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Chapter One

New Jersey State Prison is located in Mercer County on a 170 
acre plot of land. It is a maximum security prison which is 

home to three thousand of the most notorious killers to ever walk 
the face of the earth. A place for sadistic killers to live out the balance 
of their lives preying upon weak child molesters and other weaklings 
scattered throughout the prison population.

The institution, whose corner stone was first laid in 189�, was 
officially opened as Trenton State Prison in the year 1901. The first 
warden of the institution was Captain Johnson and the first person 
committed was from Passaic County.

Don Starchild had been confined to these prison walls for ten 
years and he detested prison life with every fabric of his being. He 
was lying in his cell but abruptly awakened from a painfully deep 
sleep, gasping for air. His thick white sheets were drenched with per-
spiration. Profuse beads of sweat glistened over his entire body. “It 
was a dream” he mumbled, a recurring nightmare that has plagued 
him since the day of his incarceration. Each nightmare was tanta-
mount to the other, down to the very fine details. 

He got up from his bunk, which was a thin plastic mattress, ly-
ing on top of a slab of steel. After ten years, he has adjusted to his 
uncomfortable bed and no longer cared for a bed with a box spring, 
plush mattress and goose down pillows. 

He went to the steel sink in his cell and splashed handfuls of cold 
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water on his chiseled features. Glimpsing at himself in the plastic 
mirror over his sink, a pair of almond shaped, gray eyes loomed back 
at him. They held an air of coldness with a twist of sensitivity. The 
years in prison have made him bitter but he was able to practice in 
depth self circumscription when it came to voicing his innocence. 
He was just grateful he wasn’t doing life in prison like 90% of the 
other prisoners. 

He attached his fold up bed to the wall and placed a cardboard 
box containing his legal papers on top of the toilet. Each morning he 
would wake up before the rest of the prisoners and complete ten sets 
of push ups and stomach crunches. It was his way to relieve his ten-
sion without metamorphosing his pain and hate into the everyday 
vehemence that besieged him. 

He eyed the face of his plastic watch. It was two minutes to � am. He 
pointed to the ceiling when his watch said � am. ”Lights on” he said, just 
loud enough for him to hear. The lights instantly came on. He knew the 
systematic function of the prison like the back of his hand.

At the top of the tier he could hear Officer Cohen making his 
way down the tier taking count of all the prisoners in their cells. He 
and Don went back to his first day in Trenton. Although they knew 
each other for years, they only shared limited conversations. It was 
best that way. Long conversations with an officer can incorporate 
unnecessary suspicion amongst other prisoners. 

Cohen tapped on the bars with his flashlight asking each prisoner 
to move a part of his body to make sure he wasn’t counting a dummy, 
and he was still alive. He stopped in front of Don’s cell and knew he 
would find him wide awake. “You know you’re on the pass list to see 
parole.” 

Don removed his khaki pants from under his mattress. It was 
his homemade ironing board. He sauntered up to the bars. Officer 
Cohen stood there with his uniform crisply pressed and a vague grin 
on his thin lips. His Nordic blue eyes shone as if he was sharing in 
a sense of happiness. It wasn’t frequently he would tell a prisoner he 
was seeing the board. Also, he was sincerely happy because he liked 
Don. Don kept to himself and had never given him any problems. 
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“Oh yeah?”Don replied nonchalantly. He didn’t want their con-
versation to extend any longer than it had. Not that he was afraid of 
being classified as a snitch, he didn’t want the news of his possible 
release to spread around the prison. 

As if Officer Cohen read his mind, he said “I did not post the 
list on the board. I know how these guys can get when they find out 
someone might be going back to the streets.” He glanced down the 
tier “you’re the only one on the list anyway.” He lightly tapped his 
flashlight on the bars “good luck,” he said and continued down the 
tier with his count. 

Don fell heavily on his bunk. The cosmetics overhead rattled. His 
mind was flooded with a thousand thoughts. It’s been a long time 
since he has even envisioned going home. Everything he loved was 
out there in the free world, a world that has been a distant memory 
compared to the reality he has lived everyday. For sanity reasons he 
kept his thoughts inside of the prison and blocked out the world he 
yearned to prosper in. As far as he was concerned he was dead to ev-
eryone he loved. The prison walls gripped his being like a mausoleum 
housing the dead. There was nothing he could do for his loved ones 
had they needed his assistance. All he could give was advice and to 
him it was far from sufficient. 

The first person to cross his mind was his mother. She has been 
his source of strength all of his life. He never knew his father and 
she did all she could to try and fill the empty void in his life. She has 
made many mistakes striving to raise him from a boy to a man. Her 
mistakes weren’t as a mother but as a mother trying to be his father. 
A woman trying to teach a boy how to be a man is equivalent to a 
poodle trying to teach a Pit bull how to be an attack dog. 

He retrieved his photo album from on top of the 13” black 
and white TV and flipped through the pages until he came to the 
page his only son Anthony was on. His face beaming brightly, he 
looked identical to Don when he was a child. Tears filled his eyes. 
The last time he laid eyes on his son was the day of his sentenc-
ing. His son was too young to grasp the tribulation his father 
was facing at the time. Don wondered how would he feel about 
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him being absent from his life. He knew how he felt about his 
absent father and prayed his son did not cling to the same sense 
of betrayal. 

Slowly the prisoners began to stir from their slumber. The noise 
level began to rise with each passing moment. The unit would soon 
be called out for breakfast. Don was so consumed with his thoughts, 
he did not notice the only man he called a friend in life standing in 
front of his cell. 

“Are you going to breakfast?” Cecil asked. Every morning he and 
Don would go down to the mess hall to have breakfast. They worked 
out together everyday. Cecil had been in Trenton five years before 
Don’s arrival. He was doing life plus ten years for first degree murder 
and armed robbery of a check cashing place in Orange NJ. He ap-
peared to be younger than thirty two. Getting the proper rest and 
daily workouts had preserved him. In his raven black eyes you could 
perceive he was a cold blooded killer. He rarely smiled. He couldn’t 
find the humor in never seeing the streets again or enjoying the fruits 
of a woman’s nature. 

