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This book is dedicated to the three most important sources of energy and inspiration in my life: my mother, Maria; my fur-daughter, Soca; and my fur-son, Roc. I love you all to the moon and back.





The heroic journey is rarely a journey about love, it’s about deeds that have to do with conquering and domination. Living as we do in a culture of domination, to truly choose to love is heroic.

—bell hooks
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INTRODUCTION THIS KITCHEN IS FOR DANCING

I have a sign in my kitchen that says “THIS KITCHEN IS FOR DANCING.” I hung it to honor my late fur-daughter, Soca, who was named for the upbeat Caribbean dance of the same name. Soca came into my life when my mother, Maria, brought her home after a trip to St. Thomas with her husband, Ken, a native islander. Ken’s three chihuahuas (bitter and grumpy, each of ’em, probably ’cause Taco Bell wasn’t hiring, and they were out of work!) couldn’t stand the new addition to the family. And so, Soca came to live with me.

At the time, I was on house arrest—more on that in a bit—and from the moment I laid eyes on that little white and brown fur ball of energy with the most beautiful brown eyes I’ve ever seen, she opened my heart in ways I never dreamed imaginable. I’d often hold her in my arms, getting our groove on. Or sometimes, it would be just me, dancing for her while cooking.

While that sign reminds me of Soca, who has since transitioned on, and whose loving energy still fills my home, it has also taken on new meaning. “THIS KITCHEN IS FOR DANCING” is a reminder that here, in my kitchen, where I cook, eat, and share delicious vegan food, I am engaged in the most upbeat dance of all, the one called life.

Today, when you opened this book, you were transported to my kitchen. And I opened my heart to find you here. I named this book for Earth’s largest herbivore, the mighty African elephant—an intelligent, gentle, curious, strong, and peaceful creature that fuels its massive body with plants. They are a reminder and inspiration that we, too, can move through the world as protectors, strengthening our bodies by “eating what elephants eat.” Our hearts and minds will expand, too, with plants.

I am honored to share with you my story and how my do no harm mantra—“If It Requires Harm, Then Nahh”—set me on course for healing physically, mentally, and emotionally. By eating what elephants eat, I am on a path toward a healthier and more just world for all living things. I hope you will join me on my journey.

Are you feeling excited? Curious?

Me too.

I love that you showed up in my EWEE kitchen just as you are. It doesn’t matter where you were born, how you were raised, or what obstacles you have faced; every day, you have the power to make food choices that reflect how you want to move through the world, too.

Eat What Elephants Eat is for everyone. And I do truly mean everyone. You do not have to be vegan to engage in the topics I discuss, nor to cook and enjoy my recipes. And for those of you who may be wondering what the difference between being vegan and being plant-based is, here is an explanation:


	The term “plant-based” has historically been associated with people who have adopted a 100 percent plant-based diet, free of all animal products. However, recently some people have opted to eat primarily plant-based while incorporating small servings of meat, poultry, seafood, eggs, and dairy instead of eliminating animal products entirely. These same plant-based eaters may also be consumers who directly and indirectly support industries that source materials from dead animals (think fabric used in clothing, car interiors, and more).

	Plant-based is not an absolute term, but overall, those who adopt a plant-based diet do so for its health benefits. Nutrient-dense, whole, unprocessed plant foods—including vegetables, fruits, seeds, nuts, and legumes—are central to plant-based and my EWEE recipes.

	Veganism refers to both diet and lifestyle. A vegan diet excludes animal flesh, animal by-products, including dairy and eggs, and any services or products from industries that harm, exploit, and kill sentient beings—animals and humans. There are many reasons that inform someone’s decision to be vegan, such as animal protection, health, ethical, environmental, and social justice issues. A nutrient-rich vegan diet consists of whole, minimally processed plant foods but can include faux meat products, too. Processed plant foods can be an essential step toward embracing more plants among all types of eaters who wish to reduce or eliminate meat for any reason that resonates with them.
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Whether you consider yourself plant-based or vegan or are just curious about either choice, this book is for you. It’s divided into three parts to help guide you on your journey.

