

[image: images]


[image: images]




DEDICATION


Your strength gives me power. Your perseverance gives me determination. Your principles influence my values. Your sheer unwillingness to submit to all of life’s trials and tribulations is evidence that a strong woman can raise a strong man. If I had your heart, I would probably have already succeeded in and surpassed all of my hopes and dreams! Here I am, a 25-year-old published author, out there relentlessly chasing more dreams than a little bit—at the same time holding down my responsibilities on the home front—and you’re still stronger than me! You’re my mother and my father. Mommie, I love you. I dedicate this—my second major step toward reaching my dreams—to you.


Marie Lourdes Baptiste


December 1, 1949 — August 19, 2005


R.I.P.


We will all continue to treasure your memory, never forgetting how much you meant to everyone in this family! You were strong for all of us, and now it’s time for us to be strong. . .for YOU!


I LOVE YOU





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


First and foremost, I’d like to acknowledge my family starting with my grandfather, Franck “Papam” Mirvil, who is no longer with us. He and my grandmother, Saintulia “Yaya” Mirvil, who passed almost two decades ago now, did the best jobs parents could do raising their children and their children’s children. . .and their children’s children’s children!!! If, and when, I have kids I’d be striving to do it up big like them. They raised nine strong, bright, successful men and women: Geurda, Frantz, Marie-Lourdes (my momma-duke), Micheline, Mireille, Josee, Francois “Frenchie,” Nicole (my godmomma-duke), & Mimose. They, in turn, raised a host of wonderful children (apparently too many to name without forgetting a couple here and there) . . .ha ha! In any case, I’ll just send a big WHAT UP to all my cuzzos . . .one love! One love to my big brother, Supreme; and my older sister Rachel, too! Of course, I can’t forget the younger generation: Andrew, Craig, Saintulia “Tuli” (my goddaughter), Ebony, An-yah, Stanley “Doodie” Jr., Star, Sky, Sole, Jasmine, & Jada. Last, but most certainly not least, I’d like to stand up and salute Marie Ivana “Tun Doudone” Mirvil (the only remaining Mirvil of all of her brothers and sisters). She, like her brother Papam, raised some fine children . . .love you! To the fam’ that may have gone unmentioned, charge it to my head and not my heart . . .love all ya’ll!


Secondly, to my hood fellas: Chris “C” (hold ya head, hommie, you’ll be here soon), Mikey, Psychem, Louie a.k.a. Peri Ping a.k.a. Cuban Lou, Des a.k.a. Starchild, Bill a.k.a. Illz, El Don, Poncho, Tone, Rob a.k.a. Robbery, & Jeanique (the first lady of the Time Bombs).


224th Street STAND UP: Eddie a.k.a. Green Eyes, R.I.P. Donda, Treshaun, Takwan, One Face, Two Face, Big Pete, Trish and the rest of the Johnsons, Greg, Gary “G.” and the rest of the Tyners, Original, Sandra and the Strong fam, Leon, Irving, Crazy Lou, Glen, Jason “J.”, Freda and the rest of the Hargroves and Joneses, Essae, Dre, Camille and the rest of the fam, Ronald D. (in the place to be!), Pito, Willie, Bradley (no, that’s a slaughter!), Takesha and the whole fam.


To all the hoods in the Bronx that rep this and hold it down always: Castle Hill, Powell, Gun Hill Rd., Burke Ave., 219th, 222nd, Bronxwood, Vyse “Vyse City” Ave., East Tremont, White Plains Road, 228th, Bronxwwod, Barnes Ave., Boston Road., Allerton Ave., Wallace Ave., Onlinville Ave., Bronx Blvd., Co-Op City, South Boogie . . .of course all up and down the 4th and across the Ave . . . . keep repin’ that Boogie! The Bronx, Brooklyn, Manhattan & Queens . . .oNe!


Much love to all the street vendors: Sidi and the rest up and down 125th Street in Harlem, 149th & Grand Concourse, Fordham Road, 28th & Broadway, and all the rest . . .keep holdin’ the kid down! The Urban Literature genre would be lost without you. I know everybody ain’t warm up to putting all their credit info over the Net to cop a book off of Amazon. I’ll holla when I’m passing through!


Much love to Charmaine and the rest of the Strebor staff and authors: D.V. Bernard, Tina Brooks McKinney, Laurinda D. Brown, Shonda Cheekes, William Fredrick Cooper, JDaniels, J. Marie Darden, Cheryl Faye, Shelley Halima, Lee Hayes, Allison Hobbs, Keith Lee Johnson, Rique Johnson, Darrien Lee, Jonathan Luckett, Nane Quartay, V. Anthony Rivers, Harold L. Turley II, Michelle Valentine, A.J. White, Franklin White, Shonell Bacon, Mark Crockett, Michelle De Leon, Laurel Handfield, Dr. James D. Roberts, Sylvester Stephens, Jimmy Hurd, Nikki Jenkins, Janice Pinnock, ReShonda Tate Billingsley, David Rivera, Jr., Naleighna Kai, J.L. Woodson, Suzetta Perkins and Kimani Kinyua. Keep up the good work, everybody! Let’s keep the fam tight!


