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COOPER STATE WAS A historically Black university not far from the small southern town where Joshua Clark had been born. Joshua was a senior now at Cooper’s engineering school. He was thinking about joining the Navy after graduation. There was nothing in particular keeping him in Philadelphia. His elder sister Joyce took care of their mother.

According to the recruiting officer, he would be entering as an E-5 at Officer Candidate School. He was more than anxious. His mind wandered as Connie Atkins rambled on, flaunting herself to a smattering of flippant young men at least twenty years her junior.

"Babies! All of you. There is much to live up to here at Cooper State. Every day you don the halls with a glorious and triumphant past. Can you lead... can you carry... can you weather the storm in the way your forebears have?"

Poetry was Joshua’s favorite pastime. He jotted down the next line of his poem in a spiral Mead notebook meant for history class. Atkins caught sight of him and smiled impishly as she approached. He certainly wasn’t taking notes for her. She had just gotten started.

Clark was a handsome lad, tall and slender with a muscular build. He kept himself well-groomed, leaving behind a lingering trace of Jovan Musk wherever he went. But there was an air about him that Connie despised. He had a solid A in the class, but he was always smug with her, as if he knew more than she did. Though she was more than twice his age, he had a way of making her feel inept.

"Of course you can!" she continued. "You can, and you will. The dawn of a new millennium is fast approaching, and you, my good people, are the future of America."

Clark kept writing, utterly absorbed. Whatever it was, he was in deep. He hadn’t looked up once. Atkins wondered if he had heard a single word she’d said.

"And to think!" she continued along her stroll. "It all began for you not so long ago in this state. February 1, 1962, four students, not unlike yourselves, were denied service at a lunch counter in Greensboro’s F. W. Woolworth.

Their two-day sit-in was unsuccessful, but it led to them founding the Student Executive Committee for Justice. Protests spread across the country, and Woolworth was eventually pressured into serving Black customers."

"The Woolworth sit-in was partially supported by members of CORE, a nonviolent organization committed to ending segregation in the Jim Crow South. They adopted their motto from the old spiritual We Shall Overcome. This struggle for racial equality led to the 1963 March on Washington, fronted by the Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.

Atkins had finally made her way to Joshua. She folded her arms, waiting patiently for his attention. The young man continued to write, fully aware that she stood by his side. “Mister Clark, would you mind telling the class who organized this event?”

"The girls snickered, drawing a smile from Joshua. He laid his pen in the crevice of his notebook and met the instructor’s gaze.

“A. Philip Randolph and James Farmer of the Congress of Racial Equality, John Lewis of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, Whitney Young of the National Urban League, and Eugene Carson Blake.

“Randolph organized a march in 1941 against job discrimination, but it never happened. The threat of one, however, led to the Fair Employment Practices Commission.”

Joshua winked at the girls when he was done.

Impressed by his nifty comeback, the class applauded, their murmurs striking a nerve with Atkins.

'Silence!' she shouted, instantly cutting off the noise.

Joshua continued to write.

“Young man, winter finals are just around the corner. You would do well to lend me your ears. This lecture is more important than writing silly love notes to your girlfriend. I am the only woman you need to focus on right now.'"

"I ain’t interested," he said. "I’m waiting until we get to Malcolm. He wasn’t a dreamer like the rest, the brother was for real. We fought to have our stories included in the curriculum. Now, I expect to get what I paid for."

The others began to cheer him on. Atkins smiled cunningly while waiting patiently for their protest to die down.

“Violence only begets violence, Joshua Clark. I hardly think that by any means necessary would’ve gotten us where we are today. You are in college now. Your reading selection should include much more than the Autobiography of Malcolm X.”

Joshua sat back and met her eyes again. “Malcolm wasn’t about no violence, and you know it. He had every right to protect his wife and children. Ain’t nobody about to beat my woman in the head and then spray her with some water hose while I stand by idly singing, We Shall Overcome. We’re all born with civil rights. We shouldn’t have to beg the white man for nuthin’!”

There were more cheers. Atkins laughed as she reached out and stroked the young man’s face.

"My handsome, militant Romeo," she declared. "You have much to learn. This is my class, and I demand your full, undivided attention. Comprends-tu, mon cher?"

