Smoke and Mirrors

Marcus slouched low in the Italian leather office chair, and swayed idly behind his desk, lost in thought. The memory of a previous night floated around in the confines of his mind, and his palms tingled as he remembered how she felt locked in his arms.

Even ensconced in a scratchy blanket, her heat and scent had permeated his senses, and he reflexively tightened his hold on her. She felt small in his arms, and for a brief second he wondered if he was hurting her by his tight grip.

“Marcus I....” she began.

“Shhh.” 

He had expected her protest. Knew that she would try to push him away. But yet, still, he forged on.

“But...” she kept on.

“Just let me have this Marissa.” he said as he fought back his emotions and gave in to his selfish need. “Just let me have this moment.”

He felt her stiffen in his arms, and he buried his face in her hair to hide the smile that played upon his full lips. He had gotten the reaction he was hoping for by using her real name, and not the nickname he was used to calling her by. 

He was reveling in the small triumph when she unexpectantly said, “Okay” and wrapped her arms around his torso.

He bit back the groan of gratification that surged up from the back of his throat, and with sheer force of will, managed to keep the pressure of his hold on her the same. What he really wanted to do was to tip her face up to his and slam his mouth down on hers, letting her feel the pent up lust and frustration he had been holding at bay since she walked into his living room a few months ago.

He had stood there, buzzing with excitement, while still maintaining the cool and calm persona he had honed throughout the years. He had watched her. Letting his gaze roam slowly and freely as she explained her reasons for coming to see him. He saw and accepted the hatred in her eyes, and even though he knew that he was going to have to see it someday, it was still an unexpected blow. 
That night in his bedroom would always hang between them like a bad omen. Apologies could not make up for what he had done to her. He could’ve blamed the whole thing on the anger, grief and frustration he was going through after Malcolm’s death. But the look in her eyes after he had violently ripped away her innocence and immature womanhood, told him that on that night she too had died. 
The only difference with her death and Malcolm’s was that she was still alive, but dead on the inside. After she had smashed his bedside lamp on his head, and scampered out of his window like the devil was after her, he had sat on the bed and let the blood from the cut on his head mingle with the blood of her lost innocence. Blood for blood. 
It seemed like justice at the time. He sat there for a long time before he got up to clean his wound, and put the bed sheets in the washing machine. He explained away his injury to his family when they came back from the service for Malcolm, telling them that a game of basketball got a little bit too rough on the neighborhood court. 
He didn’t sleep that night; couldn’t even if he had tried.  He kept remembering the sound of her voice begging and crying for him to stop his savage assault.

It wasn’t supposed to happen like that. He had loved her. He wanted her first time to be perfect and as painless as he could make it for her. But that dream had turned into a nightmare. One that he had to live with until the end of his days. Even if he never told anyone about what he had done, he would still be labeled as a rapist...by Marissa and by himself.
That thought had sent him running to the bathroom to empty the bile and disgust that had risen up in him. Kneeling in front of the toilet bowl that night he made an oath to himself. He was going to get Marissa to forgive him for what he had done to her. How? He had no fucking idea. But even if it took the rest of his life in order to do it, then that was what needed to be done.

