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C O M M U N I T Y,  I N T E R R U P T E D

We knew we couldn’t make it illegal to be . . . ​black, but by 
getting the public to associate the . . . ​blacks with heroin . . . ​
and then criminalizing [them] heavily, we could disrupt 
[their] communities . . . ​Did we know we were lying? Of 
course we did.

John Ehrlichman, Richard M. Nixon’s 
national domestic policy chief, on the 

administration’s position on Black people

My mother, Cherice, raises us—my older brothers 
Paul and Monte, my baby sister Jasmine, and me—on a block 
that is the main strip in my Van Nuys, California, mostly 
Mexican neighborhood. We live in one of ten Section 8 apart-
ments in a two-story, tan-colored building where the paint is 
peeling and where there is a gate that does not close properly 
and an intercom system that never works.
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My mother and I are considered short in our family. She 
is five feet four inches, and I never get any taller than five 
feet two. But Jasmine, Paul and Monte are tall people, and 
by the time she is grown, my little sister will reach six 
feet. My brothers will also both soar up to well over six feet. 
They get it from our father, Alton Cullors, a mechanic 
with big, dark brown hands he uses to work the line at the 
GM plant in Van Nuys, hands that hold me, hug me and 
make me feel safe. He smells of gasoline and cars, smells 
that still make me think of love and snuggles and safety 
almost three decades on. Alton comes in and out of our 
home, in and out of our days, depending on how he and 
Mommy are getting along. By the time I am six, he will leave 
and never live with us again. But he won’t disappear entirely 
from our lives, and his love won’t disappear at all. It lingers, 
that good Alton Cullors love, inside me, beside me, even 
now, today.

Where we live is multiracial, although by far the major-
ity of people are Mexican. But there are Korean people and 
Black people like us, and even one white woman who is 
morbidly obese and cannot bathe in the tub the apartments 
in our buildings provide. I watch her sneak down to the di-
lapidated swimming pool attached to our apartment build-
ing, the one I will learn to swim in. Each night when she 
thinks no one is looking, she bathes in the water, bath soap, 
washcloth, shampoo and all. She never knows I see her and 
I never say. Not only because she is an adult and I am a child. 
But because she is part of who makes us, us.
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She is poor and raising her daughter alone. She has a fast 
kind of mouth that reminds me of the quick-tongued Black 
women in my own family. She wears muumuus. I miss her 
presence when she leaves, as she eventually does, like most 
of our neighbors. Ours is a neighborhood designed to be 
transient, not a place where roots are meant to take hold, 
meant to grow into trees that live and live. The only place in my 
hood to buy groceries is a 7-Eleven. Without it, George’s 
liquor store, the small Mexican and Chinese fast-food spots 
and the Taco Bell we would have nowhere in our neighbor-
hood to get something to eat or drink.

But less than a mile away is Sherman Oaks, a wealthy 
white neighborhood with big old houses that have two-car 
garages, landscaped lawns and swimming pools that look 
nothing like the untended, postage-stamp-size one behind 
our apartment building. In Sherman Oaks, there is nothing 
that does not appear beautiful and well kept. There aren’t 
even apartment buildings.

There are just expansive homes with fancy cars in front 
of them and parents who leave their houses each morning 
and drive their kids to school, a phenomenon that catches 
my eye the first time I see it. Mine is a neighborhood of kids 
who take the bus to school or walk from the time we are 
in first grade. Our parents are long gone to work by the 
time we emerge, little multicolored peepers in the spring-
time, our fresh brown faces trying to figure out a world 
we did not make and did not know we had the power to 
unmake.
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My own mother worked 16 hours a day, at two and 
sometimes three jobs. She never had a career, only labored 
to pull together enough to make ends meet. Telemarketer, 
receptionist, domestic support, office cleaner—these were 
the jobs my mom did and all were vital to us, especially after 
the Van Nuys GM plant shut down and our family’s stabil-
ity did too, right along with it.

Alton got a series of low-wage jobs that had no insurance, 
no job security and no way to take care of us, his family, 
which is why I think, looking back now, he left, and while he 
visited and was always there, it was never the same again. 
In the 1980s, when all this was going down, unemployment 
among Black people, nearly triple that of white people’s, was 
worse in multiple regions of the United States, including where 
I lived, than it was during the Great Recession of 2008–2009.

