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For Brittney and Little Bobby






I saw a kid with no smile on his face today.

Where is my place in this bright future, I heard him say.

—Manfred Mann’s Earth Band, “Lies (Through The 80s)”








PROLOGUE THE GOOD MEMORIES


My first memory is of me looking out a window, waiting. It’s one of those super-early memories, the ones that are so distant and far away that they’re barely memories at all. More like a bunch of hazy, half-remembered images all jumbled up. But I can clearly recall standing at this window in a nice suburban townhouse. I’m three years old, maybe, living with a family, a black father and a white mother and a girl and two boys. The other kids are older than I am, almost teenagers. Sometimes the two boys pick me up and swing me around by my ankles, and the girl teaches me how to put on my socks.

“But which one’s the right one and which one’s the left one?” I ask.

“They don’t have a right and a left,” she says.

“But the shoes have a right and a left, so which sock goes where?”

“It doesn’t work like that,” she says. “They’re socks.”

The mom and dad are good parents. They make dinner every night. The house is nice and clean. They’re strict, too. One night I want to watch The Simpsons, and the mother won’t let me. She says it isn’t a cartoon for kids, and I don’t understand why there’s a cartoon that isn’t for kids.

But even though they’re good parents, I know they’re not my parents. The woman making me dinner and washing my clothes, she’s not my mom, and I know she’s not my mom because I want my mom. Which is less of a conscious thought and more like this primal feeling that’s inside me all the time: I want my mom. Even though I have my own room with my own toys in it, I know I’m not supposed to be here. Which is why I’m at this window. I stand here every afternoon, looking out at the sidewalk that leads to the street, waiting for the woman who left me here to come back.

I don’t know how long this goes on. It feels like months, a year, maybe. Then one day: She appears. This petite white woman with dark brown hair, walking up the driveway like an angel. My heart jumps. She comes inside and plays with me in the playroom, and she’s cool. I’ve got this wooden block that’s shaped like a cigar at the end, and I’m holding it up, going, “Look at me! I can smoke this cigar!” It makes her laugh, and making her laugh feels so good. We play for a while, and then the mother of the house comes in and says it’s time. The angel who’s come to see me gets up, says goodbye, and leaves. It’s only a visit. She doesn’t take me with her. Then the next day I’m back at the window, waiting and wanting her to come back again.

From there the record skips. Clearer memories start to form. They’re still scattered fragments, but they begin to tell a story. In these memories, I’m living with my mom. She’s not the woman who comes to visit anymore; she’s actually my mom. I’m four now, and we’re living in a little apartment in Germantown, a small town northwest of Washington, D.C., in Maryland.

When I reach back to the Germantown years, the first memories that come up are the good ones, the ones where my mom is super-creative and artistic and fun. She’s this bundle of energy bursting with ideas and working on little projects. She paints murals all over our apartment. One of them is a beautiful trail of bubbles on the ceiling and on the walls. If you follow the bubbles from the front door to the master bedroom, you find a giant fish, like the Jesus fish but with all this intricate detail in turquoise and purple, which I love.

My mom writes stories for me, too, about a character who’s based on me, Little Bobby. There’s one where Little Bobby has this watch that lets him go on adventures in time. He can go back and see the dinosaurs or go visit the Wild West. But no matter where he is in time, Little Bobby has to come home every hour to check in with his mother, so she knows he’s safe.

One year she sets up an Easter-egg hunt for me. She wakes me up on Easter morning and takes me down to the creek that runs between our complex and the next one across the way and I run around all excited, picking up these plastic Easter eggs with grape and strawberry jelly beans in them.

Probably the most fun we have is when The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air comes on. Every time the theme music starts, we jump on the bed and sing, “In West Philadelphia born and raised, on the playground is where I spent most of my days.” We do that, and I laugh and laugh.

I don’t have too many memories of my dad being around. One of the few memories of him that’s a good one is Halloween. My mom never lets me celebrate Halloween. “It’s the devil’s night,” she says. But then one year my dad’s around, and she gives in and lets him take me to Target to get a costume. We get to the Halloween aisle and I look up and I’m in kid heaven. It’s like they’ve got every cartoon character and superhero on the planet. My dad points down the aisle and says, “You can be whatever you want!” I can’t believe it, because we never have money for stuff like this.

“Listen here,” he says, “I’m gonna be a ninja. Maybe we should go as ninjas together.”

“No way,” I say. “I’m gonna be Superman.”

So I’m Superman, and for the next couple of years I wear the shit out of that costume because it’s the only costume I have. I put it on and run around outside. I go and jump on top of the big green power transformer behind our apartment building and stand there for like twenty minutes at a time, securing the neighborhood, my skinny five-year-old wrists and calves sticking out of this worn-out, skintight Superman outfit made for a toddler.

The thing about the good memories, though, is that when I reach back for them, there aren’t many to choose from. There’s the fish bubbles and the Little Bobby stories and the Fresh Prince, and after that it falls off pretty quick. And it sounds strange to say, but the good memories are the ones that make me sad. It makes me sad that the most precious memories of my childhood are the ones that the average person would throw away. Most kids probably don’t remember the exact flavor of jelly bean they got in their Easter egg, because those kids got to do Easter-egg hunts every year, so it was no big deal. But for me it was the one time when I was four. Still, even though the good memories hurt, I cherish them and hold on to them because they’re the only ones that I have.

The bad memories outweigh the good, by far, but they don’t hurt as much anymore. I’ve dealt with them. I understand them. In a lot of those memories, I’m by myself. Most mornings I wake up and go out to the living room and I’m on my own, empty cans of Coors Light littering the coffee table, ashtrays piled high, the apartment reeking of cigarettes. The fun, creative mom who’s up all night painting murals and writing stories, I won’t see her until she wakes up at ten or eleven, sometimes noon. If we have milk, I make myself a bowl of cereal and watch TV, then putter around in my pajamas and play with the few toys I have.

Sometimes when my mom’s asleep, I get bored and want someone to play with, so I leave. I have a few memories of doing that, like the time I wander out looking for the kid who lives across the hall and I get locked out and I start banging on the door, but my mom doesn’t come and I start crying and I’m out there for what feels like forever, banging and crying, and eventually I have to go to the bathroom, so I shit in my underwear.

Eventually my mom comes to the door and lets me in. She isn’t worried that I left the apartment, only pissed that I woke her up. She goes right back to bed, doesn’t even help me with the dirty underwear. I have to take it off in the bathroom and clean up myself.

It’s always like that. In this other memory I’m at the breakfast table eating a ham sandwich for lunch. It goes down wrong and I start to choke and my mom’s not around. I can’t breathe and I’m choking and I’m alone and I’m terrified. Finally I cough it up, spewing chunks of ham sandwich everywhere. I run to my mom in the next room, crying, afraid. But she doesn’t hug me and tell me everything’s okay. She scolds me for making a mess. Then she drags me back to the table and yells at me to clean it up.