The months went by, and as much as he tried to fit into college life, he never really felt like he belonged. His first year was a blur of basketball practices and games, sprinkled with lectures and course assignments. His major was Liberal Arts, and he sustained a just high enough grade point average to not lose the athletic scholarship he was awarded. He felt no incentive to excel in any of his classes, as he thought, along with his coaches, that he was going to go pro after college. Recruiters from some of the best teams around the country had come to see him play in a few games, and there had even been a few signing offers laid out on the table. Marcus felt on top of the world. His popularity on campus was at a peak. Everyone wanted to be around him. Party invitations were endless, as were the list of willing girls who thought it was an honor and privilege to catch his eye or end up in his bed.
But from time to time he had quiet moments, and it was in these cocoons of solitude that his thoughts would always drift on Marissa. Sometimes they were spurred on by someone who looked like her, or if someone would say something she would’ve said. Regret would encase his soul, and as much as he tried to shake the memories off with alcohol, weed and willing women, at the end of the intoxicating high he always came crashing back down to face the pain.
His second year followed along the same path, but at the end of the last game of the season he had tried to block a pass that went too wide, and fractured his ankle in the process. The doctors and coaches seemed optimistic that he would heal fast, and with the therapy sessions be back out on the court in no time, but after the injury he had no interest in going back to his classes or to the mandatory therapy sessions. He felt numb inside. 
He chalked it up to the combination of the prescription pain killers and the weed he was smoking in order to dull the sharp pain in his ankle. But soon his days took on a new routine of sleeping, taking more drugs, eating food with little or no nutritional value, and more sleeping. His coach and the administrators at the college gave him an ultimatum hoping it would steer him back on track, but Marcus had already made up his mind. He knew where his destiny lay, and a few weeks later he packed up his menial belongings and headed back to New York to his parents’ house. 
Seven months after coming home, and sinking into what he now realized was severe  depression, mixed in with a combination of boredom, self-hatred and dead-end jobs, he was approached by a man in a sleek, dark-colored car known only to him as Cougar, who presented an employment opportunity like none other he had ever heard of.
Cougar was a tall, light-skinned, African-American man. His features were sharp and so was his eye-sight, even though he always wore a pair of Oakley sunglasses. Be it bright sunlight or a moonless night, Cougar kept those sunglasses on.  Marcus had once asked him about the reasoning behind his signature look. Cougar’s mouth turned up in a small, grim smile before he said, “If I didn’t have it on, how would you recognize me?”

Marcus busted out in laughter, amused by the fact that Cougar was right. 

From that day forward they formed an edgy alliance. One that was filled with suspicion and a thin line of trust that could’ve disappeared in a heartbeat if the wrong situation ever presented itself. 
Working for Cougar was easy. A package would be delivered to Marcus. In it would be the best street quality drugs on the market. Marcus’s job would be to sell the package as fast as he could, and his payment would be sixty percent of the proceeds from the sales.
Having never sold narcotics before, even though his brother had, he started out slowly. He fished for information from Malcolm’s old friends on where the best corners to sell were, where to get the best foot traffic and who the rival dealers were. 
He knew however, that he couldn’t infringe on their turf, because brother of Malcolm or not, he was still competition. So he started out as a foot soldier for one of the local drug gangs, and after a few weeks he had worked his way up as a runner. This new position made it easy for him to “advertise” his product when a buyer came along, and most times he switched out the gang’s product for his. Soon word got around about the “good shit that Grant boy be selling”, and before long he had a customer base of his own. No surprise that when the gang found out about his double dealing there was bad blood.
But with Cougar’s support, both monetary and physically, he managed to progress to the next level without too many confrontations and with his life still intact. Months went by, and Marcus’s leadership and his following grew. The money came rolling in, and with it new opportunities and a whole lot more trouble.
Cougar seemed pleased with Marcus’s abilities, and soon strategized a plan to take over the street corners of Marcus’s rivals. At first, Marcus was a bit weary of the plan. He felt that there was enough action for everyone to make a profit from. But Cougar it seemed had bigger plans for Marcus’ life and told him so.
“Your destiny was charted out before I even approached you.” Cougar had barked out one night when they were arguing for what seemed like the hundredth time over the issue.
“What the hell you talking about man?” Marcus asked, as a cold hand of uneasiness rose up in him.
“Do you think your life is what it is right now because of fate?” Cougar asked with a bitter laugh. “The bigger players in this game were scoping you out the minute you came back to the area boy. They watched you...very closely. And when they thought the time was right to set you along the path that you walk today I was sent in.”

“What? Bigger players? You mean you don’t run this shit?” Marcus asked as his mind whirled in a hundred directions with unanswered questions.

Cougar let out a bitter laugh. “Boy, you have no idea who you’re dealing with here. Let me break it down for you. There’s God, the Devil and then there’s the Partnership.” he said as he made slashing gestures with his hands to represent the levels.
“What’s the Partnership?”

