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“We, verily, have made music as a ladder for your souls, a means whereby they may be lifted up unto the realm on high; make it not, therefore, as wings to self and passion.”

—Bahá’u’lláh






PROLOGUE



I awakened in a tiny room—four paces square, low ceiling, concrete walls and floor. The buzz in my eardrum told me it was busted. Usually I heard so much in silence.

“Wake up,” rasped my brother, Dontay, slumped against the far wall. “We in the basement. They taped us up, but I got loose and untied you. Them cats ain’t too smart.”

“Smart?” My voice hammered the inside of my skull. The pain made me feel alive. “They was smart enough to get us.”

“They ain’t get us. They got you,” Dontay spat.

“Nigga, they came to kill you!”

I lurched to my feet and staggered toward Dontay with violence in my heart. I don’t know what I would have done if I hadn’t seen his leg stuck out at an odd angle. There was a hole in the inner thigh of his jeans, surrounded by a huge, wet stain.

“It’s still bleeding,” Dontay said. “It won’t take long.”

“Won’t take long for what?” I said, unthinking.

Dontay said nothing.

How many times had I contemplated Dontay’s miserable death, hoped for it, even? Now I was about to be free of his curse at last. Only I had never put myself in the picture.

I took my bandanna and tried to tie it over the bullet hole. Dontay just lay there humming that tune under his breath. Who’s that knocking at my God’s door; it’s a face I seen before…. As I worked on him, I felt something inside my Jordans, rubbing my left foot. I reached inside the sneaker and withdrew my mini digital recorder. They must have missed it.

I’m not proud of what I did then. Of all my shameful acts that summer, hiding that recorder behind my brother’s back was the worst. But pride and anger lead to regret. Now, as I play back Dontay’s words, I can tell he wouldn’t have cared anyway. On some level, he knew I had no choice but to finally hear him out.

“Dontay.”

His eyelids were half-closed, lips like chalk. I shook his skinny shoulder with one hand and slipped the recorder up against the wall with the other.

“Dontay. This could be the last time we ever speak. So I got to ask…would you do anything different?”

“I shoulda made you listen to me from the jump—that’s what I woulda done different. You heard me? You got that short-nigga attitude, always been hardheaded.”

“And you always been a crackhead,” I responded.

He laughed bitterly. “And there you go talkin’ greasy. I can’t even feel that no more. I’m too tired to hurt. It’s time to think about the next life. And you need to think about what’s left of yours. ’Cause there ain’t but one street nigga in this family—”

“And that’s me,” I mouthed along with Dontay’s stock speech. I tuned out and let the tape roll. If I had learned any lesson from the countless hours wasted on Tay’s tales over the years, it was that you can’t rush him. He’ll say what he has to say in his own way.

I tried to remember how they jacked us. Did I open the door, or did they smash through? I see my hand on the knob and then boots raining down on my face. I flinch and the blow lands near my temple instead of crushing my nose. A man stands over me, gun in hand, braids dripping down his head, red eyes peering from above the black bandanna covering the rest of his face. The sticky, sick sound of duct tape unrolling.

The shame hurt more than my head. Ya blind, baby, blind to the facts. Crack logic. Everything I despised in my big brother manifested itself in me. Next thing you know I’d claim Jesus had returned to walk the earth. Sure enough, Dontay started on that religion.

“…I ain’t scared of death, yo. The Blessed Beauty has a special place for me in the Abha Kingdom. Everybody will be there. My man Large is waiting for me right now. He understands what happened—with me, with him, with all of us. You wanna know what’s happening with black people? Just listen to our music….”

The sins of the father are visited upon the son—that’s what Mom always said. I wish I did have a father to blame. But all I ever had was Dontay.








CHAPTER 1



You could say I had a pretty good life heading into that summer, but I always felt something was missing. I just never knew exactly what until Taylor Whittingham called me about writing for Fever magazine.

I tried on three different outfits the morning of my interview. Riding up the elevator, I was pleased with my reflection in the shiny, steel doors: gray suit and royal blue dress shirt, open collar. But as I squeezed into the Fever waiting area with a dozen other people seeking access to the “shrine of hip-hop,” my feet felt like flashing police lights. No one else wore wing-tips. They wore boots or sneakers, or square-toed loafers for the lawyers. I knew they were lawyers because I overheard them talking about suing some guy named Hassan over an unpaid invoice.

Only one person was standing, chocolate colored and gap toothed, talking into an outdated celly headset like something from the Burger King drive-through.

“Reddy is wit it, I’m telling you. He’s down.” Gap Teeth dropped the superstar’s name as if it would get him into the Fever faster than the rest of us. “Reddy did dat?…You on fire right now, son…. ’Cause he got that swagger, kna’m sayin’?…Aiight, I’ma see you at Mamadeaux—”

The door opened and we all looked up expectantly.

“Where Marq Wise at?” Taylor’s secretary asked, cracking her gum. I didn’t need my watch to know I’d been waiting half an hour.

