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Dedication

Take no one’s word for anything, including mine, but trust your experience. Know whence you came. If you know whence you came, there is really no limit to where you can go.

—James Baldwin, “A Letter to My Nephew,”

The Progressive Magazine (1962)

This is for all of my nephews.

Love,

Uncle Tony
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I Came Out in the World Like “This”:

bright and burning,

a brilliant little Black star,

weighing every bit of seven pounds, seven ounces, measuring nineteen and a half inches long.

cesarean cut right through Ma’s center,

smack-dab in the middle of hot July  on the seventeenth day  in the year 1981.

I was carefully carved fresh from her flesh at a hospital on a military base in Freehold, NJ,

where Pop was training to be an airman basic.

same way, same place, same space where my sister Tamu was born just seventeen months before.

my whole body arrived on fire,

flaming from the warmth of my mother’s womb.

medical records say I was an infant prone to ear infections that raised my internal temperature well beyond a boiling fever.

I was three when I bubbled over 102.7 degrees Fahrenheit.

made me tug at my lobes a little too hard for Ma’s comfort,

doctors put some tubes in there to help cool down the noise.

they fell out a few months later while I was dancing circles around my shadow.

wound up scarring some tissue on one of my eardrums.

now I be tripping on vertigo.

it’s like the world be spinning around if I climb far too high             and try

to look too straight up toward the sky,

or stare too deep down beneath the earth’s belly.

I was in eighth grade when the flames brought me scarlet fever.

spread these sensitive-ass bloodred bumps across my entire body,

causing some pain to rise up in the middle of my chest.

emergency room doctors said Ma brought me in just a few moments before

the infection punched its way into the second layer of my beating heart.

legend has it, my being here was a close call too.

apparently, Ma, twenty-three, pregnant (unplanned) with me,

drove a four-door powder gray Dodge Diplomat     with tires that foolishly assumed

the tread on their rubber wheels was deep enough to skate slick

on smooth black ice    during cold winter.

round rubber dummies didn’t test themselves first: CRASH!

Me and Ma: us: we slid like lava on concrete water.

her belly becomes an inflated safety airbag bracing all my bouncing.

we both survive unscathed,

save for the twenty-three railroad track stitches Ma had stapled across her forehead.

I remain submerged,

baked golden brown,

birthed by scalding summer.

Ma always tells the story of our accident whenever she’s explaining to other people

why I am            the way I am.

her “baby”: funny, curious, clever, smiling, singing, dancing, joyful, carefree, bright, showy,

a ball of colorful energy, making life fun for us all.

she’ll say to them, while looking at me,

“something must’ve happened to him, because that boy ain’t been right since.”

and then she’ll chuckle with a sweet laugh that don’t hurt.

unlike last year, when I turned sixteen,

and Pop echoed Ma’s tale with a gallon of sour sugar

that still stings me in some place I don’t yet have the language for.

for real for real,

I’m far too afraid to discover what it might actually mean,

because whenever I think about what my father actually said,

the Boogeyman creeps out from some dark corner of my bedroom closet

and I can’t get any sleep at night.
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Pop Had Just Gotten Out of Rehab Again.

he called to wish me happy birthday.

after confirming that I was indeed being a good boy by reading my Bible (I was not),

and praying for my salvation every day (I was not), he goes,

“First Corinthians 2:9 says,

eyes have not seen,

nor ears have heard,

nor has it entered the heart of man

the things which God has prepared for you.

I’m proud of you, son,

but as a baby, you cried so daggone much

I thought you were gonna grow up to be a

‘sissy’ or ‘something’”

as if, “something” disguised what he actually said.

as if, there was probable cause for concern about my safety.

as if, I am not mirror to his namesake.

as if, there was reason to question my capacity

to survive an attack from the source of saline

I tasted on tears dripping from the tip of my tiny toddler tongue.

as if, my center was too vulnerable,

and so, I had to curl up into myself for comfort.

as if, all my screaming and hollering

triggered some insecurity he had about my density.

as if, there was a layer of flesh and spirit

I left lingering inside of Ma fifteen summers ago.

as if, no tissue is attached to vein, blood, bone, muscle, fat, or skin,

and therefore, I was too soft and too sticky

to withstand whatever hard stuff Black men must make light of

in order to feel strong enough

to hold on to and hold up themselves.

as if, there was trivial possibility of my power

to protect my own peace during times of war.

as if, I entered my physical existence with an unarmed and untrained military

that was ill-equipped and unprepared

to battle beasts that prey on the bodies of little Black boys

who are unafraid to express how they really feel on the inside.
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And Let My Parents Tell It,

I came out curious before crying.

a queer kid full of questions,

complete with some kind of “knowledge” embedded inside the brain

holding up my big-ass Black head.

