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To Devin AKA BIP, may you Rest in Power
















When you learn, teach, when you get, give.


—Maya Angelou



















My junior high school class, wish I stayed there


Illegal entrepreneur, I got my grades there


Blaming society, mad, it wasn’t made fair


I would be Ivy League if America played fair


—Nas

















THE BEAST SIDE OF BALTIMORE



I saw bullets rip through the faces of adolescents.


I saw mothers abandon their kids. I saw fathers go out for milk to never return. I saw kids turn into killers. Cops steal and grandparents raise infants around here.


I saw kids slap spit out of adults.


I saw the devil. I saw dude shake dude’s hand before whipping out his gun and making dude put his hands up.


We go through midlife crises at fifteen around here.


I saw friends kill friends. I saw friends kill friends and then attend their wake. I saw teachers tell kids that they’d die like their parents or siblings. What does hope look like?


I saw shot dudes in wheelchairs be shot again while they sat in their wheelchairs.


I saw shots that made bodies flip. I saw colostomy bags burst, guts spill, brains on the curb, brains on the wall, brains by the car, contusions, limbs knocked off, faces rearranged, eyeballs, small intestines, and flesh chunks. I saw flesh sizzle like minute steaks.


We all self-medicate around here.


I saw murder after murder. I’ve smelled murder. I saw bodies rot. I read 150 teen obituaries—all with short bios. I know hate.


I saw barefoot families, I saw drug money buy churches, I saw hoop dreams spark and fade. I saw all types of dreams spark and fade. I saw house raids, I saw families evicted, I saw AIDS spread, I saw thousands made, and lost right in the middle of the place where cops enforce, terrorize and collect—I saw it.


I saw it all.















LOOKING FOR BIP



BANG! BANG! BANG!


Aunt Kim’s front door almost thumped off the hinges, while I was rolling a celebratory blunt because College Park, Georgetown, Loyola, and a couple of other schools were letting me in.


“Kim, kill the music!” I said, looking through the peephole.


I opened the door without removing the latch to see Ron G prop both hands on his knees like kickstands, his oval belly peeking out of his shirt.


“Ron, what the fuck is up?” I said.


He breathed heavily. “Yo, find Gee. They shot Bip!” he said–with his pudgy face pinching through the door.


“What?” I opened the door to let him in, but he continued down the hall shouting.


“Gee! Gee! Where you at! We got a problem! Gee!”


I didn’t believe that shit. My bro Bip’s not dead. Did I hear shots? East Baltimore is a gun range, so I always heard shots. Shots ring out in east Baltimore all day—especially when it’s hot out. People always get shot but not Bip. Fuck Ron, I thought.


“Kim, Ron lost his got damn mind!”


You’d have to be psycho to shoot at my bro. Bip was the neighborhood dope man, a real star. He employed everyone, paid cops, financed the lives of murderers, fed and housed ex-cons until they could feed and house themselves. Bip’s like Superman mixed with Jesus. He’s not dead.


Ron G’s stupid—I think he dropped out of kindergarten. Plus he’s on acid, sherm, loose pills, and some other shit—it probably wasn’t even Bip, I thought.


I dialed Bip’s cell to tell him how stupid Ron G was, but I only got the voice mail “You reached the right nigga at the wrong time, hit me back—one.” BEEP.


“Kim, stay here and roll another blunt while I see what’s up,” I said.


She was all frowned up like “Be carefullllll!” Bip and I aren’t her kids, but she always treated us like we were. I felt her anxiety in my chest as I bounced.


“Please, baby, be careful!” she called out again as I shut the door.


Bip was driving a T-Top Z300 that day. He bought it from a Jewish car wholesaler named Seth. Seth was known for getting cars with clean titles and untraceable paperwork for young dealers. Seth helped Bip get that 300, a GS, and my Acura. The front of our house was a car show.


Bip’s 300 was whiter than untouched snow with an identical shade on the wheels. It had white piping and the inside was reupholstered with beet-juice-colored leather.


I saw it double-parked a block away from Kim’s.


Everyone knew Bip’s car—he called it blow. That day, it was right in front of the food spot CC’s Carryout with the hazards on so I knew he was in the gathering crowd I saw. I couldn’t wait to tell him the stupid shit that Ron had said, and, more important, how I got accepted into college. He’s going to flip over the amount of schools I gained acceptance to, especially since none of the guys in our family ever went to college.


