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        The 1960s and 1970s were a period marked by turbulence and adversity for young black men. Racism, police brutality, and the prevalence of illegal drugs were just some of the formidable challenges contributing to the hardship of inner-city life. For young men with fire in their bellies, the drug trade often seemed like the only path forward. Many of us, involuntarily caught in the harsh realities of the time period, ultimately found ourselves behind the cold iron and concrete walls of the penal system. Has anything truly changed?
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        This is a story of hope, desire, courage, determination, ambition, enthusiasm, and faith. Matt has realized that great opportunities are disguised as insolvable problems. He embodies the never-give-up spirit. With fortitude and tenacity, here is a man who refused to let his yesterday be his tomorrow.
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      For my grandchildren—Princess Elizabeth, Princess Sarah, Princess Tabby, Princess Abby, and Philip the Man-child.

      

      This book is also dedicated to all children who will inherit the world free of hatred.
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      The teacher who is indeed wise does not bid you to enter the house of his wisdom but rather leads you to the threshold of your mind.

      

      - Kahlil Gibran, Lebanese poet

      

      The longer I live, the more I realize the impact of attitudes on my life. Attitude, to me, is more important than facts. It is more important than the past, than education, than money, than circumstances, than failures…. The core conviction is that life consists of 10 percent of what happens and 90 percent how someone reacts to it.

      

      - Rev. Charles Swindoll
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      My purpose in this book is to share my journey from an angry black man to a man with purpose, mission, and dedication.

      But it wasn’t easy. Many decades before the death of George Floyd, Detroit police officers killed a 15-year-old black boy named Leon Mosley, shooting him in the back after he’d led them on a high-speed chase. The officers were acquitted by a judge, who took the opportunity to attack the NAACP from the bench. Hundreds of people in my neighborhood, Black Bottom, protested the decision by walking across the city.

      As a teenager, I grew to hate white cops because of all the beatings that I heard about. I did often see The Big Four, a unit of the Detroit Police Department’s special forces, doing their “tactical patrols” around the city. This unit consisted of four burly white guys (hence the name) leaping out of their vehicles to harass black men, forcing them to spread-eagle against a wall. The Big Four also came by my junior high after school, warning us students to move along, even those of us who were just chatting or playing. The students would swear at the cops under their breath, but reluctantly obey. This is why, whenever we heard about a misfortune happening to a white cop, we brothers would cheer and hope for even worse to occur.

      For their part, the white cops viewed black neighborhoods as a DMZ (demilitarized zone). They really thought they were in a war zone. They were not in our community to protect and serve—very far from it. Later on, one of my patients was a white cop, and he confirmed that this attitude was pervasive. I imagine there may be some white cops who are not so racist.

      Nonetheless, today I have made the transition into happiness and emotional balance. Each chapter is a reflection of the different stages of emotional growth I have experienced. Today, in my eighth decade of life, I’m still having fun by continuing to work as a clinical therapist and to serve my family and community.

      -Matthew D. Jones, Jr., LMSW, ACSW
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      Matthew Jones says that prison was a blessing. Yes, the seclusion of prison life permitted him to concentrate on his education and personal development, but it seems to me that the blessing came from elsewhere—his mother’s love, the watchful care of other adults in the Black Bottom community of his youth, and the camaraderie he felt with his neighborhood buddies. These relationships were the early sources of his strength, his understanding of the ways human beings move through the world. He took this cultural rootedness to prison, and it kept him whole.

      As a teenager, the lighthearted, playful Matthew picked up two friends who asked for a ride, and found himself charged as an accomplice to murder. How could he have known he was heading to a store robbery and killing? Young African-American men experience such predicaments and the resulting prison terms all too frequently. Most do not survive to tell the story of a highly accomplished life, distinguished by major professional contributions to their hometown and the African American community at large.

      Here we witness the journey of one of our own, whose youthful, inadvertent mistake does not deter him from realizing his calling. Matthew recognized early his talents for creating rapport with others, affirming them, sharing his optimistic spirit. His career as a social worker has been sustained by these gifts. By sharing with us the ways he overcame difficulties along his path, he shows us how we, too, can transform our circumstances. For example, Matthew writes at length about his heartbreak over his absent, abusive father; at the same time, he also relates how that harm engendered in him the determination to be an unwavering source of security and affirmation for his own children. Further, he suggests guidelines for effective parenting, as well as approaches to solving other relationship challenges.

