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Dear Reader:


Homecoming weekends are extremely popular among historically black colleges and universities (HBCUs) where alumni converge to celebrate with parties, football games, step shows and even steamy affairs. In Homecoming Weekend, Curtis Bunn visits his real-life alma mater, Norfolk State University, where characters throughout the country arrive in Norfolk, Virginia to connect with friends for good old-fashioned fun times.


The novel’s annual fall tradition features a colorful cast of characters who are anxious to encounter their former crushes, check out their classmates’ new looks or offer advice about life. I’m sure you will enjoy how Curtis uses humor to depict a behind-the-scenes weekend of college alumni and camaraderie.


As always, thanks for supporting the efforts of Strebor Books. We strive to bring you fresh, talented and ground-breaking authors that will help you escape reality when the daily stressors of life seem overwhelming. We appreciate the love and dedication of our readers. You can find all of our titles on the Internet at www.zanestore.com and you can find me on Eroticanoir.com (my personal site), Facebook.com/AuthorZane, or my online social network, PlanetZane.org


Blessings,
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Publisher


Strebor Books International


www.simonandschuster.com
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This book is dedicated to historically black colleges and universities in general and my beloved Norfolk State University in particular.

The nurturing of young minds and dispensing of knowledge and esteem HBCUs provide have laid and continue to lay the foundation of countless productive lives. Say it with me,

NSU Spartans: Behold: The Green & Gold!!!





ACKNOWLEDGMENTS



Nowhere. That’s where I would be without God. I know He protects me, delivers me and inspires me in everything I do. And He surely provided the uplifting needed for me to complete this work. Thank you, Lord.


I have family that I covet, and I always start with my late father, Edward Earl Bunn, Sr.; he was the ultimate example of a hard-working family man that put family first in every case. My mother, Julia Bunn, has been the most supportive, giving, loving mom around. I love my brothers, Billy and Eddie and my sister, Tammy. My grandmother, Nettie Royster, remains our spiritual foundation.


Curtis Jr. and Gwendolyn (Bunny) are my talented and smart children that make me proud. My nephew, Gordon, has always been like a second son. And my niece, Tamayah (Bink Bink) and nephew Eddie Jr. are blessings that I love so much. My cousins, Greg Agnew and Warren Eggleston, are like my brothers, as well as my brother-in-law Deryk. And I am grateful for cousin Carolyn Keener and uncle Al and aunts Thelma and Barbara and Ms. Brenda Brown, who has been like an aunt/second mom much of my life.


So much love and respect go to Zane, Charmaine Roberts and the entire Strebor Books/Atria/Simon & Schuster family for the support and opportunity to make this book a joyful reality. I’m proud to be a part of the Strebor family.


There are not enough pages to document by name all the people who mean something to me. But I will start with my Norfolk State family that I love: Felita Sisco Rascoe, my NSU classmate and super-duper close friend I rediscovered last year; Kerry Muldrow, Keith Gibson, Randy Brown, Sam Myers, Tony (Kilroy) Hall, Tony Starks, Marc Davenport, Greg Willis, Ronnie Bagley, Brian White, Ronnie Akers, Jacques Walden, Dennis Wade, Julian Jackson, Mark Webb, Kelvin Lloyd, Frank Nelson, Hayward Horton, Mark Bartlett, Marvin Burch, Derrick (Nick Lambert), Gerald Mason, Charles E. Johnson, Harry Sykes, Kim Mosley, Patricia Easley, Gina Dorsey, Shelia Harrison, Demetress Graves, Leslie LeGrande, Bob White, Laura Carpenter, Erika and Tony Sisco, Kevin and Hope Jones, Sybil and Leroy Savage, Avis Easley, David A. Brown, Yvonne Young, Linda Vestal, Sharon Foster, Bruce Lee, Kent Davis, Kevin Davis, Rev. Hank Davis, Judge Susan Davis Widgenton, Kevin Widgenton, Donna Robinson, Sheila Wilson, Ramona Palmer, Derek T. Dingle, Leon H. Carter, Val Guilford, Curtis West, Darryl Robinson, Zack Withers, Joe Cosby, Warren Jones, Joe Alston, Deberah (Sparkle) Williams, Barbara Ray-Jackson, Anna Burch and Gail Patterson. Also, we lost some Spartans I really cared about and miss: Madinah Aziz, Ladina Stevens and Donnie Ebanks. RIP, friends.


