
		
			[image: Cover for The Man of Many Fathers, Author, Roy Wood Jr.]
		

	
		
		
			
				[image: Illustration of a wall of empty picture frames.]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Man of Many Fathers, Subtitle, Life Lessons Disguised as a Memoir, Author, Roy Wood Jr., Imprint, Crown]
			

		

	
		
			Crown

			An imprint of the Crown Publishing Group

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway

			New York, NY 10019

			crownpublishing.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2025 by South Park & Princeton Productions, Inc.

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Crown and the Crown colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Illustrations by Kashmir Thompson

			Picture-frame images used under license from Shutterstock.com/​iunewind.

			Photograph on this page courtesy of the author.

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is on file with the publisher.

			Hardcover ISBN 9780593800072

			Signed edition ISBN 9798217088461

			Ebook ISBN 9780593800089

			Editor: Matt Inman

			Assistant editor: Fariza Hawke

			Production editor: Natalie Blachere

			Print text designer: Andrea Lau

			Print production: Heather Williamson

			Copy editor: Elisabeth Magnus

			Proofreaders: Sasha Tropp and Robin Slutzky 

			Publicist: Tammy Blake

			Marketer: Chantelle Walker

			Ebook production: Eva Windler

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland, https://eu-contact.penguin.ie.

			ep_prh_7.3_154461941_c0_r2

		

	
		
			
				
					Contents

					 Dedication

					A Letter to My Son

					Chapter 1 The Doo-Doo Green Cutlass Supreme

					Chapter 2 The Fire Boat Race of 1985

					Chapter 3 Welcome to Birmingham

					Chapter 4 Thanks a Million

					Chapter 5 The Cook and the Creep

					Chapter 6 The Legend of Cocaine Mike

					Chapter 7 The Final Baked Potato

					Chapter 8 No Fear

					Chapter 9 Old Caterpillar

					Chapter 10 Lessons of the Golden Corral

					Chapter 11 The Man from Philadelphia

					Chapter 12 Cry Baby

					Chapter 13 A Man of His Word

					Chapter 14 Keeping the Lights On

					Chapter 15 Gotta Know When to Go

					 A Letter to My Fathers

					Acknowledgments

					About the Author

				

			

		

	_154461941_

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: Photo of Roy Woods Jr. and his father.]
				

			

			Trying to raise a child before healing your inner child is a motherfucker.

			I’ve tried to pass down the best of you and discard the rest.

			Thank you for trying.

			Your son.

		

	
		
			A Letter to My Son

			
				Dear Son,

				It must have been 2006, maybe 2007, about ten years before you were born, when I ran into actor and comedian Brandon T. Jackson on Father’s Day in Chicago’s Midway Airport. I didn’t know Brandon that well at the time, but we were both on the Los Angeles comedy scene pretty heavy. We stopped and spoke to one another. Had we seen each other anywhere in Los Angeles, this same moment would’ve warranted nothing more than a brief head nod out of respect.

				But stand-up comedy is such an isolating, nomadic life, especially on travel days. When you see another comedian in the airport it feels good, even if you don’t know them that well. You are in a place with thousands of strangers, and you have found the one person who understands exactly what you’re going through. A moment that would be a passing head nod on the streets of Hollywood becomes a full-on conversation in an airport.

				Brandon and I talked while walking to one of the little airport convenience stores. Like most comedians, we commiserated over our industry gripes and career challenges. “Drama bonding” is what I like to call it. I was struggling financially after taking a moral stance against a comedy club booker who accounted for 40 percent of my road bookings. Brandon, meanwhile, was in the middle of multiple auditions for a pretty major comedy film. He was nervously optimistic he would get the role but also worried about what booking the film would mean for his availability for the more reliable television roles during that same time. I politely poked and prodded him for more information about the film to help him weigh the pros and cons, but all he could tell me was “It’s a comedy with Ben Stiller.”

				Once inside the store, Brandon made a beeline to the greeting-card rack and began frantically looking through what was left of the Father’s Day options on sale. The rack was barren like grocery store shelves when people make a run for the milk and bread before a hurricane. Between topics, Brandon would pull a Father’s Day card off the rack, read it, then ask me for my opinion on the prose inside the card.

				“Getting this to my pops as soon as I land—I want a card that really says something,” he said, while handing me a card. “What do you think about this one?”

				My responses lacked the reassurance he was looking for, so he’d put each card back on the rack and search for another. We did this for about three or four greeting cards, and every time my reaction was the same. Humdrum. Take it or leave it.

