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Oral History Interview with Shameeka Mattis 

Crossing Borders, Bridging Generations, 2011.019.054 

Interview conducted by Charis Shafer on July 11th, 2013 in Forest Hills, Queens. 

 

CHARIS SHAFER: So this is Charis Shafer and I’m here with Shameeka Mattis and this is a 

project, an oral history project, for the Brooklyn Historical Society, Crossing Borders, 

Bridging Generations.  And Shameeka? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yes. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Would you tell me where you grew up and what your early life was like? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, gosh.  I still feel like I’m in my early life even though Becca says 

I’m old.  I grew up in Brooklyn for the first 18 years of my life.  I’m from, originally 

from Bed-Stuy so I grew up on like Throop Avenue.  I grew up on Jefferson.  I moved 

around a couple of years, the first five or six years, and I was born in Long Island College 

Hospital which is now like maybe closing, which is crazy to me.  And then I moved into 

Fort Greene project, also lived in Clinton Hill, more like the Fort Greene side before 

Clinton Hill but it’s questionable.  It’s like right over by the park, Fort Greene Park.  And 

then I was on Lafayette and then finally we moved into the projects at Fort Greene and 

my section was called Ingersoll so there’s Ingersoll and Walt Whitman and there’s what 

we called the Eagle Buildings.  Those are the taller ones by like Commodore Barry Park 

with the pool. So I lived on a six-floor building, we had an elevator, and I lived on the 

fourth floor from age 6 to 18 officially and then went to college from there.  So I consider 

myself a Fort Greene person primarily since that was like the majority of my childhood, 

but Bed-Stuy is where I started.  So I can like walk up and down different streets and 
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remember Larry’s Liquid Love and those types of places and now the Tiptop  -- it used to 

be called Junior’s -- where I learned how to play pool when I was like six or four, 

something really young, and some drunk woman with a Jheri curl taught me how to do it, 

you know?  So that was the early years in terms of living.  My grandmother was not a 

Brooklynite so that was the only difference but everybody else seemed to be in Brooklyn.  

So my siblings, my great aunt who lived right on Fulton Street between Albany and Troy.  

Now they’re high -- not high-rises but like condos there now.  They just tore it down in 

the last five or so years and put something up that I think is very ugly, but she had a like 

three story walkup and a store front church that she was the first lady of and my great 

uncle was the pastor.  Yeah, I mean I hung out at Albany projects, I hung out in Clinton 

Hill, Fort Greene, and went to school in Bushwick [Filton Scholar] which is, it’s an 

intermediate school so sixth grade to eighth grade. No, fifth grade to eighth grade, and it 

was like this magnet school, so I went there which is along Greene and like Myrtle and so 

took the bus there.  So it was cool.  And then for high school went to George 

Westinghouse which is right down on Tillary.  Elementary school went to PS11 which is 

right over on Waverly and between Greene and Gates so, yeah, Greene and Gates. So 

yeah, Brooklyn girl straight up.  And mom was also from Brooklyn so, my dad wasn’t.  

My dad’s from the Caribbean.  He was from St. Vincent. 

CHARIS SHAFER: And where did your mom grow up? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: My mom, she grew up all over the place because my grandparents, they 

came up here from South Carolina, North Carolina so they met somewhere in the middle 

of that together, got married, had my mom, she’s the oldest, and then they moved here to, 

I don’t even know what part they moved to first but she lived throughout Bed-Stuy. She 
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never lived like really deep into Brooklyn but she lived closer to downtown most of her 

life and then my grandmother moved to Manhattan so they were there. But my mother 

also went down south during some of her high school years and lived in like South 

Carolina where my grandparents were from.  She never made it to North Carolina where -

- you know, she visited but she never lived there.  So she was born in King’s County 

Hospital and lived over there.  You know, she was like Flatbush to downtown, so she 

lived in a couple of places, and very small apartments and all that. But then my 

grandmother moved into the Lower East Side area right over Pitt Street, not far from like 

Houston, like east Houston, or you know, Rivington and all those streets. So not far from 

the Williamsburg Bridge or the FDR and was in a tenth floor -- well, her, it was like an 

18 or 20 floor building, really big building, connected to another large one, near the Boys 

and Girls Club. But she was on the tenth floor.  So 10F, my grandmother.  So my mom 

spent her later years toward the end of high school I think or like early twenties there 

before she moved out on her own.  So, yeah.  And then my dad, when he came from St. 

Vincent technically he was deported, never showed up [05:00] to be deported.  That was 

before the Homeland Security days so he was in Canada somewhere, I’m guessing 

Toronto or something like that, got deported, wasn’t supposed to be there, overstayed his 

welcome with his visa, never made it to his pickup and then found his ass in the United 

States.  And so he lived in Brooklyn his whole life after that so --  

CHARIS SHAFER: How did he make it to Canada? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS:  I don’t know how.  I know very little of that story.  I wish I could ask 

my aunts and uncles but it’s kind of vague to them too.  So I don’t know if he was 

estranged from the family then or what was going on but he was a young man.  He was in 
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his mid- to late twenties.  Yeah, mid-twenties because he came here in his twenties.  So 

I’m sure it was for some woman, knowing my dad.  He was a ladies’ man and I’m sure it 

was for work like most people.  But he was in Canada and that’s, I know for Caribbean 

people, between them and Africans, it’s a lot of immigration to either parts of Europe, 

mostly like England, London, France, those places, or it’s like to parts of Canada.  And it 

can be anywhere in Canada.  I don’t understand it since Caribbean and African (inaudible) 

very, you know, it’s from hot places to extreme cold places, bugs me out.  So my dad 

moving to New York, who knew if he planned to stay or not but he got himself in 

Brooklyn and he lived not far from you, first on, he was in Clinton Hill first near where 

Biggie grew up on St. James or he was on this other street that I’m forgetting but I want 

to say St. James because that’s where he met my mom.  And then he was on Herkimer 

Street and then he was on Brooklyn and Bergen and that’s where he spent his last years.  

He was there in Brooklyn since the ’70s, like ’77, ’78 and my mom and him married and 

had my ass, so.  So yeah, so everything I do is like Brooklyn inspired.  Like when I 

moved to Philadelphia for grad school I made sure to line up my Brooklyn shirts, I got all 

these Brooklyn jerseys, and tried to wear a Brooklyn hat. You know, anything to rep 

because I didn’t want to forget where I was from and I had lived in Binghamton for so 

many years after college and so I was like oh, I got to keep my New York on and really 

from Brooklyn because it’s a difference from saying that person’s, I’m from the Bronx or, 

you know, everybody’s so territorial and we still, you know, all of my friends who are 

from Brooklyn, we still rep hard at parties.  It doesn’t get old.  But yeah, in terms of, it’s 

such a general question [music plays].  Thanks, Becca.  Are you going to be like -- you 

want to join in? 
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BECCA: (inaudible)  (overlapping voices; inaudible) 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: What else about my childhood?  Yeah, most of my time was spent in 

Brooklyn but I definitely was a kid that traveled a lot.  Not out of the country and things 

like that, we didn’t have money like that but, and my dad never went back to St. Vincent 

so I never went back to St. Vincent even though my other family members, his siblings, 

did go.  A lot of them are in New York still and they went back and forth but he wasn’t 

close to them so I didn’t go with them.  But I went to different states and things like that 

and I was always in some kind of summer camp activity or just went local on my bike.  

And so once I was old enough to leave the house and like be unsupervised I was always 

working and traveling in mostly Manhattan and Brooklyn and going back and forth over 

the Brooklyn Bridge, which is the only bridge I’ve still ever walked and rode on.  But I 

got to get to the Williamsburg Bridge except I’ve only done it by car and train and the 

same is true for Manhattan, so, yeah. 

CHARIS SHAFER: So I think you took me up to, you told me where you went to middle 

school and high school. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah. 

CHARIS SHAFER: And then from beyond that why did you leave New York to go to school? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, right.  I also went to day care right over there by KFC. It’s a joke 

between me and my babe because every time, because now it’s like Jewish people have 

always owned it but now it’s like some kind of like Jewish temple space or something.  I 

don’t know because I can’t read what the letters say.  So I’m like I don’t know, it looks 

religious, like a religious space, like for religious purposes. It was my day care.  It’s the 

building right by the D train at the, what is it, Bedford-Nostrand stop? 
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BECCA: Yeah. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, so on the Lafayette exit, you know?  Whatever.  But yeah, so I 

just wanted to add that in there because that’s where I learned all of what I know.  My 

godmother was my teacher and so I went there for like baby school and then like pre-K 

and kindergarten.  But I went to college in Binghamton and it was just one of those things 

that happened by accident.  Like I didn’t like Binghamton when I visited, I didn’t think it 

was a nice place, I thought it was really kind of country and when you’re from the city 

everything’s country that’s not New York. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Right, that must have been quite a transition. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Having lived -- at that point you had lived almost your entire life [10:00] 

or your entire life --  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, my entire life in Brooklyn. 

