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dedicated to all sisters and brothers, in memory of the glamorous and exciting ’80s






“… don’t give them nothin’ unless they got something to give you.… what you do is get a nice-looking nut dude with some money and romance his ass. If you can get somethin’ without doing anything, then do it. But if you can’t, then make sure you play with his mind real good before you do.…”








It is best when some particular creations have no man-made laws. Only then can we attack the harsh addictions of our deteriorated society. It is not of an intelligent human being to ignore that which is real. True answers come from what we can see, taste, hear, think and feel.

Omar Rashad Tyree
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THE EARLY YEARS
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DRIFTING APART

Happy birthday toooo you. Happy birthday toooo you. Happy bir-r-r-th-day dear Tra-a-a-a-cy… Happy birthday toooo you,” the crowd of sixteen children sang, helped along by some of the parents who were present.

It was Sunday afternoon in Tracy’s sixth year of life, 1977. She sat proudly on her father’s lap at the table in front of her birthday cake. She cracked a broad smile in her cute red dress. Her newly tied ponytail dangled down her neck. Her hazel eyes enlarged as her daddy helped her to cut the two-layer cake while the other children watched excitedly, all wishing that it was their birthday.

Tracy’s daddy, Dave Ellison, was deep cocoa-brown and hazel-eyed and had the lean figure of a trained athlete. He was a youthful twenty-nine-year-old, possessing the boyish face of a teen. Dave wore no mustache or beard, obeying his self-imposed hygiene regulation. He believed that his clean-shaven face presented a healthy and professional appearance at the hospital where he worked as a pharmacist.

Tracy’s smooth, honey-brown skin was exactly half the richness of her father’s tone. She had inherited his light-colored eyes along with the almond shape and long eyelashes of her mother, Patti. Tracy’s eyes seemed to glimmer whenever the sun hit them, making them sparkle like a cat’s eyes. She was average height for her age, not standing out among the other kids. But her daddy was tall, and her mother was no midget herself. Patti had inherited a considerable amount of height from her father, Jason Smith, who had died in a car crash a year ago. So Tracy, it seemed, was destined to be tall.

Tracy’s cousins had always envied the attention she received. For her birthday, she received presents and money from all of her guests and relatives. Her aunts bought her new clothing and shoes that her cousins wished they could have. All but two of her six cousins were older than she was.

Patti, matching her daughter and wearing red herself, bought Tracy a pink Mickey Mouse watch. Dave gave her a small gold ring.

Most of the parents sat around eating ice cream and cake and watching the television set inside of the kitchen. Their kids played board games in the Ellisons’ large, finely decorated basement.

The kids began to scream and yell once Patti decided to put on a VCR movie. The 27-inch, floor-model, color television set was a brand-new RCA. Dave had bought it a week before the party. He had moved the old, 19-inch Sony, with stand, into Tracy’s room. Her cousins envied that, too.

Out of four sisters, Tracy’s mother, Patti, had captured the best man. And Patti had been considered the prettiest sister since their youth, with her light skin, curvaceous body and dark, almond-shaped eyes.

Dave was definitely a catch. His high income enabled them to move into a comfortable and scenic black neighborhood in Northwest Philadelphia. In Germantown, they had the luxury of private lawns, patios, driveways and lots of trees, which surrounded their three-bedroom twin-house, things not affordable to the many Philadelphians who lived in crowded row-house areas. Patti worked at a nursing home as a dietitian, adding to their snug income.

So far, Tracy was their only child. Dave was an only child himself. Patti’s three sisters each had two children.

Tracy fought with her cousins constantly. At most of their family gatherings, her mother and aunts tried unsuccessfully to keep them apart. Their unruly children could destroy an entire party with infighting. They had done it many times before.

The kids, ten girls and six boys, including Kamar, Tracy’s only boy cousin, watched Cinderella. The girls were having more fun than the boys, who would have rather watched Dumbo. But it was Tracy’s party, and she wanted to see Cinderella first.

The children spilled juice on the rug, left crumbs on the tables and got melted ice cream all over their bodies. Patti ran behind them, cleaning up to keep the house neat and pretty.

There were carpets in every room except for the kitchen, which had new blue-and-white tile floors. And when Patti finally gave up trying to salvage what was left of her clean house, she went and sat in her large kitchen with her sisters and the rest of the parents.

“Girl, this house is just beautiful,” a parent said enthusiastically, as though the house had energized her.

“Yeah, girl, you just don’t know how much we put into this house,” Patti quickly responded, trying to be modest.

“Well, if my man had some money, I could’ve had a house like this, too,” Patti’s younger sister Tanya said. She stood inside the kitchen entrance leaning up against the wall. Tanya was well-curved herself, wearing a royal blue shirt-and-pants set with black shoes.

“Unh hunh, that’s why I love to visit, just to be in this house,” Patti’s youngest sister, Joy, said with a giggle. “This feels better than being in the hospital.” Joy was considered the silly sister. She was on the thin side, wearing an off-white dress and sitting in one of the kitchen chairs.

“See, I told you years ago, Joy, that that boy you was dating didn’t have no sense. But you wouldn’t listen,” Marsha, the oldest sister, commented. Marsha was heavy-set and mean. She wore a wide, black, skimpy dress. She kept pulling it down over her hips under the kitchen table.

You need to stop trying to look cute in them tacky-ass outfits you wear, Patti thought to herself of her older sister.

“Look who’s talkin’,” Joy responded to Marsha while slicing a piece of cake. “You ain’t got nothin’ better than what I got.”

“Well, that’s only because the nigga left me. But I gots more, honey.”

Patti began to feel uncomfortable, predicting where her sisters’ conversation was headed. “Come on now, every time we get together we talk about the same-o-same-o. Now, this is supposed to be my daughter’s party, so let’s act like it,” she told them.

“Aw, girl, listen to you,” Marsha snapped. “You gon’ get yourself a little college boy with some money, and then gon’ tell us not to be jealous.”

“Now hold on, one minute,” Patti responded. “Don’t start this dumb stuff tonight, Marsha, ’cause I’m sick of it. You can leave my house with all that.”

Marsha shook angrily while trying to lift herself from the kitchen chair. “Fine! I ain’t gotta stay here for this boring-ass party any-damn-way.”

The parents, standing inside of the kitchen and the dining room, began to feel embarrassed. They all appeared as though they weren’t listening to the argument, but they were.

“You know what, Marsha? This is it! If you can’t show me any respect in my house, then you don’t need to come here anymore. There’s no reason for you to be acting like this toward me, or the rest of us.”

“Fine, sista’, you said it,” Marsha huffed. She jumped on the phone and called a taxi. She then got her coat and rumbled to the basement door to call her two daughters.

“Trish and Marie, get your things, ’cause we goin’ home!”

“No, I’ll take them home,” Joy interjected. “Ain’t no sense in them being punished just because you can’t get along.”

Marsha looked offended. “Look, dammit, my girls came here with me and they gonna leave with me!”

Both of her daughters looked up from the basement stairway while listening to the confusion. Trish, the oldest, didn’t care one way or the other, but Marie didn’t want to leave.

Trish hiked up the steps and got her coat in a flash.

Marie whined while moving slowly up the stairs behind her. “No, Mom-mee, I wanna stay,” she whined.

“Get up them damn steps, girl! I’m sick of your whinin’,” Marsha screamed at her, grabbing her arm.

“Come on, stop her,” Tanya urged Patti. Tanya, the peacemaker, had the two youngest children.

“You know how she is, Tanya, so I ain’t even gon’ try,” Patti told her.

Tracy came upstairs with the rest of the kids to watch the dispute. She felt good that her Aunt Marsha and cousins were leaving. She didn’t want them at her party in the first place.

Dave had snuck upstairs to his bedroom to watch a football game long ago. He decided to stay out of the sister battles. He knew it was coming. The Smith sisters had never gotten along since he had met his wife. They were all a larger image of their children.

“The man don’t really love you. He only married you ’cause you messed around and got pregnant on him,” Marsha said to Patti as she hastily headed for the door. “And I should tell him that you lied the first time.”

Patti was shocked at Marsha’s outburst. I don’t believe she said some shit like that in front of everybody! she snapped to herself. A large vein in Patti’s throat thumped erratically. She was embarrassed. She fought off a strong urge to go after her mean-spirited sister as she walked from the house. Patti felt like canceling the entire party to recuperate from Marsha’s venom, but it was a celebration for her lovely daughter. She didn’t want to let her inconsiderate older kin ruin Tracy’s party. Nevertheless, a few of the parents could sense her embarrassment. They moved to gather their kids for home as well.

“Look, Patti, it’s been nice, but I really have to be going. The kids have school tomorrow,” one parent said.

“No, don’t let this tear my daughter’s party apart, Venice. I’m fine. Now come on, they can stay,” Patti pleaded.

“Patti, I have some other stops to make,” Venice argued.

Patti sighed and gave in. “Well, at least let me make you a few doggy bags,” she offered.

Venice nodded as Patti hurried off toward the kitchen.

Patti quickly wrapped up leftover food and two large slices of cake in aluminum foil as she helplessly watched her daughter’s party fall apart.

“See, that’s why I hate them. They always mess stuff up,” Tracy whined at the front door.

“I know. Every time they come over here they get mad at everybody for no reason,” the little girl from next door agreed. The three boys from down the street, who were left, weren’t concerned. With the diminishing number of girls, they went back inside of the basement to begin watching Dumbo.

DING DONG!… DING DONG!

“Mommy, somebody’s at the door,” Tracy called, running back to the kitchen.

“I heard it the first time,” Patti responded to her. She marched out to answer it.

“Hey, Patti, how you doin’?”

She backed up to let him in. “I’m fine, Keith. How are you?”

“I’m okay. I just came to pick my daughter up,” Keith said, eying his little girl who was sitting on the couch. She stared up at his slender, dark frame in alarm.

“Well, let me get you some cake,” Patti told him.

“Okay,” Keith said.

Patti took another trip to the kitchen.

Keith then approached his daughter on the couch.

“Hey, girl?” he asked her sternly.

“Yes, Daddy,” she whimpered.

“Didn’t I tell you to leave at six-thirty? You got school tomorrow.”

His little girl hunched her shoulders and drew a long face. “Yes.”

“Aww, Mr. Keith, she was gonna come home soon,” Tracy said in her friend’s defense.

“Yeah, well, that ain’t the point. Her daddy told her to come home on her own,” Keith responded to Tracy. “It’s ten after seven now, and she forgot all about what I had told her.”

“Here you go, Keith,” Patti said, returning with more cake wrapped in aluminum foil.

“Oh, thanks, Patti,” Keith said with a smile.

Keith was not tall, nor as defined as Tracy’s dad. His daughter, Raheema, favored him in the face, with her high cheekbones and aquiline nose. Her fair skin and long brown hair favored her mother.

Patti had always wondered why Keith was so mean to his wife and daughters. They were all beautiful. Yet he treated them with nothing but bitterness.

“Well, good-bye, Ra-Ra,” she said, stooping down.

Raheema was as light as Patti and pretty cheerful. But Keith, in times of his evilness, could look like a blue-black, red-eyed wino.

“Say good-bye to ‘Aunt Patti,’ girl,” he told her while Patti stood beside them.

Raheema was nerve-racked by then, and her voice showed it. “Good, good-bye Aunt, Aunt Pat-ti,” she stuttered, with tears in her eyes.

Patti noticed her fear and made a point to see her to her house, next door. Keith had a snake’s tongue, but he was no match for Patti.

“What’s wrong, Ra-Ra?” she asked, as if she didn’t know.

“Oh, she’s just crying because she has to go home to get ready for school tomorrow,” Keith answered for her.

“Well, you can come over tomorrow, honey. Okay?” Patti assured Raheema, pinching her cheeks.

“Yes,” Raheema answered with a sniff. Then from out of nowhere, big tears began to fall from her eyes.

“Don’t cry, Ra-Ra,” Tracy perked, comforting her next-door neighbor with a hug.

“Matter of fact, I’m going over to your house to ask your mother right now,” Patti responded.

She, Keith, Raheema and Tracy went next door, leaving the little boys inside the basement.

“Beth, Patti’s down here!” Keith shouted up the stairs.

Patti could sense that he felt robbed of punishing his daughter.

Beth came down in her nightclothes. She looked tired. Her long brown hair was combed back, and her dark, ringed eyes stood out against her light-brown skin. She looked nothing like she did three years ago, when she and Keith first moved next door. Dave and Patti had moved to Germantown only a year before them. The seventies had been prosperous for blacks.

“How are you, girlfriend?” Beth asked, stepping up to hug Patti. Tracy smiled. And Raheema felt relieved with them in her house.

“I’m doin’ all right. Yeah, umm, I just wanted to ask you if Raheema could spend the night on Friday,” Patti said, changing her initial plan.

“Well, yeah, I guess so,” Beth answered, sneaking a glance at Keith.

“Okay then, I’ll be right over to get her after school. And then we’ll go shopping together and get us some ice cream.”

“Y-a-a-a-y!” Tracy squealed.

Keith took a seat on their long black couch and watched television in silence.

“Tracy looks so pretty today,” Beth said, watching Tracy as she bounced in her bright red dress.

“Well, Ra-Ra is a little charmer, too,” Patti told her.

Keith frowned. “Yeah, but she never listens. Mercedes listens, but I guess Ra-Ra thinks she’s too cute.”

“Raheema and Mercedes are two different people, Keith. You shouldn’t even judge her like that,” Patti contested.

Raheema became apprehensive hearing her father speak about her. She hoped “Aunt Patti” could win the fight. Beth always kept quiet. She never intervened when Patti and Keith would go at it about her own children. And since Beth wasn’t up for the challenge, Patti stayed right in their business.

“Well, she better start doin’ what she’s told,” Keith warned.

“She’ll be all right. Come here, Ra-Ra,” Patti said. She gently rubbed her fingers through Raheema’s soft hair and rubbed her neck to calm her nerves. She knew she had won their argument. Raheema would be able to sleep in peace.

Patti left with Tracy and began to send the rest of the children in her basement home. She then readied Tracy for bed. It was nearly nine o’clock.

“Did Keith say anything to Ra-Ra when I went inside the kitchen?” Patti asked her daughter while tucking her in.

“Unh hunh. He said that she was ’sposed to go home at six-thirty.”

Patti shook her head in disgust. “I knew it. That man ain’t no good. He’s just as evil as he wants to be.”

Tracy chuckled and closed her eyes. Her mother then swept into her own bedroom. Dave was still watching television. He was leaned up against a pillow with his hands behind his head.

“You know what, Patti, I’m sick and tired of your sisters coming over here and terrorizing my damn house. I’ve worked hard for mine. Now if they got a problem with that, you best leave them out of our lives. Or at least out of my damn life.”

“Look, Dave, now that’s my family. Without me, they’ll fall apart,” Patti self-righteously assumed. “So even if they argue with me, they really do need me.”

“Yeah, well, I’m gon’ tell you what, soon you ain’t gon’ need me, because I’m a little worn out from this dumb stuff.”

Patti started to undress. “Dave, it ain’t all that bad.”

“Yes the hell it is,” Dave snapped. “Matter fact, they’re not coming over here anymore. Period.”

Patti stopped undressing and stared at him. “Why, Dave?”

“Because I said so. That’s reason enough.”

“Now you know that ain’t even fair,” Patti retorted. She caressed Dave’s chest under the sheets. Dave pulled her hand away and rolled over. “Baby, come on,” Patti pleaded.

“No, now, get off of me.”

Patti sighed and turned the other way.

“Turn the TV off,” Dave demanded.

“You’re the one that turned it on.”

“I don’t care. You just got in bed. You’re not all that comfortable yet.”

Patti stayed in the bed, refusing to move.

Dave turned to face her. “What do you think, I’m playing? I told you to turn the shit off,” he snapped, nearly pushing her out of bed.

Patti caught her balance to avoid falling onto the floor. She then went and turned the TV off. I don’t know who he think he is, she thought to herself as she strolled back to her side of the bed.

“Are you satisfied now?”

Dave was playing his ugly tough-guy role. He had learned it years ago to keep Patti in check. And Patti enjoyed pissing him off. It was her childish entertainment.

Dave jumped up in an instant and grabbed her arm.

“What are you doing?” Patti whined.

“I’m tired of you playing that young-girl shit. You sleep on the damn couch tonight.”

“Why?” Patti said, holding Dave gently by his waist. She gently squeezed him, hoping to turn him on.

“Get off me, Patti. You’re a damn kid, girl, I swear,” he told her as he knocked her hands away.

Patti shoved her breasts up against his chest. “Please, I’m sorry, baby,” she pleaded. She tried to plant a kiss on her husband’s lips. Dave turned away to avoid it.

“No, get off of me,” he persisted, still trying to push her away.

Patti sighed and began walking toward her daughter’s room.

Dave asked, “Where are you going?”

Patti teased him with a sly grin. “I’m going to sleep with my baby. She’s the only one that cares about me,” she told him.

“Look, I’m gonna give you about two seconds to go downstairs and sleep on that damn couch, like I told you,” Dave warned her.

Patti really knew how to get to her husband. She smirked and said, “Okay already.”

Dave mugged her in the back of her head. “You think this shit is a damn joke, don’t you?” he asked her, pinning her to the hallway wall.

“Now wait a minute, Dave, you’re hurting me.”

“I’m hurting you? Shit, you’re hurting me with these stupid-ass games you play all the time,” Dave told her.

“How the hell am I hurting you? It looks like you’re the one that has me pinned up against this damn wall,” Patti retorted.

“Look, you’re fucking with my peace of mind, Patti. Now we’re damn near thirty years old. We’re getting too old for this role-playing shit.”

Patti looked at him seriously for a moment. “Dave, you’re the one that started it. You could have turned that TV off yourself.”

“Yeah, well I’m gonna end it, too.” He released the hold on his wife and walked back into his bedroom, locking the door in her face.

Patti shook her head and grinned. She reminisced on the many other occasions where she had argued with her husband and ended up making sweaty love. Those were their best nights. She thought that maybe they would be having another one if she played along with him, but she was wrong.

Dave was seriously fed up. He longed for a more mature woman who would cooperate with him instead of aggravating him and forcing him to play Mr. Sweet and Mr. Sour. In fact, Dave had become so good at it that he couldn’t tell the difference between his real self and his roles. He was beginning to feel like he was up for a living Academy Award.

Patti fell asleep on her living-room couch and spent the night there. She had anticipated her husband coming down to carry her back to their bedroom and make passionate love to her. But it never happened.



“Come on, Tracy, it’s time to get up,” Patti called.

“Okay, Mom,” Tracy answered, wiping out her eyes. She stepped out of her twin-sized bed and followed her mother to the hallway bathroom.

“Did I wake you up from a dream, baby?” Patti asked her.

“Yup. I was Cinderella, and the prince was just like dad.”

“Just like Dad? Well, didn’t you have a beautiful dream.”

Tracy smiled and said, “Yup, Mom.”

“Well, let’s get you cleaned and dressed so you can eat your breakfast.”

“Mommy?” Tracy asked, getting undressed for her bath.

“Yes, Tracy.”

“Why does Dad never eat breakfast with us?”

“Because he has to go to work early.”

Patti helped her daughter into the tub.

“Why does he have to go to work early?”

“Because that’s his job, honey?”

“Did you and Dad fight last night, Mommy?”

“No,” Patti lied to her. “Why would you think that?”

“Because I heard you and Dad in the hall last night.”

“Well, we were out in the hallway, but we weren’t really fighting.”

Tracy looked in her mother’s hand mirror while getting toweled off. “Why my eyes different from yours, Mommy?” she asked.

“Because you got them from your father.”

“Unt unh. Daddy’s eyes aren’t pointy like mine. And they shiny, too,” Tracy argued, still looking inside of the hand mirror.

“Yes they are, Tracy. You just can’t notice them on your father as much as you can on you, because you’re lighter than your dad,” Patti explained.

Tracy put her arm next to her mother’s arm to compare complexions. “I’m tanner than you, Mommy,” she said.

“Yup, you came right in between me and your father.”

“How that happen?” Tracy asked, as her mother put on her new birthday clothes.

“Ut oh, my daughter looks sharp to-day,” Patti said.

Tracy smiled and spun around in her baby-blue dress. But she hadn’t forgotten her question. “Hunh, Mommy, how’d that happen?” she persisted.

“What?” Patti asked.

“How did I get like this?” Tracy asked again. She raised her arms up high to show Patti her color.

“You ask some complicated questions for a little girl, now don’t you?”

They went down into the kitchen to eat.

“Tell me, Mommy,” Tracy pressed, as she took a seat in a kitchen chair.

“From genetics, sweetheart.”

Tracy frowned. “Genetics? What’s that? What’s genetics, Mom?”

Patti just couldn’t believe how tenacious her daughter was. She’s going to be a very assertive girl, she told herself. “I’ll tell you what, you ask Dad when he gets home.”

“Awww, see, you don’t tell me nothin’.”

Patti looked at her daughter with piercing slit eyes. “You watch who you’re talking to, girl! You hear me?”

Tracy nodded and began to eat her breakfast with a long face.



Tracy loved going to school. She had perfect attendance and was smart and popular. She drew attention like a magnet. She wanted as many friends as possible. School was where Tracy could show off. And the teachers praised her participation in class.

“Yup, and then my cousins messed it up. They always mess it up,” Tracy was telling her group of girlfriends, Celena, Pam and Judy.

“I don’t like my cousins either, ’cause they always wanna race and stuff,” Judy said, standing short and chunky.

Celena, the tallest of the group, rose from their small bench at the far end of the schoolyard. “Aw, you just say that ’cause they always beat you,” she said to Judy.

“Shet up, girl. That’s why you gon’ fail in school,” Judy retorted, facing off with her.

“I got better grades than you,” Celena said.

“No you don’t.”

“Yes I do, ’cause on our first spelling quiz, I did better than you.”

“Well, we just started, and that was the only one we had anyway. Now! I busted your bubble,” Judy responded, bumping flat chests with Celena.

“You can’t beat me in nothin’, little girl,” Celena contested, staring down at her shorter friend.

“Who is you callin’ ‘little girl, ’Stinky?”

Tracy loved to hear the girls argue. It reminded her of her aunts and her mother.

Pam, the quieter friend, sat and watched the action herself.

“I’ll kick you in your butt, Big Mouth,” Celena said as they bumped each other again.

“Do it then, Stinky,” Judy dared.

Both girls were pushing and shoving. Tracy got up to stop what could’ve turned into a real fight. “Stop y’all, we all friends,” she said, moving inbetween them.

“Well, that’s why Celena ain’t got no hair. At least I ain’t bald-headed like you,” Judy said, starting up again.

“I ain’t bald-headed, girl. I got more hair than you,” Celena snapped.

“GET OUT THE WAY, THE BALL IS COMING!” a boy shouted, running past.

The girls didn’t move out of the way quickly enough. Judy got knocked down on her plump behind.

“Ay, boy? Why you do that?” Pam yelled at him. She was quiet, but a fighter.

“I’m sorry,” the boy responded.

One of his friend’s overheard him apologizing. “Ay, Tommy, don’t say sorry to her, man,” he said, staring and bumping into Pam. She swung immediately. The boy blocked it and punched her back in her neck.

“See, boy, I’m gon’ tell on you,” she whined.

“Go ’head then, girl. See if I care.”

“See, Aaron, you always hittin’ girls. My dad told me that boys who hit girls are sissies,” Judy screamed at him.

“So what, girl? Who asked you?” Aaron retorted. “Come on, y’all, let’s finish playing ball,” he told his rowdy friends.

“Go ahead, you scared sissy,” Judy taunted him.

Tracy loved it. School was exciting.



Tracy’s father picked her up from school, and she would tell him everything that had gone on while he listened to her constant chatter. Tracy went to work with her questions as soon as they entered the house.

“Daddy, how did I get like this?” Tracy asked, raising her arms.

Dave stretched out on the couch, failing to notice his daughter’s raised arms. He stared up at the ceiling with his head plumped on a cushion.

“Daddy?”

“Yes, pretty,” he answered her wearily.

Tracy raised her arms in front of him.

“How did I get tanner than Mommy and lighter than you?”

“Because, God did it,” Dave told her. He then closed his eyes.

“God did it?” Tracy mumbled to herself. Confused by her father’s simple answer, she decided to crawl up on his chest and rest there on the couch with him.



“Hello, hello, sleepy-heads,” Patti said, stepping through the front door an hour later. She hung up her jacket and immediately headed for the kitchen.

Tracy got up off her daddy’s chest and followed her mother. “Can I help you, Mommy?” she asked with wide eyes.

“Unh hunh, now get the little frying pan.”

“Okay… Now what?”

“All right, now get the Kool-Aid mix.”

“Okay, Mommy… Here, Mom, now what?”

“Go upstairs in my room and bring down the cups and bowls so Mommy can wash them out.”

“Okay, Mom. I’ll be right back.” Tracy ran up the stairs and grabbed all the dishes she could find. “What now, Mom?” she asked, running back inside the kitchen and breathing heavily.

“Aren’t you full of energy,” Patti commented. “Well, why don’t you go and see if your father needs any help.”

“Okay,” Tracy said, running. She tugged on her father’s arm at the living-room couch. “Daddy, wake up.”

“Yes, pretty?” he answered, with his eyes still closed.

“Can I help you with something?”

“Yeah, sweetheart. Can you help your dad get up?”

Tracy looked at his long, lean body and remembered the last time she had tried, unsuccessfully, to lift him. She stepped back and shook her head. “No, I can’t lift you, Dad.”

“Yup, well, I guess you can’t help dad then,” Dave responded to her.