Sometimes when we would be hungry, when what was 
left was Honey Nut Cheerios we put water on to eat because 
there was no milk and, for a year, no working refrigerator in 
our home, my mother would lock herself in the bathroom 
and cuss that man to the heavens: Help me fucking feed our 
children, Alton. Our. Children. What kind of fucking man 
are you?

I wasn’t supposed to hear those conversations, but I sat 
on the floor outside the bathroom and listened anyway to 
the yelling, to the problems, to the growl of my empty six-
year-old stomach. Being hungry is the hardest thing, and 
to this day I have prayers of gratitude for the Black Panthers, 
who made Breakfast for Children a thing that schools should 
do. We qualified for free lunch and breakfast, and without 
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them I am almost sure we wouldn’t have made it out of 
childhood alive despite my hardworking parents.

We love each other madly, my brothers, sister and I, and 
we are raised to look out for each other from the very be-
ginning. Jasmine is the baby, our baby, and we love her up 
as such, but Paul is the oldest, so he takes charge when Al-
ton moves out. It’s his voice I wake up to each morning when 
it’s time to go to school and my mother has left already for 
one of her jobs. It’s Paul who gets us ready, tells us to brush 
our teeth and Come on, let’s go. It’s Paul who, when we have 
the ingredients in the house, makes grilled cheese sand-
wiches for us for dinner just like Mommy taught him to. 
It’s Paul who says, Go on now, time to go to bed, while 
Mommy is on her second job, whatever it is.

But it’s Monte who plays with me, lets me get away with 
stuff. Monte is the one with the ginormous heart. He can 
never not feed the stray cats and dogs that wander our streets 
even when our own food supplies are meager. Monte is the 
one who scoops up the baby birds that fall from their nests, 
puts them back in the right place. If I close my eyes right 
now I am back there with him, watching him ever so gently 
lift a miniature bird—I don’t recall what kind we had in our 
hood—and put it back into the nest, which sometimes had 
fallen as well.

But Monte, who is the second oldest, is, unlike Paul, also 
a step removed from responsibility. At night we curl up and 
watch TV together when I’m supposed to be sleeping. Beverly 
Hills, 90210 is our favorite show, a world of rich white kids 
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and their problems, a world where we, and our problems, 
do not exist. No police cars circle blocks or people in 90210, 
not like in Van Nuys, where they do all day, every day, like 
hungry hyenas out there on the flatlands. For a long time I 
see them, the police in their cars, but I do not understand 
them, what role they play in the neighborhood. They do not 
speak to us or help guide us across streets. They are never 
friendly. It is clear not only that they are not our friends, 
but that they do not like us very much. I try to avoid them, 
but this is impossible, of course. They are omnipresent. And 
then there comes a day when they pull up near our apart-
ment building. They block the alleyway along the side of it.

The alleyway is where my brothers hang out with their 
friends and talk shit, probably about girls and all the things 
they probably never have done with them. Monte and Paul 
are 11 and 13 years old and there are no green spaces, no 
community centers to shoot hoops in, no playgrounds with 
handball courts, no parks for children to build castles in, 
so they make the alleyway their secret place and go there 
to discuss things they do not let me in on. I am the girl. Nine 
years old, I am the little sister banished behind the broken 
black wrought-iron gate that tries, but fails, to protect us 
from the outside world.

It’s from behind that gate that I watch the police roll up 
on my brothers and their friends, not one of whom is over the 
age of 14 and all of whom are doing absolutely nothing but 
talking. They throw them up on the wall. They make them 
pull their shirts up. They make them turn out their pockets. 
They roughly touch my brothers’ bodies, even their privates, 
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while from behind the gate, I watch, frozen. I cannot cry or 
scream. I cannot breathe and I cannot hear anything. Not the 
siren that would have been accompanying the swirl of red 
lights, not the screeching at the boys: Get on the fucking wall! 
Later, I will be angry with myself: Why didn’t I help them?

