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This book is dedicated to Louise Kennedy Evans Elder,


the woman who my cousins and I affectionately called Nanny. My grandmother, our matriarch, our friend. Nanny, you gave all of yourself to us at many points, at the expense of your own health. As cancer attacked your body six different times over the span of forty years, you never lost your unwavering belief in God and the afterlife. Although your body is no longer in the physical world, we know that your spirit lives on—“death” isn’t real, and you are still with us as a new form of life. May your many lessons live through us so that we may be a gift to future generations, just as you were to us while here on this earth.
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Author’s Note


Tamir Rice was twelve years old when he was killed by police officers who mistook his toy gun for a real one. It’s a story that’s all too familiar. I, too, was a Black boy who played with toy guns. My cousins Rall and Rasul and my little brother, Garrett, were Black boys who played with toy guns. All four of us got “the speech” early on about how unsafe it was for us to do the same things as our white friends. It was a reminder of the danger in our simple existence.


Black boys don’t have it easy in American society. We face many systems of oppression that tend to harden us, forcing us to lock in our emotions and exist in a state of near-constant internal rage. These systems become pipelines to our trauma—pipelines that many of us never make it out of. Though this trauma and adversity often beat down our spirits, we may be bruised, but we are not broken.


We Are Not Broken is a window into the lives of Lil’ Rall, Rasul, Garrett, and I—four Black boys growing up in the small city of Plainfield, New Jersey, under the supervision of our grandmother Nanny. We were four imaginative kids who were allowed the freedom to be individuals and the agency to make decisions rather than be told there was only one way. Centered on our adolescence, these stories discuss masculinity, racism, religion, violence, Blackness, and, most importantly, Black joy. In addition, these stories journey into Black womanhood and the narrative of the Black grandmother—a figure that has often been the cornerstone of progress and love in our community.


This book also contains heavy messages around corporal punishment, mass incarceration, racism, anti-Blackness, and homophobia. There is strong language, including the words “nigga” and “faggot.” When reading this book, please refer to the words as the n-word or the f-word, especially if you are non-Black or if you are non-Queer, respectively.


Black boys in society are often seen as adults by the age of twelve. We are viewed as dangerous and more prone to violence, and often left broken. This book is an attempt to change our narrative and give voice to our stories through our own eyes. Most importantly, this is an opportunity to disprove any notion that Black boys don’t deserve love, affection, care, and the space to be open, vulnerable, emotional, and kind.


Many places around the world are now in a state of protest over the police-caused deaths of Tony McDade, Breonna Taylor, George Floyd, and countless others. George Floyd was once a Black boy. Many Black men were once Black boys, and this is our story of survival in a world that has rarely seen our beauty.














Introduction


“All shut eyes ain’t sleep.”




The most disrespected person in America is the Black woman. The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman. The most neglected person in America is the Black woman.


—Malcolm X




I’ve probably come across this quote more than a thousand times on social media, television, or even on the radio. As someone who has multiple identities, with being Black and Queer at the top of that list, I recognize the feeling of living in a society that sees you as disposable. I understand what it’s like to put so much into a world that requires you to save it. A world that never once gave a second thought about saving you. Still, being a Black woman is a unique experience, one I could never fully understand—much like my own unique experience with Blackness and Queerness.


I come from a family of strong Black women. My mother, my aunts, my grandmothers, and their mothers were all women who led their families, supported one another, and stepped in to handle family business without needing to be asked. Black women have always been the ones expected to heal us and make us whole, often neglecting to take the time to heal themselves.


The Black woman who sat at the center of our universe was my mother’s mother, who the grandchildren affectionately called Nanny. When people say, “We rest on the shoulders of giants,” this woman comes to my mind immediately. In her life, she was most certainly disrespected but didn’t take no shit. Oftentimes she was probably unprotected, which is why she usually carried a weapon. I know there were many times she was neglected, yet she never once neglected the duties she felt were her purpose as our grandmother. This story is a way to love, honor, and care for her in a way that the world never has.


