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For the men and women
who never got to be children


and for the children who
never got to feel love









THIS BOOK IS A WORK OF MEMOIR; IT IS A TRUE STORY based on Michael K. Williams’s best and honest recollections of the events of his life. The following individuals portrayed in the book were given assumed names in the interest of privacy and discretion: Barry, Bill, Daniel, Darlene, Deena, Joanie, K—, Mr. S., and Walter.









CO-AUTHOR’S NOTE




We all are works in progress. Everybody
is a work in progress.


—Michael Kenneth Williams





MICHAEL K. WILLIAMS—MIKE, TO THOSE WHO KNEW him—died on September 6, 2021, a few weeks before we were due to turn in this manuscript. He and I had been working for two and a half years on various drafts and iterations of this book, which began as one thing and gradually evolved into another. After his passing, the book was completed off of the extensive interviews he gave me.


Mike was open to sharing his personal story and experiences because he thought his journey, his openness itself, could offer solace to others. He was adamant that the book he wanted to write shouldn’t be about self-glorification but was instead an honest chronicle of what he’d been through and how it informed the man he became.


He wouldn’t want to hide the fact of what killed him—his addiction—and he spoke openly about the daily struggle the disease was for him and for so many others. There are references in this book to how he thought he was one false move from having it all slip away, about the fragility of life, and how it all could be snatched away at any moment: these are all directly from him. This is how Mike felt and how he spoke.


Early on in the process, he finished telling me an embarrassing story connected to his drug use and I asked if he was okay with putting it in the book. “Yes, definitely,” he said. “I don’t think I have the liberty of leaving that out.” The liberty of leaving that out. It told me so much about him—how he felt his struggles had to be about something more than just himself. How he suffered and how it was not in his nature to deprive anyone who might benefit from the sharing of that suffering. He knew how pain kept inside multiplies and how pain shared subtracts. This idea would come up again and again in our work.


Sometimes my phone would ring and it would be Mike in a frenzy, that deep and raspy baritone, excited about some news piece he saw on television, some kid who had crossed his path, or some memory that had sprung up. He’d tear up retelling a story and his voice would catch and the pain would find a way to settle. Then he’d get worked up about something else and his voice would go up an octave and he’d find his way back down before moving on. He had so much love, passion, hunger, and ideas that sometimes it all just spilled out of him and you had no choice but to just let it flow and marvel at it.


Mike had an indomitable spirit and gracious energy, and I’m not sure where it all came from. On some calls with me, he’d be out on the street and I could hear strangers walk up to him and just start talking. He was always friendly, knowing that exchange was real for them, that it mattered to them. So it mattered to him. It was never a burden, being a recognizable face in the community. It wasn’t the fame that fueled him but that connection. He knew he was playing a part. And in his final years, he had grown more and more comfortable with the responsibilities and the possibilities that came with that part.


His friend and activist partner Dana Rachlin told me that Mike understood that his greatest role was not Omar Little or Chalky White but being a community member and doing “the work,” partnering with and mattering in young people’s lives. And he grabbed it with both hands. In the week before his passing, he was in a really good place: optimistic, positive, energized. He was reminiscing to me about his old theater days and talking about his community work with that insatiable energy that was uniquely him.


Mike was open to the world in a way few are. As we age we tend to close off for protection, but Mike did the opposite. He wanted people to see in, and because of that he was open to other forces getting in as well. It was like he didn’t have a layer of protective skin. It was a blessing and, sometimes, a curse.


When I think of Mike, I think of that line from Terence, the Roman playwright: “I am human, and I think nothing human is alien to me.” That was Mike. Nothing was foreign to him, whether it was what was in people’s hearts, their needs, their dreams, or their fears. Wherever he went and whatever he was doing, he was tapped into the human experience. He took it all in and put all of himself back out.


That’s why it’s so hard to let him go. He remains where he chose to be—in all of us.


Jon Sternfeld


NEW YORK


NOVEMBER 2021









INTRODUCTION




We cannot make good decisions from a
distance. . . . If you are not proximate,
you cannot change the world.


