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DEDICATION

THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO MY SON, CALEB JIM ST. GERMAIN.

YOU’RE MY SANCTUARY; YOUR LOVE STRENGTHENS ME AND

ENCOURAGES ME TO KEEP FIGHTING.





EPIGRAPH

Any society, any family, which cannot share or take seriously the pain of its children, and views that pain as something normal or to be expected, is a society condemned to remain a hostage to itself.1

—POPE FRANCIS, CURRAN-FROMHOLD CORRECTIONAL FACILITY, PHILADELPHIA





PART I

BROOKLYN, USA

We teach what we know, but we reproduce what we are.

—John C. Maxwell
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As the aircraft descended, I pushed my ten-year-old face up against the tiny window, in thrall to the light: flickering orange, yellow, and red. A planetary system down there. Bright and beautiful jewels sprinkled in the dark sky, millions of candles stretching out past the horizon. It was such a stark contrast from where I’d come, a town called Bon-Repos in La Plaine, Haiti, where most of the population lives in darkness.

As kids, our world was small. We didn’t even know about other places. Being dirt poor, we had to create fun and distraction out of what was lying around—mostly discarded wood and metal. We’d make our own toys, stacking rubber tires, aluminum, wood, and a milk can to make cars. We’d make our own kites using loose plastic and string. We’d put blades at the ends of the kites to cut the other kids’ kite wires so they couldn’t fly anymore. That’s how you’d win.

When the wheels touched down and we felt that thump and then the loud whirring, I exhaled. It was like I had been holding my breath for ten years and the relief made me light-headed. We had made it—no more hunger, no more beatings, no more of the uncertainty that had become a fact of my life. Landing on a tarmac at LaGuardia Airport made me feel free. America, New York City, was where dreams were made and I would make mine here. I’d heard that from everyone, so it must be true.

A friend of my grandfather picked us up at the airport in his black Lincoln Town Car and we packed tight in the leather seats and carpeted floor. I piled with my siblings in the back and watched the flashing reds and blues streak across the windshield, mesmerized by the speed and electricity of the highway, the buildings stretching up into the darkness, the skyline in the distance as large as any mountain. We crossed a bridge that stretched for what felt like miles and I thought we were going over the ocean.

My mother wasn’t with us—and she hadn’t been for a long time. Soon after my younger brother Roothchild was born, my father beat her pretty badly. He was in a rage, suspecting her of being with another man, even though he had lots of his own women on the side. While my mother was lying on the floor, he picked up a piece of metal and held it over her like he was going to hit her. Luckily he hesitated long enough for his friend Kesner to hear the commotion and run into the house; he grabbed my father’s arm and wrested the metal from his hand. My mother told me later she was afraid he was going to kill her.

A few days later, she woke early, packed what she could, and left for provinces in the rural north. She had family with some means up there in a town called Lascahobas—her dad was mayor and chief judge—and she started up again. Over the years, she’d send things back to us: a bag of rice, maybe some beans, a gift or two. Occasionally we’d go up and visit though she often sent me back to my father for causing too much trouble. When my siblings and I finally got visas to come to America, we sent word to her and she came down to say good-bye to all of us.

I was too overwhelmed to think of her, though, as we pulled off the highway and plunged down into local streets, slower and packed with parked cars in every conceivable spot. We pulled up to a traffic light, dangling red in the quiet.

“Why we stopping?” I asked in Creole, looking around. “No one’s coming.”

The driver, a slim older gentleman with gray hair, looked back and smiled at me. “Well, it’s the law,” he said. His voice was calm, matter-of-fact.

I was not sure what that meant.

“I have to pay money if they catch me,” he explained, eyes latched on me in his rearview. “It’s like a hundred dollars.”

“Oh,” I said, turning around to look through the rear windshield. “But how would they know?”

“They’re always watching, Jim,” he said, eyes ahead. “Even if you can’t see them.” I understood who they were, but I couldn’t figure out where they were hiding.

I turned and pressed my forehead against the window, which was cool and wet. On the glass I blew my breath and streaked out a circle in the fog, a head with eyes and a smiling mouth. Then I wrote my name: “JIM.”

Even off the highway there was still so much light. Bright whites under awnings and in the windows, yellows and reds coming off the street. It would take weeks for me to adjust to the unnatural nighttime light, fluorescent and buzzing and constant.

“What’s this?” I said, jumping forward again. “Where are we now?”

“Home,” my grandfather said.

“Here?” I didn’t hide my disappointment. I’d imagined it would look like the street in Home Alone, which I had watched obsessively on a staticky videotape in Haiti, dreaming of the big house, the nice neighborhood, the Christmas season. It all spelled America.

“Almost,” he said.

“What’s it called?”

“Crown Heights,” he said.

