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  To Brother and Sister Outsiders everywhere.


Introduction

by Yona Harvey

James Baldwin’s gifts as a writer were evident and well documented by the time of his memorial service in New York City on December 8, 1987. On that day, Toni Morrison, Maya Angelou, and Amiri Baraka went on record to convey how Baldwin, as a man and as an artist, made them feel. Each of these legendary writers exalted Baldwin in their own way; but the common thread was one of feeling loved by Baldwin, of loving Baldwin as their brother, and, most essentially, of being seen by him. Baldwin, after all, was a mirror for Black artists, for Black intelligentsia, and for the everyday Black American experiences that would inspire generations to come. Morrison said in her tribute, which was excerpted later that month in the New York Times Book Review, “I have been seeing the world through your eyes for so long, I believed that clear, clear view was my own.”

Indeed, Baldwin’s vision impacted not only Morrison, but countless others who recognized themselves and their struggles in Baldwin’s language. “We all react to and, to whatever extent, become what that eye sees,” Baldwin wrote in “Freaks and the American Ideal of Manhood,” for Playboy magazine in 1985. “This judgment,” he continued, “begins in the eyes of one’s parents (the crucial, the definitive, the all-but-everlasting judgment), and so we move, in the vast and claustrophobic gallery of Others, on up or down the line, to the eye of one’s enemy or one’s friend or one’s lover.” The fear of judgment Baldwin named is older than the Bible. Brian Broome’s debut memoir, Punch Me Up to the Gods, brought this fear to the surface in riveting detail. I recognized in this book Broome’s ability to hone that dreadful eying of our nonconformist behaviors, which were maligned as flawed and erroneous—​whether wanting to stay inside and read rather than go outside and play, preferring dolls to trucks (or vice versa), or the genuine inability to behave as others insisted we do. This predicament was especially tough for those of us who knew our disobedience would have consequences ranging from the minor—​our favorite things taken away for a period—​to the major—​being bullied, physically or verbally abused, or, in some instances, being kicked out of the house. Punch Me Up to the Gods reminded me that Baldwin’s “vast and claustrophobic gallery of Others” was not often comprised of strangers, but of people in close proximity whose affections we coveted, of people who, for better or worse, we envied, admired, desired, relied upon, and frequently loved. We wanted to be loved beyond judgment, without having to conform. With tenderness, devilish wit, and the most gorgeous prose this side of the Ohio River, Broome renders these relational complexities as persistent and grounded, with few escape hatches, which make them difficult to dismiss.

As adults, the gallery’s composition may change, but complex ideas of intersectionality, politics, race, gender, and identity risk being misunderstood, distorted, and outright falsified—​even among artists. Even in chosen families, relationships can feel euphoric and everlasting at one point, only to feel combatant and fleeting in another. Consider James Baldwin and Richard Wright or Ishmael Reed and Amiri Baraka. Consider visual artist Faith Ringgold’s infamous critique of her daughter Michele Wallace’s book Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman and every Black critic and writer who weighed in on that intergenerational debate. Punch Me Up to the Gods reminded me that sometimes the trouble has less to do with the truthfulness of our multidimensional narratives, and more to do with “who pays what for speaking,” as Audre Lorde put it.

Reading Punch Me Up to the Gods revealed that my concerns about judgment were also about nagging doubts and insecurities, Baldwin’s “all-but-everlasting” hang-ups and imperfections, which I’d rather not expose publicly. As a young college student in the mid-to-late nineties, I must have absorbed some of the vitriol and backlash against memoir writing. I certainly recall being a poet in an MFA program, attending writers’ conferences, and hearing disparaging words spoken about the so-called sham of creative nonfiction threatening the livelihoods of real writers and criticizing the genre’s godfather, Lee Gutkind. People hated the word “creative,” I’m guessing, because it implied for them something untrue or invented. The nineties did not seem to me a great time for folks to be all up in their feelings. Luckily, lasting literature has a way of bending time.

