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het, “You need to talk 1o us like we’re regular folk. You need to tell us

what’s

Th

goin on.” ”

eh he looked at Deborah, “The world gonna know who your

mother js. But you and Sonny and the rest of Henrietta’s children, the
probably won’t sec real benefits from them cells.” Deborah :onE“mn_ mM
.Huczcﬂ raised his long robed arm and pointed to JaBrea, 2 breatheak-
ingly bequtiful baby dressed in white lace with a bow in her hair.

. “Thig child will someday know that her great~grandmother Hep-
rietta helped the world!” Pullum yelled. Then he pomted around the room
at Davonland JaBrea’s other cousins, saying, “So will that child . . and

that child

hold of
He

d)- - and that child. This is their story now. They need to take
itland let it teach them they can change the world too.”
raised his”arms above his head and yelled hallelujah. Baby

JaBrea waved ra_.. hands and let out a loud happy screech, and the con-
gregation yelled amen.

38

The Long Road
te Clover

On January 18, 2009, on a cold, sunny Sunday,
I pulled off the highway onto the road into Clover. As I passed one
green field after the next, I thoughs, 7 don’t remember the road into
Clover being so long. Then I realized I'd just passed the Clover post
office—it was across the street from a big, empty field. But it used
to be across the street from the rest of downtown. 1 didn’t uaderstand.
If that was the post office; where was everything else? I kept driv-
ing for a moment, thinking, Did they move the post office? Then it
hit me.

Clover was gone.

I jumped out of the car and ran into the field, to the spot where
the old movie theater once stood—where Henrietta and CLff once
watched Buck Jones films. It was gone. So was Gregory and Martin’s
grocery and Abbott’s clothing store. I stood with my hand over my
mouth, staring in disbelief at the empty field until I realized there
were splinters of brick and small white plaster tiles pressed into the
dirt and grass. I knelt down and began collecting them, filling my
pockets with what remained of the town of Henrietta’s youth.
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I have to send some of this to Deborah, 1 thought. She’s not goin
to believe Clover is gone. *
Standing on Main Street, staring at the corpse of Clover’s down-
towp, it felt like everything related to Henietra’s history was vanish-
ing. In 2002, just one year afrer Gary had wrapped his hands around
Debprah’s head and passed the burden of the cells on to me, he’d died
.mc& enly at the age of fifty-two from a heart attack. He’d been walk-
1ng toward Cootie’s car, carrying his best suit to put in the trunk so it
wouldn’t get wrinkled on the way to Cootie’s mother’s funeral. A fow
months later, Deborah called to say that Cliff’s brother Fred had died
from|throat cancer. Next it was Day, who died of a stroke, surrounded
by his family. Then Cootie, who killed himself with a shotgun to the
head) Each time someone died, Deborah called crying.
thought the calls would never end.

Death just following us and this story everywhere we go,” she’d
say. “But I'm hangin in there.” )

o

R’

Fﬂ the years that followed the baptism, not much
changed for the Lackses. Bobbette and Lawrence went on with thejr

r<m.m. Lawrence didn’t think about the cells much anymore, though oc-

casionally he and Zakariyya still entertained the idea of suing Hopkins.
Sonny had a quintuple bypass in 2003, when he was fifty-six years

old—the last thing he remembered before falling unconscious under -
the anesthesia was a doctor standing over him saying his mother’s

cells were one of the most important things that had ever happened

to medicine. Sonny woke up more than $125,000 in debt because he
didn’t have health insurance to cover the surgery.

..Nmmnmn.uawm got kicked out of his assisted-living facility, then a
Section Eight housing project, where he smashed a forty-ounce beer
bottle gver a woman’s back and pushed her through a Hur:nw
dow. He sometimes worked with Sorny, driving  truck.

- In 2004 Deborah left her husband and moved into an assisted-
living apartment of her own, which she’d longed to do for years—she

glass win-
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was tired of fighting with Pullum, plus their row house had too many
stairs. After she moved out, to cover her bills, she went to work ful-
time for her daughter Tonya, who’d opened an assisted-living home in
her house. Fach morning Deborah left the assisted-living facility
where she lived, and spent the day cooking and cleaning for the five or
six men living in her daughter’s home. She quit after two years be-
cause her body couldn’t take walking up and down stairs all day.

