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LEAVING TODAY


She stood at the entrance of the projects that she grew up in, looking around as if she knew that she would never return.  She could see the window of her old bedroom.  The glass was still shattered from the week before when one of the local gangs had a shoot out on her street corner.  It was then that she knew she would have to say goodbye to her friends and family.  The Greenbrier Housing Projects may have been good enough for her mother and her 18-year-old brother who had recently joined a gang, but the decaying red-bricked apartments no longer provided her with the security that she needed.  Her boyfriend pulled up in front of her in his new Cadillac Escalade, a car he could have only have paid for with the money he made from running the gang her brother had joined.


“What’s up Nicole?  What’s going on with the bags?” he asked as he hoped out of the truck and noticed her standing there with three mismatching suitcases.


“I’m waiting on my taxi Roscoe,” she said barely looking him in the eye.  She had wanted to leave before he returned since he lived in the same projects as she did.  She knew that he wouldn’t make it easy for her to escape.


“Oh, so you planned a trip without telling me?” he asked as he got close to her.  He stood at about 6'3, which made him appear to be a giant compared to her 5’5 small frame.


“Sort of.”


“What do you mean sort of?  Where are you going?”


“I don’t know Roscoe.  Wherever the money I have saved will take me.”


“You still trippin’ about that shooting last week.  I told you I would take care of it.”


“No Roscoe, it’s not like the other times.  I’m not coming back this time,” she said as her voice quivered.  She was losing her courage by the minute.


“What do you mean you aren’t coming back?” he asked, his voice growing louder.


“Stop asking me what I mean and just listen.  It’s time for me to move on," she said as she tightened her blue bomber jacket for security.


“So you were just going to up and leave without telling me?  What is wrong with you Nicole?  You always talking that stupid shit,” he said.  She looked at the building behind her to see if she could spot anyone peering out the window at their altercation.  She never liked causing a scene, but Roscoe thrived on being in control, regardless of who he hurt in the process.


“Roscoe, please don’t do this.  I just need to go Roscoe.  I can’t do this anymore.”


“You can’t do what anymore?”


“This Roscoe!” she said as she extended her arm to display the housing project that they lived in.  “I can’t do this anymore.  It’s not safe here.  I’m not supposed to be here Roscoe.  I should be in college somewhere or trying to work on my record deal.  This is not the environment that I want to live in for the rest of my life, waiting for you to clean your act up,” she said as tears streamed down her face.


“Look Nicole, I told you to give me some time and I could give you everything that you want.  If you want to be a lawyer, I will put you through school.  If you want to be a singer, I’ll get you the record deal.  Hell, I’ll start a record company if you want me to.  But it’s all in due time baby.”


“What do you mean in due time Roscoe?  How much time do you need?  I graduated 2 years ago.  I rejected my scholarships because of you.  I only wanted to be with you and nothing else mattered.”


“And it could still be that way Nicole.  You ain’t leaving,” he said as he put his hands in the pockets of his jacket revealing a gun poking out of the waistband of his sweatpants.  Nicole didn’t know whether he had done it as a threat or whether he just didn’t know what to do with his hands.  She knew that he would use it if he had to, she just never thought he was use it on her.


“I have to leave Roscoe.  I was in that room last week when that bullet came whizzing through my bedroom.  It struck the TV that I was watching Roscoe.”


“So what!”


“So, I don’t know what’s worse, the fact that a bullet came through my window, or that I don’t know if it was one of your strays.  Do you know how that makes me feel Roscoe?  Every single time I hear a gun shot, I wonder if it’s you.  Every time I hear a siren, I wonder if it’s because of you.  Whenever the phone rings late at night, I wonder if its someone calling to tell me that they have found you laid up somewhere.  That’s a lot of burden on me Roscoe.  Can’t you see that?  I’m a caged bird and I need to be freed.”


“Like I said, you can’t leave,” he said as he snatched the gun out of his waistband and pointed it directly at her.  “I want you to pick up your bags and take them back upstairs.”


“Roscoe, please, I need you to free me baby.  Please don’t do this,” she said as she stared him straight in the eyes.  She made no attempts to reach for her bags.


“Didn’t I tell you to get your shit and take it upstairs?” he yelled.  His temples were throbbing.  He couldn’t believe what he was doing, what she was making him do.  He hoped to God that she picked up her bags because he was almost to that breaking point that he always hit before he did something horrible.


“Roscoe, talk to me.  It doesn’t have to be this way.  Put the gun down.  You can go with me.  We can start a new life," she said, not thinking clearly.  She really didn’t want him to go with her if he was just going to start the same stuff he was already doing.  You can take the man out of his element, but you can’t take the element out of the man unless he truly wanted it, she thought to herself.


“Why are you making me do this Nicole?  Why are you putting me through this Nicole?  All I need is more time.  You know your brother isn’t ready to hold down the ranks here.  I have a family to support.  If I leave the whole operation gets shot to hell.  Stop being ridiculous and pick up your bags.”