—Bryan Stevenson





WAY BEFORE I WAS ANYTHING OR ANYONE, I WAS AN addict. That was my identity, what people thought of me, if they thought of me at all. Into my mid-twenties, I was on the verge of being discarded, like so many of my brothers and sisters who never got a chance to be something else. But through God’s grace, I am still here.


Not a day goes by when I don’t think how easily it could have gone the other way. So I live my life as testimony to that fact. The closeness of the ledge keeps me sharp. Taking nothing for granted keeps me honest. And letting each tough or tender moment drench me like water—that keeps me, me. I get through it all by feeling it all, taking it all in, and putting it back out there as honestly as possible. I still feel one false move away from losing it all. So I do what I can in the time that I have.


When I say I can’t forget where I came from, I don’t mean that casually, like yeah, you know, deep down I’m still just a kid from the projects. I mean it literally: I cannot forget. It is impossible for me to remove that Mike from this Mike. We are all the same: The headstrong boy who wanted to dance, the confused teenager who didn’t know who or how to love, the dumb punk who got his face cut open trying to prove himself, the scared addict hiding out from people who wanted to help him, the Black man who still feared his mother and missed a father. All those versions of me are tucked inside each other like those wooden nesting dolls.


There’s no line that divides making it from not making it, because it never ends. I still wrestle with demons that won’t leave me be. They never go away; they just get quiet enough so I can think straight.


I’ve been blessed to make a career out of doing what I love, but the environment from where I came, the conditions of my youth, the trauma that still lives inside of me, and the struggles that nearly broke me connect me with so many others. I want to tell my story not because it’s unique but because it is not. We may each be fighting our own fights, but we keep going: that is what ties us together. Everyone who is left here has lived to fight another day.


This book is my effort to reach out to those who are the same color as me and those who couldn’t look more different; those who are too young to carry all their pain and those who are weak from having to carry it for so long. I hope that by telling my story, by sharing my doubts and fears, my loneliness and some of my trauma, that I can provide comfort, maybe insight or connection, or maybe just the sound of another voice who knows.


It took me a long time to realize that “getting out” doesn’t mean what I thought it did. I started to ask myself: Wait, where am I going? Why is leaving the marker of success? Was I getting out or running away? I couldn’t leave it to others—mothers and police, mostly—to raise the next generation. It was my duty to leave breadcrumbs to help lead others out. Or else what was the point? Getting out only matters if you take your blessings, your hard-fought wisdom, your scarred humanity, and go back in. So I’ve spent these recent years trying to do that: to contribute any way I can, to do my part for the youth of my community, to bring light and heat to their stories.


All my pain has to count for something. If it isn’t fed back into the community, used to help others find a way, then it was all for nothing. I mean, what else are we here for if not each other?


So I offer this book in that spirit.


Michael Kenneth
Williams


BROOKLYN, N. Y.


JULY 2021









CHAPTER 1


THE CRACKS




CLEVELAND, OHIO


NOVEMBER 2018





“MR. MICHAEL, COULD I ASK YOU A QUESTION?”


His voice was still a child’s, but his tone had that grit, the kind that comes from experience. Daniel did not talk like someone with only sixteen years under his belt. But one thing I knew for sure: not everyone’s year on this Earth is created equal.


“Sure thing, my man,” I said. “Shoot.”


“Okay,” he said, leaning forward to be heard above the noise of the table. “Are you happy?”


My face likely betrayed me. Daniel was rangy and loose in the way of confident teenagers. And with one simple question, he had pulled my skin right off.


“Sorry, what?” I asked, tilting my ear forward. I’d heard him just fine, but I was thrown off. The smile across my face was for defense, honed over many years of self-protection. But Daniel saw right through it. Maybe that’s why he asked the question in the first place.


“Are you, like, happy?” he asked again, a little more hesitant, more like a teenager. Maybe he sensed my nervousness.


Daniel and I had known each other for only a few hours, but I was already struck by how this kid talked. When I met him, through members of the ACLU of Ohio, one of the first things he said was, “Yeah, I’ve been working to turn my life around.” Turn my life around? What kid talks like that? What does it say about America that the life of a sixteen-year-old boy was already so far in the wrong direction that he needed to turn it around?


