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			And look out on the world

				And wonder

				What we’re gonna do

				In the face of

				What we remember

				—

				LANGSTON HUGHES, “Puzzled”

			

		

	
		
		
			
			AUTHOR’S NOTE

			 

			This book is a memoir, a collection of my memories from childhood through adulthood. I chose to tell the stories that I felt shed light on my understanding of gender and race. There are things I’ve left out and names I’ve changed, simply to protect people I love. But each story is told to the best of my own recollection and with honesty. I created dialogue that I either specifically recalled or that I, today, feel is plausible and likely in order to bring the actual scenes to life and to match the best available recollections of those events and exchanges.

		

	
		
		
			
			PROLOGUE

			The South

			 

			I’VE ALWAYS BEEN TOLD that women are powerful, tenacious, and important. That we pull from limitless places. That we make magic wherever we go—shining light into the darkness, forming impenetrable shields with our love. That beneath moments of weakness are endless reserves of strength.

			But I, woman, am feeling none of these powers.

			A friend of mine once told me, “Parenthood means delivering optimism to your children.” But I’m filled with only pessimism about the future. It’s clear to me that dark envelops light, bad beats up on good. Women do, in fact, break. Smiling requires an effort I just don’t have. And joy? It’s packed up its bags and gone elsewhere.

			“I need to stay with you for a while,” I heard myself saying to my mother over the phone, weary from the last few years. “I just need to rest.”

			“I’m here,” she said without pausing. “Come as soon as you can.”

			I bought two plane tickets to Atlanta the next day.

			

			—

			Although my parents brought up my sister Ramona and me in the North, my South Carolina–raised mother sprinkled our upbringing with Southern dust. We were city kids who spent summers with our grandmother in Georgia and who grew up appreciating hot bowls of grits and long family gatherings in the kitchen. These were the things that held a kind of magic for me—they were essential elements of a well-maintained soul. The South, I knew, had the power to fix anything. There was spirit in the soil. I believed that whatever my problems were, the South would always know what to do with them.

			
			But as I grew into adulthood, that magic had gotten lost. Somehow, I needed to find my way back.

			At forty-three years old, I am exhausted. Run ragged by the pressures, the expectations. Turned fragile in the face of hardship. Kept up at night by thoughts too scary to speak of during the day.

			With my grown-up life in full swing, there is never time to pause. I have five children, a husband, an ex-husband, a schedule that often leads to grinding sixty-hour workweeks—and a crippling fear of the life I’ve created. To “cope,” I simply set a goal and don’t stop until I, the bullet, hit the target.

			I’m in need of what the South holds, of the spirit in the earth and of Mama and her steady ways. Needing, too—maybe most of all—the women. My women. Those matriarchs of my lineage whose stories, voices, and faces I often lean on like prayers, especially during times like these. Times when I’ve lost myself completely.

			And so I return to the South once more, hoping to breathe the Atlanta air and remember where I come from.

			

			—

			My mother lives in a sprawling suburb called Peachtree City. Her neighborhood is made up of neatly designed suburban dwellings and quaint dirt-covered back roads that wind around the subdivision’s golf courses and muddy green ponds. She left New York for Atlanta when she and my father divorced in 1989, and after a time moved into my grandmother Gloria’s house, where she remained after Gloria died. While this house isn’t quite the same as the one I visited during my childhood summers, it still feels like home. And even after Grandma Gloria passed away, the place still holds affectionately to her memory: her furniture, her smell, her love.

			
			When I’m at the house, my mother and I don’t pull out all my baggage and spread it across her table, examining each piece to determine how to fix it, as my dad and I might have done. She isn’t one to tackle obstacles that way, and I don’t go to the South—or to her—for that. I don’t go to strategize. I go because being there resets something in me.

			I haven’t told her everything. I haven’t even had the time yet to fully put into words why I’m here. But she can see the strain on my face: My hair is thinning, I’ve lost weight, and I have new lines and creases she’s never seen before.

			I’ve left four of the kids at home with my husband. Georgia, my first child, has come with me. I’ve wanted to spend time alone with Georgia for months now, but the little ones, the business, and Penelope, my third child, demand so much of my time. Penelope, my determined toddler.

			Despite the awkwardness that has grown over the years between us, I always eventually call Mama when things get bad. After I’ve exhausted all my own methods and relentlessly tried to push my way through the problem. After I’ve looked to my girlfriends for help. After I no longer even want to be saved. When I’ve thrown in the towel and accepted that the thing I’m fighting is just way too big to defeat, I call Mama, knowing that there’s nothing more to do than yield. Mama is good at yielding.

			During this visit I spend most of my afternoons alone in the sitting room. The space feels like a time capsule—there’s no TV, no computer, no gadgets or telephones. Rather, it’s filled with the same beautiful furniture that adorned the study in Grandma Gloria’s old house—furniture that was passed down from her mother, and her mother before that. Generations of memories live inside the wooden skeletons of those pieces, and Gloria was a meticulous preservationist. There’s not a tear or a scratch on any of them. After my grandmother died, my mother was reluctant to disturb anything—there was just too much of Grandma Gloria still lingering there. Instead, she opted to leave things as they were. If Grandma were to walk inside this room today, she’d know exactly where to rest her feet.

			
			The sitting room is filled with books—my grandmother had thousands of them; her collection was enormous and never-ending. Shelves upon shelves of weathered paperbacks and sun-faded hardcovers fit snug next to pristine first editions signed by her good friend Jimmy—James Baldwin—whom she first met on a university campus in the 1960s when the South was still reeling from The Fire Next Time. Grandma’s books were always around her, sprawled across her desk, stacked on the floor, tucked under her arm. I would often catch her in the study of her old house rereading six books at a time and scribbling notes in the pages, wondering what she was writing down.

