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	To every boy, girl, man, and woman who has ever felt life dealt them an unwinnable hand – I speak to your hope, your vision, and your future, affirming that you will become everything you were meant to be.



	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“It always seems impossible until it's done.”

	Nelson Mandela

	 

	“Never let someone’s opinion become your reality.

	Never sacrifice who you are because someone else

	has a problem with it. Love who you are inside and out.”

	Les Brown
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	Note to the Reader

	This story may hit close to home.

	You might feel joy.

	You might feel grief.

	You might need to pause and breathe.

	Please do.

	 

	This book isn’t meant to be rushed.

	It’s meant to be felt.

	 

	Take what you need.

	Leave space for what you don’t.

	And know this—you are not alone.

	 

	If at any point you feel overwhelmed, 

	I invite you to return to this page.

	 

	Healing is a journey, not a race.

	This story was written with you in mind—

	and with hope in every word.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	AUTHOR’S NOTE

	Why A Second Edition?

	 

	“Never think you can’t start over. Every day, the sun rises and sets with a new purpose. To welcome the beginning of a day and say farewell in the same manner,” 




	When I first released Oakland Hills, Milwaukee Rivers in 2024, I did so with trembling hands and an open heart. I told myself, “Just get the story out.” And I did. I bled onto those pages—unfiltered, raw, and honest moments of my life. That version of the book was never about perfection; it was about survival. It was the first time I wholeheartedly owned the truth of what I had lived through.

	But something wouldn’t let me rest.

	As the months passed and readers responded, I began to see what I had left unsaid—not because I was hiding, but because I was still healing and processing what I shared with the world. I had given you snapshots. Glimpses. But not the whole journey. Not the quiet details. Not the moments that shaped me when no one was watching.

	So, I went back.

	I didn’t go back to fix a flaw—I went back to bring clarity. The original title reflected my roots, but it didn’t clearly show what the book was truly about: survival, identity, and purpose. I owed it to the people who needed this story—especially those who didn’t know my name, but would see themselves in these pages—to make it unmistakably clear that this book was for them, too.

	This second edition is not just a revised manuscript—it’s a deeper invitation. It’s the truth I needed time, courage, and grace to write.

	I did it to give space for Aunt Grace’s impact. 

	To walk more slowly through the heartbreaks. 

	To tell the whole story—not just of how I survived, but how I kept going, and the resilience that shaped because of it. 

	If you read the first edition, thank you for holding space for my voice when it was still trembling. If this is your first encounter with this story, know that every chapter has been reimagined with you in mind.

	This is not just a memoir. It’s a mirror. 

	 

	A survival guide.

	 

	A reclamation.

	 

	A love letter to the kid who made it out—and the man who finally stopped hiding.

	 

	Welcome.

	 

	Dr. Keyimani L. Alford

	 

	 

	 

	
PROLOGUE

	Between Two Worlds

	 

	“We don’t get to choose how our story begins or ends. Those belong to different worlds. But what we do in the in-between is what matters most.”





	Saturday mornings in Oakland felt like borrowed time. I was in my bedroom, sitting on the floor—knees tucked to my chest—watching a 12-inch black-and-white TV that sat on top of an old milk crate. The screen flickered with cartoons, but there was no color, and no sound loud enough to drown out the quiet in the house. My bed sat awkwardly in the middle of the room, its springs seemed to creak even when no one touched them. An old, faded blanket draped across it, wrinkled up like it had stopped caring, too.

	There was no dresser. No posters. Just poorly painted walls, a dusty carpeted floor, and the kind of stillness that made time stretch longer than it should.

	On weekends, sometimes my stomach would ache from hunger. Not the kind that made you cry—but the kind you got used to. The kind that taught you not to ask questions because you already knew the answer.

	My mom was somewhere in the house, behind a closed door. That’s how some days were. Her silence louder than anything on the television. Her absence was louder than her voice and more visible than her presence.

	I remember tracing shapes on the floor with my fingers, pretending they were roads out of there, using my imagination to create a world I couldn’t touch—but needed to believe in.

	Then came the knock.

