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To Theodore and Violet






Truly landlocked people know they are. Know… that they must content themselves with bank, shore, beach because they cannot claim a coast. And having none, seldom dream of flight. But the people living in the Great Lakes region are confused by their place on the country’s edge—an edge that is border but not coast. They seem to be able to live a long time believing, as coastal people do, that they are at the frontier where final exit and total escape are the only journeys left. But those five Great Lakes which the St. Lawrence feeds with memories of the sea are themselves landlocked, in spite of the wandering river that connects them to the Atlantic. Once the people of the lake region discover this, the longing to leave becomes acute, and a break from the area, therefore, is necessarily dream-bitten, but necessary nonetheless.

—TONI MORRISON, SONG OF SOLOMON








Note to Reader

This is a work of narrative nonfiction. It is a true story, and names and geographic identifiers have been disguised to protect the people who participated. For more information, please consult the Author’s Note on page 279.






PART 1
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Frankie Paul sits at the clean, white picnic table. His hands are clasped in prayer and his palms are clammy with sweat. His restless feet throw squeaks up from the tile floor. He is only in the prison’s visitor’s room, but it is enough to make him nervous.

A guard stares Frankie down. Frankie quiets his feet. Feels a lot like school, he thinks to himself.

The room for the guests of inmates is stark and antiseptic. The smell is of bleach and linoleum. Only one of the white walls is decorated—a large sign hangs head high: NO SHOUTING! NO TOUCHING! NO EATING AND DRINKING! NO CELL PHONES!

Two other visitors, a Latina woman and her teenage daughter, sit silently at a similar table twenty feet away. A low-pitched alarm rattles the metal bars that crisscross the windows. Frankie looks up to see Willie escorted through a thick steel door by an armed guard. His tattooed neck, arms, and chest bulge through the bluish-gray, government-issued jumpsuit. He has been working out.

Willie walks over calmly and slides gently into the seat opposite Frankie. He looks relaxed and unbothered, but Frankie knows that his older cousin is not happy.

Willie stares back at the teenager who decided to dress up for the visit—a Chicago Bulls warm-up suit, all white, from head to toe, and a bright offsetting MJ red hat. Willie does not say anything to his cousin, except to nod that he is ready to listen.

Frankie starts off with an apology that he has been rehearsing for the past hour.

“Wasn’t my fault, Willie, I did my best. We got a problem…” Frankie stammers. “Willie, I know you’re mad— But… but I need need to explain something to you.”

Frankie starts to perspire. His speech is halting and he is losing his breath. He struggles to finish a sentence. Then Willie raises his hands and shakes his head. Relieved, Frankie stops talking. The inmate’s eyes turn steely and his nose flares. Willie has decided that today’s conversation will now be a monologue.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he says softly. “But I do understand why you’re here. I mean, I wish you weren’t here, cuz, but we got to get past that, right? Is what it is.”

Frankie sits back and mashes his sweaty palms together. Before leaving for prison, Willie instructed Frankie to stay away from lockup. Far away. Specifically, Willie gave orders to remain in Chicago. Frankie should only send messages via Calvin, the prison security guard who Willie’s gang keeps on retainer. Willie warned Frankie that cops would be checking the visitation logs of new inmates. It is the easiest way to figure out who might be taking over the street drug trade of an incarcerated kingpin.

Over the past two months, Frankie has been using Calvin to communicate with his cousin in prison.

Calvin is happy to provide this service for Willie and other imprisoned gang leaders—the $500 per month, tax-free, is helpful given his salary is never enough to pay the bills. And, for Willie, Calvin is particularly useful since the two grew up together in Rosewood, the South Side Chicago neighborhood where Willie set up his drug business. Calvin shuttles back and forth between the downstate prison and Rosewood to transmit messages, keep tabs on Frankie, and provide general intel on happenings in Rosewood’s underworld.

