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EDITOR’S NOTE  
CRYSTALLEE CRAIN, PH.D.

Title: / Self Portrait /

This piece, Self Portrait, involves the layers of black beauty  
and brilliance that are represented through mixed mediums and  
digitized. With multiple forms of canvas, paint, wood, buttons, nail 
polish, and various forms of adhesive all came together to support 
the visual allegory of black female power.
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FROM SLAVE TO COLONIZER:  
A COMPLEX JOURNEY OF RETURN
KUWA JASIRI INDOMELA

 The complexities of life will come to you. If you are able,  
I hope to take you on my journey. My  uniquely woven world of being 
a descendant of the transatlantic slave trade voyaging back home to 
the  Gold Coast in Africa. I will do a Welcome Back Ceremony as my 
wholeness traverses the Sea,  transcends the shoreline door into an 
embrace of land.  
 In an attempt to both learn my story and get better at our  
storytelling craft I give you a glimpse into the  Gold Coast slave trade. 
Connect with the drum, as the vibrations summon mystery. Taste the 
forbidden  fruit I share with you.  
 The King Of Portugal, full of the tale of coastal gold mines,  
sent captains and merchants, in the name  of god, laden with hidden 
weapons, with love on their tongues to negotiate trade relations with  
then  King of present Ghana.  A coastal castle was erected and the 
town renamed to focus on the goal, El  Mina. Gold is valuable but 
more so is human life. Northern territories began experiencing raids. 
The casualties of capture were slavery. Even for petty crimes,  
punishment was transatlantic slavery.  Although the West African  
rich and royal were slave owners.  
 Now our bodies are a commodity, dehumanizing us, sentenc-
ing us to death and a life of lesserness. This predatory accumulation  
of some African bodies gained wealth for both the colonizer and local   
governments who continued to hold ownership of slave run mines.  
I wonder about the Africans whose  families were sold into slavery.  



 No doubt, they lived complex lives with mixed emotions of fear, 
joy and hope. Mounting fear from  relatives disappearing. Abundant 
hope that when fear crept in they braided Seeds into their hair,   
believing against all odds in a land based future for their descendants. 
Fully knowing the value of  tending our own food crops. 
 My story is of a transatlantic slave. I wonder what came of 
those folks we were torn from. I know  enough of my story that they 
live on! We live on. Climate change might finally do us in, but I can for  
sure say slavery did not, neither Jim Crow. The prisons tried to erase 
us, the microaggressions wear us  down, although for sure - we live 
on! I want to find them, any we left behind. Know what life was like  
without us and with neighbours so willing to tear our lives apart.  
 And let me tell you, 500 years can really change a plot. In my 
life, Africa continues to struggle.  Generalizing, the average circadian 
wage is less than a dollar, as their currency is regularly devalued by 
the global market. A way to enslave the whole continent instead of 
sharing profits with African elites.  Because Africa is still vibrant with  
resources: rare minerals, precious metals, pristine land, diamonds,  
wild animals and human life.  
 Does returning in a spiritual way, in direct contact with your 
Ancestry, change the journey?  
 Direct contact as in prayers and spiritual conversations which 
are possible if the names of your  Ancestors are lost, forgotten or sto-
len. If your origin is unknown, your language, your region, you have  a 
direct connection to your Ancestral plane through spiritual work.  
Tap into it, invite them in.  
  Why am I going back to Africa? What is my aim? What do I 
hope to gain?
 I seek connection, with my Mother continent, with my  
heritage. I think this will bring me closer to  myself. Truly in my  
spiritual and character growth work I have to brave my relationship 
with and to  Africa: tending wounds, repairing 
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harm. To fully do this one must know the nuanced story they intent  to 
remedy. Mine is the transatlantic slave trade.  
 From Turtle Island, I have the great privilege to return to Africa 
and remedy parts of this epic. Remedy  as in what I can do with my 
story, for myself. To tend the Ancestral and lived traumas, joys, fears, 
unity and pride I store in my body.  
 Can we also take a moment to differentiate reparations from 
remedies? 
 My plan is to sail the ship route: Turtle Island – Caribbean Sea 
– South America – Africa. I am learning that the slave trade created di-
aspora is a mix of heritages from all these regions. To remedy my story 
I  believe I need to journey in a similar way we came, by Water. Can 
we take a moment to honour Water as a profound steward of wellness, 
transformation and growth! Notice your internal Water. Give  thanks! 

 Am I an orphan?  

 Without. Being without is an experience of an orphan. I suffer 
from without-ness. I crave utopias for  the disaporic, an Afrotopia, au-
tonomous space to fully be in my body. An orphan of slavery, running  
through colonialism towards ancientness, where I can link up with my 
story. I do crave an authentic  relationship with my Motherland.  
 Let me be honest, I have taken an airplane to the country 
Malawi in Africa to assist my Mother in  bringing the concept of Facility 
Therapy Dogs to hospitals, orphanages and community centers.   
 Without my consent, we spent a Moon cycle at the residence 
of a pale (white) man, whose home was  adorned with photographs 
of colonizers and slave ships. Between lamenting, I mostly socialized 
with  his domestic helpers and employees who taught me Chichewa, 
their native language, and ways to make the service dog curriculum 
more accessible to them. Let us zoom in on this complexity. It was  
tremendous to witness my Mother shining soo bright living her 



truth, on our Motherland, as a teacher.  Although I made the heart 
wrenching, and totally necessary decision to leave early to stay in my 
truth.  
 I think of that trip as my Mother’s return. One because it was 
textbook colonizing methods and two  because in connecting with the 
land, the spirit of the land, I was reminded about how I want to return  
and why. Fast forward three Sun cycles and I am questioning more 
than ever what return means or  more specific the how of the return.  
 How do I thicken this connection in a way that nurtures mod-
ern Africanness and Indigeneity?  
 Currently my comforts as a descendant of slaves living on Tur-
tle Island, in colonized Amerikkka, are  low bar, minimal. Although the 
same lifestyle in the Gold Coast will fuel capitalism, gentrification and  
assimilation of the colonial agenda to Europeanize the world. Oops... 
 What does it mean to leave a Nation a slave and reappear as 
an oppressor seeking the knowledge and acceptance of their people?  
 I wonder how deep we can be with locals if we return through 
institutions and programs that seek  Amerikkkans usually for inflated 
prices and prestige. 
 How do the colonized, the assimilated genuinely reconnect 
with Indigenous peoples and modern lifeways?  
When reverting, being assimilated seems like an attack on African-
ness, while in the moment was a  survival tactic.  
 What is our duty to reconnect to Afrikanness before returning? 
How do we continue to explore Afrikanness once we are affixed to our 
Motherland?  
 Part of the problem is in the exploration. Once in Afrika our 
Pan-African Traditions seem more like  performative cultural appropri-
ation as we claim identities and use tools of many Nubian societies in 
an  effort to receive acceptance we create a United States of Afrika. 
Oops… 
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 Feeling a lot of the weight falling away, although feeling like a 
stranger in more ways. I was so  burdened with these questions and 
responsibilities, I had to get them on paper. Prompted by the book  
Lose Your Mother by: Saidiya Hartman and her return.  
 Am I a commodity? Truly I wonder what our part as privileged 
descendants of slaves wandering back to the Motherland is?  
 Until now, I did not think it was much. If anything I thought 
Africa owed me. The Gold Coast, under  the name Ghana, released a 
statement apologizing for the government and royals part in supplying 
the  transatlantic slave trade with 11% of its forced labourers. As a 
descendant of Ghana, I need that. Now  my heart is softer, my focus 
sharp. We, privileged descendants of slaves, have a responsibility. 
What it  is, is most likely basic allyship, accomplice behaviour. Claim-
ing myself an ally to continental Africans.  Like I said this is really the 
first moments I am truly analyzing all of this big picture style. I wonder 
the  intricacies and how they will play out with my intersections.  
 Why Afrika with a “k”? 
 This is my way of unprogramming, making space for newness. 
I think also Africa is a colonial name,  with colonial ideals. The “k” is 
a reminder of the harm inflicted on my people, anti-blackness, while  
much of the current harm in Africa is due to my lifestyle as an  
Amerikkkan. 

Oops… 

 Initially the “k” was introduced to me by the Universe. Not 
much explanation, just a “use this”. After a  little research I found the 
Afrikaans language of the Dutch colonizers in Africa. Now I am think-
ing the  “k” is my connection to the colonization and an omen for my 
return.  
 Us in the diaspora image Afrika. Some of us fantasize about 
how our return will be. Find Your Way  Back by: Beyoncé, 



to me, is about returning to Africa, to heritage. So I play the video,  
my jaw drops as  most dancers are draped in diamonds. Which is a 
perfect example of my current turmoil and disconnect from present  
Africa and my allegiance to another flag. Similar to how pale (white) 
folks partied  through the “summer of love” while simultaneously those 
fighting for civil rights were injured,  traumatized, and murdered en 
mass.  
 Where are you in your journey of return? 
 So open and taking directions from continental Africans.  
Emotionally challenged, exhausted and truly mid way or less. My 
voyage requires learning to sail a boat, travel long distances by Water, 
and new languages to usher in my marine lifestyle. I am making moves 
to relocate with my Taino partner to Borikén. This pivotal shift brings 
me flutters of joy, clammy anticipation, and acceptance in the diaspora.  
 I also love the idea of having a Return Journey Tender, similar 
to a birthing attendant or aide. Someone that knows my return plan, 
which has the aesthetic of a birth plan, and helps me stay the course 
while making sure my vast array of needs are met while I embark on 
the most potent remedying of my life. 



10

HOODIE—NO 54023 
BRANDON WHITE

 Jason thought the swerving of the first squad car was in  
response to a radio call about an  accident. Perhaps the officer  
attempted a U-turn because of an emergency call via dispatch.  
Jason was walking, not driving, so it was of no concern to him. He 
hadn’t been to Texas in two years.  Two days into his return and he 
finally made it to a Whataburger. The arguments he got into  about the 
Texas staple versus White Castle—the Midwest champion, led him to 
the bacon  cheeseburger. And so far, it was a tie. He hoped whoever 
was in the accident made it.  
 The darting red and blue lights forced him to jerk his neck  
and squint in irritation. The car  jumped the curb. Squawking tires  
protesting the brake. Despite the setback, he could not stop  chewing. 
His body stilled, having already been down this avenue of citizens 
dealing with police many times, 25 times to be specific, the same 
amount of years he’d been on the Earth. I’d only  witnessed three of 
those encounters, including this one. There was a different rhythm 
here. I am  not sure if Jason was aware, but I could feel it in my core, 
Protons and Electrons passing  dancing, ancient songs of danger 
moving between them.  
 The officer approached in a non-threatening manner but  
kept his distance until he asked to see Jason, the Whataburger  
celebrator’s, ID. 



 A second patrol car pulled up. The backup policeman voicing 
his concern as he stepped  out of his vehicle. “Everything okay?” 
 The original officer acknowledged his coworker with a con-
trolled, “So far, so good.” 
 The ID was handed over. The original officer’s shoulders  
relaxed. The second officer  repeated himself. “Is everything okay?” 
This time, the electrons in me stilled. “Yeah. So far, everything is 
checking out.” The officer nodded at Jason. “There’d been reports of 
someone dressed like you, in that hoodie, wandering around our park-
ing lot, looking  into cars.” 
 “Sir, I am headed back to the coffee shop down there. My 
friend is getting ready to head  to Iraq. I drove up from Houston to 
catch up with him.” 
  “Why did you leave them?” 
  “I was hungry.” 
  “Are you sober?” 
 “You can smell the onion and bacon on my breath if you want 
to.” Jason smiled. He felt  sorry for both police because he’d done 
nothing wrong. They knew that, he knew that. The  buoyant red and 
blue served as metronomes for everyone’s silent thoughts. 
 The humor did not transfer. Jason’s face was pressed against 
the hood. He clenched his  fist. I knew I was helpless, but every fiber 
in me wanted to shield him. Time meant nothing. My  internal protests 
ceased. I wondered what Jason was thinking. I couldn’t blink the night-
mare  away. I’d heard stories about returning to the beginning. It was 
too soon for me to want to find  out. And then there was heat.  

***
Jason, my owner, purchased me during a time of dreams. This was 
New York City circa  2005; time of snow. He was poor and foolish. 
How so? Foolish enough to dream that moving to  New York to pursue 
music was the only choice for 
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him that year. At that moment in his life,  stardom was not his focus. 
Mother Nature, more specifically, the 25 degrees above zero fro-
zen over snow, the dampness near the tips of his toes, these things 
concerned him. Sixty dollars  remaining in his bank account had been 
chiseled into his psyche two days prior. His  grandmother’s “I’ll save 
your ass one time, but our family came from sharecroppers, and this is  
all I can afford but I wish you so much luck because you have to chase 
your dreams even if you  are naïve to the wickedness of this harsh 
world” check was two days from its expected arrival. 
 The sixty dollars was spent at the Gap. Do not laugh. It was 
used to buy me. Thick. Light  rain grey. Cotton. A hoodie. Perfect for 
him because his blood ran hot, and I was soft enough,  dare I say 
nurturing enough to protect him. On our walk home, he spoke to him-
self about being  too poor to purchase a quality comforter. If a woman 
spent the night, she would need me.  
 The young man’s musical talent and focus didn’t hinder his 
pursuits in love. I’m not  bragging. I am appreciative. It gave me life. 
Those personalities, the lazy Sunday morning  whispers, the crumbs 
and food stains from weekends stayed in. The laughter, the heat from  
leaving the dryer and covering someone’s body. The perfume. Wearing 
me for too many days. It  was a primordial stew, and I am thankful.  
 My first night there, he folded me up to keep the side of his 
face and neck warm. An  extra pair of jeans covered his feet. Fifteen 
designer t-shirts insulated his body. Ten minutes of shivering, but he 
adapted.  
 Every morning, before thoughts of breakfast, we were listening 
to vinyl. He’d tuck his  hands into my pockets. Pacing, my hood draped 
down over his forehead, dipping in front of his  brow. When he found 
snippets of songs he liked, he would throw my hood back and lean 
over  the MPC 2000. The sample played forward and in reverse. Two 
octaves higher and 

*** 



 The first woman that wore me flew to New York to reconnect 
with her college friends.  Her name was Ashley, and she had the faint 
musk of someone who wore deodorant versus  antiperspirant; I consid-
er myself an expert in odors at this point. Her straightened hair tickled 
my  collar. 
  “No Jason, still no braids.” 
  “In Houston or New Orleans, your curls would have to 
show.” 
 Her response: “I guess I’ll never visit Houston. I’ll be too drunk 
in New Orleans to care.” 
 “If you fall in love with me again, you will. If you play any 
zydeco records tonight, I am  leaving.” 
 She took me off after that remark, but when they were 
sprawled over his futon, I became  a blanket. Him humming accordion 
riffs, her, placing her hand across his mouth, 
 There was no vinyl the next morning. He strummed his guitar 
while she put on her  clothes. During the train ride, he pleaded, asking 
her again, to move there. Stay and be a  photographer, a photojournal-
ist, so she could fulfill both her desires. He could support them,  work-
ing in the day and playing shows at night until she got a job. I guess 
kisses on foreheads are  answers when humans do not want to say 
anything aloud. 

