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1
“I gotta make a way. I gotta do this now. 

If they don’t know your dreams, then 
they can’t shoot ’em down.”

J. Cole

“Two Deep for the Intro”

been set in Harlem. When she was a 

was African drumming and dance and potlucks with steaming 
bowls of greens and gospel concerts where mass choirs in sharp 

it was when black and white picture books were taken out and the 
great writers were discussed. Langston Hughes smiled up at her in 
a tuxedo, his eyes twinkled with the dreams that he so eloquently 

poetry reading. “Hold fast to dreams/for if dreams die/life is a bro-
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to James Baldwin and Zora Neale Hurston and Alice Walker and 

of places. When she closed her eyes, Harlem loomed. 

-

-
tionists, left her portfolio, and then sent thank you cards, and then 

did not pay bills. 

calls with her parents, she no longer could stop the tears. She was 

her body in an attempt to center herself. After another week, she 

. She 

You God!”
In college, she had read  religiously. It was in its pages 

that she learned of the shocking lengths Republicans had gone to 

Michelle Alexander, who simply and poetically explained how mass 
incarceration was . Sandwiched between liquor 
and fashion ads and features of hip-hops talented elite,  
exposed the hidden truths that were plaguing her people. It was the 
perfect platform for all that she wanted to say. 

schedules, only occasionally writing small articles. Outside of the 
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Tracy, along with hundreds of other people, watched from against a 
metal fence. She panned her camera around the crowd and panned 

tagged 

accommodate them. She bumped into Lindsay, a burgeoning fash-
ion stylist. “Hey girl, what you doing tonight?”

“Roll with me to Perfections.”

“Ok, cool.” 
Lindsay met her at her place around 1 am. She made a disap-

Tracy looked down at herself. She thought she looked sexy, but 
classy in an electric blue tube skirt and white wife beater. “What?”

-

look with a chunky gold necklace. “Now you look like someone a 

And after the shots of tequila that they slammed back, she was 
ready to make it a night. Lindsay had arranged for some dudes that 

It was dark inside. Beautiful women who ranged from Ser-

-



Banke Awopetu McCullough

~ 4 ~

ditched them and Lindsay began acting out her stripper fantasies. 

where their ride was.
“Let me call them.” Lindsay frowned into her phone. “It keeps 

Tracy laughed. “How do you know them anyway?”
“Well I used to fuck with the real tall one, but he always comes 

quickened a bit. What if she got a story tonight? She laughed to 
herself. Six months in the city and she would be drunk and in a 

girl get a ride back to Harlem?” 
He searched her face. “Ay yo, where I know you from?”

around, maybe online. I write for .” She laughed. “Actually, 

her face. “Yeah I know you, you caught my dunk earlier. A lot of the 
shit you post is ill.”

we ride?”

Pooch, is it cool if they ride?”
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“Hell yeah.” Pooch promptly put his arm around Lindsay and 

friends helping a blonde into their car. She elbowed Lindsay, who 
burst into a raucous laugh. She was gone. 

Cam stopped in front of a drop top Mercedes. “Pooch, how 

“Hell yeah.” 

spoke to Tracy. “You drunk too?”

car into 2nd

had. When they emerged from the Triboro Bridge Tracy pulled in 
front of IHOP. Cam looked around. 

get something to eat.” 
Pooch sounded his agreement from the back seat. “Hell yeah.” 
Inside their booth, Cam sat with his back against the wall and 

Tracy met Lindsay for drinks a couple of weeks later. Tracy 
lifted her glass to her. “Girl last time I saw you, your legs were hang-
ing out of a backseat.”

Lindsay smacked her teeth. “Bitch, that was weeks ago. On to 

cleanse starting tomorrow.”
“You look good. You could tighten your stomach a little, but 

better to be consistent.”

bitches all day and these stuck up designers.” 



Banke Awopetu McCullough

~ 6 ~

“I guess you got me beat there.”
“Yep, but one of those designers, who shall remain nameless, 

Tracy perked up in her seat. “To what? To the all-white party?” 
Lindsay nodded. Tracy stood up and did a shimmy. “Oh yeah.”

-

her to places. 

the day.” Tracy hesitated. “What? Bitch, you should be thanking me. 

