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It was a lazy Saturday afternoon. Malcolm and I were just sitting on his deck having a drink. Mal was on the phone. “Aight, so I’ll see you in a minute then? Bet.” He ended his conversation and glanced at me with a mischievous grin. “Well, that was the weed guy.” Mal knew he could smoke the hell outta some trees. But I couldn’t really talk. During the time I had spent smoking with Vic, I had kind of developed a little weed habit of my own. It certainly helped calm me down whenever I found myself dwelling on all the shit I went through with Vic. I was now more jaded than ever before when it came to men. At the very thought of Vic, I felt a pit in my stomach. A month had passed, and I hadn’t heard anything from him. I called his prepaid phone, but of course it wasn’t on. I didn’t know if I would ever see or hear from him again, but I prayed every night that he was alright. God, why did I have to miss him so much?

“And wait till you see him,” Mal said, interrupting my thoughts. He rubbed his hands together like a super villain. “Can you believe I still haven’t found out if he gets down?”

I groaned and rolled my eyes. Mal was working my nerves going on and on about this damn weed man. After Vic, the last thing I wanted to see was another DL drug dealer. “Cool, well, I’m ‘bout to bounce.”

Mal looked at me like I was crazy. “Bitch, you better sit your ass down. I’ve been telling you about this nigga for two months now! You can go after you get a good glimpse of this fine mutherfucka and smoke one with us.”

“Alright. Damn.” I reluctantly agreed to stay, just to shut his ass up.

Ten minutes later, the doorbell rang. Mal gave himself a once over in the full length mirror before answering the door. He let the weed man in and dapped him up. The guy saw me and nodded, flashing a beautiful smile of pearly whites. He looked like he was a mixture of Black and Latin. OK, I ain’t even gonna front...he was HELLA FINE! But whatever. We sat on the deck and chopped it up. As we smoke and drank, I would occasionally notice the Weed Guy glance over at me and smile. Maybe Mal was onto something about this dude?

“Aight ya’ll, I’m about to be out,” I said as I got up from my chair.

“Yeah, I’m 'bout to break out too, mah dude,” Weed Man said. Mal walked us both inside and to the door. Weed Man dapped Mal off and I did the same. When Weed Man went out the door, Mal grabbed me by my arm and flashed me a silly grin while waggling his eyebrows. Stupid. I smiled and shook my head like whatever.

Me and Weed Man got on the elevator together. I was determined not to say anything to him, but he had to strike up a conversation.

“So, you stay around here, too?” he asked.

“Yep,” I replied quickly without looking at him.

“Oh word? That’s what’s up!” He sounded excited. “I rest out in BK, too.”

“Aight. Cool, cool,” I said dryly. Damn, this elevator seemed like it was taking forever to get to the first floor. Finally, after a few seconds, we reached the first floor and the elevator doors opened. We walked out into the lobby and toward the door.

Weed Man turned to me and said, “Aight man, if you need anything...ANYTHING at all my dude...I got you.” He pulled me in for a bro-hug and held it for a second too long. He let go and we made eye contact for an instant, but it seemed like an eternity.

OK, I hadn’t had any dick in about a month, so I was seriously turned on by all of this flirting. But I wasn’t gonna jump the gun. Hell, for all I knew, this dude was probably straight, and I was just reading into things.

“So yeah, if you need something, just hit me up, yo.” He proceeded to give me his digits.

“Aight, thanks,” I said, saving his number in my phone. “So, it would help if I had a name to save it under.” For some reason, I smiled flirtatiously.

“Oh, my bad, fam.” He laughed and then grabbed his dick. I couldn’t help but glance down at it. He had to see me look, but he just smiled and licked his sexy lips. He continued, “My name’s Travis. But my people call me T.”

He flashed his perfect pearly whites again. I looked at him and noticed a tat on his neck that said Trigga. I didn’t even want to know. We continued to talk as we walked out the door together. Outside, we talked a little more before shaking hands and going our separate ways. As I walked to the train station, I pulled out my phone and opened the contacts. I scrolled down to T’s number. I hit Delete.

No more DL thugs for me. I was done playing with fire.

Just then, I got a text from Mal:

Bitch, did you and T fuck on the elevator? Lol.

I texted him back “maybe,” just to play with him. His crazy ass know he don't have a lick of sense. I chuckled as I put my phone back in my pocket and continued to hoof it down the block.

