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Foreword by DeAndre Hopkins

Millions of football lovers know me as “DHop,” an unstoppable force on the field. But for me to be an NFL star, to stand where I am today, there was a lot my family and I had to get through.

As many know, my mother, Sabrina Greenlee, was the victim of a heinous attack that rendered her blind. July 20, 2002, was the day that changed our life forever. I was ten years old.

I remember returning home from school that day to find our yard packed with relatives. Mama loved putting on a good cookout, but I could tell something was wrong, that this wasn’t that. As I walked through the crowd of adults, I felt a stillness; there was no laughter, no celebration. I found my grandmother, who simply said, “Your mama’s been hurt.” But then when she told me Mama had been airlifted to a burn center in Georgia, was fighting for her life, and might not make it, I began to cry. I dialed my mother’s number on my cell phone. That day I remember I just kept calling Mama’s phone over and over and over again, wanting to just hear her voice. As I listened to her voicemail recording, I became more and more frightened that it would be the only thing I had left of her—her voice.

Me and my siblings weren’t allowed to see my mother during her stay in the hospital. But when Mama finally returned, she was no longer the feisty mother we knew: she had hit rock bottom, hiding away in her room, depressed. When I found the courage to enter her room one day, I’d see fifty different bottles of pills—some she needed to go to sleep, others to stay asleep, and others for the pain—on her nightstand.

Family members, who despite their own demons, issues, and bad habits, did their best to help us while Mama was hidden away in the bedroom. But none of them could replace her; she was our mama. And so, us kids were mostly on our own until about a year later, when Mama began moving around again, trying her best to get back to being a mother to us.

At that time, as Mama was coming from this very dark and hopeless place, she began to sell crack in a last-ditch effort to support us all. Me, my two sisters, and brother could barely sleep because of all the addicts knocking on our door from sunup to sundown. Because Mama was blind, she’d unknowingly drop crack rocks around the house, and I’d pick them up, returning them to her stash behind her nightstand, because I knew selling the drugs would be the only way we’d have enough money to eat. I was also terrified that the police would one day burst into our home and arrest my mother and split my family apart.

We struggled so much during that time that I made a decision when I was thirteen to never ask anyone for anything. I tried to take care of myself. I’d find a way to pay for my own shoes and school clothes, and stole Hot Pockets with my friends from the grocery store for my meals.

But I’d also lay in the bed and think: Is this what life is now? I knew there had to be more.

Even as a child, I had a big chip on my shoulder, but especially when I played sports. It was my release and saving grace, an escape. I was good, but I think the real reason I was better at sports than everyone else was because of the emotions built up inside of me. And my own struggles, too. A relative once told me to take that anger and aggression out and put it somewhere good: I did that, and I left it all on the field. As a result, my success is linked directly to my mama in many ways.

You see, Mama and I have a spiritual connection that’s very hard to explain. During my senior year in high school, Mama and I made a pact, though we never verbalized it: she would stop selling drugs if I went to school someplace far away from the troubles of our hometown. On the day I left for college, on a full athletic scholarship to Clemson University, I later learned Mama had flushed the last of the crack in her stash down the toilet. And while I chose to attend Clemson to be closer to her, we both did what we said we’d do. In the meantime, I would survive off the cafeteria food at school and take care of myself. Any extra money I made was to help my sister and my mama any way I could. We survived together.

When junior year rolled around, I decided I would leave Clemson early to try out for the NFL. In my small hometown, it’s frowned upon to leave school early; if you had the privilege of attending college, you were expected to finish. I asked my mother what to do, but she reminded me that it was my decision. Many people today call me a leader for many reasons, and it’s really because my mama raised me to be one. I always did my own thing, even as a little boy. I know it’s all because of her.

Mama also had a profound effect on others around her. Despite being blind, she’d somehow whip up four-course meals of meatloaf, mashed potatoes, collards, and macaroni and cheese. It’s something I’ve never seen before or since. People were always coming to the house, and she’d make them meals, providing them the support they needed at the time, along with a little bit of love. At times, I would come home to find the house packed with women. And there was Mama, in the center of the kitchen, giving all these ladies lessons on how to strip! All my mama’s friends, who couldn’t make ten dollars stripping if they tried, were focused intently on Mama’s moves! But that was Mama: always trying to make the best of a day. Even today, women love to be around her, not because her son is an NFL star, but because Mama is funny, a real character, and someone who never stops helping people. People loved coming to our home, because even though my mother couldn’t see anyone, she took care of everybody. I had four friends who lived with us throughout the years; Mama took care of all of them. She’s someone who is always looking for and giving love.

Despite the challenges, there was a lot of laughter in our home, too. I guess it was just my family creating our own happiness within whatever environment we found ourselves in. Kesha, my oldest sister, played basketball; my older brother, Marcus, played football. We were all good at what we did and would play together, outside all day, on a slab of concrete my cousin laid down. That was enough excitement for us; we didn’t need much except each other.

In 2013, there was no doubt in my mind that I was going to be drafted by the NFL. I was confident I did well in the combine, but I didn’t know which team might select me. A draft party in my honor was put together by my mother, who spent several weeks tasting the food, being sure to include lots of shrimp tempura, my favorite dish. She wanted everything to be perfect, not just for me but for all the people who came out to support me. Mama knew those people were going to see something they’d never see again: a hometown boy getting drafted in the first round by the NFL.

Draft Day was a day I’ll never forget. Reporters and television lights were everywhere. At the table were my two sisters, my brother, my godmother, and Mama. We also had photographs of other athletes in my family, including my mama’s two brothers and my father. When I say everyone in the town of Clemson, South Carolina, came out, I mean everyone. When I didn’t get drafted toward the end of that first round by the New England Patriots, I whispered to Mama a bit nervously, “I might go in the second round, so what we going to feed all these people tomorrow?”

My mama, who’s a comedian in her own right, shook her head and said without missing a beat, “They going to get chicken fingers.”

