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			Author’s Note

			At the request of my publisher and legal counsel, some names, places, and dates in this book have been changed to protect the people involved and those still hurting over events described here. I know, for them, this telling will be hard, and I am sincerely sorry for that pain, but I believe that as long as people are dying in our streets, stories like this need to be told. Please respect the privacy of those affected. Thank you.

			At some point between my sentence reduction and my release, I lost the paper copies I had made over the years of my Master Plan. I now have only the last version, which I wrote for my judge and which is pictured in this book. I had stored the list on a floppy disk, which I kept in my cell, but every time I updated it I saved over the previous version, so those older versions are lost. I re-created the older versions of the Master Plan in this book by starting with this most recent version and making an educated guess at when items were added.
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			Foreword

			I first met Chris Wilson five years ago when a mutual friend and prominent local philanthropist convened a small group of local leaders to discuss Baltimore’s future. The framing of the evening invited us “to envision Baltimore in 2033” in the hope that we might generate a handful of new solutions to some of Baltimore’s deepest challenges. Over wine and good food, we considered the future of the city in the context of its declining population. We debated the obstacles to every child enjoying a quality education no matter where they attend school. We ruminated on the difficult fact that roughly 50 percent of Baltimore’s adult population does not work, and together, we started to explore ways we might reverse that trend.

			It was on this last point of conversation that Chris Wilson emerged. Soft-spoken and impeccably dressed in a crisp white dress shirt adorned with a royal purple tie, Chris described the plight of black men across the city. He highlighted the fact that half of Baltimore’s black men are under some form of correctional control (i.e., in prison, paroled, or on probation). He conveyed, on a visceral level, the heavy stigma that burdens those caught up in the criminal justice system. By virtue of their conviction, our brothers and sisters cannot vote; employers, time and again, refuse to hire them upon their return home after completing a simple background check. Chris spoke of the pain that too many feel when they return home from prison: despite having served their time and paid their debt, recently returned men and women cannot move forward from their crime or their previous lives behind bars because of discriminatory barriers and attitudes perpetuated across society. Chris painted a clear, compelling, and ultimately urgent portrait of a large swath of the black community: generations of black men and women lost not only behind bars but functionally “disappeared” upon their return to society.

			Chris reminded us that these men and women don’t disappear. They exist. They are real. Their hopes, dreams, and struggles are valid and they matter. Chris closed that night by sharing his dream: He wanted to build, with his own hands, companies that made people’s lives better. He envisioned, for instance, a furniture company that would rehabilitate secondhand furniture as well as the prospects of the people whose hands created it. Chris believed that such a company would change the lives of the men and women who acquired critical skills behind bars but who returned home to find no avenues to employment. He also believed that a company led by the formerly incarcerated could alter our larger conversation about the people that we as a society are altogether too comfortable disregarding. Chris asked us a question: What if we didn’t throw our people away? What would happen if we recognized their value? What would we discover about them? About us?

			Something I learned in the course of writing The Other Wes Moore is that people are not only products of their environment but ultimately of their expectations. Who believes in us and to what end are among life’s most important questions. In The Master Plan, Chris Wilson challenges us to expect something more and different from the people we cast away. He challenges us to remember that they are our brothers and sisters, mothers and fathers, sons and daughters; through his words we come to regard the people we encounter throughout Chris’s story with a level of dignity and respect rarely afforded to those housed or impacted by America’s criminal justice system. Chris rightly highlights that for the millions of Americans who languish behind bars and the millions more who have returned home, the American Dream has been foreclosed. Chris inspires us to dream what could be if we supported those who return home from prison in rebuilding their communities, raising their families, and advancing their careers. He challenges us to think about the many ways the world might be different.

			Chris’s favorite story is the allegory of the cave by Plato. On several occasions, I’ve watched Chris relay the story in a speech and have always been moved by his telling of it. Chris’s framing of modern inmates as prisoners in the metaphorical cave is heartbreaking because it forces us to fathom the dreary lives endured by men and women imprisoned behind bars. In our imaginations, we wrestle with the fact that for those in prison, life’s simple gifts—fresh air, sunshine, blue skies—remain just beyond reach for years, decades, or quite possibly, life. Harder still to reconcile is the fact that despite those desperate and limited circumstances, these men and women never fail to dream or imagine a better life beyond the four walls that surround them. Chris presents us with those stories—the yearning hopes and dreams fueled by a desire for a better life—and in doing so, The Master Plan breaks open your heart. It renders our willful blindness to those imprisoned by our criminal justice system intolerable. The Master Plan is Chris Wilson’s master work because it forces us to confront, and leave, our own “caves” by compelling us to empathize with the realities of those that we as a society have thrown away. We discover that we need these men and women in the fight to improve our communities and secure our future. And we are better for it. The Master Plan is less of a road map and more of a philosophy that we should all take to heart: we are all better than our worst decision, our sense of justice should honor the redemptive possibilities inherent in every person, and our destinies are truly intertwined.

			—Governor Wes Moore

			Baltimore, Maryland

		

	
		
			
				Very soon after I went to live with Mr. and Mrs. Auld, she very kindly commenced to teach me the A, B, C.  . . . Mr. Auld found out what was going on, and at once forbade Mrs. Auld to instruct me further, telling her, among other things, that it was unlawful, as well as unsafe, to teach a slave to read. To use his own words, further, he said, “If you give a nigger an inch, he will take an ell. A nigger should know nothing but to obey his master—to do as he is told to do. Learning would spoil the best nigger in the world. Now,” said he, “if you teach that nigger (speaking of myself) how to read, there would be no keeping him. It would forever unfit him to be a slave . . .” These words sank deep into my heart, stirred up sentiments within that lay slumbering, and called into existence an entirely new train of thought. . . . From that moment, I understood [that reading and knowledge was] the pathway from slavery to freedom.

