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Introduction

I hope that this forward finds everyone reading it in good spirits. I actually never thought about writing an introduction before, but as I put the final touches on what will be my first published novel, I decided that in the spirit of making it as legitimate as possible, I better not cut any corners.

As I am writing this, I am sitting in the main lobby of the Atlanta Hartsfield International Airport, reading "Rules to Rule By" a book written by the fictional character Ari Gold from the spectacular HBO series "Entourage.” Ari was my alter ego for a while as I was making my way up the ranks in the music business as an artist manager and songwriter.

I watched every episode of Entourage in awe of how Ari handled his business and kept moving forward no matter what obstacle stood before him. Then recently I found out that there was a book by him, and I immediately went to Amazon to order my copy. I was blown away to find out that my hero was based on a real guy in Hollywood named Ari Manuel.

Around 2011, I came across this gem of a show and was instantly drawn to the character. He was calculating, ruthless and had a laser focus and a craziness that reminded me of myself in a lot of ways. At the time I was working in Sandy Springs, GA for a fortune 500 credit card processing company in their mailroom.

I was hired as a temp, and a year later, I was the supervisor. I turned that Mailroom/Copy Center into my own personal business office. I had a computer, a color copier, a telephone, a UPS shipping account monitored by me, a legal department on the 10th floor and an IT department  on the 3rd. I would have made Ari proud. Who I learned, also got his start in the mailroom.

That wasn't the only thing that I had in common with my idol, upon reading his book, what really blew me away, was when I learned he had grown up in Chicago. When my parents separated, my mother moved to Rogers Park, which is on the Northside of Chicago, not too far from where Ari was raised.

I stayed with my mother up until I was 8 years old and then I moved back with my father on the SouthSide of Chicago. I eventually grew up and started hanging out in the streets. I did all the Gangbanging and drug dealing like everyone else around me, but I wasn't completely all the way 100 with it like some of the dudes from my area, and in Chicago if you're all the way in, you might as well pick a safer way to move up in the world.

I knew early on that my way out wouldn't be living out my Nino Brown fantasies, so I figured the best way for me was doing something creative, since sports was just about as unrealistic as starting the CMB and taking over The Carter. I developed my passion for music.

Lyrically, I was a monster and still am to this day, as I have now parlayed my rapping skills into songwriting. My intelligence and business sense would eventually lead me to artist management and branding. I'm actually president of A&R right now for my mentor's indie label, but back then rapping my way through the streets of Chicago and my propensity to gang bang got me shipped off to California as a teenager.

The early nineties saw the emergence of the "Hood" films that were a step up from the black exploitation films our parents grew up watching. Ice cube had left NWA and branched out into acting, and made the iconic movie Boyz N The Hood, written and directed by my other idol and inspiration John Singleton, who was a film school graduate who grew up in Los Angeles and was about to make his debut.

John Singleton was also about to start a garden of young black creatives when he told a young O'shea Jackson that if he could write a song, then he could write a movie. The thing was, he didn't just tell that to Ice Cube, he told that shit to ALL OF US, and I received that message loud and clear.

Fast forward, the year is 2018 and the music industry has me exhausted and rethinking my line of work, well let me clarify, I didn't want to depend on the music industry to be the source of my family's financial future, so I decided I needed re examine all the tricks I had up my sleeve and one night in the middle of an infamous drinking binge, I decided to write this book.

Today my current screen writing Jedi Master Kenya Burress has inspired me to be fearless, and to go hard like pioneers before me, such as Spike Lee, Ryan Cooglar, Lena Waithe, Issa Rae, Shonda Rimes, Dainesse Jackson, Courtney Kemp, Tyler Perry and Curtis “50 cent” Jackson, Hype Williams, Judd Apatow, Director X, Alex Tse, Will Smith, Kiki Swinson, Sister Souljah, S.E Hinton, Sophia Stewart 

This work is my contribution 
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“Chicago has always been an unsung breeding ground for legends...” - Author

