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A thought-provoking novel about African-American culture seen through the eyes of a famous rapper who is transported to the days of slavery and forced to experience it firsthand.

When Da Nigga is sent back in time, he finds himself a slave forced to live the life of his ancestors. A rapper in current time, Da Nigga must confront the reality of the African-American experience as slavery challenges everything he holds dear from his fellow rappers and their lyrics, to the executives and their motives.

Antebellum is the hard-hitting, gritty story of Da Nigga. From rap superstar to broken slave and back, Antebellum will have readers on the edge of their seats and keep them talking long after they put it down.

“In the spirit of Octavia Butler’s Kindred, R. Kayeen Thomas has given us a nourishing literary gift. He has taken a bold and unapologetic step in connecting hip-hop culture with the tragedy of American slavery. If there is a generational gap in the African-American community, Antebellum is a sturdy bridge. This brilliant book deserves to be read and read again!”
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Dear Reader:

I have to give you the background of how I discovered R. Kayeen Thomas and this novel, Antebellum. I volunteered to teach high school English one day at my daughter’s school and Mr. Thomas was the teacher. During the lunch break, he told me that he had written a couple of novels and had one published work. I asked him could I see them. His first book, Light: Stories of Urban Resurrection, immediately caught my attention. TWO of my male friends had given me copies of the book a few years before but I never got a chance to read them. Both of them said he was an excellent writer and that I was sleeping on him.

That evening, my youngest son had Little League practice. I was sitting there watching him and decided to grab the binder that Mr. Thomas had given me at lunch. I started reading Antebellum and got so caught up that I went home that night and finished reading the entire manuscript. I was amazed at his gift of storytelling and his ability to give readers a much-needed wakeup call. The one word that sums up his talent is “gifted.” After reading this book, I am sure you will agree. Be prepared to become completely submerged from the first page because this is one of the most innovative novels that I have ever read, or published.
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Prologue

“He’s a’comin’, y’hear? He’s a’comin’!”

The crowd of slaves threw their bodies to and fro with reckless abandon, sending their petitions up to heaven.

The dark sky welcomed their pain, their shouts, their moans and groans, with open arms. It wrapped around them, hugged them as they lost themselves in the frenzy. The only light came from the few torches that were brought, and it jumped around with the slaves, casting its glow on whomever it chose. The faces highlighted were frozen in expressions that would haunt any child’s nightmare. There was agony chiseled in cheekbones and jawlines. Despair coated women’s faces like over-applied makeup. And the cries...there were no words for the cries...

And yet hope stood, standing slightly hunched over, on a large mound in front of the masses. Life shouted over the cries of the tormented. She told them to hold on, told them that their time was almost finished; that their sufferings were almost over.

The slaves breathed in Elizabeth’s words, and ignited with the fires of Pentecost.

Elizabeth was exhausted. Spitting fire from her mouth to revive the damned was a job with a very short life expectancy. Yet she was the only one who could do it. The decades of whips and cotton and lost babies had dimmed the brightness in her eyes and replaced it with embers resting in her ribcage. Every so often, when things fell to their worst, she would bring her people, under the darkness of night, to this clearing in the forest. It was here that she spat those embers over her children. It was here that she gave them back their will to live.

Elizabeth fought through her fatigue as she stepped down from the makeshift podium and made her way through the crowd until she found the two she’d been looking for. She grabbed them both by the hands and yanked them, tugging and pulling them through the throng, leading them back into the woods. The woman was still shouting, trying to push her despair out through the pores of her skin. The man was silent, but wanted the same, and found it hard to see through his tears.

They trusted Elizabeth completely, and allowed her to drag them through the brush until she saw fit to stop.

After they’d composed themselves, they realized they were at the riverbank. They calmed down enough to hear what their leader had to say.

“You two’s been chosen by da Lawd! You two’s been chosen! A man’s comin,’ y’hear? And when he get here, it mark da end! It mark freedom! But he gon’ need you’s two! He gon’ need you, or we’s all damned!”

“Wh...why us, ’Lizabeth?” The woman shook her head, full of doubt. “I’se nobody to be helpin’ no savior...”

“You shut up now, Sarah! Dis here ain’t your choice...be God’s choice!”

“What me do?” the man said, his voice seasoned with the melodies of Africa.

“Roka, he gon’ need you to show ’im how to be strong, and Sarah, he gon’ need you to bring ’im back t’life. He gon’ need you both, or he gon’ die!”

Elizabeth bent down and reached into the darkness. She emerged with a white towel and a white wooden staff, six feet long. She held it in front of Sarah’s and Roka’s faces.

“Dis be yo’ sign, says da Lawd!” Elizabeth raised her voice, even though the two slaves were standing right in front of her. “Dis be yo’ sign! When dese things come back to you, it be time! Y’hear me? It be time!”

She flung both her arms forward and threw both the cloth and the staff into the river. When she spoke again, her voice was almost a whisper.

“Lissen good, chirren...he gon’ come, but he ain’t gonna be ready. You gotta make ’im ready. You gotta, or he gon’ die. He gon’ die...”

Elizabeth fell into tears, and Roka grabbed her before she collapsed to the ground.

“You gotta make ’im ready...” she managed, speaking in a delirium now, while her head hung limp over Roka’s arm. “You gots ta make ’im ready...”

Sarah, having found new strength from her mission, stood tall and walked over to the edge of the riverbank. She cupped some water in her hands, walked back over to Roka and Elizabeth, and poured it over Elizabeth’s forehead.

“Don’t worry yo’self no more, ’Lizabeth.” She spoke with an assurance that made Roka look up.

“We makes ’im ready. We makes ’im, or we’s die tryin’.”
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    Roka bent down and picked up Elizabeth, carrying her full weight in his arms. He looked at Sarah, and she looked back at him, and they both made their way back through the brush to the other frenzied slaves.


PART ONE
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“Yo, what’s your name?”

I was staring at the back of a snoring stranger’s head. Her weave fell disheveled against the pillow as her torso rose up and down. The hair was fake, but who cared? It was just another way of hiding. The makeup that was no doubt smeared on her face, the designer jeans and heels that lay on the ground, the sweet smelling perfume that coated the sheets—it was all fake, but I had bought into it anyway. I guess because deep down inside, I was fake, too. Everybody’s got a hustle, right? My façade earned me money, and hers earned her my bed for the night.

I heard knuckles rap rhythmically against the door. It must be eight, I thought. The bedside clock verified my guess. I tried to jump out of bed, but the bricks in my head wouldn’t allow me to. Instead, I moved slowly, with my hand against the wall to steady myself. A condom hung from me, but I was too dizzy to take it off.

The noise on the door stirred my guest. She moaned slightly and turned her head in my direction.

Her face was okay, from what I could tell. I’d seen better. I studied her long and hard and wondered why I’d brought her up here.

“Hey ma, you gotta get up,” I said.

My voice might as well have been the Liberty Bell. All at once she opened her eyes and realized where she was and who was speaking. If there were bricks in her head, too, then they all shattered against one another as she hurtled from the bed.

Turned out she was naked under the sheets. All that smooth white satin was hiding an Amazon donkey booty. My mouth fell open as she galloped into the bathroom and slammed the door. I was surprised it didn’t pull her to the ground.