Don placed the album to his side. He struggled to gather himself 
from his thoughts of freedom. “What are they serving?” 

“The same thing every morning, bull shit.” 
Don heard the unit being called out over the loud speaker. He 

placed his identification in his pocket and as soon as he stepped in 
front of his cell door it opened. 

Cecil took a step away from the bars. “Dam man, every morning 
I come to your cell and you walk in front of the bars them mother 
fuckers always open.” He shook his head. “You really got this thing 
down to a science.” 

Don squinted his gray eyes as he stepped on to the tier. Prisoners 
were shuffling out the main gate. “The environment we live in every 
day is a controlled one. Everything around here works like clock 
work.” He snapped his fingers, “I try to stay on top of the madness. 
It is the only way to survive.” 

Cecil nodded in agreement. He was accustomed to Don’s calcu-
lated way of thinking. He didn’t try to master the inner workings of 
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the prison. All he was trying to do was the time, which was more 
than enough to keep his mind occupied. 

Pain flourished throughout his being. He wanted out of the mad-
ness Don spoke about. He just did not know how he was going to 
make the impossible possible. 

They drifted through the rotunda on their way to the mess hall. 
Statuesque guards stood on post in full riot gear, helmets with shields 
to cover their face, a vest to protect them from a knife stabbing and 
long black night sticks to administer punishment to anyone who 
resisted their authority. 

 This was the daily routine for the guards. They would wear their 
gear all day inside of the prison. Violent attacks by the prisoners were 
presumptuous and at random intervals. 

Don hated to maneuver in the midst of the guards. They would 
go out of their way to intimidate the prisoners and would show a 
wall of solidarity and force at all times. He would keep his move-
ments through the prison at a minimum. He has witnessed an all out 
war between the prisoners and the guards on many occasions and it 
was an ugly sight for both sides.

In order to enter the mess hall each prisoner was required to pass 
through a metal detector with nothing in their hands or pockets that 
may cause it to ring. All objects had to be placed on the counter for 
further inspection. The security seemed effective but was far from 
efficient. The mess hall was favorably known as the killing fields. The 
majority of the prison murders take place in either the mess hall or 
the yard. In either one of those places, under no circumstance will 
the officers intervene in a fight or stabbing. Even if they could visu-
ally see a guy stabbing another prisoner and knew death was inevi-
table, they still would not come. 

Don and Cecil sat their trays down at the table they have been 
sitting at for years. The mess hall was divided into sections. This was 
solely done by the prisoners themselves. Each prisoner sat in specific 
areas everyday. The Muslims in one section, Latinos in another and 
the Whites had a small section of their own. 

Cecil removed his plastic spoon from his pocket. “Are you still 
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coming out to workout this morning?” he asked. He didn’t even 
know why he asked. They had a strict regimen when it came to work-
ing out. They worked out five days a week, even if it was raining cats 
and dogs. They were out there ‘getting it in’ as they called it. 

Don sipped his milk to wash down the residue of food in his 
mouth. “I have to take care of something this morning.” 

Cecil eyed Don “Are you expecting a visit?” Don shook his head 
no. He didn’t want to tell Cecil he was going to see the parole board. 
He nearly felt guilty for being able to weigh the possibility of being 
a free man. He did not want to get his hopes up high. They could 
give him an extra 3� months in prison. Even if they denied his parole 
today, the gates had to open one day. He just wished his friend was 
in the same position himself.

h  h  h

As Don closed the door to where the parole hearing was held, he 
closed his eyes and pressed his back against the door. He didn’t know 
what to feel about the results. He had a lost expression on his face 
and gritted his teeth as his mind exploded in many different direc-
tions. He was hurt more than anything else. 

As he stepped into his cell, he noticed a letter lying on the floor. 
He picked it up and tossed it on the shelf. He was in no mood to read 
anything from the outside world. He had a lot on his mind and only 
time would be able to remove the doubt and hurt he felt.

Prior to his arrival at Trenton State Prison, Don was a semi big 
time drug dealer. He had been in the game since he was of the ripe old 
age of thirteen. He started selling loose joints in front of a bar called 
the Off Broadway and then nickel bags, ounces and then pounds of 
marijuana. By the time he was fifteen, he had graduated to cocaine 
and as he was embarking on millionaire status, he was snatched out 
of time and slammed into the belly of the beast. Now he was ponder-
ing on the bigger picture.

A few hours later the wing was flooded with noise. Don’s neigh-
bor Juan Torres stopped in front of his cell. Don peered up from his 
bunk at Juan. Juan had a bush of curly hair on top of his head. He was 
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doing a life sentence for carjacking and murder. He was half Black 
and half Puerto Rican but he never hung around the other Puerto 
Ricans. He considered himself black but he spoke fluent Spanish. 

“Me and Cecil were out there getting it in.” Juan said as he took 
off his shirt and was flexing his muscles. “Why didn’t you come out 
Don Starchild?” He liked to say Don’s full name.

Don inhaled deeply on his cigarette. “I had some business to 
take care of. Juan brought his face close to the bars and spoke in a 
whisper. “Twist me up a pin joint for later. I’ll hit you back when we 
go to store.” 

“You know I don’t do credit.” 
“Come on Don man” Juan whined. “I’ve been living next door to 

you for six years. I’m not going to beat you for two packs. I got life, 
where in the hell am I going?”

Don leaped from his bunk, “Spic back up off me with that 
popcorn game. You still owe me two packs from the last store.” He 
gripped the bars tightly. “I was going to let you slide but now that 
you’re trying to get slick it’s double.” 

Juan laughed shortly. “Nigga I thought you forgot about that.” 
He went into the room and came back with six packs. “Let me get 
mine now so I can relax after I take my shower. I know I’m going to 
be sore in the morning.” 

Don shook his head at Juan as he handed him the joints. “I keep 
telling you Juan you got the right game just the wrong guy.

