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judgment Baldwin named is older than the Bible. Brian Broome’s

debut memoir, Punch Me Up to the Gods, brought this fear to the

surface in riveting detail. I recognized in this book Broome’s ability
to hone that dreadful eying of our nonconformist behaviors, which
were maligned as flawed and erroneous—whether wanting to stay
inside and read rather than go outside and play, preferring dolls to
trucks (or vice versa), or the genuine inability to behave as others
insisted we do. This predicament was especially tough for those
of us who knew our disobedience would have consequences rang-
ing from the minor—our favorite things taken away for a period
—_to the major— being bullied, physically or verbally abused, or,
in some instances, being kicked out of the house. Punch Me Up to
the Gods reminded me that Baldwin’s “vast and claustrophobic gal-
lery of Others” was not often comprised of strangers, but of people
in close proximity whose affections we coveted, of people who, for
better or worse, we envied, admired, desired, relied upon, and fre-
quently loved. We wanted to be loved beyond judgment, without
having to conform. With tenderness, devilish wit, and the most gor-
geous prose this side of the Ohio River, Broome renders these re-
lational complexities as persistent and grounded, with few escape
hatches, which make them difficult to dismiss.

As adults, the gallery’s composition may change, but complex
ideas of intersectionality, politics, race, gender, and identity risk be-
ing misunderstood, distorted, and outright falsified—even among
artists. Even in chosen families, relationships can feel euphoric
and everlasting at one point, only to feel combatant and fleeting in
another. Consider James Baldwin and Richard Wright or Ishmael
Reed and Amiri Baraka. Consider visual artist Faith Ringgold's infa-
mous critique of her daughter Michele Wallace’s book Black Macho
and the Myth of the Superwoman and every Black critic and writer

" who weighed in on that intergenerational debate. Punch Me Up t0
the Gods reminded me that sometimes the trouble has less to do
with the truthfulness of our multidimensional narratives, and more
to do with “who pays what for speaking,” as Audre Lorde put it-
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Reafiing Punch Me Up to the GodsA revealed that my concerns
about ]Udg:nent were also about nagging doubts and insecurities
Baldwin's all-but-everlasting” hang-ups and imperfections, wh;c};
Iid:pather nOt. exPose publicly. As a young college student in the
mid-to-late nineties, I must have absorbed some of the vitriol and
backlash against memoir writing, I certainly recall being a poet in
an MFA program, attending writers’ conferences, and hearing dis-
paraging words spoken about the so-called sham of creative non-
fiction threatening the livelihoods of real writers and criticizing the
genre’s godfather, Lee Gutkind. People hated the word “creative,”
I'm guessing, because it implied for them something untrue or in-
sented. The nineties did not seem to me a great time for folks to be
all up in their feelings. Luckily, lasting literature has a way of bend-
ing time.

Punch Me Up to the Gods does. this. Broome’s unsentimental,
unapologetic recollections of the past—some of them cringewor-
thy— liberate us to view our pasts as well. He is not a self-help or
tour guide, but someone offering a portal to his hometown. Broome
doesn’t aim to coerce or convince us of anything. It is as if T was
there too. But I have room to process for myself —without intrusion,
without judgment. Reading this memoir was more like listening to
Broome’s stories on a drive in the dark in which the conversation

ebbed and flowed, high and low. He revealed one disappointment
or another and then, like a seasoned stand-up comedian, delivered
the anodyne punch line, which made me think as much as laugh.

_ Broome doesn’t wait for the materialization of the perfect self,
which— spoiler alert—never happens. Punch Me Up to the Gods
unearths the mysteries of Broome’s longings and perceived short-
comings— the need to be accepted, to be loved, and to feel desired
persists. It's that persistence, that sense of ongoingness that carried
me page after page, like a good friend will do, leading with candor,
sidesplitting humor, and charm. It's that ongoingness which made
space for contradiction and error. Writing openly about growing up
“dark-skinned” in Warren, Ohio, and feeling at odds with his body,
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Broome opens the door to overlooked vulnerabilities, to a Conyer.
sation about the hurts of colorism that seemed less prevalent in lit.
erature authored by Black men. “If I'm a work-in-progress,” it seenq

to say, “then who am I to judge? I'll make space for you.” It says the

damaging slights and wounds of racial discrimination, family e.

crets, and heartbreak need not be overcome completely in a single,

tidy narrative. What a relief. Because would we even trust a book
that claimed to do that?

In his foreword to Romare Bearden: His Life and Art, August W]
son recounts the day he stood outside Romare Bearden’s Manhat.
tan loft “daring myself to knock on his door.” Wilson telegraphs his
life-changing experience of encountering Bearden’s work at the age
of thirty-two and, twelve years earlier, Bessie Smith and the blues,
It's an homage to Bearden, but also a testament to the power of
art, its ability to challenge us, to transform our relationships, and
to sharpen our perceptions of the communities in which we grew
up: “I was, as are all artists, searching for a way to define myself in
relation to the world I lived in. The blues gave me a firm and se-
cure ground. It became, and remains, the wellspring of my art.” The
images in Bearden's exhibition catalog, The Prevalence of Ritual,
helped Wilson translate the blues aesthetic to the narratives of his
award-winning plays: “What for me had been so difficult, Bearden

made seem so simple, so easy. What [ saw was black life presented
on its own terms, on a grand and epic scale, with all its richness and
fullness. . . . I was looking at myself in ways I hadn't thought of be-
fore and have never ceased to think of since.” The narrative Wilson
aimed to produce was also inspired by Baldwin. For Wilson, that
narrative was the one “that sustains black American life.”

