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Detective Matt Figg slammed the door after storming into the interrogation room. "You lucky little bitch. I don't know how you got granted immunity, but you better tell me everything I need to know about Kamau and Neeta Bryant. And I mean everything."

I looked at him worriedly, only because I knew that was the expression he was looking for. I was going to humble myself as much as I could to get the fuck out of here.

He slapped his hands down on the table and I flinched. "Vida Benítez, did you fucking hear me?!"

"Yes, sir. But I don't know much about Kamau. Just Neeta. And she's dead."

"Well, if you tell me as much as you know about her, it'll lead me to him. And if you leave anything out, your little immunity deal with the prosecution will be null and void."

Detective Figg was a rough-looking man—heavy beard, large hands, beer belly. He wore a gray polo shirt that looked like he had it on yesterday. On his left hand was a 1979 Downey High School championship ring. A high school ring, I thought. It's probably his only accomplishment in life. Everything about him screamed overworked and underpaid. I was sure he was jealous of a young, successful Black woman like myself.

I tucked a few strands of long silky hair behind my ear, just so he could see my diamond earrings.

"I'll tell you whatever you wanna know, detective."

"When did you meet Neeta Bryant?"

"I met her before she was a Bryant."

He sat down in the chair opposite me, more interested. He clasped his hands together on the table. "Okay. Start there."

"Are you sure?" I asked.

"What the fuck does that mean?"

"It means I know more about her, further back, before I met her. She told me all about how she grew up, how she met Kamau, how she started hustling with the Crenshaw Mafia. I can take you as far back as you want me to."

His eyes seemed to be warming up to me. "Start wherever you like," he said.

"Okay. I'll start at the most relevant part. On her Sweet Sixteen, at the Bellevue Recreation Center off Lucile Avenue. Everybody at Crenshaw High School was there, and even members of the Crenshaw Mafia. They were acting as security. I'm sure you heard of the leader of the gang."

"Hershey Moore."

"Before him," I said.

"Neeta's brother, Howard ‘Murk’ Lockett."

"Good job. Murk paid for everything. He rented out the community center, and he bought her an expensive dress that landed her a photo feature in the LA Times. He paid the catering, professional videographers, everything. She was living the life. But then it all came to an end that night ..."
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Neeta was blindfolded so she had to listen to cues from her big brother Murk.

"Keep straight," he said. "You're almost there."

Her arms were outstretched like a zombie as her classmates and friends cheered her on. They made up a crowd of hundreds on either side of her, but to Neeta’s teen ears they sounded like thousands. Flashes from camera phones pierced her blindfold but she still couldn't see a thing. People touched and fondled and rubbed her arms as she passed, but security shoved them back.

"Where do I go?" she asked.

"Just keep going straight," Murk said again, his voice smiling. "Almost there."

"Go right!" someone shouted.

Neeta laughed. "Shut up, Tim! I know that was you!"

Then she suddenly felt the cool air of Los Angeles against her bare arms and cleavage as she was led outdoors.

"Steps coming up," her brother warned, and he took her arm and helped her down. He was very careful with her because she had on six-inch heels.

Then he placed his hands on her small waist, stopping her. Without warning, he snatched the blindfold off.

Neeta gasped. She couldn't believe her eyes.

Under the street lights, parked against the curb, was a cherry red Mercedes-Benz convertible gleaming magnificently in the night. Like magic, it started up on its own and Neeta had to turn to see her brother dangling the key fob, his finger tapping against the remote start. He dropped the fob in her hand. The crowd of kids went wild.

"You lucky bitch!" a girl hollered.

"I hate you!" another friend said next.

Neeta hiked her Vera Wang dress up and ran around the car screaming with joy. She plopped in the driver seat and her brother got in beside her.

"Can I drive it now?" Neeta asked.

"I couldn't imagine a better time. I'ma hop in wit'chu, but you can't go too far. You still got guests to entertain."

One of the Crenshaw Mafia boys who was wearing a black thermal shirt and a shiny gold bracelet stepped up to the car. He placed his elbows on the door. "Yall want somebody to follow behind yall?"

"Nah, Hershey, we just bending the block real quick," Murk said to him.