Cecil rushed down the tier with a crate of cigarettes. “Hippy said 
hit him with a bag and make it fat.” 

Don tossed the smokes on his bed. “I have to talk to you.” 
Cecil examined Don’s face owlishly. “You don’t fuck with Hippy 

like that?” 
Don shook his head and handed Cecil a bag. “It’s something 

completely opposite. We got night yard and I will tell you then.”
As Cecil stepped away from the bars, Don recalled the first time 

he met Cecil on the streets. He was best friends with his younger 
brother Bash before he got killed. After two days in Trenton, Cecil 
accidentally bumped into him and recalled his face from the streets. 
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Ever since that day, he took Don under his wings and showed him 
how to survive in a cold and brutal world until Don could take care 
of himself. 

Don placed a pair of thick plastic shades on as he and Cecil 
strolled through the yard. Slanting rays of sun beamed in every direc-
tion and would scorch the black concrete. Not a blade of grass grew 
in the yard, which made each summer extremely hot. 

Don relived the memory of when it was all sand, except for the 
basketball court. They poured concrete over the entire yard because 
prisoners would bury their knives in the sand and the only way for 
the police to locate them was to search the ground with metal detec-
tors. Gladiators had lost some real swords that day.

It appeared like the entire prison was out in the yard. A gentle 
breeze found its way over the twenty four foot wall and barbed wire. 
A group of men were arguing over at the card tables about someone 
cheating. Don placed his weight belt and water bottle on a bench 
and faced the card tables. He could sense something was about to 
happen when he noticed one of the guys edging his way from the 
crowd. 

Once he returned he slipped something to the other two guys 
with him. Cecil stepped nimbly around the crowd and next to Don. 
He was about to say something until Don held up his hand. “Watch 
this”, he nudged his head towards the direction of the dilemma about 
to take place. “It’s about to be some shit.” 

The one that slipped away gave his two friends shanks. The op-
posing group didn’t have an inkling the others were strapped. The 
argument began to heat up mainly by the ones who had the weap-
ons. One of the guys with the shanks began stabbing the guys and 
his friends followed.

The guys that were getting stabbed didn’t have anything to de-
fend themselves against the onslaught. An older kid named Leon, 
who was on the same tier as Don and Cecil, rushed out of the weight 
pile with a twenty five pound dumbbell and straight into the com-
motion like an African warrior. He hit both of the guys who had the 
knives in the head and their blood began to shoot up in the air like 
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a new found oil well sprouting rich black oil in the air. The only dif-
ference was theirs was rich red blood.

The guards from the towers bellowed over the bull horn for the 
guys to break it up. Their words fell on deaf ears. There was an insa-
tiable blood thirst that had to be filled. Everyone knew they wouldn’t 
enter the yard and the only time they would consider shooting their 
guns was if an officer was being attacked or a prisoner was trying to 
go over the wall. 

In a matter of twenty minutes three guys were laid out on the 
ground and bleeding profusely; one from a stab wound to the stom-
ach and the other two from their head. Everyone stood silent and 
watched the battle from where they were standing. They were being 
careful not to be seen on camera and wrongfully implicated in the 
fight. 

After Leon prevented his crew from being ambushed by the knife 
wielding crew, he chased the other one down and slit his throat with 
a knife he found on the ground, which came from one of the two 
bleeding men. 

He walked back over to where the two men were lying and picked 
up the twenty five pound weight and started to crush their skulls un-
til they stopped moving. This gesture got a reaction out of the other 
prisoners. It wasn’t a gasp of shock but one of expectancy. It would 
have shocked them more if the fight did not end in murder. Leon 
didn’t care, he was a killer by nature and it was not his first time kill-
ing inside the prison and it wouldn’t be his last.

Once Leon was done he calmly walked to the gate. His cold eyes 
focused on nothing but the thrill of the kill. He gave himself up 
and the yard resumed its activities like nothing ever happened. Three 
bodies were lying in the yard dead. 

“I think Leon is losing his mind” Cecil said. “I guess the loss of 
hope makes you evil and act just like him.” 

“So I guess you are still holding on to hope since I don’t see you 
running around trying to kill everything in sight.”

Cecil lowered his head to his chest. “Man my only hope is to die 
before the insanity sets in. I already know I’m never going to leave 
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this place with a pulse. So when I die, that will be my first day of 
freedom” he said in a lifeless monotone.

Don stood up from the bench and tightened his weight belt around 
his waist. “They granted my parole” he blurted out of nowhere. 

Cecil gave Don a long searching look. “You heard something?” 
Don nodded his head yes and gazed at the other guys walking 

over to the dead guys on the ground and looking into their faces. “I 
went to parole this morning.” 

Cecil squinted his eyes, “that was the business you had to take 
care of. They gave you your date your first time up?” 

Don started to laugh and then caught himself when he noticed 
the wounded look in his friend’s eyes. “It shocked the shit out of me. 
I just went in there and laid it down.

He eyed Cecil and it was self explanatory why Cecil was suddenly 
withdrawn. They both knew when Don told him he didn’t have life, 
they would one day split, a reality Cecil hadn’t wholeheartedly con-
sidered when they became the best of friends.

“So when are you leaving?” Cecil finally asked. 
“In about two weeks” Don replied. 
Cecil’s eyes took in the view of the yard. Everybody was following 

the officer’s orders to strip down and carry their clothes to the gate. 
There was a sea of officers standing at the gate searching the clothes 
and the prisoners. 

Other prisoners leaned against the wall and were going to take 
their time. They were cutting yard early. Cecil gritted his teeth to-
gether in thought. This was going to be his life’s reality for the rest 
of his life. The only thing that made any kind of sense to him, was 
knowing he had someone like Don to watch his back. He was the 
only one he could trust, now their lives were being informally pro-
pelled into opposite directions and he would be the only one left on 
a journey to nowhere. 

