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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    May 2009 
 
    Mercedes Jay slid down his boxer shorts as he watched Michelle’s silhouette through the glass enclosed walk-in shower, admiring the framework. The shower radio was on playing an old school song from Ruff Endz’s Someone to Love You. As he eased open the shower door steam escaped into the air and Jay began to snap his fingers and sing as he stepped into the shower with Michelle.  
 
    “Baby I been waiting all my life for someone just like you,” he sang as he did his butt naked version of a two-step and continued to snap his fingers.  
 
    Michelle didn’t mind his singing in the shower at all. In fact, she’d come to enjoy his voice more than she did when she originally found out he could hold a note. He continued to harmonize until the middle of the song, and two-stepped as his long, black sword swung left to right slapping Michelle on the back of her thigh. 
 
    “Get that thing out of my way, I’m trying to shower over here,” she finally protested. 
 
    “How ‘bout I put it in ya?” Jay offered. 
 
    “Naaaaa, you don’t know how to work it so I’ll pass,” she teased him.  
 
    “Oh really?” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s embarrassing to finally admit it but hey.” She shrugged with a most satisfied grin on her face as she rinsed the suds from her body.  
 
    Jay grabbed Michelle by the waist and pulled her close with her back to him. 
 
    “You wasn’t talking that shit last night though,” he whispered in her ear making her giggle. 
 
    “I knew you were about to say that. I was just giving your ego a much-needed boost of confidence.” 
 
    “Oh okay then, good looking out,” Jay replied as he kissed the back of her neck. 
 
    “No problem, anytime,” Michelle responded. 
 
    Jay maneuvered his hand down between her legs and began to play with her angel pie. 
 
    “So what you wanna do today?” he whispered softly. 
 
    “I don’t know I was thinking—” 
 
    “Bend yo’ ass over,” Jay ordered as he forced her upper body to bend over slightly and lifted her left leg on to the sitting platform as she quickly grabbed a hold of the shower knobs for balance.  
 
    Jay roughly plunged inside of her and slowly ran his stroke the length of her walls. 
 
    “Mmmmm,” Michelle moaned. 
 
    “Yeah, I know,” Jay said as he balanced his feet, gripped her waist and proceed to pound her out, smacking her ass just the way she liked it.  
 
    “Oooh shit! Stop,” she begged. 
 
    “Naw, naw. You started this shit,” Jay reminded her.  
 
    Michelle loved every minute of it as she took one hand and spread her butt cheeks apart for Jay. Jay continued digging her out as if he was searching for gold but in reality, the treasure was wrapped around his pipe, dripping its love juices down his balls.  
 
    “Muthafucka!” Michelle shouted out as his rhythm began to send her into a frenzy.  
 
    “Say dat then,” Jay replied as he gave her a few more long strokes then backed out.  
 
    He spun Michelle around and shoved his tongue in her mouth. She kissed him back with intensity as he lifted her off the ground. She reached around until she found his bone and slid it back inside her. Jay bounced Michelle up and down on his dick, giving his whole body a morning exercise as his stomach muscles bulged and hot water streamed down their bare bodies.  
 
    The soft, smooth feel of her booty against his hand, and the visual of her breast bouncing up and down, combined with the waterfall flowing from her love box was more than Jay could withstand. Moments later, he felt his body tense up and blissful sensations erupted as he unloaded inside of her.  
 
    “Got daaaamn,” Jay said, still amazed at how Michelle’s pussy always felt like a slice of heaven.  
 
    Michelle was busy trying to catch her breath and her legs came down on the base of the shower. When she finally got her wind and her thoughts together, she had to say something slick. 
 
    “See, I told you, you wasn’t ready.” 
 
    That one made him just laugh out loud. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner and Ray Ray were riding through southwest Detroit in a low-key Buick Lacrosse on the way to meet up with the connect Hector. Unfortunately, this wasn’t expected to be a pleasurable meeting. Since Jay gave Gunner the connect and moved to North Carolina things were different in the city. Coke was becoming harder and harder to slip through the normal drug portals which made the price of the product rise. Drug spots were harder to maintain because law enforcement had been able to increase snitching to an all-time high. Gunner had to expand his operation and invest in some pills and marijuana to make up the difference, but the main source of his crew's income was still coke for the time being. So when Hector sold him five bricks and the first half a brick he tried to cook up came back ugly and short on grams, he went bananas.  
 
    Gunner and Hector didn’t care for each other that much already. For some reason, the vibe between them just wasn’t there. Nevertheless, they’d been able to do business with no problems or issues up until now. Gunner had already called Hector and expressed his concerns in as much detailed code words as he could over the phone. When Gunner arrived at the collision shop Hector owned he pulled in the back and called Hector’s phone.  
 
    Hector’s right hand Santiago went inside then came out back and waved Gunner in. He grabbed the gym bag with all the dope then he and Ray Ray headed inside. 
 
    “Woah, woah,” Santiago said. “Who the fuck is this?” he asked pointing to Ray Ray. 
 
    “You know who the fuck he is. It’s the same nigga that comes with me every time I pull up here,” Gunner explained. 
 
    “Yeah but he waits in the car Ese, you know that,” Santiago reminded him. 
 
    “Naw, he coming in today,” Gunner assured him as he pulled out his phone and called Hector again. 
 
    Ray Ray and Santiago exchanged menacing glances while Hector and Gunner were on the phone. Usually, there wouldn’t be this much tension in the air but the last deal had Gunner and Ray Ray in a really nasty mood. 
 
      “Come on Ray,” Gunner said as he ended the call and pushed past Santiago. 
 
    Inside Hector’s office, Gunner sat the bag on his desk and waited. 
 
    “How much is this?” Hector asked calmly. 
 
    “That’s all five of ‘em. The four and a half soft plus that fucked up half of hard,” he explained. 
 
    “I can’t take the whole five back Ese. I thought you were bringing me just one,” Hector replied. 
 
    Just then Santiago slid into the office and stood in the corner. If Gunner was going to have somebody watching his back he definitely needed to be watching Hector’s. 
 
    “The fuck I’ma do with it dog? I just told you how the shit coming back,” Gunner replied. 
 
    “Did you drop one of the other bricks to see if it came back?” 
 
    “Hell naw, I didn’t have to. It’s all the same shit ain’t it?” 
 
    Hector was shaking his head. 
 
    “I haven’t had this problem with no one else up until now. I’d advise you to drop another and see what happens, then maybe we can talk,” Hector said. 
 
    “Naw, naw, you don’t understand. I’m telling you the shit fucked up. I just drove all the way here with five bricks. I’m not about to take the same five back and try it again. Then what? If they all fucked up you want me to drive all the way back over here with it again? Hell naw!” 
 
    “Watch yo’ tone ese,” Santiago warned. 
 
    “You shut the fuck up, this don’t concern you,” Ray Ray returned. 
 
    Santiago was heated now and he looked at Hector to see if he was going to react or not. 
 
    “Listen, I’m willing to swap out the bad one, but I can’t take the other four. I haven’t had any complaints up until now,” Hector said. 
 
    “But I still take a loss on the other four, Hector. I don’t even want a swap out. I want my money back. I don’t want none of it,” Gunner explained. 
 
    “Come on man. That’s not business, you know the game,” Hector said. 
 
    “I don’t know that part of the game where you sell me some bullshit and I agree with it.” 
 
    “Come on dog, fuck the bullshit! Is we getting our bread back or what?” Ray Ray said becoming irritated. 
 
    “You shoulda kept your dog in the car, Gunner,” Hector complained. 
 
    “Yeah before his ass gets put to sleep,” Santiago agreed. 
 
    Ray Ray turned to face Santiago. 
 
    “Who the fuck you think you talking to puta?” he snapped. 
 
    “Hold on Ray!” Gunner said gesturing for him to halt, trying to calm his friend. “I need my bread back Hector, what’s up?” 
 
    “The fuck I just tell you ese? I’ll do one. That’s all I can do.” 
 
    “That’s all you can do? Really? That’s what it is? Okay.” 
 
    Gunner’s patience had run out. He pulled out his pistol. Hector’s eyes bucked right before Gunner aimed and shot him in the forehead. His body slumped in his office chair as Ray Ray pulled out at the same time as Santiago. The small space inside the room allowed for marginal error. As Santiago let off a round in panic he was nailed to the wall by a hail of gunfire from two pistols. His body dropped slouched in the corner but stayed sitting upright as Gunner grabbed his gym bag and Ray Ray opened the door. As soon as they stuck their heads outside of the office, bullets started flying at the door forcing them back inside. Ray Ray ducked in the corner to use the wall as his shield then returned fire emptying his clip. While he reloaded Gunner shot it out with the Mexicans hidden behind cars while paying customers scrambled for their lives.  
 
    “Come on dog!” Gunner said ushering Ray Ray forward to make a run for the back entrance. 
 
    Trying not to run out of ammo before they made it outside, Ray Ray shot off a couple rounds at a time as he fled the office and Gunner backed him up with enough shots to make it to safety. When they made it to the car, Gunner didn’t even bother putting the car in drive. Once he hit reverse he just backed out down the alley until he made it to the residential street.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2  
 
    Huntington, West Virginia 
 
      
 
    When Bones broke out of prison he didn’t have a real plan as to how to stay out. The goal was to lay low for as long as he could while he developed that plan. He knew he had enough money to survive on and as long as he had Oshiwa he’d come up with a power play eventually. They ran to Kentucky first and stayed there for few months, but before they could even set up anything some other dudes from Detroit got the whole town hot as a firecracker with murder after murder and they had to bounce.  
 
    From there they landed in West Virginia and had been there ever since. At first, it was just a place to live and stay off the radar but as time went on the money Bones and Oshiwa had begun to dwindle down. Oshiwa had family in town and was able to learn the city quickly, but it wasn’t anything like what they were used to. Everything was kind of congested, meshing the slums and the suburbs all together. The benefit to this was that it was easy to set up shop and put the word out around town, but the downside was that everyone was listening including the law. 
 
    Big Cliff who escaped with Bones was arrested the same night but Jazzy Jeff remained at large. He and Bones kept in contact reaching out every other month or so until Jazzy inquired about his hustle. Knowing two heads were better than one he invited Jazzy down to West V to have a sit-down and map out a plan. Then he called Doe who was still in the city wishing Bones and Oshiwa was still around. Doe caught the Greyhound bus to Huntington then with Oshiwa’s help he and Jazzy rented two apartments inside the projects and the rest was history.  
 
    “Bones!” Oshiwa shouted from the bedroom of their new home. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Doe on the phone,” she revealed. 
 
    “What he want?” Bones asked. 
 
    “He said he out of work,” Oshiwa said. 
 
    “Okay.” Bones shrugged and continued cutting up rocks on a plate. 
 
    Bones didn’t do any of the dirty work besides paying for the drugs, cooking, and cutting. All the other manual labor was done by the rest of the team, so he didn’t know why Oshiwa was talking to him about Doe being out of drugs. 
 
    “He wanna talk to you,” she explained. 
 
    “Oh,” Bones said as he sat the razor down on the plate and went to grab the phone.  
 
    Oshiwa handed him the cell phone, slightly rolling her eyes. She was happy to be reunited with Bones but she wasn’t so happy about being ducked off in a slow ass southern town where nothing was popping and niggas were still riding spoke rims and wearing airbrushed T-shirts. This shit wasn’t for her but she understood the position they were in and she was trying to take it all in stride. She knew the reason Bones valued her so much was the same reason his brother Dontae loved her when he was alive. Oshiwa was the kind of rider every thug wanted on their team. 
 
    “What he say?” she asked as Bones handed her the cell phone. 
 
    “He said your cousins ain’t been there in three days,” Bones answered. 
 
    Since Oshiwa had family in the city it was much easier to cut them in and make moves through them as they felt things out for a while. It was working out at first, being that her little cousins were happy to finally start making a few dollars from their nickel and dime hustling. Lately, it seemed like they were getting lazy and content, didn’t want to get out and make the money anymore. 
 
    “I’m going over there today anyway.” 
 
    “Shit, we really don’t need them niggas no more. If they don’t wanna work they can get the fuck on,” Bones said. 
 
    “It’s better to have them around though. I’ma talk to both they asses,” Oshiwa assured him. 
 
    “Doe and Jazzy know everybody now. What we need them for?” Bones wanted to know. 
 
    “’Cause, Bones, you know niggas gon’ start hating if they see Detroit niggas is the only ones over there making some money. We need to just keep shit how it is.” 
 
    “I don’t know. It ain’t like we making a killing down here. Shit, the fewer people we gotta pay the better,” Bones said. 
 
    The profit margin was still huge in West Virginia compared to Detroit, but the country was in the middle of an economic recession and every flip took much longer and cost more than what hustlers were used to.  
 
    “Maybe we need to start looking somewhere else,” Oshiwa suggested. 
 
    “Ain’t nothing different nowhere else. Shit fucked up everywhere,” Bones said. 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right about that,” Oshiwa agreed. “But fuck it, we alive and free, we’ll figure some shit out,” she said. 
 
    “You already know,” Bones agreed. 
 
    **** 
 
    Michelle and Jay landed in North Carolina after she was offered a coaching job at UNC State on the women’s gymnastics team. It was her first love and she decided if she wasn’t going to be a news reporter anymore there was nothing else in the world she’d rather do. Once Jay made up his mind to leave the game, it didn’t much matter to him where they landed as long as he was with Michelle. She still couldn’t believe he gave it all up for her and sometimes she feared that one day he’d wake her up and the middle of the night with his bags packed headed back to Detroit.  
 
    Jay still wanted to pursue starting an independent record label, but he knew he would have to hit the road and do some big time networking if he was going to be operating with NC as his home base. He’d opened up another mom and pop record store in town but it was bringing in just enough money to pay the expenses of keeping it running. 
 
    “Stacy, come here,” Michelle called out to one of her students. 
 
    She’d been watching Stacy Sahara make the same mistakes all week on the balance beam. Stacy hurried over to Michelle with an uncertain look in her eyes. 
 
    “You’re still not breathing right before your landings. I think you know why too,” Michelle added. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m still nervous and thinking about my hamstring,” Stacy admitted. 
 
    Stacy had injured her hamstring on a dismount over a month ago and now that she was back, she couldn’t stop overthinking her landings. She was an amazing athlete, especially on the balance beam. She’d mastered the hand shift with one arm, the jump/swing press handstand, and she could literally teach a front tuck flip. 
 
    “Get out of your head, Stacy. Focus on your breathing, okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” Stacey replied with a nod before taking off. 
 
    Michelle received a text message alert and she reached for her phone. 
 
    Jay: Good news. 
 
    Michelle: Really? Lay it on me OG. 
 
    Jay: I see you got jokes. 
 
    Michelle: No really, lay it on me. 
 
    Jay: I found a spot for my studio. 
 
    Michelle: Oh wow! That is good news, congratulations! We gotta celebrate. 
 
    Michelle stopped texting as she spotted Alicia falling off the beam. 
 
    “Are you okay, Alicia?” she called out. 
 
    Just then the girl bounced to her feet and gave Michelle a quick thumbs up. Michelle glanced at her cell phone again.  
 
    Jay: I was thinking the same thing.  
 
    Michelle: Okay, but I get to choose where. I’ll call you when I get off. 
 
    Jay: Okay. 
 
    Jay didn’t have a single artist to start with but his determination and drive was such a turn-on to Michelle. She only hoped she could find some way to assist Jay in making the music thing happen because she believed it was what he really wanted for himself. 
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner sat at home, with his wife Kelly, counting money in the bedroom. Kelly was in the kitchen making dinner but she came to the door to ask if he wanted Eckrich sausage in the spaghetti. As she watched Gunner for a minute she couldn’t help but think how his receding hairline was running a marathon towards the back of his head. He couldn’t help it. All the stress of the street life was finally catching up to him. 
 
    “Bae, you need to just start wearing a bald head,” she decided. 
 
    Gunner looked up at her appalled. 
 
    “What?” he replied, reaching for his ball cap sitting on the bed next to him. “Leave my head alone, Kelly.” 
 
    “I’m just saying. Anyway, you want the Eckrich sausage in there?” 
 
    “Yeah, why wouldn’t I?” 
 
    “Last time you said you didn’t want it,” she reminded him. 
 
    “That’s ‘cause you put pork sausage in the shit, Kelly. You know I don’t eat that shit no more.” 
 
    “Okay, Mustafa, I’m just making sure,” Kelly said walking away. 
 
    “It’s beef right?” Gunner shouted out. 
 
    “Yeah!” Kelly returned.  
 
    Since the fall out with Hector, Gunner was expecting the Mexicans to strike back any day now, but he knew they’d never be able to locate his whereabouts. He was more concerned about some of his street soldiers getting hit. Meanwhile, he was stuck with the bad package he still had to move. It wasn’t bad coke it just had been played with so much it wasn’t coming back with weighing up the right amount, which meant his profit was burning up during the cook up. Nevertheless, he was getting it off and preparing to link up with the new connect he’d been keeping on ice for a long time. Gunner heard his baby wake up crying in the other room but he ignored the whining.  
 
    “Gunner, I know you hear him,” Kelly shouted from the kitchen.  
 
    Gunner finished up the stack he was counting and left the rest sprawled all over the bed as he went to the bedroom and picked his baby up out of the crib and gave him the bottle he’d been longing for. Keith Randall Jr. was only five months and Gunner was a proud father in every sense of the word. He tried to come home more now knowing that Kelly had her hands full with the baby and needed him there. As far as Kelly knew, Keith Jr. was the only offspring Gunner had but it was a well-kept secret that he’d had a daughter tucked away for over ten years now. 
 
    Since Gunner and Kelly married so young the baby came from an extramarital affair, and Gunner didn’t see anything positive coming out of him revealing the truth. He took care of his daughter financially, but the time he spent led to chunks of time gaps and separation that gave Gunner a guilty conscious now more than ever. As he walked into the kitchen holding his son he kissed his baby on the cheek. 
 
    “Greedy butt, that’s all he do is eat,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Like his mama,” Gunner teased. 
 
    Kelly’s face went cold and she slammed the cooking spoon down on the stove. She’d put on few pounds since the baby and was very self-conscious about her weight. In her early thirties now, the pounds weren’t shedding as she’d hope for.  
 
    “That shit ain’t funny,” she replied. 
 
    “I’m just talking shit baby, damn,” Gunner assured her as he kissed her lips. 
 
    He didn’t care about the extra pounds. He still loved his wife the same as the day they married. “You know I loooove, you,” he smiled. 
 
    Kelly rolled her eyes but he could tell her anger subsided.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Jay had just picked up the keys to what would soon be his new studio before he hopped in the Benz and pulled off headed to look at some furniture for the lobby. He was excited but not the way he was expecting to be. He couldn’t put a finger on it but something was missing. He shook it off as his cell phone rang with a call from Gunner whom he hadn’t heard from in a few weeks. 
 
    “What up doe?” Jay answered. 
 
    “What’s popping my nigga?” 
 
    “Everything good, I was gon’ call you today and tell you my good news,” Jay revealed. 
 
    “What’s that?” Gunner asked. 
 
    “Just got me a new studio down here, ya’ dig? I’m ‘bout to lay this bitch out too.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? That’s what’s up my nigga. I’m glad to see you still making power moves with the music and shit.” 
 
    “Yeah man, I gotta make it happen. If I don’t, you know I’ll be back in the city with that bag like what up? Get at me,” Jay replied with a chuckle.  
 
    “Naw man, you gon’ make it happen, I already know. When you put your mind to something it always gets done.” 
 
    Yeah, I’m gonna open up another record store soon too. It’s gonna pick up sooner or later but I hate I had to close the ones in the D thanks to Bones’s bitch ass.” 
 
    “That hoe ass nigga still out here on the run?” Gunner asked. 
 
    “Your guess is good as mines dog.” 
 
    Since Bones was at the top of the wanted list by most law enforcement agencies, he was the last thing on anybody else’s mind. The way they saw it, he’d be living his days on the streets in hiding until the police killed him or he went back to jail. Either way, he wasn’t their problem anymore. 
 
    “Yeah, fuck that nigga though. I called because I got some fucked up news to tell you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Jay questioned, preparing to hear someone was dead or in jail. 
 
    It was the worst timing in the world by Gunner, but that kind of news was never welcomed at any time so Jay just listened. 
 
    “Shit went sour with your manz,” Gunner explained. 
 
    “Who dat?” 
 
    “Yo’ manz you plugged me with.” 
 
    “Southwest?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Gunner replied. 
 
    He hated to have to break the news. Jay had done him a big favor in birthing the relationship between him and Hector, but the bottom line was bad business couldn’t be tolerated. 
 
    “How sour did it get?” Jay asked. 
 
    “Shiiiid, I’m calling you to give you the bad news so you already know.” 
 
    “Damn…you alright though? Everybody good on our end?” 
 
    “Yeah, everybody good man. I hope to keep it that way, you know?” 
 
    “Right. I hate shit went sour, but I’m sure you had your reasons.” 
 
    “You know it’s two things I don’t play about Jay, and that’s family and money.” 
 
    “Fasho. Just be careful my dog. Don’t get caught slipping,” Jay reminded him. 
 
    It was constantly on Jay’s mind that he’d left his surviving friends back in the D to fend for themselves and sometimes a little guilt resonated with that fact. 
 
    “You know I can’t let these pussy ass niggas take my form. I just had a son,” Gunner said. 
 
    “How is my little nigga? I can’t wait to see his ass.” 
 
    “Nigga good man, he don’t do shit but sleep and eat. What’s up, you pumped wifey up yet? You getting old nigga. You better pump wifey up and quit playing,” Gunner said. 
 
    He’d been telling Jay to get Michelle pregnant since before they moved to North Carolina. 
 
    “Nigga shut the fuck up. It took you ten, twelve years to buss one good nut off in Kelly,” Jay shot back. 
 
    “But my gun always buss nigga, I just wasn’t ready. Don’t forget I got a ten-year-old daughter out here in these streets.” 
 
    “Damn, how is ole Butter Scotch?” Jay said, calling Gunner’s daughter by her nickname. 
 
    “I gotta go check on my daughter man,” Gunner said as a wave of guilt came over him. 
 
    “Yeah man, check on Butter dog. I know you try to do the best you can but a little girl needs her dad nigga. Don’t forget what you grinding for,” Jay reminded him. 
 
    “You right my nigga,” Gunner agreed nodding his head. 
 
    He made a mental note to go visit his daughter as soon as possible.  
 
    “Keep me posted on everything on your end.” 
 
    “Okay, you do the same Jay.” 
 
    “Bet.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Oshiwa was finally getting a chance to go and check on her cousins Rell and Frank. This was only the third time she’d been to her aunt’s house since she’d been in town. Knowing that police would be looking for her because of the number of visits she’d made to see Bones, Oshiwa made sure to never contact her family in Detroit and she kept her distance from her family in Huntington as much as humanly possible. The plan was never to stay long in Huntington, just long enough to map out something better. But with Bones’s escape being so high profile, it made the whole country feel like a fishbowl.  
 
    The good thing about her aunt Reda was that she wasn’t actually blood. She was her uncle’s widow but they’d been married over twenty years before he passed away. She still had fond memories of visiting her uncle and aunt as a kid.  
 
    “Rell, you at the house?” Oshiwa spoke into the phone as she pulled up in a rented, low-key Malibu.  
 
    She hated being low-key. It irritated her soul every time she got in the rental car to start it up and drive. 
 
    “Yeah I’m still here,” Rell responded. 
 
    “Frank too?”  
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, hurry up and open the door. I just pulled up,” she announced. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Oshiwa got out and glanced around at the block as she quick-stepped to the white house that looked just like every other house on the block with aluminum siding and burnt grass out front. When she arrived at the front porch the door sprang open and she rushed inside. Only Rell and Frank knew about her situation. She never bothered to tell her aunt Reda, fearing she’d either pull up her welcome mat or panic one day and snitch her out.  
 
    “Hey Auntie,” Oshiwa said, waving as she entered. 
 
    “Hey baby, I didn’t even know you was coming,” Reda replied. 
 
    “Yeah, I wanted to surprise you.” 
 
    “I like your haircut,” Reda said as Oshiwa stood in the middle of the room glancing around. 
 
    Oshiwa’s hair was short and blond. She always favored the model Eva, only Oshiwa was a couple shades darker.  
 
    “Thank you kindly,” she replied. 
 
    Oshiwa made small talk and filled the room with lies and cover-ups about how she was about to start looking for a job because her funds were getting low. Reda didn’t seem to mind. She went along with whatever her niece said, just glad to see her for a change. When they were done catching up, Oshiwa strolled into the back room where her cousins where locked in the room smoking weed and listening to Young Jeezy’s Recession album on PlayStation.  
 
    “Turn that shit down,” she ordered, and Frank lowered the volume. “What’s going on with y’all?” she asked with her no nonsense face on. 
 
    “To be honest with you cuz, the reason we ain’t been back over there to the trap is because of that nigga Jazzy Jeff,” Rell explained. 
 
    They had southern accents but not the deep down south ones. They pronounced most words the same way people in Detroit would.  
 
    “What Jazzy do?” Oshiwa asked. 
 
    “That nigga be on some bullshit. He wanna get drunk every night then turn into a bully and shit. We supposed to be all on the same team, but the way he be trying to play it, it’s like fuck me and Frank.” 
 
    “Whachu mean, like taking all the sales?” 
 
    “Yeah, taking all the sales and talking crazy. Like for real, I came close to popping that nigga the other day,” Rell explained. 
 
    Rell and Frank were smaller framed guys. They didn’t wanna get into a boxing match with Jazzy who was still penitentiary buff, a former boxer, and freely spoke of his murderous tendencies. Frank was actually afraid of Jazzy, but Rell on the other hand just wanted to avoid catching a case.  
 
    “And then, the nigga be acting like he running shit in the projects when we the ones that turned him on to everything in the first place,” Frank added. 
 
    “Oh wow! Why y’all ain’t spoke up about all this until now?” 
 
    “Well, me personally, I was tryna make it work because I like that money that was coming in. I still wanna make it work, but I don’t know if we can work with Jazzy.” 
 
    “I’ma have Bones talk to Jazzy and make sure he calm the fuck down,” Oshiwa assured him. “What about Doe? Everything cool with y’all?” 
 
    “Yeah, Doe cool,” Rell said and Frank agreed. 
 
    “Y’all got some money for me while I’m here?” Oshiwa asked. 
 
    Both brothers went into their pockets started counting out cash. Rell was the oldest at nineteen and his brother was two years younger. They had already spent all the profit they would make from moving the package, yet the package was still only half sold. When they handed over the money Oshiwa flipped through it with a raised brow. “This it?” 
 
    “We gotta get the rest of the shit off,” Rell said. 
 
    Oshiwa sighed knowing Bones would be upset about the couple thousand dollars she’d just collected. 
 
    “Alright, well I’m ‘bout to talk to Bones and get this shit together because we need y’all there to rotate with Doe and Jazzy. It’s enough money for everybody in the projects.” 
 
    “You right, it is. Tell yo’ boy to calm the fuck down,” Rell said getting a little worked up thinking about Jazzy’s behavior.  
 
    “I’ma call a little later. Rell, make sure you answer your phone.” 
 
    “Yup,” Rell replied. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jay and Michelle lived in a beautiful community called North Hills, not far from Crabtree Valley Mall. At the moment, they lived in nice but simple three bedroom ranch style home with a fireplace, beautiful hardwood floors, one and a half baths, and half enclosed porch that blocked out ninety percent of the sun. That would surely change if and when they decided to buy a home in the area but for now, they were comfortable. Every time Jay pulled up to the house he thought about what his dream home would look like and how he couldn’t wait to live in a castle fit for a king. They’d been in North Carolina a year now and he was just starting to put some things in motion. 
 
    When Jay came in he found Michelle in the living room on the phone with her best friend Leslie. He overheard Andrea Nelson’s name and wondered what the conversation was about. He remembered her mostly because Michelle had smacked the shit out of Andrea which was one of the reasons she was terminated from her job at the news station. Michelle and Leslie still talked weekly and they’d made plans to get together over the summer break. When the called ended Jay sat down next to Michelle. 
 
    “How’s your girl?” he asked. 
 
    “She’s good, she just told me some crazy stuff about Andrea Nelson,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Oh yeah? What happened?” 
 
    Nicole had a big smile on her face as if she was relishing the moment. 
 
    “Okay, so, you remember me telling you that Andrea was sleeping with the president of Network News and how she was basically using him to climb up the ladder of success?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “Well, apparently this week that ladder got snatched from under her ass when the president’s wife found out about their affair. She’s been fired and replaced already but the station isn’t disclosing any of the details to the public of course.” 
 
    “So how did Leslie find out?” Jay said. 
 
    “Because she’s friends with Kurt. Remember she’s the one that got me the job,” Michelle explained. 
 
    “Stankin’ bitch, that’s what she get,” Jay replied. 
 
    Michelle laughed out loud. 
 
    “Right, I knew her reign would come to an end sooner or later. I hope they blackball her ass like she was trying to do me.” 
 
    Michelle hated to be so vindictive but that was the one person that she would never allow herself to forgive and forget. Some things were just too personal to let go. 
 
    “Anyway, I talked to Gunner today too,” Jay informed. 
 
    “Really? How’s he doing?” 
 
    “He good. Gunner said we need to have a baby and stop playing around,” Jay said. 
 
    “Haha, did you tell Gunner what you have to do to get a baby out of me?” she said grinning and flashing her naked ring finger. 
 
    Jay just smiled and shook his head. Marriage had only come up a couple of times since they’d been back together. It was something they both wanted, but with their relationship being so unpredictable from the start, Jay was still trying to prove to her and himself that he was built for family life. The streets were always lingering in the back of his mind. He’d been in the streets his entire life and the way he was living now was so foreign. Right now he just wanted Michelle to see that she made the right decision by gambling on him not once, not twice, but three times.  
 
    “When it’s all said and done, I’m gonna give you everything you want and more, ya dig?” Jay finally said. 
 
    “I dig,” Michelle replied as she gazed at Jay with her head resting on her arm that was propped on the arm of the sofa. 
 
    “You believe me?” 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    “You trust me?” 
 
    She nodded again. The look in Michelle’s eyes spoke to her honesty. He promised himself he wouldn’t betray her trust. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4  
 
      
 
    As the days went by Gunner found himself super busy with handling business in the streets and trying to be at home enough to help out with his son. Finally, he decided he would just have to put home on hold for a minute so he could take some time out to visit his daughter. He called her mom Chenille and told her he was stopping by. When he turned on Littlefield and Seven Mile he thought back to the last time he and Chenille had slept together. It was around a year ago, right before she’d decided to get married to her then boyfriend. He wondered did Chenille getting married subconsciously play a part in him spending less time with his daughter.  
 
    He never wanted anything serious with Chenille. For one, he’d always been madly in love with his wife Kelly. Secondly, he knew too much about Chenille’s past to consider taking it to the next level with her. Still, the sexual chemistry was always there so they backtracked off and on throughout the years. Now all they had was co-parenting in common. As Gunner pulled up out front he spotted Chenille’s husband’s Cadillac truck parked in the backyard on the grass. 
 
    He felt some type of way every time the reality set in that another dude was more involved in his daughter’s life than he was. But there wasn’t much he could do to change the circumstances except rethink some resolutions he’d already thrown out the window. It is what is, he thought as he called Chenille. She didn’t answer, but moments later Butter popped out on the front porch with a bright smile and a glow in her eyes. He could tell she was elated and he was proud that he still had that effect on her.  
 
