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To every child who knows there is more to this life than what people tell them is possible




NOTE TO READER

Some names in this book have been changed, and certain quotes have been reconstructed from memory.




MADISON SQUARE GARDEN, NEW YORK, NEW YORK

Draft Night 2003: Flashing lights and the sounds of cameras clicking everywhere. The room was becoming more crowded. I moved to a different room, and the crowd followed as more people entered the venue. Everybody looked nervous but happy. Many of us would be experiencing meteoric social mobility, escaping a lifetime of poverty in a single night.

“Carmelo—over here, over here! Look this way, this way!” a group of photographers called out. From every non-ballplayer in the room, toting microphones and cameras, I’d heard over and over, again and again, “This is your big night.” All the talking heads from ESPN, the same people I’d been watching for I don’t know how long, were here in real life. They were pointing more microphones at me, at LeBron James, at Dwyane Wade, and at all of these other lanky prospects in tailored suits. How did I get here?

“What do you think is going to happen tonight?” interviewers asked me. “Where do you predict you will end up? Are you excited?”

Am I excited? I’m a Black kid from the bottom. I had to fight through some of the roughest housing projects in America. I’m standing here tonight as a potential top five, top three, maybe even top two NBA draft pick. Am I excited? I wished the cameras, reporters, and talking heads would just go away for a minute until I could regain my cool. It felt like my heart was making a fast break out of my suit.

I was excited, but I was also anxious and curious about what my new life was about to be. My mom had worked two jobs for as long as I could remember. Now I would be able take care of her, buy her a house, a car, a mink—whatever she wanted—and that was exciting. At the same time, I had mixed feelings, because my life had contained so many letdowns, bad endings, and traumas. I knew I had an agent, and I’d led the Syracuse Orange to their first-ever NCAA championship. I knew I’d won the Most Outstanding Player award. I was at the draft because I was invited and projected to go high. I was in this suit; however, none of these things guaranteed that these people were going to select me.

I would probably have been even more nervous and uncertain—except that my big brother Jus was there, and my big brother Wolf, and they always had my back. Regardless of what happened that night, I knew they would be there for me. I glanced over at them and looked at their feet. They were both were wearing slippery hard-bottoms, probably feeling as awkward as I did, because we never really wore suits. I bet that most of the athletes at this fancy event never wore suits, even though they were the reason for the event’s existence.

My mom was there—my rock, the strongest woman I know—along with my heart, my big sister Michelle. When I’m anxious, their support and love settle me. If I could be in a position to give them everything they deserve, this whole journey would be worth it. I could be drafted by a team on Mars, and if my mom and Michelle agreed to come with me, then I’d go gladly. I’d know that everything was going to be okay. A lot of other families were in the room, and I imagined that the love I had for mine mirrored the love they shared. They probably waited their whole lives to celebrate this moment with family. I wondered if they felt like they belonged, or were they also haunted by old wounds?

Most basketball players dream of this night their whole lives—picking out their suits, memorizing their speeches, hoping and praying they didn’t forget anyone. As kids, they probably rehearsed this moment by putting on little sport coats and the ball caps of their favorite teams, strutting across their living-room carpets, and pretending to shake hands with David Stern. They had it all mapped out, because the NBA was the goal, and every guy here made it happen. Dream fulfilled. The lights continued to flash, and the night progressed. LeBron was excited, Wade was excited. I was even excited for them, as well as for everybody at the Garden that night living their dreams. They were probably equally excited for me, thinking that I had achieved my dream, too. But what’s funny is that the NBA wasn’t my dream.

I’m not like most basketball players. I never obsessed over this day, this suit, or this moment of shaking David Stern’s hand. Don’t get me wrong, I was beyond grateful for these things. But until it actually happened, I just couldn’t see it. I’m not sure if I didn’t want to jinx myself or I thought it was too unreal, or if it was because for me, all of this top-player stuff just happened so fast. I just know I never thought about it. I never allowed myself to be lost in a dream that could be easily snatched away. So the appropriate question for me wasn’t whether or not I was excited. The real question was, how did I—a kid who’d had so many hopes, dreams, and expectations beaten out of him—make it here at all?




RED HOOK, BROOKLYN




CHAPTER ONE RED HOOK, BROOKLYN, 1989

“Lil’ Curly! Come on, Chello, get off the court,” they yelled at me. “Somebody catch him; he keeps fuckin’ all the games up!”

