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prologue


I ain’t scared of death.


In fact, death can kiss my black ass.


And I ain’t one of those people talking about they ain’t scared of death when they mean they don’t care if they die. Those muthafuckas are pussy-ass wimps. They’s just accepting what they consider fate.


Ain’t nobody deciding my fate but me. And when I say I ain’t scared’a death, I mean when that bitch comes my way I’ma kick her ass from here to Mars.


Yeah, let that bitch come tugging on my fucking sleeve. She’ll learn better than to fuck with An Angry-Ass Black Woman.


Wait. Let me take a breath. Just, please, hold on just a moment while I try to get myself together. Where the hell am I? Oh God. That’s right. Oh God.


Okay. I’m alright now. Please excuse my language and my tone. I’m usually a reserved and considerate woman. Well, maybe not usually, but at least quite often. It’s just that life—my life—has made me retreat into my Angry-Ass Black Woman mode so often that it sometimes seems to take over me. And whenever I’m in a crisis, the Angry-Ass Woman comes out full force.


So yeah, right now I’m in serious crisis mode. And like I said, when I’m in crisis, the Angry-Ass Black Woman in me comes out in full fucking force.


You don’t like me cursing? Well, fuck it, and fuck you! I ain’t apologizing for shit.


I’ve lived as a black woman on this earth for forty-seven years, and every punch I’ve taken, every insult that’s been hurled at me, every security guard who followed me in a store, every boss who’s treated me like I was a slave, every caseworker who looked at me like I was shit, every man who was raping me while I thought he was making love to me, every fucking second I’ve lived in a racist-ass country that keeps telling me racism is all in my mind . . . all this shit has made me An Angry-Ass Black Woman, and An Angry-Ass Black Woman has earned the right to fucking curse anytime she wants, because of all that shit she’s had to live through, and all the shit she’s had to swallow just to live. So fuck it!


Oh yeah, and let me get something else straight. If you think ’cause I curse like a sailor and I ain’t speaking grammatically and politically correct that I’m ignorant and uneducated, then you’re stupider than you think I am.


’Cause see . . . although I dropped out of school in the eighth grade, I went on to graduate magna cum laude from a major university. And I’ve worked as a reporter for one of the top newspapers in the country. And I’m now a college professor, and I’ve written seven books and been on the bestsellers list five times.


But no matter how high a station in life a black woman has attained, or was born into, once she puts on a T-shirt and a pair of jeans, and steps outside of the community in which she’s known, she’s subject to being treated as if she’s a thieving, scheming crack ’ho looking to murder someone so she can score her next hit.


And goddamnit, when that happens she becomes—even if for only a few minutes—An Angry-Ass Black Woman ready to tell the whole fucking world to kiss her ass. To suck the dick she ain’t got. And then they better move the fuck out the way before she stomps the shit outta them on her way out the door.


Naw, I ain’t just saying all this because I’m in a bad mood. I’m in a bad way, okay? What’s fucked up is that at the moment, I can’t remember why. I gotta try and think back, and maybe I can figure it all out. Maybe by telling my story I can remember.





one


Me and my twin sister, Kitty, were born in Harlem in 1958, and we lived in the basement of an apartment building on the corner of 117th Street and Seventh. Just for the record, Kitty’s name is Kathleen, but my parents nicknamed her Kitty. My name is Karen, but they nicknamed me Ke-Ke. That’s pronounced kay-kay, not kee-kee. I hate when people call me Kee-Kee.


Actually, we was born in Flower Fifth Avenue Hospital—I think that was on Fifth Avenue near 100th Street. It ain’t there anymore, but that’s where we was born. Mom took us home to the basement when we was five days old, then had to take me back to the hospital when I was a month old because I caught pneumonia. I was lucky. A kid from another family that lived in the same basement before us had two fingers bit off by rats.


The basement we lived in had cold concrete walls, and even colder concrete floors—so cold that even when you were wearing shoes it felt like you were walking barefoot in the snow. We didn’t have money for rugs, so my mother used to put sheets and blankets down on the floor to give us some protection, but it didn’t help much. The basement was freezing. I guess because the rats had fur coats they ain’t care.


I was almost a year old when we graduated from the basement to a second-floor, two-bedroom apartment in the same building. We didn’t live with rats anymore, but damn if we ain’t have mice, and of course, roaches. Hell, everyone in Harlem seemed to have roaches. No matter how clean you kept your house, you had roaches. It was one of the things you got so used to you didn’t even notice after awhile.


My mom was collecting welfare, and also working as a bookkeeper off the books at a dinky real estate office on 116th Street. It wasn’t that she was trying to get over on the government, but she had four kids to feed—my older brother, David; me and Kitty; and my younger brother, Joseph, who we called Joe T.—and welfare ain’t give nobody enough money to survive in those days.


