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Dedication

For my mother and her mothers before her.

For my daughters and their daughters after them.
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I used to dream militant dreams

of taking over america to show

these white folks

how it should be done

I used to dream radical dreams

of blowing everyone away

with my perceptive powers

of correct analysis

I even used to think I’d be the one

to stop the riot and

negotiate the peace

then I awoke and dug

that if I dreamed natural

dreams of being a natural

woman doing what a woman

does when she’s natural

I would have a revolution.

—Nikki Giovanni, “Revolutionary Dreams”





i am accused of tending to the past

as if i made it,

as if i sculpted it

with my own hands. i did not.

this past was waiting for me

when i came,

a monstrous unnamed baby,

and i with my mother’s itch

took it to breast

and named it

History.

she is more human now,

learning languages everyday,

remembering faces, names and dates.

when she is strong enough to travel

on her own, beware, she will.

—Lucille Clifton, “i am accused of tending to the past”





Part One

Founding Father
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Preamble

I, Nigeria Jones, in order to form a more perfect Black girl, establish justice, insure inner tranquility, provide for my defense, promote my general welfare, and secure the Blessings of Liberty to myself and my posterity, do ordain and establish this Constitution for the united, whole, and complete states of Nigeria Jones.





Article I

Independence Day

“What to the American slave [this Black girl] is your Fourth of July? I answer: a day that reveals to [me], more than all other days in the year, the gross injustice and cruelty to which [I am not] the constant victim.”

—A remixed quote from that OG Frederick Douglass, July 1852





Section 1

My baby brother’s name is Freedom, and today is his first birthday. I hold him in my arms real tight and sniff his little head. He smells like Mama—a mix of patchouli and lavender oils that cover up the scent of places I don’t know, faces I can’t name, and secrets I don’t remember. We’re fifteen years apart and he’s not even walking yet, but it still feels like he could leave us, too.

We’ve rented out the community center over on Spruce Street for the birthday party, but it’s not called a birthday party. In the Movement, nothing is ever that superficial. It’s a gratitude celebration marking the one-year anniversary that Freedom Sankofa Jones chose us as his family. My father says that some African souls return over and over again to make things right, to heal generational wounds, and to fight for our liberation. We choose our parents, our families, and the lives we want to live before we are even born.

So I am a returning ancestor and I chose to be the daughter of Kofi Sankofa—the Black nationalist, revolutionary freedom fighter, and founder of the Movement, whose mission is to divest from oppressive systems and create an all-Black utopia. My baby brother did, too, and the members are coming together today to thank the baby king for choosing us.

The air in here is thick and warm even though the AC is on full blast. The aunties had smudged every corner with sage, and the scent lingers along with nag champa incense and all the different natural oils the members have on. Most of us are wearing colorful African print clothes and head wraps. When the members start coming in, a sea of braids, locs, afros, wooden beads, and cowrie shells will extend out to each wall of the community center. My father says that we’re like a small African West Philly village in the big, white state of Pennsylvania. And it definitely feels that way, even though some people think we’re a cult. Mama always says that the word “cult” comes from culture. We’re just proudly celebrating our culture, that’s all.

“Put that baby down!” my father calls out from across the room. “You’re gonna spoil him.” His deep voice is rolling thunder, his presence is parting clouds, and whatever words come out of his mouth today will be the sun shining on every member. He’s moving about like a hurricane, putting the Youth Group to work, and I’m the only one who doesn’t have to do anything because I’m holding my baby brother.

Freedom fidgets, babbles, and reaches for the floor, so I bounce him in my arms, shush him, and kiss him on the cheek, refusing to let him go. Even though this community center will be filled with people I love and who love me back, my eyes are glued to the front door, waiting for the person I want to see most in this world right now.

“Nigeria, come help us put up these posters,” Jasmine says from the front of the room. She’s rolling out the black-and-white photo of Malcolm X holding that rifle while looking out of a window. The words “By Any Means Necessary” are at the top, and that famous picture is my father’s whole vibe—rifle and all.

“I’m busy with the baby,” I tell her, even as Freedom cries for me to put him down. Besides, there are a bunch of other kids around to help her. She just doesn’t like me giving orders.

About two dozen Youth Group members are setting up folding chairs and tables, throwing African print fabric over everything, and pinning posters of Black heroes over the old flyers on the bulletin boards. The baby king needs to know that by being born into the Movement, he’ll be standing on tall and mighty revolutionary shoulders—Frederick Douglass, Toussaint Louverture, Harriet Tubman, and Marcus Garvey. On each side of a long table in the front of the room where the birthday cake and gifts will be are two wooden sculptures—one is in the shape of a bird with its head turned back reaching for its tail, and the other is in the shape of a heart where the curved lines curl in opposite directions into the center and twist out at the bottom like curlicues.

My parents told me since I was little that those shapes are what the Akan people of Ghana call Sankofa. It means to go back and fetch, or the way forward is to return to the past.

