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Additional Praise for

WE SPEAK FOR OURSELVES

    “Watkins anchors his new collection of essays in the voices, language, everyday realities, and dreams of black citizens. . . . [He] . . . offer[s] deep critiques of the elitism and respectability that directly and indirectly censor voices. . . . A strong offering that brings nuance and multiplicity to readers attempting to decipher the black male urban experience while uplifting the stories, visions, and love that incubated a rising star.”

    —Kirkus Reviews

    “[Watkins] shines a light on the perspective of poor Black people whose stories are missing from contemporary writings on race.”

    —Essence

    “Reading We Speak for Ourselves, I can’t help but admire D. Watkins. He is not another elite voice for the voiceless. He is, this book is, an amplifier of low-income Black people who have their own voices and have no problem using them. He dares us to listen.”

    —Ibram X. Kendi, National Book Award–winning author of Stamped from the Beginning: The Definitive History of Racist Ideas in America

    “In a time of blunt-bladed posturing and hyperbolized impact, We Speak for Ourselves is a sharp gash into the psyche of America. Written as a relentless slice of his own life, Watkins avoids pretense as he puts language to his jagged experiences, not to encourage voyeurism but instead to push people to grapple and wrestle with the real lives so many talking heads attempt to muzzle, then fictionalize. Watkins has come to remind us that everyone deserves the opportunity to speak for themselves. Everyone.”

    —Jason Reynolds, New York Times bestselling author and National Book Award finalist, Long Way Down

    “We Speak for Ourselves is full of insight into the America that serves as grist for the American dream. Its pages are abundant with wisdom and wit, integrity and love, not to mention enough laughs for a stand-up comedy routine. Over and over again, I found myself saying ‘yes, yes, he’s right,’ and I ultimately finished feeling inspired to do better, to be more. D. Watkins proves once again why he isn’t just a writer of the people but a people’s literary champ for the here, now, and tomorrow.”

    —Mitchell S. Jackson, author of Survival Math: Notes on an All-American Family

    “Watkins’s latest work shows the black community is not a monolith. We are a diverse and proud community, trying to come to grips with who we are, and sometimes wearing a mask within our own brother and sisterhood.”

    —April Ryan, Under Fire: Reporting from the Front Lines of the Trump White House

    “We Speak for Ourselves is an ode to those black people who understand that the first place where so many of us honed our understandings of knotty U.S. racial politics was in an American city, or rural town, fashioned as a ‘hood’ in the public imagination. Watkins writes with a profound love for the black forgotten that will compel all who read his timely words to never forget the black people and places so many cultural critics and thought leaders disremember with ease.”

—Darnell L. Moore, author of No Ashes in the Fire: Coming of Age Black & Free in America
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For Thelma “Famma” Gill, with love. I still hear you. Thank you for the foundation. And to my heart, Caron, may we use that same foundation to build a beautiful future.


One day I prayed to you and said if I ever blow, I’d let ’em know The stakes, and exactly what takes place in the ghetto.

—Jay-Z, Where I’m From (1997)

In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends.

—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., “The Trumpet of Conscience” (1967)



INTRODUCTION

A SEAT At THE TABLE

Did you know there are different types of black people?

“Hello, young man,” a scholarly, Danny Glover–looking guy laced in tweed said. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

“Yes, sir, this is a nice function.”

He slowly looked me up and down. I cleaned up well—in my opinion anyway—but I did look out of place. You can really tell the difference between those three-thousand-dollar tailored suits and my cheap, thin H&M getup. I swear, if I made one wrong move, the pants and jacket would split in half. The people here dressed as if they attended galas for a living. Every person was cleaner than the next. Silk, sheer pocket squares, printed bow ties, sparkly accessories, and pointy little shoes could be seen in every direction, sliding across the gleaming marble floor. Multiple planet-sized chandeliers hung above us as tuxedoed servers offered crab balls, cucumber sandwiches, and some other hors d’oeuvres.

“What is your name, young man?”

“D.—I’m sorry, Dwight Watkins, sir.”

“Ooh, okay!” he replied with a Kool-Aid smile, tilting his small oval frames to get a better look.

“Watkins as in Watkins Ice?”

“No.”

“Watkins as in Watkins Security?”

“No, no.” I laughed.

“So, what does your family do? What is your line of work?”

I told him I was in between jobs and my family worked at the places that hired them.