			But the true soul of the sitting room lives in the photos. There are pictures everywhere: nineteenth-century portraits of women elegantly posing in their best outfits; group shots taken at family gatherings in the old days, in which four and five generations sit closely together, not so much smiling for the camera but telling the onlooker: We are unbothered by these times; we are steadfast and courageous.

			I want some of that. I need to know what it takes to be just that.

			Digging deep into a drawer, I pull out a photo I’ve always loved looking at—it must have been taken in the mid-1970s. Four generations of us women traveled to a local Sears and Roebuck to sit for a portrait. My mother’s at the top left corner of the frame, a young mom at the time, barely thirty. Grandma Gloria is to her right, all pointy lapels and gold dangling earrings, a pair of glasses hanging from a chain around her neck. My sister Ramona appears on the bottom left, small and defiant, and I’m on the bottom right, age six, wearing the same polyester jumpsuit as my big sissy. Between us sits Great-Grandmother Lurline. Never mind that the dark sunglasses she’s wearing obscure her eyes, her penetrating gaze is unmistakable. Lurline’s signature face, perfectly captured in that photo, said—then and always—“I am not playing.” She had a talent for communicating a lot without saying much at all. I don’t remember her smiling much, either.
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					My great-great-great-grandmother “Ma”(bottom left) could pass for white, but she chose not to. Her daughter, Sissy (center), is seated with my great-grandmother Lurline, who would eventually become the most stoic woman I’ve ever known. My great-great-grandmother Ann (top right) was a sturdy woman who clearly “ran the show.”

				
			
			
			Lurline obtained her college degree and credits toward her master’s in the early 1900s. This, during the first decades of the long reign of “separate but equal,” a system that rarely translated into higher education for colored people. But she came from a long line of teachers, preachers, and entrepreneurs, who managed to work the system and carve out a place for themselves. They gained access to an accelerated track to opportunity. With that access came a deep sense of expectation. Lurline’s parents made it very clear that there was no other direction to go but forward, no other measure of doing well than by being the best. No excuses for failure—certainly not the color of your skin and most definitely not your gender.

			The morning of the photoshoot, Grandma Gloria had combed our hair. Ramona and I preferred our Afros in the style of my idols, the Jackson 5, an equal distribution of puff on all sides. But Grandma liked hers tapered at the bottom à la Nina Simone. And so, to our dismay, she shaped ours that way, too.

			But walking into Sears, I fixed my face and strode inside with a sense of purpose. Without being told why, I knew somehow that it was a big day for all of us—more important than the hairstyle I was so desperately trying to channel. It wasn’t just about me, it was about preserving the order and honoring the line: Lurline, then Gloria, then my mom, then Ramona and me. Arranging myself in front of the photographer, my grandmother’s hand on my shoulder, I knew I was needed to capture something important. With any one of us missing, the meaning would have been lost.
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					Mama and Grandmother Gloria standing; Ramona and I seated next to our great-grandmother Lurline—the matriarch.

				
			
			Now, years later, I can slip into any of those generations, into any of those times in my life—I can be the annoyed kid, the young mom, I can even imagine myself as the older woman. I think that’s what I like about looking at the pictures. I can see myself in each of them. I’ve imagined my daughters stepping into the frame, and into that lineage. Penelope included. My persistent Penelope. But staring into the photo now, the image is shaky, blurred, and unclear.

			I grew up feasting on the photos of these women—faded images of Lurline and my aunt Lurma, my mother, Jamelle, and their sister, Ramona, my own sister’s namesake, who died in a car crash when she was just five years old. Each year I ran my hands across their portraits and learned a little bit more about the formidable women inside the frames. About their determination, their loves and losses, the sacrifices they made, and the convictions that allowed them to survive whatever they were faced with. Preserved in those images, they showed their strength in their posture—in the straight of their back, the square of their shoulders, the lift of their chin, the steadiness of their gaze.

			
			But I am weak—shoulders slumped, back bent, eyes fixed to the ground. I haven’t slept in months. I squat down on the floor, cross-legged, like a child might do—and I lean against the couch to steady myself. I continue to fixate on the photos. I know that now is the time for searching. For figuring out how I, woman, can put myself back together and be bold in this world. There is no other place I need to be than here—in the South on this floor.

			My women will be the ones to answer my questions. They were alchemists, transforming the weight of expectation into drive, grief and hardship into vision. Each of them took whatever scary thoughts might have kept them up at night and turned those thoughts into power. They never imagined themselves being stomped out, and they always insisted on their freedom. They were activists, educators, leaders—women who refused to follow. And if they ever felt restraint rising up, they just got up and left—changed their circumstances and never turned back.

			My grandmother divorced four times. My mother divorced twice. And Aunt Lurma, very pretty but not at all interested in being the pretty girl, opted for children without marriage, partnership without laws. She decided early on that convention wasn’t for her. Lurma, like the rest of the women in my line, was guided principally by one thing: the freedom she felt in her bones.

			
			My grandmother learned self-determination from Lurline. Gloria passed that knowledge down to Mama. Mama passed it down to me and Ramona. And I was intent on passing it down to my daughters.

			Three generations later, we have Penelope. My third child, my angry toddler, who, after round one thousand of what had become a steady stream of anguished outbursts and fights, told me, “Mama, I’m not a girl. I am a boy.”

