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one



MAYA

I’d just sat down in front of the television in the basement and was about to watch True Blood, when I glanced at my leg and the orthopedic boot I was wearing and remembered that I’d left some new sandals that I’d picked up from the mall in the trunk of my mother’s car. The patent leather yellow sandals were a bit out of my price range, but I had promised them to myself as a reward once my leg healed. I rose to my feet, strapped my foot into my shoe boot and made my way toward the garage door. Thankfully, I wouldn’t have to hobble around in the boot for much longer, because soon it would be coming off for good. I walked into the laundry room and opened a side door that led outside, then made my way to the garage. As I opened the garage door, I thought about the day my cast was removed.

I was sitting in the doctor’s office with my dad, who’d taken the day off so that he could take me to my appointment. The television in the waiting room was tuned into the Wendy Williams Show. Wendy was in a good mood, dishing out all of the celebrity gossip on everyone from Charlie Sheen to Tiger Woods. As my dad watched the show with me, he began shaking his head.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I’m trying to figure out who this Snooki lady is,” he said, focusing all of his attention on Wendy, who was holding up an enlarged picture of Snooki.

“She’s one of the stars on a reality TV show called Jersey Shore,” I informed him.

“Well, Snooki is wearing the same type of hair pouf your mom used to wear back in the 1980s. It’s funny how fashion and hairstyles come and go.” My dad spoke confidently, as though he was down on all teenage trends.

Other people in the waiting room began snickering at his silly comment. When I rolled my eyes, my dad cracked a smile.

A nurse appeared from behind a door and called my name. “Maya Rogers.”

“Yes, that’s me,” I answered as I prepared to stand. My dad and I made our way back to the examination room and waited for the doctor.

“Hello, Mr. Rogers. Maya, how are you doing?” Dr. Barrios asked when she walked into the room. She was a woman in her mid-fifties with black shoulder-length hair, tanned skin and a warm smile. My dad gave a nod in greeting before taking a seat in the guest chair.

“I’d be doing much better if I didn’t have this dang cast on,” I said with blunt honesty. “My leg itches all of the time and it’s really annoying.”

“Well, today we’re going to cut the cast off, take an X-ray and see how you’re healing,” she said as she sat down on a stool and rolled over to my leg. She removed the sock that I had covering my toes.

“I like that color you’ve painted your toes,” she complimented me.

“Oh, thank you,” I said as I thought about my best friend, Keysha, who had painted them neon-pink.

Dr. Barrios then said, “Wiggle your toes for me.” I moved my toes as she’d requested.

“Good. Okay. Let me cut you out of that thing.”

Dr. Barrios used a saw to remove the cast from my leg. I was so freaking happy to have that thing taken off. When I saw my leg it was ashy-white and very dry. There was a nasty-looking blister that had formed at my heel where my foot would sweat and rub against the cast. My leg also looked smaller than the other one and was very sensitive to touch. It also smelled musty from being confined to the cast and was rather hairy.

“Ewww,” I said, touching my leg and wanting to shave right away.

“I know what you’re thinking, and if I were you I’d wait for the skin to become a little less sensitive before attempting to shave or use hair remover.”

“My leg is as hairy as a man’s,” I griped, but had no intention to irritate it more than it already was.

“Well, let’s go and get that X-ray to see how the bone has healed up.” I hobbled over to a nearby wheelchair and sat down. I told my dad that I’d be back soon as I was being wheeled away.

After taking a look at the X-ray Dr. Barrios came back into the room where my father and I were waiting.


“Well, Maya, you’re certainly an amazing young woman who has the ability to heal up very quickly,” she said, smiling as she placed the X-ray on a light box where my father and I could see it.

“That’s such good news,” my father said. “But what exactly does that mean?”

“It means that your daughter is a resilient young lady. She doesn’t need the cast anymore.” Dr. Barrios looked directly at me. “I’m going to have you fitted for an orthopedic boot and sign you up for some physical therapy so that you can get the strength back in your leg.”

“Can I stand up?” I asked.

“Yes, but don’t be surprised if your leg feels a little funny, and don’t put your weight on it.” Totally excited, I didn’t even let her finish her sentence. I rose up out of the wheelchair and placed most of the pressure on my good leg before slowly balancing my weight on my other leg. It was a little disappointing to realize that my leg wasn’t strong enough to support me just yet.

 

I grabbed the bag I was searching for out of the trunk of the car and headed back inside the house. I made my way back toward the television and saw that my younger sister, Anna, held the remote control and was about to sit down in the La-Z-Boy chair. As nicely as I could I told her that I was actually there first and was about to watch True Blood before she had come in. Anna, without so much as giving it a second thought, offered up an explosive response.

“I don’t care what you say. When I came in you were nowhere near the television—so, too bad. I’m about to watch America’s Best Dance Crew.” Anna held the television remote, aimed it and flipped the channel to her show.

“I only went to the garage for a few minutes and planned on watching television down here. Besides, you know it takes me a little longer to do everything with this orthopedic boot on,” I said, speaking calmly.

“Do I look like a Maya mind reader? Am I supposed to know your every thought? Am I supposed to know where you are every second of the day? I don’t think so,” she said unapologetically before plopping down on the La-Z-Boy and turning up the volume. I released an aggravated sigh as I tried to keep my temper in check. Anna and I would get along so much better if she were to just drop off the face of the earth. I’m sure my parents would be the only two people on the planet who’d miss her, because I certainly wouldn’t. Anna was stubborn, hardheaded and, most of all, annoying. Unfortunately for me, Anna had the unique ability to get under my skin by just breathing.

