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À ma sœur Carmen, la petite fille
qui dansait sur le pont.

À ma mère, qui m’a donné la vie deux fois.

À Youssef, à Orphée, à l’avenir.



CHAPITRE 1

Bonaire, côte est de l’île, juillet 1991

Un crabe bleu, visqueux et luisant, campé sur les rochers. Les enfants l’ont vu, ils s’approchent lentement. Ils sont trois. Le corail est tranchant comme un poignard. Il suffit de l’effleurer pour saigner. Ils veillent à ne pas se couper. Le corail est mort depuis longtemps ; des squelettes blancs et friables, les bras tendus vers le ciel comme s’ils ne savaient pas qu’ils étaient morts. Ils craquent sous les pas des enfants, leurs éclats roulant en cascade avec un tintement de clochette. Le crabe déguerpit et disparaît dans les crevasses.

Les rires des enfants se mêlent au vent. Leur peau est collante et leurs lèvres salées. Entre chaque vague qui se fracasse sur la côte, la brume reste suspendue dans les airs, immobile et scintillante au soleil. Ils n’ont pas conscience de la chaleur tant le vent est incessant. S’ils ne font pas attention, ils finiront par s’étourdir.

Les alizés, chauds et chargés de sel, arrivent de loin. On entend leurs grondements au large, telle une nuée inquiétante. Ils ont traversé l’Atlantique et se déversent sur l’île en un flot continu et puissant. Ils dévorent tout au passage. Les enfants crient pour se faire entendre, mais le vent emporte tout avec lui ; leurs paroles et même leurs pensées.

Ils sont allés se perdre sur la côte est de l’île, sauvage et hostile. Les arbres ne peuvent y survivre qu’en rampant. Le littoral est constellé de déchets venus du large ; des capsules de bouteilles, des souliers, du bois flottant, des pacotilles sont échoués là.

Le rivage est si plat que la nuit, il se confond avec l’océan. De nombreux bateaux y ont fait naufrage avant la construction du phare. Une légende raconte que les sirènes attiraient les navires vers ces eaux traîtresses pour que les habitants puissent subsister en pillant les épaves éventrées sur la plage.

Les crabes ont disparu. Les enfants continuent leur chemin, donnant des coups de pied aux objets éparpillés. Soudain, une lueur blanche dans l’eau cristalline ; une forme est piégée dans les récifs. Ils accourent. L’océan leur apporte quelque chose.

Une robe bleu poudré à volants se laisse ballotter sans résistance. Un corps qui flotte. Un petit corps d’une blancheur éclatante, piqué de mousse verte. Il n’a plus de cheveux. Il n’a plus de visage. Les enfants déguerpissent, affolés.

C’est le corps de ma sœur, Carmen.

#

Il ne restait plus qu’elle à retrouver. Le corps de notre père avait été découvert dès le lendemain du naufrage, trois jours plus tôt. Mon frère, Thomas, était le seul survivant.

C’est la femme du fermier qui avait appelé la police. Au petit matin, son mari avait surpris dans la cour avant un adolescent nu et ensanglanté. Il cherchait « les autres ». Est-ce qu’ils étaient déjà arrivés ?

Ils avaient fait naufrage dans la nuit. Une nuit sans lune. Le garçon avait dû attendre l’aube dans l’eau noire, plongé dans l’obscurité la plus totale. Aux premières lueurs du jour, il avait escaladé le mur de corail et traversé, pieds nus, la plaine désertique et couverte de cactus vers la seule habitation visible depuis le rivage. Tout son corps était supplicié.

Le fermier l’avait assis dans une chaise à bascule et lui avait apporté un café chaud et une couverture. Il l’avait laissé seul le temps de monter lui chercher des vêtements et de réveiller sa femme. Quand ils étaient redescendus, le garçon était en train de se bercer, les yeux dans le vide. Il était calme, terriblement calme. Avec ses cheveux blonds bouclés, ses traits délicats comme ceux d’une fille et ses yeux bleus, il ressemblait à un ange maculé. Le fermier était tétanisé par la vision de cet enfant. Il ne savait pas quoi faire d’autre à part l’observer, debout, partagé entre la pitié et l’effroi, pendant que sa femme appelait les urgences.

Elle avait tenté, tant bien que mal, de rassembler les bribes de l’histoire rapportée par l’enfant. Il y avait deux bateaux. Sur le premier, son père et sa sœur, et lui sur le second. Quelque chose avait mal tourné. Peut-être que le phare ne fonctionnait pas. Peut-être que le père avait fait un malaise. Ils s’étaient fracassés contre les récifs. Il cherchait sa sœur et son père.

Quand les urgences récupérèrent l’enfant, le fermier alla voir ce qui restait du bateau dans les récifs. Un bateau en bois de quarante-cinq pieds broyé. Des traces de sang sur le sable où le garçon avait marché. Ici et là quelques vêtements, une casserole, une pendule marine. Il trouvera une petite sandale blanche de fillette et une sandale d’homme en cuir brun. Il ne saura jamais pourquoi, mais il les emportera avec lui machinalement et les clouera à une poutre à l’entrée du cabanon au fond du jardin.

 

Trente ans plus tard, je découvrirai, effarée, ces sandales clouées sur cette poutre, dévorées par l’air salin et le temps. Une vision d’horreur, qui m’apparut comme une menace : « N’entre pas ici. N’entre pas dans cette histoire. La mort te guette. La mort t’attend. »

#

Mrs Elizabeth Moore

Ambassade des États-Unis

Préfecture de Bonaire

Lundi 29 juillet 1991

Chère ambassadrice,

Je vous écris concernant une tragédie qui vient de se produire à Bonaire impliquant une famille vivant à bord de deux bateaux qui viennent de faire naufrage sur nos côtes.

Selon le témoignage de Thomas Tangvald, seul survivant, sur le premier bateau, nommé Artémis de Pythéas, étaient embarqués son père et sa sœur. Thomas Tangvald était sur son propre bateau, tiré par l’Artémis de Pythéas à l’aide d’une corde.

Les deux bateaux ont été intégralement détruits. Aucun document ne permet de renseigner l’identité des deux corps qui ont été trouvés. Seul Thomas Tangvald a pu les identifier formellement comme étant Per Tangvald (employant aussi les noms Peter et Pierre), né à Oslo en 1924, et sa fille, Carmen Tangvald, née à Horta en 1983. Per Tangvald avait obtenu la nationalité américaine quand il a vécu aux É.-U. dans les années 1950.

Thomas Tangvald, qui a seulement 15 ans, est en état de choc. Nous le gardons à l’hôpital faute de savoir à quelle autorité le remettre. Il déclare être né sur l’océan Indien. Sa mère, Lydia Balta, née en mer en Nouvelle-Calédonie en 1953, est décédée ainsi que la mère de Carmen, Ann Ho Chau, née en Malaisie en 1946.

Nous cherchons actuellement la dernière femme de Per, Florence Tangvald, née en Belgique en 1967 et leur fille Virginia Tangvald, née sur la mer des Antilles en 1986. Le couple était séparé et n’était plus en contact depuis plusieurs années. Thomas ne sait pas où ils vivent actuellement.

Il ne semble pas avoir d’autre famille. Il nous a toutefois transmis les coordonnées de son parrain et de sa femme Edward et Clare Allcard, qui ont été informés de la situation et planifient un voyage imminent à Bonaire.

Nous vous demandons votre aide pour lui faire un passeport américain, Thomas Tangvald étant fils de ressortissant américain.

Merci,

Le préfet de Kralendijk



#

L’histoire du naufrage et du jeune orphelin qui avait survécu s’était rapidement répandue sur l’île et avait bouleversé ses habitants. Tous les jours, par dizaines, ils longeaient la côte dans l’espoir de rassembler ce qu’il restait de l’Artémis pour le remettre à Thomas quand il sortirait de l’hôpital.

On se demandait ce qu’ils faisaient de ce côté de l’île pendant la saison des cyclones. L’accident était inexplicable. Peter connaissait pourtant bien le coin. Il y avait navigué souvent. Certains se souvenaient de cette famille nomade qui ancrait toujours au loin. Ils avaient fait plusieurs fois le tour du monde jusqu’au jour où celui-ci s’était refermé sur eux. Il n’y avait plus de nouvelles terres à découvrir. Ils ne pouvaient plus qu’errer de port en port. Le père était taciturne. Il rejoignait le quai à la rame pour faire des provisions, passer à la poste et repartait aussitôt. On se souvenait davantage de la petite fille, Carmen, dont on voyait la frêle silhouette danser sur le pont.

Pourquoi Peter avait-il emprunté cette route si dangereuse ? Certains avaient formulé la thèse du suicide. D’autres allaient même jusqu’à se demander si ce n’était pas le gamin qui les avait tués. Il n’y aurait pas d’autopsie sur le père. Impossible vu l’état dans lequel le corps avait été trouvé ; sur le dos, empalé par les coraux, la tête écrasée. La seule certitude était que la petite était morte noyée. Elle avait de l’eau dans les poumons.

#

Dans un coin de la chambre d’hôpital de Thomas, quelques objets de leur vie à bord s’entassaient ; une boîte hermétique contenant des diapositives, un hublot, une petite pochette rouge d’enfant, etc. Les habitants les déposaient à la réception en espérant apercevoir le garçon par la porte de sa chambre.

Il avait cet air astral qui rendait son âge difficile à déterminer. L’enfant était mince et agile, ses traits fins exprimaient parfois l’égarement, l’innocence, ou un état contemplatif qui ne semblait pas propre à son âge. Malgré eux, les aides-soignants ressentaient en sa présence une sorte de menace diffuse. Une étrange impression qu’ils tentaient de chasser immédiatement face à cet enfant venu de nulle part et échoué à leurs pieds.

D’abord il avait dessiné. Un bateau, des flots, des récifs. Une infirmière avait eu l’idée de lui apporter du papier et des crayons. Puis, petit à petit, Thomas avait commencé à raconter cette nuit. Il parlait d’une nuit sans lune, de l’obscurité totale. D’un ciel noir comme un velours infini au-dessus de sa tête. Il était sorti sur le pont quand il avait senti les vagues grossir et avait vu au loin l’horrible ligne blanche formée par l’écume contre un rivage invisible. Il ne comprenait pas pourquoi l’Artémis ne changeait pas de cap, pourquoi il continuait droit vers la côte, inexorablement. Il avait aperçu son père, sur le pont, éclairer l’eau autour de lui à l’aide d’une torche avant de s’engouffrer dans la cale une dernière fois.

Quand il avait vu le bateau s’écraser et entendu le bruit assourdissant du bois craquer, il s’était jeté à l’eau avec sa planche à voile. Au premier impact, le grand mât s’était cassé en deux. La corde tendue qui reliait les deux bateaux s’était soudain relâchée. Flottant dans l’eau tiède, il avait regardé la mer aspirer la carcasse du navire et la recracher sur les récifs, faisant résonner encore le sinistre craquement du bois. Chaque vague réitérait ce motif. Il entendait sa sœur crier par-dessus le vacarme. Il savait qu’elle était enfermée dans la cabine avant. Quand les cris avaient cessé, il comprit que la cabine s’était percée puis remplie d’eau. Il ne restait plus que lui dans les flots noirs et indifférents. Même la lune et les étoiles qui l’avaient accompagné toute sa vie l’avaient délaissé, ce soir-là.

 

À présent il dort. Ses blessures commencent à cicatriser. Il dort profondément malgré la lumière blafarde des néons et le bourdonnement des machines de l’hôpital.

#

Clare est venue chercher Thomas quand les autorités l’ont contactée en tant qu’amie de Peter. Elle regarde le garçon dans le rétroviseur. Son visage est sans émotion et sa tête dodeline au gré de la route jaune et poussiéreuse.

Les terrains vagues et des champs de tir se succèdent à l’infini entre le village et le littoral. Des cactus géants bordent le chemin, des mains de squelettes jaillissant du sol et implorant le ciel. C’est le chemin que Thomas a emprunté quand il a marché vers la ferme. Il se souvient du bruit du vent qui se faufilait lentement entre les griffes des cactus, tel un serpent lourd et invisible.

Le rivage apparaît soudain après le dernier virage. Un portail vers l’enfer, pense Clare en sortant de la voiture. Elle n’a jamais vu un récif aussi maudit.

Thomas part devant. Sur la côte, il n’est plus l’enfant céleste qu’elle a d’abord vu en lui. Il se déplace à la manière d’un chien de chasse nerveux flairant un animal. Il sait exactement où aller. Les roches calcaires s’effritent pareilles à de la craie sous ses pas. Il ne prête pas attention aux carcasses nacrées d’ânes sauvages, purifiées par le soleil et les charognards, qui ponctuent l’étendue séparant la route de l’océan. Les vagues deviennent assourdissantes à mesure qu’ils avancent. La mer, mue par une force inéluctable, se fracasse sur un récif en un enchaînement sans fin, furieux et écumant, pareille au soir du naufrage, hypnotisante, répétitive comme une comptine.

Thomas trouve l’épave dont il ne reste plus que des éclats de bois éparpillés flottant dans les cratères profonds et luisants du corail. Il en prend quelques-uns pour les examiner au creux de ses paumes avant de les lancer en l’air. Il est toujours terriblement calme.

#

Ma mère déchirait les lettres de mon père à mesure qu’elle les recevait. Les morceaux de papier jonchaient le sol, des ailes blanches et fragiles qu’on aurait arrachées à des papillons. Elle pleurait, recroquevillée sur elle-même, la tête baissée, le visage enfoui dans ses mains. Elle ressemblait à une fontaine triste avec ses longs cheveux bruns et brillants en cascade autour de ses épaules. Je savais que quelque chose se passait sans comprendre quoi. J’avais l’impression qu’elle se pétrifiait de chagrin. Mes petites mains frénétiques cherchaient sur son corps une brèche par laquelle je pourrais la dénouer. Je l’appelais en panique. Je voulais la prendre dans mes bras, tenir son visage entre mes paumes mais elle ne m’entendait pas. Je finissais par aller m’allonger dans le placard, porte fermée. Je ne sais pas si c’était grâce au silence, à l’obscurité parfaite ou bien au manque d’oxygène mais je pouvais m’oublier quand j’étais là.

Quand elle sortait de sa transe, elle mettait les morceaux de la lettre dans un sac en cuir bleu qu’elle rangeait sous le lit et elle faisait mine que rien ne s’était passé. Plus tard, en cachette, je sortais les papiers du sac pour voir l’écriture de mon père et les dessins de ma sœur au verso. L’un d’eux représentait ma mère enceinte de moi : une silhouette barbouillée de rouge, les cheveux comme une boule de sang, et une autre à la place du ventre. « Maman avec bébé dans le ventre. » Mon père nous implorait de revenir. Il ne supportait pas qu’on puisse lui échapper.

 

Ma mère l’avait quitté sur un coup de tête, sans le prévenir, à Porto Rico, quand j’avais 2 ans. Elle avait appelé sa propre mère depuis une cabine téléphonique pour lui demander d’acheter un billet d’avion et avait sauté dans le premier vol vers Toronto pour la rejoindre. Elle était déjà loin quand mon père comprit qu’elle était partie. Elle n’aimait pas cette ville. Elle répétait qu’on en partirait bientôt, quand elle saurait où elle aimerait vivre et ce qu’elle aimerait faire de sa vie. Elle avait 22 ans.

Un jour, les lettres ont cessé.

 

Un soir, elle m’emmena dans un restaurant dont les murs étaient couverts de velours rouge. Elle observait mes moindres gestes, essayant de deviner ce qui me ferait plaisir, me proposant du lait ou de la limonade. Elle me regarda un long moment comme si elle découvrait mon visage tandis qu’elle se préparait à briser mon cœur d’enfant.

— J’ai quelque chose de difficile à te dire, a-t-elle commencé d’une voix très douce. Je suis désolée mon cœur, le bateau a fait naufrage. Ton père et Carmen sont morts.

Je ne sais quel regard implorait le plus l’autre dans ce moment suspendu entre le déni et l’effarement. J’ai eu l’impression qu’un voile tombait entre le monde et moi. Que je le voyais tel qu’il était pour la première fois, dans ce restaurant de demi-sous-sol au décor surchargé. Ils étaient morts depuis l’an dernier, m’a-t-elle dit. Une amie à elle l’avait appris en lisant un article publié dans une revue dédiée à la voile, entre une recette de flan au rhum et une pub de rouge à lèvres.

Jusque-là, il y avait toujours eu une place en moi, comme une île tropicale où le reste de ma famille m’attendait et où le vent était toujours chaud. Un espace qui me laissait imaginer que je n’étais que de passage dans la banlieue torontoise.

— Mais je croyais que j’allais les revoir un jour.

C’est ce que je me suis entendu lui répondre, plongée dans l’espoir inutile d’un retour en arrière. Comme s’il y avait moyen de remonter dans le temps, avant le drame. J’ai voulu tenir la mort à distance le plus longtemps possible, avant qu’elle ne s’ancre dans sa finalité. Mais je voyais déjà l’île en feu, les toucans s’envoler dans la fumée, les palmiers embrasés et crépitants. Des cendres partout. Je me suis mise à pleurer. Les yeux de ma mère brillaient aussi comme du cristal. Au moment où le serveur a posé mon verre de lait devant moi, elle m’a proposé d’aller sécher mes larmes aux toilettes.

En traversant le restaurant, j’ai regardé les gens qui dînaient près de nous rire ensemble à la lueur des chandelles. Je ne ferais jamais partie de ce monde. J’ai croisé les statues de gnomes qui décoraient le restaurant, leur visage déformé par des rires grotesques. Ils avaient la taille d’un enfant. La même que moi.

On était ici, définitivement.

 

On m’a dit qu’on ne savait pas ce qui leur était arrivé. Que le drame était incompréhensible. Que mon père avait dû faire une erreur de calcul. Que le bateau avait coulé et que Thomas avait survécu en grimpant au mât. Qu’il avait flotté seul dans la mer et avait été secouru par un bateau qui passait par là. Peut-être qu’ils s’étaient pris pour des poissons et jetés à l’eau. On m’a dit n’importe quoi. Et dans ce n’importe quoi, la réalité s’était dissoute. Plus de mort, donc plus de vie. Juste des histoires errantes autour de moi. Personne ne semblait savoir qui était mon père. Même ceux qui l’avaient le mieux connu. L’article par lequel on avait appris le naufrage s’intitulait : « Morts en mer : la tragédie frappe à nouveau pour Peter Tangvald et sa fille. » En couverture figurait une photo de lui torse nu, regardant au loin, un bébé blotti contre sa poitrine. Mais le bébé n’était pas ma sœur, c’était moi.

Je vivrais longtemps comme ça, avec eux, parmi les fantômes. Tellement longtemps et tellement fort que je suis peut-être devenue moi-même fantôme. Un pied dans le monde des vivants, un pied dans le monde des morts.

#

L’article présente le naufrage comme la fin d’une épopée de vingt-sept ans pour celui qui avait été surnommé « le marin le plus triste au monde ». L’un des derniers survivants à incarner la « génération d’Ulysse », une génération de navigateurs apparue après la Seconde Guerre mondiale, d’authentiques aventuriers en quête d’une expérience individuelle profonde, prêts à mettre en danger leur vie pour la trouver.

Je redécouvre la façon dont mon père avait construit son bateau de ses propres mains à partir des arbres qu’il avait lui-même sélectionnés dans la forêt guyanaise. Comment sa destinée a basculé ensuite, quand, en route vers l’Australie, le long de la côte de Bornéo, sa femme et mère de leur enfant, Thomas, avait été assassinée par des pirates. Comment il avait perdu une deuxième épouse en mer en 1985, tombée par-dessus bord pendant une traversée de l’Atlantique. Ne sachant pas nager, elle avait disparu dans les flots. C’était la mère de Carmen.

La journaliste qui avait rédigé le papier avait croisé plusieurs fois mon père à Porto Rico. Elle confiait qu’il était facile de comprendre pourquoi toutes ces jeunes femmes avaient été attirées par lui. À 65 ans, il était encore très beau, dans le genre viking nordique : grand, mince et très athlétique, avec des cheveux blonds et des yeux bleu ciel. Il semblait surtout avoir une confiance en lui absolue. Sans vanité, juste une totale assurance en son être.

Elle parle de Thomas à 13 ans, timide et étrange, mais qui s’illuminait quand on discutait d’architecture navale et qui affichait des connaissances et des aptitudes dépassant largement son âge. Elle décrit Carmen, 6 ans, comme étant d’une beauté désarmante avec sa peau olive et ses yeux en amande.

Elle évoque ma mère, partie avec le bébé. La première fois que la journaliste avait rencontré Peter, elle était encore à ses côtés, très belle avec de longs cheveux bruns et des joues rondes. Une vraie gamine. Du jour au lendemain, selon lui, elle s’était éclipsée. Elle avait décidé de rejoindre sa mère au Canada. Là où j’ai grandi, sans eux.







CHAPITRE 2

Porto Rico, 2006

Je suis allée retrouver mon frère Thomas dès que j’ai pu, à l’âge de 20 ans.

En sortant de l’avion à San Juan, la torpeur du climat tropical s’est écrasée sur moi. J’ai tout de suite été captivée par la franchise du soleil, la pesanteur de l’air, le vacarme des criquets et le ciel bleu immaculé transpercé par d’imposants palmiers. Les sensations enfouies de mes premières années de vie ont ressurgi pour se mêler aux vapeurs ondulantes de l’asphalte brûlant. Je retrouvais mon pays de naissance pour la première fois. Avant de franchir les portes de l’aéroport, je me suis arrêtée aux toilettes pour me calmer les nerfs et passer de l’eau sur mon visage. J’avais perdu mon frère de vue en même temps que cette île quand ma mère avait fui notre père. Cette collision tant attendue entre le passé et le présent me donnait le vertige. J’avais tellement hâte de le revoir.

Les lettres qu’il m’avait envoyées au cours de mon enfance étaient si lumineuses. Il m’interrogeait sur l’école et me racontait sa vie en mer. Dans l’une d’elles où il vantait les vertus de la nature, il avait dessiné un saule pleureur au bord d’un lac. Ses racines tortueuses semblaient s’entremêler juste au-dessus du sol, jusqu’à faire le tronc. Il avait dessiné des centaines de feuilles longues et fines sur des branches courbées de sorte que leur extrémité disparaisse dans l’eau. Il m’avait aussi fait parvenir une photo de lui sur son bateau, fixant l’appareil d’un air espiègle. Il ressemblait à un dieu nordique avec ses longues dreadlocks blondes et le bleu infini de ses yeux qui se confondait avec celui de la mer. Il m’avait décrit la scène de ma naissance sur le bateau où il avait coupé mon cordon ombilical, dont il s’était par la suite servi comme signet.

Je ne dormais pas la nuit tant je rêvais de le rejoindre. De me trouver enfin au milieu de cet amarrage qui me liait à notre père, à cette part de moi-même disparue avec lui dans le naufrage. Il me semblait y avoir aussi perdu mon pays.

Thomas m’attendait. On s’est reconnus de loin à la sortie de l’aéroport. Son émotion était perceptible malgré ses lunettes de soleil. Il était plus petit que dans mon imagination, moi qui me l’étais représenté aussi grand que notre père. Je me suis jetée dans ses bras et on s’est serrés très fort un long moment. Il sentait l’alcool.

Il était accompagné d’un ami, Esteban, un homme maigre aux longs cheveux noirs en queue-de-cheval et dont la peau mate était couverte de cicatrices. Esteban m’a accueillie avec une douceur qui tranchait étrangement avec son allure. Il m’a sondée d’un regard désolé et inquiet. Ils étaient venus me chercher à bord d’une vieille voiture, une Chrysler crème des années 80, avec une capote en vinyle et des banquettes en velours rouge qui empestaient la cigarette. La femme de mon frère, Christina, en avait hérité de son père, un poète italien décédé quelques mois plus tôt. J’ai tout de suite adoré le côté romantique et un peu fané à la old Hollywood de cette voiture. Thomas maintenait qu’elle ressemblait plutôt à un vieil homme qui tentait de rester sexy.

Mon frère avait planifié une traversée en ferry dès le lendemain matin pour Vieques, une petite île juste à côté de Porto Rico, qui luttait contre un problème de prolifération de chevaux sauvages errants, broutant les fleurs de tous les jardins, ou galopant dans les rues passantes. C’est sur cette île qu’il avait choisi de construire une petite ferme pour sa nouvelle famille à la naissance de son fils Gaston.

Esteban conduisait à toute allure sur la route en terre battue. Je regardais le paysage défiler depuis la banquette arrière en écoutant mon frère de plus en plus agité lui parler en espagnol. Son ami lui répondait de manière laconique et apaisante tout en m’épiant dans le rétroviseur. Mon frère déroulait un récit à toute vitesse dans cette langue que je maîtrisais encore mal. Son énergie était troublante. De grands mouvements de bras et des claquements de mains appuyaient son histoire pour figurer quelque chose de spectaculaire et d’effrayant. Bribe par bribe, j’ai fini par comprendre qu’il parlait de notre père, et de comment, la nuit du naufrage, il avait vu son corps se faire écraser entre les récifs et le bateau, et son cerveau sortir de son crâne. Chaque vague aspirait et recrachait les restes du bateau pour le fracasser de nouveau, sans relâche. Ses bras décrivaient la furie de l’océan et chaque claquement, la vague qui broyait le corps. Je l’ai regardé claquer ses mains encore et encore et encore.
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On s’est arrêtés sur une petite place ombragée du vieux San Juan. J’observais mon frère trépigner nerveusement, le corps raide et noueux, et jeter sans cesse des coups d’œil derrière son épaule. On est restés là longtemps sans que je comprenne ce qu’on attendait. Il évitait toutes mes questions. J’étais affamée et commençais à douter qu’on aurait un endroit où passer la nuit avant de prendre le ferry. Quelques heures plus tard, ils se décidèrent soudain à partir. On s’est rendus au pied d’une très belle bâtisse de type colonial dans laquelle on est entrés par la fenêtre d’un grand appartement à l’étage. Ils n’ont pas allumé en entrant, préférant avancer dans la pénombre.

Une fois au salon, Thomas m’a montré un endroit au sol où dormir, comme quand on était enfants. Cherchant un peu de lumière, je me suis assise sur le carrelage bleu du balcon où flottait un parfum de lys blanc tandis qu’il fouillait la cuisine à la recherche de quelque chose à boire. Il nous a versé à chacun un verre de vodka pure qui m’a brûlé la gorge. Il était à fleur de peau, perdu dans son propre flot de paroles. Sa conversation qui tournait en rond m’a épuisée. Je me suis contentée de lui sourire tristement. Il reprochait à ma mère d’avoir quitté notre père. « Une femme doit rester, quoi qu’il arrive ! » martelait-il avec conviction. Rien ne servait de parler tant qu’il ne dessoûlait pas.

Il m’a de nouveau prise dans ses bras, en me soufflant qu’il percevait une peur immense dans ma voix. Il avait raison. J’avais peur tout le temps. J’avais l’impression d’être nue sur une plaine blanche, infertile et vide, jalonnée d’oiseaux morts. Cette image se révélait quand j’avais froid. J’avais souvent froid. J’avais peur de rester toute ma vie sans pays, sans racines, sans identité. J’avais cherché quelqu’un qui, enfin, me ressemblerait un peu et auprès de qui je me sentirais chez moi, protégée et au chaud.

J’ai essayé de leur fausser compagnie à plusieurs reprises, mais chaque fois qu’il me perdait de vue, Thomas m’appelait « Virginia ! Virginia ! » Je sentais le poids de tout son désespoir dans l’incantation de mon prénom. J’entendais au loin les bruits de la ville le soir, du reggaeton et les rires des gens qui sortaient de boîte. Au fil des verres, son corps s’alourdissait. Thomas but et parla jusqu’à s’écrouler sur le balcon. Esteban m’a avoué qu’il était difficile pour mon frère de me voir, parce que le visage de notre père lui apparaissait quand il me regardait. Avant de quitter l’appartement, il m’a donné son numéro au cas où il arrive quelque chose, me laissant seule avec, à terre, le corps inerte de mon frère. J’ai contemplé ce naufragé dans la chaleur accablante de la nuit portoricaine. J’avais enfin face à moi un visage qui ressemblait au mien. Nos deux solitudes étaient criantes. Tant d’années de mer nous séparaient désormais. J’avais attendu trop longtemps pour le rejoindre. Dans ce néant, dans cette solitude où était né mon désir obsédant de le retrouver, autre chose m’était apparu, trop flou pour que je puisse clairement l’identifier. Le soupçon d’une proximité profonde entre nous, accompagné d’une fascination pour le funeste. Quelque chose de terrible et d’inavouable est alors monté jusqu’à moi, une odeur rance de fer et de sang jointe à l’étrange impression que j’allais mourir de ses mains.

 

Je me suis couchée tout habillée, en gardant mes chaussures et ma valise près de moi, prête à m’enfuir pendant la nuit. Cette puissante intuition n’était fondée sur rien d’autre que la détresse que je percevais en lui quand il prononçait mon prénom. Je n’ai finalement pas eu la force de partir. Je me suis endormie là.

Mon frère m’a réveillée en panique le lendemain. « Virginia ! Réveille toi ! » Il était déjà en train de glisser ma valise par la fenêtre quand j’ai ouvert les yeux. On avait trop dormi et on risquait de manquer le ferry. Comme j’étais restée habillée, deux minutes plus tard, on roulait en direction du port de Fajardo à une heure de là. On zigzaguait entre les maisons aux couleurs vives, le long des rues pavées que je découvrais à la lumière du jour.

J’étais assise à côté de Thomas, sur le siège passager. Une fois passées les vieilles pierres de l’enceinte, on a bifurqué vers le pont qui nous reliait à Fajardo. L’Atlantique est apparu, et j’ai entendu le moteur vrombir. Mon frère était enfin libre de prendre autant de vitesse que la voiture le lui permettait. Mes cheveux s’affolaient dans l’air marin jaillissant par les fenêtres entrouvertes. Thomas plissait les yeux en cherchant désespérément la sortie qui nous mènerait à bon port, mais les rayons du soleil faisaient scintiller les panneaux de signalisation au point de les rendre aveuglants.

« Fajardo ! » s’est-il exclamé avant de donner brusquement un coup de volant pour traverser une demi-douzaine de voies en diagonale. La voiture n’avait pas de rétroviseur. Mon frère ne s’est pas retourné pour voir si une voiture arrivait. J’aurais dû commencer à avoir peur mais la vitesse m’enivrait.

On a fini par couper la route à une voiture qui nous a percutés de plein fouet. Un bruit sourd et métallique suivi d’un silence enveloppant. Dans ce moment suspendu, alors que la Chrysler tournait sur elle-même, il n’existait dans l’univers plus que mon frère et moi. Le monde ne se résumait plus qu’à nos retrouvailles, cette union éternelle entre nous. Je n’ai pas senti ma tête heurter la fenêtre du côté passager quand la voiture s’est écrasée contre le mur. L’impact était assez violent pour la briser en quelques morceaux de verre tranchants. J’ai vu mon t-shirt violet couvert de sang. Le pare-soleil tanguait et mon reflet vacillait dans le miroir de courtoisie. Mon visage était blême, les gouttes rouges s’agglutinaient dans mes cils autour du bleu de mes yeux. Mon frère, le tableau de bord blanc, les banquettes en velours, tout était luisant de sang. Je me souviens avoir trouvé la scène d’une grande beauté. Je me souviens de ma fascination pour cette couleur écarlate et des cris désespérés de mon frère : « Virginia ! Oh mon Dieu, Virginia ! Je suis tellement désolé ! » J’ai senti ses mains attraper ma tête et enlever les gros morceaux de verre de mon cuir chevelu avant de les jeter par la fenêtre. Je les entendais éclater sur l’asphalte. « C’est pas si terrible ! » dit-il. J’ai alors pris conscience que tout le sang qui recouvrait l’intérieur de la voiture était le mien.

La remorqueuse est arrivée avant les secours, et le chauffeur incrédule est venu inspecter l’épave. En vingt ans de carrière, il n’avait jamais vu quelqu’un survivre à un tel accident. La voiture était complètement fracassée. On a attendu une demi-heure l’arrivée des ambulanciers. La peur s’est installée, dissipant la transe qui m’avait grisée jusque-là. Je craignais surtout qu’un bout de verre se soit planté dans mon cerveau. Quand l’ambulancier s’est approché de moi, il m’a lancé : « Vous êtes si belle ! » d’un ton très dégagé, comme s’il s’était agi d’un blind-date. Je lui ai saisi le bras : on avait attendu si longtemps que j’avais fini par croire qu’ils allaient me laisser mourir là. En se penchant sur ma blessure, il a lâché un terrifiant « Putain de merde ! » Je lui ai demandé : « Vous pensez que j’aurai des séquelles ? » Il pensait que oui. Il m’a donné son numéro avant de me déposer aux urgences.

 

À la sortie de l’hôpital, Thomas m’attendait avec Christina qui berçait nerveusement leur bébé. Je m’en tirai miraculeusement avec quelques points de suture au cuir chevelu et à l’épaule. Le sang avait séché dans mes cheveux, formant de grandes boucles rouille qui sentaient le fer. Le médecin était presque aussi incrédule quant à mon état que le conducteur de la remorqueuse. Mon frère, lui, n’avait absolument rien. Abattu, il fixait le sol et tenait un paquet de bonbons noué avec un ruban au bout duquel était attaché un ballon à paillettes mauves qui flottait silencieusement au-dessus de sa tête. Ils avaient prévu une grande fête avec tous leurs amis pour célébrer nos retrouvailles.

 

Ivelisse, la mère de Christina, nous a accueillis chez elle pour la nuit. Ce qui restait de la voiture blanche a été remorqué dans son jardin le soir même. Thomas était anéanti. Je ne lui en voulais pas pour l’accident. Pas du tout. Je l’aimais plus encore. Je le comprenais plus que ce qu’il imaginait. Le soir, avant de me coucher, je suis allée lui dire bonne nuit. Alors que je m’approchais, une expression de stupéfaction et de douleur a recouvert son visage. Je l’ai pris dans mes bras en murmurant : « Bonne nuit, Thomas. Je t’aime. » Son visage tremblait, craquait comme si des cratères allaient s’y ouvrir.

Le lendemain, je suis partie faire des courses et, le cœur lourd, j’ai décidé de ne jamais revenir. Je voulais vivre.







CHAPITRE 3

La neige avait commencé à fondre à Montréal. Son éclat blanc laissait place à une boue sableuse, révélant les déchets et les crottes de chien qui s’y étaient accumulés tout l’hiver. J’ai repris ma vie, à errer en mode pilotage automatique entre mes cours de guitare classique à l’université et mon job de serveuse.

Le lundi matin à 8 heures, je grimpais la longue pente escarpée et glissante qui menait au pavillon de musique Édouard-Montpetit, entourée de toutes les autres silhouettes frêles mais chargées d’instruments souvent plus grands qu’elles. Quelques années auparavant, j’avais joué pour des touristes dans un train à vapeur Hull-Wakefield. Je croyais que c’était la guitare qui m’apaisait profondément et dissipait toutes mes peurs. Mais deux ans d’études universitaires plus tard, je me suis rendu compte que c’était le train lui-même qui avait cet effet sur moi : le chancellement du plancher sous mes pieds, le rythme lourd des roues sur les rails, le paysage qui défilait.

En atteignant enfin le portail du bâtiment en vieilles pierres, essoufflée et trempée, je me suis demandé une fois de plus ce que je faisais là. J’ai longé les couloirs recouverts de tapis destinés à amortir le chaos des notes éparses. On entendait un hautbois exécuter des arpèges et des cordes qui peinaient à s’accorder, étirant péniblement la dissonance. J’avais l’impression de m’étioler dans tout ce désordre.

 

À mon retour de Porto Rico, j’avais décidé de tirer un trait sur mon passé, et sur ce monde parallèle dans lequel je m’étais abritée auprès des miens. Je m’étais construite à l’aune de mon père et du mystère qui l’entourait. Une promesse de beauté et de liberté absolue, aussi irrésistible que le chant des sirènes, sublime et mortifère, capable de m’avaler à tout jamais. Je n’avais fait que tremper l’orteil dans cette histoire et, déjà, elle avait failli m’engloutir. Pour autant, je ne savais pas vers quoi je devais me tourner.

Assise sur une chaise en plastique dans la classe surchauffée, je m’appliquais à dessiner sur une portée vierge les notes que la professeure nous jouait au piano. Cette musique, trop fugace pour un lundi matin, m’échappait. Du Schubert, délicat et nostalgique, et pourtant, ma tête tournait. Les accords ne me parvenaient plus qu’en fragments de notes qui s’entrechoquaient. J’ai pris conscience, hébétée, que je ne savais plus reconnaître le mineur du majeur, que toutes les compositions m’apparaissaient inexorablement tristes. Je ne savais plus différencier le haut du bas. J’avais perdu tous mes repères.

Je ne supportais plus les notes qui sortaient de ce piano. Elles se fracassaient contre mon crâne comme pour le transpercer là où mon frère avait retiré le verre de mon crâne ensanglanté. Depuis cet accident, une douleur criante s’était installée, me rendant intolérante à la lumière et à la musique. Je ne pourrais pas errer dans cette vie-là encore bien longtemps.

#

— Est-ce que tu chantes ?

Jean, un chanteur populaire rencontré dans la rue quelques semaines plus tôt, venait me voir régulièrement au bar, au grand dam de mon copain de l’époque, qui avait écrit en lettres rouges très larges sur les murs de notre chambre : « Je hais Jean ! » Il m’a captivée dès que je l’ai aperçu traverser la rue pour venir me parler. Sa démarche était unique, à la fois ostentatoire et déterminée, comme les cowboys dans les vieux films en noir et blanc. Grand et émacié, il avait des yeux vert clair et des cheveux noirs qu’il coupait lui-même avec un canif. Je l’ai regardé s’avancer vers moi avec une guitare qu’il tenait à l’envers, le manche posé sur son épaule.

Nous sommes allés manger des bagels dans un restaurant de la rue Saint-Viateur. Il a étalé son grand manteau en laine sur le radiateur pour qu’on s’assoie au chaud. Il m’a raconté avoir grandi dans des huttes en terre et en paille en Afrique, où les femmes se promenaient les seins à l’air et pratiquaient le vaudou. Il semblait tellement libre ! Il me faisait penser à mon père. Je lui ai parlé de ma naissance sur un bateau, du père aventurier que je n’avais pas connu mais qui m’obnubilait depuis toujours. De mon espoir mêlé de crainte de lui ressembler et de vivre comme lui.

 

Le lendemain, il m’a annoncé au bar, ivre, qu’il était amoureux de moi et qu’un jour je serais amoureuse de lui. Il m’a attrapé le bras et s’est mis à répéter dans un élan d’euphorie : « Je t’aime, Victoria ! Victoria, je t’aime ! Je t’aime, Victoria, je t’aime ! » Il parut sincèrement dévasté quand je lui ai rappelé que je me nommais Virginia. Il est resté au comptoir toute la soirée. Après la fermeture du bar, je l’ai invité dans la cuisine où j’ai tourné au hasard les boutons de la gazinière jusqu’à réussir à allumer une plaque sur laquelle j’ai pu réchauffer les steaks que des clients n’avaient pas touchés. On a ri toute la nuit. J’ai oublié d’éteindre le gaz avant de partir me coucher et le lendemain matin, il a fallu évacuer tout l’immeuble. Après ce soir-là, Jean a disparu pendant deux semaines avant de réapparaître au bar, sobre. Il sortait d’une cure de désintoxication. Il enregistrait un album et voulait que je fasse les chœurs. Je ne chantais pas du tout. Même dans les cours obligatoires de chorale, je restais muette.

— Oui, je chante.

 

Ce soir-là, je travaillais avec Simon, mon patron. Un petit teigneux, maigre, lancinant et souvent saoul, qui avait tendance à chercher la bagarre avec des clients de deux fois sa taille, ce qui rendait les soirées très divertissantes. Il observait Jean me parler, de ses grands yeux noirs, le menton baissé, en essuyant les verres derrière le comptoir.

Jean avait vécu trois ans avec une danseuse contemporaine sublime. Depuis leur séparation, elle faisait des séjours réguliers en hôpital psychiatrique. Elle n’arrivait plus à danser, convaincue que quelqu’un lui avait jeté un sort et volé ses jambes.

— Tu sais que Jean détruit tous ceux qui entrent dans son cercle intime, m’avertit Simon en comptant la caisse à la fin de la soirée.

Ça ne m’avait pas effrayée, à l’époque. Quand je suis enfin sortie du bar, vers 4 heures du matin, Jean m’attendait sous la pluie, assis sur les marches couvertes de son immense manteau. On aurait dit un sans-abri alors qu’il était habillé en Yves Saint Laurent de la tête aux pieds. Il a souri comme un enfant.

— On va répéter ?

 

Tous les murs de son appartement étaient peints en orange foncé ; un bunker, presque vide, mais avec de vieux tapis persans, des sculptures vaudoues qui nous observaient dans tous les coins, des guitares sur les murs, un énorme bouddha centenaire en bois couvert de feuilles d’or. Jean passait ses journées par terre à boire du café turc qu’il servait dans un gong acheté à une sorcière dans les montagnes du Vietnam. La nuit, il dormait à même le sol sur le balcon. J’étais ravie de rencontrer quelqu’un qui ne craignait pas de se salir dans ce monde que je jugeais tellement aseptisé.

Pour l’une de nos premières journées passées ensemble, on s’était donné rendez-vous au coin de Mont-Royal et Saint-Denis. C’était l’été et je l’avais trouvé assis sur le trottoir dans une chemise à motifs paisley verts parfaitement coupée, profondément concentré à éplucher un pamplemousse énorme. Quand je l’ai appelé, il a levé la tête vers moi, les yeux grand ouverts malgré les rayons du soleil ardent. Ses yeux verts se sont embrasés, opalescents dans cette lumière crue, comme s’ils en avaient été la source même. Un couteau dans une main et le pamplemousse dans l’autre, le visage encadré par ses cheveux en bataille, il a souri de la manière la plus entière et la plus sauvage que j’aie connue. Ça m’habite encore. Il avait le don de s’appartenir totalement le temps d’un sourire. Ce sourire a changé le cours de ma vie. C’est grâce à lui que j’ai su, d’une part qu’il était fou, et d’autre part que je l’aimais et le suivrais n’importe où.

Ce soir-là, la chorale de l’université dont je faisais partie se produisait en concert dans le cadre des examens de fin d’année qui clôtureraient mes études. Mais avec Jean, les heures semblaient s’égrener dans un monde parallèle que je préférais déjà. On avait parlé des voyages qu’on voulait faire. On voulait acheter des tissus sur des marchés dans des villages en Afrique et les vendre à des couturiers haut de gamme à Paris. Il m’avait raconté avoir adopté un singe qu’il avait donné à un riche couple libanais à l’aéroport, convaincu que le douanier voulait le manger. Il avait su plus tard que l’animal, si malheureux d’avoir perdu Jean, s’était suicidé en sautant par la fenêtre du douzième étage. Il m’avait aussi raconté que mon père avait surgi dans un de ses rêves et l’avait prévenu que j’étais en danger.

Au fil de nos discussions, m’est apparue comme une évidence que je n’irais pas au concert, que je n’aurais pas mon diplôme et que toute la vie que je menais depuis des années m’était à présent étrangère. Je préférais manger du poulet au beurre assise par terre avec Jean. Une des décisions les plus impulsives et irrationnelles de ma vie. Mais animée par cette pulsion de liberté, je me sentais profondément en confiance, entière et, étrangement, je ne le regrette toujours pas.

Jean parlait comme un prophète. Il était libre et rien ne semblait avoir de prise sur lui. J’allais apprendre à être libre à sa manière, et réapprendre à aimer la musique, en acceptant de le suivre aveuglément. Du moins, c’était le pacte tacite que nous avions scellé. J’ai emménagé dans son appartement tout orange quelques jours plus tard. Il m’avait été facile de quitter mon copain, et tout ce que je possédais rentrait dans quelques cartons.

 

Le soir du déménagement, on a dansé toute la nuit et à 5 heures du matin, en sortant de boîte, alors qu’on était encore fiévreux et euphoriques, Jean a hélé un taxi pour m’emmener à l’oratoire Saint-Joseph. On a sauté la clôture du sanctuaire et on a emprunté le chemin de croix avant de s’enfoncer dans un bois ; les branches craquaient sous nos pas et l’air embaumait le pin. Il faisait de plus en plus noir à mesure qu’on avançait. Je me laissai guider dans l’obscurité et le silence sans savoir où nous allions, jusqu’à ce que le bois s’ouvre sur la résidence des prêtres qui donnait sur une grande fontaine surmontée de la sculpture d’une brebis en or. On s’est glissés dans l’eau froide comme pour s’y faire baptiser et on a fait l’amour. Jean était devenu ce que j’avais de plus sacré. J’ai cru pouvoir être maîtresse de mon destin si j’arrivais à lui ressembler. Mais Jean resterait toujours le maître de tout, de moi y compris.

#

Il savait ce qui était le mieux pour moi. Il m’a dit que j’aimerais faire du cinéma. Je lui ai répondu que j’aimerais tourner un documentaire en Afrique. Un documentaire sur quoi ? Je ne sais toujours pas, mais Jean voulait produire ce film et m’a signé un chèque en guise d’avance, grâce auquel j’ai purgé toutes mes dettes et quitté mon job. J’ai repensé à l’avertissement de Simon, que Jean détruisait ceux qui entraient dans son cercle intime, mais j’ai malgré tout coupé mes derniers ponts avec le monde extérieur pour plonger vers cette promesse de quelque chose que je ne pouvais ni tout à fait définir ni tout à fait concevoir, mais que je percevais comme une lueur fuyante.

J’ai abandonné ma vie pour me fondre dans la sienne. Je n’étais pas prête à me l’avouer, mais je n’avais pas eu peur de la destruction, parce qu’au fond j’avais envie de cette violence et de cette intimité. Quitte à ce que Jean remue mes troubles les plus enfouis, les plus sombres et inconnus. J’étais incapable de me sentir proche de qui que ce soit, y compris de moi-même. Peut-être parce que je me sentais davantage fantôme que femme.

 

Avant de partir en Afrique, Jean devait enregistrer un album et donner des spectacles pour renflouer les caisses. C’est ainsi que notre quotidien s’est mué en une longue série de tournées à travers le Québec, de plumes, de paillettes, de chapeaux démesurés et de manteaux de fourrure d’animaux en voie d’extinction. Les jours et les nuits s’entremêlaient dans les studios d’enregistrement où l’exigence d’insonorisation nous contraignait à calfeutrer les fenêtres, nous coupant ainsi complètement du monde extérieur. On faisait de la musique jusqu’à s’endormir par terre ou sur la console de mixage. On décuvait dans un restaurant cinq étoiles et on recommençait. Je n’arrivais plus vraiment à réfléchir ou à prendre de décisions. Mes pensées étaient devenues un long fleuve glissant sur moi sans que je puisse les attraper.

Nos empoignades et dérapages, connus de tous, s’intensifiaient à mesure que la paranoïa de Jean s’accentuait. Il ruminait sans cesse l’idée qu’on voulait lui retirer sa liberté, le contrôler, le saboter. Le public, les musiciens, les médecins, sa mère, moi, le monde entier. Il avait plein de tics. Il avait complètement rongé son ongle de pouce et sa manière de bouger nerveusement la tête en de petits mouvements saccadés rappelait un oiseau chétif. À présent, ces yeux verts que j’avais vus pleins de vie et de lumière me fixaient d’un regard vide et glacé. Ses peurs s’étaient cristallisées sur moi, jusqu’à faire de ma personne l’incarnation de cette menace invisible. Son expression intense mais sans émotion, un simple calcul froid, je ne l’avais perçue qu’une seule fois auparavant, et c’était chez mon frère.

Sa paranoïa prit de plus en plus de place dans notre quotidien jusqu’à ce que Bruce, un client du bar où j’avais travaillé des années plus tôt, vienne m’annoncer qu’il comptait reconstruire le bateau de mon père pour moi et nous force à fuir au Costa Rica.

#

Je n’avais pas revu Bruce depuis le temps où je travaillais au bar quand il m’a interpelée au café où j’allais tous les matins avec Jean. En me tournant vers lui, je me suis aussitôt souvenue lui avoir servi des doubles brandys avec du ginger ale des années plus tôt. Ça m’avait marquée car Simon avait trouvé cette faute de goût si abjecte qu’elle frisait la faute morale.

— Il faut qu’on parle, m’annonça-t-il le plus solennellement du monde.

Bruce avait quelque chose de porcin, avec sa peau rosâtre et son cou aussi large que sa tête. J’ai appris qu’il avait fait son service militaire pour l’armée canadienne en Colombie-Britannique.

Une fois assis, il m’a expliqué qu’il voulait me montrer le chantier naval où il projetait de reconstruire le bateau de mon père, sur lequel on allait partir ensemble, comme si ça avait été notre plan à tous les deux depuis toujours. Quand il a découvert que mon père avait une fille en vie, après m’avoir traquée et avoir déménagé à côté de chez moi, rue Bernard, il s’est mis à fréquenter le bar pour me regarder travailler dans l’attente de notre grand départ.

Il s’était alarmé de me voir dépérir depuis que j’étais avec Jean. J’avais été un ange, une femme élégante et une musicienne disciplinée, avec des cheveux longs et qui ne fumait pas. À présent j’étais mal habillée, j’avais les cheveux gras, de la saleté sous les ongles et des cernes sous les yeux. Il était convaincu que Jean m’avait rendue accro à l’héroïne pour me prostituer et il s’était donné pour mission de me sauver. Je lui ai expliqué calmement que ce n’était pas le cas, comme s’il s’était agi d’un simple malentendu. J’étais surprise de le voir sincèrement perplexe en repartant. Il a continué de réapparaître par la suite de temps en temps quand on prenait un verre en terrasse, en exigeant de me parler en privé pour me mettre en garde contre les méfaits de la drogue.

Ça a duré des mois, mais je n’avais jamais porté plainte pour harcèlement tant la situation était absurde, jusqu’au soir où Jean et moi rentrions d’un concert bras dessus, bras dessous. Bruce faisait les cent pas devant la porte de notre immeuble. Alors même qu’il fonçait vers nous le poing en l’air, j’ai eu du mal à comprendre qu’il nous attaquait. Jean esquiva le premier coup et parvint à le neutraliser un temps. Ils se retrouvèrent au sol, Bruce couché sur Jean, agitant ses bras comme une étoile de mer pour se défaire de la prise, pendant que je le rouais de coups de pied. Finalement, il a réussi à se libérer et à tabasser Jean au point de l’envoyer à l’hôpital.

On n’est plus jamais retournés chez nous. On a loué un camion, on s’est réfugiés dans les bois et Jean m’a acheté trois arbalètes qu’il m’a appris à utiliser. On s’est entraînés sur des arbres jusqu’à ce qu’il m’estime prête.

Les policiers avaient découvert un fusil à pompe sur la table de la cuisine de Bruce au moment de son arrestation. Pourtant, le juge devant lequel il comparut après plusieurs nuits en prison le remit en liberté jusqu’au procès. Avec Jean, nous avons pris la route de Québec pour nous réfugier chez un ami dont je n’avais jamais entendu parler.

On est montés dans un appartement au-dessus d’un restaurant libanais et un homme bedonnant, tout de cuir vêtu nous a ouvert la porte. Quand il m’a serré la main, j’ai vu qu’il lui manquait deux doigts. Il nous a invités à nous asseoir dans son salon où un écran géant diffusait un film porno à côté d’un mannequin taille réelle habillé en père Noël avec un godemiché attaché autour des hanches. Il nous a proposé une bière, et j’ai vu qu’il lui manquait des doigts à l’autre main aussi. Je ne saurais pas expliquer pourquoi, mais j’ai tout de suite aimé cet homme. Peut-être parce que j’ai senti de la tristesse chez lui là où on s’attendrait à percevoir de la rage.

J’entrevoyais sur l’écran trois personnages imberbes en train de s’entortiller l’un dans l’autre tels des vers de terres confus, tandis que Jean expliquait à son ami que j’avais besoin de quelque chose pour me défendre. Il eut l’air peiné et s’est mis à nous parler doucement, comme à des enfants blessés. La vie était trop belle, arguait-il et, de toute façon, il n’avait rien pour nous. Il nous disait de laisser retomber la poussière. Que ce n’était pas si grave après tout. J’étais hypnotisée par lui. Je n’avais jamais vu quelqu’un avec un sourire aussi doux vibrer d’un chagrin à ce point palpable. Un chagrin qui se déversait de lui et embaumait la pièce tel un parterre de jasmin la nuit. Elle m’apparut comme l’émotion la plus rare et la plus précieuse. Les reflets irisés d’une opale d’où naissent toutes les couleurs si, au creux de la main, on la fait miroiter à la lumière du jour. Ceux qui savaient la tenir assez longtemps et en admirer les reflets chatoyants seraient sauvés. Les autres, dévorés par la colère, la déception et le cynisme, mourraient tour à tour en une fin du monde suffocante.

On a fini par fuir au Costa Rica, dans un village loin de la mer et perché très haut sur un volcan.





CHAPITRE 4

Une des premières fois que j’avais parlé à Thomas au téléphone, avant notre rencontre, il vivait déjà à Porto Rico. Il était persuadé d’avoir trouvé l’idée du siècle : monter une entreprise de fabrication de cercueils. Ça valait une fortune pour juste une boîte, m’avait-il dit. Une boîte à construire sans problématique d’aérodynamie.

— Ça n’a pas besoin de… ça n’a pas besoin de…, commença-t-il.

— De flotter, lui ai-je proposé.

Il s’est mis à rire. J’étais surprise, je n’avais pas l’habitude qu’on rie à mes blagues. Il a fallu que je l’entende pour me rappeler que c’était de l’humour. Un surgissement de printemps après des années d’hivers ininterrompus.

Thomas semblait avoir laissé des traces chez tous ceux qu’il avait croisés. Des années après leur rencontre, ceux-ci publiaient dans divers forums des lignes et des lignes sur leurs souvenirs de mon frère. Tous le qualifiaient de génie et évoquaient l’effet envoûtant qu’il avait eu sur eux. Son indéniable présence, sa fascination pour les détails, sa pureté. Un enfant de la nature échoué dans la société.

L’intelligence de Thomas avait toujours été source d’émerveillement. À l’âge de 10 ans, il avait lu tout ce qui se trouvait à bord, des livres techniques sur les gréements, sur les principes aérodynamiques et la dynamique des fluides. Il s’enthousiasmait dès qu’il trouvait quelqu’un à qui en parler.

Après le naufrage, Clare avait réussi à convaincre le doyen de l’université de Cambridge d’accorder à Thomas une entrevue bien qu’il ne fût jamais allé à l’école. « Il était aussi psychologue, m’avaitelle expliqué, donc il a certainement été captivé par cet adolescent prodige qui avait grandi en marge de la société. Ils sont allés faire une promenade ensemble, et en revenant, ils ressemblaient à deux professeurs profondément absorbés par une conversation sur les mathématiques. » Thomas était mû par la croyance que toute la vie pouvait se traduire par une formule algébrique et nulle autre vérité plus pure n’existait. Il noircissait des cahiers entiers de calculs.

 

Bien que mon frère et moi ayons continué à nous écrire après l’accident à Porto Rico, ses messages étaient devenus froids et en décalage avec le réel. Il m’expliquait en long et en large que la civilisation arrivait au bout du chemin sans m’annoncer la naissance de son deuxième fils Lucio.

Il prévoyait la fin du monde, telle que la prédisait le calendrier maya. Les cargos apportant la nourriture viendraient de moins en moins à Porto Rico, avant de renoncer complètement. Les locaux commenceraient alors à lutter pour les ressources, à s’entretuer pour quelques bananes et à se cannibaliser jusqu’à ce que l’île, ses arbres sans fruits se balançant dans le vent chaud, ses derniers iguanes attrapés et fumés, ne soit réduite à un bain de sang et de chaos qui se propagerait au reste du monde.

Mais il avait trouvé le bateau dont il rêvait depuis qu’il était gamin. L’Oasis. Un petit bateau en bois avec une voile et sans moteur, conçu pour faire de la course plutôt que de la haute mer. Le couchage était trop étroit pour faire passer le ventre de Christina, enceinte, alors le temps de sa grossesse, il avait fallu qu’elle dorme la tête et les bras dedans et le ventre et les jambes dans la descente, que Thomas avait recouverte d’une bâche bleue. « J’ai maintenant un bateau pour fuir Babylone ! » disait-il.

Le plan avait été mûrement réfléchi. Il allait enfin échapper à son exil perpétuel en gagnant le Brésil. Là-bas, il trouverait un bout de terre vierge en bord de mer pour mener une vie sauvage, en autarcie dans un monde sans lois pendant que la civilisation s’écroulerait autour de lui. Le projet avait été de longer la côte une fois l’Oasis réparé jusqu’à trouver la parcelle de terre de leur rêve, l’Eldorado. Ils la reconnaîtraient dès qu’ils la verraient. Thomas y construirait une nouvelle maison autour de laquelle il planterait des cactus qui se métamorphoseraient en gardiens géants, formant une clôture impénétrable qui protègerait un jardin au parterre couvert de plantes douces et moelleuses, d’où s’élèveraient des manguiers gorgés de fruits, et qui embaumerait les fleurs tropicales. Il emporterait les semences des plantes rares pour lesquelles il s’était pris de passion et qu’il avait récoltées à Porto Rico. Des fleurs de pavots aux boutons jaune vif auréolés de pétales violets et froissés formeraient des bouquets qui lui souriraient comme un chœur de filles gentilles et attentives, tandis que les lianes de ayahuasca s’enrouleraient autour des arbres à pain. Il ne voulait plus de cette éternelle errance sur l’eau. Il ne voulait plus esquiver l’inévitable question prononcée poliment à chaque nouvelle rencontre et qui exacerbait son vertige permanent. « D’où viens-tu ? » Il répondrait désormais : « Du Brésil » et il montrerait gaiement son passeport brésilien à ceux qui auraient l’air d’en douter.

Ils entreraient d’abord par le fleuve Oyapock, où il n’y avait pas de douane, pour que Christina accouche à bord d’un bébé brésilien. Une fois qu’il aurait ses papiers, ce serait plus facile pour toute la famille de s’y installer.

On avait répété à Thomas que ce voyage en haute mer était impossible sur le bateau qu’il avait choisi, conçu bas pour être rapide et nerveux, et dont les planches moisies laissaient l’eau s’infiltrer. Mais sur ce voilier, il se sentait vivre à nouveau. « Les gens ne réalisent tellement pas à quel point ils ne sont pas libres. Ils sont si peu vivants qu’ils feraient aussi bien d’être morts. » Ils sont partis à la hâte, en direction du Brésil. Ils estimaient y arriver deux semaines plus tard.

#

Mai 2012

Des nuages noirs et bas planaient sur l’île de Jost Van Dyke. Une tempête avait éclaté au large, agitant la mer et forçant l’Oasis à se réfugier dans une de ses rades. Les plaisanciers avaient regardé avec horreur et pitié ce petit voilier entrer dans la baie. « La seule chose qui maintient ce bateau en un morceau sont les cafards qui s’y tiennent la main », avait affirmé l’un d’entre eux qui profitait de la pluie pour brosser le pont de son bateau. Garry, un vieux loup de mer, barbu et bedonnant aux yeux souriants, qui avait élevé ses enfants à bord de son Wild Card. Garry observa cet inconnu, petit, mince et tendu, avec des dreads jusqu’aux fesses, ramer jusqu’à la plage avant de filer à la marina d’une démarche souple, gracieuse et confiante. Un sentiment de malaise l’envahit.

Après que Thomas eut tiré l’Oasis hors de l’eau pour colmater les fuites dans la coque, des rumeurs commencèrent à circuler : il naviguait à bord d’un tas de boue avec une femme enceinte et un enfant de 6 ans enfermé dans la cabine avant. Ils filaient vers le Brésil, défiant les vents contraires afin que l’enfant naisse dans ses eaux. Les cauchemars que Garry réprimait depuis vingt ans avaient ressurgi. Remontèrent les souvenirs de cet homme, Peter Tangvald, qu’il avait rencontré dans ces mêmes îles vingt ans plus tôt. Un personnage qu’il cherchait depuis à chasser de son esprit.

À l’entrée de l’Artémis dans la baie en 1991, Garry était naturellement allé à la rencontre de cette figure vénérée dont il avait entendu le nom dans la bouche de tous les marins à travers le monde. Ils avaient immédiatement sympathisé au cours d’un dîner, tous deux étant pères et écrivains ayant passé le plus clair de leur temps en mer. Peter s’était montré charmant. Sa femme et lui avaient une fille du même âge que Carmen, qui passa alors ses journées avec eux à bord. Il aimait beaucoup Peter, jusqu’à la découverte de la cabine avant où il enfermait ses enfants. Garry se souvenait avec horreur de cette véritable cellule de prison, surplombée d’un grillage couvrant l’écoutille, et cadenassée de l’extérieur. Il les parquait là, en mer comme à terre. Garry n’avait pas rencontré Thomas qui, à l’époque, avait 15 ans et était resté à Porto Rico à bord de son propre voilier.

Au cours des semaines où ils s’étaient côtoyés, Garry avait vu Peter longer les rues, peinant à monter les côtes, ses mains aggripées à sa poitrine. Tout chez lui trahissait sa douleur et sa panique. Il avait fait une crise cardiaque deux ans plus tôt, et le médecin lui avait donné un an à vivre. Les navigateurs de la baie juraient voir la mort dans les yeux du père et de la fille, comme si leur esprit avait déjà quitté leur corps et qu’ils ne faisaient plus qu’errer, blanchâtres et vides.

Garry avait proposé à Peter de lui laisser Carmen, lui promettant de s’en occuper comme de sa propre fille. Peter avait décliné avec un agacement manifeste : personne ne lui prendrait ses enfants.

Avant de quitter le port en direction du Venezuela en passant par Porto Rico pour récupérer son fils, Peter avait demandé à Garry de l’aider à hisser la grand-voile pour partir. Il avait refusé, estimant que s’il était trop faible pour hisser la voile, il serait trop faible pour naviguer avec un enfant de 8 ans enfermé dans la cabine avant. Peter fut aidé par d’autres marins, qui en frissonnent encore quand ils en parlent. « Pauvre enfant », disaient-ils. Tous savaient qu’elle allait mourir. Depuis, Garry était hanté par la culpabilité d’avoir abandonné cette petite fille à son sort. Honteux, il faisait tout pour conjurer le souvenir de ce monstre de Tangvald.

En apprenant l’identité de Thomas Tangvald, il avait conclu que Thomas ne s’était jamais libéré de la cabine de son enfance. Que cette prison, il la portait partout avec lui. « C’est la même histoire qui est en train de se répéter », avait-il déploré en les regardant, impuissant à nouveau, quitter le port.

#

Lucio est né sur le pont de l’Oasis trois jours après leur arrivée au Brésil, alors qu’ils étaient accostés à côté de bateaux de pêche. Christina s’était réveillée le corps traversé par une douleur fulgurante : les contractions avaient commencé pendant son sommeil. Elle était en train d’accoucher. Thomas suspendit des draps au mât de sorte à former une tente sous laquelle elle s’allongea. Pour soulager sa douleur, elle se mit à chanter en boucle « Indiens de la jungle, donnez-nous la vie », ce qui la plongea dans une profonde transe. Lucio est né en quinze minutes, le cordon ombilical enroulé trois fois autour du cou. Thomas le libéra d’un coup de rasoir.

Mais sans passeport, Thomas ne put ni reconnaître son enfant ni projeter une nouvelle vie au Brésil. Il avait passé tant de temps au ban de la société que le peu de traces administratives de son existence étaient éparpillées à travers le monde, rédigées dans des langues étrangères et classées dans des bureaux qui avaient maintes fois changé de personnel. Personne ne voulait de ce désastre bureaucratique. Ils furent contraints de rebrousser chemin vers la Guyane française, avec Christina et les deux garçons, pour une escale le temps de régulariser la situation. Au cours du trajet, une eau épaisse et brune, sentant la tourbe et le poisson putréfié, s’infiltra lentement par des brèches dans la coque. Cette eau stagnante s’y accumulerait jusqu’à traverser le plancher et former des flaques à leurs pieds.

#



Montréal, 5 mai 2014

Bruce fut inculpé pour voie de fait et forcé de quitter l’île de Montréal pendant un an. Jean et moi sommes alors revenus du Costa Rica après six mois dans la montagne. On avait acheté une Land Rover crème des années 70 dont les freins ne fonctionnaient pas toujours. Notre retour avait été précipité par les psychoses répétées de Jean. Un après-midi, il s’était mis à se tortiller par terre en hurlant en arabe, langue qu’il ne parlait pas. Des fermiers l’avaient entendu au loin et avaient déboulé en pickup pour nous secourir. L’un d’eux portait une croix sur une chaîne qui scintillait dans le soleil. Jean avait posé son doigt dessus. Ça l’avait calmé tout en rendant le fermier mal à l’aise. Ils estimèrent qu’ils ne pouvaient rien pour des gens comme nous et ils repartirent.

J’avais réservé un billet d’avion à la dernière minute pour le Canada. J’avais jeté en vrac tout ce qui rentrait dans nos valises et abandonné le reste. En atterrissant, j’ai appelé une ambulance mais la police est arrivée en premier. Jean, qui en avait peur, masqua immédiatement sa crise et changea de voix et de posture. L’ambulance n’a pas tardé. À l’hôpital, ils ont enlevé ses chaussures, l’ont déshabillé et revêtu d’une blouse. Il se promenait fesses à l’air dans les couloirs, un préposé sur les talons, en attendant qu’une place se libère dans l’aile psychiatrique. On est restés là quelques jours, à côté de la chambre d’une Brésilienne obèse en proie à des attaques mystiques. Elle ne cessait de se mettre à poil et de courir nue de chambre en chambre en battant des ailes comme pour s’envoler, et en criant telle un enfant sur un trampoline.

J’allais voir Jean tous les jours à l’aile psychiatrique de l’hôpital, fermée par de lourdes portes rouges. Chaque fois que je sonnais, des patients collaient leur visage au hublot et on était forcés de se regarder. Puis je retrouvais Jean et nous nous serrions l’un contre l’autre, par terre dans le couloir, enveloppés dans un drap blanc qui sentait l’eau de Javel. J’ai eu le temps de lui lire toute La Promesse de l’aube à voix haute. Dans la mesure où on avait abandonné notre appartement après l’agression de Bruce, je devais trouver où vivre le temps de l’hospitalisation. J’ai loué un deux pièces que j’ai entièrement peint en rose, pour marquer mon territoire. Je voulais un espace à moi. J’en avais déjà parlé à Jean au Costa Rica.

 

J’étais étendue sur un matelas à même le sol de cet appartement tout rose, quand j’ai reçu le mail de San Juan. Le printemps s’installait et on ouvrait les fenêtres pour la première fois, laissant entrer les odeurs de la vie revenue.

Les garde-côtes avaient reçu un appel de Christina concernant la disparition en mer de son mari, Thomas. Mon frère avait quitté la Guyane française le 4 mars en direction du Brésil, et on avait perdu sa trace depuis. Seul à bord, il avait quitté le port de Cayenne, dès l’aube, sans avoir signalé son départ, sous le regard de quelques pêcheurs locaux.

