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J O U R N A L  E N T RY

I wish I could go back and change everything about the sum-
mer of 1985. I honestly believe the root of my discontent 
was fertilized that summer and has been growing in me ever 
since. Oh, the things I could have done . . . the life I could 
have led, if I had only made better decisions.
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C H A P T E R  1

JULY 1985

With a twenty- dollar bill burning a hole in the pocket of 
Dana Jones’ cutoff jeans, which she had turned into shorts 
with fringe hanging below her butt, Dana slipped her bam-
boo earrings on. These things were her prized possession 
because her name was engraved in the imitation gold across 
the midpoint of each earring.

She was about to leave the apartment to go downtown 
with her girls, Lisa Whitaker and Jasmine Parks. She’d been 
cooped up since graduating from Boys and Girls High School 
in Brooklyn, New York, last month.

But somewhere between the quiet in the house and 
“Pretty Young Thing” being blasted from a boom box out-
side, Dana tensed. Tensed as fear crept up her spine and 
lodged in her heart.

“Ma!”
It was always loud in her house, like noise would drown 

out the pain of stolen dreams. Her mother, Vida, would blast 
’70s music on her old record player in their basement apart-
ment when the owners of the brownstone, who lived in the 
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main part of the house, were at work during the day— that is, 
before her mom pawned the record player a few weeks ago.

Dana was used to loud. The quiet of the past weeks caused 
her knees to shake like she’d been cornered by a stick- up kid 
after her hair- braiding money.

“Ma, I’m heading out. You want me to bring you some-
thing back?”

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, Dana combed 
through her asymmetrical bob– style haircut and parted it 
so her bamboo earring could be seen. She rubbed in suntan 
lotion on her face and arms. Her olive complexion was too 
light to be in the sun without sunscreen. Looking in the 
mirror, Dana’s hazel eyes lit up, like beauty was everywhere 
and ugly didn’t exist in the world.

She put her comb on the sink and walked down the hall 
toward her mother’s bedroom. The last time Vida was non-
responsive, she’d had a seizure and had to be rushed to the 
hospital so they could pump the drugs from her mother’s 
system. Dana's heart thump- thumped inside her chest as she 
knocked on her mother’s bedroom door, then tried the knob. 
It was unlocked.

Her mother was lying on her back with her arms stretched 
out on the bed. Dana hesitated. No chest movement. No 
snoring either. Her mom normally snored when sleeping on 
her back.

“Ma! Ma!” Thump- thump. Dana’s hand went to her 
heart as she forced herself forward. She touched her mother’s 
shoulder and shook it.

Vida growled and then put the pillow over her head. She 
turned her back to Dana. “Go away. I’m tired.”

Tired was better than dead. Tired was better than a sei-
zure. Dana had watched her mother fight her demons since 
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her boyfriend introduced her to cocaine. Dana’s chest heaved 
as she sucked in air and then blew it out. Tired was good. She 
backed out of her mother’s room and left her alone.

As Dana left her apartment, she found Lisa and Jasmine 
waiting for her next to the stoop. The heat hit her like hot 
grease popping at a fish fry. Sweat beaded on her forehead as 
they headed for the subway on Fulton Street between Lewis 
and Stuyvesant avenues. “Dang. It’s hot out here.”

“I’m dripping like a faucet,” Lisa, her best friend since 
first grade, said.

When they reached the station, they went down the stairs, 
deposited their tokens and then hopped on the A Train.

“Man, I get so sick of standing up every time I get on this 
train,” Jasmine complained.

Dana and Jasmine became cool in tenth grade. Lisa 
couldn’t hang out as much back then because she was always 
at the library on Lewis and Macon, keeping them grades up 
so she could get a scholarship.

It was a Saturday afternoon, and the subway was packed. 
People going here and there, basically anywhere in the five 
boroughs, but today, Dana and her friends were headed to 
the Loew’s Metropolitan Theatre in downtown Brooklyn to 
see Back to the Future, starring Michael J. Fox.

“I’m glad to be on this train. I almost had to bail on 
y’all,” Lisa said. “My dad was tripping because I didn’t do the 
dishes, so he was holding up my allowance.”

“At least you get an allowance. I had to braid all three of 
Mrs. Lilly’s kids’ hair to get twenty dollars. And I couldn’t 
complain because my mom is late on the rent again.” Dana 
and her mom had been staying in the basement apartment of 
Mrs. Lilly and Michael James’ brownstone for six months. 
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Dana seriously doubted they would make it a whole year 
before getting evicted.

“Well, we’re out today, and didn’t nobody stop us.” 
Jasmine held on tight to the handrail above as the train sped 
underground, heading toward their destination.

The train stopped at Jay Street. The moment the doors 
opened, a whoosh of hot, humid air blew in their faces. A 
mixture of urine and body odor assaulted Dana’s nostrils. 
Nothing like a New York subway station.

Dana held her breath until she and her girls reached the 
stairs leading out to Jay Street. They exited the train station, 
then went left, headed toward Loew’s movie theater at the 
corner of Fulton and Jay Street. It was 2:20 p.m. and the 
movie started at 2:30 p.m., so they had to hustle.

“Do any of these people ever stay home?” Jasmine pushed 
her way through the crowd.

Jasmine was always complaining about how crowded it 
was in the city. Dana was surprised she agreed to go to the 
movies because she knew they would have to go downtown. 
“We’ll be at the theater in a minute. Once you’re watching 
the movie, you’ll forget all about the crowd out here.”

“Or . . .” Jasmine lifted her arms, trying to get elbow 
room as they continued walking down the street. “The 
lookie- loos can get out of our town and go home.”

Lisa told her, “We will always have tourists, so get over it.”
They entered the movie theater and purchased tickets.
“I’m getting some popcorn.” Dana got in line for the 

snacks.
“I want some candy.” Lisa got in the line too. Once they 

had their snacks, they went to the theater where Back to the 
Future was being shown and sat down.

After several laughs and some high- f lying, futuristic 
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skateboarding, the movie ended, and the three of them 
headed to The Wiz because Jasmine wanted to buy an album.

