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DEDICATION


To all my young brothers and sisters in Richmond, Virginia.


In Church Hill, Northside, Southside, and my hood roots, Highland Park, who are struggling, crying, dying, fighting, yet still are scratching at that wall, trying to reach that door that opens up to that place called the American Dream.


Don’t give up.


There will be another day . . . .
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PROLOGUE


“They dead, they all dead!”


Aileen Mayes recoiled back at the pain-filled voice that screamed over the phone line. She didn’t have to see Elizabeth Grayson’s face to know that it was reddened and streaked with tears. The emotion in her voice was almost tangible.


“Who’s dead? Who’s dead, Elizabeth?” Aileen asked in a fearful whisper.


“The boys, Candy! They all dead! They all shot, at the house, at the house! Oh, God, I can’t breathe, I can’t take this . . . I can’t!” she wailed pitifully.


Aileen’s heart hammered loudly. Her worse fear, her worse nightmare was being announced as a reality at that very moment. She loved her students, and had worked so hard to instill in them a desire to fulfill their dreams. A desire to be more than what the streets in the Church Hill part of Richmond, Virginia had to offer them. She had her stars. Students whose futures shined like the luminaries that lit up the sky over Maymount Park. Sean Grayson had been one of those stars, although he didn’t know it. But Aileen did. She saw it every time she read his work. The spirit, energy and power he would put in every poem, every bit of prose he would pen.


The wailing continued, turning into deep, beckoning howls. A mother’s cry.


“How . . .how?” Aileen asked as her own tears gathered in her eyes.


“They come to my house; hurt my children. Shooting and fighting and fighting and . . .” Elizabeth paused, choking on her sobs.


Aileen could hear voices in the background telling Elizabeth Grayson to hurry, that they were leaving for the hospital. A hope filled her. If they were going to the hospital, then maybe, just maybe the children were not dead!


“Are you sure they’re dead, Elizabeth? Are you certain?” Aileen asked. Silence cried back at her. “Elizabeth?” she called out again, panicking.


“I have to go. We’re leaving now,” Elizabeth said. “We’re at MCV!”


“Okay, but what about Chico? Elizabeth? Elizabeth?”


Aileen heard music, but it was the sound of the dial tone, letting her know that Elizabeth Grayson had hung up. She hung up her own receiver and rushed to get her purse and keys. As she quickly made her way out to her car, she couldn’t help but wonder how it had come to this. Teenagers and street violence were nothing new to the urban communities of Richmond. But it was a totally different feeling when it came to children whom you were close to, had taught and had high hopes for.


Every bad ending has a beginning. This one started, six months ago . . .





CHAPTER ONE


LIFE IS JUST A SONG . . .


Six months prior . . .


“Nicca, wha!”


“Nicca, who!” Chico sung back at Malcolm, laughing.


Malcolm pushed his way through the crowded bus. Loads of tired people grumbled and scowled, seemingly aggravated at his coarse tone and loudness. But it was nothing unusual for Malcolm when it came to being just plain loud and raw.


“Nicca, slide yo ass over on this chair; that’s what you betta do!” Malcolm continued.


“Yea, whateva.” Chico smiled broadly. “So wassup, dawg?” he asked, as his long time homie plopped down beside him.


“Not a damn thing, man. Shit, it’s hot as a mutha’ out there! This bus took forever. I started to walk or take the Church Hill Three down further. So what about you? Where you been hiding, yo?”


“I ain’t been hiding, just taking care of bidness, ya know?” Chico smirked.


“Uh huh, I know about that bidness; spit it out, jigga, don’t play!”


Chico gave Malcolm a knowing grin, and then grabbed his crotch suggestively. “Dis’ wassup.”


Malcolm looked around at the people sitting behind them and frowned slightly.


“Don’t be doing that; peeps be thinking we gay and shit!”


Chico laughed. “Yea, but you know what this means. I got tap lessons.”


