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Nikki Grimes: Why didn't they love us? Why didn't anyone love us enough? Why, why, why, why, why, why, why, why? Stop. I left out of bed, switched on the light, grabbed a piece of paper and a pen, stabbed the page, and left my thoughts gush like a dyer, shooting high into the moonless sky, then falling down on the page. I held captive till every line was stained with my feelings, and the heat of them finally had a chance to cool and suddenly I could breathe. Breathe. Breathe and there was once again room enough in my head and my heart to just be. Then I closed my eyes and it was morning. 

Jim Phelan: This is Jim Phelan, Director of Project Narrative at the Ohio State University, and I'd like to welcome you to the Project Narrative Podcast. Today's episode departs from our usual format rather than the guest and I discussing a story written by somebody else, today's guest, Nikki Grimes, and I will discuss an excerpt from her memoir in verse, _Ordinary Hazards_, which was published in 2019. Nikki and I connected through our mutual friend Ashley Hope Perez, and Ashley herself has been a guest on the podcast, episode number 10. Nikki and Ashley know each other through the Unite to Read project, a three year initiative at the Ohio State University funded by a grant from the Mellon Foundation. The initiative's mission statement reads in part, quote, " The Unite to Read project. Seeks to combat book bans, engage the public in defending and reading band books, and unite diverse stakeholders in amplifying access to literature and ideas." Nikki's memoir, _Ordinary Hazards_, has been banned and we'll touch on that aspect of her experience with the book later in the podcast, but initially we'll focus on the book itself, the story Nikki tells and, and how she tells it. And now let me give you a little bit more of an introduction to Nikki. Born and raised in New York City, she began composing verse at the age of six and has been writing ever since. Nikki's output is impressive for both its quantity and its quality, and if I were try to list everything would take up the whole time for the podcast, but among her notable titles are _Bronx Masquerade_, “Jazmin's Notebook”, _”Talkin' About Bessie,” “Dark Sons”, “The Road to Paris”, “Words with Wings”, and the New York Times bestseller “Barack Obama: Son of Promise, Child of Hope.” Among Nikki's many notable honors are the Coretta Scott King Award, the Children's Literature Legacy Award for her quote, substantial and lasting contribution to literature for children, the ALAN Award for Outstanding Contributions to the Field of Adolescent Literature, and the Virginia Hamilton Lifetime Achievement Award. And again, that's just a partial list, but Nikki, I wanna welcome you to the podcast. 

Nikki Grimes: Thank you for having me. 

Jim Phelan: I'm so glad you could make it. So, another difference from our usual format, Nikki has selected three excerpts from the fairly long memoir, _Ordinary Hazards_. The excerpts are a sequence of poems from Book One, a sequence from Book Two, and four poems, which are scattered throughout the memoir entitled "The Mystery of Memory", 1, 2, 3, 4. Rather than reading all three excerpts in one fell swoop, Nikki will read each excerpt and then pause to discuss it with me. So Nikki, is there anything you'd like our listeners to pay special attention to as you read the excerpt from Book One? 

Nikki Grimes: No, actually, I just want them to listen and imagine that they're sitting down with the book and reading it themselves.

Jim Phelan: Okay, terrific. Now here's Nikki Grimes reading from book one of her memoir in verse, “Ordinary Hazards”. 

Nikki Grimes: On Our Own 

No one warned me

the world was full of

ordinary hazards

like closets with locks and keys.

I learned this lesson when Mom,

without her cousin to fall back on,

left us daily with

a succession of strangers

while she went to work.

One woman was indisputably

a demon in disguise,

full lips grinning slyly

as Mom waved goodbye

each morning.

"See you after work,"

Mom said that first day.

The second she was out of sight,

Demon's smile melted like

hot paraffin.

Snatching up Carol and me,

she dragged us, kicking, to

the bedroom closet.

She shoved us in, quick as the witch

in "Hansel and Gretel,"

jamming the key in the lock.

"You tattle to your mom about this,"

she growled, "I'll come back

and beat the black off ya."

Deadly threat delivered,

she left for the day.

2.

I screamed, my puny fists pounding the door

till Carol caught me by the wrists

and held me still. "Shhhh," she whispered.

"It's okay. I'm right here."

Once my breathing slowed,

Carol left me long enough

to navigate the darkness.

She found suitcases to sit on.

Sniffling, I perched on the edge of one

and pressed my fingertips together.

''Now I lay me down to sleep,

I pray the Lord my soul to keep."

I repeated those words

like a chant.

I was three years old.

It was the only prayer I knew.

3.

I should've prayed not to pee my pants.

The cramped and stuffy space

made me wheeze.

Brass fittings on the Samsonite case

dug into the flesh

behind my knees.

But worse yet,

the occasional roach

skittered along my calf,

up a thigh,

and I would scratch

and stomp and cry

till it was off.

