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            Dedication

         
         
            To the man who raised me,

            Charlie Hughley.

            I’m still listening.
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            Author’s Note

         
         This book is based on real people, real moments, and real conversations—at least as I remember them.

         
         Some quotes are exact. Some are close. Some are what the moment felt like, which, if you’ve lived long enough, you know is
            often truer than what was technically said. Timelines may bend. Stories may overlap. Memory does that. Especially when you’re
            carrying a lot of it.
         

         
         If something here feels slightly out of order, a little off, or suspiciously well timed, that’s on me.

         
         I didn’t write this to win an argument with history. I wrote it to celebrate the quiet heroes in my life, and share the truth
            as I experienced it—messy, emotional, sometimes funny, sometimes wrong, but always honest.
         

         
         And if you recognize yourself in these pages and think, That’s not exactly how it happened . . . You’re probably right. You were there too. You just remember it your way.
         

         
         That’s how memory works. That’s how life works. And that’s how this book should be read.

         
         
            —D.L.

         

         
      

      
      
         
            Part I
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            1 
Don’t Ask No Damn Questions

         
         The first thing I remember is chasing my mother around, asking her questions. I followed her from stove to sink, from sink
            to counter, stepping around the peeling linoleum squares of our kitchen like a game board.
         

         
         “Why the sky blue?”

         
         “Why do preachers shout?”

         
         Her housedress swished behind her, faded pink with a tear near the hem she’d meant to sew. She moved fast, even when she was
            tired. Always cooking, always folding, always scrubbing. And always trying to dodge those questions of mine.
         

         
         Her name was Audrey. She had these high cheekbones and smooth, chestnut skin that glowed under the flickering lightbulb above
            our stove. Her hair was pulled back tight and pinned, like trying to hold all our chaos together.
         

         
         “Why can’t we have ice cream for breakfast?”

         
         My questions. And every time, she’d swat the air—like the question itself was a mosquito about to bite her.

         
         “Boy, hush. Stop askin’ all them questions.”

         
         She’d say it sharp and low. I thought she was just tired. Or mad. Or maybe I was the problem. Clearly. Questions, always questions.

         
         “Mama, how come Daddy don’t laugh?”

         
         I remember her once standing at the sink, snapping green beans into a metal bowl. Her hands never stopped moving, even when
            her body stiffened.
         

         
         “Don’t ask me that.”

         
         “But why—”

         
         She turned, fast. “Darryl Lynn, I swear . . .”

         
         She’d never answer. She’d never sit me down at the table and pour us a nice hot mug of tea and explain the world to me. She
            just picked up the laundry basket and turned, hips steady, her back straight like God crafted it from an ironing board.
         

         
         “Mama, how come—”

         
         That’s when she stopped cold, spun around, and crouched so her face was level with mine.

         
         “You wanna know why?” I remember her saying. “Because the world don’t care about the answers. The world don’t care how you
            feel. It care what you do.”
         

         
         She went on.

         
         “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answers to,” she continued. “So you better learn to listen. And keep your mouth shut.”

         
         “Mama, how come—”

         
         “Boy, hush!” she snapped.

         
         But I didn’t. I couldn’t. And then it came. Pow.

         
         A flash of palm, hot across my cheek. Her slap wasn’t hard. It wasn’t meant to bruise. Her hand trembled after. And then,
            without a word, she turned back to folding clothes like nothing had happened. But I knew something then had cracked—in her,
            in me.
         

         
         

         I should have stopped asking my questions. My childhood would have been a lot easier. But I was burning with curiosity, wanting
            to open my eyes, and she kept telling me to keep them shut. I wanted to know about the world, my family, as if getting the
            answers to these questions was the essential oxygen that I needed to survive. Instead of answers, the slaps came quicker,
            sharper. Simple objects turned into weapons: wooden spoons, mosquito swatters. But the most painful weapon of all—the Tomahawk
            missile in her arsenal—was everything she didn’t say. The silent treatment. The sound of nothing at all was like a switchblade
            to me, slicing through my belly, cutting me down, and making me feel smaller than I already was. I could never understand
            why she would ignore and hate on me like that, like I was made of a highly toxic dump of radioactive waste. As if my curiosity
            was the greatest of all of humankind’s sins. Or did Audrey have her own sins, and maybe she was trying to hide her own secrets?
         

