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CHAPTER 1

A secret past was the fuel to Travis Moore’s fire. It woke him up in the morning and daily, he put more distance between it and himself. It had driven him to the success that he now enjoyed as the internal auditor for Home Supply Emporium, a large hardware firm. His past also had led him to where he was now driving, the Garrison Addictive Disease Center.

Travis had volunteered a few hours a week at the center and its adolescent treatment program. The last two months at work hadn’t allowed him to stop by Garrison. Home Supply was on the verge of going public, and Travis recently had uncovered an embezzlement scandal that could threaten its initial public offering. Today, he had to make an exception. Jarquis Love, “Baby Jar,” was in trouble.

Baby Jar had completed Garrison’s treatment and recovery program two months ago. Travis had heard that Baby Jar didn’t last a month back home before he was deep into the street life again. Travis wanted to find out what had gone wrong.

He followed South Boulevard from downtown until he came to Fremount Road and made the right turn leading to Garrison Center. Its appearance had changed over the last three years since Travis had started volunteering his time there.

Garrison used to strictly be a treatment center for adults with alcohol and drug abuse. Gradually, it increased its emphasis on drugs, as the problem exploded among teens. Two years ago, Garrison applied for, and was granted a government license to operate a federal halfway house. So, in came the barbed-wire fences, wooden gates, and the division of the Garrison campus to separate federal inmates from adults in treatment. Adults were separated from the adolescents.

Garrison was lucky so far. There hadn’t been any incidents among the federal inmates or the residents of the treatment center. Having teen males in close proximity to federal inmates begged for something to happen. If young men had observed what happened in a federal halfway house, they might have gotten the impression that doing time wasn’t so bad.

Travis parked his brand-new black Volvo in a nearby empty lot. The administrative staff and the counselors called it a day between 4:30 and 5:00 p.m. It was a few minutes after seven o’clock. Travis wasn’t able to get away from work as early as he wanted. The evening counselors were the only staff remaining at the facility. He had considered not going; he would be interrupting Group. Travis was compelled to find out about Baby Jar.

Group was when all adolescents gathered in a circle for a joint therapy session monitored by two or three counselors. A teen would read the story of a recovering addict and relate his personal issues to the story as best he could. Then the counselors encouraged everyone to share their thoughts if they wanted. If anyone had an issue they wanted to discuss, the floor was open to them. Other peers offered advice to help that individual develop coping skills for various problems.

Travis removed his tie, loosened his collar, and tossed the tie into the passenger’s seat before stepping out the car and feeling the cold January night. He cinched up his black cashmere overcoat as he watched his breath escape into the night air.

Slim heard the bell ring. He nodded to his co-worker to inform him that he would answer. He then excused himself from the group meeting and entered the staff office.

Slim opened the door for Travis. He looked over his shoulder through the glass; he knew most, if not all, of the teens would have their eyes in the office instead of their circle. Slim glared at them and this did the trick; all eyes went back to the group. Not one of them dared to cross Slim. He was a dark-skinned, well-defined, two hundred forty-pound man that moved with the grace of a panther. He was hard on the teens because of their experiences and potential outcome. Clarke “Slim” Duncan would do anything he could to help them.

“Come on in the house, Travis.” After the kids were admonished with his eyes, he turned his attention back to Travis.

“What up with you, man? Face all tore up, chest all swoll. Little cold weather didn’t make you that hot, did it?” There was silence and they stared at each other. Travis was looking up at the six-foot-seven imposing figure in front of him. Slim was looking down at his five-foot-ten frame. It was a game of Chicken to see who would be the first to flinch. “What? C’mon, you ain’t mad for real?”

Slowly, the corners of Travis’ mouth began to arch upward and gave way to a devilish grin. “Gotcha!” He extended his hand.

“Ah, bulls…” Slim glanced over his shoulder again. “No, you didn’t.” He took Travis’ hand and shook it. “I was scared, though.” His voice was much lower.

“Damn straight, you scared.” Travis dropped his voice as well, to be mindful of the teens.

“Scared I was going to have to mop up this floor.”

The new linoleum tile was laid last week and the floor was spotless. Travis was confused.

“Mop the floor?”

“Yeah, from the blood you were about to spill ’cause of me bouncin’ yo’ butt off this floor.” The two laughed.

“Don’t let the height difference or this suit fool you.” Travis unbuttoned the coat and took it off. He held it out for Slim.

