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ONE


“Mr. Harris, I’m sorry, but you have cancer,” the thin, white-haired doctor had told him. The man said it without emotion, without sympathy, without the slightest look of sadness in his eyes. Julius had to let it sink in a moment and decide whether his doctor was telling him the truth or not. He remembered sitting in the chair, stone-faced, unable to move.


Julius Harris shook the old thought out of his head, knowing he shouldn’t dwell on the past. He pushed open the bathroom door, and there, sitting in the middle of the antiseptic room, was the toilet. He walked cautiously up to it as though it might snap at him like a small angry terrier. He unzipped his pants and stood poised above the bowl. He stood there holding himself, the bright bathroom light splashing across his slumping head and shoulders as he waited for the flow of urine to make its way toward his urethra.


It will be a while, he told himself, and when it finally comes it will hurt like hell. Julius took deep breaths. Deep cleansing breaths, hoping the action would trigger something inside him, release the old dam gates and let the fluid flow. He tilted his head back, closed his eyes, and tried to relax.


Come on, dammit, he urged himself. I don’t want to be here all day, not again. The thought of just saying “screw it” ran across his mind. He’d zip his fly back up and busy himself with some simple task, just forget about it. But past experiences told him that wouldn’t work. Even though he didn’t have to urinate that minute, it sure as hell felt as though he did, and that feeling would remain with him until he let his contents out. So he stood and waited.


Then he felt it. It was coming, and he was able to relax for the most part and just let it flow. He always felt normal at this point, like he was a kid again, when pissing was something that you never thought two seconds about—feel your bladder getting tight, whip it out, piss all over the side of a tree and push it back in. One, two, three. Didn’t even have to worry about shaking it, because dried piss stains in the front of your Fruit of the Looms were commonplace at that age.


But, like always, he soon realized it wasn’t just like normal. The flow of urine was approaching its exit when Julius felt an extreme pain. It was like a bolt of lighting striking the tip of his penis, then flowing up his urethra and exploding somewhere just behind the center of his pelvis, very close to his anus. He shrugged, gritted his teeth, then relaxed a little as the pain subsided. The urine shot out in spurts at first, two streams flowing in different directions, one stream stronger than the other.


A lot of blood came out this time and the water was pink from the quantity. Some had managed to land on the rim of the toilet and the floor, speckling it like a weird abstract painting; pink drops on an all-white canvas. He rolled out some more toilet tissue, dropped to his knees and began to wipe it clean. He inspected the floor, and it was clear of all droplets. But wait. There was one . . . and another, he thought. But the droplets were not urine and blood, but tears. Two fell quickly from the corners of his eyes and splashed to the floor before he even realized he was crying. He sat up, pushed himself against the vanity, and smoothed the tears away with the heels of his hands.


“No. Don’t let it get to you,” he told himself in a hushed voice. He had to accept it. That was all. There was nothing he could do. Nothing would change, the disease would take its course whether he filled himself with self-pity and dreaded waking up every morning, or took each remaining day as a blessing. His doctor had told him that. But what the hell did he know, he wasn’t the one dying.


Julius stood, telling himself he was stronger than his actions displayed. He looked in the mirror and a man of fifty-five years stared back at him, dark under the eyes; two days of hair growth dirtied his face. “Pull yourself together,” he told himself. The doctor was right, and he knew it.


“Two years, thirty months on the outside,” the doctor had said. That was all he had left to live. Julius had swallowed hard and tried to stop himself from breaking down. He had tried instead to focus on the man who had just condensed the rest of his life into a number of months. He looked in the doctor’s eyes, and the doctor looked back, a blank stare, not at him but past him. Julius understood. The old guy couldn’t get too involved with each individual poor sap that happened to be dying in two years. It would be too much to take.


Outside of the hell that was taking place in Julius’s head, he had heard Cathy, his girlfriend of twenty years, crying. She was grabbing both of his hands, had pushed her chair very close to his and was bawling, sobbing heavily on his shoulder, a combination of tears and mascara falling to his sweater. Julius wrapped an arm around her. The sight of her experiencing so much pain made him furious.


That was a couple of months ago, and the memory still devastated him. To think that in a matter of months he would no longer exist. Julius reached for the sink, bracing himself there for fear he would fall. He looked up at himself in the mirror again, a desperate look on his face. Why me? he wanted to cry out. He wanted to yell at the top of his lungs, look toward the heavens and demand an answer from the so-called God that lived there in relative comfort while he suffered like an animal beneath him. He wanted to feel pity for himself, but he had done that so many times over the past two months that he knew it would do no good. It would just increase the despair he was already feeling, and pitch him into a deeper hole.


Julius heard footsteps above him, Cathy’s gentle movements about the house, which signaled that she had awakened. She had probably reached a hand across the bed, felt that he wasn’t there, and immediately become worried, wondering if something tragic had happened to her dearest friend. She cared the world for Julius and he knew that. She would have gladly taken the pain for him, taken the death sentence that he had received just so he could go on living. It was one of the hardest things about accepting the knowledge of his dying—knowing he would be leaving her behind to grieve painfully for probably the rest of her life.


Julius heard her descending the stairs, making her way just outside the bathroom door; he could feel her weight, her presence there waiting. He turned on the water to mask any sounds that would betray the fact that he had been wallowing in self-pity again.


“Jay, are you in there, sweetheart?” Cathy called. Her voice seemed tentative, as if she hadn’t known the man she was speaking to for the past twenty years, but had met him yesterday and now found him in her bathroom.


Julius didn’t answer, just rubbed his face with a hand towel, peeked in the mirror, and slipped on the most authentic smile he could manage. She’ll never buy it, he thought, as he heard her voice again, more frantic this time.


“Jay!”


“Right here.” He opened the door. “Just washing the old mug before breakfast.” He smiled, feeling unnatural. Cathy looked up at him and didn’t say a word. She stared in his face as if trying to decode some puzzle that was hidden there.


“What?” Julius asked, extending his arms out to his sides in animated bewilderment. She threw herself into him, her arms around his neck. He closed his arms around her small body and could feel her trembling within his embrace. He felt how her heart was rapidly pounding in her chest. Her grasp on him was tight, and he knew she knew exactly what had gone on in the bathroom, could read it in his face like she could read everything he was thinking. He squeezed her tight, rubbing his cheek against the soft curls of her hair, smelling the natural sweetness of her scent. The love he felt for her at that moment was too intense to bear.