         
         

         
      

      
      
         
            2 
Where Boys Learn to Hide

         
         Our house was tiny. I shared a little room with Kevin, my younger brother. We had our beds, our blankets, and shared a closet.
            You hear about people coming out of the closet. I was always running back in. I had to sleep there. I was on Audrey alert,
            nonstop. This was survival. I didn’t want my mother to beat my ass in my sleep.
         

         
         I had my tricks all cooked up. To make a dummy of myself, I’d take my pillow and some old clothes and mold them into a lump.
            Then I’d pull the blanket over, shape the head just enough, maybe even slide in a stuffed animal. Then I’d crawl into the
            closet, hoping for the best.
         

         
         I hated being in that closet, lying over my sneakers smelling of that afternoon’s gym class. I’d press my body against the floor, eyes wide open, holding my breath like Audrey the Big Bad Mama Monster might hear it. I didn’t cry. That would’ve made noise. I didn’t sleep. At least not much. I was just there, waiting. 

         
         You learn a lot about people from behind a cracked door. You learn that pain travels fast. That anger can get passed around
            pretty quick, and generally finds and lands on the nearest person. You learn that survival ain’t about food on the table or
            money in the bank—it’s about instincts. About knowing what’s important, like when to speak, and when to listen and when to
            disappear.
         

         
         Sleeping in that closet was the beginning of me disappearing.

         
         

         My only way out was getting sick. Once a year, like clockwork, I’d feel it coming on. It always happened around the winter
            holidays, when the air got sharp and thin. My chest would tighten, my throat would burn, and the cough would come. Deep, ragged.
            I could barely pronounce it. Bronchitis.
         

         
         Back then, I didn’t know what caused it. Still don’t. Might’ve been the smog, or the weather, or just my own wiring. What
            I did know was this: I loved it.

         
         Bronchitis was the best. Not the sickness. Not the wheezing or the fever or the way my ribs ached from coughing. I loved what
            came with it. Because when I got sick—really sick—my mother would crawl into bed with me.
         

         
         At night, when my cough got bad, she’d hear it from the other room. I’d be there, under the covers, hacking away like a diesel engine, and then I’d hear the bedroom door creak open, smell the lotion she had put on, and feel the weight of the mattress shifting as she got in beside me. 

         
         She never said much. She didn’t hold me or rock me or tell me it would be okay. She just lay there. Sometimes her hand would
            rest on my chest, light as a napkin. Other times, she’d tuck the blanket tight around us. But mostly, she just breathed beside
            me. And I’d match her breath. Try to sync with it. Let it calm my lungs. Let it tell me I wasn’t alone.
         

         
         And in those moments, I didn’t feel sick. I felt chosen. I didn’t have the language for it then, but looking back, I think
            I was chasing that feeling all year long. That closeness. That quiet permission . . . to be seen, not as a burden or a responsibility,
            but as her child.
         

         
         The next morning, she’d be gone. Back to herself. Back to the woman who didn’t cry, didn’t flinch, didn’t wait. Back to the
            woman who I saw once fight off a robber with a knife—she must have been only nineteen then, maybe twenty. Back to the woman
            who wrapped her bleeding arms in silence and went on like nothing happened.
         

         
         But the sick nights stayed with me. Year after year, I’d wait for that lovely bronchitis. That sweet season of sickness. That
            week of coughing and closeness. That strange little window when I could be held without asking.
         

         
         
      

      
      
         
            3 
The Man Who Didn’t Laugh

         
         I always woke up to his footsteps. Heavy. Predictable. Plodding. That was Charlie. I slid out of the closet like a shadow.
            The hallway was dark, but I knew every creak in the floorboard, every whimper of the old house. I followed the scent: the
            aroma of instant coffee. He was already in the kitchen when I got there, starting his routine like always: in the dark.
         

         
         He was a blue-collar worker, and I can still see his boots. Big, mud-caked things, resting like tired animals on our little
            porch. You could smell them too. Sweat. Asphalt. Jet fuel. He worked for Western Airlines, which is now Delta. He was a baggage
            handler, loading other people’s stuff all day—suitcases, trunks, boxes—hauling other people’s stuff to places he could always
            imagine and knew he would never go.
         

