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Introduction



I’ll be the first to admit that not everything I’ve done in my life has been role-model material. I’ve been on the wrong side of the law. I’ve been in violent situations. I’ve also been a bully. I know how a person gets to be like that. That’s why I wanted to tell this story: to show a kid who has become a bully—how and why that happened, and whether or not he can move past it.


Writing Playground was a personal journey for me. There’s a lot of me in Butterball. I drew on events that happened in my childhood and adolescence as well as things I saw around me. I also tapped into some of the feelings I remember having at that age—feelings about my family, feelings about my future, feelings about other kids on the playground.


Living life on the edge has taught me a lot, like the fact that being mentally strong will get you ahead in life. But being a bully won’t get you anywhere. Some kids don’t figure that out until it’s too late. Does Butterball? You’ll have to read the book to find out.


Curtis “50 Cent” Jackson III


New York, New York








1






“Don’t call me that.”


“I’m sorry, I don’t understand.” She shifted in her seat, and I looked around the room again. I couldn’t believe how depressing her office was. It was a small room on the second floor of a strip mall, above a dry cleaner’s, and one storefront over from a Popeyes. The whole place stank like week-old fried chicken, and I was supposed to take this skinny white woman seriously?


“Listen, lady, I’m sure you mean well, but let’s you and me get one thing straight right now. I’m here because if I get expelled from school, I’ll have to sit around my mom’s apartment all day, and if I have to sit around my mom’s apartment all day, I’ll go even crazier than I am already, know what I’m saying? So I’ll sit here with you, but only if you ease off.”


“That’s perfectly all right, Bur—”


“What, are you deaf or something? Didn’t you hear me say don’t call me that like ten times already? I go by Butterball, all right? Bu-tter-ball,” I sounded it out. “It’s not that hard.”


The woman nodded, tugging at a few strands that had come loose from her bun. It was impossible to tell how old she was. She could be thirty-five or fifty-five; I really had no clue. “All right then. Do you mind if I ask how you feel about being called Butterball?”


“How do I feel?” I laughed. “C’mon, lady, this has to be a joke. How long am I supposed to sit here again? Is it forty-five minutes or an hour?”


She pursed her lips together tightly. “Our sessions run forty-five minutes, or as long as I feel is appropriate. And for the record, I don’t answer to ‘lady.’ You can call me Liz or Ms Jenner, whichever you like, but those are your only options.”


I laughed again. This woman was really cracking me up. “Liz? Yeah, no, thanks, but no thanks.”


“Ahem—Butterball. However you want to play this is fine with me. I’m perfectly happy to go at your pace.”


“Great.”


“All right then.”


She folded her arms in front of her and sat very still, staring right at me without speaking. I fixed my eyes on the ugly painting of three sailboats under a smeary blue sky that was hanging right above her head. What kind of fool would choose a picture like that? It had no detail, no point of view, no nothing—like a piece of art chosen as a movie prop to show the character in question has zero taste.


From downstairs, the fried-chicken smell kept getting stronger and stronger. And don’t think I didn’t see the way that therapist was staring at me—like she’d better lock up her valuables when I’m around, not that this shitty office had anything worth half as much as my pair of sneakers.


I’m not sure how many minutes passed—three, five, ten? But it looked like this white lady wasn’t going to budge. Seemed like she might have even been as stubborn as my mom, and that was saying something. She just kept on sitting there staring at me, until finally I had no choice but to say, “All right, fine. You can ask me questions, but I don’t have to answer them. How’s that for a deal?” You crazy bitch, I was too polite to add.


“Well, I guess that’s fine, then. I appreciate that. Let’s just start with the basics, Butterball, shall we?”


I snorted. “Sure, we shall.”


She ignored me. “How about we start with your telling me when exactly you moved to Garden City?”


