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  Chapter one
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When people think of California, they think of beaches and surfboards. Pretty girls and sunshine. Growing up in California I can tell you that my outlook is pretty different. I was born and raised in Watts. Now what do you think of? Riots? Gangs? Drugs? I know. We do have a historical monument and our crime rate has gone down since the 90's, but it will always be known as a poor ghetto town. I will always be known as a poor ghetto kid. I've accepted that. 
I live with my Grandmother and my two brothers, Rashad and Paul. I'm the middle child, which hasn't really had much effect on my life. I look up to Rashad and Paul looks up to me. Without a father around, we don't really have much choice. My father was killed in a shooting incident eight years ago. He was a hard-working man and always did what he could to take care of us. He was what you would call 'collateral damage.' 
He was driving three blocks away from a house that was being raided by the LAPD and someone fired a weapon. When you think of the chances of getting hit in the head by a stray bullet from that far away it's a little hard to imagine. Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction. I was pretty young but I remember seeing the car when we went to pick it up. There was one hole through the window and blood on the seat. 
After the incident my mother struggled to cope. She ended up choosing drugs as her best option and currently resides in the Central California Women's Facility in Chowchilla. For those who haven't heard of it, it's a penitentiary. 
I'm not clear on her exact charges but her addiction drove her to be involved in a man's death. She swears she didn't kill him but her role was apparently significant enough to land her twenty years in the state of California. My brothers and I lived with my Grandmother on Hickory street after that. She is a caring and compassionate woman and has always done her best. Things in the home were relatively normal until Rashad became a teenager. 
I was ten  and Rashad had just turned sixteen. He had met some friends that spent a lot of time hanging out near the convenience store. I was too young and naïve to realize what was going on or why my brother always seemed to try to find reasons to stop me from hanging out with him when they were together. It was a typical California evening and I had gone to the store to get some milk for the house. 
"Hey Rashad, what'cha doin'?"
"Beat it, Junior." 
He was acting differently. He wore his hat really low on his face, it was a flat brimmed Raiders hat. He always had that type of fashion but he somehow looked different. After feeling more and more pushed away by the person who had always been my best friend, I must have reached a breaking point. Looking back, maybe I shouldn't have done it in front of his friends. "Why you always telling me to beat it? What do you guys do here all day?"
He raised his fist up like he was going to hit me. It was the first time I had ever seen him do that. His slang was a lot more pronounced and he had a strange demeanor. He started curling his lip slightly on one side, and he never smiled anymore.  "It 'aint yo business what we doin' here, cuz." He looked over at his new friends and then back at me. "And I 'aint Rashad no 'mo. My new name is Rash Money.  Don't be comin' down here again."
I felt beyond confused. It was like I was talking to someone I didn't even recognize. I was just about to say something when I heard a single blast from a police siren. Rashad and his friends all seemed to get anxious and said things quietly to each other as the cop got out of his car. I was now even more confused. I had always been taught that police were there to help. As long as you weren't doing anything wrong you had nothing to be afraid of. I thought Rashad felt the same way so seeing him so nervous didn't make much sense. 
I looked at my brother for some clarification. He seemed instantly more like himself as the officer got closer. "Be cool, Noah. Don't say nothin'."
I nodded to him, still unsure of what the big deal was. I watched the officer approach. He was wearing a typical police uniform and had a gun and a nightstick hanging from his belt. He had a radio in his hand. 
"Dispatch this is unit 54, investigating a 10-66 on East 97th." 
"Copy that 54. Proceed with caution."
My Grandmother always taught me to treat everyone equally, so the fact that he was white didn't really phase me much. His attitude however was immediately apparent. He looked like he was on a mission. Even though his eyes were covered with reflective sunglasses, the rest of his face gave off the vibe of a man with a bone to pick. I started to feel a bit uneasy as he approached us. 
"Well, well. What do we have here?" He paced slowly in front of us like a drill Sargent. I still wasn't entirely sure what was going on but the atmosphere had noticeably changed. He started looking at everyone's eyes and talking really close to their faces. "You boys aren't slingin' dope out here, are ya?"
"No, Sir." One of my brother's friends was the first person to be addressed. He seemed almost afraid. A drastic change from the way he had been presenting himself minutes before. 
The officer stood still for a moment, breathing in the kid's face. 
"What are a bunch of young nigga's doing standing out here if you're not slingin' dope?"
