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April: Kindergarten. Age five. It was the seventies. I had an afro and a nose ring. All my father’s doing. My daddy was this slickster, streetwise intellectual, the kind that sounds like a hustler but he’s talking about Marx? His friends were all in the movement, we went to sit-ins, all the kids had African names. There were twenty Kwame NKrumahs's in my nursery school class. “Kwame,” everybody’d turn around.
My father would talk to me about great Africans as if they were people who live round the corner. He’d be like,  


Saul: Come here baby, look at this picture. Joseph Cinque. 

The boat was called the Amistad and they took the shit over and they kept the motherfuckin white people alive so they could run the damn boat.  

April: Okay Daddy, then what happened?

Saul: They got to the port and Joseph said, “Who is the man in charge of the law?” He told them his village, his father, his father’s father, how he was illegally captured against the rules of war. 

Plus in the picture, he is fine. I was like, 

 (dreamy) Oh oh, I love Joseph Cinque!

My father had decided I would go to an exclusive all white private elementary school, so I could learn the tools of the enemy. So I have an afro, a pierced nose, Lord & Taylor dresses and eighty five dollar Stride Rite shoes because if you black and you with white people, you got to have on your best clothes.  And we had watched some special on PBS about the Dahomey people, in West Africa.  My mother’s family had traced her great-great-grandfather back to that tribe.  So my dad was like, 

Saul: See, see now: this is why your features are like this.  Whereas the Masai are much more like this and the Ashanti are like this.

And I was like, 

But Daddy, you don’t know none of those people.  You half white.

Saul: I’m black.

(beat)

So I had just learned about the Dahomey, and we had Show and Tell. This was kindergarten.  And this kid named Gunther got up. Gunther had recently come to Miami from Austria. And he had lederhosen, platinum blond hair, and he talked about his family making strudel. And I was like, 
April: I’m from someplace else too.  I would like to share.

And I stood up, and I said, 

I am from Africa. I grew up in a small village. It was originally bigger, but it is now smaller because of slavery.

And Mrs. Greene said, 


Ah- where in Africa, April?

April: We’re Dahomey. From Benin. That is in West Africa, not very far from Togo.  It’s near the coast. 

And she was like,


. . . . .


So, what do they eat?

And I said,


April: Rice. 


Mrs. Greene: And what else?


April: Different kinds of rice.

And she called my parents, and she told them I had a problem with lying. 

Saul: This school calls me up. You say, “we are concerned your daughter has a problem with the truth.”  You pull me out my job, I come to the school. Principal sittin there with the teacher. No child. I said I’m givin you all my gotdamn money. Is the child gonna be present? 

And Mrs. Greene is like,

Well, we feel that we should talk to the parents and establish a rapport.

Saul: Well the accused person should be able to stand here and defend themselves if you got something to say. 


Mrs. Greene: She’s just a child.


Saul: She’s a person. 

And they brought me into the room. 

Mrs. Greene: Hello, April. 

Saul: Hey baby, how you doin.

(beat)

Mrs. Greene: Why don’t I begin.

At show and tell today, our little Gunther got up and shared about his heritage, do you know, and about some of his family’s Austrian traditions, and—possibly, it seemed as if it were a “Heritage Show and Tell.” Because afterwards, April said she’d like to take a turn. And April. . .why don’t you tell your father what you said. 

April (to Saul): I said I was from Benin, daddy from the Dahomey people. Near Togo. 

(beat.)

 Saul: ( to Mrs. Greene:) Yes? 

Mrs. Greene: Well. (chuckles uncomfortably)

Saul: I don’t understand what the problem is. She told you where she was from.  Did you think we just appeared here and waved a flag and people came and invited us into their homes? I told my daughter where she came from because nobody else here is going to tell her except 1161 Northwest 38th Street.

Mrs. Greene: Well, we were talking about literally--

Saul: Are you going to sit here and tell me ‘lit-rally’ that’s not where my daughter is from?  She not from where you from.  

Mrs. Greene: Well, we all know that April is not actually from Africa.

Saul: Look at me! Where the fuck else am I from? I ain’t from this motherfucker! I got dragged here, in some chains. By some folks, that you motherfuckers know. Is that why we sittin up in here? Is that why we sittin here? Cause she from Africa? 

Mrs. Greene: Well, Mr. Thompson, but—

Saul: The girl look like she from Africa to me! Where you got her from? Your house? You got some people related to you that look like that? I think not.  This is some bullshit.

And Mrs. Greene was like, 


(silence)

Saul: April, did you lie?


(April shakes her head no)

Saul: Are you from Africa?


April: Yes, Daddy.

Saul: You know some people from Africa?

(nods)

Saul: Who you know? 

April: Joseph Cinque. 

Saul  (looks to Mrs. Greene: “see?”): Now did she give you any incorrect information? 


April (whispers, tugging at him): The rice. 

Saul (to April): Well, the Dahomey people do make a rice and it’s long grain and they double bake it and put it in stews. 

(to Mrs. Greene) The people of West Africa, eat a lotta rice! They 

GRIND

The MOTHERFUCKIN

RICE.

If she got the book, and she did the research, and she can tell you where she from, then why we sittin up in here, and you try and call my baby a liar? (Saul stands, crescendoing) This: is some racist ass bullshit. Don’t sit here and tell me I don’t know where I’m from or my child doesn’t know where she’s from.  She deserves an A for the history lesson she just gave you.

April: Now my father didn't just jump out the womb sounding like that. He was raised by a woman we called Auntie Carolyn. She wasn't really my aunt, but we'll get to that later. 


Auntie Carolyn was a black-black woman from Eleuthera, a tiny island in the Bahamas that they call the Rock. Because it was that hot, and that dry. Back in the day that's where they brought the slaves, chained them down to the ground, no holding cell, and either you die or you survive on the rock.  


When Auntie Carolyn was ten years old, her Mama Una packed her up and brought her to Miami. And they settled in a neighborhood called Liberty City.  Now, Liberty City is smack dab in the middle of Miami. It is full of Bahamians, Cubans, Jamaicans, Haitians, Gullah people, African-Americans from all over the south—and the one thing they all have in common is that they are all black.  


My Auntie Carolyn grew up there. She lived in the same house her whole life.  And one day, when she was an adult, this Bahamian woman named Gertie moved in next door.  And then Gertie met a Cuban man named Cyril.  And we gonna find out all about him. 

(Auntie Carolyn is cooking in her kitchen. She has a thick Bahamian accent)

Auntie Carolyn: 

April, come on over to ya Auntie Carolyn. Got to tell ya bout ya daddy.

And you know that’s complicated 

All dem crazy people involve. 

Okeayah.
'fore you had Dark and Lovely 

'fore you had Cream of Nature
It was just white cream
In a jar. 
And you put it on 
And wait till your head burn up
And wash it out and your hair is straight
Dat is a conk.
And a conky
Is a man whose hair is always straight 
Even without the cream. 
But you know 
Dere just a little bit a black drop in dere because de hair have too much
wave.
Dat is a conky.

Now ya daddy's father Cyril, he a wiry conky from Cuba.
He grow up he get on de boat, he say--


Cyril: I thought it was de boat to Florida
and I end up in de Bahamas.
I get offa de boat-
Y yo veo a una negrita

De las caderas magnificas   

I say that's my wife   
And I stay.

Auntie Carolyn: Now after a while Cyril working on de boats, he come from de
Bahamas over by Miami.
Dis loud, round-ass lady Gertie, she my neighbor
Come runnin back to Liberty City--


Gertie: “Aye saw me a conky…. 

down on the dock!”
Me went out to de club.
Ah slow dance with him, all rub up on him 

 

Carolyn: And you know she doan make it to church de next morning. 

I say:
Good lord how dis woman get dis fine conky
(letting her in on the secret) De secret being: 
De blacker you are de more you want a person who is white white white
But only you know that they are black.

 

So 
They gwan on and on and he takin her out in broad daylight
And you know she gwan come up pregnant.
So she come running out the door with the nekked baby in her arms--

Gertie: Praise god de baby is yella and pretty wit curly hair like he daddy!  

