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For my mother, Shirley Powell, the first teacher and leader I ever met. Ma, I love you forever—


“How I got over/How I got over/Oooh, my soul look back and wonder/How I got over”

—CLARA WARD/THE FAMOUS WARD SINGERS

“I think that somehow, we learn who we really are and then live with that decision.”

—ELEANOR ROOSEVELT

“Wanting to be someone else is a waste of the person you are.”

—KURT COBAIN

“People think just because you were born in the ghetto that you are going to fit in.”

—TUPAC SHAKUR


Intro

FISTS POUNDED my face from every angle. I am so stupid for coming out into this hallway, I thought. I should’ve known they’d be out here waiting for me. I wanted to scream, but I resolved to take the beating as punishment for my life. As the blows torpedoed my nose, my eye sockets, my temples, and my ears, my mind staggered toward the possibility that I could die, and I imagined the damage: the deviated septum, the detached retina and the loss of vision, the loudness of sudden deafness, garbled speech. I saw my body days later—swollen, with lumpy clots around the gashes—being found in a park, decomposed and fed upon by bloated, fanged street rats. My mother would come to the hospital to identify me and scream—the kind of cry every ghetto mother saves for the day when it is her son who has died prematurely. I could hear my mother’s anguished voice: “Lawd, I knew he would end up this way. He was always walkin’ the wrong path.”

Dang, what a way to go out! Beat down by some pissed-off Black men. I wasn’t with that. I squirmed and ducked enough head blows to fold my bony frame into a ball the way they’d taught us in that Jersey City P.A.L. karate class—but the kicks and punches blasted through anyway. Blood—thick, bitter clumps of it—oozed between my teeth and gums. My eyes had swollen into puffy balloons, so I couldn’t make out the faces through the slits, but the voices sounded familiar:

“We should kill this kid for that ISH!”

“Man, later for that! I ain’t tryin’ to get no murder rap.”

“Stop being a punk, yo! Who gonna tell?”

I wanted to say to those voices, “Yo, brothers! Don’t y’all know who I am? I’m that kid from around the way. . . .” But they could not have cared less. I was just another Black boy who had played the wrong game and needed a good butt-kicking—

Once the men had planted me solidly on the tiled floor, I faked like I was out cold, hoping to get some mercy. “Get up, boy, you ain’t dead yet!” Sturdy, leathery hands yanked me by my feet, and I was dragged down the hallway stairs, out of the building, into the parking lot next door. An electric-like current jolted my body, and I could feel my flesh frying atop the friction and heat of the pavement. Does anyone see any of this? I thought as heavy shoes and work boots pummeled my chest and rib cage.

For the first time I bawled loud and long—like an abandoned baby. Aaaah! These dudes are going to kill me! Flat on my back, I cupped the night’s pitch-blackness in my outstretched hands and prayed silently—and I wondered if I were going to heaven or hell. The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want . . . My mother told me to say that whenever I was in deep trouble. Maybe I had used up too many prayers. But the men, reeking of alcohol and now exhausted, hurled their legs and arms into me a few more times, then floated backwards to admire their work. As they turned away, I could hear them smacking palms and each other’s backs, muttering, “Dang, we beat that kid down. . . .”


PART I



trapped in a concrete box


1

My mother
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Dear Lawd,

Ah ain’t mean’t to do dis Lawd. It wuz uh accident, God. But God,

Ah done had de baby now an’ it ain’t

Nothin’ Ah kin do but t’ raise it.

But God, how cum dat damn Cunningham done disown his chile?

Oooh Jee-zus! He 13 years older dan me an’ he should know bedder.

Lawd, Ah swear, if Ah known dat he was gonna do dat,

T’ m, t’ leeve me an’ dis chile

Ah sho wouldn’t had never let him touch me.

Ahm ashame Lawd ’cause dis baby ain’t got no daddy.

Ah donno where t’ turn. Ah kin’t go back down South

’Cause dey’ll call me a heffa.

Oh God! Pleeze show me de way ’cause dis

Ain’t gonna be eazy.

All Ah ask Lawd is dat you give me de strength

T’ take care of dis chile ’til he grown

Enuf t’ do fo’ hisself.

An’ Lawd, when dat boy gits t’ be uh man-size, if he ever run int’

His daddy, let him make his daddy pay fo’ what he done did.

Ahm sorry, Lawd, fo’ sayin’ it lak dat but dat’s de way Ah feel God.

Ah-man.
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MY MOTHER ripped me away from the fire-hot radiator as I screamed in agony. “Maaaaa! Maaaaa! Aaaaah! Maaaaa!”

I was somewhere between two and three years old, captivated by the hissing of this thing that both warmed us in the dead-cold winter, and also made the kind of noises that lured a child as a familiar toy would. While my mother looked elsewhere, I stared at it, sized it up, and then I raised my right hand, as if saluting it, and I touched it—

Pain knotted my fingers and I couldn’t let go of the radiator. It ricocheted through my hand, up my wrist, and shocked my entire right arm into submission. I was stuck and all I could do was scream.

“Maaaaa! Maaaaa! Aaaaah! Maaaaa!”

My mother suddenly appeared and with one mighty tug freed me from that radiator.

“Oh, Jee-zus! Boy, what you done did now?”

I was crying hysterically, snot festering in my nose. My mother cradled me in her arms and wiped the tears from my face as I bawled. She moved to release me for a moment and I screamed again.

“Maaaaa! Maaaaa! Aaaaah! Maaaaa!”

“Boy, I ain’t goin’ nowhere ’cept to get a cold cloth to put on yo’ hand. Now stop all that crying for a minute.”

I continued to wail, standing frozen in our dingy apartment as my mother ran cold water in the kitchen sink. When she returned, I attempted to run away, but she grabbed me by the hand that was burned.

