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			INTRODUCTION

			Hello, reader.

			Before you start reading, I have a question: Why are you reading this particular book?

			Do you have a dead spot in the pit of your stomach that has been there for months and isn’t going away? Are you kind of afraid that it never will? Are you feeling stuck? Trying to figure out your next move? Questioning everything that you held dear and wondering how you could have been so wrong about what everybody else in this country was holding dear? Are you unsure of how you are going to continue dealing with the level of hate in the world and, worse, the level of hate you have to deal with when you want to talk about the level of hate in the world? (Just me??)

			“Let’s talk about the racism that we all deal with every day!”

			“You would want to talk about the racism, YOU RACIST!”

			“Wait, what?”

			“[Expletive.]” “[N-word.]” “[Thinly veiled death threat.]” . . .

			Are you (like me) hoping that the recent events in American history will kick-start the 1960s all over again? Or are you secretly happy that all of this happened because your life is pretty much golden and you were hoping for things to get more interesting because TV hasn’t really been interesting since the final episode of Mad Men? . . . Or was it Breaking Bad? No . . . it was definitely The Sopranos . . . unless it was The Wire . . . Yes! TV hasn’t been good since the last episode of The Wire. Ahhhh, doesn’t it feel good to be distracted again?

			Wait . . . Is that why you’re reading this book? Is it serving as a distraction until the new season of Game of Thrones (or Luke Cage or Insecure or Empire or Veep) begins? OH MY GOD, VEEP IS SO GOOD! Julia Louis-Dreyfus is on the Mount Rushmore of comedy!

			If it’s a distraction you want, you might be in the wrong place. I like getting distracted, but I can’t seem to turn away from everything that is happening right now. It feels like things are slipping away. It feels like just showing up isn’t enough. It feels like the day before the beginning of one of the Mad Max movies. Maybe that is the distraction we need. I want to see what exactly happened the day BEFORE the world turned into a post-apocalyptic desert and people began paying thirty bucks for an ounce of water. I want to see a just-pre-post-apocalyptic film. Like the eve of the post-apocalypse. Maybe that will help us make sense of things. What happened that night? I’m betting those people didn’t know it was the night before the apocalypse. I bet they were just sitting around saying something like, “Wow! I never expected that candidate to win the presidency! . . . Oh well! We’ll get through this! Like we always do!”

			Cut to the next day and a bald-headed Charlize Theron is driving a car across a barren wasteland for ninety minutes. Because, eventually . . . You. Don’t. Get. Through. It.

			That’s what happened in that movie, right? I never actually saw it. I prefer my post-apocalyptic movies to be more like The Book of Eli, because you literally . . . Can’t. Go. Wrong. With. Denzel. Washington.

			Are you reading this book because you feel like this may just be the just-pre-post-apocalypse? Like maybe we are currently living through the sequel to the fall of the Roman Empire? (Makes sense. We love sequels.) Are you reading this because this is just about the end and this book seems like a good read to end the world with?

			Well, I don’t know that I have any answers for the end of the world. And any distraction I have to offer comes in the form of awkward tales from my past. (Like the time when I was a kid and I wore fur-lined leather boots, which I LOVED, to elementary school, only to learn later that I was made fun of all day because they were girls’ boots. My first window into the idea that gender is a continuum . . . like flavors of chocolate. Milk chocolate, YES! Dark chocolate . . . Well, I guess. Just this once.) But I’m sitting here writing this book as a way to grapple with some of the questions that this crazy, upside-down time has produced, both in me and in the world.

			Maybe that is why you are here? To watch someone grapple with some questions? Perhaps you have heard me do just that on my podcast Politically Re-Active. Or are you one of the small but mighty who still feels like my yearlong FX (and later FXX, and after that FXX-ed) show, Totally Biased, was 1. groundbreaking and 2. canceled too soon. (Hint: 1. Could be. Who am I to say? 2. Definitely not.) Maybe you were shocked by how my seemingly ridiculous fanboy podcast Denzel Washington Is the Greatest Actor of All Time Period has turned from a weekly examination about the underrated greatness of Denzel Washington into a larger discussion about representation in Hollywood? Maybe you have seen my CNN show, United Shades of America, and you’re wondering how crazy I must be to have gone and asked questions of the Ku Klux Klan? Maybe you’ve seen me wrestle with racism onstage as a comedian, online in blogs, in print, or (at some of my lowest moments) with Internet trolls. Maybe you’ve appreciated seeing my struggle to articulate (my word, not yours, so I can call myself articulate) how I feel and what I think.

			Or . . .

			Are you reading this because you just don’t think I’m funny at all? Not even one bit? (Have I never made you laugh? Or even smile? Not even one time? What are you doing here?) Maybe you think I’m just some sort of affirmative action hire sent to make guilty white liberals feel better about themselves so that even though they don’t have any Black friends, they can tell their white friends, “But my favorite comedian is J. Jamocha Fudge . . . I mean, W. Kamal Brown . . . I mean, that guy who looks like Questlove but isn’t him . . . At least I don’t think it’s him.” That makes sense.

			(By the way, I spell “Black” with a capital B because I subscribe to all the Black intellectuals and academics and barbershop sages who say that Blackness is as much an uppercase identity as Chinese-ness or Christianity-ness or any other proper-noun identity is. And if Wikipedia is going to insist on capitalizing “Klansman,” then I am certainly going to insist on capitalizing “Black.” No matter what every editor of everything I write tells me—except for the editor of this book. Thanks, Jill.)