“I’ll fix you a big breakfast. Pancakes, sausages, eggs, grits, everything, well, not sausage. That’s bad—turkey sausage. I’ll call off from work, and we can—”


“No. Don’t. I’ll be fine,” Julius said, pulling her hands away from his face, holding them in his hands. “I’m fine, really.” He tried the plastic smile again, feeling just as phony as before.


She stared into his face with her big brown-orange eyes. She always did that, as though she couldn’t say anything without first really thinking it over.


“Why didn’t you wake me when you got up?”


“Because you were up with me late last night, and you needed to get your sleep.”


“I thought you said you’d wake me if you weren’t feeling well.”


Julius let go of her hands and took a couple of steps back. “Yes, I did agree on that, but I’m feeling fine. I’m fine, Cathy.”


“Then why—”


“Cathy, stop. I’m dying. I accepted that. But I’m not dead yet. I don’t even feel that bad. I’m all right, and I’m going to be all right for who knows how long. Now, I love you to death, but I don’t think I’ll be able to handle you on my case like you are now for the next couple of years. I’ll go crazy before it’s time for me to check out. You wouldn’t want that, would you?” He laughed a little, feeling more genuine.


“I’m sorry, Jay. It’s just I don’t want you to feel alone with this thing. I want you to know that it’s not just your problem, but ours. I’m here, whatever you need. Whatever you want.”


“What I want is for us not to dwell so much on my, I mean, our problem. Can we just live like we have been for the past twenty years, huh?”


“Okay. I’ll . . . I’ll try that.” She smiled, giving him a small kiss on the lips. “I’ll go to work, but I’m still going to fix you that breakfast.”


“No. That’s all right. I have a lot on my mind. I was really just planning on going out and finding somewhere nice to sit. You know, something beautiful to look at.”


Cathy didn’t say anything, but he could see her making an effort to try not to ask to accompany him.


“Okay, sweetheart. I’ll eat all by myself, but don’t complain when you miss out on the best breakfast I’ve ever made.”


Julius parked his car, a 1970 Mercedes two-door coupe, on the bank of the Pacific Ocean. It was spotless. He had just washed and waxed it two days ago and it looked brand new. He looked back at it as he walked toward the water, remembering when he had first purchased it so many years back. Fifteen years to be exact, from some old guy. It was spotless then, and looked just as good now, if not better.


It was his gift to himself for making it, for doing what he set out to do and accomplishing it, even though he had to sacrifice a wife and three sons. He stood, the water to his back, a gentle breeze in the air, looking at the car. A solemn look covered his face. What a gift. He had bought the car in celebration of leaving his old life, venturing out in the cruel world where no one knew him, and making a new life. Yes, he had bought the car five years after he left his family, to commemorate the year his business was finally in the black, and he could feel accomplished.


The car had meant so much to him then. It helped mask the pain he was feeling for abandoning his family, helped him forget that he was still a married man with three boys that were probably missing him as he drove through the streets in the small two-seater, declaring how single and carefree he was. It had meant so much to him then, but now it really wouldn’t matter to him if the brake slipped and the thing slowly started rolling toward the water. He would let it roll. He’d probably even give it a nudge and watch the water eat his car, leaving behind only ripples and bubbles, then nothing. It would only be fitting. But then he would have nothing, neither the car nor his family. He would only have his diseased shell of a body, and soon that too would be gone.





TWO


Austin Harris sat at his desk. His coat was on, his briefcase sitting before him, waiting to be picked up and toted home. Austin looked at his watch. It read 5:35 P.M. He could have gone home long ago, he just didn’t want to. He pushed away from the large oak desk and stood up from the executive chair. He walked from behind the desk and started to pace about the plush carpeting. His coat on, tied at the waist, he walked abut the room, the only light coming from a small halogen desk lamp, set on low. He paced back and forth, stopping in front of his desk. He picked up the long triangular block of wood, his name stenciled across in gold letters: Austin H. Harris, Attorney at Law.


“Yeah,” he blew sarcastically, walking another line across the room. He stopped again, this time picking up the picture of his wife. She stared back at him, holding his son and daughter, as if to say, “Hurry home, we’re waiting for you.” The thought made him shudder. Fairly attractive woman, he thought, but she gave me beautiful kids. He touched each child with his finger, not regarding his wife, then put the picture down. A knock at the door startled him.


“Come in,” he answered.


A woman peeked in. She was holding a manila folder against the breast of her pink blazer. Her hair was cropped short, but very stylish. Her eyes were big black circles.


“What are you still doing here? You should’ve been gone an hour ago. And why are you walking around in the dark?” she asked.


“I’m about to go home. There were just a couple of things I needed to finish, that’s all. Is there a reason I’m looking at you?”


“Oh, yeah. I just wanted to drop this case file on your desk for tomorrow morning, that’s all.”


“Well,” Austin prompted.


She walked over and laid the folder on his desk.


“Very well done, Reecie. Sometimes I think I don’t pay you enough.”


“Well, I think that all the time, Mr. Harris.” She turned around and was about to walk out the door. “Is everything all right, Mr. Harris?”


“Yeah. Why do you ask?” He felt defensive all of a sudden, as though he had something to hide.


“I don’t know, just something. I don’t know.” She smiled, then closed the door behind her.


Austin walked behind his desk and slumped into his chair. She read me just like that. That shouldn’t happen, he thought. Obviously he was becoming too emotional about the problem, and that meant he needed to either become more detached or resolve the problem altogether. But for now, he’d forget about it. He was tired after putting in a hard day’s work at his firm. He just wanted to go home, get dinner, and relax in relative peace and quiet.


Austin sat outside in his car, parked in the driveway. He hoped no one had heard him pull up, and they probably hadn’t, for he saw no little faces peeping out between the curtains of the front room. The radio was playing softly, and the soft green light colored his face in the dark.


I’ll go in there in just five more minutes. Like, after this song goes off, he told himself. He wasn’t quite sure what kept him from opening the door of his car and walking in the house and greeting his family like he did every night. He just wasn’t sure. Or was he? Was it the every night part that bothered him? Could it be the wife, the house, the kids? Could it be that what he had worked so hard for had somehow become mundane to him? He looked at the house. A very nice house in many respects, in a very nice Chicago neighborhood. He looked at the garage standing plainly in front of him.


“The garage,” he said aloud, for no other reason than to identify it. He looked down the block and saw all the other houses and garages, then looked in his rearview mirror and saw the houses that lined the other side of the street. My house is just like theirs, he thought, save for the minor physical differences that fool us into thinking that we have something unique. My house is the same, and my life is probably the same, too. I’ll be walking in my house, greeting my family just like every other guy on this block probably did an hour ago. And I’m not only doing the same thing everyone else is doing, but I’m doing it after them.


