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A Note on This First Edition
Foster Boy is my first published memoir, told in my own voice and drawn from my memories, experiences, and reflections.
This first edition represents the beginning of a larger body of work. I've chosen to share my story in its current form because I believe its value lies not only in literary perfection, but in the honesty of the experiences behind it.
As my work continues to develop, future editions may include additional memories, historical context, and editorial refinements.
For now, this is my story as I remember it, in the words I've chosen to share.
— Aaron Scott
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7 YEARS OLD 
1
As far as I can remember, when I was growing up, everything was just good. Everything felt like family. Everything was peaceful. Every morning seemed like a good day, like there weren't no bad days. I don't remember ever waking up to a bad day.
Bad days only happened at night.
Toward the end of the day, when everybody was falling asleep or had already gone to bed, things could change. We'd get woken up by some kind of disruption, or my dad would come in yelling about something, and before I could even figure out what was happening, somebody would be moving me out of the way. My big sisters, Antonia and Sean, automatically protected me. Anytime something happened, before I could even notice what was going on, they'd pretty much escort me straight to my room. They didn't wait for me to understand what was happening. They just got me out of there before I could see it.
And I hated that. I always wanted to see what was going on. Like, what's going on? What happened? Why everybody moving around like this? You know what I'm saying? I wasn't satisfied with somebody deciding I didn't need to know something. I wanted to see for myself. But my sisters weren't concerned about explaining anything to me. They were concerned about protecting me, and whether I appreciated it or not, that's what they did.
The strange thing is, I could go to sleep with all that disruption happening around me and still wake up feeling like everything was good. Whatever happened at night didn't seem to take away the peace I felt in the mornings. When I think about those early days, before foster care, before I was being moved from one house to another, I remember how comfortable I felt being around my family. I didn't have to understand everything that was happening in the house to know I was loved.
And if I had to tell you what those mornings were like, the first thing I'd tell you about is the pancakes.
I don't know if we actually made pancakes as often as I remember, or if I just loved pancakes so much that the smell stayed with me. Maybe we cooked them all the time. Maybe that's just what I remember because I loved them so much. I can't tell you for sure. But I know one thing: when I woke up and smelled pancakes, I was happy automatically. I didn't have to know what was going on that day or what anybody had planned. That smell alone was enough to put me in a good mood.
By the time I woke up, everybody was usually already doing something. My sisters would be cleaning or washing dishes, my mama would be somewhere in the house, and everybody seemed to have responsibilities except me. They let me sleep. They protected me and let me rest because I was the youngest, and I didn't have much of anything I was responsible for. I felt spoiled, even living in one of the worst neighborhoods you could think of. I still felt spoiled. That's how good my family made me feel.
I think about that now because it's the same way I treat my stepson. Sometimes I see him sleeping, and I don't want anybody waking him up too early. I don't want him being bothered for no reason or having to deal with things he doesn't need to deal with yet. Let him sleep. Give him some grace. That's how I look at it, because I remember what that felt like. I remember being the little boy everybody let sleep while the rest of the house was already up doing whatever needed to be done.
And when I finally came out of my room, I'd usually find my sisters doing something around the house. One of them might be washing dishes, another cleaning something, and they'd look over at me and say, "Hey, Aaron."
Sometimes I wouldn't even say anything back. I'd just stand there trying to look cute.
Now, I was already cute. I knew that much. But I had this little thing I used to do where I'd poke my belly out on purpose. I was a little chubby already, but I'd stick my stomach out even farther because one time my mama had looked at me and said, "You're so cute. Look at your little belly," and rubbed it. That was all it took. After that, I figured everybody needed to see my belly. I'd come into the kitchen, stand where somebody could notice me, and poke it out like I was showing them something special. I didn't even have to say nothing. I'd just wait until somebody acknowledged me.
And once one of my sisters finally did, I'd start getting on their nerves. I might punch one of them in the leg, interrupt whatever she was doing, or just find some way to distract her from finishing her work. I don't even remember exactly what all I used to do. I just know I was always doing something. They'd be trying to wash dishes or clean up, and here I come, bothering somebody, trying to get the day started. Eventually they'd get tired of me and shoo me away, or somebody would start yelling, and that was usually how I'd figure out where my mama was.
I'd hear her voice somewhere in the house and go looking for her.
Most of the time, she was on the couch.
That's how I remember my mama during those years. She always seemed tired, like she was drained from whatever had happened the night before. I don't know if she was sick a lot or what. At the time, I just assumed she was sick, or maybe she worked really hard. Before I went into foster care, I never really understood how hard my mama worked. I didn't recognize it for what it was. It wasn't until I got into foster care that I realized how incredibly hard she actually did work, and then I started understanding why she might've been so tired all the time.
But when I was little, I wasn't thinking about none of that. I wasn't trying to figure out why she was on the couch or what she had been through the night before. I just wanted my mama to hold me.
That's it.
I wanted her to hug me. I wanted to lay up under her and feel protected. I felt like my mama could protect me from anybody, even my mean, crazy dad when he was at his worst. My dad was strong. He could be vicious. He was in the streets, and I knew enough about him to know he wasn't somebody people just played with. But somehow, I still believed my mama had a secret power that was stronger than anything he could do.
I didn't know what she had planned. I didn't know if she was going to pull out a bottle and crack somebody upside the head with it or what. I just knew she wasn't going to let nobody hurt me. That's how she made me feel. Whatever happened, whatever anybody tried to do, I believed my mama was going to find a way to protect me.
So naturally, I tried to stay up under her for as long as possible, especially if I thought I might've done something wrong. Chances were, my dad was going to find out sooner or later, and when he did, he might come looking for me. Being next to my mama seemed like the safest place I could be. But it wasn't just about hiding from my dad. When I got close to her, my whole body felt different. I could be on the hardest couch in the world, and somehow I'd find the softest position on that couch and just sink into her. I don't know how to explain that feeling except to say it was probably one of the most comfortable feelings I've ever known. It wasn't about the furniture. We could've been sitting on anything. Once I was laying up under my mama, I felt good.
And I'd talk to her. I don't even know what I was talking about half the time, but she'd communicate with me. She'd listen. That's something I appreciate differently now that I'm an adult, because I know how kids can be. I love kids, and I don't mind talking to them. I'll sit there and have a conversation with a child for a while, but eventually you realize they ain't really talking about nothing. They just talking. Meanwhile, you're grown, you got all kinds of things on your mind, and after a while, you start thinking, Man, go find something to do. It's not that you don't love them. You just got adult things to think about.
But I don't remember my mama ever making me feel like I was inconveniencing her by talking. She didn't tell me to go find something to do just because she was tired of listening. She let me lay there, and she talked to me like what I had to say mattered.
The only time I remember having to get up and find something to do was when my dad said it. He'd come around and tell me to go find something to do, and I'd listen, even when I didn't want to. I didn't want my mama having to defend me against him unless it really came down to that. See, I knew she had my back, but I wanted her to know I had hers too. I didn't want to bring no unnecessary trouble her way, because I knew she didn't want no trouble for me.
So if my dad told me to move, I'd be sweet about it. I'd say, "Okay," and go somewhere else. I might not have had anything to do, and I might've wanted to stay right there next to her, but I didn't want to be the reason she had to get into something with him. That was how I understood our relationship. We protected each other. She might not have known I was thinking about it like that, but I was.
And once my dad told me to go find something to do, I'd go back to my room and start looking around for whatever toys I could find. Half of them were broken, some had been given to me, and some had come from other kids. I'd try to match different pieces together, see what went with what, and figure out some way to entertain myself.
Sometimes I'd find something worth playing with.
Other times, I'd find a reason to get somebody else involved.
And one time, all I had was part of a Nintendo 64 and a big brother I wanted to spend time with.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 2
My Brother's Little Nigga
 
I didn't have much to do when my dad sent me to my room. I'd look around at whatever toys I had, trying to match different pieces together and figure out what I could make work. Half my toys were stolen from other kids, given to me by somebody, or already broken by the time I got them. I didn't have a whole bunch of brand-new stuff, but I wasn't sitting around complaining about it either. I'd find something, put it with something else, and see what I could come up with. Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn't. But when you're little and you've got nothing but time, you can make just about anything interesting.
I remember one time I had a Nintendo 64. Well, I had part of a Nintendo 64. I had the actual gray console, a few cords, and no controllers. I don't even know where we got the thing from. It was sitting down in the basement, in a tote, with other stuff piled on top of it. I think it was probably waiting to be thrown away. But I figured if I had all the attachments, it might actually work. So as far as I was concerned, I had a Nintendo 64. It wasn't a complete lie. I just didn't have everything that went with it.
Now, my big brother was somebody I wanted to spend time with. I wanted him to like me so bad. He was older, had his own things going on, and didn't really spend much time with me like that. I was the little brother, the one always trying to get somebody's attention, and I wanted him to see me as somebody worth hanging around. So I started telling him I had a Nintendo 64. I knew that would get his attention if I could make him believe me.
Back then, having a Nintendo 64 was a big deal. That was like somebody telling you they had a brand-new PlayStation 5 the day it came out. That's what it felt like to me. So when I told my brother I had one, he wasn't buying it.
"You got a Nintendo 64?"
"Yeah, I got one. I got one. I swear I got one."
"Don't be lying."
"I'm not lying! I'm not lying!"
But he didn't believe me. I mean, who was I? I was his little brother. Why would I have something like that? The first two or three times I told him, I couldn't get him interested enough to come look. He thought I was lying, and he'd go about his business. But I kept telling him because I figured sooner or later he was going to get curious.
"Man, trust me. Trust me, man. I got one."
I even made up a whole story about where I kept it. I told him it was hidden down in the basement, in a tote, because I didn't want anybody taking it from me. That's why nobody had seen it. I had an explanation for everything. I knew how to make the story sound good enough that he might believe me, and I kept at it until he finally agreed to come downstairs.
The whole time, what I really wanted wasn't even to play the Nintendo. I wanted some time with my brother. That's what I was trying to get. If I could convince him to come look at something I had, then at least we'd be doing something together. He'd be paying attention to me, talking to me, asking me questions. I didn't care whether we actually got the game working. I just wanted him to come with me.
And once I finally got him to agree, I wasn't in any hurry to get to the basement.
I knew he was busy. He had a whole bunch of things going on, and I didn't know when I'd get another chance to spend time with him. So I started moving slowly down the stairs, asking him different questions about what he did during the day. I wanted to hear what he had to say. I wanted him to tell me about himself. But I was also trying to make that walk last as long as possible.
"Come on, man," he'd say, pushing me along, trying to make me move faster.
But I'm taking my time.
He's trying to get downstairs to see a Nintendo 64, and I'm trying to get as much time with my big brother as I can before he figures out what I actually have. I knew once we got down there, he was going to start asking about controllers and cords, and sooner or later he'd realize we couldn't play it. So I wasn't about to rush through the one part of the whole situation where I had his undivided attention.
Eventually, we got to the basement.
"Where it's at?"
"It's down here."
I went over to the tote and started moving things around, taking stuff off the top of the console. I remember pulling out that gray Nintendo 64, the one that probably should've been thrown away, and showing it to him.
And he was surprised.
"Oh, man, you do got one. My little nigga didn't lie."
Man, there wasn't no better feeling than that.
He called me his little nigga. That's what I remember more than anything else about that Nintendo. Not the game itself, not whether we ever got it working, but the way my brother acknowledged me when he saw it. To me, being his little nigga meant something. It meant I was somebody he could depend on, somebody he was going to ride with. I was his little brother, and hearing him say that made me feel like I belonged with him in a way I'd been wanting to feel.
I'm standing there like, "Yeah! I told you! I told you!"
I'm proud of myself. I finally got him to believe me, and now he's looking at me like I actually came through on something. For those few seconds, everything was going exactly how I wanted.
Then he asked the question I knew was coming.
"Where the controller at?"
Now I had to figure something out.
"Oh, let me see."
I started digging through the cords, picking up different ones that looked like they might belong to a Nintendo. I'd grab one, and he'd snatch it out, look at it, and realize it wasn't the right one. Then I'd grab another. That wasn't right either. We had cords, but not the ones we needed. I was trying to find something that would make the system work, even though I already knew we didn't have everything that belonged to it.
And that was pretty much the situation. I had gotten him downstairs, proved I wasn't completely lying, and now we were standing there trying to figure out what went where. I don't remember us ever getting the Nintendo working. I don't even remember what happened to it afterward.
What I remember is my brother.
I remember how hard I worked to convince him to come downstairs. I remember taking my time on those steps because I didn't want the moment to end. And I remember how good it felt when he saw that Nintendo and called me his little nigga.
I wanted him to like me. I wanted him to spend time with me. I wanted to be somebody he could count on, somebody he was proud to claim as his little brother. And for that little bit of time in the basement, I felt like I had accomplished something.
We never even got to play the damn game.
But I got what I went down there for.
 
THE NARRATIVE: PART 3
The Scars I Wanted
After that, I'd go back to doing what I normally did around the house. Looking for toys, trying to match different pieces together, finding something to keep myself occupied until somebody had time for me. Sometimes I'd get tired of all that and go stand by the window. I liked looking outside, watching the neighborhood and seeing what everybody was doing. I wasn't allowed to go outside very much, and that always bothered me because I wanted to know why. What was so dangerous out there? What was happening on the other side of that window that made everybody so determined to keep me inside?
Growing up around 69th and Emerald on the South Side of Chicago, I knew we weren't living in what people considered a good neighborhood. But when you're little, you don't necessarily understand what makes a neighborhood dangerous. You just know what the adults tell you, and then you try to figure out the rest for yourself. I'd stand there watching people walk down the street, paying attention to what they were wearing, how they carried themselves, and what they might be doing. I didn't know those people. I wasn't having conversations with them. But that didn't stop me from making up my own explanations for what I saw.
I remember this older Black man walking around in some big boots. He had shorts on, and those boots looked way too big for his feet. They didn't even have shoestrings in them. That's one of those little memories that stayed with me, and I couldn't tell you why. I remember looking at him and thinking, Damn, maybe it is dangerous out there. He's probably dangerous. Then I'd start wondering where he got those boots. Maybe they belonged to somebody else. Maybe something had happened to the person who had them before him. I didn't know. I was just a little boy standing at the window, making up stories about people I didn't know.
I used to do that all the time. I'd look outside and start telling myself stories about whoever happened to be walking around. I wanted to understand what was going on out there, especially since I wasn't allowed to be part of it. I didn't necessarily know whether the things I imagined were true. Half the time, I was just entertaining myself. But I liked thinking about people, trying to figure out what they were doing and why they might be doing it. That was interesting to me in a way that sitting around playing with broken toys wasn't always interesting.
My sisters usually had other things on their minds. They were older, and they seemed to be thinking about bigger things, like where we might move next or what was going to happen with the family. They didn't always have time to sit around having long conversations with me. Sometimes I'd want their attention, and they'd be busy doing something else. But when they did take the time to talk to me, I felt loved. I knew they loved me even when they were busy, even when they got irritated with me, and even when they told me to go find something to do. I never doubted that part. Those were my sisters, and I knew they had my back.
A typical day might go on like that until my dad came home. Now, the only job I can actually remember my dad having was working at Burger King. I don't know whether he had other jobs before that or afterward, but Burger King is the one that stayed in my mind. And when he worked there, man, I thought he was the shit. I thought he was the main man because he'd come home with food for us. Burgers. I'm talking about a whole bunch of burgers, sometimes what looked like forty or fifty of them. I don't know if he was stealing all those burgers or what. I really don't. I just know he'd come home with so many that everybody had something to eat, and to me, that was impressive.
I didn't know how all that worked. I didn't know whether employees were allowed to bring food home, whether somebody had given him the burgers, or whether he was taking them without permission. None of that was what I was thinking about. I was thinking, Man, my dad works at Burger King, and he can bring home all these burgers? As far as I was concerned, he was doing something important. He had a job where he could come home with food, and when you're little, that's enough to make somebody seem like a pretty big deal.
And when my dad was doing good, he had a way of making me feel special. Especially around payday. Now, I can't tell you exactly how often he got paid or whether he came home with every paycheck. I was too little to understand all that. But from what I remember, when he came home on those good days, he was happy. I didn't know how many weeks or days had passed between them. I just knew that sometimes he'd come through the door in a good mood, and when he did, I loved being around him.
He'd tell me how I was going to be better than him, how I was going to be the shit. He'd call me his little nigga, his main man. That's where I got that terminology from. My main man. That came from my dad. I loved hearing him say it because it made me feel like I was somebody important to him. Not just another little kid running around the house, but his little man. Somebody he was proud of.
And then he'd rub the top of my head.
Man, I loved that.
I don't know why that particular thing meant so much to me, but it did. When my dad rubbed the top of my head, I felt like we were lions or something. Like that was his way of helping me grow. I actually believed that him rubbing my head was making me stronger. I thought something was happening every time he did it, like he was helping me become the kind of man he was. So I'd try to figure out ways to get him to do it again. I wanted that feeling, and I wanted him to look at me the way he did when he was proud of something I'd said.
Sometimes he'd be talking to other people, and I'd sit there listening to the conversation. I might not have understood everything they were discussing, but I'd pay attention to what somebody was trying to explain. I'd think about what they were saying, try to figure out the point they were making, and then find a way to say something that showed I understood. I wanted to be part of the conversation. I wanted to say something that made sense to my dad.
And when I got it right, he'd look at me and say, "You right, you right, Lil Dog."
Then he'd turn around and give me credit in front of whoever he was talking to.
"Yeah, that's my little nigga right there."
And he'd rub my head.
That's what I was waiting for. I didn't necessarily care about whatever they were talking about. I cared about getting that acknowledgment from my dad. I wanted him to think I was smart. I wanted him to see that I could keep up with grown people, that I could understand things and contribute something worth listening to. If I had to sit through a whole conversation just to find the right moment to speak up, I'd do it. Because when he gave me that credit and rubbed my head, I felt like I'd accomplished something.
Looking back now, I realize there were times when my dad put me in situations that weren't safe for a little boy. I didn't recognize them that way back then. I knew he was in the streets, and I knew he could be mean and vicious when he wanted to be, but I figured he'd protect me anyway. That was my dad. Who was stronger than him? Who was worse than him? I couldn't imagine anybody being able to do something to my dad that he couldn't handle.
And part of the reason I believed that was because of the scars on his body.
My dad had scars that made it look like he'd been through some serious things. I didn't know the stories behind all of them. I didn't know exactly how he got hurt or who had done what to him. But I looked at those scars and figured they were proof that he'd survived something. In my mind, if somebody had been through enough to have scars like that and was still walking around, he had to be strong. I didn't think anybody could mess with my dad because whatever somebody might try to do to him, he'd probably already been through worse.
I admired those scars.
I really did.
I wanted to be like my dad so much that I actually wanted to get hurt bad enough to have one of those same scars. I thought having a scar on your face somewhere was one of the coolest looks in the world. I wasn't thinking about how much pain somebody had to go through to get it. I wasn't thinking about whether the person who gave them that scar might've almost killed them. I was looking at the mark itself and thinking it meant something. To me, it meant you had been through something serious and were still standing.
That's how I saw my dad when I was little. He could come home yelling and scare everybody in the house, and there were times I wanted to stay right up under my mama because I didn't know what kind of mood he was going to be in. But there were also times when he'd come home with burgers, call me his main man, rub the top of my head, and make me feel like I was going to grow up to be somebody special.
I loved those moments. I loved my dad. I wanted to impress him, wanted to be included in his conversations, and wanted him to see me as somebody who could eventually be just as strong as he was. At that age, I didn't spend much time thinking about what being strong actually required or what it might cost somebody. I just knew what I could see.
My dad had scars.
He was still standing.
And I wanted some just like his.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 4
The Night We Left Englewood
It is a heavy thing to admit, but sometimes I forget what age I was during certain parts of my life. The memories don't lie in a neat, straight line. When I look back at my past, I can never pin down a smooth time or a long, quiet stretch where I was just settled. I have never been settled. I shuffle through the years in my head, and sometimes the timeline just goes blank. I don’t know if that’s my brain trying to shelter me from the weight of it all, or what.
But when I look back at the last days of my innocence, before I was kicked out, taken, or stolen from my family—however you want to phrase it—I remember what home actually meant. My house on 69th and Emerald, as completely disrupted and chaotic as it was at night, was still my safe place. It was home because of the people inside it.
You can't manufacture home. You can't just build a new one somewhere else and make it feel the same, no matter how nice the building looks or how organized the rooms are. Home to me wasn't a pristine layout; it was that little piece of trash that always sat in the corner, or the familiar slope of that uneven kitchen counter. I loved those imperfections. Growing up, I was never the kind of person who needed things to be perfect. As I got older and had to build my own life from scratch, yeah, I wanted that life to be perfect. But I never judged people for their rough edges. My family was exactly who they were, and I loved them for it.
That mindset stayed with me. Now, when I see Black and brown women, or anyone from my culture, I just want us to be completely happy with who we are, however we come. We deserve that peace. I look at the world now and wonder why people are always picking themselves apart, criticizing their own flaws. It’s the same way with a house as it is with a human being: you don’t have to be perfect to be beautiful.