      Butter stayed in new Jordan’s and designer clothes. Her skin was high yellow like her mom’s which is why she was given the nickname. Gunner made sure she didn’t need for anything and tried to show Butter he loved her as much as time permitted him to do so. When she came to the car, she leaned on the door with both arms. Her hair was in two long braids with bangs dangling from her forehead. 
 
    “Hey Daddy,” she spoke. 
 
    “Get in, what you standing outside the car for?” Gunner said. 
 
    “Oh,” Butter said as she opened the car door and got inside. 
 
    “How you been?” 
 
    “Good,” she replied. 
 
    “You missed me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Butter answered looking around the car. 
 
    Every time Gunner showed up he had some gifts so she was looking for bags or boxes in the car. She spotted a small bag on the backseat. “What’s that?” Butter said. 
 
    “Look at you…you just know you got something in here, huh?” 
 
    Butter smiled shyly and shrugged her shoulders. Gunner grabbed the bag and pulled out the contents revealing a brand new cell phone. He handed it to Butter. 
 
    “This is your cell phone. I bought it so you can call me whenever you want without having to ask your mom. That way she don’t gotta be all in our business, you feel me?” 
 
    Butter giggled and nodded. 
 
    “The phone is already on with my number stored inside.” 
 
    Just then Kelly called Gunner’s phone, but he didn’t answer. He had something to say to Butter that couldn’t wait. 
 
    “You should answer that,” Butter said. 
 
    “How you know?” 
 
    “Because…it could be important,” she replied. 
 
    Butter was really growing up fast. 
 
    “You important too though. Listen, I know we don’t hang out as much as we should and I know you don’t see me that much but don’t ever, ever think I don’t love you like I say I do, you hear me?” 
 
    Butter nodded as Gunner went into his pocket and peeled off three hundred dollars. He gave her two-fifty to give to Chenille and fifty to keep for herself. 
 
    “That’s a lot of money,” Butter said staring wide-eyed. 
 
    “Anything for you lil’ mama. You gon’ call me right?” 
 
    “Yup,” she agreed. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll see you soon,” Gunner said hoping he wasn’t telling her a lie this time. 
 
    As he drove off, Gunner thought about how much he loved his daughter and how he wished she’d come out of Kelly’s vagina instead of Chenille’s. The one thing Kelly had made abundantly clear to Gunner was that she would never stay with him if he had a kid on her. Ironically, that same year Butter was born.  
 
    **** 
 
    Things worked out in the projects with Jazzy and Oshiwa’s cousins for a few days, but then she got another call stating that Rell and Jazzy had words again and almost came to blows. To hopefully reconcile the situation once and for all, Oshiwa picked up Rell and Frank from home and the three of them drove to the projects to have a meeting with Jazzy and Doe. The Terrors, as the locals had nicknamed the projects, was where all the dirt went down. You could get just about anything you were looking for inside this ghetto compound filled with addicted hood niggas and ratchet women. Bones had managed to corner the market on crack cocaine but there were still a lot of petty freelancers floating throughout.  
 
    When Oshiwa pulled up and parked, she checked to make sure her gun was off safety. It was after dark and she didn’t make it a habit of coming around these parts at this time of night. Even though she had Rell and Frank to watch her back, at the moment there were questions on whether either one had any bite to their bark. They just couldn’t seem to keep Jazzy in line, but then again, Bones's talk with Jazzy didn’t seem to hold much weight either. Something had to give and hopefully, she could help everyone come to a firm understanding that they were all on the same team.  
 
    Inside they had two apartments. One was Doe’s apartment where they did all the hustling. The second one was Jazzy’s spot where they stashed cash and most of the drugs until they ran out. When Doe opened the door he was smoking a blunt. 
 
    “What up, what up,” he greeted everybody. 
 
    “What’s up, is Jazzy here?” Oshiwa asked. 
 
    “Naw, he ran to his spot to get some more work,” Doe said. 
 
    “Why don’t you run and grab him right quick. I don’t wanna be here all night,” Oshiwa said with attitude.  
 
    She was upset that Bones put so much pressure on her to handle everything. Even though he was out of jail, it was still as if she was running the show because of his situation. Doe stepped out to find Jazzy and a crackhead appeared from the bathroom. He’d just finished taking a master blast and you could see he was feeling it already. He looked around and spotted Frank and Rell.  
 
    “Somebody let me out,” he said and Frank followed him to the door.  
 
    The three of them sat around waiting for Doe and Jazzy’s return. Rell sparked up a half blunt he’d had tucked behind his ear since before he left home.  
 
    “Just let me talk to this nigga before y’all say anything,” Oshiwa said and the brothers nodded. 
 
    Moments later, Jazzy came in with Doe and it was obvious that Jazzy still had a chip on his shoulder by the way he entered the room. His scowl was meant to be intimidating, but Oshiwa couldn’t tell if it was supposed to include her or just the brothers. She wasn’t worried either way. Jazzy might’ve been crazy but he wasn’t stupid. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Jazzy spoke to no one in particular as he moved past everyone and took a seat on the arm of the loveseat.  
 
      
 
    “Tryna found out why this ain’t working out over here the way we planned it,” Oshiwa replied. 
 
    “It’s working out. These lil’ niggas just do too much whining and shit, that’s all.” 
 
    Oshiwa scratched her forehead right between her bang as she tried to choose her words carefully. 
 
    “It’s not working out though, Jazzy, because they not finishing they bag in a timely manner. This spot got enough money flowing through it for everybody to be eating, but you taking half the pie for yourself it seems like.” 
 
    “Y’all getting paid ain’t y’all? I don’t have no unpaid bills with Bones do I?” 
 
    “That ain’t the point, Jazzy, it’s about teamwork. These niggas ain’t over here hustling for they health, they here to make money. Besides that, this is a spot we wouldn’t even have if it wasn’t for them.” 
 
    Jazzy was listening and rubbing his bald head, contemplating Oshiwa’s words. Really, he didn’t see what the problem was. He and Doe were eating good which meant Bones had to be eating as well. 
 
    “So what you want me to do baby girl?”  
 
    Oshiwa grew frustrated. 
 
    “Let ‘em eat nigga, what the fuck? Go back to the two-man shifts the way the shit was supposed to be. Whatever you don’t get on your shift you just don’t get.” 
 
    Jazzy shook his head disagreeing. 
 
    “Fuck that shift shit. It’s too much money passing by me like that.” 
 
    Oshiwa couldn’t understand why Jazzy thought he could call the plays as if this was his operation. She knew he was being overly uncooperative because Bones was way on the other side of town and refused to get directly involved. 
 
    “You can’t say fuck the shift shit, Jazzy, that’s not your decision to make.” 
 
    Rell had been sitting by holding his tongue as he finished his blunt but he was tired of trying to negotiate. It had been eating him up since day one that Jazzy thought he could just bully them out of making money to better their situation. He desperately needed the money and he’d made up his mind if he couldn’t get it here then he wasn’t going quietly.  
 
    “Man fuck this shit! If me and my little brother can’t eat, ain’t nobody eating, how about that?” Rell said as he sat across from Jazzy staring him straight in the eyes. 
 
    Jazzy was taken by surprise. Before today, Rell had never spoken with such brawn in his vocal cords. He’d tried to stand up for himself but it was always through the way of diplomacy. Jazzy wasn’t buying his tough guy act. 
 
    “Who you think you talking to lil’ bitch?” Jazzy said as he stood up. 
 
    “See that’s what the fuck I’m talking about, Jazzy, you can’t talk to nobody like that,” Oshiwa pleaded. 
 
    “I’m talking to you lil’ bitch, whatcha gonna do about it?” Rell fired back. 
 
    Even Oshiwa was startled by the fire in Rell’s eyes as she tried to quickly defuse the situation. Doe and Oshiwa tried to step between the two of them but Jazzy was already in motion. As he shoved Doe to the side and went to swing over Oshiwa’s head and punched Rell, he didn’t realize Rell was already raising his pistol until the barrel was pointed right between his eyes.  
 
    BANG! 
 
    Rell fired one single shot that struck Jazzy in the forehead causing his body to drop with a loud thump to the floor. Oshiwa and Doe broke wide for the front door, not knowing if Rell was about to go on a shooting spree or not. His brother Frank was petrified but he stayed behind begging Rell to leave the apartment with him immediately as Rell stood over Jazzy’s lifeless body feeling victorious.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Gunner drove with Ray Ray in the low-key rental car on his way to meet up with the new plug for the first time. Both were excited to get their hands on some good work after eating the loss they’d taken with the Mexicans. The timing couldn’t be better for Gunner to bounce back. His anniversary was coming up and he had big plans for him and Kelly to take a nice vacation. The connect was an African named Chiku that E had introduced him to not long ago. E had done some business with Chiku but was now migrating all his investments from coke to the marijuana trade. After E lost his brother Bake, he began to think that Jay had the right idea. He wanted to ease his way out of the game in the near future, but he had to line his ducks in a row first. 
 
    Chiku had Gunner meet him at a small twelve unit apartment building he owned and operated out of on the east side. As Gunner pulled up to the apartment building he couldn’t help but think about the irony of his new plug. How was it that a man all the way from Nigeria could have a better direct line to the Mexican drug cartels than the Mexicans in Detroit? But with the numbers he kicked out, that seemed to be the case. As he called Chiku he was given instructions on how to enter the building and which apartment to come to. Cameras surrounded the outside of the building, letting Gunner know that Chiku was on point as he headed inside leaving Ray Ray in the car. 
 
    His wife Gugu answered the door wearing a two-tone, purple, long sleeve dress and a purple beanie pulled slightly back to fit a purple ribbon with a flower in the front of her kinky twists. Gunner thought the weather was a little too hot for her attire but he admired her beautiful mocha skin as he stepped inside. 
 
    “How you doing?” he spoke. 
 
    “Hello, and welcome,” Gugu spoke back. 
 
    “You’ve met Gugu right?” Chiku said sitting at the dinner table.  
 
    Chiku and Gugu spoke with a very thick accent. If you didn’t know they were African by looking at their features, you knew immediately after they spoke. Chiku was dark brown with very little facial hair. He looked to be in his late thirties and he dressed to fit in with the African-American culture, wearing basic designer brands like Polo and Sean John but nothing too fancy. He wore his hair in a low cut Caesar. It was nothing about him that screamed drug dealer or even financially well-off. 
 
    “Yeah, she was around when we met that day,” Gunner said as they slapped fives and he sat down at the table. 
 
    “She’s always around, that’s my right hand. And she not afraid to rockabye, you hear me?” Chiku bragged before he and Gunner started chuckling. 
 
    “That’s the best kind of right hand to have,” Gunner replied as he glanced at Gugu and she smirked.  
 
    Just then Gunner noticed the AK-47 right by the front door. He figured Chiku must really trust her to do business up in this building all alone with his wife as his only backup.  
 
    “So how can I help today?” Chiku said. 
 
    “I’m just gon’ grab one and see what it’s hitting like. If it’s what you say it is then I’ll be back tomorrow for a lot more.” 
 
    “I like that, always play it safe. The straight line is not always the shortest distance to the goal,” Chiku said. 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    Chiku then spoke to Gugu in his native tongue and she dipped off into another room. When she came back she was carrying two bricks of cocaine wrapped in grey duct tape. “I just wanted the one for now,” Gunner reminded him as she sat them on the table.  
 
    Chiku walked to the kitchen and pulled a bag with a drawstring from the upper cabinet. He came back and sat down. 
 
    “In this business, the most important thing is your word. Without your word, you don’t have one leg to stand on. Take the two, and if it’s what you need then you pay me for the other when we meet again. We wanna make big money… so let’s not waste time with play money,” Chiku said.  
 
    “Dig dat,” Gunner replied nodding.  
 
    He didn’t like doing consignment, but after the loss he’d just taken, he liked the way Chiku was starting out their relationship. It told him two things about his new connect; he could definitely help Gunner advance and he wasn’t afraid to take a loss. He paid Chiku for the first brick and promised to return shortly.  
 
    **** 
 
    “Why can’t I go with you?” Michelle whined as Jay laid out the outfit he planned to wear tonight and then proceeded to lotion up in the bedroom. 
 
    “I don’t know what this spot is gonna be like so I’d rather be alone. If it’s not too crazy I’ll take you with me next time,” Jay promised. 
 
    Being proactive in his pursuit of new talent, Jay decided to hit up an open mic night at a popular club in Raleigh. He had to start somewhere so he decided to check out the nightlife in the bigger cities like Raleigh and Charlotte. 
 
    “Booooo,” Michelle sounded displaying her displeasure with Jay. 
 
    “I said you can come next—” 
 
    “Booooo, to your next time,” she went on. 
 
    Jay’s phone rang, giving him an out and he quickly answered. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Whachu up to?” Niecey Girl said. 
 
    “What up doe? Shit, I was about to get dressed but what’s up with you?” 
 
    “Nothing, I seen your boy today and I realized we ain’t talked in almost a month,” Niecey said. 
 
    “Who you see?” 
 
    “E.” 
 
    “Oh for real? Where you see him at?” 
 
    “You know his car wash ain’t too far from where I stay at now,” she reminded him. 
 
    “Oh yeah, you did tell me that.” 
 
    After all the drama and beef, Niecey Girl thought it was best for her to move after Jay left the city. Her house had been like a trap house for so long she would never feel safe there without him around.  
 
    “He said you supposed to be coming home for his birthday. Why you ain’t told me nothing about you coming home?” 
 
    “Damn, I forgot all about that nigga birthday is coming up. I did tell him that but I wasn’t sure if I was gon’ really make it. I’m gonna try and make it though.” 
 
    “You need to come home. Your family wanna see you.” 
 
    “My family who?” Jay replied, knowing he only dealt with a few. 
 
    “Me and my mama nigga, what the fuck you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, right. How is my auntie doing anyway?” 
 
    “She right here and she wanna talk to you too. Hold on,” Niecey said. 
 
    “Awe shit,” Jay mumbled. 
 
    Jay was on speaker phone and didn’t know it. 
 
    “Ain’t no awe shit you black muthafucka. You know damn well we wanna see yo’ black ass but you can come to visit your punk ass friends on they birthday, huh?” his aunt Jean fussed. 
 
    “I called you a couple weeks ago Auntie,” Jay said before she got in his ass. 
 
    “You a got damn lie.” 
 
    “I did I swear.” 
 
    “You know what Jay? Whenever you bring yo’ ass back to Detroit, I’ma give you a big hug and a kiss and then I’m a stick my foot so far up your—” 
 
    “Auntie I didn’t even do nothing this time. You said you want me to call you every month, I been calling you every month since I been gone.” 
 
    “Yeah, well it’s time to call the airport and set up a trip. I ain’t gon’ live forever, you know that right?” 
 
    “Yeah, you will. You gon’ outlive me. But I’m gonna make sure I come back for my boy birthday so I can get a chance to see everybody.” 
 
    “You betta. And have you put a ring on that girl's finger yet?” Jean asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what’s up with that?” Jay heard Niecey yelling in the background. 
 
    “It’s coming Auntie, it’s coming,” Jay promised. 
 
    “That girl stood by you, Jay. Don’t wait too long to show her what she means to you,” Jean said seriously. 
 
    “I hear you,” Jay replied. 
 
    “Okay. I ain’t gon’ get all in your business, but just remember that.” 
 
    “Alright. I’ma gon’ get dressed so I can get out of here. I talk to y’all again soon.” 
 
    “Okay. Tell Michelle I said hey.” 
 
    “Okay, love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, nigga.”  
 
    Jay ended the call and proceeded to get dressed. 
 
    “My aunt Jean said hey,” Jay said to Michelle who was busy on her laptop now. 
 
    “Why you wait until you get off the phone to tell me?” 
 
    “Because I was trying to end the call as quickly as I could,” Jay chuckled. 
 
    “She was cussing you out again?” 
 
    “What you think?” 
 
    Michelle had to laugh. His aunt Jean was hilarious to her and she believed it was only a matter of time before she herself ended up in the line of fire of Jean’s spitfire tongue. But that would be a good thing because it was well known that Jean only cursed you out if she loved you. When Jay was dressed he gave Michelle a goodbye kiss as she sat up in the bed still on her computer, but she stiff-armed him. 
 
    “Don’t try to be sweet. I’m still mad,” she said. 
 
    “Oh, you fronting on me like that? I can’t even get a goodbye kiss?” 
 
    “You don’t wanna go up in the spot with the lipstick and another women’s scent all on you. You might wanna get your mack on,” she teased. 
 
    “Stop playing and give me some lip,” Jay said he leaned in for a second time and got what he wanted. 
 
    “Next time, you better believe I’m going. I don’t care what you say,” Michelle decided after giving him a kiss. 
 
    “When I come back I’m putting my cape on so you better be naked,” Jay warned before heading out. 
 
    “Oh! I get to play with Super Nigga tonight?” 
 
    “Damn right,” Jay replied as he left the room. 
 
    When Jay left, Michelle finished up on the computer then turned on the television in her bedroom. Looking at the time, she turned to local news to see what was going on. Michelle didn’t watch the news like a regular person would. She had a way of dissecting the broadcast and grading the anchor’s performance that day. If someone seemed a little off she’d ponder over their personal lives and even go so far as creating fictional conflict as if she knew them personally. It was her eternal desire to always fish for a story expressing itself in the only way possible. When the breaking news story flashed on the screen, Michelle’s heart skipped a beat as Bones’s and Jazzy’s faces came on the screen. The report went on to say that one of the men at large was now dead of a gunshot wound and the other was believed to be still at large and possibly in the same area of West Virginia. Michelle immediately reached for her cell phone to call Jay. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Gunner and Ray Ray were riding in his white Range Rover coming from shopping out at Somerset Mall when Gunner received a call from Kelly. He didn’t want to answer because he knew what she wanted. Since having the baby, Kelly was more demanding of his time. She wanted him to be home more to help out and he was trying as best as he knew how, being that he’d been stuck in his ways of running the streets since before puberty. Gunner was still trying to find the balance between family man and hustler. The connect had hit him off with a proper package and Gunner came right back as promised. The flow was picking up fast and Gunner could see that this was going to be a beautiful business relationship. He let Kelly’s call go to voicemail. 
 
    “You better answer Kelly call boy. Fuck around and get home and she gon’ be standing by the door with her dukes up,” Ray warned. 
 
    “Kelly gotta chill man, shit, I can’t be two places at once.” 
 
    Gunner was glad to have a son but he was still getting used to all the responsibly. Throughout the ten plus years they’d been together, Kelly had three abortions trying to wait on Gunner to get his life in order to the point he could promise to be there to help raise their children. When Kelly turned thirty she decided she couldn’t wait any longer and Gunner agreed. Now that Keith Jr. was here he wanted to do better than he did with Butter. He wanted to make up for lost time with his daughter but he also wanted to make sure he didn’t repeat the same cycle. Kelly called right back as he knew she would.  
 
    “I’m on my way home soon,” Gunner answered. 
 
    “You don’t understand baby, I been up all night with this child. I just need to lay down for a minute and rest.” 
 
    “I do understand and I’m moving as fast as I can,” Gunner said. 
 
    What he couldn’t tell Kelly was the fact that he was out shopping for her an anniversary gift. Ray Ray had also done a little shopping and Gunner bought Butter some shoes he was gonna take to her house before he went home.  
 
    “Are you gonna be home for the day when you come or you gonna stay for an hour and leave back out?” 
 
    “I can’t say for sure if I’m gonna be leaving out again,” Gunner explained as he turned on Beaconsfield to drop Ray Ray off to his car. 
 
    Just then, they both noticed the unmarked police car flashing the blue and red lights behind them as they drove past Ray Ray’s Camaro trying to stash their weapons. 
 
    “Where them bitches come from?” Ray Ray said. 
 
    “Right, damn let me call you back. I’m getting pulled over,” Gunner said. 
 
    Ray Ray pulled up the arm of the console and slid the trap door open. He and Gunner tossed the guns inside and slid it back closed while Gunner pulled over to the curb. The two men sat calm and cool as police exited both sides of the unmarked car. When Gunner spotted two familiar faces his mind started to race. “What these dick suckers want?” he fumed. 
 
    Ray Ray glanced in the rearview and spotted homicide detectives Hatchet and Lorenzo with guns pointed as they approached from both side of the truck. 
 
    “Hands up, hands up! You know the drill, let me see ‘em!” Hatchet, the black officer, yelled. 
 
    Gunner and Ray Ray obliged as the doors were snatched open and they were yanked from the truck and tossed on the hood.  
 
    “What can I help you with today, Lorenzo?” Gunner said as he was patted down. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up! Where them guns at? We know y’all keep ‘em close,” Lorenzo questioned. 
 
    “It’s illegal for a felon to be in possession of a firearm sir,” Gunner said with a smirk. 
 
    “Shut your bitch ass up and spread your legs.” 
 
    When Gunner saw Hatchet putting cuffs on Ray Ray that’s when he grew concerned. Hatchet and Lorenzo had been trying to get Gunner since he and Jay beat the murder case years ago. They knew they’d never be able to convict the Van Dyke Down Crew of all the murders they were responsible for, but all it took was one and they were committed to putting the remaining members behind bars.  
 
    “Say goodbye to your shooter, he’s coming with us,” Hatchet said as he hauled Ray Ray to the unmarked car while Lorenzo searched the truck. 
 
    When Hatchet had Ray Ray secured, he came back to help his partner search the truck.  
 
    “What’s this all about man?” Gunner said, frustrated with how they tossed his things out on the curb with no respect. 
 
    Lorenzo stopped for a minute and rose up to look at Gunner.  
 
    “Murder, what do you think it’s about?” he shot back. 
 
    “Psssshhh,” was all Gunner could say as he kept his hands on the hot hood. 
 
    The search came up empty and they eventually let Gunner go, but they assured him Ray Ray was in deep trouble and might not be home for dinner. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jazzy’s unexpected death caused Bones and Oshiwa to flee West Virginia almost immediately, taking nothing but drugs, guns, and one suitcase full of clothing with them. They traveled north knowing they had to get as far away from the south as they could now. Police would be combing every inch of the surrounding states hoping to catch up with Bones. He wanted to kill Rell for what he’d done. It wasn’t so much that he cared about Jazzy, but Rell had single-handedly ruined his drug operation and his only source of income. They tried to reach Rell several times before leaving West Virginia but after a couple hours passed, it was much more important to just get out of town.  
 
    They landed in Darby, Pennsylvania, a small town right outside of Philly. With the fake ID’s they secured in Kentucky they were able to rent a hotel room until they could come up with a plan and stable location. The first few days, all Bones and Oshiwa did was lay up in the hotel room drinking, smoking and having sex. It quickly began to feel like prison for Oshiwa being cooped up all day every day with no direction. Weeks later, Bones wasn’t saying much about their next move, and as time passed she started to realize for once, Bones didn’t have a plan. But the immobilized feeling was eating at Oshiwa as she watched Bones sitting on the side of the bed smoking a blunt. He just seemed dazed and confused. Too much time was being wasted. She couldn’t take it anymore.  
 
    “Baby, you gotta get your head back in the game,” Oshiwa blurted out. 
 
    Bones turned and looked at her in an offended manner. 
 
    “Fuck you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m just saying, I know we in a fucked up situation, but we can bounce back. We ain’t gotta go out like this. I mean…look at how we living right now. Look at how we been living for the past year. I know this ain’t what you broke out of prison to do. Like, you a fucking boss dude. What do you wanna do now that you out here?” 
 
    Bones stood up and began to limp around the hotel room still smoking. Oshiwa’s words began to stir something inside of him as she continued.  
 
    “We do what we wanna do; we ain’t no fucking lay down and die type of muthafuckas. I got your back on whatever, you already know that, but I know you came home to live, not be a prisoner in the fucking free world. That’s why I’m asking you like, what do you wanna do? What do you really wanna accomplish before it’s all said and done? Don’t shit last forever, Bones. All we got is here and now.” 
 
    Bones passed her the blunt as the wheels of his mind began spinning like a carousel.  
 
    “You know I hear you bitch, talk that shit. I need to hear it. I hear you loud and clear,” Bones nodded and began psyching himself up mentally.  
 
    It wasn’t over, it was just the beginning. He refused to go out like a sucker. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jay was starting to realize that starting a label from the ground up was going to be a lot harder than he expected, especially starting from a small town in North Carolina. He’d been talent scouting a couple weeks now and he’d come to realize that the south had a completely different sound than the Midwest. So much so, that it was hard for him to distinguish what was hot and what wasn’t. What he felt he needed at the time was someone with an ear for music and better yet southern hip hop. For now, all he could do was continue to mix with the locals until something panned out. 
 
    His phone rang as he pulled in the driveway and it brought a slight smirk to his face because it his boy E and he knew why E was calling. 
 
    “I’m still coming muthafucka!” he answered, pretending to be annoyed. 
 
    “What?” E replied confused. 
 
    “I know yo’ ass calling me to see if I’m gonna come back home for your birthday and shit. Nigga I’m a man of my word.” 
 
    “Nigga I wasn't even calling about that,” E said. 
 
    “You a lying ass.” 
 
    “No bullshit. They got Ray Ray today nigga.” 
 
    Jay’s mood quickly went from joyful to gloomy. 
 
    “Damn, straight up?” Jay said getting serious. 
 
    “Yeah nigga, I just got off the phone with Gunner. Say they rode down on them on the block. Hopped out and went straight for Ray Ray and slapped the cuffs on ‘em.” 
 
    “I’m surprised Gunner ain’t called me. What’s the charge?”  
 
    “They got ‘em on a body dog.” 
 
    Jay’s heart sank hearing the news. Ray Ray was like family to him and this was the last thing he wanted for anybody in his circle but just like him, Ray Ray knew the risk and he was sure that the young bull wouldn’t panic. 
 
    “Damn man…we’ll talk when I get to the city but let me know if he gets a bond and if y’all need some help.” 
 
    “You know I will. Oh yeah, by the way, you seen that shit that was floating around news about ol’ boy?” 
 
    “Bones? Yeah, I saw it. Bitch ass nigga was right in my backyard and I didn’t even know it.”  
 
    “You be careful down that way my nigga,” E said. 
 
    “I’m sure he got the fuck on now, but Michelle is still a little nervous, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, I bet. I’ll hit you when I got more info on Ray.” 
 
    “Alright. One,” Jay said ending the call. 
 
    After hearing the news that Bones was still at large, Jay tried to convince Michelle that part of their lives was over forever. The truth was he would never be able to believe it himself as long as Bones was alive. He didn’t think a jail cell would even suffice. One of these days, Bones would have to die.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner had been running around trying to finish the errands that Ray himself was supposed to do and trying to get in touch with Ray’s family to let them know the situation. When he finally got home his phone was dead and he still had a bunch of calls to make. He plugged the phone up to the charger and his lawyer Dan finally returned his call. 
 
    “It’s not me this time, it’s Ray,” he told Dan. 
 
    “What’s the charge?” 
 
    “The trying to pin a body on ‘em, Dan,” Gunner explained.  
 
    As the two of them went over the details of what Gunner knew at the moment, he also explained that he was working with a new bail bondsman and Dan asked for the number. Gunner realized he’d stored the bail bondsman’s number in his trap phone which was still in the truck. He called out to Kelly. 
 
    “Baby, can you go get my other phone out of the truck?” 
 
    Kelly rolled her eyes as she walked outside. He knew she’d be upset about him just getting home. Gunner and Dan made small talk while Kelly went out to the truck to grab his other phone. 
 
    “So how’s the wife treating you these days?” Dan asked. 
 
    “Man, she want me to be here with her and my son all day and she don’t understand why that can’t happen.” 
 
    “Hey, what’ve I been telling you all along? You gotta make time for what’s important G.” 
 
    “I know, Dan, I’m doing my best.” 
 
    “Apparently not,” Dan chuckled. “Anyway, what do you think we’re looking at here with this Ray situation? Is it something serious or them fishing again?” 
 
    “I don’t even know yet. I’m waiting to hear from him.” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it. I’ll go see him tonight,” Dan assured him. 
 
    Kelly was taking way too long to go outside and get his phone off the front passenger seat. Knowing her nosey ass, she was probably snooping around in his truck. Just then, Gunner remembered that he’d left Butter’s shoes in the truck with intentions to drop them off tomorrow. When Kelly came back inside she was holding the phone in one hand and the bag with Butter’s shoes in the other. 
 
    “Who the fuck kids’ shoes is these?” she demanded to know with a fierce look in her eyes.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
    Michelle was excited to learn that the trip back to Detroit had been bumped up a couple of days. She couldn’t wait to get back and see Leslie so they could hang out like old times while Jay visited his friends. Jay failed to mention the reason for his change of plans but it didn’t matter to Michelle as long as they were together. The good thing was, they were sure to beat the holiday travelers now flying in a week before the Fourth of July. Still, there were complications and annoyances as usual, like the overly aggressive and loud final boarding calls and the stiff officials that treated everyone like they were smuggling drugs or a terrorist.  
 
    Michelle suggested they fly first class but Jay reminded her that he was paying for an auto transport so they wouldn’t have to rent two separate cars. They were on a budget with her off work for the summer and him starting a new business venture. She understood and agreed, but she continued to poke fun at the fact that they landed in seats right behind a whiny toddler.  
 
    “How much you wanna bet there are no whiny toddlers in first class?” she whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Shut yo’ ass up, you don’t know that,” Jay responded.  
 
    Michelle giggled. 
 
    “You know I’m right; don’t get mad.” 
 
    The flight attendant made the final announcements before takeoff as Jay and Michelle settled in for the quick one-hour flight to Michigan.  
 
    “So what you and Leslie got planned?” Jay asked for the first time. 
 
    “A few things. You knowing I gotta go to Hell on Earth before we do anything. I miss that food so much.” 
 
    “Damn, I know they tired of seeing y’all,” Jay teased. 
 
    She punched him. 
 
    “Shut up, I haven’t been there in forever.” 
 
    Less than ten minutes into the flight, it happened. Right across the aisle from where they sat. A slim, brown-skinned woman with a worn out weave, who looked to be in her mid-thirties, decided she was going to take off her shoes and clip her toenails right then and there. Jay and Michelle looked on in amazement. 
 
    “Oh my God…oh…my… God,” Michelle vented. 
 
    She couldn’t believe the nerve of this chick as she went on without a care in the world. Jay’s face was torn up in dissatisfaction. 
 
    “Ain’t this about a stanking ass, muthafucking bitch!”  
 
    “Shhhh,” Michelle tried. 
 
    “Shhhhh my ass!” he said louder, causing everyone to look up and see what the commotion was. 
 
    He leaned over Michelle’s lap to get the woman’s attention. 
 
    “Aye!” 
 
    The ghetto chick looked up and over at Jay almost as if she was daring him to confront her about her actions. Jay shook his head defiantly. 
 
    “We don’t wanna see that!” 
 
    “Who is we? ‘Cause all I see is you complaining,” the woman responded, rolling her neck with heavy attitude. 
 
    Jay turned around to the people behind him. 
 
    “Do y’all wanna see this bullshit? Raise yo’ hand if you wanna see a hoodrat—” 
 
    Just then, a flight attendant popped up to see what all the commotion was about. Luckily for everyone, she was able to defuse the situation, asking the woman nicely to stop clipping her toenails while she was on the plane. Everyone was glad Jay spoke and rest of the flight went smoothly.  
 
