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CHAPTER 1

1990

Marguerite Batista burst into her twin sons’ bedroom. She crouched down beside the lower bunk bed, and her slender but strong hand yanked the blanket off the younger twin.

“Wake up!” Her fear-filled voice broke into the peaceful slumber of four-year-old Tariq Batista.

Drowsily, cherub-faced Tariq blinked at his mother and then massaged his eyelids with his knuckles until he had rubbed away the sleepy haze that clouded his vision. One clear look at his mother’s contorted features and fear-filled eyes caused Tariq to bolt upright.

“They’re back,” she whispered in anguish.

Tariq started to cry. “Shh!” Marguerite pressed a finger to her lips and shook her head. Danger lurked down the hall in her bedroom. They had to get out of the house—they had to escape.

Now obediently quiet but trembling, Tariq groped desperately for his blue teddy bear that had rolled out of the crook of his arm at some point during the night.

With a brisk tug, Marguerite pulled Tariq out of bed and then looked up toward the upper bunk. No longer concerned about fleeing quietly, she called the older twin. In a tone tinged with impatience, she shouted, “Shane! Wake up.” Unlike his twin brother, Shane came to awareness slowly. Lazily, he uncurled his wiry body, stretched, and yawned but kept his eyes tightly closed.

She ripped the teddy bear from Tariq’s arms and hurled it upward. There was a clunking sound as the plastic nose of the stuffed animal made contact with Shane’s head.

“Get the hell up, Shane. The demons are back,” she yelled in terror.

The ladder that came with the bed set had been broken in half during a bout of horseplay between the brothers and now stood uselessly in a corner of the room. Though the nose of the stuffed bear didn’t injure him, Shane reflexively rubbed his head before he shimmied down the side of the bunk bed as far as he could and then jumped the rest of the way to the floor.

Marguerite pushed back coils of unruly hair that fell into her face. She wiped nervous perspiration from her forehead and looked warily over her shoulder in the direction of the darkened hallway that led to her bedroom. She sighed, momentarily relieved that her bedroom door was still closed; she and her children were safe for the moment.

Propped against the bed railing, the groggy twins stood in their underwear, waiting for the verdict—could they get back into their beds or did they all have to run out into the night?

With her eyes wide and fearful, Marguerite stared at the boys. “What’s wrong with you two? Didn’t you hear me? The demons are coming,” she shrieked. “Hurry up! Get dressed—right now!” She clapped her hands to speed her sons along.

Shane jumped into action. Quickly sticking a skinny leg into a pair of jeans, he lost his balance and toppled over. While on the floor he stuck in the other leg and wiggled into the pants.

Tariq stood in stunned stillness. “Get dressed, Tariq!” Marguerite hissed through clenched teeth.

“I need Teddy,” Tariq whined and pointed upward where his teddy bear lay abandoned.

“Fuck Teddy; get dressed. Let’s go!”

Marguerite did not have the same concern for her own appearance. Partially dressed, she wore a white T-shirt, white panties, and black sneakers, which were covered by a blue flannel robe. The boys could not keep up with their mother’s pace and though she held Tariq’s hand, her stride was so quick that she practically dragged the young child through the streets of North Philly.

Frightened that the demons that tormented his mother would sneak up behind him and snatch him away from his family, Shane trotted behind his mother, trying to match her pace. After ten exhausting blocks, his legs gave out. He fell to the concrete and scraped both knees.

“Damn demons,” his mother mumbled as she darted through traffic, ignoring traffic lights. She paid no attention to the sounds of screeching tires and honking horns coming from the cars that had come to an abrupt halt as she crossed Cecil B. Moore Avenue.

Her concern was not with living beings. The fear of being followed by demons had Marguerite looking nervously over her shoulder every few seconds. Thinking she spotted one, she quickly swooped up Tariq in her arms and picked up speed. “We’re never going back to that house,” she told Tariq. “Never!” She continued a brisk and agitated pace, never bothering to check to see if Shane was keeping up.

Although he was only five minutes older than Tariq, Shane was the big brother and was expected to behave as such. Marguerite didn’t have time to coddle two boys. Besides, there was something about Shane that irked her. He reminded her of one of the guards at Byberry. Or was it a fellow patient? Marguerite couldn’t remember. At any rate, Shane reminded her of someone she’d had a violent encounter with inside that horrific mental hospital. Shane was not round and cuddly like Tariq. He was wiry; his angular face reminded her of the nameless man with the dimple in his chin who’d covered her mouth with a large calloused hand and left her pregnant with twins. Like the violent stranger, her son Shane had the same indentation on the tip of his chin. Thus, on more occasions than she could count, Marguerite had left angry hand-prints on Shane’s face, buttocks, thighs…wherever.

While Shane was a beautiful child, the color of red clay with an abundance of jet-black, tightly curled hair, Tariq looked more like her. He was fair-skinned, with sandy-colored soft, bouncy curls and, had no dimpled chin.

From the ground, Shane watched with growing horror as the distance between himself and his mother widened. Forgetting the stinging pain in his knees and swallowing his fear, the little boy jumped up and ran as fast as he could. Tires squealed, horns blared as the small child frantically chased after his family.

