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To any and everyone, from street corner




to street corner in all of the boroughs




of the world, who has ever picked up




the pen and dared to rebel; dared to dream,




to see the big picture to take over the world.




This is for you, stay true, keep on spittin’.












It is Ptah the Most Great who has given existence to all divine powers and to their essences through his heart, mind and tongue. And he thinks as heart and mind and commands as tongue whatever he wishes. Indeed, every word of God came into being through that which the heart and mind thought and the tongue commanded.




theHusia















Micah and Erika entered the middle car in the midst of the melee and surprisingly they were able to find a seat together. It was evening time, late rush hour; at this stop the train should be brimming. It was not empty by any account; nevertheless, sardines would have begged for this comfort. Today was a colder day than it had been in the recent weeks and they had dressed warmer out of protection. They were fashionable in their wool overcoats, but heavier and more cumbersome for it. Once in the heated car they took the chance to undo their bindings. Once his coat had been opened she sat her head upon his chest and he placed his arm around her shoulder. There they sat as young lovers, layered by cloth and comfortable in their skins.




With her ear to his heart she listened attentively for its beat. Through the thick fabric she was not able to hear one.




“I can’t hear your heartbeat,” she looked up and said to him.




“Don’t worry, it’s there,” he replied.




“I don’t know, I can’t hear it, I think you’re dead,” she remarked playfully.




“If I were, how would I be able to talk to you now?”




“Well, maybe you’re dead and you just don’t know it yet.”




“So then, you’re saying that we only die if we acknowledge death.”




“Maybe. And maybe we only live if we acknowledge life, but I’m not quite sure.”




“Well, then, I will never acknowledge death and I will live forever.”




“And what would you do if you could live forever?” she asked him.




“I would stay here, with you, in this moment, in love.”




“But I won’t live forever. What will you do when I die?”




“Girl, you will never die. I’m not sure about a lot of things, but of that I am.”




“So then, we will both live and love forever,” she stated and asked him at the same time.




“Why not, why not.”




In like vein the two lovers found each other’s lips there in the crowd of the not-so-packed train. They kissed, eyes closed, hearts entwined and minds miles away, in a haze of purple.




When they came up for air the train had come to a stop at Fifty-ninth Street subway station. Many of the passengers got off and were readily replaced. A young man came on and sat directly across from them. In his hands he carried a periodical; he held it spread-eagle before him. It covered him from stomach to brow and brought the full picture on the cover of the publication within eyeshot. There they were shown profiled head to head, Flawless and Hannibal, and above them were the wordsCrown Warfare. The airbrushed tableau stood before them like a hanging harbinger, as if they had needed any reminder of war.
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One










I ain’t gotta spit




’Cause ma farts




Flow better than you




Smell better than you




Ma shit is just better than you




I’m a skinny dude




But dude don’t be fooled




I’ll knock a fat fuck




Back to Bellevue




’Cause you must be crazy




Comin’ wit’ that weak shit




Cough one line




An’ yo fat ass is outta breath









The words are sharp, pungent and cut through shells with a razor’s edge. It takes a thick shell to bear it, to hear it, to stand still, all the while crafting an evermore denigrating comeback. As such this pudgy prodigy waited his turn, engulfed in the melee of his peers, pretending not to be fazed by his skinny opponent’s stinging aspersions. Waiting for his retort, he meditated on his course of action and how to turn the affections of the ever-growing goading crowd to his favor. It was coming, he could feel it now, Skinny Man had come to the climax of his tirade; the beat was turning to his favor.




No time to be tired, think fast, the beat is on me now, here I go…and then nothing. What the hell! Oh shit…I just went blank. Shit, niggas is looking at me. What the hell was I gonna say again? It was something about what he said. But what the fuck did he say? I don’t remember. Shit, how the hell I don’t remember what to say? If I don’t say something, this kid’s gon’ eat me. I won’t be able to open my mouth on the street again. C’mon, God, you can’t let that shit happen. Think, think. What the hell was I gon’ say? All right, I’ll just keep sayin’ “yeah yeah” until something comes to me. All right, that did it. Cats stop staring for a second. But I gotta have something by the next time the beat turns over. God, don’t do this to me. Here comes the beat. I gotta say something, but what to say? “Yeah, yeah.” Think, think…aahhhhhhhhh…there it goes.






Nigga you fart




’Cause you all gas




You just garbage




So you talk trash




But I’m the trash collector, garbage disposer




An’ I ain’t overweight




I’m heavyweight, motherfucker




Dirty wit’ mine




Hit below the belt line




Give you a uppercut to the cup




Have you cough yo’ balls up




You should know better




Than to battle the Brooklyn brawler




When I’m done




I’ma have yo’ ass bawlin’ fo’ yo’ momma.







He felt his stride and rode the rhythm. The obligatoryOh Shits began to turn his way. He held nothing back, doing the dozens with precision. It all ate into Skinny Man. He was not as good at concealing his feelings as his robust counterpart. Seeing this, Fat Man edged in for the kill, close enough to kiss. He held the death blow upon his tongue…and unleashed it: along with an inadvertent wad of spit. TheOh shit s of the crowd came through clenched teeth. Skinny Man did not wait for an apology. He threw up a fist and connected quickly. Fat Man replied and the entire crowd exploded.




The fight ensued outside of the club, Rampage. It was one of the more popular hip-hop nightclubs in lower Manhattan. At seeing the progressing affray two very big, well-dressed bouncers parted their way through and quickly put an end to it. They pulled the two young men apart; who in truth did not want to be fighting, but were merely caught up in the adrenaline of the movement.




There were SUVs and all manner of expensive cars parked outside, from the Lexus to the Benz. The bouncers dressed in black suits stood at the door. There was a railing that kept the people lined against the wall. The dense procession extended the stretch of the block and around the corner. The line was a dichotomy of gender and style. The women were dressed from head to toe in the most revealing, tight-fitting things they could have squeezed their frames into, while the men wore loose-fitting denim, complemented by work boots or sneakers, with a T-shirt or some form of sports jersey. The pounding music from inside was well heard. The beat beckoned the people in with baited anticipation.




A young man at the front made his way past the bouncers and was handed a flyer as he proceeded. Upon the flyer it read:Hip-hop speak out for justice, Speak out for truth, Free all political prisoners, Fight against the war on terrorism. And on the cover it showed a man with profound eyes, dreadlocks and handcuffs. There was more to be read, but the young man paid it no mind and quickly folded it into his pocket. His mind was already well engaged by the beautiful young girl walking in front of him, keen to the manufactured faded area about her rear. They arrived at the security check where they were frisked. While the muscled guard grabbed at all parts of his body he was far more concerned with the aggressive gropes that the stout female security guard addressed to the girl. When they were finished the girl walked away and the young man approached the female guard.




“Yo, Ma, tell me how can I get yo’ job?”




She curled the corner of her lips in sarcasm and prodded him along. He tried to catch up to the girl. He, however, entered the main floor to complete confusion. The club was packed, the crowd thick and the music loud. He looked about without discretion but it was all for naught. He had lost her in the shuffle of flesh and the psychedelic pattern of lights. But within a minute he didn’t seem to mind as another beautiful girl squeezed her way across his brow and his thoughts followed the sway of hips.