God knows my dad wasn’t much help. Joe-Joe was a sweet guy and a fucking wimp. He was a ninth-grade dropout with an I.Q. of 215, and he became a raving lunatic because of it. He was Puerto Rican, from a poor family who lived in Spanish Harlem when Spanish Harlem was still Spanish Harlem. Fifth Avenue was the boundary back then between black and Spanish. Joe-Joe lived on 116th between Fifth and Madison (the Spanish Harlem side of Fifth) and my mom lived on 115th between Fifth and Lenox (the Black Harlem side of Fifth). Somehow they hooked up and he got my moms pregnant when he was twenty-five, and in those days, you got someone pregnant you’d better get married. Especially since Grandma had a shotgun she wasn’t afraid to use.


Soon my dad was twenty-nine years old with four children, and couldn’t get a job but as a window washer. That 215 I.Q. musta eaten him up when he was hanging outside high-rise windows with nothing but a belt holding him up. He never complained, though, and he loved us kids and loved taking care of us. He became a big doper, using whatever kind of drugs he could find. The big joke was when my dad came to your house you couldn’t let him use the bathroom because he’d clean out your medicine cabinet. Joe-Joe would swipe the cold medicine, the aspirin, and even the mouthwash, poor guy. Yeah, they might call it self-medicating these days, but back then it was just called doping like a muthafucka.


Joe-Joe wasn’t a real big guy, only about five foot eight, but he was really muscular, so muscular he didn’t have to walk around in a T-shirt for people to notice. But there was nothing intimidating about him because he always had this real dreamy smile on his face, even when he wasn’t high. And he was the sweetest and most caring man in the world. He was the type of person who would walk down the street and say hi to everyone he passed. And if he saw someone who looked a little down he’d stop and talk to them, even if they were total strangers, to make sure they was okay.


Everyone in the neighborhood loved Joe-Joe. Everyone who ever met him did. But he was just crazy. Sometimes he’d be sitting on the stoop reading a newspaper and all of a sudden he’d get up, walk to the middle of the traffic-filled street, and start reading the funnies out loud to the cars zooming by. “Beetle Bailey” seemed to be his favorite, because he could never get through it without doubling over with laughter. Then he’d get all serious again when he read “Rex Morgan.” It was so weird for me to see him standing there on the yellow line reading from the newspaper, me being too young to cross the street to persuade him to come in the house. After he read the funnies, then he’d start reading the editorials and then the local and national news. If we’d lived back in the 1700s when the city had a town crier who walked around ringing a bell and letting people know what was going on in the world, Joe-Joe would have a guaranteed job. But it was the early 1960s, and people had radio and television, so they ain’t need to get their news from the neighborhood nut.


Most of the cops in the neighborhood knew him and pretty much left him alone, and some were even nice enough to direct traffic so that none of the cars passed too close to him. But every now and then there’d be a new cop on the beat and all hell would bust loose. Joe-Joe would ignore the new cops when they came up and told him to get out the street, and when they tried to take his arm and lead him back to the sidewalk Joe-Joe would simply walk away. But if they kept tugging, or got rough, Joe-Joe would fold the newspaper into quarters or eighths, stick it into his belt, and punch the cop in the chest. Then they’d be rolling around in the street. Inevitably, Joe-Joe would wind up hauled off to jail, and then off to the nut house.


Anyway, he was in and out of the loony bin since I was five. So while he sat around in a nice, clean hospital, getting three square meals and sleeping in a warm bed while telling people how bad he felt, my mom was left to raise four children on her own.


Yeah, I come from a long line of Angry-Ass Black Women.


Being the enterprising woman that all Angry-Ass Black Women with children are, Mom did make the best of the situation. In those days, nut houses like Bellevue had this thing where if you brought a crazy person in off the street they’d give you five bucks. And back in the early sixties you could buy a family of five almost a week’s worth of dinners for five dollars. I mean, shit, a quart of milk only cost twenty-five cents back then, a pound of potatoes was, like, eight cents, and a pound of ground beef was only fifty-nine cents. So whenever we got real broke, my moms would call my father at the hospital and tell him to break out so she could turn him back in and get five dollars.


Growing up in Harlem was the shit. It really was. The early sixties was after the white folks stopped coming around because of the riots, and before the black folks started talking about black power. But I gotta tell you, all the bullshit I hear about people being poor when they was kids but not knowing it, is just that. Bullshit. Hell yeah, we knew we were poor, and everyone else in the neighborhood knew they were poor, too.


Like I said, I lived on 117th Street, between Lenox and Seventh Avenues. They call them Marcus Garvey and Adam Clayton Powell, Jr. Boulevards now, but for old-time New Yorkers like me, it’s always gonna be Lenox and Seventh.