“That’s nice. What is that, cashmere?” Travis nodded. “That thing will be on the floor if you’re waiting on me to hang it up.” Slim moved his head in the direction of the coat rack. “There you go, playa.”

“Had to try it.” Hedging past Slim to hang up his coat, he caught a glimpse of the group in session. “Got another half-hour?”

“Nah, I think they’re going to finish pretty soon. Running a short one tonight; they had a long day.”

Travis spotted a few new faces since the last time he was at Garrison. “What you got? Twelve, thirteen?”

“Fifteen. Two of them are missing.”

The group started to get up. “Group’s about to end. You want to hit this Serenity Prayer?”

“Most def’.”

The two walked out the office and joined the group. The seats were in the middle of the floor in a circle. The teens stood in place and draped their arms over one another’s shoulders. The enclosed circle represented unity; when one couldn’t stand on his own, there was a shoulder to lean on. Donny, one of the coworkers, and the two absent teens came in the main entrance in time to join in. The circle opened for them and welcomed their return. The group always welcomed anyone; the only requirement was a desire to stop drinking or using drugs.

In unison, the group began to recite, “God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, and the wisdom to know the difference.” The group disbanded and proceeded to take the chairs from the circle and stack them in the room that contained vending machines.

When Group was over, Donny and Rob, two of the counselors, divided them into smaller groups of six teens each to take to a Narcotics Anonymous meeting. Three of the newest teens had to remain at the center to complete their individual study. They weren’t eligible for outside meetings yet. They were doing book work on drug and alcohol addiction.

Slim sat in the office, keeping a watchful eye. He filled Travis in on Jarquis Love. Slim could tell that Travis was unusually disturbed.

“You all right?” he asked. Travis nodded his head. “You know the drill, man; it happens.”

“I thought that kid was ready to change his life. I mean, I spent a lot of time with him.”

Slim was analyzing his answer. He was trying to get a handle on where Travis was coming from, and why this was hitting him so hard. He’d hung out with Travis. He’d even been over to his house. He knew what kind of work had brought him to Charlotte. But he was unaware about his past. Sometimes, he felt like he didn’t know Travis at all. This was one of those times. If Travis didn’t volunteer information, Slim didn’t ask. He felt they were fortunate to have someone like Travis come by on a volunteer basis. They didn’t want to make him feel unappreciated.

“What was it about him?”

“Don’t know. Guess I saw a lot of myself in him.”

“How’s that? He’s from the hood. He didn’t come from Ballantyne Country Club.”

“Neither did I,” Travis responded flatly. The silence echoed in the room. “I grew up in a neighborhood like his. Neighborhood… a housing project. I was smart like he is; hell, he’s a lot smarter than I was. I saw education as my way out. I thought he would, too.”

“Some people need a bigger push than others.”

“I thought I was pushing.”

“Did you share your story with him, Trav?”

“Yeah…some.”

“Some?” Slim’s voice was full of skepticism. “Let me guess, you left the past vague. You showed him the big picture, but you didn’t let him see the fine print.”

“What?” The question was simply habit. Travis knew what he meant.

“You don’t give it up, man. Your past. You’re wide open about your life now, what you do, and who you are. But you keep that other life to yourself. I heard you talk about school at N.C. State, living in Raleigh, the job that brought you here three years ago. Telling him you lived in a project doesn’t mean shit to him. In his mind, you don’t see the same stuff he sees, unless you give it to him. If you don’t, it’s cool. I respect that. Some things might be better kept secret. You can make that choice. You’re an example; shit, probably the exception. I’m saying all this because we want to keep you coming around here. We appreciate it and, sooner or later, some of these cats will, too. Just don’t be disappointed when one of them doesn’t.”

“I feel you.” Travis was pensive, pondering his next question. “So, how did he get himself out there so fast?”

“He hooked up with the right one. See that kid over there by the desk.” Sitting by the wall closest to the rooms was a young man with his back to them. His hair was a matted Afro. “He’s from Park Hills, where Jarquis is from. He said Jar was raw out there. I ain’t for them war stories, but the other counselor, Donny, he hit me with that, too. After we saw him that last time at the meeting, I knew it was only a matter of time.”

“Donny was sure?”

“Donny said he was down with a hitter. Cat named Kwame Brown, but they call him Bone.”

