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Ka-phoomp! Ka-phoomp! Da Doom Da Dooom!

Ka-phoomp! Ka-phoomp! Da Doom Da Dooom!

You can call me Mouse, ’cause that’s my tag

I’m into it all, everything’s my bag

You know I can run, you know I can hoop

I can do it alone, or in a group

My ace is Styx, he’ll always do

Add Bev and Sheri, and you got my crew

My tag is Mouse, and it’ll never fail

And just like a mouse I got me a tale

Ka-phoomp! Ka-phoomp! Da Doom Da Dooom!

Ka-phoomp! Ka-phoomp! Da Doom Da Dooom!



 

“I should have known something was up,” I said as Styx and I left the library.


“Yo, Mouse, you got to get it off your mind.”

“Get it off my mind? How would you like to come home and find some dude making eyes at your mother?”

“He’s not some dude. He’s your father.”

“You remember the time I spent the weekend at your house?”

“Yeah.”

“How many times did my mother call?”

“A few times.”

“At least three times the first day and twice the second day.” We turned up Amsterdam Avenue. The kids from J.H.S. 43 were just getting out, and I had to almost shout to get Styx to hear me.

“Well, she only called me twice the whole week I was in computer camp during the Easter break. I should have known something was up.”

“She say anything about your father when she called?” Styx asked.

“The second time she called she said he was there. But I figured he was probably just in the country for a few days and dropped by to say hello or something. You know—grab a cup of coffee and get on back to the Middle East where he was working.”

“You have to miss him,” Styx says.

“All we’ve seen of the dude for the last eight years is the monthly check that Mom gets,” I said. “Last June I bought the mailman a Father’s Day present.”

“So what are they actually doing?”

“What they are actually doing is dating,” I said. “That is what they are doing. Now ask me what he is doing.”

“What’s your father doing?” Styx jumped back on the curb as a gypsy cab cut in front of us.

“Mr. Paul Douglas is making them bad noises like he want to be somebody’s daddy,” I said. “You know, talking to me about life with a capital L, and stuff like that.”

“You want to come to my house and tube out awhile?” Styx asked.

Styx has got this dynamite television set. It’s about a hundred inches wide and ninety high. When you tube out with Styx, you are seriously tubed out! I wanted to, but I couldn’t make it.

“I got to turn in my Study Skills notebook tomorrow,” I said. “Or I won’t get a grade on it, and my final grade will be 79 instead of the 82 I so richly deserve.”

“Friday’s the last day of school,” Styx said.

“And today being Wednesday does not give The Mouse a whole lot of time to be making up a whole notebook,” I said.


“How are you going to do it?”

“The divine Sheri Jones, having already copped an A, has consented to let me use her notebook as a model.”

“And she just let you take it?” Styx said as we stopped in front of his crash. “That’s not like Sheri, man.”

“You just don’t appreciate The Mouse’s charm,” I said.

“It’s got to be something,” Styx said. “See you tomorrow.”

I watched the Styx take his front stairs two at a time, dodge around a guy playing checkers with himself, and disappear. Styx is my ace, my main man, my mighty wonder on the court, and my mighty thunder off the court. He’s fourteen, the same age as The Mouse, and we are both wonders, each in our own special way. I might be just a little better-looking than he is, but I don’t hold that against him. Oh yeah, and I guess I’m a lot more charming.

I am not that big a dude. Five foot three and three-quarter inches exactly. I weigh in at one hundred and twenty-seven and one-half pounds in sneakers and one hundred and twenty-seven and three-quarter pounds in shoes. So you kind of see where Mouse comes from. My real name is Fred, but only lames call me that.


Check out Styx. He is six foot three inches tall. Did you hear that? Six foot three inches tall. He’s so big that when we walk down the street I got to decide if I want to walk on his sunny side and cop the vitamin D or his shady side to relax my tan. And he plays ball. Did I say he plays ball? He is righteous! The man can shoot from the outside. The man can shoot from the inside. He can slam, he can jam, he can do the Whimmy Wham! And if you don’t know what that means it don’t matter because whatever it means, you can’t stop him from doing it. That’s how good he is.

And check this out. He don’t even like to play ball. No lie. He’s into art. He does a little photography, a little music, a little chess. He hoops when there’s nothing else to do.

Me, I can hoop. I can definitely hoop. I ain’t jamming but I’m scamming. You may look great but you will look late. You got the ball against me and you blink and all you got left is the stink because I got the ball and gone. I played one on one with my shadow and my shadow couldn’t keep up. But that’s about all I do, which is now a problem since my dad is living in the city and dropping by all the time.

“Is that all you do?” he asked. “Play basket-ball?”

“I watch television,” I said. I knew that wasn’t going to get it, but I couldn’t think of anything that quick.

“Watching television is hardly doing something,” he says.

