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				PROLOGUE

				I KNEW I had to say something. I couldn’t stay seated. I couldn’t stay quiet.

				It was March 14, 2019. We were in the final days of the year’s legislative session, and it was nearly 10 p.m. We’d been in a marathon session since two that afternoon, and at the stroke of midnight we would adjourn for the governor’s veto period; beyond last-minute efforts to override vetoes or rush through surprise bills, this would be the last day new laws would be passed this year. The bill up for debate was Senate Bill 9, a deceptive piece of political theater known as the Fetal Heartbeat Bill that would ban abortions as early as six weeks into a pregnancy—except that it was unlikely to ever become law, because similar bills had been passed by Republican legislatures that year and they’d all been caught up in court battles or struck down outright as unconstitutional for violating the protections of Roe v. Wade. This bill was likely to suffer the same fate, a fact the legislators behind it knew all too well, but they were driving its passage anyway to further fan the flames of a wedge issue that would bring their supporters out to the polls. It was a tiresome exercise for everyone, the more so for me since I hadn’t eaten dinner and my glucose was running low—an always-present danger of living with type 1 diabetes.

				Everyone in the Kentucky State Legislature knew the bill was a farce, a political statement masquerading as legislation. Even some of my Republican colleagues had no desire to waste time voting on it. Still, the debate droned on. Some Republicans got up and made passionate statements about faith and the sanctity of life. Others got up and accidentally said the quiet part loud: They opposed reproductive choice because they believed women should still be treated as property. Meanwhile, the rest of them stayed silent even as they planned to support the bill for craven political reasons. The previous day, an amendment had been offered by a Republican that would provide an exception for abortion in cases where the pregnancy would threaten the life of the mother. It was emphatically voted down by the majority, which tells you pretty much everything you need to know about the value these legislators placed on the sanctity of a woman’s life.

				As it happened, just a few days earlier we had debated another piece of legislation that, to my mind, pertained every bit as much to the sanctity of life: a bill to allow concealed carry of weapons without a permit. If passed, it would put police officers in dangerous situations and increase the likelihood that more innocent people, particularly Black and brown Kentuckians, would be shot by police. It was a contentious piece of legislation that united an unlikely coalition, as it was opposed by activists demanding justice reform, gun safety groups, and law enforcement. Its only real supporter was the NRA. It was framed as a gun rights bill, but like the Fetal Heartbeat Bill, it had nothing to do with protecting rights. It was about scoring political points at the expense of Kentuckians.

				With Republicans holding a supermajority in the Kentucky House and Senate, the outcome of the debate was a foregone conclusion. That didn’t stop me from fighting it. As the only legislator present who had seen police pull their firearms for a rolling-stop traffic violation and the only legislator present who recently lost multiple loved ones to gun violence, I poured my heart out against that bill. In what was likely a first in the Kentucky legislature, I acted out a scene of what this law could mean to a young Black man pulling a wallet out of his pocket. I even reenacted gunshots piercing the bodies of innocent people. I cast my vote and sat in my seat fuming while the bill passed. Now, instead of addressing poverty, homelessness, cannabis legalization, or the health of coal miners suffering from black lung, I was stuck listening to a bunch of misguided and dishonest sermonizing about abortion.

				I decided I’d had enough.

				I don’t have time for people who twist the truth. I can’t tolerate liars. We all knew the bill wasn’t really about reproductive health. We all knew an issue of faith was being weaponized to divide people against each other. But nobody was standing up to say that, and I felt I had to call it to attention. If my colleagues on the right wanted to preach about this bill, I felt a charge to do some preaching myself. I pushed the white button that alerted the speaker pro tem, David Meade, that I was requesting time to speak. Several of my colleagues looked over at me, wondering if I was going to stand up and give a sermonette, as I was known to do. I looked back at them and slowly nodded. My faith wouldn’t let me hold my tongue. As Kentucky State Representative for the 43rd District, I had a job to do. As one of only six Black legislators in the House, I felt the weight of that responsibility multiplied a thousandfold. As heavy as it was to carry that obligation, I did it with pride.

				The 43rd District sits inside Louisville, the largest city and metropolitan area in Kentucky. With the rest of the state being largely rural—from its fertile farmland to the rolling bluegrass to the beautiful hills of Appalachia—a chasm has formed in the state legislature, and that chasm regularly pits Louisville against the rest of the state. I see that dynamic from a different perspective than most, because I don’t just come from Louisville, I come from the West End of Louisville, a place so isolated and segregated that in many ways it has more in common with the hollers up in coal country than it has with the rest of the “big city.” That often-ignored reality gave me a unique responsibility: to shine a light on our common struggle and bridge the divide between the urban and rural communities, to tell the stories that too often don’t get told inside rooms like the Kentucky State Capitol.

				Sitting there with my “request to speak” button glowing, mentally exhausted from hours of debate, my palms sweating slightly from anxiety, I thought about all the women in my life this bill would affect. I thought about my mom, my wife, my daughters. I thought about Grandma, the matriarch of my huge family on my mom’s side. I thought about Maw Maw, the hardworking woman who gave birth to my dad and taught me how to use a rotary saw—all the incredible, strong Black women in my life who got up every day to stake their place in a society that didn’t always acknowledge their humanity.

				But they weren’t the only ones on my mind. I also thought about everyone in Kentucky whose lives had been long neglected and forgotten by the people in that chamber. I thought about Appalachian coal miners like my friend Scott, who does all he can to earn a livelihood, even if it means working three different jobs in three different states. I thought about immigrant community leaders I know, like Karina, the Guatemalan native who works with families every day at La Casita Center in Louisville to help them to get counseling, legal support, and resources to survive. I thought about my cousin T.J., a young man with big dreams, wrongly arrested and thrown into the system, only to be released, awarded a settlement, and then murdered on Easter Sunday in his new Dodge Charger. I knew when I rose to speak, I’d be speaking for all of them.

				Finally, it was time. The speaker pro tem acknowledged my request. I said a prayer of thanks for the charge on my heart, asked God to give me the words to say, and rose to address the chamber. I began my remarks by expressing my appreciation for my Republican colleague who’d put forth the amendment granting an exception when the life of the mother was in danger. I thanked him for the grace that he offered in his remarks.