			Or are you here for the same reasons I am? Have we gotten here, to this page, together because in the past few months it feels like the United States of America has turned upside down and we have to review some of what’s happened in order to think through what comes next? Are you thinking (perhaps awkwardly) that you need help sorting through the stuff that makes up America in order to attempt to figure out how we should remake America? And have you seen or heard enough of my work that you know I’m awkwardly thinking the same? And often thinking it out loud? And what’s more awkward than having to permanently commit my awkward thoughts to the page for all time, or at least until the current administration takes us firmly into the apocalypse, where there is no electricity for your smart devices and all actual books are used as firewood to heat the underground caves that we all call home?

			If that’s why you’re here . . . welcome to my awkward thoughts.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 1

			My Awkward Youth

			My mom is Janet Cheatham Bell, and she is awesome. Seriously awesome. And I’m not just saying that because she’s my mom. She is empirically the greatest mom of all time period. Everybody likes her. Everybody wants to be her friend. Everybody wants her approval. Everybody wants her to think that they are cool. I have friends who let me know when she “likes” their posts on Facebook. And these aren’t my emotionally needy friends. These are my kick-ass, activist, artist, take-no-prisoners-and-free-ALL-political-prisoners friends. And they turn all gooey when my eighty-year-old mom likes their status update that quotes James Baldwin’s prescient criticism of modern-day conservatism. And if she comments on their post . . . fuggedaboutit! I’ve seen less enthusiasm from those people who get brand-new homes on that show Extreme Makeover: Home Edition or from that dude on Maury who moonwalked when he found out that he was “not . . . the . . . father.”

			My mom is a race warrior and educator in the true senses of the words. My dad is Walter A. Bell. And, weirdly, he is also everything my mom is: popular, charismatic, loved and admired by all who know him. But they took it two different directions. To paraphrase Malcolm X—and who doesn’t like paraphrasing Malcolm X whenever you can?—my mom is a field negro. My dad is a negro in the house . . . which is different from a “house negro.” My dad is a field negro who worked his way into the house, bought the house, and turned the slave quarters into a wine cellar. And he didn’t lose any (or not much of) the “field” in the process. Both my parents seem regal. They both turn heads when they walk into rooms. But where my mom feels like a Matrix-style oracle, my dad seems . . . well . . . famous. People stare at him even if they don’t know him. Part of it is because my dad is tall, like for reals tall. I’m six foot four, which is like regular tall, but my dad is six foot six, which is like actual-for-reals NBA tall. My dad is also really good-looking. (There was a point in his life when he was regularly getting mistaken for Dr. J., aka NBA legend Julius Erving—if you’re not nasty.) And I’ve known all my life that my dad is better-looking than me. Like, a lot better-looking. I know it sounds weird to think of an eight-year-old looking at his dad like, “Damn, that dude is good-looking!” But it’s true. He is good-looking, and on some level, even as a child I was jealous. My dad was a semiprofessional photographer, turned management trainee, turned insurance salesman, turned chairman of the board of a Fortune 500 company. And other than both being Black, my parents have only two things in common:

			
					Me

					They are both hustlers in the best possible way.

			

			As I said, my mom is an outside hustler. She has been self-employed since the mid-’80s. Back around 1984, she left her job as a textbook editor in Boston and moved us to Chicago. Chicago had just elected Harold Washington as mayor, and she said she wanted to be in a city that was run by a Black person. Chicago was about to go through a golden age. Because 1984 was also the year Michael Jordan was drafted to the Chicago Bulls, and it was the year that a former news anchor named Oprah Winfrey took over a half-hour talk show called A.M. Chicago and decided to try to give Phil Donahue a run for his money. Phil Donahue hasn’t been seen since.

			Once my mom got us to Chicago, she set to work self-publishing a book called Famous Black Quotations. It was a compendium of African-American quotes, at a time when that did not exist. And my mom was already with the tiny-tech revolution, because she made sure the book could easily fit into your pocket. Now there are many books of African-American quotations, and really, who needs a book? You can just Google “inspirational quotes by Oprah from this morning” and be all set. But back when my mom was self-publishing books, it was a major task. She had to collect the quotes on her floppy disk. She had to take those quotes to a typesetter to get the book laid out. Then she needed to take all that to a graphic designer to make the book look good. (And yes, I mean she had to “take” this stuff. There was no e-mail.) Then she had to find a printer that would do a short run of books since she wasn’t ordering a million copies. And then, once the book was done, she spent lots of time in her car hand-selling them to individual bookstores (many of which were Black owned). And now in the year 2017, everything I described can be done with Microsoft Word and Amazon.com. But back then, it took serious work.

			But my dad is an inside hustler. He’s got that Kevin Hart “While you’re sleeping I’m doing sit-ups, Instagramming, having a meeting about Ride Along 3, 4, and 5, and I’m on my way to do nineteen sold-out shows at Madison Square Garden” thing. That’s my dad, but replace sit-ups with leisurely treadmilling, Instagramming with monitoring his investments online, movie pitches with actuarial charts, and Madison Square Garden with nineteen meetings in various corporate boardrooms around the country and occasionally the halls of government in Bermuda. (Yup. Bermuda.)