Daniel was from a rough part of Cleveland, a city that often had one of the highest murder rates in the country. “Too much death,” he had said earlier, “a lot of friends dying. Or in jail.” He lived one block over from the projects, and that closeness wasn’t just about geography. He was teetering on the edge between two worlds, and turning his life around meant facing threats on both sides.


One threat was the gangs, and the violence that grew out of them. “Sometimes people in the streets are bullied and they need protection,” he told me. “They’re sick of being the one who’s the victim, getting guns pulled on them, and they turn into the person that starts doing stuff like that.”


“Yeah, I get it,” I said. I remembered gangs forming in the Brooklyn projects of my youth. It felt like overnight it went from a rivalry between buildings and courts—kid stuff—into violent gangs. Some of them came together because they wanted to and some because they felt they needed to. From what I could see, not much had changed, except each generation is starting a little earlier than the last.


“There’s people younger than me that carry guns now, it’s crazy,” he said. “Fourteen-year-olds walking around with guns you’d see on an officer. And they’re not little guns; they really got stuff.” Daniel told me a story about how one night he was walking to his friend’s building and looked down to see a bright-green beam, like from the sights of an automatic weapon, on his chest. Instantly, he froze. The beam lingered. He didn’t know whether to turn around and run or what. Paralyzed, he just stood there. And then, the beam disappeared. When his heart stopped rumbling, he took off running down the street. It’s moments like these—a fear that most can’t imagine, a stress that doesn’t just pass—that makes some people’s years weigh heavier than others.


The other threat came from those who should be protecting him. Cleveland was actually the birthplace of stop and frisk, an excuse to harass Black and Brown citizens on their way to work or school. Daniel told me about times he was held up at the mass-transit station for no reason, handcuffed to a bench for suspicion of carrying drugs while all he had was a backpack of schoolbooks. Calm and polite to the officers, Daniel had had enough of these police encounters to know they were looking for a reason to escalate. Most Black men know this from experience—cops doing things just because they can, because it sends a message about power and belonging. It’s a trap, because if you react, you just feed into it. So the best move is to be quiet, to take it, though every fiber in your being wants to explode. “I think it’s all like a setup, man,” Daniel said. “It’s designed for you to fail out here, for real.” He’s not wrong.


He told me another story that just tore at my insides. When Daniel was thirteen, he and his friends went out to a nice neighborhood to trick or treat on Halloween. “Out of the ghetto and to the suburbs, where all the mansions at,” he said. “Once you go under the bridge, the whole scenery changes.” But a group of Black boys on the clean white sidewalks, knocking on the doors of clean white houses, made some people nervous. And people pay good money to live in places where they don’t ever have to feel nervous. So neighbors called the cops—who actually showed up. “The cops told us we couldn’t be there,” Daniel said. “That we were in the wrong neighborhood.”


I thought about that phrase—“wrong neighborhood”—and how it got twisted inside out. “Wrong” is what most people would call Daniel’s neighborhood, as in we got caught after hours in the wrong neighborhood. But here, it meant the opposite—the kind of beautiful place that kept Daniel and his friends out. It was the wrong neighborhood for their skin color. When the cops rounded up Daniel and his friends, they didn’t bring them into the precinct. They couldn’t: there was no charge. So they just dropped the kids off back in the hood. Where they belonged. Over time, Black boys get the message. Every Black man was once a Black boy who got that same message.


Daniel was carrying two traumas: the loss of his mother when he was very young and the murder of his best friend in eighth grade. Eighth grade. Think about meaningful or memorable things that happened to you around that age, how you carry them with you, how they shaped who you are. Most people can’t fathom what that kind of trauma does to a young mind. He’s lost more friends to gun violence since then, and a childhood like that grows heavy, like a weight chained to his foot. You don’t just run free with something like that attached to you.


So there was this rawness about him, this tenderness, like his heart was on the outside of his body. His question to me wasn’t a challenge; he just wanted to know. What does happy look like? I’m gonna ask this guy. He seems to be doing okay. Maybe he knows.