Tracy, still filled with energy, hurried back to help her mother in the kitchen.

“Well, did you help your Dad, sweety?” Patti asked her.

“No-o-o. Because he want me to help him to get up, and I don’t have no muscles,” Tracy whined.

Patti laughed at her. “You have muscles; they just aren’t strong enough to lift your dad.”

“Well, when I grow up, I’m gonna have bigger muscles. Right, Mommy?” Tracy asked, tugging on her mother’s apron.

“Yup, and you’re gonna be as tall and as pretty as me.”

Tracy smiled, pleased with herself. “I’m gonna marry me a man like Dad, too.”

Patti gave her a curious smile. “Do you like boys yet, Tracy?” she asked of her young daughter.

“NO! Boys get on my nerves!” Tracy shouted.

Patti chuckled. “Why do you say that?” she quizzed.

Tracy pressed her little hand on her hip and shook her head. “Because, ’dey rough and bad. And this boy named Aaron hit my friend Pam today,” she huffed.

“Why did he do that?” Patti asked her.

“ ’Cause his friend Tommy knocked Judy down when ’ney was playing ball, and Pam was gon’ hit him for it. So then Aaron came to get in it for Tommy, and he punched Pam in her neck.”

“Well, did she try to hit him back?”

“Yeah, she tried to hit him first, but he blocked it with his arm.”

“Did the boy get in trouble?”

“Mmm hmm, but he didn’t even care though.”

“Yeah, he sounds like a bad boy,” Patti said, continuing with her cooking.

“My friend Judy said that boys who hit girls are sissies. Is that true, Mom?”

“Who told her that?” Patti quizzed, turning to face her daughter.

“She said that her father told her.”

Patti grinned. “Well, you go and ask your father if that’s true.”

Tracy ran back out and into the living room. “Hey, Dad, are you a ‘sissy’ if you hit a girl?” she asked, tugging again on her father’s arm.

Dave opened his eyes and stared at her. “Did your mother tell you to ask me that?”

“Mmm hmm,” Tracy hummed. Then she smiled.

“Well, you tell her that I said she can’t beat it.”

Tracy ran back to her mother and stuttered, “He, he said you can’t beat it, Mom.”

“Well, you tell him that I love him anyway.”

“Mom said she loves you, Dad,” Tracy yelled out to him. Her father didn’t respond. “Well, Dad?” Tracy asked, expecting him to send another message.

“Well, pretty, I guess it’s almost time to eat,” he mentioned to her instead.

Dave still hadn’t responded to Patti’s message as they sat down to dinner.

Tracy was confused. Her daddy didn’t say that he loved her mother. Why not?

“You don’t love Mommy, Dad?” Tracy asked him at the table.

Dave looked frozen, as if he had lost his appetite.

Patti came to his rescue. “Of course your daddy loves me, Tracy. What kind of a question is that?”

Tracy backed off and hunched her shoulders. She was still a bit confused and apprehensive about the tension she had caused at their dinner table.

Dave quickly finished his food and headed out of the house after dinner.

Tracy was left alone to ask her mother plenty more of her questions.

“Mommy, where does Daddy go at night?”

“To his friend’s house,” Patti answered while cleaning pots and pans inside the kitchen sink.

“Does Daddy love you, Mommy?”

Patti was getting agitated. “Yes, he does, Tracy. Now what is wrong with you?”

“How come he never says it then?”

“Look, now, stop bugging me. Okay?”

“But does he, Mommy?” Tracy persisted.

Patti sighed, surrendering. Had she pushed Dave to his limit? Did he still love her? “I hope he still loves Mommy, honey,” she said to her persistent daughter. “I hope and pray he does.”



Dave walked in at eleven on a Wednesday, early compared to some of his other nights out. He had begun to spend more of his free time away from home. He failed to touch Patti or talk to her for weeks at a time. He only chatted with her on occasion, kissing her every now and then.

He walked to the kitchen and got out a spoon with the cherry-vanilla ice cream and started eating it from the box. Patti waited upstairs, listening to his footsteps. After a few minutes of debate, she decided to walk down the steps to join him. Carefully, she approached him as he sat inside of the kitchen. She calmly slid her hands over his shoulders from behind. Dave moved forward to release her hold. Patti then sat in front of him to look into his eyes.

Dave got up and went to the bedroom without a word, leaving the box of ice cream on the table and daring Patti to comment on it. Once upstairs, he walked inside of the bathroom to take a shower. Patti followed after him.

“Dave… where do you go at night?” she finally asked, trembling.

“I go the hell out. Where the hell do you think I go?” he answered while running warm water. He closed the door behind him and took a fifteen-minute shower.

When he had dried himself off and returned to the bedroom, Patti was waiting for him.

“Dave… are you seeing another woman?” she forced herself to ask him.

“What if I was? You wouldn’t care. You’re still my number one, right?”

Patti pressed the issue. “Are you, Dave?”

Dave pulled on his pajamas and slid underneath the covers. “Can I get some sleep, Patti? I’m tired. It’s been a long day.”

Patti snatched the covers from him in a frenzy. “Stop playing with me, Dave! DAMN IT, I’M SERIOUS!” she shouted at him.

Dave took a deep breath to calm himself as he sat up to speak. “Now look, Patti, you wanted to keep playing these little panty-games, and it ain’t fun no more. I don’t have any more energy for that. So look, give me back my sheets, and shut up before you wake up my daughter.”

It was too late. Tracy heard them going at each other from her room. She sat up in her bed, wide awake, realizing that her mother was losing her daddy.



Several weeks more had passed, and Patti tried her hardest to avoid Tracy’s daddy questions. Nevertheless, her mother’s lack of answers didn’t appear to stop Tracy from asking.

“Mommy, tell me how you met my dad?” she asked one morning.

Patti shook her head, exhausted by them. “You just won’t quit, will you? Okay, girl, what do you want to know?” she said, sitting down to join her daughter eating breakfast.

“Where did you meet him at?”

“I met him at a college party.”

“Daddy went there?”

“Yup, and he was one of the most handsome guys there.”

“And did he like you?”

“Well, he came over and asked me to dance.”

“And you said, ‘yes’?”

“Of course I said, ‘yes.’ I wouldn’t have said, ‘no’ to him.”

“And then you got married?”

Patti grinned and shook her head. “No, not that fast. First Mommy had to get him away from all the other girls.”

“How did you do that?”

Her mother reflected on “the good old days.”

“By being more sexy than them,” she answered. Patti then lost track of time as she thought back to the many weeks of seduction. She used to take Dave out to Fairmount Park at night and do wild and crazy things under the privacy of the trees. She used to sneak him into her house at night, while her parents and sisters slept.

Patti painted a facade of not appearing to be jealous whenever other women showed interest in Dave. She acted as if she was above them, which made Dave feel more comfortable with her. Patti was always two steps ahead of the game.



The long talk Tracy had with her mother about how her parents met made them run late. Tracy’s girlfriends at school wanted to know why.

“Why was you late today, Tracy?” Judy asked at recess.

Tracy was usually one of the first students at school. “I wasn’t late,” she told her nosy friend.

“You was almost late,” Celena interjected, siding with Judy.

“Well, almost ain’t good enough,” Tracy snapped.

Her friends caught on to her disdain and dropped the subject. They sat and quietly watched the boys play ball. They all watched Aaron, except for Tracy. Tracy was too wrapped into herself and her family to think of any boy.

“Aaron is the best one at keep-away. They can’t catch him for nothin’,” Celena commented.

Judy sat and stared.

“So?” Pam huffed. “What ’chew watchin’ him for?”

“Because, he fun to watch,” Celena answered.

Tracy said out of the blue, smiling, “Ay y’all, guess what my mother told me? She told me that she took my dad from a whole lot of other girls.”

“She did?” Judy asked, stuffing her mouth with a cupcake.

“Yup, and then they got married and had me.”

“WATCH OUT, GIRL!” Aaron shouted, zipping past them with other boys chasing behind him.

“HEY, AARON! WATCH WHERE YOU GOIN’, BOY!” Celena yelled.

Tracy paid him no mind. She continued with her story.

“Well, anyway…”



“So are you saying that it’s over?” Tanya asked her sister Patti that evening. They sat in Tanya’s small living room. She lived in a small, three-bedroom house in Logan, Philadelphia.

“Girl, I don’t know. I mean, he hardly talks to me,” Patti responded.

“Yeah, that’s how they get when they wanna call it quits. Either they ignore you or they get on your damn nerves until you can’t take it anymore,” Tanya told her.

Tracy was upstairs playing with her cousins Patrice and Kamar.

“I mean, what am I supposed to do?” Patti asked helplessly.

“Tell him that you love him and that you’ll try your best to work things out,” Tanya calmly suggested.

Patti snapped, “Are you serious? I’m not fuckin’ beggin’ him shit. He’s the one cheating on me.”

“Well, okay, Miss Know-it-all. Why the hell are you asking me in the first place, since you got all the answers?”

They sat quietly for a few minutes before Patti apologized. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m just under a lot of stress right now.”

Tanya was still annoyed. “You think I don’t know that? Me and John have arguments, too. It ain’t like I don’t have to sit down and think things out myself sometimes.

“That’s one of your damn problems, Patti. You always take other people for granted. Now you gettin’ some of your own medicine.”

“What, you think this is my fault?”

Tanya looked at her sister curiously. “I don’t know, Patti. Is it your fault? You tell me.”

Patti sat and thought about it. Maybe I have overdone things a few times, she told herself. But it ain’t all my damn fault! I mean, he’s not even trying to talk it all out. He’s just trying to punish some-fucking-body.



“Dave, we need to talk. I mean, our marriage isn’t over, is it?” Patti asked, settling into bed after putting Tracy to sleep.

Dave rolled away from her. He stared at the rain out of their bedroom window. “Ain’t shit come out my mouth, did it?” he answered sourly.

“That’s funny. I thought you said that I curse too much.”

“Well, I’ve changed, and your shit is rubbing off on me.”

Patti eyed his back. “Aren’t you gonna take a shower?” she asked, attempting to provoke him.

“Why should I take a shower?”

“Didn’t you make love to her?”

Dave paused. “No, I just went to dinner with her, and she kissed me,” he lied. He wasn’t dating any other woman, he simply wanted to give Patti something to think about. Maybe she’ll tell me to get out, he thought to himself. He felt as if he was suffocating in their marriage. Maybe I was too damned young to get married. I was just finishing school when she got pregnant.

Patti wanted to kill him. She fucking kissed you, hunh? she felt like screaming at him while pounding her fists against his head and back. Then she thought about what Tanya had said earlier, and decided to use her head. “So… what are we going to do now?” she pleaded. “Are you ready to throw away your life with me and your daughter for this woman?”

“I think I need to take a little break for a while. I got this little apartment I’ve been looking at,” Dave announced to her.

What? You need a damn break? Patti felt like yelling at him. She took a deep breath instead, leaning her head on his shoulder. “I don’t want you to go, baby,” she whispered into his ear. “We can work this thing out.”

Dave shook his head, set on moving out. “It’s too late for that now.”

Patti rolled to the edge of the bed. She hoped maybe he would ask where she was going. She went down to the kitchen. She thought about grabbing a knife.



“Did you sleep well last night, sweetheart?” Patti asked Tracy at breakfast.

“Yup, I had a dream that I could fly.”

“You did? And were you scared?”

“Unh hunh.”

Patti gave her a medium-sized box to open. “Your daddy bought this for you.”

Tracy opened the box and pulled out a stuffed animal. “Wow, he got a suit on!” She held it up and hugged it to her chest. It was a tan lion wearing a black tuxedo with a white bow tie.

“When did Daddy buy me this?” she asked.

“Last night, because he’s not going to be around as much.”

Tracy raised her brow in alarm. “He’s not?”

“No, because he decided to move out,” Patti told her.

Tracy’s hazel eyes ballooned. “Why-e-e, Mommy?”

Patti looked away, feeling both guilt and anger. “Because we don’t get along anymore.”

“Is he still gonna come see us?”

“Yes, but he won’t be staying with us for a while.”

“Well, when is he coming back?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t like each other anymore?” Tracy squealed.

“I don’t know, honey.”

“Well, how can I go to play with him and ask him questions and stuff?”

“He never really played with you, honey. Do you remember any things that you and your father did together?”

Tracy thought about it. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “But I like it when he’s here, ’cause he makes me feel good.”

Patti smiled at her and sat her daughter on her lap. “I know. Daddy made me feel good, too.”

Tracy smiled back and said, “Yeah, Dad is fun.”

“He sure is, baby, but now we’re going to have our own fun.”

“How?”

“Well, by going shopping and stuff, ’cause Daddy said you’re going to get an allowance.”

Tracy was puzzled. “Allowance? What’s that?” she asked.

“It’s money after a certain period of time.”

“He wants me to have money?”

“Yeah, he doesn’t want his baby to be wearing rags. He wants you to wear nice things.”

“Well, who’s gonna pick me up from school?”

“I don’t know yet, but let me tell you something, honey.” Patti tossed her arms tightly around her daughter’s growing body. “No matter what you do, my little princess, never let any little boy break your heart. It’s a rough world out there for us girls, ’cause everything is geared for the boys to do. And they can just get up and walk away from you whenever they want to. Just like your father did.”

Tracy nodded.

“They can do whatever they want, and we’re supposed to sit back and be complacent,” Patti went on.

“What’s that mean, Mommy?”

“That means you’re supposed to sit on benches and talk to your little girlfriends until some boy wants to talk to you.”

“Yuck, I don’t like boys,” Tracy told her.

Patti shook her head and smiled. “Yeah, I know. But you remember this, you hear? You always go after what you want in life, and never give anything away without a good reason.”

“Yeah, ’cause I don’t like to give candy, now.”

Patti chuckled to herself. Her daughter was in another world. She’ll eventually understand what I’m talking about, Patti told herself. She’ll learn. “You’re a beautiful little girl, and you stay strong, okay?” she said, shaking Tracy on her lap and kissing her cheek to cheer her up and get her off to school.

“Okay, Mommy,” Tracy responded with a smile. She then lifted up her arm in a bodybuilding pose. “I’m gon’ be real strong.”

Patti laughed at her. “Girl, you’re just too much.”
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TROUBLE NEXT DOOR

Two years had passed, and Tracy was hanging out with her mother regularly. They went to the malls, parks, museums and theaters. Tracy grew to love and respect her mother’s points of view on everything. Mommy wore nice clothes, so Tracy wanted nice clothes, too. They watched TV together. They chose Patti’s dates together. They did everything together, just like girlfriends. But nothing seemed to satisfy the void of Tracy’s father. He still hadn’t decided to come back home and stay with them.

Beth picked Tracy up from school, and Tracy would stay with them until her mother got in from work. But Raheema’s home, although it was full, wasn’t as warm and cheerful as hers. Their home seemed lifeless and dreary, even with all of its members.

Raheema’s older sister, Mercedes, did nothing but homework. She and Raheema went to Catholic elementary school and wore uniforms. Raheema and Tracy would sneak around the house, getting into trouble and then drag Mercedes into it, making her life miserable. Their father, Keith, was strict and intimidating, so Mercedes stayed moody behind closed doors.

Mercedes was thirteen, and she had matured enough to communicate with boys. Keith would have more than he anticipated on his hands in due time. Young teenagers were starting to walk Mercedes home from school and hang out with friends who lived on her block.



“Ay, Mercedes, come here for a minute,” a rather plain-looking boy said. He was nothing to get excited over. Mercedes’ walnut-brown complexion, dark eyes and long silky hair aroused him, though. He thought she was gorgeous. She had the “Indian look.”

Mercedes walked over to him. The boy stood with one foot in the street and one on the sidewalk. Beth was inside the house cooking, and Keith was not expected home for another three hours.

“Yes?” Mercedes asked the boy, keeping a good distance from him. She didn’t like him or anything, she only wanted to see what he wanted.

“Come here. I ain’t gon’ bite ’chew girl, dag,” the boy said with a smile.

Mercedes didn’t want to be any closer to him. “What?” she asked.

“You got a thorough-ass name,” he told her. “Ay, Kev, ain’t ‘Mercedes’ a decent name?”

“YEAH!” his friend shouted from across the street.

Mercedes smiled at that. She was flattered. She waited for the boy to ask her something else. She liked talking to boys but didn’t want to get serious with them, yet.

The plain-looking boy studied Mercedes’ white, blue and gray uniform. “So you go to Catholic school, hunh?”

“Yeah, but I don’t like it,” she said.

“You don’t?” he asked, pointlessly.

Mercedes sucked her teeth and answered, “No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I just don’t.”

“Uuuuww, Mercedes talkin’ to a boy!” Tracy squealed, bolting from the house with Raheema.

“Yuuup, we gon’ tell,” Raheema warned.

“Hold up, I’ll be right back,” Mercedes told the boy. She ran to the patio steps. The two little ones ran inside the house and up the stairs to Raheema’s room. Mercedes chased after them.

“Why you do that?” she hissed, yanking her sister’s arm.

“Because Daddy don’t like you talking to boys.”

“So, who cares what he likes? I hate him anyway. And you better not tell on me, either.”

“Did you like ’dat boy, Mercedes?” Tracy asked excitedly.

“No. He was ugly,” Mercedes answered.

“Does he like you?”

“I think he does. He wanted to talk to me.”

“What did ’ju say to him?”

Mercedes looked down and frowned at Tracy. “Dag, girl, you writin’ a book or something?”

“Well, what did ’ju say?” Tracy repeated.

“I didn’t say that much. He just asked me about school and stuff.”

Raheema remained silent, with her lips poked out.



“Mommy, Mercedes was talkin’ to this boy today, and she said he was ugly.”

“Mercedes is talking to boys now, hunh?” Patti asked while she searched through her closet for something to wear.

Tracy plopped on her mother’s vanity chair inside of the bedroom. “Yup, and me and Ra-Ra saw her.”

“You did?” Patti said, picking out a dark green dress.

“Yup, and then he chased us.”

“He did what?” Patti responded, giving her full attention.

“I mean, she did.”

“Oh, okay. I thought maybe you were out there playing or something.”

“No, me and Ra-Ra was in the house.”

“Well, we’re going out to eat tonight, sweety,” Patti said, changing the subject.

“Who we goin’ wit’? Jus’ me and you, Mom? Hunh?”

Patti paused for a minute and gave her daughter a stern look. “What I tell you about talking so fast? I can’t even understand you sometimes. Everything that you do, you just have to be so fast about it. Slow down sometimes when you speak.”

“Okay,” Tracy perked.

“Now, Mommy has a date, and I’m going to take you with me. So go wash your hands and face.”

Patti scooted her daughter toward the bathroom.

“Okay,” Tracy said, running.

Patti wanted to establish a family feeling with the new man she was getting close to. If Dave wasn’t going to show any consistent responsibility, then Patti was ready to open up her options for a man who would.

Paul Greggory was tall, with smooth caramel skin and a mustache. He drove them to a romantic restaurant in his sporty Camaro. The service was impeccable. That was a plus for Paul. Tracy never liked waiting long.

The food was well prepared. Paul cut Tracy’s steak and potatoes, buttered her bread and wrapped her napkin around her neck. Patti was impressed with his manners. Then he ordered ice cream for dessert, their favorite.

“Hey, Mom, he got us ice cream,” Tracy said cheerfully.

“Yup, he sure did. So do you like it, honey?”

Tracy hunched her shoulders in her tan dress. “It’s okay, but I liked that place where Dad used to take us better.”

“And where was this?” Paul asked her.

“I don’t know, but it was a long way though.”

“And did they have cherry-vanilla ice cream there?” Paul asked her while winking at Patti.

Paul wore a navy-blue sports jacket and a cream-colored shirt with no tie.

“I’on know,” Tracy answered him.

“We used to get sundaes,” Patti said.

“Oh, okay. Well, we could’ve gotten a sundae. Would you like to still go get one?” Paul suggested to Tracy. He leaned over the table and smiled at her.

“I don’t care,” Tracy told him.

Patti watched to see if her daughter liked him.

They drove to the ice cream store where Dave used to take them. Tracy fell asleep in the car.

“Okay, Tracy, we’re here,” Patti said, grabbing on to a limp arm.

“Stop, Mommy,” Tracy whined.

“Don’t you want the ice cream, baby?”

Tracy dropped her head back into the seat. “No, I wanna go to sleep.” Patti got Paul to pick her up and walk her around, despite Tracy’s protest.

Patti wasn’t quite ready for her date to end. It was only eight o’clock.

They all sat with their sundaes at a small window-view table, where Tracy watched cars zip past on the highway.

“Mommy, I wish he had a car like that,” she said, pointing at a red 911 Porsche, parked outside.

Paul chuckled. “Wow, she has expensive taste for a little girl, doesn’t she?” he said to Patti.

“I’m not a little girl,” Tracy responded to him. She started to kick her feet under the table while eating her sundae. She accidentally kicked Paul.

“What’s wrong with you, girl? Stop that!” Patti yelled, grabbing her daughter’s feet.

“That’s okay, she didn’t mean it,” Paul interjected.

Tracy gave him an evil stare. “I gotta go pee,” she said.

“You have to use the ladies’ room,” Patti sternly corrected her. She then rushed, hand in hand with her daughter, to the bathroom, leaving behind the half-finished sundaes.

Patti turned Tracy around by the shoulders once they had entered the bathroom. “What’s wrong with you, girl?”

Tracy stared down at her patent leather shoes. “I don’t like him. I wanna go home.”

Patti looked startled. “He’s a nice man, honey. Why don’t you like him?”

“Because he gets on my nerves.”

“He hasn’t done anything to you, girl,” Patti said, looking into Tracy’s eyes. “Well, do you have to go or what?”

“N-o-o, I just wanna go h-o-o-me.”

Patti sighed and led her daughter back to the melted sundaes at their table. “Look, Paul, she wants to go home. I’m sorry about this.”

Paul nodded to her. “Don’t worry about it. I know how kids can get,” he said, setting a dollar tip on the table.

Tracy reached out to take the money.

“Put that back, girl!” Patti shouted at her.

Tracy cracked a mischievous smile. “I was just playin’.”

Patti snatched her by the hand. “Now you’re getting on my nerves. You’re eight years old, and still acting like a spoiled baby.”

Tracy giggled and climbed into the car for the long ride home. Patti knew that Paul had failed. Tracy didn’t like him. It was unfair, but there was nothing that Patti could do about it. She would have to turn Paul down. Tracy didn’t seem to like any of her mother’s dates. And she definitely was not ready for anyone to take the place of her father.

“How ’bout we do this again sometime?” Paul asked when they arrived at Patti’s front door. She had never invited a man inside of the house. Dave was still paying the bills, and Patti gave him that respect.

She answered Paul with knifing eyes, “I’m sorry, but I really don’t think so.”

“Well, we’ll just leave the girl home next time,” Paul suggested.

Patti unlocked the door. Paul tried to follow her in after Tracy. Patti glared back at him, stopping him before he strutted in. “And what are we gonna do, have a relationship without my daughter being involved?” she piped at him.

“No, I’m not saying that, but you and I need a little more time alone before we can work things out with her.”

“No, that’s all right,” Patti said. She wished to end the date as quickly as possible, but Paul was making it difficult.

“Well, okay, I had a nice time. How ’bout you?” he asked, still appearing cheerful.

“Please, let’s not get into this,” Patti told him. “I have to think about things before I decide to go out with you again. And I’m sorry for the inconvenience.”

Paul nodded and said, “Okay,” as Patti slowly closed the door on him. He paced to his car, finally pissed off. “Damn kid!” he mumbled as he headed down the walkway.

Patti shook her sleepy daughter from the couch. “Wake up, girl, and go on upstairs to bed,” she huffed.

“What, Mommy?”

“You’ve just ruined my night, girl, that’s what.”

“You wanted me to g-o-o.”

“You still didn’t have to act like you did, Tracy.”

Tracy struggled to her feet and began a sullen walk up the stairs.

Patti calmed herself as she followed her. Tracy’s comment surprised her, but she was right. Patti had wanted her daughter to test the man, and he had failed. Plain and simple.



“Ay, Mercedes, come here for a second,” the boy named Kevin called from behind. He always wore a baseball hat shoved down on his smooth, dark-brown face, right above his thin eyebrows. Kevin lived across the street. Mercedes had watched him playing football in the street with his friends for years.

“So you ’sposed to be talkin’ to my boy Wallace?” he asked her.

“No, I don’t like him,” she answered with a frown. “Why?”

“Because, I wanted your phone number,” Kevin told her nervously. He had watched her over the years as well.

“I can’t give out mine. But I can take yours, though.”

Kevin wrestled out a piece of paper and a pencil from his book-bag. “That’s a bet,” he said, writing his number down.

“Umm, Kevin, don’t tell your friend that I don’t like him, because I don’t want him getting all mad at me. Okay?” Mercedes asked him. She was well aware of how boys acted when they were rejected. Her father had been a good example of that. Keith had fits all the time. Everything had to be his way.

“Oh, aw’ight. But when you gon’ call me?” Kevin said to her.

“Tonight.”

“Oh, bet. Like what time?”

“Like around eleven-thirty, when my father goes to sleep.”

“What, you can stay up that late? I thought you had to go to sleep early.”

Mercedes smiled at him, bashfully. “I do, but that’s the only time that I can talk to you without my parents jumpin’ down my back, because they’re real strict and all.”

Kevin smiled. “So you gon’ risk getting caught to call me? Oh, I must be the man then.”

“Yup,” Mercedes told him with a laugh. “So you’re gonna be up?”

“Yeah, I’ll be up.”