	A slow, steady knock on the front door.

	I froze. We didn’t get many visitors—not like that. Especially not on a Saturday. I wasn’t supposed to open the door, but I didn’t need to. A few seconds later, I heard two voices—women—echo through the house like they belonged there. Calm, firm, and familiar.

	They talked with my mom for a while, catching up like old friends. Then I heard one of them ask, “Where is he? Where’s my nephew?”

	My mom answered, “He’s back there in his room.”

	The next knock came softer—closer. My door.

	I jumped up from the floor, with my heart pounding.

	There she stood. Like a quiet storm.

	She didn’t ask for permission. She didn’t hesitate. And for the first time in a long time, someone was looking at me—not past me, not through me, but at me. Like I mattered. Like I was worth showing up for.

	I didn’t know it then, but that knock would change my life.

	Oakland taught me how to survive, shrink myself, and pretend everything was fine when everything inside me felt broken. I grew up near the hills, elevated by pride but weighed down by pain, learning to mask my struggle with silence.

	But that knock didn’t just interrupt the day. It disrupted the direction of my life.

	It wasn’t a rescue wrapped in speeches—it was presence. 

	Action. 

	Consistency.

	I was brought to Milwaukee—not just to change my zip code, but to rewrite my trajectory. 

	Where Oakland gave me grit, Milwaukee gave me grace. 

	Where I learned to be guarded, Milwaukee taught me how to be open.

	Where the hills made me climb, the rivers taught me how to flow.

	This memoir is about what it means to live—and navigate—between two worlds. Between pain and healing, chaos and calm, abandonment and belonging. It’s for every child who’s ever sat on the floor of a quiet room, wondering if anyone would come. And for every adult still carrying that child inside who is just wishing to grow up.

	Oakland Hills, Milwaukee Rivers is not just a title.

	It’s a testimony.

	A roadmap of struggle and transformation.

	* * *

	Growing up as an only child came with its own set of assumptions. People often thought my life was stable, privileged, even. They assumed I had everything I needed—that I was spoiled or used to getting my way. While that might be true for some, it couldn’t have been further from mine.

	My childhood wasn’t filled with abundance—it was shaped by lack and survival. Conversations with others often revealed how different my experiences were. But those experiences became the foundation for my resilience.

	I used to think survival was the end goal. If I could just make it through—get past the pain, outlast the shame, hide the truth—I’d be okay. But healing doesn’t come from what you escape. It comes from what you’re willing to face and speak out loud.

	This story—every part of it—was a fight to reclaim myself. Some pages were heavy. Some felt like ripping the bandages off wounds I didn’t realize were still bleeding. But every word came from a place of truth I couldn’t run from anymore.

	You’ll walk through my hills—the hard places, the weight I carried, the parts of me that broke and still kept going.

	You’ll cross my rivers—the changes, the losses, the grace I didn’t expect but desperately needed.

	And maybe, somewhere in the tension between the two, you’ll see a piece of yourself too.

	This isn’t the full story. But it’s the part I’m ready to share. The rest—what’s still being wrestled with—will come in time.

	But for now, I’ve opened the door.

	Come in. The story begins here.

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	SHAKEN 
FOUNDATIONS


	 

	 

	“Some things break to reveal what was never truly

	steady to begin with.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	

	They say the ground doesn’t have to crack for your world to fall apart. Sometimes, it’s the silence in the hallway, the hunger that teaches you how to numb, and the knock on the door that changes everything.

	This part of the story marks the beginning of turmoil. Childhood in Oakland offered little room for stillness—not the comforting kind. Instead, it presented lessons hidden within earthquakes, both literal and emotional. These chapters brim with aftershocks: unmet needs, unspoken fears, and sudden goodbyes.

	Here is where we learn to walk carefully—how to read the room, brace for the next hit, and keep smiling even when your hands are shaking inside. These are the stories of first friends, fractured trust, and a boy figuring out how to protect the parts of himself that the world had no interest in saving.

	This is where survival became a language I learned without realizing I was fluent.