Sankofa is also the last name my father chose for our family because Jones is a slave master’s name, he’d said. But Mama wasn’t trying to hear that. She said she didn’t want to erase the history that’s in our blood, skin, and bones from our names. If my father’s parents, grandparents, and great-grandparents had to carry the weight of all the Joneses that ever lived, including the slave masters, then I had to carry some of that load, too.

So that’s why I’m Nigeria Jones on my birth certificate instead of Nigeria Sankofa. Or else it would’ve meant that I was trying to get back to Nigeria for some reason or other. We’re not from Nigeria or Ghana. I’ve never been to any country in Africa. You’d think otherwise by the way my parents and the Movement talk about the motherland, though.

A huge banner with the words “We Are African Not Because We Are Born in Africa, but Because Africa Is Born in Us” hangs above the cake table. In just minutes, the community center looks like a throwback to the Black Panther Party headquarters. A few more tweaks would make it more like the Wakandan embassy; and I got Freedom a bunch of Marvel’s Black Panther decorations, too.

“Let me hold him so you can put up the posters, since you know where they should go,” Jasmine says, clearly trying to get out of doing her job.

I ignore her, hold my baby brother up, and say, “I bathed him and dressed him up real nice with his little shirt and matching pants. Don’t he look cute?” I bring his face to mine and nibble on his little nose.

Jasmine shakes her head and rolls her eyes. I should tell her that doing this work is part of her community service for living rent free in the Village House, but right now, in this moment, I don’t feel like being the president of the Youth Group. I just want to hold my baby brother and let him know that his mama—our mama—will be here for his first birthday.

I look around at the members, some I’ve known all my life. Most think that being here will change their lives and change the world. But some of them leave and never come back.

Makai comes in through the open double doors with a hand truck stacked with boxes. I quickly rush over to him and say, “Are those books? This is a celebration, not another seminar.”

“We need to sell these jawns to get our own building,” Makai says. I’m distracted by the ring of sweat around the neck of his T-shirt and his wire-framed glasses are slipping down his nose. “Capitalism don’t sleep, Sister Nigeria. Especially when we’re trying to dismantle it.”

He starts to unpack my father’s books to pile them on a table near the entrance. The newer ones—Black Families Matter, Volume III and Flip the Table: The Global Majority’s Guide to Dismantling Capitalism—are front and center, and Makai stacks them into a pyramid. Postcards of the publishing date for his next book, The Black Man’s Constitution, are spread out like playing cards. Another table holds brochures and flyers about the Movement’s mission and its programs. One of the aunties puts out two giant glass jars for donations. A piece of paper with the words “Youth Group Trip to Ghana” is taped to one, and the other one reads: “Freedom School Building Fund.” I was too busy worrying about Mama and Freedom that I didn’t notice what my father had planned.

“Is he serious?” I say out loud, and catch myself. I can’t let anybody hear me criticize my father. Not even Makai, who’s been living with us for the past five years.

“Come on, Geri,” Makai says all out of breath. “Help me set these up.”

“I can’t. I’m holding the baby,” I say, turning my back to him. I’m keeping all my attention on Freedom just in case Mama shows up.

My father is in the front of the room and pulls aside some of the other boys and motions for them to set up the portable screen and podium. That’s when I know for sure that this birthday party slash gratitude celebration will also be another one of his lectures.

Freedom must feel the heat rising from my body ’cause he starts to cry. More members are coming into the community center now, and they’re not just members; they’re like family. Every woman who walks in through those doors is an auntie, every man is an uncle, and every kid my age or younger is a brother or sister. The elders who are old enough to be grandparents are called Mama and Baba So-and-So, and they get the best seats in the room and are the first to get a plate of food. This is all to remind us that we are a family, that we may have been related way back in Africa, that we were separated during the Middle Passage, and that maybe, by joining the Movement, we are finding our way back to each other. A few of them rush over to hug and kiss me, ask me how I’m doing, ask to hold Freedom, and shower me with so much love that I can’t breathe.

My father says that as long as there are women around, me and Freedom will never be without a mother. The thing is, I’m Freedom’s only sister, and with our mother gone, maybe I’m like his mama, too. But I know she loves us way too much to just up and leave forever like that. She’s coming back. She just needed a break, that’s all.

I grab a seat in a nearby corner and put Freedom on my lap. He’s tired from fighting to get to the floor, so he’s a little drowsy, thank goodness. I pull my phone out of my back pocket to text my cousin, Kamau. He’s not really a member anymore, but he’s actually family, and he should be here. If not for me, then for Freedom. Are you coming? I type. I promise this is just a party, I lie.

Someone is suddenly hovering over us. A pair of beat-up Converses are in front of me, and I look up to see my cousin’s halo of an afro that makes him look like a microphone, which is on-brand because he’s always broadcasting his opinions out to the world (even though his name means “silent warrior”), just like we were raised to do. He’s looking down at his phone and shaking his head. “Just a party, huh?” he says. “I swear the minute I hear one word from your father, I’m out.”

