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Dedication

I dedicate these words of love and self-discovery to my dearly departed parents, Edna and William Bellamy Sr. Thank you for making me the man I was born to be.

I also dedicate these pages to my wife, Kristen Barker Bellamy, and kids, Bailey Ivory-Rose and Baron Bellamy. With your love, I became the man I never knew I could be.

Loving you always and forever!
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Foreword

I first became aware of Bill Bellamy when we were both college students at Rutgers University in our home state of New Jersey. I do not even think I knew he was an aspiring comedian at the time. I recall that Bill was tall, lean, and handsome. A very serious man with his fashion tastes, he often wore penny loafer shoes with argyle socks, as we did back then, and he could dance as well as anyone at RU. I saw Bill around campus often. He always had an infectious smile, and was always full of life. But I did not know that he was a comedian until one year during our mutual time in college he was the entertainment at a Black Greek-lettered step show.

Back then I was still terrified of ever considering being on any stage, so I was in awe that one of my peers, Bill, so effortlessly ran through joke after joke to much laughter and applause. Little did I know, at that time, that Bill Bellamy was well on his way to becoming one of several Black comedians deeply inspired by pop culture, hip-hop, and social issues, coupled with an acute awareness that forebears Richard Pryor and Eddie Murphy had already kicked in the door.

As fate would have it I, an ambitious young writer, would be picked to be a cast member on the very first season of MTV’s The Real World in New York City. The show became a huge hit and Bill Bellamy would arrive at the network shortly thereafter, to host MTV Jams and various other shows for what was then the single most important network for young people on the planet. I knew Bill was blazing his trail with comedy, because I had been following him on things like Russell Simmons’s Def Comedy Jam on HBO. But with MTV Bill became a certifiable star, a celebrity, a pop culture icon. And in the 1990s, he likewise instantly was part of the explosion of Black culture, which included him, Queen Latifah, Chris Rock, Martin Lawrence, Will Smith, the Wayans family, Lauryn Hill, and Dave Chappelle.

I was proud to say I knew Bill Bellamy from way back, proud of his successes, as he made his way through television, through films, while staying true to his great passion for live stand-up comedy. Bill does not know that I’ve watched pretty much whatever he has done from the jump. When he appeared somewhere I felt like he was representing me and every Black boy from our backgrounds. Because there is something special, something magical, about seeing another Black male from our home state of New Jersey make a name for himself. Bill Bellamy is a hero to more people than he will ever know.

And there is also something to be said for the fact that Bill has methodically stayed true to himself, to his value system, as a man, as a husband, as a father, taking the time, despite the countless temptations of Hollywood, to make sure he represented for his family. Indeed that, to me, is the most powerful part of his story, on top of his own humble beginnings in Newark, New Jersey; the traumas he had to overcome to get to and through an elite private high school in Jersey—Seton Hall Prep; what he thought his life was going to be with his economics major at Rutgers, yet finding his true calling because of his unique gift to bring joy to the masses. Bill, yes, is mad funny, but he is also humble, wise, and someone who takes very seriously his responsibility not just to make folks laugh, but to be a role model, a bridge, on how to make it and thrive in a business that is so wildly unpredictable, and so wildly unfair for so many.

To be sure, Bill Bellamy is not just someone who has survived much, but he is a winner because he has done it on his own terms. His life journey is a grand and honest testimony to not only the things we must and can overcome, but also to the greatest possibilities of the human spirit if we simply believe in ourselves.

Kevin Powell

Poet, Journalist, Civil and Human Rights Activist

Brooklyn, New York




Prologue

I remember having a dream when I was in the sixth grade that I was driving a school bus and the passengers were the legendary singing group The Jackson 5. They all knew me, and I felt like I really knew them too. We were all on a field trip laughing and joking like brothers. How is it possible that later in my life, not only would I meet them all, but I would be hand-picked to interview the King of Pop himself in front of the entire world?

Remember, there are no coincidences in life. None!

