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			1.

			Life after Justice

			November 2018

			I walk through the woods with Kerri O’Brien, a local television news reporter who for the past three years has been covering the case involving my clients. I wear a dark suit and hold a leather binder. I squat and twigs snap under my dress shoes. I rub my palm on the ground and think about the men I’m representing.

			On April 25, 1998, Allen Gibson, a white police officer in a small Virginia town, entered these woods behind an apartment complex and surprised Terence Richardson, twenty-eight, and Ferrone Claiborne, twenty-three, in the middle of a drug deal. The officer drew his gun, the two young men wrestled with him, and the gun went off, shooting Gibson in the stomach. Terence and Ferrone fled the scene. Shortly after, a state trooper discovered Gibson on the ground, bleeding, severely wounded. In his weakened condition, the officer managed to describe the drug deal and his attackers: two Black men, one with a ponytail, the other with dreadlocks. Later that afternoon, Gibson died in the hospital. On a tip from a witness, police picked up Terence and Ferrone and charged them with the murder of Allen Gibson. Open and shut. End of story.

			
			Except not one word I just told you is true.

			Terence and Ferrone were nowhere near these woods at the time of Gibson’s shooting. Police picked them up in separate locations, on opposite sides of town. Neither had a criminal record; neither had ever sold drugs. Investigators found no trace of their fingerprints, hair, or DNA at the crime scene, and neither wore a ponytail or dreads. Which should have raised a question: In the course of approximately thirty minutes, how could they have murdered a police officer, removed all the evidence, fled the scene, gotten rid of the drugs, changed, disposed of their clothes, gone to separate locations, and cut their hair?

			Police rounded up and interrogated nearly every young Black male in Waverly, Virginia, determined to find two men to charge for the killing of the officer. They had a crime. They needed two criminals. It is still unclear how my clients’ names came up, but two days later police arrested them for the murder of the police officer. Fearing the death penalty and strongly encouraged by their lawyers, Terence and Ferrone pleaded guilty to lesser charges, Terence to involuntary manslaughter, Ferrone to accessory after the fact to involuntary manslaughter, a misdemeanor.

			Despite being innocent, Terence and Ferrone made this choice because it was the only one offered them. Across America, in cities and in small towns—and especially in this small town—they saw that the police didn’t dispense equal justice to Blacks and whites. They had seen Black people routinely railroaded, sent to prison, put to death for nothing. When the same system came for them, Terence and Ferrone pleaded guilty to lesser charges to save their lives.

			For members of the town’s white establishment, it wasn’t enough. They saw the punishment as a slap on the wrist. They wanted more. They wanted Terence and Ferrone’s heads.

			Because Gibson’s shooting was linked to a drug deal, the FBI came in. The feds interviewed a parade of informants, making deals with several people in exchange for their testimony. A false portrait emerged of Terence and Ferrone as drug kingpins, even though neither had any history of drug dealing and police never found drugs in their possession or records of any large transactions or cash deposits.

			
			In 2001, a jury in federal court additionally found Terence Richardson and Ferrone Claiborne guilty of conspiracy to sell crack cocaine. In a rare legal action, the judge used their previous murder charge and guilty pleas as a cross-reference to enhance their drug sentence. The judge sentenced them to life in prison.

			Twenty years later, Terence and Ferrone sit in federal prison for a crime they didn’t commit.

			I know what my clients are going through. I know they sometimes scream at the top of their lungs until their voices give out and then they continue to scream silently. I know they feel as if the walls were closing in on them. I know how with each day that passes they become diminished, feeling another piece of their humanity peeling off, like dead skin. I know exactly how they feel.

			In 1998, I was falsely accused and ultimately wrongly convicted of rape. I was sentenced to prison for twenty-eight years. I, too, had done nothing. I, too, got terrible legal advice.

			Unlike my clients, I made a catastrophic mistake that set the whole thing in motion, putting me on the path I’m on today.

			I went to a party.

			Three of us—three Black kids from Chicago—drove to a college campus in Wisconsin. At the party, we each had a consensual sexual encounter with the same girl, a white girl. Her roommate walked in, called her a slut, and stormed out. These were the facts. But the girl later said we raped her.

			As a man raised by four strong, prideful women—my mom, grandmother, and aunts—I still have no idea or sense of how difficult it is for any woman to come forward after she has been raped. I cannot imagine the humiliation, shame, anger, and fear a woman must feel having to relive the details of her attack as she files a police report and submits to a rape kit test. As a lawyer, I know the statistics for false rape accusations. According to the National Sexual Violence Resource Center, only 2–10 percent of women falsely claim they have been raped.

			
			My accuser falls into that 2–10 percent.

			

			—

			The police believed her. They charged us with rape, and we went to trial. I thought that if I told the truth, I would be safe. I trusted in the truth and in fairness. I believed in justice. After all, that’s what trials are about—justice, right?