I have been blessed with a vast and diverse group of friends that are important to me, including Najah Aziz, Trevor Nigel Lawrence, Wayne Ferguson, Darryl (DJ) Johnson, Betty Roby, Rick Eley, Christine Rudolph, Monica Harris Wade, Yetta Gipson, Denise Bethea, Betty Roby, Tara Ford Payne, Diana Joseph, Monya Bunch, Shelia Bryant, George Hughes, Serena Knight, Marty McNeal, Tamitrice Mitchell, Edward (Bat) Lewis, Kathy Brown, Angela Norwood, Angela Bass, Angie Jones, Carla Griffin, Darryl K. Washington, Lateefah Aziz, Jeff Stevenson, Derrick (Tinee) Muldrow, Lyle V. Harris, Brad Corbin, J.B. Hill, William Mitchell, Carmen Carter, Lesley Hanesworth, Mary Knatt, Sonya Perry, E. Franklin Dudley, Skip Grimes, Sherline Tavernier, Denise Taylor, Jeri Byrom, Hadjii Hand, Laurie Hunt, Karen Shepherd, Clifford Benton, Rob Parker, Cliff Brown, Stephen A. Smith, Zain, D. Orlando Ledbetter, Michele Ship, Francine McCarley, Emma Harris, Garry Howard, Cindy Jackson, Billy Robinson, Jay Nichols, Ralph Howard, Paul Spencer, Jai Wilson, Garry Raines, Glen Robinson, Dwayne Gray, Jessica Ferguson, Carolyn Glover, David R. Squires, Kim Royster, Keela Starr, Mike Dean, Veda McNeal, Alvin Whitney, Pam Oliver, Kimberly Frelow, Karen Elaine Jones, Keisha Hutchinson, Penny Payne, Erin Sherrod, Tawana Turner-Green, Joan Hyatt, Joe Lewis, John Hughes, Sonji Robinson, Vonda Henderson, Natanyi Carter, Mark Lassiter, Shauna Tisdale, Quinn & Teeairra Motton, Tony Carter, Tamaira Thompson, LaToya Tokley, Necole Bobb, Claire Batiste, Olivia Alston, Brenda O’Bryant, Sheryl Williams Jones, Karen Faddis, Leticia McCoy, Dorothy (Dot) Harrell, John Hollis, Elaine Richardson, Aggie Nteta, Danny Anderson, Lakesha Williams, Leah Wilcox, Andre Aldridge, Ursula Renee, Marilyn Bibby, Brad Turner, Desyre Morgan, Billy Robinson, Denise Thomas, Camille York, D.D. Turner, Judith Greer, Anita Wilson, Tim Lewis, Carrie Haley, Dexter Santos, Ron Thomas, April Tarver, Michelle Lemon, Sandra Velazquez, Patricia Hale, Pam Cooper, Pargeet Wright, Regina Collins, Michelle Hixon, Sherrie Green, Jay Nichols, Regina Troy, Karen Turner, Deborah Tinsley, Christine Beatty, Angela Paige, Roland Louis, Dr. Yvonne Sanders-Butler, Deborah R. Johnson, Toni Tyrell, Tanecia Raphael, Tracie Andrews, Deborah Sharpe, Sheila Powe, Tammy Grier, Sid Tutani, Mike Christian and The Osagyefuo Amoatia Ofori Panin, King of Akyem Abuakwa Eastern Region of Ghana, West Africa.


Special thanks and love to my great alma mater, Norfolk State University (Class of 1983); the brothers of Alpha Phi Alpha (especially the Notorious E Pi of Norfolk State); Ballou High School (Class of ’79), ALL of Washington, D.C., especially Southeast.


I am also grateful to all the readers and book clubs that have supported my work over the years and to my many literary friends Nathan McCall, Carol Mackey, Linda Duggins, Karen Hunter, Troy Johnson and Terrie Williams.


I’m sure I left off some names; I ask your forgiveness. If you know me you know I’m getting older and subject to forgetfulness. J, I appreciate and am grateful for you.


Peace and blessings,


CURTIS





CHAPTER ONE



BUMPY ROAD


Jimmy and Monica


Sometimes Jimmy hated his wife. Well, maybe not hated, but on occasion he certainly resented her and how she made him feel. At worst, she had a way of reducing their marriage, an institution he honored, to a prison stint—or some forsaken place he did not want to visit, like hell or the lingerie department at JCPenney.


In those times, he felt like getting into his car and driving off to no place in particular, just away from her, never bothering to look back.


After a while, those feelings would subside. But his anguish was not unfamiliar to any married person, some of whom had even more dramatic emotions than Jimmy’s. Still, he believed being a loyal husband and committed father entitled him to some understanding and not the blow-torch heat Monica spewed.


On this day in particular, it ate at Jimmy like termites through damp wood.


He had waited an entire decade for this weekend.


It was homecoming.


Monica knew how excited he was about the trip—he talked incessantly about how much he looked forward to going back to his old college—but that did not stop her from filling Jimmy’s head with exactly what it did not welcome.


He had the trip all planned. He was trying to get onto Interstate 95 South by noon so he could arrive before traffic built up at the tunnel between Hampton and Norfolk, Virginia around 3 o’clock. It was a solid three-hour, fifteen-minute drive from their home in Southeast Washington, D.C.—and that included time for him to stop downtown to get his customary road food: a half-smoke (a D.C. signature sausage) with mustard and onions, a box of Boston Baked Beans candy, pumpkin seeds and a Welch’s grape soda.


Monica had other notions. She was sweet on occasion, needy at times and overbearing too often. This was one of her patented meltdowns that bothered Jimmy like that sound of the old record needle screeching across an album. When she acted as she did on this day—standing over him as he packed his bags, arms folded, mouth going, attitude funky—it was a miserable existence for Jimmy. He didn’t do drama well, and Monica was in straight Drama Queen mode.


While she was dramatic, and even over the top, she believed she had a valid argument. She wondered why her husband was going back to Norfolk State University’s homecoming without her?


Jimmy was so frustrated because of what he deemed her last-minute sinister objective: To pressure and nag him into not going or to bring her along, even as he was moments from departing. At worst, she wanted to put him in a foul mood so he would not enjoy himself. Selfish, he thought.


Why else would she go into her histrionics now? he surmised. She knew I was going to homecoming for several months. To act a fool just as he was about to leave frustrated him.


“I can’t believe this is happening,” he said. He had much more to say, but he worked hard on controlling his fly-off-the-handle temper, and the best way to manage that moment was to shut it down as best he could.


“Believe it,” she said with much attitude.


Monica was not cute when she was this way. Ordinarily, she was a good-looking woman, not breathtaking but certainly attractive enough for Jimmy to be proud to call her his wife. When she was this way, though, she didn’t look the same. In his eyes, she resembled something awkward and distorted, totally unappealing.


Her eyes seemed to darken and to fall back into the sockets, and she held a perceptible amount of saliva in her mouth. Some creature overtook her physical being and the devil owned her mind, Jimmy thought.


Still, he loved his wife. She could be worse; their marriage could be worse. He could have been like one of his close friends, Lonnie, who simply had been emasculated by his spouse. She controlled everything from what he did (or didn’t do) to whom among his “friends” he communicated. He became a joke among their friends.


Monica was not that bad. This level of discord was not regular behavior; Jimmy would not have been able to take it if it were the norm. Other times she got on his nerves (what woman didn’t?) for one thing or another, and he would often acquiesce, mumbling to himself: Keep the peace.


