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				Your children are not your children.

				They are the sons and daughters of Life’s longing for itself.

				They come through you but not from you,

				And though they are with you yet they belong not to you.

				—Kahlil Gibran
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			Introduction

			It was an early-spring day in Detroit, and I was riding in the passenger seat of my dad’s car, scared to death. We were en route to his aunt’s house, where a huge Great Dane waited for me in the backyard. I was thirteen at the time and comfortable around most dogs, but that beast was another thing altogether. It would scarf down pounds of food out of a five-gallon bucket, and still seemed hungry. I figured he could eat me whole.

			Fortunately, when we got to my great-aunt’s house, all thoughts of going out into the yard ended when I realized that it was game two of the 1986 Eastern Conference playoff finals: the Boston Celtics versus the Chicago Bulls, Larry Bird versus Michael Jordan. For a thirteen-year-old basketball nut, it was nirvana.

			The game itself was one thing. Jordan, all swagger, his wristband pulled up to his forearm, the way he looked over his shoulder at the basket as he jogged back on defense—he dropped 63 points on the Celtics, and still the Bulls lost. But what really caught my eye, and what caused me excitement and agony in equal measure, was those shoes: those red, white, and black Air Jordans.

			Excitement because surely that was where Jordan’s magic resided, right? I mean, a pair of Jordans would give any player extra lift, extra power, extra speed. But agony, too, because of what had happened to me a year earlier.

			In April 1985, as my seventh-grade year was winding down, the first Air Jordans dropped—but it was also the time when my parents were preparing to separate for the second time. They told me I was going to live with my dad and my uncle Charles on Yacama Road, on the east side of Detroit. Once there, I was fortunate enough to make friends quickly, and as the summer came around, I found my place among the boys on the block. It was a dope summer. We hung out, rode our bikes, played ball—we didn’t have a care in the world. But there were clouds forming. Come late August, I would be heading to a new school in a new neighborhood. The boys on Yacama Road regaled me all summer with tales of the fights they’d had while walking to school, the guys from the surrounding neighborhoods of 7 Mile Road or 8 Mile Road picking on them. I should be ready, I was told, to defend our hood.

			The only thing that got me through the fear was a back-to-school shopping trip my father had promised me. I wanted one thing: a new pair of Air Jordans. They cost twice as much as any pair of shoes I had ever owned, but my heart was set on a pair. My dad didn’t seem to get my hints—instead of heading to the Eastland Center, where I knew there were some Air Jordans at the Foot Locker, he drove us to JCPenney in Highland Park. There were no Air Jordans there. Instead, he made me try on a pair of canvas Air Force 1s, and when they fit, he bought them, and we trudged back to the car. I was devastated.

			I wasn’t devastated for long; about a week before school started, he arrived home one day with a Foot Locker bag. Inside, sure enough, was a pair of Air Jordans. Though they weren’t the exact ones I’d wanted (seriously, thirteen-year-olds!), I was still ecstatic and couldn’t wait to stride into Nolan Middle School with my Jordans on my feet. With the benefit of age, I realize now that my father was doing his best to bring me joy during a difficult time in our lives. For a kid like me, often moving around and being forced to make new friends, having cool sneakers was like having the golden key to the club of adolescent acceptance.

			But my joy didn’t last long. I decided that the Jordans were less a fashion statement than a practical pair of shoes that would turn me into their namesake on the court. In my first gym class, I got a quick steal, ran off down the court like a cheetah, and shot a jumper that swished through the rim, barely touching the net. I felt faster, quicker, and more athletic than anyone else on the court. It was true, the shoes were magic—but the damage was done. At the end of the class there was a large crease across the toe that could never be undone and scuff marks all over the sneakers. I had broken the cardinal rule of sneaker ownership: They were not, in fact, athletic shoes. They were to be worn for style and style only. Since I knew that there was no way of resurrecting the shoes to their pristine glory, I doubled down: I continued to play basketball in them both at school and at home.