Punch Me Up to the Gods does this. Broome’s unsentimental, unapologetic recollections of the past—​some of them cringeworthy—​liberate us to view our pasts as well. He is not a self-help or tour guide, but someone offering a portal to his hometown. Broome doesn’t aim to coerce or convince us of anything. It is as if I was there too. But I have room to process for myself—​without intrusion, without judgment. Reading this memoir was more like listening to Broome’s stories on a drive in the dark in which the conversation ebbed and flowed, high and low. He revealed one disappointment or another and then, like a seasoned stand-up comedian, delivered the anodyne punch line, which made me think as much as laugh.

Broome doesn’t wait for the materialization of the perfect self, which—​spoiler alert—​never happens. Punch Me Up to the Gods unearths the mysteries of Broome’s longings and perceived shortcomings—​the need to be accepted, to be loved, and to feel desired persists. It’s that persistence, that sense of ongoingness that carried me page after page, like a good friend will do, leading with candor, sidesplitting humor, and charm. It’s that ongoingness which made space for contradiction and error. Writing openly about growing up “dark-skinned” in Warren, Ohio, and feeling at odds with his body, Broome opens the door to overlooked vulnerabilities, to a conversation about the hurts of colorism that seemed less prevalent in literature authored by Black men. “If I’m a work-in-progress,” it seems to say, “then who am I to judge? I’ll make space for you.” It says the damaging slights and wounds of racial discrimination, family secrets, and heartbreak need not be overcome completely in a single, tidy narrative. What a relief. Because would we even trust a book that claimed to do that?

In his foreword to Romare Bearden: His Life and Art, August Wilson recounts the day he stood outside Romare Bearden’s Manhattan loft “daring myself to knock on his door.” Wilson telegraphs his life-changing experience of encountering Bearden’s work at the age of thirty-two and, twelve years earlier, Bessie Smith and the blues. It’s an homage to Bearden, but also a testament to the power of art, its ability to challenge us, to transform our relationships, and to sharpen our perceptions of the communities in which we grew up: “I was, as are all artists, searching for a way to define myself in relation to the world I lived in. The blues gave me a firm and secure ground. It became, and remains, the wellspring of my art.” The images in Bearden’s exhibition catalog, The Prevalence of Ritual, helped Wilson translate the blues aesthetic to the narratives of his award-winning plays: “What for me had been so difficult, Bearden made seem so simple, so easy. What I saw was black life presented on its own terms, on a grand and epic scale, with all its richness and fullness. . . . I was looking at myself in ways I hadn’t thought of before and have never ceased to think of since.” The narrative Wilson aimed to produce was also inspired by Baldwin. For Wilson, that narrative was the one “that sustains black American life.”

To that end, reading Punch Me Up to the Gods feels like assemblage—​the remnants of internalized judgments and accumulated hurts quilted together. The humor and shamelessness offered warmth. Broome was that friend talking and laughing too loudly as some have accused us, but with a narrative completely uninhibited by the fear of outside critique. It’s hard to imagine Baldwin ever being out of fashion or criticized for similar examinations because, for so many of us, Baldwin never went away. But he was in fact critiqued for positing “love” as one possible solution to political upheaval. Eldridge Cleaver accused Baldwin of self-hatred. And in a 1998 review of Baldwin’s Collected Essays, edited by Toni Morrison, then New York Times Book Review editor Michael Anderson scorned a “near-frenzied gratitude” for Baldwin’s work in the early 1960s and in the 1990s which, in his estimation, suffered from an unexamined nostalgia by readers of Henry Louis Gates’ generation. Even as a Black male editor, Anderson disparaged Baldwin’s recurring themes of the troubled relationship between father and son and American racism. According to Anderson, Baldwin had lost his audience after 1964 because America had “moved forward.” Considering the Black Lives Matter movement, however, Baldwin’s skepticism of America’s racial progress seems more prescient.