When Deborah officially divorced Pullum in 2006, she had to
itemize her income as part of a request for the judge to waive her {il-
ing fee. She listed $732 per month from Social Security Disability and
$10 per month in food stamps. Her checking account was empty.

When 1 went back to visit Clover and found Main Street razed,
it had been a few months since Deborah and I talked. During our last
call, I’d told her that the book was done, and she’d said she wanted me
to come to Baltimore and read it to her, so I could talk her through
the hard parts. I'd called several times since to plan the visit, but
she hadn’t returned my calls. I left messages, but didn’t push her. She
needs some space to. prepare herself, | thought. She’ll call when she’s
ready. When [ got home from Clover, I called again saying, “T brought
something back for you from Clover—you won’t believe what’s hap-
pened down there.” But she didn’t call back.

On May 21, 2009, after leaving many messages, I called again. Her
voice-mail box was full. So I dialed Sonny’s number to say something
I’d said to him many times over the years: “Will you tell your sister to
stop messing around and return my calls? I really need to talk to her.
Our time is running out.” When he answered the phone I said, “Hey
Sonny, 1t’s Rebecca,” and for a moment the line went silent.-

“I’ve been trying to find your phone number,” he said, and my
eyes filled with tears. I knew there was only one reason Sonny would
need to call me.

Deborah had gone over to her niece’s house on Mother’s Day, a
week and a half before my call—Sonny had made crab cakes for her,
the grandchildren were there, and everyone laughed and told stories.

- After dinner he took Deborah back to the apartment she loved and
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Said

good night. She stayed home the next day, ate the leftover crab
cak

es Sonny sent home with her, and talked to Davon on the phone—
he was learning to drive and wanted to come over in the morning to
practice. The next morning when he called, she didn’t answer. A few
hours later Sonny dropped by to check on her, as he did pearly every
day; and found her in her bed, arms crossed on her chest, smiling. He
thoyght she was sleeping, so he touched her arm, saying, “Dale, time
to get up.” But she wasn’t sleeping. ,

She’s in a better place now,” Sonny told me. “A hearr attack just

Mother’s Day —she wouldn’t have wanted it another way. She’s
suffered a Jot in life, and now she’s happy.”
£

tuck

after

Arer finding-Deborah in her bed, Sonny cut a lock of her hair and
ed it inside their mother’s Bible with the locks of hair from Hen-
rietta and Elsi€. “She’s with them now,” he told me. “You know
there’s no place in the world she’d rather be.” - .

IDeborah was happy when she died: her grandson Little Alfred
now twelve, headed into the eighth grade, and doing well in
ol. Lawrence and Bobbette’s granddaughter Erika had gotten
Penn State after writing an admissions essay about how her great-
grandmother Henrietta’s story had inspired her to study science. After
transferring to the University of Maryland, she earned her bachelor’s
¢ and entered a master’s program in psychology, becoming the
of Henrietta’s descendants to attend graduate school. At seven-
Deborah’s grandson Davon was about to graduate from high
schogl. He’d promised Deborah he'd go to college and continue Jearn-
ing about Henrietta until he knew everything there was to know zbout
her. “[That really made me feel okay about dying whenever my time
come]” she’d told me.

“As Sonny told me the news of Deborah’s death, I sat staring at a
framed picture of her that’s been on my desk for nearly a decade. In it,

res are hard, her brow creased and angry. She’s wearing 2 pink

nd holding a bottle of pink Benadryl. Everything else is red: her
fingerhails, the welts on her face, the dirt beneath her feet.

