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Dedication

	 

	I would like to dedicate this book to anyone out there who’s ever felt like they weren’t good enough or believed that a few mistakes defined their whole story. I want you to know this: as long as you’re still breathing, you’ve got another chance. Another day to rewrite the narrative, to choose a different path, and to walk in purpose instead of pain.

	Don’t dwell on the time that’s been wasted—you can’t get that back. Instead, focus on what you can do with the time you have left. You have the power to turn it all around.

	To my Children: I hope sharing my story, my truth, and my flaws helps guide you toward a better life. Learn from me. Choose peace over chaos, purpose over pain, and legacy over the streets. The world is yours if you stay focused and give it your all.

	Always remember: the streets love no one. The only things they offer are prison or death, and both will break the hearts of those who love you far more than they will break you.

	And finally, I dedicate this book to a special and talented woman—Crystalee.

	You’ve been my light in the darkest moments, my peace when my world was chaos. Your love, support, and belief in me made this book possible. You saw my heart when most only saw my mistakes. You helped me dream again. Thank you for walking beside me, for writing with me, and for loving me through it all.

	Forever yours, 

	Tyrek Lockhart
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Prologue

	 

	You ever watch your mama cry and not know what to do, ‘cause you too young to understand pain, but too old to ignore it?

	That was me. Eight years old. Knees tucked to my chest. Listening through paper-thin walls while my mother sobbed into a silence that only I could hear. No man to comfort her. No friend to call. Just me… and the sound of her breaking.

	I didn’t grow up with lullabies or bedtime stories. My childhood came with sirens in the distance, shadows that moved too fast, and a mother who did her best with a heart half-shattered. She loved hard, I’ll give her that. But life ain’t kind to women like her. And I guess that made me the product of survival more than love.

	By nine, I learned to sleep light—just in case. By ten, I knew which kitchen drawer held the rent money. By eleven, I started praying… but not to God. I ain’t even know what God looked like. I prayed to the streets, to the ceiling, to anyone who could hear me. I asked for peace. I begged for silence. I hoped for better. But mostly… I just wanted out.

	They say your past doesn’t define you. But that’s a lie. My past built me. Every crooked smile I gave, every wall I put up, every woman I touched but didn’t love—that’s where it came from.

	So, if you’re gonna judge me, judge the whole story.

	Start from the beginning.

	Start with the boy I was before the world turned me cold.

	Start with Dante.
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	From the Hart... Beat

	 

	I



	 was born on a Tuesday in the back bedroom of a two-bedroom apartment my mama could barely afford. She said I came fast, like I knew this world wasn’t safe and I didn’t want to stay in that dark place no longer than I had to. Maybe she was right. Or maybe I just knew that life was gonna come at me hard, and I had to be ready.

	The first thing I remember clearly was heat. Not the kind from outside—nah, I’m talkin’ about the heat from frustration. From tension. From anger that lived in the walls like mold. We didn’t have central air. Just a busted fan that clicked every time it turned, like it was keeping track of our misery.

	My mama, Tanya, worked two jobs. One as a Bartender at a bar in the Southend, the other cleaning houses for people who’d never know what it felt like to count change at the register and still come up short. But she was beautiful, even when she was tired. Her eyes stayed heavy, but her soul? That woman had fire in her. She just didn’t have enough wood to keep it burning.

	My daddy Charles? Man, you could call him a ghost and that’d still be too generous. He’d pop up every few months, smelling like cologne and chaos, whisperin’ empty promises into my mama’s ears. He tried making up for his disappearances with lavish gifts each holiday. I didn’t hate him. I didn’t love him either. I just… didn’t know him. And he never tried to know me.

	But I knew the streets.

	I knew how the landlord looked at my mama when she begged for a few more days. I knew how to turn the volume down on the TV when she cried in the bathroom. I knew what it meant when the fridge had only ketchup, baking soda, and two eggs inside.

	I knew survival early.

	I didn’t play with toys—I played with time. Waiting for her to get off work. Waiting for a meal. Waiting for something better. I’d sit by the window, watching the other kids ride bikes and laugh like they ain’t had a care in the world. I wasn’t mad at them. I just knew I wasn’t them.

	There was one night I’ll never forget.

	I was ten. My mama came home late, limping. I ran to the door, asking what happened. She told me she slipped, but I wasn’t stupid. Her lip was split. Her eye was swollen. And her hand shook when she tried to hug me.

	Deep down I knew it wasn’t no fall. I knew it had to be one of those men—one of the regulars at Peter’s Café where she worked nights. Always staring at her like she was something on the menu. Laughing too loud. Touching her arm when they didn’t need to. They couldn’t hold their liquor. They treated her like she owed them something. 

	I didn’t sleep that night. I just laid there, staring at the ceiling, promising myself that one day, I’d make enough money so nobody could ever touch her again. I ain’t know how. I just knew I would.

	That night, I became a man in a boy’s body.

	No more dreams. Just plans.

	No more questions. Just survival.

	I was Dante. And I was born in hell. 

	Hartford, Connecticut.

	To outsiders, it’s just the capital city.

	To the ones surviving in these streets—we know it as Homicide Hartford.

	A place where the sound of sirens is as regular as church bells,

	where block parties turn into candlelight vigils,

	and every corner got a memory outlined in white chalk.

	You ain’t gotta explain the name to nobody who really lived here.

	We knew what time it was.

	The bodegas, the cracked sidewalks, the music blasting from the projects in the summer—that was home.

	But don’t get it twisted.

	There’s beauty, art and talent here, if you know where to look.

	There’s pride, culture and resilience.

	I love this city with everything in me.

	The streets got a cold way of showing love back.

	Hartford ain’t never hugged me how I needed.

	But I was planning to build my own way out—even if I had to burn everything in my path to do it.

	They say the streets raise you if your parents can’t.

	 Well, mine didn’t ask for permission. They just opened their arms, and I fell in.

	It started small. Real small. I was around eleven when I figured out people would pay for convenience. Old Miss Reeda downstairs had arthritis so bad she couldn’t even twist the cap off her medicine. So I started runnin’ her errands. Corner store, pharmacy, liquor store. She’d slide me a five or a few dollars in change, and I'd tuck it under the floorboard by my mattress like it was gold.

	I liked how it felt to help… but I loved how it felt to have.

	 To have a few dollars. To not have to ask. To feel useful in a world that mostly ignored me.

	But good intentions only last so long when your stomach’s growling and the lights get cut off.

	One afternoon, I was headed back from the corner store when I seen a group of boys huddled behind the abandoned brick building across the street. They were older—maybe sixteen, seventeen—and they laughed loud, smoked loud, and moved like they owned the block. One of them had fresh kicks I’d only seen in the display case at the mall.

	That’s when I met Gutta.

	 He was skinny, dark-skinned, with eyes that looked like they’d already seen too much. I don’t know why he noticed me, but he
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