Malcolm’s eyes lit up as he looked at Chico with admiration. “You lyin’. You lyin’, boy, you ain’t hit that.”


“Again and again and again,” Chico bragged, feeling proud of himself.


Malcolm’s smile grew wider when he saw Chico’s cocky grin. “You one lucky nicca, man! How you manage to work that out?”


“Well, you know, I had to throw a lil sumpin-sumpin on her. And, Malcolm . . .” He leaned closer, sliding down a bit in his chair, “she sucks, too; know what I mean? Whoa! Umm . . . umm . . . umm; made me scream like a bitch. And when I got up in that bush, she was so tight and sweet. Like a tangerine, my brotha . . .” he bragged, goaded on by the rapturous expression on Malcolm’s face.


“Ahh, damn . . .” Malcolm’s mouth flew open like Chico knew it would. Chico smiled to himself when he saw it. “Um . . . What about Candy? She find out you messing around you may lose that sweet thang.”


“Yeah, like I’m s’pose to tell her? That ho ain’t mean nuttin to me anyhow. Candy is my boo, you know this.”


“Right, so if she’s your boo then why was you all up in Alisha? Don’t front, you know I got ya numba,” Malcolm joked. He looked at Chico with one eyebrow cocked, waiting for a comeback.


“Well, just keep this to yourself, aight?”


“Word. You ain’t gotta worry about that,” Malcolm said.


Chico reached up and pulled the thick, black cord, prompting the bus driver that he wanted the next stop. Malcolm yanked on his sleeve.


“Wait, before you go just tell me one thing. How was the grip?”


Chico paused a second before it hit him what Malcolm meant. “Man, get outta here wit’ your stoopid ass.” Chico laughed as he quickly made his way to the exit door. “I’ll kick it wit’ you later, ya non-coochie-gettin’ mofo.”


“Yea, fuck you, Chico!”


“Love you, too, son!” Chico spat out, laughing, and turned quickly to make his way down the littered sidewalk. He laughed to himself, ignoring the curses of his friend through the bus window.


It was a typical day with a typical laziness, and nothing to do. A typical life of being black, poor and living in the hood. Sean Grayson, better known as Chico to his boys, was a tall, butterscotch complexioned, hazel-eyed hood rat. His world consisted of himself, his mom and sister, and the homies round the way that he considered closer than brothers. Born and raised in Richmond, Virginia to a single mother, life had never been easy for them, and dealing with the extra blows that came their way. Chico had long learned his own way of dealing with those blows, and trying to come out on top. Not that anyone would consider how they lived as being on top, but like his mom always would remind him and Asha, they had food in their bellies, clothes on their backs, a roof over their heads, and nobody was dying from any dreaded disease. With all that to compare to, they weren’t doing bad at all. But even with the common sense of his mother’s words, Chico couldn’t help but feel that the American dream had somehow escaped them. Especially when he knew that it didn’t have to be that way. Especially when he thought about how good his dad was living. Whenever he thought about his dad Chico would grow cold inside. No matter the weather, that cold feeling never failed to consume him. So to counteract it he would switch his mind to something more pleasant. Like chicks, or dreams of money.
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The evening sun blazed. Hot wind blew through the broken cracks in the window. The smell of bad crabs filled the room. It was evidence that somebody had used the alley as a garbage dump again. It wasn’t surprising. A bunch of stanky hoochies lived across the way. They were the type of chicks who would never leave the house with their hair undone, yet kept their babies in dirty diapers, and snotty noses. And of course they were always looking for a new man. They always did Chico the favor of reminding him of the type of girls he wouldn’t wanna screw with.


“Sean!” Liz Grayson’s voice sung out in a shrilling tone.


The sudden banging on his bedroom door woke Chico from his evening nap. He sat up abruptly, quickly bringing his hand up to his nose, trying to block the strong, rotten crab smell that radiated.


“Why didn’t you take the trash out?!” his mom screamed. “Where is Asha? How come you got this door locked? Are you smoking weed? Is that gal in there? Why ain’t you answering me? Sean! Sean!”