No one was around

to wipe away my tears,

except my sister,

who had tears of her own.

4.

Day after day,

the routine remained unchanged.

Demon locked us up in the morning,

then let us out and fed us just before

Mom came home from work.

Despite the witch's threat,

the minute Carol saw Mom, she poured out

the horrors of that first day,

but Mom waved her away

with a warning

to quit lying.

5.

One afternoon,

when I thought

we'd live in the dark forever,

I heard what sounded like

a familiar voice.

"Girls?"

"Mommy?" I screamed,

afraid to believe.

But the lock turned,

the door flew open,

and I leaped into Mom's arms.

"My God!" she said.

"How long have you two

been in here?"

"All day," snapped Carol,

keeping her distance.

"I told you!

I told you,

but you called me a liar!"

6.

The slap of words sent

Mom to her knees, please

written all over her face.

"I'm so sorry," she whispered,

reaching for my sister.

Carol backed away.

"Jesus," Mom said. "What did

this woman do? Are you all right?"

Where to begin?

There were too many answers.

Even my big sister

lacked the language needed

for them all,

so we chose silence.

Besides, it was impossible to guess

which atrocities

Mom was

prepared to hear.

7.

Thankfully, my sister and I

never laid eyes on that

bit of walking evil again. Still,

Demon lived inside us for years,

embedded in our twin fears

of the dark.

BINGE

Babysitters came and went,

with Mom pulling in

all the overtime

she could manage,

taking the edge off of each day

with a shot, or two, or three

of blackberry brandy.

Sometimes, she'd disappear

in an alcoholic haze

and be missing for days,

leaving no one at home

to watch over us.

Carol, nearly five years my senior,

would play little mama,

mixing raw oats and buttermilk

for us to eat—

anything to fill our bellies.

Someone must have noticed us alone

and telephoned Child Services.

The policeman and

the freckle-faced lady

who came to our door

smiling

asked if we knew

where our mommy was,

or our daddy.

When we shook our heads no,

they took us away.

I tugged my big sister's hand.

"Carol? Are they taking us to jail?"

"No," she said. So why did they

pile us in a police car,

like we were guilty

of some crime?

MARCH KIDNAP

Anger and I

stood stiff on the train platform

next to Mr. Klein,

the social worker,

his thin face a pasty white oval,

nose straight as a ferret, lips pouty,

his cat-gray eyes peering from

wire-rimmed glasses,

his hair a dirty-blond cap

of spring-loaded curls.

Every now and then,

I stomped my cold feet

to keep them from getting numb.

Inches from Mr. Klein,

I gripped my suitcase with one hand

and buried the other in my pocket

so he couldn't reach out and hold it

as if he had a right.

He was taking me away from my sister,

taking me—where?

That's when the tears came,

each drop following the salty trail

already marked.

TRAIN RIDE

I kneeled on the tweed-covered seat,

bifocals pressed against the sooty window.

"Sit properly,"

Mr. Social Worker told me,

as if that mattered.

Ignoring him, I watched the sun

turn the river into a mirror,

in some places solid enough

to walk on, in others broken

into odd bits, like my family –

pieces of light scattered.

Where'd they take my sister? 

Winter gloves in my pockets,

my hands balled into fists of their own volition

More than an hour passed

before the ticket-taker

strode through the train car

belting out, "Ossining!

Next stop, Ossining!"

which is where

my future waited. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. Thank you Nikki, that's where the excerpt from Book One ends, and it's the last couple poems in Book One. Before we, you know, dive into the, those poems that you just read, maybe we could talk a little bit about the memoir as a whole. And in preparing for our conversation today, you mentioned to me that it took you 38 years to write the book. Maybe you could elaborate on that ex, explain to our listeners what the process was like, what the, those 38 years were like. 

Nikki Grimes: Sure. Well when I first started, oh my gosh, I was really deep into personal essays and so I thought that would be the approach that I would take. And I started off that way. But the work was interrupted because I had deadlines to meet. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Of the books that were under contract. And in any given year, I might be working on, I don't know, six to nine books during the course of the year. So I was always having to go off to the next thing. Then I would get into that deadline and it would lead to the next one and the next one and I'd forget about it for a while. And then a friend or my agent would ask, by the way, whatever happened to the memoir? Oh yeah, that. And then I'd pull it out and I'd start again. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And the next time I tried it was more of a traditional kind of a format that I tried and, I kept going with that until I had another deadline. I had to be. Mm-hmm. Yeah. Yeah. I had to put it down. Well, the third time, let's see, I tried I thought I'd do a collection of poetry, just a straight thematic kind of collection, and I started working on that and again, was interrupted.  Mm-hmm. So after that time, I decided, okay, I will not pick this up again until I can clear enough space.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: To just work on this. 

Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 

Nikki Grimes: At least the first draft, I wanted to have six months clear to just do that. 

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Nikki Grimes: It took me a while to get through that place where I could clear all the contracts. Much time. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah, 

Nikki Grimes: yeah. And pull back on my speaking engagements and everything in order to create that space.

Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 

Nikki Grimes: And so that's how it ended up being 38 years. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Okay. When we got around. 

Jim Phelan: Alright. 

Nikki Grimes: But that ended up being a blessing because by the time I did get to it, I had, you know, I've been honing my craft for sure. All those years and 

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Nikki Grimes: And so the book is much better now than it would've been if I had written it.

Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. Mm-hmm. 

Nikki Grimes: All the way through the first time. So, 

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Turned out to be a gift. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. And then maybe just talk a little bit about. The decision to really tell a narrative in a sequence of poems. I mean, many of the poems are narrative poems, but some of them are more lyric. What about, you know, what, what about that format? Like you said at one point you sort of more tried a more traditional format, but what Yeah, 

Nikki Grimes: but that was mostly because I thought that, I was still thinking in terms of, hmm. How, how do other people do it? So that's must be the form that I have to take. Right. And I was still, you know, but over the years I, I came to realize, you know, novel means new. Mm-hmm. And anything goes. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And any form works as long as you can make it work. 

Jim Phelan: Exactly. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know, 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh, 

Nikki Grimes: so when I came back to it in the, this last time I had been writing, a number of, I've been writing novels in verse and picture books and verse 

Jim Phelan: uhhuh 

Nikki Grimes: and short stories in verse for years, that is what I was most known for. Yeah. I have done straight prose, but that's much rare. 

Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 

Nikki Grimes: I'm poetry is what I lean into. And specifically narrative poetry. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: Is what I'm, I lean into most. I occasionally do lyric poetry obviously, but but I am a poet storyteller. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And so I'm always looking, yeah. I'm always coming from that perspective.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So this format is really home for me. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. Okay. Yeah. I think one of the things that stands out for me is the way in which you, your sequence really does construct a narrative. And yet each poem has its own integrity, right? Its own, you know, it's its own thing, even as it's part of this, this larger thing, right? So I don't know if you, you're thinking about, well, I have to make it its own thing. Or you're thinking about, well, how does it connect to what I've just done and what I'm gonna do? You know, well, 

Nikki Grimes: it's, it's kind of both end, but 

Jim Phelan: yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: I always insist in anything that I write that every single, even when, if, whether it's a themed collection or a novel in verse, whatever, that every single poem must be able to stand on its own.

Jim Phelan: Okay. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: That, that is must for me. And I don't write sequentially, by the way, 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh. 

Nikki Grimes: I approach all my work every piece as if it's a jigsaw puzzle. And I work on the pieces as they come to me. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And, and after I have, you know, X number of pieces, I'll start to figure out. How they fit together.

Jim Phelan: I see. Okay. Yeah, 

Nikki Grimes: and I look for the places where like, oh, there needs to be a transition between this and this. Okay. And then I create the poem that is that transition. 

Jim Phelan: Ah, nice. Yeah. Okay. Yeah. Yeah, that, that's a really nice insight into your, into your process because it, it really does, you know, this. Reading this makes it feel seamless. Like 

Nikki Grimes: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: You know, so the really interesting, and I 

Nikki Grimes: did my job. 

Jim Phelan: You did exactly. Right, right, right. So maybe we talk just a little about, you know, the kind of poetry, and I think it's not like one kind. I mean, you're doing different things in different poems, but there is a kind of you know, you use free, free verse you often write poems with short lines. And you're also, I think, attuned to. The resources of language, metaphor, alliteration, et cetera. So you know, any particular thoughts on the craft of poetry and how you're trying to use it beyond these little observations I've made?

Nikki Grimes: My choices always have to do with what that section of the narrative is about, what seems to be right for it. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: I will sometimes, for instance in transitional pieces where I just wanna capture an emotion or a particular moment. I will, I will revert to haiku or Tonka Uhhuh, something just, just a nugget.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And in other places I need something more complex. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Longer, whatever. 

Jim Phelan: Great. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And so I'm pulling on all of those things. 'cause Yeah. I've done, two of my novels are entirely written in Tonka Uhhuh. Okay. And so that's, you know, something I'll, I'll, I'll, I'll pull into. I think the only thing I didn't do here, which I love is golden shovel poetry, but pretty much everything else I was diving into.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Yeah. As it seemed appropriate for the part of the story that I was telling you 

Jim Phelan: was trying to tell. Yeah. Yeah. Good. 

Nikki Grimes: Or the, the, connections I needed to make between, or transitions I needed to make between sections or between poems. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, sure. Okay, good. You know, so today you started with this poem and the titled On our own, and that first stanza contains the phrase. That you use for the title? Ordinary Hazards? I'll just remind our readers. No one warned me. The world was full of ordinary hazards on its own line. Ordinary hazards like closets with locks and keys. 

