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Chapter 1
 The World Wide Open



GROWING UP

“Who wants to go fishing?” Those were just the sweetest words to my seven-year-old ears, and had me out in Daddy’s car with my rod and tackle before he was finished asking. Gailen, my older brother by a year, loved catching dinner too, but not as much as me. Fishing was my favorite thing to do. Wave goodbye to Momma, and off we went. Daddy knew all the good spots, and it didn’t matter what was biting: pickerel, blue gills, carp, suckers, trout ... just bring it. That was pure heaven.

They used to call my daddy Kingfish, which I thought was a pretty cool nickname. He was the best fisherman around. He taught me a lot of tricks about catching fish, fresh- and saltwater—the proper bait, lures, hooks, pound test, and everything.

Not far from where I was born, near my Grammy Rosetta’s home up in Northern California, were miles and miles of these open irrigation canals that wound in and around the Sacramento River. These canals were used to get water to the field—crops and melons in that area. Somehow fish would get into these waterways. It wasn’t like shooting fish in a barrel, but it was close. We would drive up this dirt run called One Mile Road and do a lot of fishing up there during summer vacation.

Some days, though, the fish would not bite no matter what, like they just wanted to spite you. One time, we tried every spot and every bait, but after four hours, nothing. Kingfish was so fed up, he opened up a valve for the floodgate that divided one of those canals and drained off about a hundred yards of ditch, just like that.

Gailen’s and my jaws dropped, because suddenly we were looking out over a dozen fish just flopping around in the mud. Daddy laughed and yelled, “What’re you waiting for? Go get ’em!” My brother and I never had so much fun, ankle deep in mud, grabbing mostly suckers and tossing them up on the bank for Dad to stuff into a canvas bag.

But that’s not why that day is etched in my mind. It was because my leg got stuck at one point and made a funny suction sound when I tried to pull myself out of the ditch. I was laughing at first, but it felt like quicksand, pulling me down the more I struggled. I began to panic and started yelling for help because I was just a runt and had lost sight of Dad and Gailen. I went from shouting to screaming pretty fast, because when you’re a kid, your imagination can get the best of you, and I started thinking about what would happen if I got sucked underground before anyone could get a fix on me. This big ole catfish was only about three feet away from me, stuck on the bank. Catfish are incredibly durable and can breathe for a bit out of water. He was staring me down with this sad look that said, “Yer a goner, just like me.”

All of a sudden I heard yelling, but it wasn’t my dad, and it wasn’t Gailen. “Who is that? Who’s there?!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, really panicked. Yanking and yelling, yelling and yanking. I almost dislocated my leg at the knee trying to rip it out of that stinky mud with one mighty pull. But without anything to brace against, it was hopeless.

Next thing I heard was “Hush up, boy! Can’t you hear that farmer yelling? The whole valley must a heard you!” Then Dad’s arm wrapped around my waist like a steel cable and pulled me out of that muck easy as a greased pole. He tucked me under his arm and carried me on a dead run to get away from that farmer who was gonna be real sore once he saw we emptied one of his ditches. I saw Gailen just ahead, jumping into the car. Daddy tossed me and the bag of fish in the back seat, and we lit out of there. All the time that farmer was howling away.

RUN, NIGGER!

Fishing was one of the ways we had fun in the water. But that was only when Dad felt like it. Swimming was by far the thing to do every day of the summer. Whether we were visiting my family up in Sacramento or at home in Altadena, me and my brothers would always end up at the local water hole. At home, the best swimming was near Devil’s Gate Dam, where we’d splash around all day. Gailen, who was about six at the time, would lead us down there. Mom wasn’t crazy about us going swimming and made us promise to keep an eye on our little brother, Juan, because he was still pretty young. There were always other kids down there, big and small, from all parts of Altadena and Pasadena. We were just keeping cool in the hot sun, messing around skipping stones and playing tag off this old, half-sunk wooden raft.

I was a pretty good swimmer and could stay in the water forever. One day I was just bobbing up and down, trying to touch bottom. I could actually get a good rhythm going and found that the further I popped up out of the water, the better my momentum to slice down and get my toes into that cold muck below. That was such a cool feeling, and there were only a few of us who could touch bottom at the deepest part.

