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“Proper pelvic tilt, Fontella! Proper pelvic tilt!” Mrs. Jackson’s words came echoing out of my past as I lifted my back off the soft carpet of grass. A sultry sheen coated my body as the setting summer sun lightly baked my black coiled muscles. I held the ideal sit up position for a count of 30 and lay back, extending my arms out over my head and stretched from my fingertips to my toes. Mrs. Jackson had been my high school track coach and was a fanatic about stretching before events. She knew her shit and had produced several State championships and future Olympians at East St. Lawrence High. Mrs. Jackson could trace her family’s track roots all the way back to one of the first women's track teams at the all-black Tuskegee Institute in Alabama. A lot of colleges tried to lure her away, but she was committed to her girls in East St. Lawrence. 

Besides stretching, Mrs. Jackson was also a firm believer in the gluteus muscle group. “All your explosive power comes from your butt, Telly. Work it hard. Humans do not run on all fours. They are an erect species; they run on two legs and your glutes are what keep you erect.” So, I worked my butt hard for years, and still do, with heavy squats and lunges, running sprints up steep hills, and 40-yard dashes with a train of old tires roped to my waist. Yeah, I got that big ol’ butt like most black women, but it’s not soft and flaccid...it’s rock hard.

Small rivulets of sweat were running down the furrows of my stomach to my navel. I wet my finger in its pool and placed the droplet to my lips. Damn, I tasted good! I could feel a light dampness in my crotch. Right now, would have been the ideal time for some lucky guy to go down on me, it would be a taste of heaven he would never forget. Goddammit, my mind was wandering again—as usual. I had to get focused. It usually took me a full hour of slow stretching and mental preparation for the one 12 second burst of adrenalin that was about to come. I had a good sweat goin’ and I was loose. My body was close to being ready, now I had to get my mind together. I reached into my gear bag and pulled out a Red Vine.

It was quiet enough for me to hear switches being thrown deep in the stadium. Banks of LEDs came to life. It wasn’t like the old days of metal halide when I could lay there and watched them change colors for five minutes as they warmed up. I was off alone in the infield of the new high school stadium in the very tony borough of Westminster in Saint Lawrence. It rivalled most of the small colleges in the area and was a far cry from the ancient ruin across the Big River in East St. Lawrence where I went to high school. The stadium would soon be full and the few people who were already there weren’t paying any attention to me; they didn’t know who I was and they didn’t give a fuck. I was just cannon fodder for my old high school rival, the great retired Olympian: Johnnie Faye Pack. I was a token runner—something to give her a little impetus, so she wouldn’t have to run alone in front of the big crowd and media that had turned out to watch the launching of her comeback after a four-year layoff. Outside the stadium was a bedlam of media, Hollywood and T.V. stars, and professional athletes. Everybody who was anybody had showed up for their face time...especially if they were black.

Our race was to be the highlight of the charity fundraiser for the ABCs: the American Burkitt’s Lymphoma Cancer Society. My big sister, Arlene, was the local chairman. Johnnie had approached her about staging a race for charity to relaunch her career and picked me, specifically, to be her competition. Arlene pestered me to run until I couldn’t stand it anymore and agreed. The charity thing is the big deal here and I’ll fill you in, but let me finish telling you about me and Johnnie first.

Johnnie is a former Olympian in the 100 meter and the 4x100 relay, which she anchored. We were teammates back in school and the two fastest girls on the high school level in the entire country. Our matchups were the highlight of every track meet and only fractions of a second separated us from world class times. Oh yeah, one more thing, Johnnie never beat me...and I was the anchor on the 4x100 back then! 

So, how come Johnnie’s an Olympic champion and I’m just some footnote in old high school record books. That’s cause Johnnie went on to college and got stronger and faster...and famous, while I stayed behind. All I had was my Mama and big sister when I was in high School. I lost my daddy when I was a little girl; those of you following my stories would know that. As I was nearing the end of my senior year, Mama was nearing the end of her life, and big sister Arlene was away doing her first year of internship and residency at Johns Hopkins. Mama worked two jobs to help augment Arlene’s scholarships through college and med school, and to keep me from havin’ to work...so that I could train and take an athletic scholarship to a big-time university. Though Daddy had been killed in the “line of duty,” the East St. Lawrence Police Department didn’t have shit in the way of compensation or a “Backstopper” program.

