












Dear Reader:




V. Anthony Rivers is very special to me; both as an author and a human being. Back when I first started Strebor Books International to self-publish my own books, a dear friend—Tee C. Royal—of RAWSISTAZ—asked me to read a self-published book by another author entitledNovember Friend . I found myself engulfed in the novel and fell out in tears by the time I read the ending. I had cried over dozens of films in my lifetime but that was the first time—EVER—that a book had made me cry. I emailed V. Anthony and told him how much I loved his book and asked if there was a sequel. There was and the combination of the two ended up being the first novel that I published by another author. It is entitledDaughter by Spirit and it is about a young woman who makes a big mistake that all women who have ever loved a man can relate to. His second novel,Everybody Got Issues, flipped the script on how women often sleep their way to the top of a corporation. In his novel, a man does the same exact thing and causes much drama and animosity between female coworkers. He is also a contributor toChocolate Flava, Sistergirls.com and my upcoming bookLove is Never Painless. As you can see, I am really feeling his work. So much so that I am publishing yet another novel by him this fall entitledUntil Again.




This book,My Life is All I Have, is a moving story of a young girl caught up in the wrong things—like so many young women today—and it chronicles her journey to find her destiny without losing her essence in the process. I have no doubt that this book will catapult V. Anthony Rivers into the arena of bestselling authors and recognition of his work is long overdue. So I welcome you to read this book, written by the one author who inspired me to publish others. Now some 50 authors later, he truly spawned a dynasty and an imprint; all because he overwhelmed me with his talent.




I want to thank those of you who have been gracious enough to support the dozens of authors I publish under Strebor Books International, a division of ATRIA/Simon and Schuster. While writing serves as a catalyst for me to release my personal creativity, publishing allows me the opportunity to share the talent of so many others. If you are interested in being an independent sales representative for Strebor Books International, please send a blank email to info@streborbooks.com.




 




Peace and Blessings,
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“I’ve been consciously researching this story for the past two years and unconsciously, all my life. It’s been love from the start and a lesson every step of the way. This story is dedicated to the love that was down from day one. Welcome to my creative jungle.”
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Prologue









Life to me is about the choices you make. I no longer believe in defining my life based purely on happiness. I’m more about freedom. I feel like I have to take a good hard look at the decisions I make first.




One of my biggest defining moments came on the day I met with my friend Scottie Franklin, aka “Blaze.” He brought some fool with him who I didn’t like from the jump. Together, the three of us, talked business. I was serious about what I wanted to do. I was ready to get the hell out of L.A. But for the change I wanted to make, I needed some serious cash.




I had ideas on how I wanted that to happen. It was simple and I imagined every possibility. The pros and cons were no mystery and the risks didn’t scare me at all. The only shit that made me nervous was this fool that Blaze brought to me, saying he could be the one to help me out. He knew I only needed one person—someone who could think on his feet and not be an asshole, questioning me because I’m female.




We met at Sherman Oaks Galleria outside the Cheesecake Factory restaurant on Sepulveda and Ventura Boulevard. It was a hot day and I stood with my arms folded because Blaze was late as usual. His friend already didn’t impress me with his fake walk, trying to look like he was all that wearing some baggy khakis and a Lakers jersey. Plus, he had this big-ass silver chain around his neck; he had to hold on to it because it kept hitting him in the chest as he bounced from side to side. It didn’t look like his scrawny ass could take the pounding, let alone be good for what I needed him to do.




I instantly pulled Blaze to the side and asked, “Who you trying to introduce me to?”




“What you mean, girl?” he defended.




“You brought me some gangbanger from the hood?”




Blaze looked at his friend and then at me. “You trippin’. He aight. You said you needed somebody. I mean, what the fuck? You getting picky?”




“I know what I told you, but this is serious. I can’t have somebody that I gotta be worried about at the same time I’m trying to do this. Come on!”




This fool started to get a little antsy, watching me and Blaze have a private conversation. He opened his mouth, which only convinced me even more that he was stupid. “Yo! Y’all not gonna show a brotha some love? What y’all whispering about over there? Bring a brotha way cross town and have him watch y’all whispering. Damn, I could be at the crib…chillin’, watching some videos or some shit like that…what’s up!”




I looked at Blaze with a see-what-I-mean expression on my face. My lips were poked out like a kid who got his bike stolen. I was ready to tell his friend to go back and finish watching hisMenace to Society video with his wannabe O’ Dog looking ass. I glanced over at him with the same head tilted to the side glare he was giving me. I started to say something, but I was interrupted by Blaze.




“Hey, let me introduce y’all, aight,” Blaze said with his slanted-eye smile.




He always had a warm side to him that could be very infectious. He knew how to take control of situations, especially where I was concerned. He could make a potential bad moment sort of fade away, though not this time.




Blaze put his hand on my shoulder. “Uh, Leesha, this here is Stanley Broussard. Stan, this my girl, Leesha.”




Stanley stepped forward a little like he was gonna hug me or something. He had a gold-toothed smile to go along with the colors in his Lakers jersey.




“What’s up, mama? You just call me Stan. All my niggas know I be down for whatever…”




I didn’t say a word. I just looked at Blaze with my arms still folded. I took a deep breath and broke my silence. “We gonna stand here and talk, or find someplace to sit down?”




Stanley smiled and started talking with his head tilted to the right like he was trying to get his flirt on. “I’m with you, mama. Anyplace you wanna go, I will follow, ya heard!”




I was about to accuse him of eating some fried chicken with his greasy lips and all that smacking he was doing while trying to impress me. I couldn’t believe Blaze had brought a clown like him to introduce me to. The three of us walked into the mall and took the escalator up to the second floor. This mall doesn’t have any stores. It has a huge movie theater, a health spa, and some restaurants so the place was packed with folks going to the movies or hanging out.




We found a spot on a metal bench as we walked past the Magic Johnson 24 Hour Fitness spa. Well, I sat down and then Stanley. He was seriously getting on my nerves trying to check me out. He sat his ass down right next to me. He was just rubbing his hands together and sucking his teeth. He was annoying the hell out of me. Blaze remained standing and paid no attention that I wanted to hurry up and get this over with.




Blaze reached inside his oversized Sean John shirt pocket and pulled out some cigarettes. He lit one and then took a long slow drag. I watched him looking all relaxed and calm, enjoying himself. Meanwhile, my peripheral vision was showing me this fool on my left undressing me constantly with his eyes.




Stanley decided to say something and wiggled while he talked. “So, what’s up, y’all? First you was down there whispering and now we just gonna what, sit here and people watch? Y’all really trippin’ now!”




Blaze smiled and watched as a couple of attractive sistahs walked out of the health spa. He took another puff from his cigarette and returned his attention to me and Stanley. “Yo, Stan, peep this. Ain’t much need to be said except that Leesha need somebody to do a job with her.” Blaze attempted to get right to the point.




“What kind of job, yo?” Stanley asked.




“Just a job, dude. It ain’t like you qualified to do a helluva lot.”