“Boy, stop actin’ like a fool and sit still!”

When she applied it to my hand, the iciness of the wet cloth seemed to make the burn hotter. But after a few minutes, I felt some relief. My mother held me again in her arms. I was still crying, but somewhere in the far-off horizon of my mind, I began to paint the sky black and dot it with the tiny white holes they call stars, and I fell asleep.
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After I got burned on that radiator, the pictures of my life sharpened.

I lived with my mother and my Aunt Cathy and my cousin Anthony in Jersey City, New Jersey. Aunt Cathy and Anthony shared a bed in the living room, and my mother and I shared a bed in the bedroom. Anthony was born three days before me on Thursday, April 21, 1966. I was born in the wee hours of Sunday morning, April 24, 1966, at 4:15 A.M., at the Margaret Hague Maternity Hospital. As Anthony’s mother was leaving the hospital with him, my mother was wheelchaired in to deliver me.

My mother and my aunt were sisters. Anthony and I played together every day, and we fought nearly every day, too. Sometimes I bit Anthony when I got angry, and my Aunt Cathy would beg my mother to make me stop, but my mother never said anything to me. I laughed a lot, but I was also mad a lot. I didn’t know why. I loved cartoons. I loved milk. And I loved to run, to play.

One day my mother told me we were going to get my picture taken.

“What is that, Ma?”

“A man is going to shoot you while you sit still.”

“A man is going to shoot me?”

That same fear and terror I felt when I burned my hand on the radiator reasserted its grip over my mind and body.

“I do not want to go, Ma! I’m scared!”

“Boy, hush with all that fool talk. We goin’.”

We boarded the Bergen Avenue bus. It was orange and round and crowded with people. When we arrived at the place where the man was going to shoot me, I refused to go in. My mother looked at me sympathetically but then said, “Boy, get your fool self in here. This man ain’t got all day for you.”

I was wearing what my mother called a shorts set. She told me it was like a military uniform. The man taking my picture had wrinkled skin, and his color was different from my mother’s and mine. It was what she later told me was white, that he was a White man. I did not understand.

The man asked me to sit on a bench and explained to me why he was going to shoot me.

“I am going to take your picture. It is not going to hurt. All you have to do is look into this camera, into this box, and smile, or laugh, or both. Can you do that, sonny?”

I was confused. My mother told me my name was Kevin and this man called me “sonny.” I looked at my mother. She gave me that look she always gave me when she needed me to do something, whether I wanted to do it or not.

I nodded uneasily. The man went behind the box, and his head disappeared beneath a black towel.

“I’m shooting now, sonny! Just look into the box.”

I did what he told me to do because I did not want to be beaten by my mother for disobeying.

The man raised his head from the black towel and came over to me.

“Sonny, you have to move your left arm from behind your back. It looks like you only have one arm.”

The man tried to tug at my arm and I screamed: “Nooooo!!!!”

He looked at my mother.

“Kevin, get your arm where this man wants it or—”

Not even the threat of a beating from my mother persuaded me to move my arm from behind me. I was frozen and the arm kept me propped up. I knew this, but my mother and the man did not know this. I shook my head.

“Okay, miss, he ain’t gonna budge. I will do the best I can with what he is giving me.”

The man’s head disappeared again behind the black towel, and the clicking sounds from the box continued. I laughed once. I did not know why. I just did. Otherwise I was staring into the box as this man aimed it at me. Again and again and again. Click. Flash. Click. Flash.

[image: Image]

One day, when I was three years old, my mother told me she was going to “teach” me.

“You are going to learn how to count. Then you are going to learn the alphabet. Then you are going to learn your name and your address. Do you understand?”

I nodded my head.

My mother then sat me down, and we spent what felt like the entire day counting numbers and repeating the alphabet and my name and my address.

“You are going to college. You are going to get a good education,” my mother said to me. “You have to go farther in school than I did. Do you understand?”

I did not understand her at all, but I said yes anyway.

“I want you to be a lawyer or a doctor. Somebody important. Get you a good education and you can get you a good job. You can be somebody. Be like Abraham Lincoln or somebody.”

“Who is Abraham Lincoln, Ma?”

“He was president of the United States.”

“What is president of the United States, Ma?”

“He the man that run everything.”

“Run everything like what, Ma?”

“Run everything, the government.”

“The what?”

“The government.”

I did not understand what my mother was saying, but from the way she was saying it, I knew the president must be important.

I took what my mother was teaching me and I counted and said my alphabet every single day. She told me I was learning how to read, and she gave me words to read. I felt my mother was the smartest person in the world because of all the things she was teaching me. I wanted to make my mother happy, so every time she told me something, I would say it back to her, over and over. She liked how I said these things back to her, and she told me I was “smart.” I did not know what smart meant. I just knew I wanted to make my mother happy.
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I was terrified of fire. Every time I heard the word, fear wracked my body and my heart leapt inside my chest. From the conversations I overheard between my mother and Aunt Cathy, I knew that “fire” was responsible for big people and little boys like me “dyin’ in their sleep.”

“They was sleepin’ and that fire came like a thief in the night,” my mother would say.

“Humph! That’s why it ain’t good to sleep hard in the North. You just might sleep through your own death,” Aunt Cathy declared.

“Yeah, chile, them fire escapes even ain’t no good. The Jersey Journal said that family over there on Bergen Avenue made it out of the apartment, and was waitin’ for the firemen on the fire escape, and then the fire escape gave out. They dead now,” my mother concluded, dread filtering through her voice.

Then my mother grew quiet and stared into space, and Aunt Cathy, too, fell silent.

“That’s why I don’t want to live in no projects. It’s too high up,” my mother eventually said.

Aunt Cathy nodded her head in agreement.

