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For Rashid over and over and over





—assata shakur

… if i know anything at all, it’s that a wall is just a wall and nothing more at all. it can be broken down.
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The Prisoner’s Wife






This is a love story

This is a love story like every love story I had always known, like no love story I could ever have imagined. It’s everything beautiful—bright colors, candle-scented rooms, orange silk, and lavender amethyst. It’s everything grotesque, disfigured. It’s long twisting wounds, open and unhealed, nerves pricked raw, exposed.

This is a love story, awake and alive. It’s a breathing document, a living witness. It’s human possibility, hope, and connection. It’s a gathering of Spirit, the claiming of dreams. It’s an Alvin Ailey dance, a rainbow roun’ mah shoulder. It’s a freedom song, a 12-string guitar, a Delta blues song. This story is a reprieve.

This is a love story, threadbare and used up, yet sometimes fat, weighty, stretched out of shape. It’s polyester, this story, man-made, trying to be pretty, not quite making it. This is a story desperate to hold itself together. This is a story with patches in the knees.

This is a love story, my love story and thousands of other women’s love story. It’s a story that’s known, documented, photographed, videotaped, audiotaped, filed, photocopied, watched over, studied, caricatured, questioned, researched, and noted.

This is a love story. It’s the one we keep close, sheltering it from judgment. It’s lovers denied at family dinners and at office parties. It’s secret glances at Polaroid pictures. It’s whispered names. This is a story hidden within midnight bus rides and 5:00 A.M. van rides, behind metal detectors, electronic doors, and steel slamming against steel.

This is a love story, the one not generally discussed in polite or even public conversation. But if there’s one thing that I do know about myself, it’s that I know I hate secrets, that secrets mean shame, and that I am not now, nor will I ever be, ashamed that I am a woman who has loved someone, and that someone has loved me.

And even though so many people have asked me if I have lost my mind, if I am lonely, or desperate. Even though so many people have wondered if I was having a crisis, or determined that I was just going through a phase, I will continue loving the man I am loving. I will love him even though he’s got an ugly past, skeletons, and sorrow. Even though he doesn’t have a great job or position or power, and even though he’s a prisoner at a maximum-security correctional facility, which my husband, Rashid, is, I will continue loving him.

And this is our story.
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The first time I ever went into a prison, it was for a class I was taking on the relationship between Black people and incarceration in the United States. Months later, long after final exams had been taken and grades received, my former professor called me and asked if I would come with him and a few other people to a place called Eastern Correctional Facility in upstate New York. It was just about eighty miles from Brooklyn, where I lived. He wanted me, he said, to participate in a Black History Month program.

Don’t you write poems? he asked.

You could read your poetry, he said.

I agreed and we all went to do the program, and this was how we met, Rashid and I, convict and student, gangster and poet, resident host and visiting performer.

[image: Image]

Rashid is fine as hell, which I tried not to but couldn’t help noticing the very first time I saw him. He looks like this beautifully symmetrical collaboration between Africa and India. He isn’t huge, not an overwhelming presence, contrary to the usual celluloid interpretation of Black prisoners. Rashid is 5′7″, with a brave smile and bright eyes. He is, I remember thinking this then, just the right size, and I could look directly at him, nearly eye to eye. His voice, which was never loud, told a story of a transplanted Afro-Caribbean.

Where are you from? I wanted to know.

The Boogie Down, he responded, meaning the South Bronx.

And before?

Oh, oh, he said, understanding my question. Guyana. South America. It’s the most beautiful place in the world. That’s a hell of a thing in one life, huh? To have seen the most beautiful place in the world and the most horrible place. And I’m not even thirty yet!

After that, a number of other men came over to me to tell me how much they enjoyed my performance, and would I be willing to read their work, when was I coming back up, could they write to me to discuss poetry, did I know I reminded them of this sister they used to know back in the day? In the midst of these questions, Rashid left me. I watched him as he walked across the huge auditorium where the program was being held. He weaved easily through the nearly one hundred men gathered there, through the orange chairs, across the stage, the back of it, and found another guest to talk to, a poet like me. A very talented poet, I should say, and a very attractive one. I waited for him to come back over to me. I tried to will him to come back over to me, but finally I was left there annoyed because Rashid did not return until it was time to say goodbye.

After we were in love, Rashid would tell me that it was me, my fault, that I was hard to approach. He told me that while I was an animated and exciting performer, offstage I was quiet, withdrawn, cool and distant.

Besides, he admits now, through a series of childlike giggles, every dude knows when you really want to talk to a sister, you don’t step to her directly. You step to her friend, and that’s what I did. I talked to that other sister, the poet who performed before you, because that way I knew I’d get your attention. I mean, what I’d look like trying to talk to you when all of them other dudes were running they game on you? You know what I’m saying?