“No wonder she got the key,” I said aloud as I made my way to the door and looked through the peephole. A petite little cutie stood outside with short dreads, wearing a tight-fitting T-shirt and jeans. I opened the door and smiled as best I could, considering the demolition going on in my temporal lobe. She spoke before I could greet her.

“The one with the butt, right?”

SaTia knew me too well. She’s wasn’t even swayed by the fact that I was standing in front of her Butterball naked. She sidestepped me and made her way into the room.

“At least take the condom off, Moe. That’s just nasty. Is she gone yet?”

“Naw, she’s in the bathroom.”

“Damn. I thought we agreed you’d have them out by eight? I don’t get paid enough to deal with these crazy...”

“I know, I know. My bad. I slept late, aight? I just woke up.”

“Can you get her out before I start, please? And I swear to God, if she even thinks about coming at me wrong...”

“I’ll get her out, aight? I promise. Just sit down and relax.”

There must have been an Extreme Makeover crew hidden in my bathroom. When the mystery girl came out, she looked nothing like the woman who had jumped from the bed a few minutes ago. Her makeup was on point, her hair was straight, and her skirt made her butt look even bigger. I couldn’t figure out if it was the material or the fact that she wasn’t wearing any panties.

She would definitely be in my next video.

“Hey, baby.” She spoke as if we’d been dating for two years. SaTia rolled her eyes and sat down on the couch. The makeup magician cocked her head to the side and quickly let her attitude show. She pointed to SaTia as if she was an ugly dress on the clearance rack at Old Navy.

“Ummm, who is that?”

I spoke up before SaTia could.

“That’s my manager, sweetheart. Look, you fine as hell, but I got business to handle. Leave me ya number so I can hit you when I’m back in town. Oh, I almost forgot, you wanna be in my next video?”

She looked as if I had given her the key to paradise. I turned around just to make sure there wasn’t a white man behind me with a check the size of a big-screen television.

“Oh my God...you want me in your video?”

“Yeah. Like I said, leave ya number. I’ll hit you next week to let you know the details.”

She covered her mouth as she screamed, then jumped around like a sixth grader who discovered school was cancelled. It was all expected. I smiled my usual congratulations-you-should-be-proud smile as she walked up to me and held my hand palm up. With the other hand, she pulled a pen from her bra.

“You make sure you don’t lose this, daddy.”

She finished writing her number on my palm and put the pen back in her bra. Then, without warning, she put my hand under her skirt. It felt like an undercooked cinnamon roll with too much icing.

“You got all this waiting for you when you come back,” she whispered. “I don’t care how long it takes, Nigga, I ain’t letting nobody near it till you beat it up again. This right here will always be your pussy.”

She was bold; I had to give her that. If SaTia hadn’t been in the room, her words and action would’ve been enough to convince me to throw her back on the bed. Instead, I played a makeshift guitar with my pointer and index fingers as I responded.

“I’ll keep that in mind, ma. Matter a’ fact, keep ya phone by you this afternoon. I may get lonely.”

I don’t know if she heard me over her moaning. I took my hand back and she kept going like it was still there.

“Uh...oooo...why’d you stop, daddy?”

I looked over at SaTia. She looked back at me like I was driving the wrong way on a one-way street.

“Business,” I said as I turned around and sat down beside my manager.

The woman seemed confused for a second, but when she looked over and saw SaTia’s smug face, she got the picture. She shot one last I-will-rip-out-your-windpipe look at SaTia and then made her way toward the door.

“Don’t forget to call me, baby. I promise, you won’t regret it.”

And she walked out the door.

SaTia sighed with relief. You never knew how the groupies would react to her in the morning. Even though she had beaten down her share of anonymous females, I could tell she was glad that this one was relatively calm.

“You really know how to pick ’em,” she said as she reached for her computer bag.

“What? She had a phat butt! Come on, you know I can’t be held responsible...”

“Yeah, right. You do have a light schedule today. You gonna call her back?”

“Sure, why not? I don’t even remember what happened last night. With a booty like that, I gotta have a memory to tell the crew about.”

SaTia set the laptop on her thighs and powered it up. “Well, good luck trying to reach her.”

“What do you mean? She left her name and number right here...”

I lifted up my palm and saw a piece of abstract art. SaTia tried to stifle her chuckles.

“She wrote her number on the same hand that you just put in her cookie jar,” she said, and giggled. “Man, those must have been some soggy Oreos.”

I jumped up and sprinted toward the door. SaTia gave in to her laughter. I forgot I was naked as I threw open the door. The same maid who had delivered my Washington Post for the last three mornings was standing in the hall like clockwork. You would’ve thought my penis kicked her in the stomach. She threw her hands up, screamed and crashed into the wall.

I jumped back inside the room and slammed the door behind me. SaTia had set her laptop to the side and was now on the floor howling and smacking the soft carpet with her hand.

I came back to the couch and smiled sheepishly. Maybe this wouldn’t be a story for the crew after all.

My audience of one composed herself as best she could. She made her way back up to the couch and wiped the tears from her eyes.

“Go wash your hands and put some clothes on, please.”

Defeated, with my head still throbbing, I did as I was told.
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Twenty minutes later I came back to the couch adorned in an overly stylish outfit for a Wednesday morning. I was trying to make up for the embarrassment from less than an hour ago. Superficial as it was, it helped knowing I looked fly. If SaTia noticed, she didn’t let on. She drummed away on her laptop as if it was some sort of musical instrument. When she finished her symphony, she turned her attention toward me.

“Like I said earlier, you’ve got a light day today. Mr. Rose is in the city on business, and he wants to do breakfast.”

“Why breakfast, man? Don’t white dudes ever sleep late?”

“Not when they have meetings in four cities within twenty-four hours. I’m glad you got dressed, ’cause you have to leave for that soon.”

“Aight, what else is goin’ on?”

“At three o’clock, the local radio station will be set up at Birchtown Mall. You’re going to be on air with them for about an hour, to give the kids getting out of school a chance to come and see you. After that, you’ll sign some autographs and leave.”

She paused to make sure I was cool with everything she’d said before she continued.

“The concert tonight is going to be a small one. The club is tiny compared to some of the others where we’ve been. They’re already sold out of tickets.”

“If the club is so small, why am I performing there?” I wrinkled my brow. The image of performing in a one-room shack popped into my head.

“The owner has a lot of contacts and the club is the most popular one in town. The cover charge is really high and drink prices are ridiculous, but that’s how he can afford you.”

The massive crowds and seas of fanatical women had spoiled me. I wasn’t feeling in the mood for a tiny crowd, no matter how much they were paying me.

“I don’t know, I’m thinking maybe I should cancel it. We could call ’em and say I’m sick or somethin’. Have you seen the place?”

SaTia responded without turning her eyes from her laptop screen. I hated it when she did that, even though I never told her so.

“Of course I’ve been there. I go to all the locations where you’re supposed to perform beforehand.”

“What did you think?”

“What the guy lacks in size he makes up for with presentation. It’s amazing inside. It’s definitely worth it, despite the small crowd.”

I nodded my head and walked over to make some coffee. I could hear SaTia’s fingers gradually slow down and then stop tapping on her keyboard, as if something was grabbing more and more of her attention. She tried to disguise her hurt feelings with an attitude as she spoke, but I had known her for too long to be fooled.