Mercedes grinned. “All right then, I’ll call you.”

Kevin nodded and said, “Cool.”

Mercedes walked into the house, smiling from ear to ear. She wanted to show her father that he could not rule her life. She had done everything that he had asked, and was still punished, getting beatings with her younger sister. Mercedes despised her father. And if Keith had anything to say about her boyfriends, she vowed to make his life as miserable as he had made hers.



Mercedes called Kevin that night and the other nights that followed. She began to smoke cigarettes in school with her girlfriends, buying Wrigley’s chewing gum to hide the smell. She collected more phone numbers from neighborhood boys who were attracted to her. She turned down most of the “Catholic-school boys.” Mercedes wasn’t interested in them. And in a matter of weeks, she had met enough new boys to become an item.

“Hello… Kevin,” she whispered on the phone.

“Yo, it’s me. What’s up, girl?” he answered, watching the late-night Benny Hill Show. “Ay, tomorrow there’s no school. Can’t talk to me regular?”

“Unt unh. I’m still supposed to be in bed, even if we do have off from school tomorrow,” Mercedes told him.

“Dag, that’s messed up.”

“Ain’t it though? That’s why I hate my father.”

“What ’chew gon’ do tomorrow?” Kevin asked her.

“I don’t know. Why?” Mercedes quizzed, having a good idea of what was coming next.

“You wanna come see me tomorrow?”

“I don’t care,” she whispered.

Kevin then fell silent as he thought of a fantastic idea. “Do you have any dogs in your driveway?” he asked her.

“No,” Mercedes whispered.

“Are you still dressed?”

“Unt unh.”

“How long would it take you to get dressed?”

Mercedes grimaced. “Why?”

“ ’Cause, you could sneak around to my basement through the driveway, if you’re not scared to.”

“I’m not scared,” Mercedes told him. She felt sneaky excitement, like an actor in a spy movie. The enemy was her father.

“Well, are you down or what?” Kevin challenged her.

Mercedes thought about it. Just do it, girl. Say, Yeah, she told herself. “Yeah, I’m coming. Give me like twenty minutes.”

“For real, you comin’?” Kevin asked her. He was surprised. He was just trying his luck. He didn’t really think that she would sneak over to his house at night.

“Yeah, I’m serious,” Mercedes assured him.

Kevin cracked a broad smile. “Aw’ight then. I’m gon’ open the back door for you.”

Mercedes hung up the phone. She tiptoed back to her room, put on some loose jogging pants with her white uniform blouse and a jacket. She walked into the bathroom and flushed the toilet to muffle her escape. She then snuck down into her basement and out of the door, making sure she kept it cracked so she could reenter. She sprinted around back, filled with elation, and got to Kevin’s. Kevin was at his door, grinning like a cartoon cat, awaiting her arrival.

“I thought you was jokin’,” he whispered.

“Nope, I told you I was coming,” Mercedes said.

Kevin’s baseball cap was off, and for the first time Mercedes could glimpse his hair.

“You got a nice haircut,” she commented. “Why you wear your hat all the time?”

“I take it off in school, but when I’m out on the street, I always wear a hat. I’on know why, it’s just my thing. I like hats.”

“Oh,” Mercedes responded, forcing herself not to seem nervous. Oh my God, I’m in his house! she panicked. She noticed that Kevin looked even better with his hat off. He was a handsome teenager, wearing a high-fade haircut with a long part on the left side.

Kevin walked over to her and unzipped her jacket. Mercedes didn’t move to stop him like she wanted. “What, ’chew scared or something?” he asked, sensing her tension.

“No I ain’t,” she lied to him as he rubbed his hand up her lower back.

Mercedes was a well-developed thirteen. She got her pert body from her mother.

Kevin began to caress her breasts through her uniform blouse and leaned over to kiss her. But Mercedes didn’t know how to kiss. She puckered her lips to his as she thought it was supposed to be done. Kevin then moved her toward the couch.

Mercedes rubbed up and down his back as Kevin ran his fingers through her smooth, long hair. He then unbuttoned her shirt, unclipped her bra and began to kiss her nipples.

Mercedes was quickly aroused. Kevin dropped to the floor on his knees and pulled down her clothes. Mercedes then went for his shirt, to undress him. Kevin, stripped naked, laid overtop of her in a push-up position. He struggled to guide himself in.

Mercedes whispered, “It hurts, Kevin.” She moaned, quietly, as her nails began to scrape his back. And then it felt good to her, the friction and the increased energy. Her body loosened and folded in on Kevin as she squeezed him.

“Do it feel good?” he asked her, breathlessly. He made note to be as gentle as he could with her. He knew that Mercedes was a virgin. She had never had a boy even kiss her before him.

“Yeeeahh,” she moaned.

Kevin increased his speed, beginning to lose control. He flexed and sucked in air as his body jerked uncontrollably. Then suddenly he pulled himself from her and grabbed the towel that he had set on the floor alongside the couch.

Mercedes watched him as he strained and breathed, crazily. And she was upset that he had stopped.

“Why you do that?” she asked him.

Kevin looked at her, confused. “You don’t wanna get pregnant, do you?” he asked her with a frown.

Mercedes shook her head as he climbed back on the couch with her. “No,” she told him.

“Well, I had to pull out. I ain’t got no rubbers.”

“Oh,” Mercedes responded, realizing she had a lot to learn about sex.

“That was good as shit though,” Kevin told her. Mercedes began to smile as he cuddled her. She leaned up and kissed his pretty brown face, sparkling inside and planning on “doing it” with Kevin again, and as much as possible.



“Mommy, why do I have to go over Mr. Keith’s house?” Tracy pouted.

“Because I’m going out.”

“Aw, you don’t want me to go?”

“No, because it’s Friday, and I’m not coming home no time soon. All you’re gonna do is mess up my date and fall asleep,” Patti said, grabbing her purse.

“No I’m not, Mom. I promise. Ple-e-ease,” Tracy pleaded.

“No! Get your jacket and bag. I am not taking you with me,” her mother persisted.

“Aw, see, I was gonna be good, too,” Tracy said with a long face.

Patti chuckled. “You’re a trip, girl.”

They walked next door, hand in hand.

“Beth, I’m gonna let her spend the night, because I don’t know how long I’m going to be out, and she’s only gonna mess up my date. Is it okay?” Patti asked.

“Sure,” Beth told her. “We’re not going anywhere. I haven’t been out, except for the movies, in a long time,” Beth said with a grin.

“Well, girl, you better do something before you start to rust in here.”

Tracy ran up the steps to play in Raheema’s room.

“What are you doing here?” Raheema asked her.

“My mom said I could spend the night.”

“She did? Y-a-a-a-y! We can play all night then,” Raheema cheered.

“No we can’t, ’cause Mr. Keith gon’ make us go to bed,” Tracy argued.

Raheema piped down. “I know. But we can play when he thinks we’re sleeping,” she plotted.

“Where your sister at?” Tracy asked her.

“In her room, sleeping.”

They went into Mercedes’ room. Mercedes was stretched out. She reminded Tracy of Snow White. Tracy decided that maybe Mercedes had been dreaming about boys and needed a kiss to wake her.

Tracy looked into Mercedes’ face. It was expressionless. Mercedes did not toss and turn, make noises or anything. Her hands were firmly grasped around her pillow, as if she had fallen asleep thinking of holding someone.

The two little ones left and went back to Raheema’s room.

“She pro’bly dreamin’ ’bout a boy,” Tracy said.

“Yeah, that ugly boy who was out there talking to her,” Raheema responded.

“No, it’s not him, Ra-Ra. Mercedes don’t like him.”

“Well, that’s the only boy she talks to.”

“You don’t know, Ra-Ra, ’cause you don’t see who she knows in school.”

“So, she probably don’t talk to nobody in school.”

“Shet up, ’cause you don’t know nothin’. You still a baby,” Tracy snapped.

“I’m older than you. My birthday is before yours. Now!” Raheema retorted.

“So, Ra-Ra, you still act like a baby.”

The two faced off, and neither would back down.

“You can’t beat this baby,” Raheema challenged.

“You wanna bet?”

Tracy slapped Raheema in the face. Raheema tripped on her toys and bumped her head on her low-leveled bedpost. She immediately screamed out in pain.

Keith, just in from work, ran into her room, followed by his wife.

Beth catered to her daughter. Keith looked to Tracy for an explanation.

“What the hell is goin’ on in here?” Keith asked, sternly.

Tracy cringed, but she hinted a smile. “We was fighting.”

Beth noticed Tracy’s gleeful expression and said, “You could have hurt her real bad, Tracy. That’s not funny.”

“I’m sorry, Ms. Beth. I just got mad, that’s all.”

“Well, where the hell is Mercedes? She should have been in here watching them anyway,” Keith shouted.

“She, she in her room, sleeping,” Raheema stuttered, wiping tears from her eyes.

“She’s sleeping?” Keith asked, baffled. “Is she sick or something?” he asked his wife.

“No, but she’s been sleeping all day,” Beth answered.

Everyone followed Mr. Keith into Mercedes’ room to see what was wrong with her. Keith clicked on the light and woke her up. Beth, Raheema and Tracy looked in from the door.

“Wake up, girl! Are you sick or somethin’?”

Mercedes wiped out her eyes with closed fists. “No, I’m just tired,” she muttered.

“You’re tired? Girl, you didn’t even have school today. What ’chew do to be so tired?”

Mercedes squinted her eyes from the glaring light. “I’on know.”

“Well, get up. It’s time to eat,” her father told her. “And you make sure these kids don’t get in any more fights.”



Mercedes felt overjoyed about her secret. Keith didn’t seem as smart as he used to be. He wasn’t as scary either. He thought he had everything uptight, but Mercedes had proved him wrong.

She ate dinner silently. She washed the dishes, pondering over her passive mother. Beth had allowed her father to be God in their house. He’s not God, Mercedes thought to herself.

She cleaned the floor, the kitchen table and the refrigerator without a complaint. She then watched television, ignoring Raheema and Tracy. They contributed to her torture. Mercedes was beginning to hate them as well.

She wondered how Keith became her dad in the first place. He was too damned mean to have a woman like her mother. What did she see in him? she asked herself. He doesn’t even act like he likes us. All Keith seemed to do was pay the bills and control their lives.



Patti stayed out late. She picked her daughter up early Saturday morning. Tracy didn’t bother to ask her mother how her date went. She daydreamed about her daddy coming over to see them. Dave hadn’t been to see them in a few months. He mailed Tracy’s allowance checks to the house religiously, but Tracy wanted badly to see him. Dave added the needed spice to her young life.

“So did you have fun last night?” Patti asked her.

Tracy was watching Space Ghost in her room. She was sitting on her bed with crossed legs and her face in her hands.

“No, ’cause we didn’t do nothin’,” she pouted.

Patti frowned. I know she can speak better than that, she told herself. But she decided to ignore it. She sat down and joined her daughter on her bed. “You didn’t?”

“No. We started fighting.”

“Fighting? Why?”

“Because, Ra-Ra don’t know nothin’.”

Patti was confused. “Well, what were you two talking about?”

“We was talkin’ ’bout: don’t girls sleep in the daytime when ’ney thinkin’ ’bout boys?”

“What I tell you about trying to talk so fast?” Patti snapped.

“Okay,” Tracy said with a nod.

“What does sleeping in the daytime have to do with anything?” Patti asked her.

“Because, Mercedes is talking to boys, and she was sleeping all yesterday.”

“That doesn’t mean that she was necessarily dreaming about a boy. She could’ve just been tired.”

“No she wasn’t. She never sleeps in the daytime.”

Patti pondered the subject. “I don’t know, girl,” she said to Tracy. Mercedes was old enough to mess around. Tracy could have been right. But if Mercedes was seeing boys, it would serve Keith right. He had tortured her enough. And whatever it was that she was doing, it seemed to be making Mercedes’ personality a lot stronger. Patti had noticed the recent glow on her face. Hmm. Maybe Tracy’s onto something.



DING DONG!

“Mommy, somebody’s at the door!” Tracy yelled.

Patti walked out from the kitchen wondering who it could be. She looked through the peephole and was shocked.

“Who is it, Mommy?… Who is it?” Tracy repeated.

Patti finally answered her. “Guess who, honey?”

“DAD-DY!”

Tracy jumped into his arms, and Dave kissed her on the lips, spinning her around the living room.

Patti watched with a smile. She was still happy to see him. And she still loved him. Nevertheless, he should have called first, she thought.

Dave just thought he’d drop by. It was still his house.

“So how’s my little girl?” he asked, sitting on the couch with Tracy on his lap.

“I’m okay, Daddy.”

“You’re still talking a lot in school?”

“Not like before.”

“You cooled off a bit, hunh?”

“Yup, because ’dey stupid in school, anyway. They don’t know nothin’.”

Again, Patti frowned at Tracy’s speech. “I’ve been trying to get her to slow down and pronounce her words when she speaks to people, Dave.”

Dave nodded his head. “I see. She wants to talk so much she can’t get all of her words out,” he commented with a laugh.

“It’s not funny,” Patti told him.

“But you’re still a little brainiac, right?” he asked his daughter.

“Yup,” Tracy answered him with a glow.

Patti watched them enviously. She was begging for Dave to say something to her. He hadn’t even looked her way. She felt an urge to sit down beside him, but her pride wouldn’t let her “kiss up.” Her nerves pushed and pulled, torn between love and dignity. Then Dave intensified her struggle.

“So what has your mother been up to?” he asked Tracy.

“She been goin’ out to dinners and stuff.”

Patti was pissed as well as embarrassed. Now how is he gonna sit up in here and ask Tracy that when I’m right in his damn face? she thought to herself. “Why not ask me?” she said to her separated husband.

Dave turned to face her with a seductive smile that made Patti nervous. “Well, what have you been up to?” he asked.

Patti took a deep breath to maintain her composure. She was about to explode on the inside. “I got a new job at this abortion clinic. I had enrolled in a night-school training program, and—”

“Where was Tracy while you were doing this?” Dave asked, cutting her off.

“She was next door.”

“Yeah, Dad, I was at Mr. Keith’s house.”

“Okay. But you know what, my little girl? Daddy bought a surprise for you.”

Patti left the living room for the kitchen, annoyed that he had led her on. “Damn, he gets on my nerves!” she mumbled. “I don’t even know why I tried to talk to him.”

Dave pulled out a small box and opened it, displaying a gold chain to his daughter.

“Wow, Daddy, that’s for me?” Tracy asked.

He put it around her neck. “Yup, sweetheart, it’s for you all right. Now go show your mother.”

Tracy ran into the kitchen to show it off. “Look what Daddy bought me, Mom.”

Patti looked down at Tracy’s neck and felt a spark of jealousy. She couldn’t help it. Dave didn’t bring her any presents. He didn’t even want to talk to her. Hell, she felt like throwing his ass out. But it was still his house.

This motherfucker got me trapped, he knows it, and he’s toying with me! Patti snapped to herself. “That’s nice,” she told her daughter while hiding her rage.

Tracy ran back into the living room and jumped on her father’s lap.

“What did your mother say?” he asked her.

“She said it was nice.”

Dave smiled and shook his head. “Go tell your mother I got a surprise for her, too.”

“Okay, Daddy,” Tracy responded, running back to the kitchen.

“Daddy said he got one for you, too, Mom.”

Patti tried to hold back a colossal smile. See that! He’s fucking with me! she fumed. Her smile exploded through anyway. “Ask him what it is.”

“What is it, Dad?” Mommy said.

“You tell her I said to come here.”

Tracy loved the message game. She ran back to the kitchen again. “He said come and get it, Mommy,” she fibbed.

Patti slowly walked out into the living room and sat on the couch. She then took Tracy into her arms and held her daughter on her lap.

Dave laid back against the couch and waited for Patti to say something.

“Well, what do you have for me?”

“Nothin’. I just wanted to look at you.”

Patti felt bubbly with joy. “Why do you want to look at me?” she asked him with a slight blush.

Dave sat up and ran his fingers from the back of her neck and through her hair. “Because you’re so pretty.”

Patti rocked her daughter, letting off some of her swelling anxiety. She was about to ask her husband why he left her when Dave leaned over and kissed her on her neck. Patti responded, lifting her head. He was touching her, passionately, for the first time in years.

Dave stopped and chuckled to himself as he got up to leave.

Patti was frantic. “Where are you going?” she asked him hastily. She stood up so quickly that she unintentionally dropped Tracy to the floor.

“Hey, Mom,” Tracy yelped.

Dave responded with a grin, “Calm down, girl. I’m coming back. I’m just gonna run out to the bank and get some money so we can go out today. Okay? Is that all right with you?”

Patti mellowed out with a smile. “All right,” she said, feeling a bit foolish. Dave still knew how to push her buttons.



The Ellisons went out to the suburban Willow Grove Mall. Dave bought his daughter a few new dolls and dresses and a new book-bag with bright neon colors. He bought Patti a pair of shoes to match a gold dress she had purchased. They hadn’t shopped as a family since Tracy was four years old.

They sat inside of the mall’s restaurant area and ate lunch. Dave looked around curiously while Patti snuck peeks at his hazel eyes in blissful silence.

“Daddy, why do people sleep in the daytime?” Tracy asked him with a French fry in hand.

“Well, some people sleep in the daytime when they have nighttime jobs. Or you might have a hard day, or exhaust yourself doing something physical, like playing sports or something.”

“But what if you a girl and you don’t have no job yet?”

Her father grinned. “Oh, well, in that case, I’d say she’s running around with boys at night and tired herself out. Boys can take up a lot of your energy,” Dave said, creating a big story to amuse his wife with their memories.

Patti beamed across the table.

“See, Mom, I told you. Dad knows I’m right,” Tracy said.

Dave raised his brow. “What is she talking about?” he asked Patti.

“She thinks that Mercedes is running around with boys, because she slept late yesterday.”

Dave responded, smiling, “Yup, that’ll do it.”

Patti grinned. “Not necessarily, Dave.”

“Well, as long as we’ve been living next door to them, that girl ain’t did nothin’ to be tired. How old is she now?”

“Thirteen,” Tracy answered, butting in.

Dave shook his head and laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Patti asked, smiling herself. She was overjoyed to be with him again. Marriage and a child with Dave had created a comfort zone between them that none of Patti’s dates seemed to be able to reach. Dave felt the same way about her. After two years, he thought he was ready to come home.

“I was just thinking about this girl who everybody was after when I was young,” he said. “Her name was Rita. Her father was mean, too, and that girl did everything she could to get into something.”

Patti nodded. “Unh hunh. I knew this girl like that, too. She was just as quiet as she could be. And she was nasty as can be.”

Tracy got a kick out of hearing her parents talk about their youth. She was learning about “the birds and the bees” much faster that way. If her parents only knew how much and how fast Tracy picked up on things, they would not have spoken so loosely around her.

“I know one thing,” Dave said, “Keith damn sure ain’t the most charming man. I think he must have scared Beth into marrying him.”



In the passing weeks, Mercedes collected more phone numbers from only cute guys. She had increased her popularity around the neighborhood. She was still seeing Kevin whenever she got a chance. But Kevin was bored with her and started to avoid her calls. Mercedes was learning her first big lesson about boys: never become a submissive sidekick.

“Ay, Mercedes, come here for a minute,” said a light-skinned boy named Hakeem. He had spoken to her before, and he was known as a fighter and a troublemaker. He lived on the rougher side of Germantown in a row house, across Chelten Avenue.

Hakeem had wavy light-brown hair and sleepy eyes. Those eyes attracted Mercedes. She liked his boldness as well. And he had a voice that demanded attention, so Mercedes remained apprehensive as she walked over to him on her way home from school.

“Are you still talkin’ to Kevin?” he asked her. His rowdy friends hung close by.

“Yeah,” she answered.

“Well, you know what? I wanna talk to you anyway,” Hakeem told her. He looked over her body, imagining what it looked like through the Catholic school uniform. “So what’s up with that, Mercedes?”

Mercedes was afraid to alarm him. She immediately changed the subject. “Where are you coming from?” she asked pleasantly. She wanted to avoid his question. Her heart was still full with Kevin.

“Look, can I get your number or what?” Hakeem pressed.

“I can’t give out my phone number.”

“Why not?”

“Because my father doesn’t allow me to.”

Hakeem shook his head, defiantly. “Naw, I’m not tryin’ to hear that, slim. Ay, Lou, write my number down, man, ’cause she gon’ call me,” he said to one of his friends. “Now you better call me up, ’cause I’m not playin’ wit’ ’chew.”

Just like that, Hakeem had won Mercedes over. He knew what he wanted and how to get it. She started to imagine what he would be like in bed.

“What time do you want me to call you?” she asked, peeking at his six-pack of friends, who were patiently waiting for him.

“I mean, whenever you get a chance. I ain’t in no hurry. As long as you call me this week.”

“All right then, I’ll call you,” she told him.

She memorized his phone number, repeating it over and over again before she tore up the piece of paper that his friend had written it on and threw it away. The word on the street was that Hakeem could box anybody his age. He was her new champion, and he was well respected.

Mercedes dreamed up fantasies while doing her math problems. But although Hakeem was a new kid who had jumped into her heart, she still felt for her first love. She refused to let Kevin go. She still preferred him over any other boy. Kevin wasn’t as decisive or as respected as Hakeem; she just couldn’t break his love spell.

She crept down to the kitchen phone that night and dialed.

“Hello… Kevin.”

“Ay, Mercedes, why don’t you stop callin’ me for a while?”

“Why? What I do?” she whispered.

“Look, I’m just tired of you. Okay? Damn!”

“Why you gotta treat me like this, Kevin?”

“ ’Cause we had a little somethin’, and now I wanna move on.”

There was a moment of silence while Mercedes thought it over. “I hate ’chew then, boy,” she said, hanging up on him. “I’on need him,” she mumbled to herself.

She then dialed Hakeem’s number.

“Hello. Can I speak to Hakeem?”

“Who is this?” a deep voice boomed.

“Mercedes,” she answered.

“Hold on. YO, PUNCH! The phone is for you, man!”

Mercedes was amazed that there was so much noise in Hakeem’s house after eleven o’clock at night. He would probably have a lot of stories to tell of staying out all night. She could imagine him taking her to adventurous places on the weekends. His crew probably did wild and crazy things every day, just for the hell of it. Mercedes could not wait to be with him!

“Hello,” Hakeem answered.

“Hi, it’s me.”

“Me? Me who?”

“The girl you gave your phone number to.”

“Oh, what’s up, girl?”

“What’s up wit’ ’chew?” Mercedes asked, attempting to sound “cool.”

“I thought you was gon’ call later on this week.”

“Well, I surprised you, didn’t I?”

“No, ’cause I knew you was gon’ call me eventually, and if you didn’t, I was gon’ punch you in your mouth for lyin’ to me.”

Mercedes heard laughter in the background. She suspected that Hakeem had company over, or a lot of brothers. “That’s why they call you ‘Punch’?” she quizzed him.

“You don’t wanna find out why they call me Punch,” he told her.

Mercedes grinned. Hakeem was tough as nails, and rambunctious. “You got a lot of company over or something?” she asked.

“Naw, my cousin, Lou, lives wit’ me. Him and my brothers are drunk.”

Mercedes thought they probably got drunk every night and acted like fools, like her father would do whenever his friends came over. That was the only time Mercedes could stand her father. Keith was entertaining when he was drunk.

“How many brothers you got?” she asked.

“Three. What about you?”

“I got a little sister.”

“So you’re the oldest, hunh?”

“Yeah, but I know you’re not,” she guessed.

“Nope, I’m the baby. But I’m still the man, though.”

“What do you do to have fun, Hakeem?”

“Talk to pretty girls like you.”

Mercedes turned giddy as a baby. “I’m serious, Hakeem,” she said with a huge smile.

“I told ’ju already,” he responded. “Sike, girl. You wanna know what I really do to have fun?”

“Yeah, Hakeem, tell me.”

“Well, as soon as you come over, you gon’ find out,” he joked.

Mercedes could see that Hakeem wasn’t for beating around the bush. He was into cutting down trees.

“How we gon’ do anything when your brothers gon’ be there?” she asked, starting to play it his way.

“Oh, they not gon’ be in here. Plus, I got my own room. Two of my brothers stay in the basement.”

“What about your parents?”

“Most likely, they gon’ be at work when you come over.”

Mercedes heard footsteps. “Hakeem, I gotta go. Okay?” she said quickly. She turned the light on and got a tall glass from the cabinet. By the time her father walked into the kitchen, Mercedes had a glass of water in her hand as she squinted her eyes to act as if she had just woken up.

“Hey girl, you had to get some water, too, hunh?”

“Yeah, my throat was dry,” she said in a husky voice, faking sleepiness.

Hakeem was it! Mercedes would give him his chance and he would give her excitement. She figured it was a fair trade for a relationship. And her body would be her ammunition.



Hakeem was on the prowl, looking for Mercedes after school that next day.

“Yo, Mercedes, come here!” he yelled after waiting on the corner for her. He was standing with his crew again.

“I know what you gon’ say, and I only hung up because my father was comin’.”

Hakeem walked over to her, smiling with slit eyes. “Well, what’s up? When you gon’ come over to see me?” he asked.

“Whenever you want me to,” Mercedes answered seductively.

“Oh, shit! I like that attitude,” Hakeem told her. “I think me and you gon’ do lots of things.” He reached out to hold her hand.

“I hope we will,” Mercedes responded to him with a smile.

“Aw’ight then. Call me tonight,” he told her.

Mercedes headed up her block.

Hakeem turned to go with his friends.

“Yo, Punch, she sounds like she on you, like a champ,” his cousin Lou said.

