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“Come on, Mitchell, move it! This ain’t grade school no more, son!” Coach Williams yells as I sprint across the line, fourth out of six backs and receivers.

Today’s the first day of Spring Training, the first day of Hell for me. It’s gotta be a hundred and thirty degrees out here. I can’t hardly breathe, and Coach Williams keeps fussing at me like I’m the only negro out here.

“Awwwh!” I bend over at the back of the line, my hands on my knees, grasping for air as another group runs by.

“Watch out, lil’ nigga!”

“Unggh!” I grunt as this big, fat-ass dude knocks me on my ass while running by. I get to my feet and try to straighten, expand my lungs, and catch my breath.

“Come on, freshman. We up again,” one of the senior running backs grabs me by the arm and drags me to the line. He’s not really a senior. He’ll be a senior in the fall when school—and football season—starts back. Matter of fact, I ain’t a freshman either. I’m still in the eighth grade. I walked over here from Booker T. Washington, the middle school not far from here.

I was the team captain there.

“Set...”

I bend over at Coach Williams’s signal, my right leg slightly further back than my left, my left arm in the air. My right arm, supporting me in my three-point stance, trembles with fatigue. My form breaking down before we even start.

Apparently, I ain’t shit here.

“GO!”

I’m already in third place before I take my second step. They’re that much quicker than me.

“Dig, Mitchell, dig! It ain’t gon’ come easy out here, baby boy!”

“Where the hell he going?” I hear someone ask as I run past the line, this time finishing fifth, and to the fence just beyond the sideline.

I bend over.

“Oh, shit, Coach, he ‘bout to blow!”

A chorus of dudes laughing rumbles behind me as the pizza and French fries I’d eaten for lunch makes its way up my esophagus in big, bitter chunks.

“Yeah!!! That’s what I’m talking about, freshman!”

“Oooouugghh!” I lurch against the fence and go to a knee in the scorching grass.

“Shit, Coach, you gon’ kill ‘em. He ain’t ready.” I recognize that voice. It’s DeMarcus Hunt, the starting tailback. He lives in Toulminville, not too far from me.

“Mitchell! Mitchell, what da’ hell is this?!? You soiling my field, boy?!? Out here throwing up like a girl? And you s’ppose to be my new stud...my new superstar?” Coach Williams yells incredulously.

“Sheeid, Coach, look like another rudipuk to me, hell!” Coach James, one of Coach Williams’s tight-pants-wearing-ass assistants yells.

Coach Williams walks over to me as the rest of the team goes back to their sprints. He leans over and hands me a water bottle.

“You alright, son?” he asks, his voice lower like he don’t want everybody to know that he concerned and shit.

Frontin’.

I nod while taking the bottle.

“Yo’ stomach feeling shitty?”

I shake my head no while spitting out the vomit-flavored water.

“Well, get yo’ ass back in that line and finish these sprints!” He snatches the water bottle from me and walks off.

Shit! “I should’ve lied,” I mumble to myself while staggering back to the line.

“Lil’ Mitchell, just in time,” Coach James smiles. “Backs and receivers on the line”

SHOOT! I bend over, arm trembling.

“Down...! Set...!”

I’m only fourteen. This shit gotta be child abuse.

“GO!”

♠♠♠
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My mama’s a medium-sized woman. Everybody says she looks like Mary J. Blige. I think that’s why she cut her hair a couple of years ago. She even colors it from time to time to match Mary’s latest look.

I ain’t gon’ lie, it be funny when we go to the mall and she puts on those shades and people stare, point and take pictures. Sometimes they even ask for autographs. But I get tired of people looking at her butt, especially my boys.

Niggas is disrespectful.

“Hey, baby! How was it?” she asks as I walk up the sidewalk and into the yard. She’s sitting on the porch with my Aunt Kathy. 

Kathy’s not my real aunt. She’s a white lady that grew up with my mama, and used to work with her and my daddy.

He’s dead now, my daddy is. But that’s another story.

Aunt Kat rushes down the front steps and takes my face between her hands, squeezing my cheeks together to pucker my lips. I don’t try to fight her off. I’d given up this fight years ago. She pecks me on the lips.

“Awe! You stink!” She waves her hand in front of her nose and backs off.

“I just came from practice, duh!”

“Sooo! How was it?” my mama asked again like an impatient child. She’s all excited and scared at the same time.

I shrug. “It was alright, I guess. All we did was run sprints.”

“Well, it was the first day. I’m sure it’ll be more eventful in a little while,” Aunt Kat says while taking her seat next to mama.

“I hope it don’t get too eventful. Andre, you too small to be out there getting hit by those big ole boys. I don’t know why I let Simon talk me into this mess.”

“’Cause Andre would’ve went on over there after school anyway,” Kathy replied while laughing.

“And got his butt tore too,” my mama responds, the threat still as intense as it was a month ago before Simon convinced her to let me participate in Spring Training.

Simon was my daddy’s best friend before my daddy got killed by some jealous-ass bustas. Simon took care of them though. He took care of me and my lil’ brother, too. I think he and my mama might get married whenever he gets out of prison.

Just as my mama finishes speaking, a gray Honda Accord pulls in front of the house. It’s DeMarcus, the starting tailback that lives around the corner from us.

I started to make my way to the car thinking he wanted to talk to me, but the back door opens and Cedric, my lil’ brother, climbs out.

“Hey, Ms. Angela!” DeMarcus speaks to my mama with a little too much enthusiasm.

“Hey, Marcus. Where you get my baby from?”

“Around the corner, about to fight. Again!”

“Cedric, boy, what I tell you about messing with people?” Aunt Kat fusses. Cedric is always clowning the children around the corner until, eventually, one of them wants to fight.

“Bring yo’ tail on up here,” my mama fusses and Cedric smiles his shit-eating grin while making his way to her.

He stops in front of me and burst into laughter. “Aye, punk, I heard you threw up all over football practice today!”

I try to grab him by his lil’ punk-ass throat, but he runs and hides behind my mama’s chair.

“Y’all stop that foolishness,” my mama chastises while throwing me a warning gaze. “Ced, what you talking about Andre throwing up?” Aunt Kat asks.

“DeMarcus said he threw up like a lil’ busta when they was running,” he laughs.

“Andre, you ain’t tell me you was sick, boy. Come here!” My mama sounds a little more pissed than concerned, so I give her a sideways glance and inches forward.

“I ain’t sick. We was just running so much,” I defend.

“How you feeling now?” she asks while snatching me to her when I get within arm’s reach.

“Tired.”

WHAP!

She pops me in the back of the head. “Well, go on take a bath with yo’ stanky self. And you better tell me the next time something happens.”

“Yeah, sissy.”

“Shut up, Ced!” my mama and Aunt Kat say in unison as I head inside.
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