


More praise for The Girl in the Yellow Poncho

“Kristal’s story touched me deeply. It will touch everyone who has  
struggled with feeling the in-betweenness that propels her riveting 
heroine’s journey to define herself and create the family for which she 
yearned. The writing is as powerful as the message: love ultimately 
triumphs.”—Gloria Feldt, author of Intentioning: Sex, Power, 
Pandemics, and How Women Will Take the Lead for (Everyone’s) Good

“After thirty years of reporting, Kristal Brent Zook has turned inward  
to write a deeply personal, frank, and inspirational story about race  
and class.”—ada Calhoun, author of Why We Can’t  Sleep: Women’s 
New Midlife Crisis

“Kristal Brent Zook’s coming-of-age memoir is a thought-provoking 
tale of triumph outdistancing pain, of never giving up on love and hope 
despite childhood traumas and a broken family. Kristal writes so beauti-
fully and urgently. The Girl in the Yellow Poncho will absolutely absorb 
you.”—Kevin Merida, coauthor of Obama: The Historic Campaign 
in Photographs
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 There  were interviews. Always interviews. Pen and notebook in hand, I 
rushed  here and  there, to appointments with tele vi sion and film direc-
tors, producers, actors, athletes, and musical artists. As an entertain-
ment and cultural reporter, I wrote features about Magic Johnson, Jamie 
Foxx, Jada Pinkett Smith, Keenen Ivory Wayans, Jill Scott, and Lil’ Kim, 
to name just a few.  Later, as I expanded into social justice reporting,  there 
 were politicians, activists, entrepreneurs, and all manner of change mak-
ers. I sat close as they laid out their speeches and plans, hoping that my 
words would also somehow contribute to the task of lifting as we climbed.

I saw myself as a race  woman, in the old- fashioned Ida B. Wells sense 
of the word; a journalist who dug deep to lay bare injustices and hold a 
mirror to our collective trauma and triumph. I was down for the cause, 
despite what some may have seen when they looked at me. I knew that 
my nearly white appearance put me at the periphery of this landscape, 
and yet I claimed it as my own. Raised by my African American  mother 
and grand mother, where  else was I  going to go? I was light- skinned, but 
for me,  there was no question of being anything but Black. Still, for many 
years, I held on to a secret shame and deep insecurities.

preface
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My white  father had abandoned my  mother before I was born, sending 
a message that locked itself into my psyche. I was unworthy of a man’s 
love. Unworthy of white protection. Unworthy of the picturesque (and 
always white)  family life I saw on tele vi sion. To add to my humiliation, a 
 father figure next door  violated my innocence as a child, confirming that 
I did not belong to the tribe of girls who  were to be cherished. I wrestled 
with  these demons of sexual assault, trauma, abandonment, and racial 
shame for the first four de cades of my life. And when I say wrestled, I mean 
literally, knock down to the ground, kicking and punching, wrestled. I 
journeyed across oceans. I prayed. I counseled. Time and again, I beat 
back the temptation to sink into a long history of generational drug and 
alcohol addiction that was entrenched on both the white and Black sides 
of my  family tree. I would be  whole, I de cided, even if I had to grab the 
devil of my past by the throat and wrench the air from his lungs in a gladi-
atorial do- or- die fight to the death. I did that. I took him on.

And I won.
 Today, my lost  father is found, and amazingly pre sent. So, too, is my 

 mother, an unexpected piece of my happy- ending puzzle. Somehow, 
against all odds, I’ve managed to create the  family of my dreams, with a 
husband I adore, a lovely stepdaughter, and my sunshine, our six- year- 
old  daughter. I could not have done that without faith, an open heart, and 
a determination to heal.

My husband and stepdaughter are from Spain, while my  daughter is bi-
racial, of African American and Southeast Asian heritage. Our  house hold 
is undeniably multiracial, part of the rapidly expanding population that 
has only recently begun to explode into our collective national awareness.

So where does that leave me, the journalist who has written about 
blackness and race all her life? Who am I now, if not the reporter docu-
menting the suffering and strength of Black  women? My answer is this 
book. In it, I take a journey back to a time when I recognized the power of 
 others to move mountains but  couldn’t quite see the brightness of my own 
star. This story is my testament to the power of forgiveness and settling 
into one’s own au then tic identity. In short, it’s my rediscovery of a  little 
girl who once stood tall and joyful in her favorite yellow poncho.