#

Jean avait été agacé par mon frère dès qu’il en avait entendu parler lors de notre rencontre six ans plus tôt. Il avait détesté son aura, le mystère autour de lui, sa violence latente et les tragédies qui nous liaient à jamais. Ce fut notre première dispute : il avait scruté sa photo et déclaré qu’il était faible. Il m’a dit qu’il revenait à chacun de porter sa croix. À Thomas aussi, même si la sienne était particulièrement lourde. Je lui avais répondu que je ne ressentais que de l’amour envers mon frère brisé. Un amour absolu que, chaque jour, j’envoyais dans le ciel comme une poignée de confettis, espérant qu’il retombe sur lui.

— Il ne sert à rien, ton amour, m’avait fait remarquer Jean. Ton frère a besoin d’argent.

Je l’ai cru et une fois que mon amour avait été désigné comme, de toute évidence, inutile, il perdit de son éclat, et se dégonfla tel un ballon d’anniversaire rabougri. À la disparition de Thomas, Jean m’a demandé quand j’allais en finir avec mes histoires de famille et avec tous ces fantômes qui m’habitaient.

Tandis que je cherchais à joindre Christina, il partit sans me dire où, ni quand il reviendrait.

 

« Je savais que ce serait toi ! » Christina ne parlait pas français et m’a sommée d’appeler la garde côtière de la Guyane française pour savoir où en étaient les recherches. « Tangvald ! Oui oui, je vois exactement… » avait assuré la femme à l’autre bout du fil. C’est à peine si elle ne l’avait pas crié. J’avais l’impression de l’avoir fait sursauter en prononçant ce nom.

— On a déployé de grands moyens pour retrouver Thomas ; des hélicoptères pendant deux jours, des appels radio à tous les bateaux le long de la côte entre la Guyane et le Brésil. Mais quand on a vu les photos de l’Oasis, on a tout arrêté. La coque était dans un état lamentable, et les planches ne s’emboîtaient plus.

« Vous avez cessé les recherches parce que vous pensez qu’il est mort ? » Elle n’a pas voulu répondre à part pour me dire : « Son père était bien connu ici en Guyane française… Enfin, votre père… On ne peut plus le chercher maintenant. » Puis elle a raccroché. Je comprenais ce qu’elle voulait dire. On ne pouvait rien pour des gens qui s’obstinaient à défier la mort en permanence.

Je suis sortie, hébétée et en pyjama, pour marcher dans la rue la nuit. Assise dans le noir sur l’asphalte humide entre les halos jaunes des lanternes, j’ai regardé luire les flaques d’eau pendant de longues minutes avant de me décider à rappeler Christina. C’était à moi de lui annoncer que les autorités avaient décidé de ne plus chercher Thomas. Je l’ai entendu étouffer des sanglots. J’étais étonnée qu’on pleure encore les gens comme nous.







CHAPITRE 5

Andorre, 2014

— Je n’aurais jamais accepté que Thomas identifie les corps de Peter et de Carmen si j’étais arrivée à Bonaire à temps, me dit Clare. Mais au final, je crois que c’était mieux pour lui, parce qu’il n’aurait peut-être pas réussi à faire son deuil autrement.

Bien qu’elle m’eût envoyé quelques cartes et une chaîne en or quand j’étais enfant, c’était la première fois que je rencontrais Clare, ma marraine, celle qui, avec son mari Edward, avait adopté Thomas après le naufrage de l’Artémis. J’ai découvert en elle une femme chaleureuse, brillante et quelque peu excentrique.

Clare avait tendance à terminer ses phrases en marmonnant et en regardant ailleurs, oubliant presque qu’elle parlait à quelqu’un, alors que je m’efforçais religieusement de capter chaque mot qu’elle prononçait.

— Tu crois qu’il avait besoin de voir pour comprendre ce qui était arrivé ?

— On a besoin de voir, sinon tout ce qu’on a, ce sont des histoires qui flottent, a-t-elle dit en battant des mains, les yeux toujours dans le vide.

Elle réfléchit un instant.

— Quelques jours après avoir identifié les corps, continua-t-elle, il m’a dit qu’il avait fait un rêve où il consultait une carte du monde sur laquelle il cherchait son père – « Je dois trouver mon père, je dois trouver mon père », répétait-il – jusqu’à ce que son père lui apparaisse. La tête qu’il avait vue écrasée était recomposée en sa forme humaine qui le rassurait : « Tu vois, tout va bien. Tu n’as plus besoin de me chercher maintenant. » Je crois que s’il n’avait pas vu les corps, il aurait continué à les chercher d’une manière ou d’une autre. Il aurait pensé qu’ils étaient « ailleurs »…

Pour accompagner cet « ailleurs », elle palpa l’air de ses mains avant de les reposer lentement sur ses cuisses.

— Un peu comme ce qu’on pense maintenant de Thomas. L’histoire se répète, en quelque sorte, avait-elle conclu.

#

Clare avait attendu une semaine après mon arrivée en Andorre avant de me guider jusqu’au grenier de sa maison, là où se trouvait la chambre de Thomas. Je sentais qu’il fallait que j’attende d’y être invitée, même si on savait toutes les deux que j’étais là pour ça. Le chemin en voiture depuis Barcelone avait été long et fatigant. Les routes tortueuses aux courbes serrées enroulées autour des montagnes brutes et puissantes nous tiraient vers le soleil et nous privaient progressivement d’oxygène.

Je pensais à Thomas en gravissant ces routes sans horizon, lui qui avait passé toute sa vie en mer. Il n’existait aucun paysage plus diamétralement opposé à la mer que ces montagnes. Il y avait tant de silence et de non-dits autour de mon frère que, malgré l’accueil chaleureux de Clare, je me suis gardée de révéler les fantômes qui m’habitaient. En fait, je sentais un tabou autour du brouillard qui entourait ma famille, et j’avais honte de vouloir transgresser cet interdit, comme s’il s’était agi d’une perversion que je devais maintenir secrète.

J’ai suivi Clare à l’étage. On accéda au grenier grâce à un escalier escamotable que Clare a tiré du plafond comme par magie. On a grimpé l’échelle bancale et j’ai découvert la chambre de Thomas où ses affaires, telles qu’il les avait laissées, jonchaient encore le sol, figées et silencieuses ; ses cahiers, quelques vêtements, un lit simple, un vieux canapé et une table basse, une bibliothèque, des boîtes en carton sous les poutres où étaient collées des images de revues.

— Qu’est-ce que tu cherches exactement ?

La question m’a effrayée. C’était précisément celle que je me posais. Je voulais enfin attraper ce père qui m’avait toujours échappé, lui ouvrir les entrailles et le disséquer comme une grenouille. Mais je ne pouvais pas répondre ça.

— Rien en particulier. J’aimerais connaître mieux ma famille. Savoir d’où je viens, avais-je prononcé, feignant la nonchalance.

C’est petit à petit que j’apprenais à connaître mon père. Edward, le mari de Clare, était de dix ans l’aîné de Peter quand ils s’étaient rencontrés aux îles Canaries dans les années 1950. Mon père avait défié Edward lors de la première course transatlantique d’est en ouest sans moteur. La course avait été suivie par les journaux du monde entier, toujours avec cette photo en noir et blanc d’eux se souriant sur un bateau en bois, avec des cordages et des poulies en arrière-plan. Edward, barbu et torse nu, pointe gaiement mon père du doigt dans un geste de challenge, et mon père, grand et mince, les mains sur les hanches, lui rend un sourire intrépide. Ils avaient été meilleurs amis le reste de leur vie.

 

Clare m’avait prévenue dès mon arrivée qu’Edward, alors âgé de 103 ans, ne se souviendrait pas de mon père. Il était dans son fauteuil, recourbé devant une fenêtre ouverte sur les Pyrénées. Clare y avait installé une mangeoire pour les oiseaux qu’il regardait, en symbiose avec le chat blotti sur ses genoux. J’avais passé la semaine à ses côtés dans un silence presque complet pour lui laisser le temps de me scruter. J’espérais qu’il discerne le visage de mon père à travers le mien. Au bout de quelques jours, il m’a simplement interrogée : « Est-ce que ta vie est lente ou rapide ? » J’ai répondu qu’elle était rapide et il m’a dit que c’était bien. Je lui ai montré cette fameuse photo en noir et blanc. Il se rappelait juste que c’était un homme très grand et honnête. Je lui ai demandé ce qu’il avait retenu de sa vie en mer. Il a prononcé, à bout de souffle, les lèvres frémissantes sous sa moustache blanche : « la liberté ».

Dans le grenier, la poussière scintillait dans les faisceaux lumineux obliques traversant les lucarnes devenues opaques et jaunâtres avec le temps. L’odeur de l’air vicié s’intensifiait à chaque boîte que j’ouvrais. Clare aussi œuvrait à l’inventaire. Elle a ouvert le tiroir de sa table de chevet pour en sortir cinq albums photo noir et blanc aux contours dentelés. Des femmes souriantes, des enfants bien coiffés, des bateaux. Et le visage de mon père, jeune, comme je ne l’avais jamais vu.

— C’est grâce à Simonne, la quatrième femme de ton père, que Thomas a pu récupérer ces souvenirs. Elle avait conservé toutes ces boîtes dans leur maison de Trans-en-Provence, et les rendit à Thomas après le naufrage.

Penchée sur ces boîtes que j’ouvrais au fil de son récit, j’inspectai des enveloppes avec le nom de Simonne écrit de la main de mon père, des diapositives, un enregistrement audio de la BBC sur ruban daté de 1965, des centaines de pages de manuscrits, des journaux de bord, des articles de presse et une revue érotique des années 1990 figurant une cowgirl en train d’enjamber un cheval en minijupe blanche sans petite culotte. Clare la remit dans le tiroir en souriant.

— J’espère que tu trouveras ce que tu cherches.

Elle retourna veiller sur Edward en me laissant seule sous la charpente de la maison. La première chose que j’ai faite, c’est de m’approcher de cette photo au mur que j’avais remarquée dès que je suis entrée dans la chambre. Une photo de notre père qui trônait au centre de la pièce comme un crucifix, au cœur du drame qui nous liait, de l’absence dans laquelle je m’étais construite. Notre père qui avait empli ma vie et mes pensées. Ainsi que celles de mon frère en qui je voyais mon double. Le pressentiment d’une proximité profonde me pénétrait.

J’ai sondé les images que Thomas avait déchirées des magazines et collées entre chaque poutre : la silhouette d’une femme agenouillée, les mains attachées dans le dos ; un homme asiatique à genoux aussi et grimaçant de terreur près des lourdes bottes noires d’un militaire qui, une carabine à la main, s’apprête à l’exécuter ; un chien noir avec les yeux rouges et les crocs exhibés, prêt à attaquer.

 

À côté de la photo de notre père, était clouée une autre photo en noir et blanc jaunie, dans un cadre argenté constellé de taches de rouille. Assis sur un petit avion biplan qui ressemble à un jouet, un homme en combinaison d’aviateur avec un casque en cuir moulant et des lunettes chromées sur le front regarde l’appareil derrière son épaule d’un air confiant, désinvolte et chaleureux. La photo était signée « Pour Rigmor, de Thor 1922 » : mes grands-parents, un an avant leur mariage. À l’époque, mon grand-père était lieutenant dans l’armée norvégienne.

C’était la première fois que je voyais mon grand-père. Ma mère se souvenait qu’un jour, alors qu’il mettait de l’ordre sur le bateau, mon père avait fait glisser de sous le lit une mallette kaki remplie de coupures de journaux et de médailles. Il lui avait expliqué sans enthousiasme que son père à lui avait été champion de ski en Norvège et un pionnier de l’aviation. Il avait ensuite refermé puis balancé la valise à la mer pour libérer de l’espace à bord.

Mis à part les fragments de conversations que ma mère avait eues avec mon père, ce que je savais de mon grand-père, je l’apprendrais plus tard en fouillant dans les archives de journaux et de musées. Un historien du ski, qui a dédié un chapitre d’un de ses livres à mon grand-père, me dirait plus tard : « Pour comprendre Per Tangvald, il faut que tu comprennes qui était Thor Tangvald. »

Dans les années 1910, une véritable frénésie pour l’aviation avait saisi la Norvège. Les foules s’amassaient pour regarder les avions atterrir, et des émeutes éclataient quand ils n’apparaissaient pas à l’heure prévue. Une poignée de jeunes hommes avaient été sélectionnés parmi les centaines de candidatures. Du sol, planant près du soleil, ils ressemblaient à des créatures immortelles. Ils avaient un statut de véritables demi-dieux.

L’année de la photo, Thor avait survécu contre toute attente au crash d’un avion qu’il pilotait. Il s’en était sorti avec quelques bleus seulement et s’était sitôt remis à voler. Je me suis demandé si la photo avait été prise avant ou après. J’ai tenté de lire dans son regard s’il flirtait déjà avec la mort, cherchant à battre des records d’altitude, en confiant sa vie au gré du vent. Il avait fait la une des journaux un an plus tôt grâce à un poirier sur la pointe de la tour Eiffel pendant un voyage à Paris où ses parents l’avaient envoyé pour élargir ses perspectives professionnelles. Une autre photo le montrait suspendu à 60 mètres du sol, exécutant un saut de ski. Le ciel lui appartenait.

Sur un autre cliché, pris à la cour de Norvège lors d’un bal masqué en 1917, il est vêtu d’un costume en soie brodé de fleurs et d’un jabot en dentelle et esquisse un pas de danse pour le photographe. Au dos de la photo, une estampe avec pour inscription « La collection du château » signée Gustav Borden. Thor ne ressemblait pas à la Norvège du début du xxe, austère, rigide et pieuse. Lui était rêveur et excentrique. Je ne sais pas grand-chose de lui ni de mes ancêtres de ce côté de la famille, si ce n’est qu’ils faisaient partie de la haute bourgeoisie, et étaient amis intimes des rois de Norvège et de Suède depuis des générations. Advint alors une chute sociale aussi phénoménale qu’inexpliquée qui contraignit mon grand-père à distribuer de l’essence dans une station-service en nœud papillon, et ma grand-mère à travailler pour la première fois de sa vie à 60 ans, à emballer des paquets cadeaux dans un centre commercial de San Francisco. Mon père divorçait de la civilisation à ce moment-là pour vivre en mer.

À l’époque où ils étaient une famille influente, et où rien, même la Grande Dépression, ne semblait pouvoir les atteindre, Thor avait quitté la Norvège pour s’installer en France sous la pression de son père qui estimait que, loin de la neige et de la tentation du ski, son fils se concentrerait sur les affaires. Les Norvégiens se représentaient la France entière à l’image des quelques cartes postales de la Côte d’Azur qu’ils avaient vues, et ils n’imaginaient pas qu’on y trouvait aussi de la neige.

Mon père avait donc 5 ans quand la famille emménagea à Neuilly-sur-Seine. Thor lança une entreprise qui deviendrait bientôt un des fabricants de skis leaders en Europe, les skis Thor Tangvald. Il se remit à skier et devint entraîneur de l’équipe française pour les Jeux olympiques de 1932 et de 1936.

Lors d’une entrevue accordée à L’Équipe, qui présente en préambule Thor comme un « demi-dieu », le journaliste lui demande si son fils, assistant à l’entretien, fait déjà du ski. « Bien sûr, comme tous les enfants norvégiens, répondit-il. Mais il ne sera jamais champion. Il n’en a pas la disposition. »

 

La famille vivait dans un grand appartement où mon père et son frère cadet, Odd, n’avaient accès qu’à leur chambre et au quartier des bonnes : ils ignoraient à quoi le reste de l’appartement ressemblait. Ils pouvaient entendre les soirées mondaines et extravagantes que leurs parents organisaient avec passion et dont ils parlaient ensuite pendant des semaines. Un jour, Per se réveilla au son des pleurs de sa mère et trouva leur palier recouvert de fleurs. Les journaux avaient annoncé la mort de Thor après une chute spectaculaire lors d’une compétition de saut en ski à Laus. Les médecins avaient déclaré aux journalistes qu’il ne passerait pas la nuit. Or, excepté quelques fractures aux pieds, Thor n’avait pas grand-chose et il reprit ses activités habituelles après quelques mois de repos.

La famille fuit précipitamment Paris en 1939 quand ils comprirent qu’une guerre éclatait. Ils retournèrent à Asker, dans la campagne norvégienne à côté d’Oslo, dans une grande maison au bord de l’eau.

Thor, alors capitaine dans l’armée norvégienne, fut capturé par les nazis lors de l’invasion de l’aéroport de Sola. Il fut exhibé dans les rues de la capitale, avançant les mains en l’air devant les Allemands qui pointaient leurs armes sur lui. Des photos furent publiées dans les journaux de tout le pays. Il fut finalement échangé contre un prisonnier allemand et rentra à la maison.

Enfant, mon père ne dormait pas la nuit. Il était mélancolique et avait les nerfs fragiles. Sa mère finit par s’apercevoir que quelque chose n’allait pas et l’emmena voir un psychiatre. Un soir, Thor vit sa femme donner un médicament à son fils. Il découvrit à cet instant avec horreur et stupéfaction que son fils à lui, tel un petit être chétif et pathétique, consultait des psychiatres et suivait un traitement depuis des années. Le lendemain, Peter découvrit un bateau attaché sur le ponton derrière la maison, ainsi qu’un mentor qui devait l’entraîner tous les jours, du matin au soir, jusqu’à faire de lui un homme. C’est ainsi qu’est née sa passion de la voile.

#

Edward observait les oiseaux par la fenêtre, ses yeux bleus dans le vide. Je l’ai laissé dans ses pensées et suis descendue dans la petite pièce du rez-de-chaussée qui semblait avoir autrefois servi d’atelier. Elle embaumait le cuir et le bois et était chargée d’objets hétéroclites accumulés tout au long de sa vie et juxtaposés de façon improbable : des outils en bois massif, de lourdes mallettes en métal remplies de photos et de lettres de vieux amis… J’ai ouvert le tiroir de son bureau, glissé mes doigts parmi les pacotilles et j’ai attrapé au hasard une médaille de bravoure datant de la Seconde Guerre mondiale. Ici, les nombreuses vies d’Edward s’entrechoquaient dans le chaos. Je ne suis pas restée longtemps. Il n’y avait pas de photos de mon père, mais je me suis sentie aimantée par une étagère étroite et désordonnée vers laquelle j’ai tendu la main pour saisir un petit carnet jaune, avec une reliure rouge et une inscription à la main WINDFLOWER Cruise from England toward California 1957-1958. Je l’ai fait sans réflechir, aussi naturellement que si j’avais décroché le téléphone.

C’était le journal de bord que mon père avait tenu pendant sa première traversée de l’Atlantique. Je reconnaissais son écriture fine et arrondie. Au moment de rédiger ces lettres bien centrées sur le cahier vierge et neuf, il avait pris soin d’inscrire « Direction Californie » plutôt que : « Destination Californie », en cas de changement de cap. À ce moment-là, tout était encore à écrire : il était alors ingénieur dans une usine. Lui et sa femme partageaient une grande maison avec piscine à Beverly Hills, où ils avaient immigré après la guerre.

J’ai manipulé l’objet du bout des doigts, la reliure en toile rouge affadie et la couverture jaune, les bords du papier se désagrégeaient vers l’intérieur. Je l’ai délicatement ouvert, entendant la vieille colle crépiter tandis que je découvrais la première page couverte de petites taches de gras et de moisi. L’effluve du vieux papier monta jusqu’à mes narines.

Mon père s’apprêtait à se lancer dans le vide. J’ai refermé le carnet, au cas où il contiendrait encore un peu de son esprit, de son odeur. De peur qu’il ne s’échappe. Je devais me réfugier pour le lire. Le cahier était petit comme un secret. Je suis retournée à l’hôtel. J’ai débouché une bouteille de vin. Je tournais en rond, seule dans ma chambre. Je me parlais à moi-même. Je n’avais jamais été aussi près de lui.

 

Il avait fallu que j’achète une deuxième grosse valise pour contenir les centaines de lettres échangées entre mon père et ses amis. Elle était grande ouverte sur le lit simple à côté du mien, les lettres jaunies s’y entassaient dans le désordre comme autant de petites dents cassées dans une bouche béante. J’en ai pris une entre mes mains. Comment quelque chose d’aussi fragile avait-il pu traverser soixante années ?

J’essayais de ne pas m’endormir. J’avais l’impression d’être dans le gaz depuis mon arrivée en Andorre malgré l’air pur des montagnes. Je ne m’habituais pas à ces hauteurs.

Les murs de la chambre que j’avais louée étaient recouverts de papier peint fleuri rose et violet. Les pétales ouverts, tels des visages fragiles et exubérants au bout de tiges, se courbaient en toutes directions, langoureux et obscènes. On aurait dit que ces fleurs cherchaient quelque chose, qu’elles avaient entendu un bruit, une parole prononcée par quelqu’un qu’elles ne pouvaient voir. J’avais l’impression de flotter au-dessus d’elles. Je ne savais pas qui hantait qui.

Un silence morne absorbait l’hôtel, toujours vide à ce moment de l’année. Les touristes venaient plutôt l’hiver pour skier. Mon palais était encore tapissé par la poussière qui flottait dans la chambre de Thomas. J’ai ouvert la fenêtre pour tenter de me réveiller, mais rien n’y faisait.

Je n’avais jamais vu de montagnes aussi imposantes. On aurait dit les vagues géantes d’une tempête immobile. Je pensais à Thomas et à comment il avait dû se sentir ici. Dès son arrivée en Andorre, il avait commencé à être traversé par des accès de sommeil brusques et irrépressibles. Et cela pouvait durer des jours.

J’ai doucement ouvert le journal de bord de mon père alors que mes paupières s’alourdissaient, comme pour m’endormir avec ses mots.

#

Mercredi, le 11 décembre 1957

Levé une heure avant le soleil pour admirer tout le processus de la naissance d’un nouveau jour. Quel spectacle étonnant ! Et quelle vie différente de celle à laquelle je suis habitué : monter dans ma voiture encore à moitié endormi, rouler dans les rues pleines de gaz d’échappement et arriver au bureau encore empesté par les cigarettes de la veille.

Peut-être devrais-je continuer à parcourir le monde après tout ? Je pourrais échanger ce bateau contre un plus petit, disons 28 mètres sur l’eau, un ketch et continuer à naviguer jusqu’à Tahiti, au Japon, en mer Rouge, en Méditerranée et de nouveau sur l’Atlantique. 



#

J’ai rêvé des murs fleuris : il fallait que j’arrache le papier peint et les repeigne en bleu. C’était le seul moyen pour laisser mon esprit s’échapper. Dans mon songe, j’étais dans une pièce dont la porte était haute et étroite. Elle avait été conçue sur mesure pour mon père. Je regardais les objets dans la chambre qui avaient autrefois appartenu à mes parents : un petit fourneau, des livres et plusieurs télévisions superposées qui ne fonctionnaient pas ou qui diffusaient seulement des images enneigées. Je ne pouvais m’empêcher de penser qu’ils les avaient entreposées ici dans l’intention de s’en débarrasser plus que de m’en faire cadeau. Je me demandais pourquoi je les gardais toutes et pourquoi je vivais dans tant de désordre. Pourtant, je m’y plaisais.

Un escalier menait à une chambre à l’étage dont on m’avait interdit l’accès. J’ai grimpé l’escalier quand même. Une fois en haut, j’ai découvert que cette chambre était pleine de planches et d’éclats de bois. Certaines pourries et assombries par l’âge, tandis que d’autres semblaient asséchées et rendues grises par l’eau. La vue de ces planches m’a fait paniquer. J’ai dévalé l’escalier en hurlant. J’ai tout raconté à ma mère qui m’a expliqué qu’à elle revenait de nettoyer les dégâts. Je ne la croyais pas.

Je suis remontée dans la chambre : il n’y avait plus de planches. C’était à présent une chambre pour enfants avec deux petits lits et un berceau. J’étais dévastée, comme assaillie par le climat de secret et de honte qui y régnait.

Une des télévisions s’est allumée. L’image était trop grésillante pour que j’y discerne quoi que ce soit. J’affirmai à ma mère, sans la voir, qu’un jour cet endroit serait incroyable, que j’allais tout nettoyer et qu’il deviendrait une grande maison où je vivrais. Ma mère m’avertit que l’air y était vicié. Elle se mit à répéter : « Je n’arrive pas à respirer. Je n’arrive pas à respirer. Je n’arrive pas à respirer. » Je lui reprochai d’avoir condamné l’endroit avant même d’avoir tenté quoi que ce soit pour l’assainir. Un doute s’installa alors en moi : mes parents m’avaient-ils laissé cette maison la sachant maudite, et pleine de cet air qui resterait sale, humide et infecté à jamais ?

#

Je suis restée très longtemps dans cet état de somnolence, même après mon retour à Montréal. Je ne parvenais pas à émerger de la langueur dans laquelle j’avais glissé lors de mon voyage en Andorre. Je perdais du poids à vue d’œil, et je ne sentais plus grand-chose à part, peut-être, une vague angoisse, à peine perceptible mais obsédante. Le bourdonnement d’une mouche coincée entre les deux vitres d’une fenêtre. Je ne me souciais que de tricoter des chaussettes dans mon bureau surchauffé. J’avais froid jusque dans le creux de mes os. Je devais pousser le thermostat à 30 degrés pour ne plus trembler. J’avais refusé d’accompagner Jean, reparti au Costa Rica enregistrer un nouvel album. Je préférais rester seule à la maison, ne sortant de mon bureau que pour attraper les repas livrés sur le pas de la porte et dormir. Je ne supportais aucune voix humaine à part celle du narrateur de Brève histoire du monde que je faisais tourner en boucle pour entendre encore et encore comment Hannibal avait traversé les Alpes à dos d’éléphant et comment, à la mort de Barberousse, un peuple entier s’était convaincu qu’il était seulement assoupi et ensorcelé sur une montagne enchantée et encerclée de corbeaux dont il reviendrait victorieux, dans son armure argentée. J’étais dans une sorte de transe. Sans me changer ni me laver des semaines durant, je tricotais jusqu’à faire saigner mes doigts. Au retour de Jean, une douleur a commencé à se répandre le long de ma nuque et à persister au point de m’empêcher de marcher. J’ai enfin été forcée de prendre un bain et de sortir pour recevoir des soins.

L’ostéopathe m’a intimée, dès mon entrée dans son cabinet, de me tenir droite pour qu’il observe ma posture.

— Vous avez eu un trauma crânien ?

Une assertion plutôt qu’une question. Dissimulées sous mes cheveux, des cicatrices larges et irrégulières parcouraient tout le côté droit de ma tête. J’avais pris l’habitude de gratter les croûtes, si bien que la plaie ne s’était jamais refermée. Je n’avais jamais soupçonné que mon corps portait d’autres traces de mes retrouvailles avec mon frère dix ans plus tôt.

— J’ai eu un accident de voiture, mais il y a longtemps.

— Un sacré accident, alors ! Vous pouvez vous allonger.

 

Il m’a palpée du bout des doigts, avec la manière qu’ont les ostéopathes de vous examiner, comme un extraterrestre le ferait avec un humain. Il s’est arrêté sur ma cage thoracique. C’était là que ça bloquait. La main posée sur mes côtes, il m’a demandé de penser à quelque chose d’heureux. Des éléphants qui glissent dans la neige. Puis à un souvenir douloureux. Je me suis demandé si Thomas avait eu peur au moment de mourir. Le diagnostic était fait. Il m’a expliqué de la façon la plus factuelle qui soit, comme s’il m’annonçait que j’avais une infection urinaire, que ma cage thoracique s’était resserrée autour de mes poumons pour les protéger. Que les poumons étaient les organes du chagrin et du deuil. Que la douleur que j’éprouvais au niveau de la nuque était provoquée par cette contraction. Il était en capacité de faire disparaître la douleur mais ne le recommandait pas, car mon chagrin se manifesterait simplement sous une autre forme, potentiellement plus grave que celle-ci. Il préconisait plutôt de me confronter à lui. J’ai regardé ce grand maigre qui ressemblait à un jeune fonctionnaire avec sa chemise blanche rentrée dans son pantalon noir et sa coupe de cheveux proprette. Je lui ai dit de m’enlever cette douleur à la nuque. Il a continué à me palper de manière aussi précise que superficielle, et la douleur est partie.

Le lendemain je n’arrivais plus à respirer. Je baignais dans ma transpiration et j’étais trop faible pour m’asseoir. Une ambulance m’a transportée à l’hôpital où l’on m’a isolée dans une chambre. Les médecins ne pouvaient entrer que vêtus d’une combinaison intégrale et d’un masque. Une infection s’était propagée dans mes poumons. C’était une simple pneumonie. Je croyais qu’il n’y avait que dans les romans de Dostoïevski qu’on mourait d’une pneumonie, mais quand, au bout d’une semaine, ils n’avaient toujours pas trouvé d’antibiotique efficace et que mon état continuait à se détériorer, j’ai compris qu’on pouvait bel et bien y succomber. J’étais heureuse à l’hôpital, entre ces quatre murs jaunes qui me rappelaient la couleur des frites. Un rideau blanc me séparait de Tony, le gros Italien ronfleur avec qui je partageais la chambre. J’étais heureuse de me laisser porter, soulagée qu’aucune force ne soit attendue de moi. Je n’avais même pas besoin de trouver quoi que ce soit beau. Je regardais le plafond. J’ai lu un livre sur la famille dysfonctionnelle de quelqu’un d’autre, celle de Rien ne s’oppose à la nuit, pour me sortir de la mienne. On venait me laver de temps en temps. Branchée à un soluté, je n’avais même plus besoin de manger.

Jean, qui donnait à ce moment-là des spectacles où il devait se couvrir le visage de poudre blanche et se maquiller les yeux en noir, me rendait visite tous les jours pour me tenir compagnie et changer mes chaussettes par d’autres en cachemire qu’il achetait pour moi. Il ne se démaquillait que très sommairement après ses représentations, et ressemblait toujours à la mort quand il me regardait amoureusement, veillant sur moi de ses yeux gentils. Un spectre chancelant et poudreux. Au bout de deux semaines d’hospitalisation et de quelques séances de rééducation respiratoire, le médecin m’a demandé si je me sentais prête à retourner à la maison. Mon hésitation l’a fait douter, mais finalement, une poignée de jours plus tard, il m’a sommé de rentrer.

De retour chez moi, j’ai ressorti la grosse valise d’Andorre, avec tous les albums photo, les lettres, les articles de journaux. J’ai commencé à trier tous les documents que j’avais déterrés. Au grand désespoir de Jean, je me suis engouffrée dans une sorte de manie : je disposais les feuilles en colonnes sur le plancher, une pour chaque année. D’un coup, il ne s’agissait plus d’histoires flottantes, mais de lieux, d’images, de dates. Et quand le sol n’a plus suffi, j’en ai tapissé les murs. Je passais mes journées accroupie au-dessus de centaines de feuilles jaunies et de photos rongées par le temps et l’eau salée. Je ne les touchais pas pour ne pas en défaire l’ordre.

Dans ses récits, les sept femmes de mon père parlaient toutes de lui avec le même optimisme, validant ses choix et le mettant en valeur. Peu importe qu’elles aient 50 ou 18 ans, qu’elles soient originaires de Malaisie, de Marseille ou de Norvège. J’espérais qu’en disposant tous les éléments par ordre chronologique, leurs voix émergeraient différemment. Qu’une autre histoire ainsi se révélerait.

Défilèrent ainsi tant d’images de la vie de mon père. Une mosaïque de plus en plus imposante prit forme. La photo d’un troupeau de rennes dans la neige. Per, enfant, adossé à une rambarde, coiffé d’un béret blanc. Thor et Rigmor, jeunes et élégants posant devant un avion biplan. Des photos de leur maison à Asker, ville dans laquelle ils s’étaient réfugiés pendant la guerre et où mon père avait appris la voile. Un bateau attaché au ponton, l’eau d’une blancheur éclatante. Thor et Rigmor plus âgés avec les trois premiers enfants de Per. Ceux dont il ne parlera jamais. Jørgen, Janike et Jessica, entre 2 et 5 ans, habillés en blanc avec des bonnets, en train de jouer, un seau à la main, autour d’une jolie maison.

Les lieux, les visages, tout se concrétisait entre mes mains sans que je comprenne ce qui me poussait à traquer chaque mouvement de mon père depuis sa naissance à Oslo en 1924. En plaçant les éléments dans l’ordre, je me suis aperçue que Reidun, sa première femme, était enceinte de trois mois lorsqu’ils s’étaient mariés. Pour autant, ils avaient l’air amoureux et semblaient partager une aventure. Leurs parents garderaient leurs deux premiers enfants le temps de leur séjour aux États-Unis, là où naîtrait leur troisième.

Des photos aux contours dentelés de routes infinies en noir et blanc. Peter et Reidun posent tour à tour devant une Chevrolet vintage. Ils sont jeunes, lui est vêtu d’une chemise blanche à manches courtes, le toupet au vent, elle avec ses cheveux courts et noirs. Sa longue jupe serrée autour de sa taille minuscule, soulevée par le vent, l’air hilare. Ils traversent les États-Unis par l’autoroute 40. Connecticut, New Jersey, Ohio, Colorado, Californie. Les paysages se succèdent : déserts arides, cantons fluviaux, montagnes rocheuses et enneigées. La route finit le long d’un large boulevard bordé de palmiers.

En 1951, Thor, qui avait une usine de fabrication de skis, avait envoyé Peter aux États-Unis pour apprendre ce qui se faisait à la pointe de la technologie. Les scènes se dessinaient. Une vie de carte postale. Une véritable ambiance « americana ». Un jeune garçon pieds nus en salopette assis au seuil de sa maison pointe une carabine vers le ciel comme s’il allait abattre des oiseaux pour s’amuser. Un diner, un homme torse nu avec une pelle et un seau devant un bungalow derrière une clôture blanche et une pelouse bien tondue, un supermarché, une buanderie. Une vie à l’opposé de la bourgeoisie parisienne, et de la vie bien rangée de la Norvège.

Sur une autre photo, Thor, Rigmor et Odd descendent d’un avion. Un aigle immense arrache quelque chose des mains de Odd pendant un pique-nique. Tous les trois avaient emménagé à leur tour en Californie. Ils avaient lancé une nouvelle entreprise de matériel de skis, « Tangvald and Son ».

Reidun avait quitté Peter au bout d’un an quand elle avait compris qu’il n’avait nulle intention de revenir en Norvège, comme prévu. Il avait pris goût au rêve américain.

Des photos de Peter aux cheveux lissés, assis devant une machine à l’usine. Une maison avec une piscine. Des voitures de luxe.

Une petite annonce dans le journal. « Crossley’ 47 Sedan in very good condition, must be sold today, best offer over 300$, Peter Tangvald 2215 Glenarm apt.5F » Et une autre : « Jeune homme français, grand, beau, intelligent et d’excellente famille, cherche femme avec maison et argent, peu importe l’âge. »

Deux photos illustrant des articles de décembre 1953 montrent Peter, qui, après s’être extrait d’une voiture retournée sur elle-même, est en train de réconforter une femme que la légende nomme Hélène Adams Deschamps. Sa troisième femme. Celle dont mon père disait qu’elle l’avait quitté le jour de sa faillite. Une photo d’elle sur le lit, fixant l’appareil, un fusil à la main. Je découvre qu’elle est une héroïne de guerre, une espionne française pendant la Seconde Guerre mondiale.

Sur la première page du plus grand album est collée une carte postale figurant la pancarte « No Parking ». Un album photo avec seulement des femmes. Parfois dans des restaurants, parfois le long de routes, parfois nues. J’en reconnais certaines mais pas toutes. Reidun et lui s’embrassent passionnément. Hélène, la deuxième, pose nue devant la cheminée. Lillemore, nue aussi sous un tablier devant un bungalow. J’ai l’impression de regarder une collection de papillons épinglés contre un satin noir. Étrangement, il y a une photo de sa mère dans cet album.

Le certificat de mariage de Las Vegas date de 1954. Per et Lillemore, assis chacun sur un âne, vêtus de sombreros démesurés et de ponchos ; leur lune de miel au Mexique. Lillemore avait été son amour de jeunesse à Asker. Ils n’avaient jamais cessé de s’écrire. Après le divorce de Peter et d’Hélène, elle était venue de Norvège s’installer avec lui en Californie.

Une photo de Peter, Lillemore, son frère Odd et sa femme, enceinte, tous les quatre souriant et se tenant par les épaules. J’apprends qu’elle s’appelle Virginia. Elle est très belle, avec une peau de porcelaine, des lèvres carmines et des cheveux blonds, elle redonnait à Odd goût à la vie. Elle avait été son infirmière lorsqu’il recevait des traitements pour soulager les insoutenables douleurs qu’il avait au dos depuis ses 16 ans. Il avait braqué une banque en Norvège sous l’occupation allemande. Arrêté par les nazis, il avait été enchaîné, nu, au mur d’un château, puis torturé jusqu’à ce que son père paye pour sa libération. Son dos brisé le contraignait à suivre des traitements pour calmer sa souffrance.

Ce n’était pas le seul cambriolage dans la famille. Un arbre généalogique dessiné à la main sur un grand rouleau de papier cartonné remontait jusqu’au xviie siècle. Il était accompagné d’un article sur un membre de cette lignée exécuté sur la place publique en 1838, après avoir été jugé coupable de cambriolage et de la mort d’un postier en mer. La foule s’était jetée sur son corps décapité pour imbiber des mouchoirs de son sang.

#

Les premiers articles de journaux sur mon père datent de sa première traversée qui se termine en 1958. Un papier décrivant son odyssée de dix-huit mois intitulé « Never Again says handsome sailor » raconte toutes les fois où mon père avait été certain de mourir après avoir ignoré les alertes cycloniques le long de la côte mexicaine. Le ton de l’article oscillait entre moquerie et admiration : en soulignant dès le titre son insouciance et sa beauté, il me semblait qu’on cherchait à insinuer qu’il était un peu bête sans nier pour autant ses exploits improbables.

À l’issue de ce premier périple, Peter avait accosté en Californie où il avait vendu le Windflower. Le récit qu’on entend le plus souvent est celui qu’il a lui-même écrit dans son autobiographie ; il est retourné à l’usine comme prévu, mais au bout de quinze minutes en rang avec les autres travailleurs au teint gris-vert à assembler des pièces de machinerie sous la lumière des néons, il a pris conscience que la mer l’avait profondément transformé. Il ne pouvait plus mener la vie dans laquelle il s’était complu jusque-là. Son patron a accepté sa démission et Peter est immédiatement reparti en Angleterre à la recherche d’un nouveau bateau. Mais, dans un autre manuscrit jamais publié, il explique simplement qu’il n’a même pas eu le courage de retourner à l’usine.

 

De ma valise, j’ai sorti une petite bible en cuir noir et souple avec une reliure dorée, trop petite pour être plus que le Nouveau Testament. C’était écrit en norvégien, mais je pouvais tout de même en comprendre quelques mots. En haut : « Odd », puis « 2 août 1959 », au centre « Pour Per », puis quelques lignes de texte que je ne parvenais pas à déchiffrer, signé « de Rigmor ». Le 2 août 1959, la date où Odd, le frère cadet de mon père, était mort.

Le bateau que mon père avait trouvé en Angleterre s’appelait le Dorothea, un vieux cotre anglais construit en 1934. La première chose qu’il avait faite avait été d’en enlever le moteur qui lui rappelait trop son travail à l’usine. Il ne supportait pas l’odeur de l’essence. La veille de son départ, alors qu’il avait projeté de naviguer jusqu’à Casablanca en compagnie de Lillemore, mon père avait reçu un message. La nuit précédente, en rentrant chez elle, Virginia avait entendu les pleurs hystériques de son enfant à l’étage. Le couloir du palier était sombre, mais elle entrevoyait la lumière de la chambre en haut de l’escalier. En y pénétrant, elle découvrit dans le lit conjugal, à côté du berceau où hurlait son bébé, le corps de Odd sans tête, le cerveau éparpillé sur la tête de lit comme une fleur, un fusil à ses pieds.

Quelques pages plus loin dans le journal, je repère le nom de Simonne, qu’il rencontre en Martinique. C’est à elle qu’il confiera qu’à son retour de la course transatlantique, son frère lui avait présenté son fils, Thor, et l’avait confronté sur une aventure qu’il aurait eue avec Virginia. Il exigeait de savoir lequel d’entre eux était le père de Thor. Per refusa de lui répondre et repartit en Angleterre pour acheter un bateau, le Dorothea, avec lequel il fera le tour du monde.

Comment mon père a-t-il réagi à la nouvelle de la mort de son frère ? Y a-t-il une histoire parmi ces feuilles au sol ? Je n’ai pas le journal de bord du Dorothea, mais j’ai le journal d’invité. « Sud Beg-Meil août 1959. En souvenir des bons moments passés en compagnie de Peter Tangvald et de sa femme dans la “baie de la forêt”. Bon voyage vers Casablanca et la suite. Très amicalement » La signature est illisible. Quand ils atteignirent Vigo, Lillemore descendit du bateau et retourna en Norvège en avion. J’en perds complètement la trace après ça.

J’ai communiqué quelques fois avec Thor. Il n’avait jamais imaginé la possibilité d’être mon demi-frère, bien qu’il ait toujours été tenu à l’écart de sa famille paternelle sans savoir pourquoi. Il avait obtenu un diplôme d’ingénieur avant de se reconvertir en psychiatrie. Sur les photos de lui à 18 ans qui figurent dans les Year Books à l’américaine, il pose en veston et en cravate, le regard écarquillé dans le vide, figé dans une expression d’ahurissement. Je me suis demandé si le photographe avait essayé d’intervenir avant de se résoudre à le saisir ainsi. Sa retraite approchait au moment où on a échangé, et il m’a dit être aussi sorcier : il lisait dans les cristaux et écoutait les messages dans le vent, comme une histoire qui glisserait sur lui sans qu’il en saisisse tout à fait le sens. Je voyais très bien ce qu’il voulait dire.







CHAPITRE 6

Porto Rico, 2014

La nuit précédent mon vol pour Porto Rico, j’ai rêvé des enfants de Thomas. De leurs cheveux blonds très clairs, presque blancs, comme ceux de leur père. Les souvenirs de l’enfant magnifique qu’il avait été remontaient en moi. Avec sa disparition, le sentiment poisseux de peur que je ressentais à son égard et qui me contraignait à le garder à distance s’est estompé. Pour autant, je continue à chercher son visage dans les foules, et surtout chez les cyclistes qui passent dans la rue, trop furtivement pour que je puisse analyser leurs traits. S’ils ressemblent quelque peu à mon frère, je les suis du regard jusqu’à ne plus les voir, puis je reconstitue leur visage dans mon esprit. Je garde ces visages le plus longtemps possible en moi, pour les fondre à celui de mon frère. Je les fais même parfois descendre de leur vélo et s’approcher de moi. Ils me disent quelque chose en secret. J’entends la voix de mon frère.

Je continue malgré moi à espérer le voir apparaître. Il suffirait qu’il se coupe les cheveux pour qu’on ne le reconnaisse pas. À Porto Rico, j’avais pris en horreur ses longues dreads pendant jusqu’à ses cuisses. Elles me rappelaient des queues-de-rat. Une sorte d’appendice à son organisme, quelque chose qui venait de lui mais lui était devenu étranger et commençait à mener sa vie propre. Un animal sinistre, sale et vicieux, accroupi sur ses épaules, plantant ses griffes jusque dans ses pensées.

Mais après sa disparition, j’ai soudain pris conscience qu’il ne s’était probablement jamais coupé les cheveux après le naufrage de notre père. Que tout au bout de ces dreads, il y avait encore les cheveux de l’enfant qui avait flotté dans les eaux noires, cette nuit sans lune de juillet. Thomas s’accrochait-il à cet enfant perdu comme un serpent qui refuserait de se défaire de sa vieille peau jusqu’à en devenir déformé ? Ces dreads sont alors devenues importantes pour moi : si Thomas était mort dans l’eau, son corps sans vie aurait d’abord coulé puis, avec les gaz de décomposition, il serait remonté à la surface le temps que la chair se désagrège complètement. Alors il n’en resterait que des os blancs crayeux qui couleraient à nouveau pour se déposer sur la vase avant d’être ensevelis à la marée suivante. Mais qu’en est-il des dreads ? Ont-elles flotté un temps, comme une pierre tombale muette et errante, un dernier témoin de la vie de mon frère, son dernier murmure : « Je suis là » ?

 

Il faisait nuit quand j’ai atterri à Porto Rico. Christina m’attendait à l’aéroport pour me conduire chez sa mère, Ivelisse, où elle vivait avec les enfants. Sur la pointe des pieds, on avait contourné la douzaine de chiens errants dont Ivelisse s’occupait. Assoupis tout autour de la maison, ils avaient levé leur museau en notre direction pour nous renifler avant de se rendormir. On est entrées sans faire de bruit, traversant à l’aveugle l’obscurité de cet endroit où j’avais serré mon frère pour la dernière fois, sept ans plus tôt.

La première chose que je vis en me réveillant fut le beau visage de Gaston qui, à quelques centimètres du mien, attendait impatiemment mon réveil.

On s’est enlacés sans rien se dire. J’ai passé mes mains dans ses cheveux blonds et bouclés comme je l’avais fait dans mon rêve. Les mêmes cheveux que Thomas, mais sur une tête d’enfant de 8 ans, doux et magnifiques.

— Bonjour Gaston ! lui ai-je enfin dit sur le ton le plus lumineux dont j’étais capable.
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— Je vais te montrer comment tirer à l’arc, m’a-t-il répondu avant de filer vers la porte donnant sur le jardin.

J’avais dormi sur le canapé. Christina, sa mère, et les deux enfants, dans le lit double de la chambre à coucher. Gaston avait été le premier à en sortir au réveil. La clim avait tourné à fond toute la nuit. Je me suis lancée à sa poursuite sans avoir eu le temps de me repérer dans l’espace. J’ai été si fortement happée par la chaleur et la lumière éblouissante en franchissant la porte que j’en ai presque perdu l’équilibre. J’ai couru derrière lui, pieds nus sur les graviers dans le pyjama en coton rose acheté pour l’occasion afin de donner l’illusion à la famille de Christina que j’avais une vie bien rangée.

Gaston a ramassé l’arc et une des flèches qu’il avait laissées sur l’herbe. Tandis que je m’efforçais d’enlever les gravillons incrustés dans la plante de mes pieds, il me montrait où placer mes doigts et comment tendre la corde pour tirer. Je regardais son petit corps que je reconnaissais, semblable au mien, à celui de Thomas, à celui de notre père. Les mêmes bras dégingandés et noueux, les mêmes clavicules saillantes, les mêmes omoplates.

#

— Tu dois dire à Christina d’arrêter de l’attendre, me dit Ivelisse en mélangeant un peu de sel au chocolat chaud qu’elle me préparait.

J’étais là depuis quelques jours quand je me suis retrouvée seule un soir avec elle. Je venais de lui confier comment la veille de l’accident de voiture, dès lors que j’avais retrouvé mon frère, j’avais été envahie par une profonde intuition que la mort nous guettait. Elle a hoché la tête nerveusement en se murmurant quelque chose entre les dents : elle savait exactement à quoi je faisais allusion. Elle m’a tendu la tasse, et invitée à m’installer dans la salle à manger.

— Elle continue à penser qu’il va réapparaître. Elle ne peut pas refaire sa vie de cette façon. Je n’arrête pas de lui dire que s’il n’avait pas disparu, si elle était retournée avec lui, elle aurait été la prochaine Lydia, et Gaston aurait été la prochaine Carmen.

Elle me raconte qu’un jour, Thomas avait emmené Christina dans un moulin à sucre abandonné, sans explication. Ils avaient attendu là un moment avant de repartir, sans que Christina y comprenne quoi que ce soit. Ivelisse était convaincue qu’il avait désiré la tuer mais s’était ravisé.

Un chien errant aux cheveux nattés et aux blessures vives. Telle fut sa première image de Thomas. Elle avait l’impression que Christina lui avait encore apporté un animal abandonné. Thomas était bûcheur et brillant, me disait-elle, mais pour autant, quelque chose n’allait pas chez lui. Christina était toujours restée à ses côtés, émue par sa douleur. Elle voulait en prendre soin. De fil en aiguille, un tableau de l’enfance de Thomas a pris forme dans l’esprit de Christina. Une enfance enfermée dans son obscure cabine toute la nuit pendant que le père sortait draguer. Où, à 10 ans, il avait contracté un parasite et pour le soigner, Peter l’avait privé de nourriture pendant sept jours. Les soirées à se partager à trois une casserole d’eau au milieu de laquelle flottait une carotte bouillie – s’il était aussi petit, c’est parce qu’il avait souffert de malnutrition. Comment il avait supplié son père de rester plus longtemps dans les ports quand il était amoureux. Comment son cœur avait été brisé mille fois. Les yeux d’Ivelisse avaient rougi et sa voix tremblait de peine et d’indignation tandis qu’elle me dévisageait. Je devinais que son émotion lui faisait superposer le visage de mon frère au mien. J’ai fait attention à ne pas bouger.

— Pourquoi veux-tu déterrer le passé de ton père ? Je vais te dire qui il était. C’était un gosse de riche qui ne s’intéressait qu’à lui-même et qui se comportait comme n’importe quel autre gosse de riche. Arrogant et égoïste.

Pourquoi voulais-je exhumer un tel fantôme ? Les nuits où elle savait sa fille et ses petits-enfants sur des eaux noires, elle se réveillait en hurlant, foudroyée par des visions d’horreur. Alors, les chiens errants jappaient et glapissaient en chœur avec elle formant, autour de la maison, un dôme d’affres et de tristesse.

— Lorsqu’ils vivaient sur le bateau, Gaston dormait dans la cabine avant. Il m’avait dit que s’ils frappaient des récifs, il serait le premier à mourir. Je lui ai donné un attrape-soleil à suspendre dans sa cabine. Je lui ai expliqué que quand il avait peur, il devait regarder les points de lumière danser autour de lui. Il saurait alors que j’étais avec lui. Je n’allais pas le laisser mourir. Ton frère allait devoir se mesurer à moi !

Sa voix est devenue caverneuse et menaçante. Elle s’est mise à répéter en me fixant, à la manière d’un oracle en transe, tapant sur la table avec le bout de son index pour appuyer chaque mot : « J’ai gagné ! Je les ai récupérés ! »

 

Le dernier matin de mon séjour, je suis allée à la plage avec Gaston. On s’est assis dans l’eau et on passait nos doigts dans le sable à la recherche de coquillages. Gaston m’a montré un caillou : « Regarde ! C’est mon père. Ici il y a les cheveux, ici les yeux et ici la bouche. » Je n’avais jamais osé évoquer Thomas avec Gaston. Prise de court, je lui ai demandé s’il pensait que Thomas l’avait mis là pour qu’il tombe dessus. J’ai lu dans son regard qu’il me trouvait vraiment bizarre et qu’il était un peu désolé pour moi. J’avais bêtement pris refuge dans des concepts ésotériques des plus banals.

Christina et tous les amis de Thomas caressaient l’idée qu’il était vivant, caché quelque part au Brésil, en train de refaire sa vie au sein d’une tribu amazonienne. La lumière était douce, et les yeux de Gaston, plus clairs que jamais. Il m’a répondu : « Non, parce que mon père est mort. » Cet enfant de 8 ans était le seul à faire face à la mort et à la nommer comme telle.

 

Il avait fait un rêve. Son père était venu lui dire au revoir. Il avait rédigé une lettre d’adieu à son tour, qu’il avait mise dans une bouteille pour la jeter à la mer. Mais au moment de la lancer, Christina avait compris ce qu’il se passait. Une angoisse mêlée de rage s’était emparée d’elle et elle lui avait confisqué la bouteille. Avec le temps, le doute creusa un chemin dans le cœur du garçon qui se mit de nouveau à attendre le retour de son père. Les professeurs de Gaston et de Lucio exhortaient Christina à annoncer aux enfants sa mort.

— Comment est-ce que je peux leur dire ça alors que je ne le sais pas moi-même ? Je leur ai dit la vérité. Qu’il était parti dans des circonstances difficiles et qu’il avait probablement fait naufrage. Mais aussi que personne ne connaissait la mer comme lui et que si quelqu’un pouvait survivre en mer, c’était Thomas.

Le doute continuait donc de planer.

#

Il y avait tant de questions que je n’avais pas pensé à poser quand j’avais appelé les garde-côtes guyanais. Les circonstances de la disparition se perdaient dans un voile de murmures. Personne ne l’avait vu quitter le port, à part quelques pêcheurs, mais ceux-ci étant des clandestins, ils restaient sourds et muets. Les spéculations se multipliaient, me brouillant la vue, comme une nuée de moucherons virevoltant autour de moi en formant une épaisse brume noire. Quand je joignais la garde-côte guyanaise pour établir les faits, les fonctionnaires avaient changé de poste et son dossier était déjà perdu. On m’invitait à rappeler ou alors on ne m’entendait pas, même si je criais dans le combiné.

— On dirait que vous parlez dans un oreiller, madame.

Parfois on se bornait à un simple « le dossier est clos », refusant de donner plus de détails. Pour le chercher dans le système, on me demandait son nom, sa date et son lieu de naissance sur le même ton détaché que si on m’avait demandé ce que je voulais sur ma pizza. Et quand je leur disais qu’il était né en haute mer, j’entendais les cliquetis des doigts sur le clavier à l’autre bout du fil s’arrêter.

— Mais quel pays ?

— Il n’est pas né dans un pays, il est né en haute mer.

— Qu’est-ce qui était écrit sur son passeport ?

— « Né en haute mer ».

Il n’y avait manifestement pas de case « né en haute mer » dans leur système. On continuait à m’interroger, cette fois sur un ton plus engageant, presque enjoué, mais mes réponses n’étaient plus enregistrées : les cliquetis ne reprenaient pas. Malgré la curiosité, ils avaient déjà abandonné toute perspective de recherches.

— Où allait-il ?

Aucune idée. À certains, il avait parlé de Natal, à d’autres de Fernando de Noronha ou encore de Salvador de Bahia, Trinidad et Martim Vaz.

#

Une fois accosté au quai de Rémire-Montjoly, Thomas s’était empressé de démonter l’intérieur du bateau à la recherche de ces planches pourries par lesquelles l’eau boueuse du fleuve s’était infiltrée. Il avait dû sortir le lest qui était arrimé au fond de la quille, six tonnes de plomb, et le déposer sur le ponton, afin d’identifier les planches suspectes. Mais un jour, après s’être absenté un bref instant, le lest avait disparu. La coque flottait sur l’eau comme un bouchon de liège, réduite à une allure de pantin ridicule à moitié désarticulé, le mât penchant à 45 degrés. Les planches du côté de la coque désormais exposée au soleil avaient alors graduellement séché et rétréci, menaçant de se déboiter et se fendre. Le bateau était devenu inhabitable et la famille dut emménager dans un squat infesté par les grenouilles et la gale, le temps des réparations. Thomas passait son temps à parcourir la ville sur un vélo auquel il avait fixé une brouette, à la recherche de matières lourdes pour remplacer le plomb. Mais rien n’y faisait.

Le bateau continuait à se désagréger. Et Thomas, qui buvait de plus en plus, se désagrégeait tout autant. Les travaux avançaient difficilement. Le petit avait la gale, et personne ne voulait le toucher. Quand les plaies sur son visage avaient commencé à s’infecter, Christina comprit qu’elle en avait assez supporté. Un soir, tandis que Thomas gisait au centre de la pièce envahie par les vapeurs de rhum, elle fouilla tout le squat pour retrouver son passeport et ceux des enfants, qu’il avait cachés. Elle prit ce qui rentrait dans son sac à dos, et elle monta dans le bus pour se rendre à un hôtel près de l’aéroport où elle appela sa mère qui acheta aussitôt les billets d’avion.

Le matin, ils attendaient dans la queue du tout petit aéroport quand Gaston vit son père arriver. Thomas s’était réveillé et rendu à l’aéroport dans une frénésie désespérée.

— Je sais que tu veux lui parler, Gaston, mais ne l’appelle pas, avait prévenu Christina. S’il doit nous trouver, il nous trouvera. Sinon, on ira le rejoindre au Brésil quand le bateau sera prêt.

Elle avait décidé de ne pas se cacher. De se livrer au sort que le destin lui assignerait. À maintes reprises, il est passé juste à côté d’elle. Alors elle fermait les yeux et respirait profondément. Quand ils étaient arrivés au bout de la queue, on les avait informés qu’ils devaient payer des frais car ils étaient restés plus longtemps que ce que leur permettait leur visa. Alors ils retraversèrent l’aéroport, croisant à nouveau Thomas. Il fallait l’appoint pour payer, et donc demander de la monnaie aux boutiques. Encore et encore, ils croisèrent Thomas mais, chaque fois, ils restaient invisibles.

Christina et Gaston le regardaient arpenter les couloirs de l’aéroport, effaré, à la recherche de sa famille. Mais bien que l’aéroport fût tout petit, et sa famille presque fluorescente au regard des locaux, il ne parvint pas à les repérer. Ils montèrent à bord de l’avion qui décolla en direction de Porto Rico. Christina lui écrivit une lettre une fois arrivée à destination.

#

Le seul espoir de retrouver le bateau de mon frère était que le filet d’un pêcheur s’y soit pris par hasard. Mais les pêcheurs, n’ayant aucune confiance en la police, ne le déclareraient pas. J’espérais toutefois qu’ils me le confieraient à moi si je parvenais à les regarder dans les yeux. Ils avaient vécu côte à côte pendant un an, assistant à la lente descente aux enfers de Thomas après la disparition du lest. Il avait tout de suite soupçonné les pêcheurs d’être ceux qui lui avaient volé les six tonnes de plomb. Ils auraient été les seuls, selon lui, en capacité de déplacer une charge si lourde en si peu de temps. Thomas avait juré que juste avant de partir, il leur volerait quelque chose en retour.

Le port, laissé à l’abandon, ne se limitait plus qu’à une poignée de quais disposés à accueillir les bateaux de pêche. Ils s’entassaient, les uns à la suite des autres pour former une cité en bois, une cité d’hommes, de vieux bateaux primitifs, sans voiles, surmontés de cabines hautes. On y voyait, à l’ombre, des hommes dormir dans des hamacs, et au soleil, des vêtements suspendus sur des cordes à linge. De grandes hampes s’élançaient au-dessus du tout, avec des drapeaux faits de sacs en plastique rouges et noirs, effilochés, qui battaient au vent, à côté de filets verts remplis de flotteurs jaunes.

Le jour où je suis partie à la rencontre de ces pêcheurs sur le quai de Rémire-Montjoly, on m’a conduite vers celui qui l’avait le mieux connu, Valdrici, un homme trapu aux yeux indolents. Le plus vieux d’entre eux. J’ai enjambé plusieurs bateaux pour arriver à lui. Des seaux de poissons scintillants au soleil, leurs yeux globuleux clairs, brillants, semblaient écouter ce qui se disait.

Un bateau avait chaviré la semaine précédente, quand la mer s’était soulevée sans crier gare. On l’avait découvert retourné sur lui-même. J’avais entendu que les pêcheurs avaient un autre rapport à la mort que le commun des mortels et je m’interrogeais sur ce que ça signifiait. L’eau était si opaque, boueuse et inquiétante que j’avais l’impression que n’importe quelle bête étrange pouvait y naître. J’avais tant de questions à leur poser. Mais cette cité m’intimidait. Je n’y avais pas ma place. Thomas avait côtoyé ces hommes des mois durant. Je cherchais des traces de lui dans leurs yeux. La communication se révélait difficile et la conversation poussive. Je me sentais parmi eux aussi agile et utile qu’une guimauve pâteuse qui commençait déjà à fondre.

Valdrici m’écouta patiemment baragouiner en espagnol tout en démêlant les mailles d’un filet de pêche. J’ai cru comprendre qu’il avait vu Thomas partir dans de mauvaises conditions. Il pointa son doigt vers le fleuve brun-gris, d’où s’élevait une brume semblable, et sur laquelle s’écrasait un silence implacable. « C’est très dangereux, très très dangereux », ajouta-t-il tandis qu’une lueur d’angoisse brouillait son regard.

Je lui ai demandé de m’y emmener. Je voulais voir sur quelles eaux mon frère avait disparu, ce fleuve fascinant et mortel, où j’étais maintenue en suspens. Il n’a pas eu l’air surpris. Il me proposa de revenir à 5 heures du matin.

#

Un pêcheur qui rôdait dans le parking est venu vers moi au moment où je partais comme s’il m’attendait. Les pieds ensanglantés et les yeux rougis, marqués par le crack, il me faisait signe nerveusement de le suivre derrière une construction en béton, là où les autres pêcheurs ne nous verraient pas. La veille, à la place des palmistes, au cœur de Cayenne, j’avais vu déambuler ces malheureux toxicomanes, désarticulés et imprévisibles. Inquiète, j’ai fait mine d’écouter l’histoire qu’il me livrait en portugais, envisageant de lui donner quelques pièces pour filer sans éclat, quand j’ai discerné le nom de Thomas dans son discours. À le voir jeter des regards derrière son épaule, j’ai compris qu’il n’était pas supposé me parler, qu’il voulait me révéler un secret, mais je ne parvenais pas à le comprendre. Je n’ai pu que l’enregistrer avec mon téléphone. Tout s’est passé très vite. Il était pressé de partir avec l’argent que je lui avais donné.

De retour à l’hôtel, une femme de ménage brésilienne avec qui j’avais échangé un peu à mon arrivée, était en train d’étendre des draps blancs dans la cour. Elle ne parlait que très peu français, mais je lui ai demandé de me traduire le message du pêcheur. Elle me dévisageait pendant que les mots du pêcheur résonnaient. « Il dit que ton frère était quelqu’un d’extraordinaire, et qu’il est désolé pour l’accident… Que la marine brésilienne était venue pour interroger les pêcheurs. Qu’un porte-conteneur avait vu un voilier presque submergé pris dans la mangrove sur l’Amazone. Qu’on y distinguait les contours d’un corps en décomposition, avec de longues dreadlocks… Tu devrais retourner lui poser des questions. »

Il y avait de lourds sous-entendus dans sa voix. Je ne savais quelle question lui poser pour comprendre ce à quoi elle pensait, mais je ne suis pas certaine que j’aurais pu lui soutirer d’autres informations. Je sentais qu’elle voulait maintenir une distance avec moi.

 

Un orage torrentiel s’est abattu sur la ville cette nuit-là. La pluie s’infiltrait sous la porte de ma chambre d’hôtel, se répandant lentement comme de l’huile sur le carrelage blanc. Je mis mon ordinateur et mes vêtements sur mon lit, et je m’efforçai de ne pas glisser en allant vers la fenêtre tandis que l’eau montait le long de mes pieds. Les palmiers, pliés en deux, semblaient à deux doigts de s’envoler. Une fin du monde. Rien ne me semblait plus beau.

Le lendemain matin à 5 heures, quand je me suis rendue au port, Valdrici était déjà parti. Debout sur le quai, j’ai longtemps sondé l’horizon en m’interrogeant sur ma présence en ce lieu. Pourquoi avais-je voulu remonter ce fleuve à la recherche d’un homme perdu, un homme qui, lui-même, avait remonté le fleuve à la recherche d’un autre ? Quelle était cette transe qui me poussait à le suivre derrière la figure évanescente de mon frère ? Des somnambules en file indienne qui se laissent choir d’une falaise l’un après l’autre. Qu’est-ce qui m’hypnotisait à ce point ?

Le bruit d’un petit moteur qui peine à démarrer a retenti. Un homme, surpris de me voir à cette heure-ci, glissait vers le quai à bord d’une annexe, accompagné d’un petit chien gris. Lui aussi avait connu Thomas. Il avait entendu l’histoire de ce corps retrouvé. Je ne trouverais jamais de piste de recherches ni auprès de la police française, ni auprès de la police brésilienne. Elles estiment l’une comme l’autre qu’il ne s’agissait que de ragots de ports.

Je n’ai pu m’empêcher de lui demander si Thomas avait parlé de moi. Il me répondit qu’il avait en effet évoqué une sœur qui vivait à Montréal, qu’il avait vu naître et dont il avait coupé le cordon. Il parlait de moi en regardant au loin comme si je n’étais pas là, debout devant lui.

— Je me souviens qu’il m’avait dit : « Je crois que c’est elle qui va survivre. »

Il réfléchit un instant avant de reprendre :

— C’est curieux, parce qu’il parlait de lui-même comme s’il était déjà mort. Il n’était pas libre. Il était sur les traces de son père. Ce n’est pas pour rien qu’il est venu ici, là où ses parents avaient construit le bateau sur lequel il est né. J’ai essayé de l’aider, vraiment, mais quelque chose n’allait pas chez lui. Il véhiculait un drame, une malédiction. D’abord il y a eu sa mère, sa belle-mère, son père, sa sœur. Ensuite lui ? Quand est-ce que ça va s’arrêter ? »







CHAPITRE 7

Cayenne, Guyane française, 1966

Debout sur le quai de Rémire-Montjoly, Simonne regardait le Dorothea zigzaguer le long de la rivière brune, vers la mer. Seules les voiles transperçaient l’obscurité et reflétaient les premières lueurs bleues du jour. Des oiseaux blancs volaient en bande bas sur l’eau, leur plumage blanc presque fluorescent dans la pénombre. Elle n’entendait plus que le bruit chaud de leurs battements d’ailes et le chant des criquets dans la forêt qui bordait la rivière. Elle aurait voulu partir avec lui sur ce dernier trajet vers la Floride. Il était allé vendre le bateau. S’ils le gardaient dans ce climat plus longtemps, il décrépirait comme tout le reste en Guyane, et deviendrait invendable.

Elle resta immobile longtemps. Un goût acide se répandait dans sa bouche. « Plus que trois ans », pensa-t-elle en reprenant la route vers la maison sur pilotis où ils s’étaient installés. La maison sentait la boucherie. La veille, Pierre était revenu portant sur son épaule une énorme tortue trouvée sur le sable. Il voulait que Simonne en fasse de la soupe, ça lui rappellerait son enfance. Il avait utilisé une machette pour poignarder la cavité avant. Il pensait que ce serait facile et rapide, mais la bête impuissante n’en finissait pas de se tortiller. Elle ne mourait pas. Un flot de sang se déversait de sa carapace en une grande flaque visqueuse à ses pieds qui pénétrait lentement le sable. La chaleur rendait l’odeur de métal et de viande avariée d’autant plus suffocante.

#

Le Dorothea fit naufrage au cours de ce trajet. Peter préparait son dîner dans la cale quand, tout à coup, il fut projeté au sol par une violente secousse. Le bateau frémit un instant, avant de poursuivre sa marche, flegmatique, tandis que Peter, déconcerté, tentait de retrouver l’équilibre. Il se précipita sur le pont pour voir ce que la coque avait heurté mais ne discerna, dans le noir, qu’un horizon d’écume blanche danser à la surface d’une mer de plomb. Qu’avait-il heurté ? Une épave entre deux eaux ? Un tronc ? La coque était abîmée. Il vit avec horreur les flots qui s’engouffraient dans la cale. Le naufrage était imminent. Tandis que l’eau montait le long de ses mollets, Per, gardant son sang-froid, résolvait des équations pour connaître sa position en mer et celle des îles les plus proches. S’il manquait les îles Grenadines, c’en était fini pour lui.

Dans une lettre d’octobre 1968 à Edward, mon père décrit ce naufrage du Dorothea.

J’ai rassemblé quelques affaires et je suis monté dans l’annexe. Je me suis accroché au bateau le plus longtemps que j’ai pu avant qu’il sombre complètement. J’ai regardé les lumières de la cabine briller sous l’eau, puis s’éteindre soudainement. Le froid était terrible. Quelques heures plus tard, j’ai aperçu trois hauts sommets et j’ai réussi à atteindre Canouan. Presque à bout de forces, une grosse vague m’a projeté sur la plage.

