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Before I met Demarco Bullock, I met his older brother Mike. I moved to Cheverly in 2003, and Mike was close friends with my soon-to-be best friend Jermaine Joseph. We hit it off immediately as eighth-graders, and that next summer - I met little bro. Over the past twenty-plus years, I’ve not only gotten to watch Demarco grow from a boy to a man. I’ve been a first-hand witness to many of his highest and lowest points, as he’s grown to become the man he is today. Despite being a few years younger than me, he’s grown to be someone I call a friend, someone who taught me more than he knows. I remember the hothead kid who was at-risk of throwing his life away, so seeing the responsible man he’s become is refreshing. I remember encouraging Marco to tell the story of his path, to provide motivation to those he knows, and others he might not ever meet. We are all looking for someone to relate to as we journey through life, so helping Marco put his story to paper was a no-brainer. I hope you’ll share his story with a young kid facing challenges with more questions than answers.
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The Makings Of Me

Sometimes when I park my car in the employee garage at the Smithsonian, I sit and laugh before I get out of my car. Sometimes that laugh turns into tears of joy. When I walk through those doors, I’m Demarco Bullock, the hard-working HVAC professional. They can see my determination on my face, which masks my pain. My journey has taken me from 23-and-1 in a jail cell, to 20 hours overtime on a weekend, providing for my family. My self-evolution has led me to understand that to get past my trauma - I must confront it. The environment and situations I’ve survived in and outside of my house have made me a soldier. And with that comes the conditioning of masking my troubled past. But this book is a step in the right direction of proving to myself that my past doesn’t make me, because it damn sure didn’t break me. 
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I WAS BORN A HEALTHY, chunky baby in Washington D.C., and taken straight to our home in Southeast. I was Peaches’ third child, after my brother Paul from a prior relationship and my brother Michael. My sister Kia would come right behind me. My father Tony had kids from another relationship as well, but we’ll get to that later. We didn’t have much in those early years, but we had love. Our tight-knit community was something I remember vividly. A lot of shootings and crime went on in the hood, but one thing people didn’t do was bother Peaches’ kids. My mother had her own respect, as did my father. My grandmother lived across the street, and we spent plenty of days over there getting in trouble when my parents weren’t home. I started out at Savoy Elementary right behind Anacostia metro station. When we weren’t in school, my grandmother gave us her own brand of education. She would write words on index cards, reciting them to us until we learned to pronounce them correctly. Then we’d have to define the word for her and use it correctly in a sentence. We did this daily with that big dictionary she kept in her house, and at the time we hated it. Sometimes my brother Mike would sneak out the house and not come back for hours at a time. Me and Kia would be stuck in the house, with grandma’s words and lessons attempting to drown out the sound of chaos outside. Sometimes the gunshots would wake me out of my sleep. My grandmother lived in the “LO’s” across the street from Parkchester in the Anacostia section of Southeast. It’s called Parkway House these days, right on Martin Luther King Ave Southeast. Everything was in close proximity, and the family was always close. In the same sense, so was trouble, but my family did a good job of sheltering us from harm’s way. My grandmother was my rock from an early age. She believed in me and showed it, and even as a small child, we shared a special bond. No matter what, I could confide in my grandmother about anything, and she always knew how to brighten the day. I think she saw something in me early, from my deficiencies to my ultimate potential, and those index cards were a metaphor.

Savoy Elementary was where everything seemed to change. I vaguely remember exactly what was said in the meeting, but I know it was about my learning abilities. My grandmother seemed to exert more patience with the index cards than my teachers did, and they’d come to the conclusion that I had a learning disability. This was the 90’s, and understanding of these types of matters was less widespread, especially in my community. My parents handled it as best as they possibly could. Having a child diagnosed with dyslexia was something they surely weren’t prepared for, but they’d already dealt with learning issues with Mike. He was a few years older, and had trouble focusing in school. Many times, this is written off as being “bad”, but luckily enough effort was put into Mike’s case to see he needed special attention. I was placed in special education courses, separating me from my peers. There were several aides in the class, helping the small room of students learn and comprehend the lesson at hand. In elementary, staying in the same class all day was normal, but it would take a toll on me mentally down the line. We would spend hours on one concept, with multiple aides going around the room to help. This was something I’d soon become accustomed to, accepting my norm at an early age. But despite this, I was still eager to learn, trying my best to digest new concepts and participate.