For a long time, I thought this was  going to be a book about finding and 
making peace with my  father. Even before reading  these pages, he sup-
ported the idea of this book without question. For his openness and 
willingness to be put on display, I am deeply grateful. In the end, however, 
this was also a story that belonged to my  mother. At its core, it is a jour-
ney about intergenerational healing among the  daughters,  mothers, and 
grand mothers in our  family. For helping me to find my way through this 
morass, I thank my  mother for her grace and generosity throughout the 
often difficult pro cess. Thank you to my grandmother, who has watched 
over the entire process, I’m sure, in spirit. My cousin Lisa is truly one of 
the most selfless  people I know, always unflinchingly embracing my own 
goals and dreams as her own. When she was moved to tears by something 
in the book, I knew that my words  were correct. Like all the  women in our 
 family, she is a true survivor.

My  daughter, Olivia, has been my inspiration from the inception of this 
book. The brightness of her spirit guides my path in  every way. I hope 
that she may one day take comfort from the love of  family expressed in 
 these pages and the love that envelops and surrounds her at all times.
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kansas ave nue

 “California law requires rentals to be  free of rodent and pest infestations,” 
Mom said through a clenched jaw and festering indignation. “We put all 
that in the letter.”  After our landlord refused to exterminate our apart-
ment, which was crawling with roaches, Mom had consulted with  Legal 
Aid and discovered that she could pay for a fumigation ser vice herself, 
deducting the cost from that month’s rent. She was resourceful in that 
way. Smart. But now, her anger draped itself into the corners of our  little 
second hand  Toyota Corolla, which she had scrimped and saved to buy. 
What a relief to  ride in a car, I thought, staring out the win dow. No more 
trudging back and forth on the stinky bus.

Mom took a drag of her  Virginia Slims cigarette, filling the car with 
smoke. From the passenger seat, my grand mother’s face was steely. She 
sucked her teeth, considering the situation, and fi nally replied, “That man 
 ain’t shit.” Dra, as we liked to call her, was only four foot eleven, but for me, 
and I suspect for my cousin Lisa, too, who rode beside me in the back seat, 
Dra was the most power ful force in our world. Anybody who risked her 
wrath, well, that was risking quite a lot.
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Mom and Dra often had conversations like this one:  bitter exchanges 
about no- good, two- bit male landlords or bosses. While most of what 
they said went over my head, the gist of their worldview was as clear as 
Mom’s Helen Reddy soundtrack. We  were Black. We  were  women. We 
worked hard. We strug gled. Fighting back and being angry was the story 
of our lives, it seemed to me. Men, when they managed to stick around, 
only increased our heartaches. We might have enjoyed watching Shaft 
and Super Fly on- screen— cool cats who exploded into movie theaters in 
the early 1970s. But such men  didn’t exist in real life. Not in our world.

I  didn’t know it then, but Mom and Dra  were laying a serious founda-
tion for us girls, outlining the contours of a belief system I would take to 
heart so completely for the first few de cades of my life that it never oc-
curred to me how fundamental it was to my being. Or how detrimental. 
They taught us, both in words and actions, one all- encompassing lesson: 
Black  women survive. Push past the fear, the sadness, the regret, and 
 don’t count on anyone but yourself. Just keep stepping. Most importantly, 
never take the time to acknowledge old hurts and vulnerabilities. Leave 
 those where they are, raw and unhealed beneath seemingly impenetrable 
surfaces.

We  were on our way home from Dolores’s church, as they called it, near 
Pico and Vermont in downtown Los Angeles. Dolores was a Latina  family 
friend who may or may not have been an  actual member of the clergy 
but who shared the same spiritual beliefs as Mom and Dra. Her “church” 
was more of a storefront shop with a podium and several rows of folding 
chairs for ser vices. Dra liked to stock up on her talismans  there, purchas-
ing green candles for money, white ones for protection, and black to ward 
off evil. They  were thick and came in glass jars, allowing them to burn for 
days on end. Dra kept long rows of them alight across the entire length of 
her bathtub. This seemed perfectly normal to me as a child.  Didn’t every-
one fill their tubs with burning candles?

