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PROLOUGE

One of my earliest memories is being like six years old playing T-ball. My team went undefeated and to celebrate the coach took us all to get hamburgers and we then went to his home to swim in his pool. I was the only Black kid on the team. We all changed into trunks and as everyone else began to jump into the pool, I remember looking at the pool in amazement. I had never seen one in real life before, only on television.

One of the kids noticed me just watching and yelled out to me. “Demetrics, aren’t you going to get into the pool? “Then it began to seem that every was looking at me. So, I ran and jumped in myself. It was only when I began to choke on the water, I was swallowing, that I realized I could not swim!

I remember the chlorine burning my eyes, choking on the water, and sinking to the bottom. This lady noticed me drowning and jumped in and pulled me out. I began to cough up the water I had swallowed, and she exclaimed to me, “You can’t swim?!” 

“No.” I answered.

“So, why did you jump in?”

“I saw everyone else do it.”

“But you can’t swim!” She exclaimed.

“Yeah, but everyone was looking at me.”

Little did I know, but at six, I jumped to belong. At sixteen, I’d jump again – this time into a world that didn’t care if I surfaced.

***Author Reflection: In hindsight, this setting was my first taste of assimilation, and it is the same for many of our children. The only difference is that the dangers I encountered from doing so were immediate. 
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Chapter One: Around My Way
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My name is Demetrics McCauley, and I am from Charleston, Mo. It is a small, economically depressed, rural community in the southeastern part of the state. Growing up in the 1980’s and 1990’s the population was never more than a little over five thousand people. The population was equally mixed between blacks and whites. There was occasional racial tension, but there was not much overt racism that I can recall when I was younger. We all went to the same schools from elementary through high school and played on the same sports teams.

The town was segregated. There was a de facto white and black side of town. Most of the blacks live in the Section 8 housing projects ran by the Housing Authority or in the homes that surrounded them. In our neighborhood poverty was rampant and as long as I can remember there were guys standing on the corners drinking or just hanging out. There were also very few two-parent homes that I can recall. In fact, I can count them by hand.

The biggest employers were the Brown Shoe Company and Gates Rubber Company. The Brown Shoe Company shut down in the early 90’s as the Rubber Company began to have layoffs. For many who were fortunate enough to have those jobs, their economic security became more precarious, and many began to hustle.

As you got into the white side of town everything was different. There were no Section 8 housing, men hanging on the corners, or many single-parent families and the further you went, the larger the homes became. The wealth difference was abundantly clear: though the population was equally mixed, the social, economic, and political power was disproportionately distributed to their side.

In my neighborhood a lot of families had ties to Chicago and family members would often come down to visit. As the 90’s approached the epidemic of crack cocaine and gang violence saturated major cities like Chicago, making its way to Charleston infecting generations to come and altering the culture of the neighborhood. For me and many of my friends, this new culture would forever change our perceptions of ourselves and the world we lived in, as well as the aspirations we would reach for.

***Authors Reflection: What was happening in my neighborhood was happening all over the country as our community was being strategically attacked. The factories were closing as jobs went overseas, the trade schools were losing funding, and crack was coming to fill its void. We didn’t know it, but for many of us, our map was already pointing towards a prison cell.
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Chapter Two: In the Footsteps of My Brothers
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I am the middle of seven children, the third of four boys. I was raised by a single mother. My mom always worked hard to provide for me and my siblings. She made sure that she kept a job rather than draw a welfare check to provide for us. I watched her come home tired every day and then had to deal with a house full of children. She never complained about it no matter what troubles me and my brothers got into. Whether at school or with the police, she was always there.

My two older brothers influenced me a lot coming up. My eldest brother Montia is eight years older than I and was always into trouble. He started getting kicked out of school at an early age as well as having trouble with the law.

He was in and out of group homes for juvenile delinquent children so much so that he was not in any of the family photos that adorned the walls of our home. He would eventually graduate from jail and then prison. I would often go to the juvenile facilities with my mom to see him. And when he was home, he always got into one thing or another. My mom could not control him, so he did whatever he wanted.

Montia was a GD, Gangster Disciple, and beginning at around eight years old he started teaching me and my little brother gang literature and had us throw up the gang signs. He would make sure that we knew the laws, creed, and codes of the gang. At the time, we did not really understand any of it, only that it seemed important to him that we do so. He would be proud of us whenever we recited the creed or laws for him and his friends. He would wake us up in the middle of the night and tell us to tell them.