Marguerite dropped Tariq to the ground and began to drag him unmercifully. “Mommy, I’m so tired,” Tariq cried, looking up at his mother with tears dripping from his thick lashes. Fleeing as if the hounds from hell were on her heels, Marguerite did not slow down or offer a word of comfort to her child.

Shane finally caught up. Sensing that his twin was in distress, he grabbed Tariq’s free hand and squeezed it reassuringly.

Bending his head, Tariq blotted one teary eye and then the other with his forearm. Putting up a brave front, he looked at Shane and gave his brother a weak smile.

It was a ninety-minute walk on foot. By the time Marguerite reached the safety of her father’s house on Preston Street in West Philadelphia, both boys were crying from fear and exhaustion.

Marguerite pounded on the door. Curtains at the upstairs bedroom window parted, but no one responded. She pounded for a full ten minutes before her stepmother finally opened the door.

Her stepmother stood in the doorway. She looked Marguerite up and down and frowned at her appearance and then her gaze traveled to the forlorn little children, but there was no sympathy in her eyes. “What are you doing out this time of the night? What’s wrong with you, Marguerite?” Her face contorted in disgust.

“It’s the demons, Miss Janie. They came back,” Marguerite said in a choked voice and inched forward as if expecting her stepmother to step aside. Janie remained firmly rooted in the doorway, defiantly blocking the path to Marguerite’s safety.

“Can we stay here until I can find us another place? Please!” She pulled the boys close to her as if appealing on their behalf.

Janie put her hand on her hip and reared back, waving a finger for emphasis. “Girl, you done lost the little bit of sense you had left. You know I ain’t got no room for all y’all to stay here.”

“What about the spare bedroom? The three of us could fit in there.”

“Hmph. I just put fresh wallpaper on those walls. I’d be crazier than you if I let y’all come in here and tear up my guestroom.” Janie propped both hands on her ample hips. “That room’s for guests—not pests.”

Marguerite let out a sigh of despair. “Is my father home?” She nervously tied and untied the sash of her blue robe. The loose knot came undone and the robe fell open.

Janie sucked her teeth when she saw what Marguerite was wearing beneath the robe. “No he ain’t,” Janie snarled, tilting her head from side to side. “Probably sitting up in some speakeasy drunk as a damn skunk. And even if he was home, he sure ain’t got no say in this. This here is my house, left to me by my first husband.” Fueled by righteous indignation, Miss Janie took a deep breath before continuing her rant. “Your daddy’s here on a wing and prayer his damn self and if he don’t catch up on some of these bills, his ass is gonna be takin’ up residence at that speakeasy he likes so much. Shit, that’s where all his money goes; he might as well rent a cot there.”

“Miss Janie, please let us in.” Marguerite’s voice became shrill and desperate. “There was a whole lot of them demons this time. They were all up under the covers—pinching and scratching at me while I was trying to sleep. Some was trying to pull up my nightgown while the rest of ’em held me down.” Marguerite hung her head in despair. “They were trying to rape me,” she said in a whisper, looking down at her sneakers. “For real,” Marguerite added in a voice that cracked.

Wearing a smug smile, Miss Janie reached in the pocket of her bathrobe and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. “Was they the same demons that got you pregnant with these two while you was in that place?” Janie twisted her lips and sucked her teeth loudly before lighting a cigarette. “Ain’t no damn demons messing with you, girl,” she said accusingly, her words rushing out with a thick stream of smoke. “Hmph. If you took your medication like you was supposed to, you could get a decent night’s sleep.”

Miss Janie pointed at the twins, smoke curling from the fingers that clipped the cigarette. “Get these kids out of this night air and carry your black ass home,” Janie said and started to shut the door.

Marguerite pushed the door open. “Please, Miss Janie,” she pleaded. “It’s too many of ’em in my house. We can’t go back there; I can’t fight off all those demons by myself.”

“Looka here, Marguerite…I’m not putting up with your shit tonight. Do you realize what time it is?” Janie asked, puffing on the cigarette impatiently. “It’s after midnight and I gotta get up and go to work in the morning. Now get off my porch, go home, and take your damn medication!”

Standing on opposite sides of their mother, the exhausted twins rested against Marguerite. Tariq wrapped an arm around his mother’s left leg; Shane pressed into her right. They burrowed their teary faces into the warmth of her soft thighs, and despite Miss Janie’s loud bickering and their mother’s urgent pleas, the boys dozed off.

They were jarred awake by the sound of the slamming door followed by locks turning and creaky sliding bolts.

Hugging herself, Marguerite hung her head and let the tears flow. Lord help me, what am I gonna do now? She bit her bottom lip hard to stifle the screams that wanted to escape. Panting, she lifted her head. Just as she turned to descend the steps and head into the night, Marguerite heard the sound of the door being unlocked. Miss Janie had a change of heart. Thank God!

“One more thing…” Janie said with her head cocked and wearing a sour expression, “The front of your robe is soaking wet, so I guess you’re still breastfeeding them boys. They four years old and you got them sucking off your nasty tits. Now, that’s a goddamn disgrace. If you don’t give them kids some regular milk, I’m gonna call them people at Children and Youth and make sure they take these children away from you.”