S’il y a une chose dont je suis certain, c’est que le bateau que je suis en train de construire, en plus d’être très beau, sera insubmersible. Je l’ai dessiné de manière que, la seule possibilité qu’il ait de couler, c’est qu’il soit détruit complètement de bord en bord.



Il parle beaucoup des travaux de construction de son bateau à Cayenne où il s’est installé avec Simonne alors enseignante dans un lycée. Il décrit la Guyane comme une colonie laissée à l’abandon, où les indigènes se baladent presque nus. Les travaux avancent bien aussi grâce à l’aide d’une famille de missionnaires qui s’est installée à côté de leur maison à Cayenne. Le père navigateur a eu pitié de lui quand il apprit qu’il avait fait naufrage.

Il est très fier qu’une de ses filles vienne m’aider tous les jours pour les travaux. Elle a seulement 15 ans, mais elle a passé pas mal de temps en mer avec sa famille et j’étais surpris de voir à quel point elle savait poncer et utiliser les outils.



Il vient de faire la connaissance de Lydia.

#

Les diapositives s’entassaient dans une boîte à chaussures. De petits rectangles noirs et luisants comme de l’eau, encadrés par du carton blanc, « Kodak » écrit en fines lettres rouges dessus. Préservées, elles faisaient partie des quelques objets qui avaient survécu au naufrage de l’Artémis et s’étaient accumulés dans un coin de la chambre d’hôpital de Thomas à Bonaire. Certaines étaient intactes, d’autres avaient été rongées par l’humidité.

Parfois, une inscription manuscrite en lettres rondes et attachées précisait « Cebu, avril 1978 », ou « Port Grimaud, sept. 1974 ». D’autres n’en portaient aucune, et il fallait alors analyser la faune, la flore ou n’importe quoi qui donnerait un indice sur la place qu’elle devrait occuper sur ma grande fresque.

La silhouette d’une gamine de dos, perchée sur des sandales à plateforme blanches, en train de sabler la coque d’un bateau. Sur une autre image, elle regarde l’objectif avec un air de candeur mêlée de cette timidité propre aux enfants. Je reconnais Lydia avec ses joues rondes et ses yeux de biche inquiets. Il n’y a aucune précision, mais j’identifie le hangar où mon père a construit l’Artémis.

 

La mère de Lydia était tombée malade, et la famille avait pris un retour en urgence pour la métropole afin qu’elle meure auprès des siens. La nuit précédant leur départ, Lydia avait écrit une courte lettre expliquant qu’elle était tombée amoureuse d’un homme en Guyane dont elle ne pouvait pas se séparer. Un retour en France lui était inconcevable. Pendant la nuit, elle s’était glissée hors de la maison familiale, serrant contre sa poitrine une petite valise en cuir polie bleue, contenant la totalité de ses biens. Le long du chemin de terre menant vers la grande route, elle suivit Peter qui poussait sa motocyclette sans bruit, jusqu’à être assez loin pour ne pas risquer de réveiller Simonne et la famille Balta. Tous deux filèrent jusqu’à Cayenne où Lydia serait hébergée chez une copine. Elle était encore mineure, et ils savaient aussi bien l’un que l’autre que la police ouvrirait une enquête. Elle resterait là-bas jusqu’à ce qu’on renonce à la chercher.

Lorsque les sœurs de Lydia découvrirent le matin la lettre sur son oreiller, des cris de panique et de colère traversèrent la maison et le jardin. L’aînée de la famille se précipita chez les Tangvald, le doigt levé, vociférant des menaces à l’encontre de ses voisins et exigeant de fouiller chaque recoin de leur maison. Peter, occupé à scier du bois, s’était tout juste donné la peine de feindre la surprise, lui renvoyant uniquement une expression froide et digne. Il évitait toutefois le regard noir et dardant de sa femme.

Simonne avait toujours aimé Lydia, qui avait été son élève au lycée Félix-Éboué. Elle avait de l’empathie pour cette jeune fille dont la vie était déjà toute tracée par son père. Il était prévu qu’elle soit pasteure ou qu’elle en épouse un. Voyant ses bleus pendant les cours d’éducation physique, elle avait deviné la résistance qu’elle lui opposait. Simonne savait que Lydia couchait avec son mari. Qu’il la prenait à moto sur le chemin vers l’école et qu’elle séchait ses cours quand il l’invitait à manger du gâteau à Kourou.

Une nuit, Simonne s’était réveillée au son d’un caillou heurtant une fenêtre. Elle découvrit que son mari était sorti du lit conjugal. Depuis sa chambre, elle l’observa dans la cour des voisins. Elle avait craint que le bruit ne réveillât le quartier entier, mais, à son soulagement, aucune lumière ne s’était allumée. Pierre ouvrit lentement la porte d’entrée et pénétra dans la résidence des Balta sur la pointe des pieds pour en sortir quelques minutes plus tard, guidant Lydia par la main jusqu’au hangar. Simonne attendait que ça passe. Ils partiraient bientôt. Le bateau était presque fini et la Guyane ne serait plus qu’un mauvais souvenir.

Après six mois de recherches, les Balta n’avaient toujours pas retrouvé Lydia. L’état de santé de la mère continuant à se dégrader, ils furent contraints de rentrer en France sans elle. Une fois sa famille partie, Lydia s’installa dans le hangar où elle continua à travailler sur le bateau avec Pierre. Et, dès qu’elle entendait la porte s’ouvrir, elle se cachait dans la soute à charbon du bateau pour ne pas que Simonne la voie.

#

Sur une diapositive, mon père pose, radieux, une noix de coco à la main, à côté de la coque rouge, vernie et brillante. Il regarde Lydia qu’on ne voit que de dos. Elle ne lui arrive qu’à l’épaule.

Le bateau fut baptisé à l’eau de coco plutôt qu’au champagne. On révéla son nom : Artémis de Pythéas. « Artémis » pour la déesse de la transformation, de la vie sauvage, à jamais à la frontière de l’enfance et de l’âge adulte. « Pythéas » pour l’explorateur et astrologue grec, qui fut le premier à associer les marées avec les phases de la lune. C’est avec Lydia que Peter partirait.

#

Un matin, un mugissement mêlé à un crissement de poulies tira Lydia et Peter du sommeil. Des bateaux entrant dans la crique faisaient onduler l’eau du canal. À leur accostage quelques jours plus tôt, le quai était presque vide, hormis une poignée de bateaux en bois à la peinture écaillée et aux planches déboitées, que quelques bricoleurs de fortune avaient espoir de remettre en état de naviguer. Le canal avait été creusé par les premiers colons des centaines d’années plus tôt, puis laissé longtemps à l’abandon. Le port ne servait plus qu’aux tapouilles, des voiliers traditionnels brésiliens dont la coque peu profonde était moins encline à se prendre dans la vase.

Quand Lydia et Peter sortirent sur le pont, une demi-douzaine d’entre elles serpentaient le long du canal les unes derrière les autres jusqu’au mouillage. L’étroit canal traçait un chemin si tortueux dans la jungle épaisse qu’on le discernait à peine. On eût dit que les bateaux se faufilaient dans les airs, entre les arbres couverts de lianes et les singes hurleurs, à quelques mètres du sol mousseux.

L’agitation était palpable. Accostant un à un, criant des directives en portugais, les matelots sautaient sur le quai, poussant les lourdes coques de tout leur poids pour éviter qu’elles ne rentrent en collision.

— Qu’est-ce qu’ils se disent ? demanda Peter.

S’ils avaient remarqué la présence de leurs nouveaux voisins, les marins s’efforçaient de ne pas les regarder et contournaient la montagne de bois que Peter avait entassée sur le pont. Bien qu’ils aient réussi à mettre l’Artémis à l’eau, il restait des travaux avant de partir en haute mer. Simonne, lasse de la Guyane, était rentrée en France en attendant la fin des travaux et de l’idylle entre Peter et la jeune voisine. N’osant dans ces circonstances demander de l’argent à sa femme, Peter avait dû quitter la maison de Rémire où la brise de la mer les avait rafraîchis. Sans cette brise, la chaleur était écrasante et rien ne chassait un halo d’insectes attirés par les intestins de vaches que la boucherie balançait dans le canal. Peter avait vendu tout ce qu’ils avaient. La moto, la voiture, les meubles.

— Quelqu’un a été pendu, répondit Lydia.

Elle s’immobilisa pour tenter de comprendre les propos des marins brésiliens à travers le tapage. Une première vache, les cornes fermement tenues par un des marins, fut extraite de la cale à l’aide du cordage de la grand-voile. Une fois sur le quai, à moitié morte, les yeux visqueux couverts de mouches, elle tituba jusqu’au camion qui l’attendait au bout du chemin. La viande de bœuf disponible en Guyane provenait presque exclusivement de la contrebande. Des marins voguaient jusqu’à l’île de Marajó au Brésil. La nuit ils attrapaient des vaches au lasso, qu’ils tiraient jusque dans la mangrove avant de les hisser à bord et de les entasser dans la cale où elles restaient sans manger ni boire pendant plusieurs jours. Les autorités brésiliennes ne pouvaient pourchasser les criminels une fois qu’ils avaient traversé la frontière, mais lorsqu’on les prenait sur le fait, on les lynchait avant de suspendre leur corps aux arbres le long de la côte, en guise d’avertissement.







CHAPITRE 8

Paris, été 2018

Les lourdes portes de l’immeuble ouvraient sur un vestibule en marbre au fond duquel s’érigeait un grand escalier en colimaçon. L’épaisse moquette rouge étouffait le bruit de mes pas. Je montais lentement pour m’imprégner du moment. Je trouvais tout beau, ici.

J’aimais Paris. Je me sentais chez moi dans cette ville que je ne connaissais pas mais qui m’était étrangement familière. J’aimais que les gens flânent et vivent dehors, dans les parcs ou à des terrasses où je les observais telle une faune curieuse. J’aimais y voir des gens lire, des hommes portant des foulards boire des cafés, les jambes croisées. J’aimais voir des femmes âgées, coquettes et excentriques, coiffées avec désinvolture de chapeaux aux couleurs vives, se rencontrer pour parler de philosophie à 10 heures du matin dans des cafés tenus par des serveurs blasés, où s’entrechoquaient les vestiges d’architecture Art déco et des panneaux néon, où des séries de cartes postales délavées de chats étaient épinglées au mur derrière le comptoir.

J’aimais que les générations se mêlent. J’aimais que des couples de tous âges s’embrassent passionnément dans la rue, que des amoureux pleurent à la fenêtre de l’un ou de l’autre en plein jour, suppliant qu’on leur ouvre. J’aimais que les chiens ne soient pas en laisse, et que ça ne choque personne qu’ils se faufilent librement entre les tables sur les terrasses. J’aimais les noms de rues exubérants, « Grange-aux-Belles », « Passage des Soupirs », « Filles-du-Calvaire ». Que la caissière prenne le temps de discuter alors qu’une queue silencieuse attendait de payer son fromage, sans que personne ne s’en formalise. Qu’un conducteur de camion stationne en plein milieu de la rue et cause un embouteillage pour aller acheter une baguette. J’aimais ces gens qui assumaient leur je-m’en-foutisme autant que leur sensibilité profonde. J’aimais qu’ils aient un avis sur tout.

La porte était déjà ouverte lorsque j’arrivai sur le palier. Kathleen m’attendait à l’étage, une petite dame aux courts cheveux blancs et au regard vif et chaleureux derrière des yeux bleu clair. Je l’aimais déjà.

Raymond Grosset, son père, avait été l’agent du mien. Elle m’avait tout de suite répondu quand je lui avais demandé si elle se souvenait de Peter Tangvald et m’avait invitée à prendre le café chez elle dans le 9e arrondissement. Elle me dit de ne pas enlever mes chaussures et m’invita à m’asseoir dans son salon avant de disparaître dans la cuisine.

— Qu’est-ce que vous prenez dans votre café ?

— Rien, merci.

C’était le genre d’appartement qui semblait avoir été occupé par la même famille depuis des générations. Grand, peint entièrement en rose, avec des livres de toutes parts, des meubles anciens et des souvenirs de voyages. Le sol était couvert de tapis persans superposés. J’enviais cet héritage. Un appartement qui appartenait à Kathleen, un chez-soi qu’elle ne perdrait jamais, où elle pouvait toujours revenir et recevoir ses petits-enfants. Où elle était entourée du souvenir de la présence de son père et de sa mère, de la sagesse et de la culture qu’ils lui avaient transmises. Des expériences qu’ils avaient eues ensemble et dont les reliques s’étaient accumulées dans cet espace. Sur la table basse, trônait une boîte en carton marron sur laquelle était écrit « TANGVALD ». Je n’osai pas y toucher.

Kathleen revint avec un plateau. J’avais trop bu la veille. J’essayais d’atténuer mes tremblements lorsqu’elle me tendit une tasse. J’avais eu le cœur à la fête. J’ignore si ma joie venait d’être loin de chez moi ou d’être à Paris. Les deux, sûrement. Je regardais beaucoup trop mes pieds et me débattais pour rassembler mes idées.

— J’ai eu un tel choc quand j’ai vu son nom apparaître après toutes ces années… Quand j’ai vu votre nom, en fait. De l’agence Rapho que mon père a fondée, je n’ai gardé que cette boîte. Quand j’ai quitté le bureau pour la dernière fois après la vente de l’agence, je suis passée devant, et j’ai vu le nom « TANGVALD » dessus. Je l’ai prise impulsivement, sans comprendre pourquoi. C’est la seule chose que j’ai conservée.

Je voyais qu’elle me sondait. Elle avançait avec précaution.

— Vous l’avez connu ?

— Je ne l’ai jamais rencontré en personne, mais j’étais déjà à l’agence quand mon père et Pierre ont commencé à travailler ensemble. Je devais avoir 22 ou 23 ans. Je me souviens que mon père avait reçu une lettre de lui. C’est là qu’il nous a raconté son histoire et celle de sa très jeune femme avec qui il était parti en bateau parce qu’il voulait vivre sa vie en mer plutôt qu’à terre.

Pierre avait tout simplement frappé à sa porte un an plus tôt avec son portfolio en main. Il voulait être photographe.

— Honnêtement, ce n’était pas un très bon photographe ! Mais mon père était un amoureux de la voile et donc il a tout de suite eu de l’affection pour Pierre. On avait beaucoup de photographes à l’agence, et beaucoup de photojournalistes, mais tous des terriens. On n’avait pas de navigateur qui pouvait raconter cette vie-là, extrêmement rare à l’époque. Ses photos étaient exceptionnelles, et on pourrait s’en servir pour illustrer ces histoires.

Kathleen ouvrit enfin la boîte. Elle feuilleta délicatement les centaines de pages de courriers écrits sur du papier très fin. Je reconnaissais ces feuilles et ces petites lettres écrites tantôt à la machine, tantôt à la main, pareilles à celles que ma mère déchirait lorsque j’étais enfant, et celles que j’ai, plus tard, tenté de recomposer pour comprendre qui était mon père autant que ce que j’étais pour lui.

J’entrevis aussi des planches-contact, des magazines et des pages de journaux. Des clichés de mon père en slip de bain, de Lydia en train de découper un poisson sur le pont, de Lydia nue, allongée sur des lattes de bambou, se tortillant de douleur. Un bébé ensanglanté.

— Ce jour-là, mon père avait reçu une lettre expliquant que Thomas était né en mer pendant une tempête. On avait appelé cette histoire « le bébé de la mer » et ça s’est extrêmement bien vendu partout dans le monde. On envisageait de faire de Thomas un sujet qui pouvait durer des années : ce petit garçon blond qui vit sur les mers chaudes et voyage aux quatre coins du monde. Une vie de rêve. Mais ce n’était qu’un rêve.

Kathleen m’observait entre chaque phrase. Elle pesait bien ses mots. Elle se demandait ce que je pensais de mon père. Ce que je savais de lui. Ce qu’elle pouvait se permettre ou non de dire. Je ne l’aidais pas.

— Vous avez publié beaucoup d’articles sur Thomas après ça ?

— Il nous envoyait des textes de temps en temps, mais au bout d’un moment, il a fallu qu’on lui dise que ça devenait difficile à vendre. Il n’y avait plus grand-chose d’excitant dans son quotidien. C’était une routine comme une autre. Jusqu’à la mort de Lydia.

#

Tous les soirs, à la fermeture de la bibliothèque à 19 heures, je traversais Paris en direction de mon hôtel. Je m’arrêtais dîner en chemin au même endroit que j’aimais bien, le restaurant Chez Paul, après avoir passé la journée dans les archives sur les traces de mon père. J’avais épluché tous les Paris Match publiés dans les mois qui avaient suivi la naissance de Thomas, cherchant parmi les glam shots de chanteurs à midinettes et les pubs de Tang l’article sur cette naissance dont j’avais entendu parler, sans être certaine qu’il existait vraiment.

Je me perdais dans les ambiances de cette époque, entre le reportage sur un culte vaudou en Haïti, accompagné de photos mal éclairées d’hommes torses nus en transe, dont seul l’éclat blanc des dents, des yeux et du plumage de poule affolée perçait la noirceur, et d’une pub de Danone aux fruits, « y’a de la rumba dans le yaourt » où une blonde aux yeux bleus et au sourire féroce portait un turban vert fluo surmonté d’un ananas en plastique. J’étais surprise du nombre de reportages sur des peuples lointains. J’avais l’impression d’accéder au rêve d’une époque : un rêve d’aventure, de découverte du monde, aussi ringarde et maladroite soit-elle dans sa représentation, un rêve où l’ailleurs restait un mystère. Même s’il n’y avait plus d’espaces Terra Incognita sur les cartes du monde, on gardait ce sentiment qu’il restait des contrées à découvrir. Mais c’était déjà le crépuscule de ce rêve, et mon père avait été terriblement déçu quand il avait constaté, une décennie après son dernier tour du monde, que la planète entière buvait désormais du Coca-Cola et que toutes les marinas exigeaient des frais d’accès au port.

Je n’avais rien décelé de nouveau sur mon père, mais j’avais trouvé quelques articles sur mon grand-père. J’avais appris qu’il maîtrisait sept langues, qu’il avait publié un livre sur la religion où il se comparait à Jésus, qu’il avait refusé de parler allemand à l’occasion d’un discours en Allemagne pendant les Jeux olympiques de 1936, et qu’il avait fondé une société de vêtements chics de sports d’hiver à Paris.

À l’heure du dîner, Véronique, la serveuse de Chez Paul, me recevait toujours à la même table et m’offrait un apéritif à la pêche. Dans ce décor aux nappes en vichy rouge et aux boiseries haussmanniennes, je reprenais goût à la vie. Tous les soirs, je dévorais un repas trois services et une bouteille de vin avant d’aller faire la fête avec les inconnus de la table à côté de la mienne. Ce midi-là, je sortais de chez Kathleen avec la boîte marron sous le bras. Il faisait beau et quand j’ai voulu m’asseoir à ma table habituelle, Véronique m’a proposé d’aller plutôt en terrasse pour profiter du soleil. Elle m’a installée à côté d’un grand brun qui terminait son café. Je trouvais charmante sa manière dramatique de se tenir la main au front comme l’aurait fait une statue grecque.

Je feuilletai délicatement le contenu de la boîte Tangvald. J’ai regardé de plus près ces planches-contact où se succédaient des dizaines de rangées de petites photos brillantes. Lydia en train de nettoyer un poisson sur le pont. Mon père en col roulé noir sondant l’océan à travers la lunette d’un sextant. Carmen toute nue, son petit ventre rond et ses cuisses dodues, en train de grimper sur les genoux de son père qui écrit quelque chose à la machine. Elle devait avoir juste 2 ans. Sur la même série, Thomas regarde l’appareil d’un air las, les épaules voûtées. À la découverte de ces articles que j’avais tant cherchés sur la naissance de mon frère, dont celui de Paris Match, j’étais si excitée que je n’ai pu m’empêcher de l’annoncer au grand brun de la table d’à côté qui venait de payer sa note et de ranger son livre. Il a levé ses grands yeux marron vers moi, surpris. Je l’arrachais à ses pensées. Quand je lui ai résumé cette histoire de naissances et de morts en mer qui se termine par l’anéantissement de ma famille, il a conservé un long moment son expression de surprise. Peut-être m’étais-je trop enthousiasmée.

On a parlé des heures. J’étais ravie d’enfin rencontrer un Parisien qui aimait Paris. Il s’appelait Youssef et avait émigré du Maroc à Chartres à l’âge de 4 ans. Il se souvenait de sa fascination pour les chasses d’eau, persuadé qu’il s’agissait de fontaines, mais aussi du choc du froid quand il avait vu la neige pour la première fois et de la douleur du déracinement. Ses parents venaient d’un village reculé dans la montagne à la frontière bordant l’Algérie où l’islam se mêlait aux pratiques païennes. Il évoquait avec émotion le souvenir d’avoir surpris sa mère en train d’essayer d’apprendre à lire toute seule dans la cuisine. Il avait longtemps rêvé de la Ville Lumière. Il m’a parlé de ce professeur, M. Leprince, qui l’avait initié au théâtre et à la musique classique. De son émerveillement mêlé d’effroi quand ce dernier lui fit découvrir Le Roi des Aulnes. Adolescent, il s’assoyait sur les marches de l’Opéra de Paris en espérant y entrer un jour. Il retraça pour moi ce parcours improbable, jalonné de rencontres précieuses, qui l’avait mené au journalisme culturel. De ce journaliste du Monde qui lui avait tendu la main sans savoir qu’il lui sauvait la vie. L’amitié qu’il avait pour les autres m’a marquée. Il était heureux. « Le bonheur est partout, tu n’as qu’à te pencher et le ramasser. » Si je repassais à Paris, il promettait de m’emmener à la Comédie-Française.

Il ressortit le livre qu’il venait de ranger quand je l’avais abordé et qui lui avait conféré l’air pénétré que je lui avais arraché. C’était Le Lambeau, de Philippe Lançon. Le passage qu’il me lut, les yeux baignés de larmes, touchait à la mutilation du corps de l’auteur et était empreint de dignité et d’horreur. Youssef s’était lui-même brisé les vertèbres dans une piscine à 25 ans et s’était entendu dire qu’il ne bougerait plus jamais en dessous du cou. Pourtant, il avait réappris à marcher avec des béquilles. Je me souviens qu’il était facile de discuter avec lui, que tout semblait à la fois sacré et infiniment léger. Avant de partir, il m’a demandé si je voulais des enfants et je lui ai répondu que non. Que je voulais être libre.

#

Le nom d’Yvon Le Corre avait été mentionné dans une des correspondances entre mon père et son agent. Navigateur, poète et peintre de renom, il avait été facile à trouver, et quand je lui ai écrit pour me présenter, il m’a tout de suite invitée à venir le voir dans cette maison qui avait jadis accueilli mon père.

Je le suivis à l’étage de son atelier sans voir son visage, mais j’entendais un rire quelque part dans sa voix.

— J’ai appelé Karine pour lui dire que la cadette de Per Tangvald venait me voir. Elle a dit : « Il est mort ? Qu’il y reste. »

Karine était la compagne avec qui il naviguait à l’époque. Ils étaient ensemble lorsqu’ils ont connu mon père. Visiblement, ils étaient restés de bons amis.

— Qu’il reste où ? Dans la mort ?

— Peut-être, il faut lui demander, c’est elle que ça intéresse, me répondit-il avec ce que je percevais maintenant comme une pointe d’amusement.

 

Voilà déjà quelques heures que j’étais arrivée. Sitôt que j’avais reçu son invitation, j’avais sauté dans le premier Paris-Saint-Brieuc, destination Tréguier, ce petit village médiéval construit sur le versant de la rivière du même nom. Il m’avait ouvert la porte cochère vert d’eau qui donnait sur le jardin derrière sa maison à colombages. Des amis à lui étaient attablés sous un pommier en fleurs, en train de rire et de boire du vin. Ils étaient tous navigateurs, et les histoires de mer qu’ils avaient à partager ne semblaient jamais s’épuiser, ni les lasser, ni cesser de les surprendre. Au Pot au noir, à l’est du Brésil, racontait un homme d’une quarantaine d’années aux cheveux bruns bouclés et au nez romain, d’énormes nuages, noirs et opaques comme du goudron se déplaçaient langoureusement sur une mer d’huile, où les quelques rayons qui parvenaient à percer le ciel paraissaient verts. À cet endroit, les alizés de l’hémisphère nord rencontrent ceux de l’hémisphère sud, et le vent qui, jusque-là a glissé le long de l’eau, est contraint de remonter dans le ciel. Les animaux à bord en devenaient fous. On pouvait rester coincé dans des trous d’air pendant des semaines. Certains bateaux y étaient demeurés tellement longtemps que des membres de l’équipage y étaient morts, et leurs dépouilles, une fois jetés à l’eau, flottaient dans l’immobilité de la mer, pendant des jours. À l’intérieur de la cale, on entendait les corps s’entrechoquer avec la coque : toute la nuit, ils semblaient frapper à une porte pour qu’on leur ouvre.

— Quand on sort enfin de cette zone, avait-il conclu, une expression d’horreur mystique perdurant dans son regard. On a l’impression de passer de l’autre côté de quelque chose.

Leurs histoires, aussi étranges et solennelles fussent-elles, se succédaient dans une ambiance de curiosité joyeuse et de légèreté dans ce jardin qui embaumait la lavande et le romarin. Yvon avait déjà le nez rouge. Il avait coiffé ses cheveux gris en une mince queue-de-cheval et portait un foulard en soie d’un bleu assorti à celui de ses yeux. Un jour où il naviguait avec Karine, se remémorait-il, alors qu’il dormait dans la cale, il avait été réveillé par un bruit sourd sur le pont. Elle venait de pêcher un énorme thon qui, ayant été traîné à la ligne des heures durant, était à moitié mort d’épuisement. Ils venaient de faire une traversée où des vagues s’étaient élevées à 10 mètres et ils étaient dans un état second de fatigue. Yvon s’était rendormi, et une demi-heure plus tard, quand il était monté sur le pont rejoindre Karine, il l’avait découverte qui se vautrait nue dans la bête. « Elle était très sensuelle, Karine, très sensuelle. Et un peu gore. »

 

À l’étage, un grand espace lumineux peint en bleu était séparé par des rideaux patinés ocre. Les murs étaient couverts de tableaux géants, d’étagères de bouteilles de solutés, de tubes de peinture vides, de livres et de boîtes.

Avant de partir, une des invités d’Yvon, qui avait été mariée à un navigateur français légendaire, m’avait prise à part pour me murmurer : « Tu dois protéger ton père. » Elle avait soutenu mon regard en serrant mon bras avant de descendre l’escalier, l’air de rien. Ces mots mystérieux continuaient à résonner en moi. Ils faisaient écho à la honte poisseuse qui ne me quittait pas depuis que j’avais commencé à déterrer les non-dits de la famille. Au cours de l’apéro, on lui avait demandé comment elle et son défunt mari s’étaient rencontrés. Elle avait répondu solennellement : « On ne le dit jamais. » Comme si les paroles avaient le pouvoir de diluer la réalité.

Je me suis interrogée sur la forme qu’avaient prise ses souvenirs sous ce régime de silence. Un poisson rouge qui tournerait en rond dans sa poitrine depuis trente ans ? Comment faisait-elle pour changer l’eau ? Était-ce une bête difforme, grise et visqueuse ? Ou bien un animal vibrant et pur, fort de n’avoir jamais été souillé par la conscience d’autrui, qui la bercerait la nuit ? J’admirais sa contenance digne, son mystère. Je me sentais ridicule à côté. Trop souriante, trop curieuse, trop exposée.

— J’ai dû ranger ses lettres avec les photos de l’Iris, mon bateau à l’époque où je l’ai rencontré, me dit Yvon.

Il entrouvrit une à une les boîtes disposées sur l’étagère avant de trouver celle qu’il cherchait. Il la posa sur son bureau.

— J’étais avec Karine à Toulon, alors c’était forcément en 1975. Il est venu me parler alors que j’étais à quai. Mon bateau l’intriguait parce qu’on voyageait de la même façon, sans moteur, sans radio. On naviguait d’une manière aussi ancienne que le monde. Un homme très sensible, ton père. Un poète. J’ai senti tout de suite qu’il sortait de l’ordinaire. Il venait de nulle part. Comme toi, d’ailleurs. Par ton père, tu as quelque chose d’étrange. Il reste quelque chose qui est là. Qui ne t’appartient pas, mais émane tout de même de toi.

Je sentais que je pouvais faire confiance aux souvenirs d’Yvon. Après notre départ du bateau, ma mère et moi avons sans cesse déménagé. J’ai si souvent changé de ville, d’école et d’appartement qu’il est facile pour moi d’attribuer une année précise à chacun de mes souvenirs. Yvon partageait cette facilité à se situer dans le temps. C’était rare qu’on me parle de mon père seulement à partir de sa propre mémoire et non à partir du récit qu’il avait lui-même présenté au monde.

Après leur rencontre initiale à Toulon, ils se sont retrouvés plus tard sur la Côte d’Azur, à Port Grimaud, où mon père avait accosté devant la maison de vacances d’un copain de Guyane pour se dédier aux sempiternels travaux sur son bateau, tandis que Lydia travaillait dans une boutique de souvenirs.

Port Grimaud, ce village édifié sur l’eau avec un mouillage devant chaque maison colorée, fait l’effet d’un authentique petit village lacustre. Mais en réalité, cet endroit fut entièrement dessiné par un architecte bourgeois selon un idéal romantique de la vie de pêcheur, puis construit sur un terrain marécageux en 1967 à l’intention des familles fortunées. Un coin complètement artificiel où mon père revenait souvent. Karine et Yvon projetaient de naviguer jusqu’au Brésil, et Per, pendant un temps, avait pensé les accompagner. Mais on lui avait proposé un contrat à Taïwan, et il avait changé de cap pour la mer Rouge.

— Ça lui donnait au moins une destination, un objectif. Il avait tant voulu être libre que c’est seulement au moment où il l’est devenu qu’il s’est demandé « libre de faire quoi ? » Et ça, il n’en avait aucune idée ! Il était comme ça, satellisé dans l’absolu.

Il s’assit un instant pour remplir et allumer sa pipe qu’il avait sortie de sa veste avec désinvolture. Une minute s’écoula au cours de laquelle il tira des taffes en me jetant de temps en temps des regards, toujours amusés. Un nuage de fumée tournoya devant son visage dans la lumière orange du soleil couchant.

— J’ai beaucoup parlé à Lydia pendant les deux mois où on a vécu côte à côte. Elle m’a raconté qu’elle avait été séduite par Peter, et que justement, il avait besoin de quelqu’un pour poser les rivets. Il y avait 100 000 rivets sur ce bateau, et pendant des mois et des mois, elle avait tenu la masse pendant que lui, il rivetait. Et quand son bateau a été fini, elle me l’a raconté comme ça, je me souviens très bien, Per lui a dit « Salut la belle, moi je m’en vais, je suis un marin. Vis ta vie. » Il est resté dans les Antilles, et elle est rentrée en France.

L’histoire de la relation entre Peter et Lydia avait toujours été la même. Ils étaient tombés amoureux en Guyane. Simonne, qui n’avait pas perdu foi en leur mariage, était retournée en France en attendant qu’il se lasse de Lydia. Mais malgré le côté sulfureux de leur histoire, Peter semblait sincèrement amoureux d’elle, et ne s’en est jamais lassé. C’était donc la première fois que cette version était remise en question, bien qu’elle ait toujours présenté des failles. Je me suis alors souvenue qu’en établissant le déroulé des faits, j’avais remarqué qu’une année manquait dans le récit.

Dans son livre, les années 1974 et 1975 se télescopaient, et dans ma chronologie, l’année 1975 était la seule pour laquelle je n’avais aucune trace de la vie de mon père ; ni correspondance, ni demande de visa, ni photo, rien. Mais en y repensant, après leur départ de Guyane au printemps de 1974, il ne mentionne plus Lydia jusqu’à l’annonce de la naissance de Thomas à son agent, l’été 1976.

— Elle m’a raconté que ses parents, quand elle est retournée vers eux une fois en France, n’ont pas voulu la reconnaître. Elle m’a dit : « Qu’est-ce qu’il me reste ? Retrouver cet homme. » Et elle est repartie le trouver à Port Grimaud. Per, lui, m’avait expliqué qu’il avait une femme pas très loin, à Trans-en-Provence. Quand il a appris que Lydia était enceinte, il m’a fait une proposition. Ça va te paraître très bizarre, mais je t’assure que c’est vrai. « Lydia est enceinte. Elle va être obligée d’accoucher en mer. La mer Rouge, c’est très, très dur. Il fait chaud. Je n’ai pas de moteur. Le voilier va peut-être être encalminé. J’ai peur pour Lydia. Par contre, je partirais bien avec Karine, tu vois. Tu ferais une affaire, qu’il me dit, parce que Lydia est enceinte. Tu n’as pas besoin de te donner du mal. Tu auras un bébé. C’est une proposition intéressante ! » Je lui ai répondu qu’il fallait qu’il pose la question à Karine, que c’était elle que ça intéressait.

— Comment a réagi Karine ?

— Finalement, il ne lui a jamais demandé et il est parti avec Lydia. Ça m’a étonné parce qu’il avait l’air bien déterminé.

Il sort de la boîte une photo de Karine, une femme magnifique au regard noir et aux longs cheveux bruns en cascade autour de ses épaules.

— Là, elle porte le pull qu’il lui avait offert. C’est le pull qu’il portait lors du naufrage du Dorothea. Elle le mettait tout le temps.

#

La première lettre que je trouve entre mon père et son agent Raymond date du 14 juin 1976. Il y décrit son voyage, le bonheur de quitter l’hiver en quelques jours, les journées qu’ils passent nus sur le pont, la peur qui les envahit quand ils entrent en collision avec une baleine, puis la naissance de Thomas, « car Lydia était enceinte de huit mois ».

À l’approche du détroit de Malacca, le voyage est devenu très lent, avec des calmes et des vents contraires, et bien avant d’arriver à terre les premières douleurs se sont manifestées.

Pauvre Lydia a beaucoup souffert et ce n’est qu’après 26 heures que la tête du bébé sort enfin, mais les épaules restaient coincées. Lydia, qui n’en peut plus, me supplie de tirer la tête pour le faire sortir. Je le tire doucement tout en étant effaré de voir le manque d’expression du bébé qui avait l’air mort ou d’une statue de bois, ne sachant pas à ce moment que c’était normal. Une fois les épaules dégagées, le reste sort comme une fusée. Je le suspends par les pieds et immédiatement il pousse le fameux premier cri, son visage fait une grimace et ce petit être tout neuf se met à vivre dans mes mains. C’est un instant inoubliable dont la plupart des pères sont privés au bénéfice d’un étranger, le tout-puissant médecin, pendant qu’eux attendent de l’autre côté de la porte. Lydia et moi sommes heureux d’avoir notre bébé rien que pour nous bien qu’il y ait eu une complication, peut-être prévisible lorsqu’une petite Française s’avise de faire un gros bébé viking, et elle a été profondément déchirée. Heureusement, tout marin est bricoleur et avec de la colle Araldite et un morceau de toile à voile collé de part et d’autre de la blessure pour la tenir fermée, la cicatrice s’est très bien faite. À notre arrivée ici, la réaction des autorités a été typique. Au lieu d’admirer notre beau garçon de 3,750 kg, ils nous ont sévèrement fait savoir que tant que nous n’avons pas de papier pour l’enfant il a défense absolue de quitter le bord !

Prochaine étape demain : la mer de Chine.

Très amicalement,

Per.



#

Paulette, la belle-sœur de Simonne, avait eu Peter dans le nez à la minute même où elle l’avait vu débarquer à Trans-en-Provence à moto avec son pantalon en cuir, une boucle dorée scintillant à son oreille et le regard froid et indifférent qu’il portait sur eux. Elle avait averti Simonne qu’il ne terminerait jamais ce bateau édénique pour lequel ils s’étaient exilés en Guyane pendant huit ans. L’épreuve s’est avérée si longue et si colossale que Pierre avait maintes fois songé à brûler ce monstre dont il avait pourtant rêvé et dont il était l’architecte. Mais une fois le bateau terminé, Simonne avait gagné son pari.

Au cours de l’été 1974, elle avait reçu un coup de fil de Gibraltar : il venait d’arriver, c’était fini avec la petite Lydia, il avait besoin de sa femme. Elle sauta dans un train pour le rejoindre et faire ensemble cette entrée magistrale dans le port de Marseille, toutes voiles dehors. Cette arrivée qu’ils avaient tant fantasmée, affichant des sourires victorieux photographiés par la presse et publiés dans les journaux le lendemain, à la grande irritation de Paulette.

Pierre était reparti en direction de Taïwan depuis neuf mois quand cette dernière découvrit, en feuilletant Paris Match, un article qu’il signait lui-même au sujet de l’extraordinaire naissance en mer de son fils. Une photo montrait une jeune femme blonde au regard doux, fixant l’objectif, debout près du mât, une main tenant gracieusement sa capeline, l’autre caressant son ventre rond. Une autre, en train d’allaiter ce nouveau-né encore tout froissé, tous deux baignés dans la lumière chaude et envoûtante de la lampe à huile. Thomas était né le 16 mai 1976.

Paulette compta sur ses doigts la date de conception : elle remontait au mois avant l’anniversaire de la mère de Simonne, qu’ils avaient fêté ensemble dans son jardin un soir d’été. Elle s’efforça de se souvenir de cet après-midi-là, la table en formica orange, le pastis, les chips dans un bol en terracotta, Pierre dans son polo saumon à rayures qui écoutait poliment la conversation, les mains serrées. Savait-il déjà que sa maîtresse était enceinte ? Trois mois après cet anniversaire, Simonne annonçait qu’il partait un an à Taïwan pour un contrat de construction navale. Savait-elle qu’il était parti avec Lydia ?

— Alors, ton aventurier ? avait demandé Paulette, jubilant quand Simonne avait décroché le téléphone.

Elle n’était pas encore au courant. La nouvelle s’était propagée comme une traînée de poudre. Hormis sa belle-sœur, le reste de la famille regardait à peine Simonne tant ils avaient honte pour elle. Ils osaient encore moins lui poser les questions qui les obsédaient. Qui était cette fille ? La connaissait-elle ? On disait qu’il l’avait rencontrée en faisant du charter à Saint-Tropez. Et quel avait pu être le raisonnement de Pierre ? Avait-il prévu de lui annoncer l’existence d’une maîtresse une fois à Taïwan pour ne pas avoir à la lui avouer les yeux dans les yeux ? Avait-il eu l’intention de les déposer tous les deux, la mère et l’enfant quelque part sur la route et de revenir à Marseille comme si de rien n’était ?

Simonne déclara officielle la séparation dès la parution de l’article. La famille remarqua pourtant qu’elle ne s’était pas débarrassée de la moto de Pierre qui trônait encore majestueusement au milieu du salon, noire et brillante. Elle n’avait pas non plus brûlé ses vêtements, ni déchiré les photos de lui qui resteraient accrochées aux murs pendant encore des décennies. Elle attendrait son retour.







CHAPITRE 9

C’était grâce à l’enfant qu’ils avaient survécu. Grâce à sa beauté et à son innocence. Thomas s’était accroché. Une lettre de mon père dévoile l’enchaînement des événements qui ont causé la mort de Lydia.

— À l’agence, on était catastrophés. C’était horrible ! m’avait dit Kathleen.

La lettre de Pierre était arrivée au mois de mars 1979, quelques semaines après la mort de Lydia. Il faisait part à Raymond de ses soucis d’impôts. Sa banque à Hollywood lui avait envoyé l’adresse du percepteur local alors que c’était à Washington qu’il aurait dû s’adresser. Il serait finalement peut-être plus simple d’utiliser la maison de Simonne à Trans comme adresse fixe. À la deuxième page, il annonçait la mort de Lydia :

Maintenant je suis à Brunei depuis six jours, plus ou moins drogué par l’hôpital avec des tranquillisants et des somnifères. En venant des Philippines, au nord de Bornéo, nous avons été attaqués et Lydia a été tuée. Même mon petit garçon a dû subir les interrogatoires de la police. Lorsque les journalistes ont voulu me poser encore les mêmes questions, j’étais à bout de patience.



À la une d’un journal de Brunei, figurait une photo de Pierre et de Lydia, blottis l’un contre l’autre. L’article avait pour titre « Attaque de pirates, ou le parfait meurtre matrimonial ? » S’il était bien connu que la mer de Sulu était infestée de pirates, l’histoire que rapportait Peter selon laquelle, émus par la présence d’un enfant aussi beau et angélique que Thomas, les bandits seraient partis en laissant la vie sauve à deux témoins d’un meurtre restait difficile à croire. Ceux qui en avaient croisé parlaient de leur regard glaçant, sans lueur d’humanité. Lors des attaques, ils exécutaient méthodiquement l’équipage avant de faire couler le bateau avec les cadavres enfermés à l’intérieur une fois le pillage fini. Ils n’épargnaient personne. Mon père continuait :

Écrire pour gagner de l’argent sur la mort de sa femme m’a toujours semblé le summum du mauvais goût, pourtant déjà j’aimerais vous en envoyer un compte rendu. D’une part l’argent contribuerait à nourrir mon fils alors que je n’ai plus aucun revenu, et en publiant les faits, sans doute aurais-je moins besoin de répéter cent mille fois la même histoire quand je me fais des nouveaux amis.

Enfin, je vous fais confiance pour présenter les événements de la meilleure façon qui soit et en mettant plutôt l’accent sur le fait que ces parages sont si peu surveillés par la police que des actes de piratage peuvent se produire malgré l’ère de la radio, un SOS ne produisant quasiment jamais de réponse.



Dès la lecture de cette lettre, Raymond Grosset fit tout pour que la presse française mette en avant le récit de Peter. Un article fut publié en couverture de France-Soir : « Cette Française a été tuée par des pirates. »

Le 20 février, Peter, Lydia et Thomas sont coincés dans la cale de l’Artémis, quand ils entendent un moteur. Ils montent sur le pont et voient un bateau sale et bas sur l’eau, muni d’un moteur puissant et silencieux, filer vers eux avec à bord une quinzaine d’hommes. Lydia veut chercher le fusil de chasse qu’ils gardent dans un étui sous le lit et tirer en l’air pour faire savoir qu’ils sont armés. Pierre s’y oppose. Les pirates sont déjà à seulement 100 mètres d’eux et s’approchent trop rapidement. Mieux vaut n’opposer aucune résistance et espérer qu’ils leur laissent la vie sauve. Lydia redescend dans la cabine tandis que le bateau étranger les aborde, ajustant sa vitesse à celle de l’Artémis. Pierre voit alors Lydia surgir de la cabine avant, munie d’un fusil. Elle crie quelque chose en anglais qu’il ne comprend pas et tire en l’air, juste au-dessus des hommes. La réponse est immédiate et foudroyante. Un tir résonne depuis l’intérieur de la cabine. Lydia est atteinte à la tête. Elle titube un peu avant de tomber à l’eau.

Un homme armé sort de la cabine et pointe son arme vers Pierre, mais le coup ne vient pas. À ce moment, Pierre sent la présence de Thomas, agrippé à sa jambe. L’homme hésite, puis baisse la crosse de son arme et semble ordonner à deux hommes de fouiller le bateau pendant qu’il tient la garde. Les deux hommes s’exécutent. Un des deux hommes montre son portefeuille à Peter.

Peter comprend qu’ils cherchent de l’argent et pointe le doigt en direction d’un tiroir dans le salon. Ils prennent tout ce qu’ils trouvent, soit une centaine de dollars, deux cartouches, le fusil qui est tombé sur le pont, et ils partent sans dire un mot. Arrivée à Brunei, la police le soumet à des interrogatoires éreintants jusqu’à ce qu’ils soient satisfaits et estiment que ce récit de pirates est vrai. Ils interrogent même Thomas, qui n’a que 3 ans. En observant les photos de la reconstitution du meurtre mise en scène avec Peter, Thomas, et une comédienne, ils voient la photo de Thomas, ce petit garçon blond et angélique, tremblant alors qu’il est agrippé aux jambes de son père, et ils comprennent qu’aucun pirate, même parmi les plus endurcis, n’aurait eu le cœur de tirer sur cet enfant. Ils classent l’affaire et libèrent Peter.



Je ne sais pas pourquoi j’ai eu tant besoin de savoir ce qui était arrivé à Lydia, cette femme si loin de moi et que je n’ai jamais connue. J’éprouvais une sorte de besoin de soulager la démangeaison de quelqu’un d’autre, ce premier corps englouti par les flots, le premier corps disparu. La police de Brunei n’a jamais répondu à mes appels ni à mes courriels. Interpol non plus. En revanche, une porte s’est ouverte lorsque j’ai découvert qu’il existait un dossier concernant la disparition de Lydia dans les archives du ministère des Affaires étrangères de Paris. Mais il était confidentiel. J’ai déposé une demande de consultation par dérogation qui a été approuvée. Il a fallu que je montre mon passeport et laisse mon sac ainsi que mon téléphone au vestiaire. J’avais seulement droit à un cahier et à un crayon. À l’étage, j’ai donné le numéro du dossier au préposé qui a disparu quelques minutes avant de revenir avec, entre les mains, une boîte où était écrit au feutre « Bateaux et naufrages ». Il en a sorti un classeur bleu.

Je traversai la salle avec, sans savoir à quoi m’attendre. Le dossier aurait pu n’être composé que d’une seule déclaration de disparition inquiétante, comme de plusieurs éléments d’enquête expliquant ce qui avait coûté la vie à Lydia. Je cherchais une carte, ou n’importe quoi qui me permettrait de sortir de cette zone où la vérité semblait inaccessible, et où il était impossible de m’ancrer dans un ressenti. Je me suis installée à un des bureaux, sous la surveillance d’un gardien.

Le dossier comptait une vingtaine de pages. Les premières n’étaient constituées que d’un long enchaînement d’échanges confus entre des autorités aux quatre coins du monde. Les lettres et les télex formaient un amas anarchique de feuilles de dimensions différentes, chacune présentant les informations et les questions d’une des autorités, confuses et désordonnées. Tous semblaient aussi exaspérés les uns que les autres de ne pas avoir été prévenus avant, ou bien de ne pas comprendre ce qui était attendu d’eux. L’ambassade de France aux Philippines avait envoyé un télex au ministre des Affaires étrangères français avec pour objet « Disparition de Lydia Tangvald ».

J’ai appris dans la soirée, par un appel téléphonique en provenance de Paris, que la disparition d’une compatriote, mariée à un Norvégien, dans les eaux territoriales philippines, faisait la une des journaux français. Je me suis aussitôt mis en contact avec le chargé d’affaires de l’ambassade de Norvège – l’ambassadeur est en résidence à Tokyo.



Les autorités de Brunei communiquaient avec celles des Philippines pour les informer qu’un meurtre avait eu lieu sur leur territoire. Les autorités des Philippines insistaient sur le fait que l’Artémis leur était inconnu. L’ambassade de Norvège, quant à elle, estimait que Per avait quitté la Norvège depuis plus de trente ans et qu’elle ne pouvait pas assister l’enquête. L’ambassade de France avait demandé au haut-commissaire britannique de Brunei un rapport officiel, mais l’implication de la France sembla s’arrêter à sa réception. Je me suis jetée sur le rapport de police intitulé « Résultat de l’enquête sur la déclaration d’un Norvégien selon laquelle sa femme a été tuée par des pirates dans la mer de Sulu, Philippines, le 20 février 1979 ».

INFORMATIONS

Le matin du 27 février 1979, un Norvégien d’une cinquantaine d’années entrant au port informe un navigateur que sa femme a été assassinée par des pirates sur la mer de Sulu, dans les Philippines. L’inspecteur part aussitôt le rencontrer sur son bateau pour faire un rapport.

 

ACTIONS DE LA POLICE

Le Norvégien PER TANGVALD confirme les faits et précise que son enfant est malade. Des soins lui seront administrés à l’hôpital du port de Muara. Un garde-côte est informé. Le directeur de la section criminelle est chargé de l’enquête.



#

Dans le rapport, aucune trace de la reconstitution du meurtre. Cette photo de lui sur le bateau, le regard noir fixé sur l’objectif, les bras le long du corps, avec Thomas en salopette blanche, la joue collée contre sa cuisse, n’a pas été prise par la police. Je me suis laissée aller à rejouer la séquence dans mon esprit, scène par scène, comme avec un Super 8 à l’aspect haché et granuleux, assemblé avec toutes les images éparses. Défile alors un film étrange et vaporeux, composé de silence, de figurants immobiles et d’éclats de sang.

Mon père, Lydia et Thomas, coincés sur la mer de Sulu. Ils ont quitté le port de Cebu quatre jours plus tôt. Ils feront escale à Brunei avant de continuer vers l’Australie, puis vers la Polynésie, les îles du Paradis. La mer est terriblement calme. Ils n’avancent que très lentement. Thomas est enfermé dans sa cabine pendant que Lydia prépare le petit-déjeuner. L’odeur du bois chaud et le parfum aigre des mangues trop mûres remplissent le salon. Quand la nuit rafraîchira l’air, Lydia en fera de la confiture. D’abord, on a cru entendre le bourdonnement d’une mouche, mais le vrombissement lancinant s’intensifie jusqu’à sortir Lydia de sa rêverie. Per lève la tête. Ils reconnaissent le bruit d’un moteur.

Per le premier monte à l’échelle. Lydia le suit. Depuis le pont, ils voient un bateau de pêcheur filer dans leur direction. Un bateau en bois, bas sur l’eau, muni d’un moteur puissant. Sur le pont, les silhouettes d’une quinzaine d’hommes entre 25 et 40 ans, vêtus d’habits sales et déchirés. Ils sont déjà à 100 mètres. Bientôt, ils seront à leur bord. Per saisit la barre pour éviter une collision. Lydia redescend dans la cale, traverse le salon, sort de son étui le fusil rangé sous le lit et le charge.

Les deux bateaux côte à côte, à un mètre l’un de l’autre avancent à la même vitesse. Aucun des hommes sur le pont ne semble armé. Aucune parole n’est échangée. Aucun ne tente de sauter sur l’Artémis. Ils ne font que s’observer en silence. La plupart des hommes se tiennent du côté du bateau qui approche l’Artémis.

Lydia, le fusil chargé en main, ouvre la porte de la cabine de Thomas sans un mot. Lui a-t-elle adressé un regard avant de partir au combat ? C’est la dernière fois que Thomas verra sa mère. Elle remonte sur le pont par le capot avant au-dessus de sa cabine. Une silhouette noire filant par un carré blanc maculé, disparaissant dans la lumière aveuglante du ciel. Thomas ne la suit pas. Il traverse le salon vers l’arrière du bateau, là où Per tient la barre.

Les images suivantes sont pâles et tachées, comme du vieux papier photo mal développé. Elle se hisse de la cale par le capot avec un fusil aussi grand que son bras. Les hommes voient le fusil mais se contentent de l’observer passivement. Elle finit de grimper l’échelle, se campe sur le bord du bateau, et lève son arme vers le ciel. Per est toujours à la barre.

Elle est assez près d’eux pour voir leurs yeux, les reflets bleutés de leurs cheveux noirs aussi brillants qu’un miroir, leur peau lisse et basanée. Assez proche pour voir la transpiration perler le long de leurs tempes et sentir l’odeur rance de leur sueur mêlée à celle du diesel.

Elle tire. Personne ne se baisse.

Un deuxième coup de feu résonne. Depuis l’intérieur de la cabine d’un bateau en mouvement, le tireur atteint la tête de Lydia. Sans toucher la quinzaine d’hommes entre elle et lui. Sa tête explose. Son corps titube, son fusil tombe sur le pont. Elle bascule entre les deux coques, teintant la mer de son sang, se glissant entre deux eaux.

Per ne se précipite pas sur elle, il n’a jamais lâché la barre. Il continue à manœuvrer machinalement pour que les bateaux n’entrent pas en collision. Il regarde le corps de sa femme ballotter, les bras en croix, les mains et les pieds sans vie se cognant aux coques en bois jusqu’à disparaître dans le sillage.

Aucun mot n’est échangé entre les pirates. Le tireur sort de la cabine et braque le fusil sur Per. Il l’observe un instant, mais finit par baisser la crosse de son épaule. Per prend conscience que Thomas est agrippé à sa jambe. Deux hommes sautent à bord de l’Artémis et descendent par le capot avant dans la cabine tandis que celui qui est armé tient la garde. Ils trouvent de l’argent, une centaine de dollars, et des cartouches. Ils remontent sur le pont, récupèrent le fusil dans un bain de matières cervicales, regagnent leur bateau, et repartent comme ils étaient venus, laissant derrière eux Thomas et Per sur une mer vide et silencieuse. Per fait demi-tour pour chercher le corps de Lydia, en vain. Avant de repartir, il trouve le rosaire phosphorescent portant l’inscription « Ne crains point » que Lydia aimait bien, et le lance à la mer en guise de funérailles.

#

CONCLUSION

L’incident présumé s’étant produit dans les eaux philippines et non dans la juridiction de Brunei, il est impossible de déterminer la véracité des faits relatés par PER TANGVALD. Le seul témoin, en dehors des « pirates », est le garçon, THOMAS TANGVALD. Son interrogatoire s’est avéré inutile. L’enfant n’a fait que s’agripper à la jupe de la traductrice et pleurer.

Pour les raisons suivantes, il est difficile de déterminer l’exactitude des faits relatés par PER TANGVALD.

— Lors de son interrogatoire, PER TANGVALD n’a montré aucun signe de détresse. Il est resté calme.

— PER TANGVALD a continué de naviguer pendant 7 jours après l’incident alors qu’il aurait pu atteindre des ports en 2/3 jours.

— PER TANGVALD affirme que l’arme est tombée sur le pont après le tir sur sa femme. On estime qu’il aurait été plus probable que l’arme tombe à l’eau avec la femme quand elle a été touchée par la balle.

— La coque du bateau, le mât ou les voiles ne présentent aucun impact de balle.

— Les « pirates » n’ont emporté ni les appareils photo, ni la machine à écrire, ni le transistor, ni tout autre objet de valeur qu’il y avait à bord. PER TANGVALD propose l’hypothèse que ce n’étaient pas de vrais pirates.

 

ADDENDUM

PER TANGVALD a l’intention de reprendre le plus tôt possible la route vers la France avec son fils THOMAS. THOMAS se porte bien physiquement mais reste traumatisé par la mort de sa mère.



#

La police ne croyait donc pas son récit. Ils avaient conclu que cela ne relevait pas de leur juridiction et qu’ils devaient le laisser partir. Le meurtre aurait eu lieu dans les eaux philippines, mais les autorités philippines avaient fait valoir que Peter n’avait jamais fait enregistrer son bateau auprès d’elles comme il aurait dû le faire pour obtenir le droit d’y naviguer. Il y était totalement inconnu. Elles n’avaient donc rien à faire avec lui. Per fut libéré d’une part parce qu’il n’y avait aucune preuve matérielle pour appuyer les soupçons pesant sur lui, et d’autre part parce qu’aucune autorité ne s’était sentie concernée par le crime.





CHAPITRE 10

Karine m’a ouvert la porte, pieds nus, en paréo. On reconnaissait encore en elle la jeune femme portant le pull de mon père qui figurait sur la photo en noir et blanc chez Yvon. Avec ses longs cheveux blancs et épais qui lui arrivaient jusqu’à la taille et ses yeux verts, pâles et brumeux comme une aigue-marine, elle me faisait penser à une voyante. Avec ses pommettes saillantes, ses dents droites et sa mâchoire découpée, je la trouvais très belle. Pourtant, son sourire était crispé par le malaise en m’accueillant. Je l’avais appelée au numéro qu’Yvon m’avait donné. Elle avait emménagé dans une petite maison à Marseille après ses années passées en mer.

— J’ai peur de vous faire de la peine… m’avait-elle dit au téléphone quand on s’est parlé la première fois.

Sa maison ressemblait beaucoup à un bateau. Des étagères chargées de livres et d’objets décoratifs hétéroclites rapportés des quatre coins du monde ornaient chacun de ses murs. Par un escalier abrupt comme une échelle, je l’ai suivie jusqu’à l’étage où se situait son bureau. Il y avait encore plus de livres, ainsi que les journaux de bord qu’elle avait continué de tenir longtemps après avoir quitté le large. Elle a fini par mettre la main sur celui qu’elle tenait à l’époque où elle avait connu mon père, contenant les lettres qu’elle avait reçues de lui et des photos.

— C’est tellement vivace tout cela pour moi encore… Je ne sais plus comment j’ai appris la mort de Lydia. D’ailleurs, je n’ai pas été capable d’écrire le mot, « mort », dans le journal.

Karine avait juste dessiné un soleil sous une photo de Lydia, avec ses longs cheveux blonds tenus en queue-de-cheval, regardant avec amour Thomas bébé qui rampait vers elle. Leurs regards semblaient imbriqués l’un dans l’autre. Sur une des pages suivantes, était collée une enveloppe contenant une lettre que Peter lui avait écrite dix semaines après la mort de Lydia.

— Ça me fait toujours quelque chose de lire des lettres de gens que j’ai aimés et qui sont morts, dit-elle en dépliant le papier couleur crème. Veux-tu la lire toi-même, pour ne pas que ma voix se transpose sur la sienne ?

Malacca, le 10 mai 1979

Ma chère Karine,

[…]

Le temps passe vite à bricoler le bateau, écrire, et me reposer en essayant de retrouver mes forces et la joie de vivre. Oui, Malacca est la ville qui m’a le plus plu jusqu’ici en Asie, et je me suis amarré en pleine ville parmi les voiliers indigènes qui sont d’un pittoresque qui m’enchante. Ici, les yachts ne viennent jamais, car ils considèrent que la rivière est trop dangereuse avec son courant, sa faible profondeur, et son étroitesse. Pourtant, les indigènes rentrent et sortent tous les jours avec leurs bateaux chargés presque jusqu’au pont, sous des voiles énormes et toujours sans effort et sans un cri. Ici, personne ne s’est étonné de me voir rentrer à la voile jusqu’au quai avec seulement Thomas à bord, tout nu, qui lui s’émerveillait de voir toutes les motos après 20 jours de mer.

[…]

Écris-moi vite, Karine. Je me sens seul et une lettre de toi me ferait très plaisir. Raconte sur toi, sur Yvon, et tout sur L’Iris à partir des Antilles d’où nous avons eu votre dernière lettre. Raconte sur toi, sur la France, sur la vie de tous les jours. Pour moi, j’hésite. Je compte donc rester ici six mois, mais après, je ne suis pas sûr. […]

J’ai oublié de dire que l’Artémis est maintenant gréé en goélette franche et a l’air magnifique. Il est aussi plus rapide qu’avant et plus simple à manier. Ici, je vais enfin faire faire un pilote automatique qui rendra les traversées beaucoup moins fatigantes, surtout si je suis seul avec Thomas comme je l’ai été depuis la mer de Sulu jusqu’ici.

Je t’embrasse bien fort.

 

Pierre



Karine rangea la lettre dans son enveloppe sans me regarder et en se mordant la lèvre inférieure.

— J’avoue que j’avais trouvé cette lettre assez légère pour quelqu’un qui venait de perdre sa femme, a-t-elle précisé.

— Pourquoi vous aviez peur de me faire de la peine ? Qu’est-ce qui pourrait me faire de la peine ?

Si elle avait voulu me dire quelque chose en particulier au téléphone, elle semblait avoir changé d’avis. Elle laissait souvent ses phrases en suspens et à moi revenait la tâche de lire l’abomination au fond de son regard.

— Je sais pas… Il y a quelque chose de fantomatique chez cet homme. Quelque chose qui fait peur. Il ne s’est passé que des horreurs sur ce bateau. Je sentais un malheur… Quelque chose d’affreux. C’est tellement présent encore en moi. Peut-être parce que je l’ai refoulé. Et toi, tu as hérité de quelque chose de lui… Tu étais bébé, mais il y a forcément quelque chose de cet homme qui s’est imprégné en toi, même si tu ne peux pas mettre de mots pour l’exprimer.

En feuilletant son carnet, toujours sans me regarder, elle a ajouté : « Parfois, on est amené à payer les dettes du passé sans le savoir. »

 

Dans la lettre suivante, Per raconte sa rencontre avec Ann, qui deviendra sa sixième femme et la mère de Carmen. Après avoir été libéré par la police de Brunei, Per avait accosté un peu plus loin, à Malacca en Malaisie, où tous les jours, il déposait Thomas dans un jardin d’enfants de l’Armée du Salut. Là, il était tombé sous le charme de son institutrice, une jeune femme de 19 ans, elle-même pupille de la Nation. Il l’avait invitée à bord de l’Artémis, le temps d’une balade chaperonnée par la directrice du jardin d’enfants, la lieutenante Ann Ho. Il disait de cette orpheline qu’elle était douce, souriante, vierge, qu’elle cuisinait bien et avait un corps sublime.

Je me suis alors souvenue d’une des diapositives que j’avais trouvées dans la chambre de Thomas : un petit groupe d’adolescentes souriantes toutes vêtues de la même robe bleue poudré, aux manches bouffantes et col Claudine blanc, des chaussettes blanches dans des babies vernies étaient agglutinées autour de lui, semblant toutes chercher son attention. Cette pupille figurait-elle parmi ces visages jeunes et ronds ?

Quelques jours après son départ de Malacca vers la France, Per décida sur un coup de tête d’opérer un demi-tour pour aller la chercher. Réapparut alors à la jeune femme, au milieu du jardin d’enfants, cet homme mystérieux et enveloppé de magie qui lui proposait de le suivre. Elle accepta à condition qu’il l’épouse d’abord.

C’est ainsi que Peter se retrouva debout dans le bureau de la lieutenante Ann Ho, le contrat de mariage en main, expliquant à la directrice impassible et sévère, ses projets pour la pupille. Elle était mineure, le mariage devait donc être signé par Ann pour être légitime. Plutôt que de l’accepter ou de le refuser, Ann s’imposa à Per. Abandonnant son pays, sa carrière et sa famille, elle lui annonça simplement que ce serait avec elle qu’il partirait, non avec la petite, avant de secouer une clochette pour qu’un assistant vienne escorter mon père. Était-elle amoureuse ? Elle appelait pourtant les Caucasiens des « diables poilus » et elle s’était fait renier par sa famille pour s’être abaissée à partir avec un d’entre eux. Ce n’était pas par amour pour Thomas non plus, qu’elle aurait préféré laisser au jardin d’enfants.

Elle n’est nullement mon type et je devrais sans doute hisser les voiles et prendre la fuite. Mais d’un autre côté, je l’admire… elle a 32 ans, elle est vierge et de bonne famille… Peut-être qu’avec le temps elle deviendra mon grand amour… Elle a beaucoup à apprendre, car elle ne sait ni nager ni faire de la bicyclette, ni la cuisine, ni l’amour. Pourtant, elle m’ennuie profondément, ne parlant qu’à peine anglais et ayant pour seul sujet de conversation la Bible. Peut-être qu’une fois arrivé en France, je chercherai une autre femme.



Quelques jours plus tard, pourtant, une voiture se gara à côté de l’Artémis et Ann en émergea valises en main. Il leva l’ancre avec elle le soir même. Je réussirais plus tard à joindre ce jardin d’enfants, à Malacca. Un jeune homme m’a répondu qu’il se souvenait d’elle. Âgé de 7 ans, il était lui-même pupille de la nation quand la directrice avait soudainement disparu avec un aventurier grand et blond, un veuf éploré. Cinq ans plus tard, la rumeur qu’elle s’était jetée à l’eau dans un acte de désespoir se répandait dans l’école. J’imagine qu’on lui interdit de me parler car il coupa ensuite tout contact avec moi.

Ils avaient quitté ensemble la Malaisie sans destination précise, juste une vague direction en tête : il voulait surtout regagner l’Est. Ann ne s’acclimaterait jamais à la vie sur l’eau. Sur le canal de Suez, après la remontée de la mer Rouge, elle ne pesait plus que 36 kg tant son mal de mer était violent. Leur vie ensemble dura cinq ans, et serait à l’image de leur mariage. En Norvège ils organisèrent une grande fête à laquelle personne ne se présenta. « Une cérémonie bien funeste », me dirait un jour le prêtre.

 

De port en port, Peter allait à la rencontre des bateaux avec des drapeaux français suspendus au mât. Il se présentait à eux dans un français parfait avec l’attente que son nom leur soit familier. Mais s’il avait incarné une véritable légende pour les navigateurs de sa génération, auprès des plus jeunes, il était déjà tombé dans l’oubli. Parmi eux, ceux qui l’avaient croisé à cette époque se souviennent d’un homme droit et rigide, aimable mais sans chaleur. Ils avaient été troublés par la beauté et l’austérité de son bateau, dans lequel on entrait comme dans une chapelle. La charpente en teck où s’alignaient les têtes de clous en cuivre, sans rideaux ni coussins, sans frivolités, rien n’avait à voir avec l’ambiance de fête qui régnait alors sur les quais. Le plus déconcertant était de constater à quel point cet homme qui dirigeait tout avec maîtrise était pétri d’incertitudes à propos de la suite de son voyage et de sa vie. Il voguait entre l’Italie et l’Angleterre où il mouillait tour à tour à Cagliari, Toulon, Vigo ou Faro, là où Carmen est née au bout de trois ans d’errance. Ceux qui le voyaient d’une année à l’autre percevaient en lui toujours la même chose : un même homme dans les mêmes ports se posant les mêmes questions. Il n’avait nulle part où aller.

Ann sombrait dans la dépression et Thomas était devenu son souffre-douleur. Elle le tourmentait, l’affligeait de reproches acerbes et le frappait de plus en plus quand Peter n’était pas là. Mais mon père n’avait pas le cœur de la chasser du bateau. Un jour pendant une traversée de l’Atlantique vers la Martinique, elle est tombée par-dessus bord. Peter ne retrouverait d’elle que le seau en plastique jaune qu’elle tenait au moment de sa chute, ondoyant à la surface de l’eau. Elle ne savait pas nager.

#

— Je gardais une petite part de mon cœur pour cet homme, me dit Karine. Dans chaque port où je me retrouvais, même lorsque je ne vivais plus sur la mer, je demandais toujours si on avait des nouvelles de Peter Tangvald. C’est comme ça que j’ai appris qu’Ann était passée par-dessus bord. J’ai eu peur…

— Peur de quoi ?

— La solitude, ça transforme. Et un bateau, c’est un huis clos… On peut y avoir un sentiment de toute-puissance.

Elle en avait elle-même fait l’expérience, après sa rupture avec Yvon. Elle était partie en mer avec un homme qui l’avait séquestrée sur son bateau. Il gardait sur lui les clés du moteur du dinghy, avait caché son passeport, s’assurait qu’elle n’avait jamais de sac sur elle quand ils rejoignaient la terre. Lorsqu’elle réussit à s’échapper, elle fut accueillie dans un petit village, un hameau du nom de Touamoutou en Polynésie, par un couple de pêcheurs. Ils avaient trois livres, la Bible, La Perle noire, et l’autobiographie post mortem de Peter Tangvald. Après l’avoir lue, elle écrivit la dernière entrée de son journal concernant Peter.

Peter est mort ! Thomas est vivant ! Hier, j’ai terminé At Any Cost, l’autobiographie de Peter Tangvald. Pas de trace de ses enfants norvégiens, interdits de le voir parce qu’il aurait mal tourné. Pas de trace de son angoisse de trouver une mère à Thomas après la mort de Lydia, quand il me demande de le rejoindre. Pas de trace de cette pupille de la Nation qu’il a demandée en mariage en Malaisie. Dans son récit, Ann lui tombe du ciel. Pas de trace de cet échange de femme qu’il a proposé à Yvon à Port Grimaud.

