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Author’s Note

			“It’s never too late to reach your full potential” is a loose translation of the French-Creole phrase that my dad used to tell me often and is included as a recurring theme in the book. That French-Creole phrase is “Il n’est jamais trop tard pour faire le bien” (in French) and “li pa janm twò ta pou fè bien” (in Haitian Creole). Haitian Creole was the primary language in my household growing up, but we also spoke French interchangeably.

			The true translation of this phrase is “it’s never too late to do good.” My dad’s meaning of it was a combo of “it’s never too late to reach your full potential” and the American/English phrase “it’s never too late to do the right thing.” He would tell me this in our several conversations focused on getting me to stop selling drugs and to get me to see that God had a higher purpose for me. I was too young and underdeveloped to get that message and he left me before I had the chance to show him that I finally understood it.

			This is a special phrase to me. I leaned on this phrase and his words through many of my tough times and the book is dedicated to my dad for that reason.

			





Foreword

			Names and attributes of some people have been changed to maintain anonymity. It is not my place to pass judgement. We are all at the mercy of a judge much greater than you or I.

			I requested written permission for inclusion of certain people’s real names. I have those written documentations. Some have requested to remain private and as such I have changed their names. In some cases, I have created composite characters to increase the flow and for privacy purposes.

			A timeline was included at the beginning of a chapter if it moved forward or backward a significant amount of time. If a timeline is not included at the beginning, the chapter moves forward sequentially, one hour, one day, one week, or a few months in time.

			





Part One

			Pre-Prison

			“Father forgive me, give me strength, I was a lost soul.”





Chapter 1.1

			“My Little Angels”
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			Contrary to popular belief, most drug dealers are everyday, regular people.

			“Happy birthday!” yelled a coalition of voices. Confetti popped, party blowers blew, and voices were cheering loudly and excitedly as my twin nieces, Tierra and Alanna, walked through the door, both wearing adorable, puffy princess dresses. My precious little angels were turning four (February 2004). Tierra stylishly rocked a cream, laced dress with a pink cardigan, and Alanna was in a similar stylish, cream, laced dress with a purple cardigan. The twins always wore pink and purple, and they always were dressed in the latest fashion. They were beautiful. From the time the twins were just little infants, my brother and his wife Angie were constantly being asked to put them in print ads and commercials. With their cute smiles, and pretty brown eyes, it was no wonder why everyone was immediately drawn to their cuteness.

			I was enchanted from the very first time I laid eyes on my precious little angels. I remember the day they were born as if it were yesterday. I was only sixteen. Will was away playing in a college basketball tournament. Angie had the twins nearly three months early. When the doctor came out of the operating room, he congratulated me, mistakenly thinking I was the father. I was too dumbfounded to respond and simply followed him into the NICU where the 1.7-pound tiny little angels were in a tiny little fully encased incubator. I had to stick my hands through a special gloved opening to hold them. They each fit perfectly into the palms of my hand. I was instantly and forever enchanted.

			Two little girls jumping into my arms broke me out of my memory daze. “Uncle Stan! Uncle Stan! We missed you. I love you so much. Thank you for coming to our birthday!”

			“Not make it to my precious little angels’ birthday party?” I exclaimed in an inquisitive voice, my sideways face looking directly into their bright brown eyes and big smiles. “What? I wouldn’t miss your birthday party for the world, baby. Not for the world. Even if I were stuck in a million miles of traffic—one million miles! I’d hop in my new flying car and fly right over all of that traffic.” I carried them both and circled the room as they made airplane arms. They began giggling and were smiling from ear to ear. “Even if I were locked away somewhere far, far away, and a lion came by and swallowed the key, I’d Harry Houdini my way out of that cage. Get my running shoes on and run over here so fast—in superfast speed!”

			Their giggles became contagious and my other eight nieces and nephews surrounded me with laughs, giggles, and smiles. I am the youngest of five. By that time, all of my four siblings had at least two kids. My nieces and nephews ranged in age from newborn to ten years old. So, birthday parties were always fun filled, with lots of little ones running around. When my first nephew was born, I was only eleven, and every year for the next ten years, a newborn was brought into the family. With me being the youngest uncle, I was instantly the favorite.

			Alanna asked me, “How fast, Uncle Stan? How fast?” So, I set the twins down and began running in place really fast. All of the kids started running in place with me. I then started slowly moving around the room, still running my legs as if I were in a track meet. I ended up with a train of little kids behind me pumping their legs as fast as they could and all of them yelling, “Superfast speed!” It was the most adorable thing. Ten little ones trailing behind me, ranging from four feet tall to crawling, trying to keep up with the pack. Half of them weren’t even able to say, “Superfast speed.” So, it came out sounding like “Tupertast peed, Tupertast peed, Tupertast peed, Tupertast peed.”

			My brother Will came over, laughing at me, and bumped me out of the train to dap me up and give me a hug. Will was six feet-plus. He always had a fresh pair of Timbos on. He had them in lots of different colors. Today he wore the dark tan ones, with baggy cargo khakis and a long-sleeve army fatigue on.

			He greeted me with a big smile. “Thanks for making it out, fam. I can’t believe the girls are four already! My entire college life has been a blur. Playing basketball and raising infants at the same time? Man, it’s crazy.” He stopped, looked over at the girls playing with their cousins, and shook his head in enchantment at their beauty and the great job he’d done raising them. But also, at the same time, in frustration. “Now I’m back in the STL. I gotta get paid, my dude. These little girls eat like mini monsters, man. I gotta get some bread in my pockets. It’s been nearly eight months since college graduation, and I can’t find shit! I just moved into this new apartment in the hood. The bills ain’t gonna pay themselves. It’s stressful, bro.” He looked over at me, shaking his head again. “Let me shut up. How you been, man? You still doing your thang? I see you out here taking trips to Jamaica and MIA and shit. I see you, fam! I’m tempted to jump in the game with you!”

			I looked at him and then looked away as we walked outside the door to the backyard. It was sunny and 65oF—a beautiful February afternoon. I flipped my $500 yellow-gold Versace aviator shades out and slid them over my eyes—mostly because it was sunny out, but partly because my high off of the California blueberry Kush blunt that I smoked before coming to the birthday party was starting to wear off. At that particular time in my life, I stayed high 24-7. I would wake up and the first thing I thought about after making money was rolling up a blunt and getting high. By that time, I was nineteen years old. I had been smoking weed since I was fourteen years old. But for the past year and a half since I’d met my big out-of-state connects, I smoked nothing but California Kush—$750 an ounce. Ten times the price of regular weed—more along the price of cocaine. With the California Kush, I would roll two Kush blunts in the morning, store them in my little stash spot in my car, and be good for the day. I would only smoke half a blunt in the morning, half a blunt in the afternoon, half a blunt in the evening, and then half a blunt a night. I didn’t have to smoke twenty to thirty blunts a day like I’d been doing at one point in high school when I was smoking “Reggie”—another name for regular-grade weed.