It wasn’t the work that brought Mama to an early end; it was just her missing Daddy so bad. She had only held on long enough to see her girls grown, then her heart just slowly started goin’ away. It was all she could do to be there for my graduation day. Arlene made it back, too. That night, after we put Mama to bed, Arlene and I sat at the old chrome and bright yellow vinyl kitchen set we had grown up at. The vibrant, beautiful sister I worshipped looked haggard and worn out; the long, grueling hours of internship were taking their toll. We both knew we couldn’t put Mama in one of those East Side death factories they called nursing homes. She looked at me and I saw the resignation in her face, but I also saw a fervor her eyes that I’d only seen before in Daddy’s eyes and I knew what she was gonna do. She was goin’ to quit and take care of Mama and her baby sister! Before Arlene could say anything, I sounded off— you know how I am.

“Don’t even fucking think about it, Arlene! This isn’t what Daddy would want and Mama didn’t work all these years just to see you walk away! You won’t go back and finish your residency...I know you! I’m the one stayin’ here and takin’ care of Mama...and I’m not goin’ to college. I’m goin’ to the Police Academy. I’m following Daddy.”

I had already reluctantly committed to one of the scholarships I was offered, but it really did fall to me to take care of Mama. That’s how the fuck life works sometimes; you can’t get away from it. You owe your Mama. You do what the fuck you gotta do; what you’re supposed to do. Arlene knew I was right. She was the one who had always wanted to go away to school. I had wanted to stay and be a cop on the street like Daddy ever since I was a little girl. East St. Lawrence had a deal with the police academy across the river in Saint Lawrence. I could be a cadet and get paid enough working part-time to keep me and Mama goin’. I’d accept an academic curator’s award and take courses at the local Junior College. By the time I turned 21, I’d be fully qualified and trained. Just to punctuate things for Arlene, I made a threat I had followed through with before when she got a little too high-handed.

“You quit and I’ll kick your fuckin ass Arlene...and you know I will.”

She smiled. “You and that mouth. I’ve only got two years left of pediatric residency, Telly. The pay’s not much, but I’ll send all I can. I promise when I’m through, and I’ve got my practice, I’ll make it up to...”

“Hey!” I shouted at her. “You know better than to even fuckin’ finish that thought.” Only in a dysfunctional family do siblings keep track of who does what and who owes who. We had a loving family; everyone did what needed to be done. There was no keeping track of who did more than the other, or who sacrificed more than the other. Not in the Jones family.

I got my mind back on the race and that spoiled cunt Johnnie. A little harsh? Nah, she never let us other girls in high school forget that she was just slumming temporarily; her parents had money. They didn’t live in East St. Louis, but used her aunt’s address in East St. Lawrence so she could attend the high school and have access to one of the premier women’s track coaches in the country. Johnnie Faye’s parents knew their only child was dumb as a box of rocks and her only chance at college and being a success was in athletics, something she showed an ability at. Her future successes on the track in college and the Olympics didn’t help shrink that big ol’ head of hers. Yeah, this was goin’ to be a grudge match and she was goin’ to show me how it was done in the big leagues. But what she didn’t know...is that I had stayed in shape all these years and I had gotten a little stronger too as I got older. I knew Johnnie Faye. She’d think she had gotten so much better than me that she’d be able to coast. I was gonna smoke her on that track and throw a wet blanket on the prima donna’s little comeback.

A shadow came over me and I looked up. It was my sister, Arlene.

“Don’t you do it, Telly.”

“What...are...you talkin’ ‘bout, big sister?”

“You know what I’m talking about, Telly. I haven’t seen you in this good of shape in years. You’ve been training hard, and you’ve always had Johnnie Faye’s number on the track. You’re going to go out there and try and beat her!”

“I thought that was the whole idea of this grudge match.”

“Goddammit, Telly. You know better. She’s a media darling. This is the first stage of her comeback. It took me 6 months to set this up. This is for my charity; I built the charity event around her and her comeback.”

I looked around the stadium. The stands were starting to fill with the elite of St. Lawrence who had paid $200 a pop, not to see the race but to rub shoulders with the celebrities. The stadium held 10,000; that was a cool two million for Arlene’s charity. Some had ponied up $1,000 for a “Soiree with the Stars” at a ritzy hotel later this evening. I rarely heard Arlene curse, especially using the lord’s name in vain—she had a thing about that—and I knew she wasn’t just serious, but scared too. What had started out to be a small, local charity fundraiser had escalated wildly out of control. All four of the major networks were there, plus dozens of sports celebrities and a small army of stars from Hollywood—a lot of them on the A list! Even the woman who started the American Burkitt’s Lymphoma Cancer Society was there. The perky, little, blonde Erin Magee had made it back for the one-day event. She was a big-time network nightly news anchor now, working out of New York, but before her meteoric rise she had got her start as a co-anchor over in Saint Lawrence. Arlene had taken over the local branch of the charity after Erin made it big and went east.

