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  FOREWORD


IYANLA VANZANT

THERE ARE DAYS WHEN MY soul weeps in sorrow over the number of powerful, creative, young Black men who are languishing in jail cells, on corners, or on city stoops and in cluttered backyards, totally unaware of the dynamic and divine power that lies at the center of their being, just wailing to be called forward. Then there are days when my heart breaks into a million pieces as I think about the number of young Black men who have guns and knives and bats in their hands instead of construction tools or paintbrushes or scalpels or pens. As a mother, as a grandmother, as a great-grandmother, I know how many prayers I have sent up into the highest realms to God, the Source, the Creator, the angels, and the ancestors to cover my son, my grandsons, and my great-grandson. I pray for their deliverance from the mislabeling they have received from the world that has diminished, devalued, and dehumanized them.

I pray that they are not permanently scarred in the same way that has limited and restricted the presence and power of so many Black men in the world today. Then there is, as Courtney B. Vance wrote, “the invisible ache” that seethes and festers inside of them, destroying their vision, their hope, their sense of value and worth. I pray that something, nothing short of divine, will intercede when they are burdened by the labels and misperceptions about who they are, who they are not, who they can be, and who they may never become, in a world that is both afraid and dismissive of Black men. Then there is Wallo. He is a native of Philadelphia who sat in my sorrow, who sat in my heartbreak, as I prayed. Without knowing him or that something would take hold of his spirit to guide him, to direct him, to grow him: to heal him and stretch him into the truth of his being.

While he was incarcerated, my prayers landed, without him even knowing I existed. With his mother’s prayers, his grandmother’s prayers, he was “infected” with a vision. I always tell my son that a vision will pull you forward. Wallo had a vision! He committed to writing it down on paper. His commitment to that vision kept his mind free. This meant that the minute his incarceration ended, he was ready to walk that vision into reality.

Wallo didn’t ask permission. He simply stayed true and committed to his vision. He walked it out, taking the knocks and the bumps and the disappointment, probably seasoned with the invisible ache of fear and doubt. Yet, he never stopped walking. He spoke his truth. He turned those truths into videos that touched the ache and the sorrow, the fear and the doubt, in other young Black men who could relate to his story because they too had lived it.

And while using the media devices and tools at his disposal, he learned. And he grew. Most important, he served. Wallo is an answer to the prayer of many mothers and grandmothers. Wallo. He is a living demonstration of the powerful defiance that is required to live beyond the labels and dehumanization that so many young Black men experience. Wallo. Doing “his thing” after serving his time. Wallo. Serving other people, owning his stuff, and growing and healing in the process. Now he shares his story. He shares the steps. He shares how having a vision will pull you beyond anything you have ever done or not done; anything anyone else has said or believed about you.

Wallo is a living, breathing demonstration of the power of a focused mind. This is the same mind that exists in those young men who use guns and violence to demonstrate the pain. Wallo shares about how not to, and what happens when you refuse to allow external forces to diminish or extinguish you. Wallo shares about the value and power of allowing self-validation to grow within you, rather than seeking it externally.

Wallo, I am so proud of you. I am so happy for you. And I decree and declare the sharing of your story. The offering of this book is going to answer the prayers of many mothers and many, many grandmothers. I decree that your focused commitment will restore time and life and truth in the minds, hearts, and souls of other young Black men. You are the truth of our ancestors. Your story is the truth that will remind your brothers in the world that they are the offspring of those who chose to survive and thrive and heal and grow and serve.

Well done, my son.

Well done!

Mama Iyanla






  INTRODUCTION



“The road to hell is paved with good intentions.”

