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Equal rights, fair play, justice are all like the air; we all have it, or none of us has it. That is the truth of it.


—Maya Angelou




To my children . . .


If I had to choose between loving you and breathing . . .


I would use my last breath to tell you


I LOVE YOU . . .


—Anonymous


To my four children Michael, Déja, Andre, and Jazmine who didn’t ask to be brought here. God blessed me with you and I vow to honor, respect, and love them for all my days. I never thought I’d be someone’s mother, or be called “Mama.” Thank you God for showing me love, how to love another, and what being loved feels like.





FOREWORD



Myrlie Evers-Williams


My general impression of today is that we are filled with sadness, but also with hope for the future, and that we will learn from what has happened to Michael Brown. Of course, my history goes back fifty years ago when my husband, Medgar Evers, was shot down in front of our home, with my children and I there watching and rushing out to him.


Since then, there have been many positive changes, but how much does what has happened to Michael Brown say to us about the spirit, the hope, and the belief in America and where we are today, particularly when it comes to the health and welfare of young African-American men?


It is a tragedy that we are still dealing with this racially motivated hatred. After my husband was shot, I found in my life that I had to have a purpose. I had many purposes really, but one was to see that Medgar Evers’s killer was tried and convicted. It took thirty years for that to happen, but you don’t give up on these things. You don’t give up on the American dream. You don’t give up on the rights that we as Americans have, and should have freely in this country. To see our young people taken down as they are, says something not only to the African-American community but also to the whole country. Where are our values? What do we do? What can we do to keep this from happening again?


Michael Brown was lost to us. What about all the other young men who are out there? What can we do to preserve their lives and their future? It makes me recall an old saying: “We must keep our eyes on the prize.”


As a mother, I say to Lezley, sometimes you pick up the pieces slowly; other times your progress seems to come fast, fueled by anger, even a degree of hatred. How do you overcome that? You find something positive. Like Lezley, I had children to take care of. I had to go back to school. I had to work. I had to develop careers. I had to be a community activist, all of which was a little difficult for me.


One of the things I think is critically important, though, is that my family and I involved ourselves in activities that spoke to the needs of our communities. What I want to say to Lezley and to all the other loved ones of people we’ve lost to hate is, do not give up. Hatred serves as a motivator, but you can’t live and grow with hate.


We should speak loudly, strongly about our beliefs, about these issues, about the need for change. Not doing so is not just a black problem; it’s a problem for all Americans. How dare we tell the rest of the world how to live when we don’t embody our message within ourselves. Be strong, stand up, be firm, and try to embrace all people in this area of justice and equality, but particularly our young black males.


There are various organizations throughout this country that focus on youth and their development, helping them find jobs and instilling them with a sense of pride. But these organizations are not one-stop shops for handling these issues. They need to be addressed day to day in our places of worship, in our schools, in our homes. This is not just a black problem; all races need to be able to address our issues of justice and equality.


It’s tragic that we have to have our young people taken away from us in the manner in which they are. It is tragic that our law enforcement officers and our communities don’t get along better. It’s tragic that the civil rights organizations and other community organizations have not come together and developed a plan of action that we can take beyond just our particular cities.


My heart bleeds for Lezley, and the other mothers and families who have lost their children. We have to take the bull by the horns and say, “This will change, and I will be a part of the change, and I will find within my community ways in which I can be involved and bring others into that involvement too.” It is up to us to find those ways and to act on them, not only in one moment, but also in an ongoing way throughout all of our lives.





PREFACE



MOTHERS AND SONS


By Common


Everything I know in life, my experiences of life, and what I know to be love and life came from my mother. She is the most consistent form of love I can identify beyond God and the first person that I really got to know fully and deeply. I didn’t have the blessing of growing up with a father at home or a male figure to truly sit there and take the time to teach me life’s truths. The stuff I learned about being a man, both the beautiful and the ugly, I learned from my male friends and the men in my neighborhood. But my mother taught me how to live. She did her best to teach me how to be a respectable, strong black man.


I remember there was a time when I was a teenager and I talked back to my mother. I even had the gall to raise my hand once. Man, she hit me and I hit the ground. My mother knew about the street, coming from the Southside of Chicago, the Chatham area. She also knew how to flow with the corporate world. I can recall the first time I heard her talking “proper” on the phone. She was selling products for the Gillette Company and I asked her, “Why are you talking like a white person?” She turned to me with a glare full of complete resolve and said, “Look, you gotta be able to adjust to all worlds.” That statement has always stuck with me and it was just one of the many lessons about life I learned from her.