				“But,” I said, “I wanted to stand and explain my vote, because I’m not here looking for your grace. See, God’s grace is sufficient. And the reality of the matter is—because there are a lot of preachers in this room—we are not God. We can’t be God. We don’t understand—our capacity is not large enough to even grapple with what God can be and what God does. He set the whole universe into definition and reality, gentlemen. We don’t know what that’s about! We can’t comprehend that! So why are we still trying to be God?” Because that’s what these men were trying to do: sit in judgment of women and the decisions they made for their own bodies in their own lives. “We’re ignoring the woman in this conversation,” I said. “Every. Single. Doggone. Time.”

				I was preaching now. My voice boomed throughout the chamber as I pivoted to call out the larger hypocrisy going on: folks claiming to be “pro-life” on abortion legislation while simultaneously voting for gun legislation that would threaten my life. I walked my fellow legislators through what it means to be a Black man in Kentucky, the pain of having cousins murdered every year for each of the last four years. I could tell my remarks were unexpected; they brought a nuance to the debate that regularly got left out. I wasn’t going to let that happen this night. I made everyone listen as I laid out the fallacy of backing the Fetal Heartbeat Bill while also supporting a permitless concealed-carry bill that would increase my chances of getting shot. “And the same folks that have the audacity to vote yes now,” I said, “voted for that legislation!”

				At that moment, the speaker pro tem cut in, tapping his gavel three times. “Gentlemen, I apologize,” he said to the other members, as if calling out their hypocrisy were something to be sorry for. So I turned my attention to him.

				“My life matters, too, Speaker!”

				“Your three minutes is up.”

				I didn’t care. I said it again. “My life matters, too, Speaker!”

				“You are out of order!” he said, now pounding the gavel.

				“My life matters, too, Speaker!”

				“Your three minutes is up.”

				This time he dispensed with the gavel and simply cut off my mic. So I shouted, lifting my voice the way my mom used to do when she preached at church.

				“My life matters, too!!”

				Tears fell from my eyes as the words echoed across the room. My voice was filled with pain because, when I speak, I always visualize what I’m saying. As I said those words, I was thinking of all the people in the streets shouting them out, having to declare that their lives mattered. It was also a pain born of the desperation of being the only young Black man in that whole building, screaming in the middle of this political hurricane. No one could hear me, no one was listening, and so I had to scream it out. It was the pain of even having to scream. It hurt me that I even had to open up in that way. It hurts me now. But I wanted everyone there to understand that my truth would not be silenced even if they took my microphone away. I wanted my voice to make it to the stained glass in the ceiling forty feet above my head. I wanted my voice, our voice, to be heard in every room and every hallway and every corner of the Commonwealth.

				A few members applauded, but they were quickly cut off by another voice yelling from across the room.

				“Sit down!”

				The shout came from Representative Randy Bridges, a legislator from Paducah, the largest city in McCracken County in the Purchase Region of Western Kentucky. And he hadn’t just yelled it; he’d jumped to his feet, turned on me, and screamed it at the top of his lungs, his face twisted with anger.

				Bridges was a short, middle-aged, mostly unassuming white man who’d used his successful real-estate business to ride into office on a wave led by Donald Trump. Prior to that moment, Rep. Bridges and I had never spoken. We voted differently most of the time, including on the abortion bill and the concealed-carry bill. But when I was growing up, I was taught that you treat everyone the way you want to be treated. Intentionally, I greeted every person in that chamber as my sister or brother. I knew that my presence was a challenge to some of my colleagues, and it was my way of helping them see me as a Kentuckian, just like them. But my kind gestures and respect clearly hadn’t meant much to the man now yelling at me in defiance of House rules.

				Being told to “sit down” bothered me because it reminded me of the way my grandad told me white folks used to talk to him. A short man with dark skin growing up in Mississippi, he’d been called “Boy” and “Darkie” and “Nigger.” He refused to tolerate it and would fight any person who called him anything but his name: Lindsay Eugene Hearn. Grandad was also a man who dressed like a million bucks. Grandma kept him in nice suits, and he always had shoes, socks, and a top hat to match. He wore big gold rings on his fingers and shiny cuff links on his sleeves. Most of the men in our church dressed like that on Easter Sunday. For Grandad, that look was all the time. He wanted to look his best because he didn’t want anyone to doubt him; he knew he was smart, strong, and able to do whatever he wanted. When he passed, I took a lot of his dress ties, and I was wearing one of them at that marathon legislative session because I wanted to make a statement, too. Like my grandad, nobody was going to tell me to sit down.

				My colleague’s anger shocked me, frankly. But in that moment, Bridges was more than just angry. It was like my words had struck a chord in him. Grandad had always told me about certain types of people who fought against desegregation—not the ones who were simply ignorant or naïve about America’s history but the ones who held on to Jim Crow for dear life. There’s a certain tone of voice those people would use. It’s the tone that you hear anytime you threaten to disturb the false reality that someone has created for themselves.

				Which I understood. Facing truth isn’t easy. People fight it. They turn away from it. I understood that about Randy Bridges because I could see his humanity in a way he could not see mine. He was mad, but he didn’t even understand why he was mad. He’d grown up so ensconced in his own world that he had no understanding of mine, no understanding of why people like me keep rising up to demand that he open his eyes and see our humanity as equal to his.

				When you’re a young Black man in the hood, you see the cops cracking down on folks and you think you know what racism is. But you don’t. Not really. Because the further you go in life, the closer you get to the center of power and the closer you get to challenging that power. That’s when you see the lengths that power will go to in order to preserve itself. That night I wasn’t silenced by a beat cop or a schoolteacher but by the House leadership in the center of democracy for the Commonwealth of Kentucky. It was an eye-opening moment, one that I’ll never forget.

				People like me are always told to sit down, get back, or shut up. No one listens to us…until we take a stand. Kentuckians who look like me may have been relegated to cleaning the Capitol Building in past generations, but this is a new day. I’d been elected to my office to represent my community and the entire Commonwealth, and the events of that night left me more determined than ever to do exactly that. When I walked out of that marathon session at midnight, as tired and weary as I was, I truly understood the challenge that I faced, and I knew I would never sit down again.

