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Chapter 1



“Nate,” a woman yelled from the other room in the house.

“Nate, get up! You are going to be late for school!”

Nate was dead tired from the night before and school was the last thought on his mind. He didn’t feel like budging. Usually his mother would give him a courtesy wake-up call, and then she would head straight for her bedroom where the comfort of her bed awaited her after a long night at work.

Working ten-hour shifts for Telnex Wireless will do that to the average person. However, Nate’s mother realized she couldn’t be average when it came to her son, especially after she found out about his newfound habit to skip school. At that point, average could no longer be a part of her title.

She was determined to make sure he was where he was supposed to be when he was supposed to be, whether it meant missing a couple of minutes or hours of sleep per day. She didn’t care. Nate was her number one priority.

“Nathaniel Donte Rodgers, if you do not get your skinny ass out of that damn bed, you will be wearing those same sheets to your funeral next week,” she said as she shook his bed to make sure he’d get up.

“Damn, Ma, I’m up!”

“Excuse you? Who the hell do you think you are talking to? You want to cuss in this house, then you need to go through nine months of pregnancy, forty-six hours of labor, and pay the household bills by yourself. When you do all that, then you can cuss in this house. Other than that you will respect me and my house or I will knock your ass on the floor. Are we clear?”

The smirk that painted Nate’s face showed that he understood his mother completely but also took part of what was said as a joke. His mother never had a problem playing tough, but when it came time to lay down the law physically, she was nothing but a pussycat.

“Boy, if you don’t wipe that damn smirk off your face…”

Nate cut her off, “I know, I know. You are going to knock me into the middle of next week.”

He couldn’t help but laugh after repeating a saying his mother said over and over again.

“I’m sorry, Ma, it will never happen again. I was half asleep.”

“What have I told you about saying you are sorry? I didn’t have a ’sorry’ child.”

“Excuse me, I meant, I apologize. Now if you don’t mind, Mother, can you excuse me so I can get dressed?”

“Boy, please, I’ve seen what you have. I’m the one who diapered that little thing of yours.”

“Ma, there is nothing little about my thing.”

Now she’d found something to be amused about. She broke out into laughter.

“Child, please, at fourteen years old, everything is little on you but your heart. That is the only thing big a fourteen-year-old can have. Now let’s get ready for school so you can continue to expand your mind.”

He started to get out of the bed.

“I’ll let your little comment slide since you are my mother and I love you, but don’t let it happen again. I know a couple of girls who would disagree with you, though.”

That caught Nate’s mother off guard and now she was intrigued.

“Oh really, is that right? You keep digging yourself a hole deeper and deeper and you don’t even know it. Sooner or later, it’s going to be so deep you’ll never get out of it.”

“It was a joke, Ma. I didn’t mean anything by it. I was just pushing your buttons.”

She wasn’t buying it. “I bet. I know if you are dumb enough to be poking that thing around you need to be at least smart enough to know you need to be wearing a condom as well. Kids these days want to grow up so fast but when they have to face consequences for their actions, then that’s when they want to be kids again.”

“Ma, come on! It’s really not that serious. It was a joke.”

“Don’t ’come on, Ma’ me and don’t brush off what I’m saying, either. I’m serious. It’s too much shit traveling around out here in these streets and I don’t need you bringing it into this house. It used to be all you had to worry about was getting a woman pregnant, but now you have to worry about saving your life.”

Nate knew the only way this conversation would ever end would be if he ignored her. He couldn’t assure her that he was using protection because then she’d want to know more about his sex life such as when, where, and with whom. If he said he wasn’t using protection she’d question as to why not, run down all the possible diseases he could contract, then would start up with the when, where, and with who.

There was no way she’d buy he wasn’t sexually active. Then she’d go into her “don’t lie to me” speech and the morning would become even longer. Nate decided to do the only thing he could, get ready for school. He just looked at her with his hazel eyes and kept his mouth closed.

“Do you hear me talking to you?” she questioned.

He nodded trying not to be totally disrespectful.

She became frustrated. “It’s too early in the morning to be going through this and I’m too tired. Get your ass up and get ready for school.”