Fortunately, a new generation of writers can seek and find themselves in print and digital platforms beyond the New York Times and now in Punch Me Up to the Gods, which resists accusations like Cleaver’s and brings to mind again Baldwin’s “vast and claustrophobic gallery of Others.” For some of us, it manifested in a chant heard whenever siblings or cousins disobeyed instructions to go to the store and come right back, damaged the living room furniture, spilled or broke something they had no business messing with: “You gon get in trouble,” we said—​the last syllable of the word, trouble, drawn out several seconds. Before reading Punch Me Up to the Gods, I hadn’t thought about that singsong chant in years. “You gon get in trouble,” I whispered above the pages, as if I were seven years old, fearing adult wrath and disapproval. Reading Broome’s words at first was like worrying about a favorite cousin getting yanked by his neck because of a comment spoken too loudly, the too-true sentiment exasperating and embarrassing a parent or elder, though they’d never admit it. As children, we knew there would be consequences for our alleged grievances. And in adulthood, there’s fear of the memories and, very often, of the telling and how we might be judged. We are somehow expected to keep our hurts and shortcomings private, even as they threaten to suffocate us. I didn’t want Broome to “get in trouble,” to be harshly judged. But I felt defiantly excited by the sheer audacity of what he wrote, the deceptive ease and shrug of it—​not pained or confessional, just the facts of his life, that steady tension between content and delivery (often humorous), threading the bobbin of this incredible book.

Gwendolyn Brooks praised Baldwin because he “dared to confront and examine himself, ourselves, and the enigmas between,” which is a skill of great artists and scholars. The Pulitzer Prize–winning poet also called Baldwin “love personified” in her formal introduction of him at the Library of Congress less than a year before Baldwin died. Would Baldwin have written more essays like “Freaks and the American Ideal of Manhood” if he felt he had permission? My own “frenzy” for Baldwin’s work is, of course, for Baldwin’s language and sentences, but also the content of those sentences, the flashes of the father bubbling to the surface, the prophetic readings of American hypocrisy, and the utter frustration with what poet Douglas Kearney has called “the changing same,” riffing on Amiri Baraka’s Black Music essay, “The Changing Same: R&B and New Black Music.” Similarly, the themes in Punch Me Up to the Gods are timeless, undeniable, and, yes, recurring. It’s the kind of writing for which we turn to nonfiction again and again.

What does Broome’s eye see? There is something specific and tragic about that resegregated, 1980s Ohio locale—​both physically and emotionally. Too much hinged on the whims of white people and their children. Even the ones who claimed to “like” you sometimes proved unreliable and disloyal—​especially beyond the school grounds. Broome reminded me of the early frustrations of daring to trust others—​especially of another class and race—​and the hurt of having that trust trampled or betrayed in a region where creative and social outlets were so few, of the suffocating and limited choices for black expression. Punch Me Up to the Gods will take its well-earned place among the narratives of Black masculinity because it enriches and complicates those narratives through its art and through its refusal of Black macho stereotypes. It is written in the tradition of great nonfiction, but also with the fluidity and experimentation that contemporary memoirs and personal essays lend themselves to. This was a realm in which Baldwin flourished, though his critics didn’t have a working language for what he was doing. Punch Me Up to the Gods offers a new way of seeing what will influence Black readers and writers for many years to come.

Black artists and scholars have relied upon and been sustained by literary conversations across decades. Steven G. Fullwood, founder of the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture’s In the Life Archive, understood the importance of coming-out books being published each year. Every generation possesses its unique variations of ease or difficulty in so doing. In an interview with Sheena C. Howard, he also notes that despite the Schomburg having a huge collection of queer life materials in poetry (no shortage there) and fiction (gaining on the poetry), the nonfiction works were lacking. He recognized trends in publishing and archival preservation and tracked what was missing. The “explosion of culture” and queer organizations in the 1960s and ’70s was crucial, though Fuller found that “nobody knew about them unless you lived in New York or Philadelphia or DC or somewhere out in California or possibly Atlanta.”

