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A superstar in urban lit, Essence bestselling author Danielle Santiago concludes her gripping Harlem trilogy with a sizzling, streetwise novel about an all-female drug cartel.

Twenty-year-old Arnessa didn’t grow up on the streets. But when her mentally ill mother abandons her and her older brother is murdered, Arnessa has no choice but to hustle just to keep herself and her little sister alive.

Kisa “Kane” Montega and Kennedy took a break from the game. They’d built a drug empire in Harlem and were living comfortably off its rewards. Kisa now has a wonderful marriage, two beautiful children, and lives in a stunning home on the outskirts of Charlotte. Her cousin Kennedy has spent two years away from the volatile music industry, focusing on her children and building a solid foundation with her rap star fiancé, Chaz. But in spite of their successes, both Kisa and Kennedy are gravitating back to their old ways. They miss Harlem, the money, and the game all together.

After a chance meeting, Kane and Kennedy recruit Arnessa as a partner in their cartel. They teach her the ropes and reestablish their control in Harlem. Yet, the bigger their empire grows, the more haters they have to contend with—and the more each one of them stands to lose.

Sexy, suspenseful, and unflinching, Danielle Santiago’s Allure of the Game gives fans exactly what they’ve been hoping for—a deeply satisfying conclusion to an unforgettable trilogy, packed with insight into the mean streets she knows so well.
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This book is dedicated to the newest edition to my family,
Madison Carter Cofield.

And to

Charlotte’s finest James “Bro Waheed” Hood—RIP—you are
truly and forever missed.


We all hustlers, in love with the same thang.

—Sean “Jay-Z” Carter, “Allure”
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At 6:00 AM Arnessa slowly rolled out of bed, not completely rested. The thought of the monthly bills was enough motivation to get her rolling. The old wooden floor creaked under her feet as she walked toward the bathroom, still half asleep. Through the door, Arnessa could hear the shower. The sound of the running water only made her bladder throb. She burst into the bathroom even though she knew her little sister, Cenise, hated it when her privacy was invaded. Immediately, Cenise yelled over the shower curtain, “Can’t you wait till I’m finished? Damn!”

Arnessa was too excessively focused on using the toilet to respond. It felt so good to let the urine out; she could feel her bladder contracting as it emptied. “No, I cannot wait my turn,” she snapped as she flushed the toilet, which caused the shower water to turn cold.

Cenise shrieked from the instant chill on her skin, “Nessa, I’ma fuck you up when I get outta here.”

“Yeah, whateva. Watch your mouth, little girl.”

Back in her bedroom, Arnessa pressed play on the CD player that sat on her dresser. Jay-Z’s In My Lifetime Vol. 1 pumped through the speakers. She bopped her head and rapped along with the lyrics as she went through the pockets of the beige Woolrich parker she’d worn the night before. She pulled out a wad of cash that totaled a little over $4,000. Sitting on the edge of the bed, Arnessa counted and separated the bills. She put $1,300 to the side and divided the remaining three Gs into $1,000 stacks. Arnessa folded each one and wrapped them in baby blue rubber bands.

Reaching into the back of her closet, Arnessa pulled out a Timberland box filled to the brim with one-thousand-dollar stacks all fastened with the same baby blue rubber bands. She closed the box, placed it back in the closet, and pulled out another Timberland box that was half full with stacks of money also fastened with rubber bands. She tossed the three new stacks into that box and put it back in its place.

Scanning the closet, Arnessa tried to figure out which of her many sweatsuits she would put on. Some that she’d never worn still had tags hanging from the sleeves, and others were in plastic bags fresh from the cleaner’s. She grabbed a big black plastic shopping bag with MONY’S emblazoned in gold across the front. From the floor, she pulled out a beige Lady Enyce suit and threw it across the bed. Arnessa opened the top dresser drawer, took out a cream thermal set and a lace bra-and-panty set from Victoria’s Secret. One would never guess that under Arnessa’s boyish attire were the softest and frilliest underwear. She loved girly things, but she always felt the need to hide them, given her line of work.

After a quick shower, Arnessa rubbed lotion over her entire body. She sprayed her favorite fragrance, Happy, behind her knees, on the back of her neck, and behind each ear. Arnessa slipped on her thermals and put on her jogging pants, then exited her room, trying to catch Cenise before she left for school. “Yo, Neesie,” Arnessa called out.

