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FOREWORD



In June 2020, in the days following the murder of George Floyd, the Black Lives Matter protests awakened the country to inequities and injustice we’d turned a blind eye to for too long. I thought hard about what I might say on television, about how I’d benefited from being born pink, about the systemic racism I had ignored and how I could share my thoughts in simple terms with those who reject and/or simply don’t understand what has come to be known as “white privilege.”


That night, my wife, Molly, texted me a video titled “Before You Call the Cops.” In that video, a man named Tyler spoke about himself, sharing his likes, dislikes, habits, quirks, upbringing, and fears. Tyler spoke directly to the camera, shattering stereotypes with small details and encouraging us to look harder at one another, beyond skin color. Tyler told us that he enjoys basketball and hockey, NWA and Bon Jovi. He subtly and kindly reminded us of how much we have in common and that assumptions are made by fools.


Moved by Tyler’s words, I reached out to ask permission to air his video on television. Tyler agreed, his work was exceptionally well received, and here I am opening for him again. Tyler and I have a lot in common. We are of similar age and were both raised in our beloved Las Vegas. In our correspondence, we bonded over Vegas things: our rival high schools, our neighborhoods, hotel buffets, the lizards every Clark County kid calls “horny toads”… the usual subjects children raised in a very adult city share. Over the next several months, Tyler shared the rest of his story with me—a sad, happy, moving, troubling, inspirational, humorous, and brutal account of the people and experiences that formed this exceptionally well-formed man.


Now he shares it with you. I am very fond of Tyler Merritt. I hope and expect that you will be as captivated by the stories and thoughts on the pages to follow as I was. The man has been through a lot and somehow remains funny, optimistic, and strong. I feel lucky to know him.


—Jimmy Kimmel















AUTHOR’S NOTE



People! If you’re reading this, then you done chose well!


Congratulations!


So… first, I want to thank you.


Second, I want to warn you that as you get deeper into the pages of this book, things are about to get real, REAL.


So as a courtesy, I have changed the names and identifying details of a few people who appear in this book.


Got it? We cool? Dope. Let’s go.















CHAPTER 1



IF SHE ONLY KNEW


(PART 1)


Every single day, I try to exercise.


I have a five-mile route that takes me down my block, through some city streets, and then out to the J. Percy Priest Dam, where I can look out over the lake and the water. There’s a bench along that route that is my bench.


I even call it that.


When I see it, I say to myself, “That’s my bench.”


Sometimes, when I see people sitting on it, I get a bit indignant. “Yo. Why are you sitting on my bench?”


But I digress.


I have done some of my deepest thinking on that bench, and though it’s a common bench, I’ve had some uncommon moments on that bench.


Also, it’s a place to rest my tired black butt and drink a swig of Smartwater.


It was a fall day in Nashville, and the air was crisp. I put on my Alabama sweatshirt, because my family is from the South and if I don’t Roll Tide, they will disown me. I put on my bandana to keep the sweat out of my eyes and my sunglasses to keep the sun out of my eyes. I put on my wireless Bluetooth Beats by Dre headphones because I am an audiophile, and stereophonic sound while exercising keeps me going.


You think I’m going to listen to Bon Jovi on crappy-ass, low-end Walmart headphones?


Please.


Now, some geography. On my walk, I go down some busy Nashville streets, and then I cross a fairly busy intersection on my way to the trails and quieter side streets that lead to the dam and the lake. As I was walking down the street this day, I approached the crosswalk.


And there…


On the other side of the street…


Parked at the curb right in front of the crosswalk…


Was an older white woman…


In a blue-and-white older-model Ford truck.


She had her driver’s-side window down, which meant that I would be passing by her open window, and at some point, I would be less than a few feet away from her.


And I knew. I knew in that instant. Because… well, life. When you live in the South, and you’re six foot two and black with dreadlocks, you know how some people perceive you. I have had a lifetime of white women reacting to me in fear, not because of my size, or because of my clothing, but because of my blackness.


But—let me be clear—I have also had a lot of white women react to me because of the complete and utter magnitude of my sexiness.


But in this moment, I was keenly aware that my blackness was going to be a problem. As the light was getting ready to change, I realized that I was going to have to pass right by her. And at some point, she was going to see me walking toward her. And I knew that she was going to be scared. That I was going to frighten her.


I decided, at that moment (like I do in most moments), that I was going to do everything I possibly could to keep an old white lady from freaking out. Everything I could. I took off the hood to my sweatshirt to expose my face. I wanted to appear like a black Mister Rogers, just taking a stroll through the neighborhood. I took off my sunglasses so that she could see my eyes. I took off my headphones so she would know I could hear her. I put on a smile. A big one. A bright one. Have you seen my smile? It’s pretty dope.


I was trying to say to her, “I am not menacing.”


“I am not a thief.”


“I am not a thug.”


“I am just me. It’s me! Tyler!”


The light changed. And as I walked toward her car, I slowed down. I was saying to myself, in hushed tones, “Black Mister Rogers, black Mister Rogers.” I figured that would be less threatening. And as I got within a few feet of her, she saw me. And her reaction was not at all what I thought it was going to be. It was worse. Her reaction was like something out of a Bugs Bunny cartoon. I thought I was in a Key & Peele sketch.


This. Woman. Lost. It. For. Real.


First, this woman practically jumped out of her seat, her gray hair nearly touching the roof of the cab.


“Oh my GAAAWWWD,” she said, terrified like she’d just seen a velociraptor attack Betty White. I am sorry for that visual. Betty White is a national treasure. This woman grabbed her purse from the passenger seat and then frantically rolled up her window. I heard the click of her automatic door locks activating. And then she stared straight ahead at the stoplight. She wouldn’t look at me. She tried to pretend I didn’t exist.


And as I crossed in front of her truck, in that crosswalk, I stopped. I looked at this poor woman, and I laughed.


I was not laughing at her.


I was laughing because I wanted to say, “Lady. If you only knew.”


Lady, if you only knew how much work I just put into trying to make sure what just happened didn’t just happen.


Lady, if you only knew my purposeful, intentional effort to disarm myself of all aggressive black man ish, anything that might be misconstrued as frightening.


Lady, if you only knew that I taught Sunday school every week at church, to kids, because I want kids of all colors and backgrounds to know the universe-changing reality of the love of God.


Lady, if you only knew that I love my mother more than my own life and that just the sound of her voice is like cocoa butter to the skin of my soul.


Lady, if you only knew that mere seconds ago I was listening to the soundtrack of the Broadway show Bring It On: The Musical.


But she did not know. Instead, this woman saw me as a threat, clear and present, and clutched her pearls and locked her doors.


That moment ruined my walk. As I walked back home, I began trying to process this. And the thought came to me.




If she knew me, maybe she wouldn’t be afraid. But even more than that, if this woman knew me, I mean, if she really knew me, I bet she might even like me. Oh, but more than that! I bet I could make her smile. I bet I’d make her feel valued. I bet I’d make her feel joy at just being alive. I bet I’d be one of her favorite people. If she knew me, I bet she would love me.





But she didn’t.


She gasped in fright and locked her doors.