She figured that if she griped enough, Jimmy would again look to keep the peace and give in. She was wrong. No amount of badgering was going to turn his position. For the most part, she was a responsible and fun wife. But something about him going back to his alma mater for homecoming turned her paranoid. Jimmy remained calm, but he would not budge.


“Baby,” he said, trying his best to not sound condescending, “why must we go through this now? You knew about this trip for months. I’m about to leave. This makes no sense.”


“Why is it that you have to go and that I can’t go with you?” Monica said.


She had traveled with Jimmy, a lieutenant in the Army, a few places across the country and the world. They moved back to D.C. from California less than a year before, which was good and bad in this situation. It was good because he was back home and it was much easier to get to Norfolk from D.C. than the West Coast or the foreign stops they made. It was bad because he could not fall back on the excuse that it was not “cost-efficient” for both of them to make the cross-country trip for a two-day weekend, as he had in the past.


Jimmy’s reality was that his wife did not go to Norfolk State. She did not go to an historically black college at all, which meant, to Jimmy, she didn’t understand the value of the weekend—or that there was sort of a “no-spouse code” among most alumni, at least among those he knew well from school.


She went to the “University of Something or Other in Ohio,” he liked to say, where the brothers and sisters there were in the vast minority. So, while homecoming there surely was fun, it did not include all the elements that make homecoming at an HBCU a special experience and sort of family reunion. In fact, African-Americans who went to a “majority” college hardly ever went back to their school’s homecoming because it lacked that welcoming theme.


Jimmy had been in touch with classmates who talked about how impressed and proud they were to see how much their school had grown. They talked about there being fifty thousand people there, all black, all caught up in the pride and celebratory spirit that home-coming raises. At a non-HBCU, the homecoming weekend was about the football game mostly and a whole bunch of stuff that did not measure up to the cultural experience of an HBCU.


“And there’s nothing wrong with that,” he had told Monica. “It’s just different. Our weekend is about us, the fellowshipping, the tailgate (before, during and after the game), the band, the parties and, above all, the pride of being at a place that essentially raised us from teenagers to adults. It’s the place, really, where we were nurtured and grew up. That’s what the black college experience gives you. That school put its arms around us and hugged us when we were hungry or scared or uncertain.


“Homecoming,” he said, “is a celebration of all that.”


“So what are you saying? Your homecoming means more to you than mine because you went to a black college?” Monica argued. “That’s crazy.”


“I’m not saying your homecoming isn’t as important to you or that it isn’t fun and great,” Jimmy said. “But the mere fact that you have asked me to come with you to yours tells me you’re not having that much fun.


“Listen, honey, it’s not like I’m going there and meeting with some woman,” he went on. “I feel funny about even having to say that. But that’s what it comes down to, doesn’t it?”


Jimmy lived mostly on the West Coast in the years after he graduated with honors as a commissioned officer. He had not made it back to a single homecoming since graduation. For the three years they had been married, Jimmy hardly even talked of homecoming because attending did not seem reasonable, as they lived on the West Coast and work responsibilities always arose. He either could not take leave because he had duty he could not abandon—or he was deployed to the Middle East. Surviving both Iraq and Afghanistan and moving back to D.C. allowed him to get excited about making homecoming, especially after he went online and read about all the growth around the school.


“Monica, I told you a while ago that I was going to home-coming,” he said, placing the last of his clothes in his luggage. “Don’t act like you don’t remember.”


He zipped his bag and lifted it onto its wheels and headed to the garage door so he could dump it in the trunk and keep it moving.


“This is the only weekend I get all year to myself,” he said. He was calm even though he was furious to have to go through such explanation. He somehow mastered the art—and it was an art—of composing himself in his most heated moments. Jimmy, in fact, smiled as he explained his position although he was percolating inside.


“I go hard as a husband and father,” he said. “I don’t golf, so I don’t do golf trips. I don’t run off to visit my family without you. I don’t go to the Super Bowl or NBA All-Star Weekend. I don’t go visiting one of my boys for the weekend. This is it. I deserve this break.”


The most important reason of all . . . he had to explain to her again just before he got into his car.


He said: “Even if I did take an occasional trip, this should not be a problem. I have earned it. Plus, you didn’t go to school there. So, you’d be standing around bored, looking for me to entertain you. To be honest, I couldn’t have the same kind of fun I normally would have with my old friends. It’s innocent fun, but we use harsh language and tell jokes that are not always, uh, politically correct. It’s part of what we do. I’m not comfortable doing that around you and you’d be monitoring how much I drink, what I say, what I eat, who I hug. I can hear you now: ‘Who was that? An old girlfriend? Did you sleep with her?’ That’s not how it should be.


“Also, I would feel like I had to keep you from being miserable. I can hear you now complaining at the tailgate about needing to sit down and not wanting to go to the bathroom in the Port-A-Potty or not wanting the food. All that would not be fair to me at my homecoming.


“I have heard about people—men and women—bringing their spouses and having a miserable time because they were restricted. If you had an interest in going to your homecoming, I wouldn’t even think about going. I know you and your girlfriends would want to talk freely and me being there would prevent that. And I wouldn’t know those people, so I wouldn’t want to be there, putting you in the awkward position of trying to keep me entertained. It wouldn’t be fair.”


Monica was unfazed. “But that’s the difference between you and me,” she said. “I would enjoy my friends meeting my husband. But you’d prefer to run off like you’re single.”


Jimmy’s patience was diminishing.


“You know, you’re about to piss me off,” he started. “All that I said and that’s what you come back with? First of all, if they were really your friends, I would have met them by now. This isn’t a family vacation. When you go on your book club trip to Atlanta, I know it’s not a family trip. It’s for you and your girls. I don’t know what the hell y’all do down there and I don’t really care. I trust that you understand you’re married and will act like it. But you don’t invite me on that trip and you shouldn’t. That’s how my homecoming is. It’s not about acting like I’m single. Act like you know me.”


With that, he knew he needed to leave before the scene turned ugly. He was a thirty-two-year-old man and she was making him feel like he was a kid asking for permission, which did not sit well with him—especially since it had been established long before that he was going alone.


