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Part One

I’ll Bet You Know Somebody Like This







1

“That’s right, nigga, fuck this pussy!” Yoshi grunted as she threw it back. The muscles flexed in her toned arms as she gripped the semiclean bed sheets of the motel room. Her back arched and flattened with the motion of his stroke, making slapping sounds as his thighs hit her ass. The young man cursed and rained spittle on her back as he went for broke on the fine light-skinned girl. From all the noise she was making, you’d have thought he was wrecking it, but it was all a show on her part. She learned early in the game how to get into a man’s head and make him blow his wad. Two minutes later, it was a done deal.

“Damn, Yoshi. That shit was the bomb!” he huffed, flopping on his back.

She brushed a strand of her jet black hair from her forehead. “Yeah, daddy. You laid it down.”

“Yo, I was thinking,” he said as he slid a little closer to her, “maybe if you’re not doing anything Saturday, we could get together. My uncle is having a cookout and—”

“Nah, don’t think I can make it,” she cut him off.

“Well, maybe Sunday? We could go to dinner or something.”


Yoshi reached over to the nightstand and removed a Newport from the half-empty pack. She lit the cigarette and casually blew the smoke into the air. “Check this, Rel. You’re cool, but it ain’t that serious. You knew what it was before we laid down, so don’t try to make it more than that.”

Rel was glad the room was dark so she couldn’t see his facial expression. He felt like someone had cocked over and took a shit in his mouth. Rel had met Yoshi at a strip club where she danced the weekend prior. All his boys had kicked shit on her name, but he believed in giving everyone a chance. He had gone back to the club on several occasions, just to see the yellow tender, and try to get close to her. After having a few drinks and a few dollars, he decided that she was cool peoples. His man had told him not to get roped up with the fast chick from Harlem, but Rel allowed his heart to lead him. Sure, she was a stripper, but he dug her as a person. His theory was, if he could show her a different way to live, they might have a chance at building something. Now he realized that he was panning for fool’s gold.

“Damn, it’s like that?” he asked.

She blew rings into the air. “It ain’t like nothing. That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

“I don’t fucking believe this shit.” He angrily slid his jeans and T-shirt back on. “Here I am trying to show you love and you’re shitting on me.”

“Love ain’t got no place in my world, boo-boo. I ain’t looking for a man, Rel, just a come-up. You can leave that bread on the nightstand.”

Rel pulled some bills from his pocket and tossed them at her. “You’re a cold bitch, Yoshi. I should’ve known you can’t reform no ho!”

Using her leg, she swept the bills closer to her. “Call me what you want, nigga, but you won’t call me broke. Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on the way out.”

Rel glared at her, contemplating kicking her ass and taking his money back, but figured he’d be worse off for it. When they had begun undressing, he peeped her stashing a .22 under the pillow. Clenching his jaw, he stormed out the door, slamming it so hard that one of the dime store portraits on the wall fell and broke.


Yoshi never even flinched. She took her time counting through the bills, making sure he hadn’t shortchanged her. Folding the bills and placing them in her Coach bag, Yoshi placed the bolt on the motel door and headed into the bathroom. It was only 1:45. If she hurried, she could make it back to the club in time to catch another trick. Time was money.

 


 


Reese stood on the corner of 135th and Fifth Avenue, tapping her foot impatiently. She was five foot four, with brown skin and hair that stopped just below her earlobes. Reese had a nice ass and healthy breasts, but her face wasn’t all that. She wasn’t an ugly girl, but lost points for her wide nose and crooked teeth. Word on the streets was what she lacked in looks she made up for in skills. Reese had the reputation of being a head specialist.

Glancing at her watch, she noted that she had been standing there for almost a half hour, twenty-five minutes longer than she should have. Her boo told her that he would be there and once again he pulled the bullshit. You’d have thought that as much as he did it she’d be used to it by now. She decided that if he didn’t arrive within the next five minutes she was leaving.

No sooner than Reese had the thought, a silver Benz pulled up to the curb. The car’s tints were so heavy that the onlookers were probably not only wondering who was in the car, but how they were able to even see out the window. Reese pushed the ill thoughts she had had a few seconds prior out of her head and hopped in.

“Hey, baby.” He kissed her on the cheek, scratching her with his beard. Teddy was a heavyset cat with cocoa-colored skin and pearl white teeth. He was a working-class dude in his early forties who had taken to messing with girls half his age to feel like he was still in the loop. Most bitches only dealt with him because he was a trick, but Reese actually liked him.

“Ted, you know how long you had me out here waiting?” She clicked her gum.

“Stop acting like that, you know I be in the mix.” He waved her off.

“So fucking what, you still could’ve called my cell phone!” she
barked, holding up the Motorola he had bought her the month before.

“Look, I just had to go through some shit with Penny and I really ain’t in the mood to hear it from you,” he told her.

Reese slit her eyes at him. “I should’ve known.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“It means that I’m about tired of her cutting into my time. Every time I turn around you’re late or pulling no-shows because you had something to do for her.”

Teddy ran his hands across the top of his waved-up fade, as he often did when he was frustrated. “Reese, don’t start this shit. You already know what it is.”

“Yeah, I know what it is and I’m about sick of it,” she said. “Why the fuck do I always have to take a backseat to that bitch?”

“Ain’t no need to be slinging names, ma. You need to hold your head.”

“Hold my head?” she asked as if the statement was offensive. “Teddy, how long have I been holding my head? This shit is getting tired.”

“Reese, what do you want me to do? Penny is my wife.”

“And I’m supposed to be your girl!” she snapped. “How long have you been promising me that you were gonna leave her?”

“It ain’t that easy, ma. I can’t just go home and say, ‘Penny, I’ve fallen in love with someone else. It’s over.’”

“Why not, Teddy? You claim you love me, so why do I have to keep waiting around for you to tell this bitch what the real deal is?” Reese had been seeing Teddy for a little over four months. At first she didn’t know he was married, but by the time she found out, she was already hopelessly in love with the man. When she confronted him, he fed her a story about how the marriage was already on the rocks and how he was about to file for a divorce from his wife of ten years. Though her brain screamed he was a fat fucking liar, and she should cut him loose, her heart vetoed it. Teddy had his fucked-up ways about him, but for the most part he was good to Reese. He spent money on her and made her feel beautiful. Though in her heart she knew there was more to love than that, it was enough for the moment.


“Reese, a situation like this requires tact. Penny is an emotional woman. If I break it to her like that, there ain’t no telling what she might do. I’d feel like shit if I found out she killed herself ’cause I left her,” he said, flattering himself. “I promise, baby.” He stroked her cheek with the back of his hand. “Just give me a little more time and it’ll just be me and you.”

“Whatever,” Reese said, pouting like a child.

For the next five minutes they drove in silence. Teddy fumbled with the radio while Reese busied herself looking out the window, watching the blur of faces. When they reached 125th Street, Teddy made a right instead of busting a left to head to the east side.

“Teddy, where are you going? Madison Avenue is the other way,” Reese pointed out.

Teddy kept his eyes directly in front of him as he navigated through the busy traffic and turned left on Seventh Avenue. “I know, boo, but I gotta stop by the spot right quick.”

“Come on, Teddy, I wanna get to the store before they run out of my size in those new Dior shoes.”

Teddy pulled in front of a building on 124th and Seventh and parked the car. “Baby, them shoes ain’t going nowhere. Big daddy got you.” Without giving her a chance to protest, he hopped out and began walking toward the building.

On the third floor, Teddy led her into what he liked to call his Honeycomb Hideout. It was a sparsely furnished studio apartment that he kept in Harlem, unbeknownst to his wife. Reese had been there a few times, but he kept her visits limited and wouldn’t allow her to have a key. The reason for this was he claimed to have work on that block, but didn’t want the niggaz from around there getting too familiar with anyone he cared about. Teddy had a bullshit story for every occasion.

“Teddy, please don’t take forever,” Reese said, leaning against the wall.

“Baby girl, you’re too uptight,” he said, kissing her gently on the forehead while palming her ass. “Why don’t you let daddy work some of that tension up outta you?”

“Cut it out.” She pushed him away. “I ain’t trying get all sweaty with you up in here.”


“Reese, I know you ain’t gonna deny me. I ain’t tasted that sweet fruit in like a week,” he pleaded.

“That’s because you were laid up with your wife,” she shot back.

Teddy ignored her comment and continued kissing her on the neck and lips. “Lets not talk about her, this is our time. Come on, baby, let daddy get a little something.”

“I told you I ain’t trying to get all sweaty and end up having to go home and change. You better go see Penny about some pussy.”

“Yo, you know how sexy you are when you’re trying to be mad?” He cupped her breasts. “Reese, you don’t know how bad I want you right now.”

