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This book is dedicated to every storyteller who


has a story inside of him that is dying to be told





THE BEGINNING

Newark, New Jersey








Chapter 1



Little James Lamar Kennedy lay, wide awake, on top of his wafer-thin twin mattress, wearing his dingy long johns that doubled as pajamas. He was still. The stench of smoke, old dirt, and roaches filled his home, but James was oblivious. He had long since tuned out the occasional sirens, the raised voices, and the stray dogs barking, fixtures in his surroundings.

On this night he was single-minded. He held his breath and could feel his little heart pounding against his bony chest. He was a thinking little boy. And tonight he was contemplating death. Not his own. Those nightmares about falling into a bottomless pit, or being chased by some unidentifiable, scary figure had long since subsided. James’s reality was so much more horrifying.

Every night for the past few months a man had come into his room and done to him the unthinkable. He hurt James, the scrawny nine-year-old with bright eyes and a determined spirit. But the pain wasn’t located in a place James could identify. It wasn’t so much physical, in his stomach or in his head, or even in his joints. This pain was deeper, much deeper. And it made him feel bad all the time.

James hurt deep inside his soul—not that he could even imagine what a soul was at his age. But what he knew was that the pain made him nauseous and he wanted it to stop. When nighttime came, James would lie still, eyes open, waiting, all of his muscles tensed, his stomach in a complete knot. He waited for his reality bogeyman to come. He waited for the man his mother told him to call Uncle Benny.

On the few nights Uncle Benny didn’t come, James still couldn’t sleep because he never knew if he would come. There wasn’t a set time for Uncle Benny to come into little James’s room, climb on top of him, and press James’s small face, almost to the point of suffocation, into his old foam pillow. He would come when he felt like coming. And before, during, and after, James wanted to die.

On this night, however, James wanted to kill.

“If you say anything, boy, I will kill you, your mother, and everybody else up in this bitch!” Uncle Benny would whisper, his breath putrid, before leaving James’s room.

But James did tell. He told the only person he could trust. And together they hatched a plan. Andre Bonner, three years older than James, was twelve but already six feet tall and muscular. He wasn’t just big for his age, he could be brutal—a characteristic he’d developed in order to survive. There was no daddy or big brother around to protect Andre, or Bones, as he would be called. He learned early on that he would have to protect himself and was known on the streets as a fighter. In school, he was a bully. But for little James, he was a savior.

Bones and James told everyone they were cousins. The two had distinctly different personalities—James was more outgoing and charming, and was always joking, his way of trying to get classmates to look past his funky, dirty clothes, and bugged-out mother. Bones was serious and quiet, not giving a damn about what others thought.

Their mothers were best friends, or, more accurately, running buddies. Tawana, Bones’s mother, and Deidre, James’s mother, did everything together. Everything. When James’s father had been stabbed to death outside a Central Ward, Newark, New Jersey, pool hall when James was just five, the two women got apartments right next to each other in the New Hope Projects. And the two “sisters” began smoking crack together.

While their mothers walked the streets looking for ways to get their next fix, Bones looked after James. He was his baby-sitter and only friend. When James had any problems, like being teased at school for his unkempt appearance, he would threaten, “I’m going to get my cousin Bones to come here and kick your ass!” And Bones would come. He would always come.

Bones wasn’t there on the nights Uncle Benny visited. He was in his own run-down apartment, dealing with his own demons as his mother was getting high. Bones was there for James on this night, though, hiding quietly on the floor, beside James’s bed. He couldn’t be seen from the door. He had promised little James that he would take care of his visitor. Bones had a brick, wrapped in a pillowcase, by his side.

The gaunt man sneaked into James’s room, careful to lock the door behind him. Every muscle in James’s little body tightened.

“Boy, you know what you’re supposed to do,” the man whispered through clenched teeth. “Turn over and pull those pants down!”

