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Who am I?


I am the ghetto child,


I am the dark baby,


I am you


And the blond tomorrow


And yet


I am my one sole self,


America seeking the stars.


from Langston Hughes, “America”


















A Note About Names



THIS IS A TRUE STORY, BASED MAINLY ON MY OBSERVATIONS and recollections, supplemented in a few places by information drawn from public sources. The people who appear in these pages are a mixture of public figures (such as journalist James Risen and CIA director George Tenet) and many private individuals. In most cases, the specific identities of the private individuals are not important for you to understand the themes and meaning of my story. Therefore, I’ve chosen to refer to them by pseudonyms, as indicated by the use of quotation marks around their names when they are first mentioned (as with my childhood friend “Arnold,” for example). In some cases, I have omitted or changed places and names after the CIA’s Publication Review Process. In other cases, I have chosen to leave their redactions blacked out.
















Prologue



Waiting for the Verdict


WHERE AM I? HOW DID I GET HERE? THOSE ARE THE KINDS of thoughts you have when your ultimate nightmare comes true.


It was January 26, 2015, my second long day of waiting in a small, windowless, soundless conference room just outside courtroom number five on the fourth floor of the federal courthouse in Alexandria, Virginia. Over the past two weeks, I had been on trial, accused of violating the century-old Espionage Act.


As an undercover officer for the Central Intelligence Agency, I’d been involved in Operation Merlin, a covert scheme to derail the Iranian effort to build a nuclear bomb by providing their scientists with fake, flawed blueprints for warheads, channeled through a Russian scientist. Operation Merlin had ultimately backfired when the Iranian experts detected the fraud, as revealed in the book State of War by reporter James Risen.


Agency leaders were furious—not at themselves, for launching a risky and ill-conceived scheme, but at the author who’d dared to expose their incompetence. In their eagerness to punish someone for their embarrassment, they looked around for a scapegoat. They found me. A compliant US attorney dutifully filed an indictment charging me with “Unlawful Retention and Unauthorized Disclosure of National Defense Information, Mail Fraud, Unauthorized Conveyance of Government Property, and Obstruction of Justice”—nine criminal charges in all, based on the claim that I’d supposedly leaked classified information about Operation Merlin to James Risen.


The truth is that I did not leak any classified information related to CIA operations to James Risen, or to anyone else. But I am a whistleblower. I’d blown the whistle by suing the CIA for discriminating against me when I was an employee there. I’d also attempted to blow the whistle about the dangers of Operation Merlin—not by leaking, but by submitting my warnings to staff members of the Senate Intelligence Committee.


Sadly, those warnings were ignored. I’d been forced to accept some disheartening truths: that neither blatant discrimination nor a dangerous operation related to weapons of mass destruction were matters of real concern to the powers that be at the Agency or among the members of Congress charged with oversight of intelligence matters.


Even before the trial had begun, I’d known that my prospects weren’t good. The world had witnessed the cases of Edward Snowden, Chelsea Manning, John Kiriakou, and a series of other whistleblowers whose prosecution—some said persecution—had been pursued by President Barack Obama with an eagerness that almost suggested a personal vendetta. In the atmosphere created by these cases, the mere accusation of having leaked classified information was enough to automatically condemn someone. In refusing to plead guilty and instead insisting on my right to go to trial, I knew I was facing an uphill battle. But I could not and would not confess to something I did not do.


During the trial, the government did not present a shred of hard evidence to validate the charges against me. Even Judge Leonie Brinkema summarized the case against me as being based on “very powerful circumstantial evidence” rather than on hard proof.


But there was one incriminating fact about which there could be no doubt. The CIA had paraded a whole host of current and former agents in front of the jury, and I didn’t look like any of them. I was a black man who’d dared to try to build a career serving my country as an officer of the CIA.


The trial had lasted a week and a half. Now I was enduring the most excruciating part of the whole ordeal: waiting for a verdict.


How the hell did it all come to this?


I’d grown up as a true believer in the American dream. Work hard, do your duty, and stand up for yourself—those were the rules of the game, or so I’d been taught. I knew I’d done nothing wrong, and I knew that fighting against wrongs is what an American hero is supposed to do. That’s all I knew how to do. That’s why I was now clinging to hope and continuing to fight—unable to comprehend how defending my rights could somehow get me branded a traitor.