“I’m in the kitchen,” Cenise responded as she stood over the counter eating a bowl of Farina.

“Here’s the money for your tuition,” Arnessa said, laying a stack of thirteen one-hundred-dollar bills next to Cenise’s bowl. “As you know, a G is for the school, and three hundred is your pocket money for the week. And a week is seven days, not five. So make it last.”

“Don’t I always.”

“If you did, I wouldn’t be telling you now.”

Rolling her eyes, Cenise continued eating.

Arnessa opened the refrigerator, “I’m leaving for Baltimore in a little while. I’ll be back late tonight. If you want to have company, Nomie is the only person allowed in here while I’m gone.”

“Why is Nomie the only one of my friends that can come over?”

“’Cause I said so. Now stop questioning me.”

“You know, you’re not my mother.”

“I’m the closet thing you got!” Arnessa snapped, slamming the refrigerator door closed, “You little ungrateful bitch, and if you want your mother, go find her crazy ass and see if she wants you! If she even gave half a fuck about us, she would be here.” Arnessa got in her sister’s face. Looking into Cenise’s eyes was like looking into her own. The slanted shape of them was the only sign that they were sisters.

Rebellion flickered in Cenise, but she held it in while Arnessa continued to rip into her with her words. “I’m out here throwing bricks at the penitentiary so you can have nice shit and go to the best schools, and all you know how to do is get fresh at the mouth. I should have let BCW take you when they came three years ago!” Completely pissed, Arnessa retreated to her bedroom.

Cenise just stood there, unable to move, trying hard to fight off the oncoming tears. Slowly, she moved her feet, grabbed her book bag, and left for school, crying all the way.

Arnessa refused to cry as she dug into a bag in the bottom of her closet. It seemed like the more she did for Cenise, the less Cenise appreciated her. She pulled out six neatly wrapped eight balls of crack and stuffed them into the inside pockets of her coat. Arnessa threw the coat back across the bed and went back into the kitchen. Opening the freezer, she pulled out a box of frozen broccoli. She opened the box and poured out what looked like six little fat carrot pieces. The little pieces were actually heroin balloons. They were wrapped in an orange plastic coating that made them undetectable to X-ray machines. Arnessa stacked them together, then wrapped them in duct tape, creating a penis-like shape.

Walking into the bathroom, Arnessa reached into her pocket and pulled out a Durex condom. She ripped open the wrapper with her teeth, slid the condom over the balloons, and tied a neat little knot at the end of the rubber. After lubricating the condom with K-Y Jelly, Arnessa pulled her pants down and squatted. Slowly, she pushed the package into her vaginal opening. Her inner walls were unusually tight due to her sexual inactivity. Boofing heroin was not one of Arnessa’s hustles; as a matter of fact, she hated it. Even with the lubricant, the hardness of the package made the ordeal slightly painful. I’ma fuck Tash fat ass up for this one.

Tasha was Arnessa’s favorite boofer and technically her only. The girl could put almost three hundred grams at one time in her oversized vagina, which was always wide open because she’d been the biggest broke whore uptown. She and Arnessa had met through a mutual friend two years earlier. At the time Tasha had been eighteen, with four kids, four different deadbeat baby daddies, and no viable income. Initially, Arnessa thought Tasha was the slut of all sluts.

As the two spent more time around each other, Arnessa began to understand that Tasha was a victim of her environment. Arnessa loved Tasha’s realness and the fact that no matter what anyone thought of her, Tasha was always herself. About six months after they were introduced, Arnessa and Tasha had forged a bulletproof bond. Helping Tasha the only way she knew how, Arnessa gave her a job bagging up. A year and a half later, when Arnessa started selling heroin to a few dudes out in Baltimore and D.C., Tasha went from bagger to professional boofer.

It didn’t matter how tight they were at the moment, Tasha was at the top of Arnessa’s shit list. Small beads of sweat began forming on Arnessa’s nose as she continued to struggle with the dope. Her phone conversation with Tasha the previous night replayed in her head. “Why in the fuck would you make an abortion appointment for tomorrow when you know Wednesday is a B-more day?” Arnessa asked angrily.

“That’s the first available appointment that they had.”

“Can’t you go on Thursday?”

“No.”

“And why not?”

