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About the Book

‘I was Frank Lucas. I supplied the streets of Harlem with heroin. It was my profession. And, like war, it came with casualties.’

Aged six, Frank Lucas watched his cousin die in a Ku Klux Klan lynching and in that moment of Southern brutality, the most feared, most legendary gangster to ever rule the streets of New York was born.

Original Gangster is the story of how one angry young boy fled to Harlem, where he went from running numbers to a billion-dollar drugs empire, before losing it all when the FBI finally swooped.

Lucas was notorious for cutting out middleman by buying the purest heroin directly from source, smuggling it back from Southeast Asia in the coffins of dead US servicemen.

Part of his life was dramatised for the Hollywood blockbuster American Gangster, but now Frank ‘Superfly’ Lucas tells the whole extraordinary story himself, in hair-raising detail.


About the Author

Frank Lucas was born in 1930 in La Grange, North Carolina and raised in Greensboro, North Carolina. Lucas is a former heroin dealer and organized crime boss who was based in Harlem during the late 1960s and early 1970s. He was particularly known for cutting out middlemen in the drug trade and buying heroin directly from his source in Southeast Asia. He is the subject of the 2007 film American Gangster. Lucas has been jailed twice, and was most recently released in 1991.
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I would like to dedicate this book to all the kids who will read it, including Richard Robertson, my four sons and four daughters, and especially my youngest son, Ray. Please learn from my mistakes that I have made throughout my life and do not go the route that I took. Please stay in school, finish high school, and earn the highest-level degree in education that you can. This is the way to go in life.

Sincerely,

Mr. Frank Lucas


1

IT’S BEEN MORE than seventy years. But I can see the whole thing as clear as a bell. I wasn’t but six years old and I was wearing those redfooted pajamas with the flap on the butt. Something woke me up with a start. It was early morning, summer of 1936.

I looked toward the front door of the one-room shack I shared with my parents in rural North Carolina. My favorite cousin, Obadiah Biden, had been staying with us. We usually slept together on a straw pallet on the floor. But when I woke up, Obadiah wasn’t there.

There was a group of loud, angry men yelling outside our house and Obadiah was on his way to the front door to see what was going on.

My father was away for a few days and we were alone with my mother. I remember getting out of bed, listening in fear to the sounds of men yelling out for my cousin to come to the door. In front of me was a chair with a shirt hanging on it. I put it on over my pajamas to cover myself up. I even remember that the shirt was much too big for me and hung down to my knees. I think it was either my father’s shirt or Obadiah’s.

“Obadiah, what’s going on?” I asked, rubbing my eyes and trying to sit up.

“Stay here, Frank,” my cousin told me.

“Come out here, nigger! NOW!” I heard a man scream. The harsh sound of the man’s voice made me jump. My blood went cold and I watched my cousin’s fearful face as he stood by the door.

“If you don’t come out here right now, we’re coming in to get you!” another of the men yelled out.

Obadiah opened the front door and was snatched up by the three men who had come to our home looking for him. All of them were white and beefy—perfect examples of what you would call rednecks.

Our small shack had a wide wraparound porch. So, as soon as Obadiah was snatched out the front door, I slipped around to the side of the house to peek out and see what was going on.

I still wish I hadn’t done that.

I craned my neck to look around to the front of the house to try and make out what was going on. It was almost too much for my six-year-old mind to comprehend.

Those three white men, thick and rugged, converged on my cousin Obadiah, tussling and struggling with him while yelling and cursing.

“You ought to know better than to be staring at no girl around here, nigger,” said one of them, a tall man with small, beady eyes.

He took a long piece of rope and twisted it around my cousin’s wrist. He then took the slack of the rope and tied a knot around Obadiah’s other wrist, as the other men held him.

The men pulled the ropes tight, so that Obadiah was forced to stand with his hands spread out. And then I watched, in horror, as the man stepped close to my cousin’s face.

He said, “You eyeballing a white girl? Is that what you want, nigga? You want a white girl?” And then he slammed Obadiah in the mouth with the butt of his gun. Obadiah had broken teeth and blood spewing out of his mouth, and a feeling of rage and fear hit my gut hard.

That man then brought his double-barreled shotgun up and shoved the gun as far down my cousin’s throat as he could while his partners held Obadiah tight.