That moment was seared in my mind.


I walked through the first stage of grief: denial. “It’s not her fault,” I said to myself as I sat on my front porch, weary from so much more than the walk. I reasoned with myself. “We know from biology that humans like things they are familiar with, and I don’t look like someone that she’s familiar with. She doesn’t have anyone in her life who I look like, so I’m alien, foreign, different. Her unfamiliarity with people who look like me is what the issue is. It’s basic biology,” I said to myself, trying to sound convincing.


I sipped my water and felt the second stage of grief descend. Anger.


Nah.


Nah.


What just happened was some bullshit.


It is not my job to make sure that some older white lady isn’t scared when I am walking on a public street in broad daylight. Listen, lady, the fact that you’re scared is YOUR problem, not mine.


Why should I have to diminish myself because you feel uncomfortable with who I am?


Why should I have to edit all my behavior and hide and shrink and apologize because your preference is that I don’t exist?


Why should I have to make myself smaller?


If you knew everything I had to go through in my entire life to get here to this moment—all the failures and heartbreaks and triumphs and tragedies that have made me who I am in this moment in this instant—if you knew my heart, and all the love I have tried to give to this world, then you would leap out of the cab of your car and run to me and say, “Who is that brilliant, beautiful, kind, loving man?”


And I would say, “You forgot ‘sexy as Denzel.’” And we’d laugh.


But you didn’t.


Hey, white lady. I am in front of you. And yes, I am a black man. I am from a proud heritage of beautiful black people whose impact on this planet and on this nation cannot be understated. How I see it, you wouldn’t have barbecue if it weren’t for my people. And your sports would be boring. For real, sports would suck without black people. Except for hockey—that would stay the same. And let’s keep it real, most of the good music—the really good music—that’s ours too, homie. I am a proud black man from a proud black heritage.


But more than that, the same Bible we both probably read declares that I am created by God Himself. As a person of color, I am not less, I could NEVER be less because I am made in the very Image of God. In the very beginning, in Genesis, when the Almighty Creator forged the heavenly bodies, He made them to reflect His glory and goodness, and He placed them in the night sky, and in the same way, God Almighty placed me on this earth to shine. I am the reflection of the Image of God, and I wear that as a royal robe, bright as starlight.


But none of that matters to you.


Does it?


Because you don’t see that. All you see is a no-good n*gg*r.


And then the third stage: depression. I tossed my empty water bottle against the wooden railing of my porch.


“I give up,” I said, to no one in particular, and I sank into my chair, and even deeper into helplessness.


This wasn’t fair.


The point was not that my desperate attempts to make this woman feel at ease failed. The point was that—had I been white—this NEVER WOULD HAVE BEEN AN ISSUE. If I had been white, this woman wouldn’t have noticed. This situation was not because I was tall. Or big. This situation happened because the color of my skin is black.


And in this moment, I knew this was true.


Because when I first saw this lady, walking up the street, toward the crosswalk, a white guy—roughly my size and roughly my build—walked right across the exact path I was going to take. He didn’t think about this woman. He didn’t have to, because his skin color was not a threat to her. I have no idea who that man was, but I guarantee no one has ever said to him, “Listen, have you ever tried changing your hairstyle, you know, just so that you’re a bit less threatening?” I guarantee no one has said to him, “Be sure not to wear a hat and sunglasses, because if people can’t see your eyes, they’ll think maybe you’re up to something.”


This was because I was born with black skin and no other reason. This was not fair.


It’s not my job to try to make every human with fearful or racist thoughts feel comfortable.


I did not cause this mess.


I am tired of trying to clean it up.


I sat on my porch, wrapped in sweat and sorrow.


I think maybe the reason so many people in our world cannot lament well is that it requires us to be brave enough to be truly honest about our hurts. About the brokenness. About the pain. About reality. It’s tough to face that. I don’t care what color you are.


Lord, I am tired of making myself less. It’s not fair.


Why did I tell you all this?


Well, I tell you all this because, for me, it’s not just a story. For me, it could very well be a matter of life and death. I want to remind you, my friend, that there are a lot of people who won’t give me—or people who look like me—the benefit of the doubt. And I don’t have the privilege to guess who those people will be. Even when I try my absolute HARDEST, there is still nothing I can do to make some people feel safe.


I was thinking that maybe walking together in this book might be a start.


I’m going to tell you some of my stories in this book. My guess is that you’ll relate to some of them. Especially if you think that banana-flavored anything is straight-up disgusting OR that spiders are mini-Satans—teeny-tiny little Lords of Darkness just crawling all over the earth.


I was thinking that maybe if you got to know me, you wouldn’t be frightened. Or better yet, maybe you’d see that we have more in common than you thought. Or better yet, at the end of this book, you would think to yourself, “Man, that Tyler Merritt. We could kick it. For real.”


Or at the very least, the next time a six-foot-two black man comes near, you might think to yourself: “Maybe he’s listening to Bring It On: The Musical.”


And maybe we’d grab a cup of coffee, and you and I could laugh about it. Because I think you’d like me if you took some time to get to know me.















CHAPTER 2



LAS VEGAS IS A TERRIBLE PLACE TO RAISE A RACIST


Wow.


Okay.


I think we can all agree: That first chapter was fantastic. In fact, I think I just cured racism. You’re welcome.


For real, though, before we move on, I want to go back—all the way back to my childhood. I grew up in Las Vegas, Nevada.


That’s right.


Vegas, baby.


And—let’s be honest here—Las Vegas is a supremely unique city.


We moved to Las Vegas when I was six because my father was a world-renowned zoologist specializing as a behaviorist for large felines. He went to work with Siegfried and Roy to train their tigers for their live shows at the Mirage.


Y’all know that ain’t true.


Black folks ain’t trying to kick it with tigers.


Did you hear about that time in Vegas when that black dude was mauled by a tiger? No. No, you didn’t. Because it never happened. That’s some white people nonsense. Black people look at that stuff and say, “Nah, bro. I’m good.” My father is a black man born in Alabama during the 1940s, and in general, his motto is “My people did not survive slavery and Jim Crow by being stupid, so no, I will not voluntarily get into a cage with a tiger.”


The real reason we moved to Las Vegas was because my father was a military man. Air Force, in fact. I was born in an Air Force hospital in Albuquerque, New Mexico, then my father was sent to Fairbanks, Alaska. He was transferred to Nellis Air Force Base in June of 1982. I turned six years old somewhere in the middle of Canada, as my family drove from Fairbanks to Las Vegas, with only my mom and dad and some moose around to sing me “Happy Birthday.”


What I did not understand at the time, but what I know now, is that Las Vegas is an uncommon place.


In fact, I’d wager that Las Vegas has one of the strangest, most bizarre, and most unique stories of any major American city.


Every city has a past, a history, and a character to it, so let me tell you a little bit about my hometown. Kids, this is the time to sit back and grab some popcorn, because I’m about to get all History Channel on you. Prepare to learn you something.