Nate knew that wasn’t the last of that conversation but at least it was for today. His mother finally left the room. Nate decided to make a mental note to get an alarm clock later that day to make sure she didn’t have to wake him up anymore and to avoid these types of talks. He thought it was cool being able to talk to your mother, but you didn’t want to talk to her about every damn thing. He headed for his closet to pull out an outfit to wear to school. He grabbed a pair of blue jeans and a white T-shirt, nothing special. Nate never saw fit to be flashy. It only brought more attention to yourself.

By the time he got out of the shower and dressed, his mother was fast asleep. He walked into her room and put the covers over top of her, then gave her a kiss on the forehead. He made sure to put two hundred in her purse and hoped she would use it for something regarding the house.

Nate made it a habit to slip money into his mother’s purse. He just made sure to put it in the middle of whatever cash she had in her wallet so it didn’t stand out. It obviously was working because up to date, she had never questioned him about anything. He knew if she had any clue about what he was doing, then she would have questioned him to the end trying to find out where the money came from. However, those were answers that he knew she would never be ready to deal with.








Chapter 2



Nate walked into Oxon Hill High School in Oxon Hill, Maryland, and headed straight for his locker. His day began with English, geometry, and finally Spanish before lunch. He couldn’t stand his class schedule. If it were up to him, PE would have been stuck somewhere in between that load.

To his surprise, O’Neal was standing at his locker waiting for Nate. O’Neal and Nate went back since pee-wee football. They were best friends and business partners. He was never real big on school so whenever anyone saw him there, it was shocking. O’Neal was a year older but because of his lack of enthusiasm for education, he was held back and they both were in the same grade.

“Are you ready to break out?” he asked.

“We don’t have a job?”

“What’s your point, Nate?”

“My point is I can’t mess with it today. It’s one thing to roll and make some extra change. But it’s a whole different ball game to fuck up in school, cause my mother to get suspicious to what I’m doing, and eventually mess with my paper trail, all because I wanted to do was break camp just for the hell of it.”

“Keep your pager on then because you know how Chico is. When work needs to be put in, he doesn’t factor your English test into consideration.” O’Neal extended his hand to give Nate some dap. “I might stick around for a few to try to catch up with the shortie we bumped in to last night. If not, I’ll just catch up with you around the way.”

“That sounds like a plan.”

Nate grabbed his books out of his locker and headed to class. School really was just something to do to pass time to him. He always felt as if there was nothing being taught to him that he’d use in the future. Only the school of hard knocks provided you with the lesson that would be needed for the streets.

Nate was a momma’s boy, though and an education was to please her so he did. He’d do anything to make that woman happy. She took things very hard when she lost Nate’s father to drugs in the ’80s. Nate didn’t want to put his mother through that horror again.

Instead, he did whatever it took to make sure he got acceptable grades. He didn’t want to overdo things and stand out, either. If so, then the bar would be raised and his mother would grow to expect it. So he made sure to sprinkle in a couple of A’s or B’s along with a few D’s on there as well. That way, there was always something he could improve upon in her eyes.

[image: space]

Nate walked into the cafeteria after his brutal morning schedule ready to relax. To his surprise, O’Neal was still at school. There was no way he’d ever leave and come back all in one day. If he was out, you wouldn’t see him anymore until you met up with him after school around the neighborhood.

There was only one thing that could have kept him at school and she was standing right next to him as he was trying to throw on the charm. Nate walked over to the back of the cafeteria where they were standing. O’Neal was in prime form. Pussy was always on his mind. That, if not his temper, would be his biggest downfall.

“What’s good? I thought you were breaking camp earlier. Why the sudden change of heart?” Nate asked O’Neal even though he knew the answer. O’Neal shot him a look as if to say, Stop frontin’ like you don’t already know.

“I had some things I needed to take care of first. Have you met Nikki?”

“Naw, not formally, but I’ve seen her around before. You live in Forest Heights, right?”

“Damn, you stalking me or something?” she said defensively.

Nate quickly became defensive too. She was cute but far from his taste. Part of him took her remark as an insult. What need would he have to stalk her?

“Bitch, please! Don’t flatter yourself because it’s definitely not that serious!” Nate snapped back.

O’Neal put his hand over his head knowing the conversation from that point on was going nowhere but downhill.