“I’m running out of money,” Dana complained. “I need 
to go to McCrory’s and get my toiletries, so I can’t get any-
thing at The Wiz.”

“Girl, we’ll go to McCrory’s with you. Come with me 
to The Wiz. My mom asked me to pick up ‘Raspberry Beret’ 
since we were coming downtown,” Jasmine told her.

“Prince’s new record?” Lisa’s eyes popped as if Prince 
was standing in front of the electronics store waiting on her. 
“Let me at it.”

“Y’all acting like Prince is everything. What about New 
Edition with ‘Mr. Telephone Man’? Now, that’s a record I 
really want.” Dana stood outside the store. She looked up at 
the sign, which read “Nobody Beats the Wiz.” Those words 
were a jingle in all the store’s commercials.

Dana normally avoided The Wiz when she came down-
town because walking in the store and viewing all the 
televisions and stereo systems only reminded her their 
floor- model television was broken. It weighed two hundred 
pounds, so she and her mother couldn’t lift it to take it to a 
repair shop. And her mother had pawned the nineteen- inch 
television, so there was nothing to do at home but listen to 
the radio or read a book.

Her mother worked at the soul- food restaurant a few 
blocks from their apartment, but they kept cutting her 
hours. So, even if they could lift the floor- model TV, they 
didn’t have extra money to fix it, and if they did, her moth-
er’s boyfriend would find a way to spend it on things they 
didn’t need.

The three friends opened the door and went inside. 
Televisions lined the shelves. Dana tried her best to ignore 
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them and the stereo systems that blasted music throughout 
the store. They passed by the camera station, then took the 
stairs to check out the records on the second floor.

Dana glanced back, longing in her eyes as she watched 
a woman standing at the camera counter holding a Minolta 
X-700. She had begged her mother to buy the camera for 
Christmas during her sophomore year in high school. Dana 
wanted to take up scrapbooking and use the camera to make 
a photographic record of her final years in high school. She 
kept waiting, believing she’d have the camera under the 
Christmas tree, but she graduated from high school last 
month, with no scrapbook.

Lisa pointed at the New Edition poster hanging on the 
wall in the record section. “Look, Dana. There’re your boys.”

Dana turned toward the poster and smiled. “Love me 
some Bobby Brown. Yes, ‘Mr. Telephone Man.’ ”

“You don’t need to be loving nobody but me.”
Dana heard the deep, silky voice. She put her hand on 

the railing to steady herself as she turned to the left and saw 
Derrick Little. Derrick had a high- top fade and to- die- for 
dimples. His light- brown eyes blended nicely with his choco-
late skin tone. She and Derrick had been seeing each other 
for a couple of months. He lived in Marcy Projects with his 
grandmother.

Derrick had on a blue jean jacket with matching jeans and 
a pair of blue- and- red Pro- Keds. The sneakers were old and 
worn out. Derrick was always fresh, so it surprised her to see 
him in a pair of run- down shoes. He wiped some sweat from 
his forehead as he moved closer to her.

As her girls rushed over to the record section and began 
thumbing through the records, Dana finished her climb up 
the stairs and walked with Derrick to the R & B section.
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“Why do you have on a jacket? It’s too hot and humid in 
this city to be wearing all those clothes.”

He tugged on either side of the jacket, then opened it 
so she could see the big pockets inside. “These are my work 
clothes.”

“What kind of job makes you wear blue jeans with a 
jacket?” She pointed to his forehead. “You’re sweating like 
crazy.”

He laughed at her as he stood in front of a stack of 
records, fingered his way through the stack, then pulled one 
out. “You want ‘Mr. Telephone Man,’ right?”

Yes, of course she did, but she didn’t have anything to 
play it on. “My mom sold our record player, so you don’t have 
to buy the record.”

“Got an extra record player at my place. I’ll bring it to 
you later.”

Her eyes lit up. “You’d really do that for me?”
“I got you, girl. Now, move a little to the left for me.”
Dana stepped to the left.
“A little more.”
Once she was in the spot he wanted her in, Derrick took 

the record and quickly shoved it in the inside pocket of his 
jacket.

Dana whispered, “What are you doing?” while glancing 
around.

“Don’t make it look obvious. I needed you to stand in 
front of me so the camera wouldn’t catch my movements. 
Play it cool, and we’ll be good.” Derrick then pulled out 
another record. He placed it in his inside pocket as well.

Lisa and Jasmine walked over to Dana. Jasmine held up 
the Prince record she came in the store to get. “I’m ready to 
check out.”
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“Okay, I’m coming.” Before walking away from Derrick 
she said, “We’re headed to McCrory’s to get a few things, but 
I’ll be home later.”

“I can hang,” Derrick told her.
Jasmine paid for her record, and they went McCrory’s.
Derrick said, “Yo, Jasmine, I’m getting ready to go to 

Dr. Jays for a pair of sneakers. You want to help me out?”
Dana side- eyed Derrick as she paid for her items at the 

checkout. Was he trying to get with Jasmine right in front 
of her?

“Calm down,” Derrick told her. “Jasmine knows 
the deal.”

Dana didn’t know what deal Derrick was talking about. 
Derrick was new in town, so how could Jasmine know what 
deal he was talking about, if Dana didn’t know?

Jasmine nodded. “Yeah, okay, but it’s my turn next time.”
“Bet that.” Derrick and Jasmine fist- bumped.
They left McCrory’s, then crossed over Jay Street to get 

to the other side of Fulton and kept walking toward Dr. Jays. 
A black man dressed in a long navy- blue robe with his head 
wrapped in a turban stood on top of a crate, shouting at pas-
sersby. “The black man is following Western culture . . . You 
are descendants of the tribe of Judah. Why do you choose to 
live below your place in God?”

Dana glanced at the man and immediately regretted 
it. They made eye contact. She turned her head as the man 
pointed in her direction.

“Sister!” he yelled. “Why do you degrade yourself by 
wearing cutoffs so short we can see the bottom of your 
behind?”

