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Never Go Home Again





Word from the Author


 

My novels show life and death as they play out on the streets of urban America. But it was never (nor will it ever be) my intention to have my novels become guidebooks on lawlessness. If I chose to, I could be more detailed about the ways and means for the crimes I describe. But I pick and choose what I want to say and am deliberate in how vague I am about how things get done. I simply paint my characters into a corner with words and show how they react. Besides, I’ve turned too many people on to “hustles” in the past when I was doing dirt. Now that I’ve been blessed to become a successfully published author and my words are received by the masses, I have been given the power to communicate with the people, to have my voice heard and influence people’s thoughts and opinions (sometimes even move them in ways that I’ve never before imagined). With that said, I feel a greater sense of responsibility, not only to myself, but to God and my readers. Many people pursue writing as a career, but few are chosen. I was blessed with a gift to chronicle the street life, what I’ve seen, done, heard, and learned. I truly feel that I didn’t choose the publishing game, the game chose me.

While I was in prison, often I prayed to God, but I never once prayed for money, fame, or power. I prayed for success! In whatever form God deemed me worthy of. For me, success meant getting out of the drug game and once again being around my family. For me, success meant not having to look over my shoulder in fear of the law or some up-and-coming young thug. God granted me that, helping me find myself while I was incarcerated. He showed me just what my greater talent was and blessed me to become an author. I never once asked for it!

Writing came to me at the loneliest time of my life, while I was in prison, during those long, repetitive days and cold nights locked in a cell. At times it gave me a direction when my mind wandered aimlessly. It gave me hope for the future.

I came into this publishing game with blind expectations, with arms open to embrace whatever happened, and to embrace my fellow authors—until I saw how they really were. With the exception of a select few, they’re not as cute or friendly as they appear to be on the back of their book covers. I got into this game misunderstanding how things were supposed to play out. I thought everyone, for example, was supposed to love me. After all, here I was, this kid from the streets who was committing genocide by selling crack to my own people, and now I had gotten myself together and changed what I was doing from destructive to constructive. I thought the responses to that would be positive. But what often came was negativity. Envious eyes cast their gaze upon me. Jealousy reared its evil head. I learned that the literary world is no different than, for example, the music industry. Both are filled with cutthroat people. I discovered something else: when a million people love you, a couple hundred thousand will hate you. Most times for no good reason at all.

People in the literary world have said, “He didn’t pay his dues,” “He’s an overnight success,” etc. Well, I beg to differ. I’ve worked hard for what I got in this business. I spend countless hours alone crafting my novels. I don’t know of any author who’s ever been shot at for selling books. I lived the life I tell about. I’ve lost many things, such as my innocence, and more than that, time, things I can never regain. And to me I’m not a flash in the pan.

A good friend of mine once said, “Shannon, you waited all your life to become a writer.” I didn’t take his comment too well at first, because the majority of my life I didn’t know what I wanted to become. Neither did I know who I was or what I was doing. “No, I didn’t wait all my life to become an author!” I said. He replied, “That’s not what I meant. I mean you used all your life experiences, your lifestyle, to become what you are today, a good author.” Looking at it from that perspective, I agreed with him.

The experience and quality that I bring to my writing can’t be bought, faked, or learned in school. It’s called realness or authenticity. In other words, readers know I know what I know. I ain’t faking it till I make it. I was in the streets seven days a week and three hundred sixty-five days a year. I’m not proud of it either, but I sold drugs in more cities and towns than most people have relatives. My eyes have witnessed a lot of what happens around sex, money, murder, and poverty. And now I’m just like the rap group the LOX: I’m Living Off Xperience.

Through my novels, I invite the readers to journey with me into the streets. Come see what I’ve seen; go where I went, in your mind, from the safety of your living room, bedroom, or office. If you have never been to Baltimore, Philadelphia, or whatever other urban community I choose to write about, let me take you there. Let me show the gritty and grimy undercarriage of society. The side that some in the working class don’t acknowledge or aren’t aware of. With my writing I try to dissuade those who are easily influenced by negativity, who believe all that glitters is gold. The day I stop presenting the “flip side of the game” is the day I ask God to not let me write another word. So know there is a method to my madness. And that I’m in the position I’m in for a reason.

In conclusion, I’d like to thank my fans, the book-buying public, who appreciate my efforts, and even those who don’t.

