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I couldn’t believe it. Two little girls. Twelve and ten. Sisters. Both missing.

The morning sun streamed in through the curtains, casting a warm glow over mom’s floral comforter. I sat cross-legged on top of the quilted bedspread, my skinny frame drowning in oversized Washington Redskins pajamas. My curly Afro stuck out at odd angles as I stared, bleary-eyed, at the small television sitting on my mother’s dresser.

“The Lyon sisters, who were last seen leaving their Silver Spring home to go to the Wheaton Mall, have not been seen since,” the Channel 4 news anchor announced in a somber tone.

I leaned forward, hugging a pillow to my chest. Those poor girls. The Lyon sisters. I couldn’t imagine just vanishing like that. Or being their parents, your only two daughters to come up missing like that, at the same time.

The anchor continued, “Witnesses say the sisters were last seen talking to a man with a tape recorder.” A police sketch flashed on screen, a nondescript face with sunken eyes and high forehead. The infamous Tape Recorder Man. Known to walk around shopping malls interviewing kids.

A chill ran down my spine and I glanced nervously at the open bedroom doorway. What kind of creep uses a tape recorder to lure kids? 

This neighborhood wasn’t as safe as it used to be. We lived in the Southview Apartments, our home in Oxon Hill, Maryland. We lived right on the edge of the district line, just a stone’s throw from the nation’s capital. Oxon Hill had always been considered a “gateway to Washington D.C.,” first as a colonial port town on the Potomac, later as a stop on the Indian Head railway. Over the centuries, our little neighborhood had been home to farmers, watermen, railway workers, and now, government clerks like my mother who made the daily commute into the city.

Sighing, I reached over and flipped the TV channel to cartoons, then an old movie. The Learning Tree, catching the ending. I still had to get ready for school. As I shuffled to the closet, I made a mental note to tell my boys to stick together when walking home. My boys Preston, DJ, Russ, and those other Bamas were bad enough without some psycho asshole snatching up kids.

I pushed the disturbing news from my mind as I rifled through my clothes. I had that big math test today. And band practice after school. We were thinking about trying out for the talent show as Parliament Funkadelic, me, as lead guitarist Eddie Hazel.

“Quilty, turn that TV off and get ready for school,” Ma called out as she entered the room, dressed sharply in her office attire. I clicked off the TV and stood up, thoughts still swirling about those missing Lyon sisters.

Ma hustled Carlos, 7, and Keisha, 3, towards the door, briefcase in hand. “We’ll see you later, son, bye!”

“Okay, Ma, bye,” I said, muttering absently, mind drifting. The sound of the front door closing snapped me back to reality. I shoved aside the disconcerting news and headed to my room to get dressed.

I hummed along to Olivia Newton John’s “Have You Ever Been Mellow” playing softly on my radio as I rifled through my closet. The mellow tune didn’t match my mood though. I felt jittery, unsettled.

My boy Preston Coe suddenly barged into the bedroom, blasting his music from his boombox. Preston looked and dressed like a grown man, expensive clothes from the Cavaliers men’s store at the Eastover Shopping Center. “I hear you in here listening to that white music?” he laughed.

I switched off my radio, smiling sheepishly. “Sometimes.” Preston wasn’t wrong. I did love those seventies pop tunes and rock bands, so different from the funk and soul Preston preferred. I loved all music, R&B, Rock, Country, Reggae, and Soft Rock. If it sounded good, I listened to it.

“Sometimes my ass, nigga. You listen to that shit all the time!” Preston joked as he turned down his own music.

Dressed now, I just shrugged, not wanting to get into it as I grabbed my backpack.

“If I listen to white music it’s gotta be The Average White Band,” Preston said, snickering like Batman’s Joker.

“Yeah, I like School Boy Crush,” I said. 

Preston and I continued our familiar, good-natured bickering as we headed out to face the day that Friday morning. Thoughts of those missing girls lingering in the back of my mind.

The morning sun glared in my eyes as Preston and I headed out of our garden apartment towards the school bus stop. The punchy bassline of Cameo’s “Insane” blasted from Preston’s radio as we walked, filling the air. I couldn’t help bopping along to that funky tune—always one of my favorites—despite the uneasiness still swirling in my mind.

Up ahead, I spotted Cherry Castro walking fast down the sidewalk on her way to the high school bus stop. Books tucked under her arm, hair cascading down her back in jet black waves. My heart did a little flip when I saw her. 

“Damn, check shorty out. She looks like Thelma Evans,” Preston said, giggling and nudging me.

“I know, man, she does look like Thelma Evans, she’s so fine,” I sighed dreamily, unable to peel my eyes off her. As Cherry climbed onto her bus, she suddenly turned and looked right at me through the window. Her crystal chestnut eyes meeting mine for one electrifying moment before the bus pulled away.