			Not necessarily. Particularly if the accused is poor, uneducated, and a person of color. In too many cases, justice doesn’t prevail, even if the accused is innocent. Some days, justice doesn’t even make an appearance.

			At my trial, the prosecution’s insistence on getting a conviction at any cost and deep-rooted prejudice barred justice from the courtroom. Justice never had a chance. I never had a chance. The prosecutor looked at me and at Dimitri Henley and Rovaughn Hill—the friends on trial with me—and called us “three Black men from Chicago.” We had no names, but the all-white jury knew us. They’d seen “us” on the news. They’d read about “us” in the newspapers. We were criminals, drug dealers, gangbangers, rapists, killers. We were them. Three nameless Black men from Chicago. It didn’t matter that the prosecution presented no real evidence, that the so-called victim’s story made no sense. The truth didn’t matter. Like my clients Terence Richardson and Ferrone Claiborne and so many young Black men, I was convicted.

			After nearly ten years, with the help of the Wisconsin Innocence Project (WIP), I was exonerated and released from prison. The court dropped all charges against me, and my record was expunged. I was free. Well, not quite. Ten years behind bars took its toll. I needed to adjust to the world outside. I found that reentering society was almost as difficult as surviving prison. A mash-up of emotions assaulted me—anger, despair, frustration, confusion. Eventually, thanks to the kindness of my mother, my family, co-workers, teachers, the commitment and hard work I put into therapy, and my faith, I emerged from a place of darkness and came to a place of healing. I also confirmed my path in life. In prison, I became a jailhouse lawyer, helping inmates with their legal issues. I made a vow to myself that once I got out, I would go to college and law school and become an actual, card-carrying attorney.

			
			After my release, I began working on that promise. I felt as if I were on a mission and that God had answered my prayers. He gave me a second chance. Now I live to exceed His expectations. I work and live at warp speed.

			“What drives you?” people ask.

			Two emotions fuel me every day, motivating me to wake up at dawn and keep charging until I collapse from exhaustion late at night.

			First, fear. Fear drives me. I’m afraid of not doing the right thing, of wasting time, of disappointing others, and of disappointing myself.

			Second, commitment. I have made a commitment to serve those behind bars who have been locked up for minor crimes, serving unconscionably long sentences, and those who have been wrongly accused, people like Terence and Ferrone. I am fighting to set them free. The process takes perseverance, patience, and time—literally years, and sometimes even decades.

			One day, as I was explaining a legal procedure to Ferrone, he suddenly blurted, “Had I known that by pleading guilty to save my life, it would’ve cost me my life…”

			His voice, laced with pain, trailed off. But those three words seared into me.

			Had I known.

			I wish that I, too, had known.

			Had I known how badly the odds are stacked against us. Had I known that I needed a good lawyer to represent me. Had I known how long it would take to reverse an unjust conviction. I want my clients’ families and even their future generations to know—what our broken criminal justice system can do to them. I vow to litigate and to educate. This is my promise. This is my life after justice.

			
			In this country we have two criminal justice systems—the one you can afford and the one you can’t. If you are unfortunate enough to find yourself without the means to afford at minimum competent legal representation, you will discover, as I did, that justice will be banned from your courtroom.

			At best, achieving justice becomes a chess match, a game of strategy. You looking ahead several moves, positioning your pieces, sometimes lulling your opponent to a false sense of security before you attack, before you win.

			As a lawyer, you play a high-stakes game.

			You play, literally, for people’s lives.

			Who wins?

			In prison I learned it’s not the lawyer who has amassed the most or “best” evidence. Sometimes it isn’t even the one who’s right.

			The one who wins, I learned, is the one who tells the best story.

		

	
		
		
			
			2.

			The Neighborhood

			November 1985

			I am five years old.

			My parents have split up. Years from now, I won’t remember the divorce. I’ll only remember shapes, shadows moving rapidly past me, flickering on walls, voices raised, doors slamming, crying. And I’ll remember silence. Not quiet, but silence. There is a difference. Quiet calms you; quiet comforts you. Silence is stark and cold and terrifying. Silence rips into you. After my father leaves, that’s what I remember most—the silence. My brother, five years older, remembers him, feels hurt, feels loss. I don’t remember my father at all.

			My mother works for the U.S. Department of Housing and Urban Development, down by O’Hare Airport, an hour-and-a-half drive from where we live, the South Side of Chicago. After the divorce, my mother rises at four thirty, gets ready for work, wakes me up, drops me off at my grandparents’ house around five thirty, and drives to her job. She picks me up after work, around seven thirty at night, and we go back to our house. I get ready for bed while my mother takes a bath. One night, I hear a shriek coming from the bathroom. I bounce out of bed and nervously open the door. I see my mother in the bathtub, her head bent over, her shoulders shaking. I see that she is sobbing.

			
			“What’s wrong?” I ask her.

			“Nothing,” she says, turning away quickly. “Nothing.”

			I know she can’t tell me, but I can guess—the divorce, the drive, money being tight, and maybe at night the silence.

