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Dear Reader:


Cole Riley is a very old and dear friend of mine. In fact, he was one of my biggest and earliest supporters in the literary industry. I am honored to now be able to publish one of his prolific works. Little White Lies is an amazing novel about how making one bad mistake can change your entire life. It gives new meaning to “being in the wrong place at the wrong time.” When a young man decides to accompany two of his friends to the home of one of their casual sex partners, things turn ugly really quick. In the aftermath, he stands solely accused of beating and raping two young women that he never touched in a violent manner. One of the culprits turns state’s evidence to cover his own behind and another one disappears for good. The crazy part is that this can happen to anyone.


Little White Lies packs a powerful message; it bears witness to why having random, casual sex is not always as exciting as it appears. I am confident that you will enjoy the book and will seek out Riley’s other prior works.


As always, thanks for supporting myself and the Strebor Books family. We strive to bring you cutting-edge literature that cannot be found anyplace else. For more information on our titles, please visit Zanestore.com. My personal web site is Eroticanoir.com and my Facebook page is Facebook.com/AuthorZane.
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FALL 2006


The word around the neighborhood was that I was the good one, the levelheaded, ambitious boy who would make good one day. And never shame the family. I tried to be normal, the quiet nerd, the potential breadwinner. However, that was not to be the case.


My father said I reminded him of Doctor J, Elgin Baylor, Oscar Robertson, and even Michael Jordan when I found the proper stroke, the proper dribble, the proper pass. We used to shoot hoops in the backyard, and later on a tattered basketball court with tufts of grass peeking through the buckled asphalt. School was something I hated. I was never any good with numbers, grammar, or science. But put a basketball in my hands and I was an artist.


A rowdy crowd of supporters turned out to see us topple Cardozo by 12 points, allowing our team to capture a share of the division title. The Cardozo squad was playing without their top sophomore forward, Akim Lawrence, who was nursing a head cold. Still, the red-hot guards almost snatched the victory away in the third quarter with four three-pointers.


“Melvin, this win would mean a lot for our franchise and our school,” Ron Faulk, our coach, said to me. “You’ve shown leadership throughout our entire season and you cannot let us down now. Not now. They’re underestimating you and what you bring to our team. Kick some butt, son.”


I thought back about how we beat Bishop Ford, Jefferson and even Nazareth. These dudes were a snap for us. I started rebounding and blocking shots, going out and putting my hand in the faces of the slick guards. Coach Faulk called our opposition Heckle and Jeckle, after the TV cartoon crows. Were they magpies?


Our six-eleven center, Houston Crown, stood in our huddle, grabbing me by the arm and speaking in his deep baritone voice. “They’re talking a lot of smack out there. They say we’re punks, we’re chumps. Everybody thinks they can beat us. I take this personal and I know you guys do too.”


“Shit, we cannot let them come to our house and talk a lot of shit,” Emory Lewis, our point guard, said. “We can’t let them disrespect us and take the win. We’ve got to turn it up. We got to put them in their place. Smash-mouth ball, guys, smash-mouth ball.”


The only game we lost all season was a blowout with Boys & Girl High in Brooklyn. They kicked our asses. I knew our team was better than that. I was real emotional ’bout that game. The reason I was not in the line-up was back spasms; it hurt to move, much less run up and down the court. Now, the guys were counting on me, looking at me and weighing whether I was up to the task.


Coach Faulk watched as one of the magpies shot the ball at the top of the key and it rimmed out. He called time out and we ran toward the sidelines in our snazzy red and black uniforms. All eyes were on me. The coach diagrammed a play calling for me to shoot a jumper at the corner.


“We got to settle down,” the coach said in a drained whisper. “Don’t rush the shots. Play methodically. Focus. We got to put the ball in the hands of Melvin and he’ll take care of business. Won’t you, Melvin?”


I nodded. I shot the jumper but one of their players got a hard foul on me as I was going up with the ball. The ball went in on the foul shot, but the second one came out and bounced into the hands of the opposition.


The enemy called a time-out. We watched them and their coach, a loudmouth usually playing to the cameras. He gestured wildly and angrily, and slapped one of the boys on the back. They came back out and tried to do the play, which we stopped dead in its tracks. Emory picked off the pass and outran the speedy magpies to do a weak lay-up. Each team had another shot to end the game in regulation, until I put in a contested jumper as time expired.


