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To all who reach for the stars,
and to those who teach them.
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I must seek in the stars what was denied to me on earth.

—Albert Einstein, in a letter to his secretary and lover, Betty Neumann, in 1924




Note to Readers

As I’ve looked back over my early life, I’ve come to recognize that when it comes to personal reminiscence, time and space can bend to conform to the demands of the heart. Nonetheless, after consulting with others who were present at many of the events in this story, I’ve re-created scenes and dialogue to the best of my ability. I have changed the names of some of the characters to disguise their identities. While re-creating dialogue, I’ve chosen not to reprise the form of address my friends and I used daily growing up: calling dudes “niggas” and girls “bitches” and “hos.” I don’t want to normalize self-hate speech for yet another generation of young Black men and women. Otherwise, this memoir is my best effort to truthfully tell the story of my coming of age as a young scientist, and as a young man.




Prologue

SOME YEARS BACK, a magazine profiled my transformation from James Plummer Jr., a nerdy kid from some of America’s most deeply scarred urban ghettos, to Hakeem Oluseyi, sole Black physicist inside the Science Mission Directorate at NASA. The article ran with the tagline “The Gangsta Physicist.” The handle stuck, and it followed me wherever I went. I understood that it was an eye-catching tag, that it could open doors and young minds that my science degrees alone could not. But over time I grew to resent it. “Gangsta Physicist” didn’t describe the totality of who I was, how far I traveled, or how hard I worked to get there.

As a bookish kid, I was an easy target in Watts, Houston’s Third Ward, and the Ninth Ward of New Orleans. My gangbanger older cousins taught me the rules of the street by the time I was six: who you could look at in the eyes and who you couldn’t, how to tell if the dude walking toward you was Crip or Blood, friend or foe. I developed a sixth sense, what I thought of as my “dark vision,” that let me see all the dirt in my hood: where a deal was going down and where the undercover heat was hiding. The scariest time was after sunset, when the predators came out in force.

I was intrigued by the wider universe, including the night sky. But I couldn’t see many stars from the streets where I grew up, what with the big-city lights and the smog. And for the sake of my own survival, I didn’t want to be caught staring off into space. Celestial navigation wasn’t going to help me find my way home without getting beat up or shaken down. By my early teens, I’d adopted a thug persona, walking and talking tough, carrying a gun for protection. But I never joined a gang, and no matter how hard I’d tried to straddle the gangsta-nerd divide, I was still mostly a science geek play-acting a thug.

Looking back at my boyhood in the 1970s, I see a frightened child who lived like a feral animal, surviving day by day on hustle and hope. I had a different nickname in those days. They called me “The Professor” because by the time I was ten years old, I was reading every book I could get my hands on. If anyone had told me I’d grow up to be an actual professor at MIT, UC Berkeley, and the University of Cape Town, I wouldn’t have believed them. In my hood, that kind of daydreaming was more likely to get you jacked than help you find your next meal or a safe place to sleep indoors.

By any odds and most calculations, I should not be here writing this book. But here I am. I’ve learned that no matter how unlikely, anything you imagine for yourself is within the realm of possibility. It’s a proven fact of physics. In quantum mechanics, the most improbable of outcomes is called quantum tunneling. If you try to walk through a wall, in all likelihood the wall will win. But there’s an infinitesimally small probability that you will find a pathway through the wall. My life has been an oscillating pattern of passing through walls, then walking into the next one and bouncing hard in the opposite direction. I’m living proof that our lives are ruled by the laws of quantum, rather than deterministic, physics.

I don’t believe in fate, whether written in the stars or anywhere else. I wasn’t destined to find a path through the heaviest hoods in America to an elite career in astrophysics. It could have gone either way for me. At any of a dozen junctures in my life, I could have turned left or right, a gun could have gone off in my hand or in someone else’s.

My youth traversed a multiverse of possibilities. In one universe, James Plummer Jr. got shot during a drug deal gone bad and died in the streets of Jackson, Mississippi. In another, nonparallel universe, he found his way to a PhD physics program, learned to design rocket-launched telescopes that could photograph the sun’s invisible light spectrum, and became Professor Hakeem Oluseyi.

None of those names—James, Hakeem, Professor, Gangsta Physicist—foretold my journey through the multiverse. But they remind me, like star trails across the night sky, of the limitless possibilities in this quantum life.

—Washington, D.C., 2021
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1971: NEW ORLEANS EAST

I WAS FOUR YEARS OLD when my family busted apart. What I remember most about that last night together was all the fussing and fighting. When the noise woke us up, my older sister, Bridgette, and I lay in our bed and listened. Bridgette, who was ten, held my hand and tried to soothe me back to sleep. But the shouting just got louder.

I don’t know who started the ruckus. Mama and Daddy were always getting into it about this or that, but that night was meaner than usual. It sounded like either Mama had been stepping out on him, like Daddy said, or else that was a filthy lie, like Mama said. By the time Bridgette and I stuck our heads out of our bedroom to look, they’d been hissing and hollering for half an hour.