Nikki Grimes: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. And I was thinking about the function of that phrase in the poem and then it's function as the title of the whole book. You have thoughts on those functions? 

Nikki Grimes: Well, this has happened to me a a few times when I have gone to the publisher with the title that I want for book, and they were like, and they'll say, well, I, I, I don't get it. Where, where is it? Where you come up with this? And so I'm like give me a minute. I'll change a line or I'll add a line that includes that exact language.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And they're like, oh yeah, perfect. This 

Jim Phelan: is perfect 

Nikki Grimes: title for the book. I did that with Bronx Masquerade when my editor was like, I, I don't understand this title. Yeah, we don't see it anywhere. And so I put it in one of the lead poems and all of a sudden, not a problem. 

Jim Phelan: Not a problem. Right. Yeah, yeah, yeah.

Nikki Grimes: Okay. Now fixed. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So there was some of that, but the, the line itself had to do with the idea that something as common in every day and innocuous as a door. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Was a closet with a key. Another, the key could, could be hazardous. Mm-hmm. Could have that kind of resonance.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Not something you would worry about ordinarily you wouldn't look at.

Jim Phelan: Right, right, right. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Be afraid of a closet. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know?

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So, yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Okay. Okay. But then as a title, it's, I mean, it does carry that. And once we get to that poem, it, it's that, but for me at least, it's also like, you know, I'm, I do have a distinctive story to tell, but I'm also gonna say it's, there's something ordinary about it too. You know, like you're, you're not claiming it's too much it's ordinary in, in that way. I don't know if that, if that resonates with you, but. 

Nikki Grimes: Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Oh, 

Jim Phelan: for sure. It's, it's, it's sort of a mo a modest modesty to it, even though the story then that we come to read is extraordinary in so many ways.

Nikki Grimes: And yet there are so many young people who have experienced some aspect of this story. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So, yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: That's just it. I'm not alone. 

Jim Phelan: Right, right. 

Nikki Grimes: All. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. No, I think that comes true. Right? Yeah. Yeah. Okay. Well, maybe we should move to the exception book two. 