Older kids, electric with energy and confidence, ran the sidewalks. They were pushing one another and laughing, blasting music and yelling at people passing by. They sat on the hoods of parked cars, thick brown cigarettes dangling from their lips engulfing them in smoke. Under the streetlights I spotted dark hoodie sweatshirts and Timberland boots, red do-rags, pristine NBA caps, and fitted skullies, clothes I’d only seen before when my cousin Rodlin had visited us from the States.

The car came to a stop and we poured out onto Crown Street. I eyed a perimeter of jagged fencing above a large stone wall, block and bright graffiti blanketing every inch—names and signs I couldn’t decipher. I spotted my grandma coming outside, tall and healthy, big for a woman. My father, who’d moved up here the year before, followed behind her. Teenagers and older guys were everywhere: on the corner, in front of the park, outside the building, sitting on the stoop. Just about everyone threw us a look as we passed; some stared us down—earrings reflecting and gold teeth sparking. A few yelled things I didn’t understand. I couldn’t tell if they were welcoming us, making jokes at our expense, or just greeting my grandmother, whom they all seemed to know.

One kid sitting on the stoop, hair braided tight against his head, said hello to my grandmother in Creole. This was Serge—Jigga—who would become one of my best friends. Sitting next to him was a kid named Kino. Short and fiery, he grilled us pretty hard. I tried not to break eye contact with him. Though I was a “just come” in America, I knew fear was a universal language and instinctively understood that I couldn’t break first. He spit out a laugh and looked away.

My eyes widened as I looked up at the mass of faded red brick, almost half a block wide. It was bigger than any building I’d ever seen and I thought my grandparents owned the whole thing. Bright red metal bars zigzagged from the top and made their way down across the windows. Single trees popped up like soldiers on square dirt patches. It was jarring because I couldn’t shake the image of the kid’s block from Home Alone. I had expected grass and trees, a white wood fence, hello-neighbor types watering their lawns, garbage pails stacked at the ends of long black driveways.

As we entered the building the thick smell of marijuana wafted toward us. A group of teenagers were in the lobby puffing and rolling dice. I slowed down to get a closer look at the game. Five guys were circled up and bent down, some on their knees, spread around dirty green cash on the floor. Dice skittered across the linoleum, yells ricocheted off the cinder block. My grandma yanked my arm. “An nale,” she whispered. “Let’s go.”

“Just ignore them, Jim,” she said as we passed. That first interaction—me straining to look, Grandma protesting—was a preview of things to come.

My father smacked me lightly on the back of the head.

“Look at you here five minutes and already looking for trouble,” he said, half-joking. My brothers laughed. “Sou moun,” my dad said. Always in someone else’s business. The rest of my family seemed fearful, but I was curious. Something was going on there and I wanted in.

My father’s sister Michelle, who had lived with us in Haiti and helped us out a great deal, also moved into that apartment with her two children a year earlier. Aunt Michelle’s son Wikley met us in the lobby and grabbed some of our bags. They had been here for two years already; he’d gone through puberty since I last saw him so he looked filled out and seemed to move different, more New York. Light-skinned with permed coolie hair, Wikley no longer looked like he belonged in the family. He swaggered like he thought he was a stud as he led us into the elevator. The ride was jittery, and the elevator smelled like stale urine, but I thought it was cool: this small metal box that took us to our floor at the push of a button. It was the most American thing I’d seen.

We walked off the elevator into the dim lights of the hallway. I ran my finger along the thick cinder blocks, faded white with carved symbols, gang signs I didn’t yet recognize. We entered through the door of my grandmother’s apartment: a narrow hall leading out into a cramped space. My family was about to increase the population of that apartment exponentially and the moment we walked in, it felt like it.

There were unpainted wood doors off a tight hallway and the thick smell of artificial Haitian cuisine: canned meat and garlic powder. Grandma was preparing a dinner for our arrival but I went straight for the kitchen; I’d been dreaming about the clean white light of that refrigerator. The reality was a smack in the face. It was near empty: an opened bag of hot dogs, a giant bottle of dark soda, and some wrapped meat up in the freezer. I snatched one of the hot dogs and devoured it cold.

An hour later an older gentleman with a mustache came out of a door off the kitchen. Wilfred was one of the renters who lived in my grandmother’s place and stayed in that side room with his wife. He opened the fridge and started ranting that someone ate one of his hot dogs, how hard he worked to be able to buy food. Every eye automatically lit toward me; they knew I was the only one bold and careless enough to touch things without asking, within minutes of entering my new home.