I had a curved ledge attached to the back of my skull

that Pop, former jock, would wrap his hands around and hold like a football

before pretending to launch me into the air,

and I’d swirl around the atmosphere, giggling at my father’s gentle touch.

Ma tried smoothing out my knowledge mountain with her soft hands:

same ones she used to grease Pop’s hair as a teenager

and twirl batons between her majorette fingers at their homecoming parades

she mushed and mashed what I came out knowing into a more manageable size

until my body grew into itself.

my parents called the back of my head a “puck.”

I’ve no idea why they chose this word,

as there was never a time in our lives together when hockey was a part of any discussion.

as a kid, I only knew a puck to be:

some black round thing that skates smooth on slick ice,

and that people on two sides of a thing with razor blade feet and long curved sticks

love to beat around until the puck submits

to being captured in a net disguised as a protected space for its safety.

and this happens so much

that it’s only a matter of time before one side is crowned victor,

and the puck is exposed for all that it really is:

a piece of black property destined to be locked and stacked up

inside of a cage, in the dark, with the rest of the pucks

and all their knowledge.

until the next game time, when they will again

inspire some fight about them between people on two sides of the thing,

who will be cloaked in armor,

and will ignore how badly the puck’s been beaten,

and how naked and cold it’s been for what feels like centuries.

until some black-/white-striped/skinned person with authority

blows a whistle before the brawl begins.
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My Knowledge of Self:

the history of who I am

explains how I came to be a seventeen-year-old senior at DuVal High

where our mascot, the Bengal tiger, is the largest living cat species

although I can barely stretch my body out from beyond this

five-foot, four-inch brown border.

DuVal High swallows a corner block of a busy intersection in Lanham, MD,

in Prince Georges County (PG)—green land partially circling around the first-ring suburbs

of the diamond-shaped District of Columbia (DC).

for real for real, I don’t think I’m built like most of the other Black boys here.

I weigh in at about 120 lbs. soaking wet, with all my clothes on.

I don’t feel like my shoulders are strong enough to stand on,

nor can I puff my chest out enough to appear as large as I believe I am.

Ma keeps saying I should be enrolled in a “weight on program,”

with a chuckle, that sings a different tune

now that she’s shopping at department stores specializing in clothes for plus-size women.

word is, I was a baby who couldn’t drink directly from my mother’s breast,

nor could I stomach processed milk that was squeezed from some strange cow’s udders,

so, liquefied soybeans were my sole source of survival

until I could chew and swallow solid foods without needing any synthetic assistance.

now, the doctor says my calcium is too low

and that’s apparently why my fingernails, which I can’t stop chewing around,

got all these dark brown lines streaking their ways across them.

and that’s why, in seventh grade, my dentist told Ma that my state of smiling

would eventually need some “straightening out.”

I entered high school in 1995,

as a thin-ass Black boy with crooked teeth barred up in stainless steel wires

and colored rubber bands that my mother’s medical insurance didn’t cover.

got them taken off junior year.

now every tooth is finally sitting still in its right row,

shining from its own designated space inside my mouth.

accidently dropped my expensive-ass retainer in a trash can at McDonald’s

we can’t afford to pay for another one.

now, my bottom jaw is starting to stretch out farther than the top one does.

my face can’t decide on what shade of its own natural color

these acne spots should show up as,

I am sweet-and-stale-skinned chocolate chip cookie Black boy in the mirror.

plus, my vision got blurry sophomore year,

had to join the rest of my family in wearing prescription eyeglasses.

so, I can’t tell what I really look like while peering through medicated lenses

that layer over all the things I don’t always love about myself.

and ain’t enough bass and treble flowing through the sound waves of my weak voice.

I can’t thump hard enough to vibrate skyscrapers

I can’t create a strong cocoon around myself

to feel secure about my safety when I’m around certain boys.