He had no hope, no light at the end of the tunnel. He was caught 
with the smoking gun. The possible was impossible in his situation 
and the only way to redirect his destiny was to try and make it over 
the wall.
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As the indistinguishable thought crossed his mind, he just hap-
pened to glance up at the menacing wall with his hands shielding his 
eyes from the beaming sun. The last person that tried to go over the 
wall was killed by a sharp shooter in one of the towers. The prisoner’s 
dead body was left dangling from the barbed wire for the entire pris-
on to take notice of what the price for their freedom would eventu-
ally cost if they got caught trying to steal it.

Don tapped Cecil “What are you thinking about?” he asked. “I’ve 
been talking for the last ten minutes and you haven’t said a word.” 

“I was thinking about a few things” Cecil replied. He was scared 
to look in Don’s direction or move his head too fast. He could feel 
the tears building and about to fall. 

Don sensed his hurt “don’t worry about it bro. When I touch 
down I’m not going to forget about you”. He laughed at the thought 
of him giving Cecil some good news. “Shit is going to be tight.”

There was a thick wall of silence between them. Don had just 
said the only words he thought would make matters better between 
them. He was struck with an overwhelming feeling of guilt, but why? 
Freedom is what he wanted and deserved. He was innocent.

Cecil sat down heavily on the weight bench. His eyes were haunt-
ed by an inner pain. “It’s not about forgetting about me or making 
sure my life bid is comfortable.” He paused and cleared his throat, 
“I need to be free.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m starting to 
forget what the shit feels like”.

He got up from the bench and stared directly into Don’s eyes 
and walked over to the line and started to strip down. He felt he said 
more than enough. 

Don moderately nodded his head in agreement as Cecil walked away. 
The thought of freedom only sporadically crossed his mind but in the back 
of his mind he knew it was always going to be waiting in his future.

It was the only reason why he was in turmoil right now. For the 
first time their differences were thrust into their faces and it showed 
they were worlds apart and at twenty eight he was well aware he had 
a whole lot of life left. The only thoughts that made his skin crawl 
was; what was he going to do with it?
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For the past two weeks, Cecil had been withdrawn, not only 
from Don but from the entire prison. He stayed in his cell and 

only came out for the shower when everyone left to go to the yard. 
Don did not try to force Cecil to snap out of it, all he could do was 
give him the necessary space he needed in order to cope with him 
leaving. 

Don knew Cecil wasn’t the type to openly display his emotions. 
He would keep things to himself and deal with it on his own and on 
his terms. It was the only way he knew how to survive.

Don knew the part that was disturbing his friend the most was 
the emptiness. He was unsure of what he was going to do to fill the 
empty void about to take place in his life. 

Don and Juan were returning from the yard. The entire time Juan 
was badgering him with questions trying to find out what was going 
on with Cecil and him. Don would merely shrug his shoulders and 
dispel his question before it fully left his mouth. He didn’t want his 
business to circulate throughout the prison like a brush fire.

In order for Don and Juan to reach their cells, they had to pass 
Cecil’s cell. As they shuffled to their cells, Cecil had his curtain up. 
It was a sign he didn’t want to be disturbed. Finally Don began to 
understand. Cecil was putting distance between them. It was his way 
to break the bond and accept the fact he was going to have to travel 
the rest of the journey alone.



18

B A P T I S M  B Y  F I R E  P A R T  1 :  E M P I R E

Don went into his room and picked up his mail from the floor. 
He rushed through the mail looking for something from the parole 
board. He’s never been one to chase mail but now he was praying 
for the letter that would urgently inform him the nightmare was of-
ficially over.

The last letter just so happened to be from parole. He took a deep 
breath and flopped down on his bed. He ripped the letter like a child 
ripping into a Christmas gift. He glared down at the date at the end 
of the letter and erupted into an uncontrollable laughter. His last day 
in prison was the day after tomorrow.

He took a deep breath and tried to calm the butterflies in his 
stomach. This was the day he’s yearned for for ten years and now he 
officially had a date to leave.

He rushed back out of his cell before the police locked him in. 
He had to call Jewel to let her know to be here to pick him up.

h  h  h

Don was spending his last night in prison. An hour before he went 
to bed he stayed up chain smoking blunt after blunt. He wanted to 
be completely relaxed so he wouldn’t have a problem getting to sleep. 
His adrenalin was racing through his veins and he needed the weed 
to slow him down and allow him to fall asleep before his norm, try-
ing to rush in the new day.

Slowly the effects of the blunts were kicking in. He stretched 
and yawned before he laid down. His head felt light as it touched 
his pillow and his gray eyes were barely open. He heard Juan knock 
on the wall but totally ignored him. The entire tier could smell 
the one man party he was having but all he wanted was to be left 
alone. The world he was about to re-enter was far more complex 
than the world he was now living in. There was no middle ground 
on the outside, either you made it or you didn’t and he needed to 
spend his last night collecting his thoughts of the unknown future 
waiting for him.

Sleep snatched him into a bottomless abyss of dreams. His first 
dream was of his family and his only son. Then his dreams were 
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invaded with the nightmares that have plagued him since his first 
night in prison.

His body writhed with a force as if a thousand volts of lightning 
had entered his body. The nightmare had taken on a life of its own. 
What made the nightmare dissimilar from the others was its intense 
degree of reality. He could hear the sounds as if it was actually hap-
pening. There were the sounds of police sirens and the blades from 
the helicopters looming overhead.

He could hear the drums beating in his ears. This was the first 
time he’s heard the drums and the distant chanting ringing from his 
ears.

In his conscious mind he knew this to be a dream but couldn’t 
wake up. Instead he could feel his heart steadily palpitating celeri-
tously in his chest. The road he was traveling switched from day to 
night. He couldn’t see what was in front of him until the car explod-
ed into a blazing fire. He pushed against the door but it would not 
open. He struggled with the door knob and repeatedly banged and 
kicked the windows on the car door. He thought he saw someone in 
the darkness.

The smell of flesh was mingled with the smoke. He tried to cry 
out but could feel the smoke singeing deep within his lungs. The 
back of his throat was raw and each attempt to scream made his pain 
unbearable.

