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            Laila Lacy

            This book is dedicated to the divine ancestors who protect and guide us on our path, to my beloved husband, Jason, and to
               my children, my immortality, Asali, Ananda, and Jason, Jr.
            

         

          

         
            Larry Miller

            I dedicate this book to Catherine and Lonnie Miller, Grandmom Mattie, Uncle Roy, and all those who saw something in me when
               I didn’t see it in myself.
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            Introduction

         
         Niketown in L.A. was lit up that Saturday in 1999 when we unveiled Air Jordan 15.

         
         It was my unveiling as well, coming out in public as the first president of Jordan Brand, a new sports apparel division of
            Nike. We weren’t just rolling out a new sneaker named after the most famous basketball player of all time; we were introducing
            a new shoe just when Michael Jordan was retiring from the court. Could Air Jordans still take off if the man who made them
            fly was off the court?
         

         
         “You can pull it off,” Phil Knight told me when he plucked me from head of Nike’s U.S. Apparel to run the new Jordan Brand.
            But there were plenty of doubters.
         

         
         We had built the launch around Stevie Wonder’s song “Overjoyed,” a melodic love ballad that left listeners feeling uplifted and blissful. The song backed up a commercial that included images of Ray Allen, Eddie Jones, Randy Moss, Derek Jeter, and Roy Jones Jr. After the cameos, the camera focused on Michael Jordan, dressed in casual clothes, and gradually pulled away, leaving the viewer with a sense that MJ was still the force behind the sports scene, even as he was yielding his role to the next generation of champions. 

         
         We needed to use “Overjoyed” to make the commercial work. Stevie was doubtful at first. I got him on the phone.

         
         “If Michael Jordan called me and asked me,” he said, “I’d do it.”

         
         Michael called Stevie, and Stevie was in.

         
         But we decided it would be better to have Mary J. Blige sing Stevie’s song in the actual commercial. She has a beautiful voice
            and was more with the current scene. Same deal: She wanted to hear from MJ. He called her, and then he called me.
         

         
         “Hey, man,” he said, “I called Mary. I had to talk to everybody in the damn neighborhood. The person who answered said: ‘Yo!
            Yo, Michael Jordan’s on the phone!’ I’m talking to Aunt Suzy and Cousin Joe. I’m on the phone a half hour before I get to
            Mary. She’s good with it.”
         

         
         The whole town seemed to be there the night of the launch. Snoop Dogg showed up with Ice Cube. Phil Knight and the whole Nike
            leadership team was there. MJ, of course. The place was humming. At first Stevie Wonder said he wasn’t coming, until his teenage
            son heard MJ would be there. Great, I’m thinking. Mary Blige, not so much.
         

         
         “Oh, man, Stevie’s here,” she said to me backstage. “I don’t know if I can do this in front of Stevie.”

         
         Thirty minutes later her deep, soulful voice filled the hall. The room went quiet, then thundered with applause. MJ took the
            stage.
         

         
         In the back of the room, I exhaled, perhaps for the first time since I had walked into the place. I took a sip of ginger ale, leaned back, and closed my eyes. Just then I felt a tap on my shoulder and clenched up. I sucked in my breath. Was this the tap on the shoulder I had been dreading for the past two decades? A cop? A judge? A lawyer? 

         
         It was Phil Knight. He wrapped me up in a hug, shook my hand, and walked into the chaos.

         
         I looked around at the room and wondered: How the hell did I get here? No one in the room knew the real Larry Miller. The
            man who, at the age of sixteen, shot another teen in a gang tragedy. The man who had been convicted of a series of armed robberies
            at the age of twenty-five. I thought back twenty years ago to my cell inside Pennsylvania’s Graterford State Penitentiary,
            where I had been serving a sentence for armed robbery. I thought back to a pivotal job interview just before my graduation
            from Temple University in 1982. Fresh out of prison, armed with top grades and strong recommendations, I was launching my
            career in accounting. Job offers were rolling in, but there was one I really wanted—Arthur Andersen, one of the Big Eight
            accounting firms in Philadelphia, my hometown. I had put on my one-and-only suit and tie for a job interview with their lead
            recruiting partner. I was certain that I was about to land my first full-time gig with a major accounting firm. I was thirty-two
            and graduating with honors. I was confident that I could handle the work, but I was nervous.
         

         
         “Why us?” the recruiting executive asked. “I’m sure you’ve had plenty of offers.”