“Yeah, I know. I like her, too, though, now. At first, I just wanted some ass. But now, I think she’s aw’ight. She’s thorough as shit, Lou.”

“Yeah, cuz’, she’s real pretty,” one of his friends commented with a nod.

“Yeah, I know she is,” Hakeem told him, grinning with confidence. “I’ma make her my girl, cuz’. Straight up.”
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BOYS-N-GIRLS

Aaron was the most popular boy in fifth grade. He continued to make noises in class, play ball outside of class, and get into mischief after school. He was still the fastest, and all the teachers knew him by first and last name—Aaron Barnes. The girls grew from hating him to adoring him.

Aaron stood up to the older guys and protected his ground inside the schoolyard. He was silly, yet he had a maturity about him that no other boy in his grade possessed. And whenever he was calm and laid back, it caused confusion for the girls, who would swear they knew his every move.

Aaron didn’t show any interest in girls, though. Girls were “stupid.” They were too talkative and petty, complaining all the time. They preferred to sit on benches and get in his way, which always pissed him off.

The girls still liked him no matter what Aaron did. If one of them had Aaron’s heart, they could brag about it and quickly become the envy of all the other girls in the fifth grade. No one could fill a classroom with laughter like he did. He was their hero, with big bright eyes, chestnut-colored skin and wild, curly hair.

Tracy shoved her girlfriend Celena during recess. “Go ahead and talk to him,” she said.

Celena resisted. “No, girl. I’m scared.”

They were all getting bigger, but they had maintained their same bench inside the schoolyard since first grade.

“If you like him so much, what are you scared for?” Tracy asked her tall and lanky girlfriend.

“Because. What if he don’t like me?” Celena responded.

“Then he just doesn’t like you then.”

“Well, you go talk to him.”

“I don’t like him. Y’all the ones all after him.”

“How come you don’t like him, Tracy?” Judy asked her.

“I don’t know. I just don’t,” Tracy said.

“You don’t think he’s cute?” Celena asked.

“Yeah, he’s cute,” Tracy answered. “But so what?”

“So you should want to make him your boyfriend. That’s what,” Judy said.

“Why? Celena’s the one that likes him, not me.”

“But you’re prettier than me, Tracy. He might like you,” Celena argued.

Tracy sucked her teeth. “Aw, you’re just scared of him. I should go tell him that you like him.”

“No, don’t do that, Tracy,” Celena said, nervously.

They watched Aaron running around at recess, avoiding all the other boys. They all seemed too slow to tag Aaron. He moved quickly and accurately, like Tony Dorsett of the Dallas Cowboys.

“See, he’s better than all of them,” Celena bragged.

Tracy nudged her toward the field.

“Go talk to him, then.”

“No, because he’ll think that I like him.”

“But you do like him.”

“Yeah, but you can’t let boys know,” Celena said, matter-of-factly.

“Why not?” Tracy demanded.

“Because, if they know you like them, then they gon’ try to talk to you,” Pam spoke up.

Tracy threw her hands on her hips. “Well, ain’t that what you want them to do?” she asked.

“Yeah, but you don’t want them to chase after you,” Celena told her.

“Why not?”

“Because, girl, then they stop bein’ fun if they’re spendin’ all their time chasin’ you,” Judy said.

“Oh. You mean like Tommy?” Tracy alluded.

Celena smiled. “Yeah, like him.”

They all laughed. Tommy was a pushover. He would do anything a girl told him.

“Well, don’t you want the boys to talk to you?” Tracy asked Celena.

“Sorta,” Celena answered.

“What? What do you mean, sorta?”

Pam stood up and explained it to her. “See, you want them to talk to you, but you don’t want them to act like they like you.”

Tracy frowned at her. It all sounded ridiculous to her. “Who told you this stuff?”

“My older sister. She got a boyfriend,” Pam said.

“Well, who told her?”

Pam sucked her teeth. “I don’t know, Tracy. Dag.”

“Well, that stuff is stupid. Why wouldn’t you want to know that a boy likes you?”

“Because, that takes away the fun of it. That’s like knowing what you’re getting for Christmas,” Judy put in.

Tracy laughed at that one. “Well, I wanna get whatever I want for Christmas. And if I want me a boy wrapped up in big box, then that’s what I wanna get. And I could probably get it, too. But I don’t want no stupid boy.”

Celena mumbled, “That’s because you’re spoiled.”

“Yeah, your dad buys you anything you want,” Judy commented to Tracy.

Tracy was proud of it. “That’s right,” she told them.



Tracy had her own house key. She was ten years old, and since they lived next door to Beth and Keith, Patti decided to give her that responsibility. Dave still hadn’t moved back in with them. He kept making excuses about his apartment being closer to his new job and whatnot. But he stayed over on most weekends.

Tracy walked home with her girlfriends, still confused about the boy-versus-girl games. She figured if she liked a boy, she would go after him. If the boy didn’t respond to her, then he wasn’t worth her time anyway. Any boy would be dumb to turn her down, or at least so Tracy thought.

She started wearing even nicer clothes. She had dressers and a closet full of different styles and colors. She could wear different things for almost a month. Being the only child was heaven.

Although Tracy seemed to have everything she wanted, there remained a hollowness to be filled. Something was missing. She was running out of things to do to entertain herself. She was tired of sitting around the house asking her mother unanswered questions and watching television. She was bored. The only time she was happy was when her father came over. But Dave seemed to be spending more of his time with Patti. Tracy was a bit jealous of her mother since her daddy wasn’t home every day. There simply wasn’t enough of him to go around.

Tracy thought she understood her father better since she was older. Her father didn’t want to be tied down. Even though he loved his wife and daughter, he needed his space. And Tracy figured if she couldn’t have her dad, then she’d find a substitute.



“Hey, honey, I’m home,” Patti announced, peeking into Tracy’s room.

Tracy sat on her bed, watching Woody Woodpecker.

“Hi, Mom,” she answered, glumly.

“What’s wrong, honey? Why you look all down? Did something happen in school today?”

“No, I’m just bored. It’s nothin’ to do.”

“Well, guess what?” Patti perked. “Mommy has some good news.”

“What?” Tracy asked her, curious.

“I’m going to have a baby boy in about four months. That’s why Mommy’s stomach is getting so big.”

Tracy looked at her mother’s stomach. She had watched enough television shows to know that babies came from parents’ loving. “From being with Dad, Mom?” she asked with a grin.

“Yeah, honey. Your father wanted to have a son.”

Tracy gave her mother her undivided attention. “Does that mean he’s coming back?”

Patti hesitated. She didn’t want to give her daughter any false expectations. “Well, we’re still working on that,” she answered carefully. “See, your daddy and I had to work out a plan where we can all be happy.”

Tracy failed to see how that plan was working. She wasn’t all that happy. Nevertheless, she smiled and rubbed her mother’s stomach. “Is he gon’ look like Daddy?” she asked.

“He might, but I don’t know. He could come out light, dark, or like you.”

“Dad said that God does it.”

“Yeah, that’s just because you wouldn’t be able to understand it.”

“Well, tell me then.”

First Patti frowned. “Look now, I don’t feel like it,” she said. Then she piped down and smiled. “But isn’t it great that you’re going to have a little brother?”

Patti went to the kitchen to begin fixing dinner. Tracy thought over the news. A little brother could bring some entertainment to her life. He’d be cute and cuddly like the babies on TV. But he couldn’t be like her dad, if he was only a baby. It wouldn’t work. It would take too long for him to grow up, and he would always be younger than her. How could he answer any of her questions? She would always know more than he would. Tracy began not to like the idea. Babies always cried on TV. What if he turned out to be a big cry-baby.



The next day at school, Tracy wanted to know if Aaron really hated girls as much as they all thought he did. No girls really tried to talk to him. They just smiled and giggled whenever he walked by. No wonder Aaron didn’t like them. They were “stupid.” But not Tracy.

She decided to break the norm and talk to a boy first. She didn’t like Aaron or any other boy. Tracy couldn’t care less if he liked her or not, as long as he responded to her.

The bell rang to end class, and Tracy watched Aaron get his football from his locker. She followed him and his friends through the hallway and into the schoolyard. Her girlfriends watched her, all wondering what Tracy was up to.

The boys began to play keep-away. When the ball finally landed near her, Tracy picked it up and tried to throw it back to Aaron.

Aaron frowned at her. “What ’chew do that for, girl?” he asked her sternly.

“ ’Cause, I just wanted to help.”

“Aw, you can’t even throw, girl. How you gon’ help somebody?”

“Teach me how to throw then,” she challenged him.

“No,” Aaron said, walking away from her with his football in hand.

Tracy followed him. “Why not?”

“ ’Cause you a girl,” he told her.

“So? I can learn to play if you teach me.” Tracy was optimistic about it. How hard could it be to catch and throw a ball? she figured.

“You can’t catch. Girls don’t play football,” Aaron hissed at her.

Tommy took the ball from him. “I’ll show you how to play,” he said, giving Tracy the ball. Tommy was light-skinned with reddish-brown hair and freckles.

Tracy’s girlfriends moved in closer. They all wanted to join in, but the fear of embarrassment prevented them.

“NO! I want Aaron to show me!” Tracy demanded. She was going to get what she wanted.

The boys began to giggle, recognizing Tracy’s challenge to Aaron.

“No, girl. Dag,” he said, taking his ball back.

Tracy hated him. She vowed that he would teach her to play catch if it was the last thing he did. Aaron had survived that round, but he would give in eventually, Tracy was sure of it. But at that moment, as she walked back toward her girlfriends, all she felt was hatred for him.

“What did ’ju say to them?” Celena asked excitedly.

“Nothin’! I hate that boy!” Tracy fumed.

“But what did you say?” Celena persisted.

“I asked him to teach me to play football.”

“Why you ask him that?” Judy butted in.

“I don’t know, girl.”

“See, I told you not to let them know that you like them,” Celena reminded her.

Tracy was quickly getting annoyed. “Shet up, Celena, because I don’t even like him.”

Celena backed down.

Then Pam asked, “So why you go to talk to him then?”

“ ’CAUSE I FELT LIKE IT!” Tracy snapped, squaring off in Pam’s face.

They all teamed up on Tracy.

“You don’t have to get all mad at us, just because he don’t like you,” Judy said.

“I don’t like him either!” Tracy shouted, balling up her fists in frustration. A gathering crowd pushed Pam into her. Tracy lashed out with a barrage of punches. She was a girl, but she played boxing with her dad, so she was good at using her fists.



Tracy was suspended three days for fighting. Patti was furious that evening. She had received a call at work about her daughter beating up a girl at recess. Patti had just been telling her companions at work how much of an angel her daughter was. She lied and said that Tracy had fallen ill at school when she received the call. “It was probably an upset stomach or something,” Patti told them. She couldn’t stand being embarrassed. Her sisters had embarrassed Patti throughout her life.

“What the hell is your problem, girl?” she huffed at her daughter once she had gotten home with her.

“It wasn’t my fault, Mom, she was picking on me,” Tracy whined.

“About what?”

“I don’t know. She just doesn’t like me,” Tracy answered, lying herself. She held her hands in her lap, twitching nervously and refusing to look at her mother.

“You look at me when I’m talking to you!” Patti told her. Tracy looked up for an instant, hunching her shoulders in fear. “Now you’re telling me that this girl picked on you for no reason? Is that what you’re telling me?”

“Y-e-e-e-s.”

Patti threw her hands to her hips. “Go on upstairs, girl, and do your homework. And you get no TV for the rest of this week.”

Tracy was disappointed with all the trouble she had gotten into, just to find out why some “dumb boy” didn’t like girls. She hated boys even more, with reason. She wished she had never been curious about it. Aaron was immature after all. He was no better than the rest of the boys. Yet he did tell her “no.” No one had ever turned Tracy down.



During one of her days home from school, Tracy played with her cousin Marcus while staying over at her Aunt Joy’s house. Marcus was two years old and fun to play with. After being with him, Tracy felt delighted that she would soon be having a little brother of her own.

Tracy hadn’t seen some of her cousins for years. Their number had increased to ten. Tracy had only been with two of her four new cousins. They were all boys, except a baby girl that Marsha had had.

“Can I help you, Aunt Joy? My mom lets me help her,” she asked her aunt inside of the kitchen. Joy’s older children were off at school.

“No, I’m almost finished,” Joy told her, stirring dark-brown beef gravy. “So why were you fighting yesterday, princess?” her aunt asked her.

“Because, this girl was teasing me.”

“She was teasing you? What was she teasing you about?”

“Because,” Tracy said with a helpless grin. Her aunt was trying to get the truth out of her.

“Oh, I’m beginning to see now,” Joy responded.

“See what?” Tracy quizzed her.

Joy smiled at her with shiny white teeth. “You were fighting over a little boy,” she said.

“No I wasn’t,” Tracy quickly responded, startled by it.

“Come on now, Tracy, you can tell me. I won’t tell your mother,” Joy promised her.

Tracy giggled, covering her mouth to hide it. “I wasn’t trying to talk to that boy.”

“Mmm hmm, I know you were. I was trying to do the same thing when I was young,” her aunt said.

Tracy gave in. “Well, I didn’t like him anyway.”

Joy chuckled. “Yup, those little boys can tear your heart out, but no girl can live without them.”

“I can,” Tracy proudly announced. “I’m not ever gonna talk to another boy again.”



Tracy was not allowed to return to school until Monday. She felt like a new student when she had returned. Everyone was ahead of her in class assignments as if she had been left behind. Even the smell in the hall seemed different. And everyone was staring at her.

Curious students whispered about her as she walked through the halls. Her mother had told her to ignore them, but it was aggravating. Tracy wanted to lash out and finish off the entire hallway. But then she would end up suspended again.

Tracy was unusually quiet in class. She was silent at recess as well. Her friends were scared to talk to her. They all figured she was still mad about Aaron not teaching her to play football, so they sat and watched without speaking. Pam made sure she went nowhere near Tracy.

Tommy stopped playing football to talk. He smiled at Tracy and said, “I heard you beat up Pamela.”

“Yup, that’s why I got suspended last week,” Tracy told him, pleased that someone was willing to talk to her.

“Well, if you still wanna play football, I’ll teach you.”

“Okay,” Tracy said, forgetting that she hated boys.

Tommy had a red-headed temper, but he was sweet when he wanted to be. The other boys dared not to say anything about him taking the ball to play with her. They all mumbled under their breaths.

Tommy and Tracy played catch all through recess. Tracy’s friends watched, hesitantly. Anything could trigger Tracy’s wrath. None of them were willing to take that chance.

Tommy even walked Tracy home after school. He was as nice as any boy could be. Tracy started to like him. He was wonderful. She had no idea that a boy could be so friendly and understanding toward girls. He then sat outside of her house with her. Tracy felt like she was grown. Talking to Tommy was relaxing.

After going in the house, Tracy went up to her room and dozed off as she watched Tom & Jerry. Then suddenly she was shocked to attention, sitting up wide awake in her bed.

I forgot about something, she thought to herself, frantically. Or did I forget to do something? No! I forgot to see somebody.

Tracy stared at her television trying to remember what it was. Something was missing from their normal school day and she couldn’t figure it out.

“AARON!” she yelled at her television. “Aaron Barnes wasn’t in school today,” she reminded herself. Her little heart began to patter. No wonder school had been so dull. Aaron made school exciting. Without him, there was little to talk about and nothing to remember.

Tracy grew restless. She knew she had to face him. She couldn’t get Aaron Barnes off of her mind. In her daydream, she imagined him teaching her to play football. It was the strongest feeling that Tracy had felt for anyone besides her father. And it was the first dream she had had of any boy. Aaron Barnes was it! Tracy Ellison had been bitten by the love bug.



Tracy wore one of her prettiest skirts to school on Tuesday. It was royal blue with white-and-gold hemlines. And she wore the rubber-soled blue shoes that her father had bought her, anticipating playing catch.

Tracy walked through the halls with a new attitude, expecting to be happy. Aaron hadn’t arrived in class, but Tommy was there, and he was in her way. Tracy decided to ignore him while she waited patiently for her young Romeo to enter the classroom.

Tommy asked a few questions, trying to get Tracy’s attention. She answered him snobbishly, still trying to ignore him. But Tommy stayed right in her face. Tracy then asked to be excused to the bathroom. While walking through the hallway, she spotted Aaron turning the corner. Tracy slipped inside of the bathroom and went to the mirror to see how she looked. She was impressed and confident. But no confidence could match Aaron’s. Tracy knew it. She was as scared and as nervous as Celena was.

Walking back into class was like performing on stage for the first time. Tracy felt like everyone was waiting for her to do something. From the corner of her eye, she noticed Aaron looking at her. She quickly turned away from him, acting as though she was still angry. Nevertheless, Aaron’s cute brown face and big energetic eyes were glued to hers. As he started to smile in her direction, Tracy held back a bomb of excitement. She was ready to nab Aaron, despite what anyone said.

Tracy walked slowly to where the boys played football during recess. She took Celena with her for security. Aaron played with all of his concentration while Tommy ran near them every chance he got. But Tracy’s eyes were for Aaron only.

Every time Aaron did something, Tracy clapped her hands and shouted. Aaron shook his head and frowned at her. She didn’t care what he did, as long as he noticed her.

Tommy was getting jealous. Even though they were on the same team, he began to purposefully bump into Aaron. After a while, Aaron realized what was going on. He ignored it a few times because Tommy was his best friend. Yet it was getting on his last nerve. He felt he could easily beat Tommy, but he didn’t want to fight over a girl.

Tommy bumped into Aaron one time too many, and that was it. Aaron had to straighten it out, once and for all.

“Look, I don’t like that girl, man, so stop trying to start a fight with me,” he said, loud enough for Tracy to hear.

Tracy’s nerves were shot. She had gone through all kinds of troubles for him, and yet he could just throw her efforts away in front of all of his friends. He hadn’t even spoken to her. He was simply not interested.

Tracy felt like running away to cry, but her mother had told her to be strong, so she concealed her pain. And she felt dedicated to a new project: to get Aaron Barnes to like her before they graduated from elementary school.



“You want me to walk you home, Tracy?” Tommy asked after school.

“No,” Tracy told him. She then crossed the street just to get away from him.

Tommy responded by following her. “Why not?”

“Because I don’t want you to,” Tracy snapped. She wasn’t interested in Tommy anymore.

“We can go to the store, and I’ll buy you some candy,” he told her.

“I don’t want no candy, boy.”

“Aw, come on, Tracy, you let me walk you home yesterday.”

“Well, that was yesterday.”

“I bet if I was Aaron, you’d let me walk you home. And he’ll never do it,” Tommy snapped back at her with gleaming red hair.

Tracy gave Tommy the evil eye. “How you know, boy?”

“ ’Cause he just won’t. He don’t like girls.”

“Well, I don’t like you either.”

“I didn’t say that I didn’t like you,” Tommy said, confused that she had heard him wrong.

“So. I don’t like you anyway, so leave me alone.”

“Stupid,” Tommy mumbled, turning away from her.

“Who you callin’ stupid, boy?” Tracy said, facing him.

“I wasn’t talking about you.”

“Yes you was. I heard ’ju.”

“Okay, I’m sorry,” Tommy said, hopping back over to her. “Please, I just got mad. So can I walk you, Tracy, please?”

“NO! Leave me alone, boy!”



Tracy felt better after turning Tommy down. She walked into her house and stared out of the window. It was too cold to stand outside. She thought about what she would do the next day at school to get Aaron’s attention while watching cars drive up and down her block.

Mercedes walked up with a boy who handed her a gold chain. She snuck him a kiss on the lips and headed toward her house. Tracy looked at the boy to see if he was cute. After confirming that he was, she ran to the door to invite Mercedes in.

Tracy smiled at her. “Who was that boy, Mercedes?”

“My boyfriend.”

“Why he give you that chain?”

Mercedes tried it on. “Because he wanted to. Look,” she said, pulling out a football jersey from her book-bag. “He let me hold this, too. He’s a senior on the football team.”

“Uuuuw, he’s too old for you,” Tracy squealed.

Mercedes cracked a devilish grin. “Girl, he’s only two years older than me. When you get older, you can go wit’ older guys.”

“Where you gonna wear that without your father knowing?”

Mercedes responded with a frown. “Fuck him. I hate him.”

Tracy cringed, shying away from the foul language Mercedes was using.

“He’s always trying to tell somebody what to do. That’s why he don’t know what I be doin’ now.”

“What ’chew be doin’?” Tracy asked her.

“Girl, you too young to know.”

“No I’m not, Mercedes. Tell me.”

“Do you have a boyfriend yet?”

“No, but I like this boy named Aaron, though.”

Mercedes took off the chain and put it inside of her small leather pocketbook. “Does he like you?”

“No, because he’s into playing football and stuff.”

Mercedes stared at Tracy curiously. “Did you try to kiss him yet?”

Tracy was horrified. “NO, GIRL!”

Mercedes was getting “nasty.”

“Some boys respond better when you kiss them first,” she said, grinning at Tracy’s uproar.

“But I don’t wanna kiss him,” Tracy whined.

“Well, I guess you can’t get him then, ’cause once you give a boy something, he’ll give you things, too. I got a lot of stuff, now.”

“Why, you was kissing boys a lot?” Tracy asked her.

Mercedes burst out with wicked laughter. “I’ve been doin’ way more than that,” she said.

Mercedes is nasty, Tracy thought. “Well, I’m not gon’ kiss no boy, just for him to like me.”

“You won’t ever get the ones you want then,” Mercedes told her as she left.

Tracy thought it over. She would never go as far as a kiss to get a boy. Aaron probably wouldn’t let her get close enough to kiss him, anyway. He’d probably get mad at her.



“Mercedes! Come in here and sit down!” her mother shouted at her as soon as she walked into the house. “Now I know you’ve been running around here with these boys lately. And I saw that one give you the chain. I want you to give it back to him.”

Mercedes waited to hear all that her mother had to say. She knew Beth was permissive. Mercedes had little respect for her mother. Beth had never lent a hand to help her in disputes involving her mean-spirited father. She didn’t deserve any respect in Mercedes’ eyes.

“Now look, your father has given you a lot of time to go out and all, since you’re fifteen now, but that doesn’t mean you can run around with all these different boys.”

“Aw, Mom, ain’t nobody runnin’ around with a bunch of boys. I know him from school.”

“Oh, you think you’re grown now, don’t you? Well, I know about them late-night phone calls you make, too. You’re not slick.”

“So what, Mom? I’m tired of him. I’m ready to move out and go live at Aunt Mary’s house and go to public school anyway. I hate going to Catholic school.”

“Mercedes, you don’t want to live in that neighborhood with all that shooting and stuff going on,” Beth said, disturbed by her daughter’s plans.

“It ain’t like I’m gon’ walk outside and get hit by a bullet. It ain’t that bad!”

Beth pleaded. “They got drugs and stuff down South Philly, you know, and you don’t need to be down there.”

“Well, I ain’t stayin’ here much longer,” Mercedes revealed. She began to take off her uniform.

Her mother continued pleading, “What’s so wrong with living here? This is a beautiful neighborhood.”

“I mean, I got no problem with the neighborhood. I just hate living with him.”

“He only acts like that because he doesn’t know how to show his love.”

“Mom, I’m tired of you telling me how you understand him and all, ’cause I don’t. I’m sorry!”

“Well, if you’d listen—”

“No, Mom, I’m tired of listening to you. I don’t know why you married him anyway!”

Mercedes stomped upstairs to her room. Beth followed after her.

Raheema listened in from her door.

“I don’t know who you think you’re talking to, girl. That’s your father,” Beth said.

Mercedes faced her mother and yelled, “Look, Mom, could you leave me alone, please?”

“Stop being hard-headed, girl.”

“Ain’t nobody being hard-headed. Just leave me the hell alone!” Mercedes shouted.

Raheema stood at her door, watching from the hallway.

Beth reached out to smack Mercedes, but she was too slow. Mercedes grabbed her hand.

“Okay, Mom, you tough now after he beat you up all these years, right?” she said harshly. Mercedes looked her mother straight in the eyes.

Beth left the room in shock. Raheema pledged right then and there that she would never be as devious as her older sister. Mercedes was no longer afraid of Keith, and she showed outright disrespect toward her mother. She might have even hit her mother back if Beth had succeeded in slapping her. It was more than Raheema could take. Mercedes’ actions scared her more than her father’s did.

Raheema began to think that her sister was possessed. Mercedes had transformed into a cursing, sneaky monster who seemed to fear nothing. She no longer did her homework like she used to, and she began to receive bad grades on her report card. She would leave for the movies on Saturday mornings and not come home until late at night. She even refused to go out with the rest of the family on occasion. And Keith never forced her to go.

Mercedes was getting away with everything. She could openly argue with her father and not be hit or punished for it. Mercedes began to say what she wanted to his face. And she had been sneaking around with boys for two years.

Raheema quietly went to her sister’s room and observed her while she listened to her earphones, blocking everyone out.

Raheema walked over and tapped Mercedes on the shoulder.

“What do you want, girl?” Mercedes asked her, snappishly.

“I’m scared for you, Mercedes.”

“Girl, get out of my damn room. You stupid, and he gon’ ruin your life, too.”

“Yeah, but I won’t turn out like you, ’cause I hate you!”

“So what, Ra-Ra? I always hated you, so get out!”

Raheema left Mercedes’ room in tears. She loved her sister, but she feared what she had become. Mercedes cared less about the family. She cared only about herself. She was no longer the quiet sister Raheema used to know, so she decided to stay away from her.



