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ABSTRACT

Black men from the hood souls get weary too. The Black Men I Know is a documentary
that follows an uncle and nephew from a hood in Memphis, Tennessee that introduced and
inducted them into a life of violence, incarceration, and hustle. It is an honest attempt to explore
the depth of emotional suppression in black men because of grief, the manifestations of grief,
and how these manifestations also affect the ones these black men love the most, their families.
Through creative and experimental storytelling, I utilize their interviews as anchors as I respond
thoughtfully throughout the documentary with spoken word, poetry, and music.
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DEDICATION

This work is dedicated to the Black men I know and to all Black men who desire to tell their
stories and free themselves.
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CHAPTER 1
THIS IS WHY WE ARE HERE
The Idea. The Meaning. The Community. The Men.
Grapplin’. It has been my word of choice when I attempt to create, and attempt to sit in
the uncomfortable chair of my emotions while documenting the black men I know. This was
only supposed to be a five-minute documentary where I sit down with black men I know to give
them the floor to tell their stories. Little did I know, that same floor would fall from underneath
me. Leaving me grasping for anything I could grab onto to stop my falling. After falling for so
long, understanding there was nothing for me to hold on to, I turned inward and held onto
myself. Soon and very soon, my fall slowed down and I began to float. My feet found the
ground.
My feet knew what my mind did not. They found the ground that was raw, honest, and
vulnerable. They knew this was the ground I needed to be planted in to tell the true story. This
story centers the black men I know but in some magically tangible way shows how tied the black
man is to the black woman. It shows how individual choices become collective consequences
directly and indirectly. Nobly, I wanted to give the floor to the black men I know because their
inner thoughts and voices only escape as whispers we can barely hear. I did not want to
overpower them with my voice and take up the space I offered them.
Yet, the falling happened and I could not get a grasp on anything to put this film together.
I was stuck falling for months because I did not know the heaviness I was feeling and the
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conflicting emotions and thoughts that were colliding and the avalanche of questions that
billowed from the talks I had with these men. All of this landed on the floor and bust it wide
open. Sending me falling, falling, and falling. How do I show this? How did this conversation get
this deep? Why do I feel like crying? Why is it so heavy? How important is this story? Am I
ready to be vulnerable? I don’t like this. Something is missing. These were just a few of the
questions and thoughts I had until I had a conversation that encouraged me to look inward.
The Black Men I Know follows an uncle and nephew whose world changed on September
29, 1998 when Jaybird was murdered. The uncle is Trell, a forty-one-year-old black man born
and raised in Memphis, Tennessee. The nephew is Way, a thirty-two-year-old black man raised
in Memphis, Tennessee. This tragedy was a catalyst for their introduction and induction into a
life of violence, incarceration, and hustle. In all of this, I am around. We are kin. This is my
uncle and brother. The same murder that they experienced was the one that I experienced as well.
Incarceration and hustle are their experiences but it is also mine. No, I was not incarcerated and
no I’ve never hustled, I’ve just been affected by it. The heaviness that I was feeling was the
weight that I forgot was on my shoulders. I’ve been focused on my future and my work in an
effort to make enough and be enough to tell my family, “I’m moving y’all to a place/land where
y’all won’t have to worry.” My optimism is a virtue and a vice. There is a time for optimism and
there is a time to get real. This is the real.
I mentioned earlier that this was initially a small idea. I had no plans of making it any
bigger. However, in March of 2019, Nipsey Hussle was gunned down in front of his clothing
store in Los Angeles, California. Oddly enough, I had just started to tune into his movement
months leading up to his death. I watched a Breakfast Club interview about his strategy of selling
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his album for one hundred dollars like a restaurant in Philly did for their cheesesteaks. The
knowledge he was droppin’. The wealth of information he had was seemingly infinite and he was
still a hood dude. He still threw up his set and wore blue. So, you already knew what it was.
Although he reached an admirable amount of success, he still was in his hood in Cali giving
back, empowering the youth, and partnering with local government to bring change and positive
infrastructure to his Slauson community. His music was all about his hood, his struggles, the
injustices of America on poor and black people, and all the things that make a man a leader. He
was gunned down at 33. The pouring of love, honoring, and memorializing the black community
and the Hip Hop community did for him was astounding. His passing started a movement.
I felt the Cali energy in the South. I remembered my small idea about the black men in
my life that had a similar story as Nipsey Hussle. No, they hadn’t escaped the lifestyle as much
as Nipsey did but I saw their story in his. I reflected on how much love and respect and
legendary status he got but never in the life he lived. We gave him his flowers too late. This
propelled me to go back to my small idea to center it into something that honored the black men
I know from a hood in Memphis we call the Southwall area of what some call, Orange Mound,
Tennessee.
Orange Mound is a special neighborhood in Memphis. It was America’s first community
that was founded and developed solely for African Americans. Its history is rich, vibrant, and
black. It was a place of refuge for black folk in Memphis and for those who were migrating from
the deep South. Orange Mound was the epicenter for thriving black folk. Soon after the
assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. in Memphis, the Orange Mound community began to
come undone. Career holding black folks began integrating white neighborhoods, others moved
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away, socio-economic hardships plagued the community, and these things working in tandem
distanced the close-knit community. Now, the community that was the most prosperous black
community in Memphis is the hood. This is where crime, drugs, murders, and all the bad
happens, right?
Nah. It’s not all bad.
Folks, grannies, aunties, uncles, and cousins still stay there, live, and survive there. We
still have block parties, walk through the neighborhood, talk to folks down the street and catch
up with folks we used to know. There’s still life in these streets although death meets men and
women on this pavement more often than our prayers can keep it away.
Death is why we’re here. We all have our time to meet it. Some meet it on hospital beds,
king size beds, or floors. Many black men in this hood meet death on the pavement. Bullet shells
sprinkled by a body that is gasping for breath that the blood from its internal wounds are
blocking. Death stands and watches the suffering while loved one’s race to telephones,
neighbors’ homes, and to their knees to try to breathe life into the dying. Death stood there on
September 29, 1998 as my Uncle Jaybird gasped for air as his mother screamed out of the
kitchen window, “Repent, Jaybird. Repent!” I’ve heard my granny say that in her rare recalling
of those moments. Maybe she saw death as her 28-year-old son laid on the pavement
succumbing to its presence. Knowing that it wasn’t in her strength, she said what she only knew
to say, “Repent, Jaybird. Repent!” If you gotta meet death, repent for your sins so God can
welcome you into Heaven’s pearly gates. Amen. This is how most black women in the hood feel.
“I pray that his soul is at rest.” “He’s in a better place.”
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A better place is what folks who have lived in the hood or have been a frequent visitor of
it wish for. Always wishing for a better place than what the eyes can see. While also trying to
make the place you see better, even if it’s just inside your own home. Death is not only for the
dying but it can torture the living. Rarely is the healthy living prepared to die. Rarely are they
prepared to see death call for those they love on the pavement. It just happens. And the living
must deal with it.
We all dealt with it. We all dealt with the bullet that tore through the chest of my uncle to
take his soul from this life. I remember the next day, all the guys in the hood with tricked out
cars with bright colored candied paint, twenty-two-inch wheels, and tree air fresheners hanging
from their rearview mirrors lined our street ready to get revenge for my uncle. All of the cars
roared. My 8-year-old body felt what seemed like the Holy Spirit. I did not have words to
explain it. I just knew that these men loved my uncle and was going to find and kill the man that
took my uncle from us. I don’t remember where my brother was but I’ll ask him. I do remember
my uncle Trell hopping into one of the passenger sides and riding off. All of the cars followed,
burning rubber as they pulled off. My granny wanted them to stay and not do what she thought
they might do. Contrarily, I was proud. “Get his ass,” I thought.
Little did I know that this moment would bring us to now. This tragedy shaped what I see
today in an uncle and nephew. The shattering parts of death leave pieces of pain and grief in the
skin and soul of the lives it touches. At times, these pieces cut deep and sometimes they are just
memories that sting. In both interviews with these two men, the death of my Uncle Jaybird was
brought up. Both men found a pause in their speech to try to find the words they wanted to say.
These words weren’t full of emotion or masterful. They were just real. I could sense the pushing
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and pulling of these men with wanting to talk about it but not too much. I could feel that my
questions asked them to touch the pieces of pain and grief that might cut deep or just remind
them of the hurt they could cause. They spoke anyway. They said what they could say. They said
what they had to say. For that, I am grateful.
Their words gave me insight into the choices they made and how those choices shaped
the life experiences that got them to this era in their lives. After I finished both interviews with
Trell and Way, I felt so heavy. There was so much information said and unsaid that I was trying
to process. I had more questions but I could not ask them all because I was not confident I could
carry any more weight. The weight of living and surviving as a young black man in the South
and particularly in Memphis, Tennessee. The weight of feeling like the man of the house at a
young age while still navigating childhood, teenage rebellion, and adulthood. The weight of
strained relationships with fathers. The weight of having dreams but knowing that dreams are
only dreams. The weight of knowing that they have to accept the fact that they will die young
because that’s the life expectancy of black men in this environment. The weight of sucking it up
and chalking the trauma, hurt, paranoia, and disappointment up to the game. The weight of just
being a black male body in the South that knows the threat it possesses when threat and harm
were never its intentions. This kind of weight can never make you strong. This kind of weight
can never make you weak. This kind of weight can make you not give a fuck.