	

	 


CHAPTER 01

	Lake Merritt

	 

	“Friendships are like mirrors, reflecting what stands before them. Choose yours wisely, as friendships, like flowers, fade if not watered.”




	Looking back, I sometimes wonder how I ended up in some of the wild situations I did. Even as a little kid, I embarked on adventures that, in hindsight, probably weren’t the safest or wisest ways to spend a childhood afternoon. Perhaps being an only child gave me the independence to make those questionable decisions, or maybe it was fate’s way of preparing me for the challenges life would throw my way later. Either way, growing up on East 24th Street in Oakland had a way of turning even the most mundane days into unforgettable memories.

	Our neighborhood was a lively place, brimming with character and excitement, nestled in the heart of California’s abundant citrus groves. It was nearly impossible to walk down a street without passing trees heavy with lemons, oranges, or grapefruits. Our apartment was at the base of a hill in a duplex, with my family occupying the lower level and our neighbors—a Native American family—living above us. Their son, London, was about my age, and we hit it off almost instantly. His family, with younger parents and playful energy, was full of laughter and joy. His dad and uncle, with their sun-kissed skin and long, straight black hair, exuded warmth and vibrancy, transforming our shared porch into a welcoming hub for anyone and everyone.

	London and I were inseparable, roaming the neighborhood as if it were our kingdom. Across the street, thick vines twisted up walls and fences, where we played, making it perfect for climbing. They stood between the neighborhood church, where we’d get our weekly fix of powdered milk, government cheese, and all the other essentials to supplement our meals. A few houses down lived Diego, one of our regular friends. He owned a Sega Genesis—the holy grail of gaming systems in our eyes. We spent hours in his living room, transfixed by Sonic the Hedgehog, our fingers flying over the controllers as we tried to beat level after level. Diego’s backyard was like a hidden oasis. Among its treasures was a kumquat tree, laden with small, vibrant orange fruits that became my favorite snack. I still remember the taste—juicy, with just the right blend of sweet and tart, about the size of a ping-pong ball, with a brown seed in the center. We’d climb onto the roof of his garage to reach the ripest kumquats, savoring each bite as we tossed the seeds to the ground below. There was also a grapefruit tree in his yard, but those fruits were bitter unless we covered them in sugar—a rarity unless we were craving a change from our usual kumquat harvest.

	The block was also home to a few citrus trees we’d raid occasionally, picking huge, juicy oranges and tart lemons straight from the branches. Biting into an orange fresh off the tree, its sweetness flooding our mouths, felt like tasting a slice of California sunshine itself. We’d often launch the peels at each other, laughing as we dodged the flying bits of fruit skin.

	London’s family was close-knit, always gathering on the porch to catch up on each other’s lives. My mom and I felt comfortable with them, a trust built over countless small interactions and the occasional borrowing of sugar or cooking oil. It was the kind of neighborly bond that felt like family, and that sense of belonging also extended to the kids. London and I spent hours on our bikes, speeding down the streets of Oakland and exploring the corners of our neighborhood with boundless energy. Diamond Park was one of our favorite destinations. It had a small creek that wound along a narrow path, ending in a gentle waterfall next to a golf course. We’d wade into the water, fishing out golf balls to bring home—our little treasure hunt. But the real fun began when we got them back home. Tucked between the houses, crouched like conspirators, we waited for cars to drive down the street. As headlights drew close, one of us would throw a ball into the road, where it would hit the pavement with a loud crack, bouncing wildly in the direction of the oncoming car. Sometimes, we’d hold our breath as a ball would smack against the car’s bumper—a tiny, harmless rebellion against the world of adults. In that moment, we felt invincible.

	And yet, fear was our constant shadow. We’d barely wait to see the driver’s reaction before darting off in all directions, legs pumping, laughter mingling with the thrill of knowing we’d gotten away—just this once. But beneath the thrill lurked the understanding that, if ever caught, our parents would have more than a few stern words waiting for us. We knew we were tempting fate each time, yet the thrill of defiance was irresistible. The thrill of a risk taken, a secret kept, a rule broken—just one more time. Another piece of our childhood adventures.