 The trek home taught me that I could sense his raw emotions 
instead of the ones his brain  tried to project. Body furnace despite the 
cold, sweat prickled with pride. My hood repeatedly  bounced against 
his eyes when his marching picked up because of intrusive images.  
 His roommates, the twins, did not voice their opinions, for 
once, when they  discovered she was not moving to New York.  
 Usually, their arguments with my owner covered such terrain 
as the setbacks on being the  first to trying something different, lis-
tening to Marvin Gaye before going out, why Pharrell and  Chad were 
geniuses, why my owner needed to get 
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a cell phone and whether their part-time  neighbor liked my owner or 
was using him because he’d let her through the security door when  
her roommates were sleeping.  
 The MPC consoled him, not letting go for a month. We paced, 
sneezing from dust-ridden  records. The puzzling grooves distracted 
him enough to not call. Needle skips hypnotized him  towards oblivion 
until he solved those melodic riddles instead of dreaming. 

*** 
 He sold his first professional beat and landed a consistent gui-
tar gig five weeks after  she’d rejected his proposal. Two weeks after 
accepting both realities and the excitement of  making it burned down, 
he was waiting tables at the only kosher steakhouse in Manhattan and  
latching onto any catering gigs he could find.  
 By that time, I was enjoying the city. The bleakness of the sky-
line, despite all artificial  lighting, and dog piss and shit-sodden snow, 
could not avert me from appreciating the humans. 

 My God! My seamstress? Whether robotic or biological noth-
ingness, I never believed the  amount of variety! The pea-coats, the 
sleek, rich people jackets, the street salt season puffy goose  downs, 
to be conscious—a blessing. 

 Before the snow melted, Jason finally took me on one of his 
jobs. He had severe hang ups with dressing up for what he called 
work. I could not control the excitement of having a  change of scen-
ery. The building he brought me to! The dinner— a South African affair. 
One of  the bartenders was bragging about the wine being served. 
Jason chuckled, “Why is a kangaroo  on the wine label if it is supposed 
to be South African?” 
  The bartender shrugged.  
I was folded and initially left on a plastic table next 



to the catering van. One of the  servers took me, along with boxes 
of extra supplies, into the sparkling giant ballroom.  Impressive, the 
smells enamoring. The catering table and trays of hors d’oeuvres 
made me so  thankful for escaping the grit and guilt of hidden Goya 
and clotted Campbell’s.  
 The clothes that others wore at the function made me jeal-
ous— in a good way. I knew  and still know my worth. I protect against 
the primal. The clothes at this function exposed or sold  illusion. My 
owner appeared to fit in, his crisp white shirt tucked into the steel 
grey slacks he’d  spent thirty minutes ironing. He patted me before 
exchanging his empty tray for a full one. He  also tucked a bottle of 
kangaroo wine under me. After that, he did not come back for a while. 
A  woman flirted with him; her laughter tore through the ambiance and 
tugged my stitching.

 It is difficult for me to judge beauty, but she did not look any-
thing like Ashley. This  engager was more like cream with cinnamon 
stirred in and placed on a pot left to simmer on the  stove.  
 Reddish-brown curls sprang from her head, some resting on 
her shoulders, others arching  toward the ceiling. He leaned forward 
with every smile that she made.  
 After the servers packed equipment into the van, Jason stayed 
with the woman, Nadia. It  took a while to finally catch her name. The 
bottle of wine he’d hidden under me was passed  between them. An in-
vite to a house party in Brooklyn ended the conversation. They placed 
the  empty bottle into the loading dock dumpster two hours after his 
coworkers left.  

*** 
 “I need to sell a beat to one of the bigger rappers. The Lil’ 
Kims, 50 cents, Busta Rhymes  of the world.” 
 Nadia smiled, “You have more time than you think you do.” 
 I’d never been to Brooklyn. The brownstone was 
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located near an elementary school.  Amazing how menacing a play-
ground can look after dark. Inside, the lighting was nonexistent  be-
sides candles, streetlights, and effects surrounding the DJ booth.  
 Nadia was a nuanced politician. Jason’s mood seemed to 
change when he was introduced  to Tanya. His back stiffened. He 
made a small joke about quiet people being the dangerous ones  and 
then accidentally called her beautiful. She chuckled at that. The four 
of us meandered to the  second floor, the music from the basement 
teasing familiar basslines.  
 Nadia turned, her eyebrows raised, “Jason, you should take 
Tanya downstairs to dance.” 

  “I should?” 
 Nadia pulled him close enough for their shoulders to touch. 
“My friend is shy and needs  someone to get her out of her shell.” 
  He nodded. 
 The collective cheers from the DJ playing A Tribe Called 
Quest’s, Find a Way, made it  challenging to conversate—Jason’s 
words, not mine. The crowd on the dance floor-- imagine  Eminem’s 
8-mile but happy faces.  
 Tanya guided his hip for two measures, leaned toward him, 
attempted to whisper, but her  words ended up being shouted.  
 “I didn’t think I’d dance before the night was over.” 
 She allowed him to lead for a step, but he became rigid. He 
gestured with his arm. She  tilted her head, He sighed and motioned 
toward the stairs. They held hands like a middle school  couple and 
glided to the second-floor kitchen where Nadia still held court. Her 
cheeks were flush  from rum, and she golf-clapped when Tanya ap-
proached. “I see you two are getting along.” 
  “Jason seems to know what the DJ needs.” 
  “Really?” 
 “It’s Brooklyn. Wu Tang…I’m just saying, one or 



two songs for Ol’ Dirty bastard’s  memory.” 
  “Okay. I’ll talk to Antoine.” 
  “If you dance with her.”

  “I tried!” 
  “No, he didn’t.” 
  “I took her by her hand and led.” 
 Nadia ignored both and offered more shots of tequila. Tanya 
patted her face with my left  sleeve. It takes forever for that smell to 
dissipate. 
 Nadia placed her elbows on the counter and rested her chin 
on her folded hands. “I knew  you had good energy.” 
  Jason perked up. “Huh?” 
  Nadia continued, “You’re a good guy. You have good  
 energy. She needs that right now.” “Why?” 
  “She needs to be around someone warm. There is no  
 pressure from you.” 
 Tanya was staring into her empty red plastic cup, eyes darting 
between Jason and Nadia.  For obvious reasons, she did not consider 
me. 
  “Pressure?” Jason sounded curious. 
 “You are not trying to fuck her. She needed to get away 
tonight, and I got my own shit  going on. It’s working out, though. Go 
dance with her.” 
  And now there was pressure. 
 He asked, “What is she getting away 
 from?” “Go dance.”

 Jason turned his wrist so that his palm was up. Tanya placed 
both of her hands in his.  They navigated the steps and the growing 
dance space, pausing at the nook underneath the  staircase. 
 “Tanya, wait. I’m gonna be real with you. I can’t dance. I get 
paranoid. I understand the  stereotype. Guys that can’t dance, can’t 
fuck. I was told that in college but no pressure. That’s  not what I was 
trying to do. I’m enjoying this 
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conversation, and I’m gonna put myself out there  and dance with you. 
Even if it’s Ja Rule. I hope that you don’t believe in stereotypes, and 
fuck  Nadia for that tequila!” 
 They kissed under the staircase. Both keeping their eyes 
closed, lips like puzzle pieces  that fit so well, their individual lines 
ceased to exist. Her scent dominated me—the feeling of  coming out 
of the dryer and serving as a blanket against cold. 

*** 
Tanya had to leave. Nadia wanted to stay.  
  A spark flickered across Nadia’s face. She shook, spilling her 
attempt at a margarita,  “Jason, can you take her home? I mean, to 
125th street?”  
 Brooklyn was foreign territory. He did not know where any 
subway stations were. After  being given tequila-infused instructions, 
Jason ignored lizard brain gasps at common sense, the  trek would be 
worth it.  
 Away from the music, the night engulfed them. Her story was 
the melody during the  walk. Her ex was a brilliant father, loved her, 
but they had been together since sophomore year  of high school, too 
many mistakes had been made. 

 She seemed nervous after telling Jason those things.  
 Jason sensed the mood shift. “We can go back to the party 
and wait for Nadia if you  want.”  
  “No. It’s okay.” Their drunken dash toward Harlem  
 continued.  
 When they found the station, Jason stopped walking and 
stared at the sky. “I think this  was the greatest party of my life.” 
 “Why do you say that? All night, it seems like you’re talking like 
we’re in a movie.” 
 He did not answer her question until they were on the subway 
platform. “You got  whatever going on at home. 



Just felt I had to speak my piece. Well…and I wanna kiss you one  
more time before we get to our stop.” 
 The train passing served as percussion while he shifted his 
feet and walked to the door of  the second to the last car. 
  “You think that anyone else is on here?” 
 She pulled out her cell phone, clicked a button on its side, and 
checked a message. “It  might be just us.” 
  “Let’s see if there are more people.” 
  “What do you mean?” 
  “C’mon. We’re gonna run to a new car at every stop.”

 It was a tipsy waltz. Tanya needed his hand just as much as 
he desired hers. Monkey bar  daydreams. At 96th street, she stepped 
out and raced two cars ahead. Caught off guard, he  scrambled, catch-
ing up but the door closing on my sleeve. Neither one of them checked 
to see whether I was okay.  
 When they reached the front car, they were alone. He pressed 
his forehead against the  window, the blur of tracks matching his  
insides. Her right hand floated down, grazing his  eyelashes, lips 
following with a kiss. 
 *** 
  Her friends were waiting at 125th. The  
 driver scooted off his side of the SUVs hood.   
 “You the guy Nadia was talking about?” 
  “I’m Jason.” 
  “Xavier.” 
  They shook hands. 
  “Glad you made it here safe. We coulda came  
 and got you.” 
  Tanya shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother you.” 
  “You never do. Jason, you need a ride?” 
  “Nah. I’ll walk.” 
  “This late?” Tanya’s eyebrows raised as she 
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 asked the question. 
 He winked. “Nah. Y’all go ahead. I should be okay. Keep your 
fingers crossed for me?”

  “You sure?”  
 Jason extended his hand to Tanya’s. “I told you I’d get you 
here safe.” She sat down in  the passenger seat, the door still ajar.  
 Xavier took his hands off the steering wheel. “Are y’all gonna 
exchange numbers?” 
 The look she gave Jason—it roared, ‘My soon to be ex-hus-
band’s friends.’ Who knows.  From overheard conversations, some 
musicians just get each other.  
 “Everybody is tired, and I don’t like feeling like it is National 
Geographic. I will try to  catch y’all upstate, soon.”  
  Her face relaxed.  
 He didn’t take me off that night. He fell asleep while the MPC 
played a loop of Donny  Hathaway dripping notes from the piano. One 
of his roommates woke him up shortly after  sunrise. It was their turn to 
work at their home-made music station. 

  *** 
 The steakhouse was the only known kosher restaurant of its 
kind on the island. It was his  last resort, but they offered steady work. 
Bengalis, Salvadorians, and Italians were the DNA of  the Kitchen. For-
mer Israeli soldiers, a Haitian that had a crush on him, and a version 
of Jason if  he were to have stayed in New York for another five years 
worked the front room.  
 Jason found himself washing dishes, bussing tables, working 
the bar, opening and closing  the place. When the Chinese restaurant 
dumped garbage bags filled with duck guts into the steakhouse’s sec-
tion of the sidewalk, guess who had to dig into the bags to verify that 
the vile  animal parts did not belong to the kosher steakhouse? The 
former soldiers tolerated 



him. 
 Within two months, he came to be accepted— comfortable 
enough to have a crush on one  of the Israeli waitresses. He snuck her 
caramel candy, and she saved him food from plates that  were barely 
touched, including a filet mignon with a thin slice missing. Most hu-
mans are not  aware, but when people are on the verge of breaking up 
and decide to go to an expensive  restaurant to salvage their relation-
ship, leftovers are king.  
 When the couples are so upset that they do not ask for to-go 
boxes. He never made it that  far with the waitress. They did kiss. 
They did sleep next to each other in her dorm room, but she  left for a 
volleyball tournament one weekend, and he went on the road to D.C. 
for three  shows. When he came into the restaurant to pick up his final 
check a few weeks later, she was  not there.  
 After returning from a show in Philadelphia, his roommates 
showed him the difference  between Myspace and Facebook. They 
found the volleyball player in the arms of another former  soldier. They 
assumed he was her long-term destiny. They believed it was a good 
idea to  message her. They were wrong.  
 What his roommates did not know was that Jason used their 
Myspace account to search through upstate New York. His fate, it 
seemed, was consistent. He could not find Tanya.  Imprints of certain 
kisses are dulled with distraction. 