Teddy placed his hand behind Reese’s head and began to kiss her passionately. As much as she wanted to pull away so they could get back outside, she found herself helpless under his strong touch and onslaught of kisses. Gradually he started pushing down on the top of her head. Reese knew what time it was and didn’t resist. Dropping down on her knees, she proceeded to undo Teddy’s jeans. She pulled his thick penis out and examined it.

“That’s right, baby,” he said, prodding her head further. “Do that for daddy.”

Reese looked up at him and thought for the umpteenth time how full of shit he was. That was okay, though. When they got to the Dior store he would pay like he weighed for that blow job. Reese began by gently licking around the head of Teddy’s dick. Something tasted different, but she really didn’t have time to dwell on it before he was trying to force himself in her mouth. She ran her tongue up and down his shaft to get it good and slippery, then proceeded with the magic trick. Reese took all of Teddy into her throat, drawing a low moan from him.

“I can’t take this shit,” he said, snatching her to her feet and damn near dragging her over to the couch. Teddy roughly slung her over the arm of the couch and started pulling at her pants.

“Nigga, these is Seven jeans. You rip ‘em, you bought ’em,” she warned.

“Sorry,” he said, panting and continuing to pull at her jeans. Finally he got them down and admired Reese’s ass. Seeing her in jeans, you could tell that she had a little something, but when they came
down you could appreciate the whole union. Fumbling with his short, fat penis, Teddy began trying to penetrate her from behind.

“Damn, hold your horses!” she shouted, slapping his hands away from her hips. “You got a condom on?”

“Come on, ma, don’t start tripping off that shit. You know how me and you do,” he said, continuing to force himself inside her vagina.

Reese had always had a problem taking Teddy inside her. Though he didn’t have the longest dick in the world, it damn near had the girth of a miniature salami. She tried to tell him to take it slow, as she wasn’t wet yet, but he ignored her and kept pushing. Reese felt like she was getting rug burns on the inside as Teddy crammed himself inside her. Gripping her hips, he began pumping away, obviously not bothered by the dryness of her. The worst part about it was that by the time she had gotten wet and was ready to enjoy it, Teddy came.

“No the fuck you didn’t?” Reese looked back at him disgusted.

“My fault, ma.” He was still panting. “Yo pussy is so good that a nigga couldn’t hold it. I’ll make it up to you, though.” When he pulled his dick out of her, cum ran down her inner thigh and landed on the back of her jeans. Reese wasn’t sure if she was more pissed at the fact that he had cum prematurely or the fact that he had fucked up her jeans.

 


 


“I don’t believe you came on my jeans,” Reese said, using the overhead mirror on the passenger side to try and fix her hair.

“Reese, I said I was sorry. Fuck you want me to do, buy you a new pair?” he asked sarcastically.

“I’d appreciate that,” she said as if he had been serious. Teddy looked over at her like he wanted to say something, but his cell phone cut him off. He listened for a while, said okay, and hung up. Reese didn’t like the tone of his voice while he was on the phone and she liked the way he was looking at her afterward even less.

“Baby, we’ve got a slight change in plans,” he said solemnly.

“Oh boy, what is it now? Penny break a nail and need you to take her to the fucking emergency room?”

“You know, one of these days I’m gonna bust you in your smart-ass mouth,” he warned her.


“The moment you feel like losing that same hand you raise to me, be my guest,” she said defiantly. “Now, are we gonna sit in front of this fucking building all day or are you taking me to Madison Avenue?”

“That might have to wait till later on.”

“Teddy, I know you ain’t about to pull this bullshit on me. I waited for you all damn morning and now you’re telling me we ain’t going?”

“Yo, it ain’t my fault,” he said, running his hands across the top of his fade. “Penny was supposed to go pick Sha up, but now she’s talking about something came up so I gotta do it.” Sha was Teddy’s eight-year-old son. Reese had met him on more than one occasion, but couldn’t honestly say she spent any great length of time around him.

“Oh, is that all? Why don’t you just snatch him up and bring him along. It’d be nice for me and Sha to finally get to spend some time together.”

“Nah, you know how Penny be tripping. If she found out I had our son around another bitch she’d kill me and you.”

“So that’s all I am, another bitch?” she asked defensively.

“You know what I mean, Reese. You’re my bitch.” He reached out to touch her face, but she moved back. “Tell you what,” he said, peeling off a fifty and a twenty from his bankroll and handing it to her, “use this money to jump in a cab from here and get your mind right. Get yaself a bottle and some smoke, and when I finish with Sha, I’ll hit you back and we can see about catching the store.”

Hearing that he would be coming back to scoop her, Reese’s face softened a bit. “Teddy, you better not be playing with me.” She took the money and got out of the car. “If you have me waiting around and you don’t show up, it’s gonna be on and popping.”

“Ma, I got you,” he said, smiling like the cat that ate the canary. Reese went to say something else, but ended up getting a mouthful of exhaust as he peeled off down Seventh.

 


 


“Pooh, get your ass out here and get the sneakers out of the middle of my living room! If I fall and break my neck, I’m gonna break your ass!”

Rhonda was dressed in a pair of denim shorts that were trimmed along the back, showing off her ass cheeks. The tank top she wore
drew attention to her double-D breasts, but did nothing to hide her slightly protruding belly. She was a short woman with a large ass and oversize breasts, but as small as she was, she had the mouth of a giant.

Rhonda made her way through her cluttered living room, mocksweeping up the cigarette butts and beer bottle tops from the night before. Rhonda wasn’t a dirty woman, but her house always looked like a whirlwind had swept through it. It was due in part to the card parties she often threw. Being that Rhonda was one of the few girls who had her own crib, the girls were always coming through partying. On weekends, Rhonda sold plates to everyone in the hood to have some extra cake to stack on top of what she was already getting from the government.

Though Rhonda wasn’t the most book smart of her friends, she was a master hustler. She was getting checks from all branches of the aid system. The state gave her a little cash and food stamps for her three children, but the big payoff was Social Security. Rhonda had swallowed some of her own stool when she was born, so the doctors said there was a chance she might develop a learning disability. Though there was nothing wrong with her, her mother went to the state building and told them there was. Rhonda’s mother had been getting checks for her since she was four years old, and when Rhonda turned eighteen, they came in her name. The hustle was so sweet that she used her son’s ADD condition to get one for him, too.

“Alisha.” Rhonda turned to her thirteen-year-old daughter. “Get off my goddamn phone and go iron P.J.’s clothes.”

Alisha rolled her eyes. “Hold on,” she said into the phone and covered the receiver with her hand. “A’ight! I’ll do it when I get off the phone.”

“Bitch, who you yelling at?” Rhonda tossed a shoe at the child. “Don’t make me whip your little pissy ass! You just do like I say.”

Alisha hung up the phone, with a suck of her teeth. When she passed Rhonda, she mumbled, “I hate you.”

“What the fuck you just say?” Rhonda grabbed Alisha by the shirt. “Say it again, so I can kick your little ass.” She shoved Alisha roughly toward the bedroom.

Alisha wanted to cry, but she wouldn’t give her mother the satisfaction. All her mother ever did was yell and curse at them. All of the
kids’ mothers yelled, but not like Rhonda. There were things that Alisha wanted to confide in her mother, as every little girl did, but they didn’t have that type of relationship. She longed for the day when she was old enough to move out. When Alisha got to the back of the apartment, she slammed the door roughly.

“Don’t be slamming no doors in here!” she called after Alisha. “I gotta pay for that, and I got your little funky ass for free.” Rhonda’s tirade was interrupted by her phone ringing. She looked at the caller ID, but couldn’t tell who it was because the batteries were dead. “Hello!” she answered in her best hood rat tone.

“Bitch, you can’t answer the phone no better than that?” the caller replied.

“Don’t play with me, Billy. What’s up?”

Billy was one of Rhonda’s closest friends. Though she was younger than Rhonda, they had lived in the same projects a few years back before Billy’s mother had gotten them out. She hadn’t known Billy as long as Yoshi had, but over the years they had developed quite a friendship.

“Nothing, ’bout to go to Kingdome and see what’s going on,” Billy said.

“Shit, I ain’t been there all summer,” Rhonda recalled. “I need to go with you. Who else is going?”

“Me, Reese, and Jean.”

“Jean? Billy, what’s really good with you and that bitch?”

“Don’t be funny, Rhonda. You know me and Jean used to play for Brandeis together.”

“Umm-hmm. Tell me anything,” Rhonda said suspiciously. “Let me find out you eat at the Y.”

Billy sucked her teeth. “You know what, y’all better stop playing with me. You and Reese kill me with them slick-ass dyke comments.”

