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I pushed my Beemer through the streets with ease. My cousin, Jamika, rode in the passenger’s seat.

We were pulling up on my man, Jah, because we could. He had his location on, so I was able to navigate to him to see what he was up to. Jah told me many times not to track his moves because the type of business he was into was a dangerous one, but I had never been afraid of the streets.

Not that I was a gangster or anything, but I knew my man would hold me down if trouble was to pop off. Hardheaded ass, I could already hear him saying, and I smirked in response.

“What are you grinning about?” I caught Jamika eyeing me from my peripheral.

I shrugged. “Nothing, just can’t wait to see my man.”

Jamika sucked her teeth, then rolled her eyes. “You know he’s about to cuss your ass out. Jah told you not to be out here running these streets with your hardheaded ass. You need to let that man do his job, Amina.”

“Shut up,” I shot back, already growing irritated. “I’m only going to be a couple of minutes. And besides, you’re sitting right here with me, so you can’t be that concerned about it.” Jamika often acted like she was my bodyguard, and I knew it was based on love for me, but it was also because she had been seeking a way into Jah’s organization.

Jah had respect for Jamika, but he told her in so many words that she had to prove herself to him before he felt he could trust her as one of his soldiers.

So there my cousin went, earning her stripes by being my bodyguard. I thought it was cute, but sometimes she irritated me when she tried to tell me what to do. I wasn’t some little kid, so I didn’t need her or Jah’s instruction.

We pulled up as Jah stood on one of the corners with his boy Lem, his soldier Boom, and his brother Shook. A rush of excitement flowed through me as Jamika kissed her teeth again. “He got this nigga out here with him but can’t let me in? Whatever.”

She was referring to Boom. For whatever reason, Jamika never liked Boom. He didn’t seem to have a problem with her, but she could not stand his ass. To me, Boom was cool. He was kind of scary at times with the commanding way he spoke to people, but I guessed that was where he got his name from. Jah’s brother, Shook, also stroked fear into men’s hearts, and that was where he earned his name. Jah’s real name was Jermaine. I had no idea what that was about. Maybe he just liked the way it sounded.

We parked on the side of the street then hopped out to greet them.

“Hey babe!” I cheesed as I walked toward him.

His eyes lit up when he saw me before his expression turned to a frown. “Amina, what are you doing out here?” He glared at Jamika. “‘Sup, Two?” I rolled my eyes at that one. Ever since Jamika started trying to put in work in the streets, she started calling herself Jah. When Jah heard about it, he laughed it off at first, but when other people started calling her Jah, he changed her name to Two, as in, Jah Two. I thought it was corny, but whatever my man said moved mountains, because now everyone called Jamika Two. Except me, of course. I couldn’t see myself calling her by her street name when I had grown up with her. Not that I didn’t respect my cousin’s hustle, but it was weird.

“Wassup?” Jamika said with authority and reached out to dap Jah up. She did the same with Shook but ignored Boom. He chuckled and licked his lips, then glanced at me, giving me a quick nod before returning his attention to Jah. Shook glanced at Lem, who was standing solid, then stepped forward to give me a hug. “Baby sis, what you doing out here?”

I inhaled the scent of his cologne. Shook smelled so damn good, no wonder he had all females outside of me and Jamika salivating. Jamika wasn’t interested in any man, and of course, I already had Jah.

“I came to see my man,” I responded.

“Okay, well you seen me,” Jah said. “Now go on home or to the mall or something.” He gestured as if he was shooing me away. Not in a condescending manner – it was more playful, but it still irritated me.

“How are you going to have me leave when I just got here?” I whined.

Jah gave Boom and Shook a look, then focused back on me, putting some bass in his tone. “Amina, go home. Now. We handling business.”

If the look in his eyes didn’t have me so mesmerized, along with the instant wetness the sound of his voice brought to my panties, I would have cursed him out. Instead, I gave him a coy smile and twirled around, heading back to my car with Jamika in tow.

When we got back in the car, Jamika started in on me. “You know that entire interaction was pointless, right?”

“What are you talking about?” I stared in the rearview as I reapplied my lip gloss, then primped my hair before putting the car in gear. I was ready to do some shopping. I needed a new pair of Gucci shades.

“Amina, you have to stop moving around on these streets like you can’t be touched. Jah has warned you several times. This is not some...”

I cut her off, my irritation returning. “Look, I’m not a little kid okay? I know full well what goes on in the streets. I would appreciate it if y’all stopped treating me like you need to hold my hand or something.”

