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Prologue










It was a good day for ghetto alley kickball. One of those carefree days with sunny skies, cherry Popsicles and, first and foremost, no school. The alleyway in back of Warren Street was where they hung out—a place where there wasn’t any trouble, unless they went looking for some. For this group of childhood friends there was never any needless drama, just daily adventures they enjoyed together. Truitt and Willmon were playing against Whiteboy Paul and Mugwump. Truitt was the best athlete of the group, the unspoken leader that they all took their social cues from, and he always picked Willmon to be on his team. They knew they could be doing other things that teenagers did but, even though they would never admit it, they were playing because Willmon loved the game.




“Remember,” Truitt told Willmon. “Just keep the ball on the ground. You kick it in the air, they catch it…you’re out.” Willmon looked up at him with widened eyes and nodded his head in understanding. Willmon had recently turned thirteen and took great pride in being allowed to hang out with the older kids. Truitt, Mugwump and Whiteboy Paul were the big brothers that he wished for and they usually let him tag along with them after school. He felt like he belonged when he was with them. Whiteboy Paul and Mugwump waited for Willmon to get ready.




Ghetto alley kickball was played exactly like baseball, except that there were only two bases. Instead of the ball being pitched, it was rolled toward home plate, where the player would kick the ball instead of swinging a bat. The only other variation was that if a runner was caught off base, he could be hit with the ball and then called out. The narrow alley that they played in wouldn’t allow for more than two bases because fences, garages and backyards lined the alley so they instituted another rule. If the ball was kicked into someone’s yard, the runner was also ruled out, so they had to kick the ball straight. Whiteboy Paul was the pitcher and Mugwump stood behind him, near the base, because they knew that Willmon wouldn’t be kicking the ball too far.




“Make him pop the ball up in the air, Paul,” Mugwump said. “Willmon ’bout to make an out.”




“No, I ain’t,” Willmon said. Willmon was usually a shy, soft-spoken kid, but he was a ball of energy, like a cat with a ball of string, constantly in action. “Fact is…I’m gonna score. Watch.”




“You won’t get past this base,” Mugwump said.




“I ain’t making no out but, though!”




“You talking!” Mugwump teased him. “Get it to him.”




Whiteboy Paul rolled the ball and Willmon waited a second before he ran forward and kicked it. The ball arched lazily toward Whiteboy Paul but sailed over his head, just out of his reach. Mugwump raced forward and made a shoestring catch before the ball hit the ground. Willmon stopped halfway to the base and swore softly when he saw that he had made an out.




“Stop cussing,” Mugwump said. “It was a good kick, Willmon.” Willmon bowed his head and walked slowly back toward Truitt.




“We gonna get ’em, little man.” Truitt rubbed his head encouragingly. “After I get on base, you’re going to bring me home!”




Willmon’s head snapped up and a slow smile spread across his face. His energy was infectious. He ran around like a cyclone, as if nothing in the world mattered but the path he chose to take. Little, curly naps dotted his head. They doubted if he had ever combed it, and he talked with a strange “but, though” whenever he felt like he had a point to make.




The alleyway behind Warren Street had become their personal playground; the backs of the houses presented interesting diversions that they explored with regularity. Truitt’s house stood directly behind them. Truitt and his dad shared an apartment on the second floor of a three-story brick house that led out into the alleyway. The backyard stretched out toward the alley with spots of grass growing beneath the huge apple tree that grew right smack in the middle of the property. A woman named Gloria lived on the first floor, though they hardly ever saw her come outside. The few times that they had seen her had only been for a minute. Sometimes when she was putting garbage on her back porch, other times when she would stand there for a minute as if she were breathing new air, before disappearing back inside her house. Truitt didn’t understand her but he secretly yearned to know more about her. Gloria was a dark, firm-looking woman with an intense stare that made Truitt’s virgin imagination run wild. She always wore a pair of worn jean shorts that showcased a tight, well-made body and the prettiest legs he had ever seen. Once she had even popped out the door while Truitt was sitting on her porch. His voice seemed to have crawled back inside of him and a lump caught in his throat when she looked at him.