I stared at that picture for days after her death as I listened to
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hours of tape of us talking, and read the notes T’d taken the last QE.M 1
- saw her. At one point during that visit, Deborah, Davon, and I sat side

by side on her bed, our backs to the wall, legs oﬁmﬁ.ﬂnv&. We'd EM
finished watching two of Deborah’s favorite movies back-to-back:

Ry . 'S can-
" Roots and the animated movie Spirit, about a wild horse who's cap

tured by the U.S. Army. She wanted us to %mﬂn.r. them ﬁommﬁrﬂw mM dﬁw
could see the similarities between the Hﬂol .m%ﬁﬂ fought for his free
i Kunta Kinte did in Roots, she saia.
QOHM_HHMMW was always tryin to keep them down mu&.m.ﬁﬂww them WHM_H
doing what they want just like Maomwm always doin with me an
mother,” she said. .
%oﬂqﬂuﬂ“cw“m;am ended, Deborah jumped out of Vm.& and put pm
yet another video. She pressed PLAY and a younger version oﬁw WMM@
appeared on the screen. It was one of nearly a dozen vaﬂr e 9
had recorded that didn’t make it into the QOn:Bm.BﬂmQ. Ob. nfwnnﬂ ,
Deborah sat on a couch with her Boﬁrﬁ.m. Bible open in Mp. Mwu
her hair brown instead of gray, her eyes bright, with no cire mm rm
neath them. As she talked, her hand stroked the long lock of her
BomWMMMﬁMMH”mm? her hair in the Bible,” Deborah said wb.mo ﬁr.n anH.m.
“When I think about this hair, I'm not as lonely. T imagine, M MM
would it be like to have a mother to go v, to laugh, cry, M.Hﬁm.e o
willing, T can be with her someday. 'm looking moama ﬂM mwﬂm e
The younger Deborah said she was glad that when s nﬁrn _r -
wouldn’t have to tell her mother the story of 9%@%5@ y ﬁWﬁmm
mm,bnm with the cells and the family, because mmn.ﬂmﬂm already - md,”
“She’s been watching us and seeing all that’s going on mo%b_u ere,
'‘Deborah said. “She’s waiting patiently for us. ﬂ..m:.w éom\_ ﬁu e EMM
words, just a lot of hugging and crying. 1 mezw believe mmmm. Eumoh
heaven, and she’s doin okay, because she did enough wc Q.Em H.
everyone down here. On the oﬂrmw side, awnw mmwﬂ there’s no pain w
i .. T want to be there with my mother.

mcmwmww._.w wnMSMmu me and Davon on the bed, Umvonmw uommnm Mﬁ rnM.
younger self on the screen and said, “Heaven looks just like Clover,
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Virginia. My mother and I always loved it down there more than any-
whereg else in the world.”

She stroked Davon’s hair. “I don’t know how Pm going to go,”
she said. “T just hope it’s nice and calm. But T tell you one ﬁrwum,,H
don’t want to be immortal if it mean living forever, cause then every-
body ¢lse just die and get old in front of you while you stay the same

and that’s just sad.” Then she smiled. “But maybe I'll come back mM
some HelLa cells like my mother, that way we can do good together

out there in the world.” She paused and nodded again. “I think I’d
like that.”

Where They
Are Now

Alfred Carter Jr., Deborah’s son, is in prison, mnﬁmsm a thirty-year
sentence for robbery with a dangerous and deadly weapon, and first-
degree assault with a handgun. While incarcerated, he went through
drug and alcohol rehabilitation and taught GED classes to other in-
mates for twenty-five dollars a month. In 2006 he wrote to the judge
who sentenced him, saying he wanted to pay back the money he stole
and needed to know who to send it to.

Dr. Sir Lord Keenan Kester Cofield’s whereabouts are unknown.
Most recently, he served several years in prison for trymng to buy
jewelry at Macy’s with a stolen check, and filed several lawsuits while
incarcerated..In 2008, after being released from prison, Cofield filed
a seventy-five-page lawsuit— his last to date—that a judge called “in-
comprehensible.” He sued 226 parties for more than $ro billion, and ar-
gued that past decisions in all his cases should be reversed in his favor,
and that anyone who’d printed his name without permission should be
included in his suit, because he’d copyrighted his name. I was never
able to get in touch with him to interview him for this book.




