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CHAPTER 1


BAD THINGS HAPPEN IN THE HEAT, THEY say. It’s headed to be a scorcher. Dawn just barely cracking, sweat sheen already on the skin. Today could turn into a lot of things, but when it’s hot like this, ain’t none of them good.

There’s a knot in my stomach the size of my fist. No, bigger. Today’s the sort of day when it’s best to lay low, and that’s not what we’re doing.

Hamlin steers the old pickup through the Chicago streets real slow, headed toward the demonstration downtown. Squeezed up next to him in the cab, me and Emmalee and Patrice sit silent. We squint through the windshield into the sun rising over the lake.

It’s strange, the three of us being together like this but not saying nothing. Patrice knows how to work her mouth, and I can give her a run for her money. Emmalee always gets her word in too, no question. From the time we meet up every morning till we get to school or the Panther office, wherever. Jawing. And here we sit all wide-eyed dumb like strangers.

Then again, we’re usually alone. Right now Hamlin’s sitting so close his elbow bangs into me with every turn of the wheel.

“Sorry, Maxie.”

“It’s okay.” But I hold my arms crossed over my chest to keep him from hitting anything private.

In the back, perched among the boxes, is Raheem and the kid we all call Gumbo, real name: George. He came up from the way South some time ago and his voice holds that certain twang. Nice enough guy, decent-looking. People mostly say the same about Raheem, but seeing as he’s my brother, I can’t really judge. He’s back there and probably looking over my shoulder, as usual. Maybe even wishing he hadn’t let me come along.

Raheem’s always saying how he’s responsible for me, which means he won’t let me do anything that counts and he says “Maxie, when you’re older” as the answer to just about everything. Raheem’s a Black Panther already, and I’m going to be one too, just as soon as they let me. Fourteen’s not old enough, apparently.

Hamlin bends over the steering wheel as the truck curves through the Loop. He’s vigilant, studying our surroundings like he’s taking the temperature of things, as we get closer to the park. Block after block, the city comes awake—store windows snap open, people ease along the sidewalks, sip coffee, buy newspapers.

Today’s headlines should have been enough to scare us into staying home, with all their talk of police riots at the demonstration last night. Now everything seems calm and quiet. Like a regular Tuesday morning. Except for the police vehicles lining the streets, many more than I’ve ever seen at once.

Emmalee yawns, breaking the stillness. Cuts a sideways glance toward me. Beyond her, Patrice is chewing on her nails, the only one of us not even trying to hide her nervousness. I breathe out long and slow, trying to settle the knot in my belly. I got us into this, and we don’t even know yet what this really is.

I’m not usually scared to go to a demonstration, but Raheem says this one won’t be like any demonstration we’ve ever been to. He tried to warn me off coming, but I have to be there. The Democratic National Convention is the biggest thing to happen in Chicago since . . . I don’t know what, and if there’s going to be a demonstration and the Panthers are going to be there, then I’m going to be there too. I told him, plain as day.

The girls came along because we go everywhere together. Around the neighborhood people run our names together like one word: “Hey, MaxiePatriceEmmalee.” Inseparable. Close like sisters, for as long as I can remember. Through good times, sad times, crazy times. Right now qualifies as a downright rough time. The world is shifting—exploding, really—and none of us knows how to deal with it.

At least once a week, Emmalee still breaks down crying over Dr. King being killed, even though it happened nearly five months ago. She carries this book of his writings in her backpack like a Bible, all the pages folded down. We tried to tell her, if you fold down all the pages, what’s the point? But then she only cries harder. Patrice is matter-of-fact about it, thinks everything’s going to work out in the end, which is so far the opposite of me that sometimes we end up spitting, fighting mad at each other.

When I told the girls I wanted to join the Black Panthers, Patrice called me a hothead. Emmalee was excited but scared. They don’t know what joining entirely means and neither do I, but I know the Panthers are going to change everything and we have to be a part of it. When we go down to the community center on Wednesdays to hear Leroy Jackson speak, he makes me feel like things are finally going to get better. The Panthers are going to make it so that we never have to worry about being hungry, or losing our apartment, or getting arrested for no good reason. When Leroy throws his fist up in the air and shouts “All power to the people!” there’s this energy that rises up around me that’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before.