			Not nothing.

			I close the door, go back to my room, slide into bed, and stare at the ceiling.

			Many nights, I lie awake like that, listening to the sounds of the house, the squeaks, creaks, settling noises, squirrels scurrying on the roof, people out on the street, a laugh, a holler, a bottle shattering, and sometimes, the worst sound of all, my mother crying behind the bathroom door. On those nights, I whisper a prayer: “Please God, I promise I’ll be good, if you just stop my mom from crying.”

			

			—

			My grandmother Lane and my grandfather Buddy live in what our family calls the Big House, a rambling, two-story fortress spread over a corner lot backed up to Chicago State University and tucked in tight to the DMV. When I’m outside, my grandmother always warns me to watch out for crazy drivers who take the corner too fast or nervous teenagers taking their driving tests.

			Lane and Buddy call me their miracle grandchild. I want to know why. I’m five, but I’m intensely curious about everything. I reject those adult clichés—“Don’t ask so many questions,” “Do it because I said so,” and “I’ll explain when you’re older.” I’m old enough now. I want answers.

			Buddy sighs and sets me on his lap. He has a favorite chair, a well-worn La-Z-Boy recliner, set up in front of the TV so he can watch his beloved Chicago Cubs. He speaks directly to the Cub players as if he were in the dugout and they can hear him. He cheers loudest for the Black players—Shawon Dunston, Leon Durham, and especially Big Lee Smith, the most intimidating relief pitcher in the game.

			
			“He lives right near us,” Buddy says. “South Side. I’ve seen him.”

			My grandfather grins with a familiarity suggesting that “I’ve seen him” means he and Big Lee are practically best friends, possibly drinking buddies. At five, I believe it. I believe everything Buddy says. My grandfather has stepped into my father’s absent shoes and become my father figure, the major male presence in my life, an actual World War II hero, and my hero. Sometimes while watching the Cubs, I ask if I can hold the medal he received in the war, and Buddy will allow me to play with his Purple Heart.

			My family comes from the Deep South, our legacy birthed and bred in the cotton fields of Mississippi. History records that our country officially abolished slavery with the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, but I know for a fact that many Black people—including my family—continued to live a life of de facto slavery, picking cotton under the oppressive rule of racist cotton farmers for seventy-five years afterward, until the early 1940s. Protected by the local police and a legal system that wasn’t enforced equally for Blacks and whites, the cotton farmers brutalized their workers by day and preyed on young Black women at night. Buddy and Lane did that work for years. By the time their daughters were teenagers, they reached their breaking point and declared they’d had enough of the backbreaking, demeaning, low-paying, and dangerous life in Mississippi.

			In 1943, Buddy went north to join his brother in Chicago. Shortly after, my grandmother made the same journey with their seven children. Almost as soon as my grandfather settled at his new address on the South Side, he received a letter embossed with a government seal: his draft notice. The army didn’t care that he was in his early thirties, the father of seven, and his family’s primary breadwinner. Buddy soon found himself in uniform, a private in the U.S. Army, crammed into the cargo hold of a transport plane with a platoon of Black soldiers, all flying overseas to fight in World War II.

			Buddy fought at D-day in the Allied invasion at Normandy, part of the initial surge of the 320th Barrage Balloon Battalion, an all-African-American unit that hit the sand first. The 320th sent up hydrogen-filled balloons designed as cover to protect the Allied infantrymen from being mowed down by enemy aircraft fire as they charged onto the beach. My grandfather’s platoon succeeded in sending up the balloons, but they did without any cover for themselves. Enemy gunfire raked through them. Only my grandfather and one other soldier survived.

			
			A bullet pierced Buddy’s chest right next to his lung. Eventually, a medic found him bleeding in the sand and managed to get him to a hospital where doctors determined if they removed the bullet, he would bleed to death. Unable to treat him, the army shipped Buddy to a stateside hospital. He not only made it back in one piece but came home a hero. He eventually got out of bed and walked out of the hospital—carefully. He knew that any strenuous activity could dislodge the bullet and cause it to puncture his lung.

			Buddy took a job at a meatpacking plant and lived hard, except for an aversion to climbing stairs, which he took slowly and deliberately. He refused most medication, instead using drink to dull any pain he felt around his chest. He loved to dance, loved going to nightclubs, and he loved his wife, my grandmother Lane. Soon they had their eighth child, my mother. “My miracle child,” Buddy called her.

			“And that’s why I call you my miracle grandchild,” Buddy tells me as I sit on his lap, getting ready to watch the game.

			Nothing against any of my cousins, but I feel a special bond with Buddy. He keeps his eye on me, even when he seems to focus all his attention on the Cubs, and I keep my eye on him. Seventy years old and he’s up at the crack of dawn, puttering around the house, tending Lane’s rosebushes, or mowing the lawn. The Big House’s big corner lawn has grass that’s as manicured and as green as a golf course. Buddy is always busy. Aunt Sugar says, “Daddy, Buddy, you never sleep. You need to sleep.”

