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I eased my Jaguar F-Pace down the long gravel road, the LED beams of my headlights piercing through the darkness. Pebbles crunched beneath my new Pirelli tires.

"If I ever catch a flat on these sharp ass rocks, I'm suing yo ass," I said, as if he could hear me. "For every kilo you got."

Up ahead, Sidney Frazier's old antebellum-style house came into view, barely lit within the darkness. I squinted, because I thought I saw somebody sitting on the white porch. And as I got closer, I realized my 38-year-old eyes weren't deceiving me yet. There was a shape hunched in the rocking chair, unmoving.

I parked, but let my engine idle. "Wussup, you grumpy old bastard?" I said out the window. "You betta not be sleep either. Out here slippin'. You probably just got through jacking off. Lonely ass nigga."

No response. The silence was eerie, especially with my engine only emitting a low, refined purr.

I shut the car off and climbed out, my Chuck Taylors crushing gravel as I approached Sidney's home. Then a weird feeling came over me. Something wasn't right. Sidney sat slumped in the rocking chair, his head lolled back at an unnatural angle. His gray-streaked cornrows were messier than normal, strands sticking out, with his wrinkled face seeming even more gaunt and hollow. His thick mustache now hung limp and lifeless above his parted lips.

"Sid? C'mon, wake up. I can't stay long, bro. I got moves to make, big homie."

I reached out, gripping Sidney's shoulder. Cold. Stiff.

Recoiling, I realized that my mentor was actually dead. I didn't see any signs of foul play either. He must've passed in his sleep.

"Damn, Sid ... it was that time, huh?"

My gaze fell to the old man's lap, and there it was—the kilo of cocaine, wrapped in plastic. I plucked it from underneath my longtime friend's dead hands. I sure wasn't leaving it. This was my livelihood, for now.

I looked at Sidney again, shaking my head. "Shoulda listened to me 'bout those cigarettes, old man. I told you they was gon' kill you."

No matter how much I had nagged Sidney about cigarettes—even before we both got out of prison—he'd just give me that stubborn look and keep puffing away. One day on the yard, Sidney started hacking up a lung, bent over and wheezing, struggling to catch his breath. I clapped him on his back, telling him to quit or he'd die in prison.

Sidney had finally caught his breath, and as soon as he did, he took another long drag from his cigarette, the ember flaring bright orange. Smoke poured from his nostrils as he rasped, "You think these cigarettes will kill me? Jordan, I've been trying to die for years. But while I'm here, I'ma do what I wanna do. You can count on that shit."

Now, as I stared at his dead body, I let out a sad chuckle.

"Gonna miss you, Sid. You were the realest ... Thanks for everything. Fa-real, big homie."

Clutching the package of cocaine, I glanced around, making sure no one was watching me. Not that there ever was anybody out here in the middle of Tonganoxie, Kansas. I turned and headed for my car, the kilo tucked under my arm.

As I opened the trunk and threw the kilo inside, my mind started racing. Where was I gonna get more dope after this brick ran out?

But then again, did I really need any more drugs?

I stood there for a moment, staring at Sidney's lifeless body. "You kept your word, though. You helped me pay for my divorce lawyer, just like you promised. But damn, I was hoping you'd keep supplying me until the divorce was final." I shook my head, realizing something. "Maybe this is your way of forcing me to quit hustling, old man. You always said you didn't want me back in the game for long. Guess you're making sure I stick to it, even from the other side."

Reaching under the trunk floor, I retrieved a crinkled brown paper bag stuffed with hundred dollar bills and took it over to Sidney's chair. I tucked the bag inside of his faded flannel shirt, pushing it down deep so it wouldn't fall out.

"There you go, big homie," I said, patting his chest. "You know I always pay my debts. Thanks for looking out."

I returned to the trunk and slammed it shut, taking one last look at Sidney's motionless body slumped in the rocking chair before turning away. Sliding behind the wheel of my Jag, I push-started the engine and threw it in reverse. Gravel crunched again as I backed out of the long driveway, the headlights sweeping across Sidney's porch in an eerie farewell.
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"Thank you for showing up today," the teacher opened in a boisterous tone. His friendly face crinkled around the eyes as he smiled. "My name's Samuel Harris. You all can call me Sam. I know being here for a mandatory parenting class isn't exactly how you all wanted to spend your Saturday, but I promise to make it as fun and engaging as possible."

He began pacing around the classroom, making eye contact with each of us. "To kick things off, I'm going to assign everyone a number from one to seven. When I point at you, just say the next available number out loud."

The teacher pointed at a young woman in the front row. "You're number one."

He continued moving through the classroom, assigning each person a number in sequential order. When his finger landed on me, he said, "Seven."

Once everyone had a number, the teacher clapped his hands together. "Excellent! Now, I want you all to find the others who have the same number as you and form groups of three. Those will be your teams for various activities throughout the day."

Chairs squeaked against the linoleum floor as people began shuffling around, trying to locate their group members. I scanned the room, searching for the other two sevens.

