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Lucille Anthony, Hair Stylist

––––––––
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I'm starting to think the truck behind me is following me. There are miles and miles of open road around us and hardly any traffic at all, yet this asshole in a new Ford pickup is choosing to tail me way too close.

I stick my hand out of the window and wave for him to pass.

"Goddamn, go around!" I yell, even though I know the driver can't hear me. But I know he can see this—I flip him the middle finger.

"Is he still following you?" asks my fiancé, Irving Mercee, who I'm on the phone with at the moment. His voice is streaming through the car speakers via Bluetooth.

"Yes, he's still following me!" I answer, irritated.

"Drive slower. That's what I would do. Make him go around you."

"I'm already driving below the speed limit. It's ice on the roads."

He grunts. "Lucille, I told you not to come visit me when the weather's bad like this. You should've stayed yo ass at home."

"And I told you as long as you're in there, I'm coming to see you every weekend no matter what. Rain, sleet, or snow. Besides, I'm already halfway there."

Just as I finish my sentence, my tires skate over a patch of ice. My brakes are no longer functional. But miraculously the tires gain traction again after a few feet of sliding. Thank God for this BMW's anti-lock braking system.

I sort of wish I would've waited until tomorrow to come, when the weather in Greenville, Illinois, was forecasted to be above freezing. But then I wouldn't get home until Sunday night and it would be hard for me to get up for work in the morning on so little sleep. I can’t do hair while nodding in and out.

Oh well. I'm only about sixty more miles away from the Econo Lodge Inn, which is just down the road from FCI Greenville, the medium security federal correctional institution where Mercee is housed.

I remember the days when I didn't have to worry about getting up for work in the morning. Mercee was the biggest drug dealer in Kansas City, Missouri, back then. He refused to let me work a real job. All I did was shop on the Country Club Plaza during the day, and shop online at night. Times have changed, though. And we're both grown now. Lately, all we talk about on the phone and during visits is how normal we're going to be when he gets out. Through my actions I'm letting Mercee know that I'm not a material girl. I'll work. I'll hold him down. I don't need millions of dollars, especially if it comes with police invading your privacy whenever they feel like it.

"Is he still behind you?" Mercee asks.

"Yes. But I don't even know if it's a he. It's dark out here. All I see is headlights. I'm just assuming it's a he because they're driving a truck. But it very well could be one of your ex bitches, playing games with me. You still got other hoes coming to see you?"

"No, Lucille. We're past that."

"You're past that. I'm not."

"You need to be past it," he says.

Clunk! My car jerks forward.

"What was that noise?" Mercee asks.

"I think he just rammed me," I say in disbelief, as I glance in my rearview mirror.

I watch the truck close in again. My heart is racing. Then Clunk!

"He just rammed me again!" I scream.

"Lucille, calm down. Maybe it was an accident. Just pull over."

"There's nowhere to pull over, Mercee! The side of the road hasn't been plowed. It's a mountain of snow. He fucking hit me!"

"Baby, calm down. You have to pull over. You gotta get his information. That's an expensive car you're driving and he has to pay for it."

"Okay," I say.

"Call me back after you get his information."

“I’m not hanging up!”

“Call me back.”

“No!”

Mercee has a cellphone in his prison cell. I don't know how I would manage if I had to always wait for him to call me.

"I’m keeping you on Bluetooth," I tell him.

"Sure, whatever. Just pull over."

Up ahead, I see a clear spot on the side of the road where the snow has fallen off into the lake. It's located just before the lane becomes a bridge, and it's a long enough clearing for us both to park and exchange insurance safely. Honestly, I hope the truck doesn't pull over with me. I hope he keeps going. I don't need his info. I can pay my own deductible.

Cautiously, I merge to the side of the road, my all-terrain tires crunching over the light snow and slush.

Then I look in my rearview mirror and see one of the most frightening sights I've ever seen in my life.

The truck has sped up, racing straight at me!

BOOM!

I scream in terror as my BMW propels off the side of the road, nose first. I'm lurched forward when the front grille slams into the surface of the icy lake. It breaks clean through. My car is floating in the lake, half submerged, rabid water forcing its way in through the cracks of my doors.

"Oh my God!"

"Lucille, what's happening?" Mercee yells.

"My car is in the lake!"

"What the fuck?"

"He rammed me again, I'm in the lake, my feet are getting wet, Mercee, HELP ME!"

"Just hold on, don't panic. Can you open the door?"

I try to push my driver's side door open. The latch unlocks but the door doesn't budge. Ice cold water rushes in.

"Mercee, I'm trapped!"

"No, you're not, Lucille! Kick a fucking window out!"

I try to lift my legs when I realize I'm still in my seatbelt. I struggle to get it off. "My seatbelt won't come loose! I'm stuck!"

"It's not stuck! You're panicking! Breathe, baby, you're gonna be alright."

I take a breath, then I get myself unbuckled. Leaning back, I kick both legs into the front windshield. I don't even make a crack.

I climb into the backseat, where I think I'll have a better chance of breaking the rear glass because there's more space for me to exert more kicking power. As I squeeze myself between the front seats into the back, I look through the water-specked rear windshield and see the Ford truck parked on the side of the road where I once was. The driver, whose face I still can't make out, is standing in front of his truck with his hands in his pockets, watching me drown.

He’s spectating. As if he had nothing to do with it.

"Help!" I scream.

I use the shoulders of the front seats to support my elbows, as I kick at the back windshield. I make a split, a tiny web-like crack that's only maybe an inch long. After several more tantrum leg kicks, I've only made the crack spread a foot across.

"Mercee, I can't break the glass!" I scream.

But I don't get a response.

I turn and see that the BMW's dashboard is no longer lit. The digital display is completely gone. Dead. I grab my phone off the passenger seat.

"Hello?! Mercee, answer me!"

When I look at my phone, I see that I have no signal.

"Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck!"

I start crying, but my survival instincts compel me to keep fighting. I crawl into the backseat again, where the water is getting deep, and I bang on the rear glass with the palms of my hands.

"Help me!"

I see the truck driver bend down. He scoops something into his hands and throws it. It's snow. It hits the water a yard shy of the windshield, which would've been the trunk of my car if it wasn't submerged underwater. I'm baffled. I have no clue what he's doing.

Then he bends down again and forms another snowball. He launches it at me—it smacks my back windshield, splatters, makes me flinch. Then I watch in horror as he throws his hands in the air as if he just scored a touchdown.