As my head broke the surface for the umpteenth time, this object flew past my face, missing me by inches. My eyes were still closed, but from the sound of the ker-plunk it made when it hit the surface of the water, I was shocked to realize it must’ve been a pretty decent-sized rock. I was about to yell, “Quit it!” when another one buzzed by, this time just over my head. I suddenly felt very exposed and helpless, and was never more frightened in my life. I surface dived and swam to the shore underwater almost the whole way, then clambered up the bank. There were stones flying everywhere, and I could hear yelling from my other brothers. As I sprinted up the path to get away, I could hear yelling from the other kids. Then I heard it for the first time in my life: “Run, nigger!”

What? But I did. I must have been on a dead run for a thousand yards before I dared look behind me. I figured I’d see all the kids that were being pelted by rocks sprinting right behind me. I swore that if Gailen had been in on this sick game, then Mom and Dad were going to hear about it. Gailen was only a year older than me, but he was a lot bigger than me, and I got real angry as I imagined him laughing at me. I was confused when I finally stopped, because there weren’t any other kids in sight. I was tempted to go back, but the thought of rocks whizzin’ by my head kept me away.

It wasn’t until I was heading back home that I ran into Gailen and Juan. They were both crying, particularly Juan, who was nearly hysterical. Gailen came right up to me, and I could see he was angry. “Where did you go? Why did you take off on us? They wanted to kill us. That big redhead was gonna tie me up with a rope he had wrapped around a big rock, but Juan came right up to him and threw sand in his face. He was screaming he was gonna kill us, but we took off before his friends could catch us.”

I didn’t know what to say, and I felt so awful when I realized I had abandoned my brothers. Gailen told me how all the white kids ganged up on us without any warning. I had no idea what Gailen was talking about. Up until that point in my life, I had no real grasp of white kids, black kids, or blue kids. We were all just kids, as far as I could tell.

I can still see the look on Momma’s face when Gailen told her what happened, and her expression when she looked at me after Gailen told her what I did. Her disapproving glance was only there for a second, but it cut right through my heart. Mom softened her look right away, but I had seen it, and it was devastating to me. I just wanted to roll up in a ball and die right there. Juan couldn’t even look at me. I think he was embarrassed for me because his heart was so pure, he probably couldn’t even process the idea of me leaving my brothers in a situation where they could get hurt.

END OF INNOCENCE

That was the day that I learned what the word nigger meant. Even though we were all just kids that loved swimming, running, hanging out, and playing games, we were not the same. I had been down at the waterhole many times and never noticed anything different between my brothers and me and all the rest of the children. We were kids, and that was it. Now it turned out that because we had different hair and darker skin, the kids with the lighter skin didn’t like playing with us. I loved the way I looked, the way my body sucked up the sunshine, the way my hair dried off with a shake. It wasn’t like I didn’t see there was different shades to us kids. I even felt sorry for some of those pasty-faced children and how they’d get all red and burned until their skin figured it out.

What happened that day made no sense to me. I could not understand what the big fuss was about. But I did know that I felt real bad for leaving my brothers, and it didn’t help to have Gailen ask, “Why did you take off on us?” every five minutes. I might have understood if the other kids got mad at us because me and my brothers were faster, or always won at tag, or hogged the raft, but that wasn’t the case. So I was hurt but still pretty clueless. I vividly remember that feeling of confused innocence.

Maybe every black kid can think back to the day when the whole world changed and they had to have who they were and why that was different explained to them. That was one sad day, and we need to dedicate ourselves to removing that day from every black kid’s calendar forever.

Children are color blind by nature, and it is a very tragic day when that truth changes. I have been asked what I recommend when it comes to us building a less racist, more peace-loving world, and the one thing I’d promote over any other is greater integration. Encourage situations where young people spend more time with each other—in schools, camps, playgrounds, churches, lunchrooms, and living rooms. The longer our children are color blind, the better they will all get along, even after they realize that there are grown-ups that make way too big a deal about our appearance. Let kids find that absurd, and laugh at the fools who try to create bad feelings between children with different skin, hair, and eyes.

DAD’S GIRLFRIEND

One Saturday, me, Daddy, and Gailen didn’t get to the fishing hole until late afternoon. Daddy detoured over to that lady’s house who lived on a hill. I saw her once. She was light skinned with frizzy hair and didn’t look at all like Momma. Daddy just parked on the dead-end street and told us, “Wait in the car.”

We knew better than to get out of that car. But after an hour or so, we was all frisky, like a couple of trapped badgers. So me and Gailen killed time wrestling in the backseat. All the while, though, I kept having this strange feeling in my chest, all tight like I couldn’t breathe right. Gailen thought I was getting some kind of asthma attack, but it wasn’t that. It wasn’t that at all. I always got this tightness when something was bugging me deep down. Problem was, I had no idea what was bothering me that day.

