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AUGUST 21, 2004



Dear Moms,


I know you’re probably wondering where I am and why I left. The first question is easy—I’m still in Pennsylvania, but several miles away in a small town called Lancaster. I am staying at a place called Milagro House, which is kind of like a long-term shelter for teenage girls and women, but please don’t come here. Right now I need my space. I’m just letting you know that I’m okay so you won’t worry.


I’m sure what you really want to know is why. Why am I here? “Why” is the same question everyone here at Milagro House is asking me too. All I can say is that I never thought it would come to this. I never thought I would run away. For some reason I thought you of all people would see and know—know as soon as the seed sprouted. Know what’s going on and perhaps help me understand it too, because something gnawing inside of me tells me that the real answer is buried in my story. Our story.


Here at Milagro House I have lots of time to think, so I’ve been thinking about my life, and what I realize is that this was my destiny. All these years I had fooled myself into thinking you could rescue me, but you hadn’t saved yourself yet. Perhaps as I write this letter we’ll both figure out the deeper reason why—why my path is so similar to yours, why I didn’t learn lessons from the past. So to help me and you learn, I have to start at the beginning of the summer, because that set off my chain of events.


“Damn! Of all places, why here and why now?” I grumbled as I threw my head and hands up to the dark sky. On such a clear hot night not a moonbeam or star could be seen, but the sky was the only place I wanted to look. I couldn’t bear to look at my girl. Her car was torn up!


Yet Ange’s tears weren’t for the stolen CDs, money, or Louis Vuitton makeup bag, or even for the slashed tire. All of that stuff, including the black 2002 Honda Civic, was replaceable. The tears were for the trouble that, thanks to some vandals, was surely coming.


We weren’t supposed to be in this part of Philly. Three months ago, when Ange’s dad, Mr. Rinaldi, gave her the car, he ordered her not to drive it to Philadelphia. Ironically, his concern wasn’t because she was a newly licensed driver, and even Dale Earnhardt Jr. could have trouble maneuvering on the Schuylkill. No, Mr. Rinaldi didn’t want his “princess” in Philly. No parts of Philadelphia!


After tears and screams of “I hate you,” Ange and her mom, Isabella, eventually wore Mr. Rinaldi down. He gave a little, allowing her to drive to South Philly. Her nana and practically all of Ange’s aunts, uncles, and cousins lived in the southern end of the city. They were some of the last people to stay in the old Italian neighborhood. Working-class Italians used to live in most of the homes in that section. Today, some might call it a melting pot: blacks, Irish, Latinos, and everyone else who dared to cross the invisible boundary lines making the old Italian neighborhood their home too.


Ange never said why her relatives stayed in the city, refusing to move to the burbs like so many others had done. No, they kept their roots planted. So whether someone was an original or a transplant, they recognized the Rinaldi name. It carried weight. I suppose that’s why Mr. Rinaldi gave Ange permission to travel freely there. He thought she’d be safe.


But there we were in Point Breeze! At the wrong place and at the wrong time. Ange’s junior license had expired over an hour before.


Usually, when Ange and I got in a jam, her brother, Tony, or her mom helped us out. But Tony had stayed at college to take extra classes. In the summer? When it’s nice outside? Like, ninety degrees? Shut in a classroom? I don’t think so! From what I heard, Tony had trouble just walking his muscular legs to classes during the regular school year. He was a serious partyer, and I was sure that’s how Tony was really spending his vacation at State College. Four and a half hours away, Tony couldn’t help us on this night.


Isabella? She’d often been Ange’s partner in crime. But this was a mechanical type of thing. Ange’s mom certainly wasn’t any good with these types of late-night problems. In fact, Isabella’s a better schemer than cleaner-upper. We can tell her what we’re going to do before we do it. But if you-know-what hits the fan, like in the present situation, she’s not the one to call.


There were no more choices. Reluctantly, I looked over at Ange. There was no need for words. She understood it was time to bite the bullet.