IN PART I, THE EAT WHAT ELEPHANTS EAT JOURNEY, I share my origin story, and my EWEE journey that led me to ethical veganism (and now, to you!). Along the way, we’ll connect the dots among the factory farming system as well as other systems of oppression that are in opposition to the life-affirming values of veganism. We’ll discuss ways in which you can begin to adopt the EWEE mindset, and I’ll share how we can become protectors—of our health, all beings, and the planet. Finally, I will guide you toward your “why” for choosing an EWEE journey. (Because, if we know why we are doing something, we are much more likely to stay in the long game, reaping the maximum rewards of vegan living!)

This book is a judgment-free zone. Think of the information that I present in this section as heart-to-heart talks, like ones I had with my mom growing up. As you’ll soon hear, these conversations gave me the foundation for the physical, emotional, and spiritual authenticity I discovered later in my life through veganism.

IN PART II, HOW TO EAT WHAT ELEPHANTS EAT, WE PUT our heart-to-hearts into a plan of action to meet you where you are on your journey. I offer you a choice of three “EWEE Pathways,” each with a fourteen-day meal plan, along with cooking and shopping tips to set you up for success. The three pathways are:


	1. CROWD IT OUT (PAGE 77): If you want to replace animal products gradually with plant-based foods, this gentle approach is for you. You’ll add servings of grains, beans, legumes, and plenty of nutrient-rich fruits and vegetables to your meals every day, learning to eat what elephants eat by prioritizing whole foods. And, you’ll have the option to cook EWEE meals and taste new plant flavors.

	2. FAKE IT TILL YOU MAKE IT (PAGE 86): If you’re vegan-curious or having trouble letting go of the cultural and social-emotional associations that accompany meat, this transitional approach is a great start. Think of it as an adventure, as you try new plant-based products, settling into the idea of relinquishing animal ones, and exploring easy plant-based eating with minimum kitchen prep.

	3. COLD TOFURKY (PAGE 90): Looking to make a swift change and eliminate all meat, dairy, and animal products in one swoop? I will share what to expect and coach you through this shift. And I will provide a list of hidden animal products in some common foods.



Each of us moves through our food choices, kitchens, and wider communities differently. Our options depend on the moment, our traditions, circumstances, upbringing, and struggles. My story has elements of all of those. The information I share is easy to understand and designed to support you—whether you are eating for health, weight loss, or to manage diabetes or heart health. Perhaps you’re an athlete who wants to reach peak performance, or a “junk food” vegan, wondering how to maximize your nutrition as you explore the many whole food recipes in part IV.

PART III IS THE EWEE KITCHEN. HERE, I INTRODUCE YOU to my EWEE Kitchen “dance partners”—the nutrient-dense ingredients, flavor enhancers, and whole foods I cook with most frequently—and the kitchen equipment and tools I use for easy prep. There are more than one hundred recipes in this section that are filling, delicious, and, best of all, within reach for any budget, making plant-based eating, in many instances, more affordable than an omnivorous diet. Whether you’re new to eating plants or are already on board, the recipes are designed to be a part of your go-to repertoire.

Eating only plants has made me strong in body, mind, and spirit. And, as you read, I want you to know that I believe my setbacks in life were opportunities to discover that the beauty of life, as in dancing, doesn’t unfold in a straight line.

YOU READY TO DO THE SOCA IN MY EWEE KITCHEN?

Okay, now.

First, take a step back, allowing yourself some perspective.

Then raise your arms in joy and begin to make moves, marching forward with intention—it’s okay, if you take a detour, side to side. That’s called finding your groove!

That’s right.

You’re doing it!

You are now vibing!

“THIS KITCHEN IS FOR DANCING.”

And I am so happy to move through Eat What Elephants Eat with you.
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I named this book for Earth’s largest herbivore, the mighty African elephant—an intelligent, gentle, curious, strong, and peaceful creature that fuels its massive body with plants.
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PART I The Eat What Elephants Eat Journey




CHAPTER 1 MY ORIGIN STORY


Chi-raq

My journey to veganism began on the West Side of Chicago—notoriously known to many as Chi-raq because of the neighborhood’s warlike violence.