They lifted me on their shoulders and carried me to the locker room. Spectators were pouring out of the stands, yelling and screaming my name. I felt damn good. As I was getting dressed, Coach Faulk smiled and said the sky was the limit for me. Emory walked past me and said we’re going out to celebrate tonight.


I figured we had one game left to play, a brawl with St. Peter’s Prep, and that would be a warm-up for the City Finals. Tonight, I’d act a total fool. I didn’t want to think about how I got hurt during the game with Westinghouse just a year ago. One of the opposing players tangled my leg in his, maybe intentionally, as we went up for a rebound and I was writhing on the wood floor, unable to get up.


“Are you hurt, son?” my coach asked me. “Can you get up? Do you think you can get off the court unassisted?”


He was giving me a way out, to bravely get back up and trot off the court like a warrior. However, I felt like a punk, a sissy. Something had given way in my leg and my ankle when I fell. I felt it pull and later it burned like hell.


“Can you get up?” Coach Faulk wanted to do the right thing.


“Dammit, I don’t think I can,” I whined.


In no time, the coach waved over the trainers, who knelt beside me and manipulated my leg, then my ankle. All on the left side. I grimaced with pain and tried to hide my face with my shirt so the rest of the team wouldn’t see how much I was suffering with this damn thing.


The coach whispered to the chief trainer in an urgent voice, gripping him on the arm. “Do you think he’ll be able to play tonight?”


“Not in this game,” the trainer replied. The arena was hushed while they waited to see if I would leave the court under my own power. I was lifted up, between two burly players and carried to the bench. Some of the team’s admirers clapped and hooted while those in the know reserved their applause to see how badly I was hurt.


After the game, which we lost by eight points, I was told that I had a bad left mid-ankle sprain but there was nothing seriously wrong with my leg. When the doctor and the chief trainer told me the good news after I was X-rayed at the hospital, I was overjoyed. Coach Faulk said I would probably be out a week or two. They wrapped my ankle tightly, gave me some painkillers, and sent me home.


“You gave a good acting job out there,” my father hissed. He was always pushing me, pushing me. “You could have got up if you wanted to. You acted like a punk.”


“Don’t call me that,” I protested. “The trainer said I hurt my ankle and that was that. The coach didn’t want me to play.”


“It’s because of you that the team lost the game. You know that.”


I shouted at him angrily. “That’s not true!”


He smiled cruelly. “You punked out. You punked out when they needed you most. How does that feel, knowing that you didn’t give your all?”


I turned from him and hobbled on my crutches to my room. My father was still yelling and ranting about how much of a coward I was, so I drowned him out with some jams from Biggie and Tupac. I knew how much he hated rap. Nigger baboon music, he called it.


“Turn that shit down,” he screamed. “Turn that fuckin’ shit down. Don’t let me have to come in there. I’ll knock the damn hell out of you.”


I put on some headphones and listened to the music. There was something about him that reminded me about Drake Rice, whose father had high hopes for him as well. Drake’s daddy was convinced he was going to play in the NBA and be a superstar. Just like Wilt or Bill Russell. My own father had those same damn dreams; one of many men living through their sons to reach goals that they could never attain.


About four years ago, Drake was leaving a party in East New York, a part of poorest Brooklyn, with a group of friends. Some dudes got out of a car and walked toward the high school basketball star. Two of them were waving guns when the cat with the hoodie yelled for the tall nigga not to move.


Everybody scattered and began running. Both of the thugs started firing wildly at the people. A girl later told the cops that you could hear the string of shots, pop-pop-pop-pop, the bullets whistling in the air past them. Drake stumbled and fell to the pavement and couldn’t get up.


When they turned him over, he had two gunshots in the back. One of the parents carried him to his car and sped him to the hospital. Both of the bullets had hit his spinal cord, leaving him crippled from the waist down.


“Damn, they could’ve shot me in the head and my troubles would have been over,” Drake told me when I visited him. “This is totally fucked up.”


I completely agreed with him but I would never tell him to his face. God can be sometimes a trickster. Drake had everything in front of him. The good life. Everything. But now he was going to be trapped in that damn chair for life.