Bip was probably pushing up on a girl, I thought—we were on a mission to book and bone every woman that we weren’t related to. Bip was winning—only because he’s older. But I was on his heels and had gotten three phone numbers the previous day.


Hurk, my best friend and one of Bip’s workers, spotted me swimming through the mob. Hurk towered over all of us like an NBA player—his knuckles practically scraped the ground when he walked.


“Dee, oh God, Deeee!” he cried.


Hurk ran up on me like a crazed fan. His long face balled like crumpled paper, his dreads whipped every which way as he came toward me. He squeezed me hard, like he was trying to make my shoulders touch.


“Shorty, Im’a murk dem niggas that rocked Bip, put that on my muther.” Tears scaled his face. I remained silent but the crowd didn’t.


Bip’s not dead and Hurk’s just looking for trouble; he’s been like that since we were two. “Nooooooooooooo,” he howled as I pulled away, “Get the fuck off me, Hurk, I need to catch my brova.”


I just needed to get through the mob of gossipers. I thought he was probably stuck in CC’s because there were a million people blocking the door. I elbowed through the crowd. Everyone gazed at me like I walked in class late. Wet eyes and bent faces circled the scene. I inched closer. The Koreans who ran CC’s Carryout clutched their babies while peeking through the caged door.


A young black man, blood all over his face, covered by a still sheet laid stretched across the concrete. The dead kid had on orange-and-white CB34 sneakers freckled with blood poking out from under the sheet. Everybody in the hood had those kicks—I was wearing them—so that could have been anybody lying there. Someone moved the body and his arm dangled.


I saw Bip’s diamond two-tone gold bracelet gleam.


I ducked under the yellow warning tape and pushed past the beat cop. The sheet folded down a little as I stood closer. Brains and blood everywhere. Then the noise stopped and a cold silence blanketed the crowd.


“Bip, get up!” I begged. “Get up. Come on!”


It was the first time he ever ignored me. “Please yo!”


The beat cop gathered himself and slammed me down next to my brother. He flipped me like a pissy mattress, positioning for a chokehold. Fuck fighting back. I wished I had died too.















MY BROTHER’S KEEPER



Did you ever idolize a person you could touch? Was him bragging that you were his little brother the biggest honor you could possibly imagine?


Did your big brother ever run a dope strip? A crack spot? Both?


At age eleven, you watched him run the courtyard from your cousin’s second-story window, working for your uncle—serving customers, ducking cops, and bossing around dudes twice his age.


You knew he loved you because he took his earnings and bought you whatever you wanted; you didn’t even have to ask.


You remember him counting all of that cash until his fingers cramped and then falling asleep with his Nikes on, and you would take them off, wipe them down, and then place them back into their original box because he was such a neat freak.


Selling drugs seemed legal where you lived and he taught you how to be extra careful because bodies dropped every day—big dudes, baby girls, OG’s, fat aunts, city workers and all. Bullets ain’t have no name and he taught you that. He taught you everything.


Then there was the day your brother realized that he didn’t have to work for your uncle anymore. That he was smart enough to run his own shop and could triple his profits.


He sees you blending in with losers, being lazy and smoking weed all day. He realizes that you have no positive role models, not even him. He sees that you, his little brother, are failing in school and life.


He tells you these things bother him and that he’s going to make a change. You know he’s going to make a change because he’s a doer. You want to be a doer too.


When you are twelve your big brother moves out—your feelings are split because you want to stay and leave with him. Your mom is a praying woman but she understands what it’s like for you on these streets, and the rest of your family ignoring your exit makes your decision more than easy.


He puts you in a row home on Curley Street overlooking nothing and explains why he must hustle and why you must stay in school. You promise him that you will go to school and try hard. He gives you a stack of books to read about Frederick Douglass and Malcolm X because he came of age in an era when black awareness was at an all-time high. Rappers and dealers wore Afrocentric clothes, had a strong sense of negritude, and praised the motherland.


You didn’t get it but you can’t let him down so you try to understand; you read the books even though you hate reading. You scribble all in the margins in an effort to retain the information. It works a little. He’s working too. His safe is full of cash, and so are your couch cushions and the Hefty bag in the closet.