Thankfully, I wasn’t alone in that waiting room. My wife, Holly, and my attorneys, Ed MacMahon and Barry J. Pollack, were there beside me. But having company isn’t very comforting when you have no words to say to one another. Silence can be uncomfortable, and when it’s forced it can be absolutely nerve-racking. All of them, especially Holly, had believed in me and fought for me, and I could tell that awaiting the jury’s decision was almost as excruciating for them as it was for me.


But for me there was a sharper twist to this agonizing time of uncertainty. More than waiting to learn my fate, I was waiting to learn what my country thought of me.


This was a question I’d wrestled with my entire life. The experience was often stressful, even painful. My entire life had been one of fighting against stereotypes, assumptions, and limitations placed on me because of the color of my skin—something that happened to me repeatedly in both white America and black America. The American dream I believed in and strove for wasn’t a white American dream or a black American dream. It was simply my American dream. But to many of those around me, it must not have been the right American dream—because I kept getting into trouble, through no intention of my own.


That, in a nutshell, is the story of the events that brought me to this room. My years of struggling to find a place in American society where I could be accepted for who I am. My battle to be recognized as a worthy member of the CIA. My shadowy conflict with people within the Agency who, for some reason, were unwilling to accept me as part of the team. The ways racial prejudice continually blocked my efforts to contribute to a cause in which I deeply believed. And, finally, the strange and unfounded accusations of having betrayed the country that I love.


These memories swirled aimlessly in my head during the long hours of waiting. The room itself was lifeless and almost empty. It was dominated by a table too big for the room, on which lay only a few discarded copies of the Washington Post and an abandoned paperback of the novel Life of Pi, left behind, I suppose, by some previous defendant in an earlier trial. The book seemed eerily appropriate. I’d enjoyed the movie, which had vividly conveyed the message that sometimes the reality of a situation can be so horrible that having a more hopeful version to hang on to may be necessary to make life more tolerable—“the relativity of truth,” as one critic wrote.


Wasn’t that my whole story, from the beginning?


As the second day of deliberations dragged on, the silence was broken occasionally by calls into the courtroom to hear about requests from the jury members. Once they wanted clarification about some aspect of the judge’s instructions; another time, they asked to review a piece of evidence. Then, most hopefully, the jury informed the judge that they were deadlocked on at least some of the nine charges against me. Judge Brinkema suggested they continue with their deliberations after taking a break for lunch.


Maybe there was a chance that the American system of justice would come through for me at last. But by this time I was numb to everything, unable to get excited one way or the other. The deadlock just meant more waiting.


Holly, Ed, Barry, and I had barely settled back into the lifeless room after a quick lunch when we were told that the jury had reached a decision. My heart sank. I had a queasy feeling that I knew what was coming. We returned to the courtroom.


As the members of the jury filed back in, I noticed they avoided looking in my direction. It’s like a scene from a movie, I thought. I glanced back at Holly sitting behind me, and I noticed that a couple of marshals had entered the courtroom. I gave Holly the strongest smile I could, and I felt the love she poured out to me in return. When Judge Brinkema asked me to rise, I stood as straight and tall as I could manage, flanked by Ed and Barry.


The clerk began to read aloud the verdicts to the nine charges against me. The first time I heard the word “guilty,” something went numb inside me. I know the same word was repeated eight more times, but I didn’t hear it. I could only hear Holly crying, her sobbing becoming louder with each sentence from the clerk. At the moment, I felt nothing for myself, but my heart was breaking for her.


I noticed Judge Brinkema motion to “Mr. Hart,” the courtroom bailiff. He’d been kind to us in that courthouse every day, and I could see the hesitation in his eyes as he walked over to Holly and asked her to compose herself. At the same time, the marshals moved into position right behind me. Are they going to take me away from Holly right now? I wondered. Somehow that was the only thing on my mind.


I remained as composed as possible as Judge Brinkema congratulated the jury on their work and dismissed them. Much to my surprise—and to the surprise of just about everyone else in that courtroom, including the marshals—she did not order me into custody. Instead, with an unaccustomed note of gentleness in her voice, she set a date three months in the future for me to return for sentencing.


For the moment, I was free to go.


As we walked out of the courthouse, I didn’t know what to think. I had been found guilty of a crime I didn’t commit. The nightmare I had feared and fought against my entire life—being accused and judged merely because of the color of my skin—had come to pass. All I knew was that I had to hold on tight to Holly, who was still sobbing by my side. As we walked down the courthouse steps with the cameras of news reporters and television crews focused tightly on us, I tried to offer her a smile. It wasn’t easy. So I squeezed her hand even tighter.