“That’s as good as you got?” I sneered at her, but I was relieved as all hell that she still hadn’t mentioned the reason I’d been dragged to her office that day. Because if there was one thing I would never, ever discuss with this uptight white woman, it was Maurice. Not in a million years.
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I know Liz had already conferred with the school principal and my mom and all that shit, and I’m sure she’d read the report about why I’d been sent to her. And she’d probably gasped out loud when she got to the part about how I popped Maurice on the playground last Friday. Tight-assed lady like Liz, I wonder what she would’ve said if I’d told her all the parts the report left out, like how I’d woken up that morning and pulled that special sock out of my underwear drawer and filled it, one after the other, with the D batteries I’d bought at Duane Reade the last time I visited my dad in the city. But there was no way. There was just no way I’d ever tell Liz or anyone else what really went down that day, or what my reasons for it were.
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When I got to school that morning, I felt ready for anything, like Bruce Lee, James Coburn, and Kareem Abdul-Jabbar all rolled into one large-ass pair of pants. The morning dragged on like it always did, but that day I had no trouble staying awake in geometry or social studies. I was pumped. I knew what I had to do, and I couldn’t wait to do it. Not to get it over with, but to savor every last second of it. My sweet revenge.


At lunch I was too hopped up to eat, and anyone who knows me understands how janky that was. But no one noticed because no one at J. Watkins Junior High School gave a shit about my fat ass one way or another. That was about to change; I was sure of it.


After lunch the playground was more crowded than usual, and that suited my purposes fine. “Hey, Maurice!” I called out when I saw him sitting on the bench by the monkey bars. He was alone and had a book open in front of him, but that was pretty much how it went with Maurice. He had zero friends—why would he?—and spent all his free time reading.


When I said his name, Maurice looked up at me with a funny expression, almost like he knew what was about to happen. But I play fair, so I gave him a chance to defend himself. “Hey, Maurice, I think it’s time you learned what happens when you talk shit about me,” I said.


“What do you mean, man?” he asked with what might or might not have been a smile. It was always hard to figure out what Maurice was thinking, whether he was making fun of me or not. Well, he was about to stop laughing.


“Hey, Maurice,” I said again, and this time I was shouting, walking toward him a little faster. My right hand was in my sweatshirt pocket, all five fingers clenched around the heavy sock that was going to teach Maurice who was in charge from now on. “There’s only one way I can think of to keep your mouth shut, and that’s to shut it myself.”


Maurice rose from the bench, and now his expression was definitely frightened. He put down his book and took a few steps toward me, and that’s when I gave it to him. I reached into my pocket and BAM! I whacked Maurice right across that self-satisfied grin of his, and I pounded those batteries into his teeth over and over until I felt something come loose.
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I heard the sounds around me, the gasps and the cheers and the screams, but in that moment there were only two people in the entire universe, and that was me and Maurice.


Maybe the report on Liz’s desk covered the highlights of how I’d barely even gotten started when Maurice collapsed onto the asphalt with both hands clasped over his mouth, and how the blood flew everywhere until it seemed to be coming out of his ears.


But no stupid-ass guidance-counselor write-up could possibly have described how good it felt, taking out the sock I’d stashed in my backpack and slamming it hard against his face. Take that, Maurice. That’ll show you not to mess with me again, not to spread around lies like they weren’t nothing.


When I pulled my hand away from his face for the last time, I suddenly became aware of how the whole scene had gone completely silent all around us: how all of those kids just stood there staring at me like I was finally something. And I’d be lying if I said that didn’t feel pretty damn good.
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Annoying old Liz was still running through the most boring questions like I was applying for a job or something. But I was okay with that because as long as she stuck to the small stuff, the minutes would keep flying by. Besides, I kind of liked getting to talk without someone always interrupting me. Ever since my mom and dad split up, it seemed like no one ever had time to listen to anything I had to say.


“So, tell me, Butterball—do you have any friends at school?”


I glared at her. What kind of question was that, anyway? “Yeah, I’ve got friends. Why wouldn’t I have friends?”


“Sorry, I phrased that wrong,” Liz said, flashing her yellow teeth at me. “Of course you have friends. What I wanted to know was—well, do you care to tell me about them?”