			I am an only child, and the youngest grandchild on both sides of my family by a mile, so I was always “the baby.” My mom was thirty-five when she had me. And in 1973 that was like one of those stories you read today about a sixty-five-year-old woman giving birth. My mom’s brothers and sister had gone what was then the traditional route of getting married out of high school and immediately having kids. And her oldest brother went the also popular route of having a kid in high school and not telling anybody so there could be a surprise forty or so years later.

			And since both my mom and dad come from big families, there were always lots of cousins around. And when the cousins would gather, I was always on the outside because I was the youngest. I ended up feeling like a mascot and not quite like one of them. But I didn’t always hate it. I just knew that no matter how entertaining they found my trailing behind them, at some point they would be like, “OK. See ya!” And then I would be left to my own devices. My device of choice was television. Still is today.

			I was also the youngest because my mom put me in school a year earlier than she should have. She said I was bored at home at five, so she just decided to put me in first grade. Apparently you could do that back then. It’s not like now. If I wanted to get my two-year-old daughter, Juno, into the three-year-olds’ class at her preschool, me and my wife, Melissa, would have to submit a birth certificate, blood samples, fingernail clippings, and a recent stool sample. Kinda like what President Obama went through to stop the current Birther in Chief from taking his job away.

			“I’m sorry, Mr. Bell. According to our tests, your daughter is only two and three-eighths, not quite old enough for you to have the privilege of having her nap here instead of at home with you.”

			So for the first half of my life, being the youngest was a big part of my identity. Everybody else hit those age markers way (or what seemed like waaaaaaaaay) before me: work permit, driver’s license, voting age, drinking age, losing-their-virginity age. OK, that last one wasn’t a fault of my youngness, but it certainly felt like it at the time.

			(I was twenty-one. It was to a jazz singer. Not a woman who liked to sing jazz but an actual professional jazz singer. And it was amazingly . . . awkward. I was all knees, elbows, and technique-less, like a turtle darting in and out of its shell trying to not get hit by the rain. If I ever see her again, I’d immediately apologize. Also, I hope I never see her again.)

			Conventional wisdom says that the youngest kid has the least amount of pressure on them. But in another way I wasn’t the youngest, because I was also “the only.” Now, in an effort to not totally lose my stepsister from the audience of this book and thus the coveted stepsister demographic, I should say I am the only biological child of my dad. Although by the time Ashley and her mom, Loresa, came into my life, “only child” was such a huuuge part of my identity that I wasn’t interested in newcomers. I was six. Already stubborn. Already King of the Grudge Holders. Already stuck in my head and imagination. Plenty happy with the TV, comic books, action figures, paper and pencil. I was never lonely. Never bored. And minus action figures, those things pretty much still define my happy place, although I’ve replaced comic books with actual books for the most part.

			Wait. Why am I lying? I’ve replaced comic books with multiple browser windows open to articles about how the world is getting worse as each minute goes by, mixed in with whatever my current, purposefully distracting YouTube videos of choice are. (Recently it has been Dr. Pimple Popper—aka Dr. Sandra Lee, if you like nasty videos of pimples being popped. Many of the articles never get read, but ALL the videos get watched . . . sometimes more than once. But be careful, grasshopper. Dr. Lee ain’t for the faint of heart.)

			My parents have always had high expectations for me for vastly different reasons. For my mom, I think it had something to do with how hard it was to actually have me, and again how late in her life that it happened.

			My mom was born and raised in Indianapolis, Indiana. She was born in 1937, which meant she was around for separate drinking fountains for Blacks and whites, “Whites Only” signs, Black people being forced to sit in the balcony at the movie theater, Black people being forced to sit at the back of the bus (as opposed to when I was a kid and choosing to sit there), and everything else that came with those realities. My mom was around during the time when the word “colored” was said by white people who were trying to be nice.

			My mom has all the classic American Black folk stories. Her dad was an elementary school dropout and yet always worked three jobs at a time in order to help support his wife and four kids. My mom’s mom was a teacher and an aspiring writer who devoted her life to the church. As a kid my mom loved to read and was good at it. But when schools were integrated when she went to high school, they put her in remedial English because she wasn’t reading at the level of the white students her age. They. Thought. She. Had. A. Learning. Disability (except I’m sure they didn’t say it that politically correctly). In reality, my mom did not have a learning disability. What she had was a syndrome called “Years of being educated at Black public schools that didn’t have the greater resources of white public schools because of racism-itis.” Heard of that syndrome? Turns out this country still has it. But because my mom didn’t play the “Believe whatever people tell you” game—especially when those people were white people in Indiana in the first half of the twentieth century—in a short period of time, my mom went from remedial English to regular white-people English and then to proving to herself that she was at least as smart as anybody in that damn school.