    **** 
 
    Since Ray went to jail on a Friday he didn’t get in front of a judge until that Monday morning. He stood boldly in front of the judge with a look of complete disdain for his authority as Dan Marsh and the prosecutor went over the specifics with the judge. The prosecutor was asking that Ray Ray be held without bond because of the serious nature of the charges, but Dan had a completely different outlook on things. 
 
    “Your honor, my client is twenty-five years old and has no criminal record with the exception of some petty juvenile offenses. He has strong family support and would like nothing more than to clear his name and have his day in court.” 
 
    Ray was charged with first-degree murder in the killing of Bones’s sister. They had a witness who claimed to have seen Ray Ray commit the crime, but couldn’t ID his accomplice when the police showed him a scrapbook of Van Dyke Down members and their mugshots. It was a reckless and spontaneous move that had come back to haunt him and his life was in the judge's hands now. The only good thing Ray had going for him at the moment was the fact that Dan had a great relationship with this particular judge.  
 
    “Bail will be set in the amount of five hundred thousand dollars, ten percent,” Judge Clarkson ordered. 
 
    Ray Ray looked at the prosecutor and smiled. His bond was fifty thousand dollars and he knew he would be on the streets by the evening.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner was elated to find out that Ray Ray had been given a bond. Shit, for fifty thousand he wouldn’t even have to dip in his own stash to bail him out because he knew Ray had that put away himself. He set the wheels in motion to get Ray out and headed to the airport to pick up Jay and Michelle. He called Kelly to tell her the good news. 
 
    “Hello?” she answered immediately. 
 
    “They gave him a bond baby.” 
 
    “I told you they would. You was losing hair for nothing,” she teased him. 
 
    Since the night Ray went to jail, Gunner had been trying to be on his best behavior. After Kelly found Butter’s shoes he was able to convince her that the shoes actually were purchased by Ray Ray to give to his niece. It wasn’t hard to believe since Kelly knew Ray Ray had two nieces, but this wasn’t the first close call Gunner had encountered with Kelly finding out about Butter throughout the years. As a matter of fact, it wasn’t the second or the third either.  
 
    “You got jokes. I’ma show you when I get home,” he threatened. 
 
    “Yeah, and when will that be?” Kelly asked. 
 
    “Come on now baby, I been home all weekend. You know Jay coming in town today, cut me some slack.” 
 
    “I’ma cut you slack alright. Why you can’t never invite me to anything when y’all hanging out? That’s what I wanna know.” 
 
    “You know what though? I was just telling him that it’s time for you and Michelle to meet. He been with her all this time and y’all ain’t never even met each other.” 
 
    “Mmmm. I don’t know about that though. Is she bougie?” 
 
    “Hell naw, Michelle cool as hell.” 
 
    “I remember watching her on the news. She seems cool.” 
 
    “She is, I’m telling you. You gonna like her.” 
 
    “Well, I’m down just let me know when.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll let you know when I find out their plans for the week,” he said.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    When Gunner picked up Jay and Michelle from the airport, he didn’t mention anything about Ray Ray getting a bond because he didn’t know how informed Michelle was about anything. 
 
    “Hey, G,” Michelle greeted as she slid in the front passenger seat while Jay put their luggage in the trunk. 
 
    “What’s up beautiful lady, good to see you,” Gunner said smiling. 
 
    “Good to see you too.” 
 
    “I was just telling my old lady I think it’s time you two finally met,” Gunner revealed.  
 
    “Ooh I get to meet wifey? I’m flattered,” Michelle said. 
 
    “Get the fuck outta here,” Gunner chuckled as Jay slid in the back. 
 
    “Bae?” Michelle said. 
 
    “What up?” 
 
    “Gunner’s gonna introduce me to Kelly,” she beamed. 
 
    “Hold on, now let me tell you something about Gunner and Kelly—” 
 
    “Don’t start Jay, okay?” Michelle said. 
 
    “Naw, just listen to me. Now, them muthafuckas be off into all kinds of freaky shit, you ain’t even ready.” 
 
    “Get the fuck outta here with that bullshit!” Gunner shouted as he fell out laughing. 
 
    “I’m telling you the truth,” Jay continued. 
 
    “I don’t believe him G,” Michelle said. 
 
    “They gon’ try to turn us into swingers baby. Watch what I tell you!” 
 
    “Maaaaan, put some duct tape over his mouth will you,” Gunners said as he drove off.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner dropped Jay and Michelle off to their vehicles which were at Niecey Girl’s house, and they agreed to meet up later at Ray Ray’s house after getting the word that he was just released. After catching up with Niecey Girl and meeting her new boyfriend, Michelle drove downtown to check into the Westin Hotel where the two of them would be staying. She had already made plans to meet up with Leslie as soon as she arrived so she called to make sure her best friend wasn’t running late. 
 
    “Where are you?” Michelle said as soon Leslie answered. 
 
    “So demanding. If I didn’t know any better I’d think you were my boss.” 
 
    “Oh shut the hell up and tell me where you are. I’m already downtown about to leave the hotel.” 
 
    “Michelle, what time are we supposed to meet up?” 
 
    “Five o’ clock.” 
 
    “And what time is it now?” 
 
    “It’s 4:35, what’s your point?” 
 
    “So it would only make logical sense that I would be headed out to meet up with you am I right?” Leslie sassed. 
 
    “Kiss my ass, don’t start with me this soon okay?” 
 
    “Haha! You started with me calling me with that I know you running late tone in your voice.” 
 
    “There was no tone, stop it.” 
 
    “Whatever! I’m on schedule and I’ll be at Heaven on Earth by the designated time. I predict lots of laughter and fun times in your forecast.” 
 
    “Goodbye, heffa.” 
 
    Michelle ended the call and headed out to meet up with Leslie. Even though she arrived a little early she was surprised to see that Leslie was already there and had gotten the table. Leslie stood up rolling her neck over and over as if to say “ah ha I beat you.” 
 
    “You missed me so much you couldn’t wait ‘til five o’ clock, huh?” Michelle teased as they embraced long enough for all to see they apparently both missed one another very much.  
 
    “Un huh, and I told hubby I’m staying at the Westin Hotel for the next four days,” Leslie said laughing.  
 
    They settled in as the waiter brought Michelle a glass of water and a menu. 
 
    “I definitely won't be needing that,” she told the waiter, handing the menu back to him.  
 
    After placing their orders, Michelle had a thought. 
 
    “You know, Jay’s friends just told me he wanted me to meet his wife and he just gave me an idea.” 
 
    “Do tell.” 
 
    “Maybe next time we do this we should bring our guys. They’ve still never met either after all this time,” she said. 
 
    “You know, I think it’s a great idea. I mean, I know they’re from two completely different worlds which is why we probably haven’t done it sooner, but Jay’s a people person. I’m sure they will hit it off.” 
 
    “Yeah, you know he finds a way to woo everybody,” Michelle chuckled. 
 
    Leslie shook her head clearing her throat. 
 
    “Okay, let’s get the serious stuff out of the way first.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s do that,” Michelle said knowing what was coming next. 
 
    “Do you still see yourself marrying this man and spending the rest of your life with him?” 
 
    “I do…I couldn’t see my life going in any other direction at this point,” she answered honestly. 
 
    “Have you had the talk?” 
 
    “Which one?”  
 
    “You know… the kids talk.” 
 
    “Ha! Yeah, if it was up to him I’d already have a toddler and newborn baby running around. You know me, I wanna do it right though. First the ring, then he can get the gift of life,” Michelle explained. 
 
    “Well, he needs to come up with that ring because I’m not getting any younger,” Leslie laughed. 
 
    She was ready for her friend to experience the next level of life and she knew Michelle was ready as well. But Michelle knew and understood exactly where things were at with Jay. He was still trying to find his way in the legit world and he didn’t want to disappoint her.  
 
    “You know, that man has changed his entire life for me.” 
 
    “And so have you,” Leslie remind her. 
 
    “I know but it’s not the same. I feel like…” 
 
    She paused as the waiter came out with their food. “I feel like I should be proud of the fact that he wants to make sure he has his shit together before he puts a ring on my finger. A lot of guys would’ve done the exact opposite instead of looking at the long-term picture.” 
 
    “Look, I totally understand and respect Jay’s ambition, but it’s not like he’s broke. You guys are doing pretty good for yourselves individually so together you’ll become unstoppable. It just seems like a no-brainer on the outside looking in, that’s all I’m saying.” 
 
    “Well, the one thing I can tell you for certain is that Jay and I absolutely want the same thing. There’s no discord in what we have planned for the future.” 
 
    Leslie smiled as she could see the love and admiration in Michelle’s eyes for Jay.  
 
    “I guess that’s all that really matters,” she replied. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Since Jay arrived in the city, Niecey Girl wouldn’t let him out of her sight. She was stuck to the passenger seat of his Benz as they drove through the city visiting the few family members Jay still dealt with including his aunt Jean.  
 
    “You going with me to holler at Ray Ray?” Jay asked just for clarity. 
 
    “I told you, nigga, I’m going everywhere you go. I wanna see Ray cute ass anyway. You know that’s my boo,” she replied. 
 
    “Yo’ boo?” Jay said with his lip pursed. 
 
    Niecey rolled her eyes fiercely. 
 
    “Boy, I got a man. Don’t even come at me like that.” 
 
    “I don’t really know if I’m feeling that nigga,” Jay revealed for the first time. 
 
    “My boyfriend? Why you say that?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He just seem a little too soft for you, but I’ll give him a chance.” 
 
    “He ain’t soft. Just ‘cause a niggas don’t carry guns and sell dope that don’t mean they soft.”  
 
    “You know damn well that ain’t what the fuck I meant.”  
 
    It felt good as hell for Jay to be back in the city, mid-summer bending corners with his favorite cousin. As they rode around they reminisced and had a ton of laughs thinking about all the good times they’d shared. When they pulled in the parking lot of Ray Ray’s building Jay spotted the black Maserati that E had bragged about copping and Gunner’s Range Rover right next to it. He called Ray’s phone as they headed to the entrance. Ray lived in a nice two-story apartment building ducked off in the suburbs far away from all the crime and violence that surrounded his everyday life. He stuck out like a sore thumb amongst his neighbors but he was barely there enough for them to notice.  
 
    When Jay and Niecey Girl walked in there was E, Gunner, and Ray Ray all in the living room discussing the details of his short incarceration. Ray Ray was shirtless and looked as if he’d just emerged from a shower wearing basketball shorts and a towel draped around his neck. E and Gunner sat on the leather sofa while Ray stood in the middle of the floor awaiting Jay and Niecey Girl. E hadn’t seen Jay since his arrival so he stood to greet them as well. 
 
    “My nigga, my nigga,” Ray said smiling as they slapped fives and embraced. 
 
    “Can’t keep a real one down, huh?” Jay said and he stepped back to take a look a Ray. 
 
    Their young bull had come such a long way from the kid they met back in the day. He’d survived some of the worst days the crew had ever seen and was able to learn and grow from it all. He could only pray this wasn’t the end for his friend.  
 
    “You talked to Dan?” 
 
    “Yeah, he hollered at me. We gon’ kick it about all that shit, but fuck that case right now, nigga you home, I’m home, E getting old as hell, whassup?” Ray said excitedly causing everyone to laugh. 
 
    Ray greeted Niecey Girl with a hug and a kiss on the cheek while E and Jay slapped fives and embraced. Niecey Girl took in his freshly showered scents of soap and lotion, and she couldn’t help but feel a little turned on by his slim but solid frame pressed against her body. Gunner fired up a blunt. 
 
    “Might as well get the mood right,” Gunner said. 
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Ray agreed as he reached on the TV stand and grabbed another blunt that was already rolled up. 
 
    “E, I seen that beast you got parked outside boy. You fucking the streets up with that bitch,” Jay said as he gave E an army salute as a gesture of admiration.  
 
    “Yes, sir!” E bragged, laughing. 
 
    “How many of yo’ baby mamas coming to the party nigga?” Jay said smiling. 
 
    “Nigga I invited all of ‘em. I don’t give a fuck who show up, they better act right.” 
 
    E had finally decided to settle down with his first baby mama but the rest were all still vying for attention and a spot in his life. Jay couldn’t believe he had finally gotten them all to get along and coexist but if so, E was a bad man and deserved another salute for that one.  
 
    **** 
 
    That same night, Bones and Oshiwa crept back over into Michigan state lines around three in the morning. They drove to a house in Novi that Doe had already set up for them as planned. It appeared to neighbors that an elderly disabled woman had moved into the home, but Doe’s grandmother would never return to the house again. This would be their new hideout in plain view. 
 
    “This the address right here,” Oshiwa said as she spotted Doe’s car in the back of the driveway. 
 
    “Back to take what’s rightfully mine,” Bones said as she turned up in the driveway of the two-story brick colonial.  
 
    “Back to take what’s rightfully ours nigga,” she corrected him. 
 
    “You right,” Bones agreed as he leaned over and kissed her lips.  
 
    Doe was in the window and spotted the headlights pulling in. He popped his head out of the side door and waved them inside. Bones got out and waved him outside. 
 
    “Naw nigga, you come help us with some of this shit,” he said more to himself than anybody as he walked toward the trunk. 
 
    Packed in the trunk was all the clothing Oshiwa could fit inside, a suitcase full of weaponry, and seventy-five thousand dollars in cash. Bones had come to the firm realization that a life on the run wasn’t a life worth living for him. It was a crazy plan but there was nothing left for him to do. He was about to play his story out right where it started from. When it was all said and done, no one would ever forget his name. In every hood and every ghetto his name would ring bells for years to come. There were daps, pounds or hugs between the trio of Bones, Doe, and Oshiwa when they reunited. It wouldn’t be long before it was back to business as usual. 
 
    “You put that thing in motion like we talked about?” Bones asked him as they grabbed luggage from the trunk. 
 
    “You already know, I ain’t playing out here. Shit real, we back in the D baby. It’s going down!” Doe said excitedly. 
 
    “Indeed it is,” Bones agreed.  
 
    **** 
 
    For E’s big birthday bash he did it real big, renting a hundred foot yacht to cruise up and down the Detroit River and get his party on. Jay held Michelle’s hand as she climbed aboard, ready to join the fun. Jay was dressed in a white, short-sleeve, button down Giorgio Armani shirt and matching blue shorts, Louis Vuitton slip-ons and Giorgio Armani shades. Michelle was dressed in all-white with a tube top, white high waist, wide legged pants, and white sandals. Her hair was dazzling with long, flowing curls and blond highlights. 
 
     Her gold Cartier watch sparkled with an icy bezel shining in the moonlight. No sooner than they reached the first deck they spotted E standing with what looked to be some of his family members. He was rocking a navy blue button down and matching shorts with platinum Cartier frames on. 
 
    The night air was perfect as a slight breeze flowed through Michelle’s hair as they walked the open deck to go speak to E. The yacht was already filled with young, beautiful women, some wearing swimwear while some were dressed to impress.  
 
    “Happy birthday E!” Michelle sang and she handed him the gift from her and Jay. 
 
    “Oh wow, y’all bought me something? Just y’all making the trip here was present enough,” E said as he hugged Michelle. 
 
    “Alright, back up little nigga,” Jay said teasingly, breaking their embrace.  
 
    “Jay, don’t get tossed in the water man,” E threatened as his girlfriend approached from behind. “Oh, here she go. Michelle, this is my beautiful lady Tashena. Tashena, this is Jay’s girls Michelle.” 
 
    “Oooh yeah, I remember her. You’re Michelle Mitchell from the news right?” Tashena said. 
 
    “Yes that’s me, it’s nice to meet you,” Michelle said extending her hand to Tashena.  
 
    Tashena was a very attractive woman with cocoa brown skin, long, jet black hair, and an hourglass shape. Michelle thought she looked like a video model she’d seen on B.E.T. somewhere.  
 
    “It’s nice to meet you as well. Can we take a picture?” she replied. 
 
    “Don’t be a groupie Tashena,” Jay teased. 
 
    “Fuck you Jay, don’t start with me okay? I came to have a good time,” Tashena shot back. 
 
    Jay loved to mess with her but she was his favorite of all of E’s baby mamas and he was glad E had chosen her to be with. Jay threw his hand up in surrender as Michelle and Tashena gathered side by side to take a picture. As one of E’s family members snapped the photo, Michelle looked up and spotted Niecey Girl and her boyfriend coming their way.  
 
    “There they go!” Jay shouted when he spotted his favorite cousin. 
 
    “Here we go!” Niecey Girl shouted back throwing her hands up. 
 
    Niecey Girl greeted Michelle and then handed E the gift she’d bought for him before she turned and began to chat with Michelle and Jay. Jay was cordial with her boyfriend even though he wasn’t feeling the dude. The yacht was fully staffed with a bartender, yacht stewardess, a chef, and a DJ. 
 
    “Is Gunner and Kelly here yet?” Michelle asked Jay, realizing she hadn’t seen Gunner. 
 
    “I don’t know; they might be up top. I’m going to the bar. You want anything?”  
 
    “I’ll take a Sangria,” Michelle replied as Beyonce’s song “Baby Boy” came blasting through the speakers. 
 
    Michelle couldn’t help but sway her hips a little as the hypnotizing beat kicked in. She was in the mood to party and have some fun.  
 
    **** 
 
    After getting settled in for a couple of days and putting his plans in motion, Bones just couldn’t resist the allure of his hood. He knew if he didn’t visit the place that made him who he was it would eat at him until he did. So against his better judgment, he and Oshiwa took a drive to Detroit and went rolling through Puritan Ave bending corners in his old stomping grounds. A lot had changed but nothing for the better. Fewer houses and more liquor stores were the themes he noticed as they cruised his deceased friend Skip’s old block. As the driver, Oshiwa was more than a little nervous being back in the hood that Bones was notoriously known to roam. 
 
     Knowing she couldn’t talk him out of anything he wanted to do she went along with it, but as they rode around with T.I.’s Trap Music album on low volume and guns on each waistline, she couldn’t wait until it was over so she could get back to her new home. 
 
    “You see they still got that bitch ass nigga Dave selling weed on the corner?” Bones said as they drove by a fenced-in house with a lot of traffic.  
 
    “Mmm hmm,” Oshiwa said and fell silent again. 
 
    “You sholl is quiet than a muthafucka,” Bones chuckled. 
 
    “Mmm hmm.” 
 
    “You scared? You wanna go home?” he teased. 
 
    “Hell yeah, I wanna go home nigga. We don’t got no reason to be over here.” 
 
    “What, you scared of the police?” he continued with an evil grin. 
 
    “They looking for me just like they looking for you nigga. This shit ain’t no game while you smiling.” 
 
    “They don’t got shit on you though so what the fuck you so scared for? You the one wanted to come back here in the first place.” 
 
    “To get to the fucking money not to fucking sightsee.” 
 
    “You better shut the fuck up talking to me with all that aggression, I know that,” Bones said as his smile faded. 
 
    “Okay, I’m not trying to argue with you, Bones, I just don’t wanna be over here. Can we go somewhere else? Anywhere?” 
 
    **** 
 
    Jay and Michelle finally made their way up to the top deck where they found Gunner, Kelly and Ray Ray had been at chilling the entire time. Kelly was having a conversation with a young woman wearing a two-piece bathing suit. 
 
    “That’s one of E’s baby mamas too,” Jay whispered. 
 
    “Are you serious?” Michelle giggled. 
 
    All night, since their arrival, Jay had been pointing out the four mothers of E’s seven children. So far everyone seemed to be getting along and enjoying themselves. Some even brought dates with them. When Kelly spotted Michelle they locked eyes and Kelly wrapped up the conversation she was having so they could get this highly anticipated introduction underway. Kelly wore the friendliest smile as Gunner led her over to Michelle and Jay which was very relaxing for Michelle not knowing what to expect. 
 
    “So here are the leading ladies finally face to face,” Gunner said. 
 
    “I’m Kelly, nice to finally meet you,” his wife said taking it from there. 
 
    “I’m Michelle, and likewise. I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 
    “I know right. I can’t believe it took them all this damn time to introduce us,” Kelly giggled. 
 
    “Girrrrl, you know they probably didn’t want these minds to connect and make trouble for them.” Michelle laughed and they high fived. 
 
    “Right, right. I like her already ‘cause she is totally aware that y’all be on some bullshit,” Kelly said. 
 
    “Is we gonna have to separate y’all asses already?” Jay said stepping closer. 
 
    “Too late,” Kelly said as she hooked her arm around Michelle’s and led her away. 
 
    Michelle could tell that Kelly had already had a drink or two and was feeling pretty good, but so was she. “You was my favorite newscaster on that station too. I was heated when you left girl,” Kelly revealed. 
 
    “Not more heated that I was,” she giggled. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sure.” 
 
    After they met, Kelly and Michelle just hit it off naturally. Michelle found Kelly’s outgoing personality refreshing and Kelly was glad to see that Michelle was a real cool and down to earth person. She was happy that her image of Michelle was not ruined by their face to face introduction. They talked for the next forty-five minutes getting to know one another and talking about their relationships but not going into great private details. So, it kind of threw Michelle for a loop when Kelly asked her the next question. 
 
    “So when are you guys planning to get married and start a family?” 
 
    Michelle paused. 
 
    “Um, we’ve talked about it. Lately, we’ve talked about it a lot because it seems to be a hot topic amongst our family and friends,” she giggled. 
 
    “I know I’m being a little intrusive but it’s just that Gunner always tells me how much Jay loves you. He told me all about how Jay changed his life for you and I gotta be honest, I just envy you so much, and I want you guys to really do the damn thing, you know?” 
 
    “Well, if we’re being honest, I think Jay was ready for a change so it didn’t take much convincing. He’s been through a lot.” 
 
    “Yeah, you right about that. They both have,” Kelly said as the two women turned and glanced at their men huddled in a circle with E, Ray and some other friends, laughing hard and enjoying themselves.  
 
    **** 
 
    After cruising the Detroit River while the guests partied the night away, the yacht docked at the private dock for the local yacht club as the party continued well after midnight. All night Jay had been mingling with old associates and dancing with Michelle making sure she was having a good time. She was getting along great with Kelly and having Niecey Girl there as well was the icing on the cake. It was definitely a night to remember and when E and Jay finally got a moment alone on the top deck, Jay had to give him his props. 
 
    “You put this shit together my nigga. That’s how you throw a muthafucking party!” he said as they slapped fives. 
 
    “You know I had to do it right man. I’m trying to get my life together like you did, you feel me? Trying to expand my network and all that ‘cause the game don’t last forever man. You was right about that shit. I don’t know if we gon’ ever be able to convince Gunner and Ray of that shit, but I see it now.” 
 
    “Yeah, I don’t know if they ever gonna see it either, but you know every man gotta walk his own path. All we can do from here is give ‘em the game and it’s up to them niggas to soak it up.” 
 
    E nodded his head in agreement as they stared out across the water at the Canadian shoreline.  
 
    “So how the music thing going for you?” E asked. 
 
    Jay shook his head. 
 
    “Shit is a process, I’ll tell you that much. But I know everything takes time.” 
 
    “I know you, my nigga, you can do anything you put your mind to. Especially if it’s something you really passionate about. You know when I think about all the shit we been through and accomplished at our age…we could make a movie about our lives dog, real talk.” 
 
    “Fuck yeah nigga, a blockbuster fucking million dollar movie,” Jay agreed. 
 
    “I told my girl that shit one day she was like maybe you should,” E chuckled.  
 
    When E said that, Jay felt his entire body freeze up right where he stood as E’s words hit him like a brick in the chest. Something came over him. He knew he’d had a lot of champagne, but the feeling was so overwhelming and the vision was so clear he couldn’t deny it. 
 
    “You know what though, maybe we should,” Jay replied without even thinking it through. 
 
    “What?” he chuckled. 
 
    “Maybe we should,” Jay repeated. 
 
    “You serious nigga?” E said wiping the smile from his face. 
 
    “Yeah, I mean, we could make like a fictional movie so it won’t be like we telling on ourselves and shit. We can find some people that know how to write a script and—” 
 
    “Hold up Jay,” E said. Jay was talking so fast and E was so high it was hard to tell if Jay was just drunk or being serious. “Nigga you just bought a whole recording studio and got a building and all that shit. Don’t you think your attention should be on that big ass investment you just made?” 
 
    “Yeah…yeah, I know. You right.” 
 
    E’s words brought Jay back to reality. He was pursuing music, not movies, but the idea just sounded so appealing it stayed on his mind for the remainder of the night. He was still trying to find his niche outside of street hustling, but E’s words on passion had Jay thinking deeper than ever before. He had money but he needed direction. It was all making Jay feel like a fish out of water but he was committed to seeing this new life through.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    After about a week of being back in the city, Oshiwa began to relax a little and feel comfortable moving about. She still wouldn’t drive in the daytime so Doe became her chauffeur during those hours as they moved around handling business together. Today was the first day she’d gotten a chance to actually do something to her hair and nails so she could feel pretty again. At the salon, she got another sew-in with long, sandy brown hair that altered her appearance as much as possible from the pictures of her signature short curly style.  
 
    She was able to get in and out the nail shop just in time to head to the Amtrak station. She stepped outside headed to the Charger parked out front wearing a tight fitted V-neck T, blue jean short shorts, and sandals. When she slid inside, she could feel Doe’s eyes scanning her body from her full breast and thick thighs down to her freshly pedicured toes as she dropped her Chanel bag on the floor in between her legs.  
 
    “You looking like yourself again,” Doe complimented as he pulled off. 
 
    “I’m back like I never left, huh?”  
 
    “Hell yeah,” he grinned. 
 
    “I don’t like that nail spot though. I might have to find another one.” 
 
    “What’s wrong with it?”  
 
    “Too many stripper bitches in there.” 
 
    “You seen somebody you know?” 
 
    “Naw, but I know stripper bitches when I see ‘em. Those bitches talk more than a snitch in an interrogation room off five lines of coke, I swear.” 
 
    Doe laughed out loud. 
 
    “I’ma turn you on to this spot my cousin be going to,” he replied. 
 
    “Which cousin? She know me?” 
 
    “Everybody know you now, Oshiwa,” Doe replied. 
 
    She smiled a little thinking about her infamy.  
 
    “Yeah, well, it’s the price of the game I guess,” she shrugged. 
 
    They arrived at the train station fifteen minutes later. Rell was standing outside holding two duffle bags which contained his whole life at the moment. It took Bones some time to warm up to the idea of letting Rell back into his circle but when he really analyzed his situation, he realized Jazzy was the one that almost cost him his freedom and blew a money spot because of his selfish ways. He now knew that Rell was a shooter and he meant more to Bones and Oshiwa alive and working for them than dead. 
 
    Rell was also a fugitive now but he was confident that he could beat the charges if he was ever arrested. The only people that knew what really happened in the room besides Frank were all in Detroit and they were solid. He was just hoping they still believed in him as much as he believed in them. 
 
    “Sup Rell baby?” Doe said after Rell tossed his things in the trunk and slid in the back seat. 
 
    “What’s up Doe? It’s good seeing you again my nigga.” 
 
    “Likewise.” 
 
    “What’s up cousin?” Rell said to Oshiwa as he patted her shoulder from the backseat.  
 
    “Shiiiid, dead presidents, foreign cars and luxury homes.” 
 
    Doe laughed. 
 
    “You ain’t never lied; that is what’s up. I’m ready to get this money. Let’s get to it.” 
 
    “You got all the opportunity in the world here if you ready for it. You gon’ be staying with Doe for a minute until you get on your feet. You cool with that?” Oshiwa said. 
 
    “Yeah, Doe my nigga you know that,” Rell replied. 
 
    Oshiwa felt good seeing everything come together. It was almost time to set things in motion.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner and Ray Ray were leaving out of the gambling spot at 3 am a little buzzed and tired but in good spirits because they’d won money. Gunner didn’t gamble nearly as much as he used to but every once in a while the bug came calling and he’d answer. 
 
    “How much you hit they ass for?” Ray Ray said. 
 
    “Shit, about eleven thousand. You?” 
 
    “About seven. I’ma give that shit to Dan in the morning,” Ray Ray said. 
 
    “That’s a good idea,” Gunner said as they found their cars parked right behind each other. “Speaking of that, what you come up with?”  
 
    Since Ray’s arrest, Gunner had learned that the witness the state had planned to use against him was the owner of the dry cleaners where Bones’s sister was killed. Apparently he’d seen the whole thing and had been afraid to speak up until now. 
 
    “I don’t got no choice. I gotta send the shootas at ‘em,” Ray shrugged. 
 
    Gunner wouldn’t let Ray risk his own freedom by going after the state’s witness, but he didn’t see anything wrong with having one of their shooters go handle the situation and hopefully force the state to drop the charges.  
 
    “We might need Heady on this one to make sure it gets done,” Gunner said. 
 
    “I was thinking the same thing,” Ray agreed. 
 
    “I’ll hit you up in the morning,” Gunner said as they parted ways.  
 
    Once in the car Gunner realized he had a few text messages from Kelly and calls from an unknown number. As he drove home the same unknown number called again five minutes later. He knew at this time of night it had to be something important so he answered.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello, can I speak with a Mr. Keith Randall please?” 
 
    Gunner didn’t know what to do. He wasn’t used to people calling his phone sounding like the police or bill collector at three in the morning. 
 
    “Um, speaking,” he finally decided. 
 
    “This is Tracy calling from Beaumont Hospital. We have your daughter Larisa Randall here and she’s been seriously injured. You're listed as her mother’s emergency contact.” 
 
    Gunner’s heart fell to his stomach. 
 
    “What’s wrong with my daughter?” 
 
    “Well, we can’t give you any other information over the phone Mr. Randall but you need to get down here as soon as possible.”  
 
    Now he was getting angry because he didn’t know what was going on and why his daughter’s mother wasn’t the one calling him. He could feel his temperature rising fast. 
 
    “Ma’am what the fuck happened to my daughter?” he yelled.  
 
    “Sir please calm down…” 
 
    “Fuck you, tell me the fuck is going on with my kid?” 
 
    ****  
 
    When Jay and Mitchell got back home after a week in Detroit, Jay couldn’t stop thinking about the conversation he and E had on the yacht. It was something inside of Jay guiding him, pushing him to do some more research into what steps to take if he actually wanted to try and put a movie out.  
 
    He hadn’t told Michelle anything about the idea but the more he thought about it the more excited he became. He and his team had such a story to tell and if they could tell it to the world Jay felt like he somehow would be keeping J-Rock, Lines, and Bake alive in some way. He pictured people playing the roles of his dead homies as he thought about how the storyline would play out.  
 
    All day he daydreamed about a movie that could tell the Van Dyke Down story in a fiction setting. When he and Michelle sat down for dinner that evening he decided he was going to pitch her the idea.  
 
    “Dig dis here. When me and E was on the boat we was kicking about all the shit we had been through and everything, and he made a joke about how we could make a movie about our lives. But the more I thought about it, I kept saying to myself, you know that would make one hell of a movie.” 
 
    “And probably one hell of a jail sentence,” Michelle giggled. 
 
    “No not like that…not a real life story…a fictional movie but based on real shit.” 
 
    “Ooooh yeah, that would be dope,” Michelle agreed. 
 
    “You really think so?” 
 
    “I do. Why? Are you really thinking about trying to make a movie?”  
 
    The way Michelle’s face lit up Jay didn’t know if she was excited or in disbelief. 
 
    “It’s been on my mind a lot since we got back. You don’t think I could do it?” he asked. 
 
    Michelle looked him in the eyes. 
 
    “I think you can do anything you want Jay, but what about the record label? What about the studio you just spent all this money on?” 
 