“Why don’t you just go watch it in another room? Why do you have to be down here?” I tried to reason with her as I braced myself against the back of the sofa.

“For the same reason you want to watch your show in here—because this is the biggest television in the house.” Anna folded her arms and repositioned herself in the seat as if she were a boulder that would not be moved easily.

“Anna, if you don’t change back the channel I’m going to make you regret it.” I raised my voice, hoping to frighten her.

“Please! What are you going to do, broke-leg mountain? Hop over here and try to beat me down? All I’d have to do is push you and you’d fall faster than rain.”

“I bet I won’t. Come on. Try it. I dare you!” I encouraged Anna to try her luck. She’d never won a fight against me and, even with a leg that was still healing up, I wasn’t going to allow her to win. I was more than willing to fight dirty and draw blood with my teeth, if it came to that.

“Don’t think that I won’t get up and do it,” Anna snapped at me. It was clear, at least in my mind, that she had become overconfident by my somewhat hindered mobility. A part of me was willing to drop the conversation and watch the show in another room, but when Anna stuck her tongue out at me I immediately changed my mind. It was about respect now, and I had to place her in check. I tucked my crutches beneath my armpits and swung myself around the sofa so I could snatch the remote from her hand.

“Why are you two in here shouting at each other?” My mother, Raven, walked into the room carrying a laundry hamper filled with dirty clothes. She was a beautiful Mexican woman with round cheeks, a perfect smile and brown hair. She was meticulous about the care of her skin, which always appeared absolutely flawless, even without makeup. She was tall, about five-eight and, for a woman in her forties with three children, she was in excellent shape. My friend Keysha once told me that my mom reminded her of the actress Eva Longoria. My mom kept in shape through a combination of dieting and teaching Zumba classes on the weekend at a nearby health club.

“Because I was in here first and…” Anna suddenly rose to her feet and stood directly in front of me, slightly bumping me before I could finish what I was saying.

“No, she wasn’t, Mom. When I came in, she was nowhere to be found. When I turned on the television she showed up, acting all bossy for no reason at all.” Anna heatedly presented her version of events.

“That’s not true. I asked you nicely.”

“Girls. I don’t want to hear it. Can there be at least one full day where I don’t have to get a phone call at work or come home and listen to you two bickering? You two fight more than I did with your aunt.”

I hobbled from behind Anna and pleaded my case. “Mom, she knows how hard it is for me to get around. She could at least be considerate and let me watch my program in here. She’s only doing this to annoy me.”

“That’s a lie. My time is too valuable to be wasting it on you,” Anna blurted out.

“You know what, keep interrupting me and I’m going to kill you just like Cain killed Abel,” I threatened my sister.

“Maya!” My mother raised her voice at me. “You’re older and supposed to be more mature. You can’t go around letting every little thing irritate you.”

“But…” I wasn’t about to give up.

“Who has the remote now?” my mother asked.

“I do.” Anna held it up to show her.

“Then you get to watch what you want. Maya, go watch your show in another room.” My mom resolved our conflict before continuing on to the laundry room.

“I hate you!” I turned and snarled at Anna.

“The feeling is mutual,” she immediately responded back.


“I still hear bickering. It had better end now, or else!” Mom shouted out from the laundry room.

“This isn’t over,” I whispered through clenched teeth.

“Talk to the hand.” Anna placed her palm in front of my face.

“That line is so old and played out. You’re lucky, because if I wasn’t in this boot I’d twist your fingers off,” I said brazenly. As I was about to move away from her, Anna rotated her wrist and flipped up her middle finger. I lowered my eyelids to slits, wishing I had the ability of a superhero to shoot deadly flames from my eyes and burn her to a crisp.

“If you keep standing there you’ll miss your show,” Anna said.

As best as I could I made my way back to the living room, where there was a smaller television. As I watched the show, for some reason I can’t fully explain I began to feel sorry for myself and started crying. My emotions seemed to overtake me without warning. I thought about how my leg had gotten broken at a house party that had gotten out of control and turned into a stampede. I thought about how my boyfriend, Misalo, had rescued me from getting trampled and how my parents now forbade me to see him. If that wasn’t bad enough, with a broken leg I had automatically lost my job as a lifeguard, which I truly loved. I sighed, wiped away my tears and tried to force myself to stop sobbing.

“What’s wrong with you?” My father, Herman, walked into the house through the garage door. He was casually dressed in denim shorts, brown summer sandals and a black polo shirt that my mother had recently picked up for him. My father stood about six-three, had smooth, brown skin like the actor Idris Elba and low-cut black hair that was turning gray. My father liked to work out and was stout with muscular arms, a broad chest and a little bit of a bloated belly. My mother would immediately get on his case if she felt his stomach was beginning to look too much like a Buddha belly. Lately he’d been trying to break his habit of eating at his two favorite fast-food restaurants, Sharks fried fish and Popeyes fried chicken, but he hadn’t been that successful.

“Nothing,” I answered as I tried to hide my tears. My father sat next to me and placed a bag filled with fried catfish from Sharks on an end table.

“Man, that smells good,” I said.

“Do you want some? I got enough for everyone.”

“You know Mom isn’t going to eat that,” I said with a smile.