Like Broome, naivety and optimism landed me in Pittsburgh. As a writer of Not–New York and Not-California, I cherish Broome’s attention to Black life in the overlooked parts of the Midwest and regions like Pittsburgh, where we have managed to write and mature as artists. Pittsburgh native August Wilson ultimately never knocked on Bearden’s door. But his ten plays known as the Century Cycle are a testament to Bearden’s work and the ability of artists to commune across time and space through their creations. They affirm the notion that no matter where we escape, the imprints of our birthplaces and hometowns shape up. These imprints and all of the regrets and longings accompanying them have sparked some of the most memorable and lasting works. Punch Me Up to the Gods is written with that same spark. Broome’s memoir revisits the hurts, hilarities, and discomforts of coming out in imperfect Ohio, the temporary rest after narrow escape. I’m grateful for his friendship and for his watchful eye, the one aimed not only at the absurdities of others, but the one turned inward at his ongoing self. When reading Punch Me Up to the Gods, the impulse wasn’t to compare Broome and Baldwin. The feeling, rather, was one of joy for readers and writers in the life expanding with this book in their hands. The feeling is one of joy in acknowledging Baldwin’s legacy and Broome’s inheritance—​one, perhaps, neither writer could ever have imagined.



We Real Cool

THE POOL PLAYERS.

SEVEN AT THE GOLDEN SHOVEL.


We real cool. We

Left school. We

 

 

Lurk late. We

Strike straight. We

 

 

Sing sin. We

Thin gin. We

 

 

Jazz June. We

Die soon.

—GWENDOLYN BROOKS



The Initiation of Tuan




  I am standing at a bus stop in McKeesport, Pennsylvania, on the Black end of town. It’s a hot but overcast summer day. To my left is a young man mesmerized by his cell phone. He laughs out loud periodically while staring into its depths, then his thumbs fly like hummingbird wings over the keyboard. He is dressed like all the other young men around here, in the newest iteration of “distressed” jeans, with stark white tennis shoes and a shirt with a sports logo emblazoned across the front. I notice him only because a little boy wearing an almost identical outfit in miniature is circling around and around his feet like a toy train. The toddler, who is doing all the things toddlers do with their newly found feet, pitches forward with full force onto the sidewalk, enormous toddler head first. The women around me gasp and so do I. Some of them take halting steps toward the boy. Pearls are clutched while we wait for the young man, who I assume is the boy’s father, to pick the boy up and tend to him. The boy’s wails are high-pitched and earsplitting.



  The child’s name is Tuan.



  “Shake it off, Tuan,” the young father says, glancing briefly down at the boy and then turning back to his phone. Tuan sits down on the sidewalk only to howl more loudly. The women around me shift their eyes from the child to the father and back again. Their worried looks are digging deep creases between their brows. They exchange disapproving glances with one another. The boy’s screams are now rattling his voice box and his mouth is open so wide that his little face appears to be tearing itself apart.



  As I watch the boy sitting on the sidewalk, I try to remember what real crying feels like. I can’t. I can only remember the tactics I employed to try to suppress it.



  Tuan’s father picks the boy up off the ground and places him on the bus stop bench before turning back to the flickering lights inside his phone. Tuan has no interest in shaking it off.



  “Be a man, Tuan,” the boy’s father says out of the corner of his mouth, eyes steady on the phone. Tuan has no interest in being a man, and his screaming continues. Tuan’s father kneels down, grips the boy by the shoulders, and looks him straight in the eyes.



  “Stop cryin’, Tuan! Be a man, Tuan!”



  When I was a boy, I used to sit on the back steps of our house after an ass-whuppin’ because, afterward, I was always commanded not to leave our yard. My father would wander out after a long while with his head down and the same hands he’d used to just whoop my ass shoved deeply into his pockets. Instead of letting the screen door slam as he usually did, he would close it carefully. He knew he had let his temper get the best of him and so he would come out, weighed down by a remorse he was unable to express with words. He’d just sit down next to me and quietly look off into the distance. He’d fish out his packet of Winstons, place one between his lips, use both hands on his lighter to light it, and exhale a thick cloud of ivory smoke. For a little while, he and I would share a silence that was occasionally broken by my hiccupping sobs and sharp intakes of air. Sometimes he would come out bearing gifts: a Popsicle or a candy bar that he’d hand to me wordlessly while still looking out on the back yard. And we’d sit there until he couldn’t take listening to my sopping-wet whimpering any longer, and he’d command me suddenly as if he’d just woken out of a dream.