When the two of us settled into the car for the long drive home, the numbness in my brain began to thaw.


I realized that there was something strangely, sickeningly comforting about what had just happened to me. I’d finally gotten an answer to the question I’d been wondering about my whole life: What does my country really think of me?


I didn’t like the answer. But at least it clarified for me what I had to do now. I thought back to the Life of Pi on the table in the waiting room. Life of Jeffrey, I thought. My next job was to find some more palatable version of reality to cling to in the face of a devastating and painful truth.


I didn’t think it would be hard to do. One way or another, I’d been doing it my entire life.













PART ONE



ROOTLESS













CHAPTER ONE



Child Without a Village


I AM THE SEVENTH OF SEVEN SONS BORN TO HELEN AND HOWARD Sterling—six lived, one son was stillborn. In order, we were Michael, Steven, Robert, Mark, John, and me, Jeffrey. Growing up, I was proud to be the youngest son of a strong mother. I dreamed we were like the powerful family of Texas oil tycoons in the TV show Dallas. But my dreams were the closest thing to a real family I ever had. I was in a large family, but I never felt a part of it.


Unlike my brothers before me, I was born via cesarean section and in a different hospital—although one would think that by the time I came along, the way would have been clear enough for me to be born in the normal fashion. My mother constantly reminded me of the toil and pain I’d put her through. “They cut me open to get you out,” she would exclaim, displaying the scars she would bear forever. My brothers taunted me with claims that I wasn’t a real Sterling—that I’d been found on the doorstep or dropped off by aliens.


In my heart of hearts, I wished it was true.


Somehow it seemed as if I’d come along too late to be a true member of the family. Around the house, I saw plenty of pictures depicting family gatherings, trips, and celebrations, but nothing like that ever happened during my life. The clan had largely scattered before my arrival. Michael and Steven had already left our home in Missouri for military service, while Robert and Mark were back and forth from their places in California. As for John, he loved torturing me with constant put-downs, teasing, and physical abuse.


When they were around, as much as I wanted to be close to them, I was afraid. These were the only male figures in my life. I wanted so badly to gain their approval, and I was so terrified at the prospect of not being accepted.


From what I could see, or at least what I thought I saw, each of my brothers seemed to be living in ways I couldn’t help but admire. Michael was in the navy and traveled around the world; Steven was a tough and dedicated marine; Mark and Robert were hardworking family men; John was a basketball star, seemingly bound for college. I gained a sort of confidence in myself and what my future could turn out to be as I observed them.


There was no father because he’d abandoned our mother when I was five years old. So, for male role models, my brothers were it. And, Michael, the oldest, was the one I especially looked up to. When I was in grade school, I was always giddy with excitement when my mother announced that Michael would be visiting home. I was so proud and envious of him. He was out there seeing and experiencing the world—not only outside of our hometown of Cape Girardeau, Missouri, but outside of the country. Whenever he was in town, I did my best to make sure he picked me up from school. I carried his service pictures with me to school and bragged endlessly that my brother, the one in the navy, was coming to get me. I made sure he arrived just before the school buses departed. I couldn’t have had a better audience than school buses brimming with kids who didn’t have brothers as worldly as mine. I would have preferred he wore his uniform, but I could never convince him to do that.


It didn’t matter where we went or what we did while Michael was in town, I just wanted to be near him, to hear of his travels throughout the world as a man in the navy. Michael was always good for tantalizing yarns about his exploits. He was too late for any action in Vietnam, but he was on a ship that sailed in the region just as the conflict was drawing down, and he sailed to various ports of call in Africa and other exotic locations that I yearned to see. I couldn’t help but be mesmerized; he provided me with the perfect window on the world and a fantasy of escape. Michael became the only father figure I would ever have in life. It was not surprising that I was always in tears when it was time for him to leave. As I look back, I have to wonder whether he knew the impact he had on me as a child.