“Monica,” he said, hugging her—she did not hug him back—“I love you and I will call you when I get to Norfolk. Stop pouting and wish me a safe trip and a good time.”


She simply looked at him. They had a stare-down for a few seconds before Jimmy turned, opened the garage door, deposited his luggage into the trunk and jumped into his car.


Monica stood there with her arms folded and a look of disgust on her face.


He honked his horn as he backed out. Jimmy did not like that his wife was being so sour about his homecoming trip. But he couldn’t worry about it, either. If he did, it would put a cloud over his weekend. The forecast called for seventy-two degrees and lots of sun, meaning there was no room for clouds.


So instead of feeling awkward about leaving her there pissed at him, he felt reinvigorated, relieved and ready.


To really put that nonsense behind him, he called one of his boys, Carter, who was flying into Norfolk from New York. He was a fun and level-headed friend who graduated a year before Jimmy.


“Yo, I’m in a cab headed to LaGuardia,” he said. “I can’t wait to get down there. I got some work to do.”


“Work to do” meant he had women to pursue. Homecoming was like a free-for-all for Carter.


“I don’t think I’m going to make the parties,” he said.


“What? How you gonna come to homecoming and miss the parties?” Jimmy asked.


“Oh, that’s right; we haven’t really talked,” he said. “Well, you gotta keep this under your hat. You can’t tell anyone.”


“I know what ‘keep it under my hat’ means,” Jimmy said.


“All right,” Carter said. “Well, homecoming is a time for me to reconnect with Barbara. I should never have let her go back in the day. It’s the biggest mistake I ever made.”


At least Carter was divorced, which allowed him to do whatever he liked.


“But hold up—isn’t Barbara married?” Jimmy asked.


“With three kids, too,” Carter said. It was strange the way he said it, like he was proud.


“I know that was your girl about a decade ago,” Jimmy said. “But, man, she has a family now. And Barbara was a good girl. You think she’s coming to homecoming to get with you?”


“You don’t understand, Jim,” Carter said. “What she and I have is not ordinary. Why you think she’s coming all the way from San Diego? We both tried to move on with our lives. And we have moved on, to a degree. But we still have that connection. Actually, it’s even stronger now than ever. It’s crazy.”


“I wonder if she had the same issue I had—leaving her husband behind,” Jimmy said. “Monica gave me the business.”


“Well, when hasn’t she?” Carter said, laughing. “She’s just being herself, I guess. I don’t know if Barbara had any issues. I didn’t ask. I just know she’s coming.


“Listen, I’m not proud of this situation. And I’ve only told you and my brother about this. And I think she’s only told Donna. You remember Donna Scott, right? The Delta who went to ODU?”


“Delta from Old Dominion?” Jimmy asked. “Oh, yeah. Yeah. Wow, forgot all about her. OK, I remember Donna.”


“Well, they ended up going to grad school together and becoming close friends,” Carter said. “She’ll be in Norfolk, too. Anyway, I really understand what the power of love means because I would’ve never imagined myself feeling this way about any woman, especially a married woman.”


They chopped it up for a few more minutes before hanging up. Jimmy was headed to Norfolk to get the whole nostalgic feeling of seeing old friends and visiting the place that really made him—and really, to get away from the daily grind at home.


Carter was headed there for love.


And neither reason was more important than the other.





CHAPTER TWO



BRAND NEW


Tranise and Mary


“Wow. Look at Norfolk State. All grown up,” Tranise Knight said, surveying the grounds on Friday morning of homecoming.


She had not been on campus in the four years after graduating and was proud to see the new buildings, including the beautiful Student Union Center and the new Lyman Beecher Brooks Library, which was so huge it had the look of a football stadium. She always thought the NSU campus was as nice as any other black college. Now . . . wow, she knew it.


She had not come back before now because she wasn’t ready. She did not get the job in public relations with the big Chicago firm she wanted, and it made her feel like a failure. She was home-coming queen as a sophomore, president of her sorority as a junior and vice president of the Student Government Association as a senior.


Tranise was looked at as a shining star that would represent Norfolk State so well. It turned out that she had to become a middle school teacher just to have a job after graduation.


Because she had such specific dreams and ambitions, she did not realize how noble and rewarding being a teacher was, especially in an inner city area in Atlanta. It took her a while to get to that point, but in her third year, she got the perspective-altering sensation from a thirteen-year-old boy who had a troubled house-hold. He was talkative and ambitious, despite his family struggles, and Tranise identified something good in the kid.


“Miss Knight,” the boy said one Monday morning, smiling, “you’re my favorite teacher of all time.”


“Aww, that’s so sweet,” she said. “Why do you say that?”


“All the things you told me about being responsible and watching who I hang out with was right,” he said. “One of my friends went to jail Saturday: Tommy. You told me to stay away from him. He asked me to go to the mall with him and get some money stealing ladies’ purses. I thought about what you said and I told him I couldn’t come with him. If you didn’t always tell me to make good choices and tell me about what happened to people who made bad choices, I probably would have been with him and been in trouble, too.”


She knew then her career path, while not what she expected it to be, was far more rewarding than any PR work she could do for some big company. She impacted young lives. The job took on a new, more powerful meaning.


Because she was always good with money, which really meant she was cheap, and because she didn’t have any kids and no student loans to repay, she was able to live relatively comfortably on a teacher’s salary in Atlanta.


So, finally understanding that she was not a failure, but, indeed, a sort of public servant, Tranise believed it was okay to go back to homecoming and see many of her friends she missed after so many years. She found peace with who she was and her mother told her that was far more than what most people could say.


Standing on The Yard again, in front of the Twin Tower dormitories, brought Tranise back to some of the most fun times she’d ever had. She could not wait to see many people she had forgotten over the years that would be there for the weekend. None of them had heard from her in almost five years.


She was anxious to see the step show in the gym and to see the Mighty Spartan Legion, the nationally underrated NSU band. And she wanted to see her Chicago homegirl Trina and old roommates, Tammy and Mary.