One frigid winter night while we were sleeping, an odd smell brushed against my nose and awakened me. I could hear a rat prancing in the kitchen area, and I thought that perhaps another rat had died and had left a sour odor. But no, this was not the smell of a dead rat. I opened my eyes slowly, and as I focused, I could see, in the black of night, the narrow wavy lines of smoke. My mind raced. Smoke? Where had I heard that word before? On television? From my mother or aunt? On the block where we lived? And what was connecting that word to the terror that was climbing up my spine? I could not recall.

I desperately wanted to wake my mother, but her back was to me and she was in a deep sleep, her snoring blending in time with the late-night shouts and screeching cars outside. I was so frightened I lost the capacity to speak; so I edged in closer to my mother, and gently snuggled my head into her bosom. That closeness made me feel warm and protected.

Temporarily comforted, I tried to go to sleep. However, smoke stormed back into my thoughts. I had figured it out: smoke comes from fire, and I remembered my mother saying that if you scream when you see smoke, then that scream would make the fire speed toward you. Now I was crippled with fear. What do I do? If I wake my mother, she will be mad at me and she might beat me. But if I do not wake her, and Aunt Cathy and Anthony in the front room, will we die because of this smoke?

“Ma,” I whispered.

My mother snored on.

“Ma, I smell smoke. Ma, ma, ma,” I said as I poked my mother with my index finger.

“Huh? What you want, boy?”

“Ma, I smell smoke,” I said.

“Boy, be quiet. Ain’t no smoke in here.”

Silence. And the inhaling and exhaling of my mother’s breath. Abruptly, the vibration of my mother’s breathing halted and I started to cry. I thought she was dead because of the smoke. Then in one full motion, my mother jumped from the bed.

“Oh, Lawd! This dang building is on fire! Cathy! Wake up! Get up, Kevin! Put on your robe!”

My mother stumbled in the shadows, cursing as she kicked her feet into her slippers and donned her robe.

“Cathy!” she screamed again. “Girl, don’t you hear me? I think the building is on fire.” My mother snapped on the lamp and grabbed me by the arm.

Now in the living room, the four of us, cold and afraid, stood trembling as fire-engine sirens whistled below our windows. Why aren’t we leaving the apartment? I wondered. If there is a fire, shouldn’t we try to get out? Or at least stick our heads from a window and let the firemen know we are up here? Or are we just going to die? I looked at my cousin Anthony. Both scared, we clung tighter to our mothers. The two women spoke in hushed tones.

“What we gonna do?” Aunt Cathy asked.

“I donno,” my mother said. “The fire might be in the hallway. We can’t run through it. And I ain’t gettin’ on no fire escape. It might give out.”

A decision had been made: we were not going to yell for help; we were not going to leave through the entrance to the apartment; we were not going out to the fire escape; and we were not returning to our beds. No. We would face whatever awaited us together. So we stood, the four of us, in the corner of the front room, near the hissing radiator, waiting. We heard fire engines come up the block. We heard voices, female, male, and children’s, crying, screaming, pleading. We heard dogs barking. We heard the long, painful shrieks of an old woman: “Lawd Je—sus! Please take me, don’t take my grandbabies, Lawd. They ain’t never hurt nobody!” And we heard the palpitations of our hearts, the heavy sounds of our breathing.

But the fire never came to us. We stayed up the entire night, standing in that corner by the radiator. When dawn came, my mother put on her street clothes and left the apartment. She returned a few moments later. Anthony and I were sitting at the kitchen table munching Frosted Flakes while Aunt Cathy washed dishes. My mother was in a somber mood.

“The building next door burned down. They said some people died.”

My mother looked at us, then at the kitchen floor. I followed my mother’s eyes. A big, furry gray rat scurried past her feet and headed toward the refrigerator. My mother took off her shoe and threw it in the direction of the rat.

“We gotta move,” my mother said, defeat in her voice. “It ain’t good to live next to a building that burned down. All kind of spirits is over there and our building could be next.”

Aunt Cathy nodded her head in agreement. My cousin Anthony and I sat, emotionless, digging our spoons into our cereal. My mother retrieved her shoe and left the kitchen.

A few weeks later, we moved from Bostwick Avenue to our new apartment building, at the corner of Bergen and Orient. But we only stayed there for a short period until moving again, this time to 116 Bergen Avenue, directly across from Audubon Park.

And it was at 116 Bergen Avenue, in a cluttered first-floor apartment at the back of the building, that Jersey City, where I was born and where I would spend the first eighteen years of my life, began to disrobe itself, fascinating me, annoying me, and tempting me simultaneously. Each event, each moment, outside and indoors, I held on to tightly, afraid that if I let go, then that event, that moment, would be gone forever:

Like the rapture of playing on the black-and-gray gravel of Audubon Park: climbing the monkey bars, coasting hands-free down the sliding board, or kicking my feet toward the clouds as my mother pushed me on the swings.

Like the worldliness of regular Saturday afternoon rides with my mother on the crowded orange-and-white Bergen Avenue bus.

Like the longing for adventure induced by the teenage boys who scrambled after a bus to grab hold of the back window and ride for blocks until the police chased them off.

Like the bewilderment I felt when rain smeared the bright red bricks of 116 Bergen Avenue into a dull, purplish hue.

Like that fleeting taste of nature from the tiny green leaves of a bush that my cousin Anthony and I tossed into each other’s mouths.

Like the experience of death—without dying ourselves—whenever a mutt or an alley cat was struck by a passing car or bus, then lurched and moaned pitifully on the sidewalk before going still on the ground.

Like the peculiar sensation of watching a drunk or junkie tilt toward the earth, only to right himself, piss on himself, curse himself or the nearest neighbor, then march, dignified, down the block.