Sadly, in the years to come, the promise in Michael and all of my brothers would turn to personal disappointment as I witnessed each of them struggling through life’s difficulties and perils. Michael and Steven never made lasting careers of military service, Mark and Robert never seemed to establish themselves or their families, and John never went to college. The larger-than-life images I saw in my brothers were torn down. I didn’t know whether to feel sad or angry at my brothers for their difficulties, for what I couldn’t help but consider to be their shortcomings. It may have been unfair of me to place so much reliance on them as role models. But the reality of my situation thrust them onto that pedestal. It was evidently a pedestal they neither understood nor wanted. And when they ultimately became more human than godlike to me, I could no longer view them with the same childish innocence and awe.


Then there was my mother. Everyone in our hometown affectionately knew her as Miss Helen. She was not only the matriarch of the Sterling family, she was also a mother figure for many in Cape. Miss Helen would never turn anyone away who needed assistance, whether in the form of food, money, or a place to stay for a while until they could get on their feet again. She was adept at taking care of older folks whose children had long forgotten them, and she joyfully took personal interest in assisting young single mothers coping with the rigors of parenthood, admonishing them to get off the streets and instructing them on providing a home for a child, especially when the father was of little or no help. Clearly, this was a challenge she knew something about, and everyone looked up to and respected her for her kindness.


Miss Helen worked as a municipal court clerk. Her official duties included preparing the court docket and collecting traffic fines and fees. Her unofficial duties included being an informal advisor for the community. Time after time, individuals facing new court summonses or an arrest warrant would flock to Miss Helen for guidance. Instead of giving legal advice, she gave instruction on what to expect and how to act: “Don’t miss your court date. Act like you have some sense and are willing to face up to your responsibility. Stand up straight and look at the judge. Stop saying ‘you know’ to the judge.”


Miss Helen was the only constant in my life, and if I could say I was close to anyone as a child, it would have been her. I wanted for nothing material growing up: I had a roof over my head, clothes on my back, food on the table, and toys for Christmas. I admired the way she provided a household for her sons despite the absence of a deadbeat father. And she did her best to instill in me a sense of pride and self-esteem. She did this in small ways—for example, by constantly reminding me to use proper English and especially to avoid hateful words like “nigger”—and in big ways, by urging me to stand up for myself, even in the face of prejudice and contempt. For all intents and purposes, she was my mother and my father.


However, there were times when my admiration for Miss Helen felt wasted. There were so many occasions where I felt as if I had to compete with everyone else for her motherly affection and attention. It was a sort of estrangement that made no sense to me and always left me with an empty feeling when dealing with her. Strangers treated her as if she was their mother, and, in my heart, I felt she was more of a mother to everyone else. Maybe this can explain why I could never call her “mama” or any other less-formal term than “mother.”


Yet I did everything I could to be a son to her. I was the kid who stayed home all the time, never ran the streets, and always earned excellent grades in school. Miss Helen always knew where I was and what I was doing. On the nights she worked late, I would wait up until I knew she was safely home. Seeing some of the angst she experienced with my brothers, I felt I at least owed it to her to not be a burden. One particular episode was dreadful for me as I heard her frantic pleas for one of my brothers, who was acting out publicly, to settle down so as to avoid attracting the attention of the police: “Please, please come inside. They’re going to kill you! Please come in the house!” At those moments, I felt helpless for her, but all I could do was be her son.


Miss Helen didn’t return my devotion. Despite my best efforts, she seemed to come down hard on me for the slightest transgression. There was the summer evening when, feeling bored, I took a ride on my bike. I liked riding my bike during the humid summer nights. The streets were silent, and the darkness obscured all the dangerous sites that I normally shied away from during the day. It was around 10 p.m., and I was riding aimlessly around and around the neighborhood when I decided to stop where a group of other kids had gathered under a streetlight about three blocks from my house. I recognized them and they me, but none of us really knew a thing about one another. I was just an innocent bystander trying to fit in, laughing at their jokes and being amazed at their stories under that bright light, with bugs flying about and crickets crooning.


Suddenly an old drinking buddy of my mother’s approached. “Jeff!” he commanded with a slight slur to his speech. “Your mother said get your ass home.”


My streetlight companions burst out laughing, ending any hope I had of being accepted by the group. I turned away and walked my bike home the three blocks with my head down in shame. When I reached the house, Miss Helen was standing on the porch, glaring down at me with a chilling look of disapproval. I passed her without a word and went straight to bed.


Of all the members of my family, my mother is the only one I had any feeling of genuine love for—which made my later disappointment with her even deeper.


As for my father, he was basically a mystery to me. When Miss Helen mentioned him, I would often say, “I don’t even know what he looks like.”


