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Prologue

Us

There’s a video of James Baldwin interviewing a stranger with my daddy’s face that will one day be my face.

The VHS tape of this interview has been in my family for forty years. The cassette itself is blank with the exception of a half-faded sticker on it that reads “James Baldwin Interviews Civil Rights Workers (1981).” Baldwin himself gave it to my dad, who doesn’t recall ever watching it. The tape stayed at my mother’s house after the divorce, collecting dust until I started researching my father’s life a few years ago. When my mother gave me the video, she told me that she’d shown it to me when I was a child and I kind of remembered that without remembering the specifics.

The interview with Dad comes toward the end. The man whose face appears on the screen above the grainy words “David Dennis, CORE Activist” is my father, but not the one who figures in my memories from childhood. The man in the video with my daddy’s face was scowling, the lines around his eyes red, his fingers pressed against his temples, and the skin around his jaw drooping. As he talks about the 1964 Freedom Summer and the murders of his friends and the way the search for their remains uncovered more mutilated, decapitated, desecrated bodies of long-forgotten and nameless Black Mississippians, his nostrils flare and he looks like he wants to set the world on fire. So many of my favorite times spent with Dad were day trips traveling through Mississippi, watching him deliver speeches at various memorials, anniversaries, celebrations, and funerals. I’ve sat in rooms while he was being interviewed for documentaries. I’d seen him mourn his friends, cry over them, share his guilt and regrets. I’ve seen him sad. I’ve seen him angry. But I’d never seen him look like he did sitting across the room from James Baldwin.

I was raised by Dave Dennis Sr., the Civil Rights veteran. The man who spoke about his demons on those trips. The man who worked tirelessly with Bob Moses to reignite their Movement throughout my childhood. That was the man I admired even as he became a father I deserved more from. I’d thought that the Dave Dennis behind podiums with his fingers to the sky and crying freedom for our future was the man who emerged from the Movement. The Baldwin tape tells a different history and answers a question I never asked.

In this grainy video, the stranger Dad is lost in his own fury. When he talks to Baldwin, all that’s left is a hardness. A calloused, impenetrable husk.

The video is one of the only interviews my dad had done from the end of Freedom Summer up until the 1990s, when I was a kid. He’d wrapped himself in a cocoon of survivor’s guilt and regret to the point that he would refuse interviews and try to hide from any spotlight his heroism brought. The few interviews he did in the 1980s were combative, short, and full of inaccuracies that come from him simply not giving enough of a damn to care about his answers. The one exception is the interview he did for Eyes on the Prize in 1985—five months before my birth—but even that interview was distant and only done because one of the people working on it, Judy Richardson, had been a SNCC worker and, after multiple attempts, finally convinced him to participate in the documentary.

When I ask my dad about that man talking to Baldwin he tells me about his “period of insanity.” The vaguely detailed lost 1970s and ’80s spent running from ghosts, diving in and out of financial despair, drugs, a ruined marriage to the woman who survived the Movement with him, a move to Lafayette in southwest Louisiana, a marriage to my mother and my birth when he was forty-five years old. The years that more resembled those of a soldier returning from Vietnam than a hero of American democracy collecting praise as a foundational member of the Movement for Civil Rights.

My dad was on the way to another catastrophic collapse in the late 1980s when he’d gotten a call from Bob Moses. The two hadn’t spoken since the 1960s, when they presided over the Council of Federated Organizations (COFO) together and spearheaded the 1964 Freedom Summer. The distance wasn’t out of any sort of animus, but because they both needed so completely to flee the Movement and anyone associated with it. Bob had gone to Tanzania to start a family and teach math. My dad hid within himself.

Bob had a vision for a new Movement, one built on erasing the educational gap. One built around math literacy and Black kids. It was an invitation for my father to return to what he and Bob saw as unfinished business. To right the wrongs they felt they had left unfixed. The prospect invigorated my father as much as it terrified him. Bob, or “Uncle Bob,” as I’d come to know him, was persistent.

Finally, one day in 1992, my dad was driving through the Mississippi Delta after a meeting with Bob, whose pitches were wearing him down. It had been Dad’s first time in Ruleville, the home of Fannie Lou Hamer, since the ’60s. It was on that drive that Mrs. Hamer, who had been dead for fifteen years, spoke to him. Dad pushed on the gas, but it was too late. She was in the car. In the back seat. Playing on the radio. In the rearview mirror. “Why you leave us, Dave? Where you been? You know better than that. We needed you in here. These kids out here ain’t no better off than we were and you running? You couldn’t even come tell me goodbye, at least do something for these babies.”

Dad stopped in Jackson—his home base during the Movement—for a few days. Then he came home and told everyone we were moving to Mississippi. Dad was taking on Bob’s charge to help lead the Algebra Project. He was rejoining the Movement. I was six years old when all this happened. I didn’t know the full story. I just remember one day he came home and it felt as if the next day we were moving.