But, soon enough, I eventually became the first-round pick of the Houston Texans, the twenty-seventh player taken in the draft. As soon as it was announced, everyone in the room went crazy—everyone was patting me on the back, laughing, shouting. I put on my new Texans hat and looked over to Mama, who said just one sentence: “I knew this day was coming.”

Hours after I was drafted, I was on a plane to Houston with Mama. I slept with my head on her shoulder the whole way, and as the flight descended into Houston, we wondered what the future would now hold for our family. I wanted her to embrace it all, as best as she could, to not miss the moment, to take it all in, even though Mama couldn’t see. I wanted her to feel it. After we got off the plane, we were greeted by Texans coaches and took a tour of our new home. I looked out the window of the SUV and instructed, “Mama, look to the left . . . there are all these high-rise buildings. And Mama, look to the right . . .” And, although blind, she turned her head left and then right, imagining what she thought I saw.

“Mama, you can’t see this, but we’re going over a bridge. Everything is so beautiful. I wish you can just see this.” Then I looked at my mother, dressed in white and her hair in a perfect updo. “Mama, we made it,” I said to her. “You’ll never have to struggle again. We made it out.”

She just smiled and said, “Son, yes, we did.”

* * *

The things Mama went through—from helping to raise her brothers when she was young, to later selling drugs, to losing her sight in the most violent way—most people could not even understand that, but in this book Mama will lay it out to you honestly, and tell you things even I didn’t know. I’m happy that she’s evolved to be a person who can help people and lead them to change their lives through her life experience. In fact, I believe God wanted her to be where she is for this very purpose. I don’t think if she was able to see, and she didn’t carry her scars, that people would listen to her testimony.

Although Mama has never had the chance to see me score a touchdown, all through college at Clemson and to this day in the NFL, I bring her the football after I reach the end zone. I deliver it to her when she sits in the stands so she can touch it, so she can feel that I scored. And that together, we won against all odds.

Yes, her assault left her blind, but my mother survived to put four children through college. She’s done the most unimaginable things, though I do believe Mama had to first go through the most unimaginable difficulties to become the woman she is today.





Chapter 1

Easley

Easley, South Carolina, is where my only good childhood memories reside. I was raised in the center of the town, at a crossroads, and on one corner of that intersection was where my grandma Zona Ladd, my daddy’s mother, lived. It was a pretty, two-bedroom house with a small kitchen and dining room and big, manicured rosebushes outside that grew larger than me. And there was always this scrumptious aroma coming from Grandma’s house, where she’d be cooking up three meals a day—oyster casserole, green beans, fried chicken, or delicious lemon and chocolate pound cakes, especially if someone from the Easley Union Baptist Church passed away. “Y’all children take this to auntie or miss so-and-so’s house down the street,” she’d say. That was the type of neighborhood it was: everybody looked out for each other.

There was a full-length, screened-in porch at the side of Grandma Zona’s house, with very pretty steps that no one ever used and with a view out toward the town’s big water tank. Behind that was the cemetery. People used to walk through the graveyards to get to downtown Easley, which, looking back, should have been an omen for me. If you came around back then, in the early 1970s, you’d see my stepgranddaddy there—he pretty much lived on the porch, stuffing and smoking his pipe. A small white house next to theirs opened up, and eventually my daddy and mama—Terry and Rosa Nett Smith—rented it and moved in.

They were just teenagers then, having met as middle-school students at Clearview High School. That was the school all Black children in Easley went to, regardless of whatever grade they were really in.

“Truth be told, I was not attracted to him till I seen him with another girl who had on his jacket and hat,” said Mama. “I got kind of jealous of that—him giving another girl attention.”

Daddy played football with Mama’s brother Louis and started a lifelong, close friendship with Ottie, my mother’s first cousin, which is how Daddy knew about Mama. Ottie would grow up to become something like the pride of my mama’s wild side of the family. At the same time, Uncle Ottie would end up changing the trajectory of my family’s life, spinning my mother into a deep, dark abyss and sending the rest of us into a hell that has taken us years to dig out from.

Like Ottie, Mama was from Clemson, which Daddy derisively called “country”; Daddy was born and raised in Easley, which, of course, was just as country. While Grandma Zona created a quiet, sheltered life for her only child, my mama grew up plum poor in an area in Clemson called “the Hill.” Mama’s kin living on the Hill were loud, wild, and always raising hell. I heard Daddy say a million times over, “It’s something in the water down there.”

* * *

Daddy was six feet tall, light-skinned, and very good-looking. He was also a basketball and football star in Easley. To this day, if we go out to eat at Smitty’s Smokin Soul Food in Easley, somebody’s going to call him “a living legend.”

He started playing basketball in the ninth grade because the Black children in Clearview didn’t have a junior varsity team. At that young age, Daddy was voted Best New Athlete, averaging 26 points a game while also starring as the MVP of the football team. During his first football game in the ninth grade, Daddy got severely injured. It was fourth down when he was clipped from behind as he tried to stop the punt returner. Daddy fell face down, breaking his cheekbones and shattering his jaw. He was in the hospital in Greenville for more than a week. Grandma Zona was in the bleachers the night of the accident and saw the whole thing. From then on, she only listened to the games on the radio.

By around 1969, the year before I was born, the schools in South Carolina became integrated. Daddy was sent to Easley High and Mama was sent to Daniel High School, where she was a cheerleader. Mama was beautiful, with dark eyes, a big butt, a tiny waist, and curvy hips. Her pretty smile was accentuated by a gold tooth. She once told me two of her cousins were playing and accidentally knocked that tooth out. The dentist replaced it with a gold one, which became her signature. I’ve always thought it looked good and made Mama Mama.

Mama was always a hell-raiser. It never took much to push her buttons, which meant she was always getting into a fight, even when she was pregnant with me during her junior year. Her teacher would say, “If you’re pregnant, you need to quit fighting before you get hurt.” Mama would shake her head. “I’m not pregnant,” she’d lie.