When a woman tells me, “Oh, my house is a mess right now,” I tell her, “I don’t care. It’s home. Let’s get in here.” It genuinely makes me happy to walk into a living room, see a pile of unfolded laundry on the couch, and just weave myself into the clothes until I find a soft spot to get comfortable. If a woman says, “My hair is messed up,” I look at her and say, “No, it’s not. That’s just how it is right now.” I like the bonnets. I think it’s cool, I think it’s creative, I think it’s culture.
That was the texture of home for me. I liked the predictability of our broken things. I knew that when I walked up our stairs, I was going to see that same cracked picture frame we hadn’t got a chance to fix yet. I knew that when I looked out the back door, I was going to see that same abandoned car sitting in the alley that we’d been trying to fix up forever. Those dents and cracks belonged to us. So later on, when people tried to impress me with some nice, sterile white house filled with white people, it never moved me. It didn’t feel real.
But before the foster care system officially took me, we were run out of Chicago.
My father had gotten himself in too deep with some dangerous people in the streets. He owed money, or he crossed the wrong people—the details didn’t matter to a kid, but the fallout did. I remember it was late, maybe ten or twelve at night, when the street caught up to our front door.
Suddenly, the darkness shattered. I heard the explosive cracks of loud gunshots echoing through the walls. I heard the sharp, violent sound of glass breaking. Through the noise, it sounded like my mom was falling, like everybody in the house was hitting the deck at once. I didn’t know what was going on. Curiously, I wasn't entirely paralyzed by fear; my brain went straight into tactical mode. I didn't have time to be scared because I needed to calculate which direction to move. First, I had to assess the issue and locate exactly where the threat was coming from.
I looked out the window. Down in the back alley, my dad's long Cadillac was already waiting. He hadn’t made a sound inside the house because he had already run out to the car.
Inside, my sisters were frantic, rushing through the shadows. My sister Sean yelled through the chaos, “Grab Aaron!”
My mom was already moving, her hands slamming into my skin, snatching me up off the ground. “Come on,”she breathed, pulling me toward the exit.
When we burst through the back door into the alley, the Cadillac was already rolling, the tires turning before we even touched the handles. My dad was in the driver’s seat, looking back at us through the glass. His face was a twisted mask of terror and fury—but it was mostly anger. He was furious that he had to be scared in front of his family. It was the absolute first time in my life I had ever seen my father running from another man, even though he was trying his best to make it look like he wasn't.
“Come on, goddamn it!” he roared through the window, his eyes wild. “Come on, goddamn it, before I leave y'all ass!”
He was cursing at us, blaming us for not moving fast enough, furious that we didn't automatically know the evacuation procedure. But he had never told us we would ever have to run from anything. He had never warned us that a day would come where he wouldn’t stand in front of us. I remembered when our dog, Butch, attacked me, and my dad stepped in like a giant, fearless and immovable. I didn't think my dad was capable of fearing any man on earth. That night in the alley was the exact moment I realized he was terrified, even if my young heart wasn't willing to fully accept it yet.
Thinking about it now as an adult still triggers me in a lot of ways. If I had been the father in that alley, I would have stood in front of my kids. I would have been the shield. I would have been the absolute last person to get into that car. But that night, my mom was the last one left outside, scrambling into the doors while the car was already moving. I try to overlook that memory, try to push it down into the dark, because seeing the cracks in your hero changes how you see the world.
The long Cadillac tore out of Englewood and didn't stop until we hit Madison, Wisconsin.
Putting the pieces together now as a man, I’m certain my dad wasn't legally allowed to stay at the emergency shelter with us. That’s why he suddenly went missing from the picture. When we arrived, he vanished, and it was just us.
But to me, at seven years old, that shelter didn't feel like a tragedy. It felt like a different kind of paradise because it meant I got to be with my mom. I loved being up under her, completely wrapped in her space. She would baby me, holding my face and gently wiping the sleep and the tears from my eyes.
Being with my parents required two entirely different versions of me. Being around my dad was an encouraging, powerful feeling, but it was exhausting. When I was with him, I had to be strong all the time. I had to keep my guard up, sit up straight, and remain alert for too long, and my little body would get so tired. He would constantly command me to sit up, even refusing to let me lean back against the car seat. He made me feel strong if I could hold myself up long enough, but it was a heavy weight to carry.
But with my mom? In that shelter, I could finally be weak. I could be tired, lazy, and cuddly. I could sink into her side and know it was safe enough to close my eyes and go to sleep.
That shelter in Madison was the very first time I was ever taken away from my home. It was the first time the world tore me from 69th and Emerald, long before the system ever came to finish the job.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 5
The Day I Told
I remember my first departure into the foster care system. I remember how it started, what I was thinking, and the decision I made that changed everything. I've had a lot of time to think about that day, and even now, knowing everything that happened afterward, there are parts of it I still struggle to understand.
Before all that, we had finally moved out of the shelter in Madison. We'd been there for a while, and somehow my mama had worked her way up whatever housing list they had at the time. At least, that's how I understood it. Maybe my dad found the place himself. I don't know exactly how it happened because I was too young to understand the process. All I knew was that we had somewhere to live again.
My dad was back, and we were a family again.
Everybody was happy. Things were moving and grooving, and shit, I was happy as ever. Me and my sister Sean were sharing a room again, and everything felt familiar enough that, in my little mind, we might as well have been back in Chicago. But we weren't. We were living on Simpson Street in Madison, Wisconsin.
Sometimes I think about that move and wonder how different my life might've been if we'd never left Chicago. Maybe I wouldn't have ended up in the situations I did. Maybe everything would've happened differently. I can't know that. And as strange as it might sound, I'm grateful to be here telling my story now, because I believe there are people who need to hear it. There are millions of kids who need somebody to explain things to them in ways I wish somebody had explained things to me. I don't say that because I think everything that happened was supposed to happen. I'm saying I lived through it, and now I have something to tell.
But anyway, back to Simpson Street.
Growing up, getting your ass whooped was normal. That's just what it was in our house. We got whoopings, beatings, whatever you want to call them. Some were for things we'd actually done, and some seemed random to me. I don't know whether the way we got disciplined taught us the lessons our parents wanted us to learn. Looking back, I don't think it was always the best way to teach a child anything. But at the time, you didn't sit around analyzing whether a beating was fair. When it came, it came.
And I wasn't exactly an easy little boy to deal with.
I could be a little asshole, for lack of a better word. I'd get mad, do something slick, and end up getting my ass beat. Sometimes I knew I was doing something I had no business doing, but I'd do it anyway because I was angry and wanted somebody else to know I was angry.
I remember one day after school when my mama told me to come inside because it had started raining. I felt like I'd just gotten outside, although looking back, I might've been playing for two hours. Who knows? When you're a kid and you're having fun, time doesn't mean much until somebody tells you it's time to stop.
My mama had already cooked, but I didn't care. The food could wait. I wanted to stay outside.
Eventually, I came in, mad about having to leave whatever I was doing. I was supposed to go wash my hands, and as I walked down the hallway toward the bathroom, I decided I was going to show my frustration. The walls were white, and I don't know if my mama had just painted them or why she was so particular about them, but I started rubbing my dirty hands along the walls. I dragged my fingerprints down the hallway, leaving marks as I went.
Then, somewhere near the end of the hallway, I said something under my breath.
"Bitch."
Now, I don't know whether it was the fingerprints or that word that really set my mama off. Maybe it was both. But she saw those walls, she heard what I said, and the belt came out.
Man, it always amazed me how there was a belt available whenever somebody needed to whoop me, but never one around when I needed to hold my pants up.
I got my ass beat that day.
And when I'd go to school with marks on me, the teachers would sometimes notice. They'd ask, "What happened here, honey?" They'd want to know where the bruises or scrapes came from, and most of the time, I wouldn't give them a real answer.
"I don't know."
That's what I'd say.
Because in my mind, you protected your family. Whatever happened at home stayed at home. I could be mad about getting whipped, tired of getting whipped, and still feel like it wasn't anybody else's business. That's how I understood loyalty back then. You didn't tell outsiders what was happening inside your house.
But I was getting into a lot of fights at school, too, and my mama usually defended me when somebody called about it. She had her own feelings about white people and the system, and those feelings were strong. Even now, with her lying in her grave, I still find myself wanting to protect how people understand her. I don't want somebody reading this and deciding she was just a hateful person. She had been through things I didn't fully understand, and she was fighting against people and institutions she believed were working against our family.
I'm not saying everything she believed was right, and I'm not saying every way she responded was right. I'm saying that was my mama, and I knew there was more to her than whatever somebody might've seen from the outside. I still feel myself defending her sometimes, even when I'm trying to explain the things she did that hurt me.
Anyway, when I'd come home from school after getting into a fight, she'd ask what happened.
"They were messing with me."
And a lot of times, that was true. Or at least, that's how I saw it.
I remember beating up one kid because he said my legs were ashy. I had a skin condition, and my legs would get ashy, so when he pointed it out, I took offense. I didn't want somebody making fun of me for something like that, and I wasn't interested in standing around discussing it.
Another time, I got into it with a boy because he thought he had better shoes than me.
Now, let me explain something about those shoes, because I still believe I had the better pair.
Mine came from Payless, and they lit up at the bottom when I walked. Every time my feet hit the floor, the lights would flash. His were Michael Jordans. Regular Jordans. Expensive shoes, sure, but what were they doing that mine weren't doing?
Nothing.
Mine lit up.
And my dad had already explained why Payless was a good place to shop. We were paying less, so we were smarter. That made perfect sense to me. Why spend all that extra money on shoes that didn't even light up when you could get a pair that did?
But there was this girl named Kayla.
I remember her name because that whole situation was serious to me back then. Kayla was my girlfriend first. We'd sit together on the carpet at school, and as far as I was concerned, everything was going fine between us.
Then Michael showed up with those Jordans.
His name was Michael, and he had Michael Jordan shoes. Somehow, I think Kayla must've convinced herself he was related to Michael Jordan. He wasn't. But apparently, having the name and the shoes was enough to make him cooler than me.
And I wasn't happy about that.
Now, looking back, I don't know exactly what was going on with my mind during those years. My dad smoked a lot of weed in the house, and there was crack being smoked at times too. I've wondered whether I was sometimes going to school affected by secondhand smoke. I can't say for certain. I just remember having a powerful imagination and thinking about things that didn't always have anything to do with what the teachers were trying to teach us.
I've also wondered how much of that was connected to my ADHD or anxiety, things I understand differently now that I'm older. I can't separate all those possibilities just by looking back. But I know my mind was always moving.
I'd sit in class thinking about people, relationships, and things happening in the world around me. I'd ask other kids questions they weren't expecting, and sometimes they'd get interested in whatever I was talking about. Even teachers would occasionally get caught up in those conversations. I liked thinking outside the box. I liked noticing things and asking questions about them.
But sometimes my thinking would get so focused on one thing that I couldn't leave it alone.
And that day, the thing I couldn't leave alone was Michael.
I had already decided I was going to fight him, and Kayla was going to see it.
There was just one problem.
Before I left the house that morning, my mama had warned me not to get into any trouble.
And this wasn't one of her regular warnings.
She told me something along the lines of, "When you leave this house this time, you better not get in no trouble. I ain't gonna beat your ass. I'm gonna kill you."
Now, I took things pretty literally when I was little. If somebody told me they were going to do something, I believed they meant exactly what they said. I was the same way about things I said myself. If I told somebody I was going to break their nose, I felt like I had to follow through with what I'd said. I don't know why I thought like that, but I did. And there are ways that kind of thinking followed me into adulthood, including decisions I made later that I'm not proud of.
So when my mama told me she wasn't going to beat me this time, she was going to kill me, I took that seriously.
I'm thinking, Damn. This time I gotta die.
I didn't know whether she actually meant she was going to kill me. I just knew she sounded serious, and I believed that if I came home in trouble again, I was going to get beaten worse than I ever had before. Maybe she'd have mercy on me. Maybe she wouldn't. I wasn't trying to find out.
But then I got to school, and there was Michael.
And Kayla.
And those damn Jordans.
I ended up fighting him anyway.
I'm not going to go through every detail of the fight because that isn't the part that changed my life. What matters is that we fought, I got in trouble, and the school suspended me.
The moment I found out I was suspended, all I could think about was going home.
Not because I wanted to go home.
Because I was afraid of what was waiting for me when I got there.
My mama had already told me what was going to happen if I got into trouble again, and now I was sitting at school with a suspension. I believed I was going to die when I got home, or at least get beaten so badly that I wouldn't know what to do.
I was scared.
And when you're a little boy who's scared of going home, but you also believe you're supposed to protect your family from outsiders, you can end up thinking in ways that don't make much sense to anybody else.
The teachers started asking me questions. They wanted to know what was going on, why I kept getting into fights, and what was happening at home. Eventually, I ended up in the guidance counselor's office.
And I started thinking about how I could keep from going home that day.
I remembered how the teachers had asked about marks on my body before. I remembered how concerned they seemed whenever they saw bruises or scrapes. And in that moment, I came up with an idea.
I started sucking on the skin of my arms.
Like giving myself a hickey.
I pulled the skin into my mouth until it left marks that looked like bruises. I was doing it on purpose, trying to make my arms look like somebody had hurt me. I knew the teachers had already been asking questions about marks on my body, and I figured if they saw these, they'd believe something had happened.
Then I showed them.
"They hit me."
I told them the marks were from my parents. I told them that the bruises, the scrapes, and the things they'd been asking me about were happening at home.
Now, I want to be clear about something. I had been getting whoopings at home. Some of them were severe, and I wasn't making that part of my childhood up. But those particular marks on my arms were marks I'd made myself because I was scared of what would happen when I got home that day.
I knew what I was telling the counselor. I knew what I wanted them to believe.
What I didn't understand was how far everything could go once I said it.
The school got other people involved, and before I knew it, the authorities were making decisions about me and my sisters. We were taken from our home and held overnight while everything was being sorted out.
And just like that, we weren't going home.
At least, not the way I thought we would.
I had been trying to keep myself from getting another beating. That was what I was thinking about when I made those marks and told the counselor what I told them. I wasn't sitting there planning to be separated from my family. I wasn't thinking about foster homes, group homes, or all the places I would eventually be sent.
I was a little boy trying to get through one day without getting hurt.
But the decision I made in that office became part of something much bigger than I understood.
Me and my sisters were taken away, and for a little while, we were still together. I didn't know how long that would last. I didn't know who was making the decisions or what was supposed to happen next. I just knew that we had been living on Simpson Street with our mama and dad, and now we were somewhere else.
I had spent my whole childhood believing that home was the safest place in the world, even when things happened there that scared me.
And now, because I was afraid to go home, I had told somebody something that meant I couldn't go home at all.
That's how my journey through foster care began.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 6
Mr. No Lives Downstairs
When they first took us out of our home, we were housed in different random places while everybody figured out what they were going to do with us. I didn't know how the process worked. I didn't know who was making the decisions or how long we were supposed to stay anywhere. All I knew was that we weren't at home anymore.
But they kept us together.
Me and my sisters, Antonia and Sean. That was the important part. I had already spent my whole life being protected by them, and even though we were somewhere unfamiliar, I still had them with me. As far as I was concerned, if my sisters were there, I had somebody looking out for me.
The first foster home I remember going to was Diane's.
Diane was a Black lady, and when they first told us about her, everything sounded pretty good. We were sitting inside this building with a few other kids, waiting while the adults explained where we were going. The whole thing reminded me of that movie Like Mike, the way kids were sitting around waiting to find out who was going to take them home.
They told us Diane was nice. She had other kids, and they were a really good family. She was going to take care of us, and everything was going to be fine.
And I'm thinking, Okay, this ain't so bad.
Later on, after I'd been through enough foster homes to know how the process worked, I realized they said pretty much the same thing about every family. Everybody was nice. Everybody was wonderful. Nobody was ever going to put you in danger. That's what they told you before you got there.
I used to think they ought to give us the foster parents' rap sheets at the same time they handed them ours.
Because that's exactly what they did. Every time I went somewhere new, somebody would hand over a file about me. A whole folder full of things people had written down, and it seemed like that folder got bigger every time I saw it. I thought it was demeaning. Violating, really. These people were strangers to me, but before I even got a chance to introduce myself, they were being told all kinds of things about who I was and what I'd done.
And the bigger that file got, the less I cared about trying to move forward.
What was the point of walking into a new house and trying to make a good impression when somebody had already handed the adults a record of everything you'd ever done wrong? That's how I looked at it. I didn't understand why the people taking care of us got to know so much about our lives while we knew almost nothing about theirs.
But I didn't know all that the first day I met Diane.
When she finally walked into the room, she had this big smile on her face. She seemed happy to see us, and everybody was acting like we were about to go somewhere good. Looking back, I wish I'd known then what I eventually learned about her. But at the time, I was just a little boy trying to understand where we were going.
Me and my sisters walked out together, and I remember thinking, They're gonna protect me. I'm good. As long as I'm with my sisters, let's go.
Diane had two daughters of her own, an older son named Reese, and another foster son named Ron. Ron was about fourteen, I believe, and I kind of looked up to him right away. He was built pretty solid, like somebody who worked out, although he might've just been naturally strong. Either way, he looked like somebody who could handle himself, and I noticed that.
Reese was different. He was an adult, probably around thirty, and he had a disability that affected the way he communicated. He could barely talk, at least from what I remember, and he made different noises instead of speaking the way I was used to. I didn't understand much about his disability at that age, and being around him made me nervous.
When we got to Diane's house, she separated us into different bedrooms. My sisters were placed down another hallway, so far away that I remember thinking it felt like they were upstairs or in a completely different part of the house. I didn't understand why we couldn't stay closer together. We'd already been taken from our parents, and now we were being divided up inside the same house.
Diane put me in a room with Reese.
There were bunk beds, and I chose the top bunk because I wanted to keep some distance between us. I wasn't used to sharing a bedroom with an adult who communicated the way Reese did, and I didn't know what to expect. That made me uncomfortable, especially at night.
There was also an older white man living in the basement. I didn't know whether he was renting a room from Diane or what his arrangement was. He looked sickly to me, although he might've been younger than I thought. Years later, after my mama died, I went back to that house and saw him again. By then, he was using oxygen. That visit turned into a whole different situation, but I'll get to that another time.
At first, living with Diane wasn't necessarily terrible. It seemed decent enough. I was looking forward to going to school, getting out of the house, and having something to do.
But somewhere along the line, Diane had already been told about my behavior.
She knew I'd gotten into fights at school. She knew people considered me difficult. I don't know exactly where all that information came from or how much had already been written about me, but she seemed determined to let me know that whatever problems I'd had before weren't going to happen in her house.
Whenever the other kids were away, she'd call me over.
"Come here."
I remember hearing that a lot.
"Come here."
And I'd go over to her, wondering what she wanted this time.
She'd tell me, "I'm gonna deal with you. You know that, right?"
I'd say, "Yeah."
"You're not gonna be having them problems when I get you in school. You're gonna do good. You're gonna do what I tell you. I'm gonna make you a man."
And I'd just be standing there like, Okay.
I wasn't interested in arguing with her about all that. I wanted to go to school. I wanted something to do besides sitting around that house, and if she wanted to tell me how things were going to be, I'd listen.
Then one night, I wet the bed.
I believe it might've been the first night I stayed there, although I can't say for sure. I remember waking up because Diane was yelling at me. I don't know whether she'd touched the mattress and felt that it was wet or smelled something when she came into the room, but somehow she knew.
"I know you did not wet this bed!"
She was mad.
"I'm glad I put sheets on this damn bed!"
I started apologizing immediately.
"I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I drank too much water."
She wasn't trying to hear that.
She told me I wasn't going to be drinking water after seven o'clock anymore. I don't remember the exact time she said, but it was something like that. I just wanted her to stop yelling, so I agreed.
"Cool."
Then she told me to take the sheets downstairs to the basement and wash them.
I didn't have a problem going down there at first. I took the sheets and walked downstairs like I normally would. I wasn't trying to be disrespectful or give anybody an attitude. I just wanted to get the laundry done and go back to bed.
I put the sheets in the washing machine and slammed the lid shut.
That's when I heard something.
I looked around, trying to figure out where the noise had come from, and Diane yelled down at me.
"Don't you get no attitude with me down there, neither!"
I'm thinking, What attitude?
But before I could say anything, I noticed something moving in the back of the basement.
A shadow.
I couldn't tell what it was. I just knew there was something back there that I hadn't noticed before, and it looked like it was coming toward me.
Then I heard Diane.
"Yeah! Get his ass!"
Man, I took off.
I ran up those stairs as fast as I could. I wasn't stopping to find out what was behind me, and I wasn't interested in seeing how close it could get. I just wanted to get upstairs.
Diane was standing there telling me to come toward her.
"Come on! Come on!"
Then she started yelling down the stairs.
"Mr. No! Get back! Get back!"
I got to the top, trying to catch my breath.
"What was that? What was that?"
She told me it was Mr. No.
Apparently, Mr. No lived in the basement, and he didn't like kids who wet the bed or disrespected her. That's what she told me. He was down there for bad kids and people who didn't listen.
I'm standing there thinking, What the hell?
I couldn't believe what I'd just seen. I'd been in that basement doing laundry, minding my business, and now Diane was telling me there was somebody down there waiting to get me if I didn't behave.
I asked her where he came from, and she explained that he lived downstairs.
Well, that was all I needed to hear.
I wasn't planning to wet that bed again.
Then I started thinking about the laundry.
