
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Ripped Dollars 2
 
   …3 Years Later
 
   Dear Lotta, 
 
   What’s good babe?  I got some good news. With my good time plus credit for the time I sat in the county, I got like 3 more weeks and I’m out of here! I just want to thank you for riding this whole bid out with me. You know I ain’t really got any family so you are the only person I could count on throughout everything, and now ya bul bout to get out of this hellhole. It’s been like 4 years but in just a lil’ while, I’m home…and I can’t wait to see you. The things I want to do to you, I can’t even describe on a sheet of paper. You already know, you mean everything to me and in no time, I’ma be able to show you that.
 
                                                                                                                   Love Tone
 
   P.S. I still got my half of the Ripped Dollar, do you?
 
   Lotta couldn’t help but smile, as she laid face down on her plush Queen-sized bed with her Beats By Dre headphones playing The PARTYNEXTDOOR’s mixtape. Damn near blushing, she re-read the short letter from her incarcerated boyfriend Tone. Lotta definitely still had her half of the ripped dollar, which was a symbol of their undying love for each other. Nostalgically, she retrieved the ripped dollar from her back pocket and held it tightly in her hand as she reminisced over Tone.
 
   Tone had been locked up since 2009, when the rented truck that the two of them were riding in on the way to Lotta’s high school prom had been pulled over and searched. The police found a package of cocaine taped up under the car, but Tone said he had no knowledge of the drugs. Unfortunately, that defense didn’t fly in the courtroom and Tone was just another young black man who was locked up, even though he swore he was innocent.
 
   Since Tone had been gone, Lotta’s life had been very, very good. She had finished high school and enrolled in college. She was taking classes that would eventually enable her to become a registered nurse, and make a living for herself. However, Lotta wasn’t a full time student. She was taking her time with school, taking semesters off at a time whenever she felt like it. Her education was important to her, but not as important as enjoying her life was.
 
   For Lotta, enjoying life consisted primarily of shopping, traveling and partying. She most certainly had acquired a taste for the finer things in life. Lotta owned hundreds of pairs of shoes; every high level brand from Tom Ford to Balenciaga. She even had some heels that she hadn’t even worn; she had just copped them to make her closet look good! Lotta’s wardrobe was also major. She had a nice, thick, juicy video-vixen body so she stayed in clothes that showed it off. Tight one piece Chanel catsuits and Versace leggings flooded her dresser drawers. Her handbag game was also official and she was loaded up with more Michael Kors and Louie Vuitton handbags and clutches than she could even keep track of! 
 
   Whenever possible, Lotta loved to take one-off vacations and had more than a dozen stamps on her passport. She had been everywhere from Jamaica to the Dominican Republic, and loved showing the vacation pictures all over her Instagram and Twitter pages. Lotta was living her life like a true hood princess, and her chariot was a BMW 3-series coupe, custom candy painted hot pink, which was her favorite color. She could no longer say she was a virgin like she was when Tone had left, but less than a handful of men could say they had been intimate with her, which was still a good number by today’s standards.
 
   The reason Lotta was able to live so lavishly was because of her father Roc, who was still hustling hard in the Philadelphia streets. Roc had turned his hustle game all the way up over the past couple of years and was on a whole other level. He no longer had to really physically touch any drugs; instead he just orchestrated the moves that needed to be made to keep the cocaine flowing through his section of the city. Roc had achieved boss status long ago; now he was on straight kingpin level! 
 
   The Lexus LS460 Roc once had owned had been replaced by a Maserati Quattroporte and a Porsche Cayenne, both of which were white on white with smoke grey tinted windows. The modest row home he owned in West Philly was now used as a rental residence and Roc and Lotta were living all the way out in the rich suburban Delaware Valley area of Pennsylvania. Roc was close enough to the hood to handle business, but far enough away to get some peace and quiet. He had neighbors that were CEO’s and medical professionals and his money was just as long as theirs was, if not longer. 
 
   Roc was no ignorant drug dealer; he knew how the game worked. Instead of just stacking a bunch of dirty money and sitting on it, Roc had invested his cash into multiple businesses. Technically, the term was called money laundering. It was also illegal, but at least it provided a front. Roc had a car detail shop off of MacDade Boulevard, a coin-op Laundromat on 56th Street in West Philly, and a drive through car wash out in the Kensington section. All of the companies were doing relatively well and providing some much needed clean money for Roc.
 
   Roc’s cocaine hustle was based on his ability to move large amounts of work in a short amount of time. He had a dream drug connection with some Mexicans who had a pipeline straight to South America. The Mexicans were living in Pennsylvania but their roots went all the way back to the Los Zetas drug cartel. They were the real deal and only dealt in large amounts of money and drugs. The Mexicans were not afraid to resort to violence if anyone got out of line or owed them anything. They fronted work to Roc, and he was able to repay them back quickly, which was why they absolutely loved dealing with him. Kilo after kilo, Roc and the Mexicans gradually shut down West Philly and all surrounding areas to the point that roughly 85% of the work on the street was their product!
 
   For a while, Roc and Lotta’s life was as close to perfect as it could be. Then, it all came crashing down…   
 
   *****
 
                 Roc tossed his Polo boxers into his dirty clothes hamper and strolled his 5’10 inch stocky frame across the room in the direction of his personal bathroom. He cut the water on ice cold, just how he liked it and eased into his shower. Growing up, Roc had gotten used to the hot water always being cut off, so cold showers had become a habit for him. The cold water reminded Roc of where he had come from and all of the things that he had accomplished. It was his own way of keeping himself humble, even though he was filthy rich.
 
   Although it was still early, Roc was getting himself ready to hit the streets and make a few power moves. He had to slide by the businesses that he owned and make sure everything was operating as it should be. After that, he had arranged a meeting with his Mexican connect to setup his next shipment of cocaine. They had been getting work up to Philadelphia by using rented U-Haul trucks, but Roc was starting to think it would be cheaper to invest in an 18 wheeler. He was constantly looking for ways to evolve his hustle and improve on his grind. If he copped his own truck, he could just send it down there, and have the Mexicans send their own driver up with the truck containing cocaine.
 
   As Roc listened to the DJ Caesar do his thing on Shade 45 satellite radio, he could hear commotion coming from downstairs. Roc knew his daughter Lotta was off in her room, so the loud noise coming all the way from the lower level of his house baffled him. 
 
                 “What the hell is goin’ on?” he wondered aloud.
 
                 By the time the words came out of Roc’s mouth, the crisis had already started! The front door of Roc’s beautiful home had been battering-rammed in and the ‘Alphabet Boys’, also known as the DEA, ATF, and FBI were storming through Roc’s living room. The federal agents were armed and were executing a search warrant with the intent of arresting Roc for conspiracy to traffic drugs!
 
                 There were over two dozen agents and they rapidly split up and scoured the house. They fanned out and carefully checked each room, before heading for the custom made stairwell. One by one, the aggressive agents made their way up the stairs searching for their target; Roc.
 
                 “What is all that noise?” said Lotta, as she finally heard the commotion over the blare of her headphones.
 
                 Lotta hopped up off of her bed and sauntered her voluptuous body over to her bedroom door. She watched in horror as the gun toting agents flooded upon her father’s master bedroom. Never in her 20-plus years on the planet had Lotta seen anything remotely close to the situation that was currently unfolding before her eyes.
 
                 “Police! Police! Get down on the ground! Now!” hollered the lead agent, as he finally spotted Roc.
 
                 “Shit!” said Roc, as he obediently followed the agent’s orders and laid face down on his hardwood bedroom floor.
 
                 Roc was just stepping out of the shower when the men had bombarded his room, so he was still dripping wet. The soft linen towel wrapped around his lower body was the only thing covering him. To say Roc was stunned would be an understatement. He felt like he was in a nightmare, but didn’t need to pinch himself because it was obviously all too real. The lead DEA agent read Roc his Miranda rights and handcuffed him, making sure that he followed the legal protocol down to a T. There was no way the DEA was going to mess up their indictment on a technicality or trifle.
 
                 “Can I at least put some damn clothes on?” asked Roc.
 
                 “Don’t even worry about all that. We got a fresh jumpsuit just your size down at the jail, buddy,” smugly replied the DEA agent, with a snicker followed by a full blown smile.
 
                 All Lotta could do was look on in shock as the men led her father out of his room and towards the staircase. She was doing her best to be strong and hold back her tears. Through all the excitement, her father managed to make eye contact with her.
 
                 “You know where to go, Lotta,” he solemnly said.
 
   In the back of his head, Roc had to know this day was coming. For a hustler of his magnitude, it is the inevitable end; either death or prison. There is no such thing as retiring comfortably from the game that Roc was playing. How can a hustler ever be comfortable when he knows there is more money to possibly be made? The same qualities that are responsible for enabling a kingpin to become a kingpin are also the same qualities that are responsible for his downfall. The ‘never say die’ attitude mixed with the belief that anything is possible are precisely why a true hustler can never walk away from the game in his prime. It is a classic catch-22 with deadly consequences. From the old school hustlers like Guy Fisher to the new era bosses like Big Meech; the story never changes. Roc was about to be another name in the long list of legendary hustlers taken down by the federal government.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 2
 
   The federal indictment was the worst possible thing that could have happened to Roc, businesswise. The second that the raid was complete, the DEA placed an immediate freeze on all of Roc’s accounts and assets claiming that his businesses and properties had been obtained by using illegally obtained drug money. It was quite obvious that the DEA, state detectives, and the local police were all in cahoots to shut Roc down. They had been working together and watching his every move for a while. The powers that be were sick of seeing him use the lucrative Philadelphia drug trade to live a luxurious life that they could only dream of.
 
   Lotta was escorted out of the house and instructed to stay off of the property, or risk being arrested. Everything in the house was considered evidence from that point forward and tampering with evidence constituted a felony. She didn’t have time to grab anything except for her purse and her half of the ripped dollar which was something that she never left home without. Luckily for Lotta, she wasn’t included on the indictment so she wasn’t in any danger of being locked up. However, all of her possessions immediately became Federal property, including her beloved 3 series BMW. The only thing Lotta could do was to follow the instructions in the last words that her father had spoken to her: “You know where to go.”
 
   Roc was no idiot; he knew that at any time the Feds could rush in on him. Since he was his daughter’s sole provider, he had a plan in place for a tragic event like this one. The most important part of the plan was making sure that Lotta was safe. So when Roc said “You know where to go”, Lotta already knew that he was referring to her Uncle Marv’s house. 
 
   Marv was Roc’s stepbrother, and also his right hand man. Marv and Roc were partners in crime, but Marv wasn’t nearly on the level that Roc was. However, Marv was pretty much all that Roc had in terms of people that he actually trusted. Without her whip, Lotta was forced to walk to the bus stop and rely on public transportation, which was something that she hadn’t used in years. Her Uncle Marv still stayed in the hood; 58th & Ludlow to be exact. His small row house was a far cry from the opulent, plush crib that Lotta gotten accustomed to living in. 
 
   After a short, but uncomfortable bus ride where she was forced to sit next to a woman and her crying toddler, Lotta was back in the hood.
 
   “Unc! Open the door!” hollered Lotta, at the top of her lungs as she banged on her Uncle’s screen door.
 
   Lotta was hollering as loudly as she could, but her voice was drowned out by the Rick Ross CD that was blasting from inside the house. One thing about her Uncle Marv’s house, there was always something going on, whether it was day or night. Realizing that he would never hear her knocking on the door, Lotta reached into her pocket for her cell phone.
 
   “Damn it!” she said, realizing that she had left her iPhone back at the house.
 
   The way the federal agents had rushed Lotta out of the house, she hadn’t even thought to grab her phone. Frustrated that no one was answering the front door, Lotta decided to take another route. She went around to Marv’s window and peered inside. She could see her Uncle sitting on the couch, sipping on a Corona and smoking his weed like he always did. He was nodding his head hard to Rick Ross’ bass heavy banger “Hold Me Back”.
 
   “Yo! Unc! Come to the door!” screamed Lotta again, while she banged on the glass window this time.
 
   Finally after all the banging on the window, Marv noticed his niece and made his move towards the front door.
 
   “The Feds came and got my Dad just now!” Lotta blurted out before Marv could even get the door all the way open.
 
   Marv was Roc’s stepbrother through marriage. When they were teenagers, Roc’s Mom had married Marv’s father. Although both of their parents were deceased, Marv and Roc had always remained tight. They had come into the game hustling together, but Roc had always been more successful. While Roc was always strictly about his business, Marv wasn’t as focused. He made decent drug money, but he seemed to spend it twice as fast.
 
   Marv never evolved his hustle to kingpin status like Roc did. Roc was pretty much a supplier for the hood, while Marv was more of a transporter who still had to get his hands dirty with cocaine from time to time. Marv was still in the midst of the scuffle and dealt hand to hand with other drug dealers and sometimes even users. In some aspects, that was the way Marv liked it. He didn’t want to be living out in the ‘burbs with the white picket fence like Roc. Marv still enjoyed being in the hood, where the action was. He didn’t have any kids, so the sense of responsibility that Roc possessed was completely absent in Marv.
 
   “You gotta do somethin’!” continued Lotta, as she barged through the front door.
 
   “Slow down, slow down,” calmly said Marv.
 
   Marv was still half high from his marijuana, plus the Percocet he had popped earlier and the case of Corona’s he was working on had him grooving just a little. All of the drama that Lotta was coming at him with was blowing his vibe.
 
   “Look, if the Feds came and got him, then there ain’t nothin’ we can do about it right now. We gotta wait until they let him know exactly what his charges are,” said Marv, who was a little too unconcerned for Lotta’s liking.
 
   “So you just gonna let my Dad sit in jail?” asked Lotta.
 
   “This ain’t your Dad’s first time being locked up. He’ll be cool. When we find out everything that’s going on, we will go down there and throw something on his books. You already know he’s gonna add us on his visitation list,” said Marv, as he returned to smoking his weed and sipping his Corona.
 
   Marv’s lack of urgency was pissing Lotta off. She couldn’t understand how he was sitting around like it was no big deal when all those agents had just stormed their crib and taken her father away like they did. Her father was her rock; he paid all of her bills and was the only shoulder she really had to lean on. Since Lotta’s mother had been killed years ago, her father was all that she had left to count on in the world. With Roc out of the picture, Lotta was lost.
 
   “Don’t get all stressed out. You know that I got a place for you to stay. There’s mad food in the fridge and you can even have a beer if you want since you 21 now,” said Marv.
 
   “Look, I don’t want no beer but I do need to take a shower. I been so nervous that I have been sweating like a damn nasty ass pig. I just need to calm myself down,” explained Lotta.
 
   “I feel you. You just make yourself at home. You can stay here as long as you like. We family so mi casa es su casa. Ain’t that how the Ricans say it down North Philly?” said Marv.
 
   “Yea, I guess,” said Lotta, unsuccessfully trying to muster up a smile.
 
   Marv understood his niece’s reasoning. She was stressed out and just needed some time alone to sort things out. He gave her his spare key and showed her up to the bedroom where she was going to be staying. Then he gave her a washcloth and beach towel to dry off with. Lotta had gotten used to the tub at her house, with the massage flow showerhead and her super soft loofah and Carol’s Daughter Body Cleansing Cream. Marv’s tight, funky shower and bar of Dial soap was nothing like that. Some of the tiles were missing and there was rust around the showerhead. Lotta wondered how she was going to even get clean in the dirty ass shower, with the cheap soap.
 
   Despite the subpar conditions, Lotta managed to get herself washed up. She stayed in the shower for damn near a half an hour, but it was worth it. The hot water had helped to wash away some of Lotta’s fears and concerns, but she had a feeling that her life was about to go through some serious changes, and she was absolutely right about that.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 3
 
                 Fresh out the Federal building, Tone was all smiles. His bid in FCI Fort Dix had finally come to an end. Tone had elected to finish up his time in prison completely and turned down the three months of halfway house time that were offered to him. The halfway houses were meant to reintegrate prisoners back into society, but Tone saw through the program for the bullshit it was and denied it. He did the extra 90 days on the yard, and now was going straight home.
 
                 Tone’s release address was back in West Philly, not far from his old block. He was going to be staying with the only family that he had in Philly; a distant older cousin named Melinda. Melinda was a 48 year old loner, who never did anything except chain smoke cigarettes and watch the Home Shopping Network all day long. She had never married and didn’t have any kids. Melinda had only taken Tone in out of respect for his late Grandmother.
 
                 Back in the day, when Melinda’s mother was going through some personal things, Tone’s grandmother had taken her in. She ended up staying with her for six years and if it wasn’t for that, she would have had to have gone into either a group home or foster care. Tone’s grandmother had been an amazing woman, so the least Melinda could do to honor her legacy was take in Tone until he got back on his own two feet.
 
                 Melinda’s life was far from glamorous. She had a medical disability which enabled her to get a check from the government that was enough to cover her rent, but didn’t leave room for much more. Her side hustle was selling plates out of her house. Melinda had always been able to cook and made a few hundred bucks every time that she made her famous fried catfish, cornbread, and French fries.
 
                 The neighborhood Melinda lived in was called ‘The Bottom’. The Bottom was a section of West Philly that was a little more hood than the rest of West Philly. The blocks that comprised The Bottom were notorious for high drug activity and violence. The Bottom probably wasn’t the best environment for Tone to be thrown into to, but he had no other option given his situation.
 
                 Melinda’s apartment was smack in the middle of all the drama. The one bedroom spot was surrounded by all types of residents, including smokers, hustlers, killers, and any other type of person imaginable. Melinda set Tone up with a sofa bed in her living room and gave him access to the whole apartment, except for her bedroom of course. After the required visit from Tone’s P.O., he found himself sitting on the couch, wondering about his first move on his first day home. Naturally, visions of Lotta’s voluptuous body were dancing around in Tone’s head so he picked up the phone and let his fingers do the dialing.
 
                 “You got the right number at the wrong time. Leave me a message and I’ll hit you back. Deuces,” said Lotta’s voicemail.
 
                 Disappointedly, Tone left a message. He had badly wanted to talk to Lotta, but all he got was her voicemail.
 
                 “Yo babe, it’s me Tone. I’m out here. They done finally let me up outta them gates. I’m tryin’ to see you A.S.A.P. Call me back on this number as soon as you can. I love you.” 
 
                 However, Lotta wouldn’t be calling Tone back anytime soon. She had left her phone in the house, which the Feds had informed her was off limits. Furthermore, with all the drama that Lotta was going through with her father, checking her voicemail was the last thing on her mind.
 
   *****
 
   Tone had love for Lotta, but he was no thirsty type of nigga, so after she failed to respond to three more voice messages over the course of a week, he stopped calling. Tone had so many other issues going on that he couldn’t dwell on the fact Lotta wasn’t picking up her phone. Although he was glad to be out of prison, Tone hardly felt like a free man. Even though he had been released, the way his P.O. stayed on his ass Tone felt like he might as well still be locked up. 
 
   The federal supervised release program was very strict, with random drug tests and constant check-ups from the Probation Officer. They were insisting on Tone finding a job, but that was no easy task with a felony charge on his record. Besides that, Tone had way too much pride to flip burgers with 16 year olds at Wendy’s or mop up the floors in some filthy production factory.
 
   After the life Tone had lived, he was used to the fast money. Before he had gotten locked up, Tone was all about that stick-up life. It was what he did best. Catching someone sleeping and taking their hard earned money was Tone’s whole M.O. He had gotten used to Polo wardrobes, Prada footwear, high-grade Kush, and having a pocketful of Benjamin Franklins. Adapting to being broke was not going well at all for Tone. 
 
   He could only watch with jealously in his eyes and hate in his heart as young hustlers sped through his block in Beamers and Benzes, with their bad ass ride or die broads riding shotgun. Tone saw people dressed in FLYR, True Religion, GEEK and Billionaire Boys Club outfits and grew even more envious because they were all brands that he couldn’t afford. They were out hitting up the clubs, bars and exclusive parties while Tone was relegated to the stoop in the front of his building, surrounded by smokers, oldheads, wannabes and nobodies. Something had to give, and soon.
 