I have so many memories of moments like that, moments of whiplash anger, moments of my mom doing things that, even as a kid, I know moms aren’t supposed to do. But even more than the huge pile of bad memories or the handful of good memories, what I remember most is the screaming. Every day, from the time I’m a tiny little toddler, she screams. She’s on the phone all afternoon, screaming and cursing at somebody from Medicaid or the welfare office. Then she’s up in the apartment in the middle of the night, screaming and cursing at the nobody who isn’t there. The sound of it is like a screeching demon being born from the pits of hell, and it just goes on for hours.






PART I SIR ROBERT
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Okay, BITCH! I got another one of your FUCKIN’ numbers! I’ve already got seven! No, this ain’t the number, call the other number! You call the other fuckin’ number and you gotta wait for another fuckin’ number! Then call fuckin’ Baltimore! Then find out what state you’re in. Then call THAT fuckin’ number! And then find out they didn’t take the fuckin’ Medicare!”

My mom was on the phone again.

“Now, cunt Mary motherfuckers of the planet, YOU do this shit! All this shit! Every fuckin’ time for TWENTY YEARS I have called these motherfuckers it’s like this! Don’t know what the fuck you’re talkin’ about!”

I was around fifteen years old, just getting into hip-hop and recording everything I could all the time, songs off the radio, stuff off the TV, my friends goofing around. So one day I decided to record one of her phone calls.

“Fuck it! I’m a psychopathic, cocksuckin’ fuckin’ sinner! Jesus, if you’re going to do something to me, then DO IT! I can’t fuckin’ take it!”

What you can’t hear on the page is that she’s screeching so loud the neighbors can hear it in the next apartment, and what you can’t see is that she’s frantically pacing back and forth, chain-smoking, slamming her fists on the kitchen counter, and throwing shit at the wall, like a child having a tantrum because she’s been put on hold for the millionth time.

“Yeah, you stupid cunt, it’s correct! Fuckin’ bastards! Fuckin’ swine! Fuckin’ motherfucker! Are you gonna fuck with me or help me?!”

It was like this every day, and this was mild.

“Fuckin’ bitch! Fuckin’ knows how to fuckin’ tell me how to fuckin’ CALM DOWN! She can’t even fuckin’ see the name of the fuckin’ benefits!”

She was calling some government agency about her medication, whichever pill she was taking that month to balance her brain. Zoloft, maybe. I can’t remember them all. One day it was her medication, the next day it was welfare or food stamps.

“All I want to know is if these GODDAMN people pay for this FUCKIN’ medicine! Because what am I supposed to fuckin’ do?! Go back to the fuckin’ doctor here? This medicine they don’t pay for. I don’t know… write me out another one! Okay, here, go to the pharmacy. Oh, they don’t pay for this. Okay, let me go back to the doctor again! Here, hmmm, let’s see… take this medicine!”

She was a sick person, and she was in pain, so she was lashing out at the people who were trying to help her. Which is pretty much the story of her life.

“Thanks! That’s all the FUCK I wanted to know! Why couldn’t I get somebody a fuckin’ half hour ago to say that! We’re dropping like flies ’cause we fuckin’ want to kill ourselves so they get a POPULATION CONTROL!”

Whenever I tell my story and I get to the stuff about my mom, part of me feels like a liar and a fraud, like I must be exaggerating this stuff to make myself sound tougher, because if I tell it this way, I’ve got one of the craziest American come-up stories in history. Then I go back and listen to this tape, and I remember: “Oh. Right. It was actually more fucked up than what I usually tell people.”

Still, as strange and fucked up as my life may have been because of her, her life was actually way worse than mine.
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My mom was born in 1961 in Washington, D.C. Back then, before all the husbands, before she was Terry Lee Bell or Terry Lee Stone or Terry Lee Bransford, she was Terry Lee Miller. But all the rotating last names didn’t matter so much because my whole life everyone just called her Terry Lee.

By the time I was born, my mother was estranged from her family, so I don’t know a whole lot about them. From what I understand, they were well-off. Not super-wealthy or anything, but they owned a house and a car and things like that. My grandfather, I don’t have any memories of him at all, not even what his name was. I know my grandmother’s name, but only because I found it once on the back of an old photograph. I don’t have many pictures of me as a child, a dozen maybe, but there’s this one Polaroid of me as a ten-month-old baby, and on the bottom it says, “Nov. 27, 1990 Bobby’s first cucumber at his Grand-mas Judie.”

So that was her name: Judie.

My mom told me her heritage was German and English, which to look at her was true, I guess. She had green eyes and pale skin with freckles and brown hair that she always wore short, never past her shoulders. I never saw my mom as ugly, but I wouldn’t say she was particularly attractive. Her teeth were all crooked and filled with gaps and she was insecure about them. We’d be watching Seinfeld in the apartment, and whenever she laughed she’d cover her mouth, even with nobody else there.
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I only know two stories about my mom growing up. The first one she always used to tell was how when she was five she got this brand-new Schwinn bicycle, the one with the banana seat. She loved it so much and she used to ride around her neighborhood and it was on one of those rides that she was sexually assaulted for the first time. A man in the neighborhood exposed himself to her and made her touch his penis. She went and told her mom, but her mom reacted like too many people do when it comes to sexual abuse. She tried to minimize it, bury it. She told my mom that the man was just playing a game and not to worry and let’s all get back to pretending everything is normal and perfect. Which fucked my mom up, obviously, as it would.

The other story my mom told me was how when she was fourteen she brought home a boy she wanted to date. His name was Duncan, and he was black. “Duncan was so beautiful and sweet and kind,” she used to say, but then her parents completely flipped out on her. “We don’t mix with those people,” they said, and they made her break up with him. Something about that incident had a huge impact on her, though I’m not entirely sure why. For the rest of her life, she was attracted to black men. She had all of her children with black men, and I only ever saw her with one man who wasn’t black, her second husband, Kenny. At the same time, deep down, because of her upbringing, part of her was every bit as racist as her parents.

The Duncan story and the bicycle penis-touching story are the only ones I know. She never told me anything else; it was like she didn’t have a childhood. Everything else I know about her starts when she was seventeen, when she ran away from home and fell into drugs and prostitution. I don’t know if she ran away because her parents were abusive or if that’s when her issues with mental illness started to come up. All I know is that my mom never fit in, with her family, or with anyone, anywhere.

The impression I have is that when she ran away she was a stoner pothead, hanging out with the white guys listening to AC/DC and the brothers listening to Run-DMC. I imagine her life being like that movie Detroit Rock City, a bunch of burnouts having a good time trying to scam their way into a KISS concert. But things turned dark pretty fast.

She never talked much about her prostitution years. The subject would only come up every now and then, typically out of anger, as a weapon she could wield against me. I’d be watching cartoons and bouncing off the walls, being a typical kid, and she’d flip the fuck out and start screaming at me, and I’d be like, “But Mom. I’m just having fun.”

“Fun?” she’d scream. “You want to have fun?! You should just be grateful that you have a fuckin’ place to sleep and live and eat, because I sure fuckin’ didn’t. You don’t even fuckin’ know. When I was a kid, I didn’t have anywhere to go. I had to walk the fuckin’ streets at three a.m. getting picked up by truckers who raped me and threw me out and left me for dead on the highway!”