Much love and respect to Zane. I thank you inside every time I look at those pictures from the ’04 Baltimore Book Festival, when I opened that first box, and held for the first time, my first published book—Cracked Dreams. The feeling was indescribable. I ain’t ever seen my face lit as bright as in those pictures. My guess is I’ll be even more thrilled this time around, as I am so much more involved in the creative process as a whole. I wish you continued success in all of your endeavors . . .peace!


To my future in-laws, Ms. Diane (mom), Mrs. Kinard (granny), Deborah (auntie), Lillian (auntie), Big Yolanda (aunt), Kenyetta (cuz), Candice (cuz), Aliah (cuz), and of course Raean a.k.a. Mrs. Rule (cuz), Mr. Taylor (future father in-law), keep your head up and I can’t wait to see you on this side!


Last, but not least (by far), I’d like to acknowledge my fiancée, and soon-to-be wife, Yolanda. You are the reason all of this is possible. Without your influence and motivation this would not be a reality that I would’ve foreseen. You told me that my work was good enough to be published, and made me believe it when we first began getting interest from publishers. Now that we’re taking that step toward the next level in our relationship, I couldn’t be happier. No matter what some people may think, I know in my heart that what we have is FOREVER! I won’t settle for anything less; just promise me you won’t either! All the little bullshit that we’re going through only makes us stronger. I just thought that EVERYBODY should know that! Love you, Mommy!


 . . .oNe . . .





CHAPTER 1


    “Lord, I’m begging you . . .PLEASE!!!” she cried. “That’s my baby boy, my only child! He’s only twenty-five years old! He’s too young to go . . .he’s just way too young. I can’t bury him, I won’t! I’ll die without him . . .God, please just bring my boy back! Take me instead . . .take ME! But, please, just bring my baby back!” She grabbed onto her son, and almost pulled him from his casket as she tried repeatedly to wake him. She hadn’t come to the realization yet that he was in a place that he couldn’t come back from. She could try with all of her might to pull him from death’s clutches, but it wouldn’t be doing any good.


At the ripe age of twenty-five, he was dead and gone, caught up in some bullshit that wasn’t even worth it. What so many die for in the street for nothing. So many lives taken as a result of petty, small-time, low-level bullshit . . .it’s a shame. Now, he was a statistic, nothing left to carry on his legacy but a small four-year-old daughter and a baby’s momma. He had nothing else to show for his existence . . . and then to catch a slug over smalltime packages worth thousands on the street? Was this worth dying for? Was it even worth fighting for? Hell no! But, that’s what it was. The fucked-up reality of it was that it wouldn’t stop here. This one meaningless killing would lead to much more bloody murder; there was no getting around that. But, for what? Nothing, reputation, bell-ringing . . . bullshit! The only thing he should’ve been ready to die for was his little girl, and that’s it, nothing else. Now, besides Mommy, she only had her godfather to look after and protect her from the street. He’d make sure she didn’t end up like her father, even if it killed him!


* * *


“What the fuck? I know I’m forgettin’ somethin’!”


It appeared that there was nothing left to do now. All the preparation it took to be ready for the day had been done and them some. Shit, a few things were even done a second and third time to make absolutely certain. He was ready to go now . . .right? Still, there he stood before the mirror hanging on the wall in his bedroom. Staring. Thinking. Contemplating what he may have forgotten. Something had to have been carelessly overlooked.


The black silk tie he was wearing was tied in a perfect Four-in-Hand knot tightly around his neck. At least after nearly twenty tries, it wasn’t gon’ get any more perfect; that was for damn sure. The suit he wore was the same deep, dismal color, and it was spotless and creased sharply. A few dozen passes of a lint-brush made sure of that. His slide-in shoes couldn’t be any crispier, as he had shined them relentlessly until he could check out his fresh haircut in the reflection.


So, that was it . . .right? He took one more look at himself in the mirror. He was brown-skinned and about five feet eleven inches tall. His perfectly shaped facial hair was a rarity. His usual look—messy mustache, nappy beard, and uncombed hair—wasn’t exactly appropriate for the day. He was definitely looking his best.


“Shit,” he said aloud to himself, finally recalling what he’d forgotten. He reached into the nightstand sitting beside his bed and pulled his black, rubber-handle Glock 9 from the drawer. A quick check to see if it was fully loaded resulted to his satisfaction. He tucked the pistol into the back of his pants, took a quick look at his wristwatch, and he was off.


This was Sylvester. Anyone that knew of him, or heard the stories that circulated in the street about him, was well aware of his rep up in North Philly. To them, he was known as Boom, a heartless, cold-blooded murderer without a care in the world. In the “City of Brotherly Love,” this mean bastard’s name rang more bells than Owens, McNabb and Iverson altogether!