“So what, you don’t trust me to schedule good shows for you anymore? Is that it?”

My sidekick had her own way of letting me know she cared. With my back turned to her, I grinned. By the time I turned to face her, black coffee in hand, my mouth had formed a slight, almost insignificant smirk.

“No, I still trust you. I was just feeling a little full of myself. It’s all good, though. I’ll kill ’em like always.”

“Good. ’Cause you know, if you don’t trust me to look out for you, you can always find another manager.”

She played this game every once in a while, and I have to say, she was always more direct than I was. She knew I wouldn’t hire another manager as long as she made herself available. And I knew that she would always put more effort into looking out for me than she needed to.

Though the thought of not having her around made my stomach knot up, I pretended to shrug off the comment like I always did.

“Whatever. Can we just get down to the limo?”

She briefly cut her eyes at me, then softly closed her laptop and began to pack it away. I put on my designer Dolce & Gabbana shades, brushed off my limited-edition Nikes and put in the diamond-and-platinum grill I had custom-made a few months back.

No sooner than we’d stood up, ready to walk side by side as always, SaTia’s BlackBerry rang. I was content in knowing that she was always taking care of my business. She spoke briefly to one of my endorsers about rescheduling a commercial shoot, and had her technology back in her pocket by the time we reached the elevator.

“You don’t have those stupid teeth in, do you?”

The elevator door opened and we both stepped in. The car looked like the shrunken bedroom of a king. I took in the beauty surrounding me while feeling my stomach drop from the descent. SaTia glanced up and saw our reflections in the mirror that doubled as a ceiling. I looked up as well, pressed my teeth together, and opened my lips to show off the precious metal and stones temporarily filling my mouth.

I thought briefly about how stupid I would look doing that if there wasn’t $100,000 worth of shiny stuff behind my lips.

SaTia cringed and dropped her eyes to look forward again.

“I don’t think you will ever know how ridiculous those things make you look.”

“Image sells and ordinary is boring. My fans want me to be the star they made me.”

The line rolled off my tongue like a bowling ball gliding down a lane. It had become my get-out-of-jail-free card for the last two years.

That’s what the execs—Mr. Rose included—told me when I first started out, and that’s what I lived by. Always be the person your fans want you to be.

“The guys should be in the lobby waiting for you.” SaTia glanced over at me. “Orlando texted me and let me know the cameras are already down there, so be prepared for pictures. All the guys know you have a meeting to go to, so we’re going to drop them off at the local mall before we head to the restaurant.”

“Why is it that my boys get to have more fun than me?”

“Because you’re working.”

“So what are they doing?”

“Living off of you.”

As if on cue, the elevator stopped and the door opened. Three men and one woman, each armed with a high quality camera and a persistent ability to never leave me alone, started flashing pictures. The first two snaps would have blinded me if it wasn’t for the shades I was wearing. The next two hundred or so were a breeze. I turned on the swagger and walked out of the elevator as if I owned the world and everything in it.

Brian, Henry, Ray, and Orlando were sitting on the lush couches in front of the door. They appeared to be even more sluggish than I was, but when they heard all the commotion and the cameras flashing, they rushed over to me.

“What’s good?” I said as I gave them dap.

They were guys I’d grown up with. We rhymed together in high school. So, as was the rule, when I got big, I brought them with me. I made sure that they were each working toward a solo album, but for now they just backed me up on stage. In order to set themselves apart, they all had alter egos—Brian was Ballin-B, Henry was Hard-Knock, Ray was Reason, and Orlando was O-Dog.

“What happened to the chick from last night?” Orlando asked as he walked beside me. The other three were pushing the camera people back so we could move.

I shook my head and looked down at my undecorated palm.

“I’ll tell you in the limo.”

The one white reporter, Allen, had been following me since before I made it big. For that, he was always either the first to get his questions answered, or the only one I responded to. He stood away from the vultures, but still in the path between the elevator entrance and the door. A taller Middle Eastern man held the camera while Allen controlled the microphone.

All my boys knew Allen, so they let him through to me when he walked up to us.

“Moe...Moe. Why don’t you say hello to some of your fans out here in Miami?”

I always laughed to myself when Allen asked me questions. He’d been on the job a long time, and I’d seen him cover a lot of different artists. Every other celebrity he interviewed, he addressed by their stage name. Not with me, though. He didn’t want to risk it.

I took a deep breath and made sure my mask was on nice and tight. Then I leaned in to the microphone.

“Yea, yea, yea! Dis here is Da Nigga, and you been knowed what it do, baby! Deez Nutz records foreva! Knowhatimsayin! I’m da sickest ta eva sneeze out a rhyme and da hottest ta eva burn up a track! Call all da ladies wid da phat bootie back and double D rack and tell ’em holla at ya BOY! YEA!”

I guess a little bit of me died inside as I spoke, but I was rich, so it didn’t matter.
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A limousine is the most magical thing in the world. It’s like a portal into an alternate reality. I’ve known hustle-on-the-corner-Uzi-carrying thugs who’ve stepped into a limousine and climbed out as reformed members of an upper-class society. There’s just something about those long, shiny monstrosities that convinces you that you’re important, that the world needs you to succeed. Limousines are so magical that people don’t even have to see who’s riding inside. All it takes is for one to slowly roll past, taunting you with the tinted windows up, for you to think, “Wow, whoever is in that thing must be really special.”

In the end, they’re the only things on earth that can change a man’s social status while air-conditioning him and providing him with free alcohol. That’s why I always had SaTia order one to meet us at the airport of whatever city I’m visiting, and drive us everywhere until I leave. Unless I was back home in D.C., whenever you saw me traveling it would be in a limo.

The one we were all in now looked like someone had knocked over a spaceship and put chrome rims and Goodyear tires underneath it. I didn’t even know they made limos like it. I gave SaTia a nod of approval when we first got in and she shrugged her shoulders as if it wasn’t anything special. I guess that’s why I kept her around.

As the limo pulled away from the hotel, I tried to take my mind off of the meeting I had coming up. Ray, Brian, and Orlando sat on the seat that stretched down the middle of the limo. I sat at the back, with Henry on one side of me and SaTia on the other.

If I knew my manager, she wouldn’t say a word until the guys were out of the car. Meanwhile, my homeboys started their conversation, even before they had a chance to get comfortable.

“Yo, last night? Last night was off da chain!” Ray gave dap to the guys sitting beside him as he spoke with a grin. “What da hell did those white boys give us?”

Orlando exhaled slowly as he sat back and nursed his crotch.

“I think it was X, dude. That or Viagra. I ran through at least six chicks last night. My dick feel like a skinned knee.”

“Naw, they had a bunch a’ different stuff.” Ray still seemed excited from the previous night’s escapades. “I was on some straight-up, whacked-out, psychedelic stuff. I swear I banged out an angel last night, homie. Wings and halo and all! And I gave her da business!”

“That’s gotta be some kinda sin or somethin’,” Henry said, laughing along with the rest of us as he spoke. “You goin’ to hell, dude.”

“Naw, I ain’t. I mean, she was an angel, so I was real nice to her. Ain’t cuss at her or nothing.”

“But you still blew da back out, right?”

“Most def.”

“So you goin’ to hell.”

Ray turned to me for support. I was still laughing.