"HELP ME!" I scream.
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Chapter 2
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Irving Mercee, Federal Inmate

––––––––
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I haven't been the same since my fiancée drowned.

It's the one-year anniversary of her death, which happens to fall on the day of my release. Yes, today I become a free man, after seven long fucked up years. Because I don't have Lucille to come home to, it's bittersweet.

I've thought about her every night since that fateful day. I remember how my heart stopped when my cellphone disconnected from her in her time of need. I banged on my cell door to get a guard's attention, trying to explain to him that my fiancée was 60 miles down the road from the prison, drowning in her car. He didn't seem to care, though. He threw me in administrative segregation for owning a cellphone.

That stint in ad seg was probably the worst point in my incarceration. Locked down 24/7, struggling with the death of a woman who meant the world to me, the whole fucking world—I don't say that lightly. It changed me. For the worse. I no longer saw myself living a normal life after release. Shit, I had no one to live that life with. I was back in beast-mode, the old me, Mercee the kingpin. I turned FCI Greenville upside down with dope.

My outside connection, Zakaria “Zaki” Livingston, helped me through my "breakdown." He’s like my brother; I’ve known him since grade school. Not only did he help me get drugs into the prison, he also helped me cope with Lucille's death. At my request, he sent me the newspaper clipping of the story that the Kansas City Star ran on her. The headline was Kingpin's Fiancée Suffers Karma Death. It was one of the most disrespectful articles about my reign that I ever read. It talked about how she died in a vehicle purchased with "blood money" on her way to visit the "devil in his den." For one, Lucille bought that BMW with her own hard-earned money after my incarceration. For two, I sheltered her from my dealings in the streets. She wanted me out of the drug game. She had no part in it, other than being my woman.

So her death was my karma, not hers.

What killed me the most was the ruling that her death was accidental. I told my caseworker that somebody ran her off the road. I heard the whole thing myself, as it happened. But since the driver left the scene (and because she was the fiancée of a notorious drug dealer), the county officials took the lazy route and blamed her death on bad weather conditions.

So I had no one to hold responsible, no one to order a hit on.

And today I'm being set free.

As I brush my teeth in my cell mirror for the last time, my arms jitters with anticipation. "You made it, Mercee," I say to myself. "Somehow you made it."

For my plan on the streets to work, I have to focus. Every step I take from this point on is crucial to my success. And I plan to be a more successful drug dealer than I was before I came in here. And fuck who doesn't like it.

My cell door opens suddenly.

"Congratulations, Mercee," says C.O. Hamilton, as she saunters into my cell. Her door keys jingle on her hip. "Happy release day, handsome."

I pay her no mind. I brush, spit, and keep brushing. She grabs my butt through my sweatpants and I feel utterly, detestably violated but I keep my cool. I finish brushing my teeth and toweling my face before I turn to her.

"You want something?" I ask rudely.

"Yep," she says with emphasis on the p, as she crowds my space even more. She lowers her voice, careful not to let her next words travel through the vents into connected, eavesdropping cells. "I want you. Right now, Mr. Free Man."

"I'll be outside of the prison gates in two hours tops. You can't wait that long?"

"Nope," she says with another un-seductive p emphasis. "There's something about breaking the rules around here that turns me on."

I look down at her, feeling like I have the upper hand finally. Hamilton—or Sarah, which I sometimes call her when we're not around other inmates or staff—is a small white woman with a thin frame and a nice body under her C.O. uniform. The contours of her face are hard, almost manly, but she's one of the better-looking correctional officers around here. She's one of the few white girls that takes the time to layer and fluff-out her hair, instead of settling for the drab pixie cuts like the rest of the female employees.

I've been sleeping with Sarah for three out of my seven years (yes, prior to my fiancée’s drowning, admittedly), ever since Sarah transferred here. I had no choice really, if I wanted to maintain a certain way of life behind these walls. In order to smoke as you please, stay out your cell longer, own cell phones with full charges, and gain access to every nook and cranny of the prison, you had to have a Sarah on your team. 

"You know I love breaking the rules just as much as you," I say to her, "but I don't have time. I have to get my property packed and ready."

She smiles. "I'll make it quick."

"I said no, Sarah. Damn, bitch, give me some space."

Her lips pout. "Okay, fine, Mercee. I guess I gotta wait until you get out. You still have my address in your paperwork, right?"

"Yes," I lie.

She places her hands on her hips. She knows I'm not being truthful. "You're not gonna come back to this town ever, are you?"

"Yes. To see you."

"Promise?"

"Yes, damn."

"Who's coming to pick you up?" she asks in a jealous tone. "One of your old bitches? Is it Brandi? You know I still read all your incoming mail, right?"

"Stop asking stupid questions. You know who's coming to pick me up."

"Brandi?"

“No.”

“Zaki.”

"Yes."

Sarah has been meeting up with Brandi and Zaki for almost a year now, getting drugs from them to bring into the prison. Zaki said he slept with her a time or two, in the Econo Lodge down the road. I don’t doubt it. Sarah’s a freak. And I know I’m not the only inmate at Greenville fucking her either.

"Who's taking me up front?" I ask as I start brushing my hair in the mirror. "You, or Officer Burns?"

"Me," Sarah chirps, as if she wouldn't have it any other way. "Hurry up and get your stuff ready."

In the middle of packing, as I'm doing my best to pack fast and neat, all I hear from Sarah is little sexual sound effects every time I bend over. It's fucking ridiculous. Often I regret ever giving her the D. She has no restraint sometimes.

When she finally clamps the cuffs around my wrists—a requirement for any inmate entering or exiting their cell, even on their last day—she grabs my arm suddenly and spins me around. Then she pushes me against the concrete wall and smiles deviously as if she's just outsmarted me. My cell is located at the end of the tier and angled just right so no other inmates can see in. Me and Sarah personally picked this cell.

I look up at the ceiling tiredly. "Go ahead, Sarah."

"You said it like you have a choice. I own you for two more hours."

Sarah drops down on her knees, tugging down the waistband of my gray sweats with both hands. She no longer looks over her shoulder in fear of losing her job, as she once did when she was a naive correctional officer; she just pulls me out and takes me into her mouth shamelessly.

"It smells clean," she says, wrinkling her nose at my penis. "I should've caught you before you got in the shower. You know I love your natural smell."

"Bitch, just do what you do."