	* * *

	One summer day, London’s family invited me to join them on a trip to Lake Merritt. The lake wasn’t just water—it was Oakland’s heartbeat. A space where joggers, families, and dreamers gathered to lose track of time. When I asked my mom if I could go, she didn’t hesitate. She trusted London’s family, and I trusted the idea that something about this day would matter.

	I wore my favorite white T-shirt with blue trim and a rainbow design, and my worn jean shorts that had seen better days. The sun had full authority that day, resting on our shoulders with warmth that felt personal. The water shimmered like it was stitched with gold, its ripples catching the light just right. The path around the lake—just over three miles—was alive: joggers pounding pavement, kids weaving between walkers on bikes, and couples locked in soft conversation.

	Palm trees, a staple in the California landscape, stood tall like silent elders, watching as we moved. Ducks glided across the water, paddleboats drifted lazily, and the scent of blooming flowers and grilled food danced in the breeze. Everything felt wide open, effortless, and free.

	[image: Image]

	But freedom—real or imagined—can blur judgment.

	Later that afternoon, London’s dad and uncle stopped at a liquor store. They came out smiling, holding a massive, round glass jug of wine that looked like it belonged in a cartoon. It had a handle on the side. They were in a good mood holding it, maybe based on the anticipation of what its contents would bring or conversations they had in the store itself. 

	Then they offered us a sip.

	To us, it felt like a joke. A dare, even. Like puffing my mom’s cigarette butts from the ashtray and convincing myself it didn’t count. I took a gulp. Then another. The warm burn in my throat made me feel grown. And I felt like nothing could touch me.

	But freedom doesn’t always feel like a warning. Sometimes it feels like laughter on your lips and heat on your skin—right before the shame shows up.

	We walked through the neighborhood, and somewhere along the way, I stripped off my shirt, drunk off that jug of rebellion, and left it on someone’s porch like it didn’t matter. Like, I didn’t care who saw me.

	* * *

	When we finally reached home, my mom took one look at me and knew. Her gaze was a mixture of surprise and something else, a little amused but mostly unimpressed. She exchanged words with London’s dad and uncle that I couldn’t quite catch, and I remember her gentle hand guiding me into the house. She didn’t scold or punish me; she just ushered me to the bathroom, ran a lukewarm bath, and watched as I splashed around, sobering up. That night, I fell asleep fast, drifting off with the memories of our adventure still playing behind my eyelids.

	I woke up the next morning, the remnants of my first brush with rebellion fading, but the memories firmly in place. It had been a wild day, one I’ll never forget—a glimpse into the unpredictable world of grown-ups and a rite of passage that, looking back, was both absurd and memorable. The summer continued, and although my mom didn’t let me hang out with London’s family as much afterward, those memories stayed with me. They were just one of many that made up the beautiful, chaotic tapestry of my Oakland childhood, when the world felt a little bigger, a little brighter, and every day was a new adventure.

	Reflecting on those summer days, those kumquat-stained fingers, and those mischievous grins weren’t just random snapshots of childhood—they were the blueprints of something deeper taking root. We weren’t just kids playing in the streets or throwing golf balls at bumpers for laughs. Without knowing it, we were learning how to navigate risk, trust instinct, and protect the ones we called family. Even then, my loyalty ran deep. If you were with me—really with me—I’d stand beside you, no matter how reckless the road ahead. It didn’t matter if we were climbing fences we weren’t supposed to, daring each other to touch the electric thrill of the unknown, or sipping from bottles we didn’t fully understand. If you were my friend, I was riding with you.

	That same loyalty later complicated my life. I held on to people who had already let go, thinking shared history should be enough. I thought leaving meant giving up on everything we’d had. But that’s the thing about early lessons—they don’t always come with instruction manuals. They’re lived, felt, and sometimes misinterpreted. Still, they stay with you.

	The curiosity that once had me peeling back citrus bark and exploring creeks behind playgrounds became the same curiosity that pushed me to search for more in life. More than what the neighborhood had to offer. More than what my zip code suggested I was worth. I was always asking questions, wondering what was around the next block, behind the next door, beyond the boundaries someone else had set for me. That restless wonder became my engine—sometimes leading me to trouble, yes—but just as often pulling me toward purpose. Toward something better.