Mama says one of the reasons she kept fighting was because the white kids would call the Black students “nigger.” Between the racism and Mama’s upbringing in the Hill, it was the making of a troubled woman. Truth is, she never really had a chance to be any different, because fighting was all Mama knew; violence is how she was taught to handle things in the Hill. And the tragedies awaiting her in the near future would only bring out her worst.

Regardless of why she got into the fights, some school official would always call my poor grandma and say, “Come pick up Rosa because she just got done fighting; she got to go home.” Grandma Frances, Mama’s mother, would have to leave her job at the laundry on campus at Clemson University to pick up her daughter. And by the time Mama got big and pregnant with me, she just never returned to school.

Mama tells a story about how, after I was born, she took me to Easley High School to see my daddy. While she had dropped out of school, Daddy had become a star quarterback. That day, a white girl Mama said “your daddy was fucking” wanted to hold me. Mama cussed the white girl out. Daddy, on the other hand, he insists “none of that ever happened.” That was how their relationship often went: two people always at odds, with the only thing in common being me.

* * *

At first, Daddy hated that integration had shut down all the formerly all-Black schools, because his old school, Clearview, was much nicer than the larger Easley High. Still, the newly integrated schools were exciting for mostly everyone else, for the Black boys and girls as well as the white students. To this day, some of Daddy’s best friends are his white football mates. Of course, that doesn’t mean being the first Black quarterback in a white school in South Carolina was easy. During the games, some of the fans—even on the Easley side—would call him a nigger and taunt him with animal noises. They’d shake the fence like they were going to break it down. Daddy would egg them on—“Come on! Come on!” and brush off the monkey calls, pointing to the scoreboard whenever he’d make a touchdown. He’d say, “Now, just look what that nigger has done!”

One night, he got caught sitting in a car with a white girl. They were parked at the foothills of the mountains when a car full of white kids pulled up, their headlights glaring in Daddy’s eyes. From afar, the Ford looked to Daddy like a police car. As the approaching car tried to block them in, Daddy revved up the engine, intentionally bumped the car, and drove off. The riders in the Ford gave chase, hollering threats. Eventually, he swerved off into the parking lot of a Black juke joint. Daddy knew they were not crazy enough to pursue him there.

* * *

To this day, Mama describes me as a “beautiful, bald-headed baby” who looked just like her Daddy. “I had her spoiled,” she says of me. “I couldn’t set her down or she would cry for me. I dressed her like a baby doll. Growing up, I had five or six baby dolls, and she was one of them.”

In April 1970, Daddy was still a senior at Easley High School. He had been admitted to Johnson C. Smith University, in Charlotte, on an athletic scholarship and would be starting in the fall. Of course, my arrival changed everything. In fact, Daddy only married Mama because I showed up, and back then it was the “right thing” to do; Mama herself admitted she only married him because I was born.

I was three months old when they got married in Daddy’s biological father’s living room, which was very small, with one couch and several chairs. On my mother’s side, only my Grandma Frances and two cousins attended. Daddy remembers about ten people squeezing into the house. The preacher had them stand in a tiny hallway to say their vows.

There’s a picture of Mama in her pink prom dress cutting a cake with Daddy. So few of Mama’s family showed up—they all believed she was too young to get married. During her own wedding, that’s how Mama herself felt, too: dumb and too young to be marrying someone else when she was still growing up herself. But, at the time, Mama didn’t care much. She knew she didn’t want to raise me on the Hill with all the fighting. And with Grandma Zona pressuring her to get married to Daddy, proclaiming, “I want to able to see my only grandchild,” Mama thought getting married was the best thing to do.

With only thirty dollars in his pocket, Daddy was scared as hell of everything that was coming at him: college, a new family, and a baby! “I was thinking, how am I going to make this work?” he recalls.

And for a while they tried. Daddy arrived at Johnson C. Smith University that August but was back home for good that same month. He said he had to quit school because of me, which is something, for some reason, he never lets me forget.

“They didn’t have a lot,” Daddy has said about Mama and her people. “So I felt it was my responsibility to do what I could. I’d go to work or do whatever I could do to make sure you had what you needed, which included marrying your mom. I would have never married your mother if she had not gotten pregnant with you.”

Were they ever in love? Sometimes I think so and other times I don’t. I refuse to believe you can have three children and go through so many struggles without having some feelings for each other. Truth is, they were two kids trying to figure it out back in the days of segregation and desegregation, during a time when it wasn’t popular to be Black, let alone Black and in love. Mama insists the reason she didn’t like my daddy is because she never got over the white girls who he’d show interest in. Daddy swears the second he got my mama pregnant he stopped “all of that” and did everything he could to please Mama, but nothing was ever enough. I suppose Mama was just not capable of letting it go, but she should have in order to receive love and give love another chance. And so, as far as I can tell, this is why she started cheating on Daddy, eventually breaking up our home.

I do think my daddy tried, in his mind, to do the right thing, because this is what they did back in the day: if you got a girl pregnant, you were told you had to marry her. And you had to take on your responsibilities and do the right thing. Regardless of whether they ever truly cared for each other, one thing I do know is that I wasn’t conceived out of love.

I lived and breathed my daddy, though. I just didn’t think my daddy ever did nothing wrong, although there is one thing he did that still hurts. All my life, he’d throw in my face that I was the reason he never finished Johnson C. Smith. He’d say: “I quit because your mom was calling me, telling me that she needed help with my baby.”

He’d tell me, “You was a baby that only drunk Carnation milk. And I had to get you cans and cans of Carnation milk. So I went ahead and married your mother.”

Can you imagine growing up hearing that your entire life? I am almost certain he was just ignorant of the hurt he was causing, unable to realize the pain those words caused me. But he had recited this mantra in his head so much—and would say it to me all the time—that he didn’t even see the harm in the words: If it wasn’t for you, I would have finished college.