The crowd was dense, being anywhere from fifteen hundred to two thousand people. While bopping their heads to the beat and dancing as much as the space would allow they focused their attentions toward the stage at the DJ. He was well known and, by the smoothness in his scratches, well deserving of his accolades. He was RA, the hottest DJ in the city. Above him, an all-encompassing banner for Bin Laden hung. Bin Laden was the most popular hip-hop act at the time. He was the premier artist in the Crown Records roster; as such, the name of the ubiquitous music juggernaut was imprinted alongside his. And just below Bin Laden’s banner was another for BET Freestyle Championship; again the symbol for Crown Records was imprinted, as Crown was the sponsor of both events.




The music began to fade as a man and a woman entered the stage. She was cute, medium-tanned, stockily built; well-fitted in her mix of bohemian and hip-hop. He was lean, tall, dark, handsome; attired in a mix of thug and preppy. They were Free and AJ, the hosts of BET’s 106 and Park. He was the first to address the crowd, “Hey what’s up, New York, how are y’all doing tonight!” And Free followed, “Yo, how’s everybody doing out there? Alla y’all lookin’ so beautiful. Ain’t I right, AJ? Isn’t everybody just looking so good tonight?”




“You are definitely right about that, Free. Especially the sistas; damn, sistas you look good! Y’all making a brother have thoughts to…” He then looked over to Free, who playfully slapped him on his shoulder.




“Boy, you better stop, before you get yourself beat down looking at some other man’s woman.”




“What you talking about, Free? I can handle my own now. But you’re right, you’re right, you’re right. But I’m just sayin’, though, that the sistas look good. And y’all need to give yourselves a round of applause for that.”




“All right now, everybody, do we all know why we are here?”




Reacting to Free’s question the crowd shouted out, “Bin Laden!”




“Yes, we are definitely here in support of our terror boy, Bin Laden,” Free responded. “Doing his thing, dropping the bomb shit as always. But what else are we here for?”




The crowd again shouted out, “Freestyle Championship!”




“That’s right, y’all, this is it,” AJ remarked. “This is the grand championship of our Freestyle Battles, where two local unsigned talents are going to come up on this stage and do their thing. And when it is all over, one of them won’t be unsigned anymore, ’cause he’s gonna walk away with a fat-ass record deal from Crown Records, home of Bin Laden, Stalin and Lil’ Hitler. Not to mention also being the sponsors of our event tonight.”




The crowd cheered again as if playing a round of call and response. “Now, AJ, let’s tell the people how these two guys got here.”




“To get to this point both of them had to win an almost impossible nine weeks in a row on our televised Freestyle Battles. It was hard work but they both did it. And they are both here tonight to determine who is the best of the best.”




“Now, do y’all know who we are talking about?” Free asked.




The crowd began to shout out, “FLAWLESS” and “BULL!” The mob was all but evenly split between supporters of Flawless and those of Hannibal. “Damn, AJ, it looks like it’s gon’ be a war tonight.”




“That’s right, Free; so let’s not keep the crowd waiting anymore. Let’s get this war started. Let’s bring out my main man, Flawless the word shifter; and the undeniable, I tell you I’m scared of this guy, Hannibal the Cannibal.”




Flawless entered the stage from the left, and Hannibal did so from the right. They were both attractive black men in their early twenties, of average heights and slim builds. Flawless however was the pretty boy. He was more neatly dressed; with his white shell-top sneakers, his light blue jeans, his black loose-fitting T-shirt and his hair: a well-cut blowout. In his Timberland boots Hannibal appeared more rugged. His clothes were darker and baggier, his demeanor sterner and his head was bald. The crowd reacted to the difference in their styles. The women screamed and swooned for Flawless, while the men barked and howled for Hannibal. Through the noise they remained silent; Free broke through the barking. “Now, gentlemen, let’s get the rules straight. Basically there are no rules. This isn’t like our televised show, so there are no censors. Only rule is: you keep it verbal.”




“Yeah, brothers, there is no need for any physicalities here. And that goes for the audience as well. I know we all like to keep it gangsta. But let’s keep it peaceful as well. Keep it on the mic.”




“Without further ado, let’s get started. Flawless lost the toss backstage, so he will be going first. There will be three rounds, one minute each. The audience will judge the winner of each round and the best two out of three wins.” She then looked over at both men. “Brothers, are you ready? This is it. DJ, turn up the beat.”















Two










Flawless lived in a decent home, on a fairly peaceful block, in a rather modest part of Queens, New York. On the steps leading to the house, his sister Erika and her date stood talking. She was nineteen then, beyond beautiful and had a hypnotizing smile; as such, the young man stood mesmerized in her presence. He was dark-tanned, thug in appearance but a kitten at heart. He attempted to be suave and respectful while trying to conceal a growing nature, seeing her through X-ray vision, imagining the firm of every curvature. He spoke with enamored timidity:




“So we’re here,” he said.




And she responded, as was her custom, in a very quiet, subtle, almost seductive but never forced tone, “Yeah we’re here.” Simple words seemed so much more palatable coming off of her tongue.




“I had a really good time tonight.”




“Yeah, I had a really good time as well.”




“Yeah, yeah, that’s really good. ’Cause y’know, I mean…I really would like to…y’know, maybe we can go out again.”




“Yeah, why not. I think I would like that.”




“Good shit, good shit.”




Feeling a bit more confident about himself he stepped in, closing the gap between them. This was the closest that he had been to her all night. He could smell the shampoo in her hair, the engaging scent of her perfume, and look into the brown depths of her eyes. He lost himself there in her presence. He lathered his lips and dreamed of a kiss, hoping that his translucent attempt at seduction was enough of a clue; and that Erika too was of like mind.




As he mulled over his approach a car pulled up to the house, music playing loud; but not enough to wake the neighbors. Flawless was in the passenger seat while his best friend Tommy drove. Tommy was Flawless’s peer in both age and taste, of the same build and just a shade lighter than Flawless’s brown complexion. They had been friends from freshman year in high school unto manhood. They had been through it all together: Flawless and faithful Tommy, always by his side. Tommy drove but Flawless led. This was never an outright rule. It was a relationship implicitly arranged, subconscious and as natural as an instinct.




“Yo, you did your thing tonight, man. I’m mad proud of you,” Tommy congratulated his friend.




“Thanks, I really appreciate that.”




“So you on your way, man. You won the deal, nothing but the big time for you now,” Tommy said with pride and the slight apprehension that he may be losing his friend to the gravity of success.




Flawless quickly dissuaded his fears: “It’s big time for us. Wherever I go, you coming with me. Like it always been, like it always will be. I mean that, we gon’ take over this whole world, change the game.”




With his fears eased, Tommy’s pride showed through more clearly. “Blessings, god, blessings.” His light heart then strayed to the doorstep, where he saw Erika and her date. “Yo, I see that Erika got herself a little boyfriend.” Flawless, being so engrossed in his glow from earlier, was ignorant to all things outside of the tinted glass.




