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This novel is dedicated to all the young adults and teenagers who are lost and trying to find a way through this world. Every day is a struggle, yet with faith, belief, and guidance, anything is possible. Never allow anyone to define you or tell you that you can’t reach your goals. You can do anything and everything you set your mind to do. The sky is the limit, reach for the stars!


This novel is also dedicated to Chaz “Big Chaz” Anger, may you rest in peace. We all love and miss you. This book is also dedicated to the loving memory of the beautiful Ladrea “Drea” Freeman. Drea, not a day goes by that we don’t think about you. The wounds are still fresh and although it hurts, we know God has gained an angel. We love and miss you. Rest peacefully.
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PROLOGUE


Deion Jenkins stepped out of his black-on-black BMW with his date, Yoka, by his side. Dressed in an all-black Italian suit with a gray vest and silver cufflinks adorning his wrists, he gazed at Yoka, biting down on his lip, admiring her chocolate complexion. Turning, the twenty-three-year-old smiled as Yoka held on to his arm tightly as they then made their way down the red carpet, and into the Soldiers and Sailors building.


“Congratulations on the book!”


“Go, Deion!”


“You did it, my brother!” he heard a few people cheer as he finally walked through the front doors. The Soldiers and Sailors building was crowded inside and out with Deion’s friends and new supporters, who were there to help him celebrate his novel, Hustling Hard. It had released over four months ago and more than 6,000 copies had sold.


Deion nodded his head in response, silently thanking them all as he kept a Colgate smile on his face and waved to a few people. Making his way into the auditorium, which was filled to capacity with all of his supporters, he watched as Yoka took a seat in a reserved chair in the front. He walked onto the stage, grabbed a microphone, and cleared his throat.


The audience immediately became quiet as they gave Deion their undivided attention.


“I want to thank you all for your love, support, and for believing in me. I started writing this novel at sixteen and finally got it published a couple of months ago. While writing Hustling Hard, I was going through a rough time in my life,” he said before briefly pausing. “But with the help of my former literature teacher, Ms. Younger, I was able to overcome that difficult time and write my novel. Even though she couldn’t make it today, I’m still thankful for her.”


“I know that’s right!” someone from the audience yelled.


“I’d also love to thank my late mother, Melissa Johnson, who left this earth eight years ago. My mother believed in me and I know that if she was here today, she’d be in tears. Thank you all again, and I hope you enjoy reading this novel as much as I enjoyed writing it.”


Almost everyone in the auditorium stood to their feet as they clapped and cheered for Deion. Flashing a bright smile, he held onto the microphone and then walked off the stage and made his way toward a nearby table, where he’d be autographing his paperback and hardcover books.


Taking a seat at the table, he placed the microphone on it, and then folded his hands. He watched as a man dressed in an expensive gray Gucci suit walked up to his table. “Congratulations, my brother! Look at you; you finally made it!”


Staring at the man, Deion quickly stood back to his feet and walked up to the man. “Jarell? Whoa, my man! How long has it been?”


“It’s been eight years, Deion!” Jarell, Deion’s childhood friend, replied. “I see you finally made it and you’re doing your thing! I’m so proud of you, my brother!”


“Thank you, Jarell. I appreciate it. What’s been up with you, though? That suit is fresh!” Deion said with admiration.


“I’ve been working, you know? I own a barbershop and have three kids now.”


“Oh, really? You’re not hustling anymore? That’s what’s up!”


“Yeah, of course I’m hustling; just not the illegal way. There’s money in the barbershop industry. I had to change my life for my kids, you know?” Jarell replied and then raised his eyebrows. “Where’s your brother and sister at? I haven’t seen them in years either. Are they here?”


“Look, I have to finish signing these books, so I’m going to catch you later,” Deion said, dismissing Jarell’s question.


Nodding his head with confusion, Jarell watched as Deion walked back to his table, took a seat, and grabbed a marker to finish autographing copies of his readers’ books.


For the next hour, Deion laughed and mingled with his newfound family, his supporters.


“What’s up, man? How are you?” Deion asked a dark-skinned man as he opened up his paperback copy of Hustling Hard before passing it to Deion.