But she also wanted to see Brandon Barksdale, the school’s former basketball star she’d had a serious crush on in school. With all she’d accomplished while at Norfolk State, she did not think she was worthy of Brandon to even know who she was. He was that impressive and she was that insecure, despite her accolades.


He was tall, but not gawky-tall: six-foot-three and about two hundred-fifteen pounds. His body was lean and defined and his deep brown complexion matched Tranise’s. He was an honor student and fun-loving guy, friendly and likeable, definitely the big man on campus, in stature, not size.


And yet he hardly knew Tranise existed. In deciding to return to homecoming, she decided that her time was now. She was at the best point of her young life. Her slim little figure had filled out over the years. So instead of the slender size four, from back in the day, she was a solid eight. Her breasts had blown up some-how from a 34B to a 36C. Hips sprung below her waist and her butt protruded as if injected with air. Her hair—her hair, not a weave—flowed like water.


In the vernacular of the streets . . . homegirl was a dimepiece.


She reasoned it was probably all that Southern food she ate in Georgia—especially the grits, gravy and peach cobbler—that added to her size. But the extra pounds, even she allowed, looked good on her. She was so comfortable with it, that she wore clothes that accentuated her curves—not too-short skirts and cleavage-busting blouses, but tasteful attire that was fitting, sexy and classy.


And she even dabbed on a little makeup to bring out her features, something she rarely did as a college student.


So, Tranise Knight was very much a different person than she was when she graduated from Norfolk State—different in comfort level with herself and different in how she looked. Some people were going to be shocked by this Tranise, especially Brandon, she hoped.


She knew friends would be there because they had confirmed on an NSU Homecoming Facebook event page. A week before, she had signed on to the social media site. When she checked into the Marriott at Waterside, she saw many alums, old and young, but no one she recognized. But there was a feeling of celebration in the lobby.


She headed for campus and literally received a chill when she saw all the signage and decorations welcoming back alumni. She parked in the lot in front of the campus landmarks—the Twin Tower dormitories.


She got out of her rental car and looked up at the buildings as a tourist would the skyscrapers in New York. Her mind raced through a medley of events that happened in the towers, from the all-night games of spades and backgammon to the sister from Virginia Beach who set up a makeshift salon in her room, providing everything from affordable relaxers to shampoos to braids; to having her first-ever college date, Michael Jennings, in the lobby. Neither of them had money to go anywhere, so he bought takeout from Charlie Wong’s Chinese Restaurant around the corner and they spent two hours on a couch in the lobby eating and talking.


“I miss this place,” she said to herself.


When she walked down to the prodigious Student Union building, site of the homecoming pep rally, she expected to see many friends and familiar faces. It was a nostalgic walk. Along the way she had images of herself as a teenager, a student, taking the same walk. She recalled thinking she knew everything back then when, in reality, she didn’t know much at all. She also recalled how liberated she felt; there were no parents to tell her what to do, when to do it or where to go. She was on her own for the first time in her life. It was scary, in a sense. But that comfort of being around myriad people who looked like her made it feel like family, easing the trepidation.


She stopped at the site of the old library and remembered the many days she and her sorority sisters would gather there. It was their meeting spot. They would convene there for photos or use it as a launching point to move on to the next thing. And on a few occasions they actually went inside and studied.


Watching a group of Deltas meet at the enormous new Lyman Beecher Brooks Library made her smile. But they looked so young, she thought.


She strolled through a portion of Brown Hall, the oldest building on campus, just because she took so many classes there and because it was the first place she ever saw Brandon. He actually picked up her books when she bumped into him and they fell to the floor. It wasn’t the classic eyes-meet-and-they-fall-in-love event, though. Instead, it was more like her eyes met his and his eyes said “bye.”


When she exited a side door of Brown Hall, between the library and the old gym, she could hear the music from the pep rally, which was winding down up ahead at the Student Center. She could see in the distance a huge gathering of people and it made her pride swell even more.


“Tranise?” she heard to her right. When she turned, there was her old roommate, Mary Cotton, who was from Baltimore, but worked closer to D.C.


“Oh my God, girl,” she said, and Tranise hugged her as one does her pillow at night.


“Mary,” she said, “so good to see you.”


When they let go, they both wiped away tears.


“I’m so mad at you,” Mary said. “I’ve been trying to reach you for years, girl. Where the hell have you been?”


“I know,” Tranise said. “I’m sorry. I had a sort of challenging time after graduation. I’ll tell you about it later. But I ended up moving to Atlanta and becoming a schoolteacher.”


“Really? That’s great,” Mary said.


As she spoke, Tranise actually stopped listening and stared at Mary. She looked great. Her short, jazzy hairstyle was just like in college, only updated. Her tight, slim physique was as tight and slim. And she wore the most fashionable clothes, like the last time she’d seen her. She was one of the few kids in college whose parents were able to supply her with steady doses of money.


Mary was a talker and Tranise couldn’t wait for her to stop, so she interrupted her. “Girl, you look so good,” she said. “Where are you?”


“Thanks. And so do you. That extra weight looks great on you,” Mary said. “I come to Atlanta all the time. I live in northern Virginia. I work for the FCC in D.C. It’s expensive up there, but everything is fine.


“I was talking about you to Charlene last night; she should be here any minute,” Mary went on. “I’m going to meet her at the airport in about thirty minutes. Charlene lives in Charlotte, working for Bank of America. You know her and numbers.”


“How could I forget?” Tranise said. “She was a walking calculator.”


“You should go with me to the airport to surprise her,” Mary said. “She will shit a brick when she sees you.”


“Okay, let’s do that,” Tranise said. “I don’t have any other plans. But you know, Mary, this is so exciting. I have not been on campus in four years. Don’t you feel proud?”


“I’ve come back every year for homecoming and I still feel the pride you’re talking about,” Mary said. “It’s like this is the place where we grew up.”


Suddenly, another of their old classmates came up behind Mary and lifted her off of the ground.


“Yeah, who is this? Who is this?” he said. “I could kidnap you and you’d never know who did it.”