As the man swiftly worked to undo the zipper of his own pants and climb on top of James, Bones sprang into action. He swung his brick-filled pillowcase like a slingshot and the load landed in the back of Benny’s head. The frail-looking man, although caught off guard, didn’t go down. He started swinging his arms, his hands balled up in fists, in search of a target. Bones brought the heavy sack back to deliver another blow. The man struck Bones across the face with a punch, sending him reeling back into the bedroom wall.

James jumped on Benny’s back, trying to dig out his eyes. This bought Bones enough time to recover. He took the brick out of the pillowcase and ran full force, brick in hand, and smashed it into the man’s nose. He heard the horrifying sound of bones and cartilage being crushed. Benny buckled to his knees, covering his bleeding face with his hands. Bones then reached for a belt discarded on the floor, and wrapped it around the man’s throat.

“Come on lil man, help me pull!” Bones called out to James, who stood frozen in the background of darkness.

With both feet lodged in the man’s back, Bones pulled on the end of the belt with all his might. He tugged the belt with a strength he didn’t know he had. He pulled as if his own life depended on it. He felt adrenaline course through his veins as the man’s life slowly faded. The man was struggling and gurgling as the blood from his nose bubbled into the back of his throat.

Bones and James and the man were on the floor, tangled and heaving for seconds that seemed to tick away as slowly as hours. Finally the man’s body went limp. Bones and James were sweating and out of breath.

“Is he, is he…dead?” James said, managing to break the silence.

“I think so,” Bones said. “We have to get him out of here and clean up this mess.”

In an ordinary home, with an ordinary mother, the ruckus alone would have caused someone to investigate. But this was not an ordinary home. It had yellowed walls, once project-issue white. The kitchen had little food, but still teemed with roaches so bold that neither light nor movement caused them to scatter. They openly walked around searching for crumbs or whatever else they could eat, just like the people who lived here. The bathroom hadn’t been cleaned in months, the toilet filthier than a Porta Potti at a sporting event. This was a home inhabited by adults who no longer cared about much—except getting high. This was a crack den.

James’s mother, Deidre, tired of going to the streets for her fixes, decided to open her home to her junkie buddies. She provided them with a hidden, safe place to get high. The price of admission? Crack. They got to smoke for as long as they wanted provided that they took care of the hostess. There were occasional fights once the crack ran out, fights primarily over who would go out and do whatever they had to do to bring more back. Deidre would try to keep the fights to a low simmer because she didn’t want to bring the heat down on her situation. If Bones and James didn’t clean up this mess, Deidre would have more heat than she could imagine.

The two boys struggled to drag Benny’s crackhead body out of James’s first-floor bedroom window. Quick-thinking Bones had stolen a couple of heavy-duty, extra-large garbage bags from the janitor’s closet at his school.

“Let’s get him in this bag,” Bones said. “It’ll be easier to drag him and we won’t have to worry about leaving a trail of blood. We have enough to clean up after we get rid of him.”

Benny didn’t weigh much alive, but the dead weight was real. They managed to drag him out of the window and then into the back alley near the Dumpster. This was Newark, which despite its movement toward change with its downtown arena, baseball stadium, and acclaimed performing-arts center, was still, well, Newark. People were killed here just about every other day. This alleyway was dark, but they could see the shadows of trash bags overflowing the Dumpster. They were smelly and sticky and some weren’t properly tied, but Bones and Juice had to move a few out of the middle of the large container to make enough space for Benny’s body bag. They then piled the bags, dripping with all kinds of filth, on top of him.

“This will be our little secret,” Bones said, brushing his hands together, trying to get the visible filth off. They were still sticky from the garbage bags and the blood.

The two climbed back in through the window. Bones took James’s sheet and ripped it into rags. He went to the kitchen and found an old pot that hadn’t been used in years, filled it with hot water, and came back and cleaned the room, ringing out the blood-filled rags and replacing the water five times. Everyone in the apartment was too busy to notice a thing.

“You can’t tell anyone or else we’ll both be in a lot of trouble, okay?” Bones said again, once they’d left the apartment, in search of a place to put the last pieces of evidence, making sure little James knew the ramifications of what they had just done.