According to the word on the street, Boom was known by that name for one reason and one reason only; if you had any beef with him, and ran into him on the street, the last sound that your brain would process would be BOOM! That was that. You were now reduced to memories. Your boys could reminisce about you crowded around in ciphers, while emptying liquor bottles onto the ground in your honor. They could talk about how much they loved you, and babble on about what they’d do if they ever found out who had done you in. Hmm . . .yeah they could talk all they wanted. But that was all bullshit. They knew as well as you did who heated you down. They probably even knew where the nigga rested his head at. Better yet, they probably even knew where they could find the dude at any given moment. The problem wasn’t lack of information like the impression they gave. The absence would be when it came to thoroughness, gulliness, or just straight-up balls. They didn’t have the heart or the smarts. Considering that making a move against Boom was almost synonymous with suicide, they were forced to choose living out their own worthless lives as opposed to taking it to the streets.


Boom, on the other hand, held court in the street on a regular basis. It was only because his reputation was so tuff, that he was forced to slow his roll this last year or two. He was finally about to lean back into his heavy street cred’ and employ some fresh thoroughbreds to make his extortion collections in his name. That would’ve been the plan, had a nigga not begged for his presence to be known in these streets once more. If only he could relax for a hot minute . . .but damn, this nigga was askin’ for it!


You see, what had Boom so anxious about leaving his place this afternoon was the fact that he wasn’t quite sure if he was ready to face his right-hand man, Ivan, in his current state. Ivan was Boom’s homey since he first moved to Philadelphia from the South Bronx. He was the closest thing to back home he had. Though Ivan was from Jamaica Queens, him and Boom instantly clicked and became the best of friends until . . .well, let’s just say that Boom is gon’ have to continue damn near on his own from now on. Apparently, some coward-ass, jealous, so-called thug nigga put a slug in his boy’s back, so now Boom was cocked and loaded ready to heat up the streets until the boy was dead and gone. Now that he had his spurs back on, the fool that did Ivan dirty like that would soon hear his last sound, but for now, he had his own shit to handle.


* * *


After fifteen minutes of sitting in his car double-parked a block away from Baily’s Funeral Home, where the proceedings for Ivan had begun a few hours ago, Boom was just about ready to enter the building. The hurting feeling he felt deep in his gut wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. He just had to bear the pain. He exited the car and walked down the block toward the funeral home. Every step he took made him more and more anxious. As he stepped inside, his slim frame just seemed to be swimming in his own sweat beneath that suit. His upper lip started to twitch. He took one deep breath at the end of the corridor, and swung the door open. He was immediately welcomed by Ivan’s mother, who could no longer take the sight of her only son lying in that coffin looking bloated and pale. She was wearing a black blazer and a long black skirt. She had a black hat on with a veil that covered her distraught facial expression. She lifted it enough to give Boom a kiss on the cheek. They embraced. She didn’t want to let go and neither did Boom. He knew that as soon as he let go, he’d have to come face-to-face with his comrade. It was killing him softly.


“You and my boy’s about the same age, right?” asked Ivan’s mother, her eyes looking all swollen and dry.


“Yeah, just about,” answered Boom. “I’ll be twenty-five soon, so he only had me beat by a few months.”


“Well, I know you know my son could be a mean bastard when he wanted to be, but he was still a sweet, wonderful person. He chose this life for himself; I don’t doubt that one minute, but he was my lil’ boy. And he was like a jewel in the middle of all that coal and dirt out there.”


“I know that’s right,” agreed Boom.


“What I’m trying to say is . . .I don’t want you to end up in one of these boxes like Ivan, Sylvester. I want you to do the right thing. You probably know who did my son like this, don’t you?”


Boom didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. The sight of his lips tightening up spoke loud and clear.


“I realize that that sonofabitch ain’t worth it, but I’ve already forgiven him. I don’t blame him. But his future has already been written. He’ll find his punishment sooner than later. I believe that deep inside of my heart. That’s why I can forgive that man, you understand?”


Boom knew where she was going. He knew that she didn’t want him to respond to her though, especially if he’d already made up his mind, because he wasn’t going to be dishonest. He wouldn’t have even sugarcoated it. He’d have told her straight up, ‘You goddamn right that muthafucka’s future is already written. Shit, couldn’t have even been much to write neither . . .’


His thoughts were only interrupted by Ivan’s mother’s voice saying, “Okay, Sylvester, go say good-bye to your friend.”


Boom paused, then replied, “You know if you need anything, and I really do mean anything, you won’t think twice . . .”


“I know, baby. Thank you.”


Boom turned around slowly and entered the room. He was approached by many people showing their love and respect. Everyone knew how close Ivan and Boom were.


Down the aisle, he was greeted by Shonda, Ivan’s wifey and baby’s mother. Beside her was Sabra, Boom’s four-year-old godchild. Now that Ivan was gone, Boom’s duties would be kicking in pretty quickly. He would make absolutely certain that neither one of them ever wanted for anything.


A brief embrace gave Boom what was needed to get up the nerve to walk over to Ivan as he lay, comfortably asleep in his eternal bed.