“Well damn, what we talkin’ ’bout? Drive-by? I gotta shoot her baby daddy for messin’ around? What?”




“Nah, fool…Hold up. Leesha, is it cool for me to tell him?” Blaze eyed me through the smoke he’d exhaled and waited for me to say something.




I looked at Stanley and spoke softly. “Let’s just say it has to do with a bank.”




Stanley started to laugh and that wasn’t cool. “Oh shit! You trying to rob a bank? Yo fine ass need to either be at home playin’ Mommy or showing yo booty in some magazine. Why you tryin’ to rob some bank for? Shit. I know y’all trippin’ now!”




I stood up and started to walk away. “Why you bring this nigga here?” I asked Blaze and had no problem pointing straight at Stanley.




“I honestly thought he was your man, Leesha.” Blaze tried his best to remain calm. He looked at Stanley. “Yo, man, this ain’t going down like it should so let’s take off, aight?”




Stanley started grinning as he stood up, bouncing his head up and down. I could see right away he was about to talk some shit to me. He had that ignorant, up-to-no-good smile. “Maybe we need to start calling you Cleo with yoSet It Off acting ass, bitch…”




Blaze didn’t say a word but he knew to step back a little ’cause he’d seen me in action before when somebody used that “B” word in vain. Shit, he’d seen me run across the street to slap this chick one time. I don’t be playing.




Two seconds elapsed.C-r-r-rack! Blaze reacted.




I swung with all my might and connected with my intended target. Blaze tried to conceal his laughter as he watched me go off on Stanley. I socked Stanley square in his nose and he made the mistake of calling me a bitch again. Then before he could finish saying, “What you do that f…,” I kicked my foot straight up in his nuts, sending him to the ground in agony.




“Damn, girl!” Blaze said with his hands no longer covering the laughter he had tried to hold earlier.




I realized a lot of people were watching and the attention alone would cause the security people, as slow as they were, to come see what was going on. Blaze realized the same and held on to Stanley while telling me I’d better leave. “I’ll holla at you tonight, Leesha,” he said.




I shook my head and walked away. I left the building and went home to my apartment in Studio City. On the way, my one-track mind kept thinking about who I could get to help me. I just needed one person, but it couldn’t be Blaze because we have that understanding. He’d help me with the planning and anything else I’d need to pull it off, but he keeps clear of the actual work. He’s probably the luckiest man alive. He’s done so much dirt since he was a teenager and ain’t never been caught. Now he say he’s retired, but he will invest if he sees some potential for profit. He’s been to school and taken economics courses. He still dirty, though, but he been like a brother to me for so many years, I lost count.




Once I got into my apartment, I kicked off my shoes, poured me some soda, grabbed a bag of potato chips, and sat on my balcony. I watched the occasional car drive by and listened to the birds. I checked out all this freedom that I’d lose if something were to go wrong with what I was about to do. I thought about my life. I am so ready to leave California and go live in the South—someplace like Atlanta or Augusta, Georgia. With some good money, I could buy a house real cheap and relax for a while before I need to do something else or start fresh with a new nine-to-five. I could do that once I’d get settled. I’d be cool with that. I just need something different, but I don’t want to struggle while trying to make that happen.




My life was center stage in my thoughts while sitting on my apartment balcony. A name started to creep into my consciousness: Treyvon Williams. He’s sort of a friend. We’ve kicked it on occasion since high school. It’s cool sometimes to have a guy acting like he worships the ground you walk on. Blaze always jokes around because he says that Treyvon is in love with me.




Blaze would say something like “Leesha, that dude love you so much he done gave up dreams just to be near you.”




I’ve always had a strange feeling inside ever since Blaze told me that. It seems like Treyvon could be so successful in life right now, but instead, he’s working a cleaning job at Cedars-Sinai Hospital on the graveyard shift. Then he sometimes paints store windows for extra money during the day.




Blaze always hints at the possibility of changing or affecting Treyvon’s life. His life would’ve been different if he had stayed away from me. I don’t know. Maybe he’s right. Maybe he’s wrong. I just know that life is what you make it and you have to own up to the decisions, the mistakes, and anything else that comes your way. Maybe I’m wrong for not really caring but irregardless, I know what I’m doing and I know what I want. I can’t worry about some guy. It’s all about me and it always has been…Leesha Annette Tyler.















Reminisce Over Me









All my life I wanted to be free. When I got old enough to have attitude, I defined my idea of freedom in very simple terms. I wanted to be a bitch, a princess, and a queen all rolled up into one. Young ladies ain’t supposed to be all hard. I keep hearing that if you living in modern times, you gotta be able to stand up to all the shit being thrown your way on a daily basis. You can’t worry about being courteous or being a fuckin’ “lady.” Shit. I never once put in my list of dreams to become a part of the “in-crowd” and wear all that designer stuff. I can find just as good or better at the Slauson Swap Meet. I ain’t stupid. I know what to do with my damn money. I learned how to shop from my mama. It was about the only thing she taught me that was worth knowing.




I started realizing Mama knew what she was talking about when I went to the mall one day alone. The only thing I could afford up in there was a T-shirt and a cute little belt. That’s what I bought, too.




I felt so bad. I’d see other girls from my school hanging out and acting up. They was fast and I was just getting started. Teenage boys stepped to them left and right. I sat down in the food court area and watched the show. I learned a lot from watching. I liked the idea that females could have so much control. That’s what I saw when I watched them. They had control over any male who tried to talk to them—that is, if they knew what control was all about. I noticed most of the girls collected names until they found themselves face-to-face with the most popular boys. Even though I wasn’t part of any clique, I took notes until it was my time.




About every Saturday I sat watching inside the Crenshaw Mall. Mama thought I was either at the park or at some weekend school event. There was always something going on at my school so it was a good cover for me to be somewhere I wasn’t supposed to be. What Mama didn’t know didn’t matter. She hardly went anywhere on the weekends so I didn’t worry about bumping into her. Plus, people don’t watch each other’s kids no more so I was free and clear.




We lived on Buckingham Road, not far from the mall. I could walk there with no problem other than worrying about those men who hang out in front of the liquor store on Santa Rosalia Drive. I always walked on the opposite side to avoid hearing them talk shit to me. That didn’t stop them, but at least it didn’t hurt as bad as when I’d hear them say things that made it hard for me to swallow my own spit. They would say some really nasty stuff. I got used to it the more I walked past them. I learned to turn a deaf ear to all that shit though I’d never become completely immune.




I’d breathe a sigh of relief once I’d step inside the mall. I’d start smiling as soon as the cold air and bright lights hit me. Plus, it’s always busy up inside there. People be loud as hell. Kids run all over the place. They got a beauty supply store where ladies go buy the freshest weaves and yell at the Korean owner when she says how much it cost.




I went in there with Mama one day and she was mouthing off because she was mad about the price of synthetic hair. She said, “How these folks who never been to Africa before know so much about the texture of our hair?”




I looked at Mama and asked her,“You been to Africa before?”