      Matthew’s story demonstrates the empowerment that flows from setting realistic goals coupled with consistent self-discipline. He exemplifies the importance of readiness to meet new opportunities—advancing personal development, learning emerging professional methodologies, honing leadership skills. In a few years, he rose from rookie social worker, fresh out of the University of Michigan’s Master’s of Social Work Program, to president of the Detroit Black Social Workers Association. Over the years, his extraordinary acumen as a social worker has won distinction within professional circles, so that he is regularly called to resolve issues in diverse settings where other professionals have failed.

      Fire in My Belly is especially relevant during this period of rising authoritarianism, where so much of what we assumed concerning the “normal” workings of this society no longer pertains. Irrational, sinister government policies are fostering violence and chaos. The negative fallout weighs on our spirits. Addressing these issues, Matthew explores the pathology of racism, which engenders the forms of repression the government is implementing. It’s more important than ever to have the guidance of politically astute professionals who can help us protect our health and collective welfare. This book provides such support.

      Fire in My Belly is Matthew Jones’s rendering of his life as a portal through which we might reflect on our own journeys. It is a wonderfully insightful, delightfully written, easy read with big takeaways! Read Matthew’s story. Rediscover yourself. 

      Gloria House, Ph.D.

      Detroit, Michigan.

      September 4, 2025
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      On the morning of my release, they called out names like they were barking orders.

      “Jones. B&B. Let’s go. Get the hell up out of here.”

      “B&B” stood for “bed and belongings.” It meant whatever little you had left to your name, you packed it up and got ready to leave. They didn’t say congratulations. They didn’t shake your hand. They just made it official.

      I gathered my things, everything I’d accumulated during my time inside. Not much, just some personal stuff: a few letters, some notebooks. It all fit into a big steel suitcase, one of those old-fashioned kinds. I hadn’t come in with that suitcase. I got it while I was inside. When I came to prison, I didn’t have anything except the clothes on my back.

      They sent me up to the administrative office, the same place everyone passed through on their way out. That was where I saw my parents. To my surprise, both of them were waiting for me. I hadn’t expected to see my father there. My mother had mentioned she’d ask him to come, but I didn’t believe he would. He hadn’t written. He hadn’t called. No birthday cards. No phone number to reach him. I never asked for it either. I figured if he didn’t want to deal with me, I wouldn’t deal with him. We were even.

      Before leaving, they handed me a check for my work release pay. I’d spent seven months working at the Howard Johnson Hotel in Jackson, the nearest city to the prison I’d just spent the last eight years of my life. That only happened because my security status was reduced from maximum to medium. Near the end of my sentence, they first moved me out to one of the farms, and from there, I got approved for work release.

      At the Howard Johnson I worked as a porter, and I thought that nobody knew that I was a prisoner. While there, I wrote poetry for housekeepers, later hooking up with one of them. Later, I hooked up with a guest, telling her that she looked like Lola Falana. She faked a broken light bulb, the supervisor sent me her up to the room to investigate, and that was about it: sex with the housekeeper and a guest.

      Every dollar I earned went straight into an account. On the morning of my release, they gave it to me. It was a couple thousand dollars.

      We put the suitcase in the trunk and got on the road, headed for Detroit. My mother sat in the front. My father was driving. I took the back seat. He didn’t have much to say to me. No How you doing? or Boy we’re glad you're out. My mother and father were chit-chatting with each other, but nothing directed at me.

      I just sat there, watching the world go by through the window. I was thirty years old. I’d already been working in the outside world for over a year, so I wasn’t shocked by the sight of roads or stoplights. That’s one of the reasons the prison bosses give you work-release. It’s an easing out, a way to get used to being free again.

      But this time was different. This wasn’t a work-release or a pass. This was real freedom. It took a while for that to sink in.

      We took I-94 eastbound, passing towns, neighborhoods, signs and strip malls that seemed unfamiliar and familiar all at once. As we passed into the city, I saw that the skyline of Detroit had changed. I glimpsed the central tower of the Renaissance Center for the first time. It was now the highest building in the state of Michigan, seventy-three stories tall. It had been constructed while I was locked away, now occupying a central space in the downtown skyline.

      When we exited the freeway at Livernois, that’s when it really hit me. I was almost home. I hadn’t seen my hometown, Detroit, in twelve years.