			I did not see myself as a drug addict. It was just weed. I knew the effects were not that bad in the long run. I smoked it because I could. I had a limitless supply. It made me feel good. It made me more creative and imaginative. It helped me devise my plots to make more money and elude the police. Since I smoked all day, I had a “smoker’s kit.” My kit included spray cologne, cocoa butter lotion, hand sanitizer, ChapStick, eye drops, an assortment of different breath mints, and nail clippers with a file. I would normally smoke in my car with the windows cracked and my beats bumping. This was when I got my best thinking in. I did not want people to know I was a smoker. So, with the windows down, my clothes and body would not smell like Kush. My hands and fingers, however, would still smell like Kush. It was like a ritual. Just before getting out of my car from smoking, I would sanitize my hands, put lotion on my hands, arms, and face, put ChapStick on, put eye drops in to keep my eyes from being red and drooping, put a mint in my mouth, and then spray just a little bit of Axe. Occasionally, I would clip and file my nails to be sure there was no weed or blunt leaves or grim in them. Staying fresh was big for me.

			As my brother and I walked out of the house, my Versace shades now covering my drooping eyes, I looked back over at him and chuckled. In a calm, cool, and collected tone, I told him, “Yeah, you know. I’m still doing me.” I shot Will a smirk as I gave a head nod to my other brother Vladimir, sitting with his new girlfriend. I turned back to Will and pulled my shades down to reveal my droopy but very serious eyes, saying, “This ain’t no game for a family man, bro. I couldn’t do that to you. I couldn’t do that to the fam.”

			I walked over to the outdoor sitting area where my other siblings and parents were. I gave my two sisters Sherer and Yorvoll a hug and a kiss on the cheek. As Haitians, we were brought up to always greet everyone when entering a room—women with a hug and a kiss on one or each cheek and men with a handshake and a hug. I dapped my brother Vlad and gave his girlfriend a hug and a kiss. I walked over to my mom and gave her an extra big hug and squeezed her extra tight. She excitedly smiled and said, “Best, ki sans ou ye?” Meaning, “Best, how are you doing?” My mom and I called each other “Best” because when I was very little, I told her that she would be my best friend forever. Even when I went off and got married, she would still be my best friend.

			I smiled at her and said, “Tout bagay tres bien. Nap boule,” meaning, “Everything is all good. Just doing me.” Just doing me, of course, meant something very different when I told it to my mom as opposed to what I had just told my brother a few moments ago. I had my run-ins with trouble and the law as an early teen and in high school. My parents knew I had dabbled with selling drugs and smoking weed. But for all they knew, I was past that stage. My first year of being gone for college had passed without a blip. My grades were good. I was playing football. My girlfriend and I were doing well. To them, I was back on the right path.

			My “smoker’s preparation kit” worked well. My sister Sherer laughed and proclaimed, “Stan, you always come through smelling and looking fresh! Glad to see you home, bro!”

			I walked over to my dad to give him a hug. By this time, he had been waiting in anticipation as I made my greetings with everyone else. My mom was all forgiving and forgetting of my past mistakes and run-ins with the law in high school. My dad, however, the wise man that he was, was not at all buying it. He was very skeptical of my newfound straight-arrow path.

			“Bon swa, Papou,” meaning, “Good evening, Dad.” Papou was what everyone called my dad. It is a Haitian term of endearment meaning father. We went through the “how are you doing?” and small talk part of the conversation.

			Not long into the conversation, he paused and said, “Il n’janm twa ta pofe sa ki bien,” meaning, “It’s never too late to do good.”

			I looked at him, a little thrown off and surprised (but not so surprised) at where that was coming from. I nodded my head as I was getting up and said, “I know, Pops. I know. I remember that every day. You’ve told me that so many times.” I laughed and smiled at him as I walked over to the birthday table. Angie was gathering everyone as it was almost time to sing “Happy Birthday” and then open presents.

			I walked over to Will, whispered to him that I couldn’t stay too long, and asked him if we could open my gift first after we sang. He replied, “No doubt, fam. No doubt. Thanks for coming.”

			After we sang “Happy Birthday,” I walked over and handed the girls my gift—a new pair of baby Versace shades. “Now you can be supercool just like Uncle Stan!” They smiled in excitement as they put the shades on, and the three of us took a pic with our arms crossed, looking supercool.

			My Razr cell phone buzzed right as we were done taking the picture. It was a text message from Jerome: “You still coming to the game today?”

			I replied back, “Front row seats. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

			He replied, “Hahaaa. That’s my man. See you soon.”

			I quickly went around and gave my departing hugs and kisses because that was also a Haitian tradition. I gave the twins an extra big hug. I picked them both up and gave them big kisses as I told them, “Uncle loves you so much! You will always be my precious little angels.” I kissed them one last time and ran off to my car, unknowingly on my way to one of my most life-changing events.

			





Chapter 1.2

			I’m Seeing Dollar Signs

			With an extra pep in my step, I excitedly hopped in my pimped-out Grand Prix GTP. Fresh from a hand-personalized, detailed car wash, the buttons on my twenty-two-inch custom-design DUBs shone like diamonds in the sun. I had just recently given her an all pearl-white wet paint job that left her glistening from every angle. The wet white paint job was in perfect contrast to the jet-black limo tint on all the windows. I had “STL” decals with the arch on my back side windows and a decal of the record label I had just started on my rear windshield. My car looked like a drug dealer’s car. But I rarely ever transported drugs in this car. I had other cars and means for doing that.

			As I got in the car, I immediately tapped a few buttons on my Sony touchscreen-display CD player and a secret compartment opened to reveal several bundles of twenty-dollar bills, two pre-rolled Kush blunts, and a mini scale. I had graduated from counting money by hand a long time ago. With the deals I now found myself in, money was either weighed, eyeballed, or counted in a money-counting machine. I preferred to purchase my drugs in twenty-dollar bills. I saved my hundred-dollar bills; that way, I could stash hundreds of thousands of dollars in a small space like a safe or shoe box. Fifty twenty-dollar bills ($1,000 or, in common street terms, a stack or rack) weighed fifty grams and were about a quarter of an inch in depth. A bundle, a common street term for twenty racks ($20,000) bundled together with three to four heavy-duty rubber bands, was about four to five inches in thickness. I had four bundles on me ($80,000), neatly packed in my secret stash box. Drug money—especially in bulk—smells just as strong as the drugs themselves, mostly because dealers stash the money in the same safe or place as the drugs. I grabbed one of the Kush blunts out and closed the stash box. I was ready to make the trip to KC.

