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WE SAY WE DIDN’T FEEL IT

BUT WE FELT IT.

WE SAY WE DIDN’T SEE IT

BUT WE SAW IT.

WE SAY WE DIDN’T HEAR IT

BUT WE HEARD IT.

WE PRETENDED WE NEVER KNEW IT

BUT WE KNOW IT.

Who?

ALL OF US





1.

Gunshots! Brooklyn born, I know the sound. No matter whose finger is on the trigger, a nigga vs. a nigga, niggas vs. the law, or the law vs. niggas, gunshots fired anywhere in the world means pay attention motherfuckers. But after these three shots, I don’t hear no clap back, running feet, or screeching police sirens. I don’t hear no cops calling out bullshit commands, like freeze! I don’t hear the scream of the ambulance or the swift feet of the curious running to the scene of the incident. I don’t hear the director calling out “Cut!” after first having called out “Action!” I don’t hear the cheers, shout outs, or big ups from the VIP crowd, who I know had gathered, because I am the one who arranged their VIP passes to be the only ones invited to accompany the film crew on my prison release day. I can’t even hear the howl of the wind, which normally is so loud upstate New York where I was locked up, that we could hear it from inside the prison walls, depending on where we were in the building. Fuck hearing, I can’t even see. Everything is deep black. Oh shit! That’s how I know. I, Winter Santiaga, am the one who got shot dead.

I don’t have no big fear of death, never really even thought about it. Fifteen years on lock, I knew chicks who chased death, thought it was the better option over the rough lives they were living. I knew women who cut themselves, beat themselves, begged other inmates for their meds and swallowed a handful of game-changing pills in one gulp. I even knew six chicks who one by one successfully hung themselves within those fifteen years I served.

In the prison dayroom chilling, or on the yard, when the conversation got on that suicide bullshit, I stepped off. Everybody know Winter Santiaga is all about action and hustle, plotting and planning, making it and taking it, and a dead bitch can’t do shit.



This is fucked up though. Seconds after my prison release, right when I was about to earn a big bag, lights out. I’m dead. When I was first approached to do a reality show that was gonna be so real that it would start with cameras rolling the moment I stepped foot through the prison release door, I was like Ah, hell no! Seated side by side with cellies, I had seen bunches of bitches on reality TV ridiculously playing themselves like crazy. They’d never catch Winter Santiaga on camera, finally easing outside with some Department of Corrections–issued clothing, which was all inmates had to wear other than the clothes they had on their back at the time of their arrest. After that vicious fight me and Simone had on our Brooklyn block fifteen years ago, right before the cops snatched up both of us, my clothes were shredded. Yeah that’s how we do it. It’s not a showbiz on-camera, off-camera thing in the hood. We fight with full fury.



Thinking over the reality-show offer while speaking on the prison phone with the show creator and executive producer, my brother-in-law Elisha Immanuel, I told myself, Nah Winter, never let them see you sweat. Never let them see you down. Never reveal even one chink in your armor. Keep your game face on!

“Good looking out, Elisha,” I told him. “I thought about it like you asked me to do. But I gotta turn you down for the third time. Let it be the last.”

“Well then, negotiate,” my sister Porsche said, who I didn’t even know was on the call that I made to Elisha, ’cause she remained silent up until the moment I turned him down. “You heard what my husband wants out of the show deal. What does Winter want out of it? There must be something you’re ready to gain. Just let my husband know what that is. Winter, you are the star of this show. Only you can make it happen. Until you sign the contract, you’re in the power position,” Porsche added softly.

My mind started speeding. That’s right! What do I want out of it? But I hated that I didn’t think of it from that angle myself. Caught up in my hustles on the inside, I didn’t consider that I was in the power position in a deal that would go down on the outside even before I get out. This show he’s proposing is not just another prison show. That’s right! This show is about me! And it’s about me for a reason! After all is said and done, there are ’bout five hundred thousand bitches serving mandatory minimums for basically no fucking reason beside being the girlfriend of some low-level or mid-level drug dealer. Elisha chose me because I’m that bad bitch, the royalest of the royal precisely!



Six days after my sister had said over the phone, “Well then, negotiate,” and after referring to my fashion-magazine library that spanned over fourteen years and was a small source of revenue to me on lockup, I finalized my list of star demands. The first thing was for Elisha to contact the warden and get clearance for me to receive a customized wardrobe and accessories to wear out of the prison on my release day, which coincidentally was in the winter season.

“I got you,” Elisha said calmly. “I already planned to communicate with the warden, and of course the city officials for the license to film in the area.”

“And Elisha, no brand substitutes, nothing generic, everything genuine, top quality no matter what anyone says,” I told him. I knew what I was about to order. I didn’t want to hear him tell me shit about some crazy fucking animal rights protesters.

“I know who you are,” Elisha said, buttering me up.

“Starting with outerwear, since that will get captured on camera first, a hooded white three-quarter-length pure mink coat. Red Python ‘sky-high’ thigh-high boots, a red alligator Birkin bag with an activated iPhone inside in my name. Red Gucci driving gloves. Oh, and if you’re going to continue the film with me being driven home, I want my own house.”

“Porsche said you were going to move in with us. She already decorated a whole wing just for you. It has your own door and driveway; your own bathroom, bedroom, living room, and full kitchen; and even your own mailbox. Once you see it, and since we are all family, I’m sure you’ll want to stay. Besides, it’s located in Brooklyn.”

“Truth is, I want my own house. I plan to have some of my girls move in with me. We plan to build a business together.”

“Okay… how ’bout a compromise? Something that will make you and my wife and your girls straight and satisfied,” Elisha swiftly shifted the convo like someone accustomed to these tough negotiations. I wondered if Porsche was listening in on this call again but I didn’t ask, and if she was, she didn’t say shit and I couldn’t detect any extra breathing noises or movements.