You hear him and his crew living it up under the glowing streetlights every night. You want to live too. They post up and yell, “Blue tops of Cosby nose, blue tops of Cosby nose!” They trade Big, Pac, Nas, and Jay Z lines, fussing over who is the best. Others slap box, and pretty girls come past to chill, all on the same block that is flooded with laughing drug addicts who dance to songs only they can hear, and the fun never ever stops.


You see it all in a thousand-mile-per-hour blur—their jokes, their smiles, their corner—where transactions are made before the police hop out with cocked pistols, causing everyone to scatter. Sometimes they make arrests; sometimes they just beat on black teens with gun handles and wooden batons until they spit out blood, lunch, and teeth.


Gentrification peeked in but ran in fear. You don’t run. You can’t because your older brother wouldn’t run. He taught you that heroes are afraid to run.


Years pass and your big bro, your idol, is still the king of east Baltimore, the reigning champ of the block. You realize that he’s what you want to be. You even try to step outside to greet his crew and join in the drug talk. “Y’all rockin off a lot of coke out here!” you say, looking for approval. He laughs at you and says, “You finish those books? I got more!”


You reply, “Fredrick Douglass says, ‘If there is no struggle, there is no progress’ and ‘Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.’”


He smiles and spits three more Douglass quotes, six more facts about things you and the other guys on the corner have never heard of and then another twelve book titles that you need to read.


You could never stump your brother. He didn’t go to school but he was smarter than every teacher you ever had. He sends you back in the house with your head down. You know the corner isn’t for you and he has no trouble reminding you.


You really don’t know what’s for you because you’re his shadow. People see you and speak of him. He wants you to be a reader and not a hustler. You don’t want to read, you want to hustle, but you still do what he says.


You’re fifteen now. That original crew he slang with under the lights are all dead and have been for a while. He has a whole new staff with similar looks and names. You see three or four new sets of new people every year. There’s a low employee retention rate in his business.


You used to weep at funerals: every death used to feel new. Death started feeling the same. You used to wear suits to funerals but they’ve become so common now that you just show up in jeans and a hoodie, if you show up at all. Your brother is beyond successful. He’s still out front, but also up the street now and around the corner too. He celebrates by giving you cash and buying nice cars.


You love your brother’s gold ropes. They scream wealth. You always try his on when nobody’s around. They give you power and connect the two of you. They make you handsome and interesting. Without them you are frail. You look in the mirror and see that your face is chubby and naked; you both share the same blank stare but you wonder when your face will tighten like his, when will your lip carry the same mustache. Adding the ropes makes you forget about the physical imperfections you see. They make you taller, smarter, more mature and polished. They make you complete.


He buys you some little chains as a reward for doing well in school. You wear them proudly, never tucking them in.


Seventeen and you are finally, almost, as popular as him. You have studied him religiously. You own his walk, his talk, his laugh. You drive his cars even though he bought you your own.


You now get his vision for your life and don’t care about selling drugs or being a thug anymore. You like school and even apply to some colleges. Mr. Brown, your high school history teacher, recognized your potential and set you up with some SAT prep courses so that your test scores can be as high as your GPA. You study the courses, take the test, do well and start visiting colleges. Your brother goes with you to visit the University of Maryland’s campus. You catch your tour guide checking his jewelry; he notices too and you both laugh.


A few more visits go down and some of those colleges let you in. The ones you’d least expect. You celebrate with your aunt because your big brother isn’t around. She yells, “My baby got into Georgetown!”


You reply, “I’d be in Harvard if America wasn’t so racist!”


You both laugh, crack jokes, and blast music. She doesn’t know the difference between Georgetown and Harvard, she is just proud. You never saw a person look as proud as she does on that day—that makes you proud. You may never see that look again. Heaven came to that apartment and stayed until Ron G beat on the door.


You dress up for this funeral. Death feels new again.


You see wall-to-wall people there. They all look foreign. They never came around when he was alive. They all reach out but you don’t reach back. Your eyes look puffy, the lower lids inflamed. They look like you are in the eleventh round of a twelve-round fight. You’re losing. You can’t fight any longer.