Travis was staring at the floor listening to Slim, but his body became rigid at the mention of the name Kwame “Bone” Brown. Travis was all too familiar with Park Hills. But his outside demeanor didn’t betray what he felt inside.

“We planted the seed. Maybe he’ll come back. Man, don’t let me talk your head off. You better get home to your woman.”

“Yeah. Thanks for filling me in.”

“Fo’ sho’. I give it to you straight.”

Travis had left Garrison with a lot more on his mind than he had anticipated. When he had left Charlotte fourteen years ago, he had left Park Slope behind. He wasn’t the same person he had been then. Park Slope was six blocks away from Park Hills, but those hoods were like peanut butter and jelly; they always went together. Kwane “Bone” Brown was a name Travis could go the rest of his life without hearing again. When Travis had left Charlotte, he would have bet money that Bone would have been dead within five years. From the sound of it, he was rolling a lot deeper than ever.





CHAPTER 2

Hustling on the streets was his high and the promise of revenge was a constant motivator for Kwame Brown. That promise was close to being fulfilled. He had been successful in infiltrating his target’s life without raising any suspicion.

Sixteen years had passed since he had looked him in the eye. They were friends until he had abandoned Kwame. He could understand Perry not being in touch with him when he was sent to the Jacksonville Juvenile Detention Center for a year. They had agreed on keeping a distance. To protect his partner, he would take the humble. After the year, they were supposed to be rollin’ deep for real. After that one year, it wasn’t like that, though. Perry was gone and nobody knew where. Perry had disappeared into thin air. He had left three keys and thirty-five thousand dollars in cash for Kwame. Bruce Bowen, a mutual friend, had kept it for him until he returned.

Bruce had advised that he was watching the store, but it was his store and he could get it anytime he desired. He wanted to get right back out there and start flipping that shit, but he was going to wait on his partner. Bruce kept running the show while Kwame waited to make his move. Four months later, he was tired of waiting for Perry to show up. He hadn’t heard a thing from him. If that nigga didn’t want to get down, then fuck Perry; it was time for Kwame to get paid. But the seeds of his contempt were firmly planted.

Over the next fifteen years, those seeds flowered and bloomed. Kwame counted the days, knowing that the time would come when Perry would pay for his disloyalty. He didn’t know when or where, but he could feel it coming. Six months ago, the opportunity finally arrived.

Kwame discovered Perry by accident. Kwame had gone to Garrison’s halfway house to visit one of his homies after he was released from prison. As he entered Garrison and drove toward the back gate, he noticed a familiar walk nearing the front gate. The stride in the gait grabbed his attention. He’d never forget that walk. Nobody he’d ever known walked like Perry. Perry had upright nobility about himself, even when they were kids. Kwame barely got a glimpse of him. He was older and heavier, but he was sure it was Perry. By the time Kwame doubled back for another look, Perry was gone.

Parking the car and waiting was the only thing Kwame had on his mind. He never visited his homie that night. He parked his car among the other cars by the back gate. He leaned his seat back, turned on his music and waited. The thought of gunning him down right there in cold blood made his pulse race. The anticipation of watching Perry die at his hands excited Kwame.

As he sat, his mind raced through the memories. History had bound these two together and that motherfucker had quit on him, like he meant nothing. Kwame had done a year at the detention center and the thought of ratting Perry out never had crossed his mind. Yet, Perry had abandoned him when he had needed him the most.

They had played together in sandlots and the makeshift playgrounds in the projects. They had eaten fried bologna with the government block cheese at his mama’s. Kwame was right there beside him when Perry had gotten his first piece; hell, they had shared it, like they’d done everything else. That was the day that Perry had nicknamed him, “Bone.”

Kwame had had his back when his crackhead brothers had beaten on him and had tried to steal what little he had. He was there for Perry when his mother had started using drugs. He had watched over his boy when his mother would go missing for a day or two on the weekends. Later, it would turn into days at a time, then weeks. When Perry’s mom had fallen off completely, it was Kwame who had known how to make some fast money that could keep Perry’s mom off the streets. That’s when they had started running dope.