"Who's gonna put the sheets back in the dryer?"
She told me I was.
But she said as long as I was nice and did what I was supposed to do, Mr. No wouldn't come out anymore.
"Watch and see."
Now, I wasn't trying to go back down those stairs after what I'd just seen. But I had to finish the laundry, so I went.
And I started being real nice to Diane.
Real nice.
I wasn't about to give her any reason to call that man out of the basement again. I'd creep down the stairs slowly, watching where I was going, checking around before I touched anything. I'd move the sheets into the dryer and get back upstairs as fast as I could.
Sometimes I'd come back up and tell her they were dry already.
She'd tell me they weren't and send me back down.
So I'd have to go back.
I didn't like any of it, but I was trying to do what she wanted because I didn't want to see Mr. No again.
I even stopped drinking water at night. I was serious about that. Before bed, I'd stand in the bathroom for what felt like two hours, trying to make sure I'd used the toilet enough that there wouldn't be any chance of another accident.
And for a while, it worked.
I didn't wet the bed.
But eventually, I did it again.
I don't remember whether I was too tired or just hadn't been paying enough attention to everything I was doing. I just remember realizing the bed was wet and knowing Diane was going to find out.
And when she did, she told me I'd messed up.
"Mr. No is gonna get you."
I wasn't going back to that basement.
Not if I could help it.
But apparently, Mr. No wasn't planning to stay downstairs anymore.
This time, he was coming to get me.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 7
The Price of Protection
 
I had to deal with Mr. No for quite some time after that. Probably about a month, if I'm remembering correctly, although it felt a whole lot longer to me. When you're a little kid and somebody has you scared like that, time doesn't work the same way. You don't know how long something is going to last. You just know you're afraid of it happening again.
And after a while, I got tired of being scared.
That's something about me that I've noticed throughout my life. When I'm pushed too far, eventually my emotions turn into anger. Nowadays, that happens pretty quickly. Back then, it took a little longer. I could be scared of something for a while, try to avoid it, do whatever I thought I needed to do to keep it from happening, but eventually I'd reach a point where I wasn't willing to keep going along with it.
That's what happened with Diane.
One of those times when she told me to take the sheets down to the basement, I finally snapped.
"Bitch, fuck you! I'm not going to that fucking basement. You can wash the sheets your damn self!"
I meant it.
I was tired of going down there, tired of wondering whether Mr. No was going to come out, and tired of Diane using him to make me do whatever she wanted. I didn't want to be scared anymore, and at that moment, I was angry enough to say it.
But Diane didn't react the way I expected.
She played it smooth.
"It's okay. It's okay."
That's what she said.
Then she told me Mr. No was going to come into my room that night and get me.
I'm like, Damn.
I had finally worked up enough nerve to tell her I wasn't going into the basement, and now she was telling me the thing I was afraid of was coming upstairs.
I didn't know what to do.
I tried running away from the house that day. I wasn't familiar with the neighborhood, though, and I didn't know where to go. Everybody seemed to know Diane, and I couldn't find anybody I knew who could help me. I got hungry and exhausted, and eventually I ended up going back.
I don't remember exactly how I made my way back or what happened during every part of that day. I just remember that I couldn't figure out anywhere else to go.
So I was back in that house, and now I had to deal with what Diane said was coming that night.
I came up with a plan.
I was going to catch Mr. No in the light.
That's what I decided. If I could see him clearly, maybe I'd be able to understand what he actually was. I didn't know whether he was a person, some kind of creature, or what. All I knew was that I had seen something moving in the basement, and Diane was telling me it could come get me whenever she wanted.
So I figured I'd keep the bedroom light on.
Reese was still sharing the room with me. Because of his disability, he was used to following instructions from people in the house, and I knew he'd usually do what somebody asked him to do. So I decided I was going to have him help me keep the light on.
I was sitting on the top bunk, waiting. I remember biting down on the wooden frame of the bed. I had these two big front teeth when I was little, and whenever I got nervous, I'd chew on things. That night, I was chewing on that wood because I didn't know what was going to happen.
Years later, I actually went back to Diane's house, and she still had that bed frame. She showed me the marks I'd left in the wood like it was something funny. But seeing that bed again brought back a lot of things I wasn't expecting to feel. That visit didn't turn out very well, and I'll tell that story another time.
But back then, I was still sitting on that bunk, trying to figure out how to keep Mr. No from getting me.
I told Reese to turn on the light.
He got up and turned it on.
Then Diane came into the room.
"Keep this light off!"
She told me not to be scared of Mr. No, because he was coming to get me no matter what. She said he was six feet tall and real strong, and that she'd already warned me not to disrespect her.
Then she turned the light off and left.
As soon as she was gone, I whispered to Reese.
"Reese. Turn the light on."
He got up and turned it back on.
Diane came right back.
"Reezy, turn this motherfucking light off! Don't you listen to him!"
Reese turned it off.
She left again.
And I waited a little while before whispering to him one more time.
"Reese, turn the light on."
He did.
We kept going back and forth like that for a while. Eventually, I stopped asking him because I didn't want to keep getting him yelled at on my behalf. Reese wasn't doing anything wrong. He was just doing what I asked him to do, and Diane kept getting mad at him for it.
So I let the light stay off.
I was still scared, but I didn't know what else to do.
I don't know how much time passed after that. Maybe thirty minutes. Maybe longer. I remember lying there in the dark, waiting, and then hearing the bedroom door start to open.
And there he was.
Mr. No.
Now, I want to explain something. When I say I saw Mr. No, I'm not saying I saw some supernatural creature. I eventually learned that it was an actual person wearing a costume. But at the time, I didn't know that. All I knew was that whoever was standing in that doorway looked exactly like the thing Diane had been threatening me with.
He had on a black suit and a long black cape that covered his feet. I couldn't see how he was walking because the cape went all the way down, and the way he moved made it look like he was gliding across the floor.
He was tall, too.
I was lying there with my head under the sheet, trying to watch him without letting him see me watching. I was still biting down on the wood of the bed, and I remember looking toward where his feet should've been, trying to figure out how he was moving.
I couldn't see them.
That scared me even more.
He came toward the bed and reached for me. Somehow, he seemed to know exactly where my arm was, even with the bedding around me. He grabbed it, but the strange thing was that his grip didn't actually hurt. He was gentle in the way he took hold of me, but he was strong enough that I knew I wasn't going to stop him.
He lifted me off the bed.
And I just went.
I don't know why I didn't fight him right then. I think I was in shock. I was so scared and confused that my body just followed what he was making me do.
He started walking me toward the bathroom that connected my room to Diane's bedroom.
I thought he was taking me downstairs.
That's what I'd been expecting all along. I thought he was going to drag me down to the basement, and I didn't know what would happen once we got there.
But when we reached the bathroom, he started pushing my head toward the toilet.
I didn't understand what he was trying to do. He was trying to force my head down toward the toilet, and I started freaking out. I was scared enough already, but when he started pushing my head toward that toilet, something in me just panicked. I didn't know what he was trying to do, and I wasn't about to sit there and find out. I started screaming, trying to get away from him, doing whatever I could to keep my head from going down any farther.
Then Diane came running through the bathroom.
She had a broom, and she started swinging it at Mr. No, yelling for him to get away from me. "Get out of here, Mr. No!" She was carrying on like she'd just walked in and caught somebody trying to hurt me, like she was the only person in that house who could save me from whatever he was planning to do.
And I believed her.
That's the part that gets me when I think about it now. I had spent all that time being afraid of Mr. No because of the things Diane told me about him. She was the one who warned me he lived in the basement. She was the one who said he came after kids who wet the bed or didn't listen. She was the one who told me he was coming into my room that night because I'd disrespected her. But when she came running through that bathroom with a broom, I wasn't thinking about any of that.
I was thinking, Damn, she saved me.
I was so scared that all I cared about was getting away from him. I didn't know who was underneath that costume, what he was doing in the house, or why Diane seemed to know exactly what to call him. I wasn't putting all those things together. I was a little boy who thought something terrible was about to happen, and the woman responsible for taking care of me had just come in and stopped it.
At least, that's what I believed.
Afterward, Diane took me into her bedroom. Now, she had what was practically a candy store in there. I'm talking about candy canes, Nerds, and all kinds of other candy. Whatever you could think of, it seemed like she had some of it in that room. And to a kid my age, that was something. I liked candy just like any other little boy, and here I was standing in a room full of it after being scared half to death.
I remember asking her what Mr. No had been trying to do to me.
From what I understood, she explained that he would shove little kids down any hole he could find. That's what she told me. I didn't know what to make of that. I was still trying to understand what had happened in the bathroom, why he had come after me, and what would've happened if Diane hadn't shown up.
But she kept presenting herself as the person who had protected me. She'd gotten Mr. No away from me, and now I was safe with her. She gave me some candy, and for a moment, I had something good to focus on after everything that had happened.
Then that night turned into something else.
That was the first night Diane sexually abused me.
I was seven years old.
She made me participate in a sexual act with her and told me things that left me believing we had some kind of relationship. I didn't understand what was happening the way I understand it now. I didn't have the knowledge to recognize that an adult was taking advantage of me. I knew she was older, I knew she was the person responsible for taking care of me, and I knew she had just convinced me that she could protect me from Mr. No.
And somehow, in my little mind, all those things got mixed together.
I thought we were in a relationship or something. That's how I tried to understand it. I didn't know what else to call it, and I didn't have anybody explaining to me what it meant for an adult to do something like that to a child.
What I did know was that things had changed between me and Diane.
Now I had access to the candy. I had a reason to believe she was going to protect me from the man in the basement. And I thought I had some kind of special position with her that the other kids didn't have.
That's how I saw it at the time.
I didn't understand that the same woman I believed had saved me was the woman who had been using my fear to control me. I didn't understand why she would frighten me with Mr. No and then turn around and make herself the person I was supposed to trust. I certainly didn't understand what it meant that she was doing sexual things with a seven-year-old boy.
I just knew that I was scared of Mr. No, and Diane had made me believe I needed her.
Looking back, that's one of the hardest things to explain about what happened in that house. The way I understood it as a child was completely different from the way I understand it today. Back then, I thought I had gained something. I thought I was special. I thought I had access to things the other kids didn't, and I didn't recognize what was being taken from me.
I was still the same little boy who wanted to be protected. The same little boy who used to lay up under his mama on the couch because he believed nobody could hurt him there. The same little boy whose sisters used to rush him out of the room whenever something bad happened at home.
Only now, my mama wasn't there. My sisters were sleeping somewhere else in the house, and I was trying to figure out how to survive around people I barely knew.
Diane was supposed to be one of the adults keeping me safe.
Instead, I had started believing that being safe meant staying close to her, doing what she wanted, and trusting her to keep Mr. No away.
And at seven years old, I didn't know enough to understand what was wrong with that.
I would understand it differently years later. But back then, I wasn't thinking about sexual abuse or the ways an adult could manipulate a child. I was thinking about candy, about staying out of trouble, and about making sure that man in the black cape never came back into my room.
I thought Diane had protected me.
I didn't understand that I needed protection from Diane.
 
THE NARRATIVE: PART 8
The Price of Being Special
 
After that night with Mr. No and Diane, things only got worse. Not so much with Mr. No. I was getting used to that. It was Diane who made things worse, although I wouldn't have described it that way back then. If you had asked me how things were going in that house, I probably would've told you they were getting better. I had access to things the other kids didn't have, and Diane was treating me like I had some kind of special position with her. In my mind, I had worked my way into something good. Looking back now, I can tell you that what happened in that house ruined parts of my life in ways I didn't even begin to understand until I was grown.
It took me roughly twenty-eight years to understand what happened with Diane. I'm estimating that number because my memory doesn't always give me a clean timeline, and with ADHD, I can have so many things running through my mind that sometimes I lose track of what I was originally trying to explain. But I know I carried those experiences for most of my life believing something completely different from what I eventually came to understand. It wasn't until I talked about it with my wife, Robin, that I began recognizing what had happened as molestation. She explained that it wasn't consensual, fun, or cool. I was seven years old. What happened was wrong, and it was life-changing.
Now, somebody reading this might wonder how a grown man could go that long without understanding something that seems so obvious. But you have to understand how I was thinking about it. I didn't grow up knowing what it meant for an adult to sexually take advantage of a child. Nobody had explained those things to me in a way I understood, and the way I experienced what happened was different from the way I eventually learned to describe it. I thought I had an advantage over everybody. I thought I had a trophy.
When guys would sit around talking about how old they were when they first had sex, everybody wanted to see who had started the youngest. They'd use whatever words they used, and I'd listen to their ages getting lower and lower before letting them know I was younger than all of them. I wouldn't explain exactly what had happened. I never told the whole story about Diane, Mr. No, or the things I was doing in that house. I just wanted them to know I had started younger, like that meant I'd accomplished something. And because I didn't understand what had been done to me, I believed it myself. I wasn't pretending to think I was cool. I genuinely thought I had something to brag about.
That's one of the things I look back on now and have a hard time understanding about myself. I could remember what happened, remember how I felt during certain moments, and still tell the story in a way that made it sound like I'd gotten something out of it. I didn't recognize that being given special attention wasn't the same thing as being cared for. I didn't understand that I could be made to feel important while somebody was doing something to me that I didn't want. I knew Diane was an adult, and I knew I was a little boy living in her house, but I didn't understand what those things meant in relation to what she was doing.
The candy was a big part of how I understood the situation. Diane had what was practically a candy store in her bedroom. Candy canes, Nerds, all kinds of things kids liked. Other children would come around with money they'd gotten from their aunties or whoever had given them a few dollars, and they'd buy what they wanted. It was a regular thing. They had their money, Diane had the candy, and everybody understood how that worked.
But with me, it was different.
Sometimes I'd come around wanting candy, and she'd tell me, "Nah, you don't get none."
Then she'd give me that look.
I knew what the look meant. She'd give me something later. But later meant I had to go into her room, and I knew what was expected of me when I got there. I didn't want to have to do that for candy. That's something I remember clearly, even though I spent years bragging about what was happening. I didn't want to go through all that just to get something the other kids could walk up and buy. It was exhausting, it took longer, and I couldn't go outside and play while I was in there. I remember being hot. I remember feeling smothered, wanting to get away from her and go spend time with everybody else.
I wasn't sitting in that room thinking about how lucky I was. I was thinking about how long it was taking and what the other kids were doing without me. They were running around, playing, enjoying themselves, and I wanted to be doing the same thing. I didn't want to be stuck in somebody's bedroom when I could've been outside being a kid. But I also wanted the candy, and I knew Diane was the one who decided whether I got it.
Then I'd come out of that room acting like I was the man.
That's what made the whole thing so confusing. In front of the other kids, I wanted to look like I had some kind of privilege. I got to go into Diane's room. I had access to all that candy, and they didn't. So I'd come back out acting real cool, like whatever had happened in there was something they should be jealous of. I wasn't going to tell them I had wanted to leave or that I'd been uncomfortable. I wanted them to think I was special, because at the time, that's what I thought I was supposed to feel.
But deep inside, I wanted to be just like them. I wanted to run around and play. I wanted to get my candy and go about my business. I didn't want all that extra attention, especially when it meant I couldn't do the things I actually enjoyed. I could feel proud of having access to Diane's room and still hate having to be in there. Those two feelings existed at the same time, and I didn't know how to explain that to anybody.
I even told my sisters about Diane and what was happening. But I didn't tell them like something was wrong or like I needed somebody to help me. I was bragging to them. I'd say things about what I was doing, and they'd look at me like I was making it up.
"You lying."
"He think he cool."
And I did think I was cool, so I understand why they responded that way. They were kids themselves. They were trying to figure out their own lives, and here I was telling them something that probably sounded like another one of my stories. I had a big imagination, and I wasn't exactly known for keeping every story simple. I could make just about anything sound interesting if I wanted somebody to listen.
I don't know whether my sisters would've taken me more seriously if I'd described what was happening differently. Maybe they would've. Maybe they wouldn't have understood it any better than I did. I can't answer that now. What I know is that I wasn't presenting myself as somebody who was being hurt. I was presenting myself as somebody who had something they didn't, and I believed that was the truth.
For a long time, I carried that understanding with me. It affected the way I talked about sex, the way I compared myself to other men, and the way I understood what had happened during those early years. I didn't know that the things I thought made me special were connected to something an adult had done wrong. I had been taught, in that house, to associate Diane's attention with privileges. She controlled the candy, she controlled whether Mr. No came around, and she controlled what happened when I was alone with her. But at seven years old, I wasn't putting those things together. I was trying to understand the world with whatever information I had.
And the information I had wasn't enough.
It took me becoming a grown man, having children of my own, and talking through those memories with my wife before I could begin looking at them differently. That's when I started understanding that what I had spent years treating like an accomplishment wasn't something I had chosen in the way I'd believed. I was a child. Diane was an adult responsible for taking care of me, and I didn't have the understanding or power that she had.
But none of that was clear to me while I was living there. Back then, I was still trying to figure out how to get along with everybody, how to stay out of trouble, and how to get back to my family. I had already been taken away from my mama and dad, and the only people I still had with me were my sisters, Antonia and Sean. They were the ones who had protected me when things went wrong at home. Even when we fought, even when we got on each other's nerves, they were my sisters, and I believed we were supposed to stay together.
Then something happened that separated us again.
And of all the things that could've started that situation, it was a McDonald's toy.
We had just come from McDonald's, and Diane had gone inside a store, leaving us sitting in the car. I remember that day pretty vividly. There were toys in the bags, one for a boy and one for a girl, and my sister Sean was kind of a tomboy. She liked boy stuff, so when she saw the toys, she decided she wanted the one that had come in my bag.
Now, if we'd both gotten boy's toys, there wouldn't have been a problem. If we'd both gotten girl's toys, I don't think there would've been a problem either. But there was one of each, and Sean decided she was going to take mine and give me hers. She didn't ask me. She just switched them around like that was what we were doing.
I'm like, "Give that back. Don't do that."
And the thing is, if she'd asked me for it, I probably would've given it to her. That's just the kind of heart I had, and she knew that. I wasn't somebody who couldn't share. But there was a difference between me giving you something and you deciding you're going to take it. She took my toy out of my bag, gave me hers, and expected me to be fine with it.
I wasn't fine with it.
So I believe I punched her.
Now, Sean was quite a few years older than me, and when we fought, it usually turned into a strength challenge. I'd punch her, she'd punch me harder, and then I'd try to punch her harder than that. Eventually I'd realize I couldn't hit as hard as she could, and that's when I'd start biting. That was my move. If I couldn't win by punching, I was going to find something else that worked.
Sean never bit me back. I don't know whether it was because she was stronger than me or because she just didn't fight that way, but she'd scratch me. And for some reason, getting scratched hurt worse than getting punched. I could take a punch and keep fighting, but when somebody dragged their fingernails across my skin, that was a different kind of pain.
This particular time, I must've bitten her pretty hard, because she scratched me across my cheekbone. Long and slow. I remember how badly it stung, and I remember having this long scratch across my face. I started crying because it hurt, and while I was still dealing with that, Diane came back out of the store.
She saw my face and went off.
"What are you doing to him? Are you crazy? Do you know you just fucked up? What the fuck is wrong with you, Sean?"
She was livid. She kept yelling at Sean, telling her she'd messed up and that they were gone, that they were getting out of her house. She didn't seem interested in hearing how the fight started or what I had done. As far as she was concerned, Sean had hurt me, and that was all she needed to know.
"I don't give a fuck what he did."
That's what she said.
And she kept going.
Now, my face was still hurting. That scratch was stinging like hell, and I had been crying. But Diane was yelling at my sister so badly that I stopped crying and started trying to calm her down.
"It's okay."
I remember saying that because I didn't want the whole thing to turn into something bigger. Me and Sean had fought before. We were brother and sister. Sometimes we got along, sometimes we got on each other's nerves, and sometimes we fought. I wasn't expecting a fight over a McDonald's toy to turn into a situation where somebody was talking about making my sisters leave.
But that's what happened.
Later that day, my sisters were packing their things.
I don't know exactly what Diane wanted or what conversations happened between her and the people responsible for our placement. Sometimes I've wondered whether she wanted me there without my sisters, especially knowing what I know now about what was happening between us. But I can't tell you that was her reason. I wasn't part of those conversations, and I don't know what decisions were being made behind my back.
What I do know is that my sisters were sent somewhere else together, and I stayed with Diane.
That never made sense to me.
According to everybody, I was the problem child. I was the one getting into fights, having behavior problems, and giving adults a hard time. But when it came time to separate us, somehow I was the one who stayed. My sisters were the ones packing their things, and I was standing there watching it happen.
Then Sean looked at me and said something that stayed with me for the rest of my life.
"You did it again."
I'm like, "Did what?"
"You got us moving. You got us moving."
Antonia spoke up and told her not to say that.
But I'd already heard it, and I knew exactly what Sean meant.
The first time, I'd told people at school what was happening at home. I'd made those marks on my arms, gone into the guidance counselor's office, and told them my parents were hurting me. I knew what I was saying, even if I didn't understand everything that could happen afterward. Then me and my sisters were taken away from our parents.
Now we were being separated again.
And Sean was telling me I'd done it.
I believed her.
