







Dear Reader:

I am so excited that you have chosen to read Take Two and Pass. This is one of my all-time favorites from an author who takes real life and makes it ten times deeper to get his point across. Nane Quartay is a visionary; he wants to make an impact with his writing and he drives that point home in this novel.

Tokus Stone, the main character, is like many inner city young men who want to get out of the predestined horrible future determined only by their ZIP code. He wants to have a better life than his family members who came before him and decides that slinging dope for a living is a means to an end. He uses the money earned to pay for college and for basic survival. Just when he is ready to end the “street life” and move on, everything changes.

Pause is a confused young lady who only knew pain and abuse as a child. She has developed a cold and callous outlook on life and, in particular, does not have a high regard for the male species. Quartay shows us that “a pause can kill” in the most unique way.

Nane Quartay’s books—Take Two and Pass, The Badness and the upcoming Come Get Some are not your typical “urban fiction.” They are so realistic that readers will be caught up in every single, poetic word.

Thank you for supporting this author and Strebor Books in general. If you are interested in making extra income, please email dante@streborbooks.com to be sent an “Opportunity” packet. Now sit back in your favorite chair or, better yet, chill in the bed, and be prepared to be tantalized by yet another great read. Meanwhile, come check out my blog on http://myspace.com/zaneland.

Peace and Many Blessings,
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PROLOGUE

Tokus Stone stood looking out the window at nothing, wondering what would happen next … and he wanted to say good-bye. “Peace” to the violence that lay outside, on the desolate streets below. “Later” to the hunger that plucked at his insides, that gnawed at him until his soul went raw. “See ya” to the cold harshness of people, to their salty numbness that dripped like bitter syrup into their eyes and mouths. He felt them all … and he dealt with the barren landscape as hell. An entity that was very, very real. He brought the binoculars to his eyes and looked down at the street from the eighth-floor apartment. A people watcher in the ghetto. All the despair of a sixteen-year-old, saddened by abuse and devoid of love, arose in him as he watched his people and listened to his drunken stepfather rage at his mother.

“You just a lyin’-ass ho,” his stepfather spit out. Tokus’ fertile young mind conjured images of the hookers he passed downtown every day. They wore outfits that stirred his imagination into hard places. They’d let you feel ‘em up and everything for two dollars, but Tokus kept that to a minimum. That wasn’t his mother though, and he could gladly kill his stepfather whenever that word came out his lying, drunken mouth. He looked down at the people crawling on the street far below.

The nothingness of the big city glared back at young Tokus, invading him, filling him with emptiness. I’m gonna get outta here, he thought. Education would be his rescuer, his lifeline out of the ghetto. One day he wanted to own his own business, be his own boss. Take care of his mother and help her cast off the line of losers she always seemed to reel in, present husband included, and leave this street life behind them. Soon he would enter his junior year in high school, and if he kept his grades where they were, he was sure he would be able to get a grant to attend the university. Yes, he would “learn” his way out of the projects, and nothing could stop him.

The usual suspects were hanging out on the corner. A coarse sky loomed over the drab neighborhood, spreading dreary light over the mundane existence known as the slums. There was a corner store with bars on the windows, and various colored brick buildings lined the rest of the block. Morning, noon and night the desolation was the same; poor people crammed on top of poor people with the only common denominator being pain and hunger and devising a means to get beyond and above the cycle of sleeping and waking. With no hope in between. Everything is fair when ya’ living in the city, Tokus mused.

He watched through his binoculars as a Black Jesus stumbled around the corner, running down the street as if the devil were after him. He wore a tattered pair of shorts and a tiny vest a few sizes too small. On his back was a cross made of cheap wood and printed in big, white letters on a placard attached to the top of it was the word “America.” His eyes bulged in fear as he pumped his fists, snatching at momentum, frantically reaching for speed to add to his cumbersome frame. Black Jesus wasn’t made for running. A carload of teenagers came screeching around the corner after him with automatic weapons pointed out the windows. Tokus watched the usual suspects sprint for cover as rapid gunfire spit forth, showering the sidewalk. The first shot caught Black Jesus in the leg and spun him around as the car pulled up beside him. The second shot pierced his side and slammed him against the wall. The third bullet hit Black Jesus in the chest, and he danced, dead, against the cold, brick building. He slumped to the ground, lifeless. “America” was stained with his blood.