I tighten my fists in my lap. Maybe if I clench hard enough, I’ll start to feel powerful inside, instead of scared.

Emmalee sighs, leans her head against mine. She spreads her hand across my knotted knuckles. Her gentle fingers clutch mine, tight and trembling. I know she’s scared, probably more than me. I wouldn’t have made them come with me, but they’ve always got my back. That’s how it is with us.

Hamlin turns a corner, and suddenly the road ahead is clogged with cars. The vague echo of many voices chanting begins to reach us. I can sense the rhythm of the chant but can’t quite make out the words. It doesn’t sound familiar. Nothing about today feels familiar. This is an anti-war protest, Raheem told me, not a civil rights demonstration like we’re used to. Most of the people there will be white. I try to pretend we’re heading toward any old protest, but it’s no longer so easy to pretend because I can see them weaving among the cars. White face after white face, all tensed up and in a hurry. Traffic is practically stalled letting them pass.

Hamlin hums quietly for a while, which covers us in some kind of spell. Safe enough. I don’t mind the closeness in the cab. All pressed together like this, nothing can get to us. For a while. Then Hamlin stops humming, taps the wheel twice with his thumb, and the world beyond our little pocket merges closer.

The protestors seem to be coming from everywhere, out of buildings and alleys and some of the cars, carrying things and climbing over whatever’s in the way. A girl with white-blond hair and dirt-smudged skin edges around our front bumper, holding hands with a guy who has a thick bandage of white gauze taped to the side of his face. He stumbles, and she steadies him. Then they move on, away.

I glance across the cab at my friends, knowing it isn’t the time of day or Hamlin either that’s got our tongues tied. There’s something in the air. Heavier than heat and thicker than humidity. A feeling like we’re rolling into trouble.



CHAPTER 2


THE TRUCK INCHES ALONG. EVERY SQUEAK of the worn brakes sounds like seagulls. Hamlin’s trying to get us close to the park, but the traffic is something else. Roads closed and cars sent around the long way to make room for the protesters flocking toward the park. We watch them squeezing among the cars to get to where they’re going, dragging their signs and flyers and friends and tripping along their way. They form a fast-rushing stream that seems neverending, a thousand faces like so many white-capped waves.

I start to worry about what’ll happen when we get out of the car, because it’s just the six of us right now. Will we be swept into the flow, and drown?

Hamlin thumps the steering wheel, mutters something that sounds like “Is this even worth it?”

But it’s already been decided. I was in the Panther office last week when Leroy Jackson and some other guys were arguing about whether or not the Panthers should have a presence at the Democratic National Convention.

“There’s no place for us there.”

“We gotta take a stand against the war.”

“It’s a white protest. They don’t care about us at all.”

“We need all the allies we can get.”

Leroy, who’s in charge, decided that it would be worth sending people to the protest, partly to sell copies of The Black Panther, our community newspaper, but mainly just to be a presence in the crowd. I really hope the others get here soon.

“We’ll be okay,” I say out loud. Maybe I’m answering Hamlin. Maybe I’m reassuring the girls. Emmalee’s fingers still grip my locked fist.

Hamlin glances at us. “Yeah. Just stick together,” he says. “No matter what happens.”

“We will.” He doesn’t need to tell us. It’s how we survive.

I’m still amazed that the girls and I are being allowed to come along. We’re assigned to help Hamlin and the guys set up, and then we’re supposed to leave, but I’m planning to stay as long as possible. At least long enough to hear Bobby Seale speak.

“What time does Bobby come onstage?” I ask. Now that the silence is broken, it’s going to be hard for me to keep my mouth shut. Talking stops me from thinking, and when my thoughts are all about how I hope I don’t die today, that’s probably a good thing.

“Sometime this afternoon,” Hamlin answers. “He’s flying in from Oakland now.”