The most recent messages came in hot. “It’s all going to shit, Willie,” Calvin reported. “You got to do something.” Calvin recommended that Willie step up his communication with Frankie and give him more direction on how to run a drug trafficking business. Calvin has seen this situation many times before—a newly imprisoned drug leader tries to keep control of their drug trade from behind bars. Managing from the streets is hard enough, but directing from prison is nearly impossible.

Calvin’s last two updates for Willie made it clear that his seventeen-year-old cousin was failing as the crew chief. His report to Willie was simple:

“You gonna lose your business, Willie. Everything you worked for,” Calvin said directly, a few days before Frankie’s visit. “Niggers all around you looking to step in—take your shit. Let Frankie come down here and talk with you. Your boy ain’t handling things well.” That was all it took for Willie to accept Frankie’s request for a face-to-face.



At the visitor’s table, Frankie fidgets nervously. “I’m gonna say a few things, Frankie,” Willie says firmly. “And you gonna listen. Dig? Look around. Ain’t no need for you to say nothin’ in this room. Dig?”

Frankie looks around and notices that the guards are watching them closely. He nods, though reluctantly. He wants his turn to speak. He needs Willie to understand just how difficult his life has become. He has never managed a gang, never sold drugs, never faced hostile competitors. Every day is new to him. He has come with a long list of questions for Willie: How do I deal with suppliers who are getting pissed at me? How do I get my crew to listen to me? Should I be nervous about the car sitting across the street that watches us all day?

As a rookie street manager, Frankie has been facing one stressful situation after another. It all started the day Willie announced that Frankie would be stepping in to lead the team. Hearing this, Willie’s team members quit in disgust. They refused to take orders from an inexperienced teenager. And they were angry Willie didn’t have enough confidence to select one of them.

Frankie ended up replacing Willie’s veteran crew—each member had been around for at least a decade—with inexperienced teens, much like himself. This action only further excited the local gangs who began plotting their rival takeover. Customers also took notice, immediately heading out to find a new drug supplier—no addict wants to be caught in the middle of gang crossfire.

And, worst of all from a purely business standpoint, the sudden drop in demand made suppliers hesitant. They retreated and walked away, which meant Frankie’s crew was running out of product. Willie would now need to communicate with suppliers from his prison cell. Through Calvin, he would need to send them a message his operation was secure and demand was strong.

And then came the final blow. Some local youth robbed Frankie’s men in broad daylight. They laughed as they took the loot in front of a group of teenage girls who, witnessing the entire incident go down, quickly spread the news on Facebook and Twitter.


Bunch of fucking pussies!

Them bitches got what they deserved.



Hour after hour, across social media, Frankie’s team suffered a virtual beatdown.

The net effect was that Willie’s drug outfit, with his little cousin Frankie now in charge, was vulnerable and weak. The lucrative turf at the western border of Holden Park, the turf that Willie risked his life for so many years to retain, could soon very well be under someone else’s control. The business he built up—the years he spent fighting and clawing on the streets to stay in command—was about to be taken from him.

Over the years, Willie had rightfully earned his many titles—“King,” “Kingpin,” “Boss,” “Chief.” People referred to him with each. He was now on the verge of losing it all.



With his hands resting on the picnic table, Willie is well aware he cannot focus on these disastrous outcomes. The brief meetup in the visitors’ room is not the place to show weakness. He does his best to find words that might soothe Frankie. “Cuz, I been where you been, I know this ain’t easy. You can do this. I promise. Just remember you’re dealing with young niggers. That ain’t always easy. You dig?”

“I get it, I get it, Willie,” Frankie stammers. “And I got some ideas myself.”

Willie is in no mood to hear Frankie’s ideas. He raises his hand again.

“Frankie, your team is young,” he says quietly. “When a young nigger gets in the game, he can be confused. You’re their leader and they depending on you. Dig?”

Willie chooses his words carefully. Frankie has assembled a team of boys with no street background to do the man’s job of running dope 24-7. They are unfamiliar with the pressures of street trading. Frankie needs to turn them into a team.