—UNKNOWN



THERE WAS A TIME IN my life when quotes like the one above would mean little to nothing. They were just words written on a folded piece of paper, something you would find inside a stale fortune cookie from a run-down Chinese spot around the way. I could remember hearing phrases like this mumbled under the breath of a few slick-mouthed old heads. “Old head” is a name we call the older dudes, the ones who are usually washed-up and phased out of the game, whether by choice or by force. For the most part, many of them are disgustingly bitter, salty, broken down by their time in the streets, and angry that they never became who they wanted to be. So instead they picked up the sport of hating on the next young, up-and-coming player like it was their full-time career. Those same old heads likely predicted my downfall like some kind of ghetto prophets or more like forgotten hood heroes. Maybe I should’ve taken their hate as a warning that my time was surely coming. Maybe they knew something I didn’t. Either way, the weight of these words had zero effect on me—until they did. And by that time, it was already too late.






1 FIRST DAY OUT


ON THE MORNING OF SATURDAY, February 18, 2017, I walked out of a state prison in Northumberland County, Pennsylvania, as a free man.

Well, not exactly.

Though I physically stood on the other side of the gates of the penitentiary, I am on parole until 2048. Let me break down for y’all what this means.

When you are convicted of a crime and the judge hands down a sentence, you receive a minimum and maximum. The minimum sentence is the time you’re mandated to serve before you can even be considered by the parole board for early release. Your maximum sentence is the most amount of time you have to serve before you have satisfied your debt to society. In 2002, when I was twenty-three years old, I was given an indeterminate sentence of thirteen and a half to twenty-seven years for committing armed robbery. Unlike a determinate, where the sentence a judge gives can’t be reviewed or changed by a parole board or any other agency, because my sentence had a fixed minimum of thirteen and a half, I served fifteen of those years. But when I was granted early release, I agreed to be on parole until 2048. Pennsylvania has this stipulation around parole where the amount of time you get is twice the years of the time served. So, I’m not exactly a “free man.”

That reality was why I could barely feel the crisp air in my all-black Nike sweatsuit and matching black huaraches that my younger brother Troy sent me before I got out. While I was happy to wear clothes that weren’t issued by the state, that day was the scariest of my life. Parole meant that any little infraction resulted in the loss of my fragile freedom. On top of that, I also knew I had to make good on the decade and a half of letters and phone calls to my grandma Nanny, mom, and family promising that this time would be different.

“How you feel?” my sister from another mister, Latifah, who drove up to get me, asked several times on the drive home.

“Good as shit!” I responded.

On the two-and-a-half-hour drive from prison back to North Philly, we stopped at a McDonald’s where I inhaled an Egg McMuffin, hash browns, and a medium orange juice, savoring every bite. Our next stop was Walmart, where I was able to buy real razors to shave my face. When we got to Nanny’s house, it was still light out. She was in the living room, and when I walked in, she hugged me and I felt like that little boy who used to eat scrapple and grits, messing with the antennae on the television to watch Saturday morning cartoons with my older brother, Stevie.

“I’m so happy that you’re home,” Nanny said. Releasing me from her embrace, Nanny stared into my eyes. Beneath her camouflaged joy was a palpable sadness. The worry on her face said it all: I hope you get this right.

Nanny had every right to feel this way toward me. For the past twenty-seven years, I had been in and out of juvenile detention centers, jails, police precincts, and prisons. I had dropped out of school, sold drugs, and robbed people. I had given her my word, swearing to her that the last time would be the last time, only for it to be more of the same. In the face of Nanny’s doubt was my own helplessness, because I understood that nothing in that moment would help her feel different about my past behavior. Louder than any words, my actions would now have to speak for themselves.

In that homecoming week, people around the neighborhood blessed me with a couple dollars here, some clothes there. Between the money I had saved up from working various jobs in prison and the money friends and family gave, I had about $1,000. Sitting there looking at the money, I thought to myself, I spent most of my life in jail not just because I was a risk-taker, but because I often bet against myself.

In devoting a great deal of my life to finding the fastest route to money, I gambled with two precious assets that you don’t get back when you lose that gamble: your time and your life. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t win some hands, but I would also be lying if I failed to admit that my biggest wins while leading a life of crime did not compare to the losses when I got caught. In the state of Pennsylvania, 64.7 percent of formerly incarcerated people reoffend within the first three years of their release. Nearly half of that recidivism comes within just a year and a half of release.1 One way to look at this is that the odds are literally against me, but another way to look at this is playing the numbers. If my chances of reoffending drop with every year I am out, the point now is to never go back.

