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Man is a social animal. He cannot exist without a
society. A society, in turn, depends on certain things
which everyone within that society takes for granted.
Now, the crucial paradox which confronts us here is
that the whole process of education occurs within a
social framework and is designed to perpetuate the
aims of society. Thus, for example, the boys and girls
who were born during the era of the Third Reich, when
educated to the purposes of the Third Reich, became
barbarians. The paradox of education is precisely
this—that as one begins to become conscious, one
begins to examine the society in which he is being
educated. The purpose of education, finally, is to create
in a person the ability to look for himself, to make his
own decisions, to say to himself this is black or this is
white, to decide for himself whether there is a God in
heaven or not. To ask questions of the universe, and
then learn to live with those questions, is the way
he achieves his own identity. But no society is really
anxious to have that kind of person around. What
societies really, ideally, want is a citizenry which will
simply obey the rules of society. If a society succeeds
in this, that society is about to perish. The obligation
of anyone who thinks of himself as responsible is to
examine society and try to change it and to fight it—
at no matter what risk. This is the only hope society
has. This is the only way societies change.
—James Baldwin
“A Talk To Teachers”
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Ways of Laughing
by: Kalamu ya Salaam
photo: Alexandra Lear

I look at the young women
in our class—Inola, my mother
is there in some of their eyes when they share
with each other whatever little they have: four pieces
of candy, two, or even three, are given away. On the lower back
of one is a tattoo, an adornment to beautify what is already
brown and beautiful, all of them wear colors
like the sky after a spring rain, moisture sparkling
in the atmosphere colored the most promising of colors, their
sharp voices are some times sweet, some times bitter
taking on the taste of their life experiences, their eyes
are so old to be housed in such youthful faces, despite
disasters they are still full of hope and the romanticism
of youth thinking that life is not uncaring, is not totally unfair, will
give them a chance to be something other than disappointed
like their earrings they come in all sizes and shapes, and different
ways of laughing
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Douglass Days
by: Alexandra Lear

My senior year at Eleanor McMain was my introduction to education. I
was on my guidance counselor’s ass at the beginning of the school year.
My goal was to enroll at the local community college, obtain an early
release pass, avoid evening classes, and have three evenings a week to do
as I wish. I accomplished my goal, but I had to swap my morning English
class for some odd reason to another English class right before my escape
plan took action. I did not care about the swap as long as I left that
disciplinary holding cell when the bell rang to eat that second square meal
of the day. Little did I know that my newly appointed English class in my
holding cell would lead me to a maximum-security prison in the future.
Let me introduce you to Students at the
Center (SAC), the newly appointed English
IV class I told you about. At the beginning,
this class really took some getting used
to because: 1. It comes with not one odd
teacher but two (a black one and a white
one both slightly old), 2. We sat in a big
circle looking at each other, 3. It was a
drastic change. As I sat in the circular
seating arrangement, I noticed the two
teachers had very distinct looks. I mean
the white one, Mr. Randels, looked like he
was a former hippie dressed in his earth
tones always speaking with his hands,
and the black one, Kalamu ya Salaam,
looked like a former black panther dressed
in all black sitting with his arms folded
observing everyone in the class. I admit I
was intimidated: this was very unusual for
a standard holding cell at McMain. I was

used to being in rows looking at the back
of people’s heads, because it was far more
interesting than the dictating guard in the
front of the room. But, I did not understand
the significance of this SAC class until I
wrote and read my first personal essay.
I think it was around the third or fourth
week of class when I wrote my first really
personal essay about how my parents’
divorce affected me. I had written essays
before but none that required me to include
my personal story relating to the text we
previously read. The first couple of writings
I did were surface essays, meaning I only
put out what I wanted people to know. But
when Mr. Randels asked me to pick two
people to comment, this time I actually
wanted to know what my peers thought.
I was comfortable with their input and
criticism. It was a turning point that
helped me express myself and understand
my peers through writing, which led me to
wanting to learn more.
Mr. Randels and Kalamu never stayed at
McMain the whole day. I never knew or
cared for a reason until Mr. Randels told us
they teach at Douglass High School in the
afternoons. I thought to my self, “self did
you know they have real living teachers
at such an underachieving school?” My
self answered, “nope not a clue, no wonder
these poor teachers look so old.” Then I
was interrupted by an absurd statement
of Kalamu’s saying some of them (the
students from Douglass in their class)
write better than y’all (the senior honor
students from McMain). I went back to
the conversation in my mind and was
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like “oh no he didn’t. I need proof.” Then
opportunity came knocking; Mr. Randels
asked who had early release. Almost
half the class raised their hands. Then he
asked who wanted to go to Douglass in
the afternoons. All the hands went down
except mine, only because I really wanted
to put visuals and sound to the words that
had escaped from Kalamu’s mouth about
these “better writers” at Douglass.
Today is the day. It’s 12:10. In five more
minutes I will be in route to my death
sentence, I mean Fredrick A. Douglass. I had
no idea what to expect: Should I expect the
worst and it end up being good? Or what
if I expect the worst and actually get the
worst? Should I think positive because
today is my first day and they will be on
their best behavior since I am a visitor? Hell
no! Stop thinking positive. You are going to
the hood. Ding Ding Ding.
Well, hood here I come. When the bell rang,
I met up with Mr. Randels. My mind was
on everything but school, absurd stuff
like Kanye West combing my hair on a tire
swing, sippin prune juice, until Mr. Randels
said “are you ready?” And I said, “I guess”
really saying, “yes” because I relied on
public transportation, so if I wasn’t getting
on the bus, then I was getting in Mr.
Randels’ vehicle, which meant I was going
straight to Douglass with no stops to plan
my escape. So, I walked behind Mr. Randels
so he wouldn’t notice if I had run off, but
he turned his head periodically to ask
me questions, but I secretly think he was
checking to see if I was still behind him. As
I approached my final chance to exit stage

left a big dusty white van stared at me. It
just screamed “I drove Miss Daisy off the
side of a cliff.” The van door slid open. Why
was I not surprised.
Mr. Randels said, “hop in” like it was that
simple. There were pages upon pages
stacked everywhere. I hoped nobody saw
me, but then again I might need proof
because this might be my final destination.
As soon as the car started my mind went
blank. I wasn’t thinking about shit, I think.
I don’t even remember looking out the
window or talking, until the car stopped
and Mr. Randels said we had arrived.
Where am I? Who are you? Who am I? Just
kidding, but really where am I?
This is why I know I am not a normal
teenager. A normal teenager would not do
anything that was not “the norm,” which
is going home and going to sleep instead
of going to another school on her off day.
Simply unheard of to take such risks, is
what I was thinking walking up the stairs
of doom to the neighborhood penitentiary,
but the worst was yet to come.
Oh my God Alex, look at those big superstupendous metal detectors. Damn things
look like they would buzz if you thought
about metal. After I walked through the
x-ray machine, I had to spread em, and
then I signed my name. The President must
be here today I thought to myself with a
little grin on my face, and then I looked up.
Oh my word look how big that guard is,
and that one, and that one, and that one.
I could go on forever. I passed like twelve
guards and did not see any kids until I got
into the classroom.

Finally, I got to the class and saw
something I was used to, a circular seating
arrangement. I picked a seat and sat down
away from Mr. Randels and Kalamu so the
students from Doug wouldn’t think I was
scared of them, but I was—I just couldn’t
let it show. The bell rang. One student
rushed in. It was a girl named Kirsten. She
walked in with the biggest smile on her
face and said, “ hello.” She totally blew me
into left field, a polite Duglass student?
I began to ease up, relax, and ponder, “I
wonder if the rest of the students act this
way.” Then I quickly turned my attention
to another student, one who wasn’t so
pleasant. She walked through the door
dragging her feet saying, “you better not
ask me shit and I ain’t got nothing for ya” so
everyone could hear her, but it was directed
to Kalamu and Mr. Randels. She got to the
desk two chairs down from me and pulled
it out the circle and put her head on the
desk. One by one the students poured in, sat
down, and looked directly at me.
I began to break out into a cold sweat and
got a little jittery. Then Kalamu spoke,
“we have a visitor and we are going to
go around and introduce ourselves.” The
room broke out in teeth smacks and sighs,
so I went first, “My name is Alex, and I’m
a senior at McMain.” Immediately the
mood changed in the room, and a girl
named Debbie said, “I thought you were so
much older, huh brah.” The introductions
continued and who’s the visitor commotion
was over, so Mr. Randels said, “let’s begin
and who wants to start first,” words that
I have heard quite often at McMain and
surprisingly the emotions that were
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displayed on the students’ faces were the
same as the kids’ faces from my cell. As I
looked around the room things began to
look more familiar, a girl texting on the
side of her desk, notes passing back and
forth, a conversation crossing the room, but
the comparison between the schools that
surprised me was once somebody began to
read her paper the class was quiet and gave
their attention to the reader. My eyes got
wide, and then the reader said one line in
her piece that grabbed all of my attention,
“how could she not believe her own
daughter.” It was a story about how the
girl was raped when she was younger and
her mom thought she was lying and told
her she was just being fast. The way she
wrote the paper was so strong and explicit I
didn’t know what emotion I was feeling. It
had me a little teary eyed because it was so
sad. I even felt a relation between us, being
that I felt like my mother thought I was the
wrong doer instead of the victim at times.
After that essay was read I felt like I was
in a mature version of my cell at McMain,
the difference is the “better writers” from
Douglass had stronger writings than the
writings from McMain, but they lacked in
the grammar department. McMain writers
were brought up on grammar, spelling,
and punctuation. So, content really didn’t
matter, if all three of the ingredients
were correct and present, but when SAC
switched up the nineteenth century
lesson plans with new ones, and we had to
reconnect with our personal lives and stay
in touch with our educational backgrounds,
it was a little awkward, until I experienced
the stronger writings from Douglass.

