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Chapter 1 - Homecoming
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I lived on Holmes Place in North Lynbrook, New York. The town was just five miles from the Queens/Nassau County border separating the City of New York from Long Island though geographically they were one and the same. That didn’t make any difference though as Lynbrook was a world to itself. 

The house I lived in was Ranch-styled on a quiet, dark, and secluded block, much like any other residential street in a suburban community, anywhere else. I enjoyed sitting out on the porch late into a hot summer night reading a book or listening to some music. 

It was Friday, August 13th, 2004 my brother Michael, slowly stepped out of a taxi with a zipper bag in his hands which had many personal belongings. He was dressed in a midnight blue New York Yankees fitted hat along with a blue striped collared shirt. The buttons were undone showing his ivory white t-shirt beneath. Mike also wore matching blue baggy jeans and clean white sneakers. His chin strap and goatee were neatly kept. 

My brother looked around took in the sounds of kids playing and dogs barking in the surrounding streets; it was as if it were a harmony to his ears. I quickly put down a glass of orange juice along with a copy of Machiavelli’s The Prince taking a whiff of the aroma of grilled hamburger meat escaping from the windows. Mike walked up the brick path and I met him at the top of the steps, as he approached the bottom.

“Little brother.” Mike smiled, I sprinted down and gave him a hug. My mother came out the door, relieved at the sight of him.

“Welcome home, Michael” she said softly with tears in her eyes. 

“It’s good to be home.” Mike embraced our mother with a very tight grip. For all of us it seemed longer than a year when he was arrested on August 9th, 2003 for an assault and two other miscellaneous offenses. His life had been put on pause, returning to us exactly as we last saw him over a year ago.

Mike gazed around the kitchen, taking in the subtleties that seemed like luxuries compared to where he had spent the last year and six days.

“So, Core, how are the ladies treating you?” Mike scratched his head. 

“They’re okay, I guess” 

“Ok?” He sat back. “Do you still have a crush on what’s her name...” He kissed his teeth. “Um Mel, Melissa Paducah!” He chuckled, as I snapped at his remark.

“Ah sweetie, Melissa is a lovely girl. I know her mother, Teresa, we play Bingo at the Church on Wednesday nights.” 

“You play Bingo Mom?” Mike laughed. “Are you collecting Social Security now?”

“Michael Joseph Montgomery! I’m 39 years old, but I feel like I’m 100 raising you!” 

Mike took a scoop of his Hamburger Helper, as our mom left the simmering pan on the stove and sat down to join us.

“You never know Ma, maybe you will make a second living off of it. Shit, I thought Monopoly was just a game until I applied the teachings.”

“Watch your mouth.” Mom shot Mike an icy glare, he looked down in a show of acknowledgement and respect. Though Mike always liked to be grand in his mannerisms, he knew Mom was the one who is in charge. 

“The extra hundred dollars I won last week by the way is paying for this lovely meal we are eating tonight.” My mom grabbed a fork full off her plate.

“Kool-Aid and Hamburger Helper” Mike wiped his mouth, “Top notch, Ma.” He smiled and put his hand to her cheek with a gentleness. 

“Well Corey, we are happy to have Mikey home. We do love his sense of humor, don’t we?” 

“I think we are going to have to feed him some biscuits and mashed potatoes tomorrow, cause I’m sure he’s sick of jail meatloaf.” I teased.

He slammed down his fork.  “All of a sudden, you have some balls Corey?”

The doorbell rung and I got up from my seat to see who it was, waving my hands as I headed for the door. 

“Yea, walk away.” His fork clanged against his plate.

“Michael, quit your tough guy antics. If you don’t stop it, I’m going to feed you soap for dinner.” Soon the exchanges became muffled as I opened the door to see my best friend Ricky Moreno standing on my porch with a football in hand. Ricky was like me going into his senior year of high school, not knowing what was in store for him. Ricky and I played football together for three years. Unlike me who rode the bench, Ricky was one of the best running backs in the conference. He rushed for 1,187 yards as a Junior in eight regular season games.  For those who don’t follow the sport, that is quite the feat. As for me, I had no accolades, occasionally I’d get in the game for a few plays. Also, unlike me, Ricky had no problem with the ladies. But despite our differences, we were the best of friends. 

“What’s up bro?” I opened the door. 

He shook my hand and gave me a quick embrace. “Not much man, how are you doing?” Ricky entered. “It smells good, what do you got going on?” Ricky strolled in to the kitchen wearing a white Florida Gators jersey and blue jeans. 

“Some pasta and salad.”

“Who’s that?!” Mike called into the hall as Ricky walked into the kitchen.

“Oh, Ricardito! my Dominican cito. What’s up fool, you still running from guys like me?!”

“Nah Mike, still running guys like you over” Ricky shook his hand, happy to see Mike like the rest of us.

“What’s going with your sister?” Mike wiped his mouth. “I’m fresh out and looking for a new friend...” 

“I don’t think Joanna wouldn’t consort with the likes of you.” Ricky took a piece of bread from one of the dinner plates. “Ya weasel...” He bit into a piece of Italian bread, the stub breaking off in his teeth.

“Hello Ricky.” My mom kissed him on the cheek. “Would you like some pasta?”

“Sure Mom, would love some, thank you.” 

“On a serious note Rick, hook my brother up with one of ya gal pals...” Mike waved his fork. “...This kid needs it.”

“Well I just might be able to do that.” Ricky took his first fork of Cheeseburger Mac Hamburger Helper. 

“Oh really? Mike smirked “Who?”.

Ricky finished chewing his food and made gestures with his hand.  “Melissa” He took a sip of some Grape Kool-Aid.

“Melissa?”

He nodded and swallowed. “I thought that’s what you wanted?”