   “You look stressed, youngblood,” said a voice, coming up from behind Tone as he sat alone on the steps in front of Melinda’s rundown apartment complex.
 
   Tone turned and looked at the man who was speaking to him. He was an older dude, probably in his mid-50’s guessed Tone. The man didn’t look like much; he was frail and skinny. It looked like a good, strong gust of wind could blow him away at any given moment. His clothes were like something out of the late 90’s, and not in a cool, retro type of way either. The Wu-Wear tee shirt and Mecca jogging pants were so dirty that their original color could hardly be identified. 
 
   “You don’t wanna let this life stress you out too much, or else you’ll end up like me,” continued the man, with a laugh.
 
   The old man’s laugh exposed a mouthful of rotted, yellowed teeth obtained from years of neglect. 
 
   “My name’s Roscoe, by the way. So what’s ya story, young brotha?” further continued the old man.
 
   Even though Tone wasn’t responding, Roscoe continued to prod him for information. Finally, Tone obliged and engaged Roscoe in a conversation.
 
   “Man, I just came home. I just gave the Feds like four years. Now I’m back out here and everything is different. I’m outta place. I’m in the way. I’m used to havin’ money, bitches, a car, gear and  all that shit, oldhead. You feel me?” explained Tone.
 
   “Yeah, I know the feeling,” said Roscoe.
 
   Tone laughed, he wasn’t quite sure old Roscoe could relate to the way that Tone used to live. Tone was about all popping bottles and riding through his hood in his big body Crown Vic sitting on chrome. He ran though women like gym shoes and stayed high off of Purple Haze and Kush all day long. How could Roscoe possibly know anything about that life?
 
   “Don’t let my appearance fool you, young’n. I might look like an old fool, but I ain’t. I used to have a few cars, had me a wife, a few mistresses, and a nice lil’ two story house out in Jersey. Shit, I even used to own my own car garage back in ’98 believe it or not. Now it’s all gone,” surprisingly said Roscoe.
 
   “Damn, oldhead. What happened to you?” asked Tone.
 
   Roscoe cracked another smile exposing his messed up teeth once again. His teeth were so messed up that it hurt for Roscoe to even flash a smile.
 
   “Crack. That’s what happened to me,” he replied, walking off and leaving Tone to be alone with his thoughts.
 
   *****
 
                 FDC Philadelphia was where all inmates awaiting trial or sentencing in the Eastern District of Pennsylvania, South Jersey, and Delaware were held. Some inmates were new to the system, in jail for the very first time. The looks of tepidness were evident on their faces, but oftentimes new inmates tried to overcompensate for their fears by acting extra hard. They walked around with their faces screwed up, but deep down they were petrified. Other inmates were so used to the system that the jail was like a second home for them. They moseyed around with smiles on their faces, just killing time in between meals by sleeping and talking passionately about things that didn’t really matter at all in the outside world.
 
                 Roc fell somewhere in between these two groups. He had been in the system before, forced to sit for four months before eventually beating a drug charge back when he was in his early 20’s. Since then, he had done his best to steer clear of the penitentiary, but his luck had run out. This was by far the most serious charge he had ever been hit with. The Feds had a 98% conviction rate, and of the two percent who beat them, hardly any of them were black men on drug charges. In other words, the odds were against Roc. The stress of his case was weighing on him, but Roc would be damned if he admitted it.
 
                 The Feds were playing extra dirty and had frozen all of Roc’s accounts and assets, but luckily Roc had been making monthly pre-paid legal payments for years. A few hundred dollars a month had translated into a lifesaver for Roc. He had a good, paid attorney that would represent him in court, as opposed to having to depend on the public defenders that the government offered. The public defenders didn’t really care about their clients, they were just there to get a guilty plea and go about their business.
 
                 Roc was booked on a conspiracy charge, which was the hardest kind of drug charge to beat. No one had caught him with any drugs on him, but someone had basically said that they had brought cocaine from him on more than one occasion. One snitch can bring down an entire operation and Roc was experiencing that first hand. The Feds wanted him off of the street; he simply had too much power and too much money. They were afraid of a hustler like Roc because he actually had an intelligent business mind. The companies that he ran were all turning a profit, and the government knew they could not let that continue to go on. Even though Roc’s trial hadn’t yet begun, the powers that be were already convinced that they were going to put him away for a long, long time!
 
   *****
 
                 “Hey, what’s up? Your hair is real cute,” said a woman to Lotta, as she came out of the bathroom she was forced to share with her Uncle Marv. 
 
   Lotta was doing her best to adapt to her new surroundings at her Uncle Marv’s house but it was not easy. She had grown used to the peace and quiet of the crib she shared with her father in the suburbs, but Marv’s spot was straight mayhem and pure ratchetness 24/7! Since Marv didn’t have any kids, his crib was like the party spot. He had a semi live-in girlfriend who had her own set of keys to the crib and was there at least five nights a week. Lotta had been trying to avoid her, but that strategy apparently wasn’t going to work forever.
 
   “Thanks,” said Lotta, trying not to be rude, but really not trying to make small talk either.
 
   “They call me Neeta, by the way,” she said.
 
   “I’m Lotta,” Lotta dryly replied.
 
                 Neeta was even younger than Lotta, which amazed her since Marv was 35. Lotta had to admit, her Uncle had a certain hustler swag about him but she just couldn’t see how any woman could be attracted to a man nearly twice their age. Marv liked young jawns though; they were easily impressed and not hard at all to keep content. 
 
                 “So where you be gettin’ it done at?” asked Neeta.
 
                 Lotta was a private person who really didn’t like people in her business, but Neeta kept on questioning her. As much as she didn’t want to, Lotta was forced to start talking to her.
 
                 “I go up to this place in Southwest, right there off of Chester Ave,” reluctantly answered Lotta.
 
                 “Oh, you must be talkin’ bout Platinum Image,” said Neeta.
 
                 “Yeah,” replied Lotta.
 
                 “Girl, my brother’s baby mom used to work there! That’s crazy,” said Neeta, hype as hell.
 
                 Lotta didn’t really see the big deal. It wasn’t like it was some big coincidence. Half the women in Philly did hair. Lotta just wanted to go back into her room, but Neeta kept pestering her.
 
                 “Yeah, I think I seen you around before. What high school you went to?” she continued questioning Lotta.
 
                 “I went to ‘Brook,” lethargically replied Lotta.
 
                 “Damn, I went to Overbrook too. I knew I seen you there before! You had fought this girl named Chaunte, right?” asked Neeta. 
 
                 Neeta was referring to a fight Lotta that had in her senior year. A girl named Chaunte had slept with Tone, stolen her necklace and was taunting Lotta about it. Lotta had beaten the brakes off of the girl, which had earned her a 3 day suspension.
 
                 “Yeah, I did. That was a long time ago, though,” said Lotta, cracking a smile thinking about the satisfaction she had gotten from whooping Chaunte’s ass.
 
                 All of a sudden, Neeta’s whole mood changed.
 
                 “Well dig this bitch, Chaunte is my cousin! You know that lil’ beatdown you put on her cost her a couple racks in hospital fees. And she gotta mean little scar, too!” said Neeta, as she stepped up in Lotta’s face aggressively.
 
                 Lotta was a calm person, but when backed into a corner, she reacted like a pitbull! She could already tell that this was going to be one of those times. Her Daddy hadn’t raised no sucker, so if Lotta had to fight, she would.
 
                 “Well look, that was a long ass time ago and….” Lotta started her statement, but didn’t even finish it.
 
                 Instead, she took the opportunity to catch Neeta off guard and threw the first punch. It was a wild haymaker, but it landed square on Neeta’s jaw! Lotta already knew it was about to go down, so she wasn’t going to waste any time trying to talk it out. She already knew that getting the first punch off was crucial in a fight. Sometimes a good first punch in a fight can be the last punch!
 
                 The quick blow stunned Neeta, but it didn’t faze her in the way that Lotta had hoped. Instead, she had absorbed the punch and then charged back at Lotta. Surprisingly to Lotta, Neeta was a lot stronger than she looked. She knocked Lotta off of her feet and down onto the bathroom floor, then grabbed ahold of Lotta’s weave and refused to let go.
 
                 “Bitch, get off my hair!” hollered Lotta, to no avail.
 
                 Neeta had a handful of weave in one hand and was using her other hand to claw at Lotta’s face. Lotta was struggling with her trying to get free, but couldn’t quite wrestle herself loose. She was lodged between the toilet and the bathtub and no matter which way Lotta turned, she was stuck.
 
                 “Yeah, hoe. This how the fuck we get down out here!” said Neeta, as she kept scratching up Lotta’s grill with her acrylic fingernails.
 
                 Lotta wasn’t able to get free, but Neeta wasn’t really inflicting any pain on her. She was basically just ‘catfighting’; doing a whole bunch of scratching, hollering and hair pulling. More than anything, Neeta was just annoying Lotta. However, things got real serious when Neeta reached for her pants pocket.
 
                 “Oh shit!” said Lotta, as Neeta exposed a small, but deadly, butterfly knife.
 
                 Neeta had just taken the confrontation to another level by pulling out a weapon. She was trying to do some serious damage to Lotta’s pretty, chocolate face! Losing a fight was one thing, but permanent damage would obviously last forever. Lotta struggled to keep the knife from getting to her face, but she just didn’t have the energy to hold Neeta off. 
 
   “You ain’t gonna be so cute after I’m through with ya ass,” deviously whispered Neeta.
 
   All Lotta could do was wince as she felt the cold blade of the knife make contact with her skin.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 4
 
   Tone’s days of sitting around and complaining about his life were over. He was frustrated, but he also realized there was only one person in control of his life, and that was him. The Feds were trying to control his life and have him live the way that they thought he should, but Tone wasn’t beat for all of that. It was time to take matters into his very own hands. 
 
   Tone had been home long enough to peep out the neighborhood and he knew who was getting money and who had work. It was called doing homework and Tone was an expert at it. He had scoped out the trap houses and the hustler hideouts and decided that he wanted a piece of the action. Since Tone was new to “The Bottom”, no one really knew him there. The fact that he was just coming home from prison was actually working in his advantage.
 
   The main spot Tone had his eye on was not far from him. It was run by some niggas from 60th Street. The trap house was a pretty basic operation; nothing at all about it was complicated. Three dudes worked eight hour shifts there and rotated. They ran the house like a McDonald’s, complete with everything but the drive-through window. They served any and everybody who came through, no matter how big or small their order was. As always, Tone had a plan in his mind on how to rob the place!
 
   Even though Tone was dead broke, luckily for him, his gun connection had looked out for him. The man had laced him with a .9MM High Point pistol. It was a cheap, throwaway gun, and since the gun trafficker knew Tone personally, he gave it to him as a coming home gift. Tone had the hammer loaded and was ready to get busy!
 
   Back in the day, Tone would be doing a job like this one with his partner in crime Amir, but his soul was resting in peace. Instead, Tone found himself staked out with an unlikely partner; Roscoe! Since Roscoe frequented the drug spot a few times a week to get his fix anyway, he would be the perfect front. No one would suspect a thing when they saw Roscoe walking up to the door; he was just another smoker coming to the spot to get served.
 
   The timing was perfect; the streetlights had just come on and the sky was getting darker by the minute. Tone was staked out outside in Roscoe’s squatter, an ’88 Buick LeSabre, waiting to make his move. All day he had been watching as the fiends would cop from the spot and go about their business. He knew there had to be some cash inside based off of the constant traffic that came through.
 
   “Alright Roscoe, you ready to do this shit?” asked Tone.
 
   Tone felt funny as hell about to pull a sting with a smoker, especially since he had known the man for less than a month. Tone’s ribs were touching though, and he was tired of having nothing but lint inside of his pockets.
 
   “I’m as ready as I’m gonna be. I gotta tell you though, ol’ Roscoe ain’t never done nothin’ like this before.” 
 
   Roscoe’s motivation to help Tone with the jux was simple; Tone had cut a deal with him. All Tone wanted out of the crib was the cash, Roscoe could keep the drugs and get as high as he wanted to. It was like a crackhead’s dream come true.
 
   “Just stick to the script and we’ll be fine. You ain’t gotta do nothin’ but get me in the crib,” reassured Tone.
 
   Finally, Roscoe cut the headlights off and shut off the old ’88 Buick LeSabre. Tone slipped on a ski mask, grabbed his gun, hopped out of the car, and darted across the block. Tone’s plan was to post up off to the side of the front door, while Roscoe rang the bell. Then, when the man opened the door for Roscoe, he would burst through the front door with his gun drawn.
 
   Nervously, Roscoe walked across the street to the trap house door and rang the doorbell. With his hands shaking and his palms sweaty as hell, Roscoe was praying that he just made it out of the situation alive. He felt like he was in over his head, but it was too late to turn back. However, if God let him out of this one unharmed, he was going to make some changes in his life. Crack had too much control over him, and was putting him in too many bad predicaments. 
 
   Tone took a deep breath while he waited on the door to swing open. He had been in this situation so many times before, but it had been a while due to his incarceration. His heart was beating fast, but he wasn’t scared. Tone was excited; for the first time since coming home from prison he felt alive! In his mind, Tone felt like this was where he belonged. In prison he had talked a lot about leaving the crime side of life alone, getting a regular job, then falling back and having some babies with Lotta. 
 
   He was quickly realizing that wasn’t the life for him at all, though. The adrenaline rush he had flowing through his body was exactly what he needed. The time Tone had been locked up had only thrown fuel on the fire that was already burning deep within him. He had a need to have drama in his life; it was a part of his character.
 
   As the door finally began to swing open, Tone’s eyes grew as wide as could be and he clutched his gun tight!
 
   *****
 
   “Ugh! Let me up!” hollered Lotta, in another unsuccessful attempt to push Neeta up off of her.
 
   Lotta struggled and tried her best to get free, but she just couldn’t get from up under Neeta, who was holding the sharp knife blade up against her cheek. She could feel the tip of the blade just starting to pierce her skin. Neeta was taking pleasure in the fact that she was about to ruin Lotta’s perfect face.
 
    “Yo! What the fuck is goin’ on up here? What the hell are you doin’ to my niece, Neeta?” hollered Marv, responding to all the commotion in his house.
 
   Marv was half faded off of Peach Ciroc and codeine dipped blunt, but he knew something wasn’t right due to all the screaming he heard coming from his bathroom. Quickly, he ran and pushed Neeta off of Lotta, just before the sharp blade of the knife did any real damage to her face!
 
   “Bitch! What the hell is wrong with you? You outta pocket!” yelled Marv.
 
   “Nah Marv, this hoe gonna learn today! She beat my cousin up back in the…” started explaining the woman.
 
   However, her explanation was cut short. Marv took his hand and backslapped the hell out of Neeta!
 
   “Don’t you never in your life come in my house and threaten my lil’ niece. You hear me?” rhetorically asked Marv.
 
   Marv was a pretty big man, standing at 6’1 and weighing right around 200 pounds, so his backhand had shaken Neeta up. Lotta had managed to get back up off of the floor, embarrassed that she had got caught slipping and had needed her uncle to come and rescue her.
 
   “Now get your shit and get the fuck out here. With ya ugly ass,” instructed Marv.
 
   “Oh so that’s how it is Marv? I’m ugly? All right then. You wasn’t sayin’ that last night, but I got you. You’s a nut anyway,” said Neeta, as she bumped Marv and stormed out of the tight, cramped bathroom.
 
   Marv just shook his head as he watched Neeta walk away. He was shocked and disgusted at her actions. He had been letting her stay with him rent free for weeks and this was the way she repaid him.
 
   “I only fucked with your old ass ‘cause you gettin’ a lil’ bit of money! It ain’t that serious though, you ain’t the only nigga in town who be trickin’! I’ll find me another nigga!” Neeta continued to holler, her words trailing off the farther away she got.
 
   Neeta was irate that Marv would take his niece’s side over hers and she continued cursing up a storm as she grabbed all of her belongings and finally made her dramatic exit out of the house, slamming the door hard behind her.
 
   “Are you good?” asked Marv, staring in Lotta’s direction.
 
   Lotta had tears in her eyes and was trying to maintain her composure but she just couldn’t. She was a strong person, but everything that was going on in her life was finally getting to her. The drama with her Dad, plus the fact that she had been forced to move out of the comfort of her house was killing her. All the possessions that Lotta had were taken from her in the blink of an eye. With the exception of the $1,500 that she had in her personal checking account, Lotta didn’t have shit.
 
   Frustrated, Lotta fell into her uncle’s arms and just cried. All the emotions she was dealing with were coming to a head. Lotta was finally at the realization that the good life she was used to living was over. She was going to have to fend for herself in the cold, cruel world. Her safety blanket was gone.
 
   “Look, we gonna be alright. Just me and you, Lotta,” comforted Marv, as he held Lotta close.
 
   “Just me and you…” he repeated, as he wiped Lotta’s pitiful tears away.
 
   *****
 
   “What’s up, Roscoe? What you coppin’ today?” asked the young, baby-faced hustler as he opened up the door to the trap house.
 
   Before Roscoe could answer, Tone burst through the door! He aimed his gun at the man and looked him dead in the eye.
 
   “You know what this is!” hollered Tone.
 
   The hustler running the trap house was scared as hell. He was just a young buck, no more than 17 years old with peach fuzz still on his face and box braids in his hair. He was tatted up with all types of gangster slogans and logos across his body, but with a gun in his grill he wasn’t bout’ that life.
 
   “Come on, dog. It ain’t gotta be like this. Chill,” he pleaded, putting his hands up.
 
   The man’s pleas were falling on deaf ears; Tone wasn’t trying to hear that shit. He had too much anger in his heart to care about anyone but himself. Tone knew he needed more out of life than sleeping on the couch in the one bedroom apartment that Melinda was providing for him.
 
   Quickly, Tone checked the man over to see if he was strapped. Luckily for Tone, the man had left his .45 sitting on the couch. Tone kept his gun aimed at the man, then went and retrieved the other gun from off of the couch. Roscoe was silent, just hoping that Tone didn’t decide to take things another level and turn all the way up. Calmly, Tone looked at the young hustler. 
 
   “I’ma ask you one time. Where the stash at?” he asked, while pushing the barrel of his 9MM into the scared boy’s face with no remorse.
 
    “In…in… the back room,” nervously admitted the boy. 
 
   “Lay down on the ground and don’t move either, nigga. If he moves, you holla, Roscoe,” instructed Tone.
 
   Tone kept the gun aimed at the boy and backed out of the room that they were in, headed to the back room. Things were easier when his stick-up partner Amir was running with him, but now he was gone. Amir had been killed over a woman, which was hard for Tone to deal with. If he had been killed in any other way, Tone could probably accept it and chalk it up to the game. However, the past was the past, and the present was the present. Currently, Tone was focused on getting two things out of the trap house that he was in: money and drugs!
 
   “This nigga better not try nothin’ funny,” mumbled Tone to himself, as he made his way to the back room with one gun tucked on his hip and another in his hand.
 
   As the boy laid face down on the floor nervously in the other room, Tone searched frantically around the back room for the stash and the drugs. He went through the closet, looked under the bed, but couldn’t find anything. 
 
   “I hope this nigga ain’t lying to me,” remarked Tone.
 
   If the boy was lying, shit was going to get ugly! Tone stormed back out to the room to where he had left the young hustler. As instructed, he was lying face down on the dirty, cold floor of the trap house. Roscoe was standing there petrified watching him; Tone couldn’t tell which one of them was more scared.
 
   “Yo nigga, I asked you where the stash was at. I ain’t see nothin’ back there. This ain’t no game and it damn sure ain’t practice! I’m a ask you one more time,” said Tone. 
 
   Tone took the butt of his gun and smacked the boy upside the back of the head. 
 
   “Shit!” he screamed out in pain.
 
   Realizing that Tone wasn’t playing games, the young hustler suddenly got more specific. 
 