And later, neither Paul nor Monte will say a word about 
what happened to them. They will not cry or cuss. They will 
not make loud although empty threats. They will not dis-
cuss it with me, who was a witness, or my mother, who was 
not. They will not be outraged. They will not say they do 
not deserve such treatment. Because by the time they hit 
puberty, neither will my brothers have expected that things 
could be another way.

They will be silent in the way we often hear of the silence 
of rape victims. They will be worried, maybe, that no 
one will believe them. Worried that there’s nothing that can 
be done to fix things, make things better. Whatever goes 
through their minds after being half stripped in public and 
having their childhoods flung to the ground and ground 
into the concrete, we will never speak of this incident or 
the ones that will follow as Van Nuys becomes ground zero 
in the war on drugs and the war on gangs, designations 
that add even more license to police already empowered 
to do whatever they want to us. Now there are even more 
ways to make us the enemy, even more ways to make us 
disappear.

And I will not think of this particular incident until years 
and years later, when the reports about Mike Brown start 
flowing out of Ferguson, Missouri, and he is morphed by 
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police and the press from a beloved 18-year-old boy, a boy 
who was heading to college and a boy who was unarmed, 
into something like King Kong, an entity swollen, monster-
like, that could only be killed with bullets that were shot 
into the top of his head. Because this is what that cop did to 
him. He shot bullets into the top of his head as he knelt on 
the ground with his hands up.

I will think of it again when I watch bike-riding Freddie 
Gray, just 25, snatched up and thrown into the back of a 
police van like he was a bag of trash being tossed aside. Fred-
die Gray, taken for a Baltimore “rough ride” vicious enough 
for the cops in the case to be charged with depraved heart 
murder. Those actual words. Cops who would be, like most 
law enforcement accused of shooting Black people, acquit-
ted. Even with the presence of video.

Soon after the day that my brothers were set upon in the 
alley by cops, a new cycle begins: they start getting arrested 
on a regular basis, and it happens so often that my mother 
is eventually forced to move us to another part of Van Nuys. 
But there is nowhere that they can be or feel safe. No place 
where there are jobs. No city, no block, where what they 
know, all they know, is that their lives matter, that they are 
loved. We try to make a world and tell them they are impor
tant and tell ourselves we are too. But real life can be an 
insistent and merciless intruder.

Later, when I am sent out of my neighborhood, to Mil-
likan, an all-white middle school in wealthy and beautiful 
Sherman Oaks, I will make friends with a white girl who, 
as it turns out, has a brother who is the local drug seller. 
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He literally has garbage bags filled with weed. Garbage 
bags. 

But that surprises me less than the fact that not only has 
he never been arrested, he’s never even feared arrest. 
When he tells me that, I try to let it sink in, living without 
fear of the police. But it never does sink in.
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T W E LV E

One of the worst things about racism is what it does to young 
people.

Alvin Ailey

The first time I am arrested, I am 12 years old.
One sentence and I am back there, all that little girl fear 

and humiliation forever settled in me at the cellular level.
It’s the break between seventh and eighth grades, and 

for the first time I have to attend summer school because of 
my math and science grades and I am angry about it. No 
other Millikan kids come here, to this school in Van Nuys, 
for remediation, only me. The summer school I attend is for 
the kids who live in my neighborhood. It doesn’t have a cam-
pus, but it has metal detectors and police. There are no 
police or metal detectors at Millikan.

Somehow, mentally, I don’t make the adjustment. I still 
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think of myself as a student there, which I am but not for 
these summer months, and one day I do what I’d learned 
from my Millikan peers to do to cope: I smoke some weed. 
At Millikan it is a daily occurrence for kids to show up to 
class high, to light up in the bathroom, to smoke on the cam-
pus lawn. No one gets in trouble. Nowhere is there police. 
Millikan is the middle school where the gifted kids go.