He frowned at me. All his nonverbal cues clearly said I wasn’t the guy that he wanted to be talking to. Before I could get his name, he was already off meeting and greeting other guests.
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I never knew there was a black elite until I was at an event for the black elite. We all know about rich black people like Oprah, Jay-Z, and Diddy, but they’re celebs. I’m talking about a wealthy class of non-famous African Americans who own art galleries, development companies, law firms, and medical practices. Jobs that I didn’t really see when I was coming up.

“This event seems really nice,” my friend Tia told me without blinking as we entered. “It’s the kind of place you need to be.”

I am a back-alley-block-party, dinner-and-salad-fork-are-the-same type of guy, but I’m also a good sport who is willing to hobnob with the dress-shoe crowd. Tia would always tell me about her new elite friends and about their parents being doctors, lawyers, architects, or the famous first black something in whatever field. She was constantly impressed by them—their stories expanded her perspective and ultimately mine as I listened, trying to figure out a way to understand this world. The idea of black journalists, photographers, and legal millionaires who didn’t hoop or rap was foreign.

Before heading to the event, I almost choked myself out trying to learn how to tie a tie from a tutorial on YouTube—dude in the video talked way too fast and it sounded like he had hot food in his mouth. I wrapped the tie around my neck as if I was going to fix it before deciding to leave it in the car.

Tia’s artsy friend noticed us as soon as we entered and tugged her arm to make a few introductions. “I’ll be back. You are okay, right?” she said as they drifted off. I nodded my head.

“Can I get a double vodka with a splash of any type of juice?” I said to the bartender. “Just enough juice to change the color. Thank you, bro.”

“No need to thank me, broooo, we are not mixing drinks,” he smugly replied, looking me up and down and up again before pointing to a menu.

“You have to order off of this fixed list, thank you.” I didn’t trip, even though they had all the ingredients sitting out—I was determined to not be that guy. So I ordered off the menu, left a tip, and looked for a wall to hold up but instead encountered the tweed-Danny-Glover guy.

When Tia and her friend made their way back over to me, I jokingly told them about the exchange. Her friend told us that the Danny Glover look-alike was a professor who gives commentary on race, poverty, and surviving as a person of color in America. A race and poverty commentator with nothing to say to an unemployed black man, go figure.

I have since seen him appear on TV shows after a couple of killings of unarmed black males. He shared the same not-all-cops-are-bad-so-strategic-protest-will-equal-reform perspective that dominates mainstream thought on the black experience and appears on the pages of the thousands of race books that drop every month.

Don’t get me wrong, I’m excited about the number of race books flooding the publishing industry. We have an endless collection of black narratives, letters to racist and nonracist white people, and sensitive stories with the goal of making everyone feel safe enough to discuss America’s problem with people of color. Contemporary black writers are hard at work defining the systemic issues that plague the African American experience, while our white counterparts are doing the same—swooping in as super-allies, schooling their lost friends on what it means to be black, and offering step-by-step lessons on acknowledging their own privilege. These projects are cool, but what happens once we finish reading all of the books on race in America?

Even if a person decides to apply action to the content that they read, there’s another problem. Many of these books are missing the point. In fact, the authors of these books are among a huge tradition of thought leaders who missed the point, which explains why things never really change for most poor black people in America. These thought leaders define the black experience from a drone-like perspective—they have all the insight but strangely no connection to the black people they claim they are fighting for. The primary reason is that their books and language never include the very people who live the poor black experience every day.

I am talking about the experience of the black kids who are fighting to survive, the mothers and grandmothers who are holding families together, the men and women reentering society from incarceration—and what America has to offer other than the same hurdles it places in front of them. Hurdles such as poor housing, underfunded schools, and other social constraints that push young people into jail. The prison-industrial complex would not exist without failed policing strategies, lack of opportunity, and how black skin always seems to equal guilty in courtrooms across the country.

It is great that my people are trending on social media, cable news, and, well, maybe even in society. Still, in the midst of all the black narratives stacked on bookshelves, we have a problem—a major problem. People from the street are absent from them.
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As I write this book, I’ve now been in and around the publishing world for four years. But I’ve been in the streets my whole life, which gives me a unique perspective. See, I’m not rich enough to be disconnected from my roots, but I’m just popular enough to get a few invites to private parties and events with top black thinkers, celebrity protesters (yes, this is a real thing), and the rest of the mouthpieces for the contemporary black experience in America. What I have observed from these functions is that many of the people who attend have something in common—they don’t know or really associate with black people who aren’t famous, social media celebrities, or from some type of fifty-generation Morehouse or Spelman family unless there is a camera crew around. Hence the lopsided selection of narratives we find.