Neeta added, "Yeah, Hershey, back up off my ride, fool. You holdin' up progress."

Hershey smiled at her. "I love you."

Neeta blew him a kiss. "I love you too."

Murk pressed the auto-window up button and forced Hershey's elbows off the car. He gave Murk the middle finger as Neeta pulled off, burning rubber.

"Murk, thank you so—" Neeta started, but her brother cut her off.

"Stop playing wit' Hershey like that. That nigga might think you really like him."

"Uggh, Hershey is ugly."

"Inside and out," her brother agreed.

Neeta giggled as they pulled to a stop light. "How do I drop the top?"

"Like this ..."

With his finger, Hershey flicked a tiny lever in the center console and the trunk suddenly separated from the back windshield with automated grace. Then the hardtop folded in on itself above their heads and finally tucked itself in behind them.

"Oh my God, I can't believe I'm driving this!"

"Keep getting good grades and see what I get you when you graduate."

Neeta loved her brother to death. There wasn't a thing in this world he wouldn't give to her. Trillion-cut diamonds, thousand-dollar shoes, watches with baguettes, and now a luxury car! But sometimes she felt a little too spoiled and wanted to earn her keep. Sometimes he let her help him with his "business." On occasions he'd let her package a brick of cocaine with the Win-Holt film wrapper, or break a brick down and stretch it with baking soda on the stove. She loved cooking dope. She got so good at it, Hershey and other members of the Crenshaw Mafia started calling her "Neeta Baker."

Earning that nickname made her feel like a grown-up. And now this Mercedes-Benz was another step toward becoming an independent woman.

The light turned green and Neeta pressed on the gas hard. The tires spun hellishly for a second, then the Mercedes zoomed through the intersection. She slowed down a mile later and looked at her brother nervously.

"Can I drive this to school?" she asked, as she turned right, heading back to the community center.

"As long as you don't have no niggas in here," Murk said.

"I won't. I promise." Neeta looked in her rearview mirror. "Who is that behind us? Do you know them? They're riding my ass."

Murk took one look in his sideview mirror and yelled in a panic, "Hit the gas!"

He didn't give her a chance to. He lifted his leg and stomped on the gas pedal himself and the Benz lurched forward as it accelerated.

Neeta was holding the steering wheel still, glancing in her rearview, terrified. And that's when she saw someone lean out the passenger side window of the Chevy Caprice that was tailing her. The man was wearing a ski mask, and he brandished an assault rifle. It looked like someone was holding his legs so he wouldn't fall out.

The masked man fired on them.

The Benz's back windows exploded. Glass flew all over Neeta, all over her designer dress. Not thinking, she let go of the wheel to cover her head.

"Neeta, drive!" her brother yelled, as he took hold of the wheel and tried to swerve back in lane.

But the Benz clipped a car in the opposite lane, ricocheted into another car and spun out of control. Neeta screamed, as Murk struggled desperately to right the vehicle. But it just whirled endlessly, the tires screeching.

BAM!

They hit a tree and Neeta's head smacked against the windshield, knocking her out cold.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​​Chapter 3


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


"So, for the record, did you just explain to me how Neeta's brother, Murk, was murdered?" Detective Figg asked.

"Technically, I didn't get to that part yet," I said.

"Well, get to it."

"One of the rival gang members in the Chevy Caprice ran up on the Mercedes and started firing into it, to finish Murk off. The fucked up thing about it is Neeta didn't know he was dead until she woke up in the hospital the next morning."

Detective Figg raised his chin suspiciously. "Why did she trust you enough to tell you this story?"

"Shit, by this point we were good friends. Or I at least I thought we were. Neeta was my boss, but she seemed more like my homegirl at that time. I remember when she told me about it. We was riding in a Benz, on our way to pick up about a quarter million dollars down in Texas. We weren’t in the same Benz she had when she was young, of course; it was a different one, a newer one. But I guess it brought back memories and she wanted to tell me about how her brother died."

"Do you want a cigarette?"

"No," I said. "I don't smoke."

He leaned back in his chair and rubbed the side of his beard, then squeezed the bottom of his lip between two fingers and held it. Then he paused. He was antsy. He liked that I knew so much about his target, but he was trying to remain calm.

Men were so easy to read.

