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Chapter 1

The Beginning of the End

It was early in the morning and the streets of Brownsville were practically deserted. Twenty-year-old Prince Poet Washington exited the gypsy cab in front of his building in the Langston Hughes housing projects. He attended a house party the night before, devouring shots of cognac and chasing the shots down with a Corona or two. Standing in the lobby of his apartment building, Poet slowly began to feel the side effects of the Hennessy that he had consumed earlier. As he wobbled toward the elevator, a wave of nausea came over him. While Poet stood against the wall trying to regain his senses, he was alarmed by an unidentified man who ran out of the staircase. The man brushed by Poet, almost knocking him down.

“Yo, man! Watch where the hell you’re goin’!” Poet yelled loudly.

The man turned around, uttered a quick apology, and sped out the door but not before Poet noticed a dark scar on the right side of the man’s face. Poet watched as the man ran outside and made a quick turn onto Sutter Avenue.

Pressing for the elevator, something about the man s hastiness made Poet uneasy. He figured that the man had been up to no good, but he was too tired to care.

The elevator seemed to be taking forever so the hungover Poet grudgingly walked up the flights to his seventh floor apartment.

When Poet got to the fifth floor stairwell, he heard a whimpering noise. The sound made him pause for a moment, as he silently prayed that he hadn’t run into any criminal or sexual activity. Poet slowly peeked around the brick wall. He saw a teenage girl lying on the floor of the staircase, half-naked and bleeding. Although her body was fully exposed, she was hiding her face.

“Oh, shit!” Poet announced, covering his mouth. “Who did this to you?” he asked the girl in amazement, while cautiously approaching her.

The girl attempted to sit up and gradually uncovered her blackened eyes. Poet assisted her by propping her up against the graffiti-marked brick wall. All she could see was Poet s silhouette through her swollen eyes.

“It was that man,” she whispered. “It was the light-skinned man with the scar on his face.”

“What s your name, baby girl?” Poet asked, looking at her with empathy in his eyes.

“Erika,” she meekly replied.

Suddenly, Erika began crying uncontrollably. Poet felt his face flush, embarrassed at the girl’s half nakedness. He removed his hooded sweatshirt and helped her put it on. It was then that he noticed the other bruises all over her body. Her panties and jeans were in the corner of the staircase in a messy heap.

Light-skinned man with a scar on his face, he thought.

Poet s thoughts went back to the man who almost knocked him down in the lobby a few minutes before.

At this point, Poet didn’t know whether to just walk away from the victim or call the police himself. He did not want to be blamed for or even questioned about what had obviously occurred in the staircase. But Poet s conscience wouldn’t allow him to leave the distraught girl s side. He knelt down to comfort her as she immediately recounted what happened to her.

“I was goin’ to the store for my Auntie and this man was downstairs in the lobby, waitin’ for the elevator,” the traumatized girl began. Poet picked up on her Southern accent as her voice trembled with fear and sadness.

Poet gave the victim his undivided attention as she continued. “I didn’t pay him no mind until he grabbed me and pulled me in the staircase. I tried to fight him off, thinkin’ that if I screamed he was gonna kill me. I realized that he wasn’t gonna stop when he punched me in my face a couple of times. Then he pulled out a knife and cut my clothes off me. After that, he forced himself on me. I told him that I was a virgin but he wasn’t listenin’ to me. I kept tellin’ him over and over again that I was a virgin but all he did was just told me to shut up and then he held the knife to my throat and ... and ... Erika trailed off and her eyes seemed distant.

A few seconds later, her body began trembling as if she was having convulsions. The frightened Poet ran out of the staircase to the nearest apartment and asked a neighbor to call 911 for the girl.

Within seconds, Poet returned to Erika’s side to check on her. She was still trembling and staring into space. She was unaware of her exposed vagina and the dried-up blood that was smeared on the inside of her almond-colored thighs. Seeing her in the state that she was in, it was then that Poet made the decision to hunt down the rapist himself.

In a fit of rage, Poet ran back downstairs and went outside. He frantically looked up and down Sutter Avenue, hoping that the mysterious man with the scar on his face would reappear before the police came. Poet was unsure of what he was going to do or say if he saw the man. He grew angrier by the minute as he thought about his two younger sisters, Porsha and Precious. He couldn’t help but think that the teenage girl could have easily been one of them.

Poet was overcome with anger. What made him even more upset was that the rape had occurred so close to home. He had grown weary of living in the projects and was tired of feeling as if he was trapped in the crime-ridden neighborhood that most likely bred the vermin who had committed the heinous act. The rage that Poet was experiencing had him so amped; it actually made him want to kill somebody.

Poet looked at his watch and cursed to himself after seeing the time. “It s six-twenty in the mornin . It s too got-damn early for this bullshit,” Poet said with a loud sigh.

Coming back to his senses, Poet decided to walk to the store for a pack of Newports. Seeing the rape victim, Erika, lying in the stairway with bruises all over her body and virgin blood all over her crotch had blown his high. He figured that if he smoked a cigarette or two, it would help to calm his nerves.