  “Stop cryin’. You done cried enough. Stop cryin’ right now.”



  I would stop immediately.



  As Tuan’s father’s voice becomes louder, demanding that the boy stop crying, all I want to do is pick the boy up to make sure he’s alright. I can’t explain it. Something to do with his tiny shoulders being held in a vise-like grip by the very person he needs tenderness from in this moment. Something about the unaddressed ache.



  And I realize that this, what I am witnessing, is the playing out of one of the very conditions that have dogged my entire existence: this “being a man” to the exclusion of all other things.



  As Tuan’s father publicly chastises him for his tears, I remember how my own tears were seen as an affront. I remember how my own father looked at me as if I was leaking gasoline and about to set the whole concept of Black manhood on fire.



  Stop crying. Be a man.



  My father’s beatings were like lightning strikes. Powerful, fast, and unpredictable. He held his anger so tightly that, when it finally overtook him, the force was bone-shaking. He punched me like I was a grown-ass man. He went blind with rage and just punched with all the strength of a steelworker. It never took more than one to lay me on my back, windless. Then he would dare me to get up. I never did. When he punched me in the stomach, my flesh engulfed his fist. When he caught me in the chest, I could swear I heard ribs crack. His punches to my head rocked it back on my shoulders so violently that I momentarily lost vision in one eye. This is how he meted out punishment for the offenses of not listening to him, for talking too slick, or for “acting like a girl.”



  I close my eyes at the memory and, in my mind, drop down to Tuan’s perspective. I see things through his eyes. I am looking into the angry face of the man who will teach me how to be in the world. I cannot understand his words, but I can see his furrowed brow and feel his hands imploring me to stop feeling what I am most definitely feeling. Stop feeling fear and pain. Tuan’s father is telling me to tuck it away somewhere where no one can see it. To be ashamed of it. It’s the age-old conundrum. Black boys have to be tough but, in doing so, we must also sacrifice our sensitivity, our humanity. I can feel his urgency and know that my body has done something wrong.



  Tuan’s wailing begins to subside, like a police siren fading into the distance, until he is silent. When he is, his father stands up, turns away, and begins once again to gaze into his phone. But back on the bench the boy’s face is still contorted into a mask of pain and confusion. His lips are stretched out over his teeth and no sound dares escape his mouth. His breath comes in short bursts. His whole body is occupied with the act of suppressing. Fists clenched. Body taut. Eyebrows knitted in total concentration. He sits this way until the bus arrives and his father stands him on his feet.



  I board the bus behind them as I’m drawn back to my boyhood lessons in disaffectedness, nonchalance, and hollow strength. It was a never-ending performance that I could not keep up to save my life. And when I failed consistently, there was never any shortage of people around to punish me for it.


We Real Cool

Colder

Whatever it was, I already knew by ten years old that I didn’t have it.

I couldn’t access it. Couldn’t summon it. Couldn’t fake it. But the boys all around me had it in spades, this elusive quality that only Black boys could possess. White boys didn’t have it. Whenever they tried to pretend that they did, it came off forced, stiff, and rehearsed. When they tried to be “cool,” you could see right through them. I didn’t possess this quality either and I knew of no way to make it come to me. It’s a trait that defies verbiage and the only thing I could understand about it at the time was that it seemed to involve an almost superhuman ability to lean on things. Up against buildings and telephone poles and cars, not giving a shit about the thing upon which you are leaning. Nor should you appear worried about that thing shifting under your weight to send you crashing to the ground. It seemed to hinge on the absolute belief that whatever you were casually leaning up against would support you, because you, after all, are you.

I learned what white boys do, and what Black boys are supposed to do to counter it at the foot of the master: my best friend, Corey. When we were ten years old, we sat in his bedroom after school surrounded by his baseball, basketball, and football equipment as he admonished me. The differences between Black boys and white boys, he explained, are vast and it is entirely up to the Black boy to make those differences clear. White boys could just do whatever. But Black boys had to show through our behavior that we were undeniably, incontrovertibly the most male. The toughest.