The door slammed in her face before Marguerite could open her mouth to explain that she had to breastfeed her boys because she was certain that store-bought milk was poisoned by the CIA.


CHAPTER 2

An hour later Marguerite and the twins trudged into Washington Square Park and curled up together on a bench. The boys were tired and hungry. She pulled Tariq onto her lap, opened her robe, and pulled up her top. Too tired to nurse the twins separately as she normally did, she slid Tariq over to her left thigh and then yanked Shane up by his arm and roughly plopped him onto her right thigh. Leaning against the park bench; Marguerite closed her eyes and relaxed while her twins breastfed.

They were lucky to find an empty bench, for during the late-night hours the park was inhabited by homeless people who used the Seventh and Walnut Street location as a communal bedroom; the benches serving as beds. Old newspapers or rags blanketed the weary bodies of the displaced persons.

Since the recent closing of Byberry State Mental Hospital, the homeless and mentally ill had invaded downtown Philadelphia. Their presence was usually preceded by a stench so strong it parted crowds of center-city wage earners who ambled along Market, Chestnut, or Walnut Street during their lunch hour. If not hit by the odor, workers were often assaulted by the shopping carts (filled with cans, rags, and all manner of trash) that the homeless often wielded like weapons as they zigzagged through the throng of working people.

Marguerite recognized her own kind; she spoke the language also. The verbal communication of the insane was often angry utterances or frightful gibberish that would keep a sane person at a distance.

A slovenly dressed man with a dark-brown complexion, high cheekbones, and prominent nose marched as straight as a soldier down the paved path that led inside the park. Instead of wearing shoes, his feet were wrapped with rags.

Tall, lean, and naturally muscular, the man had probably been considered handsome once upon a time. If cleaned up and on medication, he could most likely still turn a few heads. But at this moment, he looked like a dangerous madman—a scary figure. His hair was long, dusty, and matted together, giving the appearance of a crown of angry spikes.

With crazed, recessed eyes, he assessed the bench situation. Finding nothing to rest upon, he saluted the fortunate bench occupants, clicked together his shoeless heels, and let out a litany of coherent cuss words before rapidly switching to the other language—a low-toned gibberish. The language of the insane.

Marguerite gazed at the deranged man with great interest and felt a profound letdown when he clicked his heels again, gestured a farewell salute, and marched out of the park.

However, when he returned a few minutes later, lugging a huge cardboard box, her spirits were lifted. How he’d acquired the portable house so quickly was anyone’s guess.

As if beckoned, Marguerite removed her sons’ sucking lips from her breasts, pulled her top down, and rose from the bench and glided toward the box. She didn’t need an invitation to join the stranger and her children didn’t need to be told to stay put.

Wiping their mouths, Shane and Tariq watched their mother slowly disappear as she crawled inside the box with the scary man. Cuddled together, and comforted by the sight of their mother’s black sneakers sticking out of the box, the boys drifted off to sleep.

The twins were fast asleep by the time Marguerite’s sneakers began to writhe beneath the madman’s cloth-covered feet. There were the sounds of rustling and muted moaning as the two tormented souls engaged in a macabre horizontal dance inside the cardboard box.
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With the rising sun, the city came to life. One early riser, a woman out walking her dog at dawn, spotted the sleeping children. Assuming they’d been abandoned, she called the authorities. The boys were roused by the crisp voice of a social worker. “Wake up, boys,” she said, her tone infused with cheer.

Startled, Shane and Tariq rubbed their eyes. “My name is Mrs. Fluellen and this is Officer Falcone,” she said, smiling as she pointed to a police officer. “Oh, look at you two little angels; you’re such pretty boys,” she said, awed by the physical attractiveness of the twins. “Can you tell me your names? Don’t worry; we’re taking you to a very nice place,” the social worker assured the frightened children before they could respond.

The twins looked at the woman suspiciously, and then jerked their heads in the direction of the cardboard box. “Mommeee,” Shane and Tariq wailed in unison.

Marguerite scrambled out of the box. With her teeth bared and screaming like a banshee, she rushed toward her children. Her companion instantly popped out of the box behind her. Armed with a broken bottle, he advanced toward the child-snatchers. He made a hissing sound as he waved the bottle around like a swashbuckler wielding a sword.

Officer Falcone drew his weapon and without the slightest hesitation, opened fire on the homeless man. The force of the gunfire lifted the man’s body. A split second later, the man came crashing to the ground. The glass bottle shattered against the concrete.

The social worker gasped and clamped a shaky hand over her mouth to stifle a scream. She then collected herself and turned toward her two charges. She used her body to block their view—to protect them. But she was too late; they’d seen it all. Terrified, both boys cried out, “Mommee! Mommee!”

Ms. Fluellen tried to pull Shane and Tariq out of the park to the waiting police car, but the boys resisted. They screamed hysterically as they battled for freedom, kicking, clawing, and biting her. Unable to handle the twins, the social worker yelled for Officer Falcone to assist her.