I floated onto our own bus in elation, barely noticing the antics of Russ, DJ, Keith, Kenny, and Charles as they elbowed each other into seats around me. Though I did catch Doug ferociously snap Phil’s favorite pencil in half during an intense skirmish. Poor Phil looked utterly crushed at the loss of his beloved writing tool.

Nearby, an impassioned discussion about cop killer Terrence Johnson caught my attention. Jessica, Mike, Sarah and Antwan’s voices rang with indignation as they recounted the brutal police beating Johnson took. In their eyes, Terrence’s actions were justified.

“I can’t believe what they did to Terrence Johnson though,” Jessica said angrily, eyes flashing.

“I know, that was messed up,” Mike nodded, his expression somber.

Jessica shook her head, ponytail swishing. “I’m sorry, but those police officers deserved to get shot up for what they did to him, beating him like that.”

Then Sarah said, “It’s just so messed up. Terrence is just a kid and he is soooooo cute, oh my God!” And every girl on the bus agreed with her as some of them pulled out the Jet magazine issue that featured Terrence Johnson that had pictures of him in it. “And they beat him like a stone cold criminal. That’s what those cops get.” 

Her angry words carried through the noisy bus, striking Mrs. Horton’s ears. The older Caucasian woman’s grip tightened on the steering wheel, knuckles paling. She shot a stern glance in the rearview mirror at our bus full of black kids, lips pressed in a thin line.

Mike murmured his agreement, oblivious to the bus driver’s building irritation. “Absolutely. They didn’t have to beat him like that, though.”

Jessica’s impassioned rant continued, her voice rising in pitch. Mrs. Horton kept one ear trained on the provocative conversation while trying to focus on the morning traffic. But her patience was wearing thin. Something had to be done about this disrespectful chatter about those Prince George’s County police officers, who happened to be friends of hers, Officer Albert Claggett and Officer James Swart.

Their inflammatory words clearly disturbed Mrs. Horton. I saw tears glistening in her eyes as she switched off the radio mid-song.

“Now just a minute,” Mrs. Horton said, her voice steaming with quiet emotion. “Those officers were good men. My husband was friends with both of them.”

The rowdy bus fell silent as she dabbed at her eyes.

“Their poor widows are just devastated, you understand. And those little kids, losing their fathers so senselessly...” She trailed off with a sob.

The kids glanced around, some with guilt, suddenly ashamed of their thoughtless words. All except Preston, who shook his head in silent objection.

Mrs. Horton composed herself and continued solemnly. “You know... I usually let you all listen to whatever you want on this radio. That’s why I put it on the bus.”

All of us started exchanging looks. 

Mrs. Horton kept her voice low and controlled as she addressed us chatterbox students. “I have to say, I’m very disappointed to hear you kids saying such horrible things about those officers,” she said, a tremor in her tone. “They were good men who were murdered in cold blood.”

She made stern eye contact with each solemn face reflected in the rearview mirror before continuing. “You should all be ashamed for speaking so callously about two innocent lives being lost. Those men had families who loved them.”

Mrs. Horton paused to collect herself, inhaling a shaky breath. “I know you’re young, but I expect better than gossiping and name-calling over a tragedy. Please think about what I’ve said and show some compassion on my bus.”

Chastened, the kids nodded and mumbled apologies, realizing the error of their words. Mrs. Horton gave a sad, approving nod before turning her focus back to the road ahead. Her quiet reprimand had hit home, reminding them to filter their impulsive conversations with empathy.

Preston, always the smart mouth, said under his breath, “This the county’s bus, this isn’t her bus.”

So, Mrs. Horton turned the radio back on, replacing the lively soul tunes with smooth easy listening of soft rock music. Her raw grief had quieted even the rowdiest kids. Well, all except Preston, who clearly wasn’t moved. But I understood Mrs. Horton’s sorrow, and didn’t protest the musical change despite my classmates’ grumbling.

When Mrs. Horton punished us by replacing the soulful rhythms of WPGC with easy listening tunes of 97.1 WASH-FM, the bus erupted quietly in protest with moans and groans. But I had to hide my smile as Olivia Newton-John’s gentle voice crooned out. This “white music” as Preston liked to call it, always soothed me, even with the morning’s unease. For now, I let the mellow lyrics wash over me as we rolled towards another uncertain day at Lord Baltimore Junior High School.
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The clatter of trays and chatter of students filled the cafeteria as Ringo, and I sat hunched over our latest comic book. Tongues peeking out in concentration, we added the finishing touches to a dramatic action sequence.

Nearby, I noticed Dustin and his cronies Preston and Ricky watching us. Dustin’s beady eyes narrowed as he stage-whispered to his friends, “Look at Ringo over there. Always drawing that violent stuff.”

Preston and Ricky snickered as Dustin continued his heckling. “People gettin’ stabbed in the face and murdered an’ shit. Blood squirtin’ everywhere.” He made a disgusted face, though his eyes glinted with malicious delight.

