
		Hush, little baby, don’t say a word . . .

	
		
			Questions for Discussion

			
					Describe Evie’s life in Denver before her father witnessed the shooting. Why is her real name so important to her?

					How did her mother become involved with religion? Why?

					Why does Evie’s grandmother refuse to leave Denver?

					Why is it so important for Evie’s father to testify in this case? What other actions could he have taken?

					Contrast Evie’s home in Denver with her family’s new home.

					Each member of the family leaves something important behind when they are forced to leave Denver. Describe what each leaves behind and why it matters.

					Why does Evie decide to join the track team and why does she keep it a secret?

					Anna decides to try to gain admittance to a college that will accept her before she graduates. Why is this important to her? What impact will this have on her family? On Evie?

					How are Evie and her father able to reach each other again? What understanding does Evie gain when she is able to finally speak openly with her father again?
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		“Gorgeous.”

		—Vanity Fair

		“This is a book full of poems that cry out to be learned by heart. These are poems that will, for years to come, be stored in our bloodstream.”

		—The New York Times Book Review

		“Moving and resonant…captivating.”

		—The Wall Street Journal

		“A radiantly warm memoir.”

		—The Washington Post

	
		
			february 12, 1963

			I am born on a Tuesday at University Hospital

			Columbus, Ohio,

			USA—

			a country caught

			between Black and White.

			I am born not long from the time

			or far from the place

			where

			my great-great-grandparents

			worked the deep rich land

			unfree

			dawn till dusk

			unpaid

			drank cool water from scooped-out gourds

			looked up and followed

			the sky’s mirrored constellation

			to freedom.

			I am born as the South explodes,

			too many people too many years

			enslaved, then emancipated

			but not free, the people

			who look like me

			keep fighting

			and marching

			and getting killed

			so that today—

			February 12, 1963

			and every day from this moment on,

			brown children like me can grow up

			free. Can grow up

			learning and voting and walking and riding

			wherever we want.

			I am born in Ohio but

			the stories of South Carolina already run

			like rivers

			through my veins.

		

	
		
			second daughter’s second day on earth

			My birth certificate says: Female Negro

			Mother: Mary Anne Irby, 22, Negro

			Father: Jack Austin Woodson, 25, Negro

			In Birmingham, Alabama, Martin Luther King Jr. 
is planning a march on Washington, where

			John F. Kennedy is president.

			In Harlem, Malcolm X is standing on a soapbox 
talking about a revolution.

			Outside the window of University Hospital,

			snow is slowly falling. So much already

			covers this vast Ohio ground.

			In Montgomery, only seven years have passed 
since Rosa Parks refused

			to give up

			her seat on a city bus.

			I am born brown-skinned, black-haired

			and wide-eyed.

			I am born Negro here and Colored there

			and somewhere else,

			the Freedom Singers have linked arms,

			their protests rising into song:

			Deep in my heart, I do believe

			that we shall overcome someday.

			and somewhere else, James Baldwin

			is writing about injustice, each novel,

			each essay, changing the world.

			I do not yet know who I’ll be

			what I’ll say

			how I’ll say it . . .

			Not even three years have passed since a brown girl

			named Ruby Bridges

			walked into an all-white school.

			Armed guards surrounded her while hundreds

			of white people spat and called her names.

			She was six years old.

			I do not know if I’ll be strong like Ruby.

			I do not know what the world will look like

			when I am finally able to walk, speak, write . . .

			Another Buckeye!

			the nurse says to my mother.

			Already, I am being named for this place.

			Ohio. The Buckeye State.

			My fingers curl into fists, automatically

			This is the way, my mother said,

			of every baby’s hand.

			I do not know if these hands will become

			Malcolm’s—raised and fisted

			or Martin’s—open and asking

			or James’s—curled around a pen.

			I do not know if these hands will be

			Rosa’s

			or Ruby’s

			gently gloved

			and fiercely folded

			calmly in a lap,

			on a desk,

			around a book,

			ready

			to change the world . . .