He knelt before him and said a quick prayer. Then he looked up at his boy with eyes welling up with tears and said, “What up, homey? I’m i-ight,” as if Ivan had asked him how he was doing. Given his state, it’s a wonder he hadn’t flipped out yet. A little imaginary conversation wasn’t that bad; shit he could be doing a whole lot worse.


“Listen to me, brother,” he continued. “I’m gon’ hold it down for you, i-ight . . . Shonda and Sabra? Oh, that ain’t even a problem; don’t even worry yourself with their well-being. I want you to rest. Like I said, I’m holdin’ this shit down like steel, my nigga.”


He kissed his forehead, and took a seat beside Shonda as the service was about to begin. When she took his hand into hers, he felt a chill go up his spine. He put his other hand atop hers and they both held on tight.


When the preacher approached the podium, what little discussion that was taking place was lowered to whispers. Following a brief speech about life and death, when you’re here and when you’re gone, and what’s waiting for us all on the other side, he introduced a group of guys that called themselves Insight. They were a local R&B trio that came along with the funeral package. They were there to sing songs; sometimes people made requests. They started out with “It’s So Hard.”


* * *


All of a sudden, Boom could no longer focus only on the gentlemen singing. His mind was traveling somewhere else . . .to another time . . .years and years into his past. He was remembering things with specific detail that he hadn’t thought about in over fifteen years. Now, coincidently, he was seeing these things in front of his face, clear as day, like if they were happening right now, right this minute.


The first thing he realized was the color of the walls changing. From a flat burgundy, they changed to different shades of brown, as if attempts to touch up only the damaged areas in the wall had failed. Where the paint wasn’t fresh and glossy, it was faded and chipped.


When his mind took him around the room, he saw images similar to the ones that were currently surrounding him, being that the people were all dreary and bleak. Though it was similar, it was altogether a different room. The well-dressed, respectable men and women were replaced with raggedy custees, deprived and unhealthy-looking individuals. Opposite them were the hustler types. Flashy . . . loud . . .gaudy gold rope chains and four-finger rings decorated their persons. Kangols and du-rags covered their heads, and dark black shades shielded their eyes.


The large roomy area was replaced by a small, humid space. The huge stainless-steel coffin that stood before him was replaced by a tiny, cherrywood casket, which looked more like an old chest than a final resting place. The image of the man inside the casket was familiar to Boom. It was his father, Sylvester Sr.


Boom’s mind had traveled back seventeen years to 1988, when he was only eight years old. Harmless, shy, modest . . .these were words that described an eight-year-old Boom, when he was just Sylvester, or “Lil’ Silly” as he was sometimes called. He’d grown to become a very different man. Now, he couldn’t even begin to imagine what such innocence felt like.


His father had just been murdered, and he didn’t have a clue why. The man never even hurt a fly. He had spent some time in prison, but it was for a mediocre car theft, nothing violent. He and Boom were two completely different animals. In fact, had he not been killed while Boom was so young, there’s a good chance he would have grown to be a better man; a hard-working, honest-living man. He still had a warm part of his heart left, but it was surrounded by thick, hard ice.


As Boom dove deeper and deeper into his memory, he could remember one of his father’s friends speaking on his behalf. He spoke about them laughing and crying together. He spoke about where they first met, up north in the penitentiary. He said that his father always gave twice as much as he was given. He said he never once required anything in return. It was purely out of love. He said that they hadn’t seen each other for some years now, and it wasn’t because he didn’t want to. He knew that with his friend starting a family, that he wouldn’t be anything but a bad influence, and he was absolutely right. His frame was already showing signs that he was diminishing slowly.


In the middle of his story, he cracked. He couldn’t even speak anymore; the pain he was feeling inside had gotten so unbearable. He simply shut his eyes tightly to hold back the tears and began singing . . . “It’s So Hard.” Others sung along to help him through the verses, in an attempt to keep him from completely breaking down.


That’s when the doors opened, and in walked a long-legged woman wearing a dingy, gray fox fur coat, fishnet stockings and a denim mini-skirt. She was dressed extremely inappropriate for the occasion, especially for her age. Following close behind her was a short, well-built guy, maybe in his early thirties. He was wearing a pair of acid-washed jeans, a wife-beater and a black leather P-coat. An acid-washed baseball cap turned backward covered a thick, nappy Afro, and he had a scar across his face that started from his right eye and ended somewhere by his left jaw. His ice-grill could give you the chills. He stared down every face that turned in his direction with his lips tightly curled upward. Seconds behind him was a dark-skinned tall, wide-body nigga. He had long dreads that could almost touch the ground as he stood straight up. He wore dark shades and a cleanly shaven face. A long trench coat hung from his huge frame, as he kept his position in front of the entrance with both arms crossed.


Row by row, as this woman and her man walked past, people stopped singing along. They were all so astonished at the sight of the couple that they could no longer concentrate on anything else.