Billy’s sexuality was a sore spot for her. Growing up, she had always been a tomboy. She didn’t play with dolls or do other things that little girls would. Billy felt more comfortable playing sports. Before her father was killed, he had taught her to play basketball. From the time Billy was five until right before she entered junior high school, he would take her to the park every day to work on her game. By the time
Billy was twelve, she could give any of the older boys on the court a run for their money.

Her friends always clowned her about being so boyish, but she was quick to defend her femininity. She had had several boyfriends through the years, but always felt like there was a void being left unfilled. Being around like-minded girls in the sports circuit all her life, it was only natural that her curiosity was peaked. Billy didn’t consider herself gay because she didn’t have a girlfriend, nor did she consider herself bi because she only got involved with guys. Oh, she had experimented a few times, but had yet to find the bitch to turn her out properly.

“Well, maybe if you wasn’t so hard, people wouldn’t think it,” Rhonda continued.

“Rhonda, just because I don’t run around with my tits and gut out like you doesn’t mean I’m not sexy.”

“Please,” Rhonda said, “I got three muthafuck’n kids. This gut is a badge of honor. Besides, niggaz love to suck these titties.” She groped her breasts, as if Billy could see her through the phone.

“Speaking of your big-ass titties, I seen Paul the other day,” Billy taunted.

“Fuck him!” Rhonda snapped. “I ain’t stunting his square ass.”

Billy sucked her teeth. “Yeah, right. You be on that nigga like a fly on shit.”

“You can’t be serious. All Paul can do for me is take care of P.J. and make sure my pockets is right.”

“You ain’t got no shame,” Billy said.

“Shame, my ass! My son has his last name, and that means I’m tied to that muthafucka for the next fourteen years. Membership has its privileges,” Rhonda said smugly.

“Now ain’t that some larcenous shit,” Billy remarked. “Rhonda, just because you and Paul have a baby together doesn’t mean he owes you. His job is to take care of his seed.”

Rhonda moved the phone away from her ear and stared at it for a minute before she resumed their conversation. “Willamina, you’ve been my girl for a long time, but you must’ve fell and bumped that peanut-ass head of yours. I was on that table for twenty-six hours
pushing that big-head little muthafucka out my ass. The least Paul can do is make sure I look just as good as P.J. does. You lay, you pay. Those are the rules, sweetie.”

“Whatever. So you going or not?” Billy changed the subject.

“Gimme like an hour. I gotta throw something off and get rid of these bad-ass kids,” Rhonda said.

“Why don’t you bring them with you? The kids could play in the park, or watch the game. The fresh air would do them good. Besides, I haven’t seen my girl Alisha in a while anyway. How is she?”

Rhonda huffed. “That little bitch is trying to make me kill her. I told her little ass to iron PJ.’s clothes and she acted like she was feeling some kind of way. Slamming doors and shit!”

Billy snickered. “Stop playing.”

“I’m dead-ass. She don’t know, I’ll lay her to rest, early!”

“You need to stop talking about them kids like that.”

“I brought the bitches here, so I can take ‘em out. You just make sure y’all come get me.”

“Just have yo trick ass ready when we get there!” Billy shot back, but it was too late because Rhonda had already transferred her to the dial tone.




2

Paul Dutton was the middle child of three boys. His mother worked as hard as she could to raise them after their father decided that a piece of sixteen-year-old trim was worth more than the wife he had uprooted from humble roots in Ohio, and the children they had bore. When the girl’s parents found out their relationship, they didn’t hesitate to sic the law on him. He was currently in the eighth year of a ten-year sentence.

For all of their mother’s efforts, and the multiple jobs she worked, her children still managed to be swayed by the call. Paul’s oldest brother, Boo, managed to make jail his home. He had been in and out of different correctional facilities since he was thirteen. He was on the last leg of a three to nine, and looking to come home by the following summer.

His baby brother Jahlil, or Jah, as he had taken to calling himself, was a loose screw. All of the Dutton boys had a touch of the devil in them, but Jah was just evil. He had taken to running with a pack of young kids from the Polo Grounds. They were behind several murders and strongarm robberies. The old heads gave them a wide berth, and in return they let them be. Anyone who didn’t fall under the umbrella was food.


Paul wasn’t a career criminal like Boo, or a sociopath killer like Jah, but he was no angel. Paul’s game was the con, and his weapons of choice were words. He had learned it from a dope fiend named Bub who used to hang on his block. He started out hitting up cee-low games and switching the dice. This held him down as a youth, but when he became a teenager, his need for dough increased. He saw the things that hustling friends had and wanted to keep in step, but he didn’t have the stomach for the risk that came with it. He would rob with words, as opposed to iron. Paul talked his way in and out of various department stores and other businesses using smoke and mirrors to fleece them of their goods.

The boost game was sweet, but Paul’s greed pushed him to bigger and better scores. He got in good with this bitch who worked for the post office as a casual and kicked his hustle game up. Shorty would snatch credit cards and mail order checkbooks, bringing them to Paul to get off. Now instead of coming off with a few stolen pieces, he could simply walk in and purchase what he needed. He had even set up online accounts via the ’Net, making his job that much easier. Everyone in the hood was checking for Paul to cop the newest and flyest shit at half price.

This went well, until the girl he was dealing with got greedy and tried to get over. She had come up on a Visa charge card, but her dumb ass didn’t know the difference between a debit and a credit card. All that week she had been shopping and eating at expensive restaurants. One she had particularly taken a liking to was an Italian joint called Bella’s. She was becoming a regular there, always ordering expensive wine and meals she couldn’t pronounce. On her fifth day of fun, the curtain finally fell. It didn’t take long for the account holder to notice that someone had been making sizable dents in her account. The feds noticed multiple charges to Bella’s on the account and were waiting in hopes that the thief would show. Sure enough, her trick ass showed up.

The police took her down without much effort. Paul couldn’t be sure when it happened, but he had been told she started talking before they even got downtown. She fed them a bullshit story about how Paul was the mastermind, and he forced her to help him. With her bogus
story, the deck looked stacked against Paul. His saving grace was that they only found merchandise at his house, no sales receipts. He was handed eighteen months and five years’ probation for his part in the capers. This brought his hustling days to a slow crawl.

Paul sat in the middle of his studio apartment, wearing only a pair of jeans and a stocking cap. His chocolate-colored body was splattered with paint from the dripping brush that he held in his hand. On the easel in front of him was a five-by-five-foot canvas, assaulted with colors. The image wasn’t complete, but you could make out angles and white clouds. These kinds of portraits were Paul’s favorite to paint. Though he wasn’t a religious man, he found a certain joy in the images.

In school, Paul was one of the most talented artists in the city. He was blessed with an artistic eye without having ever taken a lesson. He was offered scholarships to several schools, but none ever panned out. He let his need for cash overpower his common sense, and chose the streets over education. Years later, he found himself a starving artist, hustling here and there to make it and trying to take care of his son.

A knock at the door stopped him midstroke. A mixture of blue paint and egg whites dripped from the tip of the brush and made splatter patterns on the wood floor. He wondered who it could be since he hadn’t expected anyone to come by. He inched toward the door, careful not to step on the loose floorboard. Looking through the peephole, Paul sucked his teeth. He wiped his hands on his pants and opened the door for his childhood friend, Larry Love.

Larry was a portly young man, with a belly like a honey jar. He wore his hair in zigzag braids that day, tied off by black rubber bands on the end. Larry and Paul had been friends since grade school, both running in the same circle of troublemakers. While Paul was serving time for credit fraud, Larry had managed to square up and get a job. Though he still sold weed in the hood, loading UPS trucks was his reportable income.

Larry brushed past Paul, giving him a friendly pat on the back. “’Sup, nigga?”

“Larry, how many times I gotta ask you about not popping up at my spot?” Paul frowned. “For all you know, I might’ve been in here with a bitch.”


“Bullshit.” Larry flopped on the sofa. “That might’ve been a possibility a few months ago, but you ain’t built like that no more.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Larry pulled a sack of weed from his pocket and a Dutch. “Come on, son. You ain’t gotta front for me. Ever since your ass got with Marlene, you’ve developed a tender dick.”

“Fuck outta here.” Paul dipped a larger brush into a tray of green paint. “I’m still the same old G.”

Larry looked at Paul disbelievingly, crushing some buds up into the now split cigar. “Paul, you know Marlene got you like that.”

“Marlene ain’t got me like nothing, Larry. I can still get outta here and pull any bitch I want.”

“I’m sure you could, my man, but the truth of the matter is, you ain’t got that fire in you no more. Its cool, though, it happens to the best of us. Just not a true player like me.”

“Man, fuck you!” Paul spat.

“The truth is the light, dawg,” Larry responded. “If you got a soft spot for these hos, then you got a soft spot.”