				—Frederick Douglass

				Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, an American Slave
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				PROLOGUE

				One Shot

			

			It’s not the load that breaks you down, it’s the way you carry it.

			—Lena Horne
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			November 6, 2006

			They came to my cell at 4:00 a.m., but I was already awake, dressed and standing by my bunk. It wasn’t that I couldn’t sleep. Those days, I was sleeping better than ever. It was more like my body knew: This is the moment, Chris. Ten years, four months in the making. Let’s get it done.

			“You ready, Wilson?”

			“I’m ready.”

			They walked me down the tier, everyone asleep at this hour, nothing but the sound of our shoes on the concrete floor, the doors buzzing as the guards pushed them open, then clanging shut as we left. They put the cuffs on to process me through the last gate, the guard whispering “Good luck, Wilson, we’re rooting for you” as he locked the chain around my waist. When he stepped away, he was all business as usual.

			The transfer bus took almost an hour: ten minutes through the rolling fields of Howard County; thirty on the interstate; another fifteen through the Washington, DC, suburbs of Prince George’s County to the courthouse in Upper Marlboro, where my original trial had taken place. It was still dark, so there wasn’t much to see past my own reflection looking back at me through the bars across the bus window.

			In the basement of the courthouse: another set of doors and metal detectors, another set of procedures. They locked me in a holding cell with five members of the MS-13 street gang—skinny Salvadorans with tattoos on their faces, because MS-13 is no joke; the members are dedicated to the life. I wasn’t chained, but I was in my prison uniform. I never wore it, because I wanted to look on the outside like the man I was inside, but it was required here. This was who the system said I was.

			The Salvadorans watched me with suspicion as I slid onto the bench. I nodded, but nobody nodded back. Eventually, they started arguing in Spanish about whether I was a snitch, put in the cell to eavesdrop and gather information. They were in for a preliminary hearing, but the state had nothing, they said, so don’t say nothing, especially around this soplón. I spoke fluent Spanish—I spoke three languages fluently, in fact, and I was working on Mandarin—but I didn’t react. I didn’t want to spook them. We were in the cell for almost two hours, and for the last hour nobody said a word.

			“Inmate 265–975. Inmate Wilson. Let’s go, Wilson.”

			“No soy un soplón,” I said as I left. Just so they knew.

			I rode up in the elevator with a black female bailiff. She was a grandmotherly type, her hair set, uniform pressed. She smelled nice. Nothing in prison smelled nice. “You have a good judge,” she said. “She’s a fair lady. What’s your sentence?”

			“Life.”

			“Oh,” she said as her face dropped. For lifers, she knew, there was never good news. “Well, good luck.”

			Judge Serrette was on her high seat, studying me as I entered. How many men like me has she seen today? I wondered. How many this week? This month? The jury box was empty, but the public benches were packed with bored people, mostly women and children, mostly black, waiting for their loved ones to be called. I searched the crowd, but nobody looked back. All these friends and family were here for other prisoners. I knew nobody was coming for me.

			The only person there for me—my pro bono lawyer, Keith Showstack—was laughing and joking with the state’s attorney. I had known Keith for more than seven years. I trusted him with my life. But when I saw him laughing with the state’s attorney, it threw me, the old street mistrust coming back. She’s trying to keep me inside forever. Why you talking to her?

			Keith put his hand on my shoulder. He winked, like, We got this, Chris.

			He looked confident, but Keith Showstack always looked confident. He looked confident the day I met him, in the lawyer’s room at the Patuxent Institution, when I was a twenty-year-old lifer and he was a twenty-three-year-old family law intern with slicked-back hair and a South Boston accent so thick I could barely understand him. It took us six years and five rejections by the judge to get this sentence modification hearing—the only way a lifer like me could get out from under—but every three months Keith had slapped his ratty briefcase on the table at Patuxent, smiled like he knew every secret in the book, and said, “They turned down your request again, Chris. But don’t worry.”

			Easy for you to say, when you get to drive home.

			“Your Honor, we’re prepared,” he said, “if the court is ready.”

			The state’s attorney hammered my crime, like I knew she would. A man was shot six times, Your Honor, she said. Shot in the middle of the chest. Shot in the lower right side of the chest. Shot in the right buttocks. In the right elbow. Shot in the hand, Your Honor, as he was running. Murdered, Your Honor, while running away.

			“He will never be able to better himself,” she said. “He will never be able to say I’m proud of myself, I got an associate’s degree. He will never know his children. He will never know his grandchildren. He was shot down at thirty-one years of age. That defendant”—pointing at me—“without any thought to what his life was like, took it away.”

			The state’s attorney sat down, and I could feel the spectators on their benches leaning forward, because this was more than a crime, it was a murder, and I was more than a prisoner. I had been sentenced to natural life in the penitentiary system of the state of Maryland at the age of seventeen, and I had only one shot, this shot, of ever walking out of my cell alive.

			So everyone in that courtroom wanted to know what I had to say. Was I innocent? Was I falsely accused? Were there extenuating circumstances, like self-defense? The judge turned to me, like, Well? Not unkind, but curious. I hoped.

			I took a deep breath. This was it. My life in a moment. My fate in a stranger’s hands. My last chance, or I would die in a prison cell thirty, forty, fifty years in the future, an old man slurping watery farina from a plastic bowl. And yet I felt calm. I knew what I had to do.

			“Your Honor,” I said. “I want to tell you the truth.”
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				PART 1

				The Cave

			

			How could they see anything but the shadows if they were never allowed to move their heads?

			—Plato, “The Allegory of the Cave”
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			Division Avenue
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			My grandparents, Grandma and Big Daddy, moved to Northeast Washington, DC, in 1948, when it was the black part of town. They bought a duplex and raised five children there, the youngest being my mom, who everybody called Mona after the Mona Lisa. That’s what Big Daddy wanted to name her, Mona Lisa, but Grandma said you couldn’t burden a child with a name like that. Grandma was always practical. So they named my mom Charlene, but ended up calling her Mona Lisa anyway, since Big Daddy refused to call her anything else. One way or the other, Big Daddy got his way.