“We will put your girls, up to five of them, in the reality-show cast and pay them a nice appearance fee. This way, they can afford their own apartments. You can live with us like Porsche planned.” I was silent ’cause I was thinking about it. I thought it would play out better if I am the only star of the show. I make all the paper. I invest the paper into the business that I own, and allow my girls to run it so they could earn off of what I have provided. Elisha must’ve sensed something ’cause he interrupted my thoughts and said, “Winter, you’re the star. Your deal is worth fifty thousand per show, sixteen episodes per season. After it hits—and you and I both know it will—you’ll be in position to renegotiate and clear even more than the eight hundred thousand that is generated for you in season one. The five supporting cast members, your handpicked home girls, will only each earn three thousand on the episodes they actually appear on. They’re backstory. You’re on every episode. They’re not. You are the main story. You are the show.”

Elisha’s pimp game is mean, I thought to myself. Eight hundred thousand dollars for me alone, that’s right. Of course I would put my girls on the payroll. That’s not coming from my stacks, but it is being paid out to them based on my say-so. Three thousand per episode was more than enough for them to pay their rent at the goddamn projects or for each of them to move on up into something new. My on-camera supporting cast, sounds good. I could not wait to give them a heads-up and dangle the deal. I did more time than each of them. I would roll out last, but on top and even save the day for each of them, who after their releases still had not managed to cake up. And let’s be serious here. I’m not big on living under the same roof with none of their kids anyway. Now that I am in position to put them on, all of my bitches will bow down.

“I want VIP passes for everybody who I select to see me styling on my release day. I want a red carpet that runs from the prison release door to the black Bentley that I heard Midnight pushes, and of course, Midnight in person waiting on me to walk the red carpet straight to him.”

“You know he’s a married man, right?” Elisha asked smoothly.

“I know, but I knew him first. I saw him first. And this is my show we doing starring me, right?” I reminded him.

“A reality show…” Elisha said.

“You make him show up. I’ll make it a reality,” I told him with full confidence.

“Anything else?” Elisha asked patiently in his cool tone, not huffing or puffing or making it obvious that my demands might be over the top. So I told him, “Have the Bentley fully stocked, from the old shit to the new shit; Moët Rosé Impérial, Hennessy XO, Cîroc Blue Dot, and Ace of Spades, the thirty-liter Midas bottle. Oh, and me and my man must sip our champagne from authentic crystal flutes. So order me a set.”

I gave him full details of the fashions I wanted to wear beneath the mink, even though they wouldn’t show up on camera for my “kiss my ass” walk to freedom. Then I added, “And there’s one serious really big thing I need to happen, although I won’t say it over the phone. Elisha, plan to come up and visit me this week. I’ll tell you face-to-face.”

“No problem, I can do that. It’s all good. We’re in business now,” he said as though my list of demands were all things within his budget, influence, connects, and grasp, and I liked that.

“But the thing is… Elisha, if you can’t do the one big thing that I tell you in person, the whole entire deal is canceled,” I said in a firm but nonthreatening tone even though it was a threat. It was more than a threat. It was a promise, a guarantee.

“We will work it out. See you soon,” he said, unfazed, and hung up. Some next chick was waiting to use the prison phone. Although I had already hung up, I was still blocking it, wondering if I had undersold myself in the deal. Should I have demanded even more? Nah, I knew I would get even more than I demanded anyway. From my young teen years, I saw how entertainers, hustlers, and ballers got all kinds of perks, party passes, food and drinks, kicks and cars, trips and wardrobes and a bunch of other free shit that regular niggas had to grind for a whole year to get one of, or maybe to never get nothing at all. When I was done thinking and blocking I looked at the chicks on the phone line. They dropped their eyes like they suppose to. Not one of ’em dared to even look like they had a complaint. They know who run dis.



Lights-out on that same night of the deal convo, even though I was on track to get what I wanted out of Elisha, I was tight that now Porsche, my younger middle sister, would be able to say that she convinced me to do the show that I had said I would never do. Porsche would have me living in their place, eating off of her plate, and engulfed in her actively annoying overkill concern. I don’t hate Porsche. We full blood. However, certain little shit that she does and how she is, I definitely don’t like. For example, starting with the way she always says these two words, my husband, instead of just calling that sexy brown-skinned nigga by his well-known name, Elisha Immanuel, young, rich, black, and famous independent movie director. Also, Porsche is the quiet type. I didn’t mind that. But I hated the way she always let her feelings show. On her one visit upstate New York to where I was serving time, she walked in with her eyes filled with watery tears, her voice and her fingers trembling. The only reason I overlooked it at the time was because other than that, she was picture-perfect. She had the meanest-ass manicure, that matched her haute-couture fashion and thigh-high Fendi boots that hood bitches would murder her for. Slide them right off her legs and feet and onto their own.

Once we were seated at the table in a prison room filled with inmates seated at separate tables, she sat trembling and silent like she was in some weird dreamy phase. When she finally did talk, her voice was all filled with emotion. Then suddenly her watery eyes spilled tears onto her immaculate diamond wedding rings. I was through. I took her off my visitation list, even though she was the only one on there. I blocked her. It was a smart move on my part. I know Porsche. She is annoyingly overconcerned about me. After I cut her off, she’ll send her sexy husband to check up on me instead. He’s a Brooklyn-born Brooklyn nigga, not the hardest moneymaking murderer, but he’s definitely not soft. Me and Elisha could sit and talk at ease. I been locked up for so long with a bunch of bitches that I easily prefer men, and probably preferred men even before prison. I wasn’t trying to lure my sister’s man. No not at all. I don’t get down like that. But I respect Elisha. He’s my nigga ’cause over time he put money on my commissary, but never mentioned it. Most importantly however, Elisha visits Santiaga, my father, who is in prison serving life. That means way more than the world to me.




2.

Can a dead bitch think? My thoughts shifted as soon as my mind mentioned Santiaga to me. Santiaga is my first love. The number one father on the planet. The number one hustler in the streets. The number one ruler of my heart. Santiaga is the only man in the world who when I was eighteen years young and even fifteen years later while all alone in my cell, in the dark, deep into the night, beneath my one blanket, could cause me to shed silent tears.

Suddenly I was yanked out of my thoughts and on the move. I mean, I could not actually feel my feet taking steps, or my heels clicking on the ground beneath me, or mashing the snow, or sliding on ice. But somehow I knew for sure I was moving. I couldn’t see or hear. Everything was pitch-black. But suddenly I was speeding like someone had hit the fast-forward button. Oh shit, it felt like I had puffed some of that Purple Haze and hit the Henny as well.

