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  Preface


From the Block to the Top  was born from a simple belief: that every young person deserves to see themselves reflected in stories of hope, resilience, and transformation. As an educator and researcher who has spent years working with urban youth, I've witnessed firsthand the incredible potential that exists in communities often dismissed by mainstream narratives.
This book is fiction, but it's rooted in the real experiences of countless young people I've had the privilege to know and work with. It's inspired by the mentors who refuse to give up, the communities that invest in their own healing, and the young leaders who understand that success isn't about escaping where you come from—it's about transforming it.
The character of Tyrese represents the thousands of young Black men who navigate complex choices daily, who possess tremendous strength and wisdom, and who deserve stories that honor both their struggles and their triumphs. His journey reflects the power of authentic mentorship, community investment, and the kind of faith that sustains us through the darkest moments.
I wrote this book for the young people who need to see that change is possible, for the adults who work tirelessly to support them, and for anyone who believes that every person deserves the chance to write their own ending.
These stories matter. These voices matter. These lives matter.
Thank you for taking this journey with us.
Dr. Delisa Rodgers






  
  Introduction


If you've picked up this book, chances are you know something about struggle. Maybe you've stood at your own crossroads, feeling like the world has already decided what your story should be. Maybe you've been told that where you come from determines where you're going. Maybe you've wondered if change is really possible, or if second chances are just something that happens to other people. 
This is the story of Tyrese Williams, a young man from East Cleveland who discovered that your zip code doesn't determine your destiny—your choices do. It's about finding strength you didn't know you had, mentors who see potential when you can't, and the power of community to transform not just individuals, but entire neighborhoods.
But this isn't just Tyrese's story. It's a story about every young person who's ever felt invisible, every community that's been written off, and every person who believes that transformation is possible if you're willing to do the work.
You'll read about basketball courts and street corners, about faith and doubt, about the kind of love that refuses to give up even when giving up seems like the logical choice. You'll see how one person's journey can create ripples that touch countless lives, and how sometimes the people who need saving the most become the ones who do the saving.
This story doesn't promise that change is easy—it's not. It doesn't suggest that positive thinking alone can overcome systemic obstacles—it can't. But it does prove that with the right support, authentic relationships, and unwavering determination, young people can rewrite their narratives and reshape their communities.
Most importantly, it's a reminder that every ending can become a new beginning, every setback can become a comeback, and every young person—including you—has the power to choose hope over despair, growth over stagnation, and purpose over just getting by.
Your story matters. Your dreams are valid. Your future is unwritten.
This is how one young man discovered that truth. Maybe it's time for you to discover yours.