My mother is still a rock for me. When I’m dealing with some deep emotional challenges and life gets really tough or it’s time for something important to happen, I still go to her. The mother-son connection, I believe, is one of the strongest connections in existence. When it comes to most mothers with their sons, they don’t know anything but to love them. That relationship is unbreakable.


That’s the place I drew from when I first heard about Mike Brown’s death. Of course, this was not the first time I had heard of young unarmed black men being pointlessly shot and killed. The country had only recently mourned the senseless death of Trayvon Martin. Still, there was something about the Mike Brown case that hit me hard, something that pulled at me more than the other cases had in the past. It wasn’t just that he was unarmed, or that he had just turned eighteen. That sounded ridiculous enough. But hearing that his body lay there, in the street, for over four and a half hours? It sounded unreal, out of control. How was such a thing possible in a land dedicated to treating all people equally under the law? Where was the respect for the sanctity of human life?


Shortly thereafter, I saw his mother, Lezley McSpadden on television. I later read about a question she had posed to the media: “Do they know how hard it was to raise a young black man?” This woman had not only lost her child, but she had lost him to the searing bullets of someone who was supposed to protect him. Unless you’ve felt the devastation of seeing your baby’s soul leave this earth, I doubt anyone can begin to comprehend the magnitude of that emotional distress.


Soon after I met Lezley for the first time, I could sense that her pain was especially profound, a deep lasting hurt I’ve rarely witnessed. You could feel her sorrow dangling in the air. When I looked into her eyes, I could feel the weight of her son’s life being ripped from her. She was occupying space, but not completely. Her mind and spirit were elsewhere, dealing with the loss of her child, trying to process how to make that empty hole she was feeling have real meaning.


As we stood facing each other, there was a moment when she suddenly became present and gazed at me. I could see a powerful, insightful woman, eyes wide open, taking things in, thinking things through. She clearly had a warrior’s spirit and energy, but was also warm and generous. She was a woman who had worked hard and had done her best and was still doing her best. She was in a place of indescribable grief, but she understood that all she could do now was what she had always done all her life: fight, and fight hard. As we spoke, I could feel a surge of strength behind her agony. It was clear to me that this was a woman who was never going to give up, and that this incident was not the end of her story. That same strength she used to raise Mike was going help her survive. Out of the most difficult situation you could ask a parent to endure, she was determined to make the world a better place. Her words, her demeanor, and her quiet strength were undeniable and, at the same time, inspiring.


What happened to Mike Brown was probably the darkest thing that Lezley has ever and will ever experience. Yet, in the darkest of places, light will eventually come and when that light comes, it will erupt with the force of a thousand suns. The more you recognize it, the brighter it gets. Lezley McSpadden is putting her light out there for the world to see. She’s communicating with others who’ve experienced unspeakable loss, and even those who will never experience what she has. She is showing how bright and purposeful Mike’s life was and is. She is tirelessly working to eliminate the ignorance that led to her son’s untimely death and to keep the flame alive that will forever honor his legacy.


Mike Brown is the Emmett Till of this generation. Emmett Till’s story changed my life. I remember as a kid first reading the story and studying the pictures of him after he had been found in a river, head swollen beyond recognition. He was just fourteen, killed for the sickest of reasons, for simply whistling at a white woman. He was from Chicago, just like me. My body tingled with fear as I felt like that could easily have been me. I did not understand how anyone could hate another enough to do what those men had done to Emmett Till. Though he had died before I was born, I could feel the power of his spirit moving through me, motivating me to make a difference with my life. Mike Brown, like Emmet Till, has a strong spirit. His death awakened me again. It also ignited the world.


We won’t ever be able to feel what Lezley McSpadden feels. However, we can at least try to bring value or some type of positive results from such an excruciating experience. We have to look at the bigger picture. What can we do right now that’s going to improve the world? How can one young man’s life better the lives of all people, particularly black and brown brothers and sisters? We may not have all the answers, but we do have the heart, motivation, and spirit to demand that Mike Brown’s life be valued. It is a cause in which Lezley finds unending hope and inspiration. A mother, after all, stays with her son, no matter what, until the day she dies. Hopefully, we can all hold hands with her in her quest to begin to bring change to the world long before then.





PART ONE






INTRODUCTION



MY TRUTH


First off, I don’t tell lies because I can’t keep up with them. My grandmother always said, “Don’t lie. Tell the truth and shame the devil.” She considered a lie a curse word and would be like, “Believe what you see and none of what you heard.” Your word is what you still got when you don’t have any money. That’s why if I give you my word, say I’m going do something, or tell you I got you, then I’m ten toes down. Anybody who knows me for real knows that. Feel me?