“Okay,” James said as they put the last of the bloody rags in the garbage can down the block. “Bones…”

“Yeah, lil man, what’s up?” asked Bones, looking around to make sure nobody saw them.

“I’m going to be rich one day, and when I am, I’m going to take care of you.”

Bones laughed. He had not laughed in such a long time that he surprised himself.

“I’m serious!” said James, insulted.

“I know you are, lil man, I know you are,” Bones responded. “So how do you plan on becoming rich, because I don’t know how much longer I can live like this.”

“I don’t know,” James replied. “I just know that I will be. You’ll see!”

Bones shook his head as the two boys walked back to their building. James entered his apartment while watching Bones close the door to his, next door. James’s living room was dark except for the flicker of lighters that sparked through the room as if it was its own galaxy. There were heavy red curtains on the windows to protect this haven from possible outside prying eyes in the adjacent buildings. James carefully navigated the room to avoid bumping into anybody who might have been sitting on the floor.

“I saw Uncle Benny go into your room, but ain’t seen him come out.”

James walked faster as he recognized his mother’s voice. Feeling her eyes follow him to his bedroom, he put his hand on the knob, then turned to see his mother sitting on a wobbly stool in the place where the couch had been. During one doping night she’d been offered ten dollars for it and had taken it.

“Benny owe me some money,” said Deidre, mostly out of it.

The woman, who looked fifteen years older than she should have, had dry ashy lips and thick, unpermed hair that was standing up around her head as if she were some sort of wild Medusa.

James paid her no attention. She never had the energy to really pursue anything and he knew that if he just ignored her, she would go away. He went back into his room. He and Bones had done a good job of cleaning up. James, who even at this young age was a bit of a perfectionist, moved his little items, which had been knocked out of place during the struggle, back into their accustomed spots. When everything was back where it belonged, he lay on top of his sheetless bed.

It was the best night’s sleep little James Lamar Kennedy had had in a while.









TWENTY-FIVE YEARS LATER

New York City











Chapter 2



James Lamar Kennedy, known to the world as Juice because of the amount of influence he had in so many arenas, stood at the altar in his white silk Armani tuxedo, a stark contrast against his chocolate skin. He wore a white silk bow tie and the biggest diamond cuff links money could buy. Standing next to him in a black custom-made tuxedo with a white colored tie and shirt to match Juice’s tux was Bones. His waves were shining in the sunlight coming through the church’s giant stained-glass windows, his mustache and sideburns trimmed to perfection. Everything was perfect. The perfect flowers, the perfect best man, the perfect groom, and, of course, the perfect bride.

Juice stood there, daring a bead of sweat to form on his brow and ruin his cool. He was also trying to stop his stomach from flip-flopping. Nerves, something he hadn’t felt in some time. Juice had become a master at masking his feelings—or eliminating them altogether. Emotions were for weaklings, he believed. He put them on display only for effect when he was trying to manipulate someone into doing what he wanted. Even when he showed anger, it was only for a purpose.

Juice was the most powerful man in the music industry and secretly one of the most powerful men in the world. He’d gotten there on talent, yes, but more so through manipulation and Machiavellian tactics.

Fresh out of high school, Juice had begun as an intern; actually, there hadn’t been an official position, unpaid or otherwise. He’d created it. He knew Universal Records was one of the biggies in the industry. So he’d shown up one day saying he had an appointment with the head of the black music department. Juice had done his homework; he knew everything about this man, right down to the kind of Starbucks coffee he drank.

While the assistant picked up the phone to see if this young man did indeed have an appointment, Juice rushed past the desk and into the office of Rick Roby.

“Mr. Roby, before you throw me out, I want you to know that you will not find a more dedicated, hardworking person to help you build your division into number one in the industry!”

Juice then rattled off each and every artist the label had signed and exactly what he thought was wrong and right about him or her.

“I’m sorry, sir!” The assistant came rushing behind Juice, out of breath. But it was too late. In a matter of seconds, Juice was able to impress Rick Roby enough to be given a chance.

“I like your style, kid,” Rick Roby said, clearly charmed by Juice. “But don’t you ever barge into my office like that again!”