He would quiz us about it. Whenever we showed that we knew it he would do the gang handshake with us, and we would then shake hands with his friends. I remember his partners used to say stuff like “them little niggas are on point” or that he was raising us right. To celebrate our knowing the literature he would pass us a beer and tell us to drink or just smile as if he were proud. It made me feel good to have his approval.

I remember one time I got into an argument with these two brothers, Baby Charles, and Terrance. They wanted to fight, and I took off running. They chased me home and once I ran into the front yard; I saw Montia sitting on the porch.

“What are you running for?” He asked me.

As soon as he did so, they ran into the yard after me but saw him and froze.

“They’re trying to beat me up!” I told him and he was immediately angry.

“Nigga what you run for? You either beat their ass, or I am going to beat yours!”

I did not want to fight anyone, but I would rather it be those two than him. I fought them, both one at a time and won! I was so proud of myself and thought he would be as well, but he was pissed I had run in the first place. He took me into the house and beat my ass anyway.

“Nigga I better not ever hear about you running from no mothafucka’s again! If a mothafucka is too big or its more than one, then pick up something and bust their heads. But I aint raising no soft mothafucka’s!”

I never forgot that, and it was not’ long before I would have to put his words into practice. A brief time later my mom sent me to the store to get some cigarettes, and I had to walk through the projects to get there. There were a lot of guys out there who were slightly older, and they used to talk shit to me. I was a scared kid at the time and would only fight if struck. A person could say anything to me, and I would ignore it, so when I walked through, and the guys started talking shit to me, I just kept walking. On the way back they noticed me with cigarettes and my mom’s money and a few of them approached me.

“Give me them cigarettes and that money!” One of the guys named Lon-Lon said.

“Man, this my mama’s stuff.” I told him.

“I don’t care who’s it is, give it to me or I’m going to beat you up.”

I just ignored him and kept walking and the next thing I knew he snuck up from behind and tripped me causing me to drop some of the money.

He picked it up, “take your punk ass home.” He told me.

I knew I could not go home without my mom’s money. Not only would it have been embarrassing, but it would also have led to me getting a whipping. It was then that I noticed that I had fallen on a small branch about three feet long. I heard my brother’s words ringing in my ears “pick up something and bust a mothafucka head.”

I got up and started smacking Lon-Lon with the branch. He began crying, dropped the money and ran. I picked it up and did the same thinking to myself, “he’s going to tale and I’m still going to get that whipping!”

I must not have said anything, because nothing came of it, but I was still worried about the next time I had to go through the projects and run into him again. I had no need to worry because when I saw him, he was nicer than he had ever been! I was shocked, and that was the first time I noticed the effect that violence has on other people. Lon-Lon and the guys who were with him went from constantly berating me to being friendly. That day I was introduced to violence as the first language of respect.

Even when Montia was not around, whenever I was out and saw one of his friends, they would call me ‘Lil Monita’ and would come to shake my hand. I was always proud whenever they recognized me and holler at me. They’s also say stuff like, “Lil Montia, let us go rob a store. Let us go rob a bank!” I would always tell them to “come on” and they would laugh and tell me that it was good that I had heart and that I was just like my brother.

At the time, that was the highest compliment to me and no matter what they would suggest that we do, I would always tell them I was down. Sometimes they would see me and ask me if I needed any money or anything. If I told them I did, they would just look out for me on the strength of my brother.

Not everyone liked Montia. I would always have some guys who were his enemies see me and talk shit about him to me. They would say how they were going to fuck him up when they saw him or something like that. I would always tell them they were not going to do shit to him, but even his rivals would look out for me.

These same guys who did not like my brother would buy me stuff or give me money. It taught me, even if they did not like him, they respected him and would look out for me based on that grudging respect. They too, would always suggest that I commit one crime or another with them and I would tell them “Come on” as well. They would praise me for being down. It always felt good to get that attention from the older guys, and to have their approval. I looked up to Montia because of the respect he commanded. 

My other older brother, Carlos, is six years older than I and he was the exact opposite of Montia. Carlos was always around, never got into any trouble at school or with the police and was the local basketball star. Coming up, me and Los were close.

I remember we would wrestle all the time for a “World Championship Belt” we had made from a brown paper bag. He had let me slam him to the ground and pen him and I would get to wear the Championship belt. I always knew he was letting me win but it still felt good having that belt around my waist.

[image: ]Whereas Montia would encourage and praise negative behaviors, Los would condemn and punish me for it. Whenever I saw Montia’s friends, I would do anything, but when I saw Los’ friends, I knew to be on my best behavior because they would tell him about me doing anything wrong. So, I had to reign in any negative behaviors whenever he or his friends were around.