When Poet arrived at the window of the bodega on the corner of his block, he just happened to notice a familiar-looking person walking down the street. Then there was a funny feeling in his gut. If his memory was correct, the man looked like the same person who had almost knocked him down in the lobby and the one who had raped Erika. Poet couldn’t remember the clothes that the man was wearing but curiosity got the best of him. He just had to see if the man strolling down the street was really the person who Erika had described.

Poet saw several squad cars and an ambulance racing down Rockaway Avenue, toward his building. He lit a cigarette, then casually strolled across the street and began following the light-complexioned stranger. Poet walked behind the man for the next two blocks, still not sure if he was the person who raped Erika. When the man turned the corner at Blake Avenue near where he was standing, Poet noticed the scar on his face. The man fit the exact description of the man who Erika had described. It was then that Poet knew that the man was his guy.

“That’s him!” Poet whispered to himself. His heart began to beat a mile a minute.

Poet noticed that the rapist began picking up the pace, as another squad car raced down the street. To Poet, that was definitely the sign of a guilty man.

Poet lagged closely behind the suspect. A block later, the man slowed down, obviously unaware that he was being followed. Poet slowed down too, and checked the inside of his jacket pocket. He wanted to make sure that the 9 mm he had on him was cocked and ready with a bullet in the chamber. When the man finally stopped to take a breath, once again Poet was able to catch a glimpse of the scar on the right side of his face.

As Poet prepared to approach the rapist, he began to feel a little anxious. Beads of sweat formed under his New York Yankees fitted cap. Poet gripped the gun in his right hand and began to mumble under his breath. He watched the tired suspect closely, as he attempted to get his own nerves together. His murderous instincts were kicking in and his adrenaline was off the charts. Poet had never killed anyone before but he realized that once he pulled that trigger, there was no turning back. “Thou shalt not kill” was one of the Ten Commandments that he said that he would never break, unless someone messed with his family. On that particular day, he considered the rape victim, Erika, a family member. Poet silently asked God for forgiveness because a life was about to be forsaken and it sure wasn’t going to be his own.

Poet quickly walked up to the suspect. “Yo, what’s up?” Poet asked with a frown on his face.

The man looked nervous, as if he didn’t know what to do next. Poet’s heart skipped a beat after hearing more sirens in the distance.

“What you mean, young’un?” the man replied with a smirk on his face. “You know me from somewhere or you got some of that shit on you?” he asked, referring to drugs.

“I don’t have nothin’ on me but this!” Poet exclaimed, putting the gun in the rapist s face. The man jumped back.

“What the fuck? I ain’t got no money on me, homeboy! I just smoke the shit, I don’t sell the shit!” he said with a fearful look on his face.

Poet chuckled. “Motherfucker, does it look like I would be out here robbin’ you for some fuckin’ crack rocks, man? You know what you just did to that little girl in the staircase back there! I’m the dude you almost knocked over while runnin’ outta that same buildin , homie!”

All of a sudden, the suspect s body began to quiver. His eyes went to the gun in Poet s hand. The rapist thought he had made a clean break. Rape and sexual assault were nothing new for him and Erika had not been his first victim. Being that Erika was walking alone so early that morning, he figured that she was one of the many teenage runaways who frequented the area. He had managed to get away with raping a few other young women for the last couple of months without so much as a police report from the victims, and now this.

The scar-faced suspect was also an unregistered sex offender, who thought that as long as he stayed off the radar, he could get away with his offenses. But this time he was wrong. It looked like he was finally about to pay for his perverted indiscretions.

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, homeboy! I wasn’t even in the—” the man began.

The suspect couldn’t even finish his sentence. Poet held the gun tightly in his hand and grabbed the willowy man by his jacket. There was an abandoned building at the corner, not too far from where they stood. Poet forcefully dragged the frail suspect by his jacket collar toward the dilapidated structure.

“Come and take a walk with me, my dude! We have some things to discuss!” Poet ordered, looking over his shoulders.

It was six-forty-five on a Saturday morning. With the exception of a few cars passing them by on the one-way street, no one was in sight.

The man made a futile attempt to wrestle away from Poet s strong grasp but he knew that he was no match for the younger man. Plus, Poet s mind was made up. The man was as good as dead and he was the Grim Reaper. This one was for Erika.

Poet yanked the rapist into the building with his strong hand still wrapped tightly around his collar. Once they were inside, the rapist immediately began to wrestle for his life. Poet punched the man in the face and dropped him with one hard hit to the jawbone. Poet looked down at the ingrate, who was writhing in pain on the dirty floor. He felt victorious as the self-proclaimed crackhead begged for his life.

“I’m sorry, man! Lemme go and I’ll turn myself in! Or ... or you could call the police yourself!” the rapist pleaded with tears in his eyes.

Poet sucked his teeth and kicked the man in his ribs. He smiled as he listened to the perp howl in pain.

“Motherfucker, I’m not callin’ no five-o!” Poet exclaimed, referring to the police. “Jail is too good for your perverted ass! And do you honestly think I should let you live while that girl is out here sufferin’ for what you did to her? Do you think that I should let you live so that you can rape or kill somebody else? You must be a fool!”

