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[PART ONE]

Deal
Breakers



IN MEDIA RES:
JUST AFTER FINALS, JUNIOR YEAR
 [MORGAN STATE UNIVERSITY 1994]








[THE PREMISE]


Dignity Jackson


Strong as the bond is, much as you might love and cherish someone, and even though you might need an anchor to cling to in this hostile portal called life, there are deal breakers. You can know someone for so many years that the two of you can play “remember when” all day every day and never run out of material. And you can come through for someone again and again in intangible ways that require something other than language to express—distant drums, gossamer bubbles, or the beating of dragonfly wings on cool summer lakes—and even still, even still! There are deal breakers. The concept of deal breakers is the hardest lesson I have learned so far in college.


Eventually, inevitably, loved ones come to a blockade, a forceful wall that neither can penetrate. When that happens, and you can no longer walk forward, the obvious choice is to go backward. Cut and run. Happened to my mom, Sister Rebecca, with, well, practically everyone that she was close to, including me. To my Ain’t Angus and her sister, my Grandma Pearson. And now to me and my estranged, Italian boyfriend, Sal. I wonder if there is any way to overcome this dilemma.


Either way, this deal-breaking is a good reason to leave town. Because bonds, living bonds, the ones that people read about and dream about and leave about, these are the only things in this life that really matter. They are safe harbors against incompatible truths. I’m beginning to realize that breathing brings paradox, that to exist is to contradict, so close relationships, then, inevitably end in escape. That’s why I am going back home to Kentucky.


This morning, right after finals, I couldn’t stop to pack up the whole apartment. There’d be time for that later. All I knew was I had to get the hell out of Dodge. I had already called Ain’t Angus to tell her I was coming, although I didn’t have to. Ever since I can remember, Ain’t Angus’ door has always been open. Literally. Any time, day or night, I can show up at her door and just walk in. She is always glad to see me and encourages me to stay, and very often I have taken her up on it. Before I left for college at Morgan State in Baltimore, back when I was in high school and got bored over winter break, or if I had a tough time with Aunt Lette and her “holiness” rules about church all day every day, and always for the majority of the summer, I would pack my bags and go stay with Ain’t Angus. She is the closest thing I have to a mama, next to Aunt Lette, the woman who raised me.


Of course, I talked to Mercer that morning. He’s been my best friend since I was three years old. He’s always had my back. He is one of those extraordinary people. Couldn’t wait to see him, tell him all about me and Sal. I also wanted to hear about his latest antics at Kentucky State. He’d be able to tell me what to do about Sal. When I talked to him, he said he had some interesting news to share. Tried to pump him for details, but he said I’d understand when I saw him in person.


Once I found out my final grades (four A’s and a B, just enough to blow my 4.0, son of a biscuit!), I called Sal and gave him my Ain’t Angus’ phone number and address. I didn’t want to totally cut him off, just in case I was making a mistake. Then I packed two suitcases, stopped at the 7-Eleven on Cold Spring and bought two bean pies, a huge container of Gatorade and a pack of Capri menthols, and I headed for Route 70 West to get some serious road before dusk. By 10:30 a.m., I was well on my way. It would take me eight hours to get to Lexington if I drove non-stop. If I played it right, I’d get there well before dark.





Junior Year



[MORGAN STATE UNIVERSITY 1994]
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 [QUIET REVOLUTION]


Dignity Jackson


It was our junior year at Morgan State University, and I was nominated by The Quiet Revolution (QR), a group of passive-aggressive anarchists who thought globally and acted locally, to run for Ms. Morgan during senior year. At first I was only flattered by the group’s show of support, counting it as proof that they accepted me. And I thought it would be groundbreaking to have an “independent” candidate, someone unaffiliated with a sorority, in the running. Soon, though, my obligatory neurosis set in. I began to strangle myself with a subconscious “what if” pattern that I could not turn off.


What if I run but I lose? What if the race gets ugly? What if they find out that I am a fake? What if they finally see that I am a completely neurotic quasi-wannabe revolutionary with a bag of compulsions the size of east Baltimore?


Yet, my friends thought I was the obvious choice. We had some capital saved up from our fund-raisers. I actually stood a chance of winning. In my mind, I wanted to take a shot at it, to make a statement that you don’t have to be a right-wing sorority girl to make a name for yourself at Morgan. But, in my heart, I felt nauseous, weak, and confused. Still, I officially accepted the nomination, so that meant I would have to be ready to speak at the rally that coming Friday. I would have to stand on stage, announcing my platform and intentions, with a world of judging faces before me. I swallowed down my anxiety and felt it mix with my intestines to create a thick rope in my middle.


By this time, Salmon and I had been together since the middle of freshman year, and we were still going strong. Unless you count the fact that I literally went into conniptions whenever he tried to touch me. Or the fact that his family had practically disowned him for choosing a dark-skinned girl of questionable lineage rather than a wholesome Italian one. The family dissention gave him nightmares. Between my intimacy issues and his nocturnal freak-outs, neither of us was sleeping at night. But we did it together, and we did it lovingly.


I spent at least a portion of most evenings with Sal, unless I had a meeting with The QR or the Art Club. I had a million acquaintances but no really close friends. I carried a steady supply of emotional bricks in my countenance and built invisible walls whenever anyone tried to get close. There were only two people that I confided in: Sal and Kiko, the Japanese girl upstairs who did my hair and nails.