   “Yo, it’s in the Nike shoebox, behind the TV. Damn!” he said, definitely not wanting to feel the hard steel of the gun going up against the back of his head again.
 
   “The Nike shoebox, huh? That’s real original,” mocked Tone, as he made his way back to the back room again.
 
   Not wasting any time, Tone pushed the television out of his way, exposing the orange and grey Nike shoebox. The rules of the trap house dictated that after each sale, no matter how big or small, the cash was placed into the shoebox. The hustler who really supplied all the drugs for the trap house would come through at the end of the week and pick up the profits, then pay the younger hustlers. So all the money the spot had made, as well as the crack that had yet to be sold was in the shoebox.
 
   Tone flipped the top of the shoebox open, and there it was! Cold, hard cash bound together in rubber bands and crack already bagged up in various sizes. 
 
   “Roscoe, go start the car!” yelled Tone.
 
   Tone picked up the whole shoebox and headed back towards the front of the crib. It was time to be out! Roscoe was already halfway across the street and was headed for the Buick LeSabre. Tone took one last look at the boy that he had just robbed and then got up out of the crib. Years ago, he might have actually felt sympathy for the young’n, but prison had made him heartless. Tone felt like no one in the world cared about him when he was locked up, surviving off of Jack Mack’s, rice and Ramen soups. Where was the sympathy for him now that he was home from prison, struggling each and every day? Even Lotta, who he just knew would be there for him, was nowhere to be found. Tone was cold, heartless and determined to get money at all costs! 
 
   Tone and Roscoe made it safely back over to their block within a few minutes. The old Buick LeSabre wasn’t the best running vehicle, but it got the job done. All in all, the sting had netted $4,220 in cash and almost two ounces of drugs. Not to mention, the new .45 Smith and Wesson Tone had come up on, which was an added bonus. For the first time in a long time, Tone ate good with his new profits. He ordered up lobster tails, New York strip steak, shrimp and crab legs for Roscoe and himself. Then he copped a bottle of Moet as well as couple pints of Hennessey Black. He also slid Melinda $250; even though she didn’t charge him rent, Tone didn’t want to be viewed as anyone’s charity case or some type of freeloader.
 
   Roscoe had sworn during the robbery that he was going to leave crack alone, but after seeing the drugs right in front of him, it was a different story. He couldn’t resist getting high, especially since it would be free. After all, Roscoe felt like he had earned the drugs, and smoking them would be his reward. The sting couldn’t have possibly gone any more successful than it did. It was a perfect plan, with perfect execution which was what Tone prided himself on. For the first time in years Tone felt like he was back to his old self and this was just the beginning!
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 5
 
   “I know it’s been a while since I came to talk to you, but things have been crazy for me lately. Actually, everything has been going bad,” said Lotta, as she stared down at the ground.
 
   Lotta was at the one place she knew that she could always go when things were going rough in her life. She had caught the bus up to the gravesite of her mother. Lotta liked to go to the cemetery and speak her problems out while standing on top of her mother’s grave. It had been eight years since her mother had been gone, and each day Lotta missed her more and more.
 
   There were so many questions Lotta needed answers to, but she knew that she was in the right place. It was always hard for Lotta to understand why God had chosen to take her mother. She never felt like it was fair for everyone to grow up with their mother, when she was forced to navigate through her teenage years without a grown woman to guide her. Now, with Roc facing a bunch of time, Lotta felt like she was going to be completely alone. 
 
   “I just don’t get it, Mom. Why does God take everyone out of my life that I care about? You, Daddy, and Tone all got taken away from me. Why do I get so attached to people if they are just going to be taken out of my life?” she questioned.
 
   Lotta began to reminisce back to the last conversation she’d ever had with her mother. Sadly enough, it was an argument. At 13, Lotta had a whole lot of mouth and was never one to take ‘no’ for an answer. She had wanted to go to the skating rink, but due to a D in her Pre-Algebra class, her mother Sharmaine wasn’t having it. Sharmaine had made her stay home and study on a Saturday night, which had Lotta upset. In Sharmaine’s house, education came first. However, after a while, Sharmaine began to feel guilty for coming down so hard on her only daughter. To make it up to her, she decided to order Lotta her favorite pizza, with pineapple and extra cheese.
 
   It was on the way to pick up the pizza that Sharmaine was brutally attacked and murdered. To this day, the exact reason for the attack isn’t known. Even worse, the killer was never apprehended. All that is known is that Sharmaine was beaten so badly, Roc could hardly identify her body. A ripped dollar in her back pocket that she had split with Roc as a token of their love was the only way he was able to identify her.
 
   Sharmaine’s murder sparked a change in Lotta that transformed her forever. She shut down, and never really made any friends or barely even talked to other girls her age. They couldn’t relate to her or the things that she was going through because they had their mothers. Lotta stopped trusting in people and outside of her father, Lotta really never grew too close to anybody. The only person who had been able to get her to let her guard down was Tone. 
 
   Tone was different than the flocks of other young men who tried to holler at Lotta. He was special. While Tone was as hard as a rock on the outside, inside he was sweet and caring. Tone had a way of listening to whatever Lotta said and interpreting it in his own way. He was generous; in fact he had paid for the very headstone that sat atop Sharmaine’s grave.
 
   Lotta wished that she could contact Tone, but her iPhone was shut off due to the account being linked to her father’s frozen credit card so she had never gotten his messages. All she could do was wonder where the other half of her ripped dollar, which represented Tone, currently was. Lotta prayed to God that he was doing OK. Little did Lotta know, after the successful robbery, Tone was doing better than OK!
 
   *****
 
                 Roc sat at the small table in the special legal room of the jail, waiting for the group of agents, detectives, and lawyers to begin speaking to him. He was nervous, angry and anxious all at the same time.
 
                 “Well, Roc,” the head agent finally said, pronouncing Roc’s name sarcastically.
 
                 Roc just looked on at the man, waiting to hear the bullshit that was going to come from his lips. His own lawyer sat right next to him, also anxious to see what the team of Federal agents had called Roc into the slightly unexpected meeting for. Finally, the ringleader of the band of federal agents sat next to Roc and spoke.
 
                 “Wanna hear a quick story?” he asked rhetorically.
 
   Roc didn’t respond, instead he just let the man speak.
 
   “A few months back a young dealer got pulled over comin’ down 95 with 2 kilos of some of the purest cocaine I’ve seen since I been a detective. We caught him red handed and locked him right up.  Public defender tells him he’s gonna spend his next 10 birthdays in prison. The guy says he can’t do that kind of time. He’s got three kids to feed and a sick mother to look after. Starts singing like a bird. And his song was all about you my friend…” said the agent, with a hint of a laugh in his tone.
 
   Roc could already see where the agents were going with their story.
 
   “You seem like a smart man, so you know you’re looking at a few decades yourself. However, there are ways around that,” insinuated the man, as he scratched his freshly shaven face.
 
   “So you want me to snitch?” asked Roc.
 
   “Snitch is such an ugly word. We like the term cooperate. You help us, and we help you,” countered the agent.
 
   Roc looked away from the man.
 
   “Lotta is about 21 now, right? Never had a job. Mother is deceased. How do you think she’d fare in these streets with you behind bars for the next 240 months?”  asked the agent.
 
   The Feds were playing on every emotion Roc had by bringing up his daughter’s name.
 
   “You don’t have to answer me now. You think it over. Just remember Roc, there are bigger fish in the ocean than you and those are the fish that we want,” said the agent, as he smiled devilishly and left the room, followed by the rest of the group.
 
   Roc and his lawyer remained alone in the room, staring at each other in silence and searching for answers. The feds were quite clear in their intentions; they wanted Roc to provide them with information to help convict members of the Mexican Cartel that supplied him. If he did that, he would be awarded what was known as a downward departure, or 5K1. A 5K1 allows a judge to go beneath the mandatory minimum sentencing guidelines and give a person a much lighter sentence than normal. If Roc snitched, he would still have to do some time, but not nearly as much. 
 
   Finally, Roc’s lawyer broke the awkward silence.
 
   “You know Roc, they have a saying. It goes: There are two types of people in Federal prison, the ones who snitched and the ones who wished that they had snitched. Which one are you going to be?” he said.
 
   Roc just looked at his lawyer. All the prepaid legal fees he had paid him really weren’t worth anything. The case against Roc was so strong, his lawyer didn’t even want to consider going to trial. It was a conspiracy case, and the Feds had gone all out. They had Roc on wiretaps, discussing drug deals. They had monitored his businesses and basically proved there was no way he could have started all of his companies legally without a valid job. Most importantly, the Feds had a cooperating witness who was ready to take the stand and tell a jury everything they wanted to know about Roc. There was no way of beating that.
 
   The situation left Roc with two options; either snitch or risk getting the book thrown at him. The game had changed so much since Roc had begun hustling. Back in the days, the DEA actually had to catch a hustler with drugs on him. Now, all it took was a snitch to point a finger. Informants had made the Feds job really simple and easy. It simply wasn’t fair.
 
   Roc was left with the decision of possibly having to leave Lotta all alone in the world to fend for herself, after sheltering her for her whole life. Was that fair to her? Did she really deserve that? Roc wanted to stick to the G-Code and take his time like a man, but no one else seemed to be sticking to that code anymore. Someone had told on him to save their own ass and take care of their family. Did that person care more about their family than Roc did about his? The questions raced through Roc’s head as he dealt with each and every possible scenario. He had some serious thinking to do.
 
   *****
 
                 After getting out of prison, the Feds place former inmates on supervised release. Technically, supervised release is like parole. Conditions are very strict and limit ex-cons freedom of travel, require random drug testing and frequent reports to the probation officer. It is designed to keep people from committing more felonies, but for Tone the system was a joke. 
 
                 After robbing the trap house sponsored by the 60th street niggas, Tone had money in his pocket once again and didn’t give a fuck about his probation officer. She left messages on Melinda’s house phone, but Tone didn’t even bother to return the calls. He was all the way turned up, spending the stolen cash as if it was burning a hole in his pocket. Since Tone loved to stay in tune with fashion, one of his first moves was a shopping spree at his favorite spot; the high class King of Prussia Mall.
 
                 Tone hit up the boutique style stores and got right! He grabbed himself a few pair of True Religion jeans, some Air Max 95’s, Nike boots, a specially ordered Marcelo Burlon tee shirt, Polo hoodies, Pink Dolphin tees and all the other gear he needed to look relevant again. One thing prison hadn’t taken from Tone was his swag and sense of style. He knew exactly what to cop and exactly how to wear it. He had gone from zero to fly in no time at all!
 
                 Roscoe was also reaping the benefits for his role in the robbery, but after going on a three day long crack binge, he was coming back to his senses. Like Tone, Roscoe wanted more out of life. He didn’t want his addiction to define him like it had for the past decade. In a desperate plea, Roscoe reached out to Tone. He asked Tone to take the remaining crack and sell it, instead of letting him smoke it all up and possibly O.D. As a man addicted to the drug, it was one of the hardest decisions Roscoe ever had to make in his life. He was far from cured, but Roscoe was definitely taking the first step in getting clean. He didn’t want to be just another dead junkie in the streets; even ol’ Roscoe knew his life was worth more than that.
 
                 Being that they lived in a high drug area, moving the couple ounces was nothing for Tone. He bagged up the work and posted up right in front of his building, where he knew smokers would pass by. The word that Tone had a good, cheap product spread quickly and that had a snowball effect. Smokers told each other about Tone and over a few days he offed all the work, like the hustler that he truly was. Tone pocketed a percentage of the cash, and then gave the rest of the money to Roscoe.
 
                 With the money he had, Roscoe swore he was going to make some changes. First, he was going to start with his health. With the assistance of Tone, Roscoe booked a doctor’s and a dentist’s appointment, which was something that he hadn’t done in years. Crack had deteriorated Roscoe’s body. Some of the damage was beyond repair, but other issues were fixable. 
 
                 “Damn! I gotta fill out all this information. I don’t even know half of this shit. Don’t they know I been gettin’ high for the past decade?” said Roscoe.
 
                 Roscoe was in the dentist’s office with Tone, growing frustrated at all the paperwork that was required to get an examination. He had already discovered that the reason his mouth gave him so much pain was because he was in need of a root canal.  
 
                 “Just give me the fuckin’ paper. I ain’t got all day to be in here with you. I don’t even know why you dragged me up here,” said Tone, snatching the clipboard and pen from Roscoe.
 
                 Since the robbery, Roscoe was afraid to be out in public alone. While Tone had the luxury of wearing a ski mask, Roscoe had executed his part of the sting barefaced. If the young hustler from the trap house saw him, it would be ugly. Roscoe was using Tone as protection, at least for time being.
 
                 Tone quickly filled out the paperwork using his own information. He had much better things to do than sit around a dentist’s office with a crackhead. Tone had money in his pocket, new clothes on his back, and there was a city full of women out there that he needed to meet. More than anything else, Tone had missed the company of women while he was in prison. He was knee deep in hoes before getting locked up and now that he was home and holding 20 more pounds of pure muscle, Tone knew he was ready to get at some females. Lotta might not be giving him the time of day, but Tone knew that there were plenty of women that would love to!
 
   *****
 
                 After finishing up with Roscoe at the dentist, Tone had Roscoe ride him to the infamous Rent-N-Roll. Rent-N-Roll was a notorious car rental spot in the hood that did all types of crazy business practices, but also put people in the most exclusive rental cars. Last time Tone had dealt with Rent-N-Roll, they had rented him a truck with a package of cocaine taped underneath it. It had ended up causing Tone to catch a federal indictment, which was something Tone still wasn’t over. However, there was nowhere else in the hood to rent high class luxury cars, so for the moment Tone had to let bygones be bygones.
 
   “What’s poppin Lakeeyah?” asked Tone, as he walked into the spot and recognized the cashier from their previous dealings.
 
   “What’s gucci my nigga? Long time, no see,” she said, hood as all hell.
 
   “Tell me about it,” sarcastically said Tone.
 
   “What you need?” asked Lakeeyah.
 
   “Another truck. Without the drugs this time,” replied Tone.
 
   Lakeeyah laughed and started browsing the computer’s database to see what was available. 
 
   “I got this white X5. It’s hot,” she said.
 
   “Nah, somethin’ huskier,” replied Tone.
 
   “How bout this Caddy truck. That jawn that’s real nice,” she replied, after looking up from the computer screen.
 
   “Oh man, them Caddy trucks are nice. You need to get that and let me push it at least one time. I think I got me a date setup soon,” said Roscoe.
 
   “Whatever, Roscoe,” said Tone, still upset about the time he had wasted with Roscoe at the dentist’s office.
 
   “Nah, I’m serious Tone. After all I went through for you, you gotta promise to let me borrow it!” said Roscoe, hype as hell at the prospect of getting a chance to whip the Cadillac truck.
 
   “All right, nigga. Calm down, I got you,” said Tone.
 
   Roscoe did a little fist pump celebration, which was definitely some smoker shit, as Tone reached in his pocket and started getting the cash together to pay for the car for a week in advance. Rent-N-Roll was one of the few car rental spots that didn’t require a credit card which is why they were so popular in the hood.
 
   “Yo, I’m a holla at you later,” said Tone, alerting Roscoe that he could be on his way.
 
   Roscoe was cool, but Tone’s reputation didn’t allow for him to be seen hanging around a smoker in public. It just wasn’t the image that he was trying to portray.
 
   Lakeeyah rang Tone up for the 2012 Cadillac SRX Truck, right at an even $100 per day. It was expensive, but Tone was ready to ride out and see what the Philly nightlife had to offer. He had been out at nighttime since he had been home, but being out with a pocketful of cash was a whole different experience. Being in a hot whip heightened that experience even more. The truck had out of state tags since it was a rental, but Lakeeyah registered it under Tone’s name via Rent-N-Roll. It had a nice Burgundy factory paint job and was equipped with a V6 engine with 300 horsepower which Tone was ready to push to the limit! 
 
                 Tone’s destination was the Sugar House, a relatively new casino in the heart of Philly. Since Tone had been in prison, Philadelphia had expanded its attractions to include gambling. Philly had never had casinos before, so Tone damn sure wanted to see what the Sugar House was all about. Being able to gamble legally while in the comfort of his own city definitely had its advantages. The Sugar House, like most casinos, served free drinks to anyone who was gambling. Naturally, Tone made it his business to post up at the poker table and take advantage of the free liquor.
 
                 Tone had played his fair share of poker while he was locked up, but it was a whole different game in the casino. The dealer was much more savvy than the men that he had been locked up with. After just a few hands, Tone was down almost $300. To make matters worse, the free drinks were watered down like hell.
 
                 “You look frustrated,” said a woman, as Tone lost another hand.
 
                 Tone turned and looked at the woman speaking to him. She was a short, young jawn, wearing a halter top barely covering her chest at all. She wasn’t the cutest in the face, but had some potential. After doing all that time though, damn near any woman on two legs looked good to Tone.
 
                 “I can’t get the right cards,” said Tone, as he admitted defeat and stepped away from the table.
 
                 Tone wasn’t having any luck at poker, but the way the woman talking to him was looking at him, he knew that he would have some luck with her! Her whole body demeanor already let Tone know what was up. Most times that a woman goes out of her way to strike up a conversation with a random man, she is interested in getting to know him better.
 
                 “I wish I knew how to play then I could help you,” she said.
 
                 The statement didn’t make much sense but Tone appreciated the woman’s attempt to flirt.
 
                 “You wanna slide out of here and go get some real drinks?” he asked.
 
                 Tone got straight to the point, which the woman appreciated. With no hesitation, Tone and his new friend dipped from the Sugar House and headed towards his rented Caddy truck. She was definitely impressed by the whip, and was all over Tone right from the jump. The sexual chemistry was definitely there, and the alcohol would only fuel the situation. It would just be a matter of time before the two of them were taking each other’s clothes off, and they both knew it.
 
                 “By the way, what’s your name?” finally asked the woman.
 
                 “Everybody calls me Tone.” 
 
                 “Tone…that’s cute. I’m Neeta.”
 
   *****
 
                 “Where you been? I was worried about you,” said Marv, as Lotta finally strolled back through the front door.
 
                 Marv was sitting on his couch next to a new woman, sipping on his Grey Goose and smoking a blunt. Although he was a little high, he could see the pain and hurt Lotta’s eyes.
 
                 “I caught the bus to go visit my Mom’s grave. I just had some things to think about. I’m straight though,” explained Lotta. 
 
                 “You sure?” he asked.
 
                 “Yeah, I’m good,” confirmed Lotta, as she headed towards the stairs that led up to her room.
 
                 Marv sat his cup of Goose back down on his living room table.
 
                 “Hold up a sec. I want you to meet my new friend, Joy,” he said.
 
                 The last thing Lotta was in the mood to do was meet another one of Marv’s ratchet ass girlfriends. Joy looked even more trifling than Neeta! She was also a young jawn, with dreds in her hair and a nose ring. She was a little overweight, but just like Neeta, she had huge tits. That must have been Marv’s thing, figured Lotta.
 
                 Joy was sitting on the couch, passing the blunt back and forth with Marv. In between pulls, she was on her Samsung Galaxy phone looking at her Instagram , Twitter and FaceBook pages. She looked like the type that was more interested in the social media world than the real world.
 
                 “Nice to meet you,” Lotta forced herself to say.
 
                 “Same to you,” said Joy.
 
                 Lotta proceeded to go upstairs, but once again Marv stopped her.
 
                 “Wait. I had got you something earlier today,” explained Marv.
 
                 Lotta turned and looked as Marv got up from his seat, a little tipsy off of the Grey Goose and marijuana. 
 
                 “Where you put that bag at, Joy?” he asked.
 
                 Joy looked up from her phone just long enough to point towards the corner of the room.
 
                 “See, Joy works at TJ Maxx. I saw a dress in there I knew you would like and had her pick it up for me. I just figured since you been going through so much drama and you weren’t able to get your clothes out of the house.” 
 