The two ladies who were paying attention to her laughed. Mama was kind of embarrassed and didn’t talk to me in the car on the way home. I didn’t understand at the time, but I figured it out soon after that.




One other thing that stood out in the mall was the police station. That was a trip to see. I stopped sitting on that end of the mall because I got tired of watching officers parade the latest criminal they caught. It gave me a bad feeling every time I’d see them holding on to somebody with handcuffs. They’d walk them slowly through the mall and most people stopped what they were doing to look directly at the person in handcuffs. I guess I was sensitive about certain things until I learned how to control what I’d felt and not really care. I exposed myself to so much from going to the mall on weekends. That place turned out to be my learning ground and my first taste of envy.




I was only fourteen years old and in the tenth grade at the time. I envied this girl named Janina Parrish. That was before I learned to call her a bitch and be done with her ass. She knew I was jealous of her. She could feel it. The look in my eyes was a dead giveaway and because we happened to be in the same grade, that gave her twice the pleasure of rubbing in her superiority over me.




Janina’s parents had money so she got all her clothes from the big department stores on the other side of town. She wouldn’t keep it a secret. She’d announce to the whole class whenever she went to the Beverly Center in Beverly Hills. Then she’d say some stupid shit like letting us know that she saw Keith Sweat or Da Brat up in there buying clothes, too.




Places like the Beverly Center were foreign to me. A thirty-minute drive to some store across town was like an international flight. Mama didn’t see the value in going so far unless you were going to work, had a job interview, or a doctor’s appointment. Her way of thinking only gave me another reason to look forward to independence. But in the meantime, I’d want what Janina had. I wanted to be the shit and even at her age, be able to walk around like it don’t stank.




I watched her with a different outfit on every single weekend. Guys approached her, demanding her phone number, and she played like it didn’t mean anything. That usually made them weak because she wouldn’t give the number right away. It made them try harder to please her. She was only fourteen like me, so the best way to make her stop and talk was to offer to buy her something or take her to see the latest and most popular movie. Janina needed to be seen going places where others could envy her like I did. She wanted all of us to talk about how lucky she was and act like she some damn Queen Bee. After a while, I got pissed—not so much at her but at myself for falling in too deep behind the rest of the crowd, waiting to get popular like her. She had a stranglehold on her status. I had to put a stop to that shit.




Funny thing, though, was I found myself one day getting advice from my grandmother. I always called her “Grammy” and she was my heart. She didn’t live too far from me and Mama, so it didn’t take much to walk over and visit. She lived on the other side of Crenshaw in the Leimert Park area on 42nd Street. I liked her apartment a lot because it was so clean, which meant no graffiti. The neighborhood looked pretty much the same as ours but for some reason, people were nicer and you didn’t run into a lot of thugs or drug addicts. That was another thing I didn’t understand. Why life seemed so different depending on what street you lived on. Maybe deep down, I envied Grammy, too, but those feelings only came up when I was at home, listening to the muffled sounds of somebody getting their ass kicked. Or sometimes I’d all but jump out of my skin because we have this front gate outside that bangs really loud whenever somebody closes it. People go in and out all night long. It’s hard to sleep sometimes.




Mama seemed used to all the noise. I think she got to the point where she’d block out everything including the sound of my voice because most of what I’d say to her, she wouldn’t hear. That’s why I wouldn’t just walk to Grammy’s place; I would run. Yeah, even though I was a freshman in high school, I’d still run to see Grammy as if I were a little kid. I hadn’t built a reputation nor was I looked upon as being cool so nobody noticed me with my long hair trailing behind as I ran. They probably thought I was trying to hurry my ass through those rough streets. And when I’d get to Grammy’s apartment, I’d be so happy. She’d open the door and instantly smile. Ain’t nothing like being greeted by a grandmother’s smile. That was something I never took for granted.




The day I asked her for advice was when I admitted my jealousy of Janina. Grammy was a little disappointed, but she tried not to show it. She sighed heavily, shook her head, and thought for a moment. I had to wait in her silence until she spoke. I sat nervously. I kept shaking my right leg and staring at Grammy with a puppy dog look on my face. Her silence grew deep. I could see she wasn’t pleased at all by my confession, but she finally put aside her displeasure and talked to me as only a grandmother could.




She said, “Baby, you have nothing to be jealous of. Now whoever this other young lady is, I can’t see how she can even imagine being better than you. Nobody in this world is better than my grandbaby—nobody. Don’t you ever forget that. I know I taught you better than to want to be like somebody else.”




I listened to Grammy as though my life depended on it, and in my mind, it did. Her words were wise, of course, but more so than that, she cared about everything I did, say, or thought about doing. I told her that what I felt wasn’t because I believed Janina was better than me. I wanted for once to have some nice things, too.




“Leesha, you have to be patient. If you were a little older I’d say to you, go out and get those things for yourself. But, since you’re still so very young, all I can say is that in time, you’ll have those things and more. But, baby, you have to want for the right reasons.”




I tried my best to take what Grammy said and use it to squash what I’d felt about Janina, but it wasn’t working. I basically had to lie to her because she suggested that I stop going to the mall. She said it would be good because I wouldn’t want what I didn’t see.




“You’re right, Grammy,” I’d said, and she was beyond pleased to hear those words.




“I tell you what,” she said, “pick out one thing that you really want and I’ll just go into my little retirement fund and get the money to pay for it. It’s not like I’m going on a cruise anytime soon.”




I was so excited and then I felt guilty. Grammy was gonna take out money from her bank account just to buy me something so I could feel good about myself.




When I walked home that day, I got really mad. I even walked on the same side of the street as the liquor store where folks be hanging out. My mind was on an island of guilt somewhere faraway. One guy said something to me and I told him to go fuck himself. He laughed. Maybe I was lucky that he didn’t take me serious, but I was so mad that I didn’t care where I was or who I’d encounter.




When I got home, I went straight to my room, closed the door, and sat on my bed. I stayed there until nightfall, listening to the noise outside and thinking about everything Grammy had said to me. I didn’t like disappointing her and I really didn’t want to take her money.




That night as I stared out my bedroom window, I saw some guys standing around, drinking, messing with this girl and listening to music. They all looked like thugs, even the girl. I watched for a while and listened. My concentration was so focused on them that I twitched a little whenever that noisy gate would close. Then simultaneously as the gate slammed, I saw one of the guys slap the girl in her face. She went down instantly and didn’t get up. She stayed on the ground, holding her face. I could see her legs moving, but she wasn’t trying to get back up. My heart was beating like crazy because I didn’t know what else to do besides watch. I thought about telling Mama so she could call the police, but it was late and she’d probably try to hit me if I woke her.




Finally, one of the guys helped the girl up. I could see her bleeding from the nose and she could barely stand. They acted as if what happened was okay. Nobody seemed to care. The guy who helped her stand opened the back door of the car that he and the rest stood around, and she got in. Another guy followed and got inside the car with her. Then they closed the door. I knew what they were doing because I’d heard about females who wanted to join gangs, but I thought they’d just get beat up by other girls. I kept watching as one guy after the other got inside the back seat of that car. They were taking turns. And the more I watched, the less scared I became. I watched as though I understood. It was normal. It was a part of life in my neighborhood.




