
			Caught in the grip

			I tried to run but the hurting was back, and the cold was like a wall pushing against me.

			Laurel!

			I stopped—my breath coming heavy—and turned, ready to tell M’Lady and Mama to go to Jackson. It’s dry in Jackson.

			Laurel, is that you?

			Slowly, Mama faded, and M’Lady turned into my friend Kaylee, shivering on her front porch. I looked around—how had I gotten on her street when Donnersville was in the other direction?

			We stared at each other a long time. I could tell she was looking me over, taking in my ragged coat and bloody lips.

			Laurel, she said, look at you. Look at yourself! Who did you turn into?!
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			Jacqueline Woodson discusses BENEATH A METH MOON

			Beneath a Meth Moon is the story of fifteen-year-old Laurel Daneau, who moves from Pass Christian, Mississippi, after her town is devastated by Hurricane Katrina. In the new town, Laurel becomes a cheerleader and gets involved with the captain of the basketball team, falls in love for the first time, tries meth for the first time, and ends up getting addicted to it.

			Laurel came to me in thinking about Katrina, and thinking about the ways in which so many stories have not yet been told. I decided to make Katrina part of the characters’ stories, because when Katrina happened I couldn’t deal with it—there was so much news and so much devastation and it was all so overwhelming that I had to shut it down in the same way that I had to shut down 9/11 in the moment that it happened. I couldn’t even discuss it, let alone write about it. As the years passed and I was able to take it in, I knew I wanted to put it back out in the world someway and talk about its lasting impact.

			I wanted to write about meth because it’s so prevalent in our society, and I’m watching it move east, which is very scary. I remember as a child reading Go Ask Alice and being completely blown away by this young girl’s story. That book just kind of stayed with me and introduced me, in this way, to heroin and how heroin can really jack some people up, and I thought, “Now I’m watching meth do the same thing in our country.” It feels like my childhood is being re-created through another drug, and it’s terrifying. When I feel powerless against something, the thing I end up doing is writing about it and coming to understand it through writing about it. I’m hoping that readers will come to understand the enormity of the devastation by reading about it.

			I’ve seen what meth can do to people, but I didn’t know how, so I spent a lot of time reading about meth recovery centers for people who are involved in meth and about how the drug is made, about how it gets sold, about the effects that it has on the body. I think the hardest part was doing the research on people trying to get clean and seeing how often they ended up coming back to the drug. I think I started researching trying to find the happy ending to it and realizing I needed to write my own happy ending because so many of them were not happy.

			Laurel’s is a hopeful story though. She has a life filled with love and people who stand beside her. She also, in the course of her journey, realizes she has a deep internal strength. This is what gets her to the other side of her addiction. I like to believe this deep strength exists in all of us.

	
Questions for Discussion

• Laurel easily makes the cheerleading squad, and she’s happy with Kaylee in her life. Why do you think Laurel is so susceptible to the allure of T-Boom and meth? What is still missing in Laurel’s life for her to fall so easily under their influence?

• From the time Laurel meets T-Boom, her life begins a downward spiral. Identify the many ways meth affects Laurel, and trace the effects the drug has on her. How does she change? Can you find lines in the novel that show she’s aware of the changes, even if powerless in the face of the moon?

• Gumbo is a strong presence in the story. On page 63, Woodson juxtaposes Laurel seeing the tattoo of gumbo with a memory of M’lady’s kitchen full of the smell of gumbo. Discuss the significance of gumbo—the stew and the tattoo—as metaphors for Laurel’s life.

• Describe Moses. What is his story? What do you think it is about Moses that makes him able to reach Laurel? Laurel says, “It made me feel good that he didn’t like girls, wouldn’t try to be getting something out of me” (page 121). What might readers infer from this statement? Do you think Laurel has suffered other traumas she hasn’t revealed?

• Think about the names Laurel, Moses, and Galilee. How do you think Woodson’s choice of names adds depth to the story she tells?

• Identify the many passages in which Laurel refers to Jesse Jr. How instrumental do you think Jesse Jr. is in Laurel’s struggle to remain alive? What, do you think, is the author saying about the significance of family, friends, good memories, and places in a person’s life when that person is struggling, even when those things seem to have been lost?

• Kaylee tells Laurel that writing can be “like having a giant Memory Eraser.” After all of her writing, do you think Laurel has succeeded in erasing the past? If Kaylee wasn’t right, what has writing done for Laurel? What role has this writing about the past—the good things and the bad—done for Laurel?
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If you come as softly  
as the wind within the trees  
You may hear what I hear  
See what sorrow sees.