“I’m good; congratulations on your book. I want to thank you for writing about the struggle and letting these people know how hard it is to live and raise our children in the projects.”


“You’re welcome; thank you for your support.”


The man nodded his head before walking away. As the night progressed and the party started to come to an end, Deion rose to his feet, grabbed the microphone from the signing table, and started to thank everyone for coming. He watched as a familiar face made his way toward him, causing his breath to catch in his throat.


It was Day’onne.


“What’s up, Deion? Why it look like you seen a ghost?” Day’onne said, smiling mischievously as he walked up to Deion.


Day’onne, who was dressed in a black-and-white Puma jogging suit and all-black Puma sneakers, folded his masculine hands together as he stood in front of Deion.


Placing the microphone back on the table, Deion gritted his teeth as his eyes narrowed into angry slits. “What the hell are you doing here? You weren’t invited!”


“Damn, why all that? I can’t stop to congratulate my own twin for his accomplishments?”


“Alright, you said it. Now bounce, man,” Deion replied as he started to walk away.


Grabbing him by his wrist, Day’onne glared at his brother. “Oh, so now that you got a little bit of success, you want to act shady? I haven’t seen you in over eight years and this is all I get?”


“What do you want from me, Day’onne?” Deion growled as he snatched his arm away from him.


Clenching his jaw, Day’onne simply replied, “I want you to come and work with me.”


Looking at Day’onne, Deion threw his head back in laughter. “Risk my life to be a drug dealer? You must be crazy! I already can’t stand being around you, so please tell me why I should come and work for you?”


“What? You out here writing books about hustling when you don’t have a clue about it!” Day’onne shouted, causing a handful of people to turn toward them.


“Look, I have my own thing going on with this writing, Day’onne. I don’t need nor want your drug money,” he replied in almost a whisper.


“This ain’t about money, Deion!”


“What’s it about, then?” Deion asked with confusion.


Biting down on his lip as he gazed Deion directly into his eyes, Day’onne asked, “Do you remember Jewels from Northview?”


“Jewels? Yeah, I remember him. Why?”


“Well, he got out of jail a couple of months ago and, from what I’m hearing, he’s looking for all three of us.”


Confused, Deion frowned. “Why would he be looking for us?”


“This ain’t the place to discuss it, Deion. Jarell gave me your number a little earlier. I’ll be calling you in a few days. When I do, answer the phone,” Day’onne ordered and then turned and walked away.





CHAPTER ONE


THE BEGINNING . . .


Twenty-four-year-old Relisha Jenkins lay sprawled out in the middle of her living room, gripped with fatigue and paralyzed with pain. Her boyfriend of two years, Derrick, sat on a nearby sofa, sniffing lines of cocaine and drinking shots of tequila. Briefly tossing his head back as the deadly drug raced through his system, Derrick threw his head forward before flaring his nose and standing to his feet. With a crazed look in his eyes, he balled his hands into tight fists as he stared down at Relisha. “Didn’t I tell you I wanted you in the house an hour ago? Where the hell were you?”


“Nothing, baby!” Relisha cried, her voice trembling in fear. “I told you I was out shopping with Gina!”


Not believing her, Derrick flared his nose up as he bent down onto his knees, grabbed a handful of her hair, and began to drag her out of the living room and into their bedroom.


“Please stop!” she cried as she tried to grab a hold of his wrists, but it was to no avail.


When Derrick finally reached their bedroom door, he continued to drag her until they were completely in the bedroom before he released the strong hold he had on her hair, causing her head to smack against the hard floor. Reaching down, he wrapped his arms around her neck before lifting her off of the floor, placed her against their dresser and slammed her against the mirror. Relisha winced and cried in pain as the mirror shattered, causing tiny shards of glass to pierce her skin.


“Your ass better start listening to me, do you hear me?” Derrick yelled as he shook her violently by her neck.


With her eyes rolling to the back of her head, she struggled to nod her head as Derrick unwrapped his ashy hands from around her neck, causing her to gasp for air. Derrick continued to smack her around until he had no energy left in him.