“’Cause Thursday will be the first day of my second trimester, and you know they don’t do abortions past three months no more.”

Becoming more irritated than she already was, Arnessa said, “Let me ask you this, if you knew all along that you were not having the baby, what sense did it make to wait all the way till the third month.”

“Nessa, you know in the beginning that nigga was saying he wanted me to have it. I didn’t even decide to have one until he started tripping two weeks ago.”

“How about from now on you use condoms so you won’t find yourself back up on the chopping block again? Isn’t this like your eighth abortion anyway? You better stop using that shit as birth control before they be taking your ass out that clinic in a body bag,” Arnessa said unapologetically before slamming the phone closed.

“There it is,” Arnessa said aloud, her thoughts returning to the present as she finally got the dope situated comfortably inside of her. Arnessa adjusted her clothes and exited the restroom.

Brisk, cold air smacked Arnessa in the face as she stepped out onto the stoop of her building. At 8:00 AM, Harlem was already alive and running. Parents were walking their kids to school; good citizens were going to work; construction workers hammered away; and fiends were searching for their next hit. Arnessa walked down to the corner bodega where Super Dave was waiting for her.

At six feet five, Super Dave’s lanky body towered over Arnessa’s five-foot-four frame. Twelve years earlier Dave had been a living legend. He had been the king of the Rucker. Dave had a crossover that would smash Allen Iverson’s famous cross. To see him take off from the baseline and slam the ball into the basket was a thing of beauty. Dave was such a great player that he was encouraged by many to enter the NBA draft straight out of high school. Instead of going pro, he opted to attend the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, one of the hundreds of colleges that had been recruiting him.

After completing his freshmen year, Dave returned to New York for summer break. As usual he wowed the crowds in the park who’d come to see him play. One night after a game, Dave’s closest friend introduced him to a high that he would never be able to shake. The high was Southeast Asian heroin, the most potent type of heroin. That fall when Dave returned to school, he was unable to get the monkey off his back. After failing to pass several NCAA-issued drug tests and flunking all of his classes, Dave lost his scholarship. He returned to Harlem, no longer a legend of Holcombe Rucker Park, now just a legendary fiend.

He was one of few dope addicts whom Arnessa employed to move crack in certain areas where young block boys would be too obvious. Arnessa approached Dave, who was waiting on the corner, and quickly embraced him, slipping him the six eight balls. “That was six that I just gave you. Give two to Monica and two to Robin.”

“Wh-wh-why that’s all we gettin? I need to make my rent money.”

“Yeah right, Dave, cut it out. Your girl get section eight man. I’m going out of town. When y’all finish, hit Tash so she can get that money.”

Dave nodded his head, “Okay.”

“Yo, Dave, I’m serious. Get that money to Tash. Don’t play wit’ me, or it’s going to be problems. I’m being nice letting y’all eat while I’m away.”

With that, Arnessa walked on down the block where she spotted her homeboy Ugie and a few dudes fully enthralled in a game of c-lo. “You niggas got problems.” Arnessa said, laughing as she stopped behind the circle of gamblers.

“Yo, what up, Nessa?” the guys said almost in unison.

“It’s too early in the morning for dice.”

“It’s neva too early to take nigga’s money,” Ugie said, turning to face her. He put his closed fist by her mouth. “Now blow on these dice, and give daddy some good luck.”

“Nigga, please,” Arnessa replied, playfully pushing his hand away then suddenly jerking her head in the direction of the screeching tires on the navy van that was coming toward her. What the fuck? Before the van came to a complete stop, three men—one black, one Puerto Rican, and one white—jumped out with their guns drawn. All three had their badges hanging around their necks. Fuckin’ TNT early in the fucking morning, damn, Arnessa thought. She felt like kicking herself.

“You good, law-abiding citizens know the drill,” the white cop said with an evil smile plastered across his face. “Hands on your heads. You too, sweet thing,” he said to Arnessa.

She did as she was told. The Puerto Rican cop began patting her down. “Aren’t you supposed to call a female officer to search me?”

“‘Aren’t you supposed to call a female officer to search me?’” he mimicked. “Don’t worry, I won’t touch you inappropriately.” He cuffed her wrists behind her back then slowly ran his hand across her butt. Arnessa turned and glared at him. He winked his eye and smirked.