			I hear the neighborhood was nice back in the day. Big Daddy worked as a clerk in various government offices and drove a Capitol Cab. He made decent money, and I suspect most of the people in the neighborhood did, too, although it was segregation money, and there was only so much that ordinary black people could make. Working poor, but proud. Grandma stayed home with the children, and she worked hard, too. She had flowers along the street and a garden full of southern specialties like collard greens—Grandma was from a small town in North Carolina, Big Daddy from an even smaller town in Mississippi—and she kept the house spotless. Most of her children went on to successful lives, although Uncle Buddy still alternates between her basement and the street, and we lost Uncle Gerald to AIDS, which he caught from heroin needles.

			Even when my sister and I were living with them in the 1980s, Grandma kept things square. Three home-cooked meals, chores after school. Wash your hands when you walk in the door and don’t talk back. Church on Wednesday evening, no excuses. Big Daddy had his recliner and his television shows, and you didn’t want to disturb his routine by forcing him to punish you, because he was a large and serious man. It was better to sit with him and watch.

			Outside, though, the neighborhood was rough. The working black community had been transformed by housing projects, especially the 440-unit Lincoln Heights Houses. Fifteen depressing three-story cinder-block and brick buildings surrounded by dirt yards, the Houses threw a shadow over the neighborhood from the hill right behind Grandma’s house. Three blocks away, next to the elementary school, was Clay Terrace, another 1960s-era government housing project. The Lincoln Heights crews and the Clay Terrace crews hated one another and were always beefing. My grandparents’ duplex, with its tidy flowers and neatly trimmed plot of grass, was right in the middle.

			It was fine during the day. There were kids on the block, and we played in the street. Heroin addicts wandered up from the bottom of the hill a few blocks away—heroin was the drug back then, and the block known as “the bottom” was where to buy it—but mostly it was kids playing chase, old heads on porches, nosy women hanging out of windows, and Doug E. Fresh and Slick Rick blasting all day.

			But when the streetlights came on, the crews came out. Mostly I remember arguments, yelling that turned into fights and sometimes brawls. Car alarms going off, windows smashed. Guys tore bricks out of the border around Grandma’s garden and used them as weapons, and Grandma went out the next morning, on her knees, and put them back in place. Back then, if it was gunshots, it was only three or four.

			“Just keep your head down and your eyes to yourself,” Grandma said as she ferociously brushed my hair before sending my sister and me off to school. “Don’t talk to nobody and you won’t have problems. God don’t like the ugly.”

			It was three blocks to Richardson Elementary, with three ways to get there. I planned my route every day. It wasn’t the dealers I wanted to avoid; it was the middle-school girls. They chased us, taunted us, and forced us to kiss them. I loved girls, even at seven years old. Most days I spent my lunch money on candy from the corner store to share with cute classmates. Those teenage girls, though, were terrifying.

			I was never a good student. Too much anxiety. Even as a first grader, I stayed awake most nights, worrying about the yelling, the gunshots, the car tires squealing away. More than any other sound from my youth, that’s what I remember: car tires squealing away. But I was smart. I read books. I joined the chess club. I was chosen for school trips to Baltimore and New York, where I toured the United Nations and saw the Statue of Liberty. I was even our class representative to CEO for a Day. We spent a few hours at a Safeway, learning how they ran a grocery store. It wasn’t a CEO position, and it smelled like cabbage, but I guess they figured that this was the best kids from Lincoln Heights could hope for.

			I can’t remember how I discovered the Capitol View Library. It was nine blocks away, probably the farthest I had ever walked from my grandparents’ duplex. Grandma scolded me when she found out I was crossing East Capitol Street, because it was a four-lane. She thought it wasn’t safe, which is funny, because she insisted the neighborhood was fine.

			“It’s good here,” she said, even when a teenager got shot on our block. “Just keep your eyes to yourself and pray. God don’t like the ugly.”

			The library was where I got away from the tension of the street. It had a kids’ room where the librarians read books. I remember a librarian telling us about the great library in Alexandria, Egypt, and how scholars came from all over the world to study there, and how boat captains stopped to have the librarians draw them maps before they headed out on long voyages. I thought, Wow. There been libraries for two thousand years. I pictured it like a tower, a thousand stories tall. I didn’t know, until much later, the library in Alexandria burned down. I guess everything, eventually, burns down.

			It was around then I started noticing the bullet casings and baggies—crack didn’t come in vials in my area. The next minute, it seemed, I started seeing young men in nice cars and guys on porches, in broad daylight, putting coolers on the barrels of their guns and loading extended clips.

			They’d catch me watching and nod. “That’s an Uzi, young,” they’d say, showing off. “You like it?”

			My sister, Leslie, who was a year older and protective, talked me onto the school track team. I was the smallest kid in third grade and I had asthma, but Coach Pergerson took no pity.

			“Every kid thinks they have asthma, Chris,” he said, walking around in his skintight tracksuit. “You don’t have asthma. You’re just out of shape.”

			Even when I was sick and huffing, barely able to breathe, Coach Pergerson challenged me. “You wanna quit, Chris?”

			“No, sir.”

			“You can quit running right now, Chris, but if you do, you better start walking, because you’re off the team. I got no room for quitters. I’m looking for warriors!”

			And just when my lungs were burning, and I felt like dying, my sister would run up beside me and whisper, “Don’t quit, Chris. Keep going.”

			There was a fence separating the field from the Clay Terraces, and men would get up against it, drinking from bottles and laughing at us. We saw drug deals going down. One time, a stolen car being chased by the cops slammed through the fence and went skidding across the field in the middle of practice.

			“Keep running! Push it!” Coach Pergerson yelled like he never even noticed.