Like the hostile paranoia I felt whenever my mother and I trekked Jackson Avenue, past the empty, boarded-up buildings, past the garbage-strewn lots, past the stinking, unshaven men with their pocket-size bottles of liquor.

Like the naive assumption that Jersey City was splitting in half whenever I saw a new crack in the concrete leading to my building.

Like the nostalgia whenever I spotted yet another pair of grimy sneakers dangling from the electric wires overhead.

Like the titillation of ice-cream truck music caroming in my ears and in the ears of all us ghetto children, who would sprint toward the truck.

Like the unsolicited pity of observing pigeons as they battled over a scrap of bread.

Like the cryptic sense of great expectations when I angled my head skyward and snared snowflakes on the rim of my bottom lip.

Like the apocalyptic sound of thunder and sight of lightning that propelled my mother and Aunt Cathy to snatch off the lights, unplug all the electrical appliances, and forbid Anthony and me from speaking or moving, until that sound and that sight had expended themselves.

Like the surge of power I savored when I trapped a cockroach with a plastic top and mocked its maneuvers to free itself.

Like the hot panic in my throat whenever I heard the bustling feet of rats in the walls.

Like the musty air of predictability from the white rice my mother served with every dinner.

Like the ungovernable hunger I had whenever my mother baked a thickly crusted sweet potato pie and set it in the refrigerator to cool.

Like the magical appearance of dust rays as the sun lapped the windows of our apartment.

Like the budding selfishness of my cousin Anthony and me any time we would hide our toys from each other.

Like the sudden and inexplicable happiness that rocked me when Mister Rogers invited me into his neighborhood.

Like the rage that engulfed me when our black-and-white television set succumbed to age and a fat black line fixed itself on the screen.

Like the possibilities that accompanied those quiet moments when my mother asked me to recite the alphabet, to say a new word, to repeat my full name and street address, or to count higher than I had before.

Like the private satisfaction of seeing faces and bodies in the patterns of the cheap, brown-and-beige kitchen chairs.

Like the muffled hope and myth of better times ahead, every New Year’s Day when my mother prepared the Southern dish of “hoppin’ john”—black-eyed peas and rice—for good luck.

And like the sheer delight and obscure passing of tradition when my mother taught me to do “the jerk,” “the mashed potato,” or “the twist,” or when she belted the lyrics to Smokey Robinson and The Miracles’ “Shop Around” or Marvin Gaye’s “Pride and Joy.”

Jersey City, my Jersey City, held me up with its arthritic hands, as the moon touched my baby-oiled face and baptized me a native son.
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That little boy
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i was born a year after Malcolm was blown away, two years before a rifle stifled MLK, and five years before Tupac would step, flippin’ the bird, onto the stage. i am the only child of a young single Geechee woman who grey-hounded it from a shotgun shack to a northern tenement.
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THAT LITTLE boy is drunk!” exclaimed a plump, boisterous woman wearing a yellow flower-patterned blouse and hip-hugging jeans that flared outward at the ankles. “He ain’t but a baby and he drinkin’ already. God bless his soul! He wanna be a man!”

At four years old, I did not know what the word “drunk” meant. But I did know that the entire apartment, which belonged to my mother’s older sister, Aunt Birdie, was rotating; I could barely hold on to the sofa arm where I was sitting and watching “the big people,” as I called grown-ups back then: some drank from cans and glasses, some smoked miniature white sticks, and some jerked their heads, arms, and legs to the rhythms spewing from the record player in the corner. Some of the men’s and women’s bodies were pressed tightly together, and their faces dissolved into one another.

I was having fun because the big people were having fun. If one of them told me to get up and dance, then I got up and danced. If one of them told me to say a word, any word, then I said that word. And if one of them offered me more to drink, then I sipped from their can or glass. Each time I carried out a command, “the big people” laughed from the hidden pockets of their stomachs, and that laughter excited me, egging me on to the next crowd-pleasing performance.

My mother had brought me to the party because she did not have a babysitter. At one point, while she was engrossed in conversation with some loudmouthed man with a big afro, my mother had left me with my Aunt Birdie, and someone handed me a beer to drink. The beer had a bitter taste, somewhat like the cold medicine my mother gave me when I was sick. I scrunched my mouth into a pout and mimicked the big people’s dance steps. My Aunt Birdie cracked up, her large white teeth taking up most of her face.

A tall, rail-thin man with a mass of curls on his head told me, “Boy, don’t ever drink and not eat,” so I munched on cake and potato chips. I went about the business of enjoying myself, particularly since I was the only little boy at the party and everyone seemed to be enjoying me. That is, until I became so light-headed that I could barely stand. Without warning, the faces of the big people split in half and spiraled to the ceiling, and my stomach began to expand and contract rapidly. A foul flavor scraped the base of my throat, and then the beer, cake, and potato chips gushed from my mouth, onto my chest and then the floor.

The music played on, but the big people stopped laughing and dancing and looked at me with pity. I was sick, but was that such a bad thing that it could stop the party? Would my mother be mad that I had thrown up on myself? Hadn’t the big people given me the drinks and cake and potato chips? A woman I couldn’t see said, “His momma gonna be mad y’all gave him all that beer.”

Someone summoned my mother from the kitchen, where she had been talking, and she saw me standing in the puddle of vomit. I tilted my head to the right, as I had seen a man do on television, and beamed proudly at her. My mother’s body grew taut, and she rushed over to me, furious, grabbed me by the arm, stripped the belt from my waist, and beat me hard on the back and backside as the big people watched. I tried to wring myself free of her grip and I did, but only for a moment. As I moved to run away, I slipped on my vomit and landed facedown in the puddle. Rather than help me up, my mother brought the full force of the belt down on me. I screamed, but that only infuriated her more. The lashing seemed endless, but she finally stopped.

