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PRELUDE
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“Please can I go, mommy?  Please?  Pleeeeeeeease?”

Mother and son are sitting in the kitchen of their upstairs apartment.  Six-year-old Nyerere Lewis sits at the dinner table pleading with his mother Angola to let him go see a South African Dance troupe that has come to perform in New Washington City.  They have been in town for the last three weeks, and tonight was to be their final performance before returning home.  Angola's dark cocoa face just smiles down on him, beaming with her large almond eyes.  “Nyerere..”, she coos, “You've already seen them three times...”

“I know, mommy...but, please?  Pleeeeease?”

Angola tries to hide her amusement from Nyerere.  Quite honestly, she would love to spend time with him at the dance performance; they don't get to do as many family outings as they would like.  She leans in, and gently strokes his face.

“I'm sorry, sweetie...but we can't.  You know that mommy and daddy have work to do.”

“Awww.......”

“I know sweetie.  Maybe next time when they come back....”

“Awwww....”

“...Sorry kiddo.  You heard your mom...”

They both turn and see Solomon Lewis as he comes into the kitchen, accompanied by Shaka Mbari, and Balogun Barca.  They were all there for the latest Africana P.R.I.D.E. planning meeting, the organization to which they all belonged.  There was much going on in the city that they needed to attend to.  She graciously greets the two other men, sharing hugs and kisses on the cheek.  Solomon walks over to Angola, all smiles, and plants an affectionate kiss on her full lips.  She smiles back at him in return, stroking the chiseled brown face of her husband.  “Is everything ready for tonight...?”, she asks.

“Just about.  Everybody else has confirmed that they were coming.  Shaka is taking care of the logistics for security with the rest of the Uhuru Community Defense Force.  All we have to do now is just wait for everyone to show up...”

Solomon then turns to Nyerere, and sees the pouty expression on his face, looking down to the floor.  “Hey little simba”, he says, “Don't be so down.  We'll take you to see them when they come back to New Washington City.  I promise.” 

“But...but, tonight's their last night here”, Nyerere whines.

Solomon chuckles, going down on one knee, coming down to Nyerere's height.  He gently takes his arm, affectionately stroking it.  “Nyerere...you're my little simba.  I want you to grow up to be a strong lion.  That's why mommy and I do the work that we do...so that we can make things better for you.”  He briefly pauses, trying to find the right words for him to understand.  “I'm the leader of Africana P.R.I.D.E. here”, he says, “I have to be here for the meeting.  I can't tell people to be here, and then I'm not here, right?”

“Right, daddy”, Nyerere responds, still looking down.

“Look, I know that mommy and I have been working a lot.  How about next week, we have the whole weekend to ourselves, huh?”

“Okay”, he responds, still looking down.

Balogun watches the exchange between father and child.  Being older than the rest of the members, he reflects on the rearing of his own children.  Now in his late forties, most of his children are either teenagers attending college in other cities, or young adults with families and lives of their own.  Waves of nostalgia start to wash over him, wishing for the return of the time when his own children were young.  Solomon and the other members were only in their mid to late twenties, or earlier thirties; still just starting their families, and still feeling quite immortal.  “With all due respect, brother..”, he says, “Why can't you do both?”

“What do you have in mind, brother...?”, Solomon asks, looking at him quite surprised.

“What if Tabula and I take the young simba to the performance?  We can always get the minutes for the meeting later from our Recording Secretary...”

“...Really?!  You would do that...?”  

Nyerere's little face lights up, looking up between his father and Balogun.  “Really, Baba Balogun”, he pipes, “ You will?!”

“Of course, don't be silly, brother”, he guffaws, “You guys are like family; Nyerere's like a grandson to us.  We would do anything to help out...and I don't just mean politically!”

“Yaaaay”, Nyerere excitedly cries out, “I get to go see the dancers!”  

Angola just chuckles.  She takes her son's face into her hands, and gives him a kiss on the cheek and a hug.  “Okay you”, she says, “You listen to Mama Tabula and Baba Balogun, okay?”

“Okay, mommy!”

“Now, you have fun...and we'll see you when you get back, okay?”

“Okay!”

“Love you, baby.”

“Love you too, mommy!”

“What?  No love for daddy?”

“...Love you too, daddy!”  Nyerere rushes over to him, and gives him a big hug.  Solomon returns the hug, picking him up, planting kisses all over his beloved son's face.