We got tired of wrestling, so we switched to working that backseat. Man, we’d rock that old Buick up and down, back and forth till we almost bust the springs. We’d shove our elbows into the upholstery and go nuts, but eventually we got tired of rocking the car too.

I jumped up in the front seat to play fighter pilot with the steering wheel and gearshift. Gailen told me to stop messin’ or Daddy would beat us both. But I was having a good time—it took my mind off us not getting to fish. How long was Daddy going to be, anyways?

Suddenly I heard the weirdest clank sound, like the tooth on a gear breaking or something. Next thing I knew, the car started rolling, slow like, but definitely moving. Trouble was, the street ended in a cement culvert that dropped suddenly about ten, fifteen feet down to a drainage ditch. If the car went over, we’d be messed up pretty good.

The same moment I heard that metallic sound, my dad must have come out of the house, because I heard him yell. I looked over, and I never saw anyone move so fast. He ran across two front lawns and grabbed the driver’s side door handle just as the car was gaining speed. He opened that door and shoved me over like I was a fly. Daddy hit the brake and stopped the car a couple feet short of the drop-off.

Gailen let out a tiny whistle, and I just sat frozen, watching Daddy stare at his white knuckles on the steering wheel. Years later, thinking back on this, I’ve got to admit it was pretty cool seeing the old man in action, even though he’d probably had his fill of action already that day.

We didn’t catch but two fish that afternoon, so on the way home, Daddy stopped and got some groceries. He didn’t say much when he got back in the car, and I was too worried about getting a beating to be sad about the fact that we didn’t get in much fishing.

DAD’S BEATINGS

I knew I was in trouble, just by how quiet Daddy was on the way home. I was just praying he wasn’t mad enough to use the extension cord on me. That was the worst. Most times he used his belt or a razor strap, and that hurt something awful, but because it was wide, it wasn’t too terrible.

The absolute worst was when he’d go upstairs and run the bathwater, then come down and say, “Go on up there, strip, and get yourself soaking wet ... and don’t dry off.” Man, I’d start crying before I even got out of the tub, knowing what was coming. That thin extension cord on my wet skin was just the worst. Pain like you just want to die and get it over with. The first time Daddy whipped me that way, he’d been drinking. He’d always swing harder when he was drunk. Well that extension cord came across the back of my thigh and I’d scream, almost passing out from the pain.

I’d get the worst damn welts on my legs, arms, and back. Big-ass raised marks, a quarter-inch high, all up and down. Momma put Vaseline on them to help them heal, because you didn’t want the welts to dry out and crack. Then they’d take forever to get better. I used to run my fingers over those welts all the time, because as they healed, they started to itch something awful. Teachers were always telling me to sit still, but those welts made it almost impossible.

Me and my three brothers were pretty wild, so I guess we had it coming most of the time. But sometimes I couldn’t sleep right for a couple nights, tossing and turning, just couldn’t find a comfortable spot. Then I’d be so tired in school the next day.

Even when Dad didn’t hit us, he still had us exhausted for school. When I was eight, Dad got the idea to take Gailen and me along on his night shift custodial work up at the medical center on Green Street in Pasadena. Momma didn’t like it, but I guess she had to pick her battles with Daddy, caused he’d shove her around pretty hard, although I never saw him hit Momma. She had one rule when he beat us: “Not on the face!” She’d get awful upset if his aim was off and he caught us one in the head.

So we’d get to the medical center around seven o’clock in the evening, and Daddy would have us cleaning and waxing them floors every damn night. He always had a bottle with him, and a radio. He’d sit down and say, “Get to work.” Then he’d turn on that damn radio and play nothing but country music. Johnny Cash, Merle Haggard, Buck Owens, Willie Nelson—all them old-time country crackers. Gailen and I used to just shake our heads. Gailen would say, “We got the only niggadaddy in L.A. listenin’ to country music, and that’s a fact.”

He must have got a hankering for country from his other job, which was cleaning white folks’ houses with Momma during the day. We figured he was listening to what the white people were listening to in Altadena and Pasadena, and it sank in and caught on.