			Today, back in the South—with the time to move slowly, to finally reflect, I know that it’s not only the demands of work and city life that have brought me here. It’s Penelope. It’s dealing with everything that comes after hearing my child say “I am a boy.” It’s grappling with my fears about what that means for the future; living with a reality that has turned me upside down. I’ve been running away from the chaos, barrelling forward into a future that I can’t quite name. Racing through each hour, each day, each month, without a plan.

			But what I do have holds value. I have these pictures of womanhood, excellence, Blackness, and freedom. And they are real and very powerful.

			In the sitting room, with these stories and these photos, I see the pattern. Like his grandmothers before him, Penelope has made demands too—that his voice be heard, that the world fall in line with him. Penelope, like the rest of our clan, is more than a bundle of expectations. He is more than one thing. More than what we see. And he is most certainly not a girl. His declaration of self, his total dismissal of conformity and expectation, is elemental—etched into his DNA by his ancestors.

			But with all of this comes a steady, nagging, terrifying truth. Because I know the world is unkind to people it doesn’t understand—to those who don’t live by its rules. I know, too, that the same America that has been divided on race and class and love for so many centuries will no doubt be divided on Penelope. A boy with a vagina.

			
			What if the world, for the rest of his life, tells Penelope, “No”?

			I think fear sometimes forces us to primal places. When we’re scared, we seek comfort. We look for something, or someone, familiar. When we don’t know what’s next, we look to the past to give us a preview, or a road map, of what’s to come. We search for answers in those memories, looking for clues within our own stories to show us how to find a way forward. And with that knowledge at our back, we hope to pick up the pieces of who we are along the way, and make ourselves whole once more.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART I

			Sleep

			 

			
				One day I’ll grow up, I’ll be a beautiful woman.

				One day I’ll grow up, I’ll feel the power in me.

				But for today, I am a child…

				—

				ANTONY AND THE JOHNSONS

			

		

	
		
		
			
			ONE

			Roots

			 

			AS A KID, I WAS TINY. All through my school years, I looked half my age. When girls in my class started filling out their tank tops and high-waisted jeans, getting to know the shape of newfound curves, I remained small, layering my sweaters even in the summer to hide my flat chest.

			I saw weakness in my narrow hips and thin arms. They were weightless, powerless, unable to keep me from floating away. If I couldn’t feel my own weight, how could I trust myself? How could I be confident that with one swift change in the wind, I wouldn’t disappear into the air like a runaway balloon? In my mind I could be strong, but it was my body that couldn’t measure up.

			At home, in the full-length mirror in my bedroom, I’d fantasize about being an opinionated, chubby girl. Someone with wide hips and sturdy legs who demanded to be seen. A girl with presence. With my Jackson 5 album playing in the background, I’d roll my neck and wag my finger in the air, perfecting comeback lines to imaginary adversaries—“Oh, so you can dish it out, but you can’t take it?”

			No one was taunting me in the hallways of my mostly white Manhattan private schools. But still, it was the principle of the thing. To wield your power like a sword. To carry it effortlessly on your body and let it drip off your tongue in a well-crafted attack. I longed to be Sassy Chubby Black Girl. In my mind, big was powerful. And I wanted to be thick with power.

			But I was stuck in my slight frame, and there wasn’t much I could do about it. My fate was written in my genes. And so I made up my mind early on that I would borrow weight from the people around me. To combat my small size, I kept close to anything that felt bigger than I was, to those who held a pulse louder than mine—Mama, Daddy, my sister Ramona, when she allowed. I gravitated toward them to be closer to their power, never really thinking it could be mine. Even our apartment on Eighty-First Street and Riverside Drive, a mostly white and wealthy neighborhood on the Upper West Side, felt like an anchor. I needed it, as I needed my family, in order to feel what it was like to be substantial.

			
			In our house, Daddy was the provider and Mama was present and responsible. Together, in their distinct roles, they agreed on creating an actively Black household, where racial solidarity and pride ruled. This was the mid-1970s, when Pan-Africanism, Black solidarity, and political leaders like Kwame Nkrumah were encouraging Black people globally to fight racism by coming together and increasing our knowledge, power, and strength. I remember learning about Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X as if they were each other’s brother and our very own uncles. Perhaps they had opposing approaches to the struggle, but they were family nonetheless. Daddy might not have liked King’s pacifism or Malcolm’s religion, but he never spoke against either of them. We were raised to rally around our people as if we were all related by blood.

			
				
					Lift ev’ry voice and sing,

					Till earth and heaven ring.

					Ring with the harmonies of Liberty;

					Let our rejoicing rise,

					High as the list’ning skies,

					Let it resound loud as the rolling sea.

				

			
As children in the segregated South, my mother and her sister, my aunt Lurma, learned the Negro National Anthem along with their ABCs. Black history, for them, wasn’t limited to just one month, it was woven into their every day, seamlessly, like breathing. It was used as a tool to help bring Black people together and thus make us stronger.

			Similarly, Ramona and I learned our Black history at afterschool programs and cultural events that Mama and Daddy signed us up for. We learned the anthem when we were toddlers, and loved its challenging tone and vivid lyrics—lyrics that made me think about the era when Mama was a little girl. We sang it as often as we could, for our parents at the dinner table, in the backseat of the car driving to Martha’s Vineyard, and for our relatives who’d gather around our makeshift stage for talent night in our living room on Saturday evenings. “Facing the ris-ing sun, of our new day be-gun!” Ramona and I would belt out, our arms flung wide in the air. “Let us march onnn, till victory is wonnn!”