Auntie Carolyn:
Dey name him Saul James. 
Dat your doddy.
Cyril work in de Bahamas all week
Come Friday, 

he take de boat over by Miami

Spend the weekend wit Gertie and Saul

Den he go back.
Four years it go on
Dey not married
And one day it occur to me:
Dat man have a family back in Nassau.

(sucks the air in front of her teeth with a hiss—five-count)

Well. 
One weekend Cyril doan come.

Gertie pack up her bags and she say

 

Gertie:  Carolyn, I gwan find Cyril
Follow him to the Bahamas
And make him me husband.
Caan ya watch Saul?

 

Auntie Carolyn: I say fine.
Friday go by 
Saturday go by
Sunday go by
Monday go by
You know dat dirty bitch doan come back?
At de end of two weeks I said dat-dirty-fucking-lying-slut-whore-is-not
coming-back -

She-leave-dis-child-doan-say-goodbye-boo-shit-dog-do-you-wanna-
bone. 
I stay, I raise Saul as my own.

You know de bitch come back thirty years later
Talking about,

Gertie: “I want see my granchirren!”  


Auntie Carolyn (to Gertie):
Thirty years?
How long it took you find Cyril?  

The island ain't but dat big!
(to April)

I say ohhhh no.
Your grandchildren?
I have some granchirren; I don't know whas you have.



April: Auntie Carolyn had another neighbor too, named Miriam Johns, and Miriam Johns had three sons and one daughter, Lily. My mother. Lily was 13 when they moved to Miami, right down the street from Carolyn. 

And, even in high school, my mother was---fabulous.  Her best friend was La’marr. La’marr would coif Lily’s hair in a bob. La’marr was a six foot six drag queen, except he didn't wear dresses, just long flowing pantsuits, and he had a bob too. The way he did my mother's hair, he made it move; and when a black girl's hair moves in the wind like a white girl's, there is a certain amount of fame that comes with that. Lily sang jazz, cause La’marr coached her.  Lily dressed fabulously, cause La’marr dressed her. Pink cashmere sweaters made in Europe--and this is a working class black neighborhood. My mother was a la-dy. 

(La’marr’s beauty salon. He is doing Lily’s hair) 

La’marr: (grunting) Hon-ey
Soon as I mix up these chemicals

We gonna put some perm on this kitchen. 

Lily, if it weren’t for me

You’d walk round lookin a mess like when you first came from Tampa. (laughs)

Girl! You was k-u-n-t-r-e-e country. 

Ain’t yo fault though: You wasn’t nut’n but thirteen.

Yo mama work all those jobs leave you sittin on the porch trying to comb out your hair, 

And here come Saul, scrollin up the block with a can of Royal Crown talking bout:

Saul: It ain't nappy girl, it's just dry. 

La’marr: Hangin around tryin' to get close so he could get in them drawers.

Lily: He was not!

He was lookin out for my brothers and me

(proving it:) You know Saul was the one

That taught my brothers how to cook lasagna,

We were out of food, Saul would go pick it up.

La’marr:  Any nigga can buy a bag a groceries. 

Hhrnh.

Lily:  And he taught us things.

We would all listen to him

And not because he was so charismatic--

But because he was--

Right.

He sat my brothers down and he said:

Saul: White people don't like us 

And black people don't like ourselves,

So here's what we're gon do

We're gonna learn to like ourselves.

And here's how we're gonna do it:

We're gonna buy up buildings

We're gonna clean up the neighborhood

And everybody has responsibility and it's all clear.

Lily: I hadn't met anybody like that

that made it simple. 

And that was so full of hope

And the expectation of good.

You know I had my future daughter's name picked out when I was ten years old?

I wanted to name her Salamander

And call her Sally for short

And then my Aunt Edith said 

Aunt Edith: Baby:

That's a fish.

What other names you like?

Lily: And I said April. (beat)

When Saul got me pregnant

My mother said, 

Miriam: You’re just 19

y’all don’t have to get married.

Lily: I was like oh no
I'm getting married. 

Saul was so 

Excited

About this baby it was like

A kid at Christmas but every day.

He was like 

"I'm going to BUILD the nursery."

And my Grandma Grace was like:

Grandma Grace: Oh lord, they gon have the child in a beanbag hanging from the ceiling. 

Lily: So Grandma Grace went to her Sears catalog,

and ordered an entire room of furniture. 

And when the deliveryman came 

Saul said:

Saul: I ain't ordered none a this shit built on the labor of some exploited brown motherfucker for a dollar a day. 

Lily: And you know that deliveryman took that furniture back.

And when Saul finished building his furniture.

We had a grand unveiling

He had built a crib

Sanded it down

Stained it with a pale pale pink

And on the side in blue cursive writing it said "Miss April."

I was in love before:

But now I was 

Completely swept away.

And we didn't have any money. 

He made something so beautiful

Out of absolutely nothing. 

(Lights shift, up on April)

April: Our house was different from all the other houses on our street. We had beanbags everywhere, no doors, just beaded curtains, mestizo paintings all over the place, and my father made every piece of furniture in our house by hand. Our entire living room was dominated by a wall of records: Dakota Staton, Miriam Makeba, Coltrane, lots of African people--and Stevie Wonder. 

After a political rally, everyone would be at our house: my dad's African friends who were all revolutionaries--but actual real revolutionaries, not motherfuckers who write poetry, live in Brooklyn, and change their name to “Revolution” when it’s actually D’wayne. These guys’ dads were back home fighting a civil war and they were here in school learning how to build a new government when the guns were laid down. And Abe and Judith, the Jewish socialists, talking about Franz Fanon and cultural imperialism. A bunch of santeros, a bunch of Cubans who really did not speak English but were like "revolucion!" And Prince Shorty the Jamaican record producer-slash-drug dealer who grew the most beautiful roses in his front yard. 

Every day was some crazy gathering at our house.  But holidays were the biggest. And nothing was bigger than Christmas morning.  By eleven AM, the whole neighborhood would be in or around our house. 

This Christmas, my best present was my baby brother Toure. He had been born three weeks before.  Golden brown and loud as hell, he woke us up before the sun was even up, and Auntie Carolyn came over at six forty AM with pigeon peas and rice, fish and grits and johnnycake. 

(Carolyn is in her kitchen once again)

Carolyn: Dis is a black American ting:

Aftah de Christmas presents people trow open dere doors and it like errybody had a meeting and dey come into agreement:

Stevie Wonder is de official music of Christmas morning. 

I come over wit de pigeon peas and rice

See de new bike Saul bought for April:

White Schwinn. 

I said oh my lord only my child can fall down wit de training wheels on.

I say Saul. Walk beside de bike while she ride.

But he say:

Saul: Naw, I’ma take the training wheels off

That's how you learn you fall down, 

And get back up.

Carolyn: So I watch

Baby get all de way to de end of de block

Turn around come back I say dat's my girl

I turn my head for musta been one second
Car come round de corner

Halfway drive up on de sidewalk

He hit her hard enough to knock her down

I say ya crazy man!

Hit my child I pull you out the car beat ya ass down to de ground.

Fore I caan get to de man

Here come Saul

Kickin over rocks and bridges look like OJ in dat commercial runnin thru de airport

Talkin bout he tryin to get to de rent a car place

I love dat commercial dat man fine.

Not de OJ you know now.

Back den he had a black wife.

Okeayah.

If you don't marry a white woman you don't have to kill a white woman. 

Saul was up on de man in one fell swope he done hit de man in de car

At de same time reaching down to pull de bike off April.

He hold his baby till she calm down

He say:

Saul: Daddy’s here. 

You not alone.

I told you baby,

You not alone.

Carolyn: I say: 

Dat's my boy. 

OJ to de rescue. 

April: My dad would test me like that. Go out and fall down till you learn to get back up.  And the older I got, the more intense the tests became. You're the center of our world, you're our princess, but in the real world people are gonna be fucked up, and this is why, and I'm giving you the tools to be prepared for it. In kindergarten. 


Now, Auntie Carolyn had her opinions about that.  But mostly she tolerated it, because my dad always came in and saved me in the end.  Until: I was six years old and we all took the boat over to Eleuthera, the tiny island in the Bahamas Auntie Carolyn came from, and my dad decided he would teach me a lesson. 

Carolyn: Ya mama and ya daddy dey were doin that black power ting


And they had the child in multiple color go go boots


You had de blue de red de white and de black ones

Now I don want you wear de black ones cause ya look like a stripper in Foxy Brown movie

But ya daddy so proud.