But in my neighborhood school things are totally differ
ent and someone must have said something about me and 
my weed—two girls had come into the bathroom when I’d 
been in there—because two days later a police officer comes 
to my class. I remember my stomach dropping the way it 
does on one of those monster roller-coaster rides at Six Flags. 
I can just feel that they are coming for me and I am right. 
The cop tells me to come to the front of the room, where 
he handcuffs me in front of everyone and takes me to the 
dean’s office, where my bag is searched, where I am 
searched, pockets turned out, shoes checked, just like my 
brothers in the alleyway when I was nine years old. I have 
no weed on me but I am made to call my mother at work 
and tell her what happened, which I do through tears. I 
didn’t do it, Mommy, I lie through genuine tears of fear. 
My mother believes me. I am the good girl and she takes 
my side.

Later, when we are home together, she will not ask me 
how I am feeling or get righteously angry. She will not rub 
my wrists where the handcuffs pinched them or hold me or 
tell me she loves me. This is not a judgment of her. My 
mother is a manager, figuring out how to get herself and her 
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four children through the day alive. That this has happened, 
but that she and her kids are all at home and, relatively 
speaking, safe, is a victory for my mother. It is enough. 
And for all of my childhood, this is just the way it is.

What made middle school such a culture shock, beyond the 
race and class differences, was that all throughout elemen-
tary school I was considered bright, gifted even, a star 
student whom my fourth-grade teacher, Ms. Goldberg, 
indulged when I asked if I could teach the class about the 
Civil Rights Movement. A week before she had given me a 
book, The Gold Cadillac by Mildred Taylor, about a girl mak-
ing the frightening drive with her father from Ohio 
through the Jim Crow South, down to Mississippi, where 
her extended family lives.

The terror in it was palpable for me, the growing sense 
on every page that they might be killed; by the time I was 
nine, police had already raided our small apartment in search 
of one of my favorite uncles, my father Alton’s brother. 
My uncle who used and sold drugs, and who had a big laugh 
and who used to hug me up and tell me I was brilliant, but 
who did not with live us, whose whereabouts we did not 
know the day the police in full riot gear burst in.

Even tiny Jasmine, probably five years old during that 
raid, was yelled at and told to sit on the couch with me as 
police tore through our home in a way I would never later see 
on Law and Order: Special Victims Unit, where Olivia Benson 
is always gentle with the kids. In real life, when I was a little 
kid, when my brothers and sisters were, we were treated 
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like suspects. We had to make our own gentle, Jasmine and 
I, holding each other, frozen like I was the day of the alley-
way incident, this time cops tearing through our rooms 
instead of the bodies of my brothers.

They even tore through our drawers. Did they think my 
uncle was hiding in the dresser drawer?

But as with the incident with my brothers, we did not 
speak of it once it was over.

In any event, I am sure this incident is at least partially 
why The Gold Cadillac, of another time and another place, 
was a story I clung to so deeply, why I remember it now, 
decades on. Where the details wove together differently, the 
fear drawn out across those pages is the same, is my own. 
Finishing it, I wanted more. I wanted confirmation that that 
which we did not speak of was real. Which was why I asked, 
Please, Ms. Goldberg, may I have more books to read?

Of course, she said, and gave me stories I devoured, 
child-size bites of the fight for freedom and justice.

Please, I went back and asked Ms. Goldberg, can I teach 
the class about the books?

Yes, she said, Why not? Because that’s how she was. Ms. 
Goldberg, with her 80s’ feathered brown hair and her 
Flashdance-style workout gear she wore to school every day.

I had a reward—pieces of candy—for my classmates who 
answered the questions I posed during the 15-minute presen
tations I was allowed to give on the books I read. I wanted 
them to know our history in this nation, what it was we come 
from. I wanted them to learn, as I had learned, the terror we 
knew. Somehow it connected to a terror I—we—felt in our 
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own neighborhoods, in our own current lives, but could not 
quite name.

But between Ms. Goldberg and then Ms. Bilal—the 
afterschool teacher and the single dark-skinned Black woman 
I would have during my early education, who brought us 
Kwanzaa and Afrocentricity—I turned toward middle 
school hopeful, even if it was in a community I didn’t know, 
a community without my community. I expected to still be 
loved, encouraged. My best friend Lisa’s mother was the 
one who’d heard of Millikan. It was considered generally a 
good school, but what made it special was its program for 
gifted children centered on the arts. She submitted Lisa’s 
name as a candidate and then, Why not, she told my mother 
and I one afternoon. With your permission, I will submit 
Patrisse’s name too! Great if the girls can stay together, I 
remember her saying.