		

	
		
			a girl named jack

			Good enough name for me, my father said

			the day I was born.

			Don’t see why

			she can’t have it, too.

			But the women said no.

			My mother first.

			Then each aunt, pulling my pink blanket back

			patting the crop of thick curls

			tugging at my new toes

			touching my cheeks.

			We won’t have a girl named Jack, my mother said.

			And my father’s sisters whispered,

			A boy named Jack was bad enough.

			But only so my mother could hear.

			Name a girl Jack, my father said,

			and she can’t help but

			grow up strong.

			Raise her right, my father said,

			and she’ll make that name her own.

			Name a girl Jack

			and people will look at her twice, my father said.

			For no good reason but to ask if her parents

			were crazy, my mother said.

			And back and forth it went until I was Jackie

			and my father left the hospital mad.

			My mother said to my aunts,

			Hand me that pen, wrote

			Jacqueline where it asked for a name.

			Jacqueline, just in case

			someone thought to drop the ie.

			Jacqueline, just in case

			I grew up and wanted something a little bit longer

			and further away from

			Jack.

		

	
		
			the woodsons of ohio

			My father’s family

			can trace their history back

			to Thomas Woodson of Chillicothe, said to be

			the first son

			of Thomas Jefferson and Sally Hemings

			some say

			this isn’t so but . . .

			the Woodsons of Ohio know

			what the Woodsons coming before them

			left behind, in Bibles, in stories,

			in history coming down through time

			so

			ask any Woodson why

			you can’t go down the Woodson line

			without

			finding

			doctors and lawyers and teachers

			athletes and scholars and people in government

			they’ll say,

			We had a head start.

			They’ll say,

			Thomas Woodson expected the best of us.

			They’ll lean back, lace their fingers

			across their chests,

			smile a smile that’s older than time, say,

			Well it all started back before Thomas Jefferson 

			Woodson of Chillicothe . . .

			and they’ll begin to tell our long, long story.

		

	
		
			the ghosts of the nelsonville house

			The Woodsons are one

			of the few Black families in this town, their house

			is big and white and sits

			on a hill.

			Look up

			to see them

			through the high windows

			inside a kitchen filled with the light

			of a watery Nelsonville sun. In the parlor

			a fireplace burns warmth

			into the long Ohio winter.

			Keep looking and it’s spring again,

			the light’s gold now, and dancing

			across the pine floors.

			Once, there were so many children here

			running through this house

			up and down the stairs, hiding under beds

			and in trunks,

			sneaking into the kitchen for tiny pieces

			of icebox cake, cold fried chicken,

			thick slices of their mother’s honey ham . . .

			Once, my father was a baby here

			and then he was a boy . . .

			But that was a long time ago.

			In the photos my grandfather is taller than everybody

			and my grandmother just an inch smaller.

			On the walls their children run through fields, 
play in pools,

			dance in teen-filled rooms, all of them

			grown up and gone now—

			but wait!

			Look closely:

			There’s Aunt Alicia, the baby girl,

			curls spiraling over her shoulders, her hands

			cupped around a bouquet of flowers. Only

			four years old in that picture, and already,

			a reader.

			Beside Alicia another picture, my father, Jack,

			the oldest boy.

			Eight years old and mad about something

			or is it someone

			we cannot see?

			In another picture, my uncle Woody,

			baby boy

			laughing and pointing

			the Nelsonville house behind him and maybe

			his brother at the end of his pointed finger.

			My aunt Anne in her nurse’s uniform,

			my aunt Ada in her university sweater

			Buckeye to the bone . . .

			The children of Hope and Grace.

			Look closely. There I am

			in the furrow of Jack’s brow,

			in the slyness of Alicia’s smile,

			in the bend of Grace’s hand . . .

			There I am . . .

			Beginning.

		

	
		
			it’ll be scary sometimes

			My great-great-grandfather on my father’s side

			was born free in Ohio,

			1832.