I bristled, waiting for Ringo’s reaction. But he just kept his head down, pencil scratching furiously. Ringo was a light skin kid with wavy hair, skinny as a rail with thick Coke-bottle glasses that made his eyes look too big for his narrow face. He hardly wore those glasses, only when he drew mostly. His dad was from Rocky Mountain, North Carolina, he was mostly Indian. And his mom was half white and black, killed a year ago in a car accident that Ringo never got over. Still, he never let Dustin’s taunts shake his concentration.

Russ shot me a knowing look across the table, both of us irritated but unwilling to engage. Starting a fight would only egg Dustin on.

So, I tuned out the jeers and focused on adding texture to my hero’s cape, making sure each fold had the right shadow. Let Dustin run his mouth. He was just jealous of Ringo’s talent. And one day, when I created the coolest comic book hero Oxon Hill had ever seen, Dustin would be begging me to draw him a copy. That fat bastard!

Preston and Ricky suddenly snatched Ringo’s sketchbook away, peering at his drawings with mocking curiosity.

“Hey y’all, remember that crazy dude that fed all those people poisoned Kool-Aid?” Preston said with an obnoxious laugh.

Ringo silently tugged his sketchbook back, trying to ignore them and continue his work. But the guys were just getting started.

“That crazy, weird motherfucker Jim Jones,” Dustin chimed in, lips curled in a sneer. 

Preston pointed at Ringo dramatically. “Yeah, Ringo’s the black Jim Jones!”

Raucous laughter followed, but Ringo kept his eyes glued to the page. I could see his pencil strokes becoming more aggressive though.

“Ringo’s gonna poison the chocolate milk here and chop us all to pieces,” Dustin said with a wicked grin.

Their jokes were really crossing the line now. I shot Russ and DJ an exasperated look. But Ringo just sat there, refusing to react.

My heart ached for my friend. I knew he channeled his pain into his dark artwork. He never hurt anyone but himself.

I willed Ringo to keep his cool. To not let these assholes see how much their words stung. Preston was one of very my best friends, but out of all the people he picked on, I didn’t really like him picking on Ringo. Ringo’s sketches were an outlet, not an omen. If only Preston, Ricky, and Dustin could open their tiny minds enough to understand that.

“Damn, Ringo. Why don’t you draw some peace and love shit?” Ricky said, chuckling. “Flowers and rainbows or some shit like that.”

Preston jumped in with a smirk. “Yeah, draw some shit Earth Wind and Fire would like!”

The three hyenas cackled loudly, tears forming in their eyes. But Ringo finally looked up from his sketchbook, clearly annoyed.

“Man, fuck y’all. I can draw whatever I wanna draw,” he shot back defiantly.

This only made them roar harder. Dustin pointed a threatening finger, struggling to talk through his laughter. “Watch it now Ringo! Or I’ll snatch one of those knives out your crazy ass drawing and stick you in the ass with it!”

Now they were attracting attention from other tables. I’d had enough. My boys were just being bullies looking for any weakness. “C’mon y’all, leave him alone,” I said, locking eyes with Dustin. He held my gaze for a tense moment before breaking into an exaggerated yawn.

I turned to Ringo, who gave me a little nod of appreciation before going back to his drawing. It was a victory, but Dustin wasn’t done with us. Not by a long shot.

An uneasy silence fell over the group after Dustin’s nasty shot. But it only took a moment before the cafeteria chatter rose up again around us.

Dustin shot me a sly grin. “You’re next, Kunta.” His favorite nickname for me, because I had dark chocolate skin, though my fuzzy Afro was the only thing Kunta-like about me.

Preston, Ricky and Dustin all huddled around Ringo again, inspecting his drawing with dramatic disgust. Meanwhile I kept my head down, adding detail to the hero’s costume I was sketching.

“For real though, Ringo, why you draw that crazy violent shit?” Preston asked with mock concern.

Ringo shrugged, snatching his sketchbook away defensively. “It’s just my style, man.”

“Mm hm, we got a little whacky ass psychopath right here, y’all,” Dustin said, teasing in a sing-song voice. “Maybe we should tell a teacher, keep everyone safe. Call P.G. police... so they can Terrence Johnson his ass.”

I gritted my teeth, willing myself not to react. That’s what Dustin wanted. To get under our skin.

Ringo stared down at his macabre drawing for a long moment before speaking quietly. “These drawings are actually of my mother. She was killed in a car accident a few years ago.”

The guys exchanged surprised looks, all humor draining from their faces.

“I was with her when it happened,” Ringo continued, his voice devoid of emotion. “I watched her cough up blood before she took her last breath.”

A heavy silence fell over the group as we processed Ringo’s tragic admission. I studied my friend, struck by his detached demeanor as he relived something so horrific.