      My mother’s neighborhood looked the same, a collection of small bungalows built in the nineteen-fifties, like so many others scattered in rows across the city. Hers was the lower of a two-family flat. It had two bedrooms, living room, dining room, kitchen, and two bedrooms. She had a nice backyard with a canopied porch.

      When we pulled up to her house, my father didn’t even get out. He didn’t offer to help carry the suitcase. He didn’t ask if I needed a ride somewhere else. He just let me out. And then he drove off.

      I walked inside with the suitcase. My mother followed.

      I felt free. I stepped out into the world and breathed in the air like it was brand new. It was more than just a ride. It was a big moment.

      I went inside and put my suitcase on the bed in my mother’s house. I looked around at the room. It was small. Four walls. While this hadn’t technically been my house, it did feel a lot like home.

      Twelve years. That’s how long I’d been gone. Twelve years since I’d touched anything that had been mine as a child. The truth was, I didn’t really have many childhood things left. No trophies, no favorite toys, no shoeboxes full of old photos.

      I opened the closet. It was empty. There was no clothing waiting for me. That wasn’t a surprise. Twelve years ago, after the judge had read my prison sentence, my sister had given most of my clothes to her fiancé. My sister probably thought they’d go to good use. He and I were the same size, and back then, I had a reputation for dressing sharp. I had suede jackets—chocolate brown, royal blue, even a rust-red one—and matching suede shoes. That had been the style in 1966. I’ve always dressed snappy, especially in hats. I love good hats.

      I would have to buy a new wardrobe.

      Around noon my mother and I ate lunch. The. I stood up from the table and told her, “I’ll be back.”

      “Where you goin’?” she asked.

      “I’m takin’ a walk.”

      She nodded. My mother’s house was on Prairie Street, about three blocks west of Livernois, near Lyndon. I stepped out the door and went down the sidewalk, admiring the lawn on either side. It was like I’d never seen grass before. I walked east until I hit Livernois, a major road. I turned south and kept going.

      I don’t know what got into me. Maybe it was the air, maybe it was the fact that I could move without someone telling me where to go. But I walked. And I walked. And I kept on walking. It was July in Detroit, and the sun was high and warm. We were having a real summer.

      I spoke to every female I encountered.

      It didn’t matter what she looked like. It didn’t matter how old or young, thin or round, black or white, friendly or mean. If she crossed my path, I said something to her. A compliment, a “how you doin,” a head nod, something. I’d call out to women on the other side of the street, across traffic, just to hear my own voice say hello. It felt outstanding. I’d always noticed women, and I needed to tell women that they were being noticed.

      It had been a long twelve years.

      It was fun just being able to speak to a female without any apprehensions, without any issues. Things like Well, you look gorgeous today. They were soaking it up. I was enjoying it too. It was the type of fun you definitely couldn’t have in a state prison cell block.

      I stopped in a few stores, just to browse. More women, more conversation. I couldn’t help myself. The city of Detroit was where I’d grown up, spent most of the first eighteen years of my life. At this moment, the most mundane things felt like a dream.

      The strange part is, I didn’t even realize how far I’d gone. I started at Livernois and Lyndon, but by the time I looked up, I was all the way down at Livernois and I-94. I’d walked for miles.

      But I wasn’t tired. My legs were strong, my mind was wide open. I felt good, so I kept going.

      I finally got back to my mother’s place around six in the evening. She had dinner waiting. We ate, talked a little, laughed some. Then I flopped onto the couch and let my body sink into the quiet.

      It was strange how silence could sound like music. After all those years behind bars, the peace was almost surreal. No shouting. No steel doors clanging. No keys jingling down the corridor. Just the soft hum of the fridge and the steady tick of a clock on the wall.

      She turned on the television, and the images flickered across my face as my mind wandered. I knew I should go to bed, but I couldn’t go to sleep, not right away. My heart was still pumping from the walk, my mind still reeling from the day.

      I’d made a promise to myself in prison: I would become the best therapist I could. I’d sworn to help as many people as possible, to the best of my abilities.

      That task awaited me when I woke up the next morning. And I spent every day of the rest of my life trying to achieve it.
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      I was born in Deerfield, Florida, the baby of the family. My father was Matthew D. Jones, Sr., and my mother was Annie Louise Lockett. I had three older sisters, which meant I learned real quick how to listen more than I talked. Being the youngest, I guess I was someone’s responsibility, but that didn’t last too long. I always had an independent streak.