With my wrists handcuffed behind me, I relax and rest the back of my head against the concrete wall. I close my eyes, forcing myself to cum as fast as possible. Sarah's not a bad person or a bad pleasurer—she's come a long way in her womanhood, far from the girl who'd blush at my distant smiles—but I know I deserve more than a country white girl with drug-dealer fantasies. I deserve a lot better than her and this hellhole.

I deserve the world and all it has to offer.

Sarah moans as she sucks me. "Mmmm ... I'm gonna miss this dick. I really am." She opens her mouth wide so I can fuck the back of her throat. She gags, then skillfully rolls her lips up and down my shaft. "If you don't come see me when you get out, Mercee, I'm gonna hunt you down and kill you."

I believe her. I've learned to believe everything women say when they fall in love with me.
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Chapter 3
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Irving Mercee, Forklift Driver

––––––––
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I've seen how hard it is for men getting out of prison after a long period of time. I had watched so many people return before they even made it off parole. Some came back with smiles on their faces, as if freedom was a game. Others held their head down in embarrassment, hoping no one would find out the reason they were sent back.

I noticed a pattern from the majority of the people who walked back through the gates. None of them took into account all of the obstacles they would face in the free world. They didn't plan —and if they did plan, they didn't include unforeseen events.

They "winged it."

I try to leave as little as possible to chance. Knowing the absurd expectations of parole, I researched ahead of time which Kansas City companies hired felons. Zaki sent me a boatload of information, and we narrowed it down to Black Nile Industries, a distribution company with a high turnover rate for forklift drivers. The hiring manager, Nysha Hawk, had a social media page with just enough personal information for me to "randomly" run into her at a supermarket. It took longer than expected for me to sleep with her, so I had to get a job at a shitty car wash in Cass County to avoid getting a parole violation. Eventually I charmed my way into Nysha's bed and she got me an entry-level position at Black Nile. No, I never imagined myself driving a forklift for a living. But this is temporary. In the end it's all about cocaine.

Wheeling across the warehouse in this propane-powered rider forklift, I often think about all the foreign cars I used to drive, courtesy of the rare (one reporter wrote "mystical") cocaine connection I had in Mexico. I had a fucking blast before prison—cars, clothes, money, and beautiful women with personalities ranging from classy-sexual to shy-freak, on down to the dumb cute ones who were impossible to hold a conversation with, but sure could give you ten minutes of mind-blowing sex that would have you questioning your morals—and hers—afterwards.

I've been with a lot of women in my day.

This is why I miss my fiancée Lucille so much. She was different than the rest. She found the idea of me being a drug kingpin more humorous than anything. She was so down to earth and so kind-hearted. Nowadays, it gets hard for me to focus sometimes with her consuming my thoughts like this, especially while at work.

She didn't deserve to die the way she did.

I'm so deep into my thoughts that it takes me a minute to realize I'm driving my forklift load out of my designated work zone. Realizing my mistake, I turn my wheel fast and easy. The back end spins me around on a dime and I gas it—

"Whoa, man!" screams Eric, honking his horn.

I hit the brakes. I almost rammed my co-worker's forklift with my own vehicle's pallet forks.

"Sorry about that," I say to the kid. Then I get suspicious. "Why were you following me so close? That could've been a bad accident."

"I don't know. I'm sorry."

"The rule when you're tailing another forklift is ten feet back," I remind him.

"Ten? Right, sorry."

I shake my head, then start driving around him, heading back to stock my area.

"Mercee, you got a second?" he asks.

I stop again. We're parked alongside each other now. He seems nervous.

His full name is Eric Alden. He’s only been here at Black Nile Industries for a couple months. He's a young, 20-year-old lanky black kid who always wears his B.N.I. ballcap cocked backwards. He also wears designer belts—Gucci, Versace, and Louis Vuitton (real or not, I have no idea). Ever since he started working here, I've felt like he's been watching me. But I've been watching him too. I've seen him sell weed to a few co-workers in the break room more than once.

"Wussup?" I ask him.

"Can I ask you a personal question?"

I tilt my head. Just ask the damn question, little nigga, my eyes say.

"I was at a family get-together last night. My uncles were drunk and high, talking about the good old days when they could get messed up on the best cocaine in the world. They started arguing, like always. One of my uncles claimed the best cocaine has returned—you should've seen how he said returned; he yelled it with one finger raised in the air, like he was a super hero. It was funny as fuck, bro. He said the good dope is back circulating through the city once again. My other uncle claimed there will never be dope in KC as good as the dope they had way back when."

"Eric, I thought you needed to ask me a question."

"Yeah, I'm getting there. They named the guy who was moving the best dope back in the day. They both agreed on the name, and that shocked me to shit because they never agree on anything. They said his name was Irving Mercee."

He pauses to see my reaction. I don't give one. "I thought it was a coincidence—they couldn't be talking about you—until they said Irving Mercee had a tattoo on his neck. I'm thinking, 'The Irving Mercee I work with has a tattoo on his neck too!'" Eric is getting excited. He's wearing a nervous smile. "Are you him?" he asks me. "Are you Irving Mercee the kingpin? If you are him, we need to talk business."

I let out a laugh. “I am Irving Mercee,” I say. “But I’m no kingpin. Not no more. I’m retired. Can’t you see? I’m working here just like you.”

Eric frowns, as if he expected a better answer. Then our supervisor sees us talking.

"Hey, you two!" she yells at us, as she crosses into the drive zone on foot. "What are you guys doing? Are y’all on break?"

"No," Eric says. "We were just—"

"I don't want to hear excuses from you, Eric. We have a lot of loads that need to be stocked this morning and we don't have time to sit around and chit-chat. Do that on your time. Don't let Mr. Mercee get you in trouble."

"Sorry, Nysha."

Eric gears his forklift in reverse, then maneuvers on the machine's rear-wheel steering and heads in the opposite direction.

Nysha gives me a look. "Mercee, you're gonna get that little boy fired. You've been here almost a year now. You're supposed to be teaching him, not showing him how to get by without doing work."

Nysha Hawk. She's a beautiful woman with long gold hair that pulls back into a giant wolf braid. She has a light complexion, but I can't see much of it now because she's wearing a long-sleeved checkered shirt with a lime green safety vest, tight butt-hugging jeans and brown work boots. A hard tomboy look. But deep in her amber eyes you can see hints of the softest heart. I'm thankful that she got me hired here.