After I accepted the nomination for Ms. Morgan, I walked across the campus to my apartment in Northwood. Sal wouldn’t be around until after basketball practice, so I went upstairs to visit with Kiko. I felt like I needed to talk.


That’s when I ran into Stacy Smithe. We used to be girls back in the day, but then she played the backstabbing ho card. Went after a dude that I was supposed to be seeing. If that wasn’t bad enough, she tried to front and say that she did it because I am a redbone. “You must think you’re all that,” she said. In other words, she took my man to protect the purity of the black race. To me, she is the one who thinks I’m all that, because she is the one who always has something to say about it.


For real, she is underhanded. Ever since that whole thing with Khalil, the guy she skeezed from me back in freshman year, she had it in for me. When I was rushed during sophomore year, she went around badmouthing me to the sorority sisters to tell them I was not worthy to pledge, meanwhile kissing their behinds so that she would get online. I didn’t pledge because I wasn’t the type for sororities. Then she tried to get Khalil to bad mouth me to Salmon so he wouldn’t want to be with me. Khalil and Sal have been thick for years, even after Lil started seeing Stacy. Finally, she tried to get Khalil to stop speaking to Sal, saying she didn’t feel comfortable doing things with Sal if I was going to be around. That girl has been taking witch pills since early freshman year!


That day she greeted me with the usual grimace and scowl.


“Dignity! What you into these days?” She put on a fake smile that she pressed in my face on her way down toward the parking lot.


“Minding.” I can’t stand somebody who tries to sabotage and hate on your life behind your back, then wanna grin up in your face later.


Stacy walked two more steps closer. “Umm. I see you still got that nasty attitude! So unbecoming for a girl like you. Did you hear about the Greek breakfast on Saturday? Oh, that’s right! You’re not a Greek, are you?” She ran her fingers through her freshly permed hair.


“No, Stacy. I guess I don’t need a circle of elephants around me to feel secure. But eat some eggs for me, huh?”


“To be sure. I guess you heard that I’m running for Ms. Morgan. Can I count on your vote next term?” Stacy looked over her shoulder at me, like she hoped to see envy in my eyes.


“That would be silly, Stacy. Only a moron would vote against herself!” This time it was my turn to see her jaws drop.


“You? Oh, really? Did you pledge sometime and I didn’t know about it? I didn’t know you were one of us!” She oozed with fake enthusiasm.


“No. It’s all Greek to me. I was nominated by an independent group. So let’s wish each other luck!” I tossed my wavy mane, a feature that I knew she envied, and continued toward Kiko’s apartment.


Stacy did not turn around as she continued through the lot of parked cars. “Good. Then I’ll see you at the rally on Friday! Good luck! I know independents can have a hard time!”


When I finally reached her apartment, Kiko did her best to console me, although she didn’t badmouth Stacy, one of her clients. But she did reassure me about my nomination for Ms. Morgan.


“You beautiful, Dig. You much prettier than many other girl! You do fine; you see! I do your makeup—remember how we do with gold and brown? Eyes look like sunset? And pile your hair up like model—you be beautiful!” Kiko patted my hand while we sat at her table drinking green tea, sweetened with honey.


I tried to explain to Kiko, and to myself, why the whole thing was so scary for me.


“It’s complicated, and I haven’t completely figured it out. Maybe, maybe it’s that Ms. Morgan stands for something that I’m not sure I can be…” I looked into my green tea, and my reflection was distorted—how fitting.


Kiko broke off a corner of the toast she was eating and nibbled. “Why? Ms. Morgan—she a queen, right? Smart, pretty. You perfect!”


“No! That’s just it. I don’t feel smart or pretty! I feel… like a fake!” I played around with the loose leaves that had eased around the bottom of my cup and pouted.


“Silly! You no fake, Dig. I know you, and you not no fake. See, Mother use to say, feelings is funny. You no can trust feelings. They change like quick silver! You make decision, and you go, you do, but no trust feelings all the time!” Kiko finally swallowed the toast corner she’d been gnawing.


“What do you mean? Don’t trust my feelings?”


“Feelings change, okay? Decisions you make, they don’t change. See, one day, I wake up, look in mirror, I feel like the pretty goddess. Hair feel shiny, skin feel pink and full of color. Next time I see mirror, I feel like the monster! Why I got sunken cheek? Why my hair seem brown instead of black? No. Feeling change too much; you can’t keep track. So, I make decision: Me, Kiko, I am beautiful. Inside I shine, so outside I shine, too. No feeling, Dig. Decision.”


What she said seemed so simple and made so much sense that I rather believed her. Or, at least, I wanted to. I swished my index finger through the tea to see if it was still hot. It was tepid, but I took a sip. “Ah-hah! So, if I just ignore my feelings, maybe I will feel beautiful, too!”


“You almost see but not all the way see. You say you ignore feelings and feel beautiful—no! You ignore feelings and be beautiful. Beautiful mean smart, Dig. And sweet in the heart. And wanting to work for good. That’s why maybe you win!” Kiko ate the last of her buttered toast, scraped the crumbs from the table into her hands, and took both of our cups to her kitchen sink. Kiko was forever eating buttered toast. It was her favorite thing.