			The three-hour drive was nothing to me. I smoked half of the Kush blunt on the way there and before I knew it, I had touched down. Most of the trip was spent thinking of how much money I was about to make. I did a lot of my strategic thinking and planning during these trips. I would set up the appointments for the coming week to two weeks. I would decide on price increases or decreases at this time. I would think up the reasoning behind these fluctuations in pricing, most of which was all bullshit.

			Today was a little different. I was meeting Jay’s connect today. We had progressed to the point of me meeting his wife, his six kids, and even his mom. I was part of the family. He trusted me more than any of his other lieutenants. He had maybe four to six guys like me—copping one hundred to three hundred bricks every one-to-three months. I was on that higher end and I handled things much more efficiently and effectively. I was running a business. I was a businessman, and he appreciated the effort and thought I put into our business deals.

			This deal was bigger than our regular monthly deals. I was copping (slang for purchasing) three hundred bricks of mid-grade weed at roughly $260 a pop ($80,000). This was an insanely low price, half of the $500 per pound that I usually paid and a quarter of the $1,000 that most (early-stage or high school) dealers paid. As an extra bonus, Jay was throwing in a pound of Kush ($6,500 street value) free of charge and a key of coke (kilogram of cocaine) on the front for fifteen stacks ($15,000). Thus, this was a $100,000 deal (in wholesale dollars) with a lot of moving parts. The street value of this deal was about six to eight times $100,000. I would sell the mid-grade bricks for about $250,000 to $350,000 ($800 to $1,200 per pound, more than quadrupling my investment). By the time those three hundred bricks made it to a smoker’s bowl or a blunt, the product would have grossed about $600,000 to $700,000 ($1,600 to $2,300 per pound after street dealers nickel and dime it). The fronted key of coke was a very generous payment for the shipment of my product. My drug transporters would pay me twenty-five racks ($25,000) for the key; thus, I would make a measly ten grand ($10,000) off of this transportation deal. The street value for a key of coke ranged from $50,000 to $100,000 depending on how you cut it and in what amount you sold it in. Thus, the final street value of today’s deal was roughly $1 million.

			I guess in that regard some may consider me to have been a coke dealer. But I vehemently disliked the sale of coke. I tried my best to stay away from it. But at this level of drug dealing, when you have the money to buy anything and make more money off of your money, dealers sell everything. I was not against coke per se at this time. I was not on some high moral pedestal. I just disliked the prison time associated with coke compared to weed. For the same or less amount of risk (prison time and violence), I could make the same or more money with weed. Coke was just not a good business move to me. But, anyway, I was selling keys of coke now. This was my life.

			“J-Bizzle! What up, man! Good to see you. What’s the movement?”

			“StanDrisse! How’s it going, bud? You know I’m always excited to see you, bro.” We dapped each other up and gave each other the one-arm bro hug. Jay stepped back and instantly broke into one of my record label’s songs: “We got pounds for the low man; you can get ’em low, man. Hustle-man, got them thangs going for the low man!” Then he chuckled aloud with a big smile on his face.

			“Bricks in the plan, man. Stacks in my hand, man. Hustle, man. Grind, man. Get up on your shine, man!” We then both broke out into laughter. “Hahaaa, StanDrisse in the building!”

			After a few more moments of excited small talk, we moved into talk that was more serious. We left my car parked at the Independence Center Mall parking lot and we hopped into his all-black, tinted-out GMC Yukon Denali. There were no rims on this truck, and it looked like it hadn’t been washed in weeks. That vehicle did not scream “drug dealer.” It more screamed “daddy of six” as it was filled with car seats, muddy cleats, and McDonald’s Big Mac wrappers. It was perfect. This was one of our transportation vehicles. It had four rows of seating. That day, the back row was removed. Underneath was a hidden compartment where the gas tank should be—capable of stashing up to roughly a thousand bricks (half a ton of dope).

			“Those Versace shades are fresh, bro. I see you. I need me a pair.”

			“Yeah, you know. I stay with the exclusives. Crushed diamonds with the embezzled Versace image—special-ordered.”

			“Okay. Okay. Man, I’ve been telling my guy a lot about you.”

			“Yeah.”

			He looked over at me and smirked as he was turning a corner. “Yeah, man. You’ve been gaining a lot of weight.”

			I told him, “I’m getting paid!”

			“Money over bitches…”

			“I’m yelling it to my grave.” As I finished his sentence with him, we both shared another moment of laughter. “Man, I’m pretty sure Lil Wayne’s ‘Money on My Mind’ was on auto-repeat for half of the trip down.”

			“Well, bro, you definitely making big moves. It seems like just yesterday you were getting that first thirty pack.”

			“Yeah. It wasn’t that long ago, huh.”

			“Now you in the big leagues, man.” He turned and smirked at me again. “My man wants to meet the magnificent magician.”

			“The magnificent magician, huh?” I was thrown off by this comment. His man wanted to meet me? For what? That seemed odd. Drug dealers didn’t like to meet new people.

			“Yeah. That Harry Houdini shit you pulled off. After paying up front for that two hundred and making ’em disappear in less than a month, he thought it might be good to bring you in deeper to the organization.”

			“Deeper into the organization?” I shook my head and looked out the window as we pulled up to one of the several familiar houses he had taken me to before for our previous drug deals.

			“The numbers’ll be better for you, man. Me and you! We’ll pick up your three hundred mixtapes and your key. Then, I’m picking up another five hundred from him lata’. He’s dropping the ticket since I’m getting it all at once.”

			I was still a little skeptical but I shook my head in agreement.

			He saw the doubt in my face. “I’ve told you before, bro. I don’t have another StanDrisse!” He said my rap name with a prolonged ending as I said it in my songs. “I’ve got a few guys getting semi-big tickets but none of them are selling mixtapes like StanDrisse.”

			“But why the fuck does he wanna meet me? Just take my money and make the deal. I don’t—I don’t like meeting new people, man.”

			“That’s funny, man. Those first few deals you never wanted me to take ya’ money. You always wanted it at the same time—same time, man. Now, you just want me to take ya’ money?”

			“I trust you.”

			“Then trust me on this, bro. This is the right time.”

			On the way to the drop-off, we had a little more conversation on the details of the deal. We pulled into an abandoned lot near the heart of a KC neighborhood where, not too far in the distance, kids were out playing.