I’d expected the Fever offices to look like a music video, but it was more as though my old college dorm hall had been dropped into Manhattan. Mustard yellow industrial-grade carpet, low ceiling that looked as if it had been pierced with a thousand pencils. A row of offices along the far wall blocked the only available natural light. Two dozen cubicles with head-high partitions were arranged in the center around a wide circular staircase. Scotch-taped to the outside of a tall file cabinet was a big picture of Whitney Houston and Bobby Brown with an X drawn over Bobby’s face. The faint smell of cigarette smoke hung in the air, making me think of Dontay.

Briana was a stunner—dark skinned; short, natural haircut; lot of lip gloss. She took baby steps through the office, as if her green-on-gray Nikes hurt her feet. I followed her down the center stairs and she deposited me onto a sofa next to a light green door. “Can I git you something? Some water?” she asked, her last word sounding like “wuadah,” standing sort of close.

“No thanks, I’m fine.”

She gave me an interesting smile, returned to her tiny desk, and called someone on her cell. Briana was hot but I didn’t sweat her. My girl, Holliday, left no room for improvement. We had been living together six months, and I still had to pinch myself when I woke up next to her. But still, I felt better about my shoes.

About ten minutes later Taylor Whittingham opened his door. He was a full head taller than me, razor thin, with a pretty dark brown face and long eyelashes. Every centimeter of his faintly metallic suit was tailored to his angular frame. He looked much younger than his thirty-nine years.

I was confident that I knew everything Taylor was about to ask me. I’m a reporter. I get information; that’s what I do. We exchanged the secret handshake—one of our fraternity brothers had recommended me for the job—and then Taylor sat down and pulled out my résumé.

“So what are you listening to these days?”

That was exactly what they said he’d ask. I pretended to think about it.

“I’m feeling guys like T.I., DipSet, UGK, Game,” I said, trying to hit all the geographic regions. “Stuff like that, you know what I’m saying?”

That last phrase felt awkward, even though I had practiced it. Journalistically I was overqualified for this job—I’d been working at Newsweek since college, even had a cover story to my credit. Now all I had to do was prove I belonged.

My feet felt hot.

“Who do you think is the best ever?” Taylor asked, raising eyebrows so perfect they looked airbrushed.

“I have to say Rakim. He created the cool, conversational rhyme flow.” I had read that somewhere a few years back. I had read everything when it came to rap. “Before Rakim, MCs were all yelling. So he’s the best ever, even though his album didn’t work out with Dr. Dre.”

I had practiced calling Dre “Driz-zay,” but changed my mind at the last minute.

“What about Don Imus and his nappy-headed hoes. Do you think it’s fair to criticize hip-hop for that?”

“Hell no! First of all, the ghetto took insults like ‘nappy’ and ‘nigger’ and turned them into a point of pride. We have the right to use that language to describe the reality of our community. Don Imus doesn’t. Second of all, there are plenty of positive aspects of hip-hop. The mainstream media is just focusing on the negative like they always do.”

“But even Nas is saying hip-hop is dead.”

“Nas is the greatest MC of all time, but he got that one wrong. There’s a lot of good music being made. Rap still means something important. Like Ludacris says, ‘Hip-hop ain’t dead, it lives in the South.’”

Taylor shook his curly head and smiled. “I agree with everything you said except one thing. You forgot about Large.”

“Large?”

“Large. He’s the greatest MC of all time. I met L at the Fever first-anniversary party, like a year before his first album was out. He was just the fat, ugly guy hanging around with Reddy, rapping about black power and crooked cops. His first single was making noise, but nobody really knew him yet—that incredible personality was still under wraps. Based on his looks, nobody would have thought that he would be a star, let alone become an actor, let alone win the Oscar. And Reddy, he was just a loud-mouth kid who couldn’t even dress yet, driving a Volkswagen Cabriolet. These dudes were so new, they were opening for Patra. L is getting ready to go onstage, and he needed somebody to introduce him. He was first to perform. The music came on to ‘Think Twice,’ and you could feel the crowd come alive. I had never experienced anything like that before. I just happened to be on the side of the stage, holding the microphone, and when the music came on, I decided on the spur of the moment to go out there and introduce Large. He came out and dropped it, and the crowd went bananas. His energy was unbelievable, like he was transformed from a misfit into a prophet. It felt like he was speaking directly to me, personally, and everybody in the spot felt the same way. And I kind of stayed onstage. I was like his hype man! I was backing him up, like, Smart missile to ya crew, now the beef’s cooked through.…And Large was just killing it. The energy was off the meter. It was a wrap, right there. I knew at that moment he’d be a huge star. That’s why I say that Large, rest in peace, was the greatest MC of all time.”

I didn’t say anything. It was one of my best tricks.

“You got plans for tonight?” Taylor asked.








CHAPTER 2



The sun never shone on that last room you got me, the one in Bed Stuy. I mean literally.

I had only one window down there, so lookin out, my chin is at street level. And the street ain’t but so wide, the buildings is yay tall, so e’y day the sun only hit St. James Place for about two hours. But even then the angle was wrong, so no sun rays could penetrate my basement. You know that feeling you get chillin in your crib, relaxed, just in your creative zone, you know, and a beam of sunlight drop down and you see specks of dust dancing in the air?

