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“A Little Bit” 

 

 It was summertime.  At least 90° outside.  We were walking back from the store, about 

seven blocks away.  I was in jeans.  I was so hot.  But I wasn’t about to dress like summertime.  I 

was only fourteen, but people had mistaken me for at least eighteen since I was eleven.  I blamed 

my mama.  She raised me up on fried chicken and cornbread, and it went straight to my thighs.  I 

hadn’t learned to be comfortable with it yet; I still thought I could cover it up and no one would 

notice. 

 We were right on the highway.  A city on the beach sees more traffic in one day that time 

of year than in all the other months combined.  But one car stood out.  Not because the driver 

almost broke his neck staring at us; that happened on the daily.  But he did a U-turn, cut three 

lanes of traffic and across three parking lots, just to get to us.  Normally they wait a couple 

blocks ahead, try not to be too obvious.  He almost ran us over, slammed on the brakes just in 

time. 

 “Damn, you thick!” 

 “Which one?”  I really hoped he was talking to my friend.  But I knew he wasn’t.  She 

was a size three soaking wet, and I developed early.  Too early. 

 “Girl, you know I’m talkin’ to you.  How old you is?” 

 “Fourteen.”   

 “You fourteen and you thick like that?”  He stared at my jeans. 

 I shot my friend a look. 



 “Nahh, mama, it’s a good thing.”  He smiled at me, I guess trying to assure me that he 

had good intentions.  Not one of those cute, she’s-so-pretty-she-makes-me-nervous smiles.  That 

smile grown men—and this one was all of twenty-two—get when they find their next baby 

mama. 

 By now, some other guy had walked up and gotten into the passenger seat.  He was 

eyeing my friend.  He gave her the same smile. 

 The driver looked back at my face.  “You down to ride?” 

 I played dumb.  “Ride what?”  I knew he meant for me to get in the car, but I didn’t trust 

it. 

 My friend rolled her eyes and ratted me out.  “You know exactly what he wants you to 

ride.”  She wasn’t good for anything but this kind of thing right here.  We aren’t cool anymore.  

The only reason we were back then was because we had to survive. 

 Now when he smiled, he showed his teeth.  “I mean, you can ride that too, mama.” 

 I looked at my friend.  Tried to read her face, determine her next move.  I hesitated before 

I opened the door to the backseat. 

*** 

 And that’s how I spent my teenage years.  Climbing in and out of backseats and 

passenger seats, rolling around in beds, getting undressed when they asked and re-dressed in less 

than thirty seconds.  I never really got a reputation.  There’s a difference between girls who have 

sex because they feel like they need to, and girls who have sex because they really need to.  

Because life isn’t cheap.  Because very few things are more humiliating than the cashier at a 

convenience store telling you to keep your change because, between you and the skinny girl with 

you, you don’t have enough money for a pack of peanut butter crackers to split.  That first kind 



of girl, that’s a slut.  The second kind, that’s an entrepreneur.  Both pitiful, one without much 

choice. 

 I didn’t enjoy it.  It’s not like I glorified turning tricks and living partner to partner.  But I 

knew exactly what I was doing, knew how to make just enough but not too much.  How to keep a 

low profile.  I wasn’t like the girls in Pretty Woman.  I didn’t post up on street corners wearing 

next to nothing waiting for business to find me.  I was in high school, Honors student.  I didn’t 

go anywhere alone.  I didn’t advertise.  Unless you were a customer, you had no idea where my 

money came from.  You assumed I had a job, a legal one.  Me being a minor, no one was gonna 

snitch, or they’d be snitching on themselves.  Not even the feds watched me.  Not until just after 

my senior year.  Nothing caught up with me until after my senior year. 

*** 

 That summer after I graduated, I finally found a regular job.  I worked days for an 

employer, I worked nights for myself.  The money was easy to come by, hard to stomach 

sometimes, but it was good money.  And I needed it bad.  I had my eyes set on college.  Not 

community college.  That’s not a way out; it’s an excuse to stay a little bit longer.  I wanted a 

university.  Just to say I did it.  But success isn’t cheap. 

 I had gone to a doctor a few days earlier.  To be on the safe side.  I didn’t believe in 

condoms; I made more money without them.  The doctor called on my break.  They don’t call 

unless there’s bad news.  And I had chlamydia for the first time.  You think it’d hurt to hear that.  

To hear that confirmation that you are as nasty as people on the outside would have you believe.  

But it didn’t faze me.  It meant I’d be outta business for a week.  No point in spreading it and 

having my whole operation shut down for good once word got out.  And there’s nothing wrong 

with laying a little lower than you already do. 