He turned his attention from trying to escape the inferno to 
fighting the flames that were zealously warring to consume him. He 
screamed as loudly as he could, but each breath filled his weakened 
lungs with more of the foggy vaporous smoke.

Then he arrived at the conclusion he was dying and there was 
nothing he could do. He was a fighter and tried to steal one last 
breath to cling onto his life for one second longer. He inhaled but 
there was no air left to breathe. He even tried to scream but there was 
no sound. He fostered up the last drop of his energy to try and kick 
his way out of his coffin but the walls seemed to be made of steel.

He laid down on the front seat and listened to the melodramatic 
beating of the drums. He heard words but didn’t know the origin. All 
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he could feel was the blistering sensations of his flesh engulfed in its 
BAPTISM BY FIRE. The pain was unendurable but all he could do 
was wait for death to embrace him and end it all.

He leaped up and was coughing before the fire made it up to his 
face. He shot straight up in his bunk and was gasping for the much 
needed air he had lacked in his dream. This nightmare was worse 
than the others. He needed to make sense of these persistent and 
painful nightmares. He wondered if this was his fate or just his sub-
conscious mind toying with him, terrorizing him for the future sins 
it knew he will commit.

 He glanced at his watch and in two hours the prison would 
awaken from its slumber. He splashed a handful of water on his face 
and got down ready to do his workout, but waved it off not because 
he was going home but he just was not in the mood.

He began to go through his paperwork and was discarding any 
and everything he was not taking with him. He ripped up old let-
ters and threw them in the toilet along with other obsolete papers. 
He only intended to just leave with the clothes on his back and his 
photo album. He had enough mental images of prison to last him a 
lifetime. The last thing he wanted was prison mementos to remind 
him of the missing years of his life.

Juan heard Don lifting boxes and flushing the toilet. He light-
ly knocked on the wall. “What are you doing over there Don 
Starchild?” 

“Packing.” 
“Where are you going with the little green men to mars?” He 

figured Don was tripping from the weed he was smoking. 
“I’m going home Juan.” 
“Home?” Juan repeated. “Don’t tell me the weed got you bugging 

like that Don Starchild. I smelled the smoke.” 
“Seriously Juan I am out of here this morning. I saw them a few 

weeks ago.” 
“Ooooh.” Juan said shaking his head. “That’s why Cecil has been 

acting all strange and shit. He knew you were leaving.” After Juan 
pieced everything together he continued. “Let me get those flick 
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books. You won’t need them on the streets. You got that tender red 
bone out there waiting for you.”

Don dug into his box and handed Juan five flick books. He reeled 
with joy when he witnessed Don’s arm come through the bars with 
the books in his hand. He tried to ask for something else but Don 
swiftly cut him off.

“Listen Juan, I gave you everything I got to give at this point. 
Everything else must go to my peoples and whatever he doesn’t want 
you can have.” He went back to packing. He was finished a long time 
ago. He was just trying to stay busy to occupy his mind. He noticed 
some of the guys he’s had minor conversations with stop in front of 
his cell and inquired if Juan was speaking the truth about him going 
home. He slightly nodded his head yes and continued to pack.

The last thing he wanted to do was hold a conversation with a 
bunch of lifers about going home, knowing they would never see 
the streets again. Also he didn’t want to appear overly enthusiastic 
about something they could only do in a dream. Freedom was a 
soft subject in the prison, a treasure attainable by few but yearned 
for by many.

Don knew he would leave sometime after the morning count. 
He paced the cell like a caged panther. Juan continued to talk but 
Don would block him out. He was feeling strange and semi present. 
He pinched himself a few times to make sure this wasn’t a dream or 
a simple fantasy he wished was reality. He gazed up at the graffiti on 
the wall and for years he saw the letters T-I-T-I-C-A-C-A written on 
the wall. Sometimes he would stare at those letters for hours but they 
never made sense to him, amongst other things written on the wall. 
He would find new words on the wall when he woke up the next 
morning and never knew how they got there.

He recalled the day he was pulled over by a state trooper. He was 
speeding in his brand new corvette. The only drugs in the car was 
half of a joint he had been smoking but he tossed it out the widow 
before he stopped.

He kicked the gun further under the seat. He had no need to 
panic. He wouldn’t have to worry about the car getting searched. All 
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he had to do was admit to speeding and gracefully be on his merry 
way but things did not exactly go that way.

The state trooper approached Don’s car smiling. He lowered his 
head and asked for Don’s license, registration and insurance. Don 
had all of his paperwork. It was important for him to always appear 
legit in the midst of his illegal activities.

The cop lowered his head into the car and told Don he was 
doing 85 miles per hour. Don flashed the officer a shameless grin 
and said he was just trying to open his girl up and ran his fingers 
across the steering wheel like it was the naked breast of a volup-
tuous woman.

The cop said something over the radio but Don knew everything 
about his car was legit. The cop came back and told Don to step out 
of the car because he smelled weed. A bleak wintry feeling swept 
through his being as he got out of the car. He knew either way the 
cop was going to search the car, even if he was to hold him up and 
wait for a warrant.

The officer reached under the seat and came out with the gun. It 
was exactly where the confidential informant said it would be. Don 
figured he would get charged with possession of a weapon and make 
bail and he would be free. Things didn’t exactly go that way. When 
the gun was sent to the lab and had ballistics run on it, a murder 
popped up on it. Don cursed Sosa for giving him a hot gun. That 
was ten years ago.

His thoughts concerning his last day on the streets were inter-
rupted when he heard the officer down the tier scream his name. 
“Starchild! Starchild! ETG. Everything to go. They’re ready for you 
down in intake.”

The entire wing erupted into cheers and whistles. Don reached 
for his bone white, Perry Ellis suit that was draped inside of a plastic 
garbage bag, along with his money green Perry Ellis silk shirt and 
pair of snakeskin shoes he’s had when he was home.

He walked to the front of the cell and turned around and stud-
ied the room he spent a good part of his life in. He wasn’t holding 
onto any fond memories, because there wasn’t any. He just wanted 
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to remember what it was like to live like a caged animal and to never 
subject himself to those ill circumstances again.