After a time, I felt myself jerk to a stop, like a car that was just about to run a red light but the driver jammed on the brakes. Still, my high remained. Next, ah shit, I felt a floating feeling. The blinding darkness eased up to a black gray, then an electric blue. Through a type of fog, I could see Santiaga standing right in front of me. Stuck staring, I didn’t say a word ’cause I was struck at how chiseled and handsome and young he looked, even though he was seventeen years deep into serving a life bid. Obviously, he had worked out hard daily for six thousand, two hundred and five days. Yeah, I’m swift with numbers. In fact, my father, Santiaga, was the one who taught me to add, subtract, and multiply like a motherfucker. When I was six, I would be the first one in our Brooklyn projects apartment who would catch Poppa just as he walked through the front door. It was like I could feel him even before I heard his key turning in the locks. Then I would smell the scent of his cologne coming through the tiny space in the door. He would bring home gifts, lay them out on the table, and tell me the cost of each one, one time. Then he would say, “What’s the total?” He’d snap his fingers three times and if I called out the right answer, I got first dibs on whichever gift I wanted to have. And since Santiaga knew me so well, everything he bought, I wanted to keep. Soon he would lay out the gifts, knowing I had mastered that adding-up shit, and then take one item away, and then be like, “Now, what’s the new total?” After I caught on to that subtraction kind’ve lovely, he taught me how to multiply. It was like we would be chilling at the table, or I’d be in the bathroom brushing my teeth and he’d pop up at the washroom door.

“What’s twelve times eight?”

“Ninety-six!” I would say rapidly like he required. No matter how fast I would come up with the answer, he’d be like, “Nah, it took you too long!”

I’d laugh and be like, “It didn’t!! That was quick, Poppa!”

“Not quick enough!” He’d challenge me. “If you want to hang out with me, you gotta be so quick with your times tables that I can’t see you thinking.”

“See me thinking?” I’d ask, still laughing.

“Yep, swift with the right answer and with your game face on.”

“Game face?” I followed up.

“That’s what you call a face that doesn’t reveal what you are thinking or feeling on the inside. Only you should know that. Everybody else shouldn’t.”

After that I mastered multiplication super-rapid response with the right answers. I would also stare in the mirror every morning and every night practicing my game face.

In his cell, Santiaga was getting dressed. He stepped into his boxers, every muscle defined. Even his hands were rough and gorgeous and just the right size. When he turned, I could see the bullet-wound scar on his sculptured abs. His haircut was sharp and he was dapper even in Department of Corrections digs. His eyes were brighter than his atmosphere. His stare was solid, masculine. His complexion was not showing that charismatic glow he flashed naturally before hitting the pen, where there’s rarely any sunshine. But I’ll fix that. I’ll be the one to get him out of here even though he is serving life. Poppa’s release is sure to happen. It was the condition I gave Elisha. The one thing that would cause the whole entire reality show, followed up by a major motion picture, followed up by a television series, followed up by a Winter Santiaga video game, to fall through and be nothing at all. Money makes shit happen. I read the many magazine articles on Elisha and how smart he is. How he had gotten accepted into six of America’s top universities. So in my six days of thinking about my list of demands, the answer to what Winter really wants is, Santiaga. I want my father to be released. I want both of us to come up, back to where we belong. To be the royal high that we were before, but even higher. I bet my whole eight-hundred-thousand-dollar bag on that. Three gunshots later, and the most perfect plan exploded.

I rushed towards Santiaga. His facial expression showed me what I had already figured out the second I arrived in his cell. Poppa cannot see me. Long ago there was a smile that would come to his face and even to his eyes naturally whenever he saw me after not having seen me for a few days or hours even. Here I am standing right in front of him and that smile is not there.

“Poppa,” I spoke, but even I could not hear my own spoken words even though I was speaking them. “Poppa, I…” I moved in close to him and ran my fingers through his hair. My fingertips traced his iconic face. My palms rested on his strong shoulders. Then I touched his fingers and then held his hands. He walked away from me. I followed him and saw that he had a short stack of magazines with a tall stack of letters on top. I dashed to the letters and went to pick one up or push the whole pile over even, in order to grab my father’s attention. I wanted to give him a hint that I am here. But my fingers weren’t working properly. I couldn’t lift the letters up, even though I could see clearly that the letter on top was one of the many letters that I had written to him. My father, Santiaga, and I had remained close even while both being separately incarcerated. I tried to knock everything over but couldn’t.

Now Santiaga was leaning against the cell door looking out the narrow slot. I’m familiar with that stance. How many days had I stood still staring through the cage bars, and then later through the metal door slot. Sometimes staring at the floor because at that moment in lockdown, there was nothing else to do. So I eased towards him. As soon as I did he turned his head. His eyes on the lookout but he didn’t move. I could tell by his gaze he felt something. Like a man who had looked over his shoulder as hustlers gotta do all da time. Then he spun a one-eighty. His feet on pivot. His eyes on search. I ran into his arms, wrapped my arms around his neck, then closed in and hugged him extra tightly. I moved my lips to his ears and said, “Goodbye, Poppa. In all of the whole wide world, you were my favorite person, my best friend, my realest teacher, my deepest love.” I pressed a closed-lip kiss on his lips.

“Santiaga, hands,” the familiar authoritative voice of a corrections officer called through the slot.

“Don’t interrupt!” I screamed. Santiaga walked back to the cell door he had been staring out of a minute ago and put his hands through the slot. C.O. cuffed him.

“Why are you cuffing my father? He’s already locked in!” I yelled. Santiaga drew back his now-cuffed hands.

“This is just a precaution,” the C.O. said, downshifting his tone like he should have in the first place. The heavy cell door slid open.

“Wait, don’t come in here,” I said forcefully. “I need a little more time with my father!” Then I stepped between them and turned to face Santiaga.

“Poppa,” I called out. “Somebody got me! But don’t you worry about who did it. Stay still for me. Don’t kill whoever did it. I’m gonna get you the fuck out of here. I’m gonna put you back where you belong. Trust me, your Baby Girl. Poppa, you did everything in life for me. Now I’m gonna be the one to king you!”

