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Dedication
This book is dedicated to my family—
those we’ve lost, those still with us, and those yet to come.
Your blood runs through these pages. Your strength shaped my soul.
To my late mother, Alice Carter-Harris, and my late aunt Estelle Phox, who held the family together through fire and heartbreak.
To my father, Hugh Lovejoy Harris, who left this world too soon but never left my heart.
To my sister, Wetonah Carter, and her beloved children—
Shawn Darnell Carter and Aaron Carter, whose memories live forever,
and Reginald Carter, whose life is a continuing testimony of resilience.
To my late niece, Shadeequah Carter, a beautiful soul and loving mother to Blessing Carter, whose name says it all.
To my nephews—Reginald, Demond, Rayshawn , Justin, Jovan and Daquai Carter, to Kevin Michael and Everton Harris—each of you carries a part of this legacy forward.
To Kevin Brian Harris, a beacon of our family’s light.
To my nieces—Kiara Carter and Diamond Carter—and to every child born from this family tree,
May you walk boldly knowing you are the continuation of a powerful story.
To my cousin, brother, and co-creator, Bee Phox,
and to my stepfather Ronald Greene, my guardian angel in life and beyond—thank you for the love that saved me more than once.
This book is not just my story.
It’s our story—etched in love, fire, struggle, and redemption.
I carry all of you with me.
Don’t block your blessings.
—Hugh Carter
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Prologue: From Ashes to Redemption
Some people talk about rock bottom like it’s a moment.
For me, it was a fire.
 
I was a young man when I jumped from that burning house. Flames behind me. Family inside. My baby nephew Shawn Darnell Carter didn’t make it out. He was just three years old. And with him, a part of my youth went up in smoke.
 
We lost everything that day.
The roof over our heads.
The photographs that held our history.
Even the air we breathed changed forever.
 
But that was just the beginning.
 
I’ve survived through conflicts and survived battles in the streets of Trenton. I’ve worn a uniform and a DOC number. I’ve stood in front of judges and in front of microphones. I’ve seen the inside of a cell and the inside of my soul. And through it all, one thing kept calling me: redemption.
 
Not just freedom—but transformation. Not just survival—but purpose.
 
This book isn’t just about what I went through. It’s about what I became because of it.
It’s about the lessons fire couldn’t burn and prison couldn’t erase.
It’s about finding light after the darkest hours, and building something out of brokenness.
 
I’ve been labeled a felon, a fighter, a hustler, a survivor.
But I also became a veteran, a businessman, a mentor, an inventor—and a man who earned a full pardon.
 
Not because I begged for it.
Because I changed.
 
This is not a book of excuses.
It’s a testament to what’s possible when a man takes ownership of his past and dares to rewrite his future.
 
This is the story of how I lost everything, found myself, and walked back into the world with nothing to hide and everything to give.
 