Emmalee stirs a little. She wants to meet Bobby too, I know. She likes reading his writings, almost as much as she likes reading Huey’s. Huey Newton and Bobby Seale are the Black Panther Party founders. Huey is the Panthers’ minister of defense and Bobby’s the general chairman of the party, which was started in Oakland, California, but stretches across the whole country now.

“Is Bobby coming to the office later too? I can’t wait to see him in person,” I blurt. “I want to hear him speak up close. It’s so exciting.”

“Yeah,” Hamlin says. He’s all cool about it because he’s met Bobby in person lots of times. Hamlin had been out in Oakland for the past few months, learning about how the Panthers operate out there, and came back to help get the Chicago chapter up and running smoothly. So far, so good.

“How much farther?” I ask. The truck has moved less than half a block in the whole time we’ve been talking.

“I don’t know,” Hamlin says. “Might be as close as we’re gonna get.”

Raheem knocks on the back window. “We can hoof it from here,” he calls. “This is taking forever.”

Hamlin tosses him a thumbs-up and begins a several-minutes-long ease over to the right-hand side of the street.

We’re closer to the center of things now. Through the gaps between the buildings, the crowd teems. From our slight distance their heads bob in a small swirling mass. The chanting and roaring rolls toward us in waves. Up close will be . . . I still don’t know what it’ll be like, just that I have some wrong feeling about it all.

“Okay, girls,” Hamlin says as the tires skim the curb.

Patrice levers open the door and we pile out onto the sidewalk. We stand at the edge while Raheem and Gumbo unload the boxes, pausing every couple of minutes to let Hamlin roll the truck forward with traffic. Raheem stands in the back handing boxes down and Gumbo’s on the street with us, stacking them on the hand truck they borrowed from someone’s job.

When the hand truck is full, what’s left in the pickup’s bed are some loose bags and the Black Panther Party banner we’ll be carrying. Raheem starts handing things to us.

Emmalee slings all the cloth bags over her shoulders. She looks like a horse with saddlebags out of some cowboy picture. Patrice and I kind of laugh.

“What?” she says.

“Nothing.” Patrice grins, all sweet and innocent. Emmalee narrows her eyes, not a bit fooled. We’ve been friends too long for any kind of wool to be pulled.

“Neigh. Neeeeeigh.” I paw the ground with my toe. Patrice busts up. Emmalee glares.

Then Raheem hands down the tall poles we’re gonna use to hang up the banner. Patrice takes them in her hands, straightens up, and turns real serious all of a sudden. It’s like—zap—called up for duty.

Emmalee gets in on the joke. “Spear carrier,” she whispers. Patrice’s mouth twitches, but she holds the smile off, makes a fierce warrior face instead.

“Aieee.” She pounds the poles on the ground.

Laughing lets the nervous ache in my stomach ease up for a second. Maybe we all feel the same, ’cause for a minute we get to grinning.

Raheem jumps down from the truck bed and dumps the banner into my arms. It’s heavier than I expected. I clutch it tight, nearly bending forward under the weight of it, and wait for the girls to make a joke on me. But they’re staring at something behind me, and they aren’t smiling anymore.

A clump of policemen—six, no, eight—marches along the sidewalk, right toward us. They’re half a block away, but their presence pushes out around them like a cloud. Clad in their pale blue shirts with helmets to match. Batons dangling from their belts like little warning flags.



CHAPTER 3


    THE POLICE BRUSH BY US WITHOUT stopping. Seeing them gives me a chill, all the same. I try to shake the cold feeling, to get brave inside, but I can’t. Where there are cops, there’s trouble. Never fails.

Just last week, a pair of cops blipped their siren at us for crossing on the red. Jumped out of the car and started yelling. Came over to us. We stood shaking in the crosswalk, thought we were goners for sure. But they just shouted awhile. Laughed at Emmalee’s “pickaninny tears.” That’s what they called it.

I see cops, and I can’t help but think about the worse things too. My friend Bucky getting beat with a baton on the street right in front of me. That was six months ago, but I still wake up some mornings thinking about how broken they made him look. How small.