			This was a time when people got married right out of high school and had babies right away. But my mom didn’t do that. When she first got married, she was only twenty-three but already considered an “old maid.” (I’m pretty sure “old maid” was the term they used before people felt comfortable saying the word “lesbian.”) At that age she had gotten married to a man—who isn’t my father. (Thank you, Black Jesus!) And they had a son named Paul who was born sick and died as a baby. That marriage ended shortly thereafter. Then later she got married to a white Jewish man whose name, when it rarely comes up, serves exclusively as the punch line of jokes about male insecurity and male chauvinism. My mom swears up and down that when this man was introduced to a new woman, he would pinch her breast as a way of saying, “Nice to a meet ya!” What in the name of Mad Men was he doing? I have no idea. Fortunately, this marriage also only lasted briefly. They didn’t have any kids. And from the way my mom tells the story, they didn’t even try to have any kids. (Again, thank you, Black Jesus!) It doesn’t sound like she even enjoyed the rehearsal process of trying to have any kids. When I ask her why she married him at all, she sort of always seems to frame it like it was a way to get out of her parents’ house and ultimately out of her hometown of Indianapolis. “What’s wrong with Indianapolis?” you ask. Well, it is alternately referred to as India-no-place and Naptown. Yup, Naptown. That’s the nickname Indianapolis gave itself! New York is the city that never sleeps. And Indianapolis is the city that gets sleepy around three p.m. and has to shut it down.

			So by the time my mom was pregnant with me, she was thirty-five, unmarried, and twice divorced. That may not sound like a big deal (or any kind of deal) now. In fact, now we’ve kind of flipped the whole thing. These days it can seem weird if a woman is pregnant in her twenties. MTV has based a whole genre of programming around the weirdness of a young woman having a kid at the age that women have historically always had children: 16 and Pregnant. Ummm, you mean like all of our great-great-great-great-grandmothers?

			But in 1973, my mom was a pioneer (which she often is in her life). In 1973, women didn’t just have kids, for the first time, at thirty-five years old . . . with no husband no less(!) . . . unless a lot of bad shit had happened to them leading up to that point. But there’s no way my mom would have defined herself as the “victim of two divorces” or as an “unwed mother.” Naaaaah. She was single. She had a relationship with the child’s father (my dad); she would have been happy if their relationship had worked out, but she wasn’t depending on him to help make this kid’s life happen. These were her choices. And she was making them. Her choices weren’t making her. She was a pioneer. My mom basically invented the idea of a woman waiting until she was ready before she became a mom. You’re welcome, Madonna, Halle Berry, Mariah Carey, Geena Davis, and Sandra Bullock.

			And now, whenever my mom gets to talking about the subject of my birth, she will often tell the story of how she had to assure the people at the ob-gyn’s office that she actually did want to keep the child, and that she really wasn’t interested in an abortion. And when my mom tells this story, it is not a cautionary tale or some sort of anecdote about a woman’s right to choose. My mom is definitely pro-choice (as am I), and she laughs when she tells this story. I think in her mind she thinks the doctors were actually asking her, “You really want to keep this kid? . . . REEEALLY? But you’re single, Black, AND female? Really, you want to keep this child? But what will you possibly do with him once he’s born and there’s no man around to put food on the table? And you’re so oooooooooooold? You’re more like a grandmother than a mom. . . . Oh my God! And I almost forgot to mention that you’re Black? Is the father Black too? JESUS H. CHRIST! So there’s like a 100 percent chance that your baby will be Black too! You know what, ma’am? . . . Why don’t you take another brochure explaining the benefits of not giving birth to fatherless future criminals.”

			Now, there are two things I take from that story. One, I have known it all my life. My mom has told it to me—and in front of me—as far back as I can remember. Which means I was probably (definitely) too young to hear it the first time. But that’s how my mom was. She was raising someone to be her equal, so she treated me and talked to me like I understood everything. Which pretty much guaranteed I was always trying to. Although when you think about it, what is the societally acceptable age for a child hearing the “doctors kept wanting me to abort you” story?

			The second thing I take from all of this is that my mom is very funny and has a very stark sense of humor. Not a specifically dark sense of humor, but a stark sense of humor. She likes it when jokes cut through and clarify. She’s a big fan of jokes that aren’t a traditional setup and punch line. She likes jokes that are just statements that make you go, “DAAAAAAAAAAAMN!” My mom’s favorite Chris Rock joke is: “A man is as faithful as his options.” Damn.

			That tells you a lot about her relationship history, and a lot about how she is using that joke to cut through some obvious pain. But if you hear my mom repeat that line, she will laugh like she’s never heard it before, and like she didn’t just say it. As if she was hearing Chris Rock say it again for the first time. And my mom knows how to laugh. It is a big, mouth-agape, cacophonous explosion. It is the laugh that makes people turn around and wonder if everything is OK, even though it is very definitely a laugh. People turn around, even if they are also laughing at the same thing that she is. When I’m onstage, I can hear that laugh above hundreds of other laughs in a crowded club. But my favorite version of her laugh comes when nobody else (or nearly nobody else) in the club finds what I just said particularly funny, and my mom doesn’t care or doesn’t notice that they didn’t laugh, and she laughs anyway. It is a kind of laugh that I associate with Black women over the age of fifty. A laugh that says, “I made it this far. I’ve fought all the battles they brought to me—racism, sexism, ageism, everything-else-ism—and now, I’m just going to have a good time. And nobody is going to stop me.”