“What?” he asked. Tommy then gestured with his head about that which he spoke. Flawless turned his eyes in that direction and became…silent.




“So, when are you supposed to meet wit’ dem cats and make the deal official?” Tommy spoke but Flawless did not hear him. “Yo, you hearing me, man?”




“What was that?” Flawless reacted, sharing his focus between Tommy and the doorstep.




“I was asking you when you was gonna meet wit’ dem cats from Crown and sign the deal?”




“Oh yeah…I’m supposed to meet with them tomorrow,” Flawless said, for a moment letting go of his preoccupation.




“You need a ride over there?”




“Yeah, that would be cool. We’ll roll over there together.”




The two friends then exchanged their good-byes and their love the way that men do; through the use of a pound, more fervent than a handshake, but not as intimate as a straight hug.




Flawless waved good-bye as Tommy drove off. Upon seeing her brother, Erika and her date pulled away slightly; and slightly Erika smiled at him, already intuiting what he was thinking.




“Michael, you’re back,” she greeted.




Her date, at seeing Flawless, showed him the respect due to the older brother of a prospective mate; also, being aware of Flawless’s gifts on the mic, there was a mix of awe in his tenor. “Yo, what’s up, Flawless?” he greeted with outstretched palm. Flawless shook it without any real sincerity. “I seen you do yo’ thing over on One-oh-six. You nice, god, you nice.”




“Thanks,” Flawless replied as lifelessly as his handshake.




“So you was in the finals tonight. How did that go?”




“It went all right.” Flawless spoke with his attention squarely focused on Erika, seeing her date only as a peripheral annoyance. “Hello, Erika. I see that you’re getting in late tonight.”




“So are you, Michael,” she responded in downplayed sarcasm.




“Well, I had a reason.”




“And so did I.”




Noticing that she was neglecting her date, Erika returned her attention. “Yeah, so I had a really nice time tonight. So just give me a call and maybe we can hook up again.”




“Yeah. I’ll definitely do that.”




It was time to go and he knew this, though his affections urged him to stay. He thought to give her a customary kiss good night or at least get a hug. However, he looked over at Flawless, who looked back at him as if to say, Why are you still here, and he decided not to. He headed down the steps and toward the gate. Erika opened the door to the house and went inside. Flawless watched her enter and made a motion to do so himself. But then he turned and called to her date. Her date at hearing the call veered back.




“Yo, what’s up, Flawless?” he said.




“Yo, listen. You a man, and I’m a man, so I’m gon’ keep it as real with you as possible.”




“All right.”




“I know what you’re trying to do.”




“What do you mean?”




“Nigga, don’t play dumb with me. You trying to fuck my sister!”




“Wait, hold up, man. I’m not trying to do nothin’,” he reacted.




“Oh, so you telling me that you don’t wanna fuck my sister?”




“Yo, I’m not saying none of that. I’m just saying that I like her.”




“So then you do wanna fuck her?”




“Yo…you, you puttin’ words in ma mouth.”




“Naw. You see I’m not really concerned with the words coming out of your mouth; it’s the ones in your thoughts that I’m interested in. See, I know that my sister is a very beautiful girl. And every nigga around here is trying to get a piece of her. But you see my sister is different, she ain’t like all them other tricks and hos around here.”




“I know that. That’s why I like her.”




“Why, because you wanna be the first one to turn her out?”




“Naw, man, that ain’t it at all.”




“Yeah, that’s exactly it. And that shit ain’t gon’ happen. So you know what? Do yourself a favor and don’t call her or come by this house again. Ever!”




“Yo, man, you ain’t serious.”




“Fuck yeah I am. Now I’m done talking. Good night!”




Before her date could get another word in, Flawless turned away and walked inside. Her date was left alone standing at the gate stupefied. He stood there for a moment in disbelief and then walked away.




 




Inside, it was a nice home; a handsome floral-patterned sofa set encircled a wooden unit. Flawless entered the house into the living room to find his mother sleeping on the larger of the two sofas. To the immediate left was the red-carpeted stairway leading to the second level. To the left of the living room was the dining area and straight ahead a door led into the kitchen. As soon as Flawless entered and locked the door behind him, Erika came at him from upstairs.




“What did you do, Michael? What did you do?” Erika attacked.




“What are you talking about?” he replied with a smirk.




“You know what. You were out there talking to him, about what?”




“I was just wishing the brother a good night.”




“Yeah, right. Mom! Michael scared off another boy again!”




Their mother rose groggily, fixing her nightgown beneath her. This was one of her few nights off. Working two jobs at a time at times made sleep a luxury. Her forty-something face looked more drawn and fatigued for it. Being so accustomed to constantly being up, she found it hard to surrender herself to somnolence. Annoyed at her insomnia and half-asleep she said, “Michael, I told you about you and them boys. Leave your sister alone. Let her live her life.”




Flawless, still playing the game, answered, “Mom, I didn’t do anything, I swear it.”




“Yeah, well, we’ll see,” Erika added, then forcefully walked upstairs while looking back at Flawless.




Flawless now directed his attention to his mother. He was proud of himself and his night’s accomplishment and he wanted his mother to share in his joy. He was twenty-three years old and one year out of college. He hadn’t graduated. He left during his junior year due to a lack of passion. He had sat in class after class for over two years crunching numbers, all for the purpose of becoming an accountant. He did this while daydreaming of rhyming. With his head down alongside his notes of charts and figures, the words flowed through his pen. This was his passion. He played accountant for his mother. It was a respectable profession and the responsible thing to do. However, responsibility was seldom liberating. In truth, the only liberating thing about campus life were the biquarterly talents shows; which he always won. His gift of gab had made him a star on campus, though campus celebrity was not his aspiration. His vision was grand and so the city called him back from upstate.




He wanted more. He didn’t just want to study; he wanted to be studied. When he was in school, he took a far greater interest in literature classes. He learned about all of the greats: from Shakespeare and Wordsworth to Hughes, Angelou and Sanchez. He admired their works while believing that he could do better. It was the ultracompetitive nature of hip-hop to be the best that always ate at him.




Far beyond the naked word, the beat was much a part of his consciousness. He was married to the two in a polygamy of rhyme. He loved what he did and saw school as a waste of time. So he left, to his mother’s chagrin. In the year since she had made nagging him her daily harangue. He asked for patience and faith. She told him to go back to school. And many times, after he had won battle after battle but still had nothing concrete, he questioned if his decision had been folly. Now that he had the deal he saw that it had not been, and he wanted so much to share his news with his mother, so that she would look at him once again with pride anew.




“So Mom, I got some news for you.”




“Yeah, well, Michael, if it’s not about you going back to school, I’m not interested. I don’t know, boy. You’re just sitting here wasting your life and your education.”




“I’m not wasting my life, Mommy. I’m just trying to live my dream.”




“I tell you this, son. If you always do only what you want, you will always be unhappy. Believe you me, go back to school, grow up and take care of your responsibilities. All this rapping nonsense is not going to get you anywhere.”




Flawless smiled to himself. The words still stung even though he had already won the deal. His mother’s disregard curbed his enthusiasm, so he chose not to share his news, at least not for now.