Dustin was the first to break the silence, his usual sneer replaced with a somber smile. “Sorry Ringo, man, we didn’t know.” Then the callous humor returned. “It’s just your drawings always seem so dark and violent, man.”

Preston and Ricky struggled to stifle their laughter. But I refused to participate in ridiculing Ringo’s pain, no matter how disturbing his artistic interpretations appeared.

“I’m so sorry about your mom, Ringo,” I said, gently. “Maybe these drawings are a way for you to cope with it, you know?”

But my sympathy went unacknowledged as the others regained their mean spirits. Dustin flashed an evil grin. “Ringo. Let me ask you this though. Was your mother wearing her combat boots when it happened? When she took her last breath?”

Howls of laughter followed the cruel punchline. I could only shake my head sadly at their insensitivity. Ringo just kept drawing, retreating into his own haunted world that we could never fully understand.

Ringo shrugged indifferently as the laughter echoed around him, not bothering to look up from his drawing.

An uneasy silence settled over the group once again. Preston and Ricky exchanged uncomfortable glances while Dustin picked at his food, the cocky grin fading from his lips.

As for me, Ringo’s revelation had left me shaken and sad. I studied my friend’s face, but his expression was blank, giving no indication of the inner turmoil he must be experiencing. He just kept sketching, pencil scratching relentlessly across the page.

I tried to think of something to say to comfort him, but no words could undo that kind of tragedy. All I could do was sit with Ringo in solidarity until the bell mercifully rang, releasing us from the sullen mood that had enveloped our table.

As we dispersed wordlessly, I noticed Ringo slide his finished drawing into his backpack. A glimpse of the macabre scene made my stomach turn before he tucked it away. Clearly those gruesome images provided an outlet for his unresolved grief, even if the rest of us would never understand it.

Lucky for us the bell rang, signaling the end of lunch. We quickly gathered our things, ready to make our escape. But Dustin and his cronies would be lying in wait again first thing Monday morning, hungry for new victims.
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The scraping of brakes announced the arrival of our school buses in front of the apartment complex. Kids came pouring out in a chatterbox swarm, relieved to be free for the weekend. As the buses pulled away, most scattered eagerly towards home while I set up at my usual picnic table spot in front of our garden apartment.

Russ and my next door neighbor Shane helped gather an eager crowd of young’uns for my impromptu sidewalk art studio. For just 10 cents, I’d draw anyone’s portrait to the best of my meager abilities. The kids jostled in line, impatient for their turn at being immortalized in my sketchbook.

My hand started cramping up after the dozenth scrawny face, but I soldiered on as the shadows lengthened. I was saving up to buy a real professional art pad. No more loose leaf for me.

Just as Carlos and Keisha stepped up for their drawings, a familiar ice cream truck jingle had all the kids’ heads whipping around. The Pied Piper call of sugar! My siblings shot me pleading looks, so I forked over a couple quarters. They scampered off with the others toward musical salvation.

With my clientele depleted, I handed back my last portrait to little Tiffany. She scrunched her nose at my shaky rendition, but hey, no refunds!

As I started packing up, Russ and Shane crowded over my shoulder, awe in their voices as they examined today’s artistic oeuvre. Maybe I didn’t have Da Vinci talent yet, but I was proud of my hustle. And for now, that sweet ice cream truck song was calling my name too.

I finished tallying up the coins from my makeshift sidewalk studio, satisfied with today’s haul. “Okay, we have enough money now to go to the movies,” I said. “When y’all wanna go?”

“What time’s the next bus?” Russ asked.

I checked my watch. 4:30pm. “There’s one in like 15 minutes I think.”

“Sweet, let’s roll!” Shane exclaimed. The three of us scrambled to grab snacks and cash before hustling to the bus stop right as the wheezing transit van rolled up.

We met DJ and Charles in front of the theater, freshly rolled joints in hand to enhance our viewing experience. The pungent herbal aroma enveloped us as we took our seats just as the lights lowered.

Strains of laughter and coughing soon filled the theater as that beloved stoner duo Cheech and Chong appeared on screen in a cloud of smoke. We were in hysterics right along with the rest of the crowd at their antics.

“Man, I might have to grab me a ride like that,” DJ howled when Cheech’s pimped out lowrider hit the streets.

I didn’t even care that I’d seen this movie twice already. Experiencing the hilarious madness with my friends made it feel totally fresh again. For these couple hours at least, no bullies or bills could harsh our buzz.
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The bus groaned to a stop in front of our apartment complex, headlights cutting through the darkness.

“See y’all tomorrow,” I called out to Russ, DJ and Charles as we gathered our things.

“See you in the morning, Q,” Russ replied. “I’ll probably head up to the bowling alley around eight.”

We exchanged later-gators before going our separate ways into the night, the fellas drifting towards their homes on Iverson Street, while Shane and I headed to our building.