I laughed as I zigzagged past all the older dudes on the blacktop in their jerseys, T-shirts with the sleeves ripped off, and multicolored Nikes and Adidas—highs and lows—across the concrete where I won my scrapes and bruises. Up over the curb and into my project building—my home. We lived in Red Hook West, apartment 1C, on the first floor of 79 Lorraine Street—the mecca of the neighborhood.

Apartment 1C was the spot, a hub made up of love, and everybody knew it. If you needed some food, some advice, or whatever, you could come to 1C. We were the most popular family inside our building and always had an influx of visitors from every end of the projects. Visitors were looking to hang around my siblings, eat all of my mom’s cooking, or just connect with us, because that’s the kind of family we were. My mom kept an open-door policy and never, ever, under any circumstances, turned anybody away. I can’t imagine where Mom found the money needed to care for so many random people, but she made it work.

Apartment 1C was a huge three-bedroom unit. To me, it felt like a penthouse with unlimited space—even when seven people were living with us, or when our kitchen and living room were packed during holiday dinners, house parties, and any other family functions. Our spot never felt small and was more than enough space for everything I needed, including a place to sleep, eat, study, and blend in with the rotating mix of visiting residents who floated in and out of our unit. We had one of the most prominent families in Red Hook. At my crib, everybody—from killers and gangsters to kids and the elderly, and whoever else you can think of—touched our apartment one way or another. I welcomed them all to feast off our plates, drink out of our cups, and lounge in our living room. I loved our spot. My favorite part of our apartment was the side windows, which were two rectangular gateways to everything beyond my reach.

When I was too young to play outside by myself, I learned about the world through those windows. I heard stories, current affairs, jokes, and trauma. Everything spilled in by way of the people who posted up by those side windows. Their viewpoints and takes on society were more entertaining and informative than the shows on television. They fulfilled every need of my curious young mind. I had so many questions about where rain comes from, money, the neighborhood, the projects, cops, school, drugs, who makes the laws—and why we lived the way we did. All the answers came in through those windows.

At eye level, I just faced the sill. But after pushing our old speaker against the wall and climbing my small body on top of it, I could peer through the black iron bars. I could see hoopers, dreamers, rappers, and the rest of the older kids singing, dancing, and living life. The hustlers were in loud Pelle Pelle jackets trading dope for cash across from the girls yelling, playing jacks and double Dutch with ear-to-ear grins. Junkies were happy with their recent purchases and were itching to disappear into the shadows to turn up, while boys challenged each other to footraces. The cops loved breaking up happy crowds with their billy clubs and power trips. Little kids, just a little bigger than me, were scattered all over the playground where I always wanted to be. I couldn’t wait to join them and mix in.

Some days, I’d watch my sister Michelle crush everybody in double Dutch. With ballerina footwork, she taught younger girls her moves. She held court with a crowd of people surrounding her, studying her, and hanging on her every word. I always wondered from a distance what she was talking about. It was probably the kind of information that I needed to know, survival skills mixed with the coolness she mastered and that made her such a draw. I’d watch my big brother Justice gambling with homies, knee-deep in a game of Cee-lo. He’d rattle three dice dizzy in his right hand, step back, pull up the bottoms of his jeans over his wheat-colored Timbs, and toss them against the graffiti- covered concrete wall. All the other guys around him waved their money in unison, howling in chorus. Opposite the dice games was the basketball court that my oldest brother, Big Wolf, owned. In-and-out crossover, heavy shoulder, post up, step-back, fadeaway, or whatever you wanted—Big Wolf had it in stock and was eager to serve you on that court. Nobody could check Wolf. In between some of Wolf’s basketball games, the dudes from the court would run to the window for water, and I’d happily hand it to them. “Chello, put some ice in my cup, baby bro!” Sometimes Michelle and Justice would stop whatever they were doing to swing past the window to check on me, and I loved it, because they meant the world to me. Those three, directly and indirectly, provided the lessons on showing love, being humble, and remaining loyal, the lessons that guided me through my young life and that I still use to this very day.

There’s a peculiar type of beauty that existed in Red Hook. Not necessarily in the architecture or layout of my projects but in how we Black and Brown people fit into and even accentuated the reality America apportioned to us. The racism, the poor schools, the crooked cops, the lack of positive outlets for young people, and the limited job opportunities for our parents—in combination with everything else holding us down—should have guaranteed our failure. Somehow, we still survived and sometimes even thrived.

It was easy for young me to absorb all the beauty my family and community offered, despite the chaos in my neighborhood. However, I was never naive about the environment surrounding my building. I saw people throwing blows on the basketball court over a bad call, dudes whipping guns out, and people robbing each other. In the midst of all this, we would sit on the stoop together, taking it all in. We supported victims whenever we could, and we watched how we moved as a family—because that was Red Hook, too. A place where danger was tangled up with beauty, and you couldn’t untie one from the other.