“Not really,” I said, and when I saw that didn’t satisfy Liz, I went on, “They’re just guys. No one special. All the black kids at Watkins kind of stick together, mostly because we don’t have much choice in the matter, know what I mean?” I looked over at pale pasty Liz and thought, No, of course she didn’t. “Most of my real friends are in the city, but I only get to see them on the weekends I visit my dad. My boys in school here, I mean, we just hang out during the day, you know—we don’t see each other on the weekends much.”


Liz nodded and jotted something down in her cheapo spiral notebook. “So has it been difficult for you, leaving your old friends behind and moving to a new school?”


“Nah, why would it be? Like I said, I got plenty of friends here, and besides, I still go to the city all the time. If I didn’t, yeah, times might be a little tougher out here in Garden City.”


Another curt nod from Liz. “What about girls? Do you have any . . . romantic interests?”


I snorted my drink through my nose at this. “Oh, man, you really have a funny way of putting stuff, do you know that? No, I don’t have any ‘romantic interests.’”


“All right, then, that’s fine. And what about—”


“I mean, there’s this one girl who’s a friend of mine. Her name’s Nia, and she’s really nice to me. Well, not to me exactly. She’s just a nice girl, you know? To everyone. And she’s having a party in two weeks that I’m going to. It should be pretty tight.”


Liz looked pretty interested in this little tidbit. “So you’re looking forward to that, then?”


“Isn’t that what I just said?” Irritated, I shook my head and looked down at my feet. My Nike X Series had been the coolest shoes ever when I got them almost two years ago, right when my parents split up and were feeling guilty about shit. My feet had grown some since then, but I didn’t care. My feet hardly blistered anymore, and even if those shoes had seen better days, they still looked pretty hot. Yeah, some of the leather had faded on the sides, but nothing a little coloring in with a Sharpie couldn’t fix.
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Still, I knew I needed to make a splash at Nia’s party the weekend after next. That is, if she ever got around to inviting me. Before, I’d been pretty sure it would happen, since Nia had always been so friendly with me and all. But I hadn’t been back to school since the whole deal went down at the playground, and I wasn’t sure what she thought of me now. Maybe if she hadn’t been there, if I hadn’t caught her eye right as I walked over to Maurice . . .


Nah, but it didn’t do any good to think that way. Still, I couldn’t stop picturing, like a shot in slow motion, the look on her face after Coach Reese tackled me and led me back into the building with my arms pinned behind my back like I was a drug dealer or something. Nia was standing there with her mouth hanging open, and she looked scared to death—of me.


I heard a sound in the outer lobby. “Yo, I think it’s time for me to take off. My mom’s working tonight, so she doesn’t have time to sit around waiting for me.” I rocked out of my seat; I couldn’t wait to get out of that crazy fried-chicken-smelling cave.


“All right, Butterball. I’ve really enjoyed talking to you today, and I look forward to our next meeting. I think the two of us can make a lot of progress together, I really do.”


“Yeah, whatever.” And I was out of there.
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Liz told my mom she needed to see me at least twice a week at first, or until she could “detect real improvement,” whatever that meant.


I hadn’t missed the flustered expression that crossed Mom’s face when Liz broke this news to her. I could see the dollars and cents signs flashing. Not for the first time, I wondered, but wasn’t about to ask, how much cash my mom was coughing up for these little sessions with Liz. But I figured that was my mom’s problem for now. Talking it out with a loser social worker in a strip mall was a whole lot cheaper than sending me to a private school as Principal James had first suggested.


Going anywhere other than Watkins was never gonna be an option.


Our next appointment took place the following Monday, right after my first day back at Watkins.


“What was it like, being back in school?” she said before I’d even really gotten to take off my backpack and open my PowerQuench. I like to settle into things, kick my feet up, but that wasn’t Liz’s style.


“It was . . . pretty good, actually,” I said, and I was telling the truth. Though Nia had kept her distance, a bunch of other guys had actually been nice to me for the first time ever. Like they finally respected me.