“I ain’t got no love for a bitch, kid. My heart pumps straight ice water.”

“Ice water, my ass. Paul, every time you get with a chick who seems okay, you wife the ho. I know you, kid. Look at Rhonda.”

“Here we go with this shit. Why don’t you leave that alone, Larry?”

“Because it’s a prime example of what I’m talking about. When you got with her, we all told you to hit it and quit it, but you didn’t listen. You catch feelings for her and ended up hit. When she got pregnant, I told you to make her have an abortion, but you wouldn’t listen. She starts kicking that pro-life shit in your ear and you fall for it. Don’t get me wrong, I love P.J. like my own flesh and blood, but you got caught up, man.”

Paul became defensive. “I ain’t trying to hear that shit, man. Rhonda is a bitch and a half, but the kid is innocent. I love my seed and I’m gonna make sure he’s good.”

“And I applaud you for that.” Larry lit the blunt. “But the downside to having a kid with a bitch who ain’t about nothing is you’re bound to her and her bullshit.”


“Man, what Rhonda eats don’t make me shit. She has her life and I have mine. We don’t fuck with each other like that.”

“And that still ain’t stopping her from throwing a monkey wrench in your shit every chance she gets. How many times have you been trying to get your quality time with Marlene and Rhonda blows your phone up?”

“Man, what am I supposed to do, ban her from calling my phone? It could be something with P.J.”

“Paul, you know that chick calls your phone just to piss Marlene off. She’s on the other end of your jack twenty times a day, whether it’s about P.J. or not. She’s just a royal pain in the ass. If you analyze it, you know I’m right.”

“Thank you, Maury. Any more relationship advice?”

“I just call’em like I see’em, Paul.”

“Fuck you. What the hell are you doing here anyway?”

“I came by to see my dude.” Larry passed the weed off. “Figured you might like to come out of the dungeon for a while and have some fun.”

“What you trying to get into?”

“Hit a few blocks and see what’s good in the hood. I hear there’s a game at the Kingdome today. You know it’s always bitches out there, kid.”

“Oh, hell yeah!” Paul said excitedly. “Give me a few minutes to wash this paint off and get dressed.”

“That’s my nigga. Make it happen.”

Paul went off into the bathroom to start getting ready, leaving Larry in the living room, smoking. He paced the tiny living area, examining the different works that Paul had on display. Larry always marveled at how talented his friend was. Though he was from a world of ugliness, same as everyone else, he still managed to find some beauty in it. Paul had really thrown himself into his art since P.J. was born. He wanted to provide the life for his son that he had been so long deprived. The job market wasn’t offering him much above minimum wage, so it was vital that he succeed with his artwork. If he could manage to break into the circuit by selling a few paintings, just maybe, P.J. would have a chance.


Larry’s attention was drawn by the ringing phone. He was going to let the machine get it, until Paul called from the back and asked him to pick it up. He took the cordless off the base and looked at the caller ID. When he saw the name on the little screen, he again thought about just not picking up.

“Hello,” Larry said into the receiver.

“Who is this?” the caller asked with much attitude.

“What’s up, Rhonda.”

“Who is this, Larry? What you doing answering Paul’s phone?”

“He’s in the bathroom. Something I can help you with?”

“Nigga, you can’t do nothing for me but put Paul on the phone.”

Larry sighed. “Rhonda, I told you he’s in the bathroom. I’ll have him call you back when he comes out.”

“You know what, Larry? You’re turning into as big a liar as Paul. He’s probably sitting right there, telling you to feed me this story.”

“Rhonda, that’s my word, the nigga is in the bathroom. I ain’t got no kids with you, so I ain’t gotta lie to you.”

“Oh, so you’re admitting that ya boy be lying to me?” she asked suspiciously.

“I didn’t say that, Rhonda … look, I’m not going through this shit with you. Either I can have him call you back, or you can wait on the line until he comes out,” Larry said sarcastically.

“I’ll wait,” she shot back.

Larry looked at the phone and shrugged his shoulders. He placed the phone down on the coffee table and went into the kitchen to raid Paul’s refrigerator.

 


 


Fifteen minutes later, Paul came out of the back wearing denim shorts and a white T-shirt. Larry was lounging on the futon, drinking a Red Stripe and flicking the channels. Paul was used to his friend’s mooching ways, so he didn’t bother to say anything. He glanced at the coffee table and noticed that his phone was on.

He snatched it up and clicked the off button. “Larry, you couldn’t turn the fucking phone off after you used it?”

“I didn’t use it.” Larry took a gulp of his beer. “You had a call.”


“Well, did they leave a message?”

“Nah, Rhonda didn’t leave no message. She was still on the line the last time I checked.”

Paul looked at his friend. Because of Larry’s bullshit, he knew that he’d have to hear Rhonda’s mouth. Before he could press the issue, the phone rang. As soon as he clicked it on, shouting came from the other end.

“You muthafuckas better stop playing with me!” Rhonda barked. “Got a bitch on hold for forever. Y’all be on some bullshit.”

“Rhonda, don’t be calling my house yelling and shit, all right?”

“Fuck you, Paul. If you didn’t want to talk, you should’ve said so. You ain’t gotta have Larry lie for you.”

“Rhonda, what the hell are you talking about? Never mind. What do you want?”

“I was calling to tell you that your son needs some sneakers.”

“Sneakers? Didn’t I give you the money for a pair of sneakers two weeks ago?” he asked.

“I had to go tap into that. These muthafuckas at the welfare fucked up on my food stamps, so I had to use cash when I went shopping. We gotta eat, don’t we?”

Paul let out a long sigh. “Rhonda, how many times do I have to tell you about budgeting?”

“Budgeting? Paul, you seem to forget that I got three kids. Welfare don’t hardly give me shit, so I gotta make due with what I got.”

“Rhonda, you get welfare and Social Security. What the fuck do you do with your money?”

“Me and my kids got expenses. You know how much Pooh’s sneakers cost? That little muthafucka is wearing grown man sizes now. Let’s not forget how much it cost to clothe us all. You know I don’t put my kids in no cheap shit.”

“Rhonda, you know this job I got ain’t really paying shit, so the money is tight. When I give you something for P.J., you gotta stretch it.”

“Stretch it?” Rhonda asked nasally. “Shit, you act like you be setting it out like that. That little bit of money you drop off ain’t really nothing. I got three kids.”


“Yeah, and I only have one,” he reminded her.

“Oh, I forgot how you do it. Paul is only concerned about P.J. Fuck the rest of us, huh?”

“Rhonda, don’t make it like I don’t hit you with bread for all of them when I have it. I don’t see you calling none of your other babies’ fathers singing them the same bullshit story.”

“That’s because they ain’t shit. Them niggaz ain’t never do nothing for my kids.”

“So I gotta suffer because they’re fucked up?”

“You know what? Forget it, Paul. You ain’t gotta give me shit. I should’ve listened to my mother and put P.J. on my budget. That way I wouldn’t have to ask nobody for shit. That’s okay, though, I’ll just talk to my worker in the morning.”

“Why you always gotta fuck with me?” Paul asked heatedly. “You know damn well I ain’t letting you make my son no welfare baby. As long as I can get out and work, P.J. ain’t going on no damn welfare. It’ll be just my luck, I’ll finally sell one of my paintings and welfare will want their cut for some shit you put together. It ain’t gonna happen, Rhonda.”

“You ain’t my man, or my daddy, Paul. You can’t tell me what to do. If I put P.J. on, my stamps and cash will go up. Shit, it’s gotta be better than the little bit of change you call yourself dropping on me once a month.”

“You know you’re playing yourself. I take care of P.J. all yearround, and still give your sack-chasing ass money. Give me a fucking break.”

“Oh, I’ll give you a break. If I take P.J. and move away, you won’t have to worry about it. Stop fucking with me, Paul. You already know P.J.’s size, so I ain’t gotta tell you. ’Bye, nigga!”

“You fucking bitch!” Paul screamed into the phone, but the line was already dead.

 


 


Rhonda hung up the phone and enjoyed a devilish giggle. There was something about plucking Paul’s nerves that brought her a sick joy. She tried to act like she was truly over him, but it was a lie. Paul had
been the best thing to ever happen to her. He might not have been the most romantic cat, but he took care of home. He always made sure Rhonda and her children didn’t go without, even before P.J. came along. In the end, it was her own laziness and greed that drove him away.

Paul had moved on to greener pastures. He was rebuilding his life, and even had someone new. Rhonda had met her twice, and could honestly say that she couldn’t stand the bitch. She paraded around in her little business suits and pressed hair, making Rhonda want to choke the life from her. It wasn’t that Marlene had ever done anything wrong to her, Rhonda was just hating.