“Look here, nigga. This is what happens when you look at white girls you ain’t got no business looking at.”

And then he positioned his fingers on both triggers. And pulled them both at the same time.

My cousin Obadiah was my best friend. He was like a brother to me. He would take me to the store occasionally to buy me penny candy, if he had a penny. He took me out to the woods and taught me everything from how to use a slingshot to how to make a ball out of twine. He took me fishing and sometimes he’d even let me shoot off his rifle in the woods.

Obadiah Biden was my hero. And that night, I watched my favorite cousin, his head completely blown apart by the gunshot blast, fall into a crumpled heap in the dirt in front of our home. Let me explain to you what I saw. You need to know exactly what I’m talking about. From the front—my dead cousin Obadiah looked the same. But in the back, there was no back. You could fit a melon in the hole they blasted in the back of his head.

He was thirteen years old.

I saw something that morning that no child should ever see. I was a witness to something so bloody, brutal, and vicious that I have never been the same.

I couldn’t get the image of Obadiah’s crumpled, bloody corpse out of my mind. And so I ran, as far and as fast as my little tiny legs could take me. I was still wearing my pajamas. But I was just so scared that I didn’t know what else to do. I ran out into the woods and kept moving until the woods were so thick with brush that I couldn’t go any farther.

I sat down on the ground, hugging my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth, and crying my eyes out. I couldn’t imagine what Obadiah could have done to make those men do that to him. My cousin was a good, decent kid. Barely a teenager. And they had killed him in cold blood in front of me and my mother. I cried harder and harder, trying to get the picture out of my mind. After a while, I must have fallen asleep out there. ’Cause the next thing I remember was hearing a man’s voice yelling out my name.

“Frank! Frank Lucas, are you out here!”

I woke up frightened. I thought it could have been those white men who’d killed my cousin. As far as I knew, they could be coming back to kill me. So I didn’t answer.

“Frank? Did you hear me calling you, boy?”

I looked up to see my father, sweaty and out of breath, standing right next to me. I jumped up and ran to him. I hadn’t even known he’d returned from his trip, and I was very relieved to see him.

“Why would you run away like that? Your mother’s been worried sick, looking for you!”

“I was scared. You saw what they did to Cousin Obadiah?”

My dad picked me up and started walking back through the woods to our shack.

“Yes, Frank. I saw it all.”

We went back to the house and I saw my parents speaking to each other in low voices. Their faces were full of worry.

My mother was a handsome woman, small in stature with cocoa-brown skin. Even though she wasn’t a tall woman, there was something about her that just exuded power and confidence. A look from my mother could freeze a grown person in his tracks. My father wasn’t a tall man, either. But again, he wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with. He had a broad body with wide shoulders and looked liked he could break a person in two with his bare hands. He wasn’t a friendly man. He was more focused on taking care of his family in a tough time. Can’t say I saw either of my parents smile too much. And they weren’t particularly affectionate toward me and my younger siblings or to each other.

But it was a different time period. Parents weren’t touchy-feely with their kids. You were just lucky to keep them alive. Danger lurked around every corner in my parents’ day. You never knew if you would have enough food to eat. Or if something like what happened to Obadiah was on the horizon.

Three days after Obadiah’s murder, my father hitched up a mule and wagon and we rode a few miles out to Rockford Church, where our pastor, Peter Hood, preached the funeral for my cousin. It was the saddest thing you’d ever want to see. I could not stop crying throughout the ceremony. Not just because Obadiah was dead, but the way he died—so violently and senselessly. I couldn’t get that scene out of my head, no matter how hard I tried. And I wasn’t just sad—I was enraged.

What happened to my family was not unusual. In those days, it happened way more than it ever should have. Something changed within me. I often wonder what kind of man I would have turned out to be if my cousin Obadiah had not been killed right in front of me. Maybe I would have stayed in La Grange. Maybe I would have become a sharecropper like my parents, farming tobacco and living off the land. I have no idea. But I do know that Obadiah’s death had a profound effect on my development. After his funeral, I knew I’d never be the same.

My family was helpless. The men who had killed my cousin were members of the Ku Klux Klan. And they ruled over black people in the South with an iron fist. But my father was not going to let Obadiah die in vain. He went into town a few days later to talk to the sheriff about what had happened to his nephew and demand that the Klansmen be arrested. That discussion ended when the sheriff put my daddy out of his office. He said something like, “Nigga, get your ass outta here before I lock you up.”