			Built his home and farmed his land,

			then dug for coal when the farming

			wasn’t enough. Fought hard

			in the war. His name in stone now

			on the Civil War Memorial:

			William J. Woodson

			United States Colored Troops,

			Union, Company B 5th Regt.

			A long time dead but living still

			among the other soldiers

			on that monument in Washington, D.C.

			His son was sent to Nelsonville

			lived with an aunt

			William Woodson

			the only brown boy in an all-white school.

			You’ll face this in your life someday, 

			my mother will tell us

			over and over again.

			A moment when you walk into a room and

			no one there is like you.

			It’ll be scary sometimes. But think of William Woodson

			and you’ll be all right.
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		PROLOGUE

		

		The summer before D Foster’s real mama came and took her away, Tupac wasn’t dead yet. He’d been shot five times—two in the head, two down by his leg and thing and one shot that went in his hand and came out the other side and went through a vein or something. All the doctors were saying he should have died and were bringing other doctors up to his room to show everybody what a medical miracle he was. That’s what they called him. A Medical Miracle. Like he wasn’t even a real person. Like he was just something to be looked at and turned this way and that way and poked at. Like he wasn’t Tupac.

		D Foster showed up a few months before Tupac got shot that first time and left us the summer before he died. By the time her mama came and got her and she took one last walk on out of our lives, I felt like we’d grown up and grown old and lived a hundred lives in those few years that we knew her. But we hadn’t really. We’d just gone from being eleven to being thirteen. Three girls. Three the Hard Way. In the end, it was just me and Neeka again.

		The first time Tupac got shot, it was November 1994. Cold as anything everywhere in the city and me, Neeka, D and everybody else was shivering our behinds through the winter with nobody thinking Pac was gonna make it. Then, right after he had some surgery, he checked himself out of the hospital even though the doctors was trying to tell him he wasn’t well enough to be doing that. That’s when everybody around here started talking about what a true gangsta he was. At least that’s what all the kids were thinking. The churchgoing people just kept saying he had God with him. Some of the parents were saying what they’d always been saying about him—that he was heading right to what he got because he was a bad example for kids, especially black kids like us. Crazy stuff about Tupac being a disgrace to the race and blah, blah, blah. The wannabe gangsta kids just kept saying Tupac was gonna get revenge on whoever did that to him.

		
			But when I saw Tupac like that—coming out of the hospital, all skinny and small-looking in that wheelchair, big guards around him—I remember thinking, He ain’t gonna try to get revenge on nobody and he ain’t trying to be a disgrace to anybody either. Just trying to keep on. Even though he wasn’t smiling, I knew he was just happy and confused about still being alive.
		

		Went on like that all winter long, then February came and they sent Tupac to jail for some dumb stuff and people started talking about that—the negative peeps talking about that’s where he needed to be and all the rest of us saying how messed up the law was when you didn’t look and act like people thought you should.

		Spring came and Pac dropped his album from prison and this one song on it was real tight, so we all just listened to it and talked about how bad-ass Pac was—that he wasn’t even gonna let being in jail stop him from making his music. Me and Neeka and D had all turned twelve by then, but we still believed stuff—like that we’d grow up and marry beautiful rapper guys who’d buy us huge houses out in the country. We talked about how they’d be all crazy over us and if some other girl walked by who was fine or something, they wouldn’t even turn their heads to look because they’d be so in love with us and all. Stupid stuff like that.

		
			In jail, Pac started getting clear about thug life, saying it wasn’t the right thing. He got all righteous about it and whatnot, and with all the rappers shooting on each other and stuff, it wasn’t hard to agree with him.
		

		Time kept passing on that way. Things and people changing. First, D turned thirteen, then me and Neeka were right there behind her—us all turning into teenagers, getting body, getting tall, boys acting stupid over us.

		Seems soon as we started settling into all that changing, D’s mama came—took her away from us.

		And time kept on creeping.

		Then Tupac went and died and it got me thinking about D. About the short time she was with us and about how you could know somebody real good but not know them at the same time. And it made me want to remember. Yeah, I guess that’s it. I guess that’s what I’m trying to do now. . . 
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