			Later, when Mama tucked me in for the night, she’d explain the importance of the lyrics—how the song was really about leaning toward goodness, toward love and light. Believing in the anthem, she said, was one of the many ways Black people survived. It reminded us that good always wins in the end.

			The conversations we had, the music we played, the art that hung on our walls—Mama and Daddy made sure that everything we touched, heard, and witnessed contained an element of Blackness, of the inherent goodness and strength of our people. Nina Simone, James Baldwin, August Wilson, Faith Ringgold, Romare Bearden—these were our precious heirlooms, our wise teachers, and the most poignant reflection of who we saw ourselves to be. Each family, each member of every family, and every person had the support of an entire culture behind them.

			
			My parents knew how small a little Black boy or a little Black girl could feel in this world, so they made sure we thought in numbers. In that way, one Black family could feel like a nation of comrades. One little girl could feel like a warrior tribe.

			It was important to Daddy that we be confident. Confident enough to walk into any setting, anywhere in the world. He wanted us to feel at home particularly in places where Black folks dwelled—regardless of their circumstances. Beginning when Ramona and I were two and three years old, he would insist that the family go for tennis lessons every week in Harlem, where he was raised.

			We’d drive up Central Park West to Frederick Douglass Boulevard, cut across on 140th Street over to Adam Clayton Powell Boulevard, and continue north until we hit 150th Street, where the Frederick Johnson tennis courts resided. There, we entered what locals termed the Jungle. The Jungle couldn’t have been more different from our Upper West Side neighborhood. There, Blackness was everywhere—not just inside some homes but out on the streets, in the air, and on every corner. We could buy six-foot stalks of sugarcane for a dollar out of the back of someone’s truck, listen to Grand Master Flash rapping from a boom box propped up on a park bench, and stand captivated while a Nation of Islam member preached on the corner.

			Daddy had chosen those courts in particular so that every week, year after year, all four of us—Mama, Daddy, Ramona, and I—would have to travel from our fancy white neighborhood to an all-Black community in Harlem. Daddy wanted us to be around all types of people, especially all types of Black people. And he didn’t want his girls afraid of anyone or uncomfortable around anything—not poverty or privilege. Daddy wanted us to know how to “flow”—from one situation into another, rich to poor, uptown to downtown. From Black to white and back to Black again.
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					Playing tennis together was our family time.

				
			
			“Jodatha,” he’d say to me as we approached the courts at the Jungle, “there’s no place you don’t belong. Walk like you own the joint. Because you do, baby girl. You do!”

			My parents were dispelling the myth—that we were just a few strange Black people in a big white world. The reality they were teaching us was: We are many. And we are diverse. There may be differences in the way we look in Harlem, or in Cuba or Africa, or on the Upper West Side, but we are one community.

			It was this kind of support structure that was meant to help me, a skinny, tiny thing, feel significant.

			

			—

			When we were kids, my sister Ramona literally towered over me. She’s just over a year older than I am, but looking at us side by side when we were young, you would think she could easily stick me in her pocket and carry me around. Though Ramona and I have two older sisters from our father’s first marriage, it was just the two of us with the same mother, raised under the same roof. But in our youth, a shared address and set of parents were about the only similarities we had.

			
			I was ordered and methodical—a striver for perfection—and my bedroom was a shrine to those efforts. The clothes that hung in my closet and lay in my dresser drawers were carefully organized just so. I had a collection of Black baby dolls that sat on a shelf, and each one was fully dressed and accessorized from a different period. They were Victorian aristocrats and seventies B-girls, as beautiful and elegant and cool as they wanted to be. Next to them was my tribe of teddy bears outfitted in hand-me-down T-shirts, followed by my arrangement of first place trophies and ribbons from various gymnastics meets. Lined up across the center of the shelf were all my prized albums—the Jackson 5, The Sylvers, Minnie Riperton, Roberta Flack, Prince—their colorful sleeves in pristine condition, always gleaming.

			Each weekend, I cleaned and dusted my room, carefully moving each doll, teddy, and record from its place. Nothing was thrown about or forgotten. Everything was important. Every time I walked into my room and saw my rainbow-patterned bedspread neatly tucked and folded, I felt an intense surge of happiness at the sight of the order I had created.

			But to get to my room I had to pass through Ramona’s, wading through the chaos she seemed to revel in. Ramona would lie in bed all day, stretched on top of rumpled sheets while she picked up books from the many piles strewn across her floor, devouring chapter after chapter. She was lost to us in the pages of Catch a Fire: The Life of Bob Marley, or the latest Judy Blume novel, inhabiting whatever worlds existed there. Ramona had taught herself to read at age five on the floor of Bank Street, in our school’s bookstore, and never stopped. She was constantly feeding her mind with information.

			When she wasn’t reading, Ramona was a tornado that spun through the apartment’s long corridors, taking out whatever and whomever she touched as she passed. When she’d wake—which was usually late—she’d whirl into my room, where we shared a closet. Each morning Ramona stomped over to her clothes and tried on nearly every item she owned, discarding the rejects on my floor. She’d finally settle on an outfit unlike anything I’d ever seen before—shredded jeans, an oversized men’s shirt, a cropped bolero jacket, cowboy boots—somehow making it all work. Each ensemble was a work of art. She was bravado personified, and I regarded her mostly from a distance. Get too close and she would run, but if I made myself quiet and still, I could drink her in. Ramona was brazen and stubborn and full of attitude, and I desperately wanted all of what she had.