			Buddy says, “Sugar, if that bullet moves, I’ll have plenty of time to sleep.”

			In the fall, Buddy drives me to school in his beloved Oldsmobile, light blue and clean, the size of a boat. I’m too short to see through the windshield, so he has me sit on the center armrest. He’s not breaking the law. Children under eight don’t have to wear seatbelts. I sit on that armrest proudly, riding shotgun, on the same level as my grandfather.

			
			When the bell rings at the end of the day, I see the Oldsmobile parked outside my elementary school and Buddy, all six feet four of him, leaning on the hood, waiting for me. He grabs me when I come out of school, scoops me up, kisses me, and plops me down on that armrest, my special seat. When I get older, enter first grade, then second grade, I start to feel embarrassed seeing my grandfather outside school. I finally break the news to him one afternoon.

			“Man, Granddad, why you always waiting for me after school? And don’t kiss me in front of my friends. I want to walk home with them.”

			Of course, I can’t know that I’ve hurt his feelings just by growing up. He stops coming around in his Oldsmobile after school, but he still watches over me. As I peel away from my friends walking home and approach the Big House, I see him standing in the picture window, waiting for me to arrive, some days his Purple Heart wrapped around his wrist.

			My grandmother Lane oversees the comings and goings in the Big House like a benevolent general. She controls the kitchen  and nurtures her eight children with nothing but love. As for me, I know I get into things that deserve a spanking. But nobody raises a hand to me. Not as long as my grandmother stays within shouting distance.

			Lane always has something on the stove or in the oven. In the summer, she leaves the screen door open, and when I turn the corner onto our street, the smell of freshly baked butter cookies hits me so hard my mouth waters. My grandmother is so good in the kitchen she has taken a job as a cook for one of the local schools.

			I want to learn. I start asking questions about how she made this dish and why she put that ingredient in that pot. Before I know it, Lane puts me to work. She teaches me the names and varieties of vegetables, and I taste each one raw and cooked. She teaches me the difference between pots and pans, instructs me about burners and the oven. She introduces me to spices. I sprinkle salt, pepper, paprika, cayenne appropriately over our food, and soon she has me standing on a chair, stirring a stew or a casserole. Before long, I’m stationed next to her, her sous chef, chopping, dicing, concocting a thick beef stew, chicken noodle soup, and, my favorite, chili.

			
			After teaching me to cook, my grandmother teaches me to read. I’m intensely inquisitive, some say annoyingly nosy because I want to know—why? What does this say? What does that mean? After making dinner for sometimes a dozen people, my grandmother relaxes by reading Our Daily Bread, a pamphlet of Bible verses. She begins by reading a verse to me, and then she starts having me read the verse to her. At first, I struggle to sound out the words, but I learn quickly, retain everything, and soon I can read the verses to her fluently. Reading provides me with even more questions to ask, countless questions, a torrent of questions, probably driving my grandmother crazy.

			“Look it up in a book,” she usually says.

			She gives me books, sends me off to read them and report back to her. When we run out of books at home, she takes me to the library. Thanks to my grandmother, I develop what will become a lifelong love of reading. I don’t know then that reading—and writing—will one day save my life.

			My grandmother also makes sure that I accompany her to church. I don’t mind. I like going to our small local church a few blocks away, and I definitely like sitting next to her. She understands children and knows how restless and bored I get during the services and sermon. She takes her seat in her regular pew, and I eagerly scoot next to her. She tries not to laugh. She knows what I’m after. She keeps a virtual candy store in her purse and parcels candies into my eagerly awaiting palm during the service. The candy comes with a cost, though. I have to agree to attend church without complaining, read the hymns aloud and enthusiastically, and promise to give the idea of faith at least some thought.

			When summertime comes, the kids in our neighborhood don’t go to camp or take music lessons. We climb the fence and sneak into the pool at Chicago State, which is closed for the summer. Then the summer before I enter fourth grade, my brother Jamal teaches me to play basketball.

			
			We have no parks with hoops, no inside gyms, no rec centers, so we have to improvise. We lift a discarded wooden crate out of the dumpster behind a grocery store, saw out the bottom, and nail the crate to a light pole in an alley near the house, between a row of garages. We sweep all the debris out of the alley, Jamal rounds up a few of his friends, and we play two-on-two or sometimes three-on-three games of crate ball. The game resembles “army ball,” a vicious version of basketball that feels closer to tackle football. You fight for position, literally, and if you call a foul, you better be bleeding. I learn inside moves, how to muscle up bigger guys, create a variety of effective fakes and a serious handle that allows me to maneuver in very tight spaces, and because it’s ridiculously hard to make a shot into a crate, I develop an extremely soft touch on my mid-range jumper. I go from being the last guy picked to a gritty point guard, someone you want on your team.