“Hi,” was all that he barely managed to whisper.




She glanced at him, looked down at the porch floor searching for something, and mumbled a greeting in return. She spotted a bottle cap lying on the ground and reached down to scoop it up before turning back to Truitt with a smile on her face.




“Hi, Truitt.” She brightened and quickly stepped back inside the house.




Truitt had carried that memory with him, his remembrance of her always a secret yearning that he had never shared with anyone.




A big garage stood directly across the alley from Truitt’s yard. It was long enough to hold eight cars and while they had never seen the old, wooden doors open, they knew that there were some ancient-looking cars inside. They imagined the same cars that Eliot Ness drove on the old television showThe Untouchables with the whitewall tires and the big, metal grills. They discovered the cars one day when they were playing two-hand touch football in the alley and Mugwump’s errant pass landed on the roof of the garage. They stood there looking up at the building, waiting for the ball to come rolling back down like it would off the slanted roofs, but this one was flat. When it didn’t come back down, they all turned and looked at Mugwump.




“You have to go get it,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“With your non-throwing ass,” Truitt said.




“You should have caught it,” Mugwump said to Whiteboy Paul.




“Yeah. Sure. Maybe I’m thirteen feet tall!” Whiteboy Paul made a face at him.




“You scared!” Willmon shouted. “I ain’t, though. I’ll go get it.” A small fence ran around the perimeter of the yard that was next to the garage and a crab apple tree stood by the side of the building. Willmon ran over to the fence and began to climb it but Mugwump grabbed him and pulled him back down. “I’m not scared,” he said. “And you are way too small to get up on that roof.” He paused to look up at the crab apple tree. “I’ll go get it.” He stepped over to the fence, climbed on top of it, and swung himself up into the tree. They watched from the ground as Mugwump scaled the tree and went up to the roof before disappearing from sight.




A long minute later, they heard Mugwump yell out. “Hey! Truitt! Check this out!”




“Check what out?”




Mugwump looked out over the ledge. “The ball went down a hole in the roof. It’s an old car in there. One of them real old ones. Come up here, man!”




“For real?”




“One of them kind that they don’t make anymore.”




“What color is it?” Willmon yelled out.




“Black. But ya’ll have to help me get the ball out of there.”




“I’m coming up,” Truitt said.




“Me too,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“I can climb too,” Willmon said.




“No.” Truitt took hold of the fence and began to climb. Whiteboy Paul followed. “You’re too small,” he said to Willmon before he started to scale the fence.




Willmon crossed his arms and sat down hard on the ground with his lips poked out. When Truitt and Whiteboy Paul joined Mugwump on the roof, he was lying on his stomach and looking down into the garage through a ragged hole. When they joined him, they could see the old car, sitting long and sleek in the musty darkness.




“See,” Mugwump said.




“Where’s the ball at?” Truitt asked.




“On the side of the car. See it? Stuck between the door and the wall. Right there.”




“Damn,” Truitt said. “How we gonna get the ball outta there?”




“We can jump down on the roof of the car,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“How we gonna get back up, though?” Truitt looked at him.




“One of us stays up here and pulls us back up,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“That sounds right,” Truitt said. “I’m going. Who gonna come with me?”




“Me,” Whiteboy Paul said.




Mugwump readily agreed. “I’ll wait and pull you back up.”




Truitt walked over to the edge of the roof and looked over. “Hey, Willmon!” Truitt yelled out. “You right. Mugwump is scared.”




Mugwump shot an ugly look at Truitt but said nothing.




“Come on,” Truitt said to Whiteboy Paul. “Let’s go.”




They pulled at a few of the planks and the rotted wood easily gave way. When they made the opening wide enough for them to climb through without catching splinters, Truitt squeezed down into the hole feet first and landed on the car’s roof with a solid thud. Whiteboy Paul followed. They quickly retrieved the football from the space between the passenger side door and the wall and tossed it up to Mugwump.