I felt right at home even when the bell
rang and all the semi permanent prisoners
were released, running out the building,
taking uniforms off, and play fighting on
the corner by the bus stop. After all what
else is there to do when announcements
come on and the assistant principal says,
“there is to be no after school activities,”
lists them all, and then says “everyone
must leave campus immediately?” I really
enjoyed my first day at Douglass. I wasn’t
so closed minded any more.
I thought after I got to experience the
“better writers” at Douglass I wasn’t going
to go back, but every Friday when Mr.
Randels or Kalamu asked if I was going
with them, I told them yes simply because
it was fun and not forced. I was happy to
be a part of that experience because no
matter how many Fridays I went to the
class it was never the same subjects, and
I was always introduced to new students,
but that’s another story that I’m not
getting into. Even though that was my
past, writing this essay made me relive
that experience, and I hope that when
people read my essay they can relate to my
story and write about their story also.
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MY LIFE

down my moma’s spinal cord. I played
jump rope with the intestines and football
with one of the kidneys.

by: Alisha Jasmine

It all started in McDonald’s. I was in my moma’s stomach but only for a
short visit.
She asked me what I wanted. I said, “get
me a #6, with extra cheese.” When we
began to walk out, here comes my daddy’s
other baby moma pushing us out of the
way, as I was trying to reach the French
fries. Meanwhile, I stayed calm to myself
thinking about that witch who pushed us.
Luckily I wasn’t out there yet.
I knew it would be hell for my moma and
especially for my daddy who had two baby
moma’s. I knew it would be hell for me,
until the day I was born. But being on the
inside made me realize how fun it was.
I remember, I was swimming in an ocean
full of blood. I started to kick. I had my
nikes on—running, jumping, and sliding

After a while, I could feel my own heart
rate beating and beating inside my chest.
It was time for me to come out, before I
caught a heart attack. But I didn’t want to
come out. I wanted to play with the living…
I mean the liver and my moma’s kidneys. I
kicked them around and rolled them until I
got seven-eleven.
In a matter of seconds my moma’s water
broke, but it was just me pissing all over.
Then I thought, “this place pisses me off.
I’m getting too big in here.” So I slipped
on out, when my moma was sleeping. In
Tulane hospital—8:19 a.m. that Friday
morning, 1990 Dec. 13.
They found me, and I was cold because it’s
a cold world. On the scale of 1 to 10, I was
8 pounds—a heavyweight baby, which
gave me my name: Alisha. Baby Ali. I ain’t
perfect, but this is my story and how I
made it out… into my life.
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Make-Up Call
by: April Vincent

I was four inches taller with a whole new face. My hair was longer, and
I had no choice but to walk with a switch. The heels could not help me
reach the cups that were high up on the shelf. I was pretending to be a
movie star, which was my dad’s nickname for me, and I got thirsty. I was
eleven years old, and I would always pretend that I was someone more
glamorous than myself.
One day I would pretend I was a lawyer
defending a client in the courtroom.
The next day I would be one of those
supermodels “ripping the runway.” It didn’t
really matter who I was. I guess I always
played dress up to escape reality.
One day I was pretending to be a singer,
and I had on all this make up that I had
been playing with. Of course I looked like a
clown, but it was all a part of me changing
my identity.

My dad walked in the house for one of his
weekly visits, asking, “where’s Movie Star?”
I was not ecstatic, but I guess I was glad to
see him there.
He looked confused when he saw my face
and asked, “where is that beautiful mole
that used to be over your lip?” I laughed
and told him it was still there. He told me to
“take that make-up off your face, put some
good clothes on and go outside.”
When I went outside, I was feeling fine, but
I was myself again. I wanted to be like those
people I saw on TV who had fame, beautiful
long hair, fancy clothes and nice cars.
My dad came outside to talk to me. He told
me that it was alright to want to be famous
and glamorous but not to get caught up in
trying so hard to be someone else that you
lose sight of who you are.
I thought about what he said, and I took
that into consideration. As a matter of fact I
took what he said, and I applied it. I stopped
wearing make-up for a while. I realized
how beautiful I was, and there was really
no need to “Make-up” who I am or try to
be someone I’m not. But it was still fun to
imagine that I was Beyoncé, Alicia Keys, or
Tyra Banks.
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Reckless
Endangerment
by: Ashley Jones

The night before my sister called with the news, I was sitting in the
mustard yellow and grass green restaurant, O’Henry’s, with my best
friend turned boyfriend, turned ex, turned best friend again Smokey. He
reminded me of a scene I hadn’t thought about since sophomore year of
college when it happened. Smokey said, after carefully watching me stuff
a fork full of loaded fries down my mouth, “I miss making love to you.”
I laughed loudly at the thought of us and how surprised he was at the
little-girl-turned-woman he had known for more than 17 years. Smokey
is the only person in the world I could talk to about any and everything
without ever having to feel embarrassed or ashamed. So we each took
turns recounting various acts of love and laughed like we were laughing
at two different people, not us, not the people at this table loaded with
food, not these same bodies. I was happy to see his smile. On the drive to
the restaurant Smokey had expressed serious thoughts of suicide. After
taking a huge gulp of his Sprite he hooted, “Man, we did some wild and
crazy stuff.” I too took a gulp of my tea.

The rain had just tapered off, and I had
just finished watching one of my favorite
movies when my sister, Kenda, called to tell
me that her best friend Michelle had finally
confessed a truth Kenda and I had already
known. Michelle’s 25-year-old brother,
Michael, did in fact have HIV and was now
in a wheelchair. No longer able to take
care of himself, Michael was on his way to
what Michelle called, “a living facility.” My
heart was resting on my bladder. I cradled
my lower stomach to feel if it was still
beating. My brain whirled around until
the only thing hanging in the after breeze
of a whizzing mind was Chantel. Chantel
was the cousin I had recently buried due to
AIDS. She was 26 and leaves in her memory
two small traumatized babies, a mother
and father who a year and a half earlier
buried my little cousin Mike, and two
brothers, the older of which is living with
HIV himself. Since her death, I have had the
strange feeling that Chantel is haunting
me. Or maybe it is the sore reality that I had
forgotten about her while she was here.
I hadn’t seen her in about four years. The
saddest part about it is that we lived in the
same city. When I ran into my uncle Ronnie
or my cousins Mike or Baby, I didn’t even
ask about her. Now in the aftermath of her
death, I feel the need to ask questions that
maybe only she could answer. I want to
know how she felt when she knew she was
going to die. Or if the backseat, backyard,
backroom sex she had was worth the
disease she acquired. Or if promiscuous sex
was even the culprit. After all, she was a
drug user and needles her choice medium
into the underworld. I want to know her
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two children’s names and ages. I had only
seen them once in their whole entire
existence, and I doubt seriously that they
could give an educated guess as to who
I am.
Since she is no longer here, I ask my sister.
“Kenda, don’t they know that there are
medicines that could prolong Michael’s
life? Don’t they know it’s not good to be
ignorant? That silence would hurt him
more than help?”
“I don’t know Ashley,” my sister snarled like
older siblings do when the younger ones
need to be restrained. Being a well-trained
younger sibling, I become quiet. “I’ll call
you later,” Kenda said and hung up the
phone before I could say goodbye. Falling
back on the eggshell white sofa in the living
room, my thoughts landed on Smokey and
me. During our sexual relationship we were
quite reckless, and being lucky, we were not
going to die from it.
On the ride to the restaurant I had been
trying to convince Smokey that we were
indeed very lucky. Unlike most of the
people we grew up calling our friends,
we were in our early twenties and had no
children, no divorces, were not in prison
and the biggest blessing of all, we were
not dead. See, Smokey and I represent a
generation marked by violence, insecurities
and ignorance. We were not supposed to
make it. Especially Smokey. He started
selling drugs and running with a much
older crowd by 13. By 15 he was “big ballin”
and out of control. His mother battled
crack addiction and alcoholism most of

our young lives, and his daddy, who is now
like a best friend, was never really around.
Smokey had played Russian roulette with
his future since the beginning, and just
about everyone was betting that he was
going to lose.
I remember the day Ega, Smokey’s friend,
was murdered for participating in the
same drug game Smokey had gotten out
of some years before. We drove to a park
where people rarely go. I nestled my body
into the crack between the passenger side
door and the seat. Smokey fixed his eyes
on the rearview mirror, almost like he was
watching a movie of his past playing in
front of him. He told me that he found Ega
and that Ega looked at him before taking
his final breath. Tears were falling down
Smokey’s eyes, and he told me that they
were not for Ega but for me. He said that
he couldn’t stand to lose me, that every
time I got on a plane to go somewhere it
made him nervous. He said that I was the
only person he would go crazy over if I
left him. Smokey took a deep breath and
looked at me. The initially slow rolling tears
careening down his cheeks illuminated for
the first time a softness I had never seen.
I didn’t cry. Instead I watched every tear
fall off the slope of his face. I tried hard
to think of a silver lining in the gloomy,
dingy cloud hovering over the moment. I
couldn’t find one and told Smokey to bring
me home.
People might call Smokey and me
survivors, survivors of our own rowdy
past, of our mistakes, of our secret

disappointments and horrors. But the
question looming in his mind that night
in the car is the same as the one that has
taunted and pushed me my whole life. How
long? I tried to answer this question for
Smokey. Instead I uttered, “just hold on.” I
found that same question seething in me
at that very moment. I had never really
told Smokey that just like him, I have been
and still am in the fight of my life. For him,
just like many others of my close friends,
I’ve always seemed to have it easy. I grew
up with two great parents who didn’t do
drugs, who didn’t beat or curse me. I have
loving brothers and sisters, and I always
managed to do very well in school without
ever having to study. I could never form the
habit. What Smokey doesn’t know is that
I struggle with the thought that maybe I
wasn’t supposed to survive.
Like Smokey, I do not come from a family
of achievers. Most of my family members
have never graduated high school, let alone
college. None of them have traveled outside
of the state or country as I have. Most of
the women have become teenage mothers
before reaching the age of 17, and if drugs
and alcohol didn’t stunt the growth of the
males, then their young fatherhood and
the responsibility of it has. Most of them
are proud of me and maybe a bit jealous. I
am often treated like the special one. I get
inquiries about my jobs, my experiences,
my life. I am glorified as the odd man out,
but why do I feel strangely similar?
I have been examining myself for years. I
have mentally noted all of my worst traits
and tendencies. I can have a monstrous
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temper with a serious violent streak to
boot. I find myself sometimes hanging
with the wrong crowd just to be reminded
of the me I was years ago. I have even
succumbed to the urge to dumb myself
down in certain arenas so as not to scare
off or make ashamed the “common folk”
that comprise my close family and friends.
I realize that I have even played Russian
roulette with my own future in the past.
Like my junior year at 35 when I allowed
a few of my neighborhood friends who
were running from the police to stuff
their plastic bags of crack and money in
the pockets of my plaid pants and maroon
jacket, which I always kept wrapped
around my waist no matter the weather.
And how I had assigned myself the
dangerous task of having to walk about the
3rd ward to locate each of them to give back
their paraphernalia before the police or my
mother could catch me. I was asked to do
it because of my uniform. No cop would
expect a female from McDonogh 35 to be
holding. I didn’t quite believe the theory,
since I had been with them on shakedowns
and was often times spotted with them on
my aunt’s porch by the police.
Or the time in college when I found myself
arrested and almost jailed when the two
friends I was hanging with had weapons
and weed on them. I didn’t know about
the weapons or the weed, but then again, I
didn’t know too much about these friends,
since I had just met them on the street that
Saturday afternoon.
At the time, I did not consider these actions
and many others to be destructive. But

now I understand that at certain times I
have attempted to commit an emotional
suicide. I had purposely planted myself
in the crossfire of potentially dangerous
situations just to see how well I could
dodge the bullets. So that I could show
off the leg or the arm or the stomach
scarred and singed by a much too close
call. Like Smokey and the many survivors
of Hurricane Katrina shuffling their way
back to New Orleans, I am suffering from
survivor’s guilt.
How does one react when it is discovered
that out of a block of 50 demolished
homes, yours is the only one battered but
still standing? Is it possible to be proud
of yourself for having the tenacity to
hang on to whatever it is sustaining your
life while your friends and family are
drowning and drifting away in the same
murky waters that are keeping you afloat?
How can you explain your survival? How
can we have second lines and sit in cool,
air conditioned restaurants with loaves of
French bread spilling over with shrimp or
catfish or oysters on our plates? How can
you pick up the pieces when so many lives
have been shattered?
Thinking about the strength and
courage of the people of New Orleans,
I have become clearer about Smokey’s
thoughts of suicide and my own attempts.
The survivor must make a choice. Do
I continue to struggle or let go? In too
many cases it would be so much easier
to let go of all of your dreams, your goals
and submerge yourself into the hungry
waters waiting to suck out your breath. It

might even be appeasing, since you know
exactly how you will end up. The unknown
is always scary. And most survivors not
only live with the guilt of surviving but the
fear of it. Surviving means a continuous
effort to stay strong, to do well, to heal and
recover from atrocities.
I looked into Smokey’s eyes that night and
thought of friends who didn’t make it. I
wanted to tell him that the worst was over,
that we had beaten the odds. That we were
made stronger because of it and even if
we failed, we wouldn’t completely drown
because our lungs could now withstand
the pressure of the water closing in. In my
heart I wanted to believe that our fight was
over, but I couldn’t lie. I just looked at him
and whispered, “Just hold on.”
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There Is No Such
Thing
Called Love…
by: Brittany Gahie

