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The revolution will not be televised.


—GIL SCOTT-HERON


















PROLOGUE



It took Ragin screaming in their faces on the corner of Fifth and Market for people to notice him. That’s how easy he was to ignore. Thin, light-skinned, glasses. And those clothes, you know the clothes, almost a uniform for people living on the streets—dirty jeans and too-large shoes, shirt upon shirt upon shirt. The sort of guy people ignore until he’s shouting at them, and then it’s like he appeared from nowhere, by magic, a problem without a source, angry and raising hell over crimes committed against him yesterday or the week before, maybe a decade before. But he kept turning it up and eventually got so combative someone called the cops, which says something about how worked up he was, considering, in the early ’80s, Pittsburgh’s Market Square was overrun by crime and drugs, by pigeons. By countless men just like this one. People did their best to keep moving, one look—don’t look—and you’re sucked in. Now they were sucked in, all those people staring. And not one of them knew his name.


Across town, John Moon sat in a four-wheel-drive Suburban with his job (Pittsburgh EMS) and title (supervisor) painted on the door. Outwardly John seemed constructed to blend, with his average height and weight, those soft features. Inside he was a bundle of contrasts. Northern raised but a Southern accent. Mid-thirties but a string of past lives. Loved Angela Davis and the afro but polite to the point (almost) of deference. He wore silver-framed glasses that he occasionally slid back into place with a long, thin finger. Inside his car, the radio played softly, a Jackie Wilson song maybe or the jazz guitar of Wes Montgomery. His truck was spotless, gleaming, the uniform freshly pressed. Everything about him, all that he owned, was carefully tended with the meticulous pride of a man who once had nothing. Outside his window, clouds slipped past in the Pittsburgh sky.


Back at Market Square, the police arrived with a slam of car doors. Ragin was wound up, and they watched from a distance, sifting through a thousand scenarios for the one that brought this… whatever you wanted to call it, to an end the quickest. Contain and control. One of the cops reached for his radio.


The two-way in John’s truck crackled. Along with radio traffic from his crews on the street, he kept an ear on the police radio too. Better to know what’s coming before it arrives. What arrived that afternoon, floating up from the speaker in a burst of static, caught his attention: “Black male at Fifth and Market. Possible psych. Combative.” John knew without having to be told that it was Ragin in the street. That he could get angry and loud and that when he did, people got nervous. He knew that Ragin had peered over the edge and slipped, that he’d come untethered from reality and probably he was harmless, but the cops didn’t know that, and they were in charge now. What they did next could be anything. John slipped the key into the ignition, turned it, and pumped the gas pedal until the Suburban roared to life.


Downtown Pittsburgh is a near-perfect triangle of land formed by the Monongahela and Allegheny rivers as they join to create a third, the Ohio, a confluence marked by the site of the eighteen-century remains of Fort Duquesne—a trophy from the French and Indian War known now as Point State Park. A few blocks to the east sits Market Square, and it’s here, next to an oyster house that was once (maybe) a stop along the Underground Railroad, that John found Ragin wrestling with the cops.


John cursed out loud, then yanked the wheel and pulled the Suburban to a quick stop along the curb, reaching for the two-way radio to tell the dispatcher he was on-scene.


“Medic 30.” Already throwing the truck into park.


“Go ahead, Medic 30,” the dispatcher called back.


“Show me out at Fifth and Market.” Swinging open the door.


Market Square tingled with the electric pulse of danger. The crowd was jittery and tense as Ragin—scared, angry, and disoriented, rapidly coming unspooled in the street—screamed at the cops, who in turn had a hold of his arms and were trying to drag him to the ground. The cops hadn’t yet hit him or cuffed him, but John could feel their anger and frustration even from here, on the outer edges of the crowd. He stepped into the clearing.


“Mind if I try?”


One of the cops swung his head just enough to catch the white gleam of a uniform as John, hands on hips, drew to a stop with the deliberate assurance of a conductor appraising his audience. This nonchalance was a learned habit, the product of over a dozen years on an ambulance, leaping daily onto the back of emergencies big and small. To practice medicine in the street a paramedic must first gain control of the environment—come in too hot, swept up in the panic and rush, and everything goes to hell. Instead, John approached Ragin and the cops, too, the way he would any scene. Like a drop of reason in the swirling waters of chaos. He nodded toward Ragin.


“I know him. Why don’t you let me have a word?” John’s voice was gentle, half an octave higher than you’d expect, a syrupy Southern accent kids had once mocked him for smoothed over by time to a rolling lilt. He now had both cops’ attention and kept talking, asking how and when all this started, and after a moment—John standing there the whole time, an easy presence within arm’s reach—they let go of Ragin. With the fighting stopped, the screaming stopped too. Tension broke all at once like a release valve had finally burst open, and at last everyone could breathe.


John stepped forward, the crowd still watching. He kept his hands relaxed at his sides, his voice just loud enough to be heard.


“How’s it going, Ragin?” Nothing. “What’s going on?”


John kept at it, easing close but not too close, trying to penetrate the fog of psychosis or alcohol or drugs—or maybe all three—not to mention the fear and anger, the confusion of the moment. When he got within whispering distance, Ragin finally turned to him, his face twisted and angry, eyes vacant. John pressed on.


“It’s John.” A smile. “Remember?”


A look of recognition flashed in Ragin’s eyes, though it might’ve been only the recognition that John’s was a friendly face. He relaxed as the coiled spring inside him slowly went loose. That was the signal the cops had been waiting for, the evidence of de-escalation that freed them from having to fix the situation, and they slowly returned to their car with an air of nothing-to-see-here that rippled through the crowd.