Momentarily stunned, Marguerite gave her fallen comrade a quick, curious glance and then dropped to her knees and fell forward. Lying on her belly, she gave an anguished cry as she beat the bloody ground beside the man. Then her body became rigid as she stretched out her arms, fingers splayed. Nonsensically, her hands opened and closed as she gripped and released dirt and pebbles.

Cautiously, his gun still drawn, Falcone crept forward.

Marguerite sprang up; somehow, she’d gotten hold of a rock, a dangerous-looking rock with several jagged edges. She curled her lips angrily and took off, whizzing past Falcone with unusual speed. Frantic to retrieve her stolen babies, Marguerite drew back her arm and hurled the rock at the social worker. The rock missed the woman and struck a tree instead.

A series of bullets fired from Officer Falcone’s weapon.

The sudden blast of gunfire stilled the thrashing twins—silenced them as they witnessed their mother, back arched oddly, but still sprinting toward them.

Hope lit their tear-stained faces.

That hope faded at the sound of more gunfire. Marguerite stumbled, her body lifted slightly, twisting at an impossible angle. And then she fell face down. The red stain that spread on the back of the blue flannel robe she wore over her white top seemed to take the form of a bird with its wings spread. In flight.


CHAPTER 3

Pretty boys. Those words were frequently uttered as Shane and Tariq drew stares of admiration from just about everyone who encountered them. Their great-aunt Mazie usually puffed up with pride and would cast an appreciative smile at the person who’d bestowed the compliment.

But not today. Fuming mad, Mazie ignored the whispered compliments from passersby. Holding the hands of the six-year-old twins, she walked as fast as her swollen feet would allow.

Great-aunt Mazie, their reluctant guardian considered Shane’s and Tariq’s physical attractiveness one of the few perks in raising them—the other being the monthly check the state paid her for giving the two orphans a home. Otherwise, raising the two little rascals was a pain in the neck she could have lived without. She blamed her gutless brother for putting her in her present condition. That damn alcoholic didn’t have the guts to stand up to his wife and put a roof over his own grandchildren’s heads.

No, he’d left the burden on Mazie. And being a good Christian woman, she couldn’t turn her back on two motherless children

You gonna be blessed, Sister Matthews. That’s what the members of her congregation always said when she complained about being saddled with the boys for the past two years.

“Whoever heard of a first-grader getting suspended from school?” she wondered aloud and then yanked Shane’s hand to emphasize her displeasure.

“They’re so cuuute,” cooed a teenage girl who exited the pizza parlor on the corner of Forty-sixth and Spruce Streets. With long, multi-colored braids, a short leather jacket, and skin-tight jeans, she looked like a fast number to Mazie. Mazie acknowledged the compliment with narrowed eyes, which she hoped conveyed her disapproval of the little trollop. Then she turned her attention back to Shane.

Shane, however, had eased his hand out of his aunt’s grasp and started to walk backward. Looking the young lady up and down suggestively, he then gestured holding a phone to his ear, indicating he wanted to get the teenager’s phone number.

“Ooo! You better watch that big one,” the young girl called out with a giggle. “He’s fresh!”

Mazie grabbed Shane’s hand and pulled him close. She didn’t know exactly what he’d done; but she knew it was something he shouldn’t have been doing.

“Now what did you do?” she asked, her voice a coarse whisper.

“I ain’t do nothing. That girl’s trippin’.”

“She’s what?” Mazie popped him upside the head. She hated making a spectacle of herself out in public, but Shane was enough to drive her to drinking. “Boy, don’t use that gutter language. I don’t know where you’re picking it up from, but you better keep it out of your mouth. How come you don’t act more like Tariq?” She gave Tariq a quick smile but then drew her lips into a tight knot and rolled her eyes at Shane.

With his shoulders slouched, Shane dragged his feet defiantly.

Mazie latched on to his arm and yanked him forward. “Pick up your feet! I guess that principal didn’t have much choice but to suspend you since you’re so bad; always fighting with the kids.” She let out a long, exasperated breath and fixed her gaze on Tariq once again. “Honey, don’t follow in your brother’s footsteps. Do you hear me?”

“Yes,” Tariq said, meekly.

“Shane’s headed for reform school and I don’t want you to end up in there with him.”

“Dag, I ain’t even do nothing ’til Devon lied on me. I punched him because he said I stole his money.”

“Well…did you?”

“No! That big-headed dummy is always telling lies,” Shane said angrily.

Tariq snickered but quickly covered his mouth when Mazie gave him a stern look. “He probably lost his money on the playground or somewhere,” Shane added.

“So why’d you cuss out the teacher when she tried to break up the fight?”

“I ain’t cuss out no teacher,” Shane protested loudly, his face contorted.

“Stop tellin’ tales.” Mazie reached out to pop Shane upside his head again, but the agile and spiteful child jerked from her grasp and veered away from harm.