Liz looked down at her notebook as she asked, “Was Maurice back in school today?”


It was the first time she’d ever mentioned my enemy by name, and I met her stare easily, then shrugged. “Yeah, I think so, but I didn’t actually see him. He got transferred out of my math class, and that’s the only time we ever crossed paths anyway. Watkins is a real big school, you know. There are like seven hundred people in each grade.”


“So that’s a positive development,” Liz said. “The fact that Maurice is already back in school.”


“If you say so,” I said with another shrug. And then, when Liz resumed her psycho staring, I added, “But you gotta understand, that nerd would rather take a bullet than miss his precious classes. I’m sure anyone else would stay home longer—you know, take advantage of the situation to kick back a little—but not Maurice.” I laughed, thinking about what a loser he was. “My boy Bobbie, he saw him in social studies and said he looked plenty messed up. But apparently there was nothing really wrong when they checked him out at the hospital. Just a split lip, but no loose teeth or nothing like that. I don’t think he even needed stitches on his lip.”


That’s why his nice rich parents decided not to press charges—because no real damage had been done.


“Who’s Bobbie?” Liz asked, surprising me. It wasn’t the follow-up question I’d expected. “Can you tell me about him?”


“Bobbie’s just this guy at school,” I said. “He’s cool.”


“I see,” Liz said, scribbling something in her notebook.


Bobbie was second in command of Andres’s posse, a kickass basketball player who was about seven feet tall and ripped and could date any girl he wanted, including at the high school. He’d high-fived me in the cafeteria that morning when I’d gone in for my chocolate milk and said I should check out Maurice’s busted-up face. Bobbie’s the one who told me Maurice was planning to eat in the nurse’s office from then on.


“Anything else happen today?” Liz had stopped writing and was staring at me again.


I shook my head. “Nah, it was just the same old shit as always.”


Except that at lunch Andres had high-fived me, too, and so had Darrell, and they’d even told me I should come sit with them. But by the time I had made it out of the hot-food line with my tray, their table was already full, so instead I just waved and kept on walking to my usual table in the back corner by the recycling bins no one ever used. I was pissed to see that, during my week on suspension, two geeky-ass seventh-graders had tried to edge in on my domain.


“Get the hell out of here, you assholes,” I said, slamming my tray down right on top of the littler kid’s—I’m pretty sure his name was Jamal—Fried Fish Delight. After the two kids scurried away without even taking their food with them, I had the table all to myself again, and that was just how I liked it.
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“So there’s nothing else you want to tell me about?”


She was really persistent, this Liz. But I didn’t crack that easy and kept on just shaking my head. I didn’t think she cared to hear about how I actually kind of liked the way people, even teachers, looked at me differently in the halls all day long, like I was someone worthy of respect, not just another big invisible blob.


My second appointment with Liz went by faster than the first one, and by the time I walked out of there, I wasn’t even in all that bad a mood. Old Liz was all right in her way. She may not be all that smart, but at least she could sit there and listen without interrupting all the time.


Outside it was rainy and cold, a deep gloominess that never seemed to fall over the city, or that all the big buildings did a good job of concealing. I saw my mom’s old Honda and jogged over toward it. I’d already opened the passenger door before I noticed that the person behind the wheel wasn’t my mom but her friend Evelyn. I hesitated, but just for a second, before sliding into the seat. I don’t know why I was even surprised anymore.


“Where’s my mom?” I asked, looking straight ahead of me. “Because I don’t need a babysitter anymore, you know.”


Evelyn sighed and shook her head. “Apparently you do,” she murmured, as if I couldn’t hear her. She only pretended to be nice when my mom was around. When it was just the two of us, the gloves came off. In a louder voice she said, “Your mom is working the night shift, as I believe she told you this morning.”


“Yeah, yeah, right, of course she did.” My mom had missed a ton of shifts during my suspension, and she hadn’t let me forget it. “It’s just I thought the night shift didn’t start till the night, and last time I checked it was like five o’clock in the afternoon. But whatever.”