Park Slope. She made her an appointment at a Dominican shop on 
118th although she still insisted that Tracy “needed to lose the India 

bagels and tequila spiked orange juice the day of the party. “Okay, 

hair and put concealer under her eyes before whisking a brush along 

and blush goes a long way.” Lindsay coached her on how to stand, 

a hand in protest. 

“So?”

my big break.”
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York for.”

on me.” Tracy ignored her and reached for a pair of teal wedges. 

minute.” Lindsay bounced up and crossed the room with hurried 
-

tion. She looked beautiful. She rolled her eyes and laughed. Lindsay 

Lindsay also talked nonstop all the way to the Hamptons. As 
the terrain transitioned from steel and glass to grass and sky, but-

“You do?”
“Yes, you do.” 
“Did you tell her that?”
But then Lindsay was on to another subject. Another example 

of how she was smarter than somebody else and how they were 
hating on her. Tracy laughed. Lindsay was funny and she did know 
a lot. Well, she knew a lot about make-up and fashion and celebrity 

Lindsay was on the moment they stepped out. She tossed her 
head back and headed straight towards the step and repeat. Tracy 

sky was a delicate powder blue and the sun was warm and wel-

from the city. 
A man came from behind her and threw his arm around her 

shoulder. Tracy looked up at him in surprise. Busta Rhymes was 
grinning back at her. “Good shit, huh shorty?” 
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Tracy laughed. “Yeah.” 

“Yeah.”
-

hardcore shit.” He grinned as she laughed and struck a more comi-

me and my shorty.” Tracy joined him and hollered as he lifted her 

who asked the question. “Tracy Mitchell, representing .” 

more picture. 
Busta was waiting for her when she was done. “You write for 

Around the grounds people sat or stood in clumps. She grabbed 
-

what he was holding out to her. “What is—“

smiled at the waiter, and plopped one into her mouth. It was good. 

She milled around after that. She spotted Lindsay a couple 

-
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pagne she was full and a little tipsy. She walked a bit up a grassy hill 

she brought for just this purpose, she felt at peace. She opened her 
purse, pulled out a joint, and took a long inhale. 

woman spoke behind her. “Easy, Tiger.” She turned to see Nicki 
Minaj, a female rapper who was making her way up the ranks, 

politician.”
Tracy exhaled and nodded. “Well Nicki, I already know your 

name so you can relax. Want some?” She held the joint out to her. 

heard a female spit like you.”

more—“

hip-hop.”
Tracy passed the joint back to her. “Characters in hip-hop?”



Banke Awopetu McCullough

~ 10 ~

Tracy. When she spoke it was in a strange British accent. “And they 

around him laugh—some girlishly boisterous, some demure and 
restrained. All of it on cue. To the right of them, three punk rock 

watched them, she noticed that the tallest one took a sip from his 
drink robotically, like his arm was programmed to raise the glass to 

mask.”

Nicki rolled her head towards her. “Nah, the mask Paul Lau-

Tracy nodded and pulled out her recorder. “Well, I gotta let you 
know that I write for 

sad for her. 

me to do it?”
“Who else would I send? Our ad sales tripled after the Minaj 

issue.” He stared straight at her. “But more than that, your piece said 
something. You managed to use the music to expose the politics. 
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was here. Her dream was coming true. 

her focus was on his lips. She had to remind herself that she was at 
work, not on a date. Yet, when Common took her hand and led her 

-

he said. He turned from her a bit and hailed a taxi. Her heart sunk. 

She tucked a pillow in between her legs, but it was not enough to 
suppress the wanting. She got up, took a cold shower, and sat in 
front of her laptop. Once beams of sunlight streaked into the room, 

anyway. She ended up with a direct piece that juxtaposed Com-

“What the fuck type of lead in is this?” He read, -

wet.’ Who the fuck wants to read that?”

to me, you would know that forty percent of them are female. And 

this issue. Nas is the sex symbol of a whole generation of women. I 
wrote the damn thing and I still might buy a copy.”

“Fucking groupie.”
“Hater.”
But Jimmie was cool and he was passionate as hell. He wran-
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-
barking the train at 125th street she felt like weeping. What had she 

of stairs to her apartment. Her apartment was tiny and the stairs 

beckoned to her. She stripped down to her camisole and panties, 
rotated her neck, and sat down to what she knew was going to be 
a long night. 