Just then, Mama picked up a heavy glass ashtray full of butts and threw it at Daddy’s head. He ducked and the ashtray hit the wall hard. That’s when Daddy punched her. He used to be an amateur boxer, and a pretty good one, according to Aunt Middy. But I’d never seen Daddy take a swing at Mama. That night, he hit her square across the side of the head. She dropped like a sock puppet. As soon as she went down, Daddy kneeled beside her and started crying and apologizing and petting her up, saying sweetheart this and sweetheart that.

But Mama always kept score, and she would always rather get even than make up. Daddy begged her to come to bed, but Mama just turned away from him and shook her head no. Bridgette led me to our bedroom and sang me a lazy-voice lullaby to help me get back to sleep. Mama had other ideas. Later that night, when Daddy was sleeping, she fetched a can of lighter fluid from the barbecue and sprayed it on her side of the bed. When she touched her Zippo to the mattress, Daddy thought he’d woke up in hell, which I guess he had.

When we heard him shrieking, Bridgette and I scrambled out into the hall again, just in time to see Daddy dragging the burning mattress into the backyard. We rushed out behind him through the thick cloud of black smoke that filled the house.

It must have been warm that evening because all the neighbors came out onto their back porches in their underwear to watch. Daddy dumped a pot full of water on the mattress and glared around at the folks on their porches. “What y’all looking at? We got bedbugs is all.”

Bridgette led me back through the smoky hallway to our bedroom, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe she was living in such a crazy house with such crazy folks. Mama stayed on the back porch with her arms crossed, staring at the smoking mattress and sucking on her Kool cigarette.

The next morning, she told me and Bridgette it was time to pack up and clear out. “Hurry up now, before your Daddy gits home!”

We didn’t have any suitcases, so we filled some plastic garbage bags with clothes and whatever else we could grab from out of the house. When we’d pushed everything that would fit into the trunk of our red Ford Maverick, Mama said, “That’s enough.” I climbed in behind the driver’s seat and Bridgette loaded whatever was left into the back seat next to me: a bunch of shoes and bowling trophies, an old blanket and a pile of Mama’s dresses still on hangers.

Then we were driving out of New Orleans East and out of the Goose, the only neighborhood I’d ever known. I asked Mama where we were going, and she said, “California.” I didn’t know what “California” meant. When I asked her if Daddy was coming to California, she just said, “Hush up, now,” and lit a Kool. I didn’t want to be a crybaby, but my lips started trembling and then my whole head was shaking and snot was running out of my nose. I looked through the back window at the Goose and said goodbye with my eyes.

Bridgette rode shotgun up front, scanning the radio for Motown songs. While Sly and the Family Stone sang “Family Affair,” I counted the 185 seconds it took to play. Then I counted the lampposts spinning past as we headed out of town. Counting was always the way I slowed things down when they felt like they were moving too fast. I’d count heartbeats, stairs, or the rotations of a ceiling fan. When we reached the highway I counted the cars driving past us in the other direction. After the sun set I counted the passing headlights till I fell asleep.

I woke after dark and had to pee. Mama pulled over and I climbed out into the chilly night air. There were no cars and no moonlight— just two spouts of headlights pointing forward into the dark. I felt tiny peeing out under the biggest, blackest sky I’d ever seen. Mama was smoking a cigarette alongside the car, and when I asked her why the sky was so big, she told me, “That’s a Texas sky. Everything’s bigger in Texas.” As my eyes adjusted to the dark, the stars overhead grew brighter and brighter, and I felt smaller and smaller.

Then we were rolling west again, and there was nothing left to count along the darkened highway. So I lay out across the pile of Mama’s dresses, stared up through the window at a slice of sky, and began to count the stars.
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MY MAMA—MISS ELAINE to everyone else—wasn’t like other mamas. She was what she called “a mover.” After we left New Orleans, we didn’t stop moving for the rest of that decade. We lived for a while with more than a dozen different relatives on both sides of the family in L.A., Houston, and back in New Orleans. It seemed like Mama was always fussing and fighting with someone. She’d get into it with her boyfriend or her boss or whichever family member we might be crashing with. Then it would be time to load up the Maverick and move on.

It might be an exaggeration to say I grew up in Mama’s Maverick. But piling our possessions into that car and driving on to our next apartment—or to whoever’s house we’d land at for however long it lasted—was the one predictable thing about those years out west. I went to a different school, or two, every year. I was always the new kid on the block, trying to make friends in a new bad neighborhood. And as soon as I’d made a new friend—usually some quirky sideline kid like me with too much on his mind—it was time to move on. It got to feel normal, letting go of friends without even saying goodbye.

I can mostly recollect where we lived and what grade I was in by the songs that were playing on the radio.