And to my peers in the literary world: Whatever the rhyme or reason, it’s not that serious. You are not going to heaven just ’cause you wrote a book. Writing is just your job, and hopefully a passion; something (if you are fortunate enough) that pays the bills. You should be grateful to have a job that you love. I know I am. I’ve said this before and I’ll say it again a million more times: “Success doesn’t make you anything, it exposes you to you. Who are you? And what are you?” These are the questions you need to look in the mirror and ask yourself. Ain’t nothing special about me, so I know ain’t nothing special about you. (You do not walk on water or cure lepers.)

If you want to know why or why I am who I am in this genre called hip-hop fiction, just remember this, in the immortal words of rapper artist 50 Cent: “It’s not my plan, it’s God’s plan!”

The kid is truly blessed. Too blessed to be stressed!






IN THE SYSTEM


 






Chapter 1



 

Damn! Corey quietly cursed himself as he sat on the hard wooden holding-cell benches, awaiting his fate. As he stared off into space, his mind was in another world. Or at least he wished he were. Presently, he was confined to a trash-littered bull pen beneath the Bronx Supreme Court that strongly reeked of urine from an unflushed toilet in the back corner. Combine that with the musky mixture of body odor that still lingered from the countless prisoners that had passed through the bowels of the justice system this day and the stench was damn near unbearable.

Just a few short hours ago, this very bull pen had been bursting at the seams with blacks and Hispanics. Some were going to arraignments and preliminary hearings, while others were here for more serious matters, such as sentencing and bail-reduction hearings. Their crimes varied from shoplifting to murder. Corey watched closely with his face pressed between the thick steel bars as the court officers marched defendant after defendant into courtrooms, like cattle being led to the slaughterhouse. Silently he wished each and every man good luck, knowing that whatever their fortune or misfortune was, it could easily be his, when it was his turn to face the judge.

His hopes soared like an eagle whenever a man caught a break or got released. Then they’d plunge faster than the stock market whenever a man received what Corey perceived as a travesty of justice from the court. He was on a never-ending emotional roller-coaster ride.

Naive to the ways of the system, Corey would learn the hard way, over time, that it would take more than just luck or well-wishing for a minority to get a fair shake in any courtroom in America. Contrary to popular belief, the system of justice isn’t blind; it sees very well the color of a man’s skin. As morning slowly turned to afternoon, one by one the majority of the prisoners returned to the bull pen with all hopes of freedom dashed. Each man returned to the holding cell with his own personal horror story.

“Mmmaann, them crackers is playin’ hardball in dat courtroom!” one black man said. “I came here for a bail reduction and dem bastards raised my bail. They gave me a ransom. Dat bitch-ass D.A. Miller told the judge that I was a habitual offender, a menace to society. Then they started talkin’ ’bout dat three strikes shit…” His high-pitched voice bounced off the cell walls. This was center stage and he was holding court. He had the undivided attention of every prisoner in the cell. Every man wanted to know just exactly what he was up against.

The skinny black man continued, “All I did was pick a few pockets and snatch a few chains on the train. I’m a smoker. I ain’t kill nobody.”

After Corey and a few other serious criminals heard the man’s reason for his crime spree, they lost what little respect they had for him. He was just another crackhead—someone who was looked down upon in the criminal realm. At the bottom of the street food chain, he was nothing but a customer, a consumer—chasing a high—whereas Corey was a drug dealer—chasing a dollar. People like this man were messing the drug game up. A crackhead like him had gotten Corey into his current predicament.

“Hope y’all got paid lawyers, cuz dem faggot-ass public defenders ain’t worth shit!” the man said with anger in his voice. “Mine just sat there looking stupid while the D.A. assinated my character.” Then as quickly as he started running his mouth, volunteering information, he stopped and started begging. “Ay, yo, papi, lemme getta short on dat cigarette,” he appealed to the old Hispanic man he was talking to, who never said a word, just handed him the cigarette butt that had been passed around and smoked by practically every man in the bull pen. But that didn’t stop the man from wrapping his own lips around it. He wanted a pull on the cancer stick bad. He wanted to fill his lungs with some nicotine, to calm his nerves now that he realized he was going back to jail.