“Yeah, Mom. I guess it won’t.”




“Trust me, you’re a smart boy, go back to school. Go back to school,” she repeated. “Now be a dear and get me a blanket.”




Flawless went upstairs, retrieved a blanket from the hall closet and returned and covered his mother. He kissed her forehead, turned off the living room light and headed quietly upstairs.




He began to go into his room when he decided to go to Erika and tell her the good news. She would understand. Unlike his mother, Erika had always been supportive of his vision. She listened to him. He shared his thoughts with her. He expressed to her those thoughts that he would not share with Tommy, for the simple fact that men never liked to appear weak among other men; and still those thoughts that he felt were too intimate to share with the other women who came in and out of his life. He felt close to no woman save his sister. Now he couldn’t wait to see the expression on her face as he told her the news.




He was about to knock, only to find her door slightly ajar. In her room some distance away he was able to see a full-length mirror. In the mirror’s reflection was Erika, half-dressed, in the process of putting on her sleepwear. This caught him by surprise. He stepped back, waited a few moments and then knocked at the door. He looked only for a second; the image lingered for a few moments longer. She had truly grown into a beautiful woman.




“Who is it?” she called from inside.




“It’s Michael,” Flawless answered.




“Okay, come in,” she said after a moment.




Flawless entered her room. It was much like Erika was, sweetly feminine without being overly girlish, save for the vanity bureau and mirror. As Flawless stepped in he noticed the mirror from before. He turned his head so as to get away from the thought. He saw her now dressed in a matching fuchsia pajama shirt and shorts. He felt weird about what he had seen and almost wanted to leave so as to get away from the image.




“What, you came to see if I had any boys up here so that you could run them off?”




“Yeah, I did. You got any hiding under the bed?” Flawless then jokingly went and looked under the bed. For this, Erika swatted him with a pillow.




“Stop playing. I’m upset with you. Why did you do that?”




“I just thought that you could do better than him.”




“Yeah, but you do that with every guy I bring.”




“Well, I thought that you could do better than all of them.”




“Yeah, whatever. If I listen to you I would probably end up as a nun.”




“That wouldn’t be so bad.”




She hit him again.




“Don’t take it out on me because you had a bad night.”




“That’s funny. Who told you that I had a bad night?”




With a half-excited expression she asked, “What do you mean…you won?”




“Well, maybe I did.”




“Don’t play with me, Michael. Tell me, did you win or not?”




“Yep,” Flawless said with contained exuberance.




“You won the contract? You got the deal?”




“Yeah I did.”




She ran and hugged him, closer than he would have liked her to at the time.




“Oh, I’m so happy for you! How come you didn’t say anything?”




He broke the hug and stepped back. “Well, I’m telling you now.”




“I mean before, why didn’t you tell Mom?”




“Well, I was going to but then she got on me about school again, and y’know…”




“So what, you’re not going to tell her?”




“No, I am, I am. I’ll tell her tomorrow.”




“Oh man, you won. You finally got the deal,” she repeated.




“Finally.”




“I’m so happy for you.” She hugged him again. He wanted to push her off but gave in and indulged in her affections.




“Be happy for us. It’s a whole new world for us, a whole new life. We are gonna move out of this house, out of this hood. It’s just the good life from now on.” Finally he broke the hold.




“Damn, Michael, it must have been so exciting. I wish I had been there.”




“No, I’m glad that you weren’t. If I had lost I couldn’t stand to have seen the expression on your face.”




“Yeah, I guess you’re right. So was it close?”




As he reflected his expression became focused; Hannibal always had that effect on him. As Erika was the light to his heart, Hannibal was the dark. “Well, it was Bull. Bull is always hard. I’m just glad I was able to pull it off. That’s one chapter of my life finished with now. I never have to deal with him again.”















Three










Hannibal’s black Lexus shimmered in the moonlight as he pulled into the parking area of the Brooklyn project. It was somewhere between late night and early morning. Hannibal sat silently in his car and looked out into the maze of apartment buildings of the Cypress Hill projects. Through the moonlight, through tired eyes, it all appeared somewhat majestic. Hannibal, however, knew too well the true grimy reality.




He was exhausted both emotionally and physically. He really wanted to win. Going up against Flawless, he knew that it would be hard but he believed that he had had a shot. He wanted it not just for the deal but more so for the escape. Losing knocked him down to square one. He questioned how to pick himself back up again and if he even should. Was it all worth it? He looked at himself in the rearview mirror. He could see into his eyes. He was tired but there would be no relief just staring into oblivion.




He made his way through the maze toward his apartment building, slightly inebriated in his stride but not in his bloodstream. He walked past the slew of local boys; everyone stood almost at attention in his presence, there was an air of reverence in the gesture. It was the usual custom to chat with the boys at the steps before going in. Tonight he was in no mood for conversation. He desired only to sleep this night away.




He entered his apartment building. There was a green hallway leading to the elevator. It was dimly lit and wreaked of urine. The fetid smell was the accustomed aroma to the air, yet it seemed all the more pungent tonight: with the paint-chipped walls that swelled with moisture being an effective breeding ground for mold and all manner of carcinogens. Hannibal called for the elevator. Tired and almost falling over, he awaited its arrival.




When the door opened, an attractive young woman, well-shaped in her tight jeans, walked out, invoking thoughts of sex with her every gesture. “Hey, Bull baby. How are you doin’?” she greeted. He found her voice somewhat shrill and annoying as she spoke in stereotypicalJerry Springer low-brow twang.




“I’m fine,” Hannibal replied, feeling a bit more excited, but nevertheless, still drained.




“You don’t look fine, baby; you look real tired.”




“Naw, it’s nothing. I’m cool.”




“Are you sure? Because I could always come up and take care of you.”




Hannibal looked at her and her offer seemed inviting. Then he remembered how tired he was and how he couldn’t be bothered with sleeping with her and then kicking her out of his bed an hour later.




“Naw, girl, it’s all right. I’ll be cool.”




“Well all right, but if you change your mind, you know how to reach me.” She kissed him on the lips. Hannibal did not kiss back. She then turned off and began her saunter down the hall, swinging her hips a bit more than her natural stride suggested to better emphasize her point.




He went to step into the elevator, but it closed just before he could get in. He pushed the button furiously but it had already left for another floor. Exasperated, Hannibal shouted out his feeling of the entire night, “Fuck!”




 




All was dark at first. Hannibal pronouncedlights and the entire room became alive. It was a surprisingly big apartment with a well-spaced living room. It had a very black metallic feel to it. There was a black leather sofa, set against the wall, facing an immense big-screen television. Truly, it was immense: it was sixty inches square and sat on a stand that was a foot and a half. Hannibal walked to the television and at its height it was taller than he was. He rubbed the belly of it with familiar endearment, much the same way that one would do a pet. To his left behind the television was the kitchen. It was neat and not laden with week-old dirty dishes. He looked at his fridge; he was hungry and he was tired, he debated, and fatigue won out. He went straight ahead toward the bedroom. He was so tired that he didn’t hear the pants of sex coming through the door.




