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            Fast

         

         The worst thing a little Black girl can be is fast. As soon as she learns her smile can bring special treatment, women shake their heads and warn the girl’s mother: “Be careful.” They caution the mothers of boys: “Watch that one.” When adult men hold her in their laps too long, it’s because she is a fast-ass little girl, using her wiles. She’s too grown. She tempts men and boys alike—Eve, Jezebel, and Delilah all in one—the click of her beaded cornrows a siren’s call.

         Fast girls ruin lives.

         Even as a girl whose pigtails unraveled from school-day play, I was fascinated with sex and romance and why boys looked up girls’ skirts and why people climbed between each other’s legs. Why did fathers kissing mothers on the back of their necks make them smile such a soft, secret smile? Why did boys stand so close to girls in the lunch line? Why did my sister sneak her boyfriend over, even when she knew Mama had forbidden it? Why did Mama tell my father, with her eyebrows raised, that the only book I’d read from the Bible was Song of Solomon? Yet I knew not to say anything, because being a girl and talking about sex would mean that I was fast, that I was trouble, that I’d end up with a baby before I finished school. I didn’t want to be fast, but inevitably my experiences with sex and boys began early and I learned to keep them hidden away.

         My memories of kindergarten are mostly fuzzy, but I remember eating green eggs and ham that my teacher used food coloring to dye, reading Sweet Pickles books, the boy who kissed every girl during nap time, and the two boys I kissed under the back porch.

         The nap-time lover, an oak-brown boy made of angles, would wait until he was sure the teacher was gone, then make his rounds. He was a lousy kisser. He’d mash his mouth against ours, lips closed, twisting his head back and forth like the actors in the old black-and-white movies we’d watch with our grandparents. I’m not sure why he started kissing us, but we girls were supposed to keep our eyes closed and remain passive, even as giggles lifted our shoulders from thin foam mattresses. One day, he came around and I kept my eyes open. I wanted to know if he closed his.

         He did not. We stared at each other until our faces softened into brown clouds; then he licked my mouth. Why did adults like doing this? It was too wet and smelled of peanut butter. To get revenge, I stuck my tongue into his mouth. Then we battled, our tongues bubbling saliva out of the corners of our sticky lips. I’m not sure what the prize was, but he finally pulled away and laughed before moving to the next girl. Based on the rounds of “Yuck!” and “Ew!” that followed, he tried to slip other girls his tongue with varying success.

         Over the next few days, he started bringing a handkerchief to wipe his mouth between girls. There were fewer exclamations of disgust. I’m not sure if he stopped the wet kisses or if everyone became used to them. With me, his kisses began to taste like peppermint candy but remained sticky. We kept our eyes open. I put my hand on the back of his head once, like the women in those same old black-and-white films. He grunted softly, the sound you make when you’re surprised nasty-looking food tastes good. His response scared me, but I liked it. At five years old, I already knew that if you liked what boys did too much, no one would like you. Girls called you names. Boys rubbed themselves against you while you waited for your turn on the monkey bars.

         I never touched him with anything other than my mouth again.

         I don’t remember how he was caught, but the nap-time kisses stopped. I think I missed them. Taking the required nap became difficult, because I was tense, listening for the rustle that meant someone was moving from his blue-and-red mat.

         I soon found myself under the back porch at home with one of the little “mixed” (now called biracial) boys in the neighborhood. He had an afro of loose waves, like Mr. Kotter from the TV show, and blue eyes that changed colors, especially when his white mother called him home. He never wanted to go. One day, she yelled his name, and he pulled me under my porch and stared at me. His breath did not smell good. It smelled of hunger, a stale metallic scent, but when he leaned in to give me a kiss, I accepted it.

         I put my hands on either side of his face, and he did the same. We pecked at each other with our mouths, thumbs invading each other’s eyes, as we tried to imitate adults. And then his neighbor showed up—another boy our age. He was brown like me, with hair that blended into his skin but filled with close waves his mother made sure he brushed down all the time. His eyes were the same color as his skin but with black-black lashes. Those eyes were wide as he breathed out that he was going to tell we were being nasty. I reached out and kissed him, too. I don’t remember how he tasted, but I know he stopped talking.

