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Chapter One

 


The old man’s body was found sitting upright
in the doorway of a dilapidated row house in East Baltimore in a
pool of blood with a note pinned to his chest. The note said, “He
failed to pay.” The first officers on the scene were shocked and
perplexed. They wondered if they were dealing with a strange new
killer or someone who wanted to send a message.

The talk about the deceased man with the
strange note attached to his shirt got around to the Southern
district police precinct where Jessie Demarcus worked. Jessie was
surprised when he found out the identity of the dead man. The
deceased man was his former foster father, Norman Lester. While
sitting in a briefing with his fellow officers later in the week,
he was even more surprised to learn his former foster father’s
wife, Lena Lester, had been arrested and charged with his murder.
Wanting to know what had happened to Norman, Jessie decided he
needed to take time off from his job to make a visit to the
Baltimore Detention Center to visit Lena Lester. Being a cop, his
natural inclination was to get answers to his questions. He wanted
to know why his foster father was dead and why a cryptic note had
been pinned to his shirt.

Later in the afternoon, Jessie was called out
to the housing development on Caroline Street. A middle-aged
neighbor living across the street from Carrie Shadows yelled to her
retired husband, Harry, who was sitting in the next room watching
his favorite wrestling television show. “Call the police, Harry.
Carrie’s at it again! She’s beating that damn tree growing in front
of her house again.”

The close-knit neighborhood was familiar with
Carrie’s escapes into madness and her sometimes odd behavior
because she went off her meds at least once a year. Her neighbor
yelled to her husband again, “She thinks that the tree is Brandon
again. She’s calling that tree all kinds of crazy names. She’s
forgotten Brandon left her two years ago because he couldn’t put up
with her crazy ass anymore.” The neighbor’s husband ignored her and
continued watching his WW wrestling program.

Across the street, Carrie was yelling at the
top of her lungs, “Brandon, you went to Chicago and left me here
with our children without any way to feed them. What am I supposed
to do for money?” she was beating her fist against the tree trunk.
So out of it, she was ignoring her scraped and bleeding hands. Her
irrational yelling had begun an hour earlier, and it was beginning
to concern her neighbors. Those who knew her suspected she had
stopped taking her medications again.

When Carrie was regularly taking her
medications, she was a sweet, calm, easy-going woman. When she
stopped, she turned into an angry, delusional harridan.

 


On the day Jessie encountered Carrie Shadows’
social worker, Myra Stone, woke up and hoping it would be a bright
and calm day. When Myra stepped outside, the sun was shining, and
the weather was perfect. As she worked through her schedule, she
was thrilled that her luck was holding. Feeling energized, she
barreled through the mass of paperwork sitting on her desk. By 3:00
p.m., near the end of her workday, she considered herself extra
lucky because her favorite but most troublesome student, Kevin
Jenkins, a short African American and a highly intelligent student,
hadn’t graced her with his presence that day. Usually, the
principal sent Kevin to her office when he needed a place to get
himself under control and out of the principal’s hair before she
forgot she was a responsible adult and killed him.

Myra’s job as a school social worker was to
help those students, who needed additional services, have
successful school experiences. Kevin’s teachers were concerned
because his IQ was at genius level, but instead of excelling in
school, he was using all of his energy to achieve his goal of
becoming a stand-up comedian. When he was bored, he tried out his
budding comedy routines on his classmates while his teachers were
trying to conduct lessons and maintain order in their classrooms.
In addition, to keep himself entertained, Kevin periodically played
pranks on the entire school. No one was off-limits. Regretfully for
such a smart student, he got caught often.

During an incident two weeks ago, handwritten
signs had mysteriously appeared around the school’s campus,
offering a hundred dollars to anyone willing to bring a lock of the
principal’s hair to an address in the city. The address was fake,
of course. For days the poor principal was terrified someone with
scissors would sneak up behind her and swipe a lock of her
beautiful flowing long blonde hair. They all knew from the barely
disguised handwriting, Kevin had been the culprit behind the signs.
As usual, he got caught and had been suspended from school.

At the beginning of the school year, he had
pulled a serious prank turning the water in the school’s swimming
pool yellow. The school authorities had been baffled by the color
change and had called in experts to figure out what was causing it.
Then someone sent an anonymous email to the students’ parents
complaining about the yellow urine in the pool. Finally, some of
the students notified the principal that someone they refused to
name had added a batch of homemade food coloring to the pool. After
Kevin blabbed about his misdeed on Facebook, he was suspended
again.

Myra hoped she could help Kevin find a
creative outlet for his talents, but today she felt she needed some
quiet time to herself to recharge before going to her part-time
job. She was trying to earn enough money to purchase her first
home. Before going to her moonlighting gig as a hospital social
worker, she felt she needed to prepare herself for whatever she
would encounter at St. Francis Hospital. She never knew what would
greet her once she arrived there.