In Watts, when I was in kindergarten, Stevie Wonder’s “Superstition” was playing day and night.

By first grade we were living in Houston, when Patti LaBelle was singing “Lady Marmalade.”

Second grade was in Pomona, California, with Natalie Cole singing “This Will Be.”

Third grade, back in New Orleans, was “Kiss and Say Goodbye” by the Manhattans.

By the time I got to Piney Woods, Mississippi, in fourth grade, I was lip-synching “Strawberry Letter 23” by the Brothers Johnson in front of the bathroom mirror.

It makes me dizzy just to think back at the playlist of places I called home during that tumbleweed time with Mama.

Mama was a mover, but she was also a hard worker. She always had a job. She worked in post offices and in factories. She worked in assembly plants and in clubs. She was a baker in a hospital, ran the cash register at a truck-stop convenience store, and was a security guard. Since she rarely met a morning she could abide, Mama liked to work night shifts. Plus, they were always hiring for the night shift. That’s what she said, anyway, when I asked her why she always worked at night.

Mama’s jobs changed with the weather, on account of some boss or co-worker who had it in for her and would say something or do something that made her say or do something that made it impossible to go back to work there. “They say they’ll mail me my last check,” Mama would say as we packed up the Maverick and hit the road again.

IF I HAD TO GUESS, I’d say Mama was always fighting ’cause she was proud, and she couldn’t stand it when her pride got bruised. Mama was proud to be Miss Elaine Josephine Alexander, born to a family of Creoles who had never been enslaved in America or anywhere else. Her great-great-grandfather Samuel James Alexander, Jr., was born in Lorraine, France, in 1848 and moved to Santo Domingo before finally settling in the Seventh Ward of New Orleans.

Mama’s people weren’t formally educated, but they were dignified and hardworking skilled laborers. Her daddy was a plasterer, like most of the other men in her family. Her mama, Rosemary— Grandma Rosie to us—was a beautician who wore a white uniform and ran her own business out of the house.

Mama grew up in a working-class Black neighborhood in New Orleans East, called the Goose. She was a straight-A student who liked to read. But she also liked to play the horses. Before Mama put down a bet, she always tried to get up close to the horse and whisper-ask in his ear whether or not he was gonna win. That’s how she met Louis Bijou, who groomed horses at the Fairground Race Track. One day Louis was brushing down a mare that Mama took an interest in, and the three of them got to whispering and giggling. Louis talked sugar to Mama but didn’t tell her he was married until three months later—the day she told him she was pregnant. She broke up with Louis that day—no one got away with lying to Mama—and she dropped out of school that spring, at age sixteen, to have her baby.

A year after Bridgette was born, Mama married Wilbur Jones, better known as Rocky. Mama never liked to cook, and Rocky cooked a mean gumbo. The marriage only lasted for three months, though, because Rocky was lazy and didn’t want to work. No way Miss Elaine was gonna stay married to a man who wouldn’t work.

Then she met my daddy, James Edward Plummer. One day Mama was walking home with her best friend, Miss Jeannie, when James pulled up alongside in his car and offered them a ride. He sweet-talked both of them, but dropped off Miss Jeannie first so he could have Mama to himself. After five months of dating, James told Elaine that he’d bought them a house. A few weeks after they moved in together, he drove Elaine to the courthouse to get married—but without telling her first. According to Mama, he was afraid that she might turn him down if he came right out and proposed. When I was born three years later, in 1967, they named me after Daddy: James Edward Plummer Jr.

It probably wasn’t in the stars for Mama and Daddy. He was country, she was city. She was from a family of proud and free Creoles, while his family came up from slavery and toiled in the soil of Jim Crow Mississippi. He was oil, all soft and sweet-talking. She was vinegar. Things between them were bound to end in flames.

WHEN WE HEADED out west, Mama was in her mid-twenties, a beautiful, brown-skinned young woman with an hourglass figure. She was what was called an “LL,” for light-skinned and long-haired, which was a good thing for a woman to be in New Orleans’s color-conscious Black community. After a few months in California, she was wearing dashikis and bell-bottoms and her hair was all natural in a big round Angela Davis ’fro. That’s how I remember her in those days: lighting candles and incense, smoking joints, and hosting card parties where all sorts of folk would hang around till all hours. Bridgette made me go to bed by midnight, but Mama’s parties kept going and going. Bridgette would have to build a wall of pillows around our heads so we could finally get to sleep.

Bridgette was my protector in those days. She helped dress me in the morning, and she put me to bed at night. She cooked me breakfast and dinner and walked me to the corner store or to school. As the youngest and smallest in the family, I was a convenient target for my teenage cousins in L.A. who liked to show off their kung-fu moves to each other. And I was peculiar, always saying weird shit and counting things all the time. “Never mind him,” Bridgette would say, stepping in between me and whoever I was annoying. “He’s got a vivid imagination, is all.”