“Who the fuck are you calling a bitch?”

“Calm down, boo! He didn’t mean it like that,” O’Neal said, trying to defuse the situation.

“Y’all niggas must have me twisted if you think I’m just going to sit here and let you talk to me any ole way. You best believe someone will be addressing this shit later on,” she said, then stormed off before either of them could reply.

They both knew what she meant but it wasn’t fazing either of them. The damage had already been done and when it came time to bump heads with them Forest Heights niggas, they’d be more than ready.

“Damn, nigga, when are you going to learn to control your mouth? You can’t just say whatever comes to mind, especially when it’s going to interfere with my action.”

Nate couldn’t help but laugh. O’Neal never let anything come between him and some action unless it was money.

“My bad. I didn’t mean to throw a monkey wrench in your plans, seriously. But Slim came out the mouth wrong with that dumb shit and she needed to be put in her place quick. Don’t fake! What do I look like stalking somebody, let alone her ass of all people?”

O’Neal found that very funny. “I was stalking her ass, though. Why didn’t you tell me last night you knew where Slim stayed? I could have used that information.”

“For what? I knew you’d find a way to catch up with her on your own and not look like you were pressed. Be honest, how does it look, you are never around Forest Heights, you don’t live around there, but just happened to be around there to get at Slim out of the blue. That’s some pressed shit. There is nothing original about that. Naw, you needed to catch up with her at school or wherever and then play your hand.”

“Yeah, you right. Damn, it’s about that time, though. We need to get up out of here.”

“For what? I know you aren’t tripping off that bullshit-ass threat.”

“Come on now, you should know me better than that. When have I ever run from a fight? We have to be out because we have a meeting with Chico. He hit me up this morning.”

Nate was dumbfounded but knew not to ask any questions. Chico was the one putting money in his pockets so if he called a meeting, Nate was definitely going to be in attendance.

“Did he say what it was about?”

“No, and I really didn’t want to know, either. The only thing I needed to know was bread and he will be providing that, so I’m good.”

O’Neal turned toward the double doors leading outside and headed through them. Nate wasn’t too far behind him. The way the school was built, the cafeteria was at the front of the school and led straight to the parking lot where the school buses dropped off and picked up students.

Usually there were security guards out there but they were only there as props. They broke up the occasional fight here and there but that was about it. They didn’t give a damn who left school early nor why. Half the time, they were trying to get the high school girls to leave early with them for some lunchtime fun.

Chico’s black Lincoln Town Car pulled up at the bottom of the steps in the parking lot. We headed straight for it.

“What’s going on, Chico?” O’Neal said the minute he got in the car.

“Hurry up and close the door. I have business to attend to.”

Nate cut straight through the chase.

“How do we factor into these business plans?”

Chico found Nate’s bluntness amusing.

“Always the straight shooter, huh, Nate? I like that.”

Chico was a small-time dealer under the Cardoza crime family umbrella. Anyone who knew anything knew Mario Cardoza was the man to know in these streets. He held the power in D.C., and Chico was Nate’s steppingstone up the ladder to the main man. O’Neal was only along for the small-time paper they were making.

To a couple of fourteen- and sixteen-year-olds, six hundred a week was a lot of money, especially to only be runners. Nate wasn’t satisfied with that, though. No, he had bigger plans. He just needed the right avenue to make them happen. He was a firm believer that time and patience would open all the doors to anything they desired. You just had to wait your full course and that was something he was determined to do.

“Chico, my style will never change. I’m always going to be about that paper.”

“Well, little homie, if you handle this job right, you will do just that. I’ve got something new for the both of you. Are you game?”

“Is money green?”

“My man! That is exactly what I wanted to hear. Okay, Nate there is a bag underneath my seat, so before you get out of the car, I want you to slide over and get it. Don’t be all obvious, either. Just make your way over to my side before I get to Eastover and then just get out on my side of the car. O’Neal, there is a pistol under your seat. Make sure you reach under and get that as well.

“I’m sure I don’t have to school you on how to keep a piece on you. You make sure nothing happens to that damn bag. Now, I’m going to drop both of you off at Eastover, then this is what I want you to do. You need to take the bag to Wayne Place in Southeast. It’s not that far of a walk from Eastover but it’s not like it’s right up the street. Look at it as some much needed exercise.

