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For Toshi Reagon and Jana Welch




PROLOGUE

The summer before D Foster’s real mama came and took her away, Tupac wasn’t dead yet. He’d been shot five times—two in the head, two down by his leg and thing and one shot that went in his hand and came out the other side and went through a vein or something. All the doctors were saying he should have died and were bringing other doctors up to his room to show everybody what a medical miracle he was. That’s what they  called him. A Medical Miracle. Like he wasn’t even a real person. Like he was just something to be looked at and turned this way and that way and poked at. Like he wasn’t Tupac.

D Foster showed up a few months before Tupac got shot that first time and left us the summer before he died. By the time her mama came and got her and she took one last walk on out of our lives, I felt like we’d grown up and grown old and lived a hundred lives in those few years that we knew her. But we hadn’t really. We’d just gone from being eleven to being thirteen. Three girls. Three the Hard Way. In the end, it was just me and Neeka again.

The first time Tupac got shot, it was November 1994. Cold as anything everywhere in the city and me, Neeka, D and everybody else was shivering our behinds through the winter with nobody thinking Pac was gonna make it. Then, right after he had some surgery, he checked himself out of the hospital even though the doctors was trying to tell him he wasn’t well enough to be doing that. That’s when everybody around here started talking about what a true gangsta he was. At least that’s what all the kids were thinking. The churchgo ing people just kept saying he had God with him. Some of the parents were saying what they’d always been saying about him—that he was heading right to what he got because he was a bad example for kids, especially black kids like us. Crazy stuff about Tupac being a disgrace to the race and blah, blah, blah. The wannabe gangsta kids just kept saying Tupac was gonna get revenge on whoever did that to him.

But when I saw Tupac like that—coming out of the hospital, all skinny and small-looking in that wheelchair, big guards around him—I remember thinking, He ain’t gonna try to get revenge on nobodyand he ain’t trying to be a disgrace to anybody either. Just trying to keep on. Even though he wasn’t smiling, I knew he was just happy and confused about still being alive.

Went on like that all winter long, then February came and they sent Tupac to jail for some dumb stuff and people started talking about that—the negative peeps talking about that’s where he needed to be and all the rest of us saying how messed up the law was when you didn’t look and act like people thought you should.

Spring came and Pac dropped his album from prison and this one song on it was real tight, so we all just listened to it and talked about how bad-ass Pac was—that he wasn’t even gonna let being in jail stop him from making his music. Me and Neeka and D had all turned twelve by then, but we still believed stuff—like that we’d grow up and marry beautiful rapper guys who’d buy us huge houses out in the country. We talked about how they’d be all crazy over us and if some other girl walked by who was fine or something, they wouldn’t even turn their heads to look because they’d be so in love with us and all. Stupid stuff like that.

In jail, Pac started getting clear about thug life, saying it wasn’t the right thing. He got all righteousabout it and whatnot, and with all the rappers shooting on each other and stuff, it wasn’t hard to agree with him.

Time kept passing on that way. Things and people changing. First, D turned thirteen, then me and Neeka were right there behind her—us all turning into teenagers, getting body, getting tall, boys acting stupid over us.

Seems soon as we started settling into all that changing, D’s mama came—took her away from us.

And time kept on creeping.

Then Tupac went and died and it got me thinking about D. About the short time she was with us and about how you could know somebody real good but not know them at the same time. And it made me want to remember. Yeah, I guess that’s it. I guess that’s what I’m trying to do now. . . .




PART ONE




CHAPTER ONE 

Maybe, while he was in jail, Tupac started thinking about his Big Purpose. That’s what D called it—our Big Purpose. She said everybody’s got one and it’s just that we gotta figure out what it is and then go have it.

The night she said it for the first time, it was late in the summer 1995 and we were all just hanging out—me, her and Neeka—watching music videos on TV. Before they started coming on regular,  we’d have to watch the bootleg copies and sometimes those were so bad, we could hardly see the people in them. If it was a Tupac video, the only thing all the girls wanted to see real good was Tupac’s eyes. He had the prettiest eyes of any rapper—they were all big and sad-looking and he had dark eyebrows that were so thick, they made you think about soft things.