“Why you always got to wait till you get drunk to come in here with your mess?” his mother asked the drunk. She didn’t yell. “Crazed people yell,” she had once told Tokus, “and I ain’t crazed!” Tokus loved her for her understanding, but he just wished she would leave her husband and move on. He had long ago stopped asking his mother why she stayed, and at some point, Tokus had stopped caring. She had chosen her path and she walked it with determination. She could walk it alone as far as he was concerned, but something, somewhere had to change.

The harsh reality of his stepfather’s wrath was an early lesson for Tokus. From the age of four until he was nine there were savage belts and wicked belt buckles. From ten to twelve there were stinging electrical cords and big, thick-handled straw brooms. But at fourteen, Tokus developed into a strong, muscular banger, and his stepfather resorted to using fists. He delivered solid heavyweight punches that overpowered the boy, laying him out, leaving him flat on his back, looking up at a twisted face, flared nostrils and bulging jaws that snorted air with a twisted disposition. Sweat poured angrily down the wild man’s face. Yellow teeth showed unevenly as he sneered, standing over the fallen child, cursing the day of Tokus’ conception. Tokus had taken many beatings, but as he grew in mental and physical strength, a lifetime of fear was replaced by a burning desire for payback. He waited. His time would come.

A piercing scream, a chorus of pain came down the hallway. Tokus winced inside and ran toward its source. He came to a stop in the bedroom doorway, catching his breath in horror. His stepfather knelt between his mother’s legs. Her skirt was hiked way up over her thighs and her blouse was ripped open. Her breasts flopped out lewdly, exposed as the man reached out and pawed them. Then he slapped her in the face.

“You don’t tell me ‘no,’ you lying slut!” he screamed. “You! Don’t! Tell! Me! No!” he growled, punctuating each word with a backhand. “You just open your legs and get ready!” he finished. His chest heaved from mixing alcohol with physical exertion. He never saw Tokus charging toward him with his shoulder aimed like a battering ram.

Tokus saw his chance and hit harder than he had ever hit anyone on the football field and sent the man sprawling, face first, into the nightstand near the bedside. Tokus sprang to his feet in a defensive stance. The fading afternoon sunlight streamed through the window behind him, bathing him in ninja shadows. The stepfather rolled onto his back. The skin on his face puckered where he had been cut. The blood leaked down his face as he climbed to his feet, wobbled a bit, then threw his head back and screamed like a banshee. Tokus waited as his stepfather rushed toward him, a bulldozer with bared teeth.

Reality slowed for Tokus and he entered the “zone,” a place where everything and everyone moved in surreal, slow motion. As his stepfather covered the few feet between them, Tokus realized that pound for pound, body-to-body, he would get steamrolled, so he went low, throwing his shoulders at the older man’s knees. The stepfather went sailing, flailing into the curtains behind Tokus and crashing through the window. He grasped a handful of curtain and clung, pulling the fabric behind him and ripping the curtain rods out of the wall. The thin, aluminum rods wedged into the corner of the window and held for a second but the weight of the stepfather quickly snapped them in half. Tokus heard a desperate scream before the rods went clattering out the bedroom window, eight stories to the ground below.

Tokus looked at the window, shocked! For a second. Then he went over to the window to see where the creep had landed.

“Help!” came a panicked cry.

Tokus looked down, surprised to see that his stepfather was hanging on the window ledge. Shards of glass were biting into his fingers and blood leaked out onto the ledge. He was holding on with both hands, but Tokus wondered, for how long?

“Help me!” he screamed at Tokus.

“Help me, who?” Tokus asked.

“Help me, Tokus!”

“Mr. Tokus.”

“Mr. Tokus! Mr. Tokus! Mr. Damn Tokus! Now pull me up! Please!” The glass bit deeper into the tender flesh of his fingers. Tokus’ mother hurried over to the window, saw her husband hanging there and got frantic.

“Oh, my God!” she shrilled. “Oh! My! God! Tokus, pull him, pull him up!” she ordered and began to cry, her fingers dug deeply into the soft flesh of his shoulder.

Tokus leaned his head out the window. “You gonna die.”

“Please, Tokus! Please?” The dangling stepfather kicked frantically at the building, his fingers pressed farther into the bits of glass as he fought against the fall.

“You know,” Tokus began. “When you fall? Before you hit the ground? You gonna feel like I feel when you hit me. When you hit Ma.”

