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There are two very important women in my life. I want to honor them both here.


That said, I dedicate this book to the memory of my mother, who taught me to have faith in God, to be a man, and to stand up and stand firm when being confronted.


I would also like to dedicate this book to my wife, Yolanda.


Yolanda, without you, I have no idea where I would be in this world. Marrying and starting a family with you returned me to the path my mom had taught me to walk. Before you came along, I was drifting through life without a purpose or goal. A wild streak had taken over me, and who knows what sort of trouble I may have found. I thank God for his grace in keeping me safe and leading me to you, the beautiful woman who would give me a reason to live responsibly and find direction. Yolanda, you and I are one, and while we may drive each other crazy at times, you always know what is right and help keep me straight along the way. You have always wanted the best for me, and I want the same for you. I love you.
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PROLOGUE



THE RIFLE


ONE DAY in 2018 as I was perusing my social networks, I saw a post from a friend of mine with a photo of his son shooting a rifle. It was an AR-15 type rifle, but with more bells and whistles than the standard model. By 2018 my kids were grown, and I finally had time to participate in a few personal activities that had fallen by the wayside while the children were growing up. Rifles have meant a lot to me in life. I was in the military for nearly seven years. Most importantly, I was on the JROTC rifle team in high school. JROTC in many ways changed my life in high school and greatly influenced the trajectory of the sort of young man I would become. So it would not have been a surprise to anyone who knew me that I was interested in obtaining a rifle similar to the one in my friend’s photo. The problem was where exactly to find one with all those trimmings. I sent my friend a message asking where he got the rifle. His reply told me that he had essentially built it himself. He had bought a basic semiautomatic rifle and added the components to make it into the version he’d given his son. I asked some of my friends who were knowledgeable about guns, and they told me that even though I could purchase a basic AR-15 type rifle at Walmart and modify it, I shouldn’t go that route.


“No, no. You need to buy one at the gun show when it comes to town in Greensboro,” one friend told me. “They’ll have what you want—and for a good price.”


I was excited. I started saving my money to go to a gun show and purchase a rifle for myself.


“Greensboro City Council to cancel annual gun show,” I heard as I listened to the news one winter morning that same year. I was getting ready for work, but the alarm on my personal antenna immediately began to vibrate. I had been planning to buy a gun at this very show. Then my political antenna went active as I heard the reason behind the push to cancel the show.


On February 14, just weeks before, a disturbed young man had killed seventeen students at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. He’d murdered them in a mass shooting with an AR-15 type rifle. Now the Greensboro City Council proposed that Greensboro cancel our upcoming gun show. They would do this as a “response” to the Parkland shootings.


I was upset. No, I was furious. What did the action of a depraved shooter three states away have to do with me wanting to buy a rifle? Nothing! I had by this time become a proud defender of our Constitution, including the Second Amendment, our right to bear arms. I was a law-abiding man who was looking forward to purchasing a rifle at a gun show. I drove to work that day frustrated as I thought about the leftist gun control narrative that had now come to my hometown. Of course I felt awful about the lives lost in Florida. But I felt I was being punished for the actions of a criminal.


I did what I often do these days. I made my feelings known with a post on social media. In the timeline of replies to my post, someone noted that the city council did not have the lawful authority to cancel the gun show; only the Greensboro Coliseum director could make that decision. I was relieved. I presumed that the gun show would go on as planned because the coliseum would not want to lose the money from hosting it.


But the city council would not let the matter go. By this time, the city attorney had made it clear that the city council could not cancel the show without expensive repercussions. They didn’t seem to care and continued to push the issue. They decided to hold a meeting to discuss “gun violence.” I heard about this meeting the same way I first heard about the gun show controversy—while watching the news before work. The meeting was to be held that very evening, at 5:30 p.m.


My frustration rose once again. I was familiar with anti-gun political rhetoric. I knew what was about to happen. The school shooting in Parkland, Florida, had given the left another talking point, another emotional means to use the violence perpetrated by criminals and the criminally insane to push for getting rid of all guns. I suspected that the meeting that evening would be packed, most likely by college-aged activists. I imagined them giving speeches about the fears of gun violence in their schools. I knew the whole point of the hearing was to sway the coliseum director to cancel our local gun show.