"Mercee, you better not be teaching Eric bad habits."

"I'm not," I say to her. "He just had a question to ask me and it took him a long time to get it out. I won't let it happen again, ma'am."

"This is a warning. The next incident is gonna be a written warning."

Nysha has never written me up. Not once. I'm in her good graces.

"Understood," I say, trying not to smile. "May I go?"

"Not yet." She looks around to see if anyone's watching, then she climbs up on the step of my forklift and says to me closely and quietly, "Mercee, there's rumors spreading around the warehouse that you murdered people in your past life. Are they true?"

I look down the lane to see where Eric went. I'm almost certain he's the one sharing my history.

"I told you I was a felon a long time ago," I say.

"But you didn't tell me you were locked up for murdering people!"

"Drugs, Nysha. There's no murder on my record. I got charged with murder before, but I only got found guilty on distributing drugs."

"Mercee, I got you hired here without doing a background check based on your word. If these rumors make it to my bosses and they confront me about it, then your job is on the line."

"You got my back, though. Right?"

Nysha scowls at me. "I also heard you used to be married. Is this true too? I feel like I opened up to you and invited you into my home, in my life, and I don't even know who you are."

"I had a fiancée. Her name was Lucille. She was killed before I got out of prison."

"She's dead?"

"She drowned, Nysha."

Nysha gasps. She backs off. "I'm sorry."

"Do you want me to come over tonight?" I ask. “I’m free.”

"Yes, please. If you’re absolutely positive you’re gonna be free and you don’t stand me up again."

"I'll be over there. Anything else, boss?"

She climbs down off the forklift and steps back out of the drive zone. She's back in supervisor mode, as she points down the lane. "Hurry up and get that pallet where it needs to be, Mr. Mercee."

I nod. "Yes, Ms. Hawk."

I place my foot on the accelerator and my load of Black Nile product is on its way. As I trudge along, I look over my shoulder at Nysha. She places her hands on her hips, her way of telling me through body language that I'm making her life difficult.

If only she knew how much more difficult it would get.
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Chapter 4
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Irving Mercee, Forklift Driver

––––––––
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There's one thing I can always say about Nysha Hawk, one thing I can always swear by—her pussy is always satisfying, in the best slippery wet way possible.

"Damn, boss," I say hoarsely, as my dick slips out for a second time. I guide it back inside her immediately, not wanting to miss a second of glory. We're both on our sides in her queen-size bed, I'm behind her, with an underhand grip supporting her right leg. I'm lifting it high so I can stay deep. "What'chu been eating? Yo pussy is hella greasy."

“Take it easy, boy,” she moans.

“I’ll do what I can.”

She reaches behind her and holds her ass cheek up, pretty much letting me have my way. I push deeper and she gasps. I can feel her walls closing in. Her inner womanness has went into safety mode—she's naturally tightening up so I can't go deeper.

I keep pushing, intruding through her womb.

"Mercee!" she squeals.

I touch bottom and I'm not even fully erect yet. I give her credit for taking the pain with the pleasure, but I don't want to hurt her so I pull back slowly. The sodden suction feels way too good.

"Oh God!" she moans.

"Stop tryna be tough," I say. "Let me know if I'm going too hard."

She licks her lips. "You better not stop!"

"Of course not. But let me know... safety first. Ain't that what you always tell me?"

This is a joke about how she's always on my case at work about proper forklift driving and using three points of contact when entering or exiting a company vehicle.

But I guess she's not in the mood for work jokes.

"God, Mercee, okay I can't take it! Go easy for a minute! Let me catch my breath."

"Nah, it's too late now."

I force myself on top of her, making her lay flat on her stomach. I have full control of her body now—every limb, every tender muscle, every part of her female composition is now under me, helpless and submissive. Again, I bury my dick between her pussy lips, more insistent, and the deeper I go the stiffer I become.

"Yes!" she screams.

I've never seen this much cum pour from a woman. Nysha's juices cascade down my shaft and pour onto the bed sheets. My pubic hairs are soaked with her. Literally soaked. It's lovely, though, how our black hair follicles glisten.

Then I pull out and go down on her.

I start licking her pussy randomly. I can't help myself. Her clit burgeons as my tongue teases it and she shouts my name as if I'm doing something wrong. And before she knows it my dick is back inside her wetness, abusing it passionately.

I go so hard that it makes my own skin tingle. Our body sweat is thick in here.

I start to cum.

Then I ease out of her again for the last time and fall back on the bed. "Man..." is all I can muster up. I'm completely spent, soaked in sweat.

I look over at her when she doesn't respond. She's staring back at me, still laying on her stomach as if she's paralyzed. It reminds me of a scene out of a cartoon—she looks like she just got flattened by an anvil.

"You okay?" I ask, amused.

"No," she mumbles halfway into her pillow.

I laugh.

Then she finally sits up. She helps me up and off the bed, and we both go to her bathroom and shower together. Under the steaming hot water, we freak around a little bit more, mostly with our fingers. Afterwards, I just throw on a pair of jeans. She pulls an extra-large B.N.I. shirt over her head, rolling it down to her thighs, then takes me to the kitchen where she fixes me some oven-ready rotisserie chicken with broccoli and cheese.

I'm sitting down at her kitchen table—a very nice trestle table with eased edges, by the way—peeling a chunk of meat off of my share of chicken when Nysha comes right out and asks me:

"How long were you engaged?"

I cough. "Damn, can I get a bite in?"

She obliges me, forks some broccoli in her mouth but not without taking her eyes off of me. I chew my meat thoroughly, trying to figure out what I should tell her about my past. I don't want to scare Nysha off. I still need her... I'm not even off parole yet.

"I was engaged for eight years," I say. "But seven of those eight was while I was in prison. We didn't want to get married until I got out."

"Wow."

"Long time to be engaged, huh?"

"Yes, that. And I'm just amazed that we've been seeing each other for this long and you're just now telling me about it."

"Because she's dead, Nysha. It's not something I wanna talk about."

"Even with me?"

I stare at Nysha briefly, as a mean thought comes to mind: Who are you? I want to say. You don't come close to the type of woman that Lucille was.

"What else do you wanna know?" I ask gruffly.

"I wanna know more about how she died, if you don't mind. You said she drowned, that somebody killed her."

"It happened a year before I got out of prison. She got ran off the road. It was bad weather conditions, the guy tailing her crashed into her. Her car flew into the lake and she couldn't get out. She drowned. The police said it was an accident. They don’t even acknowledge the hit-and-run part."