Atkins snatched the notebook and strolled away leisurely, reading aloud as she went:


More!

I’m thirsty.

Quench my fire with Your words.

I cannot get enough of You.

I surrender.

Your spirit engulfs my heart like a flame.

Your words – notes to a composition,

a sweet melody in my mind.



Erma, a cute, chubby girl with a blatant crush on Clark, smiled dreamily at the poet from across the room. “Get it Joshua!” she called out, sparking another round of laughter from the class. Atkins read on:


I want more!

Wrap me in Your love.

This world is much too difficult,

the struggle has worn me down.

Yet at the end of my days,

I still have You.

You are ALL I need.



Joshua shot out of his chair and stormed toward her. He ripped the notebook from her hands, then returned to his seat.

“Witch!” he scoffed under his breath.

She heard him clearly. Her heart pounded as she gazed into his hate-filled eyes.

“I want a twenty-five-hundred-word report on the American Civil Rights Movement from you,” she said. “It is to be on my desk by twelve hundred hours this Friday if you expect to remain in this class.”

Joshua’s jaw dropped. He looked around, searching for support. The chattering had started up again.

“Look, it’s mid-October!” he scoffed. “We all have midterms to study for. I don’t have time for this. Ain’t nobody else doing it.”

“Honey, the world isn’t fair. Besides, everyone else was paying attention while you were writing poetry, as lovely as it may be. You certainly weren’t thinking of midterms then.

“I do not love my voice so much that I give daily lectures just to hear myself speak. I do hope you put as much effort into your essay. I’m looking forward to reading it, Mister Clark.”

Joshua narrowed his eyes as she met his gaze, smiling contentedly. He had never thought much of Atkins. To him, she was an over-the-hill vamp with a fixation on younger men. The woman had just sealed his aversion completely.

*******
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JOSHUA SHARED A DORM room with Morris Tanner. Both students hailed from Philadelphia. The school placed them together for that reason. It wasn’t a bad match. They got along well, sharing many of the same interests. They liked to shoot hoops in Converse high-tops at the neighborhood park. The walls of their dorm room were adorned with Sixers pendants and posters of Black freedom fighters. A tall action shot of Julius Erving was attached to the door.

Morris was a drum major in Cooper’s Red Wolf Marching Band. He had chosen music composition as his major, dreaming of someday becoming part of the Miami Sound. Tanner played five instruments, including bass and guitar. He was confident that TK Records would take him on as a session musician.

A Betty Wright 8-track played softly through a portable stereo atop the highboy. The music soothed Morris as he sat on the edge of his bunk, polishing his band shoes. He laughed silently at Joshua all the while. Tanner had witnessed Atkins embarrass the young man firsthand. His roommate had already started his essay at the oakwood desk positioned between their beds. 

“Man, why you let that old vamp get to you like that?” he scoffed. “You should’ve just kept your mouth shut. Can’t nobody stand Atkins! Now you’re gonna miss the football game this weekend. We’re playing against Florida. Their band’s gonna try to dog us out. But we got some B.T. Express for ‘em now!”

Joshua laughed as he flipped a page in one of the reference books he had borrowed from the campus library. Atkins was a stickler about citing sources correctly. There was bound to be more trouble if he didn’t do the assignment right.

“Don’t even sweat it, man. I ain’t about to miss nuthin’. I’m in the running for valedictorian. Atkins knows this which is why she’s trying to prevent it. Shoot, I’m graduating on time with honors! Ain’t nobody messing that up. This little essay here is child’s play.”

“Well, you can always go over her head, man. Shoot, we in college now. There are measures you can take.”

“It ain’t that serious, Morris. I’ll just write the damn paper. We were both in the wrong.”

His confidence put Morris at ease. He knew Joshua meant every word he spoke. The man was an over achiever. 

“Who was that poem for?” Morris asked. “Boy, you even got me all hot and bothered!”

Joshua sat back and took a sip from his bottle of soda. The Pepsi company had invested heavily in Cooper. Their machines were scattered around campus. Mug root beer was Clark’s usual choice. 

“It’s about God,” he said. “The words just come to me in a flash. I have to write them down in that instant, or else I’ll forget.”