Cougar made a non-descript sound. “The Partnership is who owns us. God and the Devil may be in control of our souls when we’re dead, but while we’re alive The Partnership is who is in control of us. And that my boy is all I’m going to tell you. When the time comes you’ll know more.”
Marcus was more confused than ever. Was Cougar yanking his chain with this bullshit talk? No one controlled him. He did what he wanted, when he wanted, and if he wanted to, he could even make other people do his bidding. Cougar was probably just trying to throw him off course with all this fuckery. But he could respect the man for trying to have the upper hand. Shit, he did it to most of his underlings all the time. He was always telling them some bullshit to scare them to death, knowing all the while that he was just talking out his ass. So Marcus relented and finally agreed to the plans Cougar had. But yet, still, he had an uneasy feeling about the whole thing.

Weapons were delivered the next day by a UPS delivery man and stashed in his parents’ basement. But as Marcus was signing for the delivery he noticed that the logo on the man’s uniform read UPA. The delivery truck was a familiar brown color, but towards the front where the company’s logo usually was The “S” in the letters “UPS” was backwards. The uneasy feeling that had lingered since his discussion with Cougar the night before suddenly blossomed fiercely into a controlled panic. What exactly had he gotten himself into? Was it even possible for him to pull himself out? From what Cougar had told him, this Partnership, whoever they were, were extremely powerful and not to be fucked with.
Over the next few weeks, under the direction of Cougar, new alliances were formed with small-time street hustlers. Deals were brokered, propositions offered; some accepted, most turned down. In a month’s time Marcus’s small gang of thugs and misfits morphed into a strong hold of over two hundred members. 
The night they went around “taking corners” was still talked about around the neighborhood four years later, albeit in hushed tones. The sidewalks stayed stained red with blood for months after. The NYPD and emergency response personnel were overwhelmed with the carnage they were greeted with at each scene, and the media described the bloodshed as Ripper’s Night.
That night was a turning point for Marcus both personally and professionally. His status in the drug trade rose to new heights. His name was being spoken as far as Guatemala, and soon the South American drug lords were interested in Marcus’s selling skills, and it wasn’t long before he was known throughout the precincts of the NYPD, the FBI, DEA and DHS. They had him under twenty-four hour surveillance, but with Cougar’s help he still managed to sell his drugs and turn huge profits. 
But soon there was too much money and not enough places to hide it or time to spend it. Marcus tried to spend as much as he could on everything that he could, but he was doubling and tripling his profits it seemed every few weeks. The bounty on his head went up too — on the street and in the law enforcement sectors. 
Informants were planted inside his gang, but Marcus had a gift for spotting the posers and they were quickly disposed of, thanks to the vastness of the Hudson River and the garbage dumps of Staten Island. He felt untouchable. He was on top of his game and feared throughout the Tri-state. 
But even though he could buy anything and anyone he wanted, he still felt that something was missing. It wasn’t a tangible thing. But it did have substance in some form. He didn’t know what it was called at the time, but he knew that it was important. And one night while at a club, hanging out with his boys he knew exactly what it was.
Her.

He saw her. 
She was talking and dancing with a shorter, blonde woman. He watched her for a long time, taking in every movement and committing it to memory. She looked almost the same. She had gotten a few more curves throughout the years. Curves that he knew would do a man some good. Would she recognize him if he approached her? How would she react to him? Had she forgiven him for what happened? 
He saw his chance to get his answers when she made her way to the bathrooms. She was about to go through the door when he grabbed onto her arm. Her face went from a look of annoyance from being accosted, to one of pure fear and uneasiness. Marcus felt something tug hard and painful in his chest as he knew he was responsible for that look. But because his boys were behind him, and he had a reputation to protect, he brushed the feeling aside and took on the persona that had made him into the most feared man on the streets.
He leaned down close to her ear. “Looking good Princess.” 
She turned her head away sharply and jerked her arm out of his grasp. She said nothing, but then, she didn’t have to. Her eyes spoke volumes on the hatred and disgust she still felt towards him. She then turned and started to walk away. Something inside him snapped; a burning need to justify himself. He wasn’t the eighteen year old boy she knew, he was now the King of New York, and no one walked away from him.
“What? You think you’re too good to say hello to an old friend?” he heard himself say.