			One day, after I came inside from playing, my dad looked down at the shoes and asked me if they were the same Air Jordans that he had just spent his hard-earned money on. The shame hit me; I lowered my head and mumbled yes; he shook his head and walked away. He didn’t yell at me or tell me to go to my room. It was worse: I could sense his disappointment, and for days afterward he barely spoke to me.

			He finally broke the silence one day when I got back from school. “I got you a pair of gym shoes,” he said. “They’re in your bedroom.” Imagine my horror at finding a Payless bag on my bed and inside a pair of Pro Wing high-top knock-off Jordans. Instead of soft, high-quality leather, they were made of hard, cheap plastic. The soles were plastic, too, guaranteed to make me slide all over the gym floor. I raced down the hallway in tears and told my dad that I would never wear those shoes. He just said, “Until you become more responsible and take care of the things I provide that’s all you’re going to get.”

			That was the beginning of a protracted war of wills between us. I tossed the shoes into the closet, and for the rest of the school year I wore a mixture of older sneakers and the Jordans because he refused to buy me anything else and I was not wearing the Pro Wings.

			Later that summer, my dad, my uncle, my cousin, two younger sisters, and I went to visit my grandfather in Mississippi. Dad forced me to take the Pro Wings, telling me in no uncertain terms that those were the shoes I’d be wearing; I also thought to pack a pair of beaten-up Nikes. After two sweltering weeks in the mosquito-infested heat of Mississippi, my dad returned to Detroit, leaving us to stay down in the country with our grandfather for a few more weeks. When I got back to Detroit, my dad noticed that I was wearing the Nikes and asked me where the Pro Wings were. I feigned shock and said I’d I accidentally left them down in Mississippi.

			I think I caught him stifling a laugh at that obvious lie. I realize now that he was desperate to teach me the value of things, while I just wanted to fill the void of my broken home life with the approval of friends. Somewhere in between was where our love lay.

			The next few years were traumatic for me, and I would eventually go to prison at the age of nineteen. It wouldn’t be until years later that my dad and I worked to unpack all of the things that had led up to my incarceration, and we did so through the letters we exchanged during the nearly two decades I was in prison. From the moment I was taken to the county jail up until my release, my dad and I wrote hundreds of letters back and forth, discussing the challenges of fatherhood, what it means to be a son and a man, the difficulties and joys of being Black in America, of learning to heal and be emotionally present to one another.

			The harrowing ordeal faced by the fathers of incarcerated people is a story seldom told. On September 13, 1994, my dad wrote, “For me waking up each day and not being able to call you or just see you once in a while is very painful. Sometimes I just sit and cry because I miss you so much.” Yet in those letters, he loved on me, debated with me, challenged me, and explained his life to me; in turn, I sent him love and answered his challenges and tried to make sense of my own life. His words gave me a source of protection and love and the building blocks of manhood when I needed them most, in those pain-filled, traumatic years of my incarceration. The level of intimacy generated by those letters is something I’m coming to fully understand only now as I approach my fifties. I am incredibly lucky to have a father so open to love and to honesty, and it’s these two attributes I’ve tried to pay forward to my own sons in this book.

			I believe that letters are one of the most intimate forms of communication. They give us an insight into the most frightening, uncertain places and can serve as an introduction to what it means to be passionate, to love, to dream, to settle differences. I devoured books of letters in prison and continue to be inspired by them: those by W.E.B. Du Bois; Martin Luther King, Jr.’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail”; the letters of George Jackson; Nelson Mandela’s prison letters; the letters of James Baldwin, Maya Angelou, Alice Walker, Toni Morrison, and Ta-Nehisi Coates. Across the centuries, letters have served to challenge ideas, create movements, highlight contradictions, and inspire love.

			And they have always tended to reveal the deepest feelings of their writer. I remember one I sent to my dad from solitary, in which I urged him to move on with his life because I felt I’d never get out of prison. His answer was a simple one: “I’ll never leave your side.” Those words kept me alive. The pile of his letters that now sits in my office here in my house in Los Angeles is a testament to his always being there no matter what was happening in my life. Each envelope with my name and prison number etched in my dad’s writing moved me closer to my destination as a father.