CHARIS SHAFER: -- in Brooklyn. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, it was a culture shock.  And it was cold.  I visited probably in 

November or October the year before and I was like I’m not going to this stupid-ass 

school.  No, I was a junior when I visited.  But I went on college trips like since freshman 

year so I always visited any school I could because it meant time out of class and I 

enjoyed that.  But Binghamton, I knew it was a good school.  I knew it was one of the 

better SUNYs and so I’m like yeah, I’ll apply because that’s what they say to do.  But I 

wanted to go over to Atlanta.  I didn’t want to go west coast or anything.  I didn’t want to 

go really like to Minnesota or Texas or anything like that but I wanted to go like more 

east-south, you know?  Southeast.  So Florida was an option even though I didn’t apply to 
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any schools there.  I thought about it.  Atlanta for sure because I had friends there already 

who had gone to college a year or two before me, or some people more than that.  And 

like Virginia, you know, Pennsylvania, those places.  But then I applied to so many 

different schools.  I got into Penn State first and I remember thinking I’m going to 

Pennsylvania and I didn’t know where the hell Erie, Pennsylvania was, because it wasn’t 

the main campus, and I’m like I don’t know where Erie is but it sounds really pretty 

(laughter) and I hadn’t been to that part of Pennsylvania and I’m glad I didn’t go.  It 

would not have been a good -- I could live there now, barely, but definitely, yeah, Erie, 

I’m like eh, you know?  But yeah, I wanted to go, it sound really, really picturesque, and 

they didn’t give me any money.  It was an out of state tuition, all that.  So I was just like 

well, it’s a state school but not for me.  So then Binghamton, Buffalo, New Paltz and 

Stony Brook were my options for the SUNYs.  And so I was just like well, three hours is 

far enough, Binghamton is the better school of, at that time of the four, so let me just go 

there.  I think Stony Brook and them were rivaled.  And so I thought I would just maybe 

do a year, see if I liked it, and then I fell in love with it because of my friendships and got 

busy on campus and all that.  And then after being there for four years I didn’t think I was 

coming back to New York.  I wanted to go to grad school, I didn’t know where.  I knew I 

didn’t want to work hard the first like few years out.  I wanted to work and be in school 

so kind of have like internships, field placements, things like that.  I fell into social work 

kind of by accident but it’s a natural kind of job for me.  And so I looked at Philadelphia 

and so when I had a school fair I thought well, that’s better than staying in Binghamton, 

it’s better than going back to New York where I’ll have to work to make a living.  I knew 

that I could kind of work for free anywhere else if I were a student but in New York it’s 
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kind of hard to do that in the city.  And my mom lived in a really kind of -- she was 

easygoing and everything but she would have expected me to contribute and so I was just 

like I don’t want that much responsibility just yet.  I’d rather just kind of visit when I visit 

and have my own thing and, you know, have my own space to have sex and do all this 

good stuff and party and just sleep in and all that.  Because there was no way I could 

support myself just yet and so I knew I would have to live with her.  So I decided to go to 

Philly.  It was blacker than Binghamton, it felt like, parts of felt like it could look like 

East New York or parts of Brownsville or something just with a more southern kind of 

feel.  And I liked Penn which is the school I wound up going to and they gave me a lot of 

money and so I moved there for my two years out of grad school.  I mean in grad school.  

And then after that just stayed in Philly, it just seemed natural to do.  Still not thinking I 

would come back to Brooklyn or New York at all and then I fell in love and had an itch 

before that to kind of come back and get planted again.  So I’ve been here almost five 

years on November eighth.  No, November fourth, pardon me.  Election day.  So I voted 

for Barack in Pennsylvania and then moved to New York.  (laughter)  So that’s, and then 

started my job the day after.  So all those things brought me back to Brooklyn and I’ve 

been living in Brooklyn up until last year and now I’m in Queens which is OK.  It’s nice, 

it’s suburban.  (laughter)  

CHARIS SHAFER: Did you notice any changes when you moved back?  Because it had been 

some time since you’d lived in Brooklyn. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, a lot of changes.  I mean I remember when Metro Tech got 

built.  I lived in Fort Greene by then and Fort Greene projects by then.  Fort Greene like, 

when you said Fort Greene that’s what people usually thought about, they thought about 
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that side of the park, not the other.  The other side was always bohemian and artsy like it 

is.  It had less restaurants for sure but if it had a restaurant it was something that had been 

there for a long time.  Like Mike’s Coffee Shop has been there forever.  I don’t know if 

management has changed or not but you know, that’s one of the areas near Pratt that’s 

always been there.  The churches, things like that.  So like that feel hasn’t changed but 

like when Metro Tech went up I remember walking my grandmother to the train station, 

avoiding certain construction sites, wondering what it was going to be because it was 

always an empty lot until it wasn’t, and construction took longer then, so, you know, you 

had a while to appreciate, you know, what was happening as opposed to [15:00] now 

you’re like you walk around, five minutes later you have a new building up.  So Metro 

Tech built like Chase Bank and those other structures.  I don’t think the 9/11 building 

was built yet, the dispatch or whatever it is, but the bank was up.  And I remember 

hearing rumblings in my neighborhood from like the more conscious people, usually the 

oldest people who were in like tenant associations and things like that, that it was starting 

to change and that people were going to be forced out.  And that was in like the late ’80s, 

early ’90s.  So by the time I had gone to high school in the mid-’90s, you know, it 

starting to look different.  You would notice when one person, one or two people who 

weren’t black or Latino moved in.  If they were Asian they stood out back then.  But they 

weren’t condos popping up all over the place or anything like that.  Not in that part of 

Brooklyn, not yet.  But the more Metro Tech got, I guess, more popular and stuff the arts 

festivals started coming to the neighborhood, things moved from like the park in Flatbush 

and started coming over to Fort Greene park -- like it started to happen before I left.  And 

then I was in college so I kind of feel like those four years passed me by.  I came home 
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once every two or three months, I would only be home for two or three weeks at a time.  I 

never stayed home more than like six weeks.  I can’t even remember doing that all 

through college.  And I took summer classes so I was always upstate.  And when I 

traveled I tried to leave New York so that I could go visit family or just go hang out.  And 

so by the time I started paying attention for real there was a bike everywhere and that was 

different because I remember being one of the few people in my neighborhood who rode 

a bike everywhere.  There was always an old man with a bike and a beer.  That’s always 

funny to me.  But you started to be like OK, so where are these people coming from?  

And it didn’t matter, black, white, Asian, Latino, like it just felt different.  And then when 

I started visiting while I was living in Philly, even once grad school started, when I would 

come back it seemed like the trains got more crowded, people were getting off later and 

later into Brooklyn no matter what train I was on, no matter where I was going.  And so I 

thought OK, this is not a touristy section so why the hell are they here?  The tour buses 

weren’t here yet so that wasn’t so different but businesses were popping up, more like 

coffee shops and things like that, and then you started to see the condos and that’s when I 

started to see these big condos like go up.  You know, first they closed the community 

center.  It seemed like it was closed for four or five years.  It might have been less than 

that but that’s what it felt like. 

CHARIS SHAFER: This is a community center? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, for more neighborhood, yeah.  And it was just shut down, 

you know?  But there’s a Duane Reed across the street.  There was always some fire that 

was putting somebody out of business on Myrtle Avenue or some kind of like structural 

issues so some bricks were coming down and they had to close it.  And then you would 
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see this new posh thing or it would be nothing, you know?  But the condos is what made 

me pay attention.  So once we got some skyscrapers in Brooklyn I thought OK, shit is 

really different.  And it started to look more like a Park Slope or, what is that area?  

Brooklyn Heights.  So I’d go there as a kid to ride my bike.  My mom would escort me 

probably until about age 11 or 12, help me with, you know, like just watch me ride my 

bike, and that was like my getaway for the day, you know.  Felt like we had this whole 

adventure even though it was like really in our backyard.  But everything started to look 

like that more so the trees seemed more manicured or the plants seemed kind of put 

together more.  The crime was different.  You know, people weren’t just jacking each 

other out in the open.  Things that people were afraid to come to Brooklyn for were 

changing and the skyscrapers led to these other small pieces of shit condos that started to 

get put up.  And then I saw a gazillion white people.  It just felt like every time I came to 

Brooklyn, and particularly because I always came to Brooklyn to visit family or friends, 

it was always like, you know, 100 new white people on the train, 50 new white people, 

and I’m like this is different.  Because racially Brooklyn was the black borough in so 

many different parts.  You could go deeper out and always find different communities but 

you knew that downtown Brooklyn, except for Brooklyn Heights or Cobble Hill or Park 

Slope, everything else was like black and Latino and some Asian.  So feeling that 

difference, at first I was just kind of in shock and then I was angry because I knew that 

that meant that the property values were going to go up and even though brownstones 

have always been here through my lifetime and before me, I knew that that was going to 

be like a prime property and that, you know, the faces that would represent mine 

wouldn’t necessarily be there.  And that’s just what’s been happening.  And so it’s been a 
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hard thing to see and I feel like I went through some major kind of grief or loss process 

the first two and a half years.  Like I really felt like I never settled those two and a half 

years of being here, and partly that is because me and my wife, then my girlfriend, then 

my fiancée, we moved maybe two or three times in that time just finding the right 

apartment, living with roommates and that kind of thing.  But even that [20:00], like 

living within blocks from my old elementary school when rent was super cheap you 

could have this loft for like nothing and now our rent as a two, no, three-bedroom 

apartment and two bathrooms, which was nice but not different than what I had 

experienced growing up, was now like over $2,000.  You know, when did this happen?  

And it’s still like on the shitty C line, still with the one or two bodegas, there’s nothing 

really in the neighborhood yet.  You know, you have a couple of restaurants that shut 

down and close every few months, a couple of bike shops, which is the other thing I 

noticed when we went back.  And so now we’re used to it.  You know, I still make my 

jokes, I’m like whatever, I’ve accepted that Williamsburg is actually a place to visit.  

Because that was never what the fuck you did.  Williamsburg was a place where you 

learned how to drive and you rode your bike and got away from the drama.  You know, 

like it was never crowded, the only people that were there were like some Polish people 

on into Greenpoint, some like Latinos and mostly Hasidic Jews, and everything else was 

barren.  It was like no skyscrapers, no anything.  And now it’s the hub of, you know, it’s 

like the major Manhattan spot in Brooklyn.  Like more prestigious than Brooklyn Heights.  