Fortunate to still have breath in my body, I sat on my bed, painfully ashamed of the time that was gone forever—but for the first time in my life, I was equally optimistic about the fact that I had an opportunity to do something I had never done before: bet on myself.

If I could transfer the hustler’s energy that I brought to robbing, stealing, and dealing to motivating people to give one hundred percent to reaching their highest potential while staying out of trouble, I thought to myself, can’t nobody fuck with me.


	
1 Bucklen, Kristofer Bret, Michele Sheets, Chloe Bohm, Nicolette Bell, Jessica Campbell, Robert Flaherty, and Kate Vander Wiede. “Recidivism 2022 Report.” Pennsylvania Department of Corrections, 2022. https://www.cor.pa.gov/About%20Us/Statistics/Documents/Reports/Recidivism%202022%20Report.pdf.








2 BROTHER’S GONNA WORK IT OUT


WHEN I WAS GROWING UP in North Philly, people in the neighborhood always fucked with me. Whether they were calling me “Wally,” “Little Wally,” or “Little Moo Mo,” they always showed me love. I was always hyper, funny, and had energy. In a neighborhood where the gears of poverty, crime, and addiction can make the sunniest day feel gray, someone who could put a smile on your face was a valued asset in our community. When everyone saw the thunderstorm on the horizon, I was always the one who could spot the peek of light breaking through.

I was born in 1979, the second child to Jacqueline “Jackie” Peeples, a nurse who worked more hours than I thought the day allowed. The eighties were rough. My father, Wallace “the People’s Peeples” Peeples, was a street hustler who was admired in North Philly for his ability to make things happen by any means necessary. His face was handsomely framed by a dark goatee and neatly trimmed beard. He was a Black man in the early seventies dressed to the nines, pushing a gang of custom-kit Benzes and Rolls-Royces with diamond-flooded pinky rings to match. Tales of his generosity were as storied as what he did for himself. No story has ever been told by anyone—not his friends, family, or neighbors around the way—that didn’t paint him as a man at the top of his class. I grew up knowing that this was the man I shared a name with; I would do anything to hear people talk about me with the reverence they held for him.

But two years after I was born, he disappeared. Everyone who knew my father said that his right-hand man was killed about a week prior. Though no one has ever been able to offer any concrete information or anything definitive about what happened to my father, it’s not rocket science to do basic math. But still, there isn’t a day that goes by that I don’t wonder, at least for a quick moment, where my father is. Is he happy? Does he have another family? Did he have to flee the country to escape a sentence? I realize that many of my unanswered questions are mistakenly cemented in my youthful delusion. And I didn’t realize until I was halfway through my fifteen-year sentence that for most of my life I had been trying to fill the void left by his absence.

My dad left us in the family home in Nicetown, Philadelphia, better known as “Ain’t Nothing Nice Town”—a lower-middle-class area that had a fair amount of working-class people. Many, if not most, people living there had jobs and refused to subscribe to the streets; that wasn’t something many of us were willing to admit. But for those of us whose family members were deep in the game, keeping your feet on steady ground could feel like walking on quicksand: it was just a matter of time before you fell in.



AS OFTEN AS THE POOR neighborhoods are depicted as these volatile places where things happen without rhyme or reason, anyone from the hood knows that besides the occasional fight, shootout, argument, or police raid, most days are uneventful. And this is where the hood legend comes in. A hood legend is anyone whose presence and behavior inspired a certain level of respect because they did things you didn’t see every day—and the stories told about them held your imagination hostage. They were a part of the community. When I was about six, there was an old head in my neighborhood who went by the name Karate Earl—and he was a hood legend.

When I say “old head,” it’s important to understand that I’m not writing about a man who’s in his 60s, with gray hair who may qualify for social security, though that can sometimes be the case. An “old head” in this case applied to anyone older than you who served as a role model or mentor. So when I tell you Karate Earl was an old head, I can’t tell you how old he really was. I just knew he was older than me. There were stories that Earl fought in Vietnam, which means that by the time I met him, in 1985, he had to be at least in his 30s, but at the same time, Earl was ageless.