			

		

	
		
		
			PART I

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			GRANDMA’S HOUSE

			ON COLD WINTER nights, my childhood bedroom would get well below freezing. The furnace in our old house worked, but the cracks around the windows let air in, and the holes in the roof where the squirrels gathered made sure any heat we did generate quickly escaped. Since the only heat vents were on the main level, by the time you made it to the bedrooms on the second floor it felt like you were walking around outside. The floors were made from skinny wooden planks that creaked when you walked. When it was that cold it was like walking on ice, but wearing my socks inside the house would get me in trouble, because my mom didn’t want to deal with dirty socks. “C.J.!” she’d holler up the stairs. “You know better than to have those white socks on in the house. You’re gonna have sock feet!”

			To avoid “sock feet” I would quickly run from room to room, hurrying to get to the warmest place in the house: my bed. It was covered with big, beautiful quilts my mom used to sew from the scraps from her old work suits and blue jeans and wool coats. I had four or five of them layered one on top of another, creating a mountain of covers on my bed. They were so heavy I had to slide my feet in near my pillow and burrow my way under.

			Eventually I got a space heater, too, courtesy of Mr. Eugene, my mom’s second husband. I wasn’t a fan of Mr. Eugene. They’d gotten married about a year before, and in all the pictures from their wedding I’m this grumpy seven-year-old hanging around in the back of the frame, a big frown on my face. My new stepfather was a fast-talking preacher who always kept a Bible close by and usually walked everywhere he went. I liked that he made my mom laugh, but I didn’t trust him.

			Mr. Eugene was always looking for a way to save a dollar—or “cut corners,” as my grandad would say. Whether it was tattered clothes from a thrift store or junk from a back alley, Mr. Eugene would snatch things up and bring them home for us to use. One day Mr. Eugene walked through the door carrying this busted-up floor heater with a frayed power cord that he must have pulled out of the trash. “I’m sure this still works,” he said, as he lugged the old thing into the house. “We can use it in Charlie’s room.” He pulled out some electrical tape and wrapped it around the hole in the cord. Then he hauled it up the stairs and down the hallway and set it up near the foot of my bed.

			When he plugged it in, sparks flew and there was a loud POP! Then the power went out. My mother stared at him, worried, but Mr. Eugene waved her off. “Ain’t nothing wrong with this heater!” he huffed as he went down to the basement to throw the circuit breaker and put the power back on. When he did, the floor heater slowly hummed to life, eventually getting so hot that my skin burned if I got too close to it. I was grateful for the heat, but I didn’t trust that thing. I couldn’t forget the pop of that spark. The way it was always buzzing and cutting out was not reassuring. The fact that my old bedroom door always jammed and got stuck, that wasn’t great, either.

			Mr. Eugene was the whole reason we were living in a run-down old house with squirrels in the roof in the first place. My mom and dad had split up when I was a couple years old. After their divorce, my mom and I moved around a lot, eventually settling in a little apartment in South Louisville for a few years. I loved that apartment. It was just the two of us playing endless games of Uno and her watching me ride my Big Wheel around the parking lot. It was home. All that changed the day she met Mr. Eugene. He started coming around more and more, and so did his older son and two daughters. Then my baby cousin Bianca moved in with us while her mom, one of my older cousins, got on her feet. So my mom and Mr. Eugene went house hunting, and pretty soon we were moving into this ancient wooden house from the 1920s at 35th and Market in the West End.

			The first time I saw it, my heart sank. It was big—big enough that it had been carved up into three apartments that now needed to be converted back into a single-family home. But it had been abandoned, left to the squatters and the elements. There was junk all over the lawn, broken appliances, rotted wood and shattered glass, pieces of furniture left behind by the previous tenants or squatters. Inside, every couple steps you’d come across a roach or a mouse dropping. Off the living room was a huge closet filled to the ceiling with old tires, pieces of chairs, bricks, and dirty mops. A rank odor followed you from room to room.

			But my mom is a visionary. She sees only the potential in things, so we moved in, and she rolled up her sleeves and put on some gloves and set to work making a home. With every step through that dilapidated house, her smile grew. Everywhere I saw a problem, Mom saw an opportunity. She’d walk to a corner, wave her arm across the room, and describe everything she could do with it. Everywhere there was blight, she saw the chance to turn it into something beautiful. And when I looked at the house through her eyes, she was right. Every room had original hardwood floors. Underneath the dust and debris, the dining room had wood trim and brass finishes that looked like something you’d see in the movies. Out on the front porch there was this old, rotted, rickety swing hanging from rusted chains. My mom took one look and blurted out with joy, “We can sit out here and watch the sun set!”

			After we moved in, weeds were pulled, mops were pushed, paint was rolled, and piles of trash were loaded up and carried out. It took some time, but in the end we had a place that felt like home. Mom even restored the old wooden floors throughout the house. By the time she was done they shined like new. It wasn’t perfect, but it was ours.

			Then, one week before Christmas, not long after I turned eight, I’d crawled up under my mountain of covers and drifted off to sleep with the orange glow of Mr. Eugene’s heater flickering at the foot of my bed next to the closet. It was toasty, but as the night went on it got hotter than it had ever been, so much so that the heat wrenched me out of my sleep. As I opened my eyes, everything was blurry, but I could sense a thick haze in the room, like a cloud glowing orange. I scratched my head and started rubbing my eyes. Then the smell hit me. This wasn’t a dream. I bolted upright, and the whole room snapped into focus. Sparks had leapt from the heater into my closet, sending my clothes up in a tower of flames that stood between me and the door. A sheet of fire was slowly creeping its way to the edge of the mountain of blankets that covered me.

			I screamed, “Mama! Mama! My room is on fire!” I screamed it over and over again, sweat pouring down my face, but no one responded. No one could hear me. I looked over at my window but realized right away that jumping from the second story wasn’t an option. I turned and looked back through the flames to the door. It was closed tight, which meant it was surely stuck. I knew I didn’t have any choice. My survival instincts kicked in. I threw off the covers, stood up on the bed, got my balance, and jumped for it.

			And I made it, crashing into the door on the far side of the flames. I didn’t even stop to see if I’d been burned. Petrified that the door would be jammed shut like it always was, I grabbed the doorknob with both hands and yanked on it with all my might. Miraculously, it swung right open, as if there were angels looking out for me.

			I ran down the hall and into Mom’s room, screaming the whole way. Mr. Eugene woke up first, groggy and rubbing his eyes. “What’s going on, Charlie?” he said. I tried to tell him my room was on fire, but, agitated from being woken up, he didn’t hear a word I was saying. He cut me off and told me to go back to bed.