Months on, I was accepted to the gifted children’s pro-
gram; Lisa was not. But Lisa’s mom was able to manipulate 
her address and get Lisa into the standard program, so in 
the end we are both Millikan students. But we don’t remain 
friends, not as we were.

Millikan Middle School is sufficiently far enough away from 
my home that I need a ride each morning in order to get to 
school on time. Before, I could simply hop on the city bus 
with all the other kids from my hood, but getting into Sher-
man Oaks is a more complicated endeavor. The problem is 
that my family does not own a car, which is why our neigh-
bor Cynthia steps in to help. My mother borrows her car to 
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ensure my safe passage. This is not quite as straightforward 
as it may sound.

Cynthia, no more than 19, a young mother who has on 
and off been involved with my brother Monte and who will 
eventually have a child, my nephew Chase, with him, had 
been shot a year before in a drive-by while she was at a party. 
From the waist down, she was left paralyzed. But she has a 
car she loans my mother, a beat-up, champagne-colored sta-
tion wagon. The back windows are gone, replaced by plas-
tic lining, and the whole thing smells like pee because with 
Cynthia being mostly paralyzed, she sometimes loses con-
trol of her bladder.

My mother takes me to Millikan in that car, which 
initially I deal with because, a car! But after the first day, I 
realize quickly I have to make a change. Day two and I say, 
Drop me off here, Mommy, meaning a few blocks away from 
the school. The car we are in does not look like any of the 
other cars that pull up to Millikan, all gleaming and new in 
the morning sun. Kids pour out of those vehicles, Mercedes 
and Lexuses, and run from waving parents onto the cam-
pus’s greener-than-green lawn, as all at once I become famil-
iar with a sudden and new feeling taking root in my spirit: a 
shame that goes deep, that is encompassing and defining. I 
realize we are poor.

Later, as an adult, a friend will say to me, Of course you 
felt that. Oppression is embarrassing, she will say quietly. 
But in middle school, segregated as it is, between Black and 
white kids, wealthy and poor kids, I don’t quite know 
what to do with this feeling or the terrible question that 
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encircles my 12-year-old soul: Am I supposed to be embar-
rassed about the people who nurtured me, who gave me 
to the world and gave the world to me?

I don’t fit in with the white kids who smoke weed in 
between classes in bathrooms or on the campus lawn. I don’t 
fit in with the few Black girls who want to be Janet Jackson 
or Whitney Houston when they grow up. I wear MC Ham-
mer pants, crotch swinging low. I wear my own brand of 
Blackness informed as it also is by the Mexicanness of the 
neighborhood I was raised in. People say I am weird, but I 
don’t feel weird. I only feel like myself: a girl from Van Nuys 
who loves poetry and reading and, more than anything, 
dancing. I am in the dance department and my dances are 
equal parts African, Hip Hop and Mariachi, which is also 
to say, weird.

I do make a friend, a white boy, Mikie, who is not dis-
turbed by my alleged weirdness, my MC Hammer pants. 
I pester my mother to allow me to bring him home. I love 
my room and I want him to see the place I became me. I 
don’t yet appreciate my mother’s own shame, the humble-
ness of our home. My mother who came from middle-class, 
pious parents who had cast her aside when she turned up 
15 and pregnant with my brother Paul nearly two decades 
before.

Because despite the shame I feel within the walls of Mil-
likan, away from there, it disappears to a large degree. This 
neighborhood, this world, is all I have known, it’s what 
I have loved, despite the hardship I don’t really know as hard-
ship because it’s how everyone lives. Everyone is hungry at 
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times. Everyone lives in small, rented apartments. Most of 
us don’t have cars or extra stuff or things that shine.

In any case, my mother relents, probably out of exhaus-
tion, and Mikie, who will become my first boyfriend in the 
years before he comes out as Gay and me as Queer, is dropped 
off at my apartment building by his parents.