“Sure, we’re pulling for you and living through you because if you can make the journey to the high life, then we will be a success too,” my father said to me while going to the grocery store. “A lot of folks are counting on you. You’ve got a responsibility to not just yourself but to everybody. Remember that?”


Damn it, I thought. If people let me find my own way, everything would be cool. So much pressure, so much tension. I wanted to blow off steam but I didn’t know how. I didn’t do anything out of my character, nothing crazy, nothing to make my family ashamed of me.
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Joba Duane, a dude who used to play forward on our team, was running around with a crowd of roughnecks; most of them were former jailbirds. After one of the games, Joba offered me a joint but I refused it and man, he called me all kinds of names. So he and the crew were driving around the Bronx one night, and spotted somebody who owed Joba cash money.


“Hey spook, yo’ owe me some cash, two large, and you been dodging me for three weeks,” Joba shouted at the fleeing dude. “I told you I wants my money. You gon’ gimme my money or I’ll fuck you up.”


The runner, panicked at the threat, fled between parked cars, zigzagging to prevent from getting shot. But the Beemer whipped around, squealed to a stop, and three of Joba’s crew opened fire with heavy artillery. Some of the shots raked the front of an apartment building, sending sparks and shattered glass from the rooms with people living in them.


One apartment on the first floor contained a grandfather, an eighty-six-year-old, who was getting up to shut off his TV when the volley of shots came through the window, knocking him flat on the carpet. Later, his wife was on the news at eleven, saying he was reaching for the remote when the shots came through the window. He got it in the right jaw and the center of his chest.


“Henry kept saying ‘I’m shot, I’m shot,’ ” his wife, tears in her eyes, said in a shaky voice to the reporters. “I didn’t know what to do. So much blood. I went over to my neighbor’s place and we called 9-1-1. Henry is lucky. He could be dead.”


The news announcer gave a description of the vehicle, containing four black youths, armed and dangerous. She gave a number to the police tip line, saying all calls would be confidential.


Somebody tipped the cops off. Joba was singled out. The police staked him out for four days before they moved in, tailing him from the loading dock where he worked part-time, and surrounded him in his place. He lived there with his mother, his Dominican girlfriend and her baby. It wasn’t his but he took care of it.


“They surrounded the house and moved in, trapping him like a rat,” Luz said, clutching her baby. “They kicked down the door, slapped around his mother, and searched for him. He heard them when they came in and he went up the fire escape to the roof. They went up there after him.”


“Did you see them shoot him?” the television reporter asked.


“No, they kept us inside,” Joba’s girlfriend sobbed. “They shot him in his belly, in his neck and in his hand. They said he was wrestling with them for the gun. He didn’t have a gun. They shot him down like a dog.”


“How is his mother taking it?” the reporter asked.


“What did you think?” Luz snapped. “She collapsed when they brought him out. She heard the sirens and the helicopters…and saw him when they carried him out in a body bag. She’s crazy with grief, you know.”


Oh man, my Pops, a used-to-be follower of Marcus Garvey and The Honorable Elijah Muhammad, went off about that Joba business. First, he started talking about the crumbling middle class, the recession, and how people were going nuts because the country cannot pay its debts. He babbled about reducing the deficit and how low-income families weren’t ever going to move up the economic ladder.


“That’s why these black boys robbin’ and stealin’ and killin’ people, because they can’t get any work,” Pops added. “Joba didn’t have a chance in this country. Most black boys don’t have a chance. The cards are stacked against you guys.”


•  •  •


I’d listen to him go off about the responsibility of young black men and the need to wake up to what’s going on. The men and the boys are letting down the community, letting down the family, letting down the women, letting down the kids. But I couldn’t see what he was doing to benefit anybody.


“Dad, somebody called you when you were out, said something about some money owed to a lawyer,” I said. “I told him that you would call him back when you got in. He sounded like it was important.”


“Everything’s fuckin’ important,” my father growled.


“Are you going to be at the last game?” I asked him. “It’s for the championship. The trainer and the coach say I should be ready so I’ll play.”


My father rubbed his chin and put his hand on my shoulder. “You’ve got to play your ass off. Coach Faulk said some pro and college scouts are going to be in the stands checking you out. You got to have your A game for that night.”