Considering what I knew about this kid, his question had gravity. Answering it felt like a responsibility, maybe bigger than I could handle. I was ill equipped, especially at that moment, teetering on the edge myself that day. But I’ll get to that later.


We were at dinner with about twenty people, sitting at a long L-shaped set of tables at a restaurant in the Shaker Square neighborhood of Cleveland. Daniel was the only kid there, invited along by the ACLU of Ohio, where he was completing a mentorship. At the table were members of the organization, along with members of the Innocence Project and social justice advocates from both Cleveland and New York, including NYC Together’s Dana Rachlin, and my nephew Dominic.


It had been a heavy day, so by dinner that night, I had let my guard down and switched into off mode. But I was sitting across from someone who didn’t have that luxury. When the dinner was over and we said our goodbyes, I could leave. But Daniel had to go home. So when he asked me if I was happy, I wanted to give him a real answer. Other people at the table must have sensed the energy shift because they stopped talking and looked over at us.


Now, I like to think I’m an open book. I actually pride myself on it. Friends know they can tell me anything, acquaintances tend to confide in me, full-on strangers walk up to me on the street and just start talking like we go way back. But maybe my openness was a front, a screen to make sure nobody ever got too close to the white meat. Daniel went right for it.


Happy? Was I happy? This kid didn’t have questions about Hollywood or Tupac or The Wire. I knew how to answer those. That’s just part of the job. But this? I was flying blind.


“Well, that’s an interesting question,” I said, stalling for time. Searching my brain, the voice of Reverend Ronald B. Christian popped into my head. Rev. Ron—the man who had saved my life. “You know,” I said, “my friend once explained that the word ‘happy’ is derived from the word ‘happenstance.’ Which means things that are given to you. So when you seek happiness, its source is outside of you.”


Daniel’s eyes were locked on mine—not just waiting to talk, but actually interested in the answer. Young people are open in a way that adults never are. Show me a struggling man and I’ll show you a boy never given a chance to change.


“But joy, he said, comes from a different source,” I continued. “When you have joy, there’s peace of mind. So you’re content with yourself. And I always took that as my goal.”


I thought Daniel might laugh at me or call BS. But instead he nodded, the words landing. “I get you, sure. I get it,” he said, leaning back. “Yeah, content. I like that.”


There was a beat as I felt the tension release. The moment had been a little too real, so I had to undercut it. With a laugh, I said, “Now, leave me alone, you little shit.”


WITH ITS IMMACULATE WOOD floors and modern decor, the restaurant, Edwins, looked like a regular fine-dining establishment. But it was actually something of a miracle. Edwins Leadership & Restaurant Institute is a free culinary and hospitality management school and a classic French restaurant rolled into one. What sets it apart is that all its students are formerly incarcerated men and women of all ages.


Among the fine linens and haute cuisine were chefs and waitstaff and managers getting their lives back on two feet. The staff—including the front of the house—was overwhelmingly Black; I’ve been to enough fancy restaurants to notice that color, if there at all, is often relegated to the back. But this place was being run mostly by people of color, learning a trade, recharting their lives, and feeding their community in the process.


Brandon, the owner and operator of Edwins, was a tall and slender white guy with prematurely silver hair and deep-blue eyes. He came over to introduce himself and gamely answered our questions. He was forthcoming about his own history, which was directly tied to the restaurant’s mission. When he was a juvenile, Brandon was facing up to ten years in prison when a merciful judge gave him a second chance. He grabbed that opportunity and didn’t look back, building an impressive culinary career out of it, putting enough distance between himself and his troubled youth.


I respect Brandon for what he was able to do, but what he did next is what made me in awe of this guy. In 2007, he decided to offer other people in his community the same chance he had. He started Edwins, which opened its arms to those with felonies on their records, all those people who were having a hard time getting hired anywhere, much less being able to build a sturdy career. If you’re willing to learn and put in the work, you’re welcome at Edwins. The place spoke directly to my soul. I was sitting there that night only because I had been given another chance. And second chances—or even first ones—had been on my mind.