Sighing a little, Chico got ready for the daily questions that always came from his mama. But he really didn’t mind. If there was one thing he was sure of in this life it was that his mom had mad love for him and his twin sister Asha. She was a hard-working lady. He couldn’t remember a time when she hadn’t worked two jobs to support them. He unlocked the door to see her standing there. She was a short, dark, pleasantly plump woman, and to him the most beautiful lady in the world. He couldn’t help but think, but wish, he could take her out of this madness, out of the projects. He knew that his mom wasn’t brought up poor, but instead was raised in the country in Stony Creek, Virginia. She and his Aunt Delores never wanted for anything, and had both finished high school and college. Well, almost. Liz Grayson ending up dropping out her sophomore year after she discovered she was pregnant. But even with all that, Chico knew that things didn’t have to be so bad for his mom. If things were right, she wouldn’t have to work so hard, and they wouldn’t be living on a street littered with crack vials and beer cans. He was still unable to slow the bile that always filled his throat whenever he thought of the man he blamed for this. The so-called father he never really knew, whom he would only hear from on those occasional times when he just so happened to call, or rather . . . when their phone just so happened to still be connected.


“Why did you have the door locked?” his mother asked him again.


“I was sleep. I just lock it automatically sometimes,” he answered back.


“Well, don’t lock it no more. There are no private domains around here. And where is Asha? Why didn’t she do them dishes like I told her to?”


“I don’t know, dang . . . she ain’t here,” Chico huffed. He got up, stretched, and then started straightening up his clothes. Liz Grayson’s rantings continued. She kicked angrily at the collection of socks that were in front of his bureau.


“You need to clean this room. It’s filthy! And I don’t even know why Asha went out. She knew I needed her to do some things around here. I don’t have time to do everything. I have to go back to work. You’re just gonna have to do those dishes.”


“I don’t feel like doin’ no dishes,” Chico grumbled.


Elizabeth’s eyes narrowed. “You think I feel like going to work again? There’s a lot that I don’t feel like doing that I do anyhow. You two could really help me more around here, Sean, and you know it!”


“Well, I was gonna take out the trash.”


Liz crossed her arms and looked at Chico from across the room as he picked up the socks she had kicked. As always he had the same defiant look on his face.


“Then why didn’t you?”


“’Cuz I was just tired. I just took a nap is all. I was gon’ do it. Besides, why you gotta go back to work? Forget those white folks. Let ’em cook their own dinner!”


“Cooking for those white folks puts dinner on the table for you as you well know.”


Chico grumbled quietly to himself.


“What did you say? Sorry, mister, I didn’t hear you. What was that?” his mother asked with raised eyebrows.


Chico was quiet for a second before blurting, “Thing is, you shouldn’t have to work so hard. Thing is, you should be getting help from you know who. Thing is, I could even get a full-time job and help out; just get my GED and chill with that.”


“Oh, I don’t think so. You’re going to college, Sean. I’ve already told you that.”


“Why?” he asked. “I mean, you went, and you still gotta work, cleaning and cooking and stuff like that. What good does it do?”


Liz closed her eyes before speaking, and sighed. She always felt this guilt whenever she talked to her twins about college, because she had not finished. Still she was not going to allow her example to be an excuse for them not to pursue higher learning. She wanted better for them. She wanted better for herself, too. Maybe it was too late for that, although her goal had always been to return to school herself once she got them their grants and hopefully scholarships that would help them along the way.


“I know I didn’t finish,” she said quietly, “which is one of the reasons we struggle so hard now. But I don’t want that for you; things can be better for you two, and will be.”


“Yeah but . . .”


“No buts! Look, I don’t have time to argue with you over this. I do what I have to do, okay? And I don’t want to hear any more about you leaving school because it’s not gonna happen, Sean, not as long as I’m alive to stop it. And when Asha gets here you tell her to wash those dishes, and to stay in tonight please. You, too! You two are always gone and I don’t know what y’all be doing out in them streets. And here,” she said, handing over a wad of food stamps. “Go get something to eat, and get milk, too, okay?”