“I won’t do it no mo’!” the stepfather cried. His fingers slipped a fraction, and tiny squirts of blood shot against the windowsill. He moaned in pain and his arms tensed, tightening, gripping against the gravity that was pulling his body toward the hard concrete.

“Never no mo’! Promise! I promise! Please, Tokus!” the dying man cried for his life.

“A feelin’ of nothin’,” Tokus continued. “Nothin’ you can do about it. As you fall. Nothin’ you can hold on to. Nothin’.”

“Tokus! Pull me up!” the stepfather begged.

“Tokus, help! Pull! Help him up!” his mother sobbed and collapsed to the floor, whimpering.

“Tokus, don’t kill me! Don’t let me die!” his stepfather yelled. Then he lost his grip.

Tokus lunged forward and caught his stepfather’s hand. The momentum almost pulled Tokus out the window, but he held strongly to the wall with his free hand as the flailing, screaming man struggled against him. It took all his strength to pull the big man back up. His stepfather seemed to be fighting his efforts, twisting and turning, screaming and crying, but after a minute they both tumbled inside and sprawled on the floor, exhausted.

His mother rushed to her husband and fussed over him, ministering with a soft, gentle hand while she cried with relief and happiness. Tokus sat opposite the pair and looked into the man’s eyes, surprised at the anger and fear he saw there. His stepfather was a changed man. There would be no more abuse.

The next day passed uneventfully. On the contrary, not a single word was exchanged in the strangely quiet, dysfunctional household. Hollow silence echoed ominously off the thin, plaster walls within the tenement as the three of them avoided each other in the small, two-bedroom apartment. Nothing mentioned, nothing gained.

Two days later, Tokus’ mother and stepfather went away forever, leaving him alone in a man’s world to fend for himself.

Tokus stood looking out the window at nothing, wondering what would happen next.


MISTRESS OF IT

She stood, deliriously trembling, at the entrance to the park. The young girl searched frantically; her addiction screamed out for satisfaction and her flesh moved in chronic surrender. Long gone were the days when drug use was recreational fun, a fad. Times were now hard-core bouts of having and not having, getting and getting got over, even worse, acts that were once theatric drama were now hellish scenes in which she starred. Control of her life had been violently wrested from her and abused by a blizzard of white powder that enslaved her mind and spirit. Yet she loved her master. Her deeds were the proof. So she searched, following a voice only she could hear. The call of yearning.

She had to feed It. It was her habit. A greedy insatiable monster who stomped across the landscape of her soul. It talked to her often. It knew where the drugs were and was well versed in all the ingenious ways in which to procure the precious substance.

The park loomed before her, threatening in the darkness of the late hour, sinister in its rolling, grassy slopes. An alarm went off somewhere in her mind, warning of danger, but that was drowned out by the thunder of It.

“Go,” It said and she obediently shuffled down the man-made pathway as It grew heavy with urgency. The sights of the park held no interest to her. The beauty of nature’s multicolored leaves of the tall trees, the picturesque shores on either side of the Hudson River were a mere blur, as she set about her mission. She passed the small, outdoor amphitheater with hillside seating and the area known as The Shade, where tall trees stood with their leaves clasping together overhead, casting cool, shadowed refuge during the burning midday hours. The park was deserted—not a soul was in sight—but It guided her. She blindly obeyed. A monument saluting the Buffalo Soldiers was around the bend, hidden from her side of the path by the sloping land. The statue was huge. One soldier stood tall, rifle at the ready, while another kneeled to help a fallen comrade. This part of history meant nothing to her. It only had eyes for the three men who leaned against the tall, stone wall encrypted with the story of the all-black regiment known as the Buffalo Soldiers.

“Look!” It exclaimed as she rounded the curved pathway. She saw a light-skinned man with a big nose put a crack pipe to his lips. Reflexively, she inhaled with him and It pinpricked her brain with a glimpse of false euphoria. She put on her best sexy, crack smile and floated over to where the men stood between the soldiers and the wall.

The big-nosed smoker started rapping:

“Take two and pass,
take two and pass,
take two and pass
so the rock will last.”

A dark-skinned man had the pipe. He took two hits and passed the pipe when he spotted the girl approaching.

“H-h-hold up! Waitaminute!” one of the men stuttered, looking the girl over. He recognized the type. “W-w-we got us a trick baby here. Y-y-you out here trickin’, baby girl? Huh?”