When they finally reached the front row, no one else was singing but Boom’s father’s comrade. He still kept his eyes shut and deep into his performance for his fallen soldier. It wasn’t until Boom’s mother lifted her head from her lap, where she had been curled up rocking back and forth with a waterfall of tears running freely down her face, when the guy realized what was about to go down. She squinted her eyes to see a clear picture through the tears, and she was in sheer disbelief at the vision standing in front of her. Through bloodshot-red eyes, she saw the only two people in the world who were able to bring a beast out of her that she had never known. Up until now, she’d relegated to a catatonic state, but now, the blood that pumped through her veins was replaced by a blazing fire. Her eyes grew larger and larger as her face expressed more and more disgust. She lifted up out of her seat and yelled, “Bitch, you got some fucking nerve!!!”


* * *


“Boom, baby, you okay?” Shonda asked, waking Boom from his daydream. “Boom, can you hear me? It’s okay, baby, just let it out.”


“Huh?” asked Boom, forgetting where he was for a second. “Wha?”


Shonda looked into Boom’s eyes with concern. She knew how much Ivan meant to him, and vice versa. She was worried, though. He hadn’t much shown any sort of feeling since he found out about Ivan. She hadn’t yet seen him cry or anything. He just kinda wondered around aimlessly, with a blank facial expression.


Shonda and Ivan had been an item now for a long time. She was with him right up until the end. She would ride or die for him. When she found out what had happened, her first reaction was to find out who did it, and to deal with them accordingly. The only thing that held her back from hitting the street was the assurance Boom gave her. He made certain she didn’t worry herself with it at all. He’d handle it personally.


She and Boom had gotten closer over the years, since Ivan asked him if he’d be his daughter’s godfather. Being so close to Ivan made it easy for her to get to know Boom better because they were so much alike.


Shonda was a beautiful combination of Black and Puerto Rican. She had a light-skin complexion, brown curly hair, and light-brown eyes. She had strong cheekbones, full lips, and a toned figure.


* * *


Boom finally came back to his senses, and was aware of his surroundings again. But now he was anxious to complete the story. He needed desperately to find out what happened next.


Shonda ironically stated, “You look as if you just saw a ghost.”


Boom simply turned to her with a curious look on his face. “You read my mind. I’m gon’ get some air.”


Boom got up and walked out to the sidewalk. He leaned up against the wall and lit a cigarette. As he blew out the smoke, he put his head back and tried to think. He tried to recall the rest of the story. The last thing he saw was that a confrontation was developing between his mother and a woman that had just walked in. He tried his best to remember, but it wasn’t coming to him yet. He shut his eyes and tried harder. He talked himself through it.


“Alright, the broad walks in and Moms jumps up and holla: ‘Bitch, you got some fucking nerve!’ Okay, what then? Damn, nigga, think! Think! What the fuck happened after that?”


“What the fuck happened after what?” someone asked in a deep voice to Boom, as he stood there babbling to himself. “You okay, lil’ nigga?”


Boom opened his eyes to see Uncle Black. Now Black wasn’t really his uncle; that’s just what he called him. Since he had taken care of Boom since his father’s unfortunate passing, Boom looked at him as an uncle. Besides, Black and Vester—that’s what Black called him—they were that close. They might as well have been brothers. Black assured his longtime comrade since little Sylvester Jr. was first born that if anything were to happen that he’d hold it down. He honored that promise.


Now, although Vester and Black were close, they weren’t the same, as were Boom and Ivan. It was the opposite with them. They met each other way back in their high school days, but they weren’t running partners like that. Black took to Vester kind of like a charity case. He felt sorry for him. He didn’t have any friends. He didn’t have anyone to watch his back. When they met, Vester was getting picked on by some kids who were bigger than him. Black stepped in and put an end to it. Ever since then, they were inseparable. Vester followed Black everywhere he went . . .everywhere! Years down the line he even followed him once for a joyride in a stolen car. That’s when Black knew that Vester would hold him down, just as he did when they met for the first time. Because when he was caught by the police, Vester never even thought about ratting Black out to get off. He took the rap all by himself.


* * *


Black was just that . . .BLACK. With exception to his fair complexion, everything else that represented him was dim. He wore dark clothes, dark shades, and he had a dark persona to match. Besides Vester, Boom was one of the few people that knew of his sensitivity. Everyone else knew a vicious criminal, specializing in burglary, strong-arm robbery, assault, battery, and even murder. Yeah, he’d capped a couple of cats in his time, but it’s nothing he’s proud of. Being from the street and in his profession made him that way. He wouldn’t be able to survive otherwise.


He stood at about six feet two inches tall, and built. The naked eye wouldn’t pick it up but Black was seriously in shape. He’s what you’d call a sleeper; he wasn’t oversized, Venice Beach-brolick, but below his seemingly round frame he was all muscle. He had a bald head and a cleanly shaven face. He kept a cigar in his mouth and a pistol on his side at all times, in a shoulder holster hidden underneath a blazer or an overcoat. He was the physical representation of thorough!


* * *


“You okay, lil’ nigga?” he asked, clipping the tip off of a fresh Graycliff cigar. “You don’t look good, man.”