			I am the proud father of two sons, Jay and Sekou. Jay lives in Detroit; he was born in 1992, while I was incarcerated. Sekou is nine years old. He lives in Los Angeles, half the time with his mother and half the time with me. My sons are the hope of the world. I see in them so many things that I was not at their age—they embody hope and joy and love.

			I’ve written this book with the intent of doing for them what my father did for me all those years ago: filling them in on my life, on my dreams for them, and on what I wish I’d gotten right through the years. But I also hope to reach boys and young men across America and their parents, especially their fathers. For so long, the voice of fathers has been limited to discipline and toughness; rarely do we get to speak honestly about our own fears and mistakes or explore the deeper, softer emotions that are crucial to effective fatherhood. So when I speak to my sons, I’m speaking not just to them but to sons everywhere and to their fathers. Without sharing our deepest emotions, we will remain unable to fully connect or talk out the pain into a place of love.

			The basis of all these letters is love. They are an invitation to love more passionately, more completely, and more truly than ever before. Only with that love can we find a way out of the violence, hardship, and sense of dread so many of us have experienced. My prayer is that this book of letters might reach all the sons of society and start important conversations about how we can improve our world so that children can face the future with hope and excitement, filled with a sense that they are truly valued and deeply loved.

			
				Los Angeles, California

				February 2021

			

		

	
		
		
			A Trip to the Gas Station

			
				Dear Jay,

			

			Being able to call someone your son or daughter is one of the greatest privileges known to humankind. The responsibility is profound: children don’t choose to be brought onto this spinning planet, and though we hope that each new life comes from a place of love and care, too often a child is a by-product of carelessness or selfishness. You don’t get to choose your parents, your moment of birth, or even something as simple and important as your name. These are privileges a parent should carry out with care and compassion; it’s not a light and airy thing, being a parent. Or at least it shouldn’t be.

			So here, Jay, I call you “son,” “my son.” But too often I feel like a fraud when I use this word to describe you. I feel like a fraud because I have not been a good father. I have not worn the mantle of being your parent with due care. I have not lived up to the privilege of your existence. I have not walked beside you in the ways I know you have needed.

			In fact—and it devastates me to say this—there are days when I don’t feel like your father at all. Those words burn a hole in me, and I wish I would never even bring them to mind, much less write them. But I have done so, and I must bear the weight of those words here, now, forever.

			Some days I’m convinced that we were closer when I was in prison, but prison has a way of skewing all things—the brutality all around you, the sense that your humanity is somehow on hold or contingent upon others. I now realize that the memory of our being closer while I was inside was one of the illusions I had about being a father. I thought the letters we exchanged, the irregular visits, and the few yearly phone calls were solid enough bridges to keep us connected until I was released. But what were they really, compared to the days—years’ worth of them—when I was absent?

			Have you ever seen the film of the Tacoma Narrows Bridge? It was a suspension bridge up in Washington State that couldn’t handle the wind. It swayed often and eventually buckled and fell into the Puget Sound. That was what it was like to base my hopes for us on those letters, calls, and visits: eventually, things were going to collapse under the pressure of the air. I now realize how wrong I was, how impossible it is to forge bonds of familiarity under the oppressive weight of a prison sentence. I was so bent on trying to connect with you and guide you down a different path that I didn’t stop to think about the path you were forging on your own on the other side of the bars. How could I have done so? Being a parent is complicated, in or out of prison. But in prison? Impossible, perhaps.

			Add to all this, as it must always be added: you were a Black boy. Childhood for anyone is a burden. (I have no idea where the idea that childhood should be carefree comes from.) And being a Black child is harder. We are burdened with a lack of overt affection, and we are not invited to try out the world as innocents. From the start, the world treats us like little men and women; we are told to suck it up, to be tough, that emotion is weakness, that the cold world is coming for us so we’d better be ready. Still, you were so innocent once—a little boy I wanted to protect from all the terrible things that young Black boys face. So many terrible things, things that an innocent child couldn’t conceive of—was I supposed to tell you all of them so that you could avoid them? Was I supposed to hide you from them like Moses in the rushes? Which way should a parent of a Black child turn? To honesty or to obfuscation?

