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It was October 3, 1996; Channel Six news predicted the temperature to rise above seventy-five degrees that afternoon. At the wake hours of that fall morning, the temperature read fifty-five degrees on the thermostat center in Pleasantville on Main Street. At the South end of P’ville, in a medium- sized nicely furnished apartment, a seventeen year-old young man laid comfortably asleep on a queen size bed in one of three rooms. He was sprawled between grass- green satin sheets that matched the two night stands on each side of the spacious bed. At the foot of the bed, leaning against the wall was a dark green, six-drawer dresser with a half body length mirror on top. The position of the dresser made the full length, sliding glass closet door appear to be an immaculate bedroom set. In the corner next to the dresser sat a three-foot rack with a J V C stereo system on top. Caddy- cornered beside the two night tables sat two fifteen-inch Kenwood speakers, each connected to the stereo system that kicked a low, jazzy, surround-sound.  Simultaneously, the youngster’s pager and alarm clock beeped and buzzed, disturbing his rest.

“Dam it, man!” the youngster exclaimed from beneath the sheets.

He rolled over upset and reached on the night stand to shut the head throbbing noise of the alarm off. Sweat beaded on his forehead and slobber drooled down the corner of his mouth, which he wiped away with the back of his hand.

“Shit,” he moaned angrily and discontinued the beeping of his pager.

Slowly, he rolled back over onto his stomach and deeply sighed at the unpleasantness of being awakened.

“Aww, man, damn, what the fuck man,” he cursed out silently, after three thunderous knocks crackled through his bedroom door with an aggressive tone that loudly followed.

“Jerald!” the woman’s voice hollered.

“Yeah, mom,” the youngster mumbled back bitterly, reluctant to move.

“You know I don’t like talkin’ through no dag on door!” she barked intensely, in a very annoyed kind of way.

“I ain’t dressed yet!” he aimlessly replied with a scratchy voice and grabbed one of the two fluffy pillows at the head of the bed, propped against the wall, to cover his ears.

His mother sucked her teeth and tried not to become angrier before turning away from his bedroom door. She thought about it and spoke to him calmly, knowing that would be the way to get him out of bed.

“There’s some scrambled eggs, grits, and sausages on the stove. I’m about to get Crystal dressed, put her on the bus, and go to work myself.”

Those words drew Jerald’s attention. He jolted his head up, tossed his pillow in the air, and smiled. He cleared his throat and said,

“Aw’ight.”

“Don’t aw’ight me boy! Get your butt up and do somethin’ with yo’self instead of drivin’ that damn car around all day with no license!” she snapped, then walked away towards the bathroom. She stopped before entering and waited to hear a sarcastic remark.

“You hear me Jerald?” she asked meaningfully.

He grudgingly sat up on the edge of the bed. His pager began to vibrate again and the volume of his mother’s words irritated him.  He forced himself to feel awake, hoping that she would leave immediately.

“Yeah, yeah, I hear you,” he replied, waving her off and rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

“Man, shhhhiiiiit,” he grimaced sourly and yawned as he stretched for the pager.

“Damit, man,” he said feeling tired from his long night of drinking Hennessy, smoking weed, and hustling.

“What’s today?” he asked himself out loud, smelling the liquor seeping out of his pores.

“Oh, shit!” he yelled, suddenly remembering something. “Friday, damn!”

Jerald quickly stood up, causing blood to rush to his temples.

“Gotdamit,” the youngster stated sharply, feeling his skull ready to burst.

He tossed the pager onto his bed, wrapped the top sheet partly around his waist as the rest fell loosely to the floor; then he opened the bedroom door.

“Mom,” he called out childishly, trying to get his mother to deter her anger by the tone of his voice.

“Yeah,” she responded from the bathroom while she was in the middle of helping her daughter dry off.

“Is Verna comin’ home this weekend?” he asked.

She didn’t answer right away; instead, she told her seven- year-old daughter to go to her room and start getting dressed.

“Good mornin’ Jerald,” the little, red-boned girl spoke in a tiny voice while darting out of the bathroom with a bright smile across her face, blanketed in a peach colored towel.

“Goodmornin’ ya’self Red.” Jerald smiled at the sight of his baby sister’s pretty face.

The little girl was Carmel complexioned and light enough that you could see a hand print on her arm if it was squeezed hard enough. She had long brown, reddish hair like her mother’s father hair color and hazel eyes like her dad. She possessed a combination of looks between both her parents, so the nick-name “Red” certainly described her well.