Perry was always a good student and Kwame knew they could bust a knot, but he had no idea that Perry had the skills to take their game to another level. Within two years, they were running their own set. They had their own acquisition, manufacturing and distribution operation. The two of them were only sixteen. Perry was the square. He still went to school every day and ran their operation at night, a little CEO. Perry set everything up and Kwame usually executed it. That’s the way Kwame liked it, though. He couldn’t get enough of the streets; he loved it. The melody of the streets had him whipped. He loved the gunfire, drugs, the beat-downs, the money, the hoes and the jewelry. Everything the streets had to offer, he hungrily embraced.

Perry was constantly warning him to slow down and chill out. Perry used to tell Kwame that he was calling attention to himself. Perry tried to get him to understand that there were haters out there that would hand him over to the police. They had cats twice their age working for them who resented them. He knew if they weren’t tied into the right people, their shit would be jacked. Perry cautioned that they had to be careful with the streets and how they played them. Perry knew it would be much worse to step on the wrong toes than to get jacked or busted.

Kwame didn’t believe that shit stunk unless he smelled it himself. That had led to his downfall. It was one of those nights when Kwame was itching with that street fever. He had wanted to get out there, put his hands on the product, crack some heads, and smoke some weed. He had gotten careless. Po-Po had caught him with four small crack rocks in a vial.

They did not waste any time. Before Kwame could blink his eyes, he was in a detention center in Jacksonville, N.C. The things he’d experienced in his two-plus years on the street hadn’t prepared him for what lay ahead in the next year. The innocence of his youth that was left was ripped from him. Three seventeen-year-olds attacked him within days of his arrival. They had beaten him down and then taken turns raping him. Who he thought he was on the street didn’t mean shit up in there. There was no one he could tell about his humiliation. He had suffered through it alone. He had survived that hell and had returned home to find out Perry had left him behind. Perry had moved on, without a trace. Until now.

Forty minutes had passed before Perry emerged from behind the wooden gate. This time, Kwame had gotten a good look at him and without a doubt this was his old running partner. Instinctively, Kwame reached for his nickel-plated Glock. As he sat up, he noticed Perry at the gate with a kid. He held the gun with the care that a mother takes with her child. His hesitation for the kid made him realize what he was about to do. He’d been swept up in his emotions and wasn’t thinking.

Why was Perry there? What was he doing with a kid from the rehab center? He looked at the kid again and recognized him from Park Hills. He was a runner for one of Kwame’s dealers. Why was Perry fucking with that kid?

That’s when Kwame decided to take things slow. He didn’t want Perry to know that he’d been discovered. So for the last six months, Kwame had tracked him. He discovered where he worked, where he lived, who his wife was and what she did. He knew they had a son. Kwame was envious of Perry’s life and what he had become. He also had found out a lot about the kid he had spotted with Perry at Garrison. His name was Jarquis Love, “Baby Jar.”

Kwame took Baby Jar under his wing. Jar was going to be his superstar. He was going to be the man to end Perry’s life. Jar didn’t know it yet, but this weekend he would do another man’s bidding, or pay with his life.





CHAPTER 3

The grilled salmon with a twist of lemon was seasoned to perfection. The broccoli, carrot and cauliflower mix was sautéed in the wok with a drop of butter and a pinch of pepper. Not too much pepper. Although she loved it, she wanted to be considerate of Travis. Too much pepper and he would be sneezing his head off. The Mrs. Smith’s pecan pie had baked in the oven. She had her mother’s homemade recipe, but time didn’t permit her to make one tonight. She had the whipped cream to go with it. Tonight, it would serve more than one purpose. The candles were lit and the wine was chilling. Michael, their three-year-old son, had already eaten, was bathed and ready for bed.

Kenya Moore wanted to make up for the tense conversation that she’d had with Travis earlier. Their fifth wedding anniversary was coming up on Sunday. There was no way that she was going to let the rut they were in continue. The dinner and the black body stocking with the crotchless opening that she wore under her plush Carolina blue cotton bathrobe would see to that. The time she had put in at the gym was still paying dividends. The brother was going to be in trouble.

That was the plan at six-thirty. She was still clinging to it at seven-thirty. But now, at a quarter of nine, the plan was aborted. The dinner was cold; the body stocking was even colder; and she had taken it upon herself to start in on the wine.

“And he didn’t show up,” Kenya said. The phone was cradled between her ear and shoulder. She was seething, but trying to keep her voice down. She didn’t want to wake Michael who was asleep in her arms.

“He didn’t?” Lisa responded.

“Hell no! Didn’t call. Nothing.” She laid Michael in the bed and covered him.