			I liked track—I liked being challenged. My passion, though, was books, especially after I discovered a section of child-friendly versions of classics like Aesop’s Fables and the Greek myths. I checked them out, curled up in a sheet on the floor of my bedroom, and read until late at night. I had a bed, but I never slept in it. I was too worried about stray bullets coming in the window. Since the arrival of the Uzis and Mac-11s, it felt like stray bullets were always coming through windows on Division Avenue.

			Who we at war with? I wondered, wrapping the sheet around me.

			My favorite book was an illustrated version of Plato’s “The Allegory of the Cave.” In the story, a group of people live chained together in a cave. The only light comes from torches on the wall, and all that the captives can see is a screen where the shadows of people are always moving. Since they’ve never seen anything else, the people think the screen is the world and the shadows are real. They talk constantly about the shadows, arguing about who they belong to and what they are doing. They pride themselves on knowing more of those details than the people chained around them.

			Eventually one person gets unchained, and he goes out of the cave. In my mind, the man closes his eyes, blinded by the bright sunlight, but when he finally opens them he sees color for the first time. He feels the wind on his skin, and he breathes fresh air. As his eyes adjust, he notices mountains in the distance, and green grass, and a waterfall. Birds fly past, riding the wind, and he realizes the screen was a lie. It wasn’t the world. There was another world outside, bigger and more beautiful than those poor chained people could imagine. They just weren’t allowed to go there.

			Even at eight years old, I knew the story was about me, because I was living in that cave. The kids in Lincoln Heights talked all day about the neighborhood. They knew the crews. They analyzed the weapons, the stereos, the cars. That was all they cared about, because that was all they knew. Their world was eight or nine blocks, and most kids never left that cave. They didn’t know there were places where people sat down in restaurants and ate meals; the only food they knew was carryout. They’d seen a swimming pool, maybe, but never a beach.

			The Cosby Show? Please. A house? Nice clothes? A dad? Real life wasn’t like that.

			I remember having debates with my friends because they thought every white person was a racist. It was gospel truth to them that white people hated us and they kept us down so they could hoard the good things for themselves. Why wouldn’t we think that? The only white people we ever saw in Lincoln Heights were cops, and those cops did hate us, and they were trying to keep us down. They never hung at the corner store or the block parties. All they did was eyeball us, harass us, make us feel like criminals, even though we were kids. Then suddenly, they barreled down the road twenty at a time in six-wheeled combat vehicles, battering down doors and throwing everyone to the floor. We couldn’t point to one white cop in the neighborhood who wanted to do us any good.

			So how did I know all white people weren’t racists? Why did I believe in the world outside the cave?

			Because I was the kid who got out of his chains.
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			My Mona Lisa Mom

			I lived with my grandparents on Division Avenue during the week, but on the weekends my sister and I lived with my mom in Prince George’s County. Her neighborhood, Temple Hills, was half an hour away, barely over the state line, but it was a different world. The houses were bigger. They had lawns. There were gas stations and a grocery store with vegetables. It was a mixed neighborhood, with white and black families living together. It even had a park, where my sister and I climbed trees.

			Best of all, it had Mom.

			Mom was a striver. Pregnant at sixteen, she finished high school and married the father of her child. She bought her first house at nineteen. She and Dad had four children in ten years—two boys a year apart, then a five-year gap before my sister and me. They divorced when I was eight months old. Mom was a nurse, but she went back to school and became a paramedic. That’s when she sent my sister and me to live with her parents in Lincoln Heights, while my older brothers stayed with her. Being a paramedic meant twelve-hour shifts, including overnights. Leslie and I were too young to stay in the house alone.

			But Mom was off every weekend, and seeing her each Friday was the highlight of my life. Whatever Mom wanted, I wanted. Whatever she said, that was truth. We went to the mall and she bought me Nike Air Max or Asics running sneakers. We played Monopoly and chess. Mom was a giver. When she came across wounded animals, she took them to the vet and found them good homes. If my friends went to the store with us, she bought them a little candy, too.

			Mom was careful with her money. She knew the hard work it took to get ahead, and she was determined to teach me. She sat me down at the kitchen table and explained how much she made, and I couldn’t believe it. We were rich! Then she explained insurance, the mortgage on the house, the electric bill, the groceries, and I was shocked because there wasn’t anything left.

			“That’s life,” she told me. “That’s why you save your money. Don’t buy cheap stuff. Wait until you can afford it, then buy something nice.”
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					Mom in her twenties

				
			
			That’s what Mom had done. She saved for her first house. Then she traded up to a nice four-bedroom split-level on a corner lot. It had a swimming pool, so Mom bought a karaoke machine and threw parties for her friends. They sang along to Whitney Houston, Sade, and especially James Brown. I remember watching from upstairs as Mom and her boyfriend, Ronald, clapped and danced to the Godfather of Soul. Sometimes, I was invited down to dance with her. I still love that music. Say it loud, I’m black and I’m proud.

			Mom’s best friend, Gwen, was white, with long blond hair. I still remember the way it blew in the wind when she took me out for rides in her Corvette convertible. I loved those rides because I loved that car. It was so beautiful, I used to rub its curves. Sometimes we drove along the Anacostia River past the rich people’s houses and boats, but mostly we just cruised with the top down. I was a different person in Gwen’s Corvette. I was out of the cave. I felt like if this was happening—me, a pretty woman, the world’s coolest car—then anything was possible.

			I had a Matchbox car collection, and Mom always bought me the Corvettes because she knew how I felt about that car. If you work hard enough, she said, you’ll have one of your own one day.

			Grandma was steady as a rock. She was gonna stand in her duplex until time pushed her into the ground. I could count on her. But she was hard like a rock, too. She never asked how I was. She never talked about life. She never gave me a hug or said she loved me. Everything was by the book with Grandma, and apparently the book said, No affection required.

			“I’ve cried all my tears,” she told me once. I guess she’d shared all her love by the time I came along, too.