Buckle up! You’re about to enter into a journey through my life. Through a time that saw the rise and fall of the music scene as we knew it in the 1990s. My life, my story, and my legacy are all undeniably interwoven with the music that shaped today’s culture. I dream in verse. To help you understand me and what I was going through at various phases in my life, I open up each chapter with a different song title. Nothing evokes memories, or cements them in the archives, like great music. True to nature, I approached this memoir as somewhat of a soundtrack to my life. Some parts rough and tumultuous, others smooth sailing.

Sit back, reminisce with me, and enjoy reliving some of the key moments that make this Newark, New Jersey, native the legendary Bill Bellamy!

See you on the flip side.
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The Making of a Bill

“LOVE AND HAPPINESS”

Song by Al Green

Before there was the cool, funny, charismatic well-dressed Bill Bellamy, there was the poor, frustrated, soda-slinging William Bellamy that had to claw his way out of the ghetto. This is the story of how I found myself and found my way to fame without losing William or my soul.

* * *

My mother had me when she was sixteen. She never finished high school, but to this day Edna Hall will always be one of the smartest, most insightful people I have ever known. My dad was nineteen, or so he said. I’m not going to lie; the math’s a bit fuzzy around that story. And, if you judge by today’s standards, he was fishing in the danger zone. Just like many people’s parents, they were two young kids who got caught up messing around. They were out there doing grown folks’ business with grown folks’ results. That’s how my melon head popped into the world on April 7, 1965. William Bellamy Jr.

Edna Hall and William Bellamy Sr. met in high school in a small town called Cottondale, Florida. Edna was a cute little sassy and voluptuous brown-skinned beauty that had a mouth that far exceeded her years. She was slicktalking and fast walking. She was funny as hell and that’s where I think I got a lot of my character. Even though she was a tough cookie on the outside, Mom was soft, warm, and fiercely protective. My dad, William, took you by surprise. He was a manly man and an extremely hard-working dude. Inside he was warm, gentle, tender, and loving. He was very much a nurturer, which was not typical for men of his time. In those days many women often married the first guy they dated. Women were taught to wait patiently to be pursued and be happy when they snagged a good man. The next hurdle was to pray he’d make an honest woman out of them. Southern ways for Southern days.

In the early sixties my dad left the South, driving up to New York with his cousin, because everybody said there were a whole lot of job opportunities up there. Yep, he was part of the Southern exodus. People on the move for the promise of a life of prosperity and happiness; a life of nothing but milk and honey. Finding that he liked it up North, Dad boldly asked my mom and her girlfriend to join him and a friend of his in New Jersey. They did it like that back then. My grandmother Mineola Hall, or Minnie as folks called her, didn’t skip a beat. In her eyes, my dad was a catch and a good choice for my mom. Back then you were seen as a rock star if you made it to the North. These folks were perceived as explorers and conquerors of new worlds. Real Christopher Columbus shit. In her true country way, Minnie prodded my mom, saying, “Girl, you better go up there. That man want you up there! You betta not drag your feet girl.” You know how them old country–ass folks talked. Obviously, my dad did want my mother because I was born within a year of her making it to New Jersey. In the words of the 1990s group Tag Team, “Whoomp there it is!”

There they were: these two young kids, with a kid, who didn’t know their heads from their asses. My mom was not even a senior in high school; she was a baby herself who now had a baby. I can only imagine how deep and scary as hell that must have been for her. Nobody knew what they were doing. Everybody was young, trying to figure it out on the fly. My mom never went back down South to live. She stayed up North with my dad and got a job to now help support the family. From what I understand, here came Grandma Mineola again, and she told my dad, “It’s time to make that girl a ‘good woman’ and get married, William. I don’t want that baby out there with no name.” When your girl’s mamma said it’s time, you didn’t argue; whether you were ready or not. It was about honor and respect back in those days. If you found yourself caught up, you were expected to do right by the girl and stand up like a man. As they say, you do the crime; you do the time. And so, Edna Hall became a “good woman” by becoming Edna Bellamy on October 2, 1966, at the Justice of the Peace. They did away with all the formalities and fancy wedding stuff. As you guessed, time was of the essence because of my mom’s condition, and money was scarce for a young couple. Signed, sealed, and delivered, the deed was done.