“Did you try to call him? Maybe something happened or…” She was offering an excuse for Travis.

“No, I didn’t and I’m not going to. If he has better things to do than come home, then so be it.” She left the room, closed the door behind her and started to raise her voice. “I’m tired of this shit. I go to all of this trouble and he doesn’t even bring his ass home.” She was headed back downstairs.

“You think he’s creepin’? We can find out. Charlotte’s not that big.” So much for being a champion for Travis.

“No, I don’t think it’s anything like that.”

“Girl, he’s a man. Don’t put anything past him. I wouldn’t.”

“Lisa.”

“I don’t wan…”

“Lisa!” Kenya didn’t want to let Lisa get a good roll on the train tracks of negativity.

“Why is it that you want to turn my issues into sexual ones? I told you that our problems don’t have sex at the core of them.”

“That’s what you think. Look, Girl, I…”

“Lisa!!” Kenya cut her off. She wanted to be heard, not lectured.

Any comment that Lisa was going to make would be held in check within the walls of her mouth. Lisa wasn’t the ideal person to speak to, but she couldn’t reach Jasmine. Lisa always had advice for married people, but she had no significant other to speak of. Since her divorce three years ago, she’d experienced a number of short-lived relationships with single men, almost single men, and a couple of straight-up married men. Jasmine, on the other hand, seemed to have everything together. The three of them would hook up at the gym tomorrow. Kenya would talk to her then, so Lisa would have to do for tonight.

“Sorry, Lisa,” she said, after she had a second to cool off. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. It’s this other stuff on my mind.”

“It’s okay. I know I can get going sometimes. So, where do you think he’s at?”

“Probably Garrison. He mentioned something about needing to get by there the other day.”

“He’s still messing around over there?”

“Yeah, but he hasn’t been there in two months, maybe.”

“Why does he do that?” She trailed off in thought.

Kenya could almost see Lisa’s wheels spinning to figure out what Travis’ motives were. “He has a need to try to reach some of those kids. At least, that what he tells me. I really don’t know what else is behind it.”

“Have you asked?”

“Yeah, but he just leaves it at that. I think it has to do with his past. But Travis won’t go into much detail about it. He’s like night and day sometimes, and the nights are getting longer. He’s so open about our relationship and Michael, but he gives me nothing about his life before college. I thought that when we moved here, he would finally open up about his childhood, but it’s been worse. It’s like he’s holding on tighter to that information and our communication has suffered because of it. Then, he’s got more pressure at work and…” Kenya thought she heard a car approaching. “Hold on a second.” She could hear the garage door opening. “Travis just pulled in. I’ll call you back.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’ll see you in the morning. Eleven o’clock sharp, right?”

“Right.” She hung the phone on the cradle and went to have a seat at the dining room table. Surrounded by the cold food, she waited. Seven years of her life had been spent with Travis, the last five as his wife. She had borne his child and had discussed having more, but she wasn’t willing to if their life was going to continue like this. Kenya felt like they had hit a wall. They were losing touch and she was tired of being patient. She would address all of her concerns tonight.

Travis entered through the garage and headed toward the kitchen. He stopped briefly at the hall closet to hang up his coat. He bypassed the dimly lit dining room and went upstairs. Kenya heard his footsteps leading to their bedroom, then the bathroom and back out. He went to Michael’s room and stayed for a few seconds. Travis had developed the habit of holding his son for a few minutes every night, especially when he got home after Michael had gone to bed.

“Hey, Buddy,” Travis whispered. “How ya’ doin’? Your daddy was the man today at work. What’cha think ’bout that?” He waited for a response that he knew wasn’t coming and gazed at his son nestled in his arms. Travis smiled at his boy. He noticed Michael returned his smile. Then, he heard the familiar sound of Michael popping off a little gas. “Thanks, man.” Travis shook his head. “Where is your mamma, man?” He laid Michael back down. “Don’t worry; I’ll find her. Good looking out, Pup.” Michael wasn’t old enough to be referred to as his dog.

“Kenya?” Travis called from the top of the stairs. He waited for a response. Nothing. “Kenya.”

Kenya didn’t respond immediately. She was still trying to figure out how she was going to play this out.

“I’m down here,” she finally said.