“Get the hell up and go make my money since you want to be so damn sneaky,” Derrick yelled as he kicked Relisha, who was now lying almost motionless on the floor, before walking out of the room.


Moaning in pure agony, Relisha cried from the pain that taunted at her as she sat up, grabbed the corner of her bed, and used it as a crutch to stand to her feet. Her knees buckled, yet she kept her composure as she slowly limped out of the room and into the bathroom before closing the door behind herself. Glancing at herself in the mirror, she quickly gazed away, ashamed of the sight of her busted lip and swollen eye. Grabbing a washcloth from the top of her toilet, she turned the sink on, dampened her cloth, and began to wipe the blood and tears off of her face. When she was done, she tossed the washcloth onto the back of the toilet before opening up the bathroom door and making her way out. Walking back into her bedroom, she made her way toward her closet before bending down to retrieve her duffle bag. Briefly closing her eyes as she bit down on her lip, she grabbed the small of her back, her knees trembling, as she grabbed a hold of her bag, and sighed as she stood back to her feet. Gently tossing the duffle bag over her shoulder, she slowly walked toward the front door and left to go to work.
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An hour later, Relisha limped into Club 412. With her hair tied into a sloppy bun, a pair of shapeless, baggy sweat pants nearly hanging off of her plump behind, and a tattered shirt hanging off of her shoulders, she ignored the numerous glares as she headed toward the dressing room.


“Damn, what the hell happened to her? Derrick must still be whooping her ass,” a stripper named Delicious said as Relisha finally entered the room.


Disregarding Delicious, Relisha walked past her before she undressed out of her clothes and tossed them to the side. Opening her bag, she pulled out a gold bikini set, changed into it and gazed at herself in the full-length mirror on the wall. Admiring her stallion-like legs, thin waist, and caramel complexion, Relisha glanced at herself before she bent back down, reached into her duffle bag, and pulled out her small makeup kit. Applying a huge amount of foundation on her face, along with mascara and gold eye shadow that complemented her slanted eyes, she pulled out a spray bottle, sprayed the water throughout her hair, and ran her fingers through her roots as she watched her hair turn into long, ringlet curls. Glancing into the mirror, she noticed Delicious and a few irrelevant strippers enviously gazing at her curvy physique. She took a deep breath, turned back around, and finally made her way back out of the dressing room and toward the stage.


Walking onto the stage, she nodded toward the disc jockey before gripping the thick gold pole, arched her back, and patiently waited for the music to start. Skimming the crowd, she saw that the club was filled to capacity, almost like every weekend, with people who wanted to witness the infamous Relisha work her magic tricks on the pole.


When Nelly’s “Tip Drill,” blared through the speakers, Relisha skidded her hands toward the floor. With her face down and ass up, she hopped to the balls of her feet before she started to gyrate to the music. Moving flawlessly like the professional she was, the crowd exploded and threw a large amount of bills onto the stage.


After dancing for two more songs, she bent down, gathered her money, and ran off of the stage and back into the dressing room. Stepping back into her shirt and sweat pants, she tossed the bag back over her shoulders before discreetly hightailing it out of the club.
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“How much did you make tonight?” Derrick asked as Relisha walked into the front door.


“Two thousand,” she replied as she fidgeted with her fingers and eyed the floor like a child.


Derrick, who was seated on the couch, got to his feet and walked over to Relisha. Snatching the duffle bag off her shoulder, he reached into it and pulled the money out of it. He stuffed it into his pockets, tossed the duffle bag into her face, and walked away.


Bending down and picking up the bag after it had fallen, she peered into it and shook her head when there wasn’t at least one bill left in it.