Right after the wedding, Mama and Daddy moved in with his father and his stepmother. A few months later, though, they moved out of there and into a trailer near Grandma Zona, which is when my brother Terry Allen—affectionately known as Hummie—was born. I might have been a Daddy’s girl, but Grandma Zona was the one who really doted on me. She’d buy me all these expensive clothes and would never let me get dirty—she was always washing something off me. My mama says I was used to getting my way with Grandma Zona, and I never liked hearing the word “no.”

Our small family eventually moved to Clemson—to the Hill—with Mama’s parents, but Daddy hated every moment of it. “Them people,” he’d start, meaning Mama’s wild kin on the Hill. “They were always fighting,” he said. “I found myself having to fight, too.”

When Daddy got a job at a plant in Easley, he commuted thirty-two miles for a spell, and eventually moved the family back. In retrospect, this must have been hard for Mama. Here she is, a teenage wife with babies, who now must move from the Hill, where all her close relatives resided, to a home next door to her mother-in-law. She did get lots of help from Grandma Zona, but Mama and Daddy argued a lot during this time, and I imagine it was a strain.

They were just two strangers: one seventeen, the other eighteen, both trying to raise children. Before they knew it, there were three children to feed, born in rapid succession: me in 1970, Terry in 1971, and lastly, Russell Bernard—who we affectionately called Dilly—in 1972. Mama says, “I was having children like doorsteps.”

Before moving next to Grandma Zona, we lived in a brick house Daddy bought in a subdivision called Marshal Heights. During that time, Mama was always going back and forth to Clemson, which caused fierce arguments. Things got so bad between her and Daddy that Mama became deeply depressed, even suicidal. Her family put her in the hospital, and when she got out, she moved us to Connecticut to live for a year with a relative. She eventually returned to Easley because Hummie—who was especially close to our father—began to miss him deeply. Soon, Daddy, Mama, and us three kids again moved next door to Grandma Zona.

* * *

We lived in the Black section of Easley, near a popular café called the Brown Derby. Back then, all the Black communities had their places to go—some legal, some illegal. This was a legal one: they sold beer, hamburgers, hot dogs, sandwiches, and they even cooked soul food on the weekends, like chitlins and collards and sweet potatoes. Crowds of men would gather to hang out near some pool tables they had there.

Our house was very small. You’d walk into the living room, and if you stood there you could look right to the kitchen. If you took another couple steps into the hallway—it was kind of like a little square—you had a room to the right and a room to the left. My room with Hummie and Dilly was to the left. If Mama or Daddy were to walk out of their bedroom, they could take less than three steps before they’d be up into ours.

But my fondest memories were next door over at Grandma Zona’s home, which was always pleasant and a place that made me feel tucked in. The two of us made magic in a kitchen that was so tiny that if you took a couple of steps forward, you’d bump into the refrigerator. You take another step, and you were right there in the living room, where my granddaddy had his big chair in front of the floor-model TV. He was always watching wrestling, which was really big back then. In fact, the stars of wrestling, Ric Flair and Wahoo McDaniel, would often perform at the Memorial Auditorium in nearby Greenville.

Right on the other side of the big TV was the real living room, which had nice furniture my grandmother covered in plastic and a coffee table where Grandma laid out mints that would melt in your mouth. However, the only time people were allowed in the room was when the women from the church missionary board arrived for their biweekly meetings.

My granddaddy RL—who was really my stepgranddad, but we called him “Granddaddy,” else Grandma get offended—was a deacon. Meanwhile, Grandma was busy on the usher board. They were both very active at Easley Union Baptist Church and took two separate cars every Sunday. Me, Hummie, and Dilly always rode with Grandma Zona.

As soon as you walked into Baptist Union, you knew you were in a Black Baptist church. The ushers, who wore all white, including white gloves, gave you the eye as if to say, “I know that’s your grandmother, but you bet not be in here cutting up.”

They were always putting a gloved finger to their lips, which meant everybody needed to be quiet, especially the children. They rarely smiled, and always gave us kids a stern look. Although they terrified me, the ushers were just executing a cardinal rule in Black churches: Children must be still and very quiet.

Grandma Zona, a beautiful light-skinned Black woman with green eyes, was the only usher I wasn’t afraid of. The moment she walked into the church, everybody acknowledged her. One of my favorite things to do was to roll Grandma Zona’s hair the night before church. She taught me to cover the pink Styrofoam with tissue to prevent hair breakage. I’d take my time, because I wanted Grandma to look her best. The next day, she’d take the rollers out, comb her fingers through the curls, and go.

We always sat in the pews in the order we were born: me, Hummie, and then Dilly. Everybody said we were polite kids, but at church service we didn’t dare make a move. The three of us kids sat like three stiff little boards throughout the service, even as the choir performed.

Me and my brothers would always sit on the first or second row because it was easy for Grandma to get up and perform her usher duties. At some point each morning, Grandma Zona would hand us a handkerchief and would snatch it back at the end of the service. If you looked around, all the grown-ups were handing their kids napkins, just in case they sneezed or had to cough.

Stepgranddaddy RL sat with the rest of the deacons on the first row near the pulpit. On Sundays, Reverend Cruell and his family would come to eat at Grandma Zona’s house. The reverend was stocky and very good-looking. As he preached, he’d constantly wipe his brow and mouth. He wasn’t a tall man but knew how to command attention. For some reason he reminded me of Martin Luther King Jr. Maybe it was the mustache or the suits. When he started humming and singing his words, we knew service was close to ending.

* * *

The cemetery in Easley was about thirty feet away from ours and Grandma Zona’s house. People walked along it every day. Despite it being a mostly white cemetery, it was smack in the middle of downtown, surrounded mostly by Black neighborhoods. Aunt Dora, who was really just a cousin of Grandma Zona, lived down the street and often would give me a dollar to walk with her to the flea market. We had to go through the cemetery to get to there, which made it not worth the dollar, because Aunt Dora walked so slow. I just hated walking with her. I would think to myself: Darn, I hope she doesn’t come get me tomorrow to go to the flea market. We’d get there, and she’d never know what she wanted. I now believe Aunt Dora was probably walking slow in the cemetery because she rarely got out and wanted to take in the scene, but to me she was just ancient and slow.