My daddy went home and he was pissed off. Told everyone who would listen how he was gonna get the sheriff for disrespecting him like that. “I’ma kill ’im,” he kept saying over and over.

Word got back to the sheriff that my daddy was talking about getting back at him. And so a day or two after my daddy talked to him, here comes the sheriff.

I was there, along with my parents. I stood right there and watched as that white man came into our house and asked my dad if it was true that he was talking about getting back at them.

“You ain’t doing nothing to nobody,” the sheriff said to my father, who had a stony, blank look on his face. “You ain’t doing a goddamn thing.”

I’m not exactly sure what happened next. Maybe the sheriff went to slap Daddy or something like that. All I know is that before I could blink twice, those two were fighting all over the house, knocking over things and wrestling all over the bed my parents shared. I stayed close to my mother, frightened.

The sheriff ran out of the house to his car to get his shotgun. But before he could even turn back around, my father had got his own shotgun, pointed it at the man, and squeezed off with both barrels. I will never forget that sheriff. He wasn’t fat, but he had a big ass and was wearing white pants. And as soon as my daddy shot him, we saw a bright spot of red spreading across the back of those white pants.

That sheriff hopped into the car and drove away real fast.

Now here we are. My father shot the sheriff. He was not going to be able to just sit there to wait for whomever they sent to arrest him. They wouldn’t just lock him up. They’d kill him. My father took off, planning to hide in the woods for as long as he needed to.

In the span of one week, my whole family structure had fallen apart. First, my cousin had been killed. Then my dad had to leave. My mom, a hardworking woman who was as strong as any man I knew, was left alone as my dad went into hiding. And I, at six years old, was now the man of the house.

And my family was going to have to eat. Even though my mother never came right out and told me she would need help to feed the family, I knew I would have to do something.

Someone once said that hunger makes a thief of any man. And I believe that’s true. My life of crime began at age six. I became a thief so that my family could eat—plain and simple. And I continued my life on the wrong side of the law until I became one of the biggest, most notorious criminals that the United States can lay claim to.

A few days after my daddy went into hiding, he returned.

“Daddy!” I yelled out, when I saw him at the front door.

“Shhhh,” my mother whispered, covering my mouth with her hand. “You trying to get your daddy killed? No one can know he’s here.”

My dad crept into the house, hugged my mother and me and my baby brothers. He had a dead squirrel and a few rabbits he’d killed out in the woods and he gave them to my mother so she could make stew out of them.

“Are you okay out there?” my mother asked my father.

“No,” he said. “But I will be.”

“When are you going to be able to come home for good?”

“I don’t know. When the sheriff stops looking for me, I suppose.”

“That might never happen,” my mother said, her eyes filling with tears.

“We’re gonna be fine,” my father said.

After a tear-filled dinner of rabbit stew and vegetables, my father had to take to the woods once again. I cried, knowing I might not see him for another month or possibly longer. He was going to have to stay hidden for as long as possible, until the heat was off.

During my father’s absences, I noticed that my mother, as proud as she was, was having a hard time keeping enough food in the house. She had to chop wood for the fires to keep us warm, try to hunt animals for meat, tend to the gardens, and she had to do all the farm work my father normally did. All this and she had to attend to me and all my siblings. Even though I was only six, I was the oldest boy and I knew I had to help.

I began stealing chickens and other livestock from nearby farms to feed my family. I wasn’t a natural thief. I was a very good kid—before Obadiah was killed. But after that happened, I was just dead inside. Obadiah was gone. My father was hiding out from the sheriff. I was in survivor mode. My mom needed my help and I was going to do anything in my power to assist her. We lived several miles from the closest farm. I would walk out for miles and miles, until I got to a farm that wasn’t well tended. I’d run into the chicken coop and steal chickens and eggs. The next time, I might try to get a goat. Once, I even stole a whole pig and brought it back to my mom.

My mother never asked where I’d gotten the livestock. And I never told her. We both understood what was going on. We had to eat, plain and simple, and she needed my help, even though I was little more than a baby myself.