"I was informed that Neeta received another gift on her sixteenth birthday,” he said. “Do you know if she got anything besides a car?"

I shook my head. "No, sir. Not that she told me about."

"She didn't tell you that her brother bought her breast implants?"

"No. That's something I would remember."

"In all your encounters with her, could you tell if her breasts were fake or not?"

He glanced at my chest. I had D's, which I know he could see, even though my layered blouse was buttoned up.

I looked at him strangely. "How the hell would I know that?"

"I thought girls talk about stuff like that."

"No, we don't. Where are you going with this, detective?"

He shifted in his seat. "Rumor has it that Neeta Bryant changed her appearance through plastic surgery. If she got breast implants, that would mark the first time she dealt with changing her appearance."

"When she got robbed and beaten in Atlanta, she got plastic surgery to fix her face, but not to look like someone else. She wanted to get her appearance back to the way it was."

"She got robbed and beaten in Atlanta?"

"Yes, but we're getting ahead of ourselves. That was long after she graduated college. Do you wanna know what happened after her brother got killed or not?"

"I already know," he said. "The Crenshaw Mafia Gang retaliated. We have one of the members in custody now on unrelated charges."

"Who?"

"Wouldn't you like to know," he said with a smirk. "We're corroborating your story with his, and the stories better match up for both of yall sakes."

"I have nothing to lie about," I said, crossing my arms. "My story is the truth. And I bet you whoever that is you have in the other room didn't tell you that the CMG brought somebody else with them during the retaliation."

"Who?" Detective Figg asked, one eyebrow raised.

I leaned close to him and clasped my hands on the table. "Neeta."
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Maseo "Crendog" Hudson ran down the deserted alley off Slauson Avenue. He was out of breath, but fear kept his legs pumping. A ferocious pitbull jumped against a chain link fence to his left, barking loudly, and it startled him so much he fell to the ground.

But he scrambled back to his feet once he saw the animal couldn't escape. He kept running, until headlights lit up the other end of the alley. He turned and saw a white Audi A8 racing towards him, bouncing over the alleyways uneven concrete.

"Fuck!" he screamed, as he kept sprinting toward the other end of the alley, knowing he wouldn't reach it before he was run over.

With no other choice, he tried to jump a wall. His elbows were planted on top of it, as he struggled to pull himself up and over. Then the Audi's tires came to a screeching halt. Someone got out quickly.

And they pulled Maseo back down by the leg. He hit the ground hard.

"You bitch-ass nigga," said Hershey, slapping Maseo across the face with a 9mm. "You killed my nigga Murk!"

He pistol-whipped him until his whole face was bloody.

Maseo wailed, "Stop, please!" He was cowering on the alley floor.

Hershey hit him again. "What the fuck you mean 'stop'?"

"I wasn't a part of that. We didn't kill Murk!"

"Who the fuck killed him then?"

"I don't know! It wasn't us!"

Hershey viciously stomped him in the head and felt something crack under the weight of his boot. "I don't give a fuck who it was! I'm killing you just because I know you know who did!"

"Stop, please!"

A voice from behind: "He said STOP!"

Hershey paused when he heard the voice and turned to look. Neeta was halfway out the backseat door of the Audi, staring at him.

"Stop, Hershey," she said.

"Get back in the car, Neeta. You said you wanted to see who killed yo brother. Now the rest is up to me."

"I changed my mind."

"Get back in the car!" he ordered.

"No, Hershey." Neeta shut the door and walked over to him. "Give me the gun. I wanna do it."

He looked Neeta up and down. Then, without question, he handed her the 9mm. He looked down at their victim and laughed. "You better do it too," he said to her, as he walked back to his car. He leaned against the hood of the white Audi with his arms crossed, a spectator.

Neeta aimed the gun down at Maseo. "Did you kill my brother?"

"No," he gasped, with bloody teeth. "I didn't do it?"

"Do you know who did?"

"No, baby ... I don't know shit."

She cocked the gun. "Tell me!"

"I don't know!"

BLAM!

Neeta shot him in the head, blinking when his blood splattered against her face.

BLAM! BLAM! BLAM!

