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Leon “Sunny” Bright drove his car southbound out of downtown Atlanta. He was heading down Capital Avenue on his way to South Atlanta. The south side of Atlanta was not his usual hangout but he was going to meet up with somebody that he had met a month ago while out on the basketball court in a park in Eastpoint, Georgia not far from South Atlanta.

During that time, he and his people had decided to go out in that direction searching for a game of pick-up. They played the locals in the area in a two on two game of basketball to eleven points with the stakes at a hundred dollars a point plus another fifty dollars per point for the point difference at the end. Sometimes it was a lot more per point. That depended a lot on what was agreed upon at the onset of the game.

Sunny and two others of his friends were good as a two man team, with one friend acting as backup and watcher. Sometimes things got a little bit hairy when your opponents were facing an eleven point loss with a payout of sixteen hundred and fifty dollars or more.

When things went good, Sunny could wind up with about a five hundred dollar payout from a fifteen to twenty minute game of basketball. There were always hopefuls on the sidelines waiting for their turn to give it a try; a chance that might end up leaving them broke. That was cool by Sunny. He liked taking other people’s money. It was a quick hustle that was not illegal, per se, and was less likely to get him killed like dealing in drugs would.

Sunny pulled up a side street and paused at a traffic light. He watched the young black boys as they prowled through their territory. No gang signs were thrown around and no colors were noticeable but that meant very little. These young black males knew their own from a quick sideways glance. They could tell the difference between some kid just walking the block and a young bull strutting in new territory trying to find trouble.

Atlanta was an equal opportunity thug community. The young bull didn’t necessarily have to be black. That essential clue that served to point out the difference between harmless and a threat was hard to pin down and quantify but it was extremely important for survival on the streets.

You were relatively safe to walk the streets of Atlanta and would hardly get a cross word come your way, even if you were from uptown. This wasn’t a guarantee of safety but again, as long as you weren’t that ‘young bull’ with that certain something in your step, then you were just fine.

Sunny knew enough about the streets of Atlanta, just as the sun knows its path across the sky. He was aware enough to know where he could and could not go. Where he would and would not get confronted. When he shouldn’t be in some certain areas and more importantly, when to get the hell out of others.

Where he was currently going wasn’t a bad part of town. Atlanta was more diversified than that. Violence on the city streets took no notice of the area of town that it wanted to occur on. Not in this city. It was all equal opportunity.

The house that Sunny pulled up on was large, but not so much by the city standards. Atlanta was an old city, still full of life and remembrance of the old days. If an old home could be restored, then it was. This meant that there were hundred year old homes within the city limits with well over three thousand square feet of living space in them.

A lot of the older, South Atlanta homes were bereft of a driveway, so Sunny parked on the street, in front of the dark green, two story house. He got out of his car, hit the key fob to lock the doors and walked up the short walkway to the front door of the house.

The porch was as wide as the front of the house. Another aspect of the older homes prevalent in the city. An old porch swing hung suspended from the ceiling of the porch. The old white paint on the wooden swing matched the dark green paint that had been applied to the wooden siding of the house. They were both peeling badly. Other than the old paint covering the house, the residence was in a reasonably well kept state of repair.

Sunny didn’t have to knock. He was called right into the house when his footsteps on the wooden porch announced his presence to the occupant. He walked in without waiting because of that.

‘Hot-Lanta’ was in full effect outside, the sun’s fiery embrace driving the midday temperature settling in at a lazy ninety-one degrees so far that day. It wasn’t promised to get hotter but that hardly mattered, as far as making the heat more oppressive went.

It wasn’t the heat that was the enemy of the true southerner — even for the city dwelling southern boy or southern belle. It was the humidity in the south that deserved to be cursed back into the bowels of hell. Due solely to that thrice damned humidity, Sunny was sweating already and all he had done was walk to the house from the car.

Sunny mopped the sheen of perspiration from his brow and his short, crew cut hair. His light brown skin marked him as a member of that ubiquitous black sect known as ‘high-yella’ (pronounced as spelled) or ‘redbone’, depending on exactly which part of the south you were in. Atlanta tended to lean on ‘redbone’ while cities that lay to the west were more apt to use the appellate of ‘high-yella’.