  *** 

 He had met—Corporate—on the 1 line. He worked as a tutor/
music instructor at an after school center in Harlem. The Gorillaz, 
Demon Dayz, dominated his thoughts whenever  headphones on his 
commute home. Her cheekbones evoked Nigeria and her fashion 
sense was East Coast polished. They made eye contact between 
every time he pulled his iPod up to move to  a different song. As he left 
the train, Corporate’s smile 
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cut through the melancholy keys and  guitar riffs.  
 The third time he saw her on the train, he sat next to her. The 
fifth time they were on the  same train, they were going to a diner. 
Questions about back up plans, a jazz singer from Britain,  his room-
mates, his love for her, did he always have to dress like he was in a 
Wu-Tang Video  from 95? He processed everything while tugging at 
my ‘still going strong’ elbow area. 
 Corporate girl, excuse me, corporate woman, it is difficult to 
reshape established patterns  of speech, but either way, I am not sure 
how I feel about her. On the subway, interlocked while  standing, kiss-
es while strangers grinned. Elders whose hearts fought rust stepped 
toward them  and to share words. Genuine expectations for their 
future. It’s all good and all but dammit, what  about me?  
 I’ll admit she did go to the record shops with him. She did wear 
me the two times she  spent the night at his place. However, I was not 
appropriate for their overpriced dinners with her  friends, but he could 
search me in hopes of stray twenty-dollar bills. The audacity—leaving 
me  draped over the MPC, sputterings of Billie Holiday samples, hop-
ing the machine would power  on for more than a few minutes. Even 
fabric born of cosmic slop gets bored. 

 She bought him a peacoat! He flaunted it in front of me while 
getting ready for a job  interview. He did not wear me enough for me to 
overhear what the job entailed. I am not sure I  wanted to know after 
witnessing him stare at his clean-shaven face in the bathroom mirror 
before heading to the interview. 
 The following morning, while Jason was at Corporate’s, the 
twins were leaving the  apartment. I overheard them contemplating 
whether they should pay Jason for his contribution  to one of their pro-
ductions. 
 A month later, they cornered him in his room, informing him 
that the lease was not being  renewed.  



*** 
  “I don’t know where I’ll go. Maybe home and apply to grad 
school? Maybe room with  Raphael if he can get me that job.” 
 “Well, you can stay with me for two weeks but... Sorry, that 
was the agreement I came to  with my roommates.” Corporate’s words 
sounded genuine.  
  “It shouldn’t even be that long. Thank you.” 
  “It’s okay. You know I don’t want you to leave.” 
 The Twins had left him with a dirty apartment and no update 
on when he would receive his part of the deposit. With little hope, he 
still cleaned the place just in case.

 Four days into his domestic life, they argued. Middle schoolers 
were throwing rocks at  random windows of their building. She posi-
tioned herself in front of the door. “ What if the kids could have knives 
or guns?” 
 He stood in the kitchen, unfocused eyes, wondering how they 
went from weekends of  dominoes, bid whist, and Amy Winehouse, to 
thirteen-year-olds’ driving chisel-shaped asteroids  between them. 

*** 
 He left the peacoat in New York. I was road tested. The first 
face he saw when he got off  the greyhound in Chicago was Ashley’s. 
Her index finger and thumb glided down my lining,  shoulder to wrist.  
  He hugged her. “I missed you.” 
  “Did you ever find your zydeco band in New York?” 
 “Closest was a guy from Mississippi who had family in  
Louisiana. But I came across  another cat that has some spot dates in 
Tennessee, Atlanta, and Alabama. I’m hoping to catch  someone while 
playing for him.” 
  “Forever the dreamer.” 
  “The lawyer. I never saw that coming.” 
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  “I had to make my father proud.” 
  “You had to get out of that house.” 
  “Yeah. But you know I—”

  “But where are your pictures? In that last email, you  
 promised to bring some.” “And you promised to bring some of  
 your own music.” 
  “Here—burned it before I left New York. Survived the  
 greyhound and everything.” “You had a computer?” 
  “No.” 
  “Who was she?” 
  “Am I in your business?” 
 She showed him photos of the sky. Buildings wishing they 
could pierce the clouds. Long  shots of couples whose fashion de-
fied the city and children with smiles grownups were envious  of—his 
words, not mine. 
 There was no futon that evening. I was not an emergency 
pillow or blanket. I hugged a  chair but witnessed the forehead kisses 
when it was time to check out of the hotel. I am not sure  what puppy 
love means, but she used that phrase towards him. I could not sense 
frustration. His  chuckle, however, resonated throughout my fabric.  
 “This puppy love will see you when I finish those dates, unless 
I end up in that zydeco  band.” 

*** 
 I didn’t mind the BBQ sauce in Memphis. Sweet, smoky stains 
versus the irritating dry  rub, it gave me a flashback of when I served 
as a blanket on a beach. The controlled chaos of  Beale Street and the 
ancestors of my owner’s accent were enthralling. I even liked the two 

 church gigs he played every Sunday. I did not like the motel 
and was grateful when we would  float to Georgia 



when singers kept their words.  
 But the motel was better than New Orleans. Well, I did catch 
glimpses of the fabled  melting pot when I served as a pillow in the van 
or on the train.  
 St. Louis equaled more flatline frustration. Stuck at an open 
mic, cash for travel running  short, and the realization that he was not 
one of the younger musicians anymore. Los Angeles or  New York 
needed to be our realities again.  
 He’d been staying with his cousin. Nudges to learn how to 
read music, well-intentioned  what-ifs focusing on teaching guitar and 
being an anointed musician, all became a regular part of  breakfast.  
 He made phones calls to junior colleges around the city and 
throughout Illinois. Thank  God the church services were shorter the 
farther north he went. Before he had anything concrete  to tell his rela-
tive, he received a call from a number he did not recognize. The tingle 
in his gut— a studio calling back about his potential EP? 
  mtrak was a five-hour trip away—for the first time he could 
remember, there were no  delays. 

*** 
 Chicago became his home again. Closing down bars, tipping 
out bar-backs, playing  churches with Makers Mark on his breath. 
Mesopotamian tablets with Los Angeles engraved,  hardened, and 
shattered. He was not upset, though. His daughter kicking was enough 
to lead him to preach she was ignoring the predicted due date. Me—
washed and dryer sheet scented, his  right-hand keeping rhythm with 
her triplet bursts. 
 He put on a song that slowed her groove. “It’s Freddie King 
covering Bill Withers, Ain’t  No Sunshine. The Texas Cannon Ball. You 
like it, huh? That guitar is bleeding.” He rotated his  hips. Clay Skin 
stirred, smoothed over creases from the past two months of bickering, 
smiling.  He kissed both 
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cheeks and then her temple, curly hair soft against his sandpaper 
goatee. 
  “She woke me up with that last batch of kicks.”  
 “That’s my girl. Your dada gotta relearn this album, earn a little 
money, and get you  some more bibs.” 

*** 
 Those were the last words I could remember him saying to his 
unborn child. I guess if life  does flash before your eyes, it is not the 
entirety of your life. Just as consciousness itself is a  mystery, what 
you remember when the end is coming must be as puzzling. The po-
lice, being  slammed on the car hood, the burning did not move Jason 
any closer to God. His squinted eyes,  knuckles folded over, embracing 
the primal before neurons evolved to thought.  
 I protected him from as much of the hood of that police cruiser 
as I could. But I could not  stop the knee pressed into the middle of Ja-
son’s back. I wanted to unclench his trembling fists. I  know that if the 
cuffs were to have touched his wrists, he would have swung. But just 
as I am  here to tell our story, the first officer finally calmed his peer. 

 For every conversation Jason had that I’d been a part of, 
I’d never heard him say the  word angel. He never spoke about Yah 
besides the Twins telling him that they were chosen to  succeed. A 
Father’s prayers. If I had to guess what it was, I would say the vinyl, 
the cassette  tapes, the CDs, most songs never heard after they were 
sampled, those wavelengths held Jason’s fist—his retaliation.  
 And then, almost as quickly as my life flashed, the officer 
pulled us off off the hood and  expected to us carry on.  

*** 
 I did not wear me much after that night. I will not claim that 
she, our child, preferred me.  The first time she slept through the night 
was when I served as her blanket. 



Empty infant bottles  rested against the MPC. The rotating of the dial, 
the muted thumps of the pads all done with his  left hand. I was her 
quilt, her cheek and drool a perfect puzzle piece to my fabric. 
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NINE MOMENTS IN MY NIGHTMARE
ARI SCHILL

day 144 of a global pandemic
Are you a fish?
They said they would call 
after their shower
An hour had passed 
I normally ask 
Are you alive?
But it seems a bit insensitive, 
at best

(How are the protests?)
It’s the 22nd
the feds have been here at least twenty days 
Twenty-one Black transgender women have been murdered 
Twenty-one that we know about 
Black bodies hang from trees and deemed suicides, 
but the feds are paid to be here
Been at least twenty days &
they won’t be leaving anytime soon 

Do you want to come out tonight?
All non-binary protest group 
Empowering 
& terrifying
Our sacred bodies read as threats 
Our sacred 

Portland Mayor Ted Wheeler tear-gassed by federal agents
July 2020, Portland OR



bodies 
not viewed as bodies, let alone sacred
Protect and serve, unless you look like us 

(Is it safe for you to be outside this late?)
I tell them yes, even though that’s not true 
4 officers on motorcycles drive by, 
patrolling
In our skin, safety is an illusion 
Atatiana Jefferson & 
Breonna Taylor 
were inside their own homes
Why would I be safe outside of mine

Who have you been talking to about your feelings?
I try not to sound too worried 
On top of living through Covid-19 with horrible roommates,
they’d been raped 
happy Juneteenth
No insurance til the first
Holding on
to their feelings 
til the first

(Happy Leo season!)
If it’s already written in the stars, 
which matters 
matter
Approximately 143,868 deaths and counting
Why order a national quarantine, 
when we have
hydroxychloroquine &
azithromycin
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Do we carry our loved one’s pain?
day 145 of Shelter in Place 
day 130 of me greeting the witching hour with open arms
As the veil thins my connection to them feels stronger
Through the pain of ripping apart mother and child
My first time, but not our first time, this pain I hold is not mine
It belongs to her,
And her,
And her

How do you define ‘Han’?
Our past is our future, our past is our present
Time is multidimensional  
As I try to venerate those I’ve never 
seen, touched, smelt
dreams are the keys to my minds’ trap doors 
My only way to them
Stolen bodies
Stolen memories

night fifty-five of protests 
[I can’t remember the last time I felt so much hate for a person!]
I try not to start my mornings with Signals or Tweets
But Tear Gas Teddy got a taste of his own medicine 
He claims to not be afraid, only pissed off
Tricked by his privilege  
If the federal agents teargas the Mayor
imagine what they do to us civilians
What a strange time to plan my 26th birthday



DETAILED ORIENTED 
KENDALL CLAYTON
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THURSDAY
KEISHANN CORLEY

Today is my favorite day.
I always leave early to leave this place.
Echoes of Friday junior sound so sweet.
Wind on my skin; a great way to end the week.

I see the sad coolness of Fall coming down.
Thoughts of a lost brother who was never found.
There were too many injustices that paved his way.
No time for tears now, I will enjoy this Thursday.



HISTORY CRIES
KEISHANN CORLEY

If I run, they will find me. 
No place to hide, it’s inside me. 
The roaring call of historical voices. 
They shut up for nothing; leave me with no choices. 
I must turn around and stand 
as dead bodies rise from the land. 
I see them everywhere, no matter how far I go. 
Even when I close my eyes, their image is aglow. 
I try not to forget, but I don’t want to remember. 
I don’t want to see their bodies dismembered. 
Sometimes at night, I can barely sleep. 
Their memories resonate; I am forced to speak. 
Moving forward in their shoes, is a hard task. 
I keep trying, but success never lasts. 
I wonder if someone out there is fighting with me, 
standing on the dead bodies that are still weeping.
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DEADLY CONSEQUENCES
KEISHANN CORLEY

I am swallowing my tongue.
Can’t really do that right?
It is just another phrase we use to cryptically say something.
Another saying like, find creative solutions.
Another saying like, go with the flow.
Another saying like, don’t rock the boat;
And choose your battles wisely.

I don’t know what to say about all these sayings.
Every phrase is filled with a hint of deceit.
Clearly, I can interpret what you are saying to me.
Then, you deny that you said anything.
Therefore, the institutional context of these wordings is invalid.

I am not a fake it til you make it, find creative solutions woman.
I am not reading in between bureaucratic lines that confines me
to method or an immoral code of morality that was written 
in the historical actions by those who proceeded me.
I am not swallowing my tongue. 

HISTORY CRIES



FALLING ASHES
SHELONDA MONTGOMERY 

 Badass Larry sit on the windowsill smoking a cigarette 
like he grown. Some boys way older than him stand beside him 
smoking too. The plastic, dirty window behind Larry has old ciga-
rette burns that’s been on it for years. Larry in my brother   Quen-
tin’s class. Quentin and I stand in the hallway by our apartment 
and wait on Momma so we can go to the store.  She in the house 
trying to find her keys and let us stand out here and wait because 
Quentin got too hot in his coat. We live on 1510 W. 14th place in 
apartment 308. It’s way down the pee smelling hallway. Sometime 
they try to clean it with Lysol, but then it just smell like Lysol and 
pee. We use to live on the thirteenth floor in apartment 1304, but 
we moved. Momma and Daddy say that was just too high be-
cause sometimes we use to have to walk up all those stairs when 
the elevator would break. One-time Momma said she was so tired 
she thought she was gone have a heart attack from all that walk-
ing. Momma and Daddy use to carry me, but Quentin use to walk. 
Sometimes Daddy use to pick Quentin big ol’ self-up too, ‘though. 
Carry his big ol’ self-up the stairs. Knowing he too big to be car-
ried. Larry live in the building too.  He always into something and 
run the street like he grown.  Now, Quentin pulls his superhero 
cards from his jacket pocket and show them to Larry. Larry looks 
at the cards with his head all turned to the side, takes a puff of his 
cigarette, and blows the smoke into the air just as Momma walks 
around the corner.   
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 “Quentin and Hudson! Get over here!” Momma say.  
Quentin jumps and run over to Momma, stuffing the cards back 
into his jacket pocket. I run too because Momma real mad.  
Momma take the cigarette from Larry and puts it out on the  
windowsill.  
 “Why you do that!” Larry say squinting his eyes low. Larry 
short with a squashed peanut head and broken teeth like he be 
chewing on glass. He has chocolate looking skin that’s always 
ashy and uncombed hair that always look like it’s full of little black 
beads that run and move and dance around on his head. 
 “You don’t have no business smoking. You too young for 
that! Every time I see you smoking, I’m going to take it.  You hear 
me?!” Now, my Momma say to him. 
 “No, you’re, not!” He say, looking at momma like he wants 
to hit her. He takes out another cigarette, puts it in his mouth, and 
holds it with his lips as he searches the pockets of his red and 
blue, too big, jacket for his lighter. Momma snatches the cigarette 
out of his mouth, the pack, and pulls him down from the window-
sill by his red and blue, too big, jacket.