“Put me down,” Mary said, laughing. “Whoever it is needs some deodorant and a breath mint.”


“Ah, that’s cold,” the guy said, letting her free.


She turned around to see Cedric Collins, one of the biggest guys on campus who did not play football.


“Ced, you’re so crazy,” Mary said, and they hugged. “Ced, you remember Tranise?”


He looked at Tranise with a smile and extended his hand.


“I don’t, but happy homecoming,” he said. “You sort of look like Tranise . . . Knight, I think her last name was.”


“I am Tranise Knight,” I said. She remembered Cedric; fun-loving, loud guy who did not mind being in the spotlight.


“Oh, wow,” he said. “It is you. Tranise, you look great.”


They hugged.


“Nobody’s seen you since graduation,” he said. “Looks like you’re doing great, as everyone expected.”


“Thanks, Cedric,” she said. “What are you up to?”


“You know, keeping it moving,” he said. His voice was booming. It almost sounded as if he spoke with a megaphone. “Lawyer in Chicago. Just passed the bar. Loving Chicago, not loving the job. But, hey, it’s just good to have a job these days, you know?”


The three of them chatted for a few minutes as the pep rally wound down. The last of the fraternities and sororities put on a prelude to the step show that night at Joe Echols Arena and the band cranked hip-hop songs that made the huge crowd dance.


“How great is this?” Tranise said. “I remember being over there, in that crowd of students, having a ball. This is almost like an out-of-body experience.”


The Student Government Association president, a strong-talking young man named David Allen Brown from New Jersey, ended the pep rally with these words: “It is so great to see so many alumni back to our beloved Norfolk State University. This still is your school as much as it is ours. You have helped make this university what it is. You have laid the groundwork and been an example for us to follow. When we graduate, it will be an exciting and a sad day. But it’s good to know that when we come back for homecoming, we’ll be welcomed as you all are this weekend . . . Happy Homecoming.”


Mary, Tranise and Cedric hugged each other. The band blared the school song and Tranise felt overly nostalgic. “I feel like a fool that I have not been back here in four years,” she said, her eyes watering.


Neither Mary nor Cedric responded. They sang the school song and offered smiles as wide as the building.


“Oh, check it out,” Cedric said. “The homecoming drama has already started.”


“Homecoming drama?” Tranise asked.


“Hell, yeah, girl,” Mary informed her. “There’s a whole lot of it. What happened, Ced?”


“Well, you remember Teresa and Moe, right? They dated for almost three years,” he said. “Well, if you recall, Moe left her when she told him she was pregnant. They were all lovey-dovey and as soon as she gets pregnant, he bounced on her and his baby. Well, she never saw him again—until about thirty minutes ago in the bookstore.


“I was there buying some stuff. Have you been there yet? It’s awesome . . . Anyway, so he’s looking at T-shirts and she’s looking at women’s T-shirts and they almost literally bumped into each other. I was standing there with my mouth open because I saw both of them come into the store. So, here’s the kicker: She has their daughter with her!!! She looks like she’s six or seven and looks just like Moe. I’m like, ‘Ah, shit.’ So, Moe says something—I couldn’t hear him—and leans in to hug her.


“Teresa leans back, like, ‘Don’t touch me.’ Then she looks at her daughter, who doesn’t know what the hell is going on. Teresa tells the girl to go look at books or something because the little girl walks off. When she gets out of earshot, she turns to Moe and lets him have it. She had her finger in his face for a minute and her neck was rocking. Moe—you know how light-skinned his ass is—turned as red as a stop sign. I was like, ‘Damn.’


“Teresa started crying and then quickly got herself together. She wiped her face. She pointed over toward their kid. I had to hear something, so I acted like I was shopping and I moved closer. I heard her say, ‘I’m ashamed that you are her father.’ And she walked away. Moe put down the T-shirt he was holding and walked toward the door. But before he left, he turned back around to get another look at his daughter. And then he left.”


“Oh, hell,” Mary said. “I knew both of them so well. I just knew they were going to get married.”


“Me, too,” Tranise said. “I can’t even believe Moe did her like that. That didn’t seem to be something he would do.”


“I know,” Mary said, “But Ced, we’ve got to go pick up Charlene. We’ll see you later, maybe at the step show.”


As they walked to the parking lot, Tranise asked the question:


“Have you seen Brandon Barksdale?”


“Oh, my God,” Mary said. “All these years later, you’re still hooked on that man?”


“Well, he wasn’t exactly the one that got away,” Tranise said. “But he was the one I wanted to get.”


They laughed.


“Girl, Brandon looks even better,” she said. “I saw him earlier. He said he was going to lunch at MacArthur Mall downtown. But I must tell you: He’s married.”


Tranise’s heart sunk. “What?” she said. She heard her clearly but she couldn’t muster another reaction.


“And guess who he married?” Mary said.


“Oh, goodness. Who?” Tranise said.


“Felicia Waters.”


“Stop playing, Mary,” she said. Felicia was Tranise’s archenemy. “Not that bitch.”


Felicia and Tranise had intense animus. Okay, they hated each other. The animosity stemmed from someone telling Felicia that Tranise was not going to pledge her sorority, Alpha Kappa Alpha, because Tranise did not like Felicia. At the same time, someone else told Tranise that Felicia said Tranise was not AKA material. Tranise pledged Delta Sigma Theta, which was her first choice anyway, making the rivalry that much more intense.


From there, they would scowl at each other, compete against each other and generally hate each other from a distance. They never spoke to each other about the origin of the hatred.


“Not that bitch,” Tranise repeated. She was surprised she used that word because she didn’t like it, but she considered Felicia the personification of the slight, in every negative way: conceited, envious, selfish, mean.


Tranise had rejoiced so much when she won the homecoming queen crown mostly because she beat Felicia.


“Might as well give you the whole scoop,” Mary said. “And she’s pregnant.”


Tranise put her hand over her mouth.


“Come on, girl,” Mary said. “Let’s go. You can’t worry about that. She obviously fooled him, which means he wasn’t that smart after all.”