He placed the thought into the “unimportant things to worry about” file in his head. He snapped the radio off and made his way to the house.


He walked in and it was quiet. The front room was empty. The light was turned down overhead, and the place was clean. No stuffed animals thrown about the couch or floor. Elmo, the orange Muppet thing, was not crumpled into a pretzel in front of the TV where Bethany usually left him. No trucks, no footballs, and no superhuman action figures suctioned to the walls. Obviously his son had been made to clean up his mess.


It wasn’t as bad as he thought it was going to be, and he almost wanted to kick himself for devoting so much negative thought to what wasn’t even there.


Austin took off his coat, opened the closet door, and hung it up. The door wouldn’t close all the way because there at his feet, lodged in the doorway, was Elmo. He picked him up and shook him. “What are you doing in there?” he said. He smiled and thought of his daughter.


He tucked the doll under his arm, grabbed his briefcase and listened as the rumbling in his stomach became louder.


“Honey, I’m—” He laughed to himself at how routine that sounded. “Darling, I’m back.” Ricky Ricardo never said that. “Where is everybody, I’m starving.”


“We’re in the kitchen,” he heard his wife call to him.


The kitchen. That meant dinner, and he hoped she had cooked something good, because he could have eaten a small mammal the way he was feeling. He walked into the doorway of the kitchen and was greeted by Bethany. “Daddy!” she yelled, jumping into his arms. Quite a load at five years old, he thought, catching her, forced to drop Elmo and his briefcase.


“What did you bring me from work, Daddy? Did you bring me a doll?” she asked, gleaming.


“No. Buuttt . . . I brought you . . .” He searched through his pants pocket for anything he could pass off as a gift. “A stick of GUM!” he said triumphantly. “How’s that?” She grabbed it, tore off the wrapper and gobbled it.


“It’ll do for today,” she said, around her chewing.


He gave one to his son who was sitting in his mother’s lap, patted him on the head, then kissed his wife on the cheek. She kissed him back. His son, Troy, yanked on his tie.


“Hey,” Austin said. “You want me pulling on your tie?”


“I don’t have no tie, nah,” Troy said, reaching for the dangling brightly colored fabric again.


“That’s all right, you might be four now, but the day you make five, you’re getting a job.” His son laughed, and he laughed, too, thinking that things weren’t that bad after all. After all, they were rather nice.


“What’s for dinner, sweetie? I’m starving,” he said, patting his stomach.


“Aw, baby, we already ate.”


“You did what?”


“Yeah, you hadn’t gotten home and the kids were getting hungry so I fed them. I thought you were going to get something out,” she said, readjusting Troy on her lap.


“Well, what did you make?” he said, feeling slightly left out.


“We had McDonald’s, Daddy. Happy Meals! Want to see my toy?” Bethany held up at ant-sized blue-faced doll with a bushel of blond hair attached. Troy pulled a little green truck out of the pocket of his Incredible Hulk shirt.


“You mean you didn’t even cook.”


“I told you, I thought you were eating out. The kids were getting hungry and you know they don’t mind McDonald’s, so that’s what I got. Besides, I didn’t feel like cooking. I was tired.”


“Tired from what?”


Trace didn’t answer the question, just looked at him. “Don’t even go there, Austin. You act like you never ate out before. Last time I waited for you, the kids almost tore the house up trying to eat the furniture they were so hungry. Then you saunter in the house with a full belly wondering why I was losing my mind. You even told me next time you were late to go ahead and feed the kids. Remember?”


Yes. He did remember, but it didn’t matter at that moment. He was hungry and that was all that mattered. And besides, all she had to do was take care of the kids all day. She could’ve prepared dinner and gone to McDonald’s. And how tired she was had nothing to do with it.


“Yeah I remember,” he said, defeated.


“I can always see if we have something left over from a couple of nights ago. I think there’s some—”


“Don’t worry about it. Don’t put yourself out. I’m going to go upstairs and take a shower first, then I’ll fix something myself.”


He saw his kids looking up at him as he bent down to grab his case. Their big eyes were on him, and he knew Bethany was wondering if she should say something or not. He kicked Elmo. The Muppet slid across the floor and rebounded against the wall. Austin turned and slowly walked toward the stairs.


“Daddy’s mad, isn’t he?” he heard Bethany asking her mother.


“No, Daddy isn’t mad,” Trace replied.


But she’s wrong, Daddy is mad, Austin thought to himself. Daddy’s mad and he shouldn’t be. He should be glad to be home among his family after a long day. And Daddy is also hungry, and he shouldn’t be. He should be full, eating a wonderful meal that his wife so lovingly prepared for him, while she awaited his arrival.


Austin stepped out of the shower, beads of water running down his body. He pulled a towel from the rack and started to pat himself dry, looking at himself in the mirror. His hair was getting a bit long on the sides. He needed a cut. He didn’t want to be like so many other people—get married, then just let yourself go. Grab someone, legally obligate them to you for life, then start eating Twinkies, stop shaving, and never pick up a book again in life.


He wasn’t like that, married or not. Appearance was paramount to him, and he would take care of the puffs of hair that had started to grow out of control on the sides of his skull first thing in the morning. He danced on one foot as he dried the opposite leg, wrapped the towel around him, and stared plainly in the mirror. He straightened his back, turned his palms outward—perfect anatomical position—then looked over his body. Outside of the misshapen hair, he was in pretty good condition. The muscles in his shoulders and arms were still tight and well defined. He took a deep breath, flexing the muscles in his chest; they jumped mildly at his command. He looked at his stomach, ran his hand down the ripples, then pinched the tiny pocket of skin just to the side. Usually he could always pinch about half an inch, feeling the little bit of fat that was stored there, but when he pulled this time, there was nothing but skin.


“Damn,” he said. He yanked on the other side. Same thing. That meant he was losing weight, and that meant he wasn’t eating right. And why was that? he asked himself as though he didn’t know. I’m not eating right because my wife isn’t cooking right. Simple enough. He threw on his bathrobe and walked into the bedroom. Trace was not there and he figured she was probably putting the kids to bed. Well, at least she’s doing something, he thought.


Austin stood in front of the fridge. A tiny scrap of paper was stuck to it by a magnet in the shape of a smiling slice of bread. Marcus called—6:00. Call him back, it read. He pulled the door open.


Trace hadn’t found the time to shop this week. There was really nothing worth eating inside. A deflated bag of bread, two slices remaining—both ends. A bowl of cream-style corn covered with plastic wrap. Half a slab of ribs wrapped in foil from a week ago; he didn’t even consider it. A small blue plastic bowl of milk, two soggy Cheerios doing a synchronized swimming routine, compliments of his son, he was sure.