I really did not sign up to tell this kind of story. I wanted to make a documentary that
celebrates the black men I know that weren’t the ones that went to undergrad and graduate
school with me. The ones who didn’t have a five-year plan and dreams of working for a fortune
five hundred company, writing books, traveling the world, and secretly desiring to gain
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membership to W.E.B DuBois’ talented tenth. I just wanted to capture the lives of the black men
I knew that weren't glamorous or elite but worthy. I wanted to make a film about the
neighborhoods that raised me. The important men in my life that I love regardless of their
choices. I wanted to just make a documentary honoring a hood that housed black men that I
know and love. I will. It will be a documentary like this. I just had to learn that honoring is not
siloing the good from the bad. It is not labeling what is good versus what is bad. It is telling the
most truthful version of a story. It is letting the story take you to places that you did not plan for
and letting it teach you lessons you were not prepared to learn. It is about doing the work that is
uncomfortable. It is about telling a story that tells the black men that I know that their lives
matter. With their choices, their identities, and values, they matter.
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CHAPTER 2
THEY ARE WHO WE ARE HERE FOR
The evolution of Trell, Way, and Jay.
I never thought I would be writing about my uncle and my brother. I never thought I
would have to describe who they are. Yet, here I am, attempting to share who they are with you.
Admittedly, I’m unsure if I know them well enough to capture the essence of who they are to
themselves and the world they live in. I can only tell you about the men that I see. The men that I
have known all of my life. The men who I have grown up with and lived with through lenses that
are at times romanticized and at most times real.
Trell is my uncle. My first memory only goes back to me being around five years old of
him although pictures prove otherwise. In the summer and on weekends, all of my granny’s
grandchildren would descend on her small three-bedroom house with one bathroom and a huge
scary backyard. We would play games we made up in the day and go outside at night and play
games like “Hide and Seek”, “Red Rover”, and “Catch a Girl Get a Girl”. In the last game, I
never got got. I am thankful. While at my granny’s house, us cousins would often be alone or
unattended to. Our folks would be at work, running errands, or in the front of the house not
bothered with the details of our young worlds. However, what was constant was the presence of
my Uncle Trell’s room. It was this awful aqua blue. The bed was always a mess and shoes and
clothes would always be scattered on the floor. CDs like “Ice Cream Man” by Master P and “The
MisEducation of Lauryn Hill” would be laying around the room. On one of the aqua walls was a
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painted picture of my Uncle Antonio who died when I was only a year old. So, I never knew
him. He died in his sleep. He had severe Cerebral Palsy. My uncle Trell’s room was our spot. We
could never go into his room but we were bad little kids. We bucked the system and went in
anyway. We always had a ball.
My uncle Trell would yell at us to get out and boss us around. I don’t remember it ever
being harsh or hurtful. He was a teenager and young adult who didn’t want five little bad kids
living their best lives in his room while he was gone. One day, my brother and two older cousins
had enough of it and staged a rebellion. I don’t remember the details but my uncle Trell got “got”
in my granny’s tiny hallway. My brother, two older cousins, me and my youngest cousin jumped
on his back and he landed on the floor. The wetness of the activator he put in his hair mopped the
floor while is muscled and shirtless body met it with full impact. We began play fighting him as
he laughed uncontrollably. We were sick of him and this was our revenge!
In the 1990s, my Uncle Trell was a tall brown skinned young man with abs of steel. He
would always walk around the house and neighborhood with his shirt off. He had this not quite
right high-top jerry curl that was made possible by this activator that came in a red jar with white
writing. He had a beautiful white smile. My uncle was very handsome.
In the 2000s, my Uncle Trell was a brown skinned young man with a homemade tattoo
that read “Feel My Pain” on his bulging stomach. This was done after the murder of my Uncle
Jaybird. I remember walking down the street and seeing him playing a serious game of
basketball with all the dudes in the neighborhood. They would be moving swiftly, jumping high,
cursing, laughing, and sweating like somebody poured a bucket of water on them. He lost his
physique due to his depression but not his athleticism. During this time, I remember him
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inheriting my granny’s red car and driving through the neighborhood with loud bump in the
back. The bass would rattle the trunk violently. This is how they rode in the hood. The CD player
would be blasting some Three Six Mafia, Mia X, Master P, and Eight Ball and MJG so that
everyone could hear it. This is when I began to see the hustle of my uncle. I was growing up and
I knew what things were. I did not know the details but I knew what transactions looked like and
why there were so many visitors and friends coming around. It was never something he flashed
or was proud of. It was just something he did. It was his job.
In the 2010s, my uncle was a tall brown skin man with a bulging belly and a childlike
smile. His lips were dark and his hair was cut in a low fade. He had facial hair that could be
scruffy at times. His nails were longer than what you would expect on a man. His hands were
large and rough. He wore nothing but Jordan and Nike clothes and shoes. He was a techie. He
loved gadgets like Apple watches, smart TVs, home security cameras, radio systems, and all of
that. He was a very laid-back kind of guy. He was not the life of the party but he was there. He
knew a little bit about everything and he knew where to start with fixing anything. He was quiet
but was not afraid to talk amongst friends and family. He gave game to the young dudes around
him and stayed in his lane. My uncle could also take on an “I don’t care” demeanor. He could be
very quick with a negative rebuttal. He was helpful. He was complex.
Now, in the 2020s, my uncle has his same features but I see him differently. Through our
talks that I’ll call interviews, I understand that my uncle is a handsome man that has made
decisions that he regrets and some that he’s proud of. He has buried pain and disappointment in
the bottom of his shoes in hopes to crush them with the weight of his body and the slowfulness
of his stride. There is anger and frustration from the weight we talked about earlier that makes
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him not give a fuck. His attitude did not magically appear. It has been built by years of pain,
anger, disappointment, and systematic entrapment on a socio-economic level. Yet, he is still a
great father, husband, provider, and helper.
Way is my brother. We grew up in the same home together with our mama until he
started having a lot of behavioral problems at school and at home. He’s always been bulky and
tall. His presence can be intimidating and maybe because that’s people’s assumptions from
seeing his black body, he gives them what they want. Way is about six-feet and two inches tall
with thick flowing hair that is often braided into two to four plaits or hand brushed into a
ponytail. He’s not one for long conversations unless he’s the one initiating it. If he wants to talk,
he will talk your ears off for hours but you cannot expect that same patient ear in return. Most of
my childhood memories of my brother were us fighting. We fought a lot and I didn’t initiate the
fights. We’re three years apart but he would leave me alone a lot when my mom was clear about
us not leaving the house or opening the door for strangers. The summers at home we would fight
a lot because we would be home all day together. I wanted to watch my PBS kids and Disney
channel in peace and sometimes that would not happen because of his agitation. He was a bully.
This is how he showed his love...roughing me up. Chile, I was not here for it. Soon, I began to
enjoy when he would leave the house and not come back until mama was five minutes shy of
pulling in the driveway.
Unlike my uncle Trell, I know a lot about the core of my brother. I don’t know much
about the details of his experiences in adulthood but I am clear about who he is at his core. Way
is a hurt and disappointed soul. He’s had trouble with authority and his behavior since I can
remember. I know it is not all of his fault. Somewhere and through multiple experiences of this
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weight, he developed his “I don’t give a fuck” at an early age. My mom says she saw a distinct
change around three-years old when my dad left. She said he was a happy child that loved his
daddy and how my daddy and Way were partners in crime. Until, they weren’t anymore. I don’t
remember three and I’m not sure if he remembers his three-year-old self but somewhere in there
he became angry.
Through this anger and hurt in my brother’s eyes, there are great parts of him that wish to
only be the only part of him. I see that as I mature. He wants to be free and happy but he is very
conscious of the weight and how some of the weight can never be removed. Some of his
decisions and choices make him feel like a slave to the lifestyle. He still has dreams that he
believes in but the nightmares are more frequent than the pleasantries of hoping for a better
tomorrow. Through it all, Way is a protector, provider, intellectual, nurturer, and jokester. I
never feel afraid of others with him. He provides for his kids and the women who he allows to
come in and out of his life. He is one of the most intelligent people I know. Please do not attempt
to out think him because he’s waiting for you to catch up. He can talk about the Bible, theories,
and for sure the law and legal system. If he wasn’t a felon, I'm pretty sure he could be the best
criminal defense lawyer in the South. Way is also a nurturer. He loves on his kids. I know he gets
that from my dad. My dad, although we only saw him on weekends and summers, would always
hug us tight and give us embarrassing kisses before we left his presence. Way is also a huge
jokester. He’ll check you in a minute and laugh harder than you at his joke. He’s not a comedian
that takes the stage. He’s the person in the audience that says an adlib and gets more laughs than
the person performing. His laughter is very distinctive. It puts you in the mind of what a hyena
and a squirrel might sound like laughing...wild and squeaky.
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My brother is in the thick of his Odyssey journey and my prayer is that he comes out
victorious. I know he will because he wants to be his best in his heart of hearts and that has to
count for something, right? I can remember we lived in Greenbriar Square apartments and we
shared a bedroom with two twin beds when I was five and he was eight. My bed was closest to
the door and his was closest to the window with a balcony. One night, he woke me up and in
unison we screamed at the top of our lungs! There was this monster-like creature on the balcony
that stood upright with leopard pants, a black button-down shirt, a skeleton-like face and black
hat. When we finally stopped screaming, I saw it fly off in the distance. I’m not crazy; this
happened. He guided us to mama’s room so we would be safe.