She had tried on several occasions to get back into Paul’s good graces, but always ended up coming up short. She thought it was because of Marlene, but the reality was that Paul was just fed up with Rhonda’s shit. He no longer had the patience for her or her ways.

It didn’t matter to Rhonda, though. He could have his happy life and everything in it. As long as she had P.J., Paul would be bound to her. He might turn her away now, but there would come a day when he would give in to her advances.

A knock on the front door brought Rhonda out of her plotting. Alisha came out of the back room to get it, but Rhonda beat her to it. She opened the door and a dark-skinned kid, wearing a fitted Yankee cap and a white T-shirt, strode in.

“Alisha,” Rhonda said and turned to her daughter. “Take P.J. and Pooh outside. I’ll be down in a minute.”

“Why I gotta take them?” Alisha whined, and was rewarded by an open-hand slap.

“Don’t be asking me no fucking questions. Just do what the fuck I tell you,” Rhonda scolded.

Alisha clutched her face and scampered to the back of the apartment crying. A few minutes later she came out with the two boys in tow. She shot Rhonda a look, but didn’t dare open her mouth.

When the children were out the door, Rhonda turned back to the young man in the cap. “What’s popping, daddy? I missed you.”

The young man just smiled, showing off his tobacco-stained teeth. He sat on the couch and undid his jeans, letting his dick rest against
his thigh. He stroked himself with his left hand and beckoned to her with his right. Without hesitation, Rhonda dropped down and blessed him.

 


 


Larry shook his head and relit the blunt. “I don’t know why you even get yourself worked up, man.”

“This bitch is always playing with me, Larry.” Paul tossed the phone on the futon and sat in the computer chair opposite Larry. “I do what I’m supposed to as a parent, and I still get the short end of the stick.”

Larry shrugged and handed Paul the blunt. “That’s your own fault.”

“How do you figure that?” Paul snatched it. “I’m wrong for being a good father?”

“Nah, you the man for that. You wrong for getting crossed up in that in the first place. We tried to tell you about Rhonda, but you didn’t listen. Now you got this bitch in your head, driving you up the wall. You’re doing what you can, kid. Don’t stress it.”

“How can I not stress it, Larry? That’s my seed.”

Larry leaned forward and became serious. “Paul, let’s take the gloves off for a minute. You come home from your bid, and Rhonda’s waiting on you with a bundle of joy. Keep in mind, you had no idea what the fuck she was doing out here unless one of us told you. Even when we did bring certain shit to your attention, you downplayed it. When I told you to make her take a paternity test, you let her talk you out of it.”

“Man, I know that’s my seed.”

Larry raised an eyebrow. “Do you? Paul, I know you and Rhonda had some good times, trust me, I do. You was laying up in her crib, eating good and tapping that ass, but do you really believe you’re the only one that was hitting it?” Seeing anger flash across his friend’s face, Larry softened his approach. “Paul, you know you’re my nigga from now till the end of this, but we all knew Rhonda was scandalous. I’m just keeping it real with you, my dude.”

“Well, you ain’t helping.” Paul huffed, killing the blunt roach.
“Man, fuck this depressing-ass shit. Let’s hit the streets and see what’s up with these hos on Twelfth.”

“That’s what I’m talking about. Let’s do the damn thang!”

Paul headed for the front door, followed by Larry. The big man stopped short and walked back to the coffee table. He downed the rest of his beer and followed his friend out the door.
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Billy sat behind the wheel of her mother’s ’95 Saturn, glancing at her watch periodically. They had been parked in front of Rhonda’s building for almost twenty minutes, but there was still no sign of her. All three of the girls in the car were annoyed, but Reese was the one who voiced it.

“What the fuck is taking this bitch so long?” Reese sucked her slightly crooked teeth.

“You know how slow Rhonda is,” Billy said, twirling a strand of her dark hair around her finger. Of all their crew, she and Yoshi were the prettiest. Billy was statuesque, standing at five foot ten in flats. Her skin fluctuated between honey and reddish brown, depending on the season. Billy had the look of a model, but sports was where her heart was.

“That’s why I can’t fuck with her. By the time we make it out there, the park is gonna be packed,” she continued, cradling her cell phone to her ear. She had been trying to call Teddy for the last hour and was having no luck, which shouldn’t have surprised her. That coupled with Rhonda having them waiting in front of the building in the heat only added to her aggravation.


“I didn’t think it would matter to you, Reese. It ain’t like you’re going to watch the game,” Billy teased.

“Yeah, Reese is trying to catch a baller,” Jean added.

“Fuck you, Billy. And Jean, you know I don’t really fuck with you like that, so take is easy.”

“Why you getting mad at her?” Billy asked. “She ain’t said nothing that ain’t true. You know you go to the games to check for the niggaz.”

“I can’t even front, it do be some fine niggaz at the Kingdome.” Reese chuckled. “But y’all hos wouldn’t know nothing about it.”

“Oh, so you got jokes now?” Jean sat up. “Ain’t no shame in my game. I don’t mind a stiff dick, but ain’t nothing like a wet pussy.” She rubbed her meaty hands together and looked hungrily at Reese.

“I don’t know what the fuck you’re looking back here for. I’m strictly dickly.” Reese glared at her.

Billy laughed. “Jean, please stop playing with this girl, with her homophobic ass.”

“I ain’t homo nothing. I just don’t play that shit. Y’all keep them kind of games to yourselves.”

“What do you mean, ‘y’ all’?” Billy asked defensively.

“You heard, Billy. You’re damn near as hard as this heifer.” Reese thumbed towards Jean.

“Reese, you need to quit.”

“Quit, my ass. Billy, when is the last time you wore a skirt?”

“I wish you could hear yourself, Reese. So you mean to say that because I wear jeans most of the time, I’m not feminine? You sound like my mother.”

“You need to listen to her.”

“Whatever, bitch. I know who I am, regardless of what anyone says.”

 


 


While Billy and Reese continued to debate her sexuality, Rhonda finally brought her ass out of the building, with the young man in the Yankees hat a few paces ahead. He pulled his cap low and made hurried steps toward the avenue.


“Damn, why don’t you slow down!” she called after him. He slowed down, but didn’t stop walking. “You in a rush or something?”

“Something like that,” he replied. “I got some shit I need to take care of.”

“A’ight. So, am I gonna see you later?” She leaned in to kiss him, but he stepped back.

“Yeah, hit me up later on, shorty.” He gave her a weak smile and walked off.

Rhonda felt played, but she didn’t show it. She was feeling the young man, but she knew he had a girl and he had made it quite clear that he had no intention of leaving her. They both agreed that it was just a fuck thing, but Rhonda had other ideas. He might’ve had game, but she was a professional gamer and he would learn it soon enough.

 


 


“That’s what took your tramp ass so long,” Reese said to Rhonda as she approached the car.

“Fuck you, Reese. You always hating on somebody,” Rhonda shot back, climbing into the car beside Jean.

“Yo, that kid looks crazy familiar. Don’t we know him from somewhere?” Billy asked.

“Probably. He fuck with Sonia from Forty-third and Eighth.” Rhonda smiled triumphantly.

“Hold on, dark-skinned Sonia?” Reese turned around in her seat. “The same Sonia that does your hair?”

“Yep.”

“Rhonda, you ain’t shit.” Billy shook her head.

“Please, she don’t know what to do with him,” Rhonda said. “If she did, he wouldn’t be creeping out of my house.”

“That’s some cold shit.” Jean shook her apple-shaped head. “I thought Sonia was your friend?”

“We cool, but we ain’t like that. She does my hair, but we don’t hang out.”

“Ain’t you got no shame?” Billy asked.


“Shame don’t live here, boo. Besides, that nigga could gag a bitch with all that meat he’s swinging. I had to taste that!” She gave Reese a high five.

“Shameless bitches,” Billy mumbled, putting the car in gear.

 


 


On a crisp afternoon in July, Lenox Avenue was popping. Both sides of the strip, between 112th and 116th, were packed with people. Some were on foot, while others were slow coasting in their rides. Shorties were out wearing next to nothing, trying to attract the next up-and-coming ghetto superstar, or style on old flings.

The Kingdome games always drew crowds, mostly because you were liable to bump into people you hadn’t seen in a while or could check out who was up and coming on the scene. It also allowed some of the city’s most skilled ballers to come out and showcase their skills. This particular day, the park was especially crowded. Everyone wanted to see the evening game. A squad from out of Brooklyn came through to challenge Harlem’s reining champions for bragging rights. It was one of the most anticipated games of the summer.

Paul was posted up on the corner of 114th and Lenox, watching the parade of chickenheads. He had stopped a tender young thing, rocking a too-short tennis skirt and flip-flops. Her perky breasts peaked out from beneath her baby-doll tank top. His cell phone rang in the middle of his mack game, putting it on pause.