			These thoughts swirl around in my mind still. They’re like monsters just beyond the edge of the yard, moaning and keening on a humid summer night, there in the black trees. I try to ignore them, but every night they’re there.

			I wanted so hard to be a good father to you, Jay, but here in the calm of my yard in Los Angeles, with the monsters whimpering from the dark streets beyond the fence, I find myself thinking back to the beginning and imagining all the things I wish I could have given you when you needed me the most.

			Our first visit was at the Michigan Reformatory in Ionia, Michigan. It was the fall of 1993; you were twenty-one months old. I had never met you, never held you, never been woken in the small hours to save you from nightmares. To that point in your life I had only ever seen photos of you, the ones that your grandfather sent along with his letters. My father would fill me in on your personality and write that you reminded him so much of me. That must have been so painful for him, me incarcerated and his grandson reminding him with every coo and first word that his own son was gone. But I took great comfort from those letters, because I knew my father was doing his best to take care of you, to create a connection between his son and his grandson, even though we were miles apart and separated by the mandate of the state.

			Imagine, then, the day that my name was called: I had a visitor. I was shocked. It had been so long since someone had come to see me; so long, in fact, that I had blocked out the expectation of seeing anyone. That was how I coped; I low blocked any thoughts of family or affection or connection with the outside world. I was like a tackle aiming for the knees, bringing down any hope so that it couldn’t get past me, couldn’t hurt me, couldn’t make my prison life any more depressing than it already was.

			So imagine again: As I reached the visiting room, my hands began to shake, and there were great bolts of sweat dripping down my sides. Here was hope, getting by my defenses, causing me to tremble and sway like a poorly built bridge. The hope was this: I was finally going to see the son I had heard so much about. And there you were, just twenty-one months old, a beautiful brown ball of curiosity and energy. I watched my dad carry you in, and it reminded me of the way he would carry my sisters and put them to bed.

			But my excitement at seeing you soon turned to heartbreak when I reached your way and you wouldn’t allow me to pick you up. I had created a narrative about our close bond, but your reality was that I hadn’t been in your life and you had no clue who I was. I had missed all of the bonding moments that take place between children and their fathers. I hadn’t wiped away your tears, hadn’t held a bottle to your lips in the middle of the night, hadn’t changed your diaper. All I had been was a name, the word “father” without the meaning behind it.

			I had been a ghost.

			You didn’t want me, and I was crushed. When I tried holding you, you cried so hard, and the echo of that cry haunted me for days after our visit. Your tears woke me up out of my sleep, clawing at me, monsters each one—no longer beyond the trees but now in my cell, ripping at my sanity. “He will grow up seeing you as the bogeyman,” my mind said, “or even worse, the invisible man.” Those thoughts took the blood out of my body, left me weak.

			For days, I was of no use. I would lie on my bunk, held down by the gravity of those thoughts. It was the weight of realizing that I hadn’t been there for you, that I had forfeited my right to be your father. Each time my cell door slammed, I stewed in the knowledge of my failure, of how wrong it was to call you “son,” and how much I longed to do so.

			The Michigan Reformatory is nearly three hours from Detroit. Your grandfather couldn’t afford to bring you as often as he would have liked or as often as I wanted. Even when you came, the rules were so restrictive that they made it almost impossible to bond organically. I couldn’t sit you on my lap or tousle your hair. These simple things, these simple acts of affection and love, are available to other fathers and sons everywhere except here. And it was clear that you were in pain, too. You couldn’t take me home with you, away from that place, and you cried every time you had to leave.