Suddenly, a horn honked, nearly scaring the shit out of me. I turned to see a beat-up, black Acura pull over to the curb alongside me. The horn honked again. Travis stuck his head out the window, cheesing like a Cheshire Cat. “Yo, you wanna ride, son?”

“Yeah, I guess,” I replied hesitantly.

“Aight. So what you just standin' there for?” He pushed the passenger side door open. “Get in, nigga,” he reiterated, layering his pushy tone with a honey-sweet smile.

Against my better judgment, I reluctantly walked around the front of the car and got in. I closed the door and fastened my seatbelt. “So, um, you okay to drive?” I asked, glancing over at Travis.

“Yeah, mah dude. I’m straight,” he said, pulling off and merging back into the traffic. We pulled up behind a car stopped at a red light while I told Travis where I lived. The light had barely turned green before he started banging on the horn. “Damn! Go, nigga,” he snarled. I could see this dude definitely had some anger management issues.

I held my breath and prayed the entire ride home. Travis drove worse than the worst taxi cab driver during rush hour in Manhattan. I was holding on for dear life as he flew down the street, weaving in and out of traffic and flipping people off like a fucking lunatic. Thankfully, we finally arrived on my block in one piece. Travis pulled up to the curb and turned off the ignition. I took a moment to collect myself.

“Thanks for the ride,” I said, extending a hand to him.

“No problem, yo.” He gripped it tightly and smiled seductively. Before I even knew what was going on, he had placed my hand on his leg. He maintained his grip on it as he slowly moved my hand up his firm thigh and rested it on his dick. He pressed my palm into his jeans, letting me feel the long, thick bulge that had developed. Damn, homeboy packing.

“You feel that, shawty?”A proud grin spouted on Travis' face as he made his dick jump. Homeboy knew he was fine—with his dark, bushy eyebrows and 5 O’clock shadow. I began to imagine myself running my fingers through his soft, black curly hair.

I smiled sheepishly. “Uh....” I uttered, totally at a loss for words. Travis' bold aggressiveness had caught me completely off guard. I ain't even gonna lie; that shit was kind of a turn on.

“You have some sexy eyes, yo,” he said, slicking his lips with his tongue.

“Uh, thanks,” I replied, feeling a little uncomfortable. His intense gaze began to creep me out, so I glanced down at his neck and focused on the “Trigga” tattoo that I had noticed earlier. The weed I had smoked at Mal's was still flowing through my system. I felt inquisitive. “So, why do you have Trigga tatted on your neck?”

He ran his hand over the tat and laughed.  “Oh, that’s just my nickname, fam.”

“Really? Why?” My curiosity was peaked now, and my antennas shot up.

He leaned back in his seat and grinned. “Cause niggas say I got a hair-trigger temper.”

“Oh, I see.” I nodded. That last statement felt like someone had thrown a bucket of cold water in my face and then smacked my ass over the head with the empty pail. The hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

Something about Travis had set off my “spider-sense” the moment I got in his car. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but there was something not quite right about him. He just had this sinister vibe that I couldn’t shake. After everything I had recently experienced with Vic, I had decided that I was going to trust my instinct and not my hormones when it came to dudes from now on. And when it came to Travis, my instinct was screaming, DITCH THIS NIGGA!

He leaned closer to my face so his lips were inches from me. I could feel his warm breath against my skin. He looked down at his crotch and then back at me. “So, what's good, shawty?”

I snapped out of my daze and realized that my hand was still gripping his meat. Lawd, I was carrying on like a dick-thirsty queen. I released his manhood and let out an embarrassed chuckle. “That's nice and all...but I'm good. I have a man,” I lied.

Travis smirked as he leaned back in his seat. “Whatever, shawty. You got my number. Hit a nigga up when you need something,” he said in a snide tone. I guess he was used to having guys dropping their drawers and throwing the ass at him as soon as they felt up on his piece. Not this bitch. I hated cocky niggas.

“Sure,” I retorted dryly. I got out the car and closed the door behind me. Travis sped off down the street like a screaming banshee. I shook my head in disgust at his attitude. Arrogant ass.