Her answer was always the same: “You should, ’cause you look just like him.”


The similarities evidently didn’t stop there. Whenever I became hotheaded, as kids sometimes do, my mother would say, “You’re just like your father.” I didn’t know exactly what she meant about my father’s temper until years later, after I’d moved away from Cape. On one of my return visits home, when my mother was holding court with a group of her friends in the living room, someone mentioned how abusive men can be to their wives. Another person chimed in, “But when a man forces his wife to have sex, it ain’t rape. That’s the law!”


That prompted Miss Helen to get up on her soapbox. “Of course a woman can be raped by her husband,” she declared. “It happens all the time. Howard raped me every time he touched me. All of my kids were the product of rape.” She said it with a cruel sort of matter-of-factness that tore right into me.


Hearing her, and feeling as though the eyes of everyone were now on me, I could only muster, “Well, that certainly makes me feel good. Thank you.”


I think her statement had an especially intense effect on me because I was the youngest child in the family. My parents’ relationship must have been near its end when I was conceived, which makes the likelihood that I was the product of one of the worst forms of violence that can be inflicted upon a woman even greater. Something about me and the way I viewed my position in the family changed forever.


Comments by my brothers deepened my feelings of estrangement in regard to my father. Steven, Robert, and Mark all lived with our father in Los Angeles at one time or another following our parents’ separation. When they separated, Howard moved to California and Miss Helen stayed in Cape. While she was happy to be free of Howard and his controlling and demeaning ways, she frequently let me know how heartbroken she was when the judge presiding over their divorce gave Steven, Robert, and Mark the choice of whether they wanted to live with Howard in sunny California or remain with Miss Helen in Cape. The promises of the beach and Disneyland were too much for my brothers, and they naturally chose to leave Miss Helen for a less-than-ideal life with Howard. When asked about life with Howard, they would reply, “That nigger is evil, pure evil. Don’t let him get his hooks into you. He’s a liar, and he will try to take advantage of you.”


As for me, I never saw my father, although I occasionally spoke to him on the phone. I didn’t believe he could be as bad as my mother and my brothers made him sound. Or maybe I just didn’t want to accept the possibility that a man like that could be my father.
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PROVIDING THE BACKDROP for this family was my hometown. Cape Girardeau is a hamlet about ninety-nine miles south of St. Louis, nestled along the western banks of the Mississippi. If you’ve heard of Cape, it’s probably because the right-wing radio host Rush Limbaugh was born there, which in its own way tells you a lot about the town.


Cape is the kind of place Mark Twain wrote about, and I doubt it has really changed much since the days of Huck Finn. It is a quiet town, save for the occasional wailing fire truck and the flashing lights of a police car pulling over a speeder. There is no smog, no bright neon lights. There is a band shell in the park for evening concerts in the summer, a perfect setting for taking the family with some lawn chairs, a blanket, and a cooler full of drinks and snacks. On Independence Day and other holidays, there are parades with proud school marching bands, clowns, fire trucks, and Shriners motoring around in brightly colored miniature cars paying homage to fallen veterans. Cape also has the typical county fair with dilapidated rides and prize livestock contests, as well as a sampling of local cuisine interspersed among the usual carnival fare of corn dogs, cotton candy, and funnel cakes. Cape is the type of town that closes down at night. When I was a youth, no one was expected to do anything on Sundays save for going to church. The blue laws made sure that nothing was sold on Sundays except for food.


Not only is religion the spiritual foundation of Cape, it is also an institution of racial division. Blacks go to black churches and whites go to white churches. I can never remember a white face in the churches I attended—although I never had much inclination to attend church beyond the excursions forced upon me by my mother. They thankfully ended around my early teens, when I found watching pro sports a better way to spend a Sunday.


The racial divisions in Cape affected much more than the churches. I lived part of my early childhood in a neighborhood called Marble City Heights, a hilly area in the central part of Cape. Unlike in other neighborhoods, the houses in the Heights were typically wood framed rather than brick. Some of the houses were nice, elegant homes, while others looked like a mishmash of materials found along the side of a highway and nailed together to form a ramshackle structure that would never pass a housing inspection.