Willie needs Frankie to take control and show some guts. Be a leader, not a scared teenager. Willie knows he must inspire.

“Right now, you need to give your crew someone to fight, got it? Find someone who wants to see your boys get hurt, be dead, or worse—flat fucking broke. Every soldier got to have an enemy or he ain’t a soldier. It’s that simple. Dig? You need to start hunting someone down. Find an enemy! Now! You dig?”

Willie pounds his fist into the table. The visitors and guards turn around abruptly. He motions to the guard that he is ready to return to his cell. He has heard enough. He nods at Frankie—a final note of encouragement.

Frankie looks up at Willie as he leaves the room and the door clangs behind him. All he wishes for is to return home and curl up in bed. He wants his former life back—the one that did not involve directing a complex drug trafficking operation. He wants Willie to be the supportive and wise older cousin, the nurturing family member who looked out for him.

Not his boss.



Ten minutes later. Frankie sits alone in his car, in the middle of the larger of two parking lots for visitors. He stares up at the prison, expecting to see Willie looking down at him from the thin window slits that break up the concrete and steel wall. He lights and discards one Newport after another and combs through Willie’s words for meaning as the song on the stereo gathers force. Tupac’s voice soothes him. Frankie closes his eyes and loses himself in the lyrics.

I bet you got it twisted, you don’t know who to trust. So many player-hatin’ niggas tryna sound like us.

Frankie reminds himself how far he has come. He tells himself to be proud of his progress. The world changed abruptly after his mother died from cancer over a year ago. Frankie moved from relative to relative. For a stretch, he was shuttled off to foster care. The constant move from family to family left him fragile and depressed. New schools, new gang boundaries, new friends and foes. The experience put him in a perpetual rut, anxious and moody, and without hope. Each morning, he woke up scared and in a pool of sweat. He could barely get out of bed.

It was Willie who came to the rescue. Didn’t matter that his old cousin could only offer Frankie an old, tattered mattress. It was family. It felt good to be at Willie’s side.

Frankie spent his days working menial side jobs for Willie’s drug crew. He didn’t mind running errands, washing cars, or going to the corner store to buy extra condoms when the sex workers arrived for the weekend poker parties. He didn’t even mind that he was living in a house that was used primarily for storing drugs, guns, and cash. Willie had purchased the home in his aunt’s name with his drug receipts. According to the state, Willie’s aunt, who had never set foot in the place, was Frankie’s guardian. None of this mattered. Willie made Frankie feel needed. Loved. He could stay there forever.

Eventually, Willie taught him things. Useful things like how to package dope, how to hire a homeless man for daily chores, like hiding cash or picking up lunch for the crew. Willie would challenge Frankie by giving him new tasks. Frankie relished the apprenticeship. No one had showed such care since Mom passed away. After a few months, Frankie casually mentioned to Willie that he quit school. He informed the Boss he was now devoted 100 percent to the cause. Frankie may not have found his calling, but at least he was out of foster care, thank the Lord. And he was happy.

Then came Willie’s arrest. Willie knew he’d made a mistake purchasing twenty handguns from an out-of-town trader. The buy was large enough to attract the attention of a surveilling undercover police unit. Cops will let you run a little dope and they may even look the other way for a purchase of a few guns. Willie knew that. But if you go big—guns, drugs, money laundering—you’re screwed. No neighborhood cop wants someone hanging around with so much power.

Once again, after Willie’s arrest, Frankie felt the world crumble around him. He feared that he would return to foster care.

“You gonna be okay, cuz. Everyone been doing this for a long time, so you just gotta let them do their thing. Got it? Don’t try to do something different. No one expecting you to do that. Dig? You keep it easy, and you gonna be with me for a long time.”

How bad could it really be? Frankie thought. Willie promised the five-year sentence would be shortened to three years for good behavior. Frankie wasn’t paying much attention. The crew was trained. The day-to-day work was one routine after another. The business looked to be on autopilot. Leading the team would be straightforward.