I lived on the same side of the street as Graham Court, that grand old building on Seventh Avenue that took up part of 116th and 117th Streets. All the rich folks lived at Graham Court. And there was a big old fence around it, which I just knew was there to keep us poor folks out. Didn’t matter. We knew how to scale fences. We’d climb the fence all the time to play hide-and-seek. See, Graham Court was a big old-ass complex, and actually had four buildings inside that fence. I bet in the real old days they had doormen at each building, but by the time I was up and playing over there, there weren’t no doormen. They had intercoms, though, and you could just keep ringing bells until someone let you in. So when someone became “it” and had to count to a hundred, all of us other kids would scale the fence and start ringing bells to get in one of the buildings. Inside was just beautiful. They had real brass doorknobs and door trimmings and there was even a chandelier in the lobby. The stairs were made of marble, and they had the old-fashioned elevators where you had to open the door and then open a gate to get inside. Oh man, Graham Court was the shit. When I used to dream of being rich I would think about having an apartment at Graham Court. But it seemed like an impossible dream. Especially when hide-and-seek was over and we’d have to go back to our homes filled with mice and roaches. I don’t care how clean your mom kept the apartment you had mice and roaches, and like I said, when we lived in the basement we had out and out rats. I remember my mom bought a cat ’cause she thought it would scare the rats, but one day we woke up and the cat was dead—a rat had bitten the shit out of it.


Most of the buildings on the block were five-story walk-ups, but there were also a couple of brownstones. They were built, like, in the 1900s to be townhouses for white folks, but after blacks took over Harlem most of them were turned into rooming houses. Everybody was finding a way to make ends meet.


I remember there was one kid who moved on the block when I was about five years old. A real uppity kid who believed his parents when they told him he was too good to be playing with us. I think his father used to be a butler or something for some rich old white man in Long Island, and when the rich old man died his grown-up kids swept in and swept the old faithful butler out on his ass, and down to Harlem without a job.


Anyway, we used to call the uppity kid Poindexter, because his nose was always stuck in a book, and his head stuck up his ass. Don’t get me wrong, we ain’t hold the fact that he liked to read against him. At least, I didn’t. Maybe because both my mom and Joe-Joe were such prolific readers, I started reading real early myself. I had moved past the illustrated fairy tales long before I was five and attending kindergarten, and was already tackling books on the fourth-grade level like Snowbound with Betsey and The Black Stallion. Yeah, I loved to read, so Poindexter’s nose in the book didn’t bother me, but the fact that if one of the kids tried to talk to him he’d look at us as if we were dirt and scurry off without saying anything back did bother the shit out of me. Bothered the shit out of all the kids on 117th Street. I mean, Poindexter actually believed the crap his parents were telling him about him being too good to associate with riff-raff like us. And on top of that, he was scared of us kids although he tried to hide it at first. But see, kids in Harlem can smell fear like a shark can smell blood. Brucie, who lived up on the fourth floor of my building, was the first one to corner the fool.


It was in the summer, and all us kids were in the street. Nobody had air conditioners in those days, least not anybody on 117th Street, so from sunup to sundown the kids were out in the street. On this particular day, just like any other day, the boys were playing skelzies—a chalk game drawn on the black pavement and played with soda tops—and the girls were jumping double-dutch. The older men on the block had cordoned off both ends of the street with trash cans so no cars could disturb us. But none of them was around to save Poindexter, and probably wouldn’t have if they were. They ain’t like his folks just like we ain’t like him.


So Poindexter was coming out the building, trying to guide a big two-wheeler bike down the front stoop. An English Racer. Just like we used to see on the TV commercials. I don’t know if they even make them anymore, but they were the shit back in 1963. It was the last gift the rich, old white man bought for Poindexter before he dropped dead. Brucie looked up and saw Poindexter, and saw that bike, and it was on.


He got up from the skelzies game and walked over to Poindexter.


“I heard you called my little cousin a bitch,” Brucie said.


Poindexter held the bike’s handlebars, and looked around, his eyes getting all big like.


“I haven’t called anyone out of their names. I don’t even know your cousin.”


“You’se a liar!” Brucie looked around quickly to see who was available to play his make-believe cousin. “That’s her right there,” he said, pointing to me.


I sucked my teeth because I was next in line for a jump, but walked over to play my part. Brucie had a good pick, because I was the best actress on the block. I had plenty of experience because my big brother David was one of the baddest kids on the block, and he was always getting me involved in his little get-over schemes.


“Yes, you did call me a bitch,” I said, putting my hands on my hips and wiggling my little butt and shoulders. “You said it yesterday when I was coming outta Mr. Tom’s store on the corner. And you hit me on the shoulder, too!”


“And I saw him do it!” another girl said as she came up behind me. All the kids had gathered around by now.


“Why you hit my cousin, huh?” Brucie stepped up and pushed Poindexter on the shoulders with both hands. An “oooh” went up from the crowd.