			Mom loved me openly. She enjoyed me. Her smile made me believe that happiness was possible and that the world was more than hustling to put food on the table. Grandma taught me to work, but Mom taught me to dream. She was a nine-to-fiver, but she was always trying to get ahead. She and Ronald sat up at night, studying medical books so that they could get more paramedic certificates.

			I had a sweet tooth. I loved candy. Mom suggested I sell it at school. “You can make good money,” she said.

			“What you mean?”

			We were at the kitchen table, where Mom studied every night. I was young: my head barely cleared the edge.

			“You know about supply and demand, right?” she asked.

			“I guess . . .”

			“If there’s more buyers than sellers, you can sell for a higher price. If you’re the only seller, you can name your price.”

			“I’m not the only seller,” I pointed out. “What about the store?”

			“Can kids go to the store during school?”

			I shook my head no.

			“That’s called the Law of Scarcity. There are no other Blow Pops available at school.”

			My mind was rolling now. “So if they want them, they have to pay my price!”

			“Not too high, though, Chris. Blow Pops cost, what, a dollar for five at the store? That’s twenty cents. In school, kids might pay a quarter, or even fifty cents.”

			My jaw dropped. Are you serious?

			“That’s called entrepreneurship,” Mom said.

			Then give me some!

			Before long, I was making a five-dollar profit a week. Then I convinced some friends to work for me, and I started making ten dollars. Now I could buy my girl chocolate milk at lunch, and soda after school. That’s all I wanted, really, was to impress a few girls.

			Life was running against me, though. This was the late 1980s, and crack was hitting hard. Murder rates were spiking in Lincoln Heights, and even in Temple Hills families were being torn apart by addiction. I was selling Blow Pops; other kids in my elementary school were carrying rocks. It was so violent on Division Avenue, the cops put twenty-foot-tall spotlights out on Grandma’s block, making it impossible to sleep. Helicopters hovered overhead. The National Guard was in the streets. They had tanks, with battering rams for the doors. It was a war, and life feels cheap in times like that. When every month is worse than the last, people start grabbing hold of what they can.

			My friends from Division Avenue said I didn’t understand. They hated when I looked at them side-eyed, because they were nine years old and heading into the game. They were like, “What you know, Chris? Your mom got a house. Your mom got a pool.” They thought I was living a life of luxury.

			I suppose I was. I was out of the cave. And just being in the world? Understanding the possibilities? For a kid from the inner city, that changes everything.

			But when you start from a place like Division Avenue, life’s fragile. You don’t get to make mistakes, because you don’t have a safety net. Ronald developed a drinking problem. He had been a field medic in Vietnam, and he had nightmares. He screamed in his sleep. As a kid, I didn’t understand. I didn’t know why he drank until he passed out, or why he got up in the middle of Platoon or Apocalypse Now—he had a huge collection of war movies on VHS tapes—and walked away. When I found him later, sitting on his bed crying, I thought he was soft. Really, though, Ronald was sick.

			So Mom kicked him out. And then she made her mistake, the one that shattered our family. She fell in love with the wrong man.
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			The Cop

			He was a police officer. They met on the job. As a paramedic, Mom met a lot of cops. She had a thing for cops. I think it was something about their power. Most men where we lived didn’t have much power.

			At first, things seemed good. I came home for the weekend and there was new stuff in the house: a six-hundred-gallon fish tank, a Bose stereo. The cop bought me video games and a Sonic 6 bike. I was nine when he moved in with Mom. With two incomes, they built a bar in the basement. Bought a sixty-inch television. Fixed the pool.

			The next year, Mom got pregnant with my baby brother, Korey, and the family shuffled around. My oldest brother, Kenny, went to live with my dad, and my other brother, Derrick, came to live with my grandparents. Derrick and I never got along. He was six years older than me and always looking for a fight. By the time he got to Lincoln Heights, Derrick was running the streets and carrying guns. Mom thought Grandma’s discipline might help. Unbelievable, thinking a move to Division Avenue would keep Derrick out of trouble. Division Avenue was trouble.

			So I was super happy when, as part of the shuffle, Mom brought my sister and me to Temple Hills. That was the sixth grade, the happiest year of my life. It seemed like Mom and I were always together, talking, laughing, dancing. I wanted to start a lawn-mowing business, so Mom taught me how to work out the pricing. “Never sell yourself short, Chris,” she told me. “But never cheat anybody, either.” I went around the neighborhood and found customers. Mom spent her Saturdays driving me to my jobs.

			She showed me how to court a lady. I always talked with Mom about my crushes—I was so open with her, she even helped me write love notes—so when I asked my first girl on a date, Mom made sure I knew how to treat her right. Always be respectful. Listen to her. Open doors. Keep promises, and never, ever lie. “Think about how you want your sister treated,” she said. I was her youngest, except for baby Korey; I was always her “little man.” She drove my dates and me to the ninety-nine-cent movies, then took us out afterward to eat.

			For her birthday, Mom bought herself a necklace, then wrapped it so I could give it to her. Looking back, that’s sad. No one gave my mother gifts. At the time, though, it made me feel close to her, like we had something special.

			Then, one day, the cop punched her in the face. I was with my friends, and as soon as Mom left, they were like, “Dude, he just hit your mom.”

			“Nah,” I said. “They just playin’.”

			My friends shook their heads. “They ain’t playing, Chris.”

			I put it together then: All the times I came home to find holes in the walls or a broken chair. All the times Mom had bruises and excuses. I knew Mom and the cop argued. They had a baby together, but he was never home, and when he was home he was often drunk, blaring his terrible music at top volume while he ironed his uniform. I mean, I’d seen things. I knew, even before my friends called it out, but I’d been lying to myself. I was a kid, and I wanted the world to be perfect, and I always believed in Mom.

			I tried to talk to her, but she shook her head. “Don’t worry about it, Chris. It’s complicated. It has nothing to do with you.”

			She wouldn’t look me in the eye, and that made me sad, because that wasn’t Mom.