Je déteste les hommes qui écrivent des livres sur eux et sur leurs petites femmes. Il faudrait trouver la mère de ce troisième enfant. Florence, celle qui est partie.



#

Fort-de-France, le 2 janvier 1985

Un bateau arrivait au loin, péniblement et contre le vent, dans la baie de Fort-de-France. Depuis le port, un navigateur reconnut la grande voile de l’Artémis, le bateau de Per Tangvald, et sauta dans son annexe pour le rejoindre au large et l’aider à manœuvrer.

Il l’avait connu peu de temps après la mort de Lydia, alors qu’il était en compagnie d’Ann et de Thomas. Cinq ans plus tôt, ils avaient remonté les vents de la mer Rouge ensemble, jusqu’au canal de Suez, et des mois durant, avaient mouillé côte à côte, partageant leurs repas et leurs soirées. Ann était à bord depuis peu de temps, et ils semblaient former un couple paisible. Per le salua en le voyant arriver et l’invita à bord. Il était seul avec Thomas, et un bébé aux cheveux noirs et aux yeux en amande. Il lui demanda où était Ann. « Ann est tombée par-dessus bord. » Per ne rentrerait jamais dans les détails.

Il arrivait des îles Grenadines, où il avait fait un crochet pour déclarer sa mort, avant de reprendre la route vers la Martinique. Il ne voulait pas avoir à déclarer une deuxième mort en mer aux autorités françaises. « Je dois trouver une nouvelle femme pour les enfants. »

#

Ma grand-mère n’avait pas vu sa fille depuis un an quand elle reçut la lettre d’un inconnu en provenance de Porto Rico, une île où elle n’était jamais allée et ne connaissait personne.

Peter TANGVALD

General Delivery

San Juan

Porto Rico

USA

 

Chère madame Dekeyser,

J’espère que cette lettre ne va pas vous contrarier, car vous ne me connaissez pas encore et pourtant, je vous annonce mon mariage avec votre fille qui a été célébré ici à San Juan il y a trois jours, le 24 septembre.









CHAPITRE 11

Ma mère et son père à elle, Jacques, revenaient de New York et prenaient la direction des Bahamas à bord de l’Émilie, quand ils avaient fait escale en Virginie et découvert ce magnifique bateau en teck, l’Artémis. Elle avait rarement vu son père aussi excité que lorsqu’ils s’étaient amarrés à ses côtés et qu’ils virent Per sortir de la cale pour se présenter.

Ma mère n’avait connu que la Belgique avant la séparation de ses parents. Lorsqu’à 15 ans elle était allée rejoindre son père, parti vivre en mer, elle avait été éblouie par le soleil radieux des Bahamas. Elle aurait voulu se baigner dans cette lumière le reste de son existence. Elle se projetait parfaitement dans cette vie de feux sur la plage et de banquets de crabes et de homards pêchés dans les nasses. Dans les tropiques, ma mère avait réussi à acheter un petit bateau sur lequel elle avait navigué côte à côte avec l’Émilie jusqu’à New York où elle l’a vendu avec profit. Elle retournait vers le sud pour faire le même coup, avec un plus grand bateau cette fois.

 

Après les avoir invités à bord, Peter les convia à le suivre à l’avant du bateau, là où dormait Carmen. Il voulait leur montrer combien elle était belle. Ma mère découvrit alors cette petite fille aux cheveux noirs et brillants et à la peau olive, assoupie dans le berceau au pied du lit, couvert par le regard plein d’amour de son père. Tous les soirs, à la lumière vacillante de la lampe à pétrole, ma mère écoutait les deux hommes discuter de navigation et de leurs aventures en mer pendant que Carmen se blottissait dans ses bras. C’était la première fois qu’elle entendait son père parler avec autant de révérence. Elle n’avait jamais connu de navigateur qui voyageait purement à la voile. La technologie la plus sophistiquée à bord était sa lampe de poche. Elle voulait, elle aussi, savoir traverser les océans avec les étoiles pour uniques guides. Peter lui semblait mystérieux, digne et complètement indifférent à ce que les autres pouvaient penser de lui. Il paraissait avoir une totale maîtrise de sa personne. Ma mère se dit au fond d’elle que c’était peut-être grâce à cet homme qui s’était mesuré à tout qu’elle allait apprendre à être libre.

Au moment où Peter leva l’ancre, elle borda son bateau, se jetant dans le vide avec celui qui ne se soumettait à aucune loi : ni celles des hommes, ni celles de la nature. À la fin de l’été, en plein mois des cyclones, elle partit avec celui qu’elle ne saurait jamais me décrire.

Elle se souvient avoir été malade comme un chien une nuit, alors qu’un cyclone passait tout près d’eux. Elle avait ouvert l’écoutille pour voir dehors, mais ne parvint à discerner que du gris, l’océan déchaîné et ses clameurs terrifiantes. Il était impossible de différencier la mer et le ciel. Elle avait refermé l’écoutille et s’était mise en boule à l’intérieur. Elle aperçut Thomas, le visage vert, écrasé au sol, paralysé par la peur. Ils se dirigeaient vers la Martinique, la tempête les força à dévier vers Porto Rico. Mon père dira que c’était une des plus belles traversées de sa vie.

Une semaine après leur arrivée, tandis qu’ils faisaient les courses, mon père a fait sa demande en mariage à ma mère. Ils se sont mariés le jour même devant un juge, prenant la femme de ménage et un homme qui réparait les planchers pour témoins.

#

Je suis née un matin de décembre dans la lagune de Boquerón, à l’ouest de Porto Rico un an et demi plus tard. Ma mère était allongée sur la banquette en bois, la même que celle sur laquelle Thomas était né, ruisselante de transpiration dans la chaleur implacable des tropiques. Ma sœur avait été terrorisée par les cris de ma mère qui avaient commencé au milieu de la nuit. Ses derniers cris résonnaient encore sur la surface huileuse et languide de la rade quand mon père m’a prise dans le creux de ses mains, dans le creux de son rêve sur l’eau. Là où il est impossible d’avoir des racines. Là où mon cœur erre toujours comme un fantôme. « C’est une fille ! » s’était-il exclamé. Je ne pleurais pas, j’avais juste l’air étonnée.

Avait-il aussi plongé son regard plein d’amour dans le mien ? Il adorait les bébés. Il adorait les naissances. Il adorait les filles. Paraît-il que j’avais les lèvres écarlates. « On dirait qu’elle a mis du rouge à lèvres ! » avait plaisanté Thomas.

Per lui tendit les ciseaux, qu’il avait fait bouillir juste avant dans l’eau des pâtes, pour couper mon cordon. Thomas courut trouver un livre dans lequel il le ferait sécher comme une fleur. Carmen me porterait jusque sur la poitrine de ma mère, épuisée, haletante. Ma mère, la femme qui survivrait.

À Paris, sur les terrasses ou dans ma chambre d’hôtel, je continuais à lire les lettres que mon père avait envoyées à son agent et à ses amis. Les lettres de cette période sont empreintes d’espoir et d’optimisme.

À Clare et à Edward, il raconte le jour de mon baptême, à Culebra, à la paroisse Del Virgen del Carmen, la sainte patronne protectrice des marins.

À notre surprise, Virginia est restée calme même lorsque le prêtre lui a versé (quand même beaucoup) d’eau bénite sur le front. Elle a simplement eu l’air surprise, comme si elle se demandait ce qu’on pouvait bien fabriquer.

Tu es donc maintenant marraine, Clare, du petit bébé le plus merveilleux qui soit et que, j’espère, je pourrai te présenter un jour.



Il remercie les amis pour leurs cadeaux et leur raconte notre quotidien à bord. D’une lettre à l’autre, il brosse le portrait d’une vie heureuse, raconte ma naissance et comment mon frère adore me faire rire. Comment ma sœur aime m’habiller et me maquiller avec ses feutres rouge et bleu. À quel point je dors beaucoup et je ne pleure jamais. Ils attendaient impatiemment mon réveil pour jouer avec moi comme avec une poupée. J’étais le bébé le plus heureux du monde. Je passais des heures sur le pont à scruter l’horizon, à l’affût des bateaux qui entraient et quittaient la lagune. J’imitais souvent ma sœur et lorsqu’elle s’en lassait, elle me mettait un sac à dos plein de livres pour me clouer au sol. Il évoque Carmen, ses sourires émerveillés à tout le monde, comment elle faisait fondre tous les cœurs. Quand ils rejoignaient la terre, il fallait épingler un mot sur sa poitrine demandant aux gens d’arrêter de lui donner des bonbons. Mon père racontait aussi comment on se nourrissait de fruits sauvages, de poissons et de lapins. Les lapins n’étaient pas peureux, alors pas besoin de fusil. Il suffisait d’attendre qu’ils viennent manger dans sa main pour leur tordre le cou. Il se plaisait sur cette île paradisiaque, où le vent était toujours chaud.

Pourtant, une noirceur persistait entre les lignes. On sentait bien qu’il était contraint d’errer entre les États-Unis et les Antilles. Que l’aventure n’était plus possible. Qu’il ne voulait plus être seul avec ses souvenirs. Il avait perdu contact avec tous ses amis ; il bougeait tellement que la poste avait fini par se perdre. « Je commence à en avoir assez de voyager. » Mais il ne parvenait pas à se défaire de ce bateau ni de ce rêve d’une vie en mer. La navigation, cet antidote à l’insomnie mis en place par son propre père lorsqu’il était adolescent, commençait à virer au cauchemar.

Les voiles pourrissaient, ne cessant de se déchirer et lui ignorait comment continuer sa route. « Pauvre Thomas ! Combien un petit enfant et tout son avenir sont à la merci des décisions de son père ! En fonction du cap que je choisis, c’est sa vie entière qui sera différente ! »

 

Les lettres précédant la rencontre avec ma mère sentaient déjà la fin. Il était déçu par la remontée de la mer Rouge, par le sable et les barbelés, et la police lui sautait dessus dès qu’il mouillait pour l’interroger pendant des heures. Il n’avait plus nulle part où aller. Le charme des cocotiers antillais se payait beaucoup trop cher, disait-il. Il n’aimait pas les foules en Asie, où des mains sales touchaient sans cesse le visage de son fils. Il était triste que les frontières se ferment les unes après les autres. Il était libre de retourner en Norvège, mais il s’y serait senti dans l’antichambre de la mort. C’est la France qu’il regrettait.

 

Mais c’est après notre départ que les lettres sont devenues les plus sinistres. Il avait maintes fois fait le tour du monde, erré entre les mêmes ports qui, chaque fois, le décevaient davantage. Il n’avait plus le goût de rien. Les hommes l’ennuyaient et l’irritaient de plus en plus. Pourtant, il persistait à clore ses lettres de cet extrait de La Fontaine : « Le loup s’enfuit et court toujours. » À Edward, il écrivait comment il aurait été plus facile pour lui que ma mère soit morte que séparée de lui.

S’il est vrai que la mort d’une compagne représente la douleur la plus vive, je la préfère cent fois à celle, infiniment plus longue, d’une séparation, qui, elle, fait l’effet d’un couteau éternellement remué dans la plaie.



Il me restait une personne à rencontrer, France Guillain, une navigatrice et autrice à côté de laquelle Peter et Lydia avaient accosté aux Philippines. Visiblement, il ne l’aimait pas.

Je m’aperçois une fois de plus que le public ne connaît pas les dieux qu’il adore. Les Guillain sont un couple malheureux. France est une sang-mêlée de Tahiti et une exaltée du Women’s Lib et du naturisme. Essayant de convaincre tout le monde, elle me rappelle une de mes institutrices qui me donnait particulièrement la migraine.



France, qui avait publié un livre à succès, fut facile à trouver, elle aussi. Quand je lui ai écrit un mail, elle m’a tout de suite envoyé son numéro en me sommant de l’appeler le plus vite possible.

#

— Quarante ans que j’attends votre appel !

Elle a livré à toute vitesse une longue litanie. On aurait dit un lourd sac plein de sable qui avait percé. Le nom de France Guillain était écrit en lettres rondes sur le cadre d’une des diapositives où on la voyait, de dos, en conversation profonde avec Lydia.

Leurs bateaux avaient été côte à côte pendant trois semaines à Puerto Galera. France était une des dernières personnes à l’avoir vue en vie. Elle m’a parlé du regard glaçant de mon père. Un regard qui n’était pas humain selon elle. Des yeux d’acier.

— Lydia avait peur. Peur de passer par-dessus bord. Il lui avait dit, dans un accès de colère, qu’il avait déjà tué une femme en mer et qu’il ferait la même chose avec elle.

Lydia fit mine de ne pas avoir compris cet aveu, mais elle savait désormais qu’elle représentait un danger pour lui : elle pouvait le dénoncer à tout moment. Il n’était pour autant pas question de descendre aux Philippines. Ils naviguaient en direction de l’Australie, là où Lydia était née, en mer elle aussi. C’était là qu’elle avait besoin d’être pour quitter Per, leur fils sous le bras. C’était là qu’elle pourrait se mettre sous protection policière, où elle pourrait trouver du travail et recommencer sa vie. Aux Philippines, elle craignait que les autorités la reconduisent simplement à son mari.

Elle avait envoyé une lettre aux autorités australiennes au cas où elle n’arriverait pas à destination. Cette lettre, dont elle avait fait une copie pour France, énonçait clairement que si l’Artémis arrivait au port sans elle, c’était parce qu’elle avait été tuée par son mari.

— Quand on vit en mer, on est obligé de prendre des décisions tranchées. Il n’existe pas de demi-mesures. Il n’y a que la loi de la nature. On vit comme si les lois des humains n’existaient plus parce qu’on n’a plus rien à quoi se référer. On ne sait même pas si on arrivera de l’autre côté. Après tant de temps en mer, pour peu qu’on n’ait pas une grande empathie, on peut se débarrasser de quelqu’un comme d’un poisson mort.

Mais France n’avait ni cette lettre, qu’elle avait remise à la police, ni ses journaux de bord de l’époque portant les traces de ces conversations.

— Thomas avait une relation fusionnelle avec sa maman, alors ça a dû être horrible pour lui. Les enfants, ils comprennent toutes les situations, ils savent ce qui se passe vraiment. Lydia le portait tout le temps, elle chantait tout le temps pour lui. C’était un garçon affectueux, brillant, adorable ! Or les gens qui l’ont connu après ont dit qu’il était complètement mutique. Ils croyaient qu’il était autiste.

Elle espérait que ces histoires, une fois publiées, arrivent par une voie mystérieuse jusqu’à Thomas. Une sorte de bouteille à la mer. La peur de Peter l’avait contrainte à changer tous les noms.

— Les enfants ont besoin de comprendre d’où ils viennent et qui ils sont. Et quand on s’est construit sur des mensonges, sur des récits fallacieux, on le sait quelque part, forcément. On a nécessairement été relié, à un moment donné, à toute cette vérité de l’autre. Tant qu’on n’en a pas conscience, ça peut nous démolir sournoisement de l’intérieur. Ça peut nous empêcher de vivre. Thomas, il n’était pas sur terre. Il était désincarné parce qu’il n’avait pas accès à la réalité. Toutes ces femmes, englouties par les flots, mortes à cause de votre père, continuent à envoyer des messages. Des messages terrifiants qui circulent encore.

#

Je rentrai le lendemain à Montréal. Quelques jours plus tôt, je m’étais aperçue que moi qui étais d’ordinaire si solitaire, je me sentais seule et que j’avais envie de partager Paris avec quelqu’un. Je me suis alors souvenue de cet homme que j’avais rencontré sur la terrasse de Chez Paul. J’ai fouillé dans mes carnets pour retrouver l’adresse mail qu’il avait notée avant mon départ en Bretagne, et je lui ai proposé un café. Il m’a répondu qu’il était dans le sud et ne revenait que le jour de mon départ. J’étais surprise par l’ampleur de ma déception.

Je flânais dans les brocantes et les vide-greniers, absorbée par les pacotilles, ces témoignages de la vie d’inconnus, étalées sur des mètres et des mètres de tables. Les photos de la famille de quelqu’un d’autre, une tête de mannequin en plâtre dont la peinture s’écaillait, coiffé d’un chapeau noir avec un voile de veuve, de la dentelle, un vinyle de Claude François, une assiette avec des cerises en porcelaine collées dessus.

— Comment est-ce que vous trouvez tout ça ? ai-je demandé au vendeur.

— Je vide les maisons quand les gens meurent, avait-il répondu sans ambages.

J’ai acheté des yeux de poupées en verre soufflé qu’on avait trouvés enfouis dans le jardin d’une ancienne usine de jouets. Je suis tombée, par hasard, sur le parc des Buttes Chaumont. C’était la première fois que je m’y promenais et je suis restée un long moment à observer un essaim de perruches vertes chasser des corbeaux. Mon voyage était terminé. J’avais espéré que Jean me rejoindrait pour qu’il voie cet endroit où je me sentais chez moi. Pour qu’il me voie moi, en fait. C’était dans cette ville que mon père, âgé de 14 ans, s’était fait prédire par une diseuse de bonne aventure qu’il aurait neuf vies, comme les chats. Cette ville que mes grands-parents décrivaient comme la septième merveille du monde avant de devoir la quitter à cause de la guerre. En lisant ses correspondances, j’ai senti que mon père aurait aimé s’installer à Paris pour y être photographe. On aurait aussi pu aller en Belgique, où vivent mes cousins du côté de ma mère. Je n’avais, en réalité, choisi aucune des destinations où l’on avait voyagé.

Jean n’avait pas voulu venir. Il avait fait un tube en France dans les années 1990, et la veille d’une tournée à guichet fermé, il avait informé son agent qu’il était à l’aéroport avec sa copine et qu’ils allaient finalement au Brésil. Il avait ainsi fait perdre une somme faramineuse aux investisseurs français, et gardait depuis une peur bleue des représailles.

Alors que je me baladais aux Buttes Chaumont, j’ai reçu un mail de Youssef disant qu’il avait pris la route un jour plus tôt que prévu et me proposa de dîner avec lui. J’ai accepté. Pourtant à mesure que la journée passait, un malaise s’installait en moi à l’idée que je m’étais engagée dans plus qu’un simple café. J’ai appelé pour annuler mais sa voix au téléphone était tellement lumineuse, simple et ouverte, que j’ai encore changé d’avis et confirmé ma venue.

Il est arrivé au restaurant sans repasser par chez lui, épuisé et les cheveux plaqués par le gel. En le regardant traverser le restaurant avec ses béquilles, j’ai trouvé qu’il avait l’allure d’un héros de roman, avec un corps de danseur. Il paraissait amusé par la difficulté à se déplacer, comme s’il me faisait un numéro. Il s’est assis face à moi éreinté par toute la route qu’il venait de faire. Un coude sur la table, la tête appuyée sur son poing fermé, il me fixait de ses yeux marron brillants de fatigue. Il avait de si belles épaules.

Je me suis demandé ce qui m’attendait à Montréal. Dans cet appartement où j’avais cru à mille reprises que j’allais perdre la raison. Où tant de fois, comme une antenne frappée par l’éclair, une rage fulgurante avait traversé mon corps. Cet appartement où j’avais balancé contre les murs tant de choses qui m’appartenaient et que j’aimais pour me libérer de ces décharges électriques. Je crois que c’était un peu de moi, petit à petit, que je brisais. J’ai repensé à cette fois où, au Costa Rica, alors que je me disputais avec Jean sur le versant d’un volcan, j’avais senti ces décharges traverser mes bras. J’avais été saisie par une pulsion tellement forte de le pousser dans le vide que j’ai eu peur. J’avais couru sur les chemins de terre jusqu’en bas, alors que Jean me criait que j’étais faible de ne pas lui faire face. Finalement, il était venu me chercher avec la Land Rover et ses freins approximatifs.

C’est tellement difficile d’expliquer par quel mécanisme on devient en proie à ce genre de rage et de folie. Je ne sais plus ce que j’ai dit à Youssef, mais, tandis qu’il me sondait, j’ai compris dans son regard sombre et inquiet qu’il avait saisi mes tourments. Sans en avoir conscience à l’époque, je débordais de tics et de manies, révélateurs de mon mal-être. Alors que j’étais convaincue d’être solide et de renvoyer cette impression aux autres, Youssef, sans me le dire, percevait mon extrême fragilité, voletant seule parmi des dangers informes.

Il soutint mon regard tout le long de nos récits. Il m’expliqua qu’il y avait eu une main sur lui. Qu’il y avait eu quelqu’un qui l’avait rendu fou. Quelqu’un qui en voulait à sa lumière et qui avait plongé sa main au creux de lui, où se tapissaient ses troubles les plus sombres et visqueux pour les remuer. Il avait vécu des années une relation de couple dont il ne parvenait pas à sortir. Il avait mille fois voulu quitter cet homme. Pour une raison qui lui échappait, il était cloué là, dans cette relation à la fois possessive et platonique avec un homme séropositif. Le médecin qui lui administrait ses traitements avait averti Youssef que s’il le quittait, cet homme en mourrait.

Il était avec lui aux Seychelles pour fêter le réveillon de l’an 1990. Youssef n’avait pas eu le courage de recracher les pilules qu’il lui avait fourrées dans la bouche. Il ne comprenait pas pourquoi il ne cessait de tomber en marchant vers les toilettes. Il ne savait pas qu’il avait pris de l’ecstasy en plongeant dans la piscine avec une force qu’il n’avait pas mesurée. Une force qui l’avait propulsé jusqu’au fond, tête la première. Il était resté là un moment, à flotter, le visage tourné vers le carrelage bleu et ondulant, les bras en croix, à avaler l’eau chlorée, incapable de bouger, avant que quelqu’un ne remarque qu’il se noyait.

— Il y a des relations qui ne peuvent te conduire qu’au drame. Sauve-toi avant le drame.

 

J’ai accumulé tous les actes manqués possibles pour manquer mon avion le lendemain matin. Je me suis levée à la dernière minute. Je suis descendue du bus à la mauvaise station, j’ai pris le RER dans la mauvaise direction. Je suis arrivée à l’aéroport tranquillement, comme si je n’étais pas à quelques minutes de louper mon vol.

— Montréal ? m’avait demandé l’hôte à l’aéroport, très amusé par ma nonchalance.

Dans l’avion, je me suis rendu compte que je pleurais sans en avoir conscience. On aurait dit que mon corps était complètement séparé de moi. Mes larmes coulaient simplement. Rien d’autre.

#

Ma mère nous emmenait au marché, ma sœur et moi, acheter les grains de blé entiers qu’elle moulait en farine pour faire le pain, et le lait en poudre pour le fromage et le yaourt. Per s’ancrait de plus en plus loin. Le chemin que ma mère devait emprunter à la rame pour atteindre la terre devenait ardu. Elle était à bout de souffle en descendant sur le quai. En équilibre dans la barque, elle se tenait au ponton d’une main et nous déposait, une à une, sur le quai de l’autre. Elle était devenue très maigre et n’avait plus autant de force qu’avant.

Elle attachait l’annexe blanche au quai de Boquerón quand elle vit, dans l’herbe au bord de l’eau, des chatons au pelage sale et rêche qui ressemblaient à des rats. Ils se tortillaient autour du ventre de leur mère, affaiblie et haletante, et se battaient pour le lait. Il ne fallait pas les toucher, ils pouvaient avoir la rage. Elle surveillait que ma sœur et moi ne nous en approchions pas. Dans ma salopette en velours côtelé vert, je titubais, les genoux légèrement fléchis. Je n’avais pas l’habitude de marcher sur la terre ferme.

Peter, quant à lui, restait enfermé dans le bateau à écrire sa propre vie : il était le héros, l’homme le plus libre et le plus heureux du monde. Grâce à ce livre, il serait bientôt millionnaire, expliquait-il. L’ascension serait fulgurante. Il retrouverait le statut social que sa famille avait perdu quarante ans auparavant. Deux semaines plus tôt, il avait dû vendre les toilettes de notre bateau pour se faire un peu d’argent.

Il s’indignait lorsque, quand ils levaient l’ancre, ma mère évoquait les endroits où elle aimerait aller. Elle avait voulu retourner aux Bahamas, en Martinique, à Haïti, où elle avait navigué autrefois. Elle se souvenait des amitiés qu’elle y avait liées. De la chaleur et de la générosité des locaux avec qui elle avait partagé ses repas. Des musiciens qui jouaient sur les plages. Des films de Fellini projetés sur un drap blanc, qu’ils avaient regardés, eux perchés sur les branches des arbres. Toute cette joie lui semblait très loin. À présent, les jours se suivaient et se ressemblaient.

Le rêve de ma mère fanait tandis que mon père s’enfermait dans son monde. Il lui rappelait ces vieux nobles dont les châteaux se désagrégeaient peu à peu après la Révolution, ils n’avaient plus rien à manger, mais ils refusaient d’abandonner les décombres de la noblesse. Mon père vivait dans son propre carcan, dicté par sa notion à lui de la liberté.

Il ne supportait plus l’idée de naviguer sur la Méditerranée ou la mer Rouge. Ces mers, enclavées par des pays, l’étouffaient. Il trouvait pénibles les contraintes de la société, plus encore que celles des autorités. Il dédaignait l’avis de ses voisins. Les mondes s’étaient réduits à peau de chagrin. Les espoirs de liberté de ma mère s’étaient dissous en un rêve étrange, une figure de jeux d’ombres. Un rêve comme un pacte avec le diable. Une bête fauve qu’il fallait nourrir sans cesse et dont on savait qu’elle finirait par nous manger.

#

Un jour qu’elle était partie acheter du bois pour les travaux, elle se décida à le quitter. Elle s’était retrouvée devant une terrasse de café, où des gens flânaient, mangeaient des glaces, discutaient les uns avec les autres. Mon père, lui, ne quittait jamais le bateau. On était trop pauvres pour aller au cinéma ou prendre un café. Elle avait eu l’impression de vivre dans une secte. D’être devenue de ceux qui restent en vase clos avec de moins en moins de contact avec la réalité. La routine s’était définitivement installée. Le rêve de mon père s’était refermé sur elle.

Elle n’était pas retournée sur le bateau. Elle avait écrit une lettre à Peter, qu’elle avait donnée à un voisin de la marina pour qu’il la lui adresse. Moi qui ne pleurais jamais, j’avais hurlé tout le long du trajet jusqu’à Toronto.

Mon père écrivait des lettres désespérées à ma mère, la suppliant de revenir. Ces mêmes lettres que je la voyais déchirer quand j’étais enfant. « Carmen demande pourquoi maman est partie. » Ma mère mourrait d’inquiétude quand elle en perdait la trace. Il continuait à naviguer d’île en île, le cœur gâté. Elle appelait à tous les ports à sa recherche jusqu’à parvenir à situer l’Artémis et à parler à Peter au téléphone. Elle l’implorait sans relâche de lui envoyer Carmen. Elle lui répétait qu’elle l’avait élevée et aimée comme sa propre fille. Que ma sœur et moi avions besoin l’une de l’autre. Mais mon père ne laisserait jamais Carmen lui échapper.

Sur le port de Jost Van Dyke, les navigateurs voyaient cette enfant attendre sur le ponton pendant des heures après l’école que son père vienne la chercher. Elle se fondait dans les bras de qui voulait bien l’étreindre. Tant d’entre eux s’étaient pris d’amour pour cette petite fille. Ils se consultaient sur le quai, élaboraient des stratégies pour la garder auprès d’eux, en sécurité. Pour qu’elle ne fasse pas ce voyage enfermée dans la cabine avant avec cet homme au seuil de la mort. Un avocat avait d’ailleurs été consulté par les parents d’une petite fille de son âge. Ils espéraient en obtenir la garde, eux qui en prenaient déjà soin tous les jours. Le jour où Carmen apprit qu’elle devait dire au revoir, ses hurlements avaient résonné dans tout le port.

Quand mon père comprit que ma mère ne reviendrait pas, il déchira le dernier chapitre de son livre Happy at Last et pris la direction de Bonaire. Là où les marins se souviennent encore avoir vu la mort dans ses yeux.

#

On n’a jamais su pourquoi Peter avait emprunté cette route insensée la nuit du naufrage. Pourquoi il contournait l’île de Bonaire du côté est, le côté sauvage, infernal, sur lequel se déverse en permanence un vent furieux. On n’a jamais su pourquoi il avait navigué directement vers la côte ou bien s’il avait vu la lumière du phare. Pourquoi il n’avait pas senti la mer changer à l’approche de la terre. On n’a jamais su s’il est allé ouvrir la porte à Carmen, si elle est morte dans ses bras ou si elle est morte seule et terrifiée, enfermée dans cette cabine obscure qui se remplissait d’eau.

Ils s’étaient arrêtés à Porto Rico pour prendre Thomas qui s’y était ancré. Après tout ce qu’il avait subi aux mains d’Ann, il n’avait jamais réussi à voir Carmen pour l’enfant qu’elle était, sans que le visage de sa mère ne se fonde dans le sien. Une sorte de haine à son égard avait infiltré son cœur et il ne supportait pas sa présence. Il naviguait alors sur son propre bateau tiré par celui de son père.

La nuit du naufrage, en voyant l’Artémis foncer vers les récifs, Thomas avait demandé à son père en hurlant pourquoi il ne changeait pas de cap. Mais le vent emportait sa voix, et sans radio, il était impossible de communiquer ou de dissiper la confusion qui emplissait son cœur. L’Artémis s’était fracassé sous ses yeux, le plongeant dans une sidération totale, habitée par les cris de Carmen qui résonnaient sur le bruit des vagues, du vent, et de ce monstre en bois qui volait en éclats. C’est seulement trois jours plus tard, quand on emmena Thomas à la morgue pour identifier ce corps échoué sur le rivage dans une robe bleue à volants, qu’il ne vit plus le visage d’Ann en regardant sa sœur. Comme si un voile s’était levé, elle lui apparut soudainement telle l’enfant qu’elle était. La petite fille qui dansait sur le pont. Il prit conscience à cet instant seulement qu’il ne l’avait jamais haïe. Qu’il l’avait toujours aimée.

#

En route vers Andorre, Thomas avait sombré dans un profond sommeil dont personne ne parvenait à le faire émerger. À l’aéroport, Clare paniquait à l’idée de manquer le vol vers Barcelone, mais elle avait beau crier, l’asperger d’eau froide, secouer son corps inerte, il ne se réveillait pas. Il fallut le porter jusqu’à son siège.

Les années qui suivraient, entre Andorre et l’Angleterre, Thomas resombrerait souvent dans ce sommeil irrépressible pendant des heures, voire des jours. Il s’endormait la tête dans son assiette à la cafétéria de l’université, dans son annexe entre deux coups de rames, dans la douche. On le trouvait ici et là, alangui au sol, en fœtus ou contorsionné dans d’improbables positions. Une marionnette dont on aurait coupé les ficelles.

Neuf ans après le naufrage, Thomas achetait en Angleterre un petit bateau en bois de moins de 7 mètres qui ressemblait beaucoup à celui que notre père avait acquis après la mort de son frère. Pour se garder au chaud, il avait fabriqué un poêle à bois à partir du pot d’échappement d’un vieux camion et un conduit de ventilation avec des boîtes de conserve. Après avoir calfeutré quelques fuites et remplacé les planches pourries de l’embarcation, il s’en alla traverser l’Atlantique à l’aveugle, certain de trouver son chemin jusqu’à Porto Rico. Thomas avait toujours su qu’il y retournerait. Avec une carte du monde approximative, il naviguerait à tâtons avec son minuscule bateau. « Il a traversé l’océan à bord d’un cercueil », m’avait-on déclaré.

Au bout de quarante-sept jours, il avait vu les lumières de la ville apparaître à travers le brouillard. L’agitation de la mer avait cédé progressivement la place à un calme irréel alors qu’il glissait dans ces eaux protégées par la terre. Il avait atteint Porto Rico, l’île où il m’avait vue naître. Le dernier endroit où il y avait eu cet espoir de former une famille heureuse après tout, malgré tout. Avant que tout ce à quoi on appartenait ne fût brisé en mille morceaux contre les récifs au large de Bonaire. Il dira plus tard que ce fut le plus beau jour de sa vie.

#

La première fois que Christina vit Thomas, elle travaillait comme institutrice dans une école primaire d’Isabella, à Porto Rico. Depuis la cour de l’école où, dès les premières cloches, les enfants couraient se mettre en rang, Christina avait vu cet homme blond aux longues dreadlocks passer derrière le grillage avec sa démarche si singulière. Il ne ressemblait à personne d’autre, rapide et agile, il semblait glisser sur l’asphalte. Quelques jours plus tard, ils s’étaient parlé brièvement après qu’elle l’avait remarqué sur un chantier qui longeait la côte, où il travaillait sur un bateau, pieds nus sur le sable. Il s’était figé quand il l’avait aperçue, à la manière d’un chat qui aurait senti une présence s’agiter dans une haie.

Il était allé la voir spontanément, lui avait attrapé une mèche de ses cheveux blonds et lui avait dit qu’elle était belle, sur un ton innocent et envoûté. Elle n’apprit pas grand-chose de lui ce jour-là, à part qu’il s’appelait Thomas, qu’il possédait une collection de bateaux à Culebra, tous en très mauvais état et qu’il essayait inlassablement de sauver. Il réparait justement ce bateau pour l’ajouter à sa collection. Un soir qu’il avait plu, en passant devant le chantier de Thomas, elle l’avait vu dormant par terre, nu et tremblant, une pile de vêtements mouillés et en boule à côté de lui. Elle lui avait apporté une couverture qu’elle avait posée sur lui. Il s’était réveillé, et l’avait embrassée de façon aussi impulsive que naturelle avant de rentrer se coucher avec la couverture. Le lendemain, il était reparti à Culebra. Elle n’arrêtait pas de penser à cet homme. La nuit tombée, elle revenait s’asseoir sur le sable chaud, écoutant le son feutré de l’écume qui roulait sur la plage, et elle priait la lune de le lui ramener. Un jour, elle avait reconnu sa voix. Il l’appelait, et Christina l’avait aperçu à nouveau, les mains agrippées au grillage de la cour d’école. Elle ne savait pas depuis combien de temps il était là. Il était venu la chercher. Elle avait attrapé tout ce qu’elle était capable de transporter jusqu’au bateau, et ils étaient partis dès le lendemain sur une mer grise et agitée, avec une planche en contreplaqué sur la cabine pour les protéger des vagues. Il était trop pressé pour attendre le calme.

 

La terre et ses lumières disparaissaient dans le brouillard, derrière elle. Il n’y avait pas de lune et les étoiles étaient cachées par les nuages. Ils étaient plongés dans une noirceur qu’elle n’avait jamais connue. Une noirceur épaisse et opaque, comme du velours. Il n’y avait que le bruit sourd des vagues qui s’écrasaient sur le côté de la coque, suivi de son bruissement, le grondement constant du vent et du son de la proue qui fendait l’eau pour ne pas glisser dans le néant. Elle entendait les pas vifs de Thomas qui courait d’un bout du bateau à l’autre, réglant les voiles sans un mot. Elle s’était mise à chanter.

Au lever du jour, quand elle monta sur le pont, Thomas était assis sereinement dans la descente en train de contempler le roulement des vagues. Il était une tout autre personne sur le bateau. Dès que ses pieds avaient touché le pont, il était devenu profondément magique. Elle avait l’impression d’être passée de l’autre côté de quelque chose.





CHAPITRE 12

Jean était nerveux quand il était venu me chercher à l’aéroport. Il devinait que je n’avais pas eu envie de revenir. Sur le trajet du retour, je m’étais laissé aller à regarder les terrains vagues défiler tandis que je lui racontais mon voyage sans vraiment croire qu’une conversation normale était encore possible entre nous. On avait tant de mal à se comprendre. J’avais autrefois observé, pendant ses concerts devant des dizaines de milliers fans, des jeunes tenir fermement la rambarde qui les séparait de lui. Ils avaient les yeux fermés, la tête baissée comme dans une profonde prière. Leurs vies semblaient dépendre de lui, de ses paroles. Mais à moi, il était en train de faire perdre la raison.

L’escalier en colimaçon vibrait sous nos pas en montant les valises. J’avais l’habitude de sentir les vibrations de cette structure en fer forgé jusqu’au troisième étage. Quand Jean rentrait, elles me provoquaient des ondes d’angoisse, des oiseaux qui s’envoleraient soudain en nuée. J’ai tout de suite reconnu l’odeur familière des cigarillos qu’il fumait à la chaîne, assis par terre dans le salon à côté de la cheminée. Une odeur de tabac sucré que j’aimais bien. Il essayait d’être gai malgré tout.

Rien n’avait bougé dans mon bureau. Même ma tasse de café laissée un mois plus tôt. La plume verte et or que Jean m’avait offerte pour mes 30 ans, en m’assurant que c’était tout ce dont j’avais besoin pour gagner ma vie. C’est la plume avec laquelle j’écris ces lignes. J’avais parcouru tant de chemin en dix ans. J’avais vécu avec lui cette existence désorganisée, en marge, empreinte de liberté et d’anxiété. Je ne savais pas très bien ce que j’étais devenue, mais je ne pouvais plus revenir en arrière. Je me savais destinée à une vie d’errance, avec ou sans lui. Pourtant, un nouveau désir avait commencé à se former en moi, celle de vivre en amitié avec le monde.

Le soir, Jean est sorti acheter un paquet de Panthers. Quand il est réapparu, il tenait un petit oiseau entre les mains. Un oiseau blessé qu’il avait trouvé tapi dans l’herbe en proie aux chats. C’était pénible de voir ce petit être paniqué, au creux de ses paumes, les yeux à moitié clos par la fatigue et le désespoir. On a mis une serviette de bain dans un carton avec de l’eau et des graines, et on l’a installé dedans. Il ne mangeait pas. Il avait du mal à tenir le coup. On s’est dit que c’était notre faute. On l’a posé sur la marche qui séparait le salon du balcon. Ses pattes s’étaient emmêlées dans les fils de la serviette. Il est resté là debout un moment.

Pendant que je défaisais mes valises, j’observais Jean écrire et dessiner avec sa plume à l’encre japonaise, concentré, les traits tirés dans la lumière vacillante du feu de cheminée et dans la fumée de son cigarillo. J’aimais tellement ce visage coupé au couteau avec ses yeux lumineux malgré la tristesse qui s’y était irrémédiablement logée. Cette mâchoire carrée, ce nez dévié dont il ne se souvenait plus comment il l’avait cassé, ces pommettes saillantes. Lui que j’avais si souvent vu débordé par la colère et l’animosité envers le monde entier, ressassant les mêmes idées noires pendant des heures, imperméable à l’exaspération de celui qu’il tenait en otage, pouvait tout aussi bien exprimer les vérités les plus lumineuses, la lumière d’un phare qui te sauverait la vie. Jean s’était à jamais brouillé avec les hommes. Ce soir-là, m’apparut combien il était semblable à mon père. Fidèle pour toujours à cette quête d’absolu où qu’elle mène. Moi, je marchais dans ses pas sans le vouloir ni comprendre pourquoi. Ce rêve qu’on avait partagé s’était fané. Je n’avais plus envie de destruction. Ce qui avait autrefois ressemblé à de la liberté commençait à se rapprocher d’une petite mort.

Quand il s’est aperçu que je le regardais, il est venu me serrer dans ses bras. Je savais que je l’aimerais toujours. L’oiseau tomba à cet instant, dans un petit bruit sourd et froid. Je l’ai pris dans mes mains. Ses pattes minuscules étaient encore nouées et ses yeux toujours mis clos. Il était mort. Jean me le prit des mains et le jeta dans la cour pour les chats avant de retourner s’asseoir près du feu. J’ai observé un temps cette tache brune et duveteuse, immobile entre les pissenlits et les mauvaises herbes. Une fenêtre s’est ouverte dans mon esprit. Une fenêtre qui aurait dû rester fermée, mais que quelqu’un avait laissée entrouverte par accident. Elle claquait doucement au gré du vent, le soleil du crépuscule traversant le rideau en dentelle. Une fenêtre que je n’avais pas le souvenir d’avoir vue auparavant, la fenêtre d’une vieille maison de campagne. Je pouvais m’échapper désormais. Il y avait une brèche par laquelle je pouvais sortir de cette relation où je me sentais mourir. Je voulais partir depuis des années, mais des forces invisibles m’en empêchaient. Cette fenêtre est apparue. Mais elle se refermerait bientôt, et une fois fermée, elle risquait de ne plus jamais se rouvrir. J’ai quitté Jean quelques jours après. La chose la plus douloureuse de mon existence. J’avais été avec lui presque toute ma vie adulte. Tout mon organisme semblait entremêlé au sien, des mangroves dans la vase. C’était presque faire quelque chose de contre nature et ce déchirement était atroce. J’avais l’impression d’abandonner un enfant à la gare. Rien ne m’atteignait davantage que ses yeux de vieil homme triste. Mais à travers cette douleur, cette envie de détruire tout ce que j’avais construit jusque-là me galvanisait, comme dix ans plus tôt en abandonnant mes études. J’ai pensé louer un camion dans le désert pour écrire, mais j’avais peur des voyous. J’ai pensé m’installer dans une cabane en haut d’une montagne en Chine. Puis j’ai repensé à cet homme avec qui j’avais passé la dernière soirée à Paris. Pour qui j’avais pleuré en décollant.

#

Après la rupture avec Jean, je continuai à penser sans cesse à Youssef. Je devais retourner à Paris le voir, même si ce n’était que pour le sortir de mon esprit. Je lui ai écrit pour lui demander s’il voulait bien m’accueillir. Il m’a répondu que la ville était magnifique au mois d’août, et qu’il aimerait me la faire découvrir.

À son réveil, mon billet d’avion était dans sa boîte mail. Un vol Montréal-Paris sans retour qui atterrissait le lendemain matin. J’ai rangé toutes mes affaires dans des cartons que j’ai entreposés contre le mur de mon bureau. J’ai pris ma plus grande valise, que je n’ai remplie qu’à moitié pour garder la possibilité de tout jeter en vrac et de courir si je découvrais que Youssef était dangereux.

Mais j’ai vite vu que je ne craignais rien. Youssef pratiquait le bouddhisme, lisait Virginie Despentes et chantait Patti Smith à tue-tête sous la douche. On passait nos journées à s’embrasser aux terrasses, et nos soirées au théâtre et à l’opéra, à voir des personnages en collants s’anéantir les uns les autres et s’étioler dans l’agonie. C’était tellement beau. La vie était aussi belle que ces tragédies, elle faisait aussi mal, et je l’aimais ainsi.

L’amour de Youssef était aussi léger à porter qu’une robe de soie l’été. Et Paris au mois d’août était aussi beau que ce qu’il m’avait promis.

#

Deux semaines après mon arrivée, Youssef m’a demandée en mariage. Au bout d’un mois, en revenant d’une soirée, alors qu’on avait bu et qu’on faisait l’amour, il m’a posé la question qu’il m’avait déjà posée en terrasse, si je voulais un enfant. Il m’a promis qu’on serait heureux ensemble et qu’il changerait les couches. Ma pulsion de vie était telle que j’ai dit oui. J’ai arrêté la contraception le lendemain.

Jusque-là, je n’en avais jamais voulu car je tenais trop à ma liberté. Mais le mot liberté avait perdu tout son sens. Je ne pourrais de toute façon jamais la tenir dans ma main, la posséder. Je ne la concevais plus que comme une sensation illusoire et fugace, qui laissait un goût de mort dans le palais. Un monstre éternellement affamé, à qui on devait tout sacrifier, pour qui on devait s’isoler du monde, et qui se nourrissait du corps des enfants. J’ai fait le pari que si je sortais du désert, que si j’acceptais la vie avec toutes ses contraintes et toute sa beauté, la liberté serait un oiseau qui viendrait me rendre visite de temps en temps.

J’ai pleuré quand j’ai appris que j’étais enceinte. Youssef a cru y voir des larmes de joie, mais en réalité j’avais changé d’avis. Je lui ai dit qu’après l’accouchement, j’allais lui laisser l’enfant et partir. Il était d’accord, et tout à fait sincère et confiant dans le bonheur qui l’attendait, avec ou sans moi.

— On va être tellement en harmonie tous les deux, tellement heureux, tu vas vouloir faire partie de ce bonheur.

Et c’est ainsi que toutes mes angoisses se sont envolées. Je voulais l’appeler Thor, comme mon grand-père. Un prénom fort, simple. Une sonorité pure. Mais en révélant ce prénom, on m’a tellement répondu « T’as pas tort ! » que j’ai compris que ça n’allait pas être possible en France. Peut-être aussi devais-je laisser cet enfant tranquille avec cette lignée de fous. Mais je n’avais aucune inspiration. Comment choisir le prénom de quelqu’un que je ne connaissais pas ? Youssef m’avait parlé de sa passion pour Orphée et Eurydice, le ballet de Pina Bausch qu’il avait vu à maintes reprises. C’est seulement quand il se retrouva avec une de ses amies qui lui confiait sa peine d’amour terrible avec un garçon qui s’appelait Orphée qu’il prit conscience que ce nom pouvait être porté par un enfant. Il n’avait jamais oublié ce prénom qu’il avait trouvé sublime.

Alors que j’étais enceinte, les médecins m’ont fait passer une batterie de tests pour comprendre pourquoi mon fœtus était si gros. L’obstétricienne a eu un fou rire quand elle a regardé le rapport de l’échographie. Elle m’a demandé mon poids de naissance. Je lui ai répondu que je n’avais pas été pesée à ma naissance sur le bateau, mais seulement quelques jours plus tard, au marché, dans la balance de fruits et légumes. Je pesais à peu près 8 livres. Elle a fait les yeux ronds et j’ai vu qu’elle a dessiné un x sur le formulaire devant elle. « Et le père ? » Lui aussi était né à la maison au Maroc. Sa mère s’était accroupie et l’avait sorti elle-même.

Je ne me sentais pas enceinte, je n’avais aucun symptôme et j’étais toujours perplexe quand les gens m’offraient leur siège dans le métro. Même au huitième mois de grossesse, je me demandais comment ils faisaient pour savoir. L’enfant que je portais semblait aussi égaré que moi parce qu’il ne se décidait pas à naître. Le jour où fut décidé qu’il fallait provoquer l’accouchement, j’ai attendu des heures sur le lit qu’il se passe quelque chose. Le docteur et les infirmières venaient de plus en plus fréquemment dans ma chambre.

— Quand est-ce que ça va commencer ?

— Mais vous êtes en train d’accoucher ! Vous ne sentez rien ?

Choquée, l’infirmière tapotait du bout des doigts sur le moniteur où les lignes vertes qui suivaient les contractions montaient jusqu’en haut de l’écran pour s’assurer qu’il fonctionnait. Ils ne m’avaient pas encore donné de morphine. Le bébé ne sortait pas. Quand son cœur s’est mis à accélérer, ils ont poussé la civière en courant jusqu’à la salle d’opération.

Le drain était bouché et mon sang formait une flaque à leurs pieds. Youssef, phobique du sang, me tenait la main en maintenant son regard dans le mien pour ne pas s’évanouir. J’ai entendu le médecin s’exclamer : « Qu’est-ce que c’est que ça ? » Le bébé avait continué à descendre et là où ils s’attendaient à trouver sa tête, ils étaient tombés sur son coude. Une inquiétude palpable emplissait la salle mais je me sentais complètement détendue et loin, suspendue à une certitude absolue qu’il ne pouvait rien m’arriver de mal. Que j’étais bénie. Née sous une bonne étoile. Que j’étais la personne la plus chanceuse au monde.

Enfin, il y a eu ce premier cri indescriptible. J’ai senti la tension tomber dans la salle d’opération, suivie par un rire incrédule derrière le rideau. Une infirmière lâcha : « Ah ! Ça, c’est un Thor ! » Il était énorme. Tellement calme. On aurait dit Bouddha. Il était tout blanc et violet, recouvert d’une poudre blanche. Ses yeux étaient tournés vers l’alvéole lumineuse du bloc opératoire.

Ils l’ont déposé sur moi et il a attrapé mon visage. J’ai regardé ce petit être qui venait tout juste de passer d’un monde à l’autre. J’étais tellement désolée de l’avoir arraché au rêve dans lequel il flottait jusque-là. On l’a appelé Orphée. C’est seulement après sa naissance qu’on s’est vraiment penchés sur toute la signification de ce prénom. Celui qui revient du monde des morts. Celui dont la voix est si sublime qu’il sauve les navigateurs du chant des sirènes.

#

Depuis la plage où notre père a construit le bateau où nous sommes nés, on peut voir, au large, l’île où tu as été vu pour la dernière fois.

La mer pour s’y rendre est rude. Je me suis tenue à la barre de la dunette à deux mains en fixant l’eau, fouettée par la pluie, secouée par la houle et les vents contraires. La nausée m’envahissait. À travers la brume, la forme de l’île du Grand-Connétable se découpait de plus en plus nettement. Un plateau noir au centre duquel se dressait une forme rocheuse, puissante et immuable. J’avais l’impression de glisser vers une force inquiétante et impénétrable. Des milliers d’oiseaux marins y vivent en colonie, encerclant l’île comme une nuée de mouches. C’est là qu’on a perdu ta trace.

On y avait aperçu un bateau s’épuiser à remonter les vents le long de ses côtes, empruntant la route la plus difficile, la plus dangereuse. Il semblait chercher un refuge. Réservée aux oiseaux marins, l’île est interdite aux hommes. En voyant ce bateau en bois délabré avec une voile blanche qui peinait à remonter le courant, les gardiens avaient pris des photos et noté ta présence. Arriver là relevait déjà du miracle. Forcément, tu y avais coulé, m’avait-on dit. Mais comment, si tu avais été capable de cet exploit, ne pas espérer que tu te sois rendu jusqu’à la terre ?

On m’avait décrit le bruit infernal des cris d’oiseaux dont les clameurs maléfiques s’entendaient à des lieues à la ronde. Mais le jour où j’y ai accosté, ils étaient silencieux. Je ne percevais que le bruit du frémissement des herbes hautes mêlé à celui du vent, creux et lointain. Il avait plu. Je veillais à ne pas glisser sur les pierres noires et luisantes d’où émanait un parfum terreux. Les oiseaux les plus jeunes, bien que déjà colossaux, leurs plumages appesantis par la pluie, restaient immobilisés au sol. Trop lourds pour s’envoler, ils en étaient réduits à me guetter de leurs yeux bulbeux, leurs têtes blanches sur des corps noirs. Ils étiraient le cou vers moi et ouvraient leurs becs béants et puissants qu’ils claquaient en un bruit sourd de crécelle, une menace, un avertissement. Les gardiens du monde des morts, tandis que j’avançais entre eux, vers l’horizon dans lequel tu t’étais fondu dix ans plus tôt.

La lumière, suspendue dans l’humidité, semblait s’y réfracter à l’infini. L’île s’était drapée dans une mousseline diaphane où le ciel et la mer, vibrants de clarté, s’entrelaçaient encore et encore dans une blancheur éclatante. En un néant immaculé, calme, insondable. C’est à ce néant que tu t’es livré.

J’ai encore rêvé de toi. Tu te préparais à partir. On était dans un appartement inconnu. D’abord tu rampais pour ne pas faire de bruit. Tu voulais partir en secret. Je t’ai suivi. Je marchais derrière ta silhouette que j’aimais tant. Tu semblais heureux. Je voulais te dire que j’avais peur de te voir partir, peur que tu ne reviennes pas. J’avais l’espoir de te sauver, il me suffisait de te dire les mots, s’il te plaît, reste ! J’avais l’espoir que tu me sauves en prononçant à ton tour quelques mots tout aussi simples, et grâce auxquels je ne te chercherais plus. Pourtant, avant de pouvoir te les dire et d’entendre ta réponse, j’ai été réveillée par Orphée. C’était tôt le matin. J’avais les yeux encore fermés. Je n’ai pas émergé tout de suite. J’ai pu retenir encore un peu ta silhouette qui continuait à avancer. Mais tu étais déjà trop loin pour m’entendre.

— Est-ce que c’est le jour, maman ? Est-ce que c’est le jour ?

— Oui mon cœur, c’est le jour. On se lève.

J’aurais tant voulu te dire de ne pas partir.

J’aurais tant voulu couvrir ton corps de fleurs. J’attends le jour où je ne t’espérerai plus, sans savoir s’il viendra. Je ne veux pas te dire au revoir. Pas encore.

#

J’ai parcouru les récifs avec l’espoir de trouver quelque chose du bateau au fond de ces crevasses profondes. Un morceau de bois pétrifié avec un rivet. Était-ce à l’Artémis ? De petits crabes bleus déguerpissaient à chacun de mes pas. J’ai marché le long du chemin que Thomas avait emprunté. Un chemin bordé de cactus géants entre lesquels se glissait un vent lourd et puissant. On aurait dit le lieu de l’origine du monde, ou bien de l’apocalypse. À l’horizon, il y avait une petite maison, rouge et blanche.

Quand j’ai atteint le portail, trois hommes discutaient à une table en plastique blanc, et l’un d’entre eux s’est levé en me voyant, lentement, et confus. Ils n’avaient jamais de visite. Un vieil homme noir, avec une casquette et une chemise blanche. Quand j’ai dit mon prénom, et que je lui ai demandé si Thomas, trente ans plus tôt, s’était réfugié chez lui, il s’est arrêté net et est devenu terriblement pâle. Il semblait pétrifié. Les deux autres hommes se sont levés simultanément. Au moment où je suis arrivée, il était en train de leur raconter le matin de la découverte de mon frère nu et ensanglanté devant le portail, là où je me tenais à l’instant même. On a parlé un peu. Il m’a montré la chaise où il l’avait installé. « Il était calme, tellement calme. » J’ai pleuré de soulagement que Thomas fût tombé sur un tel homme. Il m’a conduite vers la poutre où il avait cloué la sandale de mon père, et celle de ma sœur. Il les avait clouées là pour leur faire honneur et pour vivre avec eux. Mais c’est de l’horreur que j’ai ressentie : elles me renvoyaient à ces corps pendus face à la mer sur la côte brésilienne.

Comme je suis désolée, Carmen, de ne pas pouvoir dire au monde qui tu es. De faire un portrait de toi si flou et imparfait. Il ne reste de toi que l’image évanescente d’une petite fille. Comment faire le portrait de quelqu’un qui a eu une vie si courte et qui n’a eu le choix de rien ?

À Bonaire, dans les récifs, on a trouvé ta pochette en velours rouge et brodée de fleurs que tu aimais tant. Il ne reste de toi que des anecdotes dans le désordre. À quoi bon te dire maintenant que les gens se souviennent de toi ? À quoi bon te dire que celle que tu appelais maman vibre encore d’amour pour toi ?

Que celle que tu appelais maman brûle d’une douleur éternelle et animale de t’avoir perdue ? Qu’elle fait depuis trente ans le même cauchemar, où elle regarde ce bateau qui s’éloigne et toi qui disparais à l’horizon ?

À Bonaire, j’ai acheté un bouquet de fleurs au supermarché. Des fleurs jaunes et orange. J’ai enfilé une robe et un cardigan noirs malgré le soleil de plomb. Le cimetière était couvert de mauvaises herbes. J’entendais des percussionnistes répéter pour une parade et le tintement des clochettes des chèvres qui me suivaient, les yeux rivés sur mes fleurs. Il n’y avait que des gens morts il y a longtemps. J’ai collé ma tête sur vos pierres tombales, espérant passer au travers. Vous étiez là.

Enfin, je vous trouvais. Moi qui vous avais cherchés sur toutes les mers, mon âme errante et agitée. Tout ce temps, vous étiez là. Peut-être que je cherchais quelque chose d’aussi simple que vos corps. C’était difficile de partir. Je savais que je ne reviendrais plus jamais. Que c’était la dernière fois que je serais près de vous.

Au revoir Carmen. Au revoir papa.
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For Melinda, who never knew freedom.


For Kaia, so you always have freedom.


For Heaven, for helping me find freedom.


For Mommy, so that all you feel is freedom.






prologue



The vibration of my phone nudged me awake. It was Sunday morning, and I was sleeping in. Through half-shut eyes I watched my phone slide across the nightstand. Bzzzt! Bzzzt! Bzzzt! Bzzzt!


I thought about the halfhearted promise I had made to my mom that I would try to go to church that morning. It had to be her pinging me with a reminder, and a slight pang of guilt kept me from looking at my phone. I figured not seeing the message was basically the same as not getting it at all, so I closed my eyes tighter and rolled over in bed. I needed the extra rest.


The night before I had been out late with my girlfriends. It was unseasonably warm for New York in the fall, and we had decided to go to our favorite local spot, Sexy Taco/Dirty Cash. The bartender, Antonio, was a true mixologist, and ever since we came in one night and ordered what he deemed “wack drinks,” he made it his personal mission to broaden our horizons. We never ordered off the menu when he was on shift. We simply sat at the bar and got our life—joyfully socializing the way Black women do—as he made us new concoctions. We’d ohh and ahh and giggle and flirt until we were feeling good enough to float on home. With my low threshold for liquor, that was usually two drinks.


That Saturday was no different. We sat around the bar trying new things, eating, laughing, and cutting up before we took the party out onto the streets of Harlem. By the time I got home and crashed, I knew full well that it would be a late sleep the next day.


About an hour after the first buzz, my phone vibrated again. This time it was a Facebook notification from a friend, so I opened my phone to look and she had tagged me in a post that read



This one rocks. Tarana Burke look. Me too. Predators are everywhere. Work, home, houses of worship, you name it.


—————————


If all the women who I know who have been sexually assaulted or harassed wrote “me too” as a status … and all the women they know … we might give people a sense of the magnitude of the problem.





I grabbed the phone off of its charger in a panic and read the message again more carefully, thinking that the friend who posted it had written the entire thing. I was so confused about why she would do so without consulting me first. I’d been doing the work of bringing empathy into the fight against sexual violence for many years now using this language. I sent her a private message thanking her for tagging me and explaining that I had been working hard to relaunch my website and broaden the work around ‘me too,’ and that I didn’t want to diminish it by creating a simple hashtag in response to the recent news stories. I had, of course, seen the media coverage of the Hollywood mogul who had been exposed—in not one but two bombshell stories—as a serial predator of women, confirming years of whispers and not-so-subtle innuendos from some of his famous collaborators. I had read the stories of the high-profile actresses who had courageously come forward to talk about the horrific things they suffered at this man’s hands, and I had watched as the unfolding conversation reverberated across social media. Other than these women being survivors of sexual violence, none of what was happening in Hollywood felt related to the work I had been entrenched in within my own community for so many years. Seeing “me too,” the phrase I had built my work and purpose around, used by people outside of that community, was jarring.


My friend was confused too. She explained that she hadn’t created the original post or the hashtag; she was simply reposting it and giving me credit because she knew I had long been doing this work using that phrase. I asked if she minded deleting the post to slow down whatever was being spread. My heart dropped at the thought of inviting people to open up and share their experience with sexual violence online without a way to help them process it. I knew it could lead to emotional crisis in the absence of caring, empathetic environments. There was a knot growing in my stomach. This would be a disaster if it went viral.


“Maybe it won’t catch on,” I messaged as a rush of anxiety—and a creeping hangover—made my body flush.


And then she said it. “It’s all over the internet.”


My brain was scrambling. I went to my Facebook timeline and frantically scrolled up and down, but I didn’t see a single post using #metoo except hers. I let my body relax a bit and then remembered to check my notification from earlier. It wasn’t my mom guilting me about church; it was a text from another girlfriend with a screenshot of a series of tweets … all using #metoo. Underneath, she wrote, “Hey sis, this you?”


The blood drained from my head.


I sat up in bed and pulled out my laptop. It took less than thirty seconds on my Twitter feed to see the first #metoo tweet. I was not a prolific tweeter at the time and wasn’t very familiar with how to navigate it. I quickly FaceTimed my nineteen-year-old child—my big-hearted, caring, gender nonconforming, free-spirited child and activist in their own right—who was deeply familiar with my work and had also set up permanent residence in the Twittersphere.


I didn’t even wait for a hello. “Baby, have you seen people using #metoo online?” I asked, forgetting it was well before rise and shine for a Gen Y college student. They told me they hadn’t, and I tried to explain that something was happening but that I couldn’t quite find it.


“Search the hashtag, Ma,” they groaned.


Annoyed, I asked for explicit instructions. They walked me through it, and with just a few clicks, hundreds of thousands of tweets flooded my screen. My life flashed before my eyes: all the work I’d done, all the things I’d been through. In a daze, I managed to say I’d call them back later before hanging up. I scrolled down and down and down, each hashtag feeling like a needle pricking my skin. Some of the tweets had pictures attached, some were full of emojis, and others used every last one of the allotted one hundred and eighty characters.


And they all said #metoo.


I slammed my laptop shut and tried to take deep breaths before the anxiety welling up in my chest took over. I got out of bed, walked into my living room, and opened a window. I let the cool breeze hit my skin, trying everything I could think of to calm down, but the quickening in my heart made it feel like I was doing a hundred-yard dash over hurdles. I picked up my cell and frantically dialed Vernetta, one of my best friend’s, numbers. She didn’t answer, so I called another one, Yaba. She answered. It turned out the two of them were together.


“Girl,” I started, trying to steady my voice unsuccessfully before it all came spilling out, “someone turned ‘me too’ into a hashtag and it’s all over the internet. I don’t know what to do!”


Yaba is one of the most even-keeled and measured women I know. She doesn’t excite easily and is not prone to histrionics. Hearing the distress in my voice, she knew exactly what to say.


“Just take a step back and breathe.”


I listened to the calm of her voice as she reassured me that whatever was happening was not the end of the world and could likely be solved among our little group. My breathing steadied. The tears that had welled up in my eyes stayed pooled in the corners, and I tried to slowly collect myself.


“Now you said what is happening with ‘me too’?”


I walked her through my morning and explained that I was watching the hashtag grow by the minute on Twitter. It was apparently on Facebook too, but not significantly in our community—meaning Black folks—on either platform. The tears I was fighting back started streaming down my face as I thought about how this had ballooned so quickly.


“This can’t happen,” I said through my tears. “Not like this! Y’all know if these white women start using this hashtag, and it gets popular, they will never believe that a Black woman in her forties from the Bronx has been building a movement for the same purposes, using those exact words, for years now. It will be over.” I was now outright sobbing. “I will have worked all these years for nothing!”


Yaba put me on speakerphone so both she and Vernetta could try to soothe me and sort this out. My brain had switched gears, though. I was in full meltdown mode. Abruptly, I told them I had to go and hung up the phone. Yaba called me right back, and I sent her to voice mail, unable to catch my breath.


A text popped up on the screen. Bish, did you just send ME to VOICEMAIL?! I am going to give you a pass because you ain’t in your right mind at the moment—but you got ONE time. Answer this damn phone! The note was so typical of her that it made me chuckle. I pulled it together enough to call back, and she once again put me on speakerphone before delivering some straight talk.


“Listen, you know everybody and everybody that knows you knows that ‘me too’ is yours. We’ve been watching you do the work for years. In this day and age, you gotta pull out receipts. So—pull out your receipts! Put them out there and let them know this already existed.”


She was right. It had been a little over eleven years since I had been living and working in Selma, Alabama, and had started using the phrase “me too” as a way for survivors to connect with each other and to make a declaration to the world. I had gone all over the country—any and everywhere folks would allow me space—talking about how the exchange of empathy between survivors of sexual violence could be a tool to empower us toward healing and into action. I reassured myself that I had conducted enough workshops, participated in enough panels, and given out enough T-shirts and stickers to earn the right to say that this work, and the phrase that encapsulated it, was mine. And I did know a lot of people. My long and varied background in social justice work, arts and culture, and journalism had afforded me a collection of friends and associates across multiple fields who I knew would stand up for me if I asked.


I pulled myself together and went searching through my phone. I remembered a video my cousin took of me a few years earlier. I was giving a speech at the 2014 Philadelphia March to End Rape Culture explaining what the ‘me too.’ Movement was and why folks should join us in furthering the work. I was wearing a black miniskirt with pink stiletto heels and a pink and white striped blouse. Atop the blouse was a black tee that had the words ME TOO printed in bold, bright pink lettering. It was our signature T-shirt.


I watched the video again and took a deep breath. It felt like the “receipt” I needed. I drafted a message to go with the video and uploaded both to all my social media pages.



It has been amazing watching all of the pushback against Harvey Weinstein and in support of his accusers over the last week. In particular, today I have watched women on social media disclose their stories using the hashtag #metoo. It made my heart swell to see women using this idea—one that we call “empowerment through empathy”—to not only show the world how widespread and pervasive sexual violence is, but also to let other survivors know they are not alone. The point of the work we’ve done over the last decade with the ‘me too.’ Movement is to let women, particularly young women of color, know that they are not alone—it’s a movement. It’s beyond a hashtag. It’s the start of a larger conversation and a movement for radical community healing. Join us.





Once the message was out there, I reached out to my networks in every industry—bloggers, journalists, influencers, writers, activists, organizers, artists, filmmakers—and asked anyone who had any reach to repost or retweet or find some way to amplify my post.


And then I waited.


Without exaggeration, next to giving birth, this felt like the longest night of my life. I had an outpouring of support from friends and chosen family, all familiar with the work I’d been doing and how much of myself I’d put into it. Some were in the work with me—comrades in the fight to end sexual violence, particularly child sexual abuse. Others were organizers, nonprofit leaders, writers, and public figures. But despite the support, my fear lingered about everything I’d worked toward coming crashing down around me.


My post and video were being shared widely, and in my speech I had talked about how tired and scared I was that my work would be co-opted. That was how I felt watching this hashtag galvanize social media. I shared my anxieties in a group chat I had with several others who are in the work. I talked about how overwhelmed I was, how I needed time to craft a proper response and get my website and talking points together. I told them that I felt hopeless because I couldn’t move at the speed of the internet. I had toyed with the idea of walking away from this work because it was so hard—and maybe this moment was a sign that I should give up. I had been trying in vain to amplify it for years, with zero resources and little support, and I was now going to have to fight a viral hashtag that probably wouldn’t be connected to the origins of the work at all. I was dejected.


At this point I knew little of how the hashtag had started. I had no idea that the actress Alyssa Milano had sent out the first tweet. I didn’t know the full extent of the responses, and I didn’t know if my attempt to insert myself by posting an old speech was shifting the conversation at all.


I put down my phone and climbed back into bed, attempting to will myself to sleep. Maybe I could stave off the anxiety burning in my chest. I lay awake for a moment before giving in to the urge to flip open my laptop and search Twitter again. It had been a few hours since I checked on the status of the hashtag. Every time I checked there was a whole new wave, and I felt compelled to scroll through it all.


About an hour into my scrolling, I came across a tweet that just said #metoo with a link attached. The link led to the woman’s personal blog where she had posted, in great detail, the story of her sexual assault in college. She wrote about how it wasn’t until she saw all the #metoo posts that she felt she could tell the story publicly and be embraced and supported. She wrote of the shame she had been carrying for years, and how the burden of her trauma kept her from living a full life. She wrote that witnessing the sheer number of people boldly saying #metoo online had made her feel less alone. This complete stranger felt less alone by discovering how many others had been carrying secrets like hers. And she felt less alone by watching other strangers release those secrets into the world.


So many people had pulled these memories from the pits of their stomachs and the recesses of their minds. They came forward not knowing what would come next, but feeling far too compelled by the promise of community to let the moment pass them by. They hoped, for the first time, that they might feel less alone by sharing.


Here was a woman feeling less alone because she had found a place to be seen.


Her post landed on my spirit like life lessons often do: hard, fast, and with aching discomfort. I sat up in bed, tears flooding my eyes again. This time I cried for the anonymous woman. I cried for the sheer volume of tweets I had seen that day. I cried because, though I was exhausted, I knew exactly what was coming.