This southern home was old, so it had, what some older folks referred to as, a drawing room. It was complete with functional pocket doors. This is where Sunny found the individual who had called him into the house and who Sunny had come to see.

Anthony “Duke” Williams was sitting on the couch. He was wearing a wife-beater t-shirt and a pair of boxers. An afro pick was parked in the back of his head and the signature clenched fist listed awkwardly to the left. It looked as if it would fall out at any moment but it hung on — suspended right there — for dear life. Sunny smiled when he saw Duke.

Anthony couldn’t tell Sunny how he got the nickname Duke. It had started up one summer in his early youth and it had seemed to stick to him like the summer humidity made your clothes stick to you. Sunny owed his nickname to his bright colored skin and to his last name actually being Bright. Duke waved Sunny to a chair on the opposite side of the room across from the double pocket doors. Sunny took the seat and waited for Duke to get off of his cell phone.

Duke soon put down his cell phone after ending his call. He placed it on the coffee table, next to two other cell phones. He leaned back on the couch and spread his arms wide across the back of it.

“Hey, I’m glad you made it, man,” said Duke in way of a greeting to Sunny.

“Well you did ask me to get her by twelve,” said Sunny as he glanced at his watch that was not there. “It’s only ‘skin-thirty’ so I made it.”

Duke laughed. Those individuals growing up in the south placed only minimum regard to being exactly on time. Things moved a bit slowly in the south. Southerners were said to even be ‘late for their own funeral’.

“You’re funny. Get over here,” he said as he patted his lap.

Sunny stood up and walked over to Duke. He had to bypass the table that was positioned before the couch and sidestep until he was in a position where he could sit on Duke’s lap. Duke put one army around Sunny’s waist and dropped his other hand on Sunny’s knee.

“You lookin’ good,” Duke said to Sunny.

Sunny wanted to be serious and say something cool and impressive, but he found that to be just a little bit difficult with Duke’s hand roaming up and down his leg. The other hand causing him to have goose flesh as it whispered up and down his spine. These things only served to distract the hell out of him. Because of that, what Sunny finally managed to say was neither cool nor was it at all impressive.

“You look...comfortable,” he managed with a grin on his face.

“Boy, you funny,” Duke replied with a smile.

Duke stopped his hand at the back of Sunny’s neck. He pulled him in close and kissed him passionately. Sunny felt himself partly melt from the heat in that kiss. Just like he felt he was melting from the sun when he was outside. He liked men that took the lead and knew what they wanted. He liked thugs and Duke was an old bull; as thuggish as they came. He slipped his tongue into Sunny’s mouth and used it to start a fight with Sunny’s tongue. The kiss ended up being over before Sunny even knew that it began. One of Duke’s phones had called for attention and he broke off the kiss to answer it.

“What’s up, man,” Duke spoke into the receiver.

Sunny couldn’t make out what was being said on the other end of the call but he wasn’t nosey enough to care, either.

“...Nah, my man’s just fell through and we ‘bout to go ball at the park...‘aight,” said Duke into the receiver as he hung up the phone.

Sunny wasn’t tempted to ask whom Duke had just spoken to on the phone. He wasn’t that kind of boyfriend. He was fine with letting Duke have his space and privacy. Sunny had never been one of those insecure people who questioned every move made by his significant other.

Duke patted Sunny on his ass and lifted up his knee. Sunny got the hint. He got up and watched Duke rise from the couch while adjusting his boxers around his semi-hard member. Sunny unconsciously licked his lips and Duke smiled at him. He motioned toward the back of the house and started walking out of the drawing room, toward his own bedroom.

Sunny watched as the man in front of him continued to move. The muscles in his back and legs rippled beneath the dark chocolate skin. His powerful arms. Sunny wanted to reach out and run his hands along those strong, capable arms and have them wrap around him as he cupped those sculpted buttocks of Duke’s in his hands. He couldn’t help but think that Duke was fine as hell — the sexiest black man that he’d seen in a long time.

Duke led the way into his bedroom and Sunny followed. With a wave of his hand, Sunny shut the door securely. At another wave of Duke’s hand, he claimed a spot on the edge of Duke’s bed as while continuing to watch Duke getting dressed. Soon, they would both head out to the park down the street. The plan was to spend a few hours out there on the basketball court and then...who knows?