“Moe, man, tell dis nigga just cause you give a’ angel da pipe don’t mean you automatically goin’ to hell.”

“It’s common sense, though.” Henry turned to me as well. “You cain’t have rough sex wid no angel and still go to heaven...”

I looked back at Ray, who looked genuinely concerned about his fate in the afterlife, and I fell out of my seat. I laughed so hard that I strained my stomach muscles. Brian and Orlando were both leaning over, too. Brian was slapping the seat with his palm while Orlando was trying to catch his breath.

By the time I composed myself, my eyes were bloodshot. I looked at Ray again and saw two of him instead of one.

“You...you do know that you ain’t really screw an angel last night, right?”

“I mean, yeah... I know...but still, you shoulda seen her, dogg...”

I shook my head. Ray was pitiful.

“Don’t let no drugs fool you, dude. It was probably a crack-head.”

Orlando cracked up again, but not as hard. His lungs couldn’t take it, and his crotch was still on fire. When he finished catching his breath, he looked up at me.

“So what’d you end up trippin’ off of?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“I ’ont know, man. Probably X. I ended up wid this chick wid a donkey booty.”

Brian shot straight up in his seat.

“So Phatback found you, huh?”

I must’ve looked confused, because Orlando stepped in and clarified.

“Phatback was the name we gave the chick you got with. She got to the hotel ’round two in the afternoon wid her girls yesterday. All she did was ask where you was at. We partied a lil bit while you was still at the photo shoot. We even broke her girls off. But she had dat radar on, boy. Soon as you came back, it was a wrap.”

“Why I cain’t remember her from last night then?”

“’Cause you was high all day yesterday. You told me have a blunt ready fo’ when you came back from da shoot, so I gave it to you soon as the limo pulled up. We got blazed ’fore you even got back in da hotel. And dat was before we met da white boys.”

I was getting ready to ask another question, but I felt the limo make a sharp right turn. When I looked out the window, I saw the mall entrance.

“Alright, listen guys...” SaTia finally broke her silence. “Our meeting with Mr. Rose shouldn’t take any longer than an hour. You all have the credit cards, but don’t overdo it. The last thing we need is to start hearing about misappropriation of funds.”

Each one of my friends shut up when she spoke. When she finished, they each nodded their head, gave me dap and got out of the limo.

It had always been like that, back since junior high school. SaTia was just one of those girls nobody wanted to cross. Straight from the ghetto, but everybody recognized she was going places. All the players would make excuses about why they wouldn’t holla at her—but they all realized she was out of their league. If you gave her a pickup line, she’d either treat you like a cute puppy or like an idiot. Neither one did much for the male ego.

Imagine my surprise when in the ninth grade, she told me she’d fallen in love with my words.

“Why are they so afraid of you?” I asked my manager as the last of my friends jumped out of the limo. She ignored me, giving preference to her BlackBerry. The limo began to pull off, and had gotten to the end of the parking lot when the limo driver got my attention through the intercom.

“Umm...sir?”

“Yeah, what’s up?”

“There’s a situation going on with one of your colleagues.”

SaTia and I turned around and looked out of the back window. From a distance, we could see Ray, Brian, and Henry all standing behind Orlando, who flailed his arms wildly while gesturing down to one of the shoes he had on. We could also see the guy yelling back at him, the five guys surrounding him, and the matching gang colors they were wearing.

“Here we go again...” SaTia put her BlackBerry down and became instantly angry.

“Let me handle this.” The limo pulled back around to the scene as I rolled down my window. Orlando was still yelling fearlessly as his offender began to reach back into his jeans. Orlando followed suit.

“What, nigga? You think yall the only ones dat carry hammers ’round here? What you wanna do, nigga? Pull your strap on me, nigga, you better kill me!”

Ray, Brian, and Henry had crossed from uneasiness into a fear that none of them would ever admit, but loyalty held them in place. They each breathed a sigh of relief as I rolled back around.

“Yo, yo, yo! It’s Da Nigga! What’s good?”

“Yo, dat’s Da Nigga? No bull? Yo! Yo, dat’s Da Nigga right there!”

The gang members were caught between their bloodlust and being starstruck. I used the temporary lapse in tension to address my friend.

“’Lando, what da hell is goin’ on, man?”

“Dis nigga stepped on my shoe!”

I looked at the guy, who still had his hands on whatever was hidden in his jeans, and looked back at Orlando.

“Did he do it on purpose?”

Orlando looked back at me like I belonged on the short yellow bus.

“What the hell is this, kindergarten? Who cares if he did it on purpose? He messed up my Air Force Ones! Niggas die for that back home, you know dat!”

“Yeah, but we not back home, ’Lando! We in Miami with platinum credit cards and weed dat smell like apple pie! Come on, man, we go through this all the time. Leave Southeast in Southeast! It’s gonna be there waitin’ for you when you get back.”

Orlando was one of those people who thrived on confrontation, so he wasn’t happy that I was ending another would-be shootout. I didn’t care. I stepped out of the limo and faced the would-be gunman.

“Yo, on my strength, can we jus’ dead this whole thing? My man get a lil crazy sometimes, Matter ’fact, here you go.”

I looked around to make sure there was no one in uniform, climbed into the limo, and beckoned the guy to follow me. After he’d walked up to the door, I reached under the seat at the far end of the limo and grabbed a bag with two ounces of Purple Haze, the same weed we were smoking last night.

“I know my man acts stupid sometimes. This here’s for yo’ trouble.”

Honestly, I thought he was going to start crying. Without a word, he put the bag under his shirt and walked over to his companions. After he got them to huddle around, he showed them what he’d been given and they all caught the holy ghost.

Orlando looked around, confused, before his light bulb turned on.

“Yo, I know you ain’t just give ’em the cush!!!”

I turned swiftly and glared at Orlando, and then focused on Ray, Brian, and Henry behind him.

“Take him inside! Get him drunk, get him blazed, do whatever you gotta do, but make sure he don’t start no more trouble!”

Grateful to still be alive, the three of them took a reluctant Orlando and went inside the mall. I jumped back into the limo with a chorus of gratitude behind me.

“Thank you, Nigga! Thank you, man! Thank you!”

Five minutes later, I was reading SaTia’s mind as we were driving down the road. I decided to let her speak for herself.

“You need to get rid of him.” She spoke matter-of-factly as she continued on her laptop.

“Come on, SaTia, he’s like my brother. You know how many times we’ve gone to war together?”

“I don’t care. It’s just a matter of time before he gets himself into something that you can’t get him out of.”

“Look, I’ll talk to him again tonight, aight? Now let’s change the subject. What we talkin’ ’bout at this meetin’?”

“Remember to reassure Mr. Rose about finishing the next album...” She said some other things as well, but I wasn’t paying attention to her. We were the only two people in a rolling palace that must’ve comfortably sat twenty people, and tense situations always made me think of sex afterward. I began to imagine what the girls would look like who’d fill the limo seats later tonight.

“Moe! Moe, are you listening? Take your mind off your dick for a second and pay attention!”

I hated it when she read my mind.

“Aight, man! Okay! What is it?”

“I said, remember to tell Mr. Rose you’ll be done with the album by next month. They’re worried about you missing the deadline.”

I showed SaTia the resentfulness I had yet to show Mr. Rose.