Newark, New Jersey: aka Brick City. They called it Brick City because there were so many red and brown brick apartment buildings that they swallowed up all other types of structures or patches of green space. A homogenous and cramped inner-city playground of strong towering structures and even stronger people. Looking back, it seemed like it was always cloudy and overcast in my city, which was partly due to the endless smokestacks that littered the landscape. Our haze-covered city offered its inhabitants subpar living-wage jobs that ensured that the poor stayed poor and in their zip code. These were resilient blue-collar Brown and Black people that looked like me. People that literally lived and breathed all the limitations that Newark had to offer. My mother, even without a high school education, latched on to a factory job, working at a pharmaceutical company called Novartis Sandoz. She eventually worked her way up to a bigger position where she was head of production in the factory. She became the boss. She was the person that was managing all the lines with all types of drugs running down the conveyor belts.

We lived in a two-bedroom apartment with a small kitchen and one bathroom with an old-school cast iron tub in it. When we would get out of the tub you’d always have to make sure you didn’t put your hand on the exposed radiator, which would hiss and pop. Trust me, you only had to make that mistake once to learn how to maneuver in that small space.

On the streets that made up our tightly packed neighborhood, everybody parked bumper-to-bumper. Everything seemed so cramped, so confined, and always under stress. We didn’t have garages attached to homes in my hood. Street after street, old-ass cars were all jammed in anywhere four wheels and an engine could fit. I don’t care how shiny your car was, you were guaranteed a new little nick or scratch on it daily. The pothole-filled streets took their toll on cars just as much as the oppressive life took its toll on the people.

Coming up you knew the names of everyone who lived within the span of a few blocks. The aroma of delicious food wafting from apartment windows, representing the different cultures that made up the hood. A smell so thick you could almost taste the different dishes being cooked up and down the block because the seasonings were so heavy-handed and rich, exuding ethnic pride. The physical and cultural closeness caused us to maneuver as one big extended family. Good and bad news traveled from house to house like lightning. I mean whether it was whispered or not, your household business made it around the block before you could even make it outside. Essentially, our first taste of high-speed internet was the chatter pipeline from the stoops. Everybody became your babysitter. There were no daycares in my neck of the woods, so my parents had to rely on Miss Willie and Mrs. Sanders down the block to watch my little ass. I had five years as an only child and then my little sister, Karen, was born and finances in my house got even tighter. She and I spent most of our childhood together before my brother, Julius, came around.

Growing up in Brick City, I innately knew at a very early age that I had to be self-sufficient. Both my parents worked multiple jobs to put food on the table. They were like a revolving door of hellos and goodbyes with a few hugs and tension-releasing laughs in between. By the time I was ten or eleven, I was a latchkey kid. Having grown peoples’ responsibility at an early age seemed normal to me because all my friends were doing the same thing—it’s just how we rolled. I had my own shiny key that I was taught to guard with my life. I knew how to wake myself up in the morning, get dressed, and catch the bus to go to school. I would come home by myself, let myself in, and then go to the babysitter’s if my parents were going to be extra late. When I was fifteen, Karen was ten, and I was taking care of her full throttle. I was picking her up from school, and making sure we both caught the right city bus together to get home. Remember, this was way before cell phones so we were riding solo for real. Like clockwork, my mom would call us on her break to make sure we got in okay. The dinner would always be there waiting, covered over on the stove for us to reheat it. Life ran like a well-oiled machine with everybody playing their role, mostly due to my mom’s rigid pre-planning. Karen and I knew we had to do our homework and make sure we were right and ready for the next day to get up and do it all over again.

It was crazy to think about how much these two little people, my sister and I, managed all on our own without even thinking it was anything extraordinary. We were just living and doing what we were told to do, no questions asked, no deviations from the rules, and definitely no damn back talk about how it was supposed to run. My mom, or dad, would get home by about six or seven in the evening. Then Mom would have to sometimes leave again because she worked the night shift. With my mom working occasional nights and my dad working days they were like two ships passing in the night. Like hard-working, weather-beaten cargo ships weighed down with freight, just trying to piece together a decent life for their three kids. Undeniably, it was hectic and family time was limited, but we all still felt the love.