I lived with my mother, Maria, and two older sisters, Tonia and Yalonda, until I was about six. Our home was a tiny, rundown one-bedroom apartment at the intersection of Lockwood Avenue and Crystal Street.

My father, whom many considered handsome and built like his nickname, Big Tank, was in love with my mom early in their union. She was the only woman he ever married, and I was his biological child; my sisters were born to two different men. Between my dad’s odd jobs and chasing other women, he couldn’t get it together to be financially supportive or present for our family. My mom, a no-nonsense woman with infectious energy and a self-starter’s mindset, worked full-time and overtime as a pediatric nurse. Back in the 1980s, nurses, especially Black nurses, didn’t get paid well at all. So, my mother put in as many hours as she could. She asked my father for help, including to buy a family car to make traveling to work and getting around town easier and safer for us. I remember countless times hanging on tightly to her dress at the hip, or with my arms around her neck, like a baby cub, while we waited at the bus stop making our way through the dangerous Chicago public transportation system just to get me to preschool and herself to work.

One day, my mother answered the pale-yellow house phone with the twenty-foot cord hanging on the kitchen wall.

“Hey Ree!” my father said on the other line, calling her by her nickname. “Come downstairs with the kids in about ten minutes!”

“Where are you?” Mama asked.

“I gotta surprise!” he said.

My mom, sisters, and I went down and stood on the corner in front of our building. Soon, he came around the corner driving a fancy, bright-white, T-top two-door Corvette with one of those heavy-ass 1980s car phones that set you back twenty bucks a call.

“This is our new car,” he beamed.

My mother’s face fell with heartbreak and disappointment as the realization set in that there was room neither in his car nor in his life for a wife and three children. That was the day she finally left him, kicking him out for good to go run the streets he never truly wanted to leave.

Big Tank, who had eight other kids by eight different women prior to meeting my mom (none of whom he supported), would pick me up a few times a year to spend time with me after the divorce. I was too young to understand his neglect. All I knew was that I loved running toward him, rushing into his big arms as he would lift me up, and we’d make silly faces together. Eventually, though, he stopped putting in any effort to spend time with me, and we became unimportant to each other.

My mother, sisters, and the extended family who occupied other units in our building were my world. My mom’s brother, Uncle Matt, a heavyset, easygoing, and charismatic guy, lived with his wife and my five older cousins across the hall. A jokester who was always doling out nicknames, Matt called me Pooh Bear—short for Winnie the Pooh because my skin was “high-yellow,” which is how we in the Black culture in that era described other Blacks with fair skin. I was also chunky, husky, like Winnie the Pooh. He nicknamed my sister Tonia “Tiki,” short for Tiki Bird, because he said she looked like a little yellow bird. And my sister Yalonda was Yogi, short for Yogi the Bear. She had a deep voice and was the darkest skinned of the three of us. My mom’s sister, my aunt Sophie, and my quiet cousin Quentin lived below us. And directly across the hall from them lived my grandfather’s ex-wife Mary and my cousin Derrick. My mother’s other sister, Auntie Valerie, lived in the basement unit with her daughter, my cousin Tiffany.

My sisters and I slept in the living room in our little apartment, sharing the space with cockroaches we called “little vice lords,” while our mom had the bedroom. We would sit on the couch at dinner, eating chicken wings and cheap cuts of pork—the only meals my mother could afford—off plates on our laps because we didn’t have a kitchen table. To save money on the water bill, my mom and aunties would recycle the bath water, and we’d take baths with our siblings or cousins. I hated it. The little vice lords would sometimes float in the tub. Occasionally, we’d freak out when we’d spot an albino one that had shed its hard exterior during its molting phase.