She kissed him quickly, not missing the look of protest on her son’s face. “Don’t even say it, Sean. Just do what I tell you.”


His mom hurried out the door, and headed to her room to get ready. Chico frowned as she left. To him his mother’s working all the time was only one step down from indentured slavery. He also noticed that she avoided the subject of his dad, like always. It seemed that the older he got, the more pain he saw his mama in, the wider his eyes opened.


Placing the food stamps on the end table, he picked up his zebra spiral notepad. It was his haven, the uncool part of Chico. It was his thought tablet. Words always seemed to come easily to him, especially when he was feeling stressed, or angry. When they did, he always was sure to pen them down in his thought tablet. It was therapeutic.


His closed his eyes as he felt Lyric whispering, that poetic spirit coming over him, and felt the hidden emotions coming out through his pen. Feelings that he rarely let anyone outside himself see, or even know he had.


While flowing through this place called life, and all its hidden paths . . .


I sometimes have to stop, exhale, and have a shaky laugh . . .


Things aren’t always the way they seem, no life is not that clear . . .


Sometimes inside my hidden soul, I feel this quake of fear . . .


I cover, hide it from the world, so people just don’t see . . .


The fear, the pain that tore up kid hiding inside of me . . .


Those little things there from the past, those memories, those scars . . .


The depth, the richness of my heart I hide them in the dark . . .


One thing that helps my soul escape from all that’s done it wrong . . .


Is music, tempo, melody . . . cuz life is just a song . . .


Chico closed his tablet, staring blankly as in deep thought. Slipping his Nikes back on, he quickly headed out into the darkness of the night.





CHAPTER TWO:


SOMEONE JUST LIKE ME . . .


Have you ever caught sight of someone like me?


With leather-bound Jordans caressing his feet?


Did you get scared? Did you run for cover?


Did you fail to recognize that he was your brotha?


Have you bought into the hype, the black stereotype?


Would you hold your purse so tight if the brotha was white?


Would your heart beat so fast, sweat blanketing your face?


Thinking crime is only an adjective for a dude of his race?


Have you ever thought to give him the benefit of the doubt?


That maybe he’s defected cuz he’s always gone without?


Would you ever give a hand to one resembling me?


Helping him become a man, and helping him to become free?


Don’t you know it only takes just one person like you?


To save a young man from the streets, to show him what to do?


As you answer these questions search your heart,


Dig real deep, ask yourself


If you have the power to share and give emotional need.


The answers may astound you; bring you crashing to your knees,


For surprisingly, the one you fear . . . is someone, just like me . . .


Asha’s eyes shot heated arrows at Peanut’s back. He was ignoring her as always when she wanted to talk about anything deeper than the next NFL superstar, or whatever he was interested in for the moment.


“Peanut!”


“What?!” he screamed. He still would not look up at her from the Playstation Two game that he was so involved in.


“I’m talking to you. Why won’t you look at me?”


“I told you I’m busy. Now get off my fuckin’ back!” he shouted, then whispered, “Bitch . . .”


Asha growled, then picked up Peanut’s size-eleven Nike and threw it at him. Her aim landed right at the back of his head. “Your mama is a bitch!”


Within seconds Asha realized that once again she had gone too far. She saw Peanut charging toward her. She bounced, slipping as she ran for the door. Falling face first to the floor, she banged her chin on the end table. But before she could even cry out, she felt Peanut’s weight atop her, his big hand slapping her soundly across the face. She flung back at him, punching him in the lip.


“Oh, you wanna play?” he shouted, grabbing her by the throat, and then banging her head hard against the floor.


She choked out, “Stop it, Peanut! Ouch, stop!”


He slapped her again.