“You remember to be good, okay?”

“...Okay!”

“Remember...follow the path of Heru, not Set.”

“...Follow Heru, not Set.”

“...Good!”

Solomon plants one last kiss on Nyerere's cheek, and finally puts him down.  Nyerere runs over to Balogun, and takes his hand.  “Come on, come on..”, he says excitedly, “Let's go...let's go!”  He practically pulls Balogun out of the door, with the others laughing at the plight of Balogun being dragged around by a small child.

*****
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Tabula, Balogun, and Nyerere have just exited the Gregory Hines-Josephine Baker Theater in the Banneker Heights section of the city, dressed in their African best.  The dancers were thoroughly amazing, leaving all attendees in awe.  They held a grand final performance for their last night in New Washington City, and left none disappointed.  The songs, the dancing, the drumming...they gave it their all tonight.  They even invited a few audience members onstage to  join them.  It was a grand party for all, and the audience was left completely satisfied.  

The three are catching a cab to take them back to Tubman Heights, where they live.  They continue with their jovial mood, recounting parts of the dance performance that they truly liked, and singing some of the songs sung by the dancers.  The cabbie makes his way over to the Sankofa-Ifa Community Center, the community center that Africana P.R.I.D.E owns, and is also their base of operations.  They are to meet the other organizational members there, and drop off Nyerere to his parents.

“Thank you, Mama Tabula!  I really had fun!”

“Oh, so did I Nyerere!  I haven't had fun like that in a looong while....”

“...Not since our own youth were little, eh Tabula?”

“I hate to admit it, but you might be right.  We've thrown some great events ourselves now, but tonight....” she just responds, shaking her head and smiling. 

“That's true”, Balogun agrees, “We've had some great youth performances at the Uhuru Shule Academy, and we've had a few really good karamus at Woodson-Rogers College.  But, that troupe that performed tonight....”

“...They're the best!”, Nyerere pipes.

Tabula and Balogun just broadly smile, nodding in agreement.  The cabbie turns onto Malcolm X Boulevard, and heads up the street.  Traffic then comes to a stand still with the street becoming gridlocked.  Up ahead, they see the familiar flashing lights of the local PD.  That's when things started to feel wrong.  Very, very, very wrong.

“Why are we stopping, brother?”, Balogun asks the driver.

“Traffic, brudda”, the cabbie replies in his Caribbean accented English, “Dem police not lettin' no one t'rough...”

“The street is blocked off”, Balogun replies, looking ahead, “Looks like they're trying to redirect traffic...”

“The center's not far from here, Bal...just a few blocks”, Tabula says, “Let's just walk it from here.  Besides...you know how NWC's finest can be...”

Balogun just rolls his eyes, his mind flashing back to the numerous unpleasant encounters with the local police force.  It took them forever to handle the simplest occurrence; a car accident, water main break, road construction.  Not to mention, the nasty attitude that they held for the people of their community, one of the main reasons for Africana P.R.I.D.E.'s existence in their city.  Balogun just shakes his head, reaching into his pockets for his money.  “You're right”, he responds sourly, “We'll be out here until next week if we wait...”  He pays the cabbie and they exit the vehicle, heading up the street towards the center.

They make it further up the block, and the police presence increases.  The street is filled with all sorts of police vehicles, their lights furiously flashing red and blue.  Officers, patrolmen, Special Ops, and plainclothes all fill up the street.  A number of the local residents look on, their disposition completely soured.  Tabula and Balogun immediately grown concerned.  Nyerere watches on, amazed.

“Wow...what's going on, Baba?”, Nyerere asks.

“...No idea, Nyerere”, he honestly responds, “But I don't like it!”

“Me neither”, Tabula chimes in, “Tubman Heights may not be the safest of places, but even this display of police manpower is over the top.  This makes the neighborhood look worse than it really is...”  

The closer that they get to the community center, the deeper the feeling of dread becomes.  Tabula grips Nyerere's hand tightly, her stomach beginning to knot up.  The police have the street barricaded, and yellow police tape has sealed off the entrance to the center.  Also, a confrontation seems to be going on between the local residents, and the police.  It also seems to be growing, and getting angrier by the minute.  Balogun starts to increase his speed.

“What in the hell...?”

“Bal...they've got a barricade around the center!”

“Baba, Mama...What's going on?”