“Bad news…” the C.O. said as though I was not even standing there blocking him from speaking directly to my father. So I started screaming to dead the sound of C.O.’s voice. It must have worked because just as the words “Your daughter…” came out of C.O.’s filthy mouth, I dissolved.




3.

Heat, I was nothing but heat now. Like heat coming through the radiator or incinerator or any hot place. Who killed me? That’s all I wanted to know. Revenge, that’s all I wanted to get. Yeah I was mad about losing out on the moneybag that I was about to earn, but I was more furious that I would not be there to see Santiaga get out and come home. Now I want to put down whoever shot me, before Poppa got home and gave the order to eliminate that person and whoever was on that person’s team. No, erase that. Poppa would pull that trigger himself. That’s the kind of man he is.

Of course I love, admire, and respect that deadly element of my father. However, it was hard and costly work to get to the point where he would possibly be released. I didn’t want him finally freed only to return to the box for avenging my murder. So my mission is to murder first. They couldn’t charge me with murder in the first, ’cause I’m already dead in the first place. I started laughing. Like real shoulder-shaking laughter that makes the whole body shake. Somehow the volume of my own laughter was increasing like someone slipped a mic on me or was in the DJ booth fucking with the fader, controlling the sound. Soon the volume doubled. So, I stopped laughing, but the laughter didn’t stop. It tripled. It was the first time I ever got pissed and aggravated at the sound of my own voice. The more vexed I got, the more the laughter increased. It grew so loud it mutated and started sounding like some old guy laughing.

“Shut the fuck up!” I screamed. When I couldn’t out-scream the laughter I stopped caring. I’m good at that ’cause I didn’t care in the first place. Once I thoroughly ignored the laughter, it thoroughly disappeared. I can’t say how long it took to stop because I was realizing that I could no longer count time. That may sound like no big deal but to a locked-up bitch time is everything and the countdown from capture to release is as important and necessary as a pulse or a heartbeat. Without being able to count down time… well now that I think about it, that’s like death. For example, is today the same day as the day I got shot dead? When I saw Santiaga, even though he didn’t see me, was I seeing him right after I’d been murdered? Or was it days after or weeks after or months after?

Eventually my temperature decreased. Once it did I was more than just a glob of heat. I could feel my limbs again. It was like I got my body back and now the heat was just moving in my chest like my titties were on fire. After calming myself, I accomplished turning myself back to cold, my natural state. That’s when I promised myself, I’m moving whoever murdered me to the top of my “payback’s a bitch” list. It had taken me fifteen minutes after my arrest to put together my payback list. But it took me fifteen years to put together each scheme on exactly how I was gonna do it. Smarter, I knew I had to take revenge without getting found out. If I made one mistake I could end up back in prison and that wasn’t even remotely a possibility no matter what I had to do to prevent it.

In my payback plot there was no murder. I’m not a murderer, I’m innocent. I served fifteen years for nothing. True, I wanted to hustle and blow up big in the streets. But who the fuck gets arrested for their thoughts? I never actually sold one rock, powder, or pill. But now that someone crossed the line and deaded me, I would turn into what I never was before. Even if that means monster. Who did it? I didn’t even have no murder-type beef like that with anyone anymore. Who did it? Who did it and why? Think, think, think, I told myself. Then it felt like something shot through my chest and grabbed me. I was on the move again after being stuck for who knows how long.

When the whirling feeling stopped, a sort of free high that I was starting to appreciate, my hearing came back, but not my vision. Ah shit! I could hear Biggie on the track “Who Shot Ya?” I was like, Yeah is that supposed to be funny? But I was excited to hear music, loud, clear, and crisp like it was coming through some even better than Bose, McIntosh super expensive speakers, not some bullshit Department of Corrections radio. I was even more excited to hear the livest music of the ’90s, when I was a teenager at the absolute tip-top of my royalty. After I was locked down and the ’90s slowly disappeared, and when we had the DOC radio turned up, I couldn’t feel nothing from the music. It wasn’t just because the radio was cheap. The new artists just didn’t have “that thing.” They were not the type of hip-hop heads or singers that got me rah-rah excited, hot, and kept me listening and loyal. The ’90s had powerhouse artists who spit that rhyme and sang the songs that snatched a bitch’s heart out her chest, made her go temporarily insane or caused her legs to open voluntarily. Nineties rappers and hip-hop music ruled the airwaves, reflected our culture, and moved our streets. It was dominant, not only in Brooklyn, but in all hoods in America and around the world. All my peeps knew that even without ever traveling far from the block. Nineties hip-hop shook the planet. And, in the real lives of real niggas, what was said, rhymed, or sung on a hip-hop track even dictated which niggas lived and which niggas died. Word.



Ever seen a dead bitch dance? Me neither, but I was doing it. Ol’ Dirty Bastard was killing the track of his hit titled “Brooklyn Zoo.” I stayed grooving all alone until I realized that I could hear muffled, murmuring voices. It sounded like a group of people talking, but the music prevented anyone from hearing what they were saying exactly. I stopped dancing and waited for the track to end, but Ol’ Dirty merged into Jay-Z’s “Jigga What, Jigga Who” and I was like, Oh hell yeah. It’s a party! Then I got pumped and was like, “It’s my party!” My private after-party, after coming home from da joint. It was scheduled to start at 11 p.m. after all the reality-TV shit and promotions was finished for the day. It was exclusive for only my girls who been through the same shit as me, did time with me too and of course they was each allowed to bring their nigga. Wait! That after-party was supposed to take place the same night of the day I got released. Then I got tight. Is this the same day I got murdered? Felt like forever. And, are they having my after-party on the same night even though I got killed?

The music flowed on for a long time. I could only tell ’cause I was counting the tracks that the DJ spun. Eighteen cuts, sixty-six minutes later, a non-nineties joint came on. That nigga Young Jeezy a’ight. But to me it signaled that my throwback after-party was about to end. Then the music lowered and a girl’s voice shouted, “Y’all ain’t gotta go home but y’all gotta get the fuck outta my crib! I got two kids and they won’t keep their asses in the bed till y’all leave.” It was the voice of my girl Asia, which confirmed yes, this is my after-the-reality-show-party after-party. The crowd laughed and I could hear the door opening and closing and people’s Timbs, heels, kicks, and flats walking out.