When the girl got out of the car, her spirit seemed taken from her. She looked ashamed. She was so unlike how she was before. She got beat down in more ways than one and those guys controlled her like a dog on a leash. She walked away clutching her shirt with her head bowed. I didn’t like seeing that at all and never wanted to experience what that felt like—again. I say “again” because I felt like all my jealousy over Janina translated into a mental beat down of my very own and I was the one walking home with my tail between my legs. I was the one afraid to look up whenever men or anybody else talked shit to me. I was the one jumping out of my skin every time that damn gate would close. Things needed to change and I’d planned to take my first steps toward making that happen.




[image: space]






One day in English class, the teacher announced that she had a very special project for us. Nobody was excited and most of us worried that whatever it was gonna be, it probably meant we had to stand in front of the class and read something. I hated that shit and most times nobody listened, they just looked at you. If I was gonna stand up there and do something that I hated, I at least wanted people to listen.




My English teacher was alright. Ms. Stafford was cool most of the time. She didn’t tolerate anyone who sat and did nothing. You couldn’t just sit there and expect to pass her class. You had to speak up and speakclearly. She’d stop you in mid-sentence if you said anything that sounded like slang. I actually learned a lot in her class. I hated that she kept on our asses all the time, but at least you knew she was serious about teaching you something.




When she announced our special assignment, my mouth dropped open. She called herself doing something out of the ordinary in order to bring honesty to the classroom and get past any hidden feelings that might exist among students. Ms. Stafford was going to school herself during that time. She was taking child psychology. I think a lot of the assignments she’d give us were things she could use to satisfy her own educational requirements. In a funny way, I respected her for that because she was doing herthang . She was killing two birds with one stone, teaching us shit and doing her homework at the same time. She was yet another example of a woman in control and I loved that about her.




“Okay, class!” she announced. “The assignment I have for you is to do a report on someone in the class that you don’t know and, or don’t like.”




When she said that, the class started buggin’ out. Chairs were moving around, students were moaning, and as I said, my mouth dropped wide open. Ms. Stafford had to keep telling everybody to be quiet so they could let her finish.




“In this assignment,” she continued, “you’ll be able to express your true feelings and in the end, perhaps you’ll find that this exercise will bridge the gap that exists between you and this person that you claim to dislike.”




Ms. Stafford said so many of us in this world tend to make up our minds about people without really taking the time to know one another. She felt that by teaching us to recognize this condition now would make us better people when we became adults and had to face the world every day. She had me thinking about Mama and all the shit she’d say about people she don’t even know. Mama be pre- and post-judging all the time. She can talk nonstop even about Grammy. I don’t like it when she does that and I guess that’s why I’m always asking her a question that belittles the comments she makes.




After the students in my English class settled, Ms. Stafford asked us to write on a piece of paper which person we chose to write about and why. I couldn’t believe she put us on the spot like that right away. I thought she would at least let us go home and write our reports.




Funny thing, though, it didn’t take me long to do what Ms. Stafford requested. All I had to do was look toward the third seat in the second row from the door and find the subject of my report. That’s where Janina sat. I stared in her direction the whole time Ms. Stafford was telling us to write down the name of our subject. I smiled and then while in mid air of my devious thoughts, she caught me looking. Janina had turned her head to the left and seen me staring. I sat in the fourth seat of the fifth row. She saw me and she looked at me like I was nothing. She’d never made eye contact with me long enough to even say hello before so this moment was a rarity. Then as she returned my stares with herwhat-the-


fuck-you-lookin’-at glare, she began to write something on her paper. I kept my eyes on her all the while writing her name:Janina Parrish . And then I listed why I hated her.




“Okay class, make your answers honest. As I said before, I want an honest portrayal of your true feelings. Think out your answers, people. Don’t just give me simple ones. You can do this!”




Ms. Stafford forced me to really think about what I was writing so I had to disconnect from the cold hard stares that I was locked in to with Janina. I hated being the first one to look away. It felt like I’d let Janina get the best of me and even worse, she might’ve thought that she did, too. Bitch.




I thought hard and began to list my feelings. I wrote about how I felt Janina looked down on others and anyone who called themselves her friend, really meant nothing more to her than her personal cheering squad. Then I let my bitterness show. I wrote,Janina is nothing more than a bitch. She acts like she’s all that but I bet when she gets home and is all by herself with no audience around, she don’t do shit but mop floors and take out the trash for her parents. They only send her to the mall all the time so she won’t be around and they have to look at her ass. Janina is nothing but a fake, wannabe ho and I’ve got no love or respect for her. She ain’t earned shit and don’t deserve shit.




I sat for a moment, thinking to myself,What the hell? Then I started trying to write down something else to turn in but the school bell sounded. Ms. Stafford was already in my row, collecting papers. She didn’t care what was on the page. She snatched pieces of paper off desks as she walked by. I tried to fold mine so I could hide it, but by the time I made the first crease, she was standing at my desk with her hand out.




“I’ll take that from you, Leesha. Looks like you had plenty to say in such a short time,” she said.




I nodded. I felt so embarrassed and couldn’t believe how I’d gone into a whole ’nother zone when thinking about how much I hated Janina. Ms. Stafford glanced at my paper. I noticed her reaction as she read over what I wrote. I started to get up from my chair and leave like all the other kids had done as she collected papers. Then she said my name.




“Leesha…”




I looked at her and began apologizing before she’d even questioned me.




“I’m sorry, Ms. Stafford, I just—”




She stopped me in mid-sentence. “Leesha, I’m looking for honest feelings so I can’t fault you for what you wrote. However, I’ll have to really think about whether or not I can have you read this before the class. Words like these would get us both in trouble, don’t you think?”




“Yes, ma’am…”




“When you bring in your paper tomorrow, I want to read it first. What I may do is simply have you and Janina meet with me in private. There seems to be some deep-seated anger in your words, Leesha. Does Janina know how you feel about her?”




“I don’t know…”




“Hmm, I’m really curious…”




Ms. Stafford had something serious on her mind. She turned toward the door and noticed Janina about to exit the classroom. “Janina, can I see you a moment?”




Janina turned and walked over to us. We made eye contact again for a moment. She gave me that look like before. I couldn’t stand her, either. She had me wanting to write down some more shit about her.




“Yes, Ms. Stafford?” Janina said.




She acted completely different when she approached the teacher. You could tell she was one of them spoiled kids who know how to play the game and then once they’re out of their parents’ sight, they do all kind of shit to fuck up your life.




“Janina, I believe I picked up your paper, correct?” Ms. Stafford asked.




“Yes, you have mine already.”




Ms. Stafford thumbed through the papers she’d collected until she came to hers. She smiled to herself and then began to nod her head as if she’d made some type of discovery. “Thank you, Janina. I want to have the two of you in class alone tomorrow. I’d like for the report that you write to be read to each other, rather than to the class.”