    Jay sat in silence for a moment trying his best to find the right words. 
 
    “I put it to you like this. When I opened up the record stores in the D, it was something I did because I knew I had to have something to clean the money I was making. When I started thinking about building a record label it was because I figured it was something I could do to get out of the dope game, not because it was really what I wanted to do with my life. I’ve never been this excited about a record label the way I am about the idea of a movie.” 
 
    “And you’ve never thought about it before last week?” 
 
    “No,” Jay said honestly. 
 
    Michelle could see that Jay was serious. She could see the passion in his eyes. It was the same passion she had for gymnastics and journalism. She wasn’t totally convinced, but she believed that he believed he’d finally found his passion. 
 
    “I think if you’re really serious then you should take your time and make sure it’s not just a momentary adrenaline rush of a new idea. Meantime, if you really wanna look into getting a script done and everything I can help you. You know I have a lot of contacts in the film industry.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Yes. Remember Leslie’s husband Brian I was trying to get you to meet while we were there and you kept blowing me off?” 
 
    “What about him?” 
 
    “He’s an executive producer of that movie Footprints they filmed in Detroit last year.” 
 
    “I do remember you tell me something about that.” 
 
    “See there! And you brushed us off for dinner,” she said rolling her eyes. 
 
    Jay felt kind of bad now knowing he missed out on an opportunity. 
 
    “I was messing with Gunner and Ray stupid asses,” he said shaking his head. 
 
    “I keep telling you to broaden your horizons, Jay. I can help you if you let me.”  
 
    Jay made eye contact with her with an all too serious look on his face. 
 
    “Well, if I didn’t hear you before I’m listening now,” he assured her.  
 
    **** 
 
    When Gunner arrived at the hospital he was shocked to learn that his daughter had been shot and that Butter’s mother and her husband were both dead. From what the police had been able to assess, it seemed intruders had broken into the home and shot and killed both her parents while they were sleeping. When Butter heard the gunshots she hid in the closet but somehow a bullet ricocheted through a wall and stuck her in the calf. 
 
    Gunner was completely devastated and at a loss for words as he took in all the information. Even though he and Chenille were nothing more than Butter’s parents now, the history they had was strong enough to make Gunner feel the loss in his heart. Compounding his grief to the maximum capacity was the fact that his daughter had been harmed in the process. 
 
    “Take me to her,” Gunner demanded as he felt himself getting teary eyed.  
 
    “Right this way,” the nurse said as she took off and led the way. 
 
    When he got to the room he saw Chenille’s sister Stacy and her brother Boo sitting by Butter’s bedside. Stacey was crying silently and staring off into space while Boo just sat with his head down gazing at the floor. Butter looked petrified hours after the ordeal had taken place. She was wide awake and when she spotted Gunner the glimpse of hope that came into her eyes was a look he would never forget.  
 
    “How you feeling baby?” Gunner said as he rushed to her side.  
 
    “I’m still scared Daddy,” Butter replied. 
 
    Gunner grabbed her hand. 
 
    “Awww baby, I’m here now. You don’t have to be scared no more. Daddy gon’ make sure you safe from now on, okay?”  
 
    Butter nodded silently. 
 
    “You know she doesn’t know right?” Chenille’s brother said. 
 
    Gunner took a deep breath. He knew exactly what Boo meant.  
 
    “She don’t know?” he said in disbelief. 
 
    “We ain’t told her yet,” Boo explained. 
 
    Stacey started sobbing loudly. Gunner took another deep breath as he tried to decide if he should be the one to tell his daughter she would never see her mom again. 
 
    “I do know. My mama dead. I saw her and him,” Butter admitted for the first time. 
 
    “You did?” Gunner replied.  
 
    “Yeah, I saw them in the bed shot.” 
 
    “Oh my God!” Stacy cried.  
 
    Gunner knew the sight of her mother lying dead in the bedroom would stick would his daughter for the rest of her life. He could only wonder how it would affect her emotional development. To know that her mother was dead, he thought she was handling it very well for a kid her age. He could only hope she stayed that way. Just then Gunner’s phone rang with a call from Kelly, no doubt wondering why he still wasn’t home at almost four in the morning.  
 
    He couldn’t worry about Kelly right now. He had to be there for Butter. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    For the past few weeks Oshiwa and Bones and had been giving Doe specific instructions on how to deal with his local supplier Larry B. It was a route straight out of Bones’s original playbook that he always went to when his back was against the wall. As Doe went around town rounding up the remaining soldiers he and Bones had access to, they put people on they knew they could trust not out of loyalty but out of fear.  
 
    Bones never had to even show his face or announce his presence because just the fact that Oshiwa and Doe were back on the scene was threat enough to keep everyone in line. The best thing about the new team they were assembling was that so much time had passed, everyone had ventured out into different areas giving Bones uncontested entry into several neighborhoods, or at least his drugs were welcomed. The men that were smart enough to start their own crews and be their own bosses passed up on the opportunity to work for Oshiwa again but most hadn’t progressed much and needed the financial boost she had to offer.  
 
    Having Rell as a new face from out of town made people immediately view him as their enforcer and a threat. Things started out slow but with every dollar the streets brought back to Bones he used it to implement the most important part of his plan. By the end of the third week, Doe had convinced Larry B, his connect, to front him two bricks if he paid cash for two. The way he was producing cash his connect had to assume that Doe had a good clientele or he was working with the feds. Having a long history with Doe he decided to take a chance on him. 
 
    Larry B didn’t do business after dark so they had to plan the whole lick taking into consideration it was broad daylight outside. Oshiwa sat on the block down the street watching and waiting for the block to clear out. There were people sitting on the porch enjoying the weather and constant traffic pulling up at houses. It was risky business either way but they wanted to limit the amount of people that would be able to identify them to police after they left the scene. Doe had been stalling Larry B for a couple of hours and if he didn’t make a move soon it was possible Larry would get suspicious. Seeing the block had become as thin as it was going to get, Oshiwa made the call and told the crew to move in.  
 
    Twenty minutes later Doe pulled up in the driveway and parked behind Larry B’s brand new Suburban. He walked to the porch appearing to be all alone, but he wasn’t. As soon as Larry let Doe in Bones and Rell popped up from the backseat, crouched down on the floor. Knowing Larry’s routine was to walk away from the door and tell Doe to lock it instead of lock it himself, Doe just didn’t lock the door. Larry would never suspect such a bold move from the mild-mannered youngsters he’d known for the better half of his hustling years. 
 
    “Here go the bread,” Doe said as he sat a stack of money that wasn’t near enough to cover the order on the kitchen divider. 
 
    “I ain’t even ‘bout to count that shit, nigga,” Larry said as his tall, chubby frame strolled to the kitchen without a care in the world. 
 
    Right in the kitchen cabinet was where he kept a lot of work when he had people coming through and orders to fill. Larry didn’t even hear the door coming open and his back was turned as Bones and Rell crept in. Doe pulled his gun out at the same time as Bones. Rell followed shortly after as Larry B placed the four bricks on the counter, still with his back turned. 
 
    “This shit good too boy, they loving this shit,” he told Doe. 
 
    Bones just stood there smiling at Larry B’s stupidity. 
 
    “In that case, we’ll take it all,” Bones said. 
 
    Larry B’s head spun around in shock, realizing the voice he just heard wasn’t Doe. Standing in his kitchen was a man he’d never seen before and a man he’d never met face to face but seen on the local news over a dozen times.  
 
    “What the fuck Doe?” he shouted as the pistols in his face gave him no chances and no moves. 
 
    Bones and Rell moved into the kitchen where all the drugs were while Doe picked up the money he’d sat down on the divider.  
 
    “Don’t bother nigga, Doe don’t owe you no explanation, just come off that shit.” 
 
    Rell walked up and smacked Larry B with the pistol, still trying to prove himself worthy to Bones. 
 
    “Come off that shit nigga,” Rell barked. 
 
    Larry B didn’t resist. He stuck his hands up and moved to the side as Bones gathered up the four bricks plus another two that he had in the cabinet. Once they had all the drugs Larry B thought they would leave and he’d get a chance to retaliate, but that wouldn’t be the case. He was led down to the basement where he was shot twice in the head and left for dead. The three gangsters left out of the house calm and collected under Bones’s instructions from the same door they entered. The block was still quiet except for an old man at the end of the block on the porch. Once Oshiwa saw they were out of the house she cruised off slowly. 
 
    **** 
 
    Once Jay made up his mind that he was going to be a movie producer it was no stopping him. He dove in head first and never looked back. Initially, he had the idea to try and take on the whole movie business alone because after all, he’d always been a boss and never needed a partner in business, but since E was the inspiration behind his vision he offered his friend a chance to invest and be a minority stake partner. This would give Jay the extra capital he needed to finance the dream. He put the studio up for sale and started working towards finding a writer who could take on the task of writing the actual script. Jay had some very specific ideas and everything had to be perfect or he wouldn’t go through with it. He was still going back and forth about the name of the production company and as he drove home from a meeting with a potential buyer for the studio property, he gave E a rundown on the latest ideas he came up with. 
 
    “Yeah, and I was thinking about in the very beginning, right? We take that shit back to the eighties nigga when we used to be sitting on the porch watching young niggas flying up the streets in the foreign cars and shit, bumping that Run DMC. If we could get the permission to use some of they music in the movie that shit would be dope!” 
 
    “Yeah, that ‘Together Forever’ and that ‘Run’s House’ and shit like that,” E agreed. 
 
    “Hell yeah! Start it off with us as kids just watching how the hood was and soaking shit up, you feel me?” 
 
    “Nigga that shit sound like a classic as I’m sitting up here thinking about it,” E said excitedly. 
 
    “I’m telling you, nigga. It’s gon’ be classic. I got some more ideas too, I’ma run by you when all of it is mapped out.” 
 
    “I been coming up with some shit too. Like you said though, we just gotta find the right nigga to bring the ideas to life.” 
 
    “Yeah, Michelle got a lot of connects I think we gonna be able to use so I told her to make some calls and see what she can come up with, you dig?” 
 
    “Let me know what you come up with and I’ll see what I can do on my end.” 
 
    “Bet. I’ll give you a call in a couple days,” Jay replied. 
 
    “Alright, one.” 
 
    **** 
 
    Michelle was home preparing dinner, thinking about Jay’s new career path. He wasn’t just thinking of making one movie and being done with it. He had all these ideas and plots in his head that he wanted to bring to the big screen if the first movie went well. She pictured herself walking a red carpet at the movie premiere in the most fly dress and Jay rocking a dapper suit and tie. It was starting to sound really exciting to Michelle.  
 
    The way he spoke so passionately when talking about making a movie, she knew he would give it his all. Thinking back on it, she’d never seen him this excited about the music business. Maybe this was his calling. Since he’d left the house earlier she’d been in contact with a few people in the business but the most important person she’d talked to today by far was a writer from Detroit, David Sears. She knew that David came highly recommended and she knew that Jay would be super excited to hear that she’d possibly solved the first piece of the puzzle. 
 
    When she was done with dinner Michelle received a call from her mom that made a smile ease across her face. The two of them hadn’t talked in couple weeks and she was glad her mom thought to pick up the phone. 
 
    “Hey Mom,” she answered. 
 
    “Hey, daughter. Haven’t heard from you in a minute so I’m just checking in.” 
 
    “I know, I was just thinking that as the phone rang. I’ve been busy the last few days trying to put these contacts together for Jay. He’s trying to make a movie.” 
 
    “A movie?” her mom said in shock.  
 
    Beverly Mitchell had come to love and adore Jay almost as much as Michelle did, but the one thing she was waiting on was to see if he would truly turn his life around for the better and leave the past behind. It seemed Jay was serious about walking away from the game but only time would tell. 
 
    “Yeah, if you’ve listened to anything I’ve told you about Mr. Jason Burks then you know he’s a visionary. He wants to make a movie kinda loosely based on his experience growing up in the hood.” 
 
    “Oh wow. That sounds like a challenge,” 
 
    “Yeah, but he's definitely up for it. You should see how excited he’s been over the past few weeks.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, I hope he stays that way when the going gets tough. This is not his area of expertise Michelle, so you gotta know there’s gonna be some setbacks and pitfalls.” 
 
    Michelle knew her mom was right. Once the excitement of starting something this big wore off there was a big hill to climb, but that wasn’t her job to remind Jay of the downside. She felt her job as his woman was to be supportive and help him overcome those setbacks as they arrived.  
 
    “We know there’s risks in everything Mom but you still gotta go for it, you know?” 
 
    “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll be praying it works out for him because I know he doesn’t wanna go back to the life he lived before.” 
 
    At some point, after the Miami scandal, Michelle just had to be honest with her family about Jay’s past. Knowing he was trying his best to leave the game and turn his life around, they were willing to accept the relationship. Now they just wanted to make sure he did right by their daughter. 
 
    “Thanks, and I know you mean that.” 
 
    “I do. Oh and just as a reminder, you know our vow renewal is less than two months away.” 
 
    “I know and we wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Michelle replied. 
 
    “Tell Jay I said if he doesn’t show I’m knocking him out,” Beverly teased. 
 
    “He will definitely be there, you can count on that.” 
 
    Shortly after hanging up from her mom, Michelle heard Jay coming through the door. Dressed in only a long shirt and panties, Jay’s eyes roamed from her thighs to her feet as she sat Indian style in the living room chair. She couldn’t wait to give him the good news as he came over and dropped down to his knees and kissed her bare thigh. 
 
    “Guess what?” Michelle said as he caressed her legs. 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “I found a writer,” she announced. 
 
    “You bullshitting!” Jay said as he shot to his feet. 
 
    She shook her head. 
 
    “I found a writer. A really good one too. He said he’s interested in hearing the idea and he wants you to give him a call.” 
 
    Jay’s smile was as bright as the sun. 
 
    “You my world I swear,” he said as he leaned in for a kiss. 
 
    “And…and…” she said after a quick peck. “I found and talked to a director.” 
 
    “Stop lying.” 
 
    “I swear. He’s a friend of Brian’s. I told you he had all the connections it just took him a minute to track the right people down. You should talk to him first because he can give you a step by step explanation of this whole process a lot better than Brian can.” 
 
    By the time Michelle was finished with her last sentence, Jay was back down on his knees rubbing and kissing on Michelle’s honey-colored thighs. 
 
    “What would I do without you?” he said not even looking up to see her response. 
 
    “Good thing you never have to find out,” Michelle replied as she rubbed the back of his head. 
 
    Without saying another word, Jay grabbed her legs from under her and pulled her legs apart so he could run kisses up the inside of her thigh. Michelle inhaled deeply and closed her eyes knowing what was about to happen next. Jay went from kissing to sucking on her inner thigh. When she felt her panties sliding to the side she couldn’t contain the smile that followed right before Jay’s lips blessed her lower lips.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” she released as he gave her spontaneous appreciation like only he could. 
 
    “What you cook?” he asked as he came up for air. 
 
    “Um, um,” she replied she guided his head back down to finish the meal right in front of him. 
 
    Jay obliged her as Michelle began to pant heavily, arching her back and clinging both hands to the arms of the chair. As Jay devoured her clit, Michelle’s body slid down further into the chair and her legs rose higher in the air. Before they knew it Michelle's legs were wrapped around Jay’s neck as he lapped up the flowing juices. 
 
    “Oh fuck. Fuck!” Michelle cried. 
 
    “I got your fuck right here,” Jay said as he rose to his feet and quickly began to undress. As he dropped each article of clothing to the floor he admired every curve on his woman’s body as she unbuttoned her shirt and revealed her breast for the first time. Jay scooped Michelle up by her bottom and switched positions, sitting in the chair and sitting her in his lap. He lunged at her breast like a hungry dog as she took his manhood into her palm and guided it inside her slowly. Jay slapped both hands around her ass cheeks and took a nice, firm grip on them. As he drove his staff inside her nest the sexual chemistry was as explosive as ever. The way he fucked her with so much passion, still dying to taste her lips, breast, and collarbone gave her chills up her spine and orgasms she’d never known. 
 
     Michelle sucked his tongue as she tried to find air to breathe with each and every stroke filling her inside with magic. Feeling a simultaneous climax building, Michelle clung to Jay’s body gripping his neck tightly as his body grew stiffer and began convulsing uncontrollably. Michelle screamed for God in heaven as she felt her eyes rolling in the back of her head right before he exploded inside of her with a trickle of slob running down his mouth.  
 
    Jay wiped the slob from his face as Michelle tried to gain some composure. She was still taking in the natural high that sex with him always gave her during and after. When she finally caught her breath, she said… 
 
    “I think I would literally kill you if you ever gave someone else my dick.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    After the lick, Bones and Oshiwa were sitting pretty. All they had to do from there was put the work out in the streets, invest wisely, and stay low. It was easy for Bones to stay out of sight not being involved in the day to day operations, but it was nearly impossible for Oshiwa. She had people that only wanted to do business with her and not Doe, plus she also had to stay close to Doe making sure he was playing fair and not getting sticky fingers.  
 
    Riding around town in a black rented Charger, Oshiwa drove Doe to pick up money from a couple people so she could take the money back to Bones. Dressed in a strapless denim romper, dark blue Jordan 11’s and wearing dark Versace shades, she could feel Doe’s eyes on her every now and then. She always knew that Doe was attracted to her but the more time they spent together the more apparent it became.  
 
    “You supposed to be the one driving me around town nigga. How I end up being yo’ damn chauffeur?” she complained. 
 
    “Told that bitch I needed my car back by twelve o’ clock. I bet I won’t give her ass the keys no more.” 
 
    Doe had given the keys to his car to his on and off again girlfriend to go bail her brother out of the county but five hours later, she was still waiting for his release so Oshiwa had to come get Doe so they could make the rounds they made on a daily.  
 
    “Time for you to buy yo’ bitch a whip,” Oshiwa suggested. 
 
    “I don’t know if she worth that kinda investment. Every week since I been back I feel like kicking her ass to the curb,” Doe admitted. 
 
    “What she do?” Oshiwa asked as they turned on the block Rell was posted on at the time. 
 
    Doe shook his head, frustrated. 
 
    “She just seem like fucking dead weight sometimes man. I need a bitch like you in my life. A go getta. A bitch that’s gonna help build the bag up instead of helping me spend it.”  
 
    “Everybody want a bitch like me, Doe, that’s just not how the world works.” 
 
    Doe looked at her and she could tell he took offense to her statement. 
 
    “You saying I can’t bag a bitch like you?” 
 
    Oshiwa laughed.  
 
    “Naw, I ain’t saying that, Doe,” she replied as they pulled up to the house with one window boarded up. “Just go get Rell, will you?” she asked changing the subject. 
 
    She watched Doe hop out the car with a bit of attitude and she had to laugh. It was cute that he wanted a replica of her but he wasn’t the boss type that would attract the woman he envisioned for himself. As Oshiwa looked up and down the block she realized her usual paranoia wasn’t there. She was starting to enjoy being back in the mix again doing what she did. Besides, Bones was the one they really wanted, not her. She was starting to really believe this could work out. 
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner and Kelly were in the middle of a romantic dinner at an upscale restaurant getting some much-needed alone time while the baby was with Kelly’s mom. It was obvious that something was on Gunner’s mind but Kelly just assumed it had something to do with the streets because that’s what it usually boiled down to. But Gunner couldn’t stop thinking about his daughter. 
 
    Butter had been on his mind every day since the day her mom was killed. When he attended the funeral, Butter was there and she’d asked could she come live with him now that her mom was gone. It broke his heart to have to tell his daughter she couldn’t live with him, and now he’d been feeling like a total piece of shit ever since. Butter moved in with her aunt Stacy but as much as Gunner knew that Stacy loved his daughter, he also knew the living conditions of her house more than likely hadn’t changed. It wasn’t the place for his daughter. 
 
    “I’m ready to go back to work bae, foreal. Some days I’m just in mommy mode all day and other days he just sleep all day and I be so bored sitting waiting for you to come home,” Kelly said as Gunner poured her another glass of wine. 
 
    Gunner didn’t reply because he didn’t have an opinion on anything at the moment. He’d been silent all evening. “You wanna talk about whatever is bothering you? I wouldn’t even ask ‘cause I know what you gonna say, but you barely said two words since we got here, Gunner.” 
 
    Gunner’s cell phone rang and when he looked at the number it was Chenille’s sister Stacy. Butter had lost the cell phone he’d given her but he knew more than likely that it was his daughter calling and his guilty conscience wouldn’t allow him to ignore the call until a more convenient time. He answered with Kelly still waiting for a response. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Daddy.” 
 
    “What’s up?” 
 
    “Can you bring me some money for some food because my auntie don’t really have any food over here?” 
 
    Gunner snorted in frustration. As if he wasn’t already feeling bad enough, now his daughter was calling because she was hungry. He wondered was Stacy selling her stamps and starving her own kids. He wondered was she even there with them most of the time and if not, who was? These were all the questions that had been haunting him for days, but he’d been afraid to know the answers because he didn’t feel he could fix anything. Outside of throwing money at the problem, he didn’t know what else he could do. 
 
    “I’ll be over there in a little bit,” he told his daughter. 
 
    “Okay,” Butter said. 
 
    When Gunner ended the call Kelly wore a look of disappointment, knowing her husband was about to go back out into the streets instead of coming home with her and staying like he’d promised. 
 
    “I’m sorry baby but I gotta take care of some business,” Gunner said as he glanced around looking for their waiter. 
 
    Kelly huffed. 
 
    “Can I ever just get one day? Damn!” 
 
    “I’m not about to be out late, Kelly. I’ma make this one trip and come right back home.” 
 
    “Well, take me with you if it’s just one trip. What difference do it make?” 
 
    “You know I’m not about to do that,” Gunner said cutting his eyes. 
 
    In all of the years they’d been together he’d never really brought Kelly around his business so she knew not to ask. 
 
    “All I know is I’m getting really tired of this,” Kelly said as the waiter approached. 
 
    Gunner wasn’t about to do this with her right now. He felt where she was coming from but right now Butter was his only concern. They could talk about their marital issues another time.  
 
    “We ready for the check,” Gunner said. 
 
    After dropping Kelly off at home, he drove straight to Stacy’s house. He called Butter when he got close to make sure she hadn’t fallen asleep or anything. As soon as he pulled up in front of the house, he knew that this living arrangement just wasn’t going to work. There was only dirt and trash outside on the lawn where the grass was supposed to be. The front door was half opened letting all sorts of bugs into the house. 
 
    When Gunner got out and closed the door he could hear the kids playing in the front room. One of Stacy’s sons popped his head outside to see who had pulled up. 
 
    “That’s my daddy,” he heard Butter call out from inside. 
 
    Seconds later she was at the door and her eyes lit up the same as always when she spotted her father. Gunner gave a light tap on the door just to announce his presence as he slowly stepped inside. There was a stench in the air that he couldn’t describe and the furniture in the front room was totally destroyed. Stacy had always been a hoodrat and nothing like her sister Chenille, but Gunner never thought she would be living this foul.  
 
    “Where Stacy at?” he asked Butter. 
 
    “She in her room,” she replied. “You want me to go get her?”  
 
    The house was such a pigsty Gunner didn’t dare go past the living room.  
 
    “Yeah, go get her,” he replied. 
 
    As Butter shot off to get Stacy there was a wide range of emotions flowing through Gunner. He was sad, fearful, remorseful and angry all at the same time. He knew he couldn’t let his daughter stay here and if he wasn’t going to allow her to stay here another night, there was only one place she could go. 
 
    “Oh hey,” Stacey said as she came flouncing down the hallway wearing a nightgown and smoking a cigarette. “She didn’t even tell me you was coming.” 
 
    “I’m taking her with me. Butter go get all your stuff,” Gunner announced. 
 
    **** 
 
    Bones didn’t care for his family much, especially since they’d ostracized him because of his relationship with his dead brother’s girlfriend. He knew better than to contact any of them anyway being that they were probably being monitored in case he showed up or contacted them. But when he began to gather large amounts of cash and didn’t have anywhere safe to stash it at, his mind started to roam as he realized if something went down he’d get caught with everything or have to leave everything behind. He needed somewhere to hide some extra cash for emergency money and if worst came to worst, burial expenses.  
 
    He did have one cousin that he knew the police would never look at or question because she wasn’t blood-related. Pam was a cousin through marriage but she and Bones always had a close relationship growing up. Pam really liked Bones and Dontae once they started selling drugs because they were never stingy with the money they made. He knew Pam owned her home and more than likely still lived there. Around 1 a.m. he convinced Oshiwa to drive him over to Pam’s house to see if she was still there. 
 
    Bones knocked on the door and rang the doorbell enough times to piss Pam off before she even opened the door. 
 
    “Who the hell is it!” he heard her shouting through the door.  
 
    He didn’t respond. He was just waiting for her to open the door and find out on her own. The porch light was on and as Pam’s curtain on the window of the door came open, he could see the shock in her eyes. She hesitantly pulled the door open then unlocked it. 
 
    “Boy, what the fuck is you doing in Detroit?” she yelled in a whisper.  
 
    “Coming to visit you.” Bones smiled as he strolled in like he didn’t have a care in the world. 
 
    “Seriously Bones, what is you doing back here?” Pam pressed. 
 
    “Got homesick I guess,” he replied.  
 
    Bones watched Pam’s chubby frame pace back and forth for a moment before she had a seat on the arm of the couch. Bones’s presence was stressing her out. 
 
    “You crazy, ain’t no way I would’ve ever came back to this bitch. Nigga they gon’ try to shoot you on site if they find out you here.” 
 
    “They ain’t gon’ find out though. Not unless somebody tell ‘em,” he added with a raised brow. 
 
    “You know I’m not gon’ say shit about you to no damn police so don’t even look at me like that.” 
 
    “I know you can keep a secret cuz, that’s why I’m here. I need you to hold some cash for me.” 
 
    “How much cash?” Pam said as she took her turn to raise a brow. 
 
    “Not much,” Bones said as he went in his back pocket. “This is sixteen thousand. Fifteen is mine and the rest is yours,” he said as he handed her the money. 
 
    Pam took the money without any further questions. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I’ma need your phone number in case I need to call you,” Bones said. 
 
    “Okay. Let me write it down.” 
 
    “No just give it to me. I’ll remember it.” 
 
    Since being on the run, Bones had become a pro at memorizing phone numbers and addresses. That way he didn’t have to log any of it down anywhere and he didn’t have to worry about a trail. Pam called out her number as Bones was about to leave. 
 
    “You heard about they caught the boy who shot your sister?” 
 
    Bones paused with his hand on the doorknob.  
 
    “Naw, when you hear that?” he inquired. 
 
    “It’s been a while now. They caught that boy over a month ago.” 
 
    He stood there chewing on the information. More than anything, he wanted everyone to pay that had done something to hurt him and his family. Part of the reason he was back in Detroit was he wanted to settle the score when the time was right. This was a beef that would never die until either he or everybody in the Van Dyke Down Crew was dead. 
 
    “He went to trial yet?” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “Find out when his next court date is.” 
 
    “I got you,” Pam said as Bones opened the door to leave. 
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner drove around aimlessly for hours trying to find the right words to say to Kelly. Butter had fallen asleep long ago in the passenger seat and she was surprised when he woke her up and she realized they were parked in the driveway of a beautiful two-story home.  
 
    “This where you live?” she asked with admiration in her eyes.  
 
    Butter was still coping pretty well with her mother’s death. She cried at the funeral but other than that, she seemed to be moving on with her life as a kid but Gunner could just tell she was expecting her other parent to be there the rest of the way. He popped the trunk and went to grab her things as Butter grabbed a small bag of clothes and personal belongings from the backseat. 
 
    She followed closely behind him as Gunner made his way up the walkway with his head down. He didn’t know what was about to happen but he knew it wasn’t going to be good. For the past ten years, he’d been doing everything in his power to avoid this day. He couldn’t help but think about the old wise parable, what’s done in the dark always comes to the light. 
 
    As he turned the key in the door he could hear faint whining from his son as Kelly sat close by rocking him to sleep. The television was on in the living room letting him know she’d probably been up waiting for him to get in. When he walked into the living room followed by Butter, the look of shock on Kelly’s face said it all. Right now she wasn’t upset, just confused. Her eyes followed Gunner as he gave Butter instructions to have a seat. 
 
    “Who’s this young lady?” Kelly asked in an even tone, but the closer she looked past the little girl's bright yellow skin and focused on the girl’s features, her face began to turn to stone. 
 
    “This is my daughter Larisa. Her mama died about two weeks ago. I’ve been providing for her since she was born but now she don’t got a suitable place to live.”  
 
    The tears came flowing from Kelly’s eyes before she could even find the words to respond. The pain in her heart was indescribable as she choked on her first words. 
 
    “You…you got a daughter?” she forced through a trembling voice. 
 
    “She's ten years old Kelly. She was born the same year you told me you would leave me if I ever had a kid on you. You didn’t leave me no other choice.” 
 
    “You fucking right I’m leaving you! You son of a bitch!” Kelly shouted as she got up and stormed out with the baby crying in her arms.  
 
    Butter sat by watching with her face a mile long, knowing she was the cause of it all. Gunner went chasing behind her but Kelly slammed and locked the bedroom door.  
 
    “Leave me the fuck alone right now, Keith. I swear you need to leave me THE FUCK ALONE!” she shouted through the door. 
 
    “You didn’t leave me no choice, Kelly,” he tried to explain, but he knew there was no use. 
 
     She was right, there was nothing he could say right now. There might not ever be anything he could say to make this right.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    This was the fifth day that Doe’s cousin Ant hadn’t answered the phone for neither Oshiwa nor Doe. He owed almost four thousand dollars and didn’t seem to have plans on paying any time soon. Oshiwa knew there was always the risk of someone getting too much work in their possession and getting some bright ideas of their own, but this was the reason she had people like Rell around. Doe assured her they didn’t need Rell for this. It was his cousin and he’d take care of it, Doe said, but Oshiwa had her doubts.  
 
    She knew how people could be lenient on family even when they deserved to get cut off and cut up and stuffed in a garbage can. It was this type of trait that separated the strong from the weak, and she didn’t feel like Doe had that trait. 
 
    “I told you we should’ve just let Rell handle that shit, Doe.” 
 
    “For what? Rell can go pop the nigga and kill ‘em dead but then we still out of four thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Shit, you got a better idea?”  
 
    “Hell yeah I do. Just wait ‘til I catch up with this nigga,” Doe said as he bent the corner to check out one more hiding spot that he knew his cousin Ant loved to frequent. “Bingo.” 
 
    Oshiwa sat up in the seat as she peered through the front windshield. 
 
    “That’s him right there ain’t it?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, that’s him.” 
 
    Ant was in a circle of five dudes leaned up against an old school Impala. When he realized it was Doe and Oshiwa, the jolt of fear caused him to drop the blunt dangling from his lip. Doe pulled up right in front of the crowd and parked in the middle of the street. He hopped out gripping a Sig Sauer pistol and wearing a menacing scowl that made everyone in the circle want to walk away and mind their own business.  
 
    “Where the fuck that bread at nigga? Huh? Where that bread at?” Doe barked as he stormed right up to Ant. 
 
    Before he could get a response, Doe smacked him across the head with the gun. He snatched Ant up by the collar and continued to pistol whip his cousin repeatedly, sending him down to the ground trying to cover his head. Doe continued his assault until his cousin was on the verge of passing out from the dizzying blows. Doe pinned Ant to the ground with a knee on his chest as he dug into his pockets and pulled out wads of cash. “Bitch ass nigga, you gon’ play me after all the shit I did for you?” he went on, pointing the gun in his face again. 
 