Tossing her long, thick, wavy hair aside, she pulled out her cell phone, opened it, and said “home.” Within seconds, Ange was shrieking like a newborn in her daddy’s ears.


“Dah-dee, you got to come help me! Someone broke into my car and they slashed my tire. [She sobbed.] I’m not really sure where I’m at and I’m scared.”


Sometimes Ange could make even Pinocchio proud. She knew where we were. Since the beginning of May we had been coming to Point Breeze, hangin’ with Raheem and his boys. Raheem and Ange were messin’ around. But lookin’ at her car windshield, where someone had scribbled with burgundy lipstick “Stay away white bitch!” somebody had a problem with that. I said to myself that we would deal with that somebody later. At that point, I was more concerned about dealing with Mr. Rinaldi.


Although I couldn’t hear what Mr. Rinaldi was saying on the phone, I could tell by Ange’s answers that he couldn’t understand how she didn’t know where she was.


Through fake tears, Ange said, “Dah-dee, wait, okay? Sheree asked someone to tell us what part of Philly we’re in and what street. We’re on Greenwich Street in the twenty-two-hundred block in … [She turned to me and winked.] What part of Philly did you say, Sheree?”


Catching on, I loudly answered, “Point Breeze.”


“Okay, did you hear that, Dah-dee? How long will it take you? Yeah, we’ll be all right. We’ll go back to our friend’s house and wait until we see your car. Okay. Bye, Dah-dee.”


In an instant, she clicked off the phone, wiped her drying tears, laughed, and said, “C’mon. We just bought ourselves some more time.”


Before high-fiving Ange, I needed to know the story. ’Cause you know, Moms, I’m not used to lying. Not that I’m tryin’ to front. ’Cause yeah, I’ve lied before. Still lie to teachers about leaving my homework or books at home. Doesn’t everybody? But I don’t lie to you. You, Stacey Renee Jemison, don’t play that! I’ve learned that you only play it with yourself and with your man of the moment.


As far back as I can remember, you repeatedly warned me, “Don’t lie to me, Sheree. I hate liars and I hate sneaky people too.” When I was a kid, the penalty for lyin’ was a beatin’. Now I suspect you don’t have the energy for all that, ’cause now you threaten to throw me out of the house. And I know you ain’t playin’, either. If you caught me in a lie, you would straight-up kick me out. So I don’t lie to you; there’s no point.


Besides, you made it so there’s nothing I can’t tell you and nothing you can’t tell me. You know where I go and who I’m goin’ with. So I suppose you better than anyone understand my need to know the “story” before Mr. Rinaldi arrived.


After Ange dropped the details, we went back inside Raheem’s house. A few hours earlier, the place had been packed with his friends from the neighborhood and his old college, filling spaces in the tiny row house. But when we returned, only Raheem and his three boys remained, along with two girls. They were all sitting in the tiny, faded green kitchen smokin’ an’ rollin’ blunts. Hovering over the weed was jasmine incense, Raheem’s favorite scent. He often lit it to disguise the joint smell from his mom, Ms. Jordan, who would be home in the morning. Ms. Jordan is a tall thick woman with graying hair and a sweet voice. She works the night shift at Tastykake. Although Ange and I didn’t see her too much, we often helped ourselves to the products she helped bake.


Standing in the kitchen, watching Raheem and his friends, I couldn’t tell who the girls were on. But Russell, whose name everybody pronounces Rah-sool, was feelin’ this dark-skinned chick. She looked a’ight, a little too skinny, though.


The girls were friendly enough, but I got the feeling they weren’t happy to see us. Ange, who doesn’t always read people’s faces or expressions well, was clueless.


“Somebody messed up my car!” she shared with the partyers.


Unsuccessfully trying to mask their pleasure, the two girls snickered. But it was brief and my annoyance was reserved for Ange. I don’t know why she had to broadcast it to everyone. She had already told Raheem about the car when he answered the door. That’s all that needed to know. I didn’t want these girls in our business! I just didn’t trust something about them.


“Whoever did it is just jealous,” I added while eyeing the mocha girl with the ponytail weave.