My mother didn’t believe in pity parties. After leaving my father, she bought a beat-up Chevy Caprice and took on a second nursing job. She put in more hours to make ends meet. She left our apartment by 7 a.m. and drove to her first job in the pediatric office at Humana Healthcare (now known as Advocate Health Care). Then, after her morning shift, several days a week, and most weekends, she’d drive two hours in traffic to Skokie, where she worked the graveyard shift at a nursing home. Sometimes she left my eldest sister, Yalonda, in charge of Tonia and me, making sure Yalonda cooked us something to eat. One of our aunties or older cousins was always around for adult supervision, or, in a pinch, my mother brought us to our grandmother Sophie’s house. But much of the time, I had to fend for myself.



We Lived in a Danger Zone

One sticky, hot Chicago summer day, when I was five, we were on our way back home to Lockwood from my grandmother’s house in the violent Holy City section of Chicago’s West Side. I was in the back with Tiki while Yogi rode up front with my mom, who was catching up with us about our day. We came to a stoplight, where a group of young teenage girls was crossing the street in front of our car, one of them lagging the others by a few feet. Suddenly, from the passenger side of our Chevy, a drunk driver sped by and veered into the crosswalk, hitting the slow-footed girl. We watched her fly up, up into the air, before falling and landing on her side. And then, charged with adrenaline, she sprung up and bolted to the other side of the street and collapsed in a heap again. The driver slowed for a split second, then accelerated and sped away. But in that moment before he peeled off, a group of Vice Lord gang members, who had seen the hit-and-run unfold in real-time from across the street, ran toward the drunk driver’s car. They were armed with Uzis and sprayed him with bullets.

“Get down, now, now!” my mom screamed. “Now, Little Man! All y’all down! Duck! Duck!” she yelled frantically. But it was no use. I heard the rattle of the guns, and through the cracks between my fingers that covered my face, I had seen my first murder.

I may not have known it as a five-year-old in the back seat of my mom’s car, but Uncle Matt and his sons (“Little Matt,” Walter, and Aaron, whom everyone called “Boo-bee”), and just about every other man on my mother’s side of the family, as well as some female cousins, were Vice Lords or affiliated with factions of the Vice Lords. Violence pierced my world that day. It was the first, but certainly not the last, time I would experience gun violence ending human life.

Back in our apartment building, across the hall from where we lived and one floor below, the family members I loved and the Vice Lords were one and the same.



My Vice Lord Roots

My family’s involvement with the Vice Lords dated to the 1960s, when its mission was founded on community protection. From the early part of the twentieth century through the 1960s, Black families from the rural South migrated to the north, west, and Midwest, and to urban cities, such as Chicago, to escape segregation and oppression. The Vice Lord Nation, as they were known in the 1960s, was influenced by the Black Power movement. The members ran the group like a corporation, and they worked with community organizing groups to improve race relations among white, Latino, Italian, and Black residents. But by the 1980s, crack cocaine ruled inner-city Chicago, and the Vice Lords became involved in drug trafficking, which led to violence and turf wars. Boo-bee, and a few others in my family, held influential positions within the Vice Lords; they were known as “shot callers.” Each was smart, confident, dominant in the streets, and out to make money. The men and women in these roles put food on the table and cared for their families.

They were important.

The Vice Lords were a part of my bloodline, and growing up, as natural as breathing, I knew that an influential role in the gang was ahead of me, too.

When I was a boy, my cousin Boo-bee—the only other person besides my mother to call me Little Man—was my hero. He was so fly, looking like Michael Jackson from the early ’80s before the surgeries. Boo-bee had a decade on me. He loved me like a little brother and scooped me under his wing. He’d pick me up in his Black Regal, wearing fresh sneakers and gold chain ropes, and we’d ride through the streets, bumping N.W.A through the loud customized speakers in his trunk:


Hanging tough, I’m the leader, ain’t no need to pretend

Like an elevator up, I mean, I’m on the ascend



That same sweltering summer when I was five years old, I went swimming with a few of my other older cousins at La Follette Park public swimming pool. Boo-bee wasn’t there, because what happened next wouldn’t have happened if he’d been there to protect me. I couldn’t swim, but I wanted to be in the water. So I held on to the rail, laughing, the youngest and smallest in that big pool, while my older cousins played, splashing and roughhousing. I was the most fair-skinned of all of us, and in their eyes, and the eyes of other Black Americans then, and still in some communities today, fair skin is associated with being soft, inferior, and weak. To some, I was not Black enough.