Me and Gailen got good at working the buffers, raising them tiles to a high shine. The place was huge, so we’d need the whole shift to finish up. We’d be running those buffers nonstop until two A.M. Then Daddy would punch out. By the time we got home and in bed, it would seem like we’d only get an hour’s sleep before we had to get up for school.

In class, all I’d want to do was put my head down. I couldn’t concentrate, and my face felt hot all the time. Information just wasn’t going in. Over time, the teachers decided I was slow and called in Momma to talk about what to do.

They told Momma I wasn’t taking things in the way a normal student is supposed to. Said that right in front of me. I wish I’d had the guts to defend myself. I know this is going to sound pathetic, but I was just too damn tired to raise much of a fuss. And anyway, if I said something about Daddy, there could be hell to pay at home.

Holding me back a year wasn’t an option, because my momma pointed out they had already done that to me in first grade, though I don’t know why. So they decided to put me in a class for special kids. They told me I was going to be put in with the mentally retarded children. I was a little scared, but also a little relieved, thinking maybe now school would be easier. Kids are always looking for an easy way out, and I guess I had found mine.

They called it L.D.G. for Learning Disabled Group, but the kids used to say it stood for Little Dumb Guy, and I hated that. I was so embarrassed the first time they made me take the short bus to school. I begged the driver to drop us off around the side of the school so my friends wouldn’t see me getting off with all the slow kids. The school kids would point at us and make fun.

That made me feel terrible, kind of worthless, like I wasn’t a normal kid. I was a defective, broken boy. The first couple days, I cried and cried when I got home. And it got worse, because getting stuck in special ed meant I also wasn’t permitted to play sports for my school. I loved playing baseball and was pretty good at it.

PREDATORS

One of the teachers, Mr. Robert E. Jones, a really bright, popular gay man who taught social sciences at John Muir High School, knew how badly I wanted to play baseball. Well he went to bat for me, spoke up for me with the officials for the school league, and got me on my school’s baseball team.

It was one of the happiest moments of my life. I felt normal again, like I belonged, and my teammates were real cool with me and fun to be around. We weren’t the best team—in fact, we were probably a little below average when it came to wins and losses, but we all loved getting out there on the field. That feeling of sliding into bases, slapping the dirt off your uniform and pulling for one another is just the best feeling in the world. Baseball saved me.

I remember Mr. Jones was very excited I was playing sports, and he kept saying we had to go out and celebrate. I still needed a glove and cleats before I could start practicing. He told me to swing by his classroom after school and we’d figure something out. Well, by that point, Mr. Jones could do no wrong in my book. I even had a little fantasy of him having a brand-new glove waiting for me when I stopped by his classroom.

Mr. Jones had a fantasy too. He asked me to sit down when I walked in. I’d never seen someone so glad to see me. Then he sat down right in front of me. He started asking me what I liked about baseball, what my favorite position was, and if I could run fast. I noticed he got a big kick out of whatever I said, and kept slapping his lap as he was laughing. Then he switched to slapping my lap, and laughing even harder. He asked me about my favorite ice cream flavor, and after another round of laughing, I noticed he just left his hand on my thigh.

Now, if it hadn’t been for my brother Juan and an experience he had with a coach, I’m not sure how it would have played out for me that day with Mr. Jones. Juan was a real good athlete, the back-up quarterback on the football team. This coach used to wear real tight pants, and I knew my brother and the other football players used to mock the hell out of him behind his back.

Well, one day the coach got so fed up that he locked Juan, another player, and himself in the equipment room and yelled at them for making fun of him. Juan said he laughed out loud, but only because he was nervous. Well, Coach didn’t really get mad, but he started chasing them around. Juan wasn’t sure if it was to play grab ass or if he really wanted to hurt them, but Juan wasn’t going to hang around to find out. He was able to kick the door open, and got out of there real fast. The other kid took off right behind him.

That story rung up loud and clear in my head soon as Mr. Jones’s big old hand started squeezing my thigh. I didn’t push it off, but I must have made an odd look because suddenly Mr. Jones said, “You okay, Rodney?” And I said, “I’m good. I’m good.” Then he squeezed again and started working his hand up a little farther. That’s when I knew I’d had enough and shot up out of that seat and stood, saying way too loud, “I’m good, real good.” But I didn’t run, at least I don’t remember running. I felt frozen to that spot, unable to move away. Mr. Jones was my friend who had stuck up for me. In my mind, Mr. Jones looked genuinely concerned because we were celebrating and I was ruining it acting all fidgety.