         
         He was right. Top companies like Arthur Andersen were taking heat for their all-white rosters. I was Black and qualified, and I had received offers from at least five other firms. But the Andersen brand was strong. It was on top, and that was where I wanted to be. 

         
         We sat in his office. He took his jacket off. I kept mine on. I could feel beads of sweat running down my back.

         
         “You know I have interviewed with a number of your partners,” I said. He nodded. I had completed an exhaustive prospective-employee
            questionnaire and interviewed up the line. “I feel very comfortable with them and the overall welcoming environment of your
            firm.”
         

         
         But I didn’t feel comfortable in my own skin. Yeah, I would have that degree from Temple, but not the “regular” way. I had
            completed the degree while I was on education release from Graterford State Penitentiary. I had just completed a four-year
            and nine-month sentence for armed robbery. The self-assured, aspiring accountant in the modest suit was a felon still living
            in a halfway house.
         

         
         Should I come clean? I was well aware of the risk of unburdening myself to the executive in a public accounting firm, but
            all signs indicated I was on the path to landing my first big job.
         

         
         “Look,” I said. “I have something to tell you that did not come out in the applications or the interviews.”

         
         He leaned forward, listening intently.

         
         I rolled out the armed robberies, my time behind bars, the community-college courses in which I excelled and the Temple classes I took while living in a halfway house. I did not mention the homicide. 

         
         “You know I really like everything you are as a company,” I said. “And I know it would be a good fit for both of us.”

         
         I watched his face fall. I kept going.

         
         “And I really believe I can make my home here and be a great asset to your company. I wanted to be straight with you and start
            off with a clean slate.”
         

         
         He forced a smile.

         
         “Wow—that’s quite a story,” he said. “I am so proud of you for what you’ve been able to accomplish. I so appreciate the fact
            that you shared this with me.”
         

         
         He paused. My heart pounded. It was the only sound in the room.

         
         He turned back and reached into his jacket. Sweat trickled down my spine. I thought I was home free.

         
         “I have an offer letter here to give you,” he said. “But I can’t do it. I can’t take a chance on one of our clients coming
            back to me with this if something were to happen down the line.”
         

         
         I was crushed.

         
         “I get it,” I said. I breathed deep and shivered.

         
         We both stood up and shook hands. He put on his jacket, walked me out of his office, and said: “Good luck. You’ll do fine.”

         
          

         And I would.

         
         But I would never ever reveal my prison past to anyone again. Not to friends or coworkers. Never to bosses. No one outside of my close family and my prison buddies knew. Nobody talked. The secret was born. It has lived within me for more than three decades, corroding me from the inside, haunting me day and night, bringing me to my knees with migraine headaches and awful dreams. 

         
         The nightmares would sometimes begin with my getting busted for something, or me on my way to jail, or sometimes with me in
            a jail or some kind of holding cell. Or I would be working, or at home, in some familiar space and living this extraordinary
            life that I’ve built. Suddenly I’d be arrested for something vague and tossed back behind bars, losing it all. The circumstances
            were always cloudy. Something’s happened, or maybe I had some years to finish up from a prior sentence. I’m trying to work
            it out, fix things so I can get back to my life. My motivation throughout the dream is usually to get the issue resolved quickly
            so I can get to work on time, make a meeting, or keep an appointment.
         

         
         “You don’t understand” was my constant refrain. “I’m not supposed to be here. Let me out!”

         
         I would wake up in a cold sweat.

         
         In real life I could be at a media event to roll out a new sneaker. I’d get a tap on the shoulder. I turn around wondering
            if the person will say, “Are you the Larry Miller who went to jail for doing stickups in Philly?”
         

         
         Busted.

         
         Every few months I would have that dream. Over and over.

         
         As I rose through the ranks in business—from Campbell Soup Company to Jantzen, from Jordan Brand to the Portland Trail Blazers and back—the stakes got higher and the nightmares more debilitating. 

         
         The nightmares never allowed me to forget the past I carried with me every single day. But that past life also armed me. It
            helped me retain the fortitude of the streets, to put on the hard shell we wore to survive in the penitentiary. Prison life
            forced me to build a barrier and wall off my emotions. If you showed fear or anxiety, that was seen as a sign of weakness,
            and weaknesses were exploited. Even if you were having those vulnerable thoughts or feelings, you could never show them.
         