Evelyn just sighed: her specialty. But then, after a pause, she asked, “Do you have any makeup work I can help you with? Your mom thought maybe you’d have a lot of assignments after a whole week away.”


“I can do my own damn assignments,” I snapped. “I don’t need any help from you.”


“All right, then,” Evelyn said in her sad old-lady way. “I was just offering.”


We drove the rest of the way in silence, and when we got home, Evelyn immediately switched on the TV and went into the kitchen to start dinner. She didn’t say anything else to me, so I just sat on the couch waiting for the right time to make my escape. I was hungry, and Evelyn never made me food I liked, and she always kept the TV on stupid true-crime shows that sucked, and she didn’t even watch them because she was in the next room making beans and tofu (I’m not joking) and all sorts of other nasty crap no one in his right mind would eat.


After a few minutes, Evelyn came in and placed a bowl in front of me. “Veggie chili,” she said. “Try it.” Instead of looking at me, she started tidying the room, arranging our shoes in the corner and stacking up the books I’d dumped out of my backpack.


“I ain’t hungry,” I said and shoved the bowl away. That wasn’t true. I was starving, but I wasn’t going to give Evelyn the pleasure of eating that disgusting sludge she’d put in front of me.
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She didn’t seem to care either way. “Suit yourself,” she said. And then she stood up, switched off the TV, and walked into my mom’s room with a book. Well, if she didn’t like me hanging around her, I’d give her her precious space. Evelyn and I were pretty much through with pretending around each other.


I fished around my backpack for some money and dug out two quarters and three dimes, just enough for a Snickers bar. I spread my books out across the little table again, then grabbed my portable video camera, the Panasonic I’d bought when my old flip cam got jacked on the subway, just in case I ran across anything cool to shoot. Yeah, right. There was never anything worth filming in ugly Garden City. No street life, no action at all.


“I’m going outside,” I said after a few more minutes of silence. Evelyn didn’t respond, not even to remind me of my mom’s favorite subject, which was that I was grounded for life. Well, screw her, too. I pounded down the steps and out the front door.


On the stoop was a little kid, Malik, who was maybe eight or nine and lived in the basement apartment with his mom and grandparents.


“Get outta my way,” I said, and shoved him off his perch.


He fell flat on his ass on the top step and burst into tears. Whatever, I’d done him a favor. Stupid little kid like that shouldn’t be on the street at this time of night, not even in Garden City. He was lucky I didn’t do a lot worse to him. It’d teach him a lesson.
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“Yeah, of course I love my dad” I said. I’d only been there five minutes and already Liz was starting in again. “Why wouldn’t I? He’s the bomb. We’d still be living with him—and be a lot happier, too—if my mom hadn’t walked out on him like she did. It wasn’t his fault she left,” I added, in case that wasn’t totally clear already. Sometimes you had to spell shit out for old Liz.


Liz leaned forward, nodding in that annoying way she had. “And can you tell me why you think your mom, as you put it, walked out on him?”


I shrugged. I couldn’t believe Liz actually got paid to just sit on her ass and repeat everything I said right back to me. Then again, I thought, looking around the dark little fried-chicken room, she clearly didn’t get paid that much. Yeah, my mom could definitely afford Liz on the kind of overtime she worked.


“Damned if I know,” I said finally, when she just kept on staring at me. “My mom’s just one of those types who’s never satisfied with what she’s got, you know? Nothing’s ever good enough for her—not her job and definitely not my dad’s. But it wasn’t his fault he couldn’t live up to some nonexistent standard of perfection she set up in her brain, was it?”


“So your dad,” Liz said, “he wanted your mom to stay?”


“Hell, yes, he wanted her to stay—haven’t you been listening? For that whole first year, he was practically begging her to come back. I’m his only kid, you know? He took that seriously.”


“So how would you describe your mom and dad’s relationship right now?” Liz asked. “Is it—productive? Would you say your dad is still interested in, ah, holding onto your mother?”
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