My dad is explaining the story behind our move on a Zoom call, which is how we have to communicate during a pandemic mismanaged by a white supremacist president. Our plans to talk face-to-face had been derailed, but we were committed to finally talking through our lives: me to talk about what it was like being his son and him to explain to me why he was the father he was.

“So, all those trips we took to all of those speeches when I was a kid. Those were the first times you were going through and revisiting those places?”

“Yeah, I guess so.” It all feels so heavy. I’d always assumed that by the time I’d been gone on those trips with him to talk about his ghosts, he’d been decades-deep in reckoning and coping. I thought he was smoothing over closed wounds. I never realized he was opening them anew. I was being raised by a man who was facing demons for the first time. This changes everything I thought I knew about my life. Everything about us and what made us.

“So my whole childhood was shaped by you returning to the Movement for the first time in thirty years?” I lean back in my chair and look to the ceiling. I feel like it’s about to fall on me. “Jesus, you were fifty years old.”

“Going back to Mississippi saved my life. I’m an organizer at heart and that’s my calling. It really is. That’s what I’m good at. Being there for my people, finishing what we started there. I was myself again. I was back in my groove. I was finally happy.”

I want to scream. “Dad, you know those years were horrible for me, right?”

My dad spent the 1960s willing to sacrifice his life. He spent the ’90s willing to sacrifice his family. Our relationship was a casualty of his crusade, my mother coming home from work, holding our family together with duct tape, weary smiles, and promises that Dad would be here if he could. Dad was always traveling—the Delta, McComb, Chicago, New England—anywhere but with me. He treated our home like a Freedom House where the friends he reunited with stayed almost every night—me giving up my room and sleeping on our couch all through elementary school, never knowing who was coming or going. I loved these people, but all I really wanted was my dad.

I knew Uncle Bob as the soft-spoken math genius who would sit on the floor with me to test out his new algebra models and who bought me a Home Alone video game for my eighth birthday. I knew Hollis Watkins as the wise storyteller with a singing voice that melted steel. Uncle Rudy Lombard was the smartest man I ever knew, and Uncle Don Hubbard always had a joke. They were not symbols of freedom to me, but the elders who covered me and watched over me and continue to watch over me. I knew and loved them before I was aware of what this country tried to do to them.

But it’s Miss Euvester Simpson I can’t stop thinking about. She would come to the house, laugh, and eat whenever my dad cooked. It wasn’t until I started working on my father’s story that I learned that she was one of the kids assaulted with Mrs. Hamer in a Winona, Mississippi, jail. It seems impossible that someone who survived that brutality could ever smile again. A beautiful, dimpled, wide-mouthed smile that screams back decades and cries out, “I’m still here.”

I feel blessed to have known these people outside of the context of the Movement. To know them as parents, uncles, aunts, spades players, storytellers, mathematicians, and huggers who loved with their whole faces, listened with their whole torsos, and comforted with their entire beings. Each happy day, a miracle of their own resolve.

These are the people who also taught me about Dave Dennis. They’d tell me how my dad led them through what felt like unwinnable battles and was willing to jump on grenades for them. They told me about his fearlessness and his natural skill as an organizer, always rallying troops and devising contingency plans. Growing up with these people taught me that to be Black in America and part of the Movement was to have fought a war on American soil. A war where the United States government, state legislators, white vigilantes, and terrorists alike collaborated to bomb churches, murder workers, hide bodies, misinform the public, spy on freedom organizations, creating a treacherous and deadly path to liberation. The freedom fighters aren’t just Civil Rights veterans. They’re heroes who saved this country as a by-product of simply trying to save themselves. And they did so while fighting an oppressive regime that wanted to eradicate human rights and lace Black bloodlines with explosives. Their stories are war stories.

Through these people, I came to understand what kind of hero Dave Dennis was. I admired him and wanted to be like him, staring down the evil white men who would stop us from getting free. My Movement family would tell me how I looked just like my father, from our bluish-green, droopy eyes, to our wide noses, even down to our crooked pinkies. “Boy, he spit you out” would be the common refrain in our house. They’d ask me if I wanted to be a troublemaker like him or how I’d carry on his legacy. My dad would lean back in his chair, glass of Crown Royal in his hand, and smirk. Watching his pride in what I could be made me feel like I had a sun in my chest, burning hot and unfading.

I loved Dave Dennis. But I didn’t know my dad.

This book chronicles Dave Dennis’s Movement stories from 1961 to 1964, from the moment he joined to the end of Freedom Summer. They’re told as my father remembers them, the blanks in his memory just as important as the details he can recall with vivid precision. I researched and interviewed his friends to uncover stories he’d caged up, in an effort to jog the moments back to his consciousness. Some came back. Some didn’t. The spirit of decades-old conversations are preserved even if the direct quotes were polished. Blue houses may be orange and beige carpets may be green. But the stories are true to my father and felt in our lineage.