Civilization always follows water, and Las Vegas is no different. Because it’s surrounded by mountains, the Las Vegas valley is a basin that collects every drop of rainwater and snowmelt, storing that water in aquifers that lead out to small springs. The Mojave Desert, which was legit known for killing people, because you know, it’s a giant desert, was a barrier for people trying to make their way west. So Las Vegas became a key stopover in the 1800s for settlers heading west, because what’s better than fresh water in the middle of a desert? Later, it became a pivotal place for trains and railways going to LA.


Then, when the Hoover Dam was built in the middle of the Great Depression, the small town of 5,000 swelled to 25,000, mostly unemployed males wanting a steady job. Because hardly any of these migratory job-hunting young men had any family ties to the community, they got bored. And quick. So theaters, showgirls, and gambling venues popped up, largely built by the Mafia. Because it was Prohibition, and the Mafia had alcohol, and young men like alcohol—let’s just say that’s when Vegas as a city started having a drinking problem.


After Pearl Harbor, the US entered into World War II, and Las Vegas became a military area. The war effort needed raw materials, and what do you know, the desert around Vegas was filled with copper and silver, leading to a boom in mining and the building of several military bases. The US Atomic Energy Commission also reserved an area outside of Las Vegas as its official atomic testing site. Vegas was the bomb.


(I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist.)


So. To recap:




Settlers.


Railroads.


Military.


Tons of young men.


Gambling.


Showgirls.


Mafia.


Atomic bombs.




That’s all kinds of crazy, right? What other city has that kind of story?


Because Las Vegas’s financial interests have always been so diverse, its citizens have always been diverse, too. Devout Mormons made their way west through Vegas. Chinese and Irish immigrants working on the railroads settled down. Black folk, unable to find jobs in the South after the Civil War, moved out to be cowboys and seasonal ranchers. Did you just imagine Will Smith in Wild Wild West? I did. All sorts of first-generation immigrants made their way out during the Depression to work on the Hoover Dam. Jewish and Italian Mafia families moved out from the East Coast to run business and entertainment ventures. In fact, the 1870 census found that 44.2 percent of the new state’s population was foreign-born.


That’s insane.


I guess it’s true.


Immigrants. They get the job done.


Las Vegas has always been friendly to people from a wide range of backgrounds. So growing up in Las Vegas meant, by definition, I was part of an incredibly diverse community. With that in mind, let me introduce you to my seven closest friends who I hung out with at J. E. Manch Elementary School.


Keep in mind, this is in the middle of the 1980s in the United States.


Sandra Padilla. Sandra was Spanish and Mexican and Native American. And she is also the entire reason that—to this day—I am still obsessed with Bon Jovi. In fifth grade, she was standing by her locker and asked me, “Hey. Tyler. Do you like Bon Jovi?” I had no idea what a Bon Jovi was. But Sandra was super pretty, and I wanted to impress her. So I said, “Of course! Who doesn’t?” To which she said, “Oh! What is your favorite song?” I had no idea, so I responded, “Ohh, yeah, that’s tough, I think I’d have to say ALL OF THEM.”


After school, I went to the Base Exchange (BX) and bought the cassette tape of Slippery When Wet. That night, I listened to that whole damn album. I did this mostly because I wanted to impress Sandra Padilla, but also because it was dope. Now I had a conversation topic for Sandra the next day. I had a line in my head: “I play for keeps ’cause I might not make it back.” That blew me away. Those New Jersey white boys are some gangstas. Those lines? That’s some Run DMC shit, right there. And that’s how I became a black kid with an LL Cool J poster—with his bright red Kangol hat and ghetto blaster on his shoulder—on one side of my room and a Bon Jovi poster—with them looking like eyeliner-wearing white women—on the other. All because of Sandra Padilla.


Jennifer Smith. She was a white girl, as if you couldn’t tell by her name. Her family was military, like mine. Here’s what I remember about Jennifer Smith. One time, I was at her house, and her mother told us that her dad was out golfing. And in that moment, because I wanted to impress Jennifer, I said to her mother, “That’s awesome. I like golf.” But I didn’t know anything about golf. Jennifer’s mom said, “Oh, you golf.” But, instead of saying no, I said, “Yes.” Because did I mention Jennifer was cute? And Jennifer’s mom said, “Oh, that’s great. So, what’s your best score?” She might as well have asked me how many points a hit wicket is worth in cricket. I had no idea how golf scores worked. This is before Tiger Woods and therefore before black people liked golf. So, I just said, “It’s tough to say.” Then I quickly left the room and ran my lying black butt back home.


Bridget Rodriguez. She was Filipino and Chinese. The first time I met her was in first grade. We were in the sandbox, and Bridget said, “You’re going to mess up your nice brown pants.” And in that moment, it was as if the world had stopped turning on its axis. I thought to myself, “Wait. She likes my nice brown pants.” For the next four to five minutes, I was in love with Bridget Rodriguez. I planned our life together. As I was thinking about what we’d name our twins (Luke and Leia, obvs), Brian Garrett walked up, and Bridget said to him, “Oh my gosh, I like your shirt.” I was devastated. She didn’t have a crush on me—she was just really nice. Dammit.


Robby Longbrake. Robby was Vietnamese. Las Vegas is what’s called a “secondary hub” for immigration, but that’s not why Robby was there. Robby was there because his dad was a white man in the military who just happened to like Asian women. Anyway. Robby was really into baseball and was easily the most athletic person I knew. One time, I made the mistake of not immediately knowing that the Orioles were in the American League. And he never really stopped making fun of me about it.


Todd Thompson. You could probably tell by the name that he was a white kid. His dad was in the Air Force, too, and he had also lived in Alaska and had also been recently transferred to Las Vegas. So he got that whole “Throw out your ice skates and go buy some flip-flops.” Our parents sort of knew each other, so they thought we should get together, and as I walked into his house, Todd said to me, “Do you want to play Star Wars?” And I was like, “Hell to the yes, I want to play Star Wars.” And that was that.


Rudy Reyes. Rudy was a little Hispanic dude who had double dimples in his cheeks that made the girls go crazy over him, like he was A.C. Slater or something. I remember being so jealous of him that I went home and tried to make dimples in the mirror. I was like, “Screw this kid, I can make myself have dimples.” Turns out, I could not.


Brian Moana. So Brian was from Hawaii. Did you know Vegas is called the “Ninth Island” because of all the Hawaiian people who move here? Well, it is. The main thing you need to know about Brian is that he had great handwriting. This dude’s handwriting was so epic that girls would ASK him to write them notes. I looked at this and was like, “Whaaaaaaaat? This dude is pulling ladies with his penmanship?” All summer, I worked on my handwriting for several hours a day. To this day, my handwriting is off-the-charts good. But here’s the truth—I don’t exactly remember what Brian’s ethnicity was. And honestly, I am not sure if Moana was really Brian’s last name. I don’t even know where I got that from. Oh. Wait. I do. My bad.


The point is, my friends in elementary school were as varied as the general population of Las Vegas, which is to say ALL OVER the place. Now, don’t get it twisted: I knew I was black. I was fully aware of my blackness. But because I was in the middle of it in Vegas, a place with so many different sorts and colors and kinds of people and ethnicities, I had come to believe that a difference in ethnicity didn’t really mean that much.