“You need to go to that meeting,” I thought to myself.


I went to work, still thinking about the meeting. I talked to my coworkers about it. I told anyone who would listen what I thought was going to happen that evening.


“I need to get to that meeting,” I kept saying to myself.


But I had to work till 4:30 p.m., and the 5:30 meeting would be packed. I wrestled in my spirit. I felt I needed to attend. Yet at the same time something inside was holding me back.


Was it fear that I felt? Was I scared to stand up for my beliefs?


I pondered the question, but finally I came to the inevitable conclusion: I would be a hypocrite if I did not attend. How could I stay away from a vital meeting in my own community and say I cared about gun rights? I had to represent my beliefs and stand with those who believe in the Second Amendment.


I continued to be preoccupied with the meeting during every free moment of my workday. If I went, what would I do? I could just attend, as a presence. Should I say anything? What would I say? I had no time to prepare a speech. But shouldn’t I say something? Make a point, at least? What would make the most impact?


At one point when I thought aloud about my decision, a friend of mine said, “What does it matter? All you can do is talk. Those people are going to do whatever they want to do, and there’s nothing you can change about it.”


I knew there was a measure of truth in what he said. Talking might change nothing. He might have been right about the short term,, but he was wrong about the power of sticking to one’s ideals and articulating the reasons why.


I looked at him and said, “Just talk? You know the American Revolution didn’t start with that shot heard ’round the world. It started with talking, with someone asking, ‘Why can’t we be free?’”


I walked away from my friend and went straight to the restroom. I closed the door, looked at my reflection in the mirror. “You have to go to that meeting,” I told myself. “You don’t have to say anything, but you have to go stand in that room. You have to be counted as one of those who support that gun show. You need to go, Mark. Because there will be someone there speaking up for the right to hold that gun show, and you ought to be there to support them.”


I took a long breath. It was settled. I was going to that meeting.


I left work, went home to quickly grab a bite to eat, told my wife where I was going and headed to the city council meeting.


I was nervous as I drove downtown. At this point, I was not a stranger to expressing myself on political matters. Yet this was different. I wasn’t talking to my conservative friends or posting opinions online to those who already agreed with me. This wouldn’t be sitting in the comfort of my home, typing political commentary from behind the safety of a screen. As I drove, I wondered just how fiery the meeting might get. I was sure there would be arguing, fighting with words like cats and dogs.


As I arrived, I took a seat among all the other citizens there. I listened to several people speak, all in support of gun control, most attempting to draw bogus connections between legal gun ownership and crime and violence and failing spectacularly. Someone would finish and I would think, “That is the stupidest thing that I’ve ever heard.” Then that individual would sit down, and another person would speak, and I would think, “No, that is the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” Then up popped another making a flawed, nonsensical argument, and I thought, “No, this must be some type of stupid contest because now that’s the stupidest thing that I’ve ever heard.”


This meeting was supposed to discuss gun violence in relation to whether the city ought to host a gun show, but people kept saying things that had nothing to do with the subject. No one had given a good reason why the show shouldn’t take place, or why thousands of peoples’ rights should be infringed.


There was a lot of talk about this minority, and that minority, and this cause, and that cause. But nothing addressed the rights of the huge majority of law-abiding citizens in our city. Then, a young man stood up in front of the whole city council, in front of all those cameras and people, to give his speech.


Right in the middle of his speech he blurted out, “We all know that men who have big Glocks have … small brains.”


There it was. The ultimate stupidity. And it was a vulgar stupidity at that. He had just made a quasi-dirty joke right in the middle of a serious city council meeting discussing important issues for American citizens. I looked over at the council members, expecting them to at least suggest he tone it down. No one said anything.


This was turning into a clown show.