Everything was backwards in the eyes of everyone else, but it seemed right to me. There are common misconceptions about Dyslexia, in terms of what we may see or comprehend. It’s not just about shapes and letters being out of whack, but the mental process of decoding numbers and the 26 letters of the alphabet. Now I’m much more adept at reading words with letters close together and it’s second-nature, but at the time it was a task. The special education program at Savoy and my grandmother’s guidance helped me progress quicker than expected. Even with Mike and I having learning disabilities, it didn’t have much of an affect on my childhood at that age. Even in the midst of chaos, I still enjoyed the innocence of being a kid.
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WHEN I WASN’T AT MY grandmother's house or with my mother, we would be at Ann the babysitters house. Mike was about 10, and he would always sneak out of Ann’s house to go to Grandma’s house upstairs or outside to roam. 

The daily occurrences of the ghetto seemed pretty normal until everything changed when I was 10 years old. There were so many shootings around the way that we got to the point of being able to identify the types of guns used. We would argue about whether it was a .25 or a glock ringing off into the night at eight or nine years old. But this incident would be different. My older brother Paul, Mike and I were in Parkchester walking from Barry Farms playground when we noticed a group of guys on a stoop. From the time we noticed them to when we got close, their altercation got louder, and out of nowhere, one of the guys shot the man he was having an altercation with. It happened so suddenly, I didn’t know what to think or how to process it. I’ll never forget that loud boom, or the way his body suddenly dropped lifeless to the ground. It seemed like minutes, but only seconds went by as I stared at his body, the blood beginning to paint the concrete. Of all the times I’d heard the gunshots, I’d never seen someone get their brains blown out in front of me. I was snapped out of the brief trance I was stuck in as my brothers shouted and pulled me towards the house. I was so shocked at what happened that I didn’t realize we were in front of our own stoop. People looked out of their windows and some came on their balconies to see what happened before going back in the house. Outside of the families of the actual victims, that’s as far as it went. I learned early in this neighborhood that snitching wasn’t tolerated, even under the circumstance of death. The neighbors closed their blinds and their doors as the body lay in the street. I don’t remember Mike or Paul talking about what they thought at that moment, but it affected us all visibly. That was the final straw for my mother, as she’d decided that she didn’t want to raise us around such chaos. I didn’t realize at that age what that moment did to me.
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My mother had a choice to make, and I’m sure it wasn’t easy to up and relocate with several kids, but she made a way. She always did. 

It was a warm day when we moved from D.C. to Cheverly, Maryland. It was the summer going into fifth grade for me. I remember, because I sweated a lot unloading our stuff from the U-Haul truck and taking everything in our new home. We moved to the 6400 block of Kilmer Street, directly behind the Cheverly Terrace Apartments. At this time, my mom and dad were on and off constantly. When we moved to Cheverly, they were off at the moment, and Paul wasn’t living with us. Our single family home was amazing to me, not because it was so lavish or anything, but because it was a house. We were all bunched up in our old apartment, and now we had space. There was grass out front and out back, we had a backyard with a gate. I smiled hard, staring at every room as I brought in boxes. Mike and Kia seemed to be enjoying our new place too. We rushed to get all the boxes in the rooms so that we could go explore. Whatever momma yelled as we ran out the door we chose not to listen to. We marched down the hill on Kilmer, back up the hill to the store. Now it’s the Food Mart, but back then it was the 7-Eleven. As we walked back towards the house, I took in the sights. The apartments were drab, nothing spectacular. But this was new grounds, new unchartered territory. It was a chance to make new friends and live in a less-chaotic environment. Little did I know how wrong I was.