Rashid is so pleased with himself as he tells me this story five years after our first encounter. After all, in the moment of his confession, we are in a visiting room, and I lie, as fitted as possible, in the crook of his arms. And in that moment, despite every hurting and hell I have had to endure to love this man, there is no other place that I would rather be.
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When we began, I was twenty-five, a student and organizer, a wife on the verge of divorce from my first husband, a poet full of secrets and sadness, an emerging woman hampered by insecurities and anger, a human being fighting off loneliness while craving solitude, needing an open love, long honest discussions, a quiet touching at my core.

When we began, he was twenty-nine, inmate number 83*****, a convicted killer doing twenty years with life on the back, a model prisoner, a program coordinator, the father of a nine-year-old boy he had never been able to raise, a lawyer without a law degree, a devoted Muslim, a man on the verge of divorce from his first wife, a human being fighting off loneliness while craving solitude, needing an open love, long honest discussions, a quiet touching at his core.

We were exactly the same and we were completely different.

We were never meant to be together.

We were always meant to save each other.


home

When I look back at us now, the group of students who traipsed up into the prisons all those years ago to participate in the various programs, I always remember how we felt like Rashid was home from the very beginning. There was something about him, his warmth, his lack of an agenda that made it appear that there was no division, no difference between him and us, his world and ours.

Speaking at a prison can be a very overwhelming experience. Prisoners, already isolated, often make an intensely appreciative audience, and if you say things which in any way reflect their thinking, you can really get bombarded by requests at the close of a presentation. Folks are seeking pen pals, people to review their poetry and writings, any kind of connection to “the street.” And as much as we may have wanted to, it was simply impossible for one or two or four people to serve that kind of mass need. But at such young ages, with virtually no primer before going into the facility, we didn’t have any idea how to respond to what usually amounted to a hundred different requests for a hundred different things from a hundred different people.

This was why Rashid stood out, not just with me, but with all of us. He never asked us for anything. He just talked and talked with us. We talked about the struggle for equal education, world politics, social justice. We talked as though we were painters, using words like fluid strokes across the broad canvas which was our collective imagination. And the more we visited, the more we talked. And sometimes we agreed on things, and sometimes we disagreed on things, but it never got heated, ugly, or nasty. We were talking like we wanted to learn something. We were talking like we wanted to heal.

We were talking as though we believed our talking could change things, restore balance, make somebody free. It was unifying talk. And Rashid knew it, we all knew it. Rashid knew, as we knew, that he had become our friend, a member of our little clique, and this is what made it so difficult finally, when we would, at the end of a program, walk out of the prison without him. It seemed that if we meant anything we said in those long political discussions, there would just be no way we could have gone, leaving him behind then. Leaving him behind now.

[image: Image]

When people have asked me how could I have fallen in love with a man who was convicted of murder, where I begin is as a student who was volunteering time and hoping that my poems and willingness to talk would somehow change someone for the better. Then I tell about the man who would become my husband, how his spirit engaged me, engaged every one of us, and how by the openness of his spirit, it was I who would change.

Back then, during those early days of friendship, I learned something about taking in different points of view, listening carefully, reserving judgment, and not having to win an argument for winning’s sake. I learned by watching Rashid, who always spoke in turn, and who spoke deliberately, and who admitted being wrong if he’d been shown to be wrong.

Prison, he told me one day, will teach a man to be polite.

The tension’s so high here, you don’t want to add to it by not saying “excuse me” if it’s right to say “excuse me.” And that’s good. I wasn’t always like that. I used to be so arrogant.

I’ve explained to people that I didn’t, despite what it would seem, fall in love with a killer. I fell in love with a man who wanted to become his own more perfect creation, a man committed to the transformation of himself, of the world. And the world he imagined was like the world I imagined. It was a place that was just and fair and safe and livable. We could meet there, in that place. We could meet there as creators. We could meet there as equals.

He valued my opinions! I have said this to friends.

Can you imagine such a man? He wants to consult with me about everything. Everything! He takes my advice, I have said to whoever would listen.

When I talked about things Rashid had never heard of, he took notes. But it’s more than this, I’ve said, trying to get in every point I could while they were still paying attention.

He respects me enough to argue with me, I told my girlfriend one afternoon.

I never used to able to imagine that, I said to her. To be engaged in a debate, and I didn’t mean the way men usually argue with women in that, Okay, dear, whatever you say kind of way. No! I meant the way men argue with men, as though the other person was a worthy opponent. Rashid listened to me and he challenged me. That’s who I fell in love with, I said over and over. A man who believed I was a woman who was worth it.

