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This is book is dedicated to Jamal K. Drew, my cousin, whose spirit has been surrounding me ever since his death.
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The Story Behind the Book. . .


I guess the story starts when I began college. Going from a pretty much all black urban high school to a predominately white small liberal arts college is an experience that I could write a totally separate book on. The trauma from it, however, was absent, because after attending the first African-centered school in D.C. for 5th grade, and an all black small private school for sixth grade, I went to a very upscale predominately white school for seventh, seventh, and eighth grade. I put seventh twice because I was made to stay back after my first year there.

I remember going to this huge assembly that the school had at the beginning of the year. The school went from kindergarten to twelfth grade, so the assembly had white kids of all ages, shapes, and sizes there. I sat in my seat and looked around the auditorium, examining a sea of white flowing all around me. I couldn’t identify the feeling then, but now that I think back on it, what I felt was fear. How was I supposed to act around these people? What was I supposed to say? Would they accept me? Would they laugh at me? Would they throw me out if I hit someone for calling me a nigger?

Yeah, my first year there was pretty rough. I had always done well in school, had always been on the honor roll, and had always been pretty confident that I was a smart kid, but private school changed everything. One night, I remember crying like a baby in front of my parents; from the time I walked into the door of that place at 8:30 until the time I left at 3:15, I felt like an idiot. These kids knew words I didn’t know. They had brand new textbooks that looked like they should’ve been used in college. They had their own bookstore and library, and they read these huge books for fun. I had never met anyone other than myself who read for fun prior to then. I walked around in a daze for a long time, ignoring the periodical looks. It wasn’t so hard when I finally figured out a way to blend in, so I ran with it. See, all these kids had a certain perception of what a black kid from Southeast D.C. should be like. As long as I strayed away from that perception, I’d always be seen as a bit peculiar. But if I placed myself perfectly into the mold they had already set, I could get along just fine.

Merely thinking about those three years pisses me off. I had never been known as being a very humorous child, but I was hilarious at that school. I was always the class clown, and always getting in trouble for something. I had to talk with the Dean so much that I started thinking of his office like a classroom. But everyone loved me, the big black joke. It wasn’t until my eighth grade year that I began realizing what I had become, and by then it was too late. I tried to make up for it, though. In English class, when the teacher told us we could choose a book to report on as long as it met her approval, I selected The Autobiography of Malcolm X. When we had to make a presentation on it, I read part of the Plymouth Rock speech. When I say read, I mean shouted it to the rooftops.

My English teacher was so impressed that she suggested to one of the coaches that I start giving speeches to hype up the teams before games. On free dress day, when we didn’t have to wear our uniform of khakis and either a white or blue button-down shirt, I wore a t-shirt that had “Danger-Educated Black Man” print-screened in huge letters on the front. But as hard as I tried, I couldn’t break out of the mold that I had willing trapped myself in two years prior.

So, I decided to transfer to a predominately black public high school in the city. I take credit for the decision, but my parents obviously had the last say in the matter. I often reflect back on my middle school days. The ultimate problem was not that I was stupid or unable to do the work. Everyone else presumed that I was stupid, and I wasn’t old enough or mature enough to find a way to retain my dignity, be accepted, and be smart all at the same time. It’s hard enough finding a way to do that around your own people in school, but being a preteen and one of the few black children in an all-white private school, it was virtually impossible.

Well, I wanted a change, and I definitely got one. From suburban, upscale private school to inner city public high school was a transition that I’m glad I had, but don’t think I was ready for at the time. First off, my cousin, Jamal, who had been like a big brother to me in my earlier years, was shot the summer before I started high school. Although I’m tempted to leave the situation of his death at that, and have my readers view my cousin through an angelic lens, I feel obligated to tell you that he wasn’t necessarily a saint. Jamal was slain by the owner of a liquor store during an attempted robbery. I love my cousin to death, but I can’t lie for him in my writing. He would not want me to. In any case, having never lost someone that close to me before, I had no idea how to take it. So I walked into high school with some issues.

To the school’s credit, it was “the academic high school” of the city, and was known for the intelligence and accomplishments of its students. However, it didn’t take me very long to realize that the world I had been living in during my middle school years was not a real one, but some romanticized version of life dreamt up and put in place by rich white people with children. There were constantly announcements made over the intercom to walk after school in groups to prevent being robbed. I had once gotten in trouble in middle school for walking down the hallway holding this girl’s hand. Now I’m hearing about guys getting head in the stairwell, having sex in the bathrooms, and (and this is what blew me away the most) high school girls having sex with other girls. It was like a trend. To this day I can’t comprehend how lesbianism and bisexuality came to be “in style.” Anyway, as big of an adjustment as it was to make, it really wasn’t that difficult. The thing about my high school was that everyone was distinctive. Everyone at the private school was so similar that it began to feel like I was surrounded by the same white person with different faces every day. But in a public school, you have everything from welfare kids to the children of politicians. I found a group of friends the first week that I stayed close with throughout the entire four years, and I was comfortable. I didn’t have to pretend to be someone I wasn’t or alter my personality to get people to like me. Socially, I was content.
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