“Well there you we go.” He slapped my back. “Don’t shit ya pants Corey.” 

Mom slapped down a bar of soap next to Mike’s plate. When it came to girls, I was a nervous wreck. I was always afraid I’d say the wrong thing and I almost always clamed up in the presence of a beautiful woman. I venerated women to an absurd capacity, and yet it was too no avail. Nevertheless, I always prayed for a day I could be as “smooth as silk” with Melissa Paducah, a beauty of Italian descent that stood five-feet six inches with long flowing dark brown hair and green eyes. 

After Ricky devoured his meal, he and I stood outside on the porch with Mike. Mike brought out a pack of Marlboro Red cigarettes and flipped a cigarette into his mouth. He reached into his pocket to grab a hold of his blue Zippo lighter with a flaming 8-ball design. Mike always called that his “lucky lighter”. 

“This may sound hypocritical but don’t ever smoke Corey, no matter what the reason may be.” He propped himself on the railing. “It’s the worst thing you can do to yourself.” His words muffled somewhat by his inhaling and exhaling of the smoke. “I’m not saying you shouldn’t go out with girls and get shitty from time to time. But smoking can fuck up your football career. “His words were interrupted by a white 2001 Ford Thunderbird Supercharger rolling up to the curb. The sound system echoed through the still streets, “7th Chamber” by the Wu-Tang Clan reverberated from the subwoofers. The passenger door swung opened and out came our cousin Shawn screaming Yo! repeatedly with excitement.

Mike stood up to acknowledge him as he charged up the walk with his black t-shirt and gray sweatpants swaying with each step. Shawn had on a pair of black and grey Nikes to add to his look. Shawn kept it simple: crew cut and clean shaven. Despite his average height, he was a stocky dude. He had a way of being intimidating to others but still kept a boyish look to him with his red hair, freckled-fair skin, and baby blue eyes. My mother often referred to Shawn as the “third brother” because we have always been attached at the hip since we were young. He was after all only six months older than Mike. 

“Welcome home brother, we missed you.” Shawn hugged Mike.

“Happy to see you too Terror.” 

“Corey, what’s up little bro?” Shawn looked up at me on the porch.

“What’s up big brother, how are you?” 

“Lovely, just gonna take our brother out for a night, to celebrate his release from the New York State Criminal Justice System. What are you up to tonight?” 

“I...”

Mike interrupted. “Let him be, he’s going to see a girly” 

“You have a girlfriend, Corey? Shawn smirked and tipped his head at me. “Is she cute?” 

“I’ll tell ya about it later.” Mike placed his hand on Shawn’s shoulder.

“Well good luck then, little brother.” 

Mike and Shawn turned towards the car, making their way down the steps.

“Dem Rep, ya heard. Ghost is free!” The faint cheers of their running mates Marcus “Slick” Diaz and Jerome “Numerals” McDonald were heard from the backseat. Shawn gave Mike the honor of riding shotgun.

Ricky and I started our walk towards Greis Park, a recreational sprawl composed of baseball fields and basketball courts. The combination of twilight and streetlights recently powered on gave us just enough illumination to throw the football around as we walked. It was great, the simple activity of catching and throwing the ball, it took my mind out of the impending battle. I felt like the Spartans in the face of the Persian Empire. As my heartbeat raced from a nervous excitement, I couldn’t help but also feel a sense of determination; the dream was becoming a reality. 

“You going to handle ya business, right?” Ricky walked ahead with the football tucked tight against his sweatshirt. 

“Yea man, I got it” I continued to look down at the crevices in the granite of the street. I was looking for little pebbles and stones to kick to quell my nerves. It was an ironic nervous comfort. I enjoyed my moments that led up to the moment. At the same time, I was filled with dread. A part of me wanted to fake sick and go home but then when I laid in my bed tonight, I’d think about what could have been. We only get one life and when my time came to go before The Lord, I wouldn’t want to have any regrets. 

I surged ahead of Ricky while he was practicing his juke moves and stiff arms in the middle of Horton Avenue. He himself was imagining being on a different battlefield: the football field. 

“Woah, woah Corey, easy guy, chillax a bit.” Ricky grabbed my shoulder and slowed me down.

“I’m good man” I shrugged off his hand.

“You see Corey, that’s your problem right there, bro. You need to just chill out and not make this a big deal. It’s just a girl.” 

“I am chill man, just let me be.” 

“Just do your thing and not worry about it, alright?” Ricky threw his hands out. “You know Foxy, right?” 

“She was in my Chemistry class, last year, but I never really spoke to her.”

“Well, I’ve been hitting that so I’ll be busy with Samantha and you’ll have plenty of time to do your thing with Melissa.” He lectured with such confidence. As mentioned previously, Ricky had no problem with the ladies. He was smooth, he was sophisticated, and he was charming. Honestly, I could see any Hollywood bombshell eating out of his hand. 

As we came to the traffic light at the intersection of Merrick Road and Horton Avenue, the light turned green and Ricky shouted from behind me.

“Hey Corey, give me a 10 and in!” 

I smiled and ran across the crosswalk and cut in towards the fence, Ricky threw me the ball and I made the catch.

“Touchdown Gators!” Ricky ran across the street and slapped the street sign. I wasn’t a Gator fan though; I have always been a faithful Miami Hurricanes fan. Needless to say, we sometimes we had disagreements over this pivotal subject. 

I stopped, turned sharply, and pressed my two thumbs together while solely raising my index finger and middle finger, forming a U. Commonly Miami Hurricane players made this gesture when they sacked the quarterback or scored a touchdown. 

“Please stop with that corny ass bullshit” 

“Not my fault your goons blew a twenty-three-point lead last time you played us, right?” I flipped the football.