			I kept screaming at my mom that there was a fire and she needed to get up. Her eyes flew open, and it was like she understood me in her sleep, because she woke up screaming, “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus!” as she jumped out of bed and burst out of the room to grab little Bianca out of her crib.

			Mr. Eugene finally got up as well. Completely misreading the peril of the situation, he took his little cup from his nightstand to get some water from the bathroom to try and put the fire out. My mom wasn’t about to stop and debate him on the matter. She yelled at me from Bianca’s room down the hall, “C.J.! Get downstairs! Right! Now!”

			She didn’t have to tell me twice. I ran down the hallway and all the way down the stairs, and as I got to the bottom I could hear my mother coming right behind me. I turned and looked up and she came flying through the air. She’d jumped the last ten steps, cradling Bianca in her arms as she glided to the landing, falling to the floor and twisting her body to avoid landing on Bianca before rolling up to her feet by the front door. The whole thing seemed like it had happened in slow motion. Neither of them even got a scratch.

			Running to the kitchen, Mom grabbed the phone and made two calls, the first to 911 and the second to my grandad. Then we ran outside and stood in the street and watched our house burn.

			I hadn’t had time to get any shoes, so I stood barefoot on the asphalt, my feet all scraped up from running out of the house. It must have been freezing that night, given how cold it was in the house, but my adrenaline was running so high I don’t remember it as being cold at all. As I watched the orange glow engulf the roof and the top floor, I started to cry. It was like watching an episode of The Twilight Zone. “This can’t be happening,” I thought. All my clothes were gone. Every award I ever got from school was going up in flames. Even the presents Mom had bought for Christmas were in there. How would we fix this? What would we do? I felt empty and numb.

			After a few minutes that felt like an eternity, fire trucks and ambulances came roaring up the street, and I watched as the firefighters jumped off the truck and ran into the house. Soon after they ran in, having failed in his heroic attempt to put out the fire caused by his prized heater, Mr. Eugene came out. One by one, our neighbors walked out into the street to watch the fire. They asked us if we were okay. Still speechless, we nodded yes.

			Then, out of the darkness, I saw a set of headlights turning onto our street. It was Grandad in his big burgundy Chevy Astro conversion van, coming to pick us up. Seeing his van gave me the first feeling of peace I’d had since jolting out of bed. Mr. Eugene stayed behind as my mother, Bianca, and I climbed in. Mom put her arms around me as Grandad drove off. I couldn’t believe everything was gone. I couldn’t believe I’d actually made it out of that room. As we rode along in silence, I said a prayer quietly to myself, grateful to be alive and grateful to know we were going to the one place we’d be safe: Grandma’s house.

			

			—

			GROWING UP IN the West End, much of my life revolved around Grandma’s house, which is what everyone called it even though Grandad lived there, too. It was the mothership, command central, the place where we all gathered, which given the size of the family meant it was always cramped. If we all have a ministry, Grandma’s was family. She always wanted a big one, and she loved babies. After raising eleven of her own, as they started to leave the house, she and Grandad decided to open their home to foster children, too, to provide a home to children who didn’t have one. Over time, Grandma and Grandad formally adopted seven of them.

			Anyone who’d ever lived at Grandma’s house even for a little while was considered family. They were always welcome at Christmas and Thanksgiving. So by the time my generation came along, there had to be at least seventy siblings and step-siblings and cousins from all the different families. You couldn’t walk through the hallway without bumping into someone, and the minute you walked into that house you knew you were home.

			Grandma’s house sat in the middle of a small, congested street, surrounded by houses that looked just like it. When I came down 38th Street and turned onto Parker Avenue, my eyes would get big and I’d stretch my neck to see who was outside. Before we even parked and got out of the car, friends and relatives would be waving on the street. A ball would be in the air. A hula hoop would be spinning. A few of my uncles would be in the driveway talking sports and I could hear them calling out my name.

			“C.J.!”

			“What’s going on, Chuck?”

			“What’s going on, Uncle?” I would shout back as I got out of the car and hugged each one, with big smiles all around. Uncle Tony would be flexing his muscles and talking about his workout regimen. Uncle Terrance would be leaning up against his car, with music playing and a beer hidden out of view so Grandma couldn’t see it. I marveled at them all.

			Then it was time for my entrance. I’d make sure my shoes were clean and my fit was straight, and I’d walk through the sea of cousins. I was one of the oldest, and everyone would yell my name and run to give me a hug; there would be at least ten hugs before I got to the porch.

			The porch was small but always packed. Each step up the front stairs was a dap or a handshake, as each step was a seat for two or three more cousins. Navigating around them was like running an obstacle course. The front door would be opening and closing as people went in and out, fanning the smell of Grandma’s cooking into the yard, and it always smelled so good. Even though Grandad worked several jobs from sunup to sundown, there was never a lot of money to go around, but Grandma was a magician in the kitchen. Between a garden in the backyard and the food commodities and WIC we got from the government, no one ever went without a meal, and that included neighbors, church members, extended family, even passersby on a Sunday afternoon. Every Sunday felt like the story from the Bible about Jesus and the two fish and the five loaves of bread. The only difference is that we also had cakes and pies.

			When I hit that last step and made it to the porch, if she wasn’t in the kitchen, Grandma would be sitting in her long jean skirt and Christ Temple Choir T-shirt, hair pulled back in a bun, her rolled-up crossword puzzle beside her. “Hey, C.J.!” she’d say, letting out a joyous laugh as I leaned down to hug her. Then she’d smile her radiant smile, the light sparkling off her gold teeth.

			“How was school?” she’d say. “You still getting all As?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Grandad would be to her left, his cup of lemonade resting on the rail, his Louisville Cardinals cap on tight. His right hand, short a few fingers from an accident at the aluminum factory, would be reaching out for a handshake.

			“Hey Charlie! You doing all right? What you think about the Cardinals? They sure were turning that ball over, but they pulled it out!”

			I would shake my head and laugh. It was always good to see him, but I knew if I didn’t keep moving, a story would soon begin and a line of cousins would soon be forming trying to get in the house. Right inside the front door, I’d usually find a few more cousins singing and dancing and cutting up—that is, until Grandma yelled for the kids to go to the basement, at which point, one after the other, we’d all line up and rumble down the stairs.