While my cousins would never dream of letting anyone in our neighborhood lay a finger on me, on that summer day, four of them got it into their minds that they had to toughen me up. So as a prank, they wrestled me and carried me to the pool’s changing room and stuffed me inside a locker. They locked the door and left me there. It was dark, small, and hot. Alone and terrified, I yelled at the top of my lungs, beating on the locker door with all my might as much as possible with my limited range of motion, trying to bust it open and free myself. I couldn’t breathe and began hyperventilating. I thought I was going to die. While everyone was off having fun in the pool, I could hear my screams echoing throughout the empty fieldhouse. After what seemed like an eternity, a worker finally heard me. He broke the lock and opened the door. I collapsed, sweaty and exhausted, into his arms.

I look back and see young Dominick, a kind, empathic boy. I was the kid who would break up pit bull fights or stop other kids from making homemade slingshots and pop cans to hurl at squirrels and cats. Nothing in me felt compelled to harm or bully others, especially those people and animals I knew to be more vulnerable than me. Perhaps this was because I knew what it felt like to be on the receiving end of what my cousins deemed “tough love,” but was, in hindsight, cruel.



Mama’s Heart-to-Heart Talks

My mom and Auntie Sophie, who also worked multiple jobs, eventually saved up enough money together to get us out of the ’hood and buy what we call in Chicago a “two-flat” or two story home, about a mile away from Crystal and Lockwood. It was still on the West Side but in the slightly better Austin neighborhood. We lived on the top floor and my Auntie Sophie took the bottom floor. Uncle Matt, who was handy, built another unit from scratch on the basement level for my grandma. For the first time, I had my own space—a sun porch extending off the bedroom my sisters shared. Uncle Matt tried to insulate it, but he couldn’t fix the fact that my “room” was freezing in the winter, and hot as hell in the summer. It always felt like I was sleeping in a tree house. But at least we finally had a kitchen table.

My mom was a fantastic listener, and once my sisters moved out, I had more of those rare opportunities to be alone with her sitting at the kitchen table for heart-to-heart talks. We’d order Chicago deep-dish pizza, or she’d make hot water corn cakes and mac ’n’ cheese or enchiladas. I loved her enchiladas, and when I was older, she knew I would come in from the streets if she made them. Sometimes, when pharmaceutical companies would visit the clinic where she worked, Mama would bring home leftovers from the big spreads of food they ordered to entertain the doctors. My mom always showed us her values in action through her hard work and love for us. But it was over the kitchen table that she planted the seeds in me to think about my future, telling me:

“Do what you can with what you are working with.”

“Reach for the stars, Little Man, and don’t ever give up on your dreams.”

“Keep your word.”

“Speak your mind without fear.”

“Be loyal.”

But events beyond my mother’s kitchen table also shaped my Black boyhood. You can’t control your kid’s seeing a murder when he’s five or protect him from getting a gun stuck into his stomach when somebody’s trying to steal his football Starter jacket or gym shoes. Then his bike. A mom can’t control shoot-outs in the barbershop or whether her child witnesses gang wars and drive-bys.



Feeling Powerless

When I was ten, Boo-bee was killed. And later, his brother Walter was murdered. I was in middle school, and I began acting out on my feelings of powerlessness and started punching holes in our apartment’s walls.