So that’s why I have to say this to the world, and I want you to hear me loud and clear. Never mind what you’ve heard or think you know about Michael Brown, or about me, for that matter. You don’t know about Mike Mike. You don’t know about me. Now, you might know something, some snippet, some half a moment in time, but you don’t know my son’s life and what it meant, and an eighteen-second video doesn’t tell you anything about eighteen years.


See, before the news media and the nation first heard the name Michael Brown, he was just Mike Mike to me. That’s what we called him. Everybody thinks he was a junior, but he wasn’t. Even though he had his daddy’s first and last name, his full name was Michael Orlandus Darrion Brown. I wanted my son to have his own identity, so he did.


From the moment Mike Mike was born, I knew my life had changed forever. I was sixteen years old with an infant. I didn’t know what kind of mother I was going to be. But when I held him in my arms for the first time and felt his soft skin, he opened his eyes, and I could see my reflection in his little pupils. I suddenly wasn’t scared anymore. It was like we were communicating with each other without words. I was saying, “I got your back, baby,” and he was saying, “I got yours, too, Mama.”


I can’t just say he was mine, though. When Mike Mike was born, he was adored, doted on, and loved by me and his daddy, my siblings, and his grandparents on both sides, who helped with his rearing. He was our beautiful, unplanned surprise—my first son, a first grandson, and the first nephew in my family.


And then, one day our Mike Mike was shot and killed by a police officer on Canfield Drive in Ferguson, Missouri, and suddenly his name was being spoken everywhere: Mike Brown Jr., Michael Brown, or just Brown . . . but never Mike Mike, never our family’s name for him, the name that marked him as special to us and those who knew him for real.


Pastor Creflo Dollar asked me what I thought about all the people out there on Canfield Drive when I got to the scene the day Mike Mike was shot. I turned, looking directly at him, and as sure as the breath I’m breathing, in a very matter-of-fact way, said, “I didn’t see those people. That day, I was looking for one person: my son. Nobody else mattered.”


I think I kind of shocked Pastor Dollar. I was respectful, of course, but I had to tell it to him straight up. I was just keeping it real. You see, because as a mother when your child is hurt, scared, or in danger, you hurt, you want to comfort them, and you will protect them from harm, even if it means laying your own life down. That day out on Canfield Drive, I had tunnel vision. Nothing and nobody was more important than getting to Mike Mike and helping him in any way I could.


It wasn’t until days later, when I looked at the news and people showed me pictures from their phones that I saw the crowd of folks that had been out there. So the only way I can really describe that day is to compare it to the day I had Mike Mike. Bringing him into the world was almost the same feeling as when he left here—a lot of people making noise and milling around, and my attention just glued to my new baby boy.


I’m not going to lie; I’ve been wanting to get mad and just go fuck the world up, because my son being killed has messed my whole life up. No way should my son have left here before me. But I have to stop myself every time my anger begins to build like that. If I look at it that way too long, I’ll find myself in trouble, doing something out of rage and revenge. That would be out of my character, and Mike Mike would never want me to do anything like that.


It’s so hard sometimes, but I have to find some type of something to keep myself calm so I can be a good wife and a good mother for my other kids. That’s why, looking at my son’s death today, I try to see it from more of a spiritual standpoint. God let me have Mike Mike for eighteen years. He wouldn’t let me have him longer because He had other plans for us. Those plans are still being revealed to me, but I believe a big part of His plan was to wake people up to some things in the world that need changing. I’m ready, though, for whatever He has in store.


What I do know for sure is that I was just a kid when I had Mike Mike. I made a lot of mistakes when I was young, but in raising him I got stronger, wiser. What we endured together, especially in his years as a small child, is a story that only his mother can tell. One that I have held close until now.


The naysayers and judgers and haters wrote me off when I had my baby, saying things like, “She ain’t gonna do nothin’ with her life,” but I never gave up. I had to develop thick skin to get through those scary and confusing days, but I was determined to make it for my child, to do right by Mike Mike.


I never finished high school. It was once one of the most uncomfortable and embarrassing facts about my life. Of course, I wanted my high school diploma. I even thought about going to college, but at the time, it was about providing and surviving—and I didn’t know how to do that and finish school. It was a hard choice, but life is hard sometimes, right?


I was raised in a single-parent house and watched my mother work hard on jobs she should have been paid more for doing, making sure my brother, me, and my sister had clothes on our backs and food on the table. I knew what her struggle had been.


I’ve worked for years barely making minimum wage, sometimes at two jobs, to put clothes on my children’s backs and shoes on their feet, even Mike Mike’s size 13 feet. I’ve even received public assistance, because a mother will put her pride to the side and accept help from others to make ends meet and care for her children.