Morris looked his way and froze. They had never spoken about religion before. He just assumed Joshua was an atheist like him. Cooper was AME, and while there was a chapel on campus, neither of them attended services.

“God, huh?” Tanner said. “Man, that girl done messed your mind up good and plenty. Get it, Joshua!”

They both laughed.

*******
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JOSHUA WAS DONE WITH his essay. He spent all night making sure everything was correct. Atkins brushed past him in the hallway. He knew exactly where she was going and followed suit. 

Cooper was an old school, dating back to the 1890s. The faculty lounge was housed in one of its historic buildings, where Atkins took her coffee before classes. Her office was just around the corner.

Apparently, the woman was lactose intolerant. Her routine never changed. The faculty restroom was communal. There was just enough space for Joshua to slide his essay beneath the door. “Excuse me, Miss Atkins. Here’s my paper. I’m so anxious for you to read it. See you in class.”

*******
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IT WAS SATURDAY AFTERNOON. Florida had arrived in their orange and green. Morris led the home band in a captivating performance of Energy Level that got the crowd moving. Even the football team got up to dance, jesting their rivals with the lyrics. 

The coin was tossed. Cooper State made the kickoff, boosting the school’s spirit even more. It was a close game by halftime with Cooper in the lead. Joshua sat with a group of girls much to their delight. He’d been deemed a “hunk” on campus. The girls had even paid for his popcorn and drink. 

Florida punished the Red Wolves with a riveting performance of Boogie Nights led by four very dexterous drum majors. Midway through the song, they all danced, driving the crowd into a frenzy. Morris looked deflated. He did his best to match them, following up with a selection from Earth Wind and Fire.
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DADSON WAS A TWO-HOUR drive from Wynneboro, home to Cooper University. It was Joshua’s hometown, where his story began. The youngest of three, he was born to Major and Elaine Clarke. His father moved the family to Philadelphia, taking work as a minister in the United Pentecostal House of Grace. The family thrived in the north.

But trouble came when they returned south to visit relatives. Major died suddenly, his past catching up with him. He hadn’t always been a man of God.

Joshua was back in Dadson for the weekend. It was a two-hour ride from Wynneboro by Greyhound. He usually stayed with Auntie Saundra, his father’s baby sister. Saundra doted on him every chance she got. There was just something about the boy that was “special”. She had two sons of her own, Ivan, a Vietnam veteran with a quiet steadiness, and Lawrence, the youngest, born sickly. 

Cora Lee Chavis was in the back seat of Tommy Haywood’s lowrider when he pulled up at the house. Joshua climbed in next to her while Ivan rode shotgun. There were rumors circulating that Cora Lee was easy – having aborted at least twice. Joshua hoped to get some of the edge off before returning to Cooper. She looked much older than her actual age and was a good kisser at that. Ivan smiled inadvertently, enjoying them making out through the rearview mirror.

“Damn! Y’all need to get a room,” he scoffed.

“Hey, don’t be doing nuthin’ in my back seat!” Tommy yelled.

Ivan popped him in the back of his head. “Man, take this mama jamma down to Wayne’s Place!” he commanded.

“Nuh uh! My Mama won’t allow me. Wayne sell liquor. I just made seventeen.”

“Big Niggah, if you to take us to Wayne’s, I’m a beat your ass my damned self!”

Tommy rolled his eyes at the man’s condescension. Standing over six feet and already 190 pounds, the boy knew he was no match for Ivan. He had seen combat and lived to tell about it. The former E-4 Specialist had even bragged about killing a few. Tommy released a heavy sigh, then sped off down the road in his Bahama green ‘64 Chevy Impala.

Dadson was so small that it could barely be called a town. The population was just under 900. It was wide open farmland with an administration district at the center that included a small bus depot. Most of Dadson’s black residents were the descendants of slaves who had labored in the fields for generations, right up until emancipation. 

Tommy reached Wayne’s Place in no time. It was the tiny, white house at the edge of a cornfield. The home had been converted into a juke joint in their parent’s time. Wayne was an old-timer himself but enjoyed watching the kids dance to the latest tunes spinning inside of his nickelodeon. He knew better than to sell them alcohol. They usually came with their own. 