Aaron repeatedly dodged Tracy’s attempts to get his attention at school. Tracy brought him candy from home, and Aaron refused to take it. She offered him some of her lunch, and Aaron took it and walked away. She even spread rumors around the school that he liked her. Aaron simply ignored it, while still playing football.

One time at recess, Tracy took Aaron’s ball after convincing Tommy to give it to her. When Aaron said that she could have it and that he didn’t care, she turned to walk away, only to have him swoop by and snatch it back from her. Tracy even tried to take his jacket, embarrassingly taking the wrong one.

Finally Tracy asked Aaron to go with her. He walked right by her, putting his hands over his ears, telling her “no.” Tracy hung around the lunch table where he sat to eat. Aaron didn’t seem to notice. But she knew that he knew. All the girls commended Tracy for trying so hard, but they would never adopt her methods. Tracy was obsessed with the boy.

She began to let older sixth-graders walk her home to make Aaron jealous, but he would only laugh and call her “stupid.” The older boys respected him for keeping her hooked, but Aaron didn’t care. The sixth-graders began advising him to talk to her. Aaron acted as though he didn’t have any ears. And finally Tracy was willing to kiss him. Patti kissed her father when she wanted him to stay. So why couldn’t Tracy kiss Aaron?



Tracy walked into school with a plan to kiss Aaron on the lips. She only needed him to listen to her to pull it off. She didn’t really think it would work, but it was worth a try.

“Ay, Aaron, that girl, Tracy, likes you, man. Why you be ignoring her?” a sixth-grader said before walking into school.

“Why don’t you go with her?” Aaron retorted.

“I tried to. But she don’t like me. She likes you, man.”

Aaron frowned at him. “What she like me for?”

“I’on know, man. Some girls never make no sense.”

“I know, so why should I talk to her?” Aaron asked as they entered the building.

“ ’Cause she’s pretty, man.”

“So what? I got a sister that’s pretty, too.”

“What that got to do with anything?”

“So I’m not interested,” Aaron answered. “My sister makes me sick, like all girls.”

“Well, Tracy ain’t your sister, man.”

“So, she a girl, and she acts like my sister.”

The sixth-grader grimaced his long, brown face. “Man, stop acting stupid and just talk to her.”

Aaron sighed, finally giving in to suggestion. “Yeah, aw’ight, man. I’ll talk to her. But I still don’t like her.”

Aaron walked into his advisory class and immediately noticed Tracy staring at him. She was out to wear him down.

Tracy called him over to her as soon as they got a break from class. She didn’t think he would come to her, but she called him anyway.

“Yeah, yeah, what do you want?” he asked her nonchalantly.

Tracy looked up the hallway, watching her girlfriends watching her. “I got something for you,” she whispered. Everyone liked surprises, Tracy had figured, just like her and her mother. Her father was full of surprises. Maybe Aaron would like a surprise, too.

“What?”

“I’ll tell you at recess. Okay?”

“Yeah, aw’ight,” Aaron told her. He didn’t think much of it.

Tracy went out and watched him playing football at recess as usual. She waited patiently for him to notice her without bothering him. Aaron looked over at her after scoring a touchdown and remembered that she had something for him. He told his team to hold the ball for a minute.

“Well, what do you have for me?” he asked her.

Tracy told him, “You have to go inside with me to get it.”

Aaron started to walk away. “Oh well, never mind then.”

Tracy snapped, “Okay, forget you if you don’t want it.”

“What, girl? What do you want?” Aaron shouted, walking back.

Tracy said, “Come on,” as she grabbed his hand.

“Where y’all goin’?” Tommy shouted at them.

Aaron followed Tracy into the building, feeling silly. His friends decided to play on without him. Luckily for Tracy, Tommy didn’t follow them to mess things up.

Her girlfriends watched them excitedly as they entered the building. But Tracy hadn’t told any of them what she was doing.

Aaron asked, “Now what do you want, girl?” as soon as they stepped inside of the building. They stood inside the stairway.

“This,” Tracy said, kissing Aaron on the lips.

Aaron looked into her slanted hazel eyes with his big browns, and was shocked. Tracy thought he’d get mad, so she backed away from him, staring curiously.

Aaron said, smiling, “Kiss me again.”

Tracy smiled, filled with sneaky energy. “Okay.”

Aaron closed his eyes and puckered his lips, kissing Tracy again.



Despite their begging, Tracy didn’t tell any of her friends. She just smiled and said nothing. She found more excitement in not telling them. It was her little secret. Tracy felt on top of the world.

She got Aaron to walk her home, and even Tommy saw them. Tracy felt good about that. I told him Aaron would walk me home, she thought to herself. Now, boy!

She kissed Aaron again in front of her door, and went inside the house. She jumped and danced around the living room, pleased with her accomplishment. Tracy had been as cunning as her mother had said she had been when she was younger. Tracy felt proud and smarter than boys. Aaron wasn’t such a hot shot after all. All she had to do was get his attention.



DING DONG!

“I got it, Mom,” Tracy called, running to the door.

“Hey, girl,” her father said, picking her up for a hug and a kiss. He liked the idea of ringing the doorbell instead of using his key. It was an announcement that he was home, and he knew that it would please his daughter to be surprised.

“Mom, Daddy’s here!” Tracy screamed excitedly.

Dave followed his daughter to the kitchen, while Patti worked on dinner. She wasn’t all that happy to see him, though. Patti wanted to press the issue about him moving back in. He had stalled long enough. And they were having another child soon.

Dave said, “Come here, woman,” and opened his arms wide.

Patti approached him reluctantly, thinking about arguing her point. Yet arguing with him would only give her selfish husband another excuse to keep his getaway apartment.

Dave ducked under her arms to feel her stomach.

“Oh, so you came over to check up on your future son, hunh?” she asked as he rubbed her rounded belly.

“That’s right. I came to see if you’re eating right and taking care of my boy.”

“Well, you would know if you stayed for a while,” Patti hinted.

Dave ignored it. He figured he was spending a lot of time with her as it was. He still had to work five days a week. You see that? he thought to himself. I can’t satisfy her. As soon as I move back in, she’s gon’ want me to do something else.

“Yeah, Dad, and he gon’ look just like you,” Tracy commented about the baby.

“Nope, he gon’ look like your mother,” Dave refuted, taking a seat at the kitchen table.

“Why? Ain’t he gon’ be a boy?” Tracy asked him.

“Yeah, but Mommy does more, so he’s gonna look more like her.”

Tracy didn’t understand his logic, so she changed the subject. “Daddy, why do boys hate girls?”

“Boys don’t hate girls, they just don’t like hangin’ around them too long,” Dave told her. As soon as the words left his lips, he regretted saying it.

Patti gave him an evil eye from the stove and remained silent. He’s gonna say some more shit like that and I’m gonna kick his ass right out of this house. I don’t give a damn if he is paying the bills, she told herself.

“Well, why do you have to give boys stuff for them to like you?” Tracy asked her father.

Dave eyed her sternly. “Give them what?”

“Candy and stuff,” Tracy answered. She surely wasn’t going to tell her father about a kiss.

“Oh, well, that’s because some boys are greedy.”

Every comment Dave said added fuel to Patti’s fire.

“Tell me about it,” she mumbled. “They just expect to get everything that they want.”

“Well, some women can be greedy, too,” Dave responded. “And a lot of times they don’t know what the hell they want until it’s gone.”

Patti dropped what she was doing. “Don’t try that shit with me, Dave. You know damn well I didn’t want you to leave.”

Dave stood up and began heading for the front door. “I guess this is that pregnancy thing.”

“No, it’s not a pregnancy thing. It’s a common sense thing, Dave,” Patti snapped, following her husband into the living room. Tracy could hear her mother’s voice cracking as she spoke.

“Don’t leave, Dad,” Tracy pleaded to her father.

Dave exhaled and took a seat on the couch. He then opened his arms wide so Tracy could climb onto his lap.

Patti decided to calm herself. Even though she was angry at him, she still wanted Dave to stay for dinner. She headed back to the kitchen without another word.

Dave stayed and ate dinner with them and decided to spend the night.



Tracy felt like she owned the place on her next school day. The school had her name on it, and she had personally hired all of the teachers and the principal. She had gone after the most desirable boy in the fifth grade and “got him.”

Tracy’s friends followed her around still, begging for her to tell them something. Aaron ate lunch with Tracy at her table and even stopped playing football when she called him. Everyone knew that Tracy had won him over after that. But no one knew how, unless Aaron had told them. Tracy didn’t want people to think that she was nasty, so she decided to keep the kiss to herself. And she definitely wasn’t kissing Aaron again. He just didn’t know it yet. Tracy had decided that kisses were too much. I don’t want to get pregnant, she thought to herself.

Aaron approached her after school, wearing a tight, dirty baseball cap. His wild hair fluffed outside of the edges. And his clothes were ragged from playing football. Even his jacket was ripped.

Tracy wore a pink jogging suit, white running shoes and a colorful coat. She felt embarrassed by Aaron’s appearance. She didn’t feel like having him walk her home, looking so “bummy.” She also noticed a rip on the side of his pants. Yuck.

“Do you want me to walk you home?” he asked her.

“I don’t care,” she said. Tracy didn’t have the courage to treat Aaron like she did Tommy. But she wished that she did.

“Okay then,” Aaron told her.

Tracy hoped that they could start some kind of an argument so she could get rid of him. Arguments always seemed to get rid of someone. But it was no use. Aaron was becoming a Tommy, and Tracy no longer wanted him around.

Before dumping him, Tracy got Aaron to teach her to play catch, and Tommy was angry. She then got Aaron to tell her girlfriends that he always liked her, and Tommy was furious. Aaron and Tommy had patched their friendship up the last time she came between them, but it was different once Aaron admitted to liking her. Tommy felt betrayed.

Tommy waited for Aaron after school and attacked him, but Aaron managed to duck his punches. They squared off, standing face-to-face, fists to fists on the sidewalk, as the other students watched with Tracy. Aaron still proved to be faster and got the most punches in. Tommy’s nose was bloody and his lip was cut before someone broke it up.

Tracy walked home alone, because Aaron decided to parade with his friends about his victory. She felt better off without him. She liked to brag about him more than she liked being with him.

“MERCEDES! I GOT SOMETHING TO TELL YOU!” Tracy shouted, running to catch her next-door neighbor, who was heading up the block ahead of her. Mercedes waited for her and decided to go into Tracy’s house to hear her little story.

“My boyfriend beat this boy up for me today,” Tracy bragged.

“He did? Why?” Mercedes asked, intrigued.

“Because Tommy was jealous.”

Mercedes frowned at her news. “Well, you better watch out, because after boys do that, they start acting like they own you.”

Tracy looked confused. “They do?”

“Yup. I had a lot of boys fight over me,” Mercedes told her, “and then they always get a big head.”



Mercedes left big impressions on Tracy’s mind. She gave Tracy things to think about. What if Aaron did change? He had already decided to go home with his friends instead of with her. Tracy decided to watch out for him. If Aaron did or said anything that she didn’t like, that would just as well confirm it. He had a big head.

Tracy didn’t see him as she walked through the halls at school. She didn’t look at Aaron when he did arrive. He didn’t say anything when he saw her either.

The bell rang for recess, and Tracy headed to her bench with her friends. Aaron played football with his. Tracy didn’t bother to call him anymore. But after school, Aaron was waiting for her.

“You want me to walk you home?”

Tracy had an attitude. “Do you want to?” she responded sourly.

Aaron said, “It’s up to you, ’cause I don’t really care.”

Tracy tossed her head. “Well, if you don’t care, then go your own way then.”

“What?”

“I said, no, since you don’t care no more.”

“Well, I ain’t wanna walk you home no way, girl,” Aaron huffed at her.

“Fine. Leave me alone then,” Tracy shot back.

“Aw, you stupid anyway.”

“I’m not stupid, boy.”

Aaron bit his bottom lip and balled his fists. “Say somethin’ else, girl, and I’ll punch you in your mouth!”

Tracy shut her mouth. She knew that Aaron would do it. He had hit lots of girls.

“I ain’t like you anyway,” he told her before walking off in the opposite direction.



“Yup, you was right, Mercedes. Aaron didn’t say nothin’ to me all day. And then he gon’ try to walk me home,” Tracy explained.

“So what did you say to him?” Mercedes asked her.

“I told him no.”

“Well, don’t worry about him. There’s other fish in the sea.”

“I’m not. This boy named Patrick likes me anyway,” Tracy said.

“Yup, Tracy, I’m gon’ be moving soon,” Mercedes announced to her.

“Why-e-e?” Tracy squealed with large eyes.

“ ’Cause I’m tired of living with them,” Mercedes answered sharply. Tracy listened as Mercedes went on: “All my life my father made me kiss up to him. I couldn’t even go to parties and movies and stuff.” Mercedes paused and said, “Yup, girl, I wish I had a father like yours.”

“But my father don’t live with us no more.”

“Well, at least you can do what you want then.”



Mercedes had everything planned. She knew she would be leaving. She had already packed up most of her things. Her mother and sister didn’t bother her anymore, since she was so antisocial. Mercedes told them months ago that she was leaving. And she meant it.

Beth tried to convince her daughter to stay, but it was a waste of time. Mercedes wanted to be on her own. And as long as she found a job and helped to pay the rent at her aunt’s apartment, Mary was willing to let her stay. “I never liked your evil-ass father either,” her Aunt Mary had told her.

Mercedes had plenty of boyfriends, but she never stayed with anyone for more than four months. One guy she dated for two weeks. She dumped him after she found that he was boring. Mercedes had no time for boring guys. She was only attracted to the free-spirited type, the kind of guys who did whatever they wanted to do.

Going to Catholic school had restricted Mercedes from wearing the glamorous clothing that public school girls wore. She never was into Catholicism anyway. Most of the black students that she knew only went to Catholic school because their parents liked the discipline. It had nothing to do with religion. Mercedes figured that with a job and enrollment in public school, she would be on her way to becoming a well-dressed star while obeying her own rules.

“Hey, Dad, I’m goin’ to that Prince concert Saturday,” she told her father, anticipating rejection.

Keith sat in his La-Z-Boy chair, watching television. “You don’t know how to ask no better than that?”

Mercedes stood near the television, opposite him. “Well, can I go to the concert Saturday night?”

“No. You’ve been to enough places this month.”

“Oh, so it’s a limit on what I can do, hunh?”

“Girl, I’m about tired of your damn mouth.”

Beth walked in from the kitchen and listened.

“Well, I’m tired of you always telling me what I can’t do.”

Beth said, “He’s only trying to protect you, honey.”

Raheema listened from the top of the stairs.

“I know one thing. She got about one more time to talk back to me,” Keith said to Beth.

“Yeah, right, you always sayin’ that,” Mercedes retorted.

Keith jumped up from the chair to grab her.

Mercedes backed away from him. “This is it, Dad. I’m leaving. And if you try to stop me, I’ll kill you!” she warned venomously.

Keith stopped and looked at her as if she had lost her mind. “Girl, you ain’t gon’ kill a damn thing,” he said, stalking her.

Mercedes screamed as she backed around the dining-room table, “Mom, I’m telling you! Get him away from me!”

“All right then, girl. If you wanna leave so bad, then get the HELL OUT!” Keith shouted at her.

Mercedes ran through the living room, rushed up the steps and flew past her little sister.

Raheema watched in shocked silence.

Mercedes ran into her room and grabbed her suitcases.

Keith asked, “What the hell is wrong with that girl?”

“She’s just hard-headed, that’s all,” Beth answered.

“She been runnin’ ’round wit’ them damn boys, puttin’ that shit in her head,” Keith responded. “Well, she can take her ass outta here. See if I give a damn.”

“She don’t mean what she says, baby,” Beth said, rubbing Keith’s back.

“Aw, Beth, you probably been lettin’ her get away with shit while I been working.”

Beth went back to the kitchen, realizing that arguing with Keith was useless. Like father, like daughter, she thought to herself.

Keith hollered at Raheema, “Get your ass in your room and do your homework! I break my ass every day for that damn girl and she gon’ act like a fool,” he ranted, sitting back down in his chair and facing the television. “Matter of fact, she ain’t going no-damn-where,” he decided.

Keith headed up the stairs to Mercedes’ room. Raheema heard him coming and jumped back to her homework.

Keith beat on Mercedes’ locked door.

“Leave me alone! I HATE YOU!” she yelled.

“Open this damn door. I know what you need. You need a good ASS-KICKIN’! That’s what you need.”

Mercedes broke down into wild tears. “Just let me live my life! LEAVE ME ALONE! I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!”

Keith stared at her locked door, perturbed, and walked away. He went downstairs and back to the kitchen with Beth. “What did I do to that girl to deserve all this?” he asked his wife, who busied herself cooking dinner.

Beth said, “I guess she needs some time to herself. She just need to be free.”

“Free? What ’chew mean, free? She ain’t no damn slave around here!”

Beth didn’t answer him. It sure seems like it sometimes, she told herself.

Keith said, “I’ve been letting that girl get away with murder lately. I should have kept the strap on her hot ass.”

“Well, maybe that’s why she acts like that now,” Beth responded nervously.

Keith stared at her for a second. “Okay, now I’m the bad guy, hunh?” He walked back upstairs to his bedroom and slammed the door.

Mercedes ran out with her luggage. Raheema listened to her make several trips, deciding to come out of her room. Mercedes’ things were piled at the front door in no time.

Raheema came down to talk to her. “Please, Mercedes, don’t leave me here,” she squealed with tears in her eyes.

Mercedes hugged her and backed away. “I’m sorry, girl, but I gotta get out of here… You wanna come with me?” Mercedes asked her sister.

Raheema shook her head. “No. You’re just gonna get in trouble.”

Mercedes looked down at her little sister and felt sorry for her. She felt sorry for herself. She felt sorry for her mother. They could have had a beautiful home. But Keith had to ruin it for all of them.“It’s not gonna get any better around here, girl. I wish you luck,” Mercedes told Raheema. She then paced to the kitchen to see her mother.

Beth said, “I’ve called a cab and your aunt, to tell her that you’re on your way.”

Beth hugged her older daughter with no hard feelings. She was happy Mercedes had the courage to step away.

Mercedes hugged her mother and began to cry. “I’m sorry, Mom,” she choked, “but I gotta get out of here.”

Beth had nothing to say. All she could think of was, “Be careful.”

Mercedes nodded and began to lug her things outside. A yellow cab arrived at the sidewalk as Beth and Raheema watched from the door. Mercedes was off to live a life on her own.

Raheema wiped her tears and hugged her mother. She didn’t want her sister to leave. She wished they could all remain a big happy family. Mercedes only cared about herself. What did she know about anything? She was only fifteen. But Mercedes thought she knew it all.
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CHASING BOYFRIENDS

Having a little brother was supposed to bring diversity to her life, but unfortunately a newborn baby in the house brought Tracy nothing but agony.

Jason cried all night during his first year with them, and Tracy was forced to assist her mother in changing him, feeding him, watching him and keeping him busy, which had severely reduced her free time.

Twelve and going on thirteen, Tracy was about to enter her last year of junior high school. She had been watching Jason on weekends during the school year because her father’s work shift had changed. He had been working nights and on weekends with plenty of overtime.

Patti pissed a bitch about her husband’s new work schedule, but Dave still had to pay the bills. “If his ass would move back in, he could save four hundred dollars from that damn apartment of his,” she hissed to her daughter. Dave seemed to love working, but Patti thought of it as another convenient excuse for him to remain absent from the family.

It was aggravating for Tracy to have to keep an eye on Jason while her friends went out to the mall and to the movies. She started to argue with her mother as if they were married. And once summertime rolled around, Tracy was sick of watching Jason. He shouldn’t be my responsibility anyway! I’m not his mother! she snapped to herself.

“Mom, he can just sit here and watch TV by himself.”

“I told you to watch him while I clean up this house.”

“But I gotta get ready to go with my girlfriends.”

“I don’t care, girl!”

“God! I’m tired of this!” Tracy huffed, as she sat and watched Saturday morning cartoons with her brother.

Patti had gotten Dave to lug the television set from the basement into the living room, so she could have something to keep Jason busy. She was not in the basement much, and neither was Tracy, so there was no sense in leaving the television set there.

Jason, named after Patti’s late father, was two and a half years old and talking. He had Dave’s dark-brown skin and his mother’s dark, almond-shaped eyes, a precious sight to see. But once he had gotten restless from watching cartoons, he jumped off of the living-room couch and ran back into the kitchen.

“TRA-CY! Get in here and get him!”



Tracy, Raheema and three other friends caught the H bus on Greene Street and went to the Cheltenham Mall. They were all anticipating going to high school in a year, and most of them were interested in boys.

Raheema, the only Catholic school student, didn’t know as many people as Tracy and the other girls. Catholic schools were smaller than most public schools.

Once they had arrived at the mall, the five girls ran in and out of the arcade looking for cute boys to talk to them. Many of the boys knew Tracy from school, so she was no big deal to them, but Raheema was a new pretty face. She got more attention than the other girls. All of the boys wanted to talk to her.

After a while, Tracy started to intervene, filled with jealousy. Yet she grew tired rather quickly of getting in Raheema’s way. Dag, Raheema’s lucky! she thought to herself as she began to watch, spiteful of all the attention her next-door neighbor was receiving.

“Ay, what’s your name?” a dimple-faced boy asked Raheema. He was standing next to a pinball machine inside of the arcade.

“Ra-Ra,” she said, smiling and backing away.

The dimple-faced boy seized her hand to keep her near. “Where you live at?”

Raheema yanked her hand away. “Diamond Lane.”

“Do you have a boyfriend?”

“No. I don’t want a boyfriend,” she told him.

“Why not?”

“Because I don’t.”

“Well, can I talk to you as a friend?” he asked her nicely.

The other girls watched enviously.

Raheema then turned to them to rescue her from the jam she felt she was in. She asked no one in particular, “Aren’t we ready to go?”

“Answer his question,” Tracy said. She was purposefully trying to keep Raheema crammed.

“Well, if she won’t talk to you, I will,” Tracy’s girlfriend Jantel interjected while walking toward him. Jantel was a deep brown and skinny. She was very forward and athletic. She was one of the fastest girls on the track team at school. In fact, Jantel was faster than many boys her age.

The dimple-faced boy stood there in a daze, waiting for Raheema to respond to him.

Raheema shied away from him and slid behind the rest of the girls.

Tracy whispered, “He’s cute, Ra-Ra. Why don’t you want to talk to him?”

Raheema said aloud, “Because I don’t want to.”

“Dag, you stupid,” Tracy told her.

Raheema did the same to every boy who approached her at the mall that day. The other girls had no idea why Ra-Ra acted like she did. They all wished that they could take her place somehow.

“Uuw, look y’all, it’s try-outs for cheerleading,” Jantel said, noticing several fliers stapled to the telephone poles. As usual, Jantel led the pack on their way home.

The other girls ran over to join her as she read it aloud. Cheerleading was a sure method of meeting some top-quality boys. And football clubs in the Police Athletic League traveled around the city to play other teams. It was a great idea. They would become an important part of a new social organization.

Tracy hurried home to tell her mother about the cheerleading. Patti told her that she could join. She had not seen her daughter that excited in a while. The first day for try-outs was coming up in a week.



It was the beginning of August. Tracy turned thirteen in September. Raheema was a teen already, but she didn’t even bother to ask her parents about joining a cheerleading team. She thought it was out of the question. Keith would never let her join something so sexually suggestive, with little girls shaking their little hips and wearing little skirts while chanting sing-songs.

Tracy and her friends went to try-outs on that first Saturday in August. Thirty other girls were out for the same thing, but only fifteen of them could make the squad.

Tracy worked hard on her cheers at try-outs and stayed to watch the football players while they practiced. She was sure she was going to make the team. And she was right. Jantel had survived the cut with her.

The football players were immediately attracted to Tracy, but she had her eyes on the star running back. Steve had the admiration of all the boys on the team, and the coaches seemed to brag about him every day. Steve was going to be her next boyfriend. Tracy was sure of it.

She began to picture being with him even before the season started. After every touchdown he scored, she would wait on the sidelines and he would wink his eye at her. Then he would buy her a hot dog and soda and let her wear his jersey after the game.

Tracy expected to be the most popular girl on the team. She wanted to be the captain of the cheerleading squad, too. During the halftime shows, all of the parents and spectators would have their eyes glued to her.



Once the team started having scrimmages, Tracy asked enough about Steve to find out his age, address and the school he went to. She was not chosen to be the cheering captain, but that wasn’t that important. Steve being her boyfriend was Tracy’s priority.

Tracy then found out that Treasure, the captain of the cheering team, had already asked Steve for “a chance” to “go with her,” or in other words, to be her boyfriend. Steve liked her, too, so he told her that he would. Yet Tracy didn’t believe that Steve really liked Treasure. He doesn’t like her more than he likes me. She just asked him first, Tracy assured herself.

Steve scored three touchdowns in their first game, and all of the fans were yelling out his name. Tracy was really pressed for him then. Part of her fantasy was coming true. Steve was the star of the team.

Tracy waited for him after the game and asked Steve how much he liked Treasure. Steve was pleased that Tracy was interested in him, but he was still loyal to his new girlfriend. He told Tracy that he liked Treasure a lot. Treasure even wore his jersey.

Tracy was on regular speaking terms with Steve after the second game. He began to notice Tracy a lot, but he still “went with” Treasure, or in other words, was still her boyfriend.

Tracy began to hint to Steve that she liked his number. Steve would always smile and fall silent instead of responding to her. He realized what Tracy was hinting at. She liked him, and she wanted to wear his jersey instead of Treasure. Tracy was slowly but surely wearing Steve down.

