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Dedicated to my nephew,  Malcolm, in loving memory. And to the 

far too many young people who seek a father figure: You alone 

have the power to accomplish what you will. To accomplish every 

goal. Clear every obstacle. Win every challenge. You have the gift 

of an indomitable Spirit. Stay strong, focused, and determined. 

With love, Ilyasah Shabazz

For my dad 
K. M.
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 Harlem, New York, 1945

 Friends tell me  trouble’s coming. I ease out of the restau-

rant onto the sidewalk, gun in my pocket. Hand in there, 

too, keeping it close for good measure. I gotta get back to 

my pad, and quick now. One foot in front of the other. Keep 

my head down, hope no one sees me.

“Hey, Red,” someone says, out of the shadows. I flinch, 

flick my fingers on the metal.  Detroit Red, they call me, 

though  Michigan seems far behind me now. “Hey, Red, I 

heard  Archie’s looking for you.”

West  Indian  Archie. The numbers runner I work for. 

My pulse beats firmer under my skin. “Oh, yeah?” I play it 

cool. Keep moving.
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Half strangers know? Hell.  Rumors don’t lie. West 

 Indian  Archie’s mad. He says I wronged him, but I didn’t. 

You’d have to be out of your mind to try to cheat a guy like 

 Archie.

A door slams somewhere along the block, and I jump 

about a  mile. A voice calls out, but not to me. I clutch the 

gun in my coat and scurry on.

How did it all go so wrong? When I first set foot in 

 Harlem, I was a step ahead of everything. I could blend in 

with the jive cats, swirl the  Lindy ladies, let my feet groove, 

think of nothing but the now. I could close my eyes, and in 

closing them not be seen. Slip into the seams of the streets 

and let them swallow me. It was a glorious fit, so seem-

ingly warm.

The slick, savvy streets of  Harlem welcomed me. I’ve 

made friends here, a life here, a  whole world opening up.

But now I’ve messed it all up, in a  big-  time way. No 

going back.

Cop car comes rolling around the corner, real slow. 

Damn. Got to keep outta sight.

In the  middle of the block, there’s a bar I know.  Might 

be best to get inside now.

“Hey, Red,” the bartender says first off. “ Archie’s look-

ing for you. He’s good and steamed.  Watch out.”

“So I heard,” I say, hand in my pocket.

 Bartender looks me up and down. “Well, well. You fix-

ing to fight?”

“I don’t know,” I say. “I don’t know.”
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 Sitting at the bar is an old man from the islands. He 

moves himself in that wise,  wrinkled way. His warm, open 

expression gives me the  out-  of-  place feeling that he can 

help me somehow, maybe even save me. I want to lean into 

it, but when he speaks, it’s to send me away: “You should 

get outta town, son. And I mean today.”

The door bangs open. Our three heads turn. A beat cop 

from the neighborhood strolls in.

My hand is still on the gun. I ease it out of my pocket, 

up onto the bar, behind the old islander’s back. The bar-

tender slips it out of sight behind some  bottles, but I still 

can’t breathe.

“ Detroit Red,” the cop says. “You been causing  

 trouble?”

“No, sir,” I mutter, summoning a layer of polite. I raise 

my arms for the  pat-  down. The bartender meets my eye, 

wipes the counter. You owe me one, he’s thinking. And I 

know he’ll collect.

“You’re clean,” the cop says, which is a strange piece 

of fortune. No reefer, no joint, no stray bag of powder. I 

place my hands in my pockets, real casual. The cop stands 

close. I’ve seen him around, patrolling the neighborhood. 

I wouldn’t have guessed he would know me by name. “I 

would’ve thought you’d be carrying,” he adds. “ Rumor is 

you’ve got a gun.”

“ Maybe I had one,” I answer. “ Maybe I threw it in the 

river.”

The cop breathes peppermint inches from my face. 
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“ Watch your back, now,” he says, a  little bit pleased. I 

remain stuck there, unmoving, as he strolls out.

It’s hard to breathe, to think.

“Get outta here, Red,” the bartender says. “I don’t want 

any  trouble.”

I leave the bar the back way. All that’s left is to run. If 

there’s one thing I can do, it’s run. I’ve already been run-

ning for so long.

The avenues are alive with  people, late afternoon. 

 Stretch your legs and shoot the breeze. Let your throat 

loose and holler. Blow off steam. An everyday scene.

Not for me. Not today. I run.

 People try to stop me. Try to warn me. “ Watch  out —”

I can’t make it home. Not like this.

I race up to my friend  Sammy’s pad.  Sammy’s stretched 

out on the bed, floating high. He lifts his head. Sees me 

standing there, panting, fists clenched. “My man,” he says. 

“You bringing  trouble up in here?”

“I’ll just be here a minute.” I shut myself in the bath-

room, splash some water on my face.

“Red?”  Sammy calls. “You OK?”

I’m not. I’m not OK.

My skin is flushed hot. I let the water run, dip my cheek 

into the  ice-  cool flow. It feels good.

“Red,”  Sammy calls. “ Archie’s down front. His guys 

say he’s coming up. They say he’s got a gun.”

My knees  buckle. My body bumps down onto the  tile, 

back against the door, tucked as small as I can. I close my 
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 sweat-  stung eyes. And there are tears now, salty and hot. 

What have I done?

“Red!”  Sammy shouts. He bangs on the bathroom door. 

“You gotta go, man. You gotta go now!”

I curl against the cold  tiles. I never imagined I’d be 

brought so low.  Archie’s here to kill me, and there’s nothing 

I can do.

My life flashes before my eyes.  Every place I’ve ever 

known.  Every face I’ve ever loved.  Everything I’ve ever 

done . . . And it all seems like a dream now, as if any 

minute I’ll wake up in my childhood bed in  Lansing, 

 Michigan, and I’ll be five years old, with Papa still alive and 

Mom home and smiling, her arms open wide to hold me.

But  Sammy’s voice is what’s real. “Red! You hear 

me? Red!”