#
  “Those ain’t my son’s cigarettes,” Larry Johnson’s  
Momma say, standing in her doorway wearing a dark blue house-
coat and black slippers, standing like her back crooked. 
 “I just took them from him!” Momma, out of breath, say 
holding the pack of cigarettes in her hand, “He was sitting in my 
hallway smoking them!” 
 “Are those your cigarettes, Larry?”  His Momma say  
sighing hard, rolling her eyes, and smacking her lips. 
 “No,” he say looking into his Momma’s eyes, which has 
dark circles around them and wrinkles underneath. Beer stains on 
her dry, peeling lips.  
 “These are his cigarettes! I took them and brought him to 
you! ” My Momma say, her eyes wide and rolling around like they 
about to fall out of her head. 
 “Look, my son don’t smoke. Just asked him. Said they 

FALLING ASHES



 were not his,” Larry Momma say like her blood boiling.  
 Momma cut her eyes at her hard. “He was in my hallway 
smoking!” 
 “He don’t smoke!” Larry Momma say and looks at Walter, 
who stands beside Momma holding his superhero playing cards. 
He took them out to make sure he did not lose them. “Maybe 
those his cigarettes! Maybe he was smoking them damn  
cigarettes!”  She say pointing to Quentin. 
  “These are . . . your . . . son’s,” Momma say holding the 
cigarettes out to Larry’s mother, her smacking hand shaking.
 “Larry, get in here!” His Momma say.  Larry walks into 
they apartment.  His mother slams the door as hard as she can; 
the noise echoes through the hallway, ripping and roaring, bump-
ing into walls.

#
 Momma, Quentin and me walk into our apartment. Mom-
ma slams the door behind us so hard I could have sworn the paint 
on the door chipped and the doorknob almost snapped off. 
 “What’s wrong?” Daddy say, wearing blue shorts and 
holding an open newspaper with a picture of Ronald Reagan on 
his lap. Daddy say Reagan don’t care about black folks and since 
he got in there, he ain’t trying to do nothing for us. “Zora, What’s 
wrong?” Daddy say and tuck the paper to the side of him on the 
chair. The Apartment smell like bacon, which sizzle and pop in the 
fraying pan, creating a smoky grassy cloud in the air.    
 Quentin walks over to the kitchen table and starts pouring 
cereal into a bowl. The cereal is tan and round and has sugar on 
it. Not much sugar ‘though. Some cereal misses the bowl and 
falls all over the table, so Quentin starts eating the dry cereal from 
the bowl and table. Then, walks over to the refrigerator, takes out 
the milk, and puts it on the table.
  “Quentin, come here,” Momma say with her coat still on. 
Quentin, chewing, walks to Momma and looks up at her. I run to 
the bowl of dry cereal and start eating it. Nevaeh sits on 
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 the floor drinking a fruit punch juice box, looking around. 
The strawberry juice box sticky in her hand because it’s dipping. 
 “You stay away from him, Quentin!” Momma say. 
 “Zora, what’s wrong?” Daddy say, puts his feet in his slip-
pers and walks to the kitchen and starts flipping the bacon with a 
fork. 
 “Larry was out there smoking in the hall, so I took his 
pack of cigarettes and took him to his mother, and rather than her 
scolding him like I thought she was going to do, she held him up 
when she know he was wrong and said the cigarettes were not 
his,” Momma say and turns to Quentin. “You stay away from him, 
Quentin!” Quentin nods and gets ready to run back to the table 
because he see me eating his cereal. “Quentin,” Momma say. “I 
don’t want you playing with him. You understand me?” Momma 
say.  Nevaeh walks to the table, reaches her hand real high, gets 
a piece of cereal from the table, and eats it. 
 “Yes, Momma,” Quentin say, his voice raspy ‘cause he 
coming down with a cold. 
 “Ok,” she say and rubs his head.  He runs over to the 
table and pour the milk into bowl of cereal; it splashes on the top 
of the cereal and all over the table.  Quentin turns the gallon of 
milk around because he was not holding it right when he picked it 
up the first time, and pour the milk in the corner of the bowel, so it 
won’t splash all over the table this time.   
 “I’m trying to keep you all safe,” Momma say looking 
at Nevaeh, Quentin and me, “because there so much going on 
around here ... and Quentin, hanging with that boy ain’t gone do 
you no good…Right, Julius?” She say looking at my Daddy. 
 “Right, he is a lot, Quentin,” Daddy say bending down and 
adjusting the stove flame. “I once saw him on the train at 1:30 
a.m. with some older boys,” Daddy say.
 Momma nods. “He is always out late walking around here. 
That boy is going the wrong way and that damn fool mother of his 
ain’t doing a damn thing to stop it. She gone lose that boy,”  
Momma say pointing to the door as if Larry’s Momma 



standing there. “Just watch and see. She already lost him to the 
streets. I’m not losing mine….We gone move out of here one day, 
but until then, stay away from him, Quentin.” She say, not even 
looking at Quentin. Quentin still nods, looking into the cereal bowl. 
Momma mumbles to herself, shakes her head, as she let her coat 
fall from her shoulders and take it off. 

#

  “I told you it was right here,” Larry say. He and some 
friends stand by the garbage dumpsters trying to pull out a dirty, 
raggedy, pee stained mattress that has straw coming out of a 
tear on the side of it. Somebody put it behind some boards and a  
old fake plastic tree that’s in a broken flower pot. Me and Quen-
tin watch them from our Kitchen window. Quentin sit in a chair 
looking all sad, his chin on his hands. Larry friend Tommy Lee pull 
the mattress out. Then they put it on the ground.  “Watch out, I’m 
first,” Larry say taking off his shirt and shoes, running around to 
the top of the mattress and backing back. Tommy Lee and Baby, 
a big kid that everybody call “Baby” because he got a baby face 
but too big to be called “Baby”, take off they shirt and shoes too. 
Baby try to curl his toes to hide the holes in his socks, but they 
still show.  
 “Bet, but you better do some cool shit,” Tommy Lee say.
 Larry run fast, stop short and flips on the mattress.  
He lands on his bare back and lays with his arms stretch out, 
laughing, his bare toes pointing straight in the air.    
 “I can do better than that,” Quentin say.  
 “Do better than what?” Daddy say walking into the  
kitchen. 
 Quentin looks down.   
 “Look daddy” I say, pointing at Larry and his friends. 
“They flipping on that mattress.”  
 Daddy look out the window.” Ugh,” he say. “That thing 
has some of everything growing on it” he say, his face stuck in a 
frown. 
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Larry and his friends take turns jumping and flipping and laughing 
and pushing each other around.  
 “Quentin want to go out there,” I tell my daddy. 
 Quentin try to hit me and miss.  “No I don’t”, he say with 
his lips all pocked out.
 “Leave him alone Quentin,” Daddy say. Quentin rest his 
elbow on the windowsill and put his chin in his hand.  “I don’t ever 
get to have fun,” Quentin say under his breath, too low for my 
daddy to hear.  
  “What’s going on in here?” Momma say walking into the 
kitchen holding a coffee mug. Quentin straightens himself up.    
Momma pours herself a cup of coffee, look out the window, spots 
Larry, who flips, whacks his chest, and forms a gang sign with his 
fingers, his pants sagging down and red underwear showing.   
 Momma shakes her head. “That boy going to the  
Penitentiary someday or get himself killed. All of them are.”   
 Daddy Nods, looking through the cabinets. Larry and his 
friends, breathing heavy, sits on the curb to rest. Momma and 
Daddy walk out of the kitchen. Quentin put his chin on the win-
dowsill and sigh. 
 “Man,” he says, stomps, folds his arms hard, and look out 
the window, his head held back and eyes so low that they look 
like they close. Larry back back and get ready for another jump. 
He fly in the air.  

#

  “Let me go,” Darren Howard, a kid in Quentin’s class-
room, say sitting at the Lunch table. Larry hold his back pack and 
keep pulling it. 
 “You think I’m playing with, don’t you?” Larry say laugh-
ing. They class sit eating lunch in the Lunchroom. My class sit 
eating two table over. I said “hi” to Quentin, but he act like he did 
not hear me. He always be doing that when we in school.  “You 
were talking shit in class but you ain’t now,” Larry say, eating a 
peanut butter and jelly bar with a leg on both sides of 



the bench. The whole table sit looking at them, including Quentin, 
who sits all the way at the end of the table because Momma told 
him to stay away from Larry. “I’ll smack your dirty ass,” Larry say, 
knowing he dirty too. “Say something and watch what I do,” Larry 
say in Darren ear, his breath hot on him, burning his ear drums I 
bet. The other student laugh, including Quentin.  Darren sit silent 
and is so scared that he shakes and his eyes water. Larry see this 
and starts throwing pieces of his peanut butter bar at him. Two 
other boys start throwing pieces of theirs at him too.  Then they 
all start picking off they bars and putting pieces of it in his hair. 
They class lunchroom attendant, Ms. Marks, walk around talking 
and not paying attention, and my class lunchroom attendant, Ms. 
Price, stand, looking at her walkie talkie, trying to get it to work. 
“If you touch it I’m going beat your ass,” Now, Larry say and hit 
Darren in his eye with a piece of the peanut butter bar.  Darren  
wipes  his eye. Larry punches him in the face. Darren bends over 
and Larry and the other two boys beat him up, punching, kicking, 
and slapping him. Darren lay between the bench and the table 
curled in a ball.
 “stop it”, Ms. Marks say, grabbing Larry by his arm and 
pulling him up.  
 “Let me go,” Larry say, snitching his arm away. “I’m calling 
my Momma,” he says with his fist balled. 
 “Get over here,” Ms. Mark say, grabbing his arm again, grating 
her teeth and putting him against the wall. “You too” she say and 
grab one of the other boys and put him on the wall. “You were in it 
too,” she say, grab the last boy, and put him on the wall too.  
 “We ain’t do nothin’” Larry say stomping his feet and hit-
ting the wall.
   “Hudson, turn around and eat your food!”  Ms. Price say to me.  
I jump, grab my pizza, and take a bite. Then, from the corner of 
my eye I look at Larry.  With his Jaw poof and eyes low, he stare 
down Darren, burning a hole into him. Darren takes a bite of his 
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peanut butter and jelly bar and look away.    

#

 Me and Quentin sit on the sliding board in the school’a 
playground waiting for the bell to ring. Momma say ‘It’s too cold to 
have kids standing out here’. It’s always cold. Momma always say 
‘school don’t care about these kids’. Quentin’s friends Albert and 
Wayne stand by the gate. They use to be in Quentin’s old class.  
Quentin runs over to them. I run over too. Albert stands at the 
gate with a huge bluecoat on, unzipped, looking around. Wayne 
stand there with a brown coat. Hood tied real tight. He has red 
hair and most people just call him “Red”. Wayne starts climbing 
the fence.  Albert climb, struggling to get up there. Quentin watch-
es them as they both climb to the top and jump. Albert wipes his 
hands.   
 Quentin jump on the fence, climb a little and jump off. I get ready 
to do it, but Quentin pulls me away from it.
 “Stop iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!” I say and turn, fixing my coat because he 
get on my nerves.  
 “You stop it!” Quentin say. 
 “Look at this,” Wayne say and takes out a comic book.  
“My Momma brought it for me,” He say opening it and smiling all 
wide.  All of his big ol’ teeth showing. 
Quentin look at it, his eyes all big and smiling like he ain’t never 
seen no comic book before. 
 “That’s the new one,” Albert say as he takes an un-
wrapped chicken patty, full of lent particles, from his pocket and 
takes a bite.  
 “What’s that,” Quentin ask.
 “Chicken patty,” Albert say looking at the comic book like 
it’s nothin’ to take out a damn unwrapped chicken patty, full of 
lent, from his front blue jean pocket and take a bite from it. 
 “Why is it just in your pocket like that?” Quentin say
  Albert shrugs his shoulders, “I just grabbed it out the ice-
box before I left this morning,” he say. Quentin nods. 



 They all stand looking at the comic book, Albert eating his chick-
en patty, smacking hard. He stuffs the patty, crumbs falling off 
of it, back in his pocket. The crumbs all on the rim of his pocket, 
falling to the ground beside his feet. I try to stand on my tiptoes to 
see the comic book too.
 Larry walks over fixing his too little, gray coat, wearing a 
black hat on his head.  He looks at us all, push Quentin, and run.
 Quentin puts his book bag down and chase him through the mon-
key bars and around the swing set. They both running so fast they 
slid on the gravel, flicking the rocks around. 
 I look at them hard. “Ooooooo! Quentin! Momma say,”
 “IknowwhatMommasaid!” Quentin say to me, his eyes 
cutting at me hard squinting low, his lips pouting out. He catches 
Larry and they wrestle in the middle of the playground, pushing, 
grabbing and holding each other down. The bell rings and breaks 
up the match. 

