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PART ONE: THE DROUGHT
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CHAPTER 1
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The money never stops moving in my head. Even before I open my eyes, I'm already counting. Stacks of ones thick as my thumb. Fives rolled separate. Tens and twenties bundled into thousands. I see it the way other people see their dreams — vivid, detailed, alive.

I'm twenty-two and I understand economics better than most college kids will ever understand anything.

The apartment is quiet. Four in the morning, that perfect window before the city wakes up and Teutonia Avenue remembers it's Milwaukee — that it's spring and cold at the same time, that the wind coming off Lake Michigan doesn't respect seasons or geography. My room is small but clean. Hardwood floors I swept myself last night. Walls painted gray — not for style, for psychology. Gray is serious. Gray is business.

I sit up in bed and reach under the mattress. The bag is exactly where I left it. Heavy. Good.

Money is metaphysics. It's proof that value exists. That work means something. That risk converts to material reality. Twenty thousand in ones, tens, and twenties. Not the whole of it — that's distributed. Some with Trell. Some locked in a safe deposit box at the North Shore Bank on Teutonia. Some buried in the apartment walls behind a poster of Giannis that nobody ever looks at twice. The Bucks poster works because it's expected. A young Black man in Milwaukee loving Giannis is like a white man in Green Bay loving beer. Nobody thinks twice.

I count methodically. Five hundred per stack. Two stacks make a thousand. My fingers know the rhythm. Crisp paper, the smell of it, the weight progression from empty hands to palms loaded with power. This is prayer for people like me. This is meditation. This is the only honest accounting I know.

By the time I'm done, Kayla's alarm is going off. I can hear it through the wall — her phone playing some R&B sample she loves. She's eighteen, smart in the way that runs on blood, not just studying. Full ride to Marquette next year if she keeps her GPA where it is. The scholarship letter came a month ago and Ma cried in the kitchen. Not sad tears. The kind that come when you see your child get out and you know the world is meaner than you but maybe it'll be different for her.

I put the money back, smooth the mattress. The apartment smells like old coffee and the fabric softener Ma uses. She was working last night at Aurora Sinai — twelve-hour shift, probably won't be home until eight. Kayla's got school. That leaves the morning to me, which is how I like it.

In the kitchen, I make eggs. Scrambled. I learned from Ma how to do it right — low heat, butter first, not rushing it. The eggs have to think about what they're becoming. Teutonia Avenue outside the window is starting to move. A few cars. Early walkers. The city waking up, not yet aware of itself.

Kayla comes in. Tall like our father, dark skin with this lightness in her eyes that Marcus passed down before he left. Not left. Before the choices made leaving permanent. Before fifteen years at Waupun meant saying goodbye in a visiting room every other Sunday, talking through a phone with glass between you.

"You made eggs," she says. Not a question. She sits down and I put a plate in front of her. Real butter. She eats like she's thinking about something else, which she usually is.

"I did," I say.

"You trying to soften me up for something?"

"Can't a man make his sister breakfast?"

"A man can. You don't." She smiles but it's got teeth in it. She knows something's off. Kids like Kayla, smart ones, they feel the pressure in the room before they hear it. "What happened?"

"Nothing happened yet."

She sets down her fork and really looks at me. "Darius."

I eat my eggs. Outside, a delivery truck parks in front of the liquor store across the street. Everything is resource distribution. Everything is supply chain. "I'll tell you when I know more."

"That's how you sound when it's bad."

"That's how I sound when I'm eating breakfast with my sister before school," I say, but I'm already thinking about the call I got last night. Prophet's crew got raided. Federal. Homeland Security knocked down the door at three in the morning and our connect — the nigga we've been buying from for two years — is sitting in a holding cell downtown waiting to get moved to the federal facility. Which means our supply line just went dry. Which means the North Side loses its source. Which means the game just got a lot more complicated.

Kayla finishes eating and doesn't push it. That's her gift — she knows when silence is stronger than questions.

"You coming home tonight?" I ask.

"I got study group at the library after school. I'll be back by nine."

"Stay by Keir and them. Don't take shortcuts through Hadley."

"Darius, Hadley is literally on the way."

"I know where it is. Stay on Teutonia or take Capitol. I'm not asking."

She rolls her eyes but she nods. She knows I'm not controlling her — I'm keeping her alive. Two different things that look the same if you don't understand.