My preferred posture was to hang upside down on a chair or couch with my feet up in the air—which was ideal for staring into space and daydreaming, my favorite pastimes. And wherever I walked I would look down at my feet and count my steps. Even though I mostly kept my head down, everyone said I had “devil eyes,” because they were bright and hazel-colored. I cried more than boys were supposed to cry, and I wet my bed later than most boys.

But most of all, I was a target for bullies because I would rather play games indoors with Bridgette and her girlfriends than practice slap-boxing on the sidewalks with the dudes. The girls would either be playing jacks or jumping rope while singing rhymes or playing four-way hand-clapping games to songs like “Doctor, Doctor” and “Rockin’ Robin.” My hands were too small for jacks, but I was good at the hand-clapping and jump-roping games.

Papa John—the distant relative we stayed with in Watts when we first got to California—complained that all those girl games were turning me into a sissy. I didn’t know what a sissy was, but he said he was gonna beat it out of me. After he’d been drinking his whiskey at night, he’d make me sit on his knee and punch me hard in the chest to try to knock me off. Bridgette would hide his bottle, but he always seemed to find another one.

When I cried to Mama about Papa John hurting me, she said he was just trying to make a man out of me. What kind of man, I wondered, did he want me, a five-year-old boy, to be? A man like Papa John, whose breath always smelled like Crown Royal? A man like my daddy, with his strong arms and sweet, singsong voice?

By the time I turned six, Daddy’s voice was all I could remember about him. When the phone rang on holidays or my birthday, I ran to pick it up, hoping I’d hear his voice on the other end. But he never called. And after a while I stopped running after those rings.



3

MAMA WAS WORKING as a nurse’s aide in Los Angeles when she met Robert Black. He was born cross-eyed, and Mama took care of him at the hospital after he went there to get his eyes straightened up. She read to him from magazines and talked and joked with him. Mama liked his sweet manner, and she liked that he cooked and worked steady, her two must-be-must-haves in a long-term man.

Robert Black didn’t just cook. He actually was a cook—in the Merchant Marine. That made him a superstar to us, since we’d been getting by on Bridgette cooking out of cans ever since we’d landed in California. On Saturday afternoons, Robert Black would come over to Papa John’s and cook us exotic meals like peppers stuffed with rice and ground beef. I’d wolf them down like a hungry animal, and he’d laugh out loud, his gold front tooth shining out of his handsome, dark-skinned face.

When Robert Black became Mama’s high-rotation boyfriend, Bridgette and I started calling him Daddy Robert. Mama always seemed to have a new boyfriend. If he stuck around for more than a few months, Bridgette and I would call him Daddy—Daddy Bob, Daddy Fred, like that, since our real daddys were out of the picture at that point. Then one day Mama up and announced that she and Daddy Robert had got hitched. Bridgette was sore that we hadn’t been invited to the wedding, but Mama explained that they’d decided to keep it simple with a justice of the peace at the courthouse, seeing as how they’d both been married a couple of times before. When Bridgette asked her why she got married so often, Mama laughed and said, “Not so often! I only get hitched on leap years.”

So it was time to pack up the Maverick and move to Houston, which was Daddy Robert’s home port. In Houston, Daddy Robert would come and go, but mostly he was “gone out to sea,” which is where it turns out you spend most of your time when you’re in the Merchant Marine.

Mama worked nights in Houston, and for once she didn’t have a boss. As soon as we got to town, Daddy Robert bought her a little club called Jackie’s Hideaway. I never understood what exactly folks at her club were hiding away from, but Mama explained that Jackie was the name of the woman who used to own the club. The Hideaway had a bar and a small dance floor and a jukebox. On weekends there was a DJ. Bridgette and I were only allowed to visit the Hideaway during the day, and only when Mama took us. We’d sit at the bar and Mama would make us Shirley Temples. If the cook was around, he’d make us a cheeseburger. We never wanted to leave.

Mama worked at the Hideaway most days from midafternoon till after midnight. She didn’t get home till three or four in the morning, and then she’d sleep in till noon. Some nights she didn’t come home at all. She wasn’t a tuck-you-into-bed mama. Or a get-you-up-andoff-to-school mama neither. That was on Bridgette, who shared not only a bedroom but a bed with me most of the time. Bridgette was my real mama in those days, even though she was just a skinny bean pole of a twelve-year-old. I could tell that she didn’t like having to be my sister and my mama. But she was the one who stuck by me when I needed taking care of.

One night, Daddy Robert was gone out to sea and Mama was going off to work, or out to a card party somewhere. Bridgette told Mama that I was coming down with a fever and that she should stay home to take care of me. Mama just laughed and said, “You know how to take care of Li’l Jame better than I do.” Li’l Jame was what she called me, unless she was angry, and then she’d call me JamesPlummerJunior, like it was all one name.