I bet you do, Marq. But I never had that feeling. Not since Large was here.

I met Large one night walking through the hood. This was way before he was famous, before Reddy messed e’ything up. L and his crew was posted up on the stoopsmoking blunts and drinking Private Stock. Large was wearing a leather backpack and a lumberjack-plaid hat. When I walked past, something told me to look him in the eye. Dude had magnetism. That moment changed my life. Strangers never speak in Noo Yawk, kna’m sayin? You say your name to someone on the street don’t know you, they either gonna bounce or come out with the burner. But something in L’s eyes made me tell him my name.

He asked me, “What’s your hustle?”

I told him I make beats. And he busted a freestyle right there, on the spot, straight a cappella. He was like:


Tall nigga, name of Dontay

I rap tight like turbans in Bombay

Best restaurants, the best entrées

Blow like volcanoes in the land of Pompeii…



Now you gotta remember, I done rocked wit the best. When I was like twelve, thirteen years old? I was sneakin out to watch Cold Crush Brothers in the park. I used to trek all the way up to Vyse Avenue in the Bronx to buy tapes from this Spanish kid, back in 1980 before rap was on the radio. I was scared getting off the train way up there. Them Bronx gangs would rock your knot. But I needed that hip-hop. I seen all the great ones live and in the studio. Grandmaster Caz, KRS, Rakim. These dudes is MCs, man, Masters of Ceremonies. A rapper is someone who wraps gifts. I seen KRS take out Melle Mel in a battle. I seen Supernatural versus Craig G.I been at Harlem World, the Rooftop, Disco Fever, Latin Quarter. And I got mad tapes, thanks to that Walkman you gave me back then with the microphone in it. My collection should be in a museum. That’s real talk. When hip-hop is all up in the Smithsonian in a few years, people gonna be buying my collection for millions. Don’t forget I got all my radio tapes too. Mr. Magic, Red Alert, Chuck Chillout, Teddy Ted and Special K, Marley Marl, Pete Rock’s Future Flavors, Stretch and Bobbito. That’s the real, not that Massive 99 bullshit you be listening to. Mad niggas been tryna buy my tapes but them joints is priceless.

What I’m saying is, I can recognize talent. And I ain’t never heard nobody nice as Large. So when I first heard duke do his thing like that, right off the bat? I knew it was destiny. I got my equipment, and we went down in L’s basement and recorded The Joint that night. The song was so hot, it seemed like the next day everybody knew my name. Back then I thought I was set for life. And it never woulda came to all this if Large ain’t got kilt.

Now all I got left is The Joint.

Most of the time that’s good enough. It’s like the drums chip away my pain. The melody reminds me of the man I really am. L’s voice come in strong and heavy. Tall nigga, name of Dontay…That beat I made is so simple. Just bass, rim shot, snare, high hat, and a simple loop, chopped twice. Eight bars. It came to me one night on the D train, riding back to Brooklyn over the Manhattan Bridge. I was alone in the empty last car. The Wall Street skyline looked like it was shooting rockets ofstone and light into the sky, like city fingers reaching for the stars. It’s my masterpiece. And now it’s going to help me reclaim my rightful place in hip-hop.








CHAPTER 3



Taylor’s platinum Range Rover floated down Broadway like a magic carpet. It was a warm night, early summer, so the streets were thick with bodies. Holliday’s little Audi TT was fly, the perfect size for the two of us, and we turned heads in it, especially with the top down. But this was a much different experience. Riding high above the river of pedestrians, I felt like royalty carried on a litter. As we crossed Houston Street, I watched the walkers through the tinted glass. They stared at our vehicle, seeing only their own reflections. Did they wonder who was inside this magnificent ride? I almost couldn’t believe it was me.

Taylor pressed a button on his wireless headset to answer his phone. I took the opportunity to pull out my Sidekick and text Holliday.

WE’RE GOING TO PAYDAY LIKE I THOUGHT. MEET ME THERE IN A HALF HOUR.


Holliday had a BlackBerry. She called my Sidekick a “ghetto laptop.” Holliday was like that when it came to rap—she said it degraded women and brought out the worst in the black community. She stuck to R&B and lite jazz instead.

Taylor pulled up in front of Payday, a hot spot they were always talking about on Massive 99. Directly across the narrow street was a large, boxy truck, like a UPS vehicle but painted flat black. On the side were two slitted windows, like on an armored car, which made the truck resemble a scowling face. I recognized it from Slow Creep’s music videos. They were one of my favorite groups, ever since I read an article in the Source about them years ago. Slow Creep consisted of two Brooklyn MCs, Trophy and Bizack, about my age. They met one night on the basketball court at Tillary Park in Brooklyn, where I played all the time. Their bond was cemented when, trying to scrape up enough money to record a demo, they stuck up a bread truck on Myrtle Avenue and decided to keep the vehicle. That was the very same truck, legend had it, that was parked outside Payday.