After their third game, which was played at their home field, Tracy noticed him walking home by himself. Steve’s friends had remained behind to watch the older boys play.

Tracy debated whether she would talk to him or not. It was still early that Saturday afternoon, and his girlfriend, Treasure, was nowhere to be found. Once Tracy decided that she would, she left Jantel and ran off to catch up to him.

“Hi, ‘Stevie.’ Are you going home already?” she asked him from behind.

Steve was as brown as Tracy’s brother, Jason, and his low haircut made his perfectly rounded head look like a well-roasted peanut. He held his Wilson helmet in his hand.

“Yeah,” he told Tracy with a smile. Tracy’s assertiveness made him seem bashful.

“Why?” she asked him.

“Because, I have a homework assignment to do. I have a science project that I have to turn in on Monday.”

“Oh,” Tracy perked, remembering that Steve attended an advanced private school. Yet she failed to believe that he was that dedicated to doing homework on a Saturday. “Walk me home, Steve. Please,” she responded to him.

Steve resisted her. “Well, I wanna finish my project today, so I can watch football tomorrow. The Eagles are playing Dallas,” he told her.

Tracy grabbed on to his arm. “Aw, come on, Stevie. Please. I don’t live that far.”

Steve let out another bashful smile. “Okay.”

Dag, that was easy, Tracy thought to herself. She had expected to do more begging.

“So you still go with Treasure?” she asked him as they began to walk.

“I don’t know,” Steve answered. Treasure had not been paying him much attention after the second game. She didn’t even wear his jersey anymore.

“Well, do you still like her?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” He sounded like he had said it out of obligation.

Tracy pressed him, smiling in her blue-and-gold uniform. “Do you like me?”

Steve grinned and said, “Yeah.”

I got him! Tracy told herself. She giggled, filled with self-assurance. He had given her the confidence she needed, and Tracy was set to go for the kill.

“Let me see your helmet,” she said, reaching out for it.

Steve gave it right to her. Tracy took it and smiled. She then accidentally dropped it on the ground while trying to hold it erect. Steve picked it up and made sure it wasn’t broken.

Tracy felt embarrassed by her clumsiness. “I’m sorry,” she told him.

“Don’t worry about that. This is a good helmet,” Steve responded. He beat on it with his right hand and said, “See?”

Tracy looked at him with sparkling hazel eyes as the sunlight hit them dead on. Steve shied away to avoid their magnetism.

Tracy could tell that he was nervous. “So are you gonna quit Treasure and go with me, Stevie?” she asked him bluntly. She could tell that Steve was a pushover.

He hunched his shoulders, still not looking Tracy in those scary eyes of hers. “I don’t care.”

“Well, can I hold your jersey? I’ll wash it for you and everything,” Tracy told him excitedly.

Steve wanted to say “no,” but he couldn’t overcome Tracy’s persistence. “Yeah, you can hold it,” he said, reluctantly, “but don’t mess it up. And don’t lose it, either.”

He took his blue jersey, with gold numbers trimmed in white, right off of his back.

“Thank you, Stevie. You so nice,” Tracy cheered, pinching his brown cheeks.

Steve cracked another smile.

Tracy then jumped onto his back, turning him into a horse. “Give me a piggy-back ride.”

“Okay,” he agreed, straining to carry her weight. “Let me put my helmet back on first.”

“Okay. I live right up the street,” she lied to him. She actually lived two blocks up.

Tracy smacked Steve on his helmet as he walked with her on his shoulders about halfway to the corner before putting her back down.

“Why you stop?”

“Because my back is hurting.”

“Aw, boy, I thought you was a strong running back,” Tracy huffed at him, disappointed.

“You can’t tackle me,” Steve said, teasing her.

Tracy retorted, “I don’t wanna tackle you.” She expected for Steve to get angry and stand his ground after a while, but he was already under her spell.

“Tracy, I have to go home now. Okay?” he told her, once they had reached her house.

Tracy rolled her eyes at him. “NO! I didn’t say you could go home yet.”

Steve pleaded, “I have to though. I have something to do.”

“Well, go ahead then. See if I care, boy,” Tracy warned him, childishly.

Tracy was dying for Steve to reject her so she could at least have a challenge. But he simply couldn’t. Tracy was too much for him.

“All right, I’ll stay,” he whined.

Tracy made Steve sit out on her steps while they played with her little brother until the sun started to go down. After realizing that her daughter was holding the boy hostage, Patti finally sent Steve home. Tracy then walked him to the corner and punched him in the arm. Steve told her he could take it and walked away giggling.

Tracy skipped back up the block, pleased with how easy it was to twist Steve around her pinky-finger. “I can make him do whatever I want,” she said to herself with a devilish grin.



A black Mustang convertible pulled up to the curb as Tracy walked back to her steps. Out jumped Mercedes. Tracy had not seen Mercedes since she had left home, more than two years ago.

“Look, I’m just going in to see my mother for a few minutes,” she said to the young man sitting behind the wheel in sunglasses.

“Aw’ight, I’ll be back,” he said. He pumped up the volume on his car’s radio and speeded up the street.

Mercedes walked to the steps and spotted Tracy smiling at her. “Hey, girlfriend, how you been doin’?” she asked. She hugged Tracy and backed away to see how tall she was getting. “Damn, you’re getting big, girl. You gon’ be able to hang out with the old-heads soon.”

Tracy blushed as she looked Mercedes over. Mercedes wore black designer shoes with a matching pocketbook and a blue leather skirt with a multi-colored sweater. Her neck was dripping with gold, and she wore huge gold earrings that shone in the dark. Her hair was fabulous and asymmetric. Mercedes looked gorgeous, like a teenaged movie star who had returned for a visit home.

“Where you get those earrings?” Tracy asked her.

“My boyfriend bought them for me. But how you been, Tracy?”

Tracy was stunned. She practically forgot everything that she wanted to tell Mercedes. She was too wrapped up in Mercedes’ outfit, the car, the boyfriend and the glamour. “That was a decent car he had,” she commented, impressed.

Mercedes responded with a smile, “I know. Ain’t that car smooth, girl? Well, look, my old man ain’t in the house, is he?”

“No. Mr. Keith works overtime now, just like my father.”

“Good, ’cause I came to see my mother right quick.”

Tracy was astounded as she continued to observe. Mercedes entered her house with her old key. Her mother was watching television when she walked in.

“Hey, Mom, how’s life been treating you?” Mercedes perked.

Beth was shocked. “Girl, it’s about time you came up here to see your mother! It’s so dag-gone far, going all the way down South Philly.”

They hugged each other and took a seat. Mercedes immediately pulled out a pack of Newports from the Gucci purse inside of her pocketbook. She lit one up and started to smoke without even asking her mother if she would mind.

Raheema came down from her room, saw Mercedes and frowned. She didn’t see what Tracy saw. Raheema’s idea of success was totally different. Mercedes was still just a teenager to Raheema, a teenager trying to be a grown-up.

Mercedes ignored her sister’s glare.

“When you start smoking?” Beth asked her.

Mercedes lied, “Like last year, sometime.”

“That stuff leads to cancer,” her mother told her as she fanned the smoke from in front of her.

Mercedes took another puff. “Look, Mom, I ain’t come over here to be lectured.”

“Well, leave then. Nobody wants you back here anyway!” Raheema shouted at her. She headed back up the steps and went to her room. “She got some nerve!” she mumbled to herself as she slammed her bedroom door. “She just thinks she can come back here and do what she wants. I hate her! She ain’t nobody.”

Mercedes felt slightly annoyed by this. She decided that she would leave sooner than she had expected. Raheema’s still acting like a big-ass kid! she snapped to herself. She needs to grow the hell up! This is my God-damned life, and I’ll live the way I wanna fuckin’ live!

“Where you goin’?” Beth asked, as her oldest daughter stood up in haste.

“I’m gettin’ up out of here, Mom. I see I’m not welcome anymore.”

Beth said, “Let me tell you a few things before you leave. Now you may think you got them streets and all, but that’s a life for losers. So please screw your head back on and do the right thing.”

“And what’s the right thing, Mom, to move back in here with y’all?” Mercedes asked, sourly.

Her mother was speechless. That’s what you need to do, Beth thought to herself. But it was no use in trying to advise Mercedes. It would have been a waste of breath.

Mercedes walked out the door. The young man wearing sunglasses was parked and drinking a soda. “Come on, let’s get out of here,” she told him.

Mercedes threw her head back against the black leather interior. Her friend then revved up his sporty black Mustang. They left listening to Kurtis Blow as her mother shut the door.

Two teenaged girls went to sleep that night with different thoughts on Mercedes. To Raheema, her older sister was still a monster, but to Tracy, Mercedes had become a star. Raheema vowed that she would never be anything like her, while Tracy planned to try her best to emulate Mercedes’ glamorous style.



“Did you quit her yet?” Tracy asked Steve before practice.

“Yeah, I told her last night.”

“Well, how come you didn’t call me?”

“Because, you didn’t give me your phone number yet.”

“Oh, well, I’ll give it to you one day,” Tracy said, walking away from him.

“Did you wash my jersey?” Steve asked her, following close behind.

“Yup. I’m gonna wear it to school tomorrow,” she told him.

Tracy walked over to where a few of the cheerleaders had gathered and heard Steve’s ex-girlfriend, Treasure, talking about her.

“Tracy thinks she’s it, and I didn’t want Steve anyway.”

“If you got somethin’ to say, then say it to my face, girl,” Tracy challenged her.

“I didn’t say nothin’ to you,” Treasure responded, backing down.

“Yes you did. I heard you. I’m not deaf. How you gon’ sit up here and lie to me?”

The girls gathered around, expecting a fight.

Treasure said, “Well, you can have Steve if you want him, because I don’t.”

Steve hunched his shoulders. What did I do? he thought to himself in a panic.

“Yeah, you just mad because I took him,” Tracy commented.

Treasured stepped away, still mouthing, “Like I said, you can have him. He ain’t nobody.”

The heat cooled off when the cheering coach started them off practicing their drills. Tracy thought about what Treasure had said during practice, and felt cheated, like she had bought a loaf of stale bread. She debated Treasure’s comments. Was Treasure simply jealous, or was Steve just a flunky?

Tracy began to mess up her cheers as the other girls snickered at her. They didn’t seem to care much that she “went with” the most popular player on the team. Then again, Steve was not popular on the streets like other boys were; he was only a running back. No one paid any attention to him after the game was over. Everyone would shake Steve’s hand and talk about him during the game, but after that, Steve was pretty much a loner.



With the confusion over Steve on her mind, practice became much longer and harder for Tracy. After a team meeting, the boys were excused from practice earlier than the cheerleading team, so they all walked over to watch the girls. For the first time that season, Tracy could see who the best-looking players were while their helmets were off.

Steve was not all that cute compared to some other boys. It was up in the air as to whether or not Tracy should drop him. A lot of players look better than him, she told herself. Nevertheless, Tracy decided to hold on to him for a while. Steve still scored the most touchdowns.

“Ay, Carmen, that’s not the right way to do it!” a boy wearing a blocked haircut yelled.

“Shet up, Amir!” Carmen hollered back, smiling at him.

“I know, he always got something smart to say,” Jantel commented.

“He need to leave people alone,” Carmen added.

The block-haired boy sucked his teeth and spun around to show them his backside. “Y’all can all kiss my—”

“You get out of here before I tell the coach,” the tall cheerleading instructor interjected.

Amir curved his mouth after spotting her.

Tracy was excited for a second, wondering who he was. Amir looked as if he could be her twin. His skin tone matched hers perfectly, and only the coolest boys wore blocked haircuts.

Amir was the middle linebacker on defense, and he made most of the tackles. He had an obvious muscular build, Tracy could tell by his broad shoulders. He could tackle Steve, she thought. She couldn’t wait until after practice to ask more about him.

“Ay, Jantel, give me the juicy fruit on Amir. You know, who does he go with, how old is he, where does he live? Girl, tell me everything,” Tracy piped.

Jantel broke into laughter. “Unt unh, girl, you don’t wanna talk to him.”

“Why not?”

“Because, he’s fresh. He be squeezing on girls’ butts and feeling all on them and stuff. That boy is freaky. I wouldn’t talk to him. But he talks to Carmen anyway.”

“Does Carmen know that he’s nasty?” Tracy asked.

“Yeah, but she don’t care.”

“She don’t?”

“Nope,” Jantel responded. Then she whispered to Tracy. “I think she be ‘doin’ it’ to him. I heard she fresh, too.”

“Oh my God. For real?” Tracy asked with a grin.

Jantel nodded. “Yeah. That’s what I heard.”

Tracy went home thinking about Amir. She didn’t want to be nasty with him, but she thought about him anyway. Steve had not been Tracy’s boyfriend for a week, and already she was planning on dumping him. Steve wasn’t any fun. Tracy needed to chase just as much as boys did. It was a game of choosing and chasing and dumping.



Tracy walked into her house and noticed her little brother smiling at her. Jason stared at her with his dark almond eyes as though Tracy was a ghost. Then he began to laugh. Tracy walked over to him, wondering what was going on.

Dave jumped out of the closet on her. “I GOTCHA!”

Tracy screamed as her father grabbed her from behind, “OOOWWW!”

He let her go and started to laugh himself. “I didn’t know I could scare a big old girl like you all that bad.”

“Yeah, Dad, you surprised me,” Tracy told him while she caught her breath.

Jason dashed and jumped on his father’s legs.

“Dad-dy,” he yelped.

“Yeah, what’s up, little man?”

“He talks a lot, now,” Tracy said.

“I know. I talked to him while you were at practice. How’s the team turning out?”

“We 3–0, Dad.”

“Yeah, that’s pretty good. Your mother told me you had one of them sitting on the step for three hours,” he said to her.

Tracy started to giggle, embarrassingly. “Aw, Dad, why Mom telling you my business?”

“Because you don’t have no business yet. And if you think you got some business, then I plan to stay in your business,” Dave told his daughter with a grin.

Tracy smiled back at him and decided to tell him her business. “Well, that was this running back named Steve. He makes most of the touchdowns.”

Her father nodded and started to reminisce. “Yeah, I remember when I played little league. I was the middle linebacker, crushin’ kids.”

“You played on defense, hunh, Dad?” Tracy asked him, curious. Amir was middle linebacker, too.

“That’s right. I liked to hit. Them cats on offense were the soft guys.”

“Did you have a girlfriend?”

Dave smiled with boyish charm. “Well, I don’t think I wanna tell you about that.”

Tracy laughed, assuming that her father had had plenty. “Did the running backs have a lot of girls?” she asked him.

Dave answered, “Yeah. They had the most. All the girls were into the touchdown thing. They weren’t really into the hitting. They all liked the quarterback, too.”

“So what type of girls did you get?” Tracy pressed him.

Dave smiled again, knowing that he was planting some bad seeds in his daughter’s head. “I ended up with the girls who ran around chasin’ boys. I always got them rough tomboy girls. We had a bunch of fun though,” he answered her. “Your mother was a tomboy.”



Dave left back out that night, as usual, after filling Tracy’s head with his memories. Tracy was no tomboy, but she was more aggressive than most girls her age. She never planned on sitting around being prissy, and waiting for boys to talk to her. Tracy was a boy-chaser indeed.

Tracy observed Amir for the rest of that week. It became clear to her that he was known around the neighborhood as a bad kid. He had been run off of many neighborhood streets by angry parents. Amir was always into something.

Tracy watched Amir making tackles more than she watched Steve run hand-offs during their fourth game. It became exciting to hear those hard, cracking hits. Every time Amir would get someone good, the crowd would moan, “WHEW! Damn, that boy can hit!”

Amir knocked two opposing players out of the game. He had done it before, yet Tracy had paid the defense little attention before her father’s comments.

The fans talked about Amir’s brutal hits more than the touchdowns that fourth game. What a coincidence it was for Steve to be overshadowed right when Tracy was thinking about dropping him for Amir.

After the game, Tracy and Steve went to the movies along with Jantel and a few of Tracy’s other girlfriends. She wanted to leave Steve at home, but when Carmen hugged Amir after the game, Tracy decided that it was better to have something than nothing.

The movie line at the Cheltenham Twin Theater was long, filled with teens and a few adults. They all had to wait in line a half hour to see a new Chuck Norris film. Several boys from other teams were there. They all walked up and shook Steve’s hand as they talked about the upcoming games. That cheered Tracy up a bit, but it was not enough to keep her satisfied with him.

Steve bought her popcorn and found good seats. They sat quietly as Tracy’s girlfriends ran their mouths about who was who and who was cute and who was not while watching boys walking up, down and through the aisles. Tracy was bored. All she could think about was Amir and Carmen. She then asked for some candy. Steve gave her a dollar out of his allowance money for her to go and get what she wanted from the refreshment stand. Tracy then faked going to the bathroom several times before the movie started to look at other young couples, noticing how happy they seemed.

Life seemed dull with Steve. He never gave Tracy any tingles, except for when he scored touchdowns. She was beginning to see that she didn’t really like him as a person. She only wanted the star of the football team.

A pack of wild, yelling boys stomped into the theater after the previews had started. Tracy noticed a few of them from school. The boys jumped from seat to seat, joking around with each other. Tracy and her girlfriends began to pay them more attention than they did the big screen. They continued to wrestle each other right up until a few angry parents cussed them out.

“AY, AMIR, get me some popcorn while you up there!” one of the boys yelled.

Tracy couldn’t believe her ears. She watched the shadowy figure walk up the aisle. He was the right size and height, wearing a baseball cap. Oh my God, he’s here! Tracy thought, excitedly.

“I’m going to get a hot dog,” she told Steve.

“Yeah, I bet,” Jantel commented with a laugh.

Crowds of people packed the refreshment lines all hurrying to be served before the films started. Tracy eyed Amir’s broad back, with three people separating them. She slowly walked nearby and showed herself off like a young model, hoping that Amir would notice her tight yellow sweater and Sergio blue-jeans.

“Dag, this line is all long,” she said to no one in particular. She was begging for Amir to respond to her.

Amir smiled at her. “You gon’ have to go to the end of the line, like everybody else,” he said. Then he began to laugh.

“Shet up, boy,” Tracy snapped at him, holding his name at the tip of her tongue.

Amir let her get up in front of him as the line moved. When it stopped, he leaned against her butt. Tracy felt him and wondered if he did it on purpose.

The line moved again. Tracy was reluctant to move with it, not wanting to move away from him. Amir then pushed her ahead.

“What’s your name?” he finally asked her.

“Tracy,” she said without turning to face him.

“Where you live?”

“Right around the corner from you,” she lied. Tracy thought that he would be shocked by this.

“How you know where I live?” he asked her instead.

“Because I’ve seen you around,” she responded, still moving forward.

“Well, how come you never said nothin’ to me?”

“I don’t know.”

“So you gon’ be out tonight?” he asked her.

“If it ain’t too cold,” Tracy answered. “I’m on your cheerleading team,” she finally revealed to him. It was eating her up inside that he didn’t know who she was.

“Wow, tell me something I didn’t know,” he said to her with a grin.

Tracy laughed softly, relieved. Amir had noticed her. “How you know?” she quizzed him.

“You hang out with Jantel and that girl Raheema.”

Tracy sucked her teeth at hearing her next-door neighbor’s name. “How you know her?” she asked with a grimace.

“Who?” Amir said, making Tracy have to say it.

She sighed and said, “Raheema.”

“Oh. My friend was trying to talk to her. I saw y’all hangin’ out in the mall before.”

“Oh… Do you think she’s pretty?” Tracy just had to ask.

“Yeah, she’s all right,” Amir told her.

They both seemed to forget about the movie. They stood inside the lobby and talked even after they had been served.

Amir asked, “Why, are you jealous of her?”

“NO! I ain’t jealous of her!” Tracy responded radically.

“Yes, you are,” Amir rebutted. “But I like you more than her.” He ran his hands over Tracy’s neck and shoulder and then through her hair. It gave her a chill. Tracy wanted more, but then Amir left her abruptly. Chuck Norris was in action.

Tracy followed him back inside the theater and returned to her seat with a bag of candy.

“That sure was a long trip to get a hot dog, Tracy,” Jantel joked. Her friends broke into laughter.

“Yeah, what took you so long?” Steve asked Tracy.

“The line was long,” she said with an attitude.

“Oh,” Steve said. He quickly dismissed it. Tracy was angry at how gullible he was for believing her. It was a waste of time to go to the movies with him. He is so boring! she thought to herself.



Tracy was glad to get back home from the movies with Steve. When she had arrived home, she found Raheema sitting out on her front steps.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, hoping that Raheema was leaving soon. Raheema had definitely become a rival to Tracy.

“I have to spend the night over your house because my parents are going out all night,” she answered, blandly. Raheema was not pleased with the idea of having to be baby-sat any more than Tracy wanted her over there.

Tracy saw it as an opportunity to settle their differences. She wanted to get to the bottom of things with her neighbor. Raheema was rejecting some top-quality boys for no good reason.

Tracy asked, “Do you know some boys named Amir and Todd?”

“Yeah, that boy named Todd wanted to talk to me,” Raheema told her, not at all excited about it. “He used to try and wait for me whenever I came home from school. I don’t know why. I kept telling him that I didn’t want any boyfriends.”

“What does he look like?”

Raheema gave Tracy a good looking over. “He’s a little lighter than you and shorter than you,” she said.

Tracy was taller than Raheema by at least three inches.

“You didn’t like him?” she asked.

“He’s all right.”

“So didn’t you want to talk to him?”

“I did talk to him. I told him that I didn’t want a boyfriend.”

Tracy sucked her teeth. “Girl, what is wrong with you? How come you get all of the boys?”

Raheema smiled. Tracy was really pissed off about the attraction that boys seemed to have toward her.

“I don’t know,” Raheema responded to her. “I don’t even pay them no mind.”

They walked inside the house.

“You don’t like boys at all, do you?” Tracy asked.

“I like your little brother. Jason doesn’t want anything from me like the other ones do.”

Tracy sat down on the couch. “What are you talkin’ about?”

“Boys only want one thing,” Raheema said, still standing.

“And what’s that?”

“You know what I’m talking about,” she answered, feeling embarrassed that she was asked to say it.

“Well, you probably never gon’ have a boyfriend then.”

“Tracy, like I said, I don’t want any boyfriends. I don’t want to be used.”

“Why you thinking that? I’m not used. I don’t give them nothin’,” Tracy bragged. They quieted down a bit once they heard Patti walking around upstairs and approaching the steps.

“Well, how are you two doing?” Patti asked them.

“Okay,” they mumbled in unison.

Patti looked at them suspiciously and mumbled, “Mmm hmm, you two are down here gossiping. Well, when you want some real answers about the dating thing, you just let me know. I can tell you two a lot of things about what not to do. But other than that, you’re on your own, because these damn men are definitely trifling,” she told them before heading inside of the kitchen to get herself some ice cream. “Damn selfish fool gon’ tell me that things are fine the way they are,” she continued to mumble to herself from the kitchen.

Raheema and Tracy began to smile at each other. But Tracy was a little embarrassed. She knew who her mother was talking about, and she was sure that Raheema was smart enough to figure things out.

They continued to sit, silently, until Tracy’s mother had passed them again. Patti then reached the top of the steps and told them, “You can go on back to your boy-talk now.”

Tracy and Raheema smiled at each other again.

“Are you ever gonna get married?” Tracy asked Raheema.

Raheema looked at her incredulously. “What? How you go from boyfriends to getting married?”

“Just answer the question,” Tracy snapped.

Raheema took a deep breath and shrugged her shoulders. “I don’t know.”

Tracy looked over Raheema’s light skin and long, dark-brown hair. She had given up on trying to figure her out.

“What did you do today?” she asked, changing the subject.

“I did my homework and watched TV.”

Tracy frowned. “That’s all you did today?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Ain’t you bored with your life or something? God!”

Raheema hunched her shoulders. “No, not really. I mean, sometimes I get bored, but everybody gets bored once in a while.”

“Yeah, but at least we do more than you,” Tracy told her, standing up.

Tracy went up the steps pondering how dull Raheema’s life seemed. They ended up playing board games while discussing their futures until three-thirty in the morning. They both slept hard that night with the future on their minds.

Raheema wanted to become a successful doctor or a lawyer, and live in a big white house. She still didn’t know if she would marry or not, but if she did, she would not hesitate to divorce any man who would use or abuse her. She would wait her entire life for a loving, respectable husband if she had to do so.

Tracy wanted a house filled with kids and a fun-loving husband who would fulfill all of her dreams. Her husband had to be exciting, generous and full of surprises. Tracy didn’t care what her occupation would be. As long as she had a handsome husband who met all of her criteria with money to boot, she would be happy. “As long as we’re not poor,” she had told Raheema.

They awoke late Sunday morning and watched the Eagles play the Giants. Raheema didn’t show any interest in football. She ate sandwiches and talked about her teachers.

Ever since her sister, Mercedes, had left the house, Raheema had received nothing but A’s in all of her classes. Mercedes’ leaving seemed to be an inspiration point for Raheema to do the best that she could in school. Keith praised her and put her older sister down in the same sentence. “Raheema’s studying the way a smart girl is supposed to study, not like that crazy sister of hers. I can’t even remember her name,” he would comment with a laugh. But he really did miss his first daughter. He couldn’t get Mercedes off of his mind. Whenever his friends came over, he would tell them the same story of how Mercedes was his “darling girl” who had turned rotten on him, and how Raheema had turned out to be the good girl. “The Jekyll & Hyde Sisters,” he called them.