And my mother, if she were living, would not believe it.  Literally let’s get on a train, 

let’s go, let’s drive, you know?  So I’ve accepted those things because I like culture, I like 

music, I like diversity in that way, but when I’m on the plane going anywhere and people 
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talk about Brooklyn and I know which Brooklyn they’re talking about I still kind of get 

my stomach in knots.  Hearing people from all over the world talk about Brooklyn as if 

it’s only been this one kind of thing, this new, you know, like Mecca of art and all that 

when I felt like it was always those things, it was just not, it was a hidden gem, if you 

will.  I don’t know if I answered your question. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Yeah. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: OK. 

CHARIS SHAFER: I think so. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, so I mean Philly, going to Philly and coming back I think is 

where -- I was also older.  I was in my mid-twenties by then and really just paying 

attention to things differently than when I was like 18 to 22.  So yeah but, yeah, it’s 

different.  And then I think the [lasting cars] that I’ll add to like what stood out was 

seeing, I remember when I was a kid and some of my friends’ parents would say, “Oh, 

you got to play with such and such all summer because we’re moving.”  And sometimes 

people moved down south at the time.  It was rare that people left the country, unless they 

were from the Caribbean, because I didn’t grow up around a lot of Africans or anything.  

And rarely any, like any non-black people.  I had some Latino friends but most of my 

Latino friends were in the Lower East Side near my grandmother’s house.  And so they 

would say, “Oh, we’re moving in two months” or “We’re moving in six months” and 

then what would happen, you’re like what, you know?  And it became something where 

people would move but it was because they got money to move.  And I didn’t understand 

that when I was 10, 11, 12, you know, but they had already started doing that and that 

was after Metro Tech got built.  So when I think about how people got incented to leave, 
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whether it was to move to another set of projects or to go into some low income housing 

or wherever you chose to go, you would get a couple of thousand dollars to leave.  By the 

time I moved out of my mom’s apartment officially, like signed the lease and, I mean you 

know, closed the lease out and turned in my keys, I was 23 or 24, something like that.  I 

kept the apartment after my mother died in 2003, I was 22 when she died.  And I kept it 

just kind of sentimental value.  I never really thought I would live there because of the 

sentimental value but I didn’t know if I wanted to give it up.  So I thought well, maybe I 

can like sublet it or something and so I did that while I was in grad school -- off the 

record.  (laughter)  But I sublet it and then it was just one of those things where by the 

time I was ready to leave they offered me maybe $800, which is like a little less than your 

average month’s rent in most places in this area.  And so I was just afford like a studio, 

you know?  And so I knew I was in Philly already, I had been living in Philly in the 

dorms, I was working in the dorms as a graduate student, and then I moved, after school 

ended I just moved near my community, my school community, and so that was enough 

to carry my rent because it was like $600 then, maybe 550.  So that was like a surplus, 

you know, to have another $800 in my pocket.  But I was like what if, you know, like I 

knew then what was happening and people were still flooding in the projects, people still 

had, you know, it was like nobody had really left yet even though all these people had 

been living all these years.  There was always somebody to fill their slot.  But when I 

moved I went back and I would look up at my apartment and to this day nobody’s 

occupied the place so my entire building is almost empty and no one else has moved into 

my building.  So every time they get rid of people now that’s it.  So what they’ve been 

doing for the last, I would say maybe seven years, is this so-called renovation project, 



  Access 

17 
 
This transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only. 
 
Oral history interview with Shameeka Mattis, 2013, 2011.019.054; Crossing Borders, Bridging Generations Oral History Collection, 
2011.019; Brooklyn Historical Society. 

which is the renovating.  They’re like knocking down one and two apartments, 

combining them so that they’re larger and I guess, you know, prettier or something.  But I 

know that they’re going to do what they’ve done to [25:00] other developments like Stuy 

Town and Cooper Village and all that and probably pimp them out to really cute condos 

or just your average like pre-war kind of look.  Even though those are post-war but still 

you know what I’m saying.  And I took my wife to the projects maybe two, three years 

ago just so she can have a look around, so she can see where I grew up, and you could 

look and count how many people had blinds or shades or curtains, which is unusual.  The 

joke is that black people always have curtains, Latinos always have curtains and white 

people don’t.  Like there are never shades and curtains in most of the brownstones and 

that kind of thing.  That’s how you knew you were in a white neighborhood back in the 

day.  And now it’s not that white people are living there, nobody’s living there, you know.  

And so you see these empty dark apartments in the middle of the day, you’re in the 

courtyard, you’re in the basketball court, you’re near the parking area, nobody’s out.  

You have scaffolds up everywhere and it’s just barren, you know.  And so it was a really 

eerie feeling because I didn’t it took that level where it had gone that deep.  And so I ran 

into like a guy I went to high school with in Brooklyn and he was like, “Oh, they’re 

cleaning asbestos” and I’m like, “No, dude, they did that 20 years ago maybe.”  You 

know, more than that.  So that’s been the major shift for me lately, seeing how even like 

the poorest of communities got wiped out and places where you thought you had security, 

you know, where you could at least not have generations grow up or where you could 

like have cheap rent, you know, be OK.  And I remember people coming in with suits and 

suitcases and briefcases back in the day to these management offices and all the tenant 
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association meetings and being like a young community activist in my church and I know 

now why we were fighting so hard, but it didn’t make sense, all the pieces didn’t seem 

right.  I didn’t know what gentrification was then.  So that’s hard.  It’s hard to see that but 

also things change and so I’m part of the, some of the fabric but I also know I’m part of 

some of the change, you know. I’m gentrifying in my own way in Queens now where this 

is a traditionally like really, what is it?  Eastern European neighborhood, you know.  And 

now those people are dying off and now this new age of yuppies and buppies are coming 

in.  Mostly yuppies because there’s not too many buppies but a few of us are here, you 

know? 

CHARIS SHAFER: I’ll take a break (inaudible).  I was thinking about the community center 

you were talking about.  Can you, do you have any other examples, you think, of things 

that were there that you remember that have been also replaced now or are something 

different? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: As far as the community center I’m trying to think of my -- I drive a lot.  

One of the things I learned locally in the city, in Williamsburg, learned how to drive as a 

teenager and then got my license up state.  So I get to see a lot more than I think the 

average New Yorker does if you’re like not on a bike or you’re not in a car.  But the 

average New Yorker is changing so maybe they see a lot, I don’t know.  I mean I think 

about the things that look different.  Like you pick any community park and you see more 

gardens, so that’s something that I like.  There used to be gardens but they also had like 

broken glass or, you know, people didn’t care for them.  And I don’t think that was so 

much the community so much as it was just government.  You know, like I don’t think 

any mayor took interest in that.  Dinkins certainly didn’t. Giuliani didn’t care about 
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police presence, you know, and other things. I think Bloomberg has been good in that 

way, at least letting people do it, even though he’s an asshole.  But I think that’s one of 

the things that’s like been a plus, but then I see like, you know, like when certain libraries 

don’t seem like they have much going on or schools are like, all the high schools and all 

that, all the changes of like one school closes and now it’s like four high schools or four 

schools in one, that kind of thing is weird to me.  And I know that’s a redistricting or 

whatever they call it so now they have these complexes for schools and board of eds and 

all that.  And then seeing places that I didn’t know were like detention centers, now 

they’re detention centers but they’re like in East New York and they’re in different parts.  

So they’re like tucked away in places that people still really aren’t living in.  But yeah, I 

mean if it’s not an apartment building or something like that, like my community center, I 

mean the day care that I was in changing like the name and changing the, you know, the 

structure a little bit or the community center which is very high tech. I know now that one 

of the organizations I used to work with, that I didn’t work in but that I was affiliated 

with, they ran their programs in there once they finally reopened it.  And so I knew that 

they were renting the space and that felt good to know that there was something changing 

for the better.  [30:00] So like the kids from wherever they’re coming from, who are 

typically low income or at risk if you will, were getting shafted up until these kinds of 

places started opening back up.  But I think there was such a lull so during that lull I think 

that, you know, people were dropping out, having a bunch of kids, going to prison, or 

moving, you know?  Or dying. And so now it seems like the lull has shifted and we’re 

back on the upswing with community programming in those kinds of places.  But for the 

most part I think the things I see the most change with are apartment buildings or 
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brownstones.  And some of it is about tearing down that space or putting a building in 

between in a little alley and calling it an apartment. You know?  You like I can raise my 

arms and put them out left to right and this is the room.  Oh, this is the apartment.  You 

know, we saw stuff like that in Ditmas Park. We’re like, the fuck is this?  So yeah, just 

seeing like that or seeing the demographic change in those places.  So being in Bed-Stuy 

as an adult with my wife and, you know, we’re like in the thick of Bed-Stuy where we 

know it’s still not safe enough, you know like crime is still what it is, transportation is 

still terrible, cabs still don’t want to bring you here, you know, even though they’ll come 

to Brooklyn now, which is a whole ’nother thing.  Because once you saw yellow cabs 

coming in droves, you know, literally, no pun intended, we were like stop it.  You know?  

Like when did the fuck, when did this happen?  But yeah, so like seeing, you know, this 

European family -- you got to see this.  Ah, damn, it disappeared again.  But seeing like 

five or six people who look like they’re all from like Arkansas or something, you know, 

but you know they’re European because of the kind of like luggage or the, and you’re 

like yeah, they’re not like they’re not Utah white people, and then they’re in like this 

brownstone right across the street from you and your landlord’s renting to them, or doing 

a vacation rental.  You’re like oh, this is changing.  So sometimes I think it’s the people, 

other times it’s like the structures that aren’t changing on the outside but look different 

inside.  Or it’s a torn down dilapidated kind of thing that turns into a new funky-ass 

condo.  I wanted the -- like yeah, the chocolate factory over like on Myrtle, it’s an 

apartment complex, you know?  And I remember when it was a factory and it smelled 

like chocolate.  (laughter)  And Cascade is down not too far on Marcy, you know?  And 



  Access 

21 
 
This transcript is hereby made available for research purposes only. 
 