We did a lot of things on our own because my mom was always working. We walked to
school or took the school bus as kids. One day, while we were living with my granny while my
mom saved up for our house, instead of walking straight home from school, my brother led me
down a street and shortcut I had never been on. It was pretty scary for me. I was in third grade
and I was way more cautious and obedient than my brother. It was too late to turn back because I
did not know where I was. Soon, we were at the back of McDonald’s on Lamar. This is when he
tells me he has two dollars and “they have fifty-cent hamburgers today”. I sat joyfully as he
ordered two burgers and two cups of water because he didn’t have enough for fries. At the table,
we both ate our food with pride and as we walked back home, he had me promise to not tell
mama.
I tell these stories about my uncle and brother because my description of them may fall
short. Honestly, no one can truly capture the entirety of a person in person and certainly not on

13

paper. I just intend to give you a glimpse into my world and my view in order to see them more
clearly.
My uncle Jaybird died when I was eight. He was a known hustler and fly guy in the hood.
I was proud to be his kinfolk. It seemed like everyone in the neighborhood respected him. He
had a mint green Oldsmobile Cutlass as his neighborhood car. He also had a white and blue
pickup truck he would come get us in from school on days when it rained. He was dark skinned
with a long curly Jerry Curl. He would always have on a plain white shirt, rusty green jeans, and
black Classic Reeboks. This is my memory. Others may tell you differently. I wish my memory
was vivid as it is now. As a child, I guess I was just living life carefree without knowing the
importance of remembering. I do remember a few things about my uncle.
He would always have on gold jewelry. Gold necklaces and gold nugget pinky rings were
a part of his daily outfit. Having big wads of money in his pocket was also a part of this outfit.
Every time I would see him, I would ask him for money or a dollar to go to the candy lady. All
of us cousins asked or begged when we saw him. Those huge rolls of money were mesmerizing.
Do you know how many Fruities, dill pickles, freeze cups, and chips we could get? I laugh at our
innocence now. One day, he hopped out of his car that was parked on the opposite side of the
street from my granny’s house. He had on a bright orange t-shirt and blue jean shorts. His jerry
curl was no more. He had cut it off. As he walked across the street, we all screamed and laughed
and beckoned him to my granny’s front yard to check him out. He was smiling so hard! All
thirty-two teeth made an entrance that day. This had to be the spring/summer before his death
because I don’t remember him having his new haircut for that long.
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One Christmas, we were all gathered at my granny’s house, opening and exchanging
gifts. He came in and gave everyone this heavy square gift. We were all so excited. My mama
came into Trell's room where all the kids were and screamed in excitement holding the gift up to
her ear while shaking it to see what was in it. Finally, we were given instructions to open the gift.
It was a brick! He wrapped us all up a brick and gave it to us for Christmas. The entire house
went into an uproar of laughter and fussing. Since my uncle always had rolls of money, it was
believable that he might be generous on Christmas. Yet, we all got a brick. Those were fun
times.
My mom is the oldest and my uncle Jaybird was the oldest boy. She always tells stories
about how he was so stingy with his money. One day when they were younger, she asked him for
five cents so she could get them all some bread. He told her, “I got something to do with my five
cents”. We laugh at that story now. It’s funny how memories feel so damn good. The good
memories. You reach back to a time and sit there for that specific moment and replay it over and
over again. The slight smile on your heart and on your face remembering the warmth you felt at
that time or the current warmth you feel because of the moment's significance to you.
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CHAPTER 3
WHY THEY DON’T GIVE A FUCK
The systematic oppression of black men in hoods.
Talking to black men and boys in Orange Mound about death goes like...“Niggas die
every day.” The conversation then goes to how many homies they lost and how many family
members they have buried. Death is just another thing that might happen in their lives this week.
Their shrugs suggest, “next question, please?” I gripped my camera harder trying to unscramble
my thoughts, questions, and feelings because I hear them but I can’t feel them. They have felt the
weight. The weight that makes them not give a fuck.
Outsiders will interpret this as savage and unfit. They will make assumptions about
morality, values, and choices. Yet, the real know what this is called. It goes by the name of
SURVIVAL. Your environment limits your ability to do certain things. This is a law of nature.
You cannot place a shark on land and expect it to survive and thrive. It’s not that the shark is not
powerful or mighty in its own ability. The shark is simply not in an environment that supports
and values its life. It must find a body of water to submerge itself in to unlock its potential. If the
environment does not support and value the lives of black men, they must find an environment
that does. Theory sounds so damn good. The reality is most can’t find these environments and
have no power to change the environment in which they live. The shark on land cannot bring
water for it to swim or fish for it to hunt. It can only reminisce on how powerful it could be if it
was where it was valued. You know, it’s God given place.
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In Napoleon Hills, Outwitting the Devil, he talks about the importance of environment in
Mother Nature. “We begin to see, therefore, the importance of selecting our environment with
the greatest of care, because environment is the mental feeding ground out of which the food that
goes into our minds is extracted.” Hill is putting us up on game about how to change our lives
because the current state of one's environment feeds the mind. There is no way around it.
An environment of working class people that the government has classified as
impoverished, corner stores and Dollar General’s that sell nothing but junk food, liquor stores on
every corner, addicts walking down the streets, hustlers circling the block, police terrorism at
every turn, and gunshots are not the only thing that is at hand in this environment but is by far
the most mind shaping and shifting in the lives of these black boys and men. Mr. Hill, what do
you do if you cannot change your environment by moving? What do you suggest black men in
the hood do?
They do what a human that desires to live on earth does. They learn to survive. Survival
looks like not giving a fuck. It acts like not giving a fuck. It feels like giving all the fucks. You
see, not giving a fuck is just the opposite of actually not giving a fuck. It is caring about
something and someone so much that in an effort to not grieve with the intensity in which your
body wants to grieve, you painfully cut out your heart in hopes that its beat will not cause you
any more pain. Hoping that the removal of where it hurts will cure the pain not realizing that the
force it took to take it out hurts even worse.
The heights we go to to relieve ourselves of pain. These black men feel it but dare not
show it emotionally. Grief looks like not giving a fuck. It looks like a line of tricked out cars
with bass bumping in the back scotching off one after the other trying to find my Uncle Jaybird’s
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killer. It looks like a tattoo across my Uncle Trell’s stretched stomach that says, “Feel My Pain.”
It is a tattoo on my brother Way’s left arm that has an elaborate cross with “RIP Bird” as the
inscription. It looks like not saying anything but wanting to say everything.
Trell says, “there is no talking.” Growing up, black men from the hood have codes and
one of those is no snitching. You don’t snitch because “snitches get stitches and end up in
ditches.” Not snitching is so embedded in the black community that snitching on yourself by
talking about your emotions, feelings, and fears is even frowned upon. “If you need to talk to
somebody, then you soft. If you need compassion, you soft.” Snitching and softness in hood
black male masculinity is an abomination. Boys ain’t supposed to cry. Black boys definitely ain’t
supposed to cry. Black boys from the hood can never cry. You ain’t soft!
Can I unpack being soft for black men for a minute? Of course. Being soft is showing
emotion. It is crying when you are hurt physically or emotionally. It is saying no to things your
homeboys are depending on you to say yes to. It is not wanting to fight. It is opting to stay in the
house instead of playing outside. It is running away when there is apparent danger. It is calling
the police. It is being quiet when you should be loud. It is ignoring negativity. It is leaving when
boundaries are crossed. It is leaning into feminine energy. It is being girlish. It is being a mama’s
boy. It is expecting rewards and privileges. It is being in the company of women who are not
sexualized in your world. Yet, it is not being gay. Being gay is not soft. Being gay is in a league
all by itself in this realm. Softness is mostly associated with younger black males who are
assumed to be heterosexual but are not displaying or developing the characteristics of hood black
male masculinity that he should or at the rate he should.
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Suppressing softness is not giving a fuck. If you can’t access my emotions or my triggers,
how the fuck are you gonna phase me? You not. However, not giving a fuck does something to a
black man’s soul. It does something to his eyes. They say the eyes are the windows to the soul
and most times not giving a fuck puts the darkest tint on black men’s soul windows. You can’t
see. The only way to see a little is to walk up to the window, cuff both hands on the sides of your
eyes, and press your face into the tint. Even then, there is a blur. Even then, there is uncertainty.
The windows are the darkest tint for a reason. It could be dangerous and your body is pressed up
against it not knowing what’s inside. You just pray that the window will roll down and the
person inside will talk to you for a moment.
In The Black Men I Know, Trell rolled down the window and chopped it up with me for a
while. Way cracked the window just enough for him to roll it back up quickly if I asked or said
something that made him feel soft. I understand. No one has that much power or privilege to
access the innermost places of someone like the soul without consent. It does not matter how
good or pure your intentions are; you can’t touch the soul. It’s that shit you just can’t touch. And
maybe that’s the secret sauce of not giving a fuck. It’s untouchable to outsiders. No matter the
circumstances, the perceived privilege and power, you can’t access the true person, the soul.