“To hell with them! Look, I’m the CEO of Deez Nutz Records. I make more money for these people than they can count. I’ll put out an album when I wanna put out an album!”

Every once in a while, all the hype surrounding a celebrity goes to their head. They begin to believe they’re invincible because it’s their name people are screaming when they come to a concert or see them in public. This was one of those moments that SaTia called “lapses.” She had long since taken it upon herself to be my wake-up call.

She stopped typing long enough to reach over and slap the back of my head.

“Shut up,” she said as if she were teaching me a lesson.

“Why you...?”

“’Cause I’m not gonna keep preaching the same sermon to you over and over again, Moe!”

“What sermon?”

I already knew the monologue well enough to mouth it by heart, but it still pissed me off when she recited it. When you feel like you own the world, there’s something piercing about someone telling you what you can’t do.

She turned away from me and back to her laptop.

“I’m not gonna say it again.”

“Why not? You never believed in me from the start, did you? You kill my dream all the rest of the time, you might as well go ahead and do it again now.”

SaTia slammed her laptop closed. I could tell she considered throwing it at me. When she turned to me again, she looked like a bull preparing to charge.

“You are such an idiot! If I didn’t believe in you, why in the hell would I still be here?”

I decided not to respond. Even when I was mad, I’d long since decided there was only so far I was willing to push this woman.

“I’m only telling you the truth, Moe! Deez Nutz is your crew. Brian, Orlando, Ray, and Henry—all dudes we grew up with who could rap. You got signed by Cosmos Records and Cosmos Records let you form Deez Nutz and bring your friends along, but they still own you. You signed a contract, Moe. Legally binding! When it’s up, then you can talk about trying to do your own thing. Until then, you jump when they tell you to jump.”

An image of Mr. Rose popped into my head. He was telling me to jump, and I was hopping from one foot to the other like a monkey. Eventually, he fell to the ground and started rolling with laughter.

“Forget that! Da Nigga don’t jump for nobody!”

“You already have, Moe. You remember the first song you ever wrote? Back in seventh grade? You remember what it was about?”

Suddenly, I wanted the conversation to end. I looked at my childhood friend and shook my head, begging her to stop talking. I knew she wouldn’t, though. That was never her style. I’d opened up Pandora’s Box, and she was going to make sure everything got out.

“You don’t remember, Moe? Huh? ’Cause I do. It was about Kia Morris, in the eighth grade. About how her dad had molested her and how she tried to kill herself. Remember you spit the lyrics for her and she started crying in the library? And then she asked you to do it again at the talent show. Nobody in the school knew what to say to her until you performed that song. You made everybody know how she felt. You remember that?”

I began to feel like SaTia had her hands around my neck. I rolled the window down to try and get some fresh air.

“You remember your second song? About the homeless guy who was always on MLK Avenue when we caught the bus home from school? Or the third one, about the slaves we had talked about during Black History Month? You remember any of those, Moe? ’Cause last I remember, Da Nigga’s latest single was ‘Hoes In Da Attic.’ So don’t tell me Da Nigga don’t jump for nobody!”

I hit the intercom button and the driver answered immediately.

“Yes, sir?”

“Pull over!”

“Yes, sir!”

The limo cut sharply to the right and pulled up against the curb in a suburban area. Cookie cutter homes welcomed me as I bolted from the limousine cabin. Anyone who saw me jump out would’ve expected flames from the sunroof as well.

SaTia waited a few seconds after I had jumped out, and then followed me. I was sitting on the curb, coughing and trying to regulate my breathing when she joined me.

“I’m sorry,” she said after a long silence.

Though I already knew what I wanted to ask her, I hadn’t regained enough air to speak without wheezing. We spent another fifteen minutes just sitting there, waiting for my lungs to relax.

Once I ceased to sound like a fat man on a stair climber, I turned to her. As I opened my mouth, I wondered if she knew what I was going to ask. Better yet, I wondered if she knew how many times I wanted to ask her before. I spoke as though I was afraid of my own words. “Why are you still here, SaTia? If you’re so disappointed in me, then why are you still here?”

She smirked and chuckled to herself. “You pay well.”

“Yeah, I do, but that’s not why you’re still here.”

She started looking around, taking in all her surroundings. I learned in middle school that was what she did when she was really thinking hard about something.

I can’t even count the number of times I’d wanted to ask that question in the past, but I’d always been afraid of that moment. Of her looking around and thinking hard, and then looking back and realizing that she shouldn’t still be here with me. She should’ve been off reuniting with the boyfriend she had in college or trying to earn her master’s and doctorate degrees. She should’ve been off heading the missionary society of a church somewhere. There were a million and one other things she could’ve been doing with her life.

In fact, there wasn’t one logical reason I could think of for her to stay. As my manager of three years, I was sure she had saved enough money to pay for tuition in any graduate program she wanted to go to, and even after that, she’d still have enough to live comfortably. And if she ever needed anything, I’d be happier to give it than she’d be to receive it.

This is it, I thought to myself. She’s going to leave.

After what seemed like millennia, she finally turned back to me.

“I guess...I’m still here because no matter what you say in your songs, or how many of those ridiculous teeth you wear, or even how many women you sleep with, in the end, I still see the little boy rapping offbeat in seventh grade.”

Her words raped me. I couldn’t have been more penetrated in a jailhouse shower.

“I may be the last person on earth who knows who you really are,” she added.

Men (urban men especially) have a whole repertoire of things we do to keep from crying. I pulled out an old favorite and bit down hard on my bottom lip.

“Excuse me, sir? Is everything okay?”

The driver had gotten out from his seat behind the wheel. He was younger than I expected. In another time he would have been called a half-breed or a mulatto. As it stood now, he was a pretty boy with good hair. He was obviously nervous about confronting me, but his curiosity had gotten the best of him.

I turned Da Nigga back on instinctively.

“Yeah, we good, man! Lil’ bit a privacy’d be cool, though.”

His embarrassment began to show through his cheeks and perspiration. Most of the time I never saw the full faces of my limo drivers, just the shot of their eyes reflecting in the rearview mirror when they were paying too much attention to the party in back.

I was known for giving my chauffeurs a story to tell the next morning.

“I’m sorry, sir...I...thought I heard you choking or crying or something...”

“Naw, youngin, you heard wrong. You musta smoked more than me dis mornin’. Go ’head and get back behind the wheel so we can roll out—we getting up right now.”

“Yes, sir!”

The driver jogged back over to the driver’s-side door and leaped in. SaTia looked at me and shook her head slightly. She debated in her mind for a half-second before she threw caution to the wind.

“I want to tell you something, but after I say it, you have to pretend like you never heard it. You can’t ask any questions about it or anything. It was never said.”

“Like we used to do in high school?”

“Yeah, just like that. Deal?”

I acted as if I was thinking about it, but I’d have given up a hit record to hear what she was going to say.

“Umm...yeah, sure. What’s up?”

SaTia surveyed her surroundings again, and then turned her head and looked straight at me.

“At some point, you’re going to have to decide whether you’re Da Nigga or Moses Jenkins. When that day comes, I’ll either marry you or quit.”

She was back in the limo tapping away on her laptop before I closed my mouth. I had more questions than an insecure spouse, but I knew the rules all too well. She’d never said it. The words had never come out of her mouth. That’s how we got away with telling other people’s secrets in high school, and that’s how she was getting away with torturing me now.