			The adults had the upstairs, but the basement was ours. There were so many of us and the house was so small, every day something was spilled on the floor or broken. Sending the children to the basement was Grandma’s way of keeping the house from being completely destroyed. The basement was a wide-open concrete floor, perfect for doing cartwheels, with couches lined around the sides. After school, we’d all head down there for what was, in effect, free daycare for our working parents. On Friday nights we would all huddle on the couches to watch movies, or pile the couch cushions on the floor to make forts and have huge pillow fights. It was like a nonstop party.

			As full as Grandma’s house was with people, it was filled even more with love. Not the simple kind of love that always makes you smile but the kind of love that pushes you, inspires you, calls you out, makes you sing and, sometimes, makes you cry. There was always a story being told, a gospel song being played, an eruption of loud laughter, a heated argument, or an all-out fight.

			A core value in our family is that we fought for one another. We always had one another’s backs. We helped one another with homework. When you had a major victory, everyone would show up to support you. When you fell down, everyone would be there to pick you up. No one necessarily talked about the troubles they faced at home, but as kids, we could always tell if someone was having a tough time. If you missed a meal, got in trouble at school, or were bothered by seeing the street taped off from a shooting, you didn’t really need to say anything. Everyone else just knew.

			Even when there was drama or disagreement in the family, when someone was hurt, all of that was put aside. When you are raised with such a deep connection to family, you understand the importance of selflessness, communication, loyalty, and love. These things are a type of wealth that money can never buy. We didn’t have money, make no mistake about it. But you could never have convinced me that poor was a term that remotely applied to us. Our love was too deep, our faith was too great, and our hardworking spirit was too strong. The struggles we faced didn’t seem like struggles. We may have experienced times where we didn’t have the things other children did, but we never went without, and because of that I knew that even when we didn’t have a house, we always had a home.

			

			—

			WHEN GRANDAD PULLED up to Grandma’s house on the night of the fire, it was pitch-black out. There were no hula hoops in the street, no cousins playing ball or sitting on the steps up to the porch. Bone-tired and shivering from the cold, we walked into the living room to a rare quiet scene. All the aunts and uncles and cousins were fast asleep. There was no empty bed for me and my mom. There were no empty couches and no empty chairs, either.

			“C.J.,” Mom calmly urged. “Go get one of your Grandma’s T-shirts to sleep in and get some blankets out of the closet.”

			“Where am I going to sleep?”

			“Just find a spot downstairs on the floor.”

			I got the T-shirt and blanket and went downstairs. I wasn’t a fan of sleeping on the basement floor. Most of it was bare concrete except for the area near the TV, where there was a thin green carpet. Grandma’s house always had roaches, too, and I was always afraid one would crawl on me, like the time one crawled in my big cousin Geno’s mouth. But I found a bare spot on the carpet, curled up, and did my best to get to sleep.

			For the next few weeks, the routine was pretty much the same. Mom slept on the couch upstairs most nights, but sometimes she slept with me on the floor. The bigger challenge was school. In the beginning, I hoped this whole “my house burned down” excuse might get me out of class for a while. My mother, always prioritizing education as she did, quickly disabused me of that notion. “Just because our house caught fire doesn’t mean you get to miss class,” she said, but the idea of going to school and taking tests when my whole life was upside down seemed unbearable. I didn’t even have any clothes to wear. They’d all burned up in the fire. For a young kid, it was a lot to process.

			My mom’s faith never wavered. She assured me we’d be okay no matter what. “Son,” she said, “if the Lord sees you to it, He will see you through it.” And we didn’t have to rely on faith alone, because we had family.

			Everyone showed up. My aunts, my uncles, my cousins. They helped us get clothes, kept us fed, and even helped fix up the house on 35th and Market. The fire had taken a huge chunk of the second floor, but the building itself was still salvageable. I was too young to understand what insurance was, but I overheard Mom and Mr. Eugene talking about it, and while we had some coverage for the major repairs, it wasn’t enough to fix everything. It didn’t matter. For everything else, we had Grandad.

			Grandad had moved up to Louisville from Mississippi as a teenager. There weren’t many good-paying jobs for Black folks back then, but since he was good with his hands, he used that to build a career. Like a lot of people of the West End, Grandad was a hustler, meaning he always figured out a way to keep the lights on and put food on the table. It made him a jack of all trades. He’d get up early to work at the factory, then spend his off hours fixing cars, repairing appliances, doing electrical work, and raising crops in the yard to feed his family. To me, he seemed as strong as twenty men. Even with his missing fingers, he still had the powerful handshake of a man half his age. I was convinced he could do anything.

			When it came time to fix up our house, Grandad took over the project. He had shifts of people coming into the house—my uncles, all of the people he did odd jobs with over the years. Even the neighbors would wander in and pick up a hammer. He had them doing plumbing repairs, rewiring the electrical, putting up cabinets, painting the walls. Even though they were all volunteers, he was still hard on them. “Wayne, don’t move that nail!” “Archie, that’s the wrong drill!” It was like a comedy routine, but I never let them know I thought that. I would quietly do the tasks Grandad asked me to do, making sure to keep a straight face as Grandad gave everyone a hard time.

			The house wasn’t perfect when we moved back in. It was still old. It still had creaks and leaks. But seeing the smile on my mom’s face as she walked through each room was amazing. I loved my new bedroom. Now I had carpet, so there were no more cold wooden floors at night. The door to my room had been fixed so it didn’t get stuck anymore. We even had vents that reached all the way upstairs, bringing heat straight up from the basement, so I was done with Mr. Eugene’s space heaters, too. Walking through the house was exciting and weird. It was like watching our lives being put back together. It felt like much more than a home repair project. It felt like we mattered.

			That first night back, with my mom by my side, I kneeled next to my bed and folded my hands. Together we asked God for the grace we prayed for every day. “May the angels be encamped around and about us, keeping us safe.” As we said, “Amen,” I smiled to myself: Our prayer had been answered. I got up, gave Mom a hug, and then slid under the mound of covers, pulling them up to my chin.

			Mom leaned down and kissed me on my forehead.

			“Sweet dreams.”

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			EARL

			“C.J., IT’S TIME to come in and eat! Put the basketball away! Say bye to your friends and get ready for dinner!”