I have nothing against anyone who has found success. However, many of these narratives don’t tie into a big part of the black experience in this country, which is wrong on an extremely profound level.

Every time I hit these events or crack open a book about race, I encounter the fearful Black Nerd, which is normally a scared, thin, wiry, bookish kid who had to find a special route to school to avoid gang activity. Of course, they outsmart the thugs. Next, they grow up to become successful only to oppress poor blacks who come from the same place as the gang members they once avoided. All the while, they write books about what it means to be black and oppressed. I witnessed so many people advocate for Freddie Gray, the unarmed black man from Baltimore killed in police custody, but shun black kids from his neighborhood every day.

When I get a chance to catch up with some of the influencers and thought leaders, I ask them about that fear and then explain to them how their fear is a luxury that many of us will never enjoy.

To craft a gang-free route to school out of fear is a luxury.

What if you can’t cut around the bad neighborhood because you live right in the center of it? In my neighborhood of East Baltimore, the devil knocked every day. Growing up, I couldn’t avoid the violence because it was in my apartment, or across the hall, or on my block. Every road was paved with roses and thorns. You could have great experiences with amazing people, but you could also get your head cracked along the way, and that’s how it is. The perspective of black people who know this but did not make it to college, to the boardroom, or out of public housing is often missed when these intellectuals attempt to define a contemporary black experience that is unfamiliar to them.

Many of my friends and I carry bullet fragments that click around in our joints when we walk. Our scars are badges of resiliency that we flash for any and every reason. I’ve had my head cracked. I’ve cracked the heads of others. Drugs have impacted everyone around my life, whether it was selling them, coping with addiction to them, or losing a family member or friend because of them.

All the while, in the midst of all the pain, many of us still share in the love of our family and community. Yes, family love does exist in low-income neighborhoods, although you wouldn’t know it because that narrative gets left out as our current elite class of mouthpieces rely on ’90s rap lyrics and censored BET movies to get their hood stories.

It’s time for some of these so-called thought leaders and black experts to fall back. I’m not knocking them for their attempts to interpret the poor black experience, just like I don’t judge the white liberal types who tackle me after book events so they can show me pictures of the black baby they just adopted. “D.! They said we can name him whatever we want since he’s so young! So we are calling him Marcus, like Garvey!” (Yeah, this really happened, three times.)

Those people dibble and dabble in a world in which people like me are surviving. So, when I tell you that I just split a chicken box (four wings and fries with salt, pepper, ketchup, and hot sauce) with my homie Cook two weeks ago over in the Latrobe housing projects, and that he had never even heard of Black Lives Matter until I introduced him to it, you shouldn’t be surprised because the protest movement is not a universal black experience, especially when you are just trying to survive the day-to-day.

Cook laughed and responded, “Why they rallyin’ to change a white system that work perfect for whites in a white country for? Good luck with that!” And, you can’t look at him like he’s crazy, because that’s just an assessment based on his experience. He reflects a common perspective among people like me, from the bottom, and you wouldn’t know because we normally don’t get invites to ivory tower galas and dress-shoe functions.



PART 1

DOWN BOTTOM




1

WHERE I COME FROM


The homies and I like to sit around and brag about who had it worse—you know, who was the poorest, who went to the dirtiest school, and who came the closest to being murdered the most times. This is fun for us. You might hear one of us say “Walking to school on top of piles of broken glass and drug needles with busted shoes is a luxury, man! I had to walk to school on all of that without feet!” Of course, we all have feet. The conversations serve as a way for us to acknowledge our resiliency.

There is a lot of truth in our jokes. In fact, you might think of the jokes as a coping mechanism for dealing with hard truths. Some of us had it worse than others. People who are aware of our backstory always ask the same question, “How’d you make it out?” The answer is simple: luck.

Luck is the one thing that bonds us. It’s why I’m now a writer, why my friend Tony instructs free fitness trainings, and why my cousin Kevin works with kids. We are all from the street, but we were fortunate enough to avoid being murdered or getting locked up for fifty years for a crime we didn’t commit. Well, there’s still a chance for these things to happen. We still live in Baltimore.