As my firstborn, Mike Mike saw my struggles the most, and I know that motivated him to accomplish the dream I had of finishing school. Same for my other three kids who came after Mike Mike. I know they can go farther and do better than me and be successful in this life. So on May 23, 2014, when Mike Mike received his high school diploma, just a few months before he was gunned down, I was able to live my dream through him.


Every day is rough for me, but like Maya Angelou said, “Still I rise!” Amen! I find a way to smile because my baby had aspirations and dreams. That really gives me comfort on the low days. That’s why I got to clear things up, because folks out here got it twisted: Mike Mike wasn’t a criminal who deserved to be shot like a dangerous animal. He was a good boy who cared about the right things, and family and friends were at the top of his list. He didn’t have a police record. He never got in trouble. He was a techie, in love with computers. He loved his mama and was proud to be headed to college and of the things he knew. The whole family was proud of him, too.


When my son was killed, everybody had his or her own version of how everything went down. Cops with their version of the facts. People living in the Canfield Apartments with another. The television and newspaper people, EMTs, firemen, old people, young people, black, white, you name it—everyone with a different story that was supposed to be the truth about my son’s last minutes on earth.


My son was dead on the street in front of the world, and everybody except Mike Mike was busy telling his story. Even in the months since that horrible day, people still haven’t stopped talking, from Twitter to Facebook to Instagram, in the beauty shop and coffee shop, everywhere.


Well, let me just say this: I wasn’t there when Mike Mike was shot. I didn’t see him fall or take his last breath, but as his mother, I do know one thing better than anyone, and that’s how to tell my son’s story, and the journey we shared together as mother and son. So I’m about to give it to you.


This is the truth of it.





CHAPTER ONE



FOUR AND A HALF HOURS TOO LONG


The deli at Straub’s where I worked had been jumping since I got there. Straub’s is a kind of cozy gourmet market. It’s in a suburb called Clayton, where you got mini glass skyscrapers; little cafes with that chichi, froufrou food, you know those kind of restaurants where the menu be making basic stuff like a house salad sound like a foreign language; and boutiques that be selling a T-shirt for fifty dollars just because it’s got some high-end designer’s name on it, and I could go right over to Dots or Rainbow and get a shirt that look just as good for fifteen.


The county court was just down the block, so we got a lot of lawyers, judges, and businesspeople coming in to buy lunch. But we also got some of the regular, everyday folks that worked in the offices around there, like county clerks, DMV workers, secretaries, basically the people who do all the work for those high-paid people.


Then you had your white soccer moms and a lot of rich old white people who came in to do their weekly shopping. Mixed in, there are a handful of black professionals. I was so proud when I saw a brotha come up to my counter, representing with his Brooks Brothers suit on, showing them white folks that we had it going on too.


One of my best customers was Mrs. Hirschfield, a little Jewish lady who was real cool and always came directly to me. One day I saw her coming in the door and figured I’d make her my last customer before my break.


“Hi, my favorite customer!” I called out, giving her a warm smile.


“Good morning, Lezley! I just love you!” She smiled back. She was a petite woman in her sixties, a little homely, she wore large glasses, and her hair was curled and poufy.


A few of my coworkers rolled their eyes. Everybody said she was annoying, probably because she couldn’t always make up her mind about what she wanted, but I thought she was sweet.


The first time I met her, I was working one of the store’s private tasting parties upstairs. As I was roaming the room with my serving tray, I kept making eye contact with this plain-dressed woman. Each time I passed by with a reloaded tray, she eagerly tapped me and whispered, “Can I please have another?”


My coworker joked, “Damn, she asking for more?” I got a kick out of it. Hell, I encouraged her to take two and three at a time. Why not? They were free! To this day, Mrs. Hirschfield will sample the whole deli display if you let her. And I always do.


So, even though I was anxious to dip out, I didn’t mind squeezing her in at all.


“I’ll take some artichoke dip and a pint of chicken salad,” she said, smiling.


“No problem, I’ll have everything right up for you. You made it just in time before my break.”


“In that case, I’ll take a Lezley too!” She gave me a wink.


Customers be begging for a Lezley. That’s a sandwich they named after me. It isn’t anything but roast beef, but I guess it’s how I make it.


I laid out two pieces of soft wheat bread like I was about to perform surgery, smeared some brown mustard on, and gently placed the roast beef on it, sliced not too thick, not too thin. Then I laid the Swiss cheese on it, then topped it off with pickles, banana peppers, and onions.


To me that sandwich isn’t anything special, but like all the food I make—eggplant Parmesan, grilled artichoke, all that chichi, froufrou stuff we sell there, to good old down-home soul food—I make it with love. When you have a gift to “burn,” as my granny said, you can make any and everything.


I checked the time and quickly took my apron off before the stiff-looking man standing behind Mrs. Hirschfield could order. Break time! Before anybody could blink, I had slipped out and walked across the broiling parking lot to sit in my car, determined to make my few moments of peace matter.