Yep, I was definitely, positively, 100 percent DONE with undercover thugs. Hell, maybe I was even done with guys altogether for that matter.
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***TWO MONTHS LATER***
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I stood at the entrance of Queen's Calvary Cemetery with a scowl plastered on my face. A brisk breeze whipped through the air, rustling the red and orange leaves on the trees. It was October, and Fall was already in full force. I struggled to zip up my Northface bubble coat while holding a handful of white roses.

I hate cemeteries.

“Where the fuck is this bitch?” I mumbled to myself, glancing at my watch for the umpteenth time. I hated waiting almost as much as I hated cemeteries. The sun was beginning to set and my ex-girlfriend still hadn't arrived.

Before I could look at my watch again, a fly ass black Benz pulled up and parked along the street. Jelissa was in the passenger seat. I recognized the cat behind the wheel from around the way. It was Haseem Nasir. He was a pretty boy Middle Eastern nigga from Queens. Homeboy loved to front and floss around the hood like he was some sort of crime boss and shit. In reality, the only reason he was ridin' high was because his deceased pops had owned a few jewelry stores in the Diamond District. Word on the street is dude had inherited everything after his dad punched out. I sucked my teeth. Ole fake ass, wannabe-gangsta nigga.

Jelissa got out of the car and made her way across the street while homeboy mean mugged me. I returned his glare with one of my own.

Jelissa was carrying red and white roses. A sudden wind gust whipped her long, raven hair. “Hey,” she said flatly, using her free hand to brush the disheveled strands of hair from her eyes.

“You with that nigga now?” I used my chin to motion to homeboy in the car.

“Don't worry about it,” she snapped, twisting her neck. Same old stank attitude and slick mouth.

“I ain't ‘worried’ about it. But you better tell that nigga to stop grilling me like that though, unless he wants to end up buried here today.”

“Whatever, Vic.” She rolled her eyes and proceeded to walk past me into the cemetery. I gave the dude one last lingering dirty look and turned to follow Jelissa.

A wave of anxiety rippled through me as we made our way through the winding paths. A granite and marble labyrinth of headstones and grave markers of every shape and size stretched before us as far as the eye could see. Images of my gray-haired grandmother's weary face bombarded me. She was also buried here. When I was young, she would always try to get me to do the right thing. I wish I had listened. I hadn't visited her gravesite in years. Whenever I did, it just brought back too many memories of all the headaches and heartbreaks my misguided deeds had caused her while she was trying her best to raise me. I willed myself to not dwell on the past. I wasn't here to visit my grandmother.

Unfortunately, I was here to visit another precious loved one who had passed; My daughter...Melissa. Since I was wanted for robbery, I couldn't attend her funeral. (Not that I would've been welcome there anyway, considering I had accidentally shot Jelissa during a heated argument about who was responsible for Melissa's death.) Her family also didn't invite anyone from my family to attend the funeral, so none of my people even knew where my daughter was buried. I wasn't surprised to hear that her family would pull some grimy, fucked up shit like that though. They always loved to look down their noses at me. When I returned to New York after laying low in Philly for almost two months, the first thing I did was call Jelissa to find out where my daughter was laid to rest. Even though I had borrowed money from an unsavory individual and arranged for it to be delivered to Jelissa to take care of the funeral costs, she still refused to tell me where Melissa was. That didn't deter me. I showed up at her fucking door. She cursed me out and told me she had gotten a restraining order against me—threatening to call the cops if I ever came to her house again (Like I gave a fuck). After weeks of harassing Jelissa, she finally broke down and agreed to take me to view my daughter's gravesite.

We eventually stopped at a beautiful, engraved marble headstone. “This is it,” Jelissa whispered reverently. She slowly knelt down and carefully laid the flowers in front of the marker. I did the same as I read the simple, yet poignant epitaph:

Here lies Melissa Torres. Gone too soon. You will never be forgotten.

Tears began to stream down Jelissa's face. I looked at her sympathetically. Initially, I held her solely responsible for Melissa's death because she had allowed her mother to babysit our daughter while she was out running the streets—something I always disapproved of. However, after some serious introspection and soul-searching, I came to the realization that my criminal behavior and activities which kept me hustling in the streets also played a part in her death. If I hadn't been in another state—running from the law—maybe I would've been there to watch her myself. And she would still be alive now.

“Jeliss...I'm sorry,” I said stoically, placing my arm around her shoulder. My feelings of guilt were almost overwhelming.