			
			“Let the child be free!” Daddy pushed whenever Mama tried to get Ramona to behave nicely. Mama was a stickler for manners and hated whenever Ramona would do things like eat with her fingers at the dining room table.
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					I liked precision.
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					Ramona preferred flair.

				
			
			My father wanted us to celebrate who we were, as we were. He showed a lot of pride in his brown-skinned girls, and we were encouraged, even rewarded, for expressing ourselves unapologetically. If one day we felt like wearing jeans under our dresses, he’d support it. “The girls are happy, Jamelle, who cares what they look like?” Or if Ramona refused to brush her hair before going to visit family on a Sunday, he would challenge us to an Afro contest—seeing who could grow the biggest one by Easter. For him it wasn’t about us acting right or speaking well. He cared only that we rebel against the status quo. Defiance had always been in Daddy’s blood, and he nurtured it wherever it grew.

			
			Coming up Black and poor, my father faced years being told about all the things that he could not achieve, and he ended up achieving them anyway. He was a self-made millionaire—“smart, Black, and rich,” as he often liked to remind me. He emerged from his tough childhood in Harlem as a person who wore his success like a middle finger to white America.

			With his impeccably made suits and his spirited laugh, Daddy charmed and elbowed and clawed his way into the bureaucratic (white) boys’ club. He’d come a long way from the tenement walk-up he called home all those years ago, and by the end of his life he’d amassed a small fortune and left behind a long list of successes. Each milestone opened a new door for him, and he was often the only Black man walking through to claim the prize.

			In 1955, when he was just twenty-seven years old, he cofounded the first Black-owned brokerage firm on Wall Street, Patterson & Co., providing wealth management services exclusively to Black families. Six years later he published the Citizen Call, a Harlem community newspaper that spotlighted the social, political, and personal lives of Black folks in the neighborhood. In the early 1970s, when Blacks and Latinos in New York were dangerously divided, he became the founder and president of a nonprofit that revitalized much of the South Bronx’s poorest Latino neighborhoods, putting jobs back into brown communities. And less than five years after that, he and my mother founded the Patterson School, a private school in Harlem aimed at nurturing excellence and confidence in Black children. We knew, with no one ever having to tell us, that our Daddy was king.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					To us, Daddy was bigger than anything we could imagine.

				
			
			In every one of his achievements, in every lesson he taught us, was a taunt to the other side: You thought this world was yours? Well, I just took it.

			Nothing in my father’s home would be suppressed—not his thoughts, his ambition, or his children. “Don’t let white people confuse you, Jodie!” he’d whisper roughly in my ear whenever the neighbors and doormen mistook our family for the help. “Stay focused.” He saw those people as both enemy and gatekeeper to the life he wanted—and the life he wanted for us. People to win over, then to snatch the keys from their hands without a second thought.

			
			John Patterson realized fast that you couldn’t rely on anyone telling you how to get what you want. When I was eleven or twelve I remember once asking for his permission to do something—what, I can’t remember now. We were in the TV room of the house, and I stood leaning against his chair, wiggling nervously. He peered at me over his glasses and said, “It’s your life, Jodie. I’m going to die one day anyway—you need to figure it out on your own.” That was Daddy’s approach to parenting: throwing us into the deep end and commanding, “Swim, damn it!”

			Ramona took to Daddy’s limited restrictions and just-do-it attitude—she could go and do and be whatever she pleased. But I struggled; freedom to me felt like abandonment. It accentuated the point that I just wasn’t capable yet of standing on my own. I preferred tight walls and even tighter rules—the more structure I had, the safer and more nurtured I felt. But Daddy wasn’t focused on our comfort, he was grooming us to be strong—and to live for no one but ourselves.

			That is, unless what we wanted infringed upon his control. “Be free,” he’d tell us in the house, on the tennis courts, and in confrontations with my mother. There wasn’t much he wouldn’t allow us to do. But if we needed his time, money, or patience, he had only a limited amount of each to give—and he used them only as he saw fit. Challenging Daddy was unacceptable, and asking for more was asking too much. At home, the final word was his alone.

			I spent much of our childhood trying to avoid the trip wires of my father’s anger, but Ramona walked through his minefield without ever slowing down. Daddy valued Ramona’s stubbornness because his children were another symbol of his defiance. But when that bravado was aimed at him, they went head to head: “In this house, I’m king!” he’d tell her. “Get it together, young lady.”

			
			Ramona was just as loud as he was when things didn’t go her way, refusing to get dressed for tennis lessons on a Saturday and vowing to stay home alone under her covers all day if that’s what she wanted to do. The point she was making was very similar to Daddy’s. To him, to Mama, and to anyone who got in her way, her message was the same: “You can’t make me.”

			

			—

			We had a clear view of Riverside Park from the windows of our apartment. It was giant and overgrown, spanning more than eighty city blocks and dense with tall oak trees and winding, dimly lit paths—nothing like the manicured Central Park on the other side of town. Not far from our building, at the edge of the park, was a huge hill with jagged boulders jutting out on one side. In the summers when Ramona and I were young, around six and seven years old, we would climb those boulders—clawing and stretching like wild animals on the hunt for food. In the wintertime after the snow fell heavy, Mama would take us back to the other side of the hill where the surface was smooth, and we’d whiz down on our red sleds. When we were little, the park was good to us.

			But for Ramona at thirteen, the park wasn’t as giving.

			“Just stay where I can see you from our windows.” Mama gave us permission in the afternoons to sit on the stone wall that bordered the park. “And then come home in an hour.”