-

concealer under her eyes, wrapped a turquoise scarf around her 

and then joined the surge of people descending into the earth. Below 
they waited for the train. A pretty Japanese girl was cocooned into 
her own world, courtesy of Beats by Dre. Two older men sat on the 

-
prised if it was Drake. Hmm. She took her notepad out. Maybe she 

shouting to her. At this rate, she could probably submit her draft 
tomorrow. Good. Jimmie had been riding her hard these days. It 
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-

there and a constant cloud of noise. It was like there was a contest 
to see who could talk the loudest. Today, she needed to show her 
face and let Jimmie know that the story was coming.

She opened her laptop and checked her email. Iman, one of 
her line sisters had just gotten engaged. Tracy smiled and clicked 
away her congratulations. Cool. A wedding in DC would be a 

because it was work. Jimmie was talking on his cell phone when he 

-

now she was triumphant. 
She decided to write another piece while the iron was hot. 

She blogged occasionally for , a feminist newsletter that 
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She rattled 

to be satiated. 

-
working pages, she decided to launch a blog of herself frequent-

exploits at the 24 hour seafood spot on 125th

propped her Go Pro up and began talking. “Welcome to another 

Tony?” She turned her camera towards the grumpy waiter who had 
just taken her order. 

“Get that shit outta my face.”
Tracy laughed and turned the camera back towards her. “I 

guy keeps calling me.” She let it ring for a moment before putting 
it on speaker phone. 

“Hello?”
“Damn, I thought I was about to watch you ignore my call. 

kissed her full on the mouth. “Hey, pretty lady.” 
She broke the embrace quickly and smiled tightly at him. “I 

suppose absence does make the heart grow fonder.”
-

ing you.”
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He faltered for a bit, but then plastered on a grin. “Hi, world. 
I am Francois, one of the best chefs in the city. Ask my girl here—“

-

7th

her jerk chicken quesadillas on their second date that were so good 
she let him eat her afterwards. Unfortunately, she lost all interest 
after she came. He kept calling and she wanted to like him, but 
there was just no spark. 

but delicate.” She licked her fork. “And the texture, crisp on the 
outside, but soft and warm in the inside.”

new girl in the city is out.” Francois handled the check and she 
promised to call him. 

she slid inside. A sexy brother with dreads eyed her. She held his 

ass waited to approach her until after she bought her own drink. 
She knew that trick. 

and cabbed it and went to a party in Soho. She got home around 
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four, but was still restless. She grabbed her phone and scrolled 
through some texts before putting it down again. 

Two more years went by. 

ankle grabbing to secure artists, fewer pieces about social issues. 

was not 
to New York. 

She could see now where  ended and where she began. 
She made time to date. Her schedule and social circle eliminated 

no matter how much of a gentleman they were or how sexy they 
looked when an Italian moon danced on their features—were out. 
So were music execs. Athletes were cool, but often too self-absorbed 
for anything substantial. Financial guys were the worst and actors 
were just strange. 

from all of it. At album release parties, music blared and pills and 

celebrating. At radio parties, jokes were told and she laughed, but 
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-
more. She was always tired, always stressed, and less and less proud 

what else to do.

She knew he was a church kid, born and raised in Oakland, played 
three instruments, did a tour in Iraq. And she really dug his music. 

-
lyn heads nodding. No one could deny that he could spit. His polit-

of Too Short. Tragic could just as easily rap about fucking hoes as 

was quickly signed to a mega label and immediately deemed the 
-

could be her angle.
She closed her notes and looked out of the tiny hole that was 

to go with. She pulled the window shade down. 
Her mind was back on business as soon as the plane started 

its descent. Tragic had been communicating with Tracy sans pub-
licist or assistant and insisted on picking her up from the airport. 
She was barreling towards ground transportation, shades on, phone 
to her ear, prepared for him to be late, when she saw him walking 

Tracy smiled. He was real. Unassuming in his khaki shorts, 
white tee, and Adidas they made it to his car unmolested by fans. 
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Good thing for her conscience that you made it back.”