She yanked herself away from me and jumped to her feet. She wiped her tear-stained face with the back of her hand. “You should be sorry! But it's too late for that now,” she spat. “Our baby is dead, and your fucking apologies aren't going to bring her back!”

I stood up and averted my eyes from her angry face to the ground. I shifted on my feet. I looked into her sorrow-filled face and sighed. I didn't know what to say. She was right.

“I hate you, Vic! I FUCKING HATE YOU!” In an instant, Jelissa pounced on me and furiously pounded her fists against my chest. I easily grabbed her petite wrists and restrained her. “Let me go! Let me fucking go!” She was hysterical now. I pulled her into me and wrapped my arms around her. Her body went limp as she collapsed into me. She pressed her palms against my chest and sobbed uncontrollably. I leaned down, lightly resting my chin on the top of her head while I softly rocked her back and forth. I gently stroked her hair to soothe her. After a few seconds, she finally began to calm down.

“Jelissa, is there a problem here?” Someone blurted out angrily.

I noticed Haseem's Doberman-pinscher face approaching. He was a young cocky nikka with shoulder- length box braids. He was the type of pretty nigga I used to rob for fun. He still had that disrespectful mug etched on his face. I didn't want any dumb ass drama to pop off and desecrate my daughter's resting place, but homeboy was trying it.

“Ain't no problem here, son. At least not yet,” I replied, glaring at dude. “Me and my girl are trying to have a private moment. You think you can wait your pretty ass in the car for a minute?”

Braid Boy clenched his jaw and balled his fists. “Yo, don't tell me what the fuck—”

“It's OK, Haseem.” Jelissa interrupted her punk ass nigga. She broke away from my embrace and walked over to him. “I'm done here.” She took his hand, intertwining her fingers with his. “We're done. Good bye, Vic.” She sniffed as she clutched homeboy's arm and wiped the remaining tears from her eyes. “Enjoy your miserable life. I never want to see you again.” She tugged dude by his arm signaling for him to go, but he stayed in place with his eyes locked on mine. He resisted for a second, before finally relenting and following Jelissa as she walked ahead of him.

When he was a few feet away, he glanced back. “It's a small world, son. I got ears and eyes everywhere in these streets. I don't even have to lay a hand on you to touch you.” He smirked and kept walking.

“Whatever, yo.” I glared at him. “Fuck outta here.” I can't believe this bitch ass nigga's tryin' me. Images of me smacking the shit out of that wack muthafucka and repeatedly bashing his head into a tombstone flashed across my mind. However, I forced myself to be the bigger man. I would let homeboy walk out of here alive.

Once they were out of sight, I returned my attention to Melissa. It was dusk now. The sight of endless rows of headstones against the backdrop of a setting sun and the Manhattan skyline was breathtaking and eerie at the same time. I knelt down at Melissa's headstone and ran my fingers along the engravings.

“Baby, I'm sorry I wasn't there for you. But if you're looking down on me right now, I promise from now on that daddy will work on being a better man. If I'm ever blessed with the opportunity to be a father again, I swear, I'll be the best and most responsible dad I can be. I will always love you and remember you, Melissa.” I kissed two fingers and dragged them along the headstone as a tear escaped my eye and rolled down my cheek. “Always,” I whispered, wiping the tear from my face.

A lot of innocent people had been hurt by me or because of me throughout my life. As I stood and took one last look at my daughter's grave, I reaffirmed the vow I had already made; I was going to strive to be a different person. A new man—a real man. I was leaving the old childish, selfish Vic behind. As far as I was concerned, that nigga was dead and buried.

I walked along the winding pathway back toward the entrance of the cemetery in contemplative silence. My mind was still mulling over memories of my beautiful baby girl as I made my way out of the cemetery gates onto the sidewalk. The wind was starting to pick up even more. The temperature was dropping. It was getting brick out. I shoved my hands in my coat pockets and lowered my skull cap-covered head to shield my face from the whipping wind. I continued my trek to the train station.

I was so lost in my thoughts that I barely even noticed a black Monte Carlo approaching me from behind. I didn't think anything of it until it began to slow and the passenger side window rolled down. The next thing I saw was somebody in a black ski mask pointing a 9mm dead at me. Oh, shit! I'd been caught sleep walking. I scrambled back a few feet and hit the ground. Shots rang out.

I could hear bullets slice through the air overhead, just missing me.