One such house was the one next door to mine, where “Miss Emily” lived. It had siding in several mismatched colors, old wooden windows, flaking paint, and an assortment of junk strewn about the yard. Miss Emily was a rotund elderly woman of diminutive stature with pulled-back bluish-gray hair and a dark complexion. She had the typical features of the female elders, with knee-highs, false teeth, and a motherly face weathered and battered through the years. Known as the neighborhood watchdog, Miss Emily spent most of her day sitting on the porch observing all the goings-on in the neighborhood. Her house sat on a bit of an incline, so it seemed as if she and the house were looking down as you passed by. “Hi, Baby, how you doin’? Y’all stop messin’ ‘round in that street. Don’t make me get off this porch!” were the constants bellowed by Miss Emily up on her throne. I was always amazed at the strong voice coming from such a frail-looking elderly woman. If one didn’t respond with a “Hi, Miss Emily,” or “How you doin’, Miss Emily?” her radar seemed to go up and she kept an even keener eye out for any misdeeds you might be up to.


There was always respect for the elders of the neighborhood, which generally meant anyone with gray hair. The elder women were always greeted as “miss” and the men were always addressed as “mister.” Last names were rarely used. Not addressing an elder appropriately was almost as blasphemous as cursing in front of one’s parent.


Even though the occasional ice cream truck rolled through the streets, most of the neighborhood kids got ice cream from “Mr. Sam.” Typical of the male elders, Mr. Sam was a tall, light-skinned man with a plump belly and suspenders to hold his pants up. He had a wood-framed house that, like Miss Emily’s, was thrown together from random scraps of material. It was on a hill just above mine and hidden from public view by bushes and overgrowth. Mr. Sam sold ice cream from a big freezer on his enclosed front porch. He also sold an assortment of candy inside a small glass case. I pressed my face against that glass many a day, ogling the goodies inside. Like many of the elders, Mr. Sam knew everyone in the neighborhood. He made a point of knowing exactly what a patron’s usual purchase was.


Another area of Cape was Smelterville (usually pronounced something like “Smothahville”), a low-lying area right along the river. Like the Heights, Smelterville was predominantly black. All of the homes in Smelterville were downhill from the main road, where the pavement ended and the streets were gravel. It reminded me of the swamps I had seen on televised nature programs. The people of Smelterville seemed more southern to me than anyone else in Cape. The men I saw there typically wore overalls, while the women would have on flowered dresses and have their hair wrapped up in large handkerchiefs. The children were usually barefoot, and their clothes always seemed soiled. There was always a stray dog or cat wandering through the abandoned cars sitting alongside the houses.


When the city planners built the floodwall to protect the town, they did not extend it as far as Smelterville. As a result, Smelterville was notorious for being periodically decimated by floodwaters. The houses there were all propped up on stilts of some kind, either wood or stone blocks. However, this protection was never enough against the raging Mississippi, so the houses in Smelterville were in even more desperate condition than those in the Heights. Possibly because of the periodic flooding, there was always a particular smell associated with Smelterville—a dank, almost sweet odor that permeated the air and everything in the neighborhood.


The only reason I spent time in Smelterville was because my mother had friends there and liked to go to Porter’s, the local bar. I became quite familiar with Porter’s, as she usually took me along for social visits and occasional parties. It was a dark sort of place at the bottom of a graveled hill. There was a long vinyl-covered bar banked by swiveled bar stools and neon beer signs that provided just enough light for the tables that were scattered about the room. There was a jukebox, a pinball machine, a couple of small pool tables, and an area big enough to dance. I always liked going to Porter’s with my mother because it was the one place I knew that had moon pies. As she socialized, I made my pick of either a chocolate or a banana moon pie. The owner of the bar would occasionally give me a couple of quarters to play the pinball machine. In those days, pinball machines were set up with five balls per game as opposed to three. With my moon pie and pinball games, I would be happily occupied for a good amount of time and of no concern to my mother or any other adult there.


Then there was the last neighborhood I lived in, on South Middle Street. There were paved streets with sidewalks, streetlights, and no wooded areas. There were one or two wood-framed houses, but most of the houses were properly constructed of brick; they had basements and often a second floor. To me, coming from the Heights, these houses seemed like stately manors, and the move felt like going from the country to the city. However, just a couple of blocks over were the same sort of shacks I was used to seeing in the Heights.


To my amazement, most of the inhabitants of South Middle were white. This was the first time I had ever come so close to white folks. They had clearly been in that neighborhood for years, as they were all senior citizens who rarely ventured out of their houses. Apparently, they had missed the last “white flight” train taken by the middle-class refugees who’d abandoned that part of Cape years earlier.