CHAPTER TWO A BRIEF HISTORY OF RED HOOK

If you walked through my neighborhood, you would see a collection of large brick buildings inhabited by nothing but Black and Brown faces. I knew there were other types of people in New York. It’s the most diverse city racially, ethnically, and culturally in the country. Yet in my neighborhood, everybody had the same skin color as me or some variation of it—and I always wondered why this was so, even at the age of five. I have always done this. I see things, conjure up questions inside my head, and become fixated, wondering why things are the way they are. At a young age, I relied on Jus, Michelle, and my mom for most of my answers. Wolf, too, when he was around. When I got older, I got into books and history, and I learned how to do my own digging. I wanted to figure out, why do Black and Brown people all live together? Who put us in Red Hook, who put us in the projects, where were all the white people, and why is it like this?

I learned that my neighborhood was founded by the Dutch in the seventeenth century. My section of Brooklyn earned its name, “Roode Hoek,” meaning “red point,” from its red clay soil and hooklike shape that resembles a curved finger on any map of BK. The land that makes up Red Hook extends from the coast of Brooklyn and is surrounded by the water of the Upper New York Bay on three sides.

From the mid-1800s to well into the 1900s, Red Hook’s proximity to water created a thriving industrial neighborhood. Italian and Irish dockworkers fought for their piece of the American dream, meaning money and land. These immigrants saw Red Hook as a place to unite and keep alive the traditions from their origin countries while still offering them everything New York had to offer.

On June 22, 1944, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, FDR, signed the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act. Better known as the G.I. Bill, it was part of his New Deal reforms intended to deliver America from the Great Depression and support veterans returning home from World War II. The bill set up hospitals, offered low-interest mortgages with no down-payment requirements, and provided for tuition and expenses for veterans who wanted to attend college. From 1944 to 1949, nearly 9 million veterans received an estimated $4 billion from the bill’s unemployment program.

Black veterans thought they were coming home to receive those same benefits. They, too, had left their families and fought alongside white soldiers to protect America during World War II. I imagine they dreamed of reuniting with their families, buying land, building beautiful homes, and obtaining a higher education. Remember, these men were only a generation or so removed from slavery. If they were from the South, their parents were most likely sharecroppers, and their grandparents had been enslaved people, so this war allowed them to hope. This would be their first crack at a real opportunity toward that American dream our country sells so well—to own property and experience upward social mobility. But after the war ended, the ugly storm of racism washed away all those hopes and dreams.

Many African Americans were denied the very tuition money they had fought for and had been promised. The lucky ones who received that so-called guaranteed money for college didn’t have many schools to choose from, due to segregation. We saw the same thing happen with housing. Banks denied African American veterans their guaranteed loans because of skin color, so they were never able to build those dream homes for their families. White people took all of that G.I. Bill money and used it as the seeds that grew the suburbs. This established white generational wealth while Blacks were left to fend for themselves in America’s big cities. So what did FDR offer Black people in his historic New Deal? Simple: the projects.

Alfred Easton Poor was a big-time architect from Baltimore, Maryland. He was known for several private and federal projects, including the Jacob K. Javits Federal Building, the James Madison Memorial Building, and the Wright Brothers National Memorial. Poor designed the forty-acre Red Hook Houses back in 1939. This was a few years before the G.I. Bill was signed but still under the same Roosevelt administration. Our projects were made up of two conjoining buildings, Red Hook East and Red Hook West, making it the largest housing complex in Brooklyn. Red Hook East had sixteen residential buildings and three nonresidential buildings. Red Hook West, where my home was located, added fourteen residential buildings and one nonresidential structure. Featuring concrete playgrounds and tattered blacktops with net-less rims, it was almost like they were grooming us to play ball.

Now, initially, there had been Irish and Italian families throughout Red Hook. By the 1960s, container shipping had begun to replace bulk shipping, and many of the businesses in and around Red Hook’s ports moved to New Jersey. Unemployment spread like a disease, and the neighborhood fell into a state of decline. This gave a criminal element the opportunity to develop quickly.