Senseless things. Once, when I was little, Raheem was walking me home from school and he was doing this airplane thing with his arms to make me laugh. Raheem was little, too—maybe eleven—but already kind of tall, with long arms, which was why it was funny watching him zoom around. He tripped on a sidewalk crack and stumbled, caught his balance by leaning his hands and belly against the side of a parked sedan. Cop came up out of nowhere, accused Raheem of trying to steal the car. Got the handcuffs out and everything. A white man came out of a store just then. Didn’t even say nothing, but didn’t move along, either. He stood there watching, and the cop backed off. I didn’t recognize the white man, didn’t know what he was doing down in the neighborhood, but now I know him being there, seeing it, might have been all that saved Raheem from getting scooped up. Act of God or something. After the cop left, Raheem picked me up and hugged me and made me promise never to tell anyone. He acted like it was a one-time thing, a secret. But I learned the lesson good that day: In the neighborhood, you always got to be on your toes.

When the cops are past, when the moment is over, I look toward Raheem. Feeling glad he’s here today, which is all that matters. Today. Like he says sometimes—there’s a lot of “what if” in our lives; doesn’t do any good to dwell on it.

“We’ll go down to the corner and wait for you,” Raheem says through the truck window.

Hamlin shakes his head. “Don’t wait. No idea how long I’ll be.”

“Look for us by the stage.” Raheem slaps the open window. “Hopefully we can get the banner up quick. That’ll help.”

We start moving toward the demonstration. “Pigs are out in force,” Gumbo murmurs as we walk.

He’s right. Cops everywhere, lining the edges of the park around where the protesters have begun to gather. Seeing them in their straight, cold, black-and-blue rows—the only familiar sight before me—sends a shiver across my back. We’ll have to cross through in order to join the protesters behind them. Usually, behind the police is the place I want to get to, but nothing back there seems comforting. I can’t see a single hint of brown skin anywhere, except ours.

Emmalee works her fingers into the crook of my arm and pulls closer. I figure she’s thinking the same thing as me, that we’ve never seen so many white faces all in one place before. Except maybe from a distance, or maybe on TV. Leroy promised us the people in the crowd are our allies, but it still feels strange walking into them.

We shift toward a gap in the police barricades. The officers are lined up in double rows. I look at the crowd, and I look at the stern-faced cops. I don’t understand why there are so many, because everyone here is white. It makes me scared, scared that they’ve been waiting for us.

I feel all their eyes on us as we get closer. Little round helmets. Chubby cheeks. Pigs, I think, trying to calm myself down. It doesn’t really work.

A rippling banner posted high on one of the buildings says: WELCOME, DEMOCRATIC NATIONAL CONVENTION DELEGATES. It’s signed by Richard J. Daley, the mayor of Chicago. King of the pigs, Raheem would say.

As if he knows what I’m thinking, Raheem chuckles low. The it’s-not-really-funny kind of laugh. “Pigs on parade. Dick Daley done himself proud.”

“Shh.” I don’t want anyone to hear him. The police are all on Daley’s side. If the mayor orders them to kill us, they will. He’s tried it before.

Raheem cuts his gaze down to me. “Hey. You remember what I told you?”

“I remember.”

At home this morning, Raheem had made me promise that whatever happened, the girls and me wouldn’t stay in the park after dark. He’d said it first thing when he woke me up, right into my face, like he already knew I was going to defy him and stay past when we were supposed to.

“I want to hear Bobby,” I told him.

“That’s still daylight. You leave right after,” he said. “Promise me.”

“I promise.”

“There’s pigs all over that joint,” he added. “Stuff tends to happen when the sun goes down.”

Rumors travel fast, breathed from one person to another like germs. There’d been trouble in the park last night, and everyone was already on edge.

I sucked my teeth at him. “Whoever heard of a white-people riot?”

Raheem looked at me slantwise. “These cats shake it up,” he said. “Remember Columbia? They tried to take over the damn college.”

“Yeah.”

“They be stunting things we couldn’t get away with in a million years.”

I shrugged. “We’re going to their demonstration for a reason. We all want the same things.”

“They’re protesting a war abroad; we’re fighting a war right here. They’re trying to keep out of uniform; we’re already on the front lines.”