I wrote these words not knowing if America was going to waltz into an autocracy that stripped away our voting rights, how this country would strike back against the largest nationwide protest for Black lives we’ve ever seen, or if my own dad would survive the pandemic. I wrote these words because, through it all, I wanted everyone fighting to see what Black people in America are capable of no matter what weapons are used against us. I wanted people on the streets in Minneapolis to know how Mississippi sharecroppers could rewrite the Constitution or how college kids from New Orleans could stand in front of gun barrels and refuse to back down. How Black folks across the South risked their families, homes, and livelihoods for their beliefs. I want these stories to be a lighthouse.

But I also wrote these words because I wanted to know how my father and I became who we are. I wanted to know what this Movement did to us as a family. I want to know where the callouses form and which scars become transferable. I want to know who I want to make proud, who I want to love me, and how much of the twentysomething-year-old man who got on a Freedom Ride thinking he’d die; who said goodbye to Medgar for the last time; and who should have been in the car with Goodman, Chaney, and Schwerner was left to become my dad.

This is the story of the Movement. And a father and son who never stopped fighting for freedom and each other, reaching across a wall of Black fighters and ghosts who have been there for generations and days, our fingertips centimeters away from one another. Longing. Loving. Scared. Fighting. Us.




I.

Dillard

I spent a year of my life thinking I’d never see another woman as beautiful as Doris Castle.

In 1960, I was twenty years old and a first-semester freshman at Dillard University, an HBCU (historically Black colleges and universities) in New Orleans, founded in 1930. I was surrounded by stunning women but seeing Doris on campus made them all disappear. She was standing below an American flag that was fighting the sun for her attention. Yes, she was gorgeous—a confident, captivating smile and big round eyes that dared you to look away. But it was her assuredness. Standing in the middle of all those students with a megaphone in her hand, she was magnetic.

Doris was saying something about Civil Rights and equality. Something about a group called CORE and fighting segregation. I didn’t care what she was talking about. That Movement stuff wasn’t for me. I just wanted a date.

* * *

I was the first person in my family to graduate from high school, so that felt like the pinnacle of my educational accomplishments. As far as I was concerned, the rest of my life was set. I didn’t hope to attend college; that was what rich kids did. Black boys from Shreveport didn’t go to those places. I was convinced I would get a job and live a quiet life at home.

Then I spent a day with Mr. Jack.

Mr. Jack was my gray-haired next-door neighbor in Shreveport. He watched me grow up and took a liking to me at an early age. One day the summer after I graduated, Mr. Jack came to me with a plan in his eyes.

“Hey, Sonny, what you gonna do now that you out of school?”

“I don’t know, Mr. Jack. I have this letter from Dillard, but I don’t think I can afford it. I think I’ll just go to a trade school and—”

“You don’t need all that, boy. Them schools don’t got nothing for us but a piece of paper that makes you feel better about workin’ fa white folk. Me? I ain’t need school to work for myself.”

Mr. Jack drove a Nehi soda truck, which means he worked for white folks. But if you asked him, Mr. Jack worked for Mr. Jack. He worked alone all day, delivering crates of Nehi bottles to local restaurants, doctors’ offices, stores, and other Black-owned businesses, because he couldn’t deliver to white establishments. He set his own routes and break times. He felt like he ran his own Black business and carried himself accordingly.

“Look, Sonny. You’re a good kid.” It felt like Mr. Jack had his speech prepared. “I’ve had my eye on you since your momma brought you to this neighborhood and I’m proud of the man you are. I’m about to change your life. I’m retiring in a few months. I get my watch and my retirement check and I want you to take my place. Wattaya say?”

“You mean . . . ?”

“Come deliver these Nehis with me! Just one day. I’ll show you my routes and how to do it. It’s easy. You’ll have a job for the rest of your life. Just like me. Well, until I get my watch.”

I didn’t really want to drive a Nehi truck and deliver boxes of soda bottles for a living, but I didn’t have a plan either. My mother would leave the Dillard letter on the kitchen table every day, never pushing me to go but reminding me that the offer was there. I don’t think she really knew what I could get out of college but thought that it could keep me safe for as many years as I would spend there.

I didn’t want to offend Mr. Jack. My momma would lose it if she knew I turned him down, especially knowing I’m walking past that college letter every day.

“I can’t wait,” I told Mr. Jack through gritted teeth and a forced smile.

“Great! See you tomorrow!”

Riding around with Mr. Jack, I saw that he was right. His job was easy, in theory. All you had to do was go to a warehouse, sign a sheet, load a truck full of crates, and drive to a bunch of houses and businesses. There was a serenity to Mr. Jack’s routine. He’d roll his windows down, keeping his radio off so he could hear the tires crunching the tiny rocks on the dirt roads. The dust would kick up and cake around his elbow, which hung out of his window, but he didn’t seem to mind. He drove with a big, toothy grin. I don’t know if he drove like this every day for decades or if his happiness came from knowing he was on his last lap. The drives are always happier, it seems, when the call of freedom is at its loudest.