 The real shock didn’t happen until the week after, when the doctor called me back in to 

make sure everything had cleared up.  I could tell she felt sorry for me, could see it all over her 

face.  She didn’t want to me tell me I had signs of cervical cancer.  She knew I couldn’t afford 

any kind of treatment.  I smiled a little when she told me.  It was comical.  Some doctor in a 

white coat who made more money than I’d ever see wasting her time trying to tell me that I was 

too young for STDs and cancer.  That at the rate I was going, I may be infertile.  That I needed to 

start using condoms and not have multiple partners.  I can almost guarantee you she never went 

hungry or asked strangers for a couple dollars or laid under some thirty-something whose oldest 

daughter was her own age.  That’s why I didn’t listen to her.  I took my bad news, and I walked 

out the door.  I ignored it after that, though.  No point in worrying over a problem I couldn’t fix. 

*** 

 I got accepted to a state university during the fall semester of my senior year.  That April, 

I told them I’d go.  They gave me a little bit of money, and the rest I planned to take out in loans.  

After four years was up, I’d have enough to pay it back.  I was sure of that. 

 I just wasn’t sure I could stay out of jail long enough to get to the school in the first place.  

Within a week, everyone I knew was locked up.  I was the last man standing.  And someone was 

talking.   

I was riding through the neighborhood where I lived when I was a child.  When I knew 

about all the stuff I was doing now but still believed I could beat it.  A group of guys was 

standing outside the rec, and one of them called to me.  I recognized him immediately.  He had 

tried to date me a long time ago.  No sex, not like that anyway.  Someone who was genuinely 

interested in me. 

I turned around and parked out front. 



He didn’t waste time.  We were past that stage.  Now, we only talked business.  I threw 

his emotions away a long time ago.  He learned his place after that. 

“Your girl locked up.” 

“Who?” 

“Man, don’t play dumb.  You know exactly who I’m talkin’ about.  Ol’ skinny girl used 

to ride around with you.  Brown hair.  Name start with a M.” 

“You know damn well she ain’t my girl.  We stopped bein’ cool a long-ass time ago.  She 

deserve to get locked up.  She grimey.”  I never minced words with him.  He knew me better 

than that. 

“And how you feel about that girl don’t matter.  Point is, she in there, you out here.  I 

seen her a few days ago.  Talkin’ bout you think you better than her and this and that.  She got 

somethin’ against you.  You needa watch your back.” 

“You think she talkin’?”  Never trust a hood rat as far as you can throw her. 

“Girl, pay a-damn-ttention.  It ain’t just the block got hot, it’s the whole hood.  And you 

the only one they ain’t got no evidence on.  They take you down, that’s a victory for them.  You 

came up in the game.  Don’t act like you too stupid to know they watchin’.” 

I got back in my car.  I’d seen them.  Everywhere.  They’d even park a street or two over 

and drive in my same direction.  I’d see the passing cop car through the alleyways and spaces 

between buildings.  I knew I was biding time.  I knew she was buying time, and paying with my 

name.  I was willing to wait.  The cops weren’t. 

*** 

By August I was on every cop’s radar, every snitch’s lips.  When I saw my friend 

walking home from the jailhouse, I knew it was a wrap.  She got out for a reason—because they 



could get somebody better if they let her go.  Trade her in for a real criminal.  I hate cops, but 

they aren’t stupid.  They know how to tear a hood apart. 

But I left just before things really got bad.  It was only a question of when they’d cuff me, 

so I bounced.  Went to school and laid a little lower. 

Nobody there knew anything about who I was or what I came from.  My business wasn’t 

theirs.   

But after you spend so many years perfecting the way you look at a potential customer 

and the way you stand to make your body just a little more noticeable, it’s hard not to.  I was a 

creature of habit.  It was a game I couldn’t help but play, and I won every time. 

I stopped for awhile.  Felt guilty.  Like I should’ve stayed home if this was how I would 

spend my time.  I got over that, though.  Quick. 

*** 

I met him over two drumsticks.  The only moment in my life that could’ve been pulled 

from a crappy romantic movie.  I walked by him while he practiced outside.  I’m used to being 

hit on.  I’m used to guys bending over sideways and backward to get my number.  But they cut to 

the chase almost immediately.  He didn’t.  It caught me off guard.   

He called over to me.  Asked if I knew his name. 

I told him straight up that I didn’t.  I did recognize him from the drumline, but I wouldn’t 

tell him that.  Didn’t wanna inflate his ego anymore than I needed to. 

“You know how to play?”  He looked me in my eyes and smiled.  “Try it.” 

“Do I look like I know how to play?”  But I grabbed the drumsticks anyway, sat down 

beside him and took the drum pad. 

“I’m gonna teach you an eight-count.” 



I didn’t know what in the hell he was talking about, but he showed me how to hold the 

drumsticks and how fast to play.  He didn’t know I could play him even faster, didn’t know what 

I had in mind.  He smiled too much, seemed too nice.  Maybe it was real.  I wasn’t one to put my 

past on someone else’s present.  But I was well aware that I was jaded.  That I saw relationships 

as unemployment.  That sex was physical, no emotions, no attachment.  Something about him 

told me he saw things a little differently.  But I wasn’t deterred.  He might be jaded, too, when I 

finished. 

“So, what are you getting into this weekend?”  The chase. 