As Blacks and Puerto Ricans started filling the projects, many Irish and Italian families fled. The remaining Italian and Irish families established neighborhoods in a predominantly white section, which we called the “Back” of Red Hook. I was taught that those communities hated Black people, and I knew to stay well away from there. “Never go to the Back, it’s crazy racist out there!” my brother Jus would always say. It seemed like there was always something terrible happening to Black and Puerto Rican people who mixed in with those white neighborhoods. Countless stories of race-fueled crimes terrorized my childhood, but the story of Kevin Teague from 1997 always stuck out the most. I heard it told over and over again. Teague was a Black postal worker who was minding his business and getting off the subway. While heading home, he was beaten nearly to death by four racist white men who had gotten into an argument at a McDonald’s with another group of Black men Teague didn’t even know. Teague needed thirteen stitches to close his wounds. He suffered severe damage to his eye and was struck by the car of one of the assailants. Despite these facts, Justice Alan D. Marrus of the State Supreme Court in Brooklyn found his attackers—Anthony Mascuzzio, Ralph Mazzatto, and Alfonse and Andrew Russo—not guilty of what was clearly an attempted murder and a hate crime. That’s the system in a nutshell if you were Black and from Red Hook. These stories added weight to my brother’s warnings to stay away from those neighborhoods. The Back of Red Hook had a reputation for being racist long before I was born, and unfortunately, it remains so to this day. What’s worse is that the system, as Judge Marrus represented perfectly, proudly cosigns these racist actions. If you are nonwhite and live in a place like Red Hook, you’d better be prepared to deal with one-sided justice.

When I came into the world on May 29, 1984, Red Hook was still in deep economic decline, with little to no opportunities for its Black residents. By 1988, the violence in Brooklyn regularly captured national attention. Life magazine even ran a nine-page cover story on my neighborhood, branding it “the crack capital of America.” I didn’t know anything about any of that stuff or the world I was being born into. My mother told everybody that I was going to be her last child, and my siblings were so excited to be getting a brand-new baby brother.




CHAPTER THREE THE FAMILY

My dad died of cancer when I was two years old. Because of this fact, I don’t have a mental library of Disney-movie-like fishing-trip memories. No stories about the day he took the training wheels off my bike and watched me soar down Lorraine Street. No lessons from him on dealing with the madness that comes with being Black, Puerto Rican, or both in America.

He did leave me a small gold chain with a Jesus piece, though. I cherished it and rocked it daily, never tucking it inside my shirt. I proudly wore it wherever I went, because it was the only piece I had of a father I never really knew. That necklace connected us, and my mom always told me, “Do not let anyone touch it!” She knew its personal value would only accumulate as I grew older. I listened to her, for the most part. Then one day, my close friend Tyree said, “Yo, Curly, can I hold your chain?”

“Nah, man,” I said. “I’m really not supposed to let anybody touch this necklace. It came from my dad.”

“Come on, yo, don’t be stingy, man, it’s me. I’ll give it right back!”

My mom had meant strangers, but this was my best friend. Tyree and I played every day: hide and go seek, tag, and basketball. Letting him hold it would be okay. Against my instinct, which was probably a direct message from my dad up above, I unlatched the necklace and placed it in his hand as he grinned. He wrapped it around his neck, fastened the clasp, adjusted it over his shirt, and posed. I nodded my head in approval, because I didn’t realize that I’d never see that necklace again. A week later, I saw him and noticed that he wasn’t wearing it anymore. I pressed him. “Yo, where is my necklace?” He faked like he was looking for it and had misplaced it, scratching his head, looking up at the clouds, saying, “I’ll get it to you tomorrow.” But I knew he had stolen it, and tomorrow was never coming. I never caught him wearing it after that, but I knew he had it and was hiding it from me. Even knowing how important it was to me, my best friend stole my most prized possession. My mom could punish me, but she couldn’t possibly make me feel any worse. That had been from my dad, my only piece of him. Other than a few faded photos and some stories from the streets, that necklace was the only thing that proved my dad had ever lived at all. Now it was gone, just like him.

My dad’s government name was Carmelo Iriarte. Everybody from the neighborhood called him Curly because he wore a big afro with long, dark curls. As a baby, I looked just like him—same hair and all—which is why they used to call me Lil’ Curly. Pops was born in Puerto Rico and moved to New York when he was young. In his early years, he developed a love for poetry and documented it in a huge binder that he carried with him everywhere, just in case he was inspired and needed to capture his feelings.

Curly’s work ethic in everything he did was legendary; everyone who knew him back in Red Hook always told me about how much of a “go-getter” he was. He had a reputation for being a great basketball player, and that “go-getter” mentality had him running down loose balls and applying extra pressure on defense. If my dad wanted something, he applied himself and found a way to have it—on the court, in the community, and on the jobs he worked.