In another story she told me, she was in an apartment with these two guys and one of them put a butcher knife on the stove until it was red-hot and then he held her down and sodomized her and said if she made a noise he’d stab her with it.

“He sodomized me,” she said, red-faced and screaming, as usual. “That means he stuck his dick in my ass.”

She told me that when I was maybe about ten.

Then there was the one she told me about why she was mostly deaf in her left ear. It was permanently damaged from when some man had been beating on her.

Once she started in with these stories, she’d get so wrapped up in her own pain that she’d start lashing out, like she did with the people on the phone. Since I was the only person there, she’d be lashing out at me. “You don’t know what this world is,” and “You’re gonna feel real pain one day,” and “I hope you feel pain!” and “You deserve to feel pain!” She’d be screaming this shit at me, and I’d be thinking to myself, “Bitch, I’m just trying to watch SpongeBob.”

At some point in those years my mom married her first husband, Eugene Bell, a guy she met at a party. Eugene played guitar and buckets on the street. Black guy. Dark skin. They had three kids together before getting divorced. There’s Amber, who’s the oldest, seven years older than me; then Geanie, who’s five years older; and then my brother Jesse, who’s only two years older than me. When Jesse was five, Eugene took him and climbed up a tree with him so he could videotape a woman undressing in her apartment. He did this with his kid—that’s the kind of guy Eugene was.

Even though he got caught doing that shit, he still had primary custody. Which is crazy, but it probably says a lot about my mom. So my siblings sort of lived with us sometimes, but mostly they didn’t. I have no memories of us sharing a home and being a family. The only real memory I have is them throwing me a birthday party when I turned four. It was weird because I didn’t know what a birthday was, since no one had never celebrated my birthday before. I woke up and walked out to the living room and in this beautiful morning light there were balloons everywhere and cut-up pieces of construction paper all over the floor like confetti. I went and woke up my brother and sisters and said, “I don’t know what’s going on. I think a clown broke into the house or something.”

“Dude,” they said, “it’s your birthday!”

“My what?”

“Your birthday!”

And that was the last time I saw them. Not too long after that Eugene threw them on a Greyhound bus and took them to California and by my fifth birthday they were gone, which I know for a fact because now that I knew what a birthday was I woke up and ran out of my bedroom yelling, “It’s my birthday, Mom!” But I didn’t get shit. No balloons, no cake. Nothing.

From then on, it was like I was an only child. We never had any family besides me and my mom. What’s crazy is that I felt that way even though my mom’s parents still lived a few miles away. I’ve got the picture of me eating cucumbers at Judie’s house, so I have to assume my mom and her parents tried to reestablish their relationship, but it didn’t work out. The only real memory I have of my grandmother is calling her and asking if I could come spend the weekend, and her giving me a bunch of excuses why I couldn’t.

“Can I come and stay with you?”

“I don’t think we can right now.”

“What about the guest room?”

“Well, it’s being worked on.”

“What about the couch?”

“Oh, you don’t want to sleep on the couch.”

“What about the floor? I’ll sleep on the floor.”

I kept trying, and she kept saying no. Part of me, thinking back to the story about Duncan and why my mom ran away, wants to believe that the rift between my mom and her family was because I was black, because they were racist. And that had to have been part of it; racism never makes anything any easier. But ultimately I think the reason my mother’s family wasn’t in our life was because of my mother. Some people are so toxic you have no choice but to cut them off, and my mom was that person. Because of the cucumber photo, I have to believe that my grandparents at least tried to help me and eventually gave up because they were like, “We can’t fuck with this bitch. She’s crazy.” Which is why it was always just me and Terry Lee, and everything I know about her family and her life is from her screaming at me during SpongeBob.

But as fucked up as my mom’s stories are, I absolutely believe that they’re true. You’d think that someone like her wouldn’t be the most reliable narrator of her own life, that her stories must be delusional or detached from reality. But whenever she talked, she talked like someone who’d been scarred, who’d relived those stories a million times in her head. The details were always the same, too, like they were burned into her memory. That shit’s real, for sure.

Then there’s my dad.





[image: Image]

The hard thing about my dad’s story is that it’s impossible to know what’s true and what’s not because he’s a fuckin’ liar. All I can do is piece together the half-true stories he’s already told me because he isn’t in my life right now. Maybe he will be again someday, but recently I had to stop talking to him because he asked me for eight hundred grand so he could buy a house and turn it into a studio for his band.

We’re working on boundaries.

Robert Bryson Hall was born somewhere in Pennsylvania. That much I know is true. I also know he had two brothers. His brother Michael was a cool dude; I got to meet him and know him a bit. There was another brother, too, but I forget his name. He died. It might have been drugs. I have an aunt on that side, too. She sent me a letter a couple of years ago, but I’ve never spoken to her. I think her name is Robin or Roberta or something like that.

Both of my dad’s parents were alcoholics. I never met them because they both died long before I was born. My grandfather, as the story goes, went out on Christmas Eve and got shitfaced drunk and as he was coming up the front steps he slipped on the ice, fell back, hit his head on a rock, knocked himself out, and froze to death in the snow. They found him on Christmas morning. Crazy.

My grandmother had a serious drinking problem, too. What my dad told me about her was that she drank herself into some insane state and had to go to the hospital and practically went into a coma. When she came to the doctors told her, “If you drink again, you’ll die.” Not long after that, she was at a Christmas party—which is weird, because of how her husband went—and she got drunk and fell asleep in a chair and never woke up.

My dad has told me those stories a few times and the details always add up and there’s no reason why my dad would lie about how his parents died, but I still can’t be sure since he’s told me so many stories where the details don’t add up at all. For most of my life, pretty much everything that came out of my dad’s mouth was bullshit. He’s a slick motherfucker, for sure, the definition of a hustler—a smooth, silver-tongued dude who can talk his way into or out of just about anything. With the exception of fatherhood. He denied that I was his when I was born, but then he got a paternity test, which I had no idea about until a couple of years ago when my dad, who’s now a recovering crack addict in his sixties, found out that he’d knocked up a twenty-three-year-old heroin addict even though he got a vasectomy after he’d had me.

“Can you believe this shit?” he said. “I got a vasectomy and I’m still having another kid.”

“What the fuck?” I said. “When did you get a vasectomy?”

“After I had your ass.”

“Damn. Well, how do you know it’s yours?”

“Because I got a paternity test.”

That gave me this feeling I couldn’t shake, so a couple of months later I called my dad and said, “So, wait… did you get a paternity test with me?”

“Fuck yeah!” he said. “You know I did!”

So that was special. I don’t know if the test was something my parents did together, but the safer bet is that the motherfucker snuck me off somewhere and got a paternity test on his own—you know, just to be sure—and it came back positive. But he didn’t need a test to tell him that. He’s 100 percent my dad. We’re both skinny and lanky, both with the same hunched-over posture that we need to work on. The only difference is that while I look mixed, he’s definitely a black guy.