While Kiko was rinsing out our cups, in those moments while I didn’t have to look into her simple face or splinter her trusting eyes with my fearful truths, I cut to the center of what I was feeling.


“You have pictures all over your apartment, Kiko. Your mother, even though she is passed to another plane, your grandparents, sketches of Okinawa. I love all the jewelry you kept from your paternal grandmother and the kimonos from your great-aunt! I mean, even if you live here in Baltimore, and many of these people are still in Japan or gone on before, I look around here and I know you’re connected. Me, I have nothing. No real clues as to who I am!” I had to blink away tears quietly, quickly, before she finished rinsing and came back to the table.


“I mean, I have Ain’t Angus—that’s a nickname for my Aunt Agnes, and Aunt Paulette and Uncle Sam, who raised me, but it’s like all this messed-up patch-work that doesn’t make any sense together. At holidays, I would see all of these folks that looked just alike. Same hair, same skin color, same eyes. And then me, like the one patch of blue in a basket of red cherries. I don’t seem to belong to any of them. They’re always so careful around me, like they are hiding the fact that I am completely different. They don’t have any stories to pass down to me, and I won’t have anything to pass down to my children. I feel like I have no identity! It sucks!” I wiped the wetness from around my eyes, but there was no way to erase away the red puffy pillows that formed around my lids whenever I started crying.


Kiko sat down at the table and pulled the silver chain from around her neck. She passed it to me. I noticed the silver and jade locket on the bottom, and I opened it up. Inside there was no picture, no trinket like what I am used to seeing. Just an inscription in a straight, Roman font. “Kiko.” I looked at the locket with a puzzle in my voice and questioned, “Okay…?”


“It is me. It is who I choose to be, the name I choose for myself. Not Papa. Not Mama. They hold their share in picture, in memory. But, me, Kiko, I keep inside my own heart and decide every day and choose every night who I will be. You the only one who can decide that. You alone have power to decide who you will be.”


Sounded like a plan to me. I just had to decide who I would be, make a decision about it, and stick to it. With this revelation in hand, I went down to my own apartment to write my nomination acceptance speech and to wait for Sal to come.
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 [MS. MORGAN]


Salmon Rinaldi


When Digs was nominated to run for Ms. Morgan. That’s when it started to unravel with us. It wasn’t just us, neither. Seemed like everywhere you looked, folks were coming undone. Mommy and Pops were fighting like mad dogs, about me and my love life with a black girl, about Pop’s brother, Uncle George Sr. and his dead sons, Georgy and Darryl. Khalil was beginning to get wise to Stacy and her trick ass, and they were getting shaky. Everywhere you looked, it was turmoil.


And I told Digs that this whole Ms. Morgan thing, the whole beauty queen popularity gig, was for the birds. But, she didn’t wanna believe that’s what this one was about. She wanted to make it a political thing, an indication of the revolution on campus. I kept trying to explain to her that there WAS no revolution on campus or anywhere else, for that matter. We were all too busy trying to make sure our senior audits were correct so we could walk up out of that trick bitch. Because everybody knew administration was famous for sending an audit claiming that you still needed, like, thirty-six more credits to graduate just before your senior year, just before you were ready to take those last few classes and shake. And if you weren’t careful keep records of everything you did on campus, administration could get away with keeping you one or two extra semesters. I had seen it happen before, and for me, I wasn’t having it.


But Digs didn’t want to let her idealistic talk group, The QR, down. And she thought if she could win this prestigious title that she could make some significant changes on campus. I told her to look at the changes we needed to make in our own lives and worry about the campus revolution later. But she wouldn’t listen.


About two weeks before finals, they had the nomination rally at Hill Field House. Each of the nominees, male and female, was going to read an acceptance speech. They were going to let the crowd know where they were coming from in terms of their views and all. That’s where all the spit really hit the fan. Where Stacy and Digs had at it so bad that both nearly got suspended.


Now granted, by that time, Stacy Smithe had become a real witch—way outta hand, so I can’t say I was surprised at the way Digs reacted to her. But I would like to have seen Dignity practice a little more restraint.


There were three candidates for Mr. Morgan and four for Ms. Morgan. All of them were upper classmen. There were two people who seemed to have the audience’s favor—Michael Wayland and Tiffany Jamison. Michael was the campus comedian, associated with the Kappas, and he had the crowd going with jokes before he even read an acceptance speech. He could be corny, but you hadda admit that some of his jokes were on. Especially when he cracked on Professor Wexler, saying she was so old that she was around when the Dead Sea Scrolls got sick. Had me howling. Then Tiffany had this “skee-wee” thing going with her sorors; all of them waved their pink and green flags until the whole place looked like flying watermelons. These two were obviously the popular candidates, so you hadda really be saying something to keep the crowd’s attention after they spoke.


Digs, man, she was up to the task! Even I was a little surprised by her eloquence or whatever.


The thing was, you were supposed to accept the nomination and explain what your platform, or your focus, would be. One of the functions of this pageant thing was tied to public service. Mr. and Ms. Morgan worked directly with an organization of their choice to contribute something positive to the community.


Michael wanted to work with Special Olympics, since his little cousin died from Multiple Sclerosis. Tiffany was interested in AIDS prevention, since the virus was becoming more prevalent among African-American youth. But Digs, she came from out of nowhere with her idea to form an organization rather than to just align herself with an existing one. Her idea of forming an organization was unique, but it sounded conventional in comparison to the theme she wanted to focus on.