“I will, I will.” I grinned.


“Because it’s all about the cash, the green stuff.” My father lit a cigarette. “This is a capitalist society and everything is about money. You ain’t shit until you got some money. Vultures and capitalism go hand in hand. One day I’ll explain capitalism to you and how it works. As much money as this country generates, there should be no unemployment, no foreclosures, no lack, no poverty. The white man has this shit set up where poverty and capitalism go hand in hand. I’ll explain it to you one day before you go out in the world.”


“Explain what?”


“Explain how the real world operates, son.” He took a deep drag of the smoke and let it out through his nostrils. The cigarette habit was something he had picked up recently. He always appeared stressed; jittery; worked up.


Our family had moved out of the projects into a fairly stable neighborhood bordering on a high crime area. For a time, we lived with our aunt in the Pink Houses in the East New York section of Brooklyn, but my father finally got some money coming in and we moved. Still, with all the money coming in the house, my parents were fussing and fighting. Pops accused her of spending money like it was growing on trees. Those were his words.


I plopped down on the couch. “Pops, what do you do? I have no idea what you do for a living. Somebody asked me and I didn’t know what to tell them.”


He pulled up a chair. It was crazy how much I looked like him. Mini-me. He lit another cigarette, frowned a little and stared out the window.


“What do you do, Pops?” I repeated.


“Hustle.” He laughed roughly. “I’m a hustler. Every black man worth his salt is a hustler. If you want to be successful, then you will be a hustler.”


I pulled up my feet and stared at him. “Then you’re no better than Joba.”


“Bullshit. No, Joba was a loser. He accomplished nothing with his life, except to spread misery and suffering. In fact, I’m glad he’s dead. You know why I say that?”


“No.” I wanted to hear this. Pops was in love with his voice. He loved to hear himself talk.


“Listen to me, son,” my father said. “Martin Luther King was a hustler. Adam Clayton Powell was a hustler. Malcolm X was a hustler. Like I said, every black man wanting to do something is a hustler. These black men will do anything to have control in their lives. They want freedom. They want choices. And that is what I want for you. I want you to be a hustler.”


At this point, my eyes were glazing over. Yak, yak, yak. I was thinking about going down to the Vicious Juice Bar on Atlantic Avenue, getting one of those frosty fruit smoothies or a Portobello mushroom wrap with sun-dried tomatoes and low-fat Mozzarella cheese. Joyce, my honey, hipped me to this place. She liked this health drink, a shake made with soy milk, protein powder and a little juice. She was on this health kick.


“Are you listening to me, son?” He stood up and got closer.


“Yes…yes.” I was still thinking about Yvette. She was probably one of the most beautiful girls in the whole damn world. She was my cover girl and totally out of my league.


“See, that’s what wrong with you,” Pops said angrily. “And that’s what wrong with most black boys and that’s why they will not get anywhere in this world.”


“That’s not going to happen to me,” I protested. “I’ve got potential. That’s what everybody says. I’m not like most black boys.”


“But hear me out. You must learn how to hustle.”


In my mind’s eye, I imagined how I would seduce Yvette when I finally got her alone. I almost had her alone on Valentine’s Day but one of her lovelies came over to her place. Damn, she was a gorgeous female. Plus Joyce wasn’t putting out. She wanted to remain a virgin until we got married. She was dull as shit.


Now, my old man was standing over me, shouting at me like I was deaf. “If you’re soft, you’re gonna screw up. I think you’re soft. I don’t think you have what it takes.”


I didn’t like him looking down on me.


“Just because you’re messed up in your life, Pops, that don’t mean I’ll do the same,” I snapped back at him. “I’ll be big one day and you’ll see.”


I hopped up from the couch and went to the fridge for a glass of Coke. Judging from his expression, I’d rattled his cage and put something on his mind to think about.




[image: chapter]


At least I had both parents, even if Pops was a pain in the ass, I thought I was lucky, as far as most black folks go. Despite the occasional flare-up, my home was pretty loving, stable and cool. While I was a popular athlete in high school, my older brother, Daniel, struggled to get up every day. He worked in a bank as a teller, counting money, and it was driving him crazy.


“Man, I want to kill myself,” Danny said one morning. “My head’s fucked up and I can’t think. Shit’s all muddled. You know what I mean?”