         I’ve lost track of how long we were under the back porch. The boys took turns kissing me. I took turns kissing them. My mother called me from the kitchen, and I hurried from our little cove. The boys’ mothers would just yell and yell until they came home, but my mother would come look for me. I shot into the house. My heartbeat fluttered my shirt. I could smell those boys on me—the foreign stink of their spit and sweat a secret reminder of my adventure.

         Boys were quiet when you kissed them. They didn’t tease you for being skinny or bucktoothed or smart. Boys followed your lead when you kissed them. Boys let you rescue them from home when you kissed them. But kissing boys meant you were fast. Being fast meant you had babies nobody wanted and women talked mean about you. When you were fast, old men smiled at you with half of their mouths and invited you inside when no one else was home. Fast girls ruined lives. I didn’t want to be fast. I wanted kisses that were secrets I controlled.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Teenage motherhood is nothing new to my family, but it’s something my mother wanted to stop with her, as far as her two daughters were concerned. My sister, Izzie, is what Mama calls a pull-out baby. She was born almost two years before Mama’s high school graduation. When my sister was a teenager, I saw a note Mama had written her: “Always use a rubber.” I giggled at the word “rubber,” such an old-fashioned term by then. Seven years separate me and my sister, and I’d been hearing Mama’s voice deepen with warning for a long time: “Don’t bring no babies home unless you can take care of them.”

         My sister developed early. Until high school, she was always the tallest girl in her class. Her curves constantly fought against the age-appropriate clothes Mama bought for her, but Mama knew how grown men could be, so she tried her best to keep Izzie a child as long as possible. Luckily, my sister went along with that plan. She’s the sweet and obedient one. Perhaps that’s a part of being the firstborn in the family. We have a younger brother, J, so that makes me the middle child, the baby girl. I’m my father’s firstborn. I am a mess.

         I was a scrawny child who always carried books around. For a long time, my family called me Bugs, as in Bugs Bunny, because of my overbite. Family friends said I was cute, but it didn’t seem like boys thought so. At least, the boys I wanted to like me never did. I’ve since learned this is how life is, but until junior high, I felt overlooked for the girls who already wore training bras, had professionally styled straight hair, and who boasted of boyfriends at other schools.

         My sister came of age in the 1980s. Izzie watched all those Brat Pack movies—Sixteen Candles, The Breakfast Club, and Pretty in Pink, plus stuff like Weird Science and One Crazy Summer…and I watched right alongside her. I sat next to her and watched MTV until the music videos started to repeat themselves.

         So I listened to these songs and watched the videos; I watched the movies and saw my sister clutching her hand to her chest because a white girl who sews her own clothes got to kiss the rich, popular guy. I saw teenage love played out as Forever Love, as overcoming class divides and teaching the rich kid that poor people are cool, too. I saw that white girls got to bring home boys and yell at their parents and be wanted, even if by someone undesirable. No adult was monitoring them to make sure they weren’t tempting grown men. In the movies, no white girls were considered “fast.” Instead, they were pressured to have sex, not stay away from it.

         Black girls were tucked way in the back of the extras or in the second row of the dance number, their hair looking burnt from too much straightening, their makeup chalky, and with no love interest more significant than a dance partner.

         There were plenty of sassy Black teenagers on television, in characters like Dee Thomas on What’s Happening!! or Tootie on The Facts of Life. These girls always had a smart remark ready on their lips and got plenty of laughs, but just like in real life around my way, every crush they had led to lectures or scolds: “He’s just using you.” “You don’t know any better.” “Don’t make any decisions you might regret.”

         Images of white girls in love came easily, but everywhere I turned, Black girls were warned.

         In the fifth and sixth grades, school friends started to become pregnant. My mother wouldn’t let me go to their baby showers. She said it would condone their situation, and she didn’t want me to think it was okay to have a baby before I even got to ninth grade. These preteen moms looked like they were in high school, but they had boyfriends who should’ve been in college. The girls wore gold jewelry and had haircuts like women with real jobs—tapered in the back with curls crunchy from holding spray in the front. They had figures that betrayed their ages and minds and could barely solve word problems, and yet they were the ones labeled fast. And maybe they were. Maybe they’d felt compelled to race to catch up to their bodies and ended up at a finish line they didn’t expect.

         I remember one girl asking me why the grass was always wet in the morning. I replied, “It’s dew,” and she said, “No, it’s clear.” She thought I was talking about feces, as in “doodoo.” And this was a child being blamed for her own middle school pregnancy.