He pulled out a half-eaten sandwich, the bowl of corn, and the bowl of two Cheerios. He dumped the cereal in the sink, then slid the corn into the microwave. He punched 5:00 minutes. Standing over the microwave, he unwrapped the sandwich, noticed the rough edges from where it was last bitten, then took a bite himself. He didn’t know how old it was, but it didn’t matter. Considering how hungry he was at that moment, he could have clubbed the neighbor’s dog over the head and eaten it.


The bread was hard and stale, the meat tasted rubbery and artificial, and the vegetables, if they were once that, were wilted and devoid of taste. The continuous beeps of the microwave insisted that he remove his corn. He sat at the table in his dark blue pajamas, eating his dinner of stale mystery meat sandwich and lukewarm cream-style corn, straight from the big refrigerator storage bowl.


He tried to calm himself, but it did no good. He was seething each time he took a bite out of the tasteless sandwich and each time the little spoon slipped down the bowl and slid into the thick gook that was his corn, forcing him to dig his fingers into the soup to retrieve it.


“So, how’s dinner, master chef?” Trace was coming down the stairs, a grin on her face as though she took great pleasure out of what she was seeing.


Austin didn’t say a word, just put his face farther into the big bowl and continued spooning the slop into his mouth.


“Mmmmm, sure smells good,” she said. She was now behind him, both hands on his shoulders, leaning over him, examining his food. She even had the nerve to stick her fingers in his sandwich to look at its contents.


“Boy, now that’s a sandwich. Do you think I can have a bite? Pleeease.”


Austin put down his spoon. It slid down the curved insides of the bowl and drowned in his corn again.


“What’s with you?” Austin asked in a voice of suppressed anger.


Trace practically jumped backward. “Nothing, I was making a joke, that’s all. Thought you would like a little company with dinner.” She chuckled a bit at the use of the word “dinner.” Austin didn’t smile, and Trace’s smile quickly drained.


“My goodness, what’s with you? You come in late, then you try to bite my head off.” She opened the fridge and pulled out a yogurt. She popped the cap on it, sat down with a spoon, and began to eat. What she was eating looked so much more appetizing than what Austin had.


“Well,” she said, the creamy pink stuff in her mouth made visible as she spoke.


“Well, what?” Austin replied, knowing what she was talking about but wanting her to devote more effort to asking the question.


“Why are you so irritable? Was it a rough day at work? Did any of your clients give you a problem?”


Austin couldn’t believe it. They had been married for six years now, and she couldn’t even tell what was bothering him. Or could she? She was so into that little cup of yogurt, twisting and turning that spoon so not an ounce of the stuff would escape her, that she probably wasn’t even paying any attention to what she was talking about. He wanted to tell her straight out, let her have it, blast her for the meal that was unmade when he got home, but as she had informed him earlier, she really had done no wrong.


“Well,” she said once again, finishing the yogurt. She put the empty cup down and it fell over due to the weight of the spoon inside it. She licked her lips and folded her hands before her, giving him her full attention.


“I had a hard day at work, and I come home to this.” Austin picked up the sandwich, shook it a little. A limp slice of tomato fell to the table.


Trace just looked at him till he put the sandwich down.


“We talked about this earlier, I thought.”


“We did, and you were right about feeding the kids early, but do I have to eat this?”


“Austin, didn’t I try to offer to fix you something earlier? But you refused. You said no.” She did her Austin impression she was so proud of, lowering her voice. “I’m gonna go upstairs and take a shower, then I’m gonna fix it myself.” She stood in front of him, her hands on her hips, a mock-angry mask on her face.


The gesture was kind of cute, and if Austin hadn’t been so pissed he probably would have cracked a smile, but that would have been exactly what she wanted. She was right again, as she so often was, and Austin could do nothing but sit among the mess of disgusting old food he had prepared and listen to her mocking him.


“Don’t worry, sweetheart. I’ll fix you something.” She moved about him, clearing away the damage he had done, leaning over him, brushing against his face with her hair, leaving a bit of her scent in the air for him to take in. She brushed against his shoulder and back with her breast, as though it was purely accidental.


He knew it wasn’t. He watched her as she prepared his food. She was actually beautiful. Short, petite, and she had managed to gain only a few pounds after being pregnant with their two children. She turned to look at him, probably realizing he was staring, then she smiled. A beautiful bright smile, a loving smile, and it made him wonder how he could feel the way he sometimes felt about her, his life, their life together. The anger seemed to drain from his body as he gazed at his wife, watching her do for him. He resolved not to think any more of the thoughts that came to him when he was angry. Everything is fine and it will remain that way, as long as she does what she’s supposed to do, he thought. She looked at Austin again, a spatula in her hand. He simply smiled back at her.





THREE


Marcus Harris woke from a deep sleep and moved from his bed in slow, dragging steps. As he walked out of his room he noticed the clock read 11:35 in the morning. He wasn’t very alert till he washed his face and had his first glass of orange juice.


He had been up all night working on some illustrations for a publisher friend of his. She had to have the illustrations by Friday, so he put in extra work so she’d have it on time. He really didn’t mind because he set his own hours. He decided when he did and didn’t want to work, and when he didn’t want to, he ended up working anyway.


The second bedroom of his house had been converted into his studio and office. His drafting table was there, and the paints, pens, pencils and everything else he used in his trade were neatly stacked on top. On the walls were tacked pictures of the many children’s book characters he had drawn over the last three years, some finished, brightly colored with markers or paint, some only outlined in pencil waiting to be completed.


Marcus walked into the office still in his pajama bottoms. He sat down at the table and picked up what he had been working on so late into the night. It wasn’t bad, and he was satisfied with the time he had spent on it. He considered picking up his pens again and finishing the project, but his heart wasn’t in it. He yawned, stretching his arms wide above his head. He wanted to get out and do something. He looked toward the window and saw how the sun was trying to find its way in through the thin curtain. It would be a nice day to be out, but the problem was, with whom?


He was thirty-three years old and he was alone. He had never been married, and had no kids. He shied away from relationships. People get hurt, he told himself, and it’s a terrible kind of hurt. Not like a scratch, or a bump on the head; not a physical pain, something far worse. A dull, heart-aching pain that makes you want to roll over and die. When you’re in love and the relationship ends for whatever reason, the loss of it leaves a void, a gaping hole from which all your heart and soul and guts seep out.


Of course it had never happened to Marcus, not directly, because he wouldn’t let it. But he had seen it happen to someone else—his mother, and that was as close to the pain as he needed to be. It was twenty years ago or so, and his father, for some reason or another, decided it would be best for all parties concerned if he just split. He did just that, without any explanation whatsoever.