As soon as the last school bell rang, Myra
left the building and went to the park near the school to sit and
enjoy her sandwich and the beauty of the spring day. She sat under
a tree, breathing deeply, inhaling the fresh air, and listening to
the birds twittering in the trees. Engrossed in the beauty
surrounding her, she was unprepared when she felt something
suddenly drop on her head and shirt. She looked down and saw the
white bird poop on her shoulder. Rolling her eyes, Myra frowned up
at the birds in the tree. She knew her luck had been too good to
last.

Myra threw her sandwich away and walked back
to the school. She went into the teachers’ bathroom and cleaned her
hair, and wiped her shirt the best she could. Then she walked to
her car and drove through the hectic downtown traffic. Pulling into
the massive hospital garage, she found a space and parked her
car.

When she walked into the bustling hospital,
one of the male orderlies called out to her, “Hi Myra, your
favorite patient, Carrie is back!” Myra groaned and started to feel
a tension headache coming on. She was going to have to call the
authorities to make sure Carrie’s kids were being taken care of.
Carrie had been doing so well for the past year. Myra surmised
Carrie must have stopped taking her medications once again and was
delusional. She walked down to the emergency room to check on her.
She found Carrie sitting in a chair with the two policemen. She
marveled at how well dressed and normal Carrie looked just sitting
there until she saw Carrie’s bleeding hands. Myra walked over to
the policemen. Her voice suddenly stuck in her throat.

 


Jessie looked at the woman coming near him;
she was gorgeous. She was staring at him. He was used to women
giving him a second look and had received a lot of female attention
when he started working at the police station. Once a woman had
sent flowers to the station after he had spent the evening with
her, the flowers had been displayed on the desk sergeant’s desk all
day. Jessie took a lot of ribbing from his co-workers when he made
it to the station. He knew a lot of women considered him handsome
and physically fit. His brown skin color, green eyes, and wavy hair
made him look foreign and exotic. He suspected he was bi-racial,
but he wasn’t sure what his ethnicity was because he had no idea
who his biological parents were.

The woman who approached him had long
reddish-brown hair and curves in all the places he liked. She was
about five-foot-six, and he guessed she took good care of herself.
She was wearing black high heels, and her makeup enhanced her
stunning attractive face. The woman was looking at him so
strangely, it made him wonder if she hadn’t seen him someplace
before.

Then she opened her mouth and said to the
woman sitting beside him, “Hello, Carrie. I heard you were having
some difficulty today.”

Jessie recognized that voice immediately. It
had haunted his dreams. The feminine voice was deep and sultry.
That voice belonged to his old friend, Myra Stone, who was getting
ready to graduate from high school the last time he had seen her.
As she looked over at him, he felt a shock of recognition. He
uttered, “Myra?”

Myra found her voice and put a smile on her
face, “Yes, Jessie; it’s me. It’s good to see you again.”

She looked so different. She was the girl who
had given him his first kiss. Myra had become his best friend after
they had met in middle school. His shock at finally finding her at
the hospital was so great; he almost forgot why he was there. Then
Carrie moved, and he remembered the woman he had brought to the
hospital was delusional and was there to be admitted to the
psychiatric ward. When they arrived at the hospital, someone had
told him a social worker would be talking to the woman, but he had
never expected it would turn out to be Myra.

Myra casually said, “I thought that was you
when I saw you standing here.” She held herself stiff and erect as
she spoke. “I haven’t seen or heard from you in ten years.”

“I was told a social worker would be coming
to speak with us. Are you that social worker Myra?”

“Yes, I am. I handle Carrie’s case every time
she comes in. Someone will be here to escort Carrie to the
psychiatric unit soon.”

Jessie, relieved to have found Myra, finally
flashed a smile and asked, “How have you been, Myra?”

He was shocked when she uttered under her
breath, “Like you actually care?”

She then turned and strode out of the
emergency room. Jessie was dumbfounded. This was not the sweet girl
he remembered. This woman was beautiful and angry. He wondered how
she could be so furious with him. He hadn’t seen or contacted her
in ten years.

He looked at his partner, who had helped him
bring Carrie to the hospital. He was totally bewildered by Myra’s
attitude. His partner just shrugged his shoulders. When an
attendant came to check on Carrie, he asked him where he could find
the social worker who had been on the floor earlier.

The attendant looked at him curiously, “You
mean Myra Stone?”

“Yes. Does she have an office here in the
hospital?”

“She has an office on the second floor. It’s
room B207.”

Jessie stood there, contemplating Myra’s
strange behavior. As the attendant led Carrie away to the
psychiatric ward, Jessie went to find Myra.

 



Chapter Two

 


Myra sat in her office, fuming. She wondered
what had come over her. All the hurt and anger she had felt when
Jessie left her before their graduation, without even bothering to
say goodbye, had unexpectedly come bubbling to the surface. It was
the last thing she had anticipated to happen when she started
talking to him.