“Please, man, please! I just need help, man! I don’t want to die!”

“Nah, you have to die, my man,” Poet whispered, as his lips trembled and tears dropped from his eyes as the realization of what he was about to do hit him. “I got sisters and a mother and I’m not about to let your punk ass live another day so that you can hurt them, too. So before I put one of these hot ones in your ass, tell me: why did you rape her, man? Why?”

Poet aimed the gun directly at his head and the rapist began to wail loudly. He looked at Poet s tearful eyes and he knew that it was over for him. At that moment, he figured that he might as well go out with a bang and confess to his crimes.

“Okay, okay, I took the pussy because I wanted to!” he shouted, with saliva shooting out of his mouth. “That little bitch wanted me to give it to her! She was the one walkin’ around with them tight-ass jeans on and that fitted shirt on with her titties lookin’ all ripe and juicy! To me, all of them bitches wanted it! All of ’em! Fuck ’em all! I ain’t never like bitches no way, always teasin’ and fuckin’ with my mind, tryin’ to get in my pockets and take my money ... Bitches ain’t worth a sh—”

The rapist s confession was drowned out by the sound of Poet s gun going off. The bullet ripped into the rapist s right leg. He screamed in pain but it didn’t stop him from talking recklessly.

“Fuck you, you bitch motherfucker! I shoulda raped your momma, too!”

Before the rapist could say anything else, Poet shot him in the head three times. Poet watched in awe as the rapist fell backward and his blood and brains soaked into the rotted wood of the rickety floor. Poet stood there for a few moments, as if his body were frozen in place and his hands were stuck on the gun. He felt a weird chill go down his spine as he looked at the smoking weapon that he held in his sweaty palm. Poet was having mixed feelings about what had just occurred, unsure if he should be hailed as a hero or a murderer. After all, he did just take someone s life.

Poet walked to the doorway. He looked to the left and the right to see if anyone was walking by the building before he stepped outside. Dogs barked in the distance but he hoped no one had noticed the sounds of gunshots.

After making sure that the coast was clear, Poet walked out of the raggedy structure. And he didn’t dare look back. He seriously hoped that by the time the police found the body of the rapist, the man would have made a nice meal for the rats in the old building.

Poet nervously shoved the murder weapon into his jeans pocket as he walked down Rockaway Avenue toward his building. Unable to relax with the evidence on his person, he decided to ditch the murder weapon into a nearby sewer. After shoving the gun into a garbage-strewn sewer at the curb of his block, Poet breathed a sigh of relief. He had made a decision that would change his life forever. A gun that he carried for his own protection was now the physical evidence in a murder. Poet walked home with his head held down, thinking about the consequences of what he had done and how much of hypocrite he had become.

 



It was 7:05 A.M. by the time Poet arrived back at his building. Scores of reporters, police, and EMT personnel cluttered the lobby but he managed to slide undetected by all of the paparazzi. Before walking into the staircase, Poet caught a glimpse of Erika, the young victim, being carried out on a stretcher. He made sure he stayed as far away from her as possible. Once they carried Erika’s battered body out of the front door, Poet ran all the way up to seventh floor and practically ran inside his house, locking the door behind him.

Poet tried to tiptoe into his bedroom when his mother, Cheryl, suddenly appeared in the doorway of her bedroom. Cheryl Washington was raising three children on her own and the last thing that she needed to do was worry about them being in the streets at all times of the night. Unfortunately, her son, Poet, was her biggest concern.

“Poet, why are you just now coming in this house, boy?” she asked. “It s after seven o’clock in the morning! Where have you been, mister?”

Poet sighed. “C’mon, Ma, I was at my homeboy s crib! We went out last night and I had one too many drinks so I just crashed on his couch until this mornin’,” Poet explained.

Cheryl put her hands on her ample hips. The constant sounds of the police sirens had her nerves on edge.

“Prince Poet, do you not see all of the damn police officers and EMT workers downstairs in the lobby of this building? And why didn’t you call me to let me know that you were going to be spending the night out? What the hell do you have a cell phone for, Poet? When I got up to pee at about six this morning and I realized that you were not in this house, my heart dropped all the way down to the bottom of my feet! Then when I called you and your phone went into voice mail, I thought that I was going to die!” she said, putting her hand to her chest. “I’m not gonna allow you to come in my house at all hours of the morning, Poet. I won’t allow it!” she yelled.

Poet loved his mother but as he thought about what he just done moments before, he felt a sudden surge of power. He had just put a man into an early grave and here was his mother yelling at him like he was some punk. The murder was weighing heavily on his mind and he needed to lash out at someone.

“Yo, Ma, just leave me alone, all right? I mean, I’m in the damn house now, in one piece, so you should be happy! Here I am, about to be twenty-one years old, and you up here sweatin me about comin in the house at a certain time and whatnot, like I’m on a curfew or somethin ! I know how to take care of myself!” he exclaimed and slammed the door of his bedroom in his mother s face.