The room opened lit only by the light from the kitchen. Once inside, Hannibal could see the shadowed contours of a man and a woman in the midst of an act. They were obviously comfortable with the voyeurism of their intimacy, as they paid little attention to him and he in kind paid little attention to them. He merely walked over to the minibar in the corner and proceeded to fix himself a drink.




Who the girl was, he did not know. The man he knew was Mook. If Hannibal were to have a best friend, Mook would be the closest thing to it. They were business partners. They shared liabilities in commerce, and at times they shared a bed in conquest; though it was Hannibal’s bed and Hannibal’s apartment and Mook had his own of both of these. Many times he had come home to the familiar pants echoing out of his door. For the most part he was generous to the closest thing to a brother he never had—but not tonight, tonight he was tired.




“Yo, Bull, what the fuck you doin’, man? I’m in the middle of something here,” Mook gasped.




Without turning his attention toward them, with a restrained voice, Hannibal answered, “Yeah, I can see that. Now get that bitch the hell out of here.”




“Nigga, you ain’t for real.”




“Fuck yeah, I’m for real. Now you and the bitch get out,” Hannibal answered, never raising his voice. He then left the room with his drink in hand, leaving the door open and the sting of the light behind him.




 




Hannibal was slouched on the sofa watching the movieHannibal. He watched it, engrossed in every word with a virgin’s interest, though he had long since been a prostitute. At the count he was somewhere between seventy or seventy-two. The only other movie he had seen as much was its predecessor,The Silence of the Lambs , which over the years he had seen close to a hundred times. At the rate he was going,Hannibal was well on its way to beating that record. He never seemed to count. It was his diversion from the real in all of its gory psychological angst. And even more than that, it was his namesake.




The twenty-four-year-old had been calling himself Hannibal for the past ten years; and he kept himself in the company of those who only knew him as such, so much so that he had all but forgotten his given name. Hannibal had become for him not just a name but also his being. And though the character had inspired him, he was not Lecter,and did not aspire to be. He was another type of devourer. Still, beyond all that, he just thought the name was cool.




Hannibal sat focused with an unwavering gaze as the girl exited from his bedroom. Buttoning up her shirt and straightening her bottom, she walked into the view of the immense television. She was attractive but all Hannibal could see was that she was obstructing his vision.




“Hey, Bull,” she greeted flirtingly.




“You’re standing in front of the TV,” he said with an annoyed calm.




“Oh I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”




She hurriedly walked out of the view of the immense TV as Mook, a dark-skinned man much like Hannibal, came into the living room. He was shirtless and wore baggy jeans with the waist of his boxers visible. He had a prisoner’s physique, with his defined arms and chest, but less defined stomach and legs. He calmly crossed the path of the television and went over to the girl. He whispered something in her ear; kissed her, pulling on her bottom lip; then opened the door for her and smacked her on the rear. To this she reacted playfully and was set to leave, but first said, “’Bye, Bull,” and waved. Hannibal barely raised an eyebrow in response.




Mook closed the door, walked over and sat in the loveseat to Hannibal’s right. He leaned over the coffee table and began to roll a blunt from the recesses of marijuana left on top. With his head tilted down, “So what’s up, nigga, you lost tonight and you pissed?” he asked.




“Who told you I lost?”




“Come on, nigga, I know you. If you had won, you woulda came in here with two bitches of your own and joined in.” Hannibal silently looked toward him. “All right, maybe you wouldn’t have joined in but you get what I’m saying. So you lost, right?”




Hannibal took a sip of the drink in his hand. The Alizé tasted bitter tonight. “Well, I guess if you was there you wouldn’t have to ask. Thanks for the support.”




There was an uncomfortable pause as Mook sat wondering what to say next. “So it was Flawless?” he finally asked.




“Yeah, it’s always Flawless. Some nights he wins, some nights I win. Tonight he won. And he got the deal.”




“Shit, so Flawless got signed. Shit! Fuck it, it ain’t nothin’. We just go back to plan A.”




Hannibal took another swallow of the embittered drink and remarked, “What’s plan A?”




“What the fuck you think, man? Plan A is what we been doing. It’s what got you all this fly shit in your crib and that pussy-catching car you got. We need to, hell, you need to get your attention solely back to pushing this weight.”




“Yeah, pushing weight.” There was a bit of sarcasm in Bull’s voice.




“C’mon, nigga, don’t act like you don’t know. You one of the biggest dealers in Brooklyn, but you been getting your perspective all fucked up trying to be some rapper. An’ I’ll admit it, you got some skills an’ all, but I never seen why the hell you wanted to do that shit anyway.”




“What am I gonna do? Sell drugs for the rest of my life?”




“Why the fuck not? We know mad niggas who have.”




“Yeah, and most of dem niggas are either dead or in jail.”




“Nigga, I been in jail. That’s the business, that’s life. Don’t act like this is something new.”




“Listen, I ain’t in this shit to get shot or to go to jail. I’m here to make money. And that’s it.”




“And we are making money, a lot more than most a dem niggas on BET. Check the shit out. Most a dem renting the cars you see in those videos. We own the shit. That whole industry is just a big front on what we doin’. Faggot-ass niggas talkin’ like they killers. There ain’t nothin’ about it real. I mean, this is the thing that I just don’t get; we already got the money, the cars and the hos.”




“I’m tired of fucking these project bitches.”




“So what? Now you wanna fuck some million-dollar model?”




“I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about something more. I’m tired of living in the projects, seeing these same niggas everyday.”




“Well, these niggas around here love you and more than that they respect you. We can walk down any street and park our shit with the doors open and never worry about that shit getting robbed. How many a dem fake thug hip-hop niggas can say that? Yeah, a motherfucker may listen to the music, but have one of them come bling-blinging down the wrong street and that nigga is gon’ get jacked. Shit, I would personally like one of them to come my way. He would go back broke and with something up his ass. And plus, there ain’t nobody sayin’ that we gotta keep living here. You wanna move to the suburbs, let’s do it. That’s where most of our customers live anyway. But that ain’t it, is it?”




“You’re right, you’re absolutely right. That ain’t it. I got big plans for the future and this shit ain’t it.”




“No, man. You need to get your perspectives straight.”




“Nope. I got everything in perspective. I see the big picture. Yeah, I see the big picture. And right now it’s me and that bed.” Hannibal crossed Mook’s path and went toward the bedroom. He stepped in for a moment, held his head down, calmly walked over to the kitchen counter, picked up a bottle of disinfectant and placed it in Mook’s chest.




“What’s this for?” Mook questioned.




“Go in the room, change the sheets and fumigate the motherfucker,” he replied with dead calm.




“What the fuck for?”




“Because the motherfucker smells like a mix of weed, sweat and stank ass. Now go spray that shit out.”




Mook got up and walked angrily over to the room. “I don’t know what the hell you talking about. There ain’t nothin’ wrong in here.” He then got a foul whiff of something, “Whoo, oh shit,” and began to spray the room fervently.