				Brandon got frustrated and looked at me like a date who couldn’t decide where to eat. He fired off sarcastically, “Well, damn, what kind of card do you get your father?”

				I thought about it for what was probably far too long and replied, “I don’t think I have ever bought a Father’s Day card.”

				Brandon froze. It was one of those moments when you know you could ask a follow-up question if you wanted, but you also don’t know where the answer is going to take you and you’ve got a flight to catch.

				Presumably pressed for time, Brandon passed on a follow-up, and the conversation returned to the usual industry fodder. Shortly thereafter, we shook hands, said our goodbyes, and headed off to our respective gates. Back to the comforting isolation that is traveling for a living.

				I have never forgotten that conversation.

				It was the first time as an adult when I actually had to stop and think about what my relationship with my father was like. Thank God Brandon was running late for his flight. There’s no telling how I would have answered his follow-up question.

				In the sixteen years that I knew him, I’m positive I bought gifts for my father here and there, but I truly cannot recall ever buying him a card, for Father’s Day or for any other holiday. I can’t even recall making him one of those terrible arts-and-crafts mugs that public school teachers always think are a good idea.

				The masculine culture that I was immersed in was full of confidence building and discipline. Rarely was it full of compassion and gentleness. There were more handshakes than hugs. I can count on one hand the truly sentimental moments I’ve had with my father—or any male relative—or any man.

				When I was growing up in the South, consistent male role models were far and few between for me. Both of my grandfathers were dead and gone long before I was born. I didn’t have my first male teacher until the seventh grade. In the early days, my father came in and out of my life like the next-door neighbor on a wacky sitcom. It’d be fourth grade before we settled in under the same roof and I received anything that resembled consistent contact. It would be only eight years later when we would talk for the last time.

				Son, when you were born, I went through something that day. Having a child is interesting because the first thing you do is think about all of the things you’re going to do with them, the way you’re going to throw a ball together or learn chess together. You start making plans for education and social engagement. “I’m so full of knowledge!” you excitedly think to yourself. “Which piece of knowledge will I pass down to him first?” After those feelings subside, you think about how you are going to teach this child values. That, in turn, forces you to think about how you were taught values—to audit your own parents.

				I sat back in the delivery room just holding you and thought about the time that I had with my father, who died when I was sixteen. I didn’t feel like I got as many lessons from him as I plan to give to you. And I did not like the report that I was beginning to put together. With my dad, there were some highlights, but there were for sure a few things missing. The more I thought about simple life lessons I wanted to teach you, like the value of saying please and thank you and “Yes, sir” and “No, sir,” the importance of chivalry, and my approach to avoiding violent situations, the more I realized I did not learn most of these things from my own father. I learned these lessons from other men who came in and out of my life.

				After my father’s death, I was an enraged and isolated sixteen-year-old determined—and then forced—to figure things out on his own. They say it takes a village to raise a child, and my village has stretched almost forty years. As I sat in the delivery room holding you in 2016, I reflected on how lucky I have been to have so many men over the decades who have imparted wisdom, either knowingly or unknowingly.

				I’ve set out to tell the stories of these moments because each of them is an important thread that’s been woven into the fabric of fatherhood in which I now envelop you, son. I did not start interacting with many of these men until later in life. God willing, you will meet twice as many before the fourth grade.

				I think this is why I’m not a fan of Father’s Day greeting cards. They rarely encompass the complexities of parenting and mentorship. Every card is written from the assumption that a father is completely loved and has gotten everything right, which always makes me laugh. This could not be any further from the truth. Father’s Day would be better served if there were cards that simply thanked a man for what you specifically learned from him, good or bad.

				“For the dad who taught me how to avoid drug dealers.”

				“For the dad who showed me the importance of choosing the right partner.”

				“For the dad who saw me sleeping in my car that one time at a truck stop and gave me a solution to my problem.”

				These are the kind of cards that I believe would fly off the shelves.

				That’s why I’m going to jump at any opportunity to get worthy men in front of you as soon as possible. Fatherhood is a job that’s bigger than any one man.

				Parenting is one part instilling in your children what you believe to be the best of you and one part recognizing what is the best in your child and watering those parts of them. We sometimes make the mistake with our children of trying to turn them into the things we wish we were without identifying why we wish that change for ourselves. But to identify the best parts of yourself, you will have to identify the worst parts of yourself too. I held you tighter in the delivery room as I contemplated this self-audit. That’s the hardest part of parenting: figuring out how to heal your damage and protect your child from suffering the same damage, all while figuring out how you became that damaged in the first place.

