
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          A Life In The Sunshine

        

        
        
          J. Everett Prewitt

        

        
          Published by J. Everett Prewitt, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein.

    
    

    
      A LIFE IN THE SUNSHINE

    

    
      First edition. January 12, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 J. Everett Prewitt.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8990130135

    

    
    
      Written by J. Everett Prewitt.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


A LIFE IN THE SUNSHINE

BY

J. EVERETT PREWITT

Copyright © 2025 by J. Everett Prewitt

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

For permission requests, contact the author at:

prewitt@eprewitt.com

Published by Wisdom Is Wealth, LLC

Cleveland, Ohio

979-8-9901301-3-5

Printed in the United States of America

This is a work of nonfiction. The events and stories shared in this memoir are based on the author’s personal experiences, memories, and interpretations. Names and identifying details may have been changed to protect privacy.

Library of Congress Control Number: 

2025913503

First Edition

Also by J. Everett Prewitt

Snake Walker

A Long Way Back

Something About Ann

This book is dedicated to

my parents

Margaret Ann Prewitt

1914-2010

Selmer E. Prewitt

1908-2004

And my Ancestors

From the beginning of time



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Acknowledgements



[image: ]




I want to acknowledge my daughter, Lia Martin, an author and screenwriter; my son, Eric Prewitt; and my sister Marcia Spiller, who have been a continuous source of inspiration.

I would also like to thank my friend Paul Hill, Jr. and Montrie Rucker Adams for their invaluable feedback.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Preface






[image: ]




Between 1972 and 1982, my father and I worked together in his office on Cedar Avenue in Cleveland, Ohio. A few years after he’d passed in 2004, I dreamed he called me to the front of the office where three older men stood smiling. I don’t know how I knew them, but I did. They were my grandfather, my great-grandfather, and my great-great-grandfather. They quietly gathered around and hugged me. I remember it so vividly because I awoke that night feeling tearful, grateful, and energized. 

In his book Of Water and the Spirit, Malidoma Somé shared that in some African belief systems, our ancestors remain close but in another dimension. I believe this because I’ve felt their presence. And to me, their hugs affirmed my accomplishments and communicated their unspoken encouragement for me to forge on.

When I spoke to an audience about my first novel, Snake Walkers, at Cuyahoga Community College (Tri C) Eastern campus auditorium, filled with mostly white attendees, I began by gesturing to my right and to my left. “I’d like to introduce you to my ancestors. You can’t see them, but they have been with me every step of my journey.”

After my presentation, a lady approached me and hugged me. “You are so blessed.”

She was right. My life has been a series of blessings, but it has also been fraught with pitfalls, self-inflicted wounds, life-threatening circumstances, and other adverse situations not always of my making. But in every unfortunate incident, I could feel the cumulative strength of my ancestors enabling me to prevail.
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​Chapter One - Why
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Why am I writing an autobiography? I didn’t have to pull myself up from my bootstraps; I did nothing to garner the attention of millions, thousands, or even, well, maybe hundreds; I wasn’t violated except by a Sonny Liston left hook my mother shot me when I talked back to her once (And I emphasize once).

But here’s the thing, as my friend Dana Jackson would say when making a point. We don’t all have tragedies, but we all have stories. Even though I lived what I consider a reasonably stable life, the environment constantly challenged me and my friends growing up.

My friend since the fifth grade, Eugene Thompson, said over drinks one day, “Prewitt, folks wouldn’t believe half the stuff we got into growing up.” And I agree. We all have our stories, but mine is so varied I feel compelled to tell it and explain how creating a sun-filled life became my lifelong goal.

I recall Sojourner Truth writing, “I will not allow my life’s light to be determined by the darkness around me.” Those words resonated with me.

So, I’m writing because I was given the ability to share with my readers and family how my perspective about that darkness changed as I grew older and, in my opinion, wiser. And ultimately, how I learned to create my own light. 

I learned much from my elders, my ancestors, and my experiences, and I want to pass this knowledge on so that those who come after me may not have to travel as far or as hard to create a light-filled life.

All structures start with a foundation. The foundation that enabled my achievements was a strong Black family who quietly raised their children to be successful, productive citizens who, when the media used our names, stood for something positive. 