That night, they showed “Brenda’s Got A Baby,” one of Tupac’s old videos where Tupac sang about the young girl getting pregnant, and in the video Tupac was holding the baby because Brenda had put it in a garbage can. Me, Neeka and D was sitting on the floor in my living room. We’d put our money together and had enough for a small pizza and a liter of Pepsi. With a small pie, everybody could have at least two slices. D hadn’t eaten anything since school lunch, so her eyes got real wide when she realized how much we had.

“Dag, my girls!” she said, her smile getting all big. “We gonna eat like we stupid tonight!”

And we did. We’d each had our two slices and were working on the last two, passing the slices back and forth between us—me taking a bite, then passing it to Neeka, Neeka taking a bite, then passing it on to D. D had the slice when Tupac’s video came on.

“They don’t hardly never be playing Pac,” she said. “It’s like they scared of him or something.”

It was dark in the living room except for the blue light  coming off the screen. D got real quiet and stopped eating. I could see the shiny line of pizza grease moving past her bony wrist and on down her arm.

“Hey D,” Neeka said. “You babysitting that slice? Pass it on, girl.”

But D just kept staring at the TV like she couldn’t hear anymore, holding the slice up, frozen in midair.

“Forget about it,” I said. “I’m done anyway.”

I leaned back against the couch. Tupac’s beautiful eyes came up close on the screen. His mouth moved slowly as he sang about Brenda never ever really having a chance in life. His eyes looked sad like he was really singing about the truth and somebody he knew real good. Maybe he was thinking about his own mama—how she’d been in jail when she was pregnant with him. Not because she’d done something real wrong or anything—just because she was in this militant group, the Black Panthers. Back in the day, the Black Panthers were always marching and trying to get things changed so that black people could live a little bit better—like they’re the reason there was free breakfast in school and stuff like that. Tupac’s mama had gotten arrested and when she went to jail, she started making changes there—making sure pregnant women had decent food so that their babies could be born healthy and all. Everybody who knew Tupac knew about his mama. He loved her more than anything. Maybe Tupac was singing  about Brenda but really thinking about his own mama—how she could have just thrown him away but she didn’t. Instead, she made sure he was born healthy. And strong.

“Him and me,” D said, real quiet. “It’s like we the same in some crazy way.”

Neeka looked at me and made a face.

“The only way you and him’s the same,” Neeka said, “is that you both Nee-groes. But you broke-ass and Tupac’s got some money in his pockets.”

D kept staring at the TV. Tupac was walking slow with his boys all around. His head down. He was so beautiful, I felt like I could see Brenda inside of him. Like even though he was singing about a girl who threw her baby away, he was thinking about himself. Made me wonder if he was seeing himself as Brenda or the baby.

“It’s like I look at him and I see myself. It’s like I’m looking in a mirror,” D said. She turned to the pizza slice she was holding, like she was just remembering it was there, then reached past Neeka. “Here,” she said, handing it to me. “I’m full.”

“Me too,” I said, pushing the slice back at her. She dropped it into the empty pizza box, then took a napkin and wiped the oil off her arm.

“You should just rub that in,” Neeka said.“Your arm’s all ashy.”

“You hush!” D said. But she was smiling.

“You still ain’t tell me what else you got in common with Tupac,” Neeka said.

“Was your mama in jail like his mama?” I asked.

D shook her head. She curled her fingers into her palm and stared down at them.

“My mama is somewhere being somebody’s hot mess.”

She got quiet for a minute. “He sings about things that I’m living, you know. When he be singing the ‘Dear Mama’ song, that makes me think about my own mama. It’s like his mama was a mess sometimes and he still loved her—people’s moms be all complicated, and it’s not like you got a bad mama or you got a good mama the way people be trying to judge and say.”

D smiled.