Dignity used well-researched quotes and realistic, hypothetical examples to explain how black people cannot hope for equality and unity with other races until they can get along with each other. Dignity, God love her, announced that her platform would be in-house racism. She announced that afternoon, in front of thousands of Morganites, that she would be spearheading a new organization called ColorKind, “to educate students about the insidious and dangerous effects of black-on-black discrimination, and to promote cultural pride and self-love.” She confessed that she had been the victim of this kind of discrimination and knew first hand how damaging it could be. She told the students that she had already acquired some funding from some local organizations, including 3 major Greek organizations, that she had a committee that would be creating brochures to alert the community about the organization and its mission. Oh, she had it all down! The real trip, though, was what she said at the end of her speech:


“Some say that this election is nothing more than a beauty pageant. I guess that could be true because every single candidate here has a unique idea, a cause to fight for, and a reason why they deserve to represent our ‘Fair Morgan’ next year—and that’s beautiful. But my platform, and my reason for standing before you this afternoon, is a little different. I want to let you know that beautiful thoughts, unique ideas, and the willingness to contribute something positive to society, are ideas that belong to everybody. Like many of you, I have the insight to recognize a problem that plagues my people; thus, I have a responsibility to contribute to the solution.


“Fair Morganites, I cannot be with you when you choose your candidate next fall. I cannot be sure that I will win. But I do know that we have a host of wonderful, beautiful candidates this year, that each one has something special to offer to Morgan and to the world, and, in this respect, I know that I cannot lose. Remember to love each other. My name is Dignity.”


The whole gymnasium fell silent, no joke. She caught the campus off guard. Because, for one thing, most people had never heard of her, and there she was speaking like Sojourner Truth or something. And for another, she was so tiny and wild-looking, with her small, oval glasses and her fire-engine hair. And, she was well-spoken as all hell. Nobody had expected her to be so classy, so informed, so mature up there. She didn’t sling any mud and she didn’t talk about silly things. From her whole spirit, you could tell that she was being sincere. Shocked the socks off of Morgan, myself included.


And the applause—oh man. That clapping was no joke! You’da thought Dignity was Mariah Carey or Janet Jackson, the way they carried on. Dignity just stood on the side of the stage and said thank you. She was such a classy chick and didn’t even know it, with her neurotic self. So after that, Stacy was the next, the last candidate, in fact, to speak. But she had to wait what seemed like a lifetime for the folks to stop clapping and screaming Dignity’s name. You could see the heat rising up in Stacy’s face, like inside of that red and white suit she was sporting she had a mean fire going on. She stood at the podium looking like the zookeeper when the monkey house has gone mad.


Stacy must have ditched the speech she prepared and opted to free flow her acceptance. Bad move. She explained how she was concerned about domestic violence. She was doing all right until she realized that no one was listening to her. Folks were squirming in their seats and talking loudly to one another. Many folks simply got up and left. Morganites can be like that—rude as an Apollo audience on a Saturday night if they are over the event and if you aren’t saying what they wanna hear.


Well, any idiot would have just wrapped up and called it a day. But Stacy kept at it, telling a sketchy, make-it-up-as-you-go-along story about a cousin who had been beaten up by her husband so bad that she no longer could talk. That’s when it turned ugly.


“If I come up there and knock you up side the head, will you shut up, too?” Some dude hurled this insult up from the audience, and the whole gymnasium fell out. It was cold, but it was also funny. Stacy was trying so hard up there, but it just wasn’t happening. So, Stacy got back to her roots, got loud, and let the ghetto out of the bag. She pointed her finger into the audience and told them they were not right, that abuse was not funny, and that they all needed to grow up. It was getting uncomfortable. The same dude who had insulted her before stood up and started imitating her, shaking his neck and pointing his finger. Half the crowd was howling at him, and the other side was beginning to side with Stacy, telling him to grow up and sit down.


The whole time this was happening, I could see Dignity getting more and more frantic. She had this thing where she couldn’t stand to see any kind of violence—she’d go nuts. She gave the term “peace loving” new meaning. Any kind of dissention used to make her crazy, and she’d do anything to stop it. The gymnasium was loud with all the hoo-ha, and it really did seem like we were on the outskirts of a riot. Next thing you know, Dignity comes flying over to the podium next to Stacy, grabbing the mic, and giving her best peace-keeper act:


“Stop it! Stop it this instant! This woman has something to say, and each and every one of you had better listen!” But before Dignity could really get started defending her, Stacy knocked Dignity to the floor and started cussing her out.


“Oh, please! The day I need your help will be a cold day in hell, red bone! Witcha Pollyanna shit about all colors of the rainbow! This madness is your fault anyway! If you hadn’t a been so long-winded with your Little Mary Sunshine shit, these people wouldn’t have been so tired and ready to go!” Stacy used the side of her foot to soccer-kick Dignity to the side, like she was some kind of trash.


That’s when I got up and headed for the podium. I didn’t care if she was a woman; Stacy was not going to drop kick my girlfriend and get away with it. I was seeing red, I was so angry running up there.