––––––––
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T

he sun was setting on a warm July night on the Southside of Chicago. The sky was bright orange with a touch of red, as if the city somehow knew that there would be a lot of blood shed later that night. The city itself had a rich history, from the fire that decimated its landscape in 1871 to the violent escapades of a notorious gangster named Al Capone during prohibition in the '20s. Not to mention, the political corruption in the mayor’s office in the '80s and ‘90s to the inauguration of the first black president of the United States, and yes, as many of you may be thinking, the formation of some of the country’s most notorious organized street gangs; Chicago had always maintained its own identity as the middle child between New York and Los Angeles.  Now, don’t get me wrong, the city was also responsible for some of the greatest legends in sports, music, and entertainment—from Michael Jordan to Derrick Rose; Redd Foxx to Bernie Mac; Chaka Khan to Jennifer Hudson; and from Quincy Jones to Kanye West. You could say Chicago had always been an unsung breeding ground for legends, and in the summer of 2018, while unknown to most, another legend was born.

Ledarius was in the middle of one of the worst fights he had ever been in. He was already bleeding in several places, and he was pretty sure that he had a few broken ribs. He was still recovering from just having the wind knocked out of him and for the first time in his 16-years of life, he was beginning to doubt himself.

He went all out in his last exchange and threw all he had at the most dangerous adversary he had ever faced. Ledarius was pretty sure he had finally hurt him, that was until he saw him spit a glob of blood from his mouth, then he gave Ledarius a menacing look, and smiled. Then, like some sort of crazed super ninja, he sprung back up to his feet with one swift motion.

“Come on Ledarius, I’m 'bout to beat the bitch outta you,” he said with a devious look in his eyes as he seemed to suddenly gain his strength back somehow.  Ledarius knew what he had to do. It was situations like this that led to people getting killed or even worse, which for some time now in recent years had become all too common in the city that other cities had grown to refer to as Chiraq. Ledarius, who usually wasn’t up on the latest slang had never called the city that, but, just like some kind of cruel joke, suddenly, gunshots rang out, and everybody froze.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! 

One of the interesting things about hearing gunshots in your general vicinity is the train of thought that follows immediately afterwards.  Like, was I hit? Did anyone else get hit? Was somebody about to just fall the fuck out on the ground right now, deader than a muthafucka, type shit? Now, before we go any further, let me get you caught up on how we even got to this point in the first place.

Sixteen years ago, born on the night that hell must’ve frozen over because it was so cold in Chicago that the devil himself would have had to put a coat on.  It was Christmas Eve, and Cynthia was coming down the alley past Hermitage when she had her first contraction. She tried to thug it out, but she had to stop for a minute and lean against somebody’s garage until it passed. When that hawk began to blow again, hitting her uncovered neck and ankles, it motivated her to keep moving.

She was on her way back from picking up some money real quick to pay the light bill that arrived in the mail two weeks ago that she was just getting around to today.  She finally arrived at the house, sat down, and called her friend Juanita to come pick her up and take her to the hospital.

Several hours later, Ledarius Amaru Tate was born at Cook County Medical at the weight of seven pounds and four ounces. He was an adorable baby boy with all ten fingers, toes, and a full head of hair. He grew up like most Chicago kids with snowball fights in the winter, video games and unorganized sports in the summer. Cynthia had her second child two years later, and was now constantly distracted by the arrival of his little brother DeQuan. 

Ledarius spent most of his time either reading comics or watching the Syfy channel, and anything that involved spaceships and aliens would keep him occupied for hours.

Ledarius was a dreamer who would constantly fantasize about being caught in perilous adventures in lands far, far away.  One night, while everyone was asleep, he got up and walked into the living room, turned on the television, and stumbled upon an old Karate movie starring a young Jet Li called The New Legend of Shaolin.

Not only did the fast-paced fight scenes thrill him to the core, but he was also moved by the relationship that the character Jet Li portrayed had with his young son, a highly skilled pint-sized martial arts expert in his own right, named Ting.

Ledarius was drawn to the strict discipline, yet  gentle manner in which he chose to teach and guide his young apprentice. Ledarius was hooked from that moment on and began to train himself faithfully in front of the living room television every day. He studied every move in every martial arts film he could find after that. 

Once, while DeQuan, who usually went by Quan, was away in the hospital, Ledarius had discovered the classic 1985 film “The Last Dragon,” starring a young African American martial artist named Taimak. Taimak played the lead character who went by the name Bruce Leroy.  He was the young handsome, mild mannered Karate student on his journey to find “The Master,” and reach the final level, where he would be transformed and surrounded by a sublime light referred to as “The Glow.”

