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For my father and his;
 For my mother and hers;
 For Nadia;
 For my brothers,
 And their brothers,
 My brothers, my brothers…
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If I am not for myself,




Who will be for me?








If I am only for myself,




What am I?








If not now,




When?




—HILLEL





























BAR 1




Hold Love Strong

























I











The first pain came at noon but she didn’t tell anybody about it. My mother was thirteen and she went about the afternoon being every part of such a precarious age. She watched TV. She popped pimples and studied her face in the bathroom mirror. She listened to the radio, sang along with songs, and laughed along with the afternoon DJs. She wrote in her diary. I still can’t Beleve! I’m pregnant, she scribbled in bulbous letters that began and ended in curls. I can’t beleve my belly is soooo big! At five, she took a nap and awoke three hours later, home alone and in a wet bed. She thought it was pee, balled the sheets, put them in the trash, and told herself she was disgusting. Then it was midnight and the pain became a fiery Cinderella banging to flee her guts. Still, she ignored it. Twenty minutes later, another pain came like the previous one but angrier, and so along with the banging it tore at her, buckled her knees, and left her coiled and crying on the floor. She had to do something. She had to find an answer; or something to distract her from the increasing frequency of such mercilessness; or some kind of pliers to rip and wrench the pain out of her. She went to her best friend Cherrie’s apartment one floor below ours. It was a Friday night and she knew Cherrie would be awake watching TV.




“It’s just gas,” Cherrie decided, pouring my mother a glass of ginger ale in the kitchen. “What you eat?”




“Some Ring Dings and a bag of Doritos,” said my mother.




“A whole bag, damn!” Cherrie forced her surprise to fit into a whisper because her mother was asleep in one room, her big sister Candy was asleep in the other, and the walls in the apartment, like the walls in every Ever Park Project apartment, amplified even the slightest sound.




Although Cherrie had a way of convincing my mother that what was major was minor, and although my mother hoped that what was going on inside her was something trivial and unholy, she was still just thirteen, so she was scared, maybe even desperate.




“Should I call James?” she asked.




The year was 1982. There were no cell phones or pagers so there was no way to get in touch with people unless you knew where they were or left a message where they would soon arrive. My grandmother and my mother’s sister, my Aunt Rhonda, would have been my mother’s first and second choices, but they had taken my Uncle Roosevelt and my cousins Donnel and Eric to see E.T., so there was no way of speaking to them, and calling where they would arrive meant calling where she had just left. As for James, he was my father. That is, James Llewelyn Arthur sowed the seed that became me. He was twenty. The last time my mother and he spoke they fought over a retractable Bic pen. He wanted it. She wouldn’t give it to him. He punched her breast. She stabbed him in the leg with it. That was the previous week. Since then he was gone and never found; never found a phone; never found another pen and paper to write a letter; never found two twigs to rub together to make a small fire so a smoke signal would drift into the sky and prove he knew we were alive.




“James?” said Cherrie, wiping her mouth after swigging straight from the two-liter bottle of ginger ale. “What’s he gonna do?”




Although the answer could only be nothing, my mother used Cherrie’s phone to call James. Of course, there was no James to speak to. He was out said his grandmother, an old woman with a wobbly, frayed voice who was too lonely to even wonder, let alone ask, why my mother was calling so late. “You know,” she said, “come to think, I ain’t seen him since yesterday. I hope he comes home tonight.”




“Tell him Angela called,” blurted my mother.




“Who?”




“Angela.”




“OK, Angela, that’s such a pretty name. I once had a dear friend named Anita. That’s a pretty name too.”




“Tell him I need to see him, that it’s real, real important. Tell him to call as soon as he comes in. It don’t matter what time it is.”




“He has your phone number?”




“Yeah,” my mother answered, trying to sound confident yet wondering if he remembered it.




Because my mother hadn’t left a note nor trace of where she went and why she left, she and Cherrie ascended the stairs from the third floor to the fourth floor and returned to my grandma’s apartment. There, they sat on the plaid, mustard-colored couch and watched TV as if late night reruns of the Three Stooges could refute my mother’s pregnancy and pains and transport them to who they should have been at this time in their lives, nascent teenage girls just beyond the loss of their last baby teeth, confidantes whose essential aims had yet to be developed and so needed to be discussed in that mighty gabbing and giggling best thirteen-year-old girlfriends do when awake after midnight.




Just as suddenly as each pain before, another crash tried to split my mother in half. She slammed herself into the back of the couch, and breathed so hard and fast snot flew from her nose.




“What’s it feel like?” asked Cherrie, touching my mother’s round belly with both hands.




“God damn, fuck!” said my mother, sweating and shaking her head no. “It’s like I got lightning inside me.”




When the pain dissipated, Cherrie got my mother a glass of water from the kitchen. Then there was the sound of keys opening the door, a click and clack and then two clacks more. Locks were being unlocked. Someone was about to be home.




“Ma!” my mother shouted as if she had fallen down a dark hole and feared she would never be found. “Momma!”




But it wasn’t my grandma. The door opened and my Aunt Rhonda walked in holding Eric in her arms, his legs dangling around her waist as he slept with his head burrowed in the crook of her neck. Eric was two and he was afflicted with a particular idiosyncrasy that made him somewhat of a spectacle. He was born with Sjögren’s syndrome so he could howl and shout, and he could screech and scream until every vein in his head seemed as if it might explode, but he could not cry. Never. Not once had there ever been nor would there ever be a tear in or falling from his eyes.




“Sorry we so late,” my Aunt Rhonda said, taking her keys out of the door so not yet looking at my mother. “The first movie was sold out, so we had to see the later one.”




My Aunt Rhonda was seventeen. She was five foot three inches tall, one hundred and ten peanut-butter-brown pounds of a young woman, and the extreme of the lesson my mother was learning. That is, she only knew loving herself through seeking, finding, and being hurt by men who did not love themselves nor comprehend the value of being someone cherished. She said hello to Cherrie. Then she looked at my mother and her eyes got stuck.




“Jelly, what’s wrong?” she asked, calling my mother by the nickname she had given her when she was a little girl.




“She got gas,” said Cherrie. “I made her drink some ginger ale. She’ll be all right soon.”




“See,” my Aunt Rhonda scolded. “I told you to stop fucking with all that junk food.”




Through the open door my Uncle Roosevelt strode into the apartment, dragging my Aunt Rhonda’s eldest son, my cousin, weary-eyed, half-asleep four-year-old Donnel by the hand behind him.




“Damn, Jelly,” Roosevelt said. “Why you look so crazy?”




My Uncle Roosevelt was an amber-skinned, narrow-eyed, gangly nine-year-old who already owned the kingly disposition only the world’s most blessed men approach possessing. His grace was astounding. No season, situation; no rage, pain, or suffering touched him. He let go of Donnel’s hand, crossed in front of my Aunt Rhonda, and came to the couch.