Had to have de babies wit de nappy afros I want to straighten dat hair out so bad


I say we can go back to Africa but we doan have to stay!

So, we take de boat over by Eleuthera. Ya daddy take ya out for de afternoon, ya come back snot all runnin down ya face. I say Saul why de baby cryin?


Saul: It's okay Carolyn, she just hadda learn a lesson.


Carolyn: I said oh no. What lesson ya teach de child.


Saul:  I'm teachin her about her history, that's all. Child have to learn.

Carolyn: (realizing) I said goddammit ya motherfucker ya did it. Ya took her to de chain.


Saul:  Well, that's her people. She gotta understand they brought her 
people here from Africa and chained them down--


Carolyn: Dat's fine she can know about her people but why ya take her to 
de slave shackle six years old! Six years old. It's bad enough ya won't let 
her have no doll baby wit de white people hair she gotta wait till dey 
make a nappy-headed doll baby. But why ya got to traumatize de child?


Saul: It don't traumatize the child! It makes her understand. 

Carolyn: What she got to understan? Dey bring de slaves from Africa, chain dem to de ground on de rock, if dey don’t die dey send dem off to work. 


Saul: She got to understand what it feels like, so she knows what it 
means.


Carolyn: How she gwan understan how it feels? You gwan chain her to 
de slave shackle herself?


Saul:  (beat)


Carolyn: Ya chain her up? Ya chain ya own child lock her in de 
shackles so she can't get free? It 98 degrees! How long ya chain her up.


Saul: Long enough for her to understand.


Carolyn: How long.


Saul:  Bout fifteen minutes.


Carolyn: Fifteen minutes??? Where were you dese fifteen minutes? Off 
gettin 
conch salad while ya baby sit in de shackle dyin in de sun?


Saul: Shit, fifteen minutes ain’t that long. Niggas was in the sun for days--

Carolyn: Dat not a nigga! Dat’s ya child. 


Saul:  And that child, gotta know she black.

Carolyn: She know she black! Ya got her in de school all white people, de only ones like her work in de kitchen. She know. You don’t have to give her tribulation when she come to de Bahamas! 

Dey treated us like we not people. Why ya treat ya own child like she not a person. Dat’s what dey did to us.  
Saul: (sharp) Look, Carolyn, I am not doin, what they did to us. (softens) Listen, I know goin there is hard, that’s my baby I know! But I want her to understand it, so she don’t have to be afraid. I had to be a grown-ass man before I had--- 

(beat)

--before I had somebody sit down and talk to me bout where I was from. I don’t want that for my baby. 

I want her to know somebody honors where she come from. 

I want her to know that we hadda fight, and that only a warrior could survive what we had to survive. 

I want her to get up outta that shackle when her daddy comes back for her with an ice cream cone, and stand up straight and tall. 

Carolyn:  (relenting) Okeayah. Fine. But I tell you one ting. You take her out dere again put some rusty ass shackles from 100 years ago on my baby? I will beat ya ass from here to Miami and back to Eleuthera again. 

April:  What my Auntie Carolyn didn't know, though, was that when I sat there in the 98 degree weather in my go-go boots, and I closed my eyes, I saw the faces of these amazing people that survived. Those slaves became superheroes to me. Like Wonder Woman and Superman, but better, and real, and with faces like my mom.  And my dad. And Auntie Carolyn. And me. 


And back at home, when people started trying to stop my dad, it just gave my family something that we had to survive.  Together.  With that long line of survivors standing right behind us.  

(Lily is at the family dining room table, working on a project for the kids.  Singing to herself as she works: “Poetry Man.”)


Lily: I always taught my kids


You get lost at the mall


Find the nearest policeman


And tell him your name, and your address,



And your mommy's name and your daddy's name.


They'll keep you safe, and they'll bring you home. 


But the movement started growing.


It wasn't just talk


We were really changing things.


I didn't say, April don't tell the police


Your name and address;


But I started to teach her alternatives.


How to get to our house


How to get to her grandmother's house


How to get to her Auntie Carolyn's house. 


On her own.


One night I answer the phone and


It's Saul.

Saul: They picked me up leaving a community meeting

I asked them what they bringin me in for, they couldn’t tell me nothin.

Yeah I know

I know I ain’t done shit

It don’t matter.

They got me here locked up like some criminal.

No I don’t know when they gonna let me out -

They said they’re “looking into my associations”

And they holdin me. 


Lily: I wake up April and Toure


Put them in our red VW van


Toure—(laughs)


He only two years old


But he talk more than his daddy.


He’s all excited, he says--

Toure: Mommy Mommy are we going to Key West? (laughs)

Lily: (laughs) At the station April says: 

April: Mommy, what did Daddy do wrong?

Lily: So I tell her, remember how I told you that the reason the cops stop us so much 


is because Daddy does organizing work, 


and it always happens around the same blocks, 


and always when we're on our way to a meeting?


Your daddy didn't do anything wrong.


They just don't like the work that daddy does. 


After five or six hours, the sun's coming up. 

Finally they bring him out.

Broken.

Tired.

Like his poetry just

Walked out the door.


He doesn't say a word till we get in the car.

It’s like he’s in this whole other place.


And then he just says 

Saul: Why you have those kids here all night?


Lily: So I tell him:
Because I wanted them cops to know you have a family. 


That you have a wife and children who love you


And we are going to sit right here 

And wait for you


Until they let you out.

I wanted you to know

That we are so proud of you

For the work you do.

You’re not a criminal; you are changing people’s lives.

You’re making them see what’s possible.

And I am not gonna let them take that away from you.

And he says:

Saul: Thank you.


Lily: You’re welcome. 

When we got home he pulled us all into the bedroom 


and we slept like that all day long,  


all four of us 


curled up together in our bed. 

 (Lights shift)

April: Now, it wasn't always just the four of us. Oh no, there's more. Back when my dad was about ten years old, Auntie Carolyn got pregnant, with a man named Preston who we don't talk about, and out came Valerie. So Valerie was my dad's baby sister.  She was ten years younger than him--so she was cool. And around when I got about eight or nine, I realized just how cool she was, and I started following Valerie-- everywhere. 


The best was when I'd get to go over to her house for the weekend: Her condo--man. Minimalist, no wood paneling, no plastic on the furniture, no beanbags, it looked like the fucking MOMA. 


And she hung out with Earth, Wind and Fire! She didn't just listen to the music. She hung out with them. 


I'd lay on her bed and sneak cigarettes and drink kool-aid out of Valerie's cognac glasses. If she was going to a house party, I got to go. 

She bought me my first pair of go-go boots. She'd take me shopping to the stores in the ghetto. My understanding of being black was intellectual, with my dad and the African heroes. But Valerie was just black like everyday black people.  

(Valerie’s boudoir).

Valerie: April

Come here girl

We goin to a party tonight

And you 

Gonna help me get dressed.

Hand me them shoes

The clear plastic ones

Not those—

Yeah.

Ohhh! Earth Wind and Fire's gonna be up in this party tonight 

Shiiit— Even my mama

Would take her shit off

For Earth Wind and Fire. (laughter)

She'd be in the kitchen talkin bout

Carolyn:
I be cookin some collard greens

And some turnip to mix wit de cabbage

For de band.

Valerie (laughter):

The last party I was at 

That coffee table: all glass.

They had so much cocaine

Piled up in neat 

Little 

Piles.

And a little razor on the end.

It was so pretty. 

(laughter)

Don't tell your daddy bout that though.

He'd kick my ass 

He want me to be the alderwoman and shit, all workin for the gov’ment

And I don't wanna let your daddy down. 

What?

Yeah, shit, girl, he my big brother!

You know.

He been lookin out for me since I was lil. 

Yeah well you know back then I was always too tall 

Too loud

Just couldn’t fit

And one day I was like

On the playground

and all the girls are doin they like cheer

Chitty chitty bang bang watch Valerie do her thing alright (sings) 

(April tries to do the cheer, Valerie interrupts and teaches her)

Not like that! You do it like a little white girl. Like this.