Jasmine put a hand over her mouth, laughing. “He 
clowned you.”
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Derrick put an arm around Dana’s shoulder. “Don’t pay 
him any mind. I like what I see, and my opinion is what 
matters.”

Dana was mortified by the comment of the Black Hebrew 
Israelite. She knew better than to make eye contact, and now 
her friends would remember what he said about her shorts. 
But the way Derrick put an arm around her and pulled her 
closer made her feel protected. Made her want to get closer 
to him.

They stepped inside Dr. Jays. “La Di Da Di” by Slick 
Rick and Doug E. Fresh was playing on their stereo system. 
Lisa and Jasmine bounced to the beat of the music while 
Derrick searched the walls for the sneakers he wanted.

“What kind of sneakers are you getting?” Dana asked him.
“Some Pumas or Adidas.” Derrick walked through the 

store, picking up shoes, turning them around and then plac-
ing them back on the shelf.

Lisa picked up a pair of white Nikes with pink stripes. 
“I’m going to tell my mom to get me this pair. I’m way past 
due for some new sneakers.”

Jasmine smirked. “Girl, I already got a pair of those. 
You late.”

Dana had never had a pair of brand- new sneakers in 
her life. Her cousin normally passed her old shoes down to 
her. She was thankful her cousin wasn’t hard on her shoes. 
Although, she had to admit, she wished the f lip- f lops she 
wore today had a little more arch support, but beggars 
couldn’t be too choosy.

The f loor salesman walked over to them. Animated. 
Trying to act like he was their best friend to get his commis-
sion check. “What are you ladies interested in today? We’ve 
got those red suede Pumas in.”
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Derrick waved toward the salesman. “My man, can you 
get me this shoe in a size eleven?”

Dana’s jaw dropped as Derrick handed the salesman a 
red, black, and white Air Jordan. Those were the hottest 
sneakers on the market since that new guy Michael Jordan 
started balling for the Chicago Bulls. Dana wouldn’t dare 
ask her mother for a pair of Jordans because she knew she 
wouldn’t get them. And she doubted her cousin would pass 
those down to her.

The salesman glanced down at the worn- out shoes on 
Derrick’s feet. Dana figured he was wondering the same 
thing she was— why was Derrick wearing those old Pro- Keds 
if he could afford Air Jordans.

“Be right back,” the salesman said.
Derrick held up a hand. “Bring me a ten and a half also. 

I need to see which one fits best.”
Dana doubted the pockets inside Derrick’s jacket were 

wide enough for those high- top sneakers, so she sat down 
next to him and relaxed as he took off his shoes. When the 
salesman brought the shoes out, Derrick tried on the ten and 
a half first.

“How’s the fit?” the salesman asked as he watched 
Derrick struggle to get his feet in the shoe.

Derrick took the shoe off and handed it back to the sales-
man. “Too small.”

As Derrick opened the box with the size elevens, Jasmine 
yelled for the salesman. “Hey, I need help over here. He’s not 
your only customer.”

The salesman lifted a finger. “One moment. I’ll be right 
there once I’m finished with this customer.”

“Oh, it’s like that, huh? Well, let me take my business 
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to Foot Locker.” She put the Adidas back on the shelf and 
turned to walk out of the store.

Derrick told the salesman, “Don’t miss out on your com-
mission because of me. Go and help her. I’ll try these on.” He 
held up the size elevens.

“Wait! Wait!” the salesman rushed over to Jasmine. “I 
can help you.”

“I thought so.” Jasmine handed the salesman the Adidas 
sneaker. “I want to try this in a size seven.”

Derrick put the Air Jordans on and tied them. He got up 
and started walking around. Turning to the salesman as the 
man walked toward the storage room, Derrick said, “Bring 
me an eleven and a half. This one feels a little tight too.”

“Coming right up.” The salesman headed to the back to 
get the shoes.

Derrick bent down in front of Dana. Kissed her on the 
forehead. “I’ll come by your place later with the record 
player.”

The forehead kiss seemed so sweet to Dana. A smile crept 
across her face. She was about to ask what time he would be 
at her place when he took off running out of the store.

Jasmine yelled to her and Lisa. “Come on, let’s go!” 
Then Jasmine took off running behind Derrick.

Dana looked down on the f loor. Derrick’s old, ruddy 
Pro- Keds were on the floor next to the empty Air Jordan 
box. All at once it registered to her. Derrick had stolen those 
expensive sneakers, and if she kept sitting there, the salesman 
was going to think she was in on it.

She jumped up and grabbed the arm of Lisa, who was 
looking as shell- shocked as Dana felt. “Let’s go, girl.” They 
ran past racks of sports bras, shorts, and jogging suits as they 
hightailed it out of the store.
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Escaping the store, Dana and Lisa went left. Running 
down the street, headed for the A Train. The whole while, 
Dana’s head swiveled from left to right as she tried to find 
Derrick or Jasmine.

The salesman ran out of the store, yelling, “I’m calling 
the police! Every last one of you is going to jail!”

Dana looked back. She saw the salesman shouting with 
an angry fist punching the air. Then on the opposite side 
of the street, bus number 26 came to a stop and picked up 
passengers. That’s when she saw Derrick move out of the 
crowd of people and jump on the back of the bus, gripping 
his fingers into the air vents. The bus took off again, and 
Derrick held on like he’d been riding the back side of the bus 
all his life.

Dana was stuck. She stood there staring, not able to 
believe what she was seeing. After stealing those sneakers, 
Derrick was now the lone freeloading passenger on the back 
of a bus. He was her boyfriend. But he was a thief. And she 
didn’t know how she felt about being with someone like him.

Lisa grabbed her arm and pulled her along. “What are 
you looking at? We’ve got to get out of here. My daddy’s 
going to kill me if I get arrested.” They started running again 
and managed to make it to the subway station.

Dana wasn’t worried about what her mother might say. 
That woman had been to jail a few times herself. But Dana 
had never been locked up. The last thing she wanted was a 
prison record. She had just graduated high school, which as 
her mother kept telling her was something to be proud of. 
She had no plans to go to college and no direction for her life 
right now. She needed time to figure out what she wanted to 
do in this world.