Even though Paul didn’t live with us, he came over a lot. He was always outside, and he’d meet the guys from his age group playing basketball or just hanging out. At first, we weren’t going outside too much. But one day I went to walk my german shepherd, Ghost, when I met Shaq. He was a chubby kid with a big smile and a fun personality. As we hit the corner of Kilmer, we noticed a group of kids playing outside on Oak Street.  Everybody seemed to know Shaq and he introduced me to everybody as they played football. As I watched the game, he stopped and said “Aye you wanna play with us?”. I walked Ghost back up the hill to the house, and raced back to the game.  This is where I met some others like Quinton, Antwan, Laron and EJ. I’d later find out that EJ’s dad and my dad worked together doing landscaping at Town Park, the park on the other side of Cheverly, but we’ll get back to that. Over the course of that summer I met others like Chubbz and Dre, and girls like Tina, Gina, Ashley and Ranika. These are just some of the “originals” from our era.  Oak was the dead-end street leading to Cheverly East, the neighborhood park and playground. The older guys in the neighborhood simply called it “The East”. In the back of the hood was a dead end street on a steep hill. At the bottom of the hill was some unkempt grass leading to some woods and a creek. The first time I crossed the creek was with Shaq. We carefully stepped on the rocks to avoid getting mud and dog shit on our shoes. As we pushed back the branches on the trees, we came out on the other side of the creek. This put us on the other side of Cheverly, lined with nicer houses. Cheverly Terrace is an unincorporated community, which was considered Landover. Cheverly is its own town, with its own elected officials. They called it the “Whiteside” but it was in transition to being a majority-black neighborhood. One of the first people I met that lived on the Whiteside was Obinna, who we called “Beano” or “Nose”. I’d later meet his older brother Chibuzo and his sisters Chika and Adora. Town Park was located in the middle of the neighborhood, next to the Cheverly Police Department. The court was nice, with a tennis court next to it. The baseball field was at the bottom of the hill, with a football field that we used for Turkey Bowl games on Thanksgiving. In the afternoons pretty much every day, kids that lived in the houses would come hoop until the sun went down and the police made us go home. I could tell even then that the neighborhood didn’t treat the black residents right. The rec center had a nice full court with hardwood floors, and there was a full conference room inside. The best part about the rec was the vending machine with 50-cent sodas that took quarters, dimes and nickels. Too bad we could hardly use it in the summer, because they never wanted to let us in, not even to use the bathroom. There was a mean old man that vacuumed the conference room and kept the gym clean every day, even though nobody could go inside. He’d ignore us knocking on the door in 100-degree weather while he sipped his cold drink and watched whatever was on the television. Cheverly Day was a community day that took place every summer. There was a 3-on-3 basketball tournament separated by age brackets that everyone got hyped about. Everybody put together their teams, trying to win the trophy and bragging rights for their age group. There was food sold and games played inside the tennis court. When the sun went down, everyone would sit outside and enjoy the fireworks with their friends or a girl.I’d heard so much about it that when Cheverly Day came I was excited to go early in the morning. I met up with Shaq and some of the others as we walked through the creek early that Saturday morning to sign up for the basketball tournament. When we got there, we put our team on the list, as one of the volunteers made up brackets on a dry erase board. They handed out Cheverly 3-on-3 tournament t-shirts. We didn’t win the tournament that year, but we had fun. We made jokes about it amongst each other, or “joned” as we say here in the area. It was a large crowd and the community really got into it. After the games, we walked back to the Terrace to wash up and change our clothes. Even at 10 years old, we were already worried about the girls. Shaq and I carefully walked back across the creek to the park, where we could hear the music and everything from blocks away. We chased the girls around the park til the sun went down, trying to get off corny pick-up lines and trying to touch their butts. When the fireworks started, we tried to push up on the girls and hold their hands as we watched the show in the sky. When it was over, we all walked back to our respective homes. The community was like a family, and I realized that early on and embraced it.
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