“Get your butt over here,” Mazie hissed at Shane, who was now obstinately walking behind her with his lips poked out. She walked a few steps back and yanked Shane by the collar, pulled him forward, and then put a stronghold on his arm. “That principal don’t have no reason to lie on you. Now you look here…” Mazie paused. She wanted to pinch Shane’s arm to prove she meant business, but his winter coat prevented her from doing much harm, so she settled for giving his arm another hard shake. “I let you get away with a lot of mess when you was in kindergarten, but I’m not gonna be running back and forth to that school this year. Do you hear me?”

Shane mumbled, twisted his lips in bold scorn, and once again stubbornly slowed his stride.

“Boy, didn’t I tell you to stop draggin’ your feet? You ain’t got nothing but the devil in you,” she scolded him. “But I’m not gonna let the devil win. No sir-ee,” she continued and shook her head determinedly. Her blood pressure was up and she sure wasn’t in the mood for exerting herself physically, but she was a good Christian and would not ignore the Word. Spare the rod, spoil the child. Uh huh. She was going to give that boy a whoopin’ he wouldn’t forget. A good whoopin’ was a surefire way to put a stop to all his devilment.

Since Tariq hardly ever got into trouble, Mazie regretted having to take him out of school when he hadn’t done anything wrong. But she wasn’t about to trudge back to that school at three o’clock to pick the boy up. No sir-ee. She couldn’t do all that walking in one day. By now her blood pressure was probably sky high; she had to get home and get off her feet.

Shane’s mother had been crazy, but there wasn’t a thing wrong with Shane that a good old fashioned whoopin’ wouldn’t cure. Cussin’ at the teacher! She looked down at Shane, rolled her eyes hard and shook her head. Shane scowled up at her.

“Ornery as the dickens,” she said in disgust and had to restrain herself from dispensing some sort of punishment right then and there, but she didn’t want people staring at her. Nowadays they called everything child abuse, so she’d just have to wait until they got home behind closed doors.

Mazie’s shoulders slumped when they reached the front door. Taking a strap to Shane would make her miss the beginning of her favorite soap opera.

“Go upstairs and get my belt,” she ordered Shane as she struggled out of her coat. “Damn arthritis is starting to kick up, too,” she muttered under her breath.

Shane smirked as he climbed the stairs. He returned in a flash, calmly handed Aunt Mazie the leather belt, and gave her an amused look.

“Boy, don’t be sassing me with your eyes.”

“Hurry up, Aunt Mazie. You know you don’t wanna miss your story,” Shane brazenly advised.

“Oh, you think my arthritis is gonna stop me from putting a good whooping on your behind? I got something for you that’s gonna wipe that smirk right off your face.” She doubled the belt and shook it back and forth threateningly.

Tariq chewed his lip as he looked nervously between his great-aunt and his brother. Tears were beginning to well in the younger twin’s eyes. “Go on upstairs, Tariq,” Aunt Mazie instructed. “Go in your room and look at one of your picture books.” Mazie considered Tariq tenderhearted; she knew it upset him to see his brother being disciplined.

“Please don’t give Shane a whoopin’,” Tariq begged, tears spilling down his cheeks. “He’ll be good.”

Tariq’s plea on his brother’s behalf was starting to get on Mazie’s nerves. “Do as I say.” She shook the belt at Tariq. “Get your butt up those stairs before you get a whoopin’, too.” Tariq bolted for the stairs.

“Now drop your pants, bend over, and grip that table.” Mazie pointed to the dining room table. Shane obeyed, and then looked over his shoulder and gave his great-aunt a cocky grin.

Incensed by his impudence, she applied two strong lashes. She quickly worked up a sweat and became winded, but determined to finish the task, Mazie forged ahead. “You better mind your teacher and stop picking fights with the kids in your class.” Each word was followed by a thwack of the strap. Shane refused to cry. By the time Mazie realized she was wasting her time on the bedeviled child, her heart was pumping so fast she thought she was going to have a heart attack.

“Go on upstairs with your brother,” she said, gasping for breath as she reached for the remote and settled into her favorite chair. “And y’all better not make no noise while I’m watching my story,” she added in a barely audible voice. Fooling with Shane had sapped all her strength. She was sixty-one years old and should have been cooling her heels instead of chasing after two rambunctious boys. She sure wished she could cash in on her blessings now instead of having to wait until the twins drove her to an early grave.
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“Did it hurt?” Tariq inquired.

“Hell no. That old bitch can’t hurt me.”

“Ooo, you better stop cussin’. You’ll get another whoopin’ if Aunt Mazie hears you.”

“How she gonna hear me way up here?” Shane untied his left shoe and pulled it off. “Look!” He handed the shoe to Tariq.

Tariq looked inside the shoe. His mouth dropped open when he saw the neatly folded ten-dollar bill. “Where’d you get that?” Tariq’s eyes were wide with wonder.

“Where you think? I took it off Devon. That sucker’s always flashing money, so I clipped him.” Shane imitated the gestures of older boys—the kind who hung on street corners; the kind he looked back at longingly when Aunt Mazie picked him and Tariq up from school.

“You better not let Aunt Mazie find it,” Tariq warned.

“Man, Aunt Mazie better suck this!” He squeezed his private area.

Shane’s lewd gesture and blatant disrespect for their aunt caused Tariq to cover his mouth in shock.