“No, no, no,” I say as Freedom reaches for his big cousin. “Please stay. I need you just in case something goes down.”

He exhales deep, pretending to be annoyed with me, but I know how he is. He really wants to be here, but he’ll try his best to avoid my father. “The way you holding that baby looks like you wanna carry him through life,” Kamau says. “Isn’t his name Freedom?”

“Be quiet and make yourself useful,” I say, smiling wide because my cousin is like sunshine. He is my lifeboat and my lifeline. Kamau is the realest person I have in my life. We’ve gone through the same things, being children of the Movement and all: vegan our entire lives, homeschooled (until the eighth grade for him), and taught to see the world in black and white. Literally. We don’t always agree, but he speaks his mind and keeps it one hundred. And sometimes that truth stings. He knows the sum total of me with all the pluses and minuses. And now that he goes to a real school, now that Mama left and we don’t know when she’s coming back, now that my baby brother is turning one and he’ll be walking and talking and growing into his own, now that things are messy in the Movement and this is supposed to be what liberation is all about, I need someone who feels like sandy shores and trees and mountains and far-reaching land. Because here in my father’s Movement, where I’m the daughter of his revolution, I’m drowning in an ocean of everything that I love and everything that loves me back, and none of it makes sense anymore.





Section 2

As the members pour in through the front doors, I don’t need to keep watch to know when Mama has stepped into the space. She’s a whole vibe. She’ll shift the energy in the room as soon as she walks in wearing one of her tie-dye caftans and matching head wrap, her many beaded necklaces and silver bangles making music as she moves, and her waist-length locs swinging from side to side. And once she sees what’s really going on, she’ll definitely rearrange everything so that Freedom is the center of attention and not my father.

Kamau is biting his bottom lip and looking every which way, as if this whole thing is new for him. “Look at all these people. I told my mother I’d come because this was supposed to be just a family thing,” he says.

“This is a family thing,” I say as I get up from the chair with Freedom in my arms. I know what he means. Our celebrations used to only be with blood family. I want to distract him from the fact that my father will be lecturing, so I inhale and ask, almost whispering, “You think my mother will show up today?” It’s a thought that isn’t fully formed yet, like a hard, tiny seed that hasn’t sprouted. I’d planted it there in my soul the moment Mama left us. Is she coming back? I wasn’t ready to speak those words, that feeling, that doubt into existence just yet.

Kamau looks at me as if I’m the saddest thing he’s ever seen in his life. Then he takes Freedom from me and plants a kiss on his cheek while bouncing him in his arms. “I don’t know, Gigi,” he whispers. “But maybe she’s always been here. You just don’t see her yet.”

“She’s not here,” I say as plain as day, smoothing out the wrinkles on my tie-dye sundress.

“Don’t be pressed about it, though,” he says, looking around as if he wants to change the subject. “And you knew damn well this wasn’t going to be just a celebration.” With his free hand, he pulls out his phone and logs on to one of my father’s pages where he posted about today’s event.

“I don’t be on social media like that, Kamau,” I tell him.

“Yeah, you damn Luddite. If you would log on for, like, a minute, you’d see that he’s arguing with half the country.”

“I don’t want to know,” I say, taking the phone from him to get a closer look at my father’s page. “And I’m not a Luddite. I just don’t like seeing all the shit they say about us.” My father being a radical activist and all means that if he’s not out on these streets liberating our people, he’s on the internet fighting for the cause. And by default, fighting everybody and their mama—Black or white. I try to avoid all of it.

But still, there’s nothing on my father’s post about his son’s first birthday. The topic for his lecture: “What to the American Slave Black People Is Your Fourth of July?” It’s a remixed Frederick Douglass speech from the mid-1800s that I was forced to memorize when I was twelve. I’d recited it on my father’s podcast on Independence Day ’cause he was tired of seeing our people get all excited about fireworks when state-sanctioned murders, unemployment, crime and violence, and overall injustice were happening to us across the country. Since then, he’s been talking about having a live lecture on this day. So, here we are. But the gag is, it’s also his son’s birthday. My father will be overshadowing my baby brother’s big day with a speech about slavery and fireworks. When Mama comes back, she’ll be pissed.

“You ready to get this party started?” Kamau asks with a smirk. Sarcasm is his second language.

“No, and this party is nothing like the one you went to last week,” I say, bringing up the pictures he had texted me. “And you’re part of Sage’s little crew now? How come you don’t take me with you?”

“’Cause you’re still stuck here in Blacktopia,” he says. “And I’m not part of Sage’s nothing. I only let her sit with us ’cause she’s your friend. Besides, you’ll feel out of place hanging with the kids from my school. They live in the real world.”