“Kenya? Why are you sitting in the dark?” Travis paused. For the first time, he smelled the hint of salmon that was in the air. Shit, he thought, I hope she didn’t cook. He realized he was wrong. As he took the steps downstairs, he could see her sitting in the dining room. She had used the good china for the place settings. He spotted the half-burnt, extinguished candle.

“You ahh…cooked, huh?” Travis asked nervously as he neared her.

“Yes,” Kenya stated coldly.

“Hmm.” His eyes roamed around the room aimlessly. “Sorry,” he offered weakly.

“Yeah…So, what took you so long?”

“I ended up leaving work late. Then, I stopped by Garrison.”

“And you couldn’t call?” Kenya chided.

“I told you I was going to stop at Garrison one night this week.” He was on the defense now.

“I go to all this trouble for nothing.”

“I didn’t know you were going to all this trouble for me.”

“It was a surprise. One of the things about surprising someone is not telling them that you are going to surprise them!”

“Hey! Hold up…” Travis wasn’t about to get in an argument with Kenya. He already had enough on his mind. “Don’t you think you might be taking this to a level that we don’t need to get to?”

“No, I don’t. I’m tired of waiting on you for everything.”

Travis looked at her and cocked his head. Her statement wasn’t referring to only dinner. There was something that she needed to say.

“What’s on your mind, K?”

“Nothing.” She folded her arms.

“You sure?”

“Didn’t I say nothing.”

Travis studied her. Her body language screamed to say something more, but she did not. “Okay,” he said calmly. He took a seat at the table.

If she wouldn’t talk about what was bothering her, he wasn’t going to try to figure it out. Although he knew what it was. It was what was at the heart of the majority of the arguments they’d had since they had moved to Charlotte three years ago. He didn’t understand why she always harped on the life he’d left behind some fifteen years ago. His mother was dead and he had no family to speak of. He had taken Kenya to the cemetery to see where his mom was buried right after they’d moved. In his mind, that was a huge step. They had never really talked about it. As far as he was concerned, that was the extent of what he needed to share. He never took her back. Kenya always wanted to know more. He had given what he could and, frankly, he was tired of her asking. He had kept that part of his life to himself because it was in her best interest.

“Are you going to warm this up?” Travis was in the mood to agitate her.

No, he didn’t. Kenya couldn’t believe what she’d heard. “Excuse me?”

“I asked if you were going to warm this up.”

“No.” She stared a hole right through him.

“Fine. I’ll do it myself.” He went into the kitchen to heat the food. He was stalling for time. He wanted to divert the conversation from the direction it was headed. Once the food was sufficiently warmed, he went back to the dining room.

“The food looks delicious.” He waited for Kenya to respond. She didn’t. He could see she was not going to make this easy. He had to try another tactic. “Thank you for cooking for me.”

“You’re welcome.” Kenya was still miles away.

Travis realized that he had to give her something to get the conversation going, but what? He couldn’t talk about the potential embezzlement case at work. He damn sure wasn’t going to talk about his past.

“How are things going with the charity event you’re working on?”

“Fine.” Kenya rolled her eyes. She knew he was trying to guide the conversation.

Travis wasn’t getting anywhere. If the conversation was to move, he had to come with something stronger.

“Do you mind if I talk to you about something?”

“Nobody has ever stopped you.” Kenya was hinting at something else.

“Kenya, can you give me a break? I’m trying to have a conversation with you, not an argument, okay? I should have been here sooner. There was something going on with one of the kids that used to be at Garrison.” He stopped to take a bite of the salmon. “Mmm, mmm, this is delicious.”

“Even though it’s been sitting for the last three hours?” Kenya’s comment was laced with skepticism, but she was giving in, a little.

“You know, once you put your foot in it, it stays there.”

“Don’t try to play me; you know I’m mad at you right now.”

“You’re not mad.”

“Why not?”

“If you were mad, you’d be wearing flannel by now with your head wrapped. What you got on underneath that robe?”

“This doesn’t mean a thing. I’m showing you what you could have had.”

“Missed out on. Hell, you don’t have to go to work tomorrow.” Travis smiled. He spotted a hint of a smile on Kenya’s face, but it didn’t last long.

“No, but I do have some things planned for tomorrow.”

“My bad. What do you have planned?” He was breaking the ice.

“Find me somebody who doesn’t mind talking to me about anything.” She was only half-playing. The tide hadn’t turned for Travis yet.

