

      Leon grunted, pushed me away and then drew his fist back and punched me in the face again. Both of my hands went up to cover myself. I suddenly felt dizzy, disoriented, and like I had those little birdies floating around my head. My chest started to feel like it was going to cave in, and before I knew it, my knees grew weak underneath me and eventually I passed out.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes fluttered open, and I could barely lift my head to see where I was at. I recognized that I was sitting in the middle of the hallway with my back up against the wall. It felt like I couldn’t stay woke long enough to process what was going on. My middle section ached, my face was stinging, and my head was pounding so hard that I was beginning to believe that I had a concussion.

      “Mama, what happened? What’s wrong with Cash?” my sister Savannah screamed, and I suddenly started crying.

      “Cash, put that gun down! Baby, put the gun down!” my mama yelled and my eyes fluttered open again. I looked down at my hands and realized that I had been holding a gun. “ Baby please. The ambulance are on the way. I don’t know if they’re sending the police and I don’t want them to shoot you, honey.”

      “Cash, put it down! What happened to my sister?”

      “He hurt me...he raped me,” I  muttered,  just  before  I  passed  out again.
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      6 YEARS LATER…

      “Thank you,” I said to the cab driver, handing him the voucher  that I had gotten from the prison hours earlier.

      Grabbing my bag, I hopped out the back of the car and quickly looked around, noticing hadn’t shit changed since I’d been gone. The hood looked just the same and pretty much housed the same people from years ago. Kids ran up and down the block while the local d-boys whizzed  through  in  their  whips  blasting  rap  music  as  loud  as  they could.

      Fast ass lil’ girls were doing just about everything to be seen while the lil’ jits whose attention they were trying to grab were doing what they could to make a name for themselves. I smiled a little inwardly as a homely feeling crept inside, reminding me  what  freedom  felt like.

      I walked up to the home I grew up in as a child—the same home I had committed a murder in and had just spent the last six years of my life locked up for. I didn’t even know if I wanted to go inside as the memories of everything this place had represented started to quickly flood my mental. I had told myself that I wasn’t going to let the past get to me, knowing I had no place else to go, but that was proving to be easier said than done.

      I tossed the small bag of my belongings onto my back and sucked  in a deep breath before stepping up on the sidewalk and moving towards the house. The Texas summer air was thick as the sun beat  down my back and caused various areas of my body to start leaking. I hadn’t even been standing out here long and already was feeling like I was about to pass out. Quickly going up the two stairs that led up to the porch, I tapped twice onto the door.

      “Oh, my fuckin’ Gawwwdddd!” my older sister Savannah screeched as she wrapped her arms around me, damn near knocking me down to the ground. “My sister! My sister is finally home!”

      “Damn, let her come inside,” I heard my best friend Pumpkin’s voice from the inside as tears began to stream down my face.

      “Bitch, fuck you! My fuckin’ sister is home,” Savannah cried, after finally letting me go. She pulled me inside and tried to discreetly wipe the tears from her face. “My sister. My sister.”

      “Best bitchhhh,” Pumpkin sang before wrapping her arms around me, too. “I missed you soooo much.”

      “I missed you, too. Damn, look at you,” I said to Pumpkin, looking her over from head-to-toe.

      “Yes, bitch look at it,” she said doing a full 360 so that I could check her out. I nodded my head in approval and we all cracked up laughing at her, as she dropped down and did a little twerk dance.

      Even though the discomfort was really starting to settle in, I was glad to be home. Six years away from family was a long time and it was almost like I was dreaming standing in the same room as them without someone watching over us. Savannah had been to visit a lot over the years, but being they only allowed family, I hadn’t seen Pumpkin since before I had left. We had been friends since the third grade—when  you saw one, you saw the other. She was like my other half—other than Neeko—when we were together—and well, that was another story.

      “Man, it’s so good to be home. I swear to God, I’m so happy right now. Y’all just don’t know,” I expressed and wiped the tears from my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “When mama told us they was letting you out on parole, I almost died. We been counting down the days, for real,” Savannah told me with a big smile on her face.

      “Where is mama? She here?” I asked, and Savannah shook her head. “Good.”

      “Don’t be like that, Cassiana. You know mama was really young and she has changed over the years. I know she regrets the way she handled things when you got arrested,” Savannah tried convincing me, but I shook my head.