There is no such thing as love any more,
the kind that is so strong that you can feel
it in your bones.
You know we used to feel that emotion
when we looked into the faces of each other.
There is no such thing as love any more, at
least not the deep satisfying kind that sits
on your heart and influences every decision
and action you take throughout each day.
There is no reason to celebrate any more.
Just empty actions and empty reactions,
calculated gestures and financial
arrangements. There is no such thing as
love any more.
This poem is from my heart recalling
the era we lived. The era when love,
loyalty, trust, honor and respect died.
When humility and appreciation became
nonexistent.
The era… there’s no such thing called love.

page 20

page 21

I Remember!
by: Debbie Carey

I remember I was 9 years old sitting on the bed, because there was no
sofa. Momma had a low income. Taking care of nine children wasn’t easy,
but we made do. But anyway every Friday bologna, melted cheese, and
salted chips packed upon French bread is what we had. Pork and beans on
Tuesdays, Spaghetti on Thursday, and for the rest of the days we would
just, well—let’s just say I loved school lunch. I remember for holidays when
momma and daddy were split. Daddy would come over dressed in a tacky
suit smelling like Old Spice with a ton of groceries. And I hated washing the
dishes, but they had to get clean so daddy could cook.

Those were the only times I would see him.
But it didn’t matter. Mamma smiled. No
one complained, so it felt good. I remember
when mamma lost her job after a couple of
years working at Schweggman’s because
it was going out of business. Momma told
us not to trip. “Times like this god would
make a way,” were her words for every
li’l problem we had. I remember catching
whippings from Priscilla, my 1st sista I ever
hated. That bitch always got me in trouble.
I remember when daddy came back, we
would get new outfits from Sears instead
of Wal-Mart.
I remember when we got cable at night.
My sista and I pretended we’d be asleep
so they wouldn’t turn off the nasty
channel. I remember in the hardest times
together, from putting salt in our hair
for shampoo to mixing rice, butter, salt
and pepper for something to eat, it was a
way of life to manage to get through hard
times as a family. So the problems we had
didn’t matter. As family we were poor in
materialism but rich in spirit. I’m not nine
any more, but I never want to forget.
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HEY MA, IT’S OVER
by: Demetria White

Ma, you know, life without you has been kind of different for me
compared to my other sisters. This entire ordeal has been sort of a game
of opposites. They seem to have taken your death much harder than I did
but embraced your murderer more openly than I. Don’t get me wrong, you
know I miss you, but I’m only allowed to miss the person I imagined you to
be. For them, they get to actually miss you, the person you were. We only
shared almost five years together, and from those years I barely remember
anything. My memories are nothing compared to their “remember whens.”

Part I: It’s Finally Over
Hey Ma, we missed you at the graduation
today. Your first born grandchild, well
really the only one you ever knew, finally
finished high school and off to… ummm,
that’s another conversation. Anyway, he’s
done, and everyone was there to celebrate
with him. Yup, I said it, everyone, even my
Daddy. Pretty surprising, huh? Honestly, I
didn’t think he’d come either. It was kind of
weird and scary at first—having those two
men in the same room standing shoulder
to shoulder as if nothing ever happened.
The atmosphere was sort of eerie and scary.
I felt like a character in a horror film. Like I
heard the suspenseful music playing in the
background as I walked into the kitchen,
one of those men slowly picking up a knife
and appearing to be going for the other
man to drive it right through his heart; but
it never happened. The revenge or payback I
imagined Daddy wanting never happened.
Instead, he stabbed the sausage.
A sigh of relief came over me as a huge
burden was dropped from my shoulders.
The almost 15-year-long family feud was
over, finally over.
I remember the night it started like
yesterday. I bet you do too.
Part II: In the Closet
I wanted to ask Angel why we had to
go in there, why we couldn’t stay in the
room and finish playing Super Mario
Bros, and who was that man, and why
was everybody acting crazy, and why you
couldn’t come in the closet with us, mama?
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But she was clueless just like I was. Only
you could answer my question. Only you
mama.
I wanted what most four-year-olds want. I
wanted to have fun. I wanted to make this
a game of hide and seek. I didn’t want to
be scared. I wanted someone to come and
find me. I wanted that someone to be you.
Mama, I wanted you to be next to me in
the dark, not my older sister, shaking and
crying. I wanted you next to me to reassure
me that everything would be okay. I
needed you there to calm my trembling
body. I was afraid of the uncertainty and
everything that unraveled on the other
side of that closet door.
What’s going on in there?
I’m in this closet shaking and sweating, on
the verge of crying, while you are in the
next room talking and yelling. All I hear is
noise, a mixture of voices; can’t make out
the sounds. I’m scared.
Who is that man’s voice? What’s he telling
you?
Mommy, come get me out of here. I want to
see. I’m scared, I want my Daddy.
What’s going on?
Y’all are starting to scream, even louder
and louder. What’s happening?
I hear footsteps, gunshots, screams of
terror, and then.
Silence.
Where did everybody go? I’m tightly
squeezing my eyes together, head on knees

in hand, thinking about what could have
happened and where your voice went. It’s
all happening too fast; I can’t hear you.
Everyone has left me, here alone. Everyone,
even you. How could you? Why would you?
You know I’m in here. I’m scared.
Shaking.
Crying.
Nervous.
Clueless.
Frozen in time. I don’t know what to do. I’m
too afraid to come out of the closet to face
reality; that man might still be out there.
I’m closing my eyes even tighter, squeezing
every muscle in my body, thinking at any
minute he is going to come find me in this
closet. No, this is my safe haven, but I got
to see what’s going on out there. I got to see
if you really left me. I’m scared. Tip toeing
through the room, praying he doesn’t come
from behind any doors. I see no one, but you.
Mommy there you are. Why are you hiding?
You were here laughing and joking when I
went into the closet, but under the bed still,
motionless, breathless, lifeless, sleeping in
a pool of blood when I came out. Maybe if
I go back in, you’ll still be here. If I travel
back in time, just a few seconds back, you
can give me another oatmeal bath. I’ll
catch the chicken pox again, just for you.
So, you can come back to me. Come back to
us. It all happened so fast. In a blink of an
eye, you left me. You left us. No, he stole you
from me. He stole you from us. For now, I’ll
stay in this closet, just so you can be here
with us.

Part III: Memories
Remember that time we took a bath
together and I sat on your knees as you
squeezed the water out of the sponge onto
my nappy bush, down my scalp and back…
Or, that time when I had the chicken pox
and you gave me an oatmeal bath, cupping
the water in your hands and releasing it on
my back.
“EWW, that’s nasty,” I’d say as I picked the
soggy oatmeal flakes off my skin. For some
strange reason I can’t remember your
reply. Maybe, because I don’t remember
your voice.
But I do remember that time me, you, and
Teedy sat in the bed having girl talk. You
and I at the head of the bed and Teedy at
the foot, I told you I’d have ten kids by age
ten. Now look at me, I’m almost 20 years
old and still a virgin. But for some strange
reason I don’t remember your reply. Maybe
because I don’t remember your voice. I can
see your lips moving, but I can’t turn the
volume up.
But wait they stop coming to me. The
memories…I have no more. Of all the
4 years, 11 months, 5 days, few hours,
minutes and seconds we had together,
why are these the only memories I have of
you, measly bath time memories? Not even
the happiest of times we shared.
Part IV: The Video
OMG… It’s really you.
I can’t believe I’m seeing you in action for
the first time.
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My nose, it’s similar to yours.
And your… and your voice, I can finally
hear. “Go lions, go lions” over and over
again, as those were the words you uttered.
Your eyes. Look your eyes, they blinked!
For the first time after nearly 13 years I can
actually see your eyes moving.
This is really weird. But wait, why are you
hiding from me?
Hey, you over there, I can’t see my mom
any more. You’re blocking my view.
Wait, Mom, come back.
No, don’t leave me. Not again. Please, Lord,
not again.
I’m finally getting what I’ve always
wanted: to see you in action.
Your arms actually move, like mine. And
look you’re cheering just like me when I
was in high school. My favorite thing in
the world.
Your knees, they really bend.
And your hair, it swings.
For years, I’ve used my imagination to create
an image of what I thought you may have
been like, but now I’m actually seeing it.
All this time I pretended not to care. I didn’t
want daddy to know I secretly wondered
what you were like. Since he had coped
with your death so well, who knows,
maybe I was to do the same. I thought if I
addressed this situation, I’d lure him into

a place he may not have wanted to revisit.
So, you know me, as usual I kept my mouth
shut. As my mouth remained shut, my eyes
opened and tears formed. But I had to recollect myself. I didn’t want daddy to know
that I was overly enthused and besides, it
was only a video.
Part V: The Breakthrough
So, there he was. Standing. Staring. Piercing
my soul with his eyes. How could this
be? The two of us, standing only 12 inches
apart. This man. This monster. My mother’s
murderer. My sister’s ex-husband. My
nephew’s father. But above all, a ghost that
haunted my mind.
Since that tragic night in August 1994,
I’ve felt like I’ve been trapped in an insane
asylum with my straight jacket tightly
strapped. There was no way out. Voices
began speaking to me, and all I could
do was listen. These voices, they slowly
painted a picture of this vicious creature.
They constantly replayed that August
night through my mind. One by one they
began to add lines to the story.
“What kind of monster would do this?”
Over and over this line was rehearsed. The
image in my mind explained it all. This
thing went from a flimsy, hunch-backed
creature to an erect, strong monster who
possessed weapons of mass destruction.
When they spoke the name Byron, he came
to life.