As we walked, fat raindrops began splattering down. We quickly slipped on our jackets, though they provided meager protection from the growing downpour.

“Damn! We’re about to get soaked out here,” I said, grimacing.

But Shane just laughed, unbothered by the storm. “Just a little rain, Q. We’ll be all right.”

By the time we reached our building, we were both thoroughly drenched. As we stood dripping in the entryway, Shane clapped me on the back. “Thanks for the treat to the movies, man.”

“Anytime, bro,” I said through chattering teeth. “My pleasure. Glad you came with us. See you.”

“See you later,” Shane said, opening the door and going into he and his single mother’s apartment.

The sweet harmonies of “I Call Your Name” by Switch floated from our open apartment window as I approached home. I couldn’t help humming along, my wet jacket squeaking with each step.

Inside, I kicked off my soggy sneakers and was about to call out for Ma when a voice made me freeze.

“Hi Quilty,” Cherry said with a smile, sitting casually on our couch, legs folded.

I stumbled over a reply, utterly confused by her presence. “Uh, hi... um...how...how do you know my name?”

Cherry gestured at the half-finished popcorn bowl and soda next to her. “I’m babysitting your brother and sister. Remember?”

Then I noticed my sketchpad on the coffee table. She must’ve been flipping through it, now knowing my art and my name.

Cherry nodded towards the radio. “Hope you don’t mind me listening to the radio.”

“No, no problem,” I managed to get out, still flustered. Was this really happening? Just this morning I was admiring Cherry from afar, in love with her at first sight, and now here she was. In my apartment, eating my popcorn, looking through my private sketches.

I stood awkwardly, not sure what to do or say next. But the melody filling the room gave me an idea to just... relax.

I couldn’t help but stare for a moment, taking in Cherry’s beauty up close. Oh, my God, she looked so much like Thelma Evans. Actually actress Bern Nadette Stanis. Maybe a little lighter, but Cherry could be her twin, I swear! Those same exotic eyes and full lips curved into an effortless smile. And that flowing, jet black wavy hair cascading down over her shoulders, just begging me to capture its beauty on paper. Thelma was my celebrity crush for sure, but now her doppelganger was right here in my living room! I had to mentally pinch myself to make sure this wasn’t all just a dream. If I could somehow get Cherry to model for me, I’d have enough inspiration to fill up sketchbook after sketchbook. But I couldn’t get ahead of myself. I’d barely strung two words together in her presence so far. Just take it slow, I told myself. Drink in every detail so my hands could recreate her later. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity to turn my artistic fantasies into reality!

Realizing I was gawking, I snapped back to attention. “Naw, I don’t mind. Ma did mention someone was coming over to babysit. But she didn’t say who.”

Cherry held out her hand in greeting. I wiped my clammy palm on my pants before walking over to shake it. Her grip was cotton soft but firm, her hand enveloping mine. I hoped she couldn’t feel me trembling.

“Nice to officially meet you, Quilty,” she said. “I’m Cherry, but it sounds like you already knew that.”

I flushed, embarrassed that she’d caught me mooning over her earlier. But she just grinned wider, clearly relishing the attention.

I opened my mouth but no words came out. Just act normal, I told myself. Don’t mess this up!

Cherry tilted her head, watching me intently. “Cat must got your tongue, Quilty?” she said, giggling and teasing.

I swallowed hard. Keep it together! Maybe if I just focused on my art instead of her intoxicating presence...

“Sorry, didn’t mean to surprise you like that,” Cherry said, noticing my flustered reaction. 

“It’s cool, I’m Quilty,” I managed to reply, trying desperately to play it smooth. Forgetting that she already knew my name.

Cherry laughed at me. “I know who you are, Q,” she said with a grin. “Your mom showed me a few of your drawings already. My little young Picasso!”

I felt my cheeks flush at the compliment. Ma was always bragging about my art, even if it was far from masterpiece level.

Cherry tilted her head coyly. “You’re good like J.J. Evans.”

I had to chuckle at the comparison to the artistic sitcom character. If only I had his confidence and skill!

We shared a brief, awkward silence until Cherry suddenly struck a dramatic pose, casting her profile into the golden light.

My fingers twitched, itching for a pencil. The urge to capture her graceful silhouette was overwhelming. But I held back, not wanting to weird her out by immediately sketching away.

Cherry cut her eyes at me, holding the pose. “See something you want to draw?” she asked knowingly.

I rubbed my neck, busted. “Maybe...” I admitted. If I played it cool, this could be the opportunity of a lifetime!

“You think you can draw me?” Cherry challenged, eyes glinting.

As a mellow Marvin Gaye tune floated from the radio, I snatched up my sketchpad eagerly. “Oh, I know I can draw you,” I said, surprising myself with my sudden confidence.

Cherry gave me an approving nod, shifting through various poses on the couch. I studied her for a moment, a giddy smile spreading across my face. I still couldn’t believe this was really happening!