“Yeah, I’m i-ight, Unc’,” replied Boom. “I’m just trippin’ on all of this shit, man. The boy ain’t deserve this shit, you know?” Boom paused to take a pull from his cigarette. He blew out the smoke with a sigh. “Besides that,” he continued. “The weirdest thing just happened in there, freaked me out. I’m sittin’ there, tryin’ to make sure Shonda and Sabra is doing okay, and I get like some kinda flashback from way back when I was a kid, and shit. It was crazy, Uncle Black; I swear it felt like I was right there for real. I remember I was wearing a black suit with a white shirt and penny loafers. I even remember the haircut I had . . .a busted Caesar-fade. I remember it all that clear.”


Black drew long pulls from his cigar as he lit it. “What you yappin’ ‘bout, son,” he said. “You ain’t making no damn sense.”


“It was my father,” stated Boom. “I saw him, Unc’. It was at his funeral. I remember being there.”


Black took a slow pull from his cigar and blew the smoke out quickly. He was looking all jittery now.


“Listen, son,” he said. “All of that is in the past now. I done told you about thinking about all of those things. You just gon’ make things worse on yourself. You need not be thinking about all the bad shit that happened to ya twenty years ago, especially not when you got all of this fucked-up shit happening to ya right now! Stop cluttering your head with all that mess, boy!”


“Damn,” said Boom as the vision of his boy laid out came back to him. He was sniffling now, trying to hold back tears. “I can’t believe my boy Ivan is gone . . . damn!”


“I didn’t mean to upset you, son,” said Black, realizing that his words were disturbing Boom. “I’m just worried about ya, that’s all. Now, I been there for you from day one, and I’ll be there for you ’til I’m layin’ up in one of the boxes . . . me! You hear that, son??” He paused for a response, then continued, “Until the end, boy.”


Black pulled Boom close for a hug. He grabbed onto him and held on tight. Boom held on even tighter. He was still holding back, but now at least the pain in his stomach was fading and he felt a little better.


They were interrupted when Shonda came out of the funeral home along with Sabra. “Is everything okay?” she asked as she rubbed Boom on his back. “It’s gon’ be alright, okay, baby?”


When Boom finally ended his and Black’s embrace, he held his head down and looked at the floor, still fighting the tears. He lifted his enough for his eyes to meet with Shonda’s. The second they exchanged a gaze felt like an eternity. She could always make Boom feel better; she just had that way about her. She squeezed his left cheek, and pulled him close to kiss the other side. They shared a healthy hug as well.


Black never realized it before, but it was becoming really obvious how close Boom and Shonda had gotten over the years. He could relate. He and Grace, Boom’s mother, were close also. The way he saw it, it was difficult not to love a person like Grace. She had a really positive personality. Besides the fact that she was drop-dead gorgeous, she just always seemed to have a glow surrounding her, like nothing could ever go wrong. Brown skin, shoulder-length hair and a bright smile . . .that was Grace.


“So, how’ve you been, Shonda?” Black asked. “You understand that boy is in a better place now, right? Trust me; there are way worse places for Ivan to be in . . .as fucked up as this world is. He’s with God, now, sugar. Can’t shit beat that there!”


“I know,” answered Shonda. “But I would still rather him be here . . .with me . . .with his daughter. Call it selfish if you want, but I don’t know what I’m gon’ do without that man.” Shonda was fighting back tears now, but she wasn’t doing too good a job. You could tell by the color of her eyes that she’d already done her fair share of crying. Her eyes were all dry and red now. It wouldn’t be long before her tears dried up altogether.


Boom put an arm around her and gently rubbed her back. Black also made an attempt at consoling her.


“Oh, now that’s what Sylvester is here for; you still got him,” he said as he knelt down to speak to Sabra. “Isn’t that right, sweetie? You can count on your godfather, can’t you?”


Sabra turned away from Black with a frightened look on her face. She hid behind her mother.


That’s when Germ came out to check on Boom. He was a dude that Ivan and Boom kept around, simply because he was just as crazy as them. By their standards, his breed was hard to find. When it came down to it, Germ was the type of dude that would buss his gun the quickest, get knocked, and do the bid without talking. This muthafucka was for real. Germ had dark skin and a slim build. He was older than Boom by some years, but you couldn’t tell by his face. He had a light mustache and a non-existent beard. He stood at about six feet flat.


“Damn,” he said. “Everybody’s out here and shit, huh? What’s up, Mr. Black?”


“Same old, youngster,” replied Black as he stood back up to exchange a handshake with Germ. “How you holdin’ up?”


“Well, you know,” he replied. “Just barely. I’ll be good though, soon as we see this boy . . .”


“Come on, man,” interrupted Boom. “Kill that shit!”


“I’m ready to go,” Shonda said. “I’m not gon’ be able to take much more of this before I have a nervous breakdown. I ain’t slept in three days, plus tomorrow’s gon’ be another long day.”


“Yeah,” Boom said. “You right. You need your rest. Come on, lemme take you home.”


Before he left, he gave Germ a pound and a hug. He also gave him a word of advice.