      When I had gotten arrested, my mama refused to believe that her punk ass boyfriend had raped me. She accused me of trying to steal her man and murdering him to keep him quiet. She had even had the police believing that shit until his ex-girlfriend’s daughter came forward and claimed the same thing happened to her years prior and they had been too afraid to speak up because of Leon’s status in the streets. But of course, the fact that I had shot Leon in his back didn’t get me oﬀ the hook for his murder. Being that he was no threat to me at the time when I had shot him and could’ve had called the police was the one thing that I had against me.

      They charged me with voluntary manslaughter, gave me a deal of 5- 10 years in prison and luckily, I had come up for parole a few months ago. My mother had testified at my parole hearing, letting the board know I was a good kid and could stay with her when released, and I guess that was supposed to be her way of apologizing. It wasn’t enough for me, though. At the time, I had just faced two traumatizing events and needed her more than I ever had in my life, and she had chosen her boyfriend. That shit hurt and stuck with me every day that I had  to do that damn sentence. Yea, she was a young mother, but I was a young, scared girl, so that wasn’t a good enough excuse for me.

      “Girl…” Pumpkin started just as the door came open and we turned around to see who it was.

      “What up?” some tall, light-skinned nigga said as he entered. I looked down at the bags that he was carrying from various high-end stores, before looking back up at him. “You must be Cash?”

      “Yea, Tray, this is Cash,” Savannah nodded confirmation, and I looked back at her. “Cash, this is mama’s husband, Tray.”

      “Husband?” I questioned, and he cleared his throat before sitting the bags down and holding his hand out for me to shake. I looked down at it and then slid my hands into the pockets of my jeans.

      “Szzz,” Tray animated before he shook his own hand, trying to be sarcastic. “Nice meeting you, Cash.”

      “You so damn evil,” Pumpkin asserted soon as Tray walked oﬀ. “What the fuck ever. He must be some lame to have married

      mama,” I commented and reached for my bag. “When did that happen anyway?”

      “Not too long ago,” Savannah answered following me to my old bedroom. “They been dating for a while though, but one day they came home talking about they married now. He’s cool.”

      “Yea…I bet,” I waved oﬀ with a shrug of my shoulders.

      I slowly pushed the door open to the bedroom and looked around, seeing that everything was practically the way I had left it. All my old posters remained on the wall, along with ribbons, and other accomplishments that I had received from school. Looking at the bed, it was the one thing that I could see that had been changed and I was glad of that. I guess my mama knew that coming home and laying in the same bed that you had been raped in wasn’t good for nobody.

      “She changed the bed out after the hearing. We could switch rooms though if you want to. I really don’t be here like that anyway, so it’s  cool,” Savannah suggested, and I shook my head before tossing my bag onto the bed.

      “Nah, it’s cool. I should be straight. Gonna find me a way to make some money, so I don’t have to be here either,” I stated, truthfully, before taking a seat on the bed.

      “Soooooo…” Savannah dragged, and I looked up at her, knowing she was up to something. “There’s this lil’ listening party tonight and me, Pumpkin, and Tracy are going, and we figured…”

      “Hell nah,” I quickly waved her oﬀ before she could even finish. “Nah, bro, you gotta go. Come on, Cash,” Savannah begged, before

      looking at Pumpkin to help her.

      “You know I sell hair, right? So, I got you some bundles and I will lay your shit to the gods if you go. Plus, me and Vannah done already went out and bought you an outfit with some shoes to go with it,” Pumpkin told me. She rushed over to my closet and came out with a pink and black bag that had a hair logo on it, along with a Guess bag. “Here you go, bitch. We got you.”

      “Y’all bitches, serious? I ain’t been out but a few hours and y’all hoes already plotting.”

      “Yessssss, we trying to get you fucked up! You know we gotta turn up your first day out. And since you can’t smoke, we got the Henny on deck, baby,” Savannah told me, and I laughed as I shook my head.

      I didn’t even try to say no anymore knowing that if I did, they were gonna annoy the hell out of me until I changed my mind. I allowed my girl Pumpkin to do her thing to my head while Savannah painted my nails and toes seeing as how we didn’t have time to hit no nail shop. She did an okay job and even though I felt like I could’ve done a better job on my own, I didn’t complain. After Savannah finished my nails, she did my makeup, which she was a beast at. Always had been.

      We talked for hours about everything that had been going on in the hood. I had been home only a few short hours and had learned who had been fucking who, who was beefing with who, and some more tea. It had quickly begun to feel like old times, and I found myself getting quiet on them often while I prayed that I never had to go away again.