I’d like to think I took my cue from Juan and got out of the room as fast as I could, but for the life of me, I cannot remember anything else until I got back home. It’s all a blank—but maybe that’s just as well.

TRAGEDY

Unfortunately, it makes me upset every time I think about Mr. Jones because years later, in 1986, another student from our school, Robert Butler, came over to Mr. Jones’s house late at night and walked in through an unlocked back door. He woke Mr. Jones and complained that the teacher had stopped communicating with him. Jones said he was real tired and asked if they could talk about it in the morning.

But something inside Butler snapped when the teacher rolled over and went back to sleep. He got Jones’s gun that he kept in an ice bucket in another part of the house, came back, and pumped two bullets into the sleeping teacher. Then he went into the living room where a seventeen-year-old student, Ronald McClendon, was crashed out on the couch and shot him too. McClendon was a pretty popular JV basketball player at Muir High School, and Jones was a well-loved teacher. It was a major shock to everyone, a catastrophe of unbelievable proportions.

After his death, it got out that Jones had offered troubled male students a place to live over the years, and may have admitted to some that he was gay. It makes me think about all the trouble that’s come out recently at Penn State and Syracuse University. There’s a lot of secrets out there, and a lot of unhappy people who use their authority to prey on others.

We had predators in my own family. We had a crazy-ass female cousin who was about thirteen years old when I was about five. She developed real early and was pretty much a woman by then. She would come over to our house to babysit, and do the sickest things, although to us it was just games, but we didn’t like playing with her.

She’d strip down and try to get my brothers to play along with her. She’d make up some reason for having to do “inspections” and said these were grown-up games for big boys and that we were old enough to play them now. But Gailen and I squirmed and wiggled our way out of the bedroom. She’d laugh and tackle us, rubbing us all over. We didn’t know what to call what she was doing; we just knew it made us feel funny inside.

She sat us down and told us she would beat us up real bad if we said anything to Momma. My brothers and I have tried to forgive my cousin for what she did, and since she has apologized like a thousand times for what we would all like to forget, then it’s best to forgive.

PHYSICAL ASSAULT

I have been asked countless times if I’ve forgiven those officers for beating me. The short answer is yes. The long answer is that I work on it every day, and every day I let it go a little more. I know I did wrong that night, and I believe they did wrong too, but we all have to move on and let go of the hate.

Hate is the worst. The first person I ever hated was my father. I hated him for the way he beat us, for the way he pushed my mother around, and for what he made us do. When I think back, Gailen always stuck up for my father, and I always sided with Momma even if it meant I’d be getting a whipping for it. There didn’t seem to be any reason for Gailen to always be on Dad’s side, but he was.

I think about my father making us work that night job, and the negative effect it had on my education. But I guess it was just Daddy’s way of holding down more than one job. I just wish I hadn’t wasted all that time buffing and waxing when I could have been reading and writing.

Not long ago I visited the place where we worked, and wouldn’t you know, one of the janitors there told me they had just put in new linoleum less than a year earlier. He didn’t remember my dad, but it wasn’t like Dad did much socializing when he was working there. Most nights Daddy would just fall asleep and we’d have to wake him up to go home. He’d always be in a foul mood, and we were careful not to do anything to get him mad.

One time a wise-ass neighborhood kid, about nine years old, mouthed off to my dad after he told this punk to get off our property. I think that the kid rode his bike over our flowers or something. Well this boy just stared down Kingfish and told him to fuck off. I don’t think it would have been such a big deal, but my dad’s massive friend James was there, all six feet nine inches of him, and he heard what the kid said. James shook his head and said Dad needed to wake his boys up. So Dad went and told Gailen, who was eight, to teach the punk a lesson for talking that way to his elders.

Well, Gailen charged in kind of wide-eyed and wild. It looked pretty good for about five seconds, and then this kid proceeded to beat the royal crap out of my brother. Gailen lasted maybe a minute. This kid was lightning fast and ruthless. It hurt me just to watch poor Gailen, who was crying through two eyes that were quickly swelling shut. Gailen and my dad were close, so it must have destroyed Gailen to let the old man down like that.

Then Dad looked at me and said, “Get on in there!” Well I stepped in, but my heart wasn’t in it. Particularly since I’d just seen my big brother get beaten. I hate that feeling when you’re about to do something and you’re just not into it. You wonder, “What am I doing? This is really stupid!” Then you do it anyway.