There weren’t any definite plans on how they were planning to burn through the remainder of the sunlight after they wore themselves out playing basketball. Sunny didn’t much care. To him, just being able to spend some time with Duke was all he wanted for now. For all he cared, they could watch a movie and chill for the remainder of the day. Sunny was partial to that idea, anyway.

Duke pulled on a pair of baggy shorts and an oversized, white T-shirt over the undershirt that he was already wearing. He went to the closet to get something for the court, and as he opened the closet door, a couple of bags fell out. Duke caught one of the bags and tossed it to Sunny, who caught the pound of bagged marijuana in both hands and looked at it.

“Yeah,” began Duke, “I scored a few pounds of some premium gas a few days ago. With what I got, I can cop ‘bout twenty bands or maybe even thirty depending on where I can unload this shit. Definitely thirty bands in North Atlanta.”

Sunny knew that meant about twenty to thirty thousand dollars. It was impossible even to contemplate coming up on that much money at one time. It wasn’t that he couldn’t understand how anyone in the drug game could come up with that amount of money; it was just that he had never personally seen that much money at one time.

Duke pulled down one of the many shoe boxes from off the top of the closet and popped off the lid. Sunny eyed rolls of twenties and hundred-dollar bills secured with rubber bands. Presumably they were in groups of a thousand. That was the normal amount that you’d find trap money rolled in. With the rubber band wound round it, the rolls of money received their distinct name of ‘band-o’s’ in the hood. Duke pulled out three rolls and looked over at Sunny.

“How you strapped for cash, bro?” asked Duke.

Sunny smiled and waved his hand as if to say “I’m good.”

Truth be told, a few dollars was about all the money that Sunny had. He wouldn’t get paid again from his part-time job for another week. He also didn’t have any pick-up games lined up, either. The money in that shoe box looked tempting enough, but he didn’t want things to get twisted between him and Duke. He wasn’t after Duke’s money. He wanted Duke. Also, while a box full of money looked like it would be a nice thing to have, the troubles that came with that trap money weren’t worth the price, as far as Sunny was concerned.

Duke stood over Sunny and coolly peeled off five, hundred-dollar bills from the roll in his hand. He slipped this into Sunny’s limp fingers at the same time he took the brick of weed from him. He put the rest of the cash into the pocket of his shorts and then he put the shoe box full of trap money and the weed back on the top of his closet, closing the closet behind him.

Sunny continued to watch Duke get ready. He knew better than to expect that Duke had gone to the closet for a pair of shoes. Duke pulled a shoe box from the top of his dresser. There were six matching boxes stacked beside it. All of the boxes contained brand new pairs of the same name brand sneaker. Same color. Same size.

Sunny had seen it before and thought that it was wasteful. Duke never wore the same pair of shoes twice — ever. Sunny had asked about it once and found out that when Duke was growing up, shoes were a luxury. At one point, he’d kept the same pair of shoes for almost three years before he got new ones. He’d only had the one pair, and his eventual new pair were hand-me-downs from a female relative.

Duke told Sunny about that shortly after they got to know each other and he said, “when I got to the point where I didn’t have to wear the same pair of shoes again, that was when I began feeling like my own man.”

Sunny hadn’t known what to say about that and so he wisely chose to say nothing at all. It wasn’t his place to judge how another man spent his money. He was, at least, proud of the fact that Duke would either give the old shoes away to a kid in the neighborhood who needed them, or he would donate them to a charitable cause. Regardless of that, the habit of Duke’s to always rock brand new footwear, each and every day, only served to let Sunny know that Duke had money to burn.
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THEY walked to the park from Duke’s house. It was not far to the park from where Duke lived. It was only three blocks away and it gave them the opportunity to stop at the corner store to pick up drinks. Staying hydrated in the sweet southern heat of Atlanta was a requirement, not a luxury or a choice. Every summer in the city, you could catch news reports of people succumbing to the oppressive heat. Duke and Sunny were smart enough to get sports drinks that would hydrate them as well as provide the necessary electrolytes.

The courts were not as busy as they would get later on in the day toward the early evening hours when the temperature would fall to a reasonable level of two degrees cooler than hell, the sun’s retreat casting a gentler touch. A few cars took two parking spots. Music was blaring from a few of the cars. It was the rhythmic sounds of urban music that filled the air. It was the sounds of the park that you would expect to hear in a major metropolis with a moderately wealthy, African American majority.