But she absolutely, for certain knew she didn’t want 
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prison. When they got back on the train, she plopped down 
in her seat and breathed a sigh of relief. Then Lisa sat down 
next to her with the stank face.

“You should have told me your boyfriend was going to 
meet up with us. My parents don’t like me hanging around 
thugs like him.”

“Girl, you’re eighteen. I know you’re not telling me your 
mama still picks out your clothes and brushes your hair too.”

“Shut up, Dana.” Lisa rolled her eyes.
They sat in silence until the doors of the A Train opened 

at their stop. When they left the subway and headed down 
Lewis Avenue on their way home, Lisa told her, “I can’t hang 
out with you anymore.”

“Why you trippin’? It’s not a big deal.”
“I could have been arrested. I don’t consider jail a small 

thing.”
“Chill out, Lisa. We’re good.”
“If you’re going to keep going out with Derrick, then I’m 

out.” She waved at Dana and crossed the street.
Dana’s nostrils flared as she blew out a heavy sigh. She 

wasn’t happy about what happened either. But Lisa was a 
church kid with two parents at home who kept her on the 
straight and narrow. Her best friend knew nothing about the 
hard knocks of life. But Dana had a front- row seat to the 
crash- and- burn foolishness people like her dealt with on the 
daily.
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C H A P T E R  2

L isa, girl, get up and out of bed right now. I don’t care if it 
is summertime, you’re not going to lay around this house 

all day.” Lisa heard her father call out to her.
But her eyelids felt glued together. She rubbed the sleep 

from her eyes and then glanced over at the clock on her 
nightstand. It was 7:52 a.m. on a Saturday . . . a morning she 
had planned to sleep in, but her daddy was screaming for her.

“We need to get down to the store so we can pass out the 
hot dogs and hamburgers to our customers in the neighbor-
hood,” he hollered up to her. “It’s good business to give back 
to the community on a day like this.”

Lisa popped up and flung the covers off. She opened 
the curtain and looked out the window. She saw the sanita-
tion street- sweeper truck as it slowly drove down the street. 
Mr. Rumbly ran outside in his pajamas and house shoes. He 
jumped in his car and made a U- turn in the middle of the 
street so he could get his car out of the way of the street 
sweeper truck.

A truck with DJ equipment was parked across the street. 
Two guys got out and started taking the gear out of the bed 
of the truck.

How had she forgotten? There was going to be a block 
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party on Halsey Street today. She opened her bedroom door 
and stood at the top of the steps in their three- level brown-
stone. “Why do I have to work this morning? I want to go to 
the block party.”

Her daddy, David Whitaker, was a tall man, about six 
feet four. He’d put on an extra seventy pounds over the years 
from all the red beans and rice he kept asking her mother to 
cook for him. He wore blue jean overalls to work most days 
because he thought it hid his girth.

Daddy was a force and didn’t accept the word no when he 
wasn’t the one using it. Even Pastor Jonathan down at Praise 
Ministries didn’t like getting on Deacon David Whitaker’s 
bad side. His big hand wrapped around the banister as he 
stood on the parlor level of the house where the living room, 
dining room, one of the bathrooms, and kitchen were. The 
front double- entry doors were on the same level as well. 
“Lisa, don’t play with me. I don’t have time for this today.”

“I’m eighteen, Daddy. I should be able to make my own 
decisions.”

“You should also be able to help with some of these bills. 
You’re going off to college next month, and your mama and 
I are still scrounging up the money to pay for the books you 
need for fall semester, so you’re going to help me at the corner 
store. That way I don’t have to pay someone else to work.”

Lisa wanted to object to the whole work- for- free racket 
her father had going on, but she knew how much her par-
ents were sacrificing so she could attend school at New York 
University. She had a scholarship, but it didn’t cover all her 
tuition, nor did it cover books. The least she could do was 
help her dad out at the corner store until she left for college.

“I’ll be ready in a few minutes. But remember, I have to 
be at church this afternoon.”
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“I remember. Help me this morning, and then you can 
leave.”

Despite having to work at the corner store this morn-
ing, today was going to be one of the best days of Lisa’s 
life. When she was in junior high, her dad took her to hear 
Representative Shirley Chisholm at the YMCA on Bedford 
Avenue. And now, at the start of Evangelism Week at her 
church, her mother told her Elsie Richardson was speaking 
at the church today.

Lisa couldn’t get dressed fast enough. She had a scarf 
wrapped around her head. Lisa put a shower cap over her 
scarf and got in the shower. When she got out, she took the 
cap off, then untied her scarf and let her long black hair fall 
against her caramel shoulders. She then took her comb and 
ran it through the short, layered curls in the front of her head.

Lisa loved her new hairstyle, even the temple fade around 
the front of her ears. A lot of the girls were wearing their hair 
short and layered in the front but long in the back.

She went back to her room and put on her purple, ankle- 
length ruffled skirt with her black- and- white saddle shoes and 
a white tank top. The summers in Brooklyn were so hot that 
sweat leaked from her body like rain drizzling off the side of 
a house the minute she stepped outside, so even though her 
father thought tank tops showed off too much skin, Lisa had 
a different colored tank for each day of the week.

Rushing down the stairs of their brownstone, Lisa 
waited for her father by the front door. Besides the parlor, 
their brownstone also had a basement, which was more like 
an apartment. Her daddy rented it out from time to time. 
Bedrooms and bathrooms were on the top level of the house.

By the time Lisa and her father stepped outside, the street 
had been blocked off so there was no more through traffic. 
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The DJ was setting his tables up in the middle of the road. 
Music was about to be blasted all- the- way down the street.

Mrs. Mabel was sitting out on her stoop. She didn’t have 
air- conditioning in her brownstone, so it was often cooler out 
on her stoop than inside the house. She waved to Lisa.

“Good day to you, Lisa. I hear you’re going to be leaving 
us soon.”

“I will.” Lisa nodded. “But you know NYU isn’t far at 
all, so I’ll be back home visiting plenty.”