I was afraid.
Terrified.
Horrified.
He was after me.
I knew it because they told me. They told
me he’d come for me next. So, I had to run.
Run really fast. But my arms were bound in
the straight jacket, and I continued to run
into the walls of my room.
I was trapped.
Confined.
Isolated.
I was doomed.
I screamed, “Help, he’s after me!”
Then, my nurse came running to my
rescue. “Here take this,” and she handed
me a cup of pills. It was a dosage of reality,
comfort, and serenity. As I put the cup to
my mouth, the voices returned.
“Don’t do it!”
“No, he’ll come for all of you!”
“Shut up,” I screamed, “leave me alone.”
Then I swallowed each pill, one by one.
As I gulped down reality, I came to the
realization the monster wasn’t, at all, who
I thought he was. He actually cradled me
in his arms when I was a baby and was my
favorite playmate as a toddler.
Next, was comfort. It was hard for me to
swallow this pill because I was afraid.
Afraid of the unknown and what comes
along with uncertainty.
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As the nurse and I sat side by side she
said, “Do you honestly think I’d put you in
harm’s way?”
Though this was a big pill and tough
to swallow, I did. Soon after I took my
medicine the monster went from an
abstract image in my imagination to a
concrete being.
Standing.
Staring.
Piercing my soul with his eyes.
How could this be?
I thought the nurse had the perfect
prescription. Though he was really
standing in front of me, this didn’t feel like
reality, and I was no longer comfortable.
How could my nurse let me down?
She said she wouldn’t put me in harm’s way.
Then he spoke. And the words that
fell from his lips were soft, gentle, and
understandable. As he spoke, I cried
because this was long over due. He took the
cup with the dose of serenity and placed it
in my hand. I swallowed, and everything
seemed to disappear, except he and I. I
was free from the insane asylum, and my
straight jacket was removed just in time for
me to reach out and hug Byron, my… what
should I call him?
Part VI: Final Goodbyes
I’ve always wanted to know how you really
felt about us embracing Byron in the way
we did. You know Teedy and he getting

back together, with rumors of another
wedding and baby, and Me, Angel, and
Lika accepting him like a long lost brother.
I always thought you would be upset with
us, only because Daddy always made it
seem that way.
I can remember Daddy saying that if we
did so, your death would be in vain. So,
before I opened up to him, I was skeptical
and scared. I didn’t want your death to be
in vain, whatever that meant, and neither
did I want you or Daddy to be mad with us.
Whenever something happened with
Byron, I made sure to keep it away from
Daddy. It seemed with Byron out of the
picture, Daddy was doing well, but at the
mention of his name, turmoil struck.
I just assumed, if Daddy was happy, you
were too. So, I kept everything a secret.
I never told him about the time Teedy
and Byron came to visit you at Mt. Olive
Cemetery nor did I tell him of the time I
had a heart to heart with Byron. I never
did because I was scared. I didn’t want
any more family trauma to occur; we had
had enough. I also didn’t want to drag
Daddy back into that time of despair. I felt
when Daddy thought you would be okay
with him embracing Byron or even being
in the same room with him, other than a
courtroom, he’d do so.
I guess for Moody’s graduation he thought
it was time. Daddy was ready for this
15-year-long family feud to be over, and so
was I. With Daddy referring to Byron as his
son-in-law again, I believe we can sweep

everything under the rug and let the past
remain in the past. Even if this ordeal
causes a small bump under the rug of our
family fabric, we can walk over it, smooth
it out, and discuss it as a family.
Momma, I think it’s over finally over, and
you can rest peacefully, without worry.
We love you.
Bye Ma!!
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Remember
by: Dominique Townsend

1535 Mandeville Street, my home before home. I sat outside in the car
waiting on my mama to come out that bright yellow and cement grey
memory book I used to call home. She was taking too long to get her rent
money from the tenet who now lived there. I was hot and sweating with
the air on, so I got out. I climbed the stairs and rang the doorbell. The door
opened, still creaking as I remembered. The tenet and I smiled and spoke.
I walked in slowly almost scared to reopen this book I had locked and kept
closed for eleven years. The lady left me to find my own way through the
shotgun house to the kitchen.
I stood at the front door staring at the fire
place for a while. My heart became heavy.
Moments later I decided to start this journey
through my memory book to the kitchen.
Moving past the couch I saw the tents my dad,
cousins and I made with books, sheets, and
chairs. I saw the pews we made with milk
crates, garbage bag choir robes, and bibles out
of construction paper.
I crossed the tall sliding door seal sill into my
mom and dad’s room. I remember the family
meetings on the tall king-sized bed. The movie
nights with me and my daddy. Standing in the
mirror pretending to watch my daddy comb
my hair.
I moved through the hallway past the closet
stopping at the bathroom. I imagined my baby
days with bubbles and my nuk. FCUK stained
the side of the tub in red permanent marker.
The beating that my cousins and I got because
nobody ratted, even though we knew who did
it. Before I entered the next room I hesitated.

It happened again. My heart was heavy,
but this time tears followed. Struggling to
hold back my tear- filled eyes, I walked in
my room.
The memories played in my head like
a flip book. Every page turned, playing
out in perfect sequence, until I got to a
page that wouldn’t turn. My tears flowed
uncontrollably. Watching this day play out
over in my head hurt the most. I tried for
so long to suppress this particular memory,
only to realize that I had not succeeded.
Asleep in my bed he got on top of me. I
woke up scared out of my mind. It was
dark, but the street light lined my favorite
cousin’s face through the blinds. He told me
that he wouldn’t hurt me, but he lied. He
touched me in all the wrong places. Some
places that I was scared to touch myself. I
cried and prayed that he would stop, but
it only got worse. He entered my body and
took all the innocence I had left. I tried to
fight him off, but it didn’t work, so I lay
until he finished.
The flip book page fluttered but still
remained unturned. I slid down the wall
crying uncontrollably. Of all the memories
I had there, why was this one still so clear
like it happened just yesterday? Maybe the
page hadn’t turned because I hadn’t dealt
or talked about this since it happened. I
don’t remember leaving that day. Before
today this would not have been in my
book to remember. But thanks to God,
1535 Mandeville St. is no longer the end of
my book but yet a chapter in my new book
to remember.
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Where To Turn?
by: Esquilita Maxwell

As I stood there looking at my mother’s truck from behind the police
line, all I could see was the big-ass bullet holes in the side door. The more
I counted them the bigger the hole in my heart grew. Then I glanced up,
scared of what or who was to be found because I knew what was coming.
There he was lying there slouched over in the driver’s seat, mouth wide
open, head and neck full of bullets, dead to the world. And my heart that
once had multiple holes just disappeared. Suddenly my eyes flooded with
tears, for I was fucked up in the head because of the last vision I saw of my
uncle. My roll dawg! He just sat there quiet not saying anything, which
was something he never did. I kept saying to myself, “say something
or just walk over and tell me you’re ok,” but he never did. He never said
anything, so I cried harder and harder until finally I collapsed.

As the day went by I cried over and over
again, hoping and praying he would walk
through the door. Since he never did, I
sat there and tried to think what could
be the reason his life was taken. I also
thought about how that could have been
me along side of him had I went the night
before like he asked. It always seems like
the people whom I’m close to always get
taken away from me, and authorities never
do anything about it because the victim
at hand is black. Since this whole phase
of my uncle being murdered, something
appeared again that I thought I got rid of
forever. It was the mask I wore during my
depressed years. I felt like so much was
overcoming me, and I just can’t bear the
pressure any more. So to hide my emotions
from my friends and family the mask
is my companion. But I’m tired! Tired of
hiding my face because I hate to cry, tired
of people taking people or things that I
believe are mine, tired of getting knocked
four steps back every time I take one step
forward, tired of wearing this mask! So
what now? Where do I start or go from
here? It’s three weeks later, and every day
the image of my uncle terrorizes me. What
do I do about it? I ignore it because I know
I’m still taking this hard. So I try to get my
emotions back in tact and keep on moving.
Here I was again taking that one step
forward, but in the blink of an eye my
world came crashing down again, and
there I went getting knocked four steps
back. I had just gotten in from work, and
my stepmother said she had something
to tell me. After hearing the news of my
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father and family being convicted for
murder all I could do was hold my head
down and think about this tragedy. The
only problem was I didn’t know what
to think. I was confused because of all
the things happening at once. It was
happening again. Somebody was getting
taken away from me. So much shit was
rambling in my head that I was speechless.
What the hell is going on in my family? Can
someone please tell me? Now I’ve lost six
more family members to prison all because
of an out-of-hand situation. Now look at the
victim, dead.
My world just doesn’t seem real! Never
in my life has my family been through so
much all at one time. My grandmother
feels she can’t bear the tragedy, so she just
said “fuck it” and tried to put herself out
of her misery. What am I supposed to do?
As we followed behind the ambulance
different images continuously clicked off
and on, like a slide show inside my head.
Click, the loud scream of my mother. Click,
all the furniture flying past me as I rushed
through the house. Click, the blood as I
pushed open the door. Click, my mother
screaming and reaching for a towel to try
and stop the bleeding while screaming for
help. The whole situation had me puzzled
and in a daze. Instead of me trying to
get help or even help at all I stood there
thinking about everything going on
around me, thinking maybe I should just
say “fuck it” just like my grandmother,
only to succeed in my attempt. But that
wouldn’t be the answer, now would it? It
would only bring more hurt and pain.

As I sat here in this candle-lit room writing
this paper my eyes constantly flooded.
But it wasn’t just emotions I realized; it
was that vault of emotions I thought I
had sunk a long time ago, floating on the
surface and ready to be reopened. As of
this moment I don’t know what to think
about the things that are happening
around me. I can’t even tell you how I feel
about the multiple situations that have
gone on these last couple of weeks. All I
know is I’m not myself!
This person you see is only a body, but
not Esquilita.
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Ready
by: Gabrielle Turner

I am so ready to jump, and everyone around me is giving me a push,
except for her. She is afraid, afraid of losing the only support she
thinks she has left.