Three more shots made his chest hiccup. All she could think about was her brother and what this person laying at the other end of the barrel had taken away from her. She pulled the trigger until the clip was empty. Hershey had to grab the gun from her because she kept pulling the trigger, making it click over and over.

He threw her in the backseat, then slung his arm over the passenger seat as he reversed out of the alleyway.
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I stared at Detective Figg, who was staring back at me with his chin resting on his fist. I didn't know what he was thinking, and it was making me uncomfortable.

Then he spoke. "So you mean to tell me a 16-year-old girl killed Maseo "Crendog" Hudson seven years ago?"

"That's what she told me," I said. "She told me his name and everything. I think she told me that to let me know that she was a murderer. She was testing me. At the same time letting me know that if I crossed her she'd do the same to me."

"So what happened next?" he asked. "Is that when she started selling dope with the Crenshaw Mafia?"

"Of course not. She was only sixteen. Hershey and the rest of the Crenshaw Mafia wouldn't let her ruin her life like that. I told you, she was smart. She got good grades. They wanted to see her do something with her life. That's why Hershey started spreading it around LA that the CMG killed an Inglewood Blood in retaliation for Murk's murder, not Neeta. Neeta was on track to go to college on a full scholarship."

"So she lived a normal life after murdering somebody in cold blood?"

"For the most part. She was a master at hiding her emotions, even at that age. Eventually that dark side of her came out again, but she suppressed it for years. One time when we were sitting in a bank over in Basel, Switzerland, Neeta was the sweetest client as she talked to that guy about opening a private account. As soon as he left the desk to approve it, Neeta got a call from someone back in the States and she was cursing up a storm. She could turn it on and off just like that," I said, snapping my fingers once. "She told me: 'In order to be happy and successful in America, you gotta have a little psycho in you.' Those were the words that came out of her mouth."

Detective Figg nodded. "She was mentally unstable, huh?"

"No, no. The exact opposite. To be like her, you'd have to be completely mentally stable. You'd have to have total control of your mind, emotions and facial expressions at all times."

He turned and looked at the two-way mirror casually, but I knew what he was doing. He was tacitly informing the unseen people on the other side to take note of what I just said.

He looked back at me seamlessly. "From my understanding she left California soon after her brother was killed."

"Yes. Her mother didn't want her living there any longer to get gunned down like her brother in a back-and-forth gang war. She sent Neeta to Atlanta to live with her father. She graduated from Southwest DeKalb High school at the top of her class, and earned a scholarship for brilliant minorities to—"

"Georgia State University," Figg finished.

"Good job. Seems like you've been doing some real police work."

He smiled a little, which was hard to see through his beard.

"Do you know who she met at Georgia State?" I asked. He didn't say anything so I said, "She met her husband there. Kamau Bryant."

His eyes got wide. "You're shitting me."

"I bullshit you not. That's what Neeta told me."

"Give me a second."

He stood up and walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him. I looked at my fluted bezel Rolex, hoping my ride would be here as soon as this shit was over. I had a plane to catch.

Six minutes later the detective came back in and sat down again. He was eager.

"Okay, Vida, go ahead," he urged me.

I played with him. "What part were we at?"

"The part where Neeta meets Kamau, the drug kingpin."

"Oh yeah, okay ... Well, he wasn't a drug kingpin back then. He was just a student attending a prestigious college on a swimming scholarship, selling weed to a few of his classmates. That was until the two of them met, and both of their lives changed forever ..."
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Kamau Bryant pulled himself out the pool and he sat on the edge of it, his feet still hanging underwater. He pulled his blue goggles off his eyes and let them snap against his forehead, as he wiped water away from his face, gasping for air. His chiseled chocolate pecs heaved up and down as he caught his breath. Water dripped down his lithe frame, drops curving down through his toned eight-pack.

His coach squatted beside him at the edge. He showed him the time on his stop watch—1 minute and 57.39 seconds, which was six-tenths of a second faster than last year's record holder.

"You keep this up, freshman," Coach said excitedly, "and you'll be going to the Olympics before you graduate. You're a fucking beast!"

"Thank you, Coach," Kamau said, still breathing hard. Water dribbled off his bottom lip.

"I mean it. Nobody in this class is on your level. I'ma make sure you reach the goddamn top!"