For the first year of Relisha and Derrick’s relationship, Derrick cherished her and nearly kissed the ground that she walked on. He catered to her every need, uplifted her during the difficult times, and laughed with her during the good times. Although he was a notorious drug lord at the time, Relisha looked past that and loved him for him. But after the first year, things started to go down the drain. The good times became a distant memory and the bad times became their new reality. After becoming addicted to his own drug product, Derrick slowly but surely lost his power and respect as one of the biggest leaders of Pittsburgh’s drug cartels. Once he was a full-blown addict and lost everything, he lashed out all of his anger and frustration on Relisha. He abused her mentally, physically, sexually, and emotionally. But being deeply in love with him, she stayed, silently hoping she’d have her old Derrick back. But as she stood there, in the middle of her living room, holding an empty duffle with a bruised heart, Relisha finally came to the conclusion that enough was enough. She threw the bag back on the floor before she stormed off toward him.


“I’m so tired of this! You think you can keep taking my money that I bust my ass for, so you can smoke it up? I think not!” she yelled as she balled her fingers into tight fists and narrowed her eyes.


“What? Who you think you talking to?” he yelled as he turned around to face her.


Relisha, whose chest was heaving, started to walk up closer toward him before he gritted his teeth, ran toward her, and lunged at her. Grabbing her by her neck, he then lifted her into the air before he slammed her onto the floor, instantly causing her to arch her back in pain.


“You crazy? How dare you try to put your hands on me, woman? I’ll kill your ass!” he yelled as he started to kick her.


Curling into a ball, her body violently shook as he continued to pound her body with his feet. Once he briefly stopped to catch his breath, Relisha took it as her only chance. She mustered up all of the strength that she had from within, uncurled herself from her ball, and lifted her feet into the air, delivering a hard kick to Derrick’s testicles.


Gasping, Derrick doubled over as he clutched his testicles and his eyes nearly rolled to the back of his head as he fell to the floor and groaned. Relisha weakly forced herself to her knees and slowly crawled on all fours, as if she was a dog. Making her way toward the kitchen, her body throbbed with every move. When she finally made it into the kitchen, she crawled toward the cabinet under the sink, opened it, and pulled out Derrick’s .357 handgun.


“What you gon’ do with that?” Derrick growled as he held on to the kitchen wall with one hand and his crotch with the other hand.


Ignoring him as she got up, Relisha gripped the gun in her hand and aimed it at him.


“Get that shit out of my face! Are you crazy?”


Twisting up her nose as she stared at Derrick through her scornful eyes and shaking her head in disbelief. she finally took heed to how the love of her life had drastically changed for the worst. Derrick’s masculine features, soft, creamy brown skin, and long dreadlocks were long gone. Now, he was a shell of his old image, nearly a hundred pounds with matted dreads and an empty look in his eyes.


Cocking the gun as she placed her hand on the trigger, she said, “I will no longer be your punching bag, Derrick. Goodbye, my love.” She squeezed the trigger three times and watched as all three bullets pierced his chest, instantly killing him.


Jadedly making her way out of the kitchen, she stared at his lifeless body one last time before making her way toward her bedroom. Walking into it and reaching into her closet, she pulled out all of her clothes and the rest of her belongings before she packed them up and left their apartment for good.
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A couple of months after Relisha killed Derrick, she became homeless. She went from living on the streets and eating out of garbage cans to living in homeless shelters. After losing a large amount of weight from lack of eating daily, Relisha lost her job at Club 412 and just when she thought that things couldn’t get any worse, she found out she was pregnant with twins. Completely broken and having nowhere to turn, she finally made it back to the neighborhood where she was born and raised, Northview Heights.


Even though Northview Heights was a high-crime neighborhood, it was still home for her. When she arrived back, five months’ pregnant with twin boys, and appearing shattered, she stopped at her old neighbor, Melissa Johnson’s, house and knocked on the door.


When Melissa answered the door and noticed Relisha, she welcomed her in with warming arms. Melissa, who was in her mid-thirties, was a kindhearted woman who went out of her way to help and provide for a pregnant Relisha. She showered her with motherly love, gave her food, clothes, and a place to rest her head. But after Relisha gave birth to her twin sons, naming them Deion and Day’onne, she started to take advantage of Melissa. She would stay out late hours of the night while Melissa stayed up in the house taking care of the twins. At first, Melissa didn’t speak too much on it, reasoning she was acting out on all of the things that she’d been through. But when the twins turned one and Relisha failed to show up on their birthday, she’d had enough.