"But you know for a fact it was murder?"

"I was on the phone with her during the whole thing. I know what happened. It wasn't an accident. It wasn't some random road rage. This guy, whoever he is, targeted her."

"Why would somebody target her? Were you and her still involved in the drug trade?"

"No."

"No?" she echoes. The way she words it makes me think she doesn’t believe me. "I heard you guys were like the drug-dealing Bonnie and Clyde."

I push my plate away from me. "Even if we were, are you saying that makes it okay for her to get murdered?"

Her mouth drops open, shock bursting from her eyes. "No, no, Mercee, I'm not trying to attack you. I'm just trying to get to know you better. If it bothers you, I'll stop asking questions."

I almost start to tell her that Lucille had nothing to do with drugs. She never touched a crumb of coke. I sheltered Lucille from all things illegal. Her name was tied to nothing I purchased, she knew no names, she saw nothing. She was who I turned to, to get away from it all. She was my island of peace. The "Bonnie and Clyde" relationship that Nysha probably heard of is about another woman named Brandi Nieman. Brandi was before Lucille. 

The last thing I need is for her to find out about Brandi, because Brandi is still in my life.

So I say to Nysha in a gentle tone, "I didn't mean to get snappy with you, but talking about my dead fiancée is a touchy subject for me. Her killer is still out there somewhere, so I try not to think about it."

I pick up my chicken again without another word, biting into it absentmindedly. I'm not even hungry anymore but I keep chewing, thinking about how bad I want to catch the muthafucka who took Lucille away from me, who stole my chance at a happy normal life.

Nysha notices that she upset me, so she gets up and walks over to me, sits on my lap without an invite. She puts her arm around my shoulder and kisses me on the cheek. I pull away a little bit.

"I'm sorry I brought it up," she says, not letting me go. "Don't be mad at me. Okay?"

My first instinct is to shove her off my lap. I feel like I'm disrespecting Lucille by letting Nysha be this close to me. Yes, I just had sex with Nysha and should feel guiltier about that, but this type of warm intimacy at the kitchen table is something only a good woman like Lucille would get from me.

Nysha places a hand on the side of my face, using it to keep me still, as she places another big, loving kiss on my cheek, same spot. And for some reason, I don't know why, it's enough to lighten my mood.

"I'm proud of you, Mercee," she tells me. "After all you've been through in your life, you're still standing. Most men get out of prison and fall back into their old ways. But you changed for the better. Not everybody can go from making tons of money selling drugs in the streets to working a normal job, driving a forklift. I don't know who Lucille was, but from the way you're guarding her story, she must've been a really great person, and I know she's proud of you too."

I mumble a thank you.

"I'm serious. What you're doing is not an easy thing. You're a special type of man. I noticed that about you when we first met. It's why I didn't mind in the least taking a chance on you, giving you a job. Me and you... us finding each other in a supermarket... this is fate, don't you think?"

Fate, as I understand it, is unplanned by man. It's divine. I don't see anything divine about the research I did that led me to Nysha and Black Nile Industries. Sometimes I feel bad about playing with Nysha's heart though. And that's weird, because back in the day I could cheat on women and break hearts with no remorse. Me and Zaki were masters at it.

But I can't let what little feelings I have for Nysha throw me off course. I have to find Lucille's killer. I have to do whatever I have to do to make that happen, whether it be selling dope to fund the search, or sticking pipe in the hiring manager of a global company to hide the fact that I sell dope.

"Fate," I say out loud, repeating her. "Maybe it is fate."
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Brandi Nieman, Telemarketer
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It seems like I always get a text from Mercee at the perfect times. Right before I'm set to accept my Milestone Award for being one year clean, this comes through my phone:


Irving Mercee: Enjoy your moment. I hate that I can't be there to give you support. But you know I'm there with you in spirit. Get right so we can all get right.



This message is what I needed right now. I couldn't have reached this point without Mercee's help. I had struggled with crack addiction—among other things—long before me and Zaki and Mercee went to prison. When I was released (I got out before Mercee and Zaki both), I fell right back into shooting and snorting crack and I almost overdosed twice. But when Mercee finally got out, he gave me the strength I needed to put down the pipe. Part of the inspiration came from Mercee working a real job. I never thought I'd see the day when he earned a legit paycheck. Surely if a once-millionaire drug kingpin could lower his standards and take a forklift job, then I could raise my standards and quit ruining my life by putting crack cocaine into my body.

The last part of Mercee's text message—Get right so we can all get right—is his savvy way of telling me to stay clean so we can pick up where we left off before he went away, before he left me for that home-wrecker Lucille Anthony. We were Irving Mercee and Brandi Nieman, the power drug couple. Mercee hasn't told me directly that we're jumping back in the dope game together, but I know this is what his message means. I know he's not going to work at that distribution company forever. I'm pretty sure he's just employed there to satisfy his parole obligations.

But his parole is almost up. And when he gets back in the game, he's going to need my help again.

I text Mercee back a "THANK YOU" in all caps, punching in a smiley face emoji and a winking emoji at the tail end. Then I look up from my phone and tune into the rehab instructor, who's explaining to the class what the Milestone Award means.

"Those of you who've been in this class long enough, know how important this award is to me," the instructor, Wayne Layson, explains. "I don't give this award to just anybody. It has to be earned. Sweat. Tears. Struggle. We call this the Milestone Award for a reason. A milestone is a marking point of how far you've come. It signifies a stage in life that you've attained through hard work and dedication. What it is not is a 'finish line' award. Receiving this award doesn't mean it's the end of the race. We still have a lifetime of purpose left to go."

Wayne looks at me for a moment, his eyes telling me that I'm about to be handed a big responsibility and I better not mess it up. He knows I'm excited and anxious to be honored today, but I've had so many hiccups throughout my quest for sobriety that he wants to make sure I'm ready. This is like my eighth time in rehab.

Wayne is a committed instructor—and a charming instructor too. He's tall, medium build, and brown-skinned. He's wearing a casual Henley shirt, unbuttoned, giving the class a tease of his mild pecs. He has dreads, which are always neat and braided up. The only times I've seen him with his dreads hanging loosely over his shoulders was right before he crawled on the bed on top of me. We haven't had sex together in a year or so though. I practically threw myself at him when I was younger, when I was first mandated to go through his class. I thought I could fuck my way through his program, I thought I had the right to skip all the bullshit quizzes and class participation as long as I made him cum-squirt every now and then.