Tracy, on the other hand, had gotten A’s and B’s and had never missed a day in school, except for when she was suspended for fighting. Neither Patti nor Dave worried about Tracy’s schoolwork. They continued to treat her like a little woman. Patti let Tracy do almost anything she wanted. Tracy’s not a bad girl, she thought. She knows what to do and what not to do. I trust her. And her father trusted her as well. Tracy had had a good behavior record.



Steve heard about Tracy talking to Amir in the lobby at the movies during practice that week. Amir hung out with a rough crowd. Steve was intimidated by him, so he didn’t want any hearsay going around. He decided to keep the fact that he knew to himself, but he surely didn’t trust Tracy anymore.

It was an unusually hot day for October. Everyone seemed to be at the playground where they practiced. Tracy watched out of the corner of her eye to notice if Amir’s friend Todd was there. Tracy was curious to see what he looked like.

After practice, Tracy talked Jantel into following Amir home with her. She was scared to say anything to him with his buddies still around. Amir spotted them and refused to speak.

Tracy sneered at him. “Oh, you don’t know me now?”

“Nope,” he told her, laughing with his friends.

Tracy smiled at his sarcasm. “Come here for a minute, Amir.”

“Hold up, y’all, let me see what she wants.”

“Yo, we’ll get back with you then,” his friends told him.

Amir walked over to Tracy. Close up, and with his hat off, Tracy noticed that his block-shaped hair had dents in it from wearing his helmet. And unlike Steve, Amir didn’t shy away from her hazel eyes.

Tracy asked him carefully, “Why don’t you walk me home?”

Amir shook his dented head. “Naw, ’cause I’m ’bout to do something.”

“Come on, Amir. Please,” she begged him.

Amir began to laugh at her, unmoved by her pleading. His friends then yelled from down the street, “YO AMIR, WE ’BOUT TO HAVE WATER BALLOON FIGHTS!”

“OH, BET!” he hollered back, immediately taking off to go and join them.

Dag, I had him, Tracy thought.

“Let’s go around there,” she said to Jantel.

“All right.”

They ran two blocks up and watched as the boys chased each other like buffoons, screaming and hurling water balloons. Amir then threw one at Tracy. She got hit before she had a chance to duck. Water splashed all over her clothes and hair. One of his friends followed his lead and bombed away at Jantel. The girls quickly became target practice. After getting splashed a few more times, Jantel started to cry, but Tracy was still having fun.

An angry parent roared from his patio, “AMIR, LEAVE THEM DAMN GIRLS ALONE!”

Tracy and Jantel headed on their way back home.

Tracy asked, “What ’chew start cryin’ for?”

Jantel whined, “They hit me in my eye.”

“YO TRACY, HOLD UP!” Amir shouted down the block to them. Tracy turned and waited for him at the corner. Jantel marched home while rubbing her left eye. Once he had caught up, Amir walked home with Tracy.

“Why she start crying?”

“Because one of y’all hit her in her eye.”

“Well, you ’bout to go in the house?” Amir asked.

Tracy smiled, anticipating something “juicy.” “I don’t know. Why?” she quizzed him.

Once they had reached Tracy’s house, Amir sat on her steps and looked up at the moon. “ ’Cause,” he told her, hinting at companionship.

Tracy grinned and sat down beside him. “You got me all wet,” she complained, feeling a cool draft.

Amir said, “Come here. Let me see how wet you are.” He sat Tracy right down on his thigh pad. “Dig it, you are wet.”

“Shet up, boy,” she teased.

Amir looked at her lips. Tracy could sense what he was thinking. He then wrapped his hands around her waist before she had a chance to respond and kissed her. Tracy couldn’t resist him. Amir’s arms were pretty strong, and Tracy began to like how tightly he held her.

Amir suddenly backed away.

“What ’chew stop for?” Tracy asked him, curiously. She looked up at her house and then next door to make sure no one saw them. She then hopped off of Amir’s lap in a panic. Oh my God! What am I doing? she asked herself. I could have gotten busted, right in front of my house.

“ ’Cause,” Amir said again.

Tracy hopped down a few steps to distance herself from him. “ ’Cause what?”

Amir paused. “You wanna come over my house Monday?”

“I’on care,” Tracy said without thinking. She simply went with the feeling, and the feeling from Amir was good.

Amir grinned, surprised that she had agreed. “How old are you?”

“Thirteen. Why?”

“Oh, I was just asking. So you coming to my house, Monday, after school, right?” he asked again, just to make sure.

“Aw’ight,” Tracy chirped, still filled with sneaky excitement. She then got up to go inside the house as Amir took off running, carrying a big smile on his face.

Tracy thought about the next thing that comes after kissing that night. It tickled her stomach to think about the possibility of “doin’ it.” I don’t know, she told herself. I don’t know if I want to.



Tracy bragged about her football team’s record at school. They were still undefeated and on their way to a sure championship. Students wore jerseys from other teams and argued with her up and down the halls in between their classes. Tracy had forgotten all about going over to Amir’s house. She wasn’t ready to go past kissing yet. She had hardly done that. Amir had been the first and only boy Tracy had kissed since Aaron Barnes, at least five boyfriends ago. Having a boyfriend was like watching television to Tracy. She didn’t have to get too involved, she would just change the channel and watch something new.

Tracy came across three girls inside of the lunchroom. They had some interesting gossip to nose in on.

“I know, he is nasty. He only want you for one thing,” a slim brown girl was saying.

“Yup, and that’s why I don’t talk to him no more,” a darker brown girl responded.

“But Todd is cute though, ain’t he?” a lemon-skinned girl interjected.

“Yeah, but forget Amir. Bunk him, y’all, ’cause he’s just a user.”

The shock was enough to ruin Tracy’s day. Raheema was right. It came back to Tracy that she was supposed to go over Amir’s house after school. I’m not going to that boy’s house, she thought. He ain’t gettin’ none from me. That boy thinks I’m stupid. He’s out here trying to get everybody.



“Ay, girl, what’s up?” Amir called, as soon as Tracy stepped out of her building. Several football players from her school shook his hand. Tracy wasn’t impressed. She kept pacing by, ignoring him.

“Where you goin’?” he asked her.

“I’m going home.”

“I thought you said you was gon’ come over today.”

“Did you get out of school early?” Tracy asked, avoiding his question.

“Yeah, we get out earlier than y’all every day. I’m in high school.”

Tracy frowned at him. “You don’t trust me or something? I said I was gonna come.”

“Oh, I’m supposed to trust you so you can sell me out?” Amir retorted.

“You can’t take my word for it?” Tracy asked him.

Amir shook his blocked-shaped head. “Nope.”

“Well, you go find yourself somebody else then,” Tracy responded to him, walking away.

Amir went back to his friends.

“Yo, what happened, man?”

“Fuck that girl, cuz’,” he answered, sourly. “She ain’t nothin’. Bet, here comes Carmen.”

Carmen walked out from the building, switching her firm young hips and wearing a bright red jacket. She stood out from everyone, and her soft brown skin smelled of cocoa-butter cream.

Amir waited for her to walk near him. Carmen tried not to notice. Amir stepped in her way.

“Where you goin’?”

“I’m goin’ home,” Carmen responded nervously.

“No you ain’t. You goin’ wit’ me,” he told her, snatching her by the hand.

Carmen asked, “Where we goin’?”

“We goin’ to my boy’s crib. Why, you don’t wanna go wit’ me?” he snapped, letting go of her hand momentarily.

“I didn’t say that.”

“Well, shet up and come on then.”





[image: ]


ALMOST TIME

Tracy shot up in height during the football season to tower over most of the boys. She lost her babyface look, and she began to wear her hair shoulder length and curled. Although she was just thirteen, her size made her appear seventeen or eighteen. Tracy had developed into a vivaciously curved young lady, with a new hobby, observing herself inside of the mirror.

Raheema grew a bit herself, but neither she nor her older sister, Mercedes, had grown anywhere as tall or as well-defined as Tracy had. Tracy outgrew most of the girls her age, beginning to look more like a high-schooler than an eighth-grader. She was beginning to attract the attention of much older guys as well. High-schoolers had always gathered after school to entice younger girls who were willing to step up in competition. And at least physically, Tracy had crossed over into the bigger, faster league of the dating game.



On a Friday afternoon in the frost of winter, Tracy headed home from school, sensing plenty of the lustful teenaged eyes glued to her backside. Expecting them to approach her, Tracy was more than willing to test her tempting skills of persuasion with the older guys. By the time she reached the corner, one high-school boy had decided to try his luck.

“Ay, sexy, come here for a minute,” he said, smiling with assurance. He knew he was older than Tracy, and young-girls were easy to talk to.

Tracy cracked a grin and walked over to him, swaying her newly developed hips as she pouted her medium-full lips and licked them wet as she stood.

The boy anxiously thought about what to say to her. What’s the coolest line? he mused. “Yeah, umm, what’s your name?” he asked, warming up his game.

“It’s Tracy,” she answered him, huskily and slow. “Why?”

“ ’Cause you look good, and I wanna get to know you.”

Tracy used her stabbing hazels to dazzle him. “You looking for a girlfriend, or just somebody to mess wit’?” she quizzed him.

The older boy was stunned. “What? Oh, I mean, I’on know,” he said, stumbling.

“What’s your name?” Tracy asked him.

“Jeff.”

“Where your girlfriend at, Jeff? I know you got one. Don’t you?”

Jeff backed off, trying desperately to get himself together. “I ain’t got no girlfriend,” he mumbled. His self-assurance was gone in the wind. Tracy had turned out to be more than what he had expected.

“Why not? You look cute to me,” she told him, while moving in closer to him. Tracy always knew when she had a boy on his heels.

Jeff laughed nervously. “Come on now,” he responded, losing eye contact with her. She was invading his comfort zone.

Tracy knew she would reject him. Jeff was not cool enough to gain her consideration. She just wanted to practice her game, and she was doing extremely well.

Jeff asked, “Where’s your boyfriend?”

Tracy fixed the new gold ring that she wore on her right hand. “I don’t have one.”

“Oh yeah,” Jeff responded meaninglessly. He was hesitant to continue. The young-girl was more than he had bargained for.

Tracy locked in on his eyes with hers. She knew the effect that this would have. Only the most confident boys could survive her intent stare. “Are you finished?” she asked him seductively, loving every minute of it.

“Yeah, but umm, I’ll see you around, aw’ight,” he stammered.

The high-schooler backed completely away, embarrassed with himself. Tracy turned to walk home, beaming from ear to ear.

“Yo, you didn’t answer me,” he pouted. His friends were approaching.

Tracy turned with a smile and said, “Bye,” breathlessly. She figured that Jeff had to show off for his friends. All the guys did it.



When Tracy arrived at home, her neighbor, Raheema, was at the door. Tracy was tempted to gossip with her like she had done with Mercedes, yet she quickly realized that their interests in life were different. All Raheema talked about was what the teachers did in school. She was not interested in any of Tracy’s boy stories. Nevertheless, they decided to chat. Tracy went into Raheema’s house, getting out of the cold.

Raheema said, “All you talk about is boys, and I remember when you didn’t even like them.”

“Well, all I know is that Todd was cute. And you should have talked to him.”

“Don’t play dumb with me, Tracy. I heard about you kissing him in the driveway.”

Tracy twisted her lips. “You didn’t want him.” She had moved on from Amir and on to his friend Todd.

Raheema huffed, “I know I didn’t. I don’t want any boys, thank you.”

“Oh, you think you so smart, don’t ’chew?”

“No, but I’m not getting used by any boy, that’s for sure.”

“How you know?”

“Because I won’t talk to them,” Raheema answered frankly. “That’s why I’m going into dance class, to do something that doesn’t involve boys.”

“What dance class?” Tracy asked, feeling left out. Football season and cheerleading were over.

“None of your business,” Raheema snapped. She had outdone Tracy again.

Tracy went home and waited impatiently for her mother to arrive with her brother. She wanted the 4-1-1 on Raheema’s dance class, and she had a fool-proof plan of how to get it.

“Hey Mom, I think it would be good for me to be in a dance class. You know how bored I get after doing my homework.”

“Yeah, okay then,” Patti responded, while taking off her son’s coat and hat. “Where is it at and all?”

Tracy grinned. “I don’t know all that, but Ra-Ra’s in it, so Ms. Beth probably knows.”

Patti called Beth about the dance class. It was held near Patti’s sister Tanya’s house in Logan. Patti called Tanya to see if she wanted Patrice, or “Reese,” as they called her, to take dance lessons, too. Tracy didn’t expect that. But Reese was not that bad when she was not around her other cousins, Trish and Marie. Reese took sides with them rather than with Tracy because she was afraid of them.

On the first day of dance, their instructor went over the calendar schedule for the four-month dance session. During their first exercises, Tracy snickered at her cousin Reese’s form, while Raheema did the same to her. For all three of them, it was more hard work than expected. Tracy found out rather quickly that dance was definitely more complicated than cheerleading.

A flock of rough boys played basketball inside of the recreation center where the girls held their dance lessons. The boys watched the girls with excitement. Every year the boys anticipated the pretty new girls that dance classes attracted to their rec center. It had become a ritual, and it was only a matter of time before they would start to mingle with the girls. On Tracy’s third night of class, a boy finally approached her.

“Ay, girl, you cute as shit,” he told her. “Why don’t you come over here and talk to me when you finish?” he said.

“Thank you,” Tracy responded to him. She began to smile in his direction before she took a good look at him. Once she got a better look at him, Tracy thought that he was ugly. “That’s okay. My mom is coming to get me,” she told him.

The forward boy persisted. “So what? She ain’t here yet.”

Tracy lied and said, “Well, I have a boyfriend.”

The boy then got an attitude and grimaced at her. “Dude ain’t here either,” he said, walking closer to her.

Tracy scrambled to her feet from her stretching position. “Naw, that’s all right,” she said. The boy then moved as if he was about to grab her. Tracy quickly dashed toward the dance instructor. “Ms. Hamilton, that boy is after me,” she squealed.

“Leave her alone, Ricky!” Ms. Hamilton screamed at the boy.

The boy smiled. “Aw, I was just playin’ with her, Ms. Hamilton, that’s all.”



Tracy was excited about the close call when her mother arrived. She told Patti what happened, and her mother laughed good and hard. Raheema rode home with them after Patti had dropped her niece Reese off.

“Hey, Dad. What’s up?” Tracy perked when she had arrived home with her mother.

Dave sat watching television with his son. He looked at Tracy as if he was in shock. “Damn! Who are you?” he responded, jokingly.

They smiled at each other and shared a laugh.

“She just blossomed like that overnight,” Patti told him with a grin. It was Dave’s first time seeing his daughter in a leotard.

Dave said, “Come here and turn around.” Tracy felt embarrassed as she turned around in her baby-blue tights. “Gir-r-r-l, you got a big butt back there,” Dave said with a laugh.

Tracy gushed, “Yup, Dad, I grew. Didn’t I?”

“You damn sure did. Your mother’s gonna have to put a curfew on you now.”

Patti said nothing.

Tracy smirked as she sat down beside him. “Yup, Dad, this ugly boy tried to talk to me today,” she told him.

“Did you give him your phone number?”

Tracy looked disgusted. “No, that boy looked like a monster.”

Dave grinned. “Those are the best ones. They’ll do anything for you.”

Patti had had enough. She marched to her usual spot in the kitchen. She was no longer crazy about seeing Dave as long as he insisted on playing presto man, popping in and out of their lives.

“Naw, Dad, you can have that. My man has to look good,” Tracy was telling him.

Patti came back out from the kitchen wearing her apron. “How was your dance class, other than the boy?”

Tracy shrugged. “I mean, it was okay. It’s a lot of work though.”

Little Jason jumped up on Tracy’s lap to get some attention.

“Get off of me, boy,” she huffed, pushing him away.

“Stop, Tracy. He’s just being friendly,” Patti reasoned.

“I’m tired of him jumping all over me, Mom.”

Dave grimaced. “Oh, you’re that mature now, hunh?” he asked. “I remember when you were running around here with a snotty nose and doo-doo stains in your drawers.”

Tracy threw her hands over her ears in embarrassment. Dave and Patti laughed as she tried to block them out.

Patti asked, “How are you getting along with Reese?”

Tracy smiled, still feeling stunned. “She’s all right. She doesn’t say much to me.”

“She’s your cousin, Tracy,” Patti fumed at her.

“Yeah, but they start stuff all the time.”

“Well, how is Raheema doing?” Dave asked.

“She’s all right, too. We just have differences in opinion.”

“What about Mercedes? What she been into?”

“She’s been all over the place by now,” Patti answered him. She had recently talked to Beth about it. “Mercedes is out there in them streets, chasing after the money.”

Tracy added, “Yup, she got some real nice clothes, too.”

“Didn’t you need some new jeans?” Dave asked Tracy as he pulled out his wallet.

“Yeah. I’m starting to outgrow everything now,” Tracy answered him. She watched her father peel off five twenties.

Dave handed it out to her. “This is all I got for you right now.”

Tracy took the money with a nod and cracked a grin. “Thanks, Dad. Me and Mom can go shopping this weekend.”

Again, Patti decided to hold her tongue to keep the peace. A couple pairs of jeans does not excuse you from acting like an asshole, she thought to herself.



Saturday came quickly, and Tracy went out shopping at the mall with her mother. Tracy tried on clothes in every store they entered. She just had to have brand-name fashions. Patti urged her to buy bargains, but bargains ruin teenaged reputations. Tracy wanted to dress stylishly.

She bought Coca-Cola, Guess and Gloria Vanderbilt jeans along with an Adidas sweat suit and three pairs of shoes. She then went with her mother to a jewelry store for a gold bracelet.

Dave’s hundred dollars was spent after the first two pair of jeans. Patti ended up paying for her daughter’s other things. And since Tracy wanted to keep up with the trends, she worked it out with her father to receive seventy dollars for shopping every other week. Soon her closets were filled with gear.

Tracy began to out-dress everyone at school, and every boy wanted her phone number. When Christmas time came, she had clothing under the tree. Tracy could not get enough. She spent hours matching and ironing clothing for each school day. She would then change her outfits several times each morning until she was satisfied with what she planned on wearing.

Tracy became a hot topic with the boys in her neighborhood. With the increase in her already large ego, she decided that no one was good enough for her. She had far surpassed Mercedes’ popularity at thirteen. And Tracy had not given up any. She was a proud virgin.



“Ay, what’s up, Tracy? Who’s your boyfriend?” an eighth-grader asked inside the school hallway.

Tracy closed her locker. “Don’t worry about it,” she told him.

“Dag, I’m just askin’.”

“Well don’t, and get away from my locker.”

As the bell rang, the eighth-grader asked, “Can I talk to you?”

“Excuse me, I’m late for class,” Tracy said, walking by.

“Well, I’ll walk you there.”

“I don’t need you to walk me to class, boy. I got legs.”

The boy smiled admiringly, as Tracy stepped away from him. She walked through the hall with her head high, strutting around as if she was a teenaged queen and was late for her class.

“Tracy, you have two more times to walk into my class late, and then you’ll have a detention,” the teacher warned her. Ms. Patterson was a white woman in her early thirties, shorter than Tracy and with jet-black hair and glasses.

Tracy smiled nonchalantly. She was unfazed by the teacher’s warning.

Ms. Patterson asked, “Tracy Ellison, what did I just say?”

“Hunh? I don’t know.”

There was a pause. Tracy was becoming a distraction to the class. “I am sick and tired of you daydreaming in my class,” Ms. Patterson yelled at her.

Tracy rolled her eyes. “Well, don’t ask me no questions then.”

“Do you think that you’re too good to answer questions, Tracy?”

Tracy sighed and ignored her.

“That’s it! GO to the principal’s office, because I’m SICK OF YOU!”

“I was paying attention,” Tracy snapped.

“Well, turn around, sit up, and listen.”

A boy snickered at Tracy from the back of the class.

“What ’chew laughin’ at, boy?” Tracy said to him.

“Aw, shet up, girl. You think you it now, just because you got your Christmas presents on.”

The students roared with laughter.

“I ain’t get this for Christmas,” Tracy ranted.

“Yes, you did. You even got Christmas glitter on your jeans.”

“GET OUT! Both of you! NOW!” Ms. Patterson hollered.

“Aw, Ms. Patterson, I didn’t even do nothin’,” the boy whined, throwing his hands in the air as he pleaded.

Tracy frowned. “Yes he did.”

They left for the principal’s office with a note for detentions. The boy’s long arms swung loosely from his tall, walnut-colored frame as he strolled in front of Tracy.

“See, boy, you got me in trouble,” Tracy said to him.

“Yeah, I know. But Santa Claus was good to you this year. Wasn’t he?” the boy joked.

“Shet up,” Tracy snapped with a smile.

Long-arms was a regular comedian.



They sat inside of the main office lobby with five other students, all waiting to be seen by the principal. There were two girls and three boys. Tracy was the most glamorous thing in the room. She wore black leather boots with a long gray skirt and a matching gray sweater. She wore lip gloss and two gold chains that were neatly draped over her sweater, and a black leather purse dangling from her shoulder. She felt embarrassed to have to sit inside of the lobby with six lowlifes.

Tracy sucked her teeth. “I’m tired of waiting in here.”

“Shet up, girl. Do you think I like bein’ out here?” the long-armed boy snapped at her, demanding respect and attention. He smiled at her once Tracy had piped down. “Sike, I’m just jokin’ with you,” he said.

Tracy lied. “I know you was.”

Long-arms grinned at her. “But for real though, you look cute. I don’t want you to think that I don’t know it.”

“Thank you.”

“Yup, I feel like taking you into the bathroom and just giving it to you,” he said with a smile. Tracy couldn’t believe what he said, and he kept a straight face when he said it.

“I mean, you think I’m jokin’, but I’m serious,” he added.

Tracy smirked with nervous energy. She was scared to say anything. Long-arms seemed to turned everything into an embarrassing joke.

“You know we gon’ be here all day after school,” he commented.

“For real?” Tracy asked, unaware. She had never had a detention before.

“Yup, so you might as well come over to my house and have dinner.”

Tracy smiled. “You a trip.”

“So, Tracy, who’s your boyfriend?” he asked her. “Because I’m ready to give dude a handshake.”

“I don’t have one.”

“For real?”

“Yup.”

Long-arms cracked a broad smile. “You might as well give me your number then,” he said, taking out a pen and notebook to write it down. The other students eyed Tracy to see if she would oblige.

Tracy didn’t think the boy was good-looking, but he was funny. She could not refuse him. The boy was simply amusing, and his offbeat comments kept her on her toes.

He smiled at her, half expecting that she would give it to him. “So what is it?”

Tracy ran her number off to him. “Eight-four-two, five-four-three-seven.”

He sloppily jotted it down. “Aw’ight, bet. When can I call you up?”

“I got dance class tonight, so I won’t be home until nine.”

“Aw, you into that stupid shit?” he snapped, for another laugh.

Tracy giggled at it herself. “It ain’t stupid,” she argued.

“Yes that shit is. Y’all be in there doin’ all that jumpin’ around and stuff for like a year, to do one show.”

Tracy began to laugh with the other students. Long-arms was the life of the party. “So what?” she told him. “It builds your body though.”

“Yeah, ’cause I’ma tear your body up.”

The boy’s rash humor was intriguing to Tracy. He was even taller than her, for a change.

“You know my name, right?” he quizzed her.

“Umm, it’s Travis, ain’t it?” she said, acting as if she was not sure about it.

“Yeah, that’s it,” Travis said. He chuckled, knowing that she knew.

The principal roared, “You two! Get inside of my office!”

Tracy didn’t have a love-at-first-sight feeling about Travis, but there were definitely sparks between them. He had plain looks, but a lot of character. Travis was unafraid to speak his mind, and Tracy could not wait to talk to him after her dance class.



“One, two, three, four, and one, two, three, four,” Ms. Hamilton chanted, coordinating the class. “Raheema, what’s wrong with you today? You’re not in the rhythm at all, honey.”

“I’m not feeling too well,” Raheema whimpered.

“Come here.” Ms. Hamilton pulled Raheema over to the side of the room. Lord, I hope and pray that this girl isn’t pregnant or something, she thought to herself. She has her whole life ahead of her. Ms. Hamilton had come in contact with all kinds of problem children over the years. “What’s wrong?” she asked Raheema, privately.

“I got a D on one of my tests. I’m scared that I’m gonna get in trouble,” Raheema answered, with tears in her eyes.

Ms. Hamilton was relieved. “Baby, you’re not gonna get in trouble for one D,” she contested. “Don’t you have straight A’s on your report card?”

Tears rolled down Raheema’s cheeks. “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean anything.”

“What do you think is going to happen to you?”

Raheema wiped her eyes. “My father’s gonna say that I can’t dance anymore.”

“Honey, he’s not going to do that. The show is coming up soon.”

“Yes he is. I know it.”

“Well, what if I talk to your parents?”

“You can only talk to my mother. My father won’t listen to you.”

“Okay then. I’ll give your mother a call tonight.”

Ms. Hamilton spoke to Beth about her daughter’s situation. Beth told her that her husband was not upset, but that Raheema would have to study more on the weekends to compensate for time lost to her dance lessons.



“Hey, Mom, did I get any phone calls earlier?” Tracy asked, just to make sure. It was after nine o’clock. Travis was supposed to have called her by then. Maybe he forgot about my dance class and called me earlier, she thought.

“No. Were you expecting one?”

“Yeah,” Tracy said, disappointed.

BRRRRIIIINNNNNGG!

“That’s for me, Mom. I’ll get it,” Tracy said while scrambling for the phone. “Hello, this is Tracy,” she answered.

Patti sneered at her. “Now you know better than to answer the phone like that,” she huffed.