Cherry patted the cushion next to her. “Come sit by me,” she instructed. I obeyed, perching cautiously on the edge of the couch while she curled up close beside me.

I could smell her floral perfume mingling with the earthy aroma of my pencils as I readied my page. “So how do you want me to pose?” Cherry asked.

I considered for a moment. “Maybe look towards the lamp so the light catches your face?” I suggested. “And tilt your chin down just a little...”

As she followed my directions, I let my hand glide across the sheet, no longer hesitant. This was my element. With Cherry as my muse, I would create something truly special for her.

I paused, pencil hovering as I considered the perfect pose. “Hmm...let’s see. How about you turning to face me?” I suggested.

“Okay, I can do that,” Cherry agreed, shifting to mirror me on her knees. As our eyes met, I was momentarily paralyzed by her penetrating gaze, losing myself in the crystalline chestnut depths.

My hand moved instinctively, working to capture her on the page. But my mind kept wandering, drinking in every delicate feature. The graceful outline of her neck, the fullness of her lips...

As I sketched, our eyes seemed to connect again and again, exchanging an intensity I didn’t fully comprehend. But each shared glance sent electricity pulsing through my veins. 

Sitting right in front of Cherry, I was so dizzy with love in that moment. I was so nervous I thought I might pass out. All I wanted to do was kiss her. I felt like a grown man, like my scrawny muscles were about to burst through my shirt like Superman. My heart hammered against my ribs. I tried taking deep breaths to stay calm. This was really happening. My dream girl was modeling just for me! The urge to lean in and press my lips to hers was almost painful. But I didn’t want to scare her away. Still, as we gazed at each other, I felt something powerful pass between us. An electric current I’d never experienced with anyone else. I had to use all my willpower to restrain myself. Just keep sketching, I told myself. Capture every detail so you can relive this over and over. This was our moment. The beginning of something truly special. All my longing was culminating in this unbelievable chance to be with Cherry. Nothing could tear us apart now.

And there were other things waking up inside me that I was too embarrassed to admit, being only a couple months away from turning 14 in November, on Thanksgiving. Sitting so close to Cherry, I became aware of new feelings I didn’t fully understand. I tried to push them from my mind and focus on my art. But my hormones were going crazy being near her. Things were happening down there that I couldn’t control. I subtly adjusted my position, praying she wouldn’t notice my confusing reaction. A hot flush crept up my neck as I imagined what Preston would say if he could see me now. Laughing like crazy, that Joker laugh of his. He was always going on about girls in a way that made me uncomfortable. But now here I was, just as flustered. I guessed these urges were all just part of growing up, though I wished they’d chosen a less awkward moment to appear. Please let me get through this without totally humiliating myself! I begged the heavens. Just an hour more with my beloved muse was all I asked. I could sort out this messy maturation stuff later, in the privacy of my own room. For now, I pushed my confusing feelings down and tried to zen out. This was about art, I reminded myself. And I refused to waste a single second fretting over puberty when divine inspiration sat right before me.

“Hey, why don’t you stretch your legs out and get comfortable?” Cherry proposed, snapping me from my trance.

I repositioned myself easily, extending my legs alongside her folded ones. Our knees occasionally brushed together, sending further sparks up my spine.

We both had our shoes off, of course. She was barefoot, her delicate dark brown polished toes peeking out cutely. And me in my socks, the same pair of socks I had thrown on that morning before school. I said a silent prayer that they were still relatively fresh down there and didn’t reek too bad as if I played twelve quarters of football. Funky feet was another embarrassment I definitely didn’t need at that moment! Just keep it cool, I told myself. Focus on the portrait. Capture her elegance and ignore her beauty being right in my face. If she catches a whiff of stink, play it off like it’s the garbage from last night’s dinner or something. At least I remembered to change my socks today, I reassured myself. That showed some maturity and foresight, right? I was practically a grown man now at almost fourteen, a suave gentleman artist entertaining a lovely lady guest. As long as Cherry kept gazing dreamily into my eyes, she’d never notice anything else. This was my moment to shine, to create something beautiful! I wouldn’t let a little natural body odor sabotage this sacred artistic ritual, because I was so nervous, I was starting to sweat all over. 

I was consumed, desperate to posses some small part of the divine vision before me. My feelings grew stronger with each pencil stroke until Cherry was etched into my very being. This was far more than just another portrait. She had become my muse, my obsession. I never wanted this moment to end.

Now Cherry was planted between my outstretched legs, having folded herself into a ball. Resting her chin on her knees, she stared deeply into my eyes with a playful smile. I noticed a delicate ankle bracelet glinting around her foot, which was adorned with glossy brown polished nails.

My excitement grew to the point I could barely concentrate on sketching her anymore. Strange new sensations were overwhelming my body in her proximity. I didn’t understand what was happening to me... only that it felt powerful and exhilarating.