         
         We lived Charlie paycheck to Charlie paycheck. I never knew about funds or credit cards. No talk about college or vacations. Just rent. Groceries. School shoes. Six-packs. Wild Turkey, and on good weeks pork chops sliced thin. Our kitchen was narrow, with yellow paint curling off the cabinets like sunburned skin. Everything in there had a hum to it—the light overhead, the refrigerator, even the coffeepot. The air was so damp you could smell yesterday’s burned toast. But most of all, you could smell Charlie’s Folgers. 

         
         I watched him, in awe. He sat there quietly, reading the paper. Western Airlines patch stitched on his chest. He always poured
            two cups—one to drink, one for the road. No cream. No sugar. Just a thick cup of coffee. Bitter, gritty. Just like him.
         

         
         I stood in the doorway, half afraid to enter, listening to the paper snap as he turned the page. I studied his hands, the
            way he cradled the mug like it was something sacred. I wanted to say something. I always wanted to say something. But I didn’t
            know what, and even if I did—
         

         
         “Don’t ask that man no damn questions.”

         
         My mother’s voice cracked through the air like a lion tamer’s whip. She appeared behind me, in her housecoat, arms crossed.

         
         “I was just—”

         
         “I said let the man be.”

         
         Charlie didn’t look at her, didn’t look at me. Just took another sip of that steaming sludge and kept reading. He was not the touchy type. He never hugged me. But he never hit me either. And maybe, in a neighborhood like ours, that counted for more than it should have. I loved him for that. Maybe the way you can love a rock in the middle of a raging river. The way you trust something that doesn’t move. 

         
         

         I heard him laugh four times, maybe five, my entire childhood. And when he did, it was like a full-on earthquake with aftershocks
            and seismic waves.
         

         
         Loud. Deep. Sudden. Once I was outside playing with my younger brother, and Charlie let out this roaring howl so loud it sounded
            like a tire blowing out. I ran into the house, ready to call 911. But there he was—slapping the armrest of his recliner, eyes
            watering, watching some old episode of Sanford and Son.
         

         
         Just cracking up, a wild sight. Like seeing a statue blink. And for those few seconds, the whole house exhaled. The tension
            went out the windows. And I stood there thinking . . . What if I could make him laugh like that? What if I could be the funny thing that cracked him open? The one to reach the place locked under layers of war, work, and
            wounds? What if that was the way to reach Charlie—not through strength, or sports, or being tough but through laughter?
         

         
         I also had to compete with my three other siblings. I didn’t have a name for it then, but I felt it every day—resentment. Denise, the oldest, was smart and sharp-tongued, the one who could get Charlie to soften just by looking at him. Rhonda was next in line. She had the kind of smile that made our father’s shoulders drop after a long day. He called them both “chickadee” and “baby girl” and swooned over them both with ease. And Kevin, my little brother, always seemed to draw attention without even asking for it—his laughs, his scraped knees, his whole world was met with the utmost concern. 

         
         And me? I was just there. In the middle. Dodging my mother’s wrath, and looking for a place to hide under Charlie’s shadow.
            It’s not that Charlie didn’t care about me. But the warmth I saw around my sisters, the protective blanket that Kevin had
            as the youngest—that was something I never felt wrap around me.
         

         
         I almost didn’t even have a name. I was always Charlie’s Boy. His friends called me that.

         
         “There goes Charlie’s Boy,” they’d say, when I’d trail him to the store.

         
         At family gatherings, uncles and cousins would nod in my direction.

         
         “Charlie’s Boy. How you doing?”

         
         The neighbors used it too, like it was stamped on my forehead. It followed me everywhere, and I loved hearing it. Every time
            someone called me Charlie’s Boy, it meant I was safe. Like he and I were a team. His name, his pride, stitched into every
            letter—like wearing a jersey I never wanted to take off.
         

         
         

         It wasn’t only Charlie. His sister, my aunt Nita, was a second mother to me. I heard the story so many times. Here I am, a baby—red-faced, fists clenched, and crying so hard that I was rattling the walls. My mother, Audrey, was there, but back then, that kind of crying wasn’t something you tried to stop. It was something you let run its course. Babies cry. That’s what they do. You let them tire out. 