			We were just to sit there with our friends, safely within Mama’s sight, so she could check on us every so often. But after five minutes, like clockwork, Ramona would get bored and swing her legs over to the other side of the wall, facing a steep drop-off below, turning her back to our apartment windows. It was a small first act of defiance, but when she did it, I knew more would come.

			
			“Who wants a smoke?” Ramona asked one day as she pulled out a pack of Parliaments from her jeans pocket, gesturing to her two best friends, Gabby and Stacie.

			“Where’d you get cigarettes from?” I asked, stunned and a bit impressed.

			“Uhh…at the smoke shop on Broadway, where they sell ci-ga-rettes?”

			Gabby laughed at my naïveté and Ramona’s sarcasm.

			“You know Mama can see you?” I ventured nervously.

			“So what?” Ramona shot back. She was fearless.

			Ramona lit the Parliament and took a few puffs, and then, without warning, she jumped—eight feet down onto the craggy earth. Gabby and Stacie looked at each other, stuck their cigarettes in their back pockets, and did the same. Ramona and her friends took off into the park and disappeared behind that same hill we’d used for so many years as our jungle gym. I assumed they were just smoking, but I didn’t dare jump off the wall to witness it with my own eyes.

			Eventually, I made my way back to the apartment and waited for her to return. Hour after hour I watched for Ramona from my bedroom window. Night came, and the young moms and their babies in strollers, the joggers doing their after-work runs, and the school-age kids had all gone home, but there was still no sign of my sister.

			This became Ramona’s regular routine—jumping the wall, disappearing behind the hill and out into the night for hours, leaving me behind. Mama would pace the house, looking out her bedroom window every few minutes to see if Ramona had reappeared. Eventually she’d search the edges of the park and smoke shops nearby, trying to sniff out her daughter on the streets she may have passed along, asking if anyone had seen her child.

			
			After that, Mama would return home to start calling Ramona’s friends. “Gabby, have you seen Ramona? No, she hasn’t come home yet.” Short, tense pause—their answers were never quite satisfying. “Well, if you speak to her, please have her call. I’m worried.” Mama would go down the list of Ramona’s friends, one at a time, calling their houses and asking for any information they had. “When’s the last time you saw her?” “When you went home, where did she go?” Just as Mama reached her peak panic, Ramona would appear at the front door, eyes red, giggling in the way someone might do when they couldn’t care less what you think.

			Exasperated, Mama demanded answers. “Damn it, Ramona! You can’t just leave for hours unaccounted for—Where were you?”

			“With. My. Friends!” she’d bark back, then stomp to her room, slamming the door behind her.

			

			—

			Where my sister wanted to disrupt, I wanted to please. This was especially true when it came to Mama. She understood my need to be anchored and never asked me to separate from the things that secured me. With her, my size was my biggest advantage. It allowed me to follow her around the house wherever she went, a happy little barnacle swept up in her current. For years, I would crawl into my mother’s bed at night and lie on her back. Burying my face in the back of her neck, I’d breathe in her scent, feeling myself get bigger with each inhale. Aligning my body with the shape of her curves, my heartbeat found the rhythm of hers, and the thump-thump of our bodies working together rocked me to sleep many nights. In those moments, I felt whole. In her calm, Mama set my tone.

			
			Unlike Daddy, she never barked, or spanked, or got mad and walked away. She was always and infinitely available. Whatever I wanted, she helped me get. What I lacked, she gave to me without question.

			I loved to watch her. Stretched out on top of the kitchen counter doing homework, I kept one eye trained on her as she seasoned chicken in a brown paper bag. Or, sitting cross-legged on the toilet in her bathroom, I’d study the way she leaned toward the mirror as she applied makeup at her vanity. Four slow, deft strokes and she was done—that was all she needed. There was always a dramatic red lip, an arched and defined brow, loosely blow-dried hair. My own mother was Sophia Loren in the flesh, working her magic in slow motion, and she was all mine.

			In the kitchen of our prewar apartment, she often liked to cook in just her bra and stockings. Stirring something in a bowl, she’d look at me and smile. During the summers, she’d walk over to the window at the end of the kitchen, stand on her tippy-toes, and reach one arm up high to turn on the air conditioner, her lean body stretched out like a ballerina. That little act—her moving to flick on the A/C—contained all the beauty I thought existed in the world.

			Observing Mama moving through our apartment, I was watching womanhood in action. She taught Ramona and me how to feel our beauty on our limbs, and discover how it sounded in our mouths. Too many times to count, my sister and I were instructed to stand in front of a full-length mirror in our underwear and study what we saw. I would trace the form and outline of my body—inch by inch, curve by nonexistent curve.

			I memorized my gymnastics-made muscular thighs, my Peter Pan ears, my upside-down-banana lips. On cue, Mama would then make us wrap our arms around ourselves and repeat: “I love myself. I love myself. I love myself!” until we dissolved into giggles. Though I wrestled with my less-than-ideal frame—my lips too broad, my arms too long—playing this game always felt like a reprieve.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					Mama at nineteen, a beautiful senior in college.

				
			
			Caring for our hair was also approached like some sacred ritual—every part and plait was suffused with my mother’s love. The more perfectly she parted my cornrows, the more I knew she cared. The more she redid my braids, the more active her love was. The more precisely she remembered my favorite styles, the more she understood me. It was that direct. In some families, hair was trouble, or pain, or ugliness. In my family, hair was love.

			Bathrooms and bedrooms have always been the places where our women have done the best talking—our best loving and sharing. Closing the doors to the men and to the rest of the world, we found our voices between hair strokes, stories, and thoughts while making each other feel beautiful.
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					School pictures meant I could spend extra time with Mama the night before, while she braided my hair.