My frustration rose to a new level. I turned in my chair and let out an audible sigh of disgust. The young woman next to me glanced at me. I suspect she was wondering, “What is wrong with this man?”


I thought to myself, “I don’t care if I have to push the guards out of the way, I am going to say something.” I got up and stormed toward the man in charge of the order of speakers. I asked him if it was too late to sign up to speak. He said that it was not. So I signed up. The courier carried it up to the mayor and I went to get in line.


As I stood in line, I thought to myself, “Well, you’ve done it now … you signed yourself up. What are you going to say to these people?”


I had no idea what I was going to say. I stepped up closer in the line. I had my beliefs, but I had planned nothing. I stepped up to the podium. What had I gotten myself into?


Then something came over me.


Perhaps it was my conscience taking charge, or something beyond me, some other force greater than my fear. I heard myself saying, “Just be yourself, and I’ll do the rest.”


I calmed my spirit for a moment. The mayor gazed at me. Her look felt condescending and patronizing. I could almost sense her thinking, “This is a black man; he is going to be on our side.”


Her face, with that demeaning, belittling expression—a look I knew well from years of enduring it from so many—is the last thing I remember seeing before I began to speak.


I had not come prepared, true, but in a greater sense I knew exactly what I was doing. I was speaking up for everyone who just wanted to be a law-abiding citizen of the United States. Everyone who wished to enjoy their God-given rights and be left alone to do it.


I stepped to the microphone—and made the speech that changed my life.
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THE LITTLE RED HOUSE


IT STARTED out as a normal day in college. I went to class expecting the usual routine. But that day, the professor said we would do something out of the ordinary. We were going to play a game. I knew what was about to happen. I had heard people talk about this classroom exercise. We proceeded to move the tables and chairs out of the way. Then the professor asked us to stand against the wall on one side of the room.


She explained, “I will ask you a series of questions. For each question you answer with a ‘yes,’ you will take a certain number of steps forward. I’ll tell you how many. Does everyone understand?”


I stood firm against the wall and looked around at the students. Everyone else nodded and the game began. The professor asked her first question: “Did you grow up in a household with two parents? If so, take one step forward.”


Some students moved forward one step. Some students did not. I continued to stand against the wall. She asked the next question: “Did you attend a private school? If so, please take three steps forward.”


Some of my classmates took those three steps forward while some stayed in place. The game continued with questions about situations we might or might not have had the opportunity to experience as children. Finally, the game ended as she asked those ahead of everyone else to turn and look at those behind. They did so.


“This,” she said, “is what privilege looks like. Your privilege. Oftentimes, this is what white privilege looks like.”


How many steps forward did I take? Not one. I was still leaning on that wall. The professor looked at me and laughed. “You didn’t move at all. You didn’t do any of these things?” she asked.


I responded, “It’s not that I didn’t do any of this stuff. I am just not going to play this game.”


“Why not?” the professor asked. My response seemed to have surprised her. She may never have had anyone refuse to play along with the game. But I was not the typical college student. I was a grown man in my forties, as old as or even older than some of my professors. Most of the students in my class seemed to be mere kids to me.


“I am going to be honest with you,” I began. “This is the stupidest thing I’ve seen in a long time. How can you say those people across the room are privileged just because they did all those things? Let me tell you about my childhood. I grew up in a little ramshackle, rat-infested house with a father who beat my mother, and we were dirt poor. But living in that house and in poverty, I learned more than I ever could have in a private school or on a private jet going to Europe.”


I could tell that she, along with the rest of the class, didn’t know what to make of my conclusion about her game. But that didn’t stop me. I continued, “Let me tell you something. Those folks across the room are nowhere near as smart as I am. You know how I know? Because they were foolish enough to play this game. I was not. If they had lived like I have lived, they would have known the same thing that I know. It is not about where you come from; it is about where you end up. And being aware of that simple fact is the reason I stood against this wall and refused to be involved in this farce. Because that is exactly what this is. It is a farce.”


