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            Author’s Note

         
         
            Dear Reader,

            I’ve lived long enough to see some of my childhood friends finish school, enjoy successful careers and even retire. Others
               I’ve seen end up in jails, or working far below what I had thought was their capacity. In looking at my friends, and others,
               I wondered what factors had led to their success or had been missing from their lives.
            

            Some of the successes have been spectacular, but none have been as spectacular, in my view, as the failures. Speaking with
               young inmates is heartbreaking, especially when you see that they are often bright, articulate young people who should have
               done more with their lives. But if intelligence was not a major difference between success and failure, what was?
            

            Over the years it became clear to me that people who did well were, almost without exception, actively involved in pursuing their dreams. Conversely, the people who failed most often were not involved in the process of effecting their own success. Many, in fact, did not even think they should have been involved. Success, they felt, was a thing of chance more apt to happen to those who had what seemed to be natural advantages. 

            There are teenagers who have fallen behind academically, don’t see a way to catch up and stop trying. They often adapt to
               a lesser lifestyle, one far below their potential, and far less satisfying. At such times there is a desperate need for mentors,
               like the adults who frequent Duke’s barbershop, but they are not often available.
            

            I also see in my travels too many young people who sincerely want to succeed, and are more than willing to do the hard work
               to reach their goals, but who never get the information about life, jobs and values that they need to make true progress.
            

            The advice needed by young people, whether it’s given formally or informally, is best conveyed on a personal basis. This can be through the one-on-one mentor, the family experience or community organizations. I particularly love the idea of mentors, especially in those areas where there are not a lot of successful role models. 

            I know as a troubled teenager I would have loved to have had a neighborhood barbershop to sit in and a group of worldly and
               knowledgeable men to counsel me. Thinking about this was my motivation in writing this book, hoping it will be, in the least,
               a jumping-off point for many interesting conversations about success.
            

            Walter Dean Myers

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Prologue

         
         “Mr. Lynch, you’ve been charged with assault on a fellow student, and you’ve admitted to the charges, is that correct?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “I have the authority, under the laws of this state, to assign you to a youth facility for six months. All it takes is for
            me to sign a form that my clerk will fill out and you’ll be on your way. Do you understand that?”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “Now there’s a man here who has volunteered his time to help you straighten up. Mr. Duke Wilson is willing to take you into
            his community mentoring program for six months because he thinks, for whatever reason, that you’re worth the effort. Can you
            give me a reason that I should put you on probation and release you to his supervision instead of putting you into a facility?”
         

         
         “No, but I hope you do.”

         
         “I didn’t hear you, Mr. Lynch. You didn’t have any trouble speaking up when you were angry. Speak up now.”

         
         “I just hope you give me a chance, sir.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Duke’s Place

         
         The barbershop was on 145th Street, just off Seventh Avenue. They call it Duke’s Place, but me and Kevin call it the Torture
            Chamber. Some people said that it was the oldest barbershop in the neighborhood, maybe even the oldest in Harlem. When I got
            there, I looked up at the wall clock and saw that it was three twenty-nine. I was early by one minute. Duke, who owned the
            place, was giving a guy a haircut. Mister M and Cap, the regular crew of old dudes, were already there. Cap was sitting in
            his favorite chair sipping on cold coffee like he always did. Mister M was reading El Diario, a Spanish newspaper. Cap took his pocket watch out and checked the time and then gave me a mean look. I knew he was glad
            when I was late so he could get on my case. That was just the way the guy was made. He had probably been the meanest baby
            in the nursery.
         

         
         “Hey, looka here.” Mister M looked up from his newspaper. “They got this guy down in Georgia who’s going to give away fifty million dollars. Man, some people just don’t know what to do with themselves.” 

         
         “What would you do with the money, Duke?” Cap asked.

         
         Duke put the finishing touches on his customer’s fade, then held up a mirror so the man could see how his haircut had come
            out.
         

         
         “I’d put the money in the bank, down in the safe-deposit vault,” Duke said. “And maybe once a month I’d go visit it. Rub some
            all over myself till I got satisfied, then I’d put it all back until the next visit.”
         

         
         “Think you would move away from Harlem?” Cap asked. “Maybe go down to Florida or someplace like that?”

         
         “You taking me out of Harlem would be like taking a fish out of water,” Duke said. “I’ve got this place in my blood.”

         
         He took the money for the haircut and put it in the cash register.