         
         But bless her. My aunt Nita didn’t wait. I’ve been told she came in from the other room like she’d been listening the whole
            time, like she could hear something in my cry on that day that no one else could. She didn’t scold anyone. Didn’t ask permission.
            She just walked over, scooped me up, and held me tight to her chest.
         

         
         And the wild thing? I stopped crying. Just like that. Like someone had reached in and flipped a switch.

         
         Everyone in the room would laugh about it later—“That boy just wanted Nita.” But I think there was more. Even then, I knew
            she was different. Nita wasn’t there to break me in, she was there to support me and hold me up. There’s a difference between
            those who want to mold you, and others that want to hold you. Maybe that was the first time I felt truly safe. And it wasn’t
            in my mother’s arms.
         

         
         

         My mother was sick a lot. It started the same way. She wasn’t feeling well, she said. A headache, mostly. Her stomach was
            bothering her. Ailments she couldn’t name. But soon enough, she’d have her coat on, bag packed, and be headed to the hospital.
         

         
         I didn’t know what it was back then. Later, I heard that doctors had a name for it: Munchausen syndrome. A condition where someone fakes or exaggerates illness for attention. It sounded strange to me, but that diagnosis fit. The hospital wasn’t just a place for her to get better—it was her escape. Doctors and nurses gave her care. The beeping machines and white coats, props in a drama. 

         
         Back then, I didn’t understand why. I still don’t. All I knew as a kid was this: when she left for the hospital, she’d be
            gone for days. And those days were the most glorious days of my childhood.
         

         
         Not because she was gone—though the house felt lighter without her storms moving through it—but because it meant we were left
            with Charlie.
         

         
         He wasn’t a man for big speeches or big rules. He didn’t hover over homework. He didn’t check on bedtimes. He didn’t raise
            his hand at us. He didn’t threaten. He just . . . let us be. There was a quiet safety in that confidence.
         

         
         It was also time to party. The television stayed on as late as we wanted. Shoes stayed wherever they landed. We played cards
            at the kitchen table long after we should have been asleep. And the food—my God, the food. Charlie wasn’t much of a chef,
            but he had his specialty: breakfast for dinner. On those nights, the kitchen filled with the smell of frying bacon, sweet
            batter, and maple syrup warming on the stove. He’d stack pancakes like a birthday cake, layer on whipped cream like frosting,
            and let us eat until we were sticky and sick. We’d sit around the table, the air warm and syrup-scented, feeling like we’d
            snuck into some forbidden zone of life.
         

         
         

         Outside the kitchen, Charlie had his throne. It wasn’t much to look at—just a low-slung armchair pressed into the corner of the living room, the cushion molded to the shape of him. But that’s where he reigned. Evenings, weekends, it didn’t matter—if the Dodgers were playing, that’s where you’d find him. 

         
         He had his system. The TV would be on mute, the picture flickering in the dim light. But the sound came from the radio on
            the side table, tuned to Vin Scully’s voice, golden and smooth, narrating every pitch like they were scenes of the most vivid
            and fabulous story. Charlie didn’t trust the TV announcers. Said they didn’t see the game right. Said the radio gave you the
            truth. Even if they were the same.
         

         
         I’d sit cross-legged on the carpet, watching him. His eyes tracked every movement: the way Ron Cey slinked his way two steps
            toward third, or Dusty Baker playing deep in left, or Steve Garvey digging in at the plate. Charlie would mutter under his
            breath, then bark out calls like he was Tommy Lasorda himself.
         

         
         “Curveball coming,” he’d say, almost casual. Then the pitch would break, just like he called it.

         
         The World Series against the Yankees was the loudest I’d ever seen him. Reggie Jackson was killing us, knocking homers out
            of the park, and I thought Charlie was ready to climb through the screen to try and tackle Reggie and take him out of the
            game. Every bad call sent him barking at the silent TV, the radio carrying his words like an echo.
         

         
         It wasn’t just baseball. It was the way he approached life. Patience. Strategy. Knowing when to swing and when to roar and when to hold back. Knowing when to steal a base or when to stay put. Reading people the way he read a pitcher’s eyes. 

         
         And sitting there at his feet, I realized something: Charlie wasn’t just teaching me about the Dodgers and baseball. He was
            teaching me about the long game of life. About staying in it, even when the count’s against you. About losing a series and
            still showing up next season ready to swing for the fences. The long game wasn’t just about the score.
         