The big-nosed man broke out with another rhyme:

“All men are created equal.

That’s why corrupt governments
Kill innocent people.

With chemical warfare
They created crack and AIDS.

Got the public thinkin’
These are things that Black folks made.”

“Ask!” It commanded.

“Let me get a hit?” she asked.

“You t-t-trippin’,” came the reply.

“Give me some,” she said seductively.

“Yeah. You out here trickin’,” the man said.

“Well,” the big-nose spoke up, “I don’t need no pussy, so get on, trick! I don’t need no pussy.”

“That’s cause you smokin’ that shit!” the dark man said. “You don’t need no orgasm cause in your brain you already done got off. Skeeted ever’ which-a-way!” He turned back to the girl. She could feel It agitating her. The hunger in her eyes was deepening. Her skin … her blood cried out for cocaine.

The dark man pulled a pebble-sized rock of crack cocaine out of his pocket. It’s heart skipped a beat.

“You want some?” the dark man asked. She nodded her assent, mute with It.

“I give you some … if you take all your clothes off.”

“No!” she shouted without consulting with It.

“What?” It said.

“No! No! Hell no!” she sang. It got angry. It was real ugly when provoked.

“Let me show you something,” It said and began flashing scenes across her mind. Scenes from another time, another life. She was on her knees in the back seat of an old abandoned car with three teenaged boys. She’d spit them out the window. Then a German shepherd hunched over her, the dog’s paws on her back, its hot breath on her neck. A group of men stood around watching, drinking beer and laughing at the girl who would do anything to get high.

“You will,” It said and suddenly she felt the call of cocaine pulling, tearing at every fiber of her being.

“We outside,” she said to the man, fighting It.

“Ain’t nobody out here but us,” the man and It replied in unison. Slowly, she looked around the park. In the thick stillness, she felt eyes everywhere. But there were no other people, not a one.

“Where at?” she asked.

“Here,” the dark man replied, mirthfully. He leaned back against the stone wall with a knowing look.

“Go ahead,” It said. “Do it. Now!” A blinding high pushed through her flesh, beamed directly into her brain that sent her mind on a spinning, flashing plateau that was miles above the cosmic reach of common thought, a teasing glimpse that quickly dissipated. She sobbed aloud and with trembling fingers, she peeled off her dirty, ripped shirt, exposing the holey, rusty bra underneath.

“Yeah!” It shouted. The three men smoked as they watched, eyeing her small pointy breasts as she removed her bra.

“The rest,” said the dark man, wisps of smoke escaping from his lips. She stepped out of her pants and stood naked before them. She extended her arm, palm outward, seeking payment.

“Naw!” the dark man said. “Naw, you got to do more than that, baby!”

“You said naked,” she cried.

“I know what I said!” he barked. “But let me see you crawl. Crawl to me. On your hands and knees. But sexy though! Like on TV,” he finished. It brought her to her knees. She was openly crying now, and she began to crawl.

“Be sexy!” It warned.

Her sobs were alarming as she fought It. Cries of pain racked her body and she shook with the effort of trying to control herself—to lift herself from her knees, get up, get dressed and escape. She was fed up. It surged to life in response, shocking her with the overpowering need for crack, but she had reached the point of emotional saturation. She collapsed in a heap, mourning her searing desires and the pain It had wrought. The agony of living the white lie.

“She buggin’ out,” the big-nose said.

“Yeah,” said the dark man with a mischievous grin. “Let’s take her clothes.” The three men gathered up her clothes and ran, laughing with chemical glee, leaving her naked and alone in the park.
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Tokus was taking the shortcut to Heath Street when he spotted the naked woman, shivering in the shadows of the old abandoned bridge that passed over the park. She huddled there, soaked in tears, another victim of the rock laid bare by the addiction to the altered state of mind. Her pain, her shame was something that no longer touched Tokus. He had seen her condition many times in many guises, but he attributed their plight to weak-mindedness. Some people just have addictive personalities, he reasoned.

Life had forced Tokus into a lifestyle that suited his need to survive, a lifestyle just outside the word of the law. He hated the effect of drugs on people and the victims beyond the addicts. But drugs were a crutch people sought with a need, heedless of its impending, destructive effects. No matter, Tokus thought, ’cause I got dreams. Sadly, he looked at the naked girl, turned and walked away, headed back to his favorite street corner. The best drug spot in the city. He fingered the plastic-wrapped pieces of crack in his pocket and mentally prepared himself for a night of selling drugs in a world where dreams die first.