         
         “See you next month,” he called after the customer.

         
         “Wasn’t that the guy who used to own the grocery store on Eighth Avenue?” Cap asked as the door closed.

         
         “Yeah,” Duke said, cleaning off his barbering tools. “Bill McCormick used to have that little piece of store on the corner
            until he started spending more time at the racetrack than he spent in his store.”
         

         
         Just then the door flew open and Kevin, sweating and puffing, came rushing in.

         
         “Am I late?” Kevin asked, looking up at the clock that read three thirty-three.

         
         “It depends,” Duke said, “on whether you mean for today or for tomorrow. You’re late for today, but you got a real good jump
            on tomorrow.”
         

         
         “Duke, you’re wasting your money on this boy,” Cap said as Kevin took off his jacket. “Your deal with him is that he’s going
            to work for you after school for two years and you’re going to pay his first two years of college, is that right?”
         

         
         “That’s right,” Duke said.

         
         “If he can’t even tell time, how’s he going to make it all the way through college?”

         
         “Maybe he’s fixing to learn how to tell time when he reaches college,” Mister M said. “Even this ten-year-old boy knows how to tell time. What’s your name again, boy?” 

         
         “My name is Jimmy, and I’m sixteen, not ten,” I said.

         
         “You got to keep them straight,” Cap said. “Jimmy here’s the young one. He’s sixteen, and he’s on parole from Alcatraz, or
            some place like that. Kevin is seventeen, and he’s the one Duke is paying to get out of town.”
         

         
         Mister M cracked up on that. He’s got this high laugh, and he slapped his leg like he was getting a big kick out of it. It
            wasn’t funny to me. I started to say something, but when I looked over at Duke, he was shaking his head like he was disgusted,
            so I just kept my mouth shut and started dusting around the plants in the window. By this time Kevin had grabbed a broom and
            started sweeping the floor.
         

         
         That’s why me and Kevin call the place the Torture Chamber. Duke lets his old-time friends hang around all the time and stay
            on our cases.
         

         
         I guess they were okay in their way, but they didn’t understand what being young was all about. Maybe they knew once, but they had definitely forgotten somewhere along the way. 

         
         Duke was tall and thin and always stood up straight even though he was sixty-eight years old. He told us he had gone to Storer,
            a Black college in West Virginia, to study biology but ended up taking over his father’s barbershop business.
         

         
         “When I was coming up, you had to take what opportunities you could find,” Duke was always saying.

         
         I had heard about Duke’s studying biology at least a hundred times. That’s where he had met his wife, Janice. She had opened
            a beauty school on 125th Street that she ran for a whole bunch of years. When she died three years ago, Duke sold the school
            and said he was going to use the money to send some kids to college. Kevin was supposed to be the first, and Duke said if
            I finished high school I might be the second. The first thing I needed to do was to finish the six months on probation so
            I wouldn’t have to go to a youth house.
         

         
         They called Edward Mills “Cap” because he used to work in the courts as a guard and always talked about all the criminals he had seen. Cap was about the same age as Duke. He and Duke met when they were playing basketball in a tournament back in the olden days. I didn’t even know they were playing ball that long ago. Cap was a big man, mostly bald, and always looking like he was mad. Every day, rain or shine, hot or cold, he wore a vest and a bow tie. It was like his uniform. 

         
         Mister M’s real name was Claudio Morales. Most of his life he ran a restaurant down on 142nd Street. When he retired from
            the restaurant business, he opened a little antique shop, which he hardly ever opened. He’s not on our case as much as Duke
            and Cap but he’s always laughing at us, and that can get on my nerves in a minute.
         

         
         Duke’s Place was never really dirty, but me and Kevin cleaned it the way we did five days a week. Kevin swept the floor and went over it with a damp mop. When I finished dusting the plants, I would clean the shelves and empty the ashtrays. All the ashtrays ever had in them were Mister M’s chewing-gum wrappers. And all the time we were working, Duke, Cap and Mister M were steady on our case and enjoying it. When we left at five thirty, I was beat. Kevin asked me how my grades were coming, and I told him to shut up. I didn’t need any advice from no brainiac wanna-be like him. 

         
         Kevin looked at me, shook his head and turned up Malcolm X Boulevard. I headed on home.