			I started crying. “Why are you with him, Mom?”

			“You’re too young, Chris,” she said quietly. “You don’t understand.”

			She started drinking. Mom usually drank when she was dancing and having a good time, but now she drank during the day. That was the cop’s thing. He drank all day.

			“I’m going to leave him,” she said when I asked about her black eye.

			She said that a lot. Sometimes she followed through and he was gone for a few days. But he always came back, and soon after, Mom went back to drinking.

			I started going through his stuff when he was out. I found pictures of trashy women hidden in his drawers. “He’s cheating on you, Mom,” I said.

			From the way she slumped, I knew it wasn’t a surprise. He didn’t even own a car. He was taking Mom’s car out to meet other women. And she knew. Mom knew.

			“Don’t go through other people’s stuff,” she said.

			“Why you defending him?”

			I found guns in his dresser drawers and drugs in his duffel bag.

			“He’s a cop,” Mom said. “They confiscate drugs all the time.”

			“And cops bring those drugs home? They hide the drugs in their bedroom?”

			I guess she loved him, but he was killing her. She didn’t smile like she used to, she didn’t laugh. Gwen had stopped coming around with her Corvette, and most of her other old friends had stopped coming, too.

			They fought: about the drugs, the women, the money. The cop hit my mother, choked her, punched her to the floor, then turned and blamed me. “You a snitch. This is on you.”

			She kicked him out, and I got my hopes up. But he was back a few days later, sitting with Mom on the sofa. He smiled when he saw me, put his arm around her. Then he came to my room and stood in the doorway. “You tried to get rid of me, huh? You little snitch. Well, I ain’t going nowhere.”

			Sometimes Big Daddy showed up in his Oldsmobile, wearing his fraternity cap. He’d say he wanted to take me out, but I knew Mom had called him to take me away. We talked as he drove. “How you doing, Chris?” he’d ask, driving way below the speed limit.

			“All right,” I’d say, watching the other cars fly past us.

			“I hear your grades are slipping. You got to study, son. Education is important.”

			“Okay,” I’d reply, but what did he know? He wasn’t there when Mom got punched in the face and fell to the floor. He didn’t see it when the cop threatened me, pressing his gun to my head. He didn’t go to bed hungry. He wasn’t up all night, worried sick. I remember the school nurse taking me aside. She said I had a big bald spot on the back of my head. I was so nervous, I’d been pulling my hair out.

			“How about those Redskins?” Big Daddy would say, one big hand on the wheel and his eyes on the road. “I think maybe they got it this year.”

			My cousin Eric saved me. He was four years older than me, a lifeguard at the Barry Farm Projects pool, and a ladies’ man. I liked his style, his personality, everything about him. He lived in Southeast, across town, but when things got bad in Temple Hills, he and his sister, Angie, would come pick up my sister and me, no questions asked.

			Eric gave me an escape. He gave me stylish clothes: Guess jeans, Used jeans, Fila sneakers. He took me to the go-gos on Friday and Saturday nights. These were small clubs, usually in strip malls or cribs, with live local bands like Rare Essence, Northeast Groovers, and Junkyard Band—eight or ten black men packed on a tiny stage laying down a heavy electric conga beat. Lights blinking, dance floor jammed with women. The nicest cars in the neighborhoods lined up for blocks. Eric was only sixteen, but he slipped me Miller Lite in red plastic cups and I followed him like a kid brother, feeling like I belonged.

			It never lasted. After two or three days of my sleeping on his floor, Eric was always like, “Why you still here, cuz? Man up. Go home and face your problems.”

			But what was I going to do? Mom was shrunk into herself, not talking, or she had more bruises she didn’t bother trying to explain. Things disappeared: the fish tank, the brass figurines Grandma had given her for her wedding.

			When things got too rough, Mom called the cops. They confronted him. “You drunk? You break this table?”

			He said, “Hold on now. I’m a police officer.” Showing his badge.

			“Okay, okay,” they said, softening their stance, because cops took the aggressive approach with a black man unless he was one of their own. “Why don’t you cool down? Do you have some place to go for the night?”

			It always ended the same way: no report, no arrest, just a night away to sober up. Even if he threw a remote so hard that it shattered against the wall. Even if he left marks on a woman’s face. Even if her twelve-year-old son was standing right there, watching, and the kid had a bruise on his face, too.

			The next day, the cop was back in a brand-new outfit he’d bought with Mom’s money, standing in my doorway. “I’m still here, Chris. This is my house now.”

			I was in the yard one day, minding my own business, when two scraggly dudes pulled up in a hooptie car. “This Mona’s house?”

			“Yeah. I’m her son. What you want?”

			They pulled into the driveway and went inside. I knew those dusty dudes weren’t right, so I paced. I probably climbed a tree, because that’s what I did back then to escape my fear. Finally, I snuck into the garage and opened the door to the little bedroom Mom had built back there. The police officer, Mom, and the dusty dudes were sitting around a table covered in beer bottles and crack rocks.

			Mom stared at me through the smoke, her mouth hollow, her eyes pleading. She looked down, and the cop stood up, blocking my view.

			“Get the fuck out of here, boy,” he said. “And close that door. You didn’t see nothing.”

			He didn’t have to tell me twice. I wanted that door closed. I went to my room and laid on my bed, waiting for Mom. I waited all night. It felt like she never came back.

			Soon after, I stood up to the cop. He was beating my mother, and I grabbed the only weapon at hand: her hot curling iron. We were in their bedroom. Close quarters. I held out the iron, threatening to burn him. Mom was screaming, Don’t hurt him, Chris, don’t hurt him.

			I looked at her, my heart breaking. Why’d she always side with him instead of me?

			He lashed out and grabbed the curling iron from my hand. He smiled and stepped toward me, backing me into the corner. He was huge, a former marine. I was thirteen by then, but barely five feet tall. He looked down at me and laughed. I knew he was going to hurt me for real this time.