Juice didn’t have to. In just three months, he went from being an intern whose primary job was getting Roby’s Starbucks, to being Roby’s assistant, doing everything from answering Roby’s email to working with artists in the studio. Juice would often stay after a studio session was over. The department had already paid for the time and Juice took advantage, creating music and lyrics for new artists in his off-hours. He preferred to bestow his talents on unknown artists, people with the odds against them. He wanted to show that he could turn a sow’s ear into a silk purse.

Juice made himself such an invaluable assistant that Roby started giving him more rope, allowing him to sell some of his beats. Juice took that rope and used it to lasso even more opportunities for himself, actually discovering new talent.

He found the unlikely stars in the most unlikely places. He turned a boy from Harlem with a speech impediment into the hottest rapper in the game. He found a girl who was once strung out on crack and transformed her into a hip-hop sensation.

Juice had a sixth sense about music. That gift put him in a position not just to rise through the ranks in the music business, but to take it over. Roby’s boss began to see that the person bringing revenue to the company by finding new talent wasn’t Roby, but his trusted assistant. And in the world of follow-the-money, Roby and his huge six-figure salary and expense account became expendable.

After securing his boss’s job, Juice had his sights set on his own label. He found an ally in an unlikely place to help him realize that goal. The man was Mortimer Zane, billionaire real estate mogul. Juice got his record label and more.

On this day, the “more” included one of the hottest women in the world—or at least that’s how Maxim magazine described her. She was not just hot, she was the kind of woman a man would want to take home to meet mama. Juice would never take her home to meet mama. But he was going to marry her.

He looked confidently out into the crowd, making eye contact with certain dignitaries, superstar athletes, actors, and business moguls. Missing from the more than three hundred invitees was Juice’s mother. Billing himself as an orphan, he didn’t want any reporters or paparazzi questioning or photographing her. He was not going to be embarrassed on his special day. The years of drug abuse had not been kind to Deidre and no amount of money could clean up that look.

Somewhere in New Jersey, though, Deidre was tuned into E!, which was broadcasting the wedding live. It was also being simulcast on BET, which even had a white-carpet special interviewing several of the guests before the wedding. This was the closest Deidre would get to her son—sitting in front of the fifty-inch plasma television that Juice’s money had bought her, watching his wedding.

The camera panned to the full orchestra, led by a harpist who began to play for the procession of bridesmaids and ushers.

Outside, four white Bentley convertibles, two Mercedes Maybachs, and one white Phantom Rolls-Royce were lined up in front of Trinity Temple on what seemed to be a day made in heaven. Traffic flow had been altered for the union between the queen of pop and one of the most powerful men in the music industry.

When Juice met Brianna, it had been love at first note. The moment he heard her voice he knew she was a rare find. And she was the most beautiful songstress he had ever seen.

“It was supposed to rain today,” said the driver of the Mercedes as he leaned discreetly against the open door of one of the Bentleys. “Damn, Juice must have paid off Mother Nature to make sure it wouldn’t rain on his big day.”

“Stick around, young blood,” responded Woodrow Charles, the driver of the Rolls-Royce, Juice’s personal car. “You ain’t seen nothing yet! You won’t believe the things this cat is controlling.”

Woodrow had been Juice’s driver for three years. He’d landed the job by accident one night when his dispatcher called for an emergency fill-in for the night. The driver Juice normally used had been fired that morning when he hadn’t arrived exactly at 2:30 A.M. to pick Juice up at the studio. The former driver claimed he hadn’t heard the alarm. Woodrow was there, and on time.

Woodrow took out a handkerchief and shined away a smudge that had somehow managed to make its way to the driver’s-side window. He stood at attention, trying his best to look like one of those guards with the funny hats who camped out in front of Buckingham Palace.