Hannibal walked into the kitchen and looked out the window into the cluttered, claustrophobia-inducing expanse—at the back of buildings, at the fire escapes, the lines of clothes that hung across them—and how they glowed in the blue black of the coming dawn. It had not arrived quite yet but it was no longer night. There in the sky it seemed as if the two times of the day were fighting each other for supremacy and Hannibal with a vigilant eye to the battle watched on quietly and said, “Yeah, I see the big picture.”















Four










It was a beautiful day; one of those clear spring days that made you so happy that winter was over and heralded thoughts of an even more promising summer. Though spring is a fickle season, it is not static and ultimately undependable. It will start off beautiful in the morning, can become wretched in the afternoon, comfortable by the evening, reminiscent of winter by nightfall and beyond all that…it can rain. In truth, spring promised to be nothing but itself; ultimately inconstant in nature, much like a lover’s affections. Nevertheless, today was a beautiful day.




Flawless, with a worm’s eye, admired the day through the New York City skyline. He was the furthest thing from a tourist yet he still walked through Manhattan’s streets with awed admiration. In the apex of capitalism he many times felt like a speck in the great expanse, lost in the shuffle of money. So much money, he could literally taste the rich; not the people but rather the intangible. This made it all the more frustrating for a hungry man to be teased with the smell of food and not be able to eat. The entire world looked through the glass window on the outside of this great restaurant with hungry eyes. They watched as the occupants dined on excess with a heart quicker to discard than to give. And now in the midst of all this, here was Flawless, approaching the threshold of capitalism, with an invitation.




Flawless and Tommy entered the great edifice of glass and steel that housed Crown Records. The two friends walked with a virgin’s excitement and a sense of belonging. They headed toward the security desk; as Flawless arrived he took notice of an exceptionally beautiful woman who was signing in at the time. He was so enthralled that he did not notice the older fat female security guard calling him.




“Excuse me, but may I help you?” the security guard called again, now with a bit of an attitude.




“Oh, I’m sorry. I had something on my mind,” awakened, Flawless answered.




“I can see that. Now what business do you have here, young man?”




“I have an appointment with Mr. Jennessy.”




“And what is your name?”




“Michael, Michael Williams.”




The security guard checked her list and then shook her head negatively.




“I am sorry, young man, but there is no Michael Williams here.”




Flawless looked at her almost in disbelief, his feeling of belonging waning in the confusion. “There has to be a mistake,” he said.




“That’s what they always say but the list is never wrong.”




The security guard then looked over to the beautiful woman and smiled at her, mocking the young man; the beautiful woman did not share in the mockery. Flawless wanted to curse out the guard for trying to steal his sense of belonging; but he knew that he had to go through her so he played the diplomat.




“You know what, try Flawless, look for Flawless.”




“Flawless?”




“Just look for it,” he stressed.




She again checked the list, not expecting to see anything, waiting to look up at the disappointed young man and send him off. “Well, what do you know? There is something here for Flawless/Michael Williams,” she said disappointingly.




“Great.” Flawless then called to Tommy and the security guard likewise turned an eye in his direction. Seeing this, Flawless responded, “Oh, he’s with me.”




“I’m sorry, but if he is not on the list, he’s not going up.”




“Maybe you could call upstairs and ask them.”




“No, I cannot. That’s the rules!” she retorted in vintage stank.




Flawless was angered and already having gotten through was prepared to curse out the tubby nobody.




Tommy, seeing this, broke in, “It’s no big thing. I’ll wait down here.”




“Yeah, all right man. But yo, as soon as I get in there I’ll have them call you up.”




“Now, you’re going to be going to the seventy-second floor. After you go through the security check, you are going to take the elevator around the corner to your left,” the security guard instructed him.




Flawless went to the security check to find an airport-style metal detector and a very big male security guard. “Place all of the metal objects you have in your pockets into this container. And take off your jacket and your shoes and put them on the conveyor belt,” he commanded in a deep tenor.




Five years ago such security measures to get into a building would have been considered excessive; however, in the new era, the excessive had become the norm. Given that, Flawless followed orders without argument. He was set to walk through when the security guard stopped him. The beautiful woman was still being checked on the other side. Another female guard was scanning her with a hand-held detector. At first her back was to Flawless and he admired her figure from the back. Then she was instructed to turn around and now they faced each other and he admired her even more from the front. They made eye contact for moments and Flawless could feel the heat rising within. She wore a tight-fitting lavender dress that extended to her knees and fixed to her frame almost like a second skin. Flawless took notice of every form and curvature: the shape of her bust and the gold pendant that hung down into the sweet slit of cleavage; she had locks, well groomed and worn up in a bun; she had an immaculate caramel complexion that seemed so smooth to the touch and even more palatable to the taste; she had edible lips and deep brown eyes, set upon a face that rounded at the cheeks and narrowed neatly as it came to the chin; she was truly beautiful, and in many ways, in many moments, she reminded Flawless of Erika.




The security guard finished with her and sent her on her way. Flawless then hurried through the detector, fortunately unobstructed. He put back on his shoes and jacket and went to the elevator, hoping not to lose sight of the beautiful woman. Even if he never spoke to her, even if just to look at her again…it would have all been filling. He bent the corner coming to the elevator to find, to his elated surprise, the beautiful woman holding the door open for him. Flawless stepped in.




And then she spoke in a dreamlike contralto, “The seventy-second floor, right?”




“Yes, how did you know?”




“I overheard. Plus that’s where I’m going as well.”




Wow, he thought to himself, she was listening. He offered his hand in greeting.




“Hi, I’m Flawless.”




She took his hand; hers was soft and smooth. “Yes, Michael, I know,” she answered like a tacit coquette. It was strange. Flawless was only accustomed to family calling him by his given name. Though he did not know this woman, she called him with innate familiarity. It was engaging; he loved it, and wanted her to call him by nothing else.




“Let me guess, you overheard that as well,” he replied. And she smiled, and then he smiled, and he held back words on the tip of his tongue, and before he could utter one, the elevator opened and she stepped out.




The elevator opened to Crown Records. The nameplate of the label hung above like a prow a few feet ahead by a long stretch of windows. It was an office complex, much like any other, with personal cubicles and employees busy working. Throughout the walls were posters of Crown Records artists. There was an especially enormous one of Bin Laden.




“I’ll see you around, Michael,” the beautiful woman said to him with her back turned walking down the hall. Flawless watched her walk off, admiring her every step and murmured beneath his breath, “Yes, you will.”




“Flawless!” an enthusiastic voice called from behind. Flawless turned around to find Jennessy: a white man in his late thirties, of average height and build; dressed in a Bin Laden T-shirt, opulent brand-new wornout denim and a NYPD baseball cap. He was in casual wear but seemed strangely uncomfortable. For some reason Flawless figured him to be better fit in an Armani suit.




Jennessy was the president of Crown Records and from his succession to the throne he had changed the entire dynamic of the company. Crown was at first a haven for country and pop iconography, hosting such talents as Cherry Pop and Sync Street, which were very successful multiplatinum late nineties boy bands. But as the millennium came in, they began to wane in popularity. Country stayed static, showing neither growth nor decrease. However, it was not the mode of the youth. And as it was known it was generally the youth who boughtBillboards .