         I was not unaffected by my classmates’ becoming pregnant young, even as I remained fascinated by sex and love. I was scared. Teenage pregnancy was a family curse, and every time I looked in the mirror, wondering when my boobs and booty would come in, I worried it would happen because of “an accident.” I was the only one of my friends who was shapeless and without a boyfriend, or even a boy I was talking to. The girls started making noises about introducing me to friends of their boyfriends, and it scared me. When sixth grade began to come to a close and my mom asked me about where I wanted to go for junior high, I told her I wanted to go to a magnet school. Mama assumed I wanted a more challenging curriculum, but in reality, I wanted to leave my friends behind. I was afraid that if I stayed with them, I’d end up pregnant, too, and as much I hated having my body policed by the elders in my community, I did not want to be fast either.

         I wanted to be loved.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Shortly before my fifteenth birthday, my friend Tanya and I went to a bowling alley. This friend had boobs and booty, played basketball, got her hair done on a regular basis (in a salon, not at a beauty school!), and wore gold necklaces and rings. My mother didn’t like her. She was too fast, too mature for me, but Tanya was pretty much the only close girlfriend I had at the time.

         So Tanya and I went to the bowling alley. Later, I realized she had already made plans to meet someone there and my presence had served as a smoke screen for her mother. We were playing an arcade shooting game when two high school boys walked up to us. Tanya immediately abandoned the game for one of the guys, but I tried to keep playing. I was used to being ignored and didn’t like wasting my time with small talk, so I kept my attention on the game.

         The other boy finally spoke to me, a simple, bored, “What’s up?” He sounded like he’d been the wingman for the other guy all of his life. I’d learn later that was true. The two were cousins, with this bored one being younger by a year or two. I looked up at him, saw he wasn’t hideous, and said hi before returning to the game. My heart started jogging in place. Just from my quick glance, I knew he’d be The One, my first. It felt like the moment in Dirty Dancing when Baby sees Johnny back at the employee cabins, dancing and drinking, only this guy didn’t have Johnny’s swagger (no one does). I felt awkward and flushed. I wanted to impress him somehow, but my only talent was writing and I wasn’t about to bust out a poem about my dead grandmother, so I focused on shooting zombies. I had terrible aim but could cuss out the undead like no one’s business. As the video game reset, I looked up at him and his eyebrows were raised in grudging approval. Yes!

         This guy I’ll call Rocco—he wasn’t the kind of handsome that could turn heads with the first look, but he was the prettiest color I’d ever seen, a red-gold-brown that sang whenever he wore deep colors like burgundy, navy, and hunter green. He had a wide face with sharp cheeks, and eyes that naturally slanted up and disappeared into those cheeks when he laughed. He had a full mouth with a contagious smile, but he was short and skinny and girls kept their distance.

         He had no car, no job, no chain, and he went to a high school where all of that mattered. None of that was important to me. His skin and smile held my attention. And he was funny. He didn’t have a lot of book smarts, but he liked to make me happy. After exchanging numbers at the bowling alley, we talked daily. My mother refused to let me have an official boyfriend until I was sixteen, so I lied about going to the movies with Tanya. Well, Tanya was there, making out with Rocco’s cousin Dante, while Rocco and I made out, too. When school was dismissed for the year, Rocco enrolled in a summer camp a few blocks from where I lived. He’d walk down to my house after it let out, before my mother or sister got home, and we’d hang and kiss some more.

         I liked Rocco. I think by the time summer was in full bloom, we were even telling each other “I love you,” but my family’s history of teen pregnancy loomed. Even my sister had succumbed to it, but she had choices our matriarchs didn’t, so she followed my mother’s rule and brought no babies home.

         But honestly, more than the fear of continuing a family curse, I worried I’d like sex way too much. Here comes that fear of being fast again, but by this age, I wouldn’t be labeled fast. I’d be called a ho. Hoochie. Skank. Skeezer.

         At some point in July, about four months after Rocco and I first met, he finally turned up the heat and began to pressure me. He even offered the tired old sentiment that if I loved him like I said I did, I would go ahead and let it happen. I told Rocco that if that’s what he thought, then maybe we should stop seeing each other. He backpedaled, and we continued our relationship. Then the next month, It happened.