“Ouch. You outta pocket for that, Kamau.” He stays, trying to make me feel bad for still being homeschooled. He doesn’t have to try that hard. I live vicariously through my cousin as he navigates his fancy private school and goes to yacht parties on the Delaware River. “And Sage is not my friend anymore. You know that. That’s why I need you here with us, cuz. You’re family. You’re still part of the Movement.”

“No, I’m not. I only visit on holidays and weekends.” Our eyes meet, and he sees that I’m hurt, like he always does. “Gigi, I’m sorry. I don’t know what to tell you, girl. ’Cause if I was your father’s daughter, I’d be in the streets every day and night, just because. And it wouldn’t be to recruit new members.”

I laugh, and I hate how he can sting me one second and tickle me the next. “In the streets doing what?”

“Leading my own damn revolution! You can break free when you turn eighteen, Gigi. Or, I heard there’s something called emancipation, when kids can divorce their parents. In this case, your father.”

I squeeze Freedom a little tighter because even though Kamau knows what my life is like in the Movement, he makes it sound way worse than it really is. “I’m not trying to divorce my father, Kamau,” I say as Freedom rubs his eyes. Still, I live for Kamau’s stories about his school, all the drama, and all those different personalities. “I just want to know what it’s like to be you. Especially now that you’re out.”

“You don’t want to be me, Gigi. You just want to go to a regular school like everybody else.” He gives me the side-eye, but he’s smiling.

“I love you and I can’t stand you,” I say, laughing and nudging his shoulder. “And Philly Friends is far from a regular school—talking about socialism while partying on yachts and charging forty grand for tuition.”

“I see somebody’s been doing their research,” he says.

And he read me like an open book, as usual. He knows that I wish I could trade places with him—to have one foot in the real world and one foot in this one.

My baby brother is almost asleep, so I take the fabric I’d tied around my waist, bring it up across my back, and have Kamau slide him behind me. I secure my baby brother to my back by tying the fabric across my chest and waist. I’m sure I look just like Mama when she used to carry me like this. Most of the aunties carry their babies like this because that’s how they do it in the motherland.

“Are you ready?” I ask Kamau because he used to be my right-hand dude when it comes to organizing events for the Movement and keeping the Youth Group in check.

“Not really,” he says, and I know what he means.

The community center is almost packed, and I’m glad that the members would rather be here than at some barbecue grilling meat or getting ready to see the fireworks at the Philadelphia Welcome America Festival over on Ben Franklin Parkway. I guess that’s what makes them members. They refuse to celebrate independence in America while Black people are not free. They don’t want to be part of this settler colonialist experiment called the United States, as my father says.

I take in deep, cleansing breaths, like Mama taught me. Freedom’s breathing matches mine; his little belly expands and contracts against my back. I clear my throat, inhale, and start giving out the first set of orders to Kamau. “Make sure everyone walking in writes down their email address and phone number, even if they’re already members. The presents for the baby can go underneath the table with the cake. Remember, no plastic toys, no electronics; only books and handmade gifts from Black-owned businesses. When the little kids come in, ask the girls from the Youth Group to take them down to the basement with some snacks. They can come up before we cut the cake. I’ll be here if you need me,” I say.

“Only ’cause I love you,” Kamau mumbles. Then he leans in closer and whispers, “And if your father says one disrespectful word to me . . .”

“He won’t,” I tell him. “I promise.” I want to add that my father didn’t really mean all those things he said, but Kamau won’t believe me. I’m not sure that I believe it myself.

Then he’s off to delegate tasks to someone else. I miss having him around ’cause he used to love being a boss. He was good at being the Youth Group’s president. But Kamau is still family, so other members will listen to him, even after my father stripped him of his leadership position when he started going to that school.

Some of the girls from the Youth Group are sitting on chairs, scrolling through their phones and being unproductive. They start making themselves look busy when they see me. With Freedom asleep on my back and a few minutes to go before everything starts, I call the Youth Group members to attention with one word: “Harambe!” I put my hand in the air and pull down with a closed fist. “Harambe!”

Most of them fall in line and repeat, “Harambe!” barely getting the “pull together” hand motion right.

“I thought this was a party,” says Jasmine, the newly appointed Youth Group’s secretary. “We have to organize on the baby’s birthday, too?”

She’s new and so are some of the other Youth Group members—Danika and Nailah in particular—who have confused and disappointed looks on their faces.

“Plus, it’s Fourth of July!” Danika adds. She comes because her mother makes her. Otherwise, she looks out of place with her blond-ombre weave and lashes that almost touch her brows. “Can we get some grilled veggie burgers or something?”

“Y’all don’t even have salmon burgers?” Nailah asks while slipping her fingers beneath the front of her hijab to dab the sweat on her forehead. She’s used to some of our rules, being part of the Nation of Islam and all. But she can’t get with the plant-based lifestyle and the mandated monthly juice fasts.