I consider this a rule to live by. Where you come from is important, but it does not hold dominion over you. Human beings are endowed with free will and a God-given conscience. You determine where you end up.
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My name is Mark Keith Robinson. I was born August 18, 1968, to Eva Mae Robinson and Dayson Johnelle Robinson at L. Richardson Memorial Hospital in Greensboro, North Carolina. I am one of ten children born to my mother, who was married twice. She had five children with her first husband. After they divorced, she married my father, a man much, much older than she was. She then had five children with him. I was the fourth of those five.


Early in my life, my three older siblings—Michael, Alice, Tony—and I were removed from our home and placed into foster care. My younger sister Gracia had not yet been born. I do not have any memories of this time, but my sister Alice tells me that Tony and I ended up in a good situation with a loving Christian woman. Michael and Alice were not so fortunate. They were placed in a home with a woman who was not very kind to them, and the woman’s son was particularly mean to Michael. Alice lived in a virtual horror show. I’ve heard from my siblings some of the details of why we were removed from home, but I’m still not quite sure of the reasons. Yet looking back, I am sure there were several contributing factors, some of which I’ll detail in a moment. Thankfully, we did not spend a huge amount of time in the foster system, and we were reunited.


That is where my real memory—and my life—begins.


I love Greensboro, North Carolina. My love for the place is part nostalgia, and part because Greensboro is a great city to live in today. It is medium-sized. I like to visit big cities, but I don’t want to live in a gigantic metropolis. Greensboro is just the right size. It’s a perfect mix between big city and small town. It’s a town built upon the rolling hills of the North Carolina Piedmont. There are vistas and valleys. It’s a town built on railroads and textile mills. The railroad tracks still divide and define it. The people are friendly. It’s got enough to keep your attention, but not enough to overwhelm you. Plus, it’s where my heart is.


I drive through Greensboro, and each and every part of town sparks memories. That’s why I stay. Sometimes I get up on a Saturday morning or a day that I’m off, and I’ll either go chase trains—I’ll explain about that later—or I’ll drive through my old neighborhood, the place where I grew up. Just the other day, my wife was test-driving a car. After she tried it out, I took the wheel and drove along without much of a plan. Wouldn’t you know it, within minutes we ended up at 409 Dudley Street, where I spent my teenage years, across from the University of North Carolina Agriculture and Technical University—NC A&T. My hands and heart just seem to have guided me there, as they always do. But we had to get back to the lot, so I turned around. I could have kept going down Dudley Street. East on Gorrell. Past St. Stephen Church. Past Law.


To Logan Street.


To the little red house with the dirt yard.


To a place that now exists only in my mind, and in the recollections of my siblings.


Now there is just a bare lot. The house is long gone.


But back then the little red house on Logan Street was all the world to me.


This was a black section of town. We were quite poor. That’s obvious to me, looking back. Yet at the time, my neighborhood was a place of mystery and wonder. Somehow, I always imagine it in the fall with leaves whipping around, the chimney fires burning, the smell of woodsmoke in the air. I picture my brothers and me walking from Windsor Community Center, or the St. Mary’s School playground, with the sunset throwing long shadows before us as we head home.


Today the area is residential. This wasn’t always the case. Along with an abundance of small houses, there were shops and places of business in the neighborhood in the 1970s. There were two stores we could walk to. One was called Goodson’s. We went there frequently. The other was across a bridge that went over Highway 29. I didn’t even remember its name. We called it “the store across the bridge.” That was our boundary. Our parents told us never to go past that store. On the other side was a housing project. It formed part of a very bad neighborhood, worse than ours. And directly on the other side of that bridge was a place called the Paradise. From the way the adults talked about it, we children figured there was probably a killing down there every weekend. Bad people hung out at the Paradise. Drug dealers. Pimps and hoods. The legendary Greensboro gambler and drug dealer Slim Goody? He probably was a frequent flyer at the Paradise.


The Paradise loomed across the bridge as a foreboding marker of the bad side of town.