         I still remember the exact date: August 3, 1992. I’m horrible with dates, but this I remember, probably because I wrote a poem1 about it. The poem, recovered from an old hard drive somewhere, is as bad as one can imagine a teenager’s poem about her first time to be. I described his fingers as cinnamon sticks, for Pete’s sake, said he had “melted caramel” skin.

         At the time, my sister, Izzie, a recent college graduate, still lived at home but was asleep in her room. Rocco had come by after his summer camp, and we started making out on the couch. This time, when he slipped his hand into my panties, I didn’t stop him. I’d decided I was finally ready, and I wanted to reward him for staying with me after I’d made him wait.

         At first, he was just rubbing along my skin. I raised my hips to guide him. I’d been masturbating since I was eight or nine, so at fifteen, I knew where and how I liked to be touched. He started to move his fingers in and out but met the resistance of my hymen. I remember holding my breath as he pushed through and broke it. It didn’t hurt, like the books and general gossip had said it would. It felt like that frustrating moment when you get your arm stuck in a too-tight shirt, and as you struggle to correct yourself, one of the seams snaps loose. An internal seam had popped, and I thought, That’s it?

         We fooled around a bit more before he asked if we could go to my bedroom. I lightly called my sister’s name, but based on the snoring coming from her room, I knew she would be asleep for a while. My brother and I had bunk beds, the ubiquitous red metal set, with the bottom bed a full mattress and the top a twin. Because I was older, I got the bottom bunk. The space between my bed and the underside of my brother’s, already snug, grew smaller with Rocco on top of me. I wondered if this was what being in a coffin felt like.

         As Rocco positioned himself more carefully between my thighs, I thought about my mother, then a nurse, and how she’d once described feeling her water break when she was pregnant with me. She had been folding laundry when she heard a soft pop, then felt a trickle of fluid down her leg. She’d told me my father’s reaction, how he started to panic. Rocco, despite his trembling above me, managed to push himself inside, and there was the painful sting I’d been expecting. The condom made a weird slick sound as the air bubble Rocco had left cleared away. He started to move, and this was it. I was finally having sex. It wasn’t so bad.

         Even though I was a teenager when I lost my virginity, I still felt a small victory in waiting as long as I did. It was with someone I loved; it was a decision that wasn’t taken from me; and there was no humiliating scene where everyone in school found out and tried to ruin my reputation. Because my first time was with someone I naïvely thought I would marry, I’d beaten the curse of being fast. I was already a bit of an unfashionable nerd, with horrible hair and terrible teeth, so I had none of the vixen-like characteristics that came with being fast. I had won.

         I didn’t have an orgasm that first time. I faked it, using old Prince songs as my guide, but quietly, since my sister was still asleep in her bedroom. Rocco came, of course, because he was a teenage boy having sex for maybe the second time in his life. He fell on top of me, his elbows going out, and buried his face in the pillow next to my ear, gasping and shaking as if he were dying. I loved it. There was a rush through me—a ticklish thrill I wanted to chase forever. In that moment, I felt powerful.

         In that rush, I felt the real reason people hated “fast girls.” They hated that these girls and young women knew the power of their bodies—and, in some cases, yes, exploited it. They hated that adults could be weak enough to prey on girls learning how to control that power. With Rocco a mess between my thighs, I felt like I could ruin his whole life if I wanted. There was no shame in this moment. No fear. No worry. I felt like a god.

         The elixir of being fast was addictive.

         
            *  *  *

         

         By the time I was with my college boyfriend, DJ, I finally felt like all those romance novels I’d read were true. I would see him, and my stomach would flutter. We’d walk across campus toward each other, smiling the whole way. With my back to the door, I would know when he entered a room. When we had sex, he made me feel as weak as I made him feel. With DJ, I wanted to be a “good girl” to prove I was worthy of marriage, that I wasn’t fast. He didn’t want me to smoke or drink, so I didn’t. I was smack-dab in the middle of New Orleans, throat as dry as death, just to prove I took his wants seriously. We explored many sexual firsts with each other, but they were mostly his firsts. As much as I wanted to do everything that made him think I was The One for him, there was always something in the back of my mind, telling me there was more to my life than being someone’s Build-A-Wife project.