Ricky had skin in the game, he loved the Gators and they were very much a part of him as much as anything else.

“Ok Core, they’re going to be on the baseball field.” Ricky led the way as we passed by a firehouse on our left until we were met by a sign that said Horton Avenue Entrance. “They got a couple of treats for us.” 

“Beers?” 

“You bet bro.” He smirked as we walked in and passed the hockey rink on our way to the derelict backstop on the baseball field ahead of us.

Ricky and I traversed the baseball diamond past the pitcher’s mound as we approached, I couldn’t help but look up at the sky and admire the beauty. It was a clear night and the sky was filled with stars. It looked like a masterpiece painting that only a genius could create: only The Lord could create such a wonder. It’s funny when you look up at the heavens, everything that is going on in your life seems so insignificant and simple. 

We heard a whistle. Emerging from the darkness, accented by the field lamps was Samantha followed by Melissa. Samantha had her long auburn-colored hair tied in a bun and down her back. She wore a green tank-top with black leggings and white sneakers. Her eyes seamed to shimmer in the moonlight and her eyes sparkled as she walked over to Ricky with a childish smile and kissed him. Ricky grabbed a handful of her ample backside and pulled her in for a more engaged exchange. Melissa wore her hair down over her white tank top which was tucked into blue jeans. She wore sandals to complement her casual look.

“Well, I see that those two are busy.” She quickly looked at Sam and Ricky making out. “I’ll introduce myself them, I am Melissa.”


I extended my hand and shook hers.

“Corey Montgomery.” I stuttered.



“Oh snap, is your mom named Mary?” 

“Yeah, why?” My nerves coursed with anxiety.

“My mom plays bingo over at the church with her sometimes. Your mom is a nice lady, I met her once or twice.” 

“Thanks, I’m sure your mom is nice too.” 

She laughed and approached me with a can of Keystone Ice beer.

“Want one?” She popped open her can and took a sip. 

“Thanks.”  I took it and followed suit, hoping it would establish a ground level for us to converse from.

“My bad, my bad.” Ricky gasped out of breath. “Sam, Melissa, this is my boy Corey...” He cupped his hand outwards. “...we play football together.” 

“A little late there.” Melissa chuckled. 

As Samantha and I made eye contact for the first time, I felt as if I was reunited with a long-lost friend. There was a haze between us which kept our eyes on each other, it was hard to describe in words, but once I put made eye contact with her it seemed impossible to pull it off her. A curiosity filled Samantha; her eyebrows raised for a brief moment as she extended her hand for me to shake. 

“It’s nice to meet you Corey, you can call me Sam.”

“Or Foxy...” Melissa smirked.

“Either will do...” Sam fixed her hair that was thrown out of sorts by her and Ricky’s vivacious hook-up session. 

“It’s a pleasure to meet you.” 

“I haven’t really seen you around before.” She squinted, fascinated by my very existence. Equally, there was something about her, something unique that made me believe she was someone who was going to become a very important part of my life, for some reason I also could not express.

“What position do you play?” 

“Corey is a skilled Wide Receiver.” Ricky put his hand around the back of my neck.

“Nah, I don’t really play much” 

“Stop.” He dismissed my lack of confidence. “Go run a 15 and post.”

“Uh it’s dark out, Rick I won’t see the ball.” 

“I’ll hit you in the light, don’t sweat it.

“I’m good bro.” 

“Quit being a wuss and show these lovely ladies your skills.” Rick twirled the ball in his hand. Melissa continued to drink her beer and look up at me. I looked at her and then sprinted about fifteen yards and cut across the field. Ricky stepped back and threw me a great ball, the only problem was that it was a bit overthrown, so I had to stretch for it. For you football players out there, that means one thing: you have to dive. I leapt up in to the air and got one hand on it, brought it down, and still managed to keep my balance and land full stride. For some incredulous reason, I had made the best catch in my high school and pick-up game career up until that point, right then and there. 

“Wow!” Sam raised her eyebrows.

“Yea, wow indeed!” Ricky lost his composure and appeared bewildered. “Where has this been?”

I walked back and tossed the ball to Ricky.

“If you make plays like that in practice, you’re going to be a starter no question.” 

Sam put her arms around Ricky. Ricky turned quickly and started to kiss on her again, the two were consumed by each other and soon forgot we were there: it was the perfect opportunity.

“Hey do you want to go over the gazebo?” I asked Melissa. 

“Good idea” She grabbed a few beers and we ventured toward the gazebo. Melissa led and I followed. Minutes later I was sat at one end of the bench and she on the other. Melissa placed a few beers on the bench and popped another open. I fixated on the scoreboard as my nerves began to catch up with me and I looked for a distraction.

For a few moments I wasn’t thinking about what stood in front of me. I was focused on playing football. What if I could actually start? What if I could actually play? Our old coach was obsessed with winning. He had his few players that he always played and that was it. For the most part a lot of the kids like myself who gave their time and effort to the program were rewarded with nothing more than a position on a depth chart. However, this year, we had a new coach. And with that change came new possibilities.

“So, Corey, you play football but I never see you hanging around at the parties with your teammates.” 

“Well I just hang out with Ricky, that’s pretty much it.” I sipped my beer. “Or with my brother, if he’s not locked up...”

“Who’s your brother?” Melissa took another sip of a beer.

“His name is Mike.”

“I don’t know him. How old is he?” 

“He’ll be 20 in November.” 

She smirked “You certainly know how to keep your distance...” 

The gesture caught me off guard. 

“Well, I figure you have a boyfriend and I didn’t want to be disrespectful.” 

“You’re so cute.” She smiled. “Well you’re right I do have a boyfriend, but we are on a break right now.” Melissa sipped on the can. “What about you Corey? You have a girlfriend?” 