Oral history interview with Shameeka Mattis, 2013, 2011.019.054; Crossing Borders, Bridging Generations Oral History Collection, 
2011.019; Brooklyn Historical Society. 

so I wonder like when Cascade’s going to go and turn into lofts, that kind of thing.  It 

likes you probably because you’re near the light. 

CHARIS SHAFER: (inaudible) 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, I never hear those kids. You know what though?  They’re going 

to get bigger before we move out.  Before they were like [sound].  I’m trying to think of -

- babe, is there anything else? 

BECCA: With what?  What are you talking about? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Like any other things that I complain about and I’m like that used 

to be here and now it’s not? 

BECCA: Oh, man, there’s so much.  (laughter)   I think, let me see. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I’m always bitching and bellyaching. 

BECCA: The experience of walking over the bridge, you can talk about that. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah. 

BECCA: But you don’t walk on the bridge much. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: It’s just tourist crazy.  It’s just, yeah.  Tour buses in Brooklyn.  I see it, 

it’s like in front of you.  Yeah, I think that’s enough.  That community center, yeah, that - 

BECCA: That, what do you call it?  The vacation rentals.  Have you talked about that? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah.  See?  She wasn’t even paying attention to us (overlapping voices; 

inaudible).  I talked about that. 

BECCA: (inaudible) 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, that’s all I got. 

CHARIS SHAFER: OK. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: That’s all I got.  For now.  In terms of the major shifts. 
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CHARIS SHAFER: Yeah. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I’m trying to think of anything else. 

BECCA: The Barclay Center? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh my God, the Barclays, stop it. 

BECCA: Talk about that. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I mean that’s the biggest fucking thing.  That’s everybody whether 

you’re from Brooklyn or not.  It’s just this monstrosity.  I like it now because I’ve gotten 

used to it.  What are you going to do?  You know?  I’m like it’s a big fucking rusty thing.  

But I remember when Atlantic Terminal didn’t even exist.  You know, it was a building 

and it was either low income or housing – NYCHA. And then they started making these 

plans, like Metro Tech, to build these malls, you know, or this mall.  And first there was 

like Pathmark and then the other things came and then they took over another building or 

the lot.  And I dated a guy who sold drugs, I remember, he’s dead now, and I dated this 

guy who was some big time drug dealer in his way and that was what you did, you know, 

some people.  So what was his name?  Wayne. So Wayne lived in the apartments that 

now Barclays has taken up.  So that whole lot by the trains and everything.  He lived in 

this cool apartment, it was bigger than this one.  Like definitely over 1,000 square feet 

and he used to cut coke and crack, you know, or whatever the hell you do when you sell 

drugs, and I remember being like, what?  And so then going to grad school, like you fast 

forward maybe [35:00] seven years, he’s been dead, you know, maybe five of those years, 

and then those buildings are being torn down because of eminent domain and all this 

other shit. You know, you’re like, what?  And you’re seeing a documentary about it.  And 

I remember that terminal being protested.  I helped out with that at Borough Hall with the 
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then, with [Harold Golden] and whoever followed.  And way before Marty Markowitz 

had a chance, when he was just still throwing concerts in Wingate.  And so you know, 

you just see that and you see Barclays just shooting up and even if I got used to it taking 

my father around was where I realized that, you know, he’s somebody who didn’t take 

anything but the train, he barely took the bus, he never got a bike, he didn’t own a car, he 

didn’t drive, he didn’t take cabs a lot, and so when I’m taking him in his final year, two 

years, around and he’s seeing this big ass stadium on Atlantic Avenue he’s like, “What is 

this?  Where did this come from?”, you know?  And granted, he had dementia so some of 

it was like he forgot that he saw it like the week before but it was, that was where I kept 

getting these cues, like Brooklyn is different.  But and so I still haven’t been inside of it.  

I’ll be in there for the first time in August because we’re going to a concert finally and 

gave into that.  But it was something that I refused to accept for a few months, maybe as 

long as it was being built, because I just couldn’t understand how you’re going to have a 

basketball team other than the Knicks or how you’re going to have, you know, a 

Brooklyn team or how you’re going to have like this neighborhood have more traffic.  I 

don’t care that it’s the hub, you know, like how you’re going to have this happen.  And 

now I’m like oh, look at that, it’s down a block from where I work.  I think also, Charis, 

living in Fort Greene, going to school on Tillary, when I think about it like I always lived 

within five miles of something, you know?  Like everything was in five miles of each 

other.  And then leaving the city, leaving the state, coming back and working within 

minutes of where I went to high school, you know, and then like servicing some of the 

kids that would go to that school.  Because of the criminal justice system I work in we 

pull from so many different neighborhoods and schools and working near the courts 
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where it was, you know, the old courts were always there because they were there before 

me but then knowing the guy, one of the guys who works for Turner who helped be the 

project, who was the project manager on the biggest courthouse, the supreme court 

building, and saying wow, I work in that building half my time, you know?  And like it’s 

a fucked up place, it represents so much shit that’s fucked up, it’s an evil, evil place.  It’s 

beautiful, you know, it’s aesthetically just very pleasing and it’s very fancy and it 

overlooks Manhattan and you’re like wow, this is so posh, and it does some of the worst 

stuff or some of the worst things happen in that space, right?  And then knowing 

somebody who’s a true Brooklynite who helped build it, you know?  It’s just like -- and 

he’s a black man, you know, Panamanian black American.  You’re just like this is so 

interesting, you know?  It’s not for better or for worse, it’s just deep.  And then working 

on Court Street first when I moved back, not even having to take a 15-minute train ride 

really or a 5-minute drive, you know, a 10-minute drive, and just seeing, you know, how 

that felt because I worked on Court Street as a high-schooler in a law firm not far from 

where I would wind up close to 30 years old.  And so now here I am early thirties kind of 

like huh, I’m still in like the Atlantic Terminal area and it looks very different, you know, 

but it’s, some things haven’t changed yet.  Sunset Park still hasn’t changed like it could 

have.  And so I’m like well, it is, they keep calling it South Slope and it ain’t.  But yeah, I 

think you might have got it.  Did you get it?  Oh, damn.  It’s quick, that little fucker.  But 

yeah, you know, like there are certain things, you know, like certain neighborhoods that 

haven’t changed 100%.  Like the red light district is still the red light district over by 

Second, Third Ave and it’s all shady and seedy.  The hospital, like Long Island College 

Hospital closing is kind of different. 
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CHARIS SHAFER: Yeah. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Or if they will, you know, close.  I can’t follow the news too much but 

when I do see it and I see people being transported out to other hospitals it bugs me the 

fuck out.  Because I was born there, my mother died there and that’s just weird to me, 

you know?  But yeah, no, you know, like I think about parks and stuff when they made 

the rides for kids safer.  So instead of the tire swing they have this like fake rubber shit, 

you know, it’s something that’s padded and the swings aren’t as big.  And you’re like 

when did the park stop being for big kids, you know, like teenagers and now it’s for like 

four-year-olds, you know?  On down.  Oh, and I remember Fort Greene Park when first 

Spike Lee allegedly did it but then it became something bigger than him, or not bigger 

but more commercial I guess.  So Spike Lee had an office in Fort Greene, he lived in Fort 

Greene, his father, if he’s still alive, still lives in Fort Greene on like Washington Park or 

something like that, and his sister Joie [40:00] was always like riding her bike and 

hanging out. So you felt like you were Spike Lee’s homeboy, you know, or homegirl.  

But he, it was rumored that he fixed up the park on the Fort Greene, on the Myrtle 

Avenue side and put these, what is it?  The basketball courts, he put like the glass back 

into the backboards, or the Plexiglas or whatever.  And so that was like big time, you 

know, because everybody wanted to be like Shaq and do something and be like Jordan.  

And then you would have your moments when that was fucked up and you know, people 

sold drugs over there and all that and then other times, you know, it was fine.  And now 

people are watching movies (inaudible) you know?  And doing all kinds of Soul Summits 

and all this stuff and all this shit that I frequent.  I still can’t get around going into the 

projects to have something that’s like a cultural fest because unless it was church that 
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didn’t happen.  Like churches, the church I went to especially, we’d set up tents and do 

like a whole day of service to try and like win souls over when I was a kid and it’s so like 

evangelical I can’t believe I did that stuff.  But now they have like jazz fests in the 

projects and you’re like get the fuck out of here. So but yeah, I remember so many 

different parts.  Like it depends on where I’m at the moment where I get struck by it, for 

better or for worse.  I think the thing that hurts me the most is my, yeah, that definitely 

hurts me the most is knowing that my aunt got forced out.  So she was in her seventies 

when she had to move out of her walkup and the church was, it wasn’t under her 

leadership any more, she just kind of got to stay there, it was her house, she had paid for 

it, but then they kind of like gave her money to move and she sold it for who knows, I 

don’t know what that number was because I wasn’t in charge of it.  And then she needed 

to live with assistance because she was so old but to know that they did that just to tear it 

down and they tear down all the houses.  They weren’t brownstones but they were just 

these beautiful buildings and a lot of them were run down but instead of just keeping the 

property, gutting them, fixing them up, which they could have done because they do it all 

the time to brownstones and other apartments and houses, they tore the whole fucking 

block down and now they got these buildings that one of our, one of my in-laws lives in.  