         
         Those barriers have carried over to a certain degree to how I am today—for better or worse—even in the business world. Show
            weakness and invite failure. How fearful can I be at a board meeting over whether a deal might fall through when I have put
            a gun to the head of a drug dealer because I thought he might have shorted me? Why would I show a lack of firmness across
            the table from a competitor when I have seen an inmate kill a prison guard for denying seconds? My reputation on the streets
            was “thorough,” as in “Larry Miller will follow through and get things done”—take care of business, so to speak—even if that
            meant extortion. In the business world that has given me the air of a man of mystery, even-keeled, impenetrable—almost like
            a ghost.
         

         
         The nightmares and remoteness were prices I had to pay for carrying this secret around for so long. I have walked and lived,
            day after day, in a world that didn’t know anything about my past. I was split in two.
         

         
         Up on that stage at Niketown, Michael Jordan interrupted my contemplation. I took another deep breath. I understood and accepted the fact that the people who stood around me sipping champagne and appreciating MJ probably assumed that I had started my life and career more or less as they had. Went to school, learned a lot, worked hard, and pulled myself up to the top of my game. While that story is true, it’s also incomplete. 

         
         No one knew that my view from the top included so much of the bottom, where I started. Not my friends, not my neighbors, and
            definitely not my colleagues.
         

         
         The secret will die because of this book.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            1
The Champ

         
         The first time a cop stuck a gun in my face, I was twelve years old.

         
         My friend Tyrone Mayo and I were heavy into bikes back then—breaking them down, fixing them up, and cruising West Philly’s
            narrow streets. One summer afternoon we were biking up to Pep Boys on Market Street to get some parts. Tyrone was sitting
            on the crossbar. We were riding up Hazel Avenue, and we saw this brand-new, red English Racer parked outside a row house.
            We were both like, “Damn!”
         

         
         “Man,” Tyrone said, “if that bike’s there when we come back, I’m taking it.”

         
         Tyrone and I went on to Pep Boys, did whatever we were doing, and when we came back, the bike was still there. “Man,” he said,
            “let me off.” He jumped on the English Racer, and we took off.
         

         
         We brought the bike back to his house. We were in the backyard stripping the bike down, joking and laughing. Out of nowhere, a man and a woman came walking up to us and one of them said: “Can I see that bike please?” Tyrone and I looked at each other, terrified—like Oh, shit!

         
         I took off running through the house. Just as I made it out the front door, a cop waiting there pulled his gun.

         
         “Stop,” he said, “or I’ll blow your brains out!”

         
         We were arrested, and I ended up getting sentenced to probation.

         
          

         Looking back on my early days in West Philly, I guess I was lucky to have come away in one piece. Lucky to have stayed out
            of reform school or jail for even longer. Lucky to have avoided being shot or beaten to a pulp in the gang wars that were
            a regular fact of life.
         

         
         There was the time my cousin rescued me from a bully when I was barely five.

         
         And the time I left the fresh vegetable stand where I was working to get a hoagie just as a rival gang showed up to get revenge
            on me for beating down of one of their members.
         

         
         I even had a run-in with Juanita Kidd Stout, the first African-American woman to serve as a judge in Pennsylvania. She was
            ready to throw me in jail when a stroke of luck saved me.
         

         
         Luck and my family—a crazy, loving, laughing, brawling cast of characters. Role models, good and bad, but a steady sense of
            love and support.
         

         
         One of the significant things about our family while I was growing up was that, unlike some families in the neighborhood, we always encouraged one another. From the time I could remember, my uncle Roy used say, “That boy right there, he’s a champ.” Roy came back from the Korean War with a messed-up head, but in his lucid moments he used to talk about my becoming a lawyer or some other type of professional. He helped instill in me the belief that I could be whatever I wanted to be. Mom, my father, Lon—everybody—were always very supportive of that idea. I was lucky to have that sense of wholeness you get from a strong family. 

         
          

         Even before I reached my teens, I became good at making trouble. I wasn’t the biggest kid around. I was on the small and wiry
            side, but I was smart and knew how to fight at an early age.
         

         
         I was eight years old when my younger sister, Gloria, burst through the front door crying. “That boy slapped me in the face,”
            she said.
         

         
         I had fists and an anger management problem before I hit double digits. I walked down the block, found the kid in question.
            “You like to slap little girls?” I asked. I beat his ass, and I did it in front of his friends to make sure they all got the
            message. No one would mess with any one of my four sisters without paying a price.
         

         
         The West Philly I came up in during the 1950s and ’60s was a sixty-block concentration of poor and working-class, largely African-American families, living in small row houses between the Schuylkill River and Cobbs Creek Park. Market Street divides Philly by the north and south. It cuts right through City Hall, where William Penn stands over the so-called City of Brotherly Love. But by the time it reached our neighborhood sixty streets uptown, it was a teeming hub of buses and subway lines with vegetable markets, shoe stores, corner groceries, and beauty parlors. 