Things unraveled right away. Nothing went right after Willie told his men that Frankie was the new boss. His orders were met with laughter and some days no one showed up for work. Frankie couldn’t understand why. It seemed like such a small change. Just keep doing what you are doing, Willie told the team. Frankie repeated it. But no one listened. In fact, they soon rebelled. Crew members, most in their twenties and thirties, stole product, hid cash, played with the numbers and, when nothing was left to pilfer, they walked away. There was little chance a teenager would be their boss.

What happened to the old days, Frankie kept asking himself, when gang loyalties were said to pass from father to son—when even the thought of exiting could earn you a severe beating?

Frankie assembled a new crew, a five-person outfit—three scrappy ex-athletes who’d been kicked off the football team and two more from a foster care home where Frankie had once lived. He found them, recruited them, and assigned them each a role in the gang. But once again, he was alone, overwhelmed and without a trusted adult whom he could lean on for guidance. No surprise that the frightening thought crept into his head: Maybe going back to foster care would be better for me? This is not a thought Frankie likes to acknowledge. Whenever it rises, he pushes it away. Foster care is endless misery, a cycle of new homes with new rules, and one low-income neighborhood after another where he was alone and afraid to walk the streets for fear of being beaten or recruited by local gangs.

Frankie feels stuck. Street thugging or cycling through unfamiliar foster care families. Both feel like forms of punishment.

There’s got to be a way out, Frankie thinks to himself.

As the song concludes, Frankie opens his eyes and looks around. People are staring at the thumping, swaying car. Frankie wants to sob. He wants the relief of letting out a long wail. He rolls down the car window, lights another cigarette, and gathers himself.

He does his best to take some comfort from the visit with Willie. Find an enemy. Find an enemy. Willie’s words ring in his ears.

Frankie starts laughing out loud. Is it really so simple? he wonders.

At that moment, Frankie realizes that Willie has given him a way out. These three words are his path to freedom. Frankie whispers them over and over until his grimace breaks into a soft smile. Find an enemy. He shakes his head and laughs at himself. Why didn’t I think of this before?! he mutters to himself.

Frankie pulls out of the prison parking lot and drives off northward, back toward Chicago and his Rosewood neighborhood. As he speeds past the cars on the two-lane highway, he does a mental survey of his Rosewood community back in Chicago. He comes up with other gangs and crews who are his likely competitors—Vice Lords, 88th St. Disciples, Black Devils. A few occupy neighboring territories, while some are based miles away. He settles on a half dozen who seem intent on trying to take over his operation.

He doesn’t know these people. None of these half-dozen intruders feels like an enemy. And, even if they were, they frighten him. Each is led by a far more experienced leader. Frankie knows he will be hurt or killed if he puts up any resistance.

What the hell is an enemy, anyway? he wonders.

Swerving across several lanes of traffic, Frankie exits and drives into a convenience store parking lot. He leaves the engine running, skips in and out of the store, and drops three Mountain Dews and a bag of donuts on the seat.

An enemy is someone you hate, right? But, who do I really hate? I know I hate somebody.

Frankie smiles and grabs his cell phone.

“Better tell Antoine,” he mutters. Antoine is his trusted lieutenant, his best friend, and the smartest person he knows. And, though Antoine also never ran drugs, Frankie finds him to be sensible and capable of making good decisions.

When Antoine answers, Frankie blurts out. “Antoine! Listen! Got to do it. We need a meeting! Call a meeting, now! We got work to do. We’re going after the enemy.”

Two hundred miles away, back in Rosewood, Antoine struggles to keep up. Frankie’s shouting catches him off guard. The cold September wind makes it difficult to catch every word of Frankie’s shouting. Antoine can’t recall Frankie mentioning that he would be heading downstate to see Willie. Antoine tries to slow Frankie down, pressing him to give up details about the visit.

“What did Willie say?” Antoine wants to know.

“Don’t worry,” Frankie says. “Let’s meet at the Lake in a few hours. I’m driving back. Just do what I say. Get everyone together.”