“Fuck you,” she spat.

The officer laughed as he threw her in the van along with all the guys. Ugie looked over at her, “Why you looking stressed? Ain’t nobody dirty. They just gonna hit us with a gambling charge. We’ll all get bail and be out in a few hours … unless you got warrants.”

“I’m straight,” she lied.

“Binds, Arnessa,” the short brown-skinned female officer yelled.

Arnessa quickly jumped up as the officer unlocked the door. “Yes.”

“You can go.”

Arnessa quickly exited the cell. What she thought was going to be a few hours in jail had turned into twelve. She quickly collected her property and left the building. Outside in the extremely cold evening air, Tasha waited for her friend while taking long slow drags from her Newport. Her long brown shearling was no match for the icy winds that were blowing, but she had to have a smoke in order to keep her nerves intact. Tasha took her last drag, flicked the butt onto the sidewalk, and turned to walk back in the building when she saw Arnessa coming out. “Yo, Nessa,” she yelled out. “Over here.”

“You slow as hell, b. What da fuck took you so long? They almost put me on a bus to the island.”

“Couldn’t you at least have said thanks before you start spazzin’?”

“Hell no! If they would’ve caught me with this shit inside of me, I would’ve been done.”

“Look, don’t start with your mouth. And I paid your bail over three hours ago.”

“You used some of that money from Dave?”

“Nah, he never called, and Rhonda said he never came through with their work. I did collect money from everybody else, though.”

Arnessa rolled her eyes, “I knew he was gon’ play me. Did you call B-more and let them know the deal?”

“Yeah, I told him I’ll make the trip tomorrow.”

“That’s what’s up. Let’s get a cab. My day is a wrap now. I just want to lay down.”

“What about Dave?”

“I’ll deal with him when I see him.”
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On one of the coldest nights of the winter, Kisa “Kane” Montega was dressed in her pink silk pajamas and a full-length mahogany mink coat. She sat quietly in a chair by her tarp-covered swimming pool drinking Rémy from a whiskey glass. Why am I not happy? she thought to herself while looking at the lavish home where she resided with her husband, Sincere, and two children. There was something about the fifty-five-hundred-square-foot, six-bedroom house with all the works that just didn’t feel like home. Home was the twenty-eight-hundred-square-foot town house she’d sold back in Fort Lee, New Jersey. Home was actually the fast-paced rhythm of Harlem, USA.

Harlem, the very place she’d been robbed and beaten while pregnant. New York City, the place where her child had been kidnapped and she had been shot. Yet it still held millions of wonderful memories. The place shaped her style and formed her attitude. Kisa hated leaving Harlem behind, but it was a move that she couldn’t avoid. All the chaos that preceded her relocation to Charlotte was too much to deal with while she was pregnant with her son. The police suspected her involvement in her sister’s homicide but were never able to prove it.

Shea’s death had been another unavoidable event in Kisa’s past. No one had hated Kisa more than Shea. Her hate for Kisa was born out of pure unadulterated jealousy. Unable to control her envy, Shea set Kisa up to be robbed while Kisa had been pregnant with her first child, her daughter Kai. A year and a half later, Shea had Kai kidnapped and held for ransom. At that point, Shea had signed her own death certificate.

Kisa sat in the back of her modern brick home longing for the city where she’d almost lost it all. She took one last sip from her glass and stood up but fell right back into the chair. I must’ve drank a little too much, she laughed to herself. Once again, she stood, this time slowly, and walked across the backyard with the tail of her coat dragging over the frozen blades of grass behind her.

Sincere watched his wife from the kitchen window as she approached the house. He walked over and opened the back door. “Baby, what are you doing up?” Kisa asked, slightly startled.

“Christen woke me up when he couldn’t find you.”

“Is he okay?”

“Yeah, he’s good. Just wanted some juice. He’s back upstairs in the bed already. What’s up with you, though?”

Kisa turned her back to him and reset the house alarm, “I’m good, sweetie. Come on, let’s go back to bed. The couple walked through the family room into their huge sunken master bedroom. Sincere helped his wife remove her coat and laid it over the loveseat across from their bed. Kisa climbed into the middle of the king-sized bed and slid beneath the covers. Sincere got behind her and spooned her body, wrapping his arms around her. “Kane,” he whispered.

“Yes, baby?”