Most of the girls present were scantily clothed. Their male counterparts wore courtier that worked as the plumage of the peacock, meant to draw the eyes of potential mates. In this heterosexual environment, men like Sunny were a rarity. There were other venues around the city where his type of individual gathered around to perform the complicated dance that would attract the attention of a potential mate.

Sunny didn't care about that scene or any other. He didn't care to be out and about, eyeing the abundance of naked flesh being peddled under the hot city sun. His man had his attention. He had eyes for Duke alone. The way that the thick, ropey muscles bunched together, rubbed against one another. The way that they worked back and forth. Sunny loved the sight of him.

There was so much to see, starting with that wicked, lopsided smile, that promised trouble or a quick laugh. The way that the sweat rolled down his neck and onto his shirt, forging a path between his thick pectoral muscles. Sunny would have eaten up that chocolate sundae standing in front of him any day of the week.

They played more than a few games. Sunny and Duke played as a single, two-man team or as members of a larger team doing a full-court press when they had enough willing players. The sun began its slow descent from its position of prominence. Shirts had already been lost, tossed off to the side of the court and neglected during the need to push back and forth on the court in the early evening heat. That had happened hours ago, and as the sun dropped, so did that infernal temperature.

Sunny and Duke took a late break in the waning, orange-tinted, early evening. They had been at the game, on and off, for the better part of four or five hours. The sun had already dipped below the horizon and the low buzz could be heard all down the street as the sodium gas-filled street lamps started coming on, illuminating the city’s path after the sun’s departure.

Fifty years ago, the kids knew that they had to have their asses already in the house by the time the streetlights came on. It was not like that anymore. The panthers prowled the forest floor looking either for some ‘cut-up’ or looking to cut up. One of those meant ‘acting a fool,’ the other one was a loose description of a more pleasant repast and in most cases, it was enjoyed by two individuals. Only the daring increased that count of participants to fill the depths of their need.

Sunny slapped the lid back on his sport drink bottle. He put it down beside him on the picnic table and regarded Duke. They were near one of the many picnic tables scattered around the park.

“Have you ever thought about giving it up?” Sunny asked Duke.

Duke gave Sunny a confused look and sat down on the picnic table with his feet up on the bench. He had been staring at some girls seated at a nearby table.

“Give what up?” he eventually replied.

“You know...the ‘game’?"

Duke put his hands behind him and leaned back so that he was lying down on the surface of the table. He looked up at the court lights overhead, and at the insects that were swarming around the lights in busy, dizzying clouds. They were inside the city limits — less than fifteen — maybe twenty minutes, outside of downtown — and the bats were still active, diving into that swarming mess of insects, snagging their next meal.

“I ain’t thought about it. I guess I’m just gonna keep trappin’ till I die,” he said eventually; absently. There seemed to be a lack of concern for the future in his response.

Sunny heard the resignation in his voice, and a part of him got angry. There were too many black males being caught up in that cycle of violence, drugs, and money. Sunny hadn't known Duke longer than a month, but he knew that Duke was too smart for his own good. That sometimes appeared to be the crux of the matter. The smart ones got denied the opportunities that they needed to get out of that cycle of poverty. They would then choose the only escape they knew from the ravages of indiscriminate poverty. They would end up picking up a gun. They eventually became a part of the system — and the ‘system’.

“You have so much more potential than this, Anthony. You’ve got the money to pay for college and you’ve got the brains to succeed,” said Sunny.

“Call me ‘Duke,’ bro. I don’t too much care to be called Anthony no mo’,” said Duke as he sat up and looked down at Sunny on the bench beside him. “I also don’t wanna do nothin’ different den what I’m doin’ right now.”

Sunny frowned. “This lifestyle is going to catch up with you one day. You can’t avoid it forever. You should get out of it while you still can.”

Duke smiled at Sunny, and that was enough to send a small shiver of pleasure racing up and down his spine. His straight, white teeth seemed to shine in the glow of the streetlamp and contrasted beautifully with his hot, dark skin. Sunny had to fight to keep his mind on the conversation at hand.

“You know why you shouldn’t take life so serious, Sunny?” Duke asked him.

“I don’t. What do you mean?” Sunny responded in confusion.