         
         Kevin’s mama had caught him smoking weed in his room and turned his sorry butt in to the police. She thought he was going
            to be a stone junkie or something. No lie. He was charged with possession and got ninety days but didn’t do any jail time
            because of Duke.
         

         
         My trouble came when I got into a fight in school. This guy moved into my space and started running his mouth about how he
            knew karate and what he was going to do if I didn’t watch my step. We got into it and I wasted him. But then I was so mad
            that when it should have been over, I kept punching him. I knew it was wrong because he was hurt bad. His nose was broken
            and his lip was cut.
         

         
         When the cops came to the house, I was still thinking it wasn’t any big thing, but when they charged me with unlawful assault
            and started talking about jail time, I got scared bad. When Duke got me out of it, I was glad as anything.
         

         
         I had seen Duke around the hood and everything, but I didn’t know him before he showed up in court. Duke was a dude you couldn’t read that easy. He was like laid-back but not too laid-back. 

         
         “Just keep in mind that I’m on your side,” he told me when we first met. That made me feel good about him.

         
         I worked two hours every day and got paid on Friday. Part of the money went to Martin’s family—that was the guy I beat up—to
            pay for his medical bills. What I got came to thirty-five dollars a week after taxes, and I was down with that. Kevin said
            that maybe Duke would work out a deal for me to go to college. I didn’t go for it, because when people do things for you,
            they start getting all up in your business.
         

         
         Kevin was a trip and I didn’t like him that much. Before we got into trouble, I didn’t even know him except I knew about him.
            He was one of those guys who was in the middle of everything. You start a club and he’s the president of it. He was in the
            chess club, the photography club and the choir. Big deal. I heard when he first got busted for pot, he was crying. He’s my
            height, but he don’t have no weight to him and I know I could put him on the ground if it ever went that way.
         

         
         The money wasn’t that tough, but I dug it because Inez, that’s my moms, didn’t have no whole lot of cash to be spreading around. She waits on tables in a diner down from the bus station on forty-deuce, and what she makes depends mostly on what kind of tips she gets. 

         
         “How did it go today?” she asked when I got home.

         
         “I’m doing okay,” I said. She was sitting on the couch with her feet up, and I could see her ankles were swollen. “You going
            to soak your ankles?”
         

         
         “No, I’m going over to see Uncle Gilbert tonight,” Moms said. “When I get back, maybe I’ll soak them. You want to go with
            me?”
         

         
         “No,” I answered. Uncle Gilbert was really my mother’s great-uncle. Moms thinks maybe he’s losing it in the mental department.
            It was kind of funny, because he wasn’t any older than the dudes in the barbershop but he wasn’t nearly as sharp.
         

         
         Me, I’m not getting old like that. I got my plans all worked out what I’m going to do with my life. That’s what Duke is always
            talking about, getting a plan for living.
         

         
         My plan is to play some ball in my senior year. I’m five foot eleven and a half. If I grow another two inches, which I will, then I might skip college altogether and join the NBA. Then I’m going to invest my money, maybe even open a restaurant and let my moms run it. Before I get as old as the guys in the barbershop, I can retire and just chill. 

         
         “How’s Kevin doing?” Moms asked, putting on some lipstick.

         
         “He’s okay,” I said.

         
         “Come on over to see Uncle Gilbert with me,” Moms said. “We can pick up some fried chicken on the way home.”

         
         I said okay because it wasn’t that far and I didn’t have anything else to do.

         
         It was March, and the weather was warm one day and cold the next. Uncle Gilbert lived in the Robeson Houses across from the
            bus terminal. The Robeson Houses are cool, with a doorman and everything. I think Uncle Gilbert got some money somewhere,
            but he’s always acting like he’s broke. I didn’t like him that much, either. It wasn’t what he did so much but the way he
            looked. He looked a little strange to me, like he had some secret getover going on.
         

         
         We walked to his place and took the elevator to the fourteenth floor.

         
         “How you doing?” Moms asked when Uncle Gilbert opened the door.

         
         “I got something for Jimmy to do,” he said. Dude didn’t even say hello.

         
         “What is it?” Moms asked, digging her elbow into my side before I opened my mouth.

         
         “There’s a dog show coming to Harlem,” Uncle Gilbert said. “I saw that on the television.”

         
         “That dog of yours can’t win no dog show,” I said. “He’s not even a—what they call them?—a purebred dog. He’s mixed up with
            two or three different kinds of breeds.”
         