“For what?” Antoine asks incredulously. “People gonna ask me what we meeting about. It ain’t time for our weekly. So, what’s the big deal?!”

“We’re going after someone! We’re gonna go after Marshall Mariot! We gonna take that nigger down!”
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While Frankie visits Willie in prison, Marshall Mariot begins his Monday morning with a mile-long walk to school. Nowadays every walk makes him nervous. A part of him expects to confront Frankie Paul’s crew at any moment.

Fucking Frankie Paul, Marshall thinks.

He avoids the gangs. He is never in trouble with the police. He works short stints at the strip mall retailers. And he is rarely truant at school, even if his C average does not win him high praise from teachers.

Marshall has never been ambitious. And where does ambition get the teenager in Rosewood anyway? Occasionally, one hears of an academic achiever and gifted athlete. But families usually whisk these rarities off to smaller cities—Iowa City, Kalamazoo, St. Paul—where they live with relatives who cultivate their talents. Since they do not return, they are easily forgotten. Ambitious youth who hang around are visible, but they are into gangbanging and the underworld. This means they usually end up in prison or the mortuary, which makes perseverance and dedication notable virtues, but hardly enough to help you live the clean life.

Earlier this year, everything changed for Marshall. His plan to enjoy life as a seventeen-year-old—and especially his last summer before senior year—was shot down. Parents, school counselors and teachers, relatives—even Grandma—pestered him with questions about his “plans.” When will you be leaving home? What’s your chosen career? How are you going to support yourself? Marshall wanted to put on headphones and turn it all off. He wanted to tell them what he was really thinking. I like my room. Why do I need to leave home? Why can’t I live here for a while?! But each time he started to speak anger got the best of him. He felt asthmatic, with no room to breathe. So he shut his mouth and let things be.

Then there was Fucking Frankie Paul.

All that taunting after school. The pushing and needling at the Chicken Shack at lunch. And right in front of the girls! The entire history of his dealings with Frankie Paul plays out like a horror movie in his mind. He fixates on one incident with the bully. It was late summer—a month ago. His friends were on their way to Holden Park, where the Boys and Girls Club sponsored a youth talent show. Together with Georgie and Siron, Marshall was about to perform a rap song for the crowd—an old Dr. Dre throwback.

Frankie stopped the group on their walk to the club. In the middle of the sidewalk, with some neighborhood girls watching, Frankie went after Marshall with taunts. “Yo! Babyface!” Frankie chided Marshall. He then threatened to pee all over Marshall’s backpack. Everyone was staring. Marshall wanted to disappear.

But he didn’t. Instead, he went after Frankie. Marshall instinctively lunged at Frankie and wrestled him to the ground. So far, so good, but when the two were back on their feet, Marshall’s balance was off. He lunged forward to throw a punch, but it missed, and Marshall tripped over himself and spun pathetically to the ground. More shame and more public ridiculing followed. Might as well be silent was the lesson Marshall took away. But that just brought on more friction. This wasn’t junior high, where the bullies moved on to play with a better toy. No, a week later, another encounter with Frankie’s crew in Holden Park. They shook up bottles of Miller Lite and splattered Marshall’s group before laughing hysterically and running off.

Now Marshall regularly changes his route to school, taking a new alley or side street in an effort to hide from Frankie. This morning, with his jaw tight and his eyes constantly peering about, he walks briskly and scans the horizon. He sprints past a short, open stretch of train tracks strewn with condoms, cigarette packages, and beer cans. The adrenaline rushes through him.

Today, there is a stop along the way—the vacant three-story brownstone at the northern border of Holden Park. The century-old brownstone, where Marshall’s grandparents once lived, sits across the park, from where Frankie Paul’s crew is based. It is also the place where Marshall was born. When Grandpa died a few years later, Grandma moved in with Marshall’s family; and the landlord who moved out of the city just let the brownstone grow vacant. The front stoop had been a refuge, a stop for Marshall to strike up a conversation with Grandpa, and to escape from his own family drama and hide from the pressures of daily life. Today, Marshall’s friends join him there. The teens huddle next to one another, sitting close to shelter themselves from the wind.