Then came the summer of 1984.


In the summer of 1984, in between third and fourth grade, my mother decided that it would be a good idea for me to spend a big chunk of my summer break with my grandparents. So my folks put me on a plane and flew me out to their hometown of Eutaw, Alabama.


Eutaw, Alabama, is in the middle of nowhere. At the time, it was a tiny town of 2,000 people. It did not have an Air Force base. It did not have a giant, thriving economy of lavish hotels. It did not have a built-up downtown.


It had dirt.


Also, humidity.


And if you think they had air conditioning, you would be wrong. My grandmama still doesn’t have air conditioning.


This town was off the freeway, down a few dirt roads framed by vast perpendicular groves of southern yellow pine trees. It wasn’t just off the freeway. It was off the grid.


I remember two main things from that summer.


First, I remember the dirt.


Every morning, while it was only eighty degrees with 80 percent humidity, my aunt Net would give me a chore to do.


“Go rake the dirt,” she said.


“Rake the dirt?” I asked.


“Yes.”


The area around my grandparents’ house wasn’t grass. It was just dirt. And so I came to find out this is just what people did in that area, I guess. It’s a cross between mowing your lawn and sweeping your front porch. You get rid of all the pine needles, leaves, debris, and footprints. At first I thought, “Why am I doing this? It’s dirt.” But then I realized it was a way of showing you have pride in your home and in your community. You take care of what you have, because what you have is yours, and that’s all you got.


Second, I remember the black people.


But the most dominant thing I remember is that even though this city’s name was the same phonetically as Utah—a state famous for having only beautiful blue-eyed Mormons—this Eutaw had only black people.


That’s it.


No Filipino-Chinese people, like my friend Bridget.


No white people, like my friend Todd.


No Vietnamese people, like my friend Robby.


No Latinos, like my friends Sandra and Rudy.


No (probable) Hawaiians, like my friend Brian.


Just. Black. People.


At the time, I didn’t realize it, but technically, the city of Eutaw does have white people. I just never saw them. They lived in a completely different part of the town, and it was a part where we never went. Black kids just didn’t go over to the white people part of the town.


At one point, my cousin Shon and I were playing baseball outside, and this neighborhood boy came over and just looked at me for a bit.


“Are you kin?” he asked me, in a deep Southern drawl.


“What?” I asked.


“Are you kin?” he asked again.


“No, I’m Tyler,” I said.


“He’s asking if we’re family,” Shon said. “He’s my cousin.”


The boy then smiled a big smile and joined us on the field.


This story is important, because it ties to the story of Eutaw, Alabama.


<Cue History Channel theme music; refill popcorn.>


You see, Eutaw was a cotton-farming town laid out on the banks of the Black Warrior River. The cotton crop was wildly lucrative for a few families who built incredible plantation homes—many of which are still registered landmarks.


It’s a strange thing, now, to drive through this area, seeing giant mansions of white, with their wraparound porches, knowing these were built off the backs of enslaved African Americans, many of whom share my DNA. That’s crazy to me.


After the Civil War, the newly freed slaves started thinking, “What if we run for office and determine our future politically?” After all, freed slaves made up the vast majority of people in the county. Makes sense, right? You’d think that would work. But it didn’t.


One example: on October 25, 1870, a few days before the national congressional election, thousands of black people showed up on the steps of the Greene County Courthouse in Eutaw to proclaim, “We’re going to vote, and we’re not scared.”


Scared of what, you might ask. Well, buckle up. The South is about to South.


You see, in the 1868 election, the county, which was a majority black, had voted overwhelmingly for Ulysses S. Grant, the former head of the Union Army. This did not go over well with the white folk in the region. In addition, local black men started running for office. To the remaining Confederate sympathizers, any sort of political action by black people was akin to violence against “the Southern way of life.”


So, in March of 1870, members of the KKK killed James Martin, a local black politician running for office. Then, in September of 1870, the highest-ranking black politician in the area, a former slave turned political activist named Gilford Coleman, was lynched by members of the KKK. They dragged him out of his house into the forest and literally hacked his entire body apart until he was unrecognizable. They even left someone to guard his wife so she couldn’t run to get help.


You could say they were trying to send a message.


Message received.


Then, a few days before election day, more than 2,000 black voters gathered on the steps of the county courthouse to say, “You cannot terrorize us out of our Constitutional right to vote.” When they did, more than 170 armed members of the Ku Klux Klan showed up, firing weapons on the mostly black crowd, injuring 50-plus people and killing 4 people in what historians now call the Eutaw Massacre.


The Klan made the choice crystal clear:


You could vote.


Or you could live.


Black folks took the hint and stayed home on election day. The tactic worked: the party of Lincoln and Grant (which had won in a landslide just two years earlier) lost by forty-three votes.


Violent terror has a way of dissuading one from voting. Yeah. Dead men don’t vote.


This is the history of Eutaw, Alabama. And this is why, in essence, the neighborhood kid asked me if I was kin.


Because a black kid in Eutaw, Alabama, learns early on that the only safe people are black people and family.


For black folk in this area, both before AND after the Civil War, the message was clear: this place is dangerous if you’re black. Being black will get you killed. This was the history. This was the environment in Eutaw, Alabama. In Eutaw, Alabama, black people stick near black folks. Because that’s the only safe place for you.


So starkly different than Las Vegas, where the only really dangerous place for a black kid was inside a tiger cage.


So that was part one of nine-year-old me discovering some hard truths about being black in America. But it was nothing compared to what happened the next summer.



THE NEXT SUMMER—JUNE 1985


The following summer, my mother took me to South Wales, New York, which is located in upstate New York. A military family that my parents had met in Fairbanks had retired from active service and moved back to the father’s childhood home to take care of his aging parents. My mother and I flew out to visit them. They had a son named Scotty who was my age, so it was perfect.


Now, I don’t know if you know much about upstate New York, beyond the fact that it’s the setting for Dirty Dancing (a cinematic masterpiece), but it’s pretty amazing when you’re a ten-year-old kid who has never lived near trees.


We got in pretty late in the evening, and when we arrived, Scotty was outside in the backyard with a flashlight.


“Come on,” he said, excitedly, handing me a flashlight.


“What… uh… what are we doing, exactly?” I asked.


“Hunting nightcrawlers,” Scotty said.


We stayed out there hunting these large worms until our mason jars were full. The next day, Scotty and I just walked out the back door, down to a raging creek that ran through his backyard, and we fished all day, using those nightcrawlers.


I was astonished. In Las Vegas, we didn’t have forests like this, or freshwater rivers and creeks, or, you know, seasons. And as a ten-year-old kid, this was the coolest thing I had ever done. It wasn’t even close.


After a few days, I don’t mean to brag, but your boy learned to catch some fish. One day was particularly good, and we both caught a bunch. We felt like superheroes. Blaquaman.


“Come on,” Scotty said to me. “Let’s go show my friends.”


And so we walked around this tiny upstate community, going from door to door to invite his friends out to see what a haul of fish we’d caught. The first door we went to, the parents didn’t let us in and wouldn’t let their kid come out.