Peanut stood and watched Asha’s bawling face turn redder and redder. “Get up, girl! You always make me do this, Asha. You always gotta play too much, and keep running your big mouth. I don’ told you before, stop fuckin’ with me, dammit!”


Asha lay still while Peanut got up and started straightening up the mess they had made fighting. She whimpered quietly to herself.


“Get up, I said. You know damn well I ain’t hurt you.”


“Yes you did. You hurt my face,” she cried, as she sat up.


The fighting between Peanut and Asha was nothing new. It was like a love-hate thing. But the thin line that stretched between love and hate was wearing out next to none with them lately. But even with the pain, love had cast a blind spell over Asha that was impenetrable. Even when her common sense told her that Peanut was no good for her, her foolish heart would crush her common sense every time. Crush it with the same strength that Peanut’s fist would plow into her face.


Asha walked slowly to the door. Tears blinded her eyes.


“Asha?” Peanut called out. She stalled before turning around. “Asha?” he called out again as she faced him.


“What?” she whispered.


Peanut zoned in at the slight swell to her cheek. Asha knew what he was thinking. She made him do it, that she always made him do it.


“I’m sorry, aight? I didn’t mean it.”


Asha kept walking out into the warm summer air. “I love you,” Peanut called out to her. “I’m sorry, Asha; I didn’t mean it . . .”


She wrapped her arms around herself, and kept walking.
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As he made his way quickly down the street, Chico hoped in vain that no one he knew would spot him heading for the store. He hated with a passion using food stamps. To him it was just an embarrassing way of showing that they were some poor ass black folk. And to him the food stamps were nothing but a government handout.


He stuck his hands deep inside his jean pockets and was about to turn the corner leading to Cal’s Grocer when he spotted Malcolm. He let out a deep sigh, thinking Malcolm would have to show his mug at the wrong time. Speeding up his steps, he hoped Malcolm wouldn’t see him.


“Chico! Hold up, man, I gotta holla at cha!” Malcolm screamed.


Chico finally slowed down and turned around with a frown.


Malcolm Tyler was his best friend since that day in third grade at Woodville Elementary when a couple of fifth–graders decided they wanted someone to pick on and chose Chico. Malcolm had stood up for him, he being the bigger of the two, and they had been tight ever since. The two were as tight as twins yet still different as night and day. Chico sported long light–brown cornrows that hung past his shoulders and almost matched the color of his eyes. Malcolm, one of the darker-hued brothas, preferred to keep his do long and wild the way he wore it now, all over his head. They both agreed on one thing, though: The baggie jeans off the butt hip-hop style of dress—to the dismay of Chico’s mother and Malcolm’s grandmother, of course.


“Yo, you heard about that dude that’s been rolling on Q Street, right? This nicca named Marco.”


“Yea, and what about ’em?” Chico asked, walking fast again.


“Well . . .” Malcolm walked in double strides to meet his friend’s fast steps. “Damn, cuz, hold up! What you rushing for? This is serious, yo!”


“Aight then.” Chico walked a little slower. “What about him?”


“He’s lookin’ to do some recruiting, man. He got plans for Creighton and Jackson Ward, so he lookin’ for some real niccas, you know what I’m sayin’?”


“So what does that got to do with us?” Chico asked, shaking his head. Malcolm huffed, looking Chico up and down like he just knew his boy wasn’t hearing clearly.


“What you mean what does it has to do with us? Datz us, man. We the ones. We can work with him; help him run this joint. And I’m not talking about pennies either. Marco told me he pullin’ some real green up in this joint.”


“Like what, drugs?” Chico raised a brow.


“Naw, man. That’s too damn easy. I’m not sure what it’s all about, but I do know it’s not about no drugs. Marco says it’s a business deal. A proposition he got for us.”


Chico stopped walking, slipped his hands in his back pockets, and looked at Malcolm suspiciously. “This kat from Brooklyn, ain’t he?”


“So?”


“So? If he’s from BK he’s probably bangin’, and I don’t want no parts of that shit, Malcolm. I don’ told you that once before. We been doin’ our own lil gigs around here. We don’t need that shit he talking.”