			On long summer evenings, my mom always had to call me in for dinner, because every night I was out in the street playing basketball—and by “basketball” I mean shooting baskets on the milk crate we had nailed up to the utility pole. Hearing her voice hollerin’ through the screen door was the start of our nightly ritual. I’d dap up my friends, throw the basketball into our old rickety garage, and run to the house, using my shirt to wipe the sweat off my face as I called into the kitchen, “What are we going to eat, Mama?” Then the delicious smell would hit me, answering my question before she could. I’d hurry to change my shirt and we’d sit down for our family dinner, me and Mama and Bianca, and sometimes Mr. Eugene. We would all pray and dig in, and I wasted no time scarfing it down.

			I loved my mom’s cooking. It didn’t matter if it was fried Spam, frozen fish sticks from the Save-a-Lot, canned Glory greens, doctored ramen noodles, or instant mac and cheese, I always ate it as if it were a gourmet meal. As far as I was concerned, she was the best cook in the world, because I could tell that every time she set down my plate for me to eat, she was telling me she loved me. Nothing had to be said. She would smile and gently put her hand on my head as she sat down next to me. I’d smile back and say my prayers so we could eat. There wasn’t a lot of talking during dinner—Mom made sure I didn’t talk with food in my mouth—but it was our time to be together and have some peace. I looked forward to that time each day.

			Then, one evening, we were going through the whole routine—the holler through the screen door, the sweaty shirt, me bowing my head to pray—but my mom didn’t sit down next to me.

			“Hurry up and eat, baby,” she said as she set down my plate and walked out of the room.

			“Aren’t you going to eat too, Mama?”

			“You just eat, son. I’ll be okay.”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			Something was wrong.

			“Why aren’t you eatin’, Mama? It’s dinnertime. You’re supposed to be eating with me.”

			“Son, don’t worry about Mama,” she said breezily. “Everything’s fine. Quit asking questions and eat your food before it gets cold.”

			I shrugged it off and kept eating, figuring she had her reasons. Then the next day it happened again. Then the next, and the next. Our whole afternoon routine would go as normal, but she would skip sitting down to dinner. It started to agitate me. That peace I felt when Mom sat down with me was gone, and I didn’t know why.

			I started peppering her with questions, and every night she gave me the same hand wave and the same dismissive answer. “Everything’s fine, son. Go ahead and eat so your food doesn’t get cold.” None of it felt right. This was our time together, and I wanted that. Besides, I was hungry and Bianca was hungry, so Mom had to be hungry, too.

			On the fourth or fifth night of this, she brought my plate out and set it down, and as she started her walk back to the kitchen I asked again, “Mama, why don’t you eat with me anymore? I’m confused.”

			She stopped at the doorway and turned to look at me.

			“Son, Mama’s not eating because there’s only enough food for you and Bianca. But that’s okay. I’ll be fine. Mama just needs you to eat so you can get ready for school.”

			Growing up, I never really knew how hard life was for my mother. Most of the time she protected me from the burdens she carried. But in that moment she pulled the curtain back and showed me a side of her life that I’ve only glimpsed a handful of times since. I was stunned, and I was grateful. She wasn’t eating because of me, because of her love for me. More than that, she was letting me know I was worthy of that kind of love and that kind of sacrifice.

			As she walked away, tears started to fall down my face. I wiped them on my sleeve and finished eating my dinner. I didn’t want Mom to go without to take care of me. I didn’t want her to be hungry, and I felt a deep determination to make sure she never had to do that again.

			

			—

			MY MOM ALWAYS sacrificed for family. For her, there was never really any other option. Out of eleven kids, she was the oldest. She was named Earletta after my great-great-aunt, but everyone called her Earl for short. With Grandad working over twelve hours a day, by junior year of high school my mom had to stop going to class so that she could help out more at home, the same thing Grandma had done for her siblings when she was a teenager.

			My mom was struck from the same mold as her mother, and Grandma was a rock. JoAnn C. Hearn was her name, and despite the fact that she’d never finished high school, she was the expert in every room she was in. Mom was the same, stepping in and all but raising some of her younger brothers and sisters, my aunts and uncles. And she didn’t just raise them. She fought for them and protected them, too. One of my favorite stories about my mom is one my aunties Lisa and Linda would tell, about the time one of them got jumped. “So listen, C.J.,” they’d say. “We were fighting in the street. It was a group of girls ganging on us. Your mama was back at the house, so we didn’t think she knew what was going on. Then, out of nowhere, here she comes. She starts grabbing the girls and tossing them off of us. All we could see were arms and legs flying, because your mom was tossing them girls in the air!” Every time they told the story, they’d act out the parts, impersonating my mom as she beat up all the girls, and whenever they did Mom would listen and smile and shrug, like it was nothing. She’s a sweet woman, but don’t ever mess with family.

			My mom’s sacrifice for her siblings paid dividends. All the kids grew up right and soon they were all working, too. Uncle Tony and Uncle Alonzo learned to cut hair, which meant I hardly ever had to go to a barbershop when I was little. Uncle Terrance and Uncle Lamont performed in a dance group, traveling the country to show off their incredible break-dancing skills. My aunts all became hustlers in their own right, working multiple jobs in hospitals and factories and schools while raising children of their own, some of them as single parents. Hearing them talk about what my mother means to them is always humbling; it’s like everybody knows she’s special, but I’m the lucky one that gets to be her son.

			I was born on October 20, 1984, and my mom always called me her miracle baby. I’m an only child not because she didn’t want more children but because of health complications. I remember her having several miscarriages when I was little. Besides me, the one time she did carry a baby to term was my little sister, Ebony, who lived only a few moments after being born. We both cried for a while after this, but I know I can never fully understand what my mom went through. All I know is that she made sure to always tell me how much she loved me, and her hugs always told me that I meant the world to her.

			Mom and I had each other, but most months we didn’t have much else. I didn’t understand what it meant to be poor, but no matter what hardship we endured, Mom always taught me to see our challenges as opportunities to grow. Given everything my mom had done for my aunts and uncles, they would never hesitate to help out when things were tight, but she rarely let on that we needed the help. She just juggled as many jobs and side hustles as she could, from working at TJ Maxx to serving pizza at Mr. Gatti’s, from putting in long hours at a fabricating warehouse to spending years in a distribution center for Natural Wonders, a science and nature company. Mom did it all.