    Ant never tried to explain, he just held his hands over his face hoping his first cousin wouldn’t shoot him. 
 
    “I’ma get your money, Doe,” he finally said. 
 
    “I know you gon’ get it nigga, all of it!” Doe barked. 
 
    He kicked Ant in the ribcage before he snatched up a few more loose dollars that fell to the ground. Oshiwa never even had to pull her gun or get out the car. She watched on very impressed as Doe came back to the car and tossed the balled up money in her lap. 
 
    “Count that,” he said slamming the car in drive before he sped off.  
 
    **** 
 
    Kelly couldn’t even sleep in the same house with Gunner after she found out about Butter. She packed up her and the baby some things and went to stay with her family. A few days later she came back and got even more things from the house. Gunner tried his best to make her see this wasn’t something he ever wanted to happen, but he had to do right by his child. Kelly wouldn’t hear a word of it. This was her worst nightmare turned reality. She cursed him for making a fool of her and asked for a divorce. All of his personal problems kept Gunner at home way more than he wanted to be. He had a daughter to look after and he was fighting to keep his marriage. This put a heavy strain on Gunner’s street life and he put pressure on Ray to pick up his slack. 
 
    Ray did what he could but it was hard to cover all the ground considering he had his own operation to attend to, not to mention a pending murder charge. When Gunner’s cell phone rang he just about knew what Ray was about to say. It was the same problem they’d had over the past few days. 
 
    “I’m not gonna make it to your people in Ferndale or ole girl in Highland Park,” Ray explained.  
 
    “Damn…okay my nigga. I’m just gonna have to miss out on that shit again.” 
 
    “Shiiiiid, why don’t you take lil’ mama with you? You know it ain’t no hot shit going on over there, especially your people in Ferndale.” 
 
    “I know man but I can’t do that shit.” 
 
    “I feel you. Well, you know I took care of that other shit, so whenever you come outside hit me up and we can meet up.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s gonna be later on tonight,” Gunner assured him. 
 
    After he ended the call with Ray he couldn’t keep still. He was pacing the floor in the basement thinking of a way he could get the money he had waiting on him. He knew Ray was right about both being extremely low-risk transactions. The Ferndale customer was a sixty-year-old man that brought pounds of weed and sold it to his family and kept the rest of it for personal use.  
 
    The girl in Highland Park was a hustler he’d been dealing with for years and she’d never tried to introduce him to anybody else. The more he thought about it, he was leaning towards leaving his daughter in the house alone for a little while or taking her with him to make the deals. Knowing what she’d been through, he knew Butter didn’t like being left alone in the house. If he wanted to make this money he was probably gonna have to go against his better judgment and take her with him. He went upstairs and found Butter playing tennis on the new Wii game he’d just bought her. He decided to chance it.  
 
    “Lil’ mama, you wanna take a ride?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Okay, go put your shoes on so we can ride out.”  
 
    “Okay,” Butter said before she turned and shot off to the room that was supposed to be his son’s but for now was all hers.  
 
    Gunner was missing his son and Kelly more and more each day, but having Butter there and really getting to know her for the first time felt amazing. The everyday highs and lows were nagging at Gunner’s mental state and he knew things couldn’t go on this way. Butter came back with her shoes on carrying a little purse, ready to roll.  
 
    “What’s in your purse?” he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    “Nothing. I just think it looks cool,” she replied. 
 
    As they rode to the first destination Butter sat in the back bobbing her head to the sounds of a T.I.’s Trap Music album. Since her mother’s death, there had been no suspects or real leads in the double homicide. It was bothering Gunner that somebody had taken his child’s mother away from her, and he vowed to avenge her death for the fact that his daughter would suffer the loss for the remainder of her life. When she asked him what happened to her mom he couldn’t even begin to explain. All he knew was someone had it in for either her or her husband.  
 
    “Daddy,” he heard Butter say, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    He turned the music down. 
 
    “What’s up, baby?” 
 
    “You sell drugs?”  
 
    The question caught Gunner completely off guard. For a few seconds, it was like his tongue and lips were nailed shut. 
 
    “Why you asked me that? What would make you think that?” he finally replied. 
 
    “Because you don’t get up and go nowhere in the morning like Mama did and you always have a lot of money. Floyd used to be like that and I know he sold drugs.” 
 
    Floyd was Chenille’s husband. He always knew Floyd was in the streets but didn’t know much about his business. 
 
    “How you know what Floyd did for his money lil’ girl?” 
 
    “Because I heard them fighting about it sometimes. My mama said he needed to stop doing it.”  
 
    It was one of the hardest decisions he’d ever had to make. It seemed like lying to the people he loved only pushed them away. He’d never lied to Butter and he didn’t want to start off their relationship that way. If nothing else, at least she would be able to say my daddy never lied to me. 
 
    “Yeah, I do. I’m not proud of it, but yeah that’s what I do.”  
 
    “Why?” she asked immediately. 
 
    “It’s…it’s hard to explain baby. Mostly because I want you and your brother to have a better life than I had.” 
 
    Butter fell silent for a moment. 
 
    “Well, I think you should stop because I only got one parent now.”  
 
    Once again, Gunner was stumped. Like it or not, his daughter wasn’t a baby anymore. She was growing fast and her perception of reality was getting sharper along the way. Getting out the game was never in the plans for Gunner, but it wasn’t something he could tell the little girl in the backseat. Looking in the rearview mirror, their eyes connected.  
 
    “I hear you baby girl,” was all he could say.  
 
    **** 
 
    Things were really looking up for Bones and his team. He was in the best mood he’d been in for a long time as he strolled through the house sipping on a bottle of champagne to celebrate. Money was flowing in and Doe sat with Oshiwa on the sofa counting a mountain of cash they’d picked up in the streets. 
 
    Bones continued to praise Oshiwa for putting things together on the streets.  
 
    “You the muthafucking truth baby. Don’t ever forget that! Ain’t another bitch in the city gon’ have more clout than you out here in these streets. All you gotta do is keep building the team and stay on these niggas’ necks.”  
 
    Doe sat on the couch feeling tight about how Oshiwa always got all the credit no matter how much work he put in. He cut his eyes at Bones but Bones was in such a good space at the time he didn’t catch it.  
 
    “I gotta admit though, Doe been really surprising me lately,” Oshiwa said. “I don’t think we would’ve made it this far if not for my nigga,” she said with a nudge that made Doe smiled. 
 
    He didn’t know if it was because she meant it or she read his demeanor and decided to stroke his ego. Either way, he needed to hear some form of appreciation for the loyalty he had displayed throughout the years. Bones’s cell phone rang and he knew it had to be the only other person that had the number besides the two that were in the room with him. 
 
    “What’s up Pam?” he answered. 
 
    “Aye, I got some information for you,” Pam said. 
 
    “Yeah? What’s that?” 
 
    “I found out when ole boy got back to court like you asked me. He goes in a few weeks,” she revealed. 
 
    “You got a date?” 
 
    “Sure do.” 
 
    “Run dat,” Bones said turning his full attention to her. 
 
    Pam gave him Ray Ray’s next court date and Bones’s mind immediately started to spin. When he ended the call he didn’t tell anybody what he was thinking. He was still in a celebratory mood and didn’t want to ruin it with talk of revenge and murder. Leaning up against the wall, he looked at Oshiwa, smiling with lust in his eyes. 
 
    “Come here for a minute,” he called out. 
 
    She stopped what she was doing, leaving all the cash on the coffee table, and came to him. He grabbed her by the hand and led her to the bedroom. He shut the door and turned the music up on the television. He nudged Oshiwa backward until her back was against the bedroom door. He palmed her ass, kissing her as he slid down her crop top.  
 
    “Really Bones?” She giggled at the bad timing but was turned on. 
 
    “Yeah, I need some pussy,” he moaned as he kissed her breast and sucked on her nipples. 
 
    “You is crazy.” She giggled as his hands roamed from her ass to the buttons on her blue jean shorts. 
 
    Seeing Bones had his mind made up, she quickly assisted him, pulling her shorts down and lifting her feet out. Bones dropped his pants and Oshiwa stroked his pole gently as he grew more erect with each stroke. Bones picked Oshiwa up and she wrapped her legs around him. With her right hand, she found his dick and eased him inside of her.  
 
    “Mmmmm,” she released as he inserted his fullness the length of her walls. 
 
    Bones began fucking her brains out up against the bedroom door. No matter how loud the music was Doe could hear her shrieks of pleasure clearly throughout the house. It was too much to try and focus while Bones was dicking down the girl he wanted so badly. It almost felt like a slap in the face and Doe stopped counting the money and started thinking of all kinds of what-if scenarios.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    The vow renewal ceremony was held at 1705 Prime, a restored southern home just outside of downtown Raleigh. The outside had the welcoming feel of the hospitality that city boys like Jay always heard about, surrounded by immaculate landscape and huge white columns. Inside the setting was elegant, upscale, and spacious. Jay and Michelle walked arm in arm as they made their way to the end of the hallway where the ceremony would take place. 
 
    Mr. and Mrs. Mitchell wanted a small, intimate ceremony. In the end, it grew to be much larger than they’d set out for. Mrs. Mitchell looked stunning in a formal form-fitting blue gown that showed off her shapely figure that was still very much intact at fifty-seven years old. Mr. Mitchell was dapper in a black tuxedo, black shirt, black tie with diamond cufflinks and Prada shoes. Jay thought her father looked like a made man straight out of a Black Mafia gang or something.  
 
    Mr. Mitchell was a big man standing six-four, just one inch taller than Jay but weighing a solid two-fifty. Jay was sure that Mr. Mitchell would’ve been intimidating to a lesser man as he watched the couple mingle as they approached from behind.  
 
    “There they are!” her mom said as she spotted them for the first time. 
 
    Mr. Mitchell turned and smiled. 
 
    “Oh, the power couple is here. Mr. Movie Maker and the queen of the balance beam,” Mr. Mitchell announced with a hardy chuckle. 
 
    “How you doing?” Jay extended his hand to her father. 
 
    “Getting old Jay. If I don’t make it through the ceremony will you finish it for me?” Mr. Mitchell teased. 
 
    “Stop Dad!” Michelle complained.  
 
    Her father was in just as good of shape as her mother at sixty-five years of age. He was still active in the gym and swam for an hour three days a week, but the way his sense of humor was set up he was always joking about dying. He knew life was short but he didn’t take death that seriously. Before the ceremony, Jay got a chance to meet a bunch of Michelle’s family he’d only previously heard about. It was weird to be this deep off into a real relationship that he now had met her entire family and she had met his. It was unprecedented. In his mind, he knew that things were about to go to the next level.  
 
    After the ceremony, everyone was eating, drinking, and dancing their hearts out, but Michelle was losing her mind because it seemed as if everywhere she turned she was being pressured by someone about her and Jay’s plans for getting married. From her mom to her aunts and uncles, it was hard to stay in her happy place when she was being bombarded with the same conversation over and over. As much as she wanted Jay to marry her, she refused to be the woman that shoved marriage down a man’s throat and forced it on him. 
 
    “I’ll be glad when this is over,” she told Jay as they slow danced. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    She snorted. 
 
    “Excuse me, good brother. Can I have a word with you?” Mr. Mitchell said, tapping Jay on the shoulder. 
 
    “Of course,” Jay said excusing himself. 
 
    Michelle couldn’t help but shake her head and watch with embarrassment, knowing that the conversation would more than likely be about her relationship. Why couldn’t people just let them live? She took off headed to bar to get a much-needed drink.  
 
    Jay and Mr. Mitchell stood in a corner away from everyone. Mr. Mitchell placed both hands on Jay’s shoulders and looked him intensely in the eyes.  
 
    “I really like you, Jay. I think you know that by now, you know?” 
 
    Jay nodded. 
 
    “The feeling is definitely mutual. You the man, Parish, you the man,” Jay chuckled calling him by his first name. 
 
    “I wanna give you something man. I know in my heart you gonna do right by my daughter. I’m not trying to pressure y’all into nothing like these damn women, but I know you love my daughter and I’m trusting that you’re gonna do right by her.” 
 
    Jay looked him in the eyes again. 
 
    “You got my word on that.”  
 
    Mr. Mitchell eased his hands down and extended his right hand for a handshake. When Jay shook his hand he realized his fist was a little balled up. Jay looked down to find Mr. Mitchell was handing him a wedding ring. 
 
    “This is my wife’s first ring and I really would like you to have it. One day, I would like you to put it on my daughter’s finger.” 
 
    Jay didn’t know what to say. For the first time in a long time, he was at a loss for words. He was honored, excited, and a little overwhelmed. 
 
    “Damn, Parish, you really passing this ring down to me? This is some next level shit man,” Jay giggled as he slid the ring into his pocket. 
 
    Mr. Mitchell burst into laughter. 
 
    “I’ve never seen my daughter love this hard man. I know if you guys work at it you can live a long, happy life together.” 
 
    As Michelle’s father’s words sunk in, Jay couldn’t think of anything he wanted more than that. All of his plotting and planning was paving the way for exactly that. But as he looked around and spotted Mrs. Mitchell with a beaming smile on her face, he realized he really didn’t want to put off happiness any longer. All the signs were telling him it was time.  
 
    “What about if I do it right here, tonight?”  
 
    “You mean…” 
 
    “Yeah, I wanna do it tonight,” he decided. 
 
    Mr. Mitchell’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. 
 
    “Awe man, you shitting me?” he had to ask, letting out another hearty chuckle. 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Go for it, my man. Go for it!” 
 
    Just then, they turned to see the girls all rounding up as Mrs. Mitchell was about to toss the bouquet. Jay could see one of Michelle’s cousins literally shoving her to the front of the crowd as Michelle protested. As her mom turned her back and tossed the bouquet over her shoulder, it went flying like a football right into Michelle’s arms. Her head flew back in laughter and disbelief that she actually caught the bouquet. If this day got any crazier she might just fall out, but when she turned to show Jay what had happened, she got the shock of her life. He was already down on one knee with a ring out and everything. Where the hell did he get a ring? she thought as her emotions got the best of her. 
 
    “We keep talking about the timing and everything as if we got forever, but I don’t wanna wait no more to be your husband, Michelle. I’m ready to give you the life we both been dreaming of. I’m ready to get married, you dig?” Jay said with the biggest smirk on his face. 
 
    Michelle was smiling so hard her face hurt as she walked closer to him. All she needed to know was that nobody had put him up to this. 
 
    “You really wanna do this?” 
 
    “Hell yeah! Marry me girl, what’s up?” Jay said, still eagerly waiting for an answer.  
 
    Michelle nodded her head yes as a tear came streaming down her face and everyone in the room began applauding and whistling. It was the most surreal feeling in the world as neither Michelle nor Jay could stop smiling. They both knew that the time was now to start really planning their future together. 
 
    **** 
 
    Today was the day that Ray Ray appeared in court to set a trial date. A lot of Ray’s family was there and so were Gunner, E, and Niecey Girl to show their support. Since Ray had been arrested for drunk driving since his last court appearance everyone thought there was a good chance that his bond would be revoked, but Dan Marsh worked his magic and was able to keep Ray on the streets for the start of his trial. Ray rode with Gunner to the courthouse just in case he was snatched off the streets.  
 
    As they rode through downtown Detroit on Woodward, Gunner and Ray were engulfed in a conversation about Jay’s engagement. 
 
    “Y’all niggas out here tryna grow up and shit,” Ray laughed. 
 
    “I knew that nigga was gonna marry her ass the way he used to talk about her all the time. That nigga fell in love with Michelle at first sight damn near,” Gunner remembered. 
 
    “Yeah, she good people, though,” Ray replied. 
 
    “Yeah, Michelle cool as hell. I don’t think my nigga could’ve done better to be honest.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Ray said nodding in agreement. 
 
    The two of them were so lost in their thoughts of Jay and Michelle they hadn’t even noticed the car trailing them since they’d left the parking lot. Inside was Doe and Rell creeping up from behind waiting for the right opportunity.  
 
    They knew they couldn’t screw this up because the element of surprise would never be in their favor to this effect again. As Gunner pulled up at the light, Doe came cruising alongside him in the left lane. Rell had his gun in his lap cocked and loaded. When the two cars were leveled side by side, Gunner glanced out of the corner of his eye and saw the barrel of a gun swinging in his direction.  
 
    Gunner tried to mash the gas as Rell fired off several rounds, dumping hot lead inside the car before Gunner could speed off. As soon as Ray realized what was going down he went low and came up with a firearm that was stashed under the seat. Gunner floored the Range Rover as a chase ensued. Ray climbed out of the window and sat on the door before he aimed and fired at the dark sedan on their trail. The first two shots shattered the front windshield and caused Doe to swerve and crash into another car. 
 
    “Let me out, let me out!” Ray shouted as he could see their attackers were still very much alive.  
 
    Gunner bent the corner and then slowed to a stop. Ray hopped out, risking life and limb to finish the job. By the time he got within shooting range, Rell had jumped out of the car and began firing shots at Ray. Ray ducked behind a poll as bullets tore into the lamp post missing him by inches. As soon the shooting stopped, Ray came out firing as Doe managed to put the car in reverse and back up into oncoming traffic full speed, leaving Rell to fend for himself. Cars swerved out of the way of the chaos, looking for an escape route. 
 
     Out of bullets now, Rell took off on foot through Grand Central Park. Ray took off after him trying to keep from taking innocent lives as people scattered about screaming and panicking.  
 
    Once inside the park, Ray saw a clean shot as Rell passed the water fountain. Ray fired his last three rounds striking Rell in the back as the bullets lifted him and propelled his body into the water fountain with a big splash. Blood quickly turned the water crimson red as sirens rang out in numbers. Ray knew that Gunner was probably gone and he had to fend for himself if he wanted to make it out of this one. His dashed through the crowd of running people until he made it up to the people mover station. He jumped the turnstile and ran up the stairs just in time to catch a train pulling in. The disarray was all over his face as he stepped inside with his heart pounding in his chest. 
 
    The six passengers on the train had heard the shot and took it that Ray was lucky to escape the mayhem as he began to sweat profusely. Still holding the murder weapon in his waistline, he rode the train while he brainstormed his next move. All but two of the passengers got off at the next stop. Ray was left with two teenage passengers on the train and he knew if the police stepped on he’d stick out like a sore thumb. Without overthinking it, Ray pulled out his pistol. 
 
    “Give me the fucking shirt!” he ordered one kid who was about the same size as Ray. 
 
    The kid’s eyes grew big as bowling balls as he quickly obliged, snatching off his shirt and handing it to Ray. Ray took off his shirt and replaced it with the kid’s knowing the police would have a description of what he was wearing. As the two kids sat curled in a corner of the train scared shitless, Ray just watched them like a hawk until they came upon the next stop. With the gun hid in the original shirt he stepped off the people mover and dashed down the Trapper’s Alley stairwell. He wiped the prints off the gun tossed it in the trash can right before he appeared on the Greektown streets. 
 
    He blended in with all the other patrons as he spotted a taxi nearby. He rushed to the taxi and climbed inside. He slid the Arabic driver a hundred dollar bill. 
 
    “Just get me the fuck away from downtown!”  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner didn’t make it far after he let Ray out of the car. The bullet that had pierced through his abdomen from Rell’s gun made sure of it. Gunner only let Ray out because he believed he was about to die and he wanted his death avenged as his dying wish. As he drove a mile down to Receiving Hospital he could feel himself getting light headed and woozy as the loss of blood began to take its toll. Right as he turned on St. Antoine street he felt his energy fading to an all-time low before he passed out and went crashing into the emergency entrance sign.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    For the past few days, Michelle had been floating on a cloud. This was the life she always knew she would obtain one day. Even though she’d risked everything, including her career as a television journalist to get to this point, she could honestly say she was happy through and through. Finally, she was in a place where she could let her guard down and firmly accept the fact that Jay was truly in love with her and he did plan to spend the rest of his life being her man. They both still had so many goals and dreams but they could now combine those dreams and go after them as a team. 
 
    Nothing ever felt more real, more right, than the day Jay dropped down on one knee and looked into her eyes with such hope and desire as he proposed to her. From this day forward, Michelle vowed to do everything in her power to help Jay become successful as he removed himself further and further from his past street life. As she drove home from work she envisioned their dream house with their two kids—a boy and a girl—running around playing in the backyard. She envisioned their wedding day with Leslie as her matron of honor, standing by as she had so many times before. The two of them had been talking and planning since the day Jay popped the question. 
 
    Now that the second semester had started, Michelle turned all her attention back to work and bringing the best out of her athletes. When she got home, she noticed Jay was there. She wasn’t expecting him to be home because he’d planned a meeting with a local movie producer and he wanted to pick the guy’s brain and learn all he could about the business, knowing he would face some challenges. But as soon as Michelle entered the bedroom she could feel the negative energy in the air as he silently packed a suitcase on the bed. 
 
    “Going somewhere?” she asked a bit confused. 
 
    “I gotta go to the city. Gunner got shot,” he explained without looking back at her. 
 
    “Noooo!” Michelle sounded. 
 
    “Yeah, I got the call about an hour ago.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you call me?” 
 
    “I didn’t wanna bother you at work until I knew more about what’s going on. All I know right now is he’s at Receiving Hospital.” 
 
    “Do you want me to come with you?”  
 
    Jay just shook his head. 
 
    “I think it’s better if you stay here,” he finally replied. 
 
    Michelle didn’t understand why she had to stay behind. Gunner had become someone she cared about just as all of his other close friends. Why wouldn’t he want her to be there, unless… 
 
    “Wait a minute, Jay. Are you going to check on your friend or are you planning to do something else?” 
 
    The last thing she needed right now was for Jay to start moving backward. They were too close to home base now. Jay sighed deeply and stood up, turning to face her for the first time. He walked up and met her in the middle of the bedroom floor. He placed both arms on her shoulders. 
 
    “I’m just trying to protect you, Michelle. I don’t know what’s going on but you know them niggas ain’t changed like I have. They life is still real as fuck and I don’t want you walking into nothing that could’ve been avoided. I told you I would never put you in a situation again, and I mean that.” 
 
    “I know that, but if that’s the case why don’t you stay here until you learn more about what’s going on? I don’t want you walking into nothing crazy either.”  
 
    “My best friend is lying in a hospital shot up baby. I need to be there.”  
 
    Now it was Michelle’s turn to let out a deep sigh as she went and plopped down on the bed. She wanted to be understanding of the situation so she tried her best to conceal her anger and worry.  
 
    “I just thought this part of our life was over,” she finally said. 
 
    “What part?” 
 
    “The part when I’m scared of something happening to you in Detroit.”  
 
    Jay came and sat down next to her. 
 
    “That part is over, Michelle. I would just feel better if you stayed here. Can you understand that?” he spoke in a soothing tone. 
 
    “I guess I don’t have a choice.”  
 
    “Look at me.” 
 
    Jay grabbed her chin and led her eyes to his. “I’m never gonna put you through that shit again. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay,” she nodded before he kissed her lips. 
 
    **** 
 
    The news of the bloody shootout in downtown Detroit was all over the local news channels. The manhunt was on for a suspect spotted fleeing the scene but the description was vague. A young black male, mid-twenties, a hundred and sixty to a hundred and seventy pounds, fit the description of hundreds of thousands of local residents. Later that evening, police were able to identify Rell from his fingerprints and realized he was wanted for murder in West Virginia.  
 
    Bones knew it was only a matter of time before the police connected the dots and realized that the only real connection Rell had to Detroit was himself or Oshiwa. This realization sent Bones into a frenzy. Doe and Rell had one chance to get this right and do it cleanly without a trace back to him and they had screwed it up horribly. He’d been having Oshiwa try and get in touch with Doe for the past few hours but Doe wasn’t responding. Oshiwa was trying to get Bones to realize that if they weren’t about to pack their bags and flee immediately then he needed to calm down. 
 
    “Don’t act like we don’t still need that nigga, I’m just saying. If the heat really about to come down that means I can’t move! Who else gon’ hold shit down while you ready to blow this nigga top off?” she went on.  
 
    “Fuck that nigga,” Bones persisted and he paced the floor.  
 
    “Whatever. He wasn’t the shooter anyway. The nigga you really pissed off at is lying on a slab and ain’t nothing we can do about that. 
 
    “Should’ve done that shit myself.” 
 
    “Now you just talking stupid.” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up! Okay? Just shut the fuck up!” Bones snapped.  
 
    The feeling of the walls closing in again had Bones on high alert and beyond frustrated. He hated knowing that his life would always be like this. Constantly ducking and dodging the law trying to grasp every little bit of freedom he could before his number came. When he got like this Oshiwa grew exasperated trying to get Bones to stay focused. She felt unappreciated and abused, knowing her role in the big scheme of things held shit together. She held one hand up in surrender. She wasn’t about to fight with him today. 
 
    The doorbell rang and it startled them both. Bones grabbed the AK-47 that sat in the corner just for surprise visitors. He sent Oshiwa to check it out and she pulled out her pistol as she crept to the front door leaning sideways, stepping cautiously. She peeked through the front blinds but didn’t see any cars out front or in the driveway. Guardedly, she made her way to the peephole at the front door. Bones stood close by with the Chopper gripped tightly as she glanced outside. Her shoulders immediately relaxed spotting Doe’s face on the other side of the door. 
 
    “It’s Doe,” she informed as she opened the door.  
 
    Bones sat the Chopper back down in the corner and Doe came in looking weary. 
 
    “How you get here?” Bones asked immediately. 
 
    “My girl dropped me off a few blocks over. I walked the rest,” he explained. 
 
    “Why you ain’t answer my calls? I been calling you all day,” Oshiwa said.  
 
    “I had to dump that bitch. I think the police been calling that muthafucka!” he replied in anger. 
 
    “Why you say that?” Oshiwa asked. 
 
    “Shit, who else would be calling me from Rell’s phone?”  
 
    “Psshhhhh,” Bones released, shaking his head as he plopped down on the loveseat.  
 
    This shit couldn’t get any worse. 
 
    “It was a burnout anyway. They can’t trace that muthafucka back to me,” Doe explained. 
 
    “It don’t matter. What the fuck you think your name is locked in as in Rell phone?” Bones replied. 
 
    Doe hadn’t thought about that and it showed on his face as he paused, unable to come up with a decent response for a minute. 
 
    “So what, I’m not the only nigga that go by the name Doe in the city,” he finally replied as he leaned against the wall across from where Bones was sitting.  
 
    “My man, you taking this shit pretty light for a nigga that just barely made it out of some hot ass shit alive.” 
 
    Doe shook his head defiantly. 
 
    “I ain’t taking shit light nigga. It is what it is. Rell had the drop and didn’t handle his fucking business.” 
 
    “You was there. Why you didn’t back ‘em up?” Bones shouted. 
 
    “I wasn’t there to be the shooter, I was there to be the driver nigga. He had the drop. That shit was supposed to be quick and easy.” 
 
    “Sounds like you bitched up to me.”  
 
    “Naw never that,” Doe replied. “And check this out Bones, I just put my life on the line for you nigga. That ain’t my beef. Niggas need to be more thankful for the niggas out here putting in work,” Doe shot back. 
 
    Bones was appalled. His forehead furrowed as he stood to his feet. 
 
    “So what you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying, I ain’t with all this barking at me and shit ‘cause yo’ manz didn’t do the job you sent him to do.” 
 
    Doe had no fear in his eyes as he saw Bones approaching with his fist balled up. Bones towered over him in size but Doe was ready for whatever. 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Bones replied as he sized Doe up. 
 
    Oshiwa saw things about to boil over and quickly jumped between the two of them. 
 
    “No! No! No, y’all not about to do this shit. We all we got,” she reminded them.  
 
    The men engaged in a stare off that could’ve killed a weaker man’s spirit. The tension between them was coming to a head.  
 
    **** 
 
    Jay arrived at the Metropolitan Airport and had Niecey Girl pick him up and take him straight to the hospital. She was just as concerned about Gunner who had become like a brother to her throughout all the years he and Jay had been tight like glue. He’d been calling Kelly since he arrived in the D but her phone was off and so was Ray’s. He did get in touch with E but he wasn’t of any help, not knowing much more than he did when he first made the initial call to Jay. Gunner was the one friend Jay didn’t think he could take losing. As much as they both knew the risks the game held, he prayed often that Gunner made it home safe.  
 
    When they walked through the hospital lobby they quickly spotted Gunner’s mom, a few cousins and a couple of his employees sitting in the waiting area. The strained look of all the worry and anxiety this situation had brought on could be seen in his mother’s eyes. As soon as she spotted Jay a lone tear escaped from her eye and it made his heart sink. The only thing that gave him hope was the hint of a smile that was attempting to spread on her face as she stood to reach out and hug him.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner woke up to find his wife and his daughter by his side as the pain in his abdomen stabbed at his mid-section. He thought he was seeing things when he spotted the two of them standing side by side. He focused his vision until he could see Kelly’s tear-stained face clearly. Never had Gunner put her through so many traumatizing situations in such a small time frame, and he could see the desperation in her eyes. She was desperate for him to wake up and realize he had too many people depending on him to keep going on like this. Desperate to understand how he could have held such a deep secret for all these years and desperate to know how almost losing his life after taking custody of his daughter would affect his thinking from here on. He cleared his extremely dry throat. 
 
    “I’m glad y’all came. I think if I woke up and seen anybody else I would’ve been disappointed.” 
 
    “How you feel now Daddy?” Butter asked, her eyes lit with joy now. 
 
    “I’ma be okay baby. How did you get her?” he asked Kelly.  
 
    “Your mom is downstairs. She said we could come up first.” 
 
    Gunner never had a good relationship with his mom since he decided he would live out his life as a gangster and a drug dealer. He was raised right but never took to the traditional way of doing things. The disconnection between them had not only kept Gunner and his mother apart from one another, Gunner’s stubborn temperament also kept her away from her grandkids. 
 
    “She probably don’t even wanna come up. She just glad I’m alive,” he assumed. 
 
    “Don’t say that. You know your mama loves you.”  
 
    Without Kelly, Gunner was forced to reach out to his mother for help with Butter. She quickly stepped in at the time when he needed her the most, putting their differences aside. Just when Gunner thought he was about to get some order in his life, here he was lying up trying to recover from an attempt on his life. 
 
    “I know she loves me. She just don’t fuck with me unless I’m talking what she wanna hear. If it wasn’t for my daughter being in the situation she in, we still wouldn’t be talking.” 
 
    “Your mother just wants you to do better with your life and so do I. You got a lot of people that need you,” Kelly said looking at him with her eyes bucked in all seriousness.  
 
    Gunner knew what she wanted to hear. He could look in her eyes and see that she was waiting for him to give her some kind of indication that he was ready to get out of the game. 
 
    “Kelly, I love you and I need you. I know I haven’t been the best nigga in the world but I tried my damnest to be a good husband. I was young as hell—” 
 
    “We don’t have to talk about that right now,” she interrupted. 
 
    “I’m not gon’ say nothing my daughter can’t hear. She knows I love her and she knows I love you. You know I’m not the same man that I was ten years ago. But some things never change.”  
 
    He shifted in the bed as he winced in pain. “It’s like when a man decides to become a police officer. He knows the job is risky. He knows he could go to work and never come home one day but that doesn’t stop him from wanting to do the job he believes he was called to do. He goes out and gets married, has kids and raises them, lives his life, all with the understanding that this could all be over in the blink of an eye. But you gotta follow your calling baby because it’s who you are,” Gunner finished with pleading eyes. 
 