Cherry giggled, eyebrows raised knowingly. “You okay? You seem a little distracted.”

I hurriedly pulled my shirt down over the mysterious bulge that had formed in my lap. “Yea—yeah, I’m fine,” I stammered, cheeks burning. “Just focused on the drawing, I guess.”

But my hand was trembling now, unable to capture her graceful essence. My mind raced, trying to pinpoint the source of this intoxicating euphoria.

Being this close to Cherry was awakening something primal in me. An instinctual longing I’d never experienced before her. It both thrilled and terrified me.

I snuck a glance at her sensuous lips. Did she want me to kiss her now? My heart slammed against my ribs at the possibility.

No, I must be misreading things. She would never be interested in a boy like me...would she? After all, I was in the ninth grade, still in junior high school, she in the eleventh grade, attending Friendly High School.

Cherry smiled knowingly, clearly sensing the effect she was having on me. But she maintained her pose gracefully as I worked.

Time seemed to melt away, measured only by the progression of pencil on paper. Eventually I sat back to add the finishing details, amazed at how accurately I’d captured her likeness.

Cherry peered down at my drawing, clearly impressed. “Wow, Quilty, that looks just like me! You’re better than J.J.”

I smiled shyly at the high praise. “Thanks. Been drawing a long time. Lots of practice.” Look at me, talking like a big shot seasoned veteran of the arts.

As I worked, I noticed Cherry studying me intently. “You’re so cute,” she suddenly whispered, making me freeze. “You remind me of Preach from Cooley High.”

I chuckled and shook my head at the comparison to that classic movie character. But hearing her call me cute made my heart skip.

“I don’t understand why you’re so shy,” Cherry said, smiling.

I shrugged, feeling my cheeks burn. “Oh I don’t know. Always been kinda to myself, I guess.”

“That’s okay. I think it’s sweet,” she said. “You just need to come out of your shell a little more.”

I nodded slowly, considering her words. Maybe she was right...

Just then, the R&B classic “Always and Forever” came on the radio, and Cherry started singing along softly. Watching her, I felt a longing that went beyond anything I’d ever experienced. Like I was seeing her true soul for the first time.

In that moment, I knew. I would love this girl always and forever...

“Hey, you slow drag?” Cherry asked out of the blue.

I hesitated, caught off guard. “Um, I don’t really know how to slow drag.”

Cherry stood up with a playful smirk. “Well then, I’ll have to show you.”

She reached out her hand. I stared at it for a moment, pulse racing, then took it and got to my feet.

“Make sure the door is locked,” Cherry instructed. I double-checked that both locks were secured, praying Carlos and Keisha stayed asleep. Especially Keisha, who would sometimes wake up in the middle of the night, crying.

Cherry giggled. “I don’t want your mom walking in here thinking we’re being nasty.”

We moved to the open dining area with its wall of mirrors. My heart pounded as Cherry pulled me close.

“Come on, you gotta loosen up,” she said, urging me, swaying gently.

I looked at our reflection, her graceful, me skinny and awkward. “I really can’t dance,” I said, blushing. “I definitely don’t know how to slow drag.”

“That’s not true, you can learn!” Cherry encouraged. “You just need a little guidance, that’s all.”

She took my hand and wrapped my arms around her waist, then looped her arms around my neck. As we swayed together, she patiently guided me into a smooth, rhythmic pattern.

Being so near her was electrifying, our bodies pressed together. I tried to calm my nerves and not stomp all over her toes as we gently circled the room.

“See, you’re getting it!” Cherry said. Unable to speak, I simply gazed into her eyes, hoping I could remember this exquisite torture forever.

As we began to slow drag, Cherry closed her eyes, letting the music move through her. I tried my best to mimic her graceful steps, determined to learn.

We gradually began grinding closer together, the rhythm intensifying. My senses were overwhelmed being so near her undulating petite body. Part of me wanted to stop, but I couldn’t pull away.

I was venturing into unknown territory, still innocent in so many ways. I wished I could brag to the guys about girls like Preston, Russ, DJ and the other guys did. But this was all too much, too fast. The dizzying pressure was terrifying.

When Cherry’s hand brushed the back of my neck, a bolt of electricity shot through me. As we swayed, Cherry suddenly squeezed my bony shoulders, letting out a moan. Her eyes were closed, her expression serious and intent.

She looked utterly lost in the moment, as if this were our wedding dance. The thought sent a flutter of panic through me. Because in that charged instant, I knew I was ready to marry this girl right then and there.

This was no longer just two kids playing around. Something powerful flowed between us, a deep spiritual connection beyond innocence.

My hands trembled against the smooth skin of her back. Her floral scent enveloped me, blocking out everything else. It was intoxicating and overwhelming. Please let this moment last forever!

The room fell away until only Cherry existed. My universe had collapsed down to this breathtaking creature in my arms.