I glanced at Jamika as I turned down a side street. From the look on her face, she wanted to tell me something, but she didn’t.

Right after we turned the corner, gunshots rang out.

Both our eyes widened as we realized the direction they were coming from.

My heart began racing and I moved to bust a U-turn, but Jamika stopped me. “No! Jah will be fine, Amina. We gotta get the fuck out of here.”

My eyes blurred with tears. “Jamika...”

She didn’t have time to pacify me. “Fucking move! Let’s go!”

I sprang back into action, peeling off and racing toward me and Jah’s home. When we got there, we sat on pins and needles as we waited for Jah and Shook to walk through the door.

I wanted to call or text him, but I didn’t want to distract him more than I already had. It was at that moment that the weight of what I had done earlier hit me. I finally realized what Jah and Jamika had been trying to tell me all along. What if my simple action of popping up on my man caused him to be caught slipping? If Jah died in a shootout, it would be all my fault.

God please, I prayed in my mind, but I didn’t feel like I got an answer. This was bad.

An hour later, still no word.

I was pacing back and forth. My aunt called my phone, probably to chat about Winnie, Jah’s daughter and my soon-to-be stepdaughter, but I declined it. I left Winnie with my aunt and told her I would be back in a couple of hours. She would be mad that I didn’t answer, but I wasn’t in the right headspace, and I didn’t want to say anything to anyone until I heard from Jah.

Less than five minutes after I declined her call, Boom called Jamika’s phone. She answered with it on speaker. “Yo.”

Boom cut right in with the news. “Shit’s crazy. Jah and Shook got arrested, but me and Lem got away.”

Jamika relaxed. “So they alright then. No bodies?”

I relaxed as well when I realized my man was fine. The police wouldn’t find shit on him; he was too smart for that.

“No bodies, but we might got issues,” Boom said.

Those words made me sit back at attention. What did Boom mean, we might got issues? Jah might have been involved in street activity, but he was extremely smart about the way he moved. No way were the cops able to arrest him and make any charges stick that quickly. 

“What should we do?” I called out to Boom, announcing my presence and letting it be known that I was down to do whatever it took to help my man.

“Call Quentin.” Quentin was Jah’s lawyer. They were also boys since kindergarten.

I relaxed once again as I put in the call to Quentin. Jah had probably already spoken to him, so my call would be nothing more than a formality. Quentin was a beast in the courtroom, so I rested assured that this would all be over by Monday. Today was Friday.

How wrong I was.
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Six months later...

This could not be life. 

A week ago, Jah was sentenced to five years in prison. We should have known it was coming when Shook got three years last week, but we held out hope. Quentin fought as hard as he could, but shit didn’t pan out the way we expected. Jah told me not to worry and that the time would pass before we knew it, but we both knew that wasn’t true.

What was I going to do without my baby?

Jah told me countless times as we went through this excruciating process that it wasn’t my fault what happened to him, but I couldn’t help but to believe that it was. If I had just listened and not gone out there, maybe Jah would have left before the shootout happened and before the police arrived. 

I had done this. Now I was left to hold shit down and raise Winnie while her father fended for himself in prison. A fresh bout of tears filled my eyes but I shook it away.

No sense in crying now, I told myself. I had to be strong for Jah and for Winnie. The only thing that kept me from going crazy was that I knew Shook and Jah would hold each other down while in prison, and Boom, Lem, and Jamika would hold me down out here.

At the same time, I felt like I needed to do something to make up for my actions. I didn’t know what it could be, but something had to be done to make amends. 

I was supposed to visit Jah next week, but I didn’t know what I was going to do when I saw him in there. The guilt was consuming me.

Lem and Boom often stopped by to check in and tell me how things were going in the streets. They were trying to hold shit together, but without Jah, the ship was starting to sink. From what Jamika told me, rival crews in the area were seeing Jah’s boys as food. It was ridiculous, but that was how shit worked. They needed more solid soldiers to step in, but Jah still hadn’t given Jamika the okay yet. I wondered why. I understood his process of testing her before, but if shit was hitting the fan, why not let her put in work? Kind of like an on-the-job training. She was my cousin, after all. It couldn’t get better than that in terms of loyalty.

Still, I kept my mouth shut and sat on my hands as I awaited word from my man about what to do next. At the same time, an itching began to grow inside of me. I felt more and more uncomfortable just sitting there and doing nothing.  