Louise Kennedy Evans was her birth name; she was born in March 1941 in Spartanburg, South Carolina. She was the tenth child of thirteen kids born to my great-grandmother Lulu Mae Evans. When Nanny was a little girl, her family’s house caught on fire. Her three youngest siblings all passed away, making her the “baby” of the family. Even as the baby, she had something special about her, something domineering and omnipresent. As the youngest to survive, she was left here for a reason. She was left here to change the world, and that she did.


Caregiving came naturally to her. She had my mother, Kaye, when she was only sixteen years old, and dropped out of school around the tenth grade before marrying my grandfather Rall Elder and starting her family. She would go on to have an additional three kids by birth—Rall L. Elder Jr., Sarah Elder, and Stephanie Elder (who we call Aunt Munch). She also had one adopted nephew—my uncle Kevin Hobson—and raised twenty-four foster kids over the years for the state of New Jersey. She would go by many names in her life: Mommy, Lou, Louise, Aunt Lou, Big Lou, Ms. Elie, Irene, Nanny, and several others. That’s the kind of spirit she had. The embodiment of every woman. A reflection of all.


Nanny worked hard for each dollar she ever earned. At every point in her life she had some kind of hustle going on. She held down regular jobs, including one working as a registered nurse; she owned a daycare; she did flea marketing; and she ran a catering business for many years. She had other side hustles, including my favorite—providing microloans to the women in her church. With the loans, the women would buy diamonds from Mrs. Ruth, the diamond lady in our neighborhood, and pay her back at a low interest rate. Nanny kept a little red book in which she detailed all the money she was owed, and used it to track payments. She was that type of boss.


With all she had going on, though, her greatest investment was in her grandkids, or, as she would say, “the grands.” We got the most of her time, love, and energy, something none of us will ever forget. Nanny always used to say the world was playing a trick on her because she kept having grandsons. First my cousins Lil’ Rall and Lil’ Kevin in 1980, then my cousin Rasul in 1981, me in 1985, my younger brother, Garrett, in 1988, and my cousin Justice in 1994. She desperately wanted a granddaughter, but with me, an effeminate boy who spent the most time with her, I think she got a little bit of what she wanted. Still, she would have to wait nearly twenty-five years after her first grandchild was born before our little cousin Kennedy Elder-Law arrived in 2004. Kennedy was sort of named after Nanny, with Nanny’s middle name being her first name. Nanny got to live her final years with a granddaughter as her sidekick and best friend. Although, in our own way, each of us felt we held the title of her bestie. But that’s the magic of the Black family dynamic. People in our family don’t just use son, daughter, cousin, or grandmother as a placeholder. We do the work to actually become friends.


I want to be clear when I say, you don’t grow up in a home with a Black grandmother where wisdom isn’t being shared on a daily basis. Nanny was no different. She was the Black matriarch who told it like it was and always meant what she said. When she talked, the ancestors spoke through her. Her body was the vessel for the wisdoms of a thousand Black grandmothers over several millennia, with word-of-mouth truths passed down over generations, crossing oceans and being adapted.


When I watch movies that have that Black-woman wisdom, I instantly think about her. When Cicely Tyson did one of her majestic monologues. Or when Loretta Devine or Jennifer Lewis gives us one of those infamous rants on how “if we knew better, we would do better.” Or anytime I read the texts of Angela Davis, Audre Lorde, Nikki Giovanni, and the mighty Toni Morrison. I’m immediately enveloped in their words, the warmth, the Blackness. It’s the same warmth I felt each time my grandmother scolded me and molded me, and a feeling I think we all share.


Nanny always used to say, “The things I didn’t get right with my kids, I tried my hardest to get right with my grandkids.” The lengths she went to—to ensure that we had the best of everything—are a testament to how she truly was a woman of her word. Her word was her bond. Of course, no one ever gets everything right, but for a woman who defied the odds since childhood, she came damn close to getting it right with all of us.