Poet couldn’t understand why his mother was on his back. He helped her out with the bills and his younger sisters, Porsha and Precious. His father, James, had abandoned the family sixteen years before and now that he was older, Poet considered himself the man of the house. With that title, Poet felt that he should be able to do whatever he wanted without any questions from his mother.

His mother didn’t know what it was like to be a man. Being raised without a father figure had left Poet with his own preconceived notion about what it was to be one, and having to rely on the male residents of Brownsville to be role models for him hadn’t helped matters much.

Poet took off his clothes and fell back onto his full-sized bed. He stared at the various posters of 50 Cent and Jay-Z that were taped to the wall. Looking at his hip hop idols made him feel proud about what he had done to the rapist. Jay and 50 always rapped about their shady pasts and criminal activities and he imagined the rap stars would have done the same thing if they were in his shoes. Before falling into a deep slumber, Poet smiled to himself, not realizing that it was only going to be a matter of time before he killed again.




Chapter 2

Secrets

Feeling bad about the way he talked to his mother on that fateful day, Poet had since apologized to her. Now it was exactly two Saturdays after the incident. Everyone and everything had resumed back to normal except Poet.

Poet was extremely confused as to why he suddenly felt unmoved about the execution-style murder of the rapist. What he did know was that after seeing the young victim in the state that she was in, something in him just snapped. That moment of insanity caused him to take the law into his own hands. Now he was afraid to tell a soul about what happened. And what had him even more fearful was that he could not stop thinking about how easy it would be for him to kill again.

“Yeeoooo, Poet!” a male voice boomed from downstairs beneath his bedroom window. “Aye, yeeeooooo!”

Poet smiled. He would know that voice anywhere. He stuck his head outside the living room window and saw his right-hand, Mekhi, standing downstairs. They were childhood friends but they had love for each other like brothers.

“What s good, Khi?” Poet announced. “Why are you yellin up at my window when you could have just come upstairs?” He shook his head. “Damn, you’re ghetto!” he said with a chuckle.

Mekhi waved Poet off. “First of all, your intercom is broken again and when somebody did let me in the building, I found out that your damn elevator is broken, too!” he said. “And I was not about to walk up no seven flights of stairs! I live on the second floor in my buildin’ and I’m not used to that!”

Poet nodded his head in agreement. If the elevators were out of order, he knew that it was a serious hike to his apartment. Considering what happened to Erika, the teenage rape victim, it was obvious that the staircases in his building weren’t the safest place to be.

“Okay, okay. You got that. I’m comin down but I just want to let you know that you’re one lazy dude, man!” Poet replied.

Mekhi smirked. “Call me what you wanna call me but I woulda been crazy to walk up those damn stairs!”

Mekhi stood in front of the building, waiting for his friend. They were an inseparable duo and trusted each other with their lives. But Mekhi had his own secret. Within the last year or so, Mekhi discovered that he was infatuated with Poet s younger sister, Precious. She was only fifteen and a half but she was one of the prettiest girls he had ever seen in their neighborhood. Precious was ready and ripe for the picking, too, flirting with Mekhi and whoever else would pay her some attention. Most of the guys around the way knew that Precious was off-limits because of her overprotective brother. But this didn’t stop Mekhi from wanting her.

With his good looks and shy demeanor, Mekhi could have had any woman he wanted. His honey brown skin and piercing green eyes were enticing to say the least, and women of all ages were attracted to him. Unfortunately, Mekhi lacked the confidence to converse with a mature-minded young woman. He was intimidated by them.

Instead, he dreamed about having an intimate relationship with the pubescent Precious. Mekhi loved Poet but the affinity that he had for Precious was completely different. It didn’t matter that she was the girl whom he watched grow up from an infant. It didn’t matter that he was there when she cut her first teeth and even when she lost a few. Even though he was six years old at the time, Mekhi remembered watching her take her first steps. Now Precious had definitely blossomed into a beautiful girl.

Mekhi glanced up at the apartment window several times, hoping that Precious would at least stick her head outside so he could catch a glimpse of her long, silky hair blowing in the cool breeze.

Upstairs, Poet grabbed a lightweight jacket out of the closet. As he began looking around his small bedroom for his house keys, Precious appeared in his doorway.

“Isn’t that Mekhi waitin’ for you outside?” Precious asked, having already peeked out the window.

Poet ignored his little sister as he ransacked his dresser drawers for his keys. She sucked her teeth and held up the keys that were in her hand.

“Are you lookin’ for these?” she asked with a mischievous grin on her face. Poet snatched the keys away from her.

“How did you get my keys? Why were you in my room?” he yelled.

“For your information, I wasn’t in your room!” Precious retorted. “Your keys have been on the kitchen table since last night!”

Poet rolled his eyes at her and walked out of the house. When Precious heard the staircase door slam, she decided to flirt with Mekhi a little before her brother arrived downstairs.

“Hey, Mekhi!” Precious shouted out of the dining area window. “What s up?”

Mekhi looked up at her with a lovelorn look on his face.

“What s up, Presh? You chillin’?” he asked, with a bright twinkle in his green eyes.

Precious smiled from ear to ear. She knew that Mekhi had a serious crush on her.

