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ACT 1





On the Grind


MY MAMA is into all this BLACK LIVES MATTERS stuff.


She marches. She protests.


She wears BLM T-shirts like she’s a walking billboard for the cause,


but she ain’t doing it to get no applause


like some people who only want to be seen on TV.


My mama ain’t got nothin’ to prove.


She just got tired of seeing fatal police shootings of Black men


on the evening news.


So, she took to the streets


marching and sayin’ their names.


Me? I just chill with my homies writing lyrics and creating beats.


We always on the grind. Got the mamba mentality.


They say good things come to those who wait — that’s just a fallacy.


You got to stay on the grind if you wanna make it in the business.


Nobody gonna give you nothing. You gotta go get it.


That’s what we out here tryna do,


EARN RESPECT,


make a name for ourselves.


See one day errbody gonna know our names.


Like when you hear the name Tupac Shakur or the Notorious B.I.G.


Maybe they not the best examples to use,


’cause them dudes was gunned down, but you know what I mean.


Rap music blew up when they arrived on the scene.


Dem boys had skills. Errbody has heard of ’em,


and just like them, errbody gonna know my name,


not the one my mama put on my birth certificate.


Mason’s no rapper name, but it is a family tradition.


I’m a fourth-generation Mason.


I don’t need no audition.


People in this city know I got game,


but what I need now is a stage name.


I’m a specialist. I ain’t no general practitioner.


A rapper’s name is his signature.


Whoever heard of the rapper LeSane?


NOBODY!


But that was Tupac’s name before it was changed.


B.I.G. dropped the name Christopher.


Maybe his mama still called him Christopher.


I don’t know, but on stage, he was the Notorious B.I.G.


And what about Calvin Cordozar Broadus Jr?


Calvin who?


That’s what I said when I heard it too.


I said it got to be a family name for a dude to have a name like that,


but that’s Snoop Dogg, yo.


Ain’t nothing cool about LeSane, Christopher, or Calvin.


That’s why when I make it big,


I’m gonna be known for an unforgettable handle


and an even better delivery,


a stage name that will go down in history.


I ain’t thought of one yet,


but you best believe that I’m working on my signature.


The other members of my crew, Jay D


and Sultan (yep, that’s his real name)


ain’t gotta come up with no cool rapper names.


They got the kind of names that stick with you.


Jay D be slammin’ with dem beats.


Even if you don’t like to dance, he gon bring you to ya feet.


Sultan makes beats too.


He ain’t as good as Jay D, but he working on his groove.


Sultan’s name means King, so he wears a lot of bling.


He be fakin’ it till he make it. He got a fake grill too.


Dude got so much bling in his mouth, he can barely keep it closed.


People laugh at him, but he smiles and says,


one day, it’s gon be real gold.


My mama cool with me hanging with them


’cause they ain’t no troublemakers or no dudes in the streets.


She laid down the law the first time they came over to cook beats.


Don’t cuss in my presence.


Clean up after yourselves,


and don’t go in my room for any reason.


You can’t just come here doing your own thing.


Don’t take anything you didn’t bring.


Jay D and Sultan ain’t got no problems with MAMA’S RULES.


They ain’t got sticky fingers,


and their mamas don’t play about them being disrespectful.


Que — short for Quentin — wanted to join us,


I had to tell him no.


He good at creating beats and all,


but he would have broken Rule #1 the first day.


That joker got some sticky fingers.


If it ain’t nailed down, he gon take it.


He creates beats for Nimrod, but he’s a wannabe rapper,


spends most of his time freestyling in the park, nickel-and-diming people.


I seen people drop a few dollars in his fitted, but that just ain’t my style.


I’m more into displaying my skills at battle raps.


My mama thinks that’s a waste of time.


I showed her a couple of rappers’ net worth.


She said you can’t believe everything you read online


and that for every rapper that makes it,


there are thousands that try and fail,


and then she names famous rappers that are dead or in jail.


I ain’t gonna be ANOTHER STATISTIC!


I’m gon make it. My boys gon be right there with me when I do,


spinning beats, packed-out shows with sold-out seats.


My mama worries about me too much.