By the age of nine, I’d moved on to robbing the johns waiting outside Ava Blackman’s piccolo joint and whorehouse, a few miles from my family’s shack outside La Grange, North Carolina. They’d come out drunk as a skunk and careless. I’d hit them in the head with a brick or a bat, steal their money, and run. It was almost too easy. The first time, I got ten dollars. Might not seem like much today. But back then, it was enough to feed my family for months.

I was a reckless and vicious thief, motivated not by greed but solely by my need to survive.

I will make no excuses for the life I began to lead. But I knew early on that I wasn’t going to accept the life my parents had to forge for us. There was just no way. I can’t tell you exactly why I turned out the way I did, but I know I’ve never recovered from seeing what the Klan did to my cousin. They may not have created me, but they damn sure contributed to the man I was to become.

By the time I was a teenager, I’d lived enough for two people. I became too much for my neck of the woods. The last straw was when I broke in to the general store in town and stole four hundred dollars. Four hundred dollars back then felt like all the money in the world. It really felt like a million dollars would to me now. It was a serious crime and I couldn’t wait around for them to figure out it was me who did it. I had to leave town.

I went on to Wilson, North Carolina, and stayed with an aunt there while I tried to think of my next step. I’d heard people talking about how Kentucky was called the Bluegrass State and for some reason I kept thinking about that. I wondered if it was true and just what “blue grass” would look like. With the money I had from the general-store robbery, I sent my momma two hundred dollars and got myself a bus ticket to Kentucky.

Now, you have to remember, I was barely thirteen years old at this point. And I was already on my own, trying to find my way as best I could, and usually depending on my skills as a thief to survive.

On the bus to Kentucky, we stopped in Knoxville, Tennessee. There was a layover for an hour. So I got out and started walking around. About three blocks from the bus station, I found a group of men playing a craps game against the wall of an abandoned factory. I perked up. This would be a way for me to get some money. Back in North Carolina, I had learned how to play craps from hanging around the whorehouse, waiting to rob the drunken customers.

Craps is a game of chance; you’re either hot or you’re cold. For some reason, I was often hot with a pair of dice in my hand.

At first, I just observed, keeping an eye on how much money they had.

“You trying to get in this game or what?” one guy said. He looked like he was a few years older than me. Taller than me but not much.

“What they rolling for?” I asked.

“Dollar …”

A dollar was a lot of money in 1943. So I knew these kids had probably come up on some money the same way I had—robbing someone or something. Didn’t matter to me: I had more than a few dollars to bet.

I held my hands out and he dropped the dice in my hand. I shook them in my hand until they felt right.

The four young men standing around me placed their bets, all of them mumbling, “Pass,” or “Don’t pass,” eyeing me warily as they spoke.

Now that my bet had been covered by the young men, I could roll the dice. I held my hand up near my shoulder, shook the dice vigorously a few times, and tossed the dice against the building.

I quickly found myself on the right side of Lady Luck. The dollar bills piled up at my feet as I continued to throw the dice, winning turn after turn.

“Shit,” one guy whispered after he lost another dollar. He rolled his eyes and dug his hands into his pockets to get another dollar out.

As the game intensified, we all began to crouch lower to the ground, whispering and trash talking.

“Nigga, yo’ luck ’bout to run out,” said the tall guy.

“You wish,” I said with a smile, shaking my fist and throwing the dice with an elaborate flourish.

I won again and the tall guy sucked his teeth. “This is some bullshit,” he said.

Finally, I rolled a seven and my turn was up. I leaned down to pick up my money.

“Ai-ight, fellas, I got a bus to catch,” I said, straightening up and then turning around.

“Nigga, you ain’t going nowhere with my fucking money,” said the tall guy.

Before he could say another word, I jumped him and started punching him as hard as I could in the face. There was no need to talk. I knew he was pissed that I’d beaten him so bad, so it made sense to just go ahead and get a head start.

But of course, I was there alone. And the rest of the guys were on his side. One of them jumped on my back and we were all fighting, rolling around on the ground. I tried to stand up, threw one guy off my back, then turned to punch him. But just when I pulled my hand back, the whole world went black. I guess somebody hit me in the head with something. I don’t know. I woke up facedown in a creek with my eyes sealed shut with blood.

When I finally came to, I dragged myself out of the creek. I was dirty, hungry, and cold. And all my money was gone. My bus to Kentucky had gone on without me and now I was broke and without a place to say.