My father is looking in our direction, and our eyes meet. Please don’t come over here. So I get right in line, too. “All right, y’all,” I say, motioning for the Youth Group members to form a small circle in the front of the community center. “As a reminder, ‘Harambe’ means ‘pull together’ in Swahili. ‘Kombit’ is the same thing in Haitian Creole. ‘Mbongi’ and ‘Simba Simbi’ in Kikongo.” I start to say one of my favorite ones out loud in the Bantu language just to get them motivated. “Ubuntu ngu buntu . . .”

Then they all mumble, “Nga bantu!”

“That’s right, brothers and sisters!” I say with as much enthusiasm as I can muster. “And what does that mean?”

“A person is a person . . .” Jasmine starts.

“Because we are people!” another girl adds.

“There’s no ‘i’ in ‘we’?” Danika asks.

They all give different answers, and I can’t help but to laugh. “Y’all need to get it together. It’s ‘I am because we are,’” I correct them. I let it slide. It’s early and it’s hot and we’re all hangry. But there’s work to do because my father says leadership takes courage. “I need y’all to just greet the members as they come in. And I’m gonna need a couple of you to sing with me in the front.”

“To sing ‘Happy Birthday’? Why it gotta be a performance?” Danika asks, and she should’ve gotten a whole lesson on how we do things around here.

“No. To sing the Black national anthem,” I say.

“‘Lift Every Voice,’” Nailah whispers to her before she even asks what it is.

Danika quickly raises her hand, and so does Nailah. Jasmine shoots me a look as if to say, Good luck with that. Dani can’t sing, and Nailah doesn’t know all the verses to “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” so one of the elders will be blaming me again.

Across the room, Makai starts to unfurl the huge Black Liberation flag to prop it up in the front near my father’s podium—red for the blood of our people, black for the skin of our people, and green for the land of our people. It’s to let everyone who walks in through those doors know what we’re all about. No white people are allowed to any of the Movement’s events. My father says that we need our own spaces without them poking their noses around and trying to figure us out.

In no time at all, seats are filled up, brochures are handed out, some of the uncles and boys have set up their djembe drums, and a line forms next to the food table where I am. This is Mama’s spot. I’d made a couple of veggie platters with bowls of dipping sauce just the way she would. She believes she can have the most impact on the members by feeding them fresh fruits and veggies. Her voice echoes in my mind: “Eat to live, brothers and sisters! Eat to live!” I whisper those words to myself, as if she’s speaking through me right in this moment.

Maybe she’s already here, wanting to wake Freedom as he sleeps against my back. Maybe she’ll show up right when we’re ready to cut his cake. But even though the community center is buzzing with members, Mama’s absence is a deep, hollow space in the middle of us.

One of the aunties is approaching me wearing a sky-blue caftan, and her colorfully beaded necklaces let us know that she’s a priestess who serves the orishas. Her chunky arms are stretched wide enough to take in both me and Freedom. So I lean into her embrace, and everything about her reminds me of my childhood—tofu sandwiches and green smoothies for lunch, raw shea butter on our skin, and brown-paper-wrapped homemade gifts for Kwanzaa ’cause I’ve known her my entire life. “Peace, Auntie Fola,” I say, and she squeezes tight.

“If he wasn’t asleep, I’d take that sweet baby king from you,” she says, and her voice is the ocean—wide and far-reaching and all-knowing. If the Movement has a village gossip, it’s definitely her. And I know she’s spreading all kinds of rumors about my mother leaving.

Auntie Gloria, Auntie Ama, Auntie Yvette all come over to kiss me on each side of my cheeks and tell me I’m spoiling my baby brother. These women are like Mama’s real sisters. All of them are moving on with their lives and they walk along the edges of this hole my mother left. They know it’s there, they see it and feel it, but none of them are reaching down to bring her back up to us. It’s as if they like it this way; they like the emptiness because Mama used to take up so much space. She was larger than life, larger than the Movement. Both too much and not enough for this world. But even so, I’m leaving a little room for her to return to, because I don’t want to ever take her place.





Section 3

I take my post behind the food table with the veggie platter, glass pitchers of water, biodegradable cups, and large wooden bowls filled with apples, oranges, organic chips, and gluten-free hemp-seed cookies that I had made from one of Mama’s many recipes.

Some of the uncles and boys from the Youth Group take seats in the front of the room and set their djembe drums between their legs. The slap tone and the bass tone followed by a series of syncopated rhythms reach my bones and make the small hairs all over my body stand at attention. I’ve been hearing African drums since I was in Mama’s belly. She always says that African drumbeat rhythms can awaken souls and dig up truths. That’s why the drum was taken away from enslaved Africans. Here in the Movement, it’s like a bullhorn letting everyone know that the event is about to begin.

Freedom wakes up. So I untie him from my back, take a seat, pull out one of his bottles from his baby bag, nestle him in my arms, and feed him.