(Valerie does the cheer again, showing April)

5,6,7,8

Chitty chitty bang bang watch Valerie do her thang 

Alright

Hey hey 

Alright

My back hurt

My pants too tight

My hips shake to the left to the right

To the left, to the right

Left, right, left, right

I say now

Chitty chitty bang bang watch Valerie do her thing

Alright

Hey hey 

Alright

Yeah, I still got it, right.

I'm tired now though, shit. Uhmm (she sits)
But I went up there and I was tryin to do it

And I was so much 

Bigger than them

That when I did it just looked stupid

And your daddy came up he said

Saul: Val

You don’t wanna be them

You do you

And let the rest of them motherfuckers catch up.

Valerie: And you know I got home and I thought about that.

As I got older

I would just follow your daddy to meetins and sit ins

And I would watch him

Fight

For what he believed in.

And I thought

I wanna do that too.

The people I went to school with 

They don't know. They don't know

Why the trash don't get picked up in our neighborhood but once a week

Why when the power goes off during a storm

Here in Liberty City it stay off

For three days

But in Coral Gables

Shit come back on in a day.

I got involved in the Panther breakfast program 

Black student union

Voter registration and shit

Did it all with your daddy.

And he was runnin for City Council

And he said 

Saul: Val

You should run for Alderwoman.

Valerie: I was like

Ain't nobody gonna vote for my black ass (laughing)

But your daddy was like

Saul: Yeah they will

You just 

tell em the truth.

Valerie: And we made a poster

And it had your daddy behind me in profile and his big afro and his beard

And my headband was black and red and gold.

And it was Saul Thompson and Valerie McGraw:

Brother and sister in struggle. 

We won.
(beat)
I want so much for y'all

I want you to never go someplace

And feel like nobody you know has never done nothin.

I want you to have a black doll baby

And a black Baby Alive!!

Y'all my heart. Y'all always be my heart. 

Even when I have my own babies. 

Now come help me buckle up these shoes.

We better get on to this party. 

April: Valerie was an alderwoman for four years, till she was 26. And in that time she got her condo, and her master's degree, and her teaching job, and then she had her party life at night with the Cleopatra Jones outfits. I don't know how she ever slept. 


And then: she got a boyfriend. Sugar was 40. He owned a record store in Little Haiti. Married, with kids. Smooth as shit. And everybody said Sugar was a drug dealer.  But nobody seemed too worried at first: It’s the 70s; it's Miami; everybody did drugs. I missed Valerie, but she was doin okay, partying with Sugar and her funk crowd at night and helping the community by day. 


And then crack hit. 


At first, all anyone knew was it was a great high. You don't see the effects till six months down the road, till you get the walking corpses on the street, stealing pocket change from kids. But for those first six months, everyone did it socially, smoked it at parties. Nobody knew what it really was. Including Valerie. 

Auntie Carolyn: I knew

She was gwan be a dirty little bitch from the day she was born.

Know what I'm saying:

You say go dis way she go dat way

When she was six I saw her slap a boy on de head on de playground

Because he would not play de ball game 

Wit her because she was a girl.

She knock de boy down, shame him in front of all his friends.
Den she get de ball and she say 'okay, let's play.'

But a joy to raise her. 

But oh

Stubborn

And big.

And I know Sugar

Dat motherfucker

Wit a wife and children over by Miami Beach

I know he sell drugs

Little cups and de saucers and de spoons all over de place

But it never occurred to me dat she would be doing it too  

Till I see her getting skinny.

And dat girl

Can she eat!!! 

She come to visit I say you have to call first so I can go to de grocery store.

I say Valerie what happened to ya boongy

Ya boongy shrivelin up hangin down 

And dis is a vain chile

Dis chile iron her shorts to go to gym class

Now her hair back in cornrows

Chapped lip with de dry ring around de mouth

I say something not right. 

I don’t say nothing.

I don't fuck with people. 

I just watch.

I know my chile. 

Something not right.

So I come over to her house

For spring cleaning

I go to her big fancy condominium

White people livin round

And something not smell right I say dirty motherfuckers I can smell de funky white people from here. 

But den I walk tru de door

Garbage bags piled up 

TV gone off de console

I look in the refrigerator

No food

Not a scrap. All spoiled tings.

I said dat's not my chile.

My chile buy her ground beef 

At de beginning of de week

Chop up de green pepper and de onion

Crunch up de cornflakes

Press it into patties and wrap it in tinfoil like I taught her.

I don't know why, I look for de hamburger patties and I don't see dem and I have to cry,

I don't know why. 

But something telling me: I do know why.

I just--I not ready.

I not ready to know. 

Next weekend she come 

She move back into her room.

She get up erry day like she gwan to work

And then one day she doan get up. 

I feel this thing

Happenin to my chile 

And I feel like I want 

Fight
But my hands are tied behind my back

Because to fight I have to face it

And I not ready.

Till I come home

To an empty house

My front door standing wide open

My television is gone.

My stereo is gone. 

All my jewelry I doan hide--is gone. 

And Valerie

Is gone.

I can't cry.

So I cuss. 

I call Saul. 

I say you put a lock

On my bedroom door.

He say 

Saul: Carolyn,

You gon let Val come back in the house?

Live here and steal from you again?

Carolyn: I say 

Dat's my chile

I doan want my chile in de street. 

Put de lock on de door. 

Weeks later

Valerie walks in like nothin happen.

She say

Valerie: I just needed time.
Carolyn: I said time?

Time for what?

I don't see you for three week almost month

Walk up in here

After you left my door standing wide open and my house empty

You have something to tell me? 

Tell me.

Because I'm not gwan say it

I'm not ready

I'm not ready I'm not ready I'm not gwan say it I need to hear you say it

And I feel my heart beat up against my chest so loud

And my head hurt

I feel like I'm bursting

And she just stand there in the kitchen look at me with dem sad eyes

Like she did when she was a baby

And she look at de padlock

And she look at me

And she say 

Valerie: I wanna stay.

Carolyn: And I say

Okeayah.

A week go by

She disappear again

When she come back:

Tore 

Up.

Now I know she smoke de pipe.

I still can't say it.

Cause it like if I say it

Den it’s a thing that is.

Like if I say it I give birth to it 

being

De truth. 

But I look at her

And I know

She's a crackhead. 

She go in her room 

She sleep 2 or 3 days.

I go shoppin

And I in de hardware store

And I see de bars for de window

And I say I can't lock de world out

But I can lock my chile in.

So de world cant get to my chile.

Valerie wake up try to open de door say she have to pee

I doan answer

She start hollerin

I doan answer

Den she start beggin and moanin

Like something run over in de street

I bring her dinner she peed de bed

I say dere's fresh sheets in de closet

And dere's a pan underneath de bed

And she look at me she say

Valerie: Ya plan dis?

Carolyn: And I know she mad cause she talk like the Bahamas

She jump up throw de tray down on the floor push me toward de door

I say you big but I will beat your ass into de ground 

And I will send you back to whence you came

If you fuck with me tonight. 

She fought me

It break my heart but I so mad

I push her down on the bed and I smack her

Like she a little chile

I beat her like a chile

Till she just give up.

Start throwin up cause she want more drugs

I clean it up

Lock de door, go make her anudder plate

Some lime tea

Go get a bucket

Take rubbin alcohol and hot water

Take off her clothes, give her an alcohol bath

And she let me

Cry

Valerie: I sorry mommy, I sorry 

Carolyn: I say: I know.

Dat's my chile

De only one 

I got. 

(Lights shift. We are with Lily, again at her table, singing to herself: “Lovin You”).

Lily: Those first ten years

were a great time to be married to a revolutionary. (laughs)

He had 

His baby 

In a pack on his back

Walkin down the street in the march holdin a sign: Power to the People.

There were all these

Bright 

Young

Shining black men

And I happened to have one of my own!

That doesn’t happen every day.

It started to turn

I would say

When they went after Huey, really.

It made it 

Glaringly clear

Alright if you stand up you gon get shot. 

So Saul started carrying a gun.

Saul and his friends--

They’d go to city meetings, present their economic plans

And then the cops would rush them on the way out the door.

The work they were doing--

It was so--

Threatening

To the people who ran things

That they treated them like they were criminals.

 (phone rings. Saul answers.)
Saul: They arrested him again?

Goddamn.

We ain’t doin nothing but tryin to push this bill through--

Yeah I know they don’t like it but come on, we just tryin to get some black people some jobs. 