    Kelly couldn’t believe her ears. She was flabbergasted by the fact that her husband honestly believed he was born to be a drug dealer. She believed when Jay started to make his exit, and E started to talk about leaving the game, Gunner would see the light but obviously, she was wrong. She just shook her head thinking she should’ve never stayed as long as she did. She had a son to think about now. But she loved this man so much it was still hard to walk away.  
 
    Just then they heard a tap at the door and Gunner looked up to see two detectives standing at the threshold. He stayed calm, knowing a visit from them was to be expected. He still didn’t know what happened after he let Ray out of the car. He didn’t know if Ray was dead, alive, or incarcerated. The day’s events all came rushing back to him and he knew he could be in some shit depending on what Ray had done. He prepared himself to stick to the code. He didn’t know anything and hadn’t seen anything.  
 
    **** 
 
    Jay was relieved to find out that his best friend had pulled through. The doctor said that if his wound had been a couple of inches over to the right Gunner would’ve been wearing a piss bag because his bladder would’ve been seriously damaged. He also had a broken thumb from the car crashing in front of the hospital. He still wouldn’t be able to see his friend until he was moved to ICU but just knowing he would be okay did wonders for his mental state. When Jay spotted Kelly coming out of the elevator he was shocked to see her holding Butter’s hand. She released Butter’s hand to embrace Jay as she walked up to him. 
 
    “How’s my manz doing?” Jay said. 
 
    “Stubborn as hell,” she replied. 
 
    “Tell me about it.” Jay smiled as he watched Butter go to Gunner’s mom. 
 
    “You need to talk some sense into him, Jay,” Kelly pleaded. 
 
    “I’ll try,” Jay agreed. “I saw the police just go up the elevator.” 
 
    “Yeah, they came to his room. That’s why I just left out so they could talk.” 
 
    “They went to Keith’s room?” his mom asked sitting close by. 
 
    “Yeah, they did.” 
 
    Ms. Randall was about to get up to see her son but she decided to wait a moment for the police to finish up with their business. Kelly turned back to Jay. 
 
    “I’m serious Jay. Please talk some sense into him because at this point you’re the only one that can. I’m sure you knew about his daughter all along, and you know I don’t blame you for not telling me but…he has two kids to raise and be around for and I can’t raise a man like his father can,” she explained. 
 
    “I promise I will talk to him but you gotta promise me something,” Jay said. 
 
    “What’s that?” Kelly asked looking skeptical. 
 
    “You gotta promise me you won’t turn your back on my manz right now. He always wanted to do right by you and Butter. It’s a fucked up situation but you gotta know you mean the world to him.” 
 
    “I could never turn my back on Keith. I love him with every fiber of my being. I just don’t think I can be with him anymore.” 
 
    “I know you’re hurting and it ain’t my place to tell you what’s the right decision on that. Just be there for him; that’s all I’m asking okay?” Jay said, looking in her eyes waiting for a response. 
 
    When Kelly nodded he knew she would honor her word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Instead of getting a hotel for the night Jay spent the night at Niecey Girl’s house so they could go visit his aunt Jean after they went to see Gunner in the hospital. By now he’d been in touch with Ray and got the entire rundown but the story still didn’t make a lot of sense. The only real beef Gunner and Ray had brewing in the city was the Mexicans, and both he and Ray agreed that the assassination attempt probably didn’t stem from that. It was more likely that a family member of one of Ray’s victims had seized the opportunity to catch him slipping coming out of court.  
 
    The confirmation of this theory came from the eleven o’clock news that morning as Niecey Girl spotted the story and turned up the television.  
 
    “Police are saying that the victim Terrell Jackson is believed to have ties to this man who has been on the run from law enforcement since his daring prison break in 2008. Police are still asking anyone if they’ve seen this man or possibly know of his whereabouts to contact them immediately and you can always remain anonymous.”  
 
    Niecey sat by speechless. As Jay spotted his arch nemesis’ face on the fifty-inch plasma, it was hard to not want to go and snatch the television off the mounts on the wall. Seconds later his phone rang with a call from E. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Niecey Girl let out a delayed reaction. 
 
    “Hello?” Jay answered. 
 
    “You see this shit on the news?” E said. 
 
    “We just watched that shit.” 
 
    “You think that nigga that stupid to come back?” E wanted to know. 
 
    Jay shrugged. 
 
    “You never know. The nigga might be out of options. Where you at?” 
 
    “I’m at the car wash. Where you at?” 
 
    “I’m at Niecey Girl’s but we about to head to the hospital.” 
 
    “Alright bet, I’ma meet y’all up there.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Oshiwa was standing on the back porch of a traphouse with a hoodie over her head and eighty thousand dollars in total in her pockets. It was a reckless position to be in but right now, the trap was safer than anywhere she and Bones were laying their heads. She was waiting for Doe to pull up so she could give him the money to go re-up with his plug. Just as she had predicted they now needed Doe more than ever. He was all they had to keep the business they’d built flowing while they tried to maneuver through impossible odds. 
 
    She smoked a blunt staring out at the back alley, feeling paranoid as ever all over again. She wondered what was taking Doe so long. She wondered was the end really approaching for her and Bones. She wondered should she try and save herself before it was too late. She wondered was it already too late as a call from Doe brought her back to the present moment. Instead of answering she just tossed the last of the blunt down on the sidewalk and headed to the front of the house, knowing he had arrived. She jumped in the car with Doe and they pulled off as she started to pull money from everywhere on her person. 
 
    Doe had the other twenty thousand they needed to link up with the connect and as he bent the corner they ran right into a DPD squad car. Oshiwa’s heart jumped through her chest but luckily the squad car kept going. 
 
    “Muthafuckas!” She giggled madly at the police for frightening her. 
 
    The way Doe looked at her she could tell he was about to get something off his chest. 
 
    “On some real shit though, you don’t think it’s time to start thinking about distancing yourself from that nigga Bones?” he asked. 
 
    Oshiwa just shrugged. 
 
    “That’s my nigga Doe. What the fuck you want me to do?” she questioned. 
 
    “I’m just saying, this shit getting way too hot. He got us all out here on some hot shit. You know I fuck with Bones but I fuck with you way more. You know he ain’t gon’ last if he stay here too much longer.” 
 
    The fact was Oshiwa did know that Bones couldn’t last in Detroit and it was killing her that she couldn’t think of a better place to be. She wanted to be here more than anywhere right now. She hated not seeing her family and thought about going to see them or reaching out to them on a daily basis. By now she was sure someone, somewhere had spotted her in the city and told her family she was back, but she couldn’t risk blowing their cover. Life could be so much better if Bones wasn’t wanted like he was but some things were beyond her control.  
 
    “We just gotta be smart and play it safe,” she finally said, not knowing what else to say that would make sense at the time. 
 
    “He not playing it safe though. He doing hot shit coming back trying to go to war with niggas. I’m not sticking my neck out for that nigga no more. I’m telling you that shit right now,” Doe fumed. 
 
    “Damn, Doe, who the fuck side is you on nigga?” Oshiwa snapped as they pulled up to a stoplight. 
 
    “I’m on your side muthafucka. Can’t you see that?” Doe snapped back. “I’ll ride for you…but I’m done riding for that nigga,” he explained as he pulled off. 
 
    Oshiwa didn’t respond but she knew that Doe meant every word. The past few weeks had shown her a lot about him that she’d never seen coming and his loyalty to her was becoming a turn-on.  
 
    **** 
 
    Jay and Niecey arrived at the hospital first but there was a wait to see Gunner because he had so many people that loved him and wanted to visit. Jay was still Jay so everyone that wasn’t immediate family decided to fall back when Kelly emerged from the elevator with his son and his uncle. They spoke for a minute and by the time the conversation was over E had arrived. Niecey decided to fall back so Jay and E could go up together. She knew they had a lot to talk about and didn’t want to get in the way.  
 
    When they walked in his room Gunner was looking like himself again except for the hospital Johnnie he was forced to wear. They never got a chance to see the drugged up, in serious pain, fearing for his life version of their friend, and Jay was thankful for that.  
 
    “Sup nigga? How you feeling?” Jay greeted. 
 
    “I’m alright man,” Gunner replied calmly as he lifted his arm to bump fists with Jay then E. 
 
    “Ray called this morning,” E said. 
 
    “What’s up with ‘em? He good?” Gunner asked. 
 
    “Yeah, he was checking on you.” 
 
    “You heard what they saying?” Jay asked getting straight to the point. 
 
    “Naw what they saying?” Gunner said as he sat up in the bed. 
 
    “They saying the nigga that tried to hit y’all is Bones’s people.”  
 
    Gunner cocked his head to the side and scowled angrily. 
 
    “Bones? This bitch ass nigga still alive?” he wondered. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s what it look like,” E commented. 
 
    “They think he might be back in the D so they got his face all on the news again. That bitch ain’t about to show his face if he is here,” Jay replied. 
 
    “That nigga can’t be that stupid,” Gunner said. 
 
    He had a hard time believing that a dude who’d escaped from a prison in Detroit would be dumb enough to come right back to the place he was last seen and the place police would search for him the most frequently.  
 
    “Yeah, the nigga was from West Virginia. Same nigga that killed the dude Jazzy Jeff that broke out of jail with Bones,” E explained.  
 
    Gunner began to believe it now. All the evidence seemed to be leading to that unbelievable truth that their enemy was back on home turf.  
 
    “This might be the last chance to reach out and touch his ass if we can find ‘em,” Gunner said. 
 
    “If he was here, he’s probably long gone by now,” E commented. 
 
    “Yeah, you right,” Gunner replied. 
 
    “How long they saying it’ll be before you back on your feet?” Jay questioned. 
 
    “Before I’m really back on my feet? A few weeks,” Gunner replied. 
 
    Jay had a firm grip on everything that was at stake here. He knew that if he wasn’t careful from this point on his whole life could take a downward spiral that he’d never recover from. He also knew that with all the lives lost on his side, if Bones was back he most definitely had to die. The only question was that if all the different law enforcement agencies on Bones’s trail couldn’t find him by now, how the hell would they be able to? 
 
    **** 
 
    The annoyance of sleeping alone had Michelle a little cranky after tossing and turning the whole night before. She was ready to get the work day over and get home to her solace away from everyone. She had already heard from Jay the night before to learn that Gunner would be fine after a little time to heal.  
 
    Now her mind just wondered on all the details of what had happened, was it over, and more importantly, when was Jay bringing his ass back home to make sure he wasn’t around to be involved in it? She trusted Jay to be honest with her but a part of her had a good mind to call Niecey Girl to get the real scoop on things. The curiosity was killing her and by the time she finished lunched she decided to call Jay and see if he could tell her anything more.  
 
    “Hello?” Jay answered. 
 
    “Hey, baby.” 
 
    “Hey. I’m at the hospital about to leave in a minute.” 
 
    “Oh, you there with Gunner right now?” Michelle asked. 
 
    “Yeah, you wanna talk to him?”  
 
    “Yeah, let me talk to him.” 
 
    Michelle was glad she’d called when she did because she wanted a chance to get to talk to Gunner herself and offer her get well wishes. 
 
    “Hello?” Gunner answered groggily. 
 
    “Hey man. How you feeling?” 
 
    “I’ma be alright. The doctor said I should be back at it in a few weeks.” 
 
    “That’s great news.” Michele smiled. “You can’t be scaring us like that.” 
 
    “I know, my bad. It won’t happen again,” Gunner promised, and she could tell he was smiling also. 
 
    “It better not. You get well soon and take care of yourself Gunner…please,” she added, feeling the reality of his lifestyle as they conversed. 
 
    “I appreciate you, Michelle. I got kids to raise so I’m definitely not going nowhere. Plus I’m the best man in your wedding, remember? I can’t miss that.” He chuckled. 
 
    “You damn right!” Michelle giggled. 
 
    “But thanks for checking on me. Here’s Jay,” Gunner said. 
 
    “You on your lunch break?” Jay said when he came back to the phone. 
 
    “Yeah. Listen, I know you can’t talk now but did you guys find out anything about why this happened?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’ll talk to you when I get back.” 
 
    “And when might that be?” Michelle questioned.  
 
    “You miss me?”  
 
    “Don’t avoid the question.” 
 
    “I’m not avoiding it. I’m dissecting it.” 
 
    “Answer it,” Michelle pressured. 
 
    Jay laughed. 
 
    “I’ll be home tomorrow but don’t wait up for me ‘cause it’ll probably be late when I get in. I just wanna make sure everybody is good before I leave.”  
 
    “Okay, well call me tonight and let me know something.” 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    “Love you, bye.” 
 
    “Love you more.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    The next morning Gunner was released from the hospital and Kelly was there to pick him up with his son in the back strapped into his car seat. She knew that as his wife it was only right that she be the one to bring him home and get him situated but in her mind, it didn’t change anything. As they rode to the house Gunner was silent in the passenger seat of her BMW, thinking deeply. They still hadn’t had an open and honest talk about Butter without all the screaming and shouting. Gunner wanted to have it, but he didn’t want it to turn ugly again so he waited patiently, feeling out the vibes and Kelly’s frame of mind. 
 
    When they pulled up to the house the first thing he noticed was his mom’s Ford Focus parked out front. 
 
    “My mama here?” 
 
    “Yeah, she said your daughter wanted to be here when you got home.” 
 
    Gunner couldn’t help but feel loved, realizing he had all these people he cared so much about at his home with him for the first time ever. First Kelly took the baby inside and then came back out to help Gunner. As he used his good hand to open the car door, Kelly reached for his cane to pass it to him.  
 
    Gunner would need the cane to keep the pressure off his stomach for a while as he stood or sat down but other than that, he felt he most likely wouldn’t need it. As he got out of the car he spotted Butter in the doorway staring out at him. He waved his bandaged hand at her and smiled as she stepped out on the porch.  
 
    She walked up and wrapped her arms around his waist, hugging her dad tightly.  
 
    “Where your granny at?” Gunner asked as they made their way to the front porch.  
 
    “She in the house.” 
 
    Gunner grimaced, putting his cane to good use as he climbed the steps while Kelly followed closely carrying his things. She held one hand placed slightly on the small of his back for balance. Butter held the door open for him as he made his way inside. As soon as he stepped in the aroma of the seafood gumbo cooking in the kitchen teased his nostrils. Gunner hadn’t had any real food in days and although he was on a strict diet, his mom knew the gumbo was his favorite and it was soft enough for his stomach to tolerate.  
 
    In the kitchen, he found his mom over the stove stirring the big pot. At fifty-seven, Ms. Randall still had her looks. She’d avoided all the pitfalls of aging by living a healthy lifestyle for the most part. Her caramel skin was still soft and wrinkle or blemish free, her teeth as white as pearls, and her five-five frame still held the posture of a twenty-year-old woman. Even her slightly greying, mid-length hair seemed to add a certain sparkle of welcomed maturity with grace. 
 
    Gunner didn’t speak at first, he just walked up and kissed her cheek. It was his way of saying thank you to the woman it was always hard for him to express his love for verbally. When Gunner and Jay beat their murder case she thought it would be the turning point in his life, but when it wasn’t it became a pivotal turning point in their on and off again relationship.  
 
    As much as she loved her son, it was hard to ignore the monster the streets had made him. She began to constantly confront him about his lifestyle and the choices he made, pushing Gunner further away.  
 
    “Go sit down,” she ordered, knowing he needed to stay off his feet as much as possible right now. 
 
    “You got it boss lady,” Gunner replied before turning to leave the kitchen. 
 
    When he came back in the living room he spotted Butter playing with her baby brother for the first time. As much as the sight of them together warmed his heart, those feelings were magnified with the way Kelly interacted with Butter. He could see that she held no malice towards his forbidden seed and it gave him a small glimpse of hope. Kelly had introduced Butter to her brother the second time they met at Ms. Randall’s house. She couldn’t deny that the little girl belonged to Gunner. There was a remarkable resemblance and the fact that the little girl was approaching adolescence made her not stop to question the facts. If Gunner had been raising this child for ten years it was his baby. And if her son had a sibling they should have a relationship as far as she was concerned.  
 
    They all sat at the dinner table and smashed the gumbo like the family Gunner always thought they should be but never expected it to materialize. For Gunner, it was a day of reflection, a day of gratitude, and hopefully a day of forgiveness. After they ate, Ms. Randall grabbed her jacket preparing to leave. 
 
    “Is she gonna be okay here with you two or do I need to take her back home with me?” she asked referring to Butter. 
 
    Gunner looked at Kelly before he responded. He was waiting for some type of confirmation that Kelly would be staying with him but it never came. 
 
    “Naw, she good. I got it from here,” he replied. 
 
    “Alright, well, come give Granny a hug,” she told Butter. “Can I keep her clothes that I have at my house?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Butter answered for her daddy as she hugged her granny.  
 
    “Okay, I’ll wash ‘em tomorrow.” 
 
    After his mom left, Kelly stuck around for a while knowing her husband wanted to spend some time with his kids. They watched a couple of movies and before long the kids had both fallen asleep. Gunner woke Butter up and made her go lay down in her bedroom so he could use the opportunity to have a talk with his wife about all that had happened and what would come next. As he watched Kelly staring at the television refusing to even glance in his direction, he knew that she knew what was coming. 
 
    “I don’t want a divorce,” he started. 
 
    “Well…I do,” Kelly shot back immediately.  
 
    “Even though you know that’s not the right decision?” 
 
    “The right decision for who?” 
 
    “Come on, baby, let’s be real. You still love me and I still love you. We just had a beautiful son and—” 
 
    “And way, way, way before that you had daughter…while we were married.” 
 
    Gunner took a deep breath. 
 
    “Just listen to me. I was twenty-two Kelly. We got married young as hell because I knew who I wanted to spend my life with. That hasn’t changed, but that don’t mean I was really mature enough to be everything I needed to be at that time. Think about how fucking wild I was at twenty-two…and you knew I was wild as hell and you married me anyway.” 
 
    “So now it’s my fault?” she raised her voice slightly.  
 
    “No, it’s all my fault. I’m not trying to shift none of the blame. But you gotta ask yourself were we being realistic about who I was at twenty-two and what you expected. I could’ve been dead or in jail at any minute but I’m still here. Not only am I still standing, I’m standing tall bullet wounds and all, Kelly. I did everything else I promised you I would do. And I don’t think what happened when I was a young, dumb nigga should force us to throw away the past ten years.” 
 
    “A part of me feels like those past ten years have been a waste of time because it was built on a lie.”  
 
    “Okay, so you telling me the past ten years of the good life were a waste? You telling me all the memories we shared and how we grew into adulthood together was a waste? Look at my son lying there and then look at me and tell me that this was all a waste of time.” 
 
    “You know that’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. I don’t know what you mean when you say a waste of time. Because from my view I gave you everything you could’ve ever wanted. Vacations wherever you wanna go, a beautiful home, and—” 
 
    “And a child by another woman,” she interrupted. “You knew this was a deal breaker, Gunner. How selfish do you have to be to do the one thing I begged you not to do?”  
 
    As Gunner lowered his head in defeat his cell phone rang with a call from Jay. He remembered Jay was supposed to be swinging by the house when he found out Gunner was getting out of the hospital. As he answered the phone Kelly stood and started preparing to leave.  
 
    “You outside?” Gunner asked. 
 
    “Yeah, I just pulled up.” 
 
    “Can you open the door for Jay?” he asked Kelly as he ended the call. 
 
    As soon as Jay walked in he could sense the obvious tension between the two of them even though they tried to act like everything was cool. Jay and Kelly spoke briefly as she got the baby together.  
 
    “You coming back?” Gunner asked, knowing they had to finish the conversation he’d started. 
 
    “I don’t know,” Kelly replied. 
 
    “Why don’t you know?” Gunner asked as Jay helped grab her things and carry the baby to the car. 
 
    “Because I don’t know, Gunner,” Kelly said with a little attitude. 
 
    “Come back man,” Gunner said trying to put his foot down. 
 
    Kelly didn’t respond as made it to the door. “You hear me?” 
 
    “Yeah,” she finally replied. 
 
    Gunner smiled inside. Just the fact that she was willing to be around him right now made him feel she would eventually start faltering on her stance of filing for divorce. He had to keep the pressure on before he lost Kelly for good. After helping Kelly get situated, Jay came back in the house and sat down with Gunner. 
 
    “Keep working at it my nigga, she’ll come around,” Jay said. 
 
    “I’m trying dog. She hard headed as hell though.”  
 
    Jay was silent for a minute. 
 
    “You know what would get her attention right now?” he finally said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “If you thought about giving this shit up once and for all.”  
 
    Gunner waved the hand with the splint on his broken thumb at Jay. 
 
    “Don’t start that bullshit my nigga.” 
 
    “Naw, I’m telling you what’s real. She the one brought it to me tryna see if I could talk to you about it. You know we been through this shit already so it ain’t a conversation I’m ready to have twice. All I’m saying is…you got a lot at stake homeboy.” 
 
    Gunner could no longer deny the cold, hard facts of his life. It seemed like everywhere he turned there were the signs and symbols that his days could be numbered on the streets. It was a fact he’d always been willing to accept but the potential aftermath of it was starting to really bother him.  
 
    “My family gon’ be good whether I’m here or not, Jay.”  
 
    “You really believe that?” his best friend countered. 
 
    He wanted to. He wanted like hell to believe it, but he couldn’t look his main man in the eyes and tell him that he did when he didn’t. 
 
    **** 
 
    Oshiwa was starting to feel like she needed a break from Bones and his whole funky disposition. The more she did to keep him safe and out of harm’s way, it seemed like the less he appreciated her. The weight of feeling like a prisoner in his own home was taking its toll on Bones and with her being the only one around to aim his anger at, she was feeling the brunt of his wrath more and more.  
 
    As the pressure mounted, her attitude became reckless and non-caring, feeling that she wasn’t the one whose entire life was at risk. Just days after the infamous shootout and Rell’s death, Oshiwa moseyed into her old hair salon and gave everyone who had been speculating a clear confirmation that she was back in town. She paid a woman two hundred dollars to take her spot in the chair so she wouldn’t have to wait. Those who knew who she was were in complete awe as she sat around getting her signature cut and curl as if nothing had ever happened.  
 
    She was tired of wearing disguises and tired of running. The whole point of getting money was to flaunt it, she thought. If she wasn’t able to live, it wasn’t worth all the risk she was taking. But as she sat in the salon chair dressed in high-end fashion and huge diamond earrings, she’d never felt more like her old self. She conversed only with Tina, her old beautician, and kept it simple, leaving no room to discuss her personal life. When she was done she tipped her old friend an extra fifty as Doe called to let Oshiwa know he was pulling up outside. 
 
    “It’s so good to have you back girl. You know all you gotta do is call me and let me know you coming and you gon’ get the VIP treatment every time,” Tina assured her. 
 
    “I most definitely will. Let me get your number,” Oshiwa said pulling out her phone. 
 
    She locked in Tina’s number and headed out with a smirk on her face as the women in the salon sat in silence, watching as she passed by. She loved the spotlight. It was the place she was born to be. But as she stepped foot outside of the salon a different kind of a spotlight took place as police swarmed the front of the building in three cars. She spotted Doe sitting in the car shocked and in complete disarray.  
 
    “Don’t move!” she heard the first officer scream as he hopped out.  
 
    Car doors slammed rapidly as the DPD attempted to surround her. Oshiwa took off down the street as fast as she could, grabbing the gun from her waist and slinging it to the curb right in front of several police officers. They yelled at her to stop as they gave chase but she was having none of it. She managed to make it to the corner of the block before a fourth squad car pulled up and the passenger hopped out with his gun pointed right at Oshiwa’s head. 
 
    “Get on the fucking ground right now!” 
 
    She spotted the driver jump out ready to cut her off if she made a cut to go around the squad car. She was caught. The jig was up. Oshiwa raised her hands in surrender and she began to slowly kneel down to the concrete.  
 
    “What I do officer?” she asked as she laid flat on the ground. 
 
    “Shut up bitch and get your hands behind your back,” she heard one reply.  
 
    Oshiwa was manhandled and cuffed quickly. As they snatched her up and searched her person she wondered who told on her that fast. A hater in the salon had called in hoping there would be a reward for her capture but they would be sadly disappointed to learn the only reward offered was for Bones. As they lifted Oshiwa from the ground and led her back to the front of the salon where the other police cars were parked, she looked around to see had they retrieved the gun from the ground. As she scanned the area she realized the gun was gone and so was Doe.  
 
    **** 
 
    The news of Oshiwa’s arrest spread like a wildfire throughout the city. After local news stations reported the story in possible connection with Bones, they did a backstory on the shootout in downtown Detroit, stating the police had now linked her to that investigation as well. Not long after the word got around Jay and Gunner were joined at his home by E and Ray to discuss what it meant for them and how to move forward. For Jay, it felt just like old times, but not in a good way, as he sat stroking his goatee. 
 
    “So it was this lil’ sneaky bitch all along, huh?” Ray said. 
 
    “That’s what it’s looking like. I knew that nigga Bones couldn’t be that stupid to come back,” Gunner said. 
 
    “If he was in the D his ass ain’t now, I guarantee you that,” E chimed in. 
 
    Jay was busy letting his mind run through all the possible solutions to deal with Bones and Oshiwa once and for all. 
 
    “We don’t got no bitches in the county we can holla at to knock that bitch off?” he suggested. 
 
    “I know one in Wayne County that’s about that life, but I don’t trust the bitch enough for something this serious,” E replied. 
 
    “Let’s see if we can bond the bitch out,” Ray suggested. 
 
    “Naw, that bitch ain’t getting no bond unless she cooperating with them people,” Gunner said. “Besides that, you need to fall all the way back right now until we can handle your situation.” 
 
    “I can’t fall back if niggas out here trying to put us in the dirt.” Ray laughed. “Fuck is you talking about?” 
 
    “Naw, he right though, Ray,” Jay interrupted. “You ain’t the shooter no more nigga you a boss and it’s about time you started acting like one. Y’all got other people for that shit.” 
 
    Ray respected Gunner’s opinion but with him and Jay combined he couldn’t argue. He knew they were much wiser in years and experience. 
 
    “I hear y’all,” he said, lowering his head in disappointment he wasn’t going to get his hands dirty.  
 
    Jay, who was sitting next to him, gave him a pat on the back and chuckled slightly. 
 
    “Anyway, we won’t be able to do anything until she gets a court date and moved to the county. Meanwhile, I need to get home to my girl before she kills me. I’ma call Dan and see if he can find out something with her court date.” 
 
    “We got it from here Jay. Take yo’ ass back home,” Gunner said. 
 
    With everything going on it was hard for Jay to just up and leave but he knew this wasn’t his life anymore. He knew he needed to remember his place in all of this no matter how it played out. The thought of losing any more of his friends at this point just seemed unbearable. More than anything, he just wanted it to all be over once and for all.  
 
    **** 
 
    Bones was packing up the last of his things as he heard the car door slam outside. He went to the kitchen and peaked out to the driveway and saw Doe’s headlights shut off as he pulled in and all the way to the back of the driveway. He went to let Doe in through the side door. Although their relationship was rocky as ever, Doe was all Bones had left. He couldn’t trust anyone else to make sure what he had built in a short timespan didn’t just fall to the way-side, but the pressure was closing in and he had to get out of dodge before he joined Oshiwa in a jail cell. 
 
    “You watched yo’ back when you came here right?” Bones said as he let Doe in. 
 
    “Of course,” Doe said with a hint of attitude. 
 
    “My nigga, if I never needed you in my whole life, I need you now,” Bones said honestly. 
 
    Doe just nodded and listened. “I think my bitch can hold water but right now, I ain’t tryna to stick around and find out.” 
 
    “Okay,” Doe replied. 
 
    Bones shot in the bedroom and came back with a gym bag. Inside was all the drugs that Bones had invested in through Doe’s connect plus the money he had recouped since copping. He handed the bag to Doe. 
 
    “I need you to flip this shit dog. I need you to keep it going while I’m out of town. If you change your phone number make sure I get the new number asap. I can’t say when I’ma be back, but you hit me up and let me know what’s up with my girl as soon as you find out something.”  
 
    Doe stood in the kitchen and listened carefully, getting more excited as each moment passed. He knew there had to be well over a hundred thousand dollars’ worth of cash and drugs in the bag. With any luck, he’d never see Bones again. 
 
    “I gotchu big homey. You know I’ma hold this shit down like a G.”  
 
    “Please man, don’t fuck this up,” Bones pleaded. 
 
    Doe could see the desperation in his eyes. The circumstances had humbled Bones like never before. He knew without Doe on his side he may as well just walk in the precinct and surrender.  
 
    “I gotchu,” Doe repeated. 
 
    The two men slapped fives and Doe grabbed the bag and dipped back out of the side door into the cool night air. As soon as Doe was gone, Bones called Pam to see where she was at.  
 
    “I’m five minutes away Bones just stay cool. I’m almost there,” Pam assured him.  
 
    For the money, Pam was still willing to put her own life and freedom on the line to assist Bones however she could. She had found him a place to hide out that they were both sure no one would ever come looking for him. Pam pulled up moments later in the same spot Doe had just pulled out of. Bones came out with all the bags he could carry in two hands and tossed them in the back seat. Peaking around, the block was quiet and still as midnight approached. He locked up the house securely and then climbed his tall, lanky frame inside the trunk of Pam’s Lincoln.  
 
    He knew they couldn’t risk getting pulled over with him in the passenger seat so he crammed himself into the trunk. Pam crept out of the area without being detected by the police cars she passed on her way to the freeway, headed north.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    The day of Oshiwa’s arrest, she was interrogated for roughly fifteen intense hours. Instead of just invoking her right to not answer any questions without a lawyer present, she engaged detectives for hours not only giving them a specific timeline and her whereabouts but offering them a completely fraudulent background of her entire life up to that point. Oshiwa wasn’t afraid of slipping up. She welcomed the challenge because she wanted any and every detective working Bones’s case to know that she wasn’t some young, dumb, ghetto chick that was being led astray by a conniving gangster. 
 
    She believed she was cut from same cloth and bred from the same bloodline as them. It seemed like the mental chess match lasted for days as detectives hammered away at her story trying to find some inconsistencies. The fact of the matter was, Oshiwa had been preparing for this day for a very long time. Finally, with her being no closer to being released and them being no closer to finding Bones, she decided she’d said enough and asked for her lawyer. 
 
     At this point, Oshiwa’s commitment was not to Bones but herself. She knew that placing herself in direct contact with Bones at any point gave them enough to charge her with a felony. She wasn’t about to hand them the matches and lighter fluid to burn her house down.  
 
    As of right now, all they had was a shit pile of traffic warrants to hold her on, but everyone involved in this case was determined to not let Oshiwa back out on the streets. In court, the judge used her maximum discretion. Instead of offering her a plea deal with some small fines, she handed out the stiffest sentence allowed, giving Oshiwa ninety days in the county jail for her traffic warrants. This would give the department the time they needed to crack her and find out where Bones was hiding out. But after getting over the initial shock of it all, being in the county was almost like a blessing for Oshiwa. For the first time, in almost two years, she was able to reach out to her family.  
 
    After being in the county for a couple of weeks she received her first visit from her mom whom she was elated to finally see face to face. Oshiwa was nothing like her mom Brandy but they maintained a good relationship that even Oshiwa could never understand. She was more like a big sister than a mom growing up, giving her daughter much more leeway than she probably should have as she drifted into adolescence. Never really knowing her father, Oshiwa took to older guys the minute she found herself becoming attracted to boys. By the time she was sixteen, she was hardly ever home, spending nights out with the neighborhood drug dealer who was running her hood at the time.  
 