The thing that had brought us to Cleveland was a series of screenings of a Vice HBO documentary I had produced called Raised in the System. It tells two stories in parallel to each other. One is the story of my nephew, Dominic Dupont, who served twenty years in prison for a crime he committed as a juvenile. The film follows his transformation into a mentor of others behind bars, a guiding light to men twice his age. As a testament to his service and rehabilitation, Dominic’s sentence was commuted by New York governor Andrew Cuomo in early 2018.


The film also follows my own journey to educate myself about the world of juvenile justice. I meet mostly Black and Brown kids whose lives were snatched away before they even had a chance to sketch out who they were. The juvenile justice system, which looks frighteningly like the adult justice system, had made that decision for them. I met kids facing serious time behind bars, other kids trapped in the cycle that kept them right outside those bars, and schoolchildren whose lives had been affected by a generation of incarcerated parents.


Though I had educated myself on the numbers—we lock up more children in America than anywhere else in the world—the flesh-and-bone reality cut so much deeper. Of course children need to be held responsible for their bad choices, but that’s not what we’re doing by locking them up. If we genuinely cared about that, we’d put the time and money and effort into helping them with making better choices. But we don’t even come close to doing that, and then we punish them even worse when they repeat the bad choices. We need to find positive and productive ways to intervene in their lives rather than simply locking them up. All it does is devastate families, upend communities, and ensure that these kids become criminal adults as well.


So the experience of making the film had a profound effect on me. It transformed what I knew and how I knew it. And that day in Cleveland dredged up all those feelings. Then we went to dinner and this curious young Black boy started asking questions more personal than I was used to answering.


Daniel was at the age where he could go either way. He was stuck on the fence, just within reach of a system that could eat him up, just outside it enough to see another way. He was in a stage of adolescence everyone goes through, but a sad reality in America is that some kids are given all this rope to run free and loose while others are given just enough rope to get tied up.


My time with Daniel got me thinking about what society calls “the cracks.” In some places in this country, the cracks are a dangerous thing, the gaps through which you can fall in and get lost. But in other places, like Daniel’s Cleveland neighborhood and the Brooklyn one where I was raised, the cracks are the opposite: they are how you escape. I’ve seen enough to know the system is designed to trap people like Daniel, imprison or kill him or at least keep him on his corner. If he somehow gets a good job, a solid family, a happy life, I call that slipping through the cracks.


The messages are loud and clear to young Black men and women that they are not in control of their future. So it’s a leap of faith to tell yourself you are. But believing it can be that difference maker. As Daniel said to me later that night, “I just feel like nothing’s ever going to change, but I just changed me.”


Almost thirty years earlier, I came to the exact same conclusion.









CHAPTER 2


JANET




BROOKLYN, NEW YORK


1989





A BLACK SCREEN. FADE IN ON A DARK AND DAMP factory, drained of all color. Searchlights circle above; rain pools down the brick walls. A monotone voice beams down: We are a nation with no geographic boundaries. Bound together through our beliefs.


Flashes of lightning: dark then light then dark again. Across a floor of heavy machines, the camera moves, seeking something.


We are like-minded individuals. Sharing a common vision. Then a figure in a corner, hunched over. The face of a teenage boy, dark-skinned and distraught. An earth-shaking rumble as a freight elevator descends.


Pushing toward a world rid of color lines.


Lights crash on the boy’s wet and weary face as he looks up toward the sound.


I WAS TWENTY-TWO YEARS old when a music video changed my life.


After thirteen months in rehab, I was back living in my mother’s Brooklyn apartment, the only home I’d ever known. Twenty-two years and I was back where I started. Though I was clean for the time being, no longer headed for an early grave, I didn’t have much to show for my time on this Earth. Staying alive had been enough. Until it wasn’t.


My hours were spent working in a temp position for a pharmaceutical company and taking business management classes at community college. But I didn’t belong in either place. I was just going through the motions, living out my mother’s version of what success should be. The template my older brother had set. Meanwhile, I was waiting for something—for anything—to happen.


There had to be more than just surviving; there had to be living, and I had this buried desire to find whatever that was. I just hadn’t yet found the courage to seek it out.