Here and now, I don’t want to be  Detroit Red. I want to 

slip the skin of this life, to be new and clean again. Just start 

over. I’ve done it before. I slide my hands over my smooth 

conk, down to my neck bone, fingers locking tight. It isn’t 

me they’re after. It isn’t me who’s here.

“Red! Red!”

No, no, no. Not Red.

I am  Malcolm.

I am  Malcolm  Little.

I am my father’s son. But to be my father’s son means 

that they will always come for me.

They will always come for me, and I will always 

succumb.
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 Chapter One

 Lansing,  Michigan, 1940

I steady my suitcase against the backseat as the car thumps 

over the streetcar tracks. My eyes drift closed, but I force 

them open. Don’t think of Papa. Not now. Not today. Not 

when everything’s about to be  brand-  new.

It’s four in the morning. Too early for anything, except 

to catch a  one-  way bus out of town. Half an hour from now, 

 Lansing will be nothing but a blur in the rearview mirror. I 

can’t wait.

Mr.  Swerlin parks the car next to the bus station. I’m 

out like a flash, up to the ticket counter with the money I’ve 

saved. “ Boston,  Massachusetts,” I say.
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It’s fast.  Faster than I expect. And so easy. The clerk 

slaps a piece of paper in my palm: my ticket.  Turns out it 

takes less than a minute to buy a new life.

The bus pulls into the station. The exhaust clouds up 

around us like steam, the fuel smell piercing the predawn 

blackness. The sharp stench brings it home to me. I’m leav-

ing. This big coughing machine is going to carry me away.

The bus door swings open on hinges that creak and 

groan. The driver emerges, a round white man in a green 

coat and cap. “ Toledo,  Cleveland, Erie,  Buffalo,  Albany, 

 Boston,” he announces. He hikes up his pants and stretches 

his arms. “All aboard.”

 Around us families stir and  mingle, tangling one 

another in arms. My guardians, Mr. and Mrs.  Swerlin, stand 

by me, calmly watching the proceedings. We’re a group, not 

a family. But it doesn’t seem right to just walk away.

I look over my shoulder, toward the road. My real fam-

ily is supposed to be meeting us here. All my brothers and 

sisters. I thought there’d be enough time to say  good-  bye.

A glance at my watch says the bus is early.  Eight  whole 

minutes until it’s  scheduled to leave. A few passengers 

disembark as the  Lansing folks line up. The driver rolls 

his shoulders and lights up a cigarette, breathing a gray 

cloud out through his nostrils like fog in the cool morning 

air. He’s in no apparent hurry.

A large black car comes rolling up. I recognize it from 

the driveway of the home where my youngest  siblings —  

 Yvonne,  Wesley, and  Robert —   stay. The doors pop open, 
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and half my family comes pouring out. I’m glad to see the 

crowd includes my closest brothers,  Philbert and  Reginald, 

even though they live in a different home.  Wilfred and 

 Hilda, the oldest of us all, still live at our old house. I don’t 

see them yet.

 Reginald’s familiar voice cries out, “ There he is!” My 

siblings descend, and the distant stillness around me 

becomes a warm, chattering flurry.

“We made it.”

“Are you ready?”

“Are you excited?”

“We’re going to miss you, Malcolm.”

They cluster around me, sort of hugging, sort of jostling.  

All speaking at once. I laugh out loud because it feels so 

normal, compared to the solitude I endure at the  Swerlins’.

“Do you have to go,  Malcolm?” My  nine-  year-  old sister, 

 Yvonne, wraps her arms around my waist. “Don’t you want 

to come over for breakfast?”

I pat the top of her head. I’ll miss those breakfasts,  

true enough.  Getting together once a week with all my 

brothers and sisters? Yeah, that’s the one thing I’ll miss 

about  Lansing. I’m used to missing everyone, though. Now 

that we all live in separate foster homes, that breakfast is 

the only time of the week all eight of us can be together. 

 Yvonne’s foster family is real decent about hosting all of us 

so often.

“It’s gonna be pancakes,”  Yvonne whispers. As if that 

would inspire me to stay.

X_69676_HI_US.indd   9 8/26/14   3:35 PM



10

 Behind her, my brother  Philbert snorts loudly. “Yeah, 

and there might be enough to go around for once, without 

this bonehead hogging the butter and syrup.”

“Stop it,”  Hilda snaps. As she arrives alongside us, our 

older sister smacks  Philbert lightly on the back of the head.

“Ow!”  Philbert staggers around the lot, pretending a 

serious head injury.

“Who’s the bonehead now?” I quip.  Philbert’s moaning 

only grows louder.

 Hilda glances around the parking lot as if looking for 

something to throw at the two of us. “I should have known 

you all couldn’t be serious long enough to say  good-  bye.” 

Her voice catches.

“ Serious is overrated.” I grin to cover the twinge of sor-

row in my chest right then.  Sorrow mixed with a strange 

glad feeling that, for a minute, things are back to almost 

normal. The way it’s supposed to be, with all of us together, 

laughing and teasing one another and whatnot.

 Wilfred’s here now, too, shaking hands with Mr. 

 Swerlin, looking very adult and official. All the  Little chil-

dren, present and accounted for. Won’t be this way again 

for a  while.

I turn back to  Philbert, who’s always good for a joke to 

keep the mood light, but he’s stopped his staggering the-

atrics. He stands quietly beside me now, out of character 

for him. I slug him in the  arm —   not that  hard —   just to wake 

him up. He slugs me back. Hard. Then he turns away.
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“All aboard,” the bus driver calls. He returns to the 

entry well and starts tearing passengers’ tickets.

I pry  Yvonne’s arms from around my waist, to make 

room for hugs from  Reginald,  Wesley, and  Robert.  Philbert 

stands off to the side with his head low, looking at every-

thing but me.

I move away from the younger ones, toward him. “That 

hurt, you know.” I rub my arm.

 Philbert doesn’t react.

“What’s your problem?” I ask him.

He crosses his arms tight. He’s trying not to look at me, 

but I recognize his expression.