Alright I can fill in for him at the meeting.

 Yeah, I’ll be there in the morning.

Lily: Cops were pullin people over all the time

Tapping the phones in the community offices

Sittin parked in their cars on our street. 
Six in the morning and late into the night.

It was much more about instilling fear

In cocky negroes who knew their rights, 

Than it was about really containing anyone. 

And it wasn't really specifically about our family, not at first;

Just a constant reminder that

What you're doing we don't like

So we gon watch. 

(phone rings. Saul answers)

Saul: You know what, fuck that.

That bill woulda passed if they hadn’t known about it ahead a time.

(rhetorically) How you think they found out?

They got all kinda recorders all over our offices.

You know what, 
You go back in there and you tell them if they don’t bring this up for 

another vote

I’m goin to the press.

It’ll “escalate tensions”

I’ll tell you what “escalates tensions”, is four hundred people who can’t feed their families when they up there spending thousands of dollars monitoring the people who are tryin to create jobs.

No. Fuck that.

I’m a go up there tomorrow and tell ‘em myself.

Lily:  It didn't take a turn

For us as a family

Till Saul started really pushing things on the Council.

He was fearless.

Police chiefs, senior members, he’d say anything to anyone.

The whole neighborhood got behind him

His--

Charisma

And the ability he had to talk to regular people

It frightened them

And they thwarted him.

And when they thwarted him--- (beat; shift)

Saul: What?

You can’t do that.

You can’t kick me off the council, I was elected.

The people put me there.

You know how many people I talk to out here every day thankin me for this?  

You can’t just--

(beat)

What?

An internal vote?

That’s some back alley shit.

(beat)

Yes I see how it is.

I see how it really is.

Lily: I had never known Saul as beaten. 

He didn't want me to know him that way either.

He was mad all the time

And my asking

Why are you mad 

just made him madder.

With the other women

He could go to them and not have to talk.

Get his power back.

I wanted 

To tell him

I just want you to stop and be with us

I've given my life to you

I've given you children

The very least that you could do 

Is be faithful

But I couldn't tell him

I didn't understand that holding someone accountable 

Is what grownups do

I thought he was supposed to just know.

And those people would always come knock on the door

With their magazines

Once every couple weeks, you know

And they would always say "well we have some good news for you."

They would say "we have hope." 

And I would say "Well we have

Our own kind of hope here already. We have hope

That our People will march on our

Big Road To Freedom and make a Better Society." 

And then all of a sudden one day 

I couldn't say that to them anymore.

And I let them in. 

Because my husband the hope-bearer

Hadn't come home in two days. 

Lights shift. It’s morning; Saul enters.

Saul: Lily

Why the kids all dressed up on a Sunday morning?

I know you not gon take those kids up in that cult church again.

(beat) 

Now come on.

I told you this is not what we about. 

I didn't sign on for my children to walk around in the world blind

Goin to some church tells them they can't think for themselves

Can't go to college and they can't vote?

Shit.

I can't talk to you.

You off on some tangent about a "new world?"

Ain't no "new world" except what comes from doin something

Right here in the real live world where people eat, shit and breathe!

And yeah it's hard out here--

Shit they just kicked me off the council 

For demanding that these corporate chains hire

Black people in black neighborhoods.

But I'm still goin out there and fightin every day---

Lily: Saul.

I understand all that. 

But I also understand--

(beat)

I just woke up one morning and it’s like:

This is the same struggle that everybody’s been fighting

Since the beginning of time. 

We’re fightin a war that has no end:

We’re fightin against how people are made inside. 

And I don’t want to get to the end of my life

And all I’ve done is raise children that all they know how to do is be warriors

Fighting and fighting for some dream that can't ever come true.

Saul: Can't ever come true, huh.

What you think we been doin the last ten years?

All them nights we spent up talkin bout what we want for our kids

You standin here tellin me that it's all just a lie?  

Lily: Yeah we sat down 

And we talked about what we wanted for our babies.

We wanted a lotta things. 

We wanted them not to be left 

Like we were left.  

We wanted them to have a mama and a daddy that was there.

That came home every night. 

We said we were a family.

Saul: Look.

I fucked up.

I didn’t know how to tell you I was ashamed

Because I felt like I had let you down

I didn’t know how to talk about it.

So I went someplace where I didn’t have to deal with that. 

And I am sorry.

But I haven’t left.
I would never leave you all.

I would never. 

And I am standing here right now with you

And you’re telling me

That everything I am is not enough. 

I want more just as much as you do!

But I can't run into a hole where people dream that God is gonna save them.

God helps those who help themselves:

That's what we supposed to be about.

Lily:  So we help ourselves. So we can vote. So we can get a job.

That don't matter if all you do is work eighty years and 

leave your children a world that's still a mess!   

I want more than that! 

Saul:  You gon stand here and tell me

That you think these 

Strangers in this church

Are gon be more to you

Than what we've done together?

Our children

Know what we know.

They’re not gon grow up to be anybody’s servant.

They can speak for themselves.
And you gon tell me that some cult that says just shut up, it'll be alright after you die

Is more a manifestation of God than that?

I can't accept that. 

And I won't accept you tryin to take our children away from everything 

We ever taught them!

Lily:  I'm not taking anything away. I am trying to give them something.

And I’m sorry

That you won’t see that

And I’m sorry

It had to come to this

But my God sustains me

And takes my fear away. 

And I’m more afraid of having that fear

Than anything else.

(calling, off:)  April!

Toure!

C'mon get your shoes on we're going to church.

Lights up on Carolyn, back in her kitchen.

Carolyn: Ya mama had been goin to dat cult church 

Takin y’all kids, givin out de magazines.

And Saul doan like dat 

he say it warpin your minds got to keep them clean for the revolution.

He was broke down

Takin a whipping from de sell-out-Uncle-Tom’s on de council

An he wife run off with her new husband Jesus.

He say Lily go back on erryting dey work so hard to get

Givin away all de freedom dey fight for

To some religion dat say 

Ya can't send ya children ta college

An ya can't vote. 

So one day Saul decide dat he has had enough.

He says:
Saul:  

I know that woman is not gonna go back to this church after I told her ass

Not to take my children up in that motherfucker.

He takes something from a drawer and puts it in the back of his waistband.

Carolyn:  Dese were his exact words

As he pull out de driveway.

I hollerin behind him 

(to Saul:)  “Saul!”

“Don’t gwan up in de people church!”

(to us)  He don listen. 

Music begins quietly under the following.
Carolyn: Saul barge right into de Meetin Hall 

People in de middle of dey service he just gwan walk down de aisle.

He find ya mama he don even have de decency to whisper

He just say:

Saul (loud, gruff):

Let’s go.

Lily (startled to see him):

Saul!

(then, gathering herself)

Saul sit down, you’re upsetting the kids. 

Saul does not budge.

Lily: Saul I said sit down.
When the service is over we’ll go home and talk about it.

Saul: I ain’t talkin about shit.  We done talkin.  We talked and talked

And all that’s happenin is you takin my children away. 

The congregation is staring.

Saul: I came here to get my family back. I ain’t gon hurt nobody.

I’m just gon take my wife, and my children, 

And bring them back to our home

Where they belong.

Lily puts the children in front of her, plants her feet.

Lily:  No, Saul.

I will not leave this place 

Of my worship. 

You’re not gonna take this from me too.

Saul:  What the fuck are you talking about, this place of your worship?

Y’all comin home with me.

Lily:  No.

We ain’t goin nowhere. 

I’ma hurt you like you did me. 

You gettin left alone now.

Carolyn: Now Saul ain’t never hit Lily. 

Oh.

Music stops.

De whole church

Gon jump to dey feet.

Saul pulls the gun out of his waistband.

Saul: Alright, all y’all motherfuckers sit down.

I said shut the fuck up 

And sit the fuck down.

This is my family. 

This is my family. 

We have a life together. 

And I will be goddamned if I let you crazy motherfuckers take my children from me.

C’mon. We goin home.
Lily: Saul, I am not coming with you.

He slowly puts the gun back in his pants. Reaches for the kids.

Saul: C’mon April.

C’mon Toure.

We goin home. 