By that point, my mother and I were ships destined to collide. We were getting on each other’s nerves, on top of each other’s business, and up in each other’s faces. I had been putting off the inevitable, delaying whatever adulthood awaited me out there. Sure, I was still scared of her, in some way would always be, but maybe I was more scared of venturing out on my own. It’s hard to say. All I knew was that I was floating in some kind of purgatory, until something showed up like a message beamed from the future.


Anytime I could get into that apartment when my mother wasn’t home, I was there. So in the living room I watched the MTV countdown, waiting for Janet Jackson. At the sofa’s edge, I sat, ready to pounce. I leaned forward to peek into the VCR to make sure the blank tape was ready to go for me to record it.


Back then, before we had much control over what we heard or saw, the anticipation gave it this extra jolt. You had to put in work to find the music you wanted, especially if you had no money. You valued it more because it wasn’t so easily available. And when it arrived, it felt like the fates answering you, like you’d snatched lightning in a bottle.


The television screen went all black. I bounded from the couch and pressed the record button on the VCR, stuck my ear to it to make sure I heard that whirring sound. Then I sprang up and got into position in front of the coffee table, feet on my mom’s rust-orange carpet. Back straight as a board, arms at my sides, fists tightened, I faced the screen and waited for Janet to count off.


The opening shots of the factory, the ominous elevator, the scared boy. Then heavy boots moving purposefully down the metal stairs, stepping through the smoke. Figures dressed in militant black uniforms with silver buckles, black caps pulled down low. Not just a dance troupe but a platoon.


Then Janet’s gloved hand: 5, 4, 3, 2, 1.


The snare drum kicks off like a gunshot, the groove of the bassline and the New Jack Swing beat that could’ve put a dead man on his feet. The dancers launch into it like they were sprung from a cannon. Limbs swinging in perfect synch, legs marching and gliding at the same time. They all turn ninety degrees as though on spindles: left, back, right, front again. A dance in regimented precision but fluid like water.


Finally, Janet’s voice like a whip: With music by our side, to break the color lines.


Her voice is fierce but not hard. It’s optimistic, proud—declarative. It lands with authority, and I trust her because of that confidence. The troupe behind her trusts her too, mimicking her moves exactly. In the sharp black and white, their colors and genders are all washed out, discarded, ignored. They are all part of a single voice.


The boy onscreen, who is now up on his feet, goes searching. His fear has shifted into something else: curiosity. He wanders the cavernous space, seeking out the sound that has broken through his desperate world. When he finally gets a glimpse of Janet and her dancers, the view is obstructed by a chain-link fence. Eyes never looking away, he walks along it, with his hand as a guide. The song is an invitation, like Janet is personally beckoning him: a generation full of courage come forth with me. The boy is no longer alone. He is far from healed—he will never be fully healed—but there’s a glint in his eye. The world has made room for him.


I cannot overstate how important “Rhythm Nation” was to my lost and aching twenty-two-year-old self. It spoke to the man I was and the boy I had been. The pull was so magnetic, I remember thinking: I am this boy. And I didn’t mean it as a figure of speech. I didn’t know where he ended and I began. I too wore my pain and loneliness like skin. I too was desperate for someone to reach out. And I too was being pulled by an invisible force, by the same force that was pulling the boy in on the screen. I was seeing myself on the television for the first time. This was not a music video. It was a goddamn earthquake.


I HAD GROWN UP with cute, baby-faced Janet—she was my age exactly—as well as Michael and their brothers. Those songs were the soundtrack to my childhood. I’d sneak on my mother’s wig and sing Jackson 5 songs like “Show You the Way to Go” into her feminine wash bag, having no idea what it was. The tube part looked like a microphone to me. I’d sing and dance in front of the mirror, pretending the crowd was going wild for me too.


But “Rhythm Nation” was something else. The statement of a grown woman, sure, but Janet had a couple of records out by then—records about independence, love, sex. But this was something even bigger. A call to action. A message sent from a place where I belonged, a home I didn’t even know existed.