“Not really,” I replied. I really didn’t know what he meant. I never had stuff get me so down that I wanted to off myself.


“I know something’s wrong,” he went on. “I hate my job. I hate myself. I hate my life. I can’t focus on one thing at a time. My mind is all over the place. Clyde told me my friends are worried about me because I’ve withdrawn from them. I hate my life. I really do.”


“Maybe you’re just going through a blue period,” I said. “I have them, too. You go through them, everything seems like shit, and then suddenly it lifts.”


He sat on the bed in my room and stared at a poster of Bob Marley smoking a large spliff. My brother was two years older than me. When I was little, I wanted to be like him, just like him. However, I started seeing the cracks in his personality as I got older.


“If you noticed, I’ve lost my appetite,” Danny added. He was thinner, almost gaunt. The bones showed in his face, a bit skeletal.


I watched him and asked him the obvious question. “You’re not using hard drugs, are you?”


“Hell no.” He shook his head.


“Moms was asking me about you and I told her that I didn’t know what was up with you,” I said. Danny looked like her, same coloring, same eyes and mouth.


“Carline says I’m acting weird,” he confessed. “I’m like a zombie. She says I smile, put on a good front, and go through my day. She’s right. I do that. But inside I’m going nuts. I feel like I’m going to explode. Sometimes I lay in bed at the start of the day and it takes everything to get up.”


Probably something was wrong with him. I forgot that I found him balled up in the closet, shaking like he was being electrocuted. His eyes were red and puffy. He was rocking back and forth.


“Like that morning I found you in the closet?” I asked him.


“Yeah, like that and much worse.”


Suddenly, my mother popped her head in the doorway. “Breakfast! I’ve got that maple syrup you guys like and waffles. Hurry up.” Then she closed the door with a bang.


She had no idea what was going on and that this was a crisis. Danny was coming apart. Going nuts. Flipping out. I wondered if I could do anything about it. My parents were in their little world, dealing with their problems and trying to keep a roof over our heads. Especially my father, who thought he would ride to the top on my coattails and live happily ever after with no problems. I knew life wasn’t a fairy tale. It was not that easy.


“Are you going to practice today?” Danny asked.


“Gotta go. Why? You need me to do something for you.”


“I know I need help.” My brother started crying, not sobbing but tears came silently from his eyes. “I’m in serious trouble here.”


Suddenly, there appeared an expression on his anguished face that I recalled from when we were kids, the distracted glance. When he was like that, I could never reach him. Even then, his nutty adolescent brain was strange, driving him to set the dog on fire, stabbing a woodshop teacher in the arm, and chasing the heavyset Polish woman from the school cafeteria into the girls’ toilet on the fourth floor. Pops ignored his antics, saying it was late puberty, and the boy would grow out of it. My mother realized something was wrong with him. On rainy days, she’d hide the knives and sharp instruments or conceal anything liquid or toxic from his sight.


Back in the day, my brother could be scary. “One teacher said I had generalized anxiety and another one said I was suffering from obsessive-compulsive disorder; O-C-D,” Danny whispered to me from behind the locked bathroom door.


I didn’t know what he was talking about. “Are you saying you’re going nuts? Shouldn’t you be locked away somewhere?”


“I don’t know.” My brother giggled like a manic Vincent Price. “The guidance counselor said I was also afflicted with A-D-H-D; attention-deficit-hyperactivity disorder. I don’t know what any of this psycho shit is.”


I scratched my head. “Should I be afraid of you?”


“Hell no,” my brother said angrily. “If I hurt somebody, it will only be myself. I know this about you. You don’t know anything about anything. You’re not grown up yet. Do you know what stress is? Shit, you’re still wet behind the ears.”


I crossed my legs and grimaced at him. A know-it-all punk.


“I notice how the old man deals with stress and he doesn’t let nothing get next to him. Moms says most men bottle things up more. He just lets it roll off his back.”


That was not how I saw it. Pops was a worrier. I knew about stress, what caused it, how it could mess up a person’s health, and how it could kill you by a heart attack or a stroke or going off doing something stupid.


I winked. “I don’t think Pops has everything under control. Sometimes I see him looking exactly like you’re looking right now. The same worried expression. So I don’t know where you get that from.”