                 Lotta was elated. She didn’t really do TJ Maxx, but the fact that her Uncle had thought enough of her to buy her a dress that would boost her spirits meant a lot to her. Marv handed Lotta the bag, and she slipped the dress out. It was light blue, which was actually a good color on her. Lotta thought about all the shoes and handbags she used to have that would have matched it perfectly, which was a bittersweet memory since she knew the chances of her seeing her old wardrobe again were slim to none.
 
                 “Thanks, Unc!” she said, flashing the first smile that had come across her face in days.
 
                 “Well go upstairs and try it on,” instructed Marv.
 
                 Lotta wasn’t really in the mood to play dress up, but it was the least she could do since Marv had went out of his way to get her a new dress. All of Lotta’s clothes had been confiscated and would eventually be auctioned off, so she had been wearing some cheap shit she managed to get from The Gallery Mall. Lotta was used to staying fresh, but she was no fool. She wasn’t going to blow through her last couple dollars on clothes when she had more important things to worry about.
 
                 As Lotta slipped off her jeans and into the new sun dress, her ripped dollar slipped out of her back pocket. Naturally, seeing the bill had her thinking about Tone. With all the drama, she had forgotten that he was scheduled to be out of prison. Unfortunately, Lotta had no idea how to reach him. Verizon had disconnected her phone, so she had no access to the old messages that he had left. All she could do was hold her half of the ripped dollar tight and hope that her boo was alright.
 
                 Lotta was busy fantasizing about Tone, but unfortunately she was the last thing on his mind.
 
   *****
 
                 Philly is a big city in some ways, but in other ways it is small. Everybody knows everybody, in some way or another. This is especially true for the people who move in the same circles and live the same lifestyle. Tone lived the lifestyle of a stick-up kid and hustler who was all about getting his money. Naturally, he dealt with plenty of women. Neeta sought out men like him, so the fact that they had crossed paths was coincidental, but not surprising. 
 
                 After being dumped by Marv for pulling a knife out on Lotta, Neeta was back on the prowl looking for the next street nigga with money to provide for her. She was trifling, but Neeta didn’t have any shame in her game. For her, it was like playing the lottery. She would find a man who was getting it, let him ‘scratch her ticket’ and she might get lucky enough to get some big bucks from him. Tone was her current target and so far he was providing Neeta with drinks, which she was throwing back faster than the bartender could bring out.
 
                 “So what’s your story Tone?” asked Neeta, as she polished off a Henny and Coke.
 
                 Neeta had no idea Tone was the same bul who had slept with her cousin Chaunte years ago, but it really wouldn’t have mattered. That was ancient history and Neeta had her current needs. She had hoped that Tone would be a provider for her, much like Marv had been throughout the past month. Neeta wasn’t about going out and working eight or ten hours a day; she’d rather take her chances dealing with someone who was ‘bout that life and didn’t mind breaking bread with her.
 
                 “I’m just a get money type of nigga,” said Tone, without elaborating much.
 
                 Tone’s frame of mind was to just get what we wanted from Neeta without doing too much talking. What he wanted was some ass. Neeta was no super cute girl, but she did have a nice sex appeal about her. She was light-skinned, with a busty C-cup rack and a little bit of a booty.
 
                 “And how do you get money?” asked Neeta.
 
                 Tone could see that Neeta was the type to ask questions, so he would have to provide some answers. However, he was going to be as vague as possible. In Tone’s line of work, it was never a good thing to leak your personal business in the streets.
 
                 “I just get it how I live it. I do what I gotta do,” he replied.
 
                 “You drawlin’. Can you be a little more specific?” asked Neeta.
 
                 “Look, I ain’t tryin’ to put my business in the streets but when I see a nigga slippin’, I make it my business to get him. You feel me?” said Tone.
 
                 Neeta grinned; all that gangster shit turned her on. 
 
                 “So where is your man at?” said Tone, flipping the script and asking her a question of his own.
 
                 “I just broke up with my dude. I got into it with the nigga’s niece and then that nut ass nigga had the nerve to slap me! He didn’t even care that the lil’ hoe had hit me first!” 
 
                 Tone just shook his head, while sipping his cranberry and Ciroc yet listening intently.
 
                 “He kicked me out the crib and everything,” complained Neeta.
 
   “Damn, that’s messed up Ma,” replied Tone, faking sympathy.
 
   “I got the last laugh, though,” said Neeta, with a smile.
 
                 “For real. How is that?” wondered Tone.
 
                 Neeta pulled her keychain from her fake Louie Vuitton bag.
 
                 “I kept the keys to his crib,” she revealed, shaking the house key to Marv’s place.
 
                 Tone just laughed as he looked at the keys shaking back and forth. Obviously, Neeta had some drama with her. She was definitely a wild type of woman, and Tone hoped she would be the same way between the sheets. With the liquor choosing his words, Tone laid his game down.
 
                 “So what’s up? You ready to get outta here and go chill somewhere?” he asked.
 
                 Neeta threw back the remaining alcohol she had, and then stood up from her barstool.
 
                 “Yeah, let’s make moves,” she said, with a grin.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
                 Tone and Neeta’s date at the bar lasted just long enough for the two of them to get drunk as hell. They had gone from drinking mixed drinks to straight shots and then finished off with beers. Tone focused up just enough to navigate his rented Caddy truck down 76 and towards the big boy hotels that were located in Center City. If he would have gotten pulled over, the police would have definitely arrested him for drunk driving, which would have been a violation of his probation and resulted in him getting locked back up. Tone was willing to take that risk because he knew that he definitely couldn’t take Neeta back to his pull out bed at Melinda’s house; that shit wasn’t wavy!  Fortunately for Tone, there weren’t too many cops out and he was able to get to his destination and cop a nice room for him and Neeta to get busy in.
 
                 Much like her cousin Chaunte, Neeta was a straight freak. It ran in their bloodline; they came from a long line of promiscuous women dating back to their great-great-grandmother. Neeta had no boundaries sexually and she was down for whatever. The liquor in her system made Neeta even more free and she was throwing her A-game at Tone. She had contorted herself into positions that Tone had never even seen in pornos! Neeta was sexing Tone in an attempt to make him get sprung on her and start spending cash to keep her around. That was her game plan, but if it didn’t work, she had still gotten free drinks and some good dick in a nice hotel from a nigga who she found attractive as hell. For Neeta, it was a win-win situation.
 
                 Tone and Neeta got it in until the alcohol and exhaustion finally forced them to pass out. Neeta, who was used to getting drunk five nights a week woke up first, with no hangover whatsoever. Her tolerance was crazy, and she could definitely handle her alcohol. The night had gone good, but it was currently do or die time for her. This was when she had to convince Tone that she was worth more than just a one night stand, and try to get on his good side. If she could do that, she would have successfully found herself yet another hustler to mooch off of.
 
                 “Good morning, baby. You wanna take a shower together?” whispered Neeta.
 
                 Tone woke up with his head banging. He hadn’t been drunk in years, so he had a serious hangover. It took Tone a second to gather himself and realize his surroundings before he spoke. 
 
                 “Damn, what time is it?” he asked.
 
                 “It’s 10:00. We still got another hour before checkout time.”
 
                 Neeta smiled at Tone, letting him know that he could do whatever he wanted to do to her in the next 60 minutes. However, Tone had other things on his mind. The night had been fun, but he was about his money. His mission was to get paper, not just chase women, so he was ready to part ways with Neeta.
 
                 “Yo, where you want me to drop you off at?” asked Tone, standing his naked body up and searching around for his True Religions.
 
                 Neeta frowned her face up.
 
                 “Damn, so it’s like that?” she asked.
 
                 Tone didn’t have time for the drama, so he tried his best to smooth the situation over.
 
                 “I’m sayin’, I got some things to handle. It ain’t nothin’ personal. I told you I just came home and I’m trying to get my pockets back straight and all that. I don’t got time to lay up in bed all day, you feel me?” he asked.
 
                 Neeta definitely understood Tone’s point; she just wished he had delivered his message with a little more sympathy. She might not have been the classiest woman, but she still had feelings.
 
                 “I’m sayin’ Tone, you actin’ like I’m gonna be in the way of you gettin’ money. You never know, I might could help you…” explained Neeta.
 
                 “How can you help me get money?” asked Tone, slipping on his GEEK shirt and looking around the room for his kicks.
 
   *****
 
                 “You looked real nice in that dress last night, Lotta,” said Marv.
 
                 “Thanks Unc,” Lotta replied.
 
                 Marv was coming down off of his own night of heavy drinking. He and Joy had polished off a bottle of Grey Goose, with Marv drinking damn near 70 percent of it. He had popped some Tylenol and was trying to get his head clear, as Joy lay stretched out on the couch. She was wearing nothing but her thong and a tight tee shirt. Apparently, she and Marv hadn’t even managed to make it up to his bedroom before they had dug into each other. The empty condom wrappers scattered across the floor were evidence of that. Lotta was disgusted, but she couldn’t complain since it was Marv’s house.
 
                 Joy was on her phone like always, commenting on Instagram pictures and retweeting her follower’s statuses. It was like her hand was glued to the smartphone; if she wasn’t taking a selfie she was shooting a quick video to upload. Lotta didn’t understand how Joy could be so addicted to social media, but she chalked it up to her being a young jawn who really didn’t know any better.
 
                 “Damn, I’m hungry as hell. Who’s cooking breakfast this morning?” asked Marv.
 
                 “Hopefully, not you. Them burgers you made yesterday were terrible, Marv. Burnt on the outside and red in the middle. Yuck!” said Joy, making a face to express her displeasure with Marv’s culinary abilities.
 
                 Lotta had to admit, she was a little hungry herself. She’d be damned if she was going eat anything Joy cooked after imagining all the nasty shit she had done with Marv the previous night, so she volunteered to whip up some breakfast.
 
   “I’ll cook something. What ya’ll want?” she asked.
 
   Since her mom died when she was so young, Lotta had been forced to get pretty nice in the kitchen. She knew her way around an oven and stove very well and could make damn near anything.
 
   “What’s up with some of your biscuits, some eggs, some beef sausage and that turkey bacon?” said Marv.
 
   “Damn Unc, you greedy as hell. I got you though,” said Lotta, as she cut on the oven.
 
   Lotta’s biscuits were legendary and the least she could do to show her appreciation for Marv’s hospitality was to whip up a batch. She searched around Marv’s unorganized kitchen until she found a suitable mixing bowl. Next, Lotta rounded up some shortening and then the milk. The final ingredient was flour, so Lotta opened up the cabinet and grabbed what appeared to be a package of flour. However, looks can be deceiving, and the package Lotta had grabbed damn sure wasn’t flour.
 
   “Whoa Lotta, careful with that!” hollered Marv.
 
   Lotta quickly realized, she had actually grabbed some of Marv’s cocaine. Being the daughter of a hustler, Lotta normally knew coke when she saw it, but it had been a while. Roc was way past the stage of keeping his work in the crib that he resided in, but apparently Marv wasn’t. He had a half kilo right in his pantry!
 
   “My bad, Unc!” said Lotta, realizing her naïve mistake.
 
   Marv was cracking up at the situation. He had even called Joy in to tell her. The two of them were laughing like they were watching a new Kevin Hart standup.
 
   “Well I guess them woulda been the worst biscuits ever!” Marv managed to say, between laughs.
 
   Lotta had to laugh at herself as Marv finally passed her the real flour from the next cabinet. 
 
   “Yeah, you right about that Unc!” she said, with a giggle.
 
   Lotta smiled even more as she started getting her biscuit dough ready; it was the first time she had truly laughed since her Dad had gotten locked up. It felt good to think about something other than that situation for once. Lotta was finally learning to only worry about the things in life that she could control. There was nothing that she could do to affect the outcome of her father’s case, so stressing out about it was pointless. All she could do was pray for him and hope for the best.
 
   *****
 
                 Roc was in the Federal Detention Center living like a filthy animal. His hair and beard were growing in crazy, but he wasn’t about to trust the dull temporary razors that were provided by the Bureau of Prisons and risk an infection. Roc was hardly eating the sub-par jailhouse food either. After getting his palette used to shrimp, crabs and lobster, it was hard to adapt to undercooked meatloaf and thin ass hamburgers on stale tasting buns. The stress of the offer the Feds had put in front of Roc was indeed weighing on him heavily. As he sat in the special legal room, waiting on his lawyer and the representative that the Feds had sent, Roc thought long and hard about his choices.
 
                 Getting down with the system and agreeing to cooperate and provide info about the Mexican’s drug operation would cut Roc’s sentence significantly. That way, he would eventually be able to return home while his daughter Lotta was still relatively young. The downside was that he would be forever labeled as a snitch. He would lose all respect in the world and for the time he would serve in jail, he would probably be treated like a sucker by the other inmates who had stuck to the G-code.
 
                 If Roc kept his mouth shut and took his chances at trial, he would still be revered by the hustlers who admired him. He could look at himself in the mirror, without feeling like a punk or a sellout. Roc had talked his whole adult life about how real he was and rejecting the Feds offer would prove just that; not only to everyone he knew, but most importantly to himself. Both choices had benefits and consequences, and with the Feds waiting on an answer, it was time for Roc to decide.
 
                 “So what’s it gonna be, Roc? Are you playin’ ball for my team or am I wasting my time here today?” anxiously asked the cocky lead federal agent.
 
                 Roc rubbed his hands over his face like he always did when he was stressed out. He took a deep breath and finally replied.
 
                 “I’ll talk. What exactly do you want to know?” he reluctantly said.
 
                 The agent smiled from ear to ear upon hearing the answer he wanted. Elated, he sat down at the table next to Roc with an ink pen in his hand and a tape recorder.
 
                 “So give me some names. Who is your supplier? Where does the cocaine come from?” he asked.
 
                 The tension in the room was thicker than Nicki Minaj’s thighs. Roc wiped some sweat from his brow and started his dramatic response. 
 
   “I deal with the boss of all bosses. Goes by the nickname Your,” said Roc.
 
                 The agent excitedly jotted down the name down on his legal pad. 
 
                 “Your? he asked, wondering if the strange nickname belonged to one of the Mexican druglords the Feds so desperately wanted to indict and convict.
 
                 “Yeah, nigga. Your Mama. She’s my connect. As a matter of fact, I connect my dick with her mouth every night,” said Roc.
 
                 The pale faced agent instantly turned redder than a Washington apple. He was infuriated; Roc had just insulted the hell out of him.
 
                 “Now dig this; you can take that deal you are offering me and shove it up ya ass. This ‘death before dishonor’ tattoo I got ain’t just words. I live by that. I’ll take this to trial. See you in court, ya bitch,” taunted Roc, as he stood up from his chair.
 
                 Roc had chosen to take his chances in court as opposed to snitching on the Mexicans that he dealt with. He couldn’t live with himself if he became one of the very people that he hated. As far as Lotta was concerned, she would have to rely on the values that he had instilled in her to survive. After all, she was in her twenties and not a child by any means. It was the hardest decision Roc ever had to make, but he was not going out as a snitch!
 
                 The lead agent was monumentally pissed. His blood was boiling so much that he could barely speak. Not only had Roc turned him down, but he had made a complete mockery of him.
 
                 “I hope you rot inside of these prison walls you son of a bitch!” he finally managed to say, storming out of the room.
 
   *****
 
                 As Tone gathered up the rest of his clothes from around the motel room, he was anxiously awaiting for Neeta’s response. He damn sure was interested in how she could help him get money, so he repeated his question.
 
                 “How can you help me get money?”
 
                 “Well like I said, I kept the key to my ex’s crib,” she finally replied.
 
                 “And?” asked Tone.
 
                 “Oh my God! Do I gotta break it down, spell it out, and write it on the wall for you?” said Neeta, with a deep sigh.
 
                 Neeta maneuvered her naked body from on the bed and got closer to Tone, then began rubbing on his broad shoulders.
 
                 “I told you, my ex was a hustler. He keeps work and money in the crib. You said you do stick-ups. You should rob him,” she explained.
 
                 “This lil’ bitch is grimy as hell,” thought Tone to himself.
 
                 In Tone’s head, everything wasn’t adding up. Something just didn’t seem realistic about the situation. People don’t just set their exes up without a good reason. Neeta had to have an ulterior motive. She probably wanted a nice chunk of the money for herself he figured.
 
                 “So I’m supposed to go in there and take a risk like that and then split up whatever I get with you? I don’t even know you like that to be pullin’ off no shit like that,” he questioned.
 
                 “I don’t even want you to split nothin’ with me. I just want to see that sorry bastard get what he deserves,” explained Neeta.
 
                 “Whatever. You gotta want somethin’ more than that outta this deal,” said Tone, failing to believe Netta’s logic.
 
                 “Nope, it ain’t like that. All I want to see is for you to come up. Then you can take me on another date and we can do what we just did in that bed all over again. I need some more of that!” she said, pointing at Tone’s manhood.
 
                 That was how Neeta played the game. She pretended she just wanted to help Tone out because she genuinely liked him. In actuality, Neeta figured that if she helped Tone come up, she would come up too! She planned on sticking very close to Tone, and if he had money in his pockets, Neeta felt that she would be entitled to some of it. Getting back at Marv was just an added bonus for her.
 
                 Most things that seemed too good to be true usually were, so Tone was apprehensive about Neeta’s proposal. 
 
   “She’s just going to point me to a trap house, give me the key and all I got  to do is go in and take what I want?” he wondered to himself, while staring Neeta down.
 
   The deal was sweet, but there was no such thing as an easy lick. Tone had no idea about the man he would be robbing. He could be a straight killer and could put a hot one in Tone as soon as he walked through the door. Furthermore, Tone couldn’t even be sure the man was even getting any real money.
 
                 “Would it even be worth it?” he continued to wonder.
 
                 At the end of the day though, Tone was an optimist. He saw the trap house as half full as opposed to half empty. Also, at the point he was at in his life, Tone was with whatever. Even if he only got a few grams or a couple hundred bucks out of the crib, it would be all profit. It wasn’t an issue of greed, but Tone wanted all that he could get in life. His hustler mentality couldn’t allow him to turn down an opportunity like this one. Little did he know, by running up in Marv’s trap house Tone was going to get much more than he bargained for!  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 7
 
   Lotta’s biscuits, eggs, sausage and bacon had hit the spot and her, Joy, and Marv were subsequently suffering from a serious case of the ‘itis. Lotta was plopped down on the loveseat, comfortably watching Love and Hip Hop Atlanta reruns and laughing hard at ‘Steebie J.’ and his many faces. Marv was stretched out across the sofa, while Joy was sitting Indian-style on the floor, with her back up against the sofa right up under her boo Marv. As always, Joy was using her phone to see what people were talking about on Instagram, Twitter, Tumblr and Facebook. Surprisingly, Lotta could actually tolerate Joy. She was young acting, but not all ratchet like Neeta. Everything inside the house was relaxed, but outside was a whole different story.
 
   Neeta had provided Tone with the key to Marv’s house, as well as his address and information on where he kept his work and his stash. After practically living with Marv for a month, Neeta knew pretty much where everything was. She also knew that Marv kept several loaded guns strategically placed around his house, but Neeta had conveniently failed to mention that fact to Tone!
 
   “Man, this shit just don’t feel right,” thought Tone, as he sat all alone in the rented bright burgundy Caddy truck scoping out the crib. 
 
   It was weird as hell to be plotting on robbing a house in broad daylight, that he actually had the key to! Also, it was different that Tone was all by himself. He was used to doing stick-ups with Amir back in the day, and for his last jux he had at least rolled with Roscoe. Now that Tone was solo, it was making him paranoid as hell.
 
   “What if this broad playin’ games and there is a whole bunch of people up in the house?” he continued to wonder.
 
   Little did Tone know, one of the people up in the house was Lotta; a woman he had once cared about more than anyone. What Tone and Lotta once had was a beautiful thing, but since he hadn’t been able to contact her upon returning home from prison, Tone had pushed her to the back of his mind. Currently, she was less than 100 feet away from him and he didn’t even know it!
 