He held my shoulders. “Listen. Don’t let nobody white talk you into doing nothing. You hear me? They got no fear. When the law comes down, it comes down on us.”

I don’t like the feeling it gives me, thinking about that.
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“Maxie.” Patrice huddles close to me. “What are we doing here?” She’s clutching the banner poles so tight her knuckles are pale.

“Shh,” I whisper. “It’s going to be okay.” Even though I’m not so sure of that myself.

Patrice glances over her shoulder, releases a tiny, desperate sigh. I don’t have to look to know. The edge of the crowd is somewhere far behind us. We’ve disappeared into the middle. Nothing but people, pressed close and jumping, rocking, chanting. I’m surrounded by the chests and shoulders of people taller than me, trying to forge a path through them. All I see are vests and beads, jeans and belts, cutoff shirtsleeves, scruffy beards. Lots of long, straight hair. All I can breathe is the scent of people sweating, the occasional sweet whiff of smoke.

“Excuse us,” I call out.

A large blond man looks down at me. Clear blue eyes, like surface of a pool. His gaze catches mine, makes me nervous. Then he steps aside an inch, which is about all he has to offer.

“Thanks.” I barely breathe the word. Shove Patrice through the small opening first and drag Emmalee through behind me. Our feet tangle with the thick layers of paper and trash littering the ground.

Raheem steers us toward a thin spot in the crowd, as close to the stage as we can get. “Let’s set up here,” he says, kicking aside some discarded food sacks to make room for our boxes.

Emmalee sets down her bags and starts unfolding the banner from my arms. Patrice struggles to angle the poles down without hitting anyone.

“Watch out,” Gumbo says. “We’ll do it.”

“We can help,” I say, but he lifts the banner from my arms, letting it loop toward the ground. Raheem leaves an opened box and takes the poles from Patrice.

My arms have been sweating under the thick fabric. The sudden breeze on my skin is refreshing, but leaves me with a bit of a chill. Now there’s nothing at all between me and the crowd. I can feel them jostling, feel them breathing. They smell strange, sound strange. Their energy is all up in the air above us, slightly floating, slightly pressing down.

The guys are tall enough to heft the banner onto the poles. They tug on it and the fabric snaps tautly into place. It reads THE BLACK PANTHER PARTY with the sprawling cat logo underneath.

They twist and twist until the poles sink into the grass, still dewy with morning mist.

“That’ll do,” Gumbo says.

“Now what?” Patrice is nervous. She keeps shifting her hand from one hip to the other, like she does on test days at school.

“Stand by the pole,” Raheem says. “Don’t let anyone knock it over.”

“That’s it?” Emmalee says. “We came all this way to stand by a pole?”

Raheem shrugs. “Someone’s got to do it. It’s better than having to hold it up all day.”

“Not much,” I say. But we do it. We form a little triangle around the pole on Gumbo’s end, our backs to it, with our shoulders touching on each side. Patrice takes my hand, so I take Emmalee’s too. The three of us together, facing the world. It should be okay, as long as we have each other.

But when I look around, all I feel is surrounded.



CHAPTER 4


THE SUN IS BEATING LIKE SOME KIND OF cruel oven. Trying to cook us, trying to sweat us out. Every crease of my body is damp. I open my elbows over and over, trying to feel a breeze. The air is thick and still.

A man I used to know, one of Mama’s, always called these the dog days. Don’t know what it ever meant, but it feels true. Working like a dog. Sweating like a dog. No kinda choice about nothing, like a dog.

We’ve been standing by the pole all morning. Watching the guys move around us, hawking the paper and talking to people in the crowd. Now they’ve drifted away, closer to the stage, leaving us unprotected.

The protesters are screaming, chanting, shaking their signs. “Hey, hey, LBJ—How many kids did you kill today?” There’s nothing good in the tone of things. Their spitting, hissing rage spills out over everything. Every bit of their movement leaves me feeling further and further away. There’s a feeling in the air that wants into me, but I’m holding it at bay.

I try to hold myself above it, and I start to feel like I’m floating. Floating on a sea of white faces and colorful signs. I try to read them as they bump along over the heads of the crowd.