	And resilience was born right there on East 24th Street. In the late-night bike rides. In the long baths after bad decisions. And, in the sound of my mom’s voice calling me home before the streetlights got too bright. I didn’t know it then, but I was learning how to bounce back. How to laugh after getting caught. How to forgive myself and try again. Who would’ve known my carefree days of childhood would become rehearsals for a life that would ask me to be strong, loyal, and brave… again and again.

	Lake Merritt wasn’t just a place. It was a preview. A mirror. A reminder that the boy who ran through those Oakland streets didn’t disappear. He would one day grow up to revisit everything he learned—every wild decision, every scraped knee, every hidden tear to become the foundation I’d build my future on.

	
Chapter 02

	Streetlights

	 

	“Protection is often wrapped in love. Those who care deeply want to ensure you’re here to experience another day. Cherish their concern and hold it as a precious gift in your life.”




	The streets of Oakland had a way of leaving their mark, etching themselves into me even as life shifted and addresses changed. Though we moved just a few blocks away, the rhythm of the city—its gritty essence and unspoken rules—remained as familiar as my own reflection. Every corner, every cracked sidewalk still felt like home, holding stories I wasn’t ready to let go of, even as the scenery shifted slightly around me. By then, I had grown older but still carried the same build—a tall, scrawny, dark-skinned Black boy. My hair was thick and rough, and it regularly did its own thing. Kinda like the neighborhood. Back then, haircuts weren’t regular. When I got one, it was from friends still learning the craft. The cuts were uneven, but it didn’t matter. I was just a kid, and the world had more pressing matters than how neatly my hair was cut.

	Each morning, I’d wake early, the weight of sleep still lingering, and carefully make my bed. Always neat and precise, it was my small act of creating order in a world that often felt unpredictable. As a kid, I never thought too much about the future. It was too far ahead, a hazy thing I couldn’t grasp. But one thing was clear: I wanted to be a doctor. The thought of healing people became a passion in those quiet moments. Each glance at my face carried an unspoken yearning, a desire to understand and mend, not just the wounds I could see, but the ones hidden beneath. Those moments stirred something profound within me—a calling I couldn't quite articulate, but I felt it like a soft whisper, urging me to step into a world where I could help others—a place of healing, support, and impact. Maybe my chronic asthma made me so acutely aware of the fragility of life. At times, I’d sit on the floor by my bedroom window, gasping for breath after an attack, watching the world go by, wondering how it would feel to take a deep, uninterrupted breath. The sensation of air filling my lungs was something I cherished deeply, like a gift, and I wanted to help others feel that way too. Regardless, in those fleeting moments of solitude, I knew my life had a purpose. I had to figure out exactly what that purpose was—my contribution to a world with so many challenges.

	Life wasn’t easy, but it was manageable. I had a few things on my side—good friends, my mom, and the freedom of youth. The neighborhood felt like an extension of our homes. It was where we lived, played, and grew together. My friends and I raced our bikes down the city's narrow streets, speeding down hills, indifferent to the cracks in the sidewalk or the cars that sped by. We had no reason to be afraid, no responsibilities weighing us down. The weather always made us feel like we could do anything—like we owned the streets. Some days, we raced through the neighborhood, shouting and laughing as we swerved on the sidewalks, pretending we owned it and that the whole world was ours to conquer.

	But there were other days when we didn’t need bikes to entertain us. We found something else on those days: something a little more absurd, but infinitely more fun. We turned my friend Walter’s front yard into our wrestling ring. Walter was the only one in the neighborhood who had real grass. The rest of us had dirt yards or cracked concrete, but Walter’s house sat halfway up the hill, surrounded by a mountain of green, though sometimes brown grass, as only California could know. His family had a pretty nice house that made you feel like there was something a little different about them—something that felt out of reach for us, but in a good way. His parents were kind, so naturally, it became the perfect spot for our weekly wrestling matches.