      We didn’t stay in Florida long. I was maybe a year and a half, two years old when we packed up our life in Deerfield and put it in the rearview mirror.

      We headed north to Detroit. The city was booming after World War II, the co-called “arsenal of democracy” because of all the tanks and planes and weapons that were built there. It was calling our names, like it was calling so many black families at the time. The northern cities offered promising work and less blatant racism. It was a new start.

      In Detroit, we moved to a neighborhood called Black Bottom.
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        * * *

      

      Now if you don’t know, Black Bottom was its own world. It was one of the only neighborhoods in Detroit where black families were allowed to live back then, especially during those early years of migration.

      You probably have images from television series about black neighborhoods from the nineteen-fifties or nineteen-sixties. It really was a lot like that. Black Bottom was full of energy, crowded and alive. There was a sense that we were all in it together, and people seemed to look out for one another a little more than they do today.

      Imagine music playing out of open windows, kids running barefoot through alleys, folks sitting on stoops swapping gossip or playing dominoes. There was a mix of smells—someone frying fish, someone hanging clothes, someone arguing two houses over. Voices rising, cars rolling. It was loud and busy and full of life.

      Stores lined both sides of the block, mostly little markets, barbershops, beauty parlors, shoeshine spots. A lot of different churches. Everything you needed was within walking distance. There were black-owned businesses too—three or four of them in the few blocks I knew well. I felt some pride in that, even if I didn’t have the words for it yet.

      We kids played in the streets. No video games, no screens, no fenced-in backyards. We had the sidewalk, the curb, whatever we could turn into fun. One of my favorite games was marbles. Not just the glass ones, but the real prize: steel marbles. Those hit harder. A steel marble could crack a glass one with a good shot. I loved that.

      And while I’ve heard people say later that Black Bottom was diverse, I don’t remember seeing anybody who wasn’t black in that neighborhood.

      I do think people were a bit more balanced then. The community seemed to help with that. We had laughter, even in poverty. Back then, there was more holding each other up. Today, I’m a mental health professional, but those words didn’t really even exist in our vocabulary back then. Today, you see more isolation, more mental breakdowns.
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        * * *

      

      Now, somewhere in the middle of all that, when I was about fifteen, I started hanging with some older guys. That’s when I got talked into a radical decision: getting a process.

      If you don’t know, a process meant putting lye in your hair to straighten it—chemically burn the coils out. It made us look slick. James Brown style. Malcolm X-before-prison style.

      One of the guys said, “Matt, come on, let’s go get you a process.”

      I said no.

      He kept pushing. And eventually, I gave in.

      My scalp was on fire. Lye burns. I got at least one sore from it. But beyond the pain, it was cool.

      When I got home, my mother was furious. She didn’t yell. She just looked at me with that disappointed silence. And then she did what she always did when something truly mattered: she called my father.

      He came by. It was probably the last time I saw him before I went to prison.

      He sat with me, talked for a while. Asked me why I’d changed my hair. Not in a scolding way. Just why? I didn’t have a good answer. I guess I just wanted to try something, to fit in, to look cool.

      And that was it. After that conversation, he disappeared again. Back into the shadows of the city, where he lived quietly on the edge of my life.

      Years later, after I got out of prison, my mother and I laughed about that experiment. My mother had joined the Nation of Islam, and we were talking about its teachings when I said, “Guess who else had a process? Malcolm.”

      She was surprised. He too had gone through that phase before prison, before his transformation. We both laughed, shook our heads, and let the memory go.

      But I’ll never forget the burn. The scalp. The look on her face. The unexpected visit from my father.
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        * * *

      

      As a little boy, I didn’t know anything about politics and very little about racism. I had no experience with zoning laws or redlining or blockbusting. All I knew was that we had a front step and some friends to play with. It felt like the world started and ended in our neighborhood. My sisters and I made the most of it, playing hide and seek, tag, double dutch, whatever.

      But one day, when I was maybe five or six, the sky cracked a little for me.

      I was walking with a relative; I can’t remember if it was an uncle or a cousin or somebody. We were out on the street, and I saw something I didn’t have words for. A white police officer was beating a black man, right there on the sidewalk. And the man wasn’t fighting back. He was clearly drunk—sloppy drunk, the kind of drunk a kid can even recognize. But he wasn’t dangerous, and he wasn’t swinging. He was just stumbling.