Woodrow loved his job. Since signing on, he had become part baby-sitter, part bodyguard, part secret keeper, and part driver. He knew his role and he knew how to keep his mouth closed. In exchange, the pay was good—really good—for a high school dropout. Woodrow had gone from being a forty-one-year-old man selling weed on 135th Street and Malcolm X Boulevard, in a playground across the street from Harlem Hospital, to owning his own one-bedroom condo in Jersey City, New Jersey, and always having a pocket full of cash. It was nothing for Juice to throw Woodrow a few hundreds just because. And Woodrow had saved every hundred-dollar bill he’d gotten like that from Juice. It really added up.

There were other perks to being Juice’s driver. Woodrow got to rub elbows with many of the biggest names in show business and business-business. He didn’t actually rub elbows, but he did get to see many of them up close and some closer than he expected from his rearview mirror. Juice had a lot of juice and Woodrow loved being in the middle of it.

The mayor of New York City ordered that the street be shut down for five hours for the wedding procession. The city police department had set up barricades—similar to the ones used for parades and the New Year’s Eve ball dropping in Times Square—across the street from the church. There were thousands of people pushing and jockeying for position with their digital cameras and camera phones in hand.

Woodrow winked at a girl who had a position near the front. She must have camped out overnight to get that spot. Woodrow remembered her from two years before when she had given Juice a blow job in the back of a Lincoln town car. She would show up anywhere and everywhere Juice was after that, hoping for a chance at a repeat performance. Juice rarely gave a groupie a second taste.

Woodrow watched the spectacle across the street grow with the crowd, while throngs of celebrities entered the church. In addition to the movie stars and music icons, there was a banking mogul, a television executive, an owner of an NBA team, and a senator who many believed could very well be the next president of the United States of America.

Musical selections from the harpist were piped outside the church, filling the streets with celestial sounds. When the Lohengrin’s wedding march began, the crowd started to cheer in anticipation. While they couldn’t see what was happening inside, their excitement made it feel as if the wedding was actually taking place on the streets.

Woodrow checked his watch. In Juice’s normal fashion, the wedding was being run as if it were a union-worked concert—like clockwork. It was noon and the bride would be making her way down the aisle. According to rehearsals, the rest of the ceremony should take no more than thirty minutes. Juice and Brianna, as man and wife, would greet the guests at the door and then Woodrow would have the car ready to roll to Tavern on the Green, which was rented out for the reception. The bridal party would have their pictures taken on the beautifully landscaped grounds. At five o’clock, Mr. and Mrs. James Lamar “Juice” Kennedy would leave for Teterboro Airport, where they would board Juice’s private plane to an uncharted island in the Caribbean for their honeymoon—no paparazzi, no other tourists. It was said to be the most beautiful place on earth, a modern-day Garden of Eden. For ten days, Juice and Brianna would consummate their marriage and enjoy unimaginable pampered bliss. Juice had hired servants, chefs, and masseuses. He’d even hired Brianna’s favorite singer, Maxwell, to serenade his bride as his wedding surprise to her.

For Woodrow, all he had to do was watch the clock and not miss a beat. He was not going to be the one to mess things up on this day—or any other. Woodrow was really anal, with a keen eye for every detail. He’d watched too many people come, and mostly go, under Juice’s temperamental, no-tolerance-for-human-or-any-other-sort-of-error style of dealing with people. Woodrow had witnessed an assistant, who had booked Juice into the wrong Miami hotel, not just cussed out, but not able to find another job in the record industry after that.

Woodrow glanced at his watch again. It was time.

“Yo, young blood, get your car ready,” he commanded the other driver. “You’re the second in the procession to Tavern on the Green, behind me. I’m about to pull up to the front of the church. I’ll check you when we get there. Cool?”

“Yeah, man,” the other driver responded. “I’ll check you there.”

As Woodrow got into the car and started the ignition, there was a commotion inside the church.

Bang! Bang! Bang! Three shots rang out.

The doors of the church flew open.

Out of the church spilled a frantic herd of Guccis and Jimmy Choos, Brooks Brothers suits and Valentino gowns. Rich folks, far from concerned about appearances at this point, did their best impression of Marion Jones as they ran for their lives.

“They’re shooting! They’re shooting!” someone screamed.