“Nigga gimme back my Bacardi before I embarrass your ass!” Asia shouted. Obviously one nigga tried to steal a bottle. Asia caught him.

“Come on girl, you got mad shit in here. Can’t a nice nigga get more nice without you getting mad?” I heard a tussle. Then the door slammed. I’m thinking how it wasn’t really Asia’s Bacardi. I put up the paper to fix up her place and buy her a sound system, a new couch, and for her to get weed free-flowing and the bar fully stocked. I had a budget and could arrange for shit like that. I could’ve only had the one party at the club celebrating my debut on the first day of filming the reality show. Elisha covered costs for that. But that was like for the film crew and other professionals connected with the show. That’s why I needed the after-the-after-party party. Ain’t nothing like a house party, at least in my memory. I wanted to capture that and just chill with my girls and their niggas, all men and women who been high and low and locked, but because of my show, was ’bout to be high again. A house party, where we could and would do whatever off camera.

“Fuck that bitch, she thought I forgot,” I suddenly heard Simone’s voice, an angry whisper. A little light started bleeding through the darkness that had just surrounded me. My vision now was dim, like there was a vision-control button. The type of buttons we had in our Long Island mansion after Santiaga had suddenly moved us out of Brooklyn right after my sixteenth birthday. In every room we were able to adjust the intensity of the lights. But here, where I was standing in Asia’s apartment, I was stuck on very dim vision, but it was better than the blackout I had just had.

“I never forgot. Winter like to play dumb. So I went along with it and played dumb too. Fuck, we was locked up in the same joint. I had to look at her regardless. So I used her.” Simone was close up in Natalie’s face. Natalie is short, so Simone was looking down on her, like dominant.

“Yeah, well, if you gonna use a bitch, use her all the way! Winter got us the TV show! She put us on! You kilt her. Now all of us lost a bag,” Natalie said.

Simone shot me! Simone shot me! Simone shot me! was running through my head.

“Word, we should beat your ass for fucking up everybody’s paper,” my girl Reese said, cutting her eyes while unbuttoning her coat that she had just been buttoning.

“Reese, if any of y’all could of beat my ass you would have tried it already. But y’all know what time it is,” Simone threatened. Reese lunged forward fast and punched Simone in the face. Simone bitch-slapped Reese in return, which sparked Toshi to jump wild, and all three of them started thumping.

“Don’t fuck up my house,” Asia screamed. Then my girl Zakia started flicking the light switch on and off, off and on, as though that could influence or stop the fight. She was messing up my already-dim view. But I did see Natalie creeping up on Simone. She tried to crack Simone over the head with a bottle of Cîroc. Simone leaned, dodging the direct blow, and the bottle impacted on her shoulder but didn’t break. Simone snatched it from Natalie’s grip. Zakia stopped flicking the lights.

“Y’all some stupid bitches,” Asia screamed.

“Why?” Simone asked, laughing in a greasy way. “ ’Cause Winter bought you a couch and fixed up this little dump?” Simone said as she put herself back together from the brawl and was dusting off her shoulders as though to say and show them that she wasn’t even hurt, fazed, or impacted from their little rumble. She then opened up the Cîroc and started gulping it, a fourth of it spilling out on her face and her trying to catch it and lick it up with her tongue.

“Winter bought the couch and the bottle you drinking from and your ass is drunk! I fixed up the rest of my house myself with my paper,” Asia said, but she was lying. She don’t have no real paper yet. She was just about to come up when I got released and would put her on.

“Y’all was so busy kissing Winter’s ass,” Simone spit. “Y’all was so happy she put y’all on and was about to get you paid a little paper…” Simone burped then farted.

“So was you!” Natalie said.

“Y’all was so stupid y’all forgot to ask how much was Winter getting for the show?” Simone grimaced.

“I asked her,” Natalie said swiftly.

“And?” Simone quick replied. As I looked around the room, I could see that Simone’s question caught Reese and Toshi’s attention and changed the expressions on their faces from fury to suspicion.

“Winter said she couldn’t discuss how much she was getting because she had to sign a confidentiality agreement with the television production company and had to promise not to discuss the deal details,” Natalie answered like a street lawyer.

“Slick bitch,” Simone said.

“True dat is kind’ve slick,” my girl Zakia said. She had been standing quietly in the same corner where the light switch was located, watching everything going down, smoking a blunt. Zakia was like that from being locked up with the rest of us. Hers was the shortest bid but her nerves got wrecked from just putting in a little time and a little work on the inside. She used to stand around silent same like she was now, when she was locked. She’d pay anybody selling, any amount, for even a fifth of a cigarette, smoked all of the time and said next to nothing. But we held her down anyway ’cause she was our home girl.

“It’s Winter’s sister’s husband who got Winter the deal in the first place. So why she had to sign a no-talk agreement with her own brother-in-law?” Reese stated.

“Because that’s how Winter gets down,” Simone rushed and answered, cutting Natalie off. “She does the least and gets the most. Y’all gotta remember! Winter got me arrested the first time for stealing a dress she wanted. A dress she planned to put on her back and pretend that she paid full price for it herself. Then I got arrested for slicing her face. More than y’all, I did real time. She deserved to get cut but I should’ve really murdered her in the street, right then and there. She killed my daughter!”

“She did not!” Natalie scolded. “Your big pregnant ass chased Winter and fell down the steps and lost the baby. Back then I told you to stay home and let us handle Winter. You should’ve listened.”

“That’s what happened. I was there,” Reese confirmed.

“That…” Asia screamed, “was fifteen! Years! Ago!” She said each word with space in between and mad emphasis. “Y’all old bitches better upgrade and update! What we gon’ do now?”

“You the same age as us,” Zakia’s nervous one-liner bombed Asia. Then she just stared off, not even looking at the rest of the girls in the room.

“Y’all better wise up. Winter be lying all da time. ’Member how she used to gas us on lock-up about how that nigga Midnight was gonna pick her up on her release date pushing a half-million-dollar whip?” Simone said. My girls all started laughing. Somehow what Simone had mentioned wiped out the tension between them. But I was slowly heating, headed towards furious. I hate when anybody talks shit about something they don’t really know and had no way of finding out what really happened in certain situations. I hate the way people talk shit either after somebody got locked up and ain’t around to say it how it really was. I hate how people would go hard against someone who if they was standing right there in the face, they wouldn’t dare to even look at too long or ever say shit to. Same way I hate how people talk shit about anybody after they was dead and gone and can’t clap back. All that is sucker moves. Only suckers move and do that way.