Sometimes I have this vision—a vision of four little Black boys lying in the bed, sleeping after a long day of bike rides and video games. Four heads sticking out from underneath the covers at the top of the bed. The moonlight streaming through the window, illuminating the room. Nanny comes into view, walking up the hallway, peeking in to make sure that we are okay before she finally goes to bed. I imagine what she was thinking in that moment. How beautifully the moonlight danced on our skin. How, although we gave her hell every day, having us with her still felt like heaven. Wondering who we would turn out to be when we got older. Wondering if the words and lessons she gave us, day in and day out, would be remembered.


I often think about the power of the Black word, the way we’ve passed down traditions since the beginning of time. I consider how our ancestors’ words and thoughts were created during such different times but remain relevant for every period that we, as their descendants, enter. You can’t know where you are going if you don’t know where you have been, as the ancestors would say. Nanny knew where we had been, but not just in our own lives. She was the connection of old to new. The oracle of our family. The gateway to the past, just as the Black women before her had been. And as much as she ensured our care in the present, she also knew that there would be a time when she would no longer be with us in the physical world.


After Nanny passed, all of us wondered, What will we do next? Who would be the person to guide us as a family? Who would be the tiebreaker and the decision maker for us moving forward? Who would we come to when we needed to hear the Word of God? But that’s why she left us something more important than her recipes, or money, or jewelry. She left us with the words.


Her “Nannyisms”—the little quips of wisdom that my family has lived on for generations, her small reminders of life lessons—will guide each story in this book. All shut eyes ain’t sleep was one of her sayings, and it meant that when you think folks ain’t around or paying attention, they really are. Nanny, although your eyes may be shut in this physical world, we know that our queen ain’t slept a wink. Since you moved on to your next phase of life, you have been above us, wielding your power of protection and blessings in so many ways. You’ve been protecting us from the other side, just as you did on Earth. I can still feel you some days. There are times when I dream and you come through as clear as day, still helping me from the other side. There are times when we see a ladybug—oh, how you loved your ladybug pins on your church dresses—and we know you are with us at that very moment. Or the times when I mention your name and I get a chill, letting me know you are in the room.


We quote the famous ancestors so much that we tend to forget about the ones we had in our everyday lives. Nanny, this book is a love letter to the Black boy joy you created, the Black-woman experience, your powerful lessons and words, and you—the Black grandmother that saved generations.


It’s now time for the world to blessed by the greatest storyteller ever known. We will always have your words, and we know that your word is our bond.
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My Cousins. My Brothers.




Nannyism: “You gotta bring ass to get ass.”




I don’t remember when my little brother, Garrett, and I first met our cousins, because they’re woven into my earliest memories. There was no introduction of “Meet Lil’ Rall and Rasul” because they have always been part of my existence. They were my protectors, my adversaries at times, my babysitters, and my first real friends. Nanny and her siblings raised us that way. They are basically my brothers. They are my brothers.


Now, even though Lil’ Rall and Rasul have always been part of my life, they weren’t born in Plainfield like Garrett and me. However, the story of how Lil’ Rall and Rasul got to Plainfield is still one of my favorites to hear told. It involves Aunt Cheryl, a station wagon full of babies ranging from one to three years old, Nanny, and her gun. But before we get there, some background on the four of us boys.


Lil’ Rall, the oldest of us, was darker skinned, wore glasses, and dealt with asthma—all the makings of cool nerd appeal. He was much more reserved and levelheaded than the rest of the boys most of the time. On the other hand, his younger brother, Rasul, was lighter skinned and a little rough around the edges, but in an adventurous type of way. He was a daredevil. Like, the kind of kid who had never Rollerbladed before, yet upon getting his first pair of Rollerblades for Christmas, put them on, skated out of the living room onto the front porch, jumped down a flight of six steps, and made a perfect landing with the family looking on in shock. Both Lil’ Rall and Rasul were taller than me, since they are four and five years older than I am. As a kid, I always found it mind-boggling that they could be brothers, so close in age, with two totally different skin complexions. Childhood naïveté wrapped in innocence, if you will. Lil’ Rall and Rasul were also both thinner framed and involved in all sorts of sports. They were “boys” in every sense of the word. I was always much closer to Lil’ Rall than I was to Rasul, although I truly cared for both of them.