Duke leaned over and pressed his open palm against the back of Sunny’s neck and gave him a little shake as he spoke.

“You shouldn’t take life so serious cause none of us get out of it alive.”

Duke’s hand dropped away as he stood up from the picnic table and stretched. He let out a hearty laugh at his own joke while his joints popped. He moved away from the table and started walking off on his own, without waiting for Sunny to join him before he headed out of the park. He was done playing basketball for the evening and he was ready to head home, eat, and find something else to get into.

Sunny bounced up from the bench and ran to catch up to Duke. “Duke, I’m serious. You know you can’t keep trappin’ forever. There are no old folks retired from the ‘game’.”

“Yeah, bro. I gots you. You ain’t told me nothin’ I ain’t already know and peeped out. Da trap game got an expiration date. So does everythang in this world. It be like dat.”

“But you really don’t have to stay in the game until that time.”

Duke turned around to face Sunny and spread his arms out wide. “What I gotta do? What I should do? Who knows what it is, ‘cause I sure don’t; ‘sides, dere ain’t nothin’ else I’m good at.”

“Have you tried to do anything else?” asked Sunny.

Duke flashed him that winning smile again. Sunny was not falling for it this time. Duke cocked his head to the side. “What chu got in mind for me to do? You think I’ll be able to get dat degree and work in somebody’s building as a good little cog in a wheel? Nah, man. Dat shit ain’t for me at all.”

“There’s more out there than working in some big office building.”

“Oh yeah?” asked Duke. Duke thrust out his chin toward Sunny as his arms dropped back down to his sides.

“What chu doin’? How you makin’ bread, playa? ‘Cause from where I’m at, I don’t see nobody payin’ me enough to keep me dripped up in new sneaks. Nobody keepin’ me icy but me,” said Duke as he gripped his gold chain.

“There ain’t nobody gonna put dis kind of cake on my plate,” Duke finished, while pulling the wad of cash out of his pocket.

Duke peeled off a few twenty-dollar bills and threw them up in the air. He laughed when the girls who had been sitting at the next picnic table jumped up, and damn near fought one another, grabbing the discarded bills. Duke pulled off a few more bills. These he balled them up and threw them, one by one, at the girls as they pushed and shoved one another trying to retrieve those first few bills off of the dirty ground. As they picked up the bills, each and every one of them, they lost a little of their dignity in return. It was not a new exchange. People of all shapes, creeds, color — everyone desperate; they had all given up one for the allure and prestige that the other promised.

That unspoken trust between the seeker and the changer of fate, promised of big dreams coming true. If you could get enough, it promised to open up the world for you. Problem was, there was never going to be enough.

The real gift it gave to you was the desire for more. The more that you got, thinking it would make you happier, then the more that you needed — or wanted. It was a vicious, black cycle. It would continue being a vicious, black cycle until the end of time.

Sunny never wanted to get caught up in that endless dance with money. It was the headiest drug that there ever was. It was worse than anything that man could inject into his veins or put up his nose or introduce into his body in some other way. Sunny didn't want a part of that and had other plans for his life. He decided to tell Duke his own plans for the future.

“I’m going to see about getting a gig at the Laugh Factory downtown,” Sunny informed Duke.

“Now that sounds fly. I can get wit’ dat shit. You are a funny brotha’ sometimes,” said Duke with a little laugh.

Sunny was about to say something more, but Duke stopped him. They were just shy of stepping off the sidewalk and moving into the parking lot. Duke had his arm out to stop Sunny from walking any farther. A car pulled to a stop in their path and the two young black males in the car were looking pointedly at Duke. Duke was facing the passenger of the car.

“What’s up, nigga?” asked Duke.

The black male in the passenger seat threw his head back.

“What’s good, ‘folk’?” said the passenger.

“Don’t go flaggin’ dat shit up here, partna’. We don’t walk dat shit down here in the South-A.”

‘Folk’ was a gang euphemism. Sunny understood that much at least. He also knew that Duke had no dealings with street gangs. He was not a member, and even if he sold his drugs to them, he would not put up with them invading the area that he lived in. No one in the city challenged him on this.

Duke didn't like gangs for simple reasons. Most times, they initiated senseless violence for reasons as stupid as wearing a different color. They didn't discriminate against age most times. Lastly, being in one would have limited his independence. Duke valued his freedom and independence.