Marcus wasn’t sure what that man told his mother the day he left, but she cried hard all day, like a woman who had lost her children in a fire. It seemed as though she cried every day until she died of breast cancer. Whenever he thought about his father he could never stop thinking that his departure was what actually killed her. Marcus imagined that if he ever saw his father again he would kill him. When he envisioned the man standing before him, his hand extended, a smile on his face, as though they had never lost a day, he knew he would kill him. He would simply blow him away with a shotgun for taking his mother away.


After his mother died, Marcus had no one. His big brother Austin had gone to law school, even though Marcus begged him to stay. Austin told him that he had to get on with his life. “Mother would’ve wanted me to go.” And to this day, Marcus had never forgiven him for that. With his mother’s death and Austin’s departure for school, the youngest brother, Caleb, was put in Marcus’s care. He was more than a handful, bordering on a troublemaker, and Marcus did his best for him as long as he could. But Caleb had no intention of taking orders from a brother who was only three years older than himself. He got a two-bit job as a custodian, quit high school, and moved in with some woman ten years older than himself. Caleb didn’t even make it there with the woman a year.


His brothers were still around, and he saw them on occasion, but they were not the family they should have been, the family Marcus wanted them to be. Austin and Caleb never seemed to get along, not even when they were children. They rarely spoke or saw each other and the responsibility was left to Marcus to keep them civil and acting like brothers.


Marcus yawned and stretched, picked up a blue pen, realizing that there was nothing else to do but finish the work he had started the night before, but first he’d grab a glass of orange juice. He had started toward the kitchen when the phone rang.


“Marcus Harris speaking,” he answered, grogginess still in his voice.


“Wake up, it’s almost noon.” A voice came over the phone a little too loud and energetic, forcing Marcus to pull away from the receiver. It was his older brother, Austin.


“Do you ever do any work, or do you just sleep all day?”


“Good morning, Austin. And yes, I do do work. I was up all night doing some as a matter of fact, and I was just about to do some more. You finally found time in your busy schedule to call me back,” Marcus said, pacing his office with the cordless phone.


“I have important things to take care of, Marcus. I just can’t pick up the phone whenever you call just to chat. What did you want, anyway?”


“Nothing in particular, just wanted to talk, you know.”


“About what?”


“I don’t know. Just talk. See how you were doing. It’s not like I talk to you every day.”


“Marcus, you have too much time on your hands. You find a woman desperate enough to date you yet?”


“That’s none of your business, and that’s not what I called to talk about.”


“Okay, talk. But make it quick. I can’t just sit around my house all day, scribbling on the flaps of cardboard boxes like you do.”


Marcus heard Austin laugh a little, but he didn’t take offense. That was what Austin had always thought of Marcus’s livelihood. “When was the last time you talked to Caleb?” Marcus asked.


“I don’t know, a couple of weeks, maybe longer. Why?”


“I just think maybe you could make more of an effort to keep in touch with him. He is your younger brother, you know.”


“Well, he’s your younger brother, too.”


“I keep in touch with him,” Marcus replied.


“Why can’t he call me? He has a phone just like I do, if it hasn’t been turned off yet.”


“I know he does, Austin. But that’s beside the point.”


There was a long pause on Austin’s end of the phone. “Well, can you get to the point, Marcus? I’m busy, all right?”


“I was wondering if you want to get together sometime soon. The three of us, do some bowling or something?” Marcus could sense the answer even before it came.


There was another long moment of silence.


“Marcus, don’t you think you’re trying a little too hard with this?”


“With what?”


“With this Three Musketeers crap. We’re brothers, Marcus. I think we all know that. I’ll even say it for you—we are brothers. But just because we are doesn’t mean we have to walk arm in arm everywhere we go.”


“I know that. I didn’t say that. I just thought it wouldn’t be a bad idea if—”


“When do you want to get together? Do you want to meet for drinks tomorrow evening or something?”


“I don’t know if I’ll be able to get in touch with Caleb that soon.”


“Then just come yourself,” Austin said.


“What do you mean, just come myself?”


“You heard me.”


“The whole idea was to get the three of us together.”


“No, Marcus, the idea was to get Caleb and myself together. Look, I don’t know what you want from the two of us, but I don’t think you’re going to find it. Face it, we just aren’t each other’s favorite people.”


“But you’re brothers.”


“Marcus, so what. Do you hear me? So what! I know we’re brothers. I care for the man, I never want anything bad to happen to him, and if he ever needs me, I’ll be around for him, and that pretty much fulfills my brotherly duties. Hold on a minute,” Austin said.


What an ass my brother is, Marcus thought. He heard a woman’s voice in the background, then his brother’s voice giving her orders of some sort.


“Look, I’ve got to go. Do you want to have drinks or not?”


“Do you mind if Caleb comes?”


“Marcus, I never said I didn’t want him to come.”


“Do you mind if Caleb comes?” Marcus asked again.


“I don’t care. If you find him, bring him. If you don’t—don’t. All right. See you later.”


“Bye,” Marcus said. “What an ass.”


He didn’t understand why his brother felt the way he did about Caleb. They were different, yes, but that didn’t mean he had to shun him like some homeless dreg begging for money. It was wrong, and that was the long and short of it. If this continued, they would be strangers, and Marcus couldn’t let that happen.


Marcus remembered one night when he was a child watching his mother lying ill on her bed. She was well into her sickness, very close to the end. She lay there, her eyes half open, the long painful fight with cancer evident on her face. Marcus sat on the floor by her bed. The two of them were having a slow, soft-spoken conversation in the dark.


“Nobody should be alone.” She spoke slowly, pulling in air when she needed it, making long, thin wheezing sounds with the effort.


“Everyone needs someone, no matter how strong they believe themselves to be. Your brothers have never really gotten along, not even when they were little boys. They always found something to argue about. Always.” She laughed a little, but it sounded more like a short series of coughs. There was a distant look on her face as if remembering something. “I don’t want you to see it as a burden, and if you don’t think that you want to be bothered with it, don’t be, but they won’t come together by themselves.”


“I know, Ma,” Marcus said, caressing her hand in his.


“I want you to try and keep the three of you together. It would be nice.” She smiled absently again. “You’ll have no one but yourselves after . . . after I’m gone.” She tightened the grip on her son’s hand.


“Ma, don’t say that.” Marcus moved closer to her. She placed her arms around him. He could barely feel the weight of them.


“I’m not going to be here forever, Marcus. You know that. It’s not bad to talk about it.”