      “There you go, bitch,” Pumpkin said after running her fingers through my head.

      “Damn,” Savannah commented while looking me over. “Bitch, you ain’t never did my hair that good.”

      “You know my best bitch gotta look the bestest,” Pumpkin told her, and I chuckled while checking myself out through the mirror attached to my dresser.

      “Is this my hair?” I asked pointing to the baby hairs that sat on my forehead.

      “Damn, I’m good,” Pumpkin praised herself before lighting the tip of a blunt. “But you wish it was yours. It’s my skills, girl. What lace?”

      “You know damn better!” I heard a voice that caused me to turn on my heels.

      Standing in the doorway was my mama, Tessana, looking like she could be me and Savannah’s sister at just thirty-nine years old. She was wearing a long weave that fell to her hips and rocking a two-piece matching Adidas track suit with some matching Adidas sneakers.

      “My bad, mama,” Pumpkin stated embarrassingly, before rushing to put the weed out.

      “Hey mama,” Savannah said to her, and I sighed.

      “Hey, Vannah. Hey, Cassiana. You look so pretty,” my mama complimented, and I bit down on my bottom lip before stuﬃng my hands into my pockets.

      “Thank you…”

      “Can we talk for a minute?” she requested and everyone but me and her cleared the room. “How was the ride home?”

      “It was cool,” I shrugged and sat down on the edge of my bed.

      “Me and Tray had planned to come down there and get you, but they didn’t tell me til’ this morning that you was getting out today,” my mama said, and I shook my head. “They told me next week…so I’m sorry about that.”

      “It’s cool. I didn’t mind the cab ride, mama,” I assured her, and she exhaled.

      “I know that you feel some type of way about me, Cassiana…” “Cash…you know I hate my name,” I frowned, and she nodded,

      knowingly.

      “Cash…I always knew that every time I came down there to see you, and you would only give me one-word answers and really only   talk to Vannah that you was mad at me. Although you  will  never admit it to me, I knew it. But I admit that I was wrong as hell for    the way I handled things with you back then. I was really hurt and confused and shit, scared, but there was no reason to turn my back    on you and I apologize to you. You know with me being so young  when I had you and Vannah, we always had a good ass bond and I  want to rebuild that with you. I know it’s going to take time, but I   just want to let you know that I am so happy you are home and that     I missed you so much,” my mama said and hugged me out  of  nowhere. She held me tight around my neck after she cried onto my shoulder.

      After a few moments, I allowed the ice around my heart to melt long enough for me to hug her back. My mama was right; we all did have a bond that wasn’t messed up until the shit happened with Leon. He had driven a big wedge between us, and even though my mama sounded sincere, I knew it was going to take much more than an apology to reel me back in.

      “Anyway, I know you just had a birthday a few months ago, so as a welcome home gift slash birthday present, I got you a couple of things,” my mama said placing an Apple shopping bag onto the bed.

      She reached inside the bag and handed me an iPhone box and an Apple Watch. I couldn’t even help the smile that spread across my face because the last phone I had was a Razor that flipped open and closed. “Wow, thank you mama. Looks like I’m about to have me some fun playing with my new toys,” I cheesed, feeling like a big ol’ kid.

      “No problem, girl. Y’all have fun and be safe tonight,” my mama said, before leaving my room.

      The girls came back inside while we all got ready for tonight. Pumpkin had picked out a pair of one-size fits all high-waisted blue jean looking jeggings, being she didn’t know what size I was. Paired with a yellow halter top that said Bad Bitch across the front in black lettering, I was feeling like a million bucks. As soon as we got ready to head out the door, nervousness set in, along with the realization that I hadn’t done this in a long time. I just really couldn’t believe that I was finally free. Damn, what a feeling.
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        * * *

      

      “Look who’s bacccck! You bitches and niggas ain’t safe!” Savannah sang into her phone as she made her hundred and tenth Snap since we had left the house.

      Her and Pumpkin had been all over some apps called Instagram and SnapChat all damn night. They had been trying to convince me to sign up for them both, but I was cool with just being able to get into my old Facebook account. I had posted a picture that Pumpkin had taken of me about thirty minutes ago and already had gotten over three hundred likes and a bunch of welcome home comments.

      “Damn, this shit is lit,” Pumpkin commented as she looked around the club.

      “Damn sure is,” I agreed and bobbed my head to the track that was playing.