I ain’t goin to jail.
Pardon me? I’ve already been redeemed.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter One:
The Jump, The Loss, and the Family Left Behind
It was during the end of 1980 at 58 Kelsey Avenue, Trenton, New Jersey. My mom Alice Harris headed out to work as a cook by bus to PJ”s Pancake House on Nassau Street in Princeton, NJ directly across the street from The Ivy League’s Princeton University like always. 
My sister Wetonah Carter sent her sons Reginald  and Demond off to school then she went to the laundry mat . Our house—small, wood-framed, and filled with life—went up in flames so fast we barely had time to breathe. 
The house was filled with smoke when I was awaken to horrifying screams from my Uncle’s wife Rose below “The house is on fire!”. I was 18 years old when our house caught fire — a moment that scorched its way into my memory forever
🔥 The Fire 
The fire broke out fast, and we were trapped inside. I tried to run downstairs but the smoke and fire pushed me back into the room. As I re-entered the room. 
 I thought is this the way my life is about to end! All I could see was clouds of thick smoke.
The smoke filled the hallways and began to start filling my lungs. I can feel the intense heat rapidly increasing as I re-entered the room, panic overtaking logic, and saw my cousin Charles Phox escaping through the second-story window. I followed him without hesitation.
I jumped—arm burning, hair singed, lungs full of smoke. I remember hitting the ground. I remember the chaos. 
I remember the fireman Robert Ervin pulling my brother Kevin and nephew Aaron from the roof. I remember the sirens, the screaming. And I remember the cold silence when we realized not everyone had made it out.
Aaron was only two years old and was in such guarded condition that he was airlifted to the Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia Acute Care Unit. Miraculously he survived.
I was taken in an ambulance with my three-year-old nephew Shawn Darnell Carter who fireman Blaine Shaddo found under a bed while they fought the fire for about 40 minutes. 
I remember looking at him, thinking he was asleep — but he had already passed away from smoke inhalation, they pronounced him dead at 10:30am that morning.  \
It had taken more than 20 firemen from five city companies to fight the blaze at 9:05am that morning. That moment has never left me.
That fire took more than just a house. It took our peace. It took Shawn. And it burned something deep into me — a survival instinct, a need to fight through life’s flames no matter how hot they got. It was chaos and heartbreak wrapped into one. 
That article serves as a permanent reminder of what we endured. Standing outside the charred house, grief frozen on their faces. Aunt Estelle took us in after that. She was my second mother. Her kindness and structure helped us survive.
 