I paused, made it look like I had to consider my schedule before I gave him those eyes 

that give him permission to take me right there and simultaneously tell him I know he won’t.  “I 

don’t know.  It depends.” 

“On what?” 

“You.”  Eyes again.  And I got up to leave, started walking away. 

“Well let me get your number.  Maybe we can chill.” 

I had him. 

*** 

Two Fridays later and I was in his dorm room.  It smelled like boys’ rooms always smell.  

I set my purse on his bed.  Not an overt declaration of what I presumed his intentions to be, but a 

suggestion that I accepted whatever his offer was. 

“You can sit down.” 

So I took my seat beside my purse.  Leaned back a little, shifted my weight to my palms.  

I met his eyes.  I knew he was more than interested.  I knew what would happen before I left.  

Only a matter of time. 



He tried to make himself comfortable.  Turned the TV on.  Turned the lights off.  I think 

he expected me to be a little nervous, but I wasn’t.  My ease made him nervous. 

But then it happened.  He asked me to do something for him.  That’s when I decided for 

sure I didn’t care if he felt dirty when I left.  Some guys can handle girls like me; they know why 

I’m there and they know money’s the only thing that’ll make me come back.  He wasn’t one of 

those.  He could handle a booty call.  Not me.  He was the type who would walk me out when it 

was over, maybe call me in a couple days. 

Again my life caught up with me.  Right there in his bed.  I ignored my cancer so well 

that I forgot it existed.  So when he stopped all of a sudden, I got nervous. 

“Why are you bleeding?” 

I didn’t know that I had been.  It wasn’t my period.  I didn’t get one of those anymore.  

He got up, and I followed.  Reached for my clothes.  Got dressed slower than I usually do.  

Normally, I would’ve left right then.  But this was different.  He asked if I was okay. 

“It’s nothing.” 

“What is it?” 

I stared at the floor before I answered him.  I hadn’t told anyone else about the mutated 

cells in my cervix.  But I wanted to tell him.  “Cancer.  I never got it treated.” 

“It’s untreated?  You know that can kill you right?”  His concern was sincere.  He looked 

scared. 

“Too much money.  I can’t afford it right now.”  I started for the door. 

“You leavin’?”  He wasn’t even dressed yet. 

I nodded.  “My bad about your sheets.” 

“Don’t worry about it.  I can wash ‘em.”  He looked down at my waist.  “Pull your jacket 



down.  Cover that up.” 

There was blood on my shirt.  I looked like I had been in a knife fight.  It’s hard to walk 

away from that with dignity.  I thought being broke was embarrassing; dying a little in a 

stranger’s bed is ten times worse.  I left without saying anything else. 

*** 

I never thought he’d call after that, but he did.  He asked if I was okay again.  Asked how 

long I’d had it, how I got it.  I lied and told him the doctors didn’t know, said all they said was 

that I had it.  He saw through me. 

“You know you can get that from having sex, right?  HPV?” 

Now I laughed a little.  Some college boy tryna tell me about what caused my body to get 

so screwed up.  I knew what caused it.  “It’s not like it’ll hurt you.”  It sounded a little harsh, 

saying that to a boy who just cleaned up my blood. 

“I just wanna make sure you’re straight.  And I’m straight.” 

I couldn’t blame him for having his own back.  Some people would call him selfish for 

asking about his own wellbeing when I was the one with cancer.  But it wasn’t selfish.  And if I 

had come to appreciate anything, that was it.   

“As long as you’re sure you’re okay.” 

“I will be.” 

 “Alright…I’ll holla at you.” 

 I hung up without saying goodbye.  I sat there, my cropped jacket pulled down to the top 

of my jeans, my tank top bunched up underneath and out of sight, my eyes shifting from one spot 

on the floor to another.  He caught me off guard again.  He spoke to me like I wasn’t a prostitute, 

like I hadn’t slept with twenty people by tenth grade, like he truly felt something for my 



situation.  Not like how people talk about those African kids on the commercials.  But how 

people talk about somebody they actually care about when that somebody doesn’t deserve the 

life they have to live.  He almost put the emotion back in me, almost reminded me I was human 

and allowed to exist as something other than a hooker. 

 Almost. 

 I reminded myself that he didn’t know anything about me.  Didn’t know that I had sex for 

money.  Didn’t know that he was the first person who hadn’t paid me.  I reminded myself that if 

he did know all of those things, I wouldn’t matter as much.  Right now, I was a girl with cancer 

who couldn’t afford to get better.  That’s a much more touching story than a hood rat with bad 

luck and no common sense. 

 I reminded myself of what I was—a body.  I stopped thinking about him.  Stopped caring 

that he might’ve cared a little bit.  I gave myself a little bit of a break, but it had to be back to 

business.  I didn’t know anything else and I didn’t care to learn another way. 

 I stood up, pulled my jacket down a little further.  I left my giveadamn on the bench 

where I had been sitting.  I let my body walk away from it.  Got over it.  Quick. 