-

to fake a smile. 
He laughed. “Guess you know a little something about that.”
She knew a lot about that. Her future had been planned and 

-
nant. When she was fourteen her father had worked enough double 

projects, to a pocketbook house in Brighton, a suburb with the best 

of Howard, but was happy to make her parents so proud. Of course, 
the shoe dropped on graduation day when she announced she was 

she would not be dissuaded. She had done her duty, the rest of her 
life would be for her. 

-
lujah, I can breathe!” She laughed. “What about you? You close to 
your folks?” 

-

out of business, Tracy could barely contain herself. She could just 

in his black leather in the 60s, afro glistening in the sunshine. She 
wanted to soak it all in. 

Inside, the smell of fried chicken and framed photographs 
greeted them. A few patrons sat along a glistening counter. A plump 
woman with a huge smile and gap to match spoke. “Hey Blake, go 
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He slid down across from her. “First time in Oakland?”
-

“No. In the beginning people used to be scared by all of that. 

get fashionable until the leather and guns came out. Towards the 
end there were too many rules, too many bodies, and too much talk. 
Niggas got tired of listening to that shit.” He rubbed his arm. “All 

has gotten me here.” 

-

He took the recorder from her and pressed stop. “Not yet. Let 
-

She raised her hands in surrender. He was cool. And when 

She spent the entire day with him. On their way to his barber 

head ass nigga.”
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dudes up, nodded at a few females, and stopped for a couple of pic-
tures. Seeing him here was no unusual occurrence. In the sneaker 
store, a bow-legged kid with freckles in a striped uniform handed 

ranch style home in a middle class neighborhood to change. 
“Make yourself at home.” Her eyes darted around the moment 

door. In the kitchen, a fourth grade report card was on the refrig-

girl smiled at her from the mantel. She wondered what type of 

thoughts. She turned to face him. He still had on his clothes from 
earlier, but he added a thick rope chain and the new sneakers.

with your daughter?”

linked up with any of his homies. Most of the artists she met hated 

He laughed. “What entourage? Niggas stopped fucking with 
me when I came home. I was fucked up, bad. I was on pain meds, 

my baby mom either.” 
“What about now?”

She held out her recorder. “Except for journalists.”
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not going to deny a fan are you?”

“Oh yeah. You write some real shit. Like, some mags kiss artists 

her

why I was hyped to meet you. You seem like a fun person to be 
around.”

Tracy watched him as he spoke. A lot of artists liked to kiss 

it was New York that had been bothering her. A change of scenery 
and a new friend might be just what she needed. She shrugged. 
“Yeah I am.”

I need that right now. Just build with me. You can start the inter-

anecdotes about the making of the music, the time he got pistol 

-
gle dropped. He jumped up and down, ran across the stage. He 
screamed into the mic “All I got is this here pen/And if I die, Lord 
please let me in/Soul so dark, heart full of  sin.” Tracy was mesmer-

And when he passed her a blunt she only hesitated for a moment. 

but she felt like she had made a new friend. She needed that right 
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would almost be sinful. 

by its spreading presence. But then it was the only thing she could 
feel and she was awake. She opened her eyes. Where was she? She 
was laid out on a bed. It was still made. Her eyes quickly roamed 

-

clothed. When she got to her face, there was something wet, some-
thing thick. Oh God. She hurled. For a few moments, her body 

gagging until there was nothing else to come out. 
She closed her eyes and tried to remember. She remembered 

Tragic swinging her around after the show, her coughing after 
hitting the blunt, their laughter. She noticed the tape recorder on 
the night stand. She stared it, afraid of what it might say. Finally, 

pops was a pastor used to beat the shit outta me and quote Scrip-

nothing.” 

shooters and petty ass beef is a war. No, a war is when you suit up 
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dress.” Tracy could make out the sound of her own laughter, it was 

“Yo, what the fuck did we smoke?”
“A little of this, a little of that. Welcome to the West Coast 

nigga.”

We ease it in, nice and smooth, you hardly feel it.” He started to 

singing along to that and we got something.” 

“We?”

cracked. It was touch and go for a few weeks. But someone came 
to see me.”
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“Who?”

and that my music would pierce hearts.”
“Who?”
“He said I would win souls for him. He said that the music is 

people on our side.”