“Well, that just means there will be more for you and me. I got a family-size side order of coleslaw and French fries, too.” He picked up the bag and headed toward the kitchen. A few moments later he returned with a plate for me resting atop a food tray.

“How does your leg feel?” he asked before stepping away to grab his own plate.

“It itches like crazy.” I placed a morsel of the fried fish in my mouth. “This tastes so good.”

“Well, in two days you’ll have another doctor’s appointment, and hopefully you’ve completely healed up.”

“I can’t wait. I’m dying to get out of this boot and I’m tired of going to physical therapy,” I said.

“Well, I hope this experience has taught you a lesson about the type of people you’ve been hanging around. Especially that boy, Misalo. He’s no good for you, Maya. He’s nothing but trouble.”

“Dad, how can you say that? Misalo took me to prom and nothing happened. You’ve got it all twisted. Misalo saved me,” I said, trying to once again convince him that he should be thanking my boyfriend and not condemning him.

“True. He did take you to prom, but while you were still getting dressed he and I had a little conversation. I made sure that from then on forward, if he wanted to continue dating you, he’d better bring you back home in the same condition that you left in. He promised me that he would, but that promise has been broken.”

“But, Daddy, it wasn’t his fault,” I said, unwilling to allow Misalo’s courage to go unrecognized. “Had he not protected me, things could have been worse.”

“If you believe his bringing you home with a broken leg is protection, then I need to do a better job of showing you how a man is supposed to treat a woman.”

“Daddy, the place was way too crowded. There were people everywhere,” I explained once again.

“Didn’t you tell me that there was a dogfight going on in the house?”

“Yes,” I answered him.

“And did you want to see a dogfight?” He met my gaze with his own.

“No,” I answered with reluctance.

“And who convinced you to go into the basement to see it anyway?”

I lowered my eyes to the floor. “Misalo,” I whispered.

“So, not only did you go to an unsupervised party— without the permission of your mother or myself, I might add—but Misalo, who apparently shares the same interests as Michael Vick and who supposedly cares for you so much, persuaded you to watch a violent and inhumane dogfight.”

“Daddy, you’re twisting it around!” I raised my voice.

“How am I twisting it around? That is the truth as you told it to your mother and I. Am I correct?” I could feel my father’s judgmental glare heating up the side of my face. I turned to meet his gaze once again.

“Yes. But it wasn’t like that. Misalo…”

My father cut me off. “Misalo was more interested in saving himself than he was with protecting you. Once all of the pushing started, he knew that if he tripped over you everyone would step on his back and crush not only you but him, as well.” By the tone of Dad’s voice I knew that he’d gotten irritated.

“But—” My father tossed the palm of his hand up, which made me go silent.

“He went into survival mode, Maya, just like you did. You wanted to get up. Did you care about what was happening to other people around you?”

“No,” I answered. “I just wanted them to allow me to get up.”

“A man, or boy for that matter, who cares for his woman or girl doesn’t drag her to violent dogfights. That’s like me dragging your mother to the front lines when I served in the Gulf War. Just to take a look at the horror and brutality of it all. If he’s interested in that type of cruelty, his thirst for violence may end up turning on you. Do you understand what I’m getting at?” he asked.


“No!” I snapped because I wasn’t able to change his perception of Misalo. “He was just curious, Dad.”

“And his curiosity led to you having a broken leg,” he quickly fired back.

“I’m not hungry anymore,” I said tearfully.

“All the tears in the world aren’t going to change my mind about him.”

“I just want to go lay down,” I said glumly. My father rose to his feet and then helped me to mine. I made my way to the staircase and walked up with the support of the rail. I entered my bedroom and closed the door. I went to my bed, got comfortable and glared at the ceiling. All I could see were images of Misalo desperately trying to free my leg from being completely crushed.

I can’t remember when I drifted off to sleep, but I awoke to the sound of my cell phone ringing. I’d set up a special ringtone for my best friend, Keysha, so I knew right away that it was her calling.

“Hey, girl. How are you doing?” she asked, sounding more jovial than I was feeling.

“Fine,” I answered.

“Ooo. You don’t sound fine. What happened?” Keysha asked.

“Life,” I continued with the one-word answers.

“Okay.” Keysha paused. “Is this going to be like pulling teeth or are you going to talk to me?” she asked.

“I don’t want to talk about my problems right now. What are you doing?” I asked.

“I’m just leaving work. The pool was supercrowded today. I had to kick out two seventh-grade boys who were trying to drown each other.”

“Who was at the pool today? Anyone I know?” I asked.

“Yes. Misalo was there and I have a message for you from him.” I immediately perked up.

“He said that he misses you and he can’t wait to see you. So, being the good friend that I am to both of you guys, I have taken it upon myself to help you see each other.”

“I can’t. My parents won’t allow him to come anywhere near me.” I reminded her of my dilemma.

“That’s why you have me. I came up with a brilliant idea that should work,” Keysha said enthusiastically.

“What have you been plotting?” I asked, pressing the phone closer to my ear.

“Okay. On my next day off, tell your parents that you want to come over to my house and hang out with me for the day. You can have them drop you off on their way to work. Then when my parents leave for their jobs, we can invite Misalo over. You guys could be together all day.”

“And where will you be?” I asked.

“Minding my own business.” Keysha laughed.

I popped my fingers. “I have an even better idea.”

“What?” Keysha asked.