By the time Kayla leaves for school, my phone is already ringing. Trell. Always Trell. He's twenty-three, my day-one since sophomore year at Bay View, and he moves through the world like he's got something to prove. Which he does. Trell's got three older brothers, all of them did bits, all of them dead or locked up or both. He's trying to write a different story and the only pen he's found is the one we both learned to write with.

"Yo, you heard?" His voice is already at volume eleven.

"I heard."

"That's crazy, right? That's absolutely crazy. We just lost our whole line."

"Keep it down," I say.

"Keep what down? Man, we gotta do something. We gotta move on this. There's a window right now while everybody's figuring it out."

I can see him. He's probably pacing wherever he is — his aunt's basement in Harambee, most likely. Pacing like he's got ants under his skin. Trell's style is aggression. His strategy is speed. His thinking is that the first one to act has an advantage. Sometimes he's right. Mostly that thinking gets you killed or caught, and the difference between those two outcomes is just paperwork.

"Stay put," I say. "I'm coming to you."

"When?"

"Hour."

I shower and dress. Dark jeans, a plain black hoodie even though it's warm, Timbs that look like work boots because they are work boots. I keep a nine under the kitchen sink behind the cleaning supplies. Don't touch it. Don't plan to touch it. But it's there like gravity — present, constant, shaping the space around it.

By the time I get to the Harambee blocks, the morning is trying to be beautiful. The sun is actually out. The air smells like spring is happening whether Milwaukee wants it or not. But there's something underneath it — that residual coldness that never really leaves this city, that lives in the concrete and the lake water and the bones of people who grew up in the shadow of factories.

Trell is standing outside his aunt's place already dressed in fitted clothes that say "look at me" too loud. His chain is catching the sun. His shoes are new — too new. This is how you get disappeared. Not by doing the crime. By advertising that you did.

"We gotta call someone," he says before I even get close. "We gotta reach out. We gotta find another connect."

"We don't know who to reach out to yet."

"Rome. We call Rome. Rome know everybody."

Rome Carter. Forty-five, owns the barbershop on Fond du Lac Ave, cuts hair on Tuesdays through Saturdays, and moves money through channels I've never fully understood. Rome is the kind of OG who doesn't advertise but everybody knows he's real. Everybody knows he's dangerous in ways that don't show. Quiet dangerous.

"Rome doesn't take calls," I say.

"So we go see him."

"We wait," I say. "Right now, panicking costs us. Right now, the market is confused. Prices are gonna jump because people are desperate. That's when people do stupid things. That's when territory gets tested. Let the dust settle."

Trell's jaw does this thing where it clenches and unclenches. I can see the war happening behind his eyes — the part of him that knows I'm right fighting against the part that needs action like I need breathing.

"Man," he says finally. "Man, this is not nothing."

"I know."

"We had a whole thing going."

"I know."

"And now—"

"Now we figure out the next thing," I say. "But we don't do it stupid. We don't do it loud. And we definitely don't do it without thinking it through. You feel me?"

He nods. Not because he's convinced. Because he trusts me. That's the weight I carry — not just my own survival but his. Not just his but everybody who follows my lead on the North Side. The weight of being right most of the time and what happens on the one time you're wrong.

"Aight," he says. "We wait. But not too long."

"Not too long," I agree.

I walk the blocks after that. Just observing. The trap house on North 29th is empty — no traffic, no fiends, no lookouts. The whole operation has that ghost-building quality already, like everybody knows it's being vacated. By tonight, it'll be somebody else's empty building. By next week, it'll be something worse — contested ground.

The North Side is an organism. It has rhythms. Right now, the rhythm is off. The body is confused. And confused bodies do dangerous things while they're trying to remember how to move.

I think about my father. He's at Waupun, and I'm out here learning lessons he tried to teach me from a visiting room. He used to say that staying alive meant understanding that pride and ego are more dangerous than any gun. That the young niggas who move fast and loud are usually not the ones running things — they're the ones expendable to the ones who are.

By the time I get back to the apartment, it's noon and Ma's car is in the lot. She's back early. She comes in carrying her work bag and exhaustion like luggage.

"Baby," she says when she sees me. "You hungry? I can make something."

"I ate," I say.