But my father motions for me to join him in the front. Auntie Yvette, with her bright yellow African dress and salt-and-pepper locs, comes around the table and reaches for Freedom. I don’t let her take him. “He’s gonna start crying,” I say.

“Then let him cry. Let me hold that little brown butterball,” she says, making kissing sounds at Freedom.

I get up, hoist my baby brother onto my hip as he holds his own bottle, avoid eye contact with the other aunties so they don’t ask to hold him, and make my way to the front of the room to stand next to my father. All eyes are on me now, and I bet they’re wondering and whispering about my mama. The gossip and rumors swirling around the community center are like the little bit of cool air coming in through the vents.

It’s only when my father reaches for my baby brother that I finally let him go, and it feels weird without him, as if someone has cut the strings that tied me to this world. Without Mama here, I need something real and alive to latch on to.

Freedom is out of my arms, and a microphone is in my hand. It’s time to start today’s event. The drumming has stopped to make room for my voice. I know exactly what to say. I’ve been reciting these words since I was six for my father’s podcasts, his channel, his lectures, his recruitment sessions, and any- and everywhere he’s given a microphone or a bullhorn to speak. His voice is like Shango wielding his giant hammer—commanding and thunderous. When he passes the mic to me, my voice is often like Oshun—smooth and undulating.

But now the words pour out of me like a raging waterfall.

“All power to the people!” I say with my right fist in the air. “In honor of the legendary Black Panther Party for Self-Defense, we invoke their vision of Black liberation in the twenty-first century. Now repeat after me: ‘All power to the people!’”

The collective voices become one.

“And we honor the great Marcus Garvey and the Garveyites,” I continue, “and their vision for Black autonomy and global African liberation from over a hundred years ago. Now say it with me, fam: ‘Africa for the Africans!’”

Everyone shouts the words in unison.

Then I pause to take breaths between each invocation. I look out over the members, wishing I could see my mother’s smiling face out in the crowd.

“Take your time, sister!” an auntie calls out. “Take your time.”

“We acknowledge,” I begin again, my voice shaking, my eyes on the front door. Kamau is across the room and nods slowly, as if to say, You got this. “That the lands on which we gather are the ancestral lands of the Lenni-Lenape people, whose presence and resilience in Pennsylvania continue to this day. We take this opportunity to honor the original caretakers of this land and recognize the histories of land theft, violence, erasure, and oppression that have brought our movement and ourselves here.”

With that, everything is organized chaos again. One of the elders comes up to pour libation for the ancestors as the aunties in the room start with their rhythmic clapping to “Lift Every Voice.” Danika and Nailah join me in the front. Some of the little kids run up to help us sing, too, even though they don’t know all the verses yet. The members stand, and this is our national anthem. From the outside looking in, people must think we’re a church, that we really go hard for having service on Independence Day. But the truth is, because we’re not all free, we don’t rest. My father doesn’t rest. I don’t rest. But Mama . . . Maybe she wanted to rest.

The singing stops, and my father picks up the mic again. He had passed Freedom over to Auntie Fola, who then handed him off to other aunties and uncles and almost half the members in the room.

After a moment of silence for the members who have passed away, after some of the younger kids read quotes from the Douglass speech, after my father goes on and on about our duty to our ancestors who were still enslaved on this day in 1776 and are mentally enslaved almost two hundred and fifty years later, after the slide presentation for next year’s trip to Ghana, after the info session for the Freedom School that’s starting in September, and after my father says a few long words about his firstborn son carrying the Movement forward, Mama still isn’t here. Some people are looking back at the door, too. Some elders and aunties shake their heads, pitying baby Freedom and me.

More members are looking back now, as if there’s a commotion in front of the community center. Mama! I look over at my father, and for the first time in a long while, I see something new and different in his eyes—hope or happiness or excitement, maybe. Some of the uncles get up to walk to the front door, and I search the room for Freedom to make sure that I’m holding him when Mama comes in. One of the aunties had let him crawl on the floor, and I’m mad that his clothes are messed up before Mama sees him. So I let the aunties keep him and rush to the front door to greet my mother. The elders will side-eye her, mumble under their breath, or straight up tell her to her face that she was wrong for leaving them, her husband, and her children (in that exact order). But I’ll give her a big, tight hug and apologize, and tell her that I promise to help out more around the house, to babysit Freedom whenever she needs me to, to read and study more, to be the best . . .

A lady at the front door wants to come in, but they won’t let her. I freeze where I’m standing. Two uncles stand guard at the front door with their arms crossed, and I know for sure that they won’t let that lady in. She’s white. Even though she’s Mama’s friend, my father won’t allow it. It doesn’t matter that she helped bring me and my baby brother into the world.

“KD!” I call out.

“Geri!” KD responds, tiptoeing to try to see me over the uncles’ broad shoulders. “I don’t know what the big deal is. I just want to wish the baby a happy birthday and drop off this gift.”