“I’ll invite Misalo over to my house while my parents are at work,” I said, not knowing why I hadn’t thought of it before.

“But what if one of them comes home early or something?” Keysha asked.

“Please, both of my parents call me all day long to make sure I’m doing fine. They always call home when they’re on their way. Besides, I’ll have Misalo out of here long before they get back.”

“Well, okay. If you’re cool with that I’m cool with it.”

“Can you give Misalo the message for me?” I asked.

“Why don’t you just call him yourself?”

“Because I don’t want my dad, or anyone else for that matter, to overhear me talking to him. You know how thin the walls are in my house, and for some reason the heating ducts have the ability to carry conversations through the walls,” I explained.

“Okay. I’ll do it now,” Keysha assured me.

“You’re such a good friend.” I smiled as I turned over on my bed.

“Hey, you were there for me when I went through all of that drama with my ex-boyfriend Wesley, so the least I can do is be here for you.”

“Since we’re speaking of ex-boyfriends, have you heard from Jerry or Wesley?” I asked.

“Girl, I’ll have to tell you about those tragedies later. I’m walking in the front door right now. I’ll call you back in a few minutes once I’ve talked with Misalo,” Keysha said before she hung up the phone. I wondered what kind of crazy drama was going on with Keysha, but even more exciting than that was the thought of finally seeing Misalo. My heart raced at the thought of just seeing his face.








two



VIVIANA

I’ve never really thought much about my future because I’m too busy trying to survive the present. I suppose that’s why I really don’t give a damn about anything. I mean, what’s the point in caring or trying when you only end up hurt or deeply disappointed. This truth has been proven to me time and again. So, I choose to live day by day and deal with the trash life throws at me. That’s what living is all about anyway, right? One screwed-up dilemma after another and no one really caring about it unless it impacts their world in some way. That’s what I’ve learned, and for the most part, that’s the way I see my life. No one really gives me much thought, until they have to deal with me.

My mother has a weakness for bad boys. Not the would-be kind of thug who only pretends to be hard core, but the real deal. The men she dates have to have a rap sheet at least a page long. They also need to have a thousand chicken heads after them, be as dumb as Flavor Flav is ugly, and have countless tattoos. A short temper is a must, along with no desire to live what most of society would call a productive lifestyle. I don’t know why she’s fascinated with men like that. She just is. If I had to guess, though, I think she believes that if she loves them hard enough, she’ll be able to change them into someone more worthwhile than who they are, and perhaps just as loving as her. So far, her love hasn’t transformed any of them, but it hasn’t stopped her from trying.

My mother, Salena, and I don’t get along very well for a bunch of reasons, all of which are complicated and difficult to explain. We’ve never lived in one place for very long and we’ve always had to move for one reason or another. Sometimes she’d drop me off at my grandmother’s house for weeks at a time until she was able to find a new apartment, get out of jail or find a new boyfriend who was willing to take us both in. I’ve never liked any of her male friends because all of them made my skin crawl. One guy she dated would lustfully ogle me as if I were the prize he really wanted and not my mother. It was gross to have that creep thirsty for me. When I mentioned it to my mother, she was more interested in saving her relationship than protecting me, so off to my grandmother Esmeralda’s house I went.

I’d come to the conclusion that my mother only loved me when she was between men. That’s when we’re able to get along the best. I don’t have to compete for her attention and she doesn’t have to bend over backward to accommodate some jerk’s every wish.

When I was thirteen, my mom and I lived in a small apartment in the Humboldt Park neighborhood of Chicago. We were able to get the place because she’d landed a job as a cook for a nursing home. It was the one time after the death of my father that she was able to find work making enough money to support us. At the time we didn’t have much in the way of furnishings, just a few secondhand items that had been picked up for practically nothing from Goodwill. The apartment was drafty and needed to be repainted. The stained tan carpeting needed to be pulled up and the kitchen needed to be remodeled. In spite of everything wrong with the place, I was happy to be with her and have a place of my own to call home.

One Friday evening when I was thirteen, I walked into her bedroom just as she’d finished squeezing her oversize barrel-shaped body into an extratight, black, spaghetti-strap dress she’d recently purchased. It looked horrible on her. Her breasts looked like flapjacks, her stomach was so bloated it looked as if she’d swallowed the moon and her rear end reminded me of a sack of mashed potatoes. Even though she looked awful, I smiled and cheerfully said, “You look beautiful,” as I focused on her pretty, round face, which was still pleasant to look at because she hadn’t started getting deep wrinkle lines.

“Of course I do. Age hasn’t caught up with me at all. I look like I’m about twenty-one years old, don’t I?” she asked, fully convinced that every word she’d just spoken was an undeniable truth. My mother had just turned thirty-eight and wasn’t very happy about the reality that in two years she’d be forty.

“Nineteen,” I lied with a straight face—a skill that I’d already mastered.

“Ooo, that’s even better. All the men at the club will be begging me for a dance tonight,” she chimed gleefully, forcing her feet into a pair of worn-out high-heeled shoes.


“Can I ask you a question?” I spoke softly as I tucked my hair behind my ear.

“Not if your question is going to lead to a bunch of drama, Viviana. I don’t feel like hearing your made-up stories about hearing strange sounds, or being too afraid to stay in here for a few hours by yourself. When I was your age I used to—” I interrupted her.

“It’s nothing like that. I was just wondering—” I paused. “I mean…I want you to have a good time and everything, but don’t pick up a new boyfriend. I mean, you of course can have a new boyfriend but can you wait for a little while?”