Truitt looked at Whiteboy Paul. “I wonder if the door is unlocked. There’s room on the driver’s side. We can probably get inside.”




Whiteboy Paul slid off the car to the floor and tried the handle. The door came open easily. “We’re in!”




He stood with the door open and waited for Truitt to join him. They both climbed inside the car. Paul opened the glove compartment only to find it empty. Truitt pretended that he was driving, turning the wheel back and forth, pushing the stick for the windshield wiper and pressing the buttons on the old radio.




“I bet I could drive this car,” Truitt said.




“It’s a big car,” Whiteboy Paul said. “It probably takes up too much of the road. That’s why they don’t make them anymore.” He was rolling the window up and down with the handle, pausing to reach out and move the side-view mirror around.




“Get outta here!” Truitt said. “That ain’t true.”




“It is a big car, though,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“What you doing down there?” A hint of worry tinged Mugwump’s voice.




“We driving!” Truitt said and Whiteboy Paul laughed. “The man left the keys in the car. We getting ready to back right through the back door.”




“Stop lying!” Mugwump’s voice cracked. “Come on, man! Come out of there.”




“Come on,” Truitt said to Whiteboy Paul. “We better get out of here before Wump pee in his pants.” They got out of the car and stood on the roof, waiting for Mugwump to pull them out. When they got back on the roof of the garage, Truitt looked back down at the car. “One day, I’m gonna get me one of those.”




The alleyway held no secrets that they hadn’t discovered and they had come to feel possessive of their small piece of the city. They kept the secrets they learned to themselves.




“All right now!” Truitt called out to Whiteboy Paul. “You ready?”




Whiteboy Paul nodded his head and went into his windup, preparing to roll the ball toward Truitt.




“Hold up!” Truitt raised his hand in the air. “Here come a car.”




A dark-green 1976 Brougham D’Elegance with metal flecks in the paint rolled into the alley. The car had a shiny, gold grille and a butt-naked fairy posed as a hood ornament. “It’s A Man’s World” by James Brown was blaring out of the speakers when the front door swung open. Uncle Dope stepped out and stood there, doing his pimp primp as he looked around the alley. Uncle Dope was a fixture around town, one of those old school players who had never escaped from the era of his youth, the Sixties, and he swore—from the shine on his Gators to the smoothed-out brim that sat atop his graying Afro—that he would always remain a king in his pimpdom.




“What’s going on, youngbloods?” Uncle Dope turned and started walking up through the yard toward Gloria’s house. “Ya’ll watch my ride and I’ll hit you off when I get back.” He glided up to Gloria’s backdoor and went in without knocking.




Mugwump and Truitt leaned against his car while Whiteboy Paul and Willmon tossed the ball back and forth. “You know hehad to park here, right?” Truitt said. “And you know once Uncle Dope get up in there running his mouth…”




“Yup,” Mugwump agreed. “Uncle Dope be talkin’ mad shit. All the time.”




Mugwump was the kind of kid who went unnoticed. Usually he remained quiet, aloof, only coming out of his shell when he was with his friends, and at times he seemed to render himself invisible. It was this anonymity that often made him privy to grown folks’ conversations because they would talk as if he weren’t in the room. Mugwump loved to share the gossip with his friends; it often gave him a feeling of importance to tell them things that they didn’t know. Uncle Dope and Mugwump’s uncle, Big Daddy, were drinking buddies and they would often get loud and drunk in front of the television while watching the Yankees play.




“Uncle Dope always be over at Big Daddy’s house getting drunk,” Mugwump said. “He always be talking about all the women he be having.”




“Oh, yeah.” Truitt was disinterested.




Whiteboy Paul and Willmon gathered around Mugwump, their curiosity piqued.




“Does he talk about sex?” Whiteboy Paul asked.




“No, he probably talk about pussy,” Willmon said and giggled.




“Sex and pussy are the same thing.”




“No they not. That’s what they said on TV! No they not!” Willmon shouted.




“Willmon,” Truitt cut in, laughing. “You don’t know one from the other anyway.”