As everyone left, John ushered Ragin to a low stone wall, where the two men leaned in silence while Ragin caught his breath. These two had once known each other, in a different time, another life, but to look at the man before him now made John’s heart sink. This wasn’t Ragin, not really. John had bumped into him here recently, on a good day, when Ragin knew who and where he was, yet even then John could see the issues. Covered over but not hidden, exacerbated by alcohol and drugs.


What set him off this afternoon John couldn’t say, though how the two of them ended up here, at Market Square, one wearing a supervisor’s uniform, the other a moldering bundle of clothes, was a story neither new nor unique whose details, like songlines, reached back over decades and across borders to trace the geography of their lives. It started just a few blocks from where they now stood, in the basement of Presbyterian-University Hospital, when a small group of Black men—some forty-four students in all—were selected to take the world’s first paramedic course. Nothing of its kind, not even the word paramedic, existed at the time, and yet they dedicated themselves to it, paused and even walked away from their lives for it. Nearly a year of intense study followed, a long swim in water so deep that half of them, submerged to near-drowning, didn’t finish. Those who did would go on to staff a pioneering ambulance service called Freedom House, work that would change the world, truly, and inspire a whole nation—John included—to follow them. Ragin had been one of those men.


He’d been part of a new era in emergency medicine, took ideas, practices, and technology just then being developed and carried it all out into the street to serve a population who for decades had little access to health care and even less reason to believe that, when it finally arrived, it would be delivered by their own neighbors. He was part of the front line, forever changing how Americans live and die.


That Ragin and the rest of the original class were Black men would’ve been remarkable now, in 1984, or even a decade earlier, but in ’67, when they started, it was unthinkable. They got pushback from all sides, hand-wringing and head-shaking that carried with it the usual justifications, but the subtext was there, it’d always been there, and sometimes it wasn’t even subtext, but the actual text. Even as Freedom House was making history, across town a white truck driver passing a line of Black demonstrators protesting discriminatory hiring practices in the construction industry leaned from the window of his truck to yell, “Want a job, n—s? Join the army!” It was the same old story, the anger of one part of America brought to bear against the wishes of another. The paramedics knew it well.


As much as possible they ignored it—the job was too consuming, too important—but still it felt as if the whole thing was built to fail. Probably that’s what made the way it ended so painful. They didn’t fail. They succeeded, wildly. Paramedicine as they practiced it—practically invented it—worked; it saved lives. It became a fixture, spawned a subculture, inspired a hit TV show. It was the rare innovation so intuitive and obvious that in hindsight no one could imagine or even remember a life without it. But in the end that wasn’t enough, and the Freedom House medics were replaced by people who followed what they did but looked nothing like them at all.


The way it ended affected each of the guys who’d been there differently. Some went on to other fields, other cities. For Ragin, maybe the best paramedic of them all, it meant a slow tumble from normal life. Underemployment, then unemployment, living on one or another of his friends’ couches until he ran out of couches. Out of friends. And now he was here.


Things had gone differently for John. Asked how he had defied the odds to survive and keep climbing, John would point to an unstable life made harder by fate. He started with nothing then lost even that, but he refused to go away. And it was in the fighting back that he found reserves of strength and a fierce self-reliance fueled by a wild anger that roiled just beneath the surface.


The same forces that tried to bury him—redlining, urban renewal, poverty, indifference, racism—had ultimately turned him into a survivor, and in that sense, though John wasn’t the first or the best, he perfectly embodied all that Freedom House had stood for.


And now here he stood, next to a man whose fate by almost any measure should’ve been his own. Maybe Ragin was Freedom House, too, just one more facet of a proud but complicated legacy. John turned to him, nodded.


“Ragin, man, how you doing?”


A lot had changed since those days. And a lot hadn’t, so much that it made you wonder if things would ever change.


“It’s John.” He held a fist out for Ragin to thump. “From Freedom House. I know you remember that.”













BOOK ONE














CHAPTER ONE



On a night like any other, pinned somewhere along the dreary timeline of another cold, endless Pittsburgh winter, two men entered Montefiore Hospital and changed the trajectory of John Moon’s life.


It was 1971, the year of the Pentagon Papers and the Attica Prison Riot, the year Disney World opened and Jim Morrison died. John was twenty-two, on his own, and working his second job since graduating high school. His first didn’t last long. The J&L Steel Mill was a tough place, dangerous and exhausting, barely worth the effort—what good was money you were too tired to enjoy? Not that he could just up and quit. He had a wife, Betty, whom he’d met in high school. They married in 1969, and their first son, John Jr., was born later that year. Even with Betty working as a nurse’s aide at Shadyside Hospital, money was tight. If John was going to quit, he’d need something else first. One day at work he was talking about wanting to get out of the steel mill, his friends just nodding along, when one of them made a suggestion. He knew of a job, he said. Good money, no two days the same, career field with a thousand options. Sky’s the limit. John asked what it was, and the guy pointed at him as if he’d laid his finger on the truth and said, “Hospital orderly.”


By ’71, John had been listening to the sploosh of bedpans emptying for almost three years, feeling that somewhere along the way he’d taken a wrong turn, that there had to be something more. And then, as he stuffed a set of rumpled sheets into a hamper, that something more walked into his life.


It was late when it happened. John was working in Two East, one of Montefiore’s oldest wings—now full of cancer patients, surgical cases—when from the far end of a quiet and otherwise deserted corridor he heard garbled voices coming in over a two-way radio. He’d just stepped into a patient’s room and couldn’t see where the sound was coming from until it passed right by the door. Two figures, large and moving slowly, draped head to toe in white like angels from a high school passion play. John thought they might be orderlies too, but why they’d be here on his floor, with a radio, he couldn’t imagine.