“Wait for a while? Your father has been dead for two years. I have a right to seek romance and happiness free of guilt,” she said defensively.

“I know, but…” I paused, making sure to choose my words carefully. “It seems like whenever you get a new boyfriend, you never seem to have time for me.” I looked into her eyes and immediately saw sparks of anger.

“How selfish of you, Viviana, I can’t believe you just said that to me!” she barked, and I flinched. “Don’t you want me to be happy? Don’t you want me to fall in love again? I have to work three times as hard to get a guy to notice me because of young girls like you!” She spoke as if some guy had already chosen me over her.

“I’m only thirteen and I don’t even like boys,” I gently reminded her.

She inhaled deeply and then released a short, quick huff of air. “You may be thirteen but your body has blossomed and looks just as old as mine.” I immediately felt self-conscious. I hugged myself as I leaned my back against the wall near the light switch.

“The only things you’re missing are my stretch marks and belly fat. You’re prettier than me and if I were to meet a guy, I plan to do everything I can to make sure he stays focused on my sexy body and not yours.” My mother stared at me as if I were a direct threat to winning over the man she’d hoped to catch. She moved toward the dresser, grabbed a pack of Pall Mall 100’s and tapped out one of the cigarettes. She reached for her lighter, spun the wheel and lit her smoke. She inhaled deeply before expelling a long plume of smoke.

“You’re the one who took my sexy body from me. Before I had you I could walk down the street and stop traffic without even trying. These days, that’s not so freaking easy.” She placed her cigarette in an ashtray and began tugging at the fabric of the dress.

I took a hard swallow and boldly said, “You sound like you hate me.”

She chuckled condescendingly. “Hate and envy are closely related, remember that.” Salena stepped out of her bedroom and walked across the hall to the bathroom. Before I could ask another question she slammed the door shut, leaving me completely confused as to what I’d done wrong or what she meant. That happened three years ago. A lot has changed since then, most of which has not been for the better.

I was scratching a mosquito bite on my forearm as I stood in front of Our Lady of Guadalupe Church on Chicago’s Southeast side. I noticed my skin had turned as red as a strawberry as I waited on my girlfriend Toya Taylor to arrive. An ugly boy, about fifteen with zits galore, walked past, puckered his lips and blew me a kiss. I gave him a repulsive glare as I noticed his ill-fitting black slacks, and the fact that he didn’t have on any socks with his white dress shoes.

“Ugh,” I mumbled.

The last thing I wanted was an ugly and broke boyfriend. Hell, I had expensive tastes and needed a man who was getting paid. Admittedly, I wasn’t dressed in anything spectacular, just my blue jean shorts, a green T-shirt and a pair of worn-out but comfortable pink flip-flops. My black hair was braided into a long ponytail that cascaded down the center of my back, stopping between my shoulder blades. I am tall, slender and have been told countless times that my lips are shaped like Angelina Jolie’s. Some days, I actually wished that I was her so I could live her fairy-tale life. I would have looked more fly if I’d had a pair of sexy sunglasses and the designer handbag I’d seen at a store in the mall a few days before. I hated being broke and struggling for everything. If my father were still around he would’ve made sure I had everything my heart desired, no matter what it cost. He was the best father a girl could ask for. He had his problems and did stuff he wasn’t proud of in order to survive, but he did what he had to do out of love, and that counted for a lot in my book. At that moment, while lost in my thoughts, an elderly woman with aged, wrinkled skin, a white head scarf and an advanced case of osteoporosis begged for my attention.

“I have fruit and bottled water. Would you like to buy something?” The frail woman held up a raggedy brown wicker basket. Her cheerless eyes looked as if they’d only seen depression and disappointment and not a single moment of joy.

“I don’t have any money,” I answered. She gave me a sorrowful frown before shuffling on to some other person. I lost sight of the old woman in the crowd of people who’d come from all around the city to watch the Mexican Independence Day Parade. I heard someone in the crowd shout out above a wailing police siren, “Viva Mexico!” followed by an equally enthusiastic chant of “Viva Chicago!” The sound of car horns, cheers and ringing bells filled the air and signaled the start of the parade. I moved closer to the street, watching as participants walked down the center of the boulevard, swaying the Mexican flag in one hand and waving to strangers with the other. A float went by with women and men dressed in traditional Mexican clothing danced around to folk music that was blaring out of stereo speakers. I watched with little interest. I only had a vague idea of what the parade symbolized. I knew it had something to do about a war for independence from Spain.

“There you are! Girl, I’ve been walking all over the place looking for you.” Toya seemed to appear out of nowhere. She tugged at my arm to get my attention.

“I’ve been standing in the same spot. I haven’t moved,” I said as I took one last look at a parade float.

“What? You want to go out there and be part of the parade now?” Toya asked mockingly as she folded up a newspaper she was carrying.

“No way.” I quickly cleared up her preconceived notion.

“What does all of this mean, anyway?” Toya asked. She adjusted the backpack that hung on her right shoulder.


“Hell if I know.” I shrugged.

“Well, this is the parade for your people. Don’t you know anything about it?” Toya pressed the issue.

Becoming irritated, I said, “It’s about some war. That’s all I know.” The cheers from the crowd grew louder and the streets seemed to swell with an even larger number of people.

“Oh, hell no. Hold up, girl,” Toya said, glaring down at my feet. “What’s up with the flip-flops?”