         
         “First place you don’t know nothing about dogs,” Uncle Gilbert said. “If you did, you would have known Bailey is a girl dog,
            not a boy dog. And she can win if you teach her to do some tricks. I saw a dog in the movies once that could count up to ten.”
         

         
         I looked at Moms because I didn’t believe what I had just heard. I must have heard it, though, because she had this funny
            look on her face.
         

         
         “She barked out the numbers?” Moms asked.

         
         “People teach their dogs to do tricks on television all the time,” Uncle Gilbert said. “And since they’re going to have a
            special part of the show for tricks, I think Bailey can win if you teach her how to count.”
         

         
         “I think that would be cute,” Moms said.

         
         “It ain’t going to happen,” I said.

         
         “I’ll give you ten dollars if you teach her,” Uncle Gilbert said. “And if she wins the first prize of a hundred dollars, you can keep the money and I’ll take the cup that goes with it.” 

         
         “No way,” I said. “Case closed.”

         
         Bailey is a scrawny little dog, and I wouldn’t even walk it down the street. Half the dudes that got dogs on 145th Street
            got pit bulls. If I walked down the street with some punk-looking dog like Bailey, they would crack up. Next to them pit bulls
            Bailey wouldn’t even make a good sandwich.
         

         
         “If anybody can teach a dog to count,” I heard Moms saying, “it’ll be Jimmy.”

         
         On the way home she kidded me about how handsome I was going to look on television with Bailey when she won the prize and
            maybe my father could give me some pointers.
         

         
         My parents are divorced, but a week ago my moms got a letter from my dad. He lives in New Jersey, only an hour and a half
            away, but he wrote a letter instead of coming by. She said he was making noises like he wanted to get back together with her.
            I asked her what she thought about it and she said it might work out.
         

         
         “Things don’t work out that easy,” I said.

         
         “Is that what they’re telling you at the barbershop?” Moms asked.

         
         “They don’t have to tell me,” I said. “All you need to do is to look around.”

         
         I know she didn’t want to hear that, but as far as I was concerned, it was the truth. Another thing that was the truth was
            that I wasn’t going to teach no dog how to count.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Victims

         
         In gym I played some ball and I went up against Billy Ferris and tore him up. The coach saw me taking Billy to the hoop and
            asked me how come I didn’t try out for the school team. I told him maybe I would next year. I didn’t want to go into the whole
            thing about juvenile court and having to work in the barbershop. After gym, I took a long shower before I went to English.
            I was daydreaming a little and was still in the shower when the bell for the next period rang.
         

         
         I got to English late, and Mrs. Finley instantly started flapping her lips. She asked me if I had done my homework and I said no. I was going to do it but I just forgot it and she got all uptight about that. The way she acted, you would have thought I dissed her mother or something. That one thing got my whole day going wrong. That’s what a teacher can do to you. She kept going on about how I was wasting everybody’s time and I told her she was the one wasting time messing with me instead of teaching English. 

         
         “What did you say, Mr. Lynch?” she asked. She started over toward me real slow. “What did you say?”

         
         “I’m sorry,” I said. I remembered that one of the conditions of my not going to a juvenile facility was keeping out of trouble.
            “I’m sorry.”
         

         
         By the time the last bell rang, I was exhausted. I was even glad to get to the barbershop.

         
         The barbershop is like the center of the neighborhood. People gather around and talk and get all the latest news.

         
         “This a place where men can gather and talk with everyone being equal,” Cap said. “It’s an American tradition.”

         
         “And the barber makes you look good,” Duke said. He was cutting a little boy’s hair. The kid was checking himself out in the
            mirror and raising his eyebrow like he was being super cool or something.
         

         
         “Hey, Jimmy, you retire or something?” Duke asked me.

         
         “What do you want me to do?” I asked.

         
         “Clean the tools,” he said, knowing I didn’t like cleaning them. He finished the kid’s hair and told him the next time he saw him he’d have to trim his mustache. That was pretty funny, because right away the kid checked the mirror to see if he had it going on. He didn’t. 

         
         Duke only used one set of barber tools. His set consisted of two electric clippers, two pairs of scissors, a pick and one
            razor. But when he said for me to clean the tools, he wanted me to clean all the tools in the place, which was four complete
            sets. I started cleaning them just as Pookie came in the door.
         

         
         “Hey, Pookie, I heard you had struck it rich and moved to Saudi Arabia,” Cap said
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