At the time, the master bedroom housed another two renters, who had their own bathroom. My sister, Geraldine, would sleep in my grandmother’s bedroom off the kitchen. The other large room was split into two by a giant curtain. My aunt; her boyfriend; and Wikley’s little sister, Jenny, slept in a bed there on one side. The other half had a bunk bed for Wikley, with my dad on the bottom bunk. My brothers Colin and Roothchild and I would share space with some comforters on the floor, lined up like mummies.

The life my grandparents had in Haiti in the 1970s was almost middle-class. But, like most immigrants, when they migrated to America it was downgraded. The apartment was rugged, old paint peeling off thin walls, holed-out furniture ratty from use. When we opened the kitchen cabinets roaches would fall out with the dishes. At night when I flicked the lights on in the kitchen, I’d hear chhhh, chhhh, chhhh as they scattered under the oven. I’d have to chase them around with a slipper on my hand. Sometimes we’d have to take a metal dustpan to the rats, turtle-size things with spiky hair and dead eyes.

I was grateful to have a home, but over time, I resented my grandmother’s apartment. It was a stinging reminder of the gap between what I thought America was and the reality I had stepped into. Our ceiling was always leaking, and water would seep into the kitchen, the bathrooms, sometimes the bedrooms. The problems piled up and took months to fix, if ever. The doorbell never worked and that filthy elevator was a death trap. It would get stuck every other week, forcing someone to call the fire department to get them out. People would get jumped in there too. One time I got in the elevator and a guy waiting there put a .45 Glock to my forehead and took the little bit of money I had. After that, I started to take the stairs.

Still, we were used to worse. In Haiti, during the rainy season, flooding is the norm. And not water-filling-a-basement-type flood. It is like a Katrina every year. Houses, animals, whole families are swept away. What was a national tragedy in the United States is just a season of the year there.

Our house there was a small rickety nothing, scrap aluminum roof over wooden beams, two overcrowded and dusty rooms with no plumbing and sporadic electricity. We had a narrow bed made for one person, which we stretched to the limit. I’d pile on there with Colin and Roothchild, or Geraldine, or sleep alone with just a sheet on the dirt floor. It was so dry and dusty we’d pour water on it to keep it moist. As I got older I would sleep out when I could, on other people’s beds and floors, sometimes in abandoned cars, sometimes just outside.

But there is another smaller Haiti along the coastline with exquisite beaches and expensive resorts, where elite Haitians and rich foreigners don’t even have to know what’s going on in the rest of the country. I didn’t even know about this Haiti until I was six and went to a resort in Wahoo Bay with my uncle Reynold’s family, who were visiting from America. The resort itself was immaculate, not a spot of anything anywhere. Even the garbage cans and ashtrays were clean. Sky blue and yellow pastel hotels, private beach bungalows, waiters carrying colored cocktails by an enormous pool, waterfalls cascading around bright wooden bars. And underneath the push-up umbrellas, shading themselves from the sun, white tourists. White tourists were everywhere. Of course, I felt like the tourist, there in my own country. It seemed everything rich and powerful was associated with white skin.

Now, I quickly learned there were two Americas too. And in New York they’re side by side, virtually on top of each other. I could see both out of my grandmother’s second-story window: Nostrand Avenue cut right through my neighborhood, a clear dividing line. On one side were gangs, poverty, violence, crowded apartments, drugs, broken families, and incarcerated fathers. But on the other side—approximately fifty feet away—lived Brooklyn’s middle class, the Hasidic Jews. They owned brownstones or had nice little lawns; their children went to private schools, had tutors, and lived in a stable environment. I had come to the land of opportunity and bam, I had a front-row seat to the America that wasn’t mine.

My exposure to white people had been so limited that the sight of Orthodox Jews was a shock. When I first heard that Jews owned all of the buildings in Crown Heights I asked, “What the hell is a Jew?” I’d soon meet a kid in school whose father was a black Orthodox Jew, which blew my mind. Around the neighborhood I’d see the Orthodox traveling around in thick groups in their wide-brim black hats, curly sideburns, and long beards. They wore thick black wool suits throughout the year, insulated from the weather and everything else. They lived in their own world within our world.

In the months after we arrived, my grandmother ferried me around to doctors for blood work and health checkups and to government offices: social security, identification, forms and more forms. All the loops immigrants go through. The way they welcome the huddled masses in the modern age. The language barrier was thick, the processes were repetitive, and my grandmother was in uncharted territory. My grandfather traveled back and forth to Haiti a lot and just wasn’t around enough to be in charge. It was half the year before I could even start school, putting me even further behind than I already was.