I was next in line. Although my real name is George, growing up I went by my middle name, Matt (as Nanny used to say, “I’m not calling no little baby George”). Since I was born right after Rasul, I was the grandchild who took the attention away from him. Then you had my little brother, Garrett, who came three years after and stole the attention from me. Meanwhile, Garrett was and still is “the baby,” despite the fact that grandchildren were born after him.


The way we were raised back then, as brothers, influenced how connected we are today. When we text each other now, it’s always “love you, big bro” or “talk to you soon, little brother.” A cousin can be closer than a brother, and even then, we knew calling each other “brother” meant something.
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Plainfield is a small city that is literally only six square miles. On a good day you can get from one end of Plainfield to the other end in less than seven minutes. In 1969, Nanny and her husband (my grandfather, who we used to call “Old Daddy”) moved their children from Jersey City to Plainfield. This included Lil’ Rall and Rasul’s father, Uncle Rall.


Back in the late ’70s and early ’80s, Uncle Rall, nicknamed by me as just “Uncle,” was a rapper, a barber, a drug dealer, and sometimes a drug user. And, according to his stories, he was damn good at whatever profession he was in at the moment. Having grown up in Plainfield, he loved the streets and the streets loved him. He lived a fast life with his then-girlfriend Cynthia. They would eventually get married in 1979 and Cynthia gave birth to Lil’ Rall in January 1980. In June 1981, she would give birth to Rasul.


In their early years, Lil’ Rall and Rasul lived with their parents in a housing project in Jersey City known as Curries Woods. The projects were low-income housing set up under the guise of “helping” Black and brown folks have their own spaces. In reality, they served as a means to keep us out of “white” neighborhoods, while keeping economic and social systems of oppression in place to further stifle our communities.


Nanny always hated the fact that her grandkids were being raised in and by the projects. Not only were Lil’ Rall and Rasul growing up around the selling of drugs, but their parents were using, too. She feared who they might become if they continued living in an environment with two parents who simply weren’t equipped at the time to properly care for them. So, she was going to do everything in her power to get them out.


During this time, Nanny ran Weezie’s (a nickname for Louise) Wee People Nursery School in the basement of her home. She babysat her grandkids, the children of her children’s friends, and other kids from across the city of Plainfield. My mom’s best friend, who we refer to as Aunt Cheryl, worked as her assistant. Aunt Cheryl wasn’t my aunt by blood, but for most Black folks, family is everything, and we honored her with this title as a sign of respect.


One afternoon at Weezie’s Wee People, Nanny was on the phone with Uncle Rall, and their conversation went a little bit to the left. They were discussing Nanny’s request for more regular visitation and she expressed her disapproval with my uncle and aunt for running in the streets with the boys. In the background, you could hear Aunt Cynthia calling Nanny all types of “bitch.” Nanny didn’t take too kindly to my aunt calling her names and she intended to do something about it—immediately.


Nanny hung up the phone, and that is where this story really takes flight.


“Cheryl,” Nanny said. “Get the kids and put them in the station wagon. We are going to Jersey City!”


Aunt Cheryl started walking everyone to the station wagon, one by one, as Nanny put on her coat and got ready to handle her business. At the time, there were seven kids in the daycare, including me and Aunt Cheryl’s son, Bernard, with none of us big enough to use a regular seat belt. Once they loaded us into the car, Nanny sent Aunt Cheryl into the house to get some towels. She and Aunt Cheryl rolled up the towels, tied them together, stretched them across our laps, and then buckled the towels down so that all of us were secure. Once we were strapped in, Nanny and Aunt Cheryl pulled off, and we were on an adventure to Jersey City.


The ride to Jersey City from Plainfield is thirty-five to forty minutes on a good day, and that day was a good day. Nanny pulled into the Curries Woods projects, by the building that my uncle and aunt lived in with Lil’ Rall and Rasul. This was the mid- to late ’80s, so there were no cell phones to call upstairs. Instead, she yelled, asking if anyone knew Rall Elder and, if they did, to tell him that his mother was outside.