Some of the block's residents can be heard yelling epithets at the cops.  They are being kept at bay by a number of officers dressed in riot gear, armed with shields, rifles, batons, and shotguns.  Their angry pale faces just stand there, stone-faced and uncaring, and ready to open up a world of hurt upon the community residents. 

“Fucking pigs!  How dare you!!”

“Yeah, this is our home!  You ain't got no fucking right!”

“These brothers ain't do nothing to you!  Why you gotta be fucking wit 'em for?!”

“What the fuck, man?!  You ain't have to shoot 'em up like that!  You bastards!”

Balogun immediately stops walking, falling into a state of shock.  Did they just say what I think they said?!  He didn't want it to be true.  It can't be true!  A look of horror crosses Tabula's face as well.  “Bal...”, was all she could get out.

“...I know...I heard!”

“...It can't be!”

“Mama...I'm scared!”

Tabula just tightly grips his hand, and then picks him up into her arms, hugging him with all of her might.”  “It's alright, baby,” shes says, trying to fight back tears, “It's going to be okay...”  Balogun looks around past the crowd, and sees a few members of their Uhuru Community Defense Force handcuffed in patrol cars, and on the curbs of the sidewalk looking battered and bloodied.  The crowd continues to swell, becoming angrier and angrier.  The epithets become louder and more coarse, and a bit of shoving is going on.  “This is bad”, he breathes, “Very bad!”  He turns to Tabula and a frightened Nyerere.  “We need to get out of here...now!”

“I'm scared, Baba!  Where's my mommy and daddy?  Why is everybody so mad?”

“I don't know, little simba.  We'll have to find out later.  It's not safe here now...”

A bottle then flies through the air, and smashes on top of the head of one of the Riot Police officers.  This causes one officer to shove his shield into the crowd, while another swings his baton at a few residents.  The street then erupts into fisticuffs and mayhem, as the two sides violently clash.  Frightened beyond all comprehension, and with tears streaming down his face, Nyerere screams.
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Twenty years later...

The screams of the jumbo jet begins to die down as they finally hit the tarmac.  The slight bump from the landing jolts Nyerere awake from his slumber.  Groggy and irritated, he looks out the window from his seat, and sees the background terminals that make up Bessie Coleman International Airport.  He had just finished up a research sabbatical on the continent, and was not looking forward to coming back home.

“Welcome to Bessie Coleman International Airport!  We hope that you've enjoyed your trip.  Thank you for riding Air Senegal.  Please remain seated until the carrier comes to a complete stop...”

Nyerere just tunes out the rest of the broadcast, rubbing his hand over his goateed face.  He patiently waits for the jet to reach their terminal, not in any particular rush to exit.  He always felt better when  he was away from New Washington City, tired of the negativity and monotony associated with his home town.  Just shy of his twenty seventh birthday, he always felt the weight of the world on his shoulders when it came to that place.  The bad memories and their aftermath still lingered in his mind, and also on the streets of the city.

Nyerere makes his way by cab home to Tubman Heights.  He looks out of the window, lost in thought, taking in the sights of the city.  He takes in the hilly and manicured greenery of the northern suburb of Lincoln Heights County, their post war homes expanding into the surrounding woodlands.  The streets are well kept, paved and freshly painted dividing lines, keeping traffic flowing to and fro.  Strip malls and office parks fill the landscape, totally untouched by the negativity and violence that erupted years before.  A grim look fills his face, seeing nothing but the happy pales faces of the residents that enjoyed this serenity, success, and stability.  Not too many of US out here, he thinks to himself.

He finally enters into the northern part of the city, and the landscape changes.  Douglass Heights had more of an urban feel to it, letting him know that he was back in his familiar urban surroundings.  DuBois Hills, located in northern Douglass Heights, was known as the more 'upscale' part of the city, being more economically progressive as compared to Tubman Heights, Banneker Heights, and Turner Heights; this part of the city was home to the more 'professional' class of colored folk, with their pristine brownstones, townhouses, and condos.  They didn't suffer as much during the riots, having somewhat helped to keep the city afloat during those dark days.  In the distance, Nyerere spots the skyline of New Washington City's downtown district, renamed in recent years as “Metro New Washington”.  He knew that it was nothing more than a made up term to let people know that the area had been gentrified.  The skyscrapers stood tall and pristine, shining in the dimming sunlight.  It was a false show of progress and success; the years of political corruption and mismanagement had yielded nothing positive, and the 'revitalized' Metro area was supposed to be the proof that the city was finally poised to make a comeback.  It was a joke in the activist community, and a slap in the face personally for Nyerere.  Too bad that didn't spread to THE REST of the city, he snarkly thinks.