“So now I don’t like talking about anything?” Travis was agitated. He was trying to make an allowance for what he presumed to be the wine speaking, but there was only so much he would listen to.

“No, you’ll talk ’til the cows come home as long as it’s something you want to talk about.” She looked at Travis while he took another bite of salmon. He acted as if she hadn’t said anything. She thought, the gate is open, what the hell? Let the flood begin. “Let’s talk about your mother.”

“What is there to talk about? She’s gone. It’s done. I’ve said all I’m going to say about her.”

“What do you feel about it?” She pushed for more.

“What is there to feel? I did what I could for her.”

“You did what you could for her?” She was on to something.

“Damn it, K, just leave it alone! It’s not the time.” He stared at her. That conversation was over. There was silence.

“Like always.” She sat there fuming. Why couldn’t he share that part of his life with her? If they were supposed to be everything to each other, why was he holding back part of himself? This wasn’t fair to her. If she was willing to give all of herself to him, then she deserved to have those feelings reciprocated. Why couldn’t he understand that? Kenya thought they had a good marriage, but something was keeping it from being a great marriage. Maybe it was something about being in Charlotte. This never used to bother her. She was not near her family and friends in the Raleigh/Durham area. She missed that connection and sometimes felt alone here. Then, she was isolated from his past. She had introduced him to everybody she knew at home, but she never met any of his childhood friends. She knew his co-workers, and people he’d met since they’d moved to Charlotte, but nobody from his past. After all their years together, why was that?

“Did you hear what I said?” Travis interrupted her thoughts.

“No, I didn’t.”

“I was telling you about Baby Jar.”

“Baby what?”

“Baby Jar. The kid at Garrison.” Travis continued as if there wasn’t a problem in the world between them. “Slim told me he fell off as soon as he got home.”

“Who cares, Travis? I really don’t want to hear about some kid on crack.”

“What? I didn’t say he was on crack. Are you listening to what I’m saying here? I’m trying to tell you about this smart kid who got caught up in dealing dope.”

“He couldn’t have been too smart for him to get caught up in that crap anyway.”

“You think him getting caught in that life has something to do with his level of intelligence?”

“Who in their right mind would view choosing that lifestyle as an intelligent choice?”

“You don’t know what kind of options that child was presented with.”

“Nor do I care. I don’t know why you do.”

Wine or no wine, Kenya was out of control. Travis was going to put a stop to it. He had to make her understand what he was trying to do.

“I’m trying to give something to those kids. Eighty percent of the kids that come through Garrison are black. The role models they see are on the corners selling dope. By me being there, I show them that a black man can be anything he wants to be. Baby Jar can be anything he wants to be. He needs guidance. They need guidance.”

“That boy is just like all the other ones that are selling that shit. It’s who they are and it’s who they will be. It’s on them to change their lives, not you. You’ve got a son upstairs that you can influence. You’re wasting your time at Garrison.”

“So what you’re telling me is that these kids, because of their current situation, aren’t ever going to be worth shit.”

“If you want to put it that way, fine. That’s what I’m saying.”

“You really don’t know what some of these guys can be. They may not come from two-parent homes that resemble the Huxtables. Just because they don’t have the same starting line as other people doesn’t mean they can’t run a better race.” Travis pushed his plate away. At the moment, he didn’t have a desire for her food or anything else. He got up from the table and went upstairs. Kenya could hear him grab his keys. Within minutes, he was down the stairs and headed for the garage. He snatched a coat out of the closet and reached for the door to the garage.

“Where do you think you’re going?”

“For a drive, to get some air.”

“Why?”

“You spit on something that I consider to be important and I don’t want to be around you right now.” Travis didn’t want to say something that he would regret. It would be better for him to be alone for a while.

“What time will you be back?”

“I’m a grown damn man,” he answered coldly. “I’ll be back when I get back.” He opened the door and slammed it behind him.

Kenya looked at the half-eaten meal, listening for the car to crank. She heard the car starting and Travis backing out.

Maybe it was too much wine; or she should have told him what she had planned. Perhaps she shouldn’t have mentioned his mother. This wasn’t how she had wanted to kick off the celebration for their fifth wedding anniversary.



CHAPTER 4

The black Volvo S80 made its way off the 485 loop and back onto I-77 heading north. Any other night Travis would be doing the speed limit, but tonight he wasn’t paying attention to it. He had no idea he was approaching eighty in a fifty-five. When Mr. Do Right hit him with the blue lights, he took note.