This isn’t how  Philbert looks when he’s mad. It’s how 

he looks when he’s sad, but mad about it.  Which is not the 

same. Like at Papa’s funeral. Or when they took Mom away. 

But this is different. It isn’t so awful. This is just . . . me. 

 Leaving.

I don’t know how to explain why I have to go. Why the 

giant weight on my chest suddenly lifts when I think about 

moving to  Boston. When our  half-  sister Ella invited me to 

visit, it gave me the first glimpse of happiness, of hopeful-

ness, I’ve felt since Mom went away. But a visit isn’t enough 

for what I  need —   I’m going there to stay. All I seem to be 

 able to do around here is get myself in  trouble. I’ve been 

 expelled from school and shipped out to the  Swerlins’ all 

alone, causing my brothers and sisters to worry. In  Boston, 

 Hilda says, at least I’ll be with family.
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“ Look —” I begin, trying to explain.

 Philbert flinches to the side, real dramatic. “Hey,” he 

cries, rubbing his arm in the spot where I punched him a 

minute ago.

I narrow my eyes at him. He grins. “Your punch just 

landed.”

 Philbert is forever teasing me about how slow I am in a 

fistfight. He, on the other hand, is a really good boxer. My 

arm still smarts for real.

“No,” I say, “that was a new one. I moved so fast, you 

didn’t even see me. Just call me  Lightning  Little.”

 Philbert straightens his shoulders, leaning into the ban-

ter. “Oh, I’ve got a better name for you. . . .” But whatever 

affectionate insult he offers is lost in the cloth of my suit as 

I  circle him into my arms.

It’s easier, I guess, to laugh and joke and pretend that 

tomorrow won’t be any different from any of the days 

before.  Easier than trying to talk about how strange it is to 

be part of a family and still be all alone.

“All aboard. Last call,” the driver shouts.

Mr.  Swerlin claps me on the shoulder. “Here you go, 

now,” he says. He picks up my suitcase and carries it to 

the open cargo compartment in the base of the bus. Mrs. 

 Swerlin hands me a paper sack of sandwiches for the road. 

“ Thank you,” I tell them.

 Hilda fusses with the collar on my jacket, smoothing 

and tucking and pressing it. Such a  Mom-  like thing to do. 

She throws her arms around me. “Oh,  Malcolm.”
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From her purse, she extracts a folded paper map and 

hands it to me. “You’ll want to see where you’re going,” she 

says. “Won’t you?”

“It’s from all of us,”  Wilfred adds.

“ Right.  Thanks.” I tuck the map into my jacket 

pocket. It’s too dark to read anything anyway.

I get in line behind the others.  There’s no one my age in 

line.  Older folks mostly.  People with the weary look I know 

well enough.

“You alone?” the driver says, taking the paper ticket 

from my outstretched hand.

“Yes, sir.”

“You sixteen?”

“Yes, sir,” I lie, stretching to my full height.  Trying to 

look a year older.

He tears the ticket and hands it back. “Go on to the 

back, you hear?”

“Yes, sir.”

For the first time in forever, my feet are coming up off 

 Michigan soil.  Walking up those stairs is like walking into 

the mouth of the beast, and yet it doesn’t scare me. Not 

even a  little.

I should be scared, probably. In fact, as I sit by the win-

dow, looking down at the faces of my siblings and my foster 

parents, what starts to scare me a  little is how afraid I’m 

not. They wave up at me all at once, as if someone in the 

crowd said, “One, two, three.” I lift my hand as if the  whole 

thing has been choreographed. The youngest ones jump up 
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and down, waving with their  whole bodies in answer. My 

family. I can’t tear my eyes away. They look small, already 

distant.

The door swings shut, creaking hard enough to send a 

chill over me. It sounds so final, that kind of closing.

The bus shimmies and shakes and finally lurches 

forward. For a second, I get a  little sad about it. Not the 

 leaving —   just the way it seems like the world is always 

changing, right underneath my feet.

 Lansing, 1937

We used to be so happy. Even after Papa died, when things 

got hard, nothing was so bad because we were together. But 

then things got harder, and the government social work-

ers started coming by our house.  Started pulling us apart, 

because there was never enough money. For food. For 

clothes. For the  day-  to-  day necessities.

By the time I was twelve, things got so bad, we’d be ner-

vous every day when we came home.  Often as not, there’d 

be a black car out front. The welfare man calling.

As  Philbert and I crossed the porch, we could see Mom 

through the window, sitting with him in the living room. As 

if he were a guest, not an intruder. This time, there was a 

woman, too, someone I hadn’t seen before. They often sent 

someone new. As if they wanted us to know there was a 
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 whole chain of  people with power over us. And they were 

all watching.

 Philbert opened the door. We stepped inside, and the 

three adults turned to look at us.

 Wilfred wasn’t there. He was still at work and wouldn’t 

be home until well after we’d gone to bed. As the oldest, he 

had to take a job, to help keep food on the  table.  Hilda had 

the rest of our siblings herded into a corner, as far from the 

adults as  possible.

Mom sat all tightened up, her body stiff from holding 

back her fury.  Those  people always made her angry and 

tense.

“Hi, Mom,” we murmured.

“Boys,” she said. “You remember Mr.  Franklin. And this 

is Miss  Castle, from  Social  Services.”

“ Where have you been?” Mr.  Franklin said. “ School’s 

been out for hours.”

 Philbert opened his mouth, but no sound came 

out. We’d been down at  Doone’s  Market, swiping fruit from 

the barrels out front.

“We were setting traps, down by the creek,” I answered. 

It wasn’t even a total lie. We’d walked down there earlier 

and set some.  Maybe we’d even have a rabbit or a musk-

rat to sell in the morning. We couldn’t eat these things 

 ourselves —   Mom’s West  Indian culture viewed them as 

 unclean —   but we could turn a buck off of them.

Mr.  Franklin looked at our empty hands. “And you 

didn’t catch anything?”
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“We were setting the traps, I said. Not checking them.” 