And it’s across the street from us at a projects that are not projects but they’re still 

government buildings and we don’t know.  It’s some kind of project-like building. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Where is this? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: It’s right on Fulton Street between Albany and Troy or if you’re coming 

like from, what is that, Marcus Garvey or something, you’ll run right into it.  So the bike 

shop is still there. I’m like well, OK, thank god, you know?  But the owner, I couldn’t tell 
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you if it’s the same person, but they kept that but they didn’t keep that whole row of 

homes.  Or my co-worker who lived down the block from there, you know, we didn’t 

even know we lived so close, and they forced her out and raised her rent and the rent was 

like $2,000 for a dark-ass apartment that had space and good water and all that but wasn’t 

worth $2,000 when you think about the average New Yorker and what they make.  So 

yeah, I’d say more but I’m more directional, I’ll answer your questions. 

CHARIS SHAFER: (laughter)  Oh, you can say more. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I don’t know.  I can’t think of nothing.  (laughter)  I will say Brooklyn 

does have the best brunch so, of all the boroughs.  Like the Bronx is the Bronx as far as 

shit but it’s beautiful.  It’s a place you should go if you’re trying to escape New York and 

really like get on some mainland.  I always think about Armageddon and like going to the 

Bronx.  Then I can go up.  Yeah, because Jersey, I don’t know (laughter) people need 

boats, we need boats or planes. And Long Island is like a joke, you know, it would be 

underwater first.  And then everything else in between would sink or crumble or 

something. 

CHARIS SHAFER: I’m glad you’re thinking about this. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS:I think about it, yeah.  All those movies (overlapping voices; inaudible).  

Right, they fuck you up.   

CHARIS SHAFER: GasLand. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: GasLand, which I’ve got to watch, right.  And I think Sandy reminded 

people of what we really are and what we aren’t, you know?  So I mean every now and 

again a little natural disaster doesn’t, it brings us closer to our humanity or our mortality 

or whatever, or limits.  But you know, I think about all the boroughs, I eat a lot, you 
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know, I eat out a lot, Manhattan’s always been the thing that people went to.  Like if you 

wanted to go on a fancy date you went to Manhattan and all that. And now like whatever.  

You know, like Brooklyn, the one thing that’s great is like we have some of the greatest 

food and we always have had great food.  Queens is like the top in terms of all kinds of 

diversity and all kinds of different cuisine and stuff and that’s just because of the 

neighborhood diversity.  But, and immigrant, you know, diversity, like newer immigrant 

I guess more so than older, because Brooklyn has a lot of old immigrants.  But, and the 

airports and stuff.  You know, Queens just makes sense for good food but when it comes 

down to Brooklyn the brunch spots are where it’s at.  And so living in Queens now we 

have to make an effort, you know, like taking the train is not so easy to Brooklyn as it is 

to Manhattan.  It’s so weird.  That’s so different for me.  [45:00]  And so you know, like 

Manhattan was always like five minutes away from me because I lived downtown 

Brooklyn but I never wanted to go to Manhattan unless I was on my bike so, and I didn’t 

go there to eat unless I was on the D, you know?  And now, and I just stayed in my house 

or I went down the block or something.  So now I’m like when I moved back to Brooklyn 

and we were able to go to brunch every day if we wanted to somewhere or go to a really 

good dinner, except Bed-Stuy which still doesn’t have enough.  Fort Greene is always 

taken care of, Clinton Hill, those places.  Coney Island, out there, like you can find food, 

you know?  But now I have to drive so now I have to get a bike.  I haven’t had a bike 

since I was like 19 and so I’m like oh, I’ve got to get a bike because I’ve got to get to 

Brooklyn and not always have to drive and take this long-ass one hour probably, you 

know, bike ride or one and a half hour bike ride.  God knows I’ll probably try and avoid 
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the traffic because if you drive like me it won’t be so safe.  But I love brunch in Brooklyn, 

so that’s the part where I kind of get to still hold onto it. 

BECCA: Bye-bye. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Let me think.  The Korean stands are the same so like we go there on 

Fulton Street over Crown Heights and all that, going to Bed-Stuy on your way to stops 

around Clinton Hill.  You can always find like some fresh Korean markets that’s got 

more of what you want if you’re, especially if you like to cook like Caribbean food and 

stuff like that or you’re trying to be vegan.  You’ll have better options than like going to 

your supermarket, your local supermarket.  So that stuff is the same.  I’m trying to think 

of what else. 

CHARIS SHAFER: How about those couple of years after you moved back while you were 

living in Brooklyn and you were with Becca, where did you live when you were, I mean 

you lived in Clinton Hill for a while and then kind of moved around. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, yeah. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Clinton Hill? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS:  Yeah.  So why I moved around or how or? 

CHARIS SHAFER: Just thinking, when did you and Becca meet? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, God, we met in 2001.  She was a freshman. 

BECCA: Yeah. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: And I was a junior. 

BECCA: That was a love story. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Becca and I happened by, I think by fate but we, I felt like we just met 

kind of by accident, you know, but I think we were always supposed to be together.  So 
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2001, yeah, I was a junior, I had this organization I was kind of running on campus, big 

girl on campus, she just came in, she’s from Queens, Jamaica, Jamaica States technically, 

and you know, nobody was paying attention to her because she’s young.  Like you think 

you’re so old then.  I still think I’m so old because of that but she was nice. We kind of 

clicked right away in terms of like just saying hi and bye and she had friends of mine who 

were like a year younger than me who were like her year. So we always stayed in touch 

through them.  Somebody would say Rebecca’s name or say Shameeka’s name to her.  

(laughter)  Somebody was always mentioning the other, you know.  But I was like 

straight, I thought, then. I always knew I wasn’t straight but I didn’t have a problem with 

what I was doing with my boyfriend so I was just like all right, you know, guess I’m 

straight with homo tendencies or something and I thought that was fine.  And I thought 

everybody had that so I was like I’m not abnormal so whatever. Becca was always out 

and I knew her as a queer woman and she was one of the only queer like women of color 

on campus, which was a big deal back in the, that was early 2000s so that was, even that, 

it’s not far ago, I mean long ago, but it seems like it was a world ago.  And so she never 

approached me, she never said anything.  She had a crush on me and I didn’t know until 

seven years later and that’s crazy.  And so we went our separate ways.  She joined the 

organization I was in to be closer to me.  I didn’t know that and so I just kind of paid her 

no mind or I asked her to do a flyer and, you know, that kind of stuff.  And then I 

graduated, she was there for another two years, I went to grad school, I started paying 

attention to her once she went to grad school but she stayed in New York.  She moved 

back down to the city and went to Columbia and so I’m at, I’m working after Penn, she’s 

at Columbia and I’m just like checking her out because now she’s, you know, taller, it 
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seems, and like her hair’s all cute and, you know, whatever her body type was changed, 

you know, and so I was like oh, there she goes. And I’m dating women definitely by then, 

had been dating women since I graduated college, and so I’m checking her out but not 

saying anything and then we always missed each other.  We were always trying to make 

a plan to hang out through like AIM or I don’t know, MySpace or one of those stupid 

things, not really text, you know, even though we did talk like once, and then she linked 

up with a friend of ours like 2006 or 2007, a friend of ours who was [50:00] my year who 

I had like went to Senegal with and took most of my like sociology classes, like a really 

good friend of mine at the time, and they just happened to run into each other at a party, 

realized they lived like next door to each other in like a building apart, and so they 

hooked up as friends and then threw a party trying to get all the queer people that weren’t 

out at the time in Binghamton and got us together and so then that night in 2008, June 

sixth, is when it started.  June sixth is actually when we like kissed and June sixth was 

when the party was.  June seventh is when we got it in. Within like hours of June seventh 

starting. So that’s what we celebrated this year, our five year anniversary. And she told 

me she had a crush on me, I told her I liked her for, I guess the same kind of crush but 

like just less time and she didn’t know that so it was really cool. And I kissed her within 

minutes of that and that’s all she wrote. And we dated, I was, we dated I guess long 

distance, if you can count two hours as long distance, it’s really not.  But we were in 

different states, you know, and I would come visit or she would come down and we did 

that for four or five months before I moved to New York, and then I moved in with her 

just because she asked me to. I had no plans though, I was going to live on the Upper 

East Side which would have been a little different, because that area sucks, with my 
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cousin and never made it there and just stayed right on Clinton Ave with my boo until we 

moved into Bed-Stuy and then got an apartment on Bainbridge.  So that’s how that 

happened.  Yeah, good times.  And we had two apartments in Bed-Stuy before we moved 

to Queens.  So we were there a total of like two and a half, three years, yeah, and then we 

lived some of last year on Long Island, just family stuff and drama and all that, so that 

sucked.  That was the part where I was like I don’t care where I live in the city, we have 

got to go.  We got to get the fuck out of Long Island.  It’s so homogenous, you know?  

And it’s just --  

CHARIS SHAFER: It’s very different. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah.  You know, like it’s one thing to visit wine country or wine town, 

because it’s not country, but you know, you go to these wine areas and vineyards or you 

go to the beach and then that’s it, that’s all Long Island has.  You know, a little harbor 

here and there but it’s really the pits and it’s ugly in winter and everyone thinks the same 

and has a funny accent.  I lost my Brooklyn accent a long time ago, I think, but some 

people can still hear it when I go down south, depending on where I am, and they’ll say, 

“Oh, yeah, you’re from New York”, you know?  But I don’t hear it.  But yeah, so Becca 

and I, it’ll be five years, it’s been five years and one month last Sunday. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Yay. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: We got married on our anniversary. 