I never speak up when I know that some of them be speaking down to me.

those slick and sly, shy moments when they’ll quietly slither the word “soft”

out of their sneaky, greasy mouths.

or they’ll call me “weak,” as a way to describe my peculiarly small size,

my significantly troubling short stature.

this always causes me to question my own strength.

to be clear, I’ve been called “skinny” by a whole lotta different people,

most of whom, I know, love me,

like Ma, who also says I am the way that I am because I eat like a bird.

truth is, I think my appetite for Ma’s cooking and my anxiety about being bullied

be throwing hip-hop parties together in the basement of my stomach,

setting the roof on fire.

they never ask for water either.

they just prefer to let me burn, burn, burn.

I don’t be that hungry, for real for real.

I’ve also been called a “bitch” and a “punk” and a “pussy” and a “faggot”

far more than a few times over the years to ignore

how often I see the Boogeyman lurking around some of these boys at DuVal High.
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The Athletic Playground Bully Boys,

the ones I try to avoid, like Tahron,

who, in fifth grade, picked me last to be on his basketball team at recess:

he was a popular tawny giant with quick and aggressive moves

and all of us knew that he hogged the ball longer than anyone else should,

yet none of us ever questioned his power to do so.

I was surprised on the first play of the game

when he passed me the bumpy orange rock and yelled out,

“don’t fuck this up, Tony!”

I blink. I catch. I stop breathing.

no one taught me how to play basketball

nor what rules to follow and so,

with both hands palm-pressed against this golden sphere of masculinity,

I bounced the thing on the ground,

pivoting my whole body toward the hoop

and stepped out on both my left and right feet.

“double dribble!” cut through the air and sliced my wobbling legs in half.

I tripped over myself and fell to my knees

landed on my back and rolled on my right side

the blacktop rubbed a thin burn on my elbow.

the impact didn’t hurt as much as seeing everyone else

pointing their fingers directly at my sad little brown face,

laughing at how “funny” of a man I was going to be.

to make matters worse, Tahron shadowed over my shine

and screamed into my soul, “what the hell was that, Tony?!

you can’t do stupid shit like that!

go sit your gay ass down somewhere!”

then, he pushed both of his fists into my chest

    using a force lighter than gravity     disrupting my equilibrium

and so I fall again,

only this time, I land on my butt and slide backward across the gravel,

tearing more holes in my gently used wardrobe.

“stop it, Tahron!” screamed out Chavon,

one of my classmates who I think also knew something about playground bullies.

she ran over to me with her long arms extended

publicly acknowledging my humanity,

and with her sweet hands,    helped hoist me back up vertically.

I could only look at the stitches loosening across the top of my off-brand sneakers

as I sequestered myself to sit on the sidelines where all the girls were    safe(r).

I didn’t cry on the outside

as I watched some of those girls cheer for their favorite playground bully boyfriends

the ones who told me:

I got a caged-bird chest made of bouncy rubber

and butterfingers attached to the ends of my flimsy bent wrist.

they say these are the reasons why I can’t catch, pitch, or run for shit.
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I Save My Tears to Cry Later

on the pages, where the poems go:

they just be falling on me sometimes

like comet-sized hailstones bopping me upside my noggin,

ancestral asteroids

knocking rhythmic words into my noodle.

my poetry be descending at lightning speed from,

I guess, some place in the solar system where

telescopes and astronauts only see swirly sparkling black holes.

whole time, it be all my unwanted emotions

and all my sensitive-ass questions in there

running around in opposite directions

on a cosmic racetrack made out of concentric circles.

and because they don’t always show signs of arrival,

I write them down on whatever paper

and with whatever pen or pencil or marker

that is within radius of the crater created from the blast.

I was thirteen when the first poem burst in my atmosphere like dat,

disrupted my window-seat view of the mountaintops on high,

while riding in the back seat of Pop’s Jeep

headed south to Knoxville, TN, where his father (Pop-Pop) is from.

I was sad, and I don’t remember why,

but I know that I wanted to cry,

but I ain’t want anyone to notice,

so, I wrote a poem on a tiny notepad that I kept in my backpack

trying to get to the root of the feeling.