				I’ve decided to take a break from parenting to write this book for you and tell you about some of these men and the lessons I learned along the way. Tales of my highs and lows in the entertainment and journalism worlds will have to wait. As will stories featuring the many women who helped me become a man. Today I’m only here to write about one woman—my mother—and a bunch of the men.

				It is their wisdom that I will use to help construct a village for you, so that one day when you finally meet Brandon T. Jackson in an airport, you’ll know exactly what kind of Father’s Day card to help him find.

				Love,

				Dad

				P.S.: Brandon booked the movie. When you get a little older, son, check out Tropic Thunder. Still a classic.

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter 1

				The Doo-Doo Green Cutlass Supreme
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			There’s no honest way to begin this book about fatherhood without first talking about my mom, Joyce. Two of the most important tools I possess as a man came from her: compassion and toughness.

			They say a scent can remind you of someone. Something as simple as a flower, a summer breeze, the smell of baked cookies. I can’t have a hot dog without thinking of her. I love eating those diced-up bits of multiple animals encased in a pork sleeve and seasoned with all types of carcinogens outlawed by the EPA and USDA because they make me feel closer to the woman who raised me.

			My early memories as a child are of me being a latchkey kid in Memphis, Tennessee. My mother had separated from my father in early 1979, not even a year after I was born, and left him behind in New York City to head to Memphis to pursue her graduate degree and be closer to her family in her hometown of Clarksdale, Mississippi. My earliest memories as a child do not include my father. It was just me and my mom and me watching her trying to make things work.

			My mother was tough and afraid of no one. In undergrad, she had been among the first wave of Black protesters at Delta State University who organized sit-ins at the president’s office demanding better conditions for Black students on campus. She would then take this same tenacity over to Florida A&M University as a grad student.

			I always looked forward to breakfast with my mom. When she ate, her mind slowed down. I could see the problems and stresses leave her as she sat and enjoyed her food. A good meal was her departure from this world for a moment. Breakfast was also when we talked the most.

			But some mornings we would be late getting out of the house, so we’d have to get creative about breakfast and the car would double as a kitchen table. My mother had a 1975 Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme. It was doo-doo green with white bucket seats and a custom ragtop white roof to match. This was the age before center consoles in cars, so there was a full three feet of open seat between me and my mother. This is where I set up our breakfast spread. Some days we would eat plated foods like eggs or waffles, but we soon discovered one food in the house that’s the simplest and most efficient: the hot dog. I would lay out four slices of bread, and on top of each I would place a piping hot, freshly boiled hot dog. Motor vehicle laws dictated that a kindergartener should be in the back seat, but since I was in charge of assembling the hot dogs for her, I got to sit up front. Those days were the best.

			After my mother dropped me off at school, she’d work long hours in administration at Memphis State University by day, then go straight to grad school at night. A regular babysitter was a luxury that came and went like the wind, and most of the family members willing to chip in for free were an hour away in Mississippi, so if my mother was tight on money, she’d leave me home alone after school—with one instruction. “Don’t answer the phone, don’t answer the door!” she’d say to me, the kindergarten student.

			Next to the phone was a list of “emergency numbers,” which was just a list of coconspirators ready to speed over to the house and meet my needs to keep me from being swooped up by child protective services. At the top of the list was Olivia, one of my mother’s college friends. She came over to the house often. The rest of the people, as far as I could tell, were a mix of coworkers and church members. As the old African proverb goes, “It takes a village to keep a single mother from losing her child to the system.”

			Like most latchkey kids, I was saddled with making my own dinner sometimes. By first grade, I was well versed in the preparation of franks and beans, pot pies, TV dinners, waffles, bacon, cold-cut sandwiches, and of course, the good old-fashioned American hot dog. I learned how to use a stove before I learned how to shoot a basketball. I wasn’t a full-blown chef or anything, but my mother gave me enough skills to know that she didn’t have to worry about me ever starving to death in her absence.

			I never “missed” my dad per se during the Memphis years. When your first memories don’t include a father in the home, you do not know that you’re missing a father in your home. Sometime when I was in the first grade, my father left his job in New York City at WCBS to become the news director of a Black-owned radio station in Birmingham, Alabama. Closer to me in Memphis, he made the three-hour drive to visit us about once a month.

			Just because your father is far away doesn’t mean he can’t touch you. My father was a tall man, about six foot three, with a deep voice that could shake paint off the walls and huge hands that, when raised to the sky, could eclipse the sun and the moon.

			I remember one day, my mother was on the phone with him and trying to slice an orange for me at the same time. She was taking too long, so I snatched the knife away from her and told her that I could do it myself. I insisted.