“So whatchu gonna buy with your half?” Shane asked.

Tariq uncovered his mouth. “I can have half of that money?”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh boy!” Tariq’s face broke into a big grin. Then he scrunched up his face in confusion. “How much is half?”

“Five dollars, dummy! When you gonna learn how to count?” Shane threw a pillow at Tariq and then playfully tackled him onto the bed.

Mazie heard the children laughing. She shrugged, pointed the remote at the TV, and turned up the volume. She’d watch one more story—uninterrupted, if she was lucky—and then she’d start fixing dinner for the boys.


CHAPTER 4

Three years later, Mazie Matthews had a massive stroke.

Some blessings! she thought to herself as she was being carted off to the County Nursing Home. Her mind was intact, but she was unable to retrieve words to convey her thoughts. Mazie looked around and surveyed her new surroundings. In her mind, she bitterly drifted back to the circumstances that had led to her current miserable situation.

A woman her age, she scolded herself, had no business trying to keep up with two growing boys. Had she been left alone and allowed to tend to her rose bushes, go to church, and watch her soap operas in peace, she would have been able to keep her blood pressure down. She could have lived out the rest of her life in her own home taking care of herself.

Shane was a wild little hellion who was constantly involved in some sort of wrongdoing. By the time he’d reached his ninth birthday he’d caused more trouble in Mazie’s life than all her former no-good boyfriends put together.

Trifling menfolk were the reason she’d found religion in the first place. With all her good deeds and perfect attendance at church she wondered why the Lord had cursed her instead of bestowing blessings upon her.

Wallowing in self-pity, she needed to point the finger of blame at someone. Shane was an easy target since her last conscious memory was of getting ready to lay a strap to his backside. The devilish rascal had taken off on his bicycle at ten in the morning and didn’t come home until nine o’clock that night. After walking all over the neighborhood with her swollen feet and Tariq by her side, Mazie had finally given up and was prepared to call the police.

No sooner had she picked up the phone when Shane rang the doorbell. He walked in the house looking unfazed as if it were twelve in the afternoon. Fit to be tied, Mazie hauled off and slapped one side of Shane’s sullen face and then the other. When she sent Tariq upstairs to get the strap so she could light some fire to Shane’s backside, the boy took off running toward the front door. Fueled by indignation, she wrestled with him as he tried to unlock the front door.

“Hurry up, Tariq. Bring me that strap,” Mazie remembered calling out as she tussled with Shane. She intended to whip him until she drew blood. Raw welts on his bare behind would be a reminder that he was just a child and had to respect her and to bring his tail home at a reasonable hour.

That was the last thing she remembered; she had no recollection of having a stroke.

If she’d have known that things would turn out the way they had, she would have never accepted those bicycles that the good people at her church had donated to Shane and Tariq. To be honest, she shouldn’t have allowed Satan into her home! No sir-ee. She should have followed her instincts and taken in Tariq but locked her heart as well as her door against that bad Shane. Shane was the devil incarnate and no one could make her believe otherwise.

Mazie said a quick prayer for Tariq. He was a sweet child, but Shane was a bad influence on him. No telling how Tariq would end up if he didn’t get away from his wicked brother.

Right after the stroke, before being admitted to the nursing home, Mazie was unaware that her speech was completely unintelligible. She thought she was talking sensibly to the social worker who’d come to her hospital bedside, telling the woman that it would be best to split the boys up since Shane was such a bad influence on Tariq. But in reality, all Mazie could manage was a loud gurgle and an enormous amount of drooling.

Looking frightened and repelled, the young social worker abruptly ended the hospital visit. “I promise, I won’t split up the twins. I’ll make sure to find a home for both your great-nephews,” the young woman assured Mazie.

What’s wrong with that simple woman? Didn’t she hear a word I said? I told that so-called educated heifer to split the boys up, so why she just keep smiling and telling me she’s gonna try to keep the boys together?

Mazie slumped onto her pillow in defeat. She supposed they handed out college degrees to just about anybody nowadays.
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Shane and Tariq were in a temporary youth center waiting for permanent placement. They were watching cartoons in the playroom when their social worker, a young woman named Miss Patrick, came to visit.

“Hi, boys. Remember me? I’m Miss Patrick.” Kneeling down to their seated level, the young woman gave the nine-year-old boys a sympathetic smile, giving the impression that she was trustworthy, harmless.

Tariq blinked nervously. Shane’s eyes narrowed into slits.

Miss Patrick cleared her throat and tossed her long glossy hair. “So, how’s it going?”

Shane glared at her; Tariq shrugged.

“That bad, huh?” she said with a forced chuckle. When the twins didn’t return the laughter, she assumed a serious expression. “I want to be straight with you two. I’ve really tried to find placement for both of you, but foster care housing is limited and at this point, I can only find a home for one of you…” Her voice trailed off. She looked from one twin to the other, as if expecting one of the two to pipe in with a resolution to the dilemma.

Shane’s face did not betray any emotion. He sat still and stoic. Tariq, on the other hand, began to tremble. His eyes watered; tears erupted like a faucet turned on full force. He grabbed Shane’s arm and clung to his twin brother as he began to wail.