Ledarius studied Bruce Leroy’s every move and mannerism. He would practice for hours, honing his skills, and eventually, once he started practicing outside, the kids on the block started calling him “Jet Ledarius,” and the name stuck.

Ledarius was obsessed and over time, actually managed to become pretty good himself. He saved up money from shoveling snow in the winter and cutting grass in the summer, and with the money, he found a real Dojo and that was where he met Master Yang. Ledarius was a natural, he dedicated all his time and energy to Kung Fu, so much so that he missed out on a lot of normal childhood experiences, and that caused him to not quite fit in so much with the rest of the kids in the neighborhood his age.  

Quan, on the other hand had jumped off the porch early. He was intelligent but also very street smart, he always looked out for his brother even though Ledarius was older, But at this very moment, he was roasting  Ledarius about what happens to pretty boys when they go to jail.  Ledarius had court the next day and was ironing his outfit to get ready and go face the judge first thing in the morning.               
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Ledarius


[image: ]


“There are many traps and pitfalls out here for young men like yourself to constantly fall into...”  - Judge Watkins

––––––––
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L

edarius was dressed in his Sunday’s best and headed to the Cook County Juvenile Court. Teenagers of all ethnicities, from all over the city of Chicago were there, and all of them had one thing in common—they had all done something that had gotten them caught in the clutches of the legal system and found themselves here today at the mercy of the courts. Ledarius, who had never been in any trouble before, was right there along with them.

Judge Watkins was in her early fifties, but you could tell she still ate right and took immaculate care of herself, she came from behind her chambers and sat down, she spoke in a soft tone and with a wave of her hand, she told the courtroom to be seated. 

Cynthia and Ledarius sat in the third row from the front, waiting for his case to be called. Judge Watkins pulled her folders in front of her, drank from a silver coffee container, looked through the folders on her desk for a moment and then she called her first case. 

“Demarcus Andrews!” she yelled out as she looked down over her glasses and flipped through a few sheets of paper on her desk. A tall, slender kid in an oversized white T-shirt and a pair of baggy jeans started approaching the bench. Demarcus must’ve forgotten to put on his belt this morning because he kept needing to pull his pants up as he walked like a penguin up to the podium. 

“Mister Andrews?” Judge Watkins said, using her inquisitive voice. “It says here that you were caught with two pounds of marijuana in a duffle bag in the trunk of your grandmother’s car.” She looked up again from her paperwork and glanced at the nervous teen as he pulled up his pants and then reached to tie his dreadlocks back before he spoke. 

He leaned down towards the tiny microphone and said, “For real?” as if he didn’t know what she was talking about. Some of the people in the courtroom let out a few giggles underneath their breath. “Yes, Mister Andrews, for real,” she responded in a stern voice and gave him a quick look of confusion as a few more people began to giggle underneath their breath. 

Ledarius sat behind a girl who was there because her boyfriend was incarcerated for doing his part in a botched robbery and got jammed up; he was there to be sentenced. The girlfriend had a young daughter resting her head on her mother’s shoulders and was facing Ledarius, blankly staring at him the way annoying little kids do until you have to start making faces at them.

Ledarius wasn’t that bothered by it, but he had wished a couple of times that she would stop staring at him and find something else to amuse herself with. Then just as he thought it, she stopped staring at him and began to dig in her nose and then very casually stuck her fingers in her mouth. Ledarius was disgusted but tried to focus on the case that was currently playing out in the courtroom.

“Now, Mister Andrews, what were you doing with two pounds of marijuana in the trunk of your grandmother’s car?” the judge asked him.  He leaned down towards the little microphone again, pulled up his pants, and responded in a voice that sounded very similar to the comedian Dave Chappelle. “I be smoking,” he said as a few more people snickered underneath their breath. “You be smoking?” Judge Watkins responded with a shock in her voice that made everybody in the courtroom laugh. 