When we got to our first stop, I walked around to the back of the truck and pulled one of the crates toward the edge of the trunk, closer to my chest. I struggled to get the leverage I needed to lift it. I was already in a bigger fight with these sodas than I thought I’d be when I agreed to ride along. By the time the crate scooted out of the trunk, the truck no longer supporting its weight, it dove to the ground like it had been planning its escape the whole drive.

I expected to hear the bottles breaking when the crate hit the road, but they didn’t. Instead of the crate hitting the ground, it landed on my fingers. The sudden drop ripped my shoulders out of their sockets, feeling like they’d left my torso completely. The momentum also forced me to suddenly bend over, straining my lower back in the process. So there I was with crushed fingers, yanked shoulders, and a cracked back. My first crate.

“You good back there, Sonny? It’s not too heavy, is it?”

“No, sir! Just really excited to be here!”

The walk from the truck to the Jenkinses’ store felt like I was walking in lava, the bottoms of my feet burning through my shoes, my knees tearing with every step, and the tendons ripping in my shoulders.

I spent the next four hours delivering boxes.

For lunch, we sat on the back of Mr. Jack’s truck. Mom had made us a couple of sandwiches for my big day—a thick slice of bologna between two thicker slices of Wonder Bread.

Mr. Jack scooted close to me, our hips almost touching as our legs dangled off the back of the truck. He hadn’t left the truck all morning, but his jeans were as dirty as mine—old, generational dirt that clung to every inch of the denim. Dirt that somehow survived years of washing and walking. I looked at my own jeans. They were pristinely blue when my morning started but not anymore. How many years would this rookie soot stay with me, weighing down my every walk? I was trying to knock off the stubborn clumps of dirt with my hand when Mr. Jack started talking.

“You see this, Sonny?” He opened his fist to reveal a gold pocket watch in his palm. “I got my watch a whole month early. Forty years. You deliver these bottles for forty years and you get a retirement and this.”

I stared deep into the bezels of his watch and the second hand that moved to the beat of Mr. Jack’s voice. I looked beyond, at the unending dusty road ahead of us, and the businesses that seemed to be sprouting up in front of us, adding more stops, tendon tears, and crushed fingers.

By this point, Mr. Jack’s words were fading out of my consciousness. I didn’t care about the tiny sunshine in his palm. I could only focus on my own arms. I was holding my sandwich, just barely outside of the brown paper bag nestled between my legs. My hands were shaking, pain shooting up my wrists and biceps. I couldn’t move the sandwich from the bag to my mouth.

“You are going to have a family. A wife. Kids. And all you gotta do is carry. That’s all you gotta do.”

“Mr. Jack. Look. You’ve been so nice. I . . . I just can’t do this.”

I loosened my fingers so that my sandwich could fall back into the paper bag.

“Here. I’m sorry. I can’t carry anymore. I just can’t. Thank you for the opportunity, but I just can’t carry this all my life. It hurts too much. You can keep my earnings for the day. And my sandwich. I . . . I quit.”

I hopped down from Mr. Jack’s truck, feeling the tiny rocks on the ground stubbornly pushing themselves through the bottoms of my shoes to my feet, and limped home.

“Mom, where’s that letter from Dillard?”

* * *

“You gonna stand over there and stare or you gonna come talk to me?”

I thought I was playing it cool, just another onlooker captivated by Doris’s words, but clearly I wasn’t doing a good job at acting.

“Excuse me?”

“I mean, you over there staring like I’m a glazed ham, you gonna do something about it? Mr.?”

This would be the thing I remember about Doris. The way she could be confrontational and endearing at the same time. She made you feel secure in who you were but made you want to make yourself better. I don’t know how she did it.

“Dave. I’m Dave Dennis.”

“I’m Doris Castle. Very nice to make your acquaintance Mr. Googly Eyes.”

“Now . . . I just couldn’t help but be moved by your words and . . .”

“Negro, you ain’t hear a word I said. Don’t lie to me.”

“Okay, you got me.” I moved closer. “I’m not so much into all that activism and getting arrested. But I’m a good date. How about din—”

“Oh, hell no. It don’t work like that, baby. I’m here for CORE and CORE only.”

“Core of what?”

“Congress of Racial Equality. That’s what this is all about.”

“Core. Root. Apple. We can talk about it all over dinner?”

She looked me up and down. Then she walked even closer.

“Look, I only go on dates with men. Real men. And a real man fights for Black people. You want to go on a date? Here. Take this pamphlet. Meet us for a CORE meeting and we’ll talk there. Now go clean the grass from the bottom of your jaw, boy. I’m fine but I ain’t that fine.”

* * *

I was fourteen in 1955 when I saw the picture of Emmett Till in his casket, his face looking like one of the old torn-up baseball gloves we’d play with as kids. It was a revelation for America and the answer to a mystery that lasted my entire childhood. I’d suddenly known where the Black people on the plantations I grew up on would disappear to. Men and women would be there next to us picking cotton and then the next day they’d be erased so thoroughly from the living that nobody even dared to acknowledge they were ever alive. Their absences would just hang in the air.