WALL STREET

Tokus emerged from his office, a dark, dilapidated alleyway that stank of urine and spilled wine, into the still night air on Heath Street. With a wad of money hidden in his underwear, taped to his thigh. The distinct sounds and smells of the money market washed over him in waves. Traffic was heavy as customers moved from broker to broker—curious, inquisitive and careful. Now this, Tokus thought, is a seller’s market.

Mentally, he checked the stats of the Underground Index.

Crack cocaine was at twenty dollars a share. A real keeper. Crack has a bright future in America. It feeds on itself.

Marijuana was strong and holding. A solid investment with good returns. This commodity suffered a minor setback when crack burst onto the scene but has since undergone a full recovery.

Alcohol was deceptively steady, an old blue blood’s legacy to society. Liquor stores, which endured the ups and downs of economics, stood on both ends of the block. A few doors down from the package store was the neighborhood church. A fortress of God in a sea of iniquity.

These were the numbers, the real numbers, on the poor man’s Wall Street on Addict Aisle.

Buyers lined the street. Their need, popping in their veins like popcorn, was as real as water is to life. But they were cautious, scared that their future was dependent upon today’s decisions. The buy. That’s what it was all about. A bad choice, like buying a piece of soap or a white pebble would leave a buyer in no-man’s land, alone and abandoned, with no help in sight. So addicts worked hard at being good, knowledgeable consumers.

Tokus spotted a couple, a man and a woman, coming down the Aisle.

They looked tired. Both wore torn jeans and T-shirts run over with multicolored dirt, their eyes alight with anticipation. They started across the street toward Tokus. The couple stopped in the middle of the street, purposeful, oblivious to the traffic and the crowds. The nappy-headed, dirty-faced man unzipped his pants and urinated, blind to the world. It was only fair. The world was blind to him. He stood back, zipped his pants and admired his work with the woman beside him, rapt, intent, as the liquid ran along the ground. A finger trail pointed in the direction of a young hood off to Tokus’ left and, armed with this inside information, the buyers went off eagerly to purchase their shares.

“It gets wild,” Tokus muttered as he scanned the Aisle for his regulars. He saw Fiction lounging in the doorway of one of the old abandoned buildings across the street. Fiction was a skinny fella who wore Coke-bottle glasses that seemed too heavy for his face. He was called Fiction because only the truth could be stranger than him. There was a girl with him—Tokus guessed she was sixteen, seventeen tops—who didn’t care for truth or Fiction, only the nether world to which she sought entrance. Tokus imagined they were discussing stock options when they turned and disappeared inside the building. It seemed they had agreed on a merger when they appeared silhouetted in the shattered window. The girl went down on her knees, groping for Fiction’s zipper. Ah, Tokus mused, insider trading. Services for shares.

A group of buyers turned the corner from Highwater Street onto the Aisle, coming to a halt on the perimeter of the frenzied activities. They stopped to observe the action while passing a joint and a forty ounce of malt liquor among themselves while they plotted and schemed.

The bedlam surrounding Tokus registered as normality. Addict Aisle was a body with the heart cut out, open and bleeding with desperation. He reflected on the drug industry and its place in every society, every city and its thriving, flourishing future.

“We need two bumpies.”

Tokus was startled out of his fruitless mental wanderings, automatically reaching into his pocket while checking out his customers. He withdrew his hand, empty, upon seeing the two children who were trying to buy crack to get high.

“Get outta my face.” Tokus dismissed them.

“Two!” the other kid said.

“No,” Tokus answered.

“We want two bumps,” the boy demanded.

“You get shit from me.” Tokus turned on them. “Now get the fuck outta my face, kid!” he yelled menacingly and the two youngsters scampered down the street. Damn! Tokus shook his head ruefully. Farther down the Aisle, a dealer took the kids’ money and discreetly passed them the coke.

“Damn!” Tokus exclaimed again. He looked at his watch. He usually quit dealing at twelve on school nights, but Tokus had decided to put the “closed” sign in the window early, permanently shutting down his business. Tonight was the first night of the rest of his life.