         When I first saw DJ at the freshman welcome mixer, a voice went off in my head: That’s the man you will marry. I was eighteen. That was still the secret expectation of college—get the education your parents couldn’t have, but really, you’re there to find your husband. I thought I had, but it became clear that in the eyes of our friends and classmates, I was not my own. I was simply “DJ’s girl.” Many of them literally called me Lil DJ. It began to chafe. I wanted more for myself, and DJ wanted more out of his life as well.

         I’d spent my high school and college years, from Rocco onward, as a serial monogamist, hoping the shield of exclusivity would protect me from being called fast. Protect me from temptation, from ruining lives. In adulthood, the names for a sexually adventurous woman were worse, but I still wanted to explore the power I felt when men shook in my arms.

         There was so much shame and secrecy about sex and its exploration, but I chose to lean in to the desires pulsing through me, and maybe that’s what saved me.

         
            Footnotes

            1 I found the poem:

             

            August 3, 1992

             

            Hands the color of melted caramel

            pour down my spine

            molding against the tender

            arch of my foot.

            Whispered words of love and persuasion

            part full soft confident 

            lips.

            Fingers the length of cinnamon sticks

            gently tease the doubtful

            flesh of my thighs

            while shocked gasps

            are captured by a greedy

            mouth.

         

      

   


   
      
         
            A Woman Who Shouts

         

         I was mad at God for a long time.

         When I was a tween, I took romance novels to church and read them through sermons. When my mother made me put away those books, I read Song of Solomon in the Bible. There’s no way that was about the love God had for His “bride,” the church, with opening lines like “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth! / For your love is better than wine.” Who is asking God to kiss them on the mouth? And why? You’re not even supposed to be able to look at the full glory of God without going insane or blind or something, but we’re supposed to believe Song of Solomon is about God’s love for his congregants and not about a man and a woman falling in love and doing The Nasty. Sure.

         So I’d read Song of Solomon and learned erotic poetry when I should’ve been listening to the Word, which always seemed to be directed at the adults. Sunday school was the same old collection of stories I’d already learned through movies like The Ten Commandments and Noah’s Ark. The boys got cool action stories about Moses parting the Red Sea, David killing Goliath, or Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego walking in fire, but girls were warned not to be bad, like Eve ruining everything, Delilah ruining Samson, or Jezebel…also ruining everything.

         As I got older, church never felt like it was for me. I hated the way my attire was monitored for appropriateness: “You need a slip on.” “You need to put on some stockings.” “Where’s your shawl? You need to cover your shoulders.” “Your skirt is too short.” “Those earrings are too big.” It’s not like I showed up to church in a bikini, but I was a teenager, trying to assert myself in small ways and rebel against doing things just because that’s the way it’s always been.

         Church was almost always the same: getting there early for Sunday school, suffering through one of the ushers who was trying not to fall asleep while teaching us about David and Goliath, then the actual service. The choir marches in. The pastor comes out and opens with a prayer, a reminder of what he hopes we’ll accomplish in church that day. There are some choir selections, an offering, more prayer, more singing, another offering, announcements and recognition of guests, another song, then the pastor preaches something that’s not for me before he opens the doors of the church, metaphorically welcoming anyone who is ready to give their lives over to God but especially to our church so we can have their tithes. After the sermon and call to worship, there’s another song and prayer to seal in the effects, and then you can leave, but only after you’ve hugged everyone and made small talk with a bunch of people who wouldn’t know how to spell your name if God came down and offered them the kingdom of heaven to get it right.

         One of the lessons of Sunday school was that if you follow all of God’s rules and all the instructions for prayers, you can have anything you want. God rewards the faithful. I’d head to the altar, bow my head, and pray according to the guidelines:

         
	Address God properly. (Heavenly Father…)


            	Give thanks. (Thank You for waking me up this morning.)


            	Acknowledge His bounty. (I know You didn’t have to. So many others did not see the sun today.)


            	Thank Him again for doing what He knows you’re about to ask for. (Thank You for blessing me with the money to pay next month’s rent. I don’t know where it will come from, but You will provide.)


            	Share God’s blessings. (I ask that You look out for my sister and bless her with the promotion she needs.)


            	Seal the prayer. (In Your son Jesus’s name…)


            	Close. (Amen.)