As a jack-of-all-trades type of laborer, my dad wasn’t as consistent as my mom was in his job, which caused its own stress. There was never that security of a solid two-income household. Trying his best to help put food on the table, he drove trucks for a minute, was a supervisor at a warehouse, and he also did security at Wells Fargo at one point. He was a back-breaking-manual-labor sort of guy picking up any little job he could. Essentially, this dynamic made my mom the breadwinner by default in our household, which was far from the norm during those times. Earning more money than my dad, with no education, she also saved religiously by stashing money away in her 401k plan. Mom’s ability to be laser-focused was her superpower, and she was a superhero to me. Somehow seeing way beyond our current circumstances, she moved in the faith and promise of what could be. Correction—what actually should have been given how hard they both worked.

My pops always had like two or three jobs going on at the same time. He taught me how to maneuver and juggle my skills to make money doing whatever I could. When I was in high school, I would have to get up at four o’clock in the morning to help him clean the bank where he had his side gig. We’d scrub all the toilets, vacuum and wax all the floors to get the place ready for opening time. Mind you, after that, I still had to go to school and put in a full day of learning. Sometimes, we switched it up and cleaned houses as well. My mom and I would do a little hustle on the weekends and take on extra housekeeping jobs. I also learned to transition my expert cleaning skills into detailing cars. Hard work, and even more work, was one of the key lessons of my youth. That’s what I saw and learned to do.

* * *

Music was always playing in my house. Always. It was a form of entertainment, ministry, and therapy mixed together, and a constant force in my life. A great beat has the ability to grab you, causing you to sway back and forth even before you’ve heard one song lyric, or hook in the actual song. That’s its power. Regardless of who you are, or your circumstances, good music can creep inside your soul and leave a lasting mark on your heart. The right song can invigorate my tired body, and minister to my troubled soul with the right words. All within the same verse, great music can take you on a roller-coaster of emotions, and leave you spent! My mom constantly had the radio on and would pass the time humming and singing all the tunes that played. She loved playing records on her record player as well. I will never forget that unmistakable smell of new vinyl when you’d pull an album from its sleeve. There was something special about seeing those perfectly square cardboard photos of each artist, all lined up against the wall decorating the living room baseboard, knowing that you could slide one of those puppies out of its jacket and be transformed.

The richness of the sound that came from those records was incomparable. It allowed music to be heard as it was meant to be heard, in all its rich glory. Music’s steady melody was almost like a religion in my house, and we were all deeply devoted. Early on Saturday mornings I remember having to open up all the windows to let the place air out because Mom made fish the night before. Leaving the open frying pan, with the used fish grease, on the stove overnight would cause the seasoned stench to seep into every corner and have the entire place stinking! The smell got into everything. If you happened to enter our apartment even for a minute, you’d leave smelling like greasy-ass seasoned Whiting. Then Mom would loudly proclaim, “Baby, it’s time to get the Pine-Sol. We got to do a deep clean!” Like clockwork, my momma would follow that up by saying, “Ooh, go put on that Al Green album.” I knew exactly what song she wanted to hear when she made that request. Al’s 1972 hit song “Love and Happiness” was her favorite jam. It was a song that brought her to her happy place. That same song played on repeat day after day in my childhood apartment. On the album cover Al was dressed in all white, sitting in a majestic, peacock-like white wicker chair, his legs confidently crossed, smirking like he knew he was about to own your soul like a god!

In our little dismal corner of the world, we had clearly segregated neighborhoods. All the Black folks lived over here. All Italians lived over there, and the Spanish people lived even farther over there. Culturally, for the most part, Newark presented a very segregated existence for the most part. You knew you were Black and you better not forget it! The only hint of blending that I could see happening was with the Spanish folk on our block who acted just like us Black folk. In my eyes, the assimilation was so seamless, they weren’t even Spanish anymore, they were considered Black. They lived like us, talked and sounded just like us, and acted Black. They absorbed our culture as well, yet they still spoke Spanish and loved their own culture. We in turn got a glimpse into Spanish culture and shared the same social exchange. Regardless of the color of our skin, the one thing our communities had in common was that we were all dirt poor.