After Jessie left school and entered the
army, Myra had gone past his foster parents’ home several times,
asking if they had heard from him. Their answer had always been,
“No,” and she had believed them. It had hurt and humiliated her to
be left behind and forgotten so easily by Jessie.

She had waited patiently for months for him
to send her a letter, a text, or a postcard. He never sent
anything. For a while, she made excuses to herself as to why she
hadn’t heard from him. He was busy with basic training, he hadn’t
received his first check to buy some stamps, or he didn’t have
access to a computer or phone.

She had at least expected an email from him,
considering they had been best friends for years and had been there
for each other.

It had devastated her for a while that he had
never bothered to write or call her. She had known he planned to
join the army after high school, but she never expected him to just
up and leave and never contact her again.

As they were growing up, she had never let on
that her feelings were stronger for Jessie than his were for her.
She had wanted to be more than his best friend after they reached
their late teens. However, she knew she was the overweight girl who
wore braces and couldn’t get a boy to look at her twice. But Jessie
had been her champion and the boy she was crazy about.

Being friends with Jessie and hanging with
him had kept her from getting teased by other kids and had made her
life easier to bear. He had also been the first boy to kiss her.
She had nearly swooned when he kissed her the first time. After
graduation, she had hoped their friendship would finally blossom
into love.

Then Jessie had disappeared and broken her
heart. Devastated, Myra had decided she needed to make some drastic
changes in her life. She lost sixty pounds and cheered each time
when the scale reflected her efforts and celebrated again when her
braces finally came off. She had continued her weight loss by
joining a gym and working hard to firm and tone her body. Also, she
spent hours studying YouTube videos to learn how to apply makeup to
enhance her features.

Now Myra no longer lacked male attention. She
had a fiancé and was getting married in six months. She was proud
that her fiancé was a successful businessman. He lived in Hunt
Valley and drove a new Porsche. He showered her with expensive
gifts and was always available to escort her wherever she needed to
go. Women envied her now when she discussed her wedding plans.

Myra was still sitting at her desk, wondering
why she had reacted so negatively to Jessie. He had been gone for
years, and she finally realized she had to forgive Jessie and let
the hurt go. She had known he wanted to leave Baltimore as soon as
he could.

He had been the first foster care kid; she
had ever known. When he told her about his treatment in Mrs.
Lester’s home, it had broken her heart, even as a teenager. Because
of Jessie, she had decided she wanted to make a difference in the
lives of underprivileged children.

She hung her head, remembering their times
growing up. While they were growing up, she had lived with her
sister and her grandmother in a row house near Jessie. She and her
sister were orphaned when their parents had been killed by a drunk
driver. Losing her parents so early had affected her deeply. She
had been an unhappy young woman who turned to food to manage her
depression. No one but her grandmother could see past the weight
she had carried as a teenager. Her grandmother had told her she was
beautiful and would be even more beautiful when she reached her
full potential. When Myra was younger, she had wondered when that
would happen.

In middle and high school, Jessie was her
closest friend. They had a lot in common. Both were parentless and
unpopular in school. They were both intelligent and wanted to
attend college. Myra had gone away to college on a full scholarship
and had graduated near the top of her class. While in college, she
had begun to learn about nutrition and weight loss. She also took
advantage of the school’s gym.

A new Myra began to emerge. She got glances
from the opposite sex, and men suddenly started to approach her for
dates. At first, the male attention had disconcerted her because
she wasn’t used to it and had wished Jessie was around so that she
could ask his advice. Gradually she got the hang of dating and
found she enjoyed buying new clothes for her different figure.

Myra started to get up out of her chair to
find Jessie and apologize. She had always told the kids at school
they needed to use their words to tell people how they felt and not
to expect people to be able to read their minds. She looked up when
she heard a knock on her door. She walked to the door and opened
it. It shocked her to see Jessie standing there.

He looked at her for a second and then asked,
“Can I speak to you for a minute?”

Myra felt flustered. “Jessie, let me
apologize to you. I was out of line.”

She looked him over. Now, as an adult, he was
stunning. He still had that beautiful dark silky, wavy hair and
that beautiful clear complexion. He had been good-looking as a
teenager and was even more handsome now that he had grown up and
filled out. She indicated a chair by her desk for him to take a
seat.

He sat down and glanced around her office. It
was very utilitarian. He saw she had tried to personalize it a
little with a vase of plastic flowers and a couple of pictures on
the walls. There was a bookcase against the wall and a black file
cabinet in the corner. A computer sat in the middle of her desk.
That’s all that was present. There were no personal pictures in her
office. There was nothing to indicate she had a family of her
own.

“I know we haven’t been in touch for a long
time Myra.” He asked, “Are you angry with me for some reason?”