“I’ll be right back,” he whispered to his patient before stepping outside to get a better look.


He got only as far as the doorway when the stretcher came jamming into the room, John barely out of the way in time to keep from being run over by two men in white and the charge nurse right behind them. Nobody so much as glanced in his direction, as if he wasn’t there at all. One minute John’s taking care of a patient, the next minute the patient is theirs.


“Mr. Smith,” the first man said as he eased up alongside the bed. “We’re here to take you home.”


The patient looked up with the placid, animal eyes of a man with no control over the moment. “Is it cold?”


“Sure is,” said the second man as he slid their stretcher alongside the bed. “But we got a blanket here for you, so you’re gonna be just fine.”


One, two, go, and they lifted the patient, swiftly, with great care, onto their stretcher, then buckled the lap belt with a sharp click. John still had no idea who these guys were except to say that they definitely weren’t orderlies. Their uniforms were white like his but cut differently—more like button-up jackets with Nehru collars and sewn-on patches—plus there was the radio that one of them wore on his hip. John couldn’t take his eyes off the radio. It was turned down to a whisper but never silent, filling the air with a stream of encoded words he didn’t understand, like distant voices reaching out from some other planet. Now with the patient loaded, they were leaving. Once again they eased right by John and slipped out with a nod to the nurse. Here was a woman who only ever acknowledged John when she needed something, a patient needing to be moved or those damn bedpans, but he couldn’t help but notice that now, to these guys, she nodded back.


The men moved back down the hall as if gliding, silent except for the alien murmur of the two-way, then rounded a corner, and with that they were gone. The whole encounter hadn’t taken thirty seconds.


John looked around the empty room, wondering if he’d really seen what he’d just seen or if it was all in his head, one of those tricks the mind plays in the quiet hallucinatory hours at the end of a long night shift. His thoughts spun and whirred, questions, ideas, realizations, but all he managed to say—and he said it out loud, astonished and in disbelief—was, “Those were Black guys.”


There’s no way to overstate this, the rarity, in 1971, for a pair of Black men to wander into a hospital as if they owned the place, autonomous of its hierarchy, in a role they alone occupied and controlled. They carried themselves confidently and boldly, as if they not only belonged but were in charge. John looked around. “How are they able to do that?”


Before he even realized what he was doing, John was out the door and halfway down the hall. He was supposed to be stripping sheets from the bed, cleaning the room for whatever patient came next, or prepping another for discharge or surgery, some menial orderly task. Instead, he slipped around the corner and reached the elevator in a near trot and pressed the down arrow, waited impatiently for the car to arrive, then stepped inside and madly pressed the button for the ground floor.


The doors shuddered open, and John rushed out into the quiet of an empty hall. No sign of the men or their patient or the radio. He tried to guess which way they’d gone but couldn’t be certain. Montefiore was originally built in 1929, had been expanding ever since, and was now less a hospital than a constellation of buildings spread over entire city blocks.


There was no telling where they were. They were gone.


WHY JOHN WAS in the hospital that night had as much to do with the mundane realities of scheduling as it did with pure, unforeseen chance.


Life as an orderly wasn’t inspiring, but it was steady and honest and wouldn’t have been that bad—as far as first(ish) jobs go—if it hadn’t been for the fact that every day the important work of saving lives was happening all around him. Initially built to serve the city’s Jewish population, Montefiore had joined the ranks of research and teaching facilities in 1957, when it became part of the University of Pittsburgh’s medical system. By the time John arrived a little over a decade later, he was surrounded by technology and equipment, an assembly of minds and ideas that brought the full power of Western medicine to bear in the battle to preserve human life. That spirit of wonder and excitement, that glamour, was in the air, and it buoyed everyone around him. The doctors were young and perched atop a pedestal; when not treating patients, they were chasing the nurses who seemed dead set on marrying a doctor, which made them easy, almost jubilant prey.


For the orderlies, almost all of whom were Black, it was different. John was at the bottom of the ladder or near to it at least. One step up from the janitors, depending on who was asking. Orderlies were a necessary evil, something to be tolerated and utilized but never engaged or included. Unless something went missing from a patient’s room, and then the first glance of suspicion was always cast at the orderlies. They’re known for stealing things, you know. In good times when things were running as they should, and the floor wasn’t understaffed or overcrowded, when a patient’s watch and rings, her necklaces, billfold, and silk scarf all sat untouched and accounted for at the foot of her bed, no one wanted to talk to the orderlies. The patients took note of this and, along with whatever suppositions they’d carried in with them, treated John—even as they looked to him for comfort and compassion—much as the doctors and nurses did. And the doctors and nurses treated him as if they existed on another plane. In many ways, they did.


Working for, around, and beneath doctors, handling the messy, menial jobs that no one else would touch, John wondered why he couldn’t do more. It was the same vague notion of wanting to be bigger and more important, to be better, that had made him restless at the steel mill, only here, at Montefiore, his drive crystallized into a clear-eyed goal. Inside these walls, John could be more than just a scared child or an angry teenager, a frustrated young man trying to provide for a family. Limited as it was, the job revealed a potential for compassion and empathy that he didn’t know he possessed and that could, if allowed to grow, give him an identity. Medicine was the place where he could make his mark, but how he’d take that next step and begin this journey wasn’t at all clear. Until now.


And so alone in the hospital’s predawn quiet, he was kicking himself. All that night and into the next morning, he couldn’t shake the feeling that somewhere out there guys very much like him were getting to do something he’d never imagined possible, and that their arrival had presented an opportunity—or at least its possibility—but he’d let it slip away.