When other prisoners, from different cells, were shuttled past, those in the bull pen hollered loudly to find out how they had fared. “Yo, money, how you make out?” someone yelled out. Escorted by two sizable court officers, the man had a dejected look as he said, “Dat muthafucka Judge Brown jus knocked me out da box. He gave me twenty-five ta life.”

“Be strong, baby boy!” the man suggested. “Hold ya head. Go up north, hit the law library hard. And you’ll be back in court on appeal.”

Corey’s heart began to pound against his chest at the mere mention of that kind of time. Judge Lawrence B. Brown was his judge too—Corey’s judge, jury, and executioner. Under the youthful offender act, Corey had initially accepted a plea bargain for five years probation on the advice of his public defender. But he caught another drug charge while out on bail, and that blew the deal that he’d agreed to. He was now at the mercy of the court. And the court didn’t have any mercy.

Trouble was nothing new for Corey. All through his turbulent adolescent years, he was running afoul of the law. Now at sixteen, all the dirt he’d done had finally caught up with him. He had succeeded in getting into major trouble. His sudden departure from home, subsequent arrests, and imminent jail time that hung over his head signaled his arrival into the big time. According to New York State law, he was an adult, though he was still very much a child. Nonetheless, he would be held accountable for his actions. He was moving closer and closer toward the self-destruction that his parents had predicted for him, if he kept doing what he was doing, living the street life.

Having already posted bond for one direct sale to an undercover cop, a few months later he was arrested on a humble possession with intent. His cab had been pulled over by police for a minor traffic violation and the vehicle searched. The police found four ounces of crack cocaine on him. The first arrest had been a blatant setup, retribution for some foolish act Corey had committed in the streets. He had lost his temper and made a stupid move that had caused his world to come crashing in. But when his man caught up with that crackhead Kelly, she’d regret the day she ever laid eyes on him. But today was Corey’s Judgment Day. Hers would come soon enough, only it would be in the court of law. Her trial would be held in the streets.

After a late-afternoon court recess, all that remained on the docket was the sentencing of Corey and two other codefendants in the next cell. All the other occupants of these various holding cells had been transported back to the Bronx House of Corrections, Rikers Island, or whatever other institution they’d been imprisoned at. The lucky ones were released on their own recognizance, ROR bail. Corey’s stomach growled. He was hungry as hell but he was unable to eat. Something about going to court ruined his appetite. Plus, the state-issued carton of milk and slab of cheese between two stale pieces of bread, masquerading as a sandwich, that was provided for his lunch wasn’t appealing. Something else was making him feel queasy, though. Maybe his body sensed what his mind couldn’t comprehend, that something was wrong inside the halls of justice. Corey scanned the graffiti covering the walls, reading every legible message to help pass the time, trying to decipher them for some hidden meaning.

“Plead guilty!” someone had written.

“Rather be judged by twelve than carried by six.”

Another sign read, “Next time hold court in the streets!”

Vulgar messages addressed to Judge Brown caused Corey to chuckle to himself. “Judge Brown can suck my big black dick. You racist son of a bitch!” “Judge Brown is givin’ niggas 4ever and a day.”

These degrading statements from the present and not so distant past were testimonials of the judge’s abuse of power. These harsh sentiments were drawn with matches, ink pens, or whatever other instruments that would record them, by some of the many minority men who had stood before the judge. Their words of warning were recorded on the ceilings and every wall for posterity. For those who were about to enter the belly of the beast, it gave you fair warning to beware.

“Yo, shorty!” a deep-voiced man in the next cell called out, interrupting Corey’s train of thought. “Yo, shorty!” he called again before Corey could respond.

“Yo, whut up?” Corey replied.

“Ay, yo, you got any stogies over there? A nigga need something ta smoke, bad!”

“Naw, money,” Corey quickly answered. “I don’t smoke.” Corey fell silent again.

Next door, the two codefendants began talking in hushed tones. “…fuck that! I ain’t goin’ out like that,” one man promised. “We gonna give ’em a reason ta give us all dat time. Know what I’m sayin’?”

“Word!” the other man strongly agreed. “Let’s do this—”

Suddenly, the loud squeaky sound of the door that led to the courtroom ended the conversation. The footsteps of the court officers could be heard getting closer and closer. Soon they were upon them; walking past Corey’s cell, they stopped in front of the next. As they passed, Corey’s heart skipped a beat. For a second he thought, This is it. He was scared to death of that white man dressed in a black robe. The fear that he was experiencing was unlike any he’d ever known in his life.