Their mother stepped out into the hall a second behind the girl and gave Jerald a quizzical stare, beading her eyes like a vulture hawking its prey.

“I don’t know. Why?” she replied sharply to Jerald’s question.

“Nothin’, I just needed her to do somethin’ for me, that’s all.”

His mother frowned before turning away to head for Crystal’s room. She pivoted at the door and spat an abrupt remark.

“It betta not be for no illegal somethin’!”

“C’mon mom,” Jerald whined.

“Don’t c’mon mom me,” she said and paused a second.  “I’m not stupid Jerald; I mean it, it betta not be!”

She then disappeared into the room and attended to her daughter, leaving Jerald standing dumbfounded.  Jerald shook his head and shut his bedroom door halfway. He took the sheet from around his waist, tossed it onto the bed, and grabbed a pair of thick, gray, Nike sweat- pants that was on the floor in front of the closet door. Before he put them on, he admired his bare physique in the full length mirror. Suddenly he became aware of what he was doing, which made him feel a little uncomfortable; he felt as if someone had been watching, so he pulled on his sweatpants quickly. He walked casually out of the bedroom, scratching his upper body and leaving ash marks of dryness all over. He stopped at his sister’s bedroom door and peeped in slowly, watching his mother and little sister. His mother instantly noticed his presence.

“Why are you standin’ there like that?” she asked, disturbed.

“I don’t know,” Jerald shrugged and leaned against the door panel. His mother’s attention turned back to Crystal; she watched how the seven-year-old girl tied her sneakers with perfection.

“Boy, you haven’t been smokin’ that stuff again have you?” she asked assumingly.

Crystal shot him a wide-eyed look after stringing the second shoe.

“Nah, you buggin’,” he smirked, trying to show his little sister that the question didn’t bother him.

“You betta not be!” she said sharply. “I told you about messin’ with that stuff.” She eyed him coldly.

Jerald tried to sympathize with the aggression in her tone. But what could he have said to a mother that wasn’t about to put up with or hear no drama. So he kept his mouth shut so no fuel would be added to the fire.

“What you need to do,” she began firmly, speaking through her teeth, “is study for ya driver’s license so you can look for a decent job, instead of sleepin’ all damn day and runnin’ all night. You also should be studyin’ for your GED, since you wanted to quit school like you a man that pay bills and what not...Actin’ like some damn pimp daddy or whatever you call ya self around here.”

That angered him for sure, but he remained calm, ignoring his mother’s truth.

“Is it the make-up mom?  You got ya hair pulled back; is that’s what’s makin’ you look different today?” he said coyly, to change the subject.

‘What you talkin’ about Jerald?” she replied.

“Yeah, mommy, you look pretty with make-up on and ya hair pulled back like that,” Crystal complemented as well.

Their mother smiled and kissed her daughter’s forehead with appreciation.

Jerald smiled harder, forcing the burning sensation he had stuck in throat down to his stomach.

“Thank you baby,” she replied lovingly.

“Oh, I don’t get a kiss? Jerald managed to say jokingly, knowing it wasn’t likely to happen.

“Yeah, when you go and get’cha self together,” she replied icily.

“Alright Crystal,” she said. “We’ll be set to go in a minute; mommy has to grab her briefcase and coat, so go grab your coat out of the closet.”

“Which one should I wear mommy?” Crystal asked.

“Get your white and blue Polo jacket. It’s supposed to be nice all day.”

“Okay,” Crystal replied and complied with her mother’s request, opening her closet door to retrieve the Polo jacket.

“Come on Jerald, move out my way,” his mother said and nudged a little.

“You need to go on child and do like I told you to do,” she added as a matter of fact.

Jerald backed into the hallway, standing five-foot-eight, 162 pounds, having a slim physique and a six-pack stomach.

“Aw’ight ma, chill,” he said playfully holding his hands up non-violently.

“I’ll chill when you get ya self together,” she remarked then added, “legally too. I’m not gonna keep tellin’ ya ba’hind, and you better stop bringin’ that expensive stuff in my house. My job pays me well enough for you not to have my privacy exposed by the authority.”  Then she entered her bedroom.

Jerald curled his lips up like Jay-Jay on Good Times and went into the kitchen for something to drink. Crystal went into her mother’s room, ready to leave with her jacket in her hand.

“You ready mom?” she asked softly.

“In a minute honey; let me get these papers together neatly here, then we’ll be set to roll.”