“When you get on Wayne, ask for Tony. I’m sure someone out there will point you in the right direction. Once you catch up with Tony, let him know you have his weekly delivery. He’ll have another bag to give you. I’ll meet the both of you back where I drop you off in an hour and a half. If you are late, that is your ass. If anything is missing from either bag, that is your ass.

“If you have any problems, O’Neal, do not hesitate to use that pistol or that will be your ass. Notice I said use and not pull. This is not show and tell. If it comes out, there better be a bang following right behind it too. I don’t care which one but make sure your ass is back here with either bag. We can always do the deal at a later time if need be. You got that?”

By the tone of Chico’s voice, this wasn’t the normal run. They had moved up to something more serious than the one or two pounds of marijuana Chico had them dropping off at the normal hot spots. Now he had them crossing the D.C. line; before they were restricted to Maryland only. One thing bothered Nate about the whole situation and it was something that needed to be addressed.

“What’s Tony’s price? I don’t like not knowing that, especially when it’s my ass on the line. You telling us to make sure nothing is missing from either bag but if this nigga shorts us, how we going to know if we don’t even know what short is? I’m not feeling that. I want to make sure every dollar is in there before I head out of that spot.”

Chico could see the problem that was facing them. Though he doubted Tony would ever try to go up against the family, anything was possible. Especially if all he had to do was say he gave Nate and O’Neal the regular payment and they were the ones with the sticky hands. Then it would turn into some “he said, she said” shit that would get everyone killed.

“Good point, lil’ homie, very good point. It would be smart if you counted the money before you rolled to make sure we aren’t being stiffed. Respect is everything so make sure he understands it’s for precautionary reasons only and not out of disrespect. This is a business. There should be fourteen thousand in the bag. Anything under that, you walk your ass up out of there with our product in hand. Is that clear?”

“Crystal!”








Chapter 3



Chico dropped them off in front of the Midas Brake Shop next to the Popeyes in the Eastover Shopping Center located in Oxon Hill, Maryland. It was at the border of the Southeast, D.C. line. Before Nate got out of the car, he made sure to look and see what time the clock read in Chico’s car. It was 1:22 p.m. He set his watch to 1:24 p.m. to give them a two-minute cushion. It didn’t make sense to risk getting an ass whipping, shot, or worst, all because he was five minutes late. It wasn’t going down like that. No, he was going to make sure they were back by 2:45 p.m.

Nate knew exactly how to get to Wayne Place so that was the easy part. O’Neal had an idea of where to find Tony. The walk to their destination was a quiet one. They both were nervous as hell. The unexpected would do that to you. It played games with your mind trying to figure out what would or could possibly happen.

The bottom line was neither of them knew these niggas. You always heard about drug deals that went bad all the time, and the ones usually doing the drop-off were the same ones who you saw on the news being zipped up in the body bags. Nate kept replaying every possible scenario in his head to avoid that from happening.

Once they reached Wayne Place, their nerves were at full tilt. Nate looked at his watch to check the time and it was 1:47 p.m. That was good to know. It only took them twenty-three minutes to get there so with the same amount of time going back they needed to be leaving by no later than 2:22 p.m. They had good time to spare. Nate stopped walking.

“What’s wrong?” O’Neal questioned.

“Nothing, look when we get there let me do all the talking. When I go to count the money, I’m going to give you this bag to hold until everything is peachy. Make sure you keep your eyes and ears open at all times. You are the only nigga I trust with my life in this world so you better make damn sure I leave this place with it.”

“Champ, from the cradle to the grave. You know I have your back.”

“Okay, we have about fifteen minutes to be in and out. Hopefully they don’t try to hit us with no bullshit because of our ages.”

“Fuck them!”

They walked up the block to a building that read “3915.” There were four men on the front stoop playing craps. That’s when it kicked in to them…the easy time they were hoping for wasn’t going to happen.

“I’m looking for Tony,” Nate said.

A short but stocky light-skinned brother broke away from the game. He looked both of them over quickly and assumed they must have been fiends or something.