Earl used to walk around the neighborhood on his tippy toes in kung fu slippers, with a scarf tied around his head, with a straight ponytail, teaching martial arts to whoever wanted to learn. He might have jeans or some slacks on, but was always in karate mode. While there were people in the neighborhood who thought Earl was crazy and laughed at him in private, whether it was a combination of fear or awe, they never disrespected him.

The day I first met Earl, he was sitting on a corner with his legs folded. Now picture this: a Black man in the middle of North Philly amongst hustlers and dealers, sitting like the statue of Buddha. On top of this, no one fucked with him. It was as if he had this force field that protected him from his surroundings. What’s also important to understand is that this was the same year that Berry Gordy’s The Last Dragon dropped. Not since Jim Kelly, the actor and martial artist who starred in blaxploitation films like Black Belt Jones and Three the Hard Way, had Black people had someone who looked like us doing martial arts. Jim Kelly’s most famous role was in Enter the Dragon, where he starred alongside Bruce Lee. Though I knew of Jim Kelly, I didn’t really connect with him as much as “Bruce” Leroy Green, played by actor Taimak in The Last Dragon. While Kelly was for the old heads, Bruce Leroy was closer to my age and his story resonated with me.

In the film, Bruce Leroy is a Black teenager living in Harlem who idolized Bruce Lee and aspired to become a master martial artist like him. With his training complete, Bruce Leroy’s master sends him out into the world so that Leroy can achieve this coveted level of skill where his entire body would glow. You can imagine, then, that I saw Karate Earl as the man who would help me become a master.

What I remember immediately about my meeting was that he took me seriously when I asked if he could teach me. As a kid, adults, especially those who didn’t always have my best interest at heart, would either dismiss my attempts to engage or try to take advantage of the fact that I was younger than them. What made my interactions with Earl special was that he didn’t use my age as reason to treat me like I didn’t matter; he engaged my interest as sincere and taught me what he knew. I have vivid memories of practicing what I learned from Earl, who called me “Wally,” in the mirror, shirtless. To get the effect of the glow that Bruce Leroy had in the movie, I covered my entire upper body in baby oil.

Earl was a bad motherfucker—and it wasn’t just because he was the first person I ever met who practiced martial arts, or because he spent time with me. In a neighborhood where it was easier to be what you saw, Earl had the courage to be who he wanted. Though I admired Earl—I sometimes wished he was my father and wanted to be like him—I was young and vulnerable to the forces of wanting to fit in with kids my age, and they weren’t feeling the karate.

“Nah nigga,” some of my friends from around the way would say when they saw me with Earl. “That shit is corny.”

Even though people had their opinions about my hanging around Earl, my shift in focus to the streets came when my mother, Jackie, moved out of my Nanny’s house in 1984, when I was five years old. That was when I lost my glow, and it would take a lifetime to get it back.



WHEN I TURNED NINE, STEVIE, who was fourteen at the time, and I were in the upstairs room listening to Public Enemy’s “Louder than a Bomb” from It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back on the speakers that Stevie’s father, my stepfather, Hip, left us before he went to prison. Now these speakers were loud! Remember that scene in Do the Right Thing when Radio Raheem made those Puerto Rican dudes turn down their music because his stereo was better? Let’s just say that if Stevie and I were in that movie, Radio Raheem would’ve been the one to turn his shit off.

My mom, my two brothers, and I lived at 4504 N. 17th Street in a hunter-green house, the only one on the colorful block with an indoor porch. Something I learned later in life: most people from uppity cities call indoor porches “sunrooms” or some shit like that, but not us.

My mother came home from work, and at the time, our youngest brother, Jalil, was still drinking Similac baby formula. Back then those cans were heavy enough to be used as weights. We were supposed to help her with the groceries when she came home, but the music was so loud we couldn’t hear her. What we did hear was her screaming in pain when one of the cans of Similac fell on her foot. The scream cut through the blare of the speakers. In panic, we both ran downstairs.