“Yo, that’s messed up!” Russell said as he passed Ange a joint. “Here, take a hit.”


As Ange carelessly reached for the joint, I grabbed her arm and pulled it away. “Your dad will be here soon. You don’t want him to smell weed on you,” I whispered in her ear.


Totally disregarding my warning, Ange put the j to her lips and took two hits. Tapping my arm, she attempted to pass it to me. I looked at her like she was loco. Mr. Rinaldi wasn’t smelling weed on me! My gut told me he didn’t even like me, so I wasn’t giving him any ammunition.


Raheem took what would have been my hit and the joint worked its way back around the table.


About an hour later, we spotted a tow truck and Mr. Rinaldi’s large white Mercedes Benz.


“Ange, your eyes are so red! You know I don’t have Visine,” I said as we ran toward the car.


“Angela, get in the car! You too!” Mr. Rinaldi’s deep voice cut through the darkness. Give or take a few inches, Mr. Rinaldi is about five seven, five eight—a good four or five inches taller than me, but still kind of short for a man. However, something about his deep Italian voice makes him seem much bigger. He also has a way of raising his thick eyebrows that makes me nervous. It’s like he can see my thoughts or something.


While Mr. Rinaldi and the tow truck operator examined Ange’s car, she and I got into his. When her dad returned, we tried to act like we were asleep. Just as I suspected, Mr. Rinaldi wasn’t fooled. He started the car and said, “Angela Isabelle Rinaldi! What were you doing down here? Didn’t I tell you South Philly only? It’s dangerous down here! Anything could have happened to you! And you don’t even know where you are? Why were you here? You should have been home hours ago! Did you see what was written on your windshield? They must know you! Disgrazia! Who is it? How come they have problems with you? What did you do? It must be a warning…. Well? Answer me!”


Answer which question first? I don’t get it. Adults do this all the time. Ask questions they really don’t want an answer to. This was one of those instances. Ange didn’t even open her mouth and pretend like she was about to answer. She just kept staring at him. When it seemed like he was done, she grinned. Yeah, grinned! Not a big-mouth, teeth-baring grin, but a gentle, It’s okay, how are you? type of grin. It was weird. If I gave you a look like that, you probably would have slapped the Juicy Fruit taste out of my mouth. Mr. Rinaldi didn’t even seem to notice.


Instead, he continued talking. “Ange, you are not to come down here again. Do I make myself clear, young lady?”


This time an answer was expected.


“Yes, Dah-dee.”


And that was it. End of discussion. Just like on TV. How come we don’t fight like that? Ange settled back into her same position, head against the passenger window, and I remembered to breathe again. As soon as Mr. Rinaldi pulled into our neighborhood, I started playing my wishing game. I wished no one would be hangin’ out on the corner. I wished the houses were bigger, farther apart, and surrounded by more grass. I wished there wasn’t any trash on the street or sidewalks. I wished my neighborhood looked more like Ange’s.


Obviously, my wishing didn’t change things one iota. It didn’t even wipe out the look of disgust Mr. Rinaldi had on his face as he glanced at our house. I know this man doesn’t like me, or where I come from. By the way, I happen to like our tiny flower garden.


“Thanks, Mr. Rinaldi. Good night, Ange. Talk to you tomorrow.”


Mr. Rinaldi drove off as I was still fidgeting with the locks. He didn’t even wait to see that I got into the house.


Before I shut the front door, I checked for your keys. They were in their usual spot on the front room table. Since Regal’s was still open, I was surprised you were already home. You would normally still be perched on the first bar stool. That was your spot. You could see everybody who came in and they could see you, too.


After all these years, I still haven’t figured out why it’s even called Regal’s. The darkness, the musty smell, the stained wooden floor, the ripped watermelon-colored bar stools, the plastic glasses—nothing about the place or the people who go there is regal. Of course it took me a while to figure that part out. When I was a little girl, I thought the place was da bomb. I used to love it when you took me there. I’d sit at the bar stool right next to you, watching your every move. You’d have a Tanqueray and ginger ale. I’d have a Shirley Temple. Leon, the short, pudgy bartender, always gave me two cherries.