By the time I stood back up, I could see the driver getting antsy again. I didn’t care. I slowly walked up to the door of the limo and climbed in like a sore tennis player.

“I hate you,” I said.

“I know.”

She gave me a quick glance, hit the intercom button, and put her focus back on her e-mail. The enthusiastic driver responded in record time.

“Yes, sir?”

“Hi...this is SaTia. I’m Da Nigga’s manager. Can you get us to The Marbury restaurant as quickly as possible, please? We’re late for a very important meeting.”

“Right away, ma’am!”

As our chauffeur pretended he was behind the wheel of an ambulance, I pretended I wasn’t sitting beside a person who could turn my world like a nauseous stomach.
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I had thought a lot of things before SaTia and I walked into that restaurant, but there were two things I thought I was sure of. First, I thought I had been to some of the best restaurants anyone had ever seen. I figured that was one of the perks of being rich.

Ironically, that was the second. I thought I was rich.

I had never seen anything like The Marbury. It looked like a place out of one of those black and white movies where a man and woman always end up dancing the night away. The floors sparkled, the glasses sparkled, the cups sparkled, the plates sparkled—I couldn’t figure out how someone could eat here and not be depressed by what they would have to go home to. All the waiters had skin colors that contrasted with their white tuxedoes. There was lady in a black gown playing the harp, and a man in a black tuxedo playing the piano beside her. Their skin colors contrasted with their clothes as well.

I saw the patrons talking to one another, but I quickly realized that they were all speaking a language I wasn’t wealthy enough to understand. To me it all sounded like “Moneymoneymoney? Moneymoney...Moneymoneymoneymoney.”

I wondered if I’d ventured off to the bathroom, would I find unflushed hundred dollar bills floating in the toilet.

SaTia spotted Mr. Rose sitting at the back of the restaurant. She nudged my shoulder and motioned toward his table. He had a plate of culinary art sitting in front of him, and was focused on trying to eat as much of it as he could without ruining its beauty. After taking three steps in his direction, he managed to glance up long enough to notice our approach. His attention quickly shifted from his postmodern plate to the two urbanites coming his way. He stood up and spoke with a jovial seriousness.

“Nigger! Where have you been? I thought we were going to be able to eat, but we’ll have to make this quick now. Come on here and take a seat!”

Sometimes people get killed for a reason no one ever finds out. You can question the person who did it for hours and hours, and even if they admit that they committed the murder, they won’t tell you the reason. They’ll get sentenced and go to jail and spend huge chunks of their lives behind bars, but will never tell you what motivated them. They won’t tell you, because a lot of times even they don’t know. A normal guy may have never had any interaction with a gay person, until one day he gets hit on by a flamboyant man in a miniskirt and blows his brains into his wig. Or a girl completely suppresses her memory of being raped until a drunken guy shoves his hand under her skirt and ends up with an ice pick in his larynx. Someone says or does something that touches an unknown, unforgiving button, and in the blink of an eye a college athlete or a petite secretary is standing over a dead body wondering what kind of computer glitch just altered their reality...

Standing there, in that restaurant, with billionaire couples smirking at the privilege of hearing a racial epithet in public, I found out I had a button that could be pushed. And if I had a gun, Mr. Rose would have died where he stood.

Rage glued my Nikes to the plush carpet and held me there. Just as I resolved to do something violent, SaTia leaned over and whispered to me.

“You chose the name, Moe. I told you from the beginning that a lot of white folks don’t know the difference. It was bound to happen sometime.” She paused and glanced up to see my top row of teeth sinking into my lower lip. “You better chill out. If you kirk out in here, you can kiss all your money goodbye.”

I swear having her around was like having a walking reality check.

All the black waiters had paused just long enough to see how I would react. A black guy in urban clothing with dark sunglasses and a grill in his mouth had just been called a nigger in front of about thirty rich white people. Two of the waiters looked poised to dive onto the ground. They glanced from me and to one another, smirking at the possibility of an oppressor being massacred.

It was too late, though. The image of me back in the hood, broke, with a dirty wifebeater and a malfunctioning Tech-9 had sobered me up. SaTia’s inconvenient truth had left me flaccid.

After a few seconds passed, each member of the serving staff took turns calling me an Uncle Tom with their eyes before they returned to gently placing beautiful cloth napkins on the laps of rich white people.

“Let’s just sit at the table so you can calm down,” SaTia said. “I’ll do all the talking, you just pull yourself together.”

We walked up to Mr. Rose’s table and sat down in front of him. As he opened his mouth, I found myself again trying to tame the wild animal trapped inside of me.

“I assume you all got tied up back at the hotel? I guess when it comes to making stars, we know what we’re doing, huh?”

He looked at me, expecting some sort of jovial gratitude. I just stared back at him, trying not to envision blood squirting from his throat.

Not getting the reaction he was looking for, his eyes betrayed the smile on his face. At that moment, I was nothing but an ungrateful nigger. I reached out for the salt shaker with the worst of intentions. Before I could even get a good grasp on it, SaTia reached over and took it out of my hand.

“Thank you.” She smiled at me, but somehow whispered the word “stop” through her grinning teeth. Then she turned back to Mr. Rose. “I go completely postal if I don’t have enough salt in my food, so he always makes sure I have it on my side of the table.”

SaTia always pressed what she called her “inner white girl button” when we went to meetings with execs. She said she learned how to do it in college. It was more annoying than hearing someone scrape the end of a fork against a plate, but it worked. We always came out with more money, or the promise of more money, than we had before.

I could tell by the word “postal” that she had hit her button, but I was too angry to care.

Mr. Rose glanced suspiciously from me to SaTia, and then back to me. SaTia cut his thoughts short.

“Getting down to business, Mr. Rose, Mr. Jenkins has been very pleased with his success since signing with your company.”

“Well, good. He doesn’t seem like it at all.”

“It’s been a considerably hectic morning, Mr. Rose. I requested that he quiet his thoughts a bit before coming into this meeting. He’s just trying to pull himself together. Oh...and by the way, Mr. Rose, Mr. Jenkins likes to be called Moe or Moses when he’s dealing with business.”

Mr. Rose glanced at me one more time. I kept the same stone expression on my canvas. He shrugged his shoulders and looked back at SaTia.

“Okay, fair enough. We’re starting late, so let’s jump right into it, shall we? How’s the second project going?”

SaTia turned on her white girl excitement.

“It’s going wonderfully! We’re making progress quicker than we expected to. Mr. Jenkins has really learned a lot from the completion of his first album.”

Mr. Rose nodded his head as he methodically picked apart the sculpture on his plate.

“Good, because we’re going to need to kick up the deadline.”

My righteous indignation went limp. “Whoa, what? You cain’t just kick up the deadline without lettin’ me know!”

“He speaks!” Mr. Rose chuckled to himself. I tried to grab at my butter knife, but SaTia had already moved it.

I looked over at her as she leaned forward, clasped her hands together, and stared directly at Mr. Rose, and I knew I had nothing to worry about.

The inner white girl button had been turned off again. Now she was just plain old SaTia.