In September of 2005, around the time
of their anniversary, my parents’ divorce
was final. Their 24-year marriage was
over. My home of 21 years was shattered
and so was my family. My four-family
unit quickly became three and then two
when my sister married a week after
Katrina. It was just me and her.
I was the only one to really see all the
changes that my mother was going
through. I was not used to seeing her
this way. I did not know what to do
when I heard her cry in the middle of
the night or when I saw her sitting in
the corner of her room with her knees
propped up against her chest. She sat
and gazed as the stillness filled the air.
She was alive, but she was not living.
I was afraid to leave the house
sometimes because of fear of what she
might do. I would panic when I called
and she did not answer. The story she
told us about an attempted suicide that
happened over 30 years ago played in
my mind as the phone rang and rang.
She always says that if it weren’t for the
Christ in her life, she would go crazy.
I believe her. My mother has become a
new person, and this person scares me.
Sometimes, I feel like I have taken on my
father’s role. I am stuck. I am so ready
to jump, jump the broom and into the
arms of my groom, but she is stepping
on my train.
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Should I Have Been
Aborted???
by: Giovanna Michel’le Batiste

Sometimes I wonder, “Should I have been aborted?” Was I truly the
sperm cell that was meant to win? Was I meant to be the one who
makes it to the end? Why is it always like this: Her tears flow my anger
builds, but the hatred that’s formed within is self-made. It’s all me. I’m
the reason for her tears.
{…I think to my self…}

Man, I should’ve been aborted. Before I was
born Daddy had already decided I wasn’t
one of his concerns. I was a bastard in his
eyes no doubt. I can’t understand for the
life of me why is it I take all my built-up
resentment for this complete stranger out
on her. She shows me unconditional love.
I’ve always known in the end she’s all the
friend I’ll ever need. Yet every time she tries
to teach me life’s lesson I get an attitude
and question whether she’s looking for my
better interest. Going to school just not
giving a care, but when my bull hits the
fan, I call on her. But if or when she calls
me out on my BS, I get an attitude with her
like she’s the reason for my failures and all
my down falls. It hurts me to know I’m the
main reason for her stressing, but yet I still
do me.

I still don’t consider her feelings before
I make my next move. But yet every
move she makes I’m always taken into
consideration. She’s done it all; she has
proven her loyalty, yet I never tell her I
appreciate her just for the hell of it. From
hospitals, to waiting rooms, to principal’s
office to court rooms she’s been down, but
do I hold it down? Do I do my part and do as
she asks? Hell no, the stuff she spits at me
during a heated argument or a confidential
mother-daughter conversation always
becomes an after thought.
She’s a hell of a woman. It takes one to raise
a woman-child like myself. She says the
fact that I’m out spoken is my blessing but
her curse. She says my words hurt her the
most. I wonder: why is it I’d kill the person
who hurts momma’s feelings, but hurting
her feelings is what I always seem to do.
Maybe I should have been just a memory, a
fetus ripped from my mother’s womb and
not given a chance. She gives me chance
after chance, and what I do? Mess UP!!! I
hate that there’s a chance she regrets giving
me life. I hate how I can sometimes be so
cold and not give a damn why she’s hurting
and then back door and be so hurt that she
won’t tell me what’s wrong.
Sometimes I have to ask myself: What the
hell is wrong with me? Why do I always
have to remind my self that she’s momma
and not another scum chick from the streets?
I don’t know maybe, just maybe I should
have been aborted…
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Beast in the Beauty
by: Janay Barconey

In the Calliope housing development, my dad was talking to five boys. He
was trying to tell them why smoking weed and living the thug life was not
great. He persuaded some of them to be men: Men not only for society
purposes but becoming men so that they and their families could be
successful. He wanted them to succeed and be better than he was. I heard
this speech, and to me it was nothing but words.
That day he was having a serious
conversation with them, telling them
about what he had done and why they
shouldn’t. Other times he would be sitting
on the concrete porch, joking and playing
with the adolescents. To me he was just
preaching to them like his dad did in
church on Sunday mornings. To these
boys he was a man that they could
finally look up to.
They really cared about his opinion and
how he felt about what he did. I would see
them pull up their pants before they got
near the porch he was sitting on. Some of
these boys didn’t have a real father in their
lives, their mothers didn’t care enough, or
the boys were just trying to survive. They
were too young to get real jobs when they
needed money, so they did what they could.
To them my dad was a cool, funny,
understanding, and compassionate
person. They respected him. Even boys
who weren’t his son called him “Pops.”

I am proud that he is someone I know, but
I don’t see him as my father, and I am his
biological daughter.
The way he is with those boys is the beauty
of who he is.
He is also a pretender, a prolific
prevaricator, a used-to-be-thug, and a
man in my life I ignore. What the boys
saw was a side of him they wanted to
believe because he molded the father they
wanted or needed. I couldn’t relate to his
exaggerated stories like they did. The side I
saw was not the one they glorified.
What I saw was him trying to make sure I
didn’t end up like him. But it didn’t make
sense because I am not aggressive and a
controlling son of all tricks. I didn’t live
in the housing development, so I couldn’t
relate to him saying, “I have become one of
those bricks.” That hard brick is who he was
and was always going to be. From my point
of view he is nothing but a man “trying” to
be a father.

He always tried to spend time with me,
and my mom backed up his efforts. She
told me to smile and be happy, but I wasn’t.
He took me to the movies once. That’s the
same day he and I got into an argument
about me living my life. I was 17, and he
was overly over-protective. He got angry
because I knew a boy in the movie theatre
and waved hi.
I even remember a time when he promised
me that he was going to buy me some new
Air Max and he never did. He didn’t have
success with me as my father because I saw
him as the devil’s partner.
A part of him is thrown away like one
trashes a pen that bursts its ink in a pocket.
The busted pen was when he hit my mom
because he thought she was cheating, when
he smacked me because he thought I was
creeping, and when he said I wasn’t his
daughter and I was only seven.
The final trashing for me was when he
would be a beast to his family but was
a beauty to boys he barely knew. I never
forgot what he did to me and my moms, and
so I never wanted to be bothered with him.
That good, funny, fat, smiling man whom
everyone else saw and believed in, that’s
the beauty of the beast who is my father.
I guess it’s true nothing is all bad or all
good. I recognize that even a beast has
its beauty.
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My Fight to Stop
Fighting
by: Juliana Ratliff

She was so precious: innocent, new, and beautiful in every way. She was
perfect too, except for one little detail. My cousin, Sydney Journé Johnson,
was born three months prematurely. By her being a premie, that meant
she had a few complications. But because I loved her and her existence so
much, I was willing, as was she I’m sure, to fight.
It was a wonderful thing when Sydney was
born. For 11 years, my aunt Aisha only had
one girl and two boys that followed; that
one girl, my cousin Gabby, and my aunt
really wanted another girl around. So when
Sydney was born, they were excited. I too
was excited about her arrival. I really don’t
know why I had such a strong connection
with Sydney, because I have a younger
sister and three female cousins also.
Whatever it was though, I was hooked. I
loved Sydney like she was my child too.
So it finally came! The moment the family
got to meet new little Sydney. Before we
went in though, the NICU nurse had to
warn us of what we were about to see. She
warned that Sydney was only as long as
a pen and was very skinny. She also was
hooked to many tubes and machines and
was very sensitive. Our aunt pitched in by
telling us that if Sydney lived, she wouldn’t
be like normal children. She’d have Down’s
syndrome and basically be paralyzed and
in a wheelchair her whole life. She might

stay on a breathing machine and, the
worst, have a shortened life span. Well I
didn’t care. All I wanted to do was see her,
love her, have her and bring her home. I
knew she’d be different, but that never
changed my love for her or my desire to
fight. I knew Sydney was a fighter, and as
long as she fought, I fought harder.
Well the days rolled by. I visited Syd every
day I could. About three surgeries had
taken place within one month on Syd, but
she kept on fighting. She was on and off
the machines, so I saw that as progress.
Also, she constantly removed her breathing
tubes on her own, and that made me feel
like she really was putting up a fight for her
life. “Can she come home now?”
“She’s not strong enough yet,” they
kept warning.
“Just hurry up and let her come home;
she’s fine,” I’d suggest.
“We’ll see,” was the reply I always got.
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I wanted her home so badly I argued my
aunts often that the doctors were liars, that
nothing was wrong with Syd, and she could
come home. My aunt sort of stayed pessimistic
though. “C’mon Syd, just take that breathing
tube out one more time; that’ll show em’ and
then you can come home!” I guess Syd heard
me, because she continued to fight and fight.
She fought for three months strong.
Well May 8, 2006 rolled around, and the
doctors were amazed. “She’s doing excellent!
So excellent, we’ll be sending her home in two
days. All we need is for mommy and daddy
to come stay at the hospital the weekend to
learn how to care for her, and she’ll be home.”
Excited, I couldn’t wait. All our fighting had
finally paid off. Well, I arrived at the hospital
on May 9 to some horrible news. “Julie, during
the night, Sydney caught pneumonia and
died.” My heart fell to the floor. “How?” I
wondered. I soon realized it was because she
couldn’t fight any more. And without the aid
of her tubes or medicine, it was a one premie
versus pneumonia fight. It was a fight that
was just too hard for her little body.
So as I cried, I was handed her little, lifeless
body into my arms. As I held her though, I
realized something…she looked beautiful.
No tubes, no surgery, no medicine, no pain.
She looked like she was happy now. It was at
that moment that I realized all the time I was
fighting, all God wanted me to do was stop.
Once I stopped fighting, I saw it was best for
her to go. Keeping her here in pain would’ve
been selfish. So when she let go and let God,
so did I, and the sight of her on her death day,
to see all of my fighting go to use so she didn’t
have to fight, still brings peace to my soul
today, almost three years later.
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MY BEST BIRTHDAY
by: Kirsten Theodore

July 10, 1995, my birthday. One of the most joyful days of my life. I was
having a party. I just made five, and I was too excited to be able to hold
up five fingers when someone asked how old I was. I had on my dark blue
party jumper, no shoes, and my hair was all over my head. Let’s get this
party started.

As the party was going on somebody
knocked on the door. I thought it was Santa
Claus because somebody told me that
Santa also delivers birthday presents. To
my surprise it wasn’t Santa. It was this tall,
ugly, black man, who had on a wrinkled
checker-board shirt and some dirty blue
jeans with some white shoes. He was
holding a card and a red bag.
Every one’s attention, especially mine,
was towards the door, especially mine
seeing as how it was my birthday and he
had a present.

For a good 17 seconds the whole room was
silent. The ugly man broke the silence and
said “happy birthday Kirsten.”
I’m looking at the man so confused and I
am thinking to myself, how does he know
my name. My sister said “get out now.” The
man just looked at her. She repeated herself
“get out.” The ugly man simply handed her
the card and the bag, and left.
After the ugly man left every one else
started to leave slowly but surely.
Although my party was short, I was
excited because I had a lot of presents, and
I wanted to open them.
Every one was now gone, and I had my
presents all to myself. I got everything
from a cabbage patch to a coloring book
and a lot more. The only present that was
left was the ugly man’s: a card and a bag.
Well since I couldn’t read I threw the card
to the side, and I opened the bag.
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Philosopher Stone
by: Maria Hernandez

My sophomore year at Doug I realized what the missing ingredient
to my philosopher stone was. It would be no simple task to attain it,
but in two short years it would be mine. Once I had my stone I could
transmute the scars from my past into the keys for a brand new future.
The only thing standing between me and my greatest accomplishment
was me. I hated school with a passion and would barely go. I refused to
be on time for a class. If the teacher complained too much, I would just
not show up for a week or maybe two. That all changed in one day. I
walked into a writing class that looked more like a special ed class. All
fifteen desks in the class were in a circle in the middle of the room. All I
could think of was “damn, they must really be crazy if they think I’ma
stay in here for a whole hour.” And yet fifteen minutes went by, and
still there I was. After about 30 minutes Rodneka read a piece about
the domino theory of violence. As she read, I wrote, and when I was
done writing, I put my pen down and was ready to leave. But, before I
could close my tablet, I was coaxed into reading my poetry out loud,
something I had never even considered. Yet, I read and was shocked
to know that everyone liked what I had written. Instead of getting
criticized, I was given pointers on how to better my writing.