I push the uncles aside to get to KD, who with her long brown hair, sweaty forehead, and nearly damp tank top looks as if she’s come here straight from delivering a baby.

“You good, Gigi?” Uncle Rasheed asks me while keeping his eyes on KD.

“We’re good,” I say, annoyed at him and the fact that it’s KD and not my mother who’s out here. “Y’all can go back inside.”

The uncles just stand there, and I peek into KD’s green minivan parked at the curb. I spot her daughter, Sage, in the passenger seat. Her light brown curly afro is pulled up high on top of her head, and she averts her hazel eyes. So I drop mine. I wasn’t ready to see her just yet, and I’m glad she’s still in the minivan. But Mama isn’t in there. I look all up and down the block. Behind KD. Back into the minivan while avoiding Sage. Across the street. And for some reason, up at the sky.

“It’s so good to see you!” KD starts. “And where is the little man? A year ago today, his little head was—”

“Where is she?” I cut her off.

“Oh, honey” is all she says as she examines my face the same way she does when she holds a brand-new baby in her arms, looking for signs of life and health. Her voice is like tap water—flat and smooth. Her accent only comes out when she’s pissed or nervous. KD isn’t from Philly or Jersey or Brooklyn like most people I know. She claims Charleston, West Virginia, by way of Lexington, Kentucky, and always talks about her Appalachian roots. She hands me a small gift bag and says, “This is for you. Please, don’t let anyone else see it.”

I immediately dig into it as if I’ll find my mother in there. But it’s just an envelope.

“Did you see her?” I ask KD straight up.

“Geri . . . No. I wanted you to have this on Freedom’s first birthday,” she says. “And after you open it, find some way to come see me. I have another package for you. Or we can meet somewhere.”

“When did you see her?” I ask.

She doesn’t answer. KD is at a loss for words, and I am, too. So I turn away, go back into the community center, where Kamau is trying to get Freedom to walk on his own.

“Was that Sage?” Kamau asks. “Did you invite her?”

“She wasn’t invited,” I tell him, and rush straight into a bathroom. I hold the envelope with both hands and turn it over and over again. It’s a letter or a note with empty words, maybe. Everything that had come alive inside of me when I thought she’d come back to us today has wilted and withered and become lifeless, a feeling I thought I’d tucked away these past few months just to make room for a little bit of hope.

I don’t open the envelope, and hide it inside of Freedom’s baby bag. Back in the community center, my eyes meet my father’s, and they’re blank now, like they’ve been for a while. Maybe he was hoping it was her, too. But he keeps going.

After we sing baby Freedom’s birthday song (the Stevie Wonder version, of course); after the aunties serve food (large aluminum trays of salad, barbecue tofu, collard greens, and rice and peas), and the music comes on (old school R&B, conscious hip-hop, and reggae); after the drummers open up the space for the members to dance; after all the kids in the Youth Group fold the chairs, take down the fabric and posters, and roll up the Black Liberation flag; after my father turns off the AC and shuts off the lights; and just as the fireworks in the neighborhood start lighting up the sky and it sounds like a war outside, Mama didn’t come back.





Article II

Black August

“We are black, it is true, but tell us, gentlemen, you who are so judicious, what is the law that says that the black man [girl] must belong to and be the property of the white [and black] man?”

—Toussaint Louverture, leader of the Haitian Revolution, 1792

(Fixed it for you, King.)





Section 1

Mama is Haitian, so she insisted that I know about the Haitian Revolution the way white kids know about the American Revolution and the Civil War. I can name everyone involved from Dutty Boukman and Jean-Jacques Dessalines to Toussaint Louverture. And let’s not forget the queen Cécile Fatiman, a Vodou high priestess who on that hot August night in 1791 summoned the African spirits to help my ancestors decapitate their French masters and burn down sugarcane plantations.

But even though there is no real war outside (at least not like the revolutions that created whole new countries), I was raised to know how to fight and defend my way of life. Not with fists or smart words or anything like that, but with the weapon that has killed and traumatized our people since the founding of this nation.

The first time I held a rifle in my hands, I was thirteen and my mother and father were by my side. I had already learned the history of firearms and gunpowder dating back to ninth-century China. My parents insisted that I know the origins of violence and war. Before that, they’d been arguing about guns for as long as I could remember. Not about me learning how to shoot one, but about Baba keeping one in the house. My father went around letting everybody know that he was legally strapped. It wasn’t about being a gang member or selling drugs or any of those stereotypical things. It was because of these words that I had to memorize since I was five: A well-regulated Militia, being necessary to the security of a free State, the right of the people to keep and bear Arms, shall not be infringed.

My father drilled it into my head that it was my Second Amendment right.

He bought himself a Remington 870 and kept it under lock and key. And since I was his only child at the time, he insisted that I learn how to use it and use it well. When Freedom is old enough, he’ll learn how to use it, too.