I’m from the east side of town—my neighborhood is called DDH, short for Down Da Hill, or what many of us call Down Bottom. The row homes in my neighborhood cascade downward on a series of sloping hills. Like most of East Baltimore, or Baltimore in general, every family isn’t poor or soaring below the poverty line, but the drug trade has affected us all, creating many different realities.

Some of us fell while others were able to fly.
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THIS IS HOW IT WORKS . . .

My A1 from day one was Hurk, Wop seen it all, and I crushed on Nay.

Hurk’s mother was a junkie. His father, we don’t know. Fathers were rare back when we were growing up. His living situation was always dysfunctional and kids around our neighborhood reminded him about it daily: “Ya mova smoke crack!” “You ain’t got no daddy!” “You dirty!” And so on. Hurk’s shoes would bust at the seams where the string unraveled. His clothes stunk. It wasn’t because the homie was dirty, he just didn’t have running water in his house. To add insult to injury, we would see his mom begging for change, digging in the trash, or following strange guys into an alley.

Wop, the big fella, was the first to grow a mustache and wear a size eleven shoe when we could loosely fit size sevens. He was a man-child, husky enough to play sports two grades up. At ten he smacked the wind out of twelve-year-old boys on the football field. On the basketball court, he could drop his shoulder in the paint and knock an older kid on his back as he took two steps into an easy layup. When we were on the court, Wop’s pop, Big Wop, would be our pretend coach, giving us plays to run and exercises to do in between his crack sales.

I like open shots. I can hit an open three-pointer from anywhere—half-court, the gym door, the locker, the parking lot, maybe even Texas. Put a rim in East Baltimore and place me in Houston, and if I’m open, it’s going down, baby. Nothing but net. That’s a joke. I do really like open shots—but when Nay watched, I forced it. Nay was the prettiest girl in East Baltimore. She was the ghetto Rudy Huxtable. Art in motion. God’s greatest accomplishment wrapped in an eleven-year-old-girl’s body. I was ten at the time, but I was ready for her. She and her friends would walk by the park while we hooped, and she’d scream through the gate, “Y’all can’t play no ball!” I’d look, acting like I wasn’t looking, throw sixty crossovers, take unauthorized shots, up and under three defenders. I’d go head up with Wop’s grown-man-sized left shoulder, slapping the pavement and popping back up in milliseconds, yelling “I’m aight, keep playin’!” When I scored, I always glanced at her for approval, praying she noticed. “Aye lover boy!” Big Wop would yell at me. “Pay attention! Keep your head in the game!”

Hurk was stick boney but better than us all. Holey shoes or not, it didn’t matter—his lanky frame would weave seamlessly in between defenders. He was the first to use the crossover effectively, dropping anyone who dared to play defense; the first to slap the backboard; and definitely the first to dunk. His little brother, Tay—three years our junior—was slated to be better; he was always selected before at least six older kids in a ten-man pickup game and no one really wanted to guard him. He would run you breathless on the court and had one of the best midrange jump shots we’d ever seen.

Guns banged every night, and crowds always form after the smoke clears. One night red-and-blue lights danced on my bedroom window, across the street sign, and on our basketball court. I went outside to join the crowd. The court was starting to overflow as the medics rushed in and plainclothes cops draped warning tape around the scene. Nay was standing alone by the gate.

“Hey, Nay, what happened?” I asked. She squeezed me tight and said, “Big Wop, Big Wop.” Big Wop was DOA; lost his life on the court he loved so much. None of us knew what to say to Wop. People always say, “Everything is going to be okay.” But is it ever really okay? Young black people get murdered all the time and some praying grandma always says, “It’ll be better on the other side.” But is it really?

Tay made the basketball team over at Oliver Recreation Center, but the coach yelled at him until he didn’t want to play anymore. His teachers yelled at him until he didn’t want to go to school anymore. He still played pickup ball, but we all yelled at him because he’d ask us to repeat things nine or ten times—we even started calling him Def Tay. Tay didn’t have a hearing problem. Hurk said some type of insect planted eggs inside Tay’s eardrum.

Even when Hurk’s mom lost custody of all her kids, they still hung around the neighborhood—Hurk eventually grew tired of the hand-me-downs and sob stories so he started slanging crack.

By high school, Nay looked ready for Vogue. Slicked baby hair pulled back into soft pigtails and barrettes transformed into bouncy wraps that covered her left eye like Aaliyah’s—the kind that older women wore. The little Air Jordans at the end of her bowed legs were trendy high heels now. By this time, she had a real Gucci clutch while other girls had fake ones. At ten years old, I didn’t have a shot with her, but there was hope. By fourteen, she was completely out of my league. Older dudes with Acuras and BMWs would drop her off at school. They were the hustlers.