				
			
			And with Mama, it was all about feeling. She massaged our limbs at night to relax us into sleep. Sang us songs in the morning to make those first moments of being awake a little less disorienting. And she acted as Daddy’s benevolent interpreter—wrapping his often-harsh words in love and allowing them to sound, for a moment, as he himself had perhaps intended. “Baby, Daddy just wants you to be strong.” Mama would climb into the backseat of the car with Ramona and me during road trips to tell us stories about princesses with kinky hair and the dark-skinned princes who loved them, to make us understand there was no universe in which we didn’t belong.

			Though their methods were different, my parents both had the same aim: putting us at the center. But over time, their influence and good intentions seemed to work less and less on Ramona. My mother—who had grown up being deferential to her own mother, who had listened carefully and stayed in line—struggled to understand this wild child that had begun to emerge. This brooding daughter who greeted us each morning at the kitchen table by slumping into her chair with her arms folded tightly across her body, refusing to eat much of anything. And my father, who encouraged our freedom but demanded his control, started to feel that Ramona could not be contained.

			
			At the kitchen table, in her room, at the front door, I watched Ramona war with our parents, and watched our parents at a loss about what to do with her.

			Throughout middle school, Ramona’s spirit was fighting with everyone in the house so explosively that my parents decided it best that she go live with my grandma Gloria for a while. That’s when I first started to think that the South must have the power to fix things.

			During the year Ramona was gone, I started sleeping on my bedroom floor at night, wrapped tightly in my blankets. That was the year the monster invaded my dreams. I would find myself in my nightmare being chased by something so powerful that I had to conjure superhuman strength to stave off being consumed. Although it was faceless and voiceless, it was very real.

			The backdrop of my dreams was the urban maze of New York City, transformed into an obstacle course. With my extraordinary powers, I’d hurl, climb, and fling myself out of harm’s way, swimming across the choppy Hudson, climbing up and over the giant black cherry trees that lined Riverside Park, catapulting myself from the Empire State Building to the Twin Towers. I sprinted across the entire length of Manhattan, soaring from skyscraper to skyscraper. But no matter how far and fast I ran, I always felt the monster’s breath on my neck. I’d wake up exhausted, drenched in sweat—and sometimes urine—my body clenched like a fist.

			
			Each night, knowing the nightmare would surely return, I’d try my best to close myself around myself—hands between my knees and chin tucked to my chest—breathing in my own scent as a lullaby. Cocooning myself from the disorder all around.

			Ramona, I hoped, would return home happier. Perhaps we’d even grow closer. But on the day she came back from Grandma Gloria’s, my sister carried the same anger she’d had with her when she’d left months earlier. She walked down the hallway to her room, quietly closing the door behind her, and crawled into her bed.

			A dry silence rose between us, and tension settled over our entire house like a thick fog.

			

			—

			After Ramona came back from the South, I felt the rub between her and each of us intensify. Give Ramona a curfew and she would break it. Ground her and she would simply jump out our first-floor window. She did it dozens of times—on a school night if need be—because she had places she wanted to go and boys she needed to see, neither of which were sanctioned by Mama and Daddy.

			Daddy became more and more forceful, quicker each day to snap at us over anything—the wrong meal served by my mother at dinnertime, a spilled glass of juice in the TV room, or anything, really, that required a little patience and understanding. From my tiny corner, I witnessed the push and pull: Mama pulling for Ramona’s love. Ramona pushing back. Daddy taking turns in both directions, trying to gain control of his household, pushing back on all of us when our presence threatened to reverberate louder than his. And I existed somewhere in the middle, holding myself together while the family started to fray.

			
			“Mona, did you borrow my red sweater?” I tapped lightly on the outline of my sister’s shoulder one morning. She was buried from head to toe, deep under the covers—her mattress pushed, randomly, into a corner of the room. “Mona?” I tried again. She was a heavy sleeper, everyone in the family knew this; almost nothing could wake her, and you never wanted to be the one attempting the impossible. But it was already seven o’clock, and Mama was in the kitchen making breakfast. And I wanted my sweater back. “Seriously, Ramona. I gotta get dressed now.”

			“Get the hell out of here! I’m sleeping!” she yelled, snatching the covers back over her head. It was her typical response to anyone trying to wake her.

			On any other day, I would have left her alone and not made any more fuss. But for whatever reason, on this day, I was prepared to get back what was mine, by any means necessary. I sat on the edge of her bed, ready to wait it out. A few seconds passed, and then Ramona sprang out of bed like lightning, landing a hard, blunt punch to my shoulder—knocking me to the ground.

			“Get out!” she roared as she pulled back her fist, winding up for a second attack.

			“Ma-maaaa!” I screamed, running to my parents’ room for backup. I found Daddy standing by his dresser, putting on his cuff links in the mirror.

			“What are you running from, Jodie?” His question was rhetorical.

			“She won’t give me back my sweater. And then she hit me. And I need my—”

			Daddy put his cuff links down on his dresser and grabbed my shoulders, squaring them with his. “Go back in that room and deal with it.” He lowered his face to mine and looked directly into my tear-filled eyes.

			
			“Don’t let her bully you, Jodie. Put your hands up; defend yourself. You have to hit her harder, faster. Like this—” He jabbed with his right arm just past my ear. I tried to protest; I didn’t want to fight. But Daddy was always priming us for a battle—against the world, against each other, whatever the war might be.

			“Ma-maaaa!” I yelled for her again. She needed to step in and make this all right.