TWO WEEKS LATER, John was in the OR, sent to roll a patient from surgery back to the wing. He didn’t know that a mile away, maybe less, maybe within walking distance, as he unlocked the stretcher to begin his trek to Two East, an emergency was happening. They happen all the time, disasters unfolding in a minor key, too small to be noticed by anyone but those sent in to fix them. It could’ve been anything, but probably the whole thing unfolded like this.


It starts with a phone call. There’s no preamble for rescuers. One minute they’re laughing or reading, finally set to take the first bite of a sandwich they’ve waited all night to eat, and then the phone rings.


The dispatcher answers, and the two men next up freeze, motionless except for their eyes, which cut from each other to her and back. Waiting for the sign, hopping up when they get it. The details of the call are quickly jotted down on a piece of paper ripped from a pad and handed over as they hustle out. A million things separate doctors from medics, and among them, on a list that includes education and training and pay, overlooked by everyone who’s never confronted the peculiar realities of the job, is that medics have no specialty. They’re expected to handle anything from a human in labor to a human on fire. Often consecutively and in no particular order. The call that night in Pittsburgh could’ve been an assault at the Bedford Dwellings, an overdose on Crawford, or a shooting in Homewood. Maybe a jumper on the Fort Duquesne Bridge. Or the Fort Pitt Bridge. Or any of the bridges spanning Sixth, Seventh, Ninth, or Tenth streets.


But probably it’s a middle-aged man with chest pain and difficulty breathing. It is most certainly on a street they know well and walked as boys, a home they’ve passed a thousand times. It’s entirely possible that whoever’s dying that night is someone they know. Once they pull up in their ambulance, they rush in and set to work immediately. There’s so little time when someone’s slipping through your fingers. Maybe family members are screaming from the edge of that chaotic little bubble as the paramedics lay their patient flat on the floor and open his shirt.


A quick check for breathing—nope—then a breath of stale air from a portable device called a bag-valve mask. Then another. Fill the lungs. Next a pulse check—nope again. Their own pulses by now are bounding. The patient will be lost soon, beyond reach, and that realization, the adrenaline, it’s overwhelming.


They begin CPR right there on the floor. Two hands placed over the breastbone for fifteen compressions followed by two breaths, a cycle they repeat without pause all the way to the hospital. But first they’ve got to carry him down the steps and across the lawn, bundle him into the ambulance for the mad rush across the city. When they get to Montefiore, the driver hops out and helps his partner with the stretcher, and together they rush their dying patient through the doors, banging from darkness into light.


And John just so happened to be standing there when they did.


He’d dropped his patient off on Two East and was on break and near the entrance when the quiet of a late-night hospital was interrupted by a burst of chaos. The doors flung open, and there they were, the guys he’d seen before. Maybe not the same guys, but from the same place. That much he knew. He recognized the jackets. And their attitude. But this time there was no ease to their step, no gentle murmur from the radio. They were all intensity, working desperately on the lifeless patient flopped on their stretcher, hauling ass, and headed right for him.


John jumped out of the way. He pressed his back to the wall, and everything began to slow. His eyes fell to the patient, limp and half-covered beneath a single sheet. He looked to the guys pushing the stretcher. One held the portable ventilator to the patient’s face with his bare hands, breathing for him with each careful squeeze of the bag. He was focused and alert, attuned, fully in rhythm with the patient’s dire state. His partner on the other side of the stretcher wasn’t looking at the patient at all but rather somewhere down the hall. John followed his gaze and saw a doctor. The man beckoned to the physician with a single outstretched arm, and without hesitation the doctor followed them around the corner and into a room.


And just that fast they were gone. The quiet of night returned as if nothing had ever happened. Swallowed them right up. John stood with his back pressed to the cold tile wall, thinking about what he’d just seen. Their white jackets carried words that were opaque to him. On a round patch, the words Freedom House Ambulance formed a circle around a medical cross. Stitched on their breast pockets was paramedic. Five minutes ago, the word would’ve meant nothing, but now.… In John’s mind it summed up their ability and focus, the hardened look of confidence in their eyes. The fact that a doctor had followed them, taken orders from them. The word was a mystery, an answer to a question he didn’t know how to ask.


Somewhere out there, beyond the doors of the hospital, something important was happening, something that couldn’t be ignored. Through his quiet years and then the angry ones when he was unreachable and out of control, the extravagant ones, too, when he walked down the street in the loudest clothes he could find—all eyes on me—that whole time what John wanted was a place in this world where he felt he counted. For years his life was something that happened to him, as if he was there but not essential. Helplessness. Frustration. Anger. It all stemmed from a nagging sense of insignificance, but here, packed inside this word—paramedic—was a way to be seen. To matter.















CHAPTER TWO



John Moon was born in Atlanta, at Grady Memorial, a hospital that hid his mother away in its Black-only section like a secret so that none of its staff or equipment, not even the bed onto which he was delivered, would be used for white babies. The city was and remains ambivalent about this legacy. Grady’s an Atlanta institution, loved and hated, vitally necessary and yet was so strictly segregated that even after its 1965 integration it was still referred to as the Gradies. It has always sat in the historic heart of Black Atlanta, Sweet Auburn, just a few doors down from the spot where Alonzo Herndon, formerly enslaved, opened the Atlanta Life Insurance Company and became the city’s first Black millionaire. Grady is also the place where, just four months after John was born, Gone with the Wind author Margaret Mitchell died after being struck by a car on Peachtree Street. It is an auspicious place to begin life.