         
         My parents and their families came up to Philly from North Carolina during the Great Migration in the 1940s.

         
         Lonnie was the first of the two to come to Philly. His father, Garland Miller, was a farmer in Rutherfordton, North Carolina,
            a tiny town between Charlotte and Asheville. He married Lon’s mother, Hattie Forney.
         

         
         My mother, Catherine, also grew up in the Jim Crow era in the tiny town of Statesville, North Carolina. Her mother, Mattie,
            and her five brothers went north first and left Catherine with her ailing father. She had a sister who had already passed
            away. Catherine’s father, Walter Samuel Jones, had worked in the tobacco fields. Walter fell ill, and Catherine stayed with
            him down south until he died, then came up to Philadelphia to join Mattie and her five brothers. She arrived in her teens
            and graduated from West Philadelphia High School.
         

         
         It was a similar situation with Lon. My aunt Vi, who was his oldest sister, moved up to Philly. Then all the other brothers
            and sisters followed. Catherine moved in with her mother on the same block as Lon. They met and married in the early 1940s
            and started to have kids, many kids, one after another, eight altogether. Our first house was on Fifty-Seventh and Ludlow
            Streets.
         

         
         Lonnie was a quiet, hardworking man. For most of our lives he did shift work at U.S. Gypsum, a factory that made drywall. The plant ran 24-7, and Lon would leave early for the 8 a.m. to 4 p.m. shift, sometimes the 4 p.m. to midnight, or the all-night shift from midnight to 8 a.m. I can’t say that we kids were all that respectful of his need for rest, but he would rarely get angry with us. The most he
            would say was “Stop all that noise,” especially when he was watching baseball.
         

         
         Lon loved to watch the major leagues. He loved the Athletics, then the Phillies. Matter of fact, he named me Larry after his
            favorite player, Larry Doby, the second Black player in the major leagues and the first in the American League.
         

         
         Lon had style. On a Saturday night, he would dress to the nines: gray flannel suit, overcoat with wide lapels, a Camel no-filter
            hanging out of his mouth, always a Camel. Weekends were Lon’s time to party and drink, sometimes too much.
         

         
          

         With Lonnie working shifts at the plant and watching baseball in the living room, Catherine ran the household.

         
         Mom ruled with southern charm and northern ferocity. She didn’t take any crap off anybody. She had to be that way. She was
            tall and thin with warm brown skin and kind eyes, full of love and laughter, but she did not play, and we all knew it. She
            had eight kids there, plus Grandmom Mattie, and a bunch of other folks around the house all the time, including Uncle Roy.
         

         
         The Army had given Uncle Roy a 100 percent disability rating after the Korean War, but there was nothing wrong with him, physically. He had what we now call severe post-traumatic stress disorder. He went off the deep end at times. 

         
         There was a time we were all eating around the table, about ten of us. We were laughing and talking. The table was piled high
            with food and plates. Uncle Roy got upset with something in the conversation, left the table, and came back with an ax.
         

         
         “I’m tired of this shit,” he said. He swung the ax over his head and chopped the table in half.

         
         Some nights he would wake up and roam around until morning. One night he’d come down in the wee hours, turned over everything
            on the first floor, and flung chairs against the wall. Mom was furious, but cool. We kids looked around amazed for a minute.
            Then we started to put it all back.
         

         
         “No!” Mom said. “Y’all leave it just like that. He turned that shit over—he gon’ fix it.” She looked at Roy, who was twice
            her size, walked over, and stared up into his face as he begged her not to put him out. “You can stay. I’m not gon’ put you
            out. But you gotta take your crazy somewhere else.”
         

         
         As crazy as it was—and it got really crazy at times—it was always family first. We hung together, we took care of one another
            as best we could, we looked out for each other in the house and on the streets.
         

         
         “We may not have much,” Lon would say, “but we do have each other.”

         
          

         Mom felt the same but had a pointed way of showing it.

         
         Uncle Roy and his buddies would hang out in and around the house, smoking and drinking rotgut wine. Wild Irish Rose was top-shelf for them. They called themselves “the good men.” 

         
         “All of y’all together don’t make one good man,” she would say and laugh and shoo them off the front steps.