I crossed my arms over my chest. He thinks I’m stupid. He 

thinks he’s better than us.

The government man stood up. He  pulled me aside, 

away from my brothers and sisters, away from Mom, to the 

corner by the window. He always tried this and often on 

me.  Maybe because I was the loud one, the tall one, the one 

who seemed like the leader, even though I was only twelve. 

 Philbert and  Hilda were older.

“What are you doing, sir?” I asked. He had his hand on 

my arm. I hated him touching me, but I knew better than to 

pull away.

“I just wanted to get your thoughts,” he said, releasing 

me. “Your mother doesn’t seem well.”

“She’s fine, sir.” I looked at her, sitting erect on the edge 

of the  living-  room sofa, her bottom lip tight. She would be 

fine as soon as these  people went away.

But they played this game sometimes, telling us that 

they’d take us away from Mom if we didn’t act right. If 

things weren’t perfect. If we ever admitted that we were 

hungry.

“ Malcolm,” Mr.  Franklin said, like he knew me. He 

spoke quietly, beside my face. “If you have any concerns, 

you can share them with me.”

He stood close. Too close.  Breathing his nasty breath on 

me. I could smell his lunch.  Maybe a sandwich. One with 

thick slices of bread and actual meat. I  willed my stomach 

not to growl. I was grateful for the fruit I’d swiped earlier. 
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 Stealing might be wrong, but if it helped our family stay 

together . . . I wasn’t so hungry that he needed to know 

about it. Mom could take care of us just fine.

I stood by the window, watching the lingering cloud of 

dust dredged up by the car tires as the government  people 

drove off.

“OK,” Mom said. She brushed off the knees of her skirt 

as she stood. “Back to work.” My siblings  un-  bunched from 

the corner of the room and came toward her. Mom  pulled 

a volume of poetry from our bookshelf and began to read 

the verses out loud.  There was a determined quality to 

her voice, like she wasn’t going to let those  people break 

us, and before long, her words pushed to every corner of 

the house, sweeping the intruders’ stench right out of our 

home.  Finally she closed the book and set it aside.

“Keep studying,” Mom said. “I expect stories from 

everyone over dinner.”

My siblings knelt around the coffee  table, studying 

Mom’s encyclopedias and history books. I leaned against 

the window frame.  Inside the house, it might have felt 

like old times, but outside I could see everything that 

was wrong. The  churned-  up dust  settled back against the 

road, some of it mingling with the large dirt  rectangle that 

had once housed Mom’s  vegetable garden. Next to it, the 

chicken coop stood empty, as it had for years. Papa would 

have torn it down by now. Then again, if Papa were still 

here, it wouldn’t have been empty at all.
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“You, too,  Malcolm,” Mom chided me gently. I came 

away from the window to join my brothers and sisters in 

studying. My hands found a favorite volume of philosophy. 

I flipped to a familiar chapter, but I found it hard to focus 

on reading. Mr.  Franklin’s words had shaken me more than 

usual this time. Wasn’t so easy to put him out of sight, out 

of mind.

Mom didn’t seem worried. She went about her busi-

ness, sitting at the  table writing an  article for her periodi-

cal, a furrow of fierce concentration on her face. She sighed 

occasionally as she wrote, and rubbed her fingers along the 

side of her face. She softly whispered, reading her drafted 

words aloud from time to time, or slipped into a light, 

cheerful hum as she worked.

I closed my eyes and let the sound of her voice wash 

over me, but the heartbeat of worry in my chest wouldn’t 

subside. How could Mom keep on doing her  Garvey work? 

 Couldn’t she see this is why they were after us?

The house was otherwise quiet, apart from the sim-

mer of boiling greens on the stove.  Dandelion stew, which 

we ate at our most desperate. With the  Great  Depression 

on, food was often scarce. No matter how hard Mom and 

 Wilfred were willing to work, jobs were scarce, too.

 Hilda tended the pot of greens from time to time, as if 

there were anything she could do to make it better. I wanted 

to tell her, It’s steamed  weeds —   just let it be. But some things 

become worse when spoken aloud.
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The sound of simmering and the scratch of Mom’s 

pen and the light scrape of book pages turning took over. 

 Reginald and  Wesley headed out to see if they could find 

something to add to our supper, and when they came 

thumping in a short  while later, their fresh noise nudged us 

all out of our quiet reflections.

 Hilda turned away from the stove. “Did you get any-

thing?” The bakery sometimes sold us  day-  old bread 

at a discount, but it was  hit-  or-  miss based on what was 

 available.

 Today was a day with bread.  Wesley was carrying a 

sack about half the size of his slight  seven-  year-  old body.

A full sack of bread was a feast as far as we were con-

cerned.  Dandelion greens had some nutritional value, 

Mom promised us, but their broth wasn’t exactly fill-

ing. On  Sundays we would go down to the  Seventh-  Day 

 Adventist church, which Mom had joined after Papa died. 

 There was always a big old spread of food after the service, 

which meant that one meal was guaranteed. But it was only 

 Wednesday; half a week still to go.

Any time we could make do without the government 

handouts was a good day. It made us feel like the  Great 

 Depression hadn’t gotten the best of us.  Times were hard 

for everyone. Didn’t matter,  though —   it was still an awful 

feeling not to be  able to get by on our own, as we had when 

Papa was alive.

Back then we’d never heard of welfare. Papa took care 
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of everything. He built our house with his own hands, and 

Mom’s  vegetable garden fed us  year-  round. We kept chick-

ens for eggs, and our  table was always full of good food. 

The wood walls didn’t creak; they echoed with music and 

laughter and powerful stories.

Now Mom worked even harder. So did  Wilfred. All of 

us did our part, but with the  Depression on, working hard 

simply wasn’t enough.

“ Dinner,”  Hilda said.

Mom sat still, pen poised in hand, eyes fixed on her 

papers. She seemed to be staring straight through the page, 

thoughtful.  Unmoving as we gathered around the  table.

“Mom, let’s eat.” I laid my hand on her shoulder. My 

touch brought her out of whatever thoughts were swirling 

in her mind.