Shit...here I am rambling on about everything else and you still don’t know what this charity is all about. It’s a little heavy reading, but I’ll try not to go too far in depth right now. I’ve done a little homework and you need to know what I know. Just four years ago, a little black girl from one of the many slums in East St. Lawrence was taken to the city’s last remaining emergency clinic. East St. Lawrence had three at one time, but not anymore. They’re all gutted shells now, except for one wing of the old Catholic hospital. It had closed years ago, but a few of the nuns, from the original order that had run the hospital, were hanging on and operating a small mental ward. It also did double-duty as a make-shift emergency room staffed by volunteer doctors and nurses from the Jewish-Christian Alliance in St. Lawrence. The young girl had been seen several times for a severe swelling of her jaw and was being treated with antibiotics. This time was worse and she was sent to Saint Nicholas Children’s Hospital in Saint Lawrence—one of the premier children’s hospitals in the world.

She was diagnosed with Endemic Burkitt’s Lymphoma, EBL for short. Cancer! A really bad one too! Very aggressive! It grows fast and commonly affects the jaw bone, forming a huge tumor mass. It got everybody’s attention. There are two kinds of Burkitt’s Lymphoma: endemic and sporadic. Sporadic is found in North America and affects whites primarily. Endemic is found only in equatorial Africa and affects blacks primarily...and here it was...in the United States! What the hell was it doing here! They caught it way too late and she died.

Like I said, it got everybody’s attention. Especially when a second case was discovered in East St. Lawrence just a few weeks later...then another! In medicine, 3 cases of a rare malignancy within a 100-mile radius in 5 years were considered a cluster. This was 3 cases within 8 weeks in a small city. This was an outbreak!

Teams of doctors and scientists from across the country descended on the city. Cancer isn’t contagious and they furiously tried to find what triggered this event. Thousands of samples of air, soil, water, and plant life were taken and analyzed. Nothing! East St. Lawrence was heavily polluted, but no more so than St. Lawrence or any of the other nearby communities along the industrialized banks of the Big River. Every chemical that was known to be in the bi-state area was tested, but researchers couldn’t pinpoint, or explain, the cause of the outbreak and the cases continued to come in.

Endemic Burkitt’s Lymphoma is not restricted to just the black race and the young, though so far it had only stricken African-American children in the United States. And the cancer didn’t affect all black children. It seemed to isolate itself among certain families...and even then—only the youngest children in that family. Researchers would converge on the household and spend weeks sifting through everything and still come up empty-handed as to a cause.

If there was an upside, it was that the cancer was treatable. Surgery and radiation treatments were useless, but intensive chemotherapy could provide a 30 to 70% prolonged survival rate. Still...the child might survive the cancer but the toxic nature of the chemo would be too much for them. It’s not much of an upside, but it was some hope.

A local white newscaster, Erin Magee, had already been socially active among the disadvantaged young children of East St. Lawrence, working tirelessly to see that each child had adequate food, clothing and school supplies. It took guts to be rich and white and come over to East St. Lawrence and offer aid, and she was much admired in the community. She delighted in dressing up as a court jester and entertaining the children at special parties and celebrations she held. No child left one of her functions without a gift and a kiss on the cheek. It became a monthly feature on her newscasts.

When the cancer reared its ugly head—she was right there on top of it. Her nightly reports helped draw national attention to the outbreak and her doggedness kept it in the spotlight...this wasn’t goin’ to be something that got pushed to the back of the public’s consciousness. She co-founded the ABCs with the former mayor of East St. Lawrence: Flavian Freeman. Within months, she organized and hosted a 24-hour local telethon that raised millions of dollars for research. It wasn’t long before she got the attention of the big boys at the network level and she was called up to New York to anchor the national nightly news. She didn’t forget disadvantaged children when she went national. Whenever she traveled across the country on her news stories, she made a point of visiting the beleaguered inner-city elementary schools and hospitals in her jester outfit. To most black folks she was just a silly white woman dressed up in a clown costume, but the children loved her. She came back to Saint Lawrence for the second telethon and took it nationwide, raising over 30 million dollars. She did it again the third year, raising 50 million, and would be back for a fourth time in just a few weeks with a goal of 75 million.