Taylor tossed his keys to the valet and knifed through the throng. “Catch the Fever!” he said to the bouncer while extending his business card. People were getting patted down but Taylor and I walked through untouched. I followed in his wake as he strode inside like LeBron James walking onto the basketball court.

Payday was half restaurant, half bar, and fully packed. The new T.I. record was blasting loud enough to make conversation difficult. The long, curved bar was shoulder to shoulder with folks wearing everything from suits to white T-shirts to miniskirts. I found myself looking at all the diamonds. Up close, the rocks were spectacular.

As we made our way to a rear table, Taylor greeted at least ten people. He introduced me to each one, the blur of names lingering in the air like incense. Bam Tammy Chris Mongo Platt Shaka Dee Ferguson Boo…They all greeted Taylor like old friends. Taylor kissed the ladies’ cheeks and gave fellas “pounds,” grasping their hands and then wrapping his free arm around their backs. Holliday called that move the “hug-shake.”

I wished she were with me. I felt uncomfortable, out of my element. We rarely went to clubs. Movies, restaurants, museums, and the gym were more our speed.

Someone pointed admiringly at Taylor’s watch. Several supplicants who were beneath introduction whipped out their Sidekicks and pushed them toward Taylor, trying unsuccessfully to get his number. The only people in the whole place I recognized were the rapper D. Rex, standing over in one corner, and Trophy and Bizack, holding court at a big table surrounded by waiters.

Taylor stopped by the table and briefly introduced me to Trophy and Bizack, which gave me a charge. I had all their albums. They gave Taylor pounds without rising from their seats and threw me a glance. They were both extremely light skinned, with identical close haircuts faded bald on the sides. Bizack had a round baby face and a thin line of barbered hair tracing his jawline. Trophy was lean, with wispy brown facial hair on a narrow Doberman face made sharper by his trademark scowl. A few seconds later, Taylor plowed straight through the crowd over to D. Rex.

“What’s good, baby?” Taylor said, giving D. Rex a pound. “That new single is banging.”

D. Rex grinned and nodded. I wasn’t a huge fan—he had too many love raps and used his South Carolina drawl as much for singing as rapping. He was walnut colored, about my height, much shorter than he looked on TV. He wore loose jeans, a tight wifebeater, a belt with a large oval buckle, and a white do-rag over tight cornrows. His muscular arms were around two beauties, both much taller than him.

“Thanks, playboy,” D. Rex said. “I just try ta do me, kna’m sayin’?”

“I’m looking forward to you performing at the Fever Fest this year. Felix said you’re confirmed.”

D. Rex’s smile faded.

“I ain’t fuckin’ with Felix like that right now. That’s real talk.”

“Word? He’s still managing you, though, right?”

“Felix Billings can kiss my black ass,” D. Rex spat.

“No problem,” Taylor said. “I hope you can get busy at the Fest again. Yo, say hi to my man Marq. He’s gonna be my newest star writer.”

D. Rex ignored me. Taylor gave him another pound and we moved on.

“Who is Felix Billings?” I asked Taylor.

“He manages a lot of artists, has his own record label,” Taylor said. “A very powerful guy.” He was interrupted by a dude wearing a headband around his tattooed neck and three terry cloth wristbands. As they spoke, I unclicked my Sidekick from my belt and messaged Holliday again.

WHERE ARE YOU?


Finally we reached a table. “I’m not going to beat around the bush,” Taylor said after we ordered twenty-seven-dollar coconut-shrimp appetizers. “You’re just what we need at the magazine right now. Ever since I started the Fever almost twenty years ago at Howard University, ever since we ushered in this new era of black culture, I had this vision of how to set the whole world on fire with passion and knowledge and entertainment. Hip-hop is poised to make that next step right now, where our visions of wealth become reality. We can expand the parameters of our magazine, the hip-hop community, our very culture, to include the Halle Berrys, the Denzels, the Shaqs. We are a broad people with diverse interests. You’re the type of journalist who understands that it’s imperative to transcend the boundaries of our culture and simultaneously deliver a black voice….”

Behind Taylor I saw a giant cross pendant, studded with at least a hundred diamonds, swinging from a long platinum bejeweled chain. I accidentally locked eyes with the owner. He pulled back his teeth in a feral grimace, startling me with a mouth full of diamond-studded platinum teeth.

“…and we do speak to our people, perhaps a little more effectively than Newsweek.”

The expression on Taylor’s smooth brown face told me it was my turn to talk.

“Newsweek has a circulation of two point three million, though.”

Taylor shifted forward in his seat. “Fever’s readership is on par with that. But the power of our readers is magnified beyond their numbers. We are the very beating heart of American culture. We are hip-hop. We are magnified by our drive, our creativity, our purpose. This is what I see in you, Marq. At the Fever you have the opportunity to penetrate to the heart of our culture. You can make a difference for the people who need it most. I’ve been trying to do certain types of stories for years, groundbreaking investigative pieces, but the editorial personnel hasn’t been up to par. Now you and I have a chance to do some award-winning work.”

“Fever’s circulation is eight hundred fifty thousand,” I said.