I lit a cigarette, inhaled deep, and let my breath out slowly. Another hot-ass day in the Lou. I turned my key in the ignition and felt the whoosh of warm air from the car’s vents before the AC started to cool it down.


I took another puff from my cigarette, closed my eyes, and started to have one of them good old Calgon take-me-away moments. But right then my cell phone rang. Dang, so much for gettin’ a moment to myself.


“Hello,” I answered, half interested, letting out a cloud of smoke. I didn’t even look at the caller ID.


“Lezley, somebody been shot on Canfield, and he just laying here,” the man’s voice on the other end said in a panic. His voice was quivering and didn’t sound right.


I quickly straightened up. It was Mario, a coworker who lived in the Canfield Apartments in Ferguson, Missouri, a mostly black area in the suburbs a few miles away. That was the same complex my mother lived in. My son Mike Mike had been visiting her for the summer.


I took a nervous puff. “Mario, please describe him to me,” I said, beginning to shake all over. I took another puff and got out of the car, my hands trembling now.


“I’m trying to get near, but it’s so many people out here,” he said.


I swallowed, my mouth was all of a sudden dry, and I felt a dull thud fill my chest. It got faster and faster as I got out the car and began to pace the Straub’s parking lot, back and forth.


Just then my call-waiting clicked.


“Hold on! Hold on!” I shouted, trying to stay in control, but my hand holding the cigarette was now shaking uncontrollably.


“Nette . . . Nette Pooh!” It was my sister, Brittanie. Let me just say this: She isn’t really a frantic person. It’s like something could be bad, but she always stays calm. She’s the kind who holds it together enough to tell you what’s going on in a crisis. But her words were choppy, and she couldn’t get nothing else out before she broke down moaning and sobbing. It was weird she wasn’t screaming or nothing. Her crying was different than I’d ever heard it before.


Between her sobs, she was able to get out eight words: “Nette Pooh, the police just shot Mike Mike.”


I heard her, but my mind wasn’t trying to understand nothing like that. I quietly started gasping for air. What she had just said was trapped between my ears like some muddy standing water.


I didn’t ask her if he was still alive. I didn’t even want to think about that. A gust of wind shot through my body, and then like lightning, I just started running back toward Straub’s. I don’t even know if I said bye to Brittanie and Mario or not. All I could think was, Oh God, I gotta get to my son, make sure he all right.


Tears exploded from my eyes as I burst through the narrow front doors of the store.


“I need to get to my son! The police just shot my son!” I frantically shouted.


Everyone in the store turned around. I didn’t care who heard my screams. I just needed somebody to help me. Erica, one of my coworkers, came running out the bathroom and burst into tears, her screams as loud as mine. I grabbed hold of her.


“Get me to Ferguson, please!” I yelled, collapsing in her arms.


Moments later, we were on our way, racing down Clayton Road onto Interstate 170 toward Ferguson. I wrapped my arms around myself and kept rocking, trying to hold it together as Erica drove. Now I was trembling all over, my stomach churning. I blinked several times, trying to clear up my vision. I was crying so hard everything was cloudy and out of focus. I took a deep breath in and then slowly let it out. Deep breath in, slowly out. In, slowly out.


This is a bad dream, I was thinking, and when I wake up, everything’s gonna be back to normal, all good again. I tried to imagine Mike Mike’s smiling baby face and him leaning down to me, giving me one of his cuddly hugs. My son was big for his age, six-four and barely eighteen, but still just a kid. Here I was just five-five, and I swear I don’t know how my baby grew up to be that tall. He had even outgrown his daddy.


I took another deep breath, exhaled slowly again, and kept rocking back and forth. I rubbed my stomach, trying to calm all the flip-flopping it was doing. I needed to get there, and it was taking too damn long.


I closed my eyes real tight, and as the tears gushed out, my mind flashed back to Mike Mike as a newborn. It was the first time I laid eyes on him. A mother never forgets that day, that moment. I looked into Mike Mike’s little brown eyes, barely open, thinking, Wow, I’ve been waiting all these months to see, kiss, hug, smell, and take you around to show off, little man. This is what everybody wanted me to leave behind and get rid of? No, you here now, and I got you forever.


A slight forward jerk of the car snapped me back into the moment. Traffic ahead was bumper-to-bumper and at a standstill in one of the lanes. My friend’s car was creeping along at a stop-and-go pace. My nerves kicked into overdrive. I began wringing my hands. Normally, it’s a short twenty-minute ride between Clayton, where I work, and Ferguson, where my mama lives. Why the hell was it taking so long? Where was all this traffic coming from? It felt like all of St. Louis was sitting in they cars. I was getting so worked up I wanted to bust out the car, leap over all the traffic, and run to where my son was.