“Aw, you don’t know what you’re talking about. The old man’s got his shit together. When you become an adult, you’ll understand what I’m talking about. Also, this white society, this cracker society, stresses a real black man out. Like I said, you haven’t been out in the world yet so you think everything’s peaches-and-cream, but it ain’t. A black man has all kinds of pressures gnawing at him. Everything’s targeting him. Nobody shows him any respect or affection and that’s why all of these black dudes are fucked up in the head.”


He stank of body odor, stale cigarettes, and bad breath. His hair was matted and he looked like he hadn’t been asleep for days. The weariness showed in his eyes, yellow and puffed, and in the creases on his usually handsome face. He saw me looking at him, examining him, sizing him up. A frown expressed to me that he didn’t like it.


“You know what you are?” Danny asked me.


“No, what?” I knew this would be good.


My brother sat on the bed, really close to me. I could smell the stench of his armpits from the nearness of him; a cluster of angry red bruises, and a long, jagged cut went from the top of his ear to his jawline. Somebody had been whupping his ass. He reached for a cigarette from the pack shoved in his pants pocket. Camels.


“Don’t light it, please,” I warned.


“Don’t light it, please.” He imitated my voice, giving it a whiny crybaby feel. “Daddy’ll whip us if I do it.”


“Fuck you, bastard.”


He lit the cigarette, gesturing with it wildly, and then blew the smoke in my face. “Melvin, you’re a mama’s boy, a fuckin’ mama’s boy!”


Some of the homies had said that before. What’s wrong with loving your moms? I’d call her at work and talk about my day, what I was doing, how practice went, what teacher gave me problems. Ike’s moms was different. She had a body like a cheerleader, all tight and shit, wore skinny jeans that showed off her ass. She even hung out with him. Got high with him on occasion. But my mother was not like his. Still, the old man teased her about what kind of man I would grow up to be. Dammit. Pops never talked to me about the birds and bees. Pops was so busy being the man, a real black man. Pops was a big-boned man who never looked at me with affection and only spoke to me when necessary. He never talked to me about anything except about the supposed wrath of the white man, making it in America, and how to be a hustler. Because all black man worth their salt hustled. It was like a broken record.


I lowered my voice to light bass. “That’s bull.”


Danny always ribbed me about my room being so neat, my desk dusted, clothes folded, shoes lined up, and everything in its place. He called me being anal. I didn’t know what that meant.


My brother kept blowing smoke rings at me, one after another. “See, Pops thinks you’re weak. Slightly punkish.”


“Like a faggot…or some shit.” My eyes narrowed.


“He didn’t say you’re effeminate, but he doesn’t think you’ll be able to be independent or support yourself.” He smirked. “He’s really worried about you. That’s why he got you in competitive sports.”


I poked him in the arm. “He didn’t do shit. I signed up for track and basketball. He had nothing to do with it.”


“The other thing Pops is trying to do is get Moms to push you out of the nest, for your own good,” my brother said. “I bet you have no idea what you’re going to do after graduation.”


I shrugged. “Basketball, basketball, basketball.”


“Suppose that fell through and then what would you do?”


I said nothing because I didn’t have a Plan B. No fallback plan.


I watched Pops and Danny laughing and joking, tossing a football back and forth, or the old man roughhousing with him. Sometimes he’d hug my brother and call him the chip off the old block. But when I came around, he’d just stare at me shooting jumpers, or layups, or dunking. He stared at me like I wasn’t his son. Like he found me under a cabbage leaf. And he never, never hugged me. Damn him.


We heard Moms’ footsteps coming down the hall, humming some Patti LaBelle song to herself. Danny tried to wave away the cigarette smoke, but he didn’t have much luck. Suddenly, the door to the room was pulled open and in popped her head for a second time.


“Breakfast’s getting cold,” she chirped. “What you two guys talking about so seriously? Talking about the national budget?”


Danny looked at me and said after a pause. “We’ll be down in a minute. Okay? If the breakfast is cold, we’ll just heat it up.”


After she left, my brother put out the cigarette, glanced around the small bedroom, and placed his hand over his face. “I’m fucked, I’m fucked, I’m fucked, man. You think you’re in some shit. I did some shit.”


“What did you do?”