Jennessy altered the path and rode the hip-hop tide as rivaling labels had been doing for years before, heralding Crown into a genre they had, to their discredit, previously stayed far away from. Though with Jennessy at the helm, and due to aggressive and somewhat unethical practices, within seven years Crown had become the most lucrative hip-hop label and Jennessy was the mogul to be for the moment.




“Mr. Jennessy, it’s good to see you again.”




“No, my boy. It’s good to see you. You’re the man of the hour. Let’s head over to my office.” Jennessy spoke with affluent confidence and hypnotic subtlety. This beyond all of his attributes was his most profound, his gift of gab. It was his verb, and not his birth, that got him to where he was, a self-made man of sorts, who had articulated his way to the top.




“One second. My boy is downstairs, I just want to call him up.”




“We will. We will. But let’s have our meeting first.”




Flawless saw no reason to press or to refuse. “Okay,” he replied and then followed Jennessy as they turned right down a long hall of offices until they had arrived at the office at the end. Jennessy invited Flawless in and then addressed his secretary. “Jane, I’m in an important meeting, so hold all of my calls until I tell you otherwise,” he said, loud enough that Flawless, who had just stepped into the office, was able to hear.




“Of course, Mr. Jennessy,” Jane responded, wondering why he pressed on a point that was already a given.




The office was immense; larger than the average living room, and fully carpeted in fuchsia fiber, the type that feet sink into. There was a white sofa set, placed with a coffee table, in direct view upon entering. Behind the set was Jennessy’s personal bathroom and shower. To the distant left was Jennessy’s large mahogany desk. On the walls there were numerous framed gold and platinum records. There were also pictures upon pictures of Jennessy with all sorts of celebrities. From Michael Jackson to Bill Clinton, Jennessy had met them all. Thoroughly impressed, Flawless walked the length of the room, mouth practically agape, all the while looking out of the window that stretched the entire length of the office. He took a seat at one of the two leather chairs; they still had that new leather smell. The entire office had the taste of wealth.




“So have I impressed you enough?” Jennessy asked.




“Yeah, man, I think so.”




“Good, that was my objective.” Jennessy then noticed that Flawless’s eye had strayed from him and was focused on something on the floor behind the desk. It was Jennessy’s parachute. “Crazy, I know,” Jennessy said to him before Flawless had time to question. “But this is a new era and I am on the seventy-second floor. Better safe than sorry, no? I tell you, man, they should just bomb and lock up all of those fucking people…. But let’s not worry about that now.” Although he was taken aback by Jennessy’s statements Flawless gave up his preoccupation.




“So, my man Flawless, tell me about yourself.”




“I don’t know. What’s there to say? It’s not too complicated; I rap and I wanna take over the world.”




“Take over the world! Slow down, brain, one thing at a time. But that is a good attitude. And you now what? I believe you. I believe that you are going to take over the world. But how about we do it together?”




“I have no problems with that.”




“Great. Because I see a great relationship starting up here with you and Crown Records.”




“I see it as well.”




“Great, great. It is good to see that we are on the same page. So Flawless, tell me about your family. Do you have one?”




Flawless was thrown off by the last question and looked back at Jennessy, who looked back at him, simply waiting for an answer.




“Yeah, yeah I do,” Flawless replied. “I live with my mother and sister.”




“And how do they feel about you rapping?”




“My sister is cool, but my mother hates it.”




“Your mother hates it, even after you told her that you won the deal.”




“Well, I haven’t really told her yet.”




“Well, you trust me, when you do, everything is going to change. I got big plans for you, Flawless. You have just become my number one priority.”




“Really,” flattered Flawless remarked.




“Yep. What you did last night was pure genius. I listened to your demo ten times. Everything you do is genius. I’m telling you, I have met and produced a lot of rappers, and I got to tell you that nobody has got anything on you. You are the best in the game.”




“Thank you.”




“You don’t have to thank me. I’m only stating a fact. With your talent you can tear the entire competition apart—with the right backing and promotional campaign behind you. And that’s what we are going to give you here.”




“That’s good shit.”




“That’s really good shit. And even better shit. I already got you a feature on the new Bin Laden track. All we need from you is 16 bars. You think you can do that?”




“Fuck yeah, I can. Whoa…Bin Laden; that’s the hottest cat in the game right now.”




“You’re right, but you know what? You’re gonna eat him alive. From what I heard on that demo, nobody’s got anything on you. Trust me, I got some more features and work on sound tracks coming up. We are going to create such a buzz behind you that by the time your album comes out nine months from now, it’s gonna go straight to platinum.”




“Whoa. Shit.”




“Trust me. It can all happen that fast, but it takes talent and a good team behind it, and together we got it all.”




“Well, then I’m ready. C’mon, let’s do it.”




“Fuck yeah, that’s the type of attitude I like.”




Jennessy then pulled out a prepared contract, which he handed over to Flawless. “You’re name is already on the contract, you just sign right there and we can get started.” Flawless took the ten-page document and began to look it over. Jennessy tried better to direct his vision. “The X is right there at the bottom.”




Flawless was, however, a bit overwhelmed by the weight of the matter.




“Yeah, I just wanted to read some things over.”




“It’s a lot. I know what you mean; but there is nothing to read over. All you need to know is that you get a two hundred fifty thousand-dollar advance, fifteen cents off of every record sold, you get a fifty thousand dollar bonus every time you go gold and one hundred thousand dollars for every time you go platinum. That’s right man; you sign that line and you’re already a rich man on your way to becoming a millionaire. Take a check home for two-fifty large and I’ll bet your mother will not say another bad word to you about rapping again.”




“Yeah. Yeah, I’m sure she won’t. Still, I just wanted a chance to look some things over.”




“Okay, sure.” There was a break in Jennessy’s speech. It lasted exactly seven seconds, and then: “But this is the deal, man, and it won’t change. And maybe if you walk out of here today, maybe it won’t be here when you come back tomorrow. Or if it is still here, maybe I won’t consider you my priority anymore because you wasted my time.”




“Hey, what happened here? Slow down a minute. Nobody is trying to waste nobody’s time. I just wanted to look some things over.”




“But it is a waste of time, son. I got things that are already in motion, only waiting for your signature. This slows up a lot of things and aborts others. And in this business that could all equate to millions of dollars, all to look over a contract that is nonnegotiable.”




“I see.”




“I’m glad that you see. So what’s it gonna be?”




Flawless sat there confused as to what to do exactly. Jennessy’s turnabout had come so quickly. Jennessy, sensing the change in the young man’s mood, softened his tone. “You know what, come here. I wanna show you something.” Jennessy then led him over to the window and handed him a pair of binoculars. “I was saving this as a surprise for after you signed but I think that I’ll show it to you now. Now look directly down there. Do you see the red SUV with the bow on it downstairs?” Jennessy asked.




“Yeah,” Flawless replied, while looking through the binoculars.




“Well, it’s a Benz: it’s brand new, all paid for, fully loaded and it’s yours.”




“Shit!”




