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What you staring at?

3:15pm traffic whizzes by, heading towards the 710.  On Rosecrans ave, there was the slot car raceway and further west was the Rosecrans drive-in. If you continue going east on Rosecrans, that takes you into Norwalk. That’s where Kaiser hospital is, a place I’m all to familiar with. In front of Whaley junior high was the bus stop.  The school bus doors swing open.  The bus driver was cool, sort of mysterious. He has on a waist length black  leather jacket, and dark Ray Ban shades on. He sports a neatly cropped medium size afro. His pants were pressed that  just hit the top of black boots. This man was a walking ad for the Black Panthers fashion attire. The line of anxious kids step  onto the bus. The bus driver nods at each kid.  Christmas vacation was finally here.

My name is  Michael Taylor,  that’s not my real name. But for the purpose of this story, it will do.  Weird how life throws challenges  and choices at you. But those challenges can be disguised as a loved one, a buddy from school, or that unattainable girl. Well unattainable to me.  However, the choices can be life changing.  You always have time to ponder, this way or that way. Sometimes you only have a second to decide. If you practice making good choices, chances are you’ll make more good choices than bad ones. Decide wrong and well, you’ll see... Anyway as a teenager, I  had that challenge.  So I made a choice, a very bad choice,  as I found out. 

Well here’s my story, it all started as a thirteen year old.  I’m trying to discreetly eye this  girl. Not just any girl, THE GIRL, her hair tightly twisted in braids.  I  glanced down at her toned and shapely legs. She feels my stare and spins around. Irma is Black/Puerto Rican. Which meant I could be cussed out in two different languages. She eyes me assertively before speaking. I look away and back at her several times before she speaks. The shame of being caught staring was unbearable. I looked back at Bobby and Stephon for help, they both looked away.

What are you staring at?  As Irma flips one braid over her shoulder. There’s laughter just as Miller, tall and lanky steps in front of me. Bullies have perfect timing. He glares back at me, daring me to say something. I quickly looked away. The abrupt interruption by Miller was a godsend. No need to answer Irma now. Still, I knew I had to deal with the bully somehow. I felt Irma's glare though. And the  hmph, you make me sick,  from Irma meant that that particular confrontation was over. 

Miller turns his back, self-assured with a sly smirk. I looked back at Bobby and Stephon, they snicker as I clenched up my fist.  I exhaled before taking a swing at Miller's head. Before I can make contact, Bobby and Stephon tackle me. We pile onto the ground in a heap. Now on the bus, Irma has a window seat. She watches me, smiling approvingly. I struggle to get loose. Bobby and Stephon laugh hysterically. I give up,  staring up at the sky, stoic.

Schwinn is the finest bike
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I grin, the beach cruiser was just what I wanted.  We stand in the driveway.  My father watched, beaming with approval. It was red with chrome fenders, a huge bike. I was happy until I saw Jerome ride by on his brand new Sting Ray.  The look on his face said everything, like my bike’s better than yours.  He was right. Jerome was an older kid, who lived right behind our house on Pearl street.  His bike had a banana seat, sissy bar, tassels on the handle bars. Chrome fenders covered the cool white wall tires. The rear tire, a nice wide slick. On the rear hub was a reflector that made a cool clicking sound as it hit the spokes. And that bike was metal-flake blue. I finally looked away. After all, I begged my dad for the beach cruiser for months.  Thanks dad, this is cool , I said. Dad looks up the street at the Sting Ray, then back at the beach cruiser.  Glad you like your bike son,  Dad replies.

A bike’s a bike man

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3

[image: ]


I show off my bike at Oaks park to get maximum exposure. We park on the court.  Bobby (14) and Stephon (14) glare at the bike. I circle them on the basketball court showing off.  Bobby Santos is a sheltered, naive kid, just learning the ropes. Bobby was the oldest of three kids. His mother was a stay at home mom. Bobby's mom would always offer me something to eat. Bobby's father drove a big rig. Bobby and I even got a ride to school one day. All the kids were envious of us that day. Bobby had curly hair, it was almost like an afro. The black girls liked Bobby, a good looking Latino kid. Bobby had on the Cross Country sneakers he got for Christmas. I knew Bobby would challenge me to a race soon. I was always a little faster though.

Stephon Ikes was the youngest of six, mature beyond his fourteen years. I would visit Stephon, but never was invited inside. I may have seen Stephon's mom outside a couple of times. There was no mention of his dad. There was always an excuse as to why I couldn't come inside. This never bothered me, but I did notice. Stephon didn't have the nicest clothes. He said he would get hand me downs, but he was always clean. Whatever he had on it was pressed and neat. Stephon had this mischievous grin.  And there was no one who could outrun Stephon. 

Bobby says man that's a nice bike. They  inch closer. I stated  oh, I cut off the fenders so it looks more like a Sting Ray. I borrowed my dad’s tin snips to cut the fenders, don’t think he approved. Then I turned the handle bars up too. Cool right?  Stephon rolls his eyes,  a bike's a bike man.

We notice several older boys approaching. One has a basketball under his arm. They want the court. Bobby says  hey what time is it? I gotta go.  Stephon and I look over. I replied,  let's go man. Adjacent to the park were the Oak street apartments and the alley that leads to Poppy street.  We casually rode down that alley. Suddenly we hear a roar. A white car comes screaming up behind us. It was all we could do to get out of the way.  All three of us splash on the ground, bikes and all. Stephon screams,  you stupid motherf@@ka! The car rounds the corner and disappears.
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Where’d you learn to use words like that?
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Now in front of Bobby's house we recount what just took place. Bobby looks at Stephon. Where'd you learn to use words like that? Stephon gets off his bike, pulls down the kickstand.  Three older brothers and two older sisters. I got ears okay,  Stephon replied. I exhaled slowly,  that was close. Bobby gets off his bike, he leans it against the fence. Suddenly, that white car pulls up, screeching to a halt. In the car are three Latino men. The man in the back opens his door. The 'click' sound of a switch-blade startles us. A thin Latino man gets out the back.  Which son of a bitch cussed at us, he screams. I take off on my bike, eyes wide.

I glanced back and saw the car in reverse coming after me.  I bank left, leaning low to the ground onto Van Ness ave,  my street. I pump the pedals like never before.  I cut across three lawns to  my house on the right side of the street. I went down the long driveway, throwing my bike in between the gate and the family station wagon. I pushed open the gate and closed it.  I hop up on the back porch.  I stayed low, peering out to the street.  I see the white car drive by slowly. The three men were looking at my house as they drove by.

Bobby's dad walks up, Mr. Santos heard the commotion. Bobby,  dad, some guys just chased  Michael  in a white
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