By that time, the big people had returned to their activities, paying no attention at all to my mother and me. My mother asked me if I was ever going to drink beer again, and I could not answer her, because I did not understand what beer was. She grabbed me by the neck of my shirt and pulled me to my feet and into the bathroom to wash, as best she could, the vomit from my clothes. As my mother scrubbed me with a washcloth, I felt the stinging welts on my arms, my back, and my legs. I grew angry with my mother and writhed when she tightened her grip.

“Stay still, Kevin!” she yelled. “How can I clean this stuff off you if you ain’t gonna stay still? Huh?”

Sulking, I stood motionless and silent. A second later I attempted another getaway. My mother clamped her left hand around my right arm and smacked me across the mouth with the open palm of her right hand. The force of her open palm swung my head from left to right. Tears flooded my eyes. She looked at me and asked, “You gonna be good?”

I could neither answer nor look at her. I nodded my head yes. Once she was done, my mother told me that we would be leaving soon and led me back to the sofa.

“Don’t do nothin’, you hear? Don’t move, don’t talk. Nothin’!” she barked, her eyes boring into me as she returned to her conversation in the kitchen.

I was now terrified of my mother, so I didn’t dare move or speak—even when some of the big people approached me. This was not the first time my mother had beaten me, but for some reason this beating stayed with me for many years. Humiliated that my mother had lashed me in public, I wondered why no one had come to my rescue. I slouched low in the sofa, rage boiling, and stared at the gyrating bodies.

I yearned to be outside playing in the streets, or chasing a sponge ball, or foot-racing against other little boys, or tossing mud pies at my cousin Anthony. I also yearned for my mother’s affection, for her to hold me, for her to regret beating me in front of the big people. Most of all, I yearned to move and to talk, but my mother had forbidden me to do anything. So I sat, defiant—and waited—resolving that one day I, too, would be one of the big people and able to do as I pleased. Eventually I fell asleep.
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One day my mother and I were out shopping in an area in Jersey City called Journal Square, when an old White woman stopped my mother, grabbing her by the arm and saying, “That little boy is so cuute!”

Then my mother did something I had never seen her do before. She giggled like a child herself, and her body seemed to contort and bend at the waist as the old White woman spoke.

“Thank you so much!” my mother said. “He real smart, too. He know his alphabet and can count and everything.”

My mother shoved me forward and gave me the signal to speak. I said my alphabet, then counted until I ran out of numbers. Then I stepped behind my mother and hooked my fingers to her trousers, peeking at the White woman with a hump in her back and a patch of gray hair on her head. But when this old White woman looked at me, I fixed my eyes on the pavement, afraid to make eye contact with her.

I could feel her examining me, her ocean-blue eyes sweeping across my body from head to toe. It made me tense and uncomfortable, but I did not know why. She then pulled a piece of peppermint candy from her purse and gave it to me.

“Boy, you keep doing what your mother tells you to do and you will be a credit to your race.”

I did not understand what the old White woman meant, but I looked up at her and nodded. Then she walked away. As soon as she was out of sight, my mother swung around to me, the mother I knew.

“Kevin, if a White person says you cute, then you know it must be true. They don’t just be saying that to anyone.”

There was a level of unmistakable pride in my mother’s words, loaded with energy and meaning that I could not grasp at that moment. But those words stayed with me. “If a White person . . .”

Who are these White people? I wondered, then pushed the thought from my mind. I was just happy that we were going to get some Kentucky Fried Chicken.
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Going to school with Martin Luther King, Jr.
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even my mother, southern warrior that she is, cannot scrape the tinted windows off that child’s imagination

[image: Image]

ONE DAY, when I was nestled at the feet of our black-and-white television set, my mother announced that I was going to school in September.

“But I already went to school, Ma,” I said.

“That wasn’t school, that was nursery school,” my mother said.

“So what kinda school do I have to go to now?” I asked.

“Kindergarten,” my mother said. “You gonna be in school until you turn eighteen, then you will go to college, and then to law school and be a lawyer like Abraham Lincoln.”

I scratched my head. “For real, Ma? But wait—Ma, Abraham Lincoln, the president?”

“Yes. He was a great man, he was a lawyer, and then he was president of these United States. And he was real smart, like you,” my mother said.

“For real, Ma? So I’ma be like him?”

“That’s right.”

My mother smiled at me and that made me feel good. But then her manner changed.

“Me and Cathy gotta get you and Anthony some school clothes. We gonna get y’all five shirts and five pairs of pants for every day of the week. Y’all gotta look nice for school.”

What was so bad about getting new clothes? I had no problem with that.

“And y’all gotta get shots.”

Shots? I knew what shots were! I had gotten them before.

“Ma, I don’t want no shots.”

“You gotta get ’em or they ain’t gonna let you go to school.”

“Why I gotta go to school?”

“ ’Cuz you got to.”

“But why, Ma?”

“ ’Cuz I said so. Now, shut the hell up with all them fool questions!”

My dreams became a singular, sorrowful nightmare: I am lying in the bed, alone, while an extra-long, sharp needle, suspended from the ceiling directly above me, pursues me whenever I move to one side or the other. I attempt to climb from the bed, but a fence, raised from the floor, traps me. My hands and feet are chained to the bed. Finally, the needle is released and plunges straight down into my face and my head explodes.

I vowed that I would run away on the day Anthony and I were due to get our shots. I told my cousin Anthony about my plan.

“I ain’t gettin’ no shots,” I said stubbornly.

“Why not?” Anthony asked.

“ ’Cuz I don’t want to. They hurt.”

“But we have to,” Anthony said.

“I don’t have to do nothing.”

I obeyed my mother that morning of the doctor’s appointment: I ate breakfast; she bathed and dressed me; I brushed my teeth; she tied my shoes for me, greased my hair, smeared my chest with baby powder, and rubbed Vaseline—lots of it—on my face.