At some point my dad moved to D.C. with huge ambitions as a musician. He played congas and percussion and sang all over the Chocolate City Go-Go scene. He played with Chuck Brown. He played in E.U. What he wanted more than anything was to be Smokey Robinson. He’d introduce himself that way, too. “Hi, my name’s Smokey.” So everyone called him Smokey, which I find hilarious ’cause he’s a crackhead who named himself Smokey. And when it wasn’t Smokey Robinson, it was Prince. I think I heard my dad cover “Purple Rain” about a million times.

My dad was a legit musician, though. He had real talent. But he was also an addict. My whole life I’ve met people who did gigs with him, and they’ve all got stories. After the show, he’d go to the promoter and get the money and then run out on his bandmates. Like, he’d do that to his own people. Did he think he was never going to see them again? But that’s an addict’s mentality. He couldn’t help himself, or he didn’t want to help himself.
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With my dad.



The few times my dad came around, he’d always be playing the big shot, talking about his new band, his gigs, the deals he was working on. If you were a kid and didn’t know any better, you’d buy it because the dude had swag. It was the ’90s, so he had the do-rag with the waves back, rockin’ a jumpsuit. It’d be that or he’d have on a brand-new suit. He wore a lot of suits. Everything was about appearances with my dad. One time he rolled up with a car phone, and I was like, “Yo, this is crazy. You have a phone in your car.” He’d always be snapping his fingers and saying, “Let’s go! Let’s go! Let’s go!” Like big things were happening and we needed to get moving, like he’s the guy and he’s killin’ it. But he wasn’t really. If you looked closer, you’d see that the Acura he was driving was ten years old, the cell phone didn’t actually have any minutes on it, the suit he probably stole it to get it, and whatever big scheme he was talking up was just him trying to finagle money to go buy crack cocaine.

What’s fucked up, and what frustrates me, is that because my dad lived in a swirl of lies about who he was and where he came from, I have no connection to my past. To me, the stories about my dad’s parents dying are just some crazy stories; I don’t have any feeling of loss when I hear them. The tragedy isn’t losing my grandparents. The tragedy is never having them. The tragedy is not being able to remember their names or what they did or where they were from, and not even being sure that the few things I do know about them are true. It’s the same thing on my mother’s side. I have a picture of me eating cucumbers at their house, but that’s about it.

As a rapper, as Logic, I know exactly where I come from. I know where I sit on the family tree. I know that before there was Logic there was Wu-Tang Clan and Nas and the Roots, and before those guys there was Big Daddy Kane and KRS-One, and from there it goes all the way back to Grandmaster Flash and the Sugarhill Gang and DJ Kool Herc. I know who Logic’s ancestors are, but when it comes to my own life I don’t know shit about shit. I only know a bunch of half-told stories from drunken and drug-induced states that, especially on my dad’s side, may or may not have actually happened. Most of the time I’m like, “Fuck. Who knows what’s real and what’s not?” I have no lineage, no heritage. I have no people. In the grand scheme, I know that I come from slaves and their masters, and that’s all I know.

The one thing about my background that I do know, that I kind of wish I didn’t know, is the story of the night I was conceived. Most people know the story of when they were born, what hospital it was at, how their mom went into labor, how the delivery went. I have no idea about any of that, but trying to reconnect with my dad a while back, I asked him how he and my mom met and I got more information than I was looking for.

There was this woman named Ruth that my mom knew. They’d do drugs together and then get clean together and then slip and do drugs together again. Ruth lived in this apartment at the end of West Deer Park in Gaithersburg and every year on December 23 she celebrated Christmas Eve Eve. Whenever we’d see her around that time, we’d go to her apartment and I’d get a present on Christmas Eve Eve. It was in Ruth’s apartment, my dad said, that he met my mom for the first time.

“I met your mom when I was smoking crack with that bitch Ruth,” he told me. “I came over one night, and me and your mom were kinda hangin’ and feelin’ each other, and three days later I fucked her on the floor and made you.”

Okay. Thanks for that image, Dad.

They didn’t get married. It would have been nice to know they at least tried, but it never would have worked anyway. With two addicts it rarely does. Regardless, marriage or no marriage, nine months later, on January 22, 1990, I was born. When the time came to fill out the birth certificate, my parents started out naming me after my dad: Robert Bryson Hall II. Then, at the last minute, my mother took the form and added “Sir” to the front of my name, so it became Sir Robert Bryson Hall II.

To this day, my dad insists that the “Sir” was his idea. “Because you’re royalty,” he says. But as we know: The dude’s a fuckin’ liar. The “Sir” was my mom’s idea. She’s the only motherfucker eccentric enough to come up with that shit, which she says she did because of our English bloodline or whatever.

Growing up, I hated the name. Every year I had problems on the first day of school, because the administration had my first name listed as “Sirrobert” in the computer. The teachers would always, always, try to say it with some kind of fucked-up French or European accent, thinking they were being sensitive to my cultural heritage or some shit, and I’d have to tell them it was a computer error. The only teacher who ever got it correct was this hard-ass U.S. history teacher I had one year. Everyone else got it wrong.

It’d come up again and again for the rest of the school year. My name would get called over the PA system because I was getting sent to the principal’s office or because my mom was picking me up early and the entire school would hear and all the kids would laugh. I’d get jokes for days and I’d be totally embarrassed. Today I’m glad I have the name. I’m glad my mother gave me something so unique and so special. Over the years I’ve grown to understand you can’t fit in and stand out at the same time, but back then all I wanted was to fit in. Thankfully, other than those mix-ups with “Sirrobert” at school, everyone just called me Bobby, and Bobby fits in everywhere.

The only person who called me anything other than Bobby was my mom. From her I’d get all three, actually. If it was a regular day and we were headed out to run errands, it’d be Bobby. Like, “C’mon, Bobby, let’s go to the store.” If she was being stern or serious because I’d misbehaved, I’d get a very short, terse “Robert!” But when she was losing her shit, then it was always Sir Robert. She’d be off her meds and on the warpath and she’d scream, “Sir Robert!”

I’d hear that name and I’d tense up and I’d think, “Oh, shit. Here we go.”
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Because my mom slept till noon and because I didn’t learn my lesson after I got locked out and had to shit in my underwear, I still wandered out of the apartment sometimes whenever I got bored and wanted someone to play with. So one day I decided I wanted to visit this kid I knew who lived up the street. I got dressed and went out to the main road and walked the half a mile or so to his apartment complex and when I got there I walked up the stairs to the unit where he lived. I knocked on his door and waited for a bit and no one was home, so I turned around and headed back down the stairs, where I met these two women coming up.

“Hi,” I said. “Do you have any kids that I can play with?”

“What?”

“Do you have any kids that I can play with?”

They started looking around, a little confused. “Uh, do you… live here?”

“No.”

“Where do you live?”

“Up the street.”

“What’s your name?”

“Bobby.”

“Bobby, how old are you?”

“Four.”

“Bobby, why don’t you come with us.”

They took me back to their apartment, gave me a snack, and got on the phone. “We’re going to call someone,” they said.

“Okay. Who?”

“The police.”

“Okay. Do they have any kids I can play with?”