C’mon stop crying. We goin home.
Carolyn: You know Saul put de children in de car

Took dem home, made dem boil fish and grits

And den he packed up his books and his records and all de children’s baby pictures

And he went over to de projects wit his girlfriend.  

April:  The first morning my dad was gone, my mom got us up and made our favorite breakfast: homemade corned beef hash, johnnycake, and lime tea. We stayed home from school that day, and we watched cartoons. We ate good. But then about a week after my dad moved out, the fridge started getting emptier.  And then the phone got cut off.  

The house was quieter.  No meetings, no Socialists, no Panthers, no santeros. It was our house. Me, my mom, and my brother.  Not my dad’s. We went to bed when we wanted to, we ate what we wanted, as long as we could afford it.  It was like summer camp—with food stamps.  

My dad had paid off the mortgage a few months in advance.  But running underneath everything, there was always this question: are we gonna make it?  My dad got pushed out of his job because of his politics, so everyone was broke.  Our neighborhood was changing: seemed like we started running into more and more of our neighbors down at the WIC office. The gas station on the corner kept going out of business and changing its name.  I told my mom,

Little April: It doesn’t feel like a family anymore.  

Lily: But we are a family: me, you and your brother.

April: But it didn’t feel whole. Like a table with a leg missing and it’s still standing up, but it could tip over anytime.  Like the slightest thing could come in and turn the whole thing upside down. 

Lily knocks at a door, April at her side.  No answer.

Lily: Hellooo, we have some good news for you this morning that we'd like
to share. . .

Good morning---

Hello—

April:  Mommy, they probably sittin in the living room hiding from us.  Nobody wants to talk to us on a Saturday morning. 

Lily:  Well, April, I think there are a lotta people out there would like to hear the good news we come to share.

April: Can we go?

Lily relents; they move on to the next house, knock and wait

Lily: Good morning.

April: I was supposed to go to Daddy’s today.

Lily: Yes, Miss April, we talked about that.  You’re gonna be coming out on Saturday mornings with me for a while now.  We have work to do.

April: I don’t want to be out here forcing people to take some magazine they don’t want!  I want to be over at Daddy’s. We supposed to go see Muhammad Ali talk about community-based economic development---  

Lily:  Well, you’re not.  

(They move on to the next house.)

Lily:  Hello there!  We have some good news for you this morning!

Still waiting

April:  I hate this dress.  If I was at Daddy’s I could wear my go-go boots.

If I was at Daddy’s I could watch the Peace Power kids on TV.
Daddy says I don’t have to be here if it’s not a free choice.  He says “the truth should hold up to scrutiny and we should challenge any ideas that require us accepting less.”

Lily (snaps): Well your Daddy’s not here waking you up for school and putting food on the table, now is he? 

April: No, but—

Lily:  Then he shouldn’t be questioning what I think is right and good for y’all.  Y’all don’t need no go go boots and hippie cartoons.  
You don’t need the kind of life your father was providing.  You need to stand next to me in your faith and share the good news of everlasting life; that’s our new mission.

The door opens

Good morning! We’ve come to bring you some good news.  

April:  We went from “warriors of the people” to “warriors for god”, but my neighborhood was still crumbling around us.  The police were waging war on community leaders, the FBI had infiltrated political action groups, stirring up trouble so people all stopped trusting each other. 

I didn't know how to be a warrior anymore, not for god or for the people. I just wanted my family back, the way we were, us against the world. 

But everything was falling apart.  My dad’s activist friends had shut up or fled the country, so all the economic development they were doing collapsed.  All the jobs dried up.  There wasn’t anywhere for any of us to go.  People were getting mad - and the police were getting madder. 

Lights shift.  Valerie in her car.
Valerie: April

Come here girl

Put your seatbelt on and close the door.

(out the window)

You bettah move that raggity-ass piece of junk

You slow assed 4-eyed bitch.

How was school?

Mm-hm, good. 

Press play on that player. 
(weird Alice Coltrane music)

Don't like that huh?

Well turn it down nen!

(April turns music down)
You better get used to it though

Cause I'ma be pickin you up from now on

Couple times a week, whenever the halfway house lets me out on a pass.

You ain't gon be catchin the bus no more.

Nope, me and your mama talked about that.

Not since that white cop picked up that little black girl, did things to her in his car?

Ain't nobody arrested him.

And now last week the po-lice picked up that Arthur McDuffie on his motorcycle and beat him to death.

That man had two little children just like you.

They just doin all kinda shit and ain't nobody stopping them.

Huh-uh.It's a different world now. 

So I'ma come bring you home. 

Whenever they let me out.

She drives

You know we ain't goin home today though.

Nuh-uh! 

April: Where we goin?

Valerie: Girl

We goin to a celebration tonight.
Everybody gon be up in there

You and Toure, your mama, Auntie Carolyn, maybe even your daddy

There gon be some people sing,

And then

We all gon get up in a circle and talk about 

How we started doin drugs

And introduce the people that have helped us get clean.

Y’all done put up with me stealin stuff, beatin up my own mama, goin to jail

But I'm here now.

Eleven months clean.

So when I introduce my family:

You stand up and you tell 'em your name and where you go to school. 

And I will say in front of everybody and the world

That I'm sorry and I'ma be here for my family now. 

April: For real though?

Valerie: Yeah!

And that’s why your ass

Ain't takin the bus home to Liberty City by yourself no more!

You might be all big and in fifth grade, but you can't fight no po-lice bullets

And I don't wanna have to beat a crackhead ass 

Tryin to rob your bookbag and your puncils. 

Okay? 

(Lights shift; music; we are in La’marr’s salon. April is in the chair, getting her hair done.)

La’marr: Miss April

It is 1979

And this:

Is a perm. 

It requires main-te-nance.

(La’marr parts her hair into four sections) 

You gon bring your narrow behind up in here every week

So La’marr can wash and set.

Hnnnh

(La’marr puts grease around her head) 

I can't believe ya daddy let you scraighten out that Afro.

That's what I know. 

April: Daddy don’t decide for me anymore.  I do. 

La’marr: (eyeing April) 

Well.

Hmm.

I hope you’ve “decided” to get your lil ass kicked tryin to look like a white girl

Cuz you know that’s what he gon say.

Girl, we got to catch that kitchen.

Cuz your daddy done kept you in the deepest darkest part of Africa with this afro.

(La’marr pretends to cut his finger on a nap) Ouch!
Mmm hmm

Now.

Get ready

Cause you know it’s gon burn.

Buck up!

(La’marr applies activator, April whines)

April: Ow!

La’marr: Oooh, chile why you gotta sound so pitiful?

(La’marr puts activator down the parts) 

You want Dorothy Hamill hair right?

You best bend the neck.

April:  It’s stingin.

La’marr:  Girl, you need to stop all that whinin. 

You be livin life high on the hog, hu-nny.

Niggas got it a lot worse than your scalp burnin up.

You could be gettin thrown in the backa the car by the po-lice!

That’s what happened to me!

Mm-mm-mm-mm.

Oh yes you know the other day 

I had the palazzo pants on hu-nny I was givin it. 

I had just finished my blond highlights

I had my mustache and my goatee freshly clipped.

And the cop gon pull me over comin out the Winn Dixie. 

No the motherfucker did not make me drape my six foot six fabulousness 

spread eagled out the motherfuckin Impala.

Come to find out there was a political action rally that day

And the pigs is just randomly roundin up niggas all afternoon.

Okay?

He brings April over to sink to rinse

Now I'm not one a them conspiracy niggas but a fact, is a fact. 

And then niggas have to go underground to foreign countries

Where they cant get no soul food?

You know Eldridge Cleaver is a angry motherfucker 

Cause he cannot get him a plate of collard greens

In Tanzania. 

Hello.

And Assata

Is eatin some black beans and rice.

 (He towels April's hair off)
Now look at that.

Moves in the wind just like a lil white girl.
That’s -

(He does a merengue) 

- Bonita.

What you doin now Miss April?

You got somebody pick you up take you home?

(Saul enters. Sees April’s perm.)

La’marr:  Ooh.  Yes you do.
Saul (sharp): What happened to your hair?

April: Nothing.

Saul: That don’t look like nothin to me.

April doesn’t respond

Saul: That look like somebody tryin to look like a little white girl.  La’marr who gave her permission to do this to herself?  Who paid for this?