			She never told me how much money she made, but like any kid I often went snooping around. I would regularly bring the mail into the house, and one time I snuck a look at her pay stub and it shocked me. I didn’t understand what minimum wage was, but even then I knew that six dollars an hour wasn’t a lot of money.

			The pay stubs always came in the mail alongside a stack of bills. I learned how to read a Louisville Gas & Electric statement pretty early on, and we were always months behind. The bill in the brown envelope was always the last one to come before the lights were cut off. Those came far too often.

			I had no idea how she did all the things she did for us with so little money. I was convinced she worked miracles, and, in her own way, she did. She’d done some modeling in her earlier years. She never left the house without a pair of high heels, and she always wore elegant suits and dresses. To look at them, you’d think they cost hundreds of dollars. She would pin a beautiful brooch to her collar, place a large hat on her head that matched her outfit (we called them church hats), and step out like the star of the show. Her secret was that, like Grandma, she’s a seamstress. Everything she wore she made herself. She even made my clothes, creating from scratch polyester and linen shorts with matching shirts that I loved.

			In church we always used to say, “We don’t look like what we’ve been through!” That was especially true when it came to my mom. I always got anxious when I saw that brown bill from LG&E, but then I’d look to my mom and she never showed a hint of worry, so I concluded that everything must be okay. “Don’t let anything steal your joy,” she would always say. Even in the dark, we knew God would make a way. If she was able to walk around singing after she saw the same brown envelope that I saw, surely I could keep it together and support her. Inevitably, the lights would end up getting cut off. The water, too. But Mom never stopped singing. She would regularly quote 1 Corinthians, chapter 10, verse 13, reminding me that God never puts more on us than we can bear.

			

			—

			THE MAIN REASON we were able to survive the toughest of times was our strong foundation of faith. I was born and raised as a member of Christ Temple Christian Life Center. My grandparents were one of the founding families, and all my aunts, uncles, and cousins went there. Christ Temple Apostolic church was our spiritual home and a haven from the trauma that existed in the streets of the West End; the ride from our house to church would take us past several liquor stores, abandoned houses, drug corners, and people wandering the streets looking to sober up or find a place to sleep.

			Our lives revolved around the church. We often spent five or six days of the week there for prayer meetings, Bible class, Friday night worship, choir practice, revivals, and, of course, morning and evening services on Sundays. Since there were so many of us, Grandad ended up getting a couple of used church vans to transport us. Many times, we would all meet over at Grandma’s house, and Grandad would have the vans running like shuttles to get us all to church in time for Sunday school. We never missed Sunday school.

			My family was deeply involved in every aspect of the church. Grandad was the senior deacon for the church, officiating the offerings, handling church administration, and counting all the money. Grandma and my mom were ushers, passing out the fans and helping people find a seat.

			Mom was one of the lead singers in the choir. She sings an opera soprano, and when she hit those glass-shattering high notes, everyone would jump up and start shouting. Pastor loved Mom’s singing so much that he would randomly call her to come up during service to sing a solo. I’d watch with pride as she held her choir robe and did a Holy Ghost dance across the stage. In my head I was shouting, “That’s my mama!”

			I come from a family of bishops, pastors, evangelists, deacons, ushers, choir directors, gospel singers, musicians, praise team leaders, Sunday school teachers, and church janitors, so there was rarely a moment where our conversations didn’t revolve around church in some way. As the song would say, we were part of a “hand-clapping, foot-stomping, tongue-talking, Pentecostal, Apostolic church.” It shaped everything in our lives. We prayed regularly throughout the week. We weren’t allowed to listen to worldly music, weren’t allowed to wear shorts above our knees or pants that sagged below our waists, and we were strongly discouraged from doing things like going to the movies.

			Strict though it was, the message from Christ Temple was always rooted in grace and love, and it directed us to understand that mistakes don’t have to mean life is over. In every service, there would be an altar call, where we could confess our sins and shortcomings and ask God for healing and forgiveness.

			I went to the altar often.

			I was baptized when I was nine years old. Once you repented and dedicated your life to Christ, you would get baptized to wash away your sins. That process is called being “born again.” It was a dedication to being rooted and guided in faith, to live upright, and to make sure every action or word we said was directed toward loving one another, helping our neighbors, and lifting up the word of God.

			After you were baptized, ministers in the church would counsel you. We would learn more about the teachings of the Bible and take a more active role in church, and after showing that we were ready, we would tarry to receive the Holy Ghost. Tarrying was a process of praying, crying out to God, and waiting to receive the Holy Spirit. We would go into a back room of the church and cry out for the Holy Ghost. There were several small rooms down a hallway behind the pulpit. Each room had a curtain for privacy and benches for the saints to kneel on. Ministers would sit with us, praying as well, and encourage us to cry out to God.

			In the Apostolic faith, we believe that receiving the gift of the Holy Ghost is evidenced by speaking in tongues. We would have to tarry until that happened, which could take several hours. It truly was an exercise of faith. It was an exercise of incredible focus on something bigger than you. You had to believe with everything in you that this deep elevation in the spirit was possible. Those aspects of personal commitment and unlimited faith meant as much to me as the idea of speaking in other languages. There is power in finding that place where nothing will stop you from fighting for what you believe in. When I came out of the tarrying room, the church shouted and danced in celebration.

			I felt like a new person after that night. Faith became the foundation to everything I did. The power of the Holy Spirit taught me that no matter how hard the night may be, joy will come in the morning. That every single step I take, and every word I speak, is to be intentional in giving God glory. Still, as strong as my faith was, I had questions. At night, I would sit on Mom’s bed and ask her about everything under the sun. “Why does God allow bad things to happen? Why did God allow our house to catch on fire? Why do we always learn about how to get through tough times?”

			She would take time to answer all of my questions, even admitting when she didn’t have an answer. Although there were strict practices in our faith, Mom never got upset when I questioned them or wrestled with their inconsistencies. Like everyone, she faced her own struggles with the earthly failings of the church, but she never let them disconnect her from her own relationship with God. Because of that, her faith sustained her through the crucible she was called on to bear.