“You’ll find what you need across the street.”

“If Tony isn’t over there, then I won’t find shit. Now if you’re not Tony, can you do us both a favor and point me in the right direction?”

He cracked a brief smile on his face.

“Listen to this little muthafucka. Who do you think you are talking to? Do you even know where your ass is at?”

O’Neal started to become a little anxious and was easing his hand toward the pistol. Nate gave him a calming look to assure him that everything was cool.

“Man, fuck all that, I have business with the man. How about this, when you see him you let him know his weekly delivery came by but you told the little muthafucka to head across the street instead.” Nate turned to O’Neal and said, “Come on, we out!”

“Hold up!” Nate heard someone say from behind them. They both turned back around to face whoever it was.

A tall, brown skinny brother with cornrows was now standing up. From the looks of the cash in his hand, he was cleaning house in the crap game.

“Chico sent you?” he asked.

“I don’t know who that is, just like I don’t know who you are, either. Y’all fellas have a good day.”

Nate tapped O’Neal on the shoulder and they both turned to leave again.

“Okay, lil’ man. You made your point. I’m Tony.”

“Then you are the man I came to see; now can we get to business, please? I have other shit to do with my time.”

The short stocky guy cut him off.

“What the fuck does your little ass have to do?”

Nate just ignored him and looked Tony dead in his eyes.

“After you,” Nate replied.

“No problem, your boy can wait down here with the fellas.”

“We’ll pass. No disrespect, but again, I don’t know y’all. Where I go, he goes.”

Nate looked at his watch to check the time. It was already 2:01 p.m. Time was flying by. By him looking at his watch, it gave the illusion that his time was precious and they were running out of it if they wanted to make the deal happen. Though that wasn’t what Nate was really trying to portray, it did the trick to speed things along.

“Okay, come on,” he agreed.

They followed Tony into the building and up the stairs. O’Neal was looking over his shoulder the whole time. You could tell he didn’t like that the same one with all the damn mouth and attitude downstairs was following behind him up the steps. This whole situation was nerve-wracking but an experience. Tony stopped at Apt B2 and knocked twice.

A dark-skinned guy opened the door and let them in. At a quick glimpse, you could tell that they weren’t where the product was usually stored. Nate started to get a little nervous because everything pointed to signs of a set-up. The guy who opened the door headed straight for the couch to take a seat and finished watching Jerry Springer on TV. Tony went into the back room. Once he came out, he had a small black bag in his hand. Nate wasn’t an expert on what fourteen thousand looked like up close and personal but that bag seemed a little too small to be carrying it.

“Do you mind if I count it first?”

“This little nigga has balls,” the stocky dude said.

Nate could see he needed to do something to ease the tension. They were halfway home and he didn’t need the deal going sour because Tony felt like he was being bullied by a kid.

“Again, I don’t mean any disrespect, but the people I work for will have my ass if it’s not fourteen in this bag.”

“Moe, chill out! Little man, it’s no problem. I’d want to count it too if I were you. You can’t trust anyone in this business.”

Tony handed Nate the bag after he handed the product to O’Neal to hold so the money could be counted. Nate was sure all three of them had pistols on them or in the apartment somewhere. They’d felt comfortable they wouldn’t try to run out with the money and the product. He didn’t waste any time. He quickly counted the 140 one hundred-dollar bills. Nate looked at O’Neal.

“We good.”

He handed Tony the product. Tony opened the bag and pulled out what seemed to be a key of cocaine. Tony gave the bag to the dark-skinned guy so he could verify the product was good. Once he gave Tony the nod everything was cool, O’Neal and Nate were out the door.
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They made sure to stick to the main roads the entire way back to Eastover which took them a little longer. Nate was extremely cautious and his antennas were straight up in the air. Nate didn’t trust the nigga Moe no further than he could throw him. His gut kept telling him he would try to find a way to get over on them and hit their heads for the fourteen they’d just got up off them. Everything about him said he was a scheming-type dude.

The way Nate saw it, Moe was either doing one of two things. Either he was following them back trying to find the right time to run up on them or he’d put the word out on the street that they were out with that type of cash. Tony didn’t come off as the type for a set-up. He seemed more like a man who didn’t want to mess up a good thing. However, if it came down to it, he could always deny knowing anything about robbing O’Neal and Nate, pocket the cash, and the key he was sold. Chico had made it clear what the repercussions would be if they didn’t come back with either the product or the cash.