(tense beat)

April: I did. 

Saul (to April): You what?

La’marr: Hu-nny --You know what? I think I got some highlights to attend to in the back. I’m out.

La’marr exits vigorously

Saul: I asked you, who paid for this?

April: I said I did.  I saved up from cleaning Auntie Carolyn’s bathroom and I called La’marr and I made an appointment for myself. 

Saul:  What you do that for?  

April:  I wanna look like--

Saul: You wanna look like somebody else?  Who? You know I like it when you look like Miss April. 

April: Yeah, well maybe I don’t care what you like anymore. 
Saul: What?

April: I’m tired of lookin like you.  I’m tired of wearing an Afro and everybody calling me “Kizzy” from Roots. I’m tired of nobody thinking I’m pretty.  Mommy won’t even let me sing “Car Wash” in the talent show, she say we ain’t got the money and that’s worldly and we in the church.  I can’t do anything!  At least I can have straight hair!  And you ain’t gonna stop me.  You…
Saul: What else you gonna say, Miss April?  I never told you you couldn’t talk to me. You want to say something to me, then go ahead and say it. 

April:  You can't make me do stuff anymore.  I don't have to wear an Afro and read about African History and go to the community center if I don't want.  That stuff didn’t keep us a family.  It didn’t work.  You not even there.  You left.  And now you off with your other family and mommy is at church and me and Toure are all alone.

Saul: You not alone, Miss April.

April: Yes I am!

Saul: Baby, you not alone. 

Daddy’s here. 

I’m right here. 

April:  No daddy, no you not.  

           You with them. 

April:  I told my dad forget about dinner and just take me back to my mom’s.  I didn’t care that I hurt his feelings.  The next week I was supposed to visit him I 

didn’t go.  Or the next.  And then after that, I couldn’t.  All of a sudden I wasn’t allowed to go over to the projects where my dad lived anymore.  Because a few

months earlier, in my neighborhood, the cops had picked up Arthur McDuffie, an unarmed black man, and beat him to death.  And now the trial for those cops was starting.  And those projects were heating up.  

Lights shift. 

Saul: I didn’t teach my kids about no “Santa Claus.” 

I said Santa Claus is named Saul Thompson, he gotta beard too.

Ain't no imaginary motherfucker gonna come down your chimney and give you shit.

And I told them, I said that's why I gotta spend all those nights away from home

(to kids)

Cause your daddy's workin

Trying to make things better for people in our neighborhood. 

(to audience)

Nobody would build shit in the ghetto back then 

And I wanted to bring more options in

So people could do more besides kill each other and struggle.

I taught my kids, I brought them in to work

Toure said

Toure: Daddy this your office?

Saul: I said yeah.

I built this motherfucker.

So other people in your neighborhood could build their own offices too.

We brought that K-Mart in

Planted it down right next to the Family Medical Clinic

There was more jobs for black people

On this one street corner

Than for twenty miles around.

Even if a nigga couldn’t read he could get a job at the K-Mart. Somebody hadda sweep the motherfucker!

And in 1979 for a black person to have a job

With benefits

That wasn't workin in the post office or a garbage collector?

It changed motherfuckers’ lives.

The afternoon of the verdict 

Niggas was out

K-Mart barbecues was set

Up.

Lawn chairs was set 

Up.

TVs rigged up with extension cords

Fat ladies makin conch fritters

Listen to the radio watchin the TV.

And when the motherfuckers came on

"doo doo doo doo doo doo

we have a special news bulletin"

"We’re down at the Dade County courts

standin on the steps awaiting the McDuffie verdict"

You know 

The fat lady that make the conch fritters is sittin up on the edge of her 

K-Mart motherfuckin lawn chair

With bated breath and shit. 

(beat)

And not only were those police officers found

Innocent

But acquitted of all charges and their records expunged. 

(beat)

Niggas was like “aww.”

I was like you knew shit was comin!

You knew Kunta Kinte was gonna get whupped!

But when they tied Kunta Kinte up and start whippin him?

You was like “oh damn.

Kunta Kinte is getting fucked up.” 

And you can't believe the injustice is actually being done.

That disbelief simmers in the pot

With some butter and some garlic

The shit smell good--

(beat)

And then that shit start to burn.

(Stage goes black. We hear a dial tone, then ringing, then the following:)

Valerie: Saul it's Valerie. 

Can you hear me?

I'm at a pay phone. 

I was supposed to pick up April but I'm only on a two hour pass

And its a whole buncha traffic I can't get there. 

What?

No I ain't listen to no news

Oh Lord shit I done forgot about the verdict was comin down today, shit. 

Hello?

Saul?

Hello? 

(the phone is dead) 

God damn. 

(Still on recording. Dial tone, and then:)

Saul: Hello, this is Saul Thompson.

I’m lookin for my child.

Ma’am I can’t get out of---

I live in Miami city limits I can’t get out--

Well if the kids are lining up in front of the school, couldn’t you just go and call—

Her name is April Thompson she’s in the fifth grade, I know you know her ain’t but five black kids in the school-

Yes, she’s black.

Yes, I’ll hold.

He holds.

Hello?

She’s not there. 

I understand it’s after three o clock but if the city is shutting down 

But—

Okay.

Thank you.

(dial tone, then:)
Carolyn:  Saul?

Would ya calm down.

Wait, wait, wait, now Saul you know you can't travel through dere, 

dey got it all block off.
A black man? Dey gon stop ya every corner if dey don shoot ya on sight.

Just sit and rest ya nerve a minute. Aright?

Saul!

Just hold on don go out dere in de craziness.

Saul?
Goddamn it dat motherfucker hang up on me. 

 (Answering machine beep)

Lily:  Hello Saul?

Saul if you're there would you pick up the phone? 

(takes breath)

Alright.

Well I just called the school and they said April's not there. 

They said she got on some kind of bus.   So I--

I wondered if the kids were with you?  But you're not there. 

So--

I guess I'm going to go and try to find the kids. 

 (Lights up on April.)
April:
I couldn’t get through to anyone.  I kept calling and calling but all the lines were jammed up.  And I thought, where are my parents? Why aren’t they here? I can’t get home on my own.  And then I remembered: my little brother.  Toure was in second grade at Coconut Grove Elementary School, he was gonna be stuck just like I was, and he really couldn’t do it on his own.   I remembered what my mom and dad had told me about how to get home, and I marched right up to the schoolbus driver, who was black, and I said 

Little April: Can you give me a ride?

April: We got to my brother, I was like, 

Little April: C’mon Toure.  We gettin on the city bus and goin back to Liberty City.

April: The bus driver’s like, 

Bus Driver: No way, that’s not safe; y'all come to my house.

April:  I was like, 

Little April: We’re goin home.  Nothing's gonna happen to us, we’re black.

April:  Cause we'd had scares before.  We knew: they block all the exits from the expressway into Liberty City and then they barricade it off and put police around the perimeter. Everyone's locked in: the ones who wanna riot, as well as those who don’t. 

(Lights on Lily)

Lily: All I could think was oh my babies have to get to my babies.

When I get on the bus

It's all white people.  

And I've been places,

Lotsa places where I'm the only black person but today-- (beat)

They sort of looked up

Like they were all expecting me to say something 

And I looked back at them like 

What am I supposed to be saying. 

The bus moved

Half a city block 

In 45 minutes. 

By the time we stop

It's almost eight o' clock at night

It's getting dark

Streets are empty

And I’m still far away from my neighborhood. 

But I know my babies won’t be able to find their dad

There isn’t anybody for them but me

So I grab my purse tighter to my chest

Put my chin up

And start walking. 

(Lights on April)

April: We're on the bus for at least two hours, and finally we get off about twenty blocks from my house. And the corner store across the street is on fire.  And then a car drives by. With a white person in it. And they jump his car, and take him out and start beating him up.  And they don’t stop. 


My little brother just looked up at me. 

Toure: April, how we gonna get home?

April: I was supposed to know what to do.  I was supposed to stand up and say what’s wrong with you people, we’re children, you're supposed to help us.  But I couldn’t talk.  I was lost.  My parents told me: you have to know who you are and you have to know how to get home and you have to know where your family is.   And I didn’t know where they were anymore.  I couldn’t find my mom and dad. 