The cemetery and the water tank, which were right beside each other, separated the white side of town from the Black side. Any- and everybody trekked through the cemetery to get to downtown Easley, and as they walked past our house, they always waved and spoke, which is as Southern as cooking fried fish and grits. We could be outside playing, and no one ever bothered us. We walked through the cemetery so much, the tombstones were never scary to us kids.

One day, I hid myself in the cemetery, hoping my parents would go searching for me, afraid that maybe some weirdo had grabbed me. I didn’t hide in the walking path but leaned between a few tombstones. As I sat there, I’d played a math game that Hummie and Dilly and I always played in the cemetery: I’d choose a tombstone and subtract the death of the deceased with the birth date and say, “That person died at sixty,” or “Darn, that person died at eighteen.” That day, I stayed in the cemetery as long as I could, waiting to see when someone would notice me gone. As much as I loved my father and mother, I knew after Hummie and Dilly were born, it wasn’t about me anymore; I had this inkling. Truth be told, Daddy, who already could tell Hummie had the build and the ability to be a great athlete even when he was a tiny boy, cherished the ground Hummie walked on; and Mama loved herself some Dilly. But me, I believed no one really cared what I did or what I said or who I was and where I was. I was not anyone’s favorite. This is not something I made up in my head, but something later in life my parents admitted to be true.

I could feel it growing up, which is why I clung to Grandma Zona. She definitely loved me; I felt it. Sometimes I thought she loved me more than the boys because she needed me to do things, and I saw that as a special kind of love.

That particular day I hid in the cemetery, I wanted to cause a ruckus and was risking getting a whipping. I imagined Mama crying and Daddy hugging her, telling her it would be all right. Finally, Dilly or Hummie would say, “Let’s check the cemetery,” and everyone would head down there and look for me, calling my name, relieved when they finally found me.

But hours after sitting alone between a whole bunch of dead white people, I realized no one was coming. It was dusk dark, and I was starting to get the creeps; I walked back into the house, and it was like I was never gone. Mama was cooking, Daddy was watching TV, and the boys were wrestling in the bedroom. To this day, I’ve never told anybody in my family what I did.

* * *

We were not allowed to gather with the other children in the neighborhood, so we stuck to ourselves. We’d play hide-and-seek, and we’d go sit on the bench outside Grandma’s house and draw each other, draw Mama, Daddy, and Grandma. Out of the three of us, me and Dilly were very outgoing and always talking, with Hummie being the laid-back one. We’d draw together and occupy ourselves, just sitting outside by ourselves in our own little world.

We were allowed to go to the local recreation center, however. I thought that was just the biggest thing because I got to see boys. I remember thinking, Oh God, they do exist. I had the biggest crush on one boy in particular, Johnny Hill. Johnny was dark-skinned, tall for a boy his age, and he was always making me laugh. As a little child, probably seven or eight, I had a recurring dream that me and Johnny were the King and Queen of this dreamland packed with children called Kid’s World. I realize now it was likely just a subconscious reaction to how I was feeling—alone and unloved by my parents. Kid’s World, on the other hand, was a place I was seen, loved, and respected.

* * *

Us siblings were allowed to have one playmate, a mixed-breed collie and Lab named Chang. He was a beautiful light-brown dog, but I was scared to death of him. It wasn’t anything wrong with Chang per se—Chang never did anything but love us—but I just never took to animals; I never even wanted a goldfish.

I remember one day, we had to take Chang to get some shots. Me and my two brothers were in the back of the car with Chang, while Mama and Daddy were in the front. Something came over me. I began to think Chang was going to attack me. I started kicking and screaming.

I remember my mama and daddy were so mad. “Brina, stop that right now!” they said, but I wouldn’t stop. My fit was so bad they had to pull over and get Chang out of the car. The dog bolted. Hummie and Dilly began to cry. When we got home, Mama said to me, “You better hope Chang come back, or I’mma whoop yo’ ass.”

He returned three days later, and everybody was happy, but I remember thinking: What about me?

* * *

One day Hummie was sitting at the table in the elementary school lunchroom, so shy and quiet. He wouldn’t even touch his food or pick up his fork or put his straw in his milk. So I went over there and sat beside him and opened his milk. I put his fork in his hand. “Hummie,” I said, “it’s okay, you can eat.” And he began to eat.

He reminded me of this moment many years later when he was married with children. “Brina, I never forgot that you came over there to me and kind of told me it was okay to eat. “Go on now. Eat. You are good,” he recalled me saying.

Back then, I didn’t even realize what I was doing. That was just my maternal instincts I had for my brothers kicking in. As things began to change, and our lives became more volatile, those instincts would kick in more and more.

Along with my two younger brothers, we’d be in our room hearing everything: all the shouting, Mama and Daddy fussing and fighting. I’d just shut the door and get the three of us under the mattresses, crammed below the little bunk beds we had. I didn’t know what else to do. We’d pull the covers and make a fort. That was our safety net. I learned very early on how to distract my brothers from what I heard in the other room, and we would sit there in our own little world for hours.

But we’d still hear bumps on the walls and floors and a lot of cussing, and even Daddy saying once, “I done told you to stay away from that motherfucker!” Mama shouted back defensively, “You don’t know what you’re talking about, you fucking crazy! What about that white bitch that you was sleeping with?” Back and forth, back and forth. In the morning, Daddy would come out with a cut under his eye, and Mama had bruises.

One day they had a huge argument, a fight that changed my life. I was about seven years old. Mama had taken me earlier in the day to what I learned later was a boyfriend’s house. That man there was living with a woman, but he was always tugging on my mama. He’d put me with some other kids living in the house, and he and Mama would sneak off. But this particular day, Mama wanted me to stay with her. I remember this man pouring liquor on the ice cream all us kids were eating. Now I didn’t like this man, and I’m crying, saying I’m going to tell my daddy what he did. And when we got back home that’s what I did. But I didn’t mean for all hell to break loose.