Marshall slowly makes his way up the eleven plaster and stone stairs, all the way to the semicircular stoop that rings the front porch. His friends’ heads buried into the Facebook and Twitter feeds that flash across their phones.

Marshall is sleepy, tired, and anxious from weeks of dealing with Frankie. These friends are his best shot at finding a path out of his troubles. He sets his backpack down and peers across the park. From this perch, he can see clear almost to the other side, far past the joggers and the chess players, past the feeders at the duck pond, and clear across to the baseball fields where a small group is playing softball. If it weren’t for a clump of oak trees and brush at the edge of the pond, he would have a clear view of Frankie Paul and his crew.

One good thing has come out of this for Marshall. Frankie’s bullying is now officially an intergroup conflict. Marshall has friends he could turn to. Marshall and his friends couldn’t be more different from Frankie’s crew. Marshall’s friends play video games after school, while Frankie’s crew sells bags of weed near the park. Marshall likes to ride mountain bikes with his friends, while Frankie just paid $6,000 for two stolen cars. One thinks about acne, the other is stocking up on large parcels of marijuana.

Fucking Frankie Paul, Marshall thinks. I’d love to get back at him.



Today, Marshall will make a plea to his friends: he wants to go after that bully Frankie, and he wants them to join him.

Just as Marshall’s about to ask the boys, they hear sputtering muffler sounds and creaking mettle. A van speeds arounds the corner, hopping over the curb in reckless flight. A screech, a sudden stop, and a door flying open. These sounds announce a thirtysomething man who jumps out and lights a cigarette as he marches over to the group.

It is Jonny Isaac. Hustler, con artist, “Old Head” in Rosewood, Jonny is known to one and all in the community. In Jonny, many young boys will see their future. Most of the older residents look at Jonny with a mixture of pity and disgust—he is an easy mark for parents who need to provide an example of why it pays to stay in school and get a job. But, for the younger set, Jonny is a badass, seemingly always on the verge of something risky and exciting.

“Here we go!” Jonny shouts, as he walks up the stairs, catching everyone off guard. Marshall’s friend Siron invited Jonny, thinking that the hustler could give the group a few ideas to beat back Frankie and his crew. Knowing Marshall and his friends might be hesitant to speak with him, Jonny encouraged Siron to keep his visit a surprise.

Jonny takes a moment to adjust his jacket—a worn, black leather waist-length coat, with silver buttons and ornate stitching across the shoulders and back. His long, flared jeans and shiny loafers make a gentle noise—whoosh, tap, whoosh, tap—as he moves back and forth on the stoop in front of Marshall and his friends. He opens up his presentation in a teacherly way. In his hands is a .44 Magnum pistol that he slides through the thick autumn air slowly and deliberately. He passes the gun in front of Marshall’s face and then steps past the others. He twirls the cylinder around to ensure that every teen has a view.

Jonny quickly points the gun up and looks everyone in the eye. “If you want to scare them boys, this will do it. Show them this beast and they’ll run! You’ll never have no trouble no more.”

He smiles, turns the weapon around and presents the handle to Marshall, daring him to grab hold. Marshall wants no part of it. The gun frightens him. He has never fired a weapon nor held one for more than a few seconds. He shakes his head and looks away.

“That’s cool,” Jonny chides Marshall. “No big thing. If you ain’t ready, you ain’t ready.” He turns his back to Marshall and addresses the others. No one can take their eyes off the revolver. Clean and shiny, with an inviting blackness. They are transfixed.

“Let me hold it,” Georgie smiles nervously as he reaches for the gun. He looks over at Marshall. He knows his best friend would rather that he not play along. But the chance to hold the gun is too good to pass up. He wraps his hands around the handle. He struggles to control the weight. He nearly drops the piece on the ground. The others laugh and slap high fives.