			Almost simultaneously, the other dealer pulled up in an old-school Chevy with the back end visually lower due to all the drugs in the trunk. I walked out of the car, nine tucked in my waist and my hand clutched tightly around the handle of a briefcase with a lot of money in it. After some brief introductions, the deal went sour fairly quickly. It started to become clear that the prolonged small talk was a ploy to allow time for the accomplices to arrive. We were being set up. Another car squealed into the abandoned lot. The second car of assailants never got out. They simply rolled down the windows and four heads popped out and opened fire. Half of the drug exchange was made, and we kept all the money. Shots were being slung around as I scampered back to the truck. Jay’s two boys jumped out immediately when they saw the second car creeping up. I heard shots ringing like it was the Fourth of July. I felt the heat of several bullets whip by my body. I immediately dropped to the floor—briefcase of money in hand. I reached for one of the hundred-pound duffle bags of drugs and grasped it in the same hand as the briefcase of money.

			As I was crawling backwards on the ground, I reached into my waist for my 9-mm Glock with my right hand. From this point—as I was crawling half-backwards and half-sideways—I was unsure of exactly what else took place and the exact timeframe or length of the event. I had fallen into a hazy dream world. The first thing that popped into my head was a clear visual image of the faces of my little angels. I could hear their cute little giggles and see their heartwarming smiles. I was falling in and out of consciousness.

			I was brought back to the real world when I heard a loud scream: “Agghhh, Drisse, get the fuck in the car! Get in, get in!” One of Jerome’s friends had just been ripped open by a bullet from an assault rifle. Blood was oozing from his internal organs. Yet he was still firing back at the car that was now driving away.

			Jerome shouted, “Stan, Stan, are you in the car? Did you get hit? What the fuck is going on?”

			“I’m in. I’m in!” Left hand still clenching the briefcase with eighty racks and the duffle bag with a hundred bricks. I was laid out fully flat in the back row of the truck with the duffle bag and briefcase on top of me to shield me from flying bullets. My heart beat fast—Is it time to die? Thoughts raced through my head—Was I set up?

			“Jerome! Jerome! What the fuck was that?”

			“Agghhh, fuck. I’m hit, man. Shit!”

			“Jerome! What the fuck is going on? Who was that?”

			“I need to go to the hospital. I’m fucking dying, bro. Take me…”

			“Jerome, fucking answer my question!” I shouted.

			“I don’t fucking know, bro. Ask yourself that same fucking question.” Jerome’s boy, who was now bleeding to death, turned around and pointed his gun directly between my eyes.

			“Are you part of this shit? Did you set this shit up?”

			“I got bullets flying at me too, bro! How the fuck am I part of this shit?”

			“Tavon, put the fucking gun down!” His boy did not respond. He still had the gun pointed dead on my forehead. “Tavon! Tavon! Put the gun down!” He finally lowered the gun. “Drisse, man, I don’t know what happened. This is my guy. We’ve done this a million times.”

			We ended up splitting the hundred bricks evenly. He promised me that he would get to the bottom of this. I did not want to explain to my transporters the full truth of what just went down, so I gave them some bullshit story on how the deal fell through. I ended up giving them ten bricks for the transportation.

			My brain was frazzled. I could not gather myself. There weren’t many cars on the road, but with every car that passed, my eyes got big with fear. This was not normal. I didn’t even have any drugs on me—my transporters had the drugs about a mile or two ahead of me. I fell into one of my many recurring inner-self battles.

			What am I doing? What if one of them got killed back there? What if I had gotten killed? God, I miss my little angels. Uncle Stan loves you. I just want to hold and kiss you and tell you how much I love you. Best, I’m sorry.

			Then the devil on my shoulder chimed in.

			Shut the fuck up already. This shit is all part of the game. Stop being a little bitch. Everything is all good. Nobody died back there. This is the big leagues. This is what big money looks like. Get your shit together.

			My voice of reason chimed back.

			This is not what I signed up for. I didn’t sign up to be in broad-daylight shoot-outs with little kids running around. What if a stray bullet hit one of the kids? Fuck, I need to text Jay and ask him if he heard any news. What if someone saw us? Fuck, we may be on the news. I need to text Jay.

			The devil jumped back in.

			Not what you signed up for, huh? Bundles of hundred-dollar bills? Trips to the Caribbean? Not what you signed up for? Chill the fuck out! I didn’t hear you complaining about guns when you were taking all those damn pictures with the TEC-9 and the sawed-off. Oh, so you just want to look tough? I chuckled at myself in disgust. Settle down. We’re not texting anybody. That’s not part of the script. Let’s get home. Get the drugs safely stashed and start counting some money in the next couple of days. Jay will figure this mess out.

			I arrived in St. Louis at about 3:30 in the morning. I did not catch a single wink of sleep. I could not shake what had just happened. I just laid in bed for a few hours and was back up at 7:00 a.m. As I got out of bed, I noticed I still had the same bloody clothes on. Still in a daze, I kept asking myself Why am I doing this? I jumped in the shower, got dressed, and headed over to my mom’s house. My mom, my sister, and her two sons were heading to Sunday mass like we did every Sunday.

			“Bonjou, Best. Ki sans ou ye.” (Good morning, Best. How are you?) I managed to open my mouth successfully without sounding too shaken and disturbed. I kissed my mom on the cheek and gave her an extra big hug—holding her for a few moments longer than usual.

			“Bonjou, Best! Mwen bien. Epi ou mem?” (Good morning, Best! I’m good. And you?) my mom very excitedly replied with a big smile.

			“I’m so happy to see you, Best!” I replied with full sincerity.

			“Em, sac passe?” she jokingly replied.

			“Onyen, tout bage bien.” (Nothing, everything is all good.) I somehow was able to muster these lying words out of my mouth.

			My mom laughed. “Ou te wè m ‘yè swa.” (You saw me last night.)

			“Tete and Lana’s birthday?” I was completely perplexed. “That was yesterday, huh?” I had just gone to my niece’s birthday party less than twenty-four hours ago. But it felt like a lifetime.

			“Ou top brway brason?” (You went out drinking last night?) She giggled—thinking that I went out drinking and partying last night. “Jesus will forgive you for you sins.” She giggled again.