Newark was geographically small, but carried a big influence on the Black cultural vernacular. Even through obvious despair in my town, there was also a buzz and energy generated by the people. You could look across the street and see Miss Johnson sitting on her stoop. You’d look up at the top window and see Miss Lilly always perched there rocking her pink sponge rollers keeping a watch over the kids on the block. She was our very own neighborhood watch and TMZ combined. Kids were constantly in the streets happily playing ball, jumping rope, doing hopscotch, and riding bikes. The sound of laughter was all around, causing our block to vibrate with pure joy. This was a sound that had nothing to do with economics or perfect living conditions, or else it would have surely passed my community by. In the summertime, good old Mr. Thompson, a fireman who lived on the block, would get his oversized wrench and crank open the fire hydrant so the neighborhood kids could run around and splash carefree in the spraying water. Even if only for a few minutes, it made us feel like we were transported to the beach. We’d spray the cold water on each other until someone from inside the building would yell out that the sink water was turning brown. That was our cue that the party was over for that summer escapade.

Out of these experiences, I became very mature even before I fully understood what responsibility really was. It wasn’t always fun and games in those streets. I also saw another type of harmful game brewing with kids who were my age. Some of them got the memo to hustle in a different way. They slung dope, weed, and anything else they could get their hands on. There were some kids that learned to chase that fast money. That quick “easy” hit. Morning, noon, and night, you had the little hustlers on a block who were up to no good. You’d have to pass them on the way to school—seeing these little kids your own age moving “weight.” Moving those little white dope-filled packets back and forth, from the corners to houses, like ants on a grid. Following the assembly line of movement, you’d see this older “boss dude,” sitting on a porch down the block, orchestrating the whole transaction.

Navigating past these types of operations was tough. I would plead with my mother to not force me to run her errands because I hated passing by those dudes. She’d in turn warn me that she didn’t want to see me around those no-good boys ever! Going past the older dude to get my mom her lottery tickets, he’d constantly try and recruit me to come work for him and make some “easy cash” as he put it. He’d casually lean on the porch stoop, saying, “When you gonna stop dreaming about your money when you can come here and get your money?” Even though I knew dudes were making money, I also knew that dudes were losing their lives as well. Needlessly wasting away in jail from doing that shit. I’m not going to lie, it scared the hell out of me. Life in my neighborhood was like a real-life Invasion of the Body Snatchers movie! When the boys would get together, they would always share cryptic stories about cats just disappearing off the block. “Yo, yo! Did you hear that Freddy’s got twenty? Yeah, son. He won’t be out ’til his daughter turns twenty-five!”

I tucked those stories away in my subconscious and said to myself, Daaaaamn! That sure as hell won’t be me.

Dope dealing was never my thing. What I also learned by observation was that those in my neighborhood who did sling it were low-key ingenious brothers who didn’t have the same positive structure in place that I did. The temptation was greater than their influence, I guess. These hustlers were the original businessmen that I grew up with. They knew about supply and demand like any other businessman. They controlled their product, recruited talented salespeople, and kept a firm grasp on their bottom line. The really good ones even knew about the principles of horizontal distribution. They knew that smoking their own product was bad for business because it ate into profits and fucked with your mind. I knew they were doing wrong, but I still had mad respect for their ability to hustle.

Isn’t that what being in business is all about? One dude in particular that I would hang out with was my homeboy, Junior. Growing up he was the best hustler on my block. Junior was fly as hell because he was just cool, wise beyond his years, and knew how to dress his behind off. Oh, and he always had a fine Puerto Rican chick on his arm too! He never did well in school and was always playing hooky. Junior was an only child who basically lived by himself because his mom was never around, so he essentially made his own damn rules. He could go and come as he pleased and never had a curfew or nothing. When I was twelve or thirteen, Junior was about four years older than me, so age-wise he was someone I looked up to. Especially as a young man just entering my teen years, it was cool to have one of the slickest teenage cats as your friend—even if you knew he wasn’t doing right. Junior always said to me, “Yo, B man . . . if you need anything, I got you. I got you, brother.” I may not have been the smartest kid, but I knew what “I got you” meant and that it would come with some strings and shit. One of my cousins used to make moves with Junior and I knew he got locked up for doing some stuff.