Step back.
Let that sink in.
Black men from the hood have accessed a power that cannot be touched. Yes, it is kryptonite to
their insides but maybe it’s worth it in the preservation of themselves from others.
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The genesis of not giving a fuck is the knowledge of “damned if you do and damned if
you don’t”. If going left or right or up or down still leads you to bullshit, you might as well go
whatever direction you want, right? This is what goes through the minds of black men in hoods
around the world. If it’s not the opposition, the police, the prison, the racist or the persistent
rationing of less, it’s something else that is willingly wanting to be a hurdle or deterrent in his
world. So, he might as well do what he has to do to survive. Worrying about the consequences
can’t be in the psyche because it will always hinder survival.
Where does the “damned if you do and damned if you don’t” concept come from? Why is
it abided by in the hood? Enslavement of black people in America gave black people the
“damned if you do and damned if you don’t” spirit. One could be the best, most loyal, and most
hard-working enslaved person and still be treated poorly, whipped, beaten, sold from family,
raped, and etc. Jim Crow South/America gave black people the “damned if you do and damned if
you don’t” spirit. Abiding by the laws of the land still did not protect black folk from the
vigilantes who were the epitome of white terrorism. Black folks including black children had no
real protection. Emmett Till. Addie Mae Collins. Cynthia Wesley. Carole Robertson. Carol
Denise McNair. The War on Drugs gave black people the “damned if you do and damned if you
don’t” spirit. Black communities being targeted, raided, and degraded. More black bodies in
prisons, in poverty, and in funeral parlors. The killings of black folks by police officers in the
present day gave black people the “damned if you do and damned if you don’t” spirit. Trayvon
Martin, Mike Brown, Philando Castile, Tamir Rice, Alton Sterling, Eric Garner, and Walter
Scott just to name a few. The black men I know from this hood abide by it because day in and
day out, they see how their partnas (friends) get locked up for 5 years for a bag of weed. They

20

see how walking down the street in your own hood warrants a stop from the police. They see
how a beef can become bloody in an instant. They see how death is waiting for another black
male body to hit the pavement knowing that the body that death awaits could surely be theirs.
Silence.
Listening to southern black rap will help put a lot of things into perspective. In every
southern hood, especially my hood, you’ll find cars that are bumpin’ of music rappers from the
city or the South. These rappers talk about the struggle and how they overcame it while also still
being embedded in the culture and codes of their hood. This music is a way to feel the softness
without being soft. Rappers find ways to rap about the hurt, pain, struggle, love, happiness, and
sacrifice of being black, being a man, being from the hood, and being real. Rap music gives these
black men space to bump and recite these lyrics without restraint because it’s seen as music to us
but it’s much more than that for them. It’s therapy. It’s a release.
A popular rapper by the name of NBA Youngboy has a song, Drawing Symbols, that he
released in August 2018 that has over 102 million views in February 2020. This song was one
that I heard and hear often when I pass cars in my hood. Yes, this song is catchy and the beat is a
vibe. However, the pain in Youngboy’s voice and the thorns of his words on the track are what
call to your soul.
They say he drawin' symbols in the sand 'til his pain gone, baby
They say he movin' onto the land where the gate close, baby
They say his miss just walked in on him, he was playin' with some fire
They say he mentioned to his nigga he might blow out his mind
Say he been lookin' real suspicious, they can tell he been cryin'
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They say he steady waiting on somethin', he keep his eyes on the time
They hear the headphones on his head playin' Luther Vandross, baby
They read his wall it was written it was written in hand he got a dead soul, baby
They say he headed onto the land to hear his grandma talk, baby
He said they don't understand who I am, they all think I'm goin' crazy
I’m not certain that these men would admit these things in regular conversation or in an
interview with others. However, they will rap and sing these lyrics proudly and loudly. It is a
mask to both cover and expose the feelings that they don’t feel comfortable saying. It gives them
the language, the melody, and the soul to express themselves. In all honesty, as I write this
paragraph, I have a new appreciation for my brother always “annoyingly” rapping other rappers'
songs all day. As I write, I wonder if he was also dropping hints on how he was feeling and what
was going on in his life at the time. I think this is something that could be researched and
explored. Do black men from hoods find therapy in rap songs? Yes. How? Why? For how long?
What I do know is rap, especially southern rap, has a language that resonates with black
men from hoods in the South. When I was younger, my uncle Trell had collections of No Limit
Records CDs. He would bump the songs in his room and in the car with all my cousins bursting
into the room or buck jumpin’ in the front and backseat of his hand-me-down red car. One song
that my uncle listened to a lot that I remember and listen to til this day is Trial Time by Mr.
Biggs. This song was an underground southern hit. Mr. Biggs talks about his life selling dope
and the highs and lows of it all. He talks about the DA wanting to treat him unjustly and how
authorities are always probing his family members and close friends for his whereabouts. He
talks about the lavish life that hustlin’ provides while also vividly illustrating the chaos and
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paranoia it causes. Throughout the song, it is clear that Mr. Biggs is in opposition with the feds
and the court system. He is rebellious. He is defiant. We like it. We love to see it. We love to
hear it. It’s how we feel on the inside even if we know a black man did the non-violent crime.
Songs like this get folks hype because it is known that the law is not on the side of black folks.
So, during this 5 minute and 30 second song, folks from the hood slip into a world that respects
and honors “not giving a fuck.”
“So motherfuck you, fuck the judge, fuck the D.A., and fuck all you weak ass hoes.”
-Mr. Biggs
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CHAPTER 4
THIS IS HOW WE RECKON
Jesmyn Ward’s, Men We Reaped, and Kiese Laymon’s, Heavy, in conversation with the film.
How did they get here? How did we get here? How did life turn into this? As I
interviewed Trell and Way, I realized that we were still unpacking feelings, emotions, decisions,
and lessons that stemmed from grief that started over 20 years ago. Memory got power. How we
remember has the ability to make us love or hate intensely. Memories can live on the spectrum
that casts itself from vivid to cloudy. The one thing that significant memories have in common is
the power to make us feel. We feel.
On my quest to tell this story, I found myself reading black southern memoirs. From
Kiese Laymon’s Heavy, Jesmyn Ward’s Men We Reaped, Maya Angelou’s I Know Why the
Caged Bird Sings & Gather Together in My Name, to Saeed Jones’ How We Fight For Our
Lives. These memoirs made me feel like someone understood the happenings of black life in the
South. The rituals, thoughts, actions, understandings, and languages that are hidden in plain sight
to those who do not relate.
I took a huge interest in Jesmyn’s book, Men We Reaped. It’s southern. It’s black. It’s
real. It’s unapologetic. Most of all, it tells of the tragedies black men of the South experience in
life and in death. I related so much to this book because it felt like so much of what I’ve
experienced and witnessed in my life. In Men We Reaped, Ward tells of the four black men she
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knew while growing up in DeLisle, Mississippi, how they impacted her life, and how they all
died from different causes in a span of 4 years. She talks about her intellectual ability and how
she essentially used education and intellect to escape from her life in DeLisle, Mississippi.
Honestly, it’s the reason she was able to write the book and share her side and their side of the
story.
While my childhood and coming of age did not look exactly like Ward’s, I identified with
the love she had for these black men while also becoming a black woman that was seemingly
living two different lives. Growing up in Orange Mound was good for me, especially the
summers. There are so many memories I have of playing with the neighborhood kids, both girls
and boys, and all the trouble we would get into. These memories feel like Ward’s memories of
going to the local park or going to others homes to chill or hangout. I felt that connection. I also
felt the distancing of her getting older and excelling in school, going off to college with the
weight of home on her shoulders and becoming her own woman. As I grew up, I realized that my
intellect and my education could afford me opportunities to make a better life for myself. Like
Ward, I got into a prestigious school and excelled to make something of myself. However, I
never lost touch with the neighborhood and environment that raised me. I never stopped loving
those people. I never stopped wanting the best for them.
As I reflect on the book, she never stopped loving the black men that she knew in Delisle,
Mississippi despite her success. She even wrote a honest, raw, and open book about her love for
these men filled with memories, triumphs, failures, and deaths. I was deeply moved by the work.
It reminded me that there is absolutely no shame in where I come from and what I’ve
experienced. There is no shame in trauma. There is power in telling the stories of your origin to
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release yourself, educate others, and leave a legacy that does not need the Eurocentric gaze of
validation.
I struggled with the making of this film. I did not know how to “properly” tell the story. I
didn’t know what I wanted to say. I wanted Trell and Way to be the center of the story to tell
their side without my voice. It was not until I had a conversation with Adam Gussow that
something clicked. He told me to ask them to interview me. He said that I should turn the camera
on myself to see if I could address the stuckness I felt. While I was still hesitant, I realized that I
was the missing link in this story. After all, this film is titled, The Black Men I Know. I was
reminded that Jesmyn Ward wrote the book, Men We Reaped. She was the narrator but her
narration did not take away from the powerful stories and lessons learned. In fact, her presence in
the book gave me as the reader more clarity and understanding of Ward’s environment, feelings,
and process. I realized that my role was to be the narrator of this film and my narration would not
be there to take up space but to be a guide into the lives of the black men I know.