Once they made it back to Eastover, they still had a good ten minutes to spare so they sat inside the Popeyes chicken spot and waited. It was next to the Midas Brake Shop and the parking lot was in plain view so if Chico pulled up, they wouldn’t miss him.

Like clockwork, Chico pulled up in the parking lot at 2:45 p.m. The minute they spotted the Lincoln, Nate headed out to meet Chico while O’Neal waited inside. By the time he reached the car, the trunk was already popped. He quickly opened it, placed the bag inside the trunk, and then closed it. Chico backed out of the parking spot he was occupying and then drove off and that was that. The transaction was finally completed.








Chapter 4



O’Neal and Nate grabbed a quick bite to eat while they were at Popeyes. Neither of them had eaten anything that day and figured then was as good as any time to catch a quick bite. There was still plenty of time before school would let out and Nate had to be home. As long as Nate walked in the house at his normal time, his mother wouldn’t get suspicious.

O’Neal, on the other hand, was heading back to the school. He’d left his car parked there. After that, he’d probably head home and they would meet up later that evening once his mother left to go to work.

The entire walk home Nate couldn’t help but think about Chico and his newfound promotion in the game. Moving coke in Southeast was a big step up from a few pounds of marijuana in Oxon Hill. Nate couldn’t but wonder who would slide into Chico’s old spot and territory or if was being vacated and left as an open market. Either way, opportunity was knocking on Nate’s door and it was time he answered the call.

The only problem was how he was going to play the situation out. The first rule in this business was trust. That could never be understated, trust is everything. What was hurting Nate’s chances was that he was a trustworthy runner. That was the hardest thing to find. Nate knew Chico would fight letting either him or O’Neal go. Chico trusted them like family and in a sense that is how he looked at them.

O’Neal and Nate had met Chico through his younger brother Francis. They all played Pop Warner football together for the Oxon Hill Boys and Girls Club. That’s actually how all of them had met, instantly bonded and became the best of friends. Once Chico got his foot in the door, he quickly reached out to family for help. Since Francis was younger than him, he didn’t look at him like an equal and wouldn’t bring him in to help him run his share of the business. Instead, he went to Francis to see if he’d be a runner for him. Who better to trust than your own little brother?

Francis had other plans for his life though and running drugs or money wasn’t a part of them. He ate, drank, and slept football and had the skills to achieve it. Football came natural to him. He could do things on the field at an early age that grown men dreamed of. He was the type of kid that you knew football would take Francis somewhere and it was out of the Maryland and Washington, D.C. metropolitan area. That was for sure.

Without a runner, Chico’s reign of the business would end fast. There was no way he’d deliver his own product. That was suicide and a sure way to get busted. That pushed Nate and O’Neal to the next available in line and both of them jumped at the opportunity.

To them, money is what made their world go round. They were ignorant to the things life could afford them. In their eyes, hustling was the only way they saw to make serious paper. It didn’t matter if there was no retirement plan, no 401K, or medical benefits. Being the next kingpin was more attractive than anything.

The dollar signs were the only think Nate saw. He knew there were only two guaranteed ways out: either a jail cell or a six-by-nine-foot box. But it didn’t matter. He, like others before him, figured they were the exception to the rule. He felt as if he was too smart and ahead of the game.
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Nate walked into the house and to his surprise, his mother was already gone. That was shocking since it was only 4:42 p.m. and she usually didn’t leave the house for work until close to six p.m. She tried to make it a habit to make sure she was home when Nate arrived from school. Nate knew there was only one reason why she wouldn’t be there—overtime.

If she was doing overtime, then the bills had to be piling up again. He knew she’d never confided in him about them. He was the child, why would she. His mother would work until she couldn’t work anymore to provide for him. He checked the refrigerator to make sure his presumption was correct and it was. His dinner was neatly wrapped and on the top shelf waiting for him.

A part of him was at ease because he knew there was no way his mother had forgotten about their earlier conversation. She would have used her time before work to continue to probe Nate about his sex life. He knew the questions would never stop but would continue until she got the answers she was looking for.