			As you got older, I realized that I would have to make you grow up fast, faster than children in less trying circumstances. (Now I realize that this isn’t only what happens to the children of incarcerated parents; being a child generally ends early for Black boys.) I had made choices; because of those choices, I had saddled you with a great daily burden. All parents do this to some degree—remember, no child chooses to be born—but I had added to this cosmic truth a layer of pain from my decisions, the ones that had led me to this prison. Now, every time I saw you, I had to remind you that you couldn’t touch my hair or rub my beard—rules designed to “protect children” when really, they just added pain upon pain. Those of us in prison had no power to change those rules; our children had to see us shorn of all agency. It was a perversion of the norm; parents protect their children from feeling helpless, but not in prison. There the parent is without power, and the child sees. On some visits you just sat across from me and stared. I would ask you what you were thinking, and you always said, “Nothing, Daddy.” But I knew there was something—the tears that glistened at the corner of your eyes revealed that something, a thing so powerful, so damaging, that I was grateful you were unable to put it into words. You sensed that, I think, and held back. But the something was this: Because of my choices, you were locked up, too. Your innocence was held hostage right alongside mine.

			For nineteen years I tried to be a father to you, to ensure that we stayed connected and you knew you were loved. I owed you a father, and I did what I could to give you what you deserved. But it was never enough; it could never be enough.

			

			—

			Jay, I thought about you every day in there. I would lie on my bunk wondering what your life was like on the outside. I imagined you playing ball and running through the neighborhood like other kids. I pictured you going to amusement parks and going to prom and all the things that make up a childhood. I so desperately wanted for you to be free to be a child, to maintain the innocence of boyhood, even though I sensed at the edge of my vision that your maintaining your innocence was impossible. So many young men from our family had walked the pathway of gun violence and prison sentences. I wanted you to break that chain, break that cycle, and live a truly innocent life.

			And then I was out.

			I brought many things home with me; one of them was the story I had created about who we were, a story filled with hope and optimism. Some of my friends had returned to build beautiful relationships with their children, and it gave me hope. When I went home, I would teach you all the things I knew and learn all that you knew. We would ride off into the sunset, father and son together.

			You were eighteen when I walked out of prison and had every right to decide whether I was going to be a part of your life. But me? I wasn’t prepared for anything other than that dreamlike vision of my homecoming. I thought my role was to save you from all the things that destroy Black boys and men, all the things that had destroyed me. So I engaged you in the ways I engaged the other young men I mentored. I made suggestions on how you should dress; pressed you to fill out job applications; challenged you to read books; urged you to avoid hanging around with the wrong crowd; and above all pushed you to chase a dream for yourself, a dream I didn’t even know if you had.

			I showed up as a mentor, not a father. You needed a father. That was my blindness, the blurry vision of a man newly born into freedom. I’m truly sorry that I didn’t possess the wisdom or thoughtfulness to figure out what you wanted or needed from me.

			

			—

			What did I find of you when I got home? There were whispers through the family that you had smoked weed laced with something. Whatever the cause, it was devastating to watch you battle what I perceived as your demons. I was frustrated not knowing what was true—how could I? I had been gone all your life. Faced with the possibility that you had serious issues to address, I lacked the emotional maturity and insight to know what to do about it.

			In addition, I knew that you were struggling with getting to know me as a person. I didn’t make things easy, because I overcompensated for not having been there. I thought that buying you things and sharing the little bit of money I had would show you how committed I was to our relationship. Your first birthday after my release, for example: how badly I wanted to make that day special for you. I couldn’t wait to take you shopping and treat you to a day on the town. I thought that day was going to be our big breakthrough, when in fact it was probably the beginning of the end. From that moment on, it felt as though everything between us was transactional—that the only value you saw in me was my ability to give you money and things. Some days that’s how it felt. Stuff was our currency, not love. When your name popped up on my phone, I started to assume that you were calling me only for cash. Our relationship had been cheapened, reduced to thirty-dollar transactions, so I began to withdraw. I started sending you to voicemail. When I did answer the phone, it was with irritation and a dread of what you might be asking for this time. I stopped making a great effort to spend time with you in person.