      I stopped and stared. I remember asking, “Why is that man hitting him?”

      And the adult I was with said something that stuck with me. “That’s normal,” he told me. “That’s what they do.”

      “But why?”

      “Because they have the authority. They feel they have the right.”

      He meant white cops and black men. And he said it like it was just part of the weather—something you put up with. Rain falls. Snow piles. Cops beat black men. That’s just the way it is.

      Even at that age, I knew it didn’t sit right. I didn’t understand the history, but I knew what I saw, and I knew it didn’t make sense. That wouldn’t be the last time I saw something like that, either. There were others—more beatings, more moments of helpless anger, more traumatic interactions between law enforcement and the black community. Each time, I carried it a little deeper, even if I didn’t know what to do with it yet.

      We moved a lot within Black Bottom. When we first got to Detroit, we stayed with my aunt and uncle and their kids. It was a two-bedroom apartment with four adults and probably seven children. The word tight doesn’t even begin to describe it. We probably stayed there close to a year. Eventually, my aunt and uncle moved out, and my family got the place to ourselves for a bit. But it was never permanent.

      We moved three or four more times before we ever left Black Bottom. The last house we lived in before moving out of the neighborhood was near Joseph Campau and Mitchell. That spot was kind of on the edge of Black Bottom—maybe two, two-and-a-half miles from the center. Not quite Lafayette, not quite downtown, but close enough to still feel like it belonged. To me, that whole area breathed with the same rhythm, the same spirit of Black Bottom. That spirit has stayed with me, long after the buildings got torn down and the federal government dug a freeway down the middle of the area and the neighborhood was totally erased off the map.
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        * * *

      

      In our first house, I slept in the same room as my sisters. We didn’t think twice about it. That was normal. Beds were often shared and we managed space however we could. My cousins did the same thing in their rooms and houses. Sometimes we kids just slept wherever there was room. You got used to the snoring, the blanket tugging, the shifting around at night. That was part of growing up.

      After my cousins moved out, our family stayed in that house a little while longer. And when we finally moved to a place of our own, that’s when I got my own bed. It was my own space, nothing fancy, just mine. We didn’t have any pets in my family. There were too many people, too little space, and too much to manage already, so a dog or a cat just wasn’t part of the picture.

      Our furniture was simple—a basic couch, basic side tables. Most of it looked like it came from Sears. We used a lot of lamps; there was one in the corner of the living room, another next to the couch. We didn’t have any plants or decorations. We weren’t into that. The house had what we needed.

      The kitchen was small, like most kitchens in that neighborhood and in that time. That was for prep—where my mother worked her magic, slicing, stirring, seasoning. Everything was made from scratch. No frozen meals, no boxes or trays you just pop in the oven. Everything came from the store and from her hands.

      The meals happened in the dining room, when we ate together. Dinner as a family wasn’t always guaranteed, but it was most common on Sundays or after my mother had made something special, maybe greens, fried chicken, macaroni and cheese. We’d usually sit down together in the dining room then.

      Breakfast was more of a grab-and-go situation. On most mornings, it was cereal, whichever one was cheapest and came in the biggest box. We made oatmeal, especially when it was cold out. Bacon and eggs were a treat, not something we had all the time, but when we did, it felt like Sunday morning. Typically we all woke up at different times, moved in different directions. Sometimes we all ended up in the same room, but often we just moved through the house like traffic, crossing paths, grabbing toast or cereal before heading out the door.

      My lunch was always brought from home. I carried a lunch every day, usually a bologna sandwich, maybe a little dessert if we had it. I know there must have been a cafeteria at school, but I honestly don’t remember using it. I just wasn’t one of the kids getting in line for hot lunch. We didn’t have much money to spare, and bringing your own sandwich was the norm for us.

      Laundry was a whole operation. We didn’t have a washer or dryer in the house, so we hauled everything to the laundromat about six blocks away. We loaded the wagon with clothes, detergent, and change, and made the weekly walk into part of the daily life routine. Everybody did the same. You’d see other families there, too, folding, talking, kids playing tag between machines.