“That’s only the beginning. I’m going to share something with you, Flawless. There are a lot of talented guys out there, some more so than you. And you know what? Most of them are just bums on the street or working a nine to five. And do you know why? It’s because they’re scared to live their dream. They’re afraid to succeed. I’ll tell you this, something I learned a long time ago in this business. And that is: The only thing worse than a ‘has been’ is a ‘could have been.’ Don’t be a ‘could have been,’ Flawless. Let me ask you something. Do you know what deism is?”




“Yes,” Flawless replied, though he was a bit thrown off by the question. “It is the belief that God only created the world, but ever since has no control or is indifferent to the creation.” Flawless had learned that in philosophy class. He failed to see its relevance to the argument at hand.




“Well, I am what you would call a deist,” Jennessy continued. “That means that I don’t believe in fate, destiny, religion or all that other shit. I don’t believe that the future is written. I believe that God created the world but your life is your own to do with as you choose. So make your choices, decide your own fate. Never let anyone define for you who you are. God wrote you into existence, Flawless, but now the pen is in your hand. You write your life the way you want it and then put a beat to it and rhyme. This is your opportunity; don’t blow it trying to be conservative. Take the pen and save conservatism to the elderly. Don’t wake up thirty years from now in a pissant job that you hate, with a wife that nags the hell out of you, thinking always about how much different your life could have been. Make your life the way you want it. I see what you want, Flawless, you want the same thing that I want: a chance to live, love and prosper. Everything that you want can happen, all of your beliefs, all of your desires, just write it into being. I know what you’re thinking: you wanna get a lawyer, you wanna get an agent, get someone to look things over. Why? So that they can take fifteen percent of something that is rightfully yours? Something that you have worked years for. Flawless, listen to me. This is your chance. This is the contract; it’s nonnegotiable; it’s not going to change and Crown is the label. This is your opportunity, don’t blow it, take it, pen your future and have no regrets and know that God no longer has any bounds on you.”




After ingesting all that Jennessy had said, Flawless took in a deep breath, smiled and walked over to the desk and signed the contract. Jennessy patted him on the shoulder. “All right, my boy, it is written. Now let’s go take over the world.” He then pushed a button on his phone. “Jane, a son is born. Bring everybody in and let’s introduce them to our boy. I feel like a drink. Would you like a drink?” he asked Flawless.




“Sure.”




It had all happened so fast, Flawless found it hard to be happy. Had he made the right decision? Was this the way that it all really went down? He had heard the horror stories of bad deals before, but was that only the talk of the disgruntled? Everything that Jennessy said vibrated well; the Jeep downstairs was even better. But what had he signed really? He didn’t know and was in a manner afraid to know.




Jennessy led him to his personal bar set to the left of his desk. He opened up a small refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of champagne.




“What are you doing tonight?” he asked Flawless.




“Nothing that I know of.”




“Great. You’re going to a party. It’s an album release for Stalin at the Goldstein.”




“Cool.” Anything to take his mind off of what had just occurred.




“Now, how about some Cristal? Have you ever had Cristal?”




“No.”




“Well my man, it’s all Cristal from now on.” Jennessy uncorked the bottle and its contents spilt over. “Whoa there,” he reacted.




He handed Flawless a glass and filled it. At that moment Jane led five people into the office. Flawless noticed that the beautiful woman from the elevator was one of them.




“Everybody, come over here and let’s celebrate the birth of a new Crown Records artist. Everybody, this is Flawless, and Flawless this is everybody. Flawless, this is the team that’s going to make you number one.”




Flawless exchanged greetings with everyone, giving a special eye to the beauty from before; upon seeing her, and touching flesh again, all of his prior worries began to fade away. For now, he pitied nothing but the depths of her eyes, and the gravity of their brown.




“This is Trish. Trish is going to be your publicist. She is new to Crown and publicity, but already she’s the best in the game. A sure testament of that is what she has done for Bin Laden. Without her no one would know Osama from Saddam. I don’t know where she came from, now I don’t know what I would do without her.”




Trish, that’s her name—sweet. But then again, what’s in a name? Even phlegm would take on new definitions when coupled with her frame. Flawless’s thoughts stayed with Trish while Jennessy continued the introductions: introducing everyone from marketing, to media, to radio, to stylist. They all had names, but Flawless was cognizant of only one: Trish. She stood there like a dreamlike creature of his making, penned to perfection. With her there, Flawless felt at ease with the future he had signed.















Five










Hannibal sat with his legs sprawled before the immense television, watching the movieHannibal. This was count seventy-three. He was coming to the close of the film. It was the scene where Hannibal Lecter fed agent Krendler his own brains on a hot plate.




Now this is the shit right here. That’s the way you kill a nigga, Hannibal said to himself.




At this time Mook and two older well-dressed Italian men entered the apartment. The door had been locked but Mook had a key. Hannibal looked up at the figures with silent familiarity. He knew Jersey and Jacobin very well. If he were to have a boss, Jersey would be it; a man slim in build but fat in style. He had an air of charisma, an aura of cool that a professional gangster possessed. He was a killer but he was admirable; though to say killer may have been a misnomer. Jersey ordered hits, but in recent years had rarely been the facilitator. That was where Jacobin came in. He was a bit taller, a bit bigger and dumber in thought. And he looked up to Jersey, so he dressed like him; today they were in matching gray suits. Jersey was a businessman, as he liked to call himself. He dabbled in gambling, construction, sanitation and drug trafficking, the Brooklyn arm of which Hannibal ran. In all he oversaw a multimillion-dollar operation in condoned illegalities, though he had such a sense of professionalism that it all but legitimized everything that he did.




“What’s going on, Bull?” Jersey greeted.




“Yeah, how’s things rolling?” As a custom, Jacobin followed after, and only after Jersey spoke. Jacobin was Jersey’s righthand man, his cousin, and beyond the suit, his carbon copy.




“Things are going great, gentlemen. To what honor do I owe the visit?” Hannibal asked while looking up from the sofa. The two men were standing in front of the television, blocking his view. This annoyed Hannibal. If it were anyone else, he would have already been barking. He however knew better than to tell Jersey to move.




“You know us, Bull. We always like checking up on our investments, make sure everything is moving properly.”




“Well, everything is straight.”




“Yeah, I don’t doubt it, but let’s talk business anyway.”




“All right then, let’s go into the bedroom,” Mook interjected.




“Naw…the kitchen will do,” Hannibal said, shutting down Mook’s suggestion.




He then led the others into the kitchen; Jacobin started off the meeting. “So Bull, how is business?”




“Like I said, man, everything is straight, more productive than it has ever been,” Hannibal answered him with his eyes on Jersey.




“Yeah, yeah, I know it is,” Jersey responded.




“Then why the visit? It’s not time for your pickup, and plus I usually deliver that to you.”




“You’re right, Bull. Business is good but we’re concerned nevertheless. You’re drawing too much attention to yourself.”




“How so?”




“With all this hip-hop shit you been doing,” Mook again interjected and Hannibal became quietly irritated at his obtrusive friend. Now he saw what was going on. This meeting was all because of Mook. He looked over to his friend, gave him a cold eye and then turned his attention back to Jersey. “Trust me, it’s nothing.”
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