“Yeah,” Mugwump joined in. “What you talkin’ ’bout, Willmon?”




They all chuckled at the old joke but Willmon was stung by Truitt’s remark, so he turned serious when he responded. “For real! ‘Pussy’ is a noun; ‘sex’ is a verb. They different.”




Willmon loved to read, especially comics, and sometimes he would pull out words from his book knowledge to even the score when they ganged up on him. He smiled and waited.




“Truitt,” Mugwump said. “Willmon is tripping again.”




“Naw,” Truitt replied. “Willmon is smart.”




Willmon beamed and rubbed his hand over his nappy hair.




“Okay, then,” Mugwump said carefully. “Uncle Dope was talking about how many nouns he was verbalizing with…That sound right, Mister Smart Guy?”




Willmon shrugged.




Mugwump continued. “But this one girl! Uncle Dope said that she gave him the claps.”




“The claps!” the others replied in unison.




“Yeah. The claps. Uncle Dope said that green stuff was leaking out of his ding-ding for days. Then he said that when he peed, it was like pissing razor blades.”




A loud groan arose as each one of them clutched at their crotches.




“What did Uncle Dope do?” Truitt asked when he recovered.




“He had to go to the doctor and get his ding-ding fixed.”




“I’ll kill a bitch for doing that to me,” Truitt said with conviction.




“Uncle Dope said that’s what happens sometimes when you get all the womens,” Mugwump said. “Matter of fact, he said that he was glad he didn’t get nothing worse.”




“I’ll kill the bitch,” Truitt insisted.




“And you’ll go to jail for the rest of your life,” Whiteboy Paul said.




“That’s too bad,” Truitt said. Willmon watched him intently. “I’ll get me a gun and shoot that bitch. Better not give me nothing!” Truitt’s voice rose as he spoke. “Don’t never let nobody do you like that. I’m gonna be a man about mine!”




“Big Daddy told Uncle Dope that next time his dick was gonna fall off.”




“Get outta here!” Whiteboy Paul tossed the ball in the air. “It’s not going to fall off!” He tossed the ball lightly to Mugwump, who caught it and tried to spin it on his finger.




“So you saying that it ain’t never happened before?”




“What? That someone’s thing fell off? No, that hasn’t happened.”




“How you know?”




“Something like that would be on the news or something,” Whiteboy Paul said. “If someone’s thing fell off.”




“Everything don’t make the news, though.” Mugwump gave up on trying to spin the ball on his finger and tossed it back to Whiteboy Paul. “My cousin was in church one time and this lady came in…they said that she was a church lady at one time but now she was a stripper…and they started praying for her and she disappeared into thin air.”




“Get outta here!”




“And that joint wasn’t on the news.”




“That’s because it didn’t happen!”




“Yes, it did. How you know? You wasn’t there.”




“Whatever, Wump,” Whiteboy Paul relented. “Whatever.”




Truitt looked on, bemused. As the oldest, he sometimes felt the need to set them straight about things. Even though Mugwump and Whiteboy Paul were only a year younger than he was, Truitt felt that they were very naïve about the real world. “Listen,” he said. “I know that if a woman gave me any kind of disease-type shit that messed up the mighty rod…Somebody is getting jacked up.”




Willmon watched him, taking in every word that Truitt uttered. “For real?”




“For real,” Truitt answered. “Somebody got to pay for that.” He paused to smile at Willmon. “But you ain’t got to worry about nuthin’ like that, right?” Willmon returned his grin. “’Cause I know you ain’t fucking!” Mugwump and Truitt laughed.




“Mugwump ain’t getting no ass either,” Truitt said.




Mugwump stood with the ball in his hands. “That ain’t funny, Truitt.”




“Ain’t no shame,” Truitt continued. “You still shoulda seen some poontang by now, though. Some real, live, in person poontang.”




This time Whiteboy Paul and Willmon laughed and exchanged high fives while Mugwump glowered. Truitt’s words cut him; they always seemed to bother him more than anyone else’s words could, and Mugwump was left feeling powerless.