The second door, the parents said the same thing, that so-and-so couldn’t come out right now.


It was a small town, so I figured, “Huh. Maybe they don’t like visitors, or people from out of town.”


The third house, we stood on the front porch, excited, holding our fish and grinning like idiots. The mother stood at the front door, looking at us through the screen door. “Well, Scotty, you can come in,” she said calmly. “But we can’t let your Negro friend in.”


And those words hit me. I still feel them.


“We can’t let your Negro friend in.”


And in half a second, I realized that these families weren’t letting me inside to hang out with their kids because I was black.


Now again, I want to make it clear: My dad was black. My mom was black. I knew I was black.


But what I didn’t know yet was that my being black was a problem for some people.


That.


That was brand-new.


And it hurt. It was the most hurtful thing I’d experienced up until this point in my life.


Sometimes, when I tell my white friends this story, they try to connect and say, “That’s crazy that woman hated you for no reason.”


But this woman on the front porch in South Wales, New York, didn’t hate me for no reason.


She hated me for a very specific and known reason.


She hated me because I’m black.


And the problem with that is that being black is something that I cannot change.


So I’m done.


I’m rejected.


And there’s no way to ever be accepted.


Not if I get better at fishing.


Or become more polite.


There’s no chance.


And even though I didn’t know this woman from Eve, and even though her abject rejection of me based upon my skin color shouldn’t matter at all, I can still feel the sting.


I can still feel it.


Because it’s what she was saying.


“There’s something wrong with you. And it will always be wrong.”


That’s a hell of a thing to tell a ten-year-old.


That’s something a Disney villain says.


That kind of venom doesn’t just affect little kids of color. That can poison any kid. Some of you have been there. And if me telling this story is a trigger for you, I’m sorry.


You didn’t deserve that.


Not then. Not now.


The black poet Countee Cullen, often associated with the Harlem Renaissance of the 1920s, once penned a poem about the first time he was made aware that the color of his skin was an issue.


INCIDENT




Once riding in old Baltimore,


Heart-filled, head-filled with glee,


I saw a Baltimorean


Keep looking straight at me.


Now I was eight and very small,


And he was no whit bigger,


And so I smiled, but he poked out


His tongue, and called me, “N****r”


I saw the whole of Baltimore


From May until December:


Of all the things that happened there


That’s all that I remember.




I feel you, Countee. Because of all the time I spent in South Wales, New York, that moment on the porch is the one that’s seared into my memory.


“We can’t let your Negro friend in.”


I remember thinking in that moment, “I want to go home. I just want to go home.”


Not home to where my mom was, in Scotty’s house. I wanted to go home to Vegas. Where I was safe. Where my friends were.


We all need a home.


Look, I’m not saying that messed-up racial stuff never ever happened in Las Vegas. I’m sure it did. But I was generally protected from it.


It says something that it took until I was ten years old to realize that my being black was a problem for some people. It took me until I was ten years old to discover that not everybody feels the way about me that my friends do.


When I was growing up, Las Vegas was a place where our family lived in close proximity to folks of all sorts of different ethnic backgrounds. And our community determined (however imperfectly) that we were going to try to get along despite the fact that we looked different.


In Eutaw, Alabama, and South Wales, New York, I learned that Vegas is not like the rest of the world.


Not.


Even.


Close.


So here’s what I want to say. I want to say, “Thank you” to Las Vegas. Yeah, you’re a whore of a city. But you’re my mother. I was lucky to grow up in Las Vegas. I had no idea. Really. Thank you. I could have been stuck in Alaska, where my only friend would have been a moose.


But instead, I grew up in a perfectly weird city that had a perfectly weird history that provided me a glimpse of America that Countee Cullen never had. A place where my skin color wasn’t an issue. A place where I was accepted and loved for me. Having this kind of home helped give me the psychological strength and the emotional endurance to deal with that rejection.


So.


If you plan on raising a racist, I wouldn’t do it in Las Vegas.















CHAPTER 3



DEATH BY GANG? OR DEATH BY MY MOTHER?




Living life like a firecracker, quick is my fuse


Then dead as a deathpack the colors I choose


—Ice T (1988)






Boy. Roll your eyes at me one more time. Try me.


—My mama (Sometime last week)




Little known fact about me: rap music saved my life. But we’ll get to that in a minute.


First, let’s talk about gangs in Las Vegas.


It’s important to understand that my hometown during my most formative years had a gang problem. Ready for this? Vegas, right now, has more than 20,000 gang members inside its city limits.


So. How did we get here?


As we talked about in the last chapter, drugs, alcohol, prostitution, and gambling have always had a part of the fabric of Vegas. First it was the Mafia running alcohol during Prohibition. That was just the start. Growing up, I remember going downtown and seeing bright pink birds in front of this huge hotel. Little did I know that in 1946, it was East Coast Mafia money from the famed mobster Bugsy Siegel who built those Flamingos.


But then the colors changed from bright pink to red and blue. In the eighties, Vegas began attracting the gangs of LA, especially the powerful and influential Crips and the Bloods.


Gangs have been a problem ever since. Remember when Tupac got shot? I do. Because it happened in Vegas on September 7, 1996, at 11:15 p.m. at a red light at East Flamingo Road.


Yep.


Same Flamingo.


And who did it?


No one is exactly sure, but anyone with any knowledge of what went down at that time would most likely tell you that it all sounded a bit gangy. In fact, I’d say it’s one of the most famous modern gang killings of my lifetime. It all went down like this.




• Tupac went to Las Vegas to see Mike Tyson fight some chump named Bruce Seldon.


• The winner of this fight got to fight heavyweight champion Evander Holyfield.


• Tyson knocks out the dude in 1:49.


• The match was over so fast the crowd started chanting, “Fix fix fix fix.”


• Whatever. If Mike Tyson hit me in the face, I’d fall down in less than two minutes, too. I ain’t mad at you, Bruce.


• The rowdy crowd is released and starts walking through the lobby of the MGM Grand.1


• Tupac is rolling with his boys, including a dude from LA who is a Blood.


• We’ll call that member of Tupac’s entourage Red Skittle.


• In the teeming sea of people in the lobby, Red Skittle spots a member of the rival Southside Crips gang.


• We’ll call that dude Blue Skittle. Are there Blue Skittles? There should be. Anyway.


• Earlier that year, Blue Skittle had tried to rob Red Skittle at a Foot Locker.


• No, I am not making that up.


• Yes, this is in the official police reports.


• No, they are not junior high school boys.


• Red Skittle tells his friend Tupac this information and points out Blue Skittle.


• Tupac is hyped. He just watched Tyson, after all.


• Tupac goes over and levels Blue Skittle with his fists.


• That fight also lasts less than two minutes. Why? Cuz thug life.


• Blue Skittle didn’t like being embarrassed like that.


• Blue Skittle gets his friends, the Crips.2


• They roll up next to Tupac on the Strip and shoot him.


• Tupac is hit four times, twice in the chest.


• Six days later, Tupac dies of ballistic injuries.3




Well, that’s the “official” story from the police and the FBI investigations. I mean, for all we know, Tupac could be living with Elvis and Alf at Area 51.