“Not at the moment” 

“Why not?” She giggled.

“I don’t know.”

“Well don’t worry I’m sure you’ll meet a nice girl one day.”

There was a voice inside my head that said tell her “you never know it could be her”. But I choked on the sentences. Instead, I stared out once again examining the luminescent hue of Foxy’s long mane of hair. 

“So, Melissa, who is your boyfriend?” 

“His name is Matt, he’s from Oceanside” She held her can of Natural Light.

“How long have you been going out with him?” 

“About three months, but as mentioned we’re on a break now.” 

“Why?” I covered my mouth. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude.” 

She laughed, “No it’s okay. It was more his idea then mine. He felt we were moving too fast.” 

“Oh really? That’s rough.” 

“Yea I really like him.” Her face beamed with infatuation.

“Well, I might not know much about this type of stuff.” I took a full swig of beer to numb out the nerves. “But uhh, if you ever need someone to talk to about this stuff. I know we just met and all, but I’m a good listener.” 

That was my boldest move of the evening and quite possibly my life up to that point: offering to be a friend to the girl.

“Thank you, that’s really sweet of you.” 

Ricky and Sam walked into the gazebo to join us.

“Dukes, we have to get over to Katie’s house, now.” Foxy gasped.

“How could I forget?” Melissa got up and put her empty can down on the bench.

“Pleasure to meet you, Corey. I hope we talk more soon.” When Samantha extended her hand towards me and our fingers touched, I couldn’t forget the look in her eyes, blue and inviting as if there was a universe beneath them.

“Nice to meet you too, Samantha, I hope so as well.” The anxiety left for a moment as we glanced at each other and shared a pleasant smile. Then she and Melissa exited the gazebo.

“Melissa...” 

“Yeah?” She turned around.

“Don’t you want to take my number? In case you ever wanted to talk, or maybe we can hang out one day at lunch during school or something.” I breathed heavily under my sedated words.

“Yea no doubt.” She handed me her Nokia phone. “Put it in there.” 

My eyes focused on the screen and making sure every stroke of the keypad was perfect so she had my number, I didn’t want to miss the chance. 

“Okay, give me a call if you need to talk or anything.” I handed the phone back to her, nearly dropping it as my hand fidgeted.

She took the phone and pressed it twice, soon a message arrived at my phone as the cell phone flashed for a moment to acknowledge it.

“Thank you, there’s mine.” 

“We’ll see y’all later.” 

My eyes wandered to Foxy, the way she said y’all. It didn’t sound like someone that was from around this neck of the woods. 

“Peace out.” Ricky waved his hand and watched as they walked for a moment, chugging his can before he wiped his mouth. “There ya go boy!” He rubbed my head and shoved me playfully. “There ya fucking go!”
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Chapter 2 – Brothers and Sons
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Ricky and I left the park through a hole in the fence, cutting through the drive-thru of a Wendy’s before we emerged on Merrick Road, heading towards the center of town. Cars whizzed by as we wandered in no particular direction. Ricky pulled out his headphones which split in to two different earbuds. 

“Shall we?”

I plucked at the gummy blue headphone and put it into my ear. Ricky opened up a blue Discman player and slid a CD into it, its reflection sparkling under a passing streetlight. Pardon Me by Incubus started to play. 

As we crossed over Wilson Avenue, we looked in to the parking lot of Taco Bell to see Sniper’s car parked in the lot. Sniper and Numeralz were standing by the car, taking drags of their Newports. Both men showed little emotion, stoic in their mannerisms and expression. The glass door flung open and Mike stormed out of the building snacking on a burrito with Shawn closely following. Mike launched his half-eaten burrito into the fence, beans and cheese exploding everywhere as he rang out a chorus of profanities. 

“Let’s go see what this is about” Ricky tapped my chest. 

I plucked the earphone from my ear and nodded. We through our hands up to get their attention, they responded in kind. All were sitting on the hood of the Thunderbird with their backs to us. Numeralz was the first to notice entering the parking lot as we went around the bushes that lined the perimeter.

“It’s Little Ghost!”

Mike turned around, his eyes watery and bloodshot. 

“Everything alright big brother?” 

“Nah, Corey, it’s not alright.” He swiped his brow. “I heard there is some Sovereigns runnin’ around here looking for me.”

“Alright well then maybe we should get you home. You know, Ricky, me, you, Shawn and the boys we can all play some N C Double A.” 

“Yea Ghost, fuck it lets grab some 40’s and do that. Little Ghost has a good idea.” Sniper’s voice was filled with encouragement at the notion.

Mike glared at him, displeased with the suggestion.

“Yea, fuck it bro.” Shawn put his hand on Mike’s shoulder. “It’s your first day home, we should hang out as a family. That’s what we all are.” Shawn looked around at all of us. “DEM REP!” He screamed, the other two threw up signs as a response to that.

“That’s my point!” Mike turned to each person. “We are all a family and Lynbrook is our home. Fuck the Sovereigns, Fuck RVC and fuck Marion!” 

“Listen if you want to ride, we got you.” Sniper took a drag of his cigarette. “But we don’t want you going back in the county, when you just got out.” 

“The reason why I was in jail is cause of this motherfucker.” Mike pointed downward.” I say we fuck these losers up!”

“Corey, you down?” Mike looked at me from the corner of his eye. 

“Woah, woah Mike...” Shawn stepped in. “Why you getting your little brother involved?” 

“He’s grown ass man!” Mike looked at both Ricky and myself with ice in his eyes. “He can answer.” He looked reminiscent of Alonzo Harris from Training Day, leaning against the hood of the car and sizing me up. “I know I don’t need to ask him because I know where he is heart is at. But I just want to ask him because I want to hear it.” 