Brucie was six, a full two years younger and three inches shorter than Poindexter, but he had a big, mean pit bull head and a two-inch scar on his left cheek from when he got cut with a jagged bottle six months before. Brucie looked really tough, and was even tougher. And scaredy-cat Poindexter didn’t want no part of him.


He tried to run back in the building, and mighta made it, too, if he ain’t try to bring the bike with him. Before he could get the bike up the front steps, Brucie was on him. He punched Poindexter in the nose, then grabbed him by the throat and threw him on the ground and just started wailing on him. Punch after punch landed on the screaming Poindexter’s bloody face, until Brucie got tired of swinging and started banging the boy’s head on the pavement. We were all crowded around, jumping up and down and cheering Brucie on. I was right in the front, elbowing anyone who tried to get in front of me, and screaming for Brucie to kill him.


He probably woulda, too, but all of a sudden Miss Hattie, who lived on the first floor of my building, pushed her way through the crowd and grabbed Brucie by the scruff of his neck and pulled him off of Poindexter. Brucie was still swinging and almost hit Miss Hattie, but he pulled his punch just in time. Ain’t nobody fuck with Miss Hattie ’cause that woman was really crazy. She was a big fat woman with a real cute face, and always had her hair done up real nice, and wore a big smile on her face so you could see the gold cap on one of her front teeth. She was always calling us kids “Sugar,” and “Honey,” but we all knew there was another side to Miss Hattie. We were in the street that time she threw lye on some woman who was messing around with her husband, and we saw when she pistol-whipped that husband when he came home later that night. Naw, Miss Hattie wasn’t the one to be fucking with.


She shook Brucie a few times, then shoved him to the sidewalk and walked over and tried to help Poindexter up off the ground.


“You okay, sugar?” she asked, dusting off his clothes.


“Look.” I pointed at Poindexter. “He peed his pants.”


Everyone started laughing, and Poindexter got embarrassed and started crying even louder and tried to run into the building, but Miss Hattie grabbed him. “Don’t pay them no mind, honey. You okay? Or you want me to take you to the hospital?”


Now you know that stupid-ass Poindexter, who was too scared to fight Brucie, decided to take a swing at Miss Hattie? I guess he thought he could take his frustrations out on her and she wouldn’t do nothing to him ’cause she was a grown-up. That goes to show you he ain’t know Miss Hattie. His fist landed on her chest. She grabbed her big boobs, and she let out this little “Eek.” Then she hauled off and slapped the shit outta him. Poor Poindexter was on the ground again, and this time he was out cold.


It was the first time I had seen anyone unconscious, and I stepped closer to take a good look, but unfortunately he was only out a couple of seconds. When he woke up, Miss Hattie was holding him in her arms and cursing us out for beating the poor baby.


We pretty much lost interest after that. But one good thing came out of that beating Poindexter got.


My big brother had popped up on the scene while Brucie was beating up Poindexter. David never really cared about brawls he wasn’t in, so while we were all crowded around watching the fight, he had made off with Poindexter’s bike. David was a slick little con man even then, and he realized that if he kept the bike at our place, the cops might come looking for it. So he started renting the bike out for a dime a day, so the bike was never in anyone’s apartment long enough for them to get caught. Everyone on 117th Street learned how to ride a two-wheeler that summer.


Believe it or not, Poindexter grew up to be a city councilman, but he never lost his fear of the 117th Street kids. As we got older, whenever one of us got in trouble, someone from the block would go pay Poindexter a visit. He got more people outta jail than any other politician in New York. We were all hoping he’d become president someday so we can have our own punk in at the White House. But wouldn’t you know it? The little weasel got caught taking kickbacks from some contractor.


I never felt sorry for Poindexter, and looking back, I still don’t. But it was really his parents’ fault we hated him like we did. They ain’t had no business moving on our block and acting like they was the shit when they were just poor as us. It was bad enough that everybody else in the world treated us like we were trash, we didn’t need anyone on our block treating us the same way.


  *  *  *  


Damn! I’m not a control freak. I mean, I don’t give a shit about controlling other people, but I do like being able to be in control of myself. And I never knew just how much it would bug me to not be in control until just now as I realize I can’t move a fucking muscle! I mean, I’m lying here—I know I’m lying down—on some kind of bed or something but I can’t open my eyes. I can hear the humming and beeping of machines so maybe I’m in . . . oh yeah, that’s right. I’m in the hospital. But damn if I remember why. Did I have a heart attack or something? Maybe I’m dead.


No, no, that can’t be right. If I was dead I’d probably be in a better fucking mood.


Shit!





two


Hold up, hold up! I bet you’re wondering why I’m telling you about my childhood, huh? Keep your pants on. How you gonna understand how I got to be An Angry-Ass Black Woman if you don’t know the child that became the woman?


Now let’s see . . . where was I? Oh right.