The next morning, after fighting with Mama all night, Daddy got this gun and ordered us all to get in the car—Mama, me, Hummie, and Dilly. Daddy had the gun to Mama’s head; he’s saying he’s going to kill her and himself.

We soon stopped at a gas station. When we pulled up to the pump, Daddy told Mama to go inside to the attendant to pay for gas. She grabbed my hand to go in there with her. While we were walking, she said, “Tell the people in the store to call the police, that your daddy got a gun.”

Instantly, in my head, I thought, I’m not going to tell on my daddy. What I realize now is that my mama had to be scared to death. Here she was with me, but she could not run or scream because her other two children were in the car with him. After we paid for the gas, I didn’t mention anything to the cashier. Mama and me looked at each other, neither of us wanting Daddy in trouble, but also neither of us knowing what was in store for us when we entered the car again.

Even to this day, in my mind, my daddy can’t do no wrong. And so I still try to think of how he must have felt. I was the snitch who answered his questions and fed his doubts. He was at his wits’ end.

Once back in the car, Daddy started driving again, cussing, one hand on the wheel, the other pointing the gun at Mama’s head. We all drove to nearby Pickens, to the house of the man my mama had gone to see. As soon as we got there, we noticed the man’s wife on the porch. Daddy hollered at the man to come out. He yelled to the man’s wife, “Get your husband—you need to know he’s been fucking my wife last night! He can have her!”

Shortly afterward, the man came out the door. Daddy said, “You a coward, motherfucker. You want her? You can have her.”

While recalling the incident years later, Mama said the man replied, “Well, let her and the children all out the car first.”

Daddy was waving the gun, and we were hollering in the back seat. The two men stared each other down, cussing in broad daylight. They started back arguing but the wife rushed in the house to call the police once she noticed the gun. Daddy jumped back in the car, and we swerved out of there real fast. Using a back road, Daddy drove us straight to Clemson, about thirty minutes away, pulling into my mama’s parents’ home on the Hill. A cousin pulled in and blocked the car while relatives poured outside the house, asking us what was wrong. Me and my brothers jumped out the car crying, and Mama started crying and screaming. Daddy managed to pull off, and Mama got my aunt to bring us three kids with her to a police station.

I had never been to a police department before. Everything I knew about the police was bad, so my guard—even as a little girl—was up. Me and my brothers sat still in our chairs while these big white police officers with guns hanging at their hips bent down staring at us, asking us questions: “Have your parents ever hurt you? Did your parents fight in the house?”

We knew not to say nothing while they probed us about our home life. I cut my eyes at Hummie and Dilly, shaking my head so they’d keep their mouths shut. I was trying to protect them: I knew already that it wouldn’t take a lot for us to be taken away from Mama and Daddy. Later, somebody—I don’t remember who—came to pick us up, and me, Hummie, and Dilly, and Mama got driven back to the Hill. That’s where we’re going to live now—without Daddy—at my grandmother’s on my mama’s side.

* * *

That all the misfortune and the terrible events that occurred after Easley, that they all happened to one person and one family, my family, made me feel cursed. Nothing seemed fair, and I felt deeply unloved.

All that followed, the years of fear and feeling sorry for myself, were the culmination of all the destructive paths I went down in my choice of relationships with men. I did not yet have a conscious awareness of why I made those choices, and I made zero effort to challenge the myth I bought into that as long as I had a man by my side, I wasn’t alone.





Chapter 2

The Hill

I did not want to move to the Hill. It was in a lousy part of Clemson and worlds apart from Easley, where I had my bed and where Grandma Zona was. And why should I have to go? I’m a daddy’s girl; he was not moving to Clemson, and so I felt I should be staying with him. But then when I asked, Daddy said no, and he was keeping Hummie with him—he didn’t choose me or Dilly. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand this—I was his only baby girl.

Daddy favored Hummie because he was into sports, and so Daddy lived vicariously through him. Although Hummie lived with Daddy for only two weeks—Mama would eventually “steal” Hummie off the playground at school one day and return him home because she couldn’t stand to see her children separated—I still felt betrayed by Daddy’s choosing Hummie over me. It hurt. I didn’t know it then, but it was the start of my abandonment issues. As an adult, I’d beg men to stay when I should have let their asses leave. When Daddy left me, I felt so much resentment—this was the first time that I didn’t like him. How could he let me go with my mama? She’s the one who whooped me, and Daddy never did. Mama was in her own world—she acted like she didn’t know me, and from the beginning, complained that Daddy favored me. I was even the one who told him what Mama had been doing with the other man!

Once Mama took me to the Hill, I barely saw Daddy for a long, long time. He almost never came down there. It was only on the rare occasions when Mama brought me, Hummie, and Dilly to Grandma Zona’s house for a visit that Daddy, who still lived next door to her, would come around. But even then, it wasn’t because he planned to—he’d just happen to be dropping by to say hi to Grandma Zona. At least Mama would drive us to see Grandma Zona occasionally and make an effort to keep Daddy’s side of the family in my life. Daddy also provided Mama with very little money to support us.

So, here I was, living with my grandparents on the Hill. I never liked visiting Mama’s parents, Grandma Frances and Granddaddy Edgar, not even for a weekend. All my bad cousins were there. The kids called me Olive Oyl because I was so skinny. And because I was light-skinned, and the rest of my cousins were darker, they would throw dirt on me and laugh and treat me like I was different. Grandma Zona had me so prissy that I was scared of dirt, which I guess to them was funny.