Even so, our lives in New York were an improvement. In Haiti, we’d almost always wake up in the morning without food. Late spring and summer is mango season and they just about grow everywhere, full green-and-orange bunches. During those months I could climb those big blooming trees or throw rocks to knock them down—often getting chased by whoever owned that tree. The rest of the time I’d forage around and look for things to eat. Forage describes animal behavior, I know, but that’s what I did. I’d go around the neighborhood and scout things out, searching for anything on the ground or in the ravines that I could wipe off and eat. I’d hang out in different homes to see who would have something to give me. Or I’d figure out a way to hustle myself a meal. Once I took the food from a voodoo ceremony, the gift to the spirits, which was just not done. Another time I passed a chicken as it was laying eggs—I scooped up the eggs in my shirt and ran, boiling them over a fire in the dirt. Somebody must’ve told my father because he whipped me with a belt when I got home.

I quickly fell in love with the urban landscape of New York: Stepping over the underground trains rumbling up through the vents, dodging the cars like an athlete, making sense of the tangled colored lines on the subway map. On a typical block in Brooklyn, there’s an entire economy: restaurants, barbers and beauty salons, Laundromats and grocery stores, check cashing next to the liquor stores, electronics alongside two-for-one suits. Chinese restaurants, fried chicken establishments, and a few Caribbean takeout spots. The corner store would make any sandwich you wanted behind a wall of chips and candy, things I’d only seen smuggled in diaspora suitcases. And I caught a glimpse at the hidden illegal world unfolding in the backs of stores owned by Arabs and Hispanics.

I had an optimistic, even naive sense that with school, things were going to improve. I didn’t realize that moving away from Haiti wasn’t going to solve all my problems. So many issues that I thought I left behind in La Plaine weren’t geographical; they traveled with me.

Back in Haiti, I was known as a vagabond, a reckless kid wary of authority, forever wandering, always pushing boundaries and limits. I had a reputation for being aggressive and angry—a constant fighter; if there was a fight in the neighborhood, I was usually involved.

People in the neighborhood would say, “Jim gen gwo san,” which literally translates to “Jim has ‘big blood’” but means I had anger issues, a bad temper. I’d be playing with someone and just like that, we’d be fighting. Parents would tell their kids not to play with me; even my dad would warn kids not to play with me.

By the time I was nine years old I was fighting teenagers. It was the only way I knew how to communicate. But I never thought myself the instigator—I was protecting someone, retaliating for something unfair, or trying to prevent or right a wrong. I was meting out what I saw as justice, defending my family members or other kids who wouldn’t fight back.

If there was a fight with ten kids, and one of the kids wouldn’t fight, I would go back into the scuffle and fight for that person. I defended my older brother Colin all the time; if he got hit, I’d ask him to point out who did it and no matter that kid’s size, I’d go at him—with rocks, a bottle, or just my fists. I absolutely refused to back down, which is a whole lot more important than any fighting skills.

Considering the tightness of our living quarters in La Plaine, I was fighting my own brothers as well. When I was about eight, I grabbed a jagged rock from the ground and smashed it into Colin’s head. It busted open and left a hole there that was gushing with blood. I had to go on the run for days because my father was looking for me. When I returned he made Colin whack at me with a tree branch. My dad was all about evening things out like that. I almost felt bad for Colin, though. He couldn’t defy my father but he knew that once my father was out of sight I would beat the hell out of him.

In Brooklyn, even among the black and Latino immigrants, Haitians were singled out. We were picked on, called things like “Haitian booty scratcher,” laughed at for being too foreign. I didn’t know back then about my country’s proud history, that it was home to the most successful slave rebellion in history. I just reacted.

The barriers were thick. Adolescence is challenging anyway, but not being able to communicate, not knowing how to interact with other kids, is isolating. The world became a threat, and the most common and effective interaction was through my fists, the most effective voice I had.

The first real schooling I ever got was in an American sixth grade classroom. Lefferts Junior High School was an enormous, industrial-looking building with endless white tiles, caged-in windows, and humming fluorescent lights. And it was chaotic: squeaking sneakers, metal slamming, guys wrestling, bells ringing, kids scattering. I was on high alert at all times and everything mystified me: the classroom setup, the winding hallways, the vending machines, things like fire drills and assemblies.

And I was totally lost in the classroom. In my eleven years in Haiti, I attended maybe two years of formal school total. If my grandparents in America sent money we could go to school for a couple of months. But it would always run out or have to be used for something else—usually food or medicine—and then we’d miss the rest of the year. Then maybe my father would hit the lottery numbers or win a cockfight, and we’d go back for a few months. At one point my father’s friend, Mr. Eddy, started a free school with homemade wood benches outside, a blackboard hung from the back of a brick wall, a few out-of-date books, but the pay schools found a way to shut him down.

Brevity and instability were the only constants throughout my education. School was too inconsistent to ever hold my interest or teach me anything. Since my mind had nothing to attach to, no concepts that the information could build on, my mind would wander.