“Little Stevie and Wally, help me up the stairs and get me some ice.”

Once we helped her upstairs and into her room, our mother called her job telling them she wouldn’t be able to make it to work the next day. That night, Stevie woke me up.

“Listen Wally, man, it’s time for you to step up.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Ma’s foot is busted, and she can’t work. So now you got to do your part and help me out. Let’s go!”

For the real OGs back in the day, taking care of home was high on the list of priorities. That’s unlike today, when cats like to floss for the gram or blow a bag of money trying to impress a bunch of nobodies and slide back home empty-handed. Like a dummy! Back then, you wouldn’t be respected by anyone if you weren’t holding down your family. That included your friends, your mistress, and your side hoes, too. For me and Stevie, that meant each other, our mom, Jalil, and Nanny.



NOW, LIKE MOST PEOPLE WHO have older siblings they admire, I saw Stevie as Superman. The two things Stevie had that I wanted the most: the ladies in the neighborhood treating him like a member of New Edition, and how to put that shit on and get fly. Stevie had a gift for making everything he wore seem as though it had been made especially for him. One of my favorite outfits of his was this navy blue Fila suit he’d wear with the matching navy blue Fila Natures with the red stripe. What stood out about that outfit wasn’t that he was the only one who wore it—it was 1989, so damn-near anyone who was getting money fast was wearing it. It was the fact that he made the shit look like an Armani suit when he wore his.

I spent so many hours watching my brother get dressed, admiring every move he made. In addition to the clothes and girls, some of my greatest moments with him were listening to music in the crib because he had all the tapes. This is the dude who really put me on to everything—and now my hero wanted me to be his sidekick. By then, Stevie was already a good five years deep into snatching, stealing, boosting—and five years in the game is like dog to human years: he was a veteran by then. “Boosting” and “busting a route” is just what Philly kids called it when they were about to cause havoc and rob a local jewelry store, the mall, or even a fast-food joint.

There was a part of me that felt pressure because I didn’t want to disappoint Stevie, and another part of me that was confused because this would be my first time doing this. Do I even know how to snatch somebody’s chain? But then there was also a deeper part of me, the part that wanted the admiration I saw people who were like my father get because America loves the successful criminal.

I first learned this at FSU—Fun Step University. Keep this in mind: when I was a kid sitting on the front steps of my house, my role models weren’t working folks because they just weren’t around; they were at work. If they weren’t at work, they were either coming from or headed to work, so they were not a consistent presence in my childhood understanding of my neighborhood. Then there were all the people who I believed were lying to me because they’d tell us “Stay in school,” but everyone I knew treated the working people like stepchildren. I’d watch people come home from their long-ass shifts, tool belts slung over their shoulders, feet looking like they hurt from wearing them heavy-ass steel-toe boots, no fresh cuts, grizzly beard, smelling like a hard day, and then the adults I saw wouldn’t even acknowledge them.

In contrast, when the hustler pulled up in the Benz wearing a pinky ring and anchor chains, smelling and looking like money, with the Kangol, blasting Cameo’s “Candy,” the same adults would fawn over the hustlers. So, in my mind, I had to become a criminal. I was going to be cool, too.

“Fuck it, man,” I told Stevie. “It’s game time.”



LATER THAT NIGHT, WE WENT to Broad Street, where the trains and buses are—the highest concentration of people, which meant the likelihood of catching someone slipping was at its highest, and with all the people, it was easy to lose someone who might want to chase me. Standing out there, I was immediately overwhelmed. My heart was punching through my chest because I didn’t know how it was going to turn out. I looked for someone who was least likely to chase after me—the person whose shock of having their jewelry taken would overwhelm their indignance. I saw this girl with her chain exposed, and my impulse kicked in.

Once I got away with the first one, the rush of doing something I knew was wrong but not being punished for it was a feeling only rivaled by my first orgasm. I was fueled enough to keep going until the fateful day of my first arrest just nine days after my eleventh birthday.