My mother didn’t know what to do. But she had health insurance, so she asked me to talk to a therapist. In Black culture at that time, the motto was “What goes on in the house stays in the house,” and that was the way most people in the Black community dealt with their personal problems. But my compassionate mother was ahead of her time, and eventually I agreed to talk to someone. In the therapist’s office, I spoke about how my cousin Quentin and his drinking buddy Fred gave me my first taste of malt liquor at twelve. I got so drunk that I was practically flying through the street, my fast, strong, naturally athletic legs carrying me on an inebriated run that I felt could have gone on forever. Quentin, who had introduced me to football—how I looked up to him, coming through the building, like a warrior, with his helmet still on—was a powerful defensive tackle. He was fearful of my mother, known as “The Enforcer” among the aunties and uncles, and he tried to catch me and put me to bed to sober me up before she got home from work. As I sat in the therapist’s office, I thought I might as well have been recounting my story to an alien: There was no way in hell that the white woman sitting across from me could ever begin to understand my life. Do you know what I am? I’m a car rolling down the middle of a highway paved with my mother’s hard work and values, but it’s bumpy as all hell and full of potholes, and I just can’t pull over.

After school, I’d watch “dope boys”—slang for drug dealers—ride around in luxury cars, and the voice inside me said, “Money is tight; you have to earn money and help mama out!” That voice resounded in me like a chorus of other young Black men from humble beginnings, coming of age with me in the ’80s and ’90s. It didn’t matter if one of us had our sights set on playing professional football or figuring out how to make the next wicked jump shot, like Michael Jordan, or we got into hustling dope. Our environment shaped us to “do something big” to lift ourselves out of poverty. My mother worked herself to the bone to keep the lights on and was driven by her love for us, and naturally, I thought: I’m gonna go through them potholes. I’m gonna get my share of the fast money I see flying around and take care of my mother because there’s nothing I won’t do to help her and my fam. And eventually, I will roll toward better things.



Hustling Drugs: A Short-Term Solution

Selling drugs came down to satisfying fundamental needs: food on the table and financial help for immediate and extended family. During my junior high football off-season, I began hustling nickel and dime bags of dope, and I was also a part of the notorious gang the Four Corner Hustlers. I never went back to the therapist.

I picked up drug hustling from watching my older cousins. By middle school, many of the men I depended on in my family were either dead or in jail. After Boo-bee was killed, my cousin Dre was shot in the back of his head over a dice game. Later, my cousin Walter was assassinated. Then my cousin Little Matt was sentenced to thirty years in prison when he was just fifteen for avenging his brother’s murder. I had seen enough carnage to understand the cons of street life and had no intention of staying in the gang forever. I went to school and continued playing football. I was an excellent linebacker, and I excelled at art, architecture, and math. As soon as I turned fifteen, I found a job so that I could “clean” my drug money with a legit source of income.

My first job was bagging groceries at a store coincidentally named Dominick’s. I applied to be a cashier since I was so good at math. Instead, my job at Dominick’s was way mundane. Paper or plastic, stack the groceries, fetch the carts. Repeat. Repeat. Repeat. I lasted three months. I moved on to Kmart and other low-level jobs, as a utility clerk, cashing my paychecks and establishing credit so I could pay for a pager. I needed it for hustling. Minimum-wage jobs weren’t taking me far, and although I wasn’t proud of it, hustling channeled my ambition, and I rose through the ranks in the streets fast, wishing Boo-bee, Walter, and Dre, and others I had lost, were around to see me.

Eventually, along with the money came a lifestyle and the trappings of a masculine dude who was “doing it right”: fast cars; $1,200 Coogi sweaters that emulated the rappers of the day—Biggie Smalls and 2Pac; the attention of women; and the feeling of power and respect.



The Tug-of-War: My Mother’s Values versus Street Life

Still, I envisioned a life beyond hustling—making it past my twenty-first birthday, then twenty-fifth, a sustainable job, and a decent home. But my life was becoming a tug of war between my beautiful, kick-ass mother’s strength, love, and positivity and the dark pull of fast cash and Chicago’s Street culture. One summer, when I was still in high school, my mom told me about data entry summer jobs that her employer, Humana, offered. I recognized that it was a good opportunity and a chance for a “real job.” I carpooled with my school friend Nick—his mom was a nurse, too—to affiliated clinics and hospitals, where we did office work and purged medical records. It was my first introduction to the administrative side of health care.