  
  Chapter one
The Crossroads


The Cleveland wind had teeth tonight. Sharp, vicious teeth that bit through Tyrese's hoodie and straight into his bones, reminding him that winter in the hood didn't just chill your body—it froze your whole soul. He stood on East 130th and Kinsman like he was waiting for something. Or maybe running from it. Hard to tell the difference anymore. 
His fingers wrapped around that basketball like it was the last piece of his sanity. Worn leather, smooth from a thousand shots, a thousand dreams that felt further away than the moon right about now. This ball had been everything once. His ticket out. His hope. His connection to Uncle Ray.
Uncle Ray.
The name hit him like a freight train every single time. Three weeks. It had been three weeks since the world tilted sideways and never bothered to right itself again. Three weeks since the only man who ever believed in him decided to up and die on a Tuesday morning, leaving Tyrese alone with nothing but memories and this basketball.
That funeral was something else entirely. A parade of black clothes and empty words. "He's in a better place," they said. "He's watching over you," they whispered. But watching wasn't the same as being here, was it? Watching wasn't the same as Ray's big hands showing him how to grip the ball, how to follow through, how to be a man when being a boy felt safer.
Uncle Ray hadn't just been family—he'd been everything. Father, protector, mentor, the one constant in a life that changed like Cleveland weather. He'd taught Tyrese that his body wasn't a weapon, but an instrument of grace. That basketball wasn't just a game, but a way to navigate these treacherous streets and find your own path.
Now that path felt lost, overgrown with weeds of doubt and fear.
"Yo, Tyrese!"
Here we go.
Marcus stepped out of the shadows like he owned the night. Maybe he did. Gold chain catching the streetlight, that same smirk that said he knew something you didn't. Behind him, Devon—skinny as a rail but twice as dangerous—and little Jalen, barely sixteen but already carrying weight in his eyes that no kid should have to bear.
"Where you been hiding, man?" Marcus's voice carried that edge. The one that meant business was about to get handled, whether you were ready or not.
Tyrese's mouth went dry. He knew this dance. Had been avoiding it for weeks, but you can only dodge so long before the music stops and you're left standing in the middle of the floor, exposed.
"I was at the cemetery," he said, the lie tasting bitter on his tongue.
Devon snorted. "Cemetery? Man's really caught up in his feelings."
"Nah," Marcus said, eyes never leaving Tyrese's face. "He's just confused. Grief'll do that to you. Make you forget where your loyalties lie."
Loyalty. The word hung between them like smoke. Thick and suffocating.
"We got business tonight," Marcus continued, stepping closer. "Real business. The kind that pays rent and puts food on tables. You understand me?"
Tyrese understood perfectly. Marcus was offering him a choice that wasn't really a choice at all. Join us or stand against us. Be family or be enemy. There was no middle ground in Marcus's world.
But Uncle Ray had taught him something different. Ray had shown him that sometimes the hardest thing wasn't choosing between right and wrong—it was choosing right when wrong felt easier.
The memory hit him like lightning: Ray's voice, steady and sure, that last conversation they'd had. "Nephew, there's gonna come a time when you gotta decide who you are. Not who the streets want you to be, not who your friends expect you to be, but who YOU are. That decision? That's gonna define everything that comes after."
"I can't," Tyrese said, his voice barely above a whisper.
The words hung in the air like a challenge. Devon's hand moved to his waistband, and Jalen took a step back, suddenly looking every bit the scared kid he really was.
"Can't?" Marcus repeated, like he was tasting the word. "Or won't?"
This was it. The moment Ray had been preparing him for without either of them knowing it.
Tyrese took a deep breath, the kind that fills your lungs and your courage at the same time. He thought about Ray's funeral, about all those people who talked about what a good man his uncle was. Where were they when Ray was fighting for kids like Jalen? Where were they when Ray was working three jobs to keep Tyrese off these very corners?
"Both," Tyrese said, his voice stronger now. "I can't and I won't."
The silence that followed was deafening. Marcus's face hardened.
"You sure about that? Because once you walk away from us, there ain't no coming back. These streets got long memories."
"Then I guess I better start making new memories," Tyrese said, surprising himself with how steady his voice sounded.
Finding Sanctuary
The community center smelled like old dreams and new possibilities. Waxed floors that had seen a thousand games, echoing with the ghosts of glory days and future champions. Tyrese pushed through the double doors like he was entering another world.
He'd been walking for hours after that confrontation. Walking and thinking and trying to figure out what came next when you'd just burned every bridge you had left. His phone had been buzzing nonstop—texts from Jalen, missed calls from numbers he didn't recognize. Word traveled fast in these streets.
Tyrese Williams said no to Marcus Thompson.
Might as well have painted a target on his back.
But something about this place felt different. Safe, maybe. The sounds were different here—sneakers squeaking against polished wood, the steady rhythm of basketballs bouncing, voices calling out plays instead of threats.
That's when he saw him.
Coach Williams moved like poetry in motion, even with that slight limp that spoke of old injuries and harder times. There was something about the way he carried himself—confident but not cocky, strong but not trying to prove it to anybody. He had the kind of presence that made you stand a little straighter without him saying a word.
Their eyes met across the gym, and Tyrese felt something shift inside his chest. Recognition, maybe. Or hope.
"You look like you've been carrying the world on those shoulders," Coach said as he approached, his voice warm like Sunday morning coffee. "That's a heavy load for somebody your age."
Tyrese wanted to deny it, to put up the walls that had kept him safe for so long. But something about this man made lying feel pointless.
"My uncle used to say that," he admitted, surprising himself. "About carrying weight."
"Smart man, your uncle." Coach settled onto the bench beside him, not too close, but close enough to matter. "What else did he used to say?"
And just like that, Tyrese found himself talking. Really talking, maybe for the first time since Ray died. About basketball and dreams and how it felt to watch the only good thing in your life get lowered into the ground while everyone stood around talking about God's plan.
Coach listened. Really listened, not just waiting for his turn to talk or trying to fix everything with easy answers. He nodded in the right places, made sounds that meant he understood, asked questions that actually mattered.
"Sounds like your uncle was trying to teach you something important," Coach said when the story wound down.
"Yeah? What's that?"
"That you got a choice in who you become. Every single day, you wake up and decide: Am I gonna be the person my uncle believed I could be, or am I gonna let the streets decide for me?"
Tyrese looked down at the basketball in his hands. Ray's voice echoed in his memory: This game isn't about the ball, nephew. It's about heart. It's about deciding what kind of man you want to be when nobody's watching.
"I made a choice tonight," Tyrese said quietly. "Might've been the stupidest thing I ever did."
Coach Williams smiled, and for the first time in three weeks, Tyrese felt like maybe he'd made the right choice after all.
"Son," Coach said, "the smartest decisions usually feel like the scariest ones. That's how you know they matter."
The Mentor's Story
As the hours passed in that gym, Coach Williams began to share his own story. Not preaching, not lecturing, but sharing—the way you share with someone you recognize as walking a similar path.
"I wasn't always Coach Williams," he said, his voice carrying the weight of hard-earned wisdom. "Used to be just Marcus Williams—yeah, same first name as your boy out there. Funny how life works sometimes."
He talked about his own rise and fall in basketball. How talent without guidance was like a car without brakes—dangerous to everyone around you. He'd had opportunities, scholarships, scouts looking his way. But he'd also had the streets calling his name, promising quick money and easy respect.
"I chose wrong," he said simply. "More than once. Made decisions that cost me everything I thought I wanted. Lost my scholarship, lost my girl, lost myself for a while there."
Tyrese found himself leaning in, drawn by the raw honesty in Coach's voice.
"What changed?" he asked.
Coach was quiet for a long moment, his eyes distant. "I had a mentor too. Old man named Coach Johnson. He never gave up on me, even when I gave up on myself. Even when I was so far gone I couldn't see the light anymore."
He paused, his voice growing softer. "Coach Johnson used to say that every young man needs three things: someone to believe in him, something to believe in, and a reason to believe in himself. Your Uncle Ray? He was all three for you."
The words hit Tyrese like a physical blow. Because they were true. Ray had been all those things and more.
"Now Ray's gone," Coach continued, "but that doesn't mean the believing stops. It just means you gotta learn to carry it yourself. And maybe," he smiled, "find some folks to help you carry the load."
The Team
The next few weeks became a rhythm of sweat, squeaking sneakers, and slowly building trust. Coach Williams didn't just teach basketball—he taught life. How to channel anger into focus. How to turn fear into fuel. How to be accountable to something bigger than yourself.
The team was a
The Breakthrough
The Test
The Game
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