The cab driver speeds through the pristine surroundings of Metro New Washington, and enters into the familiar hood of Tubman Heights.  The change is drastic, the scenery now filled with dirty streets, worn down tenement buildings, and garbage strewn empty lots.  Nyerere's face is now a complete frown, almost a snarl, the closer they get to home.  This part of the city was hit the hardest during the riots, and in it's aftermath.  Much was lost during that time, and, in Nyerere's opinion, there wasn't much that the community had done to try to get it back.  Africana P.R.I.D.E. had done much to bring a sense of pride, prominence, and uplift to this part of the city; the People's Revolutionary Institution for Defense and Empowerment had done much under his parent's leadership to empower the local residents; building independent schools, buying property, creating the Ujamaa Network Economic Empowerment Co-operative (UNEEC) to empower, create, and assist local businesses, and forging a strong relationship with the local black media.  After the riots, much of that disappeared.  The legal fees of jailed members and lawsuits against the city drained much of the organization's finances, and much of the leadership had been either jailed or murdered in the raid that precipitated the riots, Nyerere's parents included.  They had fallen on hard times, and there wasn't much that the national leadership could do to help them.  When that void opened up, Nyerere felt that the community should have stepped up to help the organization that had so greatly helped and sacrificed for them.  Instead, they descended into apathy, complacency, and addiction.  The street gangs took over the streets where the Uhuru Community Defense Force had once proudly stood and patrolled.  It all greatly disgusted Nyerere to see his parents' dream die such a horrible death.  The community that they'd so loved and sacrificed for, had turned their backs on them, and everything they stood for.  Nyerere roughly grunts his disapproval and shakes his head, seeing all of the decay and impoverishment that envelopes modern-day Tubman Heights, and New Washington City in general.

The cab driver turns onto Malcolm X Boulevard, and pulls up in front of the Sankofa-Ifa Community Center. Nyerere lets out a sigh, and exits the cab.  As he pulls out his luggage from the trunk, he looks up at the old, worn down building.  The revolutionary colors still proudly flies from their flagpoles, as the Sankofa bird still stands proudly etched onto the doors of the building.  The center was one of the few remaining pieces of living history that the organization still has in existence; the rest had either been dissolved, or they sold it off to cover expenses, if not seized by the local authorities.  The building looked battle weary, but still stood proudly amid the poverty and decay that surrounded it.  Nyerere had just finished paying the cabbie, when Balogun exits the Center's front door to throw out some trash.  He looks up, and sees Nyerere as the cabbie pulls off.

“Nyerere...!”, he replies, shocked, “You're back!”

“Hey Baba”, Nyerere returns with a tired smile.

“Why...how are you?!  Why didn't you tell me that you were coming back today?  I would've gone out to get you.”

“It's okay, Baba.  I didn't want to trouble you...”

“Oh please!  It's never a bother...”  He pauses briefly, just smiling at him.  “I'm just glad that you're home.  We've missed you.”

“Hah...I'll bet!”

“We did miss you!  We always miss you when you're gone.”

“...Maybe certain people do.  The jury is still out on everyone else...”

Balogun wanted to respond, but decided to let it go.  Nyerere had been growing more and more distant in recent years, and had been spending a lot of time away from home.  And with his academic background, he had a lot more freedom to move about as he pleased, as often as he pleased.  There was always some lecture or conference to attend, or a research project to participate in.  He didn't half blame the young man, with all of the negative memories that New Washington City carried for him.  It also didn't help that certain members of the activist community felt like he wasn't accurately living up to his parent's legacy; a totally unfair assessment in his opinion.  He and Tabula had unofficially adopted Nyerere, and watched him grow up.  Despite the deaths of his parents, and in many ways their dreams for the community, he still rose up and persevered.  He excelled academically, and received his undergraduate dual degrees in Education, and Africana Studies in History, and his Masters in Anthropology.  They never pushed him to be the air apparent of his parents' activist legacy, nor force him into a lifestyle that he may not even want.  They wanted him to find his own way.  