Nate went into his bedroom to lie down for a bit. Something was telling him that tonight would be a very long one and he needed to rest for it. Plus, he wanted to figure out a way to break away from Chico. First issue at hand was finding Chico some new runners. Nate had to have them ready and on stand-by, and they had to be someone he trusted or Chico never would. Nate was always thinking ahead. His mindset was, if you stayed stuck in the past or basked in the present you’d ultimately end up limiting your future.

The sound of his pager going off broke him out of his train of thought. Nate didn’t recognize the number entered but saw O’Neal had put his code in. Something had to be up. Nate picked up the phone and dialed the number.

O’Neal didn’t waste any time. “Meet me at your corner in ten minutes. This is urgent.”

“Just come to the house, Moms broke camp for work early today.”

“That’s what’s up!”

If Nate didn’t understand the urgency of the situation by the tone of O’Neal’s voice, he definitely did when he didn’t waste any time getting to his house. He didn’t even pull his ’86 Dodge Aries all the way into the driveway. O’Neal jumped out of the car with the engine still running and came in the house.

The minute Nate and O’Neal hung up with each other, Nate had unlocked the front door. That way he could go ahead and get ready and not have to stop to answer the door.

“Aye, let’s go. We need to be out of here ASAP! We have some real shit going on now!”

Nate noticed the Band-Aid over O’Neal’s left eye.

“What the fuck happened to you?”

“I’ll explain all that in the car. We need to be out. We still need to head around the way and get the fellas.”

“Kill all that shit, O! Go turn the car off, come inside, and tell me what the fuck is going on. You are too hype right now.”

“Nate, look, I’m not trying to hear all that. You aren’t the one who was jumped by them bitch-ass Forest Heights niggas! They fucking jumped me!”

Nate was lost. He couldn’t understand how that could’ve happened. They made sure to walk back to school together since they knew they’d have to pass Forest Heights. They didn’t split up until they were well past the neighborhood and were close to the school. There was no way that any of the niggas around Forest Heights had the heart to come around the way and jump O’Neal. It wasn’t like them to try to catch him back at the school because he was hardly ever there.

Nate decided to not even protest anymore. He knew the longer they were in the house, the less information O’Neal would give up. His only focus was to get back and as long as he was in the house, there was no talking or reasoning with him. They would argue about still being at the house. Nate locked up his house and they both headed for the car. The minute Nate sat down, O’Neal sped off.

“Okay, what the fuck happened?” Nate asked.

“That bitch set me up.”

“Nigga, you are talking in circles. What bitch? Because none of this shit is making any sense right now, so do me a favor, slow it down. Start at A first before you take me to Z, shit!”

“The bitch from school, you know the one who we got into it with earlier. The same one we saw last night, that bitch. Well, before you came over and fucked the party up earlier, I had already given her my contact info so she could hit me up later.

“Well, Slim hit me up and I called back. I didn’t recognize the number on my beeper. Anyway, once I find out who it is, you know I’m shocked like shit because I thought Slim would still be in her feelings. Instead she is giving me so much love. Now you know I’m fucked up so I questioned everything, then she was like, she wasn’t beefin’ with me because you were the one who came at her wrong, not me. I’m talking Slim apologized for snapping at me and everything.

“That was all I needed to hear. The minute I saw an opening, you know I quickly slid back into mack mode. So ole girl started laying it on thick, talking about how bad she wanted to see me and how her folks wouldn’t be home til late so I’m thinking, thank God, and I headed over there. Damn, I wish I hadn’t. The greeting Forest Heights’ finest gave me, I didn’t have a chance.”

“I swear I wonder about you sometimes. If you seen them niggas posted up, why the fuck did you even get out of the car? The minute you saw them posted up, you should have known something was up. You betta than that, come on!”

“I know I’m better than that. If I saw them, best believe my foot would have been on the gas. There was no one posted up out that bitch. Whoever planned this shit, made sure they caught me slipping. They were on top of their game. These niggas waited to catch me when I came inside the house. This bitch came to the front door in a robe and told me to come in. The second I saw flesh I relaxed and went on in. The next thing I knew everyone and their mother was throwing blows my way.”