That's the part that stayed with me. I didn't sit there thinking about who had the authority to move us or whether Diane had made the decision herself. I wasn't thinking about social workers, placement policies, or all the things adults might've been discussing without us. I was thinking about what I'd done, what had happened afterward, and what my sister was telling me.
In my mind, I'd caused another separation.
Antonia was the first person in that moment who seemed to recognize how much those words might hurt me. She told Sean not to say it, and I remember that. I don't know whether she understood everything I was thinking, but she knew enough to speak up for me. That's something I appreciated about Antonia. Even when she couldn't stop what was happening, she could recognize when something wasn't right.
But she couldn't take Sean's words back.
And I couldn't stop thinking about them.
I watched my sisters pack their things, knowing they were going somewhere together while I was staying behind. I didn't know how long we'd be apart or what was going to happen next. I just knew that the two people who had been protecting me since I was little were leaving, and once again, I was going to have to figure out how to live somewhere without my family.
For years afterward, people would tell me I was too young to take responsibility for everything that happened. They'd explain that children don't make foster care placement decisions and that there were adults responsible for what happened to us. I can understand more of that now than I could back then. But understanding something as a grown man doesn't automatically change what you believed when you were seven.
And what I believed was that I'd done it again.
That belief followed me through the foster homes that came afterward. It affected how I thought about telling people things, how I understood loyalty, and how I responded when somebody asked me to explain what was happening in my life. I had already seen what could happen when I told somebody something, and now I'd heard my own sister blame me for another separation.
I didn't know how to make sense of all that.
I just knew my sisters were leaving.
And I was staying.
With Diane.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 9
The Boys in the Basement
Those last words from Sean stuck with me for years. "You did it again." I took accountability for what happened to my family, and for a long time, I wouldn't even consider looking at it any other way. People told me I was too young, that it wasn't my fault, that I couldn't have understood what was going to happen when I told somebody about what was happening at home. But I knew what I'd said. I knew what I'd done. And when I watched my sisters leave Diane's house without me, I believed I'd caused the same thing to happen all over again.
That's probably where some of my feelings about snitching and telling on people came from. I've always taken that seriously. When you're little and you believe telling somebody something is the reason your family got separated, you don't necessarily grow up thinking that speaking up is going to help you. You start thinking about what happened the last time you opened your mouth. That's how I understood it. I wasn't sitting around considering whether the adults had made the right decisions or whether somebody should've protected us differently. I was thinking about what I'd said and what it had cost me.
It wasn't until much later that I began considering what it meant to have been a child in those situations. My wife, Robin, helped me understand that differently. She talks about giving children grace for things they don't know, and I've started looking at some of my own experiences through that same understanding. I appreciate her for that. Seriously. She's an amazing woman, and there are things she's helped me reconsider that I spent most of my life looking at only one way. But back then, I wasn't giving myself any grace. I believed I'd gotten us separated, and that was that.
Over the next couple of years, I was shipped through so many foster homes that I still have trouble putting them in the right order. I'm talking dozens. From around seven years old until somewhere close to nine, maybe eight years and nine months, I was constantly being moved. I can't give you an exact timeline because some of those placements run together in my memory. I'd get sent somewhere, stay for a while, get kicked out for one reason or another, and end up somewhere else. Every house had different people, different rules, and different expectations, but none of them was the place I wanted to be.
Most of those early placements were with Black foster families throughout Wisconsin. Some of them I liked for a while, and some I couldn't stand almost immediately. I wasn't exactly making things easy for anybody, either. I fought, ran away, got angry, and did things that made my situation worse. Sometimes I knew I was doing something wrong and did it anyway because I was mad. Other times, I felt like people weren't listening to what I was trying to tell them, and I didn't know how else to get their attention. I'm not saying every foster home was bad or that I was some perfect little kid getting kicked out for no reason. I'm saying I was a little boy who kept getting moved, and every time I went somewhere new, I had to figure out another set of people who already seemed to know more about me than I knew about them.
One of those families was Mr. and Mrs. Jones.
I actually liked the Joneses for a while. They were cool people, at least in certain ways. They smelled good, always chewing gum and smacking it, carrying themselves like they had things together. You know what I'm saying? They weren't the kind of people you walked into the house and immediately thought something was wrong with. They took us shopping when we first got there, bought us clothes and shoes, and talked about how they treated everybody equally. I appreciated some of that. They had a nice house, and from what I could tell, they had a pretty good reputation among foster kids.
The other two foster boys were excited to be there. I remember one of them was named Mike. I can't remember the other boy's name right now, but there were three of us altogether, and those two seemed happy about where we'd landed. They'd heard about the Joneses, and apparently, getting placed with them was supposed to be something good. I don't know what those boys were thinking privately, but from what I could see, they were enjoying themselves. They were looking around at the house and the things we were getting, and I was looking around trying to figure out what kind of situation I'd just walked into.
Because the Joneses had a son named Marvin.
Marvin was a star athlete, and he got to sleep upstairs in the main part of the house with his parents. Me and the other two foster boys were assigned to the basement. Now, I didn't have a problem with basements in general. I'd slept in all kinds of places by then, and I wasn't somebody who needed everything to be fancy. But this basement was still being remodeled. They were telling us how nice it was going to look when they finished, how everything was going to be set up, and how good it was going to be for us.
And I'm thinking, Well, why don't we wait until it looks nice before you move us down here?
That seemed pretty reasonable to me. If the basement wasn't finished, why couldn't we stay upstairs until it was? They were telling us they were embracing us, welcoming us into their family, treating us like everybody else. But their own son was upstairs with them, and the foster boys were downstairs waiting for their living space to be completed. I didn't understand why I was supposed to be excited about that.
Then I noticed what they had already finished in the basement.
The bar.
Out of everything they were remodeling down there, the bar was done. The man cave was ready. The place where the grown folks could sit around and enjoy themselves had already been taken care of, but the rooms where the foster boys were supposed to sleep were still being worked on. I couldn't get past that. I'm thinking, You got three boys coming into your house, boys you're telling everybody you're going to care for, and the first thing you made sure was finished was your bar?
Now, I'm not saying they couldn't have a bar. That wasn't my business. I'm saying I was trying to understand their priorities. If you're going to tell me I'm part of your family, I want to see what that means. I want to know whether you're going to treat me like your own child or whether I'm just somebody you're making room for because you're supposed to. And when I looked at that basement, I felt like I was seeing the difference.
The shopping was another thing. They'd tell us everybody was treated the same, but it seemed like our shoes were always a little lower grade. We got things, but it was always something just a little less than what Marvin had. Not necessarily nothing. Just less. And sometimes that bothered me more than if they hadn't bought us anything at all, because they were telling us one thing while I was watching something different happen.
I don't know whether the other boys noticed those things or whether they simply didn't care. They were excited to be in a nice house, and maybe that was enough for them. Maybe they'd been somewhere worse and appreciated what the Joneses were offering. I can't speak for them. But I know what was going through my mind. I was asking myself what kind of people these were, why they had arranged the house the way they had, and what it meant that their own son was upstairs while the rest of us were downstairs.
I paid attention to everything. That's how I've always been. I could walk into a place and notice what music was playing, how people were talking to one another, what somebody gave one person compared to another, and whether the things they said matched the things they did. I didn't necessarily know what every detail meant, but I wanted to understand what was happening around me. I wanted to know who I was dealing with before I got too comfortable.
Sometimes I wonder whether being that detailed helped me or held me back. Because when you notice everything, you don't always get to enjoy what everybody else is enjoying. Those boys were happy about the house, and I was standing there thinking about the unfinished basement. They were excited about the clothes, and I was thinking about why our shoes seemed cheaper. Maybe they were seeing something I wasn't. Maybe I was seeing something they weren't. I don't know. But once something didn't sit right with me, I had a hard time pretending it did.
My wife loves that part of me now. She appreciates how detailed I can be, how I notice little things and think about what they might mean. I think it's made our relationship better in certain ways, and I'm starting to get some of that back because after being incarcerated for so long, I lost touch with parts of myself that used to come naturally.
In prison, people had a word for somebody who'd been institutionalized to the point where it started affecting how they functioned. They'd say you were fried. I don't know exactly what fried me or when it happened. I can't point to one particular year or experience and say that's when my mind started changing. I didn't even realize how much had changed until I got out.
When I came home, I thought I was moving fine. I thought I was processing things the way I always had, keeping up with conversations, reacting to people, and figuring things out as they happened. But I started noticing that I wasn't thinking as fast as I remembered, wasn't responding as quickly, and couldn't always navigate people and situations with the same ease I used to have. I'd be trying to explain something and lose my flow. I'd be listening to somebody and realize I wasn't keeping up with everything they were saying. I thought I was moving, but the whole time, in certain ways, I was stuck.
That's another part of my story, though. I'll get into that later.
Back at the Joneses, I hadn't lost that part of myself yet. I was still noticing everything, and what I noticed was that Marvin had a place upstairs with his family while the rest of us were downstairs in a basement that wasn't finished. The Joneses could tell me they treated everybody equally, and I could appreciate the things they bought us, but none of that answered the question I kept coming back to: Why are we down here?
I wasn't asking to be treated better than Marvin. I was asking why we were being treated differently if we were all supposed to be part of the same family. And I couldn't understand why the adults expected me to overlook that just because they had a nice house.
Eventually, I decided I wasn't staying.
I ran away from the Joneses on multiple occasions, and I didn't last very long in that home. I'd already made up my mind that something wasn't right for me there. Whether the Joneses understood my reasons or just saw another foster kid acting up, I couldn't tell you. By then, I'd already been through enough placements to know that once adults decided you were a problem, there wasn't always much you could say to change their minds. And I wasn't exactly making it easy for anybody to see things differently, either.
I want to be clear about something. I had done plenty of damage in other Black foster homes before I ever got to the Joneses. I'm not trying to make it sound like they were the only family I had problems with or that I was some innocent little kid who never did anything wrong. I wasn't. I could be difficult. I could get angry, fight, run away, and make decisions that caused more problems for myself. I'm just telling you where I remember that particular part of my life coming to an end.
I believe the Joneses were one of the last Black foster families I stayed with before they started sending me to white foster homes. I don't know whether that placement was the official reason somebody made that decision, but that's where I remember the transition happening. And when I think about everything that happened afterward, I can see how one placement seemed to lead into another.
There were stages to it.
That's something I've thought about a lot as I've gotten older, especially when I think about how people see Black boys as they grow up. My wife explained something to me once about how a little Black boy can go from being everybody's cute little baby to being seen as something entirely different as he gets older. I'm paraphrasing her because she explained it better than I'm about to, but the point stayed with me.
When you're little, people want to hold you, cuddle you, and call you by some affectionate nickname. You're Baby D or Little Dennis or whatever name your family has for you. Then you start growing. You get taller, your shoulders get broader, you start looking more like a young man, and suddenly people aren't talking to you the same way. You're not Baby D anymore. Now you're Dennis, Big Dennis, Diesel, or whatever people start calling you because of how you look. The way people respond to you changes, sometimes before you even understand why.
And I believe there were stages in how the foster care system saw me, too.
At first, you're the little kid everybody wants to help. You're cute, and people tell you how nice everything is going to be. They talk about making you part of their family, taking care of you, and giving you opportunities you didn't have before. Then you start having problems. You get angry, confused, misunderstood, and you don't always know how to explain what's happening inside you. Meanwhile, the adults are writing things down. They're passing paperwork around behind your back, making decisions about where you belong, and adding things to your file every time something goes wrong.
I watched that file get bigger as I moved from house to house. Every fight, every time I ran away, every placement that didn't work out, somebody had something else to write about me. And the next time I went somewhere, the new adults would get that information before they really got to know me. Sometimes I felt like I was being introduced by my paperwork instead of by who I actually was.
And the placements started changing.
At least, that's how it happened to me.
I went from Black foster homes to white foster homes, then group homes, residential treatment centers, places that combined residential care with mental health treatment, juvenile detention centers, juvenile correctional institutions, and eventually adult prison. It wasn't one big jump. There were steps, and every step seemed to come with a different set of rules, different expectations, and different people deciding what kind of place I belonged in.
I'm not saying every Black boy goes through that or that everybody who enters foster care ends up where I did. I'm talking about what happened to me. Looking back, I can see how the placements changed, how the paperwork followed me, and how the way people described me changed as I got older. I also know I made choices along the way. Some of those choices hurt people. Some made my situation worse. I'm not leaving those things out just because I'm telling my side of the story. But I can't explain those choices without explaining what was happening around me, either.
By the time I left the Joneses, I was still a little boy. I hadn't even reached nine years old, as best as I can remember. But I'd already lived in enough homes to recognize the difference between somebody telling me I belonged and somebody making me feel like I did.
The Joneses had a nice house. They bought us things. They talked about how good that basement was going to look when everything was finished. Maybe the other boys found something there that worked for them. I hope they did.
Me, I couldn't stop thinking about that bar.
Because the grown folks had already made themselves comfortable, and we were still waiting on our place in the house.
And after that, they started sending me somewhere else.
 
THE NARRATIVE: PART 10
More Than Welcome
 
I went through a few different white foster homes before I finally landed in one where somebody could tolerate me long enough for me to get comfortable. And I want to make something clear before I go any further: I never intended to stay in any foster home. Black, white, it didn't matter. I wasn't looking for a new family. I already had one. I had a mother, sisters, brothers, people I loved, and a home I wanted to get back to. Every placement was temporary in my mind, whether the people taking me in understood that or not. They could give me a nice bedroom, buy me clothes, take me places, and treat me as good as they wanted. I might appreciate it. I might even like them. But none of that meant I was planning to stay.
To understand why I was so determined to leave, you have to understand what was happening during my visits with my mother. In the beginning, when I first got involved with foster care—or the system, as we called it—I was still allowed to see her. Sometimes those visits happened with glass between us. Other times we could talk more closely, whisper to each other, or walk together. And the less supervision we had, the more my mama would tell me. She was careful about what she said around certain people, but when she thought nobody was listening, she'd open up. The older I got, the more she seemed to recognize that I could understand things, and the more information she trusted me with. I loved that. I wanted her to know I was smart enough to understand what was happening to our family. I wanted to be somebody she could talk to, somebody she could depend on.
Looking back, though, I don't know how much of what she was telling me was actually helping me. At the time, I thought I was receiving information that would help me get home. Now I can see there was a lot of fear in those conversations. Confusion, too. Maybe some poor parenting, some wrong guidance, and a mother who was scared of losing her children. I don't say that to disrespect her. There are plenty of reasons to defend my mama, and not just because she's my mother. There are reasons to defend me, too. I know some people are going to read this and decide what she should've done or what I should've done. That's fine. Take from it what you want. I'm going to tell you what happened as I remember it, including the parts I understand differently now.
My mama had me under the impression that there was a war against us. And when I say us, I'm talking about our family specifically. I'm not saying there weren't bigger things happening to Black people in this country. We know that history. But I wasn't sitting there as a little boy trying to figure out the whole world. I was worried about the Scott family. My mama had me believing that people were trying to take us apart, and that I needed to do whatever I could to get home. She'd tell me to watch people, pay attention to what they were doing, and be careful about what I said. Don't say too much. Be good. Don't let them take you away from me. She warned me that people might try to adopt me, and I took those warnings seriously.
She gave me what she believed were the tricks to surviving the system. The problem was that our conversations weren't usually about what I was learning or what I could accomplish while I was there. I don't remember her asking me much about school or encouraging me to learn everything I could from the people around me. She wanted to know what I saw, what people were doing to me, and whether anybody was trying to keep me from coming home. So that's what I paid attention to. I watched people, and when something happened that bothered me, I told her. I didn't know what her plan was, so I figured she needed to know everything. If somebody said something strange or made a decision I didn't understand, I wanted to report it back to my mama.
And there was always something. At least, that's how it felt to me. Every placement had different people, different rules, and something that didn't sit right. I'd tell my mama, she'd get upset, and then I'd get upset too. Looking back, I wonder how much those conversations affected both of us. I wonder whether hearing about everything happening to me made her feel even more helpless, and whether some of that pain contributed to her struggles with drugs. I can't say for certain. I don't know everything my mama was dealing with, and I'm not going to pretend I do. Sometimes I think maybe her drug use wasn't as bad as people made it seem. Other times I wonder if it was worse than I understood. Who knows? I was a child, and there were things happening in her life that I couldn't possibly have understood.
What I do know is that those visits affected me. I'd have a good visit with my mama, and afterward I'd be angry because I couldn't go home with her. That didn't make sense to me. If we could sit together, talk, laugh, and enjoy each other's company, why couldn't I leave with her? What was the difference between being allowed to spend time with my mother and being allowed to live with her? Nobody explained that to me in a way I could accept. So I'd leave those visits upset, and a lot of times I'd end up having a tantrum or getting into trouble afterward.
I've thought about whether things might've turned out differently if we hadn't seen each other so often. That's a hard thing to admit because I loved my mama, and I wanted every minute I could get with her. But sometimes I wonder whether more time apart would've allowed both of us to make progress. Maybe she would've had more space to work on getting sober. Maybe I would've had more time to focus on learning and growing without being so consumed by getting home. Maybe we would've reunited sooner. Or maybe not. I can't know that now. I just know that when I look back, I can see how much of my attention was tied up in what was happening with my mother, even when I was physically living somewhere else.
That's one of those random but real thoughts. Me and my wife used to say that to each other when we were texting while I was incarcerated. Random but real. We'd be talking about one thing, and then one of us would say something completely different, something that came straight from the heart, and we'd call it that. I don't know whether we were embarrassed to be that open or just cautious about expressing ourselves, but I loved that about us. It was our way of being honest without having to make a big production out of it. I want to get back to that kind of openness now that we're living together. I want to be comfortable enough to say what I'm thinking without worrying about whether it fits the conversation.
Anyway, I'm getting off track. It's about five in the morning as I'm telling this part of my story, and I'm tired, but I feel good. I don't have some deadline forcing me to sit here doing this. I just have a story I want to tell, and when the memories start coming, I want to get them out. Sometimes that means I go in a few different directions before I get back to where I started. That's how my mind works. So let me get back to those foster homes.
I went through quite a few white families. Maybe a dozen and a half, if I'm estimating. There are three that stand out to me, although I'm going to skip over one of them for now. That particular placement has its own story, involving me and my big sister, and I might come back to it later. But there was another family I remember because, for a while, they made me feel something I hadn't felt in most of those houses.
They made me feel welcome.
It was a white family, a mother and father, what people would call a traditional household. I remember the dad being a heavier-set man, and for some reason I liked that about him. They had a pool, and they let me play video games. They also had their own ideas about what I should be listening to. They would edit my music, especially my rap, and I wasn't too fond of that. I liked my music the way it was. But compared with some of the other places I'd been, that wasn't enough to make me hate being there.
They even bought me a durag. I had a curly afro back then, and if I was going to cut my hair, I wanted a durag. That was something I asked for, and they got it for me. Little things like that mattered. They didn't necessarily understand everything about me or where I came from, but they were willing to accommodate some of the things I wanted. I could swim, play games, and spend time around the house without feeling like every little thing was going to turn into a problem.
I was comfortable there for a while. But don't misunderstand me. I was still planning my escape.
That's something I want people to understand about me. Just because I was enjoying myself somewhere didn't mean I had changed my mind about going home. I could like a foster family and still want to leave. I could appreciate the things they did for me without wanting them to become my parents. My happiness wasn't something they could buy with a swimming pool or a game system. When I was home with my family, I remember feeling happy all the way through. I didn't need everything around me to be perfect. I just felt good inside. And for a long time after that, I couldn't find that same feeling anywhere else.
I'm starting to experience some of that again now, in my adult life. It's not constant. Some days I feel it, and some days it's patchy. But when I feel genuinely happy, all the way through, man, it feels good. I wouldn't trade that feeling for anything. And I don't want to go back to a life where I can't recognize it when it's there.
This particular foster family gave me something I still think about today. It wasn't the pool or the video games, although I enjoyed those. It was the way they spoke to me. They were the first people I remember making me understand the difference between being welcome somewhere and being more than welcome.
Now, I know that might sound like I'm making too much out of a couple of words, but hear me out. There are people who will let you into their house, let you sit down, and tell you to make yourself comfortable, but you can still feel like you're supposed to be careful. You ask before you touch anything. You don't know whether you can go into the kitchen. You don't know whether somebody is going to get upset if you grab a cookie or fix yourself something to eat. They might say you're welcome, but you still feel like a guest who's supposed to remember he's a guest.
Being more than welcome felt different to me. If I wanted something from the kitchen, I didn't have to stand there asking three times whether it was okay. I could help myself. If I accidentally broke a plate, I didn't have to feel like I'd just ruined my chance to stay there. I didn't have to tiptoe around the house or act like I was borrowing somebody else's life. That's what those words came to mean to me. Not just that somebody was tolerating me, but that they actually wanted me there.
And in foster care, that difference mattered. Because I knew these families were receiving money to take care of us. I knew there were people who might've been willing to put up with a child because there was a check attached to his name. I'm not saying every foster parent was like that. I'm telling you how I learned to think about it. To me, being welcome could mean somebody was willing to tolerate you. Being more than welcome meant they accepted you, and they weren't constantly reminding you that the house belonged to somebody else.
That's how I felt with this family. I believe they genuinely enjoyed taking care of children. I respected the way the father carried himself, how he treated his family, and how he treated me. I didn't love him the way I loved my own dad, but I liked him. I respected him. And I could see why somebody might want to stay in a home like that.