CHARIS SHAFER: So that sounds --  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah.  And I feel like I converted her to a Brooklynite.  She moved into 

Brooklyn maybe two months before I moved to Brooklyn.  She was in Harlem because 

she went from grad school and just stayed in Harlem and then didn’t want to go back to 
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Queens.  I never thought I would live in Queens.  It was like yeah, no.  And so she moved 

to Brooklyn so I was like OK, eventually after I’m on the Upper East Side, get rid of my 

Philly apartment and all that, once I settle in to New York I’ll move into Brooklyn too so 

we can be together, but it just so happened that she loved Brooklyn, she loved her 

apartment, she’s like let’s just stay here and ride it out for a few months.  So we were 

there maybe nine months out of the full-year lease.  We moved but we didn’t break the 

lease.  We just kind of eased our way out and then got our own place.  And we took one 

of our roommates with us.  She lived in the upstairs apartment in our building for about a 

year and then she moved up the block and we still kind of, and now she’s back in the 

neighborhood because she was in Jersey for a while.  But yeah, we kind of each -- 

everybody’s in Brooklyn except us for the most part, and like one other guy. Now that 

you’re asking me about moving around as a kid or something it’s like oh, (inaudible). 

CHARIS SHAFER: You can talk about that if you want. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: That was just funny.  She’s like yeah, yeah, keep talking. 

BECCA: Your wife to be is checking on you. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, she texted you? 

BECCA: Yeah.  Wanted to know if you were here.  She said Shameeka’s not answering the 

phone.  (overlapping voices; inaudible)  And I was like yeah, you know Shameeka can 

talk. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, shut up.  I got a text from like a million people too.  Oopsies.   

CHARIS SHAFER: I was going to ask if you, since the whole project is about, yeah, turn on 

the A/C in a minute, about cross-cultural experiences, you and Becca experiencing cross-

cultural issues (laughter) racism. 
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SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Or blackism? 

CHARIS SHAFER: I was thinking just you, you know, can you talk about that?  You can talk 

about, I was thinking like you having grown up in Brooklyn --  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yes. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Becca growing up in Queens, [55:00] that’s just like so many things that 

you could --  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: People from Queens don’t go to Brooklyn, people from Brooklyn don’t 

go to Queens so we have this like neighborhood war.  It’s like West Side Story, some shit, 

you know?  Turf wars or whatever.  But also like if you’re, like there are so many 

variables.  Like her family’s Caribbean, both her sides of her family are Caribbean.  Both 

her parents are from Haiti, everybody’s from Haiti, you know?  Like everybody.  And so 

that’s different because those are my friends, you know, like the friends that I have that 

are Caribbean from both parents or African from -- but my side is like southern and 

Caribbean.  So I’ve always had like two minds in terms of how I see people of color or 

black people in particular.  But it wasn’t so territorial with New York.  So my dad, you 

know, he loved Brooklyn but that was him.  No one else was like oh, I’m going to live 

here forever, no one cared.  I have family in all the boroughs, I have family that moved to 

the south, moved to the west coast, lived in Chicago, Detroit, that’s where most of my 

family immigrated to.  After the great migration like most people went to Chicago and 

Detroit and so my grandmother, grandfather and a few other people stayed in New York 

and so they just lived and died here but everybody else is in the Midwest, you know, or 

the west coast or south.  And so on my dad’s side of the family, not knowing too much of 

them, my Caribbean, I guess, ancestry and my Caribbean roots, my Caribbean flair, really 
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came from my friend networks.  And so then experiencing Becca who had all this Haitian 

pride was very different.  She was always proud of where she was from.  She was not 

born in Haiti but she, you know, calls herself a Haitian-American, has lived in Haitian 

culture her whole life and so she’s a light skinned black women which you don’t get to 

see a lot unless you pay attention because a lot of light skinned Haitians that I knew 

growing up didn’t say that they were Haitian first and foremost, unless you heard an 

accent or something and you knew that accent different than somebody else because of 

the French influence.  But Becca was like I’m black, I’m Haitian, I’m proud, I’m this and 

that.  So that’s sexy, you know?  Because I’m like she has national pride, you know, all 

that.  (laughter)  But also like we experience like the turf issue when, you know, we had 

to move out of Brooklyn for a safety reason.  Well, the public doesn’t know.  But we had 

to move out of Brooklyn, not Brooklyn but we had to move out of our apartment for a 

safety reason.  We had some situations related to my work.  And it was hard because, you 

know, like I felt like I was being forced out of my borough by something that I had 

always known that I never thought would like touch me, that I work to stop.  And going 

to live in Long Island with her family, her Haitian family who some of the family is very 

traditional and some of it is not, like they’re very whitewashed if you will or just very 

Americana, you know?  And so everything urban and city is like oh, dirty or this or that, 

but if you say Brooklyn it’s like the worst.  And so I’m like who, I’ve never felt that 

about my borough.  It’s not like I can get robbed every day walking down the block.  I’ve 

actually never been mugged or robbed or beaten just randomly.  I know of it happening 

obviously, I know it was really bad, but you know, I saw more drugs and actually stuff 

than I did, and like street harassment but not, you know, the extreme cases even I knew 
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was around me.  And I fought a lot as a kid so maybe that’s probably why I was numb to 

it.  But I fought people I knew, not strangers walking down the block.  So when people 

say Brooklyn I’m like they don’t even know that part and so I didn’t know if they were 

condemning me or it felt personal even though I know they love me and like me. And 

Rebecca was upset because she had lived there and enjoyed it but they always felt like 

she was slumming by being in Brooklyn.  And you know, even now you can ask certain 

family members and they’re like, “Oh, you like living Queens, right?  It’s better.”  And 

you’re just like no, it’s different. You know, it’s actually weird.  Neighbors aren’t the 

same like neighbors I’m used to.  You don’t see those little cute signs like you do in like 

Fort Greene and Clinton Hill and any brownstones actually in New York where it’s like 

“Clean up after your dog” or, you know, like I remember those things growing up, even 

in Bushwick, you know, when they weren’t brownstones but they were those weird like 

vinyl siding stucco kind of looking houses.  I forget what they call it but they’re ugly.  

Yeah, they’re weird. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Yeah, I don’t know what they’re called. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, but you know, you’re like is that real?  Like is that, what kind of 

façade is that?  (overlapping voices; inaudible)  Yeah, it’s like [sound].  But yeah, so like 

that was the thing I think that irritated me the most about I guess our cross-cultural 

experience.  It wasn’t the biggest factor, you know, there’s a lot to enjoy but I think for 

Becca and I, you know, we just were like, it wasn’t even a bougie thing, we were just like 

you’re not even informed, you know?  Like you’re so ignorant to the fact that the city is 

actually very beautiful and even with all these changes or not it’s always been that, you 
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know?  And then her Haitian pride, she’s, I don’t know, Becca’s funny, she’s an 

interesting [60:00] character.  (laughter)  

BECCA: As you can tell. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: She’s like New York but she’s Queens and so the Brooklyn, it’s always 

a new adventure being like, “Babe, let’s look at,” you know like the street names and shit, 

like they have numbers here and highways and that kind of thing and Brooklyn’s like 

street names and whole avenues and, you know?  And it’s confu-- so she still gets kind of 

tripped out and lost a little bit. 

BECCA: I guess that’s why I am always confused with names because I’m so used to the Queens 

system. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, the Queens system is different even though it’s easier to follow. 

BECCA: Yeah, I hate (inaudible). 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS:And Manhattan is unto its own, you know?  But I think in terms of 

people receiving us outside of our families I think that’s where it’s always interesting.  

Some people consider us to be the norm, you know, black lesbians or, that’s the easy 

term for us. We say queer but you know, black queer women or black lesbians living in 

Brooklyn, in Bed-Stuy, of course that’s what that is.  They’re like oh, here we go with the 

earth and sun people or the, you know, the like neo soul couple, that kind of shit.  And 

then for other people like they look at us strangely.  And so you know, I think, you know, 

how our sexuality plays out, our gender dynamics, which change all the time, how that 

plays out, people not knowing, like when they speak to me they’re like, “You have so 

many different backgrounds,” you know?  Like you’ve lived here, you did this, you have 

this family member, you have this dad, you have this mom, you know?  And then Becca 
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knowing three languages really, you know?  Like people just are confused sometimes by 

us, with the exception of our friends.  Our friends kind of, they get it.  A lot of them 

mirror what we are and who we are.  And then I think a lot of white people and like new 

Asians in New York, not like new like immigrants or whatever but like Asian people that 

did not live in New York and like lived somewhere else in the country, you know, they’re 

like, it’s exploratory for them to get to know this type of New Yorker, you know?  

Because we’re not on the signs and, you know, we’re not the ones that Bloomberg is 

highlighting when he’s like go shop and go meet people and go do that.  And then some 

people, you know, don’t give a fuck.  But I think in terms of us intimately, her being 

Caribbean, the fact that my dad’s Caribbean and knowing that culture really well, there’s 

not too much difference.  You can go anywhere in the Caribbean and it looks like parts of 

Africa, West Africa in particular.  And so I’m like, you know, we’re like that, you know.  

And Queens, it took living here to have to want to learn it.  We moved here as a happy 

medium.  We moved here to kind of like save a little money.  It’s a little bit cheaper 

depending on where you live in Brooklyn now.  The parts that we were accustomed to -- 

we had a really great deal in our brownstone apartment and we lost that because of 

circumstance so we wanted something that was, I guess, comparable in price even though 

we knew we were going to be paying more than that, but we didn’t want to pay what we 

could and we didn’t want new condo money, you know, like expensive or anything.  So 

we got this which is like rent stabilized but still a lot of money, you know, and that’s 

because they put a new kitchen, you know what I’m saying, so they can jack it up.  

Because you know the people who lived here before probably paid under 1,000 or 

definitely under 1,100, you know?  And lived here for like probably 10 years or 
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something, or more than that.  And most people in this building have, like they’re like 

lifers.  Some people have been here definitely in like the double digits, you know?  But 

yeah, moving here is where I’m like oh, I have to learn the rest of the city.  So I know a 

bit of the Bronx, I know Manhattan like the back of my hand, Brooklyn I can name so 

many different areas and I can go anywhere and feel fearless with the exception of 

Howard Beach and Bensonhurst which I’ve never gotten over because of the race wars 

and riots and things back in the day and like Yusef Hawkins and that kind of stuff.  But 

for the most part I can go anywhere and feel comfortable.  Queens was never like that for 

me because it was just like you had to have a car, I thought, and the trains suck here like 

when you think about where they go, they’re limited and they follow this little one trail.  