I was aware of racial terror, like any Black kid, especially in the South. I sat in the back of buses. I picked cotton for white men who owned the land we sharecropped on. I heard them call me “boy” and “nigger” and I knew that speaking up would get me and my family killed.

But it wasn’t my job to fight that racism. My job was to go to school, become an engineer, make money, retire when I wanted to and not have to wait for a gold watch. I appreciated the fights others took on, but I didn’t want any part of it.

New Orleans had already been buzzing about those negro student aggressors who had integrated the McCrory’s five-and-dime store a few months earlier. We talked about them in our classes and in our dorms. I believed in what they were doing, but not enough to jeopardize why I had come to Dillard. There was no future in Movements. The only result of fighting is having people who love you looking down at coffins, fighting back the urge to scream out your name.

Doris and the rest of those people were fools. Brave and admirable. But fools.

Still. I wanted that date.

So I went to the New Zion Baptist Church, where the Southern Christian Leadership Conference had been formed three years earlier, for my first meeting with the Congress of Racial Equality. The meeting was led by Rudy Lombard, Jerome Smith, Doris, and her older sister, Oretha. Jim McCain was there representing the national office. Lolis Elie, a Black lawyer in New Orleans, was present to offer legal advice. He was the first Black lawyer I’d ever seen besides Calhoun from Amos ’n Andy.

There were about a dozen other people in the meeting listening to Rudy and Oretha lay out the plans to make CORE’s presence further known at the segregated counters by showing up, demanding to be served, and leaving as soon as the cops were called. The process was called a “hit-and-run.” They were talking about how this would help aggravate the store owners and disrupt the businesses. The people who showed up to the meeting, many with their eyes fixated on Doris, seemed solely concerned about the consequences.

So do you get arrested? What happens if you get arrested? How long do you stay in jail? What do the police do to you?

Like me, they were kids who just wanted to finish school or get jobs. But now the prospect of risking the security of a diploma and a career for something larger than themselves was threatening to tear their lives apart. I could see they were scared.

I wasn’t scared at all. Because I knew no matter what anybody in that meeting said, my ass was not going to be doing a sit-in or a hit-and-run or anything that would land me in jail. I was finishing school. These people were out of their damn minds.

After that first meeting was over, I wanted to talk to Doris, but it was clear I’d have to fight for her attention with a handful of other guys she’d convinced to come to the meeting. So I figured I’d have to try again another day. At the next meeting. Then the next meeting. And the one after that.

The more I went the more I found myself compelled by what was being discussed. Each week I’d enjoy listening and learning. I’d eventually be willing to help by preparing pickets, training students for sit-ins, and doing any auxiliary work necessary to help, all with the understanding that I had no interest in putting myself at any risk of being arrested.

“Hey, Dave,” Doris said after a few weeks. “You not the feds or anything are you?”

“What?”

“I mean, you just come here and help train and make signs and all that, but you don’t ever wanna go out in the field. You looking like you working for Hoover. You wearing a wire?” Doris. Always challenging and inviting. “I’ll tell you what, you’ve been here every week and helping out. We kinda like you. A few of us usually meet up at my house after. Come hang out . . . And no . . . this isn’t a date!”

The Castle sisters lived in a white shotgun house on 917 North Tonti Street in the Treme area of New Orleans. To get to the kitchen in the back, we had to walk through the master bedroom and the Castle sisters’ rooms. We usually ended up stepping over Mr. Castle as we made our way through. He was a longshoreman and slept through the day, only rolling over and putting a pillow over his head as we walked by. It was in the Castles’ kitchen, the aroma of red beans and rice in the air, where the intense strategic planning for New Orleans CORE would take place. It was also there where I’d gain a new family.

There was Oretha, Doris’s older sister, the vocal leader and heart of the enterprise. She was just a year or two older than we were, but she felt like an elder. She knew when to dial up the emotion, chiding us when we weren’t being assertive enough and being the voice of reason when we needed to calm down. She’d already become a legend for the time when, during a sit-in at Woolworth’s, a white man in a blue business suit, brown suspenders underneath his coat, and a matching hat walked up to harass her, as was customary. The demonstrators had been trained to deal with having food poured on them and having their hair pulled. This white man wanted to take things a step further. He hocked up a loogie in his throat to spit on Oretha.

She calmly stood up from her seat, took a step toward the man, and looked him in his eyes, and said: “Good sir, I’m sure you’re having a good time doing this to us. And I’m sure you’ve heard how we are nonviolent, which is mostly true. But if a drop of water leaves your mouth and touches any part of me, I swear to God I will stick my foot so far up your ass I’ll be cleaning that ball of spit in your mouth up from the bottom of my shoe.”