We called it Dolores’s church, even though she had a husband some-
where in the background. Maybe we discounted him  because he was up 
to no good. “He  don’t want the mestiza no more,” Dolores  later confided 
to Mom when her husband left her for a whiter Latina. Of course, we all 
sympathized. In that much, Latina culture was the same as our own. We 
all understood perfectly well the power of light skin.
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The demons  were aggressive at Dolores’s church. Sometimes they had 
to be physically chased from bodies. Once, when a demon burst forth 
from an adult man, the entire congregation leaped to its feet. “Get the 
kids out!  Don’t let him get inside the  children!”

On other Sundays, we attended church ser vices at the home of Ma-
dame Eula, an ordained minister whose congregation met in her South 
Los Angeles living room. Or maybe that was Reverend Richards. In any 
case,  there  were several Black  women preachers we trusted. It seemed 
perfectly normal to us that they might pepper their biblical proclama-
tions with prophecy. Why  wouldn’t they? No one in our  family doubted 
the power of divination. Mom and Dra depended on psychics such as 
Madame Eula to guide our  family’s comings and  goings and to help prepare 
us for  future events.

A more traditional option was Calvary Baptist Church on Twentieth 
Street, where parishioners fell out into the floor with the Holy Ghost. On 
 those Sundays, Dra loaded us girls onto the bus for a full morning of Bible 
classes, sermons, and socializing with the tall- hatted  women who gath-
ered  there. But no  matter where we went, the best part about Sundays 
was coming home. I longed for the moment when I could fi nally kick off 
my patent leather shoes and watch the Flintstones while Dra boiled hot 
dogs for our lunch.

I glanced at Lisa in the seat next to me. She was more like a  sister than 
a cousin,  really, since we’d lived together our  whole lives. She happened 
to be biracial too: her  mother was white and her  father (Mom’s  brother, 
my  uncle Mervin) was Black. Unlike me, however, Lisa had smooth black 
ringlets and olive- colored skin. I was more yellow- toned, with a frizzy, 
blondish- brown mane. Despite our diff er ent features,  people assumed we 
 were  sisters. Some even asked if we  were twins, perhaps  because of our 
matching green eyes. Talk about color-blind. Our color apparently made 
them blind to every thing  else.

It’s hard to imagine now, but in the mid-1960s,  children of more than 
one race  were still seen as strange. Until 1967, interracial marriage was 
still illegal in sixteen states. Our very existence warranted curious stares 
and rude pointing on a daily basis. Once, Lisa’s  father— a brown- skinned 
Black man— took her for a haircut at the Santa Monica mall. A  couple 
of police officers pulled him aside, detaining him for questioning. What 
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was a Black man  doing with this  little white baby? they wanted to know. 
 Those  were the times we lived in.

Mom was never quite sure how to describe us to strangers who often 
asked what we “ were.” She and Dra told them we  were “half- white” or 
“mixed,” if they  really needed to know. And they  really seemed to need 
to know.

Mom steered the Corolla onto Cloverfield Ave nue, a few blocks from our 
apartment. Dra, who never had a driver’s license, was a classic back-seat 
driver, comically slamming her foot into the floor mat whenever she sus-
pected Mom should slow down.

At a red light, the car stalled.
“Shit.” Mom turned the key in the ignition.
“Not again,” Lisa mumbled.
“What’s wrong with it?” Dra asked.
“The same  thing that’s always wrong with it.” Mom said this as though 

the car breaking down was somehow Dra’s fault. In real ity, it was a piece 
of junk that had never worked. My poor mom had been sold a lemon with 
a hopelessly corroded engine. No  matter how many paychecks she poured 
into repairs, it never  stopped breaking down.

A  couple of guys offered to push us to the side of the road. From  there, 
we  didn’t have far to walk. Gathering purses, groceries, and, of course, 
bags of heavy candles, we trudged the rest of the way on foot.

When I think about the subtle and not- so- subtle ways in which my 
 mother and grand mother passed on lessons of strength and fortitude, I’m 
reminded of three memories in par tic u lar: boxing, bleeding, and pooping.

Professional wrestling and boxing matches  were our Friday night ritual. 
Lisa and I curled up in the back bedroom, munching snacks. Dra was 
propped up a few feet away, in her own twin bed, popping open a Coors. 
Between us was a small black- and- white tele vi sion on a rolling cart.

“Get ’em, Thunderbird! Knock his head off!” we yelled at the tele vi-
sion. Mom stayed in her room during  these bouts, never quite acquiring a 
taste for knockouts.