			Instead, he handed me the curling iron. “Go ahead,” he said. “Do what you came to do, little man.”

			Mom was screaming.

			“Shut up, Mona,” the cop said without looking away from me. “This little nigga ain’t gonna do nothing.”

			He was right. I couldn’t do it. I wanted to, but I wasn’t like him. I couldn’t hurt someone. And he would have killed me if I’d tried.

			So I ran. I took three buses to Division Avenue, hating myself the whole way. My grandparents’ house wasn’t any better, because my brother Derrick was there. When I started hanging with Eric, Derrick took it as disrespect. He felt I should come to him, but he was a mean son of a bitch. He wore his jeans loose, his Timberlands untied, and his guns out. Derrick was small for his age, but I was six years younger and even smaller. Derrick beat me all the time. He’d do it to amuse his friends, but even after they stopped laughing and told him to be cool, he kept at it.

			“Chris need this,” he said, punching me as hard as he could. “Chris soft as shit.”

			So I’d call Eric and go out with his crew: Tyrone, Muhammad, Warren. Drinking. Dancing. Listening to rap in the parking lot after a go-go show. Eric with a Miller in his hand, leaning on his sister’s Toyota Celica in the parking lot, Jay Jah in the backseat, rolling blunts.

			“I see you looking at that girl, Chris. Go talk to her.”

			“No, I’m good.”

			“Don’t be a pussy, Chris. Closed mouths don’t get fed.”

			I did it for Eric. It was embarrassing, but I talked to those older girls, the kind that had intimidated me in elementary school, and just when I felt like their smirks would kill me, Eric always slid to my rescue. “Hey, that’s my little cousin. He bothering you? I’m Eric, by the way.”

			Those nights at the go-gos with Eric, feeling like a grown man talking to real women even when I was only setting up my cousin, were the best of my young life.

			And then I went home, and my video games were missing. The stereo disappeared. I got a job at a car wash—I was too young to work legally, so they paid cash under the table—but Mom stole my money. She turned mean when I tried to stop her. Now it wasn’t just the cop and Derrick beating on me.

			I went to Big Daddy. “They’re on crack,” I said.

			Big Daddy confronted them, but they denied it. “He don’t know what he’s talking about, Big Daddy,” Mom said. “Chris a troubled kid.”

			I stole the police officer’s bulletproof vest. I thought he’d get in trouble for losing his equipment, maybe even get kicked off the force. It was dumb.

			I tried to sell the vest at school. That was dumber. Someone ratted me out, and I got expelled.

			My teachers took pity on me. My grades were bad, I was neglecting my work and falling behind, but they liked me. I think they saw something in me, or maybe they saw my hurt. They gave me the schoolwork for the rest of the year.

			I stayed in the basement alone, doing schoolwork, reading books, looking after my three-year-old brother, Korey. My sister came home from school with the food and Pampers. She was strong. She was a freshman in high school and excelling even while taking care of us.

			As soon as Leslie hit home, I was out. I had a Temple Hills crew, the kind of kids Grandma would call “bad influences.” We were drinking and smoking blunts, but it was nothing, just being kids. They came from good homes with two parents, worked hard in school. Their families took me in when things at home got tight.

			Or Eric came around and took me out with him. It was around then he gave me my first gun. It was for protection, because young black men were dying in the streets, and guns were everywhere. After a while, you don’t question it, because that’s the cave. We’d be at a party, talking to girls. Someone would walk in the door and Eric would say, “We got to go, Chris, get the joints,” meaning guns.

			A couple times it was “We got to go,” and the next second, “Run, run, run,” and shots were being fired. I never fired my gun. I never saw Eric fire his gun, except for target practice in the alley with his dad, Uncle Gerald. Our guns were for deterrence, but they were necessary, because I saw four murders that year.

			The first was at a go-go, a typical night. The crews were mixed up, bumping into one another, and by the time the club let out at 2:00 in the morning, emotions were high. There must have been three hundred people smoking, chatting in the parking lot, and suddenly: shots fired. Everyone screamed and scattered, but I had a panic reaction. I hit the ground.

			“We got to go,” Eric said, coming back to find me.

			I looked up, and everybody was gone except a kid ten feet away in a puddle of blood. “We need to help him,” I said.

			“We need to go, cuz! Right now! Ain’t no help for him!”

			I turned fourteen on December 28, 1992, and celebrated with blunts and booze. A few days later, the cop came home drunk at 2:00 in the morning. Mom was with her friend Lisa, but the cop didn’t care about acting right in front of guests anymore. I was in the basement, with my head down, listening to Mom scream, “Get off me! Get off me!” I jumped up when I heard something shatter.

			It was the lamp. It was broken on the floor, and in the flickering light I could see the police officer with his hand on Mom’s throat. He was yelling about who she’d been seeing that night.

			Just some girlfriends, she said.

			He slammed her into the hallway wall. He lifted her by the throat, turned, and slammed her into the other wall. It hurts, even now, to see it in my mind. Mom was kicking and screaming, but he pinned her to the wall with a forearm and jammed his fingers into her panties, yelling, “You’re wet, Mona. I can feel it. You’re wet. You been cheating on me.”

			I thought, Get your gun, Chris. Get your damn gun.

			But I didn’t. I took one step, then stopped. I couldn’t do it. I hated him. He was killing us. But I didn’t have the . . . courage, I guess, or maybe the heart.

			Mom’s friend Lisa jumped in. The cop turned and slammed her down so violently her head put a hole in the wall. She fell over, unconscious. Then he dropped Mom and came for me. He raised his gun, I stepped back, and he pistol-whipped me so hard I blacked out.

			The next thing I heard was the pounding and grunting. I opened my eyes. I saw a broken lamp, Lisa lying on her side, a table, a chair, and the cop on the bed, in the next room, punching my mother. I could see his fist rising and falling, jackhammering her face until she finally stopped struggling and lay still.