He picked up his plastic garbage bag with the letter from his 
mother and the photo album that really helped him get through the 
most painful years. He stepped out of the cell and faced Juan’s bars. 
“Look at Don Starchild. Nigga, you look cleaner than the board of 
health.”

Don nodded and stuck his hand through the bars. He ran his 
hand across Juan’s curly hair and knew this would be the last time 
he would be able to touch him. He hated the evil thoughts he’s had 
about Juan since he formulated certain ideas. He was going to be 
important to a greater cause.

“Juan you stay up in this bitch. Don’t let these fools break you.” 
He handed Juan a bag of weed and a piece of paper. “If you want me 
to go by your baby mother’s house and tell her to bring up the kids, 
then call me at that number and I got your back.” Juan used to beat 
him down about wanting to see his children.

Juan had tears in his eyes and his voice choked up. “Yeah, Don 
Starchild do that for me man.” He said and walked to the back of the 
cell and broke down. He knew if Don gave him his word, then he 
could count on it and the thought of him seeing his children was too 
much for him to bear at the present moment.

Don made his way up the tier and was shaking the hands of the 
prisoners standing up at their bars. Each man was wishing he could 
take his place. Some faces were glazed in shock and others dripping 
with envy.

He halted in front of Cecil’s cell. He had the sheet blocking all 
visual passages into his cell. Don called his name but didn’t get a 
response. He slid his curtains to one side. “I know you heard me 
calling you.

“Save your good byes for somebody that wants to hear it. I’m not 
the one. Don dropped his bag and waved for the officer at the top 
of the tier to open the door. Cohen knowing the bond they shared 
opened the cell door so two friends could say their goodbyes in a 
more proper fashion.
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Don stepped into Cecil’s cell that was full of law books and boxes 
of legal work. “Nigga, now that I’m free we ain’t family anymore?” 

“I didn’t say that” Cecil replied.
Don grabbed Cecil by his bicep and forced him to his feet. Cecil’s 

face was scarlet and swollen from crying. Don peered into his friend’s 
eyes and the tears were forming in his own. “Nigga don’t tell me 
you’re jealous because I’ll turn my back on you and won’t look back. 
You should be happy I’m on the streets. At least you can say you got 
strength in the streets and someone that really gives a fuck about 
you.”

Cecil dropped his head to his chest and then met Don’s angry 
stare. “I’m going to miss you man” he said and threw his arms around 
Don. “Please don’t forget me man.”

“Never” Don replied. “We got a future. You must believe in your 
ability to overcome this shit.”

They embraced until they heard the officer calling for Don. As 
they released their hold, they quickly turned away from each other 
not wanting to see each other’s weakness.

Don rushed from the cell towards the entrance of the tier. He 
heard Cecil calling his name. He stopped “what’s up?” 

“I love you man”. Don paused as his heart rung with pity. This 
was the first time he has heard Cecil express any type of emotion. 
Not only that, he voiced it in the open so everyone on the cell block 
could hear. He was convinced the word friend was too weak to define 
what they really were to each other. Their daily struggles had formu-
lated them into kindred brothers in the struggle of life.

Don could see Cecil looking at him through the plastic mirror 
he stuck out of his bars. He raised his right hand high in the air and 
made a fist. “I love you too brother.”
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The scintillating rays of the sun beamed colorfully through the 
luxuriant white clouds. Soft gentle breezes danced through 

the air ruffling a pile of leaves and twirling them like a minia-
ture tornado, while a gaggle of geese flew overhead in perfect 
formation.

Don took deep breaths filling his lungs with the fresh air of free-
dom. He threw down his bag, tilted his head back, glaring up at the 
sun with open fondness. He rejoiced at the feat of making it out of 
hell alive.

“I made it!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, his voice carrying 
in the still parking lot. “Goddamit I’m free.”

The dense traffic was speeding on the highway in front of the 
prison. He gathered himself and tried to arrive at what direction he 
was to take to go home. He expected to find Jewel waiting for him 
like he told her, but the cars were parked and empty.

A White officer got out of his car and was walking towards Don. 
Don was six feet tall, 190 pounds. The officer was just a tad shorter 
than him. He had Don by a good sixty pounds.

Don asked him nicely can he please tell him how to find the 
nearest train station. The officer made a vague gesture towards the 
highway and kept on walking. This infuriated Don. The officer was 
still treating him like a convict.

Don gritted his teeth, “You no good cracker devil bastard!” 
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The officer came to a complete halt. “What did you say to me 
nigger?” 

“You heard what I said cracker. I’m not in your prison anymore.” 
Don pointed a stern finger at him. “Now you better walk into your 
house and be good because you have no power out here. Don’t get 
yourself hurt thinking you do.” His voice ascended to a murderous 
falsetto.

“Is that right?” The officer replied sitting his lunch on a nearby 
car. “Let me be the first one to introduce your black ass to what the 
real world is about nigger.”

Don had an improvised grin on his face. He removed his hat and 
suit jacket. He was going to enjoy this. For ten years he has swallowed 
his tongue and his pride, experiencing the personality and emotional 
disorders of officers, black and white alike. He knew he couldn’t beat 
a skunk at a piss fight but now he was free and the ground was level. 
Never again would he allow another man to disrespect him and not 
suffer the consequences.

The officer headed in Don’s direction, his eyes smoldering. Don 
planted his right foot on the ground. By his stance, he appeared to 
be off balance. He was using his eyes to measure the closeness of the 
officer and his breath for the timing.

Once the officer was within reach, Don hit him with a left up-
per cut square on the chin and quickly followed with a straight 
right. The officer wobbled like the last pin standing after a would 
be strike. 

Don bolted towards the officer. He wasn’t going to give him the 
chance to regroup. He hit him with a left hook and a right upper cut. 
The officer’s feet rose five inches off the ground before he splashed 
onto the pavement unconscious.