“The show must go on,” Simone said in her low, manly voice. “ ‘Life After Death,’ ” like B.I.G. said. And dead entertainers sell more merchandise than living entertainers ever did, like B.I.G. did. Bet y’all didn’t know that! Winter wanted to be the star. So she got murdered on camera, a dramatic debut.” Simone waved her arms in the air, still holding the Cîroc. “You think any of these showbiz niggas, whether they Winter’s brother-in-law or not, gonna delete that footage of that murder? Hell no, they gonna let it roll, air it, sweep the ratings, collect and count the cheddar and continue to show the show!” Simone bragged.

“And how long before they figure out it was you who pulled the trigger?” Natalie said, and she was pissy.

“They ain’t gon’ find out. And y’all ain’t gonna tell ’em. That’s why I don’t give a fuck talking about it. Y’all need me. And y’all need the show. And everybody know in hip-hop the real making-moves murderers, the shooters, get the shine.”

Back to black, I thought Zakia was messing with the lights again, but she wasn’t. I had turned back into being nothing but a blob of heat, numb limbs and all. Couldn’t see no more or feel my face and I was back to being blind, deaf, and dumb.




4.

I’m not no fucking firefighter. So I do not know how to put out the raging fire that is me. I don’t know how long it would take, or how much water is needed to cool me off. I don’t have no fire extinguisher. Besides even if I did, would I use it on myself? Plus I can’t figure out this dead shit. I’m used to being able to figure out any situation no matter how complicated it is. Now I’m thinking, Since I’m dead, shouldn’t my mind shut off? How come I could still know my own thoughts?

Afterwhile, I figured out that the angrier I get, the worse the impact is on me. The only reason I reached this conclusion is because I thought about how I never ever in my lifetime was that angry bitch. I never had a reason to be dat. I was always calm and cool and cold and steady. Even when shit was fucked up, I knew how to flip shit in my favor. Even on lock I flipped everything and everyone in my favor. If any chick was mad at me, even if it was for a good reason, the next step was for that bitch to get glad because I had a crew she couldn’t resist. That crew started out with just me, and believe it or not, became me and Simone.

Yeah, the same Simone who cut my face with the jagged edge of a broken bottle, giving me the only scar I ever got in my young royal life, that could only be concealed by my silky hair if I wore it loose, which on lock I could not do. I hated Simone for impacting my flawless face. She hated me too. But in prison math, we were both better off using our mutual hatred together against others who probably hated us both more. So we did. We got on some beauty-and-the-beast-type shit breaking bitches down. My look, still stellar even with the scar, made them want to serve me or join me. Simone’s beasting made them have no other option. So they gave in and got glad and ganged up beneath us. But I don’t want to think about Simone. I just did and it caused my heat to flare up ’bout six notches. I was figuring out that when my heat peaks, I dissolve. When I dissolve, I disappear from whatever I was seeing, hearing, and feeling. But my thinking continues on. Who wants to be a glob of heat with thoughts, trapped in an infinite black space? Not me. So I figured I had to lower my temperature by thinking of anything that could make me feel good. Feeling good would be the opposite of feeling bad and then my anger might go away and the feeling in my face, arms, hands, legs, feet, and even my toes would return.

After Santiaga, there is only Midnight as far as real men in real life who I really know. Midnight still gives me that ooh-ah good feeling. It’s stronger and deeper than the spark a hot rapper or huge movie star or amazing baller could ever shoot through my pussy like lightning. Midnight is a man who makes all of my body parts pulsate, even when he is not doing anything but standing still. His effect lasts over time, no matter how much time passes. To the point where even if I don’t see him except in my mind, my whole body, including my heart, still feels the throbbing sensation. If you don’t know what I mean, it means you never met him, never seen him. And you never ever even met any man like him. Which is extremely possible.

When men see women, they grade us. They be like she’s a five, six, seven, or eight. Ten represents the top bitch, which is rare for them to say. When men see even a glimpse of me they automatically and naturally say ten, the highest. It’s the reason they call me, Winter Santiaga, a dime. So why not grade them, the men, the same way? Now I’m entertaining myself and getting excited, in a good way. Well let’s see. We will start at the bottom, which obviously is the lowest. The lowest type of man is a zero, a dude who actually fucks his children or anybody else’s little children. A man who molests and rapes because he feels like a zero and knows he’s a zero. So he stalks little kids and women who he’s pretty sure even his weak backward ass can overpower. Zero-type slime balls like this also molests and abuses and rapes his girlfriend’s children or his stepchildren who are not his biological kids. So sick is he, he even rapes his own or her own sons. I wouldn’t say none of this greasy shit if I didn’t know that it actually happens. Having been locked in with so many women coming from so many places across the country, I know it goes on.

Don’t misunderstand. I ain’t all kid-crazy. I think having babies is a burden that breaks a bitch down. Mostly it fucks up her figure and lessens her value. Same way a new whip is worth major paper, soon as you buy it and drive it off the car lot, it’s worth a lot less. It’s used. With babies, once you have one, all of a sudden you have two and then three. Then the only thing you have more than babies is problems. A bitch used to have the luxury of being all about herself. Even from the first baby everything becomes all about the kid. Instead of going for manicures and makeovers, she’s left wiping up piss and cleaning up poo. Washing diapers and dishes and your whole pizzazz is stolen and gone. Unless you got paper piles forget having babies. Better to have the cheese to pay the servants to do all of the dirty work, while you style. That’s the only way kids are all good with me. Still I don’t respect no nigga who hurts, rapes, or molests the children. Even if he got money stacks and status, he’s a zero nigga to me.