My fever got worse that night. When Bridgette called the Hideaway, they told her that Mama had left early. She didn’t come home, and she didn’t call. I was burning up so bad the whole bed was soaked with my sweat. Bridgette stayed up with me all night long, fussing over me with a cool wet cloth and running out to the all-night drugstore to buy some Vicks VapoRub to put on my chest when I was having trouble breathing.

At one point when I was deep in my fever dreams, I heard Bridgette praying next to me. “Please, Lord, don’t let Li’l Jame die on me tonight. Don’t let him die.” I opened my eyes to see her kneeling by the bed with her hands clasped together and pressed against her forehead. I tried to reach out to touch her hands, but I was floating above the bed by then. I thought how nice it would be to just float out the bedroom window, and ride Bridgette’s prayer up over the rooftops and into the night sky.

My fever finally broke around dawn, which is when Mama glided through the front door, holding her high heels in two fingers slung over her shoulder. Bridgette lit into her like Mama was a teenager and Bridgette was her mama. She called her a bad mother who should be ashamed of herself.

“I’m okay, Bridgette,” I said, afraid Mama would get mad at her. “I’m okay, Mama.”

But Mama just waved her off and laughed. “I knew you’d tend him better than I could.” She was right about that.

HOUSTON WAS THE FIRST PLACE I got a peek at how white folks lived. My best friend that year was a white boy named Bobby, who lived down the street. I liked to hang at his house because his family would sit down to eat together at dinnertime, and afterward they would sit around and play card games or watch TV. Nobody shouted or hit anyone. At least, not in front of me.

Bobby’s parents taught me how to play bridge, which came easily and naturally to me, even though I was just six. I liked arranging my cards in my hand, lined up in order by suit. The hardest part was holding the cards in a neat fan so nobody could see them. Counting cards and keeping track of them was the easy part—four hands of thirteen cards in four different suits. Where my special powers came into play was seeing what the other players were holding in their hands without actually seeing their cards. First, I watched their eyes as they scanned their cards. Then I watched how they arranged and played their cards. If I held an ace of clubs, I could usually figure out who had the king. If I held five hearts, I could usually figure out where the other eight hearts were hiding. On good days, I felt like the comic-book hero Ultra Boy with his Penetra-Vision, which was even more powerful than Superman’s x-ray vision.

Bobby’s parents made a big fuss about my excellence at bridge. It was almost as if I was their own kid and they were proud that I could see through the cards. They were happy to school me on all sorts of things. Like eating vegetables. Since Daddy Robert was gone out to sea most of the time, we were eating out of cans and boxes again. But Bobby’s family used to eat raw vegetables cut up into bite-sized pieces that you dipped in blue cheese dressing. And cheese and sausage that you sliced and ate on crackers. They ate everything on plates, even snacks between meals. They taught me how to set a table with napkins and how to arrange books on a bookshelf by the alphabet.

I soaked up all the white-folk stuff like it was a secret language from a parallel, but alien, universe that I wasn’t supposed to speak anywhere else.
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DISCOVERING MY SPECIAL POWER at reading and counting cards woke me up to the possibility that I could figure out almost anything. I was intrigued by the invisible and mysterious forces at work in the world around me and inside of things, like the small appliances that Daddy Robert brought back from duty-free ports of call. The toaster, the blender, and the lava lamp were magical objects that drew their power through cords plugged into the walls. Naturally, I wanted to see how the magic happened inside their shiny bodies.

After school, I’d find the pliers and screwdrivers inside Daddy Robert’s toolbox and set to work taking apart an appliance, carefully spreading the screws and pieces in a row across the floor. Sometimes they wouldn’t fit back together just right. If Mama came in and found me surrounded by leftover pieces, she would fly into a fit and kick the parts across the floor. She’d grab ahold of a belt and give me a whipping. If a belt wasn’t handy, she’d use an extension cord, which was a worse kind of whipping. Every whipping—like the one she gave me after she came home to find me taking apart her makeup mirror with the fluorescent lights around the edge— came with a scolding she delivered in time with the whipping: “Why is you” (whip) “always” (whip) “breaking shit” (whip)?!

I was afraid of the whippings, but I couldn’t help myself. The gadgets around the house were like a plate of cookies someone sets out and tells you not to touch. I couldn’t resist the secrets hidden inside them. How did the TV make pictures? How did the clock radio make music? I especially loved anything with small motors or switches, and anything with tubes inside. They remained mysterious to me—especially electronics with their tiny resistors and capacitors—but their secrets kept calling to me.

The other thing that reliably got me a whipping were my experiments. I became obsessed with how things changed when you heated them to burning. Watching a Pop-Tart turn brown in the toaster oven was more fun than eating it. We had a little electric space heater in the bathroom wall right in front of the toilet, and I loved to turn it on when I was making number two. At night I’d switch off the lights and watch the metal coils glow orange and then red in the dark. One day I wondered what would happen if I rolled up a little ball of my poop and pressed it in there next to the coils. The only way to find out was to experiment.