“Damon Moore, Tashaun Griffin, the judge will see you now,” the black court officer announced as he inserted the gigantic key into the lock, opening up the cell. Looking to avoid any potential problems, the court officer handled these two with kid gloves, careful not to rile them up. One glimpse at these two hulks and you’d know why.

At six foot three and six foot six respectively, each man weighed close to 250 pounds; they were huge. Just by the looks of their thickly muscled physiques that rippled through their T-shirts, one would have thought they were born with dumbbells in their hands. But in truth, these were two hardened criminals, who’d done time in some of the toughest jails in New York State. While incarcerated upstate, they ate and worked out like madmen, developing their physiques into that which would rival a professional bodybuilder’s. Now this two-man crime wave was about to receive its punishment: two twenty-five-to-life sentences for their parts in a botched armed robbery turned double homicide—of a Jewish jeweler and his son, at their jewelry store on Fordham Road in the Bronx.

These codefendants were never going to walk the streets of New York City again. They were being sentenced to rot and die in jail. With an extensive record like theirs, neither would ever make parole, so they’d concocted a plan to strike a blow at the system, to go down in criminal folklore for decades to come.

“Step out of the cell and place both your hands behind your back,” the court officer commanded.

Passively, the two giants obeyed the orders of their captors, not wanting to give any hint of their next move. Just fastening the handcuffs around their big wrists was a problem for the officers. But, once they were cuffed, they were led away to the courtroom. As they passed Corey’s cell, one man nodded his head in his direction, as if to say, “What’s up?” Corey nodded his head in response.

All eyes were on them as they entered the half-empty courtroom. A hush fell over the court employees and the small group of spectators present. The victims’ family was seated in the front row, directly behind the prosecutor. The weeping widow and the jeweler’s elderly father anxiously awaited justice.

Through his horn-rimmed spectacles, and from the safety of his ivory tower, the Honorable Judge Lawrence B. Brown looked down at these two monsters and called them to the bench. He eyeballed these two black codefendants, who had had the audacity to kill a white man, and his pale white face began to turn beet red with rage. Judge Brown, a racist, worked with a hang-’em-high attitude. But now instead of using rope to hang the black man, he used a more conventional method: he slowly strangled the life out of them with time. He used the judicial system better than any Klu Klux Klansmen used his rope. This was just another tool, a legal form of lynching. It was okay to him when a nigger killed another nigger. When minorities committed genocide against their own race, they were doing the world a favor, in his mind. But the minute one of these black bastards, as he saw them, crossed the line and took the life of a white man, he was vexed.

Judge Brown was an undercover racist only because he couldn’t be out in the open in this day and age. The rules of society had changed. He missed the good old days when you could call a nigger, a nigger. And, he was upset when New York State had abolished the death penalty. He had personally sentenced more blacks and Hispanics to the hard time than he cared to remember.

Rumors still swirled, like ghosts, around the courthouse whenever any minority came before him for trial or sentencing. He always threw the book at him, imposing the hardest sentences he could.

“Look out the window,” he commanded one felon. “Count out loud the number of pigeons there are on the ledge.” Having taken his own tally, he already had a rough estimate. Give or take the few that flew away or landed.

The man did as he was told. “One, two, three…eight,” the man counted.

“That’s how much time I hereby sentence you to, eight to sixteen years in a state correctional institution,” the judge cold-bloodedly replied.

Dumbfounded, the man screamed, “Eight muthafuckin’ years fa whut? I’m a fuckin’ shoplifter, notta killer! I only stole to feed my family.” That was all he managed to say before being dragged away by the court officers.

Another black convicted felon was told to do the same thing. He got slick and said, “There ain’t no pigeon out there.”

Not to be outdone, the judge had another trick up his sleeve. He wasn’t about to let him get off the hook that easily. “Don’t you see that small plot of soil where that tree is?” the judge asked.

Falling for the trick, the man answered, “Ain’t no tree out there!”

The judge retorted, “There will be one when you get out! I here by sentence you to ten to twenty years.”

“Your Honor, I can’t do all dat time!” the despondent man told the judge.

“Well, give me what you can,” the judge sarcastically remarked, making a mockery of the man.

That was a different time, a different era. Standing before him now were two more black men whom he planned to send to prison till their dying days.