I went to the general store in town and the door was open. I stole a johnnycake, a piece of cheese, and a Pepsi. I sat there, wincing every time I took a bite because my jaw hurt so bad. I just tried to focus on taking a deep breath and getting my strength up so I could figure out how I was going to get out of town.

“Put your hands right where I can see ’em,” I heard someone say. I froze. And I heard the clop of hard shoes walking toward me. The cops. Damn.

“Officer, I was attacked a few hours ago and I—”

“Nigger, close your mouth until I tell you to speak.”

I heard the click of the safety being taken off the officer’s weapon.

“Stand up,” he said.

I exhaled. And then I stood up, keeping my hands above my head.

“Breaking and entering the general store. Larceny. And you look like the young man I’m hearing got off the bus from Kentucky and started gambling and robbing folks.”

“I ain’t rob nobody.”

“I said shut your mouth,” he said, getting real close to my face and talking through clenched teeth.

He led me down the street to the town jail, which was just a few doors down from the general store. I spent the night in jail, and the next morning I was taken before a judge.

I was still sick as a dog and felt half dead when I went to see the judge. He was talking so fast that I didn’t know what he was saying. I had no attorney. No one asked me if I was guilty or innocent. I couldn’t tell you what I was officially charged with or how long I was being sentenced. I came in there, listened to the judge mumble something. And then five minutes later, he said, “Take him on down to John’s gang.” He banged his gavel and that was that. Someone led me away from the courthouse in handcuffs.

Next thing I remember, I was being taken to the side of a dirt road. I saw a white man sitting high up on a horse. The man on the horse had a fat pink face and he was furiously chewing tobacco and spitting it out, letting the drool catch on his chin.

“He’s all yours,” said the man who had brought me.

The man on the horse laughed out loud. “Hell I’m gon’ do with him?”

The other man shrugged. “Judge sent him. Do what you want.”

I looked around and saw at least two dozen black men, chained together at their feet. They were digging a ditch along the side of the road. A few of them looked up at me and then quickly put their heads right back down and focused on their shovels and the dirt at their feet.

The man who had brought me over from the courthouse disappeared. And someone else came over and attached a leg shackle to my ankle and then connected me to the rest of the gang.

“Here,” the man said, putting a shovel in my hand. “Dig.”

The sun was so hot overhead that I could see wavy lines in the sky. Had to be ninety degrees. At least. Beads of sweat were pouring down everyone’s head, even the white men on horseback, who weren’t doing any work.

An elderly black man was the only person not shackled. He was carrying a bucket of water and a tin cup and holding it out for the prisoners to get an occasional sip. After an hour, he came over to me and offered me water.

“What’s your name, boy?” he whispered.

“Frank Lucas,” I said, darting my eyes over at the white man on horseback.

“Frank, you gotta get outta here,” he said. “You gonna be here for an awfully long time if you don’t.”

“Jimmy Reed, who you talking to over there, boy?”

Jimmy quickly rushed down to the next man on line.

“Ain’t talking to nobody, Captain Charlie, nobody at all.”

“I got my eye on you, Jimmy Reed. Nigger, you better not blink too fast or I will shoot you and bury you right here in this ditch.”

I actually had no idea how much time that judge gave me. So Jimmy Reed was probably right. If I didn’t escape, I’d be there forever. But I wasn’t sure what I was going to do about it, and I told him so later on that night, when we were all at the mess hall of the small prison.

“I don’t know how you gon’ do it. But I’m gon’ help you,” Jimmy Reed said.

“Why?” I asked. “Why you helping me?”

“What you mean why? Boy, you ain’t but thirteen. You can’t be here. It’s not right. You gotta go.”

I looked around at the other men on the chain gang. I hadn’t spoken to any of them. And they didn’t look like they had two words for me, either.

“Don’t worry about them,” Jimmy Reed said. “Worry about you. And pay attention tomorrow.”

The chain gang was watched over by a group of white men on horseback. We called them all Captain Charlie. Each of us had a thick chain and a lock on our ankles. Most of the work was ditch digging. For the next few days, I just dug my ditch and watched. Occasionally, Jimmy Reed would nudge me and I’d look up and see the white man on the horse take a sip from a flask and then shudder.

After a few days, Jimmy Reed cleared his throat one morning and spoke directly to the mounted officer.