#
  “Stop it! Quentin!” Momma say as Quentin rides through 
the aisle of the grocery store on the shopping cart, bagging 
against soup cans and cereal boxes. “Leave the cart alone. If you 
can’t push it right, don’t touch it!” Momma say, limping because 
a few minutes ago Quentin clipped the back of her foot with the 
cart.
 “Momma,” I say pulling on her coat. 
 “Yes, Hudson.” She say looking around at the food on the   
       shelves. 
I hold a bottle of chocolate syrup up to her.  
 “Can we get some of this?”  
 “Put that down,” Momma say and take the bottle out of 
my hand and put it on the shelf.  Nevaeh sit in the cart looking 
around, her hand on the red plastic strip of the metal bar. “Do y’all 
want cake tonight?” Momma say as we pass the boxes of cake 
batter, rolling through the long aisle slow. The rickety cart thumb-
ing loud as we walk ‘cause the wheels all beat up and raggedy 
because they got huge pieces of rubber missing.
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 “Yes!” Quentin and I say at the same time.  Nevaeh don’t 
really know what’s going on. She’ll eat anything. She always 
pointing to stuff and touching it slow. And her lips are always pink 
like she always be eating strawberries.  Momma don’t be giving 
her whole strawberries because she might choke. Momma just 
crush them up and give them to her.   
 “Chocolate cake,” I say. 
 “No, Momma, yellow cake, you made chocolate last time,” 
Quentin say looking at me all crazy. 
 “Momma!” I say.
 Momma look at me. “Hudson?” 
I hold up a jar of sauerkraut.
 “Can we get some of this?”  I ask my Momma.
 “Do you even know what that is?” she say.
 “I do. I like this Momma,” I say smiling, “can we get it?”  
 I say.
 “Put that down.” She frowns and say fixing the scarf on   
 her head, tucking the breads that’s coming out back in. 
I put jar of sauerkraut down where I got it from. 
 “Ok, what about, this one?” I say pointing to some taco 
sauce with my legs stretched apart real wide because I don’t want 
to fall. 
 “Hudson, get over here!” Momma say. “I will let you all 
pick out a bag of chips later. Tie your shoe,” I bend down and start 
tying my shoe, taking my time. 
Momma sigh and roll her eyes. 
 “Tieitforhim,Quentin,” Momma say. 
Quentin walks to me, put his backpack down, and starts tying my 
shoe. 
 “I want to do it myself,” I say and pull my foot away. 
 “Let him tie your shoe, Hudson! I just came in here to pick  
 up a few things. Did not intend on being here all day!”   
 Momma say. 
I slide my foot to Quentin, and he starts tying my shoe; I stand 
with my arms folded rocking from side to side. 
 “Hold still!” Quentin say, holding my shoelaces in his



  hands.  
I hold still. 
He slowly positions the dingy white strings together to make sure 
they even, then he, with one knee on the floor and the other up, 
slowly start tying my shoe. As he ties it, I play with his hair, patting 
his afro down ‘cause it’s always big and sticking up. 
 “Stop!” he say 
 “Momma!” I say. 
 “What, Hudson?” Momma say, looking at a box of spa-
ghetti on the shelf. 
 “Quentin was playing with Larry today,” I say.
Quentin looks up at me, his mouth open, his eyes as wide as they 
can be. He squints them at me, creating wrinkles underneath. He 
swallows hard, his lips dry. 
  “You were,” I whisper looking down at him, my hand 
around my mouth like a cup, “I saw it,” I say.
Quentin pulls the loop tight. 
I take a can of black beans off the shelf and walk to Momma. 
 “Can I get this?” I say. 
 “What did he say,” Momma say ignoring my question and   
    looking at Quentin.
Quentin looks at her nervous, his eyes all wide.  I put the can of 
black beans in the shopping cart.  
 “What did he say, Quentin?” Momma say looking at  
 Quentin, her lip curling up.  
Quentin gets up real slow, looking at Momma. Nevaeh picks up 
stuff in the shopping cart and looks at it, but she don’t know what 
she looking at. She picks up a box of cornbread mix and puts the 
corner of the box in her mouth. I take it from her and put it back in 
the shopping cart.
  “What did he say?” Momma say. 
Quentin stands still with his head down. 
 “Get over here. You better answer me,” Momma say with 
her eyes bucked out and biting her bottom lip.
 Quentin stands so close to the cornflake boxes that he almost 
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  knocks them down and holds the zipper of his jacket with 
both hands, fidgeting with it nervously. Momma walks to him and 
holds his chin in her hand. She looks into his eyes. 
“Didn’t I tell you not to play with Larry?” she say.  Quentin’s eyes 
water, looking at Momma. Into her eyes. 
 He nods “yes”. 

#
 When we get home, Momma put all of her grocery bags 
on the floor beside the door. Quentin walks in the door real slow, 
barely seeing over the brown paper bag full of groceries that he 
holding.  I hold Nevaeh’s hand with one hand and a loaf of white 
bread, in a tan plastic bag, in the other. The bag twisted real tight 
because it was spanning around as we was walking home. I put 
my bag on the table and take the loaf of bread out. 
 “Put that bag down,” Momma say to Quentin as she takes 
off her coat and places her house keys in a wooden bowl that’s 
on the living room cocktail table. Quentin walks in the kitchen and 
places the bag on the table as tears slowing form in his eyes. He 
stands with his back to Momma, knowing she watching him.  And 
she watching him. Quentin starts taking the groceries out of the 
bag like he don’t know why Momma told him to put the bag down. 
 “Quentin, take off your coat,” She say. He turns around, 
takes off his coat, and places it on the chair; It falls off the chair 
on the floor beside another chair. He look back at it but don’t 
touch it, but he want to because he know it’s gone take up a little 
more time. Momma just keep her eyes on him. He turn around, 
walk toward his coat, and bend to pick up. 
  “Go get the belt!”  Momma say to Quentin.
 Quentin walks into Momma’s bedroom and gets her old, 
big, thick, black, leather belt. Momma only use it for whipping us. 
Leather worn off on the side of it because Momma had it so long. 
Before that one, she had another one, but Quentin and me hid it 
under the couch cushion; she just went out and got a thinker one. 
We put the other one back where we took it from because we 
would rather be whipped with that one, but she just 



keep on using the thicker one. Told us it better not come up miss-
ing. Told us she gone get us if it do. Now, Quentin walks out of 
Momma bedroom slow, shaking, and holding the belt in his hands. 
Momma takes it from him and folds it.  
  “Didn’t I…” She grabs Quentin by his arm and whacks 
him on his booty with the belt, “tell you not to play with Larry! 
When I say…” She whacks him. Quentin starts crying.
 “Ok, Momma!” Quentin say crying so loud that the echo 
bangs against the window like the wind trying to break through. 
 “Don’t play!” She say.  
Quentin puts his hand over his booty, trying to cover it. Momma 
whacks him, hitting his hand and booty.  Quentin jumps, screams, 
try to get away, holding his hand over his booty, and running in 
circles. 
 “Momma!” he say. 
 “With Larry!” she say. 
She whacks him. Quentin grabs the belt, screaming and jump-
ing around, his fingers intertwined with the hot leather.  Momma   
snitches the belt out of his hand and whacks him.
 “I mean, don’t do it! You understand me?” she say.
 “Ok! ok! I won’t do it no more, Momma. I promise!    
   Please!”
Momma whacks him on the booty real fast over and over again. 
The sound smacking loud. She lets him go and Quentin stumbles 
and almost fall. 
 “Now! go to your room!” She say 
 Quentin runs into our bedroom screaming and crying.  
Mouth wide open. Coughing. Eyes squinted. Face full of tears and 
sweat. Grease on his forehead from his hair. 

#
 When I go into our room, I see Quentin sitting on the floor 
with his legs folded under him trying to feed our cat Diamond 
some butter cookie that he had in his pocket all day.  He got them 
from the school cafeteria.  She mainly just smells the cookies and 
kind of lick it a little.  Diamond white with black and gray patches. 
Momma found her one day in the hallway. 
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Said somebody put her out.
  “Not supposed to give her that,” I tell him.  Then, I get 
on my knees next to Quentin and start rubbing Diamond. She 
arches her back under my hand and rubs her head on me. Then 
she walks under my bed and starts looking around because she 
always be hungry for stuff, even though Momma be feeding her 
all the time. I reach my hand out to Diamond to try to get her to 
come from under the bed, but she just look at me, her eyes all big 
and shining. She put her stomach on the floor real low and start 
licking her lips. Momma walks up and stands in the doorway, her 
hands pressed against the white paint chipped door frame.

 
#

 “Quentin sit down,” Momma say. He gets up and sits on 
the bed with his head down. Diamond walks from under the bed 
and lays down in the corner beside Quentin’s desk. I put her on 
my lap and rub her. “Look at me,” Momma say to Quentin. He 
looks up at her with dried tear stains on his face and tears forming 
in his eyes.  
 “I need you to listen to me… and you don’t, Quentin,” She 
say and wipes his tears with her hand. “I know you like playing 
with Larry,” she say, sighing, “but that little boy is into some of ev-
erything around here and his mother don’t care.” Momma looks at 
Quentin’s red eyes and runny nose. “You kids and your father are 
all I have,” Momma say. “I whipped you because I told you not to 
play with him… and you did it anyway,” she say and wipe Quen-
tin’s greasy forehead with the palm her hand and take a piece of 
tissue from the desk and wipe his runny nose. “Your father and I 
are trying to do everything we can to protect you.  You can’t hang 
with everybody because some people ain’t right and weren’t taut 
to be right. Don’t know how to be,” She say.  She sigh and look 
into Quentin eyes. “You are the oldest, so I look to you to set an 
example and do what your father and I ask you to do…. I need 
you to listen to me because my words will keep you safe…Can 



you do that for me?” My Momma say. Quentin nod with his head 
down. She squeezes his hand, kiss his forehead, and hug him. 
Quentin sit still with Momma’s arms around him. He puts his arms 
on her sides because they are too short to reach around her, but 
he rest his head on her shoulder and try. 

#

 “Let my baby go!”  Larry Momma say, trying to pull Larry 
back into they apartment. Two policeman hold him against the 
wall in the hallway hand cuffing him. Me, Momma, Daddy, Quentin 
and Nevaeh are by the stairway, looking at them with a crowd of 
people. The elevator stopped working, so we got to walk. Daddy 
Holding a whole lot of grocery bags. Momma hold some too but 
not as much as Daddy because she got Nevaeh’s hand.  Quentin 
hold a big Brown paper bag in his arms that has bananas and 
bread sticking from the top of it.  The Bag tearing on the side 
because he hold it too tight. I just got one plastic bag that keep 
twisting on my arm.
 “Excuse me Ma’am. I need you to step back,” Now one 
police man say and move Larry Momma back. 
 “He just a child,” Larry Momma say, her white nightgown 
hanging off her shoulder and red robe hanging and dragging on 
the dirty hallway floor.  
 “Ma’am”, the policeman say.  
 Larry, wiggling, look at her, his eyes open wide, red,and 
watery. “Momma,” he say, his voice cracking.
  “It’s ok, baby,” his Momma say to him. “Please,” she say 
to one of the policeman. 
 “He was involved in a crime and we are taking him in,” the 
policeman say.   
 “Y’all just picking on my baby!” Larry Momma say. 
 “Ma’am, a witnesses identified your son and two other 
boys,” The policeman say. 
 “They did not!” She say. 
 “They did and we are arresting all of them,” he say.  
 She look at the policeman like she want to cry. “No!”
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 “I will give you the information where to go, ok?”  the other 
police man say. Quentin move to the side, look over the bag, and 
stare at Larry, who moves from side to side, close his eyes, and 
put his head on the dirty hall wall.
 “Please,” Larry Momma say, still trying to pull on Larry.
Several people in the crowd stare and shake they heads.
 “Come on y’all,” Momma say, “let’s get this food up these 
stairs.” 
 “Right,” Daddy, veins showing on the sides of his head 
and sweat on his forehead, say.  “Quentin and Hudson get the 
door,” he say. Me and Quentin run, open the big steel door, and 
lean on it.  Momma and Nevaeh walk through. “Go on,” Daddy 
say, his foot on the door. Me and Quentin walk though. Daddy 
move his foot. 
 “He just a child!” we hear Larry Momma, crying, say as 
the door slam.  
 As we make our way up the steps, her words hang in the 
air and spin and move on our bags and backs and rush out of the 
next open door into the dark, bouncing off walls. 
 

The End



GIRL IN A CORNER 
KENDALL CLAYTON
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CHILDREN OF A FORGOTTEN COUNTRY 
NICOLE GOODWIN

Under the blanket of night, I can honestly cry...
Although not a tear falls from my eyes.
In bitterness and joy, I wholeheartedly write...
It is both my freedom, and my blight.

Mista, mista... 
 The sky that day was a paling baby blue that stretched 
itself into eternity; a dormant, concaving bowl in the heavens. Its 
quixotic richness was so full—no it was pregnant, with a  
remarkable mixture of fear and possibility. It wasn’t like the sky 
in Brooklyn—where I grew up, or the sky in Germany—where I 
was first stationed when I joined the Army. Nor was it akin to the 
Western desert sky—where I bore my child. No, Baghdad’s sky 
was like no other. It possessed a majesty that engulfed me. 
 I knew after the first time I saw it, that we humans—our 
lives, our differences were so small, minute when compared to 
the grand fabric. The only ones who mistakenly thought it  
otherwise, were human beings themselves.  But I knew bette 
r than unleash the ire treachery... Existentialist philosophy—no



matter how much it was needed, or warranted, was a hound that 
would not hunt. Shit like that just gets soldiers killed. 
Mista, mista…
 Our convoy lay below, underneath the newborn blue, 
contrasting its calm. Each of our vehicles trailed swiftly (almost 
frantically), one behind the other. This tactic was used not only to 
procure safety, but also to established dominance as a show of 
force. Our very presence driving through those garbage covered 
streets, whizzing past those desolate places in Baghdad created 
a stage for new acts of human confrontation, new forms of human 
drama, and new plateaus of human cruelty. 
 Even still war wasn’t a novel delicacy to the people of 
that land; their palettes, like the many other cultures branded with 
the slanderous label of “third world country” were no stranger to 
foreign occupiers and the sour taste of conflict; its salty animos-
ity, the bitter bite of its frenzy. That road was probably one of the 
few left undamaged in the city, maybe even one of the few that 
weren’t destroyed during “the push” into Iraq altogether. 
 It took an enormous armada of Army tactical vehicles 
33hours to invade Iraq, bursting into Saddam Hussein’s backyard 
with all the love a hammer embodies for nails. Our triumphant 
explosion in country had become the crown jewel in the eye of 
the Coalition forces—invigorating the morale of the troops. But it 
also had become the darling centerpiece in every home in Amer-
ica and abroad, the immaculate sway of Western righteousness 
bellowing loudly across the globe. 
 We were the great liberators, demolishing Saddam’s 
manic rule over the Iraq people. And we all knew in the end that 
they would be grateful; thankful to the power of the West for doing 
the impossible—freeing them, their children, and their children’s 
children from the evil clutches of his rule! Yes, this was broadcast-
ed everywhere I turned, shouted from everything I read, rejoiced 
in the voices of everyone I heard. And if it was everywhere, in 
everything it had to be true. Right? Nothing that is UNIVERSALLY 
true can ever be fabricated. Right? There was 
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no way that our place in history could be anything other than 
glorious. Right? 
 I ignored my doubt. The nagging feeling that fluttered in-
side my stomach that urged, that begged, that pleaded with me to 
question this. Question everything!  I snuffed these votives out in-
stead of listening. I buried them alive, bulldozing their graves with 
mounds of dirt. In their place I planted artificial seeds of newfound 
patriotism and hope. 
 Mista, mista…
 March 3, 2003 was the day that I had been watching tele-
vision in the waiting room located on the Fort Irwin post.  At that 
moment, more than any before, I had become extremely thankful 
for the little things, like being inside away from the catty sun’s 
fiery scratches.  The icy breeze hummed softly, seeping out of the 
air conditioner a cascading the entire space in a soothing, caress-
ing mist. I was on maternity leave due to give birth to my daugh-
ter Shylah at any moment. I told everyone I was stationed that I 
wasn’t sure about the rules concerning dual-citizenship therefore 
I wanted to have my daughter back in the United States. The truth 
however is much more sorted and painful. 
 Most of the soldiers in my unit had caught wind that I had 
decided not to marry Shylah’s father. It wasn’t as if I had worked 
diligently to hide my emotional ambiguity towards him, on the 
contrary, I was very unabashedly vocal about it. This was mainly 
due to me being only 8-12 weeks along, yet being carted to the 
hospital at least two or three times for 2 week period stretches—
and her father not visiting me, not phoning me, not checking up 
on me even once.  
 By the third trip I was horrendously stressed. I was 22 
years old, and had lost at least 10% of my body weight in less 
than a month because I was vomiting all the time. I was a wolf 
with its foot caught in a sharp-clawed bear trap. I wanted him des-
perately to come see me, to RESCUE me. To become the man 
that I could love, that I would WANT to love!  But he never came 
for me—he just never showed up at all.  