Glancing down at my feet, I asked, “What’s wrong with them?”

“If we need to make a quick move, you can’t run in those,” Toya pointed out, and then she mocked me by flapping her feet on the ground like a duck.

“I thought you were just going to show me how to do it. I didn’t think we were going to actually do something today,” I said.

“I knew I should’ve called you back to find out what you were wearing,” Toya griped.

“Well, if it’s a problem maybe we should wait until another time,” I said sharply.

“Nah, it is what it is now. At least I know you won’t pull a Keysha on me,” she said.

“Pull a Keysha?” I asked, lowering my eyebrows and slightly frowning.

“Keysha is this girl who used to be my friend. You remind me of her.” Toya smirked.

“I remind you of her how?”

“In a lot of ways. Just like you, I took her under my wing and showed her the ropes on how to get paid by jacking people for their stuff. But then she snaked out on me by disappearing when the police caught me.”

“Hold up, when all of that go down?”

“Girl, that’s a chapter in my past. I didn’t stay locked up for long, but when I saw Keysha again, I cut her like this.” Toya made a quick jerking motion at my face to show me what she’d done.

“Was she messed up afterward?”

“She was hurt bad enough,” Toya proudly boasted.

“What happened to her?” I asked.

“She moved away into a big house with her rich daddy,” Toya said as we began walking along the sidewalk. “She has a brother named Mike I used to kick it with.”

“Oh, yeah, what happened with that?”

“He was so lame. I tricked him into giving me about three hundred dollars and I stole his car. I sold it to a chop shop for a few thousand dollars.”

“See, that’s what I’m talking about. I need to get paid like that,” I said, longing for money to fulfill my every need.

“Keep hanging with me and I’ll show you how to do it,” Toya said confidently. “Now you can hang with me all day, right?”

“Yeah, my mother is off somewhere with her boyfriend at a barbecue. She doesn’t care about where I am or what I’m doing. Sometimes I wish I had my own apartment so I wouldn’t have to deal with her at all. I could make it on my own in a place that doesn’t charge much for rent. All I’d need is a crappy job and I’d be all set.”

“A job?” Toya laughed. “Girl, me and my baby daddy had our own place for a minute and neither one of us had a job. The only reason we moved was because some stuff went down. That’s why I’m back at my grandmother’s house.”

“How were you paying for rent?” I asked.

“See, that’s why you need to hang with me. I can teach you everything. I can show you how to get over on the system to get everything you want. First, you need to get pregnant so you can get money for your baby. Then all you have to do is keep signing up for assistance programs that help teen mothers pay their rent and buy food for you and the baby. With rent and food taken care of, you’re on easy street.”

“Really?” I asked, enticed by the possibility of having my own place.

“Yeah, then you can make quick cash on the side doing all kinds of stuff.” Toya spoke as if she had it all completely mapped out.

“Wait a minute,” I said, rethinking what she’d just said. “Isn’t the man supposed to take care of his woman and children?”

“Viviana, that only happens in fairy tales. Come on, now, don’t be so naive. Every girl knows that guys are not going to step up when the baby arrives. The quickest way for a girl to lose her man is to start sounding like a nagging wife. You see, that’s why I get along so well with my boyfriend. I don’t make him do anything that he doesn’t want to do. It’s sort of like reverse psychology. If I don’t cause any drama, he does stuff willingly. If I’m in his face all of the time, then he’s going to snap. Get it?”

“Yeah, that makes sense,” I agreed.

“See, that’s why I love that show called Sixteen and Pregnant. Every girl on there does nothing but complain and nearly all of them end up without their boyfriend. If I were on an episode, I’d show them how to be a good mother, keep the baby’s father and live on their own.”

“It would be so cool if that happened, Toya. I can see you now, just being real with it and telling young girls how to do things the right way,” I said excitedly.

“Yeah, then I’d become famous and hang out with celebrities,” Toya said, fantasizing about the possibilities.

“Ooo, you know what would happen next, girl?” I stopped walking then turned to face her.

“No. What?” she asked.

“The people from Dancing with the Stars would call you,” I said, starting to truly believe in the ultimate lifestyle we were fabricating.

“They probably would, girl. I could be like the black version of Bristol Palin. Lord knows that I can dance better than her. Girl, I’d get up there and do the booty clap dance and drive America wild like Beyoncé, Shakira or this old-school chick named Josephine Baker.”

“Josephine Baker? Who is that?” I asked, because I’d never heard of her.

“Girl, she was some actress and dancer from like the 1920s or something,” Toya explained.

“The 1920s!” I blurted out, surprised she’d mentioned someone who lived so long ago.

“The only reason I know about her is because I was sitting up one night dealing with Junior’s cranky behind. Anyway, by the time he went to bed I couldn’t sleep so I started watching television. I got caught up watching either the Discovery or History Channel, I can’t remember which. Anyway, they showed some old video of this chick Josephine doing the booty clap and I was like, what the hell!”

“Are you serious?” I asked.

“Yeah, and Josephine was killing it! She was like a beast with it,” Toya tried to imitate what she’d seen and I cracked up laughing.

“Oh, no you didn’t just move like that out here in front of all these people.” I continued to laugh in an effort to make her feel self-conscious.

“Whatever!” Toya fired back, waving off my snide remark.