The point is, growing up, we were HIGHLY AWARE of our home city’s gang problem. And the single most powerful gang in Las Vegas when I was growing up were the Donna Street Crips.


The Donna Street Crips came to North Las Vegas when one of the earliest members of the Crips, an original gangsta named Ramont “Pap” Williams moved out from Compton.4 From the time he was eleven years old, Williams had been a personal disciple of Stanley “Tookie” Williams, who literally started the Crips. Ramont’s mother wasn’t down and wanted to pull a Fresh Prince of Bel-Airi to get her teenage son away from the gang life.5 Let’s just say that didn’t work. What’s that saying? “You can take the boy out of the gang, but then he’ll single-handedly create a near-exact replica of that gang, down to the colors and creeds, and all in less than four years.” Is that the expression? Well, with Pap Williams that’s exactly what went down.


Williams (nearly) single-handedly started the Donna Street Crips, an offshoot of the Compton Crips gang, and before long, the entirety of LA’s color-coded, genocidal gang culture was imported, too. I don’t know how they measure this, but it’s said that more deaths by gunshot have occurred on Donna Street than in any other street in all of Nevada.6 And remember, a guy named Bugsy Siegel lived here at one point.


What I’m getting at is this. As a reasonable person, would you or would you not conclude with me the following:


If you live in Las Vegas, and you have half a mind, then you stay the HELL away from Donna Street.


Which leads me to the next chapter of my life.


Middle school.


Right away, I knew this was going to be a different beast. For starters, my new middle school was not going to be a quiet, small community school, like J. E. Manch Elementary had been. My friends and I got on a bus and were driven fifteen minutes down the highway to Jim Bridger Middle School. This school was much bigger, with multiple elementary schools feeding into it.


Before we go any further, can we all just admit that junior high sucks eggs? I have never met a person who said, “Man. Seventh grade was the best.” And if I did, I would not want them in my life. Like a person who wears Crocs on purpose, or prefers Pepsi over Coke, I don’t need that kind of delusional idiocy in my life.


First of all, in junior high, everything is constantly changing on you. Your body is changing. Your face is changing. Your voice is changing (sometimes in mid-sentence). Your emotions are more volatile than a tired toddler’s. And because all of those things are happening in everyone, even your most stable friends are not stable.


But as bad as middle school is for every human, it was about to get a lot worse for me.


All because of a matter of geography.
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My junior high school was on Donna Street.


And let me tell you, the experience that all my old elementary school friends—Bridget, Todd, Robby—had at Jim Bridger was vastly different than mine. Here are three examples from my first week of junior high.


MOMENT 1: THE FIRST DAY OF SCHOOL


On my very first day of junior high school, this black kid named Chris approached me. He had a tight Jheri curl peeking out of his LA Raiders hat, looking like a miniature Eazy-E.ii He was wearing black Nike Cortez shoes with white tube socks, and blue Dickey shorts with a black t-shirt. I didn’t know it then, but that was the school uniform for people claiming DSC. “That’s a nice chain,” he said.


He was pointing to the gold chain that I was wearing around my sixth grade neck. It had been a Christmas present from my mom and dad the previous December. Now, when I say “gold chain,” please don’t think I was sporting some giant thirty-six-inch-long rope dookie chain. I’m talking “barely thicker than dental floss” gold chain here. Less Run DMC and more Ralph Macchio. But it was mine. And my mother had given it to me.


“Gimme that chain,” Chris said, looking at me.


“What?” I said, not because I didn’t understand the words coming out of his mouth, but because I was in shock at his boldness. Was I really getting mugged in the hallway outside Mrs. Rhodes’s fifth period history class? Where the hell was I?


Chris stepped forward.


“I said, ‘Gimme that chain,’” he said.


“Uh. No.” I said. Because… uh… it was MINE.


Chris didn’t blink. He just snatched my gold chain off my neck as though he was borrowing a pencil off my desk. He walked away like he had to get to math class. And the only arithmetic I knew at that point was that I was minus one gold chain.


I found out later that Chris’s older brothers were DSC. While I was busy begging my mom to buy me some Bon Jovi tapes down at the Air Force Base Exchange, Chris was rolling with some brothas that looked like Full Force.


Brothas who didn’t play.


As he walked away with my Christmas present in his balled fist, I leaned back against the locker. And although I hadn’t fully processed what had happened, one thing was crystal clear: this was a different breed of black kid.


Fast-forward two days, to the third day of junior high school.


MOMENT 2: THIRD DAY, PE CLASS


During PE, our brigade of sixth grade boys was outside, being forced to run/walk around the school track. We heard the sound of tires screeching to a stop, which arrested our attention. We pulled our chins out of our chests as we jogged. Out past the chain-link fence that ran along the western boundary of the school, we watched as four cars slammed to a stop on Donna Street and a whole mess of people poured out. A guy in a white tank top was walking and dropped whatever he was carrying. The group surrounded this guy, like a pack of orcas circling a lone seal. They rushed in, and even from far away, I could see the fury of flashing fists.


“Damn,” someone whispered.


“He just got jumped in,” someone else said, in a hushed tone. “He’s a DSC now.”


Getting “jumped” into a gang is an initiation where practically the whole gang surrounds you and everyone tries to beat your ass to a pulp, and you try to fight your way out of it. You basically fight everyone all at the same time, like Bruce Lee in Fist of Fury, only without the benefit of nunchucks. And his world-class elite martial arts training. And his chiseled six-pack. Man, Bruce really knew where the gym was. Getting “jumped in” is baptism by fisticuffs. Once you get past that, you’re in the gang. But I didn’t need to be told this. I was watching it happen right in front of me.


Our collective pace slowed to a walk, as we watched the group finally relent. We heard whooping and hollering, vaguely, floating on the air. The man, broken on the ground, bleeding, had fought valiantly against impossible odds.


He was now in.


Family.


They picked him up, and the cars sped away almost as quickly as they had come.


I remember everything about that moment. I remember my Latino and white friends (who had just watched what I had watched) shrug a little and continue on around the track. This brutal fact of nature didn’t concern them.


And I remember looking around and seeing that all the black kids like me had stopped walking. We were frozen to the track in ninety-three-degree heat. We knew. This was coming for us.


MOMENT 3: FRIDAY NIGHT


That Friday night, at the end of my first week of middle school, my mom took me out to the BX. It was back-to-school shopping time. I didn’t tell her why, but I didn’t buy a single item of clothing that had any color on it at all that day. For the next seven years, I would not—I could not—wear any color other than white or black. Certainly nothing blue or red. Just black and white.


I had less color than the cast of Les Misérables before the most recent revival, where they wised up and black people could finally hear the people sing.


Robby did not have to do this.


Neither did Rudy.


Todd didn’t.


Nor did Brian.


They wore whatever the heck they wanted. I could not. Why? Because I was black, and the rules were different for me there in North Las Vegas.


In my first week, the profound and heavy realization set in. Being black wasn’t value-neutral at Jim Bridger Middle School. Those of us who were black were immediately targeted, pressured, recruited, and threatened to join the Donna Street Crips.


It was a thing.


It was real.