Boy, was I wrong.

Wayne really does take this program seriously and he expects every female in his class to do the same. Even though I had been letting him tear my pussy to pieces, he never gave me special privileges. I thought I could get away with skipping classes and not turning in worksheet assignments, but he had been penalizing me for everything I did wrong until he ultimately disqualified me. I found out on a Sunday night, as I was climbing out of his shower. He handed me a sheet of paper with the rehab program letterhead at the top and he said flat-out, "I'm disqualifying you from the program. If you'd apply the same amount of effort into the rehab program as you apply with my cock in your mouth, then you would've passed."

My naive ass still slept with him after that, still thinking I could fuck my way into his good graces. Nope, he wasn't having it. I resented him for a while, feeling used (even though I had tried to use him) but after my third or fourth class I gained a lot of respect for his dread-headed ass.

He cares about our well-being. All of us. He really does.

"And without further ado," Wayne bellows out, "I'd like to call Brandi Nieman up to the front of the room to accept this prestigious award!"

The classroom rises to their feet, clapping for me. I stand and smile radiantly, as I make my way past all the girls, receiving a few pats on the back and congratulatory elbow nudges. I give one girl a high-five.

I stand beside Wayne Layson.

"Congratulations," he whispers to me over the raucous applause. "And I need to talk to you before you leave today. Don't run off without seeing me first."

He hands me a rolled-up certificate with an orange string tied around it. I know what it says without opening it. I've seen many girls before me show this certificate to the crowd. I'm excited that it's me holding it now.

"Tah-da!" I say like a magician, as I unroll the certificate and display it to my peers. Everyone laughs. Most of these women are just as happy as me to see my name, Brandi Nieman, below the Milestone Award banner imprinted at the top. They know if I can make it through Wayne's bootcamp, anyone can.

Wayne says, "And with this certificate, as you all know, comes the Milestone necklace."

This is what I was really waiting for. Wayne opens a jewelry box; in it is a silver necklace with a diamond-like "stone" as a pendant. This necklace means so much to me, to all of us, because it signifies hope—hope for all us women in this class who've struggled with addiction. It also gives me bragging rights. I get to flaunt this necklace in front of everyone for the next six months, when I'm officially done with this class.

Wayne steps behind me, placing the necklace around my neck. It hangs to the center of my chest, close to my heart. People are clapping above their heads now.

"Thank you!" I cheer to everyone, blowing kisses across the classroom. I turn and give Wayne a light hug.

He whispers again, "Don't forget. My office later."

"Okay," I reply with tears of joy in my eyes. "And thank you too, Wayne. I really mean it. Thank you for your tough love."

Full of sheer emotion, I let the class know what most of them already knew about me—that I'm a habitual offender, I went from selling major cocaine across the country to tooting the pipe in alleyways, and I've had to redo this class way too many times and it feels good to finally get this necklace. I also let them know that there's more than one light at the end of the tunnel. You have to follow your own light, not someone else's.

My light, which I didn't share with them, is hooking back up with Mercee and becoming the team we were always meant to be.

As asked, I meet Wayne in his office after all the other girls have left for the evening. His office lamp light is the only light on in the whole building.

I knock before I enter.

He's standing behind his desk, leaning over his computer keyboard. He's keying in which girls showed up today and which girls didn't, tallying how many arrest warrants he needs to request from the judge. A lot of the girls in class don't realize how much power that Wayne—a simple rehab instructor employed by the state—has over their lives. I had to learn the hard way.

"What'd you need to see me for?" I ask as I plop down in an open seat.

"Give me just a sec," he mumbles.

He continues to type, while I glance around his office. He has certificates and degrees on the walls, with one wall dedicated to a map of Missouri that highlights the border of every county's jurisdiction. I slept with Wayne once in this office. Until now, I never really thought about how many other women he slept with in here. It's none of my business though. Like I said, it's been over a year since me and Wayne have been intimate. I stopped sleeping with him a few months before Mercee got out of jail. I detoxed from all the other men in my life so me and Mercee could have a fresh start.

Wayne taps the ENTER key with finality, then he straightens up and looks at me. His eyes are blank; I have no idea what he's thinking.

"Why this time?" he asks me. "Why'd you choose this year to dig deep and make it this far?"

I shrug. "I don't know," I say with a smirk. "I thought it was time for a change."

"Nobody changes all of a sudden without some kind of stimulus. What was yours?"

"Who knows, Wayne. It's just my time. I think I just got tired of the same ol', same ol', you know?" I look down at my Milestone necklace, fondling the stone. The whole necklace is heavier than I thought it would be. For a fake chain, I figured it would weigh less than—

Suddenly, my chair is out from under me and my backside hits the floor. I let out a shriek, feeling like I've broken my tail bone. I look back automatically, wondering what the hell just happened. I see Wayne. He had moved around the desk fast while I was looking down at my necklace and snatched my chair out from under me.

"Don't think you can come in this office, sit down like you're running shit, and then lie to me!" he spews. "I know what's going on. You're not the first female to come into my class and decide to turn her life around to impress a man."

I stay seated on the floor, not really sure if I'm supposed to get up or not. Wayne has never hit me—or any of the girls that I know of—but I know what men are capable of.

"I straightened up my life for Brandi," I say in third person, my voice quivering in a way that exposes my slight fear. "I did this for me. I got to the point where I got tired of repeating the same mistakes. I wanted change. I wanted a new life."

"No, that's the speech you just gave the rest of the girls in the class. But I want you to tell me the truth."

I frown, unsure of what he wants to hear. "You think I did this for you?"

"I know you didn't do it for me," he says, as he walks back around his desk and drops into his office chair. He begins typing.

I take this as a cue that I can get up. I pull my seat under me again and sit down slowly. My heart is beating double-time. I'm scared that he's going back in his computer and revoking my Milestone award.

"If you had put all this new focus in the program for me, then you would've gotten this far a long time ago. No, someone new is in your life. And I think it's this person right here."

Wayne turns his monitor toward me. I try not to look shocked when I see one of Irving Mercee's prison mugshots on his monitor. Wayne takes his finger and places it on the screen, pointing directly to the date that Mercee was released from confinement.

"It's not a coincidence you decide to clean up around the same time your ex gets out of prison," Wayne says. "And it also isn't a coincidence that you stopped sleeping with me around this time as well."

