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 Dee spent most of her life on welfare, watching her 
often-absent father struggle with addiction and, lately, 
watching her mother’s battle with cancer. Dee had paid her 
dues. When her Auntie M brought her to live in Atlanta, things 
were supposed to get better. In Atlanta, Dee had new clothes, 
a full fridge, and her own bedroom. 
 
 However, she soon realized there were other issues. The 
most important was the apparent overdose of Pastor Clifton, 
her aunt’s best friend and secret love. Pastor Clifton was trying 
to clean up the neighborhood. So how did he end up slumped 
over his desk—dead? And why, in a church full of gossips, was 
no one saying a word? 

 In Dee’s world, that level of power wasn’t unheard of. 
But here, it was di�cult to distinguish the players and, more 
importantly, who was managing them from behind the 
curtain.
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This book is dedicated to Keith A., Keith P., and all believers in “what 
if” and dreams that extend beyond cubicle walls.    

Thank you.
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A not-so-distant door slammed. 

“Dee? Dee?” her mother’s raspy whisper came from the only bedroom 
in the cramped apartment. 

Dee Bell walked in and saw her mother’s eyes light up.

“Hey, Baby,” Ilene said.

Dee was tired. So tired. But she couldn’t help reacting to her mother’s 
obvious joy. “Hey, Mom. Did you have a good day?”

“’Bout the same. The nurse came and your dad helped me out today. 
How about you? How was school?”

“It was good.” The apartment was not big enough for Dee not to notice 
her dad, Nipsey, sitting in the kitchen sipping on a beer. Who knows how many 
he already had or even if he would have been any good if the inevitable had 
happened? Her mother had been on the downward slide for months. She had 
hung on longer than the doctors had anticipated, but both her mother and Dee 
knew Ilene was on borrowed time.
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Dee and her mom lived in the projects in Chicago. Cheaper housing, 
yeah, but this building was scheduled to be torn down to make room for a 
mixed development community. All the people that lived here now wouldn’t 
fit in the new development. Where were they supposed to live if her mother 
lasted longer than their eviction date?

 Her father, who was not married to her mother, was pretty much 
shelter bound. He didn’t really have an address. He stayed where he could, 
which was sometimes with Dee and her mom, sometimes with friends or at 
the shelter. 

He always said he had big plans. He was going to be a musician. His 
friends had a band and wanted him to go on tour with them. His addiction 
held him back as surely as a leather tether to his ankle. Now they were playing 
places like the Chicago Theater and United Center; meanwhile Bootleg Bob 
in there didn’t do shit. 

Dee figured the closest he ever got to being a musician was teaching 
drumming to the bucket boys scrambling for their daily pennies on State 
Street, outside the United Center, on the sidewalk near the Cell after White 
Sox games, or wherever they could get a crowd. 

Her mother had made it to Dee’s sixteenth birthday. That was 
important. She had even managed to buy Dee a new television. A flat screen. 
Dee had no idea how her mother managed it since Dee had been responsible 
for the bills. She certainly hadn’t gotten the money from the deadbeat in the 
kitchen. He had always been more of an ornament than a father. At least he was 
around more now. Whether or not he was sober didn’t matter; all that mattered 
was her mother wasn’t alone.

 “Where are your books?” her mother asked frowning, straining to 
hold her head up.

 “I dropped them by the door.”

 “Oh.”
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 “Did you need something?”

Her mother laid her head back into the pillow and smiled again. “I was 
waiting for you to come home. We can watch The Wiz on your new television. 
Your dad can set it up in here. We haven’t watched it in a while. I was sitting 
here thinking about it today. “

 “Ah Mom, the DVD is scratched. I can run out and get another one.”

The disappointment in Ilene’s eyes broke Dee’s heart. She had so little 
to look forward to that it made Dee feel doubly guilty about the fact that she 
sold her television. How could she tell her mother there wasn’t any money? 
Her mother’s disability check only went so far; and Dee hadn’t wanted her 
mother to worry about things like choosing among electricity, food and 
medication. Her mother needed her pills. With them, she had made it this far. 
Without them, Dee feared what her mother’s life would be like; that fear drove 
her on a daily basis. 

When her mother succumbed to drug-induced sleep, Dee had been 
sneaking items out of the house. She sold the television, the DVD player, 
the art off the wall. There weren’t that many things of any value. Then, Dee 
dropped out of school and started selling something else entirely. She still went 
to school every day. Her friends were her best clients. She only sold weed, 
though. Not the hard stuff. That would fuck a person up for real. Look at her 
dad. 

 “Oh no, no. You just got home. ‘Sides, I got that online. It’s not at the 
store anymore. That would be too much trouble.” Her mother lay in the bed 
picking at the blanket. 

The pain in Dee’s heart was too much to bear. She just wanted to run 
away from all of this. She didn’t want to worry about how the bills were going 
to be paid. That was a parent’s job. No one should have to run a household at 
sixteen. But then again, no one should have to watch their parent give more and 
more of her pain over to medication. But it helped. Ilene was as comfortable as 
Dee could make her. She could concentrate on a conversation in between naps. 
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Dee waited every day for a miracle, but the doctors at the county hospital were 
certain her mother was terminal. 

Dee walked over to her mom’s bedside and stumbled on a pair of shoes 
in the middle of the floor. Nipsey must have left them there she thought as she 
put them in the clear box in the closet. Her mom liked shoes way too much to 
just leave them in the middle of the floor. 