      The spot was lit, packed from wall-to-wall. I wasn’t sure who the artist was that was rapping, but they had really brought the city out. Looking around, I saw a few familiar faces that were from the same hood as me. It was plenty of dope boys that were straight up flossing. I was cool as a fan, had even started to loosen up and a dance a little until I spotted him. His baby faced chocolate skin still looked the same. He look like he’d grown a few inches since we were kids. He was in the corner of his section, a double cup in one hand, and his other hand wrapped around a cute lil’ light-skinned chick that had a blonde weave.

      My whole demeanor changed as I watched him smiling, while bobbing his head, and seeming to enjoy the shawty he was with. I had heard about him being all in love with some chick and having a baby with her, but I wasn’t sure if that was the same girl.

      I had been told my people to stop telling me anything about A’Neeko ever since the nigga had stopped replying to my letters and my sister told me about the girl Blanco he was in a relationship with.   I was too hurt. Not to mention, the last day I had seen him face-to- face was when we fought about that chick Ayanna he’d  cheated on   me with. That pain was still there like it  had  just  happened  yesterday.

      He’d held me down for a good lil’ minute while I was locked up and I wasn’t going to knock him too much, because I was pretty sure that most dudes would’ve bounced long before he did. But it didn’t change the fact that I was still hurt to see he’d moved on with his life. I was supposed to be the woman that had his kid, but after everything that happened, I suﬀered a miscarriage and had lost my baby. I guess that was a good thing, because having my first kid in jail wasn’t anything that I wanted for myself.

      My heart started beating fast as hell as I watched Neeko kissing all over this girl’s neck. She was smiling from ear-to-ear while soaking his love up like a sponge. It caused me to get sick to my stomach and feel like the temperature had rose, making me feel hot as hell.

      I tapped Savannah on the shoulder, interrupting her, Pumpkin, and Tracy as they turned up to the track that blared through the speakers. They were having so much fun and I hated to ruin their night, but I couldn’t be here. My emotions were liable to get the best of me and force me to act out in a way that would have me back in jail.

      “I’m about to go…y’all don’t have to leave, though,” I told Savannah, yelling a bit so that she could hear me.

      “Cash! Cash!” Savannah yelled after me as I practically stormed out. I pushed my way through the thick crowd, doing my best to bite back the tears that threatened to fall from my eyes. That shit hurt like hell. I loved A’Neeko with everything in me. He was the first and only dude that I had ever been with and it was just crazy seeing him like that. Yea, I had thought about it often while I was locked up, spent long nights crying about it—but I guess I had never really dealt with it being that I didn’t have it in my face. Seeing it with my own eyes tonight felt like a punch to the gut and I didn’t like that feeling at all. “Cash! Cash, where the hell are you going?” Savannah screamed. “Just leave me alone, I’m good,” I yelled over my shoulder, and kept walking fast as hell down the sidewalk. I didn’t know where I was going, but I knew that I needed to get away from here.

      “Cassiana, girl don’t play with me! Slow down before you make me break my damn ankles in these heels!”

      “…a’ight,” I sucked my teeth and then turned around to wait for Savannah to catch up to me. “But I told you I was good.”

      “You not good. You ran out of there like you wanted to fight some- body. What happened?” she asked, finally making it to where I stood. I looked her up and down, admiring how much she had grown since we’d been teenagers.

      Savannah had pretty brown skin, wore her hair most of the time in a short, tapered cut that fit her face. She had some thick eyelashes, light, brown eyes, and some cute thick lips. She reminded me so much of Teyanna Taylor. She was a Slim Jim just like her with a body that made you feel bad every time you ate something that you knew wasn’t good for you.

      “Nothing…call me a cab so I can go back home. I’ll pay you back,” I told her, hating to ruin her fun.

      “You’re not about to get in no cab. Besides, people take Uber these days. Either way, stop playing with me. Why you doing this? Acting as if I would rather party than to tend to you and whatever is going on?”

      “I didn’t say that…I just needed to get out of there,” I admitted, and Savannah nodded.

      “And that’s cool, baby. Maybe it was just too soon for you. I’m not tripping. We can go home, that’s fine with me,” Savannah said, before hugging me.

      “I saw him…he was with her,” I said out of nowhere and suddenly started crying.

      “Damn…I should’ve told you that he would be here,” Savannah said, already knowing who I was talking about.

      “How can he be so happy like that while I was sitting up in there all those years, miserable as fuck?”