I watched the ink make wells to catch tears that couldn’t fall:
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House on the Hill

look at the mountains outlining the sky

they shine with a glow so beautiful

that it blinds the eye

in the middle of this scene

sits a little white house up on a hill

it holds the grass and the trees

its old looks keep it still

inside is unknown

could be an old man, a ghost

or maybe emptiness

its wooden off-white steps

are rubbed by weather

a broken chimney leaves it helpless

a place where a window once sat

and maybe where a person viewed out

now, it looks abandoned

and dead

you can hear its loneliness shout

why is this house up on a hill?

so alone and so still?

what’s inside?

what keeps it standing?

goes without knowing
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Lots of Folks Know I Write Poetry

it’s no secret in my family that I have a “thing” with words,

and most of my friends at DuVal High know I’m the man with the poems,

but they only know me for the birthday poems

and the one-month puppy love anniversary poems,

and the cheer my sad friend up on their worst day poems,

and the happy father’s day poems they give to their mothers on the third Sunday in June.

in fact, Ms. Peralta, our senior-class advisor,

asked me to share a poem dedicated to the Class of 1999

during our senior-year talent show next month.

I’m not sure what I’m gonna write about yet,

but I believe the universe will fling something from its innards

that will land somewhere behind my eye socket.

at least, that’s what I told my girlfriend Blu on the phone last night

while we were watching Love Jones together on HBO.

we began as day-one best friends in eighth grade at Goddard Middle School,

where I met my other two “girl-friends”: Tiffy and Ebby.

I was always the only boy in their sisterhood fellowship circle.

“remember when we first saw this at the movies?” Blu asked.

“yup, that’s when you forced me to hold your hand underneath my jacket!” I said,

laughing a hole in my throat.

I heard the blush flowing into her rosy cheek.

I bet she was smiling as hard as I was.

“if I recall correctly, I didn’t have to force you, Mr.,

in fact, it was you who slid your warm fingers through mine first,

talking about how cold it was in there,” she said, sucking through her teeth.

Blu is right, I did make the first move.

there is something about the way Darius Lovehall commands the audience

with a standing microphone, African drums, and a jazz band,

and describes his first encounter with Nina Mosley through a metaphor

as the blues in her left thigh

that was tryna become the funk in her right

that made me feel like us touching in private like that

was absolutely alright, alright, alright.

I want to move a crowd like that too someday.

Blu said I should perform one of the love poems I wrote for her at the talent show.

I be writing ones that cause her to bat her eyelashes like fluttering butterfly wings:

a reaction and a reflection that always fills me up.

like this one, that ain’t got no title, but she enjoys the rhyme:
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Untitled

silence has many sounds

laughter is full of pain

a heartbeat doesn’t pound

sunshine has rain

you speak with no tongue

you see with no eyes

one plus one is one

there is truth in all lies

you can hear with no ears

you can feel with no hands

there is courage in fear

there is water in sand

what goes up doesn’t come down.

the moon shines during the day

there is a sky on solid ground.

and there is snow in May.

raindrops never fall.

the desert is not dry.

you can walk through brick wall.

tears don’t come from eyes.

there are many things that will never be true

that is except for me and you.
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my heart, my private parts, and my poems

be playing mind tricks the moment my pen scratches the paper.

I want all of what Blu and I got beating inside of our chests,

and I yearn to dance to the rhythm beating through our bones,

but I can’t deny my curiosity about the boys

that also causes my body to go thump thump thump.

I write love poetry to her, and for her, and with her,

because she is a safe audience for my most secret and sacred pieces:

the ones describing my real dreams and desires to be in love,

and to be loved,

all while burning, flaming, and on fire.

when those poems stretch out from the sun’s surface,

I feel brighter than the darkness that keeps me up at night.

when I write those emotions deep into the page like that,

and Blu responds the way she does: recognizing who I am beneath the words,

she reflects a beaming light that blinds the Boogeyman from my sight,

and I feel like I have feathers large enough to fan myself into the wind.
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I Write for Safety,

I need literal protection from boys like Tahron,

the ones who’ve developed grown-man muscles mutating underneath their thick skin.

and I’ve seen some of them in the weight room pumping around impossible pounds of iron.

huffing and puffing and lifting and lunging and squatting and curling and pulling.

I’m sure some of them could bench-press me up and down

if they wanted to.

if I wanted them to.

I think I want them to.