			





Chapter 1.3

			My First Encounter

			[image: ]

			My family lived in the now infamously known area of Ferguson-Florissant. There were several high schools in this area. Despite all of its negative publicity, Ferguson-Florissant was not (neither at the time of my childhood nor at the time of the incidents surrounding the death of Michael Brown) one of worst areas in the greater St. Louis metropolis; it was, however, adjacent to one of the worst areas. St. Louis has been consistently ranked in the top three for murders per capita for almost two decades now—many years sitting atop that murder rate list.1

			St. Louis City is divided into four areas—North, East, South, and West St. Louis City. East St. Louis (which is actually in Illinois) and North St. Louis are the areas where most of the violent crimes take place. Ferguson-Florissant and its surrounding municipalities (Jennings, Riverview, Dellwood, Kinloch, and a few others) are all adjacent to North St. Louis City. These areas were predominantly Black (roughly 65–80 percent) and low-income when I was growing up and are even more so now (roughly 90–95 percent Black). As was brought to light after the death of Mike Brown, despite these areas being predominantly Black, the police officers, politicians, lawmakers, city councilmen/women, and teachers were predominantly white. That set the stage for a number of inequalities and disparities that are now nationally known—the increased number of Blacks getting pulled over and searched, the insane number of ludicrous tickets and fines, etc.2 But this was my home. I love St. Louis. I will always love St. Louis. For what it is and for what it hopes to be.

			After sending my three older siblings to local public schools (University City and Hazelwood East), my parents were not too pleased with the public school education in the North St. Louis area. Our cousin, who also attended Hazelwood East, was heavily integrated into the streets. While at Hazelwood East Junior High, he joined and was beat into the Bloods. This was the late eighties and early nineties. Bloods and Crips were highly prevalent in the St. Louis area. I recall seeing my cousin beaten, bruised, and bloody many times. I remember him sharing countless stories of his roller-coaster adventures in gang life. I was close friends with many of his gang-member younger siblings. We all aspired to being them. My cousin is ten years older than me, so I was very young at this time (from around four to eight years old) when I was hearing these stories and witnessing his entanglement in gang life.

			One of my cousin’s Blood brothers was killed in a gang-related fight. This led to a retaliation gang war between the Bloods and Crips in our area. I recall one of the pivotal nights in that gang war when a frenzied gang-member friend of my cousin’s informed him that they knew where the person that killed their Blood bother was. I recall my cousin scurrying to get his revolver, hopping in his old-school Chevy, and darting into the night.

			I was in an adjacent bedroom pretending to be playing video games but eagerly listening to what was going down. I was somewhat scared but oddly intrigued, not at all understanding the implications of the situation. I never ended up hearing what happened that night. But soon after this incident, my cousin decided to join the army to leave the craziness of gang life and St. Louis.

			Because of these tragic experiences, my parents decided and were able to send my brother Will and me to a private high school just down the road from Hazelwood East.

			I wanted to go to Hazelwood East, partly because they had a nationally renowned football program and consistently sent players to D1 and the pros; and partly because I wanted to be around more black people (or maybe it was I didn’t want to be around so many white people). Whichever combo of these two, it partially led me to accentuate the stereotypical black teenage experience.

			Being a September baby, I was denied early entry into Kindergarten and thus was a full year older than most of my peers in all my subsequent grades. This gave me an academic and athletic advantage. As a freshman at Rosary High School, I was the captain of my football team. Although our team was not the greatest, my brother (a senior) and I (a freshman) were a dynamic duo on offense and defense. Will was the best player on the football and basketball teams, and he set the stage for me to follow in his footsteps. I was also captain of my basketball team, which set a school record for most wins by the JV squad.

			I was popular with the ladies. I got good grades and was in all the advanced classes, so I was in with smart kids. I excelled in sports, so I was best friends with all the jocks. And I had been smoking weed and drinking for a while, so I was also cool with the “bad kids” as well. Not to mention that my cousin had an image in the streets that I inherited. Life was good from my teenage perspective.

			





Chapter 1.4

			Joyriding

			“Brandon! What up! Let’s get drunk and smash out,” I mischievously said to Brandon over my cordless phone.

			“You’re crazy, but I’m down. Just give me about an hour so I know for sure my parents are asleep,” Brandon said, equally excited.

			It was a school night in the last week of freshman year, but we didn’t care. We met up with some girls in Riverview to smoke some weed. We pulled up like bosses—or at least that’s how we felt. No one else our age was driving, so the girls were super impressed and extra flirtatious. We partied and bullshitted for a little while, then moved on with our night. Stan and Brandon, as they called us, had more exciting things to get into.

			We hopped back in the car high as fuck. “So, how was it?” I asked Brandon, giggling like a fourteen-year-old boy.

			“She knobbed me up, bro. She knobbed me up,” Brandon said childishly, bobbing his hand in an up-and-down motion.

			We both burst into laughter. “Yeeaaahh!” we shouted, fist-bumping each other.

			“Let’s keep the night going,” I said roguishly. Brandon looked at me like, I just got doomed up, I’m down for whatever.

			I had recently learned the hustle of installing and “uninstalling” car stereos. It was a popular thing to get custom stereos at this time, and they sold like hotcakes on the streets. So, I convinced Brandon that we should go on a car stereo-jacking spree. We had never done that before. But, for some reason, it seemed like a good idea.

			A little context to this good idea. Along with my freshman year being filled with athletic accolades and good grades, it was also riddled with detentions and suspensions. Rosary High had a demerit card system where getting your “Gold Card” signed five times resulted in a detention and five detentions (twenty-five signatures or five Gold Cards) resulted in out-of-school suspension. A third suspension in one year would be grounds for expulsion. This last week of school, I was on signature seventy-three, two write-ups away from expulsion. Most of these write-ups were for sagging, using slang, being a few seconds late for class, cracking a joke in class, getting my shoulders massaged by a girl in class, etc. I never got warnings like my non-Black friends. In cases where a flirtatious girl would start rubbing my shoulders, I got the write-up, not them. Needlessly, I had inherited and owned the “bad boy” title bestowed on me.

			Just as my intel had provided, we found a whole bunch of cars with their doors unlocked. We had gotten into maybe ten to fifteen cars, and we had several stereos, as well as some watches, loose cash, and other stuff.

			“Jackpot!” I whispered to Brandon as I uninstalled another stereo. After showing him how easy it was, we split up. He took one side of the street and I took the other. We had been at it for maybe fifteen to twenty-five minutes. We had just about hit the whole block. It was maybe 3:00 a.m., so no cars had gone by yet. Then, we saw headlights. Both of us were in separate cars at the time and I ducked down in the driver seat. The car was moving at a snail’s pace. I was thinking, “Hurry the fuck up and pass by.” And as it got closer, I realized it was a cop car.

			I whispered to myself, “Holy shit!” I looked over to see if Brandon had noticed and he did. The cop pulled up to a house, stopped, got out, and began talking to one of the neighbors. Apparently, we had been seen and someone called the cops. The cops had dogs with them, and apparently the neighbor even saw what car we were in, because the dogs went and sniffed our car. Brandon and I both saw what was quickly transpiring and we slowly crept out our cars and began running in separate directions. The cops hadn’t seen us yet but possibly heard us and let the dogs loose.