A few minutes later a cop showed up, this big, scary-looking white dude who wasn’t nice to me at all. He put me in his car and started driving up the street, telling me to point out where I lived, which I did. He pulled up in front of our unit, parked, took me up to our apartment, and started banging on the door. It took a few minutes, but my mom came out, and he went off on her. “You’ve got a fuckin’ four-year-old kid running around the fuckin’ neighborhood all by himself? The fuck is wrong with you?”

And on and on. She held it together while he was there, apologizing and saying, “Yes, Officer” and “It won’t happen again, Officer.” He let her off with a warning and the second he was gone she turned and ripped into me. “What the fuck did you do? What the fuck are you thinking? Bringing the fuckin’ cops home? Go to your fuckin’ room.” And I burst into tears.

Even with a cop reading her the riot act, nothing really changed, because my mom was my mom. Even when she was awake, she rarely left the house. She didn’t go outside unless it was to run some errand, and even then she’d just go, do whatever it was, and come right back. If I wanted to do anything, I had to do it by myself, which was how I learned to ride a bike. We had this old black-and-orange kids’ bike that we got somewhere. I wanted to learn how to ride it, but she couldn’t teach me because she wouldn’t come outside. So I had to take it out to the parking lot on my own and figure out how to ride from watching the older kids do it. I spent days teaching myself. I’d get on and fall down, get on and fall down, get on and fall down, and eventually I learned how to do it, but I ended up with scrapes and scratches all over my legs and my knees from trying.

Because my mom didn’t go anywhere, our world was small. We’d go to the grocery store or the drugstore, to her therapist’s office or A.A. meetings, or church. Other than that our world didn’t extend much beyond the apartment complex in Germantown where we lived, which was called Farmingdale and had L-shaped blocks of cookie-cutter apartment units all branching like spokes off this rotary in the middle. There was a little hill behind our apartment that to me was like Mount Everest, and down the other side of it was the creek where I’d had my Easter-egg hunt that one time.

One of the only times my mom took me out to do a thing that normal families do was this trip we went on to the National Zoo in Washington, D.C. When we got off the train at the Metro station the platform was packed, all these people jostling and rushing past. One thing I knew from going to the store with my mom was that she didn’t wait for me. She walked fast and it was on me to keep up. We stepped off the train into this sea of people, and she took off. I was yelling after her, “Mom! Wait!” But she kept walking, stopping only to bark “Keep up!” over her shoulder as I got lost in the crowd and was running around and looking for her and crying and freaking out. After what felt like forever I found her and I ran to her and I grabbed on to her, but she didn’t turn and clutch me and hold me tight and say, “My son! I lost you! I was so worried!” None of that. She snapped at me, “I told you to keep up! Don’t do it again!”

I have no idea if we actually made it to the zoo because I can’t remember any pandas or anything like that, and you’d think that I would.

My dad took me down to D.C. once, too, only instead of taking me to the zoo, he left me in a car for five hours while he went into some crackhouse to smoke crack. Which to this day he swears never happened, but I know that it happened because it’s such a fucked-up memory how could I forget? He picked me up in his mid-to-late-eighties piece-of-shit Acura. Some woman was in the front with him, I was in the back, and he drove us in from Maryland and parked on the side of this fucked-up street somewhere in Southeast D.C. It was like something straight out of a movie, with crackheads-in-the-alley type shit. My dad and this woman got out of the car and they left me there and he walked with his Bill Cosby walk up to this house and disappeared inside and I waited and waited for them to come out and eventually I just fell asleep.

For the most part, my dad just wasn’t around. We’re talking maybe two, three times he was in the house for whatever reason, dropping by to spend some time pretending to be a dad, which on a good day meant making a big deal about spoiling me, but him spoiling me was him buying something cheap that he probably got out of some clearance bin somewhere, like the time he brought me this stuffed bear that sucked because its fur was all prickly and itchy but I loved it and slept with it anyway because it was one of the only things he ever gave me.

I went and stayed with my dad a handful of times that I can remember, like the time I went over and as soon as I got there he just took me and dropped me off with these old people who didn’t have TV and left me with them for two or three days. Which I didn’t understand at the time, but obviously it was to go off and do drugs. When I did stay over with him, I wouldn’t call what he did parenting. He and his girlfriend would stay up watching late-night Skinemax movies or that show Real Sex on HBO, where they went around interviewing people who are into sex dolls or whatever. My dad used to love that, and they’d let me lie there and watch it with them. At the time I thought, “Oh, my dad’s cool.” But, like, no, he’s not. A child shouldn’t be watching interviews about sex dolls. I did that a few times and then his house got raided by the police and I didn’t see him for a while.

For a long time I thought my dad was a great dad because my mom was the bad guy and he was the cool dude who bought me candy. But other than spoiling me with shit from the dollar store, my dad’s only other parenting mode was to show up and crack the whip and play the disciplinarian, which was a joke because he was the one who needed the discipline because he needed to stop smoking fuckin’ crack cocaine and be a real father. Luckily, since he was only around those two or three times, I have memories of him hitting me only two or three times.

The first time I was out on the grass outside our unit, and me and the other kids were playing Jackpot. My whole childhood my mom used to make me come inside and check in every hour—even in high school she made me do this—and so this kid was about to pass the ball to me and I looked at my watch and I realized, “Oh, fuck, it’s 6:03, I’m three minutes late.” But I stayed in the game and the kid yelled, “Jackpot!” and I was like, “Yo, this is it!” I started running and running and running and it was one of those runs where you’re running straight ahead but you’re looking backward over your shoulder like you’re looking for a Hail Mary pass into the end zone and I went to put my hands up into the air to grab the ball and as I turned to look back in front of me I suddenly saw my dad and he was running toward me with one hand behind his back and then out of nowhere he whipped out this giant fuckin’ belt and started whoopin’ my ass in front of everybody, hollerin’, “Boy! You were supposed to come in at six o’clock!” and all this other shit.

I got so hot about it. In my mind I was thinking, “Really? You’re gonna embarrass me in front of the whole neighborhood and you’re not even my pops? Like, you are, but you’re not. You don’t deserve to do this. You haven’t earned the right to do this. You think you can go smoke crack, get clean for six days, come to my fuckin’ house, and then decide that because my mom’s a fuckin’ moron and thinks that I need male discipline you’re going to whoop me? Fuck that.”

This other time I was hanging out with my dad at his apartment with his roommate; he always had a roommate because he couldn’t make his own rent since all his money went to the gold chains and the bracelets and the watch and the car and the fresh suit and obviously the crack. I was at his place and I was playing Ninja Turtles and I had these ninja throwing stars that weren’t real ninja throwing stars—I think they were the plastic ninja stars from that time he took me out in a ninja Halloween costume. So I was throwing these ninja stars around, and my dad had this lamp with one of those black-light bulbs, because this was the ’90s, when you’d put the black-light on when you were trying to fuck a bitch, and I threw one of these ninja stars and it shattered the black-light bulb.

My dad stormed in from the kitchen, yelling, “What the fuck?! What was that?!” I was like the dog in the corner, going, “I don’t know! It wasn’t me!” and the dude stormed over and he started whaling on me. In that moment I can clearly remember thinking, “Fuck this guy.” I went from loving this guy to “I can’t fuck with you.” Because I didn’t feel there was anything disciplinary about it. He wasn’t a real dad. He was just a dude who was beating on me.