While Ward’s book empowered me to tell the story of Trell and Way, Kiese Laymon’s
book, Heavy, gave me insight on the southern black male’s psyche and how to let myself be
vulnerable as a storyteller. I admit that I am a very private person. I was taught that “what goes
on in this house, stays in this house.” As a culture, there is a standard that no one should know all
your business and I take that to heart. However, Heavy made me question this in a powerful way.
No, do not tell everything. Yes, tell enough to free everything. I read Laymon’s book at the time
I decided I would make this film the subject of my thesis. It made me think about the black body
specifically the black male body and what it must feel like living in one in this society. It made
me think about how it feels living in one that resides in an all black neighborhood with a lack of
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access to the “finer things” in life. It motivated me to ask questions to get into the minds of Trell
and Way to really tell me what it feels like to live in a southern black male body in a hood in
Memphis, Tennessee.
In the film, Trell and Way both talk about their memories of September 29, 1998, the day
that my Uncle Jaybird was murdered. I can tell it hurts them and they say it as well. At the same
time, I know they’ll never reveal the totality of what they feel. Sometimes and most times black
men from the hood haven’t been graced with the chance to find the words, posture, and delivery
for emotional stuff that makes your heart hurt and your body shake.
At this moment, we reckon.
“That was a fucked-up day that day.” As I interviewed my uncle Trell from midday until
nightfall, he finally opened up about what happened the day of Jaybird’s murder. This was the
first time in our interview sessions that I saw him struggle a little with finding words. As he was
telling the story, I could see him replaying it in his mind. While he has always acknowledged the
pain of losing his brother, I’ve never heard him express it in that way. I believe this moment in
the film is important because it captures an emotion that is not often seen. One can argue what
vulnerability looks and feels like but for me, I knew this moment was as vulnerable as my uncle
would get and that was a breakthrough.
Being truthful about the hurt and grief not only in storytelling but in emotional
connection was powerful to capture that night. I witnessed my uncle reckoning with the past
while stumbling to the present to confront the hurt that he felt that day. I believe moments like
these are moments that bring freedom to black men. “It’s hard for a guy from the ghetto who has
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nothing to talk about how he feels,” is what Trell said in our first interview. By our last
interview, he was way more open about his feelings and not just his opinion about things around
him. In our interview, he revealed that he feels this way because the people who often want the
stories of black men from the hood are folks who know nothing about what he goes through on a
daily basis. In addition, culturally, black men are expected to be hyper masculine and that is
translated as no emotion or weakness at any point in life.
“If you need compassion, then you soft. Then, you not a man.” Even in moments where
black men’s bodies are doing what they are supposed to do when it experiences pain, they often
resist in order to uphold an unrealistic social standard of masculinity. This bottling up of pain
often turns into depression and anger. For my uncle, it was depression. In the film, he talks about
his battle with alcoholism and suicide attempts. I’m reminded of Roger Eric Daniels III and
Ronald Wayne Lizana, two of the four young men in Jesmyn Ward’s Men We Reaped. Roger
died from a cocaine overdose and Ronald died by suicide. Unlike Trell, they sadly succumbed to
the pressures mounted onto them. “The hard facts of being a young Black man in the South, the
endemic joblessness and poverty, and the ease of self-medicating with drugs disoriented him,”
wrote Ward.
Self-medicating was and continues to be one of the real undertakers of black men in the
hood. In their world, self-medicating with drugs and alcohol is one of the most accessible ways
to ease the pain and the only outlet that does not question their manhood. It often is abused
because it does a hell of a job taking them to another world while high or intoxicated. Black men
and depression have been acquainted for some time now but it is often overlooked because of
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socio-economic status and access. Therefore, self-medication for depression becomes addiction
and addiction often leads to death by accident or suicide.
My hope is that Trell’s testimony sparks a conversation that helps black men in hoods
across the South and across America begin to open up and be vulnerable and honest about their
mental health. In one of our interviews, Trell talks about how he would rather talk to his homie
that knows him and has been through similar circumstances than to a therapist or psychologist
that knows nothing about what he goes through in his everyday life. I understand this logic but
the homie that he is talking to is suppressing and self-medicating as well. There is only comfort
and trauma bonding taking place. There is not a considerable amount of healing that takes place.
Again, we reckon.
Way, while more introverted, had a lot to say as well. Jaybird passed when he was ten
years old. He is the oldest grandchild. He had more of a bond with my Uncle Jaybird. In an
interview, he talked about how Jay’s death was the first time he experienced depression. Of
course, he did not have that vocabulary at the age of ten but as an adult he understands that he
was in a state of depression. Way’s sadness turned into anger. “They didn’t know where it was
coming from because I never spoke about it.” As a youth and adult, Way has always found
himself in trouble. My mom has countless stories and I do as well of him getting into trouble
even when he’s simply standing around not doing anything.
In the film, Way talks about his first experience in jail as a minor. One day while him and
I were sitting in our granny’s car listening to music, two detectives knocked on the car window
and proceeded to ask him questions about a murder that happened around the corner from us.
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After telling the detective that he was a minor, we headed in the house to get my granny. As my
granny came to the door, my brother attempted to go into the house. Before he could get inside,
the detective grabbed him and there was a physical altercation. This landed my brother into a
juvenile detention center where he would serve six to seven months at the age of fifteen.
It is experiences like this that turn young black men cold. Going from minding their
business to being provoked and then being put behind bars at a young age makes them see life
from a tainted lens. In Laymon’s book, Heavy, he talks about the terror of being in a big black
body as a boy and the etiquette a big black boy must show in the South and in America in order
to look and feel less harmful to white folks. I believe one of my brother’s struggles was and is his
big black body. He has always been a big guy. People always saw him as older because he was
always taller and bigger than others his age. This was a part of him growing up faster as well. In
one of our conversations, he talked about how the older guys in the neighborhood would be okay
with him hanging out with them because he looked older. Indeed, I think like Kiese, Way’s big
black body leaves people to assume he is the aggressor and because they act in this way, he often
feels he must give them what they essentially are asking for.
So, here we are reckoning with depression and anger being the manifestation of grief in
the lives of Trell and Way. Yet, these are not new experiences. These are shared experiences in
black communities in the South. For Ward, it was death and poverty. For Laymon, it was
relationships and self-image. All of these things were the genesis of grief and how it was tended
to. Through this experience, I’ve concluded that grief never leaves you. It always latches itself on
to something close that will soon remind you why you first grieved. I’m not saying that my
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Uncle Jaybird’s death was the only grief Trell and Way felt but I do feel it was the genesis of the
snowballed grieving that led them to lives that were tied to violence, incarceration, and hustle.
Grief doesn’t fade. Grief scabs over like my scars and pulls into new, painful configurations as it
knits. It hurts in new ways. We are never free from grief. - Jesmyn Ward
What does never being free from grief mean for Trell and Way? How will their future be
because they know in their hearts that the things that bring them grief in this life will never
unlatch themselves from them? Does the hood life continue to take precedence in their lives?
“We are never free from grief.” Yet and still, we try to find ways to reckon with it to be free
from its grasp. We create in order to make amends with it. However, it is no use. Is it no use? If
we are never totally or completely free from grief that means we are continuously reckoning with
it. This reckoning may not be from the initial grief but the reactions, decisions, and moves that
were made as a result of the feelings we first felt because of grief.
This is how we reckon.

We reckon by acknowledging that grief is a part of our lives. It is a very present emotion
and it manifests itself in overt and abstract ways. It is understanding that grief continues to live
with us and will never live without us. It is connecting with the thought that pain is not here to
maliciously hurt us but to remind us how we feel.
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CHAPTER 5
THE WEIGHT ON ME
My process and personal evolution as a filmmaker during this film.
The Black Men I Know has been the most difficult film I’ve created. Not only was the
subject matter triggering but the production process was a challenge that I could not seem to
conquer. Yet, I’ve created a documentary about my uncle and brother whose hood introduced
and inducted them into a life of violence, incarceration, and hustle after the murder of Jaybird.
As I reflect on the personal process, I can say that the months of being stuck and days of doubt
and frustration were worth it.
As I’ve said before, I did not sign up to tell this story. I did not intend on talking about
the murder of my Uncle Jaybird and the grief that came along with it. I did not know exploring
the evolution of grief would bring me to a place to understand the decisions of my uncle and
brother. These revelations took time for me to process personally and it took even longer for me
to figure out a way to place them on an Adobe Premiere timeline. My initial idea was to give the
floor to the black men I knew that did not uphold the idea of respectability politics. I wanted to
allow their voices to be heard and their stories to be told. I just wanted them to be able to give
their truth and that’s it. However, this film got real really fast. It got heavy without warning and I
found myself processing my own grief, their grief, and my ethical responsibility as a storyteller.
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During our interviews, my Uncle Jaybird’s murder would find it’s way in the
conversation and from there, there was always more stories that stemmed from it. This is how I
came to the understanding that my Uncle Jaybird’s death in 1998 was the genesis of the lives
Trell and Way lead today. I felt resolved in discovering what initial event started it but I also
grieved the fact that they had no solid or substantial outlets to process the pain in order to make
better choices for themselves. This realization made me sad and made me question if this was a
film that I wanted to continue with. Trying to figure out and sort through emotions while
navigating deadlines and creative ways to tell this story was frustrating and I felt stuck.