Burying him in his jewelry is the only thing that makes you happy. He always told you about Egyptian kings being buried with their favorite items, food they loved, and their best jewelry. You want to be buried with your favorite things too; you want to be buried with him.


Weeks pass and you are still paralyzed by his death. You can’t leave your crib. You consider moving to a new crib to escape the pain, hoping it won’t feel the same. There’s only one way to make this type of pain stop. He used to keep a pearl .357 Magnum under his bed; it was smooth and deadly, just like him. You keep it under your bed now.


You reach for it. It’s fully loaded. You empty the bullets onto your mattress and then pick one up and look at it—it’s not too heavy, but heavy enough to erase your pain. You drop it in the chamber.


Spin spin spin…


The cold steel is connected to your temple with no space in between. You close your eyes and rub the trigger. It feels right. You squeeze. Click! You squeeze again and hear another click, a louder click. It’s the loudest click you ever heard, louder than bombs dropping on crowded towns. Nothing happens. Night darkens the room. You doze off next to the gun, praying that you don’t wake up.















AFTERMATH



Two weeks after Bip died on the concrete, one week after his funeral where a collage of ex-girlfriends, junkies, and gangstas packed every corner of a Baptist church we never attended—all screaming louder than newborn crack-babies—I sat.


Alone in the same corner of my house, in the same clothes, looking at the same Polaroids wondering who would do this. Who? Who could kill my bro and why?


My mom called me every day, telling me to pray. Bip wasn’t her son but she felt his loss through me. I got on my knees and looked up at God for an answer two or three times a day but never got a response.


A lot of us have to put all of our faith in heaven because our lives here on earth are so messed up—the afterlife has to be better than the pain that comes with black skin.


East Baltimore is a place where people come and go. Loyalty, not blood, makes you family here because people are gained, trusted, and loved as quick as they fade. Some began to resurface after Bip passed. I felt like half of the city had stopped past my crib. They all had wild theories on what happened. A regular shooting transforms into a global massacre by the time it reaches the fifth dude. I wasn’t really trying to hear it. Some really wanted to offer condolences but most came because they heard I was giving away Bip’s old things. I passed out bags of hoodies, leather coats, and unworn sneakers.


A steel battering ram ripped our door from its frame two days after his murder. Narcs buried my face in carpet while they tossed around my belongings. A bacon-colored captain stood over me. “The murder was drug related, son, this is normal procedure!” His coworkers looted our home, leaving only the items with no value. I managed to hold on to some jewelry but the bulk of our goods were placed on drug hold, or so they say.


The cops were so busy taking jewelry, and Sony products, they didn’t even notice the two-hundred-pound safe in the basement. Bip used to tuck money and gems in there, and he taught me how to open it in case of an emergency. But I couldn’t care less about that safe or any material thing in general. Bip—my influence, my definition of family, the person who made me inquisitive, the one who taught me everything from how to play basketball, how to save money, and how to study to how to drive, and how to protect my face in a fight—was a memory.















SHOOTERS



My homie Nick came through with weed to smoke every day. Nick is chubby with chubby features and covered in faded basement tattoos. He lives in a Yankees cap and all of his white tees touch his knees. He’s the first kid I met way back when we moved down to Curley Street.


I whipped him in a game of one-on-one over at Ellwood Park when we were twelve and he said, “You can beat me in basketball, but I bet you can’t beat me fighting!” We fought, both claimed victory, laughed it off, and have been tight ever since.


Weeks after Bip died, Nick would ask me about college and I’d just ignore him. I had thought about all of the schools I’d gotten into but I didn’t care about any of it. I had to shake Bip’s murder.


Every night, I’d hear Bip scream, “Deeeeeeeeeee, where’s my phone!” I’d pop up, and then check every room, flipping sofa cushions and rambling through desk drawers like a maniac until I realized that Bip was not there and he wasn’t coming back. Then I’d bolt downstairs, peek into the alleyway, unlock and relock every door and window before checking on his .357 under my couch, and making sure my .45 under my pillow was loaded.


Bip taught me how to shoot when I was thirteen. Nick tagged along too. We’d line cans up inside of the empty pavilion in the middle of Ellwood Park after hours and buck shots at them one by one.