My lessons are never low-key and my assignment is always plain and clear once it is revealed. I am hardwired to respond to injustice. It doesn’t always sit well with me, but I’ve learned the hard way not to ignore it. It’s the same wiring that led to the creation of the ‘me too.’ Movement. It’s what kept me working with children in the Deep South even when it required the kind of sacrifices that others might walk away from. And it’s why I have always had a “community job” in addition to any actual paying job. From the moment I understood that organizing was the work that had to be done to respond to injustice, I knew I wanted to do it in service of my community. That realization—clear as a bell—came to me as a young teenager, and that bell rang again for me that night.


“What are you doing, Tarana?” I asked myself. I was overcome with a new emotion, and I could not have ignored it even if I had wanted to. In the Christian church, they call what I was grappling with being convicted. I knew better than to run from this or agonize about whose movement it was. God had shown up and checked me on that. I had spent the whole day wringing my hands and pulling my hair out trying to figure out how to save “my work.” It took a story from a stranger for me to realize that my work was happening right in front of me. After deciding all those years ago that I wanted a life in service of community, in this moment I had to decide who I was going to be. Was I going to be who I said I was? The answer felt obvious. I didn’t want to fight about who got what credit. I just wanted to show the world why a movement like this was necessary.


Back in 2005 when I started working on ‘me too,’ it was so difficult to get people on board—including those who claimed to be in the service of our community. Activists, organizers, youth workers, social justice warriors, and the like would agree that it was necessary work, and congratulated me for taking it on, but they still wouldn’t do much to support or further our efforts. What motivated me to continue were the little Black and Brown girls who trusted us with their secrets, their pain, their shame, their worries, their anger, their fears, and their hopes.


It didn’t take resources to introduce the possibility of healing into their lives. It didn’t take wide-ranging support to stand up for them and others like them. It took vision. It took intention. It took tenacity. It took courage. And it took empathy.


I fell asleep with that on my mind and woke the next morning with a different fire. I didn’t know who, if anyone, would listen, but it was clear that I had to share my vision for this movement with the world. It was clear that all the folks who were using the #metoo hashtag, and all the Hollywood actresses who came forward with their allegations, needed the same thing that the little Black girls in Selma, Alabama, needed—space to be seen and heard. They needed empathy and compassion and a path to healing. I wanted to be a part of making sure they had what they needed.


The journey that began that Sunday morning in the fall of 2017 is its own story—one you’ve likely heard, watched, or read about again and again. The story I’m going to tell is about how we got to those two simple yet infinitely powerful words: me too. The story of how empathy for others—without which the work of ‘me too’ doesn’t exist—starts with empathy for that dark place of shame where we keep our stories, and where I kept mine.


The courage that trickled out of a young Black girl in the Bronx, and now from millions of others, formed the massive ocean that this movement has become. The essence of ‘me too’ is found deep in the marrow of this lifelong story. There is no here without where I was: stuck and scared and ashamed, a place I remained until the need to care for someone else’s shame saved me too.


Every now and then, I find myself right back there with that scared little girl, but I can look to the road map this movement helped me chart to lead me home. I hope you are able to use my story of finding the courage to say “me too” to help you on your own path.






no alibi



Unkindness is a serial killer.


Death in the flesh sometimes seems like a less excruciating way to succumb than the slow and steady venom unleashed by mean-spirited, cruel words and actions that poison you over time. I guess that’s why I can’t stand the old children’s rhyme: sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt me. Every time I hear it, I think to myself: that’s a lie. You can dodge a rock, but you can’t unhear a word. You can’t undo the intentional damage that some words have on your mind, body, and spirit.


Especially a word like ugly.


There is a funny way that some people interact with those they deem physically unattractive. Usually, they stare for about a half a beat too long. When they are noticed, they smile a small, guiltily fading smile. Then their eyes dart away and their posture falls into an unsettling mix of toddler and chimpanzee, as if they don’t know where to move next. Suddenly, they are fascinated by the nothingness over your shoulder.


I know this act all too well and have seen it so often that I can spot it in the split second it takes to pass a stranger on the street. I can read the slight readjustments as discomfort churns through their body. There is just a millisecond of disgust, sometimes offset by embarrassment, and then—if confronted by my brief, unrelenting stare—guilt.


I know this because I’m ugly. At least that’s what the world finds new ways to tell me every day.


As a very young girl, I thought I was just as cute as any other little Brown girl on my block. I was wrong. I remember when I first found that out. I was standing in line at the pharmacy, talking to this lovely father and his beautiful daughter. The little girl talked to me the whole time we were in line. Her father was engaged too. When they completed their purchase, the girl said goodbye and so did her dad.


They started to walk off and I moved up in line, but something made them stop within earshot. Perhaps he was counting his change or making sure he had everything before leaving. Whatever it was, I heard the little girl say, “Daddy, that girl looks like Amaya, right?”


Her father’s tone, which had been so warm and friendly, was sharp and laced with hostility when he responded. It was a tone I would hear so many times over the next few decades. “No! She’s too ugly to look like Amaya. You see how big her nose was? That girl is ugg-ly.” And then he laughed.


The cut took time to register. Was he talking about me? I paid for my purchase and walked back home feeling numb and dazed. I was embarrassed.


Was I ugly?


When I got to my room, I pulled out a small photo album my mother had bought me and looked at the few pictures I had tucked away in the side flaps. There was one of me posing and smiling at the camera, like how I thought a model would. It was in a set of black-and-white pictures my mother’s photographer friend snapped randomly one night. I studied and studied it. What did ugly even mean? No one had ever called me that before. I was tall and skinny and brown-skinned, with full lips and what my nana called a “bell pepper nose.” I had been teased about each feature, but put together they had never equaled ugly. I didn’t understand, and I wanted to. I desperately wanted to. But the man and his beautiful girl were gone. They had left me to figure it out on my own. I ran over every part of our interaction, from the moment I stepped in the line to the last words I heard from his mouth. I ran it over and over, and I came to the same conclusion every time: I just didn’t know. But the word was lodged in the back of my mind, and it reared its head with every bit of evidence it collected.


In the pharmacy, I remembered wondering if the dad would think I was some kind of troublemaker. I had made small talk to show him that I was a good girl. I was extra polite. I was extra kind to his daughter. I was a good girl. But I was still ugly to him, and ugly is like a disease to some people. They act as if they might catch your ugly if you get too close. They stare with resentment, like it’s your fault they have to see your face. It’s like you are forcing them to share in the shame they imparted upon you in the first place.


This unkindness creates a particular kind of vulnerability. It makes the recipient ashamed, coercing us to be participants in our own torment. Somehow the world convinces us that its unkindness is the cost of admission for sharing space with the attractive—and we believe it. We don’t just believe it, we welcome it, but in degrees. Not usually with a grin and wink—though sometimes we do—but mostly with a scowl, sometimes a foul word, sometimes an attitude, or even a few tears. But there is a small part of us that also feels alive and seen and grateful for that barely there acknowledgment. The flip side is being invisible, unseen, which is equally painful. And the thing is, either one will kill your spirit over time.





This new ugly “identity,” this albatross around my neck, made me angry. Very angry. Like some weird version of Stockholm syndrome, I embraced my station in life as ugly. By high school, with a face full of acne and not enough money to be a Fly Girl, I created a new persona. I decided that if I wasn’t to be beautiful or cute, then I would lean into what God left me with. I was smart and athletic and funny and outspoken. For those who insisted on reminding me of the burden I carried above my neck, I borrowed some of that unkindness, balled it up, and hurled it right back. I was mean. You could call me a name or try to make me the butt of your jokes—at your own risk. Most didn’t try, and life was tolerable. Occasionally someone wouldn’t notice I had bacdafucup etched across my forehead and rolled the dice.


It never ended well.


I was all too glad to unleash some of the fury I kept in the center of my chest. The truth of what I was, and the place I would always be relegated to, was my ever-present reality. It overwhelmed me. It was the thing I couldn’t wish away, pray away, or fight away.


I once unleashed some of that fury on a guy on the subway. He got on the train with a rowdy bunch of friends, immediately drawing my attention. The way I was standing didn’t allow for these dudes to see my face, but they could see my ass. As an athletic teenager who loved to dance, I had the kind of body Black boys my age apparently craved, and I had—all too many times—seen the disappointment, and experienced the danger, once I turned to face them. I had learned to travel in this body, with this face, in specific ways to ensure I made it to my destination safely. I tried not to wear form-fitting clothes, but my track body—medium frame, small waist, thick thighs, and large derriere—was hard to conceal. I immediately started looking for a seat where I could put my head down and hide.


I always tried to avoid eye contact and keep it moving, but that day I was slipping. Before I could slink into one of the small seats at the end of the train, I heard one guy say, “Damn, shorty thick!” My heart stopped. I knew what was coming next. I didn’t have a hat on. My hair was pulled back from my face. I was on full display. As the dude approached me, with all of his friends watching, my heart started racing. I braced myself. The guy was about twenty feet away when I turned and gave him a full look. He stopped in his tracks and his face twisted into the look I had seen so many times before. He promptly spun on his heels and started walking back in the direction of his crew. I counted slowly in my head as one of them asked him what happened. Exactly seven seconds passed before I heard the thunderous laughter. I looked in their direction just in time to be throttled by the stares coming my way.


Before I could contain myself, I heard the words leaping out of my mouth. “Yo, what the FUCK are y’all staring at?!” I knew it was dumb. I was traveling alone, and the train was about to go underground, but I couldn’t help it.


The dude who approached me got up and sneered. “You talking to me, bitch? I know you buggin’. You better keep that shit quiet, shorty.”


But I couldn’t. I never could. If I leave you alone, you should leave me alone. I thought I was doing everything right. I wasn’t enticing him. I wasn’t engaging him. I was standing quietly and minding my business. I knew my place. I was following the rules. Don’t stir me up. Leave me alone. But he didn’t, so I couldn’t.


“Or else what?” I threw back at him, now staring directly in his face. I knew what I was risking, and it wasn’t even the possible physical fight—I welcomed that more than the verbal jousting. I was nice with my hands, but I had only a small arsenal of comebacks.


“You got a lotta mouth for an ugly bitch.”


And there it was. I instantly fell silent and stood frozen in my spot, as if standing perfectly still would somehow transport me through a portal into the twilight zone where ugly meant pretty and vice versa. But, as it had many, many times before, my stillness betrayed me. I had stepped out too far into the sunlight to suddenly wish for an eclipse to render me invisible. The crowd of guys that gathered behind him started oohing and cackling. The other passengers shifted uncomfortably, waiting for my retort.


It was just a moment before I shouted back, “Fuck you! You stupid bitch,” but it seemed like it lasted an eternity, as if the milliseconds were conspiring against me. In that small window of time, I had begun breaking down inside. I was crying uncontrollably somewhere deep in my spirit. I was screaming “Leave me alone!” like a frightened child. I was begging for mercy. But all that could come out was nastiness to try and match his. He started a barrage of horrible insults, so I jumped up and hopped off the train as soon as we pulled into the next station.


I stayed on the platform for a while. I must have let at least three more trains pass by. I scolded myself for not being able to control my temper. I went over the incident again and again, wishing I had said and done things differently. I reimagined the whole scenario as it would have played out if he had thought I was cute.


And then I cried, knowing that the weight of this bitter, vitriolic unkindness and the all-consuming shame it brought was going to kill me eventually. It was a part of the death sentence I had received at seven years old in the moment I first realized I was alone. I used to pray to God, Why me? But not anymore. I got my answer that day in the pharmacy when I was twelve with one word: I was ugly. Everything in my life after that validated what I believed was going to happen—and that I deserved it. Knowing when or how it would all end didn’t matter, because this was a slow death and it was my cross to bear.


Alone.






me too



In the winter after I turned seven years old, while playing outside with friends, one of the “big boys” in my small, close-knit neighborhood took me by the hand, walked me to a dark, secluded corner in our adjoined apartment buildings, and raped me.


He never let his tight grip loosen as he searched for an area where no one would see what he was doing. I was nervous because it was getting dark, and I knew I was too far away from where my mother said I should be—but I didn’t utter a word.


My apartment building was connected to two other buildings. He first pulled me into the courtyard of one of the adjoining buildings and checked out the outside stairwell, but seemed to change his mind. My fear was growing as he continued to pull me farther down the block to the other building. Us little kids didn’t venture into that building. It was partially abandoned, and its unlit areas were terrifying at night. He checked this outside stairwell and then quickly hurried me up the flight of stairs. I was quiet, mostly out of fear and confusion. Where was he taking me? And why?


When he told me to lie down on the cold stone steps, I complied. He leaned his body over mine while I laid there, stiff as a board and scared to death. He opened my coat and pulled my pants down past my knees, and then he opened my legs. He first penetrated me with his fingers and then tried to put his penis inside of me. I was frozen with fear. I remember the feeling of pressure against my small body. I remember him pushing and pushing. He finally stopped and stood up. He put his hand on his penis and began pulling on it before he ejaculated on me. I cried. I didn’t know what ejaculation was, so for years I thought that he was peeing on me—like the way dogs peed on fire hydrants or random piles of garbage.


I had no real grasp of the gravity of what was happening, but I knew it wasn’t right. It made me feel nasty and dirty and wrong, not realizing that he was wrong and that he was the culprit. I thought we were wrong.


He took my hand again and guided me back up the street toward my building, saying things to me that I can’t remember. Over the years I have tried to fill in the blanks, both consciously and unconsciously. I imagined him saying, this is what happens to ugly little girls. I needed it to all make sense in my mind. It’s unlikely he spoke those words. He probably said something that would have primed me to keep what was now our secret. Maybe he threatened me. Maybe he tried to bribe me.


The only clear memory I have is running through the litany of rules I had broken:



Never go off without permission.


Never be out of sight when you’re playing outside.


Never come upstairs late.


Stay away from the grown-up boys.


Never ever let anyone touch your private parts.





What I knew for certain was that I was in big trouble. I hardly ever broke rules, and certainly never this many.


The boy walked me to my building and put me on the elevator. By the time I got upstairs it had grown dark outside, and my mother and stepfather were yelling out the window for me. I came into the house crying.


My stepdad, who was in the middle of calling me, turned around and bellowed, “WHAT HAPPENED?”


My mother started asking me what was wrong and what happened over and over.


I managed to stammer out, “A boy was bothering me …,” and in that moment I saw my stepfather’s face change. It was a face I had seen before.


“WHO?” he yelled. “Who was bothering you?”


My stepdad, who I affectionately called Mr. Wes, was a six-four Caribbean man, born in Saint Croix and raised in Harlem. He was twenty years my mom’s senior, so when I was seven he was reaching fifty. He had a perpetual salt-and-pepper five o’clock shadow and a mustache with long sides that made his face feel scratchy when he gave me kisses. His voice was raspy, kind of like Harry Belafonte, but deeper, and he spoke loudly and with authority all the time. He wore a gold rope chain with his zodiac sign—Aquarius—and a gold pinky ring with a small diamond in the middle. He smoked his “smoke” and drank a fifth of Smirnoff every single day; he called it his medicine. Occasionally he would roll up a dollar bill when his friends gathered in the room with the door closed.


He was the sweetest, most loving gentle giant to me and the kids around the way, but he was scary when he was mad. I can recall him being mad at me only once in my life, but I had seen him mad at other people plenty of times. In our neighborhood—the block at 167th and Anderson just atop the now famous Highbridge steps—Mr. Wes and his group of friends loomed. There was Mr. Jimmie, who owned the bar downstairs from our apartment building; Mr. Kelly, who owned a bar in another neighborhood but stayed in ours; Mr. Rochelle, who worked for the post office and loved to gamble, and lose, according to my stepdad; Mr. Johnnie, Mr. Wes’s “Puerto Rican brother,” who was the happiest drunk in the crew and would often entertain us kids by playing his bongos in the alleyway; and Mr. Sam, who was the oldest. Like an informal commission, they watched over the neighborhood, and my stepfather was the leader. He was the neighborhood number runner, which was like a homegrown lottery in Black urban communities. Number runners were respected and essential community members, guaranteeing some occasional economic assistance. He operated out of a storefront where folks came to pick up the newspaper, play their numbers, shoot pool, gamble in the back, or hang out. He was the fun-loving, big-hearted guy who opened the pump so kids could get wet and cool off in the summer. He helped finance the annual block party and hosted bus rides with my mom to get families out of the neighborhood. He was also a cook in the army during the Korean War and would make mountains of food for the neighbors. Everyone knew if you were hungry, Mr. Wes would make sure you were fed. And if there was a problem in the neighborhood, before you called a cop, you called him.


Not too long before that night, I had seen Mr. Wes and his friends “take care” of a guy they had caught breaking into apartments. They paraded him down the alleyway that connected our three buildings and beat him—badly—in front of everyone who was crowded around. I was in the house as this was happening, but when my mom went to the window to watch, I was right up under her, peeking and trying to see what was going on. I watched as Mr. Wes and the others stripped the man down to his underwear and whaled on him, kicking and punching. When I made a sound and my mother realized I was watching, she quickly pulled me away, but it was too late. I saw it and would never forget it.


That was the memory that popped into my head when my stepdad demanded to know who had messed with me. I knew what would happen to that boy if I told—it would be worse than that man in the alley. And even more unsettling, I knew what could happen to Mr. Wes afterward. People in my neighborhood had gone away for less. So, at seven small years, I made a very adult decision to accept my fate and bury my secret.


I stammered a reply and stifled my tears. Mr. Wes eyed me skeptically, but I forced a smile and was excused. I didn’t want to cause trouble for Mr. Wes, but I also didn’t want to get in trouble. I began to put away the memory of what the boy had done to me because of what I thought it said about me. My insides strained to accommodate this new information, but they couldn’t. And so they split. In the place I’d tucked away from Mr. Wes and my mom was the real me, the bad me. On the outside I would pretend I was good.


I did my best to mirror and mimic what “good girls” did, but occasionally I gave in to what I thought my “true self” was. In the first grade, at Sacred Heart Primary School, I kissed a boy at the water fountain. I let a boy catch me while playing catch and kiss at recess. I snuck off to lift my skirt outside the cafeteria when one of the boys asked. In my mind, I owed these things to anyone who found me out.


When I was molested again at nine, the split felt more like a shattering. It was another neighborhood boy, probably seven or eight years my senior. This time we were playing a game at the insistence of another girl. She seemed to like it, but I have no way of knowing whether that was true. I hated it. And because I hated it, the boy found it amusing to force me. He made us touch him and put our mouths on him and each other. He would take pictures with his Polaroid camera and then make us chase him through the house and eventually force us to do it all over again to get the picture back. It went on for years, the threat of the pictures always making us come back.


Then, the summer before I turned twelve, I cracked. I had a cast on my leg from corrective surgery to fix my pronated feet. It meant that I wasn’t able to go away to camp like I usually did. He saw me outside on the block and asked me to come into his house for a minute so he could sign my cast. I knew what would happen, so I said I couldn’t. But like always, he pulled out one of his Polaroids and waved it at me. I started to feel sick inside—having a cast and being unable to move freely made me more scared than usual. I made my way to his door where he stood holding it open. He marched me to his room, pushing me along. When we got there, he told me to lie down on his bed. I stood stiff as a statue, but he came over and shoved me on the bottom bunk. He laid on top of me and started rubbing me. He smelled like sweaty, clammy skin and festering bacteria. I started to feel nauseous and tried to find something else to focus on. It was becoming clearer by the minute what he intended to do.


Until now he had made me do things to him, then he would rub his clammy hands anywhere he wanted on my developing body, but this was different. I felt him fiddling with my belt and started praying. The belt had a metal fastener that you had to slide and click into place. It was my favorite type of belt because it came in all sorts of bright colors, but when it got old, the roller ball would stick. I don’t remember the words I called out in prayer that day, but as I felt him struggle to loosen my belt, I knew God was answering my call. He yanked hard, causing him to stumble back and hit my cast. I screamed at the top of my lungs. I screamed the way I had always wanted to scream in that nasty, dark little room. I screamed for every moment he ever laid a hand on me. I screamed like I was jolted out of a nightmare. I screamed for seven-year-old me, who wouldn’t dare scream.


He jumped on me, putting those disgusting hands over my mouth, but it was too late. I wasn’t scared anymore. It’s an eerie feeling when fear leaves your body. I was suddenly acutely aware of where I was and how much I didn’t belong there. My fight-or-flight response converged as I struggled to get off the bed.


“GET OFF ME!” I screamed.


And then he just got up and started acting like I was crazy, asking me why I was bugging out. He yelled, “don’t act like you don’t like it now.”


Confusion blended with anger as I got up and moved away from him. I picked up my crutches and started to hobble out of the room, but then, I saw his Polaroid camera hanging on the doorknob. I leaned on the doorknob like I was getting my bearings, and I took the camera. I don’t know if he saw me, but he didn’t chase me. I scurried through the doorway.


I had used the alley entrance at the back of the building to go into his house, but I chose to leave by the front. It was a shortcut, but it required me to go down a huge flight of stairs because the elevator wasn’t working. I started down the steps slowly, almost sliding down, one at a time. I made it midway when my crutch slipped. I grabbed the railing to steady myself but dropped the camera. It fell all the way down to the bottom of the stairs, banging as it went. I stood still, watching it, my body rigid, until it came to a clanging stop. My heart was pounding as I again started the process of carefully making my way down, stair by stair.


I was focused on my feet, just about to reach the last step, when I collided with someone. I looked up to find our neighbor, Ms. Davis. She was an older lady who was a good friend of our family. I adored her and she adored me. She was so fabulous. She was always “sugar sharp,” as the old folk would say. I had never seen her without a full face of makeup, complete with red lips; fancy, colorful earrings; and big, wide-frame sunglasses. She played her numbers in Mr. Wes’s spot and always came to family and community functions. She would call me “my baby” with a big smile as soon as she laid eyes on me. To this day, I refer to so many little Black girls in the same way when I run into them on the street.


“Hey, my baby! Are you okay?” she asked, that big smile spreading across her face.


“I’m okay. I was cutting through the building to go home, but I almost fell down the steps.” I tried to explain without sounding like something was wrong, but she was the kind of Black elder who listened to what your face and body told them more than the words coming out of your mouth.


“Oh, okay…” Her words were slow and skeptical. “So, whose camera is that?” she asked, pointing to the Polaroid lying broken on the ground. She looked at me with a little cock of her head. “It came flying down the stairs before you did.”


“I found it,” I lied.


“You found it? Okay. Where did you find it, then?” she asked, taking a half step back so she could take me in from head to toe. The look on her face told me the jig was about to be up. I hesitated for half a minute before I confessed.


“I took it from Draco’s house, Ms. Morris’s son—but he was bothering me!” It was like I was seven again and had said too much.


“Bothering you? Bothering you how?” She looked me directly in the eyes. And then she took her time taking me all in again. I didn’t speak a word. My eyes were welling up as she put her hand on my arm, giving it a little push before she asked me again, this time in a lower, more deliberate tone. “Bothering you how?”


I had been in this moment before—when I had a chance to say something to my mom and Mr. Wes and didn’t. I didn’t know what telling meant because, again, I thought I would get in trouble too. I would have to answer for why I had been coming back to this boy’s house time and time again. All the reasons sounded dumb in my head now. What if Ms. Davis didn’t believe me? I wanted her to think highly of me. I didn’t want her to know about the me I hid away. I wanted her to believe I was good.


My eyes started to water. Then, as if she could read my mind, she relented.


“Okay, calm down. I am not ya mama and daddy. I’m just going to ask you once—are you okay?”


I was full on crying.


“Yes, I’m okay now.”


“Is this little camera thing going to cause you some trouble?” She stepped over to pick up the cracked camera.


“I don’t know.”


“Well, you don’t have it now, then, do you? And you haven’t even seen it, have you?”


I wasn’t exactly sure what was happening, so I just shook my head vigorously in agreement because I suspected this was a good thing.


“Okay then, so you’re fine, right, my baby?” she said, smile returning.


“Yes, I’m fine. Thank you, Ms. Davis,” I replied politely, wiping my tears away.


She helped me down the last few steps to the landing and turned to go. Right before she left, she called out to me.


“These little boys can’t keep their damn hands to themselves, my baby. You got a daddy who will go to his grave to protect you, so be careful, because we need Big Wes around here.”


“Okay,” I said quietly as she disappeared up the stairs.


Those few minutes I stood there with her were the closest I had ever come to feeling seen in my short life. I thought she knew what happened, but I couldn’t be sure until she spoke those last words. I am positive she meant well. She didn’t know that I had already opted to carry this burden when I was just seven years old to protect my beloved Mr. Wes from the ruin that I imagined him being locked away would bring to my family. She couldn’t have known that when she introduced this unspoken vow of silence between us, the burial ground I had made inside myself for all my secrets was beginning to fill up. She didn’t know I was desperate for a lifeline. So I took her advice, and I found space for this secret in that vast cemetery I carried in my soul.





I always wonder why they knew I wouldn’t tell. What was it about me? What did they know? Did they see through my “good girl” charade? I have filled in the blanks with my own insecurities and post-traumatic ideations for years, but I can’t say for sure. As good as I wanted to be, it was evident—in my small child’s mind, at least—that I wasn’t innocent in practice.


I started to settle into a new reality of who I really was—not the sweet, smart girl that my mom and family saw me as, but as this gross, fast, ugly girl with dark secrets. Before I reached puberty, I learned two things: how to smile and perform the role of good girl and how to hide the nasty, dirty, fast girl I thought I really was. At the time, not much felt authentic in my life except my love for my family and my love for learning.


I was a grown woman before I truly understood the word rape and was able to relate it to my experience. Language like rape, molestation, and abuse were foreign to me as a child. I had no definitions and no context. Nobody around me talked like that. I may have heard adults say things like, “you know he likes to ‘mess with’ little girls” or “you know you can’t trust him around no kids,” but no one had truly explained it to me. No one said things like, “You know so-and-so got caught raping a girl.” The older women in my life—whether it was my mother or my aunt or the women in my building, who looked at me as their sweet baby—taught me plenty about protecting myself and my private parts. Never let anyone touch your private parts, they’d say. But I wasn’t told why I had to protect my private parts, just that it was imperative that I did. Because of this, when I thought of my experience, I didn’t hold my abusers accountable—I held myself to blame. In my mind, they didn’t abuse me. I broke the rules. I was the one who did something wrong. It was this thinking that also kept me from ever identifying as a survivor. I didn’t even identify as a victim.


I remember conversations in high school where girls teased me about being a virgin. As they laughed at me, I would think, if only they knew I lost my virginity at seven. That’s what I believed. And as painful as that shame was, I also believed that I deserved the pain. I deserved to be tormented by flashbacks and anxiety and fear. I deserved whatever agony awaited me, because I broke the rules. I carried that. I carried that pain, heavy on my back and deep in my flesh. The weight sat on my shoulders, every day, slowly crushing me.






uptown baby



I am a third-generation Bronxite and was born and raised in New York there in the early ’70s. My grandfather, Joseph Burke, was one of the first Black babies born in Lincoln Hospital in the late 1920s. His mother, Martha, came to the United States through Ellis Island from the island country of Saint Kitts in 1922. Grandaddy met my grandma, Willie Mae—who was raised in South Carolina and relocated when she was seven—on Lyman Place in what is known as the Banana Kelly section of the Bronx. He had stepped in to break up a fight between my grandma and her then-boyfriend, Pete, who thought he could put his hands on her and get away with it.


As the story goes, my granddaddy stopped my grandma from going upside Pete’s head after he raised his hand to hit her. She had grabbed a broom from the storefront they were standing near and started whaling on Pete. My granddaddy pulled her off Pete, then insisted on walking her home to comfort her. Somewhere between the brouhaha and her front stoop, Granddaddy decided, very definitively, as he often did, that she was “the one.” He told her that he had been drafted to go to war—World War II—but that he would come back for her. Grandma says she paid him no mind and “went about her business” when he left.


While in the armed services, my granddaddy was in an airplane accident that nearly killed him, and he was sent home after serving just eighteen months. Once discharged, he kept his word to my grandma and showed up at my great-granddaddy’s door asking to court her. She told her father that she didn’t know who the heck he was. She did, of course, but she wanted to see how serious he was. He came back three times before she agreed to go on a date. She went out with him that day and a few days after that—and then, as he would often say, she became his last girlfriend.


My grandparents made a good life in the Bronx. Grandma was a nurse and Granddaddy worked for General Motors, which might have placed them in the upper middle class instead of working class if they hadn’t had six children—my mother was the oldest. My granddaddy was the patriarch and head of household. He was strong willed and dominant. His word was law and his views were gospel. His golden rule was family first. Burkes mattered before anyone else. He and my grandma raised their children to be self-aware and smart, like them. He was a self-taught scholar of Black history and gourmet chef. He believed in the teachings of the Honorable Marcus Mosiah Garvey and Malcolm X, among others, and if you were in his presence for any extended period of time, you knew it.


We were what some would call a pro-Black family. My granddaddy believed in celebrating Blackness in as many ways as possible. Once my younger cousin, who was born the day after Malcolm X’s birthday, said that he didn’t know who the venerated Black leader was. My granddaddy went out on the spot and bought a birthday cake to celebrate Malcolm X. He used the celebration to teach my cousin about our own Black shining prince.


My mom, heavily influenced by my granddaddy, was engaged in the Black liberation struggles of the ’70s and put me in an Afrocentric daycare, where I was learning Swahili and African dance at just three. Grandaddy believed in telling the truth about America and who we were in relation to it. I wasn’t allowed to do things like wear red, white, and blue or participate in the Pledge of Allegiance. “What are you pledging to?” he would say. “This country doesn’t keep its promises!”


As it often does, the patriarchy ran deep in our beloved patriarch. When my mom got pregnant during her junior year of college, family folklore says that my granddaddy was so angry he refused to speak to her for months. There was no evidence of that anger after my birth, though. I was the apple of his eye. My biological father was never a part of my life. I have never met him and have only limited information about him. My mother was my primary caretaker, but my granddaddy was larger than life for me from the first time he picked me up. Growing up the oldest of six kids in the ’50s and ’60s more than prepared my mother for raising a child of her own—even in an often-unforgiving city like New York. But the Bronx was a different animal.


What most of the world knows about the Bronx comes from the images of burned-out buildings and poverty-stricken Black and Latinx youth that littered the newspapers and voyeuristic art exhibits of the ’70s and ’80s. “The Bronx is burning” was a popular way to talk about my hometown then because of the rash of arsons that took away more than half of the livable properties in some census tracts. My borough has always been more than that, though, and for me it’s almost like another family member. It was the rich cultural and political landscape of the borough that made such an impact on how my mother raised me—entrenched in the Black Power ethos of the moment. It is true that there were very few resources in the hood, but it was the first place I learned the value of using what you have to create what you need. People struggled, but they also built. The stories of neighborhoods reclaiming and rebuilding burned-out buildings don’t often get told. But when I think of my own journey to healing, so much of it mirrors the power, resilience, and tenacity of my family and my borough.


Looking back now, I wish these things had been enough to protect me and others like me from the evils hidden deep in its city blocks, but they were not. There was always some new challenge or trauma, something lurking around the corner waiting to haunt me. Mr. Wes, who’d come into our lives as such a bright spot, was taken away, just like everything else.


Mr. Wes had been with my mother for almost a decade, and he was a beloved extension of the Burke family dynamic. He had four children besides me. Two biological, Roxanne and Ramona, and two other stepchildren from previous relationships: Kevin, who was smart and funny and charming but rarely came around, and Anthony. Ant, as most people called him, had been in and out of prison since I was little and was no stranger to the streets. He was fun and tough and would let me hang off his big, muscular arms when he worked out. I was also his mini caller ID long before the technology came about. With his caramel brown skin, bulking muscles, and unmistakable uptown swag, he always had ladies calling him. I would answer the phone and say their name out loud. “Hi, Diane, nice to meet you. I’m Tarana, how can I help you?” He would either take the phone and say, “That’s my little sister,” or he’d shake his head no, and I would say he wasn’t home and hang up.


He never stuck around for long, but it was always better when he was there. My mom and Mr. Wes had parted ways—or something like that—and we had moved out of Mr. Wes’s house and into our own place across town. I was still over at Mr. Wes’s house almost daily because I went to school around the corner. I even went there on some weekends to hang out with my friends. On one particular Saturday night, when I was in the seventh grade, I was home with my mother. I was washing up before bed when she came into the bathroom looking like she was going to be sick.


“Anthony got shot.” The words landed on me while I stood in my nightgown, brushing my teeth over the sink. I don’t know why—maybe because I was a kid, or because I had never experienced a death, or because I was shocked by her sudden, abrupt delivery—I burst out laughing.


“Tarana,” my mother said sharply. “Anthony is dead.”


I stopped laughing.


Apparently, one of the women Anthony was seeing had a long-term boyfriend who had come home from prison and found out about their relationship. The boyfriend and his people trooped from Brooklyn to the Bronx and showed up to a party where Anthony was supposed to meet the girl. A shoot-out ensued.


Someone ran around the corner to get Mr. Wes. He’d shown up, pistol blazing, and found Anthony shot but alive. Anthony, who was a knife guy, had managed to stab and critically wound the boyfriend. What happened next was hazy and patched together from firsthand accounts and court documents. Mr. Wes turned to answer a shot, not realizing Anthony was right behind him, and shot Anthony in the back of the head.


For years, I carried so much guilt for laughing when my mother told me, but the guilt that stuck with me the most was the guilt for why I cried. I loved Ant, but my tears were more for Mr. Wes than my stepbrother. Mr. Wes was arrested and put on trial, and suddenly, everything that year felt held together by scotch tape and a prayer. Mr. Wes’s oldest daughter, Roxanne, and her boyfriend, Mike, moved into his apartment. I hadn’t seen them around much before; they were what grown folks called “out there.” Roxanne was an early adopter of crack, the latest drug craze. Both she and Mike ran the streets and struggled with drug dependency. I no longer enjoyed going over to Mr. Wes’s place—he was locked up and they’d trashed the apartment. I only went by to find out if there was any news from the trial.


The day the verdict came down, I was walking into Mr. Wes’s building after school as Mike was coming out. We barely ever spoke, and I was prepared to walk past him, but he stopped me in the courtyard.


“Trial is done,” he said, lighting a cigarette. “They got him. Wes is gone!”


I just stood there.


“What do you mean?” I asked, knowing exactly what he meant.


He took a pull on his nasty cigarette and continued. “They got him. He outta here!” he repeated, this time with a little chuckle. “Fucked up shit.”


Then he walked away, leaving me stunned and struggling to understand what had happened.


There was something about the way he said it all so casually. He didn’t seem to care about Mr. Wes, and that made me want to fight him right on the spot. But I knew my age and size meant nothing to him. If I swung, he would swing back.


I walked into the building and made it as far as the elevator vestibule before I broke down. I slumped to the floor in my school uniform, crying dramatically the way my mom frowned upon. I threw my book bag, and all the papers fell out and scattered across the lobby. I crawled around picking them up, still crying and crying.


I never went upstairs. I gathered myself and left the building to head home.


It felt like everything had converged on me all at once. In everything I had endured already, Mr. Wes was one of the brightest spots. I’d never used his protection, but I knew it was there for me, and that was something. I hadn’t wanted to taint his view of me as a good girl by needing it. I wanted him to keep loving the version of me he was so happy to see and proud to brag about. I didn’t want him to know anything about the girl I saw when I looked in the mirror. I had to preserve the good for him, and for my mommy and granddaddy and my uncles and aunt.


What was I supposed to do without Mr. Wes?


The thing I had sacrificed my soul to prevent happened anyway. Mr. Wes went to jail. Not for killing one of my abusers but for accidentally killing my stepbrother. It still felt like I was the one who had messed everything up. I wasn’t sure how, but I believed that this, like every other bad thing that had happened to me, was somehow my fault.






acts of contrition



Being Catholic—particularly, being a confused little Black girl and a survivor who was Catholic—simultaneously saved my life and, in retrospect, threw it further into turmoil. We were not a Catholic family by tradition. My grandfather, who was West Indian and raised Catholic like many of his bredrin, stepped away from the church after being mistreated in a Catholic boy’s home in the ’30s. As a result, he had a scathing view of Catholicism and didn’t raise his six kids in the church. But he didn’t bar them from joining either. Instead, he allowed them to choose their own religious or spiritual practice when they were old enough to understand what they were getting into.


My mother, the eldest of the six, decided to become Catholic when she was twelve. At the time, the family lived across from Saint Athanasius Church. It is a legendary church that has served the people of the South Bronx, particularly in the Banana Kelly area, for over a hundred years. It was a cornerstone of the community. Catholic churches in New York are like Baptist churches in the South. They seem to be everywhere, especially in low-income and immigrant communities. The Bronx, which ranks fourth in size and last in wealth out of the five New York boroughs, has the second-largest number of Catholic churches (behind Manhattan).


My mom decided to join the church because of the weekends she would sit on her stoop and watch the festivities, weddings, and baptisms across the street. She said that people always seemed so happy. She also had memories of being treated well and taken care of at an after-school program at Casita Maria, a community center run by the nuns of Saint Athanasius. It makes me wonder what she needed shelter from at that age.


She was a bit of a late starter in the religion, so she signed up for sacrament classes, was baptized, and made her first communion all within the same month. That was May 1963. The following year, after she turned thirteen, she completed the last of the three-step process with the sacrament of confirmation and officially became a member of the Catholic Church. By the time I came along about a decade later, she had long stopped attending church regularly. She’d given it up around the time she finished high school four years earlier. Still, she had me baptized when I was an infant, and at six years old, I started first grade at Sacred Heart Primary School in the Bronx. It had less to do with her being Catholic, though, and more to do with her being a working-class single mother trying to give her child the best possible advantage in life.


I didn’t enter the school as a practicing Catholic, but I took to the teachings rather well. The rules were simple: read the Bible, spread the “good news,” be kind and generous to others, pray, and confess. We wore burgundy, white, and gray–plaid uniforms with crisp white button-up shirts and small crisscross ties. We had a routine for everything from going to the bathroom to playing at recess, and if we ever had a doubt about whether we were good, bad, right, or wrong, the ever-present sisters and the brothers would remind us. The little girl who was desperate to show the world that she was good needed this regimen. According to those rules, although I had defied God by being sinful, God would forgive me. God wouldn’t forget my sins, but that was okay as long as I was still allowed in his sight. He was merciful.


Going to mass, praying the rosary, and reading and sharing the “good news” were a lifeline to me as I worked my way back from the unspeakable sins I felt I’d committed. It was a complicated, tangled web in my head. I would go to confession regularly to confess a “cover sin”—lying, swearing, or something else instead of what I really held inside. I’d quietly ask God for forgiveness for lying, and then I’d redeem myself by doubling whatever penance the priest gave for the cover sin. He would instruct me to pray my rosary, starting with the Apostles’ Creed, and to follow that with some number of Hail Marys and Our Fathers. In my mind, if I just doubled that number, I would set things right.


I loved confession. It was my favorite part of being Catholic besides communion, and I took it very seriously. We made confessions during school hours, so I didn’t have to worry about being embarrassed to go into the box. It was just part of our schedule. Every student had to do it no matter what. When I came out of the confessional, I would immediately go to a pew to get started on my rosary and pray vigorously, but not publicly. I prayed my first round like everyone else, all the while promising God to finish before the day was out. To pull off my good-girl sham, the other students couldn’t think that I had more to confess than they did and therefore more assigned prayers. I finished my prayers while in the lunch line, at recess, or during a bathroom break. As long as I got through it in my head, I had made good on my penance.


When all of the students had finished confessing and were waiting in the pews, Father O’Donald would come out and lead us in the Act of Contrition prayer.


“Oh my God, I am sorry for my sins. In choosing to do wrong and failing to do good, I have sinned against You and your Church …”


In that moment, saying those lines, I felt honest. It was the only time I allowed myself to peek out from behind the veil that separated me from the other girls, the real good girls. I felt bad for pretending to my classmates, like I was lying. Telling the truth even for one moment was a relief.


I was carrying so much shame—more than any child should have to confront. But like pain and suffering, shame has no age requirement. There is no set cutoff or start. It’s just there one day and doesn’t leave. At least not of its own free will. On my luckiest days the shame sat on my spirit like a thin film of dust. I saw and felt it, but it wasn’t enough to disrupt things. On the worst days, it was like sliding down a muddy slope, helplessly sinking into the trap below.


On one of these bad days I was supposed to be in the kitchen doing the dishes. I was standing at the sink, washing out cups the way I was taught: a little dish detergent on the rag, use the rag to soap the inside of the cup, and then clean the outside and the rim with the rag before rinsing it thoroughly and placing it in the dish dryer.


I finished the last cup and started rinsing the soap out of the rag, but the water got cold. I rang the dishrag out several times to make sure the soap was out, but more small white bubbles kept appearing. As I rinsed it in cold water for the third or fourth time, I started to think about the taste of the soap. I dared myself to try it. Tilting my head down, I held up the rag to let a drop of the cool, soapy water drip in my mouth. Then I heard my mother’s voice from the kitchen door.


“TARANA. JANEEN,” she roared.


She always said my first and middle name when she was pissed at me.


“What the hell are you doing? Are you crazy?”


She flew into a rage, screaming at me. Busted, I could only stammer out a very guilty, “Nothing!” I was confused by my own actions. She was probably just grossed out, but her yelling made it seem like this was a way more serious infraction.


“I have never in all of my life seen something so nasty and stupid!” She kept screaming. “Do you KNOW what I use that dishrag for, Tarana Janeen? Huh? Do you KNOW? I scrub the GOOK off of the bottom of the dirty, burnt pots! I killed a damn baby ROACH with that rag and washed the body down the sink. That’s the dirty, nasty thing you put in your mouth, little girl!”


As she yelled, I stood staring at her, wondering in my own small head why I had done something so gross.


“Is that what you are? A dirty, nasty, used-up dishrag?” she seethed.


Hot tears fell down my cheeks, quick and messy.


“Huh?” she demanded.


“No,” I stammered sheepishly.


Her tone eased just a bit, like she realized this was an outsized reaction. “Go in the bathroom and wash your face and brush your teeth and your tongue!”


I’m sure my mother thought I was crying because her yelling upset me, and it did. My mother didn’t curse much, almost never in fact, but she could reduce a grown man to tears without profanity when she was mad. It didn’t take much for her to go from zero to furious. But it wasn’t the yelling alone that made the tears fall. It was confirmation of what I thought I truly was—dirty, nasty, and used up.





While I was still attending Sacred Heart, my mother became serious with the man with whom she eventually had my little brother. Mr. Eddie had been around for years. He was from the neighborhood, so I had seen him a lot while growing up. In fact, my friends and I were in awe of him as little kids because he could skate backward up the hill while listening to music. Mr. Eddie was very different from Mr. Wes. He wasn’t interested in being a father figure to me. He made jokes about Mr. Wes being in jail. He made jokes about my mother. He spoke recklessly about my family. He was mean and rude and brash for no reason, and the opposite of everything I knew and loved about Mr. Wes. He barely talked to me except to bark orders with such disdain that it felt like he despised me. I barely even knew him, so I didn’t understand why.


His introduction into our lives marked a sharp turn in my relationship with my mother. Before Mr. Eddie, she was the only one who disciplined me, outside of maybe my grandparents. I got in trouble with any number of adults, but it was always my mom who did the actual disciplining. She would become livid if a nonfamily member ever touched me. She once marched into my school and physically threatened my teacher for using a ruler on me in class. I once saw her grab a butcher knife and run outside to confront a white boy who slapped me in the park. Until Mr. Eddie came into the picture, my mom had zero tolerance for anyone who thought they had authority to discipline me—or, God forbid, lay hands on me. But then he came.


My mother had raised me to be inquisitive. We were close, like single mothers and daughters often are. I read a lot and was inquisitive, which made me conversant with adults in a way that a lot of my peers were not. All of that went against how Mr. Eddie believed children should behave. My talking irritated him, and I talked a lot. It got on my mother’s nerves occasionally too, but never once did she tell me to shut up in a mean way. In fact, it was almost a forbidden phrase in our house. She may have snapped at me to be quiet when I was especially chatty, but never did she have the kind of rancor and disdain that Mr. Eddie spewed my way.


It wasn’t long before I realized just how different things were with Mr. Eddie. I don’t even remember what I was talking about the night it dawned on me. Perhaps it was something on television. I was going on and on to my mother, talking and laughing with her. Out of nowhere, Mr. Eddie jumped up out of the bed and shouted, “Shut the fuck up! Damn. You’ve been talking for over an hour! Children should be seen and not heard. Damn!”


My head swung around in disbelief as I looked at this man. He had barely even talked to me up until this point, and now he was cursing at me. I turned back to my mother, waiting for her to drop the hammer. My mother, the woman who once told a man who slapped me in the face at the supermarket for bumping into his cart, “I don’t care if she called you a barrel full of motherfuckers. You put your hands on my child and now you have to die”—right before punching him so hard that she broke his jaw. My mother, who was the straightest shooter and the toughest person I knew.


Instead, she looked at me with a pitiful expression and said, “Just go in the other room, Tarana.”


That’s it. And I, wide-eyed and stunned, got up and looked around like Dorothy, trying to identify this new, strange land I had entered. I didn’t cry. I left in a daze and sat waiting in the other room. I listened for my mother’s roll of thunder to hear my cry and correct this injustice. I waited for her to do what she had done so many times before, what she was known for. “You touch this one and you got a death wish,” she always said, pointing at me. “I don’t play about me and mine,” she’d promised over and over. That is who, and what, I knew to be true. But as I sat there, it became very clear that those truths had shifted.


His nasty behavior only got worse. I never got to hear what he told my mom, if anything, after one of his violent outbursts, but what I told her never seemed to be enough.


When my brother was born about a year after the cursing incident, I was sure that Mr. Eddie would never leave. Except he did. He left and came back more times than I can count, and each time it felt like my mother would get meaner and more distant, further from the woman I knew. I used to be her sidekick. She would dress us alike, buying sweatshirts and ironing on matching letters and patches. When she was with Mr. Wes, we would go out as a family. We would pile into his brown, 1980-something Nova and drive to Beefsteak Charlie’s on Fordham Road or to the steakhouse down on Thirty-Fourth Street. We would be eating and laughing and having a good time when Mr. Wes would suddenly whisper loudly, “Here, put this in your purse!” He was always trying to take anything that wasn’t nailed down, and mommy would chastise him. “WESLEY! Put that back! I am not putting that in my purse!” I would be in a fit of giggles, and eventually my mother’s annoyance would cede to Mr. Wes’s fake innocence. “What?” he’d ask in his growly voice with a hint of Saint Croix spilling over the Harlem intonation. “I’m just a poor man tryna make it in the world…” and we would all start laughing.


She didn’t laugh like that around Mr. Eddie. It was like he had a spell over her. Nobody made my mother do anything she didn’t want to do. She said what she wanted and moved how she wanted and lived the life she wanted. She could defend herself in any situation and could defend me from any harm that she saw. So why didn’t she see this as harm? Why didn’t she defend me? All I saw was her choosing this man’s love over our happiness, and it tore me up inside. I didn’t understand that on the inside maybe my mom was still that little girl sitting on her steps, watching the happy faces going in and out of church, longing for what she saw as joy and love. I didn’t understand for far longer than I should have.






breathe again



My life had shifted because of my mother’s relationship, and as I struggled more at home, I leaned into the church. Shortly before I had my own sacrament of confirmation into the Catholic Church, my granddaddy decided he needed to intervene in my love affair with Catholicism. One day, after seeing that I had finished reading my mother’s copy of Roots by Alex Haley, he decided that I was ready for some “better history,” as he called it.


He took me for a ride down to Harlem to one of his favorite spots, Liberation Bookstore on Lenox Avenue, and bought me two books: They Came before Columbus by Ivan Van Sertima and Before the Mayflower by Lerone Bennett Jr. He told me he had nothing against the Bible or Christians, but a lot of our folks, like the ones in Roots, stayed in chains long after they were taken off because their minds were chained to the Bible I loved. If I was going to read the Bible, he said, I needed to read these historical texts alongside it.


My mother had raised me as a bookworm, and so I spent most of the eighth grade doing exactly what my granddaddy had said to do. As fast as I could read a book, he’d recommended a new one. I started caring less and less about confession and started asking Father O’Donald harder questions during his weekly visits to our classroom.


Is it true that Catholics were slave traders and didn’t do anything to help enslaved Africans until it was too late? I remember asking him once. He glared at me over his small wire-framed glasses as he stumbled through an answer about how the Catholic Church evolved over time. In turn, I stared back defiantly at the pulsating vein over his eyebrow. I had found a new thing to become: radical.





Fall of ’87 was my freshman year of high school, and I was starting at Harry S. Truman. In 1987 in the Bronx, the only thing to be was a ’round the way girl. LL Cool J would really run it down for us a few years later, but if you were young, Black or Brown, and alive, you already knew what time it was. Hip-hop was our way of life. Our clothes, music, hairstyles, attitude, and aspirations all flowed from what people called the “soundtrack to the streets.” I loved every bit of it.


I was desperately trying to separate myself from the eight years I had spent in Catholic school—years the new radical me now thought of as brainwashing. My mom couldn’t understand why I wanted to go to the public school instead of continuing on at the Catholic high school, but public school was free, and I suspect she let me have my way because it also unburdened her financially.


Truman had a decent academic reputation, which helped to settle my mom, but it also had a legendary reputation for violence—that unsettled me. There were all kinds of stories of girls getting jumped and slashed or stuck up after school. On all sides but the front, the school was surrounded by Co-op City, a residential community made up of about thirty-five high-rise buildings with nearly fifty thousand residents about thirty minutes north of Bronxdale Houses where I lived. Co-op was a city of its own. It was a bastion of working and middle-class, mostly Black folks, but it functioned like many of the public housing complexes in the city—insular and identity driven. People from Co-op always let you know they were from Co-op, and not just from the complex but the specific section, the most notorious being Section Five. The front of the school faced the stretch of I-95 that made up the New England Thruway, and across the highway was a part of the Bronx dubbed “the twos” or “the two hundreds” because the street numbers ran into the two hundreds. Somehow, over the years a feud of sorts had developed between Co-op and the two hundreds, which was heavily populated by Caribbean folks. If you attended Truman and were not from one of these two areas, your allegiance was quickly determined by who you chose to run with. The rules weren’t hard and fast, but they were clear enough to make students from the outside tread lightly.


I was an outsider—in more ways than just geographically. There was no harassment for being smart. Everyone was pretty cool about it as long as it was clear who you were. If you were a smart kid, you hung with other smart kids and did “smart kid things” like joining the honor bowl league or science club. If you were a tough kid, you clapped back at teachers and challenged everyone who got in your crosshairs to a fight. If you were a cool kid, you wore all the latest fashions and did I don’t know what, because I wasn’t one of them at Truman.


I landed in an undefined area. My mom initially required that I wear only skirts—long skirts—to school. She wanted to continue the modesty and uniformity of Catholic school. The only other girls who wore skirts all the time were either deeply religious, like Seventh Day Adventists or Jehovah’s Witnesses, or they had “knowledge of self,” meaning they had allegiance with the Five Percent Nation—a younger, slightly more authoritarian offshoot of the Nation of Islam. I was none of the above, but because I dressed the part I got lumped into at least one of these categories on a daily basis. Few things were as nerve-racking in late ’80s New York as being approached by a group of dudes who were calling you “Earth” and talking about the “mathematics” for the day. I stood out like crazy in a sea of girls drawing style inspiration from rappers like Salt-N-Pepa and Sweet Tee. Most of them were rocking door knocker earrings, colorful leather jackets, and intricate hi-lo haircuts. They looked fly. And there I was in my long, unstylish skirts. My mom was still trying to salvage what was left of my thick, long hair after a brief stint with a Jheri curl in middle school, so there was no way she was about to let me try something like an asymmetrical haircut or bleached hair. But what I did get was a bad attitude. And I decided to let it work overtime to fill the deficit I felt from not having the rest.


I had tested into a number of honors and advanced courses, so I spent most of my day with a group of kids who fit somewhere between eager nerd or naturally smart with an attitude (like me)—or they were just white. My homeroom was a different story. Every morning we reported to a random classroom with no agenda besides listening to garbled announcements and having our attendance taken. The students in my homeroom were unruly. As a recent Catholic school student, it was beyond my comprehension that kids would be so rude and disrespectful to a teacher. I mean, we got a little hype back at Sacred Heart Middle School, but cursing at a teacher? Not listening at all? Walking in and out of the classroom? Unheard of.


My freshman homeroom was wild. Outside of some random name calling, I had never actually been bullied, but the girls in my homeroom started making comments about my wearing skirts daily. After about a week of taunting, I called on my Aunt Cecelia, my mother’s younger sister, who functioned more like an older sister to me than an aunt. She was the flyest person I knew and, outside of my mother and grandmother, definitely the toughest. If there was ever some kind of beef or argument and you heard her loudly say, “I know one thing …,” it was wise to pay close attention to that one thing if you wanted to save yourself some grief.


I explained the homeroom situation to my aunt, who was also trying to convince my mom to reverse her skirt rule. She looked me dead in the eyes and said, “never let them see you sweat.” It was advice I’d hear from her again and again. She told me to practice saying one phrase with force, so that everyone in earshot believed me: “Fuck you!” Even if I were scared, she said, my mouth could usually get me out of a tight corner if I was loud and convincing enough.


“But you always have to be prepared to fight,” my aunt warned. I thought of my mom’s street advice. Ever since I had been jumped by three girls on my way home in the fourth grade, my mom would tell me that if it ever happened again to pick the one with the biggest mouth, punch her in the face or kick her in the coochie, and then just keep beating on her and don’t let go. She assured me that my granddaddy had given her the same advice, and it always worked.


A month later, one of the girls from my homeroom stole my purse. It was a very good knockoff Gucci that my Uncle Joey had taken me to Southern Boulevard to purchase as a late birthday gift. Not only did the girl steal the bag off my desk when I wasn’t looking, she came to homeroom the next day carrying the purse with my stuff still inside. I politely asked her if it was my purse.


She jumped up and started screaming. “You calling me a thief? You saying I stole from you?” Before I could get my bearings, she took a swing at me. She was a tall girl, probably five-ten to my five-five. When her swing missed, my instincts kicked in. I jumped up on my desk, and when she came lunging at me again I popped her dead in the mouth with my fist, which caught everyone—especially the girl—by surprise. She fell back and tried to come at me again, but the teacher grabbed her and restrained her arms.


And then she spat at me.


I had been spat at before. In elementary school, a girl I bullied because I was jealous that my friend liked her better spat on me during an argument. I beat her up, kinda. The fight was over as quickly as it started. Mr. Wes came up to the school to get me. When I got home, he asked me why I had been fighting. I told him a girl had spat on me, and he seemed satisfied with that response. I could hear my mom fussing over the phone when he called to tell her I had gotten in trouble for fighting. I heard him say, “The girl spit on her…” My mother went ballistic on the other end. Spitting on or at someone is one of the worst forms of disrespect in the Black community. No way would my mother tolerate it happening to her child. I didn’t get in trouble for my bullying or the fight it caused. Instead, my mother lectured me that if anyone ever opened their mouth to spit on me, I should try to rip their tongue out.


When the girl in homeroom spat on me, something snapped. The good-girl wall that I had been slowly chipping away at finally crumbled, and I proceeded to whup her ass as the teacher struggled to regain control of the situation. Security guards were called into the classroom to assist, and we were both taken to the principal’s office. I got off with an in-school suspension once it was revealed that the other girl had both stolen my purse and swung at me first. I was a stellar student on paper, but the principal warned me not to fall into bad habits like violence. I had to hold my tongue not to say how can I not make violence a habit when I am surrounded by it?


But something else was happening at the same time. For once, I felt powerful. I felt strong. Maybe even a little free. Someone tried me and I had an immediate response. I liked that. I needed that. My whole existence in Catholic school had been dependent on being a “good girl.” But that day, my rage showed up and the shame disappeared.


That school year there were at least six more fights—most defending other people or myself—and seven more suspensions—in and out of school. A new persona emerged. The girl who was so afraid of everything in middle school had found a way to be fearless, and it felt good.





My year at Truman was a roller-coaster ride. I started out wide-eyed and unaware, and then once I was forced to defend myself and fight back I felt powerful. But this power came with overwhelming anxiety. All of the time. I was anxious about getting into the next fight. I was anxious about getting caught. I was anxious about running with a crowd I knew my mom wouldn’t approve of. I was anxious that my grades would slip. And, most of all, I was anxious that somehow, some way, these folks would find out that I was a fraud. I rejected close friendships with the other girls in my honors classes and instead opted for a band of, what some might call, misfits. I felt like myself around them or at least part of myself.


There was a boy in our crew who was always joking around and flirting with me. From the way he cozied up to me, I knew he liked me. I didn’t know if I liked him, but I liked being liked. Sometimes we’d kiss and he’d feel me up. It was just stupid stuff to the rest of our crew, but it was a big deal to me. No boy had ever touched me with my permission or expressed desire before. I liked it but not enough to let things go further when he asked. I was just trying this new feeling out.


I met up with my crew one day in my friend’s apartment, and something was decidedly different. No one would make eye contact with me, but there seemed to be a whole conversation taking place behind the looks they all shot at each other. Finally, one of them took me aside and explained that another one of our friends, who we called Little Stephanie, has slept with King, the guy I’d been hanging around, before I got there. She’d had actual sex with him—my him. The boy I had convinced myself I liked. The boy I had let kiss me and feel on me.


My friends all sat there quietly as I put it all together, and then one of them said, “She’s here. We made her stay until you got here.” He was gone, but she was there. And instead of yelling and screaming at him I settled for beating her up, badly. I wasn’t even mad at her, really, but the crew hyped me up. They’d made her stay because they wanted this to happen.


She just sat there pitifully, begging to explain how it happened. I was too young and impressionable to ask the right questions. I had been summoned to perform by my friends, and I didn’t want to disappoint. I went at her hard, fighting like she had hit my mother. I beat her into the hallway and then chased her downstairs and out of the building, where I fought her again. She left with the wire from her braces sticking through her lip. It was awful. And worse, every single person in the crew was cheering me on as I beat her ass. People who she woke up thinking were her friends. She kept saying sorry as she tried to defend herself. She never fought back and never shifted from an apologetic posture, no matter how hard I hit her or how much venom I spit at her.


I was tired when the fight was over. I went home as if nothing happened, barely marked from the brawl. I wrote in my journal that night about the fight and all that happened earlier in the day, still in my teenage ego bubble. What I didn’t write in the midst of my bragging and shit-talking about how much blood there was and how scared she looked was how relieved I was. I didn’t talk about the weight that was lifted by thinking that if she was having sex with him, it meant I was off the hook. And if I was off the hook, it meant I didn’t have to tell anyone what had happened to me. She didn’t have the same luck with her secrets. The next day in school I met up with my friends to go to lunch, and we saw her sitting alone in the cafeteria.


“Look at that ho! Don’t nobody want to eat with a skeezer!” one friend yelled loud enough for a good portion of the students to turn and look in her direction. I laughed, but not too hard. We were more similar than any of our supposed friends knew.


It wasn’t until many years later that a question popped into my head when retelling this story to a new group of friends. I was recalling the extent of my “wild youth,” talking about how crazy I went on this girl. But it made me remember something else. It made me remember just how handsy that guy had been when we were alone. My relief that she had sex with him came from knowing that he was probably not going to be satisfied until I had sex with him. He didn’t seem like the type who took no for an answer for long—and maybe he hadn’t. The question I wish I knew to ask at the time was: Did you say yes? It gave me such a sinking feeling to think that this poor girl might have been forced to have sex, raped in a house full of people, and then held while they waited patiently to bait me into beating the hell out of her. It’s the trap in which so many Black girls find themselves, either performing our pain or performing through it.


I grew up listening to my mother’s copy of the Broadway production of For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf by Ntozake Shange. My mom listened to it so much that I had memorized a good chunk of it by the time I was in middle school. In one of the final pieces, “a nite with beau willie brown,” performed by the Lady in Red, there is a line repeated in the poem: “there was no air.” I was captivated by that line. I would say it over and over again. I didn’t know why but each time it felt like a small release. Growing up, I had a short list of emotions to cycle through: happy, sad, fear, and anger. I couldn’t quite grasp the other ones: shame, grief, vulnerability, and emotional pain. I didn’t understand anxiety, so I had no way to explain the fluttering in my chest and rock-hard feeling in my stomach that paralyzed me at any given moment. I didn’t understand why I had to keep these things to myself; I just knew I had to. I had to keep performing. And there was no air—for me, a dark-skinned Black girl who had been damaged and used. There was no air for me to be anything but what “they” said I was. Girls like me didn’t get the air to cry, the air to release our shame—the air to say, I don’t want to fight you. I don’t even know why I’m so mad at you except for that you look like me, and who the fuck am I? We didn’t get the air to be reborn and handled warmly.






sunshine and rain



For all the chaos that happened at Truman, my honors classes were a place I could flex my smarts and not have to be on defense all the time. I spoke up and gave my opinion, and it was rewarded. Doing my homework and scoring well on exams and papers became an easy substitute for praying the rosary. I didn’t have to constantly think about what everyone else might be thinking of me. I still felt the unsettling presence of my two selves, but the more I walked in this role the more it felt like the real me.


My favorite class was Honors English. My mother was the reason that I fell in love with literature. Our home was a Black woman’s literary paradise. She had hundreds of books all over our house, and a majority of them were by the most beloved and revered Black women writers of our lifetime. Toni Morrison and Alice Walker, Gwendolyn Brooks and Ntozake Shange, Nikki Giovanni and Maya Angelou, among others. I was drawn in by the pretty covers and spectacular titles. Maya Angelou’s books, in particular, were dazzling and inviting, but every time I asked my mom if I could read one she would say I wasn’t ready. I obeyed her and left the books alone, but my curiosity only grew.


One day, while my mom was out of the house, I couldn’t help myself. I snuck her copy of I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings off the shelf. I had to have been around twelve. I had assumed my mother held me back from reading the book because she thought it would be too difficult to understand, but the words came easy. It didn’t take long before I was hooked.


Reading the opening chapter about young Maya running out of the church peeing on herself reminded me of a similarly embarrassing moment in my own life. There was something so strangely comforting about reading how she laughed at her embarrassment, even though she knew the adults would punish her and the other kids would tease her. I found myself wishing that I was her friend so that I could learn to laugh at myself too, even when I was scared. I kept reading, fascinated by the way she talked about her thoughts and emotions, and how many of them mirrored how I felt about myself.


And then Mr. Freeman was introduced.


I understand now why my mother might have been wary of my reading this book too soon. Maya Angelou wrote of being molested and raped by her mother’s boyfriend when she was eight years old. My mom, who had no idea that my life was being mirrored in this book, likely didn’t want me to read it in an attempt to protect me from an ugly reality I had unfortunately already experienced. Instead of being horrified and compelled to ask incessant questions, I was being introduced to a truth that would forever alter my life. My twelve-year-old mind had not understood that this was a thing that happened to other girls who were innocent. I thought it was just me, or at least girls like me. I thought I was the kind of girl who bad things happened to. When I read about what happened to a young Maya Angelou, I was able to read her as innocent in a way I didn’t allow of myself. Maya was decent and nice, and it seemed egregious that God would have allowed something so horrible to happen to her. It was the first time I ever realized a little girl like her could have gone through what I went through.


I finished the book and kept what was now, in my mind, our secret. To my twelve-year-old self, Maya Angelou was just another name on my mother’s bookshelf. She wasn’t Dr. Maya Angelou, the esteemed poet, author, activist, and all-around legend—she was a lady who wrote a book that shared my secrets. She was my confidant. I no longer felt alone.


By the time I was in high school, my love for Maya Angelou and her work had only grown, so I was excited when we were assigned to read and interpret her landmark poem “Phenomenal Woman” in my Honors English class. My teacher, Mr. Pete, was a roundish, middle-aged white man with a dirty blond comb-over and an unkempt, bushy mustache. He was more partial to tweed car coats and brogans than the khakis and polo shirts his fellow male teachers wore. I remember him always smelling of old deli meat, but he prided himself on thinking outside the box and didn’t seem jaded by the daily barrage of brown faces like many of his contemporaries. He prided himself on coming up with new and inventive ways for us to learn, and when he thought he was connecting with us a sly smirk would creep across his face and he’d start walking with a little bop in his step, basking in his white liberal glory.


The day he introduced “Phenomenal Woman” to the class was one of his “glory days.” He passed out the handout, saying, “You guys are so going to love this!” He seemed very proud of himself for having the poem in his Black History Month curriculum. Most of the class didn’t know the poem, and many didn’t know who Mama Maya was, but a jolt of excitement went through my body when I saw her name on the paper. My hand shot up to volunteer when Mr. Pete asked for someone to read the poem out loud.


A classmate and I took turns. My body was buzzing the whole time. My worlds were colliding—I even caught myself wishing my mom was there to watch me. I was in full performance mode. I took my time with each phrase, acting it out and overenunciating. I wanted my classmates to laugh, but more than anything I was proud to be speaking her words.


When we were finished, Mr. Pete thanked us for reading and turned to the rest of the class. “What do you think this poem is about?”


Someone quickly raised their hand. Barely waiting to be called on, they said, “it’s about her letting the world know that she was fly.”


The class laughed, and Mr. Pete nodded vigorously, using the student’s comment to launch into his own interpretation. “It was her way of saying ‘Hey world, look at me, I’m a Black woman and I’m just as good as any white woman!’”


His comment irritated me a little bit, but I couldn’t quite pinpoint why. He quieted the class and put on a videotape of Dr. Angelou reciting the poem. Then it hit me.


The entire class sat intently listening to the performance, but I was holding my breath. In all the time I had spent being enamored by her life, her strength, and her words, I had never actually heard her voice. Her regal tone and accent and protracted enunciation were unlike anything I had ever heard from a Black woman. It was completely unfamiliar to me, and I was mesmerized. She stood at a podium wearing a black-and-silver dress, with the broadest, warmest smile on her face. She made little jokes that sent flickers of laughter across the audience. She rolled her tongue and lowered her tone and pronounced every single word as if each one was her own invention.


She was absolutely divine.


My mother’s all-time favorite artist is Patti LaBelle. I always thought of her presence as big, grand, and divine—because of her big hair and sparkling clothes and that booming voice that commanded your attention. Here was Dr. Angelou standing at a podium and, though beautifully dressed, she was using nothing but words to command such a presence.


When the performance was done, Mr. Pete stopped the recording and went into that weird ditty-bop movement he liked to do. “She’s talking jive, right? She’s kinda trash-talking and saying, ‘Yeah I’m better than you and you better believe it!’” He said all this with his smug smirk, mocking jive talk in the ridiculous way only a white person would.


My breath came back to me all at once. “What are you talking about? No!”


Mr. Pete turned to me calmly—he was used to my outbursts—and gestured for me to continue. “Okay, Ta-raan-a, elaborate.” He always pronounced my name wrong, no matter how often I corrected him, saying ran in the middle instead of ron. It worked my nerves. I might not have known the term microaggression then, but I was old enough to peep that he was doing that shit on purpose.


I leaned forward in my seat, my words slow and deliberate, trying to walk back my attitude. “Maya Angelou was talking about appreciating who she was as a Black woman because nobody else would. She wasn’t ‘jive talkin’ or comparing herself to white women. All Black women should feel the way she felt in the poem because we are all QUEENS. She never once mentioned white women or being white at all.”


I was passionate about my response. It was just like a white man to open his mouth and believe she had to be talking about them, and I wasn’t having it. I kept going. “This poem is powerful because she is powerful, and we’re not even talking about all of the stuff she’s been through,” I explained. “This is a poem about a Black woman making sure the world understands that she is not defeated despite what they may think of her.”