There, I thought. I have done everything she wants of me. Now for my escape! When we hit the pavement outside, I will run. Where? I donno. But I’m gonna run as fast as I can to get away from my mother. That was the plan. As our mothers adjusted our clothes one final time in the mirror, I nodded to Anthony. He didn’t get it.

No matter. When the four of us stepped outside into the mid-spring breeze, I walked slightly ahead of my mother. Without warning, I darted down Bergen Avenue toward Wegman Parkway, a side street. My mother ran after me, screaming: “Ke—vin! That damn fool! Hey! Stop him! My son! Stop that little boy!”

I turned the corner at Wegman Parkway and ran right smack into a tall, bespectacled man wearing a white hat with a feather on the side and a long, mint-green leather coat. The man’s weight pushed me backwards to the ground. My mother was upon me.

“Thanks, sir, for stopping my son for me. He was trying to run away,” my mother said, panting.

“Oh, it’s alright ba—by,” the man drawled, his fingers touching the tip of his hat. “You know a foxy mama like you need to have you a man around to keep this boy in check.”

My mother’s face flamed with indignation.

“Humph! Ain’t nobody gonna try and shack up with me and not put no ring on my finger, you hear?”

“See, that’s the problem with you single broads nowadays. The gov-ment done give y’all a little welfare and y’all think y’all too good for a brother.”

The man looked my mother up and down, cut his eyes at her, readjusted his hat, then stormed off, mumbling, “Stupid chick.”

My mother yelled after him, “Go to hell, you, you stupid, no-good nigga!”

The man, over his shoulder, yelled, “Hell for you, too! That’s why that little bad boy is just like his mama: no class and no home training.”

My mother turned to me. “The next time you run away like that I’ma beat the devil out of you, you hear?”

I said nothing. My mother shook me.

“You deaf, boy? You hear me talkin’ to you? You gonna run away again? Huh?”

I looked down at the concrete. “No, I ain’t gonna run away no more.”

A short while later we arrived at Public School Number 14. My chest pounded and my worst fears were realized: parents, mostly women, chased frightened little boys and girls in the hallways. One boy, with dried-up, green snot beneath his nose, sobbed pathetically as a doctor begged him to return to his office. The doctor waved an assortment of brightly colored lollipops inches from the boy’s eyes, but he did not budge. I was doomed.

Moments later, Anthony and I were in the doctor’s office separated by a curtain and told by a nurse to take off our shirts. I was baffled by the huge jars filled with cotton balls, Q-tips, and Band-Aids, and the machines with the funny knobs and handles and big words I could not read. And yikes—the needles! I was startled by a pudgy man in a white jacket with a reddish knot on the top of his bald head. He was a doctor.

“Hi, young man. What is your name?”

I looked at the floor.

“Hey, you, there,” the doctor said, waving his arms. “I bet you wanna piece of candy, don’t you?”

The doctor reached into a pocket of his white jacket and pulled out a handful of Mary Janes—my favorite.

A smile swept across my face and the doctor seized the moment.

“I thought so! How about we do a trade? You let me give you these shots, and I’ll give you the candy? That’s fair, right?” the man said, his eyes twinkling.

“Uh-huh,” I said, slowly.

“Good. So let’s get started. This will take no time at all and it won’t hurt a bit.”

I neither trusted nor believed him and leapt from the table. The doctor caught me by the arm before I got to the exit.

“Where do you think you’re going? Would your mother like it if you ran away?”

I thought about that but did not respond.

The doctor hoisted me by my armpits back onto the table, reached for cotton balls and rubbing alcohol, and then examined a long needle he removed from a case. Horrified, I wanted to run but was frozen with the thought of what would happen should I make a break. There was nothing else to do except close my eyes. So I did.

The doctor rubbed a moist cotton ball against my right arm, holding it tightly, the way my mother did whenever she whooped me. A pinching sensation. Another one. And another. A few minutes later, it was over.

“Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it, young man?” the doctor asked, his smile a sea of yellow teeth.

I shook my head.

The man handed me the candy, picked up a folder, and made strange markings on it.

“Kevin Powell? That’s your name, right? Can you spell your name?”

I could and I did. The doctor looked impressed. I was now bored and wanted to leave.

“Wow, you’re a smart little boy. As a matter of fact, you’re smart like another little boy from Jersey City who was a student at this very school. He’s real famous today. Do you know who that is?” the doctor asked.

I was clueless, and shook my head no.

“Flip Wilson! That’s right, young man. You know who Flip Wilson is, don’t you?”

I’d seen him on television. Sometimes he wore a suit and sometimes he wore a dress. And when he wore a dress he called himself Geraldine. He was from Jersey City? He was on television. My mother said that people who were on television made lots of money. So that meant that Flip Wilson was rich. Now I liked the doctor. He had basically told me I, too, could be rich. I had to figure out how to get on television!

Excited, I hopped off the table, hurriedly put on my shirt, and joined my mother and Aunt Cathy, who were still waiting for Anthony. I told my mother about Flip Wilson. I was disappointed that she already knew that Flip Wilson had been born in Jersey City. And so it seemed did everyone else lurking in the hallways. No one welcomed my newfound information— not even Anthony (yes, he knew, too). I was astonished that I was the last to know of Flip Wilson’s humble Jersey City roots.

[image: Image]

On an early September morning in 1971, my mother, Aunt Cathy, Anthony, and I walked along Bergen Avenue to Public School Number 41. Finally, we were off to kindergarten. On this monumental day Anthony and I had no idea that P.S. 41 would be the first of four different grammar schools we would attend, as our mothers moved us from grimy building to grimy building, and as they fought constantly to get us a quality education. Anxious, I pushed my fingers deeper into my mother’s hand.