“Call me later about that thing, you heard?” he said. “And stop bumpin’ ya gums and shit, man. It ain’t always the right time for that shit!”


“Alright, I hear you, brother . . .holla at ya boy!”


Boom also gave Black another hug before he left and told him, “Until tomorrow, I really wanna finish that talk we were having, cool? I already know what you’re gon’ say . . .but it’s for me . . .you know?”


“Okay, boy,” Black said reluctantly. “I’ll sit with you.”


“One last thing,” said Boom before walking off. “Let me hold on to that cutter,” he said, referring to Black’s sterling silver cigar-clipper. “I’ll give it right back; just think I’m gon’ need it later, that’s all.”


Black hesitated, but reached into his pocket for his cutter anyway. He reluctantly gave it to Boom, not knowing if he’d ever see it again. Shit, he wasn’t even sure if he’d take it even if he did see it again. No telling what the hell Boom wanted it for.


Boom and Shonda walked back to his ride, each of them holding one of Sabra’s hands. They jumped into his low-key, charcoal-gray, Lincoln LS sedan, and they were off. They didn’t speak much during the ride.


After a twenty-minute drive, Boom pulled up to Shonda’s plush loft apartment over on Walnut Street. Boom had been trying to concentrate on his recollection from earlier but as hard as he forced himself, his memory still escaped him. He was really having a bad time with all of the shit going on at the same time. Initially, he hadn’t planned on going upstairs with Shonda, but she insisted. She didn’t think it was a good time to be alone—for him or her.


Upon entering, Shonda put Sabra to bed upstairs. Next she went into the small kitchen, adjacent to the living room, to fix her and Boom a drink. Boom took a seat on the couch in the living room.


Just looking around the apartment made Boom wonder how his boy Ivan used to lay his head there. It was obviously Shonda’s influence that made this place what it was. The décor spoke so vividly of her character. The high ceilings and white walls, the few pictures hanging here and there . . .the furniture placed perfectly to create a cozy setting . . .that was definitely Shonda. The floor was oak, and the countertops were granite. On the side of the kitchen were stairs that led up to the bedrooms. It was simple, quaint, and intimate. That wasn’t the Ivan that Boom knew. If you knew him, you would cosign.


Boom and Shonda talked for the remainder of the night, mostly about old times. They each recollected memories to top the other’s story. They could’ve gone on all night discussing the kid. This is when Boom got the call he’d been waiting for.


“Yo, what it is?” he shot into his cell. “We in there?”


“Yeah, you know,” responded Germ. “Like swimwear. I got the whole shit mapped. Let’s do it.”


“I-ight then, let’s tear into this muthafucka!”


Boom got up to leave, but Shonda quickly stopped him.


“Wait,” she pleaded. “I can’t stay here all alone; I’ll go out of my mind.”


“Well, I can’t stay any longer, Shonda,” answered Boom. “I got some shit to do, you already know the deal.” Boom thought for a second of a quick fix. He needed to be leaving soon if he was gon’ make this engagement in time. He just spat out the first thing that came to his mind. “Alright, fuck it,” he blurted. “You can crash at my crib. I won’t be out long, but at least you don’t have all kinds of shit reminding you about Ivan over there. I know you just about ready to pull ya hair out and shit. I’ll hold you down for tonight, but after tomorrow, we gon’ have to work on this. If you gotta get a new place, then so be it.”


Boom helped Shonda pack a few things and carried Sabra down to the parking lot where the car was parked. Twenty-five minutes later, they were pulling up to Bustleton Avenue where Boom stayed. He walked Shonda inside while he held Sabra tight in his arms. She was about to wake when he put her down in his bed. He kissed her forehead. “Go back to sleep, little girl,” he said playfully.


“Are you gon’ be my daddy now?” she asked, still half asleep.


Boom was astonished that she’d ask him something like that out of the blue. “Hmm,” he said. “What makes you say that, baby?”


“Mommy said daddy’s gone now. He not coming back no more. So I don’t have a daddy now. Will you be my daddy?”


He paused. He didn’t know how to answer. What could he say, no?


“You know, no one will EVER be a better father to you than your real dad. Me and him are like brothers, you know? So no, I ain’t gon’ be your daddy. But I’m gon’ try my best, okay?”


Sabra gave the nod of approval and Boom was off the hook . . .for now!


“Alright, go back to sleep, now. Nighty-night, baby.”


When he felt his cell phone vibrating again, he knew just who it was. “I’m comin’, nigga!” he spat at Germ as he left the room. “Hold the fuck on, man! I’ll be there in two minutes.”





CHAPTER 2


    “Come on lovely,” said Travis to the young lady he was trying to coerce into his crib. “Just for a second, boo. You actin’ like you don’t know me now; what up with that?”


“That’s ’cause I don’t know you, nigga!” the fiery woman said. “For all I know, you could be some maniac psycho. You act like we go way back . . .I just met you tonight!”


