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ONE
“Yo! You're changing the channels so fast I can't see what's on!” Thirteen-year-old Darnell Rock was lying on the sofa, looking over his twin sister's shoulder.

“Yo yourself!” said Tamika. She kept the remote control just out of her brother's reach as she raced through the channels. “If you want to see what's on, you got to look faster.”

“How can you look faster?”

“I don't know, but it's not my problem,” Tamika said. “And didn't Mama tell you to clean the living room?”

“It's already clean,” Darnell said. From where he lay on the couch, he straightened out the magazines in the rack and turned the carved mahogany elephant that sat in the middle of the coffee table so that it faced the television.

“I know you didn't dust.” Tamika had sparkling white teeth and a wide smile that brightened her whole face. Her dark eyes twinkled. She knew that Darnell had not even thought about dusting.

“You got it made with putting the garbage out,” Darnell said.

“That's life, baby.” Tamika laughed. It was her job to separate the family's garbage, to drop the regular garbage down the garbage chute in the hallway of their apartment building, and to put out the recyclables in the hallway on Mondays and Wednesdays.

Darnell looked a lot like his sister, except that he was just a little lighter in complexion. He was the same coffee-brown tone as his mother, while Tamika was dark, like their father. Another difference was that Tamika had the fastest smile in the entire city of Oakdale. If she wasn't really mad or feeling terrible, she would find something to smile about. Darnell, on the other hand, didn't smile unless something was really funny or at least made him feel good.

“I bet you were adopted,” Darnell said. “I can't figure you to be anybody's natural sister.”

“Oh, shut up, Darnell.”

“That's why our names are so different. If we were really twins they would have named us something like Darnell and Donna, or Darnell and Darnellette.”

“In the first place, I never heard of anybody named Darnellette,” Tamika said. “And you heard Mommy say a hundred times that she didn't want to hook us up with those stupid twin names.”

“I still think they either adopted you or won you in one of those games where you break a balloon and get a prize.”

Tamika pointed the remote at her brother and clicked the channel changer.

“What's all this noise going on in here?” Sidney
Rock came into the living room, pushed Darnell's legs off the couch, and sat down heavily. He ran his fingers along the side of his head through what was left of his hair and tried to push it toward the bald spot on top of his head.

“Your youngest child has got a problem because I won't let him hold the remote control,” Tamika said. She was always reminding Darnell that he had been born six minutes after her.

“FU settle it,” Mr. Rock said. “Give me the changer.”

“You're as bad as she is,” Darnell said. “You keep switching channels, too.”

“Watch your mouth, boy.” Mr. Rock eased off his shoes and put his feet up on the coffee table.

“You work hard today, Daddy?” Tamika asked.

“Always working hard,” Mr. Rock said. “Why don't you either put the news on or give me the remote.”

Tamika flipped the remote to her father. He caught it in midair with one hand. “How was school?” he said to no one in particular as he started clicking the remote.

“Okay except for the mass murders and the kangaroo in the lunchroom,” Tamika said.

“That's good,” Mr. Rock said.

“Yo, Daddy, she's messing with you again,” Darnell said. “You didn't hear what she said.”

Mr. Rock looked at Tamika and asked her when she was going to grow up. “You're almost—”

“Fourteen,” Tamika added. “In February.”

“Yeah,” Mr. Rock said as he changed channels. “You got to be acting more mature.”

“She's always messing with somebody,” Darnell said. “This guy got arrested in the supermarket today and she had to mess with him.”

“What was he arrested for?”

“He was trying to shoplift a potato,” Darnell said. “They had him in handcuffs and Tamika went up to the guy and asked him if he was going to jail.”

“A potato?” Sidney Rock put the television on mute.

“Yeah, he was one of those homeless guys that hang out on McGinley Square,” Darnell said.

“He shouldn't have been shoplifting,” Tamika said. “I'm glad they caught him. Then he had the nerve to get nasty, too.”

“What did he say?” Mr. Rock asked.