Chapter 1

JEREMIAH WAS BLACK. HE COULD FEEL IT. THE WAY THE sun pressed down hard and hot on his skin in the summer. Sometimes it felt like he sweated black beads of oil. He felt warm inside his skin, protected. And in Fort Greene, Brooklyn—where everyone seemed to be some shade of black-he felt good walking through the neighborhood.

But one step outside. Just one step and somehow the weight of his skin seemed to change. It got heavier.

Light-skinned brothers—well, yeah—sometimes he caught himself making fun of them. But everybody laughed. Everybody ragged on everybody.  Those same brothers—shoot!—they’d be getting on him just as hard. His homeboy—Carlton—messed-up name—Mama’s white and Daddy’s black, but he swears he’s all black. Some days they’d be shooting hoops and Carlton’d just start going off on how black Jeremiah was. Nothing mean in it. It was all just the way they acted around each other. Sometimes they got to laughing so hard, tears’d be running down their faces. Laughing and pointing and trying to come up with something else funny to say. It was like that. When Jeremiah and his boys were hanging out, he just was. The way they all were. Some light-skinned, some dark-skinned, nappy-headed, curly-headed, even a couple bald-headed brothers—just hanging out and laughing. Those times, he felt free-like he was free inside his dark skin. Like he could celebrate it—throw his arms way out and grin.

Sometimes, he’d remember his grandma, a long time ago before the cancer took her-the way she’d make him sit in the shade. Don’t want you to get too black, she’d say. He was little then and going back and forth between down south and Brooklyn. He didn’t know anything back then. Back then, it  was just his mama and daddy kissing him good-bye at the airport, Mama holding his hand so tight and for so long that he got embarrassed, then some stewardess taking his hand and sitting him right up front where she could keep a good eye on him like his mama had asked her to do. He remembered airplane wings, a pair of silver ones that a pilot gave him and his first whole meal on a little white plastic dish. There was always cake on the plane, real sweet cake, the kind his mama never let him eat at home. And then he’d fall asleep and be down south, and his grandma would be there waiting, already crying. She always cried when she saw him—cried and laughed all at once. Jeremiah smiled, remembering how he used to sink into her heavy arms and be surrounded by the smell of her rose-petal lotion.

That was a long time ago.

Jeremiah palmed his basketball in his left hand and held it straight out in front of him. He stared at it a moment then dribbled it three quick times against the curb. He wished his grandmother was alive so he could tell her—that it wasn’t a bad thing. That you couldn’t get too black. He remembered the time his father had taken him to see a film about the  Black Panthers—all those Afros and fists raised in the air. Jeremiah smiled. He wished his grandmother had heard them shouting Black is beautiful.  But she hadn’t. And she had believed what she said—that a person could get too black. The same way his father believed it every time he said, Miah, you’re a black man. You’re a warrior. But where was the fight? he used to wonder. Where was the war? Later on, when Jeremiah saw a cartoon about a monkey playing basketball, he felt ashamed, like that monkey was supposed to be him somehow. And he knew then, the war was all around him. It was people and commercials trying to make him feel like he didn’t even matter, trying to make him feel like there was something wrong with being black.

And now, on the basketball court he always felt how black he was. It seemed as though he left his body and jogged over to the sidelines to watch himself. He saw the quads flexing under his dark thighs, saw his long brown arms reaching out for the ball, the way his calves moved as he flew down the court. He hated that he was gonna be playing ball for Percy Academy. No, it wasn’t the game he hated, he loved that, had always loved that, couldn’t remember a time when he didn’t love the feel of the ball against his palms. But he hated that he would be playing it for Percy. White-bright Percy. At presea son practice, he’d look up sometimes and see all those white faces surrounding him. Yeah, there was Rayshon and Kennedy, they were black. Different though. Rayshon and Kennedy came from a different world. Yeah, they slapped each other five and gave each other looks when other teammates said something stupid. But at night, they went home to different worlds. Kennedy lived in the Albany Houses out in Brownsville. Rayshon lived in Harlem. Jeremiah frowned. He didn’t want to be a snob.

I’ve been around the world, he thought. I’ve been to India and Mauritius and Mexico. I’m different because of it. Different from them. Different from a lot of people—black and white.

And he knew what was coming this winter-his first season on the team. He knew he’d look out at the stands and see more white faces-hundreds of them, cheering him and Percy Academy on. It seemed wrong—cliché somehow. Why couldn’t he have loved tennis? Why hadn’t someone stuck a  racket or a golf club in his hand? Not like there was a golf course or tennis court anywhere near him—well, Fort Greene Park had
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