I spotted a female highway patrol officer and flagged her down. “Please, Officer, help us get through. I gotta get to my son,” I begged.


“You’re just gonna have to make it through the best way you can,” she replied in one of them flat, authoritative tones. Before I could think to tell her that I had to get to Mike Mike because he had been shot, she had moved on, and got into her car.


Beads of sweat formed on my forehead, my heart racing, pounding through my chest. I was shaking all over. I could feel myself about to go off, and I didn’t care about her being the police. The officer must’ve known it had to be something serious, maybe even felt a little bit of sympathy. I don’t know, but whatever it was, she suddenly blared her sirens and horn. The cars in front of us gave us a small clearing, and we started moving again. It all got foggy at that point. I lost track of everything, and the world felt like it was whizzing by. I just stayed focused on getting to Mike Mike. I knew he was scared and needed me.


We finally got to the corner of West Florissant and Canfield Drive, a few blocks from my mama’s apartment complex. The local traffic was just as thick and congested as the highway was. The streets were cluttered with what seemed like a sea of police cars. We pulled to a stop, and I saw my son’s father, Big Mike, getting out of his car a few cars away. We were on opposite sides of the narrow, two-lane street. I couldn’t think about saying nothing because I could feel that gust of wind shoot through me again. I took off running. Me and Big Mike were both running across from each other, in between the lanes, on the sidewalks, wherever we could get through, neck and neck, in sync. Something we hadn’t been in a long time.


The street was thick with people, and I fought my way through the big blur of everybody. I caught a glimpse of Brittanie and my brother, Bernard, standing in a small grassy area about six feet away. Suddenly, there wasn’t any sound, just the hard pounding of my heart. I had tunnel vision on one thing: getting to my son.


I slowed to catch my breath, tears streaming down my face, my chest heaving, like I was going to hyperventilate. Brittanie rushed over, trying her best to console me, but she was tore up herself, tears pouring out of her bloodshot eyes.


“Naw, man, not Mike Mike! Not my nephew!” I could hear Bernard shouting. I saw him in my peripheral vision, pacing, shaking his head.


Everyone else around kept fading in and out. I rushed toward the yellow tape the police use to mark crime scenes but was stopped in my tracks by the chest of a towering white officer. I looked around him, and what seemed like the whole damn Ferguson police force had formed a human wall, keeping everybody back.


I started pushing my way past him. Somebody behind me grabbed me to hold me back, but I was still shoving, kicking, and yelling, “Somebody! Somebody! I need to get to my son!” I couldn’t get through. As far as my eyes could see, white men dressed in blue uniforms were standing in my way.


I caught a glimpse of a blood-covered white sheet laying over the form of a motionless body stretched out on the ground and screamed, throwing my arms into the air, “Naw, naw, naw, that ain’t my child! It can’t be!”


I was sweating and lightheaded. Brittanie had been so certain on the phone that the police had shot Mike Mike, but she had to be wrong.


I could kind of see a hand and one foot wearing what looked like a yellow sock on it. Mike Mike had a pair of yellow socks, but still, that didn’t prove it was him, did it? Then I saw a red Cardinals baseball cap resting on the ground several feet away. Mike Mike had that same red baseball cap.


I tried pushing my way past the wall of cops again, but they pushed me back. “Oh, God, please!” I pleaded. I just wanted to run over there, lift up that sheet, and hold my son, comfort him, then he’d be all right. I could get him to wake up. He needed his mama.


“Let me see my son! Why ain’t he off the ground yet? Do anybody hear me?” I begged, frantically running from officer to officer. Didn’t these fucking police understand? I said, “Do anybody hear me?”


They just stood there like a stone wall. None of them would speak to me.


I felt like I was being swallowed up, my feet sinking into the pavement like it was quicksand. My head was pounding. More people had gathered and filled in a row in front of the police. I mustered the little strength left in my body to push through the crowd to find a closer view. It looked like a finger poking from underneath the bloody sheet. Mike Mike was trying to point something out to me, tell me something about what happened. Who had done this?


I closed my eyes. “Mama, I need you, I’m scared.” I could hear his voice.


It was my son under that sheet, my son’s yellow sock sticking out, my son’s red Cardinals hat, my son’s finger. All at once, it hit me that what Brittanie had said was true. Mike Mike was dead. I tried to open my mouth, but my words were stuck, trapped in my throat.


My husband, Louis, suddenly appeared at my side and held me up as my knees gave way. I tried to reach for Mike Mike, but it was like trying to grab air. I opened my mouth, and a moan broke loose.