We moved around a lot when I was young. That’s because we were poor, and poor people had to move around a lot. Soon as the landlord got us evicted because we ain’t pay the rent we’d get another apartment and live there until the new landlord did the same thing. That was in the days before computers and instant credit checks. You can’t pull off shit like that anymore.


Maybe I should define “poor” for you assholes who think I’m just throwing around the word for the hell of it.


Poor ain’t wearing hand-me-downs from one child to another. Poor is you wear your clothes till they’re rags, and they ain’t fit to be handed down to a younger sister or brother. Poor is putting cardboard in your shoes to keep the rain out, even though those shoes were already so tight they be putting corns on your toes. Poor was going over to Daitch Shopwell on 116th Street and bagging groceries for tips to bring home to give your mother so she could buy dinner. And even when you were too young to do that, you went over to Sloan’s Supermarket on 115th Street because they ain’t had those automatic swinging doors, and held the door open for people hoping they’d put a penny or nickel in your hand so you can contribute, too. Poor was going over to the butcher shop on 118th and Lenox and waiting around until closing time so you could beg for bones to flavor the pinto beans you got from welfare. Poor is when you ask your mother what’s for dinner and she says pork roll and grits, and you know that means she’s telling you to poke (pork) out your mouth, roll your eyes, and grit your teeth.


I gots big-time money now. I done wrote seven bestselling books, been on television, and been interviewed by a whole buncha big-time magazines and newspapers, but looking back, I still ain’t gonna lie and say there was a good side to being poor. Not having money sucks big time.


Anyways, like I said, we moved around a lot, but 117th Street seemed to be our ground zero. We moved to 115th Street, 116th Street, 118th Street, and 119th Street. Once, my mom actually moved us to the Bronx. I’ll never forget the address: 525 Rosedale Avenue. It was in an integrated housing project, the Bronx River Projects. First time we’d ever lived around white kids. We weren’t there for long, though.


Me and Kitty was six then, and David was seven. Me, him, and Kitty all used to take the school bus to P.S. 100 every morning and back every afternoon. There was this little white girl in David’s class who used to ride the bus, too. Dorothy had long, wavy blond hair and big blue eyes. She was tall for her age like David, and so pretty that everybody went around talking about how pretty she was and that she should go into acting and become a movie star. She was really that pretty. My guess is she grew up and changed her name to Kim Basinger.


But this one day on the bus, all the kids were singing that stupid “Doo Wah Diddy Diddy” song by Manfred Mann when someone noticed that Dorothy and David were holding hands while they sang. This skinny white boy, Alvin, pointed at Dorothy and said, “You letting that nigger touch you?”


Well, black people on 117th Street called each other “nigger” all the time, but even at seven you knew better than to let a white boy say that shit. David punched him in the eye, and that white kid went flying back over the seat. And then, oh boy, it was really on.


There were probably as many black kids on the bus as white, but not one jumped in when all them white kids jumped on my brother. Me and Kitty was in it at once. We both grabbed one of the kids on the top and lit into him. Turned out we both picked the same kid, leaving David to thug it out with the other ten, but boy, me and Kitty really whaled on the boy we got. And man, David was holding his own with them other ten. I mean after all, he got his training on 117th Street, ya know? And he was representing like a muthafucka.


The school bus driver finally stopped the bus and put the instigators of the fight out on the street, meaning me, Kitty, and David. We were bruised and mad as hell, and we ain’t say shit to each other as we walked the eight blocks home. My mom was still at work, so we let ourselves in, and Kitty went and got two-year-old Joe T. from the woman next door, and we fixed ourselves something to eat. I finally said to David what was on my mind the whole way home.


“How come your stupid girlfriend ain’t jump in to help you out?” I screamed on him.


David looked at me, dropped his spiced ham sandwich, walked over, and punched me in the mouth. “She ain’t my girlfriend,” he said as he walked back and picked up his sandwich and started eating again.


Well, if he ain’t never told the truth in his life, he sure told it then. ’Cause I ain’t never seen a girlfriend turn on her man quick as that little white bitch turned on David.


My mom didn’t usually get home until, like, seven or eight, and we were all watching My Favorite Martian on our beat-up old TV so I guess it was, like, six o’clock when we heard a banging at the door. Us kids looked at each other, because we’d only been in the projects, like, a month, and ain’t nobody had it like that with us where they could be banging on the door like it was all right.


David walked over and stood on a chair so he could see through the peephole. He must not have recognized whoever it was he saw, because then he shouted out, “Who is it?”


“Open the door,” a man’s voice rang out. It wasn’t a voice we recognized, so we all gathered around the door.


“Who is it?” David shouted again.


“Is your mother in?” a woman’s voice yelled back.


Me and Kitty froze because our mother had drilled into our heads that if we didn’t give the right response the child welfare people would come in and take us all away because we weren’t supposed to be home by ourselves. But David ain’t hesitate before giving the answer we were all trained to say.