I did not want to go on with this film. Filming and creating was not enjoyable for me
anymore. Throughout my time in my MFA program, I was always very motivated to get my
ideas on film and on my Adobe Premiere timeline. I was pumped about telling stories of the
black experience and making them beautiful and poetic. This was and is my mission. Yet, this
film made me want to quit. In February, I wanted to turn back and create another film about a
completely different story that was less emotionally draining. I persisted. I had done too much
filming and writing and honestly, I did not have enough time or bandwidth to do other things.
Real life was happening to Trell and Way and real life was happening to me and it was a lot. I
thought to myself, “how in the hell am I supposed to be creative right now?” I was discouraged. I
was overwhelmed. I was stuck.
I was stuck because creating was not as seamless as I wanted it to be. Trell and Way were
willing but there was also some probing I had to do. They are movers and shakers. They do not
sit still. They do not answer their phones. They do not text back. They do not adhere to
production schedules. They just do not. Therefore, I found myself having to pop up in the hood

33

or where they reside with my camera in hand to interview them. It was a hassle. It was not
smooth. Having to wait on them to get settled and pausing the interview because other
neighborhood homies would come in the shot and interrupt was real but frustrating to me as a
filmmaker. I had never had to work this hard to get an interview filmed. In my other films, the
participants were excited and super cooperative. Trell and Way continued to live their lives and
weren’t really concerned about the gaze of my camera.
Imagine where that placed me as a loved one and a filmmaker. I was absolutely frustrated
but I knew that they had a story to tell and that this was not easy or normal for them. With a
maximum of an hour to talk to them in each sitting, I had to quickly think of a question that
would get our conversations rolling. Of course, I think my relationship to these men changed
their answers dynamically. I do not think they would be willing to open up as much as they did
on camera or partner with me to create film montages if I were not someone that they loved. It is
only now that I’m writing this in reflection that I am even more grateful to have access to the
lives and stories of these men. Although it was difficult to gather their stories, I am proud that I
persisted.
When did I find the inspiration to finally edit the film and write the paper? It was not
until the first week in April of 2020 that I got the urge to film the remaining scenes of the film
and to finish the written portion of my thesis. As many of you know, 2020 has been a ride. In
addition, I had many wonderful transitions in my life but they also required my time and
attention. I believe deadlines were a driver but also riding down on my uncle and brother while
they were in the hood together truly inspired me to get the work done. The first week in April, I
was on the phone with the mother and I realized that essentially my whole immediate family
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would be over my granny’s old house in the hood and my uncle and brother would be there. So, I
grabbed my camera bag and headed to the hood.
When I arrived and felt the safety of the black men I knew, I was inspired to do this film
justice. I wanted to make them proud. I wanted them to look at the film and see themselves in a
powerful and beautiful light. I wanted to put a film together that they could be proud of. I wanted
the film to not only give people insight into the lives of these black men but I wanted it to be a
reflection to Trell and Way to show them that anything is possible.
I was in a creative flow afterwards. A few days following the last interview, I got the
entire film on my Adobe Premiere timeline.
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CHAPTER 6
HOW I MADE IT
The filmmaking process.
I’ve talked about my personal process of making this film. Now, I want to give more
insight into how I got the film onto my Adobe Premiere timeline and into the world for you to
see. First, I went through all of my interviews and logged what they were about. I made sure I
added time stamps and keywords that would remind me of significant points in the interviews or
clips. After I logged everything, I put my ideas and log sheet into a written system that I created
that helps me see all of my brain dump and understand how to make it into a story.
I use an 11x13 sheet of paper or poster board and section it off in at least four (4)
columns and three (3) rows. I write the title of my film at the top and I might add a tagline or
logline if I have one for the film. I use one column to record the scenes that I think are important
in the film and I use the other column spaces to make sense of the footage and story I’m trying to
tell. For example, I logged that Clip_86 at 0:30 was the point where Trell and Way shake hands
in slow motion. I know that a handshake can represent a hello and/or goodbye. So, I decided to
make that clip a part of the end of my film. From there, I found other clips that could build out
the end of the film as well and placed those clips and timestamps in the space and titled it “END”
or “ENDING”.
This method has proven to be helpful to me because I am a visual person and I love to
write things down. When I write, I feel that I truly process what I’m thinking and it gives me
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way more clarity about my thoughts and intentions because they seem more tangible. I don’t
think my written process is efficient as a system for a team or for someone to come after me and
understand my thinking process. It’s kind of like a secret language that only I understand and it
makes perfect sense to me. However, I do think if I was more intentional about the categorizing
of my rows and columns, this could be a system that other filmmakers could use especially if
they thrive when their ideas are on paper.

Story Squares by Zaire Love
After I have added my log sheet and notes in my Story Squares, I usually begin to add
clips to my timeline to start creating my film. However, this time, I added another step that I
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thought would help me flesh out my ideas even more. I wrote out a theme at the top of each note
card and I wrote clip titles, timestamps, or notes on it. Below is an example of some of the
notecards I created. I used this method as a second step because I was still having trouble
weaving together a compelling story that made sense and flowed. Utilizing the notecards helped
me organize my clips and notes in a more thoughtful manner.

The Black Men I Know Film Notecards
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Once I finished the notecard process, I began to create sequences within Adobe Premiere.
Sequences are like chapters in a book in Premiere. They allow you to create a mini-movie to add
to your timeline in order to make an entire film. For the sequences, I titled them in themes like
memory, grief, anger, commissary, and redemption to name a few. Within these sequences, I
pulled clips that were associated with the chapter and I began to create mini-movies/chapters to
create The Black Men I Know.
I chose the chapter format for this documentary because it was the easiest way for me to
make sense of the footage I had captured to make it a film. If I had done it any other way, I felt
that it would not truly have a flow. Why? Well, when I first began filming, I did not know what
the film was going to exactly be about. I was just filming to see if anything would unfold and
when it did, the interviews felt disjointed and did not have the same flow and quality. I got a
flow going by taking it one theme/chapter/sequence at a time and giving myself space to create
in small chunks instead of placing everything on the timeline as I’ve done in shorter films with
success.
For example, in the film, I created a mini music video to a song I wrote a few years ago
entitled, Brudda Brudda. I wrote this song to ask my brother why he puts our family, especially
our mother through the level of pain he does by getting into legal trouble. I thought this was
fitting because in a section of the film, Trell and Way talk about their experiences when they’ve
been to jail. I used the chapter/sequence method to create that part of the film. Instead of adding
it to the overall film first, I created a sequence titled Brudda and created the short music video
within it. I think this worked so well because it also made me feel like I accomplished a complete
project even if it was only part of a greater whole.
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Brudda Brudda Music Video Sequence
This sequence/chapter execution in Adobe Premiere also allows me as an editor to move
scenes easily to other points in the film. I am able to quickly locate a scene within a sequence to
experiment with its placement within the film. Having the ease of this really came in handy as I
was organizing the chapters for The Black Men I Know. I believe this method of utilizing
sequences will be a part of my process going forward even if I’m not organizing my films in a
chapter style. From this experience, it just makes it easier to see the different scenes that can be
made in the film and how they can be utilized to make a more compelling film.
Color Choices
In the film, I take creative license in my responses to the chapters that I am in.
The use of color was intentional for symbolism each time there is a creative response of
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exposition from me. My first color choice was red. I chose red because it symbolized the blood
that I saw the day my Uncle Jaybird was shot. On the concrete in my granny’s backyard, there
was a big puddle of blood that began to turn blackish-purple over time. This blood really stayed
in my mind as an eight year old. In the chapter, Memory, after Trell and Way tell their story
about what happened that day, I did as well. I felt that having a red background would further the
audience's understanding of the engulfment I felt after seeing the blood.

Pizza’s Blood Scene
Later in the film, I chose the color orange to symbolize jail and/or prison. In the
Commissary chapter, I included the Brudda Brudda video that talks about jail and how it not
only affects the person who is in prison but their loved ones as well. My intent was to recreate
the feeling of jail or pull on references that audiences may associate with jail in this portion of
the film. I chose to film it in a staircase at Crosstown Concourse that’s orange and concrete. The
railings also have rows of wire that when looked through can be interpreted as prison bars. When
I discovered this, I knew I wanted to use this location to film. It had enough elements to be seen
as a representation of jail including the color orange, concrete, and wire.
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Brudda Brudda, Prison Scene
At the end of the film, I used the color green. Green is associated with life, renewal,
nature, and growth. I thought this was a great color to end the film in because it also represents
the idea of redemption that I speak about at the end of the film. My intention was to also
symbolize the growth of each man and the growth of the audience as the film progressed. The
ending shot is Trell and Way shaking hands, which is a symbol of unity, growth and newness.
All of these attributes correspond with the fruitfulness of the color green.

Trell and Way Handshake
Chapters.
Chapters made the most sense for this film as a storyteller. I had multiple interviews with
Trell and Way that did not necessarily flow together because they were filmed separately and
they were in different environments. Visually, they were not congruent. So, I had to be
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intentional about how to make the film visually flow. I believe the chapter method of this film
achieved the goal of having some congruence because the audience is no longer looking for the
film to necessarily flow visually. They are looking for the content within each chapter to make
sense.