Something about this question really set me off. Especially with the racial slur thrown in as an obvious insult. I didn't even know my brother's friend, but it didn't seem right to me. I stepped forward. "They aren't doing anything. These are my brother's friends, not drug dealers. What's your problem?"
I felt the eyes of everyone fixed firmly on me. I could almost feel their stares burning holes in my skin. The next thing I knew, I was pinned up against the wall at my throat. The cop had his nightstick out and had the handle firmly against my Adam's apple. I felt like I couldn't breathe. 
He had darkness in his eyes. Deep seeded darkness. "You talking back to me, boy?" 
I looked over at Rashad and he was shaking his head slowly, back and forth. His eyes were pleading. I was starting to see why those guys were nervous when they saw the cop pull up but it still didn't make a lot of sense. My hands were shaking and I could feel my heart pounding in my chest. I looked back to the cop and tried to shake my head but it was hard to move. His nightstick was firm against my throat and for a minute I wondered if he was actually going to kill me.
The look in the cops eyes changed from dark to sinister. It was like the blind rage was replaced by some sort of epiphany. He pulled his baton away and I could breathe. He smiled and looked down the line. "That's probable cause. All of you up against the wall. Fingers spread, feet shoulder width apart."
I was caught off guard. My initial reaction was that there was no way he was actually expecting us to do that. I felt Rashad and his friends all stare at me as they turned and faced the wall. In that instant, I could tell that they blamed me for what was happening. I faced the wall and put my hands above my head. The cop started with me. "What you got kid?"
"I told you I don't have anything." I knew my tone was a bit aggressive. 
"I said feet shoulder width apart." He struck me just under my left knee, forcing more distance between my feet. I looked back over at Rashad and I could tell by his facial expression that he was telling me to stop talking back. I faced the wall and let the officer frisk me. He checked all my pockets and went through my bag. He dropped the carton of milk onto the ground before throwing the empty bag into the air. 
I could feel his face right next to my cheek. His breath was warm and smelled like coffee. "Don't let me catch you down here again. Stay put until I've cleared the scene."
I nodded in understanding. He lingered for just enough time that it felt uncomfortable. I heard him smash his foot down on the milk carton and some of it splashed up against my leg. Everything felt like a dream. An awful dream that I couldn't wake up from. 
He moved on to my brother. "What you got little gangster? What am I gonna find on you?"
"Nothing, sir. I have a few dollars but that's all."
"Money, eh?" He shoved his hand into Rashad's pockets one by one until he pulled out a small roll of bills. He held it up. "Where'd you get this?"
"I earned it, sir."
"Earned it slingin' dope, no doubt." He slid it into his pocket and put his face next to Rashad's. "Proceeds of crime. Evidence. You understand."
Rashad didn’t move an inch, or say a word. I wanted to intervene but I was worried that I may just make things worse. I couldn't believe what I was seeing. My brother didn't work and I had no idea where the money came from but I knew him well enough to know he wasn't doing anything illegal. 
The cop kept moving down the line. He searched the next kid and didn't find anything. The final kid in line got more attention. "No dope yet. That leaves you boy. What you got?"
"Nothing, sir."
"What's your name?"
"Lucas Jones, sir."
"Don't fucking move, Lucas Jones." 
As I was watching, I kept locking eyes with Rashad. He would motion towards the wall. I took it to mean that I shouldn't be looking but I couldn't take my eyes off of the interaction. That cop was so forceful and disrespectful and these tough guys were just taking it. 
The cop paused when he hit Lucas's left pocket. "What do we have here?" He pulled out two small rocks that looked like they were painted black or wrapped up in plastic from a garbage bag. 
"Those aren't mine, Sir."
The cop pulled out his handcuffs and slapped them on Lucas with more force than was necessary. "Time to go to jail, boy." He dragged him over to his car and opened the back door, tossing him inside. He slammed it closed with a smile and came back over towards us. We were still up against the wall and at that point my heart was beating out of my chest. 
He began pacing around like he was looking for something. "You boys got more stashed around here somewhere? I know your tricks."
Nobody said anything. 
"I'm sure I'll see you boys again soon. You have yourselves a nice evening."  He started walking away and I let go of the wall. "Did I say you could move?"
I quickly put my hands back in place and looked over at Rashad. He was frozen like a statue just waiting for the cop to leave. His eyes were locked on the wall a few feet down, but I could tell he was emotional. Once we all heard the car drive off it was like a switch had been
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