I wanted to stay suspended in this blissful oblivion forever. But the intensity also filled me with trepidation.

We were on the premature edge of a high cliff, which could change everything with one delicate step. My heart wasn’t ready, even as my body strained towards the unknown.

I was still just a boy, unprepared for the waters we now drowned in. But I knew I would follow Cherry anywhere, no matter how deep.

And in that instant, I knew. I was hopelessly, eternally in love with this girl.

Caught up in the dizzying moment, I felt a building sensation down below that I couldn’t stop. Before I knew what was happening, I was shuddering in ecstasy, utterly mortified. When I glanced at myself in the wall of mirrors, I had the expression on my face that made me look like I had tears of joy.

Cherry felt the wetness, glanced down at my soaked pants and stifled a giggle behind her hand. I wanted to disappear into the floor, drowning in tears.

“I’m...um...I’m...I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean for that to happen,” I said, stammering, unable to look at her.

But Cherry just smiled reassuringly, lifting my head up with her finger to face her. She looked dead into my eyes and said, “It’s okay, Q. It’s a natural reaction. You’re becoming a man—it’s nothing you can control.”

Her understanding surprised me. I nodded gratefully, relieved she wasn’t upset, understanding my embarrassment.

Taking my hands, Cherry gazed encouragingly into my eyes. “Now that all that tension is out of you...let’s dance.”

We resumed swaying together, the momentary awkwardness forgotten. Guided by her graceful movements, I finally found my rhythm.

In Cherry’s arms, I wasn’t just a boy anymore. I was a man experiencing the dizzying first pangs of love.
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Chapter 5
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Cherry and I stood facing each other on her porch, the night air still around us.

“I had a really nice time tonight,” I said shyly, unable to take my eyes off her.

Cherry smiled, her face glowing in the moonlight. “Me too, Quilty. It was a lot of fun. We’ll have to do it again sometime.”

I knew I was staring, but I couldn’t help it. Just being near her made me dizzy with adoration.

Cherry giggled at my moony-eyed expression. “Okay, okay, I get it. You’re in love with me, huh? Tell the truth.”

I laughed, a little embarrassed. “Yeah, I guess I am.”

She laughed. “Well, I’m in love with you too, Q,” she said gently. “Look at you—you like older women!”

We both chuckled, but her words thrilled me. She felt the same way!

We gazed at each other for a suspended moment. Then Cherry slowly leaned in and kissed me softly on the lips. It was like lightning surging through me.

“Goodnight, Quilty,” she whispered when we finally parted. Unable to form words yet, I just smiled goofily.

I watched her disappear inside before turning to walk home, floating on air. My heart was overflowing with love and joy. This night had been absolute perfection.

After walking Cherry home, I came back to find Ma, my aunt Nadine and Ma and Nadine’s only brother Buddy, and a few other of their friends, giggling and stumbling around the apartment, clearly having had too much fun at whatever party they came from.

As I prepared for a peaceful night’s rest, the house came alive with the vibrant sounds of music. Ma, Nadine, Buddy, and their merry band of friends had embarked on a musical journey. The room pulsed with the groovy rhythm of Boz Scaggs’s “Lowdown,” and the melodies of the Steve Miller Band’s “Fly Like an Eagle” soared through the air, lifting spirits.

Sly Stone’s iconic “Everyday People” filled the room, spreading a message of unity and joy. Earth, Wind & Fire’s harmonious tunes wrapped around them, creating an atmosphere of pure euphoria. Gram Central Station’s “Your Love” added a funky twist to the musical voyage, and the partygoers snapped their fingers in rhythm.

As the night wore on and the festivities reached their peak, Nadine and Buddy eventually decided it was time to head home. Ma, perhaps under the influence of the lively gathering and a few joints, retired to her room with a heart full of giggles and laughter. The house had become a haven of musical celebration, a testament to the enduring power of great tunes and good company.

I went to bed too, with Carlos and Keisha already passed out in the bunk above me. But sleep eluded me as visions of Cherry danced through my head.

I imagined our future together, getting married, our kids playing in a big house I would buy for us in Fort Washington. Maybe I’d be an artist like LeRoy Neiman, combining my love of sports and art. Or have my own wildly successful comic book. We’d have it all!

I stared up at the dark ceiling, picturing Cherry’s radiant face projected like a movie screen. Hugging my pillow tight, I kissed it passionately, wishing with all my heart it was her.

Tomorrow I would sketch her from memory, trying to capture her effortless beauty. But my hands could never recreate the way being with Cherry made me feel, like together we could do anything.

As I finally drifted off, I prayed that one day soon, my pillow would be replaced by Cherry’s warm body nestled close beside me. For now, I had my dreams to return to her until I could make them real.
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At thirteen, he’s too young to investigate a murder—
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Cherry was murdered.
And Quilty’s the only one who believes the truth didn’t die with her.
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