John began his on April 2, 1949, the first of two children for Elzora and Clinton Moon. By the time his sister, June, was born two years later, the family lived just north of downtown in a tangle of unpaved side streets and alleyways known as Buttermilk Bottom. How to describe the Bottom? It was a mid-twentieth-century urban neighborhood banished, by decree and neglect, to a nineteenth-century existence, named for the smell of sewage backflowing into the street, and whose two thousand residents, African Americans mostly, worked as help in the nearby mansions. By the time John came along, most of those big houses were gone, victims either to fire or progress, and so jobs, like electricity and phone or trash service, were something people in Buttermilk Bottom didn’t have. Occasionally, because they could, drunk white men drove through at night firing guns.


The Moons lived on Ellis Street, the southern fringe of the neighborhood, in a tiny house with a tar-paper roof, a wood-burning stove, kerosene lamps, and no indoor plumbing. Wedged alongside them and heading off in every direction were cobbled-together shacks with boards missing from the walls. In some places the shacks had been replaced by decrepit two-story apartments with sagging porches that swayed under the weight of children at play. Stilts and cinder blocks lifted homes above the trash and standing water that lined the streets, and that helped but not enough. Typhoid remained an occasional but stubborn problem.


The Moonses’ house had a single room and one bed the whole family slept in. A log had to be lit to cook even the simplest of meals, though there wasn’t much to cook anyhow. The children went without food and shoes, without going to school. John and June had no idea they were poor, and Clinton, who worked as a handyman, was gone all day. So it was Elzora, stuck at home with no distractions, no wonderful and youthful ignorance of what was happening, who suffered the most. She understood perfectly well where she was and that she’d never get out, a permanence she never seemed to square with. Her truth tomorrow was her truth today, a life in which every drop of water had to be carted in from outside, in which needs were ignored because they couldn’t be met. Her life was a trap to be escaped. So she drank.


“Long as I’m not working,” she’d say, “I can get drunk.”


Alcohol was a way of life in the Bottom, most of it moonshine. A couple times a week bootleggers disappeared, off to some hidden still on the outskirts of town. When they returned, the trunks of their mud-spattered cars were full of moonshine, which was then hidden under the eaves of a safehouse and sold by the jar. It was public knowledge, but you drank it privately at home. Get caught drinking outside—or even inside but visible from outside—and the cops hauled you off to jail. So Elzora drank at home. Every day she’d scrape together what money she could, then head out, returning a few minutes later with a jar tucked under her arm. It was an action that became the routine, background music as John played in the yard. He’d hear the clinking of coins and a slamming door, footsteps down the front walk. The metallic zing of a tin lid turning loose atop a glass mason jar. It was only later, after John was grown and had watched his friends and neighbors struggle to find their own way, that he realized for his mother these were the sounds of escape, but also confinement, the whole thing a prelude to the warm splash of moonshine burning down her throat and settling in her stomach. Most nights Clinton came home to find her passed out and the kids running free. He’d wake her, and then came the fighting and yelling, the cussing, both kids slipping out of sight until it was over.


For John, staying home with a mom who was there, but also not, had its perks. He and June got their affection and attention from Clinton, so what they felt was less neglect than freedom. John woke early and got dressed. Breakfast was whatever he could scrounge, lunch too, and then he was out the door. He ran the dusty alleys, played among the heaps of scrap wood and old tires. He hung around with the other kids, threw rocks and raised hell, but his favorite spot was under the house. He’d shimmy under the porch and lie there, unseen, watching. Mostly it was just people walking by. Arguing, laughing. Living their lives.


Sometimes it was more. The cops came a lot. John would watch as they walked around looking for moonshine, jabbing their metal-tipped canes under the houses to smash the jars. It was futile; surely even the cops knew that for every mason jar they burst, plenty more made their way in. Certainly, John knew it. Heard the creak of the floorboards above his head, Elzora’s footsteps down the front walk. The zing of the lid. He heard it but didn’t realize how much. It was too much.


It happened in October 1956. His mother went over to a neighbor’s house and stayed late, drank until she passed out, and had to be carried home. Everyone in the Bottom kept their windows open to ease the stifling heat, and as the children slept, the steady thrum of cicadas from outside was suddenly replaced by muffled curses as Clinton struggled to get Elzora up the steps and into the house. John woke to the sound of boots shuffling on the bare wood floor as his mother was placed down beside him. Then the noise settled. So did John. He rolled over and drifted back to sleep. A few hours later he was up again.


“John.”


It was Clinton, shaking him. “Get up. Get up, now.”


John slowly opened his eyes and looked around. It was dark, and June was asleep. His mother was there too, though she hadn’t moved. His father stood over him.


“Go on next door,” Clinton said, an edge to his voice. “Take June with you. And you stay there till I tell you.”


John rose and woke June. Together in pajamas, they tiptoed through the dirt to their neighbor’s house, and there they waited, uncertain and scared. Eventually, a couple men came and removed their mother’s body, but John still couldn’t make sense of what was happening, too young to understand this was forever, that all those trips down the alley for mason jars had added up, each sip slowly stealing her away.


Notice of Elzora’s passing was listed among the city’s “colored” obituaries in the Atlanta Constitution, and the day after that, October 18, 1956, she was laid to rest at Hanley’s Bell Street Funeral Home, the same place where, twelve years later, the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr.’s family would gather before his burial. John was lifted so he could get one last look at his mother before they closed her coffin.


He was seven years old.