“What gigs, Chico?” Malcolm pressed. “What, grabbing a couple of TVs? Jewelry? That ain’t no money, dawg, and you know it ain’t. And how you know what shit he talking if you ain’t even heard it? I know you don’t want to get too deep into nuttin’ and I don’t either. But this ain’t a gang type of activity. Marco, yo he’s a businessman. Serious business.” Malcolm jerked on Chico’s sleeve, trying to get his point across. “Look, Chico, I don’t know all that’s involved, but here’s an opportunity. We can at least talk to him, right?”


“I don’t know,” Chico said hesitantly.


“Come on. Don’t make me look bad now. I told him you would be down for it, and you know I don’t make a move without you.” He brought his closed fist to his chest in the ultimate salute of hood love. “One love, man, remember? Holla at me, I know you down.” An earnest look filled Malcolm’s eyes.


Chico looked hard at Malcolm. He still felt the instinct to say no, but they had never done anything apart. If you saw one, you saw the other—Chico and Malcolm, Malcolm and Chico. They stuck like glue. “I don’t know, Malcolm. Let me think on this, okay?”


“There is no time to think about it. I told him we would meet and talk to him today; all we have to do is go pick up Junnie.”


“I guess,” Chico said slowly.


Maybe, just maybe it would be something worth his time. He wasn’t sure, but he suddenly pictured the way his mom had looked earlier, all tired and beat-down. If he could start making some real money she wouldn’t have to slave for the man all the time the way she did. He smiled at that thought. This could be the writing on the wall, their big break, their opportunity. Besides, talking to somebody didn’t necessarily make one involved. He’d talk, just talk to this dude with Malcolm and see what he was all about. If he didn’t feel it, he’d just say no, easy as that.


“Okay, but all we are gonna do is talk, aight? Nothing more than that.”


Malcolm crossed his heart. “I swear to God, that’s it, nuttin’ more, nuttin’ less. We can head on over there right now, aight? I told him I needed to talk to you and then we’d be over to talk biz. And hell you know if both of us are cool with it Junnie gon’ be down.”


Chico nodded. He still wasn’t sure, but Malcolm sounded convinced. He looked to answer Malcolm who was still yappin’ when suddenly both of them froze in their tracks at the sight of the lone figure walking slowly up the street toward them.


“Asha?” Chico called as he recognized his twin sister. “What you doing still out, girl? Ma was trying to get me to do your damn dishes . . .” His words froze on his lips when she got closer, and he saw the deep purple bruise on her cheek, and the slight swell underneath her tearstained, hazel eyes.


“What the hell!” Chico exclaimed at the sight of his sister’s face. “Peanut been hitting on you?”


“Nooo . . .” she stammered, “I fell and hit my face on the end table.” Chico raised Asha’s face up by her chin. She jumped at the pressure.


“Girl, that ain’t no end-table bruise. That’s a whip!”


Asha’s facial expression quickly turned to a look of guilt, then fear. She spoke quickly. “Move, Chico, I don’t even feel like talking to you about this. I’m going home.”


“You crazy, you know that?!” Chico screamed. “Where he at? Where that nicca at! He must don’ lost his damn mind! And you? How you gonna let some nicca hit up on you wit’ yo stupid ass!”


“That’s not what happened!” Asha insisted, but her brother wasn’t hearing her.


As he rushed off to find his source of anger, Chico could only think of how he wanted to kill the salty bitch. This was the second time he had seen Asha with bruises that he knew were due to her boyfriend, Peanut. He was determined it would be the last!


“Man, where that punk ass nicca at?” Malcolm stormed, equally pissed off.


With both he and Chico almost running toward Peanut’s place, the best Asha could do was to run behind them and try to keep up with their pace.


“Chico, please don’t hurt him. He ain’t do nuttin’. Come on, pleassssseee!”


She grabbed his arm. Chico’s off as they hook her walked into the building.