Then one time I slipped and even entertained the thought saying, “Okay. I’m about to hustle and get this money.” Ironically, that was the same day the police came through our block in full-force raid mode and shit. They cornered a bunch of street kids in an apartment building and all I remember seeing were my peers being led away in handcuffs, hands behind their backs, and being put into the back of cop cars. It was traumatic!

Ah, hell no!

After that scene unfolded, I was like, “Nah, nah, we cool. I can’t do that. I’m good. My mom and pops would trip too much.” Junior didn’t take that rejection to heart because unlike him, he knew I had to answer to my folks. For me, the drug game was a lesson in easy come, easy go. You could make a lot of money quickly, but just as fast somebody could roll up and take it from you. Everything you convinced yourself you were hustling for could be gone in one day. Correction . . . one minute actually if you were unlucky and got murdered in the streets. I knew I could make two or three grand a day, but then I might have to sit down for twelve years, lose all that momentum and lose all that money? Then, when I came out, I most likely wouldn’t get no job because now I’d be a convicted felon? I did all that mental math and the risk-versus-reward ratio didn’t pan out in my mind.

Junior got where I was coming from, and I respected where he was coming from. We respected each other’s hustle and journey, but we also knew how to stay in our own lane and still be cool with each other.

* * *

My parent’s antidote for keeping us out of trouble was to drill home the message that education was our ticket out. Driven by this notion, they scraped, saved, and sacrificed to make sure that my sister and I went to a private school. Everybody else on my block was going to the public school that was four blocks up the street and close by. Not us, we went to the private school that was ten blocks away, and we were forced to go past the public-school kids to get to our school. I remember the anxiety I felt because those public-school kids, my friends, would heckle us and call us sellouts the whole time we walked by. They especially clowned us because we wore our uniforms. Karen in her little blue plaid skirt and me in a shrunken blue tie with a corny-ass yellow shirt. We were not hard to miss at all. I always took off my tie, and we’d switch out our dress shoes for sneakers, in an attempt at disguising ourselves so we could try to blend in more. It was a lost cause because the neighborhood kids still knew where I was coming from. Nobody wore a corny button-down yellow shirt like that if they didn’t have to. I wasn’t fooling nobody! There was so much pressure to not look like an outsider in my hood. It determined how you were treated and received by the kids on the block. The tremendous burden to not be perceived as an outsider in your own community was real. I had to walk a fine line.

As an adult, I now realize my parents didn’t have the extras to keep me in Nike, Adidas, and Fila, or donate to my swag game. They were too busy setting us up for the future. Keeping my sister and me in a private school must have been a Herculean task on a budget that was stretched to the brink. As kids, we mistakenly interpreted our regular no-name coats and no-name shoes as a form of lack. We didn’t have anything fancy or flashy in our wardrobe. My mom would happily remind us, “I can’t get you what you want, but I can get you what you need.” My parents had their eyes focused on the prize, and I had my eyes set on the latest hyped-up Pumas! I thank God every day for giving me parents that were willing to sacrifice and abandon their own desires to provide the best they could for us. My sister and I were blessed with good ones.

When I was around thirteen my mom temporarily kicked my daddy out of the house. Just like that she had reached her breaking point and told him to hit the road. This was traumatic for me because, despite the hard times, I always felt a little inner boost of security and confidence in knowing that my mom and dad were still married, together, and living in the same house. For ninety-five percent of my friends, this was not the scenario. I wore my family dynamics like it was a badge of honor, something to be proud of. So, when Dad had to leave, it rocked me to my core. I remember both of them sitting my sister and me down at our kitchen table and Mom started out by saying, “Right now things are tight and things just aren’t working out between Mommy and Daddy.” My sister and I went silent and started to blink wildly, looking back and forth at them. “It’s not your fault,” she continued.

My dad chimed in and said, “Daddy’s not going to be here because Daddy’s going to be gone for a while. Don’t worry, I’m going to come back and see y’all.” After hearing the news, my sister and I crumbled. I’ll never forget that moment. We were devastated! We were accustomed to not having much material stuff, but at least we could count on the fact that we had an intact family. That was our prize!

When it sunk in, we started screaming and hollering saying, “Mommy, where’s my daddy going? Where’s my daddy going?”