“Turn around.”

Kisa turned over on her side to face her husband.

“I love you.”

“And I love you, Sincere.”

“Then tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I told you, it’s really nothing.”

“It’s really nothing? Come on, Kisa, this is me. I know everything about you. Vodka is your party drink. When you want to relax, you have a glass of wine. The only time you drink Rémy is when you’re depressed or when something’s bothering you. So spit it out, sweetheart.”

Kisa smiled at her husband’s knowledge of her. “Okay, I know this may sound a little crazy, but I really miss New York.”

“How you miss it? We’re there at least twice a month.”

“I miss living there—as soon as I arrive, it’s business. By time I get everything at the spa in order, it’s time for us to get back on the plane; I never have any time to enjoy myself. I’m going to end up selling the spa just like the salon. To tell the truth, I really miss Harlem. I want to move back.”

“I really miss the City too, I’ve been thinking about moving back.”

Kisa propped up, “You have?”

“Yeah, but I didn’t think you’d want to go back. Not to mention your parents are so happy to have the kids here.”

“Christen and Kai are another reason I want to go back. I want them to grow up somewhere with a lot of cultural diversity.”

“Quit playing, girl, Charlotte got diversity. You just miss Eisani.”

Kisa did miss Eisani very much. The pair were as close as two could possibly be. They were first cousins by blood relation, but by definition they were sisters. Kisa and Eisani were often mistaken for twins. Both girls had light skin, with bodacious figures that boasted tiny waistlines and wide hips. They even shared the same warm brown eyes and wore their hair in a similar long layered cut. Kisa’s hair was the color of cinnamon while Eisani’s was light brown with platinum and blond streaks. Ever since they were eighteen the two had been completely inseparable, and if you crossed one, knowingly or unknowingly, you crossed the other.

Eisani had lain low in Charlotte for a while with Kisa until the Shea scandal blew over. That didn’t last long, though, because Harlem was the only home for her. She didn’t give two fucks about the accusations that she and Kisa had played a role in Shea’s death. Honestly, she had nothing to do with Shea’s death, nor had she been present when it went down. Eisani was simply guilty by her association with Kisa.

Playfully, Kisa hit Sincere with a pillow. “I’m serious, Sin.”

“Admit it, though, you really miss Eisani too.”

“True.”

“That’s all you had to say. I hate that Butta’s been home for a month and I’ve only seen him once.”

“I thought he was coming down to visit for a while.”

“Man, Butta trying to get that paper right now.” Sincere smiled, thinking of his brother.

“So it’s official, we’re moving back?” Kisa asked, a sly smile on her face.

“We can move back, but what about the spa you have here, and the store?”

“The store is basically my mother’s anyway, and Ashley does a great job running the spa. Besides, the New York spa makes triple what the one here does.”

“Aight, baby girl, when you wanna do this?”

“I want to wait till after Kennedy’s wedding, so like four or five months.”

“That’s straight.”

“Sincere, do you think it’s okay for us to go back?”

“Kisa, it doesn’t matter where we’re at, we can never be too relaxed. But you let me worry about things like that. While you concentrate on taking care of this.” He looked down at his swollen dick.

“I always take care that.” Kisa climbed atop of him, running her hands across his chest as she leaned forward and began kissing his neck. Sincere unbuttoned her pajama top, exposing her voluptuous breasts and hard nipples. He cupped each one, massaging them gently. Kisa let her top fall onto the bed leaving her nude from the waist up. Sincere pull her pants down as far as he could with her straddling him. She rolled off onto her side, allowing him to pull them all the way off. After assisting him in removing his own pants, she climbed back on, and just as he was about to enter her, their bedroom door swung open.

“Daddy, I had a nightmare,” their seven-year-old daughter Kai whined, rubbing her eyes.

Sincere’s dick went limp immediately. Kisa scrambled to cover their bodies with the comforter, “Kai, you know you’re supposed to knock when the door is closed!” Kisa fussed.

Totally ignoring Kisa, Kai asked, “Daddy, can I stay in here, I’m scared.”

“Go lay on the couch for a few minutes. Mommy and Daddy need to finish talking. Close the door behind you.”

“Okay, Daddy.”

“I’ma hurt that lil’ fresh-ass girl one day, trying to act like she didn’t hear me talking to her.” Kisa rolled her eyes while quickly throwing her pajamas back on.