I go downstairs to let him in and in the background there 
is an ambulance on the block screeching, which I don’t no-
tice at first because there’s always an ambulance screeching 
on the block. But for Mikie it is new and between that 
and our building with its peeling paint, my friend says 
matter-of-factly, without trying to be mean, I didn’t think 
you lived like this. I do not respond. We go into my room and 
try to act as though things are the same.

Middle school is the first time in my life when I feel un-
sure of myself. No one is calling me gifted anymore. No one, 
save for my dance teacher, encourages me or seems to have 
patience with me. It’s in middle school that my grades drop 
for the first time and that I come to believe that maybe all 
that love I’d gotten in elementary school had somehow dried 
up, my ration run dry. At the age of 12 I am on my own, no 
longer in the world as a child, as a small human, innocent 
and in need of support. I saw it happen to my brothers and 
now it was happening to me, this moment when we become 
the thing that’s no longer adorable or cherished. The year 
we become a thing to be discarded.

For my brothers, and especially for Monte, learning that 
they did not matter, that they were expendable, began in 
the streets, began while they were hanging out with friends, 

053-70942_ch01_5P.indd   25 11/7/17   6:58 AM



2 6	 PAT R IS SE K H A N - C U L LORS A ND A SH A B A NDE L E

began while they were literally breathing while Black. The 
extraordinary presence of police in our communities, a re-
sult of a drug war aimed at us, despite our never using or 
selling drugs more than unpoliced white children, ensured 
that we all knew this. For us, law enforcement had nothing 
to do with protecting and serving, but controlling and 
containing the movement of children who had been labeled 
super-predators simply by virtue of who they were born to 
and where they were born, not because they were actually 
doing anything predatory.

I learned I didn’t matter from the very same place that 
lifted me up, the place I’d found my center and voice: school. 
And it will not be until I am an adult, determined to achieve 
a degree in religion, part of a long and dedicated process I 
undertook to become an ordained minister, that I will en-
joy school again.

A few years after I complete my degree, Dr. Monique W. 
Morris published her groundbreaking book, Pushout: The 
Criminalization of Black Girls in Schools, demonstrating how 
Black girls are rendered disposable in schools, unwanted, 
unloved. Twelve percent of us receive at least one suspen-
sion during our school careers while our white (girl) counter
parts are suspended at a rate of 2  percent. In Wisconsin 
the rate is actually 21 percent for Black girls but 2 percent 
for white girls.

But having attended schools with both Black and white 
girls, one thing I learned quickly is that while we can behave 
in the same or very similar ways, we are almost never punished 
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similarly. In fact, in white schools, I witnessed an extraordi-
nary amount of drug use compared to what my friends in my 
neighborhood schools experienced. And yet my friends were 
the ones policed. My neighborhood friends went to schools 
where no mass or even singular shootings occurred, but 
where police in full Kevlar patrolled the hallways, often with 
drug-sniffing dogs, the very same kind that they turned on 
children in the South who demanded an end to segregation.

By the time Black Lives Matter is born, we not only 
know that we have been rendered disposable because of 
our lived experience—which few listened to—but also from 
data and finally from those terrible, viral images of Black 
girls being thrown brutally out of their seats by people who 
are called School Safety Officers, for the crime of having 
their phones out in the classroom. Monique Morris’s re-
porting will tell us about the 12-year-old girl from Detroit 
who is threatened with both expulsion and criminal charges 
for writing the word “Hi” on her locker door; and the one 
in Orlando who is also threatened with expulsion from her 
private school if she doesn’t stop wearing her hair natural.

Twelve.
And for me, too, it started the year I turned twelve. That 

was the year that I learned that being Black and poor de-
fined me more than being bright and hopeful and ready. I 
had been so ready to learn. So willing.

Twelve, the moment our grades and engagement as stu-
dents seem to matter less than how we can be proven to be 
criminals, people to be arrested.
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Twelve, and childhood already gone.
Twelve, and being who we are can cost us our lives.
It cost Tamir Rice his life.
He was a child of twelve. And the cop who shot him 

took under two seconds, literally, to determine that Tamir 
should die.

Tamir Rice. Twelve.
Twelve, and out of time.
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