“Excuse me for a minute, ma. I gotta take this,” he said, looking at the caller ID. When he was safely out of earshot, he answered the call. “Hey, boo.”

“Hey, baby. What you doing?” Marlene asked.

“Nothing much, just chilling.”

“Well, while you’ve been busy chilling, did you make it over to see P.J.?”

“I was gonna go earlier, but Rhonda started her shit, so I’ll probably swing by there later.”

“Lord, what was she beefing over now?”

“Something light. P.J. needs a pair of sneakers.”


“Already? Didn’t you just give her some money to buy him sneakers?”

“Mar, you know she tapped into that,” he said as if she should’ve known.

“Paul, if you know she’s not gonna do the right thing, why do you keep setting yourself up?”

“What, I’m not supposed to take care of my seed?”

“Slow your roll, partner. You know I would never allow you to half step,” she checked him. “All I’m saying is that you and Rhonda need to get your shit together and come to some kind of understanding.”

“Oh, you don’t think I’ve been trying to do that?” Paul asked. “There’s no reasoning with that girl.”

“Then take it a step further,” Marlene suggested. “If Rhonda wants to keep playing these fucked-up games, then let a lawyer sort it out.”

Paul sucked his teeth. “I ain’t trying to go to court over this shit.”

“Why not?”

“’Cause that’s for white people. How many black dudes do you see going to court on some custody shit? You know we don’t rock like that.”

Marlene pinched the bridge of her nose. “Paul, you are such an intelligent man, but sometimes you say the stupidest shit. So you mean to tell me that instead of going to court and handling this the proper way, you’re going to keep tolerating Rhonda’s bullshit?”

“I’m trying to be the bigger person about this, Mar,” he defended. “If I take Rhonda to court it’s only gonna get uglier than it already is. Don’t worry, Mar, it’ll blow over.”

“When, by the time P.J. graduates high school?” Her tone was becoming heated. “Paul, when does enough finally become enough? For as long as we’ve been together, Rhonda has been doing the same shit. She blows your phone up, she’s always asking for money, and she plays games with P.J. I could understand it if she had a valid reason to be a bitch, but she’s doing it out of spite.”

“Marlene, I’ll take care of it.” He sighed.

“Paul, you’ve been taking care of it,” she reminded him. “Sweetie, I
love you, but love only goes so far. This is seriously fucking with my peace of mind.”

“So what are you trying to say?” he questioned.

Marlene felt herself becoming emotional, so she took a minute to gather herself. “Baby, all I’m saying is that I wanna be happy. We can talk about this another time.”

“Yeah, a’ight,” he said with an attitude.

“So, where are you guys?” she asked, changing the subject.

“In the hood,” he replied. “Me and Larry about to go watch the game at Kingdome.”

“Don’t be out there fucking with them bitches, Paul.”

“Baby, you know I ain’t on it like that. I only got eyes for you.”

“Tell me anything, Paul.”

“Never anything, boo, only the truth.”

“Aww, my baby is so sweet. But like I fucking said, don’t be out there fucking with them bitches.”

Paul sighed. “Marlene, why you always think I’m out fucking with some other hos?”

 



“Because I know how you and that fool Larry do when y’all get together. Y’all probably out there ogling them stank-ass bitches like everyone else,” she told him.

“Whatever, Mar. I ain’t trying to argue with you.”

“We aren’t arguing, Paul. We’re talking, right? That’s what adults do. Anyhow, you coming to see me tonight?”

“I’m not sure just yet,” Paul said, watching a big-butt female stroll by, shaking what her mama gave her. Paul winked, but didn’t dare call out to her while on the phone with Marlene. She could be as sweet as she wanted to be, but get her started and you’d find yourself in a bad way.

“What do you mean, you’re not sure?” she asked.

“That’s what I said, ain’t it? I got some shit to take care of out here and I’m not sure what time I’ll be done.”

 



“Whatever, Paul. It’s funny that you can put everyone and their mamas before me,” she said.

“Here we go with this shit,” he grumbled.

“What shit?”


“Marlene, why we always gotta go through the motions?”

“Listen, Paul. What you call ‘the motions,’ I call effective communication. I believe in expressing myself to my significant other, to prevent confusion of certain shit. You should be glad that I bring things to your attention, instead of seeking comfort elsewhere.”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean? I know you ain’t trying to get fly,” he accused heatedly.

“No.” She sighed. “Paul, all I’m saying is, when couples feel like they can’t communicate, one, if not both, of them ends up turning to others for that understanding. Baby, I love you too much to have our relationship turn into a Lifetime movie.”

“Yeah, okay,” he said, still unconvinced.

“Let’s not fight, baby.” She softened her tone. “You know I love you, and cherish the time that I get to spend with you. Look, do what you need to do in Harlem, and if you can’t make it, I’ll understand.”

“I’m gonna try, Mar.”

“That’s good enough, for now. Love you.”

“Love you, too, baby.”

Click.
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“That had to be the sweetest shit I ever heard,” a voice called from behind Paul. Larry was standing there, wearing an ear-to-ear grin and clutching a black liquor store bag.

“Fuck you, Larry,” Paul said playfully.

“I love you, too, baby,” Larry repeated. “Youz a good dude, Paul.”

The two men’s ribbing session was broken up when a ten-speed bike rolled to a squeaky stop next to them. The rider’s face was young, but his eyes held untold years behind them. He was of medium build with light skin and a nappy afro. A Dusty knapsack was slung over his shoulder with unidentifiable stains on it. The small boom box on the handlebars pumped a muffled tune that no one was really familiar with. The bike rider gave Paul and Larry a warm smile that caused them to sigh. Eight was in the building.

Crazy Eight was a cat from 110th and Columbus. He had always been a little out there, but had never been as bad as he was now. Eight had a learning disorder and his mother sought to come up off his disability. She applied for SSI, but was ordered to put the young boy on medication in order to prove the validity of the claim. In her greed, she gave the boy the medication without thinking about the long-term side
effects of medicating a child who didn’t need it. The chemicals ended up having an irreversible effect, causing brain damage. It seemed like the older Eight got, the worse his condition became. He was functional enough to move around in the streets and try to pass for normal, but anyone who spoke with Crazy Eight could tell he wasn’t all there.

“Peace God!” Eight shouted, giving Paul a pound. He tried to dap Larry up, but the big man looked at him as if he couldn’t be serious. “A’ight, a’ight,” Eight said, and nodded at Larry, then turned his attention back to Paul. “Yo, I just got finished pressing up these CDs, God.” Eight held up a CD case with a hand-drawn image on a folded sheet of notebook paper that served as the cover.

“That’s what’s up, my dude. Congratulations,” Paul said sincerely.

Eight put down the kickstand to hold his bike up and went to stand beside the two men. His eyes held a vacant look as he continued talking to Paul. “Word, God, I’m ’bout to blow up out here, word is bond!”

Larry looked at Eight as if his very presence was an offense. “Yo, what’s up with you and this ‘God’ shit?”

“Son, I just came into the knowledge,” Eight said as if it was common knowledge. “I be the God Wise. Wise words spoken by as wise man,” Eight almost sang.

Larry and Paul looked at each other. Every other week Eight came outside on some other shit. One week he might be a born-again Christian and the next week he might be a stick-up kid. All the medication he’d taken caused him to live in several different realities. Eight kind of knew he was off kilter, but he didn’t mind too much. The $675 a month that he got from the government coupled with his other hustles insured that he didn’t have to worry about a job where he would be asked to think anyhow.

Larry had finally gotten tired of listening to the man. “Yo, you’re straight up full of shit. Don’t nobody wanna hear your plan of the month, Crazy Eight. Get up outta here, you’re scaring all the bitches away.”

Eight looked at Larry as if he wanted to cry. “Why you gotta come at me like that?”

“’Cause don’t nobody wanna hear that stupid shit you’re kicking.”

“Leave the nigga alone, Larry. You know Eight ain’t got it all.”


“That’s a’ight, fam.” Eight gave Paul a pound. “It’s all love.” Eight’s eyes suddenly took on a maddened glare as he spun to face Larry. “Yo, y’all niggaz better watch how the fuck you talk to me! On the real, I’m ’bout to start putting niggaz in wheelchairs.”

“What?” Larry moved closer to him with balled fists.

Eight cringed and became sane again. “I wasn’t talking to you, my dude, we fam. I was talking to them bitch-ass niggaz over there.” Eight nodded at a group of men who hadn’t so much as looked in his direction. “Them niggaz be trying to play me like I’m soft. I got love on these streets, feel me?” He held his hand out and Larry looked past it.

“Yo, bounce, Eight,” Larry said seriously.