“Thinking Frank can just help me get the water for us,” he said.

“Dat boy can dig like the rest of them. You’re the only nigga not worth working.”

“Just thinking he looks peaked,” said Jimmy Reed. “Be a pain to deal with a dead body. Alls I’m saying …”

The guard looked at me and I made sure to look as pathetic as possible. I even coughed.

The guard took a swig from his flask and shuddered. Then he gestured to one of the men who worked for him and said, “G’wan and take his irons off.”

Someone came over and released me from the rest of the chain gang and I immediately started rubbing my ankle, where it was sore from the chains.

“You stand right here next to me,” said Captain Charlie. “You move and I will kill you.”

I had to stand right near the men on horseback and I could never leave their sight. If I had to use the bathroom, they gave me a few feet of twine to hold on to. They would hold the beginning of the rope, and if I had to go a bit out of the way to use the bathroom in the woods, they could make sure I was still nearby.

One day, Jimmy Reed gave me some extra twine and I hid it inside my pants. He gave me a look and I knew what it meant. Time to go. The next time I needed to use the bathroom, I handed the beginning of the rope to the man I called Captain Charlie.

“I gotta go take one, Captain Charlie,” I said.

“Stay where I can hear you. You know what to do,” he said.

Every few seconds he expected to hear me say, “Shaking the bush, Captain Charlie, shaking the bush!” At the same time, I was supposed to yank at the twine we both held to let him know that I was still holding on to it. With this method, he could make sure I was nearby in two ways—from the sound of my voice and the feel of me pulling on the twine—even if he couldn’t see me.

He didn’t bank on me having more twine than I usually had. So I kept moving through the woods every ten seconds yelling out, “Shaking the bush, Captain Charlie” and continuing to yank on the rope.

I came to a fence and realized it was time to make a break for it. At the same time, Captain Charlie realized that my voice was coming from just a bit too far away. I heard the sound of Captain Charlie galloping toward me just as I got ready to break free.

I leaped over the fence, Captain Charlie at my heels. If his horse had not changed his mind about jumping that fence at the last minute, I wouldn’t be here to tell the tale. But as it stands, Captain Charlie got thrown over that fence like something out of a movie. That didn’t stop him from shooting at me though.

I heard the bullets whiz by my ear. Heard ’em twice, as a matter of fact. I heard the bullets pass me. And then I heard myself pass those bullets!

I continued running on the side of a dirt road until I came across a black family on their way to California with all their possessions. I hitched a ride with them and they told me they would take me out as far as they could.

They dropped me off in Lexington on their way to the West Coast. I was thirteen years old, alone, and flat broke. And I was in a state I’d never been to before. It was late fall. It was just starting to get cold, and the first night, I slept under a house. All the houses out there were set off the ground and there was usually enough crawl space to sleep and be warm.

After three or four nights of sleeping under one house, the young man who lived there caught me and told his mother that I was out there.

I had been leaving during the day to find food—eating whatever I could. Even stuff out of the garbage when I had to. And then at night, I was going back under their house.

“How long you been hiding out under my house, young man?” the woman asked.

“Few days, ma’am. Ain’t mean no harm. Just ain’t got nowhere to stay.”

“Well, good Lord, ya ask someone for help. Don’t just sleep under a house. Ain’t safe. And way too cold for you, besides. You look liked death warmed over. Sit.”

I sat at her round kitchen table. Her home was nicer than any I’d ever been to. It was a real house, not a shack on the bare dirt floor like we had in North Carolina.

Looking back, the house wasn’t anything special. No indoor plumbing or anything fancy like that. But she had an icebox stocked with food in her large kitchen. And the smells of fresh-baked bread, ham hocks, and collard greens mingled together with the lemony smell of whatever she used to scrub her floors. It felt like a home. A warm, cozy home. It was something I knew nothing about.

Family’s name was Jones. A single mother and a few kids, including the son who had caught me sleeping there. Mrs. Jones took me in, fed me, and gave me some decent clothes to wear.

“We ain’t got much,” she said, handing over a pair of clean pants and a clean shirt. “But I ain’t gon’ let you go hungry.”

“ ’Preciate it,” I said.

“House’ll be empty soon anyway,” she said, gesturing toward her son, whose head was buried in a book.