[image: ]Los would often encourage me to participate in sports. He would also encourage me to do well at school and to stay out of trouble. He would always talk about college and tell me that it was his way out of the hood and suggest that it could be the same for me. I was always proud of him and how well he was doing in basketball and went to as many games as I could. 

When I was younger, he was my best friend and while I looked up at Montia, I also looked up to him. Obviously, for distinct reasons. They were so opposite, I admired one for the bad and the other for the good like two angels upon my shoulders. So, I never imagined in my wildest dreams that a time would come were not only would I no longer look up to either of my brothers, but I would want to kill them both.
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Chapter 3: Nightmare on Vine Steet
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From the age of nine to eleven, my mom was back together with my brother Carlos’ father Robert. I had never really known a man to be around the house. I was too young to remember when my mom and dad were married. My dad and I were always cool, but he drove trucks and was never around. So, I thought having a man around was great.

Robert was only about 5’11 but he was a very muscular guy. He said that he had been in the military and since my favorite uncle, Charles was a Marine, and I wanted to join myself; I immediately started liking Robert.

He taught me how to fix a bike. I used to always like to build basketball goals in our backyard, and he would help me do so. He kept a pit bull around the home, and I loved that too. He and I spent more time together than he and Carlos. He taught me how to catch and clean fish on our many fishing trips. Sometimes my mom or little brother would accompany us, but it was normally just he and I. He also introduced me to hunting.

We would get up early in the morning and go hunting for rabbits, squirrels, and sometimes deer. Initially he had me shooting a rifle that was too powerful for me, but I had a .22 rifle I would hunt with. He tried teaching me how to shoot, but I never hit anything. But it was fun all the same. I would help him skin the kills he had shot, and we developed a real father/son relationship and bond. One I had not had with my father. I loved him and having him around. But I also hated him and wanted him to go.

I was afraid of him. It seemed like every night, or certainly every weekend, he was beating the hell out of my mother. Not just slaps, but punches. I saw him grab her by the throat choking her. I saw him throw her into the wall so hard her body made a hole in it. I saw him bust her lips, her nose. He would blacken her eyes or beat them shut. For the longest time her driver’s license had a picture of her with both her eyes blackened and swollen to the point where you could not tell if they were open or not.

He had mostly beat her at night. Me and my siblings would be asleep and be awakened either by the sounds of his blows landing on her or her screams. I never understood why he beat her. I do not recall him ever beating any of us kids, but he had a big, thick belt, and did not hesitate to use it if he felt like we deserved it. He was the disciplinarian of the house.

Being so young and seeing our mom being beaten affected us all differently. Before he came to live with us my mom and I were close. So, for me, each time I saw him beat her, I would feel so powerless, and that sense of powerlessness would make me so angry! And each time she took him back, I lost a little more respect for her as a mother. Her authority began to diminish in my eyes.

It was around this time that I first began getting into trouble at school and with the law. Nothing major at first. I would talk back to my teachers, or just talk out in class, and not pay attention. Me and my friends would go ‘nigga-knocking’ where we were supposed to knock on someone’s door and run but we would push their fans onto the floor through the window and run.

One of my friends discovered that the white piece of a spark plug would quietly break car windows, so we would knock on their doors, break their car windows, and run. We would often go ten deep, on five bikes, to the white side of town but when we left everyone had a bike, or we would steal from stores. We also used to love throwing bricks and bottles at the police cars so that they would chase us. Whenever we are bored someone would suggest it and that is what we do. But this all started for me; at the same time the stuff was going on with Robert.

I remember one night we were awakened by our mom’s screams, and we opened our bedroom door expecting to see him beating her but this time they were in the hallway, and she was on her hands and knees crying. He had one of the 12 gauges to her head. She was begging him not to shoot her and we all immediately joined in.

“I am going to shoot this light out, then I am going to shoot you. I am a shoot this light out, then I am a shoot you.” He kept saying. Fortunately, he did not shoot but that was the most terrifying night of them all.

Shortly after that night Tay was out of either jail or a group home when Robert began to beat our mom. Tay immediately got on his ass. They started fighting inside and it was carried out to the outside. Robert was bigger but Tay was always fighting so they were to-to-toe.