“Yo, what’s up?” Travis responded.

“Nothin’. I thought you were gonna call me at nine o’clock.”

“I would have, but my mom was on the phone.”

Patti decided to head up the steps and put Jason to bed. He had fallen asleep during the car ride from Tracy’s dance class.

Tracy immediately got more comfortable, plopping her feet up on the coffee table. “Well, I got home late from dance class anyway,” she said to Travis.

“So why you ask me if I called, then?” he snapped.

Tracy smiled. “Because you said you would.”

They talked all night and about everything. Travis made Tracy laugh for hours. When it had reached midnight though, Patti decided that enough was enough and abruptly ended their conversation.

“Tracy, get off of this damn phone.”

“Okay, Mom. We’re almost finished.”

“I mean, now, girl.”

“All right,” Tracy snapped. “I’ll see you tomorrow,” she said to Travis, glumly. She could of at least came and told me instead of jumping all on the phone like that, she fumed to herself. That was embarrassing.

“Aw’ight then,” Travis told her as they hung up.

Travis began to laugh once they had hung up the phone.



That next school day, Tracy wore her Coca-Cola jeans, white sneakers and blue Adidas sweat-suit jacket over a white tennis shirt.

“Ay, what’s up, Tracy?” a clean-cut boy asked her inside of the hallway.

“Hi, Martin,” she responded.

“Oh, you’re speaking to me today, hunh?”

“Yeah, but don’t get excited about it.”

Jantel came to talk to her. “Tracy, you hear about those girls wanting to beat you up?” she whispered.

“What girls?” Tracy asked, quizzically.

“I heard that it was Jackie and Sharon.”

Martin butted in. “They’re not gon’ do nothin’ to you. If they do, I’m jumping in it.”

“What they wanna fight me for?” Tracy asked Jantel.

“I’on know,” Jantel answered.

“Well, who told you this, Jantel?” Martin quizzed.

“I heard Crystal telling some girl in the bathroom.”

“Well, what she got to do with anything?” Tracy asked.

Jantel hunched her shoulders. “I’on know that either.”

Tracy grabbed her things. “Come on.”

They marched down the hall after Tracy. Crystal was shutting her locker as they arrived.

“Ay, Crystal, Jackie and Sharon said they was gon’ jump me?” Tracy asked her.

Crystal backed away as if she was in on it. “I didn’t say that,” she responded, frantically.

“Jantel said she heard you in the bathroom.”

Crystal took a quick look at Jantel, who was embarrassed that Tracy put her name in it. “Well, I didn’t say that, and she need to mind her own business.”

“Yes you did. I heard you talking about it in the bathroom,” Jantel spoke up.

“Won’t you get the facts straight if you gon’ start spreadin’ gossip on somebody?” Crystal snapped at her. They squared off with each other. Jantel stood about three inches taller, but Crystal was ten pounds heavier.

Tracy butted in. “Look, I’m gon’ let you know right now, Crystal, they better not jump me, ’cause I’m gon’ get all of y’all if they do.”

“And I got her back,” Martin interjected.

Crystal stared at him. That boy better go ahead somewhere. My boyfriend’ll kick his ass, she thought to herself.

Other students began to watch. They were shocked by Tracy’s bravery. Then again, Tracy was taller than Crystal, Jackie and Sharon. Only Sharon was near Tracy’s size.

Crystal backed off, with a message to tell her friends.

When Tracy was late again for the same class, Ms. Patterson had a mouthful to say. “Tracy, get out of my room. I’ve decided to write a pink slip on you. You’ve been late to this class several times now, and you never pay any attention while in class. I’m surprised that you’re even passing.”

“No, Ms. Patterson, these girls were trying to get me after school, so I had to straighten that out, ’cause I don’t play that.”

“Come here,” Ms. Patterson responded to her. She walked out of the class and shut the door behind them. “Now who’s after you?” she asked, peering through her thin-rimmed glasses.

“Jantel told me that it was Jackie and Sharon, but I think that Crystal Johnson has something to do with it, too.”

“Well, why are they after you?”

“I don’t know, but I don’t appreciate it.”

“You and Travis have detentions today, right?” Ms. Patterson asked, changing the subject.

“Yeah,” Tracy answered. What does that have to do with anything? she mused. I’m about to get jumped after school, and she’s sittin’ up here asking me about some damn detentions!

“Well, where is he?” she asked of Travis. “I’ve been noticing that he’s been absent from school a lot.”

Tracy hunched her shoulders and frowned. “Well, I don’t know where he is,” she said, still annoyed about Ms. Patterson giving her the third degree. She had more pressing concerns. Tracy had anticipated seeing Travis in school and had even dressed for him, yet he was not there. To top it off, she had a fight on her hands.

“Well, look, you go to your detention, and I’ll see about these girls,” Ms. Patterson informed her.

Tracy felt relieved. “Okay.”

After her detention, she rushed home to see what had happened to Travis. Travis was not home when she called. Tracy let the phone ring six times before she hung up. She then sat in the house, bored, with no dance class scheduled. She watched television in the living room before falling asleep on the couch.

“I got some Chinese food here, Tracy,” her mother walked in announcing, waking Tracy from her unexpected nap. Jason followed close behind as Patti took the food inside the kitchen.

Tracy climbed to her feet and followed them. She got a plate and tasted the food with a grimace. “Did you get this from the same place we usually go, Mom?” she asked.

Patti frowned after tasting it herself. “No. I know it probably doesn’t taste as good.”

“Nope. It tastes overcooked.”

“What happened in school today?” Patti asked, ignoring the plate that Tracy pushed away.

“Oh, these girls were gon’ try and jump me after school, Mom.”

Patti raised her brow. “For what?”

“I don’t know, but I got it straightened out.”

Patti nodded and suddenly snapped her fingers. She then stood up from her chair and got her pocketbook. “I need you to do me a favor. Go down on the avenue and get me some cake dressing. It comes in a little tube in the bakery,” she said, describing the size of the tube with her hands.

Tracy hurried out of the house with the unfinished Chinese food sitting on the table. She walked through the whipping cold, wondering where Travis could have been and what he was doing. As usual, the neighborhood boys hung out on the corners of Wayne and Chelten Avenues in their long down coats and colorful ski jackets. Tracy ignored their suggestions. She bought the cake dressing and headed home a different route to avoid them.

A crowd of teens was gathered at a small street intersection. A bloody-nosed boy came shuffling through the pack with a bruised and battered face. Tracy tried her best to back away and was helplessly surrounded by the flowing crowds.

“What’s up, girl?” Travis said to her out of the crowd.

Tracy grabbed on to him for protection. “Travis, what’s going on?”

“Oh, Victor just beat some dude up.”

“Who is Victor?”

“You never heard of Victor? He’s thorough as shit. He just whipped dude ass,” he responded, excitedly.

“Who does he hang out with?”

“He hangs out with the High-Low crew: Mark Bates, Tyrone, Peppy, and all them other hoodlum dudes.”

“He hangs out with Peppy? I hate that boy,” Tracy commented. “What does he look like?”

“He’s a dark-skinned, pretty muthafucka with a lot of flyy gear,” Travis answered. “But it wasn’t like I be lookin’,” he joked with a grin. “Naw, dude is pretty decent. Straight up.”

Tracy could tell that Travis had a lot of respect for him. That only made her more interested.

“What’s his last name?”

Travis stopped himself. “Wait a minute now, we gon’ stop talkin’ ’bout dude. What’s up with me and you?”

Tracy laughed it off as they began walking toward her house.

“Where we goin’?” Travis asked her.

“I’m goin’ home,” Tracy told him with a smile.

Travis had found himself halfway down the block with her. He then shrugged his shoulders and threw up his hands. “I might as well walk you home then.”

“Where were you at during school today?” she asked, changing the subject. She had looked forward to seeing him.

“I ain’t go to school.”

“So where were you? I called your house, twice.”

Travis grinned. “Oh, you really wanted to talk to me, hunh?” he responded, pleased with her concern.

“Shet up,” Tracy said, grinning back at him.

“I was at my boy’s crib. I’m goin’ over there after school tomorrow, too.”

“What do y’all do over there?” Tracy asked as they crossed the street.

“Nothing, really. We just watch television and videotapes and shit. My boy got one of them chill cribs. His mom works like twenty-four-seven. She ain’t never home.”

They reached Tracy’s house and chatted a bit more before she went in. Tracy promised to go to his friend’s house with him after school the next day. Travis promised her that other girls would be there, and Tracy trusted him. She was curious to see what they all did to entertain themselves.



After getting out of school, Tracy followed Travis and three other girls behind his loud friends. She had a funny feeling about following a group of mischievous teens to a boy’s unsupervised home. Jantel had turned down her offer to tag along, and Tracy had become apprehensive about what they all planned to get into. Travis responded sourly at her suggestion. He didn’t want Jantel tagging along. “All she gon’ do is get in the way,” he said.

Get in the way of what? Tracy thought. I hope Travis don’t think he’s gonna get anything from me. Travis was not attractive enough for Tracy to jeopardize her virginity, but it sure looked like a party of couples.

Once they arrived at the boy’s house, all of the girls watched television while the boys ran around collecting money for something. Tracy was baffled and curious. She felt uncomfortable. The boys were not even talking to them. What the hell are they doing? she panicked. Tracy wanted to leave after the first ten minutes. It was a big mistake.

Once their money was gathered, one boy left the house. The others then decided to converse with the girls. A shockingly attractive boy sat in a chair opposite from Tracy. He was tanned-skinned with small dark eyes and dark curly hair. His thick dark hair was tapered on the sides and long on top.

Tracy could not take her eyes from him. She looked over his new Nike sneakers and his red and blue Fila sweat suit. Dag! I wish I was here with him instead of with Travis, she thought to herself.

“Ay, Bob, did he go to get it?” the girl wearing a green Champion sweatshirt asked him.

Bob said, “Yeah, he’ll be back in twenty minutes.”

“What are we waiting for?” Tracy asked.

Bob laughed. “We waitin’ for some weed. You ever smoked weed before?”

“Unt unh. I don’t do that.”

Bob smiled at her through dark slit eyes. “Why not? It gets you in the mood. It makes you feel nice as hell.”

“Yup, girl. It makes everything in the world seem funny,” the green-sweatshirt girl responded.

Bob said, “Dig. Remember that time we got on over Mark Bates’ house?”

Green-sweatshirt girl nodded her head and smiled.

Bob stared back at Tracy. “Do you go with Travis?” he asked her.

“No,” Tracy said, overjoyed that she didn’t.

“Y’all just friends, or do you like each other?”

Tracy hunched her shoulders and smiled. “I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” Bob asked with a frown of confusion.

Travis called from the kitchen in the nick of time, “Ay, Tracy, come here.”

Tracy got up in her long, black boots and blue Gloria Vanderbilt jeans. The tight-fitting jeans hugged her firm behind quite snugly.

Bob could not take his eyes off of her either. “DAMN!” he howled, shaking his dark, curly-haired head.

“Ay, Bob, you better cut that shit out, cuz’,” Travis warned with a chuckle. “So what’s up? You gon’ get on with us?” he asked Tracy inside of the kitchen.

Tracy made up her mind. “Naw. I ain’t really down with that.”

“So what we gon’ do then?”

“I’on know,” she said. She felt unsure with Travis. She was more interested in Bob.

“Have you ever had sex before?” Travis asked her bluntly.

“Yeah,” Tracy lied, embarrassed.

“Aw’ight then. We gon’ go to my boy’s room when dude gets back with the nickel bag.”

Tracy wanted to tell him “No,” but she knew she’d seem young if she caused a scene, so she kept quiet.

“Aw’ight,” she said, nonchalantly. I ain’t doing nothin’ though, she told herself as she turned and walked back to her seat inside of the living room.

Tracy sensed Bob’s eyes glued to her behind again. All he did was smile at her, and Tracy was immediately tantalized. She wanted to lose her virginity to him, and she didn’t even know him. Bob gave her that sexual feeling.

The errand boy had finally gotten back with the small yellow bag of marijuana. He brought two more boys with him. Tracy really felt uncomfortable then. They spread the crushed dried leaves right out on the table in front of her and started rolling joints. Tracy was praying that they didn’t ask her to smoke any. And they didn’t.

The two quiet girls were dragged up the stairs. Bob sat there giggling at Tracy. He didn’t seem interested in anything after he had gotten high.

Tracy grinned at him. “Why you laughin’?”

“ ’Cause you funny.” His dark eyes got smaller, making him look even cuter to Tracy.

“Tracy! Come here!” Travis yelled. He led her up the steps and into the back room. He then patted his lap for Tracy to have a seat on it. She sat on his lap hesitantly, feeling nervous about it.

Travis began to rub his hands over her breasts. Tracy began to breathe slower, deeper. Through the thin walls, she could clearly hear moans and a squeaky bed from the next room. It added to Tracy’s sensuality, but not for Travis. He tried to kiss her. Tracy turned her head to avoid him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, holding her tighter.

“Nothin’,” Tracy said. She didn’t want to say it, but she hoped that he would get the message. Travis put his hands on her pants zipper. Tracy grabbed his hand to stop him.

“Come on, now,” Travis whined.

Tracy took a deep breath to force out her suppressed comments. “I don’t wanna do this.”

“What? See now, why you playin’ wit’ me?” he fumed at her.

Tracy got off of his lap. “I’m goin’ downstairs,” she said.

She hurried down the steps and saw the same sociable girl sharing a joint with Bob.

Travis came down after her. “Ay, Tammy, come here for a minute,” he said. Tammy wasn’t attractive. Tracy thought she’d “do it” with anyone. Travis and Tammy went up the steps.

Tracy was left alone with Bob, who immediately began to giggle.

“Why you keep laughin’ at me?”

“Come here,” he said. He stood up and looked her straight in the eyes. “You ain’t down wit’ Travis, hunh?”

Tracy shook her head. “Unt unh.”

“Get your coat and stuff,” Bob told her, caressing her hand.

Tracy wanted to be with him. They left, holding hands and heading for Bob’s house.

“Come downstairs,” he said. Tracy took her coat and bag. “My mom might be comin’ home soon,” he warned her.

Tracy stood inside of his red-carpeted basement. Bob walked over to her and pulled her body to his, kissing her. She then felt his hands, running down her back as he squeezed her behind. His pants tightened as she felt his masculinity throbbing against her leg.

It was all happening too fast, and Tracy wanted more. She could feel Bob’s vibrations through her jeans. It took him a while to get her zipper down. He then peeled her clothes to her ankles. Tracy felt the basement draft whip around her bare lower body, while Bob began to peel his own clothing to his ankles. That was when Tracy saw it approaching her legs.

It was difficult for Bob to position himself on top of her because her pants were not completely off, making it hard for him to spread her legs. Bob then tried to force it with Tracy resisting and pulling back.

“Bob, take my pants off,” she whispered.

He sat up and thought about it. “I’on know, ’cause my mom is comin’ home soon.”

Tracy sighed, disappointed. She leaned up with him. “Well, try again like this.”

Bob tried, but it was no use. He then saw shadows through the basement window.

“Oh shit! It’s my mom and my sister!”

Tracy pulled her pants up in a hurry. Bob snatched her coat and bag and led her to the back door. She ran out of his house and down the driveway, excited about the suspense. Bob ran back into his basement and turned on Inspector Gadget. His long-haired mother walked down into the basement and looked around. Bob sat and smiled at her, nervously.

“What’s up, Mom?”

“Boy, you think you so slick. I know you had a girl in here,” his mother said, glancing at the back door.

She looked at Bob with an evil eye. “I keep tellin’ you, boy, them damn girls gon’ get pregnant. Now you keep runnin’ around here like they won’t trap you. Because it’s a whole lot of confused little girls out here who are just dying to have some pretty babies. You hear me?”



DING DONG! DING DONG!

“Jantel, I got something to tell you!” Tracy screamed.

Jantel opened her door. “What?”

“You know some boy named Bob?” Tracy asked, throwing her book-bag to the floor.

“He got real curly hair?”

“Yeah, and he hangs out with Travis and them?”

Jantel got excited. “Yup, that boy is cute as I don’t know what. All the girls like him.”

“I was just over his house,” Tracy bragged.

“Uuuuw, for real?” Jantel squealed, happy for Tracy.

“Yup, and he did it to me,” Tracy fibbed.

Jantel whispered, “How it feel?”

“It felt gooood.”

“Dag, I would love to do it with him. You go with him now?”

“Yup,” Tracy lied again. She wanted to go with Bob though.

Jantel sighed. “Dag, you lucky, girl. How did you meet him?”

“I was with Travis, but I didn’t want to do it with him, ’cause he ugly, so I left with Bob.”

“Uuuuw, you nasty, girl.”

“Shet up, you would want some from him, too, so don’t even try that goody-two-shoes role,” Tracy retorted.

“Yup, if he asked me,” Jantel admitted to her.

Tracy went home and daydreamed about having kids with and marrying Bob. She hardly knew the boy, but he was s-o-o-o-o cute that it didn’t matter. He was the best-looking boy she had had yet. He even dressed nice. Tracy planned to get his phone number and go finish what they started. She forgot about Travis. She told herself that she only liked him because he was funny. But Bob was someone she could really be with. As far as her virginity… oh well. Everybody has to lose their virginity one day, she figured. And Bob was an excellent choice to lose it to.



Tracy wore her best outfit, hoping Bob would come to see her after school. She wore a blue leather skirt suit that everyone talked about. It was one of the expensive outfits that she had received for Christmas. Tracy caught all eyes and nothing but compliments.

“You look like a knock-out today, girl,” Jantel told her.

Tracy cracked a wide smile. “Yeah, I know. I hope he comes up here today.”

“Well, if he don’t, he doesn’t know what he’s missin’.”

“Maybe we could go to the movies tonight,” Tracy suggested. It was Friday.

Jantel nodded. “Yup, you should ask him, Tracy. And I can go with y’all.”

Tracy shook her head with a grin. “Not this time.”

Jantel sucked her teeth. “Oh, you’re going solo on me now, Tracy?”

“That’s right,” Tracy piped.

A few boys whistled up the hall at her. Tracy ignored them.

Jantel said, “See, everybody is on you.”

“I know, but when you look like me they can’t help it,” Tracy responded with a laugh. Her head was definitely getting big.

They went to their classes like any other day, but Tracy got real nervous when the final bell rang. She chewed gum violently to calm her nerves. She then slowly walked to her locker to get the books that she needed for homework. Other girls stared at her jealously.

Tracy didn’t look around for Bob after school. Her nerves were too shot. In fact, she began to hope that he wouldn’t show. Jantel walked alongside her.

“Hey girl, what’s up?” a voice called from behind.

Tracy turned around and smiled, no longer nervous. “I didn’t get your phone number yesterday,” she said to him.

Bob acted as if he didn’t hear her. “Check you out,” he commented. “They said you was flyy, but damn!” He looked inside of Tracy’s coat to peep her leather suit. His breath smelled of marijuana, and his clothing was not as classy as it had been the day before.

Tracy looked him over. “So what ’chew want?” she asked snappishly.

“Oh, I just came to see you.”

“Well.”

Bob laughed at nothing. Tracy frowned at him.

“When you gon’ come see me again?” he asked.

Jantel began to walk away, fanning herself. “This is too much heat for me,” she joked.

“Hold up, Jantel, I’m coming with you. What did you say, Bob?” Tracy asked him, making him repeat himself. It was happening again; Tracy was quickly losing her interest.

“When you gon’ come over again?” Bob repeated.

Tracy waved her hand in front of her mouth. “Dag, you been smokin’ weed.” It didn’t seem to bother her before.

Bob grinned and said, “Yeah, we got on again.”

“Was Travis with y’all?”

“Yeah, he was there.” Bob was laughing at everything. “But umm, I’ma get back wit’ ’chew. Aw’ight? I got something to do. I just wanted to see you right quick.”

“All right then,” Tracy told him, glad that he was leaving. She watched Bob walk away like a lunatic, bumping all into people with the sun making his dark curly hair shine. He was cute all right, but he was also damaging his looks by taking drugs.

Tracy turned to head home with Jantel. She asked, “Did you see how on he was?”

“Yeah. I thought you didn’t notice,” Jantel commented.

Tracy thought things over. “Dag, I don’t know about him now. He was lookin’ like a bum.”

“He’s still pretty though, Tracy.”

“No, he ain’t all that. His hair was all crazy-looking.”

They laughed as they crossed Wayne Avenue.

Jantel asked, “Are you gonna get with him this weekend?”

“I don’t know. I got this dance show tonight. I almost forgot about it, and I’m going to that party tomorrow.”

“Carmen’s party?” Jantel asked.

“Yeah. You goin’, too?”

“Yeah, girl,” Jantel answered excitedly. “Everybody’s gonna be there. But I hate when them older guys come to the parties, like Mark and Peppy and them. All they do is cause trouble.”

“How old are they?” Tracy wanted to know.

“Like sixteen or seventeen. Why, you like one of them?”

“No. But do you know Victor?”

Jantel looked at her and shook her head with a scowl. “Oh, no, girl, he’s the main one,” she said.

“Why you say that?”

“Because, he’s always fightin’ somebody.”

Tracy nodded. “Yup, he beat this boy up just Wednesday night. Is he cute?” Tracy had heard that he was good-looking from several sources, but it didn’t hurt to ask again.

“Yeah, he’s cute,” Jantel answered. She said it as if she hated to admit it.

Jantel’s demeanor alarmed Tracy. “Why you say it like that?” she quizzed.

“Because, he uses girls to get what he wants. He ain’t no damn good. He got a lot of girls. And they be all fallin’ for his ruthless behind.”



Tracy could never seem to keep one particular guy on her mind for any long stretch of time. Victor was good-looking, older and popular. He had a way with women and could fight. Tracy wanted to meet him so badly it was killing her. Her attraction to boys was impulsive. Tracy just had to have whomever she wanted right away. Maybe he’ll be at Carmen’s party tomorrow night, she pondered. And if he did show, Tracy planned on being ready for him.



The dance performance was a huge success. All of the parents and plenty of guests watched the sixteen girls display what they had learned over ten weeks of dance lessons on a large theater stage on Broad Street. Raheema was happy for the first time in a long time. She was receiving an opportunity to be rewarded for something other than report cards. She danced her heart away, especially for her father. She wanted him to be proud of her. Even Tracy’s father, Dave, had made it out for the evening.

“Are you doing anything tomorrow night?” Tracy asked Raheema while gathering their things inside of the dressing room. She figured she would try and turn a new leaf with her neighbor.

“No. I have a lot of work to do,” Raheema answered her, still overjoyed about the event.

“Do you think you can go to a party with me tomorrow?” Tracy pressed her.

Raheema shook her head, still smiling. “I’m not interested in parties.”

“Why not?”

Raheema sighed, tired of having to explain things to Tracy. “Tracy, I’m just different from you. I mean, I don’t get all excited about boys and parties and stuff.”

“Well, you were excited about this show,” Tracy reminded her.

“Yeah, because I was interested in this.”

Well, I tried, Tracy thought. “Okay then.”

Tracy got ready to go to the first big-time party of her life. It was “a dollar a holler” to get in. Everyone from the neighborhood would be there.

Tracy took a shower, washed and blow-dried her hair, put on some new underwear and snuck some of Patti’s perfume. She decided to wear a blue silk shirt with an off-white vest and pants set with her blue suede boots. She clipped on all three of her gold chains and was ready to head to the party, smelling good and looking good. She called Jantel over so she wouldn’t have to walk to the party by herself.

Plenty of teenagers were out that night, all heading to Carmen’s house-party. Tracy eyed all of the young hoodlums, trying to spot the one that fit Victor’s description. Only a few people were dancing when Tracy and Jantel had made it inside of the packed basement. It was still early, so most of the teens stood around bobbing to the DJ’s beats.

Tracy recognized several of the boys whom she had had a crush on over the years. Aaron Barnes was there with his friends, Amir with his, and even Steve was there. They all gazed at her, remembering when she was theirs, wishing that they could have another chance.

Tracy had never looked as good as she did at Carmen’s party. The high school girls were staring at her as well, as if Tracy was too much for her own good.

While waiting for Victor and the older guys to strut in, Tracy was shocked to see Travis and Bob walk through the door with their crew.

Bob noticed Tracy immediately. He then pulled her by her hand for a dance. Tracy refused him, but Bob wouldn’t take “no” for an answer. He grabbed her hand and pushed her into a corner. “Come on, now, dance with me.”

“Stop. I don’t feel like it,” Tracy told him, pulling away.

“Naw, you gon’ dance with me,” he persisted, smelling of marijuana again.

He dragged Tracy to the dance floor. She gave in, but she no longer cared how cute Bob was. He was a drug addict. She continued to watch the stairs for Victor over Bob’s shoulder.

Peppy shouted down the steps as he crashed the party with eight other guys, “YO-O-O, THE BOYS ARE IN THE HOUSE!”

Tracy said, “Hold up, Bob, I’ll be right back.” She hastily jerked Jantel’s hand through the packs of teenagers. “Which one is Victor?” she asked in Jantel’s ear.

Jantel looked through the crowd to spot Victor. “He’s not over there,” she said, still squinting in the direction of the rowdy party-crashers.

Tracy was pressed. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah. I could spot him easily. Victor always stands out. He’s not over there with them.”

Across the room, a sleepy-eyed boy asked Peppy, “Yo, where Vic at, man?”

Peppy smiled. “He’s wit’ that flyy-ass girl we met downtown in The Gallery.”

“Oh, for real? He’s always with some girl, ain’t he?”

“Ay, man, some of us got it like that.”
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