Ivan always carried his whiskey in a tin flack he kept tucked in the back pocket of his jeans. His cousin shadowed him inside with Cora Lee still clinging to his arm. They left Tommy behind. He was still deciding whether or not he should defy his mother. 

A Rufus song was playing when they entered. The kids were going wild on the dance floor. Most were in high school with a few middle school kids trying to pass for older. Wayne never questioned them but knew all the families. His face lit up at first sight of Joshua Clark. He hadn’t seen the boy in years. 

“Hey, what up Philadelphia!” he called out, his big voice booming over the music.

Joshua approached the bar with Cora Lee and greeted the elder with a soul shake. 

Ivan grabbed the first girl he knew and danced while they conversed. There was something off about the girl he’d chosen. She was dancing too close with her arms around his neck. It was a fast song. He wanted to “get down”. The constant grinning was creeping him out.

“I’m surprised you don’t remember,” she said. “The name is Karen. Karen Jenkins? 

Ivan didn’t remember. He knew a lot of girls. But this one he couldn’t place. She had to be from out of town. He knew just about everyone in Dadson, even the whites. “Well, what’s happenin’ Karen Jenkins?” he answered with a shrug.

Her smile vanished all of a sudden. “Negro, you stood me up, that’s what.” She withdrew her arms when they stopped dancing. “The prom at Dadson Senior High five years ago. Remember now?”

Ivan looked her up and down. “Oh yeah! I re-member now. Girl, you done lost some weight!”

His heart almost stopped when she pulled a switch blade from her person and snapped it open. The others around them saw and quickly backed away. “I came here with my girls tonight. Then look who walked in! Boy, you have no idea how long I’ve waited for this moment.”

“Hey, be cool, girl! It ain’t that serious.”

“Toying with a girl’s heart ain’t serious to you? What’d I ever do to you to deserve that type of embarrassment?”

“It was just a joke, sweetheart!” He grabbed her wrist the moment she started to swing. “Girl, are you nuts?”

Wayne saw everything from where he stood. He kept a rifle behind the bar counter but wasn’t partial to shooting girls. “Gal, but that knife away,” he yelled.

“Shut it up, old man, or I’ll cut you, too.”

Joshua moved to go after her, but Wayne held him back. He was a good boy. Miss Elaine had raised him well. Joshua wasn’t about to die on his clock. The girl clearly meant business. Ivan struggled to take the knife away from her, but she was strong. 

No one seemed to notice the tall man enter with a slide action in his hands. He was wearing denim overalls and a Stetson hat, his bloodshot eyes scop-ing the scene. The knife fight ensuing didn’t phase him in the least. He went straight to the bar and racked his weapon. There was an older couple seat-ed there. The man had obviously come for them. 

“Thomas nooo!” the woman shrilled.

Wayne was scared stiff as the kids ran screaming in every direction, looking for the fastest way out. Karen dropped her knife in the struggle, then suffered a hard blow to her right cheek when Ivan belt-ed her. He grabbed Joshua and ran. 

“Who’s that?” Joshua asked along the way. “Tommy’s daddy, man. He been drinkin’ again. Let’s get outta here.”

They followed the crowd through a cornfield when they finally got out of the building. Ivan seemed to know exactly where he was going. He had released Joshua to make his way through the high maze of brittle yellowed corn stalks. Joshua tried his best to keep up in the dark. It took them close to five minutes to reach the road. Rich Hamilton was on his porch across the street when they all came out. The street was named after him. Aunt Saundra’s house was at the opposite end. Mr. Rich had sold them the property.

“Umhum. I done told ya’ll chaps to stay away from Waynes,” he yelled with a mouthful of Big Red tobacco. 

Joshua seemed to be in a race with Ivan as they took off running down the road. They entered through the back door when they reached the house. Ivan knew that it was likely to still be open. His mother was standing there when they both fell in, exhausted from the run. She kept an assortment of plants on the home’s sleeping porch. A watering can hung from her right hand.

“Been down to Waynes Place, aintcha?” she scoffed. “You ought a be ashamed of yo’self, Joshua Clark. Yo’ daddy was a preacher. And you the oldest, Ivan. You supposed to be protecting your cousin. You wanna see ‘im shipped home in a box?”
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