I didn’t have parents. I mean, I had them, but I didn’t. Between my mom never leaving the house and my dad never being at the house, I was mostly left to raise myself, whether it was teaching myself how to ride a bike or knowing I should probably duck down and hide in the backseat of the piece-of-shit sedan parked outside of the crackhouse. I was like an orphan with parents, if that makes any sense. The only mother figure I had was fucked up and crazy, and there was no father figure at all. That shit didn’t exist.

The closest there ever was was Tony.
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Tony Bransford was a guy my mom met at a party while she was still with her first husband, Eugene. Tony was actually friends with Eugene and once Eugene left she and Tony were on and off. They finally got together later on after she had me with my dad, and with my dad mostly out of the picture Tony was around for most of my life while I was growing up. The only time Tony wasn’t around was when he was in prison.

Tony was a handsome dude. He was mixed, part black and part French, but he looked more black for sure. He was built like a bodybuilder and bald as a motherfucker on top, but with a horseshoe of long hair around the sides, which was why he wore bandanas everywhere he went. Cowboy boots, too, which worked on him because he was rugged like a cowboy. He had these hands. Big fuckin’ hands, dry and calloused, the cuticles on his thumbs always ripped up and red from working construction. He was a welder. He worked at the waste management company sometimes, doing trash-man shit, but he was mostly a welder. My mom would take me to see him working on construction sites, six stories high in the sky, sitting up there with a twelve-pack of Coors and Bud Light, having a good time welding steel beams together. So cool.

Insane alcoholic, though. He would drink until he shat blood. I was only four, five years years old, going into the bathroom and seeing a bunch of blood in the toilet, and the dude would be flushing it down like there was nothing weird about it at all. But that’s alcoholism. Tony had definitely done hard-core drugs; there’s no doubt he’d smoked crack in his day. But like my mom, he was an aging addict, late thirties, mid-forties, which meant he didn’t want to work that hard to get high anymore. When you get to that point, your drug of choice is alcohol. It’s cheap and easy to get and you numb yourself and you’re good. The crazy thing about Tony was he could open his throat, so he could cock his head back and pour a can of beer down, the whole thing disappearing in one gulp.

More than anything, Tony was just crazy. He had a reputation. He was famous. All the cops and the corrections officers in Montgomery County knew Tony Bransford. We’d see the police walking through the mall, and they’d be like, “Tony! What are you up to, man?” Whenever the cops got called on Tony—like when my mom called the cops on Tony—they’d show up like it was old times. “Oh! Tony’s back at it!” I wouldn’t go so far as to call Tony a criminal, but he definitely committed crimes. I saw this dude bloody, coming home with his hands and his face all busted up. Drunk and disorderly. Fistfights. Fuckin’ dudes up.

Still, everybody will tell you that Tony was a good guy. He was an alcoholic with an anger management problem, for sure. But he was never out to hurt people. All the fighting was usually because somebody insulted him or mouthed off about a woman he knew. That’s when he’d get into it and start throwing punches and the cops would come and he’d run from the cops, racing away on his Harley and shooting back at the officers chasing him down. Tony wasn’t packing some little revolver, either. This motherfucker had Desert Eagles. Which, if you’ve never seen a Desert Eagle, it’s a fucking hand cannon, a giant silver weapon of death. Line three guys up and it’ll blow all of their heads off with a single shot. Tony would be racing down the street, firing off this fucking hand cannon at all the cops chasing him.

One time it took eight cops to take him down. They were chasing him and he was on his bike, going off into ditches and into the woods and speeding and getting away and he hit a ramp and wiped out and broke his leg and the cops caught him and took him to the hospital. The dude was handcuffed to a gurney and still got caught trying to wheel himself out of the hospital with his one good leg. Still, all the cops loved him because when he wasn’t drunk off his ass and shooting at them he was a cool dude.

Even as a five-year-old I knew Tony was a good man despite his faults. He was down-to-earth, the sweetest guy. One time my mom told Tony she wanted him to whoop my ass. I’d gotten into big trouble. There was this mixed kid named Ian who lived in the apartment complex right next to ours. Ian was sweet and innocent, but there were these two older kids who ran around those apartments all the time, too. White kids, a brother and sister. They were these two badass little fuckers who never wore shoes; I always thought they were weird.

Anyway, one day me and Ian and these two weirdos were out running around. It wasn’t the first time I’d hung out with them, but it was the first time they’d brought cigarettes. It wasn’t hard for kids to get cigarettes in those days because so many parents worked and we were running around unsupervised half the time, like the kid next door to me who used to sneak out his dad’s Playboys and show them to everybody. Which is how I saw my first titties and my first bush when I was five. Which is definitely too young to see them, and for some people being exposed to pornography that young fucks them up and it was certainly weird but I don’t think it fucked me up or anything because I just saw a hot, naked woman and it was cool.

So there we were, me and Ian and these two white kids with no shoes on all huddled in the bushes, and these two fuckers were pushing cigarettes on me and Ian. “Here,” they kept saying, “smoke this. Smoke this.”

Ian was scared. He didn’t want to do it. He wised up and said, “I’m going home.”

I didn’t want to do it, either. But I stayed. They handed a cigarette to me, and I took a puff. It was so gross. I thought I was going to throw up. Then they said, “No, no. You gotta inhale it. You gotta inhale it.”

“What do you mean?” I said. “What are you talking about?”

“You know. Inhale it. Suck the air in.”

So I took the cigarette and I inhaled and I started coughing up a lung and right at that moment Ian’s mom came out and caught us because Ian must have told on us. So Ian’s mom went and told my mom and Tony and they sat me down in the living room and did the whole “We’re so disappointed in you” routine. Which I actually have to give my mom credit for. It was one of the few times in my life she didn’t flip out and go crazy on me for misbehaving. It was the closest thing to a Cory Matthews, Boy Meets World, father-mother sit-down I ever had. But that’s as far as her reasonableness went. When it came time for the punishment, she decided that I needed “male discipline,” which meant I needed an ass-whooping and Tony needed to be the one to do it.

Tony got up and walked me down the hall and into the back bedroom and closed the door behind us. I was so scared I was in tears, almost. It was bad enough when my mom beat me, and she was just this skinny white lady. Tony was this jacked-up monster of a dude with fuckin’ cinder blocks for hands. But once the door closed, I looked up at him and he wasn’t angry. He sat me down on the bed, took a seat next to me, and said, “Listen, when I was a boy like you, my dad used to beat me up. He’d punch me in the face, make me bleed. He’d beat my sisters and my brothers, too. So I promised myself that I would never touch a child. So I’m not gonna whoop you. Okay?” And he was so sweet, so reassuring in the way he said it, like he could see the fear in my eyes and he wanted me to know I didn’t have anything to be afraid of. I looked up at him, like, “Wow.” I’d never had an adult show that much kindness to me. I could barely comprehend it.

“But,” he said, “you gotta help me make your mom think I’m taking care of this. So what we’re gonna do is we’re going to pretend that I’m whooping your ass in here.”