Sometimes when I’ve told people these things, they say they just can’t see it. Where’s the ugly stuff? I’ve been asked over and over. And I’ve told them yes, it was true, that there were some women for whom ugliness and hurt was the texture of their story, but it simply was not the picture that I had to draw.

asha, some have argued, girl, you have blinders on. He might be great now, but who is he going to be when he comes home?

I don’t know, I respond. Who will I be?

Rashid could come home and be horrible to you, I’ve been warned.

Yes, I tell them. Of course that’s true. But Rashid could also come home and be wonderful to me. None of us know tomorrow, only this moment, now, this time, already recorded in history.

And this moment when I am kissed, nurtured, rocked, and then set at ease by the love I have been given, this moment is the only real thing I know. That, and also this one other thing: that there are so many people who are lonely, without love and without passion in their lives, that I know that what I have, as difficult as it may be, is the most precious of all gifts.

And I couldn’t just give it up without a fight, this rare, this desired thing, this thing which is life-sustaining. Could I? Could they, I ask? I want to know this. Could they reject the greatest love they’ve ever known just because it came from the worst place they’ve ever known?
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Still I am aware that all things happen in a context, and so, Rashid’s many charms notwithstanding, it is also true that there was this confluence of events in my life, and together they probably assisted in making him so significant to me.

The world is so magnificent, the way it keeps rebirthing itself to you, if you’re amenable. And if you’re amenable, the way the world comes will be exciting, new each time, in different colors, different shapes.

For me, a brand-new world was born when I became a student at the City University of New York. I majored in political science and Black studies, not realizing that within each classroom I would find pieces of myself, scattered pieces of Black female me just waiting to be scooped up and reattached.

For the first time in my life, a life which had been dominated by white history, white cultures, white literature, white music, white sensibilities, a life where Black was a metaphor for less than, I was reading books with characters and experiences that I understood. I was finally offered a history that went beyond slavery to include that which was Black and successful, Black and intelligent, Black and encouraging.

Learning this left me with a range of emotions I think common to any conquered people. The greatest, the most profound one I had, was love, at last for myself, as a Black woman, a woman who indeed had a place in history, if not in high school textbooks. For the first time in my entire academic history, I was studying the literature of Black people: James Baldwin and Zora Neale Hurston, Buchi Emecheta and Chinua Achebe.

I learned that there was more to my ancestry than slavery and the Civil Rights movement, which during my grammar and high school years were the only contexts in which I’d heard Black people being discussed. I could, at that pivotal juncture in my academic career, study Malcolm X not as an extra-credit project, but as an extraordinary international political figure who had moved from prison to the Bandung Conference to the Organization of AfroAmerican Unity. I am embarrassed to admit this but I know it has to be said. For the first time in my life, I was truly and completely proud to be Black. I had never felt that before. Not once. Not all the way.

But at the same time that I was virtually falling in love with my history and culture, I was also feeling a huge sense of grief over what had been done to my people, what had been lost, who had been murdered. There was, certainly, a rage, a nearly unmitigated rage, at the people who made the policies and laws and institutions which could only be called evil.

I tell you this so that you understand how easy it was in those days to determine who was friend and who was enemy. Later, as I matured, took in more and more information, nothing stayed simple and clear. But it was, then, literally and figuratively, a black-and-white situation. And it was through this lens that I first saw not only Rashid, but all prisoners.

Back then I saw all prisoners as victims. I told Rashid this.

Yes, well, a lot of us also think like that in the beginning, he said to me.

And some people really are, straight-up, victims. At first we say we’re all political prisoners because of the politics of the criminal justice system. And race is always an issue. But you know, as you get older, you want to take responsibility for all your life. Because if you live long enough, you do good things too. And I began to want to claim the good I had done. But if I was responsible for that, then I had to be responsible for the bad, too, right?
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Yet it wasn’t only this emerging worldview which influenced my choices. There were indeed some tangible and devastating things which happened all at once, in the year just before I fell in love with Rashid. There were these departures. Suddenly everything in my life was shifting aside, seeking a fast exit, and I was just there, crouched on a curb, alone, unable to see across distances, unable to get perspective.

The initial blow came when I was put out of school for protesting against the steady tuition increases and budget cuts which were closing more and more students out of an education. We had rallied, marched, lobbied, and then occupied the administration building of our school. And it was for this final act that a few of us were brought up on internal charges, found guilty, and removed.