“Said we were rich kids who forgot what it was like being colored,” Tamika said. “I told him at least we didn't steal potatoes.”

“You shouldn't have been talking to him at all,” Mr. Rock said. “He could have been dangerous.”

Darnell thought of the man. He had two jackets under the dark overcoat he wore. Standing in front of the cat food display, his hands cuffed behind his back, he had looked more uncomfortable than dangerous. He had kept looking up at the ceiling, and his mouth opened and closed as if he were just ready to say something, but nothing had come out until Tamika had spoken to him.

“How long do you think he'll stay in jail?” Darnell asked.

“Probably just overnight/' his father said, still looking at the television screen. “They don't have room in the jails for people stealing potatoes. He might have got caught on purpose to have someplace to stay. People do things like that.”

It was Darnell's mother who had decided to have leftovers on Mondays. It was a way not to waste food, she said. When she called them to the table it was full of small dishes, including fried chicken and collard greens from Sunday dinner, tuna salad from Saturday lunch, meatballs, and an assortment of vegetables.

“Eat what you want, but make sure you eat something green.” Linda Rock walked for an hour at the mall three days a week and was in great shape. Her face was round, with large eyes that were spaced wide apart, and full lips that she touched lightly with lip gloss.

“I can see this little traffic cop in your stomach telling the food where to go,” Tamika said. “Green to the left, orange to the right. What other color is food?”

“How much is a potato, anyway?” Darnell asked.

“How many calories?” his mother asked.

“No. How much money?”

“One medium potato should weigh about a third of a pound,” his mother said. “So if a pound of potatoes costs sixty cents, then one potato would cost about twenty cents.”

“Then we saw somebody going to jail over less than a quarter,” Darnell said.

“You saw somebody going to jail over stealing
something from the supermarket/' Mr. Rock said. “The cost doesn't mean anything.”

It was Tamika who jumped in with the entire story, including the part about the man saying that they were rich kids who had forgotten how to be colored.

Darnell didn't think that the man really thought that he and Tamika were rich. He was embarrassed, that was all. He had an old-looking face, but Darnell had the impression that the man wasn't that old, not really.

“Compared to some people,” his mother was saying, “we are rich. Your father has a good job at the post office and I do all right at the department store.”

“Two people willing to work,” his father said. “You want that meatball?”

His father was pointing at the last meatball with his pointer finger, which was short and stumpy.

“No, I don't want it,” Darnell said.

“He thinks if he eats too many meatballs he's going to get fat,” Tamika said. “Then Paula Snow won't like him.”

“What do I care if she likes me?” Darnell said. “I don't like her!”

“The only reason you joined the school newspaper is so you could be next to her and her greasy sandwiches,” Tamika went on. “She brings these greasy sandwiches in an old paper bag every day, but Darnell is in love with her so he don't mind.”

“You need to be punched right in your nose,” Darnell said.

“You're going to be on the newspaper?” Mrs. Rock asked, surprised. “That's very nice, Darnell.”

“Maybe,” Darnell said. “I'll check it out.”

“And check out Paula Snow,” Tamika said.

“Yo, Tamika, why don't you do something creative, you know, like shutting up?”

“That's enough fighting at the dinner table,” Mrs. Rock said, wiping her hands with a paper towel. “Now, Tamika, apologize to your brother.”

“Oh, Darnell, I'm sooo sorry,” Tamika said in a way that nobody in the whole world would believe that she was sorry.

“And Darnell”—Mrs. Rock put her elbows on the table, leaned forward, and placed her chin on her fists—”tell me about this new girlfriend.”

“Mom!”

Darnell was glad that his mother was kidding him about Paula Snow. It was better than having her asking him about the newspaper. He hadn't done his homework last week and was sitting in the principal's office when Mr. Baker had said he was disgusted with him.

“Can't you spend one day without getting into trouble?” the principal asked him.

Darnell had put his head down and shrugged, hoping that Mr. Baker wouldn't tell him to bring his parents in again.
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