Nikki Grimes: Okay. The Family Buchanan and she Rock Buchanan. A five foot eight inch woman, light skinned and sturdy. Met us at the door. Her husband James, a walnut colored man beside her. The word crowded popped into my mind. Several children crowded the entryway. The narrow hallway we stepped into was covered with sand colored wallpaper, busy with bouquets of pink roses that crowded every square inch of vertical space. A slim mahogany console, barely wide enough to hold daily mail and house keys crowded the corridor squeezed in next to the radiator. Everything about this place seemed crowded. How could there possibly be enough room for me? Too many pairs of eyes stared in my direction. I half hid behind Mr. Klein ready to follow him into the living room, partly because there was a dog barking outside that didn't sound very friendly, and partly because there was no place else for me to be. And I wanted to get away, come in, come in so that I can close the door, close out the cold. So the walnut colored man named Mr. Buchanan. March is not going out like a lamb. One by one, each person was introduced, the mom, the dad, grace, Michael, Kendall, Brad. We sat around the living room, forced and fidgeting until Mr. Klein said his goodbyes, Mr. Buchanan showed him to the door, flashing a kind smile that made me shiver. I'd been fooled by a smile before. I bit my lip, gripped my suitcase, and waited for instructions. Does she talk? Ask Kendall, she will when she wants to. Said the mom if I want to. I thought for now, just take her upstairs, show her to her room. Kendall, not much bigger than me. Headed upstairs, jabbering away to fill the spaces. My silence left behind. All his chatter and I heard nothing except a few creaks in the stairs and that one dog barking the room. The dog paneled walls absorbed whatever scraps of moonlight made it past the window sill. Still the room would do. I checked the door. No keyhole, no lock. No chance anyone would seal me up in there. Sign language. A head shake is all you need. Up and down for yes. Side to side for no three days in. And these people still hadn't heard my voice petition. Help me Lord. I don't know these people. If Carol was here, I'd slip into bed with her. Do you have a lap I can crawl up on? Stay with me please and tell my sister I miss her statistics. Mrs. Buchanan took me to see Dr. Stern, a psychologist. We foster kids were assigned to Mrs. B, called it a routine visit. All her new fosters had to check off the list. She would know all about doctors being receptionists for the only black doctor in town. She settled me on a waiting room bench. I'll be back. She said patting my shoulder. Before slipping out the door to run errands, I swung my legs anxiously until I heard my name. An assistant led me toward Dr. Stern's office. His door cracked and him talking to someone on the phone. Yeah. The next kid's files a mess. Alcoholic mother, victim of abuse suffered abandonment. No telling what dark thoughts are. Swimming in that little head. There's no chance in hell this kid will make it. Oh. Listen, I have to go. He said to the person on the phone, then hung up. Hello? I stepped into the room teeth clenched tight as my fist was a stranger to say I wouldn't make it. He didn't know me for spit. I grit my way through his silly exams, stoking his words like kindling, hoping to God he'd choke on his ink, blots and games of free association, all of which taught him zero about who I was or would be or could be. I am not who he thinks I am. Me. I am me. I am me. Dear Carol. I'm writing you this fake letter I'll never get to send. No one will tell me where they took you. I need somebody to talk to somebody who knows the right way to say my name. You hear anything from mom? Moms aren't supposed to leave little kids home alone. I hope the corner store runs out of her stupid brandy Fragile. Curled into a ball of flannel and inch thick cotton bedspread, my spindly 6-year-old body shivered. Nonetheless, Kendall and Brad, in the next room, trampoline on bunk beds lost in laughter. Quiet yelled Mrs. Buchanan. Pausing up my door. Everything all right? She asked. I nodded. Yes. Well, goodnight. She casually extinguished the light and I dove deeper under the covers. Stepping into the hall, she closed the door behind herself and left me cotton mounted listening for the sound of a key turning, turning, turning in the lock before I remembered there was none. I won't cry no matter what. I swore, biting my lip, waiting for something to reach out for me, waiting for the tears that welled up every night for weeks. I'm not afraid. I'm not afraid. I'm not afraid. I repeated not until I wasn't, but until I finally fell asleep. Each night the terror returned. Seconds. After the light was switched off, I closed my eyes and walked myself from side to side. Pleading for entrance into the land of nod two. Weak to storm the gates. Hours passed and sleep remained elusive enough. I said out loud one night, reaching for my glasses and creeping from bed. I inched across the floor on tiptoe with one desperate swipe. I threw the switch and sent the demons packing Kendall on his way to the bathroom. No doubt. Must have noticed the light under my door because he softly knocked and asked, are you all right? I'm fine. I whispered loud enough for him to leave me alone. I didn't have much in the world, but my fears were my own isolation station. The house was full, but with strangers, and I was there by myself in the dark, in a tiny pocket of  a room with a tiny bed to sleep in and little space with the fears I'd packed in my suitcase, which made no sense because why would I bring them with me? And the night sounds foreign to the city. Girl left me tossing and turning. There was no more room in my head to hold the anger rising like steam searing the edges of my brain. There was not even a shelf where I could stack the questions, crying out for answers that wouldn't come. Why did Mom love liquor more than Carol More than me? Why did Daddy let strangers take us away? Why did grandma refuse to come to our rescue? I slipped the tears smudge page into my dresser drawer. Those words were strictly for God and me. Besides this writing thing was some kind of magic trick I didn't yet understand, except for this. Magicians rarely share their secrets journey. My life in notebooks began with this. A poem here, an observation there, A rage of red ink. Each sheet of white, a paper haven, the blank page was the only place I could make sense of my life or use to keep record of each space. I called home the daily march of words. Parading from my pen, kept me moving forward.

Jim Phelan: Okay. You're an excellent reader. Thank you for reading so well. It's such expression. So, you know the first book one covers the years 1950 to 55. Book two covers the years 1955 to 60 in the excerpt that you were reading from Book one your age three. Here you're H six and this is when you, we also get the beginning sort of origin story of your writing.
One of the things that, that comes through here, I think is a clearer sense of. The 6-year-old Nikki as character, like who she is, what are her, what are some of her traits? Like in, in the poem? Statistics, right? When you overhear and then you respond. I am me, I am me. I'm not gonna let myself be sort of, you know directed by this, the guy who's keeping calls of statistics.
Mm-hmm. You know, and so one of the, and one of the consequences of that sort of seeing you at six is also your ability to have us occupy the perspective of the 6-year-old, even if sometimes the language is maybe of a older Nikki. 

Nikki Grimes: Mm-hmm. 

Jim Phelan: Do you have any sort of comments or thoughts about that aspect of what's happening in book two?

Nikki Grimes: Well, the, the challenge here, because it, when I originally started writing the memoir, it was all from an adult perspective. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: And then I, and then I decided to write as much as possible from the perspective of the child, the character at each age. 

Jim Phelan: Right. Right. Yep. 