“I sure hope so. We need to see more of your smiling face 
around here.”

“Yes, ma’am, Mrs. Mabel,” Lisa said as she helped her 
father tote his big cooler down the street. They lived two 
blocks from the Halsey Street corner store, which was on the 
corner of Halsey and Lewis.

Neighbors were bringing out barbecue pits and placing 
tables and chairs in their front yards. Charcoal smoke perme-
ated the air.

“Good morning, Mr. Whitaker.” Cal Johnson stood 
behind the cast- iron gate that closed off the front area of 
his brownstone. He pointed toward his grill. “I’m getting it 
ready for the burgers and dogs.”

Her father smiled and waved. “Hurry on over to the store 
before we run out. Wouldn’t want you to fire up your grill 
for nothing.”

“Don’t you worry. I’ll be right there.” Cal sprayed lighter 
fluid on his charcoal.

They set up their table outside the store. Customers came 
over to collect the hamburgers or hot dogs for their grills. A 
party was going on in the neighborhood. People were laugh-
ing, smiling and having a good time. The DJ started playing 
“Party All the Time” by Eddie Murphy. Lisa didn’t like the 
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song. She couldn’t figure out why Eddie Murphy didn’t stick 
to telling jokes.

A guy with MC Hammer pants, the kind that were baggy 
and saggy in the middle and tapered at the ankles, started 
break- dancing in the middle of the street. Lisa turned to her 
right and caught sight of the “In Loving Memory” mural on 
the wall next to her father’s store.

It had been painted a couple of years ago by a drug dealer, 
mourning all the friends from the neighborhood he had lost. 
The faces of the dead were painted on it in between clouds 
and gravestones. It was no longer just for gangbangers but for 
anyone who passed away in the neighborhood. Lisa found the 
mural creepy. She didn’t even like walking past it, let alone 
standing near it.

Once they passed out the last of the meat, Lisa waved to 
her dad. “I’ve got to meet Mama at the church.”

A grin spread across Lisa’s face as she walked from Lewis 
Avenue to Praise Ministries on Decatur. No longer think-
ing about the block party, Lisa was practically giddy about 
church service. Her mother, Brenda, was waiting for her in 
the fellowship hall.

“Do you think I can sit on the front row with you today?” 
She normally sat in the back of the sanctuary with her friends.

Brenda patted her hand. “Of course, baby. I told the pas-
tor how excited you were to hear Mrs. Richardson speak. I 
already saved you a seat on the front row.”

Beaming, Lisa sat down and turned her attention to the 
pulpit.

Pastor said, “I present to you Mrs. Elsie Richardson, one 
of the cornerstones in Bed- Stuy Brooklyn.”

“Thank you, Pastor,” Mrs. Richardson said as she stood 
in front of the podium, adjusting the microphone. The 
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sanctuary could seat a thousand people, and it looked like 
they might have to set extra chairs out for the overflow if 
people kept coming.

Elsie Richardson began. “Good afternoon, everyone. I 
am so thankful for this opportunity to speak to you as you 
begin Evangelism Week. Now, I truly understand the rea-
son we evangelize is to bring wayward sinners to the Lord, 
but I want to challenge you this week to also encourage 
those you minister to to become advocates for change in our 
community.

“And I pray you understand you’re not too young or too 
old to make a difference. I was a teenager living in Harlem 
when I took part in the 1941 New York City bus boycotts led 
by Adam Clayton Powell Jr. We were years ahead of the bus 
boycotts led by Martin Luther King Jr.”

Leaning forward in her seat, Lisa soaked in every word. 
Elsie Richardson had done so much for this community 
back in the sixties. Lisa was determined to do a great work 
for her community once she graduated from college. Elsie 
Richardson and Shirley Chisholm were like royalty to her. 
She felt how Martha and Mary of the Bible must have felt as 
they sat in the same room with Jesus . . . mesmerized.

Mrs. Richardson continued. “I have always been a fighter 
for human rights because my parents frequently told me I 
was as good as anyone else. So when the powers that be in 
this city tried to treat us as if we weren’t worthy of anything, 
something in me stood up and demanded they recognize our 
humanity.

“Look around, young people. I, along with so many other 
people, fought to bring revitalization to this neighborhood. 
But the crack demon has taken over much of the Bed- Stuy 
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community . . . destroying it. But it doesn’t have to be this 
way, my brothers and sisters.

“Help me revitalize our community once again. If you 
see someone going down the wrong path, and you know it 
will eventually destroy him or her— along with our beloved 
Bed- Stuy— lend a helping hand to them.” Elsie Richardson 
spoke a few more minutes, then when she was finished, she 
walked to the back of the sanctuary and shook everyone’s 
hand as they left the church to begin walking the commu-
nity, telling the neighbors about Jesus and handing out flyers 
to invite the people to church tomorrow.

Lisa got in line and tried to be patient as everyone else 
shook Mrs. Richardson’s hand and said their piece. But now 
she was wishing she had sat in the back with the rest of the 
teens; she would have been at the front of the line by now if 
she had.

“Stop fidgeting, Lisa. Mrs. Richardson isn’t going 
anywhere.”

“I know, Mama.” There were about fifteen people in 
front of her. “I’m grateful I get a chance to meet her. So glad 
I came.”

“Of course, child. But don’t forget, I need your help pass-
ing out these flyers.” Brenda laughed.

“Oh, so you want to put me to work too. Just like 
Daddy . . . trying to get as much work out of me as you can 
before I leave for college.”

Putting a hand on Lisa’s shoulder, Brenda told her, “We 
only want to teach you responsibility before you are all grown 
up and taking care of things on your own.”

“I know, Mama, but you don’t have to worry about me. 
I’m going to make you proud when I come back and help 
rebuild our community.”
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“Where are you going, young lady? And why do you 
have to wait until you get back to do something for our 
community?”

Lisa swung around. She had been talking to her mother 
and hadn’t noticed the line had cleared. She stepped closer 
to Mrs. Richardson. Butterflies fluttered in her stomach as 
she stuck her hand out. “H- Hi, M- Mrs. Richardson. I loved 
your speech.”