She's standing in the kitchen in her scrubs, her hair wrapped up from the night shift, and she looks at me the way mothers look at their sons when they know something's wrong but they're hoping they're mistaken.

"Kayla said something happened," she says carefully.

"Someone got arrested," I say. "Someone important to some people's business. It's going to make things complicated for a while."

She closes her eyes. When she opens them, she's older than she was five seconds ago.

"Darius."

"It's fine, Ma. Everything's fine."

"No," she says. "Nothing about this is fine. Nothing about any of this is fine."

She sits down at the kitchen table and that's when I see it — the exhaustion isn't just from the shift. It's from carrying me. From knowing what I'm doing and not being able to stop it because she also knows why I'm doing it. Because my father's locked up. Because the bills don't pay themselves. Because the world decided that for people like us, there's only a certain number of doors and most of them are locked from the inside.

"It's going to be okay," I tell her.

She nods but she doesn't believe me. I don't believe me either. But that's the thing about this life — you keep moving. You keep counting. You keep understanding that everything has a price and you pay it one way or another. Some people pay it in jail time. Some people pay it in sleepless nights watching their children turn into something they never wanted.

I pour Ma some water and sit with her until her breathing steadies. Outside, Milwaukee is doing what it does — cold and spring at the same time, gray and alive, beautiful and brutal.

The money is still under my mattress. The game is still running. And I'm still twenty-two, still thinking I can control the outcome of choices that were made before I was even born.

Still believing that mathematics will save me.
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CHAPTER 2
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The drive to Waupun takes two hours and passes through a landscape that makes Milwaukee look cosmopolitan. I-41 north takes you out of the city gradually — first the suburbs, then small towns, then nothing. Just highway and fields and the kind of emptiness that comes when you've driven far enough that civilization got tired and gave up.

It's Sunday. Visiting hours are one to four. My truck is clean inside but old outside — the kind of vehicle nobody stops twice to look at, which is exactly the kind of vehicle you want when you're going to see someone in prison. Ma stays home on visiting days. She stopped coming two years ago, stopped watching my father through plexiglass and tried to stop loving him the way you love someone you can see. It didn't work. But she stopped coming.

Kayla usually comes with me but she had a study group that couldn't be moved, which is good because I need to talk to Marcus alone. I need to tell him that the supply line is compromised and that I'm about to take the next step. I need to see his face when he realizes that his son is becoming what he always feared — someone who learns from mistakes but repeats them anyway because the equation doesn't change.

Outside the truck, Wisconsin is showing out. Green in ways that the city can't manage. Trees lining the highway like they're part of some ancient conspiracy. The sky is huge. It's April and there's still ice on some of the smaller ponds. This whole state is a contradiction — beautiful and cold, free and imprisoned, promising and disappointing all at the same time.

By the time I reach Waupun, I'm thinking about 2009. I'm thinking about being fourteen years old and having my life split into before and after with no warning and no mercy.

My father was running. Not from the police — from the life. He was supposed to be different. That was the whole narrative. Marcus Mitchell, smart kid from Harambee who was supposed to be a lawyer or a doctor or something with status written all over it. He went to UWM for two years. Had a girlfriend — my mother — and then I came and he dropped out and the narrative shifted. He got a job at a warehouse on Miller Park. He was doing straight, or at least trying to. That's what he said. That's what I believed.

But in 2009, somebody introduced him to a shortcut. Somebody showed him that the warehouse job was pointless math — working forty hours to make what the smart people made in twenty minutes. And for about nine months, it worked. We had money for the first time. Real money. Clothes that fit. Food that wasn't sale-priced. My mother was happy in a way I didn't understand then but understand completely now — the happiness that comes when you stop calculating every single expense.

The raid happened on a Tuesday. Early morning. Federal agents and city police, which meant it wasn't small. Which meant somebody talked or somebody watched or somebody wanted to make a name for themselves by dismantling a mid-level operation. Marcus had about five pounds of cocaine and thirty thousand in cash in the apartment. He had weapons. He had enough to trigger mandatory minimums.

I was in eighth grade. I was supposed to be at school. Instead, I was watching police take my father out of our apartment in handcuffs while I stood in the hallway pretending to be invisible. He saw me. He looked right at me and I saw his face shift from defiance to pure terror — not at what was happening to him, but at what this meant for me. For what it meant that I was standing there watching him become something broken.