			By this time, I had already been a track star, and I put all my track talents to use that night. I began running as if I were in an Olympic track meet. I was not running in the streets; I was running in between houses and through yards. I began leaping fences in single bounds as if they were hurdles. On one of the fences, I overestimated my talents and got entangled in it. My arms and legs got sliced open; blood began gushing down my arm.

			I screamed in silence as I couldn’t make a noise in fear of getting found. To my dismay, the giant fence I had just gotten entangled and scarred up by had two giant dogs behind it. They immediately began barking and veraciously coming at me with drool hanging out of their mouths. I quickly climbed back over that fence and fell to the ground, got back up, and headed to the street. I began running again—as fast as I could. It had been a good five to ten minutes now. I was likely about one to two miles away from the original location already. I was exhausted, but my adrenaline was rushing. I hid on the side of a house and began praying.

			“Lord Jesus, please don’t let the cops find me. I am sorry. I promise I will do good.” I began bargaining with my higher power.

			Just as I had rested enough to begin running again, I saw headlights turn the corner. It was the cops again. I began running. They saw me and sped their car up. I cut the corner in between two houses. They released the dogs again. I did not have a good enough head start this time and I was running out of gas. The dogs caught up to me.

			I screamed as the two dogs began biting at me and ripping and pulling at my clothes. “Awwww! Awwww! Get them off me! Get them off me!” I was absolutely terrified. The cops stood there for a while and let the dogs bite at me before calling them off. I was huddled in the dirt in tears, lying there in the fetal position as several white cops towered over me with their guns drawn and pointed at me. They were yelling things like “Get your hands up!” and “Lie down!” There was a lot of commotion; then they handcuffed me and threw me in the cop car.
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			I had been locked up for about twenty-four hours before they brought me back into the interrogation room. I had denied talking the first two times, so they threw me in a cell. I didn’t have an ID yet, so they had no idea how old I was, but clearly, I was a minor. I was fifteen but looked like I was ten. I told them I wanted to talk to my lawyer or my parents before saying anything.

			“Tell me who you were with, you fucking little scumbag,” the detective yelled at me, punching his fist into the metal table. With tears in my eyes, I told him again that I was not going to say anything until I talked to my parents or lawyer.

			“What are you…like, a hundred pounds? You know what they do to little shits like you in juvey? They get fucked in the ass and mouth!” the detective stated to me.

			I was scared but I tried my best not to show it. I naively thought to myself, I didn’t even steal anything. They couldn’t send me to juvey for this.

			When my mom and dad walked into the room, I wanted to immediately run over and hug my mom, but my hands were handcuffed to the table. Fortunately, she was thinking the same thing. She ran over and gave me a huge, long hug and kiss on the head.

			“Tout bagay bien?” (meaning, “Are you okay?”), my mom asked.

			My dad did not crack a smile. He just looked at me with laser-beam eyes. I could feel them burning into me. My disappointment in myself immediately skyrocketed once I saw his face.

			“Mr. and Mrs.…” A pause subsumed the cop’s address as he could not pronounce our last name and he clearly saw that we were immigrants. “An-Andrisse-e,” he mustered. “Your son is in a lot of trouble. He is looking at several felony charges. He stole over $500 worth of belongings from several different people.”

			My lawyer had arrived with my mom and dad. The cop explained to them how I had been denying talking.

			“Sir, with all due respect, why were you asking a minor to talk without his parents in the room?” my lawyer abruptly interrupted the detective.

			“Mr.…?” The cop paused.

			“Jangle,” my attorney stated.

			“With all due respect back at you, this young man does not have an ID. I have no idea how old he is. And he refused to tell me.”

			After conferring with my lawyer, I finally provided the detective the name of the guy I was with, Brandon, but said that he did not do anything. The cops had picked up Brandon’s Gold Card in the car and had already asked me if Brandon was with me but I had not answered anything up until my parents and lawyer arrived.

			“So, you say Brandon was not involved. Okay. Just give us an official statement naming him as the person you were with, and we won’t charge him; and we will reduce your charges for being honest and cooperative. If we have to use his demerit card, ask the school, and investigate, we will definitely charge both of you to the highest extent of the law,” the detective exclaimed with authority.

			After getting the detective to agree on paper that they would not charge Brandon and would reduce my charges, my lawyer advised me to make the official written statement that Brandon was with me but had not done anything. I did as the lawyer advised. They ended up picking Brandon up and bringing him to the station but never charging him. I was, however, charged. I had taken and moved belongings from three different people, so I was charged with felonies for each person I had taken from. After spending some time in juvenile detention, writing personal letters of forgiveness to each person I had taken from, and eventually meeting them in person months later, each of them (all older white people) saw my ten-year-old-looking innocent face and decided to not press charges against me. Especially considering that all their belongings had immediately been returned without damage.

			The cops and the system were not satisfied with that. Although the felony theft charges were dropped, the system hit me with a felony tampering for even opening the unlocked cars. This charge did not require the owners of the belongings to press charges. My friend Brandon, who happened to be white, also opened unlocked car doors just as I did. But he never spent a single minute in a cage, nor did he ever even get charged, much less convicted, as I did for opening those unlocked car doors. I chalked it off as, I was the one who thought of the idea, I deserved the conviction. Brandon did not. I did not understand the full racial aspect of the situation. I did not understand the school-to-prison pipeline that was paved for people with skin tones like me. Why did either of us deserve a conviction? Why did I, a Black boy, deserve a conviction more than Brandon, a white boy? Why did I think I deserved one more than Brandon? Why did I feel like a criminal even before I was convicted? Did Brandon feel like a criminal?

			I, the ten-year-old-looking Black kid, spent time in juvey, got a felony conviction on my record, and was placed on probation for three years until I turned eighteen. Once I got home from being locked up, my parents grounded me for three months—no phone, no TV, no friends, and even no sports. Fortunately, my football coach begged my parents to let me play, stating that he’d personally take me to and from practices and games. At the ripe age of fifteen years old, I was branded a felon. And more sadly so, I believed I was a criminal.

			





Chapter 1.5

			Immigrant Family

			Throughout the entire criminal legal proceedings, my dad stood firm and astute. But, as soon as my parents brought me home from juvenile detention and we stepped foot into the house, my dad immediately broke down into childlike tears. The bawling-type crying you see from an infant when a mother walks away. I had never seen my dad cry before, and this was much more than crying. He was plopped down on the couch, curled up, both hands covering his face in shame, loudly sobbing with tears pouring down his cheeks. My mom, who had already been quietly crying the entire time, was now no longer crying and was huddled next to her husband with her arms wrapped around him, consoling him.