“Then why are you leaving?”
Lisa’s eyebrows furrowed. “Huh?”
“I heard you say you were going to do something for 

Bed- Stuy when you get back. Why not now?”
“Oh.” Lisa relaxed a bit. “I’m going to college in a 

month. But I plan to become a community organizer like 
you when I return from college.”

Mrs. Richardson smiled at her. “I went to college while 
I raised my children and took care of my husband. So if you 
see a place where you can make a difference, even before you 
graduate from college, I admonish you to do it.”

“I will, Mrs. Richardson. I’ve always helped out at the 
church and will continue as long as I can.”

Lisa headed outside with the rest of the ladies who were 
getting ready to walk the blocks to pass out Praise Ministries 
flyers. Taking a stack of flyers from her mother, Lisa began 
walking up Decatur Street, heading toward Lewis Avenue.

“Good afternoon. How are you doing?” she said to a 
woman who was headed down the street, holding on to a 
little girl’s hand.

“Doing fine,” was the woman’s reply.
Lisa stuck out her hand, offering the woman the flyer. 

“This is Evangelism Week at our church. Can I give this 
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information about Praise Ministries to you? I’d also like to 
invite you to church Sunday.”

The woman didn’t respond, but she did take the f lyer 
as she continued on her way. She looked like she was in a 
hurry, but most New Yorkers walked at a fast pace, like they 
were always trying to catch up to life— or get away from 
something.

She handed a flyer to the next person who zoomed past 
her. But before she could say a word, he said, “Can’t talk. Got 
to get to the library.” He had a backpack strapped to his back, 
loaded down with books.

Some of the choir members had joined them. As Lisa 
reached the corner of Lewis and Decatur where they were 
standing, she smiled because they started singing “Jesus Can 
Work It Out.” This was a new praise song, but it was quickly 
becoming one of Lisa’s favorites.

Lisa raised her hands in praise and started singing along 
with the choir. Her voice was not meant for solos, but she 
could give praise to God in a group sing- along. She was 
enjoying the song so much she almost forgot about the flyers 
she was supposed to be passing out.

Until someone tapped her on the shoulder. Lisa lowered 
her arms. She turned, taking a flyer from her stack, getting 
ready to hand it to the person who sought her attention, but 
then she saw it was Dana.

“Oh, hey. I didn’t see you walk up.”
“I bet you didn’t. You had your eyes closed. By the way, 

you may want to take a few singing lessons if you’re going to 
be out in the open singing for all to hear.”

Lisa wasn’t offended. She knew she couldn’t hold a tune. 
“God doesn’t care how bad I sound. It is all sweet music 
to Him.”

9780840709936_HalseyStreet_B.indd   249780840709936_HalseyStreet_B.indd   24 2/10/23   2:24 PM2/10/23   2:24 PM



THE LIGHT ON HALSEY STREET

25

“Whatever.” Dana smirked. “You are such a cornball.”
Lisa did take offense to those words. Her hand went to 

her hip, lips twisted to the left. “Call me a cornball if you 
like, but I’m not the one who’s always finding trouble and 
hanging with the wrong crowd.”

“You still mad?”
“You’re hanging around thieves, Dana. That’s a problem 

for me.”
“I didn’t mean to get you caught up with them like that.” 

Dana nudged Lisa’s shoulder. “But you’re my girl, so don’t 
be mad. Okay?”

Lisa wanted to stay ticked and keep her distance from 
Dana’s situation, but Dana had been her best friend since first 
grade. And when a friend was in need, the Christian thing to 
do was to lend a hand.

Who knows, maybe Dana would come to realize she 
didn’t need to hang out in the streets and would instead reg-
ister for college. That would certainly be making a difference 
in someone’s life, as Mrs. Richardson said.

9780840709936_HalseyStreet_B.indd   259780840709936_HalseyStreet_B.indd   25 2/10/23   2:24 PM2/10/23   2:24 PM



26

C H A P T E R  3

Derrick knocked on Dana’s door about six in the evening. 
Dana stepped outside and closed the door behind her. 

She didn’t know whether she was happy or mad about him 
showing up at her place after leaving her to fend for herself 
at Dr. Jays.

“That wasn’t cool what you and Jasmine did the other 
day. Me and Lisa could have gotten arrested.”

“Ah, baby, you’re worrying about the wrong stuff. You 
weren’t going to get arrested.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, Dana pursed her lips. 
“How do you know? You took off running so fast, you didn’t 
even look back to see what happened to me.”

“You should have been closer to the front door when I 
took off. Keep hanging with me . . . you’ll understand how 
I move.”

Derrick was fine and all, but the boy had sticky fingers. 
She didn’t want to understand how he moved. She didn’t 
want to be a part of his band of thieves. She was about to tell 
him she didn’t think they should be together anymore when 
he held up a plastic bag.

“I brought you something.”
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Dana took note of how Derrick said he brought, not 
bought. Then he pulled a record player out of the bag.

Her eyes widened. He took the New Edition record out 
of the bag also. Dana’s first thought had been, Derrick kept 
his word. He told her he would bring her a record player so 
she could play New Edition’s new song on it. Most of the 
people in her world said one thing but did another.

Her second thought . . . Derrick must have stolen it like he 
stole the record and those Jordans he still has on his feet. Dana’s 
lips twisted. “I don’t know about this. It doesn’t seem right. 
What if you got caught?”

“That would mean I’m bad at my job.” He smiled, show-
ing off his deep dimples as they dipped into his chocolate 
cheeks. “And trust me, I’m too good to be bad at anything.”

“Not funny. I’m serious. I don’t want to be responsible 
for you getting arrested.”

Her mom opened the front door, took one look at the 
record player in Derrick’s hand and said, “I’ve seen you 
around here before. You after my daughter?”

“I like her very much,” he answered while looking at 
Dana like she meant something to him.