In Brooklyn, not asking for help—not wanting anyone to know I needed any—set me back even further. I was trying to process this new world and answer my own questions, all the while wearing a tight mask that showed none of this. Adolescence is one big blending game. No one could know this was the biggest school I’d ever seen, that I barely understood what anyone was saying, that even the food and the clothes were totally alien to me. But no matter what, my face stayed stone.

I recently found my passport picture, a faded black-and-white image of a little boy, locked in time. I’m wearing my father’s dark suit from when he was a kid, slightly baggy, his old shirt and tie, crookedly knotted. I recognize that expression I wear, remember it from the inside. It’s a fierce look, like someone was trying to take my soul from me with that picture. But I can tell it’s a front, what I put out to the world to make sure everyone knew I was serious. At school my face was always like that passport photo—I wouldn’t let anyone know what was going on inside. I wouldn’t let them use that knowledge to take from me.

Recess was held after lunch in an enclosed cement space surrounded by trash and metal. Kids flooded into the playground that spilled out and rubbed up against the city sidewalks. The boundary was fluid and the street element leaked in: older brothers, unemployed fathers, hustlers, and junkies. Some boys snuck off to the apartment buildings next door with their girlfriends or to get high.

On my very first day I was playing football outside and keeping an eye on Colin, watching him on the basketball court through the holes of the metal fence. I might’ve been the younger brother but since I could stand I’d been Colin’s protector. He was just too soft to take care of himself in that environment; we used to call him Butter. At some point that day I lost track of him and scanned the schoolyard. When I spotted him again he was walking back to the entrance, head down. I tossed the football back and stormed across the asphalt. I could tell from his body that he was crying.

“Butter!” I yelled. “Wait. Slow up, man. What happened?” I caught up to him and grabbed his shirt. He looked away, his sleeve covering half his face.

“What’s going on?” I said. I reached for his arm and he yanked it away. A big mark hugged the outside of his eye and a small cut was trickling blood.

“What the fuck, man?”

“Got punched in the face,” he said.

“Wait, what?!” My blood simmered. When I was upset, things got biological. My body changed: my face tensed and I was incapable of hiding anything. “Hold the fuck up. Who?”

“Some kid—”

“Show me.” I dragged him by the shirt back to the basketball court. He dragged his feet at first, but that was just pride. He wouldn’t have told me unless he wanted me to take care of it. Colin pointed to a quick kid with braids who was dribbling the ball.

I stormed right out onto the court and shoved him in the chest. The ball rolled off and the kid stumbled back.

“What’s good, man?” I said. “Why you hitting my brother?”

Adrenaline focused me. After a morning of being totally lost, I was back in my element. Fighting is what they call a transferable skill, able to travel across all boundaries.

The kid whipped his jacket off and came back at me with a cocked half smile.

“You touch my brother, I fucking kill you,” I said, my English still sharply accented.

The rest of the kids circled around us, shouting, egging him on:

“Shut him up, Devon.”

“He trying to play you, D!”

“Fuck him up!”

Devon spread his legs apart, bent slightly at the knees, and put his hands up in a boxer’s stance, rolling his fists in a little circle.

I froze.

Back in Haiti, we’d kick, bite, wrestle, put someone in a headlock, throw him to the ground, go Van Damme on each other. I never saw anyone put his hands up like that—except maybe in a Muhammad Ali poster.

“C’mon, man,” he said, spitting on the ground. “Let’s get it crackin’.”

I had to look like I knew what I was doing, so I mirrored him, fists up and out. We traded punches back and forth but it felt like I was holding back. I was used to ambushing people, going all out, dirty as hell, clawing and tossing in the dirt. This was like fighting in a straitjacket.

After a couple of minutes of trading punches, the dean of the school, Mr. Walton, came running out of the lunchroom door.

“Yo! Stop it now! What you all doing?!” he yelled.

He jumped in between us and stuck his muscled arms into each of our chests. A big guy with thick dreads like tight ropes, he cut an imposing figure in his fresh dark suit.

“Hey, hey!” he bellowed in his deep voice. Mr. Walton could silence a crowd with a word.

He dragged us both by the back of our jackets and led us upstairs to his office. We sat down across from his desk and he turned to Devon first.

“Devon, we’ve been here too many times, man,” Mr. Walton said, hands folded, exasperated but calm. Devon didn’t even make eye contact. He stared at the windows, playing with the shoelaces on his new Jordans. Those jumped out at me. I wondered where he got them, where the money came from, how I could get them.

“If this pattern doesn’t stop,” Mr. Walton was saying, “I have no choice but to expel you. Is that what you want?” Devon behaved like he had already checked out. “You hear me?”

Stone silence.

“Devon?” His head swiveled to Mr. Walton, as if noticing him for the first time. “We good?”