			

			—

			My mother keeps me busy by putting me to work at church. I serve on the usher board, and she gets me in the “Sunbeams Choir,” a group of kids that meets every day for practice. I don’t know what strings she pulls, because I cannot sing. At all. Despite my off-key voice and hopeless sense of tone, I stay in the choir for the rest of the summer.

			I am unaware of their motives then, but my mother and my aunties know exactly what they are doing. They are determined to keep me occupied at all times. They triple-team me, these smart, strong, caring, spiritual women: Honey, the thicker-set, softer-spoken, oldest sister; Sugar, tall, thin, an ebony-skinned beauty, unafraid to express an opinion; and Peaches, my mother, the baby of the family, quiet, but clear and direct. They warn me, even at the age of nine, to stay close to the house, announce where I’m going, watch my surroundings, and always avoid putting myself in any compromising situations, especially with the police. They impose a strict rule at night: as soon as the streetlights come on, I have to come inside. Don’t give them a reason, my mother says. She repeats that phrase as often as “Brush your teeth” and “Wash your hands.”

			

			—

			
			My mother, aunties, and grandmother insist that they have to know where I am at all times. I don’t understand. Not at first. But these women know the history of young Black men in our city, in our country, in our society, and on the South Side. They tell me about a neighborhood only a couple miles away, Greater Grand Crossing, where the largest and most elaborate amusement park in the country opened in 1905—White City. The city gave the park that name because of the thousands of white lights that adorned the buildings in the park. But they could’ve given the park that name because they allowed white patrons only—except for a game called the African Dip. In this “game,” park goers threw balls at Black men sitting on flimsy chairs above a water tank, aiming to hit them in the head. If they succeeded, the person working the game would tip the chairs and dunk the Black men into the water.

			After the Depression, the park closed, and the city built a public housing project on the land called Parkway Gardens. By the 1970s, whites had moved out of the neighborhood, the city cut off funding, and Parkway Gardens fell into disrepair. In the early 1980s, gangs came into the neighborhood, bringing with them drugs and guns. The gangs took over Greater Grand Crossing and started moving into our part of the South Side.

			Toward the end of the 1980s, I hear about a drug called crack coming into our neighborhood. I notice more and more families without fathers, and I see more kids my age coming to live with their grandmothers. Then I see grandmothers moving out as the neighborhood begins to deteriorate. Stores closing up and buildings becoming dilapidated. On summer days now, my grandmother keeps the screen door closed. I hear about people stealing cars on the street and houses being broken into. I hear about a guy on our street who got shot in the neck. A charge of energy crackles through our grid of a dozen or so blocks—an undercurrent of nervousness and fear. My mother, my aunties, and my grandmother huddle over coffee or tea at the kitchen table, whispering urgently about the state of our neighborhood and its uncertain future. They use a phrase I overhear too many times to ignore—“disposable young Black boys.”

			
			They talk about kids—sons, grandsons, and nephews of women they know—who have had interactions with the police. Young Black boys getting picked up for crimes they didn’t commit, or being picked up just because they were out at night. That’s all they did. They were out at night.

			That can’t be right, I think. That’s not normal.

			It isn’t right. And it is normal.

			I begin to see that young Black boys my age fall into two categories.

			Those who are sheltered, overprotected, and kept inside the house, safe.

			And those who are out on the streets, exposed, in danger.

			My mother will do anything she can to keep me in that first category.

			

			—

			Right before my tenth birthday, my grandfather dies.

			His death, the loss of our patriarch—Buddy, my buddy—leaves a gaping hole in my heart and in our family, a presence that I know cannot be replaced.

			He dies from cancer, of all things, not from the bullet lodged in his chest.

			To this day, I remain inspired by his toughness and his spirit. If I feel a cold coming on or have a slight fever, my instinct is to get into bed. Then I think of Buddy. This man walked around with a bullet in his chest. He kept his motor running, no matter what. Nothing slowed him down. If he felt pain, he never complained, never showed it. He’d take a shot of whiskey and keep going. I keep seeing images of myself with him—sitting on the armrest next to him in his beloved pale blue Oldsmobile; sitting with him in his recliner, watching the Cubs; playing with his Purple Heart, rubbing the ribbon, pressing the embossed face on the medal, George Washington’s face, our first president. The army gives you a medal for getting hurt and for making it home. For surviving. My grandfather and his Purple Heart taught me this: a hero is someone who survives.

			

			—

			
			A year later, Lane goes with him.

			My grandmother, the matriarch, the glue of our family, the woman who taught me to read and to cook, and who insisted that I have faith and keep my faith, dies of a broken heart. She succumbs to life without Buddy. That may not be the official medical diagnosis, but that’s how I see it. That’s what I believe.