In the film, there are nine (9) chapters. The chapters are Memory, Grief, Silence, Anger,
Jail, Commissary, Reckoning, Understanding, and Redemption. These were the through lines of
each of my interviews with Trell and Way. While this film shows only a portion of what was
talked about in the interviews, I believe what you see in the film tells the story that needs to be
told. The story is how grief manifests itself in these black men’s lives through their choices and
the consequences they must face because of them.
Memory. This is the first chapter of the film. It introduces the audience to Trell and Way
and their first-hand accounts of how they felt when Jaybird was murdered. As it starts, the
audience hears Trell say, “that was a fucked-up day that day.” I chose to add that sound clip at
the beginning of the chapter because it sets the tone for how both Trell and Way felt about this
tragic moment that happened in their lives. In both interviews, they were very descriptive about
what happened that day and the emotions they felt. I wanted to start the film off with Memory
because this memory was the genesis to the lifepaths these two men took partly because of
Jaybird’s death. It also quickly establishes Trell and Way as humans that feel. I think black men
especially from hood in the South and throughout America are often seen as individuals with no
moral compass or emotions. I wanted to change that narrative from the beginning to show that
black men feel.
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Grief. Speaking of feelings, these two men also felt an extreme level of grief because of
this tragic moment. At the time of Jaybird’s death, Trell was twenty-years-old and Way was tenyears-old. I never thought about their ages until this moment. Because Trell is my uncle, I never
really think about how old he is and how he’s honestly not as old as I imagine him to be. With
that in mind, it makes his reaction to his brother’s death that much more visceral and painful for
me to process. In this chapter, he talks about how he wouldn’t take a bath; he would drink all
day; he would walk the streets; and he would eventually attempt suicide many times. As a
twenty-year-old, seeing your brother die in your arms with blood coming from his mouth and his
eyes rolling in the back of his head, what do you do with that? How do you erase that image
from your mind? You do not.
My brother was ten-years-old at the time. However, my brother was very close to both of
my uncles. I know Way viewed Jay as a sort of father figure. In the film, he talks about how he
remembers them play fighting, being roughed up, wearing his chains, and getting money from
him as a kid. Imagine having interactions like this with a person every day and all of a sudden it
stops. Well, for my brother, this was his reality. While his grief did not look like Trell’s, it was
grief displayed from a child’s perspective. To me, this chapter was a natural progression from
Memory because it shows how these two men dealt with the memories of grief.
Silence. “If you feel like you gotta talk about it then you soft.” Many black men feel this
way and it truly saddens me. The unrealistic expectations of black male masculinity is
heightened even the more in communities of lower socioeconomic status. I think this chapter was
important to place after Grief because it explains why Trell and Way grieved in the way that they
did. As I stated earlier in my paper, the idea of being “soft” is not necessarily about sexuality in a
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community like this. Softness is about who you are as a man. Your manhood is in question if
there is a sign of softness or weakness. Way touched on how he never spoke about the pain he
felt or the emotions that he was carrying. Honestly, young black boys are taught not to cry or
express emotions. They are taught to man up and to place their emotions in a vault. This is the
silence that I wanted to make sure was in the film for others to understand. Although these men
were silent and did not freely talk about what was going on with them mentally and emotionally
at the time, their actions were not silent.
Anger. Through Trell’s story, I can imagine the hurt and anger he felt about Jaybird’s
death. Anger is often a reaction or extension to one’s pain. However, I saw first-hand the anger
that mounted in my brother, Way. As he got older, he had a problem with authority. On a day to
day basis, he’s a really chill guy. He’s very laid back. However, when he is angry, he can go
there. In this chapter, he talks about his demeanor and how it can come off as aggressive. He also
talks about his first encounter with the police and jail as a juvenile. I thought this was important
to add in the film to show how the suppression of feelings in black men often is channeled into
anger, resentment, or intolerance. Therefore, there needs to be more conversation around black
men’s mental health and trauma. It starts in the home, then community, and in society as a
whole. I hope that this chapter sparks conversation about anger and how black men can
overcome and manage bouts of anger even if it is warranted.
Jail. Anger sent Way to jail for the first time as a fifteen-year-old. He was in an
altercation with a detective who was questioning him as a minor about a murder that happened in
the neighborhood. In this chapter, Trell and Way talk about their experiences in jail. “That was
the turning point of everything ‘cause after jail there was no more decent jobs for me.” Trell
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talked about life after jail and how it forced him out of the working world because of his criminal
record. He also talked about the inhumane treatment of the incarcerated. “You gotta bend over
and show a nigga ya asshole and cough...they treat you like a cattle line...it’s like thirty deep.”
Jail is not a place of rehabilitation. It is a place of humiliation and exploitation. “You less than a
human. It’s degrading.” Way has had enough experiences in jail to know.
I felt it was important to include a chapter about jail because it’s real life for black men in
these environments. It is not hard to go to jail as a black man. Honestly, the only criteria you
really need to give police reasonable cause is to be a black man. I’ve seen many unwarranted
arrests in the hood. I’ve been on plenty of jail visits. The way the guards treat the people who are
just trying to visit their loved ones is degrading. So, I know the treatment of the inmates is that
much harsher. I also wanted to include Jail in this film to start a conversation about prison
reform and how it can be on local, regional, and national agendas. The majority of offenders I
know are non-violent offenders. In the hood, often they are selling illegal substances or are
charged with the attempt to sell illegal substances and this substance is usually marijuana. Now
that marijuana is legal in many states, it is time for these charges and criminal records to be
updated. Although this section did not go into depth about these men’s non-violent offenses, I do
want this film to create conversations about the inhumane nature of jail and prison reform.
Commissary. “They send you money. Make sure you eat every day, you know.” Jail does
not solely affect the one who is imprisoned. It affects their loved ones and their loved one’s
finances and credit. I’ve witnessed and experienced the emotional and financial hit of having a
loved one in prison. Having Commissary in this film was important for me because I did not
want this documentary to be one-sided. I did not want it to feel as though I was glorifying the
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decisions and the positions of these two men. I wanted to show how everything is connected in
these situations. It is not solely black men going to jail. Essentially, his entire family and those
close to him go to jail as well.
Commissary is food and snacks that can be purchased by the incarcerated on a weekly
basis. This food is not healthy at all. It is junk food that is full of sugar, salt, and chemicals. It is
also very overpriced. A bag of fifty cent chips in the free world is $1.75 in prison. In some jails
or prisons, there is a service to get hot foods. A simple burger and fry combo is $25.00. It is
ridiculous how expensive it is to be in prison and to be a loved one helping someone who is.
Imagine putting $50 on the books for food and $50 on a phone card every week to ensure your
loved one is somewhat taken care of while in jail. It becomes a monthly $400.00 plus bill. Phone
calls in jail range from $3.00 -$6.00 per call and in some private jails it’s even more. These calls
are not “all you can talk calls”. It becomes a financial and emotional burden that is endured by
the loved ones.
This was an important point in the film for me because I wanted let black men know that
just as much as they are doing time in jail or prison, their loved ones who are keeping money on
their books, taking their calls, bonding them out, and getting lawyers for them are equally doing
the amount of jail time as well. I hope this moment in the film in a conversation starter for
everyone who has to deal or has dealt with being a part of the legal and jail system in this way.
In this chapter, I have the most to say unlike the previous chapters in the film. My voice
was dominant in this part of the film because I am representing black women who are connected
to the black men that have to serve time in jail or prison. I wanted to explain our side of the
story. I wanted to express the pain, anger, and frustration the black woman feels when put in this
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position. Often, our stories and feelings are dismissed because we are not behind bars.
Commissary is a very important chapter in this film for me.
Reckoning. “I didn’t want to be out here dealin’ drugs…what’s so crazy the life I didn’t
want I ended up with somewhat.” I don’t believe anyone grows up aspiring to be a street hustler.
It may be implied for black boys when you come from areas like Orange Mound. However, if
you survey a 5th grade or a 12th grade classroom, you’re not going to get that answer. In the
chapter, Reckoning, Trell and Way reflect on their decisions and their thoughts on what life may
have been if Jaybird survived. They admit that his influence, if he continued on that path, may
have led them to destruction.
This chapter was important to me as a filmmaker because it was real. It was honest. It
was straightforward. There was no sugar coating. Trell and Way owned their identities and their
life choices. They also let it be known that some of the choices they made were not only choices
that began after the murder of Jaybird but before his murder as well. It slightly touches on
generational and familial ties to these kinds of life paths. What would be interesting to find out is
how Jaybird was introduced to this lifestyle to further understand the origins. However, I think
the truths told by Trell and Way in this chapter give enough insight to talk about the influence of
neighborhood life and family on the life choices of black men in these environments.
Understanding. “I love my nephew… I just want him to make wiser choices.”
Understanding was my favorite part of this film. It was so powerful to have Trell and Way in the
same room at the same time. I could feel that this was also a reconciliation for them as well.
Their relationship has had ups and downs because of the lifestyle. However, having them sit
down and talk to each other about their thoughts and feelings was so powerful for our
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relationships as a family. Of course, it may be a great scene in the film as a filmmaker to bring
the film together but it was an even better story in real life.
It is not often that black men in my family say they love one another. It is simply
assumed. So, to hear my uncle tell my brother that he loves him and to hear my brother tell my
uncle that he loves him was amazing. I believe this part of the film shows that there's room for
vulnerability and love in black male familial relationships.