When I was done, the class was silent except for a few awkward snickers. My classmates’ reactions ranged from annoyed to awed to amused.


Mr. Pete gave a halfhearted apology for offending me and anyone else in the class and then went on to give a long, drawn-out lesson on the history of “jive talk” in America. I rolled my eyes.


As I sat tuning out my teacher, my mind returned to what I had just seen—how had a woman who had been through what I’d been through been able to claim such confidence and pride? I asked to be excused to the restroom and walked down the hall until I got to the one stairwell that wasn’t constantly overrun with kids. I sat down, stunned by how badly I wanted to both scream and cry.


Everything I knew and held sacred in my memory of young Maya Angelou and what happened to her was smacking up against what I had just heard. And even though I stood up in class and defended her right to be “phenomenal,” intellectually, I didn’t understand what that meant or how it was even possible emotionally. While I was finding newfound comfort in anger, she was smiling. While I was lashing out, she was laughing and reciting beautiful poetry. Why wasn’t she mad? Why wasn’t she cursing and spitting at white folks and everyone else?


I was suddenly staring my duality in the face. Because of Maya Angelou’s words, maybe I didn’t have to be either that dirty, nasty, fast girl or the perfect little Catholic girl. Maybe I could just be a Black Queen like all of the conscious hip-hop songs said I was. Even if I didn’t believe it all the time, Maya Angelou had given me a model for how to step out into the world and make them believe it. Before, I had thought she was giving me a road map for how to “go along to get along” or “fake it till you make it.” I was convinced that she lived a dual life like my own. But when she opened her mouth, none of that proved to be true. Listening to her voice, watching her lips perfectly articulate each and every syllable of that poem, I knew she meant every word.


I believed her.


I believed that she felt like a Phenomenal Woman as she delivered each line with an audacity and authenticity I had never seen before. I felt like I knew the kind of pain she had to be holding because it was the same pain I held every single day. Where had her shame gone? How had it not seeped into her cells, and if it had, how did she get it out? And if all of it—the pain, shame, and fear—were still there, where did she find space for this thing I saw in her face and heard in her voice? What was this softness? Where did the joy come from? I went home that night and wondered in my journal who Dr. Maya Angelou was—for real—and how I could have gotten her so wrong.


More than anything, I contemplated the question that eventually became central to my healing. If what I saw was real, how could a body that holds that kind of pain also hold joy?






fight the power



I only spent one year at Truman. After all the fights, suspensions, and shenanigans, my mother decided that she needed to get me out. New York City has something called a safety transfer that allows students to move schools when there is a fear of harm. With the number of fights I’d had, I qualified, but that didn’t stop the principal from trying to block me from leaving. He said I was an asset to the Honor Bowl team. My mother had grown weary of my disciplinary meetings and was not going to let this man stand in her way. Like most households run by a single matriarch, she ran a tight ship and rarely, if ever, missed a day of work. She simply couldn’t afford to. So she marched into his office and gave him a piece of her mind, and days later I was allowed to transfer to Herbert H. Lehman High School.


Lehman fancied itself as one of the better schools in the Bronx. It had computer labs and newish science labs. The student body was about 60 percent white. Back then, the zoning laws dictated that 90 percent of the student body of any high school, except special admission schools and a few others, come from the community where the school was located. Lehman is situated in an area of the Bronx called Throggs Neck, where despite the borough’s high population of Black and Latinx folks, a vast majority of white ethnic groups reside, mostly Italian, Albanian, Polish, and Irish. But right at the end of the zone, tucked away past the rows of privately owned homes, were the Throggs Neck Houses. That’s where most of the limited number of Black and Brown folks at the school lived. My great-grandmother lived there too, and her address helped secure my transfer to the school.


Transferring felt like another chance to reinvent myself. I didn’t want to fight. I didn’t want to cut class. I wanted to lean into the “me” I had caught a glimpse of the day we read “Phenomenal Woman” in class. My honors classes were predominately white, as were most of the teachers at the school. There were few activities for Black and Brown students, and I found myself challenging students and teachers alike about issues in the media or around the school.


In my tenth grade Global History class, Ms. Magi was teaching us about Africa and what we now call the Middle East. My ears perked up when she mentioned that Jesus Christ was from this part of the world. I couldn’t help but raise my hand.


“Tarana, you have a question?” It was a question, but her tone made it sound like an obvious statement.


“Yeah,” I replied. “If Jesus is from this area, how come white people always depict him with blond hair and blue eyes? Clearly he looked more like us than he did like y’all.”


There was a collective groan. One of the boys said, “Oh boy, here goes Farrakhan over here.”


The class erupted in laughter. I did not. I turned around in my seat, looking at the whole class.


“Hair like lamb’s wool and bronzed skin. He was an AFRICAN!” I said, emphasizing every syllable.


Another boy gave me a snide look. “So you’re saying Jesus was a…” He trailed off but not before Ms. Magi jumped in.


“All right, enough!”


I was already up and out of my seat, face hot. “What were you going to say?!”


We went back and forth like this while Ms. Magi, who was about three apples tall, desperately tried to regain control. In a final plea, she pulled out the demerit cards, which meant detention, and we fell silent.


She let out a huff and looked directly at me. “For the record, while Jesus probably didn’t look like the pictures of him that we traditionally see, he was not from sub-Saharan Africa, so technically he would not be considered African.”


I was only fifteen, but this big, African nose could smell white supremacy from a mile away. She just couldn’t let that white boy be wrong. She couldn’t let Africa tarnish Jesus’s good name before sending these honor students into their impending lifelong mediocrity. She, a history teacher, couched her racism in such a cowardly place that I said the only thing I could muster up.


“Get the FUCK outta here!”


I, of course, was immediately sent to the principal’s office, but I didn’t care. My granddaddy had been preparing me for this since I was in elementary school. I easily settled into my new reputation as the “Black Power girl.”


I quickly found my lane at Lehman. I joined the track team—which I had quit at Truman, even though I had been running since I was six years old. The team gave me friends and a place to belong, but it also threw me into a mix of social dynamics and style jockeying. It was the late ’80s, and if you weren’t wearing Guess or Girbaud jeans or North Face or a Triple F.A.T. Goose coat, you might as well keep your ass at home. I had none of those, of course. My mother was not having it, and I didn’t have my own job or money. She wasn’t going to spend a grip on clothes for school because she didn’t have a grip to spend—but she did, at least, finally have the presence of mind to want me to fit in. I loved her for wanting to help, but in high school I would have rather worn a sackcloth to school than designer knockoff clothes. I wish I’d had the courage to say it before she conspired with my aunt down south, who sent me a pair of Chic jeans from Target. My granddaddy also took me to Lerner’s, where I got a low-backed top for my birthday.


I was obsessive about covering my body in high school. I tried my best to ignore whatever was happening with my butt and breasts. A pair of fitted jeans and a low-back top were a complete shift for me, but I finally felt cute. I put on my new outfit and headed to the skating rink with my girlfriends. As I skated around the rink I felt normal—which was rare—and I beamed with confidence the whole time. The night was going great, but as we were leaving a fight broke out. When shots rang out, my girls and I took off running with a group of other kids toward the train station, not stopping to catch our breaths until we were far enough away from the chaos. By now, most of the crowd had gone off in separate directions, but some of the boys stuck around. Boys made me nervous. I never knew how it was going to go or what they wanted from me so I either froze, or got loud and agitated, or shrunk inside myself. One of the dudes came up behind me and ran his finger down my back, collecting some of the sweat that had accumulated during the mad dash to safety. His touch startled me, and I jumped and turned to look at him just as he was backing up with both hands in the air.


“Sorry, ma.” He laughed. “You turned around like you was gonna punch me in the face or something. I was just getting the sweat off ya back.”


“But you touched me!” I snapped, wishing I had just gone with being quiet.


“Oh, I can’t touch you? That’s what you saying.” He chuckled as he let me turn around and then proceeded to put his whole hand on my back.


“Yo! Cut it out!” I shouted. I didn’t want to fight, and I didn’t know if these dudes were the I fight girls kind or not. Plus, he was kind of cute, and I was still feeling fresh from the night. I softened my stance, or tried my best.


“How you just putting your hands on me without permission like that?” I said as coyly as I could muster.


“Oh, I’m sorry. Can I put my hands on you, miss? How ‘bout like this,” he said as he slid his arm around my neck, making a flash of heat spread over my skin. We walked together for a bit, him asking questions and me trying to be casual. I was just starting to feel a little relaxed when I heard a voice from behind us call out.


“Ay yo—what the fuck kind of jeans she got on?” My body froze, but my heartbeat quickened. My new friend stopped to turn around, and in that moment I knew I was done for. Before I could walk away he fell back a step, bent over, and read my jean label.


“YO! CHIC JEANS,” he yelled to his friends incredulously. “She got on CHIC jeans!” He squealed again. I started walking faster, but he caught right up.


“So, you got on Chic. Jeans. Damn! Where did you find those in the first place?”


I kept walking and looking straight ahead.


“Did you think you would get away with it? I’m curious.”


I kept quiet, put my head down, and concentrated on walking.


“I mean you could have even rocked a Jordache or a Lee jean and got away with it, but CHIC jeans, ma. That’s a violation. You know that, right?” He seemed so genuine in his incredulity. So genuine that I couldn’t even be mad.


“Yeah, I know,” I said with a sigh that made him laugh.


“Someone made you wear those, right? I know that’s what happened. Your moms, right?”


I nodded in agreement, letting myself laugh with him. His boys were still yelling at him to tell them more about this girl who played herself by wearing Chic jeans. To my surprise he yelled back for them to chill.


“Listen,” he said, turning back to me. “Once my moms tried to make me wear some fake-ass shell toes from Fayva!”


I snickered.


“Yeah, I wore them shits one time and was plotting the whole time on how I was going to get my own one day. I ain’t asked my mom to buy me kicks since! I got me a job. I buy my own shit.”


I smiled at him gratefully. “My mother won’t let me get a job. She says it would be bad for my schoolwork or something.”


He nodded understandingly, agreeing that schoolwork should come first.


“Get you a nigga that’s hustlin’. He can buy you shit,” he said, now fully committed to helping me solve this life dilemma of not being wack in public.


“I can’t accept gifts from boys,” I said.


“Damn. Well, ma, you got a fat ass so that will help a little bit if you gotta wear these Chic ass jeans, but maybe get a long shirt or sweater so nobody can read the back. Cause they mad wack.” He shot me a “just saying” glance. I was so grateful to him for not blowing me up and told him as much.


“No problem,” he said. “You sweet and I can tell you smart. I like a smart girl.” And then, just as I was allowing myself to blush a wee bit he said, “But I can’t give you my number cuz you do have them Chic ass jeans on! Ahhhhhhhhhh!”


He laughed, running off to join his friends. I jokingly yelled “shut up!” after him, but I wasn’t even mad. He turned back and gave me a salute and caught up with his boys. I stood at the bottom of the steps at the train station and waited for my friends to catch up to me, then recounted the whole story. On the ride home I decided it was time to get a job and some of my own money, no matter what my mom said.


My high school had a dropout prevention program that we called the “jobs office” because they helped teens find work that gave them school credits, and I started hanging around the office before track practice. My mom was still paranoid about a job taking time away from school, but I was desperate. I’d find a way to convince her.


I was hanging around one day, trying not to look too out of place, when Mr. Ayala, who managed the office, spotted me.


As if he could read my mind he asked me, “Have you ever thought about working here? You’re here all the time anyway, and you know the filing system and the students,” he offered. “And you are always here anyway.”


I don’t think I ever said yes to something so fast in my life. The deal was that I could work in the office during my daily free period and three times a week after school. I went home that night and made a hard sell to my mom. I rambled about all the perks and mentoring and college trips they were planning until I ran out of information. She finally relented—I wasn’t asking for money, after all—but under one condition: “I better not see a single grade drop. Not even a point, you hear me?”


I made whatever promise I had to make to get her to sign that paper and went to school the next day elated. I was now making minimum wage, which was somewhere around $3.50 an hour then. Every two weeks I got a check for between thirty to fifty dollars, but it might as well have been a thousand dollars. But more than the money, I loved working. I loved being useful, and so I threw myself into it. Mr. Ayala would walk by me and smile, chuckling to himself as I furiously filed and did whatever mundane office task I’d been assigned with determination. One day he stopped instead of walking on by.


“You know my boss, David Harris? He’s the executive director of Jobs for Youth. He was asking if there was a student I might want to send along on a leadership development trip to Washington, DC, this spring.” He raised his eyebrows at me. I didn’t let a beat pass before I eagerly agreed. Mr. Ayala asked me to think of some other students who might want to go as well. I promised that I would, but my mind was already thinking about how to get a “yes” from my mother.


Every major ask in my house, especially those that involved money, required carefully planned stages. The first stage was the literal ask. This involved finding the precise time to come to my mother with the question. It could never be when she just got home from work, because she walked in the door executing a to-do list while simultaneously commencing a home inspection. It couldn’t be during any of her favorite shows, because she would be only half listening and it would annoy her that I was disrupting her TV time. Those times were the easiest to avoid, but the third was the trickiest and required a great deal of skill, patience, and intuition. The ask also couldn’t be when she was in a “mood.” Not just a bad mood—any mood, really. If I asked when she was mad, that was asking for a rejection and subjecting myself to scrutiny on other arbitrary things she picked out of thin air. If I asked when she was in a really good mood, I could easily turn her mood because she might think I was trying to take advantage of it. If I asked when she was money mad—which meant when she was looking at bills, opening mail with bills, or dealing with some other cash-related matter that irritated her—I might get a silent death stare, which could be accompanied by the kind of yelling that wakes your ancestors. Or I’d get the silent, nonnegotiable, immovable “no.”


It was scary territory to navigate, but I’d learned a few things as a teenager. I had even invented my own special strategy. I had learned to create a mood. I’d pick a neutral moment and share some story (real or invented) that we could both be frustrated about. Telling her some stupid shit a white person did always riled her up. “Ma, you not going to believe what this white lady did on the bus on the way home today!” Or, I’d ask her for help with some schoolwork that wasn’t hard enough to frustrate her or easy enough to make her think I was stupid. It would make her feel useful. “Ma, did you ever read about the Moors? Did you know they were Black?!”


That night, I was lucky to quickly get past Phase One with a simple homework question. Now for Phase Two: money. Is this ask going to cost anything? This phase moves rather quickly, but I still had to be ready with answers to questions that came in rapid fire.


“How much does it cost?”


“Free.”


“Nothing is free. What about food?”


“It’s included.”


“All your food for a whole weekend? How are you getting there?”


“On a charter bus.”


“Well, who is paying for that?”


“They are.”


“Who is they?”


“My school program.”


“What about when the bus stops?”


“I’ll pack food.”


“You packing my food that I paid for?”


“I have some money. I can buy a hero.”


“You better use your own money. Where are you going exactly?”


That is when I knew Phase Three was close, when she moved from money to details. I had her, and I was ready.


“It’s in Chevy Chase, Maryland. There will be a bunch of kids from my school and other schools. We are staying at the 4-H Center. We are leaving from in front of the school on Friday morning and coming back on Sunday afternoon. There will be three students to a room and a counselor on each floor.”


“Where will the boys be?”


“Separated,” I lied. I didn’t know, but I had to respond in kind to every question. One good ummm would put me back to Phase One.


“Here is the paperwork and the permission slip. And Mr. Ayala said you can call him at the number on the paper to ask any questions.”


Silence while she skimmed over the paperwork.


Deep sigh.


“When do you have to know?”


This was a trick question. She was always trying to trip me up one last time. The biggest part of the strategy was timing. I couldn’t ask too far in advance because I’d risk getting put on punishment for some dumb thing and having the trip revoked. I also couldn’t ask within two or three days of the trip because it would be an automatic no. I gave her the best answer I had in the moment. “Soon.”


“Okay, I’ll let you know,” she finally said.


“Thank you, Mommy,” I said as I turned on my heels, smiling to myself. There was one phase left, but by this time I was pretty sure I’d get to go.


The last phase was the wait. Once I got a preliminary yes, there was about a one-week waiting period. Two or three days later, she made the call for more information and to confirm everything I told her. Then I got the permission slip. Then there was about a three-day period, usually over a weekend, where I was in limbo and on my best behavior because any little slip-up could get the trip revoked. In my mother’s house, you didn’t actually know if you were going until the day you left. But I made it. I made it on that trip, and it was worth every one of those phases. My life would never be the same.






what shall i give?



The youth leadership trip to Washington, DC, represented many firsts for me: I had never been on an overnight school trip, I had never been to DC before, and I had never met and mingled with kids from schools in Brooklyn and Manhattan outside of track meets. We met up with the other New York students only moments before we met with the students from other states. They lined us up in the cafeteria to give us rules and room assignments and lectures about behavior. I was starting to get antsy because I could hear music coming from some other place on campus and I wanted to know where. When the formalities were over, they informed us that we were going to a pep rally. We crossed the yard and filed slowly into another building. As we got closer, the music got louder. I could make out a piano playing and drums backing it up. I asked my friend if she thought it was a show or something and she just shrugged her shoulders. And then the doors opened. The music came blasting forward like a gust of wind, catching us all by surprise. We slowed our steps, moving into the large room more cautiously, but the drum beats and the sound of kids singing at the top of their lungs beckoned us.


We walked into the room to find kids singing loudly and dancing both in and on their seats to the djembe drums. Our school pep rallies were nothing like this. We had maybe two a year, and they consisted of our majority white cheerleaders cheering as the football team came running into the auditorium. They got a little rowdy when the most popular players came in, or when we finally got Black cheerleaders. But I had never seen anything like what was going on in this room. No one was afraid to smile big or sing loud to music that was not on the radio. All of them were locking arms and hugging and jumping around joyously, not caring who looked on. These kids were free. This air was rare. There was magic in that room, and I didn’t know what to do with it.


I was standing there, trying to figure out who I was meant to be in the midst of all this freedom when a raspy voice came bellowing out of the crowd and a woman emerged. She was smaller than her voice suggested, but she had a ferocious look in her eyes. Although I had never met her before, I knew this woman, or women like her. Her hair was a mess of grown-out braids that were forming locs, sprinkled with random cowrie shells and ornaments, and wrestled back with a Kente-print scrunchie. A single loc had escaped the scrunchie and was dangling in her face, the shell at the end of it whipping back and forth as she moved. She had on a bright T-shirt and Ankara-print harem pants, and her arms were covered almost to her elbows with colorful beaded South African bangles.


“AGOOOOO!!” she screamed, as loud as her deep, earthy voice would allow before it jumped to high falsetto.


The kids all stopped in place and returned her call with a booming, collective voice.


“AMEEEEE!”


I had heard this call and response as a child in African dance classes, but it was never like this. Our group of newcomers stood in the back of the room, buzzing with energy but not quite sure how we fit in just yet.


“AGOOOOOOOO!!!” This time her voice had even more energy, fueled by the response from the crowd.


The young people responded even louder. “AMEEEEEEEE!!”


A silence fell over the entire room and the kids settled in their chairs. We all waited for what was to come next.


The organization that had sponsored this trip, 21st Century Youth Leadership Movement, was founded four years earlier, in 1985, by veterans of the various movements of the ’60s and ’70s: Civil Rights, Black Power, labor, anti-apartheid, and farm cooperatives, among others. Its founding had come out of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Selma voting rights movement. Every year, the leaders and foot soldiers of that movement came back to commemorate the watershed moment and the events surrounding it, including Bloody Sunday. The struggle in Selma didn’t result only in the right to vote for Black people in America; it laid the foundation for movements in other areas like co-ops, labor, and Black Power. The founding activists and organizers, who were advancing in age and wisdom, wanted to be sure the next generation picked up the mantle of the work they had started.


A small but mighty group, affectionately dubbed “The Elders,” had helped start the organization, but really the whole thing was the brainchild of a woman named Faya Rose Mary Touré Sanders. She was the woman with the booming voice. Everyone called her Rose Sanders, Mrs. Sanders, or Faya when she legally changed her name after surviving breast cancer. She was a partner in the largest Black law firm in Alabama, cofounded with her husband Hank “The Rock” Sanders, a powerful state senator, along with friend and legendary attorney J. L. Chestnut Jr., who had been a part of Dr. King’s Alabama legal team. Mrs. Sanders was unlike any other adult I had ever met in my life. Right then, as I sat listening to her, I knew this was going to change my life.


The New York students didn’t sing along or stand and clap. We just sat back taking it all in. Some folks cracked jokes. Others had an attitude about all of the free-spiritedness. I wondered if others were like me, having a hard time not letting their hearts burst wide open.


Mrs. Sanders called for us to get up out of our seats and stand for the pledge. I had no idea what she meant—I knew that I was not about to recite the Pledge of Allegiance—but I stood, reluctantly. Mrs. Sanders came off the stage and marched right toward our group. There were at least eighty of us, fresh off the streets of New York, with little exposure to much other than the city and holding down a reputation for bad attitudes.


“I want to welcome the young people from New York in the room. Let’s give them a round of applause!” The rest of the kids broke out into wild clapping and screaming while we stood silently, wondering what she’d say next. I felt a warm feeling creeping into my heart and spreading over my whole spirit.


She turned back to face us. “I know you are looking at us, saying, What are these ALABAMA kids doing?! Right?” A few heads nodded. Others snickered. And then she asked,


“How many of you think you are leaders?”


No one responded. I felt the air shift under the weight of all these kids uncomfortably performing their toughness. She left our group and moved back toward the kids from Alabama at the front of the room and repeated the question. Every one of them raised their hands.


“How many of you KNOW you are leaders?”


They started waving their hands around feverishly. Some kids were jumping up like they were going to spontaneously combust if they weren’t called on, but she was already moving back down the aisle toward us. She looked directly at us and, with a little more energy, asked again.


“How many of you KNOW that you are a leader?! Come on, New York!”


Some of the kids started looking around at each other, and then to the adults who had brought us there. I never took my eyes off Mrs. Sanders. Everything in my body wanted to raise my hand, and everything in my brain was cautioning me to just be still and not be corny. Mrs. Sanders took her microphone and pointed it at one of the New York students. She instructed him to say, “I am a leader.” He barely whispered it. She put her arm around him tenderly and held the microphone close to his face and coached him to repeat it again, but louder.


“I am a leader,” he said again, only slightly louder.


“Are you sure?”


Other kids from the front of the room jumped in with shouts of “you are!” and “that’s right!”


The boy nodded yes, but he was clearly getting agitated. He shifted awkwardly under the weight of her arm, as if it felt like a knife twisting into his shoulder, and gave Mrs. Sanders a resentful look.


She turned so she was facing him directly. She spoke deliberately into the microphone. “I’m sorry to put you on the spot, young man, but I have to let you know. You are here because you are a leader. I didn’t make you a leader. You were a leader before you got on that bus this morning. You were a leader when you woke up this morning. You are a leader because you are a strong Black man. You were born a leader.”


She spun on her heel and headed back to the stage, shouting into the microphone that we were all leaders, continuing to hype up the crowd. Everyone’s attention followed her, but I watched that boy. I could see his eyes welling up with tears. He was breathing heavily, his nostrils flaring like an angry bull. I knew that feeling. I knew the struggle of bottling up emotions that were just below the surface of our skin, begging to be freed. His friends started mocking him, snapping him out of whatever moment he may have been about to have.


I looked away from the boy, now giving Mrs. Sanders my undivided attention as she instructed us to repeat after her. This was the pledge.



I AM a 21st Century Leader.


I must prepare myself to BE


the very BEST that I can be.


I must prepare my BODY, my SPIRIT,


AND my mind.


AND in time.


I’LL shine.


YOU’LL shine.


WE’LL shine.


And the light of LOVE,


JUSTICE,


AND PEACE


Will shine


in the 21st CENTURY


Like NEVER BEFORE


I AM.


YOU ARE.


WE ARE.


21st CENTURY LEADERS!





Saying those words in the wake of her strong call made me believe them. I had been redefining and reinventing my identity for so long, but these words told me who I was. Who I am. Mrs. Sanders and the other 21st Century elders were the first people to validate me as an organizer, a leader and, in many ways, a survivor. My grandfather and mother grounded me in Black history and Black consciousness, but 21C gave me the tools and courage to use that consciousness to change my community. They trained us to strategize and organize, to recognize and fight against injustice, and to think of ourselves as leaders at any age, whether we were out in front speaking or doing our part in the background.


By the end of that first weekend, we were ready to return to New York and start our own 21st Century chapters. I became fully immersed in the organization, attending every gathering and camp. I was the president of the chapter at Lehman, which only added to my Black Power persona around the school. I was now an organizer, full-blown.


Later that year, a group of five Black boys were accused of assaulting a white woman in Central Park, famously known as the Central Park Jogger case. One of the accused boys, Yusef Salaam, was dating a girl from my school who was also in 21C. We didn’t know him well, but the shock of seeing someone we knew, even casually, blasted across the media so viciously was powerful. We discussed the case in our 21C group meetings, talking about how the media had made them out to be criminals and wild savages instead of the kids they were. None of us believed that they had beaten and raped the jogger. Racial tensions in the city were high and the news stoked the fire. Around the same time, a sixteen-year-old Black boy named Yusef Hawkins was killed by a mob of white boys in Bensonhurst, Brooklyn. And then there was the case of Charles Stuart, a white man in Boston who sparked a citywide manhunt for a Black man who had supposedly robbed and murdered his pregnant wife, who he had actually killed. We were all familiar with Black men being falsely accused, and we could not sit by and watch the boys in the Central Park case, or Black youth generally, be shamed and demonized in this vulgar way. I didn’t empathize with the jogger as a rape survivor at the time—I connected with the young Black and Brown boys whose lives were being snuffed out simply because their Black and Brown skin made them expendable. The system only cared about finding justice for white victims—by any means. The jogger had never even identified the five Black boys as her attackers. She couldn’t, because she had lost all memory of the attack. I didn’t think of the trial as a rape trial until much later, when the true rapist was revealed.


Though I was not yet facing the reality of my abuse, I was still actively dealing with the side effects. Standing and fighting against the diminishment and destruction of Black bodies had become a proxy for the diminishment and destruction of my own Black body. Belonging, connecting, and feeling seen and heard allowed me the space to channel my rage and hide my shame, which I more than welcomed.


There were 21st Century chapters all across the world, and many of us spent our formative years coming together to learn, grow, share, and build community. We always convened in Selma, Alabama or at an HBCU in Alabama. My mother started to ease up after she met Mr. Harris, a fellow Bronxite and now my mentor. Everything that 21C was about was in line with how she had been raising me already, so the yeses came much easier for the following trips. And there were plenty. Alabama started to feel like a second home. I didn’t have a single blood relation in the state, but I had chosen family, connected not by blood but by love and experience. Even as young people, we held each other up through births, deaths, graduations, dropouts, arrests, breakups, and a whole lot in between.






indelible



By my junior year I had a boyfriend named Sean and had lost my “virginity”—the one of my own free will. We weren’t terribly active, but I had done it and used protection each time. My mother found out about it by reading my diary while I was away at my aunt’s house in South Carolina for the summer. She did not respond well. She called my aunt, furious and demanding that I come home early. She had no shame in reading my private thoughts and feelings and used the moment to heap more shame on. She acted like she had found the proof she was looking for all those years that I was indeed a dirty, nasty dishrag. At least that is how it made me feel.


She took me to the gynecologist when I got home, without any prep or pep talk. She simply snapped, “Now that you are having sex they have to check you to make sure you don’t have any diseases or anything.” No nurturing—just shame and judgment. We sat in the gynecologist’s office at North Central Hospital in silence. When the nurse came over and told us that the doctor would see me, I stood up. My mother did not. Thinking I had misheard the nurse or moved too soon, I stepped back to sit down, but my mother sniped, “She called your name, not mine.”


Usually when I heard my name called at the doctor’s office, we went back together. Why was this different? I tried searching my mother’s eyes to glean if she was being serious, but my glare was met with that familiar look—stoic, unmoving, and empty. This was her superpower, and she knew it.


“Go,” she said, dismissing me to follow the nurse. I was clear that I was going in alone.


The nurse leading me to the room had her hair pulled back into a tight bun and wore a mint-green lab coat. I suddenly missed the fun, colorful nursing jackets the women at the front desk in the pediatric clinic wore. She asked if I was okay as we walked, though she didn’t make the usual small talk about school or pop culture like the nurses at my pediatrician’s office. She was, however, adept at reading the air and must have sensed the trepidation and nerves building in my chest.


“This your first time?” she inquired with an added gentleness.


“Yes, it is,” I confided as we walked the short corridor to the exam room.


I was about to go a step further and tell her that I was actually terrified and didn’t know what to expect when she said, “Don’t be scared. It’s not that bad. It will be a little uncomfortable, but that’s a part of being a woman now.” I doubt she knew just how prophetic and unnerving those words were.


She instructed me to take off everything except my bra and put on the paper robe that was folded and sitting on the edge of the exam table. She said that when I was done I should sit at the end of the table and that the doctor would be right with me. Then she left. I did as I was told and sat on the table, waiting for whatever was about to happen next.


There was a light knock on the door and the doctor, an older middle-aged white woman, came in and introduced herself. She told me that she would be giving me a pap smear. There was a sternness to her voice as she explained what that was and what they would be testing for. Then she gestured for me to scoot back on the exam table and put my feet in the stirrups.


Sweat had begun collecting on the back of my knees and was seeping into the protective paper beneath me. Reluctantly, I started to scoot back. The paper tore. The doctor didn’t hide her agitation as she told me to get up off the table. I awkwardly swung my body to the side and climbed down, clutching the robe closed so as not to expose my butt. She pulled fresh paper down and smoothed it over the exam table. I wiped the back of my knees and got on the table from the side to eliminate the need to scoot. After my feet were in the stirrups, she instructed me to slide down as far as I could. Now my legs were wide open. Aside from the tissue paper they called a robe, I was almost completely naked. No one had ever seen me this way—not even my boyfriend. Not in shared showers at camp, not while changing between classes or after a track meet. Never. I was very careful about this. And now, for reasons I still didn’t quite understand, I was basically naked in front of a strange white woman staring into my abyss. She was now taking in something I had never even seen myself. My mind was racing. I was sure that my breathing was heavy and erratic, so I tried to calm down and be quiet. I knew where to go when I was in danger of spilling too much emotion.


The doctor raised her arm to show me what was in her hand and announced each step before she performed it, but it was in no way a preparation for what followed.


One of the worst things about surviving sexual violence—of any kind—is that for a period of time you lose the power to make decisions about your own body. Someone else takes control. Whether they physically wrestle or coerce it away, they take it. It is an indescribably dehumanizing feeling. And for that reason, every decision I made afterward was that much more important. That much more precious. I didn’t decide to go to the ob-gyn that day. My mother decided I needed to go. I lay on that table unable to voice my fears, or even ask questions, or pause for a beat between movements. Yes, I had been sexually active. It was my choice and that mattered to me. I was not prepared for this. My mother didn’t bother to take two minutes to warn me that a doctor was going to enter me with foreign objects. I lay on that table, afraid and ashamed and embarrassed—and hurt as the doctor prodded me and hit me with a barrage of questions.


“How long have you been sexually active?”


“Not that long,” I whispered.


“Good thing your mom brought you in when she did. Do you use condoms?”


“Yes.”


“Every time?” she pressed.


“Yes.”


Her eyebrows went up slightly, her expression skeptical, when she asked for this confirmation, maintaining eye contact as I twisted my head to see past my bent legs. She launched into a speech about the importance of using condoms, similar to the speeches we were given in health class—the ones where they put a rubber on a banana. I was only half listening. I had become fixated on the navy-blue medical curtain surrounding the examination space. The curtain was attached to a rusting silver pole with common shower curtain rings. They were all sky blue except for the second to last one, which was clear. Did they think no one would ever notice? I wondered. How tacky it was to use regular-ass shower curtain rings in a professional doctor’s office. I almost got up the gumption to mention it to the jabbering doctor when out of nowhere I felt her finger attempting to enter my anus. I yelped and instinctively squeezed my butt tight. That annoyed the doctor, who had apparently moved from her live condom infomercial to jabbing her index finger into the one orifice in my body that had only ever released.


She pulled her finger out and hissed at me, “I need you to focus. This is no different than what I have already done!”


I turned my head away and bit my bottom lip to keep from saying, Yes, it is different than what’s already been done to me. You put your finger in my booty! Instead, I told her that it hurt. And she did the thing that so many people have the audacity to do: she corrected my feelings.


“It doesn’t hurt. It’s uncomfortable,” she insisted. “You can withstand a little discomfort.”


I lay my head back down and resigned myself to her definition of my experience. I told myself it didn’t hurt, but it did. It hurt my head that couldn’t keep up with the pace of this moment, and it hurt my heart that was already so battered and bruised. I had learned long ago that silence was my best friend in these moments, so I lay there silently in shame and pain.


When it was done, the doctor told me to get dressed, and she went to chat with my mother. I sat up on the table, took off the paper robe, and began to slowly dress myself. I imagined what she was telling my mother about what had happened. When I came out of the exam room, my mother was filling out paperwork at the front desk.


“You have everything?” she asked as she always did before we left a place.


“Yes, I have all of my stuff.”


“Good, let’s go.”


She returned the clipboard to the desk, and we walked out into the corridor in silence. When we got downstairs, she hailed a cab and we both settled into the back seat. Without meeting my eyes, she asked what had happened, a touch of attitude still in her voice.


“Nothing really,” I said casually.


“Nothing. Really?” she repeated, turning to look at me.


“I mean she did the tests, and then she asked me questions, and that was it.”


“Okay,” she replied, as if she wasn’t about to push me for more answers.


We rode in silence for another few minutes before I blurted out, “She stuck her finger in my butt!”


My mother burst out laughing. And I did too, but I wasn’t really feeling the humor. I was just grateful the tension was broken.


“Yeah, that’s all a part of it.” She chuckled to herself. “That’s what they do!”


I thought the moment of laughter might open up space for conversation, but we fell back into silence for the rest of the ride home.


Later that evening, I overheard my mom talking on the phone with one of her friends about the doctor’s appointment. I could only hear parts of the conversation from my bedroom, but she was laughing and saying something about the doctor’s wandering fingers. Why was this funny? I wondered. And why was the levity always for someone else? We had that outburst in the cab, and it felt for a moment like we might connect or she would explain the lesson in all of this. There had to be a reason she was so mad that went deeper than me experimenting with sex at nearly seventeen years old. But as usual I was left to wonder about it, because all communication between us was either interrogation or delegation. Even without hearing all the words being said, the familiar tone in her voice sent me spiraling backward.


Four years prior, we were in another clinic—not my regular pediatrician but a local clinic in the neighborhood. I was twelve and there was a problem in my private parts. I had developed some kind of rash. There were small sores and it itched terribly. I told my mom and she took a look at it but had no idea what it was. She asked me all manner of questions about where I had been and what I had used down there. We both came up with blanks, except for the fact that I had used the bathroom at Mr. Wes’s old apartment the week before, the one my stepsister and her boyfriend had moved into. It was no longer the home I’d lived in during my childhood, but a drug den. They were eventually evicted, and the building supervisor contacted my mom and told her that the apartment was going to be rented out and that we should come get any valuables. My mother took me with her to the apartment to clean it out. I have often wondered why. Maybe because it was once my home too. Maybe she thought I needed to see it. Or maybe she just needed assistance and was too embarrassed to ask one of her girlfriends or siblings. Whatever the reason, it was devastating to see the condition of my childhood home. Our dog, Fever, had been abandoned in that house with my sister and her strung-out crew and had died of malnutrition. The smell of urine and dog feces and crack, which smells like what I imagine the bowels of hell smell like, consumed the apartment. I wanted to run out as soon as we entered, but I followed my mom inside, and at some point during the visit I used the bathroom. My mom was so irritated with me for going to the bathroom in that apartment that we left shortly after, and a day or so later the itching started.


My mother and my grandmother took me to that appointment and sat with me in the exam room. The doctor did all the regular things, like pressing on my tummy and listening to my heart. He only made me take off my pants and then moved my underwear to the side to take a quick look and swab from my vagina. I was dressed almost as quickly as I was undressed, and then I sat in the waiting area with my grandma while my mother and the doctor talked. Our apartment was right down the street. We left the clinic and my mother didn’t say a single thing to me, but she was filling my grandmother in on her conversation with the doctor. When we crossed the big intersection by our building, my mother stopped on the corner and turned to me.


“You know you are going to have to give them a list of all of the people you have had sex with if you have a sexually transmitted disease, right?”


I froze.


“The doctors will have to call them all and let them know!”


She was disgusted with me. It was all in her voice. I stared at her in silence, but my eyes must have delivered something that my mouth couldn’t carry because she followed with, “Don’t look at me like that—this is on you!”


I took a quick glance over her shoulder at my grandmother, maybe hoping for some reprieve, but she didn’t say a word. We started walking again and they continued with their conversation as the world swirled around me. I slowed my steps so that I could fix my face before I had to hear it from my mother. I did everything in my power not to cry. We got to the house and I went into my room. I sat on my bed, feeling dizzy and confused while replaying my mother’s admonishment. Sex partners? Did she think I was having sex with boys? Of my own free will? Did I have a sexually transmitted disease? I had so many questions, but I kept coming back to one: Why did she hate me?


It felt like she was always angry at me for one reason or another. I had grown more accustomed to it, especially since Mr. Eddie had come into our lives. But what must she think of me to believe I was a whore at twelve without considering that I might be a victim? I was too young and scared to ask that question. As I got older I heard stories of women who resented their children or mistreated them because they looked just like their fathers—the ones who had abandoned the family or mistreated the mothers. I am, however, my mother’s spitting image. People often look at photos of us both as young girls and can’t tell us apart. I don’t know much about my biological father, but I know that the circumstances of my birth are painful to my mother. In later years, I’ve thought that it was maybe not hate she had for me, but for herself. Maybe what I felt from her as a child was a manifestation of the pain and memories that my reflection brought up in her.


There is no question that self-hate severely limits one’s capacity to love fully and wholeheartedly. Capacity and desire are not the same thing, especially in discussions of love. I was an adult with a child of my own and a trail of mistakes behind me before I could say with certainty that my mother loved me. That clarity came from being faced with my own limited capacity. No matter how deep my desire was to love my child, I was still encumbered by the ghosts I had tried to bury. I failed—often. If I hadn’t had the experiences I had with my mother, I’m not sure I would have fought so hard to build my capacity. Resting on my desire was not enough to both love and liberate my child in the way I wanted to. Like so many women raising children who were brought into the world on purpose, and also maybe to serve multiple purposes—to glue together a relationship, to be a personal source of love and adoration, or a proof of worth—I know how hard it hits when you realize that each life has its own purpose, even the lives of our children, and that purpose is not dictated by our needs.





After that day we never discussed the doctor’s visit, just like we would never discuss the ob-gyn visit that came later. I just assumed it wasn’t an STD because we didn’t have a follow-up and I wasn’t asked to provide any list. That night, Mr. Eddie had me soak in what he called a sitz bath. He put a pail in the tub and added warm water, goldenseal, black seed oil, and some other natural products and told me to sit in it until he knocked on the door. I did the sitz bath at least two more times, and about a week later the rash cleared up.


“You have to be careful where you go to the bathroom and how you wipe yourself, okay?” he told me. “You’re a young lady, so you have to be careful.”


This was how his niceness showed up—sporadically but somehow magically on time. He never asked me what happened or how it happened, and I wasn’t sure that I would even tell if I was asked directly. That moment on the street corner with my mother and grandmother felt like my one and only opportunity to get it out, and before it could even become a real chance, it was gone.






brand new day



Before I was a senior, I had my heart set on attending Clark Atlanta University in Georgia. We had stopped at the campus on the way home from a 21st Century Youth Leadership trip and ran right into a group of student organizers in the parking lot. They talked to us about the school and how much they loved it as well as challenges they felt as students. After high school, I wanted to go somewhere I could find like-minded people, continue organizing for my community, and also grow intellectually. After talking to the Atlanta student activists, I wanted to go there badly. I didn’t know much about HBCUs (Historically Black Colleges and Universities) beyond Spike Lee’s School Daze and A Different World, which was kind of enough. But that, combined with my experience at the Atlanta University Complex—better known as the AUC, which housed Spelman, Morehouse, and Morris Brown colleges, as well as Clark Atlanta University—sealed it for me. When I got in that spring I was ecstatic, but my euphoria quickly faded when I found out that my financial aid wasn’t going to be enough to cover tuition.


My mother had gone to college in the city. It was completely paid for by financial aid, so she could not comprehend why I needed to go away to school when I could stay in New York and basically go for free. Securing financial aid beyond what the federal and state governments provided was also foreign to her. Despite me being in honors and Regents classes, having great grades, a pretty decent SAT score, and a mother, grandmother, and others in my family who attended college, my guidance counselor believed it would be best for me to attend Bronx Community College to “test the waters.” She didn’t help me with the application fee waivers for any of the colleges I applied to, so she certainly wasn’t going to help me figure out financial aid once I was accepted. I just had to figure it out. I was smart and capable and tried to make rational, sound decisions, but I was only seventeen. I decided I would work for a semester, save up, and go to Clark Atlanta University in the spring.


I was at my job with the New York chapter of 21st Century located at Jobs for Youth, our sponsoring organization, when I got a call from Mrs. Sanders. She called pretty regularly to check in on our progress and assign us various books to read or activities to complete that helped build our skills, so I wasn’t surprised when I picked up the phone and heard her voice. It was late August. She started by asking me where I had decided to go in the fall. I told her that I was sitting out for a semester, explaining my financial situation and detailing my plan to go to Atlanta in the spring.


There was a moment of silence on the other end before I heard her exhale.


“Tawana”—that was her nickname for me—“everyone I know who sits out finds a reason not to go back. Do you trust me?”


I laughed. No adult had ever asked me that before.


“Yes, I trust you,” I answered, but my heart quickened. I had become accustomed to not trusting anyone outside of my family. I knew my family would always come through for me in one way or another. My granddaddy had assured me of that. I knew that I had good adults around me in school and in extracurricular activities, but I didn’t have any expectation that they would go out of their way for me. Then there was Mrs. Sanders. She was larger than life to me. She was an alchemist, a dream weaver, a warrior. She had crafted a universe for us to evolve and thrive and shape-shift into believers in our own infinite and immediate power—the leaders she was sure we already were. Of course I trusted her.


She proceeded to explain that she could get me into Alabama State University. She told me a bit about it and said that if I trusted her, she would call me back with more information. I did—and she did. She asked me to fax over a copy of my high school diploma to the admissions office and then call and ask for a specific woman. I told her I needed to collect everything, but that I would call the next day.


I went home that night and didn’t tell my mother about Mrs. Sanders’s phone call. She had not really asked me what my plans were once it became clear that Clark Atlanta wasn’t going to happen that fall. I hadn’t even told her about my plan to save and go later. In fact, we didn’t really talk at all anymore. I had been going to school every day, following the rules she put down (generally), and living a life in which my mother was only tangentially involved. Graduation came and went. I talked about attending Lehman College or maybe Bronx Community, but made no active plans. All my mom knew was that I had a job for the summer. When I was home, I felt alone. When it came to this new opportunity, I didn’t want to be set upon with a thousand questions that I didn’t know how to answer, including who was going to pay for it. I didn’t know what was going to come next, and it didn’t help that the plan was completely unorthodox. So I just kept quiet. I went back to work the next day with my diploma and followed Mrs. Sanders’s instructions step by step.


I picked up the office phone, punched in the number she gave me, and asked for the woman. She spoke with none of Mrs. Sanders’s warmth, asking me short, clipped questions.


“Who told you to call me?”


She asked with a thick Southern drawl and a serious attitude, as if I were disturbing her during her soaps.


“Rose Sanders. Attorney Rose Sanders, from Selma.”


I felt shaky as hell. I had no idea what I was getting into or if this was going to work. But when I answered, her tone immediately shifted.


“Ohhhhhh, Mrs. SANDERS! Yes! Okay, baby … did you fax me your diploma?”


The clipped edge to her voice was gone. In its place was a startling effusiveness.


“Yes, I did, just a few minutes ago.”


She put me on hold for a minute before coming back to say she needed a few more things. I gave her my address, social security number, date of birth, and a few other bits of personal information. She told me to get a pen and then rattled off some names and numbers to call after I got off the phone with her.


“You gon’ hafta call to the financial aid and speak to them ‘bout your FAFSA. You have that, right?”


“Yes, I have it.”


“Okay, good. And you gon’ hafta call over to housing to see what they can do because you know folks already in the dorms and got they assignments.”


“Oh, okay.”


“Okay, I’m ‘bout to fax you a letter and some paperwork that you gon’ hafta to send right back to me. Can you do that?”


“Yes, I can do that. I’m right by the fax machine.”


“Okay, hold on to that letter because you gon’ need that when you making these other calls. But send me the other papers right back after you fill them out, okay? Don’t worry about the last question on the second page—just get me the rest as soon as you can.”


“Okay, I will. Thank you.”


I hung up the phone absolutely confused. I had listened to her intently and had taken down all the names and numbers, but I didn’t know what any of it meant. The fax machine started ringing in the middle of my perplexia, and my confusion quickly turned to disbelief. A letter came through that opened with the following sentence: Congratulations on being admitted to Alabama State University. The second set of papers that came through had bold words printed at the top of the first page: APPLICATION FOR ADMISSION.


It was clearly a major come up. I don’t know who Mrs. Sanders had called or what strings she pulled to get me into that school, but it was on paper and official. Just twenty-four hours after I decided to trust her and take a chance, I was enrolled in college. I spent the rest of the afternoon making the other phone calls and faxing the additional paperwork. I laid out all the information in a notebook and went home to face my mother. I was too excited to worry about how to do it just right, and the whole story tumbled out of me as soon as I got in the house. When I was done, she just stared at me.


“Just like that?” she started.


“Yup, just like that.” I tried not to sound too enthusiastic.


“So you’re supposed to pick up and go off to college in Alabama when?”


“They said I need to get there by next week so I can keep my room. Mrs. Sanders paid the deposit to hold it already.”


“And what about books and supplies and all of that kind of stuff?”


“Mrs. Sanders said don’t worry about all of that now, just get there.”


“Mrs. Sanders said, huh.”


I waited for the bomb to drop. There was always a bomb with my mother. I tried to dampen my excitement so as not to stir her up. My mother, without spending a single dollar, and maybe unbeknownst to her, had gifted me with so much, but her greatest gift was knowing when I most needed her to say yes. She said yes to letting me read books and try new activities and go on trips like the one where I discovered 21C. The older I got, the more each yes gave way to bigger and better opportunities, but the yeses also seemed more difficult to come by and were matched with what felt like increasing resentment. I wouldn’t have been able to appreciate the doors Mrs. Sanders had opened for me without the groundwork my mother had laid and the importance she had placed on education and culture, but she sometimes made walking through those doors feel like walking through a minefield. Now I had gotten everything that might involve her doing something extra or spending money covered, except one thing.


“So how are you going to get there?” She looked me directly in the eyes, like she had finally caught me.


“I … I need you to get me a ticket,” I stammered. Damn, I thought. I didn’t want to let her see me sweat.


The truth was that Mrs. Sanders had already offered to get me a plane ticket. I told her that my mother would take care of that—because I thought she should. Now regret crept in. Although I never had too many details about our financial situation, I knew that money was perpetually tight and I tried not to ask for things that were outlandish or selfish.


“With what money, Tarana Janeen?”


As soon as I heard both my names I knew that I had tripped a wire.


She only ever used my first and middle name when she was agitated.


“I’m supposed to just find money for you to fly to Alabama, just like that, because you decided to pick up and go away?” And then she started chuckling, but not because she was amused. It was more of a hmph mixed with yeah right. I stayed quiet. I knew to just let this play out.


“Okay, Tarana,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. “We’ll see. I’m not making promises because I was not budgeting for this.”


I left quickly and disappeared into my room. Hot tears came. Why is she like this? It felt as if she enjoyed keeping me in limbo. Like she got some power out of knowing I was hanging in the balance, knowing I was waiting for her approval or denial. Didn’t she want me to go to college? Wasn’t she glad I had found a way to go with minimal cost to her? How is she not just happy for me? Why can’t she just be fucking proud of me once? I cried until sleep took me. The next morning I prepared myself to swallow my pride and let Mrs. Sanders know that I would need her to buy my ticket after all.


When I woke up, my brother’s father, Mr. Eddie, was at the house. By the time I was a senior in high school, Mr. Eddie had not lived with us for years but he still came and went as he pleased. He greeted me with a rare smile and an even rarer hug and kiss.


“I hear congratulations are in order,” he said in his deep, slick voice. This was one of those times when he and my mom were “on,” and he was over pretty regularly. I still didn’t like him, but mostly for my mother, who I thought deserved someone who prioritized her. But him being gone had been good for my relationship with him. He wasn’t in my face all the time and had chilled out since I had gotten older.


“What are you talking about?” I said, still rubbing sleep out of my eyes.


He responded with his signature thunderous laugh, which jolted me fully awake.


“Your mammy said you are going off to COLLEGE!”


I half smiled at him, trying to understand why he was so enthusiastic.


“Why the long face?” he asked. “Aren’t you happy to be going off to COLLEGE!”


Every time he said the word “college,” he emphasized it like he was saying a million DOLLARS! It was all very weird. I managed to tell him that I was excited at the opportunity to go to Alabama State, but I still had to see what was going to happen.


“See what’s gonna happen?!” He seemed incredulous, something he rarely was. “Ya mammy said all you needed was a plane ticket. What else you need?”


Then it clicked. My mom had done that thing she did where she’d show me no enthusiasm, then would go and brag to him about it. It had always made me feel like a pawn in their weird game, but now I couldn’t help tentatively smiling, knowing my mom had bragged about this.


“That’s it, I guess,” I said. “A plane ticket.”


“Oh, well, that’s nothing. I got that,” he was all too anxious to inform me. “Please! What else you need? Clothes, books, new pair of shoes? What?”


I studied his face with caution and curiosity. Our relationship had evolved some, but not this much. I had seen him bait and switch my mom like this with fake excitement that he’d turn off just as she joined him in it. This did seem different, though. His enthusiasm was weird, but increasingly infectious. Finally, unable to hold it in any longer, I laughed out loud at how jumpy and jubilant this moment was making him.


“I don’t know,” I giggled. “This all happened yesterday!”


By now my mother had come into the room. Her demeanor was decidedly different from the day before. She started talking to both of us about what she was going to run out and get from the store that day—things like toiletries and supplies. Then she told me to call the school and see if they had a list of stuff I should bring. I didn’t know what had happened between me going to bed and waking up, but I didn’t care. This was happening.


In less than a week, I was set and ready to go. It was the first time I had ever been on a plane, but that part felt insignificant in comparison to the bigger adventure of college. My whole focus was on this new beginning. Everything I had was riding on this next chapter. No one knew me. No one knew my secrets. It was yet another chance at reinvention. Whoever I was when I stepped onto that campus was who I would be for the rest of my life, and I was dying to find out who that person was. In keeping my secrets I had inadvertently trapped some of the best parts of myself. I wanted so desperately to be free—to lean into the life I kept getting glimpses of.






sweet home alabama



I was still seventeen when I packed up and went to college. I had no trepidation about being away from home. I thought that because I had traveled to Selma and other places the past few years, I knew how to handle standing out because of clothes or music taste. Then I arrived.


Nothing I experienced in 21C had prepared me for life at an HBCU in the Deep South. I was no longer surrounded by young, hopeful leaders looking to uplift their communities. I was living in a Luke video set inside a subwoofer. Every car that passed was playing bass music so loud it felt like we were permanently living on a washing machine in spin cycle. The guys wore biking shorts—intentionally. The girls were still wearing stacks in their hair from four Salt-N-Pepa videos ago, with baby hairs gelled into adolescence across their foreheads. I was two weeks late in arriving, and bonds and cliques were already starting to form. So I walked around for the first week silently, both in and out of class. Instead of making friends, I roamed the yard wearing my Walkman and listening to Kid Capri mixtapes that reminded me of home.


The first kid I met was named Fred. I was sitting in front of the dorm when yet another lowrider came pulling through the yard blasting “Drop” by DJ Magic Mike, a bass-heavy anthem that made guys and girls alike bounce and shake. As soon as I saw the car starting up the road, I got up and put on my Walkman. I had just pressed play when a hand touched my shoulder. I jumped and spun around, ready to fight. When I looked to see who had touched me, there was a six-foot-something, light-skinned dude with a fade and a lot of face. His whole vibe was straight out of The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air.


“My bad, dawg, I ain’t mean to scare you!” He was laughing and holding his hand back, ready to give me five from the side like Will gave Jazz on the show. I looked at him, then at his hand, then back at him without ever turning my music off or dropping my scowl.


“Daaaaaaaaaaaaaang!” He let the vowel sit on his tongue for a long time, while covering his mouth with his fist. I pulled one headphone off my ear, trying to figure out why he was still in my face.


“Dang, what?” I deadpanned. “Is there a problem?”


I was still scowling, but I was also intrigued that he hadn’t dismissed me like so many other students had. This dude was unmoved. In fact, he was amused.


“New York, right? You gotta be from New York!” He didn’t even wait for my response. “Oh, I’m Fred, but everyone calls me Boston because—guess why?” He pointed at me with a big, silly, open-mouth grin as if queuing me to fill in the blank.


“Cuz you from Philly,” I threw back at him, and he cracked up laughing. His laughter was from his gut. It was loud and infectious, and it took less than thirty seconds before I was caught up in it and laughing too. I confirmed that I was from New York and that I didn’t see myself staying at the school for much longer if the music persisted and people kept asking me stupid questions. Boston assured me that I had not been introduced to the right folks yet, then appointed himself my one-man college concierge service.


His first order of business was to introduce me to all the kids from “up top,” or the East Coast. This Deep South college campus had managed to do something that I never saw at home. In this new place, far from the shadow of the bridge and tunnel, being from Jersey was just as cool as being from the boroughs of New York, Queens and the Bronx had no qualms, and even places like Connecticut and Delaware were thrown into the mix.


I was quickly inducted into the up top clique. A smaller group of cool-ass girls I’d connected with in my dorm split off as my everyday crew. They were from all over the place. My roommate from Chicago and her bestie from Jersey were more loosely associated, but my three main girlfriends were two high school friends from Atlanta and one girl from Queens. There were also some cool guys. Boston, who was kind of in everybody’s crew; a dude from Poughkeepsie who we called Kip for short; Big W, a ginormous six-five, light-skinned house-head with locs; O, who was goofy and lovable but scary strong; and Rob, a deliciously dark-skinned dred from Harlem, with thick lips that gave away his penchant for blunts and a voice so deep and uptown that he spoke in a growl. I was crushing hard on Rob and would delight in watching him move across campus, slow and deliberate, dapping random people and giving shout-outs with a chew stick hanging from the side of his mouth. I was still dating Sean, my high school boyfriend, and one of the girls in the crew was wide open off of Rob, so I never said a thing. But I took every opportunity to hang out with him.


Going to parties and events in mixed groups, which we rarely did at home, was commonplace in college. The social rules I was used to didn’t apply. I was at a party with my new friends when I saw a guy across the room wearing loosely tied Timbs—too loose, which was a dead giveaway that he was corny—and a starter jersey. I tried to be nice and cheery.


“Hey, what’s up? You from New York?” I said, throwing in a smile.


He whipped his head around so fast I was forced to take a small step back.


“You talking to me?!” He was both questioning and nasty. Before I could respond, he turned his whole body to face me and stomped a Timb directly in front of my feet, announcing loudly to the room, “Mount Vernon, WHAT?”


I could tell the dudes around him were impressed by this fake swag. I could also tell this guy was a fraud who had taken college as an opportunity to reinvent himself, even though he probably got chased home every day on his block.


My mouth opened before my brain could stop it. “Nigga, unless you the overweight lover Heavy D or Al B. Sure, nobody gives a fuck about Mount Vernon. Nigga, I’m from the Bronx. You don’t want to cross this street!”


I was on a roll. No one but he and I knew what I was talking about, but it didn’t matter. We had a crowd now, and he was trying desperately to backtrack.


“Ooooh, you from BX! Oooooh! Yeah, Boogie Down in the house!”


He was trying to hype me up, which made me even more irritated, but eventually he calmed the bravado and I backed down because it felt like things were cool. I stepped back and turned to leave and he yelled out, “Imma call you Boogie Down Productions!” He burst into laughter along with his boys.


I stopped dead in my tracks. Ever since seventh grade, when the hip-hop group BDP, or Boogie Down Productions, led by the legendary MC KRS-One, came out, I had been dogged by comparisons to KRS-One. The first time I ever heard it was when a girl in my eighth grade class casually turned around and said, “You know you look like KRS-One?” She snickered and turned back around satisfied with herself. I actually loved the group, but I had no idea what KRS looked like, and the way she said it made it sound like an insult. The comparison came up again in high school, when I’d started dating Sean. One of his friends would sing random BDP songs whenever he saw us together until my boyfriend checked him.


It always seemed like a weird diss to me, though. We both have big, broad, African noses and full lips. I was raised to love everything African and everything that made me more African, like my nose. My granddaddy would always point out, with disdain, how lighter-skinned folks were too close to white and how we were lucky to still be identifiably African. And I loved Kris Parker, or KRS. He was one of my all-time favorite rappers and personal heroes as a kid. None of that mattered, though. I was a dark-skinned, loud-mouthed Black girl, and how dare I be visible and opinionated or anything that rubbed up against what white folks told my folks was acceptable. These insults were meant to force me back into my place. It was the cleaner, nicer version of “You got a lotta mouth for an ugly bitch.”


I stood there, initially expecting to be thrown right back to my old injuries, but then remembering I had a mission. I didn’t want to be tripped up by the first dusty dude with old, wack insults. This cornball wasn’t the only one who had decided to reinvent himself in this new place. I knew and respected Mount Vernon dudes. It wasn’t where he was from. Every bone in my body knew he was a “herb.” I could probably end his college career by taking it straight to his chin.


Instead I screamed back, “Call me whatever the fuck you want, nigga, as long as you know I’m still Number One!” It was a reference to one of BDP’s most famous songs, and it was probably lost on some of the people around us but not on him, and not on my newfound crew, who were putting batteries in my back the whole time. When he saw me on the yard after that, it was always head nods and pounds. I had stared down one of my demons and won.





Finding my tribe on campus opened everything up for me. One night, the crew was hanging out on the lawn, shooting the shit. It came up that I’d never had a drink before, and Rob was the first to speak up.


“Ooh, we ‘bout to change that!”


I may have had an attitude and a quick temper, but in high school I’d been a good kid as far as not sneaking out and getting drunk or partying. I had tried weed in the ninth grade, and after a ten-minute coughing fit I fell asleep. I didn’t like the idea of not having all my faculties. I always wanted to have my wits about me in case something popped off. In college I could be the life of the party without getting drunk, and often people didn’t realize that I hadn’t been drinking.


I looked at Rob, my eyes settling on the smirk that had spread across his thick lips.


“I’ont know about that, y’all.” Another guy had produced a big brown bag and I casually looked in to see a couple of bottles of liquor. I pulled one out randomly and read it out loud. “M-D-20-20 … What is this? It looks like Kool-Aid in a liquor bottle!”


The whole crew laughed.


“You never heard of that, mad dog?” someone asked.


“Nah,” I told them. “But it looks like some wino shit.”


Then Rob took the bottle and looked right at me. “Well, this is where we’ll start, then.”


He cracked open the bottle and handed it to me as he guzzled his Heineken. I took a quick, full swig and nearly choked. The sharp taste of a melted grape Jolly Rancher mixed with rubbing alcohol hit the back of my throat. Everyone laughed at how green I was and insisted I keep going. I took two or three more full swallows, letting the saccharine acid settle in my stomach. One moment I was sitting on the steps and the next I was hearing my own voice booming, but I didn’t remember starting to talk. I was yelling now, but I felt like I was watching myself, coming in and out of the real world. The rest of the night happened in snippets: disrupting a basketball game by attempting to sit with the coach on his lap, sparking arguments with onlookers who stared a second too long, challenging my friends to races around the yard, and singing and rapping at the top of my lungs. The night ended with turned stomachs and tossed cookies for some, but for me it was crash sleeping in my clothes and waking the next day feeling like someone had drop-kicked me across campus. I panicked, remembering stories of girls being taken advantage of while drunk with their guy friends. We gathered later that day to swap tales and laugh at the previous evening’s shenanigans. I learned two things: that I could go from a happy to a mean drunk in a second and that I was safe with this crew.


My crush on Rob only grew after that night, but I was determined to be faithful to my boyfriend at home and respect my friend who talked about him nonstop. The only time I let myself go was on the dance floor. I’d never had the chance to really let loose in high school. My boyfriend was jealous and controlling, and my mom didn’t really let me go to parties, but I still loved to dance and would practice in my room. Rob and I had something of a thing when we were at a party and the music switched to dancehall. Rob didn’t have Caribbean roots like me, but he was New York enough, and he brought his authentic energy to the dance floor. They never played the music for long, maybe two songs, but whenever they did we found each other and let out whatever pent-up sexual energy we were both trying to ignore. We danced like no one else was there, like it was a mating ritual and we had fire in our bellies. I loved every minute of it. It was the first time in my life that I got to safely explore my sexuality with no demands on my body. I danced with him like he was my lover, but we left it on the dance floor. We never so much as kissed that whole year. I even helped facilitate a late-night meetup between him and the girl who was so in love with him, joking that if she didn’t make her move I would.


I was completely settled in at State in no time. I went to classes and hung out with my friends most evenings that I wasn’t studying. I started dreaming about things like pledging a sorority, which had never crossed my mind before, and I joined a student organization called DOMA (Descendants of Mother Africa). Back home, my love life had imploded, but this crew made life bearable and made me feel good.


At the start of my second semester, Sean told me he had gotten another girl pregnant. I was devastated. I had been so faithful to him that girls in my dorm would come find me when he called on the hallway pay phone. I had made a decision when we first slept together: if he was the first, he would also be the last. That was the only way I could finally move on from what had happened to me. We had daydreamed about a life together, and in my mind he had thrown it away. What was I being faithful for? I had done all the things I was supposed to do, including staying away from Rob, and still he betrayed me. I stopped going to classes regularly, staying in my room for weeks, until more than midway through the semester. That was when the verdict came in from the Rodney King trial.


In the spring of 1991, when I was a senior in high school and cell phones didn’t have cameras and were only used by drug dealers and car salesmen, a man named Rodney King was almost beaten to death by police officers in Los Angeles during a routine DUI arrest. The beating would have been spun by police as a case of resisting arrest, but a man nearby with a camcorder caught it all on video and sent it to the local news station. Soon it was on every station in the country and world. The incident put racial profiling and police brutality front and center in the media. As an organizer in New York, I had already been wrapped up in the murders of Yusef Hawkins and the Central Park Jogger case. Rodney King happened in LA, but the footage made it feel like our backyard. Not too long before King’s assault, a fifteen-year-old Black girl named Latasha Harlins was murdered by a fifty-one-year-old Korean convenience-store owner in Los Angeles who accused Latasha of stealing. During my first semester at Alabama State, the store owner was found guilty of voluntary manslaughter, but the judge threw out the recommendation of sixteen years and instead gave a sentence that called for no jail time. Now, in the spring of 1992, the four officers charged with attempting to murder Rodney King with excessive force were acquitted. All four of them were freed. The city of Los Angeles exploded, and the people took to the streets in an uprising unlike anything America had seen since the ’60s. The eruption was felt across the country.


I heard the verdict while still moping in my room. I had taken up lying around listening to sad, slow jams, but this news jolted me out of bed. I got dressed and ran downstairs to try to find out what was happening on campus. No one was hanging in the lobby of the dorm, and when I walked out onto the yard it was all business as usual. Everyone I stopped and asked about Rodney King had no idea what I was talking about. They were even dismissive of my growing rage.


After walking the yard, I went to the library and hand-wrote a flyer: IF YOU ARE ANGRY ABOUT RODNEY KING AND LATASHA HARLINS, MEET ME IN FRONT OF THE MAIN DINING HALL TOMORROW AT 12PM. Then I went to visit with one of my favorite office ladies in the admissions building and asked her to make a few copies. She made them but told me if I didn’t have them stamped by the dean’s office, then they would just pull them down. I marched to the dean’s office, where I got a song and dance about preapproval and paperwork. I took my fliers and headed back to the dorm, remembering one of my elders’ advice: “Sometimes it’s better to apologize than to wait for permission.”


Back in my dorm room, I thought hard about how I could organize a protest on campus that wouldn’t get shut down. I looked at my reflection in my mirror. I was wearing a big black headwrap and giant hoop earrings, one of my signature looks. It was made of about two yards of jersey cotton that I could wrap two feet high on top of my head. As I studied myself, suddenly I had the answer. I pulled the headwrap off and took out my scissors, carefully folding and cutting it into as many strips as I could. I took the strips and my fliers and went back outside to look for my crew.


We headed to the main dining hall. It was the most popular spot on the yard in the middle of the day and it was bustling with activity. I went to the top of the steps and, using my voice as a bullhorn, began to talk about the rally. One of my friends passed out the fliers, another the black fabric strips. It felt reminiscent of my days in my 21C chapter, and the adrenaline made my heart race. I was suddenly too hyped to be sad. I implored my fellow students to make their voices heard and wear the black cloth tied around their right arms in a show of solidarity. Lots of kids willfully ignored us, but a crowd eventually started to form. Kids were taking the material and reading the flier. Others just called out support.


When I came down off the steps, there were two older students waiting. They told me that the student body president wanted to talk to me. I didn’t know him personally—I was a freshman and he was an upperclassman—but I knew he was a “Que,” or a member of Omega Psi Phi fraternity. Girls swooned every time his name came up and everyone seemed to like him.


The two older students ushered me to his office. He was wearing a suit and looked like a young administrator. He greeted us with a big smile, then told me that “we had a problem.” He said that the president of the college was aware of the outrage that we all felt and was behind us, as was the Student Government Association (SGA), but they wanted to make sure it was done the “right way.” His voice was cool as he said that because my event wasn’t sanctioned, the school would shut it down. I told him I didn’t care because protests didn’t have to be sanctioned.


“Besides, if they shut it down, it would be all over the news.”


He looked surprised. “You called the media?”


“Yup,” I lied. “And I have Rose Sanders coming to speak.”


I knew that Mrs. Sanders’s name held some weight on campus, or at least caused people to sit up and listen. He adjusted quickly, suggesting we coordinate. He was planning something anyway, he revealed. We talked some more about the logistics, and I left feeling a surge of energy. I loved organizing. I loved being productive. And now I had to get Mrs. Sanders on board because I didn’t love being embarrassed. I called her at the law office and explained that I had already told them she would come speak.


I heard her familiar chuckle through the phone.


“Honey, Joe”—referring to Joe Reed, a prominent member of the school’s board of trustees—“already called me. I told him you’d speak.”


My whole body turned to pins and needles, and before I knew what I was doing, I screamed into the phone, “I CAN’T, MRS. SANDERS!”


“Why can’t you? You wanted this, now go ahead and do it. Besides, if you don’t those fools up in Montgomery will take over, so we need some 21st Century Leaders to stand their ground.”


In a daze, I agreed and hung up. I knew how to lead a rally. I could get the students hyped up but I didn’t know how to make a speech, or at least I had only done it a couple of times before. Excitement and fear mixed in my stomach. I knew I had to show up ready.


The SGA pulled out all the stops for what was now a press event. They actually organized the press and lined up speakers and had sound systems and podiums and everything covered. As much as I wanted to feel like they stole my idea and event, what they organized in short order was more than I could do with my homemade fliers and cut-up headwrap. It still felt stuffy to me, but it was a lesson in how collaboration and preparation are just as important as passion.