But all of a sudden a bottle breaks on the sidewalk next to us, and someone starts screaming, and the guy getting beat up goes limp.  And I realize:  my mom and dad aren’t here; Auntie Carolyn’s not here, Valerie’s not here.  It’s just me.  

And I pick up my little brother, and I run.  

(Lights on Saul)

Saul: All them niggas said "Saul! Saul!" tryin to get me to stay

Organize militias or some shit

But I knew I hadda get to my kids

So I just started walkin.

Seein if I can get into Liberty City from 62nd Street

And I get ten blocks away:

And I can see the fire.

And you know I know 

I know

One K-Mart not gonna get everybody a job 

(beat)

But why it gotta be the first place they burn down.

The first.

I kept thinking, I just gotta get to my kids

They alone out there in all this 

On they own

But the closer I got to Liberty City

The closer I got to that burnin K-Mart

And I realized
Bein a black man in this situation

That I couldn't get any further in 

Without getting caught up

into gunfire

or the police arrestin me.

I didn’t live in that house anymore

I didn’t

Have any ID with that address

Sayin that’s where I live I wanna get to my kids

(beat)

I knew they were smart

I knew they knew where they lived, 

They knew where their mama worked, 

they knew where their grandmama worked

And I knew

That even if I'd a been ten feet away 

That all those places were easier for them to get to

Than to get to me.

(Lights shift; up on Lily).

Lily: I get six blocks away

And they had broken into the Burger King

One woman 

Is with her children 

Out there in their pajamas

Like Christmas morning

The kids are carrying 

Big boxes of lettuce

Huge plastic bags of hamburger buns

And a jar of Pine Sol cleaner.

No men 

Just women and their kids.

But then a guy runs in and tries to break into the register 

This woman walks by

And he jumps

Like he has a gun

And she says “I don’t want the money

I just want the food”.

And I think:

We’re not gonna be able to go back to work after this

How we gonna 

Make it

(beat)

I’m gonna have to lean on my God through this one.

When I get to that barricade I just start praying as I approach I just pray

Let them let me through

And let my children be okay...

(Lights on April)

April:
Up in front of us is the public school playground.  Full of kids my age, just standing there, waiting.  No schoolbuses, no carpools, no teachers making phone calls.  Just a bunch of little black kids who haven't memorized their addresses, waiting for somebody to pick them up.  We’re half a block away and this mob pulls a white man out of his car; and as they’re dragging him out, the car spins out of control and hits this little black girl.  My neighbor.  Shanreka.  The car drags her body across the wall, and tears her leg off.  And she’s screaming, and screaming, and screaming.  

And no paramedics come.  

The riot zone is all closed off.  

The roads are blocked.   

Just screaming and screaming, and nobody comes.  

No police.  

No ambulance. 

But they could get it on tape for the six o clock news.  

That girl was my age. She was 11 years old.

I saw the value of a little black girl’s life right then.

And that’s the first time I really felt black.

I grabbed my brother tighter, and I pointed us toward home. . . 

(Lights on Saul)

Saul: But I said fuck it

My babies are out there

And I kept on walkin.

I walked till I couldn’t see straight.

20 blocks one way, 20 blocks another way

and all I saw was bad.

Kids runnin back and forth cryin for their mamas 

Old people fallin down tryin to get on buses

Burnin buildings, po-lice blockin off the streets.  
Each checkpoint they got more and more hostile

You could feel that trigger finger getting antsy

Let’s not forget why this shit started in the first place:

(beat)

Their position is threatened, they hit first. 

I’m gettin closer

Not three blocks from my old house

And I hear the shots.

I come round the corner

Cops throw me up against the wall

Cinderblock scrapin against my face and I’m yellin “My kids! My kids! I gotta get to my kids!”

They just shoved me in the back of their cruiser, cuffs cuttin into my wrists

Said they were bringin me in on “suspicion of looting”

Drove right past my old house on the way to the station

Wouldn’t stop, wouldn’t slow down

And I could see through the windows that nobody was home.  

(Lights on Lily)

Lily: I get to the barricades

I say I live here here's my ID 

The cop says 

Cop: We're not letting anybody through

Lily: My children

Are there

I need to get to my children

Cop [sharp]: Well they're in a house right? So they'll be fine.

Lily: And I look up and I see behind him

Trucks 

And trucks

And trucks

Of National Guardsmen

And they walk out in formation

Like they're walking to war.

And the police let them through. 

But they can't let me go see my children. 

And I say

I live here

There's nobody to look out for my babies but me

Cop: It's martial law

Anyone found out in the streets will be shot

It's for your own protection.

Lily: What if my children are out in the street looking for me

And he says

Cop: Ma'am

That's not our responsibility.

(Lights shift; up on April). 

April: We ran until we got to our door.  And our mom wasn't there.  I made my little brother get on the floor, because there was machine gunfire.  And then the National Guard knocked our door in. And then they searched the house. With machine guns. In full riot gear.  It was like a war.  When they finished that’s when I finally saw a man's face. They were all white. 

I turned on the TV, to drown out the rocks and the gunshots and the shouting.  There wasn’t anything but news: the trial and the verdict and all the officers slapping each other on the back. And then they showed people looting the K-mart a few blocks from my house. And then they burned it down.  My father helped build that K-mart. And then it was gone.

And that’s the first time I got it.  My father taught me to survive because nobody out there was gonna help me survive.  He taught me how to stand up and value my little black girl’s life, because nobody was gonna do it but me.  

I held my brother while we sat in the dark and listened to our city blow up. He just kept asking, 

Toure: Where daddy at? (beat) Where’s mommy?

April: And I told him.

Little April: Toure, I’m here. 

You not alone. 

I told you Toure, 

You not alone. 

April: And after a long, long time, we hear a car pull up in the front.  At the barricades, my mom ran into a cop our family knew, and he let her through.  I ran to her and I buried myself in her, and I just said over and over:
 

Little April: I got us home.  I got us home.

Long beat. Lights and music shift. Lights are warm, tropical feeling. We’re in a different time and place: back with six-year-old April and Saul on their trip to the Bahamas. 

Saul (eating): Come here baby

Taste this conch salad

It's good, huh?

Can't get shit like that in Miami.

Alright I want you to sit down 

Right by that shackle over there.

(April sits, plays with the shackle)

Saul:  You know your Mama Una?

Auntie Carolyn’s mama?

That bitch old. (laughing)

That’s my grandma but I’ma tell you the bitch is old!

Her mama was enslaved, she came right through here. 

She was chained to this same exact shackle you playin with right now.

(April stops playing with shackle)

That’s your great great grandmother. 

Now take off that go go boot--

Gimme your foot, I'm a put this on.

(April objects)

Saul: Alright, alright. 

Whyn’t you just sit there for a minute. 

(beat)

You know when your great great grandparents came through here

A lotta them jumped off those boats into the water together

Tryin to get back home.

That's why they learned to separate the tribal groups

Before they sent them off to America

You can't have a buncha Ashanti who all speak the same language

On a plantation together

Or they'll have some shit for your ass.

So you split up all the tribes 

Take apart the families so they can't communicate

That's what they always do, try to split us up

And that started right here in the Bahamas. 

But you know baby

We don't come apart that easy.

Those Africans knew the lineage of their entire tribe going back hundreds of years.

You are Joseph Olehebil

Son of so and so, son of so and so, son of so and so

And when you were alone on that slave block,

Chained down to that shackle

You would hold on to where you came from

Cause when the motherfuckers whippin you tryin to make you forget

All you got is where you came from

Which is who you are. 

(gently) Now come here baby lemme put your foot in.

(April refuses again)
Saul: Never mind then. (beat)
You don’t hafta have an attitude and shit.
You know you don't become who you really are

Until you have to struggle and define yourself for yourself. 

Mama Una taught me that. 

Sit out all day in a shackle in the sun?

Things just get easier from there.

Because Mama Una know about the shackle 

And I know about the shackle

And now you know about the shackle:

It becomes something that we all know about together.

And you can't know about it unless you been in it.

Right?
Alright, alright.

You just wait right there for me and think about that for a minute. 

I'ma come back and get you. 

(April watches him go, then slowly puts her foot in the shackle. Beat, as she settles in and faces out.)

Blackout.
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