Once the car passed, I reached in my waistband and pulled out my gun. Rising to one knee, I took aim at my would-be assassins and banged back. My Glock kicked in my hand. It flashed and popped like fire crackers lighting up the night. The Monte Carlo sped off down the street. My Timbs raced across the pavement as I gave chase, squeezing off a few more shots.

“Who the fuck was that?” I wondered aloud. My heart was beating mad fast. I stood there trying to catch my breath and compose myself while watching the car fade from view.

It was dark, so I didn't get a good look at the car or whoever was in it. I didn't feel any bullet wounds, but I still checked myself to make sure. Hell, the way my adrenaline was flowing, I might've been hit and didn't even feel it. Thank God, I was unscathed. I looked from side to side, surveying my surroundings. Aside from a few passing cars, the block was empty. I couldn't believe some niggas had just tried to kill me. The first person who came to mind was Haseem. That nigga just had someone try to snuff me. I was beyond tight. I thrust my hand in my coat pocket and fished out my cell. I scrolled through the contacts and stabbed Jelissa's number. It rang a few times and then her voicemail came on. It was obvious that she intentionally sent me to her voicemail. I hung up and dialed that shit again. This time, she picked up.

“Hello?” she answered in a nasty tone.

“I know what your boy tried to do, bitch!” I exploded.

“What the fuck are talking about now, Vic?”

“Don't play dumb! I know that fuck nigga you with tried to set me up! Well, tell him them niggas he sent ain't get the job done, bitch!”

“I don't know what the hell your crazy ass is screaming about, and I don't give a fuck! If somebody did try to kill you, Haseem didn't have shit to do with it.”

I rolled my eyes. I knew she was covering for dude. “Yeah, whatever. Lyin' ass. Just make sure you tell that bitch-ass nigga he better watch his fuckin' back!”

She hung up.

I stomped to the subway. I was going right to this bitch's house.

****
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It was three hours later, and I was still heated. After getting off the phone with Jelissa, I had taken the train all the way to her crib in Jamaica Queens to confront her and her nigga. I knew it was crazy—since the cats in the Monte Carlo could've been there waiting for me—but I didn't give a fuck. I wasn't thinking about all of that. When I got there, her aunt told me Jelissa didn't live there anymore. Supposedly, she had moved in with Haseem a week before. She claimed she didn't know where homeboy lived. I showed my whole hairy ass. I raised so much hell that she threatened to call the cops on me. I told that bitch, just like the Terminator, I'll be back.

“Yo, I still can't believe this, man. Cats doin' drive-bys and shit like we in Compton now???” I declared in disbelief. I had recapped the whole scenario a hundred times trying to wrap my mind around it.

“Damn, that’s fucked up, son.” Trigga looked at me grimly. “You think your girl had something to do with it?”

We were sitting on the couch in his crib. I had been crashing on this same sofa since I got back to New York several weeks earlier. I wasn't thrilled with the accommodations, but I was grateful to at least have a roof over my head for the time being. No thanks to my brother. I was shocked to find out José had rented out my room in our apartment while I was gone. I was mad as hell, but I couldn't really blame him. Rent in NY is fucking ridiculous, so I knew he had to get some extra money from somewhere.

Luckily, I was able to stay with Trigga in his cramped lil' one-bedroom apartment in Brownsville. The spot actually belonged to his girlfriend who was currently in the Dominican Republic taking care of a sick relative. Or, at least that's what Travis claims anyway. (Considering how possessive and abusive Travis was towards her, I wouldn't have been surprised if she made up the sick relative story just so she could escape his crazy ass for good.)

I shook my head. “I don't even know. It don't really matter though. All I know is them niggas tried to body me, son.”

“Well, nigga, I ain't surprised. You did almost kill the chick before,” Travis said glibly. He laughed.

I just stared at him. Dude was treating this like a joke. “This shit ain't funny, yo.”

He quickly wiped the grin off his face. “My bad, bruh,” he replied stoically. “I was just tryin' to calm you down, homie. Don't worry about that shit; we'll get them niggas back.” Trigga returned his attention to the small mound of coke on the coffee table and broke it down into lines with a razor. This dude was one of the biggest coke heads I'd ever known. “You don't want none of this?”

“You know I don't fuck with that shit,” I replied, twisting my face in disgust. Smoking weed was
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