“What is it, baby?” Mom said, glancing at me. I guessed 

that she was so caught up in her writing, she hadn’t heard 

me the first time.

“ Dinner’s ready.  Looks like it’s going to be a good one,” 

I added, trying to stay positive and proud, like I knew Mom 

would want me to.

Mom looked at me, her gaze  liquid-  soft. “I know, 

baby. We’re OK.” She wrapped an arm around me, and her 

strength seeped through me and beyond. The government 

 people wanted us to believe there was something wrong 

with her.  Because she was strong.  Because she stood up for 

what she believed.  Times were hard, but she was still Mom, 

and she refused to let anyone reduce her.
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We took our seats around the  table.  Hilda  ladled dan-

delion greens into our bowls.  Yvonne chopped the bread 

into chunks and slices, then distributed them among us. 

We prayed over the meal. It was supposed to be a moment 

to thank God for the nourishment before us, but through 

my cracked eyelids, the meager offering didn’t look like 

much to be thankful for. “Lord, may our dinner be filling to 

our minds, bodies, and souls,”  Hilda said, which sounded 

to me less like a blessing and more like wishful thinking.

The amount of food on the  table could be eaten in 

under five minutes. But we ate slowly, as if the longer we 

stretched each bite, the more it would become.

The greens were stringy and chewy, but I tried to 

remind myself to be grateful.  Yvonne and  Wesley must have 

spent more than an hour picking them from what was left 

in our garden.

The bread was crusty, halfway  stale. We dipped it in the 

dandelion broth to soften it. The only sounds were of our 

occasional chewing. No one talked about anything. We just 

sat there together. The lack and the hunger floated around 

us like a cloud, withholding  everything —   all hope, all satis-

faction, every  single drop of cleansing rain.  There seemed 

to be no help for the way we were stuck.

We chewed the bland greens dutifully. My mind 

streamed, full of thoughts; I could feel the government 

 people circling like carrion birds. We were still alive, and 

yet they  circled.  Lying in wait.

“What did he say to you?”  Philbert wanted to know. 
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It was almost like he could tell what I was thinking. But I 

didn’t see why he had to bring it up now, here at the  table 

with everyone.

“Same old,” I murmured. “You know.”

“No. He always talks to you,”  Philbert added. A  little 

miffed about it, I guess. Him being older and all. He stabbed 

at the dandelion greens with his fork.

 Hilda shot me a look across the  table. Why me, I didn’t 

know. I didn’t start it. I widened my eyes back at her.

I got the message. Had already had it in mind. Mr. 

 Franklin’s visits put everyone out of sorts enough, without 

rehashing things.  Philbert knew better, too.

“All right,” Mom said in a tone of voice that stopped 

us from fussing at one another. “Tell me about your stud-

ies.” She glanced around the  table. “Did you learn any-

thing new?”

Mom was always teaching us new things, telling us sto-

ries that we repeated to one another until we knew them 

by heart. We could recite passages from  Shakespeare and 

legends about  African kingdoms going back thousands of 

years. We could share facts about the  transatlantic slave 

trade, the largest forced migration of a  people in the his-

tory of humankind, and about the great military strate-

gist  Queen  Nzingah, who defended the nation of  Angola 

against  Portuguese invaders in a powerful effort to destroy 

the slave trade entirely. And more recent events, like aboli-

tionist efforts and the many revolts against slavery in the 

 United  States.
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“I have one,”  Yvonne piped up. “How about  Frederick 

 Douglass and his  North Star newspaper that helped free 

the  slaves —   I mean, the enslaved  Africans?” She briefly told 

how  Douglass’s words had helped change the nation.

Over the meager meal, we took turns repeating the les-

sons Mom had taught us over the years at this very  table. 

“ There’s so much beauty and strength in our history,” she’d 

say as she’d recite the works of black  people who had come 

before us. “You must be  able to read thoughtfully, speak 

clearly, and understand everything,” she’d tell us, and point 

to a new page in the dictionary.

 Philbert and I talked of Papa’s friend  Marcus  Garvey 

and their movement to unite black  people in demanding 

their equal rights. We all chanted one of  Garvey’s famous 

phrases together: Up, up, you mighty race. You can accom-

plish what you will.

Mom sat listening, a slight  smile on her face. Her 

expression grew distant at times, the same thinking expres-

sion she had worn earlier  while she was working. And 

when we came around to discussing Papa’s work, a fresh 

shadow crossed her face. I wondered, somewhere deep in 

me, what Papa would do if he were here. If I concentrated 

hard enough, I could almost hear his voice:  Malcolm, my 

son, you can be and do anything you put your mind to.

So why couldn’t I figure out how to help our family?

I sipped the  gray-  green water gathered in my bowl. 

 Dandelion broth? Not exactly. A surge of desperation 

 growled low in my stomach.  There had to be something we 
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could do to get everyone’s mind off the meager supper. The 

stories offered some distraction, but not enough.

I caught  Philbert’s eye across the  table. Then I tapped 

my remaining heel of bread against the side of my bowl. 

When I let go of it, as if on cue,  Philbert reached over 

and snatched it.  Jamming it between his teeth, he tore a 

huge bite.

“Hey!” I grabbed at his face. “That’s mine.”

In retaliation, I snatched his piece of bread, which was 

identical to  mine —   the opposite heel. I bit into it.

 Philbert  squealed in mock outrage. “That’s mine.”

“It’s mine now,” I  mumble-  shouted, my mouth jammed 

with crust.

We gnawed the heels, staring at each other like bull-

dogs.  Reginald’s laugh snapped through the air like a 

starting pistol.  Philbert and I dove dramatically across the 

 table at each other. My fingers at his lips tried to retrieve 

the remains of my supper. He scratched my face in return. I 

 squealed in response.

We both chewed frantically, trying to down as much 

bread as we could before the other wrenched any out of our 

mouths: teeth versus fingers on tough old bread that didn’t 

want to give in to either. My brothers and sisters laughed, 

choosing sides and chanting our names.