WHAT FOLLOWED WAS hazy, confusing, the murk of clouds and a storm-tossed sea. Days, weeks, months—ultimately an entire year—passed in a blur of flattened time. Unable to fully comprehend that their mother was gone and would never return, John and June were nonetheless left to pick up the pieces and divine not just what had happened but also where to go from there. Their father was the one they’d always clung to, and while that bond remained, strengthened even, things were different. Clinton was gone most of the time when Elzora was alive, and that didn’t change just because she was dead. He went to work every morning, except now John and June were left alone. John was expected to take care of himself and his younger sister, to not burn the house down, and also, come evening, to be there waiting when their father got home.


But home, too, became an ephemeral concept, shifting and insecure. There was talk of a highway coming through, of the government taking their land.


“Ain’t no negotiating,” John heard his father say. “No trying to buy the house, assistance—nothing. They’re just coming.”


The future was finally arriving in Buttermilk Bottom, and it most definitely would not include the people who lived there. A highway was slated to run through the center of town, and it would claim a number of homes, while a plan for urban renewal (which appeared time and again in John’s life) just then being drawn up would take care of the rest.


IN BEING EVICTED, having their home demolished and neighbors scattered, the Moons weren’t alone. Coast to coast, Americans were being kicked loose and sent adrift by forces beyond their control. Just a few years later, in 1962, more than twenty thousand Black families would lose not only their homes but their neighborhoods and friends, all sense of community—everything—to a sweeping and ambitious but viciously destructive policy known as urban renewal. Under this program, which began in 1955 and ran into the ’70s, the federal government paid for cities to tear down and then redevelop neighborhoods where housing and infrastructure were deemed substandard.


This meant that families who’d built a life amid all this substandard housing and infrastructure, quite often Black, watched as their homes were condemned and then torn down, their stores, churches, and corner hangouts all leveled. Entire streets were rerouted or simply disappeared, until finally the map of what had been was empty. They were promised, in exchange for all this, public or subsidized housing, though in the end this too proved to be empty.


But life is subjective, and to the other America, the one that would never taste the dust of its own pulverized homes, urban renewal was the chemical bond that linked exploding mid-century ambitions with edgy Cold War jitters. In the 1950s, American cities—the lifeblood of US industrial power—were belly-flopping. White Flight. The proliferation of cars. Businesses lighting out for the boonies, where land was abundant and cheap. Like any migration there was a whole raft of reasons why cities were emptying, but taken in the aggregate it meant that the suburb was now king. Urban America was rapidly drained of residents, businesses, and, most importantly, money. In New York and Chicago—not to mention the hundreds of smaller towns like San Antonio and Tacoma, which had far less cash on hand—the situation was dire. Alarmists picked up on the thread, depicting all this inner-city decay as something that the Soviet Union, which after all was out there somewhere, lurking, could prey upon. An influx of federal construction dollars to rebuild the cities and project American power seemed a perfect way to save the country from threats both within and without.


Grant applications—approved almost immediately—started rolling in, their freshly typed pages setting in motion thousands of wrecking balls that wouldn’t stop swinging for nearly two decades. Whole neighborhoods were razed. In their place came highways, medical centers, and shopping malls. New York City got the Lincoln Center; Milwaukee got a significantly expanded Marquette University; Portland expanded Legacy Emanuel Hospital.


By the early ’60s, billions had been spent on urban renewal, and tens of thousands of houses were being torn down every year. Philadelphia, San Francisco, Boston, Portland—more than six hundred cities emerged from the waters born again. Urban renewal was changing the face of America with little thought given to the fate of the removed. The universities and the highways, all those shopping centers, they each cost a community its home. In Southern California, three hundred Mexican American families were evicted from Chavez Ravine to make way for what was to be a housing project but instead became a brand-new baseball stadium built as part of Los Angeles’s successful bid to lure the Dodgers out of Brooklyn.


“URBAN RENEWAL… MEANS Negro removal.” When James Baldwin said these words on May 24, 1963, he was in a state of high agitation. The intellectual, writer, and activist had just come from a meeting with Attorney General Robert Kennedy that devolved into a shouting match over race relations in Northern cities. Afterward, Baldwin was scheduled to record an interview with psychologist and activist Dr. Kenneth Clark, who’d also been present at the meeting with Kennedy. Baldwin was so flustered he tried to beg off, suggesting they go out for a drink instead. But the interview went on as scheduled, and after collecting his thoughts, Baldwin trained his fury on the truths and effects of urban renewal.


“A boy last week, he was sixteen in San Francisco, told me… he said, ‘I got no country. I got no flag.’ And I couldn’t say, ‘you do.’ I don’t have the evidence to prove that he does.” In grainy black-and-white footage Baldwin weaves in his seat, bobbing as if to dodge some ugly truth buzzing around his head. “They were tearing down his house because San Francisco is engaging, as most Northern cities are now engaged, in something called urban renewal. Which means getting Negros out.”


The slums slated for demolition were largely Black and had been created by the very system that now considered them a barrier to progress. The evidence was everywhere. Take redlining, in which federal and local governments, along with the private sector, actively worked together to deny entire neighborhoods home loans and essential services. The residents of these areas slated for “renewal” were minorities, underserved and overcharged, unable to improve what they owned or buy homes elsewhere. The neighborhoods became segregated became ghettos became slums, and now the slums were being torn down. With no provision for those who lived there.


The numbers are jarring.