I lasted about twenty seconds. I got in one swing and then wham—he hit me about fifteen times and my legs just buckled. It was so embarrassing. This kid looked at us like we were nothing and took off. I was scared over what Dad was going to do to us for getting beaten, because things had to be just right with him, or look out.

Just like those linoleum floors four A.M.—they had to look perfect or else he’d let us have it. When me and Gailen got older, though, we could really take a whooping from Dad and barely cry. Our eyes would get wet is all. Gailen used to stare Kingfish down, and I think it kind of scared the old man. We had actually gotten used to the extension cord whippings, which was the worst pain. Learned to just shrug it off. Fuck that old drunk, anyway.

THE LAST BEATING

I figure that’s why all the kicking, Taser zaps, and baton blows didn’t really keep me down when the cops were beating me in 1991. It was a tolerable level of pain that I had felt plenty of times before, that’s for sure. Even when they’d catch me right on the joint (like they’re trained), bust my wrist or elbow or knee, it wasn’t enough to keep me down. I didn’t even notice my ankle was broke until they told me. It just wasn’t working right, was all I noticed that night.

And when they busted up my face, fractured my eye socket and all, I was more worried about Momma seeing me, cause I hate when she gets upset. “What did you do now?” I can still hear her saying that as I was growing up. Anytime I’d get in trouble and she’d catch wind of it: “What did you do now?”

The worst was when she heard the cops saying I had to be on PCP and I wasn’t. It really bothered me when they told the press I must have been doing angel dust to act the way I did. I had never touched the stuff, and the doctors didn’t find a damn trace of it in my body. I really hated them for saying that. But the damage had been done. Once they uttered those words, people were going to think that, no matter what. But I try not to waste my time hating anymore.

MOMMA KNOWS

Momma says that Jehovah will have his day of reckoning with people, and I believe that. She says that there will be an accounting the likes of which we cannot even begin to imagine. The wrath of God will descend upon us with fury, and the Day of Judgment will be swift. God is just, and we will be held responsible for every blessed action, for every sin that we have ever committed.

That’s why I feel there is no sense in being consumed by hatred. Those who have done wrong will be punished. In the meantime, I have found it much more bearable and productive to try to forgive.

I believe that hate is the most powerful, destructive emotion. It deadens our spirit and drives the soul into darkness. For many years I fostered an intense hatred, and it was one of the factors that created a riot within me. I could never quell the chaos that reigned inside, nor did I even want to.

I feared that freeing myself from hatred would lead to my becoming soft and vulnerable. That vulnerability would certainly lead to my destruction. As a young black man, I could never drop my guard. I’d rather hate than be hurt, and whenever I was tempted to forgive and forget, I’d just reread a passage by the Trappist monk Thomas Merton. I found Merton’s quote about Harlem in Eldridge Cleaver’s Soul On Ice, the powerful book Cleaver wrote while he was in jail:

Here in this huge, dark, steaming slum, hundreds of thousands of Negroes are herded together like cattle, most of them with nothing to eat and nothing to do. All the senses and imagination and sensibilities and emotions and sorrows and desires and hopes and ideas of a race with vivid feelings and deep emotional reactions are forced in upon themselves, bound inward by an iron ring of frustration: the prejudice that hems them in with its four insurmountable walls. In this huge cauldron, inestimable natural gifts, wisdom, love, music, science, poetry are stamped down and left to boil with the dregs of the elementally corrupted nature, and thousands upon thousands of souls are destroyed by vice and misery and degradation, obliterated, wiped out, washed from the register of the living, dehumanized.

What has not been devoured, in your dark furnace, Harlem, by marijuana, by gin, by insanity, hysteria, syphilis?

Those words got my blood boiling, and I could have stayed locked in a state of hatred for the rest of my life. But age and experience change a man, and finally, after a lot of painful lessons, I accepted that we should let go of the loathing, but not the lesson.

CRIPS, BLOODS, AND BOOZE

Now, it’s easy to talk about forgiveness, but honestly, to forgive and move on took plenty of effort on my part. When I was young and beat down by all the injustices I perceived, anger just festered naturally. Growing up, hate was all around me. I remember the intense turf battles that sprung up between the Bloods and Blues (Crips). I wasn’t even aware of it at first, because I didn’t think of a certain area as being Blood territory. It was just Jackie Robinson Park, one of the neighborhood playgrounds where I used to hang out.

Me and a few friends worked at McDonald’s for long hours and low pay. I worked the late shift, then had to clean
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