“She’s ’sleep. What you want?”


“Wake her up,” the woman’s voice called out again.


“I can’t. She told us not to,” David answered.


All of a sudden there was this big bang on the steel door, and David almost fell backwards off the chair. Then there was another bang, and another, and all of a sudden there were so many bangs on the door it sounded like there was thunder trying to get in our apartment.


David ran over to me and Kitty. “They’re hitting the door with baseball bats,” he said in a loud whisper.


“Niggas! Open up this goddamned door,” someone yelled out as the banging continued.


Like I said, I’d heard the word before, and even spat it out when we lived on 117th Street whenever another kid pissed me off. And, you know, the kid on the bus used it against David, which was how all this shit started. But I ain’t never heard the word used with such hate. Oh yeah, those muthafuckas on the other side of the door was using the word in its purest sense. It didn’t even make me mad, it just hurt and scared the shit outta me at the same time. And I mean, really scared me. Fucking chilled me to my six-year-old bones. I ain’t never used the word after that, because that day I really learned what that word meant. I ain’t like it then, and I don’t like it now.


So anyway, they all started chanting some shit about “killing niggas,” and how they got rope and shit, and still banging on the door and we were all scared to death. My whole body was shaking, and David’s face turned almost white. Kitty started jumping up and down and crying, and that made Joe T. cry, too, as he lay on the living room couch, almost forgotten.


“What are we going to do?” I asked, grabbing David’s arm. “And who are they?”


“I don’t know,” David answered me. “A whole bunch of white people. And Dorothy’s out there, too!”


The baseball bats continued to thunder, and dents began to appear on our side of the steel door. So now David, Kitty, and I were huddled together in the foyer, shaking, and Joe T. was on the couch crying. Suddenly we heard the shrill voice of Miss Florence, the woman across the hall, rise above all the noise in the hallway.


“I called the cops on y’all. They gonna be here in a minute, and they’s gonna lock the whole lot of y’all up,” she yelled.


“That nigga boy in there tried to rape my daughter,” a man’s voice responded.


“That boy ain’t but seven years old,” Miss Florence said back. “Why you white folks always thinking colored boys ain’t got nothing better to do than trying to get between some white girl’s legs?”


There was quiet in the hallway for a minute, so I pushed David aside and climbed up on the chair to look through the peephole. I was just in time to see a big, mustached white man bring a baseball bat up over his shoulder and then swing it with all his might at Miss Florence’s face.


I screamed and fell off the chair, and told David what happened, and he unlocked the door and swung it open, and jumped on the man’s back. Me and Kitty were right in there with him, punching, biting, and scratching. Suddenly all the doors on the first floor opened, and white, black, and Puerto Rican families were all out there swinging. A lot of the time in the projects the Puerto Ricans couldn’t seem to figure out whose side they were on, but that evening they were right there swinging with the blacks.


Police came, and damn if the only folks hauled off to the jail were the blacks and Puerto Ricans. Poor Miss Florence was still scrunched up in a corner, trying to put the bits of teeth back in her bloodied mouth. They grabbed her up and put her in the paddy wagon, too.


David had yanked me and Kitty back in the house when the police came, and even though they banged on the door and ordered us to open up, David whispered for all of us to be real quiet, so they didn’t know for sure we were still in there, and they didn’t bust down the door to find out. My mom came home after all the shit was through and when she found out what all had happened, she started packing our shit that very night. She said she wasn’t going to let her kids get lynched by some damn Ku Klux Klan, we was getting our asses back to Harlem.


If it were any other family, that might have been the end of it. But nope, not the Quinoneses. See, my father may have been this nice, sweet, genius crazy person, but the rest of his family was a bunch of raving lunatics. My mother was an only child, so we didn’t have any aunts or uncles from her side of the family, but my father had two brothers and three sisters. He also had an aunt who had come up from Puerto Rico at the same time as my grandfather, and married and had a bunch of kids. Those were the Osarios. The Quinoneses and Osarios ran a moving company—Las Mudanzas—out of 116th Street, but they had a reputation for being some real crazy muthafuckas. When my Aunt Pat and her twin brother, Uncle Pete, found out what happened, they rallied up every soul they could find and the next afternoon Harlem paid the Bronx a visit.


My cousin Belinda led the charge.


Belinda was, like, nine years old and the toughest person I’d ever known. She and her sister, whom we all just called “Sister” since that what Belinda called her, were our Aunt Bernice’s only children. Belinda wasn’t big for her age, or husky, and was actually kind of cute with those two thick braids hanging down her back. But she was all muscle, and could throw a mean-ass punch. She was only eight the first time she knocked a boy out. And he was a big boy, too—a known bully who made the mistake of feeling Belinda’s butt one day after school. He stood there laughing with his friends, and Belinda—cool as all hell—dropped her red plaid book bag on the sidewalk, brought her shoulder back so far it almost touched the ground, then came up and caught the boy on his jaw. Bang! She knocked him out cold with just one punch! She picked up her book bag and walked home like nothing had happened. My cuz was bad!