So now, every few months, and in August especially, my father takes me to the shooting range. It’s a controversial topic for members of the Movement. We’ve had debates, fights, arguments about our Second Amendment right versus gun violence in our community, our Second Amendment right versus mass murders in public spaces, our Second Amendment right versus police shooting us dead in the streets. It never ends. But none of that matters because I’m still my father’s daughter and there are way too many people coming for his neck.

It’s a Saturday in the second week of August. At six o’clock in the morning, the sun is only a whispered promise at the edge of the dark sky. That’s how early we have to get up. Our house is filled with strangers who are supposed to be like family. So my father calls this the Village House.

People who don’t know what we’re all about call us a commune. So I once asked Mama if that was true. She said what we do is called communal living or an intentional community. Because capitalism and white supremacy want to keep us separated and isolated. But sometimes, isolation doesn’t sound so bad. It’s hard to be alone in this house.

My room is on the second floor, and I’m careful when I walk across the creaking hardwood floors so I don’t wake up the other members, especially Jasmine, who shares the room with me. She’s curled up on the twin bed against the opposite wall from mine. Sometimes, there’s an air mattress on the floor for either Nailah or Danika or any other girl from the Youth Group who needs a place to stay, or for a sleepover.

Three of our six bedrooms are on the second floor, including my parents’ room. There’s a new woman in one of those rooms. She came right before Mama left, and I don’t know much about her other than she loves helping me take care of Freedom. Two bedrooms are in the basement with some exercise equipment, a huge couch, and a TV with gaming consoles. Makai and his father, Uncle Rasheed, stay down there, along with Uncle Kyle, who’s been here for too long. My father’s office is on the first floor and it could’ve been another bedroom, but he needs somewhere to work. No one pays us rent, but they barter their time to raise money for the Movement and help spread our message. If we need more space for people to squeeze into this house, we have air mattresses, foldout couches, floor pillows, blankets, and a whole lot of love. At least that’s what Mama believes; that’s what she gives out. Love. And hugs. And food. And healing. But with each day Mama has been gone, a little bit of that love seeps out through tiny holes I can’t even see.

After I’m dressed and my father is downstairs doing his morning workout and meditation, I grab my bag and step into my parents’ bedroom to check on Freedom while he sleeps. His crib is pushed up against Mama’s side of the bed. I lean over to stroke his soft, curly afro and kiss him on his plump cheek. I wish I didn’t have to leave him here with the members, but I need a break.

My mother’s altar is beneath a set of bay windows a few feet from their bed. It’s covered with two white seven-day candles whose wicks are near the bottom, crystal stones in all shapes and sizes, an African violet plant that’s almost dead, a glass of almost-evaporated water, the envelope that KD dropped off on Freedom’s birthday, and a black-and-white printout of a photo of my mother that’s curling inward along the edges. The photo is the one I took of her as she stood in front of a window just when the sun was rising. The sunbeam hit her at just the right angle, making her eyes look brighter, making her look happier. She was pregnant with Freedom, and she asked me not to show her round belly. It was the last photo she let me take of her before she left.

I sit in lotus position on the lavender velvet pillow in front of it, exactly the way she would, then inhale deep and exhale while pulling in my belly button toward my solar plexus chakra. It’s starting to smell less like her. I wish my father would keep the windows closed so her lingering scent doesn’t leave this room. But we would all suffocate from the heat. I remember her saying something about needing fresh air, hearing her pray and asking for guidance from the universe. I remember her talking to things that she can’t see. So I pick up the envelope and do the same.

“Mama, where are you?” I whisper. “Why’d you leave us?”

Maybe it’s the sound of my own hushed words that sends a chill up my spine. Maybe it’s the truth of all those questions. I wait to feel something else, but all I hear is my father shuffling about downstairs and more people around the house waking up to do their meditations and morning rituals. I turn the envelope in my hand.

But curiosity is a giant magnet pulling me toward all the undiscovered truths the universe is trying to hide. And maybe, in this letter is a big world of truths. So slowly, slowly, I slide my finger under the glued flap and open it to find a letter. I unfold it and read the typed words.

To the Philadelphia Friends School Admissions Committee:

I am writing this letter in hopes that you would consider my daughter, Nigeria Jones, for admission into your school. She’s been homeschooled her entire life, and as you can see, she received a nearly perfect score on her entrance exam. We don’t have any grades or report cards for you to determine her ability to keep up with the academic rigor, but I hope an interview combined with her test scores can convey her intellectual prowess. I am her mother, and I’ve been teaching her how to read since she could talk. We run our school where we’ve hired math and science teachers. But I truly believe Nigeria needs more of a challenge so she can reach her full academic, social, and emotional potential. I know it’s late in the year, but I’d love to come in with my daughter for an interview.

Sincerely,

Natalie Pierre

I read my mother’s letter over and over again—holding my breath, digging into the spaces between the words for
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