“Stop being jealous ’cause she’s a daddy’s girl.” Sincere grinned.

Kisa cut her eyes at him, “And you need to correct her when she does that shit.”

“Kane, didn’t my mom say she just going through a phase.”

“Phase, my ass … and it’s like she got damn radar that goes off every time we ’bout to fuck. She always coming in here with her shoulder pads on ready to block.”
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Heads turned as they always did as Kennedy entered Maggiano’s Italian restaurant. At five feet eight and well toned, she was strikingly beautiful. Her blond extensions hung to the middle of her back, totally complementing her light-brown skin. Quite a few men drooled as her dark beige mini–sweater dress hugged her body, accentuated by her camel-colored wedge-heeled boots. They looked on lustfully as she made her way up the stairs to the second level where Kisa was seated. “Hey, cuz, what it do?” Kennedy greeted Kisa with a hug before taking her seat.

“Ain’t nothin’, mama, just waiting on your slow butt so I can order. I should’ve known you were out in the mall shopping,” Kisa told her, looking at the Neiman Marcus bags that Kennedy placed on the chair next to her.

“I sure was, but don’t act like you wasn’t either, ’cause when I went in Bob Ellis, the saleslady told me that you had just left out of there.” Kennedy laughed, picking up her menu, “So, what’s going on? What’s the big news?”

“We’re moving back to New York,” Kisa answered.

Kennedy looked up from her menu, “When?”

“After your wedding.”

Kisa’s news caught Kennedy off guard. She’d thought Kisa was going to tell her that she was pregnant or something. Kennedy would’ve been happy to hear anything except that Kisa was leaving her. They’d grown really close over the last two years. Much like Kisa, Kennedy left New York amid controversy after more than a few traumatic experiences.

When she was eighteen, Kennedy’s boyfriend had been killed execution style while she lay in bed next to him. When she was twenty-one, her cousin Nina, whom she was extremely close to, had died in Kennedy’s arms after receiving a severe beating from her abusive boyfriend, Cream. By twenty-two, Kennedy had met her now fiancé, Chaz, a bona fide hip-hop star. After rapping on one of his songs, Kennedy got a chance to become a rap star herself.

Living out her dreams in the treacherous music industry hadn’t proved easy for her, though. An old relationship between her and a rapper named Hassan sparked a beef between Chaz and Hassan that played out in the media. Added to that, Kennedy had gotten her face sliced open during a fight with Ria, the insane mother of Chaz’s children. Not to mention that she had also been arrested by federal agents at her own album release party. But nothing could compare to the near-fatal stabbing of Chaz or the loss of the twin babies who died in her womb because of a brutal beating she’d sustained.

Kennedy suffered a massive breakdown soon after the loss of the twins. Leaving Chaz and the music behind, she moved to Charlotte, where, under the careful eye of her beloved grandmother, Big Ma, Kennedy was able to heal completely. A year later Chaz had moved to Charlotte, and the pair had rekindled their relationship. Now at twenty-five, all of the demons that had long haunted Kennedy were behind her. She was also on the verge of publishing her first novel based on her experiences.

Kisa sensed that her news bothered Kennedy. “Are you disappointed that I’m going back?”

“No, cuzin, not at all. I mean, I’m happy for you … it just seems like the people I’m closest to outside of Chaz will all be living six hundred miles away.”

“Do you ever think about moving back?” Kisa inquired.

“All the time. You know how much I love Harlem. Shit, I’m Harlem made, born, and bred.” She smiled charmingly, then her smile faded. “I can tell Chaz really misses New York, although he’s there a few times a month. I know he hates being so far away from his daughters, his mother, and his sister.”

“Has he ever asked you to move back?”

“No, he would never, with all the shit that happened. I haven’t told Chaz, but writing the book was like therapy. It made me realize I want to record another CD. I would definitely move back up top for that.”

“That’s what’s up.” Kisa exclaimed, truly happy that Kennedy was even considering doing music again. She’d witnessed firsthand the shell that Kennedy had become after her breakdown. Seeing her cousin come back to life made Kisa’s heart swell.

“There’s something else I haven’t shared with Chaz,” Kennedy confessed.

“And what is that?”

“Brian has been calling me.”