         

They say you’re not supposed to ask for the same thing more than once, because it means you don’t trust that God will take care of it. Maybe that’s where I messed up. I repeated prayers, trying to let God know I was serious and to remind Him, in case He forgot about me. I kept asking for God to make my brother “normal,” to make my father stop hitting my mother, to not let Muh’Deah or Gran’mama die. He ignored me, and I was angry.

         I may have chafed against the structure of worship services and battled resentment for God, but I’ve always loved the history of my church. I’m AME—African Methodist Episcopal, a denomination officially founded in 1816 by a Black man named Richard Allen, who was tired of the segregation affecting churches. The unofficial roots go back even further, to 1787 with the Free African Society, which provided mutual aid services to freed Blacks in Philadelphia. I love being connected, however loosely, to people who saw a problem and created a solution that continues to thrive. My pride in the history of my denomination is part of what keeps me Christian. If my people can break away from the boundaries of racism, I can wear a T-shirt dress with tennis shoes and hoop earrings to church. That makes sense to me.

         I did not enjoy the social rituals of church. My family’s home church is small, and it was crucial to speak to and hug everyone after services were over. I’m a little “antisocial,” as my family and childhood friends like to point out. Small talk drives me up the wall. I’m also particular about smells, so having to hug everyone and get their scents on me—ranging from “too much perfume” to “too much cologne”—irritates me. As soon as I got to my messy teenage years, I’d try my best to meet societal expectations by waving to people as I bolted to the car to wait for the rest of my family.

         The best part of church was, of course, the singing. Our church choir wasn’t stellar and was too small to do big gospel numbers with rounds and intricate arrangements, but they did their best and I always paid attention to the selections. If you ask a Black person deep in Black church politics, they’ll tell you AME churches are quiet and “bougie,” which means we don’t do all the hooting and hollering people associate with Black churches, especially Black Baptist churches. We don’t speak in tongues. There won’t be anyone running circles around the pews. No one falls out. Well. People do catch the Holy Spirit, and there is some shouting, a little hot-stepping, maybe some other kind of carrying-on. Usually when people start shouting, an usher will immediately head over to them and start fanning them down. Can’t get too excited in the name of Jesus.

         There was one time I thought I was about to catch the Holy Ghost. The choir was performing with a special guest, someone who frequently stopped by to play the piano and lead the choir. V had a rich, smoky voice that should’ve been backing Aretha Franklin, Chaka Khan, or Mariah Carey, if not having her own career. When V sang, it made all the clothing criticism I’d get worth it. V always sang like she’d burst if she didn’t release whatever was inside her. People joke that when Anthony Hamilton sings, a pot of greens magically appears in your kitchen. When V sang, it was like nursing a glass of whiskey while a brokenhearted woman let go in a juke joint. In church, even her joy had edges.

         I don’t remember what song she sang, but I had my head down, eyes closed, really listening. A chill started at the back of my neck. Not the kind that makes you say “Someone just walked on my grave.” That’s a fleeting sensation that makes you shake your body to brush it off. No, this tingling sat at the top of my spine, waiting for me to notice it, and when I did, it traveled up until my scalp felt like it was shimmying around my mind. I thought I heard a deep voice, which sounded like it was smiling at me, say “I’m here,” and it scared me so much I opened my eyes and sat up in my seat. I was still a teenager when this happened, and the fear of becoming a woman who shouts made me leave the sanctuary and go outside.

         I hated church, didn’t I? I hated sermons about being a virtuous woman and what a prize one is to her husband. I hated being nice to people who thought my mama was stuck-up and therefore her children were, too. I hated the sermons that never held anything for me and yet I was supposed to praise the pastor. No one could tell me why it had to be that way or why I had to follow certain rules other than tradition.

         I couldn’t become a woman who shouts. God didn’t listen to me. As a child, I prayed all the time with all the passion I had, and still my grandmother was gone. She was my father’s mother and gave me Juicy Fruit chewing gum every time I saw her, and she always smiled at me like she’d been waiting for me her whole life, and she was gone. Even now, I want to call up memories of her, but she is fading, her body a wispy blur moving through the images of her living room, her kitchen, sitting in her bed when cancer had weakened her. I never even knew she was sick until she was gone. Mama said I was too little to go to her funeral, but my younger cousin went, and I was mad at God for that, too. How could God be real, how could He be a being we should praise without question when He took Gran’mama away before I could seal her voice, her face, to her memories?