Eight looked like he had something on the tip of his tongue, but whatever it was, he kept it to himself. “Yo, I’m mobile,” he said, riding a loop around them on his ten-speed. “Y’all niggaz stay up.”

“A’ight.” Paul waved. He waited until Crazy Eight had ridden off before questioning Larry. “Yo, why you always treat that nigga like that?”

“Fuck that crazy-ass dude. He ain’t nothing but a con artist anyhow.”

“What’s he ever done to you?” Paul asked.

Larry looked at the fleeing form of Eight and turned to answer Paul’s question. “Check it, about two or three months ago, I bump into this piece of shit, sitting on the curb in the rain. He gets to telling me how he’s down on his luck and hungry. I offer to buy him something to eat, but he has a better idea, ‘Loan me a hundred dollars so I can get a room, and when I get my check next week I’ll give you two.’”

Paul let out a snicker. “Larry, tell me you didn’t go for that shit?”

“Man, that’s Little Harv’s older brother, so I gave him a play. I didn’t think he was gonna beat me for my bread. Anyhow, a month or so goes by and this nigga is ducking me. When I finally catch him, he feeds me a song and dance about how he got robbed and was too ashamed to tell me. What a fucking liar.”

“So did he ever give you your money?” Paul asked.

“You damn right, he did!” Larry said triumphantly. “I took his ID and held it hostage. When he went to the check-cashing spot, I was right there with him.”

“Guess you’ll know better next time.”

“Damn right, I will. He’s lucky I didn’t fuck his ass up.”


A’78 Caddy slowed to a stop right next to Paul and Larry. It was painted sky blue with brown angels and red devils, warring for the pearly gates of heaven airbrushed on its hood. A short chick, with an ass made for a horse, stepped from the passenger side wearing a tight black leather skirt and heels. She opened the rear passenger door and a miracle stepped out.

When he stood to his full height, he was at least six foot two. His midnight black skin almost blended into the black silk button-up he was wearing. He carefully shook the creases of the dark blue jean shorts he was wearing, and placed a size-twelve Jordan on the curb.

Black Ice and Paul had known each other for quite some time. Ice used to deal with Paul’s brother back in the day, so it wasn’t unusual to see him in the hood. The thing about Ice, though, was he didn’t sell drugs. He bumped a little weed here and there, but his main source of income was pimping. Ice was a young nigga with a good-size stable and respect from the old heads on the track.

Paul smiled proudly and extended his hand. “Black Ice, what da deal, my dude?”

Black Ice slapped his palm and gave him a diamond-toothed smile. “Taking it light, cat. You know how I do it.”

“I see that paint job is holding up.” Paul admired the car.

“Yeah, you put the God hand on it, son.”

Black Ice’s car was one of Paul’s masterpieces. When Ice had initially restored the ride, he’d put it through a series of face-lifts. Everything from paint and tire color, to rims and grilles. It was hot, but Ice still felt it wasn’t flashy enough. This is where Paul came in. Back then, he was just airbrushing jackets and T-shirts. Ice was telling Paul about a car he had seen in Call and asked if he could do it. Paul stepped to the plate and did a wonderful job. Ice hit him with a nice chunk of change and promised to keep him in mind for future jobs.

A motorcycle roared by, drawing everyone’s attention. It was a nice bike, with a custom paint job, but the main attraction was the girl on the back. She was wearing a leather corset, with denim shorts that left hardly anything to the imagination. Her plump but not oversize ass was cocked up on the back of the bike, nearly causing several traffic accidents.


“That bitch had a phat ass!” Larry shouted.

“Yeah, she’s a fine little bitch.” Ice rubbed his hand over his chin whiskers. “I’ve been trying to get Yoshi under the wing for a minute now. Damned renegade bitch knows how to get a dollar.”

“That was Yoshi?” Paul squinted. “That bitch is getting thick!”

“I’ll fuck the shit outta Yoshi, B.” Larry rubbed himself.

“Yeah, she a’ight. But my new little bitch ain’t no slouch. Spice,” Ice called over his shoulder. “Come out here, and let these square niggaz see what a sporting bitch is supposed to look like!”

The girl who slid from the back of Ice’s Caddy was stunning. She had long legs, connected to a perfectly round ass. Her skin was banana yellow, with a tinge of honey. A long black wig flowed down her back and dropped slightly over her arched brow. She gazed at Paul with catlike green eyes, making him turn away after a while.

“Shit, Ice.” Larry stared openly at the woman.

“You know I only fuck with the best, man.” Ice patted Larry on the back. “For a few dollars, you can spend some time with her. What do ya say, baby.” He turned to Spice. “You think you might be able to handle my man Larry here?”

Spice walked over, slow and seductively. She ran her hands from the top of Larry’s head down to his chest. With her other hand, she gently caressed him through his jeans. “Yeah, I might be able to do something with him.”

“What ya know about it, nigga?” Ice crossed his arms over his eighteen-karat gold cross.

“I wish I could, Ice. But I ain’t got the kind of money to cover one of your bitches,” Larry copped out.

“Come on, nigga. Since you and Paul is peoples, I’ll let you get the family discount. Give me a buck and you can take this bitch somewhere and nasty up her pussy.”

“Next time, daddy.”

Black Ice shrugged his thin shoulders. “Suit yourself. Get back in the car, Spice.” The young whore did as she was told. As she was climbing into the back of the car, her short skirt rode up, exposing her entire pussy to the three men assembled. Paul just sighed and tried to ignore the erection in his pants.


 


 



Rhonda, Jean, Reese, and Billy strolled through the park, talking shit and sipping nut crackers. They had originally planned on going to the liquor store, but decided that it was too warm to drink hard.

“These shits ain’t even strong,” Rhonda complained, swishing the ice around in her cup. “That bitch is falling off.”

“Shit, mine is strong enough,” Reese said, sipping her drink.

“I need something harder than this. Let’s go to the liquor store like we planned. I need some Hennessy in my life.”

“Rhonda, you must be out of your mind. I ain’t trying to drink nut crackers and Henny back to back,” Billy said.

“Youse about a punk bitch, Billy.” Rhonda waved her off. “With four of us on a pint, we’ll only get buzzed.”

Crazy Eight pedaled over to the girls and looped them once. He had a crusty-looking blunt tucked behind his ear and a half-smoked cigarette dangling between his lips. “Ladies,” he sang, skidding his bike, “what’s good?”

“Definitely not your silly ass.” Rhonda sucked her teeth.

“Stop acting like that, ma, and recognize game when you see it,” Eight said confidently.

Rhonda looked at her girls to make sure her ears weren’t playing tricks on her. “Is this nigga serious? Crazy Eight, you need to get your bootleg CD-selling ass outta here before it be some shit.”

“Laugh all you want, boo, but a nigga is on his way to doing big things,” he said, removing one of the CDs from his dirty knapsack. “I’m selling these shits for ten dollars a whop, but since you ladies are so lovely, I’ll let it go for five.” He gave them a yellow-toothed smile, which caused all the girls to laugh.

“Eight, we don’t wanna buy no CDs,” Billy said politely.

“A‘ight, so I’ll set ’em out for three,” Eight negotiated.

“Nigga, we don’t want no CDs!” Rhonda barked.

Eight’s eyes took on a great sadness, then anger. “Word, you ain’t got no love for my work? Bet you’ll be on my dick when you see me at the Grammys.” He gave her the finger and pedaled off.

“Fuck you, you dirtball muthafucka! You need to go wash your
ass!” Rhonda tried to go after him, but Billy and Reese restrained her. “I hate that muthafucka.”

“Yo, it’s some bad bitches out here!” Jean proclaimed, not seeming to realize that Rhonda was about to go on the warpath seconds prior.

“Hold that shit down, Jean. If you wanna chase pussy, take your ass to the other side of the park. Don’t bring that kind of attention over here,” Reese warned her.

“Look, somebody walk with me to the liquor store,” Rhonda said.

“I wanna catch the game,” Billy said.

“Me, too,” Jean added.

“I’ll walk with you.” Reese cut her eyes at the two girls.

Rhonda started toward the park exit with Reese and called over her shoulder, “Don’t look to put you nasty-ass mouths on the bottle if you ain’t trying to walk.”

They had just about made it to the corner when Rhonda’s phone rang. She looked at her caller ID to make sure it was someone she felt like speaking to, then answered, “What’s up, bitch?”

“Shit, out here on the ave,” Yoshi responded on the other end. “Where y’all at?”

“Kingdome, trying to see what’s up with these sorry-ass niggaz.”

“I’m out here, too. I rode down with Scooter on his new bike.”

“I don’t know how you fuck with those things. I’m scared to death to get on a bike,” Rhonda told her.