			My godmother, Sugar, steps up as best as she can. I know money is tight for my mother, and Sugar, who has a good job as an auditor, contributes to our household. My mother still makes that killer drive to work way past O’Hare, but even with financial help from her family she struggles to make ends meet. And I still hear her crying in the bathtub. One night, her sobs don’t stop and her crying turns into something deeper, more primal. When she gets out of the bath and puts on her robe, I pad into her bedroom and quietly ask what’s wrong. I have some sense of the answer, or answers. Money troubles, raising two kids as a single mom, feeling lonely and exhausted, and losing both of her parents in the space of a year. I’m ten years old and I cannot fathom the emotional upheaval she must be feeling, but I am in no way prepared for her response.

			“Life is so hard,” she says, breaking into a wail. “It’s too much.”

			I think of Buddy on the Normandy beach, bleeding but surviving. I picture threading the ribbon of his Purple Heart through my fingers and I say, “You can’t give up. You can’t.”

			I don’t know if my mother hears me. But she looks at me and sighs so heavily her shoulders shake. She pulls me into her and hugs me. I hold on for my life—for her life. Eventually, she releases me, calms herself, and swipes at the tears on her cheek with the back of her hand. She puts on a tiny smile, kisses me, and goes into her bedroom. I don’t remember hearing her crying in the bathtub again.

			

			—

			
			The neighborhood turns hard, grim, dangerous. For practically my whole life, gangs have roamed the streets, but I’ve never felt afraid. The gangs now seem angrier, a current of rage and violence thrumming through the clusters of kids, most of them older, some I know or have seen around. Rivalries emerge. A kid selling drugs on one corner competes with someone else on the next corner. I see beatings, I hear gunshots. I see vacant houses with plywood nailed over windows. I see cars abandoned on the street, stripped, hollowed out. Someone even tries to steal my mother’s car. She hears a loud noise outside and, without even thinking, runs into the garage, grabs a strung-out-looking intruder by the sleeve, forces him into a corner, and calls the police. He tears himself away from her and runs off. A few days later, the same guy breaks into another garage. The car’s owner appears with a gun and shoots the thief in the chest.

			Then I witness two incidents—one involving drugs, the other violence—that suggest the neighborhood has turned so dramatically it may never turn back.

			One cold winter night, a family down the street holds a wedding reception at their house for their daughter and new son-in-law. They invite everyone in the neighborhood, a common practice.

			I go to the reception with some friends. On our way out, I see a guy smoking what looks like a cigarette. Either the guy smokes too much or the cigarette has been laced with something toxic, because he starts to convulse. Someone tends to him and my friends and I walk away. The guy recovers, but the next day the neighborhood buzzes with speculation about what the guy had been smoking and his spastic reaction to the drug.

			“He’s on that crack,” a friend says. Turns out, the guy was smoking a “wicked stick,” a cigarette stuffed with crack and dipped in embalming fluid.

			
			“I keep hearing about that,” I say.

			“It’s serious, man. You get hooked. You get crazy. It’s real bad.”

			I bank the memory. A few months later, on a summer night while friends and I play Piggy outside on our street—a version of baseball played with a bat and a tennis ball but without running bases—a car roars around the corner; then another car follows on its tail. We scramble out of the way, dash onto lawns and porches, and then the first car slams into a tree. The car’s doors fly open. The guy who smoked the wicked stick at the wedding reception jumps out, and a gun clatters onto the street behind him. The second car screeches to a stop, two guys burst out and start chasing the wicked stick guy. Seconds later, police cars, sirens blaring, race down the block and skid to a stop, and cops flood the neighborhood. I don’t know if the police or the guys from the second car catch the wicked stick guy, but from this point on—every day, sometimes every other hour—police come around. They hassle every young Black man they see. They hassle my friends. And one afternoon, in broad daylight, they hassle me.

			“You look like somebody,” they say. “A person of interest, a guy involved in a shooting.”

			I shake my head, scared mute. Somehow that convinces them.

			“You can go,” one of the cops says. “This time.”

			After these two incidents, change in our neighborhood goes from incremental to pervasive. The streets become home to crack dealers, gangbangers, hustlers, invasions by cops. The night, once filled with the sounds of crickets and cats and barking dogs, becomes filled with an orchestra of gunfire.

			One day, my mother hits my brother and me with news.

			“I’m selling the house,” she says. “We’re moving out. The neighborhood is no longer safe. The schools have gotten terrible. I want you in a better school.”

			My mother, always thinking about me, my safety, my future, vows to stay one step ahead of the violence and deterioration we see all around us. So we move. This will be our first of many moves.

			Overall, I attend five different schools in seven years. I am always the new kid. I adjust, or try to. I find my place, make friends, settle in, and then I move again and begin all over at a new school. I play down the classroom smarts. Smart kids are rarely popular. Smart kids get shunned. If you’re smart—or different—you eat alone. Even though I change schools often, I rarely eat alone. I’m social, good at sports. I survive. But I have my secret. I can retain information quickly and easily; my mind seems to allow knowledge to flow in and lock it away. I don’t let anyone know that. That would be revealing a superpower.