About the third time he ran that down it began to wear heavy on The Mouse’s ear, but then I peeped his hole card. See, I was supposed to feel bad. Then he was going to run his play about how we could do things together. Then Moms was supposed to check that out and get all teary-eyed so he could make his main play, which I figured had to be to get back together with Moms.

A word about Moms. She works for the telephone company. She is smart, and she is real cute in an almost foxy kind of way. She’s little, too, like yours truly. But mainly she is good people. I can see why Pops wants to get back with her, but I can’t see why he ever split in the first place. The way I figure, if you stay, you own the day, if you stray—stay away!

Okay. The Mouse comes up with a plan. I got to find something heavy to do over the summer so I can tell Mr. D (I’m not calling him Dad) that I’m too busy to be doing anything he wants to do. This shouldn’t be that much of a problem because there’s always something going on in the neighborhood.

I reached my building and started upstairs to my crash. On the way I see Mrs. Tice. Mrs. Tice is a snap. Every day she takes her cat out for a walk. No lie. She got a little ugly cat named Black-stone and she takes him out for a walk on a leash. She’s nosy, too.

“Hello, Mouse, how are you?”

“Fine, ma’am,” I say.

“You know, that man I saw your mother with the other day looks just like an insurance sales-man I used to know,” she said. “Does he sell insurance?”

“I don’t know what he does,” I said. “I see him hanging around the house a lot, though.”

Her mouth fell open, but before she could get herself in gear to ask the next question I was gone.

Sheri had a nice notebook, but she must have written down everything the guy said from the time he entered the classroom on the first day. I got writer’s cramp just looking at it. Hey, but education is the key to success, right? So I started copying her notebook.

The phone rang and it was Styx. Jimmy Montgomery had just called and told him that something was going on in the park.

“Jimmy said there’s a television truck and everything,” Styx said over the phone.

I slipped on a shirt and headed toward the park.

 


Everybody and their mama was in the park. It was June, and the kids were revving up for the rest of summer. I looked around until I found the guys I hung out with. Styx was already there, Jimmy was there, and Omega Taylor, and Toast. Beverly and Sheri were there, too. Styx and I climbed up on the fence so we could see over the crowd of kids. Beverly and Sheri went on down front.

We watched them as they finished setting up the television camera and then some guy came up and they started interviewing him. I didn’t know who the guy was, but he looked familiar. He was too old to be a ballplayer, so I figured he might have been an announcer or something from the N.B.A. Margie Davis, the lady from Channel 5, was interviewing the guy but we couldn’t hear what they were talking about.

I’ve been secretly in love with Margie Davis for almost two years. I watch the six-o’clock news just because of her.

Okay, they finish talking to the guy, and who do you think Margie Davis turns to? Beverly! It could have been me if I had gone down there with them.

Beverly is new to the neighborhood. She came from some place called Eureka in California. I don’t know that much about her, just that she hit it off with Sheri pretty good. That and she’s got these really fly eyes. In fact, she’s so fly she’s almost airborne. She would have been definitely star material if she hadn’t been just a little too tall for me. Another thing—she knows she’s fine. If she catches you dribbling your eyeballs in her court too long she gives you this big wink.

Now Sheri is one of these strange chicklets. When you first scope her you think that she’s kind of fine, but not really outrageous. Then you get to know her and you find out she’s one of these superserious people. Whatever she does she’s got to get it right. But she’s cool, too. She can get up to where she wants to be and get down when she wants to be. In other words if she catch you wrong she’ll sing her song, run it by and signify Definitely drop the word on you.

Beverly and Sheri have another friend. Her name’s Ceil and her mom’s from Mexico. Ceil is cool, but Sheri said that her mom is having fits because Ceil isn’t Mexicana enough. That’s the main thing that moms are for, I think, having fits. The three of them—Beverly, Sheri, and Ceil—call themselves The Selects.

“So now that you’re a star,” I said to Beverly, “shine your light on us poor mortals and tell us what they were talking about.”

“You remember that guy on television who found that sunken treasure off Canada?” Beverly asked. It was hot and she was taking off her sweater.

“Yeah, I remember it,” Omega said. “Found some gold doubloons and some silver.”

“That was the guy they were interviewing,” Beverly said. “He thinks there’s a treasure around here.”

“A ship went down in Harlem?”

“No, some big-time crook was supposed to have hid his money in a building around here,” Beverly said. “Whoever finds it can keep it because he’s been dead for about thirty years and nobody can prove who the money really belongs to.”

“Where is it?”

“He hasn’t found it yet,” Beverly said.

The interview was supposed to be on the six-o’clock news and we figured we’d all check it out to see if Beverly was going to be on television.

“I’ll check you guys out later,” Toast said.

“Where you running off to?” Sheri said. “I didn’t finish telling you about the talent contest that Mouse is entering.”

The fellows turned and looked at me, and I’m standing there with my face hanging out over my chin ’cause I don’t know what the chicklet is talking about.