“I realized everything he was telling me was right...I’m blessed to have an uncle that
wants to see me do better.” In the film, while Way is talking, you can see Trell holding back a
smile. You can tell that he is enjoying hearing those words from Way. This moment makes me
smile every time I watch it because it is a testament to the power of words and the weight they
carry with them. I made sure this was in the film and a part of the ending of the film to drive
home the need for black men to have spaces to talk and to express themselves in real ways
without judgement or shame. As a filmmaker, I am grateful I was able to capture this moment on
film and more importantly, I am grateful that it happened in a genuine and organic way.
Redemption. “Whatever you did you can repent for it.” Way said it best. Redemption is
repentance. I chose to place Redemption as the last chapter of the film because I felt it was the
most powerful scene in the story. It captured an important conversation that I want this film to
start. I want this film to start the conversation of redemption for black men in the hood who have
made poor and/or questionable choices. I want them to see themselves as redeemable. I want
them to see themselves as worthy to start again and to start fresh. I also want society to see the
journey of self-redemption these men can make and will make.
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I included Malcolm X in this ending chapter because his life was a self-redemption story.
During his youth, his father was killed by white supremacists and his mother was sickly. He
turned to stealing from stores to help feed his family. Constantly moving around, in his teenage
years, he got involved in drug dealing, gambling, and prostitution rings. At the age of 21, he was
sentenced to seven years in prison after a series of burglaries. He served six and a half years in
prison. Malcolm’s life sounds a lot like black men from hoods across the South and throughout
America. It is not because most of these men are inherently bad or evil. It is because of factors
that are out of their control, systems that are in place to keep them out of control, and the low
opportunities they have to access routes to get them out of trouble. If Malcolm X had died at the
age most of these men from the hood do, he would not be known as the leader and revolutionary
he is today. He decided to create his own self-redemption story by learning about his history,
converting to Islam, and leading the nation as a powerful Civil Rights leader.
“Unlike Malcolm, you were gunned down at 28 in front of your mother's home. You
didn’t have a chance to be remembered as a great in this lifetime.” It was important for me to
include this to also give context to my letter to my Uncle Jaybird. If this had not happened, there
is a possibility that Jaybird would have gone on a self-redemption journey as well. The message
of self-redemption is what I want every black man who finds himself in these situations or has
found himself in these situations to understand that he has the power to overcome.
Redemption is also my ode to black men in hoods everywhere who I feel are kings.
Redemption reiterates that black men should see themselves in that light as well.
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My Voice.
Throughout the chapters, I am using my voice to move the story along with my thoughts
and my side of the story because I am a main character in this film as well. I chose to use poetry
and spoken word to narrate because it allowed me to give voice to my thoughts and experiences
in a way that feels natural to me. I could have interviewed myself or allowed Trell and Way to
interview me to tell my part of the story. However, I did not because I wanted my voice to
narrate and give the film direction. I wanted my voice to be in clear communication with theirs.
Stylistically, I wanted this documentary to experiment with a version of call and response. This
call and response would be equally coming from both sides. I utilized this style in The Black Men
I Know to make a subtle but noteworthy statement that these stories are all in conversation with
one another.
In The Black Men I Know, I’m using poetic, performative, and expository modes of
documentary throughout the film. These modes often give the filmmaker agency to make
intentional personal choices within the film. This was the most alluring part. My process in
writing the poems and/or spoken word varied as I put the film together. I started the film in pitch
black with a gunshot and a bullet shell hitting the ground. From the beginning, I wanted to give
the audience a glimpse into what the film would be centered around. After that, I began reciting a
spoken word piece about the significance of pavement in hoods like Orange Mound.
Black bodies be hitting the pavement where I’m from
From bullets to police arrests
Black bodies hit it
Death meets more black men on the pavement
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Than our prayers of protection
Can keep them safe.
Using the pavement as an important marker in the deaths of black men was essential in
the beginning of this film because it is true. It is also chilling. Sadly, the lives of black men
whose bodies laid on the pavement and succumbed to death that made national headlines were
Trayvon Martin, Alton Sterling, Mike Brown, and Eric Garner to name a small few. However,
the pavement is a common ground for death and pain to meet black men. Beginning this film
with a spoken word piece was very intentional in an effort to bring awareness to this terror and to
show the commonality of brutality against black male bodies.
Throughout the film, I also weaved my voice in and out as though I am in direct
communication with Trell and Way. As I was putting together sequences, I realized that they
were saying some of the same things when it came to them being silent about their emotions. I
thought it would be a good way for me to creatively have a conversation with them about the
silence and to fill in the blanks for the audience that may not understand the meaning of silence
in their world.
Black men in the hood have to bury pain so deep cause
“It’s hard to get a guy from the ghetto who has nothing to talk about what he goes through”
And
“No one could figure out where the anger was coming from because I never spoke about it.”
How he supposed to heal?
How he supposed to pull himself up?
He just walk around with all that pain
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And that turns into
“Anger, anger, anger.”
This spoken word piece was a way for me to also get creative with audio editing. Not
only did I want to create a conversation with our voices, I wanted to do it creatively. By finding
snippets of audio where Trell and Way spoke about silence, I was able to create a spoken word
piece that sounded as though we were in an actual call and response conversation. We completed
each other's thoughts. I’ve never attempted or executed this type of audio creation in any of my
films but I’m happy with the outcome.
Speaking of audio, The Black Men I Know features two songs. The first one is entitled,
Brudda Brudda and the second one is entitled, The Black Men I Know. These are songs that I
wrote and sang. When I began making films, I made it a priority to score the majority of films. I
did and continue to do this because I love creating music and I also want my music to be
associated with my films. I chose Brudda Brudda because it tells the story of what the street life
does to a family, particularly a mother. I wrote this song a few years back but thought it was
fitting to use in the documentary. I created the song, The Black Men I Know, after I finished the
rough draft of this film. I was planning on using an existing song that I have but it just did not fit
the vibe I was going for. At the end of the film, I wanted it to feel celebratory and soulful. I
wanted it to feel like a fresh start and I wanted it to have a feeling of redemption and unity. I
believe the soundtrack accomplished that.
The Black Men I Know, Black Men I Know
Redemption Song, Redemption Song
Anyone without sin
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Raise your hand
We all sinners
Can I get an Amen
The soundtrack to the film also serves as an offering to my brother, my uncle, and
my deceased uncle. I hope that they all hear it and are moved by it. I hope that their spirits
connect with it and know that they are kings. They are redeemed.
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CHAPTER 7
WHERE WE STAND
Here we stand at the end of this part of the journey for The Black Men I Know. At the
beginning of this paper, I used the word grapplin’. Indeed, I was grappling with all of the
emotions and duties that came along with telling this story in a real, honorable, and ethical way.
Now that I’m at the end of this part of the journey, I can say that I am grounded.
Grounded. I am grounded in the fact that I am a creative and ethical filmmaker. I was
respectful of Trell and Way’s story. I also did not hold back critical truths. One of my fears with
creating this film was the invasion of privacy or the oversharing of family and personal
information. Trell and Way see me as a safe person to talk to. So, their answers to many of my
questions were raw and uncensored. Many of those answers were left on the cutting room floor.
They were not left because they were not valuable. They were left because of the accountability
and ethics I must display as a filmmaker.
This film journey has been the most difficult one yet. From production, to editing, to
writing, it has proven to be a beast. Yet, I am on page 51 of this thesis paper and I have my thesis
film completed. Therefore, I have slayed the beast. The Black Men I Know has challenged me as
a filmmaker in so many ways. I feel that finishing it proves that I am made for this. It proves that
this is the work that I am called to.
The Black Men I Know has brought my family closer. It has brought tears to my mother’s
and granny’s eyes seeing clips of it. These have been tears of joy. They have told me that they
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are proud that I am keeping the family alive in the work that I do. I say that is my reward. It is
not to receive accolades or to be the best. It is to be a storyteller. It is to be a southern black
storyteller that honors and amplifies the stories of the Black South.
As for the film, I intend on screening it in Memphis and Oxford after the Coronavirus
pandemic. The screenings that were supposed to happen in the month of April have been
cancelled due to the virus. However, when we’re cleared to go outside and to start hosting
events, I plan to have two screenings in Memphis. One will be in collaboration with Crosstown
Arts and another will be in collaboration with The CMPLX. I also plan to screen it in the fall
with the Center for the Study of Southern Culture.
Screening this film in Memphis is very important to me because it centers black men who
live there. I also feel that it will spark real conversations about the state of the black man in
Memphis and all the nuances that come along with it. It will also allow Trell and Way to be
participants in the conversation and will also bring out black men from our neighborhood to see
the film. My goal is for black men to see themselves and treat themselves as kings. I believe
them seeing themselves on screen may be the genesis to starting a revolution of self-redemption.
The Black Men I Know is a film that is very personal for me. I will not submit it to many
film festivals; only a select few. I would like this film to be a part of museum exhibitions, artist
talks, educational spaces, and places where conversations can be had after the film is screened. I
do not want this film to be shown without thoughtful dialogue afterwards. In my prospectus
defense, I was asked if I would make this into a project. I believe I will. I do not have the exact
process I will use to create more short films around black men in the South but I am interested in
doing so. This is the start of a revolution of self-redemption. I can feel it.
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