The man took a beat, buttoned up his jacket, turned around, and swallowed his spit.

Oretha could move mountains when she talked. To us and anyone else.

Rudy Lombard was a Xavier student from Algiers and a bit older than the rest of us too. He was a strategist, the genius who always had a plan. If Oretha was the engine, Rudy was the foot on the gas. He founded the New Orleans CORE chapter, and his mantra, “We is us,” was the spark that led the group to stage its initial sit-in at McCrory’s on Canal Street. Rudy towered over the room, commanding attention when he spoke, though he rarely raised his voice. He’d sit with his legs crossed, head leaning back, soaking in the information before he would say something that was so profound that everyone else would wonder why they hadn’t thought of it first. He would become my best friend after the Movement years.

Initially, though, I was closest to Jerome Smith. He was lanky like a basketball player but chiseled, with strong cheekbones and these large hands. He talked with a speed and confidence that was accompanied by a severe stutter that flared up the more excited he became, and he always had a scheme that was a bit less thought out than anything Rudy would come up with. But he made up for it with his passion. Jerome always seemed to have a new book under his arm every week, was constantly quoting Frantz Fanon, Gandhi, James Baldwin, and W. E. B. Du Bois, injecting political discourse and nonviolent philosophies into every conversation. He had a way with words, speaking with the rhythm of an improv jazz set. It was like he’d put words together by how they sounded more than how much sense they made. Once while giving a speech at the HBCU Southern University, he got word that the police were heading out to arrest him, so he interrupted his speech, leaned into the mic, and declared, “I must elite from this den of iniquity.” I never knew what he meant, but it didn’t matter. It sounded so powerful. Jerome was raw emotion and sincerity, a loyal and loving brother who would have everyone’s back no matter what.

The Thompson sisters, Alice and Jean, as well as their cousin Doratha “Dodie” Smith-Simmons were all fire. They were as fearless as they were tiny, never hesitating to confront anyone who dared speak to them the wrong way. The men in CORE would complain about dealing with white folks on missions with the Thompson sisters around because the two would always get in some racist’s face, dragging the men into an ass whooping with them. Don Hubbard was our age, but he had a wife, kids, and a job driving cars downtown. He couldn’t jeopardize any of it, so he was even more determined to not get arrested. He’d happily drive people to McCrory’s, but there was no way he was getting out of his car. Don was soft-spoken but wise and always offered up a joke to cut any tension.

I had grown to love these people, so I kept going to the meetings at Oretha’s house as often as I could. Mostly, though, I’d stay quiet. There wasn’t much room to talk with Jerome’s philosophizing, Rudy’s strategizing, and Oretha’s rallying of the troops. I went to Oretha’s house for the Movement and the people. But I also went there for the food.

Oretha and Doris’s mother, Virgie Castle, worked at a Black-owned New Orleans restaurant called Dooky Chase’s a few blocks away from their house on Orleans Avenue. The restaurant, which opened in 1941 as a sandwich shop, eventually became a hub for soul food, politics, and Black leadership. It was the place where most Black families, especially in the Creole section of the city, would go for their Sunday dinner of fried fish, shrimp, oysters, chicken, seafood platters, shrimp and crawfish etouffee, stuffed mirlitons, gumbo, and jambalaya. Prominent Black folks like Thurgood Marshall would meet there when they were in New Orleans. By the 1960s, Dooky’s became the central strategic meeting place for Dr. King and other activists when they came to town.

Beyond its historical importance, Dooky Chase’s was a place that made us feel like we belonged. Eating in the dining room felt like being at a family reunion with strangers who looked like us. The restaurant housed the spirit of New Orleans. The soul of the city’s Blackness rested everywhere, from the carpet to the ornate chandeliers. We felt like we deserved the best the world could give us when we were at Dooky’s.

Mrs. Chase would send Doris and her mother home after work with extra batches of fried chicken and po-boys because she knew Oretha was headed to a strategy session with the rest of the upstart group of CORE members.

I think back on those Thursday nights at Oretha’s with fondness. I gained a family in those months while learning about how to organize and articulate our need for freedom. I felt a passion for the Movement, but not enough to put my life in danger. Instead, I felt a greater passion to my friends. I wanted us to win because I wanted them to win. They were owed a victory for how much they cared.

“Dave, when you coming out there with us, man?” Oretha would ask.

“Oh now y’all know Dave too learned to be galivanting with us raucous cityfolk,” Jerome would chime in.

“His grades aren’t even good enough,” Don would say. “He might as well join us.”

“Us?” Oretha would shoot back at Don. “You coming out there now?”

“Yeah, you don’t see my spirit in there with y’all?”

They’d all laugh at my expense, poking at me to join them in the field, knowing I’d never relent. But Doris was working on me.

“Dave, I get it, honey. You want to go out in the world and get a job and have a family and be a man. But that’s not what’s gonna make you a man. A man is going to put his life on the line for something bigger. You’re a man? You gonna have that job and think you a man. But you gonna change the world here and really be one.”