    By the time her mother began to complain, Oshiwa began to shower her with money and gifts to keep her quiet. That tradition didn’t stop as she entered into adulthood so Oshiwa was not surprised to see her mom beaming with joy to finally lay eyes on her one and only child. As they sat in the visitor’s booth, staring through the Plexiglass, Oshiwa offered a bright smile back at her mom to let her know she was just as thrilled. 
 
    “How you doing?” Brandy said. 
 
    “I’m good Mama, I’m just ready to get out of here,” Oshiwa said. 
 
    “I know, I told Sherrie my daughter ain’t never been locked up for this long, I know it’s killing her,” Brandy said. 
 
    Sherrie was Brandy’s sister and used to be Oshiwa’s favorite aunt until the reality of her lifestyle became too much for her aunt and the two became distant. 
 
    “Fuck her, she bet not say shit to me when I get out.”  
 
    “You know she loves you, it’s just that—” 
 
    “I don’t care, Mama. I wanna see my cousin Kim but Sherrie can stay wherever she at,” Oshiwa interrupted.  
 
    “Kim is doing good now.” 
 
    “I heard. I talked to her a couple time since I been in here.” 
 
    “So what are your plans now?” her mom asked.  
 
    The two of them had talked on the phone numerous times since she’d been incarcerated but that was the first time her mom had thought to ask the most important question of all.  
 
    “I’m not gonna lie Mama, if I can find a way to put all this stuff behind me without having the police on my head and all that, I’ma do what I do. You know I’m not the one to sit on my ass and be broke for nobody.”  
 
    Her mom cringed a little listening to her hard headed daughter. 
 
    “Yeah, I know…I was just hoping you found an easier way to get your money ‘cause I don’t know how long you think this way is gonna last.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about me, Mama. I been taking care of myself and y’all for a long time ain’t I?” 
 
    Her mom nodded. She knew how many of her bills had been paid through Oshiwa throughout the years. 
 
    “Alright then, just trust the fact that I know what I’m doing. I’ll be out of here shortly and it’s going down.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Since Oshiwa’s arrest and Bones’s departure, Doe was feeling like the city was his playground. Everyone including the hustlers that he had under his wing could notice the change in his demeanor. If they never believed Doe was meant to be a boss he was making them believers now. He moved throughout the city day and night now with free will to hustle and grind as he saw fit. 
 
    It wasn’t long before he was flaunting his newfound success in the clubs, popping bottles with the mover and shakers of Detroit. It was his way to get his name out there to the right people and elevate himself from middleman to “The Man.” As far as he was concerned, the money and drugs Bones had left him with was his for the keeping. He kicked back a few dollars for the first couple of weeks but after that, it was a wrap. The only person he was looking out for was Oshiwa as he waited for her release date. He wasn’t answering any calls that came from Bones or Pam. 
 
    If Bones wanted to come back to the city and risk going to jail just to go to war with him, he was more than willing to engage him. Doe wasn’t waiting around for his time; he was taking what he believed he deserved now.  
 
    **** 
 
    Michelle and Jay were relaxing having a nice, quiet dinner at home. Things had cooled down in the city, at least for now, giving them both a huge peace of mind and giving Jay some time to focus on his manuscript, learning what he could about the movie business, and legalizing things. As Michelle sipped on her favorite red wine letting her food digest, she remembered what she’d been meaning to tell Jay all day. 
 
    “Oh! Guess what?” She smiled. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “So I was talking to Leslie today and she told me that Brian said he thinks he might have somebody that is willing to look over your manuscript when it’s done.” 
 
    “Somebody in the movie business?” Jay said excitedly. 
 
    “Un duh!” she teased him. 
 
    “Well I thought he was going to be the one to do it.” He shrugged. 
 
    “Well, I mean as much as he does he’s not really into the hood life movies so he thinks it would be better to hand it off to someone who knows what to do with it.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Jay agreed. 
 
    He was ecstatic to know he now had a writer and director and two film producers to help him with the project. 
 
    “I thought you would agree.” 
 
    “Let me ask you something though,” Jay said. 
 
    “Go ahead.” 
 
    “Do you think I should change the name of it?” 
 
    “I like The Hood Report,” Michelle said.  
 
    “Yeah, I mean, I like it because it got the whole reporter role in it that will put a spin on the story but…I don’t know. I think it could be better.” 
 
    Michelle had agreed to have her own character fictionalized in the story, knowing it would add the most spice to it. She was worried about facing more scrutiny at first if the movie went big but as she searched her heart she realized that Jay was about to be her husband and he was really a changed man. It didn’t matter to her what the world thought. They were in this together. As she reflected on the part of his life, a similar but better title seemingly popped in her head from nowhere. 
 
    “How about…The War Report? I mean, a big part of the story is this beef with the enemy and all that so it gives you the real meat of the story.” 
 
    “That’s it! I love it!” Jay shouted as he jumped up from the dinner table. “That’s it! That’s it, baby!” 
 
    “You like it, huh?” Michelle giggled. 
 
    “What? The War Report,” he repeated trying to get a feel for the new title. 
 
    “The War Report,” she replied, nodding her head slowly. 
 
    “Yeah…that’s gangsta.” He smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, thank you,” Michelle said, bowing her head as if she’d just received a standing ovation.  
 
    **** 
 
    It wasn’t an easy thing to do, but as Gunner sat in the second row directly behind Ray and his lawyer Dan Marsh, he was confident that they had this case in the bag. They had done what needed to be done under the drastic circumstances that were presented. As the judge waited patiently, the prosecutor spoke to the family of the victim right above a whisper to keep anyone from hearing what was being said. Today Ray was set to start trial but all morning the prosecutor had been delaying the start waiting for the star witness to arrive.  
 
    Just five minutes ago his confidence had been dismantled when he was pulled to the side for a brief one on one with the lead homicide detective in Ray’s case. As he left the courtroom, Detective Lorenzo and Gunner exchanged a brief glance that no one but the two of them were probably aware of. As the prosecutor finished his talk with the family he humbly asked if he could approach the bench. After another brief, low volume conversation with the judge, the prosecutor went back to his table and the judge gave Ray a long stare down that made Gunner wonder what was about to happen.  
 
    “Will the defendant please stand,” he finally said.  
 
    Ray stood and glanced back at all of his friends and family spread throughout the courtroom. “It has been brought to my attention that the prosecution’s star witness was murdered last night. As much as I don’t like the position this puts me in I have to obey the law. The prosecution has asked that all charges be dismissed with prejudice in this case due to insufficient evidence.” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” Gunner shouted as a few more of his friends made a loud outburst. 
 
    “Order! Order in this court if you want to walk out of here today,” the judge warned.  
 
    Ray just bowed his head and took in the victory silently as his lawyer Dan gave him a pat on the back. 
 
    “You understand that dismissed with prejudice means that this charge could magically reappear in the future? Are we clear on that?” the judge asked Ray. 
 
    “Yes, Your Honor.” 
 
    “Good. This case is dismissed with prejudice sir, you’re free to go,” the judge finished.  
 
    Gunner stood up as Ray turned and did a George Jefferson diddy bop headed his way before he left the courtroom. They embraced briefly, glad to be able to put the murder charge behind them. It was the best feeling in the world to know they had beaten the system once again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    It was just after sundown when Gunner and Ray pulled up and parked on the backstreets of Van Dyke and McNichols. Gunner turned the car off. They hadn’t even had time to celebrate Ray’s victory in the dismissal of the murder charge yet because there were still things that needed to be handled.  
 
    “I got some shit I need to talk to you about when we done here,” Gunner said as he sat behind the wheel of his Buick Lacrosse. 
 
    “Okay bet, I think that’s him pulling up now though,” Ray said glancing in the review mirror. 
 
    Ray sat with his gun in his lap concealed slightly with his shirt strategically placed over it. Detective Lorenzo pulled up in a black Silverado 1500, which was his off-duty truck. He pulled the strings on his hoodie tighter to help conceal his face as he quick-stepped to the Buick and slid in the back seat.  
 
    “Sup?” Gunner spoke as he reached for the bag of cash on the floor. 
 
    “Let’s make this quick so I can get the fuck out of this neighborhood,” Lorenzo said. 
 
    “Shiiiid the quicker the better,” Gunner agreed, handing him a bag with twenty thousand in small bills. 
 
    “What’s up with all the fucking singles?” Lorenzo asked. 
 
    “That’s Ray’s money; you gotta talk to him about that,” Gunner said. 
 
    Since back in the days when Lorenzo was just a street cop he’d been trying to extort Jay and his crew. When it didn’t work he started trying to find a way to put them behind bars but somehow, they always came out on top.  
 
    It was only recently when he’d decided to take the “if you can’t beat ‘em join ‘em” approach. Dan, the lawyer, was the go-between to making an initial offer. Jay had corrupted Dan years ago and there was nothing he wouldn’t do for the Van Dyke Down team. Forty thousand dollars was Lorenzo’s price for obtaining the witness’s address. They gave him half up front and now that the job was done, this was the balance of the payoff.  
 
    “I get it how it comes to me, you know that,” Ray replied. 
 
    “Nice doing business,” Lorenzo said reaching for the door. 
 
    “Hold up, before you dip,” Gunner said. 
 
    “What’s up?”  
 
    “We got one more job for you.”  
 
    The detective eased his hand off of the door handle. 
 
    “I’m listening.” 
 
    “We need a cell number for that girl that’s locked in the county. First name is Oshiwa. She’s supposed to be linked to the dude that escaped from the prison on Mound Road.” 
 
    “You mean Bones’s bitch?” he asked for clarification. 
 
    “Yeah, Bones’s bitch.” 
 
    “And you wanna know what cell and what floor she’s on?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “How are you gonna—” 
 
    “Don’t ask us shit about shit. Can you do it or not?” Ray snapped. 
 
    “Fuck you, watch your mouth!” Lorenzo fired back. 
 
    “Naw, fuck you!” 
 
    “Okay, you wanna be a tough guy right? Price just went up, fifty instead of forty,” Lorenzo barked. 
 
    “Chill out Ray,” Gunner reasoned. 
 
    “Yeah, chill out Ray,” the detective mimicked. 
 
    “Forty-five man, you get half now and the other half when it checks out.” 
 
    “Fuck it, give me the money,” Lorenzo says. 
 
    Gunner went in his pockets and put together $22,500 and handed it over his shoulder to Lorenzo in the back seat. If they could get this chic out of the way she’d be one less headache to watch out for in the future. Detective Lorenzo flipped through the money without actually counting it. He was in a rush to get away from such well-known criminals before he was spotted by some of his colleagues. 
 
    “I’ll be in touch,” he said, reaching for the door again. 
 
    He slammed the door harder than necessary and he hurried to his truck. 
 
    “Bitch ass,” Gunner mumbled as he started up the car. 
 
    They rode in silence down French Road for a while locked into their own individual thoughts until Ray remembered what Gunner said earlier. 
 
    “So what you wanted to tell me?” 
 
    “Oh yeah…” Gunner replied then fell silent. 
 
    “What’s up nigga?” Ray chuckled, seeing it was something weighing heavy on Gunner’s mind. 
 
    “I’m thinking I’m about to get out man,” he finally said. 
 
    “You about to get out of what?” Ray asked confused. 
 
    “The game man. I think it’s the only way I can save my marriage and raise my kids. On some real shit, you know I never thought about how much my kids would really need me around until Butter had to come live with me.” 
 
    Since the mother of his daughter’s death Gunner’s whole world had been turned upside down. The talk he had with Jay stuck with him this time because so much had changed. There was no solution to fixing the betrayal he exposed to Kelly but he knew if he didn’t change his life there was no way she’d ever consider getting back with him. Since the day she walked out the couple had been living separately. Although Kelly found it in her heart to help out with Butter, getting to know her more each day, the pain she felt was still very real. 
 
    “I don’t got no kids my nigga. I can’t even relate to your struggle but that shit sounds crazy. What you gon’ do now if you ain’t hustling?” Ray asked. 
 
    “That’s the hard part. I really don’t know but I gotta do this shit. I ain’t shit without my wife dog.” 
 
    Ray just looked at Gunner realizing the sincerity in his voice. He had to respect it if Gunner didn’t wanna take the risk any longer. 
 
    “You foreal huh?”  
 
    Gunner just nodded. 
 
    **** 
 
    Jay was sitting in his home office reading a book about screenplays and script writing. The idea of trying to write his own manuscripts was starting to become more appealing. He had all these ideas for more movies after the one about his real life and he didn’t want to depend on other people to tell the story right. He figured with the time he had on his hands, it only made sense to acquire a new skill. His cell phone rang with a call from Gunner. 
 
    “What up G?” he quickly answered. 
 
    “What’s popping?” 
 
    “You know me, trying to make up a new grind,” Jay said. 
 
    “Me and you both. That’s what I was calling you about.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Jay said, a little in shock. 
 
    “Yeah, I gotta walk away from it dog, you was right. I sat up all night last night thinking about that shit. I don’t know what I’ma do but I gotta find something.” 
 
    “It’s a lot of ways you can invest your money dog so it just don’t dwindle down to nothing. You can start with buying up some of them cheap ass houses in the hoods that’s not all fucked up wild.” 
 
    Gunner had flipped a couple houses before but never got too deep into real estate. Besides the club he once owned, it was the only legit thing he’d ever done.  
 
    “I thought about that but I don’t know if I got the patience to be a landlord.” 
 
    “Just remember this ain’t just about you my nigga. For your family, you will find some patience, trust me.” 
 
    “That’s real,” Gunner agreed. 
 
    “Hit Dan up too. I know he got some ideas of his own he can share. That nigga got me investing money in stocks, bonds, and all kinds of shit.”  
 
    “Good idea, I’ma hit that nigga up tomorrow.”  
 
    “This some good news man.” Jay smiled. 
 
    “You gotta come celebrate with your boy. I’m ‘bout to throw a birthday slash retirement party round this bitch.” Gunner laughed. 
 
    “You know I’m with it.” 
 
    Gunner’s birthday was less than a month away. 
 
    “Tell Michelle she better come too.” 
 
    “Fasho. You think you can wrap up everything in time?”  
 
    “I don’t got no choice my nigga. It’s either now or never.” 
 
    Jay was overjoyed to see that his friend had finally seen the light. It was always his dream that the rest of his friends would make it out of the streets and they could all grow old and live life in the slow lane. First E and now Gunner. When he ended the call he rushed to find Michelle in the house to tell her the good news. 
 
    “Baby!” he said startling Michelle. 
 
    “Huh?”  
 
    “I just got off the phone with Gunner. He said he’s about to get out the game.”  
 
    “Really?” Michelle said in shock. 
 
    “Yeah, he’s foreal. I can tell.” 
 
    “Wow. What do you think changed his mind finally?” 
 
    “He just said he know that Kelly and the kids need him around. I think everything he been going through just opened his eyes.” 
 
    “This is really good news. I’m so happy,” Michelle said. 
 
    It was the best news she’d heard all month. For Michelle, Gunner getting out just meant Jay was that less tempted to get back in or risk his neck for something his friends got mixed up in.  
 
    “He’s having a birthday slash retirement party next month and he said you gotta be there.” 
 
    “Is it gonna be safe?” she had to ask. 
 
    “You think if it ain’t I would let you go?” Jay said appalled at the question. 
 
    “Then I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” Michelle said honestly.  
 
    Everything was falling into place. Jay and Michelle could really see a bright future forming for themselves and everyone in their circle. 
 
    **** 
 
    Oshiwa was released from the county just days before Detective Lorenzo was able to come through with the information her enemies needed. As she stood outside in the freezing cold holding her property bag waiting for Doe to pull up, she had no idea how close she’d come to the end of her criminal career as well as her life. 
 
     She’d forgotten to ask what Doe was driving but when the 2010 white Audi truck sitting on twenty-four-inch chrome wheels pulled up she was completely taken aback. Oshiwa tried her best to conceal that she was impressed. She didn’t even know if it was really his yet. He popped the locks and she slid into the passenger seat. 
 
    “This you?” were the first words from her mouth. 
 
    “Whachu think?” Doe asked as he mashed the gas looking at Oshiwa, smiling. 
 
    “Damn, business must be better than I thought,” she said. 
 
    “Yeah, you could say that. Surprised?” 
 
    “Actually I am,” Oshiwa admitted. 
 
    Since she had been on lock the two of them had not been able to talk extensively about the business side of things and especially about Bones. For all she knew Bones was somewhere collecting his profits and laying low as possible. That could not have been further from the truth. 
 
    “I got something to tell you,” Doe explained. 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “I kept the money that Bones gave me. That’s how I came up so fast.” 
 
    As they pulled up at a red light, Oshiwa sat processing this new information. 
 
    “Okay,” she finally replied staring straight ahead. 
 
    “I mean, that nigga don’t give a fuck about me Oshiwa and you know it. He just wanted to use me to keep hope alive for himself. At the end of the day, this is the game and it gets dirty. You and me did all the fucking grinding so in my eyes this is our money anyway.” 
 
    Oshiwa was still processing things as Doe explained his side. 
 
    “Now that Bones is out of our way we can set the city on fire, you feel me? I’m not hot, you ’re not wanted anymore. It’s time to get this money!” he finished. 
 
    She knew Doe was right about some of what he was saying. He was free to move and hustle as he pleased which was probably why his come up was happening so fast. A big burden had also been removed from her life by having been questioned and released by police concerning Bones. She knew they’d never stop watching her but now she was free to roam the city as she pleased and that would make all the difference in the world. But there was one thing Doe was forgetting. 
 
    “I’m not gon’ lie, I might have stayed loyal to Bones a little too long but the fact is that nigga is still a fucking bull and he ain’t about to just lay down and let you take his shit like that, Doe.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about Bones, is you?” 
 
    “Hell yeah!” she shouted. 
 
    “You still love him?”  
 
    “That’s not the point. You can’t just fuck over a nigga like Bones and move on with your life. You know him better than that.” 
 
    Doe wasn’t listening. His mind was made up about how things were going to go from here. 
 
    “Look, half of everything I have is yours. You want it or not?” 
 
    “Oh, I definitely want what’s mine but you gotta be smart, Doe. This ain’t the way to go about doing things.” 
 
    “So what’s your suggestion? ‘Cause I’m not giving Bones shit.” 
 
    Oshiwa shook her head insistently. 
 
    “You gotta give him something; that’s the only way to keep his ass content. If you really wanna do this you gotta rock Bones to sleep, Doe. He ain’t going away quietly, I promise you that.”  
 
    At that point, they ended the discussion at a stalemate. Oshiwa relaxed into the comfy leather seats and started to plan her next moves. She didn’t know how Doe was going to feel about it but she wanted in on whatever he had established. Oshiwa had felt the taste of being her own boss and never wanted to go back. She’d been running operations for so long now it just felt like her calling. Her feelings for Bones were slowly drifting away as she became blinded by dollar signs and the hopes of street fame that would surpass any and everyone before her. 
 
    When they arrived at Doe’s new condo, once again Oshiwa was very impressed with Doe’s layout and the view of downtown Detroit. The spacious sitting area was well decorated and Oshiwa wondered who put so much thought into it. The black and white painting that hung from the walls matched the off-white paint perfectly. The stainless steel kitchen was accentuated with a breakfast bar and marble countertops. 
 
     Doe had a few outfits for her to choose from laid out on the crème leather sectional in the sitting area. Oshiwa went to take a shower in the surprisingly spotless bathroom that was highlighted with more marble and a sexy, glass enclosed walk-in shower. As she washed away the past ninety days of hell she’d been through sitting in the county, she couldn’t keep her mind off of Bones. She had to give him a call and make sure that she was in the clear. 
 
     He would probably want her to come and be with him but that wasn’t about to happen. Now that she was free of the burden of being his rider she wasn’t going back. When Oshiwa emerged from the bathroom she was wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around her body as she used another one to dry her wild and unmanaged hair. 
 
    “I gotta hurry up and get to a fucking salon,” she said to herself. 
 
    She went searching for Doe to see if he’d rolled the blunt up that she was dying to hit. She found him still right where she’d left him in the sitting area lighting up the blunt for the first time. He gawked at her lustfully, releasing smoke from his lungs as she came closer. On the coffee table was seven individual stacks of cash. Oshiwa smiled lovingly. 
 
    “For me?” 
 
    Doe nodded. 
 
    “How much is that?”  
 
    “Hundred and fifty thousand,” he replied. 
 
    “Uh!” She clutched her heart. “I just came.”  
 
    Doe burst into laughter before he reached out to hand her the blunt. Without warning, Oshiwa eased up on the sectional sofa and mounted Doe's lap, facing him as she took the blunt in her hand. As she eased her bare pussy down on his lap she could feel his dicking rising, pressing against her lower lips. What was understood didn’t need to be explained and that truth was in both of their eyes. She took a long pull from the blunt and Doe’s hands found their way to her booty. 
 
    “You know it’s me and you now right?” Doe said as he squeezed her cheeks for the first time ever. 
 
    Oshiwa took another long pull then released. 
 
    “That’s what it looks like.” 
 
    She leaned in and kissed Doe. He slid his tongue in her mouth. They continuously tongued each other down while Doe began to stroke on her pussy lips and play with her clit. Oshiwa was feining for sex and she tore at his zipper forcefully. Doe ripped the towel from her torso exposing her breast. He sucked on her pretty brown nipples as she fingered his boxers until she’d pulled out his rod. Slowly, she inserted him inside of her. 
 
     She watched Doe’s eyes roll in the back of his head as his dream became a reality. He palmed her ass even tighter and began to bounce Oshiwa up and down on his pole as she steadied herself using his shoulders. Her lips found his again and she kissed him with a lover’s passion. This steamy, hot sexual consummation of their new love affair would last throughout the remainder of the day. Neither one of them knew if it would grow to be a match made in heaven or hell.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Buffalo, New York 
 
    Since fleeing the city for a second time Bones had been hiding at a house owned by women that weren’t his blood relatives, just like Pam. Simone was related to Pam and Pam knew that Bones and Simone spoke the same language…the language of money. It had cost him every dime he had to live in the two-story brick colonial style home but during this time he’d not only lost all his money, he was on the verge of losing his mind. 
 
    With no Oshiwa around to ease his worries, all Bones could think about was how he was going to kill Doe when he found him. The stress of his wanted status made the walls feel like they were closing in, clogging his brain as he searched for ideas. How could he come out the hole he was in? When the cell phone rang it startled him because it never rang. The only person that ever called him was Simone wanting money but since he was broke now, she just wanted him to leave.  
 
    Bones jumped up and rushed to the phone to answer it. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Hey baby, it’s me,” Oshiwa said. 
 
    “Bitch, where the fuck is my money?” Bones barked. 
 
    “Baby I just got out. Why are you mad at me? I didn’t know what was going on until yesterday.” 
 
    “You got out yesterday?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “So why the fuck are you just now calling me today?”  
 
    “Baby, you need to calm down. Everything is gonna be alright.” 
 
    “Who the fuck you think you talking to?” 
 
    Bones was pissed off and since he hadn’t talked to Doe he was taking it out on her. 
 
    “I’m trying to tell you what happened if you shut the fuck up and listen!” Oshiwa snapped. 
 
    “Where’s Doe? I want him to tell me what happened.” 
 
    “I’m not with Doe right now baby I'm making a run.” 
 
    “Oh…making a run huh? You back in the mix already?” Bones said with envy in his tone. 
 
    “Look, Bones I don’t know…” 
 
    “Don’t call me that, what’s wrong with you?” he shouted angrily. 
 
    Oshiwa’s patience was running just as thin as his. 
 
    “Well, look, nigga! I don’t know what you think is going on but Doe ran into some problems that he had to bounce back from. I don’t have nothing to do with whatever happened in the last ninety days because I was in a box and if you don’t understand that, then fuck you too. You want my help or not?” 
 
    Bones couldn’t believe his ears. He had to take the phone away and just look at it for a minute. No way would Oshiwa ever take that tone in his presence. Everyone was becoming more and more disrespectful now that he was far away. 
 
    “You know what? I’m on my way back home bitch and we gon’ see what’s up when I get there,” he promised. 
 
    “Bones I’m trying to help you get your money but damn—” 
 
    He hung up before she could finish. 
 
    **** 
 
    Oshiwa sat holding the phone in a bit of confusion as to what her next move should be. Doe sat close by smoking weed while watching and waiting to find out what was said between them. She tossed the phone on the coffee table and plopped down on the sectional. 
 
    “What he say?” Doe finally asked after a long pull from his blunt. 
 
    “He mad as fuck, he just hung up in my face,” she replied. 
 
    “Fuck that nigga.” 
 
    Oshiwa shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    “You think shit a game, this nigga talking about coming back to the city to look for us Doe.” 
 
    “I don’t think shit a game but why you keep acting like that nigga can’t be touched.” 
 
    “I don’t know, maybe ‘cause he ain’t been touched by nobody ever!” she shouted. 
 
    Doe waved her off and he stood up and walked out of the room. When he came back he was carrying a charcoal grey Sig Sauer pistol. He racked a bullet in the chamber as he sat down and handed it to Oshiwa.  
 
    “From now on take that bitch with you everywhere you go. You’ve had enemies since the day we met so just add Bones to the list of people to shoot first and ask questions later.” 
 
    Oshiwa took the gun in her hand as the realization finally kicked in that Bones was now her enemy. As she looked Doe in the eyes his lack of fear gave her comfort. If any of this was going to work out she needed a solid dude like him to hold her down. Oshiwa wasn’t used to getting her hands dirty but she felt the times changing. She took a deep breath as she decided to accept the challenges that this life she wanted came with.  
 
    “I’m dumping that cell phone today so see if you can get me another one while you out,” she finally said.  
 
    “I gotchu. You staying in today?”  
 
    “Yeah, I need some time to think. Where’s my house keys though?” 
 
    Oshiwa and Bones still owned the house they lived in before she was busted but she wanted to get the locks changed and put in a new alarm system.  
 
    “I got ‘em put in the safe. Just let me know when you need ‘em” 
 
    “What I need is the combination to that safe nigga. It can’t be no secrets between us if you want me to trust you with my life.” 
 
    Doe thought for a minute. He wanted Oshiwa to know that he was all in with her and would have her back completely. 
 
    “Okay. Anything else?” Doe asked. 
 
    “Yeah, one more thing. I think it’s time you introduced me to your plug.”  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner and Kelly met up at Fishbone’s in Greektown. They sat near a window with a view of the lively streets watching people scurry about. The two had decided to let both grandmothers have the pleasure of spending time with their grandkids. His mom kept Butter and Kelly’s parents kept Jr. while the two of them spent time together and talked about what was next for them. Kelly had noticed how hard Gunner was working to hold on to their marriage but under the circumstances, she would expect nothing less. So while she noticed the effort, it hadn’t swayed her. 
 
    “I got something to tell you,” Gunner said. 
 
    “What? How much you love me?” She smiled sarcastically. 
 
    “Nah, I think what I have to say is much bigger than that. I wouldn’t have called you out of the house like this just to tell you that. I could’ve said that over the phone. What I have to say is something you been waiting to hear for a long time.” 
 
    “Okay, well you definitely have my attention,” she replied leaning back in her seat. 
 
    Gunner leaned in and grabbed her by the hand and stroked his thumb over the wedding ring he was glad to see she was wearing again.  
 
    “I’m getting out the game,” he revealed. 
 
    At first, Kelly just sat there with a blank stare in her eyes. Then she had a wave of uncontrollable blinking. Not that she was on the verge of tears or anything. Just confused and a little lost for words at the moment.  
 
    “Keith?”  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Do not play with me,” she said firmly. 
 
    “Do I look like I’m playing? I know I can’t raise my kids from a jail cell and I know no matter how much money I leave you it won’t replace me if I’m dead. It ain’t take me all these years to figure that shit out either. It just took me all these years to care enough to not be selfish no more.” 
 
    Kelly was floored. Completely. 
 
    “Wow. You’re serious?” she said staring in his eyes still searching for some sign of deceit. 
 
    “I’m dead serious. I’m getting out. I want you to see that I can be all you need me to be. I want you to see that no matter what I’ve done in the past I’m not that same nigga that I was. I’m getting out for you and for everyone that I love and I know needs me.” 
 
    Once again Kelly was stumped. This was something she never thought she’d hear come out of Gunner’s mouth. She hadn’t factored in how it would affect her thinking. She had just started to accept the fact that he was going to live life the way he wanted to live it no matter the consequences. 
 
    “I don’t even know what to say right now. How soon?” 
 
    “I’ll be out by my birthday. Just enough time to make the transition. I’ve been talking to Dan about making some investments in real estate and starting up a business.” 
 
    “What kind of business?” 
 
    “You know Heavy that owns the car lot?” 
 
    “Yeah, Trina’s cousin.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s going through some financial trouble and he’s looking to sell. He asked me about it months ago but I went back and talked to him about it the other day. He said he’ll even still run the place if I need ‘em.”  
 
    As Gunner talked Kelly’s heart fluttered. She couldn’t help but be overjoyed hearing how he had really thought this through and was making plans to move forward. 
 
    “Oh my God, I’m so happy right now. I don’t think you know how good this makes me feel right now.”  
 
    Seeing Kelly’s face light up the way it did let Gunner know he was making the right decision. While she was in a joyous mood he decided to seize the moment as he leaned over the table and kissed her lips. Kelly didn’t resist or complain. She was too busy smiling and being proud of her husband.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    It was the day before Gunner’s birthday and retirement party when Jay and Michelle arrived in Detroit and checked into the Marriott. Today they would take time to visit the people they loved that wouldn’t be at the party tomorrow. Jay was going to see his aunt Jean and Michelle would hang out with Leslie, of course. But right now the two were just lying in the bed being lazy and enjoying the touch of each other’s skin pressed against one another. 
 
    Michelle’s leg was wrapped around Jay as he cuffed her ass and sniffed her neck, taking in the beautiful mixed scents of her body wash and lotion.  
 
    “I’m hungry,” Michelle mumbled. 
 
    “I got something you can eat,” Jay teased, talking dirty. 
 
    “Ha ha, fuck you. I need something I can swallow not suck.”  
 
    “I got something you can swallow too,” he went on. 
 
    “I set myself up for that one didn’t I?”  
 
    “Yeah, you did. Order something.” 
 
    “I will when I figure out what I got a taste for.” 
 
    She gently massaged Jay’s back as they stared into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “You about to be my wife soon,” Jay spoke right above a whisper. 
 
    “And you’ll be my husband soon,” Michelle replied. 
 
    “I’m doing everything right? I mean, you happy with us? Is it something I could be doing that I’m not?” 
 
    Michelle was a little caught off guard by the question. She’d never known Jay to doubt himself in any sense of the word.  
 
    “Of course I’m happy. What made you ask me that?” 
 
    “I just wanna make sure I’m doing this right. I’m still getting used to being in a relationship and now I’m about to be your husband. I just wanna make sure I’m representing right.”  
 
    “You’re doing a bang-up job. And if I haven’t told you lately I’m really proud of you…I’m proud of everything you’ve done with your life since we left Detroit.” 
 
    Jay was smiling inside. He was ready to spend the rest of his life making sure Michelle was happy and pleased with him. She’d sacrificed a lot to be with him and he’d never forget that fact.  
 