He’d wink at you, and say in his raspy voice, “Here, sweetheart. Remember, don’t give your cherry to the first person you meet.” Then you and he would laugh. The message was over my head.


Even still, I’d sit there, feelin’ like a big girl on those bar stools. Every time you took a sip, I would too. Just as if I was watchin’ the Smurfs on TV, my eyes were glued to the way the men talked to and touched you. Some would be real nice to me. Buying me barbecued potato chips. Another Shirley Temple. A fish sandwich. Or give me money. You’d often say, “Take that money, Ree Ree.” Dutifully, I’d grab it and give the person a kiss on the cheek. Proudly, you’d smile at me, probably thinking, That’s my girl! Before I could even check to see the year near George Washington or Abraham Lincoln’s face, you’d grab it. Tucking it in your bra, you’d say, “Got to put this in your piggy bank when we get home.”


You knew I didn’t have a bank.


The money man would talk to me for a few more seconds, asking me the usual questions, most of which had been answered before: age, grade in school, favorite subject, be when I grow up. Feeling like they made a connection with me, they’d move on to you, slipping under your spell.


You know how every little girl thinks her moms is the prettiest? Well, that’s what I thought about you. Still do. I remember how you used to always wear your black catsuit. Remember? You’d wear the skintight black zip-up spandex suit, with riding boots and a black riding hat. The zipper would be pulled just so it covered south of the border. Depending on how you moved, anyone could catch a glimpse of the side of your breast. I especially loved how you would cock your hat to the side and look like you were goin’ to your next riding lesson. Everybody knew there weren’t any horses in our part of town.


That was one of my favorite outfits. And the guys at Regal’s? Even the married ones loved it too! I could tell by all of the looks and stares you got when you wore it. The men’s eyes would follow you around, like a mother duck leading her ducklings. And the women? They often whispered or rolled their eyes. “Ree Ree, women are just jealous like that,” you’d tell me.


It was on one of those days, sitting at the bar and watching how men were captivated by you, that I decided I wanted to be just like you. I wanted to dress like you. I wanted to sound like you. I wanted to look like you. I wanted men to look at me with begging eyes, the way they did you. I wanted to be like you so bad that I took to copying you.


At home I often practiced how you smoked. I’d take out a Newport that I stole fresh from your purse, pretend to look around for the right person to light it. Once I caught his eye, I’d give him a soft half smile, showing more lips than teeth. When it was lit, I’d inhale, then I would tap my pretend airbrushed nails on the bar, in this case the kitchen table, and slowly blow the smoke out of my slightly upturned, partially closed lips.


But that was back in the day. A child’s game. I’ve since outgrown tryin’ to be like you. Heck, I inherited your body. So now I don’t want to be like anybody but me, whoever I am.


On that night, after Ange’s car situation in Point Breeze, I was getting tired, so I went upstairs. Your door was shut. Stealthily, I placed my hand on the knob and carefully tried to twist it. It was locked. I wondered who you had in there.


Knowing not to bother you when you had company, I went to my own bedroom, where I locked my door. Nothing is worse than having some drunken or highed-up fool “accidentally” walkin’ into my bedroom. Remember how one of your friends used to do that?


That old cat named Marcellus used to walk in all of the time. Between you and me, I know he did it on purpose. He would try to catch me just as I got out of the bathtub and was in my room. Or he’d just walk into the bathroom while I was peein’. He’d pretend like he didn’t know a shut door meant someone was in there. He was quick. But I was quicker! As soon as I would hear my doorknob rattle, I’d cover up or wake up. I could be dead sleep, hear that sound, and be fully alert. I’d always say the same thing loudly: “Mr. Marcellus, Moms’s room is the next door.” He’d apologize. Act like he forgot. But c’mon, I’m not stupid! I had a poster of Lil’ Kim on my door. What twenty-seven-year-old did he know that had posters on their door?