“I don’t even know why you actin’ like that, girl,” he replied. “Now you wasn’t sayin’ that shit when you was grindin’ on my dick in the club. What’s all this new shit you poppin’? I just wanna get to know you, damn! What a nigga gotta do to get to know a lady nowadays?”


“The club is one thing, but . . .”


“But what?” he asked, cutting her off. “Do I look like I could even hurt a fly?” asked Travis, showing his most innocent face. The halo was shining extremely bright above his head now. “Come on now,” he continued. “If you still feel that way in another thirty minutes or so, I’ll drive you all the way home without a word . . .promise.”


Travis was pulling out all the stops now. He stood there, attempting his sexiest smile, waiting for the girl to agree with him. All he needed was for her to show just a little weakness, and he had her! All that bullshit about taking her home was all a game, especially if she dissed him. Shit, it’d be hard enough to get him to give her a ride even after she gave him the nut he wanted, let alone if she shitted on him.


“Well,” she said, showing signs of vulnerability. “We can just go up for a minute, right? I’ll have one drink and that’s it, okay? I don’t want anything to happen. I mean I am feelin’ you, but . . .”


“’Nuff said,” interjected Travis. “Let’s do it, then.”


Travis led his unsuspecting victim into his apartment building. She couldn’t have known that she had just made the worse decision of her life. Just like her, Travis was pleased with himself up until this point. He was looking forward to a long, sweaty night. He didn’t know the half.


Upon entering his apartment, Travis suddenly felt a weird vibe. He carried a suspicious look on his face. He started sniffing, as he could get a whiff of something burning. He didn’t know what it was, but there was a hint of smoke in the air. He let his nose lead him until he was standing at the living room door. On the other side of that door was whatever he smelled. He proceeded with caution. The young lady had no idea what was going on. She just followed Travis’ lead.


He cracked the door until he could get a glimpse of a man sitting on his couch in the dark. As Travis went for his piece, the man lifted his hand to take another nonchalant drag from the cigarette he was smoking. By now, Travis’ heart rate had quadrupled. He pushed the door open and busted into the living room with his weapon cocked and pointed.


“Muthafucka, you wanna tell me what the fuck you doin’ in my house???” Travis yelled. “You hear me, nigga?” He spat at the man, as he sat without even turning his head to address Travis directly.


Click-clack . . .that’s all he had to hear to let him know he wasn’t alone in the room with this strange man. Germ stepped from behind the door and lifted his pistol to the back of Travis’ head, while holding a tight grip on his lady friend’s neck. He got just close enough for Travis to feel the cold, steel, nine-milly pressed up against the back of his head.


“You stupid muthafucka,” he said condescendingly. “That was the easiest shit ever. How that feel, duke?” Germ swung his gat around and landed a blow to the back of Travis’ head. Travis, a little dazed, fell to his knees, dropping his burner on the floor as he held his throbbing head.


“Ya’ll muthafuckas done seen ya last days,” Travis said, trying to give a valiant effort to save his ass. “Do ya’ll know who ya’ll fuckin’ with? I’m Travis-mother-fuckin’-Strong! Ya best motherfuckin’ bet is take what you came for and get the fuck outta my house before I get a good look at you. If not, you muthafuckas better be ready to kill me tonight!”


That’s when Boom thought he’d bring some light to the situation via the lamp that sat atop the end table beside him.


When Travis looked up, he saw the devil himself sitting in his living room. He couldn’t be the bad-ass he wanted to be anymore. At the sight of Boom, he knew that he wasn’t gon’ have nearly as much fun with the remainder of the night as he’d originally planned. He let out a sound like he couldn’t even breathe, like he was choking on his own tongue. Then, when he finally got his wind back, he gasped like he was taking his last breath.


“Travis Strong, huh?” Boom asked, reciting Travis’ whole government name. “More like Travis Feeble, ha ha.” He laughed at his own joke. “Maybe Travis Frail . . .Fragile . . .or just Pathetic! You bitch-made faggot, come over here so I can see you.”


Travis Strong . . .he was the nigga that did Ivan. He was the punk that didn’t have the heart to look him in the eyes when he sent him. He didn’t have the balls to put the burner up to his temple and see the sweat run off of his brow before he pulled the trigger. He didn’t have that urge to make sure a nigga knew why he was about to die, and by whom. He wasn’t a killer. He was a gambler. He shot Ivan in the back, while he was on his way to see his probation officer at that. He didn’t know he was dead . . .he only hoped. Of course, Ivan didn’t have his whistle on him to return fire. Now, that would’ve been cool, a sweet hit even, had he just been doing a routine job. It would’ve been different if he were only executing a murder-for-hire contract, like the many jobs that Boom had taken in his time. But no, this was personal for Travis. He had something to prove. He should’ve carried out his objective with the streets in mind, especially if he was trying to regain what little rep he had. He knew who Ivan was . . .everybody did! He knew what it meant to cross a dude of his stature, but his better judgment escaped him. He knew that he could very well be starting a war, but he was dumb enough to think he could ride it out. So sad . . .so sad. He’d be finding out soon enough what he was really made of.
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