“Right,” Beverly said. “Sheri, are we going to let the rest of the guys help, too?”

“Help do what?” Jimmy asked.

“Whatever it is, I ain’t helping,” Omega said.

Omega grabbed the ball from Jimmy, dribbled toward the basket, took one big step and laid it up.

“You hear we couldn’t get into the trio section of the talent contest?” Sheri asked.

“You didn’t have enough talent?” Jimmy said.

“We have enough talent, Mr. Jimmy Montgomery, but so many people entered the trio division that they closed it out. The only way we can enter the contest is in the mixed group.”

“You mean boys and girls?”

“I think that’s the way it should be, anyway,” Sheri said. “Don’t you think so?”

“And Mouse is going to dance with The Selects,” Beverly said.

“No, I am not,” I said.

“Come on, Mouse.” Sheri nudged me with her hip. “You wouldn’t want me to write something bad about you in my notebook, would you?”

I couldn’t believe it. I thought Sheri had rained her affection on The Mouse when she lent him her notebook. Now she was hanging me out to dry. Many days of sadness.

Some little kids came and asked us to move off the edge of the basketball court because they wanted to play a game.

“I own this park,” Styx said, “and you can’t play on my basketball court.”

“You don’t own this park,” the kid said, looking at me and Sheri.

Sheri took my arm and Styx’s arm and pulled us off the court. “Why don’t you guys come on and dance with us?” she said. “It won’t hurt, will it, Mouse?”

“I know it won’t hurt,” Styx said. “Because we’re not doing it.”

“What do you say, Mouse?” Sheri asked.

“It might not be so bad,” I said with a shrug, thinking about the notebook again.

Beverly called Omega over and asked him if he would dance with The Selects and he just fell on the ground laughing.

“Pitiful thing!” Beverly shook her head and the girls left the park together.

Omega and Jimmy got into a basketball game with the little kids and me and Styx watched from the sideline.

“I was thinking about your dad,” Styx said. “You know, if he does make a comeback it might be cool. My father died five years ago and I still miss him. It’ll be good to have him around. No lie.”


“Could be,” I said. I hadn’t even thought about how it would look to everybody else to have my father show up all of a sudden. Or maybe I had thought about it in the back of my mind or something like that. I don’t know. Styx just pulled the thing out of the air and laid it out. That’s what he’s like.

We watched Jimmy and Omega cheat the little kids awhile and then I was about to leave when Pooky came into the park with Hollywood.

Pooky is this big fat guy about twenty-six. He runs a barbecue joint over on Eighth Avenue. He thinks he’s sharp but what he is mostly is big and fat and corny. He has a gold tooth in the front of his mouth that he can take out if he wants to. He’s always coming to the park and telling everybody what a good ballplayer he used to be. Anything in the world you think you can do, he used to do it better.

Hollywood is Pooky’s monkey. That’s right—he carries this monkey around with him all the time.

“Hollywood wants you!” Pooky pointed at me.

“That ugly monkey doesn’t want anything except a banana,” I said.

“No, he wants to have a shooting contest with you,” Pooky said. “Whoever makes the most baskets gets two dollars and whoever loses got to eat the banana and go cheep-cheep-cheep.”

“In the first place, that monkey doesn’t have two dollars,” I said.

“I got the two dollars,” Pooky said, pulling out some dollar bills from his pocket. “And I got the banana.”

“In the second place, a monkey can’t shoot a basketball,” I said.

“Then you got to win the two dollars, right?” Pooky looked at me. “Or maybe you scared to go up against Hollywood?”

All the small kids had gathered around to see Hollywood.

“You don’t have a basketball,” I said.

Pooky called a guy over from another court and borrowed a basketball.

“Now we got us a contest here between a ball-player and a monkey.” Pooky held his hand up as if he were announcing a game. “But we don’t know who the ballplayer and who the monkey. Whoever makes the least baskets in ten tries is the monkey and whoever makes the most is the ball-player.”

“And gets the two dollars,” I said.

“And gets the two dollars,” Pooky said. “You want to shoot first?”


“No, Hollywood can shoot first,” I said. “I’ve never seen a monkey shoot a basketball before.”

Pooky took Hollywood right next to the basket, held him up, and gave him the basketball.

“You’re putting him right on top of the basket,” I said.

“You can stand here too,” Pooky said.

Hollywood threw the ball against the back-board. It went in. I couldn’t believe a monkey could shoot a basketball.

The second shot went in, too.

And the third. I mean the monkey was right on top of the basket—how could he miss? In fact, he didn’t miss.

Pooky gave him a big kiss and threw me the basketball.

I made four baskets in a row. Then I missed.

All the little kids started jumping up and down and talking about how this monkey had beaten a kid. Some even said a “big” kid. I ever tell you I hate monkeys?








End of sample
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