My mom replied, “He goin’ be alright. He goin’ be alright. He grown!” How the hell my dad being grown meant anything to me as a child I have no idea. She continued, “And Momma goin’ be alright because Momma’s grown too. Momma going to do what’s right for us!” That’s the explanation she gave to soothe us. There it was. We were sitting there stuck in the middle of a messy situation and all we knew was that two “grown people” caused it.

Days after, we’d still break down crying periodically, “We miss our daddy! We miss our daddy! When’s Daddy coming back home, Mommy? When’s Daddy coming back home?”

Like a real old-school Black Southern momma, this lady snapped and blacked out one day on us. She looked us dead in the eyes and yelled, “You ain’t going to sit up here and keep crying for your daddy! We ain’t going to sit here and keep talking ’bout your damn daddy. That’s what we’re not gonna do! If your daddy was doing what he was supposed to do, he wouldn’t be gone! Now, you going get out my face with all that, and go to your damn room and do your homework! Your daddy WILL NOT be here today and that’s all I’m goin’ say about that! Now, FIX. YOUR. FACE!” Just like that, the tears dried up real quick and we officially shook. BOOM!

It was one of those times when your parents said something so mean and so blunt that all you could do was blink. Now that’s a mic drop moment if I ever saw one. Her words landed just like an unexpected gut punch. Wham! It knocked the wind right out of us. Yo, it’s cold, but it’s true. I’d be up in my room crying to myself mumbling, “I miss my dad . . . I miss my dad!” It was clear we had no say in what was happening. She just reassured us that she was going to take care of us no matter what. She had been carrying us all along and had no intention of having shit fall off a cliff because Daddy was gone. That’s the unquantifiable Black woman strength I grew up witnessing firsthand. What we wanted didn’t matter because this was grown folk’s business as they called it. We just had to find our own way to suck it up and deal. Them’s the breaks, as the saying goes.

Don’t get me wrong, times weren’t always bad. One of my favorite childhood memories is the first time we all went to Atlantic City. I had never been to the beach before and I was psyched to go on a road trip. I’d seen a beautiful glimmering beach on TV, but now I was about to experience its beauty in person for myself. I was so excited! When we finally pulled up, I saw a little bitty amusement park roller coaster along the water. It looked like the best coaster in the world to me. I was salivating! I could have ridden that thing all damn day like I was riding the best, most thrilling ride at Six Flags.

This was also around the time when my parents had sprung for retainers from Dr. Freeman so that I could get my teeth right. I was on cloud nine all day, right up until I jumped into the raging ocean to swim, not thinking about my new expensive retainers. Frolicking carefree in the water, I opened up my mouth to let out a scream of delight. Before I had time to even react or close my damn mouth, my shiny new expensive grill flew straight out into the ocean. Oh my God! I was petrified. I had no idea how powerful the ocean was, or that it moved stuff with such force. When I came up to shore and told my mother, she stared me down like I was crazy and said, “Go back in that water and find it! Don’t come out that water ’til you find it!”

Damn Momma, I thought to myself. You cold as fuck! I’m not sure if she knew how big that ocean was, but I went back anyway, to the exact spot I had lost them in. My eyes were burning as I blindly felt my way around in salty-ass water looking for those punk-ass retainers. It never dawned on me that there was no chance in hell I’d find them in the same spot where they bolted from my mouth. The ocean moves things, dummy! No retainers were found that day and my mother never let me forget it.

Even though I came from hard-working people, we were still always broke. I mean, we just never had anything extra left over for anything. Everything was always just enough. I played basketball, ran track, and played baseball growing up. I always wanted to play football but was too damn skinny. Basketball was my main sport from grade school through to high school. I honestly thought I was going to the NBA, but then I never had anyone to take me to practices, or we never had any money to send me to camps. A little trivia for you: my cousin on my mom’s side of the family is Shaquille O’Neal. Yep, Shaq Diesel. So, when I went off to college, I’d always hear the buzz around my young cousin Shaq. They’d buzz about him being a sure thing to go to the NBA. Shoot, at seven foot one, you better do something with all that height to get paid. Fuck, nobody
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