* * *

My grandfather’s hands were like granite. Growing up, he’d do this thing where he’d call me over to him and tell me to hold out my hand. Then he’d grab it and squeeze. I’d feel my bones collapsing on themselves from the power of his grip. I’d fall to the floor crying.

“Get up, boy. The day you stand up to me when I squeeze is the day you’re a man.”

I agonized over those squeezes for my entire childhood. I knew they were coming and I could hear the sound of my bones straining even before he ever would touch me. I’d look at my hands constantly, wondering if they were strong enough for me to be a man. I’d curse them if they got injured and celebrate them when they punched some kid in school and didn’t break. I needed my grandfather’s approval. He was the only real dad I’d ever known.

One day when I was sixteen my grandfather came back home from working the field. Before he said anything, I walked right up to him and I put my hand out. He squeezed. I bit down until it felt like my teeth would push through the bottom of my jaw. But I didn’t flinch.

“Now. You’re a man.”

My eyes never left my grandfather’s. He walked away. As soon as he left the room, I sobbed.

I was his equal now. I was a man.

He never hugged me again. But he respected me.

I’d spent so much of my life looking forward to that moment. That gratification of having my grandfather call me a man. To hear Doris challenge that manhood years later at the CORE meetings triggered an anger and a spite inside of me. How dare she challenge me as a man? She’d never felt the pain of that vise grip or the pain of that grip letting go. How could I be anything but a man?

Doris’s words gnawed at the tender parts of my flesh. They kept me up at night. They spoke to me louder than my professors in class and ate through my stomach in the cafeteria. Then I went home for Easter, where her words screamed even louder.




II.

Jail

My roommate, Samuel Sepeku, came home with me for Easter.

Sammy was the first person I met when I got to Dillard. When I walked into our room, my suitcases and bags behind me, Sammy was already there and had made his half of our space his own. There were fabrics over his bed that had colors I’d never seen before—the brightest yellows tiptoeing along these singing greens and tiny red stripes. On the wall was a picture of some man who looked like a priest of some sort, his hand raised before a congregation that looked like they were cheering him on. It looked like church from back home, but different. Sammy had nailed many Jesuses on the Cross to the walls around the room, too. Two Jesuses sat on his desk, along with a leather Bible with the satin bookmark string hanging down.

He was sitting upright at the desk with perfect posture, his gray slacks riding up to his shins, a tucked-in white shirt, and a red tie. He had on the shiniest damn dress shoes I’d ever seen. He made me want to burn my dingy white-collared shirt and gray-black shoes with the flapping soles. I did one of those soft half tap half knocks on the already-open door. Sammy closed his Bible, shot up from his chair with his hands by his side.

“Hey, I think I’m your roommate,” I said, trying to read this kid.

He extended his whole arm without bending it. The rest of his body didn’t move. “Greetings, sir. My name is Samuel Sepeku. I am pleased to be your roommate.” His voice was deep and rhythmic. Like the first syllable of his word came from his chest and the second syllable came from his nose. He wasn’t from Louisiana. I looked around at the room and tried to understand what was going on.

“Hey, I’m Dave Dennis. I’m from Shreveport. Uh . . . you?”

“Ah, Shreveport. That is close, no? Louisiana. Country boy! I, too, am a country boy. From Tanganyika.”

“Tang . . . hmmm . . .” I was too ashamed to tell him I didn’t know what he was talking about, but he could tell. I was still looking at all the Jesuses.

“It’s in East Africa. My father, John Sepeku, is the archdeacon of Magila. Which is in . . . Dave . . . are you okay?”

I was staring at him now. “Magila, you say? And that’s in Africa?”

“East Africa, yes.”

“That’s . . . that’s far.”

“Yes. I’ve flown to New Orleans alone. My entire family is still there, but I think I like it here. You look like you have another question for me.”

“Well, I mean. In Shreveport we used to go to these picture shows. The colored ones would show this movie called Tarzan. You ever heard of Tarzan? Well, he swings around in the jungle and there are all these, uh—”

“Savages?”

“Well, yeah. These savages and they’re all Black and they’re all from Africa and they wear face paint and have bones hanging out their noses and they make animal noises and—”

“And you believed that.”

“I don’t think so. I mean, no. Of course not. But I never really thought about what people from Africa were really like. I knew you didn’t make animal noises, but I didn’t know you all wore slacks and church shoes and had all these Jesus pictures. I didn’t even know y’all knew who Jesus was.” I felt sillier with every word.

“You said something back there.” He ignored what I had said and moved on. “A ‘colored’ theater.”

“Yeah.”

“You know, I wonder why you Black Americans don’t just rise up and fight against these things. Colored water fountains. Colored this. Colored that. I come here and am less free than at home.” I had no clue if he was right and had no way of checking. I just assumed if there were more Black people there than white folks here then he might have a point. “If I get arrested or fight, they’ll take my visa and I’ll go home. I can’t do those things, but you can. Why don’t you do something? Are you afraid of Tarzan?”