Nikki Grimes: And and so that's becoming more complex as Yeah. She becomes older in the story. Mm-hmm. And so I, I, I employ the technique I use in, in all of my fiction where I climb into the skin of the character 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And look at that world through their eyes. Yeah. And then Right from that place. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah, yeah. And I think that comes through and that's adds a lot to them. To the power of it. In terms of the, you know, the, the poem, isolation station, and secret and journey, really where the last poems that you've read from the excerpt, it really is sort of a great, I think recapturing of what that experience of writing. Was like for you and sort of how it, you know, was a coping me mechanism, but more than that, right? Yeah. For you that there's sort of this magical thing, right? That you say magicians keep their secrets and so on. And, and I think that too is part of what's going on here with, reader coming to understand your character, right? That this Nikki is her own person. She'll speak when she wants to. She's not gonna be sort of railroaded by this doctor. She's gonna be herself and then she's gonna give expression to that, right? That, that comes through. You know, very nicely, and then I, I think that connects to something else about the reading of the, of the memoir, which is, you know, you are, you're telling us all about hazards and about extraordinary hazards and about the difficulty that you're facing and trying to deal with and so on. But there's also, I think, through the poetry itself and through this story about, you know, coming to become a, you know, the early steps on your journey to become a writer. There's a, there's a sort of implicit or a tat sense for us as readers that, you know, you became the, the poet, you became this person who's transforming. These very difficult experiences into something quite artful. So I mean, I'm just reflecting here a little bit on my experience of reading and listening, but I wonder if you, have, you have thoughts about that?

Nikki Grimes: Well, I mean, that's sort of the point of it all. And why I wanted to. Write the story. No. Needed to write the story. Anyway I always think, I've always thought of this as the most important story I had to tell. Oh, 

Jim Phelan: okay. 

Nikki Grimes: Took me a while to tell it and I told lots of other stories along the way.

Jim Phelan: Right, right, right. 

Nikki Grimes: But that had pieces of my story, but not the whole thing. And one of the reasons I, I felt it was important is because it is a story of darkness and light, but also a story of, of hope and faith and where those things meet. 

Jim Phelan: Mm-hmm. 

Nikki Grimes: And a story that makes it clear that no matter what dark space you may occupy, you know, as you're going along in life there is in fact light at the end of the tunnel.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. You 

Nikki Grimes: know, 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh. 

Nikki Grimes: Mm-hmm. And you so look for it. Yeah. You know, build on that. And I go toward that. And I have the authority of to say that because of my experience. 

Jim Phelan: Right? Yes. 

Nikki Grimes: Okay. That's the story that I'm telling you. So, you know. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know, if I could come through this, you could come through this.

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Anything like it, what, or whatever your challenge is. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You can, you can meet that challenge, not only come out on the other side. But thrive. 

Jim Phelan: Right. Okay. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Survive and then thrive. Mm-hmm. And that is the whole reason to write that story. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. Very good. Thank you. Just one, one other question before we move to the mystery of memory poems. In this excerpt, you have two poems that are. Have, you know, direct address, one to the Lord, one to your sister Carol. Although even as you're writing the one to your sister Carol, you're, you know, commenting that she's not gonna get it. Right.  But, you know, so, and both those poems are actually set in italics in the copy of the memoir I have. So they stand out a little bit. What was it like to sort of shift and, and, and think about writing to the Lord, writing to your sister? 

Nikki Grimes: Well, I kind of do that in my life all the time where I'm very much present dealing with whoever's around me, whatever, you know, our sort of everyday moments in life. And then I feel the need to sort of pull away and, mm-hmm. Get my head into that perspective and bring in, bring in the presence of God into that situation, which always is helps to center me 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh. Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: And bring a sense of calm and and it, it becomes fuel for me to keep going. I 

Jim Phelan: see. Yeah. What it is. Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So there's always sort of that. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You're doing that dance sort of back 

Jim Phelan: and 

Nikki Grimes: forth, right? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. But in this case too, you're, you're allowing your reader to see you doing the dance, right? You're that moment that you are directly communicating, but it's also, you know, we're, you're communicating that to us as well. Right. And that's, that's quite interesting. Yeah. Yeah. Okay. Well maybe we could move to the mystery of memory pumps. 