She thinks that I’m another young Black man with pipe dreams,


like the kids who ain’t never picked up a basketball


but say they gonna be the next Lebron James,


or the kids that sound like croaking frogs


that say they gonna be the next Beyoncé.


I ain’t like them. I know I got skills,


but it takes more than skills to make it.


It takes hard work and dedication.


When you have a dream, you gotta want it more than anything.


That’s me. I dream about rappin’ all the time.


I go to bed with lyrics in my head and beats on my mind.


I design verses and beats in my sleep.


Creating is what I live, it’s what I breathe, it’s what I eat.


I gotta keep MY DREAM ALIVE. 


I got to fight to keep from becoming another hashtag.


That’s what my mama worries about the most,


that I’ll become another targeted Black man,


like the dude who died only a few miles away from here.


He wasn’t a gangbanger. He didn’t have a criminal record.


He volunteered at a homeless shelter.


He didn’t exactly fit the profile of the guy


the officer that fired the fatal shot described


as aggressive and confrontational.


Maybe that’s what set the city on edge.





Hashtag


The morning after it happened,


people were blowing up my timeline with hashtags and comments,


calling for justice because another young Black man had been gunned down


by an officer of the law.


The Black man’s one fatal flaw, the darkness of his skin.


The truth is BLACKNESS IS THE BLACK MAN’S CRIME.


When he is killed by the men in blue, justice is blind.


He doesn’t have to live the thug life to be profiled.


The latest hashtag was described as a family man with a wife and a child.


He was working his second job,


as a pizza delivery driver searching for an address that he never found


when an officer pulled him over for driving too slow


and accused him of casing the neighborhood.


A brother on the grind tryna make a living,


but because he Black, he gotta be up to no good.


Again, claims of justifiable deadly force are made,


body cams lie,


AND A BROTHER CAN’T SPEAK FROM THE GRAVE.


Accusations of resisting arrest are a common theme


when a Black person’s taken in a body bag from the scene.


Personally, I had never heard of the guy whose picture frame


was behind today’s “justice for” hashtag,


only that people were hashtagging his name


and saying they wanted justice because he had been slain.


I hashtagged his name too as if we were connected by bloodline,


knowing that if he doesn’t get justice, one day his fate could be mine,


not that I want to become a hashtag,


but there’s nowhere to escape when a simple traffic stop can escalate


into an explosion of gunfire,


or a chokehold can result in death


as you plead for your life


with your very LAST BREATH.


It doesn’t matter whether you live on the East Coast or the West Coast,


in the North or in the South.


If you are Black in America, you already got a target on your back.


If you are Black in America, you live with the reality


that you are just one traffic stop,


one encounter while walking down the street,


one wakeup call in the middle of the night,


one bullet, one chokehold,


one knee to the neck from being a hashtag


or having strangers chanting your name.


#justicefor





#jacobblakelifematters


I wasn’t there in Kenosha, Wisconsin,
when a police officer shot and wounded
Jacob Blake,


leaving him in a wheelchair.


I wasn’t there when Kyle Rittenhouse fatally shot
demonstrators protesting police brutality,


and I wasn’t at the Kenosha courthouse when Blacks
got another dose of reality


as Rittenhouse was acquitted of homicide.


The inequities in this case
was just another slap in the face.





#JusticeforFreddieGray


I wasn’t in Baltimore, Maryland,
when Freddie Gray’s spinal cord


was almost completely severed after he was handcuffed,
shackled, and thrown unbuckled in the back of a police van.


I wasn’t there when he was denied immediate medical treatment
or when he told officers he couldn’t breathe,


and I don’t know if there are enough words
to put his mother’s mind at ease


when she thinks about what happened to her son,
but I know what was done


to him wasn’t right.





#justiceforgeorgefloyd


I wasn’t in Minneapolis when George Floyd


allegedly bought cigarettes with a counterfeit twenty-dollar bill
or when Derek Chauvin made the decision to sit there and kneel
on George Floyd’s neck for nine minutes and twenty-nine seconds,
but I watched the video that made so many cringe


and caused others to come unhinged,
that sparked protest and led to civil unrest.





#StopKillingUs


I wasn’t in Atlanta when Rayshard Brooks
was fatally shot


by a police officer in the parking lot
of a Wendy’s restaurant,


but that image of him being slain continues to haunt
me.