“Hey, girl!” Relisha said as she staggered into Melissa’s apartment.


It was one in the morning and as Melissa sat there in the living room, with her legs and hands crossed, she shook her head in pity as the strong smell of marijuana and alcohol assaulted her nose.


“Look, baby girl, you have to go. Not now, but right now,” Melissa said as she stood up.


“What the hell you mean I got to go? This is my house, too!” Relisha yelled, her words slurring.


“I’m sorry, but last time I checked, I pay the bills in here while you rip and run the streets. You have two boys to take care of but you’d rather party and stay out? I’ve had enough of it! Your clothes are already packed at the door.”


“Yeah, whatever! You can keep those bastard kids here! I couldn’t care less about all of you!” she yelled as she stormed toward the door, grabbed her clothes, and wobbled out of the front door.


An hour later, Relisha showed up at Club 412 in a baggy sweat suit that hung off of her rail-thin frame. Judging by her sunken eyes, thin hair, and rail-thin frame, most of the people she bypassed had mistaken her as a drug addict. Her once flawless physique and erotic features had vanished long ago. That day was the first time she’d been at the club in months. As she started to make her way toward the dressing room, almost everyone she passed dropped their mouths in shock.


“What the hell happened to you?” Delicious chuckled, folding her arms under her breasts as Relisha walked into the dressing room.


Relisha rolled her eyes to the back of her head as she began to strip out of the sweat suit and changed into a baby blue bikini that hung off of her body.


“I know you aren’t going out there like that?” another stripper asked with a frown.


Relisha continued to ignore them as she strutted out the dressing room and walked onto the stage.


The disc jockey hesitated to play the music at first, but after noticing the murderous glare on her face, he gave in. When Plies’ song “Plenty Money” roared throughout the club, Relisha bit down on her lip as she arched her small back and gripped the pole. The crowd erupted into loud, thunderous laughter as they watch her try too hard to make her small booty meat shake. Relisha tried her best to ignore the laughter, but after she didn’t notice not one dollar thrown on the stage, she instantly knew she was making a fool of herself.


Gripped with embarrassment, Relisha ran off the stage with tears blurring her vision. After arriving back into the dressing room, she collapsed on the chair and cried her heart out.


“Damn, girl, you look bad,” Delicious said, taking a blunt out of her bra before taking a long pull at it.


Relisha looked at her nemesis, teary-eyed and full of sorrow. She knew she had made a complete fool out of herself and it was tearing her up inside as she noticed the sly smile on Delicious’ face.


“Let me hit that blunt!” Relisha said, ignoring her smart remark.


“You sure? It’s . . .”


“It’s what? Pass the blunt,” she yelled before snatching the blunt out of Delicious’ hand and taking a long pull.


Delicious smiled mischievously as she watched Relisha take a few puffs from the blunt before she awkwardly looked at it. “It’s laced, you dumb bitch!” Delicious laughed.





CHAPTER TWO


As time progressed and months turned into years, Relisha transformed into a full-blown drug addict. Since the day that she had smoked her nemesis’ laced marijuana, she went from smoking them three times a week to sniffing pure cocaine daily. She watched as her body went from petite to emaciate in a matter of months after she’d gotten addicted to the drug. Relisha was on a path of destruction and with her twin sons seldom on her mind, another challenging situation seemed to draw her thoughts on her boys back.


One day, Relisha walked through the cold streets of Northview with a vial of cocaine in her hand. Wearing disheveled clothing, she stared around the dull neighborhood through her bloodshot eyes, searching for a place to take her drugs. When she finally found a place in a dark alley, she threw herself against a dirty wall and slowly slid down it. Reaching into her pocket and pulling out a small mirror and a rolled-up dollar bill, she took the vial of cocaine, poured it on the mirror and proceeded to divide it into three lines until she felt a sharp pain shoot through her stomach, causing her to drop the mirror and double over.


“Ugh!” she screamed as she felt an extreme amount of pressure coming from her lower abdomen.


With her chest heaving, she spread her legs and arched her back when her uterus contracted and she felt something ripping through her vaginal canal.