“I take it you left the burner in the car,” Nate replied.

“Worse, I left the shit at home. Thinking I’m being smart about the situation, I wasn’t trying to get caught driving out here with no license and a pistol. Go figure, the one time I do the smart thing it turns out to be the wrong thing for me because if I had my pistol, I would have laid all of them niggas down for real!”

Everything was moving too quickly. Forest Heights wasn’t known for its fire power but they had a couple of niggas with some heart. Nikki’s brother, Kevin, was one of them. Nate knew he had to have been in on the ass-whipping part. He probably had the whole thing once Nikki had told him what had happened in school. Nate started to beat himself up a bit because he should have seen that coming.

Nate knew the situation had gotten worse. Kevin had ties to Chico. An ass whipping was one thing but shedding blood would take things to another level. There was a possibility that before they could do anything, everything would have to be approved by Chico. Nate needed to find out just how much Chico had moved up in the game. If his assumptions were right, Chico would now be out of the weed business. So that meant his business with Kevin had concluded and it wouldn’t be as much a problem.

They pulled up on the corner of Alcoa Drive in Shadow High. O’Neal lived around the corner in Indian Head Manor but this was where everyone hung. As usual, the block was packed and everyone was outside getting high and talking shit.

Cheese didn’t hesitate with the comments the minute he saw O’Neal’s eye. Chico and O’Neal grew up together around the same neighborhood. “Who done gone and whipped your ass?”

“Them bitch-ass Forest Heights niggas jumped me,” O’Neal replied.

Amusing, all the fellas started laughing. They knew O’Neal and knew it was no way he’d allow himself to get jumped by anyone let alone niggas from around Forest Heights.

“No really, what happened?” Cheese asked again. He turned and looked at me. “Nate, what happened to this fool? One of the bitches he deal with smack the shit out of his ass!”

“Naw, it’s like he said. Niggas around Forest Heights caught the boy slipping over a bitch.”

“Okay, what I am not understanding is where the fuck you were when all this shit was going down?” Cheese said to Nate.

“Cheese, I’m not sure if you are mixing me up with the bitches you surround yourself with. But you can pipe all that shit down. You aren’t going to talk to me like you’ve lost you fucking mind or we can handle that shit now.”

“Man, y’all niggas need to squash all that. Cheese, Nate didn’t even know I was going to Slim house. I was by myself. This bitch is the one who set my ass up.”

“Who jumped you?”

“How the hell would I know? They weren’t wearing damn name tags or nothing and I damn sure didn’t ask them their names either after they were done. Shit, what the fuck kind of question was that?”

“Nigga, I thought maybe you recognized them or something, shit,” Cheese replied, getting defensive.

Nate jumped in. “Everything around there starts with Kevin, Black Will, and Big Lou. Everybody knows that. My guess is we start with Kevin since he is Nikki’s older brother.”

“Who the fuck is Nikki?” Cheese asked.

O’Neal jumped in quickly before Nate answered. “What! How do you know that is her brother?”

“Damn, you really don’t pay attention to shit, do you? You mean nothing seemed familiar to you about her house?”

“Yeah, it did seem a little bit familiar but I didn’t think nothing of it. Why, what’s up?”

“Because ass, we’ve made a run there before for Chico. Shortie is the one who answered the door. I know they don’t own the house together so what else could he be to her but her brother?”

“Fuck!” O’Neal yelled.

O’Neal realized getting at them fools wasn’t as easy as going around there with guns blazing. Cheese had the slightest idea what either O’Neal or Nate was talking about and didn’t care. Revenge was the only thing on his mind.

“So are we going to handle these niggas or what?” Cheese asked.

O’Neal was speechless. He turned to Nate as if he had the magical answer.

“Yeah, we are going to handle them niggas, best believe that. But our folks does business with Kevin so we gotta take care of that first. Let’s hold off on everything until after we meet with Chico. When we talk to him, we’ll just run everything by him then.”

“Yeah, that sounds like the smart thing to do right there,” O’Neal replied. He continued, “You think he is going to go for it?”

“Shit, I hope so because if not, then we are going to have bigger problems on our hands.”
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