 So I did the unthinkable for my survival, for the future of 
my child. I mustered up all my rage, all of my fear, all of my dis-
appointment and molded it into courage. I made a choice my final 
day in the hospital—I choose accept the truth. He wasn’t going to 
rescue me, to be by my side. He wasn’t going to keep his promise 
to me. I’ll love our baby no matter what. Liar! No one was coming 
to my aid. If I were to survive I’d have to save myself—so I chose 
the rules of the wild; I gnawed off my own foot.
 A slate-cemented animosity anchored my footing. It sta-
bilized me, bestowed me with resourcefulness. When I got back 
to the unit I smiled. I smiled in the face of everyone that expected 
me to break, to fold, to yield, to quit. I began to mask my pain, 
painted over its wretched face with sardonic humor, with resolute 
vengeance, with judgmental wrath.  I can’t marry Carey… If we 
got married then I’d half to raise TWO kids! 
 I did everything possible for everyone to know that I didn’t 
NEED him—or anything from ANY of them, that I could raise my 
baby on my own. And I made sure that everyone knew how much 
of a fatherless failure he was, I delighted in using the truth to 
publically castrate him every chance I got. He’s no father, he’s no 
man, he’s just a SCARED, SPOLIED lil’ boy! I’m more man than 
he’ll ever be. 
 My scorn ran deep, and I let it run filling my veins with 
both fire and ice. It invigorated me; I was emboldened, I was 
ready to take on all comers. And in droves they came.  What I had 
decided was unprecedented, a blatant slap in the face of “family 
values.” It didn’t matter that Carey and I had already broken up 
before I knew I was pregnant—and never visited me after finding 
out, or that he was verbally abusive, emotionally unavailable, fi-
nancially unreliable, and didn’t love me. No! I learned that the one 
thing in places like this was that they have an understood system 
of values. Rule one: upholding the tradition of uniformity. 
 The fact was I was impregnated by Carey and unwed, 
meant I should marry him in order to rear the child properly. 
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Everyone before me in similar (if not the same situation) jumped 
off that bridge who was I to question that tradition with “reason” 
or “logic?” Every child needs a father... It wasn’t as if I felt that 
my daughter didn’t need, or deserve to have her father in her life. 
Or vice versa. But one thing occurred to me alone, even though 
every child needs a father, not EVERY woman needs a husband. 
Especially not to become a good mother. Without trying I had 
shaken their rickety foundation.
 Why don’t you want your child? In Carey’s mind, and in 
the minds of the majority of men and women in my unit I had be-
trayed something so precious, when it really was me finding a bril-
liant loophole to escape through.  My own need for self-preserva-
tion insulted their pride, injuring their fragile sensibilities. In turn, 
a lot of my superiors on down had made it very difficult for me to 
stay in Germany. If I didn’t act soon, my future in the Army—the 
only means I had to provide for my daughter would be eradicated. 
Our very livelihood was in jeopardy. 
 Mista…mista…
 Before making my way to Fort Irwin I had tried—to my 
dismay once again to lean upon my mother. I visited home a 
few weeks before Thanksgiving in 2002. My stay in my mother’s 
project apartment had gone on pretty well. We had been getting 
along much better than usual—although I was often waiting for 
my mother to impress (disgust) me with her all time high for lows. 
Whether it would be sent through an onslaught of verbal missiles 
also known as passive-aggressive insults, or a direct “bum-rush” 
on my person via a physical assault, I wasn’t sure; but I always 
had to always remain on my toes. 
 There was no telling when the waters would turn  
unfavorable.  So I devised a battle plan: for every act whether 
it was kind or unkind I would retaliate unexpectedly. Instead of 
blowing up, as I normally would do, I’d act the opposite of my 
instincts. That way I would get her to do what I needed—and  
piss her off in the process. I knew that it would take everything I 
had to make it work. But for my baby, I learned I would do 



anything. Loving the life growing inside me transformed me; I 
gained determination and resiliency. If it called for it, I would not 
only stoop to eating shit—I would master the art of smiling while 
doing so. 
 On one of the last days of my visit she and I had been 
sitting in her living room holding a pleasant conversation. There 
wasn’t going to be a more perfect time.
 “Mom. Can I ask you something?”
 “Yeah,” she said her smile widening. She had waiting for 
the question; I could see it in her eyes. Oh the joy she was taking 
in seeing me acquiesce to her. I swallowed forcing myself to hold 
it together.   
 “Would you mind taking the baby after I had her?” The 
question was out in the world now; no turning back. I gulped the 
saliva coagulating in my throat. It went down rigid and scratchy 
against my arid lining.  I had wiped away her cordial south-
ern-smile. What replaced it was a frog-lipped grimace. 
 “Fo’ how long?” That question caught me off guard. I 
rolled my eyes back, hurriedly estimating the amount inside my 
head. Breathing in I shot out the best possible outcome, “Nine 
months.”“Niahn mont’s!?” she said. Her accent thickening as if 
she guzzled a bottle of molasses. 
  Silence fell hard like a stagnant corpse. Each second  
was a boulder dragging every breath I took to its demise.  
“Well…I GUESS I HAVE TO.” I sat there on my mother’s living 
room sofa for a while. It was parallel from the couch she was sit-
ting on, which was a good thing—I don’t know what I would have 
done had I actually been sitting adjacent from her. In that second, 
my anger was volcanic; an insurmountable inferno.  I saw only 
blackness. Then it all imploded, dissolving my fury to star dust.  
An eerie, deflated ease had taken its place. 
 “You know what Maria…don’t even worry about it.” This 
unbelievably poised reaction had shocked the shit out of her!  
My voice didn’t hold a trace of vindictiveness. She knew she had 
me, she knew that she could make me beg—and yet I hadn’t…
and I wasn’t going to. She didn’t speak a word. Her 
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face became a question mark. After awhile she tried to regain the 
upper hand again, her pleas were fumbling and insincere. 
 I brushed these attempts off like dust, paying them, nor 
her “no nevermind.” I fell on plan B. I would travel back to Germa-
ny then leave again using the rest of leave I had accumulated to 
relocate to Fort Irwin in California. I had no choice but to rely on 
signing into another unit in secrecy, then re-enlisting and living 
with Tiffany. On the other hand, that too was not meant to be. 
 When Pres. George H.W. Bush declared that the Military 
was to make their entrance into Iraq through Kuwait, I was still 
preparing to make a grand effort at my own kind of “pushing.” His 
Presidential Order spoiled my plans. When the war was declared, 
all overseas Active-Duty Army divisions, along with some Reserv-
ists units, and the Marines deploy first en masse. Instead of being 
able to re-enlist at a duty station with a low chance of deployment 
like those posted at Fort Irwin, I was forced to go back to Bravo 
Company in Germany since I was still legally assigned there. 
Shylah was born on March 16, exactly two weeks after his public 
declaration of war.
 It was either that or not returning to my unit at all (mean-
ing AWOL,) or leaving the Military entirely on a Hardship Dis-
charge. Two out of the three choices would not hold well for me. 
Going AWOL would ruin any chance of ever landing a job again 
on the outside, and having a hardship would be cutting my nose 
off to spite myself. Whether I liked the idea of deploying or not 
one thing was for sure: deployment money was excellent money. 
I hated the idea of  it, every iota. It was the bitterest harvest. But 
being a single-mother I had to make the tough calls. 
 Mista, mista…
 The last night I was with her was one of the most con-
fusing points in my life. It was already late in the evening, as the 
desert sun over Barstow had already set a few hours before. All 
the business throughout the day was settled. The world revolved 
and rotated as it had done for millions of years—



without tension, or anguish. I envied its ability to turn the day off; 
transforming its distinctiveness into something…alien. Cloaking 
its fertile, royal cloudless sky, and its dried suppurated Indian red 
earth. Should I stay, should I go?
  “You ready?” Tiffany said. I was still standing by the 
window peering through the Venetian blinds, focusing on the 
darkness—trying not to lose my mind. I turned my back from the 
nothingness outside, only to find it waiting for me within. Tiffany 
wasn’t standing near enough to see her face; all I could make out 
was her body—a gigantic, faceless silhouette. Head to toe she 
stood about 7 feet. She was muscular, but not in an intimidating 
way. At least not at that moment; it was a different story the one 
and only time we fought. 
  I don’t remember exactly what I had said to enrage her, 
but I remember my ferocity. I had WANTED to hurt her; to stab at 
her heart, to shake her belief in EVERYTHING. And I succeeded. 
I don’t think I understood her more than when hand ended up 
around my throat. The muscles and veins in her long mahoga-
ny arm trembling as she was crushing the air out of my lungs. 
Feeling the sweat trickling off her clammy palm, the heat from 
her blood, the fast-paced thump of her beating heart. In that split 
second I knew. Tiffany DID love me, despite herself. She wasn’t 
choking me out of malice. It was out of a sick desperation.  
Drowning, Tiffany was clinging to what was slipping away, with 
all of her energy.  Yet her deeds, were in vain. I was leaving, and 
nothing could to be done about it. In fact, I was already gone. 
“Yeah.” I’m ready.  
 Shylah lay in her bassinette, sleeping the night away as 
babies do. I never wanted to hold a person as much as I did that 
last moment; I wanted to stay with her forever in that space. But I 
knew I couldn’t, her dad wasn’t dependable—he was just another 
soldier who became another letdown. I couldn’t rely on my moth-
er—she too had disappointed me one too many times. No if I was 
going to do this, I had to do stick to the plan, go downrange and 
make it back in nine months. Then Shylah and I would be togeth-
er again (with or without Tiffany). 
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From behind Tiffany whispered, “You wanna wake her?” I stood 
there motionless, actually thankful that the night was at hand. I 
wore it as a mask, its apathy kept the tears at bay. I spoke finally, 
hot lava rising in my throat.  “No. Let her sleep.” The night I left 
Shylah it was in late April 2003; Tiffany dropped me off to the 
Greyhound Bus station, and returned to the empty apartment, to 
my baby—to a world where they were together, living without me. 
If you add up the total of days we spent together starting from 
when she was born up until the night I left, it would equal a little 
over a month.  It felt like I had eaten my own heart.
When I reported back to duty in May, the entire 1st Armored 
Division was readying for deployment departure. This was not to 
be so for me at that moment. Upon my return, I discovered that, 
my barracks room had been robbed (for the third time in a row 
since I was stationed in Germany) while I was gone and no one in 
my unit reported the theft. The thief or thieves had made off with 
$4,000 worth of Army equipment. (Not to mention the bastards 
had taken off with all of my personal things!)
I went to the MPs, and reported the break-in. My ingenuity en-
raged my Commander, my First Sergeant, and many others on 
the way down the totem pole. By filing an official Military Police 
Report I managed to delay my deployment, by a few weeks. 
So I didn’t leave with the 501st in May, vexing my superiors. In 
addition to the initial delay, I had orders to undergo Deployment 
Readiness Training with the new recruits and transfers joining up 
with the unit. This caused even further delays—however, I hon-
estly wasn’t in a rush to go downrange. Spending a larger portion 
of the spring and summer months in Wiesbaden, Mainz and other 
cities in Germany was fantastic! I soaked it all in, squeezing all 
the zest out of my incomparable good fortune that I could muster, 
never wanting it to yield. But as they say “all good things...”
 By the time I was reunited with the 501st it was late July 2003. 
During the early days of the push, Iraq was continuously 