“Why do you need to smoke so much marijuana Mister Andrews?” She asked in the sincerest voice she could muster. He pulled his pants up again and leaned down to put his mouth closer to the microphone again. “Sometimes I ask myself the same question,” he replied. The whole courtroom erupted in laughter again, and at that point, even Judge Watkins tried her best to hold in a chuckle.  

Judge Watkins looked down at her folder and said, “Mister Andrews, it says here that you told the arresting officer there were absolutely no illegal substances in the car whatsoever and then you—and I quote—‘put that on your momma,’ and when the officer pulled out the two pounds of marijuana, you said,” she paused for dramatic effect and said, “It’s medicinal.” People had momentarily forgotten about their own cases and had now found themselves completely entertained by this one.

“Medicinal? Mister Andrews, is that right?” She looked down at him over her glasses. “Yup,” he replied. “That’s right. I got a birth defect.” Everyone in the courtroom burst into laughter, and even Judge Watkins had to control herself. “Yeah, it comes and it goes,” he added, using his Dave Chappelle voice again as everybody who was trying not to laugh earlier just had to. 

“Well, Mister Andrews, that marijuana was a serious violation of your probation, so I’m afraid that I’m forced to send you back to juvie. Now, do you have any witty comebacks for that?” Judge Watkins said in a serious tone that made the courtroom go silent. “Nooo, wait,” he cried out, “Nah, I can’t go back right now man. I got stuff I got to do on Tuesday.” A few people laughed, but now most of the people were whispering for him to shut up. 

“Well, I'm sorry about your plans for Tuesday Mister Andrews, 'cause I think you’re going to have to reschedule. Maybe you should have thought of that before you were caught with two pounds of marijuana in the trunk of your grandmother’s car. Now you will have to serve out the rest of your probation in custody for the next eight months,” she concluded and was ready to proceed to the next case.

“See, the system is designed to destroy us,” Demarcus shouted as they walked him away. “Mister Andrews, the system, as you put it, does not have to be all that well designed to catch you in its web. Just look at yourself and the choices you’re making. You’re making it easy for ‘the system’—she put it in quotes with the finger gesture— “to snatch you off the streets Mister Andrews. Next case!” she shouted.  

After sitting through case after case and hearing story after story and sentence after sentence, they finally got around to Ledarius and called his name. “Ledarius Tate,” Judge Watkins said after taking a sip from her coffee container. Ledarius stood up and made his way towards the aisle, and then through the swinging wooden double doors leading to the podium that stood in front of the judge's desk. 

The judge smiled at Ledarius and began looking through the paperwork. Ledarius was sixteen and handsome for his age. He had what his teacher referred to as pleasant eyes. Although he was still young and growing, all the years of training had given him a muscular frame and well-defined features.  

Judge Watkins was acquainted with the family for having previously presided over the cases when DeQuan had gotten himself into trouble. The younger of the two brothers had a colorful history and had been through these doors on several occasions. Judge Watkins knew that Ledarius was more of the good kid who had just gotten caught up in a bad situation. 

“Have you been staying out of trouble Mister Tate?” she asked with a stern voice. 

“Yes your honor,” Ledarius replied. 

“You know, Mister Tate, there are plenty of traps and pitfalls out here just waiting for young men just like yourself to constantly fall into.” She spoke directly to him now and watched to make sure that she had his undivided attention. A man of Asian descent entered the back of the courtroom and sat down quietly in the back row.  

“Yes, your honor,” Ledarius replied again. 

“And if you want to avoid them, you must be diligent, Mr. Tate, swift and resourceful. Do you understand me?” she said while looking directly at him again. 

“Yes, your honor,” Ledarius answered as she took another sip from her silver coffee mug. 

Judge Watkins who has a son that once took classes with Master Yang read his charges out for the courtroom. “Now, I have been following this case very closely, and even though these are some serious charges Mister  Tate, upon going over the details and taking into consideration the circumstances as well as other factors, I do believe that there is still hope for you. So, I am going to put you on six months of probation, and Mr. Yang, your former martial arts instructor, has asked if you could serve out your community service at the Rec Center, where you will be working for the duration of the summer. Am I making myself very clear to you Mister Tate?” 

“Yes your honor,” Ledarius responded. 