 
💔 Loss of Shawn Darnell Carter
 
What’s truly remarkable—what still amazes me to this day—is that out of the tragedy of losing my three-year-old nephew, Shawn Darnell Carter, came the miracle of new life. At the time of the fire, my sister Wetonah was pregnant.  
She was doing what any young mother does—caring for her children, trying to hold it all together. While she was away, everything changed.The fire took Shawn. There’s a photo I still have—miraculously recovered from the remains of that fire.
I look at that photo sometimes and wonder how something so fragile as an image could endure such heat—when a life so young could not.
 This was during the Christmas Holiday season as you can see in this image with his brother Aaron in the background.
 I had taken this picture and it survived the fire somehow with a few other things like albums and a melted 45 record that I still have today!
 However just a few months later, My sister gave birth to another son. She named him Rayshawn—a name that carried Shawn’s memory like a torch. 
It was her way of honoring what she had lost while holding tight to what remained. That name symbolized strength, resilience, and the will to keep moving forward, even in the face of heartbreak.
But what still bothers me is how the tragedy was misreported in the local media. The Trentonian newspaper ran a story that completely distorted the facts. According to the article, children were playing with matches at 9:00 a.m., and a 20-year-old adult named was wide awake, supposedly in the house. It was written as if the entire thing was the result of negligence or reckless behavior.
My late mother, Alice Carter-Harris, was not mentioned by name in the newspaper article documenting the fire. 
They clearly didn’t identify my mother Alice Jean Harris whose is pictured with my Aunt Estelle Phox who had came down from Princeton where my mother was at work and had gotten the message and made it back to the house. They identified my mother as my sister!
I never believed that version of the story. I still don’t.
They couldn’t even get the basics right. They spelled my name wrong, and they spelled my brother Kevin’s name wrong too.  They listed our ages incorrectly—Kevin was 17 and I was 18 at the time. Worse than that, the article completely left out one of the most critical parts of what happened that day.
They never mentioned that my cousin Charles Phox and I jumped from the second-story window to escape the fire. We were forced to leap through the smoke and flames, not knowing if we would land safely or survive. That jump was pure instinct—survival in its rawest form.
And they also failed to mention how the Trenton Fire Department rescued my brother Kevin from the roof of the house.
That’s the truth. Not exactly the way it was printed.
What happened that day was devastating, but what followed was also a story of survival—of a family torn apart, but not completely broken. The world only saw the fire. What they didn’t see was everything we went through in the smoke, the chaos, and the aftermath. And they certainly didn’t see the courage it took just to keep going.
Let me give you a deeper sense of my family during that time. My mother had five brothers: Ernest ‘Uncle Juney’ Johnson Sr., Jesse Carter was already deceased, David Carter, and the twins James and Jerome. 
My father, Hugh Lovejoy Harris, had passed away the year before the fire. He had one brother, Joe, and eight sisters: Grace, Estelle, Louise, Lucy, Margaret, Pauline, Sylvia, and Frances who perished in a home fire in her youth.
 I never had any children of my own, but I’ve always carried the weight of family as if they were all mine.
And though I would go on to live many lives—soldier, prisoner, businessman, inventor—this was where it all began. With fire. With loss. With family.
My mother’s father, my grandfather, Arthur “Little Joe” Coles, was from North Philadelphia and was an Army veteran. 
He traveled by train to Trenton regularly, and as I later learned, he was also a bookie. His brother was Little Johnny Coles, he’d made a name for himself as a famous jazz musician from Philadelphia. 
No memoir would be complete without acknowledging the profound influence of my mother,  Alice Jean Carter-Harris. she possessed a heart of gold, always willing to extend a helping hand and share whatever she had with others. Her kindness and generosity were evident in her actions, particularly in her role as a cook and server at PJ's Pancake House. 
Mom devoted herself to providing nourishment and care to those who visited the establishment, leaving an indelible mark on the community. My mother, Alice Jean Harris also worked as a waitress at the Nassau Inn. Both within walking distance from Princeton University on Nassau Street. 
Mom had a zest for life that found expression in her love for two particular activities—bingo and dancing. These were sources of joy and excitement for her, allowing her to unwind and immerse herself in moments of fun and camaraderie. 
Whether it was the thrill of marking off numbers on a bingo card or the sheer delight of moving to the rhythm on the dance floor, Mom embraced these activities with enthusiasm, leaving lasting impressions on those who had the pleasure of joining her. 
My mom caught the bus to work and sometimes taxi cabs. She didn’t drive. I loved when she brought us extras from work with dessert. Everyone ate at PJ’s. They enjoyed my mom’s cooking. All of the cops, prosecutors, doctors, nurses, students, faculty and lawyers went there.
A lot of my family and friends worked there including myself as a busboy. Everyone called her Mom such a sweet lady who would give you her last, she had five brothers. More about them later.
My father came into a city rich in history but also in turmoil. South Trenton was where they settled. My Mom and Dad later married after I was born. We lived on Clay Street in Trenton.
Right around the corner from my grandmother Alice Mae Carter house on Market Street. Right down the street from the Mercer County Detention Center. 
My dad separated from us and moved to Princeton. He worked as a carpenter and later on at Carter Wallace in West Windsor, NJ. 
We later moved to Passaic Street. The West Side. Later known as God’s Ave.  Peace to Da God’s! 
My mom loved bingo and dancing. We had a few bars around the corner called the Desert Inn, The Horseshoe and Klotz. 
There also was a Liquor store on the corner next to my friend’s Church. My dad was an avid hunter and fisherman. Often eating what he caught with his friends. He never took us fishing. He was a former Army veteran and member of the Rod and Gun Club of Princeton.
More than likely washing it down with those empty liquor bottles that me and my brother would see on his dresser. Whenever we’d go see him,  he would give us allowance. Five dollars was good back then! My dad was off that Thunderbird and my mom drank Miller.
 My dad’s, father and mother was Rosa and Joseph Harris from Charlottesville  Va. I didn’t get to meet them. More about them later on. My dad’s brother, Uncle Joseph Harris served 24 years in the Army he went to Korea and Vietnam getting hit with Agent Orange. 
My Uncle Joe was hilarious. He would tell us all kinds of stories about his time in Vietnam. He would send us to the liquor store called Tash in Princeton as soon as they opened up for a fifth
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