Following courtroom procedure, the two codefendants were uncuffed before their sentence was pronounced. As they were freed from their restraints, they scanned the courtroom, sizing up the puny, undermanned staff of court officers, strategically positioned around the courtroom. And though they were outnumbered and outgunned, it didn’t even matter. They were bold enough or stupid enough to believe their plan would work. A few feet away, at the prosecutor’s table, the Bronx district attorney, J. Phillip Tyler, had a satisfied look. He had quickly secured a conviction for the state. This was an open-and-shut case. The jury had deliberated for less than an hour before returning a guilty verdict. This high-profile case would advance his career for sure. Not to mention all the brownie points it would earn him within the powerful Jewish community.

“Do either of you have anything to say before the court pronounces sentence on you?” the judge bellowed. This was his favorite part of sentencing. This was his chance to publicly humiliate the defendants.

“Yes, may I address the court?” Moore asked.

“Go right ahead,” the judge replied.

Moore growled, “Fuck all y’all racist mutherfuckas!”

The two public defenders who represented each man looked at them in shock. Then they began to move away from the two stone-cold killers, fearing for their safety.

Griffin turned and spat at the victim’s wife, “Fuck you, bitch!”

The court officers converged in a desperate attempt to subdue Griffin and Moore, who began knocking the officers out with powerful blows from their fists, shedding them like fleas.

The courtroom exploded in pure pandemonium; spectators began running for their lives. Judge Brown began to pound his gavel. “Order in the court! Order in the court!” he yelled repeatedly at the top of his lungs.

After demolishing every unarmed court officer within arm’s reach, Moore spat out two sharp single-edge razors that were cleverly hidden underneath his tongue. Then he charged the prosecutor.

Everyone was caught off guard; help was slow in coming. It was Friday, the end of a long workweek and workday. Getting home to his or her family was on everyone’s mind. After dealing with an overcrowded court docket all day, no one ever expected this. Following his partner’s lead, Griffin flipped over the defense table and made a beeline for the bench. The court stenographer scurried to get out of the way as the giant rapidly approached.

This was a nightmare. The district attorney stood in disbelief. Horrified, he’d watched in slow motion as the razors had suddenly appeared, his mouth agape from pure terror.

Weakly, he threw up his right arm in self-defense to try to ward off the razor attack and succeeded in avoiding one potentially fatal slash, taking the blow on his forearm instead of his neck. But the D.A. wasn’t strong enough or quick enough to dodge the second strike. This one found its mark: the most vital and vulnerable part of his body, the carotid artery. Blood began to gush out of the side of his neck, like water from an open fire hydrant, drenching him and his assailant. Despite the blood, Moore kept on pounding and slicing him, pummeling him to the floor—even after it was evident that he was dead.

Meanwhile, Griffin was scaling the witness stand in an allout attempt to reach the judge. Using reflexes he hadn’t seen in years, Judge Brown bolted out of his chair to the side door that led to the safety of his chambers and his gun. He slammed the door shut behind him. As Griffin advanced in his direction, court officers not immediately involved in the melee sprang into action. With guns drawn, they took aim at Griffin. A hail of bullets stopped him in his tracks. The shots rang out with an earsplitting noise that drowned out all the cries and screams for help.

After killing his codefendant, the court officers turned their guns on the bloodthirsty Moore. His life was cut short by four bullets to the head and chest.

They died as they had lived, going all out together, taking the law into their own hands.






Chapter 2



 

In a remote prison in upstate New York, Corey sat inside a classroom where he worked as a teacher’s aide, staring out a window lost in thought. He recalled all the madness he had witnessed or heard about since entering the penal system—years ago at the tender age of sixteen, such as the murderous rampage that had taken place on his sentencing day.

Despite the direction in which he gazed, his eyes weren’t focused on the tall steel fence, the endless rows of concertina razor wire, or the armed prison guards in the watchtowers that were the last line of defense between him and his freedom. Corey’s mind was on going home. He wanted his freedom so bad he could taste it. But it seemed as if the closer he moved toward his ultimate goal, the farther away home seemed and the longer his days became. He went back to marking off days on a calendar—something he hadn’t done in years.

Time seemed to have slowed to a snail’s pace as his anticipation and anxiety were steadily building. One of Corey’s old heads, Tate, had warned him about days like this. “Just keep doin’ what ya been doin’,” he advised. “Don’t break up ya bid now. It’s too late in the game to start somethin’ new.”