Without much fuss I was able to make an acorn-sized ball of poop and lodge it against the coils. Then I sat down on the floor and stared at it closely. At first nothing much happened. Then it sizzled and smoked and the surface of the poop ball started changing. I was so mesmerized by what I was seeing that I didn’t notice the smell. But then I did. It was awful! I opened the bathroom window, but by then the poop was smoking heavily. So then I opened the door to air out the room. That was a terrible idea. The burnt-poop stink traveled instantly through the whole house. I heard Mama and her friends yell from the front room with disgust, “Good Lord! What’s that stink?”

Next thing I know Mama and two men were at the bathroom door. They looked at me standing there with my pants half down, and then at the smoldering poop ball in the heater. “Boy! Is you crazy?” one of the men yelled, screwing up his face and unplugging the heater. Mama was good and mad. She snatched me by my shirt, dragged me down the hall to her room, pulled out a belt, and whipped me good.

My next experiment was to light one of Mama’s incense sticks and press the glowing end against the plastic shower curtain to see what would happen. To my surprise it burned straight through with almost no resistance, leaving a perfectly round little hole with a burnt inner rim. I had to do more experiments to figure out exactly how long it took an incense cone to burn a wider hole in the curtain. Pretty soon I’d made a complicated Swiss-cheese pattern across half the shower curtain.

Mama went crazy when she saw it. She didn’t ask who’d done it. She just came straight after me with her belt held high. I raced ahead of her from room to room, and finally scurried back into the bathroom and latched it with the hook-and-eyelet lock. Then I knelt on the rug in front of the shower and started to pray, just like the nuns had taught me to do in my Sunday school catechism, eyes squeezed shut, hands clasped over my heart. Please, God, don’t let Mama whip me!

Mama rattled the door and shouted at me to let her in. “I’m gonna break that door down, I swear I am.” Then I saw a butter knife sliding through the crack between the door and the door jamb while I pressed down hard on the hook. Mama finally popped the hook and the door swung open. There was Mama standing like a ninja warrior with her belt in her hand. I pulled the bathroom rug over on top of me—but it was no use. Mama whipped me so hard that her leather belt broke in half.

Lesson learned: Try to deflect a whipping with prayer and you’ll get a belt broken on your ass.

MOST OF THE TIME, I understood why Mama whipped me. Either for taking things apart or burning them up. Or the time I stole two quarters from her purse and lied to her about it. But sometimes it seemed like she just got angry and needed to hit something. Once, after she got off a phone call with her sisters, I saw her punch a hole in a wall. For a month—until Daddy Robert came home and patched it—that hole just stared out at me like a one-eyed warning sign: Don’t mess with Mama.

One day Bridgette and I came home from school to find Mama gone and Daddy Robert in the kitchen cooking us dinner. When he told us Mama had gone away for a while to get some rest, I figured she was tired out from running the Hideaway, which was open six nights a week till all hours. But Daddy Robert explained, “Your Mama, Miss Elaine, she been feeling down. She needed to go rest for a while.”

After Mama had been away resting for about two weeks, Daddy Robert took us to visit her. He told us to put on our Sunday church clothes, even though it was a Saturday. When we got there, they told us that kids weren’t allowed inside the locked part of the building where Mama was resting. So Daddy Robert went in alone to see her, while Bridgette and I stood in the hallway holding hands. The locked door had a window with wire crisscrossed inside the glass, like it was a cage. Or maybe the wires were an electric force field to protect the people inside—some sort of shield against whatever it was that broke them down in the first place.

“Where are we?” I asked Bridgette. “Is this a prison?”

“This is a hospital where they bring crazy people,” she whispered, squeezing my hand tighter. I always knew Mama sometimes acted crazy. But I never thought she was actually a crazy person. I didn’t let go of Bridgette’s hand until Daddy Robert came out.

When Mama came home a week later, she went straight to bed and stayed there for two days. I asked her why she was so tired out after resting for three weeks. She said they gave her medicine for when she got sad, and the pills made her sleepy.

That’s how it went with Mama. She was either tired or sad or angry—or else she was full of fun. Guessing her mood was harder than seeing through the backs of cards at bridge. And it was scary too, because if you guessed wrong you could walk into something nasty when you didn’t have your force field up.

WHEN DADDY ROBERT was gone out to sea, Mama liked to have other men over to the house. I don’t know if she met them at the Hideaway, or somewhere else. She never seemed sad or tired when these men were around. She was happy and sassy and laughed a lot. She’d put some music on and soon she’d be moving to it and smiling like she knew how fine she looked.

When a man came over who wasn’t Daddy Robert, Bridgette got all scowly and would try to take me back to our bedroom, even if it was daytime. But I didn’t like being cooped up back there, and I wanted to see who Mama was hanging out with. Sometimes her boyfriends would give me chewing gum, or some change from their pockets. But mostly, they were interested in Mama.