“An empty can makes the most noise.” The only weapon that Mugwump could use against Truitt was words. He had been saving that zinger for the right moment, and watching the grimace that flashed across Truitt’s face, Mugwump felt a twinge of satisfaction.




“What the fuck does that mean?” Truitt said.




“What?”




“What you mean by that?”




“It means that you don’t know what you’re talking about.”




“Like a virgin! Hey!” Truitt sang. Laughter erupted and Truitt raised his arms in victory and started screaming. “Sexual chocolate! Sexual chocolate!”




 




When Uncle Dope walked through the door, Gloria was cooking horse in a spoon. After the white powder liquified, she carefully drew the clear liquid up through a hypodermic needle, slowly, until there was nothing left in the spoon, and leaned back in her chair, preparing to shoot up. Uncle Dope paused to watch her profile and counted himself lucky to be in love with her.




Gloria was life’s big payback to him. Fate’s retribution for all the dirty deeds that he had done had come back and cost him more than he could have ever imagined. At times, when he was being completely honest with himself, he realized that he had become that which he pitied the most: a sugar daddy. He was a weak man, a man who had lost his mojo. He was in love with a woman who loved heroin.




Gloria was a basic woman, the epitome of simplicity, and her home reflected the blandness of her life. Her home showed not a hint of a woman’s touch. Her cupboard was bare, her furnishings stark and ragged. Uncle Dope hid a sigh as he took the seat across from her at a rickety kitchen table that she had thrown a threadbare kitchen tablecloth over. There were only two chairs left of the original four that came with the table and he was afraid that the bent and beaten metal legs would give way under his weight. The kitchen sink was piled high with dishes which, oddly enough, was unusual for Gloria because, despite her drug habit, she could throw down in the kitchen.




The first time that he met Gloria was when she had handed him a plate of food at his friend Kevin’s cookout. Uncle Dope had plowed through a serious plate of barbequed beef ribs, collard greens, and macaroni and cheese with a square of cornbread on the side. The only thing that was missing for him was a glass of Kool-Aid. She had been watching him when he started splashing hot sauce on his collards and ribs as he prepared to devour the food stacked up on his plate. “Now that was some serious grub right there.” Uncle Dope relaxed after he polished off his meal. “Somebody need to be on the cooking network up in this piece.”




Gloria appeared next to him and took the empty plate. “Glad you liked it.” Uncle Dope looked at her. She was young, in her late twenties he guessed, very pretty with slightly curly hair that cascaded down past her shoulders. When their eyes met, she held him with a haunting sexuality that intrigued him and, when she smiled, Uncle Dope heard far more than she could say. A thrill raced through his body as he returned her stare, but then he stopped a moment to take in the rest of her. She was skinny. Well, not skinny, he mused. She didn’t have the full thickness that he usually required in his women. He quickly cast that thought aside; he could work with what she had. By the time the cookout was over, he had her name and number and knew that he would soon have her.




Their courtship had been intense. Uncle Dope fell into an emotional morass that defied his every instinct of self-preservation as he fought to bend her to his will, to mold her into the woman he wanted her to be, only to find himself being twisted and molded. He was well past the point of no return, trapped by a love that he had never thought possible before he realized that Gloria loved another.




She loved Heroin. White cricket. The chemical didn’t care about Uncle Dope’s dilemma while it callously claimed a part of Gloria that he could not touch because she loved the rush of the dope more than she cared for him.




 




Truitt turned when he heard a door slam and then Uncle Dope came strolling toward them with that pimp stroll he had maintained from his younger days—he would always be old school. When he reached the car, they all looked up at him.




“Uncle Dope,” Truitt said. “Can we ask you something?”




“What’s that, young buck?”




“Do they got some diseases out there that will tear your dick up?”




“You got dick issues, youngun?”




“Naw, Uncle Dope,” Truitt said. “Naw. Just askin,’ is all.”




“I know you be getting your dick wet, though, huh?” A big smile spread across Truitt’s face. Uncle Dope paused to look at his watch. “Then time is definitely not on your side.” Oblivious to the questioning stares of the teenagers, Uncle Dope got in his car and drove away.