   As Tone tried to look through the front windows of the house from his vehicle to see if anyone was inside, he began to relax just a little because there was no movement in the house. Everyone was still very much inside; they were all just halfway asleep after Lotta’s incredible breakfast. However, Tone saw no action at all, so at that moment he decided it was a go!
 
   “Fuck it. What I got to lose?” he said to himself.
 
   Tone was hungry and when someone’s stomach is growling, they tend not to think about the consequences of their actions. Throughout all he had been through with the legal system, Tone hadn’t learned his lesson at all. He was still the same, ruthless stick-up kid that he had been for years. This was just another episode in a long running series that was his life. With an all too familiar feeling in the middle of his stomach, Tone masked up his face, grabbed his burner and made his move towards the crib!
 
   Tone had a sense of urgency in his walk, since it wasn’t even dark outside. He didn’t want to be spotted at all, but if someone did see him, at least he was masked up. Cautiously, Tone did a double check to make sure he had the right address and then scampered up the front steps of the porch. He took the key Neeta had given him and inserted it into the lock. It took guts to run up in someone’s house, but to come in through the front door in the middle of the afternoon required testicles the size of two NBA basketballs!
 
   Tone twisted the key in the lock, and the door opened right up.
 
   “Who the hell is that coming up in here?” asked Marv, snapping out of his food induced trance.
 
   Tone was shocked to see people sitting in the living room upon his entrance, but his instinct took right over. He locked the door behind him and brandished his gun immediately.
 
   “Don’t nobody fuckin’ move!” he hollered, while peeking out the window to make sure he was undetected by anyone lurking in the street.
 
   Marv had gotten caught slipping, and was already kicking himself for it. He knew that this situation was not going to turn out good at all. Joy was so petrified that her whole body had tensed up. People in her inner circle had warned her about the dangers of dealing with a hustler like Marv but she didn’t listen. At the moment, Joy was wishing she had taken their advice.
 
   Lotta was scared, but also confused. For some reason, she had a calm over her because she knew the intruder wasn’t going to hurt her. Although he was screaming and held a loaded .45 in his hand, Lotta found comfort in the masked man’s voice. She hadn’t put it together yet, but the reason Lotta was so comfortable around the man is because it was Tone.
 
   Tone took a quick scan around the room and his eyes fixated on Lotta. The two of them shared a glance for a moment that was way beyond awkward. Unlike Tone, Lotta’s face was completely uncovered.
 
   “You gotta be fuckin’ kiddin’ me,” he mumbled to himself.
 
   Tone’s easy lick had just gotten a hell of a lot more complicated. Here he was, staring at the only woman he ever considered himself to be in love with. Instead of running over and French kissing her like he wanted to, Tone was aiming a burner at her! Despite the strange coincidence, Tone tried to regain his composure. Again, he began waving his hammer around and hollering like he was a madman.
 
   “Lay down! All of ya’ll. Lay face down, right fuckin’ now!” he said.
 
   Marv, Joy and Lotta had no choice but to do as they were instructed. They moved from their positions and all laid face down in unison. Since Neeta had already told Tone where Marv’s stash was, he headed straight for the kitchen. Just like Neeta had remembered, there was a half kilo of cocaine right in the cabinet. Tone snatched up the work and then focused his sights on the money that Neeta had said was in the crib. She had told Tone there was a red Nike duffle bag under the kitchen sink where Marv kept his cash.
 
   “Get in, get out. That’s an OG’s classic,” was all Tone could think, as he tried to move through Marv’s kitchen as quickly as possible.
 
   Tone swung open the cabinet door under the sink, but there was no red duffle bag in sight. He moved some household chemicals out the way, but nothing was there.
 
   “This stupid ass bitch,” Tone mumbled, cursing Neeta for providing him with information that was only halfway correct.
 
   One thing Tone knew was that greed was the downfall of many street niggas. By continuing to search the house for the money, he would definitely be being greedy. Plus, he was giving the people he had lying down on the floor ample opportunity to make a break for the front door. After all, a half kilo of pure ass cocaine was quite a come-up. The way Tone hustled, the drugs were just as good as money in the bank. With that in mind, Tone decided to call it day and make off with just the cocaine. However, things weren’t going to be that simple!
 
   Marv wasn’t going to take this situation lying down; literally. He had risen to his feet and was attempting to make his way from in front of the couch and over to his loveseat. Unbeknownst to anyone but him, Marv kept a little .22 tucked behind the chair for unexpected situations like this.
 
   “Nigga, who told you to get up?” asked Tone.
 
   “Oh my God!” screamed Lotta.
 
   Finally, Lotta had recognized the voice! She had been trying to put it together for the past few dramatic moments, but now she knew that the masked man was Tone! The look that subsequently appeared on Lotta’s face instantly let Tone know that she knew. He was trying to keep it cool, but Tone knew the cat was out of the bag also. He stared at Lotta for a split second; there was so much that he wanted to say, but couldn’t at the current time. Tone wasn’t relying on his instinct now; instead he was over thinking things. His hesitations were not good maneuvers, because as the famous quote goes “He who hesitates is lost,”
 
   Tone’s brief lapse allowed Marv to make his move. Before Tone could blink, Marv was up behind the love seat with the .22 in his hand! Joy was still immensely frightened and hadn’t moved from her position on the floor. 
 
   “Don’t get yourself shot!” said Tone, staring at Marv and aiming his gun with one hand, but clutching the cocaine with the other.
 
   In different circumstances, Tone would have shot Marv the second he saw him moving. However, something was affecting his instinct and reactions. That something was Lotta. Around Lotta, Tone wasn’t the hardcore stick-up bul that everyone knew him to be. He was gentle and compassionate, and definitely didn’t want to have Lotta caught up in the midst of a shootout. She was too precious and valuable for all that.
 
   However, since Marv had a gun in his hand, Tone had to make a move. The only thing he could think to do was grab Lotta. He knew Marv wasn’t going to shoot in her direction, so Tone dropped the cocaine on the floor and snatched up Lotta.
 
   “I’ll shoot her!” lied Tone, as he held his gun to the woman he loved.
 
   Using Lotta as a pawn in the vicious game was one of the hardest things that Tone had ever had to do. He had done plenty of things in his life that he knew weren’t right, but this one took the cake.
 
   “Yo, let my niece go, youngbul,” said Marv, with his .22 still firmly in his hand.
 
   Still silent, Joy was yet to move from her position on the floor. The whole situation was unlike anything that she had ever experienced before.
 
   “Yo, just put your gun down,” said Tone, this time in a calm, monotone voice to persuade Marv.
 
   Quickly, Marv weighed out his options and came to his own conclusion. Dropping his gun did not make sense the way he saw things.
 
   “Nah, I can’t do that til’ you let my niece go,” he replied.
 
   Lotta was terrified with the cold steel of the gun up against her skin. A chilling feeling came over her body, as she felt the barrel brush up against her temple. It was 50 times worse than the knife that Neeta had pulled on her. Knowing that a bullet that could possibly kill her was that close to her head, Lotta panicked. Her heart was racing and her breathing was all messed up. Tears were welling up in her eyes. Finally, Lotta couldn’t contain herself.
 
   “Tone, let me go! I can’t take this,” she blurted out.
 
   “How you know his name, Lotta?” asked Marv, shocked at what had just transpired.
 
   Marv was trying to process the scenario that was unfolding before his eyes. How could his niece possibly know the identity of the masked intruder, unless…
 
   “Is this some kind of setup, Lotta?” asked Marv, still aiming his .22 at the masked intruder.
 
   Setting up a hustler by letting someone into the house to rob them was one of the oldest tricks in the book.
 
   “Nah Unc, it ain’t nothing like that,” said Lotta, as Tone refused to release her.
 
                 Rehashing more of the details, Marv began to quickly realize a few more things.
 
                 “So how he know right where the coke was? And how he have a key to get in here, Lotta?” asked Marv, remembering that he had provided Lotta with her own key.
 
                 “Tone, let me go so I can explain to my Uncle what’s going on,” desperately cried Lotta.
 
                 Tone was no fool though; he knew that the second that he released Lotta, Marv would have a clear shot at him and he was more than likely going to take it. Hustlers who had a half-kilo of pure cocaine in their possession were generally ruthless people.
 
                 “I can’t do that Lotta,” he whispered into her ear.
 
                 Marv was confused, angry, and nervous all at once. The barrage of emotions left him not knowing exactly what to do. This was by far the weirdest home invasion ever! To make matters worse, Joy was just lying on the ground motionless. Marv wasn’t sure if she had passed out from the commotion or was just too terrified to move. 
 
                 Tone knew that he had gone way too far with this scheme, but it was too late to turn back. He was all in now. Unfortunately, the only way for him to escape was to take Lotta as a hostage!
 
   “Pick the cocaine up, Lotta,” said Tone.
 
   “Huh?” asked Lotta.
 
   “Pick the cocaine up. You’re comin’ with me,” explained Tone.
 
   Marv shook his head as the situation got even more awkward.
 
   “So that was your plan all along, Lotta? Send some nigga in here to rob your fucking Uncle. You couldn’t handle not havin’ your Dad give you everything in life anymore?” asked Marv.
 
   “Unc, I swear it ain’t like that! He gotta gun to me! He’s crazy!” bellowed Lotta.
 
   No matter what Lotta said, Marv was already convinced the whole thing was a setup. He was extremely disappointed in his niece. Family is supposed to look out for each other, not cut each other’s throats.
 
   Lotta had no choice but to pick up the cocaine, as Tone kept the gun pressed up on her. Once she had secured it, he backed his way out of the door with his gun still drawn and still holding on tightly to Lotta, using her as a shield. Marv wanted to let off a shot from his .22, but he couldn’t risk hitting his niece. In his eyes, Lotta had done wrong, but he refused to endanger her. Marv had way too much respect for Roc to do that. For the moment, Marv had to accept the fact; he had been caught slipping and had gotten robbed. 
 
   Tone made his way out to the rented Cadillac and forced Lotta into the truck with him. Marv ran to the door to give chase, but Tone started the truck up and took off with the quickness. Marv still had his .22 in his hand and was definitely considering taking a shot at the burgundy truck, but he didn’t want to risk a stray bullet going through the back window and ending up lodged in Lotta. Even though Marv believed Lotta had set him up, she was still his niece so he wasn’t going to jeopardize her wellbeing. Tone, on the other hand, was on Marv’s hitlist! As he watched the truck get smaller and smaller, and further away until it turned off of the block and eventually faded from his vision, Marv was already picturing sweet revenge. Enraged, Marv finally stepped inside of his crib and slammed the door shut.
 
   “Fuck! I can’t believe I took her lil’ ass in and she set me up!” he screamed, banging his hand on his living room table with pure, unfiltered anger.
 
   The cocaine Marv had just lost was worth serious cash, since there was a major drought in the city due to Roc’s indictment. Marv was about to eat real nicely off of the half kilo, but Tone had ruined that plan. With Roc gone, Marv didn’t even know where to cop more drugs from, so he was all the way fucked up in the game.
 
   “It ain’t all bad,” finally said Joy, as she stood up, clutching her phone.
 
   “What?” asked Marv, wondering how she couldn’t see that this whole ordeal had been a complete tragedy.
 
   Joy handed Marv her cell phone and smiled.
 
   “I got a video of the whole thing. I’m gonna see if worldstarhiphop will pay me for this! ” she revealed.
 
   Joy had been lying on the floor quietly, but secretly using her phone’s video camera and recording the whole, awkward robbery! She knew better than to use the phone to call the police, but she’d be damned if she didn’t get the most exciting moment of her life caught on video. For once, Joy’s obsession with her phone had actually come in handy!
 
   *****
 
   Tone was whipping the Cadillac as fast he could, just trying to get as far away from Marv’s block as possible. The cocaine was tucked under the seat and Tone was consistently checking his rearview mirror for police. Luckily, there were none in sight. Tone had taken off his mask, and for the first time in over three years, Lotta was actually seeing his face in person. However, the reception for her one time boyfriend was all but warm.
 
   “Are you out of your mind, Tone? Really? Did you just rob my uncle? Now he thinks I set him up!” hollered Lotta, as Tone turned up Walnut Street and slowed up a bit to blend in with traffic.
 
   “I didn’t even know that was your uncle’s crib. Somebody had put me onto a lick,” countered Tone.
 
   Lotta was disgusted and really wasn’t interested in Tone’s half assed explanation.
 
   “My Daddy is locked up, my uncle probably hates me, and you got me ridin’ with a gun and drugs in the car. My life is a mess!” she screamed.
 
   “So other than that, how you been?” joked Tone.
 
   Lotta cracked a very brief smile; Tone always knew how to make her laugh. However, it currently was no time for jokes. Lotta’s life had just gone from bad to worse and she didn’t know where it was headed next. Marv was definitely not going to be so hospitable after this incident. Lotta had no idea where she was going to stay; in fact she didn’t even know where Tone was taking her!
 
   “Where are we going?” 
 
   “I grabbed a motel to lay low in. It’s already reserved for a couple nights,” answered Tone.
 
   Tone knew better than to go back around Melinda’s crib. His Probation Officer was probably staking the spot out since he hadn’t checked in with her in a while. Tone sure didn’t feel like dealing with that shit, so he was trying to steer clear of that drama.
 
   “A motel! What? I hope you don’t think I’m gonna lay up in the bed with you after this shit you just pulled, Tone. I’m so pissed at you right now!” continued Lotta.
 
   “Look, I know you mad I took you, but if I left you in that house, your uncle might have tried to hurt you since he thought you was in on the setup. If I ain’t have that gun aimed at him, who knows what he would have done,” reasoned Tone.
 
   Lotta was trying to calm down and think about her options. Even though she was beyond angry, Lotta did have to admit there was some truth to what Tone was saying. Also, as badly as she wanted to curse Tone out and just get out of the car, Lotta also realized that she didn’t have anywhere else to go. In all the commotion, she had left her purse with her ATM card and license in it in the house. It would be quite a process for her to get access to the funds she still had in that bank account without any identification, and she damn sure wasn’t going back to her uncle’s crib. 
 
   “I can’t even believe this is goin’ on right now,” said Lotta.
 
   Lotta was upset, but for the moment the only option she had was to ride with Tone and post up with him at the motel that he had reserved. It was certainly not the reunion Lotta envisioned for herself and Tone, but it was one that she would remember forever. Ironically enough, through all the bullshit, Lotta still had her half of the ripped dollar in her back pocket and so did Tone. Their reunion wasn’t starting on the right foot, but the fact that they both had their ripped dollars symbolized that there was still hope. Fate surely had a strange way of working. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 8
 
   A pot of water on a hot stove doesn’t begin boiling right away; it takes some time. Marv was very much like that pot. The more days he had to think about the robbery situation, the more angered and perturbed he became. Over and over again, he watched the video on Joy’s phone. Each time, Marv would notice more and more details leading him to believe Lotta had conspired to set him up. 
 
   Even though Lotta was just as clueless about Tone’s plan as everyone else in the house, Marv couldn’t help but become suspicious as he thought about how Tone went directly to where the cocaine stash was. To make the case against Lotta even stronger, Marv remembered how Lotta had accidentally grabbed the cocaine from the cabinet while preparing breakfast. Really pushing the issue over the top was the fact that Tone had entered the crib through the front door with a key. Marv had of course given Lotta her own key to come and go as she pleased. He figured that she had given Tone a copy, but in actuality that was all Neeta’s doing. However, Marv was so upset, he couldn’t see that.
 
   After stomping through his house like an angry African elephant, Marv finally made his way to the front door.
 
   “Where you going babe?” asked Joy, looking up just long enough from her phone to spark a conversation.
 
   “FDC Philadelphia. I gotta pay somebody a visit,” answered Marv.
 
   Marv was convinced that he needed to speak with his stepbrother Roc. He had to let him know exactly what was going on and find out how to handle the situation. No one knew Lotta better than Roc, so Marv figured that talking to him could shed some much needed light on the situation. If Roc knew the details of the incident, perhaps he could help.
 
   As a criminal himself, Marv wasn’t too crazy about willingly stepping foot into a federal detention center, but he had to do what he had to do. He made his way up to 700 Arch Street and was granted a visit with Roc. Talking to Roc face to face would enable Marv to convey the exact emotion he felt about the whole robbery situation and also give him a chance to get an update on Roc’s case as well as his mental state.
 
   After supplying his license and signing the paperwork specifying that he wasn’t carrying any contraband, Marv was finally admitted to see Roc. Immediately, Marv hipped Roc to the complicated story of the robbery. The tale didn’t go over to well because, naturally, Roc automatically took Lotta’s side. There was no way he was going to believe his innocent daughter, who was never about the street life, would do what Marv was accusing her of.
 
   “Look bro, there got to some misunderstanding. Lotta wouldn’t do no shit like that, I raised her better than that. That’s not even in her character,” explained Roc.
 
   Marv understood Roc’s defense of his daughter, but he kept trying to explain to him what had happened. The fact that Roc wasn’t trying to hear it was doing nothing but making both of them upset.
 
   “The bottom line is because of Lotta, this nigga took all of my cocaine. He woulda took my money too if I ain’t have sense enough to stash it in the ceiling. She’s your daughter and I need you to fix this!” forcefully exclaimed Marv, almost forgetting he was in a federal building flooded with law enforcement.
 
   “Fix it? How the fuck am I gonna fix something from inside here? These crackers are tryin’ to give me 20 years and all you worried about is your damn self!” countered Roc.
 
   “Look, Roc. Just put me with the connect. Tell them to front me a few birds and I’ll repay them when I get myself back on track,” suggested Marv.
 
   Marv figured that was the least Roc could do, since he was convinced Lotta was responsible for his current misfortune. However, Roc wasn’t feeling that idea at all. For one, his current situation didn’t really afford him the opportunity of trying to broker any type of cocaine transaction. Secondly, Roc wasn’t putting his name on the line with the Mexicans for Marv. Roc knew Marv was immature, irresponsible, and irrational. There was no way he could handle be fronted multiple kilos at a time like the Mexicans preferred to do it. Even with all the drugs that he had sold, Marv didn’t have but a few thousand to his name. 
 
   “Look, that idea just ain’t gonna work,” explained Roc.
 
   “The only reason it ain’t gonna work is cause you don’t want it to. After all these years, you sayin’ you don’t trust me? You think I don’t know how to hustle? Is that what you’re saying?” responded Marv.
 
   Roc took a long deep breath. It was time for him to tell Marv something he had wanted to tell him for a long, long time.
 
   “Marv, you damn right I don’t trust you. You ain’t built to deal with the Mexicans. They don’t play no games. You fuck up money, you get high, and you run around with reckless bitches that are like half of your age! Putting you with them would be a disaster. Even if I could do it, I wouldn’t.” 
 
   Hearing the truth hurt Marv badly. Even he had to admit some of it was probably true, but it did nothing to calm his anger. Roc was basically telling him he was an immature liar and to go fuck himself.  Marv couldn’t take it anymore; he snapped!
 
   “You know what nigga? Fuck you! I hope these mothafucka’s give you 40 years! And you know what else? When I catch up to Lotta and her lil’ friend, both of them is dead! Believe that!” hollered Marv, ending the visit on a terrible note.
 
   *****
 
   Lotta and Tone had been posted up in the motel for the past three days, but they were far from being on a romantic vacation. Lotta couldn’t get over the fact that Tone had dragged her into some drama that had nothing to do with her, and she despised him for that. She had missed Tone for three whole years, but now that she was finally reunited with him it was nothing like she imagined. Tone’s actions had ruined the fantasy Lotta had about the day that they finally reconnected. The fact that he had actually gone as far as to put a gun to her was something Lotta was having trouble forgiving.
 
   “How could you put a gun to the head of someone you love?” she pondered.
 
   Lotta realized that Tone cared about money more than anything; her included. Dealing with that realization had Lotta truly heartbroken. She was so disappointed in Tone that for the nearly 72 hours they had been together since the robbery, she could hardly even look him in the eye. It was a terrible feeling to find out that everything you thought you knew about a person simply wasn’t true at all. As all the truths and dirty secrets were exposed and revealed, Lotta was realizing a lot of qualities in Tone that were not too cute. The man she had waited so long to completely give herself to wasn’t looking too attractive at all.
 