         
         What I didn’t appreciate at the time was the discrimination these strong men faced. They had put their lives on the line on
            the battlefields of World War II and Korea and returned to a country that not only didn’t value their service but refused
            to even acknowledge their basic rights as American citizens. They still faced job and housing discrimination, voter disenfranchisement,
            unequal protection under the law.
         

         
         Mom also understood the bottom line: The family had used Uncle Roy’s VA loan to buy the house we were all living in. Uncle
            Roy stayed. But after he busted up the table, Mom gathered us kids, took us down to the drugstore at the corner, got on the
            pay phone, and started to look for a new home. We were in Uncle Roy’s house, and it was time for us to find our own.
         

         
         Mom and Lonnie pulled together their savings and bought a small row house on Catharine Street, between the Cobbs Creek and
            Cedar Park neighborhoods. Eight of us shared one bathroom. When we moved in, a white family was moving out next door. More
            on that later.
         

         
         We had a blast on Catharine Street. My oldest brother, Bill, was in the Air Force; Jerry eventually joined the Army. Ted was still very young. It was party time when they came home from Vietnam. My sisters, Leen, Glo, Theresa, and Flo, would put on talent shows, like Lawrence Welk had come to West Philly. We were coming up in a strong community where everyone worked hard. Men and women had decent blue-collar jobs. Schools were nearby, and we walked home from school for lunch. 

         
         We made it work.

         
          

         I was a good kid back then. I earned my title “the Champ.”

         
         All through elementary school, I was the teacher’s pet, a straight-A student, always the smartest kid in the class. Grandmom
            Mattie even framed one of my straight-A report cards and hung it on the wall. Like many families in those days before the
            internet, we had a Britannica Junior Encyclopedia set on the bookshelf. That’s where I learned about everything from Antarctica and aardvarks down to xylophones and zeppelins.
         

         
         My elementary school teachers looked at me as a kid they could trust. They made me the “Outside Messenger.” They would give
            me bus passes and send me to stores for supplies, or to deliver messages from one school to another, or to pick up stuff from
            downtown and bring it back.
         

         
         “Larry’s in charge,” Catherine would tell my brothers and sisters when she left the house to run errands.

         
         When I was as young as ten, Mom even trusted me to take my little brothers and sisters to Center City Philadelphia to events
            like the Mummers Parade on New Year’s Day and the Thanksgiving Day Parade. They were the two times every year when everyone
            from Philly and the suburbs—Black or white, rich or not—would show up downtown to see the wild Mummers strut down Broad Street
            on New Year’s or the marching bands and floats of Thanksgiving. Downtown Philly was a madhouse.
         

         
         “Now y’all listen to Larry,” she would tell my siblings.

         
         And I would navigate us through the city on public transportation.

         
         It would be me; Leen (Eileen), who was a year younger than me; Glo (Gloria), who was a year younger than Leen; my brother
            Ted, who was a year younger than Glo; and sometimes Flo (Florence), who was a couple years younger than Ted. Theresa was a
            baby and too young to go. The others were as young as five, six, and seven. We would walk over to Market Street, hand in hand.
            We would catch the El, the elevated subway line, and then walk it from there. They were too scared not to listen to me. They
            all knew they’d get lost and never make it home without me.
         

         
         We would go all the way downtown, watch the parade, and then come back home. It meant so much that Mom believed that I was
            responsible enough to handle getting everybody there and back safely. And there weren’t any cell phones or anything like that
            we could use to check in. We were on our own all the way there, and all the way home.
         

         
         To this day, I feel a sense of responsibility for all of my brothers and sisters. That was my job. That was part of my role.
            I still feel like I’m supposed to take care of everybody, even though I’m not the oldest of the family, and it all started
            with herding all the little ones to the Mummers Parade and back.
         

         
          

         I could be trusted to fight if I had to.

         
         We had a cousin on Mom’s side of the family named Walt who lived with us for a time. I was around five years old, and I used to hang out with a kid named Jackie, another named Warren, and a few others. They were all older and a little bigger and would do mean-kid stuff like beat up on the smaller kids. One time they were picking on me, and Cousin Walt came up the street. He saw my face all upset and asked me what was wrong. When I told him, the boys started to run away. Walt grabbed Jackie and Warren, told me to get a stick, and said, “Now get ’em!” 

         
         I beat the hell out of those boys with that stick. They had been bothering me and being mean, so Walt just held them for what
            felt like forever. I went to work on both of them, but I think Jackie got the worst of it. He was crying and I was going to
            town on him.
         