“Good because the next time I see you in my courtroom, you better just be here to visit and thank me for how generous I’m being right now. So, you go on now and get out of here and have a productive summer, Mister Tate,” she said, hitting her gavel. Then she gave Cynthia the subliminal mother-to-mother eye contact and nod. 

Cynthia stood up and waited for Ledarius, and then they headed toward the back of the courtroom to leave. They met up with Master Yang, who had slipped in a few minutes earlier, in the hallway. Master Yang had been Ledarius’s sensei since he was nine, and because of his reputation in the community as someone who helped countless kids over the years stay off the streets and knowing Judge Watkins personally for several years, he was able to use his influence to get Ledarius a much lighter sentence, for which his mother Cynthia was grateful.

“Well, thank you again Mr. Yang,” Cynthia said giving him a hug. 

“Yes, thanks Sensei,” Ledarius echoed, giving him a fist bump. 

“Anything I can do for you Ledarius, you know that. I will see you next week,” he said as they all got into the elevator and rode to the first floor. Then, they walked through the lobby and outside. They said their goodbyes and headed their separate ways. 

“Now, where the hell did I leave my car?” Cynthia stood with a confused expression on her face, scanning the parking lot with her eyes. 

“It's over here Ma,” Ledarius said, leading the way as she searched through her purse for her car keys. “C'mon, we about to stop by your Aunt Linda's before we go home.”

Once they sat in the car, Cynthia turned and gave Ledarius a tight hug, and then she rubbed the top of his head and looked at him for a second. Afterward, she turned and started her car up and flipped through the radio stations until she found a song she liked before she could actually begin driving. 

When she hit WGCI and found Jeremih’s “Oui,” she screamed and turned it up. “Oh yeah, Ah yeah, Ah yeah, Ah yeah!!” They pulled out of the parking spot abruptly and was on their way.

When they pulled up to Aunt Linda's house, Cynthia told Ledarius to wait in the car. A few seconds later, she fumbled through her purse for a second before she hopped out, slammed the door behind her, and then she walked around the car towards Linda’s front gate. “Heyy girl!” she yelled as she waved to one of Aunt Linda's neighbors who was always outside sitting on her front porch minding everyone else’s business. She disappeared inside the front door and Ledarius started to change stations when he heard a tap on the window.

“What's up Ledarius?” a fat kid who spoke as if his tongue was too big for his own mouth was at the window looking inside. 

“What's up Snacks?” Ledarius said, rolling down the window. 

“Yo, did you hear about dem niggas that got shot up on 83rd last night? Man, dudes was out there just trying to exist, and muthafuckas pulled up and just started busting. Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop! Pop!”  Snacks said as he held his hand up in the air, pretending to pull the imaginary trigger of an invisible gun. “Niggas was running and ducking and screaming and cursing. A few niggas tried to shoot back, but they ain't hit shit tho, I don’t think. 

Where your brother at?” he asked, changing the subject completely without any warning whatsoever. “At school,” Ledarius replied.  “Nah uh, that boy ain’t in school. I just left school. He wasn’t there today. He wasn’t there yesterday. He wasn’t there on Wednesday.” He started counting on his fingers. “He wasn’t there on Tuesday. He was only there for about twenty minutes on Monday, and then he jumped in the car with Moochie and Kaos, and they was out,” he added, looking at Ledarius for a response. “Not good,” Ledarius said. “Not good is right,” Snacks replied as if he had finally got what he had hoped for. 

“Why you all dressed up? Is you practicing for Easter or something?” Snacks asked with a serious expression across his face, looking intently at Ledarius inside the car. “I had court this morning,” Ledarius replied, pushing Snacks by his face back out of the car window. 

“Oh shit. It musta’ went ok if your black ass still sitting here, huh?” Snacks said, looking at Ledarius as if he was waiting for a response before he proceeded to say, “Shit, I got court next week for animal cruelty and indecent exposure,” he said, scratching his head. “Muthafuckas tried to say they saw me running around the back alley behind old lady Loraine house with my Pee Pee out trying to piss on a kitten,” he explained, looking confused as if he couldn’t understand why somebody would say such a thing. 

“Why would you even be trying to do that,” Ledarius started to say when Snacks looked down the street and said, “Hold on, I gotta go,” and ran off down the block towards his destiny. Ledarius looked out the passenger side window after him because he had never seen Snacks move that fast before. 