“ Philbert!  Philbert!”

“Chew, chew,  Malcolm!”

“Boys!” Mom’s tone turned sharp. “What’s this? Stop it, 

now.” She laid her hands flat on the  table and leaned into 
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them. “Sit down,” she ordered us. “And finish your sup-

pers.” Then she fell quiet again.

We turned our heads away from each other, toward 

her.  Philbert, no doubt, thinking the same as me: That’s 

it? Mom, when things were right, would scold us raw for 

fighting over food.  Scold us for not being grateful. For not 

being civil. For not doing everything we could for the fam-

ily. That’s the reaction we were expecting.  Hoping for, even. 

To see the spark in her eyes. To feel like things were normal 

for a minute.

But this time, Mom just shook her head, as though she 

were too tired to deal with us. “ Please, boys,” she added.

“Yes, Mom,” we  mumbled. I drew my hands back, com-

ing away with the last morsel of my bread.  Victorious, at 

least technically.  Philbert chomped through the rest of his 

own meal, freshly silent.  Sullen.

My plate was nearly empty. My hands. My heart.

Mr.  Franklin wanted us to believe that Mom was crazy. 

 Crazy for being too proud to take more welfare handouts. 

 Crazy to let us go hungry during the  Depression when 

what they’re giving free is pork, which we don’t eat.  Crazy 

for standing on her  principles: no buying on credit, no giv-

ing up her children, no eating of unclean meat.

 Across the  table, Mom dipped her spoon delicately 

into her bowl of foraged greens, as though she were eating 

a gourmet meal. But her forehead was  wrinkled. She still 

looked distracted.  Frustrated.  Thoughtful.

Mom wasn’t crazy. Our family was broken. Her strength  
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was in keeping us all moving forward and in holding the 

pieces of our sorrow together, but we were living with 

shards of it. You never knew when one was going to prick 

you or how sharp it would be.

 Sooner than later, the greens and my final nub of bread 

were gone. My stomach  rumbled on. The ache of it  filled 

my body from toes to ears.

 Despite the way I’d misled the welfare man,  Philbert and I 

did a pretty good business trapping and selling meat. We’d 

catch frogs, rabbits,  muskrats —   basically whatever creatures 

happened along our stretch of the creek. We could sell it all 

to white folks, who apparently would eat just about any-

thing.  Maybe that was the secret to always having food on 

the  table: no standards. Mom definitely had standards, and 

we all kept to them. For instance, I was hungry enough to 

eat a pig, a  rabbit —   heck, I’d have eaten a muskrat when 

things got really  bad —   but Mom still refused to serve it in 

the house.

With the money we got selling the meat one afternoon, 

a few weeks after the government man’s visit, we bought 

some potatoes and some eggs. I figured  Hilda could boil 

them up nice and they would make a decent dinner. The 

store guy looked at us a  little funny when I laid the money 

out on the counter.  Lately, he was used to us coming 

around for the welfare parcels. I could see them stacked in 

the corner, small brown boxes stamped NOT FOR  SALE, wait-

ing for other families to come along.
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Papa would be proud.  Tonight we were paying custom-

ers. Didn’t even have to put a cent on credit, which Papa 

used to forbid.  Buying on credit was a system created with 

no way to ever catch up, he’d say.

We stepped outside, me swinging the sack of food. I 

had it clenched up in my fist real good, though. No way 

would I drop our dinner.

“They’ve got a nice melon patch over at the  Bolls’,” 

I said.

 Philbert nodded. We were always in sync,  Philbert and 

me.  Without another word, we changed course. We  circled 

around so that we could come up from the woods side 

rather than the road side. Mrs. Boll was bound to be inside, 

cooking up the fresh muskrat we’d sold her, so we might 

have a clean shot at swiping a  couple of melons and not 

being noticed.

I’d already made up my mind that we weren’t going 

to crack them open and eat them on the spot. We’d bring 

them home and let  Hilda cut them up for supper.  Since we 

had the bag of what we’d bought, a  little extra wouldn’t 

raise her suspicions.  Tonight, the  Littles were going to eat 

like old times.

 Behind the  Bolls’ property, we crept out of the woods. 

 Tiptoed straight into the melon patch, all viny, with mel-

ons ripe for the picking. The melons had grown large and 

oval. We knocked on their tough green flesh to be sure 

they hadn’t gone soft, then we scooped up one each and 

 hightailed it back toward the woods.
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Hot damn. I had a melon under one arm and a sack of 

eggs and potatoes in the other hand. It was gonna be one 

fine supper. I wanted to stick it in the face of the welfare 

man. We were fine. We were gonna be just fine.

“You boys, stop right there!” a woman’s voice rang out 

behind us.

Of course we didn’t stop. We kept on running, even 

though I recognized the voice. Mrs.  Stockton, one of our 

neighbors and a friend of Mom’s.

“ Malcolm and  Philbert  Little!” she  called as we were 

scrambling.  There was no purpose in running after that 

point. The jig was up. If we ran, she’d just be on our porch 

waiting when we got home.

Mrs.  Stockton was a beefy,  no-  nonsense woman in a 

plain blue skirt and blouse. Her thick shoes shushed her 

through the grass toward us at a surprising clip. When she 

reached us, there was a high red in her cheeks from the 

exertion. Or the anger. Hard to say.

She  circled the  Bolls’ melon patch as if checking to be 

sure we hadn’t done any damage. We stood dutifully with 

our heads bowed,  while she muttered woefully about “these 

niggers and their antics.”

Mrs.  Stockton loomed over us finally. “Come with me.” 

She grabbed each of us by an ear and marched us straight 

down the road into town. Soon enough, we realized that she 

was taking us toward the dress shop where Mom worked, 

sewing clothes in the warehouse.

At the rear entrance, Mrs.  Stockton let go of my ear long 
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enough to pound her fist on the door.  After a moment, a 

blond woman, hair knotted atop her head, answered. She 

wore a thicker, darker smock than the one Mom would 

come home wearing. She must have been the shop owner 

or at least the head seamstress.