         
         

         Charlie had his own headquarters. His hunting van. But this mobile operation unit was not quite mobile and not for hunting.
            It was for hanging. Not just any beater either—this one had captain’s seats, deep and cushy, and an eight-track player bolted
            to the dash. It looked like it had been built for a road trip. He parked it in the yard and never moved it.
         

         
         Pretty soon, the van became his clubhouse. On weekends, his friends from the neighborhood would come by, still carrying the
            scent of the South on them. They brought camo jackets, battered gun cases, and hunting talk—even though nobody could quite
            figure out what the hell they were hunting on the concrete streets of Watts. Rabbits? Coyotes? They just piled into that van,
            leaning back in those captain’s chairs, passing around cans of beer and stories.
         

         
         The talk was the point. They swapped old hunting tales like they were fresh kills—raccoons, opossums, whatever they’d tracked and eaten back home. They argued about politics. Nixon was always in the crosshairs. 

         
         I’d sneak in the van, crouching behind the seats, listening to the banter and an eight-track crooning Al Green or Marvin Gaye
            in the background. I didn’t understand everything they were saying, but I understood the feeling: this was home too. Charlie
            was my protector, my guide.
         

         
         

         We all knew he kept a pistol in his sock drawer and never thought he’d ever use it. Until the day he did.

         
         I was over across the street at Melanie Eubanks’s place, just sitting with her on a patch of their lawn. Knees tucked up,
            grass scratching the backs of my legs. I was about eight years old. We weren’t doing anything—just two kids on a summer afternoon,
            doing nothing.
         

         
         Then the screen door slammed.

         
         Mr. Eubanks, her father, came bobbling out. He was drunk—you could smell the whiskey hanging around him like a cloud. His
            shirt was half open, and his eyes had that loose, heavy look. And in his belt, tucked like an afterthought, was a pistol.
         

         
         “Get your ass off my lawn,” he told me, raising the gun in my direction.

         
         My chest went tight. I didn’t wait. I bolted. So did every other kid nearby. We scattered across the lawn like marbles, all of us headed in the same direction: my house. When we got there, breathless, we told Charlie what happened. 

         
         “Come on, boy,” he said, standing up, forceful, on a mission. This wasn’t an angry man. This was a vigilante.

         
         I grabbed his arm.

         
         “No,” I said. “He didn’t mean it—he was just drunk.”

         
         I was hanging on to his leg, practically climbing him, to stop him. Charlie didn’t stop walking. He went for his gun. And
            I knew if we made it to the Eubankses’ place, something bad was going to happen. A shoot-out between neighbors, in South Central.
         

         
         We walked anyway. Down the street. Each step a drumbeat to war.

         
         Mr. Eubanks was outside.

         
         “Did you pull a gun on this boy right here?”

         
         Mr. Eubanks mumbled something. He was so drunk, it was hard to pick up.

         
         Charlie didn’t care.

         
         He reached into his belt, removed his own gun, and did his thing. I just stood there, watching Charlie beating on Mr. Eubanks
            with the handle of his pistol. More than once. Charlie struck him enough times to make his point then and forever. Soon, Mr.
            Eubanks was on the ground, knocked out cold, and twitching a bit.
         

         
         “Come on, boy,” Charlie said to me, turning back toward home.

         
         And just like that, it was over.

         
         That’s the thing about Charlie—he didn’t talk a lot. He handled it. And for all the fights, all the silences, all the times
            I didn’t understand him, I always knew one thing for certain: if someone came looking to pick a fight with me, he’d be there.
         

         
         

         Charlie never spoke about what things cost. You just knew. You saw it in the way he carried himself, the way he worked, the
            way he tightened his jaw when the bills came in. But every once in a while, you’d see the crack in the armor. The first time
            was the night I saw him lose his paycheck.
         

         
         We still don’t know what happened. Charlie came home, checked his pockets, and realized it was gone. The whole house froze.
            Back then, a paycheck wasn’t just paper. It was the whole week. Gas for the car. Groceries on the table. Plus, there was no
            wire or digital record. That little piece of paper was everything.
         