Janina and I both asked why simultaneously. Then we looked at each other. She probably had the sameI-hate-you thoughts going through her mind that I did.




“Just bear with me. You both appear to have issues with one another and I think if we recognize those feelings now, perhaps we can do something about them. So, I’ll see you both here tomorrow, early.”




Janina and I moaned with displeasure. She left the classroom first. Actually, Ms. Stafford held me for a moment and waited until Janina was gone. Then she allowed me to leave. I guess she could feel the tension. She should have since she stood between Janina and me. Ms. Stafford was good at recognizing potential problems, but she had no clue that this one would never be solved. At least, not the way she’d want it to be.




I’d made it to Ms. Stafford’s class early the next day, thinking that I’d beat Janina and be able to have the upper hand on her ass. But then, as soon as I walked in, there she was waiting. I’d felt like I couldn’t win.Is she for real? I thought. I couldn’t believe she had beaten me to class, and to make matters worse, she was carrying a really big folder. Deep inside I’d reached the panic zone. The paper I’d written was folded and stuck in my back pocket. Janina had her shit in what looked like a leather or vinyl organizer. I hated her even more and was mad at myself for letting her get the best of me in more ways than one.




When I stepped inside the classroom, Ms. Stafford spotted me immediately.




“Come on over, Leesha!” she said.




My eyes quickly focused upon Janina, standing with that look in her eyes again. She didn’t say a word to me and I didn’t say shit to her, either.




“Okay, who’s first?” Ms. Stafford asked.




“I’ll go first, if it’s alright with her,” Janina said with an air of conceit in her voice.




“She has a name, Janina, so I think we need to be more respectful of each other.”




“She does? And what is it because I forgot.”




“Ladies?” Ms. Stafford warned as she’d seen the look in my eyes go from anger to boil in less than a second. I was about to kick Janina’s ass.




“I’m quite sure you know her name, Janina, so please, ask if there’s no problem with you going first.”




Ms. Stafford was trying her hardest to keep things civilized. I couldn’t tell if she was in denial of how things were between Janina and me or if she really thought she could make us like one another. That wasn’t happening.




Janina glanced over at me briefly and then spoke after turning her head to look forward. “Is it okay with you…um, Leesha, if I go first?” she struggled.




I responded without any hint of struggle in my voice. “Yeah, bitch, go ’head on!”




Ms. Stafford was so shocked by my response that she’d frozen in her tracks, giving me time to lunge at Janina. I knocked her to the ground with my open hand to the side of her face. I think her ass was stunned, too, but she tried to get up and defend herself. I kicked her ass, literally and figuratively, before Ms. Stafford got herself together and pulled me off Janina. I kept on kicking my legs because I didn’t want Janina to think she could take advantage of me being held back by Ms. Stafford. I quickly realized that wouldn’t be a problem because Janina was too busy checking her bloody lip and holding her stomach where I kicked her a few times.




“Have you lost your mind, Leesha!” Ms. Stafford said.




I never answered, nor did I say too much at the principal’s office. They sent me home after about thirty minutes of interrogation. I was told that because it was my first time getting into trouble I would be suspended for two weeks instead of being expelled. I would also be responsible for making up any assignments that I missed. That didn’t bother me because my classes weren’t that hard. I felt like they gave me two week’s vacation and when I went home, I was celebrating. Mama was still at work and it was only me, the television, and some leftover beef stroganoff.




My celebration lasted for about an hour. Mama came home early. She had this look on her face as if she knew something. Either that or somebody at work pissed her off so bad that she had to leave. She confirmed my first suspicion as soon as she shut the door behind her.




“Leesha, have you lost your damn mind! Girl, I got a call at work saying my child was fighting and using all kind of foul language! Is you crazy? You ain’t learn to act that way in this damn house!”




Mama went off. She threw her purse down and took off her shoes. There she stood in her blue polyester dress suit, screaming at the top of her lungs. One moment she had her hands on her hips and the next moment, she was pointing so hard at me, I thought she was gonna stab me with that finger of hers. I never responded. I sat there and listened. Her voice was so loud they could probably hear her down the block. I’m pretty sure everyone in the building knew I got suspended from school. Mama was giving me a verbal beat down but not once did I have feelings of regret. If Janina had been standing in my living room, I’d kick her ass again, right in front of Mama.




I can’t even remember how long the verbal assault lasted. However, it did come to an abrupt ending when she told me that I sickened her, which hurt my feelings and got my attention. I looked up at her, standing over me and breathing hard as if she were completely exhausted behind all the yelling. We both had eyes filled with tears.




Mama said, “Leesha, it really hurts me what you did today. While you’re on suspension, I want you to go live with your grandmother. I called her from work already. I’m so ashamed that I don’t think I could look at you for these two weeks. You stay with her and do me a favor…Think about what you’ve done and see if maybe you realize how wrong you were.”




I never responded verbally to the things Mama said, but when she pointed for me to go to my room and pack some things, I had no hesitation in my step. As much as it hurt me to be yelled at, I was really happy to stay with Grammy. My earlier thoughts of being on vacation had returned and the more clothes I grabbed from the closet, the more I felt like smiling again.















More Like


Lockdown









My two weeks with Grammy were a far cry from being on vacation. She put me through a serious guilt trip the whole time and never let up on me about my behavior in school. Actually, it seemed like before I arrived at her apartment, she’d transformed her place into a school with prison-like conditions.




As soon as Grammy opened her door, I knew I was in trouble. Gone was her smile as I had to endure the sternness of her voice. She showed me to the room where I’d be sleeping. It was a lot like mine and had a window with a view. But unlike mine, the only thing I could see was the alleyway on the side of the apartment and the garage area for the apartments next door. It wasn’t much to see but it sure felt good to know that the alleyway poured in to a world that was waiting for me once my two-week sentence was up.




Grammy had me hang up all my clothes before she sat me down and went over the house rules. I made a remark that I quickly wanted to take back, but of course, I couldn’t once it slipped from my mouth.




“Rules?” I asked with a smirk on my face.




Grammy turned around with a look that meant business. I could see her whole body tense up.




And before she could let me have it in any kind of way, I quickly apologized. “Sorry, Grammy.”




I received no response as she turned back around and continued to walk toward the living room. “Okay, Leesha, have a seat,” she told me.




I sat down and made an attempt at another smile. I tried to show my cutesy face that Grammy always liked. In the past she’d respond with laughter and a smile that could light up a dark movie theater. But on this day, she had nothing for me but rules to follow and emotionless words to convey her message.




“First, I have to say that I just couldn’t believe the things I heard about you, Leesha. I mean, fighting, cursing…I’m almost speechless. For a while as I listened to your mother, I kept saying that there must be some mistake and that this wasn’t my baby she was talking about. But she kept repeating over and over what the people at your school said. I kept thinking she had to be talking about somebody else’s kid, but it broke my heart to know that she was talking about you. Do you have anything to say?”