To that end, reading Punch Me Up to. the Gods feels like as-
semblage— the remnants of internalized judgments and accumu-
lated hurts quilted together. The humor and shamelessness offered
warmth. Broome was that friend talking and laughing too loudly as
some have accused us, but with a narrative completely uninhib-
ited by the fear of outside critique. It's hard to imagine Baldwin
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ever be;gfszu;ziiaz?is: (l); lc(i‘iti'cized for similar examinations be-
cause, , Baldwin never wen ;
fact critiqued for positing “love” as one possil?gv:(}),.lul%t?:nh;wzsh:
cal upheaval. Eldridge Cleaver accused Baldwin of self—hatrec?. Anld
in a 1998 review of Baldwin’s Collected Essays, edited by Toni Mor-
rison, then New York Times Book Review editor Michael Anderson
scorned a “near-frenzied gratitude” for Baldwin’s work in the early
1960s and in the 1990s which, in his estimation, suffered from an
unexamined nostalgia by readers of Henry Louis Gates’ generation.
Even as a Black male editor, Anderson disparaged Baldwin’s recur-
ring themes of the troubled relationship between father and son
and American racism. According to Anderson, Baldwin had lost his
audience after 1964 because America had “moved forward.” Consid-
ering the Black Lives Matter movement, however, Baldwin's skepti-
cism of America’s racial progress seems more prescient.

Fortunately, a new generation of writers can seek and find them-
selves in print and digital platforms beyond the New York Times and
now in Punch Me Up to the Gods, which resists accusations like
Cleaver’s and brings to mind again Baldwin’s “vast and claustro-
phobic gallery of Others.” For some of us, it manifested in a chant
heard whenever siblings or cousins disobeyed instructions to go to
the store and come right back, damaged the living room furniture,
spilled or broke something they had no business messing with: “You
gon get in trouble,” we said— the last syllable of the word, trou-
ble, drawn out several seconds. Before reading Punch Me Up to the
Gods, 1 hadn't thought about that singsong chant in years. “You gon
get in trouble,” I whispered above the pages, as if I were seven years
old, fearing adult wrath and disapproval. Reading Broome's words
at first was like worrying about a favorite cousin getting yanked by
his neck because of a comment spoken too loudly, the too-true sen-
timent exasperating and embarrassing a parent or elder, though

) they'd never admit it. As children, we knew there would be conse-
quences for our alleged grievances. And in adulthood, there's fear
of the memories and, very often, of the telling and how we might
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cause it enriches and complicates
; es thos ¢
and through its refusal of Black mach(c) :‘lacrrauvcs through its art
in the tradition of great nonfiction, but 2;15(:eo.ly:°5' It is written
erimentation that contemporary memoir: ““d ey
lend themselves to. This was a realm in whicshag \XQYS()na\ essays
though his critics didn’t have a working 1 e
e U g language for what he wa
doing. Punch Me Up to the Gods offers a new way of seei :
will influence Black readers and writers for iy
e L N many years to come.
ack artists and scholars have relied upon and b i
) ; pon and been sustained
by literary conversations across decades. Steven G. Fullwood
. VOO!
founder of the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Cuhure"s
In the Life Archive, understood the importance of coming-out
bo(')ks belng Pubhshed cach year. Every generation possesses its
ux.nque variations of ease or difficulty in so doing. In an interview
with Sheena C. Howard, he also notes that despite the Schomburg
having a huge collection of queer life materials in poetry (no short-
age there) and fiction (gaining on the poetry), the nonfiction works
were lacking. He recognized trends in publishing and archival pres-
1 and tracked what was missing. The “explosion of culture”

ervatio
6os and '70s was crucial, though

and queer organizations in the 19
Fuller found that “hobody knew about them unless you lived in
New York or Philadelphia or DC or somewhere out in California ot
possibly Atlanta.” :
Like Broome, naivety and optimism Janded me in Pittsburgh. As
a writer of Not—New York and Not-California, 1 cherish Broome’s
attention to Black life in the overlooked parts of the Midwest and
regions like Pittsburgh, where We have managed to write and ma-
ture as artists. Pittsburgh native August Wilson ultimately never
knocked on Bearden’s door. But his ten plays known as the Century
Cycle are a testament t0 Bearden’s work and the ability of artists

to commune across time and space through their creations. T}.xey
affirm the notion that no mater the imprints

where we €scape,
of our birthplaces and hometowns S

hape up- These imprints 2o
all of the regrets and longings accompanying them have sparked