“I got you, bro.” Though my reluctance was very much evident, I always stood shoulder to shoulder and behind Mike. He always had my back and always made sure no one ever picked on me or messed with me otherwise. I was blindly loyal to him, as he was to me. 

“Hop in, little brother.” Mike nodded and ushered me to the car. “Ricardito?” 

Ricky followed me with a slack-jaw expression, perhaps a bit shocked that Mike would recklessly put myself and him by default in such a situation. But I knew how this all worked, Mike wouldn’t let anything happen to us.

“It’s straight...” I looked at him to reassure him. Numeralz opened the door and pulled up the seat so Ricky and I could get in. Shawn shook his head at Mike with disgust, as we jumped in last.

“What?!” Mike threw his hands out. “He has his brother’s back, there isn’t loyalty like that anymore.” 

“You missed the point, Ghost.” Shawn retorted.

The car sped out of the parking lot on to the streets of Lynbrook. Sniper wheeled with one hand on the steering wheel and the other hand out the window with a lit cigarette. Mike sat up front on Shawn’s cell phone. “It’s a shame, Slick and Tripz had to bounce.” He pressed the phone to his ear as he dialed old friends and acquaintances who were involved with Dem Rep before Mike was arrested. Their first engagement with him since his release, if they even knew that he was out was another call to arms. Surely, Mike would have gotten it by then, but he didn’t.

Numeralz both sat by the windows, as Ricky and I were in the middle, squeezed together and flanked by Shawn on the other side, who wreaked of wet dog and sweat. The car made a turn on to Charles Street and to my horror we saw a group of ten to fifteen wearing black and white congregated in the parking lot of a Window factory which had been closed for the evening. 

“There’s that motherfucker right there.” Mike glared out the window and looked back to us. “Alright well here is the game plan. There is six of us, they got about fifteen heads. I got some dudes coming from Valley Stream and I got a couple of the boys from back in the day down to ride. We’ll drop the whips and post up a couple of blocks away, then we’ll fuck these bitches up.” 

And just like that, the stage was set for an epic showdown between the Street Sovereigns and Dem Rep. In a matter of minutes, the cars were parked in a vacant lot on Peninsula Blvd. Tactically, this served as a convenient rendezvous point to make a swift exit undetected. The environment become more animated when Mike drew attention to himself as he called a sea of green bandanas to surround him. There must have been about twenty members of Dem Rep present. Many reminisced about moments shared years back as they puffed on their cigarettes. The majority were confident, unshaken at the prospect of what might happen. Ricky and I stood firm but we were shaking underneath the calm surface.

As we made a right on to Remsen Street, my adrenaline began to build even more with each step that we took. It was similar to the emotions of when I was walking to meet Melissa. Excited and nervous at the same time. I couldn’t help but stare at the passing cars on Peninsula Blvd. The drivers and passengers likely unable to see us in the midst of the darkness and the trees that lined the road. They were unaware, driving home from work, driving to work or maybe driving just to get away. I was hoping I could get away too. I was thinking of Melissa, hoping that I’d get to see her again before school started. Hoping that she wouldn’t read about me in the papers. Hoping the nice guy that she believed she met, didn’t turn out to be a ruffian arrested for hanging out with a bunch of gangbangers. We followed Mike who led the way. Numeralz and Sniper to his right, myself and Ricky to his left.  Eight more us. I could see the illumination of the streetlights of Merrick Road ahead. 

We turned the corner swiftly and continued through the parking lot of the window factory. We halted as we intersected the group of Sovereigns. I looked around and counted the numbers, there were eight of them. All were bold and proud, audaciously clad in black, some rocking bandanas over their foreheads.  

“Welcome home, Ghost.” Emerging from the crowd was a tall and thin built male with earing in both his ears. He too wore a black bandana over his forehead accenting his flip-top cut. Dressed in similar regalia to Mike, the character wore baggy black sweatpants and a white t-shirt with a gold chain. His face drowned in smoke from a lit cigarette he puffed on.  

“I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Yea that’s cause you a man-crush on me, we know Truck.” Mike jeered.  

The whole group broke out in laughter, myself included. As these two old foes sized each other up, I couldn’t help but look across the street at these group of four girls looking on. There was a taller one, about 5’5, wearing a brown leather coat with silky black hair falling up on it, both of which glowed in the moonlight; she was absolutely breathtaking. 

The best part of it was that she was staring right at me. I looked back at her and smiled; she did the same. Even though she was wearing blue jeans and brown boots, my imagination couldn’t help but run wild with what it all looked like underneath. 

“So, what are we going to do about this Ghost? You going to throw a sheet over your head and haunt our town?” 

“Nah, here’s what we going to do.” Mike whistled and the other group of 10 led by Shawn emerged from the darkness and surrounded the invaders. The collective lost all their courage, it was clearly spelt across their face. 

Shawn and Mike led the charge. Needless to say, it was tactical brilliance. I ran and in followed the crowd. Dem Rep got the upper hand quick as I saw Shawn throw their “Number 2” PJ in to a dumpster, followed by a flurry of kicks and stomps. Mike already had Truck on the floor and then smashed a bottle over Truck’s head. His hair was soaked with blood and riddled with shards of glass. Truck covered up as a last-ditch attempt to absorb the punishment Mike was relentless to deal. As I surveyed the bedlam, I saw Ricky land a solid cross to one of the smaller adversaries. I hurried and picked up a baking pan that was laying on the ground next to me and made me way toward my brother, cousin and friend. 