"Over here!" A pretty, athletic-looking woman with rich mahogany skin waved me over.

I made my way towards her. "Seven?" I asked.

"That's me," she said with a warm smile. "I'm Makeda."

"I'm Jordan." I shook her hand. "Nice to meet you, Makeda. Under these circumstances."

"Likewise. Because I can think of better ways to spend a Saturday than being reminded of my failed marriage."

"Yeah, me too."

As I took a seat beside her, another woman joined our small circle—a blonde with a rounded face and a gentle presence. "Hi, I'm Audrey. Looks like we're all lucky number sevens."

"Lucky?" Makeda scoffed. "I'll count myself lucky if I don't have to pay this broke-ass negro I married alimony."

Sam's voice boomed over the murmurs of conversation. "Alright, everyone settled in their groups? Fantastic! Let's start with some icebreakers. Let's go around and introduce ourselves. Tell us your name, what you do for a living, and maybe an interesting fact about yourself." He pointed to Makeda. "Why don't you start us off?"

"My name is Makeda Woodard. I work as a senior correctional officer at Leavenworth Federal Penitentiary. An interesting fact ..." Makeda sat up straighter. "Well, I'm highly skilled in self-defense techniques. A video of me breaking up a fight between inmates actually went viral a few years back."

Sam raised his eyebrows. "Now that's one of the most interesting things I've heard since I started teaching this class. And I've been doing it for twenty-three years."

Makeda flashed a self-assured smile. "I got a little fame, but I didn't let it go to my head. After that video, my husband all of a sudden wanted to do videos together and steal my clout—" 

Sam cut her off, gesturing to Audrey next. "And you are?"

"Audrey Baxter," she said softly. "I'm a stay-at-home mom." A faint blush colored her cheeks as all eyes turned to her.

"The most important job of all," the teacher stated. "Any interesting facts?"

Her voice wavered slightly as she said, "An interesting fact about me is that I have my own Cricut machine, and I make custom shirts and hats to sell online. It's ... it's my only source of income right now." Her eyes shone with the start of tears.

Sam's expression softened with sympathy. "Running a small business from home while caring for your family is an incredible feat, Audrey. You should be proud of using your creativity and skills to support your household." He gave her an encouraging nod before turning to me. "And you are?"

"Jordan Bell. I'm an author."

His eyes lit up with interest. "An author? What kind of books do you write?"

I hesitated, not wanting to scare these folks with talks of crime and street politics. "Urban fiction," I said. "Stories that talk about the underbelly of society."

"Ooh, like stuff for mature readers?" The teacher nodded sagely. "Sounds fascinating. And that's what you do for a living? It's your main source of income?"

"Yes," I said. "I plan to write forever and ever, if I can. I enjoy the whole process."

"Wow. Your occupation alone is an interesting fact. But you're more than welcome to share another one."

"Another one? Uh ..."

I had a lot of interesting facts. I went to jail when I was 19 for armed robbery, didn't get out until I turned 27. I married my wife the first day I got out of jail, because she stood by me toward the end of my sentence. Looking back, I wished I would've blocked her from my visiting list, but hey—I was trying to turn a new leaf. Once I decided to divorce her, I started selling dope to prepare for war. Because Sidney told me divorce was war, and untraceable cash was king. After I sold my first kilo, I retained a lawyer and filed for divorce. I had planned to have more money stashed before I filed, but I jumped the gun—I couldn't stand that bitch no more.

I addressed the class: "Interesting fact ... let's see ... Uh, I haven't been on social media in over a year because it distracts me from my writing."

"Well, I guess that means you won't be tweeting about our class discussions anytime soon," Sam said with a playful grin, earning a few chuckles from the class. As the laughter subsided, he held up a hand. "But in all seriousness, let me be very clear about something. The topics we'll cover in this parenting class can be extremely sensitive and personal. Nothing we discuss here leaves this room."

A hush fell over the room as the weight of his words sank in. Sam paused, letting the warning linger for a moment.

"If I discover that someone has posted something online about what gets said here, there will be serious consequences. You could face removal from the class, fines, or even legal action depending on the severity."

Sam continued calling on other members of the class to share their introductions. As the attention shifted away from our group, Makeda turned to me with an intrigued expression.

"So, Jordan, you write urban fiction, huh? You ever think about doing a book on Kamau and Neeta Bryant?"

"Who?" I asked.

"You mean to tell me that you write about crime and never heard of Kamau and Neeta Bryant? They're like the modern day Bonnie and Clyde with a drug empire that spans from California to Honduras. Bless your heart, Jordan. I can't believe you never heard of them. But I guess I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. You did say you haven't been on the internet in a while."

I used the internet every day, just not social media. My temporary return to a criminal lifestyle made staying off those platforms necessary. I didn't correct her, though. I wanted to hear more.

"Well, I have a confession," she went on. "I didn't hear about neither one of 'em until they brought Kamau to Leavenworth. I'm one of the few guards there that's cleared to even be around Kamau. I noticed that the other inmates worship him like he's some sort of a god. But if you look on the internet, all the news people and bloggers say he's a demon."