			My mom wasn’t exactly a single mom. She and my dad were still together when she was pregnant. Theirs was a heavily on-again, off-again relationship. They were, however, never married. Despite the fact that they were never married, my mom changed her last name to Bell, just like my dad’s. When my dad asked why she had taken his last name when they weren’t married, my mom had her comeback ready to go, just like she always did. She told him, “I didn’t take your last name. I took Kamau’s last name.” Damn. Check and mate. My mom knew that as much as my dad was annoyed that she had his last name, he absolutely, positively, definitely, without a doubt, 100 percent wanted me to have his last name. My mom’s response immediately ended the conversation as a topic of his consternation once and for all. According to my mom, my dad actually wanted me to have his entire name: Walter Alfred Bell. He says that’s not true. And that’s not even close to the number of things they have told me about their relationship that have totally contradicted each other. That would have made me Walter Alfred Bell Jr. Sometimes I think about who that guy would have been. I think he would have gone by Al. Yup, good old Al Bell. I feel like wearing sunglasses indoors would have been a big part of Al Bell’s life. Maybe he’s a guy who had a record player the whole time. A guy who never gave up on vinyl. Never bought into the CD craze. Al Bell feels pretty good about that now. And he holds it over all his friends’ heads. And he’s definitely a weed smoker. Not a wake-and-baker but not not a wake-and-baker. And Al Bell lost his virginity at thirteen, not twenty-one like Walter Kamau Bell. Al Bell is also six foot five, not a measly six four like me. Al Bell is the best.

			But my dad says he wasn’t interested in making me a junior. I don’t know who to believe. But I do know that when I was born, my parents were spending a lot of time in East Palo Alto (EPA), California, which at the time was the Oakland to Palo Alto’s San Francisco (i.e., waaaaaaaaaay more Black folks in EPA). And in the early 1970s, EPA was thick with Black people and talk of the revolution. My parents were hanging out with a group of people who had formed a tribe. They all had taken on African names. Just around each other. They didn’t go changing them legally like many Black people did back then. I often wonder why they didn’t. Although at that point changing your name to an African or Arabic name was probably the equivalent of calling the FBI and saying, “Hello, could you please put me on a list, please? . . . Thank you!”

			I’ve been told that I was the first baby born into the tribe, so I was given an actual (and legal) African name all my own. “Kamau” is a Kenyan name. It is Kikuyu, one of the main languages in Kenya. “Kamau” is a very common name in Kenya. Often it is a last name. “Ka” means “quiet.” And “mau” means “warrior.” For those of you even tangentially familiar with Kenyan history, you will know that the Mau Maus were known as the warrior class of Kenya. As an only child who didn’t talk much but who felt a lot of intense feelings, I thought the name made sense for me. I’ve known the meaning of my name my whole life, but if I ever happen to forget it, I’ll be all right because every Kenyan I meet (and I meet a lot more of them since I’ve been on TV) always, always, always tells me the history of my name and what it means. They don’t ask me if I know the meaning. They just immediately tell me the meaning. When this first started happening, I would interrupt them and say, “I know. I know.” But now I realize that this is their way of saying, “I like you right now, but you better be good enough to carry this weight. This. Is. Not. A. Game.”

			And as an American Black person who has no real idea of where my “African parts” came from—and who is also pretty sure that none of his “African parts” are Kenyan, since most of America’s human forklifts were stolen from the west side of Africa—honestly it feels pretty awesome to be “adopted” by the motherland in this small way.

			And apparently my parents weren’t that bothered about the fact that they weren’t married. They tried to get married once, but there was some sort of blood test problem. They were together the first couple of years of my life, but I literally have no memory of that. And I mean “literally.” I have seen a few pictures of the three of us together when they were still a couple. Everybody looks happy. It is definitely a family. But it’s not my family. My family is me and my mom . . . and my dad. We aren’t one unit. And that’s fine. That’s how family is sometimes. But when I look at pictures of my family now with my wife, Melissa, and our two daughters, Sami and Juno, and me, I know that I don’t want that to come even close to happening to us.

			But with my parents, staying together wasn’t the right choice. I don’t blame them at all for splitting up. They are such different people. I can’t quite imagine them—again, literally—agreeing on anything. I can’t even imagine them agreeing on anything long enough to decide to have sex with each other. It was not meant to be. And whenever I see them together I’m always reminded by their terse (yet friendly, in a professional associates way, like two lawyers who often try cases against each other) conversation of how not-meant-to-be it really was.

			My mom has told me lots of the juicy details about how they broke up. And again she told me when I was probably way too young to know them. But my dad has never told me anything about his relationship with my mom. He never talks about it. Like never. And let me be clear, my dad is a talker. He’s got opinions on everything. And not just opinions. He knows he’s right about everything. And he is a smart guy in the boardroom and in the back alley, so it kind of sucks for me that he does know a lot. But when it came to my mom, especially when I was growing up, it seemed like my dad thought of my mom as if she was a highly sensitive explosive material that was best to steer clear of. Part of this may have been because he knew how close I was to my mom. As much as it may have frustrated him, I know he respected it because he had been super close to his mom, Gladys . . . which let’s just stop and recognize that “Gladys” is the most perfect old–Black lady name ever.

			But all this is mythology, anyway, because I was too young to experience most of it, and what I do know, for the obvious reasons stated above, comes from my mom. I did grow up knowing that my parents had never been married. I always knew that they’d met in a class in Northern California, at a junior college named Foothill College, where my mom had moved after getting divorced for the second time and after leaving Indianapolis. My mom was teaching a class, and he was one of her students. Six years younger, in fact. To be clear, though, he was in his midtwenties and she was in her early thirties. But even though it was college and not high school, where their age difference would have been really scandalous, I still go, “OOOHHHH . . . So 1980s TV Movie of the Week, or . . . So 2017 Lifetime Movie Any Night of the Week.”