The big HHH stands for Hubert Horatio Humphrey, vice president of the United States, trying to move up a slot in the next election. Many more signs bear the huge face of Gene McCarthy, another candidate. The McCarthy fans seem to be everywhere. Half the time they’re just shouting his name. “Mc-Car-thy! Mc-Car-thy!”

Plenty of posters scream END THE WAR IN VIETNAM. Because that’s what everyone wants. Everyone except the Washington dogs, Raheem says. Our cousins went over. One of them died. Lots of brothers from the neighborhood too. Some we liked, some we didn’t, but in the end it was all-around bad no matter what the score was personally. It scares me to think that Raheem could be next. He turns eighteen in a couple of weeks. His name will go into the draft, and if his number comes up he’ll have to go fight. I can barely allow myself to imagine how that would feel.

The protesters bob and sway. I float. “Peace now, peace forever!” some guy shouts. The chant swells and crashes like a wave against rocks.

I start to feel an itch under my skin. It makes me want to move, to grab a sign and start screaming to match the energy around me. I eye the box of newspapers sitting open beside us. We aren’t supposed to be selling the paper ourselves—that’s a job reserved for the older, full-on Panthers—but we’re the only ones near the banner right now, and the papers are just sitting there.

I pull one out of the box and set it on top to serve as a display. People want to see what they’re buying. I’d be a good saleswoman, I know. Better than some of the stiffs I’ve seen trying to hawk the paper around the neighborhood. I’m good at math—not like you really need to be to hold on to a bunch of quarters—plus, no one knows The Black Panther better than me. I’ve seen every issue of the paper since they first started coming around in Chicago. I’ve studied all the pictures and looked at every article. Even though I had to let Emmalee read out loud to me when the letters moved on the page, I remember every word. I even bought copies of three different issues myself, when there were poems published that I liked best and I could get the twenty-five cents together.

I pull another copy from the box and hold it up. “The Black Panther community newspaper, twenty-five cents. Get your Black Panther here,” I call out.

“Maxie,” Patrice hisses. “What are you doing?”

“It’s okay,” I tell her. She looks worried anyway. People get arrested when they’re selling sometimes. It’s not illegal, but it’s one of the ways the cops like to bother us.

“Don’t,” Patrice says. “You’ll get us in trouble.” I’m not sure if she means in trouble with the Panthers or the cops, but I’m not worried. The guys have been selling all morning, and nothing’s happened.

“The Black Panther,” I say.

“Maxie!” Emmalee eyes the crowd. “Be careful. You never know who’s a cop.” A little while ago, Hamlin came by and warned us that there might be plainclothes officers hiding in the crowd. Local cops or even the FBI. Keeping an eye on things . . . and people.

“Get your Black Panther here,” I call again. No one really seems to notice. They’re too busy chanting and cheering.

The convention is all about who’s going to be picked to run for president. Raheem says it’s six one way, half a dozen the other, which basically means it doesn’t matter much. A white president is a white president and none of them would really look out for black folk after the voting is done. The only one we had any hope about was Robert F. Kennedy, but someone shot him dead right when it looked like he might go all the way to the White House.

Dr. King, dead. RFK, dead. It gets to be too much sometimes, hoping after things that keep getting snatched away. I don’t know if the war is ever going to end, the one that’s far away or the one that’s here and up close. All I know is, I’m going to be part of the fight.

“The Black Panther community newspaper,” I call into the crowd.

Their screaming swells louder, a great surge of voices. Something’s happened. I can’t see far enough to know exactly what. My heart beats hard, but I don’t let myself be scared. I’m going to be a Panther soon, and Panthers don’t get scared. Panthers always stand up.

I notice several other Panthers approaching. They’ve started to arrive. Black berets bobbing among the crowd. Sweat sheen on their skin, like mine. Like everyone’s. I’m glad to see them out there. Nothing can touch us, as long as they’re nearby.

“I want to go home,” Patrice says. “Let’s go.”

“No,” I say. “We’re not done.” There are papers to sell, things to see. And usually when I hang around long enough, someone sees me and puts me to work.