Now, from what Uncle says, he heard a knock at his door and opened it to a guy saying, “Man, your mother’s downstairs in the lot with a car full of kids. I think you better go talk to her.” My uncle knew what was coming, so he told Cynthia to stay in the house, hoping he could calm Nanny down enough to make her go back home. Uncle came outside and down the steps to see my grandmother standing next to the car with a long coat on.


“Mommy,” he said, “there is no need to do this.”


“Naw, she called me a bitch,” Nanny responded. “Tell her to come out here and say that to my face.”


As my uncle pleaded with Nanny to take the kids and go back home, Aunt Cynthia came running down the steps toward the car. She began calling Nanny every type of b-word you could think of: a “fat b——,” an “ugly b——,” a dirty b——,” and everything under the sun except a child of God. Uncle then recalls what I can only describe as a scene out of The Matrix. It all happened in slow motion. My grandmother reached one arm in her coat and, as he described it, pulled out the longest-barreled gun he had ever seen. Everyone in the projects got quiet.


Aunt Cynthia’s eyes got as big as quarters before she yelled one final “bitch” and began running for the safety of her apartment. Unfortunately for her, Nanny was just a tad quicker that day and had Cynthia in her sights. By the time Cynthia reached the steps, Nanny caught up and knocked her to the ground with one swing. She hit my aunt twice more with a closed fist. Then she looked at her rings and said, “Awwww, you done got blood in my diamonds,” before one final hit. She left Cynthia knocked out, walked back past my uncle, and proceeded to the car like nothing ever happened.


This was always one of my favorite stories to hear because, as beautiful and godly as I remember my grandmother, she was not one to be played with at all. You weren’t going to disrespect her and think that it was going to end with her words. “You gotta bring ass to get ass,” she would say, and she always brought it. That Nannyism was the equivalent of a warning shot being fired in the air, letting a person know things could go from verbal to physical really quick if the tone didn’t change. It was the threat that wasn’t idle, the reminder that the bite better be worse than the bark if you brought that noise in her direction.


When I was younger, I would wonder, What the hell does that even mean? As I got older, though, that saying made so much more sense. The closest comparisons to that Nannyism would be “don’t start no shit won’t be no shit” or “it’s on sight.” If you talk about what you are going to do to me, then you better be willing to show yourself or bring yourself to actually do it. On another level, it’s understanding that you can’t get something you never show up for. You can’t talk about a thing that you aren’t willing to act on. How many times have you said to yourself, “I hope that things improve” without ever doing the work to make it happen? Do you continue hoping for someone else to create the change you want or do you show up for yourself? Do you “bring ya ass” to the situation to get the outcome you desire? Nanny didn’t hope that Lil’ Rall’s and Rasul’s lives improved. She took action.


Violence might not be the right way to handle situations. But, being the old-school southern Black woman that she was, as Miss Sofia from The Color Purple would say, all her life she had to fight. That meant fighting in person, as well as fighting in a courtroom several months after the Curries Woods incident for full custody over Lil’ Rall and Rasul. She knew that she had to get her grandkids out of that life before they, like their parents, became trapped in it, too.


Lil’ Rall and Rasul eventually ended up in Plainfield, living with Nanny, Aunt Munch, and my uncle Kevin in what everyone till this day calls “the Big Yellow House.” To four little Black boys, the Big Yellow House was a palace and Nanny was the queen. It was the house that had space for every major holiday, birthday, and impromptu family visit. Although Garrett and I didn’t reside there, we spent most of our days and weekends at the Big Yellow House because our parents worked long hours and we attended the same school around the corner.


The house had two floors plus a half-finished basement, as well as a medium-sized front yard, where we would play from time to time. A concrete walkway led to the front steps and a small porch landing. Once you entered, the house expanded in every which way. There was a small foyer area with a shelf that held some of Nanny’s favorite vases. To the right was the staircase and to the left was a large living room with a couch, a large TV, and a fireplace. Beyond the living room was a den area with an Oriental rug, a piano, and a couch. The first floor also had a dining room, a kitchen, and a sun porch. Upstairs was the bathroom and three bedrooms—Nanny’s room, Lil’ Rall and Rasul’s room, and an extra room, which housed whoever was living in the house at the moment. Lastly, there was a mostly paved backyard and a garage, as well as an empty expanse of grass big enough for its own house. We buried a lot of toy soldiers back there (they’re probably there to this day).