We sat on either end of his bed and I got lost in his pretty brown eyes as he explained that white boys were basically girls—​“pussies”—​and that there was nothing worse than a boy being like a girl. I stared blankly, wanting to kiss him. According to him, the seemingly simple act of being white and male made one “soft” and a “punk,” but Black boys were constructed of special stuff that made us stronger, colder, cooler. All I wanted to do was hold his hand. But I listened because he was beautiful. He was light-skinned with curly black hair and straight, white teeth. He was the polar opposite of me, too dark-skinned with the teeth in my head crawling all over each other like they were trying to escape a house on fire. He talked on as I got lost in his face.

“White folks,” he explained, “won’t let you do anything anyways, so you gotta show ’em. All they do is fuck wit Black folks all the time, so you gotta prove to ’em that you won’t be fucked with right from the start. That’s why white dudes be scared of us, because they know that, when it get right down to it, we cooler. That’s why they women always come for our dick.”

I didn’t understand any of this. Corey explained that the rules were simple. There were girl things and there were boy things and white boys liked girl things and acting like a white boy or a girl of any color was prohibited. The list of “girl things” included: studying, listening, being “pussy-whipped,” and curiosity. There were categories and subcategories, but being pussy-whipped was the worst of these transgressions. Corey explained that Black boys were to always be in control of girls.

There were no gray areas and, each time I visited his home, he scolded me about how he’d heard I’d messed up that day at school. He never interacted with me in public. He called me “white boy” and doled out punishments for my behavior that were severe. He “play punched” me to toughen me up—​blows to the side of my head or in the arm that were so hard that I knew somewhere deep down inside that he really didn’t like me at all. Our “play wrestling” moved from play to real rapidly, like a switch had been flipped inside him. He bloodied my nose many times. He split my lips against my crooked teeth and once locked me in a port-o-potty by eliciting the help of other boys to lean on the door from the outside. The injuries that I sustained from him were dismissed by the adults as a result of “wrastling” or playing like horses. He wasn’t whupping my ass, really. He was pummeling the girl out of me. I took his disguised ass-whuppin’s almost every day, believing that, one day, he would deliver the one punch that might change me.

I didn’t know where Corey’s father was. It never came up and something told me not to ask. He lived with his mother and there were times when I wanted to tell on him. But she treated him as a crowned prince who could do no wrong and, the one time I tried, I was only asked accusingly “Well, what did you do to him?” and then admonished for being a “tattletale,” which as near as I could tell was a girly attribute.

The house was his. He had full dominion. He had all the new toys and his own stereo. His clothes seemed to be perpetually new. The denim of his blue jeans was always that rich, deep shade of royal blue, rolled up at the cuff to reveal the lighter shade of blue underneath. Unlike me in my old and dingy clothes, Corey was always fresh and his clothes fit him perfectly. He treated his mother like a servant and talked to her in a brazen and dictatorial way. He once told her to shut up, and I was left awestruck as I waited in vain for her to go upside his head like my mother would have with me. But all she did was shut up. I had never seen a Black boy with such power. He was a force in his house. He had the biggest say-so. I wanted to be him.

When I arrived at his house on a Saturday, I let myself in and stomped the snow from my boots. That winter was especially brutal. I was sent to his house by my parents every weekend and I mostly dreaded it. Whole days with him were a merciless trial. He was unpredictable. Moody. He called me poor and ugly. I never felt good when I left his house, nursing a Corey-inflicted wound that I chose to hide from my parents later. But my father was concerned about how many girls I was playing with on a regular basis. I was sent to Corey as a form of therapy. My father loved him and would clap him hard on the back whenever he came around, and they would laugh. I wanted that from my father too and believed that Corey could fix me. I didn’t mind that much if every once in a while, that fixing resulted in a fat lip. I knew that he was the epitome of cool. Everyone did. I was grateful that he was my friend, and, for some reason, I felt he needed me as much as I needed him.

After I stomped the snow from my boots, I removed my jacket, scarf, and hat and hung them on the coatrack by the front door. I walked down the hallway past the living room, where his mother was in her seemingly perpetual position in a lounge chair mindlessly doing crochet and staring at the television.

“Hi, Brian.”