I think they lived somewhere around Pewaukee, Wisconsin. I'm not completely sure about the location, but that's what I remember. The father would take me to race-car events sometimes, and I'd sit next to him while we watched. Now, let me tell you something about race-car driving. I hate that shit. I think it's one of the stupidest sports in the world. If you disagree with me, you can put this book down for a minute, but make sure you pick it back up if you've ever been through something, because the rest of this story might still have something for you.
I didn't care about the racing. I cared about spending time with him. He was a decent man to be around, and I liked how he handled himself. He'd told me he loved me, too. I didn't necessarily feel the same way about him, but I appreciated that he said it. More importantly, I appreciated how he treated me. For once, I was in a foster home where I wasn't constantly trying to figure out what I'd done wrong or how long it would take before somebody decided they couldn't deal with me anymore.
Then one day, while I was having what seemed like a normal day, a van pulled up.
Somebody had come to get me.
I remember being confused because nothing had happened. At least, nothing I knew about. I hadn't gotten into some big fight that day. I hadn't run away. I wasn't standing there waiting for somebody to punish me. I was just chilling, enjoying myself, and suddenly people were telling me I had to leave.
"What the fuck?"
That's what I was thinking. What happened? Why am I leaving? What did I do?
I looked toward the foster dad because he was the person I expected to have an answer. He'd told me he loved me, and from everything I'd seen, he seemed like somebody who meant what he said. I could see him arguing back and forth with the people who had come to get me. I didn't understand everything they were saying, but I knew he wasn't happy about it.
They were telling him I needed to go to a group home.
A group home.
I couldn't understand why. I was finally doing good somewhere. I had been there longer than I was used to staying in some places, and my mama seemed to be doing better too. In my mind, things were supposed to be moving toward me going home. That's what I had been waiting for all this time. I wasn't looking for another placement. I wasn't asking to be sent somewhere with more kids and more rules. I wanted to go home to my family, and I thought maybe this foster dad was somebody who could help make that happen.
He didn't seem like the kind of person who was trying to adopt me or keep me away from my mother. That's one of the things I liked about him. I felt like he understood that I had a family already and that his job wasn't necessarily to replace them. So when those people showed up talking about taking me to a group home, I looked to him to do something about it.
"What's going on?" I asked.
"Don't worry about it," he told me. "I'm going to be talking to them right now."
But I was worried. I was worried because I'd heard things like that before, and I knew that adults could talk all day while somebody else made the decision. I needed him to do more than talk. I needed him to protect me. So I started working on his emotions a little bit. I'll admit that. I wanted him to remember what he'd told me, and I wanted him to feel responsible for keeping his word.
"I thought you loved me."
He told me he did.
And I kept pushing because I didn't want to leave. I knew I was playing on his heartstrings, but I needed somebody to stand up for me. I had spent too much time being moved from one place to another, and for once, I was somewhere I didn't mind being. I wasn't ready to give that up because somebody showed up in a van and said there was another place I needed to go.
Then he said something that made me believe, for a moment, that things might actually turn out differently.
"I'm not letting them take you. Not over my dead body."
I looked at him.
"Are you sure?"
"Not over my dead body."
Man, when he said that, I believed him.
I thought, Oh, this motherfucker for real.
A freedom fighter. That's what he seemed like to me in that moment. Somebody who wasn't just going to stand there while people made decisions about my life. Somebody who was willing to argue with them, challenge them, and tell them no. I had been waiting for somebody to do that. I had been waiting for an adult to look at the people moving me around and say, Enough. This boy is staying right here.
And there he was, telling them they weren't taking me unless they went through him first.
I don't know what happened in all the conversations that followed. I don't know who had the final authority, what paperwork had already been completed, or whether there was anything he could've done to stop it. I only know what I saw and what I heard. He argued with them. He told me he wasn't going to let them take me. And I believed him because, up until that moment, he'd given me reasons to believe he cared.
But they took me anyway.
Over his alive body.
And the rest was history.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 11
A Dirty Slate
 
The next white foster home I went to—the one that somehow managed to hold on to me until I was about eleven, I believe—was on a farm. A real farm. I'm talking about 180 acres of land, cows, a driveway so long you could've started questioning your life decisions before you ever reached the house. I'd never seen anything like it, and I wasn't interested in seeing any more. I had already been through a few white foster homes, spent time in a group home, and made it perfectly clear that I wasn't looking for anybody to adopt me. But somehow, here I was, riding down this long, winding driveway toward a whole new life I hadn't agreed to. There was even a bridge on the way in. I think the driveway was somewhere over a quarter mile long, maybe closer to half a mile. All I know is that by the time we got to the house, I had already decided I was at war.
I was still Chicago as hell. Still talking hood, still carrying myself like a kid from the South Side, and still crazy about my Chicago Bears. These people were Packers fans. Goddamn it, we already had a problem. I mean, I can respect the Packers. They're a good team. I'm a universal sports fan when I want to be. But the Bears come first, and there wasn't no way these people were turning into Bears fans for me. So right off the bat, I figured we didn't have much in common. Then I looked around at all that land and those cows, and I'm thinking, What the fuck am I supposed to do out here?
The woman's name was Robin Janish. I'll never forget that name. She had been fostering children for something like twenty-two years, from what I remember, and she was probably around fifty years old at the time. She had adopted a lot of kids, too. That was her thing. She had experience, she had land, she had a whole way of doing things, and she was relentless. I could tell that much about her pretty quickly. She was determined to make something out of me, but whatever she had in mind wasn't what I wanted for myself. I showed up thinking I was Malcolm X, ready to question everything and fight anybody who tried to tell me who I was supposed to be. She seemed determined to turn me into some kind of Tiger Woods mixed with Martin Luther King. She admired Tiger Woods, and she'd talk proudly about the kind of young man she wanted me to become. And every time she started talking like that, all I could think was, Girl, if you don't turn me loose.
I swear, I did not like that lady.
But let me explain how I ended up there, because there's something important about that placement. By then, I had already been sent to a group home. From what I understood about the system, once you moved from foster care into a group home, getting back into a regular foster home wasn't something that happened easily. You had to work your way back down, or at least that's how it seemed to me. Robin was willing to take me out of the group home and bring me into her house, with adoption apparently being a possibility. I wanted out of that group home so bad that I was willing to take the chance. I figured, Fuck it, I'll go. But I wasn't getting adopted. That part was already settled in my mind. I might come live at your house, eat your food, and follow enough rules to get by, but you weren't replacing my mama.
The woman who brought me to the farm had been trying to prepare me for the whole experience. I was already anxious about going, especially once she said the word farm. That word alone was enough to make me suspicious. She kept rubbing my shoulders, trying to calm me down, telling me how nice Robin was and how different this placement would be. They went on vacations. They did all kinds of activities. Robin was experienced with children. She knew how to handle kids like me. Blah, blah, blah. In one ear and out the other. I appreciated her trying to make me feel better, but I didn't believe half of what she was saying. And the more she tried to sell me on the place, the more I wondered what she wasn't telling me.
Before we got there, I had made one thing clear to her: I didn't want Robin knowing everything about my past. Don't tell her about all those other placements, all the trouble, all the things people had written down about me. I wanted to come into this house without somebody already having an opinion about who I was. The woman assured me that was what would happen. She told me I was going in with a clean slate.
A clean slate.
Now, I don't even know what the fuck a slate is. I'm guessing it's one of those boards people used to write on back in the day, maybe something you'd find on an Amish farm or somewhere like that. I learned a lot about Amish people and all kinds of things while I was living out there, whether I wanted to or not. But at that moment, I understood what she meant. A clean slate meant Robin wasn't supposed to know all the things people had been saying about me. She was supposed to get to know me for herself.
That lasted about as long as it took us to get out of the car.
They told me to go look around somewhere near the cows. Didn't I just tell you I didn't care about no damn cows? That's what I was thinking. I hadn't come all the way out there to study livestock. But they wanted me to go look at something, and I knew why. They wanted me distracted so the adults could talk without me hearing what they were saying. I had seen that routine before. Send the kid somewhere else, get him interested in something, and then start discussing his life like he isn't standing right there.
I went, but I kept watching.
And sure enough, when I turned around, I saw that woman handing Robin a big-ass packet of paperwork.
My paperwork.
All that stuff I had specifically asked her not to share.
I couldn't believe it. Actually, I could believe it. That's what made me so mad. I had asked her directly, she'd promised me something, and now here she was doing the exact opposite while I was supposed to be distracted by cows. She'd told me I was coming in with a clean slate, and I was standing there watching her hand Robin a dirty-ass slate before I'd even had a chance to introduce myself.
That was the first problem.
The second problem was Robin herself.
"Hey, how are you, little guy?"
I don't know why, but something about the way she said that rubbed me wrong. It sounded racist to me. Maybe somebody else would've heard a perfectly nice woman greeting a little boy, but that wasn't how it landed with me. I had already watched my paperwork get passed behind my back, and now this lady was talking to me like I was some little character she was about to take under her wing. Little guy. I didn't like it. I wasn't trying to be her little guy. I was trying to figure out how long I had to stay before I could get the hell out of there.
Then we got inside the house, and things got even stranger.
Robin had baked cookies. She was proud of those cookies, too, talking about how she'd made them for us. But when I looked at where she'd put them, I couldn't understand what I was seeing. She had the cookies spread out on newspaper. Newspaper. I don't know why that bothered me so much, but it did. Where were the pans? Where was a plate? Why are we putting food on something people read and throw away? Maybe that was normal out there, but it wasn't normal to me, and I was already tired of everything being different.
Then there was the milk. Instead of a regular jug sitting in the refrigerator like I was used to, they had this big stainless-steel container with some kind of dispenser on it. It had two things sticking out that looked like nipples to me. I didn't even know what to call it. I'm looking at this thing thinking, Why I gotta pull milk out of this contraption? Where's the regular milk? Everything in that house seemed like it required me to learn some new way of doing something I'd already been doing my whole life.
And then came the cookies.
Now, you would think if somebody baked cookies and put them out for a child who had just arrived, they'd let him have a couple. But I had one, and when I went to get another, suddenly there was a rule. I had to ask for each individual cookie. You tell me I can have a cookie, but I can't have two? I got to ask permission every time I want another one? I wasn't interested in spending the next few years negotiating over cookies.
I was done.
I told the woman who brought me there that I wanted to leave. Take me back. Let's try somewhere else. I meant it, too. I wasn't asking for another tour of the farm or another explanation about how nice Robin was going to be. I'd seen enough.
But she told me I was staying.
I wasn't going to be calling the shots.
That was it. The decision had already been made, and whatever I thought about it wasn't going to change anything. I remember thinking, Oh, it's over with? You're telling me it's over with? Because I wasn't accepting that. I told her I was going to tell my case manager right then and there that I didn't want to stay.
We ended up having a whole conversation about it, and by the time everything was said and done, I was throwing rocks at Robin.
She'll tell you herself.
Robin could talk about how sweet I was, and in the same breath she'd remind me how bad I had been when I first got there. That was something about her I never liked. She always seemed to need to be right. Even when she was saying something nice about me, she'd find a way to bring up what I'd done wrong. And yes, I threw rocks at her. I'm not going to pretend I didn't. I was angry, I didn't want to be there, and I was going to make sure everybody knew it. But from my point of view, the trouble had started before I ever picked up a rock. I had been promised one thing and shown another, and once again, somebody else had decided where I was going to live.
I ended up staying at that farm for years.
That's the crazy part. Out of all the homes I'd run away from, all the placements that couldn't keep me, this was the one that held on to me until I was about eleven, as best as I can remember. I still don't know whether that says more about Robin's determination or my inability to get away from that place. Probably some of both. But I was there long enough to learn things I never would've learned growing up in Chicago, and long enough to experience things I still think about today.
When I first got there, I believe I was the only Black kid in that town. At least, that's how I remember it. Eventually another Black boy came around, but he was a cornball. Sorry, man, if you're somewhere reading this book, but you were a cornball. I remember one day somebody called me a colored boy, and you didn't stick up for me. I didn't forget that. Later on, I beat the shit out of the kid who said it, and then I beat you up too. You probably thought I was just randomly coming after you, but it wasn't random to me. I remembered what you didn't do when somebody disrespected me. I was carrying that around, and when I got the chance, I acted on it.
Now, I'm not saying that was the right way to handle it. I'm telling you how I thought about things back then. If I felt like somebody was supposed to have my back and they didn't, that meant something to me. I didn't just forget about it because the day was over. I remembered. And sometimes the other person didn't even know I was still holding on to something that had happened days or weeks earlier. By the time I responded, it probably looked like I was starting trouble for no reason. But in my mind, there was always a reason.
Anyhoot. Yeah, I say things like that sometimes. Anyhoot. I like playing around with words. I don't know whether it's because I've gotten more comfortable with myself or because I enjoy being able to express myself however I want. I can be serious one minute and say something completely ridiculous the next. That's just how I talk. I could probably break down why I do it, but who has time for all that? I got a whole farm to tell you about.
Robin's family went to church every Sunday. They took me to Disney World, took me on vacations, and brought me to places I probably never would've gone otherwise. They did things for me. I'm not going to lie about that. If somebody wants to hear that they never did anything good, they're reading the wrong story. They took me places, taught me things, and exposed me to a whole different way of living.
But no matter what they did, I didn't like that place.
I didn't like being there, and I didn't like what I felt they were trying to turn me into. Robin put me in speech therapy or something along those lines. Speech therapy. My speech was perfect, as far as I was concerned. I could talk. I could explain myself. I could tell you exactly what I thought about something, and most of the time I had plenty to say. The problem wasn't that I couldn't speak. I couldn't read. Those were two different things, and I didn't understand why people kept treating me like the way I talked was something that needed fixing.
Reading became another problem. Robin had this rule where if we were going somewhere, you had to read for however many miles the trip was going to be. If we were traveling a certain distance, that was how many minutes you were supposed to read. Now, I couldn't read for one minute. Not because I didn't want to learn, but because I didn't know how. So imagine being told you have to read for a whole trip when you can't even get through the first minute. Everybody else might've been able to sit there and do what they were supposed to do, but I was already behind before we even got started.
Then there were the rules about grades and food. If you didn't get good grades, you didn't get the same meal as everybody else. They might be eating steak, and you'd be eating beans and something else. Well, if that's the arrangement, I'm eating beans forever, because I couldn't read well enough to get the grades they wanted. That's how it felt to me. They were tying things I needed or wanted to things I didn't yet know how to do, and then expecting me to figure it out.
There were a lot of things like that.
And when I look back at pictures from those years, I can see how I felt. Robin kept a lot of photographs. She was a picture hoarder, and somehow I managed to get some of those pictures years later. You can look through them and see me standing on vacations, going places, doing all kinds of things other kids might've been excited about. But I don't remember being happy in those pictures. My fists would be balled up, my face looking angry, like I was just waiting for somebody to finish taking the damn picture so I could go somewhere else. I don't even remember being happy on the roller coasters, and I liked roller coasters back then.
That's what made the whole thing so complicated. Somebody could look at those pictures and say, Look at everything they did for him. And they'd be right about the places we went. But that didn't mean I was happy. You can take a child to Disney World and still not understand why he doesn't want to live in your house. You can buy him things, teach him things, and give him opportunities without ever convincing him that he belongs there. I wasn't looking for another vacation. I was still trying to get home.
And while we were on that farm, there was plenty of work to do. I'm talking about lifting fifty-pound hay bales, working for hours, moving things around, and doing whatever else needed to be done. They worked you hard out there. I learned a lot, and some of those skills stayed with me because they drilled them into my head until I remembered. I'm not saying everything they taught me was useless. Quite the opposite. There are things I know how to do today because of that farm. But knowing something was useful doesn't mean I enjoyed learning it the way they taught it.
After all that work, Robin might give me a popsicle. A purple one. She'd have a big box of them, fifty or a hundred or however many came in the package, and I'd get one. Now, I liked purple popsicles. That wasn't the problem. The problem was that I'd be out there working hard, lifting hay bales, doing all that farm work, and afterward I'd be looking at this one little popsicle like, That's what I get? Sometimes it felt disrespectful. Sometimes I wondered whether the way I was being treated had something to do with being Black. I can't tell you what was in Robin's mind, but I can tell you how it felt to me.
And that's the thing about that farm. I can acknowledge what I learned there without pretending I loved being there. I can tell you about the vacations, the church, the things they bought me, and the skills I picked up, and still tell you that I was miserable. Those things don't cancel each other out. Robin might remember those years differently. She might remember a little boy she worked hard to help, a boy who fought her every step of the way. And I can understand why she'd remember some of that. I was throwing rocks at her before I'd even settled in.
But I remember the paperwork. I remember the cows. I remember the cookies on newspaper and that big milk container. I remember being told I had a clean slate and watching somebody hand over my file. I remember not being able to read and being told to read anyway. I remember being on a farm where everybody seemed to have a plan for who I was supposed to become, while I was still trying to figure out how to get back to the people who already knew me.
There's a lot more to tell about that place. I was there for years, and what happened on those 180 acres can't be explained in one sitting. Some of what I learned was useful. Some of what happened still bothers me. And some of it, even now, I'm still trying to make sense of.
But one thing I knew from the moment we came down that driveway was that Robin Janish and I weren't going to see the world the same way.
She had her idea of what kind of boy I should be.
I had mine.
And neither one of us was planning to give in easily.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 12
More Scared of You Than You Are of Them
 
I guess we had some laughs at Robin's foster home. I can't sit here and tell you there was never a funny moment or that we didn't do things other families did. We went to church every Sunday, took trips, played games, and had people coming in and out of the house. But I can't honestly say I ever had a truly good time there. Not the kind of good time where you feel comfortable all the way through, where you can enjoy yourself without having something else sitting in the back of your mind. There was always something about that place that bothered me, and even when everybody else was having fun, I usually found myself thinking about something entirely different.
Sundays were a perfect example. We'd go to church first, and afterward they'd throw these big Green Bay Packers parties. I'm talking about spending all kinds of money every single Sunday just to sit around watching the Packers play football, lose, and then spend the rest of the day coming up with theories about why they lost. It was never just that the other team played better. No, there had to be some explanation, some conspiracy behind Brett Favre throwing interceptions all day. They'd sit there discussing what went wrong, what should've happened, and how they were going to turn things around next week. And I'm looking at these people thinking, Goddamn, y'all really do this every Sunday?
Now, I'm a Chicago Bears fan. I've been a Bears fan since I was little, and that wasn't something I was willing to negotiate just because I got shipped off to Wisconsin. But the people at Robin's house couldn't seem to leave that alone. They'd joke about my team, tell me I picked the wrong one, and act like being a Packers fan was the only sensible way to live. They probably thought they were just having fun with me. That's how grown people joke with each other about football. But I wasn't a grown man sitting around with my friends. I was a little boy who hadn't even been comfortable in that house for a full day before people started telling me something I loved was wrong.
And it wasn't really about football. I know that now, although it was definitely about football to me too, because I wasn't about to let somebody disrespect my Bears. But that team was part of where I came from. Chicago was my home. I didn't know where my family was half the time, didn't know when I was going to see my mama again, and didn't know how long I was going to be stuck in Wisconsin. At least let me have my team. You don't have to become a Bears fan. I wasn't asking for that. Just tell me I picked a good team, or say something nice about them once in a while. Was that asking too much? Maybe somebody reading this thinks I was being sensitive. Maybe I was. But when you don't have much left from where you came from, even something as simple as a football team can mean more than people realize.
That was one of the smaller things that bothered me. There were plenty of bigger ones, and I wasn't exactly making life easy for anybody either. I damaged things, fought people, ran away, and found all kinds of ways to let them know I didn't want to be there. There were always different people coming through that house, too. Some stayed longer than others, and some I remember better than people I spent much more time around. One of them was a little white girl named Christina.
I hated Christina back then. I'm just going to say it the way I felt it. I couldn't stand her. She seemed to know how to play her little role in that house, and I thought she got treated better than me. But there was something important about Christina that I didn't always give enough consideration to at the time. She had been badly burned before coming there. From what I understood, her parents had put her in a hot tub, and she'd suffered terrible burns to her feet. She had to get them wrapped and treated regularly, maybe once a month or something like that. She needed special care, and she got it.
Now, as an adult, I can understand why a child with serious burns would need extra attention. But back then, I wasn't looking at it that way. I was looking at this little girl getting everybody's concern while I felt like my whole soul was on fire. And I'm telling you, it burned. I missed my family. I missed my mama. I felt like people had lied to me, deceived me, and kept moving me around without telling me what was really happening. Everywhere I turned, something reminded me that I wasn't where I wanted to be. But nobody could see any of that the way they could see Christina's injuries. She had something people could look at and immediately understand needed care. I was angry, confused, and acting out, and that seemed to be all anybody wanted to talk about.
Then when I complained about how differently I thought we were being treated, they'd tell me not to be racist. That used to drive me crazy. Why was that the first thing they wanted to say? I was trying to explain something I thought was unfair, and suddenly the conversation was about whether I was racist. I didn't believe I could be racist in the way they were accusing me of being. I had my own understanding of racism, and I wasn't interested in somebody using that word to shut down what I was trying to say. Whether my understanding was complete or not, I knew I was feeling something, and I wanted somebody to take it seriously.