“Yeah, I’m chillin . You’re lookin good, Mekhi, and I like your outfit,” she complimented.

“Thanks. You look good too, as usual,” he replied, wearing a big grin on his handsome face.

A few seconds later, Poet walked outside and Precious quickly stuck her head back into the window. When she turned around, her older sister, Porsha, was standing behind her with her arms crossed and shaking her head.

“Why are you still tryin’ to flirt with Mekhi?” Porsha asked. “Do you know that Poet would flip his wig if he knew that you were flirtin’ with his best friend?”

Precious waved her sister off. “Please, Porsha. I am not thinkin about Mekhi,” she lied. “Even though I do think that he is kinda sexy.”

Porsha looked at her younger sister and shook her head. She was glad that she was the complete opposite of her siblings. She was so far removed from her dismal surroundings. Porsha was too preoccupied with the thought of finishing up college and trying to get out of the projects than to be flirting with the likes of any young man in their neighborhood.

Meanwhile, Poet walked out of the building and gave Mekhi a pound. “So what s good for the day?” he asked.

“I don’t know, Mekhi replied. “You wanna take a ride to Manhattan?”

Poet shook his head. “Manhattan? That would be cool but my pockets ain’t really sayin’ Manhattan. Let s just walk down the Ave. I need to pick up a few things anyway.”

So they took off for Pitkin Avenue, the local shopping area. They walked through the throngs of shoppers who were out in full force on the clear Saturday afternoon.

“So what have you been up to, Po?” Mekhi asked with a concerned look on his face. “What s been goin’ on with you? I haven’t seen you in the last two weeks. You kept tellin’ me that you were going to call me back but you didn’t do that, neither.”

Poet knew that he had been missing in action for a short time. He wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone about how he had discovered the rape victim in the stairwell. But it was more than the rape that was bothering him. After the murder, he needed that time to gather his feelings about what he had done.

“All I was doin‘was just chillin’ in the crib, playin PlayStation 3, listenin’ to my iPod, not doin’ anything special,” Poet volunteered. “I know that we usually hang out almost every other day but I was shook up after I stumbled on the rape victim in the staircase of my buildin , know what I’m sayin’? Had me thinkin about how that person could have been Mom Dukes or my sisters.”

Mekhi stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “So you’re the one that found the girl? I didn’t know that!” They proceeded to walk again and Mekhi continued to inquire about the incident. “I had forgotten all about the rape in your building.” Mekhi shook his head. “Damn. That was some foul shit, man.”

Poet hesitated to talk about it. The grisly image of the bloody and naked Erika appeared in his head. He kept seeing images in his head of her battered face along with the dead body of the rapist in his dreams almost every night since the day of the incident.

“I was so shook up after what happened. I just needed a moment to get my mind right,” Poet said.

“So what ever happened to the girl? Did you ever see her again after that?”

Poet shook his head and began kicking an empty beer can as they walked down the block. His nerves were getting the best of him.

“Nah, I haven’t seen her. I think her family sent her back to North Carolina on the first thing smokin’ after the rape,” he replied. Poet frowned. “Why are you askin’ about her anyway? Did you hear somethin’ else about that?”

Mekhi looked at Poet strangely. “No, man, I’m just askin’ a question. I wonder if they ever caught the dude that did it.”

Poet swallowed hard. “I don’t think that they caught that dude yet. But I know one thing: if any dude, and I mean any dude, even thinks about comin near my little sisters, I swear I’d kill me a motherfucker!”

Mekhi shoved his hands deep into the pockets of his jeans. He knew how Poet felt about his sisters, but that didn’t stop him from yearning for Precious. Mekhi thought about her day and night, but was he ready to give up his friendship and possibly risk his life to be with Precious?

Mekhi sighed. “I ain’t mad at you, Po. I don’t have any sisters but I can understand how you feel.”

Poet continued his rant. “Shit, I don’t care if it s my moms, aunts, grandma ... I’d kill for any woman in my family! But my sisters? Do you see how pretty they are, Khi? That’s a whole different ball game! They’re some good girls and I want them to stay that way. Part of my job is to make sure none of these grimeballs out here fucks with or disrespects my little sisters.”

Once again, Mekhi had to agree with Poet, but he couldn’t help but notice that it was the first time he heard Poet talking about murdering anyone.

Mekhi nodded his head and, for a moment, there was a silent pause between the two. He changed the subject.

“So all you’ve been doin’ for the last two weeks was hanging out in your crib with them loud-ass sisters of yours and your moms all day? I know the womenfolk in that house had to be drivin your ass crazy.”

Poet laughed. “Well, you know how they are. My family loves it when I’m in the house, especially Moms. Too much shit is goin’ on in these streets and they worry about me. Plus, are you forgettin’ that I’m the man of the house? That I’m the king of that castle? Poet said, pounding on his chest.

Mekhi laughed loudly. “Are you kiddin’ me? You know that Miss Cheryl runs that house! She’s the queen and don’t you forget that! And Miss Cheryl ain’t no joke. When we were younger, you remember how she used to whip our ass?”