-
tened to the music. It was almost like a presence, like an aroma that 
only she could smell. She would look at those around her and see 

down with an artist and felt its presence again. And there it was 
. Something tugged at 

-

abandoned and disenfranchised. 
-

-

“bang bang” and niggas were dying in the streets. Souls were being 

or desperate preacher. Maybe she had misunderstood what Tragic 
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-

turned into a complete kiss ass recently. She swept her arm across 

spoke. “Are you sure?”
She placed a copy of the recording on his desk and walked out. 

He ran her story in its entirety. 

said 

females said Tracy was a hater who half of the industry had ran 

industry said the story was completely untrue and was a public-
ity stunt of a desperate mag. Hip-hop was was not intentionally 

their kids. Hip-hop had always been a report on the ghetto, not the 
cause. It could not be blamed for what was happening in the streets. 
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that piece.”

You heard it for yourself--”

-
ing point. We are . We expose the truth, we shake people 

-
fuckas are killing our people! You think the homicide rate in Chi-

wildly as she clutched the phone. 
Jimmie sounded exhausted on the other end. “Tracy, how can 

No other editors were interested in talking to her either. Her 

On the 

account was quickly dwindling and her phone was blaringly quiet. 

front of her laptop and pecked away but the words were empty, 
their meaning blank. It was the same thing with her journal, she 

pressed too hard. 
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She had to do something. She temped, but that money was 

at the temp agency. 
“I need something that pays more.”

body was shaking, consumed with her hopelessness.

It took three weeks for her to apply at the New York City 

woken up so early in New York before. She showered, dressed and 
th street. 

-
ing. She pushed through hundreds of kids waiting to be scanned 

What the hell were these kids gonna do with a bird house? Tracy 

tools they used to complete their bird houses and why. 

rang again, she had nineteen students sitting before her, sixteen of 
them boys. 



Banke Awopetu McCullough

~ 28 ~

“Good morning.” No one returned her salutation. “Well as you 
can see Mister Moore is out today.”

name?”

“Michael.”
“Okay Michael, read number one.” 

a hand tool with hinged arms that end in jaws—“
He actually listened to her. But the student next to him was a 

“Yeah, bitch I can read.”

stupid or too proud to read two sentences in class? Or am I a bitch 

bag.” She stared him down. “Is there anything else you want to say?” 

her nose. 

bitch as smoothly as if it were her name. All of that because she 

-

motherfuckas singing along to that and we got something.” Chil-

world shadowed in spells, their reality was dimmed by materialism 
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She had dreamed of Harlem, not because she was supposed to be 

dead after all, it was reincarnated. 
She emailed Miss Pratt, her elementary music teacher who 

used to run the Black History assemblies. Miss Pratt had put Tracy 

Miss Pratt wrote her back and told her all about what was going on 

had shrank and the graduation rate had plummeted. “
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2
“  

 

-

when she got to Main Street. What had they done to Midtown? 

Sunday--an upscale urban boutique, a grocery store, a monorail. 
Dancing dolls from foreign lands used to mark the hour. During 
Christmas, there was a Black Santa Claus whose wintry land spar-

all of that was reduced to the rubble and the abandoned cranes and 
trucks that she stood in front of. A man walked past her, “Excuse 
me, when did they do this?”
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She came to learn that a lot more had changed since she had 

natural food market around the corner and prostitutes in its parking 

-

She subbed during the day and went to class at night. Her pro-
gram was for career changers who wanted to teach in an urban set-

completely buy since most of the people in her cohort were idiots. 