The social worker stared at Tariq and cringed. “Shane, I think I’ll try to place you first. Your brother’s obviously very sensitive about being placed without you and the foster family I’ve contacted may not be prepared to deal with someone…well, someone so emotionally fragile. So, I’m going to place you first and who knows, the family might change their mind and take your brother as well. At any rate, we have to get going. Come on, I’ll help you pack.”

“I’m not leaving my brother,” Shane said, looking at the woman with undisguised disdain. His tone and demeanor indicated that his decision was nonnegotiable.

“It won’t be for long,” the young woman cajoled. “I’ll definitely find a home for both of you. I just need a little more time.”

“No!” Shane clenched his fists and stood up. “I ain’t going nowhere without my brother. Tariq can’t make it in here by hisself.” Shane’s facial expression and body language threatened bodily harm. “Go ’head, take one of these other kids; they look like they need a home worse than we do. Leave us alone; we aiight.” He placed a protective arm around Tariq.

Rattled, the social worker retreated. “I guess I’ll have to speak with my supervisor. I honestly don’t know how to handle this…this unique situation. Look, don’t worry, boys, I’ll be in touch,” she said and scurried away.

“Shane?” Tariq whispered through sniffles after the social worker had fled the vicinity.

“What?”

“Do you remember Mommy?”

Shane, visibly startled by the question, stiffened and then dropped his head and nodded.

“Me, too,” Tariq added as he wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

Shane looked up. His eyes were misty. “You know why that cop shot her, don’tchu?”

Tariq’s face scrunched up in confusion. “Mommy got shot?”

“Yeah, dummy. You were there. A cop shot her.”

“Aunt Mazie said she died because she went crazy.”

“Fuck Aunt Mazie,” Shane shouted ferociously. “That old bitch don’t know what she’s talking about. Mommy got shot trying to save us!” He clenched his fists, still furious with his ailing Aunt Mazie. “A white lady who looked something like Miss Patrick was trying to steal us while Mommy was sleep.”

Tariq’s eyes were wide in amazement. “For real?”

“Man, you were there. How come you can’t remember nothin’?”

Tariq shrugged sadly and then brightened. “I remember my teddy bear. Mommy put him in the bed with me at night.”

Shane sucked his teeth and poked Tariq in the shoulder. “Man, that baby stuff ain’t nothing to be remembering.”

Tariq smiled sheepishly.

“Mommy died…” Shane’s voice cracked. “Mommy died because some white lady was trying to kidnap us. She said we were pretty boys and then she tried to drag us to her car. Me and you started screaming and crying so loud Mommy woke up and started chasing after us. She was running fast, but there was this white cop trying to help the white lady. He shot Mommy and let the lady take us.”

“How come you never told me about that?”

“I thought you knew.”

Tariq looked off in thought. “Well, how did Aunt Mazie get us?”

“After I kicked that white lady’s ass, they had to let us go. They had to turn us over to a relative,” Shane explained. Satisfied with his account of the event that had transpired five years ago and was now disjointed and vaporous like a dream, Shane resumed watching the cartoons. He hadn’t actually lied to his brother. In his foggy memory he alone had tried to save their mother. In reality, he had fought the social worker with all his might, but so had Tariq. But Shane had forgotten Tariq’s role in their fierce battle to break free from the social worker who had separated them from their mother.

“Do you think Miss Patrick is gonna come back and try to take you away?”

“Naw. That lady ain’t coming back here no more. She’ll probably give that home to one of those losers,” Shane declared, pointing at the other discarded children who were watching cartoons, their sad eyes fixed on the television screen. Satisfied that his brother had saved the day, Tariq turned his attention back to the TV.

Shane, however, had mentally traveled back in time. He was four years old again in Washington Square Park witnessing his mother sprinting toward them and then leaping into a pirouette before smashing to the ground. He grimaced as he recalled the red wings that spread on her back. A bloody farewell from a mother to her sons.

Shane wiped the unexpected moistness from his eyes. “I’ll be right back, Tariq. I gotta go pee. Don’t let nobody take my seat,” he cautioned, keeping his voice steady.

Inside the community restroom, unable to contain the sudden and overwhelming grief any longer, Shane cried out, “Mommy!” He quickly moved to the sink and twisted both handles of the faucet, allowing the loud gush of running water to drown out his mournful sobs.




CHAPTER 5

“Don’t it bother you that you ain’t got your dick wet yet?” Fourteen-year old Shane whispered as he and Tariq sat at the dining room table of their most recent foster home.

Since the age of nine, they’d been placed in six different homes. Their current abode, under the supervision of Ms. Dolores Holmes, was back in the neighborhood where they’d once lived with Aunt Mazie who was now deceased. They’d been living with Ms. Holmes for two weeks and so far things had been going smoothly. Ms. Holmes, a stout woman who’d never married and never had children, was easy to get along with.

Shane was tired of moving around and liked the familiarity of his old neighborhood, so his behavior had improved drastically. He’d discovered that acting well mannered and appreciative got him and Tariq lots of benefits such as extra pocket money and stylish clothes instead of the typical hand-me-downs they’d previously been forced to wear.