Despite the streets and because of my mother, I continued to work hard at sports, and I stayed in school, hoping one day to earn a football scholarship and attend college. I took advanced architecture courses and was good enough at drafting that the College of Creative Studies in Michigan aggressively recruited me for their automotive design program. But I did not apply.

Then, during my senior year, I broke my ankle. And with the injury went any hope of a football scholarship. Preferring to stay near Chicago than go to Detroit, I enrolled in Triton College to focus on design. I also took another legit job. My Auntie Valerie was a manager at a medical collection agency, and she suggested a temp job with MacNeal Hospital collecting claims for insurance companies. It later turned into a full-time corporate position as an account representative. We used to call the job “Dialing for Dollars,” and I loved it! After all, I was a numbers guy. Hospital claims would be between $50 and $100,000, sometimes more, depending on the patient’s procedure. Using the latest software tools to interpret contract rates and billing codes, I would problem solve, cleaning up the accounts receivable. My work made a significant impact on the revenue cycle, and I was promoted to managing the negotiations of all high-dollar claims.

I was carrying sixteen college credits, working forty hours a week, and still hustling drugs late nights on the street. Through my teenage years and into young adulthood, I was on a mission: I gotta get mines, I gotta get this money, I gotta get this bread by any means necessary.

By this time, I had made a name for myself and was known as a “shot caller,” like my cousins before me, managing the distribution of cocaine.



An Exit Ramp or Death

I realize now that the larger my street status grew, the more Little Man got locked away. I felt myself becoming selfish, self-centered, and desensitized as I normalized the pursuit of money, power, and the material goods that came with hustling at the expense of others. I used human beings like lab rats: Every dealer had a drug addict or “hype” that we called when we needed to test our product before it went out into the streets. I wasn’t happy to watch an addict’s eyes roll back into their head or see their body shake while they snorted or smoked product, but in my mind it was a transactional relationship—there’s no room for empathy when you are pressed for time and concerned about the money at the other end of the deal.

But I also had moments of clarity. I knew I had to find an exit ramp from a life of violence and dead ends, with more dead cousins and friends.

Life pivoted when I was nineteen. I was in my car smoking a blunt with my boy “P.” We were on our way to do a cocaine drop-off across state lines, and the car panels were filled with concealed product. Having that much powdered cocaine in the car was as good as having cash. I had been running on two hours of sleep and had grown paranoid. What if I get robbed, pulled over, or someone kills me on this trip? I thought. Once we arrived at the “trap house”—abandoned houses where dealers store or transfer their products—a nightmare situation unfolded with the other crew. It’s standard procedure during drug transactions for the product’s recipient to check its quality upon delivery. But unknown to me and P, the cocaine we were carrying fell below the expected high-quality level. The other crew believed we were trying to pull one over on them. Angry crew members surrounded us. The mood turned tense. P and I now had our lives on the line. I stayed calm and talked the other guys down, de-escalating the situation and convincing them that the lesser quality goods we delivered were not intentional.

We returned home alive to Chicago, but after the life-or-death stakes of that drop-off, I decided to leave street life behind me for good.



One Final Pothole

When I was a sophomore, I transferred to Southern Illinois University Carbondale, about three hundred miles from inner-city Chicago, to make a clean break from the madness of my lifestyle. But even in Carbondale, Chicago gang culture was strong, and the design program I was enrolled in wasn’t challenging. I returned home and began a design program at Columbia College. I resumed working full-time and focused on school, staying out of street-related activity.

Until one day, during the sticky hot “Chi-raq” summer of 2001, I received multiple phone calls from a childhood friend.

“I need your help,” he said.

That summer, the streets of Chicago were “hot,” meaning that the Feds had gotten wind of a large drug drop. When the streets are “hot,” the idea is to stay “cold.” Dealers pull their drug supply off the street, which causes a shortage, or drought. A drought means tough financial times in the ’hood. There are, however, a few people within the street’s hierarchy who have the courage and audacity to release some of the drugs being held in reserve, giving the “green light” to “make it rain” and provide a source of cash flow.