But Dignity surprised me. Much as she loved peace, she must have had a temper, too, when she was threatened or when her principles were at stake. She came up swinging, ready to draw blood. I already knew that she loved Martin Luther King, Jr., that she thought about his “I Have a Dream” speech, which she’d memorized in 10th grade, whenever she needed strength, but I did not expect her to draw strength from that speech that day under those circumstances.


I was a few feet away when I saw my Dignity pulling herself up by the bootstraps of Stacy’s hair. “Naw, Stacy. I have a dream today! You’re not gonna turn it into a nightmare…” Stacy’s bottom lips turned down in discomfort, nearly covering her chin with a grimace of shock, pain, and surprise.


Dignity didn’t miss a beat. She had Stacy in a death grip; Stacy’s hands were pressed behind her back, as Dignity propelled herself and her victim toward the podium. “Oh, we’re gonna work together, Sister! Not because of the color of your skin, but because of the content of my character—I have a dream today, Stacy!”


“What is the matter with you?! You crazy bitch, let go of my arm! Security!” Stacy was struggling with all of her weight, but she couldn’t get loose from Dignity’s grip. I had never seen my girlfriend in that light before. I wasn’t sure whether I was turned on or scared of her. I remember I just froze like a deer caught in headlights and watched her like a soap opera.


The crowd was hooting and yelling as Dignity strong-armed Stacy and made her walk apologize for her ugly words to Dignity. But those few steps to the podium were filled with drama.


“We may not get there together, Stacy, but I can promise you—we as a people will reach the Promised Land! Now you say you’re sorry! Say it!” It took all of her strength to keep Stacy from breaking free and running out of that gym like the chicken shit she was.


“Girl, do you know I work for lawyers? I will sue your ass, big time! Let me go, you crazy, yellow heifer…”


“Oh, you’re gonna apologize, Stacy! You’re not gonna deface this whole rally with your hateful ways! Blacks and Whites, Jews and Gentiles…” Dignity continued with her disjointed quoting of “The Dream.”


“Mad Cow! Mad Cow!” Stacy tried her best to pry loose, but she couldn’t. The spectators were watching her, watching Dignity, not sure about the high tone that Dignity had taken, but appreciating the idea of a catfight. But, by that time, Dignity had worn her victim down, and Stacy visibly deflated. You could see the fight go out of her as Dignity prompted her with what to say.


“Apologize to the student body,” Dignity said.


“I am sorry, Morganites, fellow sorors, and frats for this nasty behavior.” Stacy spoke softly into the mic while the crowd cheered and laughed.


“Free at last! Apologize to the faculty for wasting their valuable time,” Dignity insisted, somehow maintaining her hold on Stacy’s arms.


“My apologies to the faculty and staff for, ahh, this misconduct…” You could see Stacy’s cheeks pulsing, like the words she was saying were draining her face, her brain of all of their energy.


“Free at last!” Dignity squealed. “Now, apologize to me for your ignorant act of violence.” I could see that my girlfriend’s strength was wearing thin, and I was ready to jump in whenever necessary.


Stacy coughed and sweated and nearly choked on the words. “I am sorry, Dignity. I lost my temper with you, and I am sorry.” Stacy closed her eyes with those words, maybe to avoid seeing the crow she was being made to eat.


“Thank God Almighty, we are free at last!!!” Dignity let go of Stacy’s arms, her own upraised in victory and praise.


You shoulda seen those college kids, clapping, cheering, laughing, going nuts over a scene that they probably only partially understood. But by the time I approached Dignity, security had shown up. And two days later, I was right there with Digs when she and Stacy had to explain their behavior and appeal their disciplinary probation to regain the right to run for Ms. Morgan, and plead to the dean not to suspend their sassy asses in the fall.


Well, to make a long story short, Dignity got what she wanted: an apology from Stacy, a nomination for campus queen, and the right to come back and finish senior year. Me, I got the chance to see my Dignity in action. She was a force to be reckoned with, that girl.


But, along with a subtle victory in terms of Ms. Morgan and the chance to see what she’s really made of, we both got something else: a serious lover’s quarrel that nearly cost both of us our dignity.








3
 [DARKER PERSUASION]


Stacy Smithe


I don’t know what got into me that day. Nerves I guess. And that green-eyed monster. It’s just that I looked out there into that sea of black faces, and I saw most of them screaming her name, and everything I’d ever had to live down or try to overcome came flooding over me. Felt like I was bathed in hate.


Even though I was surprised to find out Dignity was running for Ms. Morgan, I don’t think I was all that surprised to hear how beautifully she spoke that day. She has a gift, that girl, something special in her. Maybe that’s why I had such a problem with her. I mean, she was like a golden child, or something—who needs it? Everybody always raving over Dignity like she’s the greatest thing since cheese grits. And is it any coincidence that she’s got all that good hair waving down her back and no darker than a minute past morning? I don’t think so! Those kind, they always get all the breaks. Just like my half-sister, Helene. Me and her have different daddies.


My daddy is coal black and locked up until some far-off day in the twenty-first century. Left me nothing but a hard way to go. Must be every time my mama looked at me, she saw Nigger Charlie. That’s what she called my daddy. Said that’s the name of a well-known dog, or something. She said it was well-known that he was a dog, so the name suited him.