	[image: Image]

	The neighborhood was hilly, featuring steep inclines and declines, creating a landscape that became our personal playground. My house sat at the bottom of the hill, directly across from the hospital, while Walter’s house was a small trek up, nestled halfway along the slope. At the base of his house lay ten steps leading up to his porch—a small climb, but enough to make us feel like we had reached something important. As kids, we would gather there, with the porch serving as our "top rope," the perfect place to leap from, pretending we were the characters we admired on TV.

	I was obsessed with Hulk Hogan. We all had our favorites, and we’d wrestle in the yard, leaping from the porch like it was Madison Square Garden.. We were either Andre the Giant, Macho Man Randy Savage, or the Ultimate Warrior. There we were, a group of kids who had never been to a wrestling match but were convinced we were just as capable of pulling off a suplex as the pros on TV. We tumbled through the grass, each of us taking turns pretending to be the hero, the villain, or the referee, infusing every match with colorful commentary to declare the winner. As the referee, one of us would dramatically slide across the grass, pounding the ground with a hand while shouting, "One... two... three!" It felt as if an imaginary bell chimed in the background, solidifying the victory and crowning the champion of the match. Those were the days when we didn’t worry about anything—about grades, the future, or the world beyond our small corner of Oakland. We didn’t think about our families’ struggles or the difficulties we might one day face. We were free, playing in a yard that was the definition of simplicity, yet it was the center of the universe for us. No worries, no responsibilities—just the pure bliss of being kids. The laughter rang out like music in the air, mixing with the scent of fresh grass and the sound of our footsteps running up and down the hill.

	Those were the moments that would stay with me forever—moments when I truly felt like I could conquer the world, when life was simpler than it would ever be again. But like all good things, those days came to an end. The seasons changed, and so did we. However, the memories, the simple joys of being a kid in the neighborhood, never faded. Even now, when I think of my childhood, I recall those weekends in Walter’s front yard, the feeling of weightlessness as we threw ourselves into the air, not a care in the world, not a worry on our minds.

	After school on weekdays, the neighborhood transformed into our kingdom once the homework was finished and the books were tucked away. The sun sank lower in the sky, casting a warm golden glow across the street, and we raced out of our houses to gather. My friends and I didn’t have much, but we had the freedom of youth, and that was enough to fill our hearts with joy. We were unstoppable. 

	But as the day wound down and the shadows grew longer, something else shifted in the air. The streetlights flickered on, one by one, their pale yellow glow cutting through the darkening sky, and we felt a subtle pressure like an invisible hand pulling us toward home. It was time for us to return, to call it a night before the world outside began to feel less safe, less forgiving.

	The first sign of this change was always the unmistakable sound of my mother’s voice. Most kids heard their names and ran the other way—either trying to squeeze out five more minutes of freedom or avoid whatever chore waited behind that call. But there was something different about how my mother’s voice pierced the air. It wasn’t just sound; it was spirit. It carried weight and warmth, sharpness and softness—a language that only those raised by Black mothers could fully understand.

	That voice was correction wrapped in concern. It was discipline laced with devotion. And it didn’t always feel good—not to a child who just wanted to play until the sky went black and the stars blinked awake. Back then, I didn't always recognize her voice as grace. I mistook it for nagging, interruption, or a sound that ruined my fun. But it was none of those things. It was her way of covering me, of keeping her only child whole in a world that wasn’t always kind to boys who looked like me.

	My mom had no partner standing beside her. No one to help carry the weight of protecting me from the dangers I couldn’t see and the ones I didn’t yet believe were real. So, she compensated the only way she knew how—with presence. With a voice that reached corners of the block faster than a phone call. With a tone that didn’t ask for permission—it demanded attention. She didn’t hover out of paranoia; she stood guard out of necessity. Her love was a lighthouse. Unyielding. Unapologetic. But I was too young, too naïve to know that her warning voice was a form of mercy—that her instructions were her way of saying, “Live long enough to make your own choices.”