In Philadelphia and Detroit, more than two-thirds of the families removed were minorities. In Durham, North Carolina, the number was 74 percent, while in St. Louis it was nearly 95. Almost thirteen hundred minority families in Lubbock, Texas. Five thousand in Cincinnati. The housing that was promised in exchange was delayed, was inadequate, or simply never arrived. Displaced families were crammed into communities already pressed to the edge. Overcrowding was so bad in Chicago that children had to take shifts going to school, half in the morning and half in the afternoon. Same in Cleveland. Similar stories played out in Newark, in Harlem and Watts, in Memphis, places that unsurprisingly would become flashpoints for the riots of the mid-1960s. To wit: the 1966 Hough Riots in Cleveland closely followed the relocation of a large number of Black families to Garden Valley, a housing project built on a dump.


Back in Atlanta, housing was torn down to expand Georgia Tech. The neighborhoods of Mechanicsville, Peoplestown, and Summerville were demolished to make way for Fulton County Stadium, which helped coax the Braves out of Milwaukee. And finally, after years of speculation and whispers, the wrecking ball came for Buttermilk Bottom, where John grew up. Its three thousand people were removed and their homes demolished to build a highway and a civic center. Of all the thousands who lost their homes—residents of a modern city who for so long lived without power or running water, who stepped over sewage backflowing onto their dirt streets—only a fraction would be offered housing in the newly developed Bedford Pines housing project.


Homes gone. Communities erased. And in their wake, a profound sense of dispossession one psychiatrist called “rootshock.” Nearly 98 percent of Atlantans who would experience, in one form or another, rootshock were people of color.


“Now we’re talking about human beings,” James Baldwin said that May afternoon in 1963, his eyes perhaps not dodging but attempting to pin down the culprit. “Not some abstraction called the Negro Problem. These are Negro boys and girls.”


SPECIFICALLY, THEY WERE John and June.


When the family was put out, gone too was John’s safe place beneath the eave and the bedroom he’d once shared with his mother. The Moons moved, then moved again. The rumors continued: a highway was coming through; things were being built. No one seemed to know the where or the when, just that it was happening, so they had to get out. And they did. Time and again they moved.


The stress of it wore on Clinton. He was a widower with two children and a low-paying job that mostly kept him away from home, which wasn’t even home but a series of houses they fell into and then were chased out of. He couldn’t keep on like that. It was rough for him and worse for his children, who were left to raise themselves, and how that would turn out, whether they’d have a chance to make something of themselves before the world swallowed them whole, he could only guess.


“GET IN THE truck.”


As their father opened the door, John and June climbed in. John watched out the window as the dirt alleys of Buttermilk Bottom gave way to the paved streets of Atlanta. He stared at the high-rises springing up along Peachtree and the trains crossing the tracks that ran near Marietta Street. Then they headed down Northside Drive, skirting along the edge of an affluent African American neighborhood called Vine City. They were headed south of the city now, and John knew if they went far enough, down past the edge of town, they’d be in the land of the chain gangs, where prisoners walked like ghosts among the pines.


But they weren’t going that far. Barely three and a half miles from home, Clinton eased his truck to a stop on Roy Street, a quiet little road on the south side of the city. The kids piled out of the truck and followed their father toward a building that looked to John like a store. They passed through a set of double doors, and a woman was there to greet them. She motioned for Clinton to enter the office, then turned to John and June.


“Your father’s gonna talk with some people,” she said, gesturing toward a playground they could see through the window. “Why don’t you play outside?”


God in heaven, hallelujah. A playground, a real one, no pretending or imagining, no pile of trash, nothing cobbled together. John and June played until their father came out to say it was time to go and had so much fun that the next time the three of them piled into the truck and drove to Roy Street, they didn’t hesitate when they arrived, but darted through the entryway of the brick building and headed straight for the playground. On that second visit, they played and they played, staying so long that the heat of day softened into late afternoon, until the sky was a used-milk gray. John started to worry that maybe they’d stayed out too long, and his father would be looking for them.


“Been a long time,” he said gathering June. “Let’s find Dad.”


John led his sister off the playground and back into the building. This time no one was there when they walked in. The office was empty. He looked around and for the first time noticed another room, off to the right, marked Visitation. Down a hall was a large dining room big enough for fifty people at least. Maybe more. John spun around looking for his father. Instead, he found a woman who told them, in a gentle but firm voice, that their father was gone and this—a strange place uncoupled from everything and everyone they’d ever known—was now their home.


John looked from the woman to his little sister, then to the front door and beyond. The truck was gone and, with it, their father. The room spun, and the world closed in. Heart pounding, tears welling, John realized with rising terror that his father had given them away. That’s when the panic set in.















CHAPTER THREE



The Carrie Steele-Pitts Home was at 305 Roy Street in southwest Atlanta. Like the sixty-plus kids living there, it was tucked away on a quiet side street rarely visited by outsiders. Their ages and stories varied—some knew their parents; others didn’t. They were all Black. For two kids who’d spent their entire lives in a tiny house, sleeping in bed every night with both of their parents, it was a massive and lonely place. For Clinton, it must surely have felt like the best of the bad options before him. For John and June, it was the end to everything.


They were immediately taken to separate dormitories, boys one way and girls the other. It would’ve been a traumatic experience even if they were together, but this break, one more in a series of breaks, was particularly hard on June. From the very beginning, the siblings began drifting apart. Still rattled and in shock, John was introduced to his new home. The cavernous dormitory where he and the other elementary school–aged boys would sleep atop steel bunks, the massive dining hall and common areas. He met his new house parents: three men with smiling faces and the impossible task of easing his transition. The hours passed in a fog until at last everyone was ushered off to bed.


It was a long night.