			My entire family was there. My parents must have called them over so that they were there when I returned home. We were that type of supportive family. My oldest siblings—my two sisters who were in their mid-twenties—had already moved out of my parents’ house. My middle sibling—my brother Vlad—who had just returned from a tour in Iraq and was visiting for my sister Sherry’s upcoming wedding, was home too. My closest sibling in age, my brother Will, who had just completed high school and was headed to college on a basketball scholarship, was in the family room as well. Even my oldest nephews were in the house.

			I was the baby of the family. Everyone cradled me. I was everyone’s son. My oldest sister, who is also my godmother, is thirteen years older than me, and my other sister is twelve years older than me. My brothers are nine and three years older, respectively. They all watched over me, trying to make sure I didn’t make the mistakes they had made. And they all seemed to have high hopes for me, even beyond their own hopes. Being a younger sibling, I didn’t quite understand that.

			Seeing my dad break down into tears, all I wanted to do was console him. So, I walked over to try and comfort him, which none of my siblings had done. My gentle, caring, and protective mother immediately blew up on me.

			“Pa manyen li!” she screamed angrily at me (which translates to “Do not touch him!”). My mom never screamed at me. I was her best friend. The roles had quickly turned around. In the public face, at the jail, my mom was the caring, consoling parent, and my dad was the stern, hard parent. But, in the private space, my dad was gentle and vulnerable, and my mom was the fierce enforcer.

			“Ale nan chanm ou epi fèmen pòt ou! Ale!” she screamed again. “Go to your room and close your door! Go now, go now!” I was stunned and hurt. I went to my room and my sister Sherer handed me her son Chris to take with me. Handing me my nephew was this small but impactful gesture of love. Even in my wrongdoing, even as I was seemingly being cast out from the family in this moment, I had a family member to console me. Even if it was only my ten-month-old nephew.

			I remember taking lil Chris to my bedroom and setting him on the carpeted floor and hugging him tightly as I broke into deep, sobbing tears. He laughed and cooed to cheer me up. And momentarily he did. My family was always there to support me, even in my low points.

			From my room with my ear pressed against my bedroom door, I listened to my family debate as a unit what they were to do with me. My brothers mostly stayed quiet. My sisters chimed in. It was decided that I’d be grounded for three months, where I could not leave my room except to eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner. It was summertime, so I would miss all of the summer fun and summer practices for football. Additionally, I was ordered to read Plato’s The Republic, a philosophical dialogue on justice. I would eventually read that five-hundred-plus-page book in several weeks in hopes of being let free on good behavior. I was not. Instead, I was given readings on Aristotle and Socrates to round out my learnings of the origins of Western philosophy. I learned concepts like hedonism, the pursuit of pleasure. Hedonism is a school of thought that argues pleasure and suffering are the only components of well-being. Ethical hedonists would defend either increasing pleasure or reducing suffering for all beings. I was absolutely certain I was a hedonist. Not so much seeking pleasure, but I wanted very much to reduce suffering for me and, more importantly, for others.
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			I would inform my dad of my learnings and it was at this time that I started regularly journaling. I still keep an incredibly detailed journal of my emotions, feelings, and activities to this day. Mostly I would tell him about my learnings in hopes of him reducing the punishment. But it also gave us time to spend with each other.

			“Kisa ou konnen?” (meaning, “What do you know?”). He would excitedly stop in my room first thing every day after work. I would tell him new things I had learned and occasionally we would sit and play chess. I don’t recall ever beating him at this age. As we’d sit and play chess or talk about philosophy, I learned a lot about my dad and our immigrant family.

			My family were immigrants, all of us born in the Caribbean island of Haiti—except my closest brother Will and me. Will came over in my mother’s belly and I came a few years later as my immigrant family was still trying to get our footing in this odd new world. My mom was from Port-à-Piment, a small village town outside of the capital of Haiti, and my dad was from Port-au-Prince, the capital. Having the framework of US poverty makes it difficult to truly understand what life in a country such as Haiti, the poorest county in the Western hemisphere, was like.3 My parents came from meager Haitian beginnings, which means by US standards they came from extreme poverty.4 However, they would never explain it to you as such.
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			My mother and father’s coming to the US is deserving of its very own book. As such, devoting a chapter to this story cannot begin to do it justice. My mother and father met in what would be equivalent to high school, as teenagers. My dad was the youngest of ten siblings, all of whom were women. He had one brother who died before he ever had a chance to get to know him. My dad, despite being the youngest, as the only man of the house, was very much looked at as the provider. My mom, on the other hand, had only one biological sibling—a brother who had kyphosis (a hunched back) along with many other illnesses for which he would not receive the proper medical attention he needed. He’d eventually die during my mother’s young adulthood. This was not the first family death my mother experienced. My mom’s mom, Odette, died when my mother was only two years old. Since pictures were not yet common for certain classes of people in Haiti at that time, my mother sadly only has a few pictures of Odette and none of the two of them together.

			By their early twenties, my parents had my two oldest siblings, my sisters. My father went to university in Haiti and worked as a professional for several years there before deciding that he wanted better for his family. Haiti was in the midst of deep political and social turmoil at the time,5 undergoing several coups from 1934 to ’57, then a period of semi-dictatorship in the Duvalier era from 1957 to ’86. My dad had moved his family out of the ranks of Haitian poverty and was now living in lower-middle-class Haitian life, which would still be sub-standard by US guidelines.6 By the time he started having feelings of wanting to leave Haiti, my oldest brother Vladimir had just come along. With three kids—a six-, nine-, and ten-year-old—my parents decided to leave Haiti and come to the US, where I and my closest brother were born.

			Our new immigrant family bounced around from Miami to New York to Detroit to eventually landing in St. Louis. All these moves were due to my father not being able to find or maintain employment. For years, we were bouncing around, sleeping on couches and living room floors of Haitian family that we had in each of these US cities. Despite all its claims, the US is not very welcoming to most foreigners—and especially people from Haiti at this particular time in history. Haitian refugees were flooding to the US port of Miami in boatloads. Stories of Haitian gangs and violence flooded the national news daily. So, you can imagine walking into an employer with a thick Haitian-Caribbean accent and then saying you were from Haiti. Most employers, like most people at this time, saw the news and held the same bias towards “those refugees.”

			My dad and mom first came to the US by themselves. They lived in Miami, then New York. In New York, with the help of family, my dad found a job and rented a small, one-bedroom apartment. After having left and not seen their children—a young boy and two preteen girls—for nearly two years now, my dad thought they were finally stable enough to bring the kids to the US with them. My sister recalls her fears as a preteen without her parents, being told by caregivers that they had been abandoned and that their parents would never return to Haiti. Within a month of my siblings’ arrival to the US, my dad was fired from his job. My parents and siblings were homeless for some time as the home of the relatives my mom and dad were staying with before my siblings came along was too small to fit everyone. During this time of homelessness in NYC, my mom was pregnant with my closest brother.