Taylor’s expression told me I had the advantage. “Yes, but an average of seven people reads each—”

“And you missed that number five times last year,” I interrupted. “That Big Brawls cover, the pink one, with his wife and kids? That was the killer.”

I told myself to breathe normally. I was pushing the negotiation, although I would have taken the job for subway fare and a pound from Slow Creep. I was tired of working at Newsweek, tired of being around all those stuffy people, tired of writing dumbed-down 650-word articles on hip-hop, the sound track to my life.

“But that’s all beside the point,” I said. “If you’re offering me a job, which it sounds like you are, this is the point where you make me a salary offer.”

Taylor’s features shifted into a smile. “Well, our budget for the year is already allocated, but I’ve managed to free up some money to get you on the team.”

I was making eighty-five thousand dollars at Newsweek, having recently been promoted from reporter/researcher to full-fledged writer.

“I was thinking eighty…” Taylor said. I didn’t blink.

“Maybe ninety…”

“That’s not any better than my current situation,” I said. My heart was pounding in my ears.

“Okay, I can do one hundred thousand. Final offer.”

“Plus a ten thousand signing bonus, plus a year-end bonus if you meet the benchmarks in my employment contract.”

“Contract?” Taylor briefly flashed dismay, then gave a broad smile. “No problem. Welcome to the fam.”

Champagne came. We clinked glasses and Taylor drained his. I took a healthy swallow—my first taste of Cristal. It felt light and expensive on my tongue, a long way from my usual Heineken.

A hand fell onto my shoulder. Holliday slid into the seat beside me, directly across from Taylor, and rested her briefcase on the table.

I loved to watch guys react when they first saw Holliday. Taylor’s eyes darted from her to me, back to her, then struggled not to drop to the open buttons of her white silk blouse. She was wearing a dark navy pantsuit that clung to her athletic shape and brought out the glow in her cinnamon skin. She took off her glasses, rested them atop her shoulder-length brown hair, and punched me hard in the shoulder.

“Marquis! You didn’t tell him I was coming, did you?”

“Marquis?” Taylor said, regaining his composure and raising his perfect eyebrows at me.

Holliday always called people by their given name. I went by Mark as a kid, then brought back the q when I got my first byline at my college paper. I wanted people to remember my name.

“Taylor, I’d like you to meet my attorney, Holliday Watkins.” I placed my hand on top of hers on the clean white tablecloth.

Taylor looked at our hands. “Isn’t that a conflict of interest?” he asked Holliday.

“Absolutely,” she said with a straight face. “I thought that would be appropriate for a music-industry transaction.”

Taylor looked down at her briefcase. It was by Jack Georges, shiny brown leather, wide and square at the bottom. It cost me $550 on her twenty-sixth birthday. “Would I be wrong to guess that your contract is in there, Marq?”

I grinned and poured Holliday a drink. We all clinked glasses. Taylor made small talk with Holliday until she slipped her glasses back on and started explaining the deal points in my contract. I was calculating the amount of my new monthly paycheck, minus my rent and Dontay’s allowance, when I heard the sound of glass smashing at the bar.

The hubbub of conversation died down for just an instant, leaving only Mary J. Blige’s soulful wail pouring through the sound system. Then there was an explosion of noise—chairs scraping, feet scuffling, shouts and yells and screams. A knot of men formed at the bar, the outer ring tugging and pushing futilely against the center. Someone leaped on top of the knot, a green bottle held high, and swung the bottle down with another smash. The crowd surged toward the exits. Taylor was standing up, craning his neck. I jumped on top of my chair so I could see over the fleeing crowd. The bouncers reached the knot, plunged in, and broke it apart. At the center was Trophy, a river of red cascading down his head, gripping a knife. A burly guy was holding his hand to a red stain on the stomach area of his white T-shirt, shouting at Trophy as he was dragged off by two bouncers.

“You through, son. You through!” the stabbed man shouted. “You better get your paper up ’cause it’s war, son. If y’all set foot at the Baller, y’all dead!”

Bizack appeared from nowhere and landed a huge punch on the stabbed man’s jaw. Another bouncer dragged Bizack away, kicking and cussing. The stabbed man was hustled out a side door.

Holliday pulled me down from the chair. I started to run with the herd toward the front exit, but she yanked me hard toward the kitchen.

“Taylor, this way,” I said as Holliday dragged me away, her briefcase in her other hand. Taylor followed us through the kitchen to a back door.

We emerged into an alley next to a fragrant, overflowing Dumpster. I was full of adrenaline and Holliday was breathing hard. She glared at me through her glasses, which were slightly askew on her face.

“That was really, really ghetto,” she said, looking as though she had a bad taste in her mouth.

Taylor ignored her and broke into a smile. “Welcome to the game, Marq,” he said. “I think we just found your first assignment. What’s the deal with Slow Creep?”








CHAPTER 4



Holliday didn’t say a word as she sped us through Manhattan. After the Range Rover, sitting in the tiny Audi felt as though my butt were scraping the ground. Holliday accelerated down Broadway past a Denali pumping Biggie, and the music pulled me back into Brooklyn.