“How’s the baby?” he asked.




“Where’s Ma?” my mother said.




“She’s coming,” my Aunt Rhonda answered. “She got stuck talking to Mr. Goines outside.”




“He loves her,” added my Uncle Roosevelt, stating what everyone knew to be truth.




He leaned over my mother and put his ear against her belly. Suddenly my mother winced and moaned and was racked with a wave of pain that made her nostrils flare, lips quiver, and her body shudder as if her ribs were pounding her organs to pieces. My Aunt Rhonda ran to her, seamlessly handing Eric to my Uncle Roosevelt, who cocked his hip, set Eric upon it, and tucked the boy’s head beneath his chin without waking him.




“Jelly,” said Rhonda wiping the sweat from my mother’s forehead with her hand. “Jelly, your water break?”




“I don’t know,” my mother moaned. “It just hurts.”




When the contraction ended my Aunt Rhonda told Cherrie to call an ambulance.




“No,” said my mother.




“What you mean, ‘No’?” my Aunt Rhonda asked. She stood tall, planted her hands on her hips, and looked down at my mother. “We got to get you to the hospital.”




“James is gonna call,” said my mother.




My Aunt Rhonda sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes as if making a red circle around an incorrect answer in the air. “Jelly, you about to burst!” she scolded. “We don’t got time for James.”




“I got time,” said my mother.




My father was not the type of man who gave a damn or sacrificed in the name of what was necessary, just, and good. My mother was impulsive and headstrong. We were going to be a family is all she believed. That’s it, that seventh-grade cusp of pubescent confusion, that dream trumped all truth. That conviction was her head and heart and the construction of her vital organs. James would come around. He would realize it was only a pen and she didn’t mean to stab him. It was only a matter of time. They would raise me together. She paid no mind to my Aunt Rhonda’s history, the other young histories pushing strollers in the neighborhood, nor what anyone warned her. James Llewelyn Arthur loved her infinity. That’s what he told her just before the first times but never after, just before she gave him her virginity, just before the first time she gave him head, just before she let him go down on her, bury his lips, lick, lap, and spread the one part of her body she had never studied in the mirror nor had the courage to touch herself.




My grandma came into the apartment. “What are you all crazy or something?” she scolded. “Why is this door open?”




“Ma,” my mother whimpered.




My grandma didn’t speak. She didn’t blink or breathe. A passionately constructed woman of only thirty, she swiftly studied the scene. She looked at my mother. She looked at Cherrie. She looked at Rhonda. All of my grandma’s features possessed a depth and delicacy that made her and everything within ten feet of her beautiful. Her body and being were balance. Her arms were long and muscular as were her legs, fingers, neck, earlobes, and the length of time her laughter lasted.




“When was the last one?” she asked.




“Just before. Maybe not even two minutes,” said my Aunt Rhonda. She slammed her eyes on Cherrie. “What I tell you? Shit, what the fuck I say?”




Cherrie sprinted into the kitchen, where our phone sat on the counter, and my grandma and my Aunt Rhonda led my mother into the bathroom because the couch was my grandma’s first and only couch and even though she bought it used she refused for it to be ruined or even slightly stained by anyone or anything, even birth, no matter how divine an occasion it was.




“Mind your nephews!” my grandma told Roosevelt.




“I got them,” he said, taking Donnel’s hand, leading him and his wide eyes to sit on the couch, and then sitting beside him with Eric, still sleeping, balanced against him.




In the kitchen, Cherrie turned the rotary dial, held the phone to her ear, and listened. Nothing. She tapped the switch-hooks hoping that there was some kind of short, or that one of the buttons was stuck. Still, nothing. She slammed the phone into the cradle then picked it up and held it to her ear again. Nothing. She slammed the handset down.




“It’s dead!” she cried out. There ain’t even a dial tone!”




My grandma closed her eyes and cursed everything under her breath, Queens and the state of New York, the phone company and Ever Park, life, herself, America. The phone could have been dead for one of any number of reasons: the phone bill hadn’t been paid; the phone company didn’t do the proper upkeep; someone in our building cut a wire thinking splicing it would give them phone service.




“Go downstairs,” shouted my grandma. “Don’t act like you ain’t got no sense! Use yours. And if that don’t work go use a pay phone! Shit, Cherrie, don’t just give up!”




Cherrie bolted out of our apartment like my grandma’s voice was fire and the drum of Cherrie’s heavy feet could be heard thumping down the stairs until she reached the third floor’s door, which squealed when it opened then boomed when it closed.




In the bathroom, my grandma and my Aunt Rhonda helped my mother take off her clothes.




“My shirt too?” asked my mother.




“Shirt too,” ordered my grandma. “Unless you got the money to pay for a new one if it gets bloody.”




So off came my mother’s shirt and for a moment my grandma, my aunt, and my mother just stood there, three proximate shades of black women, autumnal hues in a small, plain bathroom with white walls, a white porcelain sink, a white bathtub, and a white toilet with a broken black plastic seat. My grandma and my Aunt Rhonda looked at my mother, who, looking in the bathroom mirror, looked at herself as well. In addition to the disposition and body type of my grandma, my mother was the color of an old penny at the bottom of a wishing well. Equally, she reflected and absorbed sunshine, streetlights, and the hopes of those who wished upon her, then cast her off. Her eyes and lips, her nose, shoulders and breasts, even her thighs and hips were shaped like new leaves, full yet still timid, still approaching their eventual lustrous peak.




My grandma snatched the red bath towel from the back of the bathroom door and put it on the floor. “Here,” she decided. “Lay down on this. And Rhonda, get behind and hold her. That baby is coming. I can feel it. We ain’t got much time.”




My mother lay down. The bathroom was so small her head crossed the threshold of its doorway. Behind my mother, on her knees, wrapping her arms around her and wedging her thighs against my mother’s back, my Aunt Rhonda kneeled on the coarse, grey carpet of the living room. My grandma stepped into the bathtub. She hiked her skirt up over her knees, squatted, and put my mother’s ankles on her shoulders.




“Lord have mercy,” she said. “Lord have some motherfucking mercy on me.”




My mother sweated, shivered, and writhed from the pain and the fright. Another contraction came and went. Then she cursed and screamed and told my grandma she didn’t want to live no more.




“Jelly, shut your mouth!” demanded my grandma. “Stop thinking about yourself! You about to be a mother!”




On the couch, Donnel asked question after question and Eric awoke and hollered for my Aunt Rhonda. He reached for her. He fought to get out of my Uncle Roosevelt’s arms. My uncle tried to keep them calm. He hushed them. He softly sang verses of spontaneously composed lullabies. He tried to remind my cousins about the movie they just saw, how ET had a magic finger and loved Reese’s Pieces candy.