“Is that so?” I asked.

“All my kids are in college,” said Mrs. Jones. She beamed. “On their way back for the new semester in a few days.”

I nodded. The concept of college was stranger than indoor plumbing and a full icebox to me.

“So you can earn your keep ’round here,” she said. “Be nice if you could get the fire started each morning. I like it warm in here by six.”

“Yes, ma’am. Not a problem,” I said, shoveling the food she set before me into my mouth.

“Use a fork, chil’,” she said, smiling. “Food ain’t going nowhere and there’s more where that came from.”

One morning, about three months after I arrived, I woke up and it was as cold as a black whore’s heart. The kids were all away at school and it was usually just us in the house in the morning. Mrs. Jones was a bootlegger and she’d start mixing her batches early in the morning while I would go out and run the streets, gambling, fighting, and whatever else. My favorite thing to do was go to the pool hall near the bus station. I was learning a mean game of pool from a couple of older guys who hung out there all day. I took quickly to the game and they even started having me play for money against other men.

That morning, before leaving for the pool hall, I went into the main room to get the fire started as usual. From the area where the fireplace was located, I could see where Mrs. Jones slept. Usually she was covered up in the blankets, sleeping heavily until the small house was warm.

But this time, she was already awake.

“Mornin’,” I said, using the poker to stoke the embers.

Mrs. Jones stretched her legs and I saw her brown foot, ankle, leg, and then thigh creep into view. I turned around quickly and focused back on the fire.

Now remember, I am barely thirteen years old. And this woman was old enough to be my grandmother. I’d messed around with young girls my age in North Carolina here and there, but nothing serious. Mrs. Jones was a whole different story. She was a grown woman.

I could hear Mrs. Jones sit up in bed.

“Frank, what you working with over there?”

“’Scuse me?”

“Come here, Frank.”

I walked over to the side of her bed, keeping my head down.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Look at me.”

I looked up. Mrs. Jones might have been an older woman, but she sure was pretty. Cocoa-brown skin. Full lips. Great head of hair.

She pulled the covers back and I like to had a heart attack.

“They got all this where you come from in North Carolina?”

“Reckon they do,” I said, running a hand over my face.

“You know what to do with it?”

“Reckon I do,” I said.

“Well, let’s go.”

After a few months of our new arrangement, it was time for me to move on. I’ve never been one to live off someone. It just didn’t feel right. I needed to make my own way. I don’t think Mrs. Jones had any idea how young I was. By the time I was thirteen, I was as tall as I am right now. And I was often mistaken for someone much older. Only old Jimmy Reed was able to see that I was just a kid. Everyone else treated me as if I were at least five or ten years older.

After four or five months, me and Mrs. Jones went our separate ways. I ended up working in a nearby pipe factory. Can’t remember how I came to start working there. Maybe Mrs. Jones put in a good word for me. But somehow, I managed to get a job on the assembly line, double-checking the various parts of the pipes before they got boxed up and shipped out.

One morning, I was standing on the assembly line when Kennedy, the owner of the warehouse, walked through, talking to some other people and pointing things out in the factory. He had a young girl with him. She was taking notes while everyone else was talking.

“You better stop looking at that girl,” said one of my coworkers.

“Tell her to stop looking at me,” I said.

“That’s Kennedy’s daughter,” my co-worker said. “Name’s Lucy. And she’ll get you in a heap of trouble, so stay away from her.”

That white girl was fine. Thick girl. Had a little something in all the right places. Legs went on and on for days. Bright red hair, green eyes, and a face full of freckles. And there was something mysterious behind her smile. She looked like the type who liked to get in trouble. And I was the type to help her out.

“Frank! Psst. Frank!”

I was on my lunch break, about two weeks after I had started working at Kennedy’s factory. Lucy had given me the eye more than once. But I would just look the other way. Finally, she’d had enough of my silent treatment. She found a reason to come near my side of the break room and pretended to talk to me about something work related.

“I’m going to need to see you in my office,” she said.

“I didn’t know you had an office,” I said, keeping my eyes on my lunch.

“Right ’round by the side exit. Five minutes,” she said, before walking away.

Now, I could have ignored her. I knew what she wanted and the feelings were mutual. But I knew firsthand what happened to black men who were even accused of just looking at a white girl. Especially the boss’s daughter. But this was when I first discovered something important about my personality: I didn’t give a good goddamn about nothing.