That is why I wrote my first novel, Snake Walkers. I didn’t read many portrayals of families like mine or of my friends, whose parents protected us from and prepared us for the outside world.

My story, in part, is the story of millions of Black families that you will never read about but who serve as beacons, providing guidance for us to live gratifying lives.
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​​Chapter Two-Family Stories
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My great-grandfather on my father’s side, George Washington Prewitt, was born in Virginia and was enslaved on the Colonel Prewitt plantation. He met and married Susanna Cowan, also enslaved, who had two sons from a previous marriage, George and Nelson. 
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George Washington and Susanna Cowan

The two were married for fifty-four years and to that union, seven children were born. Six lived to adulthood: Sarah, George, William, Anna, James, and Magnolia.

James Prewitt, my grandfather, was born in 1880 and died in 1945. He married Virginia Killough who was born in 1884 and passed away in 1949. To this union came Ozella Prewitt, my father Selmer Everett Prewitt, James McCarthy Prewitt, Manoah Namota Prewitt, Clemoth Florin Prewitt, Duward Webster Prewitt, and Denotra Edethel Prewitt. Ozella died at birth.

Although I was only four, I remember my grandfather as a stern, no-nonsense adult. I never remember him smiling. My father confirmed my memory and added that my grandfather was also militant, which probably contributed to his rigid demeanor. 
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How my family handled race relationships and adversity was eye-opening for me because I always saw my uncles and aunt as laid back and unassuming. At family outings, I never heard them ranting and raving about the white man. However, stories told to me later confirmed that they may have been easygoing on the exterior, but like a female friend once described me, they carried an iron fist in their velvet gloves.

Dad told me about the time when, in his teens, a white lady asked him if he would come to her house and perform some chores for her, and she would pay him. When Dad asked Granddad for permission, Granddad’s answer was a flat no. “There’s enough work to do around the farm.” 

Dad’s take on Grandad’s response was that even though he hired white people, he didn’t want his son working for them. 

During that same period, Dad told me the story of him and Grandad traveling by horse and buggy to Wynne, Arkansas, to sell milk and cheese. Grandad parked the buggy and was on his way to the market when he approached a group of white men making a Black man dance. 

My grandad turned around, got his shotgun from the buggy, and began the walk again, with milk and cheese in one hand and a shotgun in the other. When he approached the white men, they turned, saw my granddad with his shotgun, and turned back around.

Then there is the story of my Uncle Duward, affectionally known as Uncle D, the youngest of the brothers, taking my aunt, the youngest of all the children, to Wynne, Arkansas, in the 1920s. It rained that day, so the town laid planks across the street to keep people from walking in the mud.

If a Black person was on the plank, though, no matter how far they might have gone, they would have to back up or step off into the mud if a white person put their foot on the plank. 

I’m guessing on that day, Uncle D, a teenager, was not feeling it. It might have also been that his younger sister, Aunt Denotra, was also on the plank. So, when a white man got on the plank, Uncle D knocked him off instead of them backing up or stepping into the mud.

The problem was the white man was a deputy sheriff. 

The police found Uncle D hiding in the general store and sent him home with a tongue-lashing. 

My question to my dad was, “How come Uncle D is still with us?”

Dad answered, “Everett, they didn’t mess with us down there. We all carried guns, and we had cousins who carried guns.” To be sure, Grandad sent Uncle D to Cleveland, where my father had previously settled.
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My father moved to Cleveland in 1931 and attended Fenn and Cleveland College. He worked for Marshalls Drug Store, but I’m not sure in what capacity. During those times, it was probably as a clerk, in maintenance, or something similar. 

My parents met on a blind date, hit it off, and were married in 1941. 
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Parents with Cynthia Holloway and Uncle Manoah

When I traced our ancestry back to our tribes in Africa, I found my father’s ancestors came from the Kru tribe in Liberia. My mother’s ancestry originated with the Mende tribe in Sierra Leone. The two countries are adjacent. I often wondered if there was some attraction to each other based on ancestral proximity (smile).