It’s like cops get a free pass to kill Black people legally.





#BlackLivesMatter


I wasn’t in Louisville, Kentucky,
when plainclothes officers
executing a drug search warrant


entered Breonna Taylor’s apartment


after she had gone to bed and shot her eight times,
although there was no evidence


she had committed any drug crimes.





#JusticeforElijah


I wasn’t in Aurora, Colorado,
when officers stopped Elijah McClain


because someone complained that he looked “suspicious and awkward.”
I wasn’t there when officers put him in a carotid hold,


or when he tried to explain that he was different.


You can’t just kill somebody because they don’t fit the mold
of how society thinks they should act or behave.


I wasn’t there when he said he couldn’t breathe
or when he was injected with ketamine,


or when officers took selfies reenacting a chokehold at his memorial site,


I wasn’t there when the officers realized that Elijah had a mother
who loved him from the cradle to the grave


and was willing to fight
with all her might


for justice for her son.





#DrivingWhileBlack


I wasn’t in Falcon Heights, Minnesota,
when Philando Castile


was shot and killed during a traffic stop.


I wasn’t there when his four-year-old daughter cried
as she watched her dad’s life slip away


right before her eyes.





#IfIDieInPoliceCustody


I wasn’t at the Waller County, Texas, jail
when Sandra Bland


was found hanged in her cell
following what should have been
a routine traffic stop.


A death so strange, was suicide or foul play to blame?


A life forfeited all because of failing
to signal when changing lanes.





#handsupdontshoot


I wasn’t in Ferguson, Missouri,
when Michael Brown


and his friend were walking in the middle of the street
and Officer Darren Wilson ordered them


to walk on the sidewalk.


Words exchanged. Situation quickly escalates
all because of a little trash talk.


Brown shot six times, including two bullets to the head
after witnesses said he put his hands up and shouted,
“Don’t shoot.”


The officer that mortally wounded Brown
said he never heard Brown say don’t shoot,
but he wasn’t deaf, and Brown wasn’t mute.


I wasn’t among the crowd that gathered
and watched as Michael Brown’s bloodied body


lay in the street for four hours in the sweltering summer heat,


but I later marched among protesters with my hands raised, shouting,
“Hands up. Don’t shoot!”





#ICantBreathe


I wasn’t in Staten Island, New York,
when a brother minding his own biz,
not disturbing the peace,


tryna make a hustle was confronted by police
and placed in a chokehold.


Maybe Eric Garner was resisting arrest,


but I just don’t believe the officer’s story that not once,
out of eleven times, did he hear Garner say,


“I can’t breathe.”





#justicefortamir


I wasn’t in Cleveland, Ohio,
when an officer in field training


shot twelve-year-old Tamir Rice at a park as he threw snowballs
and played with a toy pellet gun.


Maybe the officer really did think the gun was real,
but why not shoot to wound, not to kill?





#SayTheirNames


I wasn’t there when any of these people drew their last breath,
but I was at the protest in Morgan Park when a Black man,
fortyish in age wearing a Black Lives Matter T-shirt


and jeans shouted into the megaphone in his hand,
“Say their names!”


Then he proceeded to rattle off a list of names,
some I was more familiar with than others,
like George Floyd and Breonna Taylor.


The scene was like watching a Black Lives Matter movie trailer.


The mixed multitude — which consisted of mostly Blacks,
some Whites and other ethnicities — roared in response,
resounding each name


like voices echoing through mountain terrain
until each victim had been recognized,
not for the hashtag they had become


but for the person their family and friends knew
before they began trending on Google, Bing, and Yahoo.


To be honest, I only went to the protest march
because Mama talked me into going.


I never meant to participate.


I was cool with being a spectator,


but something happened when I chanted their names
in unison with other demonstrators.


I realized I was a part of something greater


as I looked around and saw people of various shades
who had traveled near and far to tell the world


that these people who died at the hands of police mattered,
that their families were broken and shattered


by the loss of their loved ones,


that communities were divided because of misguided
perceptions that people of darker skin are inferior,
that their rights and lives are somehow of lesser value
than any other race, lies too many embrace.