Shifting her body from off of the wall, she then placed her elbows on the ground as she lay on her back and took slow, deep breaths. Closing her eyes tightly, she released a loud scream as her body started to shake uncontrollably and she then felt a strong urge to push.


Sitting up, she kicked her sweat pants off as she continued to push and scream. Reaching in between her legs, and touching her vagina, her heart almost leapt out of her throat when she felt the head of her unborn child crowning. She clenched her teeth and tossed her head back as she continued to push. Five minutes later, she reached back down, grabbed the baby by its shoulders, and pulled the rest of its body out of her before she cradled it in her arms.


The baby lay almost motionless in her arms as Relisha then took her small mirror, smacked it against the ground, took a broken piece, and cut the umbilical cord. Picking up her sweat pants, she wrapped them around the baby before mustering up what strength she had within, and rose to her feet. Panicking, she ran out of the alleyway with the baby in her arms and aimlessly walked through Northview. When she saw a garbage can in the distance, she started to walk toward it until she thought about her twins. She turned and walked in the opposite direction. When she made it to Melissa’s porch, she placed the baby on the ground, banged on the door, and then ran off the porch, disappearing into the dark night.
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Melissa sat at her kitchen table, tears seeping from her eyes. With her hair pulled back in a tight bun and dressed in a knee-length skirt with a white shirt, she turned her face away from eight-year-old Deion, who ran around the kitchen with his toy truck in his hand.


Peering at the stack of bills on her table, she dropped her head into her hands as Deion walked up to her and asked, “Are you okay, Mom?”


Melissa looked at Deion, trying her best to mask her pain as she flashed a fake smile and nodded her head. “Yes, baby, I’m okay . . .why do you ask?”


“I thought you were crying.”


“I’m fine, baby. Go ahead and play with . . .”


A loud knocking coming from her front door interrupted her. She hopped out of her chair and walked toward it. Looking out the peephole, she didn’t see anyone there, and she shook her head and opened the door. “I’m so tired of these kids playing on my darn door!”


When she gazed around outside and still didn’t see anyone, she started to close the door until she caught a glimpse of what lay on her threshold. Bending down as tears formed into her eyes, the sight of a thin, pale baby wrapped in wet rags burned a hole through her heart. She lifted it into her arms and stepped back inside before she closed the door behind her.


The infant’s skin was cold and pasty as Melissa unwrapped the dirty sweat pants from its body.


“Whose baby is that?” Day’onne asked, hopping off the floral sofa.


“I don’t know, Day’onne. Deion, please go get my purse and keys from off my bed. Hurry up!” she yelled.


Judging by the umbilical cord that still hung from the infant’s body, she knew it was birthed into this world not too long ago.


“Here you go, Mom!” Deion yelled as he handed Melissa her purse and keys.


“C’mon, y’all, put your shoes and coats on!”


The twins nodded their heads as they ran to the living room closet and stepped into their shoes and coats. When they were ready, they ran out of the front door with Melissa, who was still holding the motionless baby, following right after them. She strapped the twins in her car before handing the baby to Deion. “Be careful, baby. Hold it until we get to the hospital.”


Nodding his head, Deion stared at Day’onne, who was frowning at the baby, before he asked, “Do you think it’s dead?”


“I don’t know, and I damn sure don’t care,” Day’onne replied before he turned toward the window and stared out it.


“Don’t worry, baby, we’ll save you,” Deion whispered to the infant as Melissa placed her key in the ignition before driving off.


When they finally arrived at Allegheny General Hospital, Melissa quickly hopped out the driver’s seat before running to the backseat, opening the door, and gently taking the baby out of Deion’s arms. With the twins following behind her, she ran to the emergency department, and yelled, “Help me, please!”


A handful of doctors ran to her, noticing the pale, almost lifeless infant dangling in her arms. One of the doctors gently took the newborn and placed it on a gurney.


“What happened here, ma’am?” one of the doctors asked as they rushed the baby toward the NICU department.


“I don’t know; I found her in front of my house. Someone placed her there,” Melissa replied as she ran with the doctors, refusing to leave the baby’s side.
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