Don vigorously began to kick him in the ribs. He was venting ev-
ery bit of his hate and bitterness with each blow. A car horn honked 
behind him but he was too caught up in the whirlwind of his hate 
to stop.

He felt a tight grip on his arm. “Don what in the hell are you do-
ing?” Jewel yelled. “Stop it.” 
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They both ran for Jewel’s jeep. Don glanced over his shoulder and 
noticed the officer was out for the count.

Jewel navigated in and out of traffic with ease. Don slouched down 
in his seat enjoying the scenery. Newark was a good hour’s drive from 
Trenton, which would give him a chance to relax and unwind but his 
stomach twisted into knots the closer he got to his destination.

Jewel turned the radio down. “I see your stay in prison hasn’t 
changed you”. 

“It wouldn’t have happened if you would have been out there like 
I told you.” 

Jewel switched lanes. “An officer in the patrol truck said I couldn’t 
wait in front of the prison so I had to drive around until you came 
out.”

Don rolled the window all the way down to feel the roughness of 
the air. Jewel’s shoulder length hair swirled around the headrest. She 
hadn’t changed since he last saw her. Her café au laut complexion 
came from a combination of Latin and Black. She had an aquiline 
nose and eyes like an Egyptian queen.

They wrote letters and talked on the telephone, but he never asked 
her to visit. He considered it the safest way to do his time without 
having to worry about the headaches and heartaches he witnessed 
other prisoners go through.

She turned at the Newark exit onto Route 280. Don smiled in-
wardly when he saw the barbershop he used to go to. The small deli 
across the street from the opulent Catholic church was still there. 
These were the landmarks Don would daydream about. To see them 
still standing painted a translucent picture of the yesterdays of his 
life; a life he hoped hadn’t disappeared like the laundromat did on 
the corner of Grove Street.

He noticed a liquor store next to a newspaper stand. “Pull over 
right here, I want to get something to drink.”

Jewel’s nose crinkled, she had never even seen him take a drink 
before, not even a beer. This was new for her. Don had vowed off 
drinking a long time ago. His father had been a raging alcoholic. He 
vowed to never allow himself to live like a genie in a bottle.



28

B A P T I S M  B Y  F I R E  P A R T  1 :  E M P I R E

Their relationship was strong in the early years. He would spend 
quality time with Don. He was the only father he knew but once the 
drinking started he gave Don nothing but broken promises which he 
later accepted as blatant lies.

A group of young boys was standing in front of the store. Don 
searched their faces to see if he recognized any of them but they were 
too young.

As he was about to enter the store, a fiend came up to one of the 
guys and coped a twenty of cocaine. Don shook his head at the sight. 
He recalled when he was the same teenager standing a few feet away. 
He was convinced that the circus hadn’t changed only the faces of 
the clowns. He hated to admit it and tried to avoid this conclusion 
as his first thought.

Don came out of the store clutching a bottle of Moet. He noticed 
one of the guys standing by the jeep trying to convince Jewel to roll 
the window down so he could talk to her. Don silently came to the 
driver’s side gripping the bottle by its neck just in case things became 
ill favored between him and the group. “Is everything cool?” he asked 
calmly. 

The kid with the chip tooth stepped back and gave Don a once 
over with a ‘who in the hell are you look’. “Why do you want to 
know?” He replied with a sneer. The group stepped towards Don.

Don blew out a stream of hot air. This was the last thing he want-
ed to happen. He was tried his first day in Trenton and now he was 
being tried for his first day as a free man.

Don tapped the truck and told Jewel he would meet her at the 
house. She shook her head no and mouthed for him to come on but 
he gave her a warning look. She waited sixty seconds and then started 
the jeep and left.

He turned back to the youth in front of him and motioned for 
him to step to the side of the liquor store. The rest of the group 
followed. The tallest one of the group tried to get behind Don. He 
pivoted and broke the bottom of the bottle on the ground startling 
the group. “Before we get this party started, I want to know your last 
names.”
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The first boy Don spoke to, had a puzzled look on his face. “Why 
do you want to know that?” 

“So that I will know where to send the flowers,” Don smiled 
wickedly. “I’m going to try and kill every last one of you. If I don’t 
get you today, then I will hunt you down and snatch your life away 
before you even know what it is about.”

Don gritted his teeth and eased closer to the group. “I really don’t 
want this shit to get blown out of proportion over matters of no true 
importance. Today is my first day as a free man in ten years and I 
would hate to outright violate my parole for multiple murders over 
an unseemly misunderstanding.”

He gazed into their eyes. Their rising fear came from his cold gray 
eyes and his calm words. The youngest of the group took two steps 
back. Don peered over at him and said, “To be so young you’re so 
wise.” He faced everyone else, “Shall we all exercise the same intel-
ligence as the young brother? or shall we play this gangster scene all 
the way to the mother fucking grave yard?”

Simultaneously, two more guys took a step back leaving only one 
standing in front of Don. He glanced behind him and saw he was 
standing alone. Don stepped away from the youngster to allow him 
to save face in front of his friends. He spun on his heels and walked 
away and one of the boys called him and asked him what was he 
drinking. Don slipped the broken bottle of Moet out of the paper 
bag and the kid ran into the store and came out with two bottles and 
handed one to Don and suggested they toast for his first day home.

The group walked up to him and introduced themselves. The one 
who bought Don the bottle came up with his hand extended. “My 
name is Rob.” 

Don gripped his hand. “My name is Don, Don Starchild.” 
They exchanged looks of suspicion and surprise. The taller kid 

named Cash asked, “Aren’t you from the projects?” 
Don nodded yes, “Seventh Avenue.” 
“Didn’t you run with Sosa?” 
Don’s eyes narrowed speculatively at the sound of the traitor’s 

name, the one that set him up with the dirty gun. He was caught off 
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guard when he heard Sosa’s name. Blood was surging ferociously to 
Don’s fist. He didn’t know what he would do if he laid eyes on Sosa 
again. The last time they even spoke was the time Sosa gave him the 
gun. Sosa never sent any messages the entire time he was in prison. 