Real name was Henry Harrel Smithe. Hank for short. He’d been on lockdown since I was six, but I inherited a few things from Hank Harrel: two pictures of him and my mom taken in the late ’70s, both of them looking like something out of Cotton Comes to Harlem, a rain hat he used to wear, his dog tags from the Vietnam War, skin the color of black strap molasses, and a ruthless temper. Sometimes that temper gets the best of me. Apparently it runs in the family.


According to the legends passed down by my grandmother, Melba, and my aunt and her children, my daddy was a drinker and a gambler. He stayed drunk so he wouldn’t have to think. They tell me he had a lot of brilliant thoughts but no money to put them to use. So he stayed drunk. He took up with my mama in late ’69. He’d done a brief stint in Vietnam and came back injured in his body and in his mind. That’s when he met Mr. Daniels. Got along with Mr. Daniels so well that he began calling him by his first name—Jack. Daddy and Jack were inseparable.


But according to Big Melba, my granny, he didn’t mean to shoot that officer. He meant to shoot the deputy, the one who looked like the gooks, the enemy. He thought he was doing the right thing and protecting his platoon. Only reason why he didn’t plead insanity was because he didn’t want to go down in family history as a crazy man. He’d rather be known as a straight-up thug. Judge probably wouldn’t have gone for it anyway. Daddy had a drunken delusion. That ain’t a matter for the psychiatrist; that’s a matter for Alcoholic Anonymous.


Not long after that, Mama took up with her current friend, Willy Moseby. Been together, unmarried, for nearly as long as I’ve had breath. Looked like that old guy, Cab Calloway. He and my mom were about as light as you could get without being white. And my little sister, Helene, was the same way—bright yellow. Ever since she showed up, with her tiny little self, Mama hasn’t wanted much to do with me. Especially since she claimed the only reason why Willy wouldn’t quit his first wife, Denise, and marry her was because of my black behind. Doesn’t want to be linked with a crazy murderer’s dark-skinned child.


And Helene was always trying to prove how much she loved me, how much she recognized that Mama was wrong. Jumping to my defense whenever Mama went off on her “you’re just like your father, never gonna be nothing, never gonna have nothing” routine. But I don’t need Helene’s sympathy. Words ain’t worth much. I didn’t see her turning down the clothes Mama bought. I worked all up and down Security Mall to earn money for mine. Never saw her turn down the modeling lessons or the dance classes or the private school education at Archbishop Keough even though we ain’t Catholic and haven’t stepped foot in a church since precious little Helene was baptized. Helene can save the sympathetic drama for her mama. The two of them can have each other.


My sister always caused me conflict. Because she was smarter than me, she never had to work as hard at school, and she did have a sweetness about her. But, shoot, I might be sweet, too, if I had a mama that doted on me. Shoot. I wanted to be spoiled, too.


And Dignity put me in the mind of Helene. Smart, pretty, and light enough for everybody to spoil and shower with affection. Made me angry. I tried hard to hide what I was feeling; I planned to make my speech, accept my nomination, and feel good when my sorors. But all I could hear was them screaming out Dignity’s name. So, I snapped. I wanted to take her yellow ass and her prayer for peace and pound it into the dirt somewhere behind Hill Field House, where rats the size of small cats come out when it is quiet and dark, and let her feel, for one moment, what I feel every day of my life—beaten down and buried just for being someone, something I cannot change. All this equality and peace and sunshine—it was easy for her to preach that mess, cuz that’s all she’d ever seen. Me, I live on the dark side where it ain’t so easy to see the sun.
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 [CALLING IT QUITS]


Khalil Towers


Junior year was a trip. They say many people don’t make it through junior year. I can see why. That third year is no joke! That’s when you’re done with all the general ed courses and you get deep in your major. Half the time, students have picked a major blindly, having no idea what it’s really like. Plus, poverty sets in, and students get antsy, wanting to get out there and earn money and live life again. For real, niggers is so broke in college, they can hardly pay attention. It can wear on a brother.


But, not being faint of heart, I had made it through that infamous third year. I was looking forward to the summer, going to work for my dad, earning some money so I could chill during my last year.


I was involved with this chick, Stacy Smithe. She was fine as all hell and crazy about my narrow ass. I guess that’s why I put up with her shit. She was always involved in high drama, ever since I met her chocolate behind. We started kicking it back two years before, during freshman year. The way it happened was kind of messed up. Originally, me and my homie, Sal, were interested in Stacy and her friend, Dignity. I was feeling Dignity, and Salmon was gonna get with Stacy. But then, some shit we didn’t anticipate went down, and I ended up flipping the script. So, Sal ended up with Dignity, and I ended up with Stacy. I didn’t mean to play my homeboy foul, though. It just happened that way.


Stacy must have looked at me and seen a white picket fence and two-point-five children or something because she clung to my ass like stink clings to raw chitterlings—she was all over it! I told her I was a free spirit, not ready for any heavy commitments, and she went for it. Being as though she accepted my stipulations—she allowed me to see whomever I wanted whenever I wanted; she could only see me—I stayed with her. Women can really accept some ridiculous shit.


But even though she put up with my one-sided rules, she still started to trip and pitch fits, and we was starting to have issues. Stacy had this phobia of red-bones, as she called them, always afraid that light-skinned people were stepping on her, or getting the stuff she wanted just because they were light. Stacy was a deep bluish-black, skin just as smooth and shiny as a baby’s butt. She was gorgeous, with her dark self. But she was also paranoid as hell, thinking everybody treated her differently ‘cause she was dark. The girl had issues.