Myra decided to take the advice she gave to
her students. She needed to describe how she felt. “Jessie, when
you left Baltimore, I didn’t think you would just forget me. I
waited for you to write me, text me or something. You never even
called after you joined the army. You were my best friend, and it
hurt not to hear from you. I’ve had to wonder all these years if
you were even still alive.”

“Myra, you know how much I wanted to leave
Baltimore and leave the foster care system behind me.”

“Yes, I knew, but I didn’t know you were
leaving me behind also.”

“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt
you.”

Myra’s voice started to tremble. “You didn’t
even bother to say goodbye.”

She could see from her comment, Jessie felt
chastened. When they had been in school together, they had been in
the same classes, so they had walked the halls together and had
done their homework in the library. They had never gone out on a
date or expressed their feelings for each other. Later she realized
he had just taken her friendship for granted. Some of the mean kids
had called him “Dumpster Baby” behind his back as they were growing
up. That name had irritated him and resulted in him giving a lot of
bullies black eyes.

Myra looked at him and said quietly, “In high
school, you were my best friend. You kept me from being bullied by
the other students because of my weight and braces.” Tears welled
in her eyes when she confided to him she hadn’t even been able to
get a date for their senior prom after he left.

“I sat at home prom night crying and eating
ice cream while watching television. For months I had counted on
going to the prom with you. I was even prepared to pay for
everything. Heck, I even looked up the cost of renting a limo for
the evening so we would have transportation. When you left for the
army before the prom, I was devastated.”

“Myra, how can I make it up to you? Let me
buy you dinner? I’d like to tell you where I’ve been for the last
ten years.”

Myra paused, taking a moment to think about
his invitation. Even though she was now engaged to be married, she
didn’t see any harm in having dinner with an old friend. She was
sure her fiancé would understand. “Sure, let me clean up my desk a
little. It’ll only take a minute. I’ll meet you in front of the
hospital.”

Myra ran into the bathroom to check her
make-up. She added a little lipstick and hurried out to the exit,
where she saw Jessie already waiting for her. Jessie saw the
attractive woman hurrying toward him and smiled. He was amazed at
how much Myra had changed. She was beautiful. She looked like she
could be a runway model for a fashion house. He noticed men looking
at her as she hurried past them. She didn’t appear to notice the
way men reacted to her appearance. Gone were the folds of extra fat
surrounding her waist and the oversized clothing.

Jessie asked Myra if there was a restaurant
nearby she preferred. She suggested they eat at Evelyn’s in White
Marsh. The food was good, and the atmosphere was cozy. They could
talk and hear each other there. Jessie asked her if it was alright
if they stopped at his apartment so he could change out of his
uniform. She agreed to wait in the car while he changed.

When he returned to the car, he looked so
handsome; she couldn’t help but stare at him. He was still the
best-looking male she had ever known. He was wearing a pristine
white shirt open at the collar and black dress slacks. She smelled
the cologne he had applied; it was heavenly.

They drove to Evelyn’s and were quickly
seated. Myra wondered how she could adequately express her shock at
seeing him after wondering for years what had happened to him. She
also wondered why he had returned to Baltimore now after all these
years.

 


Jessie gazed at the woman sitting across from
him. She was the only pleasant link he had to his past. When he had
left, he never expected to return to Baltimore and run into her in
a hospital. Years ago, when he had failed to hear from Myra, he had
hoped she had gone on and lived a very happy and productive
life.

He shared with her that after leaving the
army, he had gotten a job with a private security firm that
provided protection for American businessmen who were traveling
overseas to unstable countries. He had traveled the world,
providing protection and enjoying whatever country he found himself
in.

But he didn’t share after going halfway
around the world; the desire to see Myra again had drawn him back
to Baltimore. He also had begun to feel a longing to resolve some
of his old issues. The first thing he did when he returned was to
go to Myra’s grandmother’s home. He learned she had died, and no
one knew what had happened to her granddaughters.

Their conversation paused when the waiter
brought their drinks. Myra had ordered a glass of wine, and Jessie
ordered a club soda. When the drinks came, she asked him why he had
never let her know if he was okay. Jessie explained after he joined
the army, he had sent letters to the Lesters telling them where he
was stationed and asked them to let Myra know where he was and how
to get in contact with him. He never heard back from them.

He also added, “I tried to call your cell
phone several times after I got stationed. I found out your number
was no longer in service.”

Myra looked at him and frowned. “I dropped
and broke my phone shortly after you left and didn’t have the money
to replace it.”

“I even called your grandmother several times
and asked her to give you my phone number. When I didn’t hear from
you, I assumed you just wanted to move on with new friends since I
wasn’t going to be around.”

“Aw, Jessie, my grandmother was starting to
lose her memory when we were in our last year of high school. My
sister and I tried
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