So anyway, Belinda rode up to the Bronx in the backseat of a car my Aunt Pat had borrowed. My other cousin, eight-year-old Georgie, and me and David and Kitty were all in the backseat, too, but we was all squeezed to one side to give Belinda all the room she wanted because she was already breathing hard, which meant she was mad. Belinda had asthma, and sometimes when she got upset she’d get an attack, but Belinda wasn’t upset that day, she was on a mission.


Both Belinda and Georgie were wearing New York Mets ball caps and holding wooden baseball bats. When we got to the Bronx River Projects we kids piled out the car and ran to the park where all the kids was playing since it was Saturday. Me and Kitty and David pointed out a group of kids, and Georgie and Belinda went to work. They was swinging and cursing and all hell was breaking loose. There was some parents standing outside the park, and others looking out their apartment windows, and they all hauled ass over to save the kids, but see, Uncle Pete had pulled up by then. He was a long-distance mover by trade, and he was driving this long-ass moving van. He walked to the back and opened the trailer and there musta been fifty Harlem homies up in that mug, and they ran out screaming and swinging their own baseball bats. Everything that was white was turning red with blood. I had to run over and save Blanca, who was a Puerto Rican girl but looked white. And wouldn’t you know stupid-ass David saved that bitch Dorothy? The most important thing, though, is we all got the hell outta there before the cops arrived on the scene.


That was the last time we lived in the Bronx. After that it was Harlem all the way.


  *  *  *  


Wait a minute. I can hear voices.


“Oh my God! She looks horrible!”


“Aunt Kitty, don’t say that. She can hear you.”


That’s Camille! My baby’s here. And that’s Kitty acting all hysterical, isn’t it?


“Camille, I just want you to know even though your mama’s gone you can depend on me, child. I’ll take care of you like you was my own.”


“Aunt Kitty, please! My mother’s not gone, and she’s not going anywhere. And please stop saying things like that. Mommy’s going to pull through. And I already told you she can hear you.”


Camille is using such a stern voice talking to her aunt that I have to smile. Inwardly, anyway, since I can’t get my face muscles—or any muscles in my body—to move at the moment.


“Camille! I got here soon as I could. What’s going on? Is she gonna be okay?”


I know that voice, and the wheezing that punctuates every other word. My cousin Belinda is in the room. Hooray! If anyone can shut Kitty up it’s Belinda. Except it seems like she’s on the verge of another one of her asthma attacks.


“She’s going to be fine. She’s just asleep. She’s probably going to wake up any minute now.”


“Asleep? What do you mean asleep? The nurse told me she’s in a coma.”


“Aunt Kitty, would you please just shut up? Coma, sleep, whatever. She’s going to wake up any minute now. And like I said, she can hear you. So please stop trying to convince my mother she’s going to die. She’s not.”


Now how does she know I can hear her? Camille is something else. But that’s my baby. Always looking out for her mother just like I’ve always looked after her. All these twenty-two years since she’s been born it’s been me and her against the world. And we’ve always won. And I’ll be damned if I’m going to let her down now.





three


We moved back into the same building we used to live in on 117th Street. The landlord had sold the building and he didn’t tell the new owner, Mr. Goldberg, about the deadbeat Quinones family—but he soon found out the hard way. We’d only been there six months before we were four months behind in the rent.


We’d just gotten kicked off of welfare because they found out my mother had opened up a savings account and had managed to stash $125 in it. Welfare wouldn’t allow you to have more than a hundred dollars in the bank, so they shut down my mother’s case. Yeah, if you was poor enough to get on welfare, you was supposed to stay poor. Ain’t that some shit? And if you tried to do something to better yourself they’d shut you down like a muthafucka. You couldn’t even own whole life insurance, the kind where you’d get premiums after a couple of years. They find out you had that shit they’d cut you off, too. Naw, man, you was supposed to stay poor through life and death.


Oh, they used to throw you off of welfare for all kinds of shit. Once we got cut off because the caseworker came and heard the telephone. See, you wasn’t allowed to have a telephone if you was poor and needed assistance. Ain’t that some shit? My mom beat my ass for that one, ’cause it was my job to hide the telephone whenever the caseworker came over. I hid it under the pillow like I was supposed to, but I forgot to take the receiver off the hook, and the fucking thing rang while that bitch was there. We got cut off for two months behind that shit.