“It’s like he sees stuff, you know? And he knowsstuff. And he be thinking stuff that only somebody who knows that kinda living deep and true could know and think.”

“Yeah,” Neeka said. “And he gets paid big dollars for those thoughts. That’s way, way, way different from us.”

The Tupac video went off and Public Enemy came on. I couldn’t stand PE with their stupid big clocks around their necks and all that military stuff. It didn’t make any sense to me.

Neeka and D didn’t like them either. I turned the sound down.

“Y’all spending the night?” I asked.

Neeka nodded but D shook her head.

“Flo said she’d beat my behind if I didn’t come home.” She got up off the floor. Her foster mom’s name wasn’t Flo, we just called her that. Short for Foster Lady Orderly. It was real late for D to be taking the bus back to Flo’s house. She started  putting on her sandals and getting her stuff together. We’d been friends for almost a year but we’d never seen where she lived.

“We gonna walk you to the bus stop,” I said, getting up off the couch. “C’mon, Neeka.”

“You sure lucky,” D said to Neeka.

“For what?” Neeka stretched real high and yawned, her skinny brown belly showing out from under her T-shirt.

“Just ’cause you get to spend the night.” D took a brush out of her pocketbook and brushed her hair. It was straightened, but Flo wouldn’t let her wear any styles except two cornrows or a whole lot of box braids. Whenever D got around our way, she took the cornrows out and just let her hair be free. But she always remembered to put it back like it was before she got on the bus.

“You should just tell the crazy lady you almost grown,” Neeka said. “And then come around here and let me hook you up with some fly hair and some good fashion.”

D stopped brushing. I clicked the TV off and turned on the light. We all squinted against the brightness.

“Dag, girl,” Neeka said. “Give a sister a warning before you turn on a light.”

“Why you always gotta say that, Neeka?” D was pointing the brush at her.

“Say what?”

“Tell me to go tell Flo about herself.”

“ ’Cause you should.”

“And then what?” D looked mad now. Her eyes were dark green—pretty in a strange way, like they should have been on somebody different but at the same time looking like they almost belonged to her. Her skin wasn’t brown like mine or light brown like Neeka’s—it was kinda tanbrown in that way that made people always ask her what she was mixed with. When she said, “I’m half black and half your mama!” me and Neeka would laugh and the person would either get mad or laugh too. D hated people asking what she was. Maybe because she didn’t know who her daddy was.

Neeka rolled her eyes. “If you told Flo to kiss your butt, she’d see you was half grown and stop treating you like somebody’s baby.”

“Last I heard, twelve wasn’t half grown—”

“In six years, you’ll be eighteen,” Neeka said. “You eighteen, you legal.”

“If I make itto eighteen. If I don’t act right, I’m out of the system and on my own. And probably homeless.I been in the system long enough to see how jacked up it is. Kids living in the streets because they couldn’t get along with their foster mamas. Kids all caught out there and whatnot. I am sonot trying to go down like that.” D put the brush in her bag and started braiding, her hands flying through her hair like she’d been braiding it for a hundred years.

“Why you getting so tight about it, D? Dag. I was just  saying.”

D finished the first braid and started on the other one. “You my girl, Neeka, but you got your folks looking out for you.”

Neeka started to say something, but D put her hand up.

“Let me finish. You got that nice house and cute clothes and stuff. All I got right now is Flo, and if Flo says go, then I gotta go. I ain’t ready to be trying to figure out how to fit in with some other family somewhere. I’m just trying to fit in with Flo.”

“She just trying to go with the Flo,” I said.

D looked at me and smiled.

“You corny,” Neeka said.

D finished her other braid and looked at her watch—she’d bought it for ten dollars in Times Square, and most of the time it worked. She always wore it and was always checking it.

We headed out. It was warm outside. Some grown-ups were sitting on their stairs across the street next door to Neeka’s house. We waved and they waved back. Neeka’s mama, Miss Irene, must have smelled us leaving, because she raised her window.

“Neeka, where you all think you going this late?” she yelled across at us.