Vida pointed at the record player. “You selling or giving?”
“Dana told me she didn’t have a record player. Since I 

have a couple at the crib, I thought I’d bring this one to her.”
Vida opened the door wider, gave a sweeping motion 

with her hand. “Well, come on in here. I’ve got a nice spot 
for Dana to put her new record player.” Vida directed Derrick 
over to a mahogany table in the living room, where the last 
record player had sat.

Dana wondered how long she would have this gift before 
her mother took it to the pawn shop. She didn’t want Derrick 
leaving his stolen goods at her place. But even if she told her 
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mother he stole the record player, her mother wouldn’t care. 
So she let him set it on the table and plug it in. Thank God 
the electric bill had been paid this month. She would be mor-
tified to have anyone see them sitting around the living room 
with candles burning.

“Are you hungry?” Vida asked him. “I made a pasta salad. 
On hot nights like this, you need something cool to eat.”

Derrick grinned, patted his stomach. “I ate a hero sand-
wich before I came over. I’m on my way to 262 to shoot some 
hoops, and I was hoping Dana would come hang out and be 
my cheerleader.”

Dana glanced in her mother’s direction.
“Don’t look at me. You’re old enough to make your own 

decisions. Not that you’ve listened to me in these last few 
years anyway.”

People used to tell Dana she looked like her mother. They 
had the same light coloring, the same hazel eyes. But her 
mother’s eyes had lost their luster as she’d become more and 
more skeletal with sunken- in cheeks.

Vida Jones had once been beautiful and sought after by 
the single men in the neighborhood. Dana remembered how 
her mother used to tell guys to stop bothering her when she 
was with her daughter. Told them it was disrespectful to push 
up on her like that. Dana wished Vida had thought Sam was 
disrespectful and had told him to leave her alone. If she had, 
Vida wouldn’t be standing in the middle of the living room 
scratching her arms like she had fleas.

Dana couldn’t stand seeing her mother like this, so even 
though she didn’t want to watch Derrick play basketball, it 
beat sitting in this apartment with her mother, wondering 
how long it would be before her record player disappeared 
and Vida acted as if she had no idea what happened to it.
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“Come on, Derrick. Let’s go.”

f

The 262 was the elementary school for Bed- Stuy students, 
but it was also the place where hood legends were born. 
Anyone who thought he could dribble like Magic Johnson or 
shoot like Bernard King, the Brooklyn native who was now 
playing for the New York Knicks, could be found at the 262.

Dana often found herself in the back of the school, cheer-
ing for one would- be superstar after another, not because 
she loved the game of basketball but because she had fond 
memories of this school.

Her mother used to walk her to school almost every morn-
ing on the way to catch the A Train for her job at McCrory’s. 
She lost her job during Dana’s last year at the 262. But Dana 
still loved the school because she and Lisa became friends 
during those years. And when she had problems at home, 
Dana had a true friend she could talk to.

“What are you over here daydreaming about? You missed 
my dunk.” Derrick wiped the sweat from his face with the 
bottom of his shirt.

Laughing at herself for totally ignoring the game, Dana 
told him, “It’s the school. I enjoyed elementary school, so 
whenever I come over here, I always think about the good 
old days.”

Derrick glanced at the brownish- red brick building with 
the massive red doors. “I went to elementary in Connecticut, 
so the only memories I have of this school is,” he turned his 
head toward the court and shouted, “when I’m dunking on 
fools!”

“Oh, you dunking on us, huh? Well, come on back and 
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see if you can get it off again,” the tallest player on the court 
said while cracking his knuckles.

Derrick turned back to Dana. “You think I can take him?”
Dana looked Derrick up and down. Derrick was tall, but 

he wasn’t Hakeem Olajuwon– tall, like the guy standing on 
the basketball court waiting to take him down at the hoop. “I 
don’t know. You might want to shoot some jumpers.”

“You don’t believe in your man, huh?” He leaned in close 
and pressed his lips to hers. “Well, I’ll take that as my good 
luck charm.”

Derrick gave her a dimpled smile as he went back to the 
court. Dana pressed her fingers against her lips. He actu-
ally kissed her in front of everyone, and he’d called himself 
her man. Derrick had never said or done anything like that 
before. What did this mean? Were they a serious couple? Did 
she want to be a couple with Derrick?

“Dana!” Derrick yelled her name.
He had the ball; he dribbled it as he raced down the 

court. The seven- foot guy was on his heels as Derrick went 
straight for the hoop. He caught up with Derrick and stood 
with his arms up.

Derrick moved to the left, then the right. One of the 
guys in the stands hollered, “Did y’all see what happened? 
He crossed him and broke his ankles.”

Dana jumped out of her seat. “He can’t check you. Go, 
Derrick!”

Derrick was about six foot three, but it seemed like wear-
ing those Jordans gave him some kind of superpower as he 
leaped so high his head was above the rim, and he dunked 
the ball.

Derrick’s partner on the court put his fist to his mouth, 
eyes big. “Ooh, that was nasty.”
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Dana pumped her fist in the air. “You did it, Derrick!”
The seven- foot guy walked over to Derrick and shook his 

hand. “You all right with me, man.”
“You almost had me,” Derrick told him as he strutted off 

the court like a man who owned his own little piece of the 
world. Another hood legend was born at the 262.

“You hungry?” Derrick asked as they left the school.
Her stomach had growled a few times while she watched 

the game. She nodded. “I could eat something.”
“Let’s go get a slice.”
They held hands as they walked over to Fulton Street. 

Dana felt a fluttering in the lower part of her belly again. She 
was conflicted because Derrick was being good to her, but 
she knew in her heart what they had was all wrong. But she 
wanted so badly to be convinced otherwise. Maybe she could 
help him find a better way to make a living.

After they ordered their slices of pizza and sat down in 
the back of the pizza parlor, she breathed in the scent of 
dough baking along with the oregano sprinkled on the pizza. 
Her stomach growled.

Their slices were ready. Derrick grabbed them from the 
counter. He had cheese, and she had the pepperoni slice. 
Looking at the pizza, she asked, “Why me, Derrick?”

“What do you mean?” Derrick took a bite of his cheese 
pizza and chewed it.