He was aware of what she was asking him to do, but he had no way of knowing how to do it. If they didn’t want to be together, then they just didn’t want to be, and there was really nothing he could do about it. That was how he really felt then, but he couldn’t tell his mother that. He couldn’t tell her anything like that, because she was near her death, he could feel it, and he didn’t want to put anything on her mind that would disturb her peaceful passing.


Marcus immediately picked up the phone and dialed his younger brother.


“Hello,” the voice on the other end of the phone said.


“Hello,” Marcus answered. “Sonya?”


“Yeah.”


“This is Marcus. Is Caleb there?”


“No, Marcus, he’s not. He’s supposed to be out looking for a job, but you know what that means. There’s no telling where he could be.”


“Well, please tell him I called, and if he gets in anytime before five, can you tell him to call me back?”


“Yeah, I’ll tell him. Bye, Marcus.”


“Hey, hey, hold it,” Marcus said quickly.


“Yeah?”


“How are you doing?”


“Huh?”


“How are you doing? Is everything all right?” he asked, wondering why she sounded surprised by a simple question like that.


“Aw, yeah, everything is fine. We’re making it. You know, one day at a time, every day.” She laughed a little.


Her response was thin. Marcus could tell it was phony. “Yeah, I know. And how is little Jahlil? He’s all right?”


“Yeah, he’s fine, with his bad self.”


Marcus paused for a moment, feeling that there was something weird about the way Sonya was responding to his questions.


“Everything is fine, right?” he asked with some concern.


There was a long pause, and he had to speak her name before she responded again.


“Oh, well, there is this problem with the . . . uh . . .”


“With the what, Sonya?”


“Uh . . . with the . . . never mind,” she came back quickly. “No, everything is fine.”


“You were about to tell me something. What was it?”


“Nothing. I forgot. It was nothing, all right, Marcus?”


“It had to be something, or you wouldn’t have mentioned it.” He could feel himself becoming irritated with her childish behavior. She was twenty-seven years old, far too old to be playing games like that.


“Marcus, I’ll tell your brother you called. I’m sure he’s out there finding a job, and he should be home soon, okay?”


“But—”


“Bye, Marcus.” She hung up the phone.


Marcus’s first thought was to call her back, but he realized she probably wouldn’t pick up the phone. He needed to know what she was talking about. He knew that something was up, he could hear it in her voice. It bothered him that she wouldn’t tell him. She should have known that he would do anything within his power to help them. He dialed the number again, then after thinking for a moment, disconnected the call before it went through. Sometimes he wished he could just not care, distance himself as Austin did, but that wasn’t the type of person he was.





FOUR


Caleb sat on a slab of rock and watched two old men play chess. One had a beard, and one was wearing an old fishing hat. They were both filthy. It was an interesting game, so Caleb couldn’t just get up and leave in the middle of it, he had to see who won. He looked down at his watch and it read 11:52 A.M. He had gotten out of the house at eight o’clock, telling Sonya that today would be the day that he would find a job. He had even put on his only pair of real pants, a pair of cotton Levi’s Dockers. They were a little big and a little long because he had bought them at a discount store, but they still looked kind of professional. Stuffed in his pants pocket was a clip-on tie that he had taken off during the intense chess game.


When the game was over Caleb moved to a park bench and opened the paper to the job section. He started to glance over the tiny blocks of advertisements. “Computer Analyst,” one announced, and the ten blocks under it marked positions. Sales Manager, Nurses, Engineers wanted, Electricians, Marketing Executives. These were the ads that caught his attention and all they did was discourage him. There was no way in the world he could qualify for one of those positions with his limited education. He hadn’t even graduated from high school for God’s sake.


He sank his face in his hands and wondered why he was even going through the trouble. It didn’t make sense to look, get all dressed up and walk around like a fool panhandling for a damn job. Something would come along eventually, it always did. Somebody who knew somebody else would offer him a job, didn’t really matter what it was, but he’d take it and everything would be cool. And if that didn’t happen, he’d hit Sonya up again. She worked at the unemployment office, and she’d get him a couple of inside tracks just like she had last time, even though he screwed those up.


Happy with himself, his actions all planned for finding a job, he tossed the job section in the trash can near where he was sitting, and folded the rest under his arm. It was too beautiful a day to be out begging for a job. He looked at his watch again and it was only 12:15. Sonya wouldn’t expect him back till at least three, so he would find something to do.


He hopped on the bus, showing the driver the crinkled little piece of paper he used to transfer from one bus to the next. He had to squeeze his way through the people because the bus was crowded with the lunchtime rush. A woman was getting up and he took the seat, even though another woman seemed to have been waiting patiently for the vacancy.


The bus was heading in the direction of the inner city housing projects, the many tall identical buildings that lined one of the major highways of Chicago. They stood there, hundreds of feet tall, as a constant reminder of how poor black folks were in this city. They were like building-sized billboards, Caleb thought, screaming “Blacks folks be po’! Hey, just look where we live!”


The crowd on the bus started to thin because of the direction the bus was traveling. No one wanted to end up among the project buildings if they didn’t belong there.


Across the aisle from Caleb was a man wearing one of those fancy business suits like Austin always wore, the kind Caleb hated so much. But he had to admit, of all the ones he had seen, this was one of the nicest. He was a man of about forty-five or fifty, Caleb figured, and on his lap rested, of course, a briefcase. The man was black, neat-looking, clean-shaven, with shiny shoes and those thin little black socks that you can see through. He wore a diamond ring on his right hand, a wedding band on his left, and on his wrist was a very nice watch. He sat facing Caleb, looking out the window behind him. Caleb looked him up and down; the attention didn’t seem to bother the man. He reminded Caleb of Austin, so damn caught up with his suits and ties, watches and rings. He would have bet anything that this guy was just as much a joke as Austin was.


He looked him over again, and wondered what the man was still doing on the bus—they were closing in on the outskirts of the danger zone, and looking the way he was, Caleb figured he should’ve gotten off the bus long ago. But the man just continued looking out the window as if the surroundings were nothing new to him. Caleb wondered how much money he made, what he did, and what the hell he was doing so damn far away from the suburbs where all the other un-black black folks lived. The man must have felt Caleb’s stare. He smiled slightly and nodded. Caleb nodded back, feeling the man was as phony as a three-dollar bill.


“Hey, what’s your name?” Caleb asked, not feeling at all out of place.


The man looked up, raising his eyebrows as if to ask, “me?”


“Joseph Benning,” he said, seeming comfortable speaking to a stranger. “And what’s your name, young man?”