Nikki Grimes: Sure. Okay. Now these would never have existed except for the suggestion of my editor. So, mm-hmm. It was a good idea. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: Author and storyteller, I cry out for order, logical sequences and smooth transitions. A modicum of skill allows me to create as much in story, but here. Where is the chronology of a life? Chaotic from the start. There is no certainty of sequence, no seamless transitions, nothing as neat and orderly as that. Only scraps of knowing, wedge between blank spaces, flashes of who, what, and when to capture as best I can. A poor offering. I know. But I am the widow and this is my might. The mystery of memory two. Trauma is a memory hog. It gobbles up all available space in the brain, leaves little room to mark daily happenstances, or even routine injuries, which are less than life threatening. Innocuous classroom feuds Gone. Who pulled whose hair during fire? Drills couldn't tell you the name of the new teacher in the new school. The mascot and location of which were singularly unremarkable. Don't even ask. The bloody parade of painful days have ground such sweet details into a fine layer of dark dust, blown away by time, leaving me with a multiplicity of blank spots. But don't worry, I bridge the gaps with suspension cables, forged of steely gratitude for having survived my past at all. Three think food and nourishment comes to mind, but we all know it's so much more. One bite of baked pineapple and my tongue sticks to the roof of memory gluing me to the last moment. I savored a slice of pineapple upside down cake at my grandmother's kitchen table. Each tangy morsel transports me as I am 13. Again, relishing a culinary treat sweet with the hours it took. Grandma to make this Marino cherry topped, gooey offering of love for where do memories hide. They sneak into hard to reach crevices and nestle quietly until some random thought or question burrows in hooks me by the tail and poles. Finally out into the light, it comes sheepishly. Who would imagine what the mere sight of ice skates might open watching ice dancers on the Olympic stage? I flash to the skates my father had gifted me. But why? Why do you buy them at all? It's so odd. I had never skated or had I. A call to an old friend woke visions of me clinging to the rails at woman's Rink in Central Park, tentatively pushing off onto the ice, holding Deborah's hands for dear life while she spun me dizzy, reminding me of her Olympic dreams, like exquisite joy of glide. The of spin of jump feet finally fitted in those magic silver bladed boots made for flying. And there flashes of sipping hot cocoa on the sidelines, inaugurating my lifelong tenure as spectator. So many moments tucked away in the crevices of my mind. All that time. Yes, this is the mystery of memory. 

Jim Phelan: Okay, excellent. There's probably, we probably don't have enough time to get into all that's going on in these poems, but one of the things that stands out is as a collection, the four of them really do give multiple aspects of memory, right. What, what's lost can't be recovered. The way trauma affects it, what gets recovered how it gets recovered, and, and all those lead to these broader reflections on your part, on the mystery of memory. Was there a particular, and, and they also, I mean, they stand apart from the, the narrative in a way. They're like meta commentary on, on the narrative. Like they, they help us, you know, sort of see what's there and what's not. They fill in a couple gaps when you're recovering. Things like the skating one. But any particular thoughts about how you decided to distribute them across the memoir? 

Nikki Grimes: I don't remember. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: I know I, 

Jim Phelan: but you knew you wanted space between them. You wanted space between 

Nikki Grimes: them. Yeah. I wanted space between them and I wanted them to connect to the part of the book. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Where they, where they appeared. But I wrote them sort of all in and wrote with no conscious thought of where they were going to be placed.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And it made, it made sense to do them because memory was the thing I, I wrestled with most in this writing Uhhuh. I remember the first workshop I did on memoir was with poet and memoir is Judith Barrington. And one of the things she talked about is how fickle memory is. Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: Yeah. And it sort of, you know, taught us that, you know. There's fact. Mm-hmm. And there's, you know, and there's truth and your personal truth is true, but it's not necessarily factual. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. I 

Nikki Grimes: just, and that's because memory is just not that reliable. We fuse memories sometimes. We remember something, we remember an event spot on Uhhuh, but we place it somewhere else.

Jim Phelan: Yes. Right. 

Nikki Grimes: Where something else happened. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Or we have a different sense of timing of when something happened. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? And if someone else was around and involved in that memory, well, each person has a different take on that event. Mm-hmm. And part of that is because we bring ourselves to everything.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And. So our, our perspective is going to be different from the person next to us. And so we're gonna notice things that they didn't and we're gonna miss things that they, that they noticed. 

Jim Phelan: Right. Right. 

Nikki Grimes: So we have to sort of take memory with a grain of salt as it were. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Claim the things that we're absolutely certain about, but always having a sense that well. Somebody else could see this differently. Right. But this is true for me. 

Jim Phelan: Right, right. 

Nikki Grimes: To acknowledge that. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. I think it's a really nice feature of the, of the book. And you know, it's also like we were talking about in books one and two, where you're trying to occupy the perspective of your younger self, your childhood self. Here this is. This is the mature poet who's reflecting on memory and sort of the process of writing. So it add, it adds a really nice layer, I think, to the, to the memoir. Thank 

Nikki Grimes: you.

Jim Phelan: Yeah. So before we end, I do wanna just give you a chance to talk a little bit about the experience of having the book banned. I would imagine our listeners are not. You know, maybe wondering why, why would anybody ban this book? And so were you surprised and, and how did you react? What, what was it like? 

Nikki Grimes: I wasn't surprised. I was shocked. 

Jim Phelan: Okay. Okay. Stronger. Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: What did you find problematic here? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And there, there wasn't anything clear, but then when I saw what else was on the list and the kinds of comments that were coming through, I'm like, okay, it must be, the, the section on sexual assault, 

Jim Phelan: right? Yeah, that's what I thought too. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And that, that had to be what was, was what was at issue and, but even that. Yeah. I said, you got, you're, you're kidding. You, you're, you're kidding here. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. '

Nikki Grimes: cause it was delicately handled. 