She stopped and her body went rigid. She turned back towards him with a murderous look on her face and slapped him as hard as she could. His face swung to the side, and he let the pain of the contact travel through him; awakening things he long thought were dead inside of him. It was in that moment that he realized what the missing thing in his life was. The memory of himself kneeling in front of the toilet, vowing to make Marissa forgive him for what he had done all those years ago flashed across his mind like a lightening bolt. 
He inhaled sharply as realization struck him deep. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Stringer, one of his boys, reach into his waistband to pull out the 9mm Marcus knew he kept on his person at all times. 

No. No retaliation. What he got he had deserved; even if it barely scratched the surface on what his true punishment should’ve been. Marcus held his hand up in a stop motion and Stringer abruptly obeyed the action. Marissa watched him. Her eyes burned bright with unshed tears.
“It’s alright.” Marcus said as his gazed ran up and down her body. “Shorty and I have history together. Isn’t that right Princess?”

Her fists were balled up at her sides, as her body visibly shook from a combination of what he guessed was fright and rage. 
“Keep your fucking hands off me you rapist.” she said through clenched teeth.
Before Marcus could respond, her short friend appeared with two bouncers from the club in tow.

“Is there a problem here?” one of the bouncers asked glancing from Marcus to Marissa.

Marcus knew Marissa wanted to keep what happened between them buried deep, and admitting to anything would just raise questions she didn’t want asked. He raised a challenging eyebrow at her, signaling that the ball was in her court.

“No problem.” she said giving him one final cold stare. “The gentleman just got a little carried away.”

She then grabbed onto her friend and they hastily exited the club.
Staring at her retreating form, Marcus felt a ball of regret and anger well up furiously inside of him. She didn’t deserve that, he thought to himself. This didn’t go as he saw it in his head before he had approached her. He had expected the fear and surprise that had shown clearly in her eyes, but what he wasn’t prepared for was the disappointment that was mixed in with the other emotions. He had disappointed her, and it was his own fault. He had thought that over the years she would forgive what had transgressed between them. Not forget...never forget, but at least she would forgive him for being a gigantic asshole that fateful night. But looking into her frightened face that night, he knew that she might never grant him that forgiveness. He didn’t blame her. Knowing Marissa, he knew his forgiveness had to be earned. The hard way. The hardest way possible. And as he stood in the club, surrounded by his boys, wearing his expensive clothes and jewelry, he felt as alone and as broken as he had ever felt in all of his years on the Earth.

A few weeks later, after much contemplation, he called up Cougar and arranged a meeting. For the past five years Cougar had been his silent partner, shaping and molding him into the man he had become. Cougar had been the ‘voice of reason’ when Marcus had wanted to get out of the business, and it was Cougar who somehow, always managed to have the inside scoop on what was going down on the streets. To Marcus it felt as if he had gained a new big brother to replace the one that had been snatched away, but at the same time he felt that he didn’t quite know the real Cougar. Hell, Cougar was his street name. It never occurred to Marcus to ask what his real name was. 
He knew Cougar would be surprised and maybe even furious with his decision. But Marcus had reached the point in his life where he needed to focus on setting out what he had vowed to do years earlier. He should’ve started it sooner. But he had gotten distracted, and excited, by the journey his life had been taking him on. The drugs, the money, the power over peoples’ lives, the material things and the women had gotten him on a new path. A path that he no longer wanted to walk. Cougar would just have to understand that.

But on the night of the meeting, as he laid out his mission to Cougar in his pickup, on a darkened dock pier at the Brooklyn Harbor, Marcus was the one in for a great surprise.