And it was coming for me.


The only question left was what I was going to do about it.


A: Don Corleone. Highways. Parts of the Nile during hippo mating season. Black mamas.


Q: What are “Things you don’t cross for $300, Alex.”


I want to talk now about something that some folks don’t understand, but which you need to understand.


Look, I don’t have the right or the authority to make sweeping statements explaining all the toils of being black in the United States. But I know a little something. And that first week in junior high, I felt the pressure of my blackness for the first time. I knew, at age twelve, that I was dealing with something much larger than myself here. Joining a gang would in some ways solidify my blackness, and it would cast my lot into something Much Bigger Than Myself, which every middle schooler is longing for.


And so NOT joining a gang could feel, to a good number of black boys, like shirking your blackness. There was a war against us, from the outside world, which was hostile to our skin color, or so the narrative went. There was a war, and the gangs were the way to make it out alive. And the draft was ubiquitous for every young black man. And there was no such thing as a conscientious objector. Just like in Vietnam in 1969, you couldn’t just say, “Uh, no thanks. I’d prefer not to go to war.”


And yet, it was crystal clear to me, almost immediately, that joining a gang was NOT an option for me.


And the reason why it was NOT an option for me was because I was afraid of dying.


I wasn’t afraid I’d be shot by a rival gang member. No.


No, I was afraid of getting killed by my mama.


Because that’s what would happen if she ever found out I joined a gang.


The threat of getting my ass beat on the daily by some dude wearing blue did not compare to the corporal fear I held thinking about my mama. My mother was not dealing with ANY of this gang nonsense. That was a moot point.


My mother wasn’t a gangsta. She was the whole damn gang. She was an entity unto herself. You think she couldn’t mount up and regulate? Child, please.


So, joining a gang was NOT an option for me because of my mama.


Which brings me to black men and their moms.


Let’s go back to Tupac. Tupac has the twenty-fourth and twenty-fifth most played albums on the entirety of Spotify, which is saying something. And the fourth most played Tupac song is “Dear Mama.” It’s got 128 million spins. Why? Because even gangstas revere their mamas. It’s a thing.


Black mamas are it. Now, every race and every creed gets this. I am told that in World War II, as men were dying on the battlefield, they would cry out for their mothers. Mother is safety. Mother heals. Mother is home.


And I’m no sociologist or anthropologist or meteorologist, but I think this Mama Effect is even more pronounced when the world is generally hostile toward you. In a dangerous world, the safety of mom becomes even more critical. She’s the protector you always come back to.


And for black folk—and other minorities—sometimes it was the only safety we had in a harsh world.


Now without being rude, I gotta say this: white folks—by and large—don’t get this. One time, when I was in fifth grade, I went to my friend Jimmy’s house after school. We went into his living room and plopped in front of his Nintendo to play some Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles.


As we picked up our controllers, Jimmy called out, “Hey, mom, can I have some milk?”


I looked at Jimmy sideways.


“Something wrong with your legs, boy?” I said, almost preemptively. Because that’s what my mom would have said if I had asked her to do something I was perfectly capable of doing myself. I might as well have asked my mother to brush my teeth for me.


“Sure, honey,” I heard Jimmy’s mother call sweetly from the other room.


I looked around.


What.


Was.


Happening.


We played video games for a few moments, and I got lost in the action, when all of a sudden, Jimmy erupted next to me.


“Mom!” he yelled. “Where’s my milk!!”


I looked at Jimmy, with sadness in my eyes.


“I’m going to miss you,” I said. “You were a good friend.”


I dropped the controller and instinctively rolled away from Jimmy behind a chair. That’s what you do when you know that someone is about to die. And I knew Jimmy was going to die because he had just talked to his mother like that.


“Sorry, honey,” his mother called from the kitchen. “Just one minute.”


And in that moment, one thought went through my mind.


??????Da FuQ?????


If I had spoken to my mother that way, she would have ripped my arms off and beaten me with them. And then yelled at me for getting blood on the carpet. And then I would have had to clean up the mess. With no arms.


You just DO NOT speak to your mother that way when you’re black. You just do not.


Another example. Do you remember that gold chain I had, which was stolen by Chris on the first day of junior high? When that happened, I wasn’t worried about which gang Chris was in—I was worried about having to tell my mother that I lost the gold chain she’d given me for Christmas.


When I told her that night what had happened, her face tightened.


“I see,” she said, calmly and coldly.


She stood up and went into the other room. She called the school the next day and talked to whoever she talked to. The school administrator helped her identify the student, and conversations were had.


About a day later, Chris came up to me. “Here,” he said, handing me my gold chain. “Sorry.” He walked away like a scolded puppy.


He didn’t have to tell me anything. Because I knew EXACTLY what that was—that was “I got in trouble with my mama, and I don’t want to die, so here.”


The black mother structure is the same with this kid as it was for any other black kid. It doesn’t matter how gangsta a kid is, or how juicy their Jheri curl is, if they have to deal with their mom, it’s going to go down the exact same way. The scariest-ass gangsta still has to answer to his mother.


It just so happened that my mother was scarier than any gangsta.


And to understand why, you have to understand my mother.


THE BAD-ASSERY OF JERRIE ELAINE MERRITT


My mother was born in rural Alabama in 1955, during Jim Crow, before the Civil Rights Voting Act of 1964. She was born Jerrie Elaine Hicks, and was the oldest of eight children.


And in that poor, rural town, two things were birthed within my mother. First, competence. She was in charge of running things from the time she was ten years old. She was indispensable at a critical task that was deeply important—making sure none of her siblings died.


Second, my mom developed ambition. Eutaw hasn’t changed that much in a hundred years. The very first job my mom had when she was eighteen was at the truck stop off Interstate 20 and Alabama State Route 14. She was a waitress in a segregated diner—she served the side of the room that was reserved for white people. One day, her family came in to visit her, and she was forced to seat them on the other side. She realized that she couldn’t even eat in the section where she worked. That’s when she decided she had to leave town. She married my father, Milton Merritt, when she was nineteen.


My father’s escape pod was the US military. The military’s offer of a steady job, educational training, and a legitimate chance for advancement was a dream for a rural black man. He took my mother with him.


Their first stop was Albuquerque, where my mom made jeans in the Levi Strauss factory by day and took classes at the University of New Mexico at night, studying business. Then they were transferred to Alaska.


One day my mother saw an ad in the paper that a local bank was hiring tellers. There were not a lot of employable people around, so she took her half-finished degree in business from UNM into that branch and they hired her. As a black woman. During those four years in Alaska, my mother became a big fish in a small pond, and with her natural skill and business mind, my mother went from teller to the manager of the entire branch of that bank. In the early eighties, bank managers were men. They certainly were not women. And they for damn sure weren’t black women. My mother gained years of bank management experience in perhaps the only place in the country that would allow for such a thing.


Four years later, though, my father was transferred to Las Vegas. And when my mother applied to be a bank manager in this new city, she discovered the cold facts: there was not a single non-male branch manager in any bank in Las Vegas. She was forced to go back to being a teller. It would take my mother an entire decade to climb her way back into being a manager.