         
         I ran into Jackie many years later when I was a teenager in the Cedar Avenue gang. He was from another gang called the Barbary
            Coast, but we weren’t fighting each other at the time. We talked for a few minutes and got caught up really quick.
         

         
         Jackie got shot dead shortly after that.

         
          

         I looked up to my oldest brother, Billy, a lot, too, but he went off to the Vietnam War, so he wasn’t around much. Then my
            brother Jerry returned from the war and became more of a role model to me, but Jerry was crazy.
         

         
         Back when we were all very little, Mom would leave him in charge, and he would drive everybody insane. He wore us out! Nobody could tease you like Jerry. He would come in the house, and we would just try to be quiet because nobody wanted to draw his attention and be his first victim. Then he would just randomly pick somebody out and it was their day, and Jerry would ride you until you cried. He would tease us to the point where we would want to kill him. 

         
         One day Jerry was babysitting all of us, and I was reading a book. I loved to read. I could devour two books a week. Anyway,
            Jerry narrowed his eyes at me, and even though I wasn’t looking at him, I could feel his stare.
         

         
         “Hey, smarty-pants,” he said. “You gon’ get straight As again this year? You still the teacher’s pet? I’d like to pet your
            teacher.”
         

         
         Eventually I had had enough. I grabbed a knife from the kitchen and ran after him. He ran into the bathroom and locked the
            door. He sat inside the bathroom, and I stayed outside the door yelling, “I’m gonna kill you!”
         

         
         Then I pretended to walk away from the door, making loud footsteps, hoping that he would open it to check.

         
         Ted was watching and he yelled, “He’s still here, Jerry!”

         
         I screamed at Ted, “I’ll kill you, too!”

         
         Like I said, I had some anger issues at an early age. I was cool and calm—until I wasn’t.

         
          

         I always had a little hustle going, even when I was in elementary school. Shoveling snow, or whatever I could find to make cash. We lived next door to an old white lady. One winter when I was about seven or eight, we got hit with a lot of snow and I worked my ass off shoveling the front of her house. When I finished cleaning it all up, she paid me a nickel. I went inside the house, sat down, and cried. I couldn’t believe she gave me a nickel, as hard as I had worked. I was little, but I was learning about the value of my time. 

         
         I took a step up with my very first job, which was selling Jet and Ebony magazines door-to-door. I was maybe nine or ten. There was a guy who lived across the street from us who was like a distributor.
            I would go over and get my supply of Jet every week. I made a nickel and he got a dime for every sale. Ebony was a monthly and went for like thirty-five cents each, and I made fifteen cents off each sale of those. I was always willing
            to hustle and make a little money.
         

         
          

         When we moved to the smaller house on Catharine Street, we discovered the true meaning of a family making it in tight quarters.
            However, living in the “working class,” we felt rich. It was truly the village that took care of everyone.
         

         
         Grandmom had moved in with a friend in an apartment on Race Street all the way across town on the north side of Market Street,
            but I used to walk over and see her all the time.
         

         
         Bill Withers’s song “Grandma’s Hands” always reminds me of her to this day. I picture her hands holding mine, or her clapping
            in church when she used to take me with her. Withers talked about how walking with his grandma on her shopping trips was “the
            best job in the world.” I felt the same way. I used to walk with Grandmom so she could do her shopping and buy whatever she
            needed, which was generally not much.
         

         
         “Grandmom,” I would ask her, “can I get this candy?”—or whatever. She would keep her money tied up in a handkerchief. She would open up her little handkerchief and take out her coins and dollar bills. She would give me a few cents to come along with her, more of a reward than a payday, but she knew she didn’t have to. That was my job, and I was proud to be by her side. 

         
         I always just kinda knew that I was her favorite, and she and I always hung out. She passed away on New Year’s Day, 1963.
            Sad times for the whole family, especially me.
         

         
          

         In school the teachers would appoint crossing guards and safety patrols to make sure little students could cross the streets
            without getting run over. I liked the fact that kids on the team could wear sashes across their chests with badges. I always
            liked uniforms and that kind of stuff as a kid. So, I volunteered to be a “safety,” put on the badge before school and again
            when it let out. By sixth grade I had worked my way up to a captain’s badge.
         

         
         I was guiding kids across Cedar Avenue in front of Bryant Elementary School one afternoon when a few middle school kids strolled
            by.
         

         
         “Hey, look at Captain Larry,” one of them said. I had my arms raised up and out because cars were rushing by, but they pushed
            on through and crossed the street, right in front of traffic. One kid looked back at me. “Gonna arrest us, Captain Larry?”
         