“Mr. Rose, we discussed a clear timeline in our last meeting and agreed that the dates that were set would be permanent. May I ask the reason our previously agreed upon deadline is no longer sufficient?”

Mr. Rose finished chewing the food in his mouth before he answered. He seemed vaguely amused at her, but he was too smart to underestimate her.

“Riggs and Baker, the head guys at Infiniti, got wind of our scheduled release dates. They kicked up all of No Parole’s rap LPs by at least a month.”

SaTia started to respond, but I cut her off.

“But I outsell all them nigg...umm...bastards at No Parole! Cain’t none of ’em touch me! Why I gotta move my stuff up ’cause of them?”

“They’ve got some new guys signed who are supposed to be pretty decent. They call themselves ‘P.’ Silencers, ‘p’ as in potato. Apparently they had quite a buzz around them in Idaho before hitting big.”

SaTia and I sang out in unison, “Idaho?”

Mr. Rose smirked at our ignorance.

“Yes, Idaho. There is a hip-hop scene everywhere in this country, and in most places outside of it. Idaho is no different.”

One of the waiters who had eyeballed me earlier now came and put water in front of SaTia and me. She picked hers up as she spoke.

“I’m still having trouble understanding how this affects my client?”

“It’s a precautionary measure, Ms. Brooks. Just to make sure they don’t get one up on us.”

“And will Mr. Jenkins be compensated for this precautionary measure?”

“Of course. We recognize the extra studio and production time he’ll have to put in, and we’ll make sure it translates into cash. We’ll even throw in a $100,000 bonus at the end of the quarter.”

I didn’t care if it was a wise man or a crackhead who first said it, but they’re the truest words ever spoken—money heals all wounds. I raised my hand to signal for the waiter, and when he came around I gave him the biggest grin that the muscles in my jaw could manage.

“Yes, sir?”

I pointed to the almost empty plate in front of Mr. Rose. “I’ll have whatever he’s having.”

“Yes, sir.”

The waiter shot me another resentful glance as he left, and I smiled even harder. Mr. Rose laughed out loud.

“I see that put you in a better mood.”

“You know it!”

SaTia kicked me under the table to tell me to get hold of myself, and I reduced my grin to a subtle smirk. Once she saw I was a little more composed, she looked back at Mr. Rose.

“Let’s leave that $100,000 up for negotiation. I wouldn’t want to agree right now, as we don’t know exactly how hard Mr. Jenkins will have to work in order to meet his new deadline. We’ll need to tie down specifics on exactly how this extra working time will ‘translate’ into cash.”

Mr. Rose seemed annoyed and impressed at the same time. He sighed to signal that he was no longer amused.

“Agreed. As long as Moses does what is asked of him, we can negotiate the whole thing to your liking.”

I could tell that SaTia and I had the same thought again. I decided it was best to let her speak.

“Exactly what is it that is being asked of my client, Mr. Rose?”

“Our plan is in two parts. First, we’ll kick up the original deadline by three weeks, and release two singles instead of one for radio.”

That would be easy for me. I had my first single done, and already had a song in mind that would be perfect for the second. I started to grin again, but I thought about SaTia and tried to stay calm. She kept her gaze drilled on Mr. Rose.

“I’ll talk it over with my client, but that seems doable. What is the second part of your plan?”

Mr. Rose finished the last bite on his plate and slowly put his fork down. “The second part is a little more interesting...”

We glanced at each other out of the corners of our eyes. SaTia telepathically told me to shut up, but she didn’t need to. I didn’t trust myself enough to speak.

“Do tell, Mr. Rose.” My spokeswoman was all ears.

“One of the main draws to this new group is that they are known for making battle records. We have an inside source who has informed us that their first single will be a battle record aimed at your client.”

My instincts took over.

“Me? What? I don’t even know these dudes!”

Mr. Rose suddenly sounded lighthearted.

“It’s nothing, Moe. They’re just some ex-cons trying to make a name for themselves.”

SaTia almost knocked her water over.

“Ex-cons?”

Mr. Rose responded to her but kept his eyes on me.

“Yes. Apparently they met in jail and formed their group. It wouldn’t be such a big deal, but you know how much a diss record can hurt a rap career. So, we would like for your second single to be a battle record against them.”

“Absolutely not!” SaTia said adamantly, but Mr. Rose continued to look straight at me.

“Look, these guys are going to say all types of things about you. They’ve been asking people about you and getting information you would never think they could have. Girls you’ve slept with on the road, ex-girlfriends from D.C., old friends who are mad because you left them in the ghetto—I mean, these guys have been serious. They were going to surprise you with it—have you turn on the radio and here is this song tearing you apart—but we found out about it. We found out and now you have the chance to strike before they do!”

SaTia plucked me upside my head. She had been calling me, but I hadn’t heard her. I finally turned away from Mr. Rose and looked her in the eyes.

“Don’t listen to him, Moe. This is ridiculous. People get killed over this kind of stuff! We can find another label before we get involved with some mess like this.”

I heard everything my best friend had said, but Mr. Rose’s seed had already been planted. I was already having visions of people laughing at me when I walked onstage, reciting lines to someone else’s diss record.

My pride wouldn’t let me go through it. I turned back to Mr. Rose.

“How am I supposed to write a diss record against people I’ve never heard of before?”

“I’ve had my people look into them, and I have got enough info to fill a college textbook. All you have to do is write the song and record it.”

SaTia reached over and grabbed my chin, turning my head toward her. The show of affection even took Mr. Rose by surprise. His eyes went wide as he sat back in his chair.

“Listen to me, Moe. This is dangerous. People take diss records to heart. I...I don’t like this...”

“Ahem...” Mr. Rose reached into his pocket and pulled out a CD case. “I was able to get a rough copy of the song. It’s not mastered at all, but the words will be the same.”

I looked back and forth from SaTia to the CD case. Finally, I stopped at SaTia.

“I’m gonna listen to it, okay? I just wanna hear what they say.”

SaTia realized she had lost the battle. Her eyes dropped as she let go of my chin. After a few seconds, she took in a deep breath and lifted her eyes back up to Mr. Rose.

“Okay, if we do this, we are talking about a whole new level of negotiations. Scratch your bonus and try multiplying it by five, at least, in addition to hourly compensation for studio time and increased control over the production process for the entire album.”

While she talked, I reached out and grabbed the CD case. This time, it was Mr. Rose’s turn to grin.

“If this project is successful, you can have whatever you want.”

I took the CD out of the case and played around with it in my hand.

Mr. Rose glanced at his watch and stood up. We stood up with him, and he took turns shaking both of our hands.

“Unfortunately, I have to catch a plane, but this has been a very fruitful meeting. Ms. Brooks, someone from HQ will call you within twenty-four hours. We can work out all the fine details the next time we meet. And please, stay and enjoy whatever you like from the menu, on me.”

SaTia hid her distress well as she extended her hand.

“Thank you for your time, Mr. Rose.”

“I’ll holla at you later, man.” My farewell was a bit less professional, but I had a lot on my mind.

We both turned and watched Mr. Rose walk away, then sat back down at the table. I could hear SaTia’s disappointment in her breathing.

“Look, Tia, I think—”

“Stop. Just stop, okay? You’re the superstar, and you made your decision. Can we please get out of here?”

“Yeah, let’s go.”