Logan Street was the good side, the familiar side. The neighborhood was filled with characters my siblings and I knew well and constantly discussed. The Glovers lived catty-corner to us. Lamar Glover, who was my friend, had two brothers, Rodney and Roland, who were identical twins. They would walk down the street side by side in lockstep, as if in sync. They constantly finished each other’s sentences. They and Lamar all lived with their grandmother.


Around the corner were the Swans. Nearby lived a man who looked like a black version of the wrestler Dusty Rhodes—which caused my brothers and me to admire him greatly. Beyond him on the street lived an older woman who sat on her porch in a long, old-fashioned dress, looking like Celie from The Color Purple. As I later learned, she ran the “liquor house” in the neighborhood. At the corner lived a fellow we called Precious Man, because he was always complaining about everyone and everything around him. What made him so special, we wondered.


Lamar and I used to climb a big tree in front of my house and sit in the branches, sometimes for hours. The main reason we did this was to talk and joke, but the tree also provided a vantage point. There was a girl in the neighborhood we had a crush on. Her name was Belle Johnson.


Oh, Belle Johnson! Belle Johnson was a high school student and much older than we were. At that point in my life, she was the prettiest girl I’d ever seen. We used to sit in the tree and wait for her to come outside. She drove a Mopar-orange Monte Carlo with a black top. She used to drive that car with her knee while eating an orange of a slightly lighter color than her car. Lamar and I argued about which one of us was going to marry Belle when we grew up. Alas, she moved away and ended up marrying a professional basketball player by the name of Gene Banks who later became a legendary coach.


There were more terrifying neighborhood characters, such as Riser Boy, who was a really threatening-looking dude we saw sometimes, and the more mythological Eat the Bread, who was a child molester who would grab you if you went in the wrong place. There was a drunkard we called Pee Wee because he would stagger around the neighborhood and say, “Pee Wee. Pee Wee,” over and over. I heard about him long before I encountered him—but encounter him I did. I had a bike back then, but my bike didn’t have a chain guard. Once I was riding it and my pants got caught in the chain. Down I went. I was lying on the ground trying to yank my pants out of my chain when I heard, “Peeee Weeeee.” It was like a horror movie. I yanked at my snarled pants, struggled like crazy to work them free, all the while thinking, “Pee Wee’s gonna get me!” I pictured him as an eyeless creature with no teeth.


As I was screaming at the top my lungs, my brother Michael ran up to help. While he was pulling me free, Pee Wee slunk behind us and I watched him walk away.


Just a man. Some poor old drunk. At the time, however, I was sure I’d barely escaped death.


Logan Street is narrow. It barely allows two cars to pass. As I mentioned, the house no longer exists, but the lot is still there. It seems tiny now. The house couldn’t have been much larger than an average suburban living room these days. We had a small garden. My father sometimes grew watermelons in the back. We had no grass except on the edge of the curb by the street. Other than that, the front and back yards were black dirt, which we kept raked. In the very back was the Junk House, where my father kept his tools. It was tiny, at the most five-foot-by-nine, but it seemed huge to us. It was very junky, very dark. We ventured in to frighten ourselves sometimes, but this was the domain of my father.


There was always the smell of cooking—and not just any cooking. What I remember most is the aroma of pinto beans. Even today, the smell of pinto beans simmering on a stove can instantly take me back to those times. That’s the way I remember Logan Street most fondly. I always seem to imagine it in autumn. I remember the smell of a big old pot of pinto beans cooking on a fall afternoon. Outside the day is overcast and chilly, and I would get a whiff of those pinto beans as I walked past the kitchen, out of the warm house, and into the chilly outside air. Once outside I was surrounded by the smell of chimney smoke and the pungent odor of freshly fallen leaves. And I’d take a few steps and hear the crackle of those dried leaves underfoot. Those are the days that I remember.


For me, cereal was pivotal, a big memory from my childhood. The crackle of Frosted Flakes and Captain Crunch can still take me back. And oh, we put sugar on our cereal then, whether it was sweetened or not! My cereals of choice growing up were Frosted Flakes, Captain Crunch, and Quisp, with the alien on the box.


Hot chocolate with buttery toast. Pork chops.