It was two days ago. I was driving Holliday’s car home from a basketball game, top down, on one of those cool June afternoons when the impossibly blue sky makes the gray concrete ditch of Fulton Street seem almost cheerful. I was stopped at the corner of St. James and heard Biggie’s where Brooklyn at, where Brooklyn at emanating from a record store. And as I rolled past the store, I heard the unmistakable sound of Dontay’s cough, a deep, wet grating that seemed to recycle cupfuls of phlegm.

He was standing in front of a cloudy bodega window stacked with detergent and potato chips. Haircut six weeks old, dark skin sweaty, arguing with a skinny dude wearing a headband that squeezed the middle of his peanut-shaped dome. Dontay’s lanky frame didn’t have an ounce of extra meat, and I could see his tensed-up arm muscles in the sleeveless tee I’d bought him a few weeks back. Peanut Head dug into a pocket and flung something into Dontay’s palm.

Damn. My brother was still smoking that crack.

I wanted to punch him in his face. I doubted myself and thought of a dozen other small objects that could have just passed into my brother’s hand. Then the doubts vanished beneath a ten-year mountain of circumstantial evidence, only to creep up again as soon as the anger receded. It was so much simpler just to stay mad.

Holliday’s voice chased away the memory. We were barreling up the Brooklyn Bridge, warm evening air whispering in my ears.

“Didn’t I tell you this Fever thing was a bad idea?” she said.

A statement disguised as a question was a bad sign—she was entering lawyer mode. Holliday was a steel-trap corporate attorney, although emotionally she was tissue paper. Our first date was a year ago after being set up by mutual friends. At dinner that night she told me her father was in prison for killing her mother when she was in high school, and that she wasn’t going to talk about them again. She never did. But I could see the damage in her long silences, abrupt mood swings, and grim determination to assemble a tranquil and thoroughly average life.

“Wouldn’t the smart move be to stay at Newsweek, where your future is secure, instead of jumping into a volatile situation where you have no experience?” Holliday generally hid her vulnerabilities behind the blunt force of her logic.

“What do you mean, no experience?” We were descending the other side of the bridge, Brooklyn spread out before us in a squat, twinkling panorama.

“With these rap guys. That was crazy in there tonight! Weren’t you scared?”

Actually, I had felt the same kind of tense, invigorating excitement as when my editor chose me for a one-month stint in Iraq. I turned down the volume on Holliday’s John Legend CD.

“We talked all this over before, baby. This is the right move for me.”

“That was before people started getting stabbed.” She calmly swerved the little car from the left lane into a sharp right turn on Tillary. Holliday’s only real vice was her love of fast cars. And she drove them as if they were dent proof.

We found a parking spot up the block from our Brooklyn Heights apartment. Holliday walked ahead of me up to the third floor, hung her purse on the HOME SWEET HOME rack behind the door, and went straight into the bedroom to change.

I shrugged out of my suit jacket and retreated into my office, the smaller of our two bedrooms. After fifteen quick pull-ups on the bar at the top of the doorway, I pulled out Slow Creep’s Killer Theater CD from the shelf and sat down at my wooden desk. My Mac laptop blinked to life, and I checked allhiphop.com for anything on Slow Creep. Bingo.



Slow Creep Beefing with Label, Bidding War on Tap

By Scrap Thompson

06/03/2007 10:30 a.m.


Drama is brewing between Slow Creep and their longtime label, Pump Records, with the duo claiming free-agent status. MCs Trophy and Bizack are reportedly unhappy with the promotion of their latest CD, Fire in the Hole, which has sold only 175,000 copies in four months on shelves.

Since hitting the scene seven years ago with the classic album Killer Theater, the Creep have sold a combined 13 million units on the Pump label. But sales have been sliding amid the industry downturn, and Fire in the Hole bricked despite high-profile guest appearances by the likes of Ghostface Killah, Lil Scrappy, and 50 Cent. When Pump Records offered less than half their usual advance for their next record, the Creep balked.

“We ain’t gonna starve just because the label is out of touch with the streets,” Bizack told allhiphop.com. “We got an overseas tour this summer. After that we gonna take our new material to the How To Be A Baller convention and see who gives us the best offer.”

Sean “Diddy” Combs, Jay-Z, Tommy Daminion, Ludacris, Meyer Mahl, and Dr. Dre have all expressed interest in signing the critically acclaimed act to their respective labels. But Pump Records president Stan Ross said the group is under contract for two more albums.

“Fire in the Hole actually sold well in this new industry climate,” Ross said. “We moved a few hundred thousand ringtones and plenty of cell-phone wallpaper. But everyone has to realize that downloading has changed our business forever. Pump Records is the leader in using new technology to connect fans to their favorite artists.”

Daminion, reached by phone, hinted that the contract might not hold. “All I’m saying is me and Stan go way back,” he said. “And when I want to sign someone, I usually find a way to get it done.”



I peeked over my shoulder down the hall into the living room. Holliday was on the couch reading O, the Oprah magazine. I could tell she needed more time, so I changed into workout gear, grabbed my basketball, and slipped out the front door.