			At the time, my mom was in the PhD program at Stanford University. She was there to get her doctorate in African-American literature. She is not a PhD today, because she says that at the time (the early ’70s) Stanford wouldn’t give her a doctorate in that because it wasn’t a valid field of study. (Let that sink in. Remember Maya Angelou, Richard Wright, Zora Neale Hurston, James Baldwin, and Ralph Ellison had all ripped the earth asunder with their writing by then.) She described my dad as the hip, cool guy who you kinda want every Black guy to be in the 1970s. If you see pictures of my dad from back then, he has a huge Afro and looks amazing. He looks like Jim Kelly from Enter the Dragon (Bruce Lee reference number one of many, many in this book) or Black Belt Jones. I’ve always been aware that I’m not as cool as my dad. Even at my age now, I’m not as cool as my seventy-three-year-old dad today. My mom is cool too, but it’s a different cool. My dad is cool the way that a Black James Bond would be cool. He’s tall, he’s slender, he’s poised. And now that he’s seventy-three he’s become even cooler, because he’s seventy-three. My parents both look waaaaay younger than their ages. It’s like my people always say: “Good Black don’t crack.” If you thought he was fifty-two—and you probably would—you’d think, “Hey, that dude’s pretty cool. Wait, he’s seventy-three? Holy shit!”

			My dad was always the cool guy, which is funny because I’ve NEVER been the cool guy. I guess it skips a generation? Because my daughters, Sami and Juno, are really cool. My wife, Melissa, was always a popular kid too. It’s weird to live in a home surrounded by the cool kids. I live in fear of walking into the living room, seeing them all talking and immediately stopping when they notice that I’m there. I ask them, “What’s going on?” My two-year-old, Juno, responds, “Nothing.” Then they all turn to each other, laugh conspiratorially, and walk out of the room together while looking back at me like, “Dork!”

			My mom always described my dad as the love of her life. And I think that’s true because she never had a serious relationship afterward. Despite what happened with her first child, who when I was kid I thought of as my brother, my mom knew that she wanted to try to have a child again. And when my mom first saw my dad, she said she looked at him and thought to herself, “Oh yeah, that’s the man I want to have a kid with. That’s the right guy.” Which again is even more awesome when you think about the fact that their first meeting was in a classroom.

			

			—

			My dad is from Mobile, Alabama, born as poor as Black people in Mobile, Alabama, tend to be born. Mobile has two interesting but unmarketable facts going for it. One fact most of you reading will not believe. And the second fact is gonna bum you out. Let’s do it!

			Mobile is the actual birthplace of Mardi Gras. Yeah, see, I told you. You don’t believe me. (I even just Googled it right now to double-check because I know it to be true but . . . it still doesn’t sound right.) But it is true. Mardi Gras did not start in New Orleans even though it seems integral to the very existence of New Orleans. It’s so integral that after Hurricane Katrina devastated much of the city, many people’s big question was, “Are they going to do Mardi Gras next year?” Not one voice—outside of Mobile—said, “Don’t worry. Everybody can just go to Mardi Gras in Mobile, Alabama! Since Mobile has been doing Mardi Gras since 1703 and New Orleans has only been doing it since . . . Well, it’s complicated. A French guy celebrated Mardi Gras near New Orleans in 1699, but he only invited his friends. Whereas Mobile has been doing organized celebrations since 1703 and . . . Hey . . . Where you going? . . . Oh . . . New Orleans . . . Yeah, I get it.” For the record, New Orleans did celebrate Mardi Gras the next year it came up on the calendar right after Hurricane Katrina, and apparently it was amazing . . . because of course it was. IT’S NEW ORLEANS!

			The second notable fact about Mobile that is sure to bum you out, even if you know it already—at least I hope it bums you out, because if it doesn’t then you’re in for a long ride with this book—is that Mobile is the place where the last ship containing newly enslaved Africans landed. It was September 22, 1959. Just joking. It was really sometime in the fall, one hundred years earlier. (I just Googled that too even though I already knew it. Did you know that the word “slave” is on Mobile’s Wikipedia page eighteen times? I didn’t, but I had to “command F” that word to find out if I was correct. Eighteen? Wow! Seems high. Like whoever wrote Mobile’s page thought, “I’m going to get the word ‘slave’ in here as many times as possible!”) Now, it is definitely notable that Mobile was the last place that Africans ever got off the boat in the States and said, “WHAT THE FUCK? . . . FOR FREE? . . . YOU GOTTA BE KIDDING ME!” A whip cracks across his back. “OUCH! Oh, you aren’t kidding . . . Not even one bit. Got it now!” But that’s not exactly something you can build a city’s identity around. Maybe a museum, but not anything marketable to tourists. Nothing easily put on a T-shirt the way San Francisco has the “I got crabs in the wharf” shirts. Nobody wants an “I got my freedom papers in Mobile, Alabama” T-shirt. Nobody but me!

			My dad certainly wasn’t thinking about all that when he was growing up. He was one of five kids, but it was more complicated than that, as it tends to be in the South. It was one of those families where his oldest sister (who was older than him by a country mile, apparently) had a kid who was only a few years younger than him. His sister died. (I’m not sure how or why.) And so his niece was raised like his sister. That niece—who is really my cousin—was so much older than me that she was always referred to as my aunt. In fact, her daughter, Nora, was only a few months older than me. It’s Alabama, Jake!