That year I found peace going into Mr.
Randels’ and Kalamu’s class that I had
never known. Now I could put my pen to
paper and release all the pain and rage
that I always kept trapped inside me. I saw
a new positive potential in myself that I
had no idea was there—so different from
how I was used to unleashing what was
bothering me, using my hands when it
became too much to handle. It was they
who taught me how to use my favorite
tools in completely different ways but to
the same means. Now my hands weren’t
just blunt objects; they were true weapons
of mass destruction. I was finally on my
way. Sometimes struggling, but they were
always there to keep me on track like
Apollo pulling the sun high into the sky.
They showed me that I could warm my cold
dark world with my own light. Who would
have thought that my light would soon be
extinguished by a flood of rushing water
so strong that it not only snuffed me out, it
blasted me all the way to Tulsa, Oklahoma.
For years all I could do was try and reach
for that last ingredient to complete my
philosopher stone, but, no matter how
hard I tried, I always failed. I even bowed
my head and held my tongue when a
principal in Tulsa said he would make my
life a living hell at his school for fighting
one of his white students. I was quiet for
so long that I lost my pen and didn’t even
care enough to notice when or why. I was
so desperate to be heard but had no way
of expressing myself any more. The only
voice that I ever had dried up like ink on
paper the day I decided to exchange my
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pen for nothing. The anger and pain soon
returned, and I began to lash out again at
strangers and family alike. I lost myself
for three long years. I drank, smoked, and
partied every day. The sun would rise and
set, and I wouldn’t even acknowledge it.
Man, when I was sober, I hated the person
staring back at me from the world behind
the mirror, because in that reflection I saw
my alcoholic father looking back at me. I
found that I could lie to others with my
eyes, but I always saw the real me, the
true me drowning in a sea of bitterness.
As long as I was with the crowd, I could
pretend to be happy, and no one would
know any different.
It was like this new person had taken
root in me and was thriving so easily
that it took over in no time like a creeper
vine takes over a tree and suffocates it
by blocking out the sun. I even picked up
two new nick-names: La Mariposa, which
means “the butterfly,” because I was
quick to whip out my butterfly knife on
a rival gang member. The name became
notorious. I was someone to fear. My other
alias was La Diabla Boracha which roughly
translates to “The Drunk Devil Girl.” That
name came from my friends. They said you
could see the evil in my eyes when I drank,
and, even worse, that you could feel it
emanating from my body when I got mad.
This new disturbing person I became was
not even a dim bar room reflection of who I
was before the great storm of ’05. I suffered
immensely on the inside, mourning the
Maria that was, as Carlos Santana said,
“on the corner, thinking of ways to make it

better.” I would replay days, months, and
years over and over trying to figure out
what went wrong. How had I gone from
trying to get my chain-smoking mom to
quit smoking to actually sitting next to
her lighting a new ciggy from the ciggy
she was smoking? Still, I didn’t care to
stop myself or help myself until the day of
reckoning came.
That day a good five or six months ago, I
realized that I was no longer leading my
younger siblings in the right direction.
I used to wake them up early to make
sure they got to school on time. I even
began leading by example my senior year
at Douglass in ‘05, their freshmen year
there. I was on time for every class, and
miraculously I hadn’t missed a day yet. I
was working not double- but triple-time to
walk tall as long as I could remember into
my childhood. I did my best to lead them
and show them how to do things right, but
suddenly I became that bad influence kids
should be kept away from. They watched
me skip classes to go to parties. They saw
me drown my pain in a bottle of brandy,
and they looked on as I rolled the ‘gar and
smoked it till my nails burned. When did
this happen? When did I change from
pushing them in the right direction to
toting them into my world of demons and
addiction? I hated who I had transformed
into, but I did nothing to change it. The
dark side had seduced me a long time
ago, and even though I refused to accept
it—to this day I still refuse to accept it—I
was still enamored with that part of me
that causes pain to herself. I kept moving

further away from my true self and closer
to that wild animal on the edge of selfdestructing. I drink. I smoke. I fight. That’s
how I survived Katrina, but the question
is how will I survive myself? I’m slowly
killing myself. I party all night and race
cars drunk. I say I don’t wanna die, but it is
obvious that I don’t wanna live. All those
around me know what is going on, but they
make it a point not to mention it.
I cry in my sleep, whenever I do sleep, and
I wake up in the morning to a tear-stained
face and a cold, wet pillow. However, this is
not a cry for help. It is too late for that. This
is my suicide note. I just wanted everyone
to know who I had turned into. So now I
can leave this life behind for a better one.
And who knows—maybe my lost flock
will follow me this one last time. It took
me three years to find myself again. Now
that I am sober and clean, I can clearly
see when it all went bad. As I look back,
I know exactly where I lost sight of that
key ingredient I had been reaching for.
The last time I saw it was in one of those
fifteen desks arranged in a circle in a
special-ed looking class on the fourth floor
of Frederick A. Douglass High School. I am
now on a life or death mission to find it
among the wreckage Katrina left behind.
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“I Ain’t No Little
White Girl”
by: Rodneka Shelbia

“I ain’t no little white girl,” I thought to myself many days of January 2004,
even though a little white girl was all I wanted to be the days of my early
childhood years, because that’s what my mama called me. Not because I
was light-skinned, had light eyes, a white daddy, but because I had long,
bouncy straight hair.

I loved it when she called me her little
white girl, and that’s probably why I
always kept up my hair and never let it look
nappy. Then one day after getting perms
after perms, after rollers, curlers, and hot
irons, I decided to let my hair grow natural.
I knew it would probably be hard for me
socially to walk around my peers with
a bush or dreads or anything natural,
because that’s just not what my peers
were into, and just from observing their
conversations you would pick that up. You
would find a lot of them saying stuff like
“girl I need a perm” and “girl you need to
brush up them beebee’s.”
It never really crossed my mind that it
would be hard for me to walk around my
mother like that. I thought my mother
understood, until the day she was mad
enough to put me out when she asked,
“Rodneka when you gonna get a perm?”
and I replied “never.”

It was always hard for me to explain to my
mother why I made this decision, because
she always got upset before I could get
to explaining. She told me one time that
she kept our hair straight, because one
day when we were poor, somebody said
something like “look at Mary’s old nappyheaded children,” and she promised herself
she would never let her children walk
around looking nappy-headed. I tried to
share with her that I am a beautiful young
African American girl the way god made
me, and I don’t have to constantly change
myself to look like somebody else just to be
beautiful. But I don’t think she understood.
At school after a while some of my peers
started to accept me, and though they had
a whole lot of questions and suggestions,
I was happy with that. But of course there
were those who just couldn’t stand that
I chose naturally nappy hair over that
permed stuff. To them I tried to explain
the same as I did to my mother. “I ain’t no
little white girl, I’m beautiful and I’m black.
Naturally my hair is nappy, and that’s the
way I’ll wear it.”
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My First Tattoo
by: Shana O’Connor

In November, 2006, I chose to get my first tattoo. Though I knew that
my family wouldn’t necessarily approve of it, I knew it was something I
wanted to do. It was a fleur de lis, signifying the rebuilding of New Orleans
along with the new life I would begin to live when I graduate from high
school. It being in the center of my back symbolizes how much my city
means to me. However, the meaning of the fleur de lis has more depth
than what I thought.

After discussing this essay in Mr. Randels’
class and hearing Mr. Kalamu state that
the fleur de lis was used to brand slaves
and to torture enemies, I had to research
it more. This is when I found out that the
flower was French and was in fact used
to brand Spanish slaves. The first thought
to enter my head was, “I’m a slave to put
a flower that symbolizes something so
horrible on me.”
But after realizing that the tattoo
wouldn’t go away and having a long
conversation with my mother about
it, I came to a conclusion: My fleur de
lis has a special meaning to me. Part
of that meaning is the fact that it can’t
be researched, and no matter how hard
anyone tries, it can never be defined as I
define it. When I see it, I’m reminded of
the fun I had that day and the freedom
I felt just from getting ink into my skin.
When I see the symbol, I’m reminded of
the city that care seemed to forget, but
having it on me means I can’t ever over
look it or be ashamed of where I come
from. You see, New Orleans is the center
of my life right now. It’s what molded
me. So the Fleur de Lis may have signified
slavery, but in my eyes it’s the symbol
that has set me free.
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Just One of
Those Days
by: Shardae Womack

Excerpt from spring 2009 diary… Some spring days bloom beautiful
sunflowers, and other spring days are filled with showers …Wonder what
today gonna be like…

Me: (screaming) It was going good until my
clothes and flat iron disappeared
Him: Calm down! I thought you would
wake up late so I ironed your clothes and
hung them in the closet and your flat iron
is plugged up by the dresser in front the
mirror like you like it
Me: oh, well don’t be hollering at me… Ok
good day!
12:15 p.m.

6:00 a.m.

(text message from him) I hope your day is
going well, someone should…

Me: Turn off those bright lights

Knock, knock, knock (at the front door)

Him: I have to get ready for work

Me: Yes, how may I help you?

Me: Why you didn’t put your clothes in the
living room last night

UPS lady: I have a package for Shardae
Womack.

Him: My bad, I forgot I was gon’ sleep on
the sofa last night

Me: Oh, I can sign for it. Thanks.

Me: Whateva, just make sure you lock the
top and bottom lock when you leave
7:30 a.m.
(text message from him): Morning
Sweetness, I know you might be sleep but
I cooked breakfast because I know you
would be tired, it’s in the microwave hope
you have a wonderful and productive day!
9:00 a.m.
(Sigh) Where is my flat iron? Where are my
clothes?… Let me call him cuz he bout to
piss me off
Me: Helloooo
Him: Hey hun, how is your morning going?
Did you enjoy breakfast?

Now what kind of games he playing?…
Knock, knock, knock (at the front door)
Me: They better stop playing at this door.
Me: Yes?
Delivery Lady : I have a package for Shardae
Womack.
Me: Wow, they are beautiful! But are you
sure the name and address is right?
Delivery Lady: Yes ma’am.
Me: Ooookay, Thank you.
Me: I love Sunflowers, and these are just
gorgeous, I couldn’t… got damn it, who left
this box in the middle of the floor! Now my
toes gon be sore, that’s too stupid of him to
send stuff back to back.
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1:00 p.m.
(text message from him) Didn’t get a
response from lunch time, but I hope all is
well… Love, Love

Him: I know. I could see myself getting
used to this. I’m more relaxed and
comfortable than I ever been.
Me: It’s getting late. I should go home.

(My Reply) You ain’t get no response becuz I
hit my damn foot on this big box you sent…

Him: Why don’t you just stay? The food is
almost done.