We stood up as the indignant waiter came around the corner with my dish. He placed it on the table as I was putting my sunglasses back on.

“You’re not going to eat, sir?”

“Naw. Give my compliments to the chef, though. It looks like a million bucks.”

I got one last distasteful look before SaTia and I walked back to the limo.


3

Why is every makeup artist that I’ve ever seen ugly? Isn’t that some sort of conflict of interest?

I sent the text message to SaTia and the guys while a very scary woman tried to improve my countenance. She either got regular Botox, or someone had recently stuck her head in a freezer. Her eyes reflected emotions that her face simply couldn’t show. I found myself imagining holding up a chisel and lightly tapping on her cheek. Her face would probably fall apart. Ray would walk in and think I dumped a puzzle on the floor.

Meanwhile, I sat in a chair that looked as if it was meant for a movie director and wondered if putting foundation on a man qualified him as being metrosexual. It couldn’t, I thought to myself, because I was definitely not the first MC to ever be on a late-night talk show. Either Leno and Letterman only invited ambiguously gay rappers to sit on their couch, or I was in the clear and this was a necessary suspension of my manhood.

Orlando, Ray, Brian, Henry, SaTia and I had all arrived at the studio a half-hour earlier. Our days had been long since the diss record dropped. We’d been flying all over the place. I was doing TV interviews and performing in almost every major city in the U.S. This was the biggest primetime television opportunity we’d had, though.

About a month ago, I was sitting in my hotel room eating a bowl of Froot Loops when SaTia burst in with a grin on her face. She told me the producers from the Phil Winters Show had just contacted her. They wanted to know if Da Nigga would be available to come to Chicago in five weeks and be a guest. The Phil Winters Show had been the number one late-night talk show on TV for over a decade. I almost choked on a loop.

These kinds of things had been happening regularly in the last eight months. I dropped one song, and all of a sudden I couldn’t perform in clubs anymore because the crowds were overcapacity. I went from being recognized by four or five people every time I went out to having to wear a disguise and notify local police departments where I’d be going so they could have their squads on standby to deal with the mobs. It was insanity. Even my crew was changing. They’d caught the residual effects of my newfound superstardom, and had decided that they no longer wanted to be referred to by their real names. Instead, they always wanted to be known by their aliases.

“You’re kidding me,” I told them in the VIP section of a club in Dallas. “You want me to call all of you by your stage names? The only time you’re even on stage is when you’re with me!”

“We know, man,” Henry said for the group. They had all seen how much pressure had been put on me lately, and they figured Henry would be the best person to approach me without getting me upset. “But with you being so famous now, people actually startin’ to recognize us, too. Couple a times you did interviews and used our real names, and befo’ it wasn’t really no big deal, but now...well...I mean, you ain’t got to if you don’t want to, but we already said we was gonna start callin’ each otha by our aliases, so we jus’ wanted to know if you was down to do the same thing?”

Everyone was losing their minds. It seemed like the only sane person around me was SaTia, and even she had to admit that as long as nothing changed down the road, making the battle record might have been the best thing I could’ve done.

Lost in my own thought, I didn’t even notice the porcelain lady stop what she was doing and glance over my shoulder. It took for an energetic voice approaching me from behind to snap me out of my daze. I looked up and into the mirror just in time to see Phil Winters prepare to slap his hand down on my shoulder. Even though he was over twice my age, his visage beamed with the vivaciousness of a teenager. I guess daily professional grooming and sex with younger women really is the fountain of youth. I turned my head to look into his eyes as he spoke.

“Thrilled, absolutely thrilled to have you on the show! What should I call you, huh? Should I call you Moe or ‘Da N’ or ‘Da N-word’, or what? Man, I swear you picked one helluva name!”

I had been getting this question a lot lately, and it was starting to piss me off. SaTia constantly told me I’d asked for it.

“You can call me whateva, man. Most white folk jus stick to Da N-word, though. Seem like y’all don’t know the difference between nig-ga and nig-ger, so you’re better off playin’ it safe.”

Phil vigorously nodded his head.

“I totally agree, totally agree! Is Sandy treating you okay?” He motioned to the lady with the frozen face. “She’s a miracle worker with makeup. Makes me look great on my worst days...”

“Yeah, she’s great,” I said, as I glanced at Sandy. I could tell by her eyes she didn’t care what I said one way or the other.

“Great! Listen, I’m so glad we got you on while the dissing record is still hot! It’s been lighting up the airways for months now!”

I laughed to myself and shook my head. “It’s called a diss record, Phil, not a dissing record. Anyone who knows anything about rap is gonna laugh at you if you say that.”

Phil immediately yanked a notepad out from the inside pocket of his designer suit. He scribbled the note down, said it once out loud to himself, and then slipped the pad back into his pocket.

“Got it! Won’t make that mistake on the show, I promise! And just so you know, I’ll probably ask you more questions about the record tonight than anything else. Is that okay with you?”

“Yeah, it figures. Just make sure you push the new CD.”

“Already covered that with your business manager, and everything’s under control. Is there anything else you need? Anything at all?”

“Nope, I’m good.”

“Wonderful! See you on the set!”

He slapped me on the shoulder again and briskly walked out, leaving Sandy and me to an awkward silence.

“I can finish up if you like.” She talked with so little enthusiasm that I started to get sleepy.

“Yeah, that’d be good.”

She made her way back over to my face and began wrapping up her masterpiece. Five minutes later, SaTia burst through the door.

“The show’s starting, Moe. He’s gonna call you out in ten minutes. We need to be in place.”

I glanced at Sandy again, and this time she gave me a slight smile. It looked like it hurt.

“We’re all done here,” she declared with indistinguishable triumph.

“Thanks, Sandy,” I said as I got up. She nodded, and turned to gather her equipment as I walked out with my manager.

“The set is this way,” SaTia said and pointed to the right as we began speed walking. “I’ve already run down what he can and can’t ask you, but it sounds like most of his questions will be about the record.”

“I know, he told me.”

“Just be careful what you say, okay? The record is out and it’s done its job—there’s no use in rubbing it in.”

I could hear the concern in my best friend’s voice.

“You not still worried about those fools, are you?”

“Just be careful what you say, okay?”

We approached an open doorway with a curtain in front of it, and two men who looked like the guys on the runway at the airport. One pulled off his headphones and turned to us while the other kept up a conversation over a walkie-talkie.

“The stage is on the other side of this curtain. You’ll be coming on from the far right, and the camera will be on you from the time you emerge until the time you sit down with Phil. This is live, so please no profanity or lewd comments. Have a great show.”

SaTia nodded at the stagehand and then turned to me. “I’ll be waiting back here during the interview. If something goes wrong, I’ll come out during the commercial break. Otherwise, see you when it’s over.”

I had the urge to kiss her. I always had the urge to kiss her before I went onstage, like just in case someone was waiting in the crowd with bad intentions, at least I got one in before I died. Instead, I did what I always did, which was nod at her. She nodded back, and took two steps behind me.

The ground controller began a silent countdown with his hands. When he got down to seven I took a deep breath and checked myself. My jeans and Washington Wizards jersey were on point, my Jordans were fresh, and both my chain and my grill were bright enough to power a solar vehicle. I was ready.

Three fingers...two fingers...one finger...

The guy extended his arm out toward the curtain and I walked through.
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