“C’mon, let's go,” Cynthia said as she jumped back into the car, turned on the ignition, and searched the radio again until she found her song and pulled off to Rihanna’s “Needed Me.” On the way home, they stopped by Pete’s Produce on 87th Street and picked up a couple of things for Cynthia to cook for dinner. When they finally arrived at the house, Ledarius quickly helped his mom put up the groceries they had just bought, and immediately afterward he changed his clothes and went up to the roof of their apartment where he had a spot set up where he could go to meditate and practice.   

Ledarius had recently begun to gain more mass and definition in his little muscles over the last few months and nowadays found himself flexing more and more in the mirror he had set up. He had his phone connected to a blu- tooth speaker and was playing a Chicago Classics playlist  that currently was bumping Twista’s hit song Adrenaline Rush featuring Yungbuck, not that guy from G-Unit, no disrespect, but I’m talking about the real Yungbuck from Psychodrama. 

Ledarius practiced for a while until he was interrupted when he heard his mother yelling from the kitchen. “Momma, what’s the matter?” Ledarius asked as he was coming through the window like a ninja.

“Your brother and his little lying ass ain’t been to school all ghat damn week,” Cynthia hollered and looked over at Ledarius. “Do you hear the words that are coming out of my mouth?” she said in her Chris Tucker voice. “At all...at all,” she hollered again as she lit her cigarette and took a puff. “The little muthafucka ain’t been to school AT ALL,” she screamed out, hardly able to believe it.  “And this little muthafucka been coming up in here every day like he coming from school, like he all tired and shit,” Cynthia continued, and then she blew the smoke out from her cigarette, and just at that moment, they both heard the front door unlock. They both looked at each other and then back at the front door. 
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3.
DeQuan
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“Oh, so it’s some big conspiracy against you huh?” - Cynthia

––––––––
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D

eQuan walked into the house as if he had just gotten off of a flight in Hawaii. “Hey y’all,” he said with a big Kool-Aid smile on his face, and then he looked at his mother’s face and then over at Ledarius, and then he looked back at his mother, and his whole demeanor suddenly changed.  He walked over and put his book bag down on the chair and let out a huge sigh of relief. “Whew, I’m tired from all that learning they had us doing today. Boy, math and science, you know I really gotta hand it to ‘em. They really stepped up the curriculum this year,” he said. He looked at his mother, then at Ledarius, and he knew something was up. 

“What’s going on y’all?” Quan said in his calm voice, trying to check the temperature in the room. 

“I’ll tell you what the hell is going on boy,” Cynthia snapped. “Your ghat damn school just called here, and you know what they said?” Cynthia hit her cigarette and eye-bald Quan.

“I have the slightest idea momma,” DeQuan said sarcastically but in a serious way. 

“They said that yo little narrow ass ain’t been to school all week.” Quan looked at his mother with the most puzzled look on his face. 

“Whaat?” he said as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “I’m trying to figure out why they would say something like that momma.” 

“Boy, don't try to stand there and act like this is all news to you,” Cynthia snapped. It was the last week of school before summer vacation, so it wasn’t really a big deal. “Momma can I get in the door good first, and then we can sit down and get to the bottom of this?” Quan responded. 

“I wonder is it too late for me to get an abortion?” Cynthia spat and looked as if she was really considering the possibilities in her head.  

“Momma I'm just as confused as you are. This gotta be some kinda mix-up. Let me go on down to the school and have a talk with these guys, and I’m sure we can get this whole thing squared away.” DeQuan had been watching the movie “Goodfellas” a lot lately and had mysteriously adopted an Italian alter ego he came up with in his mind, and sometimes, he had a hard time knowing when to turn it off.

“That’s it, no more Goodfellas, no more Scarface, and no more Godfather,” Cynthia shouted. “Ledarius, go get all of them DVDs outta there, every one of 'em, ‘cause you about to make me hurt you little boy.” Ledarius left to do what his mother asked him. 

“Momma, violence never solves anything,” DeQuan explain in his innocent voice. “Violence solves a whole lotta shit boy,” Cynthia fiercely shot back.

“Momma see, that's the
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