Every pair had a story, a memory. Her mom would always say, “You 
know I wore these black ones when I took your aunt to the airport. Girl, her 
plane was delayed and my dogs were barkin’ but I did get a lot of compliments.” 
Or, “I wore these when I left your father in Las Vegas. I strutted out of there 
on my stilettos with my head held high. I got a lot of second looks that day.” 

Every time her mother told the latter story, Dee thought her mother 
received second looks for a different reason. Dee’s mother was truly beautiful. 
Even looking at her now you could tell. Dee’s mom was always slender. 
She had slanted eyes courtesy of some distant Asian relative and the hazel 
eye color courtesy of the white woman he married. At five foot nine inches, 
everyone said that her mom could have been a model. She was pretty enough 
and tall enough, but it was really the personality that made her mom shine. She 
was always smiling and laughing. She truly brightened the whole room.  
According to Dee’s friends, Nipsey wasn’t bad to look at either. 

Dee’s mom had a hard time when they moved to the projects where 
being beautiful and happy means that you’re lonely. No one wants to be around 
you, and no one wants their man to see you. Beauty means you have to watch 
your back. Someone is as likely to cut you as talk to you. Beautiful Ilene and 
Nipsey produced Dee. She inherited her beautiful face from her mother and 
her brick-house body from her dad. 

When Dee started to develop, her mother was shocked. Ilene assumed 
Dee would take after her. But Dee’s face went one way; her body, the other. 
Dee started getting stares from men old enough to know better when she was 
fourteen. Her mom asked her one time if she ever considered a career as a nun. 
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Dee just laughed. “I don’t know about that. But trust me, they are not 
my type.” Dee had plans. She knew her looks could pull her something beyond 
some bum on the street corner. She just needed the opportunity; but where she 
stood, opportunity was rare.

Fortunately, there was one neighbor, Big Rock—the neighborhood 
dealer/pimp/entrepreneur—who saved the lives of Dee and Ilene in the 
projects. Actually, he was the only one that called himself an entrepreneur and 
would sometimes just simply say that he worked in supply and demand. He 
extended his protection to Ilene after she became friends with his girlfriend. 
Then when they had babies at the same time; both the girls were protected as 
well. 

Dee knelt down beside her mother’s bed. “Cheer up, Mom.”

“Oh, Baby. I’m fine. I just wanted to do something with you. Since 
I’m stuck in this bed, there isn’t much we can do together and we used to love 
watching The Wiz. That’s all. Tell me a story from school. How’s your friend 
Rocky? I haven’t heard about her in a while.”

While they still had her father’s protection, Dee’s best friend, Rachel 
“Rocky” had been steering clear of Dee since Dee’s mother had gotten really 
sick. It seemed all Dee did when they got together was cry. Guess Rocky got 
tired of that. 

“Nothing much is happening at school.” Dee tried to get her mother’s 
thoughts off of school. “I know. How ’bout a verse of ‘Slide some oil to me.’” 
Dee shrugged and pantomimed that dance of the Tin Man in her mother’s 
favorite movie. 

Dee dreamed of a career in music. She could sing, play the piano, and 
dance, but dreams like that don’t last for girls like her from neighborhoods like 
hers. Most of them end up in the apartment in the next building across from 
their mother’s with more kids than hope. So Dee had a new dream appropriate 
for her life. It started with a sugar and ended with a daddy. 

“No, Baby. You know the song that I want you to sing.”
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“Come on, Mom. How about something upbeat? “

“That’s upbeat to me. It’s about strength. How to be strong. How to 
have courage. Life’s a ghetto bitch. She’ll just keep coming at you until you 
put her down for good. You gotta have courage to stand up to that.”

Whatever. Dee didn’t agree. She’d prefer a happy song, but it was the 
least she could do. She closed her eyes and began to sing “Be a Lion.”

Dee lifted her head and belted out a rendition that would rival Diana 
Ross any day. 

Her mother sighed, sank lower into the pillows, and closed her eyes. 

Tears made tracks down her face, but Dee kept singing. By the time 
she reached the chorus, her mother was sleep.

 Dee watched her for a minute. She noticed how her shallow breaths 
made her chest rise and fall. Dee often looked at her mother while she slept. 
It was like a little vigil with her. She wanted to be with her mother when she 
passed. God, just the thought made her stomach cramp. Dee lay down next to 
her mother, closed her eyes, and put a hand on her mother’s chest. Her body 
was already set to wake if Ilene’s breathing even so much as hitched. This was 
the only way she could really sleep nowadays. She closed her eyes and let the 
pillow silently collect more of her tears. 

Dee woke up about an hour later, checked to make sure her mother was 
still breathing, and went into the kitchen. Her father was still there with a beer 
in his hand—as usual.

“You know you should be going to school.” It was the same thing that 
he had been saying for the last month. The problem was he didn’t say it with 
a check in his hand. 

“Keep your voice down. I don’t want her to wake up and hear you.”

Dee opened the refrigerator door and took a beer out. 
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“What are you doing? You’re too young to drink.”

“Yeah, I’m also too young to watch my mother die.” Dee gave her dad 
the look of a grown woman who had seen too much and done the rest. 

“’Sides, how do you think the beer that you’ve been guzzling all day got in the 
refrigerator? Do you think Mom got up and went shopping? Listen, Pops. If I 
don’t drink, you don’t drink.” 

Her dad hung his head down and took a sip of his beer. 

Dee cracked hers open and waited with him in silence for her mother 
to wake or die.