Tranise nodded her head, but was not really listening. She was plotting. All these years later, she could get back at Felicia. Normally, Tranise wasn’t the scandalous type. She actually kind of wanted to be that way a little in college, but she’d built a reputation and couldn’t afford to lose it by sleeping around. Men run their mouths more than women about stuff like that, and the word would have spread the campus that she was a “freak.” She could not have afforded that.


So she held it together. But she was out of college and she actually had grown beyond being overly concerned about what people thought of her. She wondered how it would feel to conquer Felicia one more time after all these years, especially considering the rumors about her and Tranise’s first boyfriend, Michael Jennings, killed that relationship.


She got even more excited about seeing Brandon. Felicia did her dirty. But this weekend was Tranise’s opportunity to do some dirt herself.





CHAPTER THREE



ON THE ROAD AGAIN


Jesse, Don and Venita


As soon as the car hit Interstate 64 East, about ninety minutes from Norfolk, Jesse Jessup, Don Anthony and Venita Daniels broke open the cooler that rested on the backseat.


It had been there, untouched, since Jesse departed Philadelphia almost four hours earlier. He stopped in Fredericksburg, Virginia to pick up Venita and then they rode down to scoop up Don in Richmond. This was how they’d traveled to homecoming for the previous six years—Jesse driving down and picking up his two close friends along the way.


Don’s seat was in the back, next to the cooler, and he passed Jesse a Heineken and poured Grey Goose and cranberry juice with a twist of lime for he and Venita in see-through plastic cups. They had stopped at a Burger King drive-thru and devoured the food. It was more a coating for their stomachs than a hearty meal.


They had not seen each other in about a year—or last home-coming. But they were used to road trips together; they took countless weekend excursions home during their college days.


Each of them was from Richmond but they did not meet until they were sophomores at Norfolk State. During a party at Spartan Village, the townhouse development across from campus on Corprew Avenue, the deejay named The Controller yelled, “Where Richmond at?” into the microphone.


Venita, Don and Jesse, dancing near each other, thrust their hands in the air and yelled. They were proud to be from the state capital, and they noticed each other’s enthusiasm. They stopped dancing, introduced themselves and were surprised they were from the same city but had not met. They became nearly inseparable friends from that night on.


And so here they were again headed back to Norfolk, starting their traditional pre-homecoming drinking.


“This never gets old,” Venita said. “But every year we talk about getting together other than homecoming. And it never happens. We’ve got to do better. Y’all are my boys. This is crazy.”


“I know,” Don said. “But life keeps getting in the way. Plus, I’m not sure your husband wants us hanging out so much.”


“What about your wife?” Venita said. “She told me she was suspect of our friendship.”


“What? When?” Don asked.


“Last year when we picked you up,” she answered. “I told her, ‘I hope you’re joking because we’ve been friends for years.’ But I didn’t say anything to you about it because I was hoping that was it.”


“Plus, Don can’t beat his wife,” Jesse said. “If he said something to her, she’d kick his ass.”


Don nearly choked on his drink, laughing. “Whatever, Jesse,” he said. “Just keep the car between the white lines.”


They cruised along the highway, reminiscing and joking and generally leaving behind the trials of their everyday lives. Venita’s cousin died of kidney failure at forty-eight. Jesse was recently divorced and troubled by his sister’s recent marriage to a drug dealer. Don had financial concerns about the survival of his business.


None of that mattered homecoming weekend; well, not as much, anyway. This was the escape of all escapes.


“You know, my little niece, Diamond, is a junior at Norfolk State; she transferred from William & Mary,” Venita said. “I really want to see her. It was her uncle who was sick and passed away, as if she’s not already dealing with enough family drama.”


“Diamond?” Don said.


“Don’t you start, Don,” Venita jumped in.


“Okay,” he said, smiling. “But I’m just saying. Diamond? What’s she majoring in? Pole-dancing?”


Venita could not hold back her laughter. Neither could Jesse. “I was wondering when it would start—I guess it’s now,” Jesse said. “Okay. Cool. It’s on.”


“Man, I couldn’t help it,” Don said. “My bad. My bad.”


“Too late now,” Venita said. “It’s been put in motion.”


“Well, you knew it was going to start at some point. I’m surprised it took ten minutes,” Jesse said.


“It’s okay,” Venita said. “Diamond is an honor student, thank you very much. As I said, she transferred from William & Mary. But she’s enjoying being a Spartan.”


“Lily-white William & Mary? I bet NSU is a shock to her system,” Jesse said. “She probably doesn’t know how to act with all those black folks. She’s probably the most popular girl on campus.”


“Hey, wait,” Venita said. “So now you saying my little niece is a whore? I know you don’t want to start fighting in this car.”


“Like cousin, like cousin,” Jesse chimed in and even Venita laughed and slapped him on the arm.


“Excuse me,” she added, pushing aside the bangs that covered her oval-shaped face, “but ain’t nobody get this at Norfolk State, thank you very much.”


“’Cause ain’t nobody want it,” Don said, laughing.


“Oh, so the hate is everywhere; that’s fine,” Venita said. “You know I was fine back in school. And I ain’t bad now, either.”


“I’m just messing with you,” Jesse said, glancing over at her. “You know you were cute. You still are cute. You just weigh a pound or two more.”


“Yeah,” Don said, “a pound or two more in ten different places on your body.”


Venita laughed with her friends. She could take a joke—and deliver one, too. “That’s okay. Wait until next Homecoming. This weight will be gone,” she said. “I already started my program. Cutting back on carbs and sweets and drinking more water—and I’m walking every night. And I don’t eat after seven anymore. Nothing. You probably can’t tell a difference, but I can.


“And it’s not like I’m the only one in this car who needs to drop a few . . . am I, Don? You look like the Pillsbury Doughboy’s overweight brother.”


Don had a thick frame in college and he gradually added on weight over the years after school. He looked like an out-of-shape football player—relatively short and round, bald-headed with a thick goatee.