The dancing and the music were interconnected for me. I wanted to understand the dancing, to get inside of it, to inhabit it myself. This choreographed movement that was both so precise and so free. Since I’d been a kid, dancing had put me in touch with my body, connected me to this life force and energy. Friends and I used to choreograph dances in the hallway and perform for girls or family members. But it was not a proper field, according to my mother. Not academic or professional enough for her. Not worthy of her son. So the desire lay quiet in me. But it never died.


“Rhythm Nation” was a freight train that woke it all up. I rehearsed and rehearsed that dance, getting a little more of the routine down each time. Once I got the video on tape, I did little else but practice in front of that television. If I didn’t land each move exactly right, I was in the wrong position for the next one, so it was all connected. So there I was, day in and day out. Rewind. Play. Pause. Rewind. Play. Pause. I damn near wore that tape down to nothing. Once I felt confident enough, I performed it for some people I knew. The response was quick—and devastating. They knew better. They watched me for a little and then keeled over. “You going the wrong way, Mike!” they said, busted over laughing.


“What do you mean?” I didn’t even understand.


“You’re going backwards. You gotta face away from the screen!”


I had been dancing facing Janet like a mirror, but to do a routine you have to turn away from the screen, as though you’re in the formation. It seemed obvious once they said it, but what did I know? I swallowed the embarrassment and went back at it. I parked in front of that TV, annoying my mother who wanted to watch her shows, practicing before breakfast in the morning and when the building was asleep at night. I faced away from the screen and looked over my shoulder to get it right. I watched out of the periphery of my eyes until I could do it with my eyes closed. I wasn’t a fan imitating the dance; now, I was in it, among Janet and her crew. It severed the division between us. The whole world drained away and I was among them. That’s what first gave me the idea that I could do this for real.


Dancing along to that video transported me out the window of that fifth-floor apartment in the projects, out to the streets of East Flatbush, across the East River to Manhattan, and on to the wider world. It all came together on that screen: my Blackness, my fear, my loneliness, dance, music, performance—it was like an explosion. Years later I read an interview where Janet said she was trying with that song to reach out to anyone who was teetering on the edge. And if she could get to one person, it would be worth it.


She found one.


“Rhythm Nation” was like a line drawn. I could stay and rot away or give myself over to this bigger thing. It was a risk but not a fantasy. More like a dare-to-dream moment. The video spoke to my brokenness but, at the same time, separated me from it, liberated me from it. I saw that I could be myself and still be strong. Dance had long been part of my identity. It had been a form of expression when I didn’t feel like I had any other. So it made divine sense for it to be my way out.


When I closed my eyes at night, I saw myself in formation behind Janet. That song and its video were a turning point, but I also took it literally: something I loved, that I had been good at my whole life, that I could make a living at. So I came to what felt like a natural conclusion, though it sounded strange aloud: I was going to become a Janet Jackson background dancer.


I would make it happen: move out, quit my job, drop out of school. I would join the New York dance scene, immerse myself in that world, and find Janet. Or she’d find me. I’d start at the fringes and make my way in, through all the concentric circles and hoops, until I reached her. It had never appeared so real, so close, as it did dancing in my mother’s apartment.


The arts had always been a rebellion in my home, a mutiny against my mother. And it would be again. She would berate me for throwing away a good job and a degree for what she saw as a pipe dream. But I knew better. When something powerful reaches you just at a time when you’re ready to hear it, you have to strike. So I did.


I was tired of looking at that scared boy in the mirror, the one who was convinced he couldn’t be anything. I was young, but had already been through enough heaviness for a lifetime. That scared boy was always just underneath the surface. No matter how many years I put behind me, he was the voice in my head and the spirit in my body. I carried him with me wherever I went.









CHAPTER 3


PAULA AND BOOKER T.




EAST FLATBUSH, BROOKLYN


1978





“HEY, FLAT TOP, YOU WANNA GO FOR A RIDE?”


I didn’t have to be asked twice. Mom and I were clearing the dinner table and my father was dangling keys in hand, inviting me along with him. I was eleven years old and this was a rare thing, so I would’ve gone anywhere with him. Even just up the street was enough for me.