They laughed hysterically as they reminisced about their younger years and how mischievous they were.

Poet sighed. “That shit seems like yesterday, right? Those were some good times. At least we didn’t have to be out here in these streets, tryin’ to find ways to make money. Our peoples made sure that we were taken care of. Now it s about takin’ care of ourselves and eventually takin’ care of them, you know what I mean?” Poet said.

As they continued their conversation, Mekhi erased Poet s murderous rant from his mind. He was too busy thinking of Precious. But how was he going to get to her without her brother finding out?




Chapter 3

The Discovery

Meanwhile, a few blocks away, yellow crime scene tape blocked the entrance of an abandoned building. Uniformed officers and detectives milled in and out of the building while a small crowd of people gathered around, hoping to catch a quick glimpse of the dead body that was inside.

“Damn, it stinks in here!” stated Detective Shareef Oates. He held his nose as he stood in the abandoned building. The decomposed body had an overbearing stench to it. “All of these years on the job and I still can’t get used to the smell of a dead body!”

“You and me both. Who discovered this body anyway?” asked Detective Rodney Lewis, while adjusting his latex gloves. He put menthol under his nose to kill the smell of the corpse and handed it to Oates.

“Some kids found this guy in here,” Oates replied, putting the menthol under his nose as well. He bent down and looked at the body. Other detectives milled around the murder scene, looking for evidence.

“What the hell were these kids doing playing inside this building anyway? Their mommas need to start whipping some ass!” Lewis said, holding his hands up in the air.

Oates laughed at his partner. “What are you talking about, man? They’re kids! We both grew up in the hood, man, and you know how it was back in the day when we were young. We used to play in some of the most fucked-up places. We were some exploratory little bastards, too! Shit like this was exciting to us.”

Lewis shook his head and chuckled as he watched the other investigators take pictures of the scene. “Yeah, I guess you’re right,” he replied with a sigh. “You know what it is, O? I just don’t feel like dealing with this shit right now, that s all.”

Detectives Oates and Lewis of the Seventy-third Precinct in Brownsville were the lead homicide detectives on the case. Decorated officers of the NYPD and fifteen-year veterans, they’d seen a lot of murders in their tenure. The partners had solved a lot of cases but they had just as many unsolved murders too, much to their dismay. Being African American males, it was discouraging for them to see so many black men involved in the meaningless killings and deaths of their own kind, and other races as well. Now lying on the floor of an old, abandoned building in the heart of Brownsville was another black male statistic.

Sergeant Hayes, their supervisor, walked toward the detectives. He had an exasperated look on his face.

“What s up, fellas?” he greeted them with a frown. “I’m getting a little pissed off! Where the hell is the medical examiner? Where s the coroner?”

Oates shrugged his shoulders. “The medical examiner is inside the building, Sarge. The coroner should be here any minute now.”

Sergeant Hayes rubbed his bald head. “Well, they’re going to have to get on the ball. We have a lot of things we have to search for, like shell casings.” Sarge looked around the crime scene. “As a matter of fact, did you guys see any shell casings around here?”

Lewis and Oates looked around, as well. “Nah, we didn’t see any yet,” said Lewis. “Maybe when they get this body up out of here we could get a better look.” He patted Sergeant Hayes on his shoulder. “Don’t worry about it, Sarge. We got you!”

Sergeant Hayes calmed down. “Hey, I know you guys got my back. You’re the best on the squad.” Sarge looked behind them and saw the captain coming their way. “Ah, shit!” he exclaimed. “Let me go and talk to this asshole. You men carry on.” They watched as Sarge intercepted the captain.

“We need to get this investigation started as soon as possible,” Oates said. “For some reason, I have feeling that there’s a little more to this story than just some random killing.”

Lewis looked at his partner. “I love it when you have an epiphany, man,” he said with a fist pump in the air. He knew that every time his partner got that “feeling,” the case was going to be a big one. “Well, do you think that this one is going to be newsworthy?”

“Yeah, I do,” Oates replied, while his eyes roamed around the crime scene. “I mean, the average detective—who, by the way, we are not—will probably overlook a lot of things, just for the sake of catching their killer. I like to get to the story behind the killing.”

Lewis shook his head. Oates used his sixth sense to solve many of their cases. Most of the time, he hit the jackpot. But after coming up with nothing at this particular crime scene, they both agreed that they would have to come back after the body was removed and look for physical evidence.

“Well, partner, just lead the way so that we can solve this case,” Lewis replied as he knelt down to search the body.

The two detectives watched as the medical examiner rifled through the victim’s pockets for evidence and identification. Much to their dismay, the unidentified man had no New York State license or non-driver’s ID in his possession to prove who he was. Of course, they couldn’t recognize his face because his body was badly decomposed. Now he would have to be identified through dental records or fingerprints. They would also have to wait for the pathologist s report to come back in order to find out when and exactly how the man died. This murder was going to be time consuming and they would have to be meticulous about the way they handled it.

The coroner arrived half an hour later and the body was finally ready to get moved from the crime scene to the city morgue. The crowd outside was disappointed about not being able to get a glimpse of the dead body and began booing the uniformed officers and the detectives who were on the scene. Lewis and Oates shook their heads with embarrassment as they walked to the car.