For two reasons, this was a bigger loss than I had anticipated. First of all, I was president of my student government, and therefore largely defined by school activities. But second, my own parents had been administrators at the university. And to be sure, they disagreed with the tuition increases and budget cuts as well, but more than anything, they wanted me to graduate. They said this to me then, and as much as I wanted to comply, I would in fact make them wait some five years before I paraded in black to the proud hum of Pomp and Circumstance.

Fourteen years before, when I was fifteen years old, I had walked a similar parade to the same song down the aisle of my high school auditorium. There were many valleys, long drops down and down further between those two days, and in all that time, despite my often hostile outward behavior, what had always been of greatest important to me is what was of greatest importance to many children.

I wanted desperately to please my parents, to make them proud. My parents, I knew, had made incredible sacrifices for my sister and me, to have a nice home, to go to good schools, to be exposed to the arts. We were middle-class but never rich by any stretch of the imagination. Whatever we had, my sister and I, came as a result of the long, often arduous hours my parents put in at their respective jobs.

And they were jobs that were not necessarily dream jobs—not my parents in jobs that nurture your soul. My mother and father worked so that my sister and I could have that sort of option, to work in any field we wanted. It would be a long time before I was old enough to understand this, to see my sister and myself as the major works of my parents’ lives, my sister and myself as their legacies. And only then would my studies become an urgent matter. In my generation, it seems, most of us struggle for position and status. But my parents, their struggle was for us, their children, and I believed I owed them.

I knew I had been a very difficult teenager, more sullen, a worse student than the other young people my parents knew. My various misdeeds, the hanging out, the skipping school, the drugs, the drinking, they had stolen away the chance for my parents to be proud as I pondered which Ivy League school I would attend; in fact I only initially made it into college because of people my mother had known. And then just as I had settled down some four years later, just as I transferred into the City University and began making all A’s, this: the protests, the charges, and finally, the suspension.

In a sense, losing my student status in the last half of my senior year meant losing something of my parents. I felt a bit like they had given up on me. I was, after all, in my twenties now. What more could they do?
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Against the disastrous backdrop of being put out of school, my precariously situated marriage toppled. I was twenty-three and two years married.

It was not that we didn’t love each other, my first husband and I. It was that love was all we had. And we needed so much more. All couples do. We needed common passions and interests and goals. We needed to enjoy speaking with each other. We needed, then, some great omniscient who could have explained him to me, me to him.

What we had, instead, was silence. And in the face of that hard, that unfriendly quiet, my husband ran to work and stayed there for sometimes twelve, thirteen hours a day. I ran to school and did the same. By the time we’d come home, what else was there to do but sleep?

And we did, we slept. We slept fitfully, angrily, accusingly, but most of all, we slept singularly. We slept until there was nothing left to do except crawl out of bed, separately, and go on out into those two distinct worlds we had created for ourselves, his on one side of the universe, mine on the other.

And again my parents, with their happy, healthy, four-decade long marriage, my parents did not agree with or understand, how, after only two years, it could all fall apart. Everything had been so carefully constructed. I had, all of us had, listened to the experts, and tried to follow suit.

My first husband and I began life with an expensive, formal June wedding. I wore a white gown and veil. My father walked me down the aisle, and danced the first dance with me. We had joint bank accounts and credit cards. My husband said I didn’t have to work, just go to school. I went to school. I cooked and cleaned. We had dinner parties. But in the end none of it worked because while we had the administrative part of it down, we were missing the creative. It didn’t work because in the end, there were no words, no ongoing dialogues, no private jokes between us. And for many people, the absence of language is not enough reason to end a marriage. But for me it was the primary reason to do it. I know this now. I didn’t know it then and this is why I could not run home to her, to my mother, who had, I’m sure, worked through and across silences to sustain her partnership with my father.

The bottom line was this: I wasn’t running for my life from some kind of a monster, a batterer, a raging alcoholic. I was running from a man everybody loved, a man I loved. And this was why things got blamed on me. I had destabilized my own life, and then had the audacity to want sympathy, a shoulder, a helping hand.

I couldn’t stay in a school. I couldn’t stay in a marriage. I didn’t have a job. So where could I stay? Who could I love? What could I do? What goal could I meet?

In the middle of the night, these questions would bang in my head. They would bang, like thick lead pipes against the sides of my dreams, bang and bang until I awoke. Awoke in fits of fear, sadness, isolation.
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I wanted love in my life again. I wanted to be important to someone again. I wanted to be accepted by someone again. My parents’ disappointment, and my husband’s disinterest, those things pushed and pricked like a thousand tiny pins menacing the soles of my feet. Whenever I walked, the pain of their rejection, what I translated as their rejection, would contort me; I suspected I looked like a sideshow act. That, or else an obvious failure. And I didn’t know how not to be these things, how not to appear freakish, how not to be an outcast in the eyes of my family, and yes, in the eyes of men. That’s the way breakups always seemed to leave me, especially at first, feeling undesirable, unlovable, ugly.