AFTER TWO YEARS OF SNATCHING chains and not getting caught, I was feeling like the Mike Tyson of North Philly: unfuckwitable. That day, June 30, 1990, I was standing on the corner of Thirteenth and Allegheny, hanging out like I ain’t just snatched this girl’s chain. And the wild thing about it is that after getting away with shit for so long, the idea that I did something wrong occurred to me less and less. So of course when the girl’s aunt, this older Black woman, grabbed me up by my collar, I was legitimately confused.

“What did I do?” I asked the woman hemming me up.

“You know what you did, you little shit!”

Just as it occurred to me to run, an officer rolled up, jumped out, and threw the cuffs on me. It was the grinding click of the handcuffs that snapped me back into reality, and I felt the embarrassment of being caught in front of the neighborhood. Now I wish I could say that being arrested at eleven in front of everyone who knew me was the source of my embarrassment, but nah. I knew this meant that Nanny was going to find out.






PHILADELPHIA POLICE DEPARTMENT

REPORT DATE:

6/30/90

ORIGIN AND DETAILS:


	
A. Saturday, 6/30/90, 5:00PM, an arrest for robbery, 25th district.

	
B. Victim

	
C. P/O Tom Gaul #9492, 25th district. 2-C arrested the actor and submitted the 75-48.



INTERVIEWS AND INTERROGATIONS:


	
A. Victim B/F was interviewed and related the following: stated that she was coming back from the store (with her cousin) b/f. They were at Gtn. Ave. and Hilton St. when three males came up to her. One of the males asked her for her phone number, and she looked at him and kept walking. Stated that at this time the one male grabbed her shoulder, held it, and pulled her gold chain from her neck, an 18″ herring bone valued at $250.00. All three males then ran west on Tioga St. from Gtn. Ave. Stated that she got in contact with her aunt, who went to Gtn. Ave. and Tioga St. and met her. She described the males to her and they went looking for them and found the male who took her chain, at 13th & Allegheny Ave. Her aunt held the male until the police arrived.

	
B. The aunt B/F reports that as a result of what her niece Takara said, they went to 13th and Allegheny Ave. Where Takara identified the male who took her chain. She grabbed him and held him for the police.

	
C. The cousin reports that she observed the male grab her cousin’s chain and run. She further identified him to her aunt at 13th and Allegheny, and to the police officer.

	
D. P/O Tom Gaul #9492, 25th dist. reports that at approx. 5:10pm he responded to a radio call to Gtn. and Hilton, a robbery in progress. Upon arrival the complainant identified a male later identified as Wallace Peeples 11/b/m as the one who snatched her chain. The officer arrested him and transported him to the 25th district.








3 NANNY


MY MOTHER’S MOTHER, LOIS PEEPLES, is my Nanny. For thirty-one years, Nanny worked for the ERNO Products Company as the head of bottling inventory. The epitome of a hard worker, Nanny only missed forty-one days during those three decades.

Nanny and I have a bond unlike any other I’ve known. She’s thurl (Philly slang for “thorough”)—thurl and tough yet soft as a bed of clouds. She is wise and hip to the game, yet I can talk to her for hours, and she’ll still seem intensely interested in everything I have to say, as if it’s her first time hearing many things. She stands about five three and has always been beautiful, her skin smooth like butter and mahogany. You could place any bottle style within a mile of her eyes, and she would call out the model number, shape, and size. “That’s a Cylinder, shorty neck, thirty-millimeter cap,” she’d snap. Nanny is the backbone of the family. She believed in me when no one else did.

Growing up in a time when a girl who enjoyed sports was considered a “tomboy,” her earliest aspiration was to become a coach for a women’s basketball team or physical education teacher. I share these details to give you the sense that Nanny wasn’t one of the traditional grandmothers who wore a muumuu and slippers. She always wore jeans and sneakers.

Nanny is a loving person. Nanny is kind. Nanny is gentle. Nanny is assertive. But one of the things I used to love was when I was about five or six, she made me grits with either bacon or scrapple on the side. That was the greatest shit ever. I used to be happy sitting at the table. She had these hard black skillets she prepared the meals in.