“I’m only teaching you how to shoot for protection. Remember, any coward can use a gun,” said Bip, mangling logos dead in the center of every can. Nick tried to hold the gun sideways like the guys in hood movies. He eyed a Sprite can while extending the pistol—POP! The bang slung Nick to the ground with the gun flying in the opposite direction. He received more damage than the can he was aiming at.


“I’m good, Yo!” screamed Nick, popping up, rubbing his arms, pulling his dick and making sure that the rest of his body parts were still attached.


“That’s a lesson!” Bip laughed. “Never hold a gun like a dumb nigga in a hood movie! This ain’t Hollywood, this Holly-hood! Dee, you up next!”


I picked up the gun that embarrassed Nick and squeezed the handle with both hands, tight enough to feel my veins pop. It warmed my skin as remnants of smoke from Nick’s attempt swam past my target. The soda can was perfectly aligned with my front sight. I looked at Bip; he looked at the can and then gave me a nod.


I delivered two shots, the first hitting the can, the second hitting where the can once stood. “Lemme try again, Yo!” Nick yelled, still massaging his arm. I passed him the pistol.


“Good job, boy! But remember, anyone can shoot a gun, real niggas use these,” Bip said, holding up his fists like trophies.


I wish that statement was true, but I was smart enough to know that it didn’t matter if you were considered to be “real” or “fake”—people didn’t fight with their hands anymore.















COPING TACTICS



Ay Yo, Biggie my favorite rapper but he say some gay-ass shit like, ‘Girl, you look so good huh, I’ll suck on ya daddy dick’ and I’m like, ‘Yo! What type of homo shit is that?’” yelled Nick from downstairs.


“Word, that line is mad suspect,” I replied, digging in my ashtray, looking for a blunt butt to spark.


“I’m a call this weed and roll some pussy. I mean… You know what I mean, nigga. You want some weed and some pussy, right?” Nick said, flopping on the couch ass first.


“Yo, Dee, Biggie a handsome fat nigga like me. That’s why I fuck with him. He made fat niggas sexy, though, you feel me?”


I laughed as I went back upstairs and climbed back into my bed, wondering what it would be like not to feel. Emotions are unneeded baggage that won’t allow me to be anything but a broken person who weeps in isolation. If I was as smart as I thought I was, I’d be able to teach myself not to feel. My sheets smelled like bud and underarms. Bip’s RIP balloons were past deflated and sagging over my dresser.


“I’ma bring the blunt up to you, bro!” hollered Nick.


Nick tried his best to help me cope with losing Bip. His idea of coping meant good weed, lots of Belvedere, and being an ear even though I didn’t say much. He tried to make me laugh every day and sometimes it even worked. More importantly, Nick helped me move all of the books, sneakers, and everything else that belonged to Bip out of the house. Dump the clothes, dump the memories, dump the pain, or so I thought. Some of those memories remained undumpable: Bip’s bookstands, Bip’s push-up bars, the matching recliners we sunk into when watching playoff games, his spare car keys on my dresser.


His smell—Polo Blue—lurked around corners, his toothbrush, hairbrush, and flat razors. “Fuck is my razors at, D!” he’d yell on date nights. Bip’s half-eaten crab cake was still in the fridge, his boxes of Raisin Bran, Mistic Pink Lemonade iced tea—his official drink—his posters, his toiletries, and his pictures.


I had to get off of Curley Street.


Milton, the same guy who rented us the place on Curley, had a corner house in back of a alley for me on North Castle Street—about two miles north. The boarded-up homes that filled the neighborhood made it look like a crackhead resort.


He wanted six hundred dollars a month, which was cool. I thought I could look for a job while I lived off of the eight thousand and some odd dollars that I had saved up from Bip’s allowances. College could wait.


Nick needed a place too, so I told him that he could move in for three hundred dollars a month and we could split the utilities along with the cable bill straight down the middle. He was cool with that, so I signed the lease and paid the first three months in cash.


Nick sold a little weed too, when he could get it. It wasn’t the best or the worst—mid-grade with small traces of orange hair and every once in a while you found a seed. He was no Scarface but he raked in enough dough to cover his share of the bills, and if he couldn’t, we could always get money from Hurk.