			My mother handed me the sharp, serrated steak knife and took a step back. She grinned. I’d watched my mom slice an orange many times. How hard could it be? I knew how to hold the knife just fine. What I hadn’t paid attention to was where my mother placed her other hand while holding the orange. My thumb was under the blade and as I sliced down into the orange, I sliced my finger wide open.

			White meat dangled from the open wound. I screamed as blood streamed out of my thumb and down my arm. To make matters worse, stinging acidic orange juice raced inside the cut to replace the blood that was streaming out of it. While getting a paper towel, my mom handed me the phone. “Your father would like to speak with you,” she said with a sly grin. As soon as I put the phone up to my ear, my father did not disappoint. His voice rattled my brain and shook the earwax free in my ear canal.

			“Goddamn it, boy! Didn’t your mother tell you to wait? Now look at you!” he screamed. “You don’t know everything yet!”

			His words rattled me down to my core like an acoustic earthquake. The shockwaves from the booming bass in his voice created pure shock and awe. He hit me with the ferocity of a baseball manager yelling at an umpire who’d missed a call. When your child messes up, parenting usually boils down to either “Scold, then comfort” or “Comfort, then scold.” My dad’s strategy somehow was “Scold, then scold some more, then comfort a week later.”

			His booming voice was more than enough to make me forget that I probably needed stitches. I was crying now, not because of the pain but because I knew I was in trouble with my father.

			Conversations like this encouraged me to stay on my best behavior because once a month, I knew the boogeyman was going to drive over from Birmingham and I didn’t want to be on his bad side that week. And for the most part, I was a good kid. But try as my mother might to keep me that way, there’s only so much a single mother in grad school can do on her own. The phone calls and occasional visits from my dad helped, but none of it was enough to stop me from slipping into an addiction to a drug called freedom.
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			To this day, I am stubbornly married to the idea of not needing anyone to get things accomplished. Being a latchkey kid planted the idea in my head very early on that I did not require an adult to function in this world.

			Every now and then, starting in first grade, I’d take some of my allowance and pig out on candy. I had a bike by this point, so I could take a ride to the front of the apartment complex where there was a corner store. Rather than save up the money to buy a major toy, I would just go and eat Laffy Taffys. My mother wasn’t crazy about it, but it wasn’t that big of a deal. I generally would eat as much candy as I could before I got home, knowing that any candy I brought with me into the house would be governed by my mother. This did not stop me from sneaking candy at home, though.

			To my mother’s credit, she tried to keep our home free of snacks and candy and ice cream. These were treats for special occasions and her tools for behavioral manipulation. So for her to find candy wrappers in the house was serious business, like contraband-in-prison serious. And mothers are always the best forensic investigators.

			Each night, I had to be smart about getting my candy in before I heard her walk in the door. Lying in bed, I knew her routine just by the sounds. She’d come in the door, make a beeline for the kitchen, and put her keys and purse on the counter. Then she’d hop on the phone to call a girlfriend. I couldn’t make out much of what my mother was saying, but between murmurs, you’d hear occasional eruptions of laughter. Whatever they were talking about, it must have been fun and uplifting because she called her friend every night. My mom has a smile that can light up an entire city and a laugh that could wake an entire county. She was loud, and I loved it. I never knew what made her so joyful and free, but it was interesting to experience such a different side of my mother every night, even if only from afar.

			One night I was awakened from my sleep to the loud cackles coming from my mother downstairs. I don’t know who she was on the phone with, but they were having a good-ass time. Then suddenly laughter stopped.

			“Girl, let me call you back,” she said sternly. Something was wrong.

			She hung up the phone. Hard. Then I heard her slam the lid to the trash can. Hard. That’s when I knew…

			Fuck! The wrappers! I snuck candy in the house, then threw the wrappers away in the fucking communal trash can! Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck!

			My heart began to race. Next, I could hear her stomping up the stairs. We had carpeted stairs, so you really had to try to make noise on them. I quickly repositioned my body to pretend I was asleep. I hoped that she would barge in and see me sleeping peacefully and push this issue to tomorrow’s morning agenda when she was a little calmer.

			Wrong.

			Standard operating procedure on nights like this was for my mom to turn the lights on and snatch the covers off me. Shock and awe. The glare of the bright lights, plus the temperature change, plus her yelling, were a lethal combination to extract the truth. She never had to lay a hand on me. She’d talk loudly, talk fast, and demand I open my eyes so the light could pour into them.

			Even if I’d wanted to lie about what happened, I didn’t have enough time to think of a good lie. Her routine was no different this time. She flipped the lights. “Get yo ass up!” she yelled.