         
         That was the start of my questioning my cool. Did I really want to be the good boy who got the best grades, pleased the adults,
            and earned their trust?
         

         
         The question became more persistent in the early 1960s when West Philly started to change. We found ourselves on the front lines of integration when we were bused to unwelcoming schools. White families moved out if they could, and much of the city government’s investment went with them. Over time the city quit cleaning the streets or picking up the garbage as often. What had been a village where families looked out for one another slowly began to lose its sense of order and community. The white folks who stayed were pissed off. Police cruisers rode in front of the school bus to fend off white kids who threw bricks at the windows while our little brown heads ducked in fear. All those changes heightened our anxiety and shredded the insulation of our village. 

         
         The neighborhood shifted from tight-knit self-sufficiency into survival mode. And so did I.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            2
Homicide

         
         One summer day in 1965 when I was sixteen, my buddies and I were playing ball at Sherwood Playground on Fifty-Sixth and Christian
            Streets when my girlfriend, Karen, showed up. She was trouble and looked it with her pressed hair, halter top, tight jeans,
            and high-heel platforms. She got into more beefs than anyone. She sashayed onto the court and said, “We gotta talk.”
         

         
         We walked around the corner. She pulled out a pistol.

         
         “I got this gun,” she said, “and I want you to hold it for me.”

         
         She held up a silver, nine-millimeter semi-automatic, finger on the trigger, business end to the sky. She cocked her head
            and smiled.
         

         
         “What are you doing with this?” I asked.

         
         Karen thought she was a gangster. She had gotten into it with one of the older guys from around the way. We called them “old heads.” They’d had words, and she wouldn’t back down. I had to step in and work it out. When it was all over, me and the old head wound up drinking wine and laughing it off. Karen got off on picking fights and talking shit to everyone. I always found myself jumping between her and my buddies just to keep her from getting beat up. 

         
         “I’m going to shoot his ass. Just hold this for me.”

         
         She put the cold, silver gun in my hand. It felt weighty, almost like it was wired to a source of power. I wrapped my hand
            around the grip, slipped my finger over the trigger, and touched it lightly, very lightly.
         

         
         “I’ll keep it for you,” I said.

         
          

         By the mid-1960s, gangs and crews had carved our West Philly neighborhood into private territories, block by block. We found
            power in controlling everything, from who walked down the street, to who got to date certain girls, to who was able to shop
            in certain stores. We organized ourselves into tiny kingdoms, often controlled by teenagers who answered to old heads. Gangs,
            not police, enforced our own style of law and order.
         

         
         In the ten square miles where we grew up, a bunch of gangs fought for control of the streets: the Creek, the Moon, Woodland
            Avenue, Barbary Coast, Pine Street. There were some others.
         

         
         I had graduated elementary school at the top of my class, still “the Champ,” still feeling fine about being the trusted, smart
            kid. But sometime around sixth or seventh grade, the streets became more important to me. It was a shift. Not quite a radical
            change. More of an embrace of the violence that happened around us, that was part of our daily lives.
         

         
         By the time I entered junior high school, I had left the good boy behind.

         
         At the very beginning of one summer in my early teens, I was sitting on the steps one night with a guy named Carl Young. We were drinking cheap wine from a pint bottle and smoking Newports. 

         
         “You know what, Carl? This summer I’m gonna get me a rep.”

         
         There was no single thing that made me flip. It might have been that cop shoving a pistol in my face and threatening to blow
            my brains out. It might have been raw ambition. Maybe my brother Jerry and his wild friends rubbed off on me. I came to realize
            power was on the street, not in the classroom. People who stood out, who made a mark, were street hustlers. If you wanted
            to make a rep for yourself in those days, if you wanted to become a leader—someone respected and feared—you joined a gang.
         

         
         I flipped from being the straight-A student, on the right track, and jumped on the track to becoming a grade-A gangster. I
            didn’t care what the teachers thought anymore. I wanted to be known as “that dude” in the street. Being a good student and
            all of that just wasn’t cool anymore.
         

         
         I was drawn, slowly but surely, to the Cedar Avenue gang. It made geographic sense. Cedar Avenue was a residential strip with
            a few bars, grocery stores, and churches sprinkled about, a block north of our new row house on Catharine Street. Plus, my
            buddies up and down the street were in with Cedar Avenue. It felt right.
         

         
          

         It obviously felt wrong to my parents. Catherine cornered me many times on our small front porch and asked me whether I had done my homework. I might not even have gone to school that day. I talked my way back out of the house and onto the streets. 