Hurk and I met in the towers. His mom sucked dick for crack until she became too hideous to touch. By the time I was thirteen, her gums were bare, her skin peeled like dried glue, chap lived on her lips and she always smelled like trash-juice. Her last days were spent panhandling on Fayette Street and getting a puff or two off of old cigarette butts she found smashed in the pavement. Eventually AIDS took her out of her misery.


Hurk’s my age. When we were kids, his family was about a billion dollars below the poverty line. All of his jeans had shit stains because he didn’t have underwear or running water, and he had so many holes in his shoes that his feet were bruised. Shortly after we met, I started giving him clothes that I didn’t want and he stayed with us most nights. We became brothers.


At thirteen, Hurk started hustling for Bip and never looked back. He loved his job. Hurk was organized, and he worked harder than anyone else on the corner. Like a little Bip, Hurk beat the sun to work every morning—four a.m. in the blistering cold, with bright eyes and fists full of loose vials.


He never messed up the count and seized every advancement opportunity. His workload tripled after Bip passed, but he called every day and came by when Nick and I moved into the new place.


“Dee, how you holdin’ up, shorty?” said Hurk.


“I don’t even know. Man, I been in the bed for weeks,” I replied.


“Naw, nigga, get out. Get a cut, nigga, go do some shit! Least you still alive!”


“You right,” I said as I sat on the edge of my bed.


“What the fuck, Yo, you cry every day?” Hurk asked.


“Naw, well no, shit, I dunno.”


“Yo, anyway I’m gonna murder dat nigga that popped Bip. Ricky Black bitch ass. You go live, nigga, get some new clothes, pussy or sumthin’.”


I picked my head for the first time in days. “I didn’t even know my bro had static with him.”


The drama that comes with murder made Hurk excited. He leaped from his seat.


“I don’t know why he killed Bip. But they saying it’s him, he was always a hata. But whatever, Yo, I’ma get dat nigga!”


I told him he was crazy, but I didn’t care. I wasn’t happy or sad, just indifferent and used to murder. I wouldn’t commit that murder—I’m not a killer. I am capable of hate. I hate Ricky or whoever did this, and I am a direct product of this culture of retaliation. A culture that did not allow me to sleep, eat, or rest until I know that Bip’s killer is dead. It didn’t even matter if Hurk or I killed Ricky or not because someone would eventually. Bip received love from almost every thug in the city, so someone would avenge his death.


“I gotta go, I got dope to sell, brova. I love you!” said Hurk, fixing his jeans, preparing to exit.


“Be careful,” I said.


“Nigga, I keep the ratchet on me,” he replied while lifting his sweatshirt to show me the gun planted on his waist. He also said that he had an HK in his backpack with a bunch of rounds that clicked against each other when he moved.


“Better to get caught with a hammer than without it, ya dig?” I said while showing him to the door.


“You should think about school, D. Bip would like that. Plus I won’t be around too much, Yo, I’m on the run for some bullshit. They sayin’ I shot somebody. Da cops kicked my girl’s crib in at four a.m. and everything!”


“Damn, you did it?”


“Who knows, but fuck the police, I’ll holler!” said Hurk, flapping on his hood and walking out.















A DIFFERENT WORLD



Going to away to school would have been too much for me three months after Bip’s death. Campus housing, adjusting to life in another city, and late registration all while wearing my depression like an overcoat was a reality I couldn’t handle, so I decided to attend Loyola, a local school on the edge of Baltimore.


I always thought college would be like that show A Different World. Dimed-out Lisa Bonets and Jasmine Guys hanging by my dorm—young, pure, and making a difference. I’d be in Jordans and Jordan jerseys or Cosby sweaters like Ron and Dwayne Wayne, getting A’s and living. No row homes, hood-rats, housing police, or gunshots—just pizza, good girls, and opportunity.


Loyola was a GAP commercial—miles and miles of grass, new construction, and healthy smiles. I saw kickball and flag football and people holding hands. A universe of white and Asian faces smirked at me as I walked across campus the first day. This was a different world, but not the one I was looking for.


There were some other black guys there, but they weren’t black like me. They spoke proper English, called each other dude, wore pastel colored sweaters, Dockers, and boat shoes, carried credit cards, chased Ugg-booted-white girls, played sports other than basketball and talked about Degrassi—What the fuck is Degrassi?