“They killed Juice!”

“Juice is dead!”








SEVERAL YEARS EARLIER

New York City







Chapter 3



Living on Central Park North, Carl and Linda had a spectacular view of Manhattan’s celebrated playground. They inhabited the kind of sprawling apartment featured in the Sunday real estate section of the New York Times. A few years back they’d bought the apartment next door and broken down the walls to enlarge their original digs. The construction was part of the deal Carl had made with Linda. In order to make her happy about living in Harlem, Carl had promised he would have the remodeling done to her specifications. Raised in the slums of Detroit, Linda wanted a large home that didn’t feel like an apartment.

Carl, on the other hand, enjoyed Harlem, not only because it was one of the fastest-growing markets in terms of real estate, but also because there was a lot of young money there in the hands of the inexperienced. He’d also been raised in Harlem and loved being surrounded by his people—in sharp contrast to his working life where he came across only a sprinkling of dark faces. He wanted his people to thrive, and he did what he could to share his knowledge to enable everyone around him to obtain wealth.

Carl had made his name on his instincts. As a major power broker on Wall Street, he’d quickly become an IPO whiz, someone everyone in his business respected. He knew when a company was about to go under, and he also knew when a company had the potential to make a comeback. He’d taken over three major companies and turned them into multimillion-dollar successes.

Carl Braxton was the funding source for many attempting to expand or start a major business. He was known as Mr. Money. His Harvard business and law degrees were his foundation, but his sharp instincts were what allowed him to rise. He went from Harvard to the mergers and acquisitions department of Bear Stearns, to his executive position at the country’s largest bank, to starting his own investment bank.

But his ambitions were so much greater. Carl Braxton wanted a seat on the board of governors of the Federal Reserve, with the hope of becoming the first black chair.

The Federal Reserve was run by men with names like Mishkin, Kohn, Korzner, Greenspan, and Bernanke. Only five women had ever sat on the board of governors since its inception in 1914 and none of them had lasted the full fourteen-year term. Andrew Felton Brimmer had been the first black man to sit on the board and he hadn’t served a full term either. Neither had Roger Ferguson, who’d been in a position to become the first black Federal Reserve chairman but had mysteriously resigned from his post as vice chair in 2006, eight years before his term would expire.

Not only was it improbable to get a seat on the board, which required an appointment by a sitting president, but to leapfrog over all those who had waited out five, eight, twelve years for a shot at the seat had to be impossible. But that’s what drove Carl—the impossibilities. He loved that. The greater the odds against him, the more he was excited by the prospects.

He kept this latest desire close to the vest, not even his wife knew. Only Mortimer Zane, billionaire, longtime business associate, and the one man who could actually help Carl get there knew about his plan.

Tall and lean, wearing a long satin bathrobe, Linda gracefully strolled into the living room where Carl was standing, talking on his cell phone.

“Okay then,” Carl said. “I’ll see you next week. Looking forward to it.”

He was speaking to Mortimer. But Carl was always careful to never utter a name aloud. He didn’t know who might be listening.

Linda went into the kitchen. She noticed Carl’s laptop on the counter and the latest Wall Street Journal scattered around. Carl frequently fell asleep reading the pages of various financial websites and watching stock prices. If he wanted to remain a part of the elite group of men who made millions if a stock gained a mere ten cents, or be in on the ground level of an IPO, he had to make the internet a part of his daily routine. Although he worked mostly from home, he made it his business to not let his work consume his home life.

Linda returned to the living room with a cup of coffee in each hand. She passed one to Carl, then sat quietly on the couch. Carl held up a finger, motioning to Linda that he’d be right back, as he stepped into another room.

She walked over to the window and out onto the balcony, imagining what her life might have been had she not gone to college and gotten her degrees. She could see a homeless man milling about Central Park, looking through the garbage. She turned her head and witnessed a dope addict copping drugs in a lightning-speed transaction from a man standing outside a bodega.

“Who was that?” Linda asked as Carl clicked off the phone and walked up behind her, wrapping his arm around her waist. She leaned back and rested her head on his strong shoulder.