My mother quaked with another contraction and she moaned and rolled her head from side to side as if her neck and spine were suddenly severed. Then she stopped and looked down at the round mound of her belly, her eyes so wide it seemed she was surprised by the sight. She put her hands on it, and with her fingers spread as wide as they could stretch, my mother began to weep. But it was not weeping caused by physical pain, or by ignorance, or even a weeping caused by fear. My mother wept because although she was still a child she had enough sense to understand that she was not prepared to shape my life. She couldn’t multiply or divide. She didn’t know north, south, east, or west. She couldn’t tell time on a regular clock. This is not to say she was dumb. In fact, my mother was brilliant, so smart she could remember all of the words in a song after hearing it just once. What my mother was then was the product of low expectations. She had been failed so she had failed. And yet, social promotion: she had just graduated the seventh grade.




But when she felt weak, when she felt hopeless and useless and begged my grandma to make the pain stop, to let her quit, my grandma said, “No!” My mother couldn’t stop, not even if great God Almighty Himself said she could quit. And so, because my grandma was not the type of woman anyone could disregard, my mother pushed with her life. She clenched the air in her fists. She gritted her teeth. She closed her eyes so tightly she saw everything she’d ever wished to see, every mountain and ocean, every sandy beach, tropical waterfall; elephants and lions and giraffes in Africa; she saw Jesus, she shook President Reagan’s hand; she saw the Statue of Liberty; herself with a car, a fur coat; a collie like Lassie; she saw herself as a movie star. Her toes curled. Her calves cramped. Her heart became a volcano bursting blood. She saw her dreams. She felt their temperature. She smelled them.




My grandma saw my head. She took it in her hands and pulled gently, but then, holding one hand up as if halting a train, she shouted: “STOP!”




Every muscle in my mother’s body went limp. My umbilical cord was wrapped twice around my neck. My mother’s pushing combined with my twisting and turning was killing me. I was being lynched and I was hanging myself. My face was the color of an electric blue bruise. One more push or pull, one more twist, and I was dead. My mother begged to understand what was happening.




“Momma,” she said, propping herself on her elbows. “Momma, please.”




“What’s wrong?” asked Rhonda. “Ma, what is it?”




My grandma breathed deep. “Shh, both of you, let me think.”




Outside of the bathroom, Eric stopped hollering, Donnel stopped asking questions, and my Uncle Roosevelt stopped hushing and singing lullabies. All of Ever Park, all of Queens went silent. Then, in through the door burst Cherrie.




“They coming!” she shouted. “A ambulance is on the way!”




My Aunt Rhonda looked over her shoulder at Cherrie, her eyes demanding silence.




Cherrie stopped in the middle of the living room. “What’s going on?” Cherrie said, her voice a fraction of its preceding size.




In the bathroom, my grandma looked up at the ceiling. “God,” she whispered. “Jesus. Somebody, please help me save this child.”




My grandma took one deep breath, closed her eyes, and made the same prayer silently. Then she opened her eyes, gently held my head and slowly drew my shoulders free. She paused to think. What next? What could she possibly do? The umbilical cord was taut. She cupped her hand beneath me, breathed, then cautiously guiding me in an un-hurried somersault, she turned me upside down, freed my legs, and unwound the umbilical cord from my neck. My grandma saved me from that which fed and kept me for the first nine months of my life. She cleared my nostrils and mouth with her pinky. Then she wiped the blood from me with the palm of her hand.




“Roosevelt!” she called out. “Get me a knife! A sharp one. One of the ones with the wooden handles.”




But it wasn’t my uncle who brought my grandma the knife. It was Donnel. Like a miniature Mercury, he burst into the bathroom and held the knife out to her. Then he stood on his tiptoes and looked at the new life my grandma cradled to her chest.




“This your baby cousin,” she said. She pushed me into his arms. “Now, hold love strong.”




Donnel held me against his chest like a ball of loose yarn and my grandma cut my umbilical cord and left me the ugliest outie the world has ever seen. She washed me in the sink and handed me to my mother. And as my mother held me on the floor in the bathroom, as she wept and dealt with the awe of my making, Rhonda asked what my name should be because my mother had not yet been able to settle on one.




“Abraham,” my grandma announced.




“Like the president?” Rhonda asked.




“No,” said my grandma. “Like the old man in the Bible that God said was gonna be the father of a great people as numerous as the stars.”






















II











I’m one of hundreds; one of thousands; one of millions now and millions more to come; a project nigga, a beautiful project nigga through and through. I lived in Ever Park every day of my life; in a building of stacks, of bricks stacked upon bricks, people stacked upon people, the smell of adobo stacked upon the scent of frying chopped meat stacked upon a hungry baby screaming for food. I lived on a ladder, on one of the rungs between third and first world. I didn’t care about people starving in Africa or Mexicans stuffed like sardines in the back of a truck just to get a chance at the American Dream. I didn’t care about wars in other countries, apartheid in South Africa, feeding the world’s poor, housing the world’s homeless, or bringing freedom to every communist country. I hardly cared about slavery. I’m not saying I didn’t know or think about those things. I’m not saying I was unsympathetic, impervious, uneducated. I was affected. I understood. But I also knew how people lived where I lived so I didn’t need to go looking for struggle, pain, or a country of people who needed to be free, because that country, those Somalians, those Rwandans, those Iraqis were my people, my family in Ever, where men came home from prison desperate for the gentle touch of a woman, for a breast to rest their heads on, a neck to nuzzle into, for the sanctuary of a lover’s voice whispering about the brightness of their future, how now there was nothing to stop them, nothing standing in their way then two weeks later these men found themselves missing the prison’s hospitality, the three square meals a day, the library, and the fact that their misdeeds made them members of a world rather than unemployable pariahs. Where were they to go, brothers wanted to know. Back to Africa? Haiti? Jamaica? Puerto Rico? Trinidad? The Dominican Republic? And do what? Die dirt poor or in the midst of a civil war? Wasn’t this America; wasn’t this the greatest land of all great lands of opportunity? In Ever, we were three things: broken, desperate to leave, or soldiers in a war so impossible to win that everything we did, even blinking our eyes, even licking our lips, might be suicide.