“So look here, Miss Flip-flop-clippity-clop,” Toya said, making a joke about my shoes. “I’m going to teach you how you can spot someone whose pocket you can easily pick. Are you ready for your lesson?”

“Yeah,” I answered, feeling a rush of adrenaline race through me.

“Okay, there are several ways this works. For beginners like you, crowded areas like this parade are better because people will not be suspicious if you get very close to them. If you were to walk up behind them, and ask if they could move over a little so you can see, it’s not a big deal. That’s when you use that opportunity to bump them and find out where their wallet, sunglasses, car keys or cell phone is located. Once you’ve located what you want, you have to time the next bump against them and move quickly. You need to have quick hands but they need be gentle at the same time.”

“But won’t they feel me taking their stuff?” I asked, thinking that I’d notice if someone had ripped me off.

“No, most times people have no clue. Plus, you have to find the right target,” Toya said, looking around. “See that guy over there with his sunglasses in his shirt pocket?” Toya pointed the guy out.

“Yeah, I see him,” I answered.

“I’m going to go get those sunglasses. Stay here and just watch,” she said. I watched Toya snake her way through the crowded sidewalk, moving purposefully toward the man with the sunglasses. When she got close enough she pretended to stumble into him. She braced herself against his chest as he tried to keep her from falling over. Once Toya gathered herself she said thank-you and moved on. I watched as Toya disappeared and then turned my attention back to the man, noticing his sunglasses were gone.

“Damn, she’s good,” I mumbled to myself. I stood there for about ten minutes wondering where Toya had gone. Before long, she came up behind me and when I was looking in the other direction she said, “Boo!” The sound of her voice startled me.

“Toya, what’s wrong with you?” I said, turning my full attention to her.

“I just wanted to show you just how close I can get to you without you knowing it. Come on, let’s walk this way.” Toya and I maneuvered away from the crowd and down a side street where there were less people. Once she felt safe she opened up the newspaper she’d been carrying.

“See, I have his sunglasses and a twenty-dollar bill that he had tucked in that pocket.” I was so excited that I wanted to scream but I held myself in check. I was ready to try it because I’d hoped to get some money, as well.

“Where did you learn how to do this?” I asked.


“Does it really matter?” Toya answered my question with one of her own.

“Well, I suppose not,” I responded, feeling silly for asking.

“Look. I’m taking the time to show you how to get paid, not to give you a history lesson on where I picked up this skill. Now that I have twenty dollars in my pocket, I’m hungry for some more cash and prizes. With a crowd of this size I can easily rack up two thousand dollars’ worth of money and merchandise that can be sold.”

“Are you serious?” I whispered.

“Totally. Question is, are you game? Do you want to make some money today?” she asked.

“You know I do.” I didn’t hesitate to answer.

“Okay, then here is what we’re going to do. Since you’re wearing those damn flip-flops and can’t move the way I need you to, you’re going to be my dump-off person. I’m going to walk through the crowd and find targets and get merchandise. Once I have something, I’m going to walk back past you and hand whatever I get to you. Do not look at it. Just drop it in the backpack quickly. Every time I drop something off to you, I want you to walk down one block and wait. I’ll find you. We’re going to work this side of the street and then cross over and work the other side. You got it?”

“Yeah, I can handle that,” I said confidently.

“If someone tries to rob you, all I know is you’d better fight.” Toya was very clear on that point.

“What about the police? What if they catch you?” I asked.

“Catch me with what? I’m dropping stuff back off to you. You’re the one holding the backpack of stolen merchandise, not me. Do you have a problem with that?”

“Hell no!” I wasn’t afraid of anything.

“Good. When I’m done we’ll head back to my place and see what I’ve pulled in.” Toya met my gaze, searching my eyes once more to see if I had the nerves for this.

“I got this,” I reassured her.

Nodding her head approvingly, Toya said, “Cool.” As she walked away I began to think about my mother, my current living arrangements and how I’d met Toya.

My mother and I had been staying with my grandmother Esmeralda for two weeks straight, because once again we were homeless. Then one day out of the clear blue my mother walked into the house in high spirits, talking about how she fell in love in one night. I felt my stomach turn when she made her grand announcement. A few days later all of our belongings were once again packed up and we moved to the Southside of Chicago to some apartment building on Martin Luther King Jr. Drive. Her new man, a dude named Martin, was heavily involved with some huge motorcycle club. Martin had a baritone voice, tattoos covering a good portion of his body, and a really quick temper. Once again, my mother had selected a loser she’d hoped to turn into her prince.

When I first met Martin I had a difficult time looking at him because his left eye kept drifting, which somehow made me feel as if I were going cross-eyed. Martin loved his motorcycle brothers and bragged continually about the brawls he’d been involved in. Personally, I thought he was a little too old to be getting into fights, but apparently for him it was not a big deal.


“I’ll lay my life on the line and take a bullet for any one of my brothers.” That was another thing about Martin. He sounded as if he didn’t have the sense that God gave a rock. He was from the South and mumbled when he spoke.

“I’ll take a bullet for your mom, too, because she is such a sweet woman.” He raked his fingers through his chin whiskers, which were long enough to be coiled into dreadlocks. My mother, who was sitting on his lap at the time, giggled like a sixth grader experiencing her first kiss behind the school building. Listening to him and watching her gush over his every word was truly disgusting.

Martin’s two-bedroom apartment was the ultimate sleazy bachelor pad. Every lamp was shaped like a motorcycle. He believed road signs from the highway made excellent wall art, and the room I had to sleep in was more than musty. It smelled like butt farts that didn’t have the good sense to evaporate.