“Oh, that was just business,” he said. “I have an important meeting next week and I was getting some of the details.”

He started to kiss Linda up and down her neck. Without letting go of her, Carl guided her back into the apartment. He threw his phone onto the couch as she began to shiver with desire. He undid the belt on her robe, searching for her silky skin.

“No, honey,” Linda protested gently as she turned to face Carl, putting her arms around his waist. “I need to talk to you about something before we get into all of that.”

“What is it?” he said, kissing her wistfully all over her face.

She took his hands in hers and led him to the couch.

“Honey, I gratefully appreciate everything you have done for Jacob. You treat him like he’s your own son.”

“I know, I know. Don’t worry about it,” said Carl, moving his hands up Linda’s exposed thigh.

“Baby, really, this is serious,” she said, closing her robe and moving his hands away.

Carl leaned back and sank into the couch.

“What’s bothering you?” he asked, using the matter-of-fact tone that he usually reserved for business.

“Well,” Linda said hesitantly, “Jacob wants to drop out of Princeton.”

“What?” shouted Carl, instantly losing his hard-on as he rose to his feet, then placed his hands on his hips. “Doesn’t that boy know the only way you can make it in this world nowadays is to have a college education? Doesn’t he know what you went through to get an education so that he could have a better life?”

Carl was reacting the way Linda had expected. She had asked herself all the same questions over a week ago when Jacob had come to her with the announcement. She had recalled all the sacrifices she had made early on in her life for him. She thought about the day she’d learned she was pregnant by her high school sweetheart. She remembered the cold look in his eyes when he said it was not his and walked out the door. And she never forgot her mother’s stinging words, which had motivated her to leave the house in which she had been raised. “Whatever comes out of your pussy, you’re taking care of it, so you best start looking for a job now ’cause a diploma don’t buy diapers.” Linda didn’t want to end up like the women in the building she grew up around—underachieving impoverished gossips.

Carl ignored the blank look on Linda’s face.

“I mean, how does he plan on making a living? He can’t live here if he’s not in school. I won’t tolerate someone hanging around not doing anything,” Carl said, his voice rising.

“Babe, calm down,” Linda said in a low voice. “I don’t think anger will make him continue his studies. We have to do something that makes him see what a critical decision this is.”

“Perhaps we have spoiled him,” Carl interjected. “I thought giving him everything would motivate him to work hard. Maybe we just gave him too much and it has been too easy for him. If we put him out, he could see for himself what it takes to earn enough of a living to put a roof over his head and food on the table.”

“No, I don’t think that’s the answer,” Linda said. “I can’t imagine him on the streets. He’s not that kind of kid.”

“Yeah, he’s soft,” Carl said, throwing his hands in the air.

“How can you say something like that? Before I met you, Jacob was always there in my defense, being the man of the house in his own way.”

“You have to stop babying him,” Carl said. “As a single mother you got two degrees, so I know that Jacob can finish his last year. I’m going to make him.”

When Linda walked out of her mother’s house forever, she’d had her high school diploma under her belt. She applied for every scholarship she could find. She settled on the University of Pittsburgh because it had a day-care program on campus that allowed her to go to school during the day. She found a small apartment nearby, which she shared with Audrey Powell, an ambitious schoolmate majoring in marketing. Audrey loved Jacob and volunteered to babysit while Linda worked at night.

After she graduated from the University of Pittsburgh, she moved to New York where she secured an internship on Wall Street. She lived in Brooklyn in the culturally rich Fort Greene area in a small studio with Jacob by her side. After she’d found a permanent position at Shearson Lehman, she met Carl. At the time, Carl was a big muckety-muck vice president and she a lowly account manager.

“Carl, I think if we handle this aggressively he’ll probably go back to school, but his heart won’t be in it,” Linda said.

“I don’t care about his heart,” Carl said. “I care about his brain—and his future.”

“Me, too, but I don’t want to push him away. I want him to be passionate about learning and not feel as if it’s something we want for him. I want him to want it for himself.”
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