“Damn, Lew! Can you believe that these spectators are booing us?”Oates exclaimed as they hopped into their department-issued Chevy Impala. “They’re booing us because they can’t take a look at a dead body! What type of bullshit is that?”

Lewis beeped the horn at some people standing in the middle of the one-way street.

“Our people,” Lewis announced with a loud sigh as they pulled off.

 



It was the end of a busy work day when Detective Oates climbed into his Lincoln Navigator and pulled off from the precinct. He was happy that the day was over, and he couldn’t wait to get home so that he could shower the horrible smell of death off his body.

Driving on the Belt Parkway East, toward his home on Guy Brewer Boulevard in Queens, Oates thought about dead man whose body was discovered earlier that day. He wondered what the man’s life had been like. He wondered if he had left behind any children. He also wondered what the man had done to deserve to die in the shit hole that they found him in.

Oates had to admit that being a homicide detective had its perks but sometimes the constant interaction with the deceased took a toll on the human psyche. That’s why he made sure that he put God first, took care of his health, stayed close with his family, and, most importantly, enjoyed life to the fullest. Seeing the countless dead bodies only made him have an even stronger zest for life.

Born and raised in Harlem, it was there that Shareef Oates had made the decision to become a detective and, back in those days, it was almost unimaginable for a young boy from the ghetto to aspire to become a police officer. Having discovered a few dead people himself as a precocious youngster, he always wondered what it felt like to crack the case on a murder.

After joining the force and patrolling communities as a uniformed officer for several years, Oates had finally managed to make his dream come true by becoming a highly decorated homicide detective for the last ten years.

Oates slowly pulled into his driveway. After getting out of his vehicle, he walked inside his comfortable two-family home and put his keys on a table next to the couch. As soon as he made his way downstairs to his bedroom, his house phone began ringing.

“Yeah, who is this?” he answered, slightly annoyed and out of breath after running back up the stairs.

“Whoa, whoa,” said the male voice on the other end. “Hey, man, it’s me, Lew. I thought that you would be home by now.”

Oates laughed. “Man, you was about to get cussed out! What s up?”

“Look, this weekend the Twenty-fifth Precinct is having a party at the Armory up in Harlem, your old neighborhood. You wanna go?”

Oates smiled. “Count me in. I need to get out and do something, man. I’ve been working too hard and not taking the time out to enjoy myself.”

“Well, here s your chance to do it. So get your threads together and we’re gonna hang out this upcoming weekend. You never know. You just might meet something nice up in there!”

Oates sighed. “I don’t know, Lew. I’m tired of bumping and grinding with these random chicks. I’m losing interest in that shit. I’ve been thinking that I’m ready to settle down.”

Lewis laughed loudly on the other end of the phone. “What? Shareef Oates, certified player extraordinaire, is ready to settle down?”

“Yeah, man. This player is thirty-nine years old with a daughter in college and even she is doing her own thing. She doesn’t have time for her daddy anymore. That used to be my little sidekick. Shit, even her momma done got remarried! I’m just tired of wasting my time with these different women.”

Lewis laughed. “Well, man, as for me, I’ve been married most of my damn life. Now that me and the missus are getting a divorce, I’m ready to party! But on another note, I can’t get mad at the way you’re feeling, O.” There was a silent pause then Lewis sighed as he continued. “Anyway, my brother, put that shit in your mental Rolodex for Saturday night, man. We’re in there.”

At one time, he loved being single. With only one college-age daughter from a previous relationship, he was free to do whatever he wanted. Now that he was getting older, he yearned for a change in his current situation. Oates realized that he was a lonely man and something was missing in his life. For the first time in a long time, Oates felt the urge to settle down with someone.

But he couldn’t be with just any woman. To him, women had become so superficial and shallow these days. The women he had previously dated seemed as if they were only looking for sponsors, not husbands or committed boyfriends.

Oates wanted to be with someone he could trust, someone who was genuine and knew how to love him and be loved by him. He was looking for more than just a woman with a nice body and a beautiful face. He made a promise to take time out for himself to do just that. Only he wasn’t going to wait for love this time. He figured that it wouldn’t hurt to open himself up to a prospective mate.

Maybe Lewis was right about meeting that special someone at the party that they were attending.

They said their good-byes and Oates hung up the phone. Exhausted from a long day, he went back to his bedroom to undress. After doing that, Oates headed toward the bathroom for a nice, hot shower before retiring to his bed for the night. Before his head could hit the pillow, he was fast asleep.




Chapter 4

Little Girl Lost

The Brownsville Houses courtyard consisted of a recently upgraded basketball court, newly painted benches, and of course, the customary cement animals for the smaller children to climb on. It was also somewhere for the young people to congregate and that they did until the wee hours of the morning, weekdays included. Hanging out in the courtyard became addictive to those who thrived off the latest happenings in the neighborhood.