In Easley, us kids would play hide-and-seek, but on the Hill, we played hide-and-go-get-it, where the boys chase you and hunch on you. They’d say: “Let’s get the ‘white girl.’” Of course, I wasn’t a white girl, but my skin was lighter than the rest of theirs, and most of my cousins hadn’t even been around white kids, so I was the closest thing in their minds. And me, Dilly, and Hummie were always picked on because we were the clean kids, or the bougie kids, whatever they called us. I remember at night some cousins would put cockroaches or hot sauce in Hummie’s mouth or ears. The cousins saw Hummie and Dilly as weak and would bully them. But I just wouldn’t allow it, so I’d stay up all night to protect my brothers. Maybe I sensed that they were vulnerable; even as a child I felt it was my duty to keep them both safe.

No one had their own bed, and we often had to sleep on the floor with other relatives, sometimes up to twenty of us. And there were roaches everywhere; a run-down house, especially when compared to Grandma Zona’s. The house used a kerosene heater, so everyone smelled all the time. There was a big freezer outside where they kept all the food, but it was never defrosted, so the food was always trapped in deep ice. There weren’t too many actual walls—the “bedrooms” were divided by hanging sheets, so it was easy to see the person laying right next to you.

My grandparents slept in two different beds because Granddaddy would often come home drunk. He’d carry a piss bucket around the house because he’d get up in the middle of the night and have to pee. It didn’t matter who was in the room or how old you were; if he had to pee, he’d just go, because he never could make it to the bathroom. You could play around the house, but you had to be sure to avoid Granddaddy’s piss bucket. It was always sitting around there, too easy to accidentally kick over.

The bathroom had a tub, but nobody used it because it was always filled with clothes. At some point, someone cleaned it out, but I don’t think anyone ever used it. We just washed up in the sink, which I learned later was called a “hoe bath.”

Somebody was constantly patching up the toilet. If you sat on that commode, you could look down and see the ground and various creatures like roaches with wings below. My cousin Missy and I would always go to the bathroom together—someone would use the toilet, and the other one would stand guard. It was frightening when I had no one to guard me—I’d do the fastest pee I ever forced out of my body and run back out of that bathroom.

There was also a big ol’ rat in the house the family called “Big Ben.” Whenever there was an unseen ruckus, somebody would say, “That ain’t nobody but ol’ Big Ben.”

Grandma was sick a lot, and I gradually became her caretaker, because, even then, that was my nature. I was taking care of Dilly and Hummie because Mama would hang out with her relatives once we arrived. It’s not to say she didn’t feed us or take care of us, because Mama was always there for us, but she was going out now more than we were used to. I’d wake Hummie and Dilly up for school in the morning, get them breakfast, and make sure they were out the door with their homework in their book bags. A few times, I had to feed them dinner at night, making use of whatever we had on hand—usually some rice, hot dogs, or canned stew.

I have to think that Mama just wanted to be free—free of her husband, free of her family—and could now roam around with all these aunties we had on the Hill. Mama had loved two of my aunties in particular—Auntie Sylect and Aunt Louise. Aunt Sylect was tall and thin and cool. She was Grandma Frances’s younger sister, so she was really my great-aunt.

Grandma was one of the oldest of the sisters, but Aunt Sylect was only about ten years older than Mama. Aunt Sylect was always dancing and talking about men. I remember coming outside with a short dress one day and all the aunties telling me to go back into the house and change.

Aunt Sylect chimed in, “Y’all leave that girl alone,” I remember her saying. “She ain’t doing nothing wrong.”

Mama was crazy about Auntie Sylect, and Auntie was always in Mama’s ear, telling her to leave Daddy alone and that she could do better.

My other favorite aunt was Louise, my mama’s older sister. I couldn’t imagine any of the women in the club being as beautiful as Mama and Aunt Louise, who to me were the essence of beautiful Black women. Aunt Louise was thin, with long hair, and loved to dress in the most beautiful clothes. Mama and Louise wore big Afros, and Mama fancied dark lipstick, which only enhanced her gold tooth.

Whenever my great-aunties went to go do something, whether it was shopping or going to Bottom’s Up, their favorite club, Mama attached herself to them. Now when I mention they went shopping, what I mean is they’d go “boosting”—stealing clothes from the stores and malls and then coming back to the neighborhood to sell them for a discount.

None of them had anything on Aunt Louise. She wasn’t any old shoplifter; she was brilliant, a highly organized and skilled booster who’d started her “trade” in Germany, where her husband was stationed in the army. She’d proudly share that she used the money she got from boosting to put herself through beauty school, to buy a hair salon and a home, and to renovate Grandma and Granddaddy’s shotgun house, adding a modern toilet and bathtub.

I recall Grandma warning Aunt Louise to be careful and not get arrested, but she knew Louise would never get caught boosting. “You gonna get enough stealing them white folks’ stuff,” Grandma warned, then she’d shake her head. “You will steal stank out of shit.” In other words, Grandma was saying Louise would steal anything.

Mama wasn’t good at stealing; she was more of a pocketbook booster—she’d take what would fit in her bag. But once, Mama caught herself using one of Aunt Louise’s techniques with little success. That day, she took me, Hummie, and Dilly to Sky City, a local store, and informed us that we’d have to steal our own school clothes. She ushered us into the dressing room, where we layered on our boosted pants and shirts and nervously attempted to exit the store. Of course we were stopped by the store manager, and after a long lecture, we returned the clothes and the manager let us go. I guess he felt sorry for Mama for having three children who needed clothes for school badly enough that they had to steal them.

Louise never got caught because the police just couldn’t catch her. One day I was out playing in the front yard of Grandma’s house when Aunt Louise flew by in her car, slowing down to wave her arm out the car window. “They can’t catch me!” she yelled as she sped up, trying to lose the cops who were tailing right behind her. I remember everyone getting in their cars to follow her; we were worried Auntie would be killed by the police, but Auntie disappeared into the woods and eventually outran the po-po. When she returned, free and with her latest inventory, I was in awe.

To this day, Aunt Louise, who is in her early seventies and no longer boosting, takes pride in the fact that she dressed all of us in the neighborhood throughout our years of school.

“I didn’t want none of these children on the Hill to be going to school with these white people looking all shabby,” she told me once. “These children, not just my kin, were dressed just as good as those white children.”