   To make matters worse, Lotta was piecing together the information Tone was reluctantly giving her about how the whole ordeal had come to be. She was realizing things that were hurting her even more. 
 
   “So you sayin’ this bitch Neeta just put you onto a lick after one night of knowing her?” asked Lotta, as she pried Tone for details.
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I just told you,” mumbled Tone.
 
   “And what ya’ll do in that one night to have her being so generous to you, Tone? Tell me that.”
 
   Tone sighed; he really wasn’t trying to deal with Lotta’s line of questioning at the moment. Tone was more concerned with the next move he was going to make.
 
   “Matter of fact, don’t even answer that Tone cause I already know how you get down. You fucked her nasty cousin Chaunte’ back in the day and you fucked her too!” concluded Lotta.
 
   “Yo, you actin’ real immature Lotta,” was all Tone could manage to say before Lotta continued berating him.
 
   “Ugh, you irk me so much! You mess with the most ratchetest bitches in the world and expect me to just be some lil’ dumb jawn fawnin’ all over you. I ain’t even beat for you like that no more. All that shit you talked in them jail letters about wanting it to just be me and you was just a lie,” vented Lotta.
 
   “Well it ain’t like I knew where you was at Lotta! You rode my whole bid out with me and then the second I come home, you disappeared. What the fuck is up with that?” asked Tone.
 
   “My Daddy got indicted! They took everything. I ain’t have no phone, no car, nothin’! How selfish are you to think that I should be thinking about you during a time like that?”
 
   “Well how was I supposed to know that?” countered Tone, with some bass in his voice.
 
   Tone and Lotta were quickly coming to the conclusion that they weren’t the storybook, perfect couple that they thought they were. Being hemmed up in the same room together wasn’t helping the issue either. All the sexual emotion they had built up for each other over the past three years had gone out the window. Despite their feelings about each other though, they both had to admit that the other looked damn good.
 
   Lotta had grown up and also starting working out in order to keep herself in shape. Her chocolate skin was still butter-soft and her body was utterly ridiculous. With measurements of 36-26-44 she was comparable to the urban models in King and Smooth magazine. The little bit of baby fat she had on her only made her seem even cuter to Tone.
 
   Tone had been on a prison regimen of working out every day and only eating foods high in protein and low in carbs. He was cut before going to jail, but now he was downright ripped! He had trap muscles, biceps, and abs. The dark skin that covered his body had been preserved by the semi-smoke free confines of the prison, so his complexion was unblemished. Tone was definitely one them buls that Philly women to be with wanted so badly, they didn’t even mind sharing.
 
   However, good looks were just the icing on the cake in a relationship. It was what was in a person’s heart that mattered. At the end of the day, Lotta was realizing just how cold hearted Tone was. She always knew he was a stick-up kid, but now that she had a face to put to one of his victims, Tone’s occupation didn’t seem cool or acceptable at all. It was a complete turnoff for her.
 
   On the contrary, Tone was peeping that Lotta was spoiled as hell. Without access to the finer conveniences that she had become accustomed to in life, Lotta acted very bratty. In fact, she was on the borderlines of being another word that started with the letter B, but Tone had learned some patience in prison and was trying his best to accommodate Lotta. After all, the situation they were in was his fault. Nevertheless, Lotta’s constant nagging was working Tone’s last nerve. Tone loved hearing her voice over the prison telephone, but at the moment he couldn’t stand it!
 
   “How could you do all this without even having a plan, Tone? You was just gonna rob him and then stay in this cheap, dirty ass roach motel forever? I mean, really, what were you thinking?” Lotta boldly asked Tone.
 
   “I was tryin’ to get paid. I had to move quick,” simply said Tone, not wanting to admit that he hadn’t thought his scheme all the way through.
 
   “It’s 2013 and you’re still out here runnin’ in niggas houses with guns and stealing drugs from them. I mean, seriously, come on Tone! Wake up! Didn’t you learn anything when Amir died? You said when you came home you were going to change. Is this the plan you got for your whole life? Let me know, cause if it is, I damn sure don’t want to be a part of it,” asked Lotta.
 
   Tone hated the way Lotta phrased her questions, but he had to admit that she had every right to ask them. He had made big promises to her about making better decisions when he got out of prison and becoming a better man. However, Tone hit the streets and abandoned that whole mentality quickly. He saw an opportunity to get some paper and went right back to his old ways. In turn, he was back in another bad situation once again.
 
   Tone had Lotta holed up in a dingy motel without knowing what his next step was. Lotta was scared to leave the room because she didn’t know who her uncle currently had in the streets looking for her. Tone had a rental car that would eventually be due back to Rent-N-Roll and the room he was renting was also obviously also costing him. Lotta’s patience was running out and the cash Tone had was also slowly dwindling. He had to make a move very quickly.
 
   *****
 
                 Roc knew damn near everything about his stepbrother and ex-partner in crime Marv. He knew what he was capable of and what he wasn’t capable of. He also knew when Marv was serious and when he was just making idle threats. For these reasons, Roc was extremely worried about the last comments that Marv had made to him. Marv had threatened to kill Lotta, and Roc believed he was just crazy enough to do it! There was no way Roc could live with that, so he had to take matters into his own hands. Drastic times called for drastic measures, so Roc had gotten his lawyer to setup another meeting with the lead DEA agent. 
 
                 “Look Roc, one thing the DEA doesn’t do is play games and the other is waste time. With that said, you got about two minutes to tell me why I’m here today. And whatever you say, better be damn good,” said the lead agent.
 
                 The agent was still angry over Roc’s insult the last time that they had met. He didn’t take too kindly to being belittled by an inmate. Roc’s lawyer had to literally beg the busy agent to take another meeting. 
 
                 “I’m ready to talk. I gotta make a deal. I don’t have any other option at this point,” cringed Roc, staring down at the table in shame.
 
                 Roc was seriously ready to cooperate and become a government informant! It went against everything he stood for, but Roc knew that each day that he sat in prison his daughter’s life hung in the balance. Roc had to try and get a deal that granted him a bond that he could make so that he could touch the streets once again, even if it was only for a short amount of time. Roc had to get to Marv before he got to Lotta. It was a life or death matter. If that meant becoming a snitch, then so be it.
 
                 “I apologize for my remarks in our last meeting and I am ready to work something out, sir,” Roc continued, forcing the words out of his mouth because they were so hard to say.
 
                 The DEA agent laughed in Roc’s face. He got a kick out of embarrassing a broken man.
 
   “Nope. That deal we were going to offer you is off of the table. We will launch our own investigation and find out where the drugs are coming from. I’m outta here. Have a nice life, buddy,” said the agent as he turned and began walking away.
 
   Now the ball was in the agent’s court, and he realized it. He was acting like a dickhead on purpose, just because he could. This was the first federal indictment Roc had been a part of but the DEA agent did this for a living. He was experienced in dealing with criminals who were at the end of their ropes.
 
   “Wait. What if I can get the Mexicans who supply me to do a transaction on video?” blurted out Roc.
 
   Being locked up all day and night, Roc had nothing but time to think. He had come into his meeting with the DEA with a detailed plan. He knew that if he was willing to set the Mexicans up, as opposed to just signing a statement on them and pointing a finger at them in court, that he would have a better chance of getting a deal worked out. The proposal definitely piqued the lead agent’s interest, causing him to turn around and reconsider. 
 
   “The Mexican cartels? Wow. Okay. Let’s talk,” said the agent with a devious smile.
 
   For the Feds, having a drug transaction on video would be the ultimate slam dunk case. That trumped wiretaps, raids, and every other technique that the Feds relied on. If Roc could prove that he could get the Mexican suppliers to meet him in a location with a hidden camera, the agent would be all for it. It had the potential of being one of the biggest cocaine busts in Philadelphia history, which would definitely translate to a pay raise somewhere down the line for the DEA agent. Just like hustlers, DEA agents, police and all branches of law enforcement were also motivated by money at the end of the day. After all, money is what makes the world go around!
 
   *****
 
                 Just like he had promised to Roc, Marv was on a warpath with a taste for blood. One isolated incident can turn love to hate, and for Marv, the robbery had been that incident. He truly believed Lotta had set him up, and the fact that she had yet to contact him with an apology or an explanation had angered him even more. Joy looked on as Marv loaded up his Desert Eagle, which was a big-boy gun powerful enough to knock a person clear into the next week. Marv was getting prepared for the worst possible scenario; an all-out war!
 
                 “I did a lot for that ungrateful little girl over the years and this is the mothafuckin’ thanks I get?” rhetorically said Marv, as he used a damp rag to polish off the husky firearm.
 
                 “Are you really gonna shoot her?” asked Joy.
 
                 Joy was terrified with all the drama that Marv was going through, but she still refused to leave his side during his tough time. Her own home life was crazy, and even though things were rough staying at Marv’s house, it was the best place for her to be.
 
                 “Damn straight! And I hope I catch her with that nigga she was with so he can get it too!” said Marv.
 
                 Joy shook her head in disbelief. She had never seen such a violent side to Marv in the short time that they had been dating.
 
                 “But she’s your niece, Marv. I mean, I ain’t even know her that long, but she was cool. She cooked us biscuits and shit,” said Joy, with a shoulder shrug.
 
                 “Family ain’t family no more,” said Marv.
 
                 Almost as much as the robbery had hurt him, the statements that Roc had made at the jail had also gotten to Marv. After everything he had been through with Roc, Marv couldn’t believe that Roc didn’t have faith in him. Marv had always thought that Roc was his right hand man, but in actuality he was seeing that Roc only viewed him as a glorified flunky. Coming to that conclusion damaged Marv’s pride and ego totally beyond repair. He was out for not only revenge, but also to prove a point. Finding Lotta and Tone wouldn’t be an easy task, but Marv knew that sooner or later the streets would begin talking. When they did, he was going to be ready.
 
                 One thing about the drug business was that drugs weren’t valuable unless they were sold. In other words, just having a half kilo of cocaine meant nothing; at some point, Tone was going to have to sell the work. There were many drug dealers in Philly, but the major ones all knew who each other were. They moved in the same underworld circles and all had the same contacts and connections in one way or another. Using that to his advantage, Marv put the word out that he had taken a loss. He let the streets know that he wanted revenge and advised that he had some cash for whoever could lead him to Tone or even Lotta. He may not have known what Tone looked like, but he a cell phone video of Lotta from the robbery that he could show people and he knew Tone was driving a burgundy Cadillac SRX with out of state plates. Eventually, Marv knew that he would get pointed in the right direction. It was just a matter of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 9
 
                 Tone had been moving so fast that he hadn’t even taken a moment to sit back and think clearly. Fortunately, being holed up in the room with Lotta provided him with that opportunity. She was forcing Tone to do some serious soul searching and make smarter decisions. He knew that he had to keep moving; just sitting still would drain his money and eventually have him back at square one. Tone was in too deep and had come too far for all of that to happen. After thinking critically, Tone had come up with a plan. It was a bold plan, but it was a plan.
 
                 “Look, I know I dragged you into some bullshit Lotta, but I’m gonna get everything straight. I swear,” started Tone.
 
                 The sincerity in Tone’s voice had an effect on Lotta. She knew him well enough to know when he was bullshitting and when he really meant something. There was just something about that man that made her let her guard down every single time. Lotta knew that Tone did heinous things in the street, but she had to love him. Despite all the fuck ups, lies, and terrible decisions, Lotta had to love him.
 
   “Look Tone, I know I said some mean things to you since we been in this room, but it’s only cause I want better for you. I want you to change your life before it’s too late,” said Lotta.
 
   Tone understood what Lotta was saying. He had talked to plenty of people in prison doing 20 year bids that would have loved one more chance to do things differently. Here he was with that chance and he was wasting it. Tone knew that he had to turn things around, but at the current moment he had to get out of the awful situation that he was in. After that, he could work on making things right with Lotta, and with himself.
 
   “So I gotta plan that can fix this mess. Can you hear me out?” said Tone.
 
   Lotta focused on Tone; she was anxious to see what he had to say. 
 
   “All I gotta do is go back to the hood and start selling this work I stole from your uncle. Right now, I only got a little bit of money left, but I want you to take this $200 and get you a bus ticket. I know this nigga I was locked up with who rents houses out down in South Carolina for cheap. Plus, he owes me a favor and he is a real nigga,” explained Tone.
 
   Lotta listened intently, realizing that Tone had really done some serious thinking. He jotted the man’s name down on a piece of scratch paper and passed it to Lotta, as well as the cash that he had just promised.
 
   “The dude is on Facebook and all that, so when you get out there all you gotta do is get to a computer or a phone and look him up. He will make sure you got a roof over your head, I promise you that,” said Tone.
 
   Tone’s plan had potential, and best of all it would get Lotta far away from Marv. Selling the half kilo wouldn’t exactly be an easy task, though. Tone was trying to move the work as fast as possible, and the problem was even with all the hustlers that Tone knew, there weren’t but so many who were in a position to cop that much work at once. It was nothing to a boss, but Tone knew way more scramblers and hand to hand trappers than he did bosses. The reality of the drug game is that a lot of hustlers grind every day, but very few actually stack up large sums of money. 
 
   Making matters even more complex, Tone knew he was probably in hot water with his probation officer since they hadn’t had any contact in weeks. His past decisions were affecting his present situation, which is inevitable when someone is doing the type of dirt that Tone was accustomed to. Tone refused to let any of those things faze him though; he simply had to do what he had to do. He had ruined Lotta’s life, and he wasn’t going to be responsible for her having to suffer any more than she already was. Whether she wanted to be with him or not, Tone had to put her in a position where she was capable of surviving and not struggling.
 
    “So I’m gonna drop you off at the bus station and then head to the hood.”
 
   Lotta looked at Tone and smiled. Despite everything, she knew that he did still care about her.
 
   “So why don’t you just get on the bus, too? Let’s just go, now,” she asked.
 
   “Lotta, don’t say things you don’t mean. You was just tellin’ me I was a nut a few hours ago. Now you want me to come down there and be with you?” questioned Tone.
 
   “I was mad at you Tone. But I still got love for you. I just don’t understand why you do what you do. It’s frustrating because you have so much potential,” she said.
 
   Lotta definitely cared for Tone, but she was mature enough to know that she couldn’t change him. He would have to do that on his own.
 
   “Look, it will be easier for me to off this coke in Philly. Just let me make this one last move, then I promise you, I’m done with the bullshit. Just don’t give up on us,” he said.
 
   Even though things in her life were messed up because of him, Tone had hoped that Lotta would forgive him.
 
   “I never gave up on us, Tone. As a matter of fact…” said Lotta, reaching for her back pocket and exposing her half of the ripped dollar.
 
   “So where is yours?” she asked.
 
   Tone smiled and retrieved his half of the dollar, which he always kept close. Lotta knew at that moment, despite all the other women and the awful decisions, Tone undoubtedly loved her. Even with all the obstacles against them they both had faith that they could make it work. Tone just had to handle one last thing before that was possible. It was time to put his plan into effect. 
 
   Tone dropped Lotta off at the Greyhound station on 11th & Race, leaving her with a goodbye kiss that had her feeling some type of way inside. If he could successfully sell the half kilo of cocaine with no trouble, he would be out the game and everything would be straight. Tone would have enough money to start a new, crime-free life with Lotta. However, things have a way of never going as simply as they should… 
 
   *****
 
                 In order for Roc’s plan with the Feds to work, things had to be put in motion quickly. The agent knew time was of the essence so he put the paperwork through to get Roc released into the custody of the U.S. Marshals. From the Federal Detention Center, the Marshals took Roc to an undocumented police station out in the country part of Pennsylvania where they handled their undercover work. The spot was equipped with all types of computers, radios, and surveillance materials.
 
                 Before getting locked up, Roc was in the process of securing an 18 wheeler for the Mexicans to deliver cocaine into the city in. His plan was to buy the truck and enlist the Mexicans as his drivers. Then, Roc would have false compartments installed in the trucks to stash multiple kilos of cocaine, while the rest of the truck would be loaded with fruits and vegetables as a front. Even the Feds had to admit, it wasn’t a bad idea.
 
                 The Federal agents made all of Roc’s plans come to fruition with the snap of a finger. They had government money, which meant unlimited resources and connections in high places. In less than a few hours, they had the truck secured and paid for and equipped with the false compartments as well as video surveillance. Now, it was up to Roc to establish contact with the Mexicans like he had promised that he could. Roc had to deliver on his part of the bargain if the deal was going to stand. After that, he could at least gain some temporary freedom and then he could worry about protecting Lotta from Marv’s crazy ass. First things first, Roc had to start incriminating the Mexicans and it was all going to begin with a phone call.
 
                 “Yo Pablo, buenos dias,” said Roc, in his best street-learned Spanglish.
 
                 Every true hustler knew at least a little bit of Spanish because that was the language of cocaine.
 
                 “Who this?” replied Pablo, who was a high ranking cartel member stationed near Mexico, but wasn’t much of a phone person at all.
 
                 “This is Roc from Philadelphia,” nervously he replied.
 
                 The Feds and Roc both waited as a long awkward silence ensued on both ends of the phone line. Finally, Pablo responded.
 
                 “Long time, no hear from you,”  he said.
 
                 “Yeah. I took a vacation,” lied Roc.
 
                 The federal agents were recording the conversation, but still listening intently. They wanted as much detail as they could about the members of the Mexican cartel that Roc was infiltrating. 
 
                 “So where you go to?” inquisitively asked Pablo.
 
                 Roc had to think quickly on his feet, which was always the difficult part about telling a lie to someone.
 
                 “The Virgin Islands.”
 
                 Pablo took another long pause before responding.
 
                 “Beautiful place. I go down there last summer and lose my money gambling in the casino,” said Pablo, with a laugh.
 
                 “Yeah, I lost a couple dollars too,” lied Roc.
 
                 “Ay Roc, which casino you gamble in? Was it Caesars or uhh, the Trumps Taj Mahal? asked Pablo in his Spanglish dialect.
 
                 The Feds were egging Roc on, trying to make him get something incriminating out of Pablo instead of just a vacation story. However, Roc knew what he was doing. Pablo didn’t talk direct business over the phone. If Roc was calling him, Pablo already knew what it was for. They had codes and phrases they used, but the incriminating words that the Feds longed to hear would never be dropped directly by Pablo in a phone conversation. Pablo was much too smart and had sold drugs for way too long to do that.
 
                 “I played at Caesars. Blackjack. Couldn’t beat the dealer to save my life. I lost like $20,000,” said Roc.
 
                 Once again, Pablo took a long pause before responding.
 
                 “Ok. So I send my children to visit in Philly. You pick them up at our normal spot. Should they come on the 15th or the 20th?” asked Pablo.
 
                 That was the phrase Roc was waiting for. The code he had developed with the Mexicans always involved a date and some talk of Pablo’s children. The ‘children’ was code for cocaine and date of the 15th meant 15 kilos, while the 20th meant 20 kilos. Since Roc wasn’t spending his own money anyway, he arranged for the ‘visit’ to occur on the 20th, which meant he wanted 20 kilograms of cocaine! Pablo agreed and the wheels were in motion. Roc went on to explain that he would be sending the 18 wheeler they had previously talked about down to Pablo’s spot near the Mexican border. Pablo agreed, since he had been wanting to start using trucks for transport for quite a while anyway.
 
   The Feds were thrilled, they were finally making headway. Roc confirmed that he was having the modified truck sent down to the pickup spot, which was just near the border to Mexico. Then, the Mexican traffickers would load the cocaine into the hidden compartments and drive it back up to Philly. The Mexican driver would then meet up with Roc at their usual place in South Philly where money would be exchanged. It was an elaborate scheme, but the Feds loved the plan and had confidence that it would work.
 