“Get him!” Three Sovereigns came rushing down the street from behind us. It seemed that they were planning an ambush of their own. I ran into the crowd, three brave men who tried to aid their fallen comrades were met by Numeralz, Slick, and Sniper. I was confused and I peered on looking to avoid any form of conflict. I tightly gripped the baking pan for what I thought would be a safe measure.

One of the fallen Sovereigns rose to their feet and charged at me. As a reflex, I smashed the baking pan over his head. The force of the impact caused the pan to bend to the contours of the adversary’s skull. He fell to the ground immediately. 

“That’s what’s up Corey!” Mike cheered and gave the retreat signal as we heard sirens approaching in the distance. There on the ground lay eleven severely beaten Sovereigns. The fight was over in less than five minutes, but there was enough carnage there to last for days. As the sirens rang in the distance, we sprinted back to the cars and scattered into the night before anyone could get a trace on us. 
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Chapter 3 – The Morning After
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I woke up the next morning to the sun shining on my face as I was jostled from my sleep. When I opened my eyes, I saw my brother Mike standing over me dressed in a white New York Giants jersey and blue basketball shorts. Mike wore a cream New York Yankees fitted hat and his signature white sneakers. He stood at the foot of my bed with a football tucked in his hand.

“Good morning, little brother.” 

“What’s up?” I yawned.

“I was thinking I could take us over to the Brookvale for breakfast...” Mike twirled the football. “And then we could throw the ball around to get you ready for the season.”

“That’s nice of you dude, but I got money saved up.” 

“Listen, Corey I ran that fool’s pocket last night.” He smirked. “He had three hundred bucks on him”

“What?!” I rose with alarm.

“Mike, you’re going to get charged with robbery. Just let me spot us...” Mike placed his arm on my shoulder. 

“How is he going to file a robbery charge, when I left his four bags of marijuana and his wallet with him?” Mike smiled from ear to ear. “Besides, I only have fifty bucks on me anyhow and it’s not like his bills are marked, right?”

I was stunned; I am not supposed to support criminal behavior but I couldn’t help but admire the tact and strategy.

“What time is it?”

“Time for you to get up.” He chuckled. “Get whatever you want at the diner alright? It’s my second day home, I just want to spend some time with my little brother that I missed a lot. The little brother that had my back last night and SMASHED A BAKING PAN over some kids head!” 

“He charged at me what was I supposed to do?” 

“You did what you had to do.” Mike gave me a nod of respect. “And you had your brother’s back.” Mike got off the bed. “Grab a shower, get some clothes on, and let’s go man, its ten-o-clock already.” He threw the football up in the air and caught it as he walked down the hall. “In the county, we were up at 5:30 every day.” 

About forty minutes later Mike and I were on our way. 

“Ah man, I’m starving. I can’t wait to get some grub at the Brookvale, it’s been too long.” Mike’s excitement was ripe.

“What are you going to get?” 

“That’s a good question, I was thinking about that the whole time we were walking. I’m thinking I’ll get the deluxe eggs platter with the home fries, juice, coffee and a glass of chocolate milk to start.” 

“To start?” I raised my eyebrows.

“Listen Corey, I haven’t had a good meal other than last night in a long time. I’m going to dine the fuck out bro.” He threw the ball up. “So how, we looking this year?”

“I couldn’t tell you since I was riding the bench all season last year.” 

“That’s the problem right there, little brother, you’re not even giving yourself a chance.” He threw the ball to me and I caught it.

“Well, what’s going to be different?” I tossed the ball back to him.

“Today is a new day, whatever changes you want to make in your life begin with you and end with you. You like that Melissa chick, Go get her!” He threw the ball to me again and threw his arms out. “You want to play football? Get to it and don’t let no one else tell you it can’t happen.”

“With God all things are possible.”

“We don’t have to take it that far.” Mike paused and shook his head at me. “I don’t believe in Him.” 

“But Mike, I prayed for you...”

“Dude, stop!” He put his hands up. “When you are locked up in the pen and you have all day and night to reflect, you’ll come to realize that God isn’t there with you, you are on your own.” 

“And when you were away how did Mom and I cope?” My nose wrinkled. “We prayed.” I raised my voice in response. “You may not see it now, but one day I pray you will. He was always there and will always be there.” 

“If you feel that passionate about it...” He laughed for a moment and rolled his eyes, as we continued on until we finally arrived at the Brookvale Diner. A local treasure to residents of Lynbrook, Malverne, and North Valley Stream. The best food you can eat in the area hands down. 

We didn’t speak again until the two of us were sat in a window booth after we had ordered our breakfasts. 

“Look Corey, we’ll just have to disagree about God. If you believe in him that’s wonderful and I hope you’re right. But I just don’t see it, I’m sorry.”

“I just pray you figure it out one day, He’ll change your life. He can make zero in to a hundred and can make any loser a winner.” I looked out the window and admired the blue sky and sunshine. “He transforms lives and people daily.” I couldn’t help but reflect on everything that has transpired over the past twenty-four hours as I took my first sip of Vanilla Coke, the bubbles cascaded into the back of my throat and relieved the scratchiness.  

“Right, if I need a new car, I know who to go to.” He teased as he took a sip of coffee, his eyes bulged with delight. “Damn that’s good, it’s not that mud shit in Nassau.” He continued to sip. “Sorry.” He wiped his mouth. “So, how did your date go with Melissa?”

“It wasn’t a date.”

“I know.” He smirked and immersed himself in his coffee. “You get her number?”

“Actually, I did.” I smiled.

“Nice!” Mike put out his fist for me to pound, I tapped it.

“You see Corey, things are looking up for you already.” Mike looked out the window at The Trestle Billiards Hall as he held his coffee.

“Yeah, but she has a boyfriend.”

Mike placed his cup down. “So what?” 

“That means she’s not interested.” 