During that moment, I’d felt a sort of disconnect from Grammy. She was so angry and disappointed in me, but I continued to feel no regret for what I’d done. I couldn’t relate to the notion that my actions were wrong. Kicking Janina’s ass had felt good. It was almost electrifying. I even wished I had had more of an audience, though I knew the kids at school probably had enough gossip traveling among them to fill in all the blanks.




My silence was met with more disappointment from Grammy. I had nothing really to say—at least, not anything she’d want to hear. No apologies. No regret.




“Fine, well, these two weeks won’t be any sort of picnic for you, Leesha. You will still be expected to study every day as well as do chores around the house,” Grammy said.




She then laid down the rest of her rules and let me know that sleeping in late would warrant severe punishment. I didn’t ask what she meant by “severe” so I nodded and promised to get up every morning.




“First thing I want from you when you get up is to take a bath, brush your teeth, and fix your hair. Around this house, you’re going to be a lady. After that, then you can come in here and make your breakfast. If there are any dishes that need to be cleaned, you’ll do those first before cooking. I’ll expect you to always clean up after yourself and to leave the kitchen spotless after every meal. Do you understand?”




“Yes, Grammy.”




“Good. After breakfast is over, I’ll have some things for you to read and occasionally we’ll discuss it. I’m also gonna have your mother find out what your assignments will be at school during these two weeks so you don’t fall behind. I don’t like feeling this way, Leesha, and hopefully you’ll learn your lesson. Maybe this experience will allow you to grow into a better person. I want you to grow up to be a lady…”




“Yes, ma’am.”




“And Leesha?”




“Yes?”




“Don’t think that I love you any less. It’s just that right now, I’m feeling very disappointed.”




“Okay, Grammy.”




When Grammy left the living room, I took a deep breath and rolled my eyes.Is this the kind of shit I’m gonna go through? I thought. I love my Grammy more than anything in the world, but the guilt trip she was giving me made me tired. I know that’s a disrespectful way to feel, but going through her punishment was like a game of survival. All I needed to do was put in my time and then get back to the real world.




Day three of my punishment turned out to be an interesting one. I felt Grammy beginning to loosen the noose she’d had around my neck. I mean, the first two days were so tense that I tried not to make any kind of noise that would cause her to look in my direction. I even found myself memorizing where the creaks in the floor were. I got pretty good at tiptoeing around all those soft spots, on my way to either the kitchen or the living room. Those are about the only places I was allowed to go besides the bathroom. Grammy’s room was off limits. I could only talk to her outside her door if I needed something. But on the third day of punishment, as I sat on the couch in the living room, I felt as though I was being watched. Every time I looked up, I saw Grammy’s shadow, floating against her white living room walls. I never turned around to confirm my suspicion of her presence. I figured she was making sure I was there, doing what I was supposed to be doing. She always checked on me every hour anyway, so why should this time be any different? That’s part of the reason I didn’t turn to look at her. But despite that, I could sense something else going on. Nevertheless, I continued to read the book she’d given me.




Grammy was a book fiend. She had a library inside her apartment of mostly books by black authors. To me, I thought it was only her way of decorating because there were bookshelves in every room. I never imagined that she actually read everything. Sometimes she talks about it but not really that much. She ain’t the type to brag about anything—except me. I don’t think she’d been doing that a whole lot lately.




I did my best to read what she’d given me. At first, I skimmed through most of it and only stopped on things that caught my attention. It was some hard shit to read with old words and strange ways of talking. Even the slang was a trip. I’m thinking it was supposed to be ghetto, but I couldn’t relate. I got easily distracted. When I heard a car driving by bump’n “Funkdafied” by Da Brat, I wanted to run to the window. I knew if I did, Grammy would come running to the living room because she’d be able to sense that I was out there having fun. The thought of me enjoying myself during these two weeks was something she didn’t encourage at all. This time was all about punishment, education, and thinking about what got me there in the first place.




I continued to read and I focused even harder whenever I felt Grammy’s eyes on my back. It was a strange feeling to be watched so closely and even more strange that Grammy was being so hard on me. As I continued reading, some of the words kind of drew me in. This one scene in particular had me scratching my head and then I thought to myself,Shit, maybe I do understand this stuff! This man in the story used to be some kind of musician but he was walking around acting like his life used to be better than what it eventually became. It’s like he did something to mess up his game. Probably drugs or some chick he couldn’t handle. He keeps talking about this Leona chick; a white girl. Maybe she screwed up his mind.




I couldn’t believe that Grammy had me reading this stuff but she probably had her reasons. Like the day before she had me reading something about being young, gifted and black. By the time my two-hour reading sessions were up, I was tired as hell. Seemed like Grammy was trying to turn me into some kind of black historian or something.




I wrestled with the words on the page. I read sentence after sentence and tried to figure out what was being said. They kept calling people “squares” and it was a trip to me that Grammy gave me a book with so much foul language. Then, before I could turn to the next page to see if this guy named Rufus finally has sex with Leona, Grammy walked up behind the couch I was sitting on.




“What do you think about James Baldwin’s writing, Leesha?” she asked.




“I don’t know. It’s kind of depressing. Very sad, but it’s okay, I guess.”




“Well, I wanted you to see a side of life that I pray you avoid and never have to witness on your own.”




“It might be too late for that, Grammy. Me and Mama live in a place that people sometimes call the Jungle, you know.”




“I hear things about where you live, baby, and I know your mama can’t afford to move you to a better area. But good people can still come from bad conditions.”




“You come from bad conditions, Grammy?”




“Well, quite honestly, because there was so much love inside my house, anything bad on the outside had no effect upon us. We’d hear things, and rather than focus on being sad, we’d try to see if anyone needed help. Times are different now. Young folks grow up faster. Young ladies are exposed to way too much and I think that’s partly why you got into trouble, Leesha.”




“Maybe, Grammy…”




Grammy walked around the couch and sat down next to me. She removed the book from my hands and placed it on the coffee table. Then she told me to move closer to her. Grammy held me in her arms and laughed. “I guess I’ve been a little hard on you, huh?”




I shrugged my shoulders and I tried to be careful. I figured if I said she was too hard on me, she might take that as criticism and become even harder. “It’s okay, Grammy.”




She laughed and rocked me back and forth. “Now Leesha, I can never excuse what you did to get in trouble, but I may ease up a little on your punishment. But one thing, while you’re here, I do want you to do your studies and I want us to talk to each other. Your mama stays busy and I’m not so sure she’s giving you enough attention. I noticed that when you come over here, once I get you started talking, you just go on and on. I so enjoy that, but I can’t help but feel like it’s the result of you not being close to your mother. Is that true?”




“Me and Mama don’t really talk that much. She has her room and I have mine.”




“She has her room and you have yours? Chile! You talk like you grown. You’re a fourteen-year-old young lady and this is a time when you need some guidance, not separation. I’m going to speak to your mother about that.”




“Were you close to your mother, Grammy?”