			After high school my dad bounced around from one college to another. He moved north and lived in Connecticut with his brother for a while, then California. When I was a kid and Vietnam was the war of choice, I often wondered how he didn’t end up there. He would have been twenty-two in 1965. But instead of being at the Gulf of Tonkin, my dad ended up at the Watts riots but not as a rioter. Somehow my dad had gotten himself in the National Guard. As grateful as I am that my dad didn’t have to fight in Vietnam, I also think it had to be weird to be a Black man and to be on that side of the Watts riots. Not that my dad is out in the streets right now with Black Lives Matter or anything. But his granddaughters are!

			By the time he got to the Bay Area, my dad was a photographer and a poet, and he listened to John Coltrane (which is how my mom first heard Coltrane). My dad was living the classic Bay Area artist’s life. (The one that is nearly gone in the current Bay Area, thanks to gentrification, tech money, and rents that make the people on the island of Manhattan scream, “Are you effin’ kiddin’ me?”) But back then my dad actually owned and rented a few houses, because at that point, you could put down like $1,500 and get a mortgage to buy a house. And if you met my dad today, you would not think that he had ever been a bohemian. While he still owns a few different properties, now he relaxes in polo shirts and loafers while perusing CNBC to check the market.

			But I didn’t grow up with this current version of my dad. And I didn’t really know the bohemian either . . . well, at least not for long. I do have faint memories of the end of that guy’s tenure. Memories of hand-rolled cigarettes (or maybe they were “cigarettes”?) and eight-track players in giant, boat-size, ’70s-era Buicks. I even have a faint memory of being in a boat with him as a kid, but I don’t know who’s boat, why he had it, and if it even really happened. I think I remember it because in my “memory” it was just the two of us, which was something I craved from my dad when I was a kid.

			What I definitely know as true is that eventually my dad moved back to Mobile (after a brief stint in Indianapolis with my mom). And in Mobile, over the course of several years, he completely reinvented himself, from a part-time professional photographer, amateur poet, and Miller High Life drinker, living at his mom’s house, into a banker, then an insurance salesman, and currently a pillar of any community that he chooses to place himself in. And even though he has traversed the globe many times over for work and has lived in New York City two different times, he still prefers his community to be Mobile, Alabama. I do have love for Mobile, but I wouldn’t live there. This is one of 120 things that separate me from him. Also, he pronounces “fajita” with a hard j.

			(For the record “Mobile” isn’t pronounced the way you pronounce the type of phone you have in your pocket. “Mobile” is pronounced as if you were from the Deep South and somebody asked you if you would like some more “beel,” and then you would say, “I would like mo’ beel.” I have to do at least one thing in this book that I know will make my dad happy.)

			So by the time I was two, the pattern had been set. My parents were never together again. During the school year, I lived with my mother, although we moved around pretty frequently. Before I was thirteen, we had lived in Palo Alto, Indianapolis, Boston, and Chicago. But with all that movement, I would spend every summer with my dad in Alabama. Initially we lived in Gladys’s house. My grandmother had a classic Southern-grandma house. There was a front yard with a fence around it, and a dog named Freeway who barked at cars. It was regularly well over ninety degrees in the summer, but using the air conditioner was an absolute worst-case scenario situation. And even when it was used, it was so “Grandma.” We would close all the doors to every other room in the house except for the den, where the air conditioner was located, in a window above her chair. (Yes, I said her chair. Sit in it. I dare you. Even though she passed away more than twenty years ago, she’ll come back and get you for sitting there.) And we would sit in that room, where the temperature would drop to arctic levels. It was so cold I would sometimes get up and go into one of the quarantined “hot rooms” just to get blood moving again.

			Many of my happy childhood memories in Mobile are of lying on the floor and watching TV with my grandmother. The mornings would start with game shows, because that’s when God intended game shows to come on, in the morning. Not in primetime, now that Hollywood has completely run out of imagination. We’d watch The Price Is Right, Wheel of Fortune, Password, and the “even-more-Password-y” Super Password. There were also the game shows that have long been canceled and mostly forgotten. Shows like Deal of the Century and The Joker’s Wild. But that was just getting the TV warmed up for her “stories,” all the various soap operas we liked. (I say “we” because I liked them too.) Even though my grandmother was a proper Southern Baptist churchgoing (EVERY SUNDAY!) lady, she loved the ridiculous, bawdy scurrility of shows like Another World, Days of Our Lives, and Texas (later, that time slot was filled by Santa Barbara). For the already soap opera initiated, you can tell that my grandmother’s house was a strictly NBC soap opera house. We didn’t mess with none of that ABC General Hospital or that CBS Young and the Restless balderdash.

			And then once the afternoon hit and Grandma was busy with one of her friends who had stopped by, or she was working her sewing machine over like it owed her money (she was an expert seamstress), or she was simply asleep in her chair, that’s when I got the TV to myself. And that meant cartoons. Blessed, blessed cartoons! Tom and Jerry, Looney Tunes, The Flintstones, Super Friends, ThunderCats, G.I. Joe, Voltron, and others. But not Transformers. Never got it then, and still don’t get it now. And then there were reruns of sitcoms that I had no idea at the time were reruns! Blessed, blessed reruns! The Brady Bunch, The Monkees, The Partridge Family, Soap!