Marshall frowns, but no one pays him any mind. Everyone gets ready for their turn. One by one, they stand up and delicately grab hold of Jonny’s showpiece. They run their fingers and palms over the smooth metal. Some point the barrel farther down the street toward the row of decaying gray brownstones. Siron tucks it into the side of his pants, as though into a holster, and pulling it back out quickly, he pretends to pick off a makeshift target with the gun at his hips. The others hoot and holler, egging each other on.

Jonny knows that this is now his crowd. He continues with his performance, ignoring Marshall. He grabs the revolver, and then turns his body around, making eye contact with each of the boys.

“Okay, let’s go over a few things,” Jonny says. “What’s this part?” He points at the chamber. No one answers. “Okay, how do you load this baby? Where you gonna get bullets? What do you do when you ain’t using it…?”

Jonny stops abruptly. The quizzing tells him exactly what he needed to know. The group is inexperienced and intimidated—which gives him an opportunity to make a buck.

“This is a man’s gun.” Jonny smiles. The boys can see that he has his own special bond with the weapon. “I’m going to help you learn how to take care of yourself. And I might give you a special price for that. We can talk about that later. But let me tell you that I was a young buck, like you. I know what it’s like to defend yourself. You dig?”

Jonny has given this speech many times before, and to many different audiences. He is comfortable among the wide range of desperate and scared persons in Rosewood. He speaks with equal passion to the addict looking for a quick source of protection, the burglar in search of just the right pick for an available lock, the prostitute needing to confront an abusive john, and the teenager needing to take a stand and recapture pride. Indeed, for anyone in Rosewood needing to settle a score, find something illegal, or initiate a scam, Jonny Isaac is the go-to resource. He and his van—a roving black market—are open and ready to serve.

Jonny knows Marshall and his friends have come to the stoop to discuss their suffering at the hands of a local bully. They are afraid, desperate, and in need of a solution. They are just the right kind of client. The group of boys appeals to Jonny’s strengths.

The average adult in the community knows to call bullshit on Jonny’s tall tales. No one in Rosewood is convinced by his boasting and exaggerated claims. They roll their eyes, laugh, and move on when Jonny whips up some speech about his bravado. But not teenagers, who become wide-eyed in Jonny’s presence. The hustler’s swagger is what they want to feel—his testimonials are what they need to hear to become men. For the young and uninitiated, Jonny is like something out the Wild West: a fearless and fiercely independent hero with money in his pocket, a working vehicle that serves as his roving office, and an endless stream of entertaining stories. Jonny knows everyone, so it is worthwhile knowing him.

For today’s sales pitch, Jonny is offering up his old standby: the large Magnum his own father gave him the night he died. In reality, the weapon is just teen bait—an opening act. Jonny knows Marshall and his friends cannot afford the $2,500 purchase price. No matter. If everything goes well, the performance will win him a second meeting, at which point he will offer up a less costly and more practical firearm. It is all part of a tried-and-true script Jonny has honed for teens who are being shamed, insulted, and harassed, and need to recover their dignity in the neighborhood. Get them armed for a reasonable price so they can restore their manhood.

It is the honor game and Jonny is a seasoned player.

Jonny stares at the lost boys and ratchets up his sales pitch. “I know y’all are about to check somebody. Am I right?”

“If you’re going after that boy, then you need to be ready. Can’t be playing around like no shorties no more. It’s time to be men. What do you think? You ready for one of these? You ready to be men?”

The young men stare at Jonny, who is holding up the gun under the lamppost light. They glance over to one other. Were they ready?

“That boy will be ready, don’t you worry,” Jonny continues. “You ain’t gonna surprise him just by coming up on him.”

Jonny pushes the gun up in the air. “But, if you bring this out. Yeah, you bring this out! Oooh! He’ll take you seriously.”

Marshall looks away and scans his friends. They are spellbound.

“I didn’t ask you to come, Jonny.” Marshall stands up. He needs to put Jonny in his place. He does his best to interrupt Jonny, but his heart is racing and his delivery is shaky. Jonny says nothing and just stares at Marshall, who quickly quiets down and takes a seat.