“Jordan’s daddy?” Kisa quizzed.

“Yes.” Kennedy rolled her eyes, disgusted just by the mention of her son’s father’s name. To Kennedy, he was a bum-ass loser. When he’d found out she was pregnant, he’d cursed her out as if she were a common stranger on the street. Kennedy took his reaction in stride, although it had been painful, and she was deeply hurt. She shed a few tears for a day or two, then never looked back. Until Chaz had come along, she had been mother and father to Jordan.

“What the fuck did that sorry bastard want? And how the fuck did he get your number?” Kisa questioned, her lips twisted to the side. To Kisa, there wasn’t anything worse than a man who didn’t claim or take care of his children.

“His mom called my mom and got my number, like two or three weeks ago. The first time he called he was talking ’bout how he ready to meet Jordan. Before I hung up on him, I told him, ‘My son is almost five years old, you’ve never bothered to meet him; besides that, he has a father, so don’t call no fuckin’ more.’ Yo, Kane, I was so heated.”

“I bet you were.”

“Well, I ended up talking to him after he kept calling and calling.”

“What’s his story?” Kisa asked, taking a bite of her Caesar salad.

“Oh girl, I had to get the violins out for his tale. First he told me how he never knew his own father, and the whole time he was locked up he felt so bad about the way he did me and his child.”

“Not knowing his father was all the more reason he should’ve been there for Jordan from day one,” Kisa added.

“Exactly, then I told him if you thought about the bullshit you did so much, how come you just calling and you been home for two years.”

“What did he say?”

“Some shit about he had to get back on his feet so when he met his son he’d be correct.”

“So you gon’ let Jordan meet him?”

Kennedy bit a piece of olive oil–dipped bread and chewed while she thought about her answer. “Yeah, I’ma let ’em meet. I’d be wrong if I kept Jordan from ever knowing his real father. I don’t want to be the reason he never meets him. That would be spiteful. One thing I try not to do is hold grudges. Life’s too short for that.”


[image: image]

A day after her release Arnessa entered a small dimly lit bar on Eighth Avenue. From inside it was hard to tell that the sun was shining brightly on the other side of the windowless door.

Like quite a few establishments uptown, it was often referred to as a coke-head bar. Arnessa scanned the room for her mentor, Black Rap. She spotted him seated at the bar. Rap and Arnessa’s older brother, Deon, had been best friends. Together, the two of them had made plenty of money slanging yayo, right up until the day Deon had been murdered. Witnessing his best friend’s brutal murder was enough to make Rap leave the game behind.

Against Rap’s advice, Arnessa picked up where Deon left off. Prior to his death, Deon had been the financial backbone of a single-mother home. Unlike Rap, Deon spent more than he saved. He’d also chosen to stash his money in the home of three not-so-trustworthy females. The day that he died, those females had kept the cash as their own. His main girl, Chanel, was the only one of three who had given Deon’s family any of his money. Nevertheless, she surely didn’t deserve a medal, because all Chanel had given his mother, Maria, was thirty thousand out of the one hundred ninety-seven thousand dollars that he’d kept at her house.

In the months after Deon’s death, Maria grieved harder than when he’d initially been murdered. Grief and severe depression took over her life. The loss of her oldest child, her only son, was too much for her to bear. Even her daughters became nothing to her but a constant reminder of her sweet Deon. Maria barely said anything to Arnessa or Cenise, which was horrible for fourteen-year-old Cenise. All she wanted was some attention from her mother, especially since she hadn’t come to terms with losing her brother.

So one day during the spring of Arnessa’s senior year in high school, Arnessa came home to find Maria gone. She knew her mother wasn’t coming back when she checked Maria’s bedroom. All of Maria’s clothes, jewelry, and toiletries were missing. She didn’t care, since Maria had long stopped being a mother to them anyhow.

At an early age Arnessa had been taught by Deon to be strong, even when facing fear or danger. With that train of thought, Arnessa made the decision to do what she needed to do in order to take care of herself and Cenise. So Arnessa put her college dreams on hold and entered the game feet-first.

* * *

“What up, Rap?” Arnessa took a seat next to him at the bar.

“Ain’t shit, ain’t shit.” He smiled. Rap was such a real good-looking dude. He had the prettiest dark skin, and at five feet ten inches he had a lovable stocky frame. Arnessa always jokingly called him Gerald Levert. He and his wife, Jess, were always there when Arnessa or Cenise needed them. “I heard TNT grabbed your little ass yesterday morning.”