“Yes?” she said. Her gaze flicked up and down, apprais-

ing Mrs.  Stockton.

“ These niggers were down by the creek causing 

 trouble,” she reported.

“How is that my problem?” the head seamstress asked, 

appraising us, too.

“ Their mother works here,” Mrs.  Stockton said. “She 

needs to know what they’re up to.”

The head seamstress glanced at us, brow  wrinkled. 

“No. I don’t employ any  Negroes.”

Mrs.  Stockton shook her head. “I’m just sure . . .”

The door to the workroom opened wider. A stream of 

women dressed in the paler blue smocks began to exit. 

Mom emerged, along with the others finishing the day 

shift. “Ah, there she is,” said Mrs.  Stockton. “ Louise!”

Mom’s steps faltered. Her brow furrowed. She swal-

lowed hard.

The head seamstress balked, looking from Mom to us. 

“ These are your children?”

Mom drew herself up straight. “They are.” The gaze that 

pointed to us promised a significant whipping to come. My 

backside smarted in anticipation.

The head seamstress paced around Mom, peering more 
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closely at her  features —   her fine bones, creamy skin, and 

straight dark hair. “You’re a  Negro!”

“Yes, I am.” Mom didn’t blink.

 Philbert and I dropped our heads in shame. Mom 

didn’t flinch, didn’t shy away from the discomfort of it. 

 Stood firm as the woman poked her skin and squeezed the 

ends of her hair  while the other seamstresses looked on. 

Mom had never looked prouder to me.

 Finally the head seamstress stepped back. “I don’t 

know how you  fooled me,” she said. “But I don’t employ 

niggers. Take your lot and go.”

Mom nodded curtly. She stepped toward Mrs.  Stockton, 

who had released our ears and now stood with her hands 

over her mouth.

“ Louise, I’m so sorry,” Mrs.  Stockton whispered.

Mom ignored her. She spun  Philbert and me each 

around by a shoulder.

“Home,” she ordered us. “Now.”

“They thought you were white?”  Philbert said to Mom 

on the long walk home. He should have known better than 

to speak. Mom smacked him on the back of the head. We 

both knew there was a good paddling awaiting us at home.

How could anyone mistake Mom for white? Mom was 

a proud black woman, the proudest I knew. She hated us 

having to take welfare food, hated accepting anything 

we needed but did not earn. We had a picture of  Marcus 

 Garvey on the  living-  room wall, talking about going back 

to  Africa, talking about the power of blackness and the 
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strength of the  Negro heart. I couldn’t imagine looking at 

Mom and not seeing that.

“They all think I’m white,” she said after a moment. 

“That’s how I keep a job.”

 Trudging down the road that day, I didn’t give what 

Mom said all that much thought. I was more worried about 

what punishment she’d lay down when we got home. I 

guess that’s why I didn’t notice until later how, in the space 

of that instant, everything Mom and Papa ever told me 

became a  little less true.
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On the Bus, 1940

The fact of the matter was you had to be white to keep a 

decent job in  Lansing during the  Depression. Mom was just 

doing what she had to. It stung like a betrayal, but I know 

better now. Mom talked a good game about the power of 

blackness, but she knew that the white world held even 

more power. You just needed to find a way to break in.

Out the bus window, the air is somewhere between 

black and brown and gray.  Rural  Michigan looks like a 

landscape on  ink-  stained canvas.  There’s day and there’s 

night, and somewhere, I guess, there’s a line between them. 

Just like black and white. A moment when it stops being 
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day and starts being night or vice versa. That’s what we’re 

driving on right now. That line. I look out the bus window 

and it’s night, and it’s night, and it’s night, and then 

suddenly it’s not. The sun hasn’t come up, but you get 

the feeling that it’s out there, somewhere, lingering, like a 

promise. And nothing changes, except everything. And the 

bus just rolls and rolls into the lightening sky.

 Lansing, 1938

With Mom out of a job, the pressure came on the rest of 

us to bring in money and food. She would get a job  again —  

 she  would —   but there might be a bit of a wait. Jobs came 

and went for Mom, always. Now that I understood why, it 

smarted.

I thought that was just life. I didn’t know it was a  Negro 

thing.

Down at the market, I was thinking about how to 

acquire some things that we needed. A sack of flour, maybe, 

or some cheese rounds at least. I paced the outskirts of the 

parking lot, planning it.

The squawking distracted me.

I was familiar with the sound of chickens. We used to 

raise them on our farm when Papa was alive. They made 

me think of dinner, which made my stomach speak, which 

threw off my thinking.
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I followed the squawking.

In the parking lot, I found a farmer’s pickup truck, 

 chock-  full of  farm-  related wares.  Bushels of corn,  bundles 

of raw wool, and a  pile of  three-  foot crates that proved to be 

the source of the squawking.

Six chickens in each crate.

Loud, plump,  red-  and-  white hens, ripe for the 

 plucking —   just like the ones we used to have.

It was too tempting, that big crate of chickens. We 

could eat some and keep some for the eggs, as long as we 

could hold out without eating those, too.

I  sidled up to the truck. The closest crate was right on 

the edge, beneath a  bundle of rope.

 First things first. I moved the  bundle. Easy enough.

No one appeared to be around. The farmer was still in 

the market. No one else was in sight.

I slid my hands up, right into place inside the looped 

rope  handles at either end of the crate. Easy enough.

I glanced around. Then in one smooth arc, lifted the 

crate. And started walking away. Easy.

 Picked it up to a jog. Had to get out of sight.

Not as easy. I had to keep my elbows bent to raise the 

frame above my jutting knees. The chickens strutted and 

squawked, changing the weight distribution of the crate. It 

rocked in my grip and began to feel heavy.

“Hey!” I heard shouted behind me. “Stop! You thieving 

nigger. You stop right there!”
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I didn’t stop.

I’m fast, but I was running with the chicken crate. 

 Holding it in front of me was breaking my stride.