         
         “Show me your homework,” she would demand. “I want to see it now!”

         
         “Aw, Mom,” I would tell her, “I finished it at school and left it in my locker.”

         
         On some occasions, that might have been true.

         
         Lon was not in the best position to steer me away from gang life. Working shifts at U.S. Gypsum kept him away from the neighborhood.
            One time on the way home after work he saw me on the corner with my buddies, a cigarette hanging from the corner of my mouth.
         

         
         Lon pulled over, got out of his car, yanked a handkerchief from his pocket, took a drag from his Camel, and blew it through
            the white cloth. The smoke turned it a hazy shade of tan.
         

         
         “See what this is doing to your lungs?” he asked. He shoved it in my face. “Why would you want to do that to yourself?”

         
         The irony of him going through a pack of Camels while asking me to quit smoking was lost on him. Maybe that was why I didn’t
            listen. I loved my old man, but our worlds were separating. Lon and Mom saw my drift from the classroom to the streets. I
            got the lectures about a good education being the way to success in life and a job that paid well. But I couldn’t see past
            the crowd of kids who gathered every day on the street corners or met in someone’s house whose parents were out working. I
            had done the smart-kid thing; I was looking for something different.
         

         
         Shortly after we moved and I started middle school, Mom went to work outside our home. She took a full-time job at Philadelphia International Airport. The woman who had run the household now worked the four-to-twelve shift cleaning restrooms. Over time, she got promotion after promotion and retired as a manager. She appreciated her independence and started to enjoy more of her life. 

         
         And so did I.

         
         With Lon and Mom out of the house most of the day, and my days in public school practically over, I built a life on the streets.
            I was solidifying my reputation for being a “thorough” dude. If anyone crossed me, they suffered the consequences. Even in
            that disorganized and violent world, my word meant something.
         

         
         All of this meant more time spent at reform school, more officially the Youth Study Center, as in the juvenile detention center,
            incarceration for kids like me. I got out of the Youth Study Center right after school started in 1964. I began attending
            John Bartram High School, sometimes. Then I got arrested again for something minor; I don’t even remember what it was. This
            time I had to go before Judge Juanita Kidd Stout, the first Black woman to serve as a judge in Pennsylvania. She was notorious
            for being strict and tough.
         

         
         In the gang, we used to wear our hair processed in these slicked-back hairdos. Judge Stout glided into her courtroom, took
            her seat, looked us over, and narrowed her eyes. “I want all of you to get your hair cut,” she said. “If I see you back in
            here in front of me again, and you have that mess in your hair, I’m sending you to jail.”
         

         
         So, we all pretended we would get our hair cut, but we didn’t. We were still wearing our processed ’dos around the neighborhood with pride. One night, we were all out doing what we did. Somehow, I came upon a gun from who knows where. It was a .38 revolver. Me and Monny, my boy from the Cedar Avenue gang, decided to go looking for some of the guys from the Coast, since we had heard there was a party up on some street close by. We were walking up there because, hey, I’m gonna go shoot one of these jokers, right? 

         
         We walked up to the house, and there was no party. If there had been a party, it was already over and the house was empty.
            I kicked the door in, went in, and nobody was in there. Me and Monny were walking back and a cop pulled up right beside us.
            I tossed the gun into some bushes, but he saw me do it. He jumped out, grabbed me, jammed me up, went over to the bushes,
            and found the gun. He looked over at Monny and said, “Is he with you?”
         

         
         I said, “Naw, he ain’t with me,” and they let him go.

         
         They locked me up, and then I went before a hearing judge, a magistrate. He looked through my records and was just about to
            release me on my own recognizance until the time for me to go to court. I was telling him that I didn’t have the gun and whatever,
            denying it all. The judge decided to let my parents sign for me to go, but then he looked in the records and said, “Wait a
            minute . . . didn’t Judge Stout tell you to get your hair cut?” She had put it in the official court record.
         

         
         He said, “I’m going to keep you locked up. I want her to see you with your hair just like that since you didn’t get it cut
            like she told you to.”
         

         
         From there they took me to the Youth Study Center. I kept trying to get a haircut in there, but the magistrate had put on my paperwork that I was not allowed. By now, my hair was looking extra wild and crazy from being locked up for a few days. 

         
         This was a Tuesday night, and I was going before Judge Stout on the following Thursday or Friday. I was stressing out because
            I was sure she was gonna send me to jail. We were all in a lounge-type area playing cards and stuff like that
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