                 Roc ended the recorded call and took a deep breath. He had gotten through what had been one of the hardest things he had to do in his life since burying Sharmaine. Roc had officially become a government informant. Becoming a rat was the worst thing Roc could ever consider himself doing, but at least he had good reason. Roc needed his freedom to get to Marv before he got to Lotta. While the Feds were waiting on the arrangement put in place with the Mexicans, they had agreed to hold up their end of the deal and allowed Roc to remain free on pre-trial supervision. Instead of going back to the Federal detention center, Roc was released into the streets. 
 
   Damn near everything of value had been taken out of his luxurious home, but the Feds allowed Roc to reside there while he was out on bond and working as their informant. He had to live with strict stipulations, which included having a pre-trial probation officer check in on him, but Roc didn’t really mind that. It was just part of what he had to do. Roc knew that he had a small window of time that he had to find either Marv or Lotta, before they found each other!
 
   *****
 
                 Tone made his way back to the hood and put word out through some of the younger hustlers who hugged the corner that he had A-1 cocaine for the low. He told them that no matter they were paying their current connect; he could beat their price by 10%! If his plan worked, they would get back to the bigger drug dealers that they worked for, and they would contact Tone. Since there was a drought in the city due to Roc’s indictment and a few robberies courtesy of Tone, he knew drug dealers were itching for a new connect. Tone strategy was to start a bidding war like he was auctioning off the half kilo!
 
                 Besides getting rid of the cocaine, Tone also had other business to take care of while he was back around the way. For the first time in way too long, Tone decided to make his way back around to Melinda’s house. Tone had ducked his probation officer way too long, and if he was going to make true changes in his life he couldn’t run from that situation either. He wasn’t necessarily going to turn himself in if it came down to it, but at least he could see what his P.O. was talking about.
 
                 Walking up to Melinda’s building, the first person Tone saw was Roscoe. Roscoe had gained about five pounds since the last time Tone had seen him. He was actually sticking to his declaration to be drug free. He had even started attending Narcotics Anonymous meetings once a week.
 
                 “Long time no see,” said Tone.
 
                 “Whatever, Tone,” snapped Roscoe.
 
                 Roscoe was none too thrilled about the way Tone had used him to come up, and then basically abandoned him. After doing the robbery with Tone and then hanging out with him for a few days, Roscoe thought that the two of them had developed a bond and even formed a friendship. After all, Tone had even taken the time to go to the dentist with Roscoe and fill out his paperwork for him. However, Roscoe was coming to see that Tone only viewed him as nothing more than a crackhead who he had used to complete a scheme. For Roscoe, that was a cold and heartbreaking realization.
 
                 “So how you been, oldhead?” asked Tone.
 
                 “Why you care to know, nigga? You don’t give a fuck ‘bout me!” spat Roscoe.
 
                 Tone wasn’t completely coldhearted, so he let Roscoe vent his frustrations.
 
                 “You know, I ain’t had a real friend in over 10 years Tone. These crackheads you see me with, they ain’t my friends. They’d slit my throat over some good rock. But I thought things between us were different. We actually got some money together. Shit, you even set with me through my dentist’s appointment. I thought we were more than that,” explained Roscoe.
 
                 Tone was taking in all of Roscoe’s drug addict philosophy. He didn’t realize that he meant so much to the man. Tone quickly realized this was another situation in his life that he needed to make right and he had a way to do just that.
 
                 “Well look Roscoe, I’m a slide up and see if Melinda got any messages from my P.O. Wait right here and I’m a be right back. I’m gonna handle some things and then I’m a make that shit it up to you, I promise you that. Just wait here, aight?” said Tone.
 
                 “I ain’t goin’ nowhere. I’m just a damn crackhead. Where the hell do I got to go?” sarcastically said Roscoe, skeptical that Tone would come back for him.
 
   *****
 
                 It wasn’t everyday a nigga came through the hood with a half kilo of cocaine to sell for the low during the middle of a drought, so Tone had the drug dealer grapevine buzzing quickly. Naturally, every hustler’s phone was ringing off the hook. Some were trying to borrow money, collect on debts, or do whatever they had to do to get in position to cop the work. One hustler whose phone was ringing was Marv.
 
                 Marv knew it was no coincidence that he had just gotten robbed for the same exact amount of work that this mysterious new hustler was trying to sell. Once word got back that the man with the cocaine was pushing a burgundy Caddy truck with out of state plates, Marv knew that he had found his man! Now, he had a big fish on the line and it was time to reel him in. Marv could taste sweet revenge on the tip of his tongue and he wasn’t about to blow it! He knew that Tone was somewhere in West Philly and Marv was on a manhunt for him. With his Desert Eagle loaded, Marv hit the streets in search of the infamous burgundy Cadillac truck.
 
   *****
 
   Terrified, Lotta sat in the bus station waiting for the Greyhound bus that would take her out of Philadelphia and into South Carolina. She couldn’t really explain it, but she knew that something was wrong. A feeling kept coming over her that she was about to lose someone that she loved very, very dearly. It was like God was telling her that she would never see this man again. It was the same feeling she felt when her mother had gone missing and eventually ended up dead. Uncontrollably, tears ran down Lotta’s face. She didn’t know exactly what was happening, but she knew that something was about to go terribly wrong and that she had to try and do something about it! Quickly, Lotta made her way up from her seat at the bus station and headed outside.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 10
 
                 The Feds always worked quickly, so after Roc’s phone call they immediately went into action. The 18 wheeler was on the road headed South within a matter of hours. Once the truck arrived at its destination, the cocaine would be loaded onto it and one of Pablo’s men would drive the truck back to Philadelphia to deliver the cocaine and accept payment from Roc. Obviously, that was where the DEA sting would go down. With everything in motion, all the federal agents could do was wait impatiently as one of the biggest possible drug busts in recent city history unfolded. 
 
   Roc’s time was of the essence, so he had to act quickly. Basically, he had two options. Roc could try to find Lotta and get her to safety or get to Marv and eliminate the threat altogether. After weighing both scenarios and their repercussions, Roc decided that trying to find Marv was the best idea. Marv was the root of the problem, so he had to be dealt with. Lotta was best left wherever she was at, figured Roc. All he could do was hope that she was using the knowledge that he had bestowed on her and making smart decisions.
 
                 The Feds had confiscated all of Roc’s possessions, including his arsenal of guns, but luckily he was able to holla at the local gun trafficker and get right. The man was generous and understood Roc’s situation, so he blessed him with a .40 cal with a scratched off serial number. The gun was loaded with slugs that Roc had every intention of putting into Marv. No matter what the situation was, Roc wasn’t going to allow Marv to threaten Lotta under any circumstances. By doing that, Marv had essentially signed his own death certificate as far as Roc was concerned. Now, there were two men on the Philly streets on their own personal manhunts. The clock was ticking, and it was just a matter of which one would find his target first!     
 
   *****
 
                 Philadelphia has a reputation as being a small town masquerading as a big city. While everyone seems to know everyone else on some level or another, tracking a person down is no easy task. Marv had been on a mission all day looking through West Philadelphia for a man named Tone in a burgundy Cadillac SRX with out of state plates who had cocaine for sale. He let it be known that if he couldn’t find him, he would settle for Lotta. 
 
   As darkness began to fall over the city, Marv continued to creep through the streets in his 2010 Pontiac Bonneville. The windows were tinted and inside he was smoking on a codeine dipped blunt and sipping on a half pint of Hennessey. His Desert Eagle was riding shotgun. Marv went by the age old theory of doing his dirt all by his lonely. He didn’t want to involve anyone in his drama that could eventually become a witness against him in a court of law.
 
                 Grab ya glocks when you see 2Pac / Call the cops when you see 2Pac
 
                 Who shot me, but you punks didn’t finish / Now you ‘bout to feel the wrath of a menace
 
                 Nigga I hit ‘em up!
 
                 2Pac’s ride or die anthem “Hit ‘em Up” was on repeat in Marv’s whip, and it conveyed everything that Marv was feeling in his heart. He felt so betrayed by Lotta and Roc that his heart held no sympathy or remorse. Marv was on a mission to get revenge, but he had no idea that his stepbrother Roc was out of jail and was on a mission of his own! Roc’s mission was to protect the only thing in the world that he truly cared about, which was Lotta. Marv was a predator and prey at the same time, and he didn’t even know it.
 
                 After driving around West Philly for hours to no avail, Marv’s frustration began to set in. 
 
                 “I gotta get me another fuckin’ drink,.” mumbled Marv, as he parked up the Bonne and headed into a local hood bar called the Watusi Lounge. 
 
                 The Watusi was sometimes a hustler hangout, so Marv figured that there might be some information available in there that would lead him to this Cadillac truck driving stick-up kid named Tone that he was pursuing. People began to run their mouths when liquor got into their system. Marv posted up at the bar and got his eavesdrop on, listening for any inkling that might lead him to his target. However, as Marv sipped his Crown Royal and Coke waiting for something to pop off, his own house was actually the place where all the action was going down!
 
   *****
 
                 Startled from the banging on the door, Joy pulled herself away from her phone just long enough to make it to the peephole and peer out of Marv’s front door. After all the drama she had been through with the robbery, she wasn’t opening the door for anyone except Marv. The man she was peeking out the window at was definitely not Marv. Instead, Joy was staring into the eyes of his enraged step-brother, Roc. 
 
                 Roc was usually a calm, mild mannered man, cut from the cloth of the smooth ass hustlers who had come before him. There was a time to be a gentleman and a time to be a gangster though, and at the moment Roc was in a much more reckless mode than usual.
 
                 “Yo, open the fuckin’ door!” hollered Roc, as he banged on Marv’s front door.
 
                 Roc could tell from the lights and television that was on inside that someone was in the crib. Since the person inside wasn’t cooperating, Roc had to improvise. He began kicking on the door until finally, he’d had enough. Then, Roc took a step back and glanced up and down the block to make sure no cars were coming and that no eyes were on him. He fired a single shot from the .40 cal through Marv’s front window, shattering the glass. 
 
                 Roc used his foot to kick out the remaining pieces of glass, and then crawled through the broken window, cutting his arm pretty badly in the process. However, he blocked out the pain and focused on his task at hand.
 
                 “Oh my God!” screamed out Joy, as Roc made his way uninvited into the house.
 
                 Joy had only been fucking around with Marv for less than a month and already she was caught completely up in all of his drama. Now that she was in the house all alone with another intruder, she was even more scared than before. All Joy could manage to do was sit petrified on the couch, with her hands to her face, praying that the man didn’t shoot her.
 
                 “Where the fuck is Marv?” hollered Roc.
 
                 “He ain’t here! Please don’t hurt me!” she wailed.
 
                 Roc snatched Joy up by her dreadlocks and flashed the barrel of his gun in her face.
 
                 “You better get on that phone and get him here! Right now!” threatened Roc.
 
   *****
 
                 Joy was dialing Marv’s cell phone like she was instructed, but he was much too preoccupied to answer. Instead, Marv was leaving the bar and was more concerned with the whip he saw parking up on the block. He wiped his eyes to make sure the codeine, marijuana, and liquor weren’t playing tricks on him. Even though he was faded as hell, Marv’s vision was indeed an actuality. He was looking dead at the burgundy Cadillac truck that he had been searching all day for!
 
                 Marv focused his attention closer on the truck and got himself a better look. The Ohio tags confirmed his suspicions that it was indeed the same vehicle. To him, that only meant one thing; it was turn up time! Marv could tell the driver of the Caddy truck was still in the vehicle, from the silhouette he saw through the driver’s side window. He was obviously trying to ‘parking lot pimp’ and be noticed by the patrons of the Watusi. If Marv had his way, he was definitely going to make everyone on the block take notice of him!
 
                 Stumbling just a little bit due to his inebriated state, Marv made his way back across the street to the spot where his Bonneville was parallel parked. He fumbled with the key until he was finally able to slide it into the lock. Marv’s phone was still ringing with back to back with calls from Joy, but answering it was the last thing on his mind. The only thing Marv was thinking about was revenge.
 
                 “I’m gonna light this disrespectful little nigga Tone up. He got the nerve to rob me, and then ride through here like it’s all good? I hope Lotta’s ass sittin’ in the car with him so she can get it, too. I run this hood…” he drunkenly mumbled to himself. 
 
                 Marv retrieved the husky ass Desert Eagle from under his seat, and clutched it in his hand. The gun was loaded with hollow point bullets, which he had previously dipped in pig fat to ensure his enemies’ deaths would be as terrible as possible. Quickly, he reemerged from the car and turned to face the Cadillac truck. After a quick deep breath, Marv sized up the truck and got it into his line of fire. 
 
                 Finally, Marv squeezed the trigger and let loose! He sent an array of bullets spiraling toward the vehicle as his hand struggled to control the aim of the bulky firearm. Over and over, Marv pulled the trigger until the damage was finally done. Amidst people screaming, hollering and frantically trying to get out of the way, Marv surveyed the damage that he had caused. He wasn’t the most accurate shooter, but he had managed to land over a dozen bullets into the truck. Windows were shattered, alarms were blaring, and there was a constant wail from the horn being depressed. Then, the unexpected happened.
 
                 One of Marv’s bullets had lodged itself between the fuel pump and gas tank area of the car. After a slight ricochet effect, the tank exploded and the leaked gas instantly caused the whole truck to engulf in flames! The explosion was loud enough to wake up half of West Philly and the flames were visible from blocks away.
 
                 Pandemonium ensued, and Marv followed suit of everyone else in the area and fled the scene urgently. Not everyone was quite sure what had happened, but there was one thing that each person who had witnessed the shooting and explosion could be sure of. There was no way that anyone in that vehicle could have survived!
 
   *****
 
                 “Call that nigga again! Before I get ugly!” said Roc, as he flashed the cold, hard butt of his gun in Joy’s face.
 
                  “He’s not answering! What you want me to do?” cried Joy, as Roc threatened her.
 
                 Roc was screaming and hollering like a lunatic, but in actuality he had no intentions on hurting Joy. After all, she was even younger than Lotta and Roc wasn’t the type to harm a defenseless woman.
 
                 “Well where did he say he was goin? And don’t lie to me,” demanded Roc, still clutching the .40 caliber pistol in his right hand.
 
                 “He’s looking for the guy that robbed him and his niece. Cause he think she set him up.” said Joy, amidst tears of fear.
 
                 Joy’s answer was what Roc was afraid of hearing. Knowing Marv was out there searching for Lotta did not sit well with him. He had desperately hoped to catch up with Marv before he was able to do anything drastic, but he was obviously too late.
 
                 “Please, just don’t kill me. I don’t want to die,” said Joy.
 
                 Roc relaxed for just a second, then lowered his gun.
 
                 “If you don’t want to die, you need to stop dealing with stupid niggas like Marv,” he said.
 
                 Joy was finally starting to understand what everyone was talking about when they advised her to steer clear from dating hustlers who were ‘bout that life. 
 
                 “It’s just that Marv is the only man who…” started Joy, before Roc interrupted her.
 
                 “Shh,” he said, as they watched the front door swing open.
 
                 Marv walked into his house looking like he had seen a ghost. The events that he had just witnessed combined with the mélange of drugs and alcohol in his system had him in a whole other world. He was zoned out, but Roc was about to snap him back to reality.
 
                 “Yeah, nigga! I know I’m the last mothafucka you was expecting to see when you opened that door up,” said Roc, with a menacing smile.
 
                 Roc was looking crazy as hell. In the street he always kept a fresh bald head and neatly manicured beard, but in jail he had let his hair grow in a sort of scraggily and unkempt way. Roc usually stayed sharp in Gucci loafers and Polo button-downs, but since his wardrobe had been confiscated, he was rocking an all black sweat suit from the Goodwill. Combined with the crazy glare in his eyes, Roc was definitely not looking like himself. He had completely caught his stepbrother Marv off guard and had him scared shitless. Marv was wishing that he still had his Desert Eagle in his hand, but instead he had tucked the bulky firearm down the front of his pants.
 
                 “What’s up with all that gangsta shit you was talking when I was in jail behind that glass? Talkin’ about killin’ Lotta and all that. Huh, Marv? What’s up now?” inquired Roc, as he aimed the .40 cal at Marv.
 
                 “Yo Roc, you know I would never do that, bro. I was just upset. That’s all. You gotta understand,” back tracked Marv.
 
                 “So where is she at now, huh? Where’s my daughter?” demanded Roc.
 
                 Roc needed answers, and he needed them fast. He was only free on borrowed time and he had to make sure that his daughter was safe first. If he didn’t do that, his whole agreement to snitch would be in vain. 
 
                 “Look bro, I don’t know where Lotta is at. She left with the bul, and I ain’t seen her since. She ain’t been back. I swear on that,” explained Marv.
 
   “He ain’t lying about that. The dude that broke in here made her leave out with him. His name was Tone,” chimed in Joy.
 
   Roc cringed at the thought that an intruder had possibly taken his daughter as a hostage. The more he heard about Lotta’s situation, the worse things sounded.
 
   “Just put the gun down, Roc. Don’t kill me. We brothers, man,” pleaded Marv.
 
   “I don’t give a fuck about us being brothers, nigga. You threatened my daughter’s life,” reiterated Roc.
 
   “I’d never do anything to put Lotta in danger,” lied Marv, knowing full well that he had just shot up a car hoping that she was inside of it.
 
   Roc took a deep breath; his frustration was evident. His face started to tighten up as he realized that his whole plan was going wrong.
 
   “I ain’t gonna kill you, bro. I just gotta make sure my daughter is all right before I go do this time. Shit!” said Roc, who was just tormented by the whole situation.
 
   Roc was a beaten man; mentally and physically he was defeated. He sat down on Marv’s couch and for the first time, he let go of his gun. Roc was drained and he put both of his hands to his face. Eventually, he had to go and setup some Mexicans who had been nothing but fair and loyal to him, and that was killing him inside. Roc had allowed himself to become a pawn in the Feds’ dirty game in order to make sure that his daughter was safe, and he hadn’t even been able to do that. The irony was that he was sure that the Mexicans who he was helping to indict had daughters of their own, too. Who was going to provide for their families once Roc helped put them into prison?
 
   Roc was having that reflective moment that all hustlers have once it is already too late. He was wondering how he had even gotten involved in all this mess in the first place. He had let money become more important than the things that he really cared about. Roc knew that he should have walked away from the game a long time ago, but he didn’t. Now, there was no going back and erasing the past. After all that he had accomplished, Roc was going to wind up as another snitch that had left the only family that he had left alone in the streets to fend for herself. 
 
   Roc was sitting on Marv’s couch stressed out, but the personal time he had taken for reflection was just an opportunity for Marv. Quietly, Marv reached into his pants and whipped out the Desert Eagle.
 
   “Yo, you done became a real sucker ass nigga, Roc. I guess that’s cause you sittin’ up out there in the suburbs and I’m still in the hood. You feel me?” Marv said, training his gun upon Roc.
 
   Roc tried to dive out the way as he saw what Marv was up to. Unintentionally, he ended up behind Joy. Being the man he was, Roc normally wouldn’t allow himself to use a young woman as a shield. That was some cowardly shit, and he was better than that. However, it was a matter of life and death. Roc could tell by the tone in his stepbrother Marv’s voice that he was most certainly about to kill him!
 
   “You think I care about that little bitch? I’ll put a bullet through the both of ya’ll!” hollered Marv, as he squeezed the trigger.
 
   “Marv! No!” screamed Joy, who was shocked to learn how little Marv actually valued her life.
 
   Roc closed his eyes and prepared for the worst, but his fear was for no reason at all. In his high state, Marv had forgotten that he had already emptied his clip into the Cadillac truck! He was so fucked up that he couldn’t tell the difference in weight between a loaded gun and an empty one.
 
   Quickly, Roc realized what had happened and lunged back towards his .40 cal. He snatched the gun up off of the table and aimed it at Marv. Now, the shoe was back on the other foot. This time, Roc wasn’t going to miss his chance. Marv tried to bolt for the door, but the drugs in his system had him moving in slow motion like a severely injured turtle. Instantly, Roc pulled the trigger and put three quick shots into Marv’s chest! Marv’s body instantaneously dropped to the ground.
 