Yeah, there was somethin’ about that Marcellus I just didn’t trust. Thank God you didn’t keep him around too long. Every once in a while, mostly when you were broke, you’d get back with him. Oh, how I hated when money was tight. Marcellus had a job at the post office sorting mail or something like that. You always bragged about how it was a good job with good benefits. As a kid I’d think it couldn’t be that good or he’d be outside delivering it. Moms, I used to try real hard to get you to forget about him. But when the bills were deep and money was hard to come by, you always banked on Marcellus. The fool was always open.


Even though I didn’t like Marcellus, I never feared him. I just didn’t feel comfortable around him, that’s all. I also couldn’t see what you saw in him, with his big belly and stinky feet. Remember how you used to make him leave his shoes on the stoop? You didn’t want the funk in our house. What did you see in him? It had to be the money, ’cause you’ve done better.


Your next boyfriend, Dayday, was cute. Out of all of them, I liked him the best. It wasn’t just because he put locks on all of the doors. He was cool, too. But the locks? Yeah, that was the move, right there! Just by pushing a little knob in, I was finally able to sleep uninterrupted each night. And I was able to lock the bathroom door too. No more keeping my guard up. I finally had privacy.


I wished I’d had it long before. Several years ago, before there were locks on the doors, before Marcellus, before Mom Mom moved out, one of your boyfriends … I’m sure you know who I’m talkin’ about … Kevin?


When I first met him, I thought he was cute too. I thought y’all were gonna get married. Remember how he used to take me everywhere? And you know how adults always say, “When we get inside this store, don’t ask for nothing”? Kevin never did that. He’d always ask what I wanted, and he’d buy it too. He didn’t care that I already had a Cabbage Patch Kids doll; he’d buy me another one. He didn’t seem to worry about cavities, either. I could buy and eat all the Mary Janes I wanted.


When Kevin was around, we were like a family. We did things like most families do. We went to the movies and out to dinner, took pictures at the mall together, and went to Chuck E. Cheese. You name it, we did it. I can honestly say you loved him and it wasn’t about payin’ bills. Yeah, he had some cheese, but you and he were for real.


However, Mom Mom wasn’t feelin’ Kevin. From jump, she told you she didn’t like him. “Stacey, there’s something about him that ain’t quite right. I can’t put my finger on it, but I feel it in my bones,” Mom Mom often said.


I was ten years old, in the fourth grade. Although my breasts were blooming faster than most teenagers were, and my butt was getting plumper, I was much too young to understand the wisdom in Mom Mom’s words. Perhaps, at twenty-five, you were old enough to heed Mom Mom’s warning. Maybe you should have checked him out a little bit better, taken off those rose-colored glasses. But in all fairness, you saw what he showed you. A man who loved you, who happened to love and care for your daughter, too. “A rare find”—that’s what you told your girlfriends he was.


Kevin talked about doing this thing right. Getting a bigger place for the three of us. Getting married. Being a real family. So you fiercely defended him against Mom Mom’s verbal attacks.


As time wore on, war was taking place between you and Mom Mom. Y’all began creating space with each other, as I did too with Kevin. Going out for ice cream, or to the movies, no longer appealed to me. I wanted to be left alone. But you kept pushing us together, forcing the family thing. Why?


You usually seemed to know what was on my mind. You were good at busting me for stealing your cigarettes. Or for not coming straight home after school. Or for stealing from the corner store. Why were you blind this time? Couldn’t you see?


When Kevin came over, I no longer ran into the room and fell into his open arms.


“Sheree, that’s no way to say hi. Give Kevin a hug and a kiss,” you’d say to me.


If he asked me to sit on his lap, I’d remind you that I was ten years old.


“Girl, you ain’t grown. I still sit in Kevin’s lap. You used to love sitting in his lap.” You’d badger me some more.


The more I pulled, the more you shoved. Until finally, you were forced to see, to see my truth….