	As a kid, I sometimes felt embarrassed, even irritated, by the intensity of her love. I didn’t understand the fear tucked behind her voice, the sleepless nights wrapped around her prayers, or the silence she sat in after the door closed behind me. She had witnessed what the world could do to Black boys, especially those without backup. Thus, her voice became both shield and sword. She used it to bring me back before the darkness could snatch me. And even when I didn’t express it or stormed inside with an attitude, something deep within me trusted that voice.

	Now I know love doesn’t always come dressed in hugs and soft words. Most days, it was in her calling my name. She’d stand by the living room window of our two-story duplex, which faced west, perfectly aligned with the street where we played. The window would creak open with a familiar sound, and I knew I was about to hear her voice call my name even before the words came. It was never just “Keyimani” when I was a child. No, she’d shorten it to something more intimate, familiar, a name that felt like a song—a melody only she could sing. “Key Key,” she’d call, her voice rising in pitch as the second word seemed to stretch out like it had its own life. There was something powerful about the way she said it. The “e” in “Key Key” would stretch longer than the rest, as if her love and concern poured out with each syllable.

	If I didn’t respond right away, another “Key Key” would ring through the air, this time her voice louder and carrying up the hill, echoing through the neighborhood like the sound of a bell tolling. It was a call that should not be ignored, not even by the most lost in thought or the busiest among us. Her voice pulled me in with a strength that made the whole block pause—even if we were mid-conversation or mid-laugh, we all heard it. We all knew the sound of her voice. Even my friends scattered around the block would stop what they were doing, turn to me, and shout in unison, “Keyimani, your mom is calling you!” And I would feel that mix of love and dread settle into my chest. There was no way to escape it. 

	No matter how badly I wanted to stay out a little longer, I knew it was time to go. I had to obey because her voice wore the robe of rules, curfews, and tough conversations you don’t want to hear. I had to respond, so I would yell back, “I’m coming!” as I heard her call. I would start my descent down the hill with all the speed my legs could manage, the words tumbling out of me like a promise, an assurance that I would make it back before I got into trouble. And believe me, you did not want to be late. It wasn’t just about getting to bed on time—it was about respect. Respect for my mom, respect for the rules that had been set in place to protect me, and respect for the boundaries that shaped my world. Growing up in a Black family meant having a deep understanding of this respect. There was an unspoken rule in our neighborhood: “I better not catch you with the streetlights on.” This was more than just a curfew. It was a protective shield, a way for our parents to keep us safe, even when they weren’t watching us every second. 

	The streetlights, those humble, glowing sentinels of the evening, served as our alarm clock. When the lights flickered on, it was time to head home, no matter what we were doing or where we were in our games. We knew that when the streetlights came on, we had already pushed our luck long enough.

	And so, each day, as the streetlights illuminated the corners of the neighborhood, we felt that pull—the call to come inside and return to the safety of our homes. In those moments, we didn’t just feel like children being sent in for the night. We felt the weight of something much bigger than us: the love and protection of our parents, who looked out for us even when we didn’t fully understand the reasons behind their rules.

	 

	 

	
Chapter 03

	Reckless Adventures

	 

	“Freedom is given, but can be lost with one bad decision. Choose what your future looks like because chances don’t come often.”


	Oakland, California, was something serious, a place that shaped me in ways I didn’t fully understand until I grew older. The days spent riding bikes through the neighborhood felt like they lasted forever, filled with the carefree joy that only childhood could bring. My friends and I would pedal up and down the steep hills, our tires crunching against the asphalt as we made our way to the corner store, where everything stopped for a while. There, we’d pool together what little money we had and buy our favorite candies—Now and Laters, a treat that was as cheap as it was satisfying. Just ten cents a pack, they came in a wild array of flavors—from sour apple to my favorite: passion fruit. The tangy sweetness would explode in your mouth, lingering long after the candy was gone. The chocolate flavor, though... that wasn’t my thing. It was too heavy, too bitter for my taste, but I’d buy it sometimes to have something to offer if someone else didn’t have enough change. 

	The neighborhood was an odd mix of beauty and danger, a landscape that defied convention. In Oakland, the geography was quirky—hills and valleys carved through the city like natural pathways, with some parts flat and others rising sharply. As I reflect on it now, my house was situated
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