* * *

Some mornings I remember waking up and not seeing Mama there. But so many other cousins and relatives were getting dropped off, and there were so many other adults around to tell us what to do, that I almost forgot she was supposed to be home.

Everybody came over on Sundays. They had these big, huge pots cooking, and by noon I could smell the food, but no one ever invited the kids to eat until nine or ten o’clock at night. Instead we were being told to stay out, all day, to go outside and get out of the grown folks’ faces.

But it was always better for me to be inside, because I was safe (from the dirt and the teasing) with Grandma, who would have a rag in one hand, and the other hand she’d used to wipe sweat off her brow. I was the one who helped her cook, and I knew when she needed to sit down and rest. Grandma cooked with fatback and lard. And us kids knew better than to touch the blue-and-white Crisco can that sat by the stove, because sometimes we were told it could be filled with hot grease and that grease needed to get recycled over and over.

The two of us, me and Grandma, would take a minute in the midst of chaos, waiting on the collards and pinto beans, which boiled over on red-hot burners that were always on high in my grandma’s kitchen. Meanwhile, the gospel sounds of Mahalia Jackson’s strong voice would blare from the tiny radio on the counter. To this day, I find myself playing Mahalia some Sundays. No one sings “Amazing Grace” like her.

* * *

During those Sundays on the Hill, the family was all together, but it wasn’t like everyone was happy to see each other. In fact, we spent a lot of time just mad at each other. I remember Mama and Aunt Louise even duking it out once—on their tippy-toes, literally popping each other in the mouth until someone started bleeding.

“I’mma stomp a mudhole in your ass,” Aunt Louise said.

“That’ll be a cold day in hell,” Mama replied.

At one point, they were circling each other while the men in the family sat watching like it was an Ali-Frazier bout. But eventually the two would get tired of swinging at each other, allowing the men to break them up. There was always tension in the air; you just knew something was about to pop off when my family got together. There was this unspoken thing, an unspoken code of behavior among the adults, it seemed: if you stole someone’s stuff, or if you said the wrong thing, there would be a fight, whether we’re kin or not. And if you got the best of someone, they’d be back to get the best of you next time. Nothing in the house was ever solved peacefully. My family must have been bred to fight, and on the Hill, we saw fights at least once a week. Sometimes though, it wasn’t physical: you’d just get a good cuss-out and that would be that.

The Hill wasn’t the Wild, Wild West, but it was darn close to it. Still, sometimes my relatives could act civil, especially when we headed for a Sunday outing at the Twin Lakes. We’d never leave on time because Grandma would be in the kitchen frying chicken and cooking up macaroni and cheese. I don’t know if it’s a Black thing or not, but we weren’t allowed to get into the water immediately after we ate; they made all the kids wait an hour, so I’d hustle to finish up any meal.

Even though my cousins were mean, I’d play with them, whether we were at Twin Lakes or home on the Hill. Outside on the Hill was an old, abandoned well that had everything in it you can think of—except water. There was so much stuff down there—furniture, mattresses, all types of things—that there was never any worry of anyone falling in.

Only recently did I learn from Aunt Louise that the adults threw stuff in there to prevent us children from plummeting to our deaths. There was also an old tree beside the house that had been struck by lightning and caught fire. Its big trunk had a body-shaped cutout in the middle, like someone ran clean through it and kept on running. All the kids liked to play under this tree, its branches brittle and bare.

Farther up the hill, right by the well in the next house, is where Granny—Grandma Frances’s mama—lived. Rumor had it that Granny had fourteen children (with two sets of twins to die at birth, which wasn’t uncommon back in those days). To the left of Granny’s was a garden, and no one wanted to get caught there. If you did, you’d see her shotgun. At times, Granny would babysit us, during which, we’d be subjected to being called a “bastard.” To Granny, everyone was a bastard; that was a favorite word. Mama would complain, telling Granny that the kids were saying she’d been calling them bastards all day. She’d just look at Mama with a straight face and say, “Them bastards are telling a lie.”

When you stayed with Granny, you had to sit there on the couch and watch this little, itty-bitty television set up across from her; it was so little you had to squinch up your eyes to see anything. Granny always sat by the heater, crossed her legs, dipped her snuff, and drank her corn liquor—all at the same time—and you were not allowed to get up till she said so. I hated staying there.

* * *

Then there was Granddaddy Edgar, my grandfather with the piss bucket. He was called Nine Lives because sometimes he came home in his car, and sometimes he didn’t, just like a cat.

Aunt Louise described her father like this: “Daddy was handsome, long faced. Most people say I looked just like him. Like me, he didn’t have much butt. And loved to dress. He loved to have his clothes matching. When he gets ready to go on his raids, he’d clean his car up and ride until it got dirty. The roads were dirt roads back then. During the week, his car was filthy, but on the weekend when he was ready to go on a raid, he’d clean himself, clean the car up, and just ride.”

A raid is when Granddaddy would go drinking and want to fight. He loved to drive and was very good at it. Police would be sitting in their car, hiding out somewhere they thought drivers couldn’t see them, but Granddaddy always spotted them. Then he’d rev up his motor, a signal for them to chase him.

“They could never find him ’cause he’d go through all kind of woods,” Aunt Louise told me. “When they did get him, that was only a couple of times, they’d beat the shit outta him.”

Aunt Louise said that was usually when he’d already settled down and was already in bed asleep. “The police would come in the house and drag him out of the bed. Back then, white police would beat your ass.”

If he didn’t get home with a car, Aunt Louise said that meant he was drunk, and there was a good chance the police would show up because he had wrecked the car somewhere and walked home.

One day, a Sunday, he drove up the Hill to the top of our driveway, near where all us kids were playing around the old tree.

Mama was yelling at us, “Y’all kids, get out the way, Daddy up there acting damn stupid again!”

But we were confused and looking around—it was just Granddaddy, of course he wouldn’t
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