“Biscuits and syrup,” Alice reminds me.


“Yes, and not that Mrs. Butterworth’s garbage,” I might add. “Karo. Pure corn syrup!”


Apple pie.


My mother once baked an apple pie. When it was done she pulled it out of the oven, and my father asked her to slice him a piece. She set it in front of him and my dad took a bite of that lava-hot apple pie. A look of agony came over his face. He spat it out, then angrily slapped the pie across the room. “Damn your apple pie!” he shouted.


Of course he was quite willing to eat my mother’s apple pie once it had cooled.


Sound idyllic? Not always.


While my mother had ten children in total, I grew up accustomed to having five or six of us in the house at one time. Michael, Alice, and Tony were there, and my younger sister Gracia. My sister Debbie was transitional in our lives. While we loved her none the less, she seemed to fade in and out of the home. Eventually she left the Greensboro area, got married, and now lives in Indiana.


My mother and father were both present in the home until my father died. But having a two-parent home did not lead to a balanced, well-adjusted life. My father was an alcoholic, and when he drank he became violent towards my mother. The weekends would roll around, and my father would go to the liquor store and purchase enough for the next few days. He would spend the weekends drunk and abusive. I witnessed unfair fights as my father, who was a very large man, beat my mother. I remember thinking to myself as a child that it simply was not fair that a man as big and muscular as my dad should hit my much smaller mother.


He was strong. I once watched my father pick up a lawnmower with one hand and throw it across the yard. No man should beat a woman, but especially not a man who is that large and strong. My mother was always instructing us to play fair with one another. Yet I watched this unfair fight in which she was forced to engage. Even as a child, I felt the imbalance, the wrongness of it. At an early age, I began to think of the world in terms of what is fair or unfair, right or wrong.


Yet while I believe that there is a definite right or wrong, sometimes what’s needed is to examine a particular situation with understanding and love to arrive at a correct judgement. Intelligence must be applied to questions of justice. My parents are a good example. They were complex people, and their relationship was far from stereotypical. For one thing, my father was at least twenty-four years older than my mother. Dayson Johnelle was born in Charleston, South Carolina, in 1904 (we think), but he lived a lot of his life in Florida before eventually settling down with my mother in North Carolina. We aren’t sure of his history in Florida. My father never talked about it, at least not to us. We know he was in prison at some point, because my mom used to tell us stories about him being “on the chain gang.” My father wore a hearing aid, and my brother Tony says that his hearing was damaged when a sheriff hit him in the side of the head while arresting him. Alice, on the other hand, remembers being told his deafness was caused by gunfire next to his ear.


My cousin George told me that he left Florida because he killed two deputy sheriffs. This would have been after his time in jail, I suppose. He may have had a Native American mother—a Blackfoot Indian, so the story goes—and a half-black, half-Irish father.


None of this is substantiated. I know very little.


According to what we think is his armed forces draft registration card during World War II, he was an employee at a tourist camp in Winter Haven, Florida. The card puts him at forty-four years of age, but his death certificate claims he was born in 1904. It could be he was back-dating the card so he would be past draft age. Nevertheless, by the time I was born in 1968, Dad was either sixty-four or perhaps even several years older than that. Contrast that with my mother, who was forty.


But man, was he ever robust for his age. That lawnmower I saw him throw across the yard? He did that while in his seventies. My father was primarily a carpenter by trade but was generally a whiz at dealing with anything mechanical. He was fast with arithmetic as well. He could look at a column of numbers and quickly add it in his head. That is not a trait I inherited.


Dad could fix anything. He had a side business repairing lawn mowers and appliances. A neighbor of ours, a hardheaded World War II veteran, had brought that lawnmower in for repair. He was a skinny man who walked with a limp. I knew he was a former soldier because I remember him snapping a salute at me and chiding me for not knowing how to return it. Believe me, in the coming years I would learn very well how to return a salute!