Saying their names reminded me that they weren’t just another hashtag
to add to a collection of hashtags calling for an end to police brutality.


They were mothers and fathers, sons and daughters.
They were friends and neighbors, coworkers and laborers.


They were loved and missed,


and they didn’t deserve to be discarded and their killers rewarded
with a slap on the wrist.


Their voices had been silenced by violence.
Now we — the protesters — were their voices.





The Power of My Voice


When I left the BLM march, for the first time in a long time,


I thought about more than creating lyrics and beats.


I thought about the bruh that was killed by police on Lebanon Street.


I thought about his family, the distraught look on his mother’s face,


the way his little sister wept on her daddy’s shoulder


and said she wanted her brother back, and I wondered


how anyone would explain to her that he was killed because he was Black.


The more I thought about these things, the madder I became.


I thought about the use of excessive force


and THE POWER OF MY VOICE,


and I wrote my name. Mason Zy’Aire Tyndall.


Then I wrote #MasonZy’AireTyndall.


Then I wrote #JusticeforMasonZy’aireTyndall.


I wrote every hashtag I had ever seen when I heard that


a Black person had been killed by a police officer


and I attached my name.


I thought to myself, how many times had I placed hashtags


in front of someone’s name


without really thinking about


who was this person, or what they meant to their family and friends?


Did I hashtag because it was trending?


WHAT MESSAGE WAS I SENDING?


That a person once so full of life


could be diminished to nothing more than social media strife.


Just when the guilt is gnawing at my insides


and my stomach is lurching like I’ve got jet lag,


Jay D sends me a copy of his class schedule,


reminding me that I need to choose an elective and fast.


There aren’t many left to choose from.


Childcare is a definite pass.


Walk around campus burping a fake doll making sure that it poops.


Hopefully, Graphic and Web Design still has empty seats.


I ain’t about to take accounting fundamentals


and spend my senior year learning Excel sheets.


If worse comes to worst, I’ll opt for pottery class first.





Senior Year


It is my senior year.


The year I’ve waited for since I was a scrub back in middle school


when bag lunch and Velcro sneakers weren’t cool,


and your mama put I-luv-u notes in your book bag,


and riding the bus to school was such a drag, just sad,


but you did what you had to do to get through


because you knew


that senior year was coming.


It is my senior year.


The year that puts me at the top of THE FOOD CHAIN. 


The year that I get to skip to the front of the line in the school caf


while poor, hungry underclassmen complain


that it ain’t fair,


but they have no choice but to suck it up, stand back, and stare


as I get my tray and sit at one of the for-seniors-only tables


where larger-than-life tales are told


and the truth turns into fiction and fiction into fables.


It’s the place where legends are made, and boys become men,


and masculinity is measured by the number of hairs on your chin,


and how often you’ve done it, with who, and when.


No one does a fact check


because it’s all about RESPECT FOR THE REP.


Yep! I’m not gonna lie.


Being a high school senior has its perks


like not getting your head dunked in toilets by jerks.


Not that it ever happened to me,


but I’ve seen it happen to others.


I’m just not down with dissing a bruh,


but you got upperclassmen punking underclassmen to build their stats.


Well, it’s my senior year, and I got plans to
KICK BACK AND RELAX.


There’s homecoming, senior prom, senior skip day, senior dance,


and the unforgettable senior class prank.


No one sweats getting caught


because in the hierarchy of high school, seniors pull rank.





Back-to-School Registration


It’s back-to-school registration.


I have one objective in mind —


register for bird classes, so my senior year is a breeze.


Next year, it’s official. I’ll be an adult with adult responsibilities,


living on my own dime,


but in the meantime,


I got to get through my senior year.


I arrive at school around noon.


The front desk clerk peers over her glasses.


Her forehead creases like a prune.


“Your name,” she says in a not-so-friendly nasal voice.


I want to walk back out the door,


but it’s not like I have a choice;


if I want to graduate with my senior class I’ll have to put up with the noise.


She hands me a registration card and tells me to take it


to my counselor, Ms. Franklin, who gives my card a quick glance over,


then keys in my information with her right pointer finger,


which can only mean one thing.