He pulled another cigarette out and lit it. This time his hands were trembling, like a guy coming off a drinking binge. He said nothing for a time.


“I let the little head rule my big head,” my brother said quietly, almost on the brink of tears. “My dick has always got the better of me. I just got out of a mess with Sylvia, took her away from Lewis, talked some sweet shit to her, fucked the hell out of her, and got her pregnant. Pregnant! Knocked her up and she’s talking about having it just to spite me.”


“Oh shit…”


“That’s not the half of it,” he moaned. “I got Amina knocked up too. But everybody in the hood know she’s a ho. She’ll put out for anybody. She’s got two other rug rats by different baby daddies. She was just waiting for my ass because all these bitches want is money. You know that.”


“Oh shit,” I repeated. “The old man gonna whip your ass.”


He held his head in his hands and wailed something about Sylvia and Amina fucking up his life, just when he was putting it all together, getting it straight.


“Why did you screw Amina? That bitch nasty. She’ll do anything.”


He shook his head, talking into his wet palms. “Sex, man. Sex makes you do shit that you shouldn’t be doing. It’s addictive. It’s like being a crackhead. Most niggas wouldn’t turn down some pussy. Man, you see some of these hotties out here, bodies slamming, wanna suckle them tits and bust that ass.”


“Oh shit, oh shit, you’re fucked, man.”


“Well—that’s all you can say. You’re like a stuck record needle.”


He turned away when he exhaled the smoke this time. Two broads at once, knocked up. What was he thinking? Or maybe he wasn’t thinking.


“It’s sex, the rush of seducing the bitch with words and then lowering the boom on her with serious boning,” my brother said slowly. “Yeah boy, the male sex drive is something else. Like I said, it’s addictive like smoking, gambling or drinking. You can’t get enough. You know my boy, Larry? Damn, he jacks off ten times a day, every day and he still runs around, dicking these chickenheads.”


Now I was shaking my head. I couldn’t believe it.


“Have you had your first piece, Mel?”


I didn’t want to answer him. I was still a virgin. I’d come close but no cigar. Rita gave me head but that didn’t count. Boys would be boys. Pussy and girls were not my priority. I wanted to go pro, be on some NBA team, doing the thing I loved. Nobody in this family understood that, not even Pops. He liked to talk about getting rich, but he thought it was foolish to dream about stacking paper from playing a kid’s game.


Still, I didn’t answer him. I didn’t know how to answer him.


“Little brother, it’s human nature,” he said. “If you don’t get a nut early and often, you’ll go crazy. Or get blue balls.”


I whispered, “Blue balls.” He had said it like it was the worst thing in life except getting hit by a truck. Or a bus.


“Blue balls is when a guy don’t get some sex and come, then those sacks between your legs start to swell until they almost pop.” My brother laughed. “It’s a horrible thing when it happens.”


“You ever have it, blue balls?”


“No, I got these sistahs with all this junk in the trunk to relieve me when I get like that.” He smiled wolfishly. “That’s why I got that red book. Rochelle, Felicia, Nia, Carmen, Kendra, Maxine, Victoria, Lily, Crystal, Patrice, Nina, Kathy, Shari, Marcia, Lisa, Regina, Barbara, Kathy, Ellen, and Candice. Candy to you. The little red-head with the perky tits and plum-shaped bottom.”


I took the cigarette away from him and dragged on it. “This is why you’re in so much trouble. Why do you think you’re the original Don Juan?”


He grinned. “Some bitches just like dick.”


Being a brother was like having a big fuss inside your head. I felt Danny was always judging me constantly, in the negative, and that’s why I never felt very comfortable being with him. You never let your guard down. He’d use something you said right back at you. I wondered if all brothers in the world were like us, familiar strangers from the same mother and father, struggling to be always right. Danny, the bossy and arrogant one. Danny, the fuck-up.


“Sometimes I want to run away from home,” my brother confessed, with a sadness in his voice and somber mask.


“Why? You know you’re Pops’ favorite. You can do no wrong with him.”


“Yeah right, wait until he hears about the stunt I’ve pulled now,” he said. “I hate that. He expects much more from me. I know I’m like him. But he’s too overprotective. Sometimes it feels like he’s choking the life out of me.”