My dad’s main job for over twenty years was at the post office across the street from Madison Square Garden. Curly always used the money he made at work to take care of everybody back in Red Hook. If you were short on cash, Curly had your back. Whenever or wherever, it didn’t matter—if someone needed Curly, he was there. From helping older women cross the street to buying families groceries from the bodega when they needed it, the streets said Curly was always pulling up for his friends.

He took care of his own in the streets as well. When they had a beef with outsiders, he was the first on the front line, ready to fight, holding his big fists high like prizes. He loved his people and was excited to protect them. Curly was never afraid to stand up for them or for what he believed. I imagine my father’s commitment to the people originated with and was nurtured by his days as a Young Lord in New York.

The Young Lords was a civil rights organization that was heavily influenced by the Black Panthers. They fought for social programs, including the free school breakfast for children that still runs today, better healthcare, and improved overall quality of life for working-class Latinos. The New York chapter of the Young Lords was founded and led by educated Latinos trained in leftist theory. Just like the Panthers, they mastered a language that attracted young street people to their righteous cause, which attracted a guy like Curly—smart enough to understand the ideas, tough enough to put in the work.

Some say my pops had the biggest heart in Red Hook, maybe all of Brooklyn. This alone would have made him a natural standout, but it didn’t hurt that he also stood six foot six and sported a huge Puerto Rican ’fro. Had he survived, I know he would’ve been more than a hero to me in my formative years. He would’ve taught me how to square up just like him, to use my fist to guard my face while bobbing and weaving in battle. He would’ve made sure I protected my friends, the same way he always looked out for his. Pops would’ve shown me how to tie my Nikes tight enough to pop the laces, pull my shorts up, slap the court with both hands, and strap down on D during basketball games. Getting the block or the steal, running the break, hitting a spin move, dropping the ball in for an easy bucket. And Pops would have given me a smooth line or two to use when I pressed up on girls from the neighborhood. I imagine the combination of Curly’s talent, charm, wit, and popularity is what made my mom fall in love with him.

My mother, Mary Anthony, moved to New York against her wishes when she was eighteen. Employment opportunity in the south was slow and she headed to the city with her mom in search of more opportunity. Her family was originally from a small town in South Carolina. There she had been a basketball star like her father, who was also her best friend. You could say hooping is in every part of my DNA. Many people from the South fantasized about that New York big-city life—the clubs, the tall buildings, the action, and the adventure. She, however, wasn’t impressed by any of that. Mom was her own person, and she has always followed her own path. She dreamed of building a successful but modest life in the South. She also realized that hard work was necessary to accomplish that goal, regardless of where she lived. Once my mother found out she had to move with her mom to New York, she didn’t complain. She just figured that she could make it work. So Mom packed her bags, as well as her sweet smile and Southern ambition, and moved to Brooklyn.

Life experience taught my mother that having your own meant freedom. Relying on others was the exact opposite—and it was no way to live. That mentality served her well in New York, and she always pushed my older siblings toward independence. To this day, I can still see her standing tall in front of the TV. Every Saturday, we watched countless hours of kung fu flicks, and she’d be there waving her finger and instructing me not to depend on anyone else to do for me. She always told me to reach for the stars even if they seemed unattainable. She taught me never to settle for less, and I listened.

Mom also stressed the importance of education. As beautiful as many of the residents in our Red Hook community were, some people got dragged down by the lack of opportunities society had to offer them. They carried a pain that made them appear as though they had never experienced love. My mother didn’t want me to have any part of that sad reality—the inability to put bread on the table, have a stable home, and take care of yourself in general.

My mom always did her job. Brown, strong, regal, yet still soft and always offering a huge smile. She was the best mother in Red Hook, hands down, and I’m not just saying this because she’s my mother. Because of this fact, at times, Red Hook needed her to be everybody’s mother. She took care of our whole family, she allowed relatives to live with us when they fell on hard times, and she managed all our struggles while making it look easy. She kept me in all kinds of programs and extracurricular activities. She also exposed my siblings and me to things that many of the other children in Red Hook didn’t get a chance to experience, like art and life outside the neighborhood. My favorite was the long train rides into the city where we’d go to the American Museum of Natural History or The Metropolitan Museum of Art, where I’d spend hours looking at the large beautiful paintings.

I loved wrestling—the over-the-top personalities that matched the cracked story lines, the wild colorful costumes, the drama, the screaming, the body slams, the downfalls, the comebacks, the show! I’d rearrange the bunk beds in my room, turning them into a makeshift ring, then fly off the top right onto one of my brothers’ or cousins’ heads. Mom laughed at me running around the apartment like Ric Flair, screaming “WOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” She started taking me to all the WWF matches at the
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