Balogun just smiles at him, and helps him with his luggage.  He grabs the larger suitcase, and pulls it behind him.  He looks into Nyerere's weary face, and notices his hair.  “You've cut your hair!”  

“...Just shortened them”, Nyerere responds, running his hand through his barely shoulder-length locks, “I just needed a bit of a change, that's all...”  

“You're not thinking of going all Negropean on me now, are you?”

“Hah!  Never that, Baba.”

“Come.  Let's show Tabula your new look.”

“How's Mama Tabula doing?”

“She doing very well.  She'll be even better once she finally sees you!”

“Great. I've missed her.”

“...And she, you.  You're lucky to have come home tonight.  Tabula's cooking Nigerian style tonight...”

“...Now you're talking my language!”  The two men chuckle, and enter inside the building.

*****
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Nyerere wakes up the following day.  He looks up at his alarm clock, groggy and feeling very lethargic.  Jet lag, he thinks to himself, I hate having jet lag.  It always took him several days to recover from it.  Luckily for him, he didn't have any activities or meetings scheduled immediately upon his return; he was never in any shape to perform them afterward.  He was giving himself a good week to recover after this trip.  After a few more minutes, he lets out a tired yawn, and finally rises from his bed.

Nyerere cleans himself up, says a short prayer at his parent's ancestral alter, and makes his way downstairs into the Community Center, dressed in an earthtone Dashiki outfit.  One of the ways to keep the center in the organization's hands was to rent out the apartment above it.  After returning home from college, Nyerere decided to move into that apartment after they were having a hard time trying to find a reliable tenet to occupy it.  Nyerere enjoyed the solitude of the space, not that he didn't enjoy living with Balogun and Tabula.  He was now an adult, and needed his own space.  He greets a few children from the community that are already there, and makes his way to the kitchen.  There, he sees Balogun and Tabula sitting at the table with Tehuti, and his wife Waset.  They are enjoying a quiet lunch together, reminiscing about old times.  Tehuti is the first to see him enter, and warmly greets him.  “Hotep, young brother”, he smiles.

“Hotep, Baba Tehuti.  It's nice to see you again.”

“Hotep, young brother!  Come give your auntie a hug!”

“Hotep, Mama Waset.”

Nyerere goes over to her, and gives her a hug.  He also greets Tabula and Balogun, giving them hugs as well.  He then makes his way over to the refrigerator, and grabs a carton of juice.  He pours himself a glass, and downs it.  “So...”,Tehuti asks, “How was it on the continent?  Did you enjoy yourself?”

“...Always!”, Nyerere replies with a smile, “I almost didn't want to come back.”

“...-You never do, brother!”

This causes all of them to turn their heads towards the doorway leading into the kitchen.  Shaka stands there leaning on the doorway, dressed in his mudcloth sare.  His face is still glistening from sweat, having just finished teaching a self defense class.  He gives a stern look to Nyerere.  Nyerere just returns that look, his own animosity starting to rise.  “Nice to see that you finally decided to join us.”

“...Shaka!”

“Baba...Nana...Shekem...”

“Umm...”, Balogun starts, trying bring back the conversation, “Where did you go this time, Nyerere?” 

“West and Central Africa...the Senegambia region.  The ancient martial styles of that region still have yet to be fully explored...”

“It must have been such a wonderful experience”, Waset says.

“It was”, Nyerere replies, “Being around our people...witnessing the fighting styles of  our warrior ancestors...the Mende, the Hausa, the Samburu, the Mandingo, the Ashanti...”

“I know how you feel”, Tehuti admits, “Every time we make that pilgrimage to Kemet...”

“Yeah”, Nyerere chuckles, “I had half a mind to cash in my return ticket...”

“...-Typical of you”, Shaka replies flatly, “Ready to abandon your responsibilities in a heartbeat...” 

“...-You got something you want to say to me, brother”, Nyerere snaps.  He had had enough of Shaka's judgment of him.  The two had stopped getting along with each other during his teenage years.  He used to train under Shaka, and was one of his prized students back then.  He was starting to lose faith in the struggle, and questioned the purpose of all that they were doing.  Shaka had just dismissed his questions as nonsense, and rode him even harder.  That caused Nyerere to later drop him as his malenga, and look towards others to be his instructor.  Shaka never seemed to have forgiven him for that.
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