Usually his schedule had never varied. It was a discipline that had gotten Tokus through high school, after his mother and stepfather had abandoned him, and that structure served him well in college. The university had been a lot tougher on his abilities and his resolve, but in a few short weeks it was finally “G” day. Graduation. The whole idea of graduating from college and moving into the legal way of life brought a smile to his face. But he needed his nights free to concentrate on studying for the final exams. He had enough money saved to sustain him for a few weeks, so Tokus had decided to stop dealing. In a few minutes he would be free. His days of selling drugs to functioning zombies would be forever in the past. Tokus smiled inwardly. A few more and I’m outta here.

An old man pushing a shopping cart ambled over and gave his bottle and can collection money to Tokus for the phantom dream.

“Quit,” Tokus said as he handed the man the rock. The old man looked at Tokus with disdain. This was his last night on the corner so Tokus was going to tell everyone to quit. The looks he received indicated how far over the crack edge the users had fallen. The old man snorted derisively and hobbled off slowly as he groped in his pocket for a pipe.

A shiny, jet-black Lexus drove up to the curb with a distinguished-looking gentleman behind the wheel. Tokus wondered what the story was with that guy. Obviously, the man had money; yet success didn’t seem to fulfill him. As high as he had climbed, he still needed to fly.

“Quit,” Tokus said.

The rock was piped and lit before the car pulled away from the sidewalk headed back to the suburbs—the nice part of town.

A bum ambled over to him, smiling, shuffling, doing his best Chris Rock, begging for free dope. He was the worst kind of crack head—a broke one. Tokus chased him away.

A well-dressed older man with a secret came to Tokus for a vial of poison. Tokus knew his secret. She lived on Barrett Street, three blocks east of the Aisle. Minutes away from the church where this guy preached. His name was Deaugood.

“Let me have one,” the man said simply.

Tokus’ eyebrows arched in a question. “How many?”

“One.”

“For who?”

“Myself,” the man said to the sidewalk. Tokus shook his head in wonder as he felt around in his pocket for a rock of crack.

“Quit,” he said, placing the pebble in the preacher’s hand. The preacher looked at Tokus, wide-eyed, with a comment just behind his lips. Instead his teeth clenched and his look went from one of incredulity to one of intense pain. His hand clenched around the crack cocaine in a fist that suddenly clutched at his heart. He swayed a bit, a rickety swoon that led into a stumble as he staggered into Tokus “office.” Tokus’ brow furrowed in alarm. Oh, no, he panicked, not tonight. I just wanna get outta here. The preacher was leaning against a building trying to breathe, catching air in raspy wheezes.

“What’s wrong, old man?” Tokus asked from the sidewalk, determined not to get any nearer.

“You better not die here, preacher,” Tokus whispered harshly, as he quickly glanced up and down the Aisle. No one was paying the incident the least bit of attention.

Tokus glared back into the alley.

The preacher was slouched against a building. His body trembled while his lungs hacked for air to feed his drumming heart. The preacher’s body was spewing up pain and panic in his face, but Tokus didn’t see any fear there. The preacher had danced with this convulsion before and he knew the intricate steps. Soon the coughs eased and Deaugood slowly began to gather himself.

When Tokus saw the preacher straighten up, he regarded him with a twinkle in his eye. “You know, preacher man-ah,” Tokus began in his best Southern, Sunday go-to-meetin’ voice. “You got to hold on to God’s unchangin’ hand.” Tokus hopped toward the preacher on one foot with one finger raised in the air. The minister, who was now standing with his fist closed around the rock, looked on, stunned, as Tokus went on with his sermon.

“He can be your Kryptonite-ah, when the woman-ah, with the cooty-cat-ah. Come round. I say the cooty-cat-ah, with the cape-ah, with the silver ‘S’ hanging out of it come round.”

The two men stood face to face. Serious.

Finally Tokus said, “Quit.”

The preacher walked away, head bowed. Lust chased him down the street and around the corner to the house where his mistress waited hungrily.

Midnight is the hour of sin and pain on Addict Aisle and Tokus decided to leave and be rid of both. Glancing up and down the Aisle, he silently said good-bye to what had been his life, before turning his back and walking away from it all. With a smile.

When he turned the corner onto Highwater Street, Tokus ran headfirst into hell. Dressed in black.


NEMESIS

On the corner of Heath and Highwater, Bug Minnon’s life was changed forever. On a warm, cloudless night he came face-to-face with his enemy. A nemesis who had been a lifelong companion, a monster who stomped around the landscape of his soul, leaving a poison that seeped into his heart. Sometimes it even showed its hideous face for all the world to see.