Caleb thought about not answering, not liking the “young man” remark, but he figured compared to his old ass, he was a young man.


“Caleb. My name is Caleb Harris.”


“Nice to meet you, Caleb Harris. Nice day, isn’t it?” He smiled, looking out the window. Caleb looked out the window behind him, the same one Benning was looking out, as if it was the only one with the view of the nice day.


“Yeah, I guess so.” Caleb looked over the man again, paying close attention to the watch, the big diamond that was where the twelve should have been, the shiny gold of the rings, and the expensive look of the briefcase. He wondered what the street value would be for all that stuff. That is, if he were still into robbing, which he wasn’t. But he was sure it would’ve been reason enough to risk taking it off the old guy. Besides, he probably had it insured, and if he didn’t, Caleb was sure he made enough to run out and buy replacements.


“Hey, how much you make?”


“Excuse me,” the man smiled, seeming embarrassed by the question.


“You know what I mean. How much money you bringing in? I know it has to be a lot if you’re walking around with all that on,” Caleb pointed a finger in the general direction of the man’s hands and wrist.


“That’s not the sort of question you ask someone you’ve just met. That’s really not the sort of question you even ask a friend.”


“Yeah, I know all that, but I wanted to know, so I asked. All you can do is say no, right? I’d just be right back where I started. So how much?”


The man laughed. He looked at Caleb, appearing to consider the question.


“I make enough,” he finally replied.


“All right then, you don’t have to tell me. All the people making the big money don’t want the little folks to know how much it is, like they’re ashamed of their big salaries ’cause they know we aren’t making nothing.”


“Well, how much do you make, Caleb? If you don’t mind me asking.”


“No. I don’t mind you asking.” Caleb paused for a moment, feeling a bit ashamed of himself. “I don’t make anything. I don’t have a job. I’m out here looking, that’s why I got the schoolboy getup on.” He reached in his pants pocket and pulled the tie out a bit so Benning could see.


“And how is it going?”


“It ain’t. It’s tight, man. I been all through this paper, and ain’t nothing in here for me to do.” He tossed the paper to the seat next to his.


“And what is it you do?”


“Damn, you ask a lot of questions.”


“If I’m prying, just ask me to stop.” He placed his briefcase to his side and crossed his legs.


“Yeah, well, I do the basic stuff, you know, hands work. Lifting boxes, washing dishes. Stuff like that.” Caleb looked away.


“So do you think—”


“What do you do?” Caleb interrupted, taking the spotlight off himself.


“I’m a manager and partial owner of a large computer software supplier downtown. Main Frame Software, you heard of it?”


“Yeah, I think so.” Never hearing the name before in his life. “So what you doing on this side of town? You a bit far from the Gold Coast, don’t you think?”


“I’m visiting a friend, she’s sick.”


“Don’t you have a car, making all the money you do?”


“Yes, I do, making all the money I do.” He smiled. “It’s in the shop getting the window replaced. Someone broke into it.”


“Mercedes, Lexus, BMW, something like that, right?” Caleb asked.


“Something like that.”


“Well, if you keep coming around places like this, it’s going to stay in the shop. You don’t belong out here, you think?” Caleb asked.


Benning looked out the window at what was passing outside.


“Why don’t I?”


“’Cause you . . . you know. You rich. You got all that. These people out here, we don’t have nothing. You never know, man. They might try and knock you over the head. If I were you, I’d be scared.”


“Why, are you scared?”


“Naw, hell no,” Caleb said. “I ain’t scared. Besides, I don’t have nothing. I’m referring to you.” He pointed a finger.


“Well, I’m sorry to say, but I disagree. I don’t think that a man should fear places that his own people live in just because he has nice things. Besides you make it appear as though everyone here, or individuals without money, are bad people and can’t be trusted.”


“Well, I almost want to say that’s right,” Caleb said.


“I don’t think you’re a bad person, Caleb Harris. Are you?” He looked intently in Caleb’s eyes.


Caleb looked back, then smiled and laughed a little. “Very funny, I see your point, but I’m just telling you, you should watch your back, that’s all. I’m just looking out for an old guy,” Caleb said, joking. “You know, you’re out of your element. It’s rough around here.”


“I’m not as old as you think, but thanks for the gesture.” Benning stood, grabbed his briefcase, then looked out the window. “Well, this is my stop. Interesting conversation. I wish we had more time to continue it.”


“Yeah, me too,” Caleb said, nodding his head.


“I tell you what.” Benning reached into his jacket pocket, took out a tiny leather folder, and pulled out a little white card. “This is my business card. If you would really like to continue this conversation, give me a call and we can meet somewhere for lunch or something.”


Caleb took the card, looked it over. “Main Frame Software, Joseph Benning, Dept. Manager.” “Yeah, okay, I’ll do that.”


“Good.” Benning extended his hand and Caleb shook it vigorously.


“Good-bye, Mr. Harris.” Benning walked toward the front of the bus, but stopped. “Oh, yeah, and the remark you made about me being out of my element—I’m not. This is where I grew up.” He smiled at the look on Caleb’s face and stepped off the bus.


He grew up here? Caleb thought. He’s lying. He’s making too much money to come from this. It couldn’t be. He looked down at the card again. He held it with both hands, almost caressing it. Department manager grew up in the projects, that’s something. Caleb felt good that he had met someone that had actually made it out of the wretched place, that is if the old guy was telling the truth. He was a cool old guy, and he had a lot to say. Caleb was genuinely sorry that they couldn’t keep talking. He could have learned a lot from the man, or at least found out how much money he made. But he had already decided that he would call him. He would call him and they would do lunch. He really didn’t have much else to do during the day. Caleb Harris and this important, rich, money-making old dude that grew up in the projects would talk.


Caleb felt good about himself, felt proud, as though he had accomplished a great deal. He wanted to tell someone, but he didn’t feel like going back home. He wanted to celebrate, get a forty-ounce bottle of beer or something. He got off the bus, stepped into the liquor store, and grabbed a bottle of beer. Miller High Life, his favorite. He paid for it with loose change, then set off to find a couple of his friends. He knew they’d be hanging out on a nice day like this, because they had no jobs either.


He took off down the street, carrying the bottle of beer, small paper bag covering it halfway, exposing the neck. It was almost two o’clock and the sun was getting warmer. It was pretty bright and it seemed to improve the looks of everything. Even the streets of the projects didn’t look that bad. The abandoned cars, the bits of trash that grew along the curbs as if they were flowers that belonged there, the areas of hard-packed gray dirt where grass used to grow. Nothing looked as bad as it did on glum, dull days when the sun wasn’t out. When Caleb saw his friend Blue sitting on a park bench with a couple of other guys, he said loudly, “Hey, man, what’s up with your black ass?” They called him Blue because he was so black—so black that he was blue.