Then crack hit. Then AIDS came right behind it. And who wasn’t plucked and sucked dead either got high, wasted away one bloody sore at a time, or fought with all of their might just to exist, just to walk down the street, just to make love without being afraid of saliva and semen, just to share a can of soda, a straw, a spoonful of ice cream with a best friend, just to sleep with some semblance of restfulness and peace. How did AIDS spread? Where did crack come from? What, who, if anything and anyone, was safe? In Ever, brothers and sisters were fish and dying was the H, the 2, and the O of our lives. So what did we do? We did what anyone would do. We breathed in dying and lived in dying as if dying and the baggage that came with dying were normal, like everywhere in the world mama stole from grandma and sold her pussy in the stairwell to get high.
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I was a statue, the type of infant whose stoic, tearless nature and irrevocable insomnia led my family to believe I was afflicted. I could be knocked down, dropped, shaken like a bottle of soda, even forgotten for hours at a time, yet still I would not burst, cry out, whimper; still I would not look upon the world with anything less than a wide, exacting stare. Over the course of the first two years of my life, all kinds of ailments, retardations, and deficiencies were prefaced with maybe and assigned to me. Maybe I was deaf. Maybe I was mute. Maybe too much water surrounded my brain. I didn’t get enough air. I was blind, lacking the sense of touch. I was autistic, dyslexic, unable to make the connection between need and action, emotion and thought, heart and mind. When put down, when brought to the floor, when seated on the bus, when planted on a lap, I grew roots; I stayed. When put to bed, I lay on my back, my brown eyes round, unblinking, doll-like. When lifted and carried, I leaned back, made myself a weight greater than I actually was, pushed away from my embracer as if determined to attain a particular distance, freedom, a space that gave me enough room to look around, lay my eyes upon the people and environment enveloping, studying, tickling, prodding, and fussing over me.




When she was not doting over her newest truest true love, when she was not chasing after or being chased, flirting or playing coy, my Aunt Rhonda teased me, poked my belly, picked me up to sit me down again so she could study my stillness and have a laugh. When he was not playing basketball with friends, practicing his shooting form in the bathroom mirror, or dribbling a ball in the apartment, the hallway, on the roof, or up and down the stairs, my Uncle Roosevelt utilized me like an inanimate object. I was the stone he used to prop open a door, the broom he used to sweep the kitchen floor, a table he tried to balance things on, a shotgun he tucked under his arm, cocked and aimed. The doctors at the clinic had no time for me. I looked healthy, they said. My stool was normal. I didn’t have a fever. Take him home, they said. My mother fretted over my lethargy, my aloofness, the distance I seemed predetermined to attain. She feared she did something to damage me during her pregnancy and her fear was so great she was positive she must have. Perhaps it was the cigarettes she’d smoked, the pulls from a joint. Perhaps it was her youth, that because she’d only menstruated a handful of times prior to my conception and without any semblance of regularity, I was damaged. Maybe she’d run around too much, chased, teased, laughed, and sobbed. Maybe she talked on the phone too loud. Maybe she watched too much TV. Maybe the various manifestations of her physical, emotional, spiritual, and intellectual immaturity pervaded me, infected me with the particulars of my nature.




My grandmother told her not to worry. She shrugged off all fears and doubts. She said I was Job; Jonah in the belly of the whale; Noah in his ark; Moses in the desert. It was my great patience that would help me overcome everything the world, this life, gave me.




Of course, my mother didn’t believe her. She couldn’t. She didn’t have the capability. She was a teenager. How she felt, not facts or biblical stories, burned inside of her, mingled with her desire to dance and flirt and the fantasy that there was a brother who was her prince, who would soon arrive, ride into Ever on his horse, his magic carpet, in a car, a boat, a plane, and whisk her away, take us to a land where she was queen.




Yet, because she was the only parent of a black boy from the projects she also knew herself as the sole remaining partner of a creation that would not only outgrow her but also live in a land that, if it did not despise me, certainly made it difficult for my soul to achieve a human level of peace. Like any mother, she knew she could only protect me for so long, that her role as the center, the cause, and the solution of what occurred in my life was a fleeting post. The summation of these facts caused her to doubt herself, perhaps even hate herself. That she was already a mother at thirteen, and what motherhood meant for the remainder of her life, was often, if not always, too tremendous a weight for her to bear. So, although she did no greater wrong than what both my Aunt Rhonda and my grandma had done before her, having a child while still children themselves, my mother was fraught with self-abasement, and eventually, mortal defeat. In her diary, she cursed herself. She cried at night. She was ornery. She acted out, threw tantrums and doled out silent treatment as if extreme action would both reverse her life and provide her control over it. Some days she couldn’t bring herself to pick me up, to hold me, to feed me or change my diaper. Sometimes she watched me sleep and considered ways to make me not hers. She could leave me outside, put me on the stoop of a church, leave me on the bus or train with a note. Maybe the pawnshop would take me. Maybe some rich white woman in Long Island needed a small, brown novelty. Maybe she could take me to an ocean, a river, lay me down, sail me away.




While my mother struggled with how tremendously my arrival into the world had changed her life, Donnel, encouraged by my grandmother, propelled by both curiosity and an already intact sense of paternal responsibility that belied his age, slowly assumed more and more responsibility over me. He loved to hold me, to feed me, to proclaim that I, Abraham, was his baby cousin. He, when my mother couldn’t, owned my well-being. At the park, in the waiting room of the sulfurous city health clinic with the failing fluorescent lights, in the Laundromat, on the bus, through summer’s hottest days, through autumn, winter, and spring, and when we went shopping along the avenue, Donnel carried me, moored me upon his narrow hip. According to my grandmother, never had a brother so young walked with such pride; never had a boy emanated a holy power of unconquerable manhood.




Donnel taught me how to speak. He taught me how to hold a bottle. He reveled in making me giggle and smile. And like a puppeteer, he taught me how to walk. He stood in front of me, held me by my hands and helped me balance, then walked backward as I walked forward. I moved where his hands, his eyes, his smile led me. I lifted and dragged my feet according to his desire. By the time he was five, Donnel, with limited supervision and later no supervision at all, determined if and when I soiled myself, then changed me, gently laid me on a kitchen chair or the couch or, when need be, utilizing the dexterity and balance only available to fearless children and great athletes, he changed my diapers in his arms, pressed me against his body, nestled me in the crux between his rib, arm, and abdomen.




The bond Donnel and I had, the bond he was unconsciously but purposefully building was, in its essence, the fundamental mooring and foundation of my family. We were not grandmother, daughters, sisters, or sons. We were not uncle, aunts, and cousins. We were brothers. Our love was unwavering, unflappable, greater than anything presented by the Bible, the Torah, and the Qur’an combined. That is, where we’d go, what would occur, what we lost and gained together, what we suffered and championed through, what we sometimes wished to recall and force ourselves to forget, our lives, the occasions and circumstances, were more than everything, more than forever, more than even the truth.
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His nose boxed in, swollen and buckled like a jammed thumb, Lyndon Goines was a former amateur boxer who lied about being a Golden Gloves champion, a hardworking maintenance worker at the Queens Botanical Garden, and Ever Park’s resident conversationalist, canvasser, activist, and organizer. Smelling like wet earth, he collected signatures on petitions then mailed them to city assemblymen, the mayor, congressional representatives, senators, the Supreme Court, and the president. He attended community and city council meetings clad in weathered three-piece suits. He’d step to the microphone, stomp his foot, and demand equality and justice. He wanted the potholes filled, the public streets paved flat and smooth like the streets in wealthy neighborhoods. He wanted the public library on Columbus Avenue, the only library within walking distance from Ever, to have the same amount of books as the smaller libraries in the exclusive white neighborhoods. He insisted that rather than putting new nets on the basketball rims in the park or funding basketball leagues and clinics, the city should allocate money to supply our public schools with the proper resources and implements, textbooks published post civil rights movement, microscopes for biology class, rulers, compasses, and protractors for math. He wanted each school to have adequate paper and pens. He wanted working water fountains with drinkable water and toilets that flushed. He wanted solar-powered scientific calculators and college prep classes for young brothers and sisters in high school. He wanted the music programs reinstated. He wanted art classes again. And how about horticulture? Get the kids to know what it means to couple with the earth. And the elevators in Ever Park? He wanted them fixed once and for all. He said if the city, the state, the country had enough money to blast men into outer space and wipe the green Statue of Liberty clean, then they could certainly equally provide for its brown citizenry.