“Who the hell did this? Who did this to my son?” I demanded, sweat pouring over my body. I could taste the salt of my tears flowing into my mouth.


“The police,” Brittanie gasped, putting her shaking hand over her mouth like she was trying to stop the words.


Anger shot through my body. “The police? They ’posed to be protectin’ us, protectin’ my kids, my son. How they do some shit like this?” I stormed up and down the sidewalk. “Where is he? Where’s the one who did this to my child?” I got closer to one of them whose face had a permanent scowl carved into it. He stood over me. “Y’all muthafuckas gonna have to answer to this,” I challenged, looking up at him, square in the eye like I was every bit of the giant he was.


“Well, we some good motherfuckers,” he growled, then threw up his middle finger.


What he did knocked out the last bit of wind I had in my lungs. My heart was beating so fast I thought it was going to jump out of my chest.


I stared him down, trying to cut him up with my eyes, and the harder I looked, the redder his face got. It was like I was daring him to come at me, and he was doing the same. So what, was he going to shoot me like the other one had done to my son?


I exploded in a rage, punching the air, swinging in all directions like I was fighting him to the finish, then all of a sudden I was overcome with exhaustion. I fell to my knees, weak, drenched in sweat, and cried out, “Why, God?”


My tears erupted like a volcano. My baby boy was gone, stolen from me, lying dead under a sheet, surrounded by police, in the hot summer sun.





CHAPTER TWO



THE TWELVE-YEAR-OLD DREAM AND THE LITTLE RED SUITCASE


My whole name is Lezley Lynette Bingo McSpadden. Don’t ask me where they got that Bingo part from. Family and friends from around the way call me Nette Pooh. Auntie Bobbie, my mama’s younger sister, said she came up with that name. Mama’s big brother, Uncle Cleo, said he gave it to me. Uncle Cleo even put a little extra on it, calling me Netty Pooh. My daddy and everybody on his side just call me Nette, from my middle name.


It’s funny, I never felt like I was a favorite to nobody, but I guess you gotta be pretty special to have a nickname. That’s why I’m always making up nicknames to call kids. I want them to know how special they are. When I was a little girl, the person who made me feel special the most was my daddy. I wasn’t around him that much, but when I did see him, he was my whole world, and in my mind I was his.


I remember when I hit puberty, I made up what I called the Twelve-Year-Old Dream. I would hear my favorite love song or watch a music video or see a movie and put together every character I had seen to create an image of the man of my dreams that I’d have when I grew up. I imagined looking for him at school, at my job, in the mall, or at the park. But one day I’d find him and we’d live happily ever after.


I had that dream, but it never involved me having a baby at sixteen.


•  •  •  •


My mama met a guy I called Mister at a birthday party her sister, my aunt Evelyn, had. In the short time he started coming around, he never showed my mama much respect and acted like he didn’t even like Brittanie and me too much.


When she got with Mister, it made me wish things had worked out better for her and my daddy. Maybe they could’ve got married, but all they did was just spend a bunch of years going back and forth, on again, off again, in their relationship. It was like that as far back as I can remember. When I was a baby, up until I was probably preschool age, Mama and me even lived with Daddy and his mama, my granny, in the Clinton-Peabody housing projects, also known simply as the Peabody, in the Darst-Webbe area of the South Side of St. Louis.


My daddy was way different than Mister, though. He was one of them easygoing dudes. He wasn’t a bad man. He just wasn’t any good to my mama because Daddy’s downfall was women, lots of them.


One time, when I was a toddler, Daddy actually took me around one of his ladies. I was little, but I could talk good and I was smart. The lady leaned in to me and smiled real big.


“Aww, look at how pretty she is!” she said, pinching my cheeks.


“Nette, this is Miss Rose,” Daddy said.


Maybe at that point he kissed her or touched her in some kind of way. Whatever it was, I knew that he was doing what he was doing like he did to my mama.


“Baby, you can call me ‘Mama,’ ” Miss Rose said, pinching my cheeks again. I pulled away behind my daddy’s leg.


When we got back to where we lived on Rucker Lane, Mama had one of them nigga-I-know-you-been-up-to-no-good looks on her face.


“Nette Pooh, where y’all been?” she said, pulling me close.


“Over to my mama’s house,” I said innocently.


Next thing I knew Daddy had snatched me up and dragged my little ass into another room. He whipped out a wire hanger and began whuppin’ me. My cries got louder and louder each time that wire landed on my skin. When he finished he went and sat down in a chair that faced me. I was delirious from crying so hard, and my eyelids were heavy like somebody had put little weights on them. I let out a few sighs in between the sniffles and went on to sleep. When I woke up my daddy was still sitting in the same chair looking at me.