Shane could have kicked himself for not figuring out a long time ago that he had skills when it came to manipulating women. From the moment the social worker introduced them to Ms. Holmes and she’d let out a delighted squeal—Ooo wee, look at you two pretty boys—Shane knew that living with her would be a piece of cake. A few compliments, a ready smile and she’d be putty in his hands. And he used that nice-guy routine on the young girls who swooned over him as well.

Pretending to be nice worked like a charm. Girls paid his way into the movies, bought him loose cigarettes, gave him lunch money and, best of all, they gave him sex.

Life was good. It was his world and his only burden was making sure Tariq enjoyed life, too.

“I ain’t no virgin,” Tariq whispered defensively.

“Man, dry-humpin’ don’t do nothing but give you blue balls.”

“Blue balls?” Tariq whispered. His eyes darted to the crotch area of his jeans and then shot anxiously to the kitchen where Ms. Holmes was fixing their breakfast. Preoccupied with flipping pancakes, their foster mother wasn’t listening to their conversation.

“Yeah, blue balls hurt; it’s hard to get rid of, too. But you young and dumb—”

“I’m not young. We’re the same age.” Tariq’s voice rose.

“Are you boys arguing?” Ms. Holmes called from the kitchen.

“No ma’am,” they sang out in unison, their voices as high-pitched and angelic as if they were singing in a boys’ choir.

“We might be the same age in numbers, but not up here.” Shane’s voice shifted to it’s normal low register as he tapped the side of his head with his index finger. “Like I said…” Shane paused and then added with a chuckle, “you young and dumb and fulla cum.” He burst out laughing, got out of his seat, and playfully put Tariq in a headlock.

“No horse playing in the house,” Ms. Holmes reminded the twins in a melodic tone. Not taking her seriously, the boys continued tussling.

“Lemme go, Shane. You play too much.” Tariq wriggled and squirmed, but Shane didn’t release him until he was good and ready.

“Man, you gotta get your dipstick wet. If you don’t hurry up and dip your stick into some hot pussy, you gon’ get blue balls. A case of blue balls will mess you up for life, man.” Shane gave Tariq a light shove. “Old as you is, you probably already got blue balls.”

“I ain’t got no blue balls,” Tariq griped.

“Yes, you do. Don’t your balls start hurting when you’re grinding up on girls?”

“Sometimes,” Tariq replied meekly.

“Well, every time you do that without hittin’ that thang, you making it worse for yourself.”

“How?”

“How?” Shane repeated incredulously. “By the time you’re fifteen or sixteen, your dick ain’t gon’ be able to get hard. Girls gon’ be calling you Limp Dick Louie.”

Tariq looked worried. “So what I gotta do?”

“You gotta get some pussy!”

“How?”

“Stop acting like a baby.” Shane gave Tariq a disgusted look. “What about Shiree? You done wasted about a month on her. It’s time for her to give it up.”

“She won’t. I already asked.”

“Then fuck it; tell her to kiss your ass.”

Tariq looked distraught. “I can’t tell her that. I like her. She’s nice.”

“If she’s so nice, how come she’s trying to mess up your life by giving you a bad case of blue balls? Ain’t no cure for that shit, man. You gotta get rid of Shiree.”

At fourteen, Shane Batista was already five feet eleven. He was thin but muscular and had already started sprouting hair on his chin and chest, but his real source of pride was the silky dark hair that covered his upper lip. His moustache was a public announcement of his manhood—a delicious indication that the real treat was concealed by a pair of jeans and colorful briefs.

Ms. Holmes set a plate of pancakes, turkey bacon, and scrambled eggs before the twins. “Eat up, you two, don’t waste my food,” she said cheerfully as she ruffled Tariq’s curls. She stood back with her arms folded and watched with a look of pride and contentment as the boys tore into their breakfast. Then she went back to the kitchen and started running water.

“You don’t have to wash the dishes, Miz Holmes. Me and Tariq can wash ’em after we finish eating. Right, Tariq?”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh, Shane, you’re just the sweetest angel. No, baby, that’s all right. This is woman’s work. You and Tariq help out enough around here. I’m pleased as punch that I don’t have to remind you two to pull the trash cans out to the curb on trash day.” Ms. Holmes beamed at the twins. “Somebody sure did a fine job of raising y’all. Quiet as kept,” she said in a lowered voice, “that social worker warned me that I’d have my hands full with you twins. But she had y’all pegged all wrong. White folks always labeling our boys as bad. If it was left up to them, they’d have all our boys locked up in prison before they turned ten years old. Well, I can say one thing for myself. I don’t allow nobody to make my mind up for me. I can see with my own eyes that you two are as sweet and kind-hearted as you are handsome. You just need a little mothering and that’s what I intend to do. Now stop playing with your food, Shane, you’re practically skin and bones. You could use some fattening up.”

“I ain’t skinny,” Shane denied with mock displeasure.

“Well, you could use a few pounds here and there,” Ms. Holmes said with a wink.
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