Lyndon Goines wanted and his wanting was only equaled by one thing: his love for my grandma. He’d been in love with her since he first saw my grandma walking down the street, hips, he said, swaying like two apples clinging to a branch in the breeze. Never once did he doubt his love for her. But never once did he shout about it either. He was the type of humble southern man who had come north to do two things: fight in Madison Square Garden and find his queen. All he arrived with was this desire, a suitcase of belongings, his boxing gloves, and a wallet-sized photograph of his mother, who, when Mr. Goines took the picture out to show, he swore was named Beautiful Gorgeous Weeks before she married his father, Everett. She was the first grandchild of a freed slave, and so was his father. Lyndon Goines was the middle son of five boys, and just about as gentle as he was indefatigable. Once a week, he brought my grandmother various forms of plant life. He brought her tiny cactuses, bonsai trees, and flowers: tulips, poppies, ranunculas, orchids, lilies. From his gifts, I learned the names of flora born and blooming miles from Ever. Once he brought an African violet, a Venus flytrap, and an orchid that smelled like chocolate. But nothing, not one of his gifts, survived forever. Even the hardiest cactus he delivered eventually withered and bent at the stem. Still, the dying of a plant or my grandma’s indifference never once caused Mr. Goines’s love to wane. His heart was planted, rooted and green like an evergreen tree. Whenever he saw anybody in my family, he asked about my grandma. Then he suggested we put in a good word for him. We should tell my grandma to give him one chance, unhook the chain latch, let him and his punching-bag face in, just once, so he could sit in the kitchen, talk to her, watch my grandma’s hips sway as she made her way between the stove, the sink, and the refrigerator. He swore he was a good man, a fine man. He’d even help with the dishes. But if she didn’t believe it, if she wasn’t ready, he said he had all of his life, forever to wait. He’d never been knocked out in a fight, never once stayed on the canvas. Sure, he’d lost. But he always lost by decision, in the middle of the ring, the referee holding his opponent’s fist up.




So, every Christmas Mr. Goines showed up at our door with a Christmas tree. Every Valentine’s Day: a dozen roses. Once, he arrived sweating and straining, his arms wrapped around a potted palm tree. And once, he showed up with birds.




My mother and my Aunt Rhonda were in the bathroom, leaning over the sink, squeezing their reflections into the small square mirror at the same time, hurrying to put on eyeliner, lip gloss, and mascara. Although they had each borne children, my mother and my Aunt Rhonda had the bodies of young, sexy sisters prepared to do nothing less than love. My mother was eighteen and the adolescence she had possessed and carried me within had become a bouquet she didn’t know how to hold, present, nor take flattery for. The curves, the lush smile that made fireworks of her eyes, the way she threw her head back when she laughed and leaned forward when she sighed, all of the physicality that men cooed and fawned over, were like something sticky yet unable to be removed or washed away. So she tried to hide it. She hunched and slouched. She covered her mouth with one hand. She folded her arms over her chest when young men were near. My Aunt Rhonda was the opposite. She was twenty-two and determined to not just be loved but be worshipped by every brother who laid his eyes on her. Her face and body, although more than moderately attractive, were constructions of elongated ovals with no clear perimeters, so parts faded into others, her eyes into her cheeks, her jaw into her neck, her shoulders into her narrow back, her back into her hips, her hips disappearing into her thighs. She complained about her physical shape all the time, how her body was half the body of my mother’s, how her breasts dropped if she didn’t cinch the straps of her bra. Yet she wore the tightest clothes and carried herself as if at the end of her limbs and on top of her head were plumes of jeweled feathers. And around young men, she used the most suggestive language, licked her lips, cocked her hips, and pretended to be dumb.




Sometimes, after hours of cajoling, my Aunt Rhonda was able to get my mother to dress and, at least, attempt to act like her. And on the night Lyndon Goines arrived with birds in hand, my Aunt Rhonda had succeeded. So my Aunt Rhonda and my mother wore matching tight white pants, white heels, and royal blue blouses that squeezed their breasts and ended in frills at their waists. They had a date, the twins from the third floor, calm, cool Jamel and his antithesis Dave, otherwise known as Doo-Doo, the heavyset, pigeon-toed brother with a lazy eye and a perpetually runny nose who my Aunt Rhonda swore she was only spending time with because she was a good sister, and she wanted the best for my mom, and Jamel and Doo-Doo were a package deal. Like every man between the age of eighteen and forty who was either secure enough to disregard the fact that my mother had a child or ignorant about the degree to which my mother had had her heart broken, Jamel had a crush on my mother. But two things made him different than the others. First, every sister in Ever had a crush on Jamel, but because he wouldn’t give them the time of day, they hated him, spread rumors that he was a homosexual, that his penis was so itsy bitsy there was no chance at being pleased. And second, none of the sisters’ nastiness, none of their remarks or disapproval, or attempts to lure Jamel away from the despondency my mother dealt him, distracted him from what he wished for: one date with my mother. My Aunt Rhonda couldn’t fathom what my mother’s problem was. “You just like Momma,” she’d huff on a nightly basis, her hands jammed on her hips. “You don’t think any nigga is good enough!” But finally, my mother had given in. Finally, she had accepted Jamel’s offer.




There was a knock on the door. Then there was another. My cousins and I sat on the couch, but we didn’t move to answer it. We were watching cartoons, mesmerized by the TV, absorbing all of the heroism we could. Donnel was nine and he didn’t respond to noise unless it was Eric or me interfering with his relationship with the TV, asking questions or breathing too heavily or sneezing or coughing. Eric was seven and at the beginning of his infatuation with drawing things he saw and things he swore he had once seen. He had a few old crayons and markers on his lap and some paper he’d taken from school and he was in the midst of drawing the characters in the cartoon. I, sitting forward, my legs dangling above the floor, was five and very much an imitator of Donnel and, to some degree, Eric. Thus, because they ignored the door, so did I.




A third knock came and my Aunt Rhonda hurried out of the bathroom, sure it was her and my mother’s dates.




“You all don’t hear that?” she scolded, sashaying across the room, placing one foot directly in front of the other, her hips slamming left and right, as if the person on the other side of the door could see her.