Grammy started smiling before I could even finish my question. “Chile, yes. I think she’d probably whoop all of us if we tried not to be close to one another. You know I had a brother, your Uncle Horace; and a sister, your Auntie Ruth. We were all so close. We may have had one or two instances where there was some fighting among siblings but that’s about it. No, we had a close family. I’m pretty sure it comes from Mama’s upbringing in the South. She always told me about the closeness of her family, and Papa said the same about his.”




“You close to your father, too?”




I asked Grammy that question as if it were unusual anyone could be close to their father. I had no image or recollection of mine. I used to dream about him, but I could never see his face. It would only be like a smell or something. I think I’d just mentally held on to a scent of cologne that I smelled one day at the mall when walking through the men’s section. Something about that smell stuck with me like it belonged to an older man—a father figure whose hands would smell so nice and feel so strong when he held you.




I lost myself inside my memories. Grammy’s voice faded away like cigarette smoke in the air. I only paid attention to what was going through my mind. I smiled. I closed my eyes as I leaned against her chest and held her tight. I forgot for a moment that she was even talking.




“Leesha, you okay, baby?”




“Huh?”




“Baby, you supposed to be listening to me. You just drifting off to only God knows where.”




“Sorry, Grammy…”




“Where your mind go to just now?”




“Nowhere…”




“Uh-huh…Nowhere my foot!”




“Grammy, did you know my daddy?”




Grammy laughed to herself. I smiled because at first I thought she might pull away from me if I asked about Daddy. He ain’t been around and didn’t raise me so I figured he’d be on Grammy’s shit-list, for sure.




“Leesha, your mama never talk about him?” she responded.




I shook my head and then I tried to remember if Mama said anything about Daddy. If she had, it was something I’d overheard rather than it being something she’d told me.




“Well, I suppose I can tell you something about him. It’s been a while since I’ve heard anything. I tried to keep tabs on him and make sure he always knew how you were doing, but it got to be real hard keeping in touch. Your daddy felt really bad about not being able to see you.”




“Why didn’t he try?”




“Your Mama run him off…”




“But, he a man.”




“That he is and I can’t sit here and find an excuse for him ’cause God knows we have enough fatherless children running around. Your daddy moved to D.C. a few months after you was born. I had a friend out there that would talk to him. They worked together. That’s how I was able to know where he was and what he was doing at the time. I didn’t dare tell your mother about it but for you, I just had to keep in touch with him.”




I looked up at Grammy with the saddest expression she’d ever seen on my face. I think it broke her heart, especially after I’d asked her something which brought home her point about fatherless children. “Grammy, what was my Daddy’s name?”




“Aw, baby, you don’t know your daddy’s name?”




Grammy got very upset and started toward the telephone. She cursed underneath her breath so I wouldn’t hear what she was saying, but there was no hiding her anger. Grammy stood with the phone in her right hand, next to her ear while her left hand was on her hip after she’d dialed the numbers. I knew she was calling Mama. It wasn’t really a big deal to me that I never knew my daddy’s name until now.




“Where is your mama?” Grammy asked. “Seems like since you been over here, she been constantly in the streets. I’m gonna have to have a talk with your mama ’bout her behavior.”




“You don’t have to, Grammy.”




“Chile, it ain’t right what your mama done, but let me sit down and finish telling you about your daddy.”




Grammy hung up the phone and took a deep breath. She brushed her hands against the top of her thighs as if to suggest she was done with her feelings about Mama. She sat back down next to me and held me in her arms. “Let’s see…His name was William Tyler. He was a sweetheart, too. That man smile so much till I was afraid some bugs might fly in his mouth. Chile, he was really nice. A gentleman…The kind of young man you don’t see too much of these days, but you know they’re out there, somewhere.”




Grammy seemed very fond of Daddy and that was a good feeling. She went on to describe him as medium-brown skin, with a small Afro and a mustache tapered off at the sides of his top lip. But most of all, she kept returning to the fact that my father would smile so much. It was nice to hear but it didn’t excuse him for not being around.




“Your daddy tickle me. One time I was standing with him when he heard his name called. Somebody said, ‘William!’ He turned around and smiled but come to find out that the person was calling somebody else. William just shrug his shoulders and kept on smiling.”




“So, that’s my daddy, huh?”




“Yeah, I wish I knew where he was. All I have is an address that was given to me when he first moved to D.C., but I don’t know if it’s still good. I tried sending him a card with your picture in it, but I don’t know if it got lost in the mail or he just didn’t respond.”




“You never heard from him?”




Grammy shook her head.




After that, we both sat quietly and listened to the silence between us. I could hear Grammy’s heart beating. I felt mentally drained after reading some of that book she had given me and then hearing about my father. The rhythm of Grammy’s heartbeat mirrored the heaviness of my eyelids. The sound was so intoxicating that I’d soon fall asleep in her arms.




Time sort of flew by after Grammy let up a little bit on my punishment. I was still under house arrest and couldn’t go anywhere, but she seemed a little more lenient about me staying up late or sleeping in longer. It drove me crazy that I couldn’t leave and go outside but that was my punishment and I had to deal with it or suffer more disappointing looks from her. I didn’t want to do that. All our little talks really brought us closer together and it was nice to see Grammy walking and smiling again.




During the second week, I developed a fondness for Grammy’s kitchen window. I could see the street from that spot and it became my source for watching the outside world. Television was boring. All them soap operas pretty much looked the same. And you know I got no life when the television guide becomes my personal calendar. I found myself counting the days before theFresh Prince of Bel Air came on. That’s real sad. So, needless to say, I learned how to survive without the television.




I continued to read some of the stuff that Grammy had on her shelves. I couldn’t believe some of what I found. Grammy was the last person who I thought of as being militant. I mean, she had books about Angela Davis, Assata Shakur, and the one about the Soledad Brother. I couldn’t believe my eyes at the time, but then I got to thinking that maybe that’s the side of Grammy that rubbed off on me. That wanna-be-in-control side where you don’t want anybody having a whole lot of say in your life—except yourself. Grammy had other books on her shelves and most was what you’d expect. You know those nice stories or those uplifting, all-God’s-children type of books.




Grammy’s collection had me straight-up trippin’, but despite being impressed by what I’d seen, nothing pulled at my curiosity like the outside world. I’d check to see what was going on at least once every hour. Sometimes there would be cars driving by and other times I’d see people walking and not paying attention to anything around them. It wasn’t the same as where I lived with Mama. Anyone walking by there always checked to see what’s around them. If you didn’t, you might’ve gotten robbed, beaten or both. In Grammy’s hood, you didn’t have to worry about that so much. Her place was like an oasis compared to the jungle that me and mama lived in.




The countdown I’d started after the third day of the second week felt real good. I wasn’t really excited about going home, but I was anxious to return to school. I’d promised myself I would be cool, do my thing in class, and stay out of trouble. I figured that I’d already proven my point by kicking Janina’s ass so there was no need for me to continue to trip about her.