I think some of them want me to, too?

this is why I don’t play any sports at DuVal High.

nor do I layer up in athletic wear on weekends to defend

the front or side lines of some neighborhood team

full of rough and tough Black boys who tackle each other and don’t shed any tears.

I do not stick around after school to hit jump shots just for “fun”—it never is.

street rules ain’t regulated like refereed games in our school gym.

plus, some of the ones that pat each other’s butt as a physical reward for teamship,

as an intimate celebration of athletic achievement,

also believe that a “pat on the butt” ain’t always just a pat on the butt.

it all depends on whose hands are at play,

whose backsides are on display,

which one of them looks “some kinda way,”

which one of them is gay . . .

and the ones who are suspect of being too curvy to walk the flat line

become the rear end of jokes about boys and butts.

but the bottom line is,

I don’t want to be pushed to the ground again.

I don’t want my backside scarred up from sharp blacktop pebbles

all because of some great misunderstanding about my wrong way

for naturally bouncing basketballs around with my bare hands

and the way I slide swiftly on my size 8 feet,

and that any of that has to do with the people I wanna get busy with.

they don’t know that Blu and I been discovering what it feels like

to be close enough for our bodies to touch the outer and inner layers of our skin,

and to kiss each other on our lips and in our mouths,

and on our necks and underneath our shirts sometimes.

plus, I’ve had several girlfriends before.

truth is, I started kissing girls with my tongue in third grade,

back when my friend Travis dared me to do to Jelani

what Steve Urkel did to Myra on Family Matters.

I went all the way to second base in seventh grade

after Dhalia asked if I wanted to taste what her boobs looked like.

I enjoyed those moments too:

all that tension buzzing through me and not being sure what to do about it

except press play on the TV shows and movies in my imagination.

and besides, everyone knows that Blu and I have a short-distance relationship.

she transferred from DuVal High to Bowie High at the beginning of sophomore year.

I assume this truth is why I have not been the brunt of any bully’s inquiries

about my “straight” performance.
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I Navigate Through School as Safely as Possible.

DuVal High is a mix of Black and brown students and like five white kids.

there are quite a few adults in the building who look like me,

although I somehow end up in classrooms taught by most of the white ones.

one of them is Mr. Marshall,

a ginormous man with baby powder skin, sapphire blue eyes,

and balding, cranberry-orange hair.

his voice always seems to sustain a tone slightly above a whisper,

but never louder than his breathing will allow.

he teaches psychology, advises our student government association (SGA)

and is a walking dictionary full of fancifully large and long words.

he’ll casually blurt some of them out in class sometimes midsentence

as if we all know what the hell he be talking about.

I always ask him for the spelling and definition of the ones that fascinate me most.

I write them down in my blue spiral notebook.

I feel like one day, I’m gonna need to know what these words mean.

as if, preparing early for some time in the foreseeable future

when I will need to confront some battle of wits,

which can’t be fought with bare knuckles and closed fists

and I’ll have no other choice

but to draw on the strength of my vocabulary

and push the power of words out of my mouth whenever I spit.

I learned this lesson when I ain’t win my seventh-grade spelling bee.

the word I had to spell was “clavichord.”

confident in my ability to spell words the way they sound in my head,

and not really knowing what the hell some of them mean,

I run one hundred miles an hour from my seat

and make a hard stop two seconds before almost falling into Ms. Lyte’s desk.

she is one finger on one handful of my Black teachers.

Ms. Lyte’s classroom becomes a stage.

I approach the mic, take a deep breath, and smile extra hard underneath my braces,

and then recite each and every letter clearly: “C L A V I C O R D.”

“I’m sorry, Tony, that is incorrect,” Ms. Lyte says,

in a tone that sounds like honey but feels like disappointment.

she continues, “Karen, you’re up next.”

before I could muster up enough emotional energy

to logically prove why my spelling was indeed correct,

this little white girl named Karen,

who sat in my same row, just two columns down on my left,

and who always had something to say,

walks right into my moving spotlight.

and with a smile that is too sweet for my taste,

she announces with authority: “C L A V I C H O R D.”

Ms. Lyte goes, “that is correct, you’ll be representing our class in the semifinals!”

then she politely slams truth into my face: “Tony, you were super close!”

I smile from inside and start walking one mile an hour back to my desk.

that’s when Karen decides to
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