“Hear what?” said Donnel, his eyes trained on the TV.




“Boy,” my Aunt Rhonda said, continuing to the door, “what I tell you before I started getting dressed?”




Although still a child, Donnel chose which questions he answered and which he ignored. So he was silent. My Aunt Rhonda stopped walking, put her hand on her hip, and waited if not for his answer then someone’s. I was missing my two front teeth, and although I was too shy to smile and I covered my mouth with my hands when I couldn’t stop myself from doing so, and although I recognized that everything I said sounded wet and whispery, I didn’t yet understand that knowing an answer didn’t require that I blurt it out. So I spoke.




“You said,” I slurred. “‘Don’t start noth’n.’”




Quickly, Donnel pinned his middle finger on his thumb, then snapped it free, flicking me in the middle of the forehead so hard the blow knocked me back on the couch and the pain caused me to squint. But I didn’t hold my head with both hands or squirm as if desperate to get out from under it. I heard Eric laugh and swung my foot to kick him.




“That’s enough,” ordered my aunt.




With a long, swift stride to the couch, she yanked me upright. My eyes welled with tears. The middle of my forehead burned from the blow. Then my mother walked out of the bathroom and I swallowed, blinked, and sailed years away from pain. Even at the age of five, I was overcome by my mother’s beauty when she let her beauty shine. She could transform herself, metamorphose from a gritty, testy sister who wore neither a smile nor a hint of being delicate to a being who exuded feminine glory.




“Abraham, sit right,” she said.




I sat as tall as I could, for not only did my mother demand it, but, although I was only five, her being in love and making her angry were the thing I most wanted and the thing I never wanted to do. Maybe Jamel would be the one; maybe he would be my father.




My mother tugged at the bottom of her shirt. She shifted and squirmed. She hooked her thumbs in the top of her pants and pulled them up.




“This shit’s tight as hell,” she said.




My Aunt Rhonda quickly stepped to my mother. She fixed and repositioned her clothes. Then she shifted my mother’s breasts in balance and tried to smooth a ripple out of the back of her pants.




“You got panties on?” she asked.




“How you know?” said my mother.




“Cause I see the line,” said my Aunt Rhonda. Then she pointed at the bedroom they shared with my grandma. “Take ’em off.”




“What you mean?” my mother asked.




“Don’t wear none.” My Aunt Rhonda gave my mother a gentle push. “Hurry up. Go.”




My mother left the room and my Aunt Rhonda went to the front door and with one hand on the knob and the other ready to unhook the latch, she watched my mother close the bedroom door. Then she looked at Donnel, Eric, and me.




“You ready?” she asked.




She took a moment more to assess her own beauty, pressed an easy smile across her face, and opened the door. But to the surprise of us all, it was not Jamel and Doo-Doo at the door. It was Mr. Goines. Dressed in a wrinkled brown suit, white shirt, and yellow paisley tie, he took one long step into the middle of the room holding a small birdcage covered with a soiled bath towel.




“Lovebirds,” he said, pulling the towel from atop the cage. “Where is she?”




“She ain’t here,” said my Aunt Rhonda, still holding the door ajar.




The birds chirped and cheeped, and I leapt from the couch and ran to the cage Mr. Goines held, his arm extended high at his side.




“You got birds?” I asked.




The birds were radiant. Dusty green feathers covered their bodies. Sunset red was their face. Their eyes were small black pearls. Donnel and Eric hurried from the couch and stood beside me.




“What’s their names?” Eric asked.




“They don’t have names,” Mr. Goines said.




“How do you got birds with no names?” said Donnel, peering into the cage like a child but sounding like the truculent young man he was bent on becoming.




“They’re for your grandma to name,” said Mr. Goines.




The bedroom door opened and my mother walked out. Mr. Goines looked up, studied her, and said: “You know, the older you get, the more I swear you your mother’s twin.”




Although she was always accepting of Mr. Goines, his gifts, his sudden arrivals, and the love he had for my grandma, the comment embarrassed my mother and she blushed, her penny-color skin swelling a warmer shade. She looked down and curled into herself a bit.




“Mr. Goines,” she said. “What you doing here?”




“He’s got birds,” I announced.




“I see that.” My mother smiled at me. She looked at Mr. Goines and a tumble of airy laughter rolled from her mouth.




“You giving Momma birds?” she asked.




“She know you’re bringing them?” scolded my Aunt Rhonda, sounding jealous.




Mr. Goines thought for a moment. Then he shifted his eyes to my Aunt Rhonda. “With all due respect, I believe your mother is the type of woman who knows more than she knows.”




My Aunt Rhonda jammed her hand on her hip and tilted her head incredulously. “What kind of crazy shit is that?” she asked. “Huh? Cause I know you ain’t trying to make no sense saying some nonsense like that.”




“It means that Momma ain’t got to know to know,” my mother answered. “She been around long enough to know birds in a cage was bound to happen.”




“How can you tell one from the other?” I asked no one in particular. “You ain’t supposed to,” said Donnel, his cheek brushing against the side of my face with each word he spoke.




“Why not?” I asked.




“Cause they birds,” he said. “They meant to fly, not be here with us.”




The birds stayed close together on the perch and although they looked fragile there was a fierceness to their unity, an inseparable inseparability. Donnel squeezed his finger through the bars of the cage to see how close he could come to touching the birds. The birds chirped. Then they flew back and forth in the cage, from one side of the bars to the other, stopping to hold on to each wall of bars before flying again, flapping until they came to rest together on the bars at the back of the cage. Donnel whistled to the birds. And I watched the birds pause, tilt their heads, and consider his song. I glanced over my shoulder at my mother. She smiled at me. I don’t recall what I was thinking, but it was clear that whatever it was she understood so her empathy made me feel good. I turned my eyes back to the birds, then shifted them just enough to see Donnel purse his lips and whistle more. I couldn’t whistle, both because I didn’t know how and because my teeth were missing. But then, that didn’t stop me from trying. I watched Donnel’s lips for a moment more and listened to his airy tune. Then I turned my face to the birds again, took a deep breath, pursed my lips as best as I could, and breathed a gentle wind that joined Donnel’s song as it crossed through the bars and ruffled the birds’ feathers on the other side of the cage.
























II











As a child, I was obsessed with flight. Sometimes, before I went to sleep, I’d lie beneath the sheets and pretend I was a bird, a cloud, an astronaut, a superhero with the super power of not speeding or soaring, but floating, drifting according to the whim of wind. When a plane passed over Ever, I’d stop whatever I was doing, stop playing, stop teasing, stop walking, stop talking, and look up. Later, when I became a teenager and I began to develop a sense of the world and where I was in it, and when I was feeling awry and no one was around to say Nigga? What’re you doing? I threw things at planes that passed overhead. I threw anything that was near, anything I could snatch and heave: rocks and basketballs; bricks and books, chewing gum, pens, pencils, glass bottles; even spit; and when there was no object to be found, when I stood amidst nothing, I hurled fistfuls of emptiness, sometimes one after the other, sometimes at the same time.