			Mama came running into the room then. She took one look at the two of us facing each other—Daddy in his boxer stance and me with tears in my eyes—and she exploded: “We can’t teach the girls to fight each other, John. This is just too much!”

			My mother had had enough—enough of Ramona sleeping through the days, acting out, talking back; enough of her overbearing husband, forcing his drill sergeant ways upon us; enough of me, I think, looking scared. She turned from us and made a beeline toward my sister’s room, Daddy and I trailing behind her.

			“Ramona, you need to wake up! Getuprightnow!” She said it as one word—fast and charged. Mama yanked back the covers, reaching down to force Ramona out of the bed. But the sudden move jump-started my sister into action—she sprang to her feet, daring Mama with her eyes to make a move like that again.

			Ramona’s room was small and shaped in a perfect square. We each took a position: Ramona and Mama facing each other, Daddy and I on either side of them.

			“You may not sleep through this day, or any day—not one more minute, Ramona. And you may not hit your sister.” Her words came shooting out like bullets, penetrating the entire room. I’d rarely heard Mama sound this way.

			“Yes, Jamelle. I will.” Mama, who was all patience to Daddy’s fire, all love to Ramona’s resistance, had reached her limit. It was Ramona’s disrespect—clear, calm, and intentional—that did it. Mama pulled back her hand and opened it wide, prepared to smack her own daughter across her mouth, for the first time in her life.

			
			But Ramona was faster. My sister smacked our mother across the face with such force that Mama’s tortoiseshell glasses flew off and sailed clear across the room, hitting the wall and dropping to the floor.

			After that, not one yell or curse or cry came—out of anyone. Only silence, and an acknowledgment of the shift. In that single smack, Ramona flipped the power in our home. The only movement thereafter was of Mama clutching her face, and of me scampering to the corner, frantically looking for her glasses on the floor.

			In the moments that followed, I don’t remember seeing Daddy, although he was there in that room. The world in front of my eyes dwindled down to just the three women: my mother, who had been defeated, Ramona, who had come out victorious, and me—invisible and scared. It was unclear from where I stood which of us held the better position: to be the ruler, or to be ruled.

			

			—

			In phases of discord, people separate. Couples decide to go on breaks. Friends don’t speak for years. In families who live together, that separation can be more challenging—but even they can find their ways.

			In the time after Ramona and Mama’s showdown, we all retreated to our corners. Daddy went to play tennis. Ramona wandered around with her Dominican friends on the seedier streets along Amsterdam Avenue. And Mama escaped to a little duplex apartment in the West Village each week, where she and a hodgepodge group of hippie housewives sat in a circle and chanted in the dark for hours, practicing transcendental meditation.

			
			I rarely saw Mama and Daddy kiss anymore. Most of their time spent together consisted of just a few seconds in the morning passing each other in the kitchen, one quick pursed-lip kiss goodbye. No eye contact or warmth. They’d go about their separate days, and then at night sit silently at either end of the dinner table. Their tension became ours.

			For my part, I threw myself into routine. Three hours a day, six days a week, I trained across the state in gymnastics. I came home from practice after dark, took a bath, ate dinner, finished whatever homework I hadn’t completed in the car, then fell asleep—usually too exhausted to dream.

			Unlike the rest of my family, though, my salve was proximity. I needed to be close to them, as complex and as dangerous as they were, even if just physically. Staying close meant staying connected to my power source. So I did my best to try to avoid conflict, taking refuge in Mama, staying close to her. I remained small and good, safe and amenable—creating not one ripple or problem that might cause the family to finally, irrevocably, fall apart.

			Just thinking about being without them gave me anxiety. I started developing a series of bizarre tics. While doing homework, I’d start quickly cracking every joint in my body—snapping, cracking, popping, rolling, from neck to toes in a way that made me look like I was convulsing. Standing in line at the grocery store with Mama, I’d rub my thumbs over my other four fingers, tapping them once, then twice, in a pattern. These were little rituals I’d learned in gymnastics that many of my teammates and I would use before executing complicated tricks. On the mat, they were for good luck. But I applied them to my everyday life to keep me calm and safe, and feeling balanced.

			
			When I wasn’t near my family, I carried them in my head. They took up more space in me than I owned for myself. Flooding my brain, filling the silence between my ears with sounds. Mama’s comfort, her perfection and her fragility. Daddy’s imposing presence—forcing his weight on me even when he wasn’t in the room. Ramona’s untamed spirit, her bravado—who she was that I wasn’t, what I wanted to be but couldn’t.

			I’d hear their voices turning over and over in my mind. I was always absorbing them, taking in everything they said to me, even things they didn’t know I was hearing—an argument, something my parents revealed in confidence to another adult, a plan Ramona was making to sneak out late at night after Mama and Daddy had fallen asleep. I was always recording, notating, rewinding, and playing them over again. On the outside, I was pulled together, but on the inside I was a ball of tightly clenched nerves—all rattling and shaking to get out.

			By the time I turned sixteen, I felt crowded. The power and presence I once craved from my family to make me feel complete started to suffocate me. I felt owned by my parents, by this idea of being good, owned by structure and order. Owned by the routine of home to school to gymnastics.

			I had spent the first fifteen years of my life not breaking a single rule. Being nice, staying small, simply absorbing. But by the time I was in my junior year of high school, I craved to be someone other than who I was—someone less in control.

			While my parents kept their eyes fixed on Ramona, their “problem child,” I started quietly rebelling, stepping away from good behavior for an afternoon, or an evening, in search of whatever lay beyond. They didn’t know that I smoked pot for the first time with my three best girlfriends by the
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