			For some reason, once the lights came on, I wasn’t scared anymore. I ripped my covers off before she even had a chance to get to me. It threw her off. But she stormed over and held the wrapper of a Laffy Taffy in my face.

			“What is this!? Who told you you could have candy all times of night?” she screamed.

			She held it in my face like a wife who’d found a condom wrapper in the car. She did the classic “hold it so close to my face I can’t even read it” move.

			“I asked you a question, boy! Who told you you could have candy in this house?”

			“Nobody!” I screamed back.

			“Well, what’s it doing here?” my impromptu drill sergeant screamed back.

			“Because I wanted candy!”

			“Well, you can’t have candy in this house!”

			“Well, why not? I do everything I’m supposed to do, I do all my chores, I eat all my vegetables, I brush my teeth, so why can’t I have candy?”

			“Because that’s the rule in my house.”

			“Well, this house sucks.”

			“Well, you’re welcome to find another house! If I catch you sneaking candy in here next time, it’s gon’ be the belt!” she screamed.

			My mother turned the light off and left my room as quickly as she came. She was a total verbal and sensory tornado. The entire exchange had taken less than thirty seconds. I probably hadn’t said my piece in the right tone, but I meant what I said, and it was the first time I’d ever told a grown-up the truth about how I felt. I must give my mother credit for letting me be honest, even if she didn’t agree. That night changed our relationship for the better to this day. I knew I could tell her the truth about my feelings and not be punished for them as long as I spoke respectfully. Punish me for what I did? Sure, but punish me for my feelings? Never.

			The moment had passed, but for some reason I was still pissed.

			“Find another house.” My mother’s words kept echoing in my mind.

			She’d tried the same shit with me at Southland Mall about a year earlier. My mother constantly needed a new pair of pantyhose and was stuck in a never-ending loop of going to department stores like M. M. Cohn and Goldsmith’s. If we had enough time, she would let me go to the toy store so I could gawk at the latest toys that were coming out.

			I was in the toy store and I saw the Holy Grail of toys, the Voltron Black Lion. Voltron was the predecessor to the Power Rangers, a bunch of smaller color-coded lion robots that joined together to form a larger robot that yielded a large sword and defeated alien monsters. The Transformers also had a line of robots that could join together to form a larger robot, but none of them were as cool as Voltron. The Black Lion was the leader of the group and thus was always the hardest one to get because it was never in stock. Not only was Voltron my favorite cartoon, but I knew the Black Lion would be my favorite toy. It was the only thing I’d wanted for two years, and I begged my mother for it. She simply said, “No.”

			“We don’t have the money for that kind of stuff,” she’d mumble under her breath to make sure that the white cashier did not hear her admitting to not having money.

			I tried to stress to her how unlikely it was that the Black Lion had appeared at all. These were the days when stores legitimately did not know when they would get more items in stock. Just because the store had the item today didn’t mean that the truck next week was going to bring more of it. Most of the time, if you wanted to save yourself the trouble of driving to that location, you literally had to call store after store after store to find a particular item. We were decades away from the luxuries of simply clicking on a website to see which store near you has the item in stock.

			The Voltron Black Lion was as hard to get as Beanie Babies, Tickle Me Elmo, a PlayStation 5, or Beyoncé tickets, and there it was, there on a shelf, ready to be purchased. And my mother said, “No.” I was furious, but there also wasn’t much I could do about it.

			I followed her out of the toy store screaming and crying that it wasn’t fair. We got about halfway through the mall before I planted my feet at the center fountain and refused to move. My logic was, if I made enough of a scene, she would acquiesce and give me what I wanted for the sake of not being embarrassed. What I did not realize was that my mother was impervious to embarrassment.

			As I wailed she squatted down to my eye level and said, calmly, “Keep yelling and screaming like this, I’m going to leave you in this motherfucking mall.”

			Challenge accepted, Joyce.

			So I screamed even louder. My mother politely stood up, gathered her purse and shopping bags, straightened up her hair, and walked toward the exit. At this point we had the undivided attention of everyone in the mall. The farther away from me she walked, the louder I cried.

			“I want the lion! Give me the lion!”

			It is important to note that I had never done this before with my mother. I was not that kind of a child. I was rather calm, but this was the Voltron Black Lion, so I pulled from the playbook of what I had seen white children do to their parents in the mall. It had worked like a charm for them.

			I, however, was having some difficulties running the same play. My mother did not come running back to me. She didn’t even look back over her shoulder. She just calmly walked away as if she didn’t even have a child.