I wasn’t the only Icarus in Ever. Far from it. Percival, a dark-skinned brother whose angry disposition was lost the moment he spoke about his son Shakeem, taught Shakeem how to fold perfect paper airplanes, and together they spent Sunday mornings throwing their planes from their window and watching how far they sailed before landing on the concrete that surrounded Ever, the concrete courtyard—the cracked concrete parking lot, the concrete sidewalk that shrank in the winter, then swelled, heaved, and fractured more and more each summer. And Mr. Lucas, an old, gangly flutist from the fourth floor who had once lived in France, had a parrot named Charlie Parker that he never placed in a cage, so it flew, shat, and shelled peanuts wherever it wanted. And Tariq Abdullah, a stout, muscular, reckless blasphemer who’d become Muslim and grounded during his stay in Franklin Correctional Facility, fed the pigeons on the roof with saltines while pacing and reading aloud from the Qur’an. On the basketball court, brothers argued over who jumped higher, who had the greatest hang time; who flew. The best-looking women were fly. Everyone wanted Air Jordans. Crackheads got high. You smoked dope and got lifted. When I was sixteen, Anthony Roberson, an effeminate, bespectacled fifteen-year-old with a chipped front tooth and the best dance moves anyone in Ever had ever seen, spread his lithe arms like wings, ran as fast as he could, then hopped, skipped, pirouetted, and leapt from the roof of my building and screamed all the way down.




Then there was Tyrone Jackson, the Vietnam veteran who was first mocked, then, eventually, reverentially dubbed Lindbergh. A helicopter mechanic, Lindbergh served two tours fighting for democracy and freedom. Some said he had been the most handsome man in all of Queens before America dropped him in Da Nang and Lindbergh, a toothless loon with half a head of short, dry dreadlocks and a shopping cart full of miscellany, replaced him. Lindbergh collected cans and scrap metal and anything else he could sell to make an honest living. Seven days a week, rain or shine, oppressively humid, fiercely hot, and in the unbearably cold, he wore fatigues, a field jacket, and a black beret as he pushed his cart and scrounged through Dumpsters and garbage cans so much his hands were as hard as hooves and his fingers were talons. Everyone said Lindbergh was crazy. Some said he was lost. Some said he needed Jesus. Jehovah’s Witnesses chased Lindbergh down and handed him flyers. Sometimes one of Ever’s scratch-ticket addicts or Lotto fiends bought him a cup of coffee from the corner store and stood outside drinking coffee with him, sipping and saying this or that, trying to get Lindbergh to open up. Occasionally, someone offered Lindbergh a day’s pay doing backbreaking labor, shoveling rubble, demolishing a decrepit building in the neighborhood with a crowbar, and occasionally he’d do it, hammering and shoveling all day without taking a moment’s break. Some people said Lindbergh was a drunk, that his body pumped Night Train, not blood. Some said he was a junkie, that he jammed this or that into his arms and lungs. Some said he was broken. Most agreed that his soul had been stolen.




But none of it was true. Because before Lindbergh was anything—in fact, before Lindbergh was a soldier—he was an artist. He was a creator, an innovator, silently but radically forthright with regards to what he wished, what he deemed necessary for himself, his environment, and us, we, the people of Ever Park. The trash and miscellany Lindbergh couldn’t sell, he bent, twisted, affixed, and built into helicopters. Hundreds of them. The size of small cars, the size of infants, small enough to rest in the palm of your hand. Helicopters from cans too crushed to be redeemable. Helicopters from plastic forks, bottle caps, and the spokes from bicycle wheels. Lindbergh built helicopters wherever the spirit moved him, in stairwells, in the park, perched on the backs of benches where pigeons sat impervious to the earthbound concoctions. Sometimes, I’d wake up and walk out of my building in the morning and there one would be, smack in the middle of the sidewalk, a four-foot psychedelic chopper with a working propeller made of mattress springs and detergent containers. Lindbergh’s helicopters would sit there, randomly placed around Ever, until someone took them, children played with them until they broke, or the weather, the elements of the world, tore them apart.




Once Lindbergh gave a helicopter to my mother. It was built out of potato chip bags, sip-box straws, and garbage ties. I was six. She was nineteen. It was winter and we were waiting for the bus. We were on our way to the emergency room at the hospital because I had whooping cough and it kept me gasping and coughing up thick green phlegm all night. My coat was zipped to my chin. A knit hat was pulled over my eyebrows, and a thick red wool scarf was looped around my neck. I coughed, gagged, and gasped and everyone standing at the bus stop except my mother stepped away from me.




“Abraham,” she scolded. “Cover your mouth. The whole world don’t want what you got.”




I coughed again and a wad of phlegm jumped from my lungs into my mouth.




“Spit,” my mother demanded, peeling the plastic lid off of a paper coffee cup and holding it in front of my mouth.




I spit in the cup that was already half full of mucus and my mother put the plastic lid back on.




“They gonna see now,” she huffed, simultaneously talking to herself and anyone who would listen. “Take my baby to the doctor and the man says he just got a little cold.”




My mother stepped from the curb and stood in the middle of the street. She jammed her hands on her hips, glared down the empty road, the distance that was to produce the bus.




“Where’s this motherfucker?” she shouted. “Fucking bus. Got my baby standing out in the cold!”




I coughed and hacked more and my mother looked for the bus three more times, each time getting angrier and more impatient, each time cursing the bus, the bus driver, the bus company, the doctor at the clinic.




“Shit,” she said. “I bet you if we was in Africa, there’d be a motherfucking bus! It might have no wheels and be pulled by some elephant, but there’d be a bus for us, that’s for damn sure!”




My mother stepped back onto the curb. She snatched my hand. Then Lindbergh was suddenly at the bus stop, one hand gripping the front of his shopping cart as if he feared it might roll away, his other hand extended, offering a small helicopter to my mother as if it were a flower.




At first, my mother ignored him. She looked at him out of the corners of her eyes. She pushed a dismissive sigh out of her mouth. She looked at the brothers and sisters waiting for the bus with us. Then, when Lindbergh didn’t leave and his hand holding the helicopter didn’t drop, she gave in and took the gift from him.




“Thank you,” she said.




Lindbergh was silent, emotionless. He left his empty hand extended as if he wanted something soft and simple back. I stood at my mother’s side and looked at her. She studied the helicopter. Its propeller worked. Its doors opened. A miniature man made from a plastic spoon sat in the cockpit. Like my mother, I couldn’t believe it. I wondered what would happen if my mother tossed the helicopter into the air. Would it fly or crash to the ground?