“You could be with any girl in Brooklyn. Why you com-
ing for me so hard?” She lifted her slice, folded it, then took 
a bite and almost closed her eyes to savor the deliciousness of 
the ooey- gooey cheese and pepperoni.

Derrick used his index finger to lift her chin. “You really 
don’t know how beautiful you are.” He laughed. Leaned back 
in his seat. “Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you this because I 
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don’t need my woman getting the big head, but I had my eye 
on you from the moment I moved here.”

Dana had been told countless times how beautiful she 
was, but beauty faded. Her mom was the living example. She 
wanted someone to see more than her face when they looked 
at her. “I got really good grades in school until the tenth 
grade, when I stopped studying for tests. But I still passed 
with Bs and a few Cs. If I had studied, I could have graduated 
with honors.”

“I’m sure you could have. I like that about you. I need a 
woman with brains and beauty.” Derrick turned his head and 
looked at the guy behind the cash register. He then glanced 
around the small parlor.

“What are you looking for?” Dana thought they were 
having an important conversation, but she didn’t have 
Derrick’s full attention.

“What?” He turned back to her. “Oh, I need a napkin.” 
He waved the busboy to their table. “Yo, man, can I get a 
napkin?”

The busboy pulled some napkins out of the pocket of his 
apron and handed two of them to Derrick.

“You’re not even listening to me.” Dana poked her lip 
out in a pout.

Derrick wiped his hands with one of the napkins, then 
he looked at the other napkin, grinned, folded it and slid it 
in his pocket.

Derrick then turned his attention back to Dana. “Stop 
being so sensitive, girl. You caught my eye when I first saw 
you, and I promise . . . you have my attention.”

She smiled at him. She wanted his attention. Needed 
someone in her life who was all about her. Her mother used 
to be . . . but that was a long time ago. Dana had been left to 
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fend for herself. The abandonment had made her feel alone in 
this world. Maybe she had finally found someone who cared 
about her.

f

“I’ll get you the rent money, but you have to give me 
some time.”

Dana had been sleeping, but she heard her mother yelling 
at someone, and it woke her up.

“You ain’t right, Mr. James. You and your wife always 
talking to me about taking better care of Dana. How you 
think I’m gon’ do that if y’all throw us on the street?”

Dana got out of bed, threw on a pair of shorts and was 
rounding the corner to the living room when she heard 
Mr. James say, “The eviction has already been processed with 
the courts. You need to be out of here by next week, or the 
police will put your stuff on the curb.”

“Well, the place is still ours for another week, so you can 
get out of my face.”

Dana could see people walking past their apartment, 
looking toward their place. “Ma!” she yelled. “Why you talk-
ing so loud? Everybody can hear what’s going on.”

Vida put a hand to her chest, then slammed the door. 
“Girl, don’t sneak up on me.”

“Why do we always have to be the talk of the neighbor-
hood? This stuff is embarrassing.”

“I’m not trying to embarrass you.”
Dana’s eyes bore into her. “We’re getting evicted 

again . . . right? How embarrassing.”
Vida’s hands went to her hips. “Don’t give me your guff 

today. As far as I’m concerned, you’re grown, so if you don’t 
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like the way I’m handling things,” Vida did a sweeping 
motion with her hands, “then get on out there and show me 
how much better you can do this.”

Her mother was insufferable. Sometimes Dana didn’t 
even want to go outside. She couldn’t stand the look of pity 
on the neighbors’ faces. Worse yet was when the neighbors 
sat on the stoop and Dana heard them talking about her 
mother.

But at this moment, Dana couldn’t stand being in the 
same room with her mother. She stomped to the front door 
and went outside. The neighbors might be gossiping about 
what they’d heard from Vida and Mr. James, but she sat on his 
stoop anyway. She kept her eyes averted and her head low as 
she tried to imagine a world where things were good. A world 
where people were stable and took care of their children.

After sitting out there for about thirty minutes, Derrick 
came over and sat down next to her.

“I brought you something.” Derrick reached behind his 
back and pulled out a camera.

Dana’s smile dimmed a bit. Derrick had said brought 
again. She shook off the thought, focusing on the camera. It 
was the exact one Dana had wanted for Christmas during her 
sophomore year of high school. The Minolta X-700. It was 
an all- black 35 mm camera with a flash and a roll of film. It 
fit snugly in her hand, and Dana was absolutely beside herself 
with joy.

“I begged for this camera when I was in high school. I 
can’t believe you’re actually giving this to me.” Looking at 
Derrick with adoring eyes, she asked, “How did you know?”

He pointed toward the apartment. “Your mom told me, 
so I went and snatched it for you.”
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So her mother was encouraging her boyfriend to steal. 
Dana sighed. She wanted to give the camera back to Derrick 
so he would get the message. She didn’t like the fact he’d 
chosen being a thief as his profession, but she’d begged for 
this camera and had been so disappointed when she didn’t 
get it.

“Thank you, Derrick.”
She leaned forward and kissed him, then snapped his 

picture.
Derrick said, “I’m glad you like it. It’s good to see a smile 

on your beautiful face.”
“I love it.” She might not have been able to make her 

scrapbook during high school, but she was going to take 
as many pictures of friends as she could before she and her 
mother had to move again.

Derrick leaned back against the concrete step, looked 
around, then said, “I’m going to need you next week. I’m 
planning something big.”

She sat up straight, put the camera down. “What’s that 
supposed to mean?”

“I’ll tell you more once I have it all planned out, but this 
will set us up for a while. I might even be able to get us an 
apartment and move you out of here.”

He wanted to take her away from her mother. She wanted 
to get away from Vida too. But she wasn’t the stealing kind. 
“I don’t know, Derrick. You’ve got to give me more time.”

“The time is now, Dana. Don’t you want to get out 
of here?”

She did. Seeing Vida in this haphazard condition every 
day tore at her heart. The only problem was, Dana hadn’t 
bothered to come up with any kind of plan to help her get 
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her own place. She was planning to put in job applications 
at a few places, but nobody was going to pay her enough 
money to live on her own because she didn’t have much work 
experience.
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