But in Vegas in the 1980s, banks kept failing for being stupid, so they were bought by other banks, who were then bought by other, bigger banks, who poached the other bank’s best employees.


So my mom kept getting poached, and each time, she’d move up a step on that ladder. She moved from teller to head teller, and then to bank operations manager, and finally to manager. But it wasn’t easy. Women didn’t go after leadership roles in banking during that time.


So my mom had to do a better job than anyone around her, because she was held to an impossible standard, representing all women and all black people. Mistakes could not be tolerated. And she had about four seconds to win people over with her competence before she lost them.


At one point while she was working at Wells Fargo, a rival bank called First Security approached my mom and tried to steal her away. With her job secure at Wells Fargo and with literally nothing to lose, my mom had the stone-cold audacity to ask to move from bank management to be a private banking officer who dealt with high-net-worth clients. My mom thought she’d be good at this, so she’d quietly gotten all the training and certificates she needed.


This was quite the request. But First Security gave her a shot. Now, high-net-worth clients don’t tend to be female. Or black. And this is where my mother’s name came into play.


My mother’s name is Jerrie. Which phonetically sounds identical to a man’s name. So, when Las Vegas’s high rollers called into the bank, requesting a private meeting with a private banker, my mom gave her assistant sharp orders.


Never use pronouns.


Ever.


Never say, “She will meet with you.” Or “I’ll put you down on her calendar.” This allows these good old boys to hedge, leaving a crack in the door that might allow any dormant sexism to rear its ugly head.


Instead, her assistants were to say, “Jerrie will meet with you” or “I have you down on Jerrie’s calendar.”


“Let them think I’m a man,” my mom said. My mom wanted a shot and figured if these men already came in to meet, if they’d already made the drive, then perhaps sunk-cost theory would buy her a minute. And about a minute was all my mom needed to convince these men that she was competent, understood their business positions, and had something helpful to say from one brilliant business mind to another.


You don’t get rich being stupid, and my mom put these men on notice: I don’t suffer fools any more than you do. Now let’s get down to business.


A little while later, my mom’s previous bank, Wells Fargo, bought First Security. And because she was already a private banker with First Security, my mom retained her title and position at one of the largest banks in the US, even though there were no other black women in any sort of positions like that in any banks in Las Vegas.


And that’s how my mom became a VP at a bank.


To this day my mom is still in banking in Las Vegas. She is the executive in charge of ensuring that her bank has fair lending practices for low-income segments of the state and helps funnel money for economic and community development. I think of my mother as the Oprah Winfrey of Las Vegas.




YOU get a loan.


And YOU get a loan!


Everybody gets a loan!


As long as it’s in line with solid banking processes!




And that, my friend, is what you call some gangsta shit.


So you see, I was not going to mess with my mama.


And it is why, when I was grounded and I was not allowed to watch TV after school, I did not watch TV. Even though I was home alone, I knew that somehow, if I watched TV, my mom would be able to smell the warmth of the cathode ray tubes or something, and she’d rip my arms off.


“You want to watch TV when I tell you not to? Try to change the channels without any arms,” she’d say, ripping my arms off. “Now clean up this mess.”


So joining a gang was absolutely not on the table.


But not joining a gang was going to be a real problem for me.


So as a twelve-year-old boy, I had to use all my ingenuity and social skill to try to figure out a way to escape gang culture at my school. Luckily, I had a plan.


REMEMBER WHEN I SAID RAP MUSIC SAVED MY LIFE?


I had to find a way to balance out my life. And there was only one way to do that: talent. In the black community, solidarity is everything, but transcendent talent always trumps everything else. If you’re truly gifted at something—I mean, truly exceptional—the black community will let you opt out of traditional roles and responsibilities, because, intrinsically, everyone knows, “Well, you have to work on that craft for the betterment of the world.”


If you’re an incredible singer.


Or a truly gifted athlete.


Or maybe even a brilliant speller at the Scripps National Spelling Bee.


The black community will recognize true greatness and release you, with the implicit agreement that you won’t forget from whence you came. So, if talent wins, then I was going to win with talent. I decided that I was going to be a rapper. I was pretty good with iambic pentameter and end rhyme, so I went home, and just like I worked all summer on my handwriting, I started working on rhymes.


During lunch, some of the kids would rap. They’d get in a circle and freestyle battle to see who had the best flow. This was my chance to battle Crips and win, in a way that both gained their respect and kept all my bones unbroken. I could gain some social clout and buy protection because of my fire bars all while allowing me to NOT JOIN THEIR GANG.


I still remember my first rhyme, which I penned on a piece of loose-leaf notebook paper that I kept in my Trapper Keeper. Wanna read it? You know you do. My rap name was Tyler T. What did the T. stand for? I don’t know. “Terrible” probably. I chose it because more words rhyme with T than M. Look, I was in junior high, people. Anyway, here was my first rap battle.




Yo, I’m Tyler T, that’s who I be,


and on the M-I-C.


You know you can’t beat me.


Because I am fly,


Do you want to know why


Try to battle me,


and you will surely die




Oh snap! I had bars. That flow had everything.




[image: image] Bombastic bragging about proficiency at my skill. (You can’t beat me.)


[image: image] Overt implication of sexual prowess AND material prosperity. (I am fly.)


[image: image] Taunting and threat of punishment against any opponents. (Try to battle me.)


[image: image] Annihilationist warrior exultation. (Surely you will die.)




Wow. I just now realized how much my sixth grade recess rhymes and Kim Jong-un’s political speeches have in common, rhetorically.


And BY THE WAY: a lot of people—and I mean a LOT of people—say things like, “I like all kinds of music… except rap.”


This is maddening to me because it’s so immediately dismissive. It’s like someone going to France and saying, “Listen, I don’t know what all the fuss is about French cooking, but I take my hamburger medium rare.” It’s like, “Shut up, sit down at the table, and let the chef do his work. I guarantee you’ll learn something, and your mouth will thank me later.”


If you try it and don’t like the sound, that’s cool, but be respectful. I don’t like mid-century modern architecture, but I’m not going to say Frank Lloyd Wright’s buildings aren’t “real buildings” and that the Guggenheim is just “too repetitive. It’s the same curves, over and over. Ugh.”


When someone says, “I don’t like rap music” you’re not just saying, “I don’t like this genre of music.” You’re also saying, “I don’t like the way black people have traditionally told their stories and expressed themselves.” Because for black folk, rap is bigger than merely music. Hip-hop is life. It’s our life. This isn’t just music to black people. And if you don’t know, now you know. <END RANT>


Anyway, about that rap battle. I won. And the crowd went NUTS. Every other day or so, at lunch, all I had to do was get some of my friends to hype me up, and then I’d break out a rhyme I’d written using fourth-grade-level rhyme schemes. I was using my talent to navigate safely through the dangerous racial and social landmines of middle school.


So that, my friends, is how I avoided gangs in junior high. Incredible, high-performing creativity necessitated by sheer fear of one Jerrie Elaine Merritt.


Footnotes


i He got in one little fight, and his mom got scared.


ii You know how difficult it is to be a miniature Eazy-E? He was already miniature.
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