“Ma, I don’t wanna go to school. Not by myself,” I said.

“You ain’t goin’ to school by yourself. Anthony goin’ with you.”

“But, Ma—”

“Hush, Kevin. I ain’t got time for no fussin’.”

When the four of us arrived at the entrance to P.S. 41, a throng of boys, girls, and mothers were crowding the sidewalk as a man stood at the top of a ladder speaking through a round object, which made his voice loud. On one side of the dirty, beige-colored building was a local police precinct and on the other side Henry Snyder High School, where the teenagers went to school.

“If we can please have two lines, one for the kindergartners and one for returning students, then we will let everyone in. In order!”

The crowd charged ahead and the man scowled and waved his arms.

“Again, no one is getting in until two lines are formed!”

My mother looked at Aunt Cathy and rolled her eyes.

“We can’t never do nothin’ right,” my mother said, disgusted.

Aunt Cathy nodded her head, pulled a Kleenex from her purse, and bent down to wipe excess Vaseline from Anthony’s face. My mother did the same to me.

A while later, two lines formed and Anthony and I were on our way to kindergarten.

I was assigned to Mrs. Stallworth’s class. I gasped as Anthony was led by his mother to another class. We were being separated.

“Ma,” I said, barely holding back my tears.

“Boy, hush. You gotta get use to it sooner or later. You can’t be with me all the dang time.”

With that my mother said goodbye and left me in a classroom with Mrs. Stallworth and twenty-five or so boys and girls I had never seen before. Panic, shame, and paranoia flooded me. When Mrs. Stallworth began asking students for their names, I sank in my chair, hoping to fall through the floor, to China, just like in a Bugs Bunny cartoon.

“What is your name?” Mrs. Stallworth asked me. Her voice could have belonged to an angel.

My head rose cautiously, and I gaped at Mrs. Stallworth, instantly aware of how beautiful she was, and embarrassed by the fact that I liked the way she looked.

My God, she is so pretty, like the women on television. Her skin is like a satin sheet. Her lips are so full. Her lashes are so long. Her perfume is in my nostrils, teasing me. I will smell her now and dream of her tonight. I wonder if she will marry me.

I quickly turned my eyes away. But as I did, I noticed her plaid miniskirt and the thickness of her smooth brown legs and, suddenly, my insides heated up. Something was happening in the lower part of my body and I was horrified. What if Mrs. Stallworth found out what I was thinking and what my body was doing? I would be in trouble. My chin pressed against my chest, I sat, immobilized.

“Are you shy?” Mrs. Stallworth asked, bending my chin upward with one of her soft hands.

I would not say a single word that day. Nor did I get up when it was time for recess. I was ashamed, although I could not say for sure what I was ashamed of. Mrs. Stallworth asked me several times: Do you like me? Do you like school? Do you miss your mother? Do you want to go home? I did not answer that day or for months afterward.

My mother was called to school. She had no explanation for my silence. I did my schoolwork, and as my mother would tell me, one of the tests that I had taken prior to the school year said I was able to do the work of a third-grader. I heard one of the grown-ups tell my mother, “He is a very bright boy.” No matter, I would not speak. It would be a few months before I became moderately at ease in school.

One day, Mrs. Stallworth told the class that we were going to watch a movie about a great man named Martin Luther King, Jr. I had no clue who he was, but I did love movies. Mrs. Stallworth brought a projector and screen into our room.

I assumed that we were about to watch yet another presentation about numbers or the alphabet, taught by this Martin Luther King, Jr. But Martin Luther King, Jr., appeared before us talking in a cartoon film. When he said, “I have a dream,” I daydreamed of Jackie, the charming, ponytailed girl who sat to my right, two seats over.

Abruptly, the narrator’s voice turned cold, and I refocused on the screen: Martin Luther King had been shot. The animated image of him lying on the balcony of a hotel in Memphis was far too much for me to bear. I was so terrified that I wanted to cry and bolt from the classroom, but I was afraid that the fate of the man on the screen would be mine if I dared to move from my chair. I heard in my head my mother and Aunt Cathy talking about death:

“Girl, you can mess with the dead, but they will come back and haunt you,” my mother would say.

“Yes, Lawd, ’specially if you treated them bad when they was alive,” Aunt Cathy would say.

“Remember Down South, how some of them ghosts scared people so much them people killed themselves tryin’ to get away?” my mother would ask.

“Humph! That’s why it ain’t good to treat people bad. They might come back to get you after they dead,” Aunt Cathy would say.

They would also discuss other, startling things, like “hags risin’ ”—spirits or ghosts of dead people taking over our bodies as we slept. My five-year-old mind didn’t quite understand what they meant, but I did experience the rising of hags or spirits. I cannot say exactly when it began, but it frightened me: I’d be in bed sleeping next to my mother when some thing would cross my body, settling over me so that I could not move. This hag would pin me to the bed, and the more I fought to rid myself of it, the greater it weighed upon me. I learned that the best way to rid myself of the hag was to relax and allow it to think that it had won. Then, I would push forward—hard!—and the hag would be gone—until the next time one decided to pass through my body.

My God! I thought. Will the ghost of Martin Luther King, Jr., visit me tonight? What if his ghost is here in this room, right now? I slumped low in my chair and buried my head in my arms.

When Mrs. Stallworth clicked off the projector and turned the lights back on, all of the students clapped, except me. I heard Mrs. Stallworth’s footsteps marching toward me.

“What is the matter, Kevin?” she asked.