The dark side of the neighborhood was a block away on the cross street, Good Hope. Whenever I heard about people “out on the streets”—including my brothers—I immediately thought of Good Hope. There were a couple of bars and a few scattered businesses, like a barbershop and machine-tool plant. People were always just standing around with forty-ounce beers or liquor bottles wrapped in brown paper bags or dragging on concealed joints. There was usually a craps game happening right out in the open, with the gamblers’ yells of confidence alternating with anguished cries of defeat.


One year, my school bus stop was on Good Hope, and while waiting for the bus I would notice the broken bottles and bloodstains adding color to the street. Good Hope was where I saw the drunks and winos. There was a difference between a normal drunk and a wino. A normal drunk typically drank beer or whiskey, got drunk on the weekends, and went home to sleep it off. A wino drank wine of any variety and usually of low quality—brands like Mad Dog 20/20, Night Train, and Boone’s Farm, among others. The wino was always drunk and constantly reeked of alcohol. The wino would never make it home. At their drunkest, the winos were staggering down the street aimlessly or passed out in puddles of their own urine.


Good Hope had a loudness I was not used to. Shouting and screaming from brutal fights or arguments was normal. I rarely saw police cars until I lived near Good Hope. In the early years, the police officers were always white, so their very presence on Good Hope was the epitome of white authority and a source of notable tension.


Living near Good Hope gave me a sense of what people meant by the word “ghetto.” However, my feeling was I didn’t live in the ghetto; I just lived near it. For me as a child, my home, the house on South Middle, was my world. I considered it my sanctuary, a safe haven from a dangerous world I didn’t belong to. But, my mother being the type of person she was—renowned for her prowess in the kitchen and the fact that she never turned anyone away—there were constant intruders into that haven. Miss Helen loved to entertain guests with a lively game of poker, a game called “bid-n-whiz” (at least that’s the way it sounded), or just sitting around, talking about whatever, over the background music from forty-fives on the record player. The one constant for any visitor was alcohol. Visitors would always bring beer, which my mother enjoyed, or something harder.


Though I detested the constant flow of visitors, I did notice how my mother was at her best with a house full of people. Those were the times she looked happiest. It was not so much from the alcohol, but because she enjoyed having people around.


Since I was always home, I took notice of everyone who came by. I kept my distance from them all, but I also stayed close enough to make observations. I trusted no one and took every opportunity to get back at them for intruding upon my fortress of solitude, especially when it came to the hard drinkers.


One of the visitors who would often come by was “Joe,” an old friend of my mother’s. As a wino, Joe preferred to drink cheap wine, but my mother wouldn’t allow him to bring that into her house. Instead, he would usually bring a bottle of Old Grand-Dad or some other strong drink that I considered little better than paint thinner. Joe always had a suit jacket on, regardless of whether it matched the rest of his ensemble.


Joe was always a source of entertainment for the household. When he was drunk, he would get quite emotional. Whenever the song “Misty Blue” was played on the record player, Joe would burst into tears. His wife had died many years earlier, and I think that song made him think of her and how much he missed her. It was quite a pathetic sight, this slobbering drunken man with tears streaming down his tightly closed eyes, mumbling his love for a long-departed wife over and over again.


One day, when Joe was passed out in a chair in our living room, I saw a great opportunity for mischief. I placed one receiver from my toy walkie-talkie behind a curtain just above Joe’s head, and positioned myself with the other receiver in the next room so I could watch him undetected. In the deepest voice I could muster as a ten-year-old, I said, “Joe… This is God, Joe.”


In his drunken haze, Joe stirred and mumbled, “Yes, Lord, I hear you.”


Holding back my laughter, I continued more sternly, “Joe, you have to stop drinking. Joe, you have to stop drinking.”


With his eyes closed and clutching his hands, Joe said, “I know Lord, but life is so hard, it’s so hard.” He began to cry.


“It’s okay, Joe, you will be okay. But please stop drinking,” I commanded. With his head down and his eyes still clenched shut, Joe raised his hands and said, “I hear you, Lord! I will stop drinking.” He then collapsed back into the chair and resumed his slumber.


Given his reaction, I sort of felt bad, but this was a drunk invading my home. Of course, he was back the next week, passed out in the same chair.