"That's what this is about? Jealousy? You're gonna take back my awards and achievements because you think I'm still seeing my ex?"

"Brandi, I didn't say anything about taking back anything. I'm not upset that our intimacy didn't last, because it wasn't supposed to."

What does that mean? I ponder. Wasn't supposed to? Was he fucking me for sport?

"I'm not gonna use my authority in this class to punish you for something unrelated to your recovery. You know my ethics don't work like that. You know I separate this program from my personal life and personal feelings for every lost girl that comes through my doors. My main concern right now is for you. I've seen this happen time and time again. The change has to be yours, Brandi. Not his. Because when he leaves you, the chances that you'll relapse are all but guaranteed."

Wayne should have never known about Irving Mercee. But I opened up to him when we were sleeping around because I was vulnerable. Mercee had Lucille in his life at the time—pushed me completely to the side for her fake ass—and I had... nobody. Nobody but a rehab instructor who touched me the way I needed to be touched. Not until after Lucille's murder did Mercee allow me to come visit him more often while he was in prison. I wouldn't say I'm happy that Lucille is dead, but... I can't say I'm mad either. I got my man back.

"Mercee's gonna pull you down and break your heart just like he did last time," Wayne tries to tell me. "He’s a trespasser. The real deal. Guys like him are master manipulators."

"He never pulled me down," I say defensively. I hate hearing people talk negatively about Mercee. Unless it's me. "He always tried to lift me up and get me to be a better person. It was his friend, Zaki, that got me hooked on those hardcore drugs. Zaki hated that me and Mercee were together, and getting me strung out was his way of getting rid of me."

"There you go again, Brandi. Shifting blame. You're making Mercee look like the good guy and not holding him responsible."

"I hold myself responsible for everything that happened to me. Ain't that what you teach us? I'm not blaming nobody for the route my life took. Not Zaki, and definitely not Mercee.”

"Do you know what happens when two people get back together, and one has changed for the better, and one hasn't changed at all? You would think that the person that has uplifted herself would hold a lot of influence over the one that's still stuck. But it doesn't happen that way. It never happens that way. In my experience, the one that's negative and perpetually stuck always ends up getting the reformed person stuck again too."

I wanted to tell Wayne that his little life lesson didn't apply to me. Mercee's not "stuck." He's a better person than he's ever been, in my opinion. It took a lot of humility for him to get a job driving a forklift. If anything, I'd be more likely to get him stuck, not the other way around.

"You have to think your own thoughts, work through your own issues creatively and analytically," he adds, going on and on. "If you're emotionally dependent on a man, then that means you're willingly giving up your self-worth. Before you know it, your self-esteem will be based on his opinion of you at any given moment. Your life will literally be subjected to his whims and fancies. To survive out here in the real world, your worth has to be inner-directed. From there, it radiates outward."

"I'm not seeing Mercee," I say to Wayne flatly. "I've talked to him since he's been out, but that's about it."

His expression turns worrisome. Then he runs a frustrated hand through his dreads, scratches the back of his head loudly, and turns his attention back to his computer duties. He sighs as if he has already lost me. "I guess I'll see you in class next week," he says, still looking at his screen. He's so moody sometimes, like a female. Can't even give me eye contact. "Maybe?" he adds.

"There's no maybe, Wayne. I'll be here like I've been being here. I worked hard for this necklace and I'm not letting you take it back from me until I've completed the program."

I rise out of my seat like a queen, dignified, and strut out of his office. The way I switch my hips as I make my exit, I know he's checking out my booty, if only just a glance. I know he's feeling jealous that he's not the one hitting this anymore. That's what this whole meeting was about.

Jealousy.
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"Is it real?" Mercee asks me.

I'm straddling him in bed, as he sits against the headboard. I'm trying to kiss his neck, offer myself to him, get his mind off of life outside this hotel room, but he's worried about my damn Milestone necklace.

"No, it's not real," I say, as I run my tongue up the side of his neck to the base of his earlobe. "It's cubic zirconia. If it was real, all those crackwhore bitches in class would run straight to the pawnshop." I stick my tongue in his ear and he flinches, throwing his shoulder up.

He says, "But it's not easy earning this necklace, right? I think that would be a great test for y’all. Make the necklace real, make it white gold, cheap diamonds, a few hundred dollars’ worth. And if somebody pawns it, you'll know they weren't ready to finish the program."

"Our rehab instructor doesn't have the kind of funding to buy real jewelry."

"Two, three thousand dollars?"

"He might have it, but he’s not gonna spend it on a real necklace. He has bigger issues. You should see the building that our class is in. It's rundown, the ceiling leaks, we gotta put buckets all over the room when it rains. You know it's bad when a rehab center's building needs rehab."

He shakes his head, not surprised. "Hmph. That makes a lot of sense. It's just like the programs they made us go through in prison. They're underfunded and ineffective. The staff could care less whether you pass or fail."

"Well, I agree with the underfunded part, but I can't say that my instructor doesn't care about us. He loves every single one of his girls. I heard that his program had been scheduled to shutdown, on a few occasions, for lack of funding. But he reached in his own pockets and kept it alive."

Mercee laughs. "That's hard to believe. He can’t afford a real necklace, but he has enough to keep a government program funded? How does that work?"

"I don't know. But if you knew how many times he goes to bat for us, how many times he's kept me from going back to prison, you wouldn't find it that hard to believe that if he had the money, he'd put it up for us."

I start kissing Mercee again, wetting his face with my pecks. I feel him getting hard beneath me. I'm wearing boy-short panties and a halter top. He's bare-chested, tattoos all over him, some thick as if the ink was branded into his skin. His brown work khakis are still on, but unbuttoned and zipped down. His shirt is somewhere on the floor, somewhere around this hotel room I don't care where I just wanted it off of him.

I lift my halter top up over my head, then undo my bra. My breasts flop out in his face, full and voluptuous. With a smile, he studies my nipples for a second—I think he's looking at my nipples—and then he looks me in the eyes.

"Get that out of my way," he says.

"What?"

"That necklace you're wearing."

"My Milestone necklace?"

"Yeah. Take it off. It's in my way."

"No," I laugh. "I can't."

His brow furrows. "Here, I'll help you. Turn around."

He reaches for my neck but I swat his hands away. "No, I can't," I say again, no longer joking. "I'm not supposed to take it off. It's a Milestone necklace."