      We didn’t have a car. At least, not after my father left. He was the only one who owned one, and when he packed up, he took the car and left us behind. No second thoughts about how we’d get around. After that, we relied on the bus, or if my mother really needed to get somewhere and didn’t want to ride, she’d call around and see if a friend or relative could take her.

      I didn’t care much for books back then. Reading didn’t come into my life until much later, when I found myself in prison. That’s when I read with purpose, with fire. But as a kid, reading was just something I had to do to get through school. I wasn’t much into comic books either. My friends were, and comic books were everywhere. But they just didn’t grab me. I’d flip through one if it was around, but I didn’t collect them or talk about them like the other kids did.

      I wasn’t particularly athletic either. I didn’t play baseball or run track or try out for anything in middle school. Gym class was just gym class to me—okay while it lasted, then onto the next class. No one pushed me into sports either. The gym teacher never pulled me aside. And I didn’t really have friends who were into it enough to inspire me.

      The only time sports even became a question was around age thirteen, when the neighborhood guys would gather up to play at the park. They’d see me outside and call out, “Matt, you coming?” And I’d say the same thing every time.

      “No, I’m good.”

      Because I had other plans. Usually, I was headed to Shirley’s porch.

      That’s where I wanted to be—talking, flirting, making her laugh, making her smile. Girls were more my extracurricular activity. Not the kind you found on a permission slip or after-school flyer, but the kind you dressed a little sharper for, maybe combed your hair a little better for.

      I was never going to be the kid throwing touchdowns or running laps around the field, but I was learning how to hold a conversation.

      Black Bottom was where this boy started to learn about life. Slowly, it’s where I started learning what kind of man I might become. But I didn’t have much of a role model in that department.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            My Parents

          

        

      

    

    
      I was named after my father, Matthew D. Jones, Sr. Maybe he named me out of pride. Maybe it was with the expectation that I would become just like him. That hasn’t exactly happened.

      Though I’m six foot two, he was about five-seven. My dad was the shortest of his brothers, who were all my height. I wonder if this affected the way he saw the world. He weighed one hundred ninety pounds of solid muscle. When he shook your hand, his hands were like vise grips. Clean-shaven, he went to church every Sunday, where he served as a deacon. This included the church of C.L. Franklin, the reverend who is better known as the father of Artha Franklin. He was asked to leave that church, mostly for getting too close to some of the female members. I never knew if he was a truly religious person, or if he simply adapted his behavior—go along to get along, as they say. His religious orientation was a mystery to me.

      My dad was a skilled handyman, the kind of fellow who could figure out anything just by watching. He didn’t have a degree or any kind of license, but he had hands that knew how to fix, build, and solve problems. That was his trade.

      When we first got to Detroit, he worked a number of jobs. One was at the Roman Cleanser bleach company. If you grew up in a household in the Midwest back then, you knew Roman Cleanser. That thick brown glass bottle with the little handles, shaped like a Roman vase, was a staple under every sink. He worked there for a while, maybe less than a year, before moving on. Like many handymen of his generation, he didn't stay long in one place.

      Eventually he moved into construction. It suited him. He was gifted with his hands, picked up skills fast, learned on the fly. He didn’t need formal training. He could just watch somebody once and know what to do. You’d call that an “independent contractor” today. It just meant a man who hustled work wherever he could find it.

      His performance as a father? That’s where the picture gets a little more complicated.

      He wasn’t the warm how was your day, son? kind of dad. There were no hugs, no conversation. He was more like a shadow that came in from work, sat in his chair, turned on the TV, and kept to himself. I respected him because that was expected, but I wouldn’t say I felt close to him. There was no emotional connection. I didn’t experience a lot of one-on-one connection with him.

      He drank. He never did it in the house, so he was never sloppy or stumbling down the hallway. But he was an alcoholic, no doubt. His drinking happened outside the home, when he was out gambling.

      And the gambling was another problem.

      There were times when rent was due, but the money was gone, lost in a game of dice somewhere. That’s when the eviction threats came, and the tension in the house would grow thick. My mother didn’t work back then, so we depended on him completely. He was the only breadwinner. And when he gambled the money away, we all felt the loss.

      Still, I don’t believe he was a bad man. He was a man who didn’t know how to be a father. He didn’t spend time with me or my sisters. There were no family outings, no fishing trips, no afternoons at Belle Isle. That was the place to go back then. Every family in Detroit seemed to end up at Belle Isle on the weekend. The island would be sprinkled with picnics, music, kids running wild. But we never went as a family.