The speakers came and went quickly, the adult admins mostly encouraging students not to riot or react like the folks in LA. Then, the SGA president came up and gave a measured but passionate speech that gave the crowd a bit more energy. I stood on the steps, watching and waiting my turn. When he finished and motioned for me to come to the mic, the only thing I could hear was the roar of my crew screaming and calling my name. I moved up the steps, my nerves getting worse with each step. I am not a natural public speaker. Like many, I hate the sound of my voice. Being in Alabama made me even more self-conscious, because my Bronx accent stood out amid the twang of my Alabama homies. I felt like people only heard a hood rat when I spoke. But those thoughts fell away as I stepped in front of the mic—I was fired up.


“I’ve heard a lot of things today, but one thing I haven’t heard is the name Latasha Harlins,” I began. As soon as I said her name, the crowd erupted into cheers, chanting her name. I did my best to channel Rose Sanders. My fears about being able to make a speech went away as the few bullet points I had jotted down morphed into an impassioned plea for my fellow students to get active and stay active. I did what I did best: rallied my folks.


I stepped away from the podium with a fire lit inside me. I forgot about cheating boyfriends and missed classes. The school year was nearly over, but I had finally found my footing. I had been entertaining thoughts of not returning the following year, but those were gone now. I felt powerful. I had set out to reinvent myself, but it turned out that I didn’t have to start from scratch. I just had to dust myself off, because the best parts were already there.






heaven



As hard as it was to be far away from home and not have the same kind of resources as other students, I made a way. When I returned to Alabama State for my sophomore year, half of my crew was gone. Some of my closest girlfriends didn’t come back; Rob transferred to a school back in New York. I had also changed, and by my junior year there was so much turmoil in the administration that it was hard to focus on just being a student. Our new university president made sweeping changes that made it obvious he did not put students first. One of those changes was that students who depended on financial aid were required pay their tuition up front and be reimbursed when federal aid came through. With the number of students attending the school from low-wealth communities, there was no way for us to attend with that kind of policy. We protested and fought back, and eventually a number of policies were rescinded, but the damage had been done. I made the hard decision to join the mass exodus from ASU and transfer to Auburn University at Montgomery. Moving from an HBCU to a PWI (Predominately White Institution) can be culturally devastating, but the blow was lessened by the number of Black students who arrived on campus at the same time. Riding through AUM’s campus on any given evening felt very much like being on a Black college campus.


My years at AUM were marked by the work my friends and I did to support Black students on campus. One of my best friends from 21C, Eddie, who I had convinced to come to Alabama State my sophomore year, transferred to AUM with me. We formed a new crew along with our friend Perry Varner. Perry knew everyone in Montgomery, and he introduced us like we were old friends or family. The administration was not prepared for this new wave of Black kids on campus. Eddie, Perry, and I created the African American Student Alliance, which became the organization that brought Black students together across various affiliations. It didn’t matter what fraternity or sorority you had pledged or who you were aligned with socially: AASA was Switzerland, and because of that we got a lot of work done.


By the time I was a senior, I thought I was clear on what my future held: nonprofit administration. Because I was in Alabama, I stayed very active with the 21st Century Youth Leadership Movement the entire time I was in college. I moved up, even becoming a board member. I saw the inner workings of the organization and learned about fundraising and how we kept the doors open. I had decided that I was going to work for a big foundation like Ford or Rockefeller when I graduated. I wanted to be a movement person with real, firsthand knowledge of what it took to run an organization that was helping to move money out into the field. I wanted to make it so organizations like 21C no longer had to beg for financial support. I proudly announced these plans at one of our board meetings. After my short speech, Senator Sanders, Mrs. Sanders’s husband and 21C cofounder, leaned forward in his chair and looked right at me.


“That sounds lovely, Tarana, it really does, and I appreciate hearing that kind of passion from young folk, but what if I made you a different offer?”


He had never really addressed me directly before, and I didn’t know what to say. I let out a nervous laugh. “Okay, like what?”


He continued, looking only at me. “What if you moved to Selma and worked for 21st Century?”


Record scratch. My mouth fell open as he went on.


“We need a resource development person who will focus on fundraising for the organization. That work seems to excite you, and we already know that you love 21st Century and are excited to be a 21st Century Leader. It feels like a good fit.”


I was stunned. I had been making plans to move back to New York or Maryland with Sean. We were “on” again despite everything, and things felt solid. Now this new opportunity was presented and it hit all the right notes. I would not have to search for a job; I would be doing work that I felt passionate about for an organization I loved and trusted. I didn’t quite trust a life with this boyfriend or back in New York. This was a real opportunity with real substance. It felt like the smart thing to do, and so I accepted.


They didn’t hire only me right out of college. They also hired Malika Sanders, the oldest of the Sanders’s three children and a recent college graduate, who I had grown up with in the organization, and LaTosha Brown, a local youth leader in Selma, who didn’t come up in 21C but who I had attended AUM with.


When most people think of Selma, they think of old documentary footage of marchers being beaten on Bloody Sunday or the racist sheriff, Jim Clark, shoving Annie Cooper to the ground for trying to register to vote. Every year thousands participate or watch the annual trek across the Edmund Pettus Bridge to commemorate the historic events. But Selma after the movement was in many ways the same as Selma before. It was poor. Black people were overpoliced and underserved, and the violence of plantation slavery lived on in ways that were both obvious and hidden. Malika, LaTosha, and I were charged with bringing the organization, and the movement in Selma, into the twenty-first century. I had no idea at the time how difficult that would be.


Like everything else at 21C—and at most small, grassroots organizations—job titles didn’t actually mean just doing that job. Although I was hired to raise money, it quickly became clear that I would also work on whatever else was needed—including my favorite part of the organization, the camps. Leadership camp was at the heart of 21C work.


In 1996, the year I started working at 21C, we had more than forty chapters across the South, in major cities like New York, Boston, and Chicago, and an international chapter in Mali. Each chapter was autonomous, but three times annually all the chapters gathered for training and community building. These were our camps. There were short, three-day events in the spring and winter, each on a different HBCU campus, and then a longer, ten-day camp in the summer in Selma. As a youth member, I had missed camp only twice since I started in 1989: once in December 1990, when I was on punishment and my mother refused to let me go to a winter camp at Tuskegee, and again in 1994, when the New York chapter decided—against my very loud protest—to host their own summer camp in New York. The new leadership at the time didn’t understand that traveling for the camps, especially the summer camp, was a part of the whole experience. A lot of chapters couldn’t afford to get their members to the weekend camps, so most saved their resources for summer. It was too important to miss. It was what endeared and committed me to the organization. It was also where I met my chosen family. We laughed, cried, sang, danced, testified, chanted, organized, learned, taught, and loved for ten days straight. For a lot of us, it was more love than we had ever received—or given. It was a sacred space. People came with trauma, and while dealing with trauma wasn’t an official part of the 21C agenda, it existed in so many of us that dealing with it was inevitable. The organization centered the needs, experiences, and futures of Black and Brown youth, and many of us arrived with gaping wounds from a variety of tragedies in our homes and home-towns. I was no different. I just didn’t realize it yet.


I felt a deep sense of community as a youth camp leader. I was able to build on my skills as a leader and come back to my community invigorated to effect change. As an employee of the organization, I wanted to make sure that we created space for the next wave of young people to experience the same things.


In the summer of 1996, I led my first camp on the campus of Gadsden State Community College. I was twenty-two years old. I had served as a junior counselor in high school, a counselor throughout college, and even youth camp director one year. But designing the camp from top to bottom, and having it on our own terms, was big. Like every year, the youth came from across Alabama and all across the country. The group from Selma was a mishmash of young people from our local chapter and anyone Mrs. Sanders might have recruited in her travels. She was our biggest recruiter, which happily meant we were ever growing, but we had a small budget and an even smaller team, so it also meant sometimes we were spread a bit thin.


As an organization that recognized that young Black and Brown children were often criminalized and demonized, and rarely ever given the benefit of the doubt and space to grow, we prioritized accountability over punishment. The young people set the parameters for safety and decorum for the camps. They agreed on guidelines and created a council to address leaders who didn’t follow them. It sometimes meant long nights of impromptu testimony and discussion about someone who had broken a guideline, but this system provided assurance that the leaders would be seen and heard and that consequences could come from a place of love, not harsh judgment. This approach was completely foreign to campers who were used to zero-tolerance policies and extreme punishment in other structured environments, and they would test the boundaries of our love and acceptance.


The young leader who pushed the boundaries the most during the summer of ’96 was Heaven. She came to camp with the group of kids from Selma, but I didn’t know her. She would have blended in with a sea of other prepubescent Brown faces if she hadn’t come off the minibus fussing—loudly.


“I don’t care who she is. She AIN’T my mama,” was the first thing I heard as I approached the group of kids she had just arrived with. One of the adults escorting them was two seconds away from letting loose on Heaven. I saw the frustration in the escort’s eyes and waved her away, turning my attention to the fussing girl.


“What’s your name, sweetheart?” I asked her calmly.


“What? Why?” she asked, swerving her head around to get a closer look.


“Oh, I just need some help with something inside, will you come with me to help…” I trailed off, waiting for her to fill in her name.


“Heaven,” she said, less loud now. Her voice lowered almost with anticipation that I would have something negative to say.


“Heaven,” I repeated excitedly. “That’s beautiful! Oh, I definitely need your help! Come with me.”


I pulled two other young folks who I did know from the group, and they all followed me into the building.


“What we doin’?” one of the kids asked.


I had no idea, but they would never know that. I was thinking on my feet.


“Heaven, I need you to count the students who are coming into the building when this next bus comes in, okay?”


She had her face screwed up when I glanced at her.


“Count ALL’lem kids! Das a LOT! And these chir’ren don’t know how to act.”


She sounded like someone’s old auntie, her voice a tad raspy. Her little accent tickled me. I turned and got a good look at her face. She may have sounded like a sixty-year-old woman who smoked a pack of Newports a day and had a hairstyle that made her look like she worked the last shift on the last register at the Winn-Dixie, but she had the sweetest little round, brown cherub face. Brow furrowed, she waited on me to give her further directions for this arduous task.


“You don’t have to speak to anyone. Just stand here, and as the groups come in, start counting. You can ask them what county they are from and then write the county and the number down. I will bring you some paper and a pen.” I was about to walk off when she interrupted me.


“What if they tell me to move on?” She had a seriousness that said she was ready to do her job well, which made me want to break into a smile, but I was trying to play it cool.


“Who?” I asked.


“I’ont know, one of dem,” she said pointing out the door at the woman she had just been fussing with on the van.


“Listen, you stand right here and count and if anyone says anything to you—you tell them that Ms. Tarana put you here and you are doing a job for her.” I sounded like a real camp director who could give that directive with authority.


“Das you, right? Is you in charge?” she wanted to verify.


“That’s me, and yes, I am in charge,” I smiled at her, feeling proud.


“Okay, den Ms.—whatchu said your name is?”


“Ms. Tarana, or Ms. Tee,” I replied, a bit unsure of why I said that because I had not let any of the other kids shorten my name. But before I had time to think or correct myself, she had already decided.


“Oh, Imma call you Ms. Tee. That’ll work!”


I chuckled a bit, said okay, and walked away thinking what a handful this one was going to be this summer. This was just day one.


Handful was an understatement. Heaven very quickly showed me, and everyone else at camp, that her behavior would continuously betray her name. By day two I had decided that she was going to be my special project. Every day, I would either be greeted by someone complaining to me about Heaven and her “attitude” or be ambushed by Heaven racing to tell on herself before someone else could. She was often loud, most of the time dripping with attitude and sarcasm, but rarely was she completely in the wrong. She reminded me so much of what I wanted to be at her age. She was angry, feisty, and didn’t know why—almost like she was being compelled—but it was always in pursuit of some sort of justice. There was a righteous fury in her belly, and while I could easily sniff that out I couldn’t yet figure out the why. If a counselor was talking to another camper in a way that she thought was outside of our accepted culture, she spoke on it. If a camper was treating another camper disrespectfully or in any way shady, she spoke on it. Heaven and I had more than a few heart-to-hearts and side conversations about her tone, attitude, and presentation. She always had something to say.


One night after lights-out, I came into the dormitory space right as Heaven was being reprimanded by one of our elders. The elders were revered figures in our lives. They had worked hard to mold and shape us. They wanted to pass on the vision they had laid out during the twenty-fifth anniversary of the Selma to Montgomery march and prepare us to lead the organization into the twenty-first century. When I saw Heaven and one of our more stern elders, Ms. Pitts, my heart jumped. I didn’t want Heaven to say or do anything too egregious, and I didn’t want a reprimand from Ms. Pitts to roll back any of the progress we had made so far. I jumped in as quickly as I could.


“Everything okay?” I asked, trying to erase any color in my voice.


“This young lady has told me that she is not going to bed because she is not sleepy!” Ms. Pitts was clearly annoyed.


“I don’t want to go to bed. I want to read my thing,” Heaven pleaded.


Ms. Pitts turned back to her. “That’s very commendable, young lady, but now is not the time for reading; now is the time for sleeping!”


Heaven, who was always admiringly quick witted, shot back, “But y’all call it steal away studying so I want to steal away and read!”


I looked down and saw that Heaven was holding the Black history study guide all the young leaders received upon arrival. Each camper was put into a small group that would meet throughout the week to cover a section of the study guide. At the end of the week, there was an event based on what they had studied and the groups competed for prizes. We called them “steal-away study sessions.” It was a reference to what enslaved people called “steal-away meetings.” It was illegal for them to learn to read—an act that was punishable by death—so they snuck away under the cover of night to become literate. When I saw the book and heard her explanation to Ms. Pitts, it took everything I had not to burst into laughter.


“Okay, Heaven,” I said, stifling my chuckle. “I need to talk to you anyway. Come with me.”


“I’m in trouble?” she asked.


“No,” I whispered, “just follow me so that you don’t get in no trouble!”


We left Ms. Pitts shaking her head and walked back over to the main building. She sat in the office while I finished up some stuff and prepared to end the day and go to bed myself. We chatted about random things, and she asked me questions about stuff she didn’t understand in the study guide.


“Heaven, are you liking camp?”


“Yes, ma’am. It’s fun when these chir’ren ain’t on my nerves,” she said, rolling her eyes and erupting into laughter.


It had only been three or four days, but I adored this child. Her big, rosy cheeks and deep belly laughter made my whole heart light up. Maybe it was because she made me feel like I knew what I was doing. Or maybe it was because I knew what was happening. I was watching the transformation I had seen so many times before. The one that I went through standing in that big, open room in DC, and the one I knew so many of my 21C family had experienced at some point in their own journeys to being leaders. We called it the “21C spirit.” It wasn’t something anyone could fully explain, but we all agreed that we had it, basked in it, and were very protective of it. I was watching Heaven step into it with glee.


I’m sure it was what led me to say what I said next. “Well, you are one of us now, you are a 21st Century leader, and we are your family.”


She stopped laughing and refocused on me. I had said that to other young people in one way or another. I felt like part of my role in the organization was as ambassador and success story. Not the “she finished high school and went on to college” kind of success—but the “she left a dark place and found community and purpose” kind of success. The 21st Century Youth Leadership Movement made me feel like I was good. Not just a good person, but good for something other than what I had been used for already. No one here knew that about me, and no one here cared. I wanted Heaven to experience that.


“We family?” Suddenly she looked more like the girl who got off the van a few days earlier. “We ain’t family, Ms. Tee, now you ain’t gotta say alladat!”


“Alla-what? We are family! We are here to take care of each other. You will meet people here that you will know for the rest of your life.”


“But families is supposed to take care of you and feed you and … loooove you, no matter what!”


I stopped what I was doing, got real close to her face, and cupped her cheeks in my hands.


“You don’t think I love you, Heaven,” I said, locking eyes with hers. She looked like her little milk chocolate cheeks were going to melt into my hands. Before she could even answer, I continued, “but I do.” And I kissed her on the forehead.


She just smiled. Beamed, really. She gave me a hug—a long side hug that made me start laughing again.


I gathered my things and we walked back to the dormitory so I could escort her to her room. I felt accomplished. I had started the week off thinking that this child named Heaven would be a hellion, and I was determined to love that out of her. Here we were just a few short days later and she was melting in my hands. This was the way I had been held by the elders in 21C. This was the way I had seen love shared and spread around when we gathered. And this was all I wanted Heaven to know. I didn’t realize at the time how much more she needed to know.


The next day started just like every other day at camp. The young people gathered, exercised, ate, and had pep rally. After the pep rally we took a moment to explain what was on the schedule for that evening. Long-time campers knew what this announcement was about right away, and they were giddy and excited—especially the girls. New folks were baffled at all the excitement and started asking questions. That evening would be our annual “Sister to Sister” and “Brother to Brother” sessions. They were a long-held tradition at our camps that grew out of our natural inclination to gather and speak freely with the young people. This way, we set aside structured time, and the young leaders knew it was coming. When I was younger, Sister to Sister sessions were one of my favorite and most nerve-racking parts of camp. It was a space to bare all. The sessions were always filled with a lot of laughter and giggling. The elders and counselors opened the floor and allowed us to ask any questions we wanted.


Over the years, we had developed a rhythm. The night always started with silly “girly” questions about hair or clothes or music. Then one bold girl would ask a question about a boy, and the adults running the session would launch into the conversation. This was often where we learned who was doing what with which boys and who wanted to. We always had some confessions from the recently “deflowered” and the ones who were curious or maybe on the verge. And, without fail, there was eventually a story, a confession, a testimony, or some way that one of the girls revealed her experience with sexual or physical abuse. When I was a camper I was so close to that experience myself, and no part of me wanted to revisit it. But now I was a new person. A leader. And so when my sister leaders poured their hearts out, I listened, I cried, I comforted, I sometimes shrank away—but I never shared. My 21C family knew what I wanted them to know about me.


That night, we all gathered in the library for our session. The girls had all put on pajamas, and the room looked like a massive sleepover was about to take place. There were young girls sprawled all over, some in chairs, others lay out on blankets or cozied up in pairs. Every face glowed with anticipation. When I came into the space, a few of the girls got excited and started shouting out my name and clapping. I was the “cool” adult who gave it to them straight. I greeted them and scanned the room for Heaven. She was on the other side of the room, and we had a sea of girls between us, so I just waved and winked at her and then sat and joined the circle. I kept my eyes on her, though. I knew she had issues with a few of the girls at the camp because of her abrasive demeanor, and I wanted to be sure she was comfortable.


The night went like clockwork. There was a bunch of squealing and giggling and silly talk, and then we had a pretty robust conversation about menstrual cycles. I thought, “Oh, we might avoid a testimonial this year.” But I spoke too soon. I don’t know how it started, but in a matter of minutes, one of the girls was talking about being assaulted at school. She was asking the adults if an encounter she had with an older student was okay or not. The adults swung into action. We had all been here before, and each of us played a role. Mine was usually the check-in—asking if they needed to talk to someone and if they were okay to go home. We were committed to being better about taking responsibility for the young people in our care who were experiencing any kind of trauma. For all the good the organization did, sexual violence was its blind spot.


Years and years of girls spilling their innermost truths about their experiences, and 21C never employed a trained professional to oversee these sessions. Numbers of girls, and some boys, gave us clear indications that they may not have been safe at home, and we sent them back anyway, with no defense and no recourse. It remains in the front of my mind today. It is wildly irresponsible to make people feel comfortable enough to open up without being prepared with the resources to help them process their experiences and receive continued support. We were doing our best with the limited knowledge and resources we had at the time, but even then I wished we were doing more.


As it often did, that one confession led to others, and more girls shared their experiences openly. I became wrapped up in supporting them in the moment. I wrote names down, I passed out tissues to wipe tears, I checked in and comforted, almost on autopilot. At some point it occurred to me that I hadn’t checked in with Heaven. My eyes darted around the room until I found her. She didn’t see me looking at her because she was no longer there. She hadn’t physically left, but even with all the upheaval and movement around her, she was perfectly still—emotionless. I looked at her face and posture, and I didn’t have to see her eyes to know. She was me. I was transported right back to being fifteen or sixteen, sitting in a room full of crying teenage girls sharing horrible stories that I could never ever repeat, because I never allowed myself to confront the truths of what had happened to me. I would find a place to retreat in my mind, careful not to be so tuned out that folks felt the need to check on me. I would demure and become invisible. I was watching Heaven do it right before my eyes. She had faded into her own world of safety. The girl with a mouthful to say—ready to defend anyone she deemed defenseless—was doing her best to defend herself.


I didn’t approach her. I just made sure to keep checking back throughout the rest of the night. We closed out the session, and the girls, most of them emotionally drained, went to bed.


The next morning I was back on my routine, and so was Heaven. Someone approached me and said that she had gotten into an argument at breakfast. When I got a report like this, I usually went and got her and either talked to her or gave her an assignment or somehow made sure the rest of her day went better. But that day I didn’t. Later in the morning we passed each other going between the main building and the dorms, and as she walked by she loudly whispered, “I need to talk to you.” I felt my pulse quicken. I knew what she needed to talk about, and something in me—everything in me—couldn’t have that conversation.


I mouthed back “Okay!” but in my mind I was already figuring out ways to get out of it. By the late afternoon it was obvious that I was avoiding her. The week was almost over, but there was no way I could keep this up for the rest of the time she was there. I didn’t even fully understand why I was avoiding her, or at least I wouldn’t let myself say it out loud in my head.


I was coming out of the cafeteria, not paying attention, and suddenly she was coming toward me.


“Ms. Teeeeee!” she screamed as she ran over and threw her arms around me.


I tried to feign a bit of excitement, but I had started to sweat.


“Where have you been?” She was exasperated. “I have to talk to you.”


“I’m so busy today, girl. Can we talk later?” I asked, trying to pull her off me so I could walk away.


“No!” She was firm. “We need to talk now.”


My stomach was starting to turn.


She took my hand and pulled me to the side. As she held my hand, I realized that I was terrified.


She stood directly in front of me with eyes begging to confess. To confide. To release.


“Ms. Tee, last night … whew.” She started, then stopped herself. “It was a LOT!”


I could feel my bladder pulsating against my pelvis.


“I just have to tell you about what happened to me … I never told nobody before.”


I wanted to scream. Inside, I was screaming.


“It’s like, my stepdaddy, really my mama’s boyfriend,” she continued. “He did stuff to me…”


I mostly only heard words and phrases after that: nasty, don’t like it, afraid, hate him, disgusting.


I don’t know how many minutes passed. I don’t know how much of the story she had told. I just knew at some point I could not take another minute. This young girl, who reminded me so much of myself, was putting me right back where I didn’t want to be—so I cut her off midsentence.


“Okay!” I must have said it more loudly than I thought because it clearly startled her. “Okay, Heaven, this is not my area. You need to talk to Ms. Malika.”


“Ms. Malika?” Her face was awash with confusion. “Which one is that?”


Heaven’s voice had softened, and I could tell she was trying to understand what was happening. She was trying to understand my reaction to her story.


“The one with the headwrap. I’ll show you. She can help you better than me, okay?” I had already started physically moving away from her. I was good at moving away. Getting away. From this. All of this. I always got away.


But Heaven had not met me as an adult who ran away from her. She had met me as an adult who ran toward her. Who embraced her. Who told her she was family and that she loved her.


“Ms. Tee?” She sounded astonished. “You just gon’ walk away like that?”


It felt like a knife had been plunged into my heart. The disappointment in her voice twisted the knife even deeper.


“No, baby, I’m not walking away. I am so busy right now and this is more for Ms. Malika to deal with.” I knew the frustration was building in her chest, but I just wanted her to relent so that I could get away. I was going to lose my ability to breathe at any moment.


“Ms. Malika,” she repeated staring at me, as if giving me a moment to reconsider.


“Yes, Heaven,” I insisted, feeling the cowardice creep up the back of my neck.


She stared for a half beat more, still in disbelief, and simply said, “That’s okay.”


And then she turned on her heels and left—but not before shooting me one last glance. And although it was only a quick second, it was long enough for me to see that sweet little round, brown face with the big grin sour and curl the corner of her lips in disgust. The campers were starting to pour into the building for lunch now, but I never took my eyes off her back. As she disappeared into the crowd I saw her posture change. It was as if the armor we had worked to chip away was materializing again before my eyes.


I knew I was wrong.


I also knew I was terrified.


I was supposed to be the one changing lives.


I was supposed to be leading by example and showing them what was possible when you stepped into your potential.


And there I was, a fraudulent “after” picture.


I didn’t want to do what I had done. I didn’t expect a twelve-year-old to knock me off my square. I had been compartmentalizing and prioritizing my thoughts and emotions for many years at this point. Every move I had made, from becoming a 21st Century Leader to excelling in track and field to being a student activist to coming to work for 21C—every single positive step took me further from the negative parts of my life and recast me as a person who wouldn’t have to deal with such things. Inside of five minutes, this child was threatening to undo the order I had created. While she was simply trying to lean into what I had promised her—family, connection, love—I was desperately trying to run away from all she reminded me of: betrayal, loss, shame. Inside, I was running from room to room like the house was on fire. And then my brain did what I had trained it to do. It went into protection mode.


You are not a social worker or a counselor, I insisted in the solitude of my mind.


As she was walking away from me, possibly forever, I kept thinking about her face when she finally got me to stop and listen. She knew what she was about to say to me, but there was no fear in her eyes. Instead, she looked relieved. I wondered where that courage came from. How had she managed to do the thing that I had still not figured out how to do with a head start almost double her twelve short years? I wondered how, at the very least, I had not been able to meet her at the apex of her courage.


In my early organizing training, our elders told us that to be an effective organizer you had to meet folks where they were. I had to find what was common between me and the folks I was trying to reach, and then let them know what skin I had in the game and how my work would help meet their most basic needs. It never occurred to me for a moment that those guidelines could be useful here. It didn’t occur to me because I had never been here.


I was not thinking about what I had to give Heaven—just what I wanted to keep from her. After all, I didn’t see my story as my gift, only as my shame. I knew what it felt like to know at least one other person understood what you’d been through. I could have been to her what Maya Angelou was to me, but instead I let her walk away. I let her leave me worse off than she met me.


It wasn’t the details of what she experienced that most resonated with me. It was the feeling it left her with. The confusion, the questions, the anger, and the sadness. It was the need for a way out or a way forward. There was only one thing I was compelled to share the whole time she was talking, and it was like someone else was whispering it into my ears. Not me, Tarana, who was standing there desperately trying to be desensitized, but another version of me. One that was saying, Tell her, she should know. Let her know what this feels like. Share yourself. Be who you said you are.


And then it was just that one thing on a loop. Tell her it happened to you too.





Two days later, camp ended. It was now Heaven who was avoiding me, and I was so ashamed of what I had done that I let her. I asked Malika to seek her out and ask if she needed anything, but I didn’t follow up with her myself. I was sorting through a range of feelings, but mostly I was wallowing in my cowardice. On the final day I decided I would be an adult and at least try to say goodbye and maybe apologize, but I couldn’t find her. I asked around and found out that a small group of Selma kids had been picked up in a van and she was likely with them. She was gone, and suddenly it seemed like my life—and hers—depended on me righting this wrong. I asked some of the folks from Selma, and each sent me to another one, trying to figure out who she was connected to and how I could reconnect with her. I always came up empty. Days later, after camp ended, I was still thinking about her and feeling pangs of guilt and shame. I was trying to come to terms with what had happened between us, with what my response meant in relation to the work I said I wanted to do. That familiar feeling of being a fraud was creeping into my spirit, and I hated it. It made me think of the wisdom of our elder Uncle Ted, who cautioned us never to lie to the young leaders. He said sometimes you may have to hold back for their own sake, but don’t ever lie. He explained that young people could sniff out deceit and inauthenticity like bloodhounds, and once they caught wind of it, there wasn’t much you could do to turn it around. He said your credibility is your capital with young folks and you have to safeguard it. I wished so badly that I could have formed these rational thoughts that day with Heaven.


Now the question remained: What would I do next time? I began to obsess over how I would do the whole thing differently. I wrote down notes and played out conversations and practiced my delivery, but it felt flat to me. I went to the bathroom and tried to look in the mirror, but my brain could not sustain the scrutiny. I turned my head away several times before I made myself envision Heaven. I closed my eyes and conjured up her round, brown face. I stood in front of my sink, directly facing the mirror, with my eyes closed, then slowly opened them. It took a few tries, but eventually I was staring at myself. My armpits were tingling and my breathing was quick and heavy, but I made myself look at my reflection. I needed to find at least a piece of the courage Heaven had found. There was no one here but me, and I wanted to know that I could at least trust myself to stand in my truth. I slowed my breathing as best I could and felt the words inching their way from the pit of my stomach up toward the back of my throat, where they stopped. It felt like I might choke on them. I commanded myself to keep breathing. The words were almost there. I opened my mouth and they crept out, one small syllable at a time.



I was raped.


They molested me.


I didn’t want it.


I didn’t like it.


I’m sorry.





This is what I felt.


This is what I spent so much time ducking and dodging and twisting and contorting to avoid. These words. My truth.


It was a truth my mother never asked for.


It was a truth none of my family or friends ever knew.


It was a truth no one was there to validate.


It was a truth I ran from for so very long.


But it was a truth I knew I needed to unravel. If not for myself, for the love of the girls like me who could be saved. For the next girl like Heaven I would meet—and there would be so very many. It was out of my body for the first time and I was still alive. I was still standing—with my truth on the outside.






hypnotize



The moment I found out I was pregnant, I prayed I wasn’t carrying a baby girl. I was so committed to the idea that I picked out dozens of names for the boy I hoped was in my belly. I was too nervous to find out the sex of my child, so I let the nurse tell my boyfriend, who was dying to know. I forbade him from telling me. I wanted my baby more than anything, but the thought of bringing a little girl into the world who might be subjected to my fate was horrifying. I wanted to save my future “her” from an unkind world filled with unkind men who saw a little girl like me as an ugly, nasty dishrag to be used and discarded.


I had spent many painful years feeling unprotected and shamed by my mother, not realizing that I was running up against the limits of her capacity to protect me—even her understanding of protection. As I got older, comparing notes with my girlfriends and listening to the stories of the little Black girls in my programs, I came to understand compounding shame. And it was almost always connected to an older Black woman in our lives. Many times, that woman was our mama or auntie or someone we held dear. For the most part, those women loved those girls like my mother loved me. They thought they were doing the right thing. I believe my mother did too.


Now I was pregnant and scared despite the euphoria I felt about becoming a mother. I thought if I had a little boy, he had a better chance at escaping my fate. He wouldn’t be immune to unkindness, of course—I certainly had my anxieties about bringing a little Black boy into the world. But I was able to hold that fear. I was able to isolate those anxieties. I told myself that I could prepare my baby for the nastiness that awaited Black boys in America, even though I knew my heart couldn’t handle the reality that too many of our boys are robbed of their innocence and walk through life with a target on their backs. But still, it felt different than the overwhelming fear of having a child who looked like me and dealt with the things I’d endured. The roaming hands of boys who didn’t give a fuck that they didn’t have permission to touch. The anger of men who didn’t understand why I didn’t want to give them my number or respond to their catcalls. Or the violent betrayal of those who would rather rob me of my innocence than take care of me. And so I didn’t want to know the sex of this child. Ironically, I learned I was having a girl when my child’s father let it slip during our breakup. As his words sunk in, my prayers to God changed. Now that I knew I was having a baby girl, I begged God that she at least didn’t look like me.


The father of my child was my on-again, off-again high school boyfriend, Sean. He had relocated to Alabama from New York so we could be together while I was working with 21C. Our relationship had been tumultuous from the beginning. We were fifteen when we met. He had recently lost his mother to illness and I had lost mine to the man in her life. We were each other’s escape from reality. He was a “bad boy” who had a tenuous relationship with rules and authority. He was miles away from the studiousness and discipline of my life between advanced classes, track, and other extracurricular activities, but he had a softer, sweet side. We had a young, wild love that kept us on our toes—and on our backs. He was an intellectually curious free spirit longing for structure, but the adults around didn’t give it to him. I was grateful that someone took a real interest in me, and he was grateful to have a breather from the street persona he was caught up in. We lived in our own world—in our little bubble, as we called it—as an escape from our realities, but at some point I became blinded to the toxicity that had slowly set up residence in his heart.


We were just kids when I got pregnant—I was twenty-three and he was three months from it. Neither of us had good examples of what a loving, caring, safe relationship between two adults looked like. My mom was a fighter. I had witnessed her in full-blown tussles with men, sparring as if they were mortal enemies, and then they’d share laughs and smiles and sweet kisses like nothing had happened. His life wasn’t much different.


When we first moved in together, we had our share of drama, but what couple didn’t? Even though we dated somewhat consistently through high school and college, when he showed up in Alabama, I was no longer the young girl he knew. We had been long distance and he hadn’t fully met the new me who was emerging as I found my way on my own, away from the judgment and shame of my life back in New York. The toxicity of our relationship had been there all along, but the teenage version of me who was in love with this boy chose to overlook it. Once, when we were in high school, he’d lured me up to the roof of his apartment building to tell me that he would throw me off and then jump if I moved away for school. He grabbed me and held me over the ledge, professing his love while I begged and pleaded with him. When he stopped, I comforted him as he cried over what had just transpired. I didn’t see this as violence because I thought I knew violence. I explained it away as an extreme expression of his love for me, not making space to consider it manipulation.


I was stronger now, and I wasn’t going to stand for that kind of “love” anymore. I would lean into what I learned from my mother and my aunt and all the other women around me growing up, and so I decided I would fight back the next time he tried some shit like that. I was determined to show him that my mother didn’t raise no punk—which is exactly what I said to him as we both lay breathless on the cold, hard tile of the kitchen floor after a knockdown, drag-out fistfight in our Alabama apartment. Nothing in particular had started the fight, but it ended with him smacking at me one too many times and my fist connecting with his jaw and the back of his head and wherever else I could manage until we both passed out from sheer exhaustion.


“You fucking crazy, Tee. You fucking fighting like a wild animal and shit,” he said, trying to catch his breath.


“I’m not crazy,” I responded. I was barely able to catch my own breath. “You just mad because my mother ain’t raise no punks!”


We didn’t always have a volatile relationship. We fell in love because we filled a void for each other. I was a version of myself that I didn’t get to explore often: soft, silly, and sexy. Sean had the space to stretch himself beyond the limits of his circumstances. He was open and unguarded with me. Not many Black boys had space to be that. It also helped that we enjoyed the same things: Knicks basketball, hip-hop, gangster pictures, and dreaming big. It made us feel connected, deeply connected, and we were incredibly protective of our bubble.


That was then.


The day before I found out that I was pregnant, I had gone to the city council meeting to watch as the racist mayor and council president of Selma conspired to take the power to appoint city officials from the incoming council. It was the first time in the city’s history that we would have a majority Black city council. For months we had been protesting this travesty, which would give the mayor and council president the ability to appoint people to significant roles like chief of police and comptroller. But today—the day the council was to vote on the appointment powers—one of the Black council members was absent. The vote would have to be a draw. We expected all the other Black members to vote in the affirmative, so it was on the record that they wanted their powers back, but to our surprise two of the four councilmembers abstained from voting.


I jumped out of my seat and cursed out the turncoat council members. We had done so much organizing, only to come to this. The mayor ordered the chief of police to arrest me, and he and two deputies dragged me out of the council chambers. I went to the city jail—a pretty commonplace occurrence among us organizers—and waited for my bail to be posted.


It was posted within the hour and I hustled over to the law office—not to meet my attorney but to attend a strategy session about our next move. From there, I went to the National Voting Rights Museum to help the other volunteers get ready for the Footprints to Freedom ceremony that night. The copier at the museum broke right in the middle of me printing programs, so I had to run back over to the law office to finish them. I had promised Sean that we would cook dinner together, so we met up to go get groceries—I was a little annoyed he didn’t volunteer to do this on his own—and drop them off at home before going back to the museum for the program. When the event was done, I was very tired. This was my life in Selma—I was always ripping and running around town. That was the work. I was used to it.


The second I opened the door to the house a wave of nausea hit me. I figured it was just my body telling me to sit my ass down for once. I let Sean do most of the cooking as I sat and buttered the rolls, mindlessly watching the TV. When he came to get the rolls, he looked in the bowl and there was just one left. He grabbed the bowl, staring down at the lone roll. I had been unconsciously buttering and eating them.


He raised his eyes to meet mine. “You’re pregnant.”


First thing the next morning, I went out and bought a test. I dreaded taking it. I had been pregnant once before about two years earlier and I’d miscarried.


When I walked in the apartment with the test, Sean was gesturing wildly for me to get to the TV. Two weeks prior, Biggie Smalls, our favorite rapper, had been murdered, and the music video for his new single was about to drop on MTV. I figured I had a few seconds to sneak off to the bathroom and take the test—I was that convinced it was negative. I plopped down on the toilet and peeled open the foil packaging. I read over the instructions: One line meant not pregnant; two lines meant pregnant. Pee on the stick. Wait three minutes. Cool. I did just what the directions said. When the test immediately revealed two lines, I threw the plastic stick in the sink and closed my eyes.


“Okay, God,” I said, still sitting on the toilet. “I’m just going to wait because I know this is negative, and I just need to follow the directions and wait the full three minutes.”


I sat with my eyes closed until Sean started screaming for me to come out of the bathroom. I pulled myself together, grabbed the test, and ran to the living room. I was just in time for the video opening. Biggie and Puff were on a speedboat jetting across the water. Biggie was smiling in a way we had never seen before—they both looked so fly. We were on the edge of the couch, and when it was over MTV ran it back again. We watched, singing along to each other. When it was done, my boyfriend sat back on the couch and asked what had happened with the test.


I uncurled my fist from around the stick and looked down. “Oh, two lines.”


I looked up at him and threw up two fingers.


He jumped up and grabbed the test and started shouting, jumping on the couch. “My baby is having my baby!!” he screamed, then ran right out the door to our big, screened-in porch, yelling out into the stillness of midday, “MY BABY IS HAVING MY BABY!!!!!”


I called him back into the house. He came in and grabbed my hands and started singing the little ditty he had just made up. “My baby’s having my baaaa-by, my baby’s having my baaaa-by!” I had never seen him so happy.


My insides were turning upside down with nerves, but his enthusiasm was so infectious that I eventually joined him in song—adding a tweak to the lyric: “I’m having my baby’s baaaa-by! I’m having my baby’s baaaa-by!” We wore ourselves out singing and dancing, and eventually fell asleep fully entwined in one another.


The joy was short lived.


Within a week of finding out about the baby, he changed. We were back to arguing all the time and he was staying out more, getting strange numbers on his beeper. Two months into my pregnancy, I was growing weary. I tried to focus on work, but it was difficult with all the drama at home. The tension was as thick as day old grits in our house, and by the end of my first trimester, things came to a head. We were communicating in grunts and half sentences most of the time, and his presence was starting to make me sick. One afternoon, as I was rushing around trying to get ready for my girlfriend’s baby shower, he started “smelling his piss,” as old Black folks like to say, and decided to confront me.


He started off reasonably enough. “We need to talk, Tee.”


“I can’t talk now; I am doing Malika’s baby shower.” I was short and direct, and that set him off.


“It’s always something or somebody else! It’s never me! What about me? I need you!” He was screaming at the top of his lungs, which honestly I was used to. We often communicated at that decibel. But I wasn’t going to stand and listen to his bullshit. I brushed past him and headed to the kitchen. He caught up and grabbed me by my wrists, pushing me back up against the wall. His speed and aggression caught me off guard.


“What the fuck are you doing?” I screamed. “Get the FUCK offa me!”


“No, you gon’ talk to me,” he snarled through gritted teeth, pressing harder into me as I tried to wrangle out of his grip. When I broke loose, I jerked my arm back as if I were going to punch him. We had been in this place so many times. I knew that he knew I would defend myself. I waited for him to cover his face, or move away from me, but he didn’t budge. Instead, he lunged for my wrists again, and that’s when it hit me. I was pregnant. I was pregnant and vulnerable—and he knew it. I had seen my mom and stepdad fight enough times to know that fighting and domestic violence were two different things. Domestic violence was what happened to Farrah Fawcett in The Burning Bed. Up until that moment, I thought it was what happened to women who couldn’t defend themselves. I thought it happened to victims. I was a fighter, and what my boyfriend and I did was fight. Until the moment came where I couldn’t. Standing there, my first instinctual need to protect my child rocked me to my core. I relented.


The moment my maternal instincts kicked in, his instinct to attack did too. The second I stopped struggling, he dragged me into the living room and threw me on the couch. First, he sat next to me, leaning on my chest so I couldn’t move. I did my best never to think about the attacks on my body, but now the memories flooded back. I didn’t want to fight him anymore, but I could not stand the feeling of being pinned down with no escape, so I tried to wiggle out from under him. That just made him madder. He snatched me by my long box braids and wrapped the ponytail around his fist as if he were coiling a garden hose. When he reached the top of my head, he pulled me from the couch to the floor and positioned me so I was hemmed between his legs, my head resting on his knees and his legs draped over my shoulders. We sat like that for over two hours while he blabbed on and on about how much he loved me, and how this new family of ours had to come first, and how he would kill me and our unborn child if I left. He talked about how I made him feel alone and inadequate after he left Maryland and relocated to Selma for me. He screamed and cried, and he threatened, and he pleaded, and he professed. He carried on as my head pounded with pain from how tightly he held my braids. I sat perfectly still. I spoke soft and sweet to him, feeding his ego with the platitudes he desperately wanted to hear. I promised he was the only man I had ever loved and could ever love. I told him I was in full agreement that our family had to come first now. I said all the things that soothed him when he acted this way, like that time on the roof of his building. I fed him memory after memory of us in happier times. I reminded him of the sex we would have after our episodes and the happiness we found despite how broken we were, together and apart.


My whispers of sweet nothings and promises made him loosen his grip. I kept still as I counted the steps between me and the front door. I had never gotten fully dressed for the baby shower. I had on a bra and a button-up shirt and slippers and nothing but my panties on underneath. I couldn’t go far, but my girlfriend lived maybe five or six blocks away. I could do that in slippers, I thought.


He let up just a bit more, and I felt some of my braids fall from around his fist. He went to adjust his body on the couch, and I jumped up and ran—but the door was locked, and it felt like I didn’t have enough time to fumble with getting it open. I looked down, suddenly aware of how naked I was, and turned and ran into the bedroom. I threw myself on the bed and began crying uncontrollably. It was the most scared and lost I had felt in a long time. He walked in and knelt down on the bed next to me. He had completely changed in a matter of seconds. He immediately began apologizing—he was talking so much that I don’t even remember what words he said, but he was pleading with me to forgive him. I had been in this honey trap here before. He would do something foul and fucked up, and when I reacted with tears or anger he would apologize profusely and demand that I accept his apology in the moment. I wouldn’t have any time to process what had happened. I wasn’t sure how to respond to this outpouring of remorse. Even in our worst fights or craziest moments I had never seen him like he was that day. I knew that, with this baby in my stomach, I never wanted to see it again.


I could hear him in between my screams, speaking in the most gentle, comforting tone.


Baby, please stop crying—you’re going to hurt the baby.


Tee, you gotta calm down or you will make yourself sick.


How could he switch gears like this? Would he switch back if I didn’t stop crying? I was too tired to play his games. Between the searing headache from the tension on my scalp and the exhaustion from crying and his empty words, I fell asleep. I awoke feeling disoriented. I couldn’t remember falling asleep. I only remembered crying. My stomach was doing flips and I had to pee, but I could barely muster the strength to get out of bed. He was still lying next to me. He felt me stir and it brought him back to attention. He got up on all fours and hovered above me and started gently caressing my face. My body went rigid at his touch. I don’t know if I was frightened or disgusted, but I knew I didn’t want his hands on me.


I needed to get away, but it felt impossible. I managed to shift my body a bit, but I was lying on a pile of clothes, so I couldn’t scoot up from under him easily. He started kissing me and tried to put his tongue in my mouth. I lay still. He started kissing me on my breast through my partially unbuttoned shirt. I remained still. It took him no time to get to my panties. I twisted my body and tried holding my legs closed, but he opened them and started licking me.


“Stop,” I said, thankful to my vocal cords for finally pushing out the word.


I knew he heard me because he laughed. “You don’t want me to stop.”


But I did. Nothing about this was pleasurable.


“Stop!” I said it louder this time.


“Aight, I’ll stop,” he said. And he stood up from the bed.


My skin crawled as I tried to muster the strength to get up and go to the bathroom. I needed water on my face and in my system. But then my brain focused, and I realized what was happening. He had stood up to take off his pants. And his underwear. I knew what was coming next. I have gone over this moment again and again my head. I take each piece and dissect it. In my mind, I step into the bedroom like a crime scene investigator, scanning the room for information, but mostly staring intensely from my face to his face, then at both of us.


What. Should. I. Do?


What should I do?


What should I have done?


What I did was nothing.


Nothing.


I couldn’t even slide off the bed before he climbed back on top of me and used his knee to separate my legs. He put his penis inside of me like he had done a million times before.


And he … had sex with me. At least, that is how I told the story in my head for the sake of my child and my sanity. I had to tell it that way.


I cried the whole time. I lay still the whole time. He had to know I didn’t want it.


But maybe I did want it?


Sometimes my mind convinces me that I did because I didn’t stop it. Sometimes I believe that he didn’t know. But how could I have stopped him, gotten out of the apartment safely, and still had a father for my child? Even then I knew that this moment couldn’t live out in the world. So when he was done I turned over and forced myself to fall back asleep.


The events of the previous night must have made him think that things were smoothed over. He was prancing around the house, making breakfast and asking me random questions. But I knew what I had to do. I got up, showered, got dressed, and left the house without saying a word to him. That went on for a few days. I stayed out of the house as much as possible, and we barely spoke when I was there. Sometimes I walked to my office downtown, sometimes I walked to one of my girlfriend’s houses, and sometimes I just walked around aimlessly, always with my headphones and Discman. Always listening to Mary J. Blige’s My Life album. I kept “Be Happy” on repeat. The lyrics were so simple, but they felt like prayer to me in that moment. “All I really want is to be happy, to find a love that’s mine, it would be so sweet.” That was all I wanted for my life and for the life of this baby growing inside me, and I knew it was missing. Why wasn’t I happy? More importantly, what was this unhappiness going to do to my baby?


About a week after the incident, I came home midday to find him there, as usual, but this time I needed to talk to him. I took a deep breath and told him I wanted him to leave my house.


“Leave?” He had the audacity to be incredulous and it pissed me off. “With a baby on the way—now you want me to leave? Okay, Tee, because that makes sense!”


I stood there quietly staring at him. I knew if I said too much I would end up talking myself out of my decision or letting him manipulate me into shrinking.


“So, when is this supposed to happen? Now? I’m supposed to pick up and leave now? And where am I going?” His tone was condescending as fuck, but I knew him well enough to know that he was actually shook. What made him the angriest was that he knew me well enough to know I was dead-ass serious. I wanted him out.


“How long do you need?” I asked him.


“I don’t know—a week, two weeks … This shit is crazy, Tee. We havin’ a baby!”


“You were not thinking about our baby when you were pushing and shoving me last week, were you,” I reminded him.


“Nah, Tee, don’t do that. You know that was my temper. You forgave me for that,” he said, falling into his slick double-talk. “You can’t do that.”


I was struck by the word forgave. Did he think what transpired between us was me forgiving him? My stomach churned. I was disgusted by him.


“I just need you to go. A week is fine.”


I needed to end the conversation. I could feel the confines of my fear tugging at me. I didn’t want to waiver or cry or let him see me falter in any way because he would have pounced and spun the web of sweet charm that I had found irresistible for so long.


“Fine, Tee. I’ll go.” He turned away from me and left the room.


I grabbed my purse and ran back out of the door.


I got about a block away before I sat down on the front steps of a house for sale. I needed to catch my breath. I reached in my purse and pulled out a book I had been carrying around with me for weeks. I had just discovered an author by the name of Iyanla Vanzant. She was a Black woman who talked about Black women having value and needing peace. Her work was a comfort to me because it married the wisdom of the elder women in my life and the wisdom of the Gospel that guided my life. I had read The Value in the Valley and then picked up its companion book called Faith in the Valley. It was a small book with lessons and affirmations that bolstered the takeaways from its sister book. I would read a few pages every day—on the way to work, at lunchtime, before bed, and sometimes in moments when I was looking for guidance or clarity, like now.


I flipped to a random page, landing on 211. At the top left of each page there was a statement and on the top right, two words, with a longer passage at the bottom. On this page it said, “I know you think I’m crazy,” on the left and had the words “Illumination” and “Inspiration” on the right. The passage read



Finding the way to joy, peace, abundance, health and balance requires an examination and evaluation of everything you cherish. In the midst of your evaluation, the Holy Spirit will step in and separate that which is false from that which is true; that which is necessary from that which no longer serves any purpose in your life.


Separation from that which is familiar and cherished is frightening. Yet the Holy Spirit is a spirit of light which will reveal the darkness of things you have held on to. When the darkness is revealed, what you once cherished will look different! In some cases, it will act different! The truth is nothing is different. In the process of evaluation, the presence of the Holy Spirit gives you the ability to see things in a new light. Hopefully that light will set you free.





At the very bottom of the page, it simply read, “Everything looks different in the light of the spirit.” And it did. Everything looked different after the previous week. I had been trying to twist this man’s debilitating mix of toxicity, unresolved trauma, and longing for belonging into love since before I could even understand what I was up against. I genuinely felt connected to him, but in that moment, with another human being growing inside of me, I felt more connected to my child. I was more invested in my child having a life free of the things that I was just starting to myself untangle from. When it came down to it, I chose not to close my eyes to what was clear. I chose to see what was different. And I chose my baby.


The day he left was still hard. I thought I was going to crumble into a million particles of dust. The last thing he said before he left was, “Tell my daughter that I love her.” That’s how I found out the sex of the baby. Him breaking his promise before driving out of my life.






another storm



With the father of my child gone, I decided to head back to New York right after my baby, Kaia, was born. I had been missing my family while I was living in Selma, but that feeling faded after a brief stint in my mother’s house. My mother and I had long made peace, but I needed to make different moves to give my child the life that I had been plotting and planning even before the moment we met. Plus, New York was so expensive and the work I wanted to do paid so little. I couldn’t see a path forward that would allow for me to provide my child with the kind of life I wanted for us both. I was back in Alabama before Kaia’s second birthday.


In Selma, Kaia and I eventually settled into a loft apartment above the building of the organization I ran, the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center (BBACC), which had reopened in a new location post–Hurricane Katrina in 2005. We were now in downtown Selma in a storefront the Sanders family owned. The building had formerly been a karate school, so it was set up to house students, and the loft used to be occupied by the former owner of the school. The space reminded me of some of the posh apartments in upscale parts of New York like Tribeca or SoHo, minus the posh. It was a huge, twelve-hundred-square-foot raw space that the previous owner had done his best to make more homelike. The short, dark, narrow flight of steps leading up to the apartment were so daunting that it seemed like they were surely leading to a den of iniquity. But the first thing you’d see upon entering were gorgeous, deep-set windows that started right where the far wall met the ceiling and ended just above the hardwood floors with enough space to sit comfortably. There was a kitchenette in the back with a U-shaped countertop that held the sink, dishwasher, and stove. Toward the back of the house was a makeshift room with walls that didn’t quite reach the ceiling, but a door created the illusion of privacy. Right behind the makeshift room in the far-left corner was a bathroom, and in the far-right corner was another door that led to an old lift leftover from when the space had been a warehouse around the turn of the century. The lift surprisingly still worked, since it was powered by a pulley system, but I was careful to keep that door secured so my curious child would not venture into potential danger. The space was sorely in need of a renovation, with several old, rotted floorboards and ancient systems for heating and cooling that made the temperature fluctuate wildly.


The year before the storm had been a rough one. While there had been no shortage of work to do in our community, there was very little money to do it. At the time, I was working three jobs to make ends meet. In 2004, finally pursuing my passion for writing, I applied for and was accepted into a journalism fellowship program at Vanderbilt University. The program, Freedom Forum Diversity Institute, trained midcareer professionals of color to be journalists and then placed them in newsrooms across the country. It required I spend three months in Nashville, but it was worth it. I came back to Selma and landed a job at the Selma Times-Journal, working with John Gullion, who would become my journalism mentor. As excited as I was to finally be a professional writer, I was not prepared for the realities of a small-town newsroom, including the pay, which hovered just above minimum wage. I worked full time at the Journal but split my day in half. From 8:00 a.m. to 2:00 p.m., I was in the newsroom or in the field, working as a reporter and copy editor. At 2:00, I would leave and make my rounds to various schools across the city, picking up students, including my own child, for BBACC’s after-school program, in which I became the “African Dance Lady” to about twenty to thirty kids. Although our arts and culture program was more than a dance program, we were most popular for our African dance instruction. One of my most enduring memories of that time is of children screaming, “HERE COME THE AFRICAN DANCE LADY!!!” as I pulled up in front of their schools in BBACC’s rickety white van. What followed was a swarm of kids running full speed toward the van from whatever spots they had huddled in to await my arrival. After the program was over, I dropped all the children off at their homes, and then would head to the National Voting Rights Museum, my third job, to finish up the day. That way, my child could lie in one of the exhibit rooms while I finished my journalism work or chipped away at some project for the museum.


I wasn’t on a regular salary at the museum during this time; it was more of a eat-what-you-kill situation where I raised the money I needed to do the projects that they needed. I did receive a small stipend every two weeks for running the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center, even though the organization had limited funding. As broke as I was during this time, I was content with my life and my work. Actually, money really wasn’t my biggest problem. I always had enough for food and I had enough community in Selma that it would have been statistically impossible for me or my child to starve. Community was what undergirded Selma; it was the glue. One of the most important members of that community was the museum director, Joanne Bland, or Ms. Ann, as we affectionately called her. She was like a surrogate mother to me but also an icon in her own right. Ms. Ann and her sister, Lynda Lowery, who was the youngest marcher beaten on the Edmund Pettus Bridge on Bloody Sunday, had made a name for themselves as keepers of the movement history. Ms. Ann, who was there holding her sister’s bludgeoned head in ’65, gave a legendary historical tour of Selma that brought guests to the museum from across the world. She was always just Ms. Ann to us, though. She taught me so much about adult life, from how to cook to how to set boundaries. Ms. Ann, along with the rest of the staff, was like family. It felt good to flit across Selma from the museum to the Sanders’s law offices, which were only a seven-minute walk away, and then back to the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center. My child and I were always greeted with love and affection. I knew I could safely leave Kaia at any one of these locations while running errands or tending to some business. My community had earned that thing that I gave out so sparingly: trust.


But something shifted over the next year.


Kaia and I were at Jubilee, the annual three-day festival celebrating and commemorating the events that took place in Selma during the voting rights movement. It was formally called the Bridge Crossing Jubilee, but locals just called it Jubilee. I’d spent the last six months helping to coordinate it. Kaia was just seven at the time, but I loved having them there. We were surrounded by people who had known my kid since birth and me most of my life. I felt completely comfortable around them, and there was plenty of help when my focus was elsewhere.


I was charged with overseeing the festival’s concert. That year’s act was Southern hip-hop act 8Ball and MJG, and they were two hours late. While we waited for them to arrive, several of my friends milled about backstage, including Mrs. Sanders’s son, Kindaka, or “Doc,” who was like a brother to me, and several of his boys who I was also close to. One guy, Malik, who was an extension of the crew, was a childhood friend of Doc’s. Apparently he had been dealing with some mental health challenges, but his friends embraced him in spite of whatever was going on, and that day he was allowed to come backstage. Shortly after showing up, he became a menace. A fight nearly broke out because he said something inappropriate to one of my friend’s wives and a couple of other women. I asked that he be escorted out, but in the blur of dealing with my growing issue with the headliners, I didn’t follow up to ensure that he wasn’t let back in. By the time the group finally arrived, the crowd was about to boil over. The group’s manager, sensing they had the upper hand, started making demands before they would take the stage. I had Kaia and my niece, Princess, with me backstage. I turned to the kids and told them to stay right where they were. Both children obediently agreed, and I went to deal with this crumbling show. Ten minutes later I felt a tug at my shirt, and I turned to see my baby, Kaia, staring up at me with big, round, teary eyes and a small brown face that looked like the blood was drained from it.


“Baby! What’s the matter?” I asked, my heart racing.


Kaia could not speak. I had no way of knowing what was happening and I had never seen them this way.


My niece had come up behind Kaia and spoke. “That man was bothering her, Auntie,” Princess said, pointing. My eyes followed her little arm and landed on Malik, who was standing in the crowd. The rage raced up from my chest and burst into my head so fast it had nowhere to go but out.


“Who? HIM?” I screamed, pointing directly at Malik. My booming voice made him look in my direction and he started walking toward us. When Kaia saw him coming, my frightened baby leaped behind me. Just as Malik got within my reach, I pulled Kaia from behind me and confirmed, “Is THIS the man that was bothering you?” By this time, folks had begun to pay attention and my brother Doc was making his way to see what was up. Kaia, who was still quietly crying, nodded yes. It seemed like Malik wanted to say something—maybe to defend himself or apologize but most likely to deny—but none of it mattered because as soon as my baby nodded yes, I turned and punched Malik dead in his fucking face. I didn’t know what he had done, but it didn’t matter. I knew my child and I had never seen that depth of horror in their normally bright, dancing eyes. Before I could swing again, Doc grabbed me and another guy grabbed Malik. I fell apart, screaming like Sofia in The Color Purple for someone to get the girls to safety. Several police officers were backstage serving as crowd control, and they came running over. Someone must have told them that I had assaulted Malik—who was the son of the local municipal judge—and they started pulling on me as if they were going to arrest me. I was yelling at the top of my lungs that he touched my daughter, and they quickly let me go and started to detain him. Doc had Princess and Kaia taken away from the scene. In the end, since no one knew exactly what had happened, the police didn’t arrest Malik and instead sent him on his way.


I had an awards ceremony to attend right after the concert, so I tried to collect myself and left the backstage area. I was supposed to present a Freedom Flame award to the legendary Chuck D of Public Enemy, and my uncle Neal, who was a huge Public Enemy fan, had come down from Atlanta to attend. I didn’t have time to shower and change into the nice, ceremony-appropriate outfit I had laid out—I barely had time to even process what had just occurred before it was time to get onstage. I took the stage, lying to the audience, telling them that I had decided to keep it hip-hop by wearing a fitted Yankee hat, jeans, T-shirt, and Timbs instead of something fancy. I stumbled my way through a speech thanking Chuck for giving my generation a movement soundtrack similar to that of the sixties, and then I hurried offstage and waited for the soonest moment I could slip out without being noticed. My uncle’s exit was my chance.


I saw him make his way to the back of the room toward the door, and I got up to follow him. I slipped through the door, and he turned around, excited that he got a chance to see me before he got on the road to Atlanta, but his face quickly fell as he registered my angst. Being ever tuned in to what was happening with me, he immediately sensed something was wrong and began asking if I was alright. My head started to spin and I could feel my face burning up. I felt like I was seven and standing in front of my stepdad, Mr. Wes, again. I knew that if I detailed the events from earlier in the evening that my uncle would not rest until he put hands on Malik. He was my protector in a lot of ways and that protection naturally extended to Kaia at birth. He was also a changed man—a teacher, a father, and a husband—but he had been in the streets at one point in his life, and the streets are never too far out of reach.


I hesitated, unsure of whether to confess the day’s events, but ultimately, I knew I wouldn’t. The piece of shit who had assaulted my child was not worthy of potentially upending my uncle’s life just to snuff his out, so I lied, again. I brushed off his concern, saying I was fine, just a little tired. This time, though, I wasn’t a seven-year-old making an adult decision; I was an adult doing what I knew was right in the moment.


It wasn’t until later that night, when things had calmed down, that Kaia told me what happened backstage. Malik had come up and stood next to where the kids were standing, on the side closest to Kaia. When Kaia asked Princess to scoot down because Malik was standing too close, he also scooted down, staying a breath away from Kaia. He then bent down and whispered that he could “show her something that she had never seen before” and began to rub up and down on Kaia’s thigh. It was at that point that full-on panic kicked in and both Kaia and Princess ran over to get me. The story made me want to curl up in a ball. I was filled with both the urge to cry and plot a torturous death for him, but I did neither. Instead, I assured my child that he would never bother them again and that they were safe from harm, because that is what I believed.


It wasn’t long before everyone in our circle knew what had happened with Malik and Kaia at Jubilee. If they hadn’t been there in person to witness some part of it, they had heard some version of the story. And that is why I was so surprised a month later to pull up to the museum and find Malik chilling outside. Unfortunately, Kaia saw him first. I was paying attention to parking the car when Kaia let out a scream and slid out of the seatbelt, cowering on the car floor. I was so startled that I didn’t think to look outside. I just kept asking my baby, “What’s wrong? Baby, what’s the matter? What spooked you?” And then I saw him. He was leaning on the ledge of the Gathering Place, an extension of the museum located right next door, smoking a cigarette. My entire body flushed. I couldn’t decide which impulse was the strongest—to scream, run up on his ass, or peel out of the parking lot and get my child out of there as fast as possible. I was still trying to make sense of my thoughts when Ms. Ann came outside. I rolled down the window to call her over to the car.


“Ms. Ann! What is he doing here?” I whispered loudly.


Ms. Ann, who nobody would describe as the whispering kind with her deep, gravelly voice, loudly replied while looking directly at Malik, “I don’t know. He said he was sent over here from the law office to do some work, but I told him to get the hell outta here and don’t come back. I guess I must have stuttered cuz he still out here looking as stupid as ever!” Malik began walking down the street. I pulled Kaia into the front seat and realized my baby had urinated through their clothes. I was devastated. How scary it must have been to see a person who harmed you in a place that represented safety. I took Kaia home to change and then drove back to the museum. I needed to know what had happened.


I barged through the doors. “Ms. Ann, what was he doing here?!”


“I don’t know,” she assured me. “He came prancing his lil ass in here talking ‘bout they told him to come roun’ here from the law office for some work, like that mean something to me!”


“But who would send him over here after what he did to Kaia? That doesn’t make sense.” I was baffled. It was commonplace for either Hank or Rose to try and accommodate folks from the community who needed to make some extra cash. Local guys knew that the Sanders always had something to clean, lift, unload, or distribute. Most of the guys who came around looking for odd jobs were from a small crew of usual suspects, but I had never seen Malik in that number.


“Who sent him?” I demanded, but I already knew the answer.


“Rose,” Ms. Ann answered. “Rose told him to come over here.”


Even though I knew it was her, my heart still plummeted as I stared at Ms. Ann disbelievingly. Mrs. Sanders had been friends with Malik’s mom before her untimely death when he was just a kid. I knew she felt a sense of responsibility to look out for her friend’s children. But in that moment, what I didn’t know was why she didn’t feel that same sense of responsibility for me.


From the time I met Mrs. Sanders when I was fifteen years old at that first camp in DC, I had been enamored with her. She was one of the most formidable women I had ever encountered. I had never experienced a person who could hold both righteous rage and uproarious delight. She was the definition of a supernova. Widely thought of as a legal genius, she could also compose music, sing, and play the piano. She was always sharp and rarely did anything slip past her—and if it did she made sure to double back and get it. I didn’t just look up to her and value her wisdom; I wanted to be her, and if I couldn’t, I definitely wanted to please her. It was important to me that Mrs. Sanders see me as loyal and committed. Her validation was one of the driving forces for my tireless commitment to community. In Mrs. Sanders’s eyes, you were only as valuable as what you sacrificed for the cause—her cause, that is, whatever it was at the moment. From the days of high school when I faithfully completed her monthly Goldstar leadership assignments, to volunteering at the museum and canvassing for Senator Sanders’s campaigns in college, to now running the afterschool program for the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center for less than a living wage, I wanted Mrs. Sanders to see me as valuable so that maybe I would see myself that way too.


But that was my issue, and I knew it. And because I knew it, I was determined to make sure that my child—who I saw as valuable and raised to feel valued—was not exposed to anyone who saw or treated them differently. I was livid. This wasn’t the first time that I felt like she had chosen to side with a boy or man accused of sexual misconduct. At 21C leadership camp, there had been a professor who taught us about Black history, and he had been rumored to have raped a girl at camp. He returned several times over the years, even after the rumors, until many of us started to believe it must not have been true. Then, there was a member of Mrs. Sanders’s own family who had been repeatedly accused of sexual violence and somehow had never faced consequences—either legally or within our community.


I was not about to let this bell go unrung, though. I went straight to Mrs. Sanders’s office to confront her. I showed up with all my anger, but she professed innocence. She told me that she didn’t know exactly what had happened and had only heard that Malik and I “got into it” at the Jubilee.


“Why would you send him to the museum, my place of employment, if you knew we ‘got into it’?” I was breathing heavily as she sat calmly behind her desk.


“I can’t stop that boy from eating just because you’re mad at him, Tawana. Who knows why you get mad and go off on folks,” she said. “And why would I want to harm Kaia?”


It was classic Faya Rose Touré Sanders gaslighting.


I was stunned and offended. For Mrs. Sanders, diffusing and shutting down an argument was an artform and she was a savant. I left her office feeling silenced, and deeply unsettled. The feeling crept up on me like a small drumbeat, a tapping hidden somewhere in my spirit. I couldn’t pinpoint it exactly, but I recognized it. I had definitely felt this feeling while growing up, but I had ignored it then because it scared me. This time I took note of it. I sat in my car outside the law office perfectly still, allowing myself to sit in the feelings that were rushing through me.


A long time ago I’d learned about something called the butterfly effect. It is an underlying facet of chaos theory. The butterfly effect says that an event in nature as simple as a butterfly flapping its wings can set off a series of events that can result in something as massive as a tsunami on the other side of the world. When I first heard of it, I thought, what great misfortune it would be to feel the softness and beauty of a butterfly flapping its wings against your skin and dismiss it, not knowing its potential devastation to your life or the lives around you. Those events might appear chaotic, random, or unconnected when, in fact, they were meant to be interconnected, leading to a particular outcome that you don’t know about until you do. In that moment, sitting in my car, that unsettled feeling was the flutter of butterfly wings. I didn’t know what to call it or where it was leading but I knew it was important. What I didn’t understand was how it would change the trajectory of my whole life.






mercy, mercy me



There are few things more painful than watching the folks you love actively not love you back. Especially when they aren’t outwardly unkind or distant or they’ve spoken words that sounded like love and have provided support that could be construed as love without an understanding of the kind of love you need and deserve. That is where I was with the Sanders family by the end of 2005. I had started to question them and myself for being so committed to them. In 2004, Hurricane Ivan hit Alabama while a boyfriend and I were on a weekend trip for my birthday. I was in the mountains of Tennessee and had left Kaia with Malika, Mrs. Sanders’s daughter, my childhood friend and mother of my niece, Princess. When the family decided to leave Selma and find shelter away from the approaching storm, Malika called my best friend at the time, Annie, to come and take Kaia. My girlfriend was stunned and confused as to why they would leave Kaia behind in Selma while they left for safety. We were all supposed to be family. It was one of the first times that I started seeing the family dynamic a bit differently. The Sanders family were seen as leaders in Selma. They’d provided legal support, much of it pro bono, to Black people in the Black Belt long after the heyday of the movement. They were lead attorneys for the landmark Black farmers case, which led to a groundbreaking settlement. They had started legacy organizations like the National Voting Rights Museum and Institute, the Black Belt Arts and Cultural Center, and the 21st Century Youth Leadership Movement. Historians of the civil rights movement had written about the importance of their work. Their legacy is robust and important—I could never and would never take that from them. But I know in movement communities we have a habit of lionizing folks without calling them to account when they fall short. What is the point of a movement for liberation if we can’t reflect the same dignity and accountability between each other that we are demanding from people outside of our communities? I was learning that the hard way by having my heart broken by people who claimed me as one of their own.