“Yep,” Devon said, already pulling himself up.

I was polite when the dean turned to me. I tried to show him that I was willing to try, lots of “No, sir” and “Yes, sir,” and a “thank you.” But Devon had already graduated beyond adolescent mischief. He was embedded in the gang life, drinking, smoking, and hustling with guys twice his age. He was a known quantity, willing to break jaws at the slightest provocation. Kids I didn’t know came up to me in the hall after that fight. “Aw man,” they said, “I can’t believe you trying to fight Devon.”

The first thing they tell you in the streets is to hit the biggest guy to send a message to everyone else. Respect was crucial. If I hadn’t retaliated, I would have given everyone a free pass on my brothers and me. But it was a lose-lose: once I went at him, everyone came after me.

In public school conflicts spill out of those halls and follow you home: to the playground, the sidewalks, the walk home, the parks near your house, off your stoop and outside your window. Devon lived on my block. That first day was a domino: more fights with him, his brothers, then his friends, then kids who wanted Devon to have their back.

Devon was aligned with the Crips, a gang that ran much of my neighborhood, and things escalated quickly. I had to worry about much bigger dudes who carried knives, guys who could go to their OGs and borrow a gun; street-hardened guys with chains, hammers, and brass knuckles, who had to prove themselves to one another. I was already a tough kid but those months hardened me into something solid. It was impossible to focus on schoolwork while I was consumed with getting home in one piece.

Growing up in Haiti, the fights were one-on-one, a winner and a loser, a closed loop. In a tight-knit community like that things get solved. But Crown Heights didn’t care about fair fights. Everyone’s clique got involved once you fought any one of them. Going anywhere alone became dangerous—it’s why gangs evolved in the first place. It was like I had declared war on a bunch of people I didn’t even know—but who all knew me.

The school lunchroom was an unruly arena, at a constant roar. A woman named Miss Bess would patrol, yelling “Sit down!” and “Stop it!” in a piercing wail. I learned about free lunch, and was even more baffled when I saw how it was treated. Kids would take those hamburgers and pizzas and toss most of them in the garbage. As shocking as it first was—I had just left a place where food was a luxury—I soon had the same reaction to the free food. There were rules about how to behave and blend in, and lunch was a prime example of how powerful those forces were. Most kids brought lunch, or money for the vending machines, and the last thing they wanted to do was take the free lunch. It was the stamp on the forehead, which is the kiss of death at that age.

“Line up!” Miss Bess would yell. The kids who got on the free lunch line were usually from other countries and wore hand-me-downs and no name brands. The girls didn’t talk to them and they got picked on in the halls and punched in the schoolyard. They were on display in that cafeteria, and mocked ruthlessly for it, carrying their stigma like heavy chains. The cool cliques would knock the trays out of their hands, throw plastic utensils and ketchup packets at them, and mock them across the lunchroom. That harassment was brutal; society makes kids pay twice for being poor.

Adolescents work against their own self-interest all the time and I was no exception. Already stigmatized for being new and in the bilingual classes, I wouldn’t eat. I was starving, and I’d come from a place with barely any food at all, but America can do that to people, make them question their worth or measure it in strange ways. It’s why you’ll see Mercedes in a public housing lot, or kids, like me, starving but thinking about brand-name sneakers.

My saving grace was that I was a born adapter, trained in the dirt roads and shanty houses of one of the poorest places in the Western Hemisphere. I’d grown up where adapting was a matter of life and death. So at school I caught on quickly and mirrored all of it: the glide through the packed hallway, the tone that skirted trouble but didn’t make you a punk, the casual flirtation with the girls. I learned enough English slang to get by, though I’m sure the teachers thought I understood more than I did.

That first fight with Devon helped develop my reputation as a fighter, and gained me some respect. Other guys would step in and bargain for me. “Nah, man, chill out,” they’d say. “Leave him alone. He just got here.” Or, “Shoot him a fair one”—meaning let me fight one-on-one, give me a chance at least. In the schoolyard I quickly absorbed football, a more physical version of soccer. I was always pounding kids on the soccer field anyway so it was a natural fit. Like water taking the shape of its container, I formed into my world.
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Five Square Blocks
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It is easier for a lot of young people in this city and in some of your communities to buy a gun than buy a book. It is easier in some communities to find a gun than it is to find some fresh vegetables. . . . That’s just a fact.

—PRESIDENT BARACK OBAMA

Bless her soul, my grandmother did the best she could. But she couldn’t teach a boy about becoming a man. That was a hectic apartment: constant and escalating arguments over space, clothes, and food; fights that quickly got physical and ugly. If someone came in late at night, they’d get dead-bolted out and have to bang on the door, screaming for someone to open up. No one would answer, mostly out of spite. There was a lot of that in that house: You did this to yourself. Many times I slept in that cold hallway under the window, waiting for the morning.