I smiled. “Okay,” I said. “You got it.”

Then Tony got up and he started smacking his hands together, like he was giving me the worst spanking of my life, and I started yelling, “Ow! Ooof! Oh, Tony, stop!” I was going so over the top, I should have gotten an Oscar for my performance that day. Then he and I had a good laugh. I was having so much fun with it that even after he left the room, I was still going, “Ow! Tony, Stop!” and he had to run back in and say, “Dude, shut up! It’s over! I can’t be in the other room and still in here whooping your ass at the same time!”

It was literally one of the kindest things anyone had ever done for me. Tony and my mom were addicts, and addiction is a selfish disease. It destroys the addict’s ability to recognize the needs and the feelings of other people. But Tony wasn’t selfish. He had an empathy that my mom and my dad completely lacked.

Tony could be a monster for sure. Boy, could he yell. He had this deep, raspy voice, and I’d hear him screaming at my mom in the next room, going, “I told you, woman!” They would fight like crazy late at night when they’d both been drinking, like the night I was alone in my room when I was around five and it was late and my mom and some friends were out in the living room and Tony was there and Tony’s sister, Danielle, was there and out of nowhere I heard this massive fight break out. Voices yelling, shit breaking. I peeked out to the living room and saw these two cops. They had my mom by the arms and they were dragging her out the front door and down the front steps and she was kicking and screaming and there was blood streaming down her legs and ankles from all the kicking and being dragged along the hard concrete.

I have no idea why it happened or what came after it or when my mom came back, but even that didn’t make me scared of Tony because I knew how kind and gentle he was. We just had this connection. It was better with Tony because he was a good presence and it was nice to be with someone and not get hit or anything.

My only problem with Tony was that he would disappear. Sometimes for a few days or weeks, sometimes for months. I eventually sorted out that any time Tony wasn’t there it was because he was in jail. He’d get picked up for drunk and disorderly and spend a few days in lockup. Or maybe assault. In which case he’d be gone for three to six. Some of my earliest memories are going with my mom to visit him at the Montgomery County Detention Center, which everyone called Seven Locks because it’s on Seven Locks Road. Since we never had a car, it took four different buses to get there, and we’d be waiting for the fuckin’ bus out in the freezing winter or the blazing summer for half an hour, waiting for a transfer. I hated making that trip, but I was old enough for my mom to explain to me what prison was and why Tony was there and why we had to take this long-ass trip that took up our whole Saturday to go see him.

“Why do we have to go here?”

“Do you remember when the police came?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, this is where you go when the police come get you.”

“Like when you do something wrong.”

“Yes. Tony did something wrong, and so he has to come here, so don’t do what Tony did.”

“Don’t do what we do” was something I heard a lot, like when my mom, with a cigarette hanging out of her mouth, would tell Tony to whoop my ass for smoking.

When we got to Seven Locks, we’d go through security. The guards would be checking her, feeling her up. They didn’t ever check the kids, though. The first time we went, my mom tried to hide something on me that she wanted to give him, but he was on the other side of the plate glass, so she couldn’t pass him anything anyway.

We’d take a seat at the plate-glass partition in the dingy visiting room. I’d be in her lap, or in a second chair if there was one. Then Tony would show up. He and my mom would each pick up a phone and talk. I’d get on and say hi, which was nice. Hearing his voice was something I missed, but not enough to take four buses and sit in a sad beige room all day; it’s hard to make a five-year-old interested in somebody who’s on the other side of a plate-glass window. Mostly it was the two of them talking and me playing with the one toy I’d brought that I got at Goodwill.

Sometime during kindergarten or first grade, Tony went away and we didn’t visit him and he didn’t come back. He was just gone. The next thing I remember we were living somewhere else, in a different apartment complex, the one that was over Mount Everest and across the creek, and I don’t know why. I don’t know if it was because we didn’t have money now that Tony was gone or if the neighbors got tired of the noise and the fighting and the cops being called. All I knew was my mom said we couldn’t go back to Farmingdale and she was friends with the superintendent of this other apartment complex and she’d made a deal with him to let us camp out in one of the vacant units while she figured out where we’d go next. It felt like we were there for a month or so, maybe longer. The sink and the toilet worked, but there was no electricity and we didn’t have any furniture, just a mattress on the floor that my mother had brought over from our old place.

The apartment with nothing in it is one of my good memories. One of my best, actually. Because in spite of the screaming and the anger and the hurtful things that I didn’t yet understand, I still had that primal feeling inside me of loving my mom and wanting to be with my mom, and in that empty apartment I got to be with her. Every morning I woke up and I wasn’t alone. She was right beside me, her warm body curled up next to mine on this mattress on the floor. During the day, we’d play and goof around, running through the different empty rooms. At night, with no electricity it would get dark fast, but my mom had candles because she always had candles because she loved candles, and as the sun went down she’d light them up one by one and they’d fill the room with a soft, gentle glow.

She had a flashlight, too, and one night she taught me how to do shadow puppets. We had this two-liter of Coca-Cola and she was letting me drink Coke straight out of the two-liter, which was pretty much the greatest thing that had ever happened. Then she took the flashlight and she shone it against the wall and she showed me how to shape my hand to make all sorts of cool animal shadows in the light and together we huddled on our mattress on the floor and we made these puppies and bunnies dance across the empty wall of this empty room in this empty apartment.

And it was really, really beautiful.
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My mom loved to watch old movies, all those black-and-white classics from the forties and fifties. So many nights she’d pop a tape in the VCR and put me on the couch to watch with her. We watched Singin’ in the Rain with Gene Kelly, The King and I with Yul Brynner. We watched the one about Helen Keller, The Miracle Worker, with Anne Bancroft and Patty Duke. We watched the Elvis movies and the Rat Pack movies with Sinatra and Sammy and Dean. Sinatra wasn’t the best actor, but Gene Kelly was great. I especially remember To Sir, with Love with Sidney Poitier. That one was cool because it actually had a black guy in it. All the other movies were great and I loved them, but I was always watching them a little skeptical, like, “Yo, where are all the black dudes at?”

We must have watched hundreds of those old black-and-white movies. Even the ones that weren’t in black and white, I saw them in black and white because for a long time we only had a black-and-white TV. I hated that TV so goddamn much. I mean, at least we had TV, and that was cool, but any time I wanted to watch it I had to pull this button out to turn it on and then click it like click, click, click, click, click to change the channel and all we had were the channels we could get on the antenna and every time there was an explosion or if the commercials were too bright the TV would zap off. Then I’d have to get up from the couch, push that button in, count to twenty—one… two… three… four…—then unplug it and turn it back on. I remember watching Speed with Keanu Reeves and Sandra Bullock for the first time and I was all excited and Sandra Bullock was diving on the floor and Keanu was like, “The bomb is gonna blow, man!” and then: Zap! Nothing. There was also that time in Independence Day when the White House blew up. Everybody else got to see that shit and I didn’t because I had to get up, hold the button, wait twenty seconds, and by the time I turned it back on, the scene was over.

Most of the old movies we watched we got on tape from the library, because we almost never had cable. We watched them on pirated cable every now and then, with that illegal black box you could hook up to the set. But the only time we ever had legit cable, like that you pay for, was when Kenny was living with us.