It was on Saturday, cleaning day. I was upstairs changing into another shirt when Kevin silently walked into my room. I turned around, saw him, and froze. No, not again, I thought! We’d been here before. He no longer had to play the tickle game, or find the dollar, or any of his stupid games. I just wanted it to be fast and over with so I turned back around and waited. I prayed to God, Please don’t make him make me touch his ding-a-ling, don’t let him jam his tongue into my mouth.


From behind, he roughly grabbed my right tittie. Then my left … and squeezed. He was making them almost touch. My eyes fixed themselves on the poster of the group Immature, which was hanging over my bed. As Kevin dropped to his knees, his large calloused hands began rubbing on the dots on my titties. The lead singer, Marques Houston, was staring back at me. Kevin pulled me closer. It’s strange, but instead of paying attention to Kevin, I remember thinking, I want to marry Marques. Then Kevin made some type of sound. I did too.


The sound of my own voice confused me. I bore into Marques’s eyes, begging. In my mind I hated what Kevin was doing. But my body? My body was just flustered. My blood was racing. And … and … my coochie felt … my coochie felt! My coochie didn’t used to feel. It was a coochie. It was for peein’. When Kevin touched me, my coochie felt hot. And my panties? They started stickin’ to me. I thought I had peed my pants.


Kevin kept rubbing my titties and breathing real hard.


“Aah … you are so beautiful.”


In my mind I ordered Marques to look away!


Just as Kevin was fumbling with the button on my shorts … I turned back to God in prayer, Please don’t let him put his fingers in my coochie … and then you saved me. However, I didn’t want you to see me like that.


The expression on your face quickly changed from shock to rage. I’ve heard you cuss a thousand times, but not as angrily as you did that day. You bombarded Kevin with a slew of curse words. You slapped and punched him. Tried to kick him in his ding-a-ling.


“Why? Why?” you begged between each blow.


His answer, and your response, blew me away.


“She … she … she started rubbing all up on me, Stacey. She even grabbed my Johnson.”


No longer spellbound by Marques Houston, wide-eyed, I watched you and Kevin and wondered, What’s a Johnson?


The tears came when you slapped me across the face, snapping my head back. “You need to stop bein’ so fresh. Your damn body’s growing like wildflowers! Keep it covered!”


Wildflowers! A nice enough name, but a curse word in our house. Why must all of our relatives use plants and flowers to describe things? Nothing is ever just yellow or blue. A great aunt may say, “Her kitchen is the color of a beautiful coreopsis.” Or they may use it to describe an attitude. “Chil’, why you have blue stars?” instead of simply askin’, “Why are you feelin’ down?”


Once I overheard Mom Mom talking to you in the kitchen, warning you that if you didn’t bring me up better, I’d be like a wildflower. At the time, I didn’t understand Mom Mom’s meaning. But as I got older and began helping her prune her flower beds, the subtle message grew on me. Wildflowers can be hard to control. Despite the environment, water, and soil quality, the flowers can take on a life of their own, growing freely. Perhaps that’s why Mom Mom, her mother, and her mother’s mother were all container gardeners. Although by nature they had green thumbs, to them there was something unnatural about seeing a field of blossoms. No, they preferred their flowers to be carefully surrounded by mulch and other types of bedding, always growing under their control.


I had hoped speaking in flowers would have skipped your generation, but there you were standing in my bedroom, calling me one. After yelling at me and slamming my door, I listened as you kicked Kevin out of the house. I waited for you to come back upstairs, tell me what I needed to hear.


Four words.


I waited.


Ears still glued to the rhythm of your walk, I heard you come back upstairs and slam your bedroom door shut. It was my fault? My eyes couldn’t avoid Marques Houston’s any longer as I was begging for forgiveness that even he couldn’t give to me.


Hours later, when my tears were dry and the Immature poster ripped to shreds, you opened my door. The four words? Today, I’m still waiting.


At ten years old, I didn’t understand why we couldn’t tell Mom Mom about it. Why we couldn’t even tell Roc. Why was I told to forget about it?


A few days have passed since I started this letter. Bringing up the past isn’t easy, but it’s necessary, to get to my truth and to help explain why I am in this situation.
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