“Ain’t that a bitch?” Travis mumbled as he looked in his rear-view mirror.

He slowed the car immediately, hoping that the police car would continue past him. It didn’t. The patrol car fell in behind him and slowed as he slowed, lights still blazing. Travis continued to slow down until he could pull his vehicle off the interstate and onto the shoulder. When he came to a complete stop, he killed the engine.

As Travis watched the rearview mirror, he could see that the officer had his head down, probably running his tag. Travis prepared for the officer by pulling out his driver’s license and registration. Travis wanted to make sure that when the officer arrived, he didn’t mistake any move he made for a sudden move. There had been a number of incidents recently where routine traffic stops had turned into unfortunate accidents. Travis intended to keep his eyes on the officer, making eye contact.

The interior light came on in the patrol car as the trooper prepared to exit the vehicle. As the officer stood, Travis could see him place his hat on top of his head. The side mirror gave Travis a better opportunity to watch him as he approached. He held his lit flashlight in his left hand and his right hand was on his pistol.

Travis put his hands on the steering wheel in the ten and two positions so they would be clearly visible. He damn sure didn’t want to be an accident, and Barney Fife looked like he had an itchy trigger finger. Travis couldn’t get a really good look at his face; he was blocked out by his headlights.

When the officer arrived, Travis waited to roll down the window. He stared straight ahead until the officer knocked on the window with his flashlight. Travis hit the automatic button.

“Is there a problem, Officer?” Travis was still trying to get a good look at him.

“License and registration.”

Travis moved slowly to hand the information to the officer. He didn’t want to alarm the officer, and it was cold outside. He handed the information to the officer; their eyes met briefly. Strange, there was a familiarity about the officer, but Travis dismissed it.

As Travis rolled up his window, the officer turned and walked to his patrol car. His steps were quick in the cold weather, but the further away he got, the slower his pace became, until he stopped. The officer had his flashlight on the information. He studied the license. The face was familiar to him. Older, yes, but he definitely remembered the face. He looked back at Travis’ car, then at the license again. P. Travis Moore. That was the face. The officer walked quickly back to the car.

“Excuse me, Sir. Is your name Perry? Perry Moore?”

Perry Moore. Travis hadn’t been referred to as Perry…since he’d left Charlotte. Hell, he couldn’t remember the last time someone had called him Perry; that was another life.

“Sorry, Officer, my name isn’t Perry.”

“Perry Moore. I know that face! From Park Slope.”

Oh shit, Travis thought, who is this and how the fuck does he know me like that?

“You don’t know me, man? Rick Nixon.”

“I don’t….Rick Nixon?” The mention of the name caught him.

“Lite Brite!” Rick stepped back to let Travis get a good look at him.

“Lite Brite!” Travis yelled. “Nigga, what you doing? A cop? State trooper, you got to be kidding me. They’re taking anybody, ain’t they?”

“Yo, P, get out the car, man.” Rick couldn’t contain his excitement.

Travis stepped out and the two gave each other a pound, then embraced.

“Man, look at you. You lost some weight and stretched out, didn’t you? You look good, boy!” Travis said.

Rick was real light-skinned with green eyes. He stood six-foot-one and looked to weigh about two hundred pounds. The last time Travis had seen him, he was only five-foot-seven and weighed over two hundred and thirty pounds.

“Where the hell you been, man? I haven’t seen you since the night after you graduated. Don’t tell me you been here all this time?” Rick asked.

“No. I just moved back here about three years ago.”

“No shit.”

“What about you? You the policeman.”

“Yeah, I took your advice and got my shit together,” Rick said.

“My advice? What are you talking about?”

“You don’t remember?”

“What?”

“You beat my ass down.” Rick eyed Travis. “You don’t remember. I was a freshman when you were a senior. You caught me trying to sell some dope. It was my first time and you beat the shit out of me. You told me if I quit selling, you’d put some money in my pocket. Ten bucks for an A, seven for a B, five for a C, and nothing if I got anything else. That was when I was fourteen.”

“Shit, I remember coming off that paper, but I don’t remember beating you up.” Travis gave a slight grin; they both knew he was bullshittin’. Travis recalled what Slim had said about planting a seed. “You used to be on me like a bill collector with those report cards. That first one was five B’s and two C’s.”
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