I wore six braids like Iverson, real Gucci sweat suits like my brother, and about a fifteen-thousand-dollar mixture of my and Bip’s old jewelry. It was my first experience interacting with other races, and that, combined with my Rasta weed habit, made me paranoid so I talked Nick—who had dropped out of middle school long ago—into hanging around campus with me.


“Yo, Dee, if any of these people act dumb, even the da principal, tell me. Swear to God I’ll fuck ’em up for you, Yo.”


“Colleges have deans, Nick, not principals, but I guarantee I won’t have any problems here.”


Each day, I’d float through Loyola clean and high. Some of the students were racist—but not to my face, and it probably wasn’t their fault, most of their parents gave them racism as a first gift. A few of my professors looked at me as if I was speaking a different language when I answered questions. My philosophy teacher, a tweed coat–wearing dickhead was the worst; every class he’d say, “What sport did you play to get into here?” I honestly thought about having Nick pistol-whip him, but he was only a pedestrian on my road to bigger goals.


I started meeting people and even tried to adjust to the campus culture by attending basketball games and buying a gray Loyola hoodie. I bought Nick a black one. Together we’d sit through home games, underwhelmed by the basic style of play and unaffected by the school spirit that shook the gym. Loyola students get excited over made free throws and baseline jump shots. Hood dudes like us need to see thrills: dunks, spin moves, shit talking, finger pointing, and ankle-breaking crossovers.


Eventually, I met some cool white boys to smoke weed with. Tyler was a freshman like me but already had a hold on the campus. Girls giggled when he spoke, and most of the other freshmen lived and died for his approval. I saw him around a few times but initially we met in the Athletic Center. I was shooting jumpers and Nick was rebounding for me. Tyler walked up and said, “Nice shot. You guys gamble?”


“Shoot his head off, Dee! Shoot his head off, Dee!” chanted Nick. Tyler and I went five dollars a shot for an hour or so and I think he beat me out of two or three hundred dollars. I paid him and he gave me a hundred back.


“What’s this for?” I said, rejecting the money. He explained that he had gambled with black guys before and he noticed that the winners always give the losers a little something back. Then he said: “Besides, you guys smell like Jamaicans! Can I get some of that?” The three of us walked back to Nick’s Camry and smoked some joints. Tyler thought the bud was decent; Nick and I always had it so we exchanged numbers.


Sometimes we smoked and talked trash to girls together, or beat the shit out of the squares that hung around in the gym in basketball. Tyler even took me to his spot in Bolton Hill, a neighborhood filled beautiful brownstones that ran from $300K to almost a million.


Tyler liked Jay Z, 2Pac, and watched Above the Rim, just like me. I turned him on to chicken cheese steaks with hot sauce from Mama Mia’s. He exposed me to the richer parts of city like Mount Vernon and Guilford, where there wasn’t a black person in sight—places I didn’t even know existed.


I understood all of his white boy slang like puke or dude or riffle, which means to steal. White boy slang is easy. But I had to explain some language to him that he couldn’t pick up in context—like unk meaning uncle, everybody’s name is Yo or dummy, and how we say dug instead of dawg or dog and Vick. White people liked to buy eighths of weed but black people buy Vicks. A Vick is seven grams and we call them Vicks because Michael Vick wore number seven.


I really liked Tyler but most of his friends were hard to take. They’d invite me and Nick to campus parties. We’d walk in and the mood would change. They’d reference Dr. King and then Dr. Dre, and call us bro and brotha, and give us too many handshakes. They tried to imitate us so we felt more comfortable, but it just felt condescending. Luckily, we never got into any fights and the N-word never slipped out. The parties got old to us really quick so we stopped going.


My mother being super proud was the best part. She’d tell all of her church friends that I was doing well in School and hit me on the jack like “College man, you need anything?” I’d always say no, and pretended like everything was ok. An artificial front that I started believing myself.


I faked like doing homework and adjusting to this new world helped me deal with the loss of Bip, but in reality I still had sleepless nights where I sat in the park until the sun came up, wondering why I was alive, why Hurk had such a short temper, why couldn’t Nick study and be a student too, and why I didn’t get a chance to tell my bro what he meant to me. By mid-semester I was sick of school. The work wasn’t hard, but it was boring as that show MASH. I feel like anybody can listen to teacher, read a book, and then solve a problem. And trying to assimilate was even more exhausting.