So I think that’s, you know, it’s been great as a couple exploring this together because 

Becca knows some areas and the other areas, she’s just as clueless as me even though she 

knows how to get there.  And so it feels good to kind of be exploring a new place 

together.  But I think when it comes to, what, like food and dancing and all the fucking 

fetish stuff that goes with diversity and multiculturalism, we’re comfortable.  I think, you 

know, people still stare at us, it’s still a very homophobic place depending on where you 

go in the city, depending on who’s around, on the train, doesn’t matter.  You know, 

there’s always some kind of like homophobic thing or violence or something that you 

have to kind of be wary of.  Spiritually Rebecca grew up Catholic, I didn’t.  I grew up 

[65:00] very southern Baptist and then like Pentecostal so that’s different.  And now 

neither of us subscribe.  Like I still consider myself a Christian but not like the Christians 

that I know, not many of them.  And Rebecca, she’s not atheist but she’s more, I guess 

more agnostic. So that will be different when we have kids and figuring out how to work 
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that into things. Yeah, musically we challenge each other.  I’m more R&B and classic 

soul and she’s definitely kompa and zouk and like French music, you know?  She likes 

like [BB Corporation] and listens to, you know, neo jazz kind of shit, you know?  And 

then we meet in the middle in our rock and like alternative music and stuff so, and hip-

hop.  You know, we meet in the middle because we grew up around the same time, so.  

But I think our families, our wedding was the first time that our families got to come 

together so it was, we’re still learning about how that’s working out and most of my 

family that I’m closest to is American, black American, so there’s some difference there.   

CHARIS SHAFER: What’s that difference? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: The food is somewhat different.  The food is different.  I mean southern 

food is just different, soul food is different than Caribbean dishes for the most part.  But I 

think with regard to like language, especially if you’re Haitian, or any francophone I 

guess part of the Caribbean, or francophone part of anywhere, you know, like it’s just a 

different thing.  I think for my family they’re used to Spanish speaking folks because of 

where my grandmother lived and my mom grew up part of the way, we’re used to a 

whole lot, not so much anything Asian, not so much Native because I think I have like 

two Native friends, you know, that I know are Native or part Native or whatever, but in 

terms of like understanding like Latino culture a little bit more, my black American 

family has that down and then black Americans.  Africans aren’t even considered.  You 

know, like my mother and I are probably the only people dating Africans in our family.  

My mom dated like everybody.  She didn’t have, she didn’t discriminate, and I was like 

that for a while.  And not trying to be, it’s just the way it was.  But the black American 

experience, it’s like Christian, bible belt kind of but not Bible belt, fried chicken, 
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macaroni and cheese, you know, potato salad, that kind of shit, peach cobbler, you know, 

like that kind of, that’s how I feel, that’s how it tastes when I think about like the culture 

that helped bring me up. And it’s understanding of other black people no matter what part 

of the diaspora they hail from but it’s also judgmental.  And I think all people are like 

that no matter what race or background or ethnicity but there’s something about saying 

those are the, you know, that culture over there and those women are like this and those 

guys are like that and all these judgments, you know?  And so like I have really, the 

people I’m closest to on my American side of my family and are older, like over 50 and 

over 60, grew up in a different time in civil rights, you know, like fought for the types of 

immigration and things that happened after.  You know, like they paved the way but 

never really got close to the people, not many of my family members at least.  And so it’s 

like, and then the, yeah, like the British culture stuff or the French culture stuff, like it’s 

lost on them because they’ve been American and, you know, for hundreds of years.  So 

then like my dad’s side of the family, and my dad in particular when he was alive, 

Caribbean, never lost his accent, always people in my family, my mom’s side of the 

family, always confused about what the fuck he was saying.  I knew what he was saying, 

my mother knew what he was saying, but everybody else like he talks so fast and, you 

know, they call him coconut, all this shit.  And you know, and he got it, you know, but he 

embraced all Caribbean people but he always had some shit to say about Haitians and 

Dominicans and it was just like, what?  You know, so I found that with, yeah, it was just, 

I’m like you know, and Africans, please, stop.  And Jamaicans because he hated 

Jamaicans.  So just like the internalized oppression that I think looks different depending 

on what culture you’re talking about. And so sometimes it’s not even being I guess scared 
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or wary but like my black American side is just curious and just thinks that they’re so 

different in so many ways when really we hail from the same experience, it’s just that 

some people got dropped off where there was sugar cane and some got dropped off where 

there was cotton, that’s it. Literally, you know?  I’m like that’s the only thing that 

separates us is that colonization experience and slavery and stuff because religion was in 

all of it. You know, like [70:00] you think about some of the mainstays and so for my dad, 

he embraced Rebecca, he loved Rebecca, he thought that she was kindred, you know, a 

kindred spirit of his but he was also like, “Yeah, but you’re Haitian,” you know, and so 

he was shocked that she wasn’t dark skinned or shocked that her hair was a certain way 

or, you know, that she was beautiful even, because of the stereotypes associated with that.  

So I think that’s the kind of stuff that he thought about Haitians and some Africans or 

Jamaicans, and less Jamaican because he knew that Jamaicans were, they’re a [mescala] 

of so much but when it came to like black Americans, they think like my dad about every 

Caribbean, that there must be something unkempt or unattractive or too colorful or, you 

know, something, you know?  So it’s just interesting how you see it play out.  So at the 

wedding it’s just I wonder what people were thinking and doing and we brought our 

youngest friends together so we didn’t give a fuck about our families as much.  We were 

just like play some hip-hop and keep it 90s focused because that’s when we grew up and 

that’s it, you know.  Anything else, baby, in terms of the way you think like my black 

American family relates to your Caribbean family or how it’s different?  Other than like 

food and basic cultural exchanges. 

BECCA: No. 
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SHAMEEKA MATTIS: (laughter)  The way Becca dances is different but she listened to a lot of 

Haitian music growing up and they went to a lot of like white schools.  So she, yeah, she 

didn’t like grow, like I went to school with a bunch of Caribbeans from everywhere, 

black Americans, and so you know, we shared a lot of the same shit and Becca’s like 

yeah, I went to like, you know, really white prep schools or Catholic schools and didn’t 

really do social stuff and didn’t go to my prom.  So her culture was infused in her house.  

It was Haitian everything in house.  I don’t know if that, I don’t know if what I’m saying 

is actually meaning that there’s anything different at all, you know?  Like with regard to 

how our families relate to one another but it feels different.  Sometimes there are no 

words to like describe how it’s actually happening. 

CHARIS SHAFER: I enjoyed the descriptions.  We’re at about one hour and 12 minutes. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, wow. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Is there anything else you want to add? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: No, I can’t think of anything.  I just have fond memories that are 

passing through my mind. 

CHARIS SHAFER: (inaudible) share those? 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, and it’s like more than just Brooklyn but I guess something about 

Brooklyn for sure, being so close to Prospect Park and knowing my first scary horse 

experience was at Reis Beach because the cops were around.  They were like trying to get 

people to evacuate the beach because of the weather and I was a kid so my, somebody’s 

holding me, I don’t know if it’s my mom or it’s my dad, somebody’s holding me and I’m 

just terrified, this big-ass horse is like right there and the tail is like, you know, flapping 

and just thinking about that terrifying experience but I’m like yeah, but it stands out as 
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like a Brooklyn moment, you know.  Not because of anything else other than I was on 

Reis Beach.  Or Coney Island which, man, Coney Island, definitely I didn’t add that in 

my story but seeing that transform, it’s, I have clients in Coney Island now and they don’t 

know anything about the Coney Island I knew, and it’s weird.  It’s like this beautiful 

place; it’s dangerous in its own way.  It got hit by Sandy so now it’s changing even more, 

or whatever other storms we’ve had that I can’t remember.  And it’s also like, you know, 

the music park and the aquarium being the center points, most central points, and that 

changing and having these wars of who can own what and what they’re going to tear 

down and we’re going to build these condos that never came and then having one of my 

like grade school teachers who I’m still close to, her mother lived in Coney Island so 

going out there to see to her in a residential area as opposed to just hanging out, you 

know, at the amusement park, just seeing that transition and going there every summer, 

like every day, as a teenager, whenever possible.  And definitely going there in summer 

camps.  Whenever I was in a local summer camp we went to Coney Island like two days 

a week and I don’t know how the hell we afforded that stuff.  You know, like you think 

of like where, because it was always expensive, you know?  And the rides you always 

had to pay per ride, it’s so stupid.  But going there, being there at night and hearing the 

bumper car music and, you know, all that life.  And being on the beach and remembering 

when the boardwalk, under the boardwalk was unsafe so there was no sand under it 

[75:00], there was sand, like low level sand.  So homeless people lived under there, 

people shot drugs under there, people had sex under there, you know, all kinds of shit 

was going on.  People like try to cook food under there and then they shortened the beach, 

I guess.  It seemed like they shortened it but they put all the sand and packed it under the 
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boardwalk so nobody could be under there and cause havoc or I guess do all kinds of 

stuff.  And I’m like huh, I remember that being the first major shift.  And now you see 

like the Astro Tower kind of looking like it’s going to fall the fuck down and you’re just 

like why didn’t you guys fix that when you fixed the park?  I used to ride that not even 

that long ago, you know?  You know, just fix it like you would fix the wonder wheel.  So 

Coney Island, I love it.  I love it a lot and that was actually the area that -- not exactly, 

like not Coney Island, the amusement park or whatever the fuck the new name for it is 

because it’s not even called Coney Island and it’s like something park. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Luna Park. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Luna Park.  Right, you know?  With the baseball team and this and that. 