My father took one look at the ancient mower and told him it was too old and he should get a new one, but the other fellow was determined: that mower could be fixed. It would be fixed. For some reason, my father agreed to take it on, despite his misgivings. He tried for weeks to get the thing working, but as he’d known from the start, it was beyond repair. Still, he hemmed and hawed about returning it until the old vet came storming into the yard one day demanding his mower back and punctuated this by calling my dad a string of terrible curse words.


I was sitting near a stump in our dirtpack backyard, playing with little green army men and watching as my dad turned with a ballpeen hammer in his hand. Dad told the man to take the mower away with him. The man wouldn’t give up.


“You told me you would fix that mower, and there it is still sitting there. You’re just a—” and the cursing continued.


With a returning string of profanity that might have set my young ears burning had I not heard all the words before, Dad picked up the mower from the bench where he had it—this was a good-sized power mower, but without the push handle attached. He grabbed it by the cowl over the pull cable and flung it across our dirt-paved yard, nearly making it to the fence. The old vet was stunned. He went away with his mower. He was grumbling but did not challenge my father any further. Even in his seventies, Dad was a formidable presence.


My mother, at about five foot, six inches, was not on a physical par with my father but was no shrinking violet herself. For me as a child, she was perfect and perfectly in the right. She would and did fight back when accosted by my father—although it was never a fair fight, as he was simply larger and stronger than she was. Usually, however, their fights were merely verbal. It was when my father drank that he became dangerous.


The truth is, though I have characterized him as an alcoholic at times, I am not entirely sure he was addicted in that way. He drank on weekends and holidays. He didn’t go to work drunk, and he wasn’t drunk during the week. But when he drank, he drank heavily, and the effect was not a good one.


My siblings and I have speculated that it was Dad’s native intelligence and ambitious nature that made him such a bad drunk. He was a very smart man. He was intelligent at a time when black men were not supposed to be intelligent. This no doubt left him continually frustrated. My siblings and I feel that, had he been born into different times, he might have achieved a great deal more. For instance, I often think that if he had been born when I was born, it might be my dad sitting in the North Carolina lieutenant governor’s position instead of me. Maybe he knew this about himself.


He once made Tony and me pairs of wings out of some cardboard. They were for attaching to our backs. Like most things he did, they were well-crafted. He had us go up on the roof of the house and jump off to test them and see if we could glide down. At the time I was more worried about breaking a leg than figuring out if the wings worked, but it’s an example of the imagination and drive of the man, as well as his desire to share this with us, his children. There seemed to be something inside my dad that was supposed to come out that never did. All his frustration did come out when he drank, however, and violence was sometimes the result.


It was that violence that led to Alice, Michael, Tony, and me landing in foster care for those five months, February to June of 1970.


I was too young to remember, but according to my sister Alice and my brother Michael, the feuding between my parents culminated in the worst fight they ever had. My father’s anger and frustration, never far beneath the surface, got the better of him, and he attacked my mother, hitting her in the head with the butt of a gun, and threatened more violence. She called the police on him and fled to her mother’s to protect herself. My father was not generally a danger to us children, at least not in the physical sense (although my brother Michael still bears the scar from the time my father popped him on the head with a can as a punishment for crying too much when a toddler). For the most part, Dad’s wrath was directed at my mother. After my mother left, the police responded to the incident, and my father was taken to jail for a time. We four were put in foster care (my youngest sister Gracia had not yet been born). Thankfully, we did not spend a large amount of time in the foster system—only a few months—and we were reunited on Logan Street in Greensboro. My mother and father reconciled, as they always did throughout the tumultuous years of their marriage, and we all returned.


Again, I know very little about my dad and mother’s relationship. By the time I was old enough to notice such things and try to puzzle them out, my father had died. I don’t even know how the two met. And neither do any of my siblings. Nevertheless, despite the eruptions of violence, they stayed together, and Gracia was born in 1972.