Dad eventually began working for Harshaw Chemical, where he became Chief Processor. He probably would have remained at Harshaw but left when they would not give him a promotion he thought he deserved. So, in 1942, the year I was born, Dad became a licensed real estate sales agent with John Carmack brokerage, and in 1947, he obtained his broker’s license. He partnered with Mr. Al Taborn for a while before moving to 8627 Cedar Avenue and starting Prewitt Realty.

Dad owned and operated his business for fifty-three years. During that time, he became one of the first members of the National Society of Real Estate Appraisers, a minority appraisal organization, and held the designation of Master Appraiser.
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Dad Presiding

He was the first African American hired as an appraiser at the Veteran’s Administration and the second African American to become a member of the Cleveland Area Board of Realtors, the association where I subsequently became the first Black president of that six-thousand-member, ninety-five percent white organization.

In 1977, Dad was appointed by Governor Jim Rhodes to be a commissioner of the Ohio Division of Real Estate. He served in that position for ten years. 

Outside of real estate, Dad was a member of John Holly’s Future Outlook League (FOL), the Outhwaite Sportsman’s Club, and served on numerous boards, including Fairfax Renaissance Development Corporation. He was also chairperson of the trustee board at Antioch Baptist Church.

As quiet and dignified as my dad was, he, like my grandfather, had a militant streak. Dad told me about the time he and members of the FOL turned over milk trucks because the company would not assign any routes to Black people. My Uncle Manoah eventually got a milk route. I don’t know if the FOL had anything to do with it, but I wouldn’t be surprised.

Dad passed in 2004, but our relationship was all any son would treasure. I think my eulogy for my father says it all:




First, I would like to thank our ancestors whose efforts allowed us to be here today. I want to acknowledge the last of the children of James and Virginia Prewitt, my aunt, Denotra Prewitt Rucker. I would also like to recognize my mother, who was my father’s wife for sixty-three years, Margaret Anne Prewitt, and my sister, Marcia Prewitt Spiller.

My sister and I agree with no discussion that we were blessed to have been born into this family where our role models and, ultimately, our heroes—once we were mature enough to know the difference—sat across from us at the dinner table.

Our father wasn’t a very talkative man. Sometimes he would come home from work, sit at the table, maybe ask what we did that day, and he was finished. He rarely talked about work unless something funny or strange had occurred. During my first dinner at my parent’s house after coming home from Vietnam, my father looked at me. I nodded, he nodded, and that was our conversation about the war.

But when our father did talk, we listened. I was about fourteen, standing in front of the bathroom mirror, getting my hair right for school. Dad walked past. I don’t believe he even looked in, but as he descended the stairs, he said, “Don’t think you are going to be successful in this world because you think you are pretty.”

A few years later, Dad was teaching me how to drive when a car pulled in front of us. I started to blow the horn. Dad raised his hand and shook his head. “Let it go, Everett. It’s not that important.” 

He then looked at me and said, “If you have to blow your horn, you’ve lost control of the situation.” I assumed he was talking about driving, but later, I found his advice was one of life’s lessons.

My father lived his life in quiet humility, but that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t pull a gun on you if you crashed his daughter’s party and suggest that you go elsewhere if you were looking for trouble. And it doesn’t mean that if you broke into his house, he wouldn’t chase you for almost a block, catch you, knock you down and hold you for the police, even though you were thirty years younger, four inches taller, and twenty pounds heavier.

But as I watched our dad, I learned the most through his daily interactions with people. Our father respected everyone equally. You could be a person on the street asking for twenty-five cents; you might be a tenant from a one-room suite in the back of the office coming in to pay your rent; or you could be a congressional representative, a dignitary, or a president of a company; it didn’t matter. 

And our father commanded respect without seeking it. It was just something people did. It was because of respect that my father, the hunter, who killed and brought home a deer, elk or caribou almost every time he went out, never knew that my sister and I hated the taste of venison until thirty years later.

It was also because of respect that, although my father and I worked together for ten years, we never argued. I asked Marcia one day if she ever remembered our parents quarreling. Her answer was, “No. I’m sure they did, but not in front of us.”