Marshall crams his quaking hands into his coat pockets. This was supposed to be his moment in the spotlight. Today was the day he would be delivering an impassioned speech to the group. He would be leading them into battle against their bully. It was his time to shine. Now Marshall feels it all slipping away.

Jonny looks at the group and expresses disappointment. “Hey, I thought you was serious,” he says. He stuffs the gun down the front of his trousers. “If you all wasn’t serious, you shouldn’t have told me to come. I got better things to do.”

Jonny walks closer to his cousin, Siron, who is sitting a few feet away from Marshall. Siron stands up and delivers his own plea in support of his older cousin. “Man, we got to listen to Jonny. You really think these niggers are going to leave us alone just because we ask them to? Fuck no! We need to show them we ain’t taking their shit no more!”

“Cuz is right,” Jonny says, taking out the gun once again. “You ain’t even got to load this bitch. Leave the bullets at home! But, like I said, you show it one time? You ain’t never gonna have no more trouble with those little bitches again. Guaranteed!”

Siron and Jonny laugh and shake hands. Jonny’s work is done. He will now let the group stew a bit. He lights a cigarette and leads Siron down the sidewalk. They stop at a rusted-out Lincoln Town Car taking up half the side yard. They check phones and exchange puffs of a Newport.

Marshall stares at his closest friend, Georgie. Sensing Marshall is dejected, Georgie reminds everyone why they have gathered.

“Yo! We ain’t gonna take it no more,” Georgie stands up and cries out. “You hear me! We need to do something together. All of us, together. They keep coming after us because we ain’t fought back. I say we do what Marshall says. Go over there on the weekend and take care of them niggers.”

Silence. Jonny and his revolver still loom over them. Not because it is bigger and more daunting than the beat-up pistols that populate their neighborhood. And not because it is the first gun they have seen or touched. No, there are guns in the homes of family members. But this one feels magical. It seems to have arrived just when they asked for help.

For the past two weeks, Marshall and Georgie had carefully developed a strategy to confront Frankie Paul: First, they’d convene their friends on the stoop. Then Georgie would appoint Marshall as their leader, and everyone would vow to join forces. Finally, they’d head over to meet the bully and fight for their manhood. And just like that they would win back their senior year of high school!

Instead, they got Jonny Isaac. Jonny, the son of an imprisoned gang leader who himself had spent ten years behind bars. Jonny, the crafty son of a bitch who saw every ghetto passerby as his mark. Survival by parasite. Jonny was damn good at that.

Jonny walks back to his van, opens a creaky door, jumps inside, and lowers his window. Throwing out a cigarette, he drives away slowly. Siron decides not to rejoin the boys on the stoop, and he walks off. Marshall’s friends look dazed and confused. It is unclear whether Georgie’s speech has landed. It is late. Everyone is weary and rattled.

Jonny’s question hangs in the air: Were they ready?

“Hey! We can do this!” Georgie stands up. He knows he needs to close the meeting. They are already late for school. He needs everyone to focus on the task at hand. “Maybe Jonny can help us. Maybe not. But, we got to make a plan. We said we was gonna work together, so let’s do it. Marshall and I will figure some shit out. Okay?”

The group agrees to meet later that afternoon. As people drift away, Georgie comforts Marshall.

“You alright? Don’t worry about Siron. I didn’t know that brother was going to bring Jonny with him today. I’ll talk to Siron later. He’s with us.”

Marshall does not respond.

“Maybe Jonny and Siron are right,” Georgie continues. “If we want to stop that boy, we gonna need to carry something.”

“Maybe,” says Marshall. He stands up and walks down the stoop. “All I know is that boy ain’t gonna fuck with us no more. I’m going after him.”

“True. We gonna get him for sure!” Georgie shouts. The two friends walk down the stoop. They decide to leave school as early as possible and strategize back at Marshall’s bedroom—their unofficial war room.
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