Kenny was my mom’s second husband. Kenneth Stone. White dude. The only white dude I ever saw her with as a long-term thing. I don’t know how they met, but for sure it was through the program. My mom’s Alcoholics Anonymous meetings were a chore for me. Every week I got dragged to a place I didn’t want to go where a bunch of people sat around and told boring stories about how their lives sucked. But for her and a lot of other people it was a social place as well, like a bar for people who can’t go to bars anymore. New people were always coming in and out, young people coming for the first time, usually mandated to be there by the court, so everybody was hanging out and dating and fucking each other, which probably was how Kenny entered the picture.

There were a lot of different boyfriends. It wasn’t like a revolving door of men all the time. It would go up and down and it would all depend on my mom’s mood, like, “What’s she feeling right now?” Sometimes for months there’d be no men at all. Then maybe she’d be bringing home some bad-ass white boy ’cause she was in a Chili Peppers grunge mood. Or maybe she’d been listening to lots of Funkadelic and she was feeling the brothers that week. It was always random.

Sometimes she’d bring home guys she’d met at the bus stop. She was in her late thirties, early forties, bringing home nineteen-, twenty-year-old dudes off the street. There were nights I’d be asleep in my room and I’d have school the next day and she’d come in and shake me awake at like one in the morning, going, “Robert! Robert! Wake up! I want to introduce you to this nice man, this kind soul I met at the bus stop tonight.”

I’d sit up all bleary and half-awake, and this dude with dead eyes would be staring at me, like, “Heeeeeeeey, little man. What’s up?”

They’d leave me in bed and go off to her room or the living room. Sometimes I’d lie in bed, terrified, not knowing what was going to happen. Other times I’d roll over and go back to sleep, too exhausted to care. The next morning I’d wake up feeling like I’d dreamed the whole thing and I’d go to the kitchen to get some cereal and all the cereal would be gone and I’d be like, “What the fuck?” Then I’d walk into the other room and the dead-eyed dude from the night before would be sitting there, finishing off my sugar flakes. That happened once, maybe twice a year or so, her bringing in guys off the street. Mostly it was guys from the program and for a while it was just Kenny and they actually got married.

I want to say I was at the wedding—and I most certainly was at their wedding—but they would have gotten married at City Hall and we were down at City Hall paying fines and dealing with legal shit so often that all the trips blur together. I know Kenny was there when we moved out of the empty apartment in Germantown because my mom was still with Tony the night the cops dragged her down the concrete steps. Then Tony was gone and there was this other guy, this lean, skinny black dude with a strong face and they were having sex for a while when Tony was in jail. Then Kenny showed up and we left Farmingdale and then we were in the empty apartment with the shadow puppets and then we left there and went to stay with these friends of Kenny’s who lived in the Middlebrook trailer park. They let us live in their trailer for a couple of months until we got back on our feet. This family had two kids, a brother and sister who were always kissing each other. I know they were young and just experimenting, but it was still weird. This trailer park had all these sewers and tunnels and shit down below it and I was small enough to slip through the bars and run around in there like the Ninja Turtles. Eventually we left and moved to the West Deer Park apartments in Gaithersburg, where it was me and Kenny and my mom all sharing a bedroom in the apartment of this friend of theirs named Cindy.

Cindy was this crazy-ass bitch who might have been into witchcraft. At least that’s what my mom used to whisper to me about Cindy, because Cindy wore lots of black and lots of leather. But my mom wore lots of black and lots of leather, too, and she was super into Jesus, so who knows. Cindy didn’t work. Most of my mom’s friends didn’t work. Everyone was on some kind of government assistance. Cindy was on disability because her leg was fucked up and she walked with a limp and her arm was always curled up under her bosom and she had a brace around her wrist. It was like she’d had a stroke or something, which was weird ’cause she was so young, like around thirty. But she might have just been that way.

Cindy was cool, I guess. I never paid much attention to her because I was busy lying on the floor watching Speed Racer all day. But Cindy had this pit bull named Chance, and I quickly learned to pay attention to Chance. One night Cindy and Kenny and my mom were sitting around getting shitfaced because they all knew each other from the program. My mom was sitting next to me on this couch playing with Chance and talking to him in this playful baby-talk voice, going, “Who’s a good boy? Who’s a good boy?” And out of nowhere Chance fucking lunged at her and sank his teeth into her cheek. He was ripping and tearing and wouldn’t let go and my mom was freaking out and blood was everywhere and I jumped onto the back of the couch with my back against the wall, screaming my head off, and the whole time Cindy was crying and losing her shit. But only about the dog. “Oh no! Please don’t put my dog down! I don’t want my Chance to be put down!” Which I thought was fucked up, since my mom had just had her face almost ripped off. An ambulance came and I had to get in the back to ride to the hospital, where I watched my mom get her face stitched up. It was quite horrific. Luckily we didn’t have to deal with Chance much after that. Cindy moved away and we moved into the vacant unit across the hall, which was #203. Then it was only me and my mom and Kenny.

Kenny was younger than my mom, in his late twenties. He was kind of in a band but not really. Mostly he worked construction, painting houses and building decks in people’s yards and stuff like that. When Kenny was around, we had things like cable and groceries all the way to the end of the month. The first year he was with us for Christmas was the only year I ever had Christmas. Like, for real. That was my only Christmas. Every year I’d see the kids in my neighborhood getting presents, and not just the families with money. Even the broke-ass kids on welfare would still be getting Xboxes and shit and I’d be begging my mom, “Please? Can’t I get something?” But she always said no. She’d try to make it about religion. “It’s Jesus’ birthday, goddammit!” But really it was about us not having money. Every year she’d bake a cake that said, “Happy Birthday, Jesus,” and that was all we got, which I always thought was fucked up. But the year Kenny was there I got real presents. I even got LEGOs and I never got LEGOs because LEGOs were so expensive. That year was crazy. It was almost as if my mother had married into money, but really she just married into a dude with a job and van.

Kenny was cool and I liked him. He had weird friends, though. There was this one dude. Tattoo artist. Big fat guy. Not super-fat, but more sort of mid-fat. Dude was mentally fucked up, too. One time he gave my mom a feather tattoo on her thumb and she let him pierce my ear with an ice cube and a needle and I got this fake diamond stud put in. I was six. I thought it was awesome and I wore it all the time until my dad stole it to pay for crack. It was this one night when I was staying with him and his girlfriend Donna. It was getting close to bedtime and my dad told me to go take a bath and I did and when I got out of the shower he’d come into the bathroom and he was standing there with a towel, going, “Here, lemme help you dry off.” Which I remember feeling weird about because I was definitely old enough to shower and dry off by myself. But he got a towel and started drying me off. It wasn’t sexual in any way. He wasn’t helping me dry off my dick or my ass or my legs or my feet or my waist or my stomach, just my shoulders and my hair. But he was rubbing my head, really getting in there, saying, “You gotta get it nice and dry, boy!” Then, all of a sudden, I heard this clattering sound. Plink-ta-tink-tink-tink.
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