         
         We turned into a special operations unit. My mother barking orders, us kids tearing through drawers, everybody accusing everybody
            else. I remember the whole family moving like detectives at a crime scene, sweeping beams of light from our flashlights across
            the grass, the porch, the garbage cans. I was on my hands and knees by the fence when Charlie’s beam of light caught something
            in the trash.
         

         
         He reached in, pulled out a crumpled piece of paper, and flattened it against his thigh. There it was! He didn’t say a word. Just folded it up, slid it into his pocket, and went back inside. The lesson was clear. Guard what’s yours. You lose it, you find it. No excuses. 

         
         

         There was never a bonus coming. No promotion on the horizon. No “career path.” He was a workingman, paid for hauling. Paid
            to sweat. And he did it without complaint—at least in front of us. But some days, you could feel it leaking out of him in
            the smallest ways.
         

         
         One day, I remember him sitting at the kitchen table with forms from the school laid out in front of him. They were just paper—boxes
            to check, lines to sign so his kids could get free breakfast and lunch at school. But the government forms might as well have
            been written in poison ink. His pride couldn’t take it. His family, on welfare.
         

         
         I watched him pick up the pen, his hand shaking just a little. Then I saw it—the smallest thing, but it split me open.

         
         Tears. I had never seen him cry, and it wasn’t clean. It was an awkward, halting jerk—like his body wasn’t built for it. His
            shoulders tightened, fighting to keep the rest of him in. And then came that small, strangled sound a man makes when he’s
            trying to swallow it back—part cough, part grunt, like he’s expunging his body of something heavier than words. He then sniffed,
            wiped his face with a handkerchief, and moved on.
         

         
         In that moment, I made a quiet promise to myself. I didn’t know how, and I didn’t know when, but I swore I’d work so hard that his pride would never be crushed again. That I’d carry enough weight for both of us, so that one day, he could put the pen down and never have to worry about finding a paycheck or crying over a lunch form again. 

         
         
      

      
      
         
            4 
Truth Smells Like Whiskey

         
         For years I thought I was imagining it. Maybe I was too sensitive. Maybe I was a bad kid (“rotten,” as my mother would say)
            and just didn’t know how to behave like the rest of them. Or maybe unconditional love skipped me somehow, because the only
            kind of love that I knew came with plenty of conditions.
         

         
         Then one night, when I was about ten, I remember sitting at the kitchen table with my uncle Butch, my mother’s older brother.
            Everyone else must’ve been asleep—it was just me and Butch, the kitchen lit soft and yellow, the hum of the fridge the only
            sound between us. Butch was deep into a bottle of Old Grand-Dad, that cheap whiskey that can make your tongue run faster than
            your thoughts. The ashtray between us was full. His laugh came easy, his stories came wild.
         

         
         “You know Charlie ain’t your real daddy, right?” he said.

         
         Just like that. No warning. No tenderness. No filter.

         
         “What?”

         
         He chuckled, took another chug of brown truth serum, and told me the story. Or at least the parts of it that he knew. Then
            it all snapped into place. My mother’s silence at my questions. Those side-eyes. The back of the hand that found me quicker
            than it found anybody else. I wasn’t only her son—I was a reminder of my biological father. Whoever that was, he left an impression.
            Because he left her heartbroken.
         

         
         I sat there, numb. I wanted to unhear it and take the words out of my ears and shove them back into Uncle Butch’s whiskey-breath
            mouth. To rewind it all. I would’ve lived gloriously if he kept his mouth shut that night, kept the secret wrapped up nice
            in the comfort of a lie.
         

         
         But my suspicions were true. I was different, an outlier in the family. I was a symbol, a stain, a scar, a love gone wrong. No wonder!
         

         
         

         I used to imagine how it all started. They met in Portsmouth, Virginia. Since colonial days, Portsmouth had been a navy town,
            and workers throughout the South made their way to get on a boat or work in the shipyards. My mother was just a girl then—only
            fourteen when she met Jerry Ballard, my father—and had been abandoned in the worst way. Her own mother had died too young,
            leaving the responsibility of raising the family to their father, who had his hands full.
         

         
         Audrey didn’t have a chance. And when she met my biological dad, it was easy to imagine why she’d fall for him, even at her young age. Jerry Ballard was all confidence—uniform sharp, pocket square tight, a smile to light up the moon. I imagined all the sailors in their uniforms docking in Portsmouth, flooding the streets and the bars. I wonder how he and Audrey met—maybe he winked at her at a diner or across the dance floor in one of those juke joints with a brass band onstage and balloons floating around the ceiling. 