Grammy could feel my excitement so much that she never bothered to ask if I’d done all my school assignments. To be honest, I didn’t do any of them. I figured I could just BS my way through that stuff on Sunday night when I was back home in my room. I only had to do some math problems and a couple of book reports—some typical shit they have you do just to keep you in check at school. Nobody really learns anything from that stuff.




Grammy defends the educational system by telling me that they teach us to think so we can make good choices with our lives. Mama went to school. She said Daddy was really smart. Look at the choices they made. I didn’t know what Daddy was doing, but Mama never proved to be the shining example of Grammy’s philosophy. Education…Mine came from the streets, listening to Grammy, and watching the stupid choices my mama made.




When Saturday morning arrived, I was up bright and early. I stopped and thought to myself,I’m going home! But then I realized where home was. My excitement went away. Mostly I was relieved because at least I’d be able to go outside and see more than what Grammy’s kitchen window allowed me to see.




I hadn’t brought that much with me when I started my punishment. All I had was a bunch of T-shirts, a few pair of jeans, and some pajamas, so it was easy to carry my stuff home. Grammy gave me a hug that I thought would last until nightfall. She kept saying how proud she was of me and how much she enjoyed our time. The way she’d said “our time” was sort of eerie. It messed with my mind for half of the time I was walking home. But then, once I got to the stoplight at Crenshaw and Stocker Street, my whole outlook changed. Grammy sort of faded to the back of my mind and the whole vibe of where I was started to take over.




The action was on and poppin’. Crenshaw Boulevard was alive! It was a trip to see so many folks so early in the day, but I guess everyone figured they’d get an early start on cruising before the police shut things down like they typically do. Once they put up roadblocks and direct the flow of traffic, niggas start overflowing into the side streets and neighborhoods. That’s the part that pissed off the community. I don’t think they really cared when everything stayed confined to the boulevard itself. That was the politics of life that never changed, year after year.




When the light changed and the walk signal illuminated, I strolled like a dude rather than strutted like a young lady. I was toting my black bag that felt a lot heavier than it did when I went to Grammy’s. I bobbed my head to all the different jams coming from the cars and trucks. Mostly I heard Tupac’s music. His stuff seemed to get people pumped up with the courage to act a fool and start fights. “Holler If You Hear Me” was like a jungle cry in my neighborhood. But besides Tupac, you might hear some“ Bump N’ Grind” from R. Kelly booming through somebody’s system. That kind of electricity made you want to sit on the corner and watch the action go by.




Once I got about a block away from Crenshaw, the noise started to die down a little bit. I took a deep breath because it was nothing like smelling gas fumes combined with the heavenly aroma of the International House of Pancakes at the entranceway of the mall. I walked past with an extra pep in my step as I cut through the parking lot on my way home. I started to see some of the tops of the apartment buildings in my neighborhood and began feeling a little sad. It was like I got there too fast.




Maybe I was going through some kind of withdrawal. I mean, reality hit me in the pit of my stomach because I would be back at home, listening to all the shit that made me pissed off in the first place. I wasn’t ready to hear that front gate slamming shut all night but I had no choice. When I got home and stood for a moment, in front of my building, I decided to get used to the noise in my own way. I opened that front gate and slammed it really hard behind me. I put so much strength behind what I’d done that it caused me to fall forward to the ground. I was a little bit embarrassed, but then I got up, cursed the gate, and went on inside the building.




When I got to the front door, I didn’t have my key. I’d left it at home because I didn’t want to lose it at Grammy’s. I regretted that decision because Mama’s ass took forever to answer the damn door. I had to knock five or six times. I could hear the television on so I knew she was in there. I could even smell some food through the door. It smelled like she must’ve poured a bucket of hot sauce over whatever she had cooked.




“Mama, can you open the door!” I yelled.




Then I heard some footsteps coming in my direction. The floor started creaking, she was walking so hard.




“Hold on, Leesha, I be right there!” Mama shouted.




“Aw, Mama!”




“Just hold on, girl, I’m doing something right now.”




I kicked the door really hard to vent my frustration and then I sat down on the steps and waited. I must’ve sat for ten minutes before I could hear the lock turning and see the door finally open. I spoke without turning my head to see Mama.




“It’s about time!” I said while picking up my bag.




Then I heard a sound that almost sent me falling down the stairs. It was a man’s voice. “’Bout time for what?” he said.




“Who are you?” I asked.




“Ain’t you hear your mama tell you she was coming? You gotta clock in or something like you late for work?” he said to me with his funky-ass breath.




I looked at him real hard and tried to use some kind of mental telepathy to tell his funky-breath ass to get out of my way. I didn’t want to go anywhere near him as he stood all up in the doorwayWho the fuck is this? I thought.




The man turned to look toward Mama. She was standing over a pot on the stove, stirring and adding more salt and pepper to whatever she called herself cooking.




“Yo, baby, this your daughter?” he asked.




“Yeah, that’s Leesha, honey!” Mama responded.




She was in her nightgown, acting like the only company she was expecting and planned to entertain was funky-breath man.




“Yo daughter cute! She get that from you or her daddy?”




“Neither one,” I told him before Mama could answer.




“Oh damn, she got attitude, too? Her little ass must’ve got that from you, huh, baby?”




“Whatcha say, Victor?”




“Nuttin’.”




Mama couldn’t even take the time to say hello to me since she was so busy preparing food for her and this man she called Victor. She didn’t bother to introduce us and I didn’t give a damn since I’d seen her return to her cooking rather than display any signs of missing her daughter. I could feel Victor’s eyes on my backside as I walked to my room. I turned to look at him before closing the door. He waved at me like some filthy-minded fool who was about to start slobbering any minute. I thought about how Grammy wanted to talk to Mama about her lifestyle, but I think she was too late. Mama was stuck on stupid and self-absorbed into her own world; no one had any say but her.




I could hear her laughing through my bedroom door. The walls were already thin in our apartment, but hearing her and Victor reminded me of that fact even more. I could hear him talking shit nonstop.




“Damn, gurl! What you made over here?” I heard Victor say.




“Just a little family secret recipe. You like it?”




“Shit, you got my mouth on fire. I’m about to scream so loud that your little family secret gonna be out there in a minute!”




Then they both started screaming with laughter. Maybe Mama was happy but they was both making me sick. I cracked my door open a little bit so I could see what they was doing. I couldn’t believe how silly Mama was acting. She was feeding this dude and he was acting like he couldn’t chew without slobbering because food kept falling out his mouth. That shit was nasty but Mama was all into it, wiping his mouth after she’d feed him. Then she’d have the nerve to kiss him. Mama was sitting all up on him at the dining room table and he was steadily eating and running his hands all over her thighs. I closed my door and sat on my bed in disgust.




The noise and laughter got worse. I was mad as hell and trying to adjust to being back at home. I emptied my bag and noticed a couple of books tumble out. Grammy had put them in there and that explained why my bag seemed a little heavier on my walk home. I missed Grammy already. The time we had spent together was real cool and it was nice getting to know another side of her.
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