The funny thing is, after all these years, Christina and I are actually pretty cool. She calls me her brother now. Of all the people I thought I hated in that house, she's one of the people I still have a relationship with. Life is strange like that. She ended up getting adopted, and she's had her own troubles as an adult, including legal charges that she has given me permission to mention in this book. I'm not going to turn her life into my story, because she's got her own story to tell. But I think it's important that somebody I couldn't stand as a kid became somebody I could connect with later. We were both children living under circumstances neither one of us had created.
And there was one time when I protected her. She still remembers it.
We were all doing different things around the house, and I remember we had been playing Risk, that board game where you're trying to take over territories and win a war. I was pretty good at Risk. I liked games where you had to think ahead and figure out what somebody else was going to do. There was an older boy there named Justin Fox, a light-skinned kid who was probably fourteen or fifteen at the time. One day Robin told him to take Christina upstairs and put her in the bathtub. She told him to leave Christina's bathing suit on and said somebody else would be coming up afterward.
Justin volunteered to do it. He seemed eager, too eager from where I was sitting. I noticed that he was willing to leave the game to take her upstairs, and something about that didn't sit right with me. I don't know exactly what made me suspicious. Maybe it was how quickly he wanted to go, or maybe I was just paying attention to him in a way nobody else was. I wasn't sitting there thinking I was some hero who needed to rescue Christina. I didn't even like Christina at the time. But she was younger than us, and something about the situation bothered me enough that I decided to go upstairs and see what was happening.
I made it look like I was going to use the bathroom. That gave me a reason to go up there without announcing that I was checking on anybody. When I got near the bathroom, I saw Justin trying to push Christina down and get inside her bathing suit. I knew something was wrong. Whatever I'd been thinking downstairs, I didn't need any more time to figure out that he wasn't doing what Robin had told him to do.
I ran in.
"What are you doing?"
He told me to get out.
I pushed him.
Now, I would've loved to tell you I beat his ass right there, because that's what I wanted to do. He was older, stronger, and, in my opinion, ugly and stupid-looking on top of everything else. That made it even more irritating that I couldn't overpower him. I tried, but he was stronger than me, and he pushed me down the stairs. I went tumbling down, and everybody came running to see what had happened.
They wanted to know what was going on, so I told them.
For about two minutes, I was a hero.
Everybody was acknowledging what I'd done, talking about how I'd protected Christina, making it sound like I had done something important. And I had. I knew that. But it didn't last long. Later on, I got grounded for something else, for stealing or trying to reward myself, as I understood it. Whatever credit I'd earned seemed to disappear as soon as I did something they didn't like.
That bothered me because saying somebody is a hero and treating him like one are two different things. I wasn't asking to be celebrated for the rest of my life. I wasn't even trying to collect points for it. But back then, I could've used a little credit. I was constantly being reminded of everything I did wrong. Here was something I knew I'd done right, something that mattered to another child, and it felt like everybody moved past it almost immediately.
I don't want to make it sound like I spent all my time at that farm doing good things nobody appreciated. I didn't. I wasn't interested in doing much good there, if I'm telling the truth. I wanted to leave, and I spent a lot more time figuring out how to get away than figuring out how to make Robin happy. But I did some good things. That was one of them, and I wanted it in this story because I remember it.
Now, when it came to getting off that farm, I had all kinds of ideas. I tried running away more times than I can remember, but the problem with running away from a farm is that you're surrounded by land. You can leave the house and still be nowhere near anywhere you actually want to go. I needed something that could move faster than my legs, so at one point I came up with the idea of building a go-kart from scratch. I don't know whether I'd seen somebody do it somewhere or just convinced myself I could figure it out, but I started trying to put something together. I wanted an engine, although honestly, I would've settled for anything that could get me moving about five miles an hour. I wasn't trying to win a race. I was trying to get the hell off that property.
I tried putting it on a hill, knowing it probably wasn't going to work the way I wanted. I also tried taking an actual car at one point, but that didn't work out either. The thing was too loud, and I got pulled over. Every time I came up with a new plan, something happened that kept me there. And the longer I stayed, the more frustrated I got, especially with the farm work.
Those cows were some of the stupidest animals I'd ever dealt with in my life. I swear. They'd find a hole in the fence and wander off like they had somewhere important to be. Sometimes they'd be a quarter mile away. Sometimes farther. There were times they made it miles away, all the way toward town. I think the place was called New Glarus, or something like that. I wasn't even sure where the hell we lived half the time. I just knew there was a whole lot of land, a whole lot of corn, and apparently a whole lot of cows that couldn't stay where they belonged.
And whenever those cows got out, everybody had to go looking for them. It didn't matter what time it was. Early in the morning, middle of whatever you were doing, somebody would announce that the cows were gone, and now we all had to go chase them. Including me. Little old me. I couldn't understand why I needed to be out there chasing animals that were bigger than I was.
I'd tell them I was scared.
The corn could be six feet tall, and I'm supposed to go walking through it looking for a cow I can't even see. What if I walk right up on one? What if it comes running at me? I didn't know enough about cows to trust what anybody was telling me.
They'd say, "The cows are more scared of you than you are of them."
And I'd be thinking, I swear to God, they are not.
I wasn't convinced. Those cows didn't look scared to me. They looked like they were doing whatever the hell they wanted, and everybody else was supposed to come find them.
But that's what life on the farm was like. There was always something to do. Something needed fixing, moving, lifting, feeding, cleaning, or chasing. I learned a lot of useful things out there, and I can acknowledge that. There were skills I picked up that stayed with me. But what bothered me was that I never felt like I had time to miss my family. I was busy doing things I hadn't asked to do, learning things I hadn't asked to learn, and trying to survive in a place I didn't want to be. I felt like I was losing myself on that farm.
Somebody could sit down and make a list of the pros and cons, and I'm sure they'd find plenty of pros. I learned how to work. I went places. I got exposed to things I probably never would've seen in Chicago. Fine. Those things happened. But if you're somebody like me, somebody who thinks about everything and notices every little detail, it's not always as simple as writing pro on one side of a piece of paper and con on the other. I could recognize that something was useful and still hate the way I was being made to do it. I could learn something and still feel like I was being punished. Both things could be true.
Eventually, I started thinking differently about how to get out of there. Running away wasn't working. I'd tried different ways of escaping, and somehow I kept ending up right back where I started. I wasn't big enough to intimidate the adults, and I couldn't make them send me somewhere else just by telling them I wanted to leave. So I started thinking about what actually mattered to them.
Money.
If I couldn't make them listen to me, maybe I could make keeping me there expensive.
That was the plan I came up with. Instead of just having tantrums or arguing, I started breaking things. Windows, property, whatever I could damage. I figured if I kept costing them money, sooner or later somebody would decide I wasn't worth keeping around. I wasn't thinking about how much trouble I could get into for it. I was thinking about how to get them to let me leave.
And I learned pretty quickly that breaking things got everybody's attention.
One Sunday, during a Packers game, I started damaging property again. I knew how seriously they took those football parties, and I knew everybody would be occupied watching the game. But this time, instead of just yelling at me or trying to get me to stop, they came out and restrained me.
They called it a burrito.
That's what they actually called it.
They took a blanket, put my arms down against my sides, and wrapped me up so tightly I couldn't move them. Their son was about seven feet tall, from what I remember, and he helped roll me up in that blanket until only my head was sticking out. I couldn't use my arms. I couldn't get myself loose. I was just wrapped up in this thing like something they were putting away.
Then they left me outside while they went back to finish watching the Packers game.
I remember lying there with my head sticking out, unable to move the way I wanted. Ants were crawling across my forehead, and I couldn't reach up to brush them off. That's what I remember most clearly. Not the score of the game, not what anybody said afterward, but those ants moving across my skin while my arms were trapped inside that blanket.
I panicked.
I couldn't get them off me. I couldn't move the way I needed to, and nobody was there helping me. I had wanted to make them uncomfortable enough to get rid of me, but now I was the one lying outside, completely unable to do anything about what was happening to my own body.
I don't know how long they left me like that. I just remember the feeling of being trapped and the ants crawling over my forehead. And I remember that it happened while everybody else was watching football.
I kept breaking their property after that. Whatever they thought the restraint was going to accomplish, it didn't make me want to stay. If anything, I was more determined to get out. I had already decided that damaging things was the only way I could make them understand I wasn't going to settle into that place, and I wasn't ready to abandon that plan.
Eventually, they'd had enough.
After all those attempts to run away, all those arguments, all that work, and everything else that happened on that farm, I finally got what I'd been trying to get from the beginning.
I was out.
Out of that house, off those 180 acres, away from the cows, the cornfields, the reading rules, and the Packers parties. I was finally leaving the place where I'd spent years trying to convince people I didn't want to be.
I don't know whether Robin saw it as giving up on me, reaching her limit, or making the only decision she thought she could make. That's something she'd have to explain herself. From my point of view, I had spent years telling people I didn't want to stay, and eventually they listened.
But I didn't get to decide what came next.
That was the part I hadn't figured out.
I knew how to make people send me away. I'd been learning how to do that for years.
What I still couldn't figure out was how to make anybody send me home.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 13
A Caterpillar Forever
After I left that farm, everything became a blur. I had been moved around before, but something about that period was different. Things had gotten so bad that I didn't know where I was going anymore, and for the first time, I was starting to wonder whether I would ever make it back home. I had spent years believing what my mama told me—that if I watched people closely enough, did what I needed to do, and kept fighting, eventually somebody would have to let me go. But I was getting older, and none of it was working. I kept getting sent somewhere else. Every time I thought I understood the rules, somebody changed them, and every time I left one place, there was another waiting for me.
I started losing hope. Not just hope that I was going home, but hope in some of the things my mama had been telling me all those years. I began wondering whether I had done something so wrong that I really did deserve what was happening. I couldn't figure out what else would explain it. I'd been to so many different places, met so many people, and gotten into so much trouble that the whole thing was becoming difficult to keep straight. I remember certain names vividly, especially when a place had some catchy slogan or strange system for making kids behave. Other things are almost completely gone from my memory. That's something about me people don't always understand. I can remember the smallest detail about something that happened years ago, then turn around and forget something that seems like it should've been obvious. So somebody might listen to me telling a story and think I have this incredible memory, until they ask me about something else and I can't remember it at all.
I believe I was somewhere around eleven or twelve during this stretch, maybe eight or nine months altogether, although I can't put every placement in the right order. I went through a series of group homes and residential treatment programs, and some of those places were worse than anything I'd experienced before. There are a few I remember especially well. Northwest Passage was one of them, and I don't even know what word to use for how bad I remember that place being. Horrible doesn't seem strong enough. I was there twice, once for an evaluation and then again for the actual program. When they told me I was going back, I ran. That's how much I didn't want to return. And from my experience, things only got worse the second time.
I wouldn't recommend Northwest Passage to anybody based on what happened to me there. Lad Lake is another place I have serious problems with, and I'll get into those experiences when I reach that part of the story. But if somebody asked me which of those places I thought was the least bad, I'd probably say Goshen. And Goshen wasn't exactly somewhere I enjoyed being, either. I believe it was around Janesville, Wisconsin. What I remember most about it was this whole system they had for tracking your progress. They used butterflies.
Now, I don't know who came up with that idea, but somebody decided the best way to measure how well a kid was doing was to turn him into an insect.
You started off as a caterpillar. If you did good, you could become a cocoon. Then you worked your way up to a butterfly, and if you were really doing what they wanted, you became a monarch. I guess the idea was that you were supposed to grow and transform as you learned how to behave. It probably sounded wonderful to whoever designed it. They had a whole process, and you could look at where you stood and see how far you had left to go.
You can probably guess what I was.
A caterpillar.
Forever.
I think I managed to become a cocoon one time, but that was about as far as I got. I couldn't seem to move up the way they wanted me to. Every time I looked at that board, there I was, still a caterpillar. I don't know whether other kids found it motivating, but for me, it became another reminder that I wasn't doing what the adults expected. And the longer I stayed there, the more I started feeling like I was never going to make it through whatever process they had created for me.
But Goshen was also the first place where I genuinely thought I might finally get home. Not because I had suddenly started doing better or figured out how to become a monarch. It was because of my mama.
She came to visit me with my sister Sean, and something about that visit was different. I think my mama could see how much pain I was in. We were talking about Madison, about home, about all the things I missed, and I wasn't trying to pretend I was doing well anymore. I told her exactly what was happening.
"Mom, this ain't been working for years. I'm not doing good here. I can't transition here. I can't become a butterfly, definitely not a monarch. I can't even—I'm a caterpillar, Mom. Every time you come here and visit me, look at this board. I'm a fucking caterpillar."
I had started cussing more by then, and I wasn't trying to clean it up for anybody. I wanted my mama to understand how desperate I was. I didn't care about the butterflies, the levels, or whatever reward came with moving up. I wanted to leave. I had even given away most of my clothes by that point, which was unusual for me because I took pride in how I dressed. I always cared about my clothes, about looking good, about how I presented myself. But by then, I wasn't even holding on to those things the way I normally would.
My mama had been telling me for years that one day she was going to steal me back.
"I'm gonna steal you one day. I'm gonna get you out of here."
I'd heard it plenty of times. I wanted to believe her every time she said it, but after years of being moved around, I was starting to lose faith in those promises. This time, though, she seemed serious. And she had a boyfriend named Jack, a white guy I was pretty cool with. I think having him there was part of what made the plan possible, because I knew my mama would need somebody helping her.
Now, I'm going to admit something about myself. Even back then, I knew how to work on people when I wanted something. I could figure out what mattered to somebody and use it to get them moving in the direction I wanted. I wasn't always proud of that, especially when I look back at some of the things I did later in life. I've used that same ability in situations that weren't nearly as innocent as trying to get home. There were times when I'd tell people what they wanted to hear, including people involved in drugs, because I thought it would get me a better deal or some other advantage. I'm not going to put everybody's names in this book, but I know what I did.
With Jack, I figured I could get him involved by making him feel like helping me would also help his relationship with my mama. I don't remember exactly how I explained it to him, but it was something along the lines of, Man, you're cool. And if you want to stay cool with my mama, you need to help us with this. I let him know that she wanted to get me out, and that if he was really down with her, he needed to be down with the plan too. I was playing on his feelings, and I knew it. But in my mind, this wasn't about getting a better deal on something or trying to impress somebody. This was about my freedom.
And it worked.
My mama agreed to do it.
Goshen allowed her to take me off the grounds during visits. I'd already tried running away on my own and hadn't been successful, so this was different. I wasn't going to have to figure out how to escape by myself. My mama was going to take me out, and instead of bringing me back, we were going to make it look like I'd run away from her.
That was the plan.
We'd leave the facility like it was a regular visit. Then I'd stay with family while she went back and told them I'd gotten mad and run off. After that, she was supposed to come back for me, and we'd head to Madison. At least, that's how I understood the arrangement. I wasn't thinking about what the police might do or how much trouble any of us could get into. I was thinking about getting home.
And for once, everything seemed to be working.
We actually did it.
I had my clothes on, my outfit looking right, and I was ready to go. I was excited in a way I hadn't been excited for a long time. I was going back to Madison. Back around Black people, back to the kind of neighborhood I understood, back to the places and people I'd spent years missing. I thought Madison was the shit back then. I still don't know exactly why I held on to it so strongly, but I did. It was home to me, or at least the closest thing I believed I could get back to.
And my mama had finally done what she said she was going to do.
I could see how happy she was, and that made me happy. She didn't always treat me like a little kid. Sometimes she talked to me like I was somebody she was making plans with, somebody she could trust to understand what she was doing. Looking back, I know there were problems with that. A child shouldn't have to be part of planning something like this. But at the time, I didn't care about any of that. I was proud of her.
I saluted her.
I really did.
I was like, "Damn, Mama. I fuck with you. You did what you said you was gonna do."
I meant that. After all those years of promises, she had finally followed through, and I thought we were about to leave the whole system behind us.
While I was waiting for her to come back, I was spending time with Sean. She was my closest sister back then. We were closer in age, and she was more of a tomboy, so we had more things in common. We both liked boxing and roughhousing, and she understood certain things about me that other people didn't. Antonia was different. She was more of a girly girl, quieter in some ways, interested in things I didn't always understand. I loved both of my sisters, but Sean and I had always been especially close. It wasn't until after my mama died that Antonia and I became closer in a different way.
So there I was with Sean, waiting to go back to Madison, trying to prepare myself for what life was going to be like when I got there. And I was asking all kinds of questions.
Now, one of my biggest fears was getting my ass whooped in front of my sister.
I could handle a lot of things, but I wasn't trying to come back to Madison and have somebody embarrass me in front of Sean. I took pride in my family. We were all we had, and I wasn't going to let somebody make me look weak in front of her if I could help it. So I started asking about the kids in Madison. Could they fight? What were they like? Were people going to mess with me because I was light-skinned? I'd heard different things, and I was trying to figure out what I needed to know before I got there.
I was listening to a lot of Nelly back then, too, and somehow that had gotten mixed into my thinking about light-skinned guys and whether people thought we could fight. Somebody was telling me about how things worked in Madison, putting me on game, and I was taking it all in. I wanted to know how to carry myself, what people were doing, what I needed to watch out for, and how to fit in without looking like somebody who'd been away too long.
I even started asking about smoking.
Did people smoke weed? Was that something I needed to know how to do to be cool? I wasn't trying to come back looking like some little kid who didn't understand anything. I'd been away from the streets and the people I knew, and I wanted to make sure I could fit back into that world.
Sean showed me how to inhale a cigarette. I'd tried smoking before, but I hadn't really figured it out, so I wanted to get it down. I took a few pulls, trying to do what she was showing me, and almost immediately I started feeling terrible. I was lightheaded, dizzy, and my stomach hurt. I couldn't understand why anybody would want to feel like that.
I'm thinking, Damn, this is how y'all feel all the time?
She told me I'd get used to it.
I didn't want to get used to it.
But I was still excited. I was still waiting on my mama, still thinking about Madison, still imagining what it was going to feel like to finally get back home. The cigarette had me feeling sick, but that wasn't enough to ruin the day. Not when I thought I was finally leaving.
Then my mama pulled up.
And something was wrong.
I noticed right away that she was in a different car. That was the first thing. Then I looked at her face, and she wasn't smiling. She was shaking her head, looking sad, and I couldn't understand why. She was supposed to be coming back to get me. We had done everything we planned. I was ready to go.
Why wasn't she happy?
She explained that the car had broken down somewhere and was being fixed. There was some kind of time limit, and if it couldn't be repaired soon enough, she wasn't going to be able to take me. I don't remember all the details, and at that moment, I wasn't interested in hearing them anyway. I just knew the plan was falling apart.
She told me it wasn't going to work.
She'd have to get me next time.
Next time.
Man, when she said that, I couldn't believe it.
I had been waiting for years. I'd listened to her promises, followed her instructions, watched people, fought people, run away from places, and done everything I thought I needed to do to get home. Then finally, for once, she had come through. We had a plan, and it was working. I had already started thinking about what I was going to do when I got back to Madison. I had been asking questions, trying to prepare myself, even learning how to smoke a damn cigarette because I thought I was about to be back around the people I knew.
And now she was telling me to wait again.
I was furious.
I started throwing a tantrum right there. I couldn't accept it. I didn't want to hear about the car, the repairs, or why she couldn't make it happen. All I knew was that she had promised me something, and now she was leaving without me.
I think that might've been around the time I started getting classified as Type 2 status, although I didn't fully understand what that meant until later. From what I eventually learned, it had something to do with how facilities could respond when a kid escalated or became a safety concern. I remember being handcuffed and taken to detention facilities on different occasions after incidents, although the exact rules and timing are something I'd have to verify. That night, I ended up at a detention center, but I don't believe I was fully detained in the way I would be later. I just remember that things got worse after my mama left.
Before she went, she told me to be good.
"Just be good."
And that made me even angrier.
No. You let me down, and now you want me to be good?
I didn't want to hear that. I didn't want another lecture about behaving or doing what the staff told me. I wanted her to explain why she was leaving me again. I wanted to understand how we had gotten so close to going home and somehow ended up right back where we started.
I didn't feel like she explained enough. She walked away, and from what I remember, she didn't look back. I don't remember her telling me she loved me before she left. Maybe there were things she said that I couldn't hear through how upset I was. I don't know. But what stayed with me was watching her leave after telling me the plan wasn't going to work.
I felt let down.
And I was hurt.
That's something I can say now that I probably wouldn't have said so easily back then. I was angry, and I made sure everybody knew I was angry. But underneath all that, I was hurt because I had believed her. I'd believed we were finally going home, and for a little while, I had been happier than I could remember being in years.
After that, I started running away even more.
I learned a new word around that time: AWOL.
That's what they called it when you left without permission. I thought about how people had used different words throughout history for somebody who escaped from a place where they weren't allowed to leave, and here was this fancy word they were using for me. AWOL. Like putting a different name on it somehow changed what I was trying to do.
For a little while, that word might as well have been my nickname.
Because I kept leaving.
And every time they brought me back, I was still trying to get home.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 14
Over His Alive Body
 
They sent me to the county jail—or the detention center, I should say. By then, I was getting used to being sent places I didn't want to go, but this time everybody had something to tell me about where I was supposedly headed next. Wales, Wisconsin. I kept hearing that name, and every time somebody brought it up, they had another horror story. This was where the toughest kids went. The real bad boys. The ones who didn't listen, didn't follow rules, and apparently specialized in knocking other motherfuckers out. Everybody was talking about this place like it was the final destination for anybody who thought he was tough.