Black, ex jock, and dumb as bricks. “I mean some of them kids real 
smart. Just gotta know how to apply it. We got crack dealers doing 

But the course work was fascinating. She learned about edu-

Left Behind. It was discriminatory to place disabled students in 
separate classrooms. Teachers now had to read and implement stu-

—thick packets that described 

strategies to accommodate them. She took psychology classes to 
understand the mindset of teenagers, literacy classes that taught 

-
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eral learning styles. She attended seminars on bullying, child abuse, 
-

enced trauma, their brains permanently altered because of it. 

potential that lingered in the air. None of the friends that she grad-
uated with were coming back. Rochester was too broke and too 
slow for them. Most of them landed in Atlanta. Her friends that 

and few aspirations. So she went to sorority meetings, joined a 
church, worked out, met a fuckable guy named Jason. Spring turned 
to summer. 

now had the additional task of student teaching during summer 

she could pretend not to detect them and he in turn let her do 

day. Later on, she regaled her cohort with stories about how she led 
the class through grammar exercises, the essential question, and a 
discussion of She was certainly feeling like the master of 

School, Piaget, and  were crammed into her head. 
Summer melted away and they eagerly awaited their assign-

ments for the upcoming school year. It was tedious, as the school 
district struggled to reinstate and place the thousands of seniors 

summer session and the week before school was to start. She was 
going to Booker T. Washington. 

the city.”



Always Want More

~ 33 ~

At 5:47 a.m, the parking lot of Booker T. Washington High only 

Her hands shook on the door handle. She exhaled, “I can do 
this.” Outside of the car, she steadied her hand to swipe her badge 
at the sensor. A click sounded her admittance into the school. 

-

forming in her throat. Tracy turned away and checked her mail-

She had cleaned and disinfected her classroom the day before, 
but it still smelled of stale summer. She cracked the window and 
was rewarded with a gust of twilight air. Rays of amber reached 

Hurried footsteps came next. A short, Puerto Rican woman 
stuck her head in the door. “You got the gig.”

-

“Tracy Mitchell.”

was gone as quickly as she had come. 
Soon there were streams of teachers passing by her door. Jen 

“Just about.”
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-

no matter what happens, it will be better tomorrow. ”
Tracy looked up sharply from the email she had been reading. 

“It will be better today.”

into the loop. She and a few other teachers stood in the hallway. A 

bald man crossed his arms. “Just 190 more days of this shit.” Miss 

and females could be spotted in the saunter of their struts, their 
shouts of “ay yos” and “hey girls” were trumpets announcing their 

It had been her experience that these kids were the most danger-
ous. Already outcasts—and trying not to be fucked with--they had 
short fuses and could be quick to cut someone or throw a chair at 
a teacher. She was mindful to address larger groups too. Her years 
as a city student and stint subbing had taught her that the more 
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soil at the moment. 
-

lowed and plunged forward. “My name is Miss Mitchell. I will only 
answer to Miss Mitchell. You may not call me Miss or Mitch or 

you will treat me with the same respect. I might as well tell you now 

here to learn, then you need to see yourself to the door. You will not 

She heard snickers and a couple of girls smacked their teeth. 
But when she raised an eyebrow, and looked directly at them, they 

the screen of the smart board. An hourglass appeared and a digital 

to copy down the question, but you need to restate the question in 
your answer.” 

Some kids were bored, they had heard it all before. Others were 

through grammar exercises, telling them that standard English 

nudged sleeping students as she passed, kicked their desks if they 
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in her mind. She went to class and listened to her cohort as they 
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3
 

a sweet kid whose ADHD kept him in perpetual motion. “Ty, we 

to the bathroom and laid it on his desk. “Go take a walk.” She left 
work right after dismissal. At home she stripped and plopped down 
in front of CNN. Obama truly had the world on his shoulders. Yet 

At eight, she joined a bunch of black professionals at Crush 
to watch the results. Crush was the buppie social hub. During the 

weekends, the deejay was great and the crowd liked to dance. On 
election night it was packed. Brothers wore button downs and too 
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and Louis handbags. Tracy supposed it was the uniform of educated 
Black folk. She stuck out in a tailored leather jacket, peasant shirt, 
pale blue tights, and thigh high snakeskin boots. A few women 

She ordered wine and milled around by the bar. She heard 

engineer from Greenwich, Connecticut. Like she knew what the 
fuck she was talking about. A trio of men to the right of her were 

She approached him. “Is anybody sitting here?” He shook his head 

the chair back a few inches away before sitting down. 

on top and Tracy had switched from wine to martinis. “I hope this 

When Ohio went Blue and Obama was declared the winner, 

sealed with human contact. And when his arms closed around her, 

pull away after a few moments. She stared at him and he held her 

pulled her towards the bar. “Trace, we gotta do a shot.” His grip 

turned back towards the man, but he was gone. 

instantly. After dismissal, Tracy sat at her desk and watched it. She 
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still needed an oil change. She turned back to the snow and sighed 

She turned from her musings, packed up, and headed to the 

worked or worked out there and smiled at her and looked too long 

-
ward run-ins at a place she frequented so often.