 Before long, thick hands landed on my shoulders. The 

farmer panted heavy in my ear. “Them’s my chickens,” he 

said. “ Goddamned nigger.”

I dropped the chicken crate and tried to  wriggle free, 

but he had me good and tight by the arms, and there was 

no way to get loose. I kicked and thrashed and stomped, 

but his boots were  thick —   no match for my shoes’ soft 

 soles —   and his  muscles were like rocks after decades of 

hard labor against the earth. I could do no damage.

So I stood limply in his grip until the sirens came, and 

the policemen in their  little black caps chained my wrists 

together and shoved me in the back of their car.

 Wilfred came down to the police station to collect me.

“ Malcolm, you gotta stop this,” he said. “What’s wrong 

with the rabbits and the traps?”

 Trapping was no kind of guaranteed supper.  Stealing, 

on the other hand . . . “We don’t always catch anything, you 

know.” That’s what I said out loud, but in the meantime I 

was thinking about how to get better at swiping things from 

the store. This  whole  back-  of-  the-  truck concept was new to 

me, but it seemed like a good direction to go. I didn’t care 

much about the man whose chickens I’d taken. He had a 

 whole truck full of chickens and things. I didn’t even fig-

ure he’d miss them.

X_69676_HI_US.indd   35 8/26/14   3:35 PM



36

On the  whole walk home,  Wilfred went on and on 

about how we were in this together. And something about 

reflecting on the family.

“What would Papa think, to see you getting  hauled in?” 

 Wilfred said. “You can’t, you can’t get on the wrong side of 

the law like this. You know what happens. . . .”

I tuned him out all the way at that point. Papa wasn’t 

there. He wasn’t there and I was hungry, and I didn’t want 

to wait for welfare package day, or walk along the creek and 

hope to find a rabbit in the trap we couldn’t even eat our-

selves, or go down to the  Seventh-  Day  Adventist meeting so 

Mom could pray for our daily bread.

I did what I had to. Didn’t see anything wrong with it. 

Not a thing.

“I understand you’re out of work,” the government man 

said first off.

Mom stood with her body in the doorway, as if to block 

his entry. He pushed past her, of course, in a way that made 

me feel ashamed of her for even trying. It made everything 

worse, the way she fought it.

“I’ll get work again,” she protested. “I always do.”

It was true, so far. No job lasted forever, but before the 

seamstress work, Mom was cleaning in a white family’s 

home and, before that, another family’s. In the mean-

time, we’d take the welfare packages, with their  bundles of 

meat and cans of things.
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“The larger issue is that there are simply too many 

mouths to feed,” the man said. “And too many children to 

discipline.”

“My children are very well behaved,” Mom answered. 

Her gaze cut to  Philbert and me, about which this was abso-

lutely untrue. Like a warning. “They are excellent students 

as well.” Mom folded her hands. She did not offer him a 

seat or a beverage, which was rude. But then again, polite-

ness is about making a guest feel welcome, which the gov-

ernment man certainly was not.

He sat down anyway.  Right in the  middle of the sofa, 

with his legs spread wide. He had a thick folder of papers, 

which he opened like a suitcase. He  riffled through and 

extracted a group of clipped pages.

“ Malcolm  Little,” he said. “Yes, here he is.  Malcolm, 

come over here.”

I separated myself from the others and edged around to 

stand beside Mom.

“It’s time to make a change,” the man said.

“A change?” Mom’s voice rose. Her arm went around 

me, over my shoulder, clutching me to her. I don’t know if 

she felt herself do it. It was like a reflex. But she grabbed me 

tight. “What sort of change?”

“It’s like I’ve told you. If you can’t control all these chil-

dren, we’ll be forced to find another arrangement,” the slim 

man said, pushing up his glasses.

Mom sputtered an  indecipherable protest.
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“In fact,” the man went on, “we’ve already made 

 arrangements for  Malcolm here to stay with another 

family.”

My heart exploded in my chest.

“No,” Mom declared. “These are my children, and this 

is our home. Malcolm is staying with us.”

“That’s no longer your decision.”

“You can’t take him,” Mom said. “You can’t.”

The man slapped his portfolio closed. The soft smack 

screamed finality. “The foster home is only half a  mile away. 

He won’t be far.”

 Tears  rolled down Mom’s face. She was no match 

for him.

“They have the means to take him in, and clearly his 

behavior indicates that he’s beyond your control,” he said. 

“ Malcolm obviously needs a father figure and a firm hand.”

My chest  filled with scalding heat. I shook loose from 

Mom’s arms. The firm hand against me had always been 

Mom’s. But for these white men to say anything against 

Papa or our loss of him . . . “No,” I said. “I’m not going.”

“I’m not asking,” the government man said. “Your 

recent trip down to the police station?” he added. “This 

move is an alternative to some kind of detention.”

The chickens. It all came back to the chickens. I wanted 

to laugh. Out of the hundreds of things I’d successfully 

stolen, I was being punished for the only time I’d ever 

 failed.

“ Detention?” I repeated, uneasy.
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“He won’t do it again.  Anything like that. Ever,” Mom 

insisted.

I glanced at her. Sure I would. Put those chickens in 

front of me again, they’d be mine. I’d just take a minute to 

learn how best to run with a crate.

But the government man shook his head anyway, as if 

he knew what I was thinking. For a quick second, when he 

met my eyes, I knew what he was thinking, too.  Malcolm, 

the troublemaker.  Malcolm, the one who won’t toe the line. 

 Looking in his  eyes —   a thing I maybe never did  before —   it 

speared me.

The government men who were always coming around, 

they were always talking to me. Up on the side, just me. 

 Malcolm, this.  Malcolm, that.  Malcolm, you need to . . . 

 Malcolm, why don’t you . . . ?  Malcolm.  Malcolm.  Malcolm.

 Maybe it had been me causing this  trouble all along. All 

my antics. I was the problem, the one who couldn’t do 

right, no matter what.

If I would just go, maybe it would all stop.  Maybe they 

would leave Mom and my family alone.

“Pack your things,  Malcolm,” the man said.

So I did.
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