Me and Miss Jones










Whiteboy Paul felt a chill. She had tangled her legs in the covers and twisted and pulled until he lay naked and exposed. The air conditioner was turned on full blast and the room felt as if the temperature had plunged drastically as they lay on her living room floor. He looked over at her. Even lying at the odd angles that her body was twisted into, he could marvel at the roundness of her hips, the smoothness of her thighs. He reached down and tugged at the covers, pulling them back between her tightly clamped legs but to no avail; there was no prying them loose without waking her up. It was getting late and he knew that he had to get up and go home. Paul didn’t want to make any mistakes and ruin the good thing that he had going.




He was having fantastic sex with his English teacher. Miss Jones.




His father was cool. He knew what was going on and had given Paul his full blessing. But if his mother ever found out, Paul knew that there would be no stopping her, so it was best to keep his business on the discreet side. He sat up and gently moved away from her.




Nina Jones’ voice was thick with sex and sleep as she turned over on her back, watching him. “You leaving already?”




“Yes. I need to get home.”




“It’s still early.” She came fully awake and sat up, causing the covers to fall away from her body.




“Not for me, it’s not,” Paul said. “You know the rules. You’ve got more to lose than I do. Much more. Remember? You should count your blessings that I don’t want to stay here and put my karate on you.” That was what they called their clash of the sexes—karate. Miss Jones was good, though; she had plenty of fight in her, and was satisfied to sometimes lose a battle here and there but she had to win the war.




“You’re a young buck,” she said. “You’ve still got tons of fight in you. The exuberance of youth.”




Paul liked it when Miss Jones talked like that—talked to him like he was an adult. It always gave him the chance to respond in kind and show her that he was mature beyond his sixteen years. “I think that I have an energized sex gene in my DNA,” Paul said.And you know you like it! He was convinced that Miss Jones liked him because he was young and hard but he sensed an emotional flaw in her, a need, a desire that was slanted, maybe tainted, but he reasoned that all women were like that so there was nothing for him to worry about. Miss Jones was like the girls in his English class in a lot of ways, but she was his English teacher…and that made the sex even better.




“You remember what we talked about?” Miss Jones reached over and rubbed his shoulder.




Paul snorted derisively. “Yeah. I remember.”




“You have to understand,” she said. “I have to be sure, okay? Okay?” She waited for Paul to nod his head in understanding before she continued. “I trust you. I do. You’re already a man…you’re just waiting for the years to catch up. I know. But I ask more for my benefit. Peace of mind is a beautiful concept. And I need that.”




“Yes,” Paul replied. “I know.” He turned fully toward her. “You like sex a lot, don’t you?” He understood the urge—he felt like he was in constant heat, but she was crazy at times. Her sex was so demanding that she left him confused by her wants and desires.




Miss Jones didn’t answer.




“We’ve got to be extra careful,” she finally said.




Paul turned his back to her, a sly smile playing across his face. “I did tell somebody.” Miss Jones became instantly alarmed. “You know how hard it is to keep this thing to myself? Everybody thinks that I’m still a virgin. And they are all out there having sex.”




“Who?” Miss Jones voice was loud. “Who did you tell? Why would you do that?”




“I only told two people.” Paul could feel the tension coming from Miss Jones. “Damn!”




“Okay.” Miss Jones blew out a deep breath as she tried to calm herself. “Okay. Obviously you trust them. Who?” She was speaking calmly, but Paul could hear the anger in her voice.




“Relax,” he told her. “I only told my cousin Naomi and her friend Tracy. They won’t say anything.” Naomi and Tracy could instigate riots with their nonstop, know-it-all gossip. As far as they were concerned, everybody’s business was their business and they were obligated, like CNN, to start spreading the news as soon as they heard it. Miss Jones folded her arms and clenched her jaws as she glared at him for a moment.