He got fifteen years. It's been thirteen now. Two more to go if he keeps his record clean inside, and he does. Marcus is that type. Smart enough to know that you don't fight the system when you're inside the system. You just survive it.

The Waupun Correctional Institution is exactly what you'd expect a maximum-security prison to look like — concrete and steel and the kind of quiet that comes from human beings with no place to go. I park and go through the process. Metal detector. Body scan. The checks that make sure you're not smuggling anything except information and emotion.

He's already sitting when I get to the visiting room. Gray prison uniform. His hair cut short. He looks smaller than he is, which I think is intentional — the system shrinks you. It makes you take up less space. Makes you less threatening. Makes you realize that freedom is just having room to move your arms and nobody's watching.

We embrace through that awkward contact they allow. Real quick. Real controlled.

"Dae," he says. "Good to see you, son."

"You too, Pops."

We sit across from each other. He looks older now. Fifty-five trying to look forty trying to look like a man who still has a future. The prison system is a clock in human form.

"How's your mother?"

"She's good. Working hard. Kayla's got her scholarship locked down for next year."

"Marquette?"

"Yeah. Full ride."

He nods and there's real pride there. Real relief. One of us making it out through legitimate channels is some kind of redemption for what he's doing time for.

"That's good," he says. "That's real good. You tell her I'm proud of her."

"I will."

He leans back and I can see him getting ready to say something difficult. He's got tells — the way his jaw tightens, the way his eyes focus on something past my shoulder. When I was younger, I thought he was weak. Now I understand he was just human.

"How's business?" he asks, and the word "business" is what we call it on visits because these conversations are monitored.

"Complicated."

"How complicated?"

"A major component just got seized," I say, which is prison visit language for our connect got arrested.

He closes his eyes. When he opens them, there's nothing — no emotion, no reaction. But I know him. I know that inside he's doing calculations. He's running scenarios. He's thinking about the same things I've been thinking about for the past seventy-two hours.

"That's bad," he says quietly.

"That's an opportunity," I say.

He looks at me like I just told him I was quitting to become a priest.

"Darius. Listen to me."

"I'm listening."

"No," he says. "Actually listen. Not just hear. Look around this room."

I don't move. I don't need to. I've sat across from hundreds of inmates now, walking these visiting room floors. I've seen the future spelled out in gray uniforms and telephone conversations and men trying not to cry when their children grow up during visiting hours.

"This is where business leads," he says. "Not always. Not immediately. But eventually. Long enough timeline and everybody ends up here or dead or running. Those are the three states. That's the endgame."

"Then I'll be smarter than you were," I say, and it comes out harder than I intend.

He doesn't flinch. He takes it.

"I was smart too," he says. "That's what nobody tells you. The niggas running the biggest operations? They're smart. Book-smart, street-smart, people-smart. Being smart doesn't exempt you from being human. Doesn't exempt you from making mistakes or being in the wrong place or having someone sacrifice you because sacrifice is sometimes cheaper than loyalty."

"I'm not you."

"No," he says. "You're smarter than me. That might be worse."

We sit in silence. Around us, other men are having variations of this same conversation. Fathers and sons. Mothers and sons. Children who'll grow up with visiting rooms as part of their memory palace.

"What's your exit strategy?" Marcus asks.

"I don't have one yet."

"Then you're not thinking big enough."

He leans forward and I see him glance at the cameras, calculating risk.

"You need to be moving toward something, not away from something. Everybody in here was running away. Running from bills or poverty or family or whatever. They never built a bridge to somewhere else. They just got faster at running until they ran out of road."

"What would you do?" I ask, and I hate that I'm asking. I hate that I want the answer more than I hate asking the question.

"I'd get out," he says. "I'd take what you know about economics and numbers and I'd move it into something legal. Property management. Real estate. Finance. Something where your intelligence is an asset instead of a liability."

"That takes capital. Time. Connections."

"Then you get capital first," he says. "You treat it like a business with an end date. You set a timeline. Three years, five years, seven years — whenever — you get to whatever number makes you safe, and then you exit. Completely. Not halfway. Not keeping a hand in. Completely."

"And if it doesn't work?"

"Then at least you had a plan. At least you weren't just moving forward into darkness hoping something good happens."