As Corey’s thoughts ran wild, Mr. Fisher, the elderly white schoolteacher, quietly walked up on him. Corey didn’t hear him coming and didn’t know he was there until Mr. Fisher placed his bony, liver-spotted white hand on Corey’s broad shoulders. “Hey, son, whatcha doing? Daydreamin’?”

Startled, Corey tried hard not to show it. He simply turned toward Mr. Fisher and grinned. Mr. Fisher was one of the most genuinely nice people he’d ever met in or out of prison. He was white, but there wasn’t a prejudiced bone in his body. He treated a man like a man, regardless of the color of his skin, and he bent over backward for Corey. After having seen Corey doodling, Mr. Fisher was convinced that he had talent and had encouraged him to practice and cultivate his gift of drawing. He helped to get art supplies into the prison for Corey.

Over time Corey drew big beautiful portraits and made homemade cards for the inmates’ wives, girlfriends, kids, and other family members. Art became his hustle—a profitable one at that. His locker stayed full of cartons of cigarettes, bags of chips, cakes, and other commissary goodies. Anything a prisoner wanted or needed to live comfortably, he had. Caring people like Mr. Fisher within the Department of Corrections reaffirmed Corey’s belief that not all white people were racists or devils. After Judge Brown had thrown the book at Corey, and after the years he had spent dealing with these hillbilly COs, he wasn’t so sure.

“Yeah, Mr. Fisher,” Corey replied, “I was out there on da streetz fa a minute. You know how it iz when somebody get short, right?”

After all those years of working for the Department of Corrections, being incarcerated eight hours a day, Mr. Fisher was down with all the jailhouse slang. He even incorporated some of it into his vocabulary. So he knew exactly what Corey was talking about. But one word was taboo for him or any other white person to use, and that was nigger. Mr. Fisher not only didn’t use the word, but didn’t take too kindly to that word being used in his presence. He thought black people were strange for using it. Their ancestors had fought long and hard, boycotting and picketing, just to get whites to treat them fairly, like equals and human beings. He couldn’t imagine why the younger generation so casually tossed the N-word around as if it were nothing. He knew that they often used it as an affectionate greeting but didn’t understand why. Dr. Martin Luther King and Malcolm X would probably roll over in their graves if they could hear the way these young blacks talked today. Corey was conscious enough not to use the N-word in the presence of Mr. Fisher or any other white person.

“Getting short, huh, Corey?” Mr. Fisher asked. “You know I’ll be glad to see you go home. From the first day I laid eyes on you, I said to myself this kid doesn’t belong here. With certain people it’s obvious why they’re in jail. But you, you were different. It was something about the way you carried yourself, your mannerisms. I could tell you had some good home training. You weren’t the bad guy that your institutional record made you out to be. Maybe you just had a little difficulty adjusting to imprisonment. And rightfully so, this is an unnatural environment for any man. We weren’t put on this earth to be caged like animals. See, Corey, you just made some bad decisions along the way, exercised some poor judgment, in here and out there. You took the shortcut to the American dream. Yup! You tried to get rich selling drugs.”

Often Mr. Fisher and Corey had lengthy discussions that went well beyond the bounds of inmate and administration. They talked about everything from politics and religion to race, in ways that made Corey think and take a long, hard look at what life outside of the street life was like.

“Corey, for heaven’s sake, whatever you do, don’t go out there and try to sell drugs again,” Mr. Fisher said. “Don’t go out there and make the same mistake twice. The state, local, and federal governments are building more jails, hiring more cops, which all equals up to more prisoners and longer prison terms. The correction system is one of the fastest-growing industries in America. It’s sad but true. I tell you, it costs them plenty to lock you up, but they’d rather lock you up than send you to college. No matter that it’s cheaper. Listen, Corey, you’ve got talent and potential, don’t waste it. They say the worst thing in the world is wasted potential. Man, those portraits you draw are unbelievable. You could make a good living as a commercial or graphic artist. You could, I’m telling you. Corey, you’re still young, you could do a lot of positive things with your life. You just have to put your mind to it. Be patient, do everything with patience. “But…” The old man fell silent midsentence.

“But whut?” Corey inquired.

“You can never go home again.”