And me being me, I had to say something slick.
"Man, that shit sound gay."
That's how I used to respond when somebody tried to intimidate me. I always wanted to have something tougher, smarter, or slicker to say than whatever the other person had just said. If somebody was trying to scare me, I wasn't about to give them the satisfaction of seeing it work. But deep down, I'm thinking, Damn, this where the baddest motherfuckers go? I'm hearing about these knockout artists, and I'm imagining a whole building full of dudes who specialize in the art of knocking people unconscious. That's a hell of a specialty. I could fight, but I wasn't sitting there claiming to be some professional knockout artist. I didn't know what I was walking into, and I wasn't too excited about finding out.
Still, what was I supposed to do? If acting tough was my only option, then I was going to act tough. I had already learned that looking scared could invite a whole different kind of attention, and I wasn't interested in becoming somebody's entertainment. So I'd listen to what everybody was saying, make my little comments, and keep my face looking like none of it bothered me. That didn't mean I wasn't paying attention. I was paying attention to everything.
One thing that stood out immediately was how comfortable some of these kids were talking to the guards. That was strange to me. Coming from Chicago, and from the people I'd grown up around, I had a very different understanding of how you dealt with law enforcement. We didn't do all that talking to police. Under no circumstances. That was how I'd been raised to think, and by then I had developed what I considered a pretty militant mindset about it. You didn't sit around entertaining officers, asking them for approval, or treating them like they were your friends.
But in Wisconsin, these kids were doing it all day. They'd talk to the guards to pass time, ask questions, tell stories, and bring them into conversations like everybody was just hanging out together. I remember somebody talking about Wales and asking whether that was the place where some kid had gotten beaten with a hammer. Then somebody would look to an officer for confirmation, and the officer would respond like he was part of the conversation.
I'm sitting there thinking, Why the fuck do y'all care what the police got to say?
I didn't want their approval, and I wasn't looking to them to verify anything. If an officer was trying to look me in the face or get me involved in some conversation, I wasn't interested. I didn't trust that kind of relationship. To me, it was strange that kids who were supposed to be so tough were comfortable talking with the same people who had authority over them. I didn't understand it, and I wasn't trying to understand it too much. I just knew I wasn't going to be doing it.
But I did notice something. All those stories about Wales had made me nervous, yet watching the other kids interact with the guards took some of the intimidation away. These were the same kids everybody was telling me were dangerous, and here they were joking around with officers and asking them questions. That didn't fit the picture I'd been building in my head. I still wasn't trying to go to Wales, but I was starting to wonder how much of what I'd heard was real and how much was people trying to scare me.
Then, instead of sending me straight there, they gave me one more chance.
They sent me to another group home, although this one was more like a foster home in the way it operated. That's where I met Michael Dyer.
And let me tell you something: out of every foster home, group home, and placement I ever went through, Michael Dyer's was the best. By far. I never went anywhere better than that while I was in the system, and I don't believe I ever would have. By the time I eventually aged out, as they call it, I had already seen enough places to know the difference.
Now, aging out is a whole other story. That's when you turn eighteen and suddenly find out how much of your life has been tied to somebody else's paperwork. My dad used to talk about being nothing but a little piece of money to people, and when you get older, you start looking at certain things differently. But I'm getting ahead of myself. I'll come back to that.
Michael Dyer ran his group home in a way I'd never seen before. Mike, as we called him, gave the boys a lot of influence over what happened in that house. It reminded me of how people talked about Cook County Jail, where the inmates could end up running certain things among themselves. That's what made Mike's place different. He wasn't standing over everybody every second, trying to control every conversation or movement. The boys had their own little system, and if you wanted to become part of it, you had to get through them first.
Mike would let a new kid come stay for a weekend, and then the other boys would have a say in whether he could stay. Now, looking back, I can see how terrible that arrangement could be for certain kids. If you were a quiet kid, or somebody who genuinely wanted to stay out of trouble, you might not have been the kind of person those boys wanted around. They liked kids who were cool, who could fight, who knew how to carry themselves, and who weren't going to ruin everybody else's fun by following every rule. It wasn't exactly a system designed to reward good behavior.
But for us?
Man, that shit was fun.
When I first got there, I met a few of the boys. There was Norman, Big Bird, and a guy everybody called Blue. I think we called him E sometimes, too. There was another older boy whose name I couldn't remember for a while, but it'll come back to me. Tony. That was his name. Tony was always working out, walking around like he was the toughest person in the house, although I thought he was scary underneath all that.
Blue was the one who really caught my attention.
He'd been there longer than most of the other boys and was getting ready to leave, so Mike told me to shadow him during my trial weekend. Blue was supposed to show me how things worked around the house, what I needed to know, and how to get along with everybody.
Man, Blue wasn't doing a damn thing right.
He was selling weed, messing with girls, carrying himself like he had no worries in the world, and somehow everybody loved him. All the females liked him. The other boys respected him. He stayed fresh, always had nice clothes, and seemed to know everybody and everything going on around him. He had guns, too, and all kinds of things I wasn't supposed to be getting involved with.
I thought Blue was the coolest motherfucker alive.
And the crazy part was that this man was missing damn near a whole row of teeth. I might be exaggerating. Maybe it was five or six. But he had a way of covering his mouth when he talked or smiled so that you wouldn't even notice unless you already knew. I used to watch him do that and think it was amazing. Here was somebody missing all those teeth, and it didn't seem to hurt his confidence one bit. He still had everybody's attention. He still had girls liking him. He still walked around like he was the man.
Blue eventually became one of my best friends.
He was also the first person I remember regularly calling me "little man." He didn't formally give me the nickname L-Man, which I ended up being known by later in life, but he was one of the people who started calling me that kind of name. Whenever I see him now, I like to tell him he was the one who started it. He likes taking credit for things anyway, so I let him have that one. He's had his moments over the years where he'll tell a story a little differently from how it happened, especially when other people are listening, but that's still my bro.
Not my brother. My bro.
There's a difference.
But anyway, before Blue and I became close, I had to pass the weekend test.
The first thing they wanted to know was what gang I was in. I was from Chicago, and I carried myself like I was involved in things, so they wanted to know what kind of kid they were dealing with. I gave them enough to believe I was a gangster. Allegedly. But just saying you were tough wasn't going to get you approved in that house. They wanted to see something.
That's where Tony came in.
Tony had this routine where he'd pick on new kids, or at least that's how it seemed to work. He was older, cocky, always working out, and liked threatening people. Blue knew exactly how to get him going. There were cameras in the basement so Mike could keep an eye on what we were doing, and there were cameras in the kitchen too, probably because he didn't want us stealing all his food. But the boys knew where the cameras were, and when they wanted to do something without Mike watching, they knew how to turn them away.
So we went down to the basement, turned the cameras, and Blue started working on Tony.
He was egging him on, trying to get him to challenge me. Tony knew what Blue was doing, and he wasn't happy about it.
"Man, don't even do it," Tony told me. "Don't listen to this nigga. You're gonna get fucked up."
Now, that was the wrong thing to say to me.
If you want to stop me from doing something, threatening me usually isn't the way to go about it. I might not have been planning to fight you two seconds earlier, but now you've made it into something I feel like I have to respond to.
"What you say?"
Tony looked at me again.
"Man, like I said, don't listen to this nigga. This nigga always sending niggas off."
Blue was right there encouraging me.
"Man, do it to the nigga. If he touch you, I'm gonna break his shit. He ain't gonna do shit."
Tony kept warning me, and Blue kept telling me to hit him. I knew Blue was sending me off. I wasn't completely stupid. But I also knew I wanted to stay in that house. I'd never seen a group home like Mike's before, and I wasn't about to lose my chance to live there because somebody thought I was scared.
Nowadays, I wouldn't let somebody talk me into something like that so easily. But back then, I was trying to get approved.
So I swung on Tony.
I hit him, and he tried to grab me. Blue jumped in, hit Tony, and slammed him. Just like he'd said he would.
That was pretty much the fight.
Mike yelled down the stairs, wanting to know what was going on, and everybody acted like everything was normal. Nothing to see down here. Just boys being boys, apparently.
And the weekend kept going.
We did a few other things that probably should've gotten us in trouble. I remember taking something dangerous out of somebody's house, something I shouldn't have had. I drove a car. We got high. It was the kind of weekend where every few hours something else happened, and somehow I was enjoying myself more than I had in almost any placement I'd ever been in.
One of the funniest things happened after Blue and I got high and stayed out way past curfew.
Mike had a rule: everybody needed to be home by nine o'clock. Nine on the dot. Not a minute late. If you weren't there, he said he'd lock you out.
Blue wasn't worried about that rule at all.
"Man, don't listen to that nigga."
I was thinking Mike sounded serious, but Blue knew him better than I did. He'd been living there long enough to know what Mike would actually do, not just what he said he was going to do.
We ended up getting back around midnight, maybe one in the morning. Way past nine.
Blue walked up to the door like nothing was wrong.
"Man, watch this nigga," he told me. "First thing he gonna do is try to offer us some food."
I'm thinking, Ain't no way.
Mike had been clear about the curfew. We'd been out all night, came home high, and now Blue was telling me Mike was going to feed us?
But Blue knew what he was talking about.
We knocked on the door and woke Mike up. He came to the door talking about how he'd told us to be home on time, how we weren't supposed to be coming in that late, all the things an adult is supposed to say when kids break curfew.
Then, just like Blue predicted, he asked us if we were hungry.
"Y'all hungry? Got the munchies and shit, huh?"
Man, I couldn't believe it.
He opened up the kitchen, and we went to work. Pizza, Pop-Tarts, whatever we could find. We were eating everything. Mike was standing there talking to us, and I'm looking at Blue like, This motherfucker really knew exactly what was going to happen.
That was one of the things I liked about Mike's place. He had rules, but he wasn't always trying to prove he was in control. Sometimes he'd get mad, say what he needed to say, and then move on. I wasn't used to adults handling things like that. In most places I'd been, breaking curfew would've turned into a whole situation. At Mike's, we got a lecture and something to eat.
By Monday, the trial weekend was over.
Mike asked Blue what he thought about me.
Blue said, "Oh yeah, he's good."
And that was it.
I moved in.
Now, don't get me wrong. Mike's house wasn't some perfect place where nothing bad ever happened. We were doing things we had no business doing, and some of those things eventually caught up with us. At one point, I got caught up in a situation involving a gun and took responsibility for it. That led to me being sent back to Lad Lake on a sanction. There's a whole story behind that, and I'll tell it when I get to it. But I remember missing Mike's house when I was gone. I had finally found a place where I liked the people, understood the way things worked, and didn't feel like every part of my personality needed to be changed.
And as much as I liked Mike, the person I ended up connecting with most was his wife, Janet.
Now, Janet wasn't running the group home. That was Mike's thing. She was his wife, and from what I understood, he didn't like the boys getting too involved with his personal family life. He could care about you, treat you well, and still keep certain boundaries. He didn't want everybody knowing where he lived or showing up around his family.
But I ended up meeting Janet anyway.
And I feel kind of bad about how it happened, because we used to steal money from Mike.
I'm not going to dress that up. We did.
We felt like he wasn't giving us enough money, and Mike had this little fanny pack he carried around with cash in it. We figured out ways to get into it when he wasn't paying attention. Sometimes we'd take sixty or eighty dollars, and there were periods when we were doing it damn near every day. One of us would distract him while somebody else got into the fanny pack. We'd watch where he was, make sure he wasn't coming back, and take what we thought we could get away with.
I knew it was stealing. We just had our own reasons for doing it.
One day, we ended up close to Mike's house. Normally, he didn't want anybody knowing exactly where he lived, but somehow we were nearby, and I saw which door he went into. It was a nice white house, the kind of place you could tell somebody took care of.
I went up and knocked on the door.
I think I was worried somebody had spotted me, or maybe I just wanted to see what would happen. Either way, Janet answered.
And man, Janet was something else.
By the time Mike came out of the bathroom, Janet had already made me a sandwich. I'd opened about three different bags of chips, had different juices, and somehow managed to get myself invited to dinner.
Mike walked out and found me sitting there like I belonged.
I can only imagine what he was thinking.
Here was one of the boys from his group home, somebody who wasn't even supposed to know where he lived, sitting in his house eating his food and getting comfortable with his wife.
But Janet wasn't treating me like I was somewhere I wasn't supposed to be. She had welcomed me in, fed me, and made me feel comfortable. And that was how our relationship started.
Over time, Janet and I became lifelong friends.
I got to know her, and through her, I got to know another side of Mike. I learned pretty quickly that Janet ran the show in that house. Mike might've been the one running the group home, but when it came to his family, Janet had her own way of doing things.
And somehow, through all of that, I became more than just another kid who had stayed at Mike's group home.
I became pretty much family.
That's something I never would've expected when I first entered the system. I had spent years trying to get away from foster homes, refusing to let people adopt me, and telling myself nobody was going to replace my family. I wasn't looking for another mother or father, and I wasn't interested in pretending somebody else's house was mine just because they gave me a place to sleep.
But Mike and Janet became part of my life in a way most of those other people never did.
I didn't have to call them my parents.
I didn't have to stop loving my own family.
And I didn't have to pretend I was somebody I wasn't.
They knew I could be trouble. Hell, I was stealing money from Mike while getting to know his wife. I'm not proud of that, and I'm not going to pretend it was some harmless little game. But the relationship that grew out of those years lasted longer than the placement itself.
For once, somebody who met me through the system didn't disappear from my life when the paperwork changed.
And after all those houses, all those transfers, and all those people who had told me I was welcome, that meant something.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 15
The Things She Remembered
When I think about my mama, everything she did was different from everybody else. At least, that's how it seemed to me. The way she got up in the morning, the way she got dressed, the clothes she chose to wear. I used to sit there watching her get ready, wondering why she did certain things the way she did them. I'd ask her all kinds of questions, and she would answer me. That was something I loved about her. I could ask why she was wearing a certain outfit or why she was doing something a particular way, and she would actually take the time to explain it.
I remember watching her brush her hair. She'd get it into what looked like a perfect ponytail, then brush it one more time and mess it up. A little piece would get clumpy or something wouldn't lay the way she wanted, and she'd have to start working on it again. I'm looking at her like, Mama, why you messing it up? It was already good. But she'd keep brushing until she got it the way she wanted. Those were the kinds of things I noticed about her. Things that probably seemed normal to everybody else but were fascinating to me because it was my mama doing them.
What made her different wasn't just how she looked or how she carried herself. It was how closely she paid attention to what I wanted. My mama could remember the smallest things about me. If I asked for something and she couldn't get it right then, she didn't necessarily forget about it. She'd circle back to it somehow, even if she had to come up with a completely different way to make me happy.
One time, I wanted some candy. I don't remember exactly what kind, but I wanted candy, and my mama didn't have the money to buy it. She couldn't just go to the store and get me what I was asking for. But she remembered that my favorite color was green, so she made me some green Jell-O instead.
Now, if you know anything about Jell-O, you know that shit takes forever to get ready. You can't just mix it up and eat it right away. You have to wait for it to set. But she made it, waited for it to get right, and then came to me like, "Look, I got you some Jell-O."
And I was happy.
I hadn't gotten the candy I originally wanted, but she had made something for me. Something green, because she knew that was my favorite color. She hadn't forgotten about me just because she couldn't afford what I asked for. That's what mattered.
She did things like that all the time. When we'd ride the bus, she'd make sure I got to pull the bell. You know that little cord or button you use when you want the bus to stop? I loved doing that. I wanted to be the one who made it go ding, and my mama would make sure I got my turn. To somebody else, that's nothing. You're just letting a kid pull a bell on a bus. But to me, that was important. And because it was important to me, she made it important to her.
That's how I remember my mama before everything changed. She noticed what made me happy. She didn't always have money, and she couldn't always give me what I wanted, but she found ways to let me know she was thinking about me. I never had to wonder whether she knew what I liked. She knew.
Then I went into foster care, and our relationship changed.
I was still her child. That never changed. But the way we communicated changed, and looking back, I think I was being pushed into a level of maturity I wasn't ready for while she was struggling with things that made it harder for her to be the mother I needed.
Before foster care, I could lay up under her on the couch and talk about whatever came into my head. I didn't have to worry about time running out or somebody telling me the visit was over. I could just be there. But once I was in the system, there wasn't much comfort in our conversations anymore. Everything became urgent. Everything was about how much longer I had to stay somewhere, what somebody had done to me, or what we were going to do to get me out.
I'd ask her, "How much longer?"
And she'd tell me, "Jit, you gotta wait. I'm doing this and that."
She'd remind me to watch people, be careful about what I said, and not let anybody take me away from her. Whenever we saw each other, there was this feeling that we were running out of time. We had things to discuss, things to figure out, and people we were worried about. Even when we were together, we couldn't just relax.
I think about that now, and I can see that my mama was scared. I couldn't necessarily see it that way when I was little. Back then, I thought she was giving me information I needed to survive. I thought we were working together against the people keeping us apart. But looking back, I can recognize that some of what she told me came from fear, confusion, and her own struggles. She wasn't always in the right state of mind, and she wasn't always doing her best as a mother.
That's difficult for me to say because I loved her so much. I still love her. But I can love my mama and recognize that she didn't protect me in every way I needed to be protected. Both things are true.
After that time at Goshen, when she tried to get me out and the car supposedly broke down, something changed between us. I wouldn't say we had some big falling-out. Nothing really happened between us in that sense. But a little bit of trust was broken.
I didn't know whether the car had actually broken down or whether she had changed her mind. Maybe she got halfway through the plan and realized she was listening to an eleven-year-old boy who wanted to escape a group home, and that what we were doing wasn't right. Maybe she decided that wasn't the day to take me. Or maybe the car really did break down, exactly like she said.
I don't know.
At the time, I just knew I wasn't going home.
After that, I started running away more on my own. I wasn't as good at it as some of my sisters. One of them managed to stay on the run until she was no longer under supervision. I couldn't seem to pull that off. I'd run, get caught, end up somewhere else, and start the whole process over again.
But I still had moments with my mama that reminded me of what I was fighting for.
The last time I remember being genuinely happy with her was when she was living on Williamson Street in Madison. I was at Lad Lake around that time, and I finally got a home pass. Now, whenever I got a pass, I didn't necessarily think of myself as somebody who was supposed to go back. I had gotten so used to running away that I considered returning to a facility the same thing as turning myself in. They even had a name for me: AWOL. People would say it like it was supposed to mean something to me, and I'd be thinking, Whatever. You already know I'm gonna run.
But this visit was different.
When I got to my mama's place, she was happy to see me. I could tell. As soon as I came through the door, she wanted us to go get my sisters. We went to pick up Sean from the shelter or facility where she was staying, then we went to get Antonia. Before long, we were all together at my mama's little studio apartment.
And man, we had a good time.
We sat around talking, telling stories about things that had happened to us, laughing about the past, and just enjoying being together. We had some wine coolers, too. I remember asking how much I had to drink to get drunk because I didn't like the taste. I wasn't trying to sit there drinking something nasty all day. I wanted to know how much it would take to get the feeling everybody was talking about.
My mama told me one amount, and Sean was telling me something else.
I'm like, Man, I ain't drinking all that.
But we were together, and that was the important part. My mama, my sisters, all of us in that little apartment. Nobody was trying to impress anybody. Nobody was sitting there explaining why I couldn't stay or what I needed to accomplish before I could come home. We were just kicking it, telling stories, and being a family.
I felt good enough that when the visit was over, I actually went back.
That's how good that time with my mama was.
I turned myself in.
And for somebody who spent so much of his childhood running away from places, that was saying something.
There was one thing I wanted to tell my mama during those years, though. Something I thought about but never really said the way I wanted to.
I wanted her to stop doing drugs.
Not slow down. Not take a break. Stop completely.
I wanted her to forget about whatever she was chasing, whatever she thought she needed, and just be normal again. I used to notice her veins, and whenever I saw them, I'd start thinking about drugs. I didn't fully understand everything she was using. I thought she might've been using heroin, but when I was little, I didn't always know the difference between one drug and another. To me, if somebody was doing drugs, I worried about all of it.
I wanted to ask her, Mama, do you really have to do this? Can't you just stop?
But I never did.
I could ask my mama why she brushed her ponytail one more time after it was already perfect. I could ask her why she chose certain clothes or how much of a wine cooler it took to get drunk. I could ask her just about anything.
But I couldn't figure out how to ask her to stop doing drugs.
And I never got the chance to have that conversation the way I wanted.
THE NARRATIVE: PART 16
The Night Mike Told Me
I was about thirteen when my mama died. It was 2003, and I was living with Michael Dyer, which was probably the best place I'd been during all my years in foster care. Mike was a good man. What made him different was that he wasn't always trying to keep you in the system. A lot of people seemed to want to hold on to you, and I never understood that. I already had a family. I wasn't looking for somebody to replace them. But Mike understood something about that, and he treated me differently.
We had been planning to spend Easter together, my mama and the family. At first, when I try to remember the timing, I think it happened right after Easter, but then I remember we were supposed to be together for the holiday. So it had to have been before Easter. That's how some of these memories work. I can remember what somebody was wearing or exactly what I was thinking, but sometimes I have to stop and put the dates back together.