OK, now you’re up to speed, but Arlene’s still yammerin’ in my ear about this race. I had to put her at ease. “Look, big sister, I haven’t run in years. There’s probably no way I can beat your girl, but I’ll make sure she wins.” As strong as my desire to beat Johnnie Faye was, my love for Arlene was ten times more. Johnnie Faye was goin’ to win, but I’d make sure she was goin’ to sweat it for a hundred yards.

Arlene still had a bad case of the nerves and I decided to have a little fun with her and take her mind off things. “Hey, look at that!” Three white Hollywood actresses had walked into the stadium together...cackling away at each other...and each with a little black adopted baby riding their hip. All three actresses were single, right now. Jesus, they changed husbands like they changed their panties. I had to sound off to Arlene.

“They carry those little babies around like Yorkshire Terriers. Ever notice how they only want to adopt little black male babies? They don’t date black men. They don’t marry black men. They just adopt tiny black men. If you gave Sigmund Freud access to the inside of their heads, he’d think he’s at an amusement park.”

Arlene had to stifle a laugh. “Telly...behave.”

“No! Really, Arlene. How come I can’t say that out loud without somehow seeming ungrateful? Is this some kind of residual fallout from our slave days? ‘Thanks you Miss Massa fors takin’ my child and givin’ it a betta life.’ There’re more than enough deserving black families in this country to take care of our own. You’ll never see Jews giving a Jewish baby to a Catholic family just because some Catholic wants a Jewish baby.” 

“Shush now, Telly. Someone might hear you. It sounds a little racist.”

“A little racist? Fuck no—it sounds a lot racist.”

Arlene just looked down at me and grinned and shook her head. I went on.

“Look, Arlene. I promise you Johnnie’s gonna win her little race. In an hour you’ll be back at some posh hotel in St. Lawrence drinking champagne and eating caviar with the bigwigs and I’ll be back on the streets dodging rounds and cleaning some crackhead’s puke off my Mary Janes.”

Arlene got a hurt look on her face. “I’m just fuckin with you, Arlene. You know I wouldn’t have it any other way. More of your guests are starting to come in. You’d better get over there.”

Arlene bent over and kissed my cheek and went to meet a new group entering the stadium. The ABCs national chairman, Erin Magee, and local chairman, Flavian Freeman, were at the front. Flavian had just gotten re-elected as mayor of East St. Lawrence after an eight-year absence. Back in the day he was young and slick lookin’, but now he was fat and balding and his jowls, which were prominent even back then, had gotten even larger—making him look like a black version of one of those English bulldogs. He’d been living the good life the last few years. He skated on a lot of criminal charges that forced him out of office previously and no one thought that he had a chance of being re-elected, but he came back with a huge war chest and endorsements from a lot of heavy hitters in Saint Lawrence.

Erin Magee was dressed in her jester costume. She had sexed it up quite a bit over the years, changing it from a baggy outfit to a skin-tight solid and checkered bodysuit with one bare leg (ala Flo-Jo) and a floppy hat with two points, each with a jingle bell on the end. She used to wear tennies, but now accented her costume with 6-inch heels. I had to give it to her; she pulled it off. She was a former cheerleader and gymnast in high school and college and had stayed in shape. The new costume seemed a little racy for a children’s charity, but to them she looked like a cartoon superhero and she relished the role. When you can raise 75 million for a bunch of deserving kids, it’s OK with everyone, especially the paparazzi, if you want to indulge your vanity a little. Instead of head scarves, the young EBL cancer patients who were undergoin’ chemotherapy wore little jester caps with two points and bells that Erin had modeled after hers.

Camera flashes and applause heralded the entrance of Johnnie Faye. It took her a long time to walk in; she was milking the crowd good. She was already dressed out in her track outfit and had a light sweat goin’. I hadn’t seen her since high school and I was surprised, not just by the amount of muscle she now carried, but the extent of its definition; she fairly rippled as she walked. Johnnie wasn’t just taking her comeback seriously; she was taking me seriously too! She was goin’ for her little revenge after all these years; spoiled cunts can be very petty. Well...I ain’t gonna be that easy.