			All I remember after that was the quiet. The cop breathing heavily, staring down at what he’d done. It took him forever to catch his breath. Finally, he got up, grabbed a few items from the table, and walked out the door.

			I pulled myself to Mom. She was trying to curl into a ball and hide, but I could tell her face was broken. I found out later he smashed the orbital bone of her right eye.

			I was only fourteen, but I knew how to drive. So I dragged Mom to her car and laid her in the backseat. I meant to drive to the hospital, but I ended up at the police station. Mom was in bad shape. Her face was bloody and swollen. She was crying so hard her breath would catch, like she was choking.

			The cops didn’t care. They made her wait in a hard chair, without a towel or a drink of water. She fell and they didn’t help her up. It was like they hated us for bothering them. I heard one mutter, “Stupid bitch. He’s just going to get back in there.”

			They had been called to our house a dozen times. They knew the cop was an abuser. But Mom kept taking him back, so they didn’t want to help her. They thought she got what she deserved.

			Eventually, they took her statement, then sent her to the hospital. That’s all I know. I remember arriving home to catch the morning school bus, no sleep at all, but the police report doesn’t back that up. It says the attack happened after midnight on New Year’s Day. January 2, 1993, was a Saturday. So either the police report is wrong, or I took my mother to the police station and nursed her back to health and caught the school bus on some other terrible morning I’ve been trying ever since to forget.
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			Broken

			The police officer was arrested, but the damage was done. Mom came home broken, with a bandage over her face and dark glasses because her cracked eye socket made her sensitive to light. She couldn’t work. The paramedic service put her on disability, and she spent the next few weeks in bed, crying. She became addicted to her pain medication, especially after she began mixing it with alcohol. Mom never worked full-time again.

			I was just as broken, in a different way. I was angry. I couldn’t think about that night for years, especially after I found out the cop had been raping her, too. But I thought often about the way those cops at the station had spit on my mother.

			I was angry: at the cop, at those cops, at all cops. When the cop pleaded out to sexual battery and assault and received less than three years, I lost my faith in the system. He destroyed my mother, on purpose, over a period of years, and he was going to get paroled in a year and a half.

			And even after all that, Mom didn’t cut him off. The cop called her collect from prison at least once a week, and she always accepted the charge. She was ashamed. She knew it was wrong. She knew it was hurting us. But the abuse had destroyed her self-worth. Even after he had almost killed her, Mom couldn’t let that man go.

			I didn’t understand. I didn’t know abuse could bind you to its cause, so I was angry at my mother. She had wanted to change him, I guess, but he had changed her instead, and what had she ever done but love him?

			And what had I ever done, all those years, to stop him?

			That hurt the most. Mom was in bed, in bandages, and I could have stopped it. With my gun. With the curling iron. But I was weak. It takes a powerful motivation to pull a gun on another human being—fear, delusion, cruelty, hate—and I didn’t have it in me, not even for the cop. All my life, I’d taken the abuse. I wouldn’t stand up, even for my mother’s life.

			You soft, Chris, I told myself. You got to learn how to hurt.

			That’s when I started carrying a gun every day. That’s when I started seeing a gun not just as a deterrent but as a tool. It was the wrong response, I know that now, but I didn’t know what else to do. It was only Leslie and me and our baby brother, Korey. Nobody came to help. Nobody asked, So, was that terrible, Chris, when you saw your mother beaten and raped? Do you need to talk about that? I had just turned fourteen. I needed my mother, and if she was gone, I needed someone to help me cope with the loss.

			My anger exploded three months later, at a Little Caesars in Temple Hills. My friends and I had gone for a slice, and a crew we were beefing with cornered us. I said, “Come on, now, I thought that was squashed.” But they were senior football players, and we were freshmen, and they thought they had us beat.

			Until I pulled my gun.

			They ran. I chased them half a block, firing over their heads. One of the bullets shattered the window of their car.

			I ran home, half in shock, and switched guns. I knew I had to lie low, so I made plans to meet up with Eric on Division Avenue and stay with him in Southeast. But Mom was having a good day. She was at the kitchen table, smiling. So I stayed with her, talking and laughing, listening to James Brown. She was so gentle and soft-spoken, touching my arm, saying, “How you doing, Chris? You all right, son? I’m sorry about all this.”

			The phone rang. It was Eric. He was at my grandparents’ duplex, chilling with Derrick. I thought, Why you hanging with him?

			“I’ll be right there,” I said, but I never made it. The cops were waiting out front with a search warrant. They found two guns, but not the weapon I had fired. I remember the disappointment on Mom’s face as they took me away.

			“What have you done, Chris?” she whispered. She had been so happy that day, like her old self. And I ruined it.

			She came to see me the next morning in lockup. She wasn’t the smiling mom I’d sat with twelve hours earlier. She was the beaten woman I’d come to know.

			“Eric’s dead, Chris,” she said.

			I was like, Nah, that ain’t true. But I could see it on her face. She looked hollow, like she was collapsing from the inside. And that’s when I started coming undone, too.

			

			—

			All I got of the story was this: Eric and Derrick got tired of waiting for me and decided to grab a bite at the carryout. They left Grandma’s yard by the back gate, like always. Two men were waiting in the alley. They opened fire with a submachine gun. Derrick made it back to the house. Eric died at the scene.

			“Why’d they kill Eric, Derrick?” I asked my brother. This was months later, after I was out of detention and Derrick was out of the hospital. He had been shot seven times in that alley, but he got lucky, I guess.

			“I don’t know,” he said.

			“What did they want?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Well, what did they say?”

			“I don’t know, Chris. I can’t remember.”

			“Who were they waiting for, Derrick?” This was his neighborhood, after all.

			“I don’t know, Chris,” Derrick snapped. “I don’t know nothing. Leave me alone.”

			Derrick was strong in his secrecy, but eventually
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“Do not miss this story of redemption, empowerment, and
giving back. It can change your life.” —VAN JONES
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