“Hit ’em harder, you dummy! Break his arm!”
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And on we went into the night. Our ritual served as more than enter-
tainment. It was also a teaching moment.

So was the Saturday morning that Dra yelled at me for nursing a bleed-
ing fin ger. Squeamish to a fault, I was the kind of child who fainted at the 
mere sight of blood, passed out cold on the floor of my pediatrician’s office. 
But Dra  wasn’t having it.  There was laundry to do, and I was supposed 
to be helping her and Lisa sort clothes. “ Ain’t nobody got time to worry 
about that fin ger!” she barked. I had expected sympathy, but her expres-
sion was one I’d never seen before and  wasn’t quite sure I recognized. Dra 
was actually . . .  disgusted? By what, I’m still not sure, but I suspect it 
was a kind of frailty, or weakness, that made her most uncomfortable.

Then  there was the prob lem of my poop. I was often constipated as 
a child, spending long stretches on the toilet. During  these episodes, I 
would moan or cry out in pain and frustration. Mom and Dra mostly car-
ried on with what ever they  were  doing: vacuuming, folding clothes, mak-
ing dinner. No one coddled me or kept me com pany. They felt sorry for 
me, of course. Who wanted to see their  little girl suffer? But I guess they 
figured that other than giving me generous servings of castor oil,  there 
 wasn’t much  else to be done. When I had hernia surgery at age five, I took 
the hit like one of  those wrestlers we watched on tele vi sion and moved on.

The  women in my  family  were warriors, without ever seeing themselves 
that way. Just as our ancestors and forebears had survived centuries of 
oppression and brutality by shoring up their defenses to the thousandth 
degree, so too did Mom and Dra behave exactly as they  were expected to: 
without sentimentality or the slightest hint of fragility. They meant us no 
harm. In fact, cultivating our strength was their way of equipping us for 
 battle, just as their forebears had done for them.

For years, I did my best to absorb the lessons they conveyed. Even 
 today, I do a pretty good imitation of a strong Black  woman when the 
situation calls for it. In fact, part of me is that  woman. But  there’s 
a bigger part, I think, that never quite embraced that narrative. Barely 
hidden beneath my thick skin, an unspoken desire flickered on. The odds 
 weren’t in my  favor, I knew that. But my heart was resolute. If I listened to 
it closely, it would prove to be my most power ful resource. I might have 
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to reject every thing Mom and Dra taught me about being a strong Black 
 woman in order to heal the broken parts of myself. But that was OK. 
I de cided I was willing to pay that price.

I  imagined that I might one day have the kind of dream  family I saw 
on tele vi sion, with  mothers and  fathers who sweet- talked and played 
with their  children. I know now that families are not perfect, of course. 
Black families like my own are often laden with generational trauma. But 
back then, I was convinced that if I wished for it hard enough, my  father 
would come back. And if he came back, maybe my  mother would smile 
and tickle and kiss me too, just like  those happy moms and dads on tele vi-
sion. I would have the  family of my dreams, I vowed in some quiet corner 
of my being: a  family that felt  whole, with no one missing. I would have 
my happily ever  after.



uncle mervin

 “Did you brush your teeth?” Mom asked. We  were warm and cozy  under a 
freshly laundered chenille bedspread. For a special treat, and  because it 
was Valentine’s Day, Mom had let me eat Fig Newtons and stay up past 
my bedtime so that we could watch Hawaii Five- O together. We  were like 
“two bugs in a rug,” she said. A rare treat indeed.

Usually, I brushed my teeth like clockwork. I was a good girl who did 
pretty much every thing Mom and Dra asked without complaint. But it 
was nearly eleven o’ clock and I was just too tired. Instead, I ran the tooth-
brush  under the  water and placed it back in the cup. “Zookie?” My eyes 
 were closed, but I could hear Mom smiling. “Did you  really brush your 
teeth?” How did she know? Ugh. Off I trudged, back to the bathroom to 
finish the job.

Dra and Lisa  were asleep at the back of the apartment when we heard 
a sudden knock. Ours was a tranquil, residential neighborhood. With the 
tele vi sion off, and the shooting and car chases done, the  house was  silent. 
We had no dog or cat. Not even a hamster to spin around on a wheel. It 
was just us. Mom and I exchanged confused looks. We  weren’t the kind of 

2
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 family that got visitors even during daytime hours. Mom and Dra  didn’t 
have casual girlfriends or chatty neighborhood acquaintances. In  those 
early years, they mostly kept to themselves.