“Go back in there with yo’ mama, Nette Pooh,” he said in a low voice.


I got up slowly and my little feet tiptoed away. Every few steps I’d turn and look back at him, trying to understand what had just happened. Daddy never whupped me again after that.


Not long after, Mama and me moved from there. Mama would still take me down to visit him every now and then, though.


When I was about six, I remember how geeked up I’d be the whole drive just thinking about seeing my daddy. As we drove down Highway 70 East, leaving North St. Louis, we’d pass the gigantic cylinder-shaped towers of the Pillsbury factory. The smell of fresh-baked dough hung in the air like a thick pastry cloud, making my stomach instantly start to growl.


As the car coasted farther down the highway, there was the smell of old, dirty water coming from the Mississippi River. I perked up because that meant we were getting closer. We zoomed through downtown St. Louis, passing the gigantic Gateway Arch, high-rise buildings, and Busch Stadium, and all the Cardinals baseball billboards and banners.


North City, where we lived, is a whole different-looking part of St. Louis. It is not only a mostly black area, but over there we got churches practically on every corner, and you can almost guarantee it’s going to be a barbecue joint or barber or beauty shop next door, or a corner Chinese joint.


The South Side, or South City, was known more for having mostly white people, but it was a weird mixture of poor white trash and a few white people with some money sprinkled in. They got neighborhoods called Dogtown where the Irish at; the Hill, where you got the Italians; and then the Germans in Germantown. I guess where I grew up you could divide it up like, “OK, here the block where the Crips be at, and here the block where the Bloods be at.” My point is we were all just black.


Once we hit the bridge into South City, I could barely contain myself. I knew we were getting close because the blocks of old, boarded-up brick buildings were fading behind us. My heart was beating faster and faster. My face was starting to hurt from my smile being so big. As we pulled up, the high-rise project apartments stood like giant hood guards, overshadowing the lower-level complex, which was made up of redbrick two- and four-family flats. My granny and daddy lived in a two-family.


As Mama pulled up, I could see Daddy in the doorway of their house; his smile matched mine. He looked like a cool, hood comic-book superhero, standing tall and lean, with a full mustache that made him look important. Daddy’s Kangol hat was cocked a little to the side. Mama had barely stopped the car before I jumped out, my two pigtails flopping on top of my head. I threw my little arms around his legs. Daddy scooped me up in his strong arms, swung me around, and I laughed until I was dizzy.


Seemed like the drive over took longer than the visit, and then it was time to say good-bye.


“No, I wanna stay here,” I begged, tears streaming as Mama pried my arms off Daddy’s leg.


Maybe we had just come over for that hug, or for my daddy to give my mama a little bit of money. It didn’t matter. It was the fact that I got to see him. I was a daddy’s girl. I never wanted to leave him, because I didn’t know when I was going to see him again. Those visits started to stretch out to weeks and months and, eventually, years in between. For the first few years, when I saw him I would go right back into feeling like I was his princess again. But as I got older, that feeling of excitement started to fade.


When I was seven, I asked for Daddy’s phone number. I still remember slowly punching out the numbers on the telephone pad. I wanted to make sure I didn’t make a mistake. It was the number to my auntie’s house, my daddy’s sister, who lived in the projects too. Daddy was living with her by that time. The phone just rang and rang. No answer. I was determined, though. I called every day until somebody answered one day.


“Daddy! It’s Nette Pooh! Where you been, Daddy? I wanna see you.”


“Hey, baby!” Daddy sounded so excited to hear my voice. “Oh, I just been workin’, Nette Pooh. Look, I’mma come get you for the weekend. OK?”


Friday after school I burst through the front door after Mama picked me up from the bus stop, and run right to my room. My mama had bought me a little red suitcase, and across the front of it read: GOING TO GRANDMA’S. I packed everything I could think of into that suitcase. Then I sat on the couch and waited. I looked for him and looked for him some more, but still no Daddy.


“Nette Pooh, don’t get your hopes up too high,” Mama said flatly.


“Naw, Mama, he said he was comin’,” I said, taking another look out the blinds.


Daddy never came.


“Fuck it! C’mon, Nette Pooh! Get in the car!”


Mama was fed up with Daddy’s lies and seeing me hurt. So we jumped in her car and made that long drive to Peabody.


For as long as I can remember, all Mama’s cars were a little piece of a car. She never could afford a new car. They ran good enough to get back and forth to work, but they’d be old. But it was what her money could buy. She’d get them from somebody she worked with or who knew somebody who was selling a car. She even had an old Chevy Chevette one time that every time we stopped, we had to put a quart of oil in it. But Mama would say, “Hey, it’s gonna get me around, it’s mine, and I ain’t gotta depend on nobody.”
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