When we was on welfare we used to go to the welfare food distribution center to get cans of peanut butter, blocks of butter and cheese, and bags of beans, flour, and cornmeal and bring it back to the apartment in our beat-up shopping cart. We also used to get some old nasty canned meat, kinda like Spam, but worse. We hated that stinky shit and used to stick it in the back of the cabinet. Good thing we did, because when the welfare cut us off we had, like, fifteen cans of that meat stockpiled, and soon we was eating it for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. We fried it, stewed it, baked it, and smothered it with ketchup and barbecue sauce. No matter what we did with it, though, it always tasted and smelled the same.


But anyway, like I was saying, they had just kicked us off of welfare again, and the people at the real estate office cut my mother’s hours, so money was really tight. We was going to get kicked out of the apartment for sure. None of us kids wanted to get kicked out, but we decided if we did, we’d have to manage to find another pad on 117th Street. Yeah, we decided 117th was home, no matter where we moved, so we might as well keep moving there.


People on 117th Street was tight. Everybody knew each other and hung together. The grown-ups would all go off to bars and clubs on Friday and Saturday nights and come back up all drunk and fighting each other. The kids would play hooky together, shoot marbles together, pitch pennies together, and fight together. There was a lotta fighting on 117th Street, but there was a lot of making up, too. And a whole lotta love, I realize now. We looked out for each other on 117th Street. We could fuck each other up, but don’t nobody outside the block better come up looking for somebody to pick a fight.


There was mostly big five-story apartment buildings on 117th Street, but there were a few brownstones on the north side of the street. Weren’t no rich folks on 117th Street, though. Even the people who owned brownstones had to rent out rooms in order to pay their mortgage. Whether they worked or were on welfare, almost everybody had their little side shit that they did to earn money so they could make ends meet.


A few buildings down from ours, there was one old guy, Mr. Fred, who used to sell socks. And Mr. Ray would go over to 116th Street and sell the gloves and scarves that his wife knitted. Across the street, Miss Roberta, who used to tell us she had a bit part in Gone With the Wind, used to give voice lessons. Gone With the Wind didn’t used to come on television back then, you know, and VCRs weren’t invented yet, so I didn’t get to watch it until 1970-something. By then Miss Roberta was dead, so she couldn’t point out which slave she was. There was a couple of men on the block who were numbers runners. And Miss Jenny lived on the first floor of the corner building, and she’d freeze Kool-Aid in Dixie cups and sell them to the kids for two cents each. Everybody on 117th Street had some kind of hustle.


We lived on the second floor of 146. Brucie still lived on the fourth floor with his parents and five brothers—Junior, Booby, Koo-Koo, Digga, and Pooga. Yeah, they had some stupid-ass names, but nobody teased them about it because those Bennett kids were crazy. Well, we did tease Pooga sometimes behind his back, not because of his nickname, but because of the name his mother gave him. Who in the hell would actually name their kid Dick? What? If she had a daughter would she name her Pussy?


We lived at 146 W. 117th Street. Elaine lived at 148. That was one bad chick. Not bad like Belinda bad. Bad like always starting some shit. Shit that someone else had to finish.


See, Elaine was one of them “light, bright, and damn near white” girls, with long, jet-black hair. That was before black was beautiful, so you know the boys were falling all over her. Come to think of it, they still fall all over themselves for that type to this day, but now they at least try and cover it by saying the girl got brains or some shit. Yeah. I’m sure it was Vanessa Williams’s PhD in aeronautical science that got her to be the first black Miss America. But at least Vanessa’s pretty. Elaine wasn’t pretty, she was just light. And that’s enough for most of these stupid-ass black men out here.


Where was I?


Oh yeah.


Elaine looked just like her mother. Her sister, Maxine, took after her father. So she was skinny, black as charcoal, and had hair that was almost too short to braid. Truth is Maxine made Elaine look all that much better to the boys on 117th Street. And did I mention that Elaine was wicked as all shit? She never mentioned her looks, so I can’t say she was conceited. But she would start shit, and then twirl her hair around her finger until someone bailed her out. And boy, she could start some evil shit. Like the time she got the idea that we should stick up our landlord, Mr. Goldberg.


Back in those days the landlord would come around in person on the first of the month to collect the rent. A three-bedroom apartment was only a hundred dollars a month, but there were four apartments on every floor, and five floors in the building. Let’s see, that comes to, yeah, two thousand dollars. That was a fortune back in 1964. Think about it. Most black men in Harlem weren’t making but, like, sixty dollars a week.


So Elaine twirled her hair and got Brucie to agree to do the dirty work. And then David had to get involved, because Brucie was tough, but he was stupid as all hell so David was the brain of every operation that went down on 117th Street. And if David was involved, then I had to be involved, and Kitty did everything I did. We didn’t talk about it, but I knew David and Kitty was thinking the same thing I was—we could pay the back rent with the rent we stole from Mr. Goldberg, and then we wouldn’t get kicked out the building. Didn’t even feel like stealing when you looked at it like that, because even though we was robbing him of his money we’d be giving it right back when we paid the rent. Made a whole lotta sense at the time.
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