			Finally, a white woman intervened. She hustled to keep up with my mother as she stated the obvious to her.

			“Excuse me, miss, excuse me, miss, but I think you left your son.”

			My mother ignored the woman and continued at her relaxed pace. She even looked at the white woman with a blank expression on her face as if she did not speak English.

			“Miss! Miss! You’re leaving your son!”

			Another Black woman intervened.

			“Mind ya business, you old nosy bitch! She know she left him.”

			My mother walked out the doors of Southland Mall and disappeared into the sea of cars in the parking lot, and there I stood in the mall food court, alone.

			I suddenly stopped crying and my first thought was, Did she just leave me at the mall? Oh my God, I’m alone at the mall! I’m alone!

			The horror of being alone finally set in. What had originally been just a manipulative temper tantrum suddenly evolved into real fear, and real tears. The white woman squatted down and tried to wipe my tears. I swatted her hand away, still unsure if I could trust strangers.

			“Well, at least tell me your name, sweetie. We’re going to find you a safe place to sleep tonight.”

			I looked over her shoulder and saw a car slowly come into focus. As the car crept up slowly to the curb, identity confirmed, a 1975 doo-doo green Cutlass Supreme, with my mother behind the wheel. She tooted the horn two times and made a motion for me to come get in the car.

			I sprinted toward that car like it was the last rescue helicopter in a war zone. The last thing I remember as I ran toward the doors of the Southland Mall was that same Black woman taking one more shot at the white lady.

			“See, she was never gonna leave that baby, he just needed to get his shit together. This why you should mind your business, you old nosy hoe!”

			I don’t even remember opening the car door. I was so scared of being left at the mall, I must’ve leapt in. I was defeated. I hadn’t gotten the Voltron toy, and I’d lost the battle of wills. My mother had this stupid smirk on her face—a smirk that said, “You’ve got a lot to learn.” Knowing what I know now, what I was feeling was the desire to be independent, the desire to not need anyone.

			That incident at Southland Mall was all that ran through my mind as I lay in bed looking at the Laffy Taffy wrapper still sitting on the ground. It lay there like debris after the storm that my mother had come in and instigated.

			Less than five minutes after storming into my room, my mother was back downstairs on the phone laughing and smiling, after an obviously unjust attack on me for daring to have a treat that I’d paid for, in her house. It’s my money, but it is your house. Which takes precedence? I needed a lawyer to decide this, but I couldn’t afford one.

			From the sound of her voice, I knew she had that smirk on her face again.

			What she’d said that night in the room again ran through my mind. “Find another house.”

			I lay there and thought to myself, You know what, Joyce? Maybe that is exactly what the fuck I’m going to do. I stood up, turned the lights on, and started packing.

			Fuck you, I’m out of here.

			I did not know where my mother kept my luggage. Most of the time when I was sent down to Mississippi, all my belongings were in a large duffel bag, but there was no time to look for any of that shit. I had to hit the road now. I knew for sure that the plastic bag that came with the candy I’d bought was still in the trash can downstairs. Perfect.

			I got dressed and headed downstairs. My mother was on the phone laughing and having a good old time as I walked into the kitchen clearly dressed to leave the house. She looked at me briefly, laughed, and went back to her phone conversation. This infuriated me even more.

			Southland Mall all over again.

			But this time I was ready. It’s on, motherfucker.

			I took the plastic bag out of the trash, went upstairs, and got everything I needed for my trip: a pair of Star Wars pajamas and two pairs of underwear. That’s it. Pajamas and underwear. I headed back downstairs and hit the kitchen for a few snacks for my trip: an orange Hi-C juice pack and a Twinkie. I wasn’t sure if this was everything I’d need for my trip, but at this point the plastic bag was filled to the brim. I grabbed my bicycle, and made my way to the door.

			This charade had gone on for too long, and my mother finally decided to say something.

			“Girl, hold on a second, this little nigga at the door holding a Twinkie. Roy, where you going?”

			“I’m not telling you.”

			“Okay, well, have a good trip.”

			She said this, then turned her back on me. I was motherfucking fuming! She refused to debate me. She refused to engage with me. How dare you! I exited the apartment and headed out into the street.

			I hopped on my bike and hit the streets of Coventry Creek. The apartment complex was blanketed by trees so high and thick that they’d practically grown over the streetlights.

			Nightfall brought an unnatural level of darkness to Coventry Creek that not even city lights or the moon could permeate. It was dark and scary, but I was determined. I sped past the guard’s booth and the only words he could muster were “Boy, where the hell are you going at nine at night?”

			I didn’t reply; I wasn’t in the mood for answering to authority.