“Luckily, I’d just unloaded some work before they grabbed me. So they was only able to hit me wit’ a bullshit gambling charge.”

“Don’t look at the charge. Look at the bigger picture.”

“What bigger picture, Rap?”

“Nessa, you already know your name is ringing bells in the streets. You on the police’s radar, and before yesterday they didn’t have your prints, your mug shot, or your name in the system. Now they got it all. Even if the charge don’t stick, you in the system now.”

“How I’m on they radar like that? I keep it simple and low—no jewels, no cars.”

“Come on, Nessa, in the last two years you’ve taken over a lot of territory with Eugie and his wild-ass boys behind you. You got niggas noticing you that you don’t even know about. They see you, a chick, getting money the way you are. A lot of niggas is not feeling that shit. That’s all it takes for one of them faggots to run to the jakes and drop a dime on you.”

Arnessa spun around, leaning her back against the bar, “I also lost my muscle for a while … maybe forever!”

“How?”

“Man, they kept Eugie. He got an attempted murder charge out in Hampton, Virginia.”

“Where is Cee and Nick?”

“On the run from the same charge.” Signs of defeat were beginning to surface on her face. “It’s only a matter of time before Suef start aiming at my blocks again, now that I don’t have no real fire power behind me.” Just the mentions of Suef’s name could fuck up Arnessa’s day. To her, he was a low-life derelict who’d made a come-up when the leader of his crew got knocked and sentenced to life. Now he was running through Harlem, ruthlessly taking over blocks on some get down or lay down shit. He’d tried coming at Arnessa’s territory, but it wasn’t going down that easy with Eugie and his trigger-happy finger backing her up.

Rap took a shot of Hennessy and looked over at her. “You making good paper moving that boy to them dudes out in B-more?”

“The money down there is love.”

“Why don’t you just give up them blocks, get that B-more paper then?”

Staring at the ceiling, Arnessa contemplated Rap’s advice. At the moment she felt down, but she wasn’t out. Since she was a little girl she’d had a defiant streak that was hard to suppress. “Nah, Rap, I can’t just relinquish my shit to that fuck boy like that. Nah, my dude, I’m not going out like that.”

“You just like your brother, yo,” Rap commented while rubbing his chin with finger, a sure sign that he was cooking up an idea in his mind. “I think I might have a solution to your problem.”

“And that is?”

“My peoples just came home a minute ago; he a real good dude too. I’ll send him around your way later.”

“That’s what’s up.” Arnessa hopped off the stool, giving Rap a pound. “I’m out, yo.”

Rap stared at her usual attire as she headed for the door. “When you gonna start dressing like a lady?”

“When these niggas get off my dick and let me act like one.”

Super Dave’s body shook and shivered as he crept through blocks in search of a hit. All of the crack that Arnessa had given him was long gone—he’d sold it that same day. Over the course of two days he’d used the profits to shoot up as much heroin as he could. Dave knew that Arnessa was out and more than likely looking for him, but at the moment he didn’t care, ’cause his need for a hit outweighed his fear. Little did Dave know he’d already been spotted.

Look at his silly ass, Arnessa thought while watching Dave from a short distance. She knew that he was in search of a hit; she could even tell by looking at him his body was aching. Arnessa turned to one of her two workers. “TJ, you got any boy on you?”

“Yeah.” He nodded.

“Go over there to Super Dave and act like you wanna serve him, take him around the corner between the buildings where Bizzy be at. Marty, you come with me, but hang back in case he try to run.”

Thirsty for a hit of the almighty heroin, Dave fell into the trap without a second thought. He watched TJ’s hand lustfully as he sorted through the tiny folded cellophane bags. Arnessa crept up on him, holding a metal pipe. With extreme force she slammed it into the side of his knee, and his body crumpled to the ground.

“Where da fuck is my paper?” Arnessa demanded as she continued to attack his body with the pipe. Dave curled into a fetal position. It was a terrible shame to see what the long-term use of heroin had reduced the one-time athletic star to. His body was ravaged, leaving him weak and unable to fight off a woman who was less than half his height. Dave simply cried out in pain, “I got robbed.”
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