Mom padded into the living room with me tracking close  behind. I 
pressed myself  behind her legs as she studied the peephole. Slowly, with 
impending dread, she opened the door.

“Is this the home of Mervin Brent?” I felt my  mother crumple beside me.
She stared back at two uniformed police officers. “I’m his  sister.”
My  uncle Mervin had trafficked marijuana from Tijuana to Los Angeles 

for some time to support his heroin addiction. He was good at it.  Until he 
 wasn’t. He got caught and was sent away to a minimum- security prison. 
 After he got out, he met Jane, a soft- spoken Texan with porcelain skin. I 
remember that she drove a burgundy Cadillac and sang along to easy hits 
on the radio. The night they met, she and my  uncle sat up together all 
night on a bench at Venice Beach, talking.

Jane was diff er ent, as Mom would  later explain. She had absolutely no 
experience with drugs or drug dealers. With her in his life, Mervin turned 
a corner. He checked himself into a rehabilitation program at uCla and 
got clean. He signed up for job training as a welder and, before long, he 
was earning a  legal paycheck. He was spending more time with us girls 
lately, too, taking us to lunch at ihop, which, for me, was nothing short 
of a five- star restaurant. I  couldn’t have been happier with my banana nut 
pancakes, with thick chunks of butter and maple syrup.

Even Ms. Honda at our day-care center called Mervin “sweet” and 
“winsome” when he came to pick us up. He sat in the big armchair by 
the door when he visited, regaling us with silly stories and anecdotes. I 
remember how he’d throw his head back and release the most enormous 
belly laugh I’d ever heard. His presence, even amid his  battle with addic-
tion, was more than we could say for that of Lisa’s  mother.

One of the officers asked, “Is  there a man of the  house?”
Dra joined us then, tightening her robe. “What is this concerning?”
“Ma’am.” He nodded. The officer’s tone was surprisingly gentle. Mom 

would  later won der if he was uncomfortable delivering his news to two 
 women and a small child.

“I’m sorry to inform you. This is concerning the death of Mervin Brent.”
“Oh!” Mom turned to me, desolate.
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My grand mother caught herself against a wall. “Lord have mercy.”
The officer paused long enough for them to find their bearings. “The 

cause of death appears to have been a drug overdose. Heroin.”
When she fi nally spoke, Mom’s voice was thick with emotion. “Where 

is he?”
The officer glanced at his notes. “His body was found in a vacant drug 

 house at . . .  562 North Serrano Ave nue.”
To this day, Mom can still recite the address from memory. I won der 

how many times  she’d gone over it in her mind.  Uncle Mervin’s attempts 
to get clean had come too late, she would  later say. He just “slid back.”

While we stood frozen at the door, Lisa slept peacefully in her bed, 
unaware of how her life was about to change.  Later, she would tell me how 
strange it had been. At that moment,  she’d been dreaming of her  father, 
and it was, as she described it, one of the happiest dreams of her life. In 
fact, I never believed it was a dream at all. It was her  father, I de cided, 
coming to spend his last moments at her side. No doubt, he wanted to 
surround his precious girl, his only child, with the love he now glimpsed. 
I believe Lisa must have felt that blinding white light too.

 After Mervin’s death, my  mother closed the door to our bedroom most 
days and stayed  there for what felt like hours, sobbing over her tarot 
cards. Arranging symbols across our bed, she studied the images and 
then shuffled and tried again. We  didn’t have a stereo, so Mom used my 
plastic kid’s turntable to play a 45 single of Frank Sinatra’s “My Way,” 
over and over again. It was her ode to Mervin, their shared swan song 
of defeat.

What I  didn’t know then was that during all  those hours sequestered 
in our bedroom, Mom was not only mourning her  brother; she was also 
grieving the loss of her own innocence. She must have realized by then 
that my  father, a drug addict and alcoholic, was also well and truly gone. 
She would be a single  mother  after all. Mom’s  brother, grand father, and a 
host of other  family members  were addicted to drugs or alcohol or both. 
Dra believed that we had been cursed as a  family. Perhaps, at that point, 
Mom was starting to agree.

Preheat oven to 450 degrees. Rub cooking oil over potatoes. Poke holes 
with a fork and wrap in aluminum foil. Bake for thirty minutes.