   Then, Roc walked over to Marv and looked down at his stepbrother’s profusely bleeding body. He raised his gun and then put one more hot metal slug right between Marv’s eyes, ripping the flesh clean off of his face. Finally, Roc bolted out of the front door without any hesitation. Killing Marv was something that he never imagined himself doing back in the day, but sometimes in this cold world, it is kill or be killed. This was definitely one of those cases.
 
   Joy just looked on in horror. She had officially seen it all and swore for as long as she lived that she would never, ever date another hustler again. The lifestyle was just too reckless and dangerous. Joy knew that she had to get her ass out of Marv’s house and never look back. She stood up and glanced at Marv’s dead body lying on the ground. It was the first dead man that she had ever been that close to. Horrified, Joy made her way towards the front door, but something dawned on her.
 
   Quickly, Joy stepped back over her dead boyfriend’s body and hustled up the stairs. She went into the bedroom and hopped up onto Marv’s bed. Joy stood up and slid the tile in the drop ceiling back and reached up into the crawlspace area. After fiddling around for a few seconds, she pulled out the red duffle bag with Marv’s stash in it.
 
   “He ain’t gonna be needing it,” said Joy as she tossed the bag over her shoulder.
 
   Joy didn’t know how much Marv had in his stash, but there was no need to let even a few thousands go to waste. She hustled back down the stairs and paused just long enough to get a good look at Marv’s dead body. Joy was still irate that he was actually going to shoot her with no regard just a few minutes prior.
 
   “You fuckin’ bastard. You deserve what you got. I hope you burn in hell,” she said, as she spit onto Marv’s corpse.
 
   Joy ran out the front door and up the block as quickly as she could. She tried to remain inconspicuous and thought that she had escaped without being seen by anyone, but unbeknownst to her, there was one familiar set of eyes who was staring directly at her! 
 
   *****
 
   After murdering Marv, Roc managed to toss his gun into the sewer and make his way back to his house out in the county. He showered and got all the traces of Marv’s blood off of his body and then burned up the cheap Goodwill sweat suit. Having a murder case to go along with the drug charges that he was already facing was absolutely the last thing that he needed.
 
   As if he hadn’t been through enough, the U.S. Marshalls had informed Roc that it was time to get ready for his part in the cocaine delivery sting with the Mexicans and summoned him down to the location. The 18 wheeler had successfully made its way to the Mexican’s location and was on its way back up North. Pablo had one of his workers with a certified CDL license driving the big rig into Philly. The back of the truck was loaded with oranges, lemons, broccoli, and lettuce but that was all just a front to conceal the 20 kilos of pure cocaine, which were stashed in a hidden compartment. 
 
   The Feds were tracking the truck state to state by helicopters and GPS. They could tell exactly where the truck was and knew that it would be arriving shortly. Their surveillance system was intricate as hell, and kept them one step ahead.
 
   “So this part goes under your shirt like this,” said the DEA agent, fitting Roc for his wired microphone.
 
   “Wait! I ain’t agree to wear no damn wire! Nah, I ain’t goin’ for that,” argued Roc.
 
   The cocky agent laughed in Roc’s face.
 
   “You play for our team now, Roc. We make the rules, you don’t. No wire, no deal. You back out on us now and I will personally see that we give your ass life. I’ll get these charges trumped up so fast that you won’t even know what hit you! Do you understand that? We’ve invested hundreds of thousands of dollars of taxpayers’ money in this investigation. You’re wearing the wire!” said the DEA agent.
 
   Roc had officially gotten to the point where he wasn’t even in control of his own life. The Feds knew that he was desperate and they were going to make him do whatever they wanted him to do. He had no say in the matter. Once they started talking about those 4 letters; L-I-F-E, Roc had to do whatever they asked of him.
 
   Reluctantly, Roc slipped the wired microphone underneath his shirt. The Feds wanted to have a clear audio recording to play for a jury, in the event the case ever went to a trial. They had the warehouse where the truck was set to arrive equipped with motion video cameras also. In short, the Feds were covering all bases and weren’t going to blow their sting!
 
   After Roc was wired for sound and instructed exactly what to say and do, it became a waiting game. Finally, after a few hours, the 18 wheeler pulled into the warehouse and backed up to the dock. The Feds watched via surveillance camera as the Mexican driver hopped out of the truck. He was exhausted after his cross country drive, and wanted to get straight down to business. Finally, he walked up to Roc and spoke. The wire that Roc was wearing captured his rusty English.
 
   “I Ernesto. I looking for Roc,” he said.
 
   The driver was an illegal Mexican immigrant, who had only been in the United Stated for a few months. The jailhouse tattoos and battle scars that covered his body proved that he was definitely ‘bout that life. He was obviously a gangster and the tattooed teardrops on face symbolized that he was also a killer.
 
   “What’s up amigo? I’m Roc. How was the drive?” asked Roc.
 
   Ernesto was not big on conversation.
 
   “You have cash?” was his only response.
 
   Roc smiled, and responded.
 
   “You already know that. Pablo knows I always got his money ready to go. That’s how we do.” 
 
   Roc had the marked bills that the Feds had provided him with in a duffle bag. After he exchanged the cash for the drugs, the Feds were hoping to have the lead directly back to Pablo, who was the supplier. After all, at some point, the man had to deliver the cash to the boss. Just arresting the trafficker would not a major win in the Feds eyes. They wanted the man who was supplying the cocaine, not just the one who was bringing it into the city.
 
   Roc reached over and picked up the duffle bag with the neatly wrapped money in it. He passed it over to Ernesto, so that he could check it. They were past the level of counting cash, so Ernesto put the bag into the truck. Either it was all there, or Roc would have another problem on his hands figured Ernesto.
 
   The Feds watched the cameras excitedly as the exchange was made. After the money was secured, Ernesto opened up the hidden compartment, which was concealed by all the produce in the truck. Even though Roc knew the drugs would never hit the street, his eyes still lit up seeing the 20 bricks. It was just something about the way the white powder looked that excited the hell out of him. The allure of the game was intoxicating to Roc and it was going to be hard for him to say goodbye to when finally went in and did his prison time.
 
   “I’m still gonna be the fuckin man when I get done this bid,” thought Roc.
 
   It was crazy that Roc was already thinking about his next run at the drug game, but hustling was all he really knew. He didn’t see any other way to get paid, and living a broke lifestyle was not an option as far as he was concerned. Roc had gotten used to the finer things in life and refused to be without them. 
 
   As Roc unloaded the drugs, he sparked more conversation with Ernesto. The Feds wanted details, and the more that Roc provided them with, the lighter his sentence would end up being. Roc was a certified snitch now, so he figured he might as well go all out and be the best informant that he could be.
 
   “So how is Pablo? Where is he staying now?” asked Roc.
 
   The Federal agents listened intently as Roc probed for the information they deemed as very valuable. It would all make for a stronger indictment in their eyes. They damn near had hard-ons waiting for Ernesto’s response about the infamous Pablo. They were hoping that Ernesto would leak something incriminating. 
 
   As the 20th kilo was finally unloaded, Ernesto finally responded.
 
   “Pablo have personal message for you.”
 
   The Feds were hype as hell; hanging on to Ernesto’s every word.
 
   “Word? A personal message. What is it?” anxiously asked Roc.
 
   “Pablo say there is no Caesars casino in Virgin Islands,” stoically said Ernesto.
 
   Ernesto was referencing Roc’s last conversation with Pablo, where he lied and said that he had just vacationed in the Virgin Islands. Pablo went there frequently, and he knew there was no Caesars casino. Once Pablo pegged Roc as a liar, it was a bad situation. Roc just looked at Ernesto; both men knew the nature of their transaction had just changed.
 
   Pablo figured that Roc must have had a reason for lying, and suspected that something was afoul. He had sent Ernesto to pick up Roc’s money, but he had also sent him to eliminate Roc. Before Roc could respond and try to cover up his lie, Ernesto had reached for his waistline! He exposed a .38 special and trained the gun on Roc.
 
   With no words, Ernesto sized Roc up, waiting for him to make a move. Ernesto was a hired hitman; and could hit a moving target if he had to. He was one of the most vicious killers from the violent city of Chihuahua, Mexico and was legendary for his murder game. Once he got his target in his sights, it was a wrap! 
 
   Since Roc was under federal supervision, he hadn’t been provided a firearm. He was at Ernesto’s mercy and all the Feds could do was watch as their sting went sour.
 
   “Look, amigo. Don’t shoot me. I got a daughter, homie,” surrendered Roc, as he tried to back away from Ernesto.
 
   The pleas didn’t affect Ernesto in the slightest bit. He was a coldhearted assassin, with a job to do. He looked into Roc’s eyes and let off a shot, striking Roc directly in his neck. Blood squirted everywhere as Roc bellowed out in pain. Roc tried to run, but another bullet struck him directly in the chest, dropping him to the ground.
 
   “Damn it! Our informant’s been shot. Send backup and an ambulance over there!” hollered the DEA agent, as he watched the events transpire on the screen.
 
   As Roc lay on the ground leaking blood at an alarming rate, Ernesto hopped back into the big 18 wheeler truck and made a break for it. He wanted to get as far from Philadelphia as quickly as possible. Instantly, the Feds deployed dozens of agents to the scene. What had started off as a drug deal had become a shooting scene. This was definitely not how things were supposed to go down.
 
   In a matter of moments, the Federal agents had tracked Ernesto’s truck and were attempting to pull him over. However, he was not cooperating and was not going down without a fight. Ernesto had started busting shots at the police in the cars that were trying to apprehend him and had turned the I-95 highway into a chaotic scene!
 
   The officers and DEA agents would rather to have captured Ernesto and see if he could be used as an informant to lead to Pablo, but Ernesto wasn’t going for all that. He shot at the police until his clip was empty, which left the officers had no choice but to shoot back at Ernesto. In the end Ernesto took out two DEA agents and wounded another before being shot down behind the wheel of the 18 wheeler and then flipping the vehicle over. He was dead on the scene, and so was the Feds’ investigation. There was no way that they could get back to the infamous Pablo.
 
   Back at the warehouse, Roc was losing blood quickly from the two precise shots that Ernesto had hit him with. Paramedics were on the scene trying to save his life, but their attempts were not going well at all. Roc’s eyes were rolling back into his head and he was gasping for air and convulsing. All Roc could think about was his daughter, Lotta. She was the one thing in the world he had left to care about. Lotta was his pride and joy; the reason that he had even gotten into the game was to provide for her. 
 
   As much as Roc tried to fight and live for his daughter Lotta, he couldn’t. The bullets caused too much damage. The paramedics loaded Roc onto a stretcher and into the ambulance, but it was too late. Roc’s had stopped breathing all together. Several attempts to resuscitate him went unsuccessfully. Just like that, Roc was dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 11
 
                 Lotta had been in South Carolina for a whole week. Tone’s jailhouse homie had come through on his word in a major way. Once Lotta contacted him on Facebook and told him who she was, the man immediately came through and set Lotta up with a nice little house on the Southside of a city called Anderson. The crib damn sure was no exquisite mansion, but the little two bedroom house was a lot nicer than most of the cribs in Philadelphia. 
 
                 To make matters even better, the family that Tone’s friend had been renting to had just moved out so the lights and water were still turned on. Lotta would need furniture, but she had a roof over her head and could survive off of Ramen noodles from the store next door if she had to. The only issue that was making Lotta nervous was that she still hadn’t heard from Tone. She had no idea about all the drama going on back in Philly, but after a walk down the street to the library, Lotta was online looking at stories on the Philadelphia Inquirer’s website. The article that she was reading was providing Lotta with the shock of her life.
 
   VIOLENT STRING OF MURDERS SEEM TO BE CONNECTED
 
                 Three murders occurring over the span of less than a week have West Philadelphia residents in uproar and demanding some answers. In an ironic twist, the murders all seem to be connected, but authorities cannot be sure exactly how. The first incident involved an altercation outside of the West Philadelphia bar Watusi. A rented Cadillac SRX truck exploded into flames after being shot repeatedly. Bullets apparently hit the fuel pump and gas tank of the car, causing the fatal explosion and killing the driver. Records from Rent-N-Roll confirm that the truck was rented to a man known as ‘Tone’ Black in the previous weeks. His body was burned beyond recognition, but dental records were able to confirm his identity. Eye witnesses tipped police to a suspect in that shooting named Marv Wilson.
 
    Acting on the tip, police searched the residence of Marv Wilson, but discovered him to be already dead from multiple gunshot wounds upon their arrival. Retaliation for the shooting of Tone Black was the initial motive, but this has not been confirmed by authorities. Both men were reputed drug dealers and Tone Black was just returning home after a stint in federal prison in New Jersey. 
 
   The third in the string of violent murders occurred in a warehouse in South Philadelphia. In what was also viewed as a drug related crime, the stepbrother of Marv Wilson, known in the streets as ‘Roc’ was also gunned down. Little is known about the circumstances surrounding his murder as police have yet to release details because of a continuing investigation. Anyone with information pertaining to the crimes is urged to contact local authorities.
 
   For a while, all Lotta could do was stare at the computer screen in the library in disbelief and shock. Three short paragraphs represented the death of three men who were all very close to her. It didn’t seem like it was real. How could the lives of the three meant who meant so much to her be summed up in one online article?
 
   Lotta was devastated and couldn’t control the tears that had begun flowing from her eyes. The feeling she had gotten at the bus station was a premonition that something terrible was going to happen, but even in her worst nightmares, Lotta could have never envisioned it would be this bad. Her instincts had told her not to get on the bus, and she started to try and catch up to Tone, but she never made it. Instead, Lotta had come to South Carolina hoping Tone would eventually be there like he had said. The article in the paper ensured Lotta that it wasn’t going to happen, though.
 
   Reading about how her father Roc was killed was also a hard pill to swallow. Lotta didn’t even know Roc had gotten out of prison, so to read that he was killed in an attempted drug transaction was extremely disheartening. She knew deep down that there had to much more to the story, but realized that some questions were meant to be unanswered.
 
   “Why didn’t my Daddy come see if I was OK?” she wondered to herself.
 
   Little did Lotta know, the situation Roc was involved in was a part of his attempt to make sure she was alright. Unfortunately, things just didn’t work out that way. In the game Roc was involved in, things never seem to go as planned. That was just the unavoidable reality.
 
   Finding that Marv was responsible for shooting up Tone’s rental truck was also a shocking revelation. On some levels, Lotta even began to hold herself responsible. If she had never called Tone’s name out during the robbery, Marv would have never known who he was.  It was all a just a tragic conclusion to a chapter of Lotta’s life that would shape her forever. She had lost so many loved ones and never got a chance to say goodbye to any of them properly.
 
   More than ever, Lotta felt like she was all alone in the world. She had lost her father, her mother, her uncle, and her boyfriend. At her darkest hour, she had absolutely no one to turn to. Lotta had no idea how she would possibly survive, or even if she wanted to. She felt as if her life was cursed and the longer that she lived, the more misery she would suffer. With a crazed state of emotions running through her, Lotta finally stood up from the library computer and headed back to the house Tone’s friend had let her stay in. She had no idea what to do with her life next, but sometimes answers come from the least expected places.
 
   *****
 
                 As usual, Joy was on her phone checking her Facebook page. Despite the traumatic events that she had been through with Marv, she still managed to find time to get her social network on. Her news feed was dead, but a message that had popped up in her inbox from an unknown woman had piqued her interest. Joy quickly opened the message and began reading.
 
   Bitch u don’t know me but I know very well who the fuck u r. In fact I know u so well I saw u runnin out of Marv’s house with that duffle bag. I know that is where he keeps his money because I was fuckin with him too. Way BEFORE u was!!! All I got to say is that’s some foul shit cause now Marv dead and I know that u n that nigga who came runnin out b4 u did it. But trust n believe, you gonna get yours and Ima get mines!!!
 
   Neeta CertifiedBadBytch Malone 5:35 PM
 
                 Neeta was the set of eyes that saw Joy running from Marv’s house after he got shot. She had been watching the house out of curiosity to see what new woman Marv was dealing with after breaking up with her. Neeta also wanted to see if Tone ever pulled off his sting, since he never spoke to her anymore after their passionate night together. However, Neeta got much more than she bargained for and ended up witnessing the aftermath of Marv’s murder. She had seen Roc run out of the house, followed by Joy a short time later. Neeta was able to find out who Joy was by asking around the hood and then ironically enough searching for her on Facebook.
 
                 Jealously had set in and after Neeta talked with her cousin Chaunte, she decided that she was entitled to some of the stash that Marv left behind. There was no reason Joy should be the lone recipient of the money Marv once had. Neeta figured it was only fair that she get paid too, since she was pregnant!  Neeta is 99% sure that Marv is the father, however she did spend that one night with Tone. Although they used protection, condoms are not always completely foolproof. Nevertheless, Neeta is on a mission with her cousin Chaunte to get what she feels as though she is owed by any means necessary. 
 
   *****
 
   Pitifully, Lotta strolled back into the house. Her brown eyes were watery and puffy from a constant stream of tears. Memories of her father, Tone, and even her uncle Marv danced around in her head as she thought about better days. Lotta reminisced back to the days when her father provided her with all she ever dreamed of and even the days before when they didn’t have as much, but still had each other. She even thought about the good times she had shared with her wild ass uncle Marv, before things unfortunately turned sour between them.
 
   Most of all though, Lotta thought about Tone. He was the love of her life. Tone was a man she wanted to be with at all costs and even have babies for. She knew that he had a rough exterior and was far from perfect, but deep down, Tone had a good heart. Lotta thought back to the days when she had first given him his half of the ripped dollar and how he had kept it for so long. That was when she saw it.
 
   Sitting on the kitchen counter, all by itself was a ripped dollar. After all Lotta had been through, she thought her mind was playing tricks on her. Quickly, she reached in back pocket and pulled out half of the ripped dollar. It was a match!
 
   “There is some weird stuff going on in this house,” Lotta thought to herself.
 
   As the front door to the house swung open, all of Lotta’s questions would soon be answered.
 
   “What’s up babe?” said a man’s voice.
 
   Lotta just knew that her mind was playing tricks on her. She had been through a lot and maybe she was losing it, she figured. The voice she heard was Tone’s, but it couldn’t be. She had just read a newspaper article explaining how he had died in a violent shooting and explosion.
 
   Quickly, Lotta ran towards the front door and laid eyes on the man she loved. It was Tone, alive and in the flesh! Lotta’s jaw dropped as she looked at Tone standing in front of her. Then, she ran over to embrace him and convince herself he was real.
 
   “I thought you were dead!” she cried out hysterically.
 
   “I’m sorry ‘bout that,” said Tone.
 
   “But how Tone?” she asked.
 
   Tone went on to explain that he had loaned the Caddy truck to Roscoe. He had let Roscoe down by abandoning him and the best way Tone felt that he could make it up to him was to let Roscoe stunt in the rented vehicle for the night. Unfortunately, it would be Roscoe’s last night on the face of the Earth. Marv shot the truck up and killed Roscoe, thinking that he was shooting at Tone.
 
   Since Roscoe had burned up during the fire from the fuel tank explosion, forensics relied on dental records to identify the body. The dental records came back to Tone from the time that he had taken Roscoe to the dentist and filled out his paperwork for him. In the eyes of the law, Tone was a dead man. In actuality, it was the best possible scenario for him. His probation officer was no longer looking for him, so the Feds were off of Tone’s back. 
 
   Tone had a fresh start at life, so he had jumped on a bus, tracked down his homie from prison and got to South Carolina to be with Lotta. The half kilo of cocaine eventually served as the down payment for Tone to go about buying the house for himself and Lotta. Life wasn’t perfect, and it never is, but Tone and Lotta were going to do their best to enjoy their lives together. They didn’t have much, but they had true love. After all the time that had passed and all that they had been through, they still had each other and they still had their ripped dollars.
 
   THE END
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