In addition to Nanny, the occupants of the palace included Aunt Munch, Lil’ Rall, Rasul, and Uncle Kevin (Nanny’s nephew, who she adopted when he was eleven years old). Uncle Kevin called her Mommy like the rest of her kids and was raised as their brother, much like Nanny was raising the four of us, her grandkids.


Uncle Kevin was in his late twenties when he lived with Nanny and became our main babysitter when she had to work. He was dark skinned, bald, and had a knot on the front of his head from a fight years before that we used to make fun of. Uncle Kevin was a constant in our life. He also had a son, Lil’ Kevin, who was five years older than me. Lil’ Kevin stayed with his mother in Jersey City, though. Uncle Kevin was pretty absent in his life, but not Nanny.


Lil’ Kevin would visit several times a year, especially during holidays. He was tall with a dark brown complexion, a medium build, and, age-wise, fell right between Lil’ Rall and Rasul. He was always funny and sweet, and every time he came over, he would tell stories about his adventures growing up in Jersey City. Kevin’s mother took really good care of him, but if Nanny had it her way, she would have moved Lil’ Kevin in, too. Eventually he made his way to Plainfield to stay, but that’s much later on in this saga.


As for Lil’ Rall and Rasul, Nanny became their primary caregiver and enrolled them in Frederick W. Cook Elementary School, around the corner from the Big Yellow House, in the hope that one day their mother and father would get their act together and be able to take care of them again. In the meantime, Nanny took care of them. The term “dressed to the nines” is an understatement about my cousins. They always had the nicest coats, the most expensive sneakers, and the newest video game system. Nanny and her daughters—Aunt Sarah, Aunt Munch, and my mother, Aunt Kaye—spared no expenses on them, and neither did their father, who was still involved in their lives physically and monetarily. A lot of it was an overcompensation for the love they may have been missing out on from their parents. All four of them filled the mother void extremely well.


Lil’ Rall and Rasul had a lot of their father’s spirit in them. They could rap like their father—with Rasul being the better of the two, in my opinion—and both of them could dance. They were doing on VHS what everyone does now on TikTok and Snapchat. There was a lot of Black joy in our home, but as brothers do, we had our rough spots. Sometimes, Lil’ Rall and Rasul would make me and Garrett put on boxing gloves and fight each other—more often for fun, but sometimes to settle disagreements. From time to time, I would get into fights with Rasul, who would always win, being four years my senior. Rasul would fight Lil’ Rall for defending me, and they would beat each other up. But in the end, it was always about us and Nanny. Sometimes I think that she enjoyed our chaotic company as much as we enjoyed her being our grandmother. She was like the fifth boy in the crew many times.


As we got older, she would always tell us, “I love all my grandchildren. But I had to love each of you differently because you each needed me for different reasons.” However, she still had her favorites, and back then, the breakdown was clear. Lil’ Rall was reserved and chill, but he had a special bond with Nanny since he was the first grandchild. Rasul was the adventurous one who wanted to be seen and heard, and Nanny did everything to fill the void left by his mother. I was the loner-geeky-effeminate kid who needed a friend, and she was always there to step in. I would rather read a book than ride a bike, and I loved getting good grades. And Garrett—he was her baby and everyone else’s baby, too. Even as a kid, he was strong willed and determined. To the baby went the spoils—and to Garrett went the crown of being her favorite.


We were four little Black boys full of adventure and wonderment. Nanny raised us to know that we could have anything in the world, but family came first. We laughed, we cried, we fussed, fought, lied, and sometimes we got our asses beat. Through it all, we became brothers—brothers raised by our grandmother, who worked hard to ensure we would have a better life. We were Nanny’s and she was ours.


Her boys.


Never broken.
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