“No, you didn’t,” she finally said. “You’ve got much too many brains for that.” Paul felt the tension slowly draining from the room. “You know that you play around a little too much, Paul.” He turned toward her with a self-deprecating smile on his face. Her full, round breasts were balanced above the bed sheet and he felt a stirring as his manhood responded to the visual stimulation. There were a few girls at school with breasts like Miss Jones, but none of those girls were easy. They wanted to do everything under the sun: go to movies, go out to eat, hang out with their friends; everything except for getting naked and bumping uglies, but Miss Jones cut straight to the chase.




“I’m bad, right?” Paul said. “I mean, I like to do bad things.” He reached out to her protruding breasts and twisted the nipples like he was tuning into a radio station. “I like to play with your—”




She slapped his hands away. “Stop it, Paul.”




“Why?”




“Because some things you can’t joke about! Okay? And that is one thing that you can’t joke about.” She moved closer to him. “Listen. I’m serious. We’ve talked about this before. Have you told anybody about what we do when we’re alone?” She sat back and watched him, her hair hanging raggedly around her soft shoulders. Her eyes were clear and penetrating but Paul knew that she was nervous. She had no reason to be. Paul planned on riding the gravy train of easy and passionate sex until he graduated from high school. He wouldn’t say a word to anyone about Miss Jones.




He moved closer to her until their faces were inches apart and then he took Miss Jones’ hand. Looking deeply into her eyes as a smile spread across his face, he guided her hand down to the stiffness between his legs. “Sex with you is too good to mess up.” He pressed his lips to hers; driving his tongue into her mouth the way that he knew she liked it. She gently began sucking his tongue like she was giving him head. “Way too good,” Paul managed to say when he broke away. Rising from the floor he reached down for his pants and began to get dressed. “But I really need to get home.”




Miss Jones smiled at him. “You know, you need to find a way to spend the night with me.”




“That’s like an impossible dream,” Paul said. “I already thought about it from every angle and it can’t happen.” He looked down at her for a second. “Believe me! I’ve dreamed that impossible dream.”




“You sure about that? Anything is possible.”




“Look. I have to go.” Paul finished dressing and quietly crossed the room to the back door. He took a long look out of the back window into the lush foliage that hid the back door of Miss Jones’ house from the rest of the neighborhood. He remembered the first time that he was with Miss Jones. They had sex on the couch and he noticed that her living room was visible through the window near the back door. When he mentioned it to Miss Jones, she simply quieted him with a kiss and he hadn’t mentioned it again. Later, when they had established a routine, he had come to understand why. Whenever they would meet, he would have to sneak around the back and look in through that window to make sure that there was no one there. Even then, he still had to knock twice, slip back into the trees for a minute and, after she appeared at the window, he would have to knock twice again before she would let him in. They had to be extra careful.




Paul gave the yard one last look before stepping outside. Miss Jones lived in a townhouse that stood behind a long tract of trees and foliage that separated her house from the row of townhouses on the next street. Paul walked down a slightly beaten path to where he had chained his bike to the thin trunk of a young tree. He emerged from the bushes nearly two blocks away near a huge, brown wooden house.




Paul jumped on his bike and started pedaling toward Promenade Park. The park sat next to the Fannie Mae building, its large, grassy manicured lawns interspersed with concrete walkways encircling the small, manmade lakes that were edged by multicolored flowers. Couples could often be seen in the middle of the fields, lying on their backs, looking up at the sun as they enjoyed its warmth. He was supposed to meet Truitt up by the Fannie Mae building, but now he was running late. He pedaled harder, hoping that Truitt would still be there.




His mind drifted back to Miss Jones. She was kind of crazy. Something about her was a little off. Paul couldn’t quite put his finger on it, couldn’t supply a name for her malfunction, but he knew it was there all the same. If word ever got out that she was having sex with a student, she would be labeled a sexual predator and her life would be ruined, yet she attacked him in bed like she was a lion that had been unleashed. A smile spread across Paul’s face while the wind swept through his hair, his eyes glowing with the memory as the blocks sped past on his way to the park.




Sex.




Actually, Miss Jones was better than sex. She was better than he could ever have imagined sex could be, and sometimes he felt as if he could not contain his excitement. He was banging Miss Jones!