			I emerged on Winchester Road when it finally occurred to me, Where am I going?

			My mother had this one college friend who lived around the corner from us, Olivia. When I say “around the corner,” I mean about a mile and a half, which is far for an eight-year-old at nine at night on a bicycle that’s weighed down with Twinkies and pajamas. So, considering I had no fucking way to know how to get to Highway 61 to ride all the way to Mississippi, and Olivia’s apartment was the only place I knew how to get to from memory, I set course for Olivia’s apartment.

			I huffed and puffed the ten minutes to Olivia’s place and banged loudly at the door. Through the door I heard blues music playing. The door slowly cracked open to reveal a tall, scrawny, Black woman with a corded house phone in one hand, a Winston cigarette in the other. She looked over me with a knowing smile.

			“Mmm hmm, it’s him. He just got here…. Okay, see you in a minute, Joyce.”

			Olivia put the phone down and squatted down to my eye level.

			“Boy, what the hell you doing here?”

			“I ran away,” I said.

			Olivia cracked a smile and took a long drag from her cigarette and said, “I know you ran away; I asked you what the hell you doing here? Why you bring yo ass over here? Your mama figured this is where you were coming. Hell, you don’t know the way to anywhere else but school and McDonald’s, and both of them closed. Now get your ass in this house before we both get robbed.”

			It had been a hard ride over to Olivia’s, so I was ready to kick back with my Twinkie. Hearing the wrapper, Olivia didn’t even turn around to address me with eye contact.

			“Whatever it is, you’re not about to eat it this late at night at my house. You gon’ get me an ass-whoopin from yo mama too. Whatever you about to eat, go put it in the kitchen so that I know you ain’t sneaking and eating it. Doug around here somewhere. Go see if you can find him. Play with Doug till yo mama get here.”

			Olivia had this cat named Doug. I’ve never been a fan of cats, but I liked Doug. The scent of secondhand smoke was embedded in his fur. He smelled like he hadn’t been given a bath in months and limped like he’d never seen a veterinarian. From Doug’s body language, you could tell he was never really a fan of kids, but he liked me. It was a mutual toleration.

			I placed the Twinkie on the kitchen counter and walked around the house to find Doug. I spotted him under a love seat in the living room.

			I gently petted this stinking-ass cat and occasionally would play tug-of-war with him with one of his pet toys. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to pass away the time. Note to self: Next time you run away from home, pack a Voltron Lion. Ten minutes must’ve gone by before I heard the low rumble of the doo-doo green Cutlass Supreme approaching.

			My mother walked in the door and greeted Olivia, and they proceeded to go into the kitchen and laugh like schoolgirls. My mother shot me a quick look as she passed by me. I wasn’t sure if I was in trouble, but even if I was, any fears that I had of my mother were about to be superseded by something far more dangerous. About ten minutes after my mother walked in, the front door swung open again. The person walking in the door this time was taller and heavier. Doug sprung to his feet and disappeared at warp speed under a love seat. I looked up to see Olivia’s husband, Keith, towering over me.

			Keith was a pretty big dude, well over six feet tall, with muscles coming out of his muscles. He was one of those guys who, no matter what athletic jersey you put him in, looked like he could play that sport. His eyes were cold and black and filled with the regret of a life unfulfilled. He didn’t walk through the house, he prowled like a great white shark. You could never be sure if he was just passing by or about to strike. Olivia normally babysat me at my momma’s apartment, so it was rare that I ever saw Keith. If I did, he was generally indifferent toward me. We locked eyes for a second and he grimaced. He knew that if I was there, then my mother wasn’t that far away.

			Keith took off his work vest and lumbered through the living room. The impact of his work boots hitting the floor shook the dirt loose from them, leaving a trail of mess on the smoke-scented carpet. First stop, the kitchen.

			Keith joined my mother and Olivia in the kitchen, out of my sight line. In those days, kids weren’t allowed to be in the same room with socializing adults. Fine by me, the way I figured it. The longer I stayed out of sight, the more time I had to figure a way out of my current predicament. The lady I was running away from had come to pick me up and take me back home, the exact place I’d just run away from. I didn’t want to be here, but I couldn’t just sneak out the house because I didn’t fucking know the way to anywhere else but school. For the time being, I was stuck.

			To buy myself some time, I retreated to the love seat to lure out Doug. But no amount of cooing or meowing could get him out of there. Suddenly the music in the kitchen stopped, and Doug took off like a lightning bolt, this time to the back of the house in the bedrooms. I was alone.

			Looking to see where Doug had gone, I heard a scream escape from the kitchen.