plagued by sandstorms that would suck the air out your nostrils 
before you even had a chance to inhale deeply. I could only imag-
ine what trials they withstood upon getting there. Or the depths of 
resentment towards me for not being there at their side. They had 
been in country for at least two months, but I observed its drastic 
effects right away. Their eyes seethed magnesium flames with 
raccoon pits; their faces were etched in granite. Some had lost 
exorbitant amounts of weight, while others retained far too much 
water in their bodies. Even still they all looked as though they 
were languishing away, like dimming candlelights. Stress, fatigue, 
loneliness, anger, fear and an incurable case of boredom. All of 
their souls are…eroding. And so my fate to bear witness to the 
enveloping tragedies began. The guilt was killing me, and the fear 
was antagonizing. Will the same thing happen to me?
  As soldiers, our training reinforced our sworn oath to 
protect God and Country against all foreign and domestic threats. 
We gambled our individual identities for the sake of the collec-
tive, willing to risk not only becoming injured or loss of life, but 
face spiritually derogations that would forever alter our existence.  
Whether we knew it consciously or not we all agreed to this in or-
der to protect our country and ensure its prosperity, and establish 
our stake in the promotion of the greater good. Consequentially, 
the longer we stayed, the less likely it would be for us to revert 
back to who we were before the war—to return to who we were 
before taking the oath. 
 Mista, mista…
 There was a saying when I was younger: “If you want 
you to raise a good kid, don’t raise your kid in New York City.” I 
suppose there was some truth to this statement. Criminal/Gang 
Violence. Crack. HIV/AIDS. Homelessness. Homophobia. Rape. 
Racial Prejudice. Police Brutality. Prostitution. Poverty. Pollution. 
The only thing that didn’t separate “the have’s” from “the have 
not’s” was death. 
 Life before my enlistment began in a nowhere space 
called Putnam Avenue.  Putnam Avenue sat on the precipice of 
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“Do or Die” Bed-Sty, hence was easy to miss. In fact, if you were 
not careful, you’d walk right past it and never know.  It was locat-
ed near the Broadway stop on the J-train that divided the impov-
erished, predominantly Black neighborhood of Bedford-Stuyve-
sant from its lower penurious, Puerto Rican sibling known as 
Bushwick. At least this is what I was raised to believe. “At leas’ 
way’re we live dere ain’t no damn projects,” my mother would say 
repetitively. 
 That was factual, on our side of Brooklyn there were only 
apartment houses but no projects owned by the New York City 
Housing Authority. On the outside our buildings reflected a state 
of cleanliness, far superior to the caged, semi-prison design of the 
city’s low-income housing. But that was a lie. On the inside our 
apartment was absolutely shitty. It gave us no relief from the ruth-
less heat, or relentless cold—steadily decaying because of the 
lack of care taking by the landlord. The bedroom ceilings would 
repeatedly drip with a mysterious and creepy liquid. The leaks 
would ooze rusty, yellowish-red water in several spots (including 
above where my sister and I slept) until it wore a hole—revealing 
the moldy, rotting innards of our buildings pipes, undulating like 
an overused system of infected, coiling intestines.   
 Also our apartment was infested with huge “waterbugs,” 
or German Cockroaches. They nested in every darkened corner 
of the apartment that you could think of. Closets, underneath 
beds, in the bathroom pipes, under the radiator, in our kitchen 
cabinets, in boxes of our food. Any place they felt moist, cool, or 
dark was comfortable enough for them spawn, and eat and spawn 
some more. They had tough, umber colored exoskeletons that 
would crunch when our bare feet stepped on them. They also had 
wings that flew about the house in a panic; frantically clinging to 
life before the splattering swooshes of my mother’s broom would 
end it. Try as she might to impede their march throughout her 
abode, they would eventually win the war over taking the house-
hold territory, based on the overwhelming magnitude of their 
unrelenting numbers.   



 Additionally, our apartment was infuriatingly hot in the 
summer, since we could not afford an air conditioner. We had fans 
that oscillated the sizzling air cyclonically through the  apartment. 
At night my sister and I would have to share a bed; our Black 
young bodies were covered in so much sweat that if we slept 
too closely our skin would stick against each other. The only fun 
we had involved the haphazard removal of the fan’s front metal 
casing, placing our faces into the rotating fan blades and singing 
into as if it were a microphone. I loved the wavy, choppy sounds 
our voices produced. We’d laugh for hours being entertained by 
innovative recklessness.  
 When the winters came they were always unconditionally 
cruel due to the lack of heat. I always found it to be ironic  
because our apartment actually had a chimney—but we could 
never use it.  Here we had the most wholesome symbol of  
family togetherness, cozy and warmth and it was bunk! My  
mother never gave us any clear explanations as to why we 
couldn’t though. I loathed the wistful, lonesome howls it made 
when the winds blew—particularly at night as if it were a dog 
pleading to be sheltered. Maybe it was because the noise reso-
nating in my ears weren’t the shackled cries of the chimney, but 
the unrequited, disavowed sobs of unrest within my own being.
 The apartment also went without heat during those  
freezing winter months. It was so extremely icy that we would 
have to ignite the gas oven and leave it open for nights on end 
just to keep warm and not die of hypothermia in our sleep. In the 
mornings, we’d awake to either blisteringly cold or dirty Sepia wa-
ter gushes from a coughing faucet that usually ended up clog the 
sink (filling it with God knows what types of shady, chunky bits of 
waste). All of this while outrageously increasing our rent charges. 
These were the years before the initiation of the city’s 311 pro-
gram. There was no where a tenant could report the mistreatment 
or abuses deriving from the malicious, unethical practices of 
“slumlords.” Teaching me an important sociological lesson:  
With a little practice, dedication and the 
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proper placement of “low” friends in “high” places, those with 
enough cunning and avarice can juice blood from anything—this 
attribute greatly applies to bankrupting the lowly, economically 
deprived. 
 We were all outcastes; those with power, influence and 
money saw us as shifty, lazy, irredeemable and unruly. And that 
was exactly how we were portrayed to be in the media, as some-
thing less than human—we were generations of a degenerate 
virus colonizing New York City.  This hatred united all of the older 
generations of Black, White and Latino “native New Yorkers” 
against the children, the adolescents, the future inheritors of the 
urban legacy of poverty. Our road was paved with failure, the 
burden of the heavy lead mantles, trash filled lots, and Crack 
vial-littered parks. We were crowned as rapists, thugs, whores, 
“welfare kings and queens.” This regurgitated lie became the 
pre-dominantly spread belief.  All eyes that feel upon our reign 
were crimson with contempt, fear and detached scorn. 
 As an adolescent I felt its acidic burn everywhere; it sulfu-
ric touch imprinted upon the souls of everyone who failed to love 
and guide me. Its lashes whipped me each time I forgot to “stay 
in a child’s place.” Sometimes it appeared as my stepfather’s 
bulky, chocolate leather belt bruising my naked, bathing body like 
a spoiled Georgia peach. Don’t play me, play lotto! Other times it 
was a series of swift haymakers pounding me across the face and 
mouth, reddening my mother’s soft palms. Didn’t I tell you to shut 
yo’ fuckin’ mouth!! I’ll give you somethin’ to cry about!!  
 There was a public secret at the center of all the villainy. 
An inescapably deadly, reality unmasking its malevolent genius; 
the delicious wretchedness to its design. As long as the Crack 
epidemic was thriving as long as the poor Black and Latino gangs 
had guns, as long as AIDS decimated all the Queers, then the 
forgers of history would remain in control of our destinies. We 
were America’s refugees, unwanted swatters in our own country. 
All they had to do was wait…wait patiently, while were 



incarcerated, drugged up, hopeless and dying. It was a cancer 
that severed the strength of all our tongues.
 As I matured I became more and more disheartened;  
now knowi ng, bleeding into the black hole of desolation. It 
seemed to widen over time as the pits above my bed had once 
did. No one offered me comfort; no one wished to explain the 
possibility of “tomorrow” to me. It was easier for those around me 
to pretend that it was all in my head. My mother’s comments were 
the most hateful and hurtful. Yo’re fuckin’ crazy gir’. Some’en 
wrung wit chu. 
 From then on out I was sure of one thing. I knew that 
kids like me were never meant to witness the bountiful grace of 
a cerulean horizon. I was born to inherit the bounty of the cold 
gray, cavity that was New York City; the same as those before me 
had learned to adapt I would have to as well. That is if I wanted to 
survive. And yet there were parts of me that took comfort from the 
prospect eventually I wouldn’t. 
 Mista, mista…
 During my deployment the days and nights seemed to 
melt into each other forming a gigantic, shapeless, transparent 
soup. Time was invisible, yet also a corporeal entity there—a 
thick blob of petroleum jelly. My body was constantly covered in 
its stickiness, yet was removed from its ability to sooth my long-
ing. Out there, I was a drowning fly amongst other drowning flies. 
Living a luminal existence—being neither living, nor dead. Trying 
to maintain a grip on my humanity was exhaustingly tedious.  It’s 
as useless nurturing a beautiful rose, just to uproot it. 
 Yet some small part of me persisted; it fought against that 
long, dark march with all of its might. The whole time I was in Iraq 
I carried a small memento of my baby. It was a picture I had taken 
when she was almost 3 weeks old. At night before I would retire, I 
would stare at it outside the tent, under the dead of nightfall. Then 
I would go inside when everyone else was asleep and cry until I 
passed out. But those emotions I did not, could not reveal.  
I trusted those around me less and less each 
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day. The more I hid my angst, the more it chilled my bones. Pretty 
soon there’d be no motherly love to bequeath to my own child. 
The longer I stayed in that Hell, the more my gentleness strained; 
my empathy weakening—a lit cigarette eating away at itself, until 
it ashes out. Soon I would have nothing left to give. 
 Despite the carnage happening inside, outside, all around 
us I would rise, prepared to function giving the least amount of 
effort –without forsaking my duties completely; the high standards 
of drilled into me almost two years prior were no longer applicable 
to me. As long as I did what I was told I could forego wanting to 
contribute the best of myself. 
  And the war continued, neither willing to forfeit. No matter 
how many were dead, dying, starving and suffering. Neither side 
wanted to lose the game. Both opponents ensnared each other 
in a nefarious stalemate. The Western Coalition forces and the 
Middle Eastern insurgency were diligent warriors, married togeth-
er by insanity. Neither we nor our enemies shuddered from the 
horrible knowledge. By then madness, was an everyday part of 
the routine. 
 A shiny sheet onyx of jewels nestled themselves in the 
road, illuminating their sparkle when the sunray’s hit the street 
just right. The spectacle was witnessed by my eyes alone. How-
ever, I was not alone. We—meaning my colleague Benevente and 
I were the only two left to stand guard after the convoy parked. 
The rest of the soldiers from my unit hurryingly left their vehicles 
in order to go on the errand run—almost trampling each other 
just to feel the fleeting blessings of central air conditioning. Or 
maybe it was because that even though the owners were Iraqis, 
they were fair-skinned Christians—all the ingredients of safety 
amongst the soldiers since most if not all of our targets, oppo-
nents, enemies were darker skinned, Muslims.  Even though I did 
not buy anything from the “Hajjes,” it didn’t take much for me to 
guess that was why none of them wanted to volunteer for guard 
duty, on a normal day Baghdad was 120-F in the shade. Shit! It’s 
fuckin’ hot out here!



  We both stood there in silence. Our bodies were only a small 
distance from the crowds of men that stammered about to and 
fro almost as if they were lost in their own city, that cackle of 
disembodied voices competing against the guttural sounds of the 
street. Suddenly, I was overcome with a sharp, stabbing pain.  It 
sat against the tender fat of my aching breasts, the under the 
flimsy shielding of my Desert Camouflaged Uniform. Pinching my 
nipples; I could almost mistake it for the stir of suckling. 
 Mista, mista…
I remember, it was…it was the children. The boys’ voices: Mista, 
mista! 
 It was the incoming sound of some street urchin boys 
panhandling broken lighters on that clear stretch of avenue in 
Baghdad. They gave me no space as they shouted vociferously in 
my face “Mista, Mista buy, buy, buy!”
 “I’m not a MISTER, I am a WOMAN.” I said behind my 
Kevlar vest and sunglasses in a flat, curt retort. They went on un-
fazed, continuing their distressed plea for money. “Mizez, Mizez, 
buy, buy, buy!” 
 I stared down at one of the boys in particular. I glared at 
the oil and grime caked underneath his fingernails, how it trailed 
all along his hands; how it hugged his face. He had to be no 
older than six years old. I looked into his eyes and thought that 
this could be my very own child, begging for scraps at the feet of 
American soldiers. Just then a warm sensation snuck up on me—
winning over my heart and mind. 
 Long ago this WAS me…
 CUT THAT SHIT OUT!!!!!!! YOU WANNA GET FUCKIN’ 
KILLED?
 I didn’t give the boys anything. My battle buddy  
Benevente, she was always a bleeding heart though. She took 
out her cash as the dirt smeared, dust covered boys swarmed 
her like a gang of ornery bees.  “Goodwin, you’re not gonna buy 
anything from ‘em?”
“No.” I said flatly.
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“Why not?”
“I-DON’T-TRUST-THEM BenV.”
“Ah Goodwin, ya’ heartless.”
 Heartless…I am…
  Was it heartless to want to go home to my own baby girl 
in one piece?  To hold my daughter with my own two hands, not 
some hand me down prosthetics that I’d have to be FORCED to 
wear if I let shit slip? No. That would BE stupid. I wasn’t heartless.  
I wasn’t heartless. 
 I wasn’t heartless when I heard about how some soldiers 
let some 13-year-old girl go—even though she was shooting at 
them in a crowd with an AK-47. I wasn’t heartless when I said I 
would have shot back at her—FUCK COLLATERAL DAMAGE! I 
wasn’t heartless not trying to give to the “United Save Iraqi Boys” 
fund. I wasn’t heartless. I wasn’t, I wasn’t! —Was I?  
 I...I am...
That’s the amazing thing about suffering. Exposure to too much 
pain, too soon isolates you. It bewitches your perception, making 
you believe that no one in the world has experienced as much of 
it as you have. No one EVER WILL! 
In my mind, I OWNED suffering. I was cocooned.
ALONE…
I AM ALL ALONE.
 If clothes make the man—or in this case woman, then I 
hadn’t just become the uniform, I became the armor. I became 
something denser, firmer, more lethal than steel. I was a mind-
less, blinded horse, wiling to be led to water or wherever the hell 
else the Coalition wanted me to go. I would have killed those kids 
if it had come down to it. It was the only way to combat all the 
nothingness surrounding me in that Godless desert.  It was the 
only way I could endure! I just had to keep my head down, to not 
make noise, to not rock the boat. I just want to go home! I wan-
na be with my baby, I want out of this nightmare! I WANNA GO 
HOME!!!!!!  It’s not REAL…none of it…



   Yeah gir’ keep tellin’ yo’self dat shit. Yo’ can’t sav’ dem 
heath’dens no way!’Dis is da lor’s work!
 Guilt scratched at my torso, tearing into me—a dog rabid 
from hunger, roaming until it was shot. All I had was my last two 
dollar bills. The inked cotton, monetary strips lay crumpled inside 
my pocket, as worn and dry as ancient papyrus. In that space, 
inside, between, and beyond perpetuity—George Washington’s 
mummified, green faced moniker stood for less than naught. That 
was the moment I had given up on saving the world. 
 After Benevente gave the boys some cash, they departed 
from us, scattering tawny roaches crawling back into their holes—
thriving in the dark; avoiding the light.  Behind my shades, under-
neath my Kevlar helmet and vest, underneath my entire desert 
uniform, I stood naked on a black tarred road in Baghdad. My 
brown skin roasting to the shade of an autumn leaf—arid and use-
less. The Iraqi sun was an umbrella that rained heat, and warmth. 
Its light a chorus of life and epiphany. I saw myself in it unblinking 
eye. I wasn’t a soldier; I wasn’t a mother. I was a scared dirty little 
child—just like those helpless boys. I too was just an orphan… 
running in the dark. 
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SINKING PLANT 
KENDALL CLAYTON



LEFT TURN 
TREVOR ANTHONY
Summer of 2012 
 
 Aaron stepped outside in his best summer outfit. He’d bought 
the newest pair of Jordan’s  last week and they were definitely going 
to see some sunlight this summer. He turned back and  yanked on 
the apartment complex’s front door, making sure it was locked. Aar-
on leaned against  the outside brick wall, fiddled with his Memphis 
Grizzlies snapback, and dug his hands through  his pocket for a Kool. 
A filthy habit he knew, but damn if it wasn’t relaxing. Smoking for him  
started with black and milds during his late high school years, but mor-
phed into cigarettes when  he was home from college. He told himself 
as long as he wasn’t a chain-smoker like Zach, he’d  be alright.  
 Aaron pulled out his phone and scrolled through the text mes-
sages he’d received. One  from Zach, “Be there in 5.” The other from 
the girl he’d met at the club last week-- Mia, “Slide  through, we’re 
bored over here.”  
 Mia was a beautiful woman and he didn’t hesitate to grab her 
number when the  opportunity presented itself. As the saying goes, 
‘She built to take all my money.’ So he liked her  message without 
hesitation and called up Zach and Jarett to join him. He smiled thinking 
about  kicking it with them for the day. It was going to be a great day; 
the kind that summer was made  for. Zach’s car pulled up to the curb, 
the new J. Cole blaring through the speakers. Zach drove an  older 
model Toyota Camry and Aaron jumped in the backseat, ashing his 
cigarette out the  window.  
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  “What’s good y’all boys?” Aaron said, shaking Jarett  
  and Zach’s hands. 
   