It was a five-minute dribble to the park. I’m only five foot eight, but I can play. Once I hit the empty asphalt, my body automatically began the routine: Dribble the length of the court and back five times. Sink twenty-five midrange jump shots. Now twenty-five lefty layups, twenty-five righty, twenty-five three-pointers. Last comes twenty-five free throws, the motions unconscious, leaving my mind free to ponder and plan as I stand at the line: Bounce, bounce, bounce. Breathe, bend, flick, swish. Make the last five in a row or keep shooting. Dribble back home. I could write a whole story in my head over the course of one workout. By the time I showered and fell onto the couch next to Holliday, I was ready.

She was watching the news, wearing a T-shirt and a pair of my sweatpants. Her hair was pinned on top of her head. She held the remote in her left hand and a pen in her right, poised over a legal folder open beside her on the couch.

“So it looks like Slow Creep is going to sign with someone at the How To Be A Baller convention,” I said to break the ice.

She visibly tensed, then started twirling the pen between her fingers.

“There are some bad people behind the Baller,” she said, eyes still on the TV screen.

“How can you be sure? You don’t pay any attention to hip-hop.”

“Daddy’s friends used to talk about the Baller.”

I was stunned. She had never even spoken his name. I waited eagerly to see what else she would say.

“Daddy was a drug dealer. Not a corner type of guy, but a big-time wholesaler on Long Island where we lived. He was a powerful man. People were scared of him. And at the end of every summer, he would head to Miami with all his cronies for the Baller convention.”

I moved closer to Holliday and rubbed the back of her neck as I tried to process this revelation. Whenever I pried about her past, she would slip into a depression that lasted for days. “Things have changed,” I said. “The Baller is mainstream now, corporate. Besides, I can handle the Fever. I’ve handled worse at Newsweek.”

Holliday leaned into my backrub and kept her eyes on the TV. “What is it with you and hip-hop all of a sudden?” she asked, twirling her pen. “Can’t you just listen to the radio like everyone else?”

Rap is something you do. Hip-hop is something you live.

That was from KRS-One. Rap quotes were always jumping into my head. I had learned to trust them.

“I want to be a great writer,” I said. “To do that, you have to write what you love.”

There was silence while she watched the end of her show.

Holliday clicked off the TV and pulled me on top of her. “Then what are you going to write about me?” she said, her embrace signaling surrender. I don’t know if I was more excited by the promise of her body or the Fever.








CHAPTER 5



Heads swiveled in unison when I spoke Tommy Daminion’s name in my first Fever staff meeting. I’d been working there three days.

“Are you serious?” Rosa asked. “How is he a story?”

Rosa De Leon was editor in chief, a brassy six-foot-three Dominican with heavy makeup and perfume that filled the room. She’d barely said hello to me before now. I’d done my research, so I knew she and Taylor were enemies. In the twenty years since founding the Fever, Taylor had changed editors like cuff links. Then he sold his magazine to the Versatize corporation six months ago for sixty million, staying on as CEO. Rosa was the number-two editor of another Versatize magazine, and the corporate bosses put her in charge of the Fever—over Taylor’s objections.

Taylor had wanted Willie Stripp as editor. Stripp sat glowering in a corner, chair tilted back against the wall, with black smoker’s lips and stone-serious features carved into a dark face. I’d been reading his column for years. The rest of the editorial staff lounged around the scuffed conference-room table. They were young, multicultural, attractive, and casually but carefully dressed. The cast included several sets of dreadlocks, on both men and women; a white version of 50 Cent down to the muscles and tattoos; a young male Hispanic contingent wearing extra-large, flat-brimmed baseball caps; and Rosa’s deputy, a tall light-skinned brother with a crooked hairline in the front.

None of them had gone out of their way to say hi to me. I felt alone, out of place. Just getting inside wasn’t enough—I needed to earn some respect.

“My story is about Tommy Daminion, the guy who started the How To Be A Baller music convention,” I declared. “He’s about to sign Slow Creep.”

My first day on the job I had called Pump Records. The publicist said Trophy and Bizack were out of the country. I asked to speak to Stan Ross. She took a message and I never heard back. After that I called all the people the allhiphop.com article said were trying to sign Slow Creep. None of the publicists got back to me—but I couldn’t find any number or company for one person: Tommy Daminion.

The name sounded like an alias. I called one of my frat brothers who was an NYPD detective. He didn’t want to tell me anything, since he could lose his job over leaking info. “All I need is a real name,” I insisted. He came back with Thomas Clark. I plugged that into Lexis and some online criminal databases. They revealed that Clark/Daminion had spent five years in prison on a second-degree murder conviction, then was hit with a federal narcotics distribution charge about a year after he got out. Facing a life sentence, he went on the run and evaded authorities for six years. While on the lam he started the Baller convention and released three hit albums under his Daminion Entertainment label. He was finally captured a year ago and was now jailed downtown, awaiting sentencing.

“But what does he have new?” Rosa demanded, removing a chunk of pineapple from a heaping fruit plate with long, light pink fingernails. “He got any music coming out?”