Precious knew that her brother was not very fond of the courtyard activities due to the trivial shootings and fights that usually occurred there. Unfortunately, it was her favorite spot. Poet was uncomfortable with her being there and he told her more than enough times to stay away from the courtyard. In all her defiance, Precious proceeded to do exactly what she wanted to do.

Precious was going on sixteen years old and becoming one with her outer beauty. She relished the attention that she received from boys and men alike, and now she was becoming restless. She wasn’t sure if it was because her birthday was quickly approaching that she found herself just wanting to be out and about even more than ever. She had grown weary of being under the watchful eye of her family. Being that she was the youngest, she felt that they treated her like a baby.

Although her mother s rules and Poet s overprotectiveness were issues for her, there was one thing that really got on her nerves. Precious didn’t like being the only one out of her friends who was still a virgin. She was sick of having those sexual feelings without knowing what the real thing felt like. She had to listen to her friends talk about how it hurt so bad but felt so good at the same time. She was curious to know what it felt like to be in the strong arms of a real man.

But Precious wanted to lose her virginity to someone she could trust. This was when she thought about Mekhi. She had been thinking that he would be the perfect candidate to be her first. Mekhi was handsome, older than her, and she was sure that he was sexually experienced. Now the only thing she had to work on was getting Mekhi to actually agree to it.

Precious walked towards a group of girls who were sitting around talking over each other, purposely ignoring the catcalls and requests of some guys.

“What’s up, Presh?” her best friend, Malika, yelled out from across the courtyard. Their other friends turned around and greeted Precious with a smile. “You’re just now comin’ outside, girl? We’ve been out here for a while now.”

Precious waved Malika off as she approached the bench. “You know that my brother tries to keep me and Porsha trapped in the house like two prisoners. I think he’s a little nervous about us bein hurt, especially after that girl got raped in our buildin’,” she volunteered.

“Please!” Malika exclaimed with a wave of indifference. “Bitches get raped out here probably every damn day so I don’t even know why your brother be trippin . She ain’t the first chick to get raped and damn sure won’t be the last!”

Precious frowned. “Why are you so ignorant, Malika? Nobody deserves to get raped. That girl didn’t deserve that and you know it!”

Malika shrugged her shoulders. “Well, I don’t know the broad personally but I do know that she shoulda been on her A game and watched her back! Dudes can’t creep up on Malika ’cause I got somethin for their ass!” she said, pulling out an orange box cutter from her pocket. “I’ll cut a motherfucker s dick off!”

Unfortunately, Malika came from a generation of people who were uneducated and ill-bred. She was a young girl who was fascinated with material things, money, and negativity. A decent education for her was irrelevant. Regrettably, Malika hadn’t learned better because she wasn’t taught better. Her mother was a fourth-generation welfare recipient and Malika was one of eight children.

Never knowing who her father was and having a negligent mother who was more of a friend than a parent, Malika did anything to get attention. Her upbringing caused her to grow up to be insensitive and cruel, unable to empathize with anyone. She had no compassion for anyone and had developed frostiness around her heart that no one could melt. Strangely enough, she was unbelievably loyal to Precious.

Everyone laughed with Malika. Precious didn’t crack a smile.

“You’re crazy!” she said, shaking her head with embarrassment. Precious sat beside her on the back of the bench. “What have y’all been up to lately? Anything good been happenin around here?”

“Well, a few weeks ago, they found this dead man in one of them empty buildings on Chester Street,” Malika announced. “You know, we was over there tryin to get us a good look at the motherfucker, see what kinda damage the killer had done to the person,” she stated.

The others girls laughed at Malika’s statement and slapped her five.

Precious had a disgusted look on her face. “Why would you wanna see a dead body, Malika? Don’t you think that’s disgustin’ and kinda strange?” Precious said.

Malika laughed. “Fuck that dude! I don’t know him! He probably stole somethin or he was a crackhead or a dopefiend,” she said.

Precious sucked her teeth. She knew that Malika was about to go into one of her hateful rants, acting like she didn’t have any drug abusers and criminals in her own family. There was no use in talking to Malika when she had an audience of people laughing at her stupid comments.

“Okay, okay, Malika! You’re about to start up so let s just end it, okay? I don’t wanna hear about no dead body!”

Malika laughed at Precious. “Oh, yeah, Presh, I forgot about how scary and sensitive you are. I’ll just drop it then. Damn!”

Precious, Malika, and their other friends sat on the bench for a few more moments, talking about nothing special. They were all young girls trapped inside of grown women’s bodies with their underdeveloped minds and superficial attitudes. Like so many teenage girls, they were growing up too fast. They didn’t realize that there was more to adulthood than having casual sex and living life in the fast lane. Being an adult was about being responsible, and taking accountability for one s actions. That was something that neither one of them was mature enough to understand.

Although Precious s home life was much more stable than Malika’s, she longed to be carefree without all the rules and regulations that her family imposed on her. With her mother working long hours, a sister in college and an overbearing older brother, Precious longed for attention.

Precious was nothing but a sheltered and naïve little girl who was looking for love. Being that she had never known her father, she had a void that needed to be filled. She always wondered what it felt like to be loved by a man and Precious was willing to find that out any way that she could.
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