			Scrambling to survive, my dad reached out to his cousin Delance, who was living in Detroit. Delance was able to find my dad a job during this time of need. My brother Will was born shortly after my family moved to Detroit. Out of appreciation and thanks for pulling my dad out of the ranks of homelessness with a six-person family, Delance became Will’s godfather.

			After reaching a point of somewhat stability, with a job and a one-bedroom apartment, again my father was let go from his work for seemingly no reason except for being an immigrant from Haiti. Once again, now in a new major US city, my immigrant family found themselves homeless and lost in a society they could not quite understand.

			Delance was out of options in terms of helping my dad with employment. My mom was now pregnant with me. My family now consisted of two teenage girls, a preteen boy, a toddler boy, and me in my mom’s belly.

			My mom began to doubt my dad’s decision to uplift the family and leave Haiti, although the move was largely my mom’s wishes from the beginning. Haiti had become an extremely dangerous place in the late seventies, at that time under the political dictatorship of the Duvalier era. Feeling a sense of defeat, my parents were ready to ship back to Haiti and call this entire three-year US excursion to an end.

			So there we were—a family of almost seven. In Detroit. No immediate family. No friends. No money. No place to stay. My parents were church-going Christians, and one day at church the pastor asked all people with birthdays to stand up and be celebrated. Even though she was barely able to speak English, my mom was courageous enough to stand up and introduce herself. After church, Marjorie, a young Christian woman, spoke with my family. They explained their strife. And Marjorie took my immigrant family into her one-bedroom apartment—all almost seven of us. She took us in for several months, rent-free, until my father was able to find a job—this time in St. Louis.

			Thomas was a childhood friend (and distant cousin) of my dad who had left Haiti many years ago and was now established in St. Louis. With the help of Thomas finding my dad a job, within a month we were able to rent a small, one-bedroom house on Richard Avenue in University City in North St. Louis City. I came into the world shortly after arriving to St. Louis. My parents did not have health insurance at the time, so my mom was unable to go to the hospital to birth me. I was brought into this world on the mattress in my parents’ room in our one-bedroom house. I was delivered by Thomas, who was assisted by my oldest sister, Sherer. Thomas and Sherer later became my godparents.

			We lived very happily and, unknowingly to me, well below the poverty line for several years at Richard Avenue in U-City before moving on up to a bigger house in the Ferguson-Florissant area.

			Life as an immigrant family was different. We ate different. We talked different. We lived, believed, and prayed different. We even looked different than most Black kids—slightly in our physical features being mixed with Taino natives of the Caribbean and Africans; but mostly in our dress as my Haitian parents didn’t know, understand, or live by hip-hop or R&B Black culture. Thus, Nikes and Jordans were not a thing in our household. Being different put added pressure to fit into what American “Black” was supposed to be.

			This was the beginning of my journey.
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			Papou and Will, c. 1986

			





Chapter 2.1

			First Deal—Intro to Hustling
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			“Stan. Stan! Stanley! Earth to Stan! What the fuck dude? C’mon.” My coworker Andrew was laughing at me as he began doing a dance in front of me to get my attention. “C’mon man, let’s step out back and hit this joint real quick before the next rush.”

			“Oh okay. Yeah. Yeah. Cool. Let’s get it in real quick.” I was off in a daze daydreaming, looking through the order window outside into the world and all the possibilities that awaited this young, entrepreneurial, spirited sixteen-year-old kid. I was a cook at the neighborhood Cecil Whittaker’s Pizzeria in Florissant, Missouri. Andrew was in his late twenties, misguided, lost, and had a history of violent criminal activity. He was six feet six and solid, with fists the size of anvils, and scars all over his face and body that marked his many war stories he was always happy to share. I was drawn to those stories. He was funny as hell and even more loyal—the kind of guy you definitely wanted on your team if something popped off.

			“Hit this shit, man. This some of that kill that Geno brought in.” I took a deep pull and instantly started coughing. Andrew burst into laughter. “Man, Stan, you remind me of my homeboy I used to run with back in the day. A bad muthafucka, man. Little dude, about your size. But had the heart of a fucking giant and a knockout punch harder than Mike Tyson.” Andrew took a smooth pull like an OG and continued his story, looking off into the distance. “Yeah, me and that dude got into all shit.”

			“You still kick it with your boy?” I asked, wanting to meet this seemingly legendary character.

			“Naw. He got popped for a body about ten years ago. I ain’t seen him since.” The end of the conversation dissipated just as quickly as the disappearance of young Black bodies from the community. Andrew and I walked back into the kitchen high as a kite. “Did Geno tell you his man got hit?”

			“What?”

			“Yeah. This is the last of this good that he will have for some time. That’s fucked up. Everyone up here including all the sluts up front loved that shit. He was making a killing,” Andrew said as he started the next pizza order. I immediately went back into my daze, mind in the clouds as I unconsciously and artistically covered pizza shells with toppings. I was thinking about our high school drug dealer, Tom Pelantro. He was a senior and I was just a sophomore. The other night he pulled up to a party with a shiny new whip sitting on 22s. It was like something out of a movie. The doors slowly popped open and smoke poured out. Three long-legged girls with skirts barely covering their fallopian tubes stepped out, pulling their skirts down and fixing their hair and lip gloss.

			I was drawn to all of the things I shouldn’t have been. I spent the rest of the shift making pizzas, daydreaming about possibilities, and intermittently taking smoke breaks that left me in a constant high. After work, I hopped in my hooptie that I had just bought. I spent all summer busting my butt to save up $1,000 to buy a 1980-something Hyundai Excel Hatchback. My mom and dad were still upset with me for getting arrested and put in juvenile a year ago, so they wouldn’t allow me to get my driver’s license or help me get a car until after I graduated high school. I had to walk several miles a day to three different jobs until I saved up that $1,000 to get my own car. Determination and resilience have always been a part of my character.

			Driving home, I was still fixated on my daydream. The thoughts were racing through my head as if it was a Nascar speedway. Geno’s man got popped. Pelantro riding on DUBs. Girls in short skirts. Everybody including the managers and frontline folks at Cecil Whittaker’s Pizzeria (CWP or C-dub-P) smoke weed. Me and my boys smoke all the time. I could pop off a few bags while innocently smoking a little bit. The dollar bills were falling from the sky. I just needed a connect. And the first person that came to mind was my boy Rich.
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