Somehow my grandmother became aware of what was taking place and showed up as they were fighting. She grabbed a garden hoe and hit him with it. Once she wacked him, he stopped wanting to fight. The police were called by someone, but it was Montia, and not Robert, who was arrested! Whatever respect for authority that remained in my eyes, was lost. From that point on, I began to really rebel against my mom’s as well as Robert’s wishes. It was Los’ presence that made me show a modicum of respect. I started getting a lot more whippings, but they changed nothing.

A few months later Monita was released from the group home. I watched Robert go into our bedroom where Montia slept. He immediately left the house after coming out of our room. Shortly thereafter, Montia came out and said, “That nigga just pulled a gun on me!”

I do not think our mom believed him because they got into an argument, and she put him out of the house. Meanwhile, the beatings continued. I do not recall them stopping until one night he hit her, and Los finally took a stand. I remember him crying as he held a porcelain statue in his hands threatening his father. “You aint about to do this shit no more. Get out!”

I can still picture the look of shock on his father’s face as his son stood ready to hit him, and he left. Finally, our nightmare had ended, but irreparable damage had already been done.

***Authors Reflection: A lot of women find themselves in abusive relationships and aren’t often aware of the impact seeing the abuse have on their children. It’s trauma for the mom and the child. Responses to stimuli aren’t universal and my response was different from my siblings. But the impotent rage that would come to be part of who I was becoming, was first discovered by me during that time.  And as for the men who abuse women, they often become extensions of the state inside our homes. They inflict the same terror the police do during the day, at night. Same law of force, just without a badge to legitimize the actions.
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Chapter Four: It is a “G” Thing
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In like 1990-91, there was this group of guys who came to Charleston from Chicago called “The Brick House Boys.” They were called that because they brought this big brick house in our neighborhood and they had them bricks of cocaine.

They were all GD’s and had a lot of dope and money. They began to supply the whole Bootheel area of Missouri. They put a lot of older guys from my neighborhood into the dope game. Guys like Big Lou, Marcus, Markie D, Freddy G, and so many other gotten into and started making real money because of them.

While the police could not stand them and would often harass them, me and my friends idolized them. We would see them around and they had the fly cars and clothes, the jewelry, and the finest women. They would host basketball tournaments at Lincoln School. They would throw fish-fries, BBQs, and everyone was welcome to eat. It was always a festive environment with plenty of weed and liquor to go around. They also began to organize the GDs. They would often have GD meetings with the older guys at the cookouts. They began to make sure they were on point and in turn, the older guys began to recruit us youngsters. 

I remember being eleven years old and one of the big homies, Freddy-G, would have like ten of us youngsters around him and he would get into it with someone and all he had to do was say, “G’s Get him!”

We would swarm on whoever the target was and beat them down. It never mattered how big or how old they were, with all of us attacking at the same time, they always went down, and we would stop them out. I thought we were a nation. But really, we were boys rehearsing a manhood that appeared to allow us to have some power, pride, and purpose.

I was twelve years old when Los left home for college. I went with my mom to drop him off at school. I was proud of him for going to college but saddened by his leaving. There was also a part of me that was excited as well. His leaving meant I was now the man of the house. I was getting tired of having an 8 o’clock curfew and not being able to hang out like a lot of my friends. I was beginning to smell myself, and I wanted to do whatever I wanted to do and had grown tired of sneaking around Los. With him gone, I felt like I would have a lot more freedom.

After a few months, an ex of my mom moved back to town, and they rekindled their relationship. He moved in and became her husband. He was okay but I considered him weak and never respected him or paid him any attention. Though he was there, in my eyes, I was still the head of the household.

I have always had two sets of friends. I had friends like Victor, Spencer, and Noliver who I went to school with and who were only concerned with playing sports and Nintendo. They also got into little or no trouble with the law. Our friendship was genuine, and it carried over outside of the school yard.

I also had friends like C-Murder, Eclipse, Rated, Lil G, RG, Pimp, and Ray G. Except for Pimp, who was my cousin and in the same grade as me, everyone else was older but a year behind me in school. We were all from the back projects and I had known them forever, except for Ray G whose home was nearby.

They were more aggressive than me and my other friends. They had a lot more freedom and got into a lot more trouble. It was them who I would go nigga-knocking and stealing with. They were less concerned with school or sports and more concerned with being GD’s and the whole street lifestyle. With Los around, I could not hang with them as much as I wanted to but that now began to change.

Whereas before, when the Brick House Boys were around, we were just seeing GD meetings take place. We had gotten a little older and were now participating in them. Guys were being jumped in, and our commitment was now bound by law. We had to know the laws, creed, and codes of the gang.
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