I know for a fact that my attitude had everything to do with what I saw happen to my cousin Obadiah. That erased any filter I had. I would never go with the status quo. I’d do what I wanted and dare someone to make me pay the price.

Five minutes later, I was sneaking away from the assembly line and looking for Lucy. The office she’d mentioned was anything but. It was just a small storage area I’d never noticed. Nothing but broken equipment in a dark, dank room.

“Anybody in here?” I asked.

“Back here, Frank. Hurry!”

I took a few more steps forward and it got so dark I could barely see two feet in front of me. I could hear Lucy’s voice but I couldn’t see her at all.

“What in the hell—”

I felt a hand grab my shirt and pull me down. Lucy had some kind of pallet down on the floor. We both fell down on top of it and I realized she was completely naked. I almost passed out in sheer shock. And after I ran my hands over her body, I almost passed out again, for other reasons.

We weren’t in that storage area very long, but it felt like a lifetime to me. And that became my lunchtime ritual. Lucy wasn’t in the factory every day. But when she was, I was sure to hear a “psst, Frank” in the break room. And I knew what was going to go down.

Week after week, month after month, the routine was the same. I’d be working and she would pop up, give me the eye, and I’d meet her at the back of the warehouse.

One afternoon, disaster struck. A white guy who worked near me on the assembly line had been giving me funny looks for a week. I should have known he was on to us. But of course, I didn’t care. He followed me while I was following Lucy. Just as soon as me and Lucy got into it, I heard the rustling of furniture being moved and then the spotlight of a flashlight on me and Lucy.

“When Kennedy finds out about this, you a dead nigger,” the man said.

Lucy grabbed a shirt to cover herself and pointed a finger at the man. “You son of a bitch! You tell my daddy and I’ll tell him you tried to rape me.”

They went back and forth while I got dressed and got the hell out of there. Whether or not Kennedy was going to find out, I knew that was the end of that job. It was time to hit the road—again. The factory still owed me fifty dollars in salary. And I wasn’t about to go up to Kennedy and get it from him. Instead, I snuck back into the factory that night, stole a couple hundred dollars, and left for the bus station.

I knew I had to leave the South for good. I decided to make my way to a place I’d only heard about. A place where hundreds of thousands of black folks lived in their own community and the one place where I thought I might actually have a chance to make some real money.

In the summer of 1944, I got off a Greyhound bus at Fiftieth Street and Eighth Avenue in New York City. I had had cardboard lining my shoes. I hopped on a city bus and told the driver where I wanted to go.

When I got off, I looked around, confused. There was nothing but white people, bustling here and there, going into different office buildings. I walked over to a police officer nearby. Didn’t really want to talk to a cop, but the regular white folks actually looked more intimidating.

“I’m trying to get to where all the colored people are,” I said.

“You see that sign right there?” he asked.

I looked up. The street sign said Fourteenth Street. But that didn’t mean anything to me.

“You are on Fourteenth Street. You need to get to One Hundred Fourteenth Street!”

“I don’t have any more money,” I told the police officer.

The cop gave me a strange look and then shook his head. He took me to the corner and flagged down a bus.

“Take this boy up to One Hundred Fourteenth Street,” he told the bus driver. “He just got up here. Ran out of money.”

At the time, I remember wondering how he knew I had just come to town. And then I was trying to figure out why the bus driver gave me such a funny look. And then, when I got on the bus, every passenger on that bus moved straight to the back. Wasn’t till years later, when I looked back, that I realized that I had been a mess. Smelled to high heaven. Hadn’t had a decent shower in weeks. No haircut in months. Had been wearing the same clothes for I don’t know how long. I stunk that bus up but good! That driver burned rubber getting up to Harlem. And when he got to 114th Street, he rushed me off that bus real quick.

“Right here! Go. Get off! This is Harlem.”

I stood on 114th Street and 8th Avenue and looked to my right and to my left. There was nothing but black people as far as I could see. And there were all kinds of black folks: men and women of all ages and sizes, some who looked dirt poor (but not as poor as me) and some who looked straight-up rich.

I threw out my hands and screamed out as loud as I could, Hello, Harlem USA! I was ready for New York City, but even now, I’m not sure she was ready for me.
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