Emmalee’s on my side. “This is weird, but kind of neat,” she says, eyes wide as anything. “We should stay.”

We have to stay. Bobby Seale’s coming. It’s not the only reason to stay, but I can’t put my finger on the other thing.
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The heat of the day grows thicker, and the crowd near the stage thins somewhat as people shift in and out of their places. A lull falls over things, a respite from the shouting voices coming out of the stage speakers. After hours of it, their words are a blur, variations on “End the war” and “Vote McCarthy.” When the speakers hum, empty, for the first time all day I feel like I can actually breathe.

Two blond girls in flowing skirts go running by me. The skirts stir the air around my display copy of the paper and send its pages floating to the ground.

I crouch down to scoop them up, and suddenly my hands aren’t the only ones reaching to straighten the mess. Boy hands. Hands I know. I follow the line of the leather jacket sleeve, up his shoulders to his face.

“Sam.”

“Hi,” he says, handing me the loose papers.

We stand up, and to avoid looking at him I make a point of lining the pages up all neat on the box top and picking off the blades of grass that linger.

“Hi.” I don’t know what to make of his sudden appearance. Things haven’t been good for a while now. To get into it all again . . . just the thought makes me tired. “What do you want?”

Sam rolls his shoulders around inside his jacket. It still hangs too wide and heavy on his shoulders, and it must be ridiculously hot. But it’s Steve’s jacket. I haven’t seen Sam without it in all the three months since Steve, his brother, got shot and died. It has a dark X of tape patching the hole where one of the bullets went through it. Morbid, it seems to me. I don’t like to see Sam in it. It gets between us in a way, a leather wall I don’t want to get close to, can’t ever cross. Sam hides behind it, just the same, and I guess that’s what went wrong with us.

“Leroy sent me.”

Relief. Disappointment. They hit at the same time. I cross my arms. “And?”

“He wants you and the girls to come over to the stage.”

“Now? What for?” We’d have to leave the banner unattended.

“He’s going to speak soon and he wants more folks on hand to sell the paper.”

“Fine, we’ll come now. Why’d he send you?” I give him the look that says we’re over, just in case one of us needs reminding. I catch occasional glimpses of the stage area from here; maybe a dozen Panthers mill around there. Figures, out of all of them, Leroy would pick my ex-boyfriend to carry his message.

Sam rolls his shoulders again. “Leroy always thinks he knows best, right?”

“Tell him to mind his own business.” I say it kind of snotty. Leroy’s second only to Fred Hampton as Chicago chapter leader, so I wouldn’t have said anything of the kind to his face, but Sam needs to know where I stand with things.

“I can help you with the papers,” he says, grabbing for a box still full of newspapers.

“Fine, since you’re going anyway. I’ll get the girls and meet you over there.”

Never mind that Emmalee and Patrice are standing five feet from us. But they’re looking every which way and acting right, like they haven’t heard everything we’ve been saying.

“I guess so,” Sam says. “See you.”

As he backs away, I can see it in his eyes, the way he’s drifting. I will myself not to care.



CHAPTER 5


    OUT FROM UNDER THE PANTHER BANNER, everything feels different. We cluster together, an armful of papers each. I wish we had the Panther jackets, or at least the berets, to let people know we aren’t just here on our own. We squeeze on through, but without the larger guys and the bulky stuff to force a path for us it’s harder. Emmalee is cute and polite so we put her to go through first, but more than once someone does a bit of a double take and frowns, the way you might look at a stain on a nice clean tablecloth when you’re not sure how it got there. A girl my own height shrugs away as I slide past her, like she doesn’t want my skin to touch hers. I want to tell her that black don’t rub off, but by the time I blurt it out, she’s already found some distance from me. Patrice smacks my arm, and I know it means watch your mouth. It’s always been kind of a problem.

Leroy’s already speaking before we get close enough to see him. His voice echoes out over the crowd.

“The Black Panther Party stands in solidarity with the anti-war movement,” he’s saying. “Will you stand with us in return? We are fighting a war here in our own land. In our own black communities. A fight that is being waged by black citizens and white citizens alike in this nationwide movement for civil rights.”
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