“He’s not even out. Of jail, that is,” I said. “But he’s still gonna sign Slow Creep at the Baller.” That last part was an exaggeration, but I had to sell this story.

“They’re signed to Stan Ross at Pump Records,” Rosa said. “How can Daminion sign them?” She leaned back and lifted her feet onto the table. They were shod in giant pink and gray Nikes. I saw a few people exchange glances.

“Because Daminion has Mrs. Ross locked up in his basement,” someone said. The room busted out laughing and conversation bubbled to life.

“Yo, you remember that time at the Baller with Dark?”

“You wasn’t even there, son.”

“But remember what they said? Dark was producing a session with like twenty dudes in the room. Daminion came in and told everybody to turn around and face the wall, then pistol-whipped Dark half to death for selling a piece of his production money to another manager.”

“What you mean, sold his production money?”

“You know how these broke producers do. Take fifty, sixty grand up front in exchange for a percentage of whatever they make. And the whole time Daminion is smashing Dark in the face, he’s saying, ‘My contracts don’t end. Ever.’”

I had assembled a thick manila folder documenting Daminion’s legal history. But none of my facts carried the weight of that one story.

“Maybe we could write about how Daminion got Large shot up,” someone said.

A tremor cascaded down my spine. This was something new. I fell in love with Large’s music back when my brother produced a record for him, before L was famous. The song even got a little write-up in the Fever way back then. After that I bought every record, single, and mixtape Large put out. What really grabbed me was the way he condemned drugs and drug dealing. I was just starting to confront Dontay’s addiction at the time, and Large made me feel as though someone sympathized with my situation. My first Newsweek byline came when Large survived five bullets in a robbery attempt outside Junior’s restaurant in Brooklyn. And my first cover story was after Large was killed at the premiere of the Dark Alliance movie.

I thought I knew everything there was to know about Large. But I had never heard Tommy Daminion’s name mentioned in connection with him before.

“Daminion ain’t shoot Large. That’s just Internet rumors.”

“Daminion was the one who invited Large to Junior’s. Maybe Daminion got tired of Large talking about how hustlers be killing the ghetto. It was a setup. How else would the shooter know he was at Junior’s?”

“Nigga, he’s Large! The biggest celebrity in Brooklyn! A thousand cats coulda saw him go in there and just waited for him to come out.”

“All I know is the streets don’t lie,” murmured the white 50 Cent.

That’s when Willie Stripp leaned forward in his chair, the front legs hitting the floor with a bang.

“Whatchu know about the streets? Ain’t you from Connecticut?” Stripp said.

White 50 turned red. “Fairfield is right next to Bridgeport—”

“And Rosa,” Stripp interrupted, turning toward the head of the table, “why don’t you stop frontin’ on the Daminion story in the first place? You just scared to keep it real.”

Rosa’s mascaraed eyes narrowed. “I’m never scared to keep it real,” she said. “But only when it’s in the best interests of our readers.”

Stripp turned toward me with a scowl. The whites of his eyes were yellow. “I been telling these fools we need to do a story called ‘There’s One on Every Payroll.’ All these labels got gangsters for hire. Mafia, gang members, felons, whatever. It’s like nuclear weapons. You don’t wanna use ’em. But you gotta have ’em.”

Rosa popped open a can of Sprite. “Look, this ain’t Don Diva magazine,” she said, slurping. “Don’t get it twisted.”

“But we can freak it like they can’t, though!” Stripp was so excited, he rose from his seat. “They say hip-hop journalism is dead—I’ll show y’all some journalism. Y’all talking ’bout a hip-hop history issue. Yeah, give Kool Herc ’n’ Bambaataa n’em they props. But you got to give props to the game. This rap game was made by hustlas. But y’all don’t know. Can anybody here name the first rap record?”

“‘Rapper’s Delight,’ son.”

“Wrong, son. That was the second one, on Sugarhill Records, which was distributed by Morris Levy, who was an associate of the Gigante Mafia family, the crazy bathrobe Chin and his priest brother. Levy was one of the all-time biggest crooks of the record biz—he snatched publishing like they snatched chains back in the day. And he had the Birdland club too—took it from a guy with debts to the Gigantes. But Levy did the second record. The first rap record was put out by Garry Ross, who’s connected to dozens of mobsters across the country. Garry’s dad, Steven, was a major mob figure, a top guy.

“And,” Stripp said, pausing to remove a cigar from the breast pocket of his navy blazer, “Garry’s son, Stan Ross, owns Pump Records.”

There was silence.

“What the fuck are you talking about,” Rosa said.

The room broke up laughing. Stripp’s face could have cut glass. He laced Rosa with a glare and stalked out.

“This has been another public-service announcement from Willie Stripp,” Rosa said, imitating Stripp’s gravelly voice. “In our next installment, we will analyze DNA recovered from the knife Young Buck used in the Vibe Awards stabbing.”

The laughter was uproarious, and Rosa basked in it.

“Marq, about that Daminion article,” she said when the noise died down. “Unless you get an interview, you can forget about it.”
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