I had a plan, though. I figured I’d finish the semester and lay low with her, turning my cheek to her craziness, then I’d go work for my dad in Virginia and drop her ass over the summer. Come back for senior year with my wallet on swoll, ready to roll.


That was the plan, but as they say, plans don’t always go smoothly. When Stacy showed her ass at the Ms. Morgan rally, showing her deep-seated need for intensive, on-going therapy, I knew I had to bounce right then. I mean, I knew that contest was important to her, but the way she acted with Dignity was uncalled for. Digs and me were cool—I always liked the girl. And, hell, her boyfriend, Salmon, was one of my top dogs. Nah. I couldn’t put up with Stacy’s stunts no more. Tricks are for kids.


Soon after I called it quits with Stacy, Salmon and Dignity got into it big time. Even though we was way down, Sal didn’t talk to me much about his large, Italian family or his relationship with Digs, at least not on that deep tip. But he did mention that his father was old school, kind of backward in his ways. He implied that maybe his pops wasn’t cool with the darker persuasion, that he wasn’t down with Sal and Dig’s love gig. Didn’t seem like his pops was big on Sal’s stint at Morgan State, neither. Used to be the situation with his pops didn’t bother him much. But by junior year, I guess it started to bug him, and he started to talk to me about it.


Salmon is from one of these Italian, Catholic families, like The Godfather, or some shit. Originally from Brooklyn, they lived out in Silver Spring, close to Washington, D.C. They was forever having these family reunions, dinners and what not, that Sal never wanted to mess with. I could count on one hand the times he went home during our first two years at MSU. Most holidays he either stayed at his apartment and let my moms slide him a plate, or he came home with me. One Christmas we drove down to Norfolk and chilled with my dad and his girlfriend for a hot minute. But Sal never really went home, and he didn’t go deep into why.


That year, though, he began to toy with the idea of going home for Easter, a big deal holiday for his family. He went, and when he came back, he wasn’t the same Sal. I don’t know what happened, but whatever it was must have really messed him up. And soon after that, right around finals, homeboy started to really trip. Told me he was having nightmares and was missing sleep. Said he had to work this thing out with his dad cuz the madness was messing with his dreams and his stomach. I remember telling him to do what he gotta do and that I had his back, regardless.


Cuz I remember when me and my pops had got into it, when he played out on Moms and took the job in Virginia. When they divorced, I didn’t want to forgive him, didn’t want nothing to do with him. But the separation messed with me. I was relieved when he showed up during the playoffs when I was balling during senior year of high school. It wasn’t the simplest thing, but we did manage to improve our relationship.


So, one night, two days before the end of the semester, the day before me and Sal had that killer final in Physics, I had crashed over at his crib up Northwood. By that time, I had moved into the frat house, and damn if you could study in all that madness. With the dogs, it was non stop chaos, 24-7. So I had went to Salmon’s so we could study and ace that final. Much as we both loved to play, we both kept a decent GPA.


I was in thick z’s when I heard Salmon mumbling and crying in his sleep. Tossing and throwing punches like something was after him. Freaked me out. So, I went in the kitchen and called Dignity. Told her to wake her ass up and come see about her man. Cuz I’m his homie and I got nothing but love for him, but a psychiatrist I ain’t. Let his woman comfort his troubled ass, and let me get my beauty sleep.


Digs came over and climbed into bed with Sal, put her arms around him and started rocking. Looked like he got quiet for a minute, so I took it as my opportunity to get dressed and roll out. It was almost two in the morning, and if I hurried, I could still get five hours of shut eye before our 8 a.m. final.


But when Sal showed up to take the Physics test, looking like the walking dead he was so pale and washed out, he told me that he and Digs had called it quits, that she was going back to Kentucky and may not come back in the fall. That he was going home for the summer. Messed my ass up. In a matter of days I’d ditched my bitch and Sal and Digs had called it quits.


Oh yes. The end of junior year was no joke.
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 [THE BROTHERS RINALDI]


Salmon


Dig trips, simple as that. I said to her, “Dignity, you can’t be sweating the small stuff,” but she don’t wanna listen. Nobody gets a perfect deal, and she oughtta know that already. I mean, her mom, my dad—our families are messed up. But she knew that when we first started college. I told her I didn’t care about any of that stuff, but, like I say, Dig trips. She kept saying she wanted to go home with me for Easter or later in the summer. Can’t happen.


When I got this scholarship to study at Morgan, I knew I wasn’t gonna be able to bring my “father drama” up in this bitch. See, I wanted to go to school, and this was gonna be my only chance. Pops wasn’t feeling it. For many reasons. Bottom line, Poppy wasn’t gonna pay for school. Maybe he couldn’t have, even if he wanted to, and mainly he didn’t want to:


“My poppy didn’t go to college, and I never went to no stinkin’ college, and somehow we turn out okay! Enough of this college stuff already! In our family, we don’t do that, and we still make it. So it’s settled! You learn the business along with your brother, Frankie! Next thing ya know you’re a self-made man, just like me!”


Yet, I was never good with that stuff like Pop and Frankie. I couldn’t look at a blank wall and figure out what was going on behind it. I mean, cripes, if the light’s not working, I say make sure she’s plugged up, change the bulb, and beyond that, ya got me! Hell if I know! So this whole family electrical business idea never truly worked for me.