“At least you don’t wear clothes that are too tight,” Don said, after laughing at Venita’s crack about him. “I feel like throwing up every time I see a big woman in tight clothes, accentuating their rolls and rolls of fat.


“Now, don’t get me wrong—I know I’m big and need to lose some weight. A lot of people have weight issues. I’m not criticizing us for that. But to be big and put on super-tight leggings and tops that hug the body and have their blubber spilling all over the place . . . I don’t get that.”


“Wait,” Venita said. “Are you saying I’m a big girl?”


“Nothing wrong with big girls,” Jesse said, smiling. “They are warm and cuddly.”


“No, I’m not saying that, Venita,” Don answered. “Relax and eat a doughnut.”


“Kiss my big ass,” Venita said, laughing.


“Pull those big pants down; I’ll smack it and kiss it,” Don said.


Their laughter was broken by the sound of state trooper sirens.


“Oh, shit,” Jesse said. “Was I speeding?”


“No, you weren’t speeding,” Venita said. “You know I was monitoring it. But we’re in New Kent County.”


“Oh, hell. We got stopped in this stupid-ass county before,” Don said. “They’re notorious.”


“Put those empty bottles in the bottom of the cooler, under the ice,” Jesse said, pulling over.


Venita slipped everyone a few mints.


“Okay, everybody be quiet. Let me handle this shit,” Jesse said.


He depressed the button to lower the driver side window. He placed both hands on the steering wheel to make it clear to the trooper he was not a threat.


“How you doing, sir?” the trooper said.


“Fine. How can I help you?” Jesse said.


“You can give me your license, registration and insurance card,” he said.


“Can you tell me why you stopped us?” Jesse asked as delicately as he could.


“I can tell you again to give me the information I asked for,” he said, as he looked over Venita and Don. He then fixated on the cooler.


“What’s in there?” he said.


“Drinks,” Don said from the back.


“I wasn’t talking to you,” the trooper said with attitude. “You—what’s in there?”


“Drinks,” Jesse answered.


“Oh, so you’re a smart guy, huh?” the trooper said. His pale complexion turned pink. He was angry.


“Everyone out of the car,” he said.


“Officer, hold on,” Jesse said, handing over the information he requested. “I wasn’t getting smart with you. I was just answering you.”


“Wait right here,” he said and retreated to his car to check Jesse’s credentials.


“This is some bullshit,” Don said.


“I know,” Venita added. “I was checking your speed. He had no reason to stop us.”


“Don,” Jesse said, looking in the rearview mirror, “make sure those beers and liquor tops are on secure.”


“I buried the vodka at the bottom of the ice and the empty beer bottles. We’re good.”


“This Robocop has nothing better to do than mess with us?” Venita said. “This is why no one likes cops these days.”


“He ain’t a cop; he’s a trooper,” Don said.


“Same difference,” Jesse interjected. “He has a badge and a gun and thinks he can fuck with us anytime he pleases. I mean, why was he trying to get us out of the car? This shit is dumb.”


After a few minutes of back-and-forth, the trooper came back to the car.


“Mr. Hill, your license is suspended in Virginia,” he said.


“What?” Jesse said. “Sir, that’s not true. As you can see by my license, I live in Philadelphia.”


“Have you ever lived at 1564 Gabriel Drive in Norfolk?”


“No, I haven’t. I went to college in Norfolk, but I lived on campus and then on Monticello.”


“That’s not what’s in the system and that’s what I have to go by,” the trooper said. “I’m going to have to ticket you. And you must step out of the car; in fact, everyone out.”


Jesse was angry and confused. “If you’re giving me a ticket, why do we need to get out of the car?” he asked.


“Just do what I say or this will be even worse for you,” he snapped back.


Venita placed her hand on Jesse’s shoulder. “It’s okay. It’s okay,” she said. “Come on.” She knew Jesse had an explosive temper when wronged. She was there when, as a junior in college, he initiated a brawl on the basketball courts with some locals on Brambleton Avenue, near campus, after a guy he didn’t like fouled him into the fence. The police came but even that did not temper his rage. Luckily, the police were more interested in controlling the situation than arresting him.


This trooper seemed to have a different objective. So Venita tried to make sure Jesse remained poised. One by one, the trooper had them lean against the car and patted them down, a humiliating act that they had seen happen to other people but were dismayed it was happening to them.


He talked into the microphone on his shoulder as he had them stand back a certain distance away from the car, in the grass beyond the gravel on which the car was parked.


“Stay right here,” he ordered them through his dark sunglasses. “Don’t move.”


Within a minute, another trooper pulled up with his lights flashing. The two of them whispered to each other before they began searching Jesse’s car.


“Don’t you need a search warrant for that?” Jesse asked.


“You’re driving with a suspended license in my state; that gives me reason to wonder why—and to search your vehicle,” he said, his nose a few inches from Jesse’s. “You got a problem with that?”


“I do have a problem with that,” Jesse said. “I’m an attorney and I know we have done nothing for us to be standing on the side of the highway or for you to be searching my car.”


“You’re gonna need a lawyer to get you out of jail if you keep talking,” the trooper said.


“Jesse,” Venita said.


“You’d better listen to her,” the trooper said before turning away.


Jesse was seething. When he was fifteen, he had the scare of his life. While standing in line for a cheesesteak one day, he was approached by two Philadelphia cops. They pulled him out of line and slapped handcuffs on him.


In the police car, they explained that he fit the description of someone accused of robbing a woman at gunpoint several blocks away as she exited her car.


“What? I didn’t do anything,” he said.


“We will see,” one cop told him. “If this women identifies you, you’re going to jail.”


Jesse’s heart pounded. He had heard of men being mistakenly identified, yet jailed nonetheless. “Oh, God. Please help this woman see I’m not the person that robbed her,” he prayed to himself. He had plans for the future that included college and law school, and even that young, he knew going to jail could derail his ambitions.


When they arrived to the woman’s house, she was standing in front of her brownstone on Bainbridge. The Philadelphia skyline was in the not too distant background.
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