For a while Mama was dating Mr. Henry, who rode a motorcycle and always wore a leather jacket, even inside. One day I saw them on the couch kissing each other with their mouths open and their tongues touching, like I’d never seen folks do before.

A week later when Daddy Robert came back to home port, he dropped his duffel bag by the door and kissed Mama hello all sweet and gentle on the cheek.

“You don’t kiss Mama like Mr. Henry do,” I said.

Daddy Robert looked at Mama all fishy-faced.

“Don’t pay that crazy boy no mind,” Mama said, putting her arms around Daddy Robert’s waist and squeezing him close. She glared over his shoulder at me with a look that made me want to run and hide. I couldn’t help it. Whatever came into my head just popped outta my mouth. It’s no wonder I was always getting my ass whipped.

Bridgette grabbed my hand hard and pulled me toward the bedroom. “He just got a vivid imagination, Daddy Robert,” she said. “Don’t pay him no mind.”

I don’t know if what I said was the cause of it, but pretty soon we were packing up the Maverick and driving out of Houston, leaving the Hideaway and Daddy Robert in the rearview mirror. Bridgette was super sad to leave Daddy Robert behind. She said he was like a real daddy to her. I mostly missed the stuffed peppers he made us and the way his gold tooth flashed when he smiled. What made me sad was not getting to say goodbye to Bobby and his folks.

But that’s the way it went with Mama. She was a mover, and when it was time to pack up and go, we were gone.
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SOMETIMES A GOOD THING can turn into something bad.

When I turned eight, Mama gave me what I wanted most in the world for my birthday: a black BMX bike with high-up handlebars. It even had a license plate mounted behind the banana seat with the number 8 on it. By then, we were living in Pomona, near a GM parts plant south of L.A., where Mama had found a job. Our neighborhood, known as Patty Track, was controlled by a Latino gang called West Side Pomona. The hood next door was call Sin Town, which was run by a Black gang called the Sin Town Crips.

Naturally, I wanted to ride my new BMX to school, and naturally, I became an instant target. Each morning, Bridgette walked me across Patty Track and Sin Town to school. But once inside the school gates, I was on my own. During recess, the kids would gather up into gangs. They didn’t belong to real gangs yet, but depending on their neighborhood and whether they were Black or Latino, the kids would join blacktop gangs with made-up names like the OG Crips or West Side Mafia—just so they didn’t get messed with. But not me. I was a stay-to-myself kid who never felt like joining groups.

There was a scary guy in the class ahead of me who was always shaking down younger kids for lunches and candy. We called him Now and Later, after the two-toned taffy candy everyone was into that year and that he was always taking off us smaller kids. Now and Later was a big hulking dude who wore XXXL sweatshirts to make himself look even bigger. He must have been ten or eleven years old, even though he was still in third grade. Now and Later almost never had to resort to violence. He just intimidated the hell out of us.

Sure enough, the very first day I showed up at school with my bike, Now and Later homed in on me like a laser. After school let out, while I was practicing figure eights on the blacktop, I spotted him watching me from over by the rusted-out jungle gym. Now and Later didn’t even come up to me. He just motioned me over with his right hand. I pedaled in his direction, careful not to stop as I made wide circles around him.

“Yo, punk,” he called to me. “They tol’ me you was talking ’bout my mama.”

“No. Not me, man. I wouldn’t talk about yo’ mama.”

“Gimme the bike,” he said. He kept his body dead still like one of those king cobras that stares you half to death before he actually kills you.

I kept pedaling in wide circles. I glanced across the blacktop at the exit gate, wondering if I should make a break for it. It’s not that I hadn’t learned how to fight by then. Every time I showed up at a new school or on a new block, I’d get tested. Usually on the first day. It wasn’t just slap-boxing or trash-talking, but real fist-fighting. I could handle myself with kids my own size. But I hadn’t figured out how to work around the big guys like Now and Later.

Seeing me hesitate, Now and Later lowered his voice to where I could barely hear him. “Give it up, punk. That’s my bike now.”

My legs were shaking by then. I got off my bike and leaned it up against the jungle gym. He swung one leg over the seat and rode lazily out through the gate, standing on the pedals. He looked like the big bear riding a tiny bike in the circus. I tried not to cry as I watched my number-8 license plate disappear out of sight.

As scared as I had been of Now and Later, I was terrified of what Mama would do to me when she heard what happened to my new bike. Outside on the streets, the gangs were in charge. Inside our house, Mama ruled.

When I told her about Now and Later, Mama thumped her temple with the heel of her hand. “What you tellin’ me? You let a boy steal your bike offa you, and you ain’t even try to kick his ass? You just gave it away?”

“But Now and Later ain’t just some boy, Mama. He the biggest and baddest bully at school. Don’t nobody mess with him. He scary, Mama!”