My grandmother had enough to worry about—my grandfather left the day to day of that house to her—and I was a willful kid. She told me to stay off the streets, avoid the circles that drew the wrong kind of attention. But my adolescent mind couldn’t comprehend that there was more available to me beyond the five square blocks of my world.

From a young age I’d been a social chameleon with a survival mentality. Dropped into this world, I made the choice to assimilate, to absorb the surrounding culture and habits, and to wear it like a shield. I had to make a name for myself or people would do it for me at my expense.

There is luck, there are exceptions, and there is the reality of your four walls, and your five square blocks. The boundaries of your world. Your “no” has no power and no reach; your only agency comes from your “yes.” You said yes the day you moved in. For many, it was the day they were born. The residue of generations piling thick and heavy around us. Those who grow up in the right household, with the right role models, find access to resources and beat the odds. They develop the engine to get out and find the tracks to lead the way. That just didn’t happen for me. At least, not then.

I was not even thirteen years old and every day was some kind of initiation. The combination of my inexperience, the street environment, and my frenzied home life pushed me with overwhelming force in one direction. I was just swimming with the current, trying not to drown. I had to defend myself when threatened, ally myself with those who took charge. Kids do what they know; they navigate based on what they have available to them. The adolescent mind isn’t capable of seeing the end result, especially when their world is a concentrated threat.

That summer I was fighting Devon again, this time scuffling on the sidewalk in front of my building. My brother Colin and Devon’s friend Pana were there too. Pana was a Latin King, not a Crip, but he and Devon were close. When Pana tried to jump in, my brother stuck his arm out to grab him.

“Yo, what you doing?” Colin said.

Boom! Pana turned and hit my brother quick and hard on the side of the head. Colin dropped the issue so quick it was almost comical. He was called Butter for a reason. He held the side of his head and walked off to watch with the rest of the small crowd.

I had started carrying a work knife in my pocket for protection, a box cutter with an orange handle and a sliding button. I was tired of looking over my shoulder on every sidewalk and the knife showed I meant business. Once Pana jumped in, I pulled the knife out and held it tight in my left hand, close to my body. In the ensuing scramble I got the knife up near Devon’s throat. Pana was trying to pull me off from the side as Devon pushed my hand back, and we struggled like that, locked tight.

Devon and I were frozen, tussling. He was holding; I was cornered against the spiked railing, pushing the knife toward his neck, him holding my arm back. At some point the knife dropped out of my hand and someone in the crowd yelled, “The boys coming!”

Then the siren, one quick and jarring whoop. With that chirp, the spectators scattered.

A police car pulled up and two cops rushed at us. It was my first run-in with cops, so the uniforms and swirling lights still had the power to scare me. My eyes darted around looking for the knife; I spotted it five feet away, on the other side of a low railing, its shiny tip in a grass patch below a window. I looked for Colin, hoping he might read my mind and grab it. A weapon was a guaranteed ride to the precinct and a booking.

A barrel-chested white cop grabbed me and forced me to sit down on the sidewalk. “What’s the story here, guys?” he said.

Devon immediately mentioned the knife and I tried to talk over him to distract them. “Officer, they were jumping me,” I said, sticking with a polite and scared pose. As I rose the cop pushed me back down. “Both of them. I was protecting myself. I—”

“Okay, just calm down,” the officer said.

“But I didn’t do anything wrong.”

The other cop, a stocky Latino, took Devon aside. Then my cop yelled over, “What’s going on, Devon?” The fact that they knew him relaxed me.

“He pulled a knife on me, man,” Devon said. “Trying to stab me.”

The cop escorted Devon over to the police car and propped him up against it, his hand pinned to Devon’s chest.

“Yeah?” his cop said.

“Oh yeah?” my cop said. “This one?” He pointed at me sitting on the ground, not yet thirteen. I guess I didn’t look like much. “What knife? Where’s this knife?” he said.

“Right there,” Devon said, pointing to the grass strip. “He just dropped it.” Devon started to walk toward it, but the cop fixed him back to the car.

“Hold it, hold it, Devon,” he said. “Stay right there.”

“He had it at my neck, man,” Devon said, imitating the motion.

His cop went over by the bushes to look for it, kicking his feet around in the grass. My heart pounded fast, and then rose up into my throat. The moment my grandmother had repeatedly warned me about was inevitable and I couldn’t stop it.

But the knife was gone.

The cops’ radio rumbled alive, a staticky voice calling out numbers, and they let us go. I walked inside, trying to get my heart to slow. The culture hits snitches pretty hard, marks them forever. I didn’t want to get arrested, but I didn’t want Devon locked up either. Devon’s arrest would’ve rippled and made me even more of a target. Things could’ve been fatal—for either of us—if he hadn’t held me off.