			

			—

			
			One day, I bump into my father on the street. I’ve heard he works in the neighborhood. I haven’t sought him out, but I see him working construction, pouring concrete. I hesitate when I see him, and then I slowly approach. I feel awkward. As I walk, my awkwardness and hesitation turn into resentment. He looks up and stares at me, and I wonder for a split second if he even recognizes me. I want to shout at him, why did you leave? But when I reach him, I go uncharacteristically quiet. I look at the concrete he’s pouring, my eyes riveted on the sidewalk. My sudden shyness stifles me at first. Because if I’m honest, I want to know him. I hate that he left. I feel my mother’s pain, her heartbreak, her loneliness, and I blame her feelings and our struggles, financial and emotional, squarely on him. But he’s my father. I’m drawn to him. I want to know him.

			Gradually, I start to speak to him. We don’t really connect—I don’t feel particularly comfortable with him—but we talk, casually. After that first time, I find myself running into him more often. The more I see him, the more I observe his work ethic. He’s always working, hard. He reminds me of Buddy—that motor, that drive. You get up, you shake off whatever cobwebs have formed in your head from the night before, and you go to work. No matter what. You go to work.

			

			—

			We move to another house on the South Side, and then to another, my mother trying to keep ahead of crime and the crack epidemic, always in search of a better school for me. We move so much I feel like an army brat. Then my brother gets his own place, and James, a good man who will become my stepfather, moves in.

			
			Around my junior year of high school, my mother says that she has arranged for me to attend a high school near my father, out in the suburbs, and my father will take me in. I spend my last two years of high school commuting between my parents, keeping clothes at both places, living weekdays in the suburbs with my father, our relationship tentative, our conversations minimal, and weekends with my mother. I stay on the move, meaning partying, sometimes outside the city. My mother would worry sick if she knew. So I don’t tell her. What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.

			

			—

			I coast through senior year, as most high school seniors do, my future out of focus. I go to prom, walk at my graduation, and then, poof, high school ends and reality arrives like a slap. I have made plans for after the summer: I’ve registered for courses at a local community college, and I’ve sat down with a recruiter from the National Guard to talk about enlisting. Other than that, my future remains murky. Only two types of recruiters come to our high school, those from colleges who go after the handful of elite athletes, and those from the armed services who go after decent students from poor families. These uniform-wearing recruiters pitch us the security and adventure of life in the military. That seems to be my only choice. My path. Black kids have to be elite athletes or off the charts academically to be recruited for college. If you’re Black and a good student, if you’re smart and normal, you are ignored. I am ignored.

			After high school, culture shock slams me. I suddenly have to figure out how to make a living—and a life—immediately, without guidance, counseling, or help. I’ve gone from being a high school student to an instant adult. I haven’t had time to figure out what I want, what I want to be, or who I am—except I know I need my own place and some cash flow. All I know for sure is that I want to settle down; I want to stop moving.

			
			Over the summer, I work two jobs. I bag groceries at the Shop ’n Save near my father’s house, and I work for a temp agency, selling bottles of cologne wholesale with a crew of guys, including two who become my main partners on the weekend. There’s Dimitri Henley, a friend from one of my previous schools, and Rovaughn Hill. Rovaughn, a year older, has a car that works—barely—and receives the lowdown on every party within a three-hour radius. It’s the summer between the end of high school and the beginning of young adulthood, or, as I see it, my last two months to party before I have to get serious about life. So we hit every party we can; my only real concern is that on long trips Rovaughn’s car will break down in the middle of nowhere.

			But sometimes I picture my mother, my aunts, and my grandmother sitting around the kitchen table at the Big House, sipping coffee, talking, worrying, fearing—for me.

			“When you’re a young Black man, you don’t give the police a reason.”

			Disposable young Black boys.

			Those words burn into me like a tattoo.

		

	
		
		
			
			3.

			The Party

			September 1998

			A friend of Rovaughn’s tells him about a freshmen pre-orientation party on the campus of the University of Wisconsin–Whitewater, this knowledge as good as a personal invitation.

			Rovaughn, Dimitri, and I have spent the summer road-tripping to parties, including some on college campuses. We’ve blanketed the state of Illinois, traveling to the University of Illinois campus, two hours away in Champaign, and to Southern Illinois University in Carbondale, five hours away. Driving that far for a party means nothing to us. We’d rather be on the road for half a Saturday night than stay on the South Side. We feel safer on the freeway in Rovaughn’s clunker than cruising the city streets, looking for a house party. And we prefer parties on college campuses where the beer and spiked punch flow abundantly and people pass joints freely. Let’s be honest. I’m seventeen, red-blooded, male, and like every young man my age I’m looking for fun. Meaning: women. I’m not traveling five hours to Carbondale to sit with a bunch of guys and talk about the Bears’ chances this year.