“I’ll show you scary!” She leaned over and grabbed my orange Hot Wheels tracks off the living-room floor. Cars went flying in every direction, and I tried to dive under the couch. I could only get halfway under it before I felt the tracks coming down hard on the back of my legs. It hurt worse than a belt. “You betta go get that bike back,” she muttered, tossing aside the Hot Wheels tracks, “or I’ma really beat yo’ ass.”

FIRST THING I DID was scour the neighborhood. Just maybe, I prayed, Now and Later dumped it somewhere so he wouldn’t have to explain to anyone back home where he got a brand-new bike. I stayed out till past dark looking behind bushes and dumpsters and abandoned buildings. No dice.

I started to panic. I couldn’t go home empty-handed, and I couldn’t stay out all night on the street. So I moved up the chain to my cousins, the ones who practiced their kicks and chops on me and were now wearing the blue of the Grape Street Watts Crips. I didn’t really want to turn to them because, well, I didn’t want nobody killed. These guys didn’t just play at hard—they took care of business. I could be starting something that I didn’t want them to finish. But I was up against it and scared to death of facing Mama without my bike.

My cousins got my description of the bike and of Now and Later, and put the word out on the street. An hour later, three of them came to get me. “C’mon, li’l cuz. Time to repo that bike o’ yours.”

Now and Later turned out to live on the worst block in Sin Town. The front door to his apartment building had no doorknob or lock, as if the police had rammed it in. The overhead light in the hallway flickered on and off and made everything look spooky. Bad smells and creepy sounds came through the doors of open apartments. I just wanted to run out of there, but my cousins rolled through the hallway like they owned the joint.

When they banged on the apartment door, it creaked open on a half-broken hinge. They walked in, three abreast. I shuffled in behind them, just hoping Now and Later wasn’t there.

I saw him slumped on the sofa next to some grown-ups watching a basketball game on a big console TV that had a jagged zigzag pattern running across the screen. Piles of clothes and other junk were heaped in the corner and spread across the floor. Every horizontal surface had an overflowing ashtray of cigarette butts. No one looked at us or got up to say hey.

Mama used to tell me and Bridgette, “No matter how bad it gets for us, we ain’t nearly as bad off as some o’ those other folks.” Standing there in Now and Later’s living room, I thought to myself, These are those other folks. Everything about that room and the people in it just cried out “bad” and “sad.”

My oldest cousin shouted over the basketball game. “We came for my li’l homey’s bike.” After a few seconds, one of the grown-ups on the couch grunted and jerked his head toward the far corner of the room. There was my bike, lying in a heap. It was beat down like some broken bird, the handlebars and seat twisted sideways as if someone had jumped up and down on it till it played dead.

One of my cousins hoisted the bike on his shoulder and we headed for the door. As we were leaving, I sneaked a peek over at Now and Later. He had shifted down so low on the couch I could barely see him. Just then I felt sorry for him and for the sad, broken-down home he had to come back to every night.

My bike cleaned up okay. The license plate was gone—but I wouldn’t be eight forever. My BMX looked sort of lived-in now, which was just as well. A shiny new bike brings out the mean in folks. It’s like what they say back in New Orleans about crabs in a bucket: as soon as a crab tries to crawl out of the bucket, some other crab will sho’nuff grab ahold of him and pull him back down. Humans have the same mentality, as I was learning. Anytime you try to raise yourself up, someone with less is gonna try to grab on and pull you down.
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THE FIRST TIME I remember feeling poor was in third grade. We were living with the Brown family on Curran Street, back in New Orleans East—which is where we moved to after Pomona. Mama’s old friend Miss Jeannie worked steady at the post office. But raising up her seven kids on government wages meant there was never quite enough to go around. Meanwhile, Mama was having trouble finding work in New Orleans, and she was way too proud to go on food stamps or welfare.

I figured out we were poor because I was hungry a lot of the time. We didn’t starve in those days so much as eat simple. Fast food was a luxury we couldn’t afford. Mickey D’s was strictly for birthdays. To get by day to day, we’d buy food that could stretch. At the Browns’ it was grits and margarine for breakfast every morning, and for dinner we had red beans and rice several nights a week.

If you could find an egg—and sometimes you could if you knew where one was hidden in the house—you could make a toad in a hole by cutting out a circle in the bread with the top of a juice glass and frying the egg inside. If we were craving something sweet, we’d make huck-a-bucks by pouring Kool-Aid into paper cups and freezing them. Then we’d turn them upside down in the cup and suck the sweet juice outta the ice.

When the house was empty of food, we’d put mayo or ketchup on bread and call it a sandwich. Syrup sandwiches were my favorite. When there was nothing else left to eat, we’d eat balled-up bread, which tasted like more than just bread. But there was no getting around the math of it. In a house with ten mouths, being the youngest meant a hunger hole in my belly most of the time. The free lunch at school was the only meal I could count on.

One day when we were out of
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