“You ready for this?” Jamika asked, breaking into my thoughts.

I snapped and looked up at her from my position on the couch. I sighed. It was now or never. “I guess I better be.” I reached out for the small brown paper bag she handed me, then made my way to the bathroom.

My eyes blurred once again as I contemplated what I could do if things turned out the way I suspected they would. Of course, I would have to tell Jah, but that would only add to the stress he was already trying to hide from me. Still, I had to be an adult about this. 

I pissed on the stick then carefully placed it on the counter, almost wanting to knock it into the wastebasket that was on the floor next to the sink.

I held my hands against the sides of the sink, willing myself to hold it together. If anything, I could get a job. It would be tough holding down a job while in school, on top of the fact that Jah wouldn’t want that for me, but I had to do something. The three hundred thousand dollars I was able to take from the safe before the police seized our home wouldn’t last forever. Shit was rocky in the streets as well. If money didn’t continue to flow in... I shuddered at the thought, but I had to take one thing at a time.

Forcing myself back into focus, I stared down at the stick.

A gasp escaped my lips before I could process what I was seeing.

Two parallel lines.

“Shit!”

The past six months came barreling back at me. Quentin was able to get Jah out on an ankle bracelet after his arrest. They had him and Shook on drug and gun charges, along with bullshit charges of assaulting a police officer. Quentin was able to argue down the officer assault charge by questioning the bodycam footage, which was inconclusive. 

While Jah was on the bracelet, he and Winnie stayed at his mother’s house but she didn’t like me, so she said I couldn’t come. Jah put me up in an Airbnb and had Lem and Boom keep eyes on me since Shook was in a similar predicament. Shook stayed at one of him and Jah’s uncle Tony’s houses. Their uncle was an OG who taught them the game. Jah would have stayed in one of Uncle Tony’s houses too, but he was paranoid about having Winnie around any potential street shit. Not that Uncle Tony moved sloppy, but still. Jah felt safer with his mother. 

Feelings of isolation consumed me while staying in the Airbnb by myself, but I visited Jah whenever his mother was at work. My aunt would take Winnie, and Jah and I were able to spend time together, planning our future and making love.

That future was temporarily postponed now, but we had bigger fish to fry.

Jamika knocked on the bathroom door. “You good? Don’t tell me it’s positive, Amina.”

I stared at the door, not wanting to answer at first, but at the same time, I knew I couldn’t run from my troubles.

I opened the bathroom door and let my cousin in. “See for yourself.”
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I went to the prison to visit Jah. I needed to tell him the news and get his instructions on how we should move from here.

I was nervous as all get-out as I went through the metal detectors and pat-down in preparation for seeing my man. How would he take it? I couldn’t hide it from him. I planned to visit Jah every week and sooner or later I would start showing. 

I swallowed a lump in my throat at the thought that Jah wouldn’t get to spend our child’s first few years with him or her. It was nobody’s fault but mine.

Why didn’t I just listen that day?

Something within me snapped. It was time out for crying and moping. Shit was about to shake. A solution would come soon, I knew it. Right now we just had to get through this hurdle.

I waited almost twenty minutes for Jah to emerge with the other inmates. 

It felt wrong to see him walking out with his orange jumpsuit.

I took note of the fact that nobody came to see Shook. 

Damn. I should have said I was coming to see both of them. Was that allowed? I contemplated it as Jah greeted me with a small smile, then we shared a hug.

“How are you feeling?” he asked, when those should have been the first words out of my mouth.

I stared at him until he understood I had something to tell him.

He sighed and sat. “Spit it out.”

I obeyed, sitting next to him, then blurting the words, “I’m pregnant.”

Complete silence fell between us, to the point where I thought Jah hadn’t heard what I said.

That was, until I gained the bravery to look over at his face. He bore a stony expression which betrayed no clues, but as my gaze trailed downward, I noted the balled fists and veins popping out of his forearms. 

I broke the silence. “Jah, we’re gonna be fine.”

“Here’s what we’re gonna do,” he said, as if he hadn’t heard my feeble attempt at consoling him. He turned to stare into my eyes. “You’re going to close out your account with the Airbnb. Go to my mother’s house and tell her the situation. She’ll take care of you and make sure you’re straight while I figure out how to handle the street side from in here.”

I shook my head. “That’s not going to work, babe. Your mother hates me. She wouldn’t even let me stay with her while you were living there on the bracelet. What makes you think she will let me in when you’re not there? I would be better off asking my parents for help, and you already know how that’s gonna go.”