“Shit, if you was fucking with a nigga who handle bread like Scooter, you’d be on a bike too, bitch.” The two girls laughed. “But yo, check this shit. I just seen that nigga Paul.”

“Where you seen him at?” Rhonda asked, trying to hide her excitement.

“On Fourteenth. He right in front of the liquor store with Larry and Ice. I ain’t know Paul fucked with that pimping ass nigga like that?”

“You know Paul know some of everybody, girl.”

“Yeah, he’s real popular these days. You should’ve seen how Ice’s hos were smiling all up in his face,” Yoshi taunted.

“Fucking jump-off-ass nigga. I’m ’bout to walk over there.”

“A’ight. Let me see what’s up with this nigga, and I’ll probably
walk over there. Give me about fifteen minutes. If you’re gonna get stupid, call my phone.”

“I ain’t gonna get stupid, I’m just gonna get him to buy the bottle.”

“Oh, Lord. If that’s the case, I’ll be there in ten.”

 


 


Paul was leaning against a parking meter, discussing a mural that Ice wanted him to do on his living room wall, when his phone rang. When he heard the lyrics to Three 6 Mafia’s “Baby Mama,” he knew who it was without looking. Letting out a long sigh, he picked up the phone.

“Hello.”

“What’s good, Paul? Where you at?” Rhonda questioned.

“I’m in my skin,” he said, not bothering to hide his irritation.

“Don’t be fucking funny, nigga. I was just calling to see what you were doing.”

“Me and Larry are kicking it. What’s up?”

“Nothing, just wondered if you felt like chilling?”

“Nah, I’m good. Besides, I ain’t coming through the projects till later on. I’m handling some business right now.”

“How’re you handling business, standing in front of the liquor store?”

“What the fuck, are you spying on me?” He looked around nervously.

“You know I always got my eye on you, baby daddy.” She blew him a kiss and hung up.

 


 


“That girl is asking for trouble,” Billy said, shaking her head.

“Yo, ya friends be on some real chickenhead shit,” Jean said.

“Don’t be trying to dis my girls, Jean.”

“It’s the truth and you know it, Billy. That boy is over there minding his business and Rhonda is gonna fuck with him for no reason.”

“Well, that’s between her and her baby daddy. Rhonda and Paul have always had a love/hate relationship.”


“I’d hate that bitch, too, if I was stupid enough to have a baby by her,” Jean told her.

“Well, you don’t have a baby by her, so mind your business. Now, let’s see if we can catch some of this game,” Billy said, heading into the projects.

There were people for as far as the eye could see. Some were watching the game, but most were just getting their stunt on. Over near the end of the parking lot, Billy spotted a familiar face. Teddy was leaning against the gate talking to a girl who looked like she couldn’t have been more than sixteen.

“Oh, shit.” Billy tapped Jean and nodded in Teddy’s direction.

“Who’s that?” Jean asked.

“That old married nigga that Reese is fucking,” Billy replied.

Jean frowned. “Married? Does the bullshit ever end?”

“I’m ’bout to call Reese and let her know what the hell this snake is up to,” Billy said, pulling out her phone.

“That might have to wait. She’s got her hands full right now.” Jean pointed across the street.

Billy looked over by the liquor store where a small crowd was gathering and all she could say was, “Damn!”

 


 


When Rhonda and Reese got across the ave, Paul was standing by a tricked-out Caddy, talking to Ice and two of his girls. Her anger immediately welled up, seeing him out there smiling with the two pretty girls. Though she wasn’t with Paul, she couldn’t stand to see him around another female. She decided to crash the party and make her presence felt.

“What’s good, y’all?” Rhonda said, stepping on the curb.

When Paul turned around and saw her, his whole mood changed. He tried his best to be cool with Rhonda for the sake of P.J., but they never could sit horses.

“’Sup,” he said, uninterested.

“Shit, hello to you, too.” She stepped right into his and Ice’s space, disregarding the conversation they were having. “You ain’t gonna introduce your baby mama to your little friends, Paul?”


“Ain’t nobody here that you got a reason to meet, Rhonda. I’ll get with you in a little while.” Paul turned his back on her and tried to resume his conversation with Black Ice.

“Nigga, don’t be trying to style on me for these hos!” Rhonda raised her voice.

“These Harlem bitches got me fucked up!” Passion spoke up. She was another of Ice’s hos who were present. “Who is this little black bitch talking to?”

“If the dick fits in your mouth, suck it, bitch!” Reese spat.

“Oh, I got your bitch right here!” Passion said, advancing on Reese. Passion was about five foot eleven and weighed 170-something, so it took the combined efforts of Ice and one of his other women to hold her back.

“Why don’t y’all go somewhere with that shit,” Paul said, stepping between the warring parties.

“Fuck you, Paul. That bitch shouldn’t have come out her mouth!” Rhonda shouted, way louder than she had to.

Paul turned to Ice. “Yo, I’m sorry about this shit, Ice. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Ain’t nothing, baby. We’re all gentlemen here.” Ice brushed his shoulder off.

Paul looked at Rhonda and had to restrain himself from saying something vicious to her. Instead, he tapped Larry and motioned for them to keep it moving. He got about three feet and Rhonda was right on his heels.

“Nigga, don’t be walking away from me!” She ran up on him.

“Rhonda, I ain’t trying to do this with you. Just leave me alone.”

“See, that’s your problem. You can’t take me, and that’s why you couldn’t fuck with me. Tell the truth, Paul. I was too much woman for you, huh?”

That drew a few snickers from the onlookers, but Paul didn’t feed into it. “Rhonda, why don’t you go play in traffic?” Paul turned to walk away, but she wouldn’t have it.

Rhonda grabbed him by the neckline of his shirt. “I said, don’t walk away from me!” Using both hands, she tore Paul’s shirt clean off his back.

The whole corner roared with laughter. Paul looked like a complete ass, standing there in his tank top, with strips of his shirt hanging
off him. Rhonda stood there smiling, but her face went slack when she saw the fire raging in his eyes. As quick as lightning, Paul slapped the shit out of Rhonda. She spun around twice and collapsed, holding her cheek.

“Bitch, what the fuck is wrong with you? I’ll murder your chickenhead ass out here!” he bellowed. He tried to move in for the kill, but Larry grabbed him about the waist.

“Be easy, my nigga,” Larry whispered in his ear.

“Fuck that, Larry. I’m tired of this bitch!”

“That’s my cue to leave,” Ice said, shooing his women back into the car. “I’ll get wit’ you, cat daddy. I don’t need this kind of heat.” Ice hopped into his Caddy and spun off.

“Nigga, why you hit her like that?” Reese jumped in Paul’s face. When she saw the madness in his eyes, she backed up.

“Fuck you, Paul!” Rhonda screamed, while Reese tried to help her up. “That’s the last time you’re gonna put your fucking hands on me. I’m taking P.J. and leaving. You ain’t never gonna see your seed, muthafucka!”

“You threatening me, bitch!” Paul struggled against Larry’s grip, but he held fast.

“Reese, why don’t you take your friend and get up out of here?” Larry pleaded.

“Fuck that, he shouldn’t have hit her!”

“That’s a’ight, nigga. You gonna get yours,” Rhonda threatened, wiping her clothes off.

“Get whoever you want, bitch. When I’m done with him, I’m gonna put something hot in your ass!” Paul snarled.

“Watch your mouth, kid, there’re people out here,” Larry warned. He looked up the block and saw two uniformed cops making their way through the crowd. “Time to go.” He tapped Paul and nodded up the block. Paul was angry, but he wasn’t stupid. The two of them made hurried steps across the street and disappeared into the projects.

 


 


“What the fuck was that all about?” Billy asked.

“Paul clocked her again,” Yoshi volunteered.


“What the fuck set him off?” Billy handed Rhonda a paper towel.

“Yo, I was just going to the liquor store and this nigga started spazzing,” Rhonda lied. “He was out there trying to stunt for Larry and that pimp-ass nigga Ice.”

“If I was you, I’d call the police on that muthafucka,” Reese said. “I wouldn’t have no nigga putting his hands on me.”

“Reese, why don’t you stop instigating,” Billy said. “You wasn’t talking that shit when Bone used to put his foot in your ass.”

“Fuck you, Billy. This ain’t about me.”

“You know damn well Rhonda and Paul will be fighting today and friends tomorrow. Don’t try to add fire to the shit.”

“Nah, I ain’t gonna call the police, but I’m gonna fix that nigga,” Rhonda plotted. “Paul is gonna learn just what kind of bitch his baby mama is.”





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/thumb.jpg





OEBPS/e9781429993616_cover.jpg
HOOD RAT

K'WAN





OEBPS/e9781429993616_i0001.jpg





OEBPS/thumbPPC.jpg