			

			—

			TRAUMA ECHOES DOWN through the generations, and when I was a child the trauma of my father’s childhood reverberated throughout my mother’s life and my own. In many ways, it still does to this day. When my dad was eleven years old, his father was shot and killed during a domestic altercation with my dad’s mother, my Maw Maw. The man was an abusive husband, and one fateful day he forced Maw Maw to defend herself. Afterward, she immediately went right down to the police station and turned herself in, letting the authorities know what had happened. She was initially charged with his murder, but once all the facts were in they ruled it self-defense and she was free to go.

			In the wake of that trauma, my father struggled with mental health issues his whole life. It caused problems in my parents’ marriage, and they divorced before I was two, a stigma my mother had to carry in a church where divorce is seen as a great sin. I never knew my mom and dad as a married couple. I knew my father only on weekends, and there was a lot about his life of which I knew nothing at all. I do know that my father coped with his trauma by blocking it out and never speaking of it again. I know that as the oldest of four he was very protective of his siblings. I know that he was a soft-spoken boy who learned to laugh and keep things light to avoid dealing with the drama at home, and as a result he struggled in school and eventually dropped out to join the Army.

			I also know that for the rest of his life he’d go through times of being quiet and melancholy and withdrawn for reasons that he never explained to me. He had a hard time being vulnerable or expressing himself or dealing with pain. He did confide in me a lot when I was little. When I was still in elementary school, we would sit in his car for hours, and he’d talk to me about his past relationships and ask for my advice. I can’t say I necessarily knew what we were talking about or what I should say to him, but it always seemed like my advice helped.

			My mom and dad actually had a lot in common. Both of them were born in 1960 and were raised in the West End. Both were the oldest in their families; both dropped out of high school to work and support their families. They met not long after he’d returned from a deployment in Germany. He was still in the Reserves and working at KFC, where he met my Uncle Terrance, who introduced him to my mother, and a few months later they were married. Once they learned that I was on the way, Dad left the service and found a full-time job working the third shift at the post office, and they settled on the East End of Louisville in an area called Jeffersontown, or J-Town. But by the time I was old enough to comprehend the world and ask questions about it, Mom and I were already living in our little apartment, and I only saw my dad once a week after school, every other weekend, and holidays.

			But, man, what incredible weekends they were.

			My dad had a shiny black Honda CR-X. It had low-profile rims with spinners, two subwoofers in the back that made it sound like a concert on wheels, and neon lights underneath that lit up the street. We called it the Batmobile. He told me it was the fastest car in the world, unbeatable in a race. Because he was my dad and my hero, I believed him.

			In my mom’s Apostolic household, we weren’t allowed to listen to anything other than gospel music. Things were different with Dad. When he came to pick me up, before the Batmobile even pulled into sight I could hear his music blasting from down the block: Michael Jackson, Dr. Dre, Mint Condition, Tupac, the Isley Brothers, Keith Sweat, House of Pain, A Tribe Called Quest. Through him I learned about rap and R&B, even some rock and roll, and seeing his appreciation for all different types of music helped me come to love them too. The rides in his car were the best, especially if he’d just bought a new tape. Whenever a cussword would play, he’d immediately apologize, but he wouldn’t stop the tape.

			Climbing into the Batmobile with him was like going on an adventure. He’d have his driving gloves on and his hat on backward, sunglasses hanging in the neck of his sleeveless T-shirt and a fanny pack clipped around his waist, which was where he’d keep the money to get milkshakes later on. I knew we were going to have a great time, even if we just hung around his apartment. One of my favorite parts of going over to Dad’s house was the food. He’d become an exceptional cook during his time overseas in the Army, and I knew that whatever he made for me would be delicious. If he didn’t cook, we would order pizza, rent a movie from Blockbuster, and lie on the floor with our shirts off like bachelors. He even bought me a Nintendo, and we often played long into the night, way past my bedtime.

			Dad and I would go to church, too. For years he was a member of Hill Street Baptist Church, which was the spiritual home for his side of the family. He was such a smooth guy, it always surprised me to see him sing and worship in service, but faith was a centerpiece for him, same as it was for Mom. For a man who kept many of his emotions to himself, he found joy in church. It was a haven for him, and it gave him a source of meaning and clarity; he needed a connection to something that could protect him, and the word of God gave him that protection. Though not as outspoken as my mom, he too found himself in ministry, eventually leaving Hill Street and finding a more permanent spiritual home at St. Stephen Church, the largest Black church in Kentucky.

			As he sought a new church home, Dad and a friend from the Army started a drill team to engage and uplift young Black teenagers in the city. He called them the Disciples for Christ, and taught them to step with military precision and perform drills and dance routines. Then he’d bring it all together with a gospel rap.

			“Check this out, Buddy,” he’d say. “I have a new rap. It’s called ‘Shake the Dust Off Your Feet.’ When I say my lines, you and the team will come in and yell out, ‘Shake the dust off your feet!’ It comes from the Book of Matthew. It’s Jesus’s way of saying we need to shake the haters off.”

			I wouldn’t say it was corny, but he definitely rapped like a dad in my eyes, like a mixture between Kurtis Blow and Will Smith. However, the words were powerful, and he delivered them just right.

			Every church he moved to, he continued with this step team, bringing young men from the other churches and welcoming more young men from the new church he joined. As his son, I was automatically on the team as well. I started when I was around eleven, and I was definitely the smallest person on the squad, as the rest of the team was in high school. Dad got us all matching white sweat suits and matching shoes. The sweat suits had DISCIPLES FOR CHRIST airbrushed on them in black-and-gold letters, both on the sweatshirt and running down the legs of the pants. We would perform during service as well as at events and programs around the city.

			I was always a little nervous. Singing in the choir at Mom’s church helped prepare me for being in front of an audience; I was a natural in front of a crowd. But performing in a step team/gospel rap group was not something I ever saw myself doing. We would start the show by standing at parade rest. Dad would bark out formation commands like he was back in the service: “Left face! Right face! Forward march!” We would line up and march down the center aisle of the church and head to the stage, singing as we marched: “That’s the sound of the men, working for the Lord!”

			When we made it to the front of the church, we would line up facing the congregation. The claps and cheers would get louder when they saw me, this little kid with a big baggy sweat suit standing with these tall, muscular teenagers and adults. The step leader would pop out of line, start the step, and then we would go at it, clapping our hands behind our backs, on our chests, and under our knees, performing the intricate steps. Then we would finish and hold our position, and the music would kick in, and Dad would grab the mic and perform his rap like he was Jay-Z rocking the
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