His mother said this vacantly and with no enthusiasm, not so much reacting to my arrival as she was to the sound of the door opening and closing. I walked to Corey’s closed bedroom door and hesitated, listening to him doing some sort of karate on himself on the other side. I took a deep breath and knocked lightly twice. The door flew open.

He didn’t even give me time to step inside before he grabbed my elbow, pushing me backward toward the very rack upon which I had just hung my hat and coat. He was fully dressed to go out into the snow. I didn’t want to go back out, but there was no time for argument. He was in a rush. Seized by some sort of urgency. He explained to his mother quickly that we were going outside to play. He hissed “Hurry up!” at me from between clenched teeth and his mother looked up absently from her crochet to the window at the blinding snow coming down in drifts and then back at us with incredulity. I wanted her to tell him that we couldn’t go, but then her face went blank and she returned to the mess of yarn on her lap. When I was fully dressed again, Corey all but shoved me out the front door, and it was only when we were a safe distance from his house that he began to explain.

“Everybody callin’ you white.”

“What? Who?”

We were walking through the field behind his mother’s house and the snow was coming down so heavily that my face was already wet. Our footsteps were synchronized so that the deep snow under our feet crunched at the exact same time in a rhythm that made me feel as though he and I were actually friends. We headed toward the woods. The sky was the color of concrete and the branches of the trees were stripped naked of their leaves and heavy with snow. When we were deep into the woods and surrounded by them on all sides, Corey spoke again.

“Everybody. They say you act like a white boy and a fag and I told them you don’t. I stood up for you. But they don’t believe me, so we goin’ to meet a girl.”

“What girl?”

“Some girl. You gon’ fuck her.”

Corey explained that a council of Black boys in the neighborhood had met up and the topic had turned to why I was coming to his house on weekends. They knew, and he didn’t like that. Corey’s honor was at stake. He now had skin in the game. They had discussed such subtopics as how I was basically a white boy and a punk, and how I had failed to display the proper balance of nonchalance and boisterousness appropriate for a boy. They discussed my cursed bookishness; my disinterest and ineptitude at sports; my inability to lean against buildings, telephone poles, and cars; and the fact that I played with girls. In short, I was just not cool. It had been suggested that, by having kept company with me, Corey was a faggot by association. This could not stand. And now I was being taken to go fuck “some girl” to prove that Corey had not been hanging out with a sissy. I was to prove that I was not an insult to my race and my gender.

We marched through the snow until we arrived at the abandoned barn behind a neighbor’s house. It was more of a garage, really, but had the look of an old barn that had fallen into disrepair. The pit of my belly was alive with fear and confusion.

Corey walked in ahead of me. The inside of the barn was scarred by graffiti and smelled of hay and motor oil. Car parts were scattered around an old, rusting dinosaur of a truck. They were mostly older boys. They were throwing rusty nuts and bolts at one another and laughing—​until we walked in, and they froze. Each face was expectant and grinning. This group of nappy-headed, older boys I recognized from the neighborhood and from basketball courts and baseball diamonds that I had walked by quickly. There was only one face that I didn’t recognize. I knew immediately that she was a project girl.

In my experience, project girls always came in one of two flavors: rambunctious and loud or withdrawn and silent. She seemed to be the latter, standing there impassively watching the boys behave like boys and wearing a pink jacket that was far too light for the weather. Her clothes were dingy apart from the hot pink of her wrap, and her hair was twisted into two haphazard cornrows at the very top of her head that had curled themselves upward, giving her the look of having antennae. She was bucktoothed and skinny and her demeanor was at once bored and disassociated. She seemed resigned to what she had to do and, when she looked at me, her eyes fixed with the knowledge that I was to be the one this time. Her hooded jacket with the soiled white trim hung off one shoulder. She seemed older, maybe eleven or twelve, wearing highwater jeans and a dirty yellow T-shirt. Five boys surrounded her, each blowing plumes of steam from their mouths and noses. She just looked me up and down like she was about to stamp my passport: unimpressed and barely interested. After she was done here, she would get whatever candy or potato chips these boys had promised her and that was all she seemed interested in. Her nonchalance was an indication that she already knew boys were just something she had to endure in order to get ahead. She was already accustomed to the idea that, in this life, much like a building or a telephone pole or a car, her purpose was to be leaned on by boys.