The sounds of 2Pac’s old cut “I ain’t mad at cha” filled the putrid hallway. Peanut’s voice was loud and clear coming through his apartment door. An astounded look marred his dark, handsome features as the door came crashing open. Not getting a chance to speak another word, he felt a stinging blow to his chest as a familiar voice issued curses at him.


“Gonna whip yo ass, bitch!”


Hard blows flew through the air. Asha’s cries and screams could be heard throughout the building as she witnessed the violent beating and kicking of her boyfriend. Blood dripped down the corner of his mouth.


Chico could not still the anger that filled him and felt lost in his own rage. Peanut’s eyes became huge saucers as he looked up and saw Chico pulling out a .38. His screams became gurgled as Chico brought it swiftly across his face in a pistol whip.


In the midst of his anger he could hear Asha’s cries of protest, and then Malcolm’s. “Man, let’s go; we don’t wanna ’em, dawg! Come on, we need to get out of here before somebody calls Five-O!” Chico gave Peanut another hard kick. “Come on, Chico, we gotta roll!” Malcolm screamed again.


They both dashed from the apartment, pulling a screaming, protesting Asha along with them.


“Why’d you do that?” she cried, as the three stopped to catch their breath in the alleyway. “We only had a misunderstanding. You didn’t have to beat him like that!”


Chico grabbed her roughly by her shoulders. “It’s gon’ be more than that, more than that, Asha, if he ever puts his hands on you again.”


“Don’t touch me!” she cried.


“You listen to me!” He shook her hard. “Don’t you ever, ever let me hear that you be letting him put his hands on you again. You understand me, Asha?” Asha ignored him, still crying. “Do you hear me?!” he screamed yet again.


Malcolm watched silently as the two siblings faced one another. The tension between them was so thick it floated like invisible putty through the air.


“I hear you,” Asha said quietly. “I hear you . . .”


“Yeah, you better.”


Asha broke away from her twin brother’s heated gaze and walked away. He looked at her blankly as she trailed down the street to their apartment . . . not at first hearing Malcolm as he roused him from his thoughts, reminding him that they had business to tend to, someone to meet.





CHAPTER THREE:


LOVE AIN’T S’POSE TO HURT . . .


“I don’t understand you, girl.”


Asha cringed as her mother Liz Grayson brought a warm washcloth to her face, pampering the swell under her eye. After she had left Chico and Malcolm, she had come home surprised to see her mother there, her having come home early with a headache.


“Yeah, you oughta jump. Any girls who would let a pissy-tail boy hit them should get their butts beat. And I should beat you myself for you being so stupid!”


“I’m not, Mama,” Asha said with a sigh. “I told you already that I fell against the end table. I tried to tell Chico, too, but you should have seen how he and Malcolm were beating up on Peanut.”


“Chico did right!” Liz hissed. She then took some oil-based, soothing balm medication and rubbed it under Asha’s eye. “You’re gonna have a black eye.” She paused and examined the swelling. “You aren’t to see that boy anymore, Asha Grayson, do you understand me?”


“But, Mom!”


“I mean it,” Liz warned.


Asha’s face read stubborn. Liz didn’t have to hear her say it to know what she was thinking. Mothers never understand. Mothers don’t know what it’s like to be in love.


“It’s not fair!” Asha cried. She stood up with her hands on her hips, ready to war. “Everybody is judging Peanut and trying to decide things for me. Y’all don’t even know him. Y’all don’t even know what we are about!”


“I don’t have to know him to know he ain’t about nothing, Asha. I mean put yourself in my place; how would you feel if you were me?”


Asha sniffed again, ignoring her mother’s reasoning. “You just don’t understand cuz you ain’t got nobody that you love like that. If you had Daddy or someone else that you were dating, you would see how I feel, but you don’t!”


A look of hot pain flashed across Liz’s face at her daughter’s words. “Oh, so now just because you have some silly lil boy beating your ass you know more than me? You’re a woman now, right?”