“Roscoe, I need you to hug me.  Can you do that please?  Please hug me and tell me goodbye Roscoe.  If you love me, you will let me go.  Look at me.  Don’t you remember me?  I’m not some guy who did you wrong.  I’m the one that loves you.  I’m the one that has held you when you needed it.  I’m the one that rushed you to the hospital when you were shot.  I’m the one that put my life on hold so that I could wait for you, and this is the thanks I get.  You want to kill me as if I all of a sudden don’t matter to you?” she asked in an attempt to reason with him.


“No, I don’t want to kill you Nicole,” he said as he lowered the gun.  He knew she was right.  His insides were eating him up, knowing that he had pointed a gun at the woman that he wanted to become his wife one day.  “I just need you Nicole.  You know me.  You know my faults, my flaws.  I just can’t start fresh, like you want to.  Don’t you realize that you telling me that you are leaving is just like you putting a gun to my head?” he said as tears starting welling up in his eyes.  She was the only person that he had cried for since he was a child.  She was the only one that he had let his shell of being a hardcore thug with no feelings down for.


As she looked into his eyes, she caught flashbacks of him taking her to the prom, and being the first and only guy to ever see the inside of her bedroom.  She started reminiscing about how he would always give her money whenever she needed it, and how he still kept the flame of romance burning although he had a hard mentality.  She knew that they did need each other.  They had both been lost until they found each other.  Never had she felt so secure, knowing that she was with him and that she was always being looked out for by his gang.  She knew why no harm had come to her and her family during the years that Roscoe had been in her life.  It was then that she wondered if she could make it in the world without that support.  Although she lived amongst drug dealers, drug addicts, prostitutes, killers, and any other type of person with a negative outlook that you could think of, Roscoe had still kept her sheltered from those realities.  She could have easily fallen into the cracks of her environment.


Just then, a yellow taxi pulled up.  The driver got out and asked Nicole if she needed help with her bags.


“Could you wait just a moment please?” she asked the cab driver.


“Sure, but the meter is ticking?”


“OK, thank you.  I’ll be there in a second.”


“Baby, please don’t do this.  Please don’t get in that cab.  How can you look me in the face and still want to leave.  I thought I was your night and shinning armor.  Remember when you told me that, that night we ate at the Melting Pot?”


“How can I forget that night?  That food was so good.  I meant it then, and I still feel it now.”



“So, how can I change your mind?” he asked as he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her neck.  He knew that was her weakness.


“That won’t work this time baby,” she said before kissing him on the lips.


“Then what do I do then Nicole.  What do I have to do to keep you in my life?” he asked.  His words reminded her of the Roberta Flack song.  He was killing her softly.  She loved when he let his soft side show.


“You have to choose, Roscoe.  It’s this life here, or me.  You can’t do both.”


“But I told you, I can’t leave.  The crew ain’t ready yet.  I can’t leave my boys like that man,” he said as he fidgeted with the money in his pockets.  He couldn’t believe that he was crying, right there outside of his home.  If anyone of his crew saw him, he wouldn’t hear the end of it.


“Choose me Roscoe, choose life.  Choose to live Roscoe.  There is nothing here for you or me.  Let’s start a new somewhere Roscoe, just you and me.  We can do this.  Please, I’m begging you.”


“I’ll help you with your bags,” Roscoe said as he picked all three of them up and headed towards the cab.  Nicole was immobile.  She couldn’t move.  She couldn’t believe that he was choosing to stay, over choosing to leave.


“So, are you going or what?” Roscoe asked.


“I’m going, Roscoe.  I’m going.”


She got into the cab without saying another word.  She avoided kissing him or hugging him again because she knew that if she did, she would have chosen to stay.  Roscoe had begun heading back towards his apartment building when Nicole’s cab pulled away from the curb.  The cab had gotten about four blocks away when Nicole heard three shots off in the distance.  She was glad to be getting out of the neighborhood. 


As soon as her plane landed in Los Angeles, she checked into the Howard Johnson hotel.  She wanted to call Roscoe to let him know she made it ok, but she decided to unpack first.  When she went to unpack her last bag, she noticed that there was something bulky stashed in the outside pocket.  She didn’t remember putting anything in there, so she opened it to see what it was.  Inside, she found 3 stacks of twenties, fifties, and hundred dollar bills that she knew Roscoe must have taken out of his pocket and placed in her bag when he loaded them in the trunk of the taxi.


Roscoe’s cell phone rang 6 times before she got an answer.  “Hello,” said a female voice on the other end.  


“Who is this?” Nicole asked.


“This is Juanita.  Who is this?” the female asked, her voice breaking up in the process.  Juanita was Roscoe’s younger sister.  Nicole could tell that Juanita was crying.


“It’s Nicole.  What’s wrong Juanita?  Why do you have Roscoe’s phone?” she asked since she knew that Roscoe never let anyone touch his phone.  His phone had been his trusty sidekick.  He only took it off to shower, and even then he kept it in the   bathroom with him.


“Nicole, I’m sorry.  I have some bad news,” she choked out.  Nicole slammed the phone down refusing to hear the rest.  She laid across the bed and began crying uncontrollably.  She knew that life would never be the same.
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