Jim Phelan: I thought so Yeah.

Nikki Grimes: Be salacious here.

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? Right, 

Jim Phelan: right. 

Nikki Grimes: And one of the reasons I love poetry is, is that you can handle, you can handle very difficult things mm-hmm. In a delicate way. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: That makes it accessible. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: To anyone at various ages. And it's gonna be a little bit different in how you handle it from depending on the age you're writing for. But always, I'm always dealing those with those that's subject matter. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Delicately. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And I, for myself, I don't. I don't, I'm not comfortable with, you know, getting into too deep into sexuality. Mm-hmm. Too deep into I issue profanity for the most part. 

Jim Phelan: Yes. 

Nikki Grimes: For me it feels like lazy writing. I think with like, you could come up with another way to say that. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah.

Nikki Grimes: But I realize it's, I mean, everybody has a personal thing and because I'm so consistently of that mind. The idea that anybody would ban any of my work 

Jim Phelan: is like, 

Nikki Grimes: what? You know, and all my readers had exactly the same response. Like you 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Right. Of all people. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: What are you talking about here? 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: So, yeah. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: But it also, I mean, it just disturbed me because the main reason, as I said earlier, that I, that I wanted to write the story, I had to write the story. This was a story. I would have benefited from when I was growing up Uhhuh. I wasn't finding anyone in books that had any experiences even remotely close to mind. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: And so you end up feeling really alone. One of the powerful things about a book is coming to it and finding out someone has had the experience you had. You were not all alone in the world. 

Jim Phelan: Yes. 

Nikki Grimes: Something just really centering and calming and healing and encouraging about that. And to have a story. Where a character goes through a, a rough patch, a dark page, whatever, and comes out on the other side. Yeah. Enormously important so that the reader knows, oh wait, I can come through this. 

Jim Phelan: It's possible, right? Yeah, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Possible come through this. Yeah. 

Jim Phelan: And. 

Nikki Grimes: That book may be, that story may be the only voice like that that they hear 

Jim Phelan: Uhhuh. Right. 

Nikki Grimes: They might not be getting that from anyone else in their life. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: But they can get it in a book. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Unless you take the book off the shelf. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah, yeah. Exactly. Right, right. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: But like, what are you doing? Yeah. There are people who need that book. There are kids that need that book. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: You know? 

Jim Phelan: Right. 

Nikki Grimes: So, yeah. But on the other side of it, I have been. So gratified and inspired by and, and grateful for the librarians and teachers who have fought to keep this book. Yeah. And other books on the shelves. They are just doing battle 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Daily to to keep our work available for you know, for the, the young people that they serve. And I'm. So grateful for that. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. I, I, you know, shout out to the librarians. Absolutely. Yeah. Yeah. Okay. Thinking is there anything else you'd like to say to our listeners? 

Nikki Grimes: Oof. I can't think. You might wanna know. I also, and the audio book. I, I read that myself. 

Jim Phelan: Oh, good. Okay. Yes. That, that's a good for everybody to know. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: It's, it's good. Yeah. So you'll 

Jim Phelan: hear me. Yeah. Yeah. You're such a good reader. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Usually the publishers will choose to hire a professional. Voice artist. Mm-hmm. But I told them going in, oh, I'm the only one who's going to do it. Okay. There's no one else is doing this story. Yeah, this is mine. I said, okay. 

Jim Phelan: You know, 

Nikki Grimes: now once I got in the studio and I was actually reading it, there were places where I was like, was this a good idea because my throat was catching.

Jim Phelan: It's an arduous process. Right. To read, to read something just long. Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: Well, not the length of it, but there were places that were just emotionally 

Jim Phelan: and were emotional of course. Right. 

Nikki Grimes: Challenging and taxing. And, and I was like, was this a good idea? Yeah. But I'm really glad I did it. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: I'm glad I did.

Jim Phelan: So, yeah. 

Nikki Grimes: It's, it's important to know that, 

Jim Phelan: Right? 

Nikki Grimes: And maybe you wanna listen to it first, or. 

Jim Phelan: Yeah. Yeah. You

Nikki Grimes: know, and then read it or but it, it was also a good way to, you know, to share it with, with others. 

Jim Phelan: Right. Yeah. Excellent. Okay, well thank you so much for coming on the podcast and, you know, sharing your work and sharing your thoughts about it. It's a really a, a special episode. So thank you. 

Nikki Grimes: Thank you, thank you. 

Jim Phelan: I also wanna thank our listeners and remind you that happy to get feedback, which you can send to us at the email projectnarrative@osu.edu, or to our Twitter/X account @PNOhioState. You can find 50 additional episodes of the podcast at the Project Narrative website or on Apple Podcasts, and if you happen to listen on Apple, I invite you to rate and review us. Thank you again for listening. 