5:30 p.m.

Me: Naaah. I think I should leave now…

Him: (whispering) Shardae… Shardae…
Shardae
Me: What is wrong with you?
Him: Nothing I was just telling you that
I’m home.
Me: Okay, I know now… Where you going?
Him: I thought you wanted to finish
sleeping.
Me: Too late, I’m woke now.
Him: Ooooookay, you look like you’ve had
a long day.
Me: I did! And what’s that supposed to
mean? My foot is killing me!
Him: Let me make it better for you.
Me: That’s the least you can do since you’re
the cause of the pain.
7:00 p.m.
Me: This breeze feels soooo good
Him: I know. I didn’t even want a balcony
at first but…
Me: But that’s why you have me to make
these kind of decisions.

Me: Ok. Keys! This big box for some damn
keys! Where the gift?
Him: They are the gift! That’s not just
any set of damn keys! The black one is for
my apartment, the blue one is for my car
and the red one is for the lock that hangs
around my neck.

Me: Damn it, can you put the damn box up?
That’s the second time I hit my foot today.

Me: Now why you walking around with a
lock hanging from your neck? People gon’
think you crazy.

Him: But you didn’t open it.

Him: Shardae… Shardae… Shardae

Me: That’s because it’s dangerous and keeps
pissing me off. Good Day!

Me: Okay! Why you getting all emotional?
Ok, thank you, thank you, thank you. Now
stop acting all mushy… I’ll see you later,
Good day!

9:00 p.m.
Knock, knock, knock
Me: Who knocking on my door this late…?
Me: Who is it?
Him: Ms. Womack I have been trying to
give you something, and you refuse to
accept it.
Me: This better be good!
Now, what you talking bout?
Him: I’m talking about this!
Me: Mannnnnnn, I told you I didn’t want
that box.
Him: Stop playing and just open it.
Me: Lawd, close my door. You letting
mosquitoes in here.
Him: Stop procrastinating!

Him: Wait, I forgot one thing.
Me: What?
Him: The red key wasn’t for you! I made
a mistake.
Me: I was thinking the same thing!
Good Night!
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My Cave Experience
by: Veronique Dorsey

I must say this is a very hard topic to me, but I feel like I have to write
about it to release myself from this cave I have been living in. This is my
very first time writing about this battle within myself, that blew up to
become so much more, but now after writing this and coming to terms
with myself, it can be called a cave experience. All my life that I can
remember my mom would try to dress me up in ruffles all cute and stuff,
but inside I been hard and rough like a boy almost. I grew up watching
Nickelodeon, and around the 2nd grade I began to have this weird crush
on Meagan Good when she played on Cousin Skeeter. As I look back, I
can see that I was young, but already showing signs of the battle with my
sexuality that was about to come.
Now my whole family is that church-going,
every-word-in-The-Bible is-true type. My
mom always had gay male friends as long
as I can remember. I would call them all my
uncle; and they all were like a part of my
family. Their lives were usually topics of
discussion among my family, and it wasn’t
kept a secret from me that my “uncles”
dated other men. As a matter of fact “Uncle
Jude and Uncle Arnold” was a couple
who attended most to all of my family
functions, and their break-up almost tore
my family apart. “Uncle Donnie” lived in
my home my whole life until Katrina hit.
He ultimately came and met us in Houston
after the storm, stayed there and recently
moved back home. I usually see him about
once a month.

These gay men were a part of my family
but friends of my mom. My dad always
says he only tolerates them because of my
mom. He says they cool, but in his words,
“He don’t fuck with no punks.” He better
tolerate them. They gave my mom the best
baby shower and bought most of the things
she needed for me, the incoming baby. My
grandmother told me when I was born my
dad told my mom he didn’t want no punks
kissing his baby. As I grew up he taught me
that they were cool and all, and I should
respect them because they were adults, but
the way they were living was wrong.
The crush on Meagan Good grew as I grew,
and the question of my sexuality continued
to rise. As I got to fifth and sixth grade and
my classmates began to date I stuck to
myself, known as the chick always fresh
with the throwback jerseys, dickie fits,
and fitted caps. Hey it was the style back
then, and I made it my style. Boys would
approach me, but I really wasn’t into that. I
knew I wasn’t attracted to boys, but society
and my dad taught me homosexuality was
wrong and I shouldn’t date chicks or I was
going to hell.
When middle school came, I began to
have a serious identity problem. 7th and
8th grade those questions began to be
thrown at me: Are you a tomboy? Are
you gay? I would simply reply no or walk
away without giving a response, because I
knew in my heart I liked girls, but if I said
this how would I be seen or treated. My
8th grade year this whole gay explosion
at my school happened. Dozens of people
came out, and everybody just knew I was
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next. To throw them off, I began to diss my
jerseys and dickie fits for polos and tight
jeans and to top it off, I got a boyfriend.
My mom told me she wasn’t allowing me
to dress like a boy any longer, and I wasn’t
coming to 35 looking like that with her.
Kennan, my boyfriend, all the girls thought
he was so cute. A cute teddy bear they
would call him. I made him my boyfriend
to get people off my back, but he was really
just a cool dude I talked to about anything.
I think we hugged like once, never kissed,
and definitely never had sex. I wasn’t into
that, and I think he knew that.

counseling and did she raise me wrong. I
assured her I was ok. I had a 4.0 GPA, due to
her guidance I was an exceptional musician
going places. So obviously she raised me right.
I just like girls. My mom’s and my relationship
has never been the same since. We used to be
so close and talk about anything. She told me
she didn’t want to hear about that gay shit,
so we spend time together but are distant
and not as close as we used to be. I refuse to
tell my dad. I know how he is with gay issues.
I don’t want to hear his you’re going to hell
sermon. He probably thinks I am, but he just
going to continue to think whatever.

Kennan and I, I guess broke up when I
got to 35. People told me not to come to 35,
because 35 had a lot of lesbians, and I would
get turned out. I ignored them, and I knew
in my mind that it wasn’t hard to turn me
out; I was nothing to turn out. I was gay.

I came to the conclusion I am a God-fearing
person. I worship him and serve him. I feel
no one can judge me, because everyone has
faults and has something to answer for on
Judgment Day. I’m trying to do everything I
can to make sure I live eternally in heaven.
God loves me and knows my heart. I am not
begging for anyone’s love or acceptance. I
would appreciate it, but I won’t die without
it because I know God loves me because he
continues to bless me. I used to think the
way I’m living is wrong, but companionship
with a woman is what makes me happy. My
girlfriend is my love, my joy, my all, and she
keeps me going just with her encouraging
smile. I’ve always imagined my life spending
my days with a woman as my lover, which I
know will happen. I know that the way I’m
living makes me happy. It’s me, and I have to
be true to myself to live my life to the fullest.
Hate it or love it this is me and it’s what
makes me happy, and at the end of the day I
have no regrets.

Katrina hit, and I began dressing like a boy
again. My mom didn’t seem to care. I was
wearing men polos and nice men jeans
like I do now. My mom just said I have
expensive taste.
As my 10th grade year began and I was 16
I realized I didn’t need to hide anymore,
that I needed to stop living a life of lies and
just be real with myself and everybody
else. Girls began to show more interest in
me, so I decided I needed to tell my close
friends I was gay. They all accepted me
and said they already thought so and
were glad I was accepting myself. My
mom was a different story. The same mom
who surrounded herself with gay friends
cried her eyes out, asked me did I need
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I Understand What
It Means To Laugh

My womb bears a child. A little baby girl. I
have so much, yet not enough to give her. I
don’t mean to contradict myself, but that’s
my situation. My love runs deeper than an
ocean. I love her unconditionally, but she
can’t eat love.

Excitement fills me as I see the artificially flavored candies that I enjoyed
as a kid. Immediately I point to them and pay the fifty cents. I get on
the phone and call my older sister and let her know of my discovery. She
laughs, and we spend almost an hour reminiscing on the past.

I am not wealthy or comfortable. I’m poor.
When I express these feelings to people who
know me, they ask me why I didn’t have an
abortion. I can’t say it’s a sin, because if I
was so worried about sinning I wouldn’t be
in this predicament to begin with.

by: Vinnessia Shelbia

We laugh at the things that weren’t so
funny when they first happened. But
that’s the funny thing about time: it has
the ability to heal deep wounds. After we
hang up I eat one of each flavor. The grape,
peach and green apple take me down
memory lane. The candy is so sweet that
it brings tears to my eyes. Well, not the
candy but those sweet memories.
I think of my cousins and long for that
closeness that we once shared. I miss our
adventures. I miss the days that we would
spend hours rehearsing Destiny’s Child
songs. Then I think of their mother, my
favorite auntie whose personality was
just like winter, summer, spring, and fall
all in one. You never knew what to expect.
But unlike the seasons, she won’t be
coming back.
Suddenly the candies don’t taste the same.
They are not as good as I remembered.
I wonder why is this. Is it that my taste
buds have matured? I don’t know. I throw
the candy to the side just as I have done
other childhood things.

I think about my upcoming. I think of the
many hungry nights and days when there
was only string beans to eat. I think of the
times I carried candles to the bathroom
in order to see because the electricity was
cut off. I think of all the school years that
I started late because my mother couldn’t
afford school clothes. I think of my povertyfilled life, and I ask myself a question. Do I
wish that I had been aborted? After all that
struggling and still struggling my answer
is no.
But how will you take care of a child, work,
and go to school? This is the question that
I ask myself as I lay on the gynecologist
table, my legs spread like the hands of a
clock. I look at the nurse and whisper, is he
almost done?
She shakes her head, yes.
The doctor gets up and says, get dressed. I
felt like a cheap thrill or something of that
nature. He walks out and so does the nurse.
My throat is so dry, and my eyes are just
the opposite. I try to stand, but standing
brings about pain from the procedure.
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I don’t remember walking down steps,
only the ride home. I remember the look
of relief on his face. Blankety-blank asked
me if I was hungry. It was made plain that
he simply didn’t understand and didn’t
care. That day I missed school. I lay in the
bed curled up like a Shirley Temple curl,
wishing and regretting. I was wishing that
the next day would come so that the 3-day
funeral would be over.
It’s a 3-day process, you know. The first day
you are “counseled” and the procedure is
explained. The second day the first step of
the procedure is done. The doctor inserts
an object in you, and it’s supposed to kill
the baby. The third day the procedure
is completed: they suck the dead baby
from your body. I had one more day left. I
regretted the fact that I had been selfish
and put myself before the person who was
dying in my uterus.
The next morning came earlier than usual.
I called Blankety-blank to come and get
me. He didn’t answer. I thought surely
something must have happened to him
because he was so anxious for me to have
the abortion. I called and called, but I only
reached a recording. Unlike the flavor
of those candies, this was real and not
artificial. I was bleeding and scared. I went
to the free hospital, the same place I found
out I was pregnant.
After hours and hours of waiting, I’m given
a room. The doctor walks in, I explain very
truthfully what is going on. He rolls the
ultrasound machine in, and I see that little
ball had grown little limbs. My body felt
light, as if weight had been lifted off me.