			This night in early September, we map our route and determine it’ll take a good hour and a half to get to the Whitewater campus. I pack up a few bottles of cologne, figuring I’ll pass them out as party favors. College kids like free stuff. Who doesn’t? Then we set our alibis for the night. I tell my father I’ll be sleeping at my mother’s, and I tell my mother I’ll be sleeping at Dimitri’s. We’ve planned to pull an all-nighter—drive the hour and a half to Wisconsin, slide by the party, head out by two, three, depending how it goes, stop at the all-night Waffle House on the way back. We’ll reach Chicago before dawn, at which point I’ll slip into bed at my mother’s house, nobody the wiser, no harm, no foul. Sneaking out to a party is commonplace, a rite of passage.

			

			—

			
			We don’t speed.

			In Rovaughn’s clunker with its conspicuous red doors, you can’t. The last thing we want is for the highway patrol to notice three young Black men driving a funny-looking car on an interstate. I hear my mother’s voice: Do not give them a reason.

			“My mother would kill me if she found out about these trips,” I say to the car.

			“At least,” Rovaughn says.

			I shudder and try to laugh. But I don’t think twice about our plan to go to Whitewater. I’ll be back in my bed before my mother wakes up Sunday morning. I’ve done it before. Probably do it again. Although as I flip mentally through a calendar, I think, maybe not. This road trip may be my last. A couple more weeks and I’ll be starting classes myself, trying to figure out my future.

			

			—

			It takes us an hour forty to get to the Whitewater campus. We follow a sign and pull in to a parking lot near a cluster of high-rise dormitories that look like modern apartment buildings. We slowly get out of Rovaughn’s car, Dimitri scanning the grounds. I stretch, trying to shake off the ride. “That car makes me feel like an old man,” I say, bending my knees, my joints squeaking.

			
			“I need to locate my friend,” Rovaughn says. “Want to find out where the party’s at.”

			“The party is here,” Dimitri says, gesturing toward the edge of the parking lot.

			I see where he’s looking. A group of kids outside a dormitory, laughing, smoking cigarettes, passing a joint. Another group walks past them; then more kids emerge, everyone heading into the dorm.

			“Let’s follow them,” I say. “They look like they know where they’re going.”

			We catch up with that group, everyone friendly, talkative, all of us entering the first floor of the dorm and continuing down a hallway, where the party seems in full force. Kids lean against walls, drinking from red cups, some passing a bottle of liquor, others passing a joint. Music blares from one open dorm room. Laughter and a hum of excitement spill out of another. I take a few steps past the doorway and see people standing around a table, watching a girl trying to lob a Ping-Pong ball into a red cup. She arcs it, the ball lands with a splash, applause bursts from the crowd.

			“What is that?” The words escape from me, asked to the room.

			“Beer pong,” a guy answers, brushing past, giggling, tipsy, clutching his red cup.

			I watch the girl playing beer pong for a few more minutes, still trying to figure out the rules of the game; then I accept a joint someone passes to me. I inhale deeply, take in what I immediately identify as good college-grade weed, a cut above the usual stuff we get in our neighborhood. I take one more toke, and then somebody else offers me a red cup filled with punch. I shake my head, exhale a light brown cloud from the joint, and say, “No, thank you.”

			I admit that I like weed, but I don’t really drink, and I never mix the two. I get ill, violently ill. My system can’t handle them together. I nod to no one, feeling pleasantly light-headed, and ease out of the beer pong room. I sidestep a couple making out in the hallway and see a tall Black kid coming my way, the first Black face I see, the only Black student I see on this campus. I reflexively slap his hand, and we talk for a minute or so. He plays baseball, he says, and asks if I’m on an athletic scholarship.

			
			“Nah,” I say. “I don’t go here. I’m visiting. Here for the party.”

			“Good place for that,” he says. “Good party school.”

			“Nice to know,” I say, and then I hear what sounds like Rovaughn’s voice coming from a nearby dorm room. I say goodbye to the baseball player and follow Rovaughn’s voice, laughing now, and I walk into a dorm room. Dimitri sits on a chair across from a guy who’s plugging in a Sega Genesis console on his desk.

			“Hi. Jarrett Adams,” I say to the guy holding the Sega, offering my hand.

			“Shawn Demain,” he says, shaking my hand. He smiles and nods at the video setup. “You want to play?”

			“Absolutely.” I grin. “You interested in cologne?”

			I hand him a sample bottle of the watered-down crap I’ve brought along.

			“Any good?” Shawn says, opening the top, sniffing the cologne.

			“Nah,” I say.

			Shawn laughs. “Least you’re honest. Appreciate that.”

			He fires up the game, NBA Jam, and hands me a controller. We go at it, Dimitri and Rovaughn watching, urging me on, caught up briefly in the South Side of Chicago versus University of Wisconsin–Whitewater basketball championship. Shawn, of course, doesn’t know whom he’s up against. I’m good at video games, but mainly I’m good at winning. I like competition. I would’ve done well at lobbing Ping-Pong balls into red cups of beer after all those years I spent arcing shots into rickety wooden crates nailed up on light poles in alleys. It’s the drinking part I’d fail at.

			For a while, we stay
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