She finally turned my way and I stood up and let her take a good look. I was ready, too! For a brief second, I saw the old hate and jealousy flash in her eyes along with surprise. Then she regained her composure. “Fontella Jones,” she called out and came over and hugged me, and gave me one of those phony air kisses on each cheek. She spun me around to the cameras and draped an arm over my shoulders for another photo op. “Folks, I’d like you to meet Fontella Jones, one of the many locals in East St. Lawrence who were the ‘wind beneath my wings’ in my rise to becoming one of the fastest women in the world.” My jaw dropped open as she turned and whisked away with her entourage before I could say anything. “Sorry dear,” she called over her shoulder. “But I really must be getting over to the V.I.P.s.”

Wind beneath her wings! V.I.P.s! Fuck this shit! I’m gonna break my promise to Arlene and smack this bitch down.

After everyone got settled in the stands, there were the obligatory speeches and introductions. Hell, there was even a color guard and the national anthem. It took a lot longer than they planned, but I was still warm and loose. Finally, it was time for me and Johnnie Faye to put on our little show. I got a smattering of respectful applause when introduced and Johnnie Faye got a standing O. We both did a couple of five-yard bursts and settled back into the blocks. The Reactime units had been removed, so there would be no false starts. Johnnie Faye had also requested that the electronic timing be disconnected and no official time kept. This was her first race after a long layoff and, after all, this was just an exhibition. You could be sure though, that she had plenty of unofficial timers to check where she was in her training program. When they took the timing sensor off the electronic starting pistol, they broke a wire and they had to dig up an old starter’s pistol that fired blanks. One of the actresses was goin’ to be the honorary starter. She’d probably wet her pants when she fired the gun.

Time started to slow for me as my adrenalin began to flow. This was always the longest part of the race for me—the wait for the gunshot. Jesus, was she ever gonna fire that damned pistol? I looked over at Johnnie Faye to my right. She was focused dead ahead on the track. I took a deep breath. My heart was pounding in my ears. Then...the report from the pistol!

We both burst violently out of the blocks and our bodies began to straighten as we gained momentum. My adrenalin was really pumping now and I felt everything moving in slow motion. I was matching Johnnie Faye stride for stride, surging slightly ahead of her each time our feet struck the ground. She must be shittin’ in her pants right about now.

I had her by the width of a body when we reached the 50-meter mark and I knew I had her beat. Sprinters usually have reached their top speed by the time they get halfway in the 100. How close you can keep to that speed for the rest of the race was what could make you or break you. That’s where I differed—I had a finish kick—like a distance runner. I was capable of explosive starts...and accelerating further down the track. Daddy and Mama’s genes had given me just the right amount of fast twitch and slow twitch muscle fibres. There was that extra little bit that came out of nowhere...kinda like suckin’ it up and having a second wind. The last 25 meters always belonged to me.

I felt that second wind coming on right now. Then...I let up...just enough not to be too noticeable. Did you really think I’d go back on my word to Arlene? Johnnie Faye pushed ahead and beat me easily by three full strides. She lunged at the finish and almost dove headfirst into the synthetic track. Photographers and celebrities swarmed her as, breathing heavily, she crumpled over with her hands on her knees. I continued around the track, trotting slowly to cool down. Nobody even noticed me.

It was taking Johnnie Faye a while to recover...not a good sign for her comeback. But soon she was all smiles and laughter for the cameras. I made my way back to my gear in the infield and sat on the grass to change shoes and pull my sweatpants on. Arlene’s husband, Alvin, came over with a stopwatch in each hand. 

“Telly, she ran an 11.25! That’s almost world class in her first race back! You ran a 12. If you hadn’t faded at the end and kept up with her, you would have been in the top 20 U.S. women’s times this year. Arlene told me you were an exceptional athlete, but I had no idea you were so fast. Just think what you could have done if you had kept at it.”

Then Alvin caught himself and got real quiet. He knew the story.

“I’m sorry, Telly.”

“Forget it, Alvin. It was my choice...and I made the right choice. I wouldn’t have had it any other way. Believe me.”

“You coming back to the reception with us?”

“Can’t. We’re goin’ to be short on the streets tonight...again.”

“Take care out there, Telly. You’re a special human being. The world can’t afford to be without you.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Get the fuck outta here.”

Alvin smiled and went off to find Arlene. He had no sooner left than Johnnie Faye headed my way with a large posse in tow. I didn’t look up at her and continued to pull on my sweatpants. She came up beside me, smiled for the cameras and patted me on the head as flashes went off. Then she leaned over and whispered in my ear. “Now you know how it’s done in the Big Show, Jones.”

It was all I could do to keep from getting up and kicking her right between the legs. She spun and left with her little convoy as I was talking
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