Blue looked at him weirdly, as if he had never seen Caleb happy. “What’s up with you? Finally win the Lotto or something?” He had a bottle of beer himself. He was sitting on the backrest of the bench, his feet planted on the seat. He reached down and grabbed the forty-ounce bottle from between his legs.


Caleb had known Blue since they were kids, the better part of his life, and like Caleb’s, Blue’s life seemed to be moving in every direction but the correct one. Blue’s father hadn’t cut out on him, but he was gunned down on his way home from work one day. Wrong place wrong time. So Blue knew what it was like to grow up without a father, and that was one reason the two of them were so tight. Whatever it was they were missing by not having fathers around, they found in each other, and Caleb could no longer count how many times they had saved each other’s asses from sticky situations. Blue had always been there for him, just like a brother, even when Caleb’s real brothers weren’t.


“What you doing all spiffed up, looking like you coming from church?” Blue said, taking a swig from the bottle of beer. The remark provoked a chuckle from the two other guys, one standing and one sitting.


“Been looking for a job, man. Had to,” Caleb said, slapping Blue’s hand.


“Sonya been riding that ass again, huh?” He did his Sonya impression, raising the sound of his voice. “You better get your ass out there and find you a nine to five, or don’t think about bringing your butt back in this house!” He took another swig from his bottle, this time a longer one. Caleb could see the tight little ball in his neck go up and down as the beer slid down his throat. Blue pulled the bottle away and smiled, the gold tooth in the front of his mouth reflecting sunlight.


“Naw, it ain’t nothing like that. I got responsibilities, that’s all,” Caleb said.


“Well, did you get one? You find a job?”


“Naw, but I met this dude. Real cool dude. Grew up in the projects, got this software company, and make big cash. We talked on the bus. He got a lot to say, and I’m going to listen. I’m going to get a job from him, just listen to what I’m saying.”


“Yeah, all right, that’s cool,” Blue said, with little enthusiasm.


“I’m for real. Look at this.” Caleb reached in his pocket and pulled out the card. He held it in front of Blue’s face, not allowing him to grab it.


“Let me hold it,” Blue said.


“Naw, you going to get it dirty, bend it all up, just look.”


Blue took a quick glance, then dismissed it. “All right, man, that’s great. Happy birthday. Now why don’t you put your toy away and crack that brew, ’cause if you ain’t, you can pass it this way.”


Caleb did what he was asked, and decided that his friend would never make more of himself than what he was at that moment: one more brother sitting on a bench, swigging on a forty. Sure Caleb was doing the same thing at that moment, but he wouldn’t be there for the rest of his life.


They sat and talked, the four of them. They talked about life and women and the white man keeping them down, lack of job opportunities, the destruction of the world, and whatever else floated into their heads. One of the other guys that Caleb didn’t know—his name was Pete—took out a small, crumpled piece of aluminum foil. He opened it up, then pulled out of his pocket a small booklet of thin papers. He proceeded to roll the contents of the foil into the paper, licked it a couple of times, then lit it.


“Now you talking,” Ray Ray said. That was the other guy, big afro on his head. He was a huge lethargic guy. Pete passed Ray Ray the joint, and he took a long drag from it.


“See, the white man want us to work a nine to five. That’s where he want us, see,” Ray Ray said, already high. “Because if we work a nine to five, he’d have control over us. He’d be monitoring us, you see. Have us piss in a bottle to see if we be enhancing. They don’t want us enhancing our minds with the herb, because they know that it gives us knowledge, it clarifies shit.” He took another puff, pulled the joint from his mouth, and held it before him, staring at it, marveling as if it was the cure for cancer. “I’ll fuck a motherfucker up, he try and take this from me.”


“Just pass the shit and stop tripping!” Blue said. “I ain’t working that shit, ’cause it’s just like slavery. They want you to sweat, break your back for them, and what do they give you? Some money so you can run out and buy some insignificant shit on credit. Then they have you paying them, not just one time but for two years, or three years, or five years.” He took a hit of the blunt and held the smoke in as he finished talking, his voice sounding strangled. “And then don’t just have you paying them for years and years, but have you paying for more than the shit actually cost—interest and shit.” He blew the smoke out through his nose and mouth. “Black folks think they arrived when they get a credit card and a car note, but they don’t realize, they just jumped into a funnel, and it goes nowhere but down.” He passed the joint to Pete.


“But what do you have?” Pete asked. “You ain’t got shit but them gym shoes on your feet, and you need to be buying a new pair real soon, ’cause those starting to talk.”


Everyone laughed a little, except Blue.


“That’s cool, too. I ain’t got no car, and I don’t have no credit card either, but you know what else I ain’t got? Debt. I don’t owe no one shit. You hear me. Shit! Big fat zero. So yeah, I ain’t making no money, but I sure as hell ain’t spending none, either. Am I right, or what, Caleb?”


Caleb looked over at Blue and considered what he had said. “You right, man, for the most part. I don’t like it either. I don’t like no one telling me what to do, sizing me up, condemning me ’cause I put the square peg in the circle hole. And you right about folks being so far in debt that they never going to see they way out. They going to die still paying off that TV that they renting to own. But if you got responsibilities, if you going to live, you got to make money. That’s just the way life is. White folks made it that way so we got to work, and that brings us back to them controlling us.”


“I don’t care what you say, I’m living, and I ain’t working. I’m living, smoking this here joint, and it’s what I’m going to continue to do until I find out what it is I really want to do,” Blue said.


“And when is that going to be, when you fifty?” Ray Ray said.


“That’s going to be when that’s going to be. I ain’t rushing for nobody.”


“I’m glad you got it like that, but some of us can’t be taking our time,” Caleb said. He wanted to continue, letting them know that some of them, speaking of himself, had a girlfriend that practically was his wife, and a child to raise, plus rent to pay and food to buy, but they wouldn’t have understood. All they thought about was sitting out, talking shit, and getting high.


There was a time when that was all that interested him as well, but lately he had been getting ridiculed from all sides. Sonya had done everything but come out and call him a complete loser. She’d leave the day’s paper on the table with the job section open, things circled, things that she thought he should check out. She’d always ask him how things were going, had he found a job yet? It all seemed like gentle nudging, something that she referred to as “support,” but he found it painfully annoying. Like she had to remind him every day that he had no job, that he brought no money into the household. He needed no one for that. He could simply dig in his pockets, and the lint there spoke loud and clear.
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