She can’t type or at least she doesn’t know the QWERTY keyboard,


but I can’t afford


to make her angry, so I pass


at the opportunity to tell her that she could benefit


from a keyboarding class.


“You have all your math, language arts, science,


social studies courses,” she says, “that just leaves your elective.


You are short a credit. Might I suggest


the Black poetry class.


No final exam required, not that you would fail a test.”


I failed chem so she’s throwing shade.


AN INSULT FOR AN INSULT, a fair trade,


but I won’t go there just yet.


Sometimes my mouth gets me in situations I usually regret.


“Just a poem you create on your own,” she continues.


“No plagiarism. That also means no help from friends or family at home.


This project must be completed alone.


We do not put restrictions on who, what, or where


your inspiration comes from


as long as they are your words.”


Her forehead puckers as if something I’m doing is working her nerves,
then she says, “Young man, I’m gonna need you to spit out that gum.”
Bingo. That’s all she’s mad about? It’s cool, I’ll toss it so we can move on.
She points to a wastebasket full of crumpled paper and pencil shavings.
She’s a dinosaur, but who cares as long as I can get an easy A.


“Sure,” I say,


annoyed that she’s staring at me like I’m some dumb jock.


She glances at the clock


as she waits for my response.


“I’m not going to have to read about a bunch of old dead guys, am I?”


I spread my palms in a help-me-understand gesture.


“This is the first class of its kind at this school,” she explains.


“I must warn you in advance


that administration has given your teacher a license


to incorporate materials that she believes will enhance
student learning.”


By this time, my ears are burning.


“Poetry is not really my thing. What if I don’t pass?


I won’t have time to repeat the class.”


“Are you the young man I heard rapping in the caf ?


What do you think rap is if nothing but poetry?” she asks.


I LAUGH


to myself ’cause I know rap ain’t hardly poetry,
but she insists it is poetry of sorts.


She’s reaching, that’s like saying playing chess is a sport,
but I humor her because she stands between me


and that black cap and gown with the gold tassel
so, I fall back, I don’t give her no hassle.


“Rap is poetry about the ups and downs,” she says.


“The highs and lows,


the woes


of life. Often written by poets


who don’t even recognize that they are poets.”
“Poetry and rap aren’t the same,”


I tell her.


She sighs. “What a shame


you don’t know that some of the most famous rappers
were poets.”


“Yeah. Name one,” I challenge.


“Tupac Shakur. What do you know about him?” she asks.
“He was a rapper who got shot in the street.


The dude had real skills.”


“Hmph,” she shakes her head. “Take a seat.”


She points to a chair that had worn out its wear.


“What I remember about Tupac,” she says, “is that he wrote


‘THE ROSE THAT GREW FROM CONCRETE.’


Now you may think a poetry class could have no bearing on your
future as an aspiring rap artist,


but you are wrong.


Add a few beats to rap music and you’ve got poetry in song,


but if you want to waste your time taking a class
just so you can pass,


I can sign you up for any of a number of courses:


culinary arts, auto mechanics, or fashion and design.
Maybe they’ll help you fulfill your dream.”


“Don’t you think you’re being extreme?”
I stand to my feet.


“I don’t need a poetry class. I can spit lyrics while counting sheep
in my sleep.”


“Why do people buy throwbacks?” she asks.
That’s a no-brainer. “’Cause they cheap.”


“Do you want to live the life of a throwback rap artist?” she continues.
“A throwback rap artist. Ain’t no such thing.”


“You rapped at a few clubs.
Now it’s gone to your head.


Mason, if you’re not willing to hone your craft,
your career is DOA before you get out of bed.”


“So, you heard me rap a little, but you should see me drop the mic,
and then tell me how much I need a poetry class.”


“I’M DONE TALKING.” She claps her hands together. 


“But you should know the electives I mentioned are filling up fast,
so, pick your poison. What will it be?”


She taps her claw-like fingernails on the desk.
“I have another student waiting to see me.”


“Okay,” I mumble. “I’ll take the stupid poetry class.
Just sign me up before I change my mind.”


Her lips curl upward.


“Ms. Jordan is not the type of teacher to give makeup work,
so, make sure you turn your assignments in on time.”


“Ms. Jordan? I ain’t never heard of her.”
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