She had a good workout and headed to the mats for her cool 
down routine. Pushing her body beyond comfort, she breathed 
deeply and leaned into her stretches. She noticed the man from 

-

that focus held her attention. He sat up and noticed her. 

“You about to bench?” 
“No, but I need someone to walk me to my car. I parked in the 

garage.”

noticed him before. His lined face and bulky build suggested a 

silence. 

She spotted him again a few weeks later. He nodded in 
response to her smile. She tried to shake away the familiar stirring 
the nod caused inside of her. She was just about to start her abdom-
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She asked, “Did you already do abs?”

-

“Yeah.”
“Need somebody to walk you to your car again?”

and almond-shaped eyes. His frame was solid and basketball sleek. 
She remembered the way his arms felt around her. 

He nodded when she pointed to her car right in front of the 
building. “Can I call you sometime?”

“Who are you going to ask for?”

“Tracy. Yours?”
“X.”
“Like the rapper?” 

“So your brothers are Cambridge and Canterbury?”
-

“How old are you?”

in a couple of months. No need to think about that. “You?” 
“Twenty-nine.”
He called a few days later. At the sound of his rich baritone 

struck something within her. She felt like she already knew him. 
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Tragic. She thought about waking up in that hotel room and shud-

signal the completion of the date. She was in control. 

was so determined to keep in line. Regular exercise kept her waist 
narrow, her thighs thick, and her ass tight. Her jet black, kinky hair 

the Italian Steakhouse. She had a pre-date ritual. She liked to take 
a moment to hope for the best, picture herself smiling and nodding 
demurely, plot the witty things she would say. Her ritual was shot 
when X pulled alongside her. So went being early. 

-

He slid his arm around her waist before leading her to the 
restaurant and away from the warnings that sounded in her mind. 
Inside, he pulled out her chair and let his eyes linger on her face 

ordered.
“Finally?”

“Really?”

who can stand alone and I like those blue shorts you wear.”

are we doing here?”
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let that statement hang before licking his lips and leaning back in 
his chair. “Do you want to see a magic trick?” She nodded, eager for 
a distraction. “Okay, see this salt shaker?” He lifted it up as if she 

shaker with the napkin and slammed his hand down on the table. 

She laughed and clapped. “How did you do that?”

-
ies. She laughed often and felt completely at ease. He smiled a lot, 
listening more than he talked. Afterwards, X walked her to her car 
and opened the door for her, leaning in close enough for her to 

if he had a girlfriend, a felony, or kids. 

her spine when he put his hands on her hips, and directed her 
through the crowd towards their seats. “So you got a man?” he asked 

“Why is that?” It was her turn to peer in his face and search 

“No particular reason.”

“I use enough.”

“What do you want to know?”
“How do you make your money?” 
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She raised an eyebrow. “And how exactly is that?”
He shrugged. “Does that matter?”
“Uh, yeah.”

is suitable for right now. I make enough to take care of you if it 
came to that.” He waited for her response. She turned her atten-

well. He shook his head and turned his attention back to her. Tracy 

remember that.” 

smug, cocky as shit. 
“You like hip-hop?”
She almost laughed. What an understatement. She used to eat, 

She 
was a sophomore at UPenn and played the album non-stop. She 

gritty, he was a poet, a wordsmith. He told tales that captured the 
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She titled her head towards him. “Born and raised right here.”

“What makes you say that?”

spoken truer words about her. Her parents had done the right thing 
and got her out of the city before its stench had seeped into her 
pores, before its claws had marred her spirit. Now being back home, 

She looked away. He was cocky, but the way he carried it was 

himself. She looked back at him and saw wisdom and pain in his 
face. What secrets lay behind those eyes? She wanted to hear them 
all. She wanted to allow this man to unburden himself, to touch 
the innocence she knew was deep inside. How is it that he, too, had 
managed to remain unscathed by the city?