What would my brother say if he saw me hanging around the cafeteria with Zack Morris and Carlton Banks, laughing at jokes I hated, listening to stories that bored me, going to wack basketball games, slowly conforming—being a good Negro. What would he say if he caught me referencing Degrassi? Bip didn’t want me in the streets, but I know he didn’t want this—we were raised by Biggie, Spike Lee, Pac, NWA, and Public Enemy, not this Wayne Brady shit.


So I said fuck it.















THAT RED SAFE



That first semester at Loyola, I was down to about $2,900, sharing a car with Nick, and had no income. Pain stared back when I glanced in the mirror and basically my whole demeanor looked manic-depressed.


I was sick of school and knew it was time to crack Bip’s safe. I could ease some pain with the cash and look for a job while I figured this life shit out. The key for me was not to blow all the money on stupid things like cars, clothes, and fun—really the only stuff eighteen-year-olds cared about.


The safe was red and rusted. It had to weigh about two hundred pounds. I remember when Bip bought it from a pawn shop on Monument Street. The guy wanted five hundred dollars but he talked him down like, “Man, you know what I spent up in here? Hook a brotha up and knock a little off. You want me to have a lil something to put in there, right?”


Those guys at the shop discounted it because they loved Bip. Then they spent about fifteen minutes explaining the functions and talking about how it was fireproof and could probably survive a nuke. It took two fiends to lift it, which says a lot because crack gave junkies superhuman strength.


I had a junkie I was cool with named Bucket and he, along with one of his friends, carried the safe up to my room and tucked it into the closet.


I looked at it every day. I knew there was something valuable inside. I just had to make sure I was ready for it.















MY TRUST FUND



Nick and I along with three girls from around the way sat in my room over a fifth of Grey Goose, warm pizza, and some well twisted blunts. They all laughed, I just thought about the safe. What’s in it? What if it’s empty? I know he wouldn’t leave it empty. What should I do with the money? Nick was cool when drunk, and we had been drinking seriously for a while, but the girls were annoying. The kind of annoying that’s not cute—young, loud, and annoying. I didn’t know them and really wasn’t trying to meet them. My focus was on the safe.


“Hey, ladies, no disrespect but y’all gotta go,” I said, moving everyone out into the hallway.


“What the fuck!” they replied from the other side of the door. I opened it and put the Goose and pizza on their side. Our place was a real teenager bachelor pad with no decorations, blank walls, Nike boxes stacked, and nothing in the fridge but Fruit Roll-Ups. Nick had a collection of empty Hennessy bottles on the countertop. All of our dishes were paper and all of our cups were plastic and red. We really had nothing but a bunch of sneakers, some air mattresses, and that safe.


I locked my door and kneeled in front of the safe. The numbers were a little faded, but clear enough for me to make them out: 02-right-10-right-08-left-19-right-02.


Bip taught me how to open it blindfolded so that I could crack it under any circumstance. I remember when we used to have to lie on our backs and kick the door closed because he had so much money in there.


I had to give the handle an extra tug because it was a little rusted around the edges. I dropped my weight and the door flung open. All types of shit spilled out. I slowly started pulling out the contents and laying them on the floor around me. Stacks and bundles of balled up and unseparated cash, receipts, a watch, maybe a brick and a half of Aryan-colored cocaine, about half a brick of heroin, two pistols, a big zip of vials, a Michael Jordan rookie card in a plastic case, and some pictures: mostly Polaroids of naked girls from our block, a few party pics, and then one of us. Me as a toothless kid with dreads at the top of my fade wearing a red 76ers Starter jacket propped up on Bip’s bony shoulders. He was wearing the same jacket and haircut. No facial hair, no worries, no problems. Just us and our U-shaped smiles. The back of it read “Bip and Lil Dee Dunbar v. Mervo 91.”


Nick knocked on my door.


“Yo, Rita wanna fuck you, nigga, stop buggin’. Come on out!” he yelled.


Juvenile’s “Ha” remix was cranking, making our thin walls shiver. I guessed they had continued the party downstairs. I cracked the door.
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