The guy in the passenger seat looked over at the driver of the car and hooked his thumb out at Duke. “Ya hear dat fool?”

Duke pulled his shirt up and put his right hand on the butt of the semi-automatic pistol in his waist band. “You got a problem, den pull out a pole, fool. I’m ready to hear some clappin’ with no hands. If you ain’t wit’ it, nigga, spin da block.”

The driver of the car put the transmission into gear and slowly pulled off. Both the passenger and driver continued to watch Duke as they pulled away until they were completely out of sight. They stopped at the entrance to the parking lot, waited a few seconds, and then pulled off in a squeal of tires and smoke.

“Dat’s what I thought,” Duke said to no one in particular.

Sunny was surprised. He hadn't seen Duke pick up the gun at the house. He was certain that Duke had walked out of the house with no heat whatsoever. Duke looked over his shoulder as he pulled the Glock out of hiding. Some kid, that Sunny had barely noticed earlier, came over to Duke and took the gun from him. The kid could not have been much more than thirteen or fourteen years old, and he ended up disappearing into the crowd of onlookers that had gathered around behind them during the encounter. Sunny was tempted to ask after the gun and the kid that had taken it away, but he thought better of it and left it alone. Instead, he asked who the men were in the car.

“Dem two fools is shooters dat work wit’ a dude named ‘Black Vic’. A fool I been beefin’ wit fo years,” said Duke in response. “Him and his boys — dey nothin’ but bark when you show ‘em dat pole.”

Sunny was not so sure if they were all bark. He saw the glint of a killer in the eye of the passenger. That was definitely a part of the game that Sunny wanted to avoid. He didn't think that posturing was worth a life. He had no shame in backing out of a pointless fight that was more likely to harm both sides rather than just the one.

He would stand his ground for justice. The right thing. Protecting the weak. Taking care of his own. Those were the real things that he felt people should die for. Things that they had a right to die protecting and a stake and investment in that would bring a positive dividend. Pointless sacrifice for the sake of a perceived slight was another waste that Sunny could not justify.
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SUNNY didn't say anything else on the short walk back to Duke’s house. They stopped at the corner store so that Duke could pick up some cigars for later. Those Optimos with the mango flavor were his favorites so he copped three of them. He also got himself a tall can of a heavy gravity beer. Even if Sunny had felt like drinking, he was not going to partake of that particular poison. He thought it tasted like diesel fuel and told Duke as much. Duke just laughed it off.

A wino was standing outside of the store when they left. He begged Duke for some money for something to eat. Duke ignored his request for alms and Sunny decided to reach into his own pocket to see what he could spare. Duke stopped him by taking hold of his arm. Duke spoke to the wino over his shoulder.

“Go tell ‘em at ‘Aunt Bee’ I said ‘put chu on’,” he told the wino.

Aunt Bee was a small mom-and-pop restaurant not far from where they were. If the wino told the management at the place what Duke had told them, they knew Duke would cover the cost. It was one of the many establishments that he used to launder his ill-gotten gains.

The wino thanked Duke for his generosity. Sunny watched as the man shuffled off to get the promised meal. Sunny wondered if the man would be able to find somewhere safe to sleep for the night.

Sunny cared; he cared and that was all there was to it. He knew that he could not save the entire world, but he would have tried, had it been in his power. He had been told a long time ago that ‘a problem was no problem at all, if it could be solved with money.’ Sunny could not understand where the money was that could take care of the social problems faced by his neighborhoods. Every block seemed to have a simple convenience store and the two products that they could not seem to keep on the shelves were cigarettes and alcohol. The demand for those two items was high.

North of Atlanta, he knew that you didn't see that shit in those neighborhoods. The residents up north had a scarcity of melanin compared to residents to the south, west, and east of Atlanta. For those individuals who lived up north with the same skin color as he, those haughty individuals acted like the other parts of Atlanta didn't exist. They had done their part for the community of African Americans when they — and it was to North Atlanta’s credit that this happened — fought the city council to get rid of and reform the two major projects of Capital Homes and Carver Homes that were the last of their kind in the metropolitan area.