I could not respond. She asked again. Silence. Finally, Mrs. Stallworth asked if the short cartoon film about Dr. King had bothered me. I couldn’t raise my head, or my voice. Mrs. Stallworth sighed, sensing I had returned to my shell. Once again my mother was summoned to school, and I heard grown-ups say things like “He is antisocial” and “He is emotionally underdeveloped.” My mother defended me, telling anyone who listened that I was “smart, as smart as any of these other students.” I just blotted out the big people’s opinions and did what was asked of me.

At the end of the school year, in June 1972, I was promoted to the first grade, as was my cousin Anthony. I was so relieved to be away from that classroom. My fear of Martin Luther King, Jr., would be rekindled each January for years to come. I always found it difficult to watch television specials about his life, because I was consumed by his death, and by his haunting words, “I’ve been to the mountaintop.”
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My grandfather and the American South

[image: Image]

those thick glasses distract from the tobacco-stained teeth. tingling

carolina stench braid coarse charcoal hair.
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ONE DAY in the summer of 1971—the summer before Anthony and I started kindergarten—our mothers told us, “We are going Down South.” Anthony and I looked at each other, clueless.

Our mothers hurriedly gathered items for the trip to Ridgeland, South Carolina—their hometown—via a Greyhound bus. They packed clothes, underwear, baby oil, Vaseline, lotion, and baby powder into suitcases. Then they fried chicken for the trip, carefully positioned the pieces on slices of white Wonder Bread smeared with hot sauce, and wrapped them neatly in aluminum foil. The chicken would be washed down with cans of soda.

Then they did a curious thing: they put our luggage in thick, black garbage bags and carried them on the Bergen Avenue bus to Journal Square. They didn’t remove the luggage from the garbage bags until we got to Newark Penn Station.

“Ma, how come we did that with the suitcases?”

“ ’Cuz we don’t need nobody knowin’ we goin’ away for a while. People see you leavin’ and soon as you gone they break into your apartment through your kitchen window. Or they pick the lock on your front door.”

“For real, Ma?”

“Yeah, Bubba. Can’t trust these no-good niggas where we live.”

My mother often called me “Bubba.” I didn’t like that nickname, but she used it all the time, so I grudgingly accepted it. I frequently heard Black people calling each other “niggas” as a little boy, too, or referring to themselves that way, and I accepted the word as part of everyday conversation.

Soon enough, the Greyhound bus arrived. A long line of people, every last one of them Black, noisily lurched feet and bags forward in single file to take the ride “Down South.” A Black man in a cap and bluish uniform that read “Greyhound Lines” stood right outside the entrance to the bus and punched holes in our tickets with a silvery metal device.

I could no longer contain my excitement, and asked, “Mister, are we going Down South?”

“That’s right, young fella. I’m your driver—”

Before I could ask any more questions, my mother shot me that look and propelled me up the bus steps with the meaty palm of her right hand. Anthony sat with his mother in the row in front of my mother and me. Then we were off. Every seat on the bus was occupied, and apparently, everyone had brought the same food that we did. The alluring aroma of fried chicken filled the bus end to end, welcoming but overwhelming.

Anthony and I pressed our faces against the windows, staring in wonder at the panorama on the other side of the glass. The Greyhound bus driver pointed out places alien to us:

The New Jersey Turnpike

Wilmington, Delaware, and the Delaware Memorial Bridge

Baltimore, Maryland

Washington, DC

Richmond, Virginia

Rocky Mount, North Carolina

Then there were several stops in South Carolina, including places like:

Yemassee

Hardeeville

Walterboro

Finally, Ridgeland. Since there was no bus station in Ridgeland, we had to pull the string for the driver to stop and let us off on the side of the road. I was overjoyed when my mother allowed me to pull the string.

Once off the bus, there we were—two mothers and two sons—in a place with more space and open road than I had ever seen in my life. Soon, a car drove up and a young man with a sunny smile climbed out. My mother and Aunt Cathy told Anthony and me that this was our “Uncle Lloyd,” who they also called “Jabba.”

“Shirley and Cathy! Look at these boys y’all didn’t tell us about! They ain’t babies! They big!”

“Hush, Jabba!” my mother barked shamefacedly while Aunt Cathy stood silently.

“Well, I’m sho glad to see y’all. Real glad y’all finally came back home. Let me get your bags and get y’all to Wagon Branch.”

Wagon Branch? I did not know what that was. Uncle Lloyd maneuvered the car down a main highway, turned onto one road, then onto another, until we reached an all-dirt road. He blew the horn several times, which frightened me.

Uncle Lloyd cackled like a chicken.

“Oh, don’t be scared, boy. We blows the horn here in Wagon Branch just to let other cars know we comin’ so ain’t no car crashes around here. And also to warn the stray dogs that be runnin’ around without lookin’. Listen at me good, ya hear? You boys ain’t scared of dogs or snakes or big flying bugs or anything, is you?”

I gulped as I recalled my mother’s tales of this place called Down South, stories of ghosts and spirits visiting without warning; of relatives struck down by lightning because they were too near a tree; of tragic car accidents involving cousins driving across the Savannah River; of the White people who employed my mother and her family; of how poor they were living in a “shack” home; of the days of eating syrup for dinner; of the girls taking turns going to school because there weren’t enough clothes for each to wear; of my mother picking cotton at age eight, along with other children and adults, as the scalding southern sun whipped their bent tar-black, coffee-colored, and high-yellow torsos and wrung pounds of sweat from them; of hard work not being a choice but a requirement for their very survival; and of my Uncle Lloyd, the youngest and the lone boy, being the sole Powell kid to graduate from high school as each girl, one by one, dropped out of school to toil in the fields, or to clean and cook in the homes of the White people.

My uncle edged the car into a big open yard. Sandy-brown dust leapt from the earth and licked the windows and sides of the automobile. In front of us stood an unpainted, grubby wooden house with a porch and with several chickens scampering around. I had never seen live chickens before and found myself both fascinated and terrified.
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