Their eyes locked, with each man holding a trancelike gaze. Mr. Fisher cracked a smile and let out a chuckle. He patted Corey on the back and walked away.

Corey watched him as he hobbled back down the aisle to his desk. Mr. Fisher’s sudden departure was as baffling as his last statement. Never go home again. The words rang in Corey’s ears. What does he mean by that? Corey thought. He could have followed him and pressed him to explain. With Mr. Fisher, sometimes his questions, answers, and statements could be twofold. He made wild statements like that at times so Corey could use his brain and draw his own conclusions. A part of him wanted to ask Mr. Fisher for an explanation. But pride kept Corey’s mouth shut. Never go home again, my ass! he thought. I’m about to bounce. I got four more soul trains and a wake-up. Four more weeks in this miserable muthafucker!

 

Later that night, alone in his cell, Corey pulled out his photo album and went down memory lane. This was a ritual for him, something he did from time to time, to break up the monotony of prison life. Something he did to stay in touch with his old self. To keep his mind focused on home. If home is where the heart is, then Corey’s was definitely on the streets. His photographs helped reincarnate the bodies and souls of his deceased comrades. This is how Corey kept their memories alive. Thinking about what once was and what could have been. And could now never be. Deep in thought, Corey blocked out all the hollering and screaming that went on every night on the tier during lockdown. Corey got into a frame of mind that put him back on the street—a New York State of mind—a million miles away from this madhouse. Slowly, he turned the cellophane-covered pages, staring at the glossy five-by-sevens, eight-by-tens, and Polaroid pictures of his loved ones. There were his mother and father hugged-up on the living room couch. Corey looked like a carbon copy of his mother. Bronze complexion, with thick, black, silky eyebrows. He behaved like his father, having inherited his temper, as well as his height and walnut-colored eyes.

There were photos of his older brothers, Chris and Courtney, and his two older sisters, Paula and Felicia, plus his numerous nieces and nephews, who were getting bigger and bigger with each picture. Some of them didn’t know him yet; they were born after his incarceration.

Corey’s cell was smaller than your average apartment bathroom. He was told when and what he could eat. His every movement was restricted and monitored. He had adapted to this way of life in time. And now time seemed to have quickly passed and gone on for his family and his block without him. He’d been gone four years and some odd months. He looked at pictures of his crew taken on the block and in a local club, called the Stardust Ballroom. These memories—good and bad—were etched in his brain.

One face stood out: his nemesis, Lord. Look at this fuckin’ sucker, Corey said to himself. There was bad blood between them, stemming from several incidents in their childhoods. Now the word Corey was getting from the streets was that Lord was the man on the block. Corey couldn’t believe it. Lord hadn’t even been hustling when Corey was home. The block and the game had to be all messed up if cats like that were in power.

He realized that a great majority of his childhood friends were either dead or locked up; only a select few from back in the day were still on the street. And still in the game. How they’d managed to avoid death or prison was beyond him.

Taking a mental roll call, Corey tallied up the dead: Flip, Greg, Les, Bee, Eddie, John-John, and Tony, and the list went on. All their lives had come to a violent end at a young age when they had so much more living to do. The reasons for their untimely demises were all drug-related—drug raids and sweeps, and a rash of shootings and homicides. Worst of all, he lost his best friend, Omar.

Corey blinked back tears as he looked at a photo of him he had had blown up. He couldn’t believe his man was gone. Murdered, but by whom? And for what? Nobody seemed to know anything. “Nine outta ten times, drugs kill drug users. And drug dealers kill other drug dealers,” old head Doc always said. Corey couldn’t help but wonder whether his presence would have made a difference. Would his man have been taken out if he had been on the streets with him? Or would he have been taken out with him?

The bond that Corey and Omar shared was special. One that not even death could break. Even while Corey was incarcerated, Omar was one of the few cats from the block who held him down. Omar made sure that Corey didn’t want for nothing. “O” sent him large money orders regularly. Over the months, the money orders began to accumulate, so much so that Corey decided to open up a bank account, in a small bank in a sleepy upstate town. So he could draw interest off his money.