“Yea Bullshit, Corey.” Mike chuckled. “Women say that sometimes to gauge your interest and if that’s not the case then who says she is faithful?” 

“Yea but why would I want to date her, if she isn’t?” 

“You were always a wise man.” He nodded and took another sip of coffee. “So, what did you say when she said she had a boyfriend?” 

A woman in a white shirt and red bow tie arrived with her breakfasts, setting them both on the table.

“Thank you, Ma’am.” Mike nodded.

“Thank you.” I smiled at her, as well.

She spun her circular tray back in her hand and popped a bubble between her lips, as she walked away.

“Well she told me they were on a break but it was more him than her that wanted it.” I grabbed the pepper and sprinkled some over my eggs. “And I said if you want to talk about it, I’m here.” I passed the glass canister with a meniscus of black and white grains half-way up over to Mike.”

“Okay...” He sprinkled some pepper on his eggs and swiped his hands once. “If she is on a break with him, it’s for a reason and if he can’t man up and appreciate what he has, then you can.” Mike dug in to his home fries and wiped his mouth. “Let me tell you something Corey, sometimes in this world the things we want the most, we have to do what we have to do to get them. You can’t always worry about the next guy because the next guy could be trying to take what could be yours.” He threw his napkin down. “Your chance may never come if you wait in line.” 

“She is hooked on this other guy.” 

“Here is what you do.” He reached for a bottle of ketchup and rolled some across his plate. “Call her up or text her and ask her if she wants to hang out and go get a...” Mike looked at his coffee cup. “Cup of coffee or something; nothing over the top.” 

“Wouldn’t that make it obvious?”

“Well, yeah.” He snickered. “But that’s not the point. Sure, it shows intention but you can see if you really like her and where she stands with this guy.” 

“I’ll give it a whirl.” I cut my sausage.

“And don’t be afraid to talk to other chicks Corey.” Mike slammed his fork down as he emphasized this instruction. “Keeping your options open is a good thing.” Mike ripped off a piece of toast and swam it through his egg yolk.

I smiled and thought about that girl I saw last night before everything went down.

“During the fight, I looked across the street and I saw these four girls watching the whole thing go down. And one of them was this really hot. She was like five-five, she had long black hair, it was really wavy and shiny and it went well with her leather coat.”

“Wait a minute.” Mike looked up at me with a sense of urgency “I didn’t see that.”  

“Don’t worry about it, they didn’t seem interested.”

“Ight, ight...” He wiped his mouth and settled. “So, she had a nice ass and a rocking’ body?”  

“She had nice hips.” 

“Ok well that’s looking good then, if she has nice hips, she has a nice ass. Ass is important on a woman; it gives them shape.” He looked over at the ketchup bottle again and admired the curvatures of the bottle. “And legs are good too. My old-girl she used to look amazing in a tank top and them velvet joggers that every girl is trying to have.” Mike dipped a home fry into the puddle of ketchup on the left corner of his plate. “Find one like that.” 

“You have a great way to describe a woman...” I shook my head.

“I am not trying to objectify them; I am only speaking into the aesthetics...” He chewed on his toast.

I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t know you had an ex-girlfriend, either...” 

“Really?” Mike seemed visibly amazed that I couldn’t recall this.

“It was back in the day when we were living in Rockville Centre.” Mike stabbed into his sausage.

“What was her name?” 

He shrugged his shoulders. “It doesn’t matter now, she’s gone.” 

“But what happened?”  

“Damn, Corey are you a friggin detective?” He took a jam from the black holder on the end of table placed just in front of the menus and sugar jar. “I’d rather not get in to it.” Mike looked away with a look of regret spelled across his face.

“Alright bro, if you ever want to tell me...” 

“I know Corey, thanks.” Mike put the half-crushed packet of orange marmalade on the table in front of me.

“Let’s get out of here.” Mike threw down his napkin and made his way to the counter to pay the check. I followed him out into the sunshine, nearly comatose from all the food we had ingested. There wasn’t much said as we walked down the tree-lined street past Westwood Train Station.

“Shit Corey, I’m full. How about we run routes later?” Mike stopped to stretch his arms. “Why don’t we go home and play some college football on the PlayStation as a warm up?” 

“Yea, I’m stuffed too man, let’s go.”  

“But I do love Westwood and it’s a beautiful day.” He paused and glanced around at the oak tree whose leaves danced over the breeze in the glowing green grass. “How about we stop for a sec and have a smoke?” 

“Sure, but I don’t smoke, remember?” 

Mike pulled out a pack of Marlboros and offered me a cigarette.

“Take one.” Mike ordered. “Let’s get it out of the way. You have your first cigarette with me that way you don’t try some skunk at some stupid party, alright?”

I took a cigarette and placed the filter tip between my lips.

“Don’t make this a habit though.” Mike pulled out his Zippo and lit my cigarette before lighting his after me.

He took his first drag and I followed, the smoke was coarse against my lungs and I nearly coughed but maintained my composure.

“So how did this whole thing get started with you and that Truck guy anyway?” 

He spat then puffed again. “Come on Corey, you know that motherfucker snitched me out.”

“Yeah but how do you go from being best friends with someone to just snitching them out?”

“Not everyone is like you little brother, some people have no heart; they have no balls.” He flicked some ash from his cigarette. “They talk big when they playing Grand Theft Auto but when shit gets real, they fold. “

“Yea but Ricky is my best friend and I’d never rat him out, no matter what.” 

“And you should have change that.” Mike pointed at me.