Brothers. I hated him sometimes but I found I could love him just as much. He was family. Because of Danny, I learned to be a person, a social creature able to mingle with tackheads and thugs, to flirt with the sweet gals with the apple bottoms. Because of him, I learned to grow a thicker skin and that life didn’t owe me a damn thing. Because of him, I learned to forget and forgive.


“How are you going to tell the old man?” I asked him, fluffing my Afro. I decided to grow one after I saw an old magazine picture of Sly Stone jumping off a car hood. Sly was crazy.


“I don’t know.”


“You need to keep those girls away from him,” I said. “These chicks have big mouths. They love to gossip. They’ll tell everything.”


“I know.” He was lighting another cigarette but he stopped in mid-flight. The match never touched the cancer stick.


“Why you say I’m a mama’s boy?” I hated that he said that.


“I don’t know why you’re taking such offense at me saying that,” he countered. “You are a mama’s boy, plain and simple. You’re the coddled one. You’re such a goody-goody. Sometimes I can’t stand it.”


If Pops was here in this room, he’d love this, the bullying, the back-and-forth. Two young bucks going at it. He wanted us to mix it up, scrap among ourselves, and draw blood.


“You don’t act like a brother to me,” I snapped back. “You act like a nigga in the streets. I don’t know why you hate me so much. I’ve done nothing to you. Nothing.”


“Where do you get that from? I don’t hate you.”


“Right. Brothers don’t act like this.”


He lit the cigarette now and blew the smoke in my face. “I just want you to grow up. I want you to be a fuckin’ man. If you don’t cut loose from Moms’ apron strings, you won’t do shit with your life.”


I said nothing. Danny could be an asshole. He liked hurting people. I knew so much on his butt. I remembered sharing a bedroom in the old place where we used to stay and finding a used condom. I remembered digging in his closet and finding these old men’s magazines with women tied up, their butts red and welted, their mouths gagged. I remembered listening in on one of his calls, with him pleading to this married chick, pleading for pussy, telling her that he’d lick her sex more sweetly and tenderly. He was a sick fuck.


“By the way, what gave you the idea that I hate you, Mel?”


“The way you act toward me.”


A madman. I figured Danny used me as a yardstick of what he had become, something like that Bible parable about the competition between the first brothers, Cain and Abel. He was the older son, the heir to the throne. Maybe he couldn’t accept the fact that I had a life, a promising life, and all he could show me were equal parts of jealousy, envy and distrust.


“What pills are you taking for your crazy moods?” I smiled devilishly.


“That’s not fair,” my older brother replied. “My doc said I needed to be chemically stabilized. I was taking Hexapro, then I was swallowing handfuls of Adderall, but it made me lose weight and kept me up nights. Moms said I should be taking Ritalin or Prozac. I’m tired of taking pills.”


“But you wouldn’t do such crazy shit if you stopped taking them.”


“I do alright. I do alright without them.”


He looked around at the mantle where I had some of the gold trophies in a place of honor, reminding me to keep on the path. I saw him shake his head. That irked him.


“This basketball bullshit ain’t going to amount to nothing,” he said. “Don’t count on it. I promise you. When you’re a brother and from the Hood, life always gets in the way.”


Everything was negative with him. Always looking on the dark side. Always watching for me to fuck up like him. Anti-success. Anti-Melvin. Moms always reminded me of when Danny, then two years old, was so jealous of me as an infant. He pushed her hand away from the stroller on the second floor outside of the bedroom, and tried to roll it down the stairs with me in it. I asked him years later why did he do it and he stared at me, saying, “I didn’t want you around. You wanted to take my place.”


Moms knocked on the door and yelled for us to come down. Danny shouted that we’re coming, in a minute, coming. I reached to put on a fresh shirt only to find my older brother standing in the middle of the room, rigid like a man frozen stiff, tears streaming down his cheeks, eyes hard as granite. He mumbled something under his breath, that he’d set it all right, that the bitches would pay. Damn, he was a fuck-up.
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Yvette knew what guys wanted. I first saw her coochie and tits on this brother’s cell phone, the bush of black hair and dark brown taco between her fudge-colored thighs. There was no doubt that it was her. The brother, a friend of our team’s forward, was showing around the photos for everybody to see.
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