Hurk paid $40 for his fitted cap, $450 for his gold teeth, $1,000 for his Cuban link, $900 for the diamond-cut Virgin Mary charm that dangled from it, $300 for his Coogi sweater, $600 for his white Pelle Pelle leather jacket, $90 for his Guess jeans, and $150 for his Nikes. He would wear all that to the basketball court. “It’s nothing!” he yelled. “I’m never wearing this again, who need a coat?” I hated that he hustled but loved to see him shine.

Hurk would often clown me for not getting close to Nay. I’d ignore the jokes, and Hurk would say, “You’ll never get her, she only like dudes from West Baltimore. They spend that cash!” Wop would laugh and guzzle his drink. It was usually gin, sometimes Hennessy, but mostly gin. By high school, he was drinking heavily—always telling stories about how he would’ve been balling at a top private school if his dad were alive.

I struggled through high school but had to finish because I wanted to go to college. Hurk was making a lot of money, so for him, there was no need for school. Tay followed in Hurk’s footsteps, throwing his basketball dreams away and blending in with the older kids on the corner just like he did on the court.

“I need some money, Hurk,” Wop said one day. “Show me how to do it, yo, please.” I tried to get Wop to hoop with me in a league, but he was in the streets now too. Hurk had him selling loose pills, and Wop messed the money up over and over again. “You need to go back to school up at Patterson,” Hurk laughed. “You can’t add, fat boy!” He took Wop off the money and made him the lookout before he eventually graduated to muscle. Whenever the opportunity presented itself, Wop was laying an aluminum bat across somebody’s skull. Then they started playing with pistols.

By tenth grade, Nay was pregnant by one of those West Baltimore dudes. The child’s father never came around to meet his daughter, but another hustler picked up the pieces. She had her second kid before the twelfth grade. Her new baby’s father was a baller too. He didn’t just drop her off in luxury cars, he bought her one. A white beamer with a light tint and a sunroof. She picked me up in it when we went to Wop’s funeral. Yeah, Wop went out just like his dad, gunned down a few blocks away from where his father passed.

I vowed to never sell drugs. Wop, like many of the dudes from Down Bottom, had wanted to go to college. Even though his dreams faded after his dad passed, he still had moments when he would tell me, “I’ma leave this corner and head off to college, bro, watch. I’ma be a big, UConn two-guard, watch!”

I enrolled in college and dropped out about two months later—ended up back on the block and even hustled with Hurk. We ran the streets slanging dope like it was legal. “I can’t deal with street guys anymore,” Nay told me after her second child’s father caught thirty years. “My mom is going to watch these kids. I’m getting a nursing degree and a good churchgoing college husband. One that wears church shoes every day, even on Tuesdays.” She stood over me frantically clapping. “One that wears church shoes from Sunday to Sunday!”

I wasn’t thinking about church or college, just money. Hurk was too—so much so that he ended up stealing from all of our friends, getting two of them shot, and almost getting me killed in the process. The dollar trumped the jokes, the laughs, the lost friends, the memories, and everything else. Dude banged his pistol in every section of East Baltimore all the way up until the cops grabbed him. They snatched up Tay too. Some younger dudes took his spot and the cycle continued.

You couldn’t mentor teens like us, who drove a new Lexus, unless you pushed a Bentley. However, Bentley owners didn’t drive through my section of East Baltimore, and if they did, the driver wasn’t hopping out and telling my friends and me to stay away from drugs.

Growing up we never listened to anyone positive, only the guys who hustled and showed us the rewards—the celebrity treatment, the money, the cars, and the clothes. Their advice made sense, so we took it and captured neighborhoods—we flashed pistols, drained property values, and pedaled poison. Some of us got caught and copped out to dozens of years, but we kept going. The money didn’t stop, so why would we? Some of us took bullets and came back to work. Some of us died. Still, after the funerals let out and the repast was over, we kept going. We never stopped.

[image: Image]

Everybody in Down Bottom loved Snaggletooth Rib with the big gold tooth and the one heavy eyebrow that used to slang with us. He was the comeback king. Crack a joke on him and he had four ready to go for you. They were good ones too, the kind that put your insecurities out in the open for everyone to see. Rib probably would have toured the world as a famous stand-up comedian if we knew careers like that were obtainable. We didn’t.
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