Jerald walked quickly from the kitchen and passed his mother’s room to avoid further confrontation. He went into his bedroom exhausted; he spread his arms out like a bird and collapsed face down onto the bed.

“Aww, yea,” he sighed, closed his eyes, and drifted fast to sleep.

His mother and baby sister were finally ready to leave. Crystal slid her jacket on at the same time her mother rubbed her face with lotion.

“Alright baby, time to get outta here.”

“Mom, you gonna pick me up today or let me catch the bus?” “I’ll pick you up honey. Right now I want you to go give your knuckle-headed brother a kiss good-bye and tell him to stay out of trouble.”

“Okay,” Crystal said happily and hurried to Jerald’s room.

She stopped before entering, knowing how sensitive Jerald got when people walked in his room unannounced. Jerald lifted one eye open lazily to see his sister staring timidly through the crack of his door.

“What you doin girl?” he asked exhaustedly.

“Give me a kiss, so I can go to school,” she said innocently.

A wide smile parted Jerald’s lips as he noticed how independent his little sister had become.

“Come over here,” he ordered, brotherly.

Crystal walked hesitantly to him with the tip of both thumb nails on the edge of her two top teeth. He quickly bear-hugged her and buried his face in her neck, while tickling her playfully and making animal sounds that caused her to laugh uncontrollably.

“Ah, I got you now,” he said heartily.

“Stop it, stop it, stop it, you gettin’ my clothes wrinkled!” she cried in laughter.

Jerald stopped after a minute so she could catch her breath, not worried about her pressed clothes. He thought to himself if his mother’s going to yell at him let it be for something she actually sees. But then again, he’d rather not hear anymore than what he has. Jerald cuffed his sister’s little oval shaped face with both his hands and kissed her lightly on the tip of her nose.

“Ewww,” she said distastefully.

“Eww, what?” he replied, ready to play again.

“Ya breath stank,” she said and pinched her nostrils with a smiling frown.

“Get outta here girl,” he retorted animal-like. “I’ll tickle you some more.”

“No!” She jumped back giddily with her nostrils still clinched tight.

“You need to go brush ya teeth,” she added.

“You betta get outta here.” Jerald said

“I’m serious,” she proclaimed, moving backwards towards the door in case she had to dash before he reached for her.

“Crystal, let’s go baby; it’s getting late,” her mother called from the bedroom.

“Aw’right, here I come,” Crystal shouted.

“I love you, Jerald,” she said and leaped hastily into his arms to give him a big hug.

“I love you too, baby girl,” he replied, hugging her and placing a kiss on her forehead this time. She pulled away to leave in a hurry, but made a sudden stop at the door. She spun around slowly and motioned with her pointer finger,

“I see you later, and stay outta trouble.”

Jerald laughed heartily at his sister’s sense of humor.

“You betta too, and be good in school.”

“I will,” she yelled back as she quickly walked to the living room door where her mother waited.

“Jerald, I’m gone. Make sure you lock the door before you leave,” his mother said, and waited for his response.

“You hear me, Jerald?” she shouted loudly.

“All the time,” he said sarcastically.

“Yeah, if you did you wouldn’t do the things I tell you not to do!” she snapped and slammed the door.

“Bye, Jerrrr...,” Crystal’s voice faded in the wind.

He sucked his teeth at his mother’s annoying remark.

“Whatever man,” he sulked.

The pager vibrated a second later when he was about to doze off again.

“Goddamn, man, a nigga can’t get no fuckin’sleep around here!” he complained irritably.

He snatched the pager from underneath the sheet.

“Who the fuck is this?” he looked at the pager angrily and annoyed. Jerald thought quickly, if he had his gun at hand he’d probably go looking for the “motherfucka” and shoot’em dead.  But then again, the random and periodic page vibrations are part of being a full- time drug hustler.

He got up and stomped his way into the living room with the pager gripped tightly in his hand, ready to call the number. He waited a second until the other line finally rang a few times before someone answered.

“Hello,” the male voice said, sounding like he had been smoking cigarettes for decades.

“Yo-who-dis?” Jerald said in one breath, sounding pissed.

“Yo, J.D., it’s me man, Tommy,” the voice identified.

“Oh, whad up T? I thought you was some crazy-ass chick, buggin’.”

“Nah man, it’s only me. Hey yo, I got that hundred dollas I owe you and two more!” Tommy exclaimed anxiously. “I get off work at two o’clock this evenin,’, so can you meet me at the P.J’s.”
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