Don opened the bottle and took a hard gulp. The alien taste 
tingled inside his mouth. “Yeah I used to run with him” he replied 
wiping a drop of wine from his lips with his thumb. “How did you 
know that?” 

Rob’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “Man we heard so much 
about you from Sosa. We hustle for him.” 

Don lowered his eyes. “Is that right?” He took another sip out of 
anticipation. “What did he have to say about me?” 

“He said you and him were getting big money back in the day 
and he couldn’t wait until you came home so you all could really 
stack,” said Rob.

Don passed his bottle to Rob. “Did he tell you why I went to 
prison?”

Rob took a swig and handed the bottle to Cash. Before Cash 
drunk he said, he told us you went to prison for murder but he never 
said who you killed. “Who did you kill?” 

Don shook his head vaguely and smiled. “I don’t even know who 
I killed. All I know is that I did the time.” That thought was the part 
that bothered him the most. He spent a decade of his life in prison 
for killing someone he didn’t even know. He only heard the victim’s 
name in court and read it in his transcripts but putting a face to the 
name was impossible.

The other two guys observed Don out of the corner of their eyes. 
They now believed his words of murder were the absolute truth and 
were thankful they had enough sense to lean back before the situa-
tion got way out of hand. Don asked where he could find Sosa and 
they told him about a club he owned called the Touch of Class on 
Ninth Avenue. This was the first bit of information he heard about 
Sosa since his incarceration. He didn’t want to involve the group in 
an all out interrogation. He feared his hate would leak and show his 
dislike for the man.
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A dazzling blue light shot across the once clear sky. It was about to 
rain. Don asked the boys why they were in the game and they could 
only speak about materialistic gains they were trying to achieve. 

“Are you getting back in the game?” Cash asked.
Don looked at the boy who just turned eighteen last month. “It 

is the last thing on my mind young blood.” He heard a rumble in 
the sky and it sounded like the angels were playing tag. “Let me head 
on home and get out of here before it starts pouring. You brothers 
take it easy.”

He slowly walked away and pondered on the tad bits of informa-
tion he just received. Why would Sosa speak as if he wasn’t aware 
of what he had done? He spoke of Don like they were the best of 
friends.

The sun disappeared as the sky was shadowed with a rich blue. 
The rain subsided into a hazy fog. Jewel answered the door in a sleek 
white robe. Her hair was styled in perfect form down to her shoul-
ders and she noticed the damp suit Don was now wearing.

She rushed him out of his clothes and it felt good to have a 
woman manifest her concerns over his well being. As he removed his 
clothes, he heard her running the water for his bath. He had taken 
showers for so many years a bath would be his christening into the 
free world.

The tub was full of thick white bubbles and a towel was placed at 
the back of the tub as a neck rest. Don slowly stepped into the hot 
bath and felt his entire body relax. Jewel came into the bathroom 
with the bottle of Moet embedded in a silver bucket of ice and two 
champagne glasses. She poured herself a glass and handed him the 
other one. 

“Just give me the bottle,” he said.
He laid back and swallowed a mouthful of wine. Jewel kneeled 

down next to him and began to wash his chest. “You sure took good 
care of yourself all of these years. I can see every muscle in your 
body.” 

Don grinned at her. “I worked out five times a week and only 
missed one day in ten years.”
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Jewel moved down to his stomach. The tip of the rag brushed 
against his manhood, immediately bringing him to life. She gripped 
his manhood firmly in her hands, the entire time looking at him like 
a hungry animal.

“I bet you have not worked this five days a week for ten years.” 
Don smiled with his eyes closed. “I know that’s right.” 
She stood up and unfastened her robe. It fell from her shoulders 

into a heap on the floor. Don’s eyes ranged freely over her body. She 
placed both hands on her hips to give him ample time to see what he 
has missed for so long. 

Her breasts were the size of two perfectly round coconuts. Her honey 
colored nipples were the size of a silver dollar and standing at attention. 
A patch of jet black hair danced across the entrance to heaven.

She placed her foot on the edge of the bathtub exposing the inner 
crevices of her lust. Don wasted no time burying his face between her 
legs and tasting the flavors of her nature while she ground her love 
into his mouth.

As he was about to stand, she placed her legs on his shoulders and 
he carried her to the bed without missing a stroke. He used two fin-
gers to open the folds of her womanhood. A pink rose stared back at 
him. He covered it with his entire mouth. Her body arched up from 
the bed. This was his power. He wanted to make sure she reached her 
peak three times to his one.

She couldn’t take anymore of his mouth and rolled him over and 
licked the passion from his face. She trailed down his neck and then 
to the ridges of his stomach. She engulfed him into the back of her 
throat in one swift motion and moved her mouth up and down on 
him with the greatest of ease. He held her head while she sucked him 
with a controlled passion.

Before he could reach his peak, he laid her on her back. His arrow 
trembled in the middle of her target. Jewel was in sleepy concentric 
rings. The waves of shock rumbled outward, growing as they went, 
touching and caressing every millimeter of her body with urgent 
strength as if a hot stone had been dropped in the middle of a bub-
bling pool.
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She locked her legs around his waist. Her hands buried into the 
wetness of his hair at the nape of his neck. She felt the life force leave 
his body and splashed with potency deep inside of her womanhood. 
She could hear the magnificent background of her nerve racking or-
gasm. She screamed. She was oblivious of who could hear. It wasn’t 
everyday her neighbors heard her caught in a tangled web in the 
paroxysms of lust.

Don rolled off of her breathing heavily. He couldn’t get his mind 
off the information he discovered today. Jewel laid her head on his 
chest in admiration. She was happy to have him home. Although 
years had passed since the last time they made love, it didn’t surprise 
her to know he still knew the workings of her body.

He ran his fingers through her hair. “Have you ever heard of a 
club called the Touch of Class?” She nodded her head wide eyed. “I 
want to check that place out” Don said. She knew why he wanted 
to go and had a bad feeling about it but could not prevent him from 
doing anything he set his mind to, not even murder.