Men who are the next lowest type are the ones who are straight cowards. I don’t know what happened to cause so many men to fit this description. I do know that a coward can never get a bitch like me hot, and probably not you either. A lot of chicks on lock, when we got into talking about their men, had cowards. These guys were the ones that blamed everybody else for their circumstance. Especially they blamed their woman or their women. Most of the females I met who had gotten beat up bad by men were the ones messing with some coward who they were supporting and providing for and whose dick they were sucking. He’d take her money, go get drunk with it, and come back and beat her ass ’cause he spent it all, didn’t have no hustle, business, or a job, or any way to save face for his failures. So he used her as a punching bag.

Some niggas who got jobs or a business they own is also cowards, but instead of them being rated as a lowly one, they would be a two or a three ’cause at least they work! These types might beat up their woman or women, or might not. But, they are also still cowards in other ways. They the type that fuck a bunch of chicks, but not discreetly. They purposely leave clues that they fucking around randomly, just to set these bitches to battling one another, instead of all of the bitches linking up and catching him in his lying bullshit. Some of the females I was locked with been fighting some coward’s other broad for a whole decade! These bitches be baby battling instead of thinking. They be competing to give this coward a baby first. Then the next bitch gives him one soon after. The first one thinks she’s better ’cause she gave him one first. The second one thinks she’s better because she’s younger than the first one. On top of that she feels more relevant ’cause now she has his baby, too! Next thing you know, both of them got three or four kids from this fool who is still broke, still beats their ass, and spends their money from their nine-to-five or even their social service check. Meanwhile, he recruits a bitch three and a bitch four who are running around talking greasy ’bout his babies’ mommas ’cause now they old news, and number three and four don’t nag and sweat him ’cause they the new pussy he’s poking. He’s spending one and two’s money on three and four, and besides, three and four both ain’t pregnant yet.

A man in the four-to-six range definitely gotta have a business or a job, but he also, to earn those numbers four through six, gotta have a decent look. Some niggas stay stuck at number four because their style, ways, and look is limp and lame. If you need your teeth fixed, drag your ass to the dentist. Bad breath, funky armpits, puss-filled pimples, dirty rotten cheesy dick, shit-stained boxers or drawers, and toe jam are all disqualifiers. Don’t have long nails ever, especially not with last night’s dinner trapped underneath them. Never ever wear cheap soiled kicks, cheap or mismatched socks, or run-over shoes… even if you gotta eat out less. The kicks and shoes are way more important than a bucket of chicken or shrimp fried rice or even lobsters. Sacrifice, you idiot! When I started laughing, it felt like my temperature lowered ’bout twelve notches.

For a man to be a seven or eight, he has to have a hustle, a business or a job, and not beat his woman up ever. I’m not counting play fighting. I like sex to be a lil’ rough sometimes and always very physical. I like to look at a man’s body first ’cause I get wet by the design of something stunning. I don’t mind a few scratches during the lovemaking, long as there is no passion marks on my face. I like make-up sex, after we had a lil’ argument. I might even cause a lil’ argument to get that passionate thrust going on. But brutalizing is bullshit. I met several females on lock who agree. They murdered a man or two for laying into them repeatedly like they were professional fighters. These women would arrive at the joint black and blue in the face and permanent scars were all over their bodies when their uniforms dropped.

For the seven- and eight-rated men who do what a man is supposed to do but keep a bitch on a bullshit budget, even though he’s caked up, that’s why he’s stuck in the seven–eight range. Or the type of guy who over-monitors his woman, doesn’t buy her a car or hire her a driver and don’t give her taxi money and space to be a woman so she can get herself right. Get her look perfect so she can enslave him in the bedroom which whether he knows it or not is what he really wants! I’m cracking up now. I’m feeling my toes tingle and my calves and my knees are no longer numb.

Nine is next to perfect, but not quite. A man who is a nine definitely owns his own business or is CEO of someone else’s business. The key is, his endeavor, whatever it may be, has got to be profitable. A seven or eight can have a business, but it’s one thing to have a business by name only, but no dividends. That’s why there are sevens and eights that have mastered frontin’ and even done a great job at it. They have a business, but the small profit they earn is spent on what they are wearing on their backs, what whips they are leasing, and the apartments, condos, or houses they’re renting but can’t keep ’cause they don’t own. They make it all look good, but after the look there’s no equity, assets, or cheddar left over.

Nine distinguishes the man who’s big banking, legit and illegit, with corporate credit and corporate cash, personal cash and personal savings, and a slush fund as well as a stacked-up hood stash, from all of the lower-numbered men beneath him. Meaning a nine, in addition to his legit capital, has got to also have a dirty-money pile in his backyard, or in a super secret can’t-be-discovered place, stitched into his furniture, built into his wall, buried beneath his pool, floating in his yacht, or stuffed in his momma’s attic in the house he bought her. To be a nine he gotta be all that, as well as neat and clean and fashionable and manly. He can have any size dick because his status makes chicks overlook it and come with creative ways to get the sex and keep the sex exciting.

Ten is Santiaga and Midnight, the only men who are perfect to me. Stupid-ass Simone was talking ’bout how Midnight didn’t show up for me on my release day like I said he would. But, she didn’t know what really happened. I’m action. Simone’s after the action. She always been an after-the-action bitch. She waits for somebody else to build up their business and she robs their shit that they built. That’s why she’s after the action to me. When we was locked, our little crew was organizing in the dayroom what business we were gonna run once we got released. I of course was plotting a fashion empire. I would design the clothes ’cause I’m nice with it. Then I’d employ a bunch of chicks who was nice with the needle to sew. A lot of locked-up women were working in a sewing factory on the inside. They was nice with regular needle-and-thread sewing. Plus they knew how to work the sewing machinery.

I was not only going to be a clothing designer, merchandiser, wholesaler, and retailer. I planned to get into interior decoration. I figured no matter what anybody wore or possessed or imagined, I could make it look even better. I would set up the most meanest-looking images and make the whole hood and whole world chase it. Of course that means, more money more money for me.