			“Keith, no!”

			By the time I turned around to see what was happening, Olivia was already airborne, flying into the living room, both her feet off the ground. She landed on her back and hit her head pretty good on the brick area around their fireplace. Keith came stomping into the living room. Making sure she stayed down, he towered over her. I wanted to check on her, but Keith caught me out the corner of his eye.

			Folding his hand into a fist, he’d barely taken half a step toward me before I heard my mother.

			“Roy, go put your bike in my car!”

			She walked over very calmly and stood between me and Keith. She’d stood up to Jim Crow in Mississippi. This was light work. She didn’t yell or make any sudden movements, so as to not set off the grizzly bear we were now face-to-face with. Still, I couldn’t move.

			“Boy, I said go put your goddamn bike in the goddamn car! Now!”

			My mother had given me a clear directive, but I wasn’t going to leave her. We were going to face this man together. My mother had a younger brother who served in the army. Whenever he came home from deployment, he taught my mother and her sisters some self-defense moves. And I spent most Saturday afternoons watching kung fu movies. I figured that between the two of us, we should be able to land at least one blow.

			Keith huffed and puffed and stared my mother down. He didn’t blink, and neither did she. His hand slowly relaxed until he was no longer making a fist. A new decision had been made.

			Keith turned and slowly lumbered out of the room. He grabbed the TV remote and disappeared into the couch much in the same way Godzilla slowly returns to the ocean, leaving behind nothing but destruction and chaos.

			Only Olivia’s weeping hung in the air now.

			“Get to the car, please,” my mother said while rushing to get Olivia some tissue. As I made my way to the door, a different noise filled the air, the crinkling of a Twinkies wrapper. I looked over at the couch and saw that Keith was eating my Twinkie. He looked at me and smiled.

			Well, played, motherfucker.

			The ride home was quiet. What could have happened, I thought to myself, if my mother hadn’t been there to protect me from Keith? When we got back to the house, I put my bicycle away and then went upstairs, changed back into my pajamas, and lay down. Whatever trouble or discipline or talking-to that I was due for running away had been “waived on account of rain.” I knew I wasn’t in trouble anymore because my mom came in the room to tuck me in and simply asked, “Are you okay?”

			I replied, “I’m sorry for eating the candy. It won’t happen again.”

			“If you had just said that the first time I was up here, we wouldn’t have almost had to fight a grizzly bear tonight,” she replied. We shared a brief chuckle, and then it was lights out.

			That night wouldn’t be the last time I disobeyed my mom, but it was the first time I realized that I needed someone. Just because you can slice your own oranges doesn’t mean you’re ready for the world. Had she not been there, who knows what Keith would’ve done to me.

			I felt an unspeakable level of fear that night—a fear that as a man I would never want to instill into a child. For sure, I can be stern as a dad, but to have your child horrified of you, I’m not sure how any man could ever be okay with that, because there’s no coming back from that. There is no rebuilding trust after morphing into such a monster in the eyes of a child.

			In under twenty minutes, my mother showed me two things that you need to make it in this world: fire and compassion. I learned a lot of things from the men in this book, but my mother showed me compassion and for that, I’m forever grateful.

			I hadn’t even given that night with Keith and my mom that much thought until decades later when I was walking the streets of New York City with you, son. I’d had a testy exchange with a man on a subway train and I briefly glimpsed my reflection in the window, with you at my side. I looked just like my mother did that night at Olivia’s house. Ready for anything.
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				The Fire Boat Race of 1985
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			I was probably the only Black child who was happy to see cotton fields. Seeing that ocean of white in the Mississippi Delta as we drove down Highway 61 outside of Memphis was how I knew I was heading south, to my mother’s hometown of Clarksdale, Mississippi.

			The best days were when the crop dusters would fly alongside the car. On a good day I’d see a tiny plane showing off for traffic below. The pilots would do loops and barrel rolls over the fields as they sprayed insecticides over the crops, and sometimes also over the freeway itself.

			Mmmmm, the sweet smell of poison coming through the air conditioner vents.

			My mother hated the one-hour drive. I saw it in her face. She’d picked cotton in these same fields as a child in the 1950s South. Before her, my grandmother did it. I’m sure the cotton fields represented the life she was trying to escape—the very reason she was busting her ass in grad school in the first place. It’s hard to believe that the place you are from has evolved, when the only sign of progress is an airplane flying over your old place of work.

			Eager to have some time to herself, my mother would drop me off in Clarksdale one weekend a month and two months in the summer. There, my Grandma Vera and a plethora of relatives were at the ready to step in and
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