      We never talked. I can’t recall a single phrase he used to say to me. He wasn’t violent, at least not regularly, but he was firm. I got one whooping from him that I remember very clearly. I was maybe ten or eleven, hanging with some boys from the neighborhood. We were goofing off a block away from our house. Somebody threw a rock and cracked a store window. Of course, we all scattered. But word got around, like it always does. When my father got home, he asked if I had anything to do with it. I told him the truth: that I didn’t throw the rock.

      It didn’t matter. I was there and I knew the perpetrator, so I got the belt.

      He had a weird way of whupping too. I had to put my head between his legs, where he could hold me still. He had a grip like steel. Then came the licks, maybe five or ten. That was the only whooping I ever got from him. Honestly, I wasn't much of a troublemaker. I was a happy-go-lucky kid. I liked being outside, being around my friends, doing kid things.

      I wasn’t scared of him. I just wanted his love. That was the difference. I watched other boys talk about going places with their dads, learning things from their dads. And I wanted that. I wanted to be taken fishing. I wanted to know what it felt like to have your dad show up to something just for you. But it never came. I don’t have any good memories of him, but not really any bad ones either.

      One time, he took me somewhere with him, but it was not what I expected. My mom had probably pushed him to do something with me, and so he did. I was thrilled when he gestured to me and told me to get my jacket on. I thought it was finally our moment, the father-son thing.

      We drove to another neighborhood, parked the car, and went together into a strange house. He dropped me in the living room, left me sitting there, and disappeared for over an hour into one of the bedrooms upstairs. What I wouldn’t understand until years later was that he took me to visit his side woman that he was involved with.

      But I didn’t know what was happening at the time. I didn’t realize it until later on. I was just glad to be near him.

      As I said, he didn’t really know how to be a father. But I also don’t think he ever had the chance to learn. He’d grown up working in the fields down south, dropped out of school around seventh grade. His world had been about labor, survival, keeping food on the table. Love and parenting and emotional presence were words that just weren’t in his vocabulary. It’s a cliché, but he did the best with what he had, and what he knew.
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        * * *

      

      My relationship with my father, what little there was of it, mostly faded after my parents separated.

      I was around ten or eleven when we moved out. My mother, my three sisters, and I found a new house further east, at Baldwin and Forest. That neighborhood is mostly open stretches of grass now. After Detroit emptied out in the eighties and nineties, the city decayed badly. One by one, the abandoned houses were knocked down and some neighborhood gradually became almost rural. It took a couple of generations, but now there’s pheasants roaming the farmland that used to be whole residential city blocks.

      Anyways, at that point, my father disappeared. He didn’t call, didn’t come around, didn’t ask how I was doing. If I saw him at all, it was only because my mother called him, usually when she was fed up with something I’d done. And even then, he wouldn’t come in the house. He’d just sit out in his car and have a talk with me from the front seat. It happened twice. The first time was about my process (age fifteen), while the second time was about driving somebody else’s Mustang (age sixteen). But that was it. Fatherhood didn’t have any value to him.

      As I got older, I realized he didn’t have the capacity to be a real father. And I’m not just saying that to be harsh. I mean it in the most literal way. He was one of twelve children, and his own father had been abusive to my grandmother. I never met my grandfather, but the stories from my aunts were clear: he drank, he beat, and he ruled by fear. It got so bad that one day the boys in the family had enough and told him to never put his hands on their mother again. He packed up and left his family, all twelve kids, and moved from Dixie Mill to Mobile, Alabama, and that was the end of him.

      So my father grew up in that house. No tenderness, no love, just emotional survival. I think he simply mimicked what he saw, which was mostly silence, coldness, and distance. I wanted a relationship with him, I really did. I watched my friends with their dads, saw them doing things together, going places. I wanted that kind of attention, that kind of memory. But it never happened. He never reached out or asked to take me anywhere. He didn’t even give me his phone number.

      So I started doing what kids do when they feel unseen. I drifted.

      I wasn’t a bad kid. I didn’t get into fights or rob stores or anything like that. But I started skipping school here and there. Not to get into trouble—just because I didn’t see the point. I didn’t hate school, but I wasn’t in love with it either. I was in the fifth grade when I first started skipping. Nothing major—maybe once or twice a month, mostly in the spring.
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