As he laughed at me, three more freshmen walked by us in the hallway. They were all bald. Then another one stopped by the door. “Oh, you two are probably next, huh? Get ready!” He rubbed his head.

“What is the meaning of this?” Samuel asked.

“This is orientation, baby! The upperclassmen are shaving our heads. This is how we get initiated.”

“Sir, did you want your head shaved?”

“Nah, not really, but they held me down. I like it, though. It’s school spirit!” He turned and ran down the hall again, cheering with his friends.

I started rubbing my hair. “I don’t think I want to do that shit, man. Pardon my language. No offense to the Jesuses.”

“I, too, refuse! Let’s handle this now. Come with me.”

Before I could blurt out a “wait,” I was following Sammy to wherever he was going. We walked through the dorm. Down the stairs. Across campus and into the Student Union where upperclassmen were hooting and hollering and freshmen were nervously trying to join in. Sammy walked to the corner of the cafeteria and grabbed a broom, put it over his knee, and broke off the brush. He stood up on a cafeteria table. I just stood slack-jawed hoping nobody would notice me with him.

“Can I have everyone’s attention? My name is Samuel Sepeku and this is my roommate, Dave Dennis.” Shit. “We understand that there is a thing where you are shaving heads for some school initiation. I am unfamiliar with these traditions, but I want to let you know that my roommate, Dave Dennis, and I will have no part of it. And if you even try, you should do it before I fashion this stick into a spear. As you all know I am from Africa and can do such things!” He then winked at me.

Nobody mentioned shaving our heads for the rest of orientation.

That was Sammy. He did what he wanted and just watching him not take anyone’s mess made me wonder why I’d spent so much of my life just reading colored signs and following the rules. I loved spending time with him when I wasn’t hanging around with the CORE crew at North Tonti, which I’d been doing for six months by the time Easter came around. Sammy couldn’t fly home for the short break, of course, so I suggested he come with me. I wanted him to meet my family, and I wanted my family to meet someone from Africa. I also wanted Samuel to see Shreveport.

* * *

“You ever had fried chicken, Sammy?” Mom had a full spread for us when we got to her house. A big pot of greens, yams, and cornbread. That’s how she said she missed me.

“Why, yes ma’am, I have. Especially in New Orleans. Dave brings me some from his meetings.”

“Meetings?”

“Yes, they have lots of extra chicken at those CORE meetings.”

“CORE?”

“Yeah, Mom. It’s the Con—”

“I’m familiar with CORE.” She was suddenly ice.

Nobody spoke. Soon my mother’s fork was punching the plate, stabbing the greens like they were trying to run away. We’d never talked much about the Movement and she never told me not to get involved, but I just knew she wanted me to finish college and the belief was that these kids getting arrested didn’t care about their educations. I didn’t know exactly what she was thinking. But I knew enough. She didn’t look at me.

“You know, Sammy. The chicken in New Orleans isn’t like it is here. Chicken don’t have to travel so far to get here.” She managed a chuckle. Sammy responded in kind. I just kept eating. “So what do you plan on doing this weekend?”

“Well, ma’am, I want to go to church Sunday for sure. This is my first American Easter and I want to celebrate the Resurrection.”

“Oh, you know we are gonna have a big thing at First Baptist. We’re gonna have a repast and—”

“I’m sorry to interrupt. But I was hoping to go to a Presbyterian church around here as that is the church of my family. My father is part of the clergy, soon to be bishop.”

I was still eating. I knew what was coming.

“Oh, y’all really left y’all brains in New Orleans. Sonny, you didn’t tell him?”

“I did let him know, Mom, but the guy wants to go. It’s Easter. They can’t turn us away.”

“Yes, I am well aware of the history of segregation in that church, but they must honor my wishes as the son of a high-ranking member of the church. They have to grant me access.”

“So you Martin King now? Going to meetings and integrating the church? You gonna come save Shreveport next? Lemme start collecting my bail money while we’re all out here volunteering to catch an ass beating,” my mom said.

“It’s not like that. Sammy just wants to go to church and if they say no, we’ll leave.”

“But I assure you, ma’am. They will say yes. They have to respect our request.”

I’ll never forget the way Sammy’s face dropped and how he squeezed his eyes so his tears wouldn’t come out while we stood outside the church listening to a white man tell us we couldn’t walk in for Easter service. Sammy had laid out his suit the night before and written his family back home about how excited he was to go. He wanted to show me how he worshipped. He wanted to worship in America. But a white man was explaining to us that we were children of God who weren’t welcome in his white chapel with fancy windows and crucified Jesuses.

Samuel wasn’t having it. He just kept quoting Bible verses to the man. Something about showing no partiality. And one about dividing walls of hostility and loving your neighbor as yourself. He was throwing out Marks and Deuteronomies and Johns and he
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