Their love was unsubstantiated by their actions, and it confused me because, in so many ways, I defined my worth by how much they and others loved me. Now, for the first time, I was feeling like it wasn’t enough—like my heart was hungry for something else, but I didn’t know what to look for because it was all I had ever had. I asked God to help me understand what I was experiencing, but prayer couldn’t prepare me for the moment our family ties reached the breaking point.





Reverend James Luther Bevel was a giant of the civil rights movement. He was one of Dr. King’s chief strategists and lieutenants, and he was the architect of some of the boldest, most historic events of the movement, including the Birmingham Children’s Crusade and the Selma to Montgomery March.


He was also a serial child molester.


Most of us had no idea about this when he began visiting Selma, eventually relocating there in 2004. I had first met Bevel as a camper in 21C, where he was a visiting presenter. He had a caramel complexion and was short in stature with a receding hairline that made a U-shape on top of his head and gray hairs on the side that connected to his mustache and beard. He was always dressed in some kind of pastoral clothing, but he was eccentric and vulgar unlike any pastor I had ever met, once telling the boys at camp that they needed to keep their dicks out of white pussy. As kids we found him odd but entertaining.


He arrived in Selma with a small army including his wife, Erica. She was exactly as Bevel seemed to like his women—light, bright, and damn near (or actually) white. She was also meek and malleable. He and Erica had a daughter who was about seven, the same age as Kaia and Princess. Others in his cult included an old guy who dressed like Bruce Leroy, carrying a machete and yelling at people; that man’s grandson who was maybe thirteen; a group of women whose names all blended together to me; and his chief lieutenant, a man named Franklin. They were quickly invited into our community spaces and wasted no time showing us how disruptive and hostile they were. He and everyone he rolled with seemed smarmy and creepy. Every opportunity he got to hold court, he preached about his “philosophy of institutions,” based on the six institutions that he claimed were laid out in the Lord’s Prayer: church, government, business, home, school, and clinics. It was all bizarre, but that last one we would soon discover was the most important pillar, at least to Bevel.


Bevel’s arrival in Selma coincided with a shift in my own life. I was growing increasingly aware of a hole in my work with the children at the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center. The program was coed, but the boys tended to get more attention than the girls—negative and positive. It was second nature for us to assign the girls roles traditionally associated with domesticity, like cleaner and helper. We went overboard when it came to rewarding the boys for listening and following the basic guidelines of the program, but not the girls. It was a foregone conclusion that the girls would behave. I started taking stock of the number of girls who were having issues outside of the program—everything from academic struggles to being bullied to trouble at home—and how it impacted their participation in the program. At the time, I had a group of kids who were all from the same family. If there was something going down at the center, chances are one of the four girls—or the sole boy—was involved. Their families were from an area in Selma called the Viaducts because it was located by a series of small viaduct bridges. It was nicknamed “slave city” because the poorest residents lived in that area, on the outskirts of town, often without basic necessities like running water or indoor bathrooms.


The four girls—three sisters and their first cousin, Diamond—were some of the most beautiful children I had ever laid eyes on, particularly the oldest of the sisters. She was what old Black folks call “pretty Black,” with smooth, silky-like skin, high cheekbones, perfect eyebrows, and a gorgeous, broad smile revealing pearly white teeth. Nothing but her circumstances kept her from a career as a high fashion model. Diamond was the ringleader, though. She was a particular kind of difficult, and she reveled in it. She specialized in pushing buttons and manipulating situations. No matter what she did, she would always come back at me with, “What you gonna do, kick me out? So, I don’t care—kick me out!” I recognized it as a test and was determined not to fail. That one family kept me on my toes and as a result got a lot of special attention from me and the rest of staff.


One particular afternoon at the Gathering Place, Diamond and her cousins got into a huge fight with some of the other kids. I stepped in with two other counselors, and we were immediately met with the girls’ fists. When trying to fight grown-ass adults didn’t work, the girls threw a long folding table at the plate-glass window at the front of the building. The table hit the glass with a heavy thud and fell to the ground. Luckily the window didn’t shatter. The other two counselors and I stood there, stunned. I was determined to not give in to Diamond, but this was so egregious that I had to put my foot down. When we had the situation under control, I pulled her aside and told her that she would not be allowed back unless her mom came to talk to me.


The rest of the kids left for the day on the program van, but I stayed behind and waited for Diamond’s mom. I’d called her after the altercation and left a voice mail, and Diamond had told her cousins in the program to let the family know that I was holding her here so they could “ride up on me” and get her out. We sat and sat and sat. An hour later, a passing car stopped in front of the center.


“Aye, you aight? What you doin’ here?” someone yelled out. The vehicle belonged to Diamond’s cousin, and the group of young men in the car were various other cousins and friends. I was tired and grateful that somebody finally showed up to pick up this baby.


Diamond called back to them to ask where her mom was. “Yo mama? Yo mama gone! She gone to Detroit I think she said.” I watched this news land on Diamond like a bee sting. She went from stunned to furious.


“Nah uh!! My mama ain’t go to no damn Detroit! Shut up! She coming by here because she fittna whup this lady ass for messing with me!” Yes, she was talking about me, and no, I was not phased at all. The boys pulled off and we kept sitting. Another hour passed and the van had returned from the nightly drop-offs. I decided I’d take her home myself. As we pulled up to her house, it was clear no one was home.


“Where do you go when your mama ain’t home?”


“Round to my cousins,” she said in a voice that paled in comparison to the screeching she was doing a few hours earlier.


“Where is that?”


Her chin was now planted in her chest, and she never raised her head, even though she raised her hand to point down the street. “Down Minter.”


I drove her down the block and up Minter Street, no more than four minutes away from her house. She told me where to stop and when I did, I was staring out the window at a porch full of people, mostly men, playing cards and music and smoking and drinking.


“Who lives here?”


“My grandma and nem,” she said. But as I looked on that porch, I definitely couldn’t spot a grandma, but I did see a whole lot of “nem.”


While I was asking her questions, a kid ran up to the van and started screaming, “Hey, African Dance Lady!!!” I didn’t recognize him, but it made Diamond snap her head up and roll down the window to yell at the group.


“Y’all seen my mama?” she screamed over the music. No one responded and she asked me to beep the horn, which I did. That got the attention of one of the guys, who bounced over to the van. He had no shirt on, and he held a beer bottle in one hand while holding up his pants—a sign of respect—with the other. He got right up to the van and leaned his arm on the window, which allowed me to see his slits for eyes more clearly. It was obvious that he was high as a giraffe’s pussy.


“Ayyyye lil mama, what’s going on? You lookin’ for your mama?” he asked Diamond.


The question seemed to give her brief hope that he knew where her mother was. She perked up. “Yeah, you seen’t her?”


The young man licked his lips while looking directly at me and then turned to her and said, “Ya mama gone girl. She off to Detroit chasing some nigga. You know your mama.”


And because this baby obviously knew her mama better than anyone, she knew it was true. She sank back into the seat and stared straight ahead for a moment before asking when her mother left. The man, who had greeted me at this point and told me that he was her cousin, replied, “Shit, I think this morning or something … I don’t know. But she left Man over here. He in there.”


Diamond was the middle child of three. She and her younger brother, Dougie were in my program. Man, who was about fourteen, was the oldest.


“You comin?” The cousin stepped back from the van. “You can come too, African Dance Lady … you gon’ teach me some of that African shit?”


In the time it took him to climb those porch steps, I had made up my mind that I wasn’t leaving her here.


“Diamond, I can’t leave you here without talking to your grandma.”


“Naw, she sleep. It’s okay.”


“You don’t have to stay here. Can’t I take you by your auntie’s house?”


“Naw, too many folks over there already. That house small. I’ll just stay here.” Her voice betrayed her attempt to hide her disappointment, but I was running out of ideas. She opened the door and hopped out of the van. I hopped out on my side and asked her to come around. Now we were standing face to face. I said, “You don’t have to stay here if you don’t want to.”


She looked me straight in the face and asked, “Why would I not want to?” She tried to mask her desperation with the last bit of attitude she could muster up. That tone tripped a wire in my brain. When I was a kid, I always wanted someone to ask me the right question. I could never bring myself to say it, but if I were just asked, I want to believe that I would have told. At the very least it would have felt like a beacon of light. Like there was someone to tell. All I ever wanted was to tell.


“Is someone here messing with you?”


She was built differently than her cousins, who had naturally slender physiques. Diamond still had a little baby fat but was starting to fill out in the way that so many Black girls do around her age. When I looked at her, I saw a squishy teddy bear with a round face and a button nose and heavy glasses obscuring her big, almond-shaped eyes. But I knew that others looked at her and saw a round behind resting on thick thighs that gave way to what the elder Black ladies called birthing hips.


She rocked back on her heels a bit before replying with great indignation, “No!” That told me all that I needed to know. I didn’t respond, but I didn’t avert my gaze. We stared at each other, her eyes roaming wildly back and forth and up and down, my eyes steeled directly on her.


“Is somebody messing with you?” I asked again.


This time she whispered. “No, ma’am.”


“Okay,” I said. “Well, let me ask you this. Do you want to go in this house?”


“No, ma’am,” she whispered again.


“Get in the van.”


My heart was racing. What the hell are you doing, Tarana? I was breaking the number-one youth worker rule in the book—don’t do anything without express permission from a parent or guardian. But I couldn’t find one, and this was urgent. I took a deep breath and got in the van after her. We fastened our seatbelts and I pulled off. When we got around to my house, I got out of the van. She didn’t get out right away, so I called her name. As I started toward the back of the van, she finally appeared, and we ran into each other. I was caught up in apologizing for not seeing her when she reached out and hugged me—wrapping her arms around me in a vice grip. I could feel her body convulse as she started to cry a river of tears. I knew it was worth the risk I was taking, and I knew my work was about to change.


Diamond stayed with me for almost a week. Long enough for me to go to the store and pick her up some school clothes. Eventually her mother returned, and I took her home without being asked a single question as to why I had her. I still didn’t have the resources I needed to help, but unlike all those years ago with Heaven, I was empowered to try.


My experience with Diamond only added to my disillusionment with the work of my elders in Selma. I needed to turn my focus to building a sense of self-worth in other Black girls like Heaven and Diamond. What I saw missing in Diamond and her cousins and so many of these girls was a connection to how valuable their lives, current and future, were. Few things in their immediate surroundings indicated that it mattered if they lived or died, or if they were cherished or abused. As a result, they didn’t talk about the abuse or the longing for death or any of the twists and turns between those two places that made their young lives infinitely more complicated. “What for?” and “Don’t nobody care!” were repeated like mantras when someone would suggest they were worthy. I had spent many years feeling the same way about myself. Their resolve to bide their time until it ran out felt like someone flashing the glare of a mirror in my face. I didn’t want to see myself, but there I was. And even when I closed my eyes to protect them from the glare, I could still feel its heat. I had to start thinking of myself as worthy if for no other reason than to not fail these babies—the way I had allowed myself to fail Heaven.


That same year, I started a program called Jendayi Aza with my friend Annie and another close friends. The program was centered around African teachings, based on the Nguzo Saba, or the seven principles of Kwanzaa and the principles of Maat. As we ventured into the space of girls’ leadership, it became more and more obvious that our girls needed direct attention. Over the course of the next year, the program evolved into an organization called Just Be, Inc., which pulled from the two middle schools in Selma, C.H.A.T. Academy and an alternative school for all grades called the Phoenix School. Almost every girl between ages twelve and fourteen was exposed to what we called the JEWELS curriculum, which was built out of the original principles of Jendayi Aza. The program was not created to combat sexual violence but to build a sense of self-worth in Black girls by giving them tools to counteract the messages of worthlessness the world would inevitably push on them. I wanted them to know their history, to think deeply about the kind of contributions they wanted to make in their communities, and to create a road map for getting there instead of waiting for something magic to rescue them. But mostly, I wanted them to feel seen and heard and valued. In many of our sessions, which took place in school twice a week as a replacement for gym class, the girls did more talking than we did. It took a minute to get them used to having that kind of space after being told that they were too loud, too nosey, too talkative, or just too much, but once they opened up—they opened all the way up.


Between the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center and Just Be, Inc., I had no time to engage with Bevel or his followers. They were bad news and I hated being around them. My daily schedule had shifted—I’d left the paper—and now I was at the museum every morning, four times a week for two hours. I was either at C.H.A.T or the Phoenix School in the afternoon, and then I did the after-school program at the Black Belt Arts & Cultural Center and was back at the museum to finish up any work in the evening. Bevel had been given blanket use of the museum facility and the Gathering Place next door. In an effort to revive a local chapter of 21C, Mrs. Sanders started a group called the Peace Warriors and recruited some local kids, which was her specialty, to join. Those young people were also sent to participate in sessions with Bevel weekly. A few of the kids overlapped with our after-school program, and I didn’t like what I was hearing about these sessions so I decided to go see what was going on for myself.


Annie came with me and we made our way down the couple of blocks to where Bevel was holding court. We weren’t in the doorway for more than a minute before we witnessed him forcefully pull a child to the front of the room and push a Bible into his hands. The boy was meek and his moves were delicate. He stood sheepishly in front of the rest of the kids. Bevel instructed the boy to balance the Bible on his outstretched forearms while reciting some bullshit that was written on a small chalkboard at the front. We couldn’t make out the gibberish the boy was reciting, but Bevel began to scream about faggots and fornication! Annie and I were at a loss for words. We moved out of the doorway, unsure exactly what to do. We decided to relay what we saw to Hank Sanders. While Rose had set Bevel up with these kids, Hank—who was the only one who could rein in his wife—was more reasonable, we thought, and might be able to help.


Every time we went by the museum we saw Bevel saying something else inappropriate or obscene to these kids, and waited to see if Hank would take any action. After more than a few weeks nothing changed, and we couldn’t stand aside any longer. One day I pulled our van up to the door, opened the sides, and went to the doorway of the Gathering Place. It was open, as it always was while Bevel preached to the kids. I waited until his back was turned and whispered to one of the kids to come to the door. She quietly made her way to the open doorway.


“Do you want to be here?” I asked. She shook her head no, and I motioned for her to go sit in the van. Bevel was turned away the whole time, but two of her girlfriends immediately caught on to what was happening and wanted to go too. Again, they waited until he was not focused on them and ran out and joined the first girl in the van. But they hadn’t been as quiet, giggling as they ran out of the building. Bevel turned and shot daggers at me with his eyes. He flew into a rage, barking that we were disrupting his workshop, but it was too late to intimidate me.


Emboldened, I stepped through the door and announced to the kids, “You don’t have to stay here. If you want to take dance or do crafts, come with me.”


The kids sat motionless, and then one of them piped up. “Mrs. Sanders told us not to leave.” Annie and I looked at each other in confusion.


“You don’t have to listen to Mrs. Sanders,” my friend said. It took only a few seconds to sink in before almost all the students got up and ran out to the van. Bevel didn’t say a word, as if he wanted to see how it would all play out. We left him with maybe three kids, including the child he had humiliated days before with the Bible. I hollered for him to come too, but he said that he couldn’t, and I didn’t push it. The other kids were out, and we could always go back. I still had no idea the extent of his depravities, but I knew we had to get those children out, like we were headed North toward freedom.






unbound



Bevel’s troublesome presence in Selma didn’t stop the progression of our work. The middle school program was a huge success. We now also had a high school program and an after-school program, each with their own focus. The older girls were being taken through rites of passage in Jendayi Aza, designed to help them map out their lives in ways they could use over and over again as they moved forward in life. It was about interdependence and sisterhood and worth. The middle school girls were in the JEWELS program designed to make them think about the difference between who the world said they were and who they truly were. It helped them explore their relationships and figure out how they wanted to show up authentically in their own lives. The after-school program was about community action through arts and culture. Developing projects, dances, plays, and other forms of creative expression gave the young people a vehicle to contribute to their community where it was most needed. None of our work specifically addressed sexual abuse, assault, or exploitation, but among the three programs, we were dealing with it. We were dealing with two middle school girls who were gang-raped—one of whom tried to commit suicide as a result and another who got pregnant at fourteen and was made to keep the baby as punishment for “opening her legs.” We were dealing with a girl who was in the Children’s Home, the local foster care program, with the baby she’d had by her mom’s boyfriend and pregnant with the child of another abuser. We were dealing with a girl who was sixteen and pregnant by a thirty-five-year-old married man. Her mother refused to press charges because “Who gon’ pay for that baby?” And we were dealing with an administrator at the local high school who, we had come to find out, was allowing girls to get out of detention or other trouble if they went to his office and gave him a lap dance or, as in the case of the dance team member in our program, performed her dance routine privately for him while in uniform.


I was in danger of being consumed by my own feelings of inadequacy. Every story I heard and had no solution for rendered me stricken for days. Sexual violence was not part of our program but dealing with it was clearly vital to our work. What was the point of working to build a sense of self-worth for two days a week only to have it torn down the other five? We could do small things and we tried. My little muff, Celeste—who came up under me in 21C, was from New York and essentially like a little sister—caught a nineteen-year-old boy sexually assaulting a twelve-year-old girl in the bushes by a local park and beat the boy within an inch of his life only to then be arrested herself and have her attorney, Mrs. Sanders, convince her that she should negotiate to keep both her and the boy out of jail. I had to chase older boys and grown men away from our program and events—regularly. I took more girls like Diamond into my house when desperate times called for desperate measures, but it was not enough. It was imperfect, but it felt like the best we could do with limited resources and even less community support. Few people in our social justice circles saw this emerging work as real “movement” work. They classified it as social work—as if these weren’t the same people who marched through streets chanting, “Who will speak for the children? Who will call out their names?”


The hypocrisy, the apathy, the sheer depth of it all was unbearable.


I walked into the museum one day to find Ms. Ann sitting in the window staring straight out, looking like she’d seen the devil himself. Kaia walked in first and was immediately directed to the children’s room in the back. When Kaia was gone, Ms. Ann stood up, grabbed my hand, and pulled me down the long hallway past all the exhibits and into her small, private office. She still had not said a word, but she closed the door, went to her desk, picked up a folded letter, and handed it to me.


“Read it. All of it,” she said.


I wanted to laugh at the dramatics, but something told me this wasn’t the time.


“Ms. Ann, what is going on?”


“Read. It.”


I unfolded the letter, which was addressed to Ms. Ann, and began to read



Dear Joanne Bland—We the children, family members, and mothers of some of the children of Rev. James Luther Bevel are writing to share information with you that we believe is urgent, and unfortunately, necessary.





That first paragraph had my eyes opened as wide as saucers and my mouth agape. I shot Ms. Ann a look, almost not wanting to read on.


“READ,” she said.


I looked back down and pressed on. I read about his “pedophilic activities” as described in the letter and the attempts to overlook and cover them up because of the importance of his contributions to the movement. I read about how he had a history of using religion, charisma, and manipulation to take advantage of and abuse the most vulnerable around him. I stopped reading after these few lines



… prominent members of the Selma community were involved for months, including a “community court” with Rev. Bevel and some of his children, in attempts to persuade him to acknowledge his conduct as a pedophile over the last thirty years. At this community court hearing, Reverend Bevel said that he did not contest the accuracy of these charges including the sexual molestation of four of his daughters …





I felt heat rising up from my neck as the tears came into my eyes. I stared at Ms. Ann in a mixture of disbelief and despair.


She stepped forward, wrapped her arms around me, and said, “I know … I know … Tarana, it’s awful. And they knew, Tarana. They knew.”


Those last two words burned holes into my ears—and my heart. They. Knew. The they being Hank and Rose Sanders. The they being Malika Sanders. My friend. My sister. She knew. She knew and still she was dating Franklin, Reverend Bevel’s self-proclaimed “chief lieutenant” and right-hand man, who had told us he had parted ways with the cult leader because he disapproved of his relationship with Malika. Reverend Bevel still had access to community children, and where he didn’t, his minions did. He breezed in and out of the museum office freely and frequently—giving him access to my child as well. I was sick.


Ms. Ann and I pulled ourselves together and quickly realized our new problem. What were we going to do about it? As obvious as the answer may have seemed, it was not so cut and dry. There were no protocols in place. We had never faced anything like this head-on. When it comes to sexual violence in the Black community, the culture of secrecy and silence is more complex than just wanting to protect the perpetrator. The long history of false accusations of sexual violence against Black men along with our tumultuous relationship with law enforcement is a factor. The pain of watching folks twist themselves out of shape finding new ways to blame little Black girls for their own abuse plays a part. And the general ranking of sexual violence as minor in the face of things like structural racism and crippling poverty also play a role in how hard it is for us to stare down the monster that is sexual violence and call it out by name.


I believe that our legacy of living under the oppressive reach of white supremacy has trained us to take on shame that is not ours to carry. It’s a training that tells us we must have done something wrong or played a role in causing this harm in some way, however small. Ms. Ann and I were ashamed that we didn’t already know and that we hadn’t already acted. We agreed Ms. Ann would go to Senator Sanders with the letter and her concerns. Since it was addressed to her, she thought it best not to disclose that I had read it as well.


Her meeting with the senator did not yield much, not even an apology. Instead, Senator Sanders asked if she had shared the letter with anyone else, and when she said no, he asked her not to. He assured her that measures were being taken. That’s it. Nearly a year had passed between the time when Bevel’s children had come to Selma to confront him a second time using the community court model and when that letter was written. The first confrontation, which happened months before the second, also in Selma, almost ended in violence between Bevel and some of his children. We saw less and less of Bevel after Ms. Ann went to Hank, but his tentacles had already spread around Selma, and the effects were showing up everywhere. The teenage grandson of one of his followers sexually assaulted a six-year-old in our circle. One of his sons was accused by several teenage girls of inappropriate sexual behavior. And worst of all, there was a trafficking ring involving the teenage girls in Peace Warriors, the youth program Rose had allowed Bevel to bring his teachings to.


Bevel had been given shelter by my elders, my mentors, my teachers—the very people I loved so unconditionally and who, I believed, loved me back. They didn’t just carry his secret; they allowed him to be around the children they claimed to care for—community children, their children, my child. The betrayal was dizzying. My whole life, my response to harm had been to take what was coming to me, pack it neatly in a container, and put it away. Now, it wasn’t just me who was harmed; it was those I cared about and felt responsible for. And even if I had work to do in understanding that I wasn’t a receptacle for harm—I was certain that my child wasn’t, and neither were the children in my community.


The shift from that day forward was swift but not easy. I knew it was possible to both love and loathe a person, but I had no idea what it did to the person carrying those two emotions simultaneously. One has to dominate, or they will cancel each other out and leave a shell where their host used to be. I tried to act normal, though we had strayed so far beyond normalcy that I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to find my way back. Weeks and months passed, and the letter about Bevel didn’t have as much of an effect as it should have, but it did strengthen my resolve to help the growing number of Just Be girls who disclosed their abuse.


I decided to reach out to the guidance counselor at C.H.A.T. and ask for help. Although she was well liked in the school and generally approved of our program, she and I didn’t always see eye to eye. She once walked up on me while I was teaching a group of my girls how to slap-box and asked loudly, “How are you teaching these girls to be young ladies if you out here acting roguish with them?” I walked right up to her and said, “Sometimes slapping the taste out of someone’s mouth is better than punching them in the throat. Don’t you agree?”


I was only in her office now because I felt completely out of my depth. I wasn’t trained as a counselor, I hadn’t studied social work, and I didn’t want to make a misstep that might cause more damage. After explaining what I had encountered, the counselor pushed back her chair and stood up to walk behind her desk to the long bookcase filled with giant binders. She took a minute to pull and push back several of these enormous notebooks until she came across a large white one. She lifted it up to blow away the dust that had collected at the top and then plunked it down on her desk. I sat in silence, knowing that whatever I needed to help my girls was not going to be in that binder. I listened as she ran through the school protocol for mandatory reporters, teachers and other school officials who are required by law to report any instances of abuse to the authorities. She paused momentarily to make sure I was a mandatory reporter, and when I couldn’t confirm, she continued rambling on about best practices that I was sure she did not employ her damn self. I left there disheartened but still determined to figure this out.


After sharing my disappointment with one of my elders, Ms. Pat, she suggested I go visit the local rape crisis center. I hadn’t even known Selma had a rape crisis center. I looked it up and it turns out they handled sexual and domestic violence. I found the address and drove over. I pulled into the parking lot of what looked more like a modest house than a center. Directly next door was a motel-like building with a long balcony positioned in front of a row of doors. Some men were sitting on folding chairs on the balcony. When I got out of the car, a few of them catcalled me. I ignored them, but I couldn’t shake how awful it would feel to be greeted by this if I had recently been sexually assaulted. I walked up to the door, which was covered by an iron gate. It was locked. Everything about this felt odd. I thought maybe I had arrived too late, but it was thirty minutes before the listed closing time. I noticed a bell and rang it. Within two minutes a woman came to the door and opened it only wide enough to fit her body through the space. She was an older white woman with white hair, and she was holding a cordless phone slightly turned from her ear so that she could address me.


“Can I help you, sweetie,” she said with that tone of voice that really meant, What do you want?


I was already put off, but I pressed on. “Hi, I work at the local junior high school, and I’m looking for some resources for the young girls in my program who—”


“Let me stop you, sweetie,” she said. “We don’t take walk-ins. If you have a situation, you need to go on down to the police station, file a report, and then we will either send someone to meet you there or they will give you a referral to come back here, okay?” She finished her rundown and began to move back inside to close the door. The word situation echoed in my brain, but I recovered quickly enough to stop her before she shut the door in my face.


“Umm, okay, but do you have some information I can maybe use for my kids? Some pamphlets or something?” I asked indignantly.


“Pamphlets,” she repeated. “Let me see.” She stepped back into the building long enough for me to take a quick glance around the space, which looked clinical and uninviting from what I could see. She returned with a handful of brochures, gave them to me, and bid me good night. I could not believe I couldn’t find anyone to help me, especially among people supposedly trained to do so. I wanted to be angry, but the anger didn’t come. Instead, there was something else rumbling deep within me. I walked back to my car, a distinct uneasiness in my gut, and as I got in and pulled the door closed, the feeling overwhelmed me. I rocked back and forth in the driver’s seat, forgetting about the men watching from the balcony.


I began to scream and cry uncontrollably, pounding my fists against the steering wheel. I had brought girls into my home, I had stood up to my elder and mentor, and I had asked people for help who a year ago I would never have dreamed of asking. “No, God!” The anger and desperation finally broke through in my voice. “No! Please, no.” I was pleading now. I had never let the rumbling come to the surface before, but it’d been there for a long time. I shut my eyes tight and let my hands fall to my lap, exhausted by the helplessness I felt in that moment. I asked God where all this left me. What could I do now? How was I going to help these girls?


A stillness came over me and the rumbling settled. I heard, or felt, an answer. It’s you. I opened my eyes and looked around, but I already knew. I was so certain that it frightened me. I wanted to continue wailing like I didn’t hear it, but I did and now I couldn’t unhear it. But why me?


I had created what I thought was a formidable coping mechanism for all the ways my past experiences and present situations haunted me. I had compartmentalized my life and kept a huge open space to store the bad things—my own internal dusty attic. My attic held violence, death, disappointment, and all their cousins. I almost never opened that door—I barely walked down the hallway that led to it. The system had worked, or I’d convinced myself it did, but now it was unraveling, and it was taking me with it.


I had stopped spending time with the Sanders family, though they didn’t know the extent to which our relationship had been ruined yet. Malika had since married Franklin, the former chief lieutenant, who had by now denounced Bevel and his teachings. Bevel’s wife and several of his followers still had refuge in our community, but he was mostly gone, it seemed. I had stopped attending the Sanders’s events, and I knew people were starting to notice. Every day, I wrestled with why I didn’t make a bigger deal about the Bevel news. I had confronted Malika and Franklin, but they responded only with frustratingly well-crafted answers. Franklin, who had been the closest to Bevel, swore to me and Annie that he knew nothing of the incest or Bevel’s history as a pedophile. I left it alone. That didn’t mean it left me alone. Since I had read the letter, I had started having chronic headaches. My doctor attributed it to needing glasses. But there were other weird symptoms. I was having “spells.” They first came on during Hurricane Katrina, but they had gotten steadily worse. The room would spin all of a sudden, or I’d be overcome with pins and needles and need steadying. My mental health was no better. The kids in the programs made me happy, doing the work made me happy, but we still had the same challenges around sexual assault, and figuring it out felt insurmountable. We had dealt with everything from colorism to healthy platonic relationships in our JEWELS program, and now it felt like time to step it up. In all my searching for answers, I had been wringing my hands, thinking about prevention and overlooking the obvious. If these girls were telling me their stories, or indicating that they had stories, the damage had already begun. Yes, prevention was necessary, but it was beyond my limited capacity. Healing wasn’t. I decided to write down all the little things I had been doing to work on myself and all the bits of information that I had gathered in my short journey, and I started shaping them into a workshop.


I wrote out the story of Heaven. I wrote about how carrying my own shame had kept me from stepping out into the world to be who I was meant to be. And then I wrote about the celebrities who I knew the girls looked up to and whose stories of survival inspired me over the years, like Mary J. Blige, Fantasia, Queen Latifah, Gabrielle Union, Oprah, and of course, Maya Angelou. I wrote down a list of words that I wished someone had explained to me when I was their age. I defined things like grooming, rape, incest, disclosure, and shame. When I looked up it was dark outside. I had been writing—longhand—for hours. I felt good about what I had put down on paper, but it still felt incomplete. Parts of my own experience were embedded in what I was creating, but I knew I needed to share my actual story, something I never ever did. I didn’t even know where to start. I put down my notepad and sat on the edge of my mattress with my legs folded over one another and my back curved in a deep C. I hung my head and said a quiet prayer, asking God to intervene and lend me support. And then I did the unthinkable. I remembered. All of it. On purpose.


I closed my eyes and saw my little brown face surrounded by the faux fur of my favorite blue winter coat as I walked up the hill toward Mr. Bright Eyes candy store. I saw my friends KK and Lamont with me in the store, looking in the candy case. I saw him come in and come over and speak to us. I don’t know what he said. I don’t know what made me leave with him. And then I saw myself walking down the hill holding his hand. I pulled myself out of the memory and reached for my water and the Bible next to the bed. It took a while, but I eventually made it through the entire memory. I took breaks, but I always returned. I imagined myself walking alongside little Tarana and the big devil watching my small face intently. I tried to read my mind. I tried to pinpoint the moment when I realized I was in danger. I saw myself come into my apartment scared of the consequences, and I listened to my scrambled seven-year-old brain trying to put the chaos of what she had just experienced in order. I walked with her to face my mom and Mr. Wes. And then I had to stop. I opened my eyes as they brimmed with tears and lay there trying to soothe myself.


You are okay, I told myself. I pinched my forearm. You are alive. You can feel. I tapped on my chest, trying to bring myself back from the burning bridge I felt I was walking toward. I lay there for a while. My eyes were heavy, but as I closed them, an image appeared, and then another one. I sat straight up in bed. “NO!” I shouted. Another image popped in and I shouted again more forcefully, “No, Tarana, NO! Stop.” In my mind I was running at top speed down the hall to get to that attic door. I had made a mistake. This building was on fire, and I was about to be consumed by it. Another image came and I sobbed, knowing everything was about to come flooding out of that door. My heart was beating as fast as a playing card stuck between the blades of a box fan.


And then I heard Kaia’s voice. “Mommy…”


I heard the unmistakable sound of footsteps slowly making their way across the long living room of our loft apartment. I threw my hands over my mouth and gripped it tightly to keep another scream from coming. And then I slid my hands down just enough to speak clearly.


“Go back to bed, baby. Mommy’s okay. Don’t come down here, okay?” I tried desperately to calm the trouble in my voice. My baby had a sixth sense for trouble.


“Are you crying?” Kaia asked gently in the darkness. The rumbling threatened to burst.


“No, Mommy doesn’t feel good, baby. Go back to your room.” I squinted into the dark, trying to make out how far Kaia was from me.


“I can get you some water, Mommy.”


I knew my baby. Kaia was as much my caretaker as I was theirs. My heart was still racing, and I was barely able to hold the tears at bay. I needed to keep Kaia away from whatever was happening here. “No, thank you, baby. Good night,” I said and waited. I could feel their intense contemplation in the stillness of the room. The floor creaked slightly. And then creaked again. “Goodnight, Mommy.” And then the footsteps headed to the back of the house.


I flipped over on the bed and started praying with all of the fervor I could muster.


“Please God, don’t do this. Please, please, please God, don’t let them come!” I was praying in a loud whisper. I heard the faint sound of the toilet flushing in the back of the house, and I lay flat on my bed like I was hiding. I was hiding. From my baby, and my memories. My cheeks were slick, and I could feel the wetness sinking into the mattress. I was glued there by my sweat and tears. I was losing control, and the images poured into my consciousness. I saw, with haunting clarity, the dirty, fast girl. It was no longer little Tarana in her blue coat—the victim. The other Tarana had found her way out and was moving around me like a spirit. I wanted to physically wrestle her back, but to do that I would have to scream and cry and the baby—my baby—would know. I lay there, with my eyes wide open, watching my worst nightmares unfold. I wasn’t screaming or wailing anymore. My throat felt like it was on fire as I silently mouthed my prayers. I begged God to help me or to stop this torture. I don’t know how much time passed in this paralyzed state, but the sun had come up at some point. I was still glued there, now quietly moaning.


I heard the toilet flush again, and it snapped me out of it for a moment. I could move my arms and my phone was within reach. I called Annie, who had keys to my house, and asked her to please come get Kaia. She lived a block away and was at my house in minutes. From the mattress on the floor, I saw her feet as she came in the door. She went directly to Kaia’s room, and then as fast as she had entered, the two of them scurried out, thankfully without saying a word to me. She later told me that it was the first time she’d heard that level of terror in my voice. She instinctively knew to just get the baby and go. When they left, I finally fell asleep.


It was dusk when I woke myself up screaming. My sheets were drenched in sweat. I could barely see, but my mind’s eye still could, and when I tried to open my eyes, another horrible image appeared. This time I wasn’t paralyzed. I threw my body across the bed and tossed and turned violently, screaming and screaming. I prayed, loudly. I reverted back to my Catholic childhood and started reciting the Hail Mary, the Our Father, and the Act of Contrition over and over. I was so thirsty. The water was gone, and I desperately needed more. I attempted to crawl off the mattress and could not. For the first time since this fit started, I felt like I was losing my mind. I began to crawl around in circles on the bed and ask God why he was doing this to me. I opened my Bible and read aloud. The story I turned to was of Ruth—the woman who vows to stay with her mother-in-law, Naomi, after her husband, Naomi’s son, dies. In the Christian and Jewish faiths, she is heralded as a symbol of loyalty and devotion. I read it a few times and then flipped again. This time I landed on Psalm 139. I started to read it aloud, but I kept stopping at the first line: “You searched me o’ Lord and You know me.” I lulled myself back to sleep, reciting those words over and over again.


I woke in the morning. The sun streamed through my floor-to-ceiling windows, wrapping the entire room in its light. I lay for a moment with my eyes closed, basking in the light and letting the warmth of the sun caress my face. Slowly, I opened my eyes and looked around the room. I saw notes scribbled in my Bible and across the bed on ripped-out pieces of paper. The sheets were half off the bed and partially crumpled on the floor. When I tried to move, my body felt like I had been beaten and dragged. I carefully stood up and made my way to the bathroom. As I passed through the house, everything else looked like it had been suspended in time. I returned to my bed and sat still for a while trying to shake the dizziness.


My mind was still racing, this time not with sordid memories but with curiosity. I had so many questions. My brain was overflowing with them, but I wasn’t scared. I pulled each one apart one at a time and laid them out. I was in a trance, so hyperfocused on analyzing the events of the past day and a half that as clarity came bursting through, I’d exclaim out loud, “Ooh,” “Wow,” or “Okay.” The memories hadn’t stopped; they just didn’t frighten me anymore. The scary drumbeat had become a melody in my head, and it soothed me. And then I saw Heaven. It had been nearly a decade since that day in the hallway at summer leadership camp, and every time I thought about her, I broke down. How different would her life be if I had found a fraction of the courage that child had? How different would all of this be: Bevel, the Sanders, the girls? How different would it all be if I just had a little bit more courage? But what was courage? I wondered. How could I find it if I didn’t know what it looked like? Maybe Heaven had courage because she had me. Maybe community creates courage? What if courage creates community? Maybe empathy creates courage? How can you express empathy toward others if you can’t empathize with yourself? Is the core of healing empathy and courage? The questions were coming faster than the flashbacks now, but so were the answers. Not in my head but in my heart, which felt like it was going to burst wide open. For the first time in my life my story was completely out of my body and I had finally told it to the one person who needed to hear it most, myself.


I searched around for a blank piece of paper. I wanted to capture this while it was coming. I found a steno pad that hadn’t been used and picked up a pen. I opened the pad and at the top of the page I wrote two words.


me too.






end of the road



I couldn’t stay in Selma. So much had shifted in my body, my spirit, and my mind, and I knew it could not be contained in this toxic little town anymore. I loved so many of the people there, but there was nowhere left for me or my child to go, or grow. Friends and loved ones had been telling me that for a few years, but I had resisted it until now. I had been doing the personal work that would support all the other work, and now it was time to put it out in the universe.


I was in the middle of cooking dinner one night not long after the episode with the flashbacks when I got the intense feeling in my chest that we needed to leave. It didn’t hurt and I wasn’t alarmed, but I felt like I was being gripped. I pulled the food off the stove, turned off the eye, and told Kaia to get in the car. We drove to Walmart, but I didn’t do my usual meandering through the electronics and women’s clothing sections. Instead, I marched straight to the storage aisle. I loaded up my cart with as many dark gray bins as I could and went directly to the checkout line.


An employee offered to help me get the bins to my car when he saw me struggling to balance them all in my cart and keep track of Kaia at the same time. I did my best to guide him through the parking lot and around the steady stream of customers making their way into the store, but he was having a worse time than me steering the cart. He was trying to make small talk, which didn’t help.


“Can I ask what you using all of these bins for, ma’am?” He was panting and trying to see beyond the gray plastic tower.


“To pack up my house,” I replied, steadying the cart for him. We finally reached my car and I popped the trunk.


“Oh, that’s why you got so many! You about wiped us out! You must be moving soon?” he asked.


“Don’t know when,” I said, trying to arrange the bins so as many as possible could fit in the trunk before I started filling the back seat.


“You don’t know?” He was understandably confused. “You packing up before you even know when you movin’?”


“Yup,” I said calmly, continuing to try to clear this Tetris board.


“Well, where are you moving to?” he asked, determined to keep this conversation going.


“Don’t know,” I said in the same tone.


He stopped pulling the bins out of the cart and stood back. “Aight, don’t tell me then. It’s fine.” He laughed a little, which made me laugh.


“I don’t know! I mean that. I’m not trying to not tell you. I would just say, ‘None of your business’ if that was the case.”


“So, ma’am, pardon me for asking, but how are you buying all these bins and packing up your house and you don’t know where you are going or when you’re going there?” He was now staring at me dumbfounded, leaning on the back of my car with one hand and the other on his hip.


“You won’t believe me if I told you,” I said, but he was insistent.


“Ooh, no, ma’am. I have to know this, and I will believe whatever you tell me.”


“Okay,” I said, ready to challenge him. “God.”


“You saying God told you?” I nodded. “I KNEW it! I knew you was fittna say that—I swear I did.”


“How?” Now I was the curious one.


He stood up and moved about six inches from my face. He leaned his head down and, to my complete surprise, whispered, “Cuz you walk like you got an anointing on you.”


An anointing. My elder, Ms. Pat, had told me that so many times that I almost heard her voice when that young man said it. I’d asked her what that meant, and she would always say that He would tell me in due time, which in turn, frustrated me. But in the past year, I’d begun to believe her more and more. I won’t say I heard God speak to me, like a voice, but in that moment cooking dinner I knew more than anything else that it was time to move.


I made several more trips to Walmart, getting more bins and packing supplies over the next several months, still with no destination and no move date. Soon Kaia and I were living out of boxes, and I knew it was time to be proactive. I applied for a job in Philadelphia with a youth leadership and enrichment organization and got an offer after the second phone interview. I accepted even though we had never laid eyes on each other. I figured if they trusted it was a fit, so would I. I’d never thought twice about Philly before, but New York, Atlanta, California, and the other areas I was looking at all came up dry. Then there was this one job posting in Philly—and I got that job. Maybe it was a sign.


Two weeks out from the move, I still couldn’t find an apartment. God, this is all you, I prayed. I don’t have a hand in this at all. I’m just doing my best to be obedient. If this is your will, you are going to have to come in and fill in these blanks. Period. Again. This is all you, Big Dog.


Feeling satisfied that I was still on the right track, I booked a U-Haul. I had saved up a little from my income tax refund and paychecks, but I was counting on money that the museum owed me for a huge curatorial project I’d done in my final months in Selma. The only missing piece was to let Mrs. Sanders know that I was leaving. I’d spent very little time around her and her family over that last year. While most of my other community family and elders, like Ms. Ann, knew of my plans already, Mrs. Sanders had no idea.


I ran into her while tying up loose ends at the museum. My stomach was doing its best Dominique Dawes impression, flipping all over the place, as I approached her. “Mrs. Sanders, I need to tell you something.”


She stepped closer to me as if I was going to tell her a secret and tilted her head with anticipation, making one of her signature locs with a cowrie shell fall across her forehead. My heart skipped a beat. As much as I was disgusted and deeply disappointed by her and her family’s failures in the Bevel fiasco, I also desperately loved this woman. This woman who had nurtured me and poured everything into me for nearly twenty years. This woman who told me that I had power and that I was a leader when I didn’t believe it. This woman who gave me the support to make me believe it. And this woman who was beautifully human and flawed, not unlike other adults in my life.


“I’m leaving, Mrs. Sanders,” I said, lowering my voice so she almost couldn’t hear me.


“Say what?”


“I’m leaving.”


“What you mean leaving? Are you going up to New York to see your mom?” I couldn’t tell if she was genuinely confused or not.


“No, I’m leaving Selma—like moving away.”


It took less than ten seconds for it to fully sink in, and when it did she screamed. “No, Tawana!!” and shoved me so hard that I fell into the gate behind me. The sudden act of aggression surprised both of us. I didn’t know what else to do but laugh.


“Okay, Mrs. Sanders, dang!” I chuckled. She was not laughing. There was a look on her face that I had seen quite a few times before. Her bottom lip trembled a bit, and her eyebrows furrowed, and her eyes glistened with the slightest hint of tears.


“Why…?” She started and stopped herself. We both stood silently for a few beats. “Why are you leaving and why so suddenly?” Her normally raspy voice was soft now.


“It’s not sudden actually. I have been thinking about it for over a year,” I explained.


“A year!” The hint of vulnerability was gone as her face shifted to anger.


“Yes, a year or so.”


“And you didn’t say anything to me? You just gonna pick up and leave?” She was growing more agitated by the minute. “We are supposed to be family!” Her words felt like a cold slap in the face. I wanted to scream back, “FAMILY? Would family leave my baby exposed to her attacker and further exposed to a known pedophile? Would family have me struggling and living hand to mouth with no health insurance?” I had been holding all of this and so much more and it could have all spilled out right then, but the truth was I didn’t want to fight her. I’d told her what I needed to tell her.


I stood quietly, waiting for her to speak again. “When are you leaving?”


“In two weeks.”


“Two WEEKS!” she yelped. Then she sucked her teeth loudly, spun around, and stormed off muttering without saying another word to me.


I walked to the back office of the museum and ran down what had just happened to the folks inside. One of the women who worked in the museum put her hand on my shoulder when I finished. “You know what’s coming, right?”


I did know what was coming. Mrs. Sanders could be notoriously vindictive. As one of her favorites, I had not often been on the receiving end, but I had seen and felt it enough to know that she could be both insanely generous and wickedly unforgiving.


I didn’t have to wait long for the other shoe to drop.


A week before I was supposed to leave, I showed up to the museum to get my last check. It was for $5,000. When I walked in I knew there was a problem. Ms. Ann and the other women looked at me somberly.


“What?” I asked immediately.


One of the women just shook her head and walked over to the window to sit down.


Ms. Ann was the first to speak. “Rose wouldn’t sign a check for your fee. She said you owed her three thousand dollars rent, and she was taking it out of your pay.”


I felt like someone had taken a bat to my head, and I took a step back like I was trying to avoid the next swing. Really, I was searching for my next breath. “She can’t do that. I need this money to move.” The tears welled up. “Why is she like this? I didn’t do anything to her. I just want to leave!” Now they were streaming down my face.


“I know, Tarana. It’s not fair. She’s not fair. The whole thing is wrong!” one of the other ladies offered.


“What rent do I owe her?” Now I was getting mad.


My friend Annie chimed in. “Remember that time when the museum lost funding and they had to stop paying us, and she sat us down and told us that since we lived in the same house, our expenses were less and they would pay us five hundred—total—a month?”


“Yes, of course I remember! That was the longest five months ever.”


“Right, and remember how she told you that you didn’t have to pay rent because you were living in her rental house?” she continued.


“Yes. She told me that she would waive my rent.”


“Umm, hmm … well, now she is saying she didn’t waive it. She just let you stop paying until you got back on your feet. She took your three thousand dollars for back rent.” We stared at each other. Annie had a way of speaking volumes with her eyes. Right now, her eyes were saying, I told you these people were evil and not your family. Fuck this shit, and these people, you out.


Ms. Ann stepped forward. “I know this ain’t what you expected and I’m sorry, but it turns out that we forgot about some money we owed you from something else you did, so here is your back pay!” She was grinning from ear to ear along with the rest of the museum staff as she handed me a $2,000 check.


“Y’ALL!! You can’t do this!” I screamed, crying again.


One of the other sisters came up to me and put both hands on my shoulders. “We can and we did. You are bigger than this little place and bigger than these little problems. Now you go and do what you were meant to do.”


I hugged each of them, took my checks, and walked out the door.





Before I left Selma, I lined up my new homie, Nate, in Philadelphia, who I had met through mutual friends, to help me with the unloading of the truck. I just needed to find a place, pass the credit check, and move in right away. I started my new job in a week.


The first apartment we saw had a graffitied swastika on the door. We didn’t even stick around to reject it. The second place had been rented in the two days since I had last checked, and the third place was just bad. The last place was off a street called Aramingo, and it seemed far away from everything. I was desperate, though, so it had to work. The apartment was decent enough. It was small and clean but nothing I would have picked under normal circumstances. The neighborhood was white working class, which alarmed me a bit, but again, I had gone to high school with similar folks, so I knew I could navigate it. At the end of our visit, I said I would take it. The guy who showed the place confessed he was doing it for his friend who was out of the country. He told us that he was going to contact him about getting the process started, but it could take a while. On the phone I had been clear that I needed a place immediately, and he’d assured me that I could move in right away. I didn’t know what to do.


I left dejected. I was even considering keeping the U-Haul to live out of for a few weeks. Annie, who drove with me across the country to help me make this move, and I went across the city to meet her godmother, who’d invited us to join her for dinner that evening. I told her about the day and how everything felt like maybe I shouldn’t have come, when she interjected. “I live around the corner in a very nice complex, and I know they have space, you want me to call the landlady? I know her very, very well.”


Annie and I looked at her and said yes at the same time. Within an hour we had finished our meal and headed over to the complex. A lovely older woman met us and led us into a two-story building with four apartments inside. She walked in first and cut on the lights. I walked in behind her and took one look at the hardwood floors and midcentury flavor and said, “I will take it!” It was perfect for Kaia and me. Two bedrooms and one bathroom. A nice-sized living room with a view in the front of the greenery in the middle of the complex. The train station to take me into downtown Philadelphia was in the back. Plus, it was cheap.


I was starting to feel like my plans were not derailed after all. I followed the landlady to the office and filled out all the paperwork. The next morning she called to say I was approved.


I hung up and laughed. “God, you be playing! You be PLAYIN’!! You cut it real close this time. Like real close. But thank you. Thank YOU! I won’t let you down.”





God tested me in Philly. I was itching to figure out how I was going to continue the work I had started with my girls in Selma. The two words written in my notebook led me to write out a vision for how work to support Black and Brown survivors of sexual abuse, assault, and exploitation could come together. I added that to the drafts of potential workshops on this topic I had been toying with and created a session for the JEWELS. That session grew into a traveling workshop when some local teachers and youth workers asked us to bring it to their community. Before long we had a national campaign because I had created a MySpace page for both Just Be, Inc. and the ‘me too.’ Movement before I left Selma, and it had triggered an outpouring of requests for support and inquiries about joining from survivors. I was still trying to figure out how we could do more to build the work up beyond sending out tool kits and resources across the country. I also needed to get settled and get Kaia settled in a completely new place and in a new life far away and far different than the one I had created for us in Selma. The work always found me, though, in all aspects of my life.


Every weekend Kaia and I would put on a movie, and Kaia could relax for a few hours while I attempted to retwist or style their loc’d hair. I often used this time to open up more intimate conversations, because our after-school talks were always focused on assignments and chores. I knew they were stressed from the move. We’d arrived right at the start of fifth grade, and my child, the quintessential free spirit, did not understand city life or the antagonism of the other students. The bullying started almost immediately. I was afraid that it was compounding with unresolved feelings from our time in Selma. We’d talked about the things that they experienced but didn’t revisit it often enough for us to really process it. Too often I felt like I was trying to pry information out that I was convinced they were hiding. I couldn’t be sure if this shift I was witnessing to people-pleasing, validation-seeking behavior was a result of the excessive bullying or if something else had happened, beyond the Jubilee incident, to cause the change. I worried constantly that I had missed something, and that worry kept me on edge. One Saturday afternoon while I was doing Kaia’s hair, I felt a wave come over me. A couple of times a year I asked my baby the same question: Has anybody ever messed with you? This day I felt compelled to find a new way to ask.


Everything I knew about sexual abuse and assault at that time came from my own lived experience, the experiences of friends and loved ones, or the experiences shared with me by an adult or child in our community. In our ‘me too’ workshops, I always told the stories of famous women who had experienced sexual violence. I didn’t use their names—just quotes from interviews they gave. After telling the story, I would put it in a category, for example, What she just described was statutory rape, or What happened to her was sexual assault, or This experience is sexual abuse. After sharing the stories and explaining the categories, I would reveal the names. When I shared a name like Gabrielle Union or Fantasia, it always caused a stir. And when I added Oprah Winfrey and Maya Angelou, it would cause a full-on ruckus. These girls couldn’t believe that the Black women they adored and admired had dealt with the same things and gone on to be somebody important and celebrated. Afterward, I would say to the group that no one ever has to share their story, but if they saw themselves in any of these stories, they could write “me too” on a piece of paper with their name or contact information or nothing at all. Sometimes, simply getting that bit of information out of their body was all they needed and all that they were ready for and that was okay. Those workshops took at least two hours. They often ran over because of questions and one-on-ones and a need for connection after such a heavy topic. Not all of the participants were survivors of sexual violence, but they all left with a better understanding about how sexual violence impacted their lives and how building a deliberate community was essential for healing and change. I always ended by talking about community. From how they could access community support to the kind of community we were building in this movement to how that community doesn’t have to be a large group of folks. Sometimes community is just two people I would explain—as long as there is trust, love, empathy, and compassion.


That day in the house with Kaia there were just two people. And I felt like I’d failed our two-person community by not being able to speak fully about what had happened in Selma. But the feeling that washed over my body and rested in my spine that day caused me to sit straight up. It whispered, This isn’t about you. I thought about when I was twelve, walking on the street with my mom and grandmother, desperate for them to ask me that one question. If they had, though, would I have answered honestly? I immediately knew that I wouldn’t have.


I stopped doing Kaia’s hair, took a deep breath, and bent down close to their ear. “You know there is absolutely nothing that can separate you from my love,” I whispered. Kaia jumped and turned to look at me with eyes racing back and forth. I held their sweet little face like I did often and planted a big kiss on their forehead. I said it again but this time with more emphasis and context. “I mean it, my baby, nothing. There is nothing you could do or say or think that could make me not love you. You can tell me anything—absolutely anything—and I will still love you and do everything in my power to help you. Okay?”


Kaia looked up at me with teary eyes and nodded to let me know that they understood but they didn’t speak. I felt the intensity building up in my baby’s small body, and I didn’t want to let fear take hold of the moment. I didn’t want to push hard either. So instead I leaned on the work I had been doing with children everywhere else but my home.


“Baby, you know, if there is something you want to say but don’t know how to say it, you can do like I tell my girls to do and write it down.”


“Okay,” they finally said in a small voice.


I got up and went to my nightstand and pulled out a notepad and a pen and gave it to them. As soon as I did, Kaia got up and asked to be excused to their bedroom. It seemed like forever before the bedroom door opened and Kaia came out of the room chin to chest. They handed me a folded note without ever making eye contact. Everything stood still, including my breathing. I had been waiting for this moment for so many years, but I never thought about what would happen on the other side. I took the note from my baby and watched them scurry away. I said a quick prayer, Lord, whatever is on this paper we will handle together. I will need your strength to stand in for my own. I am not strong enough for this.


I opened the paper. It said IT WAS A BOY AT CAMP. HE MADE ME DO BAD STUFF WITH HIS BROTHER AND I DIDN’T WANT TO. I’M SORRY MOMMY.


I felt my heart fold inside of my chest. That last line fell on me like a sledgehammer. My baby was sorry. My child was apologizing to me. Because like me, they thought that they had broken a rule. They thought that they were the bad one. How could I have not seen this all along? I was so hell bent on preventing my child from having the same experience that when it happened, I had not created the space for them to not have the same experience. I called Kaia back into the room and sat them down next to me. They were still staring at the floor, and now tears started dropping into their lap.


“I’m sorry, Mommy,” my baby cried, falling into my lap and now heavily sobbing. I just held them and cried.


“Baby, look at me. You didn’t do anything wrong. Nothing is your fault. Nothing at all. You are not a bad child. You are not in any trouble. Do you understand?”


Kaia nodded slowly in agreement, still crying. I could tell they weren’t convinced, but I wanted to give them space to get there on their own. They laid in my lap for a while, whimpering and crying while I played with their hair. After some time, Kaia sat up and began to tell me the story of what happened to them. They were five and at a 21C summer camp. They told me who was involved and all the details as I fought to suppress my anger. They apologized again for not telling me because they thought they would get in trouble. And then, I realized that I had not yet done my part. In all the time I had spent thinking about and developing ‘me too,’ I was always clear that it had to revolve around the power of empathy, but I didn’t share my story in the workshops. I had been trying to get Kaia to tell me whether something had happened to them, but I had never shared what had happened to me.


“My baby, listen.” I raised them up so that we were facing each other. “When I was a little girl, a similar thing happened to me. That’s why when I tell you that you are not to blame I know what I am talking about.”


Kaia looked up at me, wide eyed with disbelief. “Mommy, someone did that to you?”


“Yes, a long time ago when I was about the same age as you were.” It took everything in me to keep my composure, but then Kaia threw their arms around me and I couldn’t any more.


“I’m sorry, Mommy. I didn’t know! Are you okay?”


I held them close and wiped my tears. “I am okay, my baby. And you will be too. That is what I want you to know.”






for colored girls



Philadelphia turned out to be the boldest, scariest, and best decision I had ever made for myself and my baby. I never regretted a day of it. I found the freedom to not just hear my own voice but to trust it—even through the mistakes. I found the courage to leave old baggage behind. But more than anything, I was able to clarify and sharpen my vision. I wanted to change the way the world thought about sexual assault, abuse, and exploitation, so that we would stand against it the way we stood against every other social ill. And until we could eradicate it, I wanted to make sure that no little Black girl had to hold the tsunami in her chest that I lived with for so many years. If I didn’t do anything else, I could at least do that.


I left Philly and moved back to New York after Kaia graduated high school in 2015. It was two more years before the hashtag #metoo went viral. The viral moment created a space for so many survivors that none of us had ever experienced. So many of the folks who came forward and told their stories or even just said “me too” never thought they could ever say those words, or words like them, out loud, let alone have them validated by others and entertain the possibility of accountability. It was unheard of. But no matter how many hashtags there were, how many galas I attended, or how many celebrities supported the cause, I always turned back to the community ‘me too’ came from. Sexual violence doesn’t discriminate, but the response to it does. In some ways, it is the great equalizer—no demographic or group is exempt—but the reactions to different people telling their stories are far from equal. That is largely why my work has always centered Black and Brown folks—particularly women and girls. The response to our trauma and our truths is wildly different than the response to white women’s.


After the hashtag went viral, it became clear to me that many Black women were not engaging in the same public celebration of feeling freed from their stories as white women were. I wished for Black women to come forward. With the exception of a handful of women like the celebrities I used in my early ‘me too’ workshops, few Black women in entertainment spoke publicly about their experiences with sexual violence. That didn’t change when #metoo went viral. Black women didn’t see themselves in the mainstream media every day, and now they didn’t see themselves represented in the faces of those who were bravely sharing their stories. We didn’t see many other faces either. There also wasn’t an outpouring from Asian, Latinx, Indigenous, queer, or trans folks. And when I talked to people from these communities the sentiment was similar across the board. The stakes were higher for them.


Before Cicely Tyson passed away, she shared one of the most heart-wrenching stories I’ve heard with Gayle King. She told her of an attempted sexual assault at the hands of famed acting coach Paul Mann, who attacked her the day he met her. This was a man who had helped launch careers of the likes of Sidney Poitier, Harry Belafonte, and Ruby Dee, so his classes were a sure pathway to her dreams. Through tears, Ms. Tyson told Gayle that it was the first time she had cried about what happened to her since the day it happened. And she talked about returning to complete the classes because she refused to let that one man deter her from her dream. I cried listening to the story because I thought about the scores of women just like her who saw no choice but to “forge ahead” and continue to interact with the person who had harmed them. And then I thought about how sad it must have been for so many Black women and other women of color to watch as white women took a leap of faith and told their stories. The women in Hollywood had, of course, endured agonizing scrutiny and endless harassment for speaking out—but they did, indeed, speak out. Many of their counterparts couldn’t take that same leap.


I spent a lot of years—particularly when I was introduced to survival and healing as ideas that required practice—trying to make sense of why I survived. When I was in Selma, I rationalized that it was so I could do the work that I was doing. I thought the same thing when I was in Philly. No matter how hard the work, no matter how meager the resources, no matter how tired or frustrated or burned out I was, I always returned to it, not just because I loved my kids and I loved supporting survivors but because I needed to make the things I endured mean something. I was trying to make more space in the movement for Black women to find validity, accountability, community, and value. Even after all the work I had done to get myself where I was, I still needed that support too. It was a driving force behind my choice to participate in the Surviving R. Kelly series. Several months after #metoo went viral, another hashtag, #muteRKelly—which predated the emergence of the #metoo hashtag—started picking up momentum thanks to the shift in climate around sexual violence. Once again Black women were laboring to do what was right for our community. In 2018, I was asked to participate in a Lifetime documentary helmed by veteran writer, filmmaker, cultural worker, and organizer dream hampton. I had already spoken out about, written about, and taken to social media ringing the alarm about R. Kelly and his predatory behavior toward Black girls for years. In 2013, the Village Voice published an extensive investigative piece about Kelly. In the article they detailed years and years of allegations, arrests, cover-ups, payoffs, and lawsuits that supported the assertion that he was indeed a serial sexual predator who targeted vulnerable Black girls. The article made waves, but it seemed like only Black feminists were yelling and screaming about it. White people loved “Ignition” just as much—if not more—than the Black folks who couldn’t seem to turn him off. Kelly never fell out of favor or was disgraced, despite making vulgar music that rubbed our noses in the gluttonous ways he could describe the sex we all knew he was having with girls. He was one of the most successful R&B singer-songwriter-producers of all time. Kelly still played sold-out shows, was a mainstay on the radio, and was invited to perform at award shows and music festivals across the globe.


Everything about R. Kelly’s legacy of manipulation, abuse, exploitation, and brazenness harkened back to my experiences as a child and in communities like Selma, where I saw predators like him protected. Survivors were always silenced, or shamed, and the community seemed to value whatever modicum of honor or prestige the predator represented over the lives and livelihood of the Black girls in that community.


During the taping of my segment for the documentary, as I talked about the devastation of Kelly urinating in the mouth of a little girl on video, memories of my own abuse and my shame and confusion, at being ejaculated on and thinking it was urine, came flooding back. It made me question why I was even doing this to myself. But the answer was obvious. Black women and girls deserved this moment. After years of enduring in silence and being skipped over as that veil of silence slowly lifted, we deserved to have our stories centered and our pain prioritized for once. Our whole community needed to see this. Black men needed an opportunity to rise up in unison and say, “He is not representative of Black men, and we absolutely reject him and remain committed to the upliftment and empowerment and protection of Black women.”


But that didn’t happen. What happened instead was a constant wave of attacks from the Black community, mostly men. My entire life has been dedicated to working in, and for, my community. I shouldn’t have been surprised by the reaction from my own folks, but I was. The attacks and harassment were hostile and violent. I knew that if my work was to continue to center Black and Brown folks that I would have to figure out how to have this “family conversation.” The vitriol and attacks didn’t change the fact that so many women had come forward against Kelly, just like they didn’t change the fact that Black women have the second highest rate of sexual violence in this country. But even with these facts, I understood the pain and panic that arose when Black folks heard allegations leveled at Black men. There is no escaping America’s painful history of weaponizing sexual violence as a tool against Black men. The Black community is all too familiar with the fact that we are socialized to respond to the vulnerability of white women in this country. Black folks had seen too many instances of white women’s tears marking the end of Black men’s lives in one way or another. But surely, I thought, our community could see the difference between a Black man being railroaded by the lies of white folks and Black women disclosing the harm they had experienced from our men?


I think in some ways the backlash was also resentment that a light was being shone on an issue that we have been trained to be silent about. Black people are always carrying a sense of responsibility for uplifting the good name of our people because we are so used to others reducing our humanity and worth. While we absolutely have to name and work to eradicate the violence that Black people, particularly women and femme-presenting folks, experience at the hands of white men—specifically law enforcement both in and out of incarceration—we also have to name and work toward solutions that will interrupt the violence we experience at the hands of our partners, pastors, uncles, cousins, classmates, teachers, coaches, and others. Black men don’t have to be excoriated in that process, but they do have to be prepared to listen, understand, and in some instances embrace accountability for the harm they have caused or make space for Black women and femmes. And because we have all been raised and socialized in patriarchy, many Black women have to do the same thing. Nothing about my work or life is about not loving Black men. Indeed, I don’t believe you can practice love and be in community with folks without an incorporation of accountability as an ethic and a practice.


It all makes me sad for my community. My work is met with the old familiar cruelties and deflection of accountability from men, Black men, and boys—my own people, who I love so deeply. I have been called some version of ugly since I was a teenager—and it’s almost always by Black boys and men. It makes me think of what Carrie Fisher wrote in her memoir, Wishful Drinking, “Resentment is like drinking poison and waiting for the other person to die.” The people who hurl these vicious insults want to break me. They want to hurt me, and that comes from a deep hurt inside of them, a place that has to run and hide whenever it hears about sexual violence. Maybe because of memories of their own behavior or memories of their own abuse. Either way, I know that we won’t make a dent in what is actually happening in our community until we can find space for these tough conversations. I don’t see a pathway to liberation or healing from the legacy of white supremacy without a politic of grace and collective responsibility. That requires that we care for each other. While the hashtag moment created space for everything from public dialogue to court cases and some semblance of accountability for scores of non-Black women, Black women and other folks of color were not allowed this same space.


I have always had a vision for creating safety and healing in the Black community. It needed space to be nurtured, developed, and implemented. The glare of Hollywood and social media won’t provide a pathway for that to happen, only we, in our community, can forge that path, and so I stay and keep on trying. And I will continue trying. It is why I share my story, and why I share the story of how ‘me too’ came to be. For Heaven, and Diamond, and Kaia, and little Tarana, and all the little colored girls who don’t have any other option but to live, learn, love, and try to thrive in the places where they were harmed.


Just as when the tears came in the parking lot of the rape crisis center in Selma, now my spirit knows I am called into this moment to do something more than represent a movement. It knows that this movement is more than a hashtag and bigger than any one individual.


If unkindness is indeed a serial killer, then my revelation is that I was my own murderer. I had taught myself to bend to my own unkindness first, so that I would be able to withstand the unkindness of others. I will not bend anymore.


The work of ‘me too’ and uplifting empathy in our communities is far from done. I—that little girl in the stairwell, that ugly girl in the drugstore, that dirty, used-up dishrag—am also the girl who read voraciously, the girl who turned from fighting other girls to fighting for freedom, the girl who became a woman and claimed her voice as a leader. I am the woman who organized and fought and taught, the woman who despite all odds and in the face of trauma, kept traveling until she found her healing and her worth.


I am her.


She is me.


And we are free.






epilogue



Some years ago, I went back to my old neighborhood for the annual Father’s Day celebration. I rarely returned to the block after Mr. Wes died because there wasn’t much left for me there. But my mom went back often, and she would return with a commemorative T-shirt that listed dads from the community who had passed away. Mr. Wes, or Big Wes, as a lot of fellas in the neighborhood called him, was always listed, and seeing his name year after year felt like a celebration of his life. This year I returned with my mother, uncle, and some cousins. My whole family was from Highbridge, so it was a family reunion of sorts. Any apprehension I had about attending went away as soon as we arrived and I started to run into childhood friends left and right. We were laughing and hugging and reminiscing. It felt good.


And then I saw him.


The young man who had raped me when I was seven years old was now an older man, and he was staring directly at me. He was wearing all white and had on a pair of wireframe glasses. His family, including his mother, my mother’s friend, had set up a table next to the area where some of my friends had set up. My feet turned to cement. I was paralyzed in that spot. I stood staring at him directly in the face like a scared child staring into the darkness, convinced that the boogeyman was there. But the longer I glared, the more I realized that he wasn’t staring back at me—he was staring past me. He didn’t even recognize me. This monster who haunted my nightmares and daydreams for so long, this child molester who almost sucked all the possibility out of my childhood, this predator had the nerve, the luxury of not even thinking about me. Of not seeing me. My body unlocked and my blood started to boil. I wanted to run up on him and punch him, hard, in his throat. I wanted to scream, “RUINER!!!!!!!!” and then beat him bloody. But I did none of those things. I felt an anxiety attack coming on and made my way, quickly, toward the exit. Halfway across the huge open space I ran into my mother. A few years earlier, I had finally told her about the first incident and who it involved. She saw the look on my face and immediately knew something was wrong.


“What’s the matter?” she asked hurriedly.


“He’s here, Mommy. He looked right at me and didn’t even know me!” The tears were coming.


“Who?” she demanded, looking confused and wanting a place to point her vengeance.


“Ms. Dot’s son. He’s here. Over there by where we were.” She looked down to the end of the park where we were set up, and then she looked back at me with a desperate look in her eyes. What could she do, really? She was past the age of fighting men in the street. And I’m sure, even though she believed me, that she wouldn’t know how to confront a man for his three decades’ old crimes. “Can we just go, Mommy?” I pleaded in a small voice.


“Yeah, come on. Let’s just go.” She left with me right then and there. We didn’t tell anyone. We didn’t make any announcements. We walked out to the street, hailed a taxi, and headed back to her house. In the cab she asked me if I was alright, and I told her that I was shook up.


“Maybe he just didn’t recognize me because he hasn’t seen me since I was a very little girl,” I said.


“No, he didn’t recognize you because you turned out to be a smart, beautiful, accomplished woman despite him trying to take that from you.” I sat back in the seat and cried some more, this time to myself. It didn’t matter anymore that he couldn’t see me because for the first time in a long time I felt like my mother could. He had not won—I had.
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