I nodded as I looked towards the parking lot of the Malverne side of Westwood. I gazed at the green of the trees and the pastoral field in the center of the park. My eyes ventured to the basketball court with chain link baskets hidden beneath several oak trees. The beauty of this simple train station made it an everyday hidden gem. Westwood was a cozy serene setting and I often found myself thinking most effectively here. Westwood was my piece of the Earth where I could go to get away from my problems. No matter what troubles stalked me, they had always lost my scent when I was there.
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Chapter 4 - Melissa
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I didn’t wait long to text Melissa. The following morning, I reached out to her and to my delight she replied fairly quickly. My eyes were more glued to the screen of my cell phone, distracting me from a round of video games with my brother. Mike knew what was going on but didn’t say anything, he just took advantage of the fact I wasn’t on my game. Our game of college football dragged out for over an hour, when it should have been a quick thirty minutes due to my consistent pausing and sneaking off to the bathroom to check my phone. The conversation had momentum but then it stagnated, I was wired. My pulse was thread-like, my heart thumped awaiting the fix I would get when a new message came in from Melissa. 

The cold water splashed over my face as I ran it over my buzzed hair. I wiped my cheeks and stepped out from the bathroom to find Ricky sitting in my place in the living room.

“Yo!” Ricky smirked; Mike joined him in an inquisitive smile. “Since you were taking so long, I hope you don’t mind if I took over.” His eyes shifted to the screen of the television. “Got to get a win for the old Orange and Blue.” He shook out the sleeve of his blue Florida Gator jersey, the number 1 glistened in white.

“Please tell me when is the last time the Gators did shit?” Mike teased.

“1996” Ricky pressed the button and flicked the joystick of the PS2 controller.

“Do me a solid and don’t fucking tell me how you always beat the Bulldogs because they suck. Georgia fans are a bunch of scoundrels.” 

“What’s your problem with Dawg fans, Big Brother?” I chimed in.

“I think I can answer that one.” Ricky chuckled and shook his head. “Damn cult.” “So, Corey what’s the deal, you getting with Melissa?” Ricky paused the game and reclined against the couch. “Mike was telling me that you were obsessing over your phone.”

“I was just texting her now, I’m about to ask her if she wants to chill.” 

“I thought, I taught this kid well.” Mike chuckled and it prompted a scowl from me.

“No need, we’re chillin with Foxy and Dukes later.” 

“Awesome.” I turned my head towards my brother. “Do you want to come along?” 

“I got to go take care of some shit with Shawn.” Mike smirked. “But I’ll offer you moral support with your girlfriend, if you need me.” 

Mike and Ricky both shared a laugh and slapped five. After a round robin of college football, the three of us finally headed in to town. We strolled on to Atlantic Avenue, the main drag of Lynbrook and central gathering place for many high school kids to wander about on a weekend evening. There was a movie theatre, a pizzeria, ice cream shop and an Italian restaurant to name a few of the local amenities. As we passed a canopied tunnel to the parking lot, Samantha sped out and attacked Ricky with a huge hug, jumping on him in the process. Samantha was wearing black bike shorts and a white tank top, her chiseled legs nestled under smooth fair skin. Her long auburn hair flew wild in her movements.

Even though Melissa was front and center in my mind, I found myself noticing Foxy more than before. She moved with a quiet grace—even in the midst of all this chaos—that made her stand out, I couldn’t help it but think that Foxy was also extraordinarily attractive. She was a girl next door and it seemed as though she sold herself short, her lack of self-esteem was apparent in her very body language. Though Foxy was doing her best to fit in, she didn’t. She was clearly a quiet girl that rolled with a loud crowd. 

“Didn’t know he got it like that.” Mike pulled out a cigarette and lit it up. “Take notes, Core.” He took his first drag. “Who is that?”

“Sam...” I watched her kiss Ricky. “Ricky’s girlfriend.”

“Thanks, I couldn’t have figured that one out.” He teased, turning back abruptly at as another car’s speakers were blasting out Move Ya Body by Nina Sky, though we were in the middle of the walkway, the volume was loud enough from the street.

Down the path, Melissa waved at me with her beaming smile. Her skin glowed under a blue polo shirt with black jeans and white sneakers. The friend that accompanied came out sporting similar attire only wearing a red Lynbrook Cheerleading t-shirt instead. She had brown hair and green eyes accented by freckles, a bit shorter than both Sam and Melissa. 

“You boys got champagne taste with beer money.” Mike exhaled some smoke and continued with the gags. “Good for you guys.” He patted my shoulder.

“This is our friend, Katie.” Melissa opened her hands toward the direction of her companion.

“Nice to meet you.” I put my hand around Mike’s back. “This is my brother, Mike.” 

Mike nodded and flicked his cigarette. “I’ve heard a lot of great things.” 

Melissa bantered. “Oh yea, like what?”

Mike looked over at me and cracked a smile.

“I have heard things about you too.” Katie’s voice entered the conversation, bringing the light-hearted discourse to a halt. “Aren’t you a felon?” 

The discussion fell silent as all the parties awkwardly looked at passing cars.

“Depends on who you ask.” 

“Like who?” Katie raised her eyebrows.

“Doesn’t matter, I heard you were a bit of a public disturbance.” Mike countered with a wry smile, completely composed and confident.

“You’re funny.” Katie jeered.

“Hey Fox, did you meet Corey’s brother?” Melissa adjusted the collar of her shirt.

“It seems, he is also quite the comedian.” Katie stared hard at Mike.

“I am afraid, I haven’t.” Sam let go of Ricky’s hand and extended her hand with a big smile across her face. Even when she wasn’t trying, she exuded a grace and class that was all her own. “I am Samantha, it’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“The pleasure is all mine, gal.” Mike took his hand and looked over at me for a moment and then back to her. “I detect an accent.” 

I thought I heard it the first time I met her but as afraid to inquire, Mike however was never afraid to speak what he thought.
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