This generosity allowed the areas to be safely gentrified. Sunny wondered what was going to become of the communities that were just south of the city. He wondered where the winos, homeless, and other indigent residents of South Atlanta were supposed to go. What were the resources that were going to be made available for those that were unfortunate? Was it possible that anyone, besides himself, even cared?

This was the same group of cohorts who begged you to let them wash the dirty windows of your car while holding a beat-up rag and a busted bottle that you hoped contained window or glass cleaner but was likely just water. These were the same individuals who would wait at the gas stations right off the highways in the south of Atlanta and ask if you needed them to pump your gas for you so that they could hopefully get a little change in return. They stood at the bottom of the off ramps of the freeway with a handwritten, cardboard sign spelling out their troubles and hoping for a display of magnanimity.

Digging in trashcans for scraps and looking in gutters for the butts of cigarettes to take a couple of drags off, their dignity was cast aside in order that they could do what they needed to do to get what they wanted and needed to survive. That could easily be a chicken sandwich, a bottle of liquor, or a hit of some illegal substance.

Sunny pushed all of those thoughts out of his mind because it would end up spinning around in his head, in its repetitious circular logic, with no viable solution—at least not one that he was aware of. He knew that he was going to keep it in mind so that he could use it as social commentary at his gig — whenever he got one.

That was the best he’d be able to do based on the power for change that he held in his hands for now. He knew that it was not enough. Somehow, it was going to have to be enough for now. He was not planning on ever stopping, and someday he would be in a position to do much, much more.

Duke got Sunny back to his house and was able to scratch together a decent meal for the two of them. There were just enough ingredients between the cupboard and the refrigerator and just enough knowledge of cooking between Duke’s ears to make him dangerous in the kitchen. Despite that, he put together something that impressed Sunny and made him appreciate the effort. Sunny definitely enjoyed the meal, but what made it so memorable was the thought and effort that had been put into it .... not to mention that he would get to eat that meal with that same person.

Sunny had brought a change of clothes with him to Duke’s house. He hadn't made any assumptions but it didn’t hurt to be prepared. Things seemed to actually work out in his favor, though. Duke asked him if he needed to get cleaned up after their workout, and Sunny told him he would.

Duke and Sunny took a shower together and cleaned up from their physical activities. Now Sunny desired a different type of physical activity, and he made sure that Duke was aware of his intentions.

They could not keep their hands to themselves, and they kissed, petted, and rubbed one another while making their way from the bathroom to Duke’s room —just across the hall from the bathroom. It was Duke’s house and his sister and mother lived with him.

Duke had been able to purchase the house, but he did so in his mother’s name. He gave her the money that she needed for the downpayment and then he had continued to give her money and insisted that she make double payments until the house was completely paid off. Duke and Sunny didn't have to worry about being seen because Duke’s sister was at her boyfriend’s house and his mother was working an overnight shift at Emory Hospital in downtown Atlanta.

Duke pulled Sunny into his room. Sunny was ready for the kisses, and he responded to Duke in kind. His skin felt electrified when Duke’s rough hands slid over him. Each touch stoked a fire within Sunny until his whole world was emblazoned. The conflagration coursed through his veins and burned a path along his nerves until it seared all rational thoughts from his mind, leaving him capable only of responding to the prompts that his body received from Duke.

Sunny felt a hand grasp roughly on his buttocks and draw him closer until skin touched skin. Sunny wanted more and honestly wondered if he was ready for more. He felt the hairs raise on his arms, his legs, his head. Duke parted his lips in a passionate kiss and Sunny yielded readily to the violation of his mouth. His tongue was pinned into submission. He was going numb, but he wanted — no, needed—to feel even more.

Sunny felt a hand around his waist and Duke guided him in a sensuous dance around the room. His mind spun in circles and each turn made his heart hammer violently against its cage of bone, cartilage, muscle, and flesh. Each beat pounded on the boundary of the chest that sought to contain it. The heart poured more than blood through his body; it pumped that heat deep into the recesses of his flesh and even deeper into his soul.

He fell, both literally and figuratively. He could not stay upright. His knees gave way, allowing the towering, classically cut Greek god the color of polished bronze, to fall upon the sea of linen behind him. Those hands kept pushing Sunny further and further away from consciousness; closer and closer to the edge of insanity. Those lips kept stoking the furnace, bringing that internal fire to the point where it would cause the star to collapse, consuming itself until it exploded outward.
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