CHARIS SHAFER: I was just there. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, you’re like whatever, it’s Coney Island, you know?  And then 

seeing a documentary on Coney Island you’re like wow and like things I didn’t even 

know about it, so much so that I had one of my clients work on it.  I was just like you 

have to learn the history of where you live, check this documentary out.  You know, 

because he’s all of 20 and --  

CHARIS SHAFER: I don’t think I’ve seen that documentary. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, it’s something that I caught on cable or PBS or something, like 

maybe --  

BECCA: It was HBO. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Was it HBO?  Yeah, like two years or a year ago.  And it’s just, you 

know, it definitely could be longer but it tells a really good story of how it started and the 
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financial troubles and the fires that they had and all kinds of shit and then what it looks 

like today. 

CHARIS SHAFER: I’m going to watch that. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, I really enjoyed it.  I really enjoyed it.  But yeah, like that was the 

Coney Island area, the areas by the Verrazano Bridge and all of that, was where my dad 

and I got to have like our last final good time maybe a month before he died, actually a 

month to the day before he died.  And so I think about like how things begin and end in 

my life and a lot of it is tied to Brooklyn, a lot of it.  Like more for me having lived 

outside of New York City for almost 10 years and most of it, and I’m only, and you were 

talking about two thirds or more of my life being here, including now, but most of my 

important memories even in those 10 years almost of living away, like everything’s still 

coming back to Brooklyn in some way.  You’re like there’s something to being planted 

somewhere.  And so yeah, Coney Island is one of those places for sure.  Watching the 

fireworks from the promenade, those types of things.  Those things haven’t changed.  

They’ve just gotten more crowded.  Red Hook.  I got to talk about Red Hook, Charis. 

CHARIS SHAFER: Please. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah, I forgot about Red Hook.  So Red Hook is so fucking different.  

Red Hook is one of those places where if I had just five extra years of life I would have 

totally bought something or rented something and still have it because I knew that it was 

going to, you know, like get pimped out and be beautiful. Because it was always beautiful, 

it was just run down, and I didn’t know it in its heyday so I don’t know what the hell it 

looked like other than the cobblestone streets and all that, but it’s one of the oldest 

neighborhoods in Brooklyn and there’s a house there that I don’t even know if it’s still 
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standing but it was like one of the oldest houses in Brooklyn or something, on Van Brunt 

Street, and it was a piece of shit and it was covered and low but nobody messed with it, 

you know?  So I’m wondering now if it’s like a restaurant or community garden space or 

something.  But Fairway’s down there now, like all that stuff, Ikea, all of that’s different 

because I used to hang out in Red Hook.  It was a nice little ride on my bike.  One of my 

best friends through high school and some of college lived there and so that’s where I 

spent, like that’s where I took my dates, you know, and that’s where you kind of got to 

see the waterfront.  And they started to fix the waterfront first and so they had nice seats 

and lighting and so it started to look like Battery Park City or something but with less 

pizzazz. And then you noticed like more artist communities coming in and kind of setting 

up shop and it would be like they live in this like little shack but they have this nice art 

space. And then the rent price, you know, the rent value started going up and now, what, 

five years ago I looked at apartments there and they were like $2,500 for a studio or 

something.  You’re like, what?  You know?  I thought I could live over here.  And then 

the water taxi, like those types of things.  But Red Hook, I remember – yeah, can I have 

another one? 

BECCA: (inaudible)  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah.  I remember living, I mean not living but it felt like I lived there 

most of my high school years, but going there, getting my hair done, because my 

homegirl would do, I had shoulder-length hair so she would like curl it and that kind of 

stuff.  And you know like talking shit and getting drunk and smoking weed and that’s 

where I did that.  Red Hook was like, and it was so funny because it wasn’t the projects 

so I didn’t have problems because if you went from one project to another there was 
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always some static.  If you were a guy you had no static because [80:00] guys test each 

other differently but girls, you just couldn’t say you were from Fort Greene or something 

but they knew you weren’t from there.  But I was on Van Brunt, I was on these other 

small streets and more in like your, not brownstone but like more houses and -- thank you, 

baby.  And so the last bus stop on the 61 was where my friend lived and her sister.  We’d 

hang out there, we’d smoke bidis.  I don’t know if you know what bidis are.  And we’d 

just chill, you know, and it was like prostitution over there so they always thought we 

were like selling our ass. Some old like, usually some old white or Latino man would be 

in his car and try to roll up and, you know, and we’d curse him out and send him off 

without any kind of enjoyment because we were like get the fuck out of here, you know, 

or we’re calling the cops, that kind of stuff.  But we, you know, I remember climbing into 

the first floor apartment.  My friend lived in, it was a two story walkup or I guess three 

stories, yeah.  And so she lived on the top floor with her sister and their, and her niece 

and then this couple with like two kids lived on the first floor and the first floor was this 

huge apartment so it split in the middle because that’s where you came in but on either 

side was their apartment.  It was super dope.  It was really big.  I can imagine what that 

space costs now. So they had these huge windows, they never locked them and so then 

they moved out and the daughter, they moved out because the daughter was like too fast 

for her age and just felt it was a bad influence, all this stuff.  So they moved wherever the 

hell they moved and I had a bum foot, I had had foot surgery because I had a bunion, how 

I had a bunion I still don’t know other than it being hereditary because I was too young to 

like have bad feet, you know?  From shoes and stuff. 

BECCA: No one cares about your bunion.  Just keep going with the story. 
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SHAMEEKA MATTIS: You shut up.  You don’t listen this whole time and you listen to that. 

BECCA: You just hear all this detail about --  

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I’m a storyteller. 

BECCA: (inaudible) Brooklyn. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: I had a bunion, it’s going to count in this story, thank you.  Be quiet, 

wife, just because your Jamaica State stories are boring. 

BECCA: They are not. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Oh, I rolled down the driveway. (laughter)  Anyway, I’m recovering 

from this bunion surgery, it’s (inaudible) I’m going to stop after this.  So I’m recovering 

from this bunion, right?  And I have it wrapped still like probably even got the pin in it, 

whatever, but I’m 17, 18, I feel like I’m on top of the world, I’m probably 17, feel like 

I’m on top of the world, I can do anything, I’m thinner, you know, agile, so we get this 

bright idea to climb into the fucking apartment through the top of the window, which is 

big.  It’s like huge, you know, you cannot stand in front of it and it not be taller than you 

no matter what your height.  So these big-ass windows and everybody else is like either 

drunk, high, or just not physical, and so they’re kind of like, “Shameeka, you’ve got to do 

it.”  You know, like you’re the one who can get in there, you’re wiry, you can do it.  So I 

pull myself up, something I could not do today easily, unless I was running for my life, 

I’m sure.  Pull myself up into this fucking window, because the idea is get in and then 

unlock the door so that we can go in there and like get laid, take our boyfriends and 

girlfriends in there, smoke, all this.  Because it was vacant for like two months.  And so, 

and the landlord was a piece of shit and he didn’t live in the building so he didn’t care.  

And so I pull myself up with this bum foot and I like crash to the floor.  You know, I 
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think I’m going to do this like really nice cat jump or whatever, totally like hit the hell 

out of it, screamed, if anybody was in there they would have thought I was robbing the 

place or something.  I’m on the floor like crawling to the door because I’m really hurt.  

And then it was fine.  You would think it never even happened.  And everybody was just 

like, “Fuck the foot, you climbed into the window, you jumped down, it’s like seven feet, 

dude, it’s cool.”  You know, like it was this whole thing.  And it was really higher than 

that.  You know, like I don’t know what the height to the ceiling was from the floor but 

that window was no joke.  So climb in this damn thing and we like, we laid camp up in 

there for maybe four days before the landlord came to visit or something and kicked us 

out.  And then we just went back upstairs.  So now this like, Red Hook was like my, that 

was my summer fun and especially in the heat because it was near the water.  It was the 

best place to be if you didn’t want to go to the city and, you know, kind of deal with the 

crowd on the trains and all that.  And you could also back in the day learn how to drive at 

Red Hook and so that’s where a lot of the driving tests were.  They might even still be 

over there.  And it led out into like Carroll Gardens so you go to, you know, Cobble Hill 

or go to Sunset Park, like it let out to so many different spots.  But I miss that.  That was 

cool.  Because that’s when I started to kind of feel who I was and just, you know, felt like 

I had so much potential.  Still do but definitely, you know, felt like really young, 

powerful.  So Red Hook was beautiful and we always found some random white person, 

because there were not a lot of white people in Red Hook, and if they were, they were 

like old school Italian people from like the ’50s, ’60s, you know, who were like aging 

and dying, so they were sweet.  But the young white, [85:00] you know, like yuppies or 

artist folks, you know, they were a few at a time so we’d kind of link up with them and 
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get more weed or like hang out, you know, just like drinking wine and shit.  Like it was 

just that kind of thing.  So I miss those days.  I remember coming back and seeing that 

big-ass Ikea and thinking what the fuck.  Not Ikea, only the Fairway.  And the waterfront 

and now multiple waterfronts, you know?  Like they fixed all of them up.  So and now 

one of like, one of the people I work with had a wedding out there in one of the art spaces, 

like it’s crazy.  You know, you’re like huh, and the shit’s like 10 to $20,000, you know?  

So that’s it.  That’s where I’ll end. 

CHARIS SHAFER: All right. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Yeah. 

CHARIS SHAFER: All right.  Well, thank you so much. 

SHAMEEKA MATTIS: Thank you for letting me blabber. 

 

END OF AUDIO FILE 