It was then no one single thing, but this terrific twister of loss and need that carried me into loving Rashid. For a year or more, he had been consistentiy inviting me up to the prisons to be part of their various cultural heritage shows, and I had gone each time, bringing other young people with me. One summer afternoon, I brought two young men I knew with me to do hip-hop poetry One of the young men, a brother with a beautiful, sharp, carved face, stepped up to the mike. His tiny dreds stood firm on top of his head and it seemed like he was looking at everyone in the audience all at once, me, the prisoners, the police, everyone. Then he said, and I will never forget this,

Feel the rage of my warrior’s wrath, as I pave a path of resistance.

I want to put a head out. Now!

As soon as those words hit the air, the stage was surrounded by more police than I have ever seen at one time, before or since, in a prison.

All right! That’s it! one of the police said, and we were told we were going to have to leave the facility for “attempting to start a riot.”

Before we were shoved out, I gave Rashid my home phone number. If we were being put out, I thought, what will they do to Rashid since he invited us up here?

Call me, I told him. I closed his hand around the tiny scrap of paper I had scribbled my number on.

Call me if they give you any trouble because of this.

Weeks, eight, maybe nine, pass between that incident and the first time I would answer my phone and hear what has now become an urgent and familiar recording:

You have a collect call from … Rashid … an inmate at a correctional facility. If you wish to decline the call, hang up. To accept press three, now.

And I did it. I pressed three and every part of my life, how I think, how I love, how I set priorities, what I pray for, what I treasure, what angers me, what I appreciate, how I organize my time, my money, every little thing in my life, and every big thing, changed. And it changed before I had a chance to seek consultation or ask a question. It changed before I had a chance to pause or reconsider. Or run.


this is the way you court a poet

the weeks that lead up to our first visit are now a blur of breathy phone calls and intense, biweekly letters. I told my girlfriends, the ones who asked me, that Rashid managed to romance me completely through those initial exchanges. I told them that it was those letters that hooked me. I told them that no woman has ever gotten a love letter until they’ve gotten a love letter from a man in prison.

Unlike my friends who have lovers whose range of feeling, they said, orbited within these two spheres: anger and lust, Rashid sweated out his emotion. Every bit of it, I told them. He doesn’t hold back on me the way so many men do. All of Rashid’s concerns and fears meet the paper, absent machismo, with a particular urgency: Baby, I called last night, where were you? Or: asha, I didn’t wanna love you like this ’cause I’m afraid you’ll leave too, but I can’t help it … you’re so goddamn sweet. But most often he just said: Mama, if I could just hold you right now, if I could just touch you …

Rashid was not a beautiful writer, no singing metaphors, no high art. But he was expressive, honest, and clear. He was vulnerable and so spiritually generous. Rashid gave me something I never had. Until we became involved, I had never been romanced. Surprise gifts, gooey cards, sappy words had never been mine.

When I fell in love with Rashid, already I had been married and had also lived with boyfriends, but still I was sure that romance was for other girls, delicate girls, the girls who I knew all throughout high school who heard their names called out over the radio: That’s “Ebony Eyes” going out to Yvonne from Michael with all of his love, always and forever …

At twenty-five when Rashid sent me my first love letter, he dedicated a song by Luther Vandross to me in it. Maybe another woman my age would have thought this gesture was corny or juvenile. I cried. I thought it was oxygen.

When Rashid wrote, he wrote about my eyes. He said they were sexy, intimate, bedroom eyes. He said they were dangerous eyes. At least dangerous for men, he said. No one had ever commented much on what my eyes looked like. Who sees your eyes when you’re fourteen years old with double D-cup breasts? Or twenty-two, for that matter, who looks at your eyes?

The first time Rashid told me that he thought my eyes were one of my most beautiful features, I was insulted. I didn’t know then that it was a compliment. I thought compliments could only be about legs, breasts, asses, and hips.

Let me tell you, that man courted me, all soft words and pure desire. No hidden agendas, no games, no emotional retardation, only reverence and passion from behind all of that stone and concrete, that steel and razor wire. It was out of a movie, an epic romance, the way Rashid loved, the way he wanted to be loved in return.

To this very day, his approach licks itself around my waist, tender, and without aggression. To this day, Rashid is unhurried, allowing me to direct the movement and pace, but always letting me know he is open, all the way, and ready for whatever I offer, whenever I offer it. No one, I am not exaggerating, no one had ever treated me like that, like a woman who ought to be handled with care.
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