The arms and legs moved, and I tried to
control my smile.
Was I supposed to be happy? I don’t know,
but I was very happy. Up until then I didn’t
consider my baby a person, but when I saw
the legs move, I realized that I wanted only
to protect and make sure this little person
never hurts.
The doctor told me that a much more
detailed ultra sound needed to be done.
He told me that by law they have to do
everything in their power to save the baby,
but I could always refuse service. I said, OK,
and then he left the room.
My phone rang, and I answered it. A heavy,
sleepy voice asked, did you call?
Yeah, why you didn’t answer your phone?
I was sleep.
Well you know the baby still alive.
What, what, I mean how?
I guess my words hit him in the face like
water because he was now fully awake.
I explained to him how. I told Blanketyblank it was because he had never
brought me back to the clinic for the
final procedure.
He thought it was a 2-day thing, not a
3-day thing.
He asked if I could still go. I said, yeah,
but I won’t be going.
What you mean?
I’m not going.
Yes, you is going.

I laughed. I understood what it meant
to laugh when you really want to cry. I
wanted to cry about what was happening
today, but I was too excited about what
was coming tomorrow.
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after words
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Understanding
“Ways of Laughing”
by: Kalamu ya Salaam

I have been writing professionally since 1968 when I joined The Free
Southern Theatre. Over the years while continuing to write in all
genres, including award-winning radio production work, I was always a
community activist and organizer around social issues. Today, in addition
to moderating e-drum, a listserv for black writers, and Breath of Life, a
music blog, I am the co-director of Students at the Center (SAC), a writing
program that works in New Orleans public high schools.

I am in the classroom daily, interacting
with, teaching and encouraging high
school students. This collection grew out
of my work with students at three specific
schools. Frederick Douglass, which had the
dubious distinction of being academically
ranked as the worst high school in the
state, was our home base prior to Katrina.
McDonogh #35, which is where SAC
was founded in 1996, was the first postReconstruction high school open to Blacks
in New Orleans in 1917. Eleanor McMain
Secondary School, which we went to after
Katrina, is considered one of the best public
high schools in New Orleans.
Although there are differences in the
composition of the student body at each
school, there is also a surprising amount
of overlap in the social background of the
students. After Katrina the differences
between the schools were both sharpened
and rendered moot. McMain and
McDonogh #35 are both trying hard to
live up to their reputations for academic
excellence while working with a less
selective student body. Traditionally, both
of these schools had high admissions
standards, but post-Katrina they are
no longer the first schools of choice for
academically advanced Black students.
At the same time Douglass is on the
verge of being closed essentially because
the Recovery School District, which had
taken over running the school, could not
effectively administrate and educate.
Because of strong differences with the
Recovery School District administration
at Douglass, SAC is no longer teaching
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there—the principal refused to allow us to
conduct an Advanced Placement English
class because he didn’t think Douglass
students were capable of that level of work.
This principal was a post-Katrina import
from Georgia. He had no confidence in
the students. The school atmosphere
continued to deteriorate. The last we heard
the plan was to turn over to KIPP what was
once a neighborhood school with a long
and storied history in New Orleans. In a
nutshell that’s the unfortunate story of
public education in New Orleans—those
who need education the most are receiving
the least. The prevailing power-brokers
have virtually given up on offering a
quality education to all students.
The alleged success story of the charter
movement notwithstanding, the hard fact
is that impoverished Black students are
neglected, mis-educated, and far too often
shunned off into incarceration rather than
provided quality education.

HOW WE DO
SAC does not romanticize poverty.
We know first hand how difficult
it is to teach students who have
been systematically denied quality
education, students who also
have serious social and economic
issues to deal with outside of the
school setting. At Douglass 20%
of the student body was classified
as “special ed.” One out of every
five students had a serious
learning disability that had been
identified—and that doesn’t even
address the needs of those who
have not been diagnosed.
Regardless of status, we knew our
students were able to learn and develop.
We recruited and trained SAC students
to help their peers. We started with oral
intensive methodologies and then moved
to writing-focused lessons. Lesson prompts
and assignments were based on student
experiences rather than the examples of
the state-mandated texts, even though the
mandated texts were used.
For example, when we teach Gilgamesh, we
emphasize the process of becoming human
by interacting with another human and
ask the students to talk and write about
times when they became human through
their relations with someone. When we

teach Beowulf the question is: what’s worth
fighting about and the prompt is discuss
a time when you stood up and fought for
something. Student life experiences become
the platform for appreciating texts that are
outside the student experience.
The essays in this collection did not just fall
from the sky. The student writers didn’t
just happen to think about these issues.
They were encouraged to examine their
lives and to express themselves howsoever
they thought appropriate—we set no limits
or boundaries. But more important than
individual freedom is the development of
community in the classroom.
The key to achieving a high level of
personal expression is creating a classroom
environment of mutual respect and support.
To share one’s deepest feelings and complex
personal experiences in a public space is
not easy. We as teachers write and express
ourselves, participating as part of the class
rather than positioning ourselves above the
students. In our “Story Circles” we share our
experiences. We write personal essays and
take the advanced placement pre-tests. We
also encourage people to embrace rather
than judge each other; to discuss how the
ideas were written rather than whether we
agree or disagree with the ideas. The idea is
to improve our communications skills and
not to correct or reject the individual who is
expressing an experience or emotion.
In this way our classroom becomes a
sanctuary where one can find an opportunity
to release. The essays included here are but a
few examples of the depth of work produced
in SAC classes.
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THE ESSAYS

THE PHOTOGRAPHS

The idea for this book originated
in a class at Douglass. Inspired
by my students I wrote the poem
that gave title to this collection.
That was back in 2006, right
after Katrina.

Back in 1959 when I entered high
school is when I first fell hard in
love with art. The object of my
affection was photography. I’m still
in love. Since seventh grade I have
owned a camera. My industrial
arts teacher, Mr. Conrad, initiated
me into all aspects of photography.
From taking pictures with available
light to intensive darkroom work,
I enjoyed it all. At Rivers Frederick
Junior High School my nickname
became “the picture man.”

The oldest essay in this collection is by
Rodneka Shelbia. “I Ain’t No Little White
Girl” is from the pre-Katrina days at
Douglass. The most recent essays are by
Dominique Townsend, Gabrielle (bka Gabe)
Turner, Shardae Womack and Vennessia
(bka Neenay) Shelbia. Except for Neenay,
their essays were written and shared in our
2009 summer workshops. Neenay wrote
her essay as the result of a prompt from me.
I specifically wanted to cover a wide range
of experiences written at varying levels of
complexity and literary expertise.

Half a century later I use and teach
digital photography and video
cinematography as part of SAC. Three
of my students have majored in film in
college following their SAC experiences.
Alex, whose essay leads of this collection,
is a professional photographer as well as
a film major in college.
The first goal in using digital photography
in the classroom was simply to illustrate
how beautiful the students are—I wanted
them to see themselves as beautiful
regardless of how society viewed them
and regardless even of how they may have
viewed themselves as a result of media
socialization. The second goal became to
help them become producers of their stories
and images rather than just consumers of
someone else’s version and vision of

who they were. Digital photography was
an affordable and accessible way for me to
work on complex goals.
The transition to digital has its challenges.
Auto-focus, point-and-shoot digital
cameras are easy to use but limited in their
flexibility. I don’t use a flash and I’m severely
myopic. Although I have trouble focusing,
my old eyes are often better than the results
I get with auto-focus, which means that I
have to struggle to get the camera to record
what I see.
I try to convey the personalities of
the subjects and not simply take an
exact reproduction. In presenting their
personalities, I like working with strong
contrasts of dark and light, negative space
and dominant subject focus, plus using
the eyes or mouth as the focal point of
the portrait. Lastly, I try to compose in the
viewfinder—all of these shots are full frame,
no cropping to achieve dramatic impact; get
it right when you initially shoot it and you
won’t have to crop it afterwards.
The issues of depth of field and capturing
detail in high contrast situations are matters
that are actually secondary. They are just
technical questions and not content issues.
In much the same way we teach writing—
technique is important but in the final
analysis, content is always the key issue.
Of course it helps when one knows the
person one is photographing. Also important
is that the subjects trust the photographer
and are willing to let their emotions show.
My goal is to present photographs that are as
strong as the content of the writing.
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THE BOOK IS DEAD.
VIVA THE BOOK!
Finally, there is a larger context
which is not obvious. In the first
decade of the 21st century book
publishing has gone through a
major transformation. Indeed,
some argue that the book is dead.
The truth is far more complex.
More books than ever are being
published but the computer and
other aspects of digital technology
have completely changed the
publishing game. Today, anyone
can publish a book and, at the
same time, traditional book
publishers are finding it near
impossible to make money the
way they formerly did.
I believe the book will become an art
object rather than the universal media
for the dissemination of information and
entertainment—that function is now
dominated by video and the internet. Even
as we at SAC make a greater use of digital
technology we are also publishing more
and in higher quality formats than we
ever have. From our perspective, digital
technology is not destroying print. For
SAC, digital technology is expanding our

publishing possibilities. We could not have
afforded to produce this book six or seven
years ago. Today the technology makes
high quality publishing both accessible
and affordable.
We at SAC embrace digital technology
rather than being rebuffed by it. We use
digital technology rather than being afraid
of it and allowing others to use it on us.
We strive to create our future and not
just react to the future that someone else
creates. Only when we are able to produce
what we need to live can we say that
we are liberated. Only when we master
technology can we stop being mastered
by those who use technology against us.
Reactionaries simply live in the future
someone else creates—revolutionaries
create their own future.
We know nothing is absolute. We know
there is always room for improvement,
always more that needs to be done.
Perfection is not our goal. Perfection
is impossible. Full participation in the
material and social production process is
our goal. We all can be doers and decision
makers. This book is a concrete example of
our struggles to create a better and more
beautiful world.
Ways of Laughing is available in two
forms. In the traditional hardcover book
format we are using this book as an SAC
fundraiser. People who want to support our
work can do so by buying this art object. In
the new media format we are making the
contents of this book universally available
on the web as a free e-book download.

In other words, you can buy the book to
support SAC and you can read and/or
download the book for free to share in the
experiences of SAC students.
Welcome to the future.
—Kalamu ya Salaam
New Orleans – August 2009
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Students at the Center (SAC) is an independent program that
since 1996 has worked within public schools in New Orleans.
The students of SAC participate through English and elective
writing and social studies classes in their schools. We teach
both regular and advanced core curriculum classes that are
open to all students. In addition to the daily classes, since
Hurricane Katrina, SAC graduates have worked as key staff
members, serving as resource teachers in public school
classrooms, organizers for youth involvement, and producers
of youth media.

For more information on Students at the Center visit the following
web sites or contact Jim Randels at jimrandelssac@earthlink.net
http://www.sacnola.com/waysoflaughing/
http://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/nola_voices/