Dad had to drop off the music equipment at a club down on Flatbush Avenue owned by our neighbor across the hall, Mr. Cotton. Mr. Cotton was like a Black Tom Selleck, handsome and suave with a thick mustache. He had style and business sense and was like Dad’s running buddy. On Saturday nights, Dad would load up turntables, speakers, and milk crates of records into a moving van and bring them down to the club. It wasn’t the kind of place, neighborhood, or era when you could leave anything overnight. So around three in the morning, he would go back out to pick it all up.


Mr. Cotton’s club was a dimly lit underground spot with its name in flashing bright neon: AZZ. You don’t forget a name like that. The building was a small loft space with exposed brick on all sides. It had an upstairs office area for the DJ, which hung out over the dance floor below. That was it, nothing more than an open room. No bar, no tables, just a floor, a bathroom, and a coat rack. It didn’t look like much, not like any of the vast places I saw on TV with the multiple levels, glistening floors, and candy-colored lights.


A few people were straggling around as I waited on Dad to finish setting up. Looking up toward the DJ space, I could see he was taking his time, chatting with people up there, laughing and easy in a way he never was at home. I waited, mind-wandering and a little bored. Right when I was about to trudge up those stairs and ask when we were leaving, the lights of the club went down. In perfect synch, a record started playing.


It began as a pulse, less through the ears than the chest, like a heartbeat, followed by a wash of organ and a rumbling bassline. Then a wall of horns and the wails of a saxophone punching the melody. Underneath that was a rollicking keyboard, and holding it all together was a four-on-the-floor disco beat. The sound rose up and blanketed the entire place; there was this tangible shift in the air. By the time the song was up on its feet, and pushed to full volume, people had materialized on the dance floor. Through the door, a line of popped collars and flared-out pants and dark skin filtered in. Saturday night in human form.


I knew the song—“Love Is the Message,” a breakout hit of Philadelphia soul—but not like this. The DJ was playing a remix where the instruments were more urgent and the song went on for what felt like forever. More and more people flooded in from outside until that room was packed tight. I stood up against the brick wall and watched the men and women rubbing bodies, sound and movement and heat all feeding off each other in this mutual loop. My eyes grew enormous. I was taken in by the throbbing energy, the sensuality of it all. It was like a revelation of this secret thing that had been kept from me. I was a kid getting a glimpse of the adult world, a hidden place that had been closed off, and I loved what I saw.


I wanted to reach out and touch it.


“Let’s go, Schnuckle Head,” Dad said, grabbing me by my collar. I felt the tug but didn’t move, like the volume on him was down. “Hey, hey,” he said, clapping in front of my face. “Michael, let’s go.”


“C’mon, Dad,” I complained. “Can we stay just—”


“No, no, no. Up, c’mon,” he said, pulling at me again. “Let’s go. Your mother don’t want you hanging here.” I bet she didn’t. That’s why I wanted to stay.


“Yes sir,” I said, taking my coat and following him out the door. When we got back into the van, I could still hear that bright saxophone line, which played in my head the whole way home. And climbing into bed that night, the feeling lingered—that sense of danger, not menacing but enticing. When I closed my eyes in the darkness, I could feel it in my bones.


THE NEXT MORNING, I woke to Mom banging around in the kitchen, clanking dishes and slamming cabinets. The noise flooded through the thin walls of my room. Mom’s moods were like weather systems that blew in and out of that apartment. And from what I could hear, one had touched land.


Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I came out to see her cooking up a storm and my father nowhere to be found—again. Just the week before, he hadn’t come home after a Saturday night out. Mom had gotten an early morning phone call from the police station and had to go down to bail him out. When the two of them walked in the door, neither said a word, but the anger coming off of her was like a crashing wave. He went into the bedroom and closed the door and she went into the kitchen. I later found out Dad and Mr. Cotton had been busted picking up prostitutes. I was just old enough to know what that was.


So, when Dad wasn’t home again, I knew to stay out of her way. My stomach rumbling, I squeezed past Mom and grabbed a Pop-Tart, the last from the box. “Out the way, out the way,” Mom chided me, passing in a blur with a hot pan. “Boy,” she said, stopping to put all her frustration into it, “get out of my kitchen.”
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