“I can read miiiinds, man!” Bug crazily exclaimed.

Moose stood with his head turned skyward, an upturned nose sniffing the air.

“You smell rain?” his voice wafted down to the smallish man. Bug was so zooted he simply floated himself up to where he could hear better.

“Naw, man,” Bug answered. But yo’ ass always smellin’ rain, he thought, ’cause of that metal-plated brain you got. If Bug ever told anyone about Moose’s weakness they would both be dead. First Moose would kill him and then someone else would kill Moose. Hell, people would fight to draw straws to see who’d get the first shot at the big man. Bug’s mind twirled the idea around in the haze of his stupor, toyed with the notion of betraying his best friend, of having power over a giant. But then he discarded the idea, tossing it into the mushy mist of his smoke-filled brain. Moose kept him fed, With brain food. Mind candy. Manna. Because of Moose, Bug could look into people’s thoughts.

“I can read miiiinds, man!” Bug repeated. Moose stopped sniffing the air and arched an eyebrow at Bug.

“Here we go,” Moose groaned.

“For real!” Bug said. “One rock! If I smoke me some … I can read people’s minds. Tha’s right. That’s the kind of high I gets,” Bug finished triumphantly.

Moose was quiet. He was in one of his moods, Bug determined. Danger! Danger! The thought flitted across Bug’s mind making him giggle fiendishly. Boy, he felt good! Moose turned to him and raised his arm, pointing across the street.

“What’s that man thinkin’?” Moose asked with a devilish glint in his eye.

“Who?” Bug squeaked.

“Him,” Moose thundered, jabbing his finger in the direction of a man in a wheelchair. Bug squinted in the darkness, focusing, channeling his powers. The old man sat in his wheelchair. Both his legs were amputated at the knees and he was filthy. He sat facing a water fountain fashioned of stone angels and granite doves spouting dirty yellowish liquid. Behind him was a playground with two children playing on the swings, laughing carelessly and living young. Their laughter washed over the grim, crippled figure as he stared blankly at the large structure of intended serenity. A large dog sat behind the man, steadily chewing on the rubber wheel of his chair. The man sat motionless, a living statue, hardened, transfixed, with a mongrel gnawing on his “leg.”

Bug went into a trance. “He’s thinkin’,” Bug droned. “If I could crawl around inside the inconsequential, the indignities of life would hold no meaning.” Bug turned to look at Moose. “And I could stab this dog in his eye,” he finished. Moose regarded Bug, surprised.

Told you!” Bug exclaimed. Moose’s eyes clicked before he turned and began walking down the street.

“Come on,” he called over his shoulder. “Let’s go down to the Aisle and cop.”

Bug hurried after Moose, and they headed for the red-light district; the best stuff was down there.

Drug traffic on Heath Street was like shopping at the mall but without the ornamental finery. Heath Street was a collection of rundown, abandoned buildings. The gutted houses had no windows, just black holes that beckoned, no—dared one to enter. The streets were littered with the used paraphernalia of chronic drug use—needles, pipes, rubber straps and such, There was even a version of a drug drive-thru as dealers did their business from open car windows.

The dealers themselves were bold and brazen, kings ruling over all who reside on the Aisle of Addicts. They all wore similar expressions, a defiant look that dared and a scowl that warned. Expressions that became a part of their lives as card-carrying chemical distribution reps. The citizens of Addict Aisle shuffle around obediently in their empty, lifeless husks of bodies, their very existence like wisps of smoke born of their habit. The men, bedraggled and beaten, in search of the next fix. The women, some old, some decrepit, having sold the last of their material goods are now selling the one commodity left to them. The drug denying them the ability to see what they have become—walking sperm banks with a habit.

Numbed to the elements of street life, Moose and Bug looked neither left nor right. Sights of the city made some people cry but, for them, it was emotionally effortless. As they hurried down Highwater Street, Bug took a moment to consider the man he called a friend. Moose was frightening. He cut an imposing figure, in dress as well as in manner. He was clad in a tight, black T-shirt with the word “Hell” splattered across his chest in red, burning letters with the evil image of the devil hidden in the flames. Moose was a roughneck, one of the roughest necks around and he always seemed anxious for a fight because he thought there wasn’t a man on the planet who could handle him.
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