Seated in a crooked circle, Simone was cheering my ideas on. Then she was like, “Winter, that’s the perfect setup. You look pretty and lure the clients with that interior decorating shit. I’ll lay low for a month or so after your work is done. Then, surprise motherfuckers! It’s a stickup! Get butt naked. Keep your hands where I can see them. Don’t make me check your orifices. If you’re hiding diamonds in your asshole, shit ’em out while I’m asking you nicely.” Simone dramatized, and we cracked up. “I’ll rob they whole crib, whoever’s home, even the bitch from next door who just stopped by to drop off a blueberry pie! I’m swiping everything that Winter convinced them to buy: their appliances, merchandise, cars, jewels, cash, credit cards, and even their dogs. Rich motherfuckers will pay high ransom just to get back one kidnapped dog. They’ll pay even more than they would for one of their kids! If not, I heard the black market for pets be bubbling.” Simone laughed. So did the rest of us. But in my mind, I knew she could never come up with a good business idea other than stealing. That shit must’ve been in her bloodline. That’s why she’s an after-the-action bitch. Oh no, my thighs are numbing. I wasn’t supposed to think about Simone. I didn’t want to get heated all over again.

Anyway, back to Midnight. When Elisha came up a week after we discussed on the phone that there was one thing I needed him to take care of that I needed to say face-to-face, he gave me a full report on the status of my reality-star demands. He said wardrobe was a 100 percent go and even threw in a diamond necklace, like a real motherfucking G. The VIP passes, liquor, parties, and perks was all a go. He got the warden and the city working on the permits and licensing to do the film shoot, and they were excited, ’cause nothing good really happens up there where I was, in locked-up territory. Plus I think they was just on Elisha’s balls and would give him anything he wanted for a close-up or selfie to brag about after he and his film crew packed up and left and their little prison city flipped back to dreary gray.

“Porsche had asked Midnight to promise that he would show up on your prison release date. She asked him way back, right after she came up here to check you. Midnight agreed. He’s a ‘word is bond’ type of brother,” Elisha said, speaking discreetly to me as every prisoner is always monitored even in visitation.

“But… when I followed up with him this week and told him about the reality show, he said, ‘No cameras.’ I started to try to convince him but he’s not the type who can be convinced once he has made a decision. So I stopped myself from asking again,” Elisha explained. “But Porsche could not be stopped. She called Midnight and said, ‘You promised, and a promise is a promise.’ Midnight told your sister, ‘I never promised to be a character in a show. That was never part of our agreement.’ ”

I was disappointed. For some seconds I didn’t say anything back to Elisha. I was thinking of ways to flip it in my favor, like how lil’ smart-ass kids used to try and maneuver that Rubik’s cube when it was hot.

“If you succeed with getting my special request done, I will still do the reality show,” I finally said to Elisha.

“Without Midnight, his black Bentley, and the red carpet?” Elisha double-checked. I hesitated and then said, “Yes, without him, but I still want a badass black Bentley and the royal red carpet. After I walk the carpet I’ll let my girls get in the whip with me. So make that six crystal flute champagne glasses.”

“Cool. I’m surprised you let it go that easily,” Elisha said.

“Midnight is not the only cool one. I’m a ‘word is bond’ kind of bitch. I already gave my word and my loyalty to you that if you handle my special request I’ll do the show. So that’s our agreement. I’m waiting to see if you can honor that.”

True, I didn’t ever explain the details of the situation to my girls about the trade-off I had to make. I did not feel like I owed any one of them a damn thing, not even an explanation. That night in my cell during lights-out it dawned on me that this was the reason I was spun out over Midnight, whipped and fixed and maybe even a little obsessed. He was the only man in my whole wide world who I wanted with my whole heart, who I put in my full effort for, who I showed my whole self and even revealed my bare body to, who I could not draw to me. I just couldn’t move him. He was the only man who nothing anybody said mattered to him. He was so solid, his mind so made up that no one could move him unless he had already planned to move. Beside the power that moved within him, he could not be forced. It caused everyone who ever seen him to want him even more. Even my girls, although none of them would ever admit it, felt it, saw it, wanted a taste or touch or to really have him all to themselves. But they knew, from when he first walked through our Brooklyn block with Santiaga, he was not a man within their reach, not within their capability, not a dick they could pull, suck or just hop on and have their whole body, every part, in a state of involuntarily continuous overwhelming orgasm.

Now I could feel the frenzy in my pussy, after not having felt it in a very long, long time. It was throbbing. That’s the type of heat that moved with Midnight. Just the mention or thought of him could even arouse a dead bitch! My breasts were hot and my chest was heaving, my nipples erect. I was dolo in da dark and just about to cum, so moved by his image in my memory that it made my whole body quake.

Suddenly, I felt a shot through my chest and I was being pulled. I’m a dead bitch back on the move again. I’m fast-forwarding through the dark. It felt so good. From orgasm to feeling high. This was a higher type of high though. The difference similar to on the one hand smoking straight weed, and on the other hand smoking weed with cocaine sprinkles on it. I was never a cokehead, but hey, when you drink or smoke with friends or lovers, you never know if they spike the Kool-Aid or punch or put sprinkles on your weed. Now this cocaine-blunt feeling had me enjoying the mysterious ride and feeling even lighter than a feather.

When the action stopped, I floated down softly and landed in what felt like grass. I wasn’t certain, though. I couldn’t see nothing. Then, blat dow! Bright blinding sunlight! I threw my hands over my eyes and took only short peeks until they adjusted to the shocking shine. While my eyes were still covered, I could smell a certain unrecognizable scent. I eased open my fingers. I was standing in a field of flowers, all of them green-stemmed, tall, and yellow-faced. Hold up now, I’m a city bitch. So I’m like, What the fuck? Where am I and why am I here? I dropped my hands. I could see everything clearly. There were blue-headed, red iridescent-feathered birds with long curved beaks soaring above me. There were also uniquely orange-colored birds with straight long beaks and a crown of feathers on the top of their heads. They were flying around the field. Some landing in the trees—trees that looked like a memory that I didn’t want to remember right now. It was from my eighteen-years-young trip to the Florida Keys. Yes! Palm trees, but these had sacks of strange fruit hanging from them that were not Florida coconuts. There were exotic butterflies fluttering up way too close to me. Some were several shades of orange only. Some of them were polka-dotted and multicolored and in all types of unexplainable shapes. I started laughing. I’m used to pigeons and moths and mosquitoes and cement and sidewalks and gravel!

In the far distance there was a tall, wide, and long white wall that somehow glistened as though it had been covered with diamond dust, causing the shine from it and the power of the sun to collide and my eyes to squint. I never saw a wall like that. Someone had to be
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