			So when I think about my time in Alabama, I think a lot about Grandma. And also I think about my cousin Nora. Again, Nora was (and still is) the daughter of the “aunt” who was really my cousin. Nora and I had a natural friendship, because we both felt out of place in Mobile . . . and maybe even the world at large. While Nora lived full-time in Mobile with her mom, her dad lived in Brooklyn. So like me, Nora knew there was a world out there much bigger and grander than Mobile. I often felt bad for Nora having to live in Mobile. It just didn’t suit her. We were these two weirdos. She liked to write outlandish fantasy stories, and I liked to draw. I had my own fantasies of being a comic book artist. But reality caught up with me when I was in about sixth grade and kids who didn’t care about drawing at all could draw better than me. Nora fared much better with the writing. She grew up, and after lots and lots of hard work she is now known as writer N. K. Jemisin. She has had, at my last count, seven books published, and last year won a Hugo Award, which is the Academy Award of science fiction and fantasy writing. Blew my little Emmy nomination out of the water. And I couldn’t be happier for her. Weirdos win again!

			

			—

			Around the time I was six, my dad moved in with his new wife, Loresa, and her daughter, Ashley, which meant I spent less time at Grandma’s house in the summers. Ashley was only about a year and half younger than me, but our cultural differences were miles apart. She was small-town and had never really traveled. I was well traveled for a kid, and I loved big-city downtowns and public transportation. Still, though, she was doing fine. She was also a popular kid. I can’t seem to escape those people.

			

			
				
				—
			

			The South feels like another country. I’m really happy that I spent so much time there as a kid, because it means that “the South” doesn’t freak me out the way it freaks out many people I know who have never been there. I have seen the look on people’s faces—people who have clearly never been to the South—when I tell them that I’m going to visit my dad in Alabama. Often their response is to contort their faces into a confused yet stunned rictus and ask incredulously, “What’s that like?” To these people, saying, “I’m headed to the South” is like saying, “I’m headed to my own lynching and I decided to bring the rope just to make it easier on the Klansmen.” It is one of my enduring frustrations with this country. People live in their part of the union, and if they don’t travel a lot then there is a tendency to believe that whatever is going on in their part of the union is what goes on in the “real America.” And sometimes it gets even worse. People think the things going on in other parts are actually anti-American. And when you combine that with the stigma of violent racism associated with the South, and then combine that with the chip on the shoulder many in the South have developed in response, well, then that’s how you get President Donald J. Trump. (Well, that plus the electoral college’s leftover slaveholder math. But I digress.)

			When I took my wife, Melissa, who has traveled all over the country and the world but just not to the South, to Alabama for the first time, I had a great time just looking at the look on her face as she took it all in. The slow pace of life, the open and unashamed stares when people see something they don’t recognize as “from around here,” the accents that sound exactly like you think they will sound . . . except harder to understand, the thick layer of hospitality that covers everything, even when people don’t actually like you, and the homes that can be big and palatial like the “big houses” they once were or they can be shacks that look like a stiff breeze would knock them over. And of course the food! It’s all fried, and it’s all good. I’m happy that I know how to speak “Southern.” It’s more than just a language. It’s also about understanding someone’s intentions. There are things people in the South say to me that I just let go, but if someone outside the South says the same thing, I’ll be like, “Well, somebody’s getting a joke written about them that I’m going to test out on Twitter to see if it gets any pickup before I say it onstage.”

			I was in a Walgreens near Danville, California, one time when I still had long dreadlocks. A white woman who also happened to be the cashier ringing me up asked in the middle of our transaction, “Can I touch your hair?” When you have dreadlocks you start to get used to this question. It happens all the time . . . which unfortunately doesn’t make it any more appropriate or any less annoying. But I was used to it. I said, “No, you can’t touch my hair,” but I said it with a smile so that we could both move on without the situation getting weirder than it already was. But a few months later, in Mobile, I was at a Krispy Kreme with my dad, and when a different white woman asked the same thing, I said, “Sure.” I could tell from somewhere in her tone that she was taking a chance by asking me this. I could tell that she had maybe never had a real conversation with a Black person before. It felt like an after-school special. Like after she touched my hair she maybe went home and told her momma (it has to be “momma.” It is the South after all), “Momma, they is peoples jes’ like us.” There, communities are more segregated. The Southern woman had seen Black people, but she probably wasn’t talking to them. People in the South feel like they need more of that “dumb question” time that can be important to dismantling ignorance. I get it. Hell, I get it so much that I built a career on asking “dumb questions.” There is still such a scar on the South because of its history of racism that it feels like it has stunted its growth as an inclusive society. I give people in the South a pass that I won’t give people in other parts of America. Whereas if you live in California and you don’t know a Black person, well, then you might just be an asshole. That’s not true 100 percent of the time, but it is something to keep in mind when someone at a Walgreens asks if they can touch your hair. So, yes, in the South, I would like to normalize Black people for you. Outside of the South, it’s “No, you need to go make some Black friends.”

			

			—

			As I’ve gotten older, I’ve seen my parents grow in very different directions. My mom is a lefty, low-to-the-ground, living truth-teller and seeker. My dad is . . . well, I wouldn’t call him a lefty. I’m not sure he’s a Democrat. I know he voted for Obama twice. But I also know that he worked in the administration of the Republican governor of Alabama. I know he’s definitely a fiscal conservative, but he
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