And it was also because of that respect that after Dad determined that aging Cedar Avenue was the only location he needed for his real estate office and that computers were a fad and no better than a typewriter, we parted company. However, I remained vice-president of Prewitt Realty, and he became vice-president of Northland Research Corporation. I kept the keys to his office and gave him the keys to mine. 

I also bought him his first computer.

It was out of love years later, though, that when he asked, “Everett, what are you going to do with us when we get too old to take care of ourselves,” I could respond, “Dad, you and mom can move in with me,” and I was honored to have been able to do so.

About fifteen years ago, I met a real estate salesperson at the County Auditor’s, and he asked how my father was doing. I replied he was doing well. Then the man asked, “Your dad wasn’t as successful as some of the big-time brokers around town, was he?” I looked at him and laughed, but by the time I got to the third floor of the building, I was mad. 

Shortly thereafter, though, I became sad. I was saddened that the salesperson had this skewed definition of success.

Dad didn’t wear mink coats or diamond rings, and he was satisfied with the houses we lived in on Olivet and Thornewood Avenue in the Glenville community. When he visited Marcia in Atlanta at her 6,000-square-foot house, his first comment was, “What do you need with a house that big?” And you couldn’t melt and pour him into a Cadillac or any other luxury car. Even if you gave him one, I suspect he would trade it in for a Chrysler New Yorker because, throughout his life, that is the only car I remember him driving.

Our father was successful. You can measure his achievements by the thousands of real estate people he mentored throughout the United States. You can measure his success by the number of friends and acquaintances here at his funeral, or by those who called, sent cards, and expressed condolences. You can measure his success by the number of people he aided in real estate transactions, sometimes foregoing a fee because he was more concerned that every party to the transaction be treated fairly rather than how much of a commission he would receive. 

You can measure his success by his community work and his contributions both individually and through a host of organizations to improve our neighborhoods. You can measure his success through our family, and not just our immediate family, but the family sitting in this audience five rows deep. Sociologists would call us an extended family, but we never needed to reach that far to touch each other.

A few years ago, I had thirty-plus relatives at my home for Christmas, and I watched my father’s chest swell with pride as each of the children and the adults cited their accomplishments. No one in the family was calling from Mansfield Penitentiary, and no one was in a drug rehab program. Everyone was doing well. All were productive citizens or good students. 

He was proud, even though he didn’t raise them. But he was responsible for their being here. The family called my father Moses because he was the first of the children to move to Cleveland from Arkansas. His brothers and sisters followed, and we’ve been together ever since.

Dad lived life on his own terms, and he left on his own terms. There were times when we believed he was drawing his last breath, but every time, Dad bounced back as if he was doing a rope-a-dope with death. A few months ago, I had to pick him up and carry him to the car because he was non-responsive. His pallor indicated he wasn’t well. The doctor prepared us for the worst. His kidney had stopped functioning. We left the hospital that night with my sister looking for her black dress and my mother preparing to tell the rest of the family. 

The next morning, when we returned, he was sitting in a chair eating oatmeal, asking, “Where have you all been? I’ve been trying to call you.” We shook our heads. Last Wednesday, my mother and I sat in his bedroom as our father labored to breathe. I called Marcia. “This is it. He’s passing.” A few hours later, I had to call her back. Dad’s breathing was normal again. All my sister said was, “My daddy.”

He confided in me one night, “Everett, there is a black limousine waiting to pick me up, but I’m not ready to get in it yet.”

As I look back at my father’s life and his accomplishments, I believe if our father could have one wish in life, if he might ask for the one thing that would make him happiest, it would be that the circle, that symbol of unity, the symbol of beginning and endlessness, the symbol of connectedness; that has been passed from our ancestors throughout the ages and now rests with our family, not be broken.

And I believe Marcia would agree that one of our fondest memories of our father who lived life his way and probably never regretted a minute he spent on earth, will be that as he drove through this world in his Chrysler New Yorker, as he drove through this life, our father never felt a need to blow his horn. 
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My mother was born in 1915 and was the only daughter of Reverend William Harrison and Mary Louise Smith. She had three brothers: William, Benjamin, and Victor. Grandad had two brothers, Deacon John M. Smith and Reverend Stephen Smith. 