"And they let you around him?" I asked.

"Let me? I'm a senior muthafuckin' correctional officer. I go where I please in that bitch. I talk to Kamau every day at work. I'm practically the only one that can transport him through the facility. From what I've seen, he's cool, down to earth, funny, intelligent—real intelligent. There's something about him that draws people in. He doesn't seem like a killer at all. That's not saying much, though. You'll be surprised by the people I've come across that don't look like killers, but are."

"Why do they have him in a federal prison? What did he get convicted of?"

"That's the thing—he hasn't been convicted yet. Normally, he'd be held at Wyandotte County Jail until he goes to trial. But Kamau is considered an extremely high-risk nigga. Wyandotte County's facilities just aren't up to par."

"They think he's gonna escape?" I asked.

"Yep. Leavenworth has much tighter security. Reinforced concrete cells, higher staff-to-inmate ratios, state-of-the-art surveillance, shit like that. Their screening procedures are tighter too. We're built to contain the most dangerous offenders until their cases go to trial. So even though he's technically just awaiting trial, the U.S. Marshals felt it was safest to have Kamau housed at a federal facility."

From there, Makeda told me how Kamau's wife, Neeta Bryant, was born into the notorious Crenshaw Mafia gang back in LA. Her brother Murk was high up in the ranks, selling kilos all over the city.

I hung on her every word. Kilos? I thought. That's just what I need right about now. But I pushed that thought aside.

Makeda said that Neeta crossed paths with Kamau at Georgia State University while they were both in college, and Neeta supposedly lured him into her brother's drug trafficking business. They eventually built their own empire by overthrowing a Honduran drug plantation.

My interest was piqued. "Is Neeta locked up too?" I asked.

Audrey, the plump blonde, unexpectedly chimed in. "I heard Neeta got shot point-blank in Honduras. They say she's dead, but they never found her body. I read about it on a fan page dedicated to them."

"See, look at that. Even the white girl heard of 'em." Makeda gave Audrey's arm a gentle squeeze. "Jordan, their story is begging to be told. You better listen to me. And if you write that book and it takes off, I want a cut for telling you about it."

The teacher clapped his hands, drawing our attention back to the front of the room. "Okay, now that we've all gotten to know each other a little better, it's time for our first discussion on the impact that divorce has on our children ..."

As the teacher droned on about positive co-parenting strategies and the effects of exposing children to conflict, all I could focus on was the story of Kamau and Neeta. Since Makeda held a high-ranking position at Leavenworth, maybe she could arrange a meeting with Kamau himself by adding me to his visitor list. Meeting Kamau could potentially open new avenues for me. I'd been wanting to write a true crime book for a while now. Something different than the fiction I normally wrote.

After the parenting class ended, we all had to wait in line to receive our certificates, which was a legal requirement before a judge could grant a divorce decree in Missouri. I took the opportunity to ask Makeda if she knew exactly what Kamau was being charged with.

Makeda's face scrunched up as she thought about it. "You know, I'm not a hundred percent sure on all the charges. I know there's conspiracy to traffic drugs across state lines, and money laundering too. But my superiors were really tight-lipped about the details when he first arrived. They just told all of us that he was dangerous."

"He has at least one murder charge coming down the line," Audrey chimed in again. "Kamau and his wife killed a woman that used to work for them." 

"Oh yeah, Vida Benitez," said Makeda. "I heard about that too. Vida was cold as ice. She was down for the Crenshaw Mafia, until she saw an opportunity to take over, and she grabbed it. Vida ended up selling the Bryants out to save her own ass."

"So would you two be interested in telling me more about their story over drinks?" I asked. "Maybe we could go out to a bar after this and yall can fill me in on what you know? I'm buying. Call it an early celebration of our newfound single life."

Makeda said, "You had me at 'I'm buying.' I could use a strong drink after this parenting class shitshow."

"Oh gosh, I'd love to join you two, but I don't have a way to get there," Audrey said in an apologetic tone. "My sister is keeping my kids overnight, so I'm free. But I had to catch an Uber here from Independence, and I have to catch one home. They charge extra for multiple stops and I don't have that kind of money right now. The judge ordered my ex to pay my legal fees, but he—"

I cut her off. "I'll take you home. Independence? That ain't a problem."

I could see the hesitation in Audrey's eyes. "Are you sure? You're already buying drinks. I really don't want to be a bother."

"I insist. The only bother would be if you didn't come along. And your company more than makes up for a little extra time behind the wheel."

Makeda chuckled beside us. "He's not gonna take no for an answer, Audrey. Put the kids out of your mind and be selfish for a change."

Audrey's lips curved into a shy smile. "I guess I'm outnumbered here. Thank you, Jordan. I really appreciate you going out of your way."

"Think nothing of it," I replied.

We decided on a little hole-in-the-wall bar on Westport that Makeda
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