    **** 
 
    For the past few weeks, Oshiwa had been floating on a cloud. She and Doe had created the perfect partnership. Now that she was free from the bondage of Bones, Oshiwa was able to hit the streets hard and make her presence felt. With Doe’s help, she was finding new locations to set up shop and expanding their team, employing more hustlers and shooters from different areas surrounding the west side of Detroit.  
 
    Today was a special day. It took a little time and convincing but Oshiwa was finally about to meet the plug. She had one stop to make to pick up some more cash from the house. When turned the key in the door and walked inside, she immediately felt this eerie feeling in her stomach. She glanced around the living room and noticed some things looked out of place. Before she could process the thought Bones entered the room gripping a huge pistol in his hand. 
 
    The wave of fear that came over Oshiwa sent chills through her body. It was then that she realized she’d never gotten the locks changed. She’d let Doe distract her into underestimating Bones’s evil streak and now she was about to pay for it. 
 
    “You came to pick up the fifty thousand in the bedroom, huh? You can forget about that shit,” Bones said as he moved in slowly with the most sinister, possessed look in his eyes. 
 
    “Baby you can have it. Just please listen to me—” 
 
    Her pleas were interrupted by a smack to the face with the barrel of his gun. Bones grabbed her by the hair and flung her to ground. “Bones, no!” Oshiwa pleaded, but it didn’t stop his onslaught. 
 
    “Shut the fuck up!” he shouted as he drove a foot into her ribcage.  
 
    Oshiwa curled up on the floor in a fetal position as Bones began to stomp on her like the maniac he was.  
 
    “Where’s the rest of my fucking money? Huh? Where is it?” 
 
    “I’ll get it! I’ll get it!” Oshiwa cried as he drove another foot in her stomach. 
 
    Bones reached down and grabbed her by the back of her neck. 
 
    “Where is it? Take me to it right fucking now.” 
 
    “Okay, it’s at the condo. I’ll take you to it just calm down…please!” 
 
    Oshiwa was so dizzy the room was still spinning as he swung her around the room and pointed the gun at the back of her head. She still had a pistol stuck tightly in her waistline but never had the chance to reach for it. With a gun pressed to the back of her head, she didn’t dare reach for it now. She just needed to keep Bones calm until she could find a way to escape.  
 
    “Grab the keys,” he instructed as he spotted the keys she’d dropped lying on the floor. 
 
    Oshiwa bent down to pick the keys up, feeling her heart beating more rapidly with each second that passed. She’d held her hands high in the air showing no resistance. 
 
    “Put your fucking hands down. You stupid bitch, you really thought I was gonna let y’all play me like this? Take all my shit and leave me for dead, huh?” 
 
    “Bones that wasn’t my—” 
 
    “Shut the fuck up. We ‘bout to go out here and get in this nice little jeep you got parked outside. You better act normal as possible because the first sign or signal I see of you trying to make a move, I’m filling yo’ ass with bullets and you know I’m not playing.”  
 
    “Okay Bones, whatever you say.” 
 
    Oshiwa wanted to beg and plead but she knew this man better than any other man on this Earth. Begging and pleading wouldn’t help her now. She had to find a way to free herself. Bones concealed the gun inside his jacket but he still had his finger wrapped around the trigger as he placed the hoodie over his head and guided Oshiwa to the front door. She prayed when she opened the door she’d see a neighbor or two outside and maybe she could run screaming for help, but even that seemed too risky. 
 
    Bones had nothing to lose by shooting her in broad daylight in front of a hundred witnesses, and he was crazy enough to do it. She slowly opened the front door and peeked at her jeep parked neatly in the driveway. The block was silent without a neighbor in sight. When she stepped outside he was right behind her. Bones looked up and spotted a police patrol car riding up the block. Seconds later Oshiwa spotted the car. Bones tried to grab Oshiwa by the collar and pull her back into the house, but she managed to slip away from his grip. As the patrol car approached quickly, Oshiwa took one glance back at Bones who was now standing in the doorway in a panic. 
 
    He wanted to pull out the gun and blast her in the head but there they were driving right past the house. The police glanced at the pretty girl standing in the walkway that looked a little shaken as Bones hid behind the door.  
 
    Oshiwa seized the one and only opportunity to escape as she rushed to the jeep and hopped in while the police were still cruising up the block. She cranked up the jeep and backed out of the driveway as Bones came rushing out of the house as soon as the cops made it to the next block. As she slammed the car in drive she expected to hear gunshots ring out any second, but Bones was running after the car with his gun in his hands for the world to see. She floored the gas and quickly created enough distance between them that Bones gave up the chase.  
 
    She never looked back as she bent the corner and slowed down, not wanting to get pulled over with a gun in the car. She fumbled around in her pocket until she found her cell phone. She had a few missed calls from Doe and she quickly called him back. 
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    “That muthafucka is in my house right now. I knew I should’ve fucking change the locks! The fuck was I thinking!” she ranted. 
 
    “Who in the house?” Doe asked confused. 
 
    “Bones! That muthafucka just beat the shit out of me.” 
 
    “Where you at right now?” 
 
    “Oh my God!” she shouted, still in shock of all that happened. 
 
    “Baby, calm down and tell me where you at.” 
 
    Oshiwa took a second to calm her nerves before she went on to tell Doe what happened and how she managed to escape.  
 
    “So he has the money?” Doe asked. 
 
    “Yeah, what the fuck you think?” she snapped. 
 
    “We gotta deal with him later. We supposed to be somewhere, remember?” Doe explained. 
 
    “But we don’t even have all the fucking money now because this nigga just took fifty thousand,” she explained as she drove through a red light without even realizing it. 
 
    “I can cover it. But we gotta go do this now ‘cause if we back out I don’t think he’ll be willing to fuck with you in the future.” 
 
    They were supposed to be going to meet up with the plug but Oshiwa was so shaken up it was the last thing on her mind. She tried to gather herself, realizing she still had business to take care of.  
 
    **** 
 
    Gunner and Ray had been out of drugs for almost a week waiting on the plug. Gunner was officially about to pass down his entire operation to Ray Ray and his top lieutenant. Today he would introduce Ray Ray to Chiku and from there he would be free of all the dirt and grime the game had to offer. They sat in Ray’s Benz after just ending a call with Jay, still waiting on the plug to give them a go-ahead to come through. Apparently, Chiku had other people who had placed orders ahead of Gunner and he had to wait his turn.  
 
    “I’m ready to get this shit over with. I got a hundred niggas waiting on me,” Ray complained. 
 
    It was no exaggeration either. Not only did Ray’s whole team depend on him as their supplier, now Gunner’s team would have to go through Ray also. 
 
    “Just be careful out here my nigga. I know you know how to handle business but with me and Jay out of the game and E looks like he on his way out, it’s gonna be a lot of sharks swimming in the water, you feel me?” 
 
    Ray looked at Gunner and smiled. 
 
    “You know I’m built for this shit right?” 
 
    “Fo’ life,” Gunner said as they slapped fives.  
 
    Gunner’s phone rang. 
 
    “I hope that’s him,” Ray said. 
 
    “Hell yeah, this him. Hello?” Gunner answered. 
 
    “Come in twenty,” was all Chiku said. 
 
    “Come through in twenty?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Bet,” Gunner said ending the call. 
 
    “Shit, we might as well head that way now,” Ray said. 
 
    “Yeah, let’s be out,” Gunner said. 
 
    They would arrive a little early but Gunner figured he’d just wait in the parking lot until it was time to go inside. Chiku didn’t like people messing with his time frames so if he said twenty minutes, he meant twenty minutes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    When Oshiwa had her meeting with Chiku, he was downright rude. He didn’t appreciate the fact that she and Doe had wasted some of his valuable time. He didn’t come off like the calm, easygoing man that Doe had described previously. As she watched his wife run the money through the money counter, Doe continued to apologize for the inconvenience. 
 
    “It won’t happen again, man. Like I said, something came up that couldn’t be avoided.” 
 
    “And I apologize again for holding things up. I know that time is money,” Oshiwa added. 
 
    Chiku pointed a stiff finger at the both of them. 
 
    “Okay, but last time,” he warned.  
 
    “Never again,” Oshiwa said.  
 
    Chiku glanced at Gugu and she gave him the nod. Once he got the go-ahead he handed Doe the bricks of coke stacked inside a laundry bag.  
 
    “It was a pleasure meeting you,” Oshiwa lied but Chiku didn’t respond. 
 
    As they left the apartment, Oshiwa was just glad to have put the initial meeting behind her. Outside in the parking lot, she turned to Doe. 
 
    “You think I’m doing the right thing with Bones?” she asked. 
 
    ***** 
 
    Gunner and Ray sat in the car waiting on Chiku’s twenty minutes to pass. They were ten minutes early and as they sat in the car in silence, people watching, they spotted a couple emerging from the building. Gunner spotted the laundry bag in the girl’s hand and he knew that she was leaving Chiku. She was probably the one holding him and Ray up from securing their drugs. As he looked a little closer he realized that the girl’s face was very familiar. Seconds later it kicked in that he was staring at Oshiwa.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Gunner said reaching for his pistol. 
 
    “What’s up?” Ray asked reaching for his. 
 
    “That’s Bones’s bitch,” Gunner barked as he opened the car door and got out as fast as he could.  
 
    Ray was right behind him. They didn’t even bother closing the car doors as they raced toward the Oshiwa and Doe. By the time Oshiwa looked up and spotted Gunner and Ray coming, they had guns aimed at her head. 
 
    “Doe!” she shouted right before gunshots rang out. 
 
    Oshiwa managed to pull Doe to the ground just in time to avoid a barrage of bullets that sprayed the Audi truck full of holes, shattering the windows completely. Doe dropped the drugs, pulled his gun, and started shooting aimlessly as he laid on his back fearing for his life. Oshiwa crawled to the end of the truck and pulled her gun out. She couldn’t see anything above the knees from her angle. She fired at Gunner and Ray’s calves repeatedly.  
 
    Gunner and Ray had to jump behind a random parked car because they no longer had a visual of Oshiwa or Doe. Doe rose to his feet and fired more shots in the direction he thought they were hiding. Oshiwa tried to back him up as she stood to her feet and let off several shots of her own. Gunner and Ray felt like sitting ducks as bullets pinged and ricocheted off the old school metal doors of a Buick. Ray rose up just enough to see over the hood and fired five shots at the Audi truck. 
 
    Doe dropped to the ground holding his chest as the gun in his hand fell to the concrete. Oshiwa couldn’t think straight as she watched Doe lie at her feet in seemingly excruciating pain. She emptied the clip, banging at Ray and Gunner, then picked up Doe’s gun. Knelt down on one knee, she searched his pockets for the keys to the truck or an extra clip. She fumbled through his pockets a nervous wreck until she finally found the keys.  
 
    By that time, she could see the shadow of their footsteps approaching. She raised the gun and squeezed the trigger only to hear empty clicking that seemed to seal her fate. The pain of hot lead pierced her skin as she collapsed to the ground. Ray and Gunner stood over Oshiwa with barrels pointed at her dome. She raised a hand to block gunfire. 
 
    It was all over and she knew it. The only thing to do now was beg for her life. 
 
    “I know where Bones is, I know where he is! I’ll take you to him,” she pleaded, knowing it was all the ammunition she had left.  
 
    Ray was about to finish her but Gunner stopped him as he grabbed Ray’s hand that was wrapped around the trigger and eased it down until the barrel was pointed at the pavement.  
 
    “Hold up. We need to find that bitch ass nigga. Help me get her in the trunk,” he told Ray. 
 
    They looked at Doe and he wasn’t moving so they quickly snatched up Oshiwa and manhandled her until she was being tossed in the trunk of Ray’s Benz. They didn’t dare look around to see who was watching as they rushed to jump in the car and sped off, praying no one got a good look at them.  
 
    **** 
 
    Michelle and Jay met back up at the hotel in a festive mood after enjoying the day in the city and hanging out with some of the people they loved the most. Michelle had her slow jam playlist from her iPod playing, hooked up to a small speaker, and they had wine plus Dom Pérignon chilling on ice. As Jon B’s “They Don’t Know” serenaded them setting the mood just right for the evening, the couple slow danced around the room staring into each other’s eyes.  
 
    “Oh?” Michelle said as Jay dipped her quickly. 
 
    She could only hope it would always be this way. Jay’s phone started to ring but he ignored it. He knew it was probably one of his homies trying to get him to come and hang out but he would see them all tomorrow. He didn’t plan on leaving his future wife’s side until the morning. But when Jay’s phone kept ringing they both looked at each other realizing the calls were coming back to back. Michelle went to turn the music down while Jay grabbed his phone. 
 
    Wanting to be transparent and let Michelle know he had no plans on leaving her side, he put Gunner on the speakerphone so she could hear him turn down whatever the invite was.  
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Aye,” Gunner started. 
 
    “What’s happening?”  
 
    “We got Bones’s bitch nigga,” Gunner informed proudly. 
 
    “Huh?” Jay said not comprehending at first. 
 
    “Yeah nigga, the bitch. Oshiwa?” he reminded him. 
 
    Jay couldn’t turn the speakerphone off fast enough as he walked as far away from Michelle as he could get. 
 
    “Where?” Jay asked. 
 
    “We got her in a basement in the hood. She just gave us an address for Bones.” 
 
    “He’s here?” Jay shouted not believing what he was hearing. 
 
    By now Jay had locked himself in the bathroom for privacy but he knew in the back of his mind Michelle had already heard way too much. 
 
    “That’s what she saying but we ‘bout to find out. You wanna do the honors?” Gunner asked. 
 
    “Where the fuck y’all at right now?” 
 
    **** 
 
    Michelle stood right outside the bathroom door with her heart racing and tears welling in her eyes. It all was starting to feel like it really was just too good to be true. The man she loved so much and had sacrificed everything for was still mentally in the streets. She wanted so bad to just kick the door in and start screaming but she knew that wouldn’t solve anything. Before she could contemplate her decision the bathroom door came open and the guilt was all over Jay’s face. 
 
    “I’ll be right back,” he said as he tried to push past her. 
 
    “No, Jay,” she said grabbing his sleeve. 
 
    “I’ll be right back, Michelle,” he repeated as he moved a few more steps until she had no choice but to move with Jay or release him. 
 
    “No, Jay!” she shouted, releasing him, now standing in the middle of the floor. 
 
    “Listen, I love you with all my heart but you gonna have to trust me this one last time.” 
 
    She shook her head defiantly. 
 
    “This is not your fight anymore. It’s not your fight, you hear me? It’s not your fight!” she shouted. 
 
    “You think so? This the same nigga that tried to kill us both and it’s not my fight? It’s always been my fight! If anything, shit I drug them into it and now you want me to act like it’s their problem? Well, I’m sorry, I can’t do that.”  
 
    “I should’ve known better,” Michelle said as she plopped down on the bed and let the tears fall like raindrops. 
 
    “This shit has to end. Don’t you get that?” Jay yelled, trying to make her understand. 
 
    Michelle pulled off her engagement ring and flung it as hard as she could in the air. 
 
    “Just go!” she yelled back.  
 
    Jay just looked into her eyes knowing it was tearing them both apart that he had to walk out the door. But still…he had to. As Michelle watched him turn his back and leave, she wanted to tell him how much she hated his guts but she couldn’t form the words because she was crying too hard. As the door slammed she fell onto the pillows and let it all out. She’d never felt pain and disappoint so strong. Only a broken heart could hurt this bad.  
 
    **** 
 
    Bones didn’t know what his next move should be. He hated the fact that he had let Oshiwa get away because it left him like a sitting duck and her knowing his whereabouts. The element of surprise was over and now he could only think defense as he moved about the house loading up weapons. He couldn’t stay there so he was calling Pam every ten minutes, hoping she would save the day again. Pam finally called back. 
 
    “Hello?” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s wrong?” Pam asked immediately. 
 
    “I need you to come get me right now.” 
 
    “Damn Bones, I told you not to come back here,” Pam complained. 
 
    “Look, I don’t got time for that shit. I’ma look out for you like I always do. Just come get me the fuck out of here right now,” he ordered. 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Pam said ending the call. 
 
    Bones rushed to grab all of his bags that were still packed and placed them in the front room, including Oshiwa’s cash. He grabbed the AR-15 before going to cut off all the lights in the house and then standing in the window to watch the block. He needed to see everything moving until he was out of this house and long gone. 
 
    But forty-five minutes later he was still standing in the window with the assault rifle gripped tightly. He was starting to realize that Pam wasn’t going to show. Just as he was about to turn and walk away from the window and call her again he noticed a fleet of cars coming up the block.  
 
    “The fuck?” he mumbled as he peered closer. 
 
    Bones quickly realized that the fleet of cars was all the same make and model. From the opposite side of the street came two black vans. He knew right then that the manhunt for him was about to come to an end. The big police light flashed in the window before he could dodge it as he backed out of the window and racked a bullet in the chamber of his rifle. Within minutes, police had swarmed the whole block and set up roadblocks, not allowing anyone in or out. 
 
    Bones began to sweat profusely, knowing it was time to rock and roll like never before. He knew one day it would come down to this but this wasn’t how he wanted it to end. He couldn’t put his fate in their hands. Bones took a deep breath and went back to the window. All he could see was flashlights and officers ganged up, slowly approaching with their guns drawn. Before they could reach the front door Bones opened fire out the window, gunning three officers down in the front yard immediately.  
 
    Once he started letting off rounds he refused to stop until his clip was empty. He sprayed from left to right catching everything in his path as officers scattered and ran for their lives. When his clip was empty he crawled away from the window and the house became a target for explosive gunfire like nothing he’d ever witnessed. It sounded like the house was falling apart as bullets tore into the foundation. Bones felt a bullet strike him in the back of his thigh as he laid flat on his stomach.  
 
    He grimaced in pain but still refused to go out without a fight. As he crawled to the corner of the window and reloaded his weapon, the shooting stopped momentarily. Bones staggered to his feet and aimed his gun at the various law enforcement agencies as his thirst for blood overpowered him. But sharpshooters and trained, veteran officers were already in position and once they began opening fire again, Bones was struck with a flurry of gunfire that resembled a firing squad style execution. His body bucked and danced as he was struck over twenty times before he finally dropped to the floor in a bloody mess. His reign of terror had finally come to an end. Officers cautiously moved in to secure the inside of the house, not knowing if he was alone. They found Bones on the floor with his hand still clutching his rifle. 
 
    **** 
 
    Ray had a couple “do dirt” cars that he kept around just for situations like this. Tonight they pulled out both cars as Jay and Gunner rode in one while Ray and E rode in the other. This beef started so many years ago but it was finally going to end tonight. They drove to the address with a well thought out plan of attack. Surround the house, kick the door in, and kill Bones as quickly and quietly as possible. Everyone wore bulletproof vests expecting Bones to fight hard if given the opportunity. Jay was doing everything in his power to shake off the thought of what had happened back at the hotel. 
 
    He couldn’t allow his love for her to cloud his judgment. He had to do this to make sure she was always safe. He had to do this to make sure he didn’t have to watch his back anymore. But as they turned on the block they had as the address for Bones, all Jay and Gunner could see in plain sight was flashing lights and police cars on the blocked off streets.  
 
    “Oh shit!” Gunner said behind the wheel going into panic mode. 
 
    Gunner slammed on brakes and threw the car in reverse but couldn’t back up because Ray was right behind him. It only took Ray a split second to slam in reverse and back up until both cars were out of view from any law enforcement agencies on the scene. They pulled over at the nearest gas station and got out, meeting up at the pump Ray was parked in front of. 
 
    “Looks like she wasn’t lying but the police got his ass first,” Gunner said. 
 
    “We need to find out if he’s dead or alive,” Jay added. 
 
    “If he’s dead, it’s gonna be all over the news,” Ray said. 
 
    “It’s gonna be all over the news regardless,” Jay replied. 
 
    “Right. So what now?” E said. 
 
    “Let’s go get this bitch Oshiwa,” Gunner replied. 
 
    Before they killed her they needed to make sure that she wasn’t lying about Bones’s whereabouts. They left her tied up in a basement in the hood waiting for someone to come and seal her fate. They all agreed on their next move so with that said, they all got back in the cars and drove off headed to the spot that was previously a traphouse but they mainly used to store guns nowadays. Twenty-five minutes later they pulled up to the house that looked abandoned but everyone knew not to try and go inside of it. All the lights were out except for a dim light from a lamp in the basement.  
 
    With guns in hand, they slid in the side entrance and down the basement steps, each man hoping to get a piece of the action before Oshiwa took her last breath. But once they reached the basement they made a shocking discovery. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Gunner sounded. 
 
    The chair Oshiwa was tied to was empty and the rope laid on the floor split into pieces nearby. Jay went to pick up the rope and examine it.  
 
    “She must’ve chewed through the shit or something,” he reasoned. 
 
    “Bitch!” Ray fumed. 
 
    “We done let this bitch get away again,” Gunner said, remembering the incident with the mayor’s son. 
 
    Just then E stepped away to take a phone call. As the rest of them sat there momentarily speechless, E got some important information from his girl. He came back moments later. 
 
    “Well, it’s official, the police killed Bones,” E relayed. 
 
    No one was exactly happy to get the news. They’d much rather it was them responsible for the demise of a man that had caused them so much grief and turmoil throughout the years. 
 
    “It’s over now. Shit, the head is dead so the body will follow. Wherever that bitch lands she won’t be a problem anymore,” E went on.  
 
    For Gunner and Jay, E’s words had to ring true. It had to be over for them. It was the only way they could truly move on with life after the game. No one tried to offer a different perspective because at that point they just needed to be done. They needed to believe it was finally over. 
 
    “Come on man, let’s get the fuck outta here,” Jay said.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Just like everyone else in the Metro Detroit area, Michelle saw the news coverage about Bones going out in a blaze of gunfire after police attempted to take him into custody. She was somewhat comforted by the fact that she knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that Jay and Gunner were not responsible for his death. The unlikely timing of his demise would remain a mystery to her but she still wasn’t sure if Bones’s demise was enough to save their relationship. 
 
    That fact still remained that Jay was willing to risk it all for revenge. When she threatened to leave him over his choices he still chose to take the streets over her. But that wasn’t how Jay saw things. He continued to explain to her that it was all about saving what they had built and he wouldn’t apologize for trying to protect her and everyone else he loved from harm. He had lost too much and he reminded her that she’d witnessed it all. So when the next day came and it was time for Gunner’s party they decided to go and support Gunner and his decision to walk away from the life. They would figure things out between them when they went back home. 
 
    **** 
 
    The party was an elaborate one with an all-white theme that brought out all the rich gangsters and pretty girls in the city. Gunner rented out a huge hall and hired real security for the first time. There was a wide array of balloons and fancy features including champagne fountains and live performances. 
 
    Kelly was there and she had bought Gunner a huge birthday cake with an Egyptian King face on the front. The two had not discussed their marriage in past few days leading up to the party. Kelly just wanted Gunner to enjoy his birthday and she wanted to believe that his life as a hustler was over. All the major street figures that knew Gunner was officially retired brought monetary gifts to help cushion his transition. UGK and Outcast’s “I Do” blasted through the speakers as the Dee Jay shouted out Gunner and wished him a happy birthday.  
 
    Somehow, Niecey Girl and Ray Ray wound up on the dance floor together getting it in. Gunner watched on from afar hoping that Ray would hold the streets down now that he was out. He knew Ray was capable of being the boss but worried about his vicious nature. As he turned to see Michelle and Kelly walking by, Gunner grabbed Kelly by the hand and pulled her in his arms. 
 
    “You coming home with me tonight right?” he asked as his champagne buzz kicked in. 
 
    “Who said that?” Kelly asked, looking around confused. 
 
    He pulled her tighter. 
 
    “Nobody… I’m just asking. I miss my wife and I need you back at home, Kelly.”  
 
    She looked him in his eyes intensely. 
 
    “If I come back, I’m only coming back to Keith. Gunner has to be gone forever,” Kelly warned. 
 
    “I don’t know how much my word means to you after all we been through. All I can do is tell you the truth. You always wanted me to find a better way. Now is our chance to live the best life we can live. I’m all yours baby,” he promised as he leaned in and kissed her. 
 
    Michelle watched on feeling a little emotional seeing the two of them reconnect. Jay snuck up behind her and wrapped his arms around her waist and kissed her neck. 
 
    “You see how much love is in this room right now? Love and happiness,” he sang from the old Al Green hit. 
 
    “Y’all think y’all so slick,” Michelle said smiling. 
 
    Michelle had to admit to herself the love she felt for Jay was strong as ever. Even though it broke her heart that he was about to risk it all, it didn’t change the way she felt about this crazy man. Just last night she had called Leslie to tell her that the wedding was being called off but she couldn’t fix her mouth to say it. The past two years with him had been some of the best times of her life even with all the drama their relationship brought on. She would continue to search inside of herself for answers even after she’d admitted to herself that Jay wouldn’t be easy to walk away from again.  
 
    **** 
 
    After the party, things really started to work out for Gunner and Kelly. Now that he was out of the game he had so much free time to focus on his family life and making sure that his wife and his daughter grew a bond. It took some time but Kelly soon realized that Butter was now her family. She would never try to replace her mother but she would show her the love she desperately needed to feel welcomed in her new home. Ray and Chiku would go on to do business but not directly. 
 
    Because of the shootout in the parking lot, Ray was bumped down and forced to deal with Chiku’s top lieutenant from that point on. Chiku was highly upset about what went down but he understood the history between the two crews when explained and took into account the severity of the situation. Ray was playing the game smarter than everyone expected. He was looking like he could really last on his own. As for E, he was sitting pretty after he and Jay closed a major deal with HBO for The War Report movie script they’d written, so he was officially out of the game as well. 
 
    HBO decided that the story was too good to put in a single movie and offered to turn the manuscript into a series to piggyback off their hit series The Sopranos. If the show lasted past five years and went into syndication, Jay and E could eat off of it for the rest of their lives. Meanwhile, Jay was working on his next movie script and this time, he was going to try his hand at writing it himself. If he’d learned anything in all his years, it was that you had to try in order to succeed. Michelle could not have been prouder of her man but he wasn’t the only one flourishing in their relationship. After being hurled back into the spotlight with the announcement of Jay’s HBO show, Jay and Michelle began to be invited to all kinds of heavyweight happenings.  
 
    Before she knew it, she got a call with an offer to return to broadcast news in her hometown. It was overwhelming at first because she’d all but put that part of her life behind her, but after a long talk with Jay, she decided that if she could do what she loved and didn’t have to be uprooted, she had to take the opportunity. She understood that blessings didn’t always come like this and the fairytale lives that people often dreamed of as kids didn’t always become a reality. 
 
    But today was nothing short of a fairytale as the entire families of Jay and Michelle, along with friends, stood outside of the Roostertail Entertainment Facility in downtown Detroit, not knowing what to expect. Gunner called Jay’s phone but only got the voicemail. Most of the guests were clueless to the exact location of the wedding but since they’d been given specific instructions to meet here, most were expecting it all to go down here and now. 
 
    That quickly changed when two large luxury buses pulled up and Leslie appeared from inside waving and directing everyone on. They all obeyed, still confused as ever, and once the buses were full they took off to an unknown destination. Shortly after, they arrived at a beautiful park in Royal Oak, Michigan. All the guests were then led to a botanical garden that had obviously been decorated for the occasion. There was a red carpet leading up to a gold threshold entrance. 
 
    When the double doors opened there was a beautiful woman with a gold harp playing the most enchanting melody. All the chairs were gold as well and on the opposite side of the harp player was a white grand piano. The beautiful array of flowers mixed with hypnotizing music made the room feel like a complete paradise. Minutes after the guests were seated, Butter and three of the bridesmaids began to walk down the aisle spreading rose petals until the entire walkway was covered. The pastor stood at the altar right next to Jay, looking proud to be a part of such a lovely ceremony. Jay wore an all-white, Tom Ford Windsor Base Peak-Lapel Tuxedo, with a red bowtie trimmed in gold and a red boutonniere. He smelled as good as he looked waiting to see his bride, the woman he would be spending the rest of his life with. Once the last flower was laid the pastor made the announcement. 
 
    “Would everyone please stand and turn for the bride?” 
 
    The crowd stood and turned as the pianist played “Never Felt This Way” by Brian McKnight. A beautiful all-white carriage pulled by two white horses dressed in red and gold with roses perfectly attached to their long manes stood out front. Once Michelle was assisted off the carriage by her father and the driver, the crowd awed at her beauty. Michelle wore a white, mermaid, off-the-shoulder, chapel train, tulle lace wedding dress with beading sequins. She opted for a veil that did not cover her face, allowing her future husband to look into her eyes as she made her way to him.  
 
    Arm in arm with her father, Michelle walked down the aisle covered in rose petals feeling all the nervous butterflies she could handle swimming in her stomach. Jay watched from afar, smiling like he’d just won the lottery and feeling as if he did. There was nothing he wouldn’t do to keep this woman now that he had her. So far removed from the streets now, no bad decision could turn him back. No friends or family for that matter could trick him back into the street life. He was finally at a place in his life where he could let every man be responsible for their own actions. He’d won. He’d lost so much along the way but in the end, he’d won…and most importantly, he got the girl. 
 
    As Michelle arrived at the altar, the pastor smiled and then began the ceremony. After giving a brief definition of marriage and the values, it was time for the wedding vows. Michelle took a deep breath and let it out. She reached back to Leslie for the vows she carried in her flowers and unfolded the paper. 
 
    “Jason, I remember the first day I met you. I must admit you caught my eye, but I didn’t think I would ever see you again. Then we met again at the charity event and you pulled out all the stops to let me know you were interested. It took some time for us to really get to know one another but once we did, I completely fell in love with you. Life took us on a rollercoaster ride that at one point I thought there was no coming back from. But we overcame every obstacle in our way. God worked it all out so that I could spend the rest of my life with the man of my dreams. You are everything I could ever ask for in a husband and I can’t wait to love you for the rest of my life. I love you,” she finished. 
 
    Jay stood there grinning like a child. He then reached in his pocket and removed his vows.  
 
    “The first day I laid eyes on you was on my television screen but even then I knew in my heart that you were different. I think I could stand here all day and night and wouldn’t grow tired of speaking on the many ways I’ve come to love you.” 
 
    Jay turned to the crowd. 
 
    “I’m not gon’ put y’all through that though, relax.” He chuckled as the crowd laughed on with him. “But this is truly ‘til death do us part. If there’s a love that’s better than this I don’t want it. If there’s a happiness that reaches higher than this I’d never need it. All I need is you. We have something so special that it makes everything we’ve been through together feel like it was just a stairway to heaven. I always knew we had a love worth fighting for, that WE were worth fighting for. So from this day forward, I promise to make you the happiest woman on Earth for as long as God allows me to. I love you Michelle, and I’m so blessed to be the man you chose to spend the rest of your life with,” he finished.  
 
    The two stared briefly into each other’s eyes, still in awe they were finally about to do it before turning to the pastor. After the exchange of the rings, the pastor proceeded with the ceremony. 
 
    “May the peace and the unconditional love of God surround you and remain with you now and forever more. You may kiss your bride.” 
 
    “Come here, woman!” Jay shouted, making everyone laugh before he grabbed Michelle into his arms for a long, passionate kiss. 
 
    When they finally broke the kiss they turned to their guests. 
 
    “I now introduce to you, Mr. and Mrs. Burks,” the pastor finished, and the crowd went wild with clapping and whistling as Michelle and Jay took in the moment, both smiling harder than ever before. The real war had been a war of hearts, but this love was definitely worth fighting for. 
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