"So what?"

"When you're awarded this, you're never supposed to take it off. Under any circumstances. It's a part of me now, like a part of my body. My instructor says if we take it off, it loses its power."

Mercee looks at me like I've gone nuts.

"It's true!" I say adamantly, but with a smile because I know it sounds silly. "There was a girl in our class who showed up without her necklace. She got far enough in class to earn it, but then she thought she was too good to wear it. The next week she got killed in a drug house during a robbery. Her name was Erica Swanson. I'll never forget it. Wayne Layson, our instructor, was heartbroken. He used that as a lesson for all of us to start taking the Milestone necklace more serious."

"It sounds like this Wayne guy is controlling all of y’all with superstition." Mercee shakes his head. "Y’all better watch out. He might be a real psycho."

"Wayne isn't a psycho. He's one of only a few people who I've met in my life that's all about helping people. He has no selfishness in him whatsoever."

Just a few hours ago I was defending Mercee's character from Wayne. Now the roles are reversed and I'm sitting here on Mercee's lap taking up for Wayne's character.

Men—they're so hard on each other.

Mercee starts sucking on my breasts, as if my necklace isn't even here. He folds me backwards, then pushes down the front of his boxers and khakis just enough to flop out his erection. The elastic of his boxers snaps back against him, catches his testis, but he's so in a rush to get inside of my goodness he doesn't care.

He guides his dickhead safely between my wet pussy lips. He pushes in and out gently at first, as if familiarizing himself with my pulsing walls for the first time (he only takes it easy on me like this when he's in a good mood). The suction between us is audible, and I can't help but let out a low moan. His pumping accelerates suddenly. I touch his arms, trying to minimize the noisy rocking of the bed (it makes me feel cheap), but he's already coated in a light sweat so my fingertips slide right off of him.

"Oh yes, Mercee!" I scream.

He plunges deeper, filling my pussy until it expands to its limit. He's so deep I can't move—my legs and feet go limp. He's hitting it so good I have no choice but to hang on with my arms because my lower body is totally overwhelmed. Tears of passion spring to my eyes. Sometimes, like right now, me and Mercee tap into this dangerous, shared mind-frequency during sex. It's like all we want to do is please each other, by any means. I've never been on this kind of level of love-making with any other man, not with Wayne or anybody.

"Oh shit!" I climax.

About fifteen minutes into it, he unloads his cum inside of me. I'm surprised. He normally gives me more. I wonder if he forced himself to cum. A few minutes ago his phone chimed, like a text or a voicemail alert. Was he hurrying to bust a nut to respond to a call?

When he suddenly climbs out of bed and grabs his phone, I'm doubly worried.

"Where are you going?" I ask.

"To the restroom," he says.

"With your phone?"

"Yeah. I can check my messages while I shit. Is that okay with you?"

He turns and heads in the bathroom before I can tell him no it's not okay. My gut instinct is telling me something's not right. I've had this feeling before, many-many years ago.

Mercee used to cheat on me all the time, and before I had the evidence that he was cheating, I would sense it, like I'm sensing it now. Back then I tried to overlook it because we were making so much money in the drug game. I even sort of felt like he “deserved” to have other women every now and again because he treated me so good, and everybody in the streets knew he was mines anyway. But in the end it backfired. He met Lucille Anthony, and my dream life imploded.

I'm not gonna let you dog me out again, Mercee, I say to myself.

I scoot out of bed and go to the bathroom door, slowly putting my ear up to it.

"...not right now, but I got something planned for us at a later date," I hear him telling someone. The way his voice is soft-spoken, it makes me think he's talking to a woman. "That's possible... or it could involve a plane ride. You just have to wait and see... I'll make it up to you though. For sure, Nysha. I'll be there tomorrow night, okay?"

Nysha? He is talking to a female!

I pull away from the door, not wanting or needing to hear anything else. I put my shirt back on, slide my panties on too. I don't want to be completely naked when I confront him because he might not take me serious.

I think of what Wayne just told me earlier in his office: Mercee's gonna pull you down and break your heart just like he did last time. He’s a trespasser. The real deal. Guys like him are master manipulators.

Mercee finally comes out of the bathroom. When he sees me sitting, arms and legs crossed, he halts. "Wussup?" he says with precaution.

"Why don't I smell you're shit wafting in the air?"

“Huh?”

“You just took a shit, didn’t you? That’s what you said you were going in there to do.” I wave air to my nose, breathing in deeply. “Why don’t I smell shit?”

"Because I eat healthy," he says.

"Or because you didn't take a dump at all."

"What? Brandi, shut up." He goes to the curtains, peeks out into the night. He knows there's nothing out there but cars in the parking lot.

He's trying to avoid me.

"Who's Nysha?" I say.

He turns to me. "Who?"

"Nysha. I heard you say her name while you were allegedly"—I hold up quote fingers—"moving your bowels. Who is she?"

"She's my boss."

"Really? And you're meeting up with your boss tomorrow night? At night, Mercee? I know we're not officially in a relationship yet, but I at least want to start out what we do have going on with a little bit of honesty."

"Do you know how silly you sound? I'm seeing her tomorrow night because I have to be at work tomorrow night. I'm starting the night shift. Nysha is who I report to. You can go on the Black Nile Industries' website and look her name up if you want to."

I suddenly feel like a dumbass.

He comes back over to the bed and lays down on a pillow. He has his phone in his hand, thumbing through his old messages probably. I have no desire to look at his screen anymore. I just put our trust into question, something Mercee hates.

"Mercee, I'm sorry. I just miss how things used to be. We were killing it out here. We had the city in the palm of our hands... before things started to spiral out of control."

He puts his phone down, but not before clicking a button on the side so the device will lock. He gives me a warm smile. "I miss the good times too,” he says. “But don't act like they're never gonna come back again. We both went through a lot, we both went to prison, we struggled hard these last few years. It happens like that: good times, bad times, and good times again. Rest assured that right now we're on the upswing."

I start cheesing. "I feel it coming too. You're free now, you're almost off parole, and I'm almost done with my rehab. Everything's falling in place at the same time."

"That's right."

I lay down next to him, snuggling close. "So when is it gonna happen? When are we gonna start back up?"

"You have to be patient."

"Have you been in contact with the connect, Jose Horrell? Does he know you're out?"

"You're asking way too many questions, Brandi. Whoever said I was
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