Neeka rolled her eyes and cursed softly. “That woman’s got radar, yo!” she whispered. “We’re just walking D to the bus stop, Ma! Then I’m gonna sleep over at—”

“Oh, now you’re tellingme what you’re going to do?” Miss Irene said. She must have been in the middle of doing her hair  because half of it was straightened, hanging down to her shoulder, and the other half was curling above her ear.

“Just go with the Flo,” D whispered.

“Can I . . . ?”

“You call me when you get back inside and we’ll talk about it,” Miss Irene said. “You be safe going home, D.”

“I will, Miss Irene,” D said, and Miss Irene slid the window back down to meet the screen and disappeared into the house.

We knew she’d let Neeka stay. For some reason, moms felt like they had to put on acts and let you know who had all the power.

Neeka put her hands in her pockets and frowned all the way to the bus stop. But the minute we turned the corner, me and D started cracking up.

“She caught you out there, Neeka.” D laughed.

“Can’t creep around Miss Irene,” I said. I did the creep-step from Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” video.

“You lucky you don’t have some real mama all up in your stuff,” Neeka said to D.

We got to the bus stop and D took a deep breath. The avenue was quiet the way it usually was. Most times, the loudest sound was the bus pulling up. But for a while, there wasn’t even that.

“One day, my mama’s gonna show up again and things will all settle back to how they once was . . .”

Me and Neeka looked at each other. It wasn’t the first time  D had mentioned her mama coming back. Me and Neeka had believed her in the beginning. But after a lot of time passed with no real mama coming, we stopped. We didn’t tell D that. She was our girl and she needed to keep on keeping on like that.

“That’s gonna be tight,” D said softly. “Real tight.”

“Yeah,” Neeka said. “Until she puts you on lockdown worse than Flo.”

“Or worse than your mama,” D said, and me and her started cracking up again.

Neeka tried not to, but she couldn’t help smiling.

“You remember how our mamas were when you first starting coming around?” Neeka said. “All suspicious and whatnot.”

“Like you were going to ruin their innocent girls,” I said. “Meanwhile, Neeka already looking at every boy that got half a leg and—”

“It wasn’t deep,” D said, cutting me off. A look came across her face, tired, old like a grown-up. “I would have been suspicious of me too—coming to this nice neighborhood out of nowhere. No mama or dad or even little sister to be coming over here with me.”

“They got cool about it, though. My moms was just glad I had another friend,” I said.

“And my moms was just glad you had some sense. And being how she seems to love kids so ding-dang much, she  probably fell asleep dreaming me and you was a third set of twins in the family.”

Me and Neeka laughed. D smiled, but she looked faraway. Like she was already on that bus and gone.

“I used to be roaming all over the place,” D said. “And I’m glad because it got me here.”

“Why didyou roam, though?” I asked. Whenever D talked about her roaming, I always asked why. I wanted to understand—deep—what it was like to step outside.

D looked at me and shook her head. “Why? Why? Why, Miss Why? You know why.”

“I know you be telling us why, but I still don’t get it. You say you want to see how other people be living, but that still don’t make a lot of sense to me.”

“You really not curious about how other people be living?”

“Yeah right,” Neeka said. “I guess you read all those biographies and all them other books just to feel the pages turning between your fingers.”

“Shut up, Neeka. I’m talking to D. Doesn’t have anything to do with the books I read.”

“Yeah it does,” D said quietly. She looked at me, her green eyes like tiny mouths asking me all these questions—Don’t you ever want to know the answers?they were saying. The real answers . . . to everything?

“Uptown they got those fancy buildings. Out in  Brooklyn they got those pretty brownstone houses. West Side got Central Park and people going all over the place in those bright yellow taxicabs.” D looked at us and I knew a part of her knew how much me and Neeka lived for the rare moments when she talked about her life, when she showed us where she’d been and, by doing so, we got to go to those places too.