			And then disaster.

			One day you called to say you needed more money, this time for a driver’s license. When I refused, your voice rose and you told me that you would stab me.

			Perhaps a man who had not been through what I’d been through would have processed your anger in a different way, but I was still trying to deal with something I didn’t understand. I had been of the streets, and those streets had left me with untreated trauma, trauma as deep as any returning soldier’s. When you threatened me with violence, I was triggered into the deeply buried ghosts of my life on the streets. I had been beaten; I had been shot; I had killed. I knew in my mind that I was no longer in prison or on the streets, but I didn’t feel it, not yet—instead, I felt that familiar adrenaline, the chemicals that raged when someone disrespected me. It was a kind of madness, that anger. I could taste it, like blood in the mouth; it would take years to erase that taste, but back then, in my earliest days of freedom, I reacted as though I were still a captive.

			And you were captive with me.

			I called your grandfather and my best friends, Calvin and Fame, and told them what you had said. They tried to talk me down. You were just frustrated, they said, not processing your feelings in a healthy way. I listened, but I didn’t feel them. So there was only one recourse: one of us had to go.

			That was the trauma America had visited upon us, upon an entire generation of Black men. We coil tight like springs, inching toward oblivion with every slur we face, every confrontation. We didn’t choose this way; it was etched on our faces like tattoos.

			To even think, “One of us has to go,” when for years I’d lain on my bunk dreaming of being a father to my son…that was what our culture had done to us. I found myself thinking back to when Reverend Marvin Gay, Sr., shot and killed his son, Marvin Gaye, the great singer. The elder Marvin had been an abusive father, and there was some kind of family argument that escalated into the son kicking and hitting his father. Marvin Sr. then fled the room, came back with a gun, and killed his son. There’s a fine line between life and death, especially when guns are involved.

			I understood all too well how anger and fear could spiral into violence. I, too, had pulled a trigger all those years earlier. I pictured your face, Jay, searching for the little boy that I had grown to love over the years, and, perhaps, searching in that face for my own innocent face. Could I find it? It was a practice I had learned in prison to defuse conflict, but the exercise was failing; the triggers were intoxicating. My ego had been sliced in a way that I hadn’t experienced in nearly two decades. If I followed through with that thought—“One of us has to go”—I would end up back in prison, forever this time.

			I decided to call your mother. Somewhere deep down I knew I wanted her to talk me off that terrible ledge. She knew the street side of me, and she understood you. Maybe she would have the words I needed to hear. She picked up, and before she could even say hi, I started yelling into the phone, “I’m going to put Jay in the trunk of a car and take him to Brightmo’ and leave him over there fucked up! I’m tired of him disrespecting me and talking shit like I won’t fuck him up! It’s time for him to learn that I am not to be played with!”

			Your mother pleaded with me not to hurt you, but I was filled with anger. My hands were the hands of a man who had lost it all once before. I knew the consequences of what I was threatening to do, but somehow I was comfortable with them; I knew how to survive prison.

			Things weren’t supposed to be like this between us. As a little boy you had been an artist, heading to school for graphic design. I dreamed of becoming a writer, with you designing all of my marketing materials. Our relationship was supposed to flow. When we fought, we would simply talk about our feelings and move on as father and son.

			This would be our perfect story. It would be us against the world…

			…but now it was us against each other. My son had been replaced by a broken young man, one I no longer recognized. And his father had been replaced by a man of prison, of the streets, saying “One of us has to go.”

			Still angry, I drove over to your neighborhood, looking for you. When I couldn’t find you, I drove and drove and drove until I calmed down; then I turned my car toward home, where I eventually fell asleep. Waking in darkness, I couldn’t imagine where it all would end.

			A week later, I was pulling into my driveway when I got a call from your uncle Smiley.

			

			—

			Uncle Smiley was crying.

			“Bro,” he sobbed, “they killed Jay, they found his body over in Brightmo’. They
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