I am good at other stuff—Pops don’t wanna see that. I mean, I could crack a bat with the best of them, and I could shoot hoop like a brother, believe that. I mean, I wasn’t no sissy, alright? But I liked to think, too. I don’t know. Build. Plan. Read about the world. History and Art and that kinda crap. Always, from since I was just a twit in elementary school. The stuff fascinated me is all. Especially buildings in Italy and all that. Guess it’s the Italian in me.


So, I already knew that me and the family had parted ways some when I took the scholarship to Morgan. Everybody knew the place was historically Black. Everybody knew Pop didn’t trust Blacks. Everybody knew Pop didn’t like colleges and books and all that kind of fancy stuff, as he said. So, right away, I knew I was putting a wedge between me and the family by going, and I knew it might never be the same with me and Pops, but I knew I had to do what I had to do. So. I skipped the “father drama” from the day I got here. Didn’t tell anybody but Khalil, my best bud, about how Pops trips. As for Mommy and Frankie, I knew we could still be cool if we kept on the low. But Pops, I didn’t know if he’d ever come around. Although I guess I sort of hoped that he would.


Pops is kinda out of place, anyhow. Where we come from, Washington, D.C., nobody really cares what your background is. So, I just skipped telling my friends that my family is strict Italians who don’t wanna mix up with no dark-skin people. To me, we are dark skin people, especially since Mommy is Latin. To me it’s so much foolishness I can’t be bothered with. So, I didn’t tell most people.


I had been here for three years, and this hush on the family hate thing was working just fine. Next thing you know, with graduation around the corner, suddenly Frankie and Mommy thought Pops might want to come to graduation. Pops might want me to come home for Easter. Pops might want his youngest son in his life after all.


Three fricking years, and I’m busting my ass over here! Work study this and financial aid that! Hadda plan for how to have books and pay for housing, since the scholarship only paid for tuition. Then, when we all knew I was gonna do it, when I was about to graduate at the top of my class, suddenly heeeeere’s Poppy!


Yo, where was he when I had to do my advisor’s yard work, for cripe’s sake, so’s I could make enough to pay for my dorm room the next semester, huh? I’m struggling, and he’s nowhere to be found. I graduate, and suddenly he wants his son back. Bite me.


But somewhere behind that, my spirit smiled. That’s something I heard Digs say a lot—what will make your spirit smile? At first I didn’t get it, but now I do. It’s when you feel really happy and peaceful inside. And when Frankie came one Sunday, so we could go to afternoon mass and then to Happy Hour to knock some back and watch the game (the Italian Paradox, as Digs calls it), he started in on me about whether I was going home for Easter.


“Mommy really wants it, Sal. You know how it is. She’s got all the stuff for Italian gravy at home, a shit load of her vegetables, and next week she’ll be cooking and canning. Aunt Celia’s coming, bringing the kids. I hope her fat-ass husband stays home! We’re gonna play soccer and all that. Ya gonna make it, Kid?”


Frankie was two years older than me, and he’d been working with Pops since he was fifteen. He was a fricking genius or something with wiring and engineering. He could do anything with his skills, but he chose to work with Pops. Go figure. With him in the business, they had hired fourteen new people and opened a second office in Silver Spring.


But I didn’t appreciate the way he was looking at me. Or, rather, not looking at me, serious and casual all at the same time. He had this way, see, since he was a kid. Where he’d be sucking back the drink and looking up at the ceiling, but really he had his mind all over you. And, if you disagreed with him, suddenly he wasn’t so cool anymore, and you had a fight on your hands. With Frankie, fights were all gestures and punches, no words really. He was a real fricking hot head. With me, it was more words as bullets. So, I knew I hadda be careful or this weekly brother-bonding ritual could turn really foul.


I slurped the meat from my spicy wing and threw the bone to the side of the plate. Sunk my lip into the foam of my mug to get down past it, where the beer was. And I weighed my words and measured my feelings.


“Frankie, it ain’t that easy. Where I’m sitting, Pops is an asshole about this whole thing! I mean, I’m busting my ass over here, and I done good for myself, by myself. I ain’t exactly the same Sal that left for Morgan a few years ago, alright? I mean, cripes! You don’t know what it’s been like, all this time, him not talking to me, me not coming home for Christmas and everything else. I got a hardness around me now is all; I don’t know.”


Frankie started to jiggle his leg some and looked over my head at the screen. It was halftime. The cheerleaders were dancing to Madonna and showing a lot of ass. It had his attention, but only half of it. Frankie was like that. Half focused on a million things at once. “I gotta take a piss, Sal. Get us another pitcher, alright?”


My brother hopped up from the table and strutted his way through the crowd at Uno’s Pizzeria, which wasn’t as bad as it could be sometimes when you could hardly get a seat. But we’d gotten there early. I watched Frankie, with his black boots, black jeans, and black leather jacket work the crowd as he walked to the can.





5.2
 [EASTER IS RISING]


Salmon


Frankie slid through the restaurant, giving lots of attitude. A small wink and a warm smile to the red-haired waitress. He was a nice guy, Frankie. Paid his bills, loved his mommy, but he was a player for real. A heartbreaker. And, even though he’s quick to gesture and punch, later on, when he’s calmed down, he usually makes smart decisions.
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