And then it made sense to me—crazy-fast sense in a way it hadn’t before. D walked out of her own life each time she stepped into one of those other places. She got off the bus or walked up out of the subway and her life disappeared, got replaced by that new place, those new strangers—like big pink erasers. Before me and Neeka started asking D about her life, we were erasers too—she got to step into our world, with all the trees and mamas calling from windows and kids playing on the block, and forget.

“I can’t even imagine being as free as you,” Neeka said. “I’d be all over the place!”

“That’s why your mama got you on lockdown,” I said.

“Like yours doesn’t?” Neeka said back.

D laughed, but then she said, “Some days I be feeling like I’m toofree.”

“You really think there’s such a thing as too free?”

“Heckio no!” Neeka said. “And I can tell you for a fact, D—you’d be kissing all that good-bye with a real mama.”

D leaned her head on Neeka’s shoulder and smiled. “I’m done, girl. That’s what I’m saying. I seen everything I want to  see. Lockdown like that? I’m ready. As long as it comes with my mama.”

D started singing real soft “Dear Mama,” the Tupac song where he talked about having a beef with his moms but loving her anyway. D knew all the words and she moved real sweet when she did the rap parts. But when the chorus came on, she just stayed still and sung it—I love you. I need you. I appreciateyou—over and over until the song was done.

We got quiet. An ambulance raced by, and way down the avenue, somebody started honking their car horn like they didn’t have any sense. It was June now and school was out for the summer. Our neighborhood was usually quiet even in the summertime. It had always been like that, boring and quiet with some kids and some teenagers and a whole lot of parents up in all of our business. It was the kinda block where somebody was calling your mama if you even talked too loud. Crazy how grown people liked their quiet.

We loved D because she was our girl and because she’d been to places and seen things me and Neeka probably weren’t ever gonna see. Even though Flo had her on lockdown at night, D also had all this freedom in the daytime. I leaned against the bus stop sign and watched her and Neeka. Mostly I was the quiet one in our group, the Brain. Mostly I watched and listened. But I could watch until I was ninety-nine and I’d never be able to see what D saw.

“The way I figure it,” D said, “we all just out in the world trying to figure out our Big Purpose.”

“Oh, now you gonna go get all relevant,” Neeka said. Relevant was one of her favorite words. A lot of rappers used it and Neeka used it whenever she could too. “Well, drop your knowledge.”

“I’m serious, Neeka. My Big Purpose ain’t about telling Flo to let me do whatever I want to do. I could do that and then be out on the street tomorrow. And the street is not my Big Purpose.”

“What’s your purpose, then,” I asked. “I mean, what’s your  BigPurpose?”

D smiled.

“You my girls,” D said. “You been my girls for a long time now and we tight like it’s all right. Everybody knows that. Everybody see us coming say, ‘Here come—’”

“Three the Hard Way,” we all said.

“I know I got this Big Purpose. And when I know what it is exactly, I’m coming right to y’all with the news.”

The bus came and D kissed me and Neeka good-bye and climbed on. We watched her pay her fare, walk to the back and climb into a window seat. There were only a few other people on the bus and D pressed her forehead against the window and gave us the power peace sign. Me and Neeka gave it right back to her and stood there until the bus pulled away. She kept waving at us until the bus was way down the avenue.

Then me and Neeka headed back to our block. We’d lived across from each other since we was babies. If Neeka wasn’t  spending the night, she’d cross to her green house with the dark green shutters. Inside, Miss Irene would be fussing at the kids to be quieter and fussing at Neeka to help her get dinner ready before her daddy got home.

My house was painted white and had dark red shutters at the windows. Mama worked most days, so a lot of the time it was just me, myself and I. Some days, I’d just lay back on my bed and stare up at my ceiling. I’d stuck these glow-in-the-dark stars up there and some days I’d just stare at them until the light faded enough to see them real clear.

“You better call your mama the minute we get back,” I said to Neeka.

“Why? She’s probably still in the window clocking me.”

“Just call, Neek.”

Neeka nodded. Then we both got quiet. And stayed like that for the whole walk home.
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