As I mentioned, my sister Alice and brothers Michael and Tony remember foster care very well. My half-sister Debbie was placed along with Alice. All of them hated it. Alice and Michael had absolutely terrible experiences, and my sister had an experience that was quite abusive. Among other instances, her foster mother’s sixteen-year-old granddaughter tied nine-year-old Alice down to a bench naked with belts and hit and violated her with a shoe. Meanwhile, the foster mother would constantly threaten to throw Alice “into the rosebush” if she acted up.


A few years later, Alice’s foster parents came by the house for some reason, and, according to my sister, my father, who had heard about his daughter and stepdaughter’s treatment from Debbie, confronted them with a shotgun and ordered them to leave.


“He’s gonna shoot ’em, gonna shoot ’em!” Alice remembers Debbie shouting with glee.


Ten-year-old Michael too had to endure a smug bully in the form of the son of his foster mother. Years later, when he was in his thirties, Michael learned that the young man had soon after drowned in a pond and, although other foster kids were present, no one tried to save him.


I was placed in the same house with my brother Tony, who was five at the time. We were in a decent place, although Tony did grow homesick and tried to run away to home one day. He only got to the edge of the neighborhood before his foster mother located him. Of course, at the time there was no home to return to. If we had not eventually been reunited, it is hard to say what kind of life I might have had. So much of my own character has its foundation in my relationship with my four full siblings and our life together. Despite our age differences, for many years we were quite an inseparable unit.


The fight between my father and mother that resulted in our family separation may have been the worst, but it was certainly not the last, and I do remember those. Some may believe that witnessing domestic violence in my home would result in one of two outcomes: either I would be abusive as an adult, or I would be fiercely against the use of physical force in any form. However, neither is true. By most definitions, violence has negative connotations. And in most situations, yes, violence is bad. But is violent behavior ever necessary?


At home, I saw when my mom eventually used physical force against my dad. After years of abuse, she knew she had to fight back to protect herself. She responded violently to my father’s abuse, but only as a reaction, to strike back in a very unfair struggle. To defend herself, she found that a form of violent behavior was at times necessary. Her motive was not to injure my father, yet I know he occasionally received physical pain from her retaliation.


Am I implying that violence is the answer to violence? No. But is violence sometimes necessary? Yes. So what’s the difference? The difference is having the wisdom to know when violence is necessary and for what reasons. My mother knew when to use violent physical force. Her motives were not malicious; she was driven by self-preservation. Through my young eyes, I began to see violence as something that just happens, many times unnecessarily, but at other times unavoidably.


My father may have been complicated and frustrated. He may have been disappointed in life. My mother may have reminded him of his own failings; she may even have taunted him with them on occasion. But he should never have used his greater physical strength to harm my mother. I believe that men have this particular responsibility from God, since he gave us greater physical stature. My mother was completely justified in defending herself.


Many today say that violence is never necessary. I disagree. Watching my father beat my mother and seeing my mom fight back for her life taught me that wisdom is always necessary when deciding the moral rightness of using physical force. I pray the day will never come, though I realize it may, when I must exercise that wisdom to protect myself or my own.


Some may ask, did I ever step in to stop my father? The answer is no. Why not? Well, various reasons. Even though I knew it was not fair for my dad to beat my mom, it was the norm in our home. Furthermore, my father was the authority figure in our home. And the truth is, for the most part my mother wanted him to be. Even as a child, I knew there would always be someone to answer to, and in my house that person was my dad. He was the final authority. There were times when my mother struggled to get us to obey; but it only took a stern glance from dad to rein us in. So no, I never intervened. I dared not challenge his authority. I’m a large man these days. Some have even called me imposing (among other things). Keep in mind that my father died when I was twelve. Back then, of course, I was just a little boy. I simply stayed out of the way.


The little red house on Logan Street was a rental. It had four rooms total. There was a living room, a kitchen, and two bedrooms. My parents had one bedroom, and the four of us, later the five of us, had the other bedroom. On the back porch was a washing machine, and we hung clothes on the line to dry. In our bedroom, there was a bunkbed. Alice slept on the top bunk, and Tony on the bottom. Michael had his own bed, and I had a small bed next to Tony’s. We also had a long monstrosity of a dresser we all shared.
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