I remember Granddad because he lived with us on Olivet Avenue until he passed. Grandad was a quiet, dignified man who walked like he owned the street, until he couldn’t remember what street he lived on. I also remember he would occasionally give me a nickel or a dime and put his finger to his mouth for me not to tell my mother.

Mom graduated from Central High and obtained a Master of Arts degree in education. In 1959, she was among the first African Americans promoted to elementary school principal in the Cleveland Public School system.

Nor was my mother a slouch as a warrior. I remember her telling us at the kitchen table about an episode at Wade Park Elementary, where she was the principal. 

A teacher came running to Mom, out of breath, to say three strange men were on the second floor. My mother promptly mounted the steps and found the men. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” she asked.

“Nope, we lookin’ for somebody.”

“Well, I am the principal of this school, and nobody enters this school without my permission. Let me walk you gentlemen to the door.”

The men followed Mom, exited, and were never seen again.

I asked, “Mom. Don’t you have a male assistant principal? How come you didn’t tell him?”

Mom sniffed. “I didn’t need him; that is my school.”
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Mom

Looking in from the outside, my mother was a walking contradiction. My schoolteacher mother made me take piano lessons but did not stop me from fighting and getting my butt kicked. Yet, she would not let me go to the gym to box. 

She was also responsible for me beginning to work at the age of seven. I had asked if I could have some cowboy boots one day. Mom put her hands on her hips and said, “You want cowboy boots? Then you need to get the money. I buy you what you need, not what you want.”

So, at the tender age of seven, I would stand outside Fishers grocery store on 105th and Superior and carry ladies’ grocery bags in my little red wagon. I worked at some type of job from then to my retirement. I also got those boots.

My mother would admit that we weren’t the most affectionate family. I don’t remember our family hugging or kissing—certainly, no endearing words. But I thought that was normal, so I never missed it. They loved me, though, and that was all the fuel I needed moving forward.

Both my sister and I learned at an early age that you had to play a part in making your life easier. And both parents made that very clear. Education is important, study. You want to be good at something? Practice. You want other people to love you? Love yourself.

Mom was one of a kind. She received a full scholarship to attend Western Reserve University where she earned a Bachelor of Science degree. When she graduated in 1939, the dean suggested that she probably shouldn’t attend the graduation party, being the only Black person in the class. She attended anyway with her best friend, Cynthia Holloway.

Mom later received a Master of Arts degree in education.

She, like my father, was a community activist and served on numerous boards. She was also elected Basileus of Alpha Kappa Alpha Sorority in 1965.

Mom told me to take typing in school. “If you want to go into business, you need to learn how to type.” I took the class although it was made up of 99% girls. Sitting at my typewriter now, typing at least fifty words a minute, I thank her. She was prophetic. Mom also told me to get a teaching certificate—just in case. I didn’t, but I understand the wisdom.

One day, though, she told me something that probably resided in my subconscious for the rest of my life. We were leaving church when one of the older boys asked me if I wanted to ride with him and his friends. I asked my mother, and she said, “Where are they going?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then you can’t go.”

When our car approached the driveway of our house, she turned to me and said, “You need to learn to be a leader, not a follower.” I’m not sure this was why I became the head of so many organizations during my time, but I believe there was some connection.

When I was about thirteen, I began collecting knives. I would order them from magazines I read. At one time, I had about seven or eight. My favorite was a throwing knife. I could throw it twenty feet and stick a tree with just one rotation. 

My next favorite was a switchblade that was around nine inches closed. If you weren’t familiar with it and it sprung open, it would jump out of your hand. This was the knife I carried on my morning paper route.

I was delivering papers for the Plain Dealer one Sunday morning at about 5 a.m. when this man approached me. We were the only two people on the street. “Hey. How are you?”

“Good.”

“I used to deliver papers, too.”

“Good for you.”

“I can toss some papers for you.”

“I’m good.”

“Well, what are you doing after you finish?”

“Going to church.”

“Great. But why don’t you stop by my apartment after you finish? I live right around the corner. I have something for you.”

“Thank you, but no thank you.”

The man continued to walk beside me, trying to convince me to go with him to the point of harassment, so I stopped, flipped open my switchblade, and said, “I said I’m not interested.”
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