 

“This is the room where any one of the boys can come and crash if they need to for any reason. You should consider yourself lucky to have such a room,” Martin said as he placed my belongings on an old mattress that squeaked from the slightest pressure.

“I know it doesn’t have the look or feel of a girl’s room, but hey, I’m sure you’ll make the best of it,” he said. Just as he was about to leave he spotted something on the floor behind the closet door. I glanced at a naked lady on the magazine cover that he went to pick up.

“Sorry about that. One of the boys must’ve been in a jam and…um…”


“It’s okay,” I said, moving away from him.

“I’ll go and get your mom for you,” he said as he exited the room.

“Oh, my God! I can’t wait to leave this place. I can’t believe my mother moved us in with this guy,” I mumbled. Standing in the center of the bedroom I began scratching my skin, which suddenly felt dirty. I grabbed my belongings off the bed and placed them in the closet. That’s when I spotted a fishing knife on the floor next to a pair of black motorcycle boots. I picked the knife up and pulled open the blade, which was about eight inches long.

“Perfect,” I whispered. “I’m going to sleep with this, just in case Martin gets confused as to which bed he’s supposed to be sleeping in.”

On the third evening of our stay with Martin, he came home screaming like a madman about some deal he and the brotherhood had made that fell through. I exited my bedroom and walked up behind Martin, who was standing by the kitchen table situated near the back door. He reeked of alcohol, cigar smoke and body funk. Then for no apparent reason whatsoever he turned his anger on my mom. He began screaming at her as she was scraping leftover Chinese food out of its white container onto a plate to warm up for him. I guess she figured the best way to calm him down was to feed him.

“I don’t want any damn Chinese food. I want some Southern cooking. Make me some neck bones, lima beans and corn bread,” he yelled at her.

Martin’s request for soul food presented two big problems. There was no food in the refrigerator and, second, my mom was a Mexican woman who didn’t grow up in the South on Southern soul food. He moved closer to her and appeared as if he wanted to beat her. I removed the fishing knife from my pocket and extended the blade to its full length. If Martin placed a hand on her I’d planned to stab him in the back and tell my mother that it was time to go.

“Viviana.” My mom got my attention. “Wait outside for a minute.”

“What? Are you serious? He looks like he wants to choke you to death and you want me to leave?”

“You heard your mama, little girl, now get on out of here.” Martin turned and looked at me. With boldness and confidence I held up the knife. The one thing my daddy taught me was how to protect myself.

“What are you going to do with that besides tick me off?” Martin’s voice was filled with threats.

“If you hit my mother or me you’ll find out,” I answered him.

“Viviana, go outside. It will be okay.” My mother once again tried to get me to leave. “Come on, it’s okay.” She approached me and walked me to the front door. “Just sit outside for a minute. It’s a nice day. Even better, go for a walk at the park. When you come back everything will be fine, and put that knife away.”

“But he’s…”

“Viviana, go!” My mother opened the door. I had no choice but to leave. I went outside and sat on the steps in front of the building. I was so irritated. I wanted to leave but I didn’t have a dime to my name. I would have called one of my girlfriends but my cell phone was out of minutes. My mother was supposed to get money from Martin to pay for it, but it didn’t look like that was going to happen anytime soon. Feeling miserable, I buried my face in my hands and closed my eyes. Not long after that, this girl appeared with a little boy who was just learning how to walk upstairs. I moved out of her way.

“What’s up?” she greeted me. I shrugged my shoulders.

“You’re the new girl from apartment 407, right?” she asked.

“Yeah, how did you know that?” I asked.

“I know everything that goes on in this building. My name is Toya. Toya Taylor.” She extended her hand.

“I’m Viviana Vargas.” I reached over and shook her hand.

“Are you okay? Because you look like you could use a friend,” Toya said.

“I’ve seen better days,” I admitted. Her son placed his tiny hand on my knee. “Your son is handsome.”

“He’s more like a handful, if you ask me.” Toya chuckled.

“What’s his name?”

“Junior,” she answered.

“Why are you just sitting out here on these dirty steps?” Toya asked the obvious question. I shook my head and just started venting about everything. Before I could stop myself I realized that I’d shared way too much with someone I didn’t know at all.

“You know what? I’ve seen days like that,” she said sympathetically.

“Really?” I asked, not fully believing her.

“Of course I have and I know what it feels like.” I didn’t say anything and Toya didn’t continue on her way. The silence between us became awkward.

“Listen, why don’t you come up to my apartment? You can sit around and watch videos on VH1 with me,” Toya offered.

“You don’t even know me and you’re willing to invite me into your house?” I glanced over at her to see if she’d lost her mind.

“You don’t look like the type who’d kill someone.” Toya smirked. I reached into my pocket and pulled out my knife. I wanted to prove to her that she really didn’t know me or understand what I’d do if I were backed into a corner.

Toya smiled, seemingly pleased with the fact that I was carrying a weapon.

“This is my protection against any fool who tries to hurt me or my mother. Especially that fool she’s upstairs with now.” I glanced up at Martin’s apartment window. I was still worried about my mother.

“My girl. I can tell that you and I are going to get along well. Come inside with me—I won’t bite, I promise.” I don’t know what made me go with her. Perhaps it was a combination of boredom and frustration but I was glad that I did.
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