         I had so much anger in me toward God, and I couldn’t tell anyone, because if you said you were mad at God, it meant you were the devil—or worse, you had to talk to the pastor. I didn’t want parables about children honoring their parents or the rod or prodigal sons. I wanted my grandmother and my great-grandmother, who raised my mother and hated my father but loved us children with incredible food and soft white bedsheets and heavy pink soaps. I wanted my brother to go back to being “normal” so my mother could catch a break and have one less worry. I wanted us to have a house free from rats and the constant need of repair. I wanted to talk about the fire inside me that made me crave touch and sighs without someone warning me I was going to hell. God said no, no, no, so why was He here, a voice along the curve of my neck and nothing more?

         I stepped into the parking lot, and I was scared. I hoped God wasn’t trying to recruit me. I could not be a preacher. My blood runs too hot, and even though I’d just started having sex when this…spiritual contact happened, I knew I didn’t want to give it up in order to consecrate myself to God’s mission, or whatever it was He might have wanted me to do. I watched clouds move across the sky, hoping to calm down, and hoping for a clearer message about what God wanted from me, because if that was a call to preaching, I had to reject it. Would God be mad at me now for rejecting Him? Would He send more heartache my way?

         I sat on the church sidewalk, asking myself questions like this, and it didn’t really soothe me. I started to worry, until I realized maybe God didn’t want anything from me at all. Maybe He just wanted me to know He knew who I was. As soon as that thought appeared, I felt calmer. Maybe not at peace, like I had divine knowledge, but it seemed like that was the answer and it was enough: I think I needed to know God knew I existed. Church made me feel lonely, but that sprinkle of the Holy Ghost let me know God knew me.

         He didn’t offer me anything, and my life didn’t become immediately better after all of this. I didn’t start proselytizing. I still hated the social obligation of church, and I couldn’t wait to get away from home for college so I could avoid it without anyone making me feel bad. (I ended up at a school that made us attend chapel every Tuesday during our freshman year.) College magnified the hypocrisy of Christianity. I learned about the pagan rituals folded into the religion to make it more palatable as people were forced to convert, like the meanings behind Easter eggs and Christmas trees. I’m not going to get all sophomore year here, but I was the college-educated cliché, rejecting the structure of religion, even as I knew I still believed in a higher power. I mean, I honestly don’t understand why God and evolution can’t exist at the same time.

         Years later, when I lived in Los Angeles, I felt very lost and wanted…something. I don’t know what I was looking for, but I joined an AME church with great historical significance to Black LA. Going to church again gave me something to look forward to. The sermons finally made sense to me. I even attended Bible study and bought CDs of church services that really spoke to me. Barack Obama made the church one of his campaign stops during his first run for president of the United States and brought Stevie Wonder with him. And I was there! I was able to witness a part of history in a loving community attached to a Black legacy I felt so proud of.

         I even got baptized! Mama went against tradition and did not have us children baptized as babies. She said she wanted us to make our own decisions about our commitments to God. I’ve always appreciated that, because I would’ve felt even more conflicted about my complicated relationship with God if I’d been forced into a promise I didn’t understand the weight of.

         When I worked at a nonprofit job, one of my supervisors, Maria, was a woman who kind of adopted me as a sister-friend and helped me find an affordable apartment. She was pretty devout and often asked me to attend church with her. I was a little hesitant, but she assured me it would be the thing I needed. The church was deep in South Central LA, and it felt like a revival inside an old storefront. There were no pews. Everyone sat on a folding chair or stood, because it was so crowded. The pastor and his congregants spoke in tongues when the Spirit moved them, and one time the pastor prophesied over me, meaning that I stood before him, he placed a hand on my shoulder, and he predicted my future in front of the whole congregation. This was not the structured AME church I was used to, at all, and I wasn’t fully into it, to be honest. The revival feel made me think of a cult, but I guess any religion is a cult, so perhaps I shouldn’t stick my nose in the air.

         I didn’t attend this church often with Maria, but one day, she told me the pastor was going to be baptizing people at Dockweiler Beach (the beach where all the Black people went) and she asked if I wanted to get baptized. I’m not sure she expected me to say yes, since I’d been dodging other services, but I surprised myself. It felt like it was time. I could’ve elected to get baptized at the AME church I was attending, but there was an entire production behind it, and I didn’t want to do it in front of everyone there. Plus getting baptized in the ocean sounded cooler—somehow more significant.