My parents cut me off at age eighteen when I chose a life with Jah against their wishes. We met when I was a senior in high school. The first time they met Jah, they shunned him, but I was already head over heels. They tried to force us apart, but I kept sneaking out to see him, until they gave me an ultimatum: stop seeing Jah or get out of their house. I had been living with Jah ever since, and they hadn’t breathed a word to me or laid eyes on me. They didn’t even come to my graduation. My heart hurt like hell, but my aunt said they had framed copies of the pictures she ordered hanging on their wall. Shit didn’t make sense, but I had no time to dwell on that now.

“Let me handle my mother,” Jah was saying. “Go there today. I don’t want you out there vulnerable while you’re carrying my seed.”

I sat there in defiant silence, not because I didn’t want to listen to my man but because I had no idea how I would deal with nine whole months of living with his mother, not to mention the additional time I would have to spend there after the baby was born.

Jah gently grabbed my hand. The heat from his touch soothed me, but also turned me on. I blinked back a tear and faced him.

His honey brown eyes bore into mine and I saw a warmth inside them that took my breath away. “It’s gonna be okay baby. For real. Just go to my mom’s house. I wish...” He swallowed and turned away, then blinked a few times himself before turning back to me. “I wish I could be there for you and the baby right now because this isn’t what I wanted for us, but you better believe I’m going full force from inside here to make sure you are okay. Don’t think for a second I’m not. Feel me?”

I knew every word he was speaking was truth. The passion in his eyes and fire in his voice were enough to make me want to bust it wide open on the damn picnic-style table and make another baby just that quick, but I allowed that silly thought to dissipate.

“Okay,” I said instead, in a soft voice.

Jah looked at me like he sensed I was still unsure. He glanced to his right, then his left to make sure no guards were watching, then lifted my chin for a brief kiss.

Warmth spread through me at the taste of his lips, and that fleeting thought I had earlier crept back in but I knew there was no way to have him the way I wanted him in this crowded visiting area. Jah pressed his forehead against mine after our kiss, then slowly pulled away.

We stared at each other for another few moments. I wanted to drink in every crevice of his face and body. Since he was stripped away from me and we barely had access to each other, every moment had to count.

Jah continued his previous train of thought, his mind now back on business. “Amina, I also need you to check in with Smooth.”

Smooth was one of Jah’s soldiers. He ran the locations where Jah’s money was stored and counted. I would visit him first because I did not want to face Jah’s mother.

When I left the prison, I texted the number Jah gave me for Smooth, making sure to say exactly what he told me to. Jah and his boys always spoke in code with one another along with using burner phones to keep their operations under the radar. They were careful to the nth degree, which was why I couldn’t understand how Jah, the ringleader, got caught.

Could someone on the inside have snitched on him?

I couldn’t allow myself to focus on that, but it had been gnawing at the back of my mind lately. If someone did snitch, who was it?

The only ones of Jah’s boys that I knew closely were Boom, Shook, and Lem. Lem was Jah’s day one, so I couldn’t see him doing such a thing. Jah had the utmost respect for Boom, and I couldn’t see him snitching either. Shook was locked up with him, so that left me back to square one. 

I pondered it on the way to the location to meet Smooth. 

When he greeted me, I could tell from his facial expression that he didn’t have good news. “Sorry Ma,” he said. “Shit went south as soon as Jah and Shook went in. I tried everything I could to hold onto our connect, but nobody wants to fuck with us now that those two got wrapped up.”

“Shit!” I stomped at the thought, knowing Jah wouldn’t be happy to hear this. The walls were closing in on us. Something had to give. 

“How’s he holding up?” Smooth asked, and I teared up at the genuine look of concern in his eyes. Then I stopped myself. It was probably pregnancy hormones.

I shook my head. “Him and Shook will hold each other down. Smooth, please do what you can to find us another connect.”

He gave me a look like he was about to explain why that wasn’t possible, but I could no longer face him. I walked away while he stared awkwardly in my direction. This whole situation was getting out of hand.

Little did I know, it was about to get worse.

I made it to Jah’s mother’s house just in time to see Jah’s baby mother Ashlee walking inside.

“What the fuck is this bitch doing here?”

Ashlee hadn’t seen Winnie in over a year, and her visits were sporadic before that. She only came around when she wanted money – Jah had to pay her to spend time with her own daughter. I told him repeatedly
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