A few nights later I was in my lobby about to walk up the stairs. A Puerto Rican woman named Maria who lived on the first floor called me over. She knew me from around the building; I used to throw the football in the hallway with one of her sons. Standing at her door in a nightgown, she motioned with her finger to come close. I anticipated her giving me a hard time for making too much noise.

From her open door I could see through her apartment. Her window looked right out onto the sidewalk, a straight shot to where Devon and I had been fighting a few days before.

“You live upstairs?” she said.

I nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“Jim,” I said, my voice cracking a bit. Female authority figures had the strange effect of pinning me down more than any male could.

“You’re the one with the knife. I took it away. Did you know that?” she said.

“What knife?”

She gave me a save your shit look. “The other day,” she said, “when the police came up.”

“Oh yeah.” I looked up at her. “You took it?”

She nodded.

“Why?” I asked.

She waved her hand like that didn’t matter. “Just be smart,” she said.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“You’re young. Be careful. That boy—” She pointed as if Devon were still outside. “That boy is bad news.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She eyed me tight. “I know your grandmother. You seem like a decent kid,” she said. “Don’t become bad news.”

I nodded and ran up the stairs.

That was the first time I felt like my building was its own community, a compacted version of what I had had in La Plaine. Haitians embrace the idea of shared responsibility and selflessness. The people reject the idea that in order for me to have more, you need to have less; it’s more like if you don’t have enough then no one does. People in Haiti don’t just mind their own. Anyone could discipline you, look after you, feed you. We were all family to a certain degree—the terms “aunt,” “uncle,” and “cousin” all hung loosely around anyone you knew well. That moment with Maria was like a bridge back to that world. She didn’t want any of us arrested because an us-versus-them mentality pervaded. People would rather protect a guilty neighbor than help the police.

There was a vampire-like element to what was happening to me, like I’d been bitten. I was getting into scuffles with Crips and Bloods, or allies of someone I fought in school, or enemies of someone I was seen with. A network of gangs and cliques was orbiting around me. Exposure leads to curiosity.

I wanted to know about these gangs, their prevalence and necessity. About their red and blue bandannas, their tags that blanketed concrete walls and electrical boxes. About their hierarchies of workers and bosses. About the music that blasted and thumped out of their parked cars. I tried to absorb the whole culture, learn the differences between a Crip and a Blood and a Latin King, understand what triggered certain beefs and who was involved. From my window, I’d watch the rise of their smoke, the rattling energy of their dice games, their intricate greetings. I could see the entire front and side of my block, with a view of the whole neighborhood. That window exposed an entire world to me and gave me an itch that kept me awake at night.

I hitched myself to the right people, those experienced enough to know the map and generous enough to look out for me. Pierre was about eighteen at the time, with light caramel skin and swollen cheeks. Everyone called him Big Head. He lived with his uncle in my building and they welcomed me into their home, sharing their food even when they didn’t have extra and their clothing that had gotten too small. Pierre had also moved from Haiti to Brooklyn as a young kid, so there was comfort in talking to him, like I could retread tracks he had already made. Watching him was like looking ahead to a future I wanted to mold for myself.

Pierre and his friend Mackenzie taught me the lingo of the street, how to mimic the swag and decode the gang language kids spoke on sidewalks. I picked up which blocks were fighting, who were the robbers versus who were the shooters, what certain girls would let you do and what others wouldn’t. I had no swagger and couldn’t afford the kinds of things that signaled to girls that I was somebody. Listening to their stories about women’s bodies—what they were going to do to them, what they had done—was like a peek to the other side of the mountain.

“Mack thinks he’s got her, but I got the jump. Trust me.” Pierre was talking about a girl on our street he was eyeing. We were sitting outside the stoop of my building in the hazy evening, the sun drifting down and the block coming to life.

“Why? What she say?” I asked.

“She didn’t have to. Shorty was having it. I could tell.” He touched his temple. “Sixth sense, cuz.”

“You called her?” I asked.

“Nah man, you can’t just do that.” Pierre was scanning the block with slight moves of his eyes. “You just get her digits and then say ‘I’ll see you around’ or something. Or else you look like you’re interested.”

“Yeah, but aren’t you?”

“Shit, yeah. You see that onion butt?”

I’d heard this before. Makes a grown man cry.

“But you just say ‘what’s up’ when she passes,” he said, “and then go back to what you’re doing. Even if I’m doing nothing. Make it like I got business to take care of.”

Success on the street was linked to never being tied down. Mobility, deniability, ghosting. I would pick this up quickly.

Mackenzie came out of the bodega drinking a Mountain Dew, which he would down all day long. “What happened
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