         On the way to the beach, I started feeling a little panicky. I can’t swim well. These people, the church members who’d be holding me, were strangers. What if this really was a cult? I wore a plain one-piece swimsuit under my clothes but had an extra outfit in my bag. When we got to the beach, I thought about walking away and getting lost in the crowd. I’m not really sure why in this fantasy I would have had to become a fugitive if I didn’t get baptized, but that’s how my anxiety was manifesting.

         The beach was pretty crowded, bringing on the added stress of so many people watching me during a somewhat intimate moment, but I convinced myself that maybe none of the people in the crowd would be paying any attention to us. And that’s exactly what happened. We church folks left our bags on the beach and walked into the ocean. We didn’t go very far. Sand was always under my feet, until the moment the pastor coaxed me into bending backward, the sounds of his prayers muffled against my heart’s thrashing and the water’s lapping against me. I don’t remember what he said over me, but I remember rising from the water, eyes closed tightly so I wouldn’t lose my contacts, and feeling…no different. I’d wanted a big spiritual sign, like I’d look up into the sky and God would give me a thumbs-up and then I’d start to levitate, but no. I seemed to be the same.

         What I remember most clearly is standing under the shower next to the restrooms and a woman from the church, who was there as witness, walked up to me and said, “You have such a glow about you. You have been anointed, do you know that? God pays special attention to you.” I didn’t know what to say to that, especially since she was not the first person, at this church or in my life overall, to have told me something along those lines. It didn’t really feel like I was special to God, considering how much I disliked church and how angry I was at Him for causing so much pain in my family’s life. I smiled at her and told her thank you, but I didn’t go back to that church again.

         And then something happened that left me fully disillusioned with churches and relying on men to interpret the word of God. The pastor of my AME church was accused of embezzling money, even transferring ownership of the low-income housing and other nonprofit entities from the church to his wife, and having an affair with another pastor. It was the height of the 2007–08 recession, and I was working various educational nonprofit jobs, which meant I was making dust as a salary. I would tithe and sometimes give the last of my money, literally nickels and pennies, to the church. Things were so tight for me financially that I actually went to one of the church’s food drives in order to get groceries, but I felt so ashamed at being a single, child-free woman in need of help when the line was full of families and the elderly that I left without food. All the while, the pastor was (allegedly) spending church funds on jewelry, excessive trips, clothes, and more.

         I stopped going to the church after the accusations came out. More than betrayed, I felt ashamed. Megachurches have a reputation of being ATMs for greedy pastors, and I had been naïve to think this one was different. The situation made me doubt God again. Why did He allow so many charlatans to benefit from His Word? How could I learn if all the teachers were corrupt? I had fallen for one of the oldest grifts known. I’d thought I was smarter than that.

         When the pastor’s alleged misdeeds came to light, no one in the congregation seemed to talk about it. Everyone was in a state of shock. In the last Bible study session I attended, I asked, “How could he do that?” One of the elders shook his head, his eyes on the table, and said, “The Lord will deal with him.” The answer didn’t satisfy me. I didn’t want revenge, but I knew the church would no longer be a place of community and strength for me. My shame and betrayal had turned to anger. I couldn’t figure out what lesson I was supposed to have learned. It seemed like yet another example of Trust No Man.

         
            *  *  *

         

         I pray in bed now—in the morning when I open my eyes, and at night when I close them for the day. I pray when I see 11:11 come up on clocks because maybe an angel is keeping watch. When my rent check clears, and I log out of my banking app, I whisper, “Thank You, Jesus.” I don’t go to church at all anymore. God knows how to find me.

      



OEBPS/images/discover_gcp_publisher_logo.png
G

C

GRAND CENTRAL
BUBLISHING





OEBPS/images/9781538702758_cover_epub.jpg
0TI

Wy

C
ne”

WE CODBE
NICHOLE PERKINS®






OEBPS/images/sometimesitrip_titlepage_text2p_online.png
Sometimes
| Trip
On How

Happy
We Could Be

Essays

Nichole Perkins

RRRRRRRRRRRR
||||||||||