"Thank you, Coach," he repeated.

Kamau looked up when he saw someone pass by the windows of the school's indoor pool. It was a girl he'd seen several times before. She had long hair, smooth cocoa brown skin, and cleavage that she wasn't scared to show off. Every time he saw her she had on a low-cut top, breast meat jutting up. And today it was a dark gray off-the-shoulder sweatshirt that revealed her goods. Her butt was mean too in those chic stretch leather pants. Plump, round, and probably soft as hell!

He pulled his feet out the water and jumped up to a standing position.

"Be right back, Coach," he said, and he took off.

"Bryant, where the fuck are you going?"

Kamau's wet feet pattered fast against the aquatic center concrete as he burst out the doors and suddenly slid on the school's linoleum floor. He lost his balance and fell right on his butt. A couple students passing by laughed at him, and it made the girl he was chasing stop and turn to look. She giggled at him and kept going.

He got to his feet and ran after her. A group of girls whistled at him flirtatiously as he passed. He was almost naked, by the way, wearing only a pair of royal blue Speedos.

"Hey, Kamau," one of the girls said.

"Nice butt," another one said, purring at him like Eartha Kitt.

He didn't pay them any mind. He caught up with the girl in the stretch leather and cut her off by standing in front of her. He looked her in the eyes and said to her what he'd wanted to say since the first time he saw her.

"I like you," he said.

She looked down at his crotch. "I can tell. You're bulging."

Kamau looked down and saw he had a slight erection. He covered his package with both hands, smiling sheepishly. "What's your name?"

"Neeta Lockett."

"My name's Kamau Bryant." He extended his hand and she shook it, then he went back to covering himself. "Nice to meet you," he said.

"Nice to meet you too, Mr. Bryant."

"Please, call me Kamau."

"Okay, Kamau. Well, I have to go ..."

"Wait! I need your number, email, fax, socials, something."

"I've never gave my information to someone who didn't have pants on."

He chuckled. "And I've never asked for somebody's number without pants on. First time for everything, right?"

She stared into his eyes enticingly. "Move your hands."

"What?"

"I said move your hands."

Reluctantly, he did as she instructed. And Neeta looked down at his bulging manhood, tapping her chin as she made her mind up.

"Okay, you qualify," she said finally. "I'll give you my number."

He laughed out loud.

Neeta dug in her Chloé Marcie crossbody bag and tore off a sheet of paper. She wrote down her number and stuffed the paper down his Speedos.

"Keep the change, Kamau," she said, then walked off down the hall.

***
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Three Months Later

"Are we dating?" Neeta asked, as she strolled hand in hand with Kamau through downtown Atlanta's Centennial Olympic Park. It was a glorious park with tall trees, national world flags flapping in the wind overhead, and a water fountain of rings as its centerpiece for children to play in.

"Dating?" Kamau echoed. "I don't know. Are we?"

"Wrong answer."

He licked his lips nervously. He was wearing a Georgia State University hoodie and sweatpants. She let his hand go so he stuffed his hands in his pockets.

Neeta had on a black jersey wrap dress that fit her curves snug. In a comfortable pair of T-strap sandals, she continued to walk beside him in the grass. But not as close as before.

"What's yo definition of dating?" he asked.

"Exclusivity," she said.

"Hmm."

"What does 'hmm' mean?"

He shrugged. "I don't know. We only been talking to each other for a couple of months," he reminded her. Then he turned away from her and coughed out, "And I ain't got no pussy yet. Ahem, excuse me. Sore throat."

"What did you say?"

He looked at her innocently. "What?"

"I heard you. You don't wanna be my boyfriend because you haven't fucked me yet."

"You can understand my plight, right? When we first met you gave me yo number because you were impressed with Herbert, so I thought we was gon' be getting freak nasty every night."

She was quiet for a moment. Then she stopped and grabbed his wrists to make him face her. She sighed, then said, "I'm about as real as they come, so I'ma tell it to you straight, okay? You wanna know the truth?"

"Uh ... I think so."

She took a deep breath, then said: "I masturbate to you every night. Actually, every night since the first time I saw you. I walked past where you swim at on purpose every other day just so you'd notice me. It took you long enough to notice. And since I gave you my number, I’ve
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