      “What the fuck? Y’all bitches got us all out here looking for y’all,” Pumpkin yelled, approaching us from the opposite of where we’d come from. “What’s wrong?”

      “She saw A’Neeko…I guess the nigga was in there with Blanco’s  ugly ass,” Savannah told her, and I sucked my teeth, aggy as hell at just hearing that broad’s name.

      “Girl, fuck that pussy ass nigga. He swear he a muthafuckin’ kingpin around this bitch. He better tread lightly ‘cause I heard Giani and his cousins about to takeover,” Pumpkin said, and Tracy nodded.

      “Yep, that’s the tea in the hood. They saying the Harley Boys losing they touch since they done got into this music,” Tracy commented, and I shrugged.

      “Yea…well, I’m cool now. I just needed to get out of there. I didn’t wanna react over some shit that’s old and look a fool in front of everybody,” I said.

      “Does he even know you out?” Tracey asked, and I looked at Pumpkin and Savannah.

      “Mama told us not to tell anyone. She said that she wanted you to tell people how you wanted to, so we the only ones that knew…unless he saw it on Facebook,” Savannah answered, and I nodded.

      “It don’t matter. Let’s go. Let’s find something else to do,” I suggested, and looked at the girls as I waited on the play for the rest of the night.

      “Let’s go to Waﬄe House…I’m hungrier than a horse,” Pumpkin said, and I shook my head and laughed at her little beer belly.

      “Okay bitch, and you look like one, too,” I cracked, and she dropped her head to the side and looked at me like I had shit on  my face.

      “Yea, this ass looks like a horse. Dr. Miami got me right, hoe, don’t hate,” Pumpkin bragged, rubbing her hands down her body.

      I wasn’t even going to hate though, because Pumpkin looked good as hell rocking a red halter dress. She was a brown-skinned beauty, that stood at about five-eight, one-hundred fifty pounds, and a body to die for. She was shaped like an hour glass, with big breasts, a small waist, wide hips and a fat ass. She said that she’d gone to Dr. Miami to get her body done about a year ago, just to enhance her appearance on Instagram and it obviously was working for her.

      “You know I ain’t mad at you, baby girl. If I was a dike, I would fuck,” I told her and smacked her on the ass, causing her to twerk a little.

      “If I was straight, I would fuck you,” Pumpkin said, finishing our saying that we used to always say back in the day when we gave each other compliments.

      We left there and went straight over to a Waﬄe House that wasn’t too far away. Waﬄe House was never too far away and was always packed during the after the club hours on the weekends. Everybody and they mama always filed up in one just to soak up all the liquor they consumed. It was almost like a ritual.

      “Girl you better answer that phone before that nigga come drag  you out of here and go upside your head,” Pumpkin commented, looking down at Savannah’s phone as it vibrated against the table. It said My Baby and had a bunch of diﬀerent colored hearts behind it.

      “Nah, he already got me fucked up with how he just treated me up

      in that damn lounge. I ain’t feeling that shit at all,” Savannah commented, and I watched how she kept turning to look out the window.

      I took a sip of my drink while reading over the menu, trying to figure out if I wanted an omelet or a toaster. I hadn’t eaten anything all day and this was going to be my first meal since being out of jail. This wasn’t exactly what I had in mind for my first day home meal, but I wasn’t going to trip because I knew tomorrow I was going to smash. It was the weekend and my mama had already told everyone that she was planning a big welcome home dinner for me.

      “Hello!” Savannah yelled, causing my head to shoot up and look at her. “No, nigga. You tried me and I’m not about to play with you. I’mma kill you…that’s what I’m going to do. That’s it. I can’t take this anymore.”

      “What…the…hell,”  I  wondered  as  I  looked   from   Pumpkin  and Tracy.

      “Girl they relationship is toxic…they obviously like that shit, though, ‘cause it ain’t stopped nothing,” Pumpkin said with a roll of her eyes.

      “Who is that?” I questioned and Pumpkin frowned. “Dra’Mar…”

      “What? Neeko’s brother?”

      “Yea…you ain’t know?” Tracy asked, and Savannah quickly hung up the phone.

      “I was going to tell you…”

      “Nah… bro, that’s your business,” I stated bitterly, before I pushed my drink back and got up and walked away.

      “Cash…” Savannah called after me, but I kept going.

      “Nice first day out,” I commented before walking outside. “I can’t believe this bitch fucking with the opps.”
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