“I can’t do it,” I told him.

“You’re the only guy I know who can do it.”

“I’m out the game. I can’t help you.”

“I really need your help. I’m getting pressured by these guys.”

“That’s not my problem.”

I hung up the phone.

That didn’t stop him from being persistent and calling me back-to-back for weeks.

“I can vouch for them on the lives of my family,” he told me over the phone and on multiple voicemails. I sensed his life was on the line if I didn’t help.

So I caved and arranged the deal.

You may be asking, how could you do that, Dom, when you decided to leave street life behind? Was it to help your friend? Or was it the thrill of “one last score” before retiring for good?

The answer is complex. Sometimes the human mind can’t give a clear answer for why you do what you do in the moment. In retrospect, I think it was because, on my journey, I hadn’t yet hit my bottom. This last pothole was the biggest of them all: its depth and width as grand as my misguided sense of strength and importance. I could not resist the power that came with being among the few street legends who would be brave enough to “make it rain.”

The deal turned out to be a setup by the DEA working with the FBI and ATF. And the pressure my friend was receiving, unbeknownst to him, was from two informants.

The US attorney indicted me.



The United States of America versus Me

The first time I saw the indictment papers, I knew shit just got real. My older sister Yogi, who later went on to become a sheriff, helped arrange for me to have an experienced attorney with a high-level understanding of federal laws. She insisted on a Black man. We needed someone who understood the unfair biases young Black men face in the judicial system. Now, there were a lot of things I didn’t like about my attorney. But up until that point in my life, he was the first Black man who sat down to speak with me, man to man, from an honest, hard place, with sound advice about my future.

“This is what is called karma,” he said.

I had never heard the term before, referring to the Hindu and Buddhist belief that our actions decide our fate.

“The Universe is sitting you in a TIME OUT,” he continued. “We can go to trial and fight this as an entrapment case, but listen carefully: The federal government has a 90 percent conviction rate. If you lose, they will make an example out of you. You’re twenty-one years old—lose, and you’re not coming home until you’re in your thirties. Or you can go in there, chin up, and take full responsibility for your actions because you and I both know this could have been worse.”

I took his advice. I was sentenced collectively to ten years: about five years of hard time in federal prison and another five years to be served on house arrest. Eventually, my lawyer was able to reduce my prison sentence by two and a half years on the condition that I enroll in a prison drug and alcohol program. The therapist I had seen once, at my mother’s insistence, included a note in my medical record about drinking alcohol as an adolescent, and it was enough for the judge to grant me admission to the program.



Little Man Takes the Wheel

The Feds detained me for six weeks in Chicago’s Metropolitan Correctional Center (MCC for short). It’s an ugly, crowded twenty-eight-story high-rise with small block windows and a rooftop deck that provides the only access to sunlight. Think gladiator prison. Daytime at MCC was the only time I could find some privacy and peace of mind while my cellmates played cards on the deck.

When I found myself alone for the first time, my thoughts churned as I tried to figure out why the Universe had put me there. I understood I was in prison because of the consequences of my actions, but I was also searching for a deeper meaning. I don’t want to say I was better than anyone else sitting in prison with me, but I knew my mother’s love and the values she taught me shaped my heart and mind. And it caused me mental anguish to know that I had ambition and the potential to do more in this world than rot away in a jail cell. I felt vulnerable, alone, and afraid—not of others, since, trust me, I knew I could handle myself well physically. But for my mental health.

Now, I don’t care if you are spiritual, religious, science-based, or atheist, all I know is a powerful Unknown Energy brought me to my knees in a prayerful search for a more significant meaning to my dire circumstances. And from my fear and emotional pain arose a vivid food memory: I look at the chicken wings, and I look up at my mom, then I look back at the chicken wings, and then I look at my arms and back at my mom and I think to myself the chicken wings shouldn’t be on my plate.

“I’m not eating them.”

“What do you
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