The last time I saw my mama alive wasn't some beautiful goodbye. I wish it was. I wish I could tell you we sat down together, had a long conversation, and said everything we needed to say. But that's not what happened.
I went over to her place with Blue and Big Bird. We were looking for some weed and pills she had in one of her little pouches. My mama loved wearing those fanny pouches, and I knew she kept things in them. I was trying to get some weed and some pills I thought I could sell. We were in the house getting what we came for when my mama started coming in.
And we ran.
All of us.
We got out of there as fast as we could because she knew what we were doing. She knew I was there. I could hear her yelling after us, trying to get us to stop, but we kept going.
That was the last time I saw her.
I think about that now, and I wish I'd just stopped. I wish I'd told the other boys to go on without me and laid my ass down for the night. I wish I'd stayed there with my mama instead of running out of the house.
Because later, when I found out what happened, I started thinking about whether I could've helped her.
She died after suffering an aneurysm. From what I was told afterward, she'd been having a headache. There was a family account that she went to the hospital, was sent home, and later collapsed, although I don't know every detail of what happened medically.
But in my mind, I keep coming back to that last night.
If I'd stayed, maybe I would've known she had a headache. Maybe I would've noticed something was wrong. Maybe I would've taken her to the hospital.
I know I can't go back and find out.
But I still think about it.
That night, I was out with the boys. We had the weed and pills, and we were smoking. Mike was trying to get me to come home. He kept telling me I needed to come back, and I didn't understand why he was being so serious about it.
Then he told me what had happened.
I snapped.
I don't even know how else to describe it. I was so overwhelmed that Mike ended up holding me down on the ground. Normally, when people tried to restrain me, I fought. I'd wrestle with them, kick, struggle, and do whatever I could to get loose. There had been times when it took several grown men to hold me down.
But with Mike, it was different.
I think part of it was that I didn't have any energy left. And part of it was that I loved Mike. I trusted him in a way I didn't trust most of the adults I'd been around.
So I laid there.
I didn't know what else to do.
I remember looking at him and saying, "Damn, Mike. This is fucked up."
I was trying to understand what he was telling me. Was my mama in a coma? Was she going to wake up? What was happening?
And instead of fighting him, I started talking to him while he was still holding me down. That's how different the moment was. Normally, I'd be doing everything I could to get somebody off me. But this time, I was just lying there trying to make sense of what had happened.
Eventually, I said something like, "Get your ass off me now."
Even then, I could find something to say.
Mike helped me up and told me we were going to deal with it.
"I got you," he said.
Then he asked me what I wanted.
That was something I wasn't used to. Adults had been making decisions about where I lived for years, and most of the time, I felt like my opinion didn't matter. But Mike was standing there asking me what I wanted to happen next.
I told him I wanted to go home to my dad.
I don't know why that was the first thing I decided. Maybe because my mama was gone and my dad was the parent I had left. Maybe because I needed to be with somebody who belonged to my family. I just knew that's what I wanted.
Mike asked me if I was sure.
And when I told him I was, he made it happen.
Within about two days, maybe less, I was back with my dad.
I could've stayed with Mike. I believe he would've adopted me if that was what I wanted. But he didn't make the decision about himself. He let me choose, and he helped me get where I wanted to go.
That meant something to me because my dad was still struggling with drugs. Mike knew that. I knew that. It wasn't like he was sending me back to some perfect household where everything was going to be easy. But he recognized that I wanted to be with my family, and he respected that.
I don't know everything Mike had to do behind the scenes to make it happen. I don't know what conversations he had or what approvals were needed. I just know he told me he had me, and then he did what he said.
While my mama was in the hospital, there were conversations about whether to continue life support. From what I understood, the doctors were saying her brain had been severely damaged and that even if she survived, she might never be the person she had been before. They talked about the possibility of having to teach her how to do basic things again. They talked about the money, the care she would need, and how difficult everything would be.
I didn't care about any of that.
If my mama needed somebody to teach her how to do everything all over again, fine. We'd teach her.
If it cost money, fine.
If it took the rest of our lives, fine.
I didn't want them to let her go.
Other people in the family saw things differently. They were considering what the doctors were saying and what they believed was best. But I didn't agree, and I felt like my opinion didn't matter because I was a kid.
That hurt me.
I had spent years trying to get back to my mama, and now people were talking about making a decision that meant I would never get to see her alive again. For so long, everything I had done, every place I'd run from, every fight I'd gotten into, had been tied in some way to the hope that I would eventually make it back home. And now I was sitting there listening to people discuss whether my mama should be kept alive, what it would cost, and what kind of life she might have if she survived. I didn't care about any of that. I wanted my mama. If she needed somebody to take care of her for the rest of her life, then we'd figure that out. At thirteen years old, I couldn't understand why everybody else seemed ready to accept something I wasn't prepared to accept.
When she died, I was angry with everybody. I didn't want to go to the funeral, and if I had to go, I wanted to go alone. I didn't want a whole bunch of people around me telling me what to do, how to act, or how I was supposed to say goodbye. I tried to tell people who I wanted there, who I didn't want there, and what I needed. They'd tell me they understood, that they had me, that everything was going to be taken care of. But by then, I'd heard enough promises from adults to know that what somebody said and what actually happened weren't always the same thing.
When I got to the funeral, I realized that once again, what I wanted and what everybody else had decided were two different things.
There were people there from the foster care system. White social workers, people I'd dealt with over the years, people I didn't like and didn't want to see. Some of them were the same people I believed had made it harder for me to get back to my family. And now here they were, at my mama's funeral, standing around like they belonged there.
I couldn't understand that.
I had spent years dealing with those people, listening to them tell me where I could live, what I could do, and what I needed to accomplish before I could go home. Now my mama was dead, and somehow they were still there. I didn't want to talk to them. I didn't want them coming up to me offering condolences. I didn't want to pretend we had some kind of relationship just because everybody was standing in a funeral home.
That was my mama.
And as far as I was concerned, this was my church for the day.
When I walked inside, I could see where her body was. I didn't go straight up to the casket and stand there looking at her. I got close enough to see what I needed to see. There were things we'd put in there with her, and I wanted to make sure they were where they were supposed to be.
My mama loved Chuck Taylors. I remember that. And I remember cutting out some of those little circles with the stars on them, the Chuck Taylor symbols, to put in there with her. I wanted to make sure she had those things. Her shoes, the little pieces we'd prepared. I looked everything over, or at least as much as I could bring myself to look at.
Then I looked around the room.
And I saw those people.
"Why are these people here?"
I said it loud, too. I wasn't whispering or trying to be respectful of whatever everybody else thought a funeral was supposed to look like. I wanted an answer.
People started looking at me like I was being offensive.
Offensive?
This is my mama's funeral.
I didn't understand why I was the one being treated like I was doing something wrong. I hadn't invited those people. I didn't want them there. And after everything that had happened, I wasn't about to stand around pretending I was comfortable with them being there.
Somebody tried asking me what was going on.
I'm like, "What you mean, what's going on? Why are they here?"
Nobody was giving me an answer I wanted to hear. So I told them I was leaving.
And I left.
I walked right out of my mama's funeral.
I didn't have some big plan about where I was going. I just knew I wasn't staying in that building with those people. I started walking down the street, somewhere around East Washington, and called Janet.
Janet was Mike Dyer's wife. I'd gotten to know her after showing up at their house one day, and somehow we'd built a relationship that lasted beyond all the usual boundaries people put around foster kids. Mike didn't particularly like the boys from his group home getting involved with his family, but Janet had taken to me from the beginning. She'd fed me, talked to me, and treated me like somebody she actually wanted around.
So when I left the funeral, she was the person I called.
I told her to come get me. I'd be walking down East Washington somewhere, and she could find me along the way.
And she did.
Now, here's something about me. Even when I'm going through something terrible, I can still find a way to joke around. Sometimes I don't even know why I do it. I might be angry, hurt, or feeling like I don't want to talk to anybody, and then something funny will come into my head, and I'll want to see somebody laugh. Or maybe I just want to make myself laugh.
That day, I was in a bad mood. A real bad mood. My mama had died, I'd just walked out of her funeral, and I was riding around with Janet trying to figure out what I was supposed to do with myself.
And I had this fake piece of gum.
You know those little joke things that look like a regular pack of gum, but when somebody tries to take a piece, it shocks them? I had one of those.
Janet loved chewing gum. She always had gum, so I knew she'd probably take a piece if I offered it.
I asked her, "You want some gum?"
She said sure.
And I shocked the shit out of her.
Man, her reaction was something else. She looked at me like, What the hell is wrong with you?
"Why would you do that?"
I didn't even have a good answer.
"I don't know."
I just wanted to laugh.
And I did.
Now, somebody might hear that and think it was strange. My mama had just died, and here I was playing a joke on somebody who came to pick me up from her funeral. But that's what happened. I wasn't sitting there thinking about whether I was grieving the right way. I wasn't trying to make a statement about anything. I was hurt, I was angry, and for a minute, I wanted to laugh.
Janet was somebody I could do that with.
She didn't stop being there for me because I was acting strange or because I didn't know how to explain what was going on in my head. She came and got me, and we spent that time together.
We're still cool to this day.
That's something I think about when I look back at the people who came into my life through foster care. There were people I wanted nothing to do with, people I couldn't wait to get away from, and people whose names I don't even remember anymore. But there were also people like Mike and Janet, who became part of my life in ways I never expected.
Mike was the one who told me what had happened to my mama. He was the one who held me down when I couldn't handle what I was hearing. He asked me what I wanted and helped me get back to my dad.
And Janet was the one I called when I walked out of the funeral.
They didn't make my mama's death easier to accept. Nothing could've done that. But they were there when I needed somebody, and I remember that.
I remember the people who showed up.
Just like I remember the people who didn’t.
For years, all I wanted was to get back to my mama. I went through all those foster homes, all those group homes, all those people telling me where I could go and what I had to do, and somehow I always believed there was still a chance. Even when I got mad at her, even when I didn't trust what she was telling me, I still had that chance in my head. I could get back to Madison. I could get back to my family. I could get back to my mama.
But now she was gone, and I didn't know what to do with that.
I didn't even want to be at her funeral. Not because I didn't love her. I loved my mama more than anything. But I couldn't stand there looking at her while everybody else made decisions about what was supposed to happen, who was supposed to be there, and how I was supposed to act. I had spent years feeling like I didn't have a say in my own life, and now I felt like I didn't have a say in how I said goodbye to my own mother.
So I walked out. I called Janet, and she came and got me. And somewhere in the middle of all that hurt, I pulled out a piece of fake gum and shocked the shit out of her. I still don't know why that was what I wanted to do that day. Maybe I just needed something to be funny for a minute. I don't know. I just remember laughing.
I didn't understand everything that was changing in me after my mama died. I didn't even know how to explain what I was feeling. I just knew that the one person I had spent all those years trying to get back to wasn't going to be there when I finally made it home.
And for a long time after that, I didn't know what I was trying to get back to anymore.
 
THE NARRATIVE: PART 17
Something They Would Remember
 
When my mama died, I didn't accept it. I still don't accept it, not in the way people probably expect me to. I know she's gone. I'm not confused about that. But I don't live every day thinking about her as somebody who no longer exists. I think about the good times, the things she used to say, the way she carried herself, and the little things she did that nobody else would have thought were important. I let her exist with me. That's how I get through my days. I believe in God, and I have my own understanding of how somebody can still be present in your life after they're gone. I don't need everybody to understand it. That's just how I live with losing my mama.
But when she first died, I didn't know how to live with it at all. I had spent years trying to get home, and suddenly the person I was trying hardest to get back to wasn't there anymore. I had been moved through foster homes, farms, group homes, and residential treatment centers, and through all of it, I had some kind of reason to keep fighting. Even when I didn't believe what people were telling me, even when I got tired of my mama's promises, I still had the idea that one day I was going to get back to her. Then she died, and I didn't know what I was supposed to be working toward anymore.
I wasn't interested in taking advantage of opportunities. And there were opportunities in the system. I can admit that. If you get moved around as much as I did, eventually you're going to come across somebody offering something useful. There were chances to learn things, get involved in boxing, develop skills, and do things that might've helped me later. But after my mama died, I wasn't thinking about any of that. I was angry. I didn't care about what somebody was offering me, and I wasn't interested in hearing another adult explain how good something could be for my future.
I was so angry that people couldn't even mention my mama around me. I'm talking about the word mama itself. Somebody could say something about their own mother, or make one of those jokes kids make about somebody else's mama, and I was ready to fight. If you said something about my mama, I was hitting you. Guaranteed. It didn't matter whether you knew her. It didn't matter whether you meant anything by it. I didn't want to hear it.
And if I said something about your mama, you better not say it back.
I know how that sounds. I'm not pretending it was reasonable. I'm telling you how I was thinking. There were things I could say that I wouldn't allow anybody else to say to me, because I had decided that certain words were off-limits when it came to my family. I wasn't sitting around explaining that to people. I wasn't asking them to understand why I was so angry. I was just reacting. Eventually I had to stop because I was getting into so much trouble, but for a while, that's how I handled it.
Nobody ever sat down with me and had a real conversation about why I kept running away, fighting, or refusing to stay somewhere. At least, I don't remember anybody doing that in a way that reached me. I had been asked plenty of questions over the years. People had evaluated me, interviewed me, written things down about me, and talked about my behavior. But I don't remember having a conversation where I could explain what I was actually fighting for and feel like somebody understood.
When I think about that now, it's crazy to me. All those years, all those professionals, all those meetings, and I can't remember sitting down with somebody and having that conversation.
But I also have to admit something about myself: by then, I was so hurt that I didn't feel like there was anything to talk about. I wasn't looking for another person to ask me questions. I wasn't interested in explaining myself to somebody who was probably going to write something down and send me somewhere else. I had already decided how I was going to respond to the world, and most of the time, that response involved fighting.
Before my mama died, I believed I was fighting to get home. After she died, I started fighting for something different.
An identity.
I wanted to be somebody. I wanted people to know who I was, and I didn't care whether they remembered me for something good or something bad. I just wanted to leave some kind of legacy. My mama was gone, my dad wasn't going to be there the way I needed him, and I had spent so much of my childhood being moved around that I didn't feel like I had anything solid to hold on to. So I started thinking about how I could make myself known.
I read and heard stories about people like Frank Lucas and Jesse James. Different men from different times, different backgrounds, but they had something in common in my mind: people remembered their names. They had done things that made them known. I wasn't sitting there studying all the consequences of their lives or thinking about the people they'd hurt. I was looking at the fact that they had become somebody people talked about.
And I wanted that.
I didn't care if it was good or bad.
Looking back, I hate that I spent so much time trying to build that kind of reputation. Because once you become known for certain things, they follow you. You don't just wake up one day, decide you're finished with that version of yourself, and expect everybody else to forget what happened. I learned that the hard way. But at the time, I wasn't thinking about the man I would eventually become. I was thinking about how to make sure people remembered the boy standing in front of them.
And once I realized I could fight, that became one of the ways I tried to do it.
I wanted to fight as much as possible. I wanted to be the worst person in whatever institution they sent me to. If everybody was going to keep talking about how dangerous the next place was, I figured I might as well become somebody those places would remember.
For years, adults had been threatening me with somewhere worse.
It started small. If I didn't behave at one foster home, they'd tell me I was going to get sent to another one. Somewhere I wouldn't like. Somewhere with stricter rules. I'd tell them I didn't want to be there anyway. I wanted to go home. So if they sent me somewhere else, what difference did it make?
Then I got to another foster home, and they'd tell me the same thing. Behave, or we'll send you somewhere worse. I still wanted to go home.
Eventually, the threats became group homes. Then residential treatment centers. Then detention facilities. Every time, somebody would explain how much worse the next place was going to be, how I wasn't going to be able to act the way I had been acting, and how somebody there was finally going to make me understand.
But I kept getting through those places.
Some were terrible. Some were better than I expected. Some had people I actually liked. But none of them were home, and the threat of being sent somewhere else stopped meaning what the adults seemed to think it meant.
By the time they started talking about Wales, I had already heard so many stories about what was going to happen to me that I didn't know what to believe anymore. They told me I was little, that I wasn't going to be able to fight those boys, and that I'd get beaten up all the time. I was probably around five-foot-six and about 130 pounds, as best as I remember. I wasn't some huge kid walking around intimidating everybody with my size. But I had gotten used to hearing that the next place was going to be the one where somebody finally broke me.
And when I got there, things weren't exactly how they'd described them.
I did get beaten up sometimes. I'm not going to lie about that. There were fights I lost, even if most people never heard about them because I wasn't advertising those stories. But I fought hard, and eventually I built the kind of reputation I had been trying to build.
In my mind, I became the man in Wales.
And once I started believing that, I didn't know what was supposed to scare me anymore. If every place they'd threatened me with had eventually become somewhere I could survive, then what was the worst they could do? Send me somewhere else? Make the rules stricter? Put me around tougher people?
I had already spent years living like that.
I started thinking that nothing could stop me. That my legacy was going to be a prison legacy, something people would remember long after I was gone. I wanted to be known, and by then, I had convinced myself that being feared or respected inside an institution was as good a way as any to make that happen.
That's something I regret now. Not because I think I was weak back then, but because I spent so much energy building a reputation that became another thing I had to carry. All that badness, all those fights, all the things I did because I wanted somebody to remember me—they didn't disappear when I got older.
They became part of my record.
And that brings me back to something I've been talking about since the beginning of this book: the paperwork.
I hated those files.
I hated watching people carry around folders full of things I'd done when I was little. A tantrum, a fight, a nightmare, something I said when I was angry—somebody would write it down. Then the next person would get the file, read it, and decide what kind of kid I was before they'd even met me.
I remember hearing foster parents talking about how big my file was. Sometimes they'd be in another room, thinking I couldn't hear them through the walls.
"Look how big his file is."
"I don't know. I don't trust this kid."
And I'm sitting there thinking, Man, I don't want to be here anyway.
But it hurt.
It really did.
Because I knew what was inside those folders. I knew some of it was things I'd actually done. I wasn't denying that. But I also knew there were reasons behind some of those things that didn't seem to matter once somebody wrote down the behavior. The file got bigger, and the person reading it didn't necessarily know what had happened before the fight, before the tantrum, or before I ran away.
They just knew I had done it.
And as I got older, that file kept following me. It was like I could never walk into a new place without bringing every other place with me. People would tell me I had another chance, but somebody was always holding a record of all the chances I'd already used.
I didn't want to be defined by those papers, but I was also doing things that gave people more to write down. That's the part I can recognize now. I was angry about the reputation I had, and at the same time, I was trying to build an even bigger one.
I didn't see the contradiction then.
I just knew I wanted somebody to remember me.
The incident that finally sent me into juvenile prison happened at a residential treatment center. I was already on what they called Type 2 status, which, from what I understood, meant I was under a higher level of supervision and could be sent to a more restrictive facility if I got into more trouble. I had already been involved in other incidents, including a situation with a gun that Mike Dyer had helped me through. There had been plenty of attempts to move me into more restrictive placements before, and somehow I'd kept getting another chance.
But this time, something happened that I couldn't let go.
There was another Black boy at the facility, somebody I barely knew. One day, staff members were restraining him, holding him down while the rest of us were supposed to go to our rooms. I'd been restrained before, sometimes for hours, and I knew how frightening and painful it could feel. I remembered my legs going numb, struggling to breathe, and having people holding me down while I couldn't get loose.
So when I saw them holding this boy down, I paid attention.
He was fighting against them, and from what I could tell, he was holding his own pretty well considering how many people were involved. At one point, I remember him saying something about how if just two of them got off him, he'd be able to get up again.
But what really bothered me was the way some of the staff were talking to him.
They were making jokes, taunting him, saying things about how tough he thought he was. I remember hearing racial insults, including comments about nappy hair. That was something I'd heard before in places like Northwest Passage, and I was tired of it.
I was supposed to be in my room, but I could hear what was happening.
I remember listening through the door, thinking, Did they really just say that?
And I made a decision.
I told myself, on my mama's grave, that if they said one more thing like that, I was coming out of that room.
I knew what would happen.
I knew they'd probably tackle me, restrain me, and write me up. I knew I was already on Type 2 status and that another serious incident could mean I was going somewhere worse.
But I had made up my mind.
If they said one more thing, I was coming out.
And they did.
So I opened the door.
I came out of my room and got involved in the altercation. I ended up on the ground, being restrained myself, and afterward I was facing a battery charge. From my point of view, the staff had assaulted me too, but I was the one whose involvement became another serious incident in my record.
Not long after that, I was headed to Wales.
I was fourteen years old.
They had been threatening me with that place for years. Every time I got into trouble, somebody had another story about how bad it was going to be when I finally got there. The barbed wire, the older boys, the fighting, the things that happened inside.
And I'll admit, I was a little shaken up.
I had spent years acting like nothing scared me, but I wasn't completely fearless. I was fourteen, and from what I'd heard, some of the people there were much older than me. I didn't know exactly what I was going to encounter, and I wasn't foolish enough to believe I'd win every fight.
But I wasn't planning to show anybody that I was scared.
I had already decided what kind of reputation I wanted.
I wanted to be remembered.
And now I was headed to the place where I thought I could make that happen.
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