         
         I don’t know if they lived together, or if he stayed on the base. But the math adds up. About nine months later, Denise, my
            older sister, was born. Followed soon after by yours truly. And just like that, Audrey was a mother of two young kids before
            she could legally order a drink. She was smitten, lovestruck. I suspect that Jerry Ballard loved her too, but let’s be real.
            Loving women wasn’t hard for Jerry. That was his specialty.
         

         
         Audrey learned that the hard way. One night, so the story goes, she walked in and found him in bed—her bed, their bed—with
            another woman. Now, I don’t know what she said when she saw them, but I know what she did after. She made a vow to get even.
            And she got her revenge. She went on to sleep with Jerry’s best friend, and—you guessed it—got pregnant again. That’s where
            Rhonda, my younger sister, comes in. So if you’re keeping tabs, that’s three babies in about three years, a near mathematical
            impossibility given the scientific laws of reproduction, but that’s also love in wartime.
         

         
         But Jerry wasn’t the only man orbiting my mother’s world. Steady. Waiting. Sniffing around was his friend from the service, Charlie Hughley, the man who raised me. 

         
         Charlie was a career military guy. Before serving in the navy, he’d been in the air force. He was all duty, reliable, and
            knew how to follow orders. And one night, his loyalty was tested. When Jerry introduced him to my mother, Charlie fell in
            love with Audrey at first sight. But what could he do? Audrey was taken. Audrey was still Jerry’s girl, and despite the cheating
            and pregnancy and his reliability issues, Jerry had all the things that Charlie lacked: the charisma, the spark, the looks.
            Now, Audrey had her own dilemma. She was in love with Jerry, but she also had three little kids crying for milk and food,
            a family that couldn’t support her, and a husband who could have shipped off to war at any moment. She was stuck.
         

         
         

         I can only imagine the time, the stress, the anger. I was born in 1963, the same year activist Medgar Evers was murdered in
            his driveway for trying to register Black folks to vote. The same year Bull Connor turned fire hoses and dogs on children
            in Birmingham. The year Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stood in Washington and dared to dream out loud. The South was still a
            minefield of “Whites Only” signs, and so much of Virginia was segregated. Even for military families in Virginia.
         

         
         In cities like Norfolk and Portsmouth, where the fleet docked, Black sailors flooded the streets. They were allowed to serve in the navy, but mostly in lower-deck jobs: stewards, cooks, cleaning crews. You could wear a uniform and die for your country, but it didn’t mean you could live off the base in decent housing. White landlords refused to rent to Black servicemen. Restaurants turned them away. On base, they drilled like hell. Off base, they were ghosts. They’d get paid on Fridays and couldn’t find a place to spend anything. 

         
         This was the hypocrisy of Cold War America. Black men were expected to fight for freedom overseas and liberties they couldn’t
            get at home. They were told to be ready—to ship out to the Pacific, to watch Soviet subs off the Atlantic coast, to play their
            part in a nuclear age where you could get blown to bits on a battleship before you could drink from the same water fountain
            as your commanding officer.
         

         
         So they learned to bury things. Pain, rage, history. Charlie did it quietly, folding his uniform just so, handling his business
            in silence. Jerry was loud, boastful, braggy. Mr. Charming. And soon my mother found herself stuck between a pair of young
            Black men trying to raise a family in a country that would send them to war in a heartbeat and wouldn’t raise a hand to help
            them.
         

         
         

         I learned the real story later, putting together the fragments like puzzle pieces. Apparently, when I was only an infant,
            Jerry’s orders came in. He was shipping off to another port, leaving my mother and me and Denise and Rhonda all behind.
         

         
         “When

         
         
         
         
         
         

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
      
9780063435407_coverimage.jpg
D.L. HUGHLEY
CHARLIE'S BOY

1 et

witl Geoffey Groy





INTRO_001_9780063435438.JPEG





9780063435407_tpimage.jpg
CHARLIE'S
BOY e

D.L. Hughley

with Geoffrey Gray

RRRRRRRRRRRR





PART_001_9780063435438.jpg