O had come up in the drug game, without Corey, and he still hadn’t forgotten about his man. That was just one of the reasons Corey would never forget about him. O would share his last with him. He was the same person broke or paid. Friends like him only come along once in a lifetime. And in time, Corey promised to avenge his death; somebody had to die. They’d made a pact and Corey’s word was his bond. As a tribute, Corey had “Omar R.I.P.” tattooed on his chest. This was a constant reminder, to keep it real to the end. Corey wondered why those other cats on the block hadn’t found out who the triggerman was and handled it. Maybe they didn’t love him the way Corey loved him. Or maybe the cowards didn’t wanna get involved. Whatever the case may have been, it left some ill will in his heart toward the block. Taking on a me-against-the-world attitude, Corey refused to write or respond to any letters from anyone else from the block. What was once a close-knit group, a family, with everybody looking out for each other, was no more. Now everybody on the block had his own agenda to tend to—drugs, money, and guns. If you weren’t rolling with them, then you were against them. You would be dealt with like a stranger.

The more he thought about the whole situation, the angrier he got. His hand stopped on another familiar face. One that brought excruciating pain to his heart too—just in a different form—his ex-girlfriend, Monique. She was gorgeous, light-skinned with long, black hair and sexy, slanted oriental-like eyes. Monique was Corey’s first love, the love of his young life. Who would have thought she would have betrayed him as she had? Not him. He didn’t lose her to another man though; he lost her to his imprisonment. The separation of time was too great an obstacle for their young love to overcome.

But, they’d shared so many dreams and plans for the future, Corey couldn’t see himself with anybody else. Over time, through lack of communication, the very thing he’d feared would happen had happened. She had gotten pregnant with the next man’s baby, while Corey was locked down.

Her pregnancy was a bitter pill for him to swallow. The news came right around the time Corey was coming to terms with knowing that she would find affection and sex with someone else. That was to be expected. In his heart he knew, if the shoe were on the other foot, he’d do the same.

Had Corey truly analyzed the situation, he would have realized that the dirt she did to him didn’t even compare to all the wrong he’d done to her. What neither of them bothered to take into account was time lost. The wild card in this love affair was the uncontrollable emotion. Time waits for no man, dead or alive, incarcerated or free; time marches on. Time makes liars out of some of the most honest people, and the heart has no reason that reason can explain. It exposes you to you.

Corey couldn’t help but think that the baby she had given birth to should have been their baby. Wasn’t that the plan? At that moment his feelings for Monique were like a double-edged sword, cutting both ways. On the one hand he still loved her, but on the other he chose to hate her. He hated the betrayal. That was the street mentality in him. His animosity toward Monique, though, came and went. Because no matter how much he drilled bad thoughts about her into his head, they never stayed in his heart. Secretly, Corey still harbored thoughts of getting back together with Monique. Her baby’s father hit and run, making her a single parent. So in the name of love he was contemplating accepting the responsibility of helping her raise her baby.

From the long conversation they had had months after the baby was born, he knew that reconciliation was possible. Monique had expressed remorse over the mistake she had made. She could get over it, but could he?

Never say never was his motto. Keep all your options open, Corey told himself. Then he took a deep breath and continued counting the days, hours, and minutes till he could see her again.

 

On the last page of his photo album were his two prison father figures, Tate and Doc, whom he affectionately referred to as his old heads. They were his yin and yang. They proved to him that there was some bad in everything good, and some good in everything bad. He’d befriended them in prison, but he kicked it with Doc and Tate as if he’d known them from the street.

Tate was a jailhouse lawyer and scholar, and Doc was a street gangster and philosopher. The wisdom that he received from each of them was priceless. Their thoughts and opinions help shape Corey’s own ideology, and he had nothing but love for them both. The only way he could possibly repay either of them was to go home and do good—even though that meant two completely different things to them.

Tate wanted Corey to go straight. Tate’s idea of doing good was getting out of the game, getting a job, and settling down. Doc’s idea was to go home and get paid. Go home a bigger, stronger, smarter criminal. Make the system pay for all the time you’d spent on lockdown. Both Doc and Tate were constantly in Corey’s ear, trying to sway him in two separate directions. In each one’s presence, he said what that one wanted to hear. But in his heart, Corey knew that he would follow his own mind.

He closed the photo album and tucked it underneath his thin state mattress. Hours had gone by and all the ruckus had stopped, the tier was dead quiet. It was the wee hours of the morning and Corey hadn’t even noticed.

Sleepy, he lay down and called it a night. For now sleep would be his only freedom. Four more soul trains and a wakeup, I’m outta here!
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