I found an escape in television. It showed me that there was a whole different, more pleasing world out there, and I longed for it. I didn’t see the television world as fantasy; it was more real and endearing to me than Cape. I spent hour after hour in front of the television not only watching, but also learning. When there were only the three network channels, I sat absorbed in Hee Haw, Barnaby Jones, Quincy, and the ABC movie of the week. Mutual of Omaha’s Wild Kingdom was my favorite nature show. There was no zoo in Cape, so that show was the closest I could get to seeing animals in the wild. I was fascinated by the different countries and cultures, especially when Jim Fowler ventured through darkest Africa in pursuit of big game.


When cable television arrived, the extra channels expanded my world beyond belief. News programs were my favorite. Walter Cronkite and the MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour became mainstays of my evenings. I still remember watching a special news report about how some man was resigning his job as president. The adults around me saw the news story in racial terms—“See how white folks are!”—but I found it interesting. Later, I took particular interest in the events of the Iran hostage crisis. Every day, I was glued to the set for updates, watching a president’s administration being destroyed by events beyond his control in a faraway foreign land.


Television provided the life tutors I lacked in reality. My idea of what it was to be a man came from watching Sidney Poitier movies like In the Heat of the Night; To Sir, with Love; and Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner. When I watched Poitier proudly declare, “They call me Mr. Tibbs!” I knew that this was the sort of black man I wanted to be.


Other shows epitomized family life for me. I liked to imagine the members of my own family affectionately saying good night to one another the way each episode of The Waltons ended. And I longed for a loving mother and father who bonded with one another using humor like the husband and wife in The Jeffersons—so different from the stinging insults and put-downs that passed for humor in my family.


Besides television, my other favorite pastime was going down to the Mississippi River, just a few blocks from the house on South Middle. I loved watching the majestic riverboats slowly making their way through the murky water, as well as the barges carrying mysterious cargo to unknown destinations. I spent hours imagining where the river could take me in the world: down past New Orleans, into the Gulf of Mexico, and from there to the Atlantic Ocean and the world beyond. In between daydreams, I practiced skipping stones. It was quite a personal accomplishment to make a tenner on the choppy Mississippi—though there was no one for me to share the accomplishment with.


Life for me was like being on an unguided tour, seeing a lot of things but with no one to explain them to me. Seemingly of no interest to anyone in my family or my hometown, I merely faded into the background like a nondescript stranger. For all intents and purposes, I was not really there—more like a ghost drifting through life than a flesh-and-blood member of a larger society.















CHAPTER TWO



Neither Black nor White


MISSOURI WAS THE LAST STATE TO OFFICIALLY ABOLISH SLAVERY, and a stubborn refusal to abandon the old ways was certainly reflected in the mind-set of Cape Girardeau’s inhabitants, white and black. The Cape I grew up in was starkly divided along racial lines.


When I was growing up, there were few places where blacks and whites intersected. They made chitchat in the shops sometimes, but I rarely saw much more than that. Countless folks would visit my mother’s house, but only a handful of whites ever crossed her doorstep. When one did, it usually meant trouble of some kind, often involving the police.


I don’t think I saw more than a handful of white kids until I reached middle school, which in Cape started in seventh grade. Although all the grade school kids of the town converged at that point, the middle school was integrated in appearance only. We arrived and departed on different buses, the lunchroom tables were strictly divided by color, and the playground looked like a sort of modern art painting, with distinct fields of separate colors, never blending.


For me, the one exception to this normal separation was my friend “Arnold.” Arnold lived a few blocks from my house on South Middle, and looking back I realize that he must have been what folks thought of as white trash, because he lived suspiciously close to a black neighborhood. We met for the first time at May Greene, one of the principally black primary schools in Cape, and Arnold became my first best friend. We began spending a lot of time together—riding bikes, sharing toys, and doing all the normal things that childhood friends are supposed to do. I never thought of Arnold as “my white friend.” The only thing I really noticed was how his house had a different smell than mine. It always reminded me of a Sanford and Son episode where Fred Sanford, played by Redd Foxx, commented that “white folks’ houses don’t have any smell in them!” Despite the lack of flavor in his house, we got along just fine.


One day when I was about eight or nine, it dawned on me that Arnold was really different, at least in the eyes of others. He and I were wrestling in my front yard when a couple of older black guys from a neighborhood even rougher than ours walked past. One of them gazed upon us with a look of pure contempt. “Look at that shit!” he exclaimed, and snorted with disapproval. Somehow I understood what he meant.
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