Corey marched me toward her like he was giving away the bride and the boys all circled around to get a better look. The barn fell silent for half a second.

“Y’all told me he was light-skinned.”

Her disappointment was total. The boys giggled, and there was another moment of silence. I had no idea what to do. I didn’t know what was expected. Then Corey told her to take down her pants and she did. They fell around her ankles, and then all the boys in a chorus of slithering whispers told me to take my dick out. Some of their voices hadn’t changed yet, so I heard the command in different pitches all insisting that I do it and do it now. I looked to see all their wide eyes trained lasciviously on my fly. The girl took my hand and slowly put it on her new and hard breast. I wanted to run. Everybody here knew what was supposed to be happening except for me, so I did what I was told. I undid my fly and belt and my pants dropped to my ankles. The frigid air rinsed my legs. I slid my underwear down and they hovered on my calves just above my trousers. No answers came to me. No instinct gripped me. My penis just hung there, stubby, dumb, useless, and getting cold.

The girl was irritated. She stepped toward me and I stood stock-still, looking her directly in her distant eyes. She smelled like dirt and perfume. She arched her back a little, reached her arms around to grab my butt and thrust the warmth of her thighs against mine and then started to move her hips slowly and the boys went wild with whisper-shouting. She breathed hot into my ear.

“This how,” she said.

And I just stood there with my fingers clenched into fists at the end of my stiff arms as she moved warm skin back and forth across my cold and oblivious penis. Each time she thrust her hips, the boys got louder and louder until the barn was alive with the echoes of catcalls from the mouths of boys who had just learned how to apply the word “fuck” practically.

And then it was over.

It was only over because she got tired of doing it. There had been minimal response from me. I tried to grab her by the shoulders to kiss her like I’d seen on TV. She blocked my hands, snatched her head away, and looked at me with a quizzical anger, as if I had tried to slap her across the face. The girl looked up at the boys who were, by this point, bored and fully disappointed by my performance. She jerked away from me quickly and announced “I gotta get home or I’mma be in trouble.” Then she pulled up her pants, flipped the hood up on her coat, zipped it, and headed for the barn door, taking most of the boys with her. They all ran past me without a word as I stood there with my pants still around my ankles.

So, this was fucking.

I felt sick. I knew that this was what my mother was talking about when she derided people for being “nasty” and now I was such a person. Corey turned around from giving his high-fives to exiting boys as I was zipping up. He was silent for a moment.

“You didn’t do it right. You s’posed to get it in there. You s’posed to gitcha dick in there.” I didn’t understand what he was talking about.

When we exited the barn, I turned left to follow him back to his house. He stopped me. He told me that it wasn’t cool that I didn’t get it in there and then hit me with a punch in the chest so hard that I doubled over in pain. I could feel the resentment behind it. I could feel the hate.

He turned abruptly and began to walk back toward the woods. I stood there for a while until he disappeared into them. I knew that I shouldn’t try to visit him anymore. I walked slowly away from the barn toward my house, trying to think of lies to tell my father about why Corey and I weren’t friends anymore. The snow began to fall faster, like rain.

I felt the pain of his very last punch all the way back home.






I step into the aisle of the bus behind Tuan and his father, remembering the times my father tried to warn me about the world. I remember how he tried to make me listen, telling me that I needed a thicker skin and how he’d rather kill me himself than see white people do it. I was a clay that he molded, not with fingers but with punches. My father told me that man was made in God’s image and that it was my duty to live up to that image.

But my Black, male body has betrayed its manhood on many occasions. My hips have swung too freely, and my heart has allowed itself to be broken far too easily. Tears, by far, have been my most pernicious traitors, and it took a long time before I was able to dry the wellspring up. My body has finally learned.

Out on the back steps, after my ass-whuppin’s, I sat in anticipation of the few seconds when my father would be gentle with me. I liked these moments even as the side of my face pulsated with pain. I secretly loved his
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