  “Ain’t shit bro, nother day,” Zach answered and pulled  
  the car away from the curb. “So, what do her friends  
  look like?” Jarett asked. He had a one-track mind, in  
  college he 
discovered he was handsome and now he was always about the  
women. He’d grown a lot since  high school; his confidence  
had been built up.  
 “You remember shorty from last week at Urban Lounge, with 
the locs I was talking to?”  Jarett paused for a moment trying to rack 
through his brain and a long list of women he’d seen  recently.  
 “Ah yeah, she’s decent,” he said, looking at her Instagram 
page that Aaron pulled up on  his phone.  
 “Yeah, she was with some cuties. I don’t know if they’re the 
same girls that are going to  be there today, but you know ‘birds of a 
feather.”  
 “Say less,” Jarett turned forward after handing Aaron his  
 phone back.  
 
 “Zach, how’s work bro?” Aaron asked. 
 
 “Shit, I’m tired of them motherfuckers bro,” he replied, turning  
 left onto the major street  and accelerating slightly. “What you  
 mean?”  
 
 “So last year, you remember they put me on salary? Well now, 
they made me hourly  again, I’ve given them five years and I’m steady 
on time and getting great reviews. But they  dock my pay, what I really 
deserve is a promotion. Some bullshit,” Zach said. He ripped open a  
pack of Kools, flicked his lighter on, and inhaled.  
 “It’s hard out here man,” Jarett said.  
 “What y’all college boys know about it,” Zach asked. “Last I 
checked y’all was living in  Florida.”  
 “Man, we still gotta eat out there and these loans aren’t going 
anywhere, anytime soon,”  Jarett answered. 
 

LEFT TURN 



 “Don’t even get me started on the student loans,” Aaron 
laughed. “Sallie Mae greedy as  hell.”  
 He looked up from his seat in the back, they were traveling 
on Chicago Avenue and  passing the Burger King and the gas station 
on the corner. He could smell the wings from down  the street at the 
world-famous “Jimmy’s” and could hear the preeminent sound of sum-
mertime  Chicago, construction. The drills breaking through concrete 
and the trademark orange cones  were everywhere. People were out 
walking the streets, laughing and shopping. There truly was  nothing 
like summertime Chi. It was a beautiful day, not a cloud in the sky.  
“Aye bro, she lives in Bronzeville,” Aaron said.  
 “I got you, we taking Lake Shore. Should I turn here?” Zach 
asked.  
 
 “We stopping to get a bottle ain’t we? So let’s get on the train, 
man. Bust this left,” he  replied.  
 “Damn you right, there’s a liq store right under the station,”  
 Zach said.  
 
 He moved quickly and without thinking every step through. 
Checked his blind spot,  merged over the left turn lane, and pulled 
out into the intersection. The light was still green, but  there was a car 
coming from quite a way back. Aaron saw something on top of the roof 
of the  car, but before he could stop Zach from turning; it was too late. 
Zach turned left and as soon as  he straightened the car out after the 
turn a terrifying sound echoed behind them. A blaring they’d  all grown 
way too accustomed to hearing. And the flashing of blue and red that 
they’d grown too  familiar with seeing.  
 “Damn bro, what I do?” Zach cussed. 
  
 “You turned bruh,” Jarett said, throwing his hand to his fore 
 head.
 “Bullshit man, there was hella space,” Zach replied. He turned 
his car into an empty spot, shut off the engine, and turned down 
the music. He cussed again and waited for the officer to  approach, 
breathing hard. Aaron felt his heart trying 
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 “Don’t even get me started on the student loans,” Aaron  
laughto dig its way through his chest and breathed  deep to calm  
himself.  
 
 “Be cool yall, we haven’t done anything,” Jarett said.  
 
 Two officers walked up the windows, one on the passenger 
side and one on the driver  side. Their hands on their weapons already 
as they stepped close.  
 
 “License and registration,” the first officer asked. His bald head 
shining in the sun and his  uniform was tight-fitting around his arms.  
 “What I do officer,” Zach asked. 
 
 “You cut me off.” 
 
 “Man you had hella space. And that’s not even illegal.” 
  
 “Know what, get out the car,” the officer said, his nametag read 
James. The  other officer looked slightly uncomfortable but didn’t say a 
word to officer James. His nametag  read Driscoll. Aaron’s father had 
taught him long ago to read and remember names and badge  num-
bers: 62543 and 54987.  
 “I didn’t do anything, the light was green,” Zach said again.  
Officer James had his gun  drawn in less than a second flat, the barrel 
pressed tightly against the halfway rolled down  window. He held his 
weapon steady as another squad car pulled up behind them. Aaron 
dropped  his head, realizing this just went from bad to worse. He heard 
a loud thud as the backdoor where  he was sitting was kicked with 
an officer’s boot and then yanked open. His body flailed as the  cop 
pulled him from the car and threw him against the hot steel. It was only 
a few seconds more before Zach and Jarett were also out of the car 
and their arms pinned against the metal that was  cooking in the heat. 
It was a hot day, one of the hottest on record.  
 Aaron’s fingers and legs were spread as the new officer 
frisked him thoroughly, making sure to  check his socks and shoes for 
signs of drugs that didn’t exist.  
 “Got any weapons on you? Drugs?” the officer asked.  



 “Man you just searched me, no,” Aaron answered, trying to  
exhale to calm himself, but  his blood was boiling. His skin was hot 
and his teeth pushed tightly together, he seethed through  his nose.  
  
 “You can’t do this,” Jarett said from the opposite side of  
the car. 
  
 “Cuff em,” Officer James ordered. 
 
 Aaron’s arms were pulled behind his back and the cold steel of 
handcuffs clicked together tightly on his wrist. He could feel the metal 
digging into his skin.   
 
 “For what?” Zach asked. He had a temper for this kind of 
thing, he pulled his body away slightly and shouted as his head was 
slammed into the roof of his car. It bounced and the thud  echoed over 
the sound of passing vehicles. 
“Stop resisting.” 
 
 Bullshit  
 
 “Your car smells like weed, drug search,” Officer  
 James sneered.  
 
 Horseshit  
 
 “Sit them on the curb,” James barked. 
  
 The cops acquiesced, dragging Aaron and his friends and 
forcefully pushing them to the  sidewalk to sit on the curb. They 
watched in horror as James and his buddies proceeded to  complete-
ly shred Zach’s car to pieces searching for anything they could find 
to lock them in jail.  A drug search of your vehicle is one of the most 
insane and ridiculous things. They yanked on  his mirrors and visors, 
pulling them down hard. They threw the mats out of his car and all 
over  the place. They checked behind Zach’s radio, pulling it out and 
searching behind the wires. No  one would hide drugs there, that’s too 
much work. They popped open the trunk and tossed  everything 
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out: basketball shorts, t-shirts, a box of condoms, maintenance fluids 
for the vehicle, a  jack-- they threw it all in the street.  
 They ripped through the car like men on a mission. And all the 
while, Aaron and his  friends sat on the curb handcuffed while people 
walked by and stared and judged and chuckled.  Not one stopped to 
ascertain what they’d done, no one asked what happened. Pre-judged 
as  criminals simply because they were in handcuffs. This was noth-
ing more than a traffic dispute  and one man’s power to take it further, 
simply because he could.  
 Aaron felt a deep pain welling in his chest, he was down the 
street from his father’s  house. His father was a man who was always 
working. Part of him possessed that little kid  essence, where he 
wished his father would arrive and plead in their defense. But a much 
smarter  part of him knew his father was a large black man as well. 
He’d be literally risking his life if he  tried to intervene. They were all 
large black men, different colors, and faces but all at least six  feet 
tall. Aaron was light-skinned with hazel eyes he inherited from his 
grandmother. Jarett was a  second-generation Jamaican immigrant. 
He’d been Americanized from childhood and wore polo  shorts and 
a collared top. Zach was dark-skinned and wore baggy shorts and a 
white tee. But  none of it mattered, not their differences in background 
or speech, or fashion choices or personality. Only one thing mattered, 
it was their blackness. Their blackness and their  “disrespect.”  
 Officer James finally exhaled, turning and smiling like a kid in 
a candy store. He walked  back over to the three with a blunt roach 
smaller than the letter on a Mac keyboard.  “Found it,” he said with a 
confusing mix of glee and anger. Aaron had to stare to see the  blunt 
roach, it was old, probably over a month.  
 “You can’t do anything with that. It’s not even a possession 
amount,” Aaron said, trying  to steady his voice and remain calm. What 
the officer didn’t know was Aaron was earning his  degree in Pre-Law, 
yet another fact that didn’t matter in the slightest.  
 “Watch me,” Officer James said. He pulled Zach up and 
brought him into the street. Zach  was livid. Aaron could see he was 
breathing hard and his jaw clenched tightly. Zach’s 



car was completely wrecked and their day ruined. All because he 
turned out in front of a police officer in a way the cop thought was 
too close. Something that could have been as simple as a warning or 
completely ignored had morphed into this.  
 “Now, you wanna go to jail or you want to go home?”  
 
 “Man this is bullshit, look what yall did to my car. And over that, 
bro ain’t even no weed  in there I bet,” Zach said. His fists were balled 
behind his back and that was a difficult task to  pull off when wearing 
handcuffs. Anyone who’s ever been drug searched knows they pur-
posely  tear your car apart with no intention of returning it to form.  
 “Listen here nigga,” Officer James, who was as white as  
printer paper, scolded quietly  enough for the passersby to not notice, 
but loudly enough for his entire team of allies to hear.  They did noth-
ing, they’d done nothing this entire time to Protect and Serve.  
They followed Officer James’s commands and fell in line. “You say one 
more motherfuckin’ word and I will  take you and both your mother-
fuckin’ friends to jail.”  
 Officer James stepped close; he pressed his fingers into 
Zach’s temple digging into his  skin. They were so close that Zach 
could feel the heat radiating off of the officer.  Why was he mad? He 
held all the power.  
 Officer James held his pistol in his right hand and poked Zach 
with the left, taunting him.  Zach clenched his teeth, his fists balled 
behind his back and he exhaled deeply trying to calm  himself. Aaron 
watched as he glared off to the side, trying not to look the officer in the 
eyes. He  couldn’t do it, he broke.  
 “Man fuck you,” Zach said.  

 Officer James pushed him down, he couldn’t brace his fall and 
his head smacked against  the bumper of his car with a bang.  
He cussed loudly and was lifted to his feet and thrown into a  squad 
car. Before Aaron knew it, he was being yanked up and thrown into  
the back of the squad  car and the door slammed against his leg.  
Jarett was tossed in next to him, his gaze fixated on the  ground  
and his eyes red. His eyes were 
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wet with frustration, anger, and powerlessness. Aaron  knew because 
he felt the same emotions bubbling inside him. 
 “My mom’s gonna kill me,” Jarett said. 
  
 “No, she won’t,” Aaron replied. 
 
 He struggled to lift himself slightly in the seat as Officer 
Driscoll got into the squad car and started the engine. Aaron pressed 
his middle finger to his thumb and snapped. With a loud pop, the world 
started to fizz away.  
 Everything rewound, the birds in the sky flew backward, the 
people walked in reverse.  The squad car’s door opened and shut with 
Aaron and Jarett on the other side, Zach stood up and faced Officer 
James. The vulgar words he whispered zipped back into his mouth, 
their pain evaporated. The officers returned to Zach’s car and put ev-
erything back in its proper place.  
 Everything from his trunk lifted and packed itself neatly into the 
rear of the car. Zach’s head lifted from the hood of the car where it’d 
been slammed. The handcuffs slipped from their arms as the officers 
unhooked them. Their bodies went back into Zach’s car, the boot 
removing itself from the side door. The second squad car disappeared 
and then the first’s lights shut off and it rolled back up the hill. Zach’s 
Camry drove in reverse down the street and the noise stopped with 
another pop.  

 They were approaching the green light again. 
 “I got you, we taking Lake Shore. Should I turn here?” Zach  
 asked. 
  
 Aaron’s head was pounding, it felt like a drum was beating 
him from the inside. Every time he snapped back time it caused him 
to grow immensely sick, he felt the strongest urge to  puke, but he 
focused.  
 “Naw man, just go straight,” Aaron said.  
  BASED ON A TRUE STORY
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