Morning, not just the next morning but every morning after, brought communal routine. The orphanage had a claustrophobic sort of togetherness. They did everything together. They woke as one, first making their beds and then heading to the bathroom to brush their teeth side by side at long sinks that held ten faucets each, and then crowded six at a time into the shower room. Each child had two sets of clothes, one to wear today as the other was washed, folded, and placed in identical piles at the foot of their identical beds. Any improperly made bunk whose blanket was rumpled or whose corners weren’t tight enough had its sheets yanked off. They ate their meals together and, afterward, went to school together, sixty or more of them arriving at once in a noisy gaggle. Everyone at school knew them, collectively, as the orphans.


For all this physical proximity, for the inescapable closeness of their lives, the kids lived on emotional islands. At eight, John was scared and confused, craving more than anything a comforting touch or gently reassuring voice. He might as well have asked for his mother back. The kids were fed, clothed, and sheltered, never in need of necessities, but an orphanage isn’t a family. There was little individual attention, few if any shared tender moments. There was no closeness, no hugs. No love. His house parents helped him, but he was one among many, and theirs would not be a parental relationship.


“I got thirty other kids to worry about,” one of them said early on when they found John crying. “I can’t spend time worrying about you being sad.”


And so he kept it all inside. His first eight years had introduced him to hardship, but even then, in the chaos of a crumbling home amid unpaved streets, he’d been able to slip under the house and escape the world. Now he had nowhere to hide. He briefly considered running away, but the kids who’d tried were all quickly returned either by the police or by their parents—if they knew who and where their parents were and had made it that far.


He was given no choice. He was forced to adapt. It wasn’t the worst life. There were other kids; he went to school for the first time; he even wore shoes. Hunger stopped being something he had to live with. None of which changed the fact that he’d been taken from his family and forced to stay here, where he was one among many. He felt tiny and tried to get even smaller by disappearing into himself. If he couldn’t hide under the house, he’d hide in silence.


In the beginning his father would sometimes visit. These visits were sporadic and too brief when they happened, but it was something, a link to the life he’d known. Over time these stopped too. Not all at once but in drips, until one day the faucet was turned off.


John and June were called into an office, these two children slowly growing foreign to one another, where the news was delivered straight and without warning: “Your father died.” That’s how they were told. Not so much cold as matter of fact. They didn’t attend the funeral. Through a bit of caprice or oversight they missed it. It would be years before they learned their father had tried and failed to get them back—a tragedy chalked up to Byzantine laws that barred parents from regaining custody once they surrendered it. Nor would they know how his health faded slowly, that he died alone and heartbroken. What John did know was that life was not his but something happening to him, and it made him feel small.


On that awful day, as the door to the room where they learned the news closed, John was told, “Come on back out when you’re done.” He stayed until all the emotion was gone.


THE CLOCKS THAT stopped the day his father died gradually began to tick again. John made friends and grew older. The orphanage, slowly, became home. On April 2, 1963, John’s fourteenth birthday, two dollars arrived for him in the mail. He was beside himself. For the last seven years he’d never gone without, but then neither did he have anything to call his own. Every toy, meal, and moment had been shared with the other children, but this—these two crisp dollars bills—were his alone. It was almost too much. The other kids crowded around to look.


“Don’t you touch it,” he snapped. “This is mine.”


John considered all the possibilities, but only briefly. “You spend this, you’ll never have it again,” he said to himself. So instead, he tucked it into an envelope that went everywhere with him. He slept with it under his pillow, hid it in his shoe when he showered, and carried it in his pocket when he went to school. He’d never had anything of his own before, and now that he did, he was determined not to lose it. He was far less determined to figure out who’d sent it. John’s mind was everywhere and nowhere. He still preferred to be alone, and for that the radio was perfect.


Every soul singer in America—James Brown, Marvin Gaye, Aretha Franklin, name one—came through Atlanta, mostly playing places like the Royal Peacock, which was owned by a former circus performer. John never went there, never went anywhere, but the orphanage had a radio, which made it feel like they all came to him. His guy was Jackie Wilson, who had a string of hits—remember “Lonely Teardrops”?—an operatic voice, and an electric presence that had inspired both Elvis and James Brown. He was Mr. Excitement, all splits, spins, and backflips. He’d toss his jacket into the crowd and bring girls up to kiss him.


From the moment John first heard Wilson’s music, it felt like magic. Alone by the radio, he practiced those dance moves—a frantic spin that tightened into a corkscrew, a dramatic drop to the floor, coat tossed over his shoulder. He couldn’t do the splits, but that didn’t matter. At the orphanage he had Jackie Wilson to himself, and really it was there, in solitude, that he drew comfort. You can’t be ignored by the world if you ignore them first. Turns out, though, that you can’t ignore the world—one day, the source of the money appeared, and his solitude was shattered.


Mary Kelly came from nowhere, just materialized unannounced. One moment John and June had nobody, no family, nothing at all, and the next they were being called into the visitation room to meet a woman they’d never seen who introduced herself as a distant cousin of their father’s. Mary had learned of them from another cousin (also named Mary) who herself had learned of them from—it was complicated. John couldn’t quite divine how he was related to Mary, either of them, but none of that mattered.


It was late spring, a season that in Georgia arrives on a sudden cloud of green pollen, a pink wave of azaleas. It’s dramatic and beautiful but also short-lived. By the time Mary arrived, spring had already given way to summer, which set in like a wet blanket and smothered the breeze that might otherwise have blown in through the open window. The visitation room was hot. Mary outlined her own particulars—Pittsburgh housewife living with her husband, Robert, and four children, one of whom was grown and out of the house—then got to the point.


“I’m going to adopt you.” There was silence. Before this moment neither John nor June had any reason to believe anyone might come for them. “You’ll live with me. If you’d like to.”


Once again life was happening to them. But at least it was happening.
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