Visiting hours are almost over. I can feel it in the way the guards are starting to move. In the way the volume in the room is dropping because everybody knows the clock is running out.

"I'm scared," I tell him, and I've never said that before.

"Good," he says. "Fear keeps you sharp. Just don't let it make you reckless. Don't let it make you stupid."

We hug again at the end. This time it feels different. This time it feels like goodbye, not just the pause between visits.

The drive back is quiet. The highway is empty. Wisconsin is still beautiful in that way that breaks your heart because you're not allowed to stay. The sun is already thinking about setting even though it's only four in the afternoon. Spring is happening but winter isn't convinced it's done.

I think about his words. I think about bridges to somewhere else. I think about the fact that I'm twenty-two years old and I've already been making adult decisions for five years. That half my life has been responsible for the other half.

By the time I get back to Milwaukee, the city lights are coming up. Teutonia Avenue looks familiar and foreign at the same time — like a place I know completely but will never fully belong to. I pull into the apartment lot and Ma's already on the porch waiting.

"How was he?" she asks.

"Smart. Scared. Same as always."

"He tell you to get out?"

"Yeah," I say. "He did."

She nods like she's been waiting years for him to finally say it out loud. Like she's been waiting even longer for me to be ready to hear it.

"He's right, you know," she says.

"I know."

"Then what are you doing?" she asks, and it's not a challenge. It's just a question. Just Ma asking her son to explain the math that doesn't add up.

"I'm thinking about it," I say, which is both true and not true. I'm thinking about the exit strategy. But I'm also thinking about the next move. And right now, the next move is louder than the exit.

I hug her and go inside. The apartment is small and warm and safe in ways that don't feel safe anymore. I think about my father, two hours away, living in concrete and routine. I think about Kayla, studying for a future that doesn't look like this. I think about the money under my mattress and the empty trap house and the market that's about to get bloody with opportunity.

I think about Rome Carter and what it might cost to ask him for help.

I think about bridges. But first, I gotta finish what I started.
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The drought came slow at first, then all at once. That's how these things work—you don't wake up one morning and decide the world has shifted. You wake up and notice your phone isn't buzzing like it was. You notice your runners coming back with less money. You notice the way the corner changes when the product disappears.

I was sitting in my room, maybe 6 AM, counting the previous day's money on my desk—a habit my father would recognize if he could see me now, a ritual of accounting that made something feel solid about this whole thing. The stacks were smaller. Not catastrophically, not yet, but noticeably. Prophet's supply chain had always been reliable, that clean Chicago connection running north on I-94 like clockwork. But Prophet's people had gotten raided two weeks back, federal task force hitting their warehouse on the South Shore. And when the feds hit, they don't just take the product. They take the whole infrastructure. They take the connect in a holding cell while lawyers bill hours we'll never afford to pay.

I did the math in my head, the way I always do. Prophet had been their guy for three years—reliable, consistent, reasonable prices. Now he was in a cell and everything that moved through those highways had stopped. The supply was drying up across the North Side. And when supply evaporates, the economics get vicious. Everybody gets desperate. Everybody gets stupid.

Kayla knocked on my door around 7:30. She had an Organic Chemistry exam at Marquette and I'd promised her I'd quiz her before she headed out. That was our agreement—I was the one keeping this house together financially, but she was the one keeping it together in every way that actually mattered. She came in with her textbook and her notebook, already dressed in the sharp way she dressed for campus, like she wanted everyone to know she belonged there. Like she was going to force the world to accept it.

"What's a nucleophile?" I asked, reading from her study guide.

"A species that donates an electron pair to form a covalent bond," she said without hesitation. She'd been saying this stuff in her sleep. "Can you ask me something harder?"

I skipped down the page. Kayla was brilliant in a way that made everything else feel simpler. While I was in my room counting money and worrying about supply lines, she was solving problems that existed in pure logic, in systems with predictable rules. Sometimes I envied that.

"What about this mechanism question—"

She answered it before I finished reading it. She answered the next three the same way. I told her she was going to destroy that exam and she smiled but it was small. She knew I was distracted. Kayla always knew.

"Are you okay?" she asked, closing her textbook. "You seem—"

"I'm good," I said. Too quickly. "Just didn't sleep much."

She nodded but I could see her calculating, adding up the small signs. My
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