Paul stepped up his pace another gear as he approached Underhill, a steep, upward climb that always required great effort to reach the top. Steep hills created challenges for Paul whenever he was on his bike; especially if he happened upon a hill when Truitt and Mugwump were with him. They treated each hill like it was a personal challenge from the Man above that they had to meet and conquer, with a certain measure of pride and bragging rights going to the first one to make it to the top. The upside to their race to the top was the relaxing glide down the other side, with feet and legs dangling stress-free as the cool wind blew against their faces. Paul was panting when he topped Underhill and was still breathing hard as he glided downhill, turned on Union Street and coasted into the park. Truitt was sitting on a bench near the entrance with his bicycle lying on the ground near his feet. Paul coasted over, pulled up next to the bench and dropped his bike on the ground next to Truitt’s, quickly taking a seat next to him.




“Whattup?” Truitt leaned back on his elbows while watching a group of kids playing a pickup football game.




“Shit,” Paul said. “You want to get next?” He indicated the football game.




Truitt looked on as one of the boys came sweeping around the corner on an end run, striding in open spaces for a second, but that opening was quickly slammed closed and he was met with a vicious tackle that forced the ball from his hands. “Fumble!” The cry rang out, followed by a frenzy of bodies diving for the ball.




“Jermaine thinks that he’s all that.” Truitt spoke of the boy who had hit the ball carrier. “He ain’t, though.”




“Yes. I know,” Paul said.




Jermaine stood over the pile of players who were battling with each other, trying to recover the fumble while he glared at Truitt with a daring smirk on his face. Truitt was Jermaine’s only competition on the football field but Truitt had an edge on him.




“Jermaine takes it to heart too much,” Truitt said. “He can’t see me, though.” Truitt returned Jermaine’s stare before yelling out to him. “You cock strong, boy! You need some pussy in your life, kid. For real.” The smile faded from Jermaine’s face. “You too aggressive, man,” Truitt continued. He and Jermaine had been through a few scuffles and had achieved a fighting peace. Now their battles were all talk.




“Why don’t you come out here then?” Jermaine said.




“You need some ass, dude,” Truitt said. “And I ain’t talking about when your finger slips through the toilet paper either!” Paul broke out laughing. Jermaine stomped over to them. “What you laughing at, white boy?” he said.




“Why do I have to be white?” Paul said.




“’Cause you white, white boy.” Jermaine looked at him for a moment, puzzled, when the other players called him back to the game.




“You know,” Truitt said. “Sometimes you can be white as hell. You know what I mean?”




“Yep,” Paul said. “But my father told me that one day it was gonna pay off for me.”




“Your pops is a trip, too. But he ain’t never lied.” They gave each other some dap and then sat back to watch the game for a few minutes. Jermaine took the ball and ran straight up the middle of the line, plowing through a few tacklers before being dragged to the ground. He spiked the ball and looked at Truitt.




“Truitt,” Paul said. Truitt turned to him. “If I told you something, could you keep it to yourself? A secret. Afor real secret! Never tell anyone?”




Truitt leaned back on an elbow and regarded Paul. “Probably. What kind of secret?”




“A serious one,” Paul said. “Heavy. Matter of fact, I’m scared to tell you because you might not be able to hold it.”




Truitt’s chest puffed up. He had a few secrets of his own that he never planned to share, yet he resented Paul for thinking that he couldn’t hold one. “Paul, you the one who can’t hold water.”




“Well, I’m holding this one. I need to know that I can trust you. That’s all.”




Truitt was silent. Paul looked at him with those bluish eyes glittering with an intent that Truitt had never seen before. His tone let Truitt know that this was very serious. “You my boy, Paul. What’s up?” Paul paused for a moment and looked out at the football game. Jermaine was staring at Truitt again and he seemed to be much too close for comfort. “Let’s go for a ride,” he said. Minutes later, they were gliding past Underhill where they stopped by the lake and Paul told Truitt about him and Miss Jones.
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