Some of my earliest, most special memories before the shame and anger set in go back to spending summer days with my grandmother. Nanny’s house was like a playground to me. There was nothing I couldn’t dream up and bring to life when I stayed there. It was a decent-sized row home off Thirteenth Street. The first floor was where Nanny sat in her La-Z-Boy and watched her game shows.

One time as a kid I was upstairs, pretending to be some kind of ghetto superhero, jumping from bed to bed, crashing into the furniture and walls in nothing more than my tighty-whities and a towel wrapped around my neck like a cape. I could hear Nanny downstairs in the kitchen cooking up something for us to eat. I wondered what she was making, but I didn’t want to go down and ask because she might have something for me to do. Nanny didn’t play games when it came to doing what she told you needed to be done. If me and my siblings were acting up and not doing as we were told, she wouldn’t hesitate to pull out her three-inch-thick cowboy belt and whoop our ass with it like Indiana Jones. Damn, I can still remember the welts like it was yesterday. After one round of licks, you would swear you got pistol-whipped.

“Wallace, what the hell is all that noise up there? Get your butt down here right now!” Nanny called out. I flew down the stairs so fast, not even thinking about the fact that I didn’t have a stitch of clothes on to shield me if I was going to get lit up. My eyes shot wide open when I saw that metal buckle.

“Yes, Nanny. I was just playing around,” I stammered, out of breath from acting a fool upstairs. Nanny took one look at me and fell out laughing.

“Boy, if you don’t go ahead and shower, put some dang clothes on, and get ready to eat…” She could barely finish what she was saying before she started cracking up again. “I’m making your favorite, apple pound cake,” she said between her laughter. That was the moment I knew I wanted to give the world to her if I could.

Nanny always knew just the right thing to say. If I had questions about life, girls, or anything, Nanny would have an answer for me. She’d answer practically anything, straight no chaser, just how she liked her whisky. There was always something special that made me feel fuzzy when the smell of warm whisky wrapped around her glowing brown skin.

In the summers, between the ages of three and ten, we would ride down to her hometown of Seaford, Virginia, to visit Great-Grandma Lee, short for Liola, who was Nanny’s mother, in Nanny’s tan Monte Carlo station wagon. On those long rides down to the countryside, I would come up with what seemed like a million questions just to hear the tone of her voice.

“Nanny, do you think I’m smart?” I once asked with genuine curiosity.

“Of course I do, baby. You’re smart, and you’re sharp, just like your granny. But you just don’t like to act right,” she responded while gently shaking her head. “Wally-O, you have to start acting right and behave yourself in school and everywhere else, or it’s going to catch up to you someday soon.” Her voice would crackle slightly and drift off, almost like she could see the road I was heading down better than the winding I-95 ahead of her.

My mother was young—only twenty-two—when she had me, so she was more like my sister growing up. So back then, I regarded Nanny as my mother. For a long time, I didn’t understand the role that age plays in parenting, and how our parents are still trying to figure out who they are when they have us. My mother, although she loved me the best way she knew how, seemed apathetic and never quite as warm or nurturing as my grandmother and great-grandmother. Maybe it had something to do with my mom being raised outside the reach of the friendly peach-country skies and under the cold, Gotham City–like gray Philadelphia clouds; maybe it was just that she was still growing up herself.

Those trips to Virginia showed me how different life could be. It would always amaze me on those drives down how different the trees appeared in all their shapes, colors, and sizes. Bright yellow, orange, and green leaves would dance and wave at us as we passed by, and somehow the sun would reflect off them and bounce off the hood of the car and into my lap during the long stretch of southern miles. I would take in every detail. The air was crisp and fresh like the apples in Nanny’s pound cake, and the clouds seemed to stay far behind us in Philadelphia. Leaving city life behind, even if it was just for a weekend, gave me clarity and peace of mind. I was free to see things as they were, the beauty in nature surrounding us and the empty canvas on which to imagine just about anything of the ocean-blue sky. And best of all, the loving looks I would catch in the rearview mirror from Nanny’s chocolate-brown eyes.
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