I looked at Lindbergh for an answer. He was a broken brother. His lips were chapped and their splits were caked with dry blood. His eyebrows were as knotted and mangy as his hair. And the whites of his eyes were not white nor even a pallid yellow or grey. They were a few shades lighter than the brown of his eyes so no matter the day’s weather or temperature he always looked sodden, muddy. He looked back at me and we studied each other. He rolled his lips in and out of his mouth, over his toothless gums, and a couple of the cracks began to bleed a bit, fill with electric bright blood. In the name of human liberties and democracy, in the name of an equality he, we, and brothers throughout history were never provided, Lindbergh had killed and witnessed the killing of innocent people and it crushed him. His teeth rotted from it. His skin dried and flaked. Something precious had been ripped from his chest and all he had left was the paranoid guarding of the hole.




Just as suddenly as Lindbergh had arrived, the bus pulled up. My mother gave my hand a tug to let me know it was time for us to go. But before I moved, Lindbergh dropped his hand until it rested flat on my head. Then he squatted until our eyes were level.




“Semper fi,” he whispered, his voice a rusted metal chain dragged through a rusted metal slot. “Semper fi.”




Then with a groan and the creaking and cracking of his prematurely arthritic knees, Lindbergh stood, made eye contact with my mother for a moment, and apologetically backpedaled two steps. He walked away, pulling his rattling, squeaking shopping cart behind. I had no idea what semper fi meant. Although my mother knew it had something to do with the military, with being a soldier, neither did she. But the definition of the phrase didn’t matter. Not to me, not then. What mattered then was when we sat down on the bus, my mother gave me the helicopter, and I played with it. I held it up to the bus window. I tapped its propeller with my finger to make it spin. I imagined I was a pilot, a soldier who, with every flick of finger against propeller, flew farther away from coughing and the grating, burning in my chest.






















III











Night. The snow lay so flat and clean it seemed no one ever dreamed about what the world was. Beneath the pallid glow of streetlights and the spotlights that highlighted Ever, no trails marked where people walked. No laughter; no arguments, no one preached over the cacophony of a heated group debate; no young brother explained his superstitions and routine before rolling dice against the base of my building. No sounds from passing cars, no rumble of buses; no police sirens devouring the breath of everyone in Ever. Snow balanced on branches, telephone wires, along the rims of garbage drums, and flakes as big and drifting as feathers floated and spun in the whip of wind as they fell from the black sky.




I was eight years old, but I stared out of the window in our living room as if I were fifty and doing time for fifty more. I wore my PAL basketball jersey over a white T-shirt and my favorite black Adidas sweatpants with the three red stripes running along the outside of my legs. With my elbows on the windowsill, my cheeks pressed between the heels of my hands, I watched the path of a white flake until the flake was lost amidst the others, the swirling whiteness, and I had to choose another. I suffered from the stillness, the whiteness that had been forced upon Ever, that suppressed my youth, my joy, my ability to run about. This was death. Every flake killed me over again. The schedule I’d Scotch-taped on the refrigerator three months earlier said there was a championship basketball game at 6:00 p.m. and my team had made the championship. Now, because of the snow, it was cancelled. Shit, I thought, damn this snow.




All of the bruises I’d collected, the floor burns, all of the trash my friends and I had talked that week in school were for nothing. Didn’t the world, didn’t the sky, didn’t God know how seriously we took this game; how much freedom it provided? I thought it couldn’t be. I wouldn’t let it be. I stared out of the window and hoped for heat, for a sudden fiery wind. I considered what I could do to reverse the state of the world. How could I excise the snow? How many matches would I need? How many lighters? If only I could wish a fire. I took no comfort in the fact that the game would be rescheduled. I took basketball, we took it, too seriously to have any game let alone our championship suspended. So I prayed against it. I hoped. But my hope did nothing. It was true. Inarguable. Ever was adorned, silenced, ravaged by white.




Behind me, lying head to foot and parallel on the couch, my mother and my Aunt Rhonda painted red nail polish on each other’s toes.




“Abraham, no matter how bad you want it, that snow ain’t gonna stop,” my mother sighed.




“Shit,” added my Aunt Rhonda. “It’s supposed to be the worst snowstorm in history. A whiteout! That’s what the news said.”




“Well whatever the news say, I still got to go to work,” my grandma shouted from the kitchen.




My grandma was already dressed for work. White pants, a white shirt, white shoes: she was a night orderly at Queens Hospital, a job she fought, prayed, and begged for for two years before they promoted her from the hospital’s laundry room and gave her the chance, a job she loved, the calling she said she found after that night she helped my mother deliver me. She stood in front of the stove frying chopped meat and boiling spaghetti for dinner. She was nearing forty, so her grace was neither new nor negotiable, nor was it something she would deny, and it was not some banner she held or waved triumphantly. Rather, it was a buttress, like riggings of a ship, the cables and trusses of a suspension bridge. Adaptable, responsive, my grandma gave off an air of absorbency, a manner that indicated that weathering and holding everything was simply how she lived.




“I remember,” she continued, pausing to make sure she had our attention. “One time it snowed so bad the news showed white folks skiing from Midtown all the way to Wall Street.”




We were in a box, hemmed and penned in, ants in frozen milk. The walls of our living room were white. The ceiling was white. Above the window, where the ceiling and the top of the wall met, was the coffee-colored stain we sometimes claimed to look like things, as if it were a cloud in the sky. All around us, above our heads, in the walls, in the bathroom, and in the kitchen, pipes knocked and leaked. The belly of the electric heater we used to keep the apartment warm sparked and burned red. Just in front of it on the floor, Donnel and Eric played War with an old deck of cards. Eric threw down a jack. Donnel dropped an ace.




“I win,” said Eric.




He reached for the cards. Donnel slapped his hand away.




“Nigga,” he scolded. “How many times I got to tell you an ace beats everything?”




Outside in the snow a man jogged into the pale, yellow ring made by a streetlight. He stayed in the glow. He danced, fluttered, moved in circles. He dipped one shoulder then the other. He punched, jabbing and hooking then ducking as if punches were thrown back at him. He held his fists beneath his chin. He bobbed his head.




“It’s Mr. Goines!” I shouted, turning to look at my cousins and my mother and aunt on the couch.




Mr. Goines was shadowboxing, sparring an invisible opponent who must have been twice his size and ten times as quick. He dodged. He dipped. He weaved. He pretended he was slugged in the face, pounded in the ribs. He wobbled, then backpedaled, then rope-a-doped off the invisible ropes that marked the perimeter of the pallid ring and punched back.




Donnel and Eric joined me at the window. Then, hurrying across the room on their heels so the fresh polish on their toes wouldn’t smudge, my mother and my Aunt Rhonda arrived.




“Look at him,” said my mother, pressing her face against the window above my head. “He’s beating up the snow!”




“Ma,” shouted my Aunt Rhonda, her voice an amalgamation of glee and mockery. “You got to see this! Hurry! Come look!”




“He’s boxing!” added Donnel.
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