“That’s not what I meant . . .” Asha broke in. She pulled back at her mother’s anger. Liz Grayson never ever cursed unless she was angry.


“No, you go on. I am too tired, and I can’t spend my off time worrying about you and your brother. You like having somebody slapping you all up in your face so just go for it. After all, he loves you, right?”


Asha was quiet. More tears welled up in her eyes, causing Liz’s anger to dissipate. She sighed sadly at her daughter’s tearful disposition and continued to speak.


“You have no clue what I have dealt with in my life, Asha. You don’t know a thing about your father and me, or whom I have dated or what I have been doing. And it is way out of line for you to even open your mouth to me like that . . .”


“I know, I know and I’m sorry . . .” Asha said quietly.


She backed toward the door, leading out of her mother’s bedroom. Liz sat quietly, fighting hard not to allow her own doubts and fears of love to color her words to her daughter. It was very hard for her, always had been. She knew that she hadn’t been a perfect example for Asha, not when it came to loving, and being loved by a man. Asha was right; she didn’t have one, she wasn’t with their father, and she had no prospects either. Not that she was dying to meet Mr. Right. Mr. Right usually would turn into Mr. Wrong in the blink of an eye or slap of the hand the way it had with Asha. She just didn’t want her baby to go through all of that drama.


“I do know how you feel, Asha. You think I don’t because you’re at that age where you don’t realize that everything you are going through all women have gone through it at one time or another, in one form or another. And I know you love him.” She watched slow tears trail down Asha’s face, and felt her own starting to gather, emotion tightening her throat. “Love ain’t s’pose to hurt, baby. Love ain’t s’pose to make you feel like nothing. I learned that long ago and never forgot it. I hope you never will either.”


Asha wrapped her arms around herself as she leaned back against the door. “I just love him, Mama. I can’t just let it go. I have to at least try.”


Liz opened her mouth to speak, then realized as she watched her daughter that at this point nothing she had to say would get through. Asha would have to see; experience things for herself. She only prayed that her quest for knowledge didn’t lend her more black eyes and bruises along the way.


[image: images]


Marco hadn’t been home for their so-called meeting the day before. That was funny to Chico, especially since Malcolm had made such a big deal with his excitement about filling them in on his business proposition. After contacting him later, Marco had told Malcolm that they should meet up in a couple of days after he got some things squared away. That was okay with Chico. He knew he had to make up time with his baby girl, Candy. Yeah, he definitely owed her an explanation about where he had been, and why he hadn’t been around a lot.


Rehearsing his words as he slowly made his way up the walkway to Candy’s door, Chico tried to fix his mind on what he would say to her. Fortunately she hadn’t gotten wind of the messin’ he had been doing. At least he hoped she hadn’t. He knew that the other girl meant nothing to him, but he also knew that Candy would not see it that way. She would see it for what it was. His cheating while they were supposed to be one on one. He could tell by the sound of her voice that she was upset with him when he had talked to her the evening before. Upset that he hadn’t spent as much time with her lately. But he was mainly hoping that she wouldn’t ask too many questions. She probably wouldn’t like the answers.


Candy was from a different world than him. For one, she lived in the suburbs, and she had more balance, more focus, a complete family, traditions, and a dad who loved her. Yet, she had sought out a classic street thug like Chico. There was a connection that the two of them had that was unexplainable. Or maybe it just went back to the same ol’, same ol’: a so–called good girl fascinated by the bad–boy image.


The door opened abruptly. Candy stood there with a vexed expression on her face. She was a black/boricua beauty, a petite girl with sparkling amber eyes, small pretty face, and shoulder-length curly black hair. She was five four and a hundred pounds on a wet day. But had a mouth that could only be mildly described as blaring.


“Oh, so you’ve decided to grace me with your presence, huh?” she said in a dry, sarcastic tone. “Where have you been, Chico? You haven’t called me or nothing!” An indignant pout coated her face.
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