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Dear Lord, the battles we go through life


We ask for a chance that’s fair


A chance to equal our stride,


A chance to do or dare






If we should win, let it be by the code,


Faith and honor held high


If we should lose, we’ll stand by the road,


And cheer as the winners go by






Day by day, we get better and better


Til’ we can’t be beat…


Won’t be beat!


—“Husker Prayer,” adapted from
“Prayer of a Sportsman” by Berton Braley

















INTRODUCTION



Another Black man got shot by another cop, the latest in a long string of incidents here in Minneapolis and beyond. Police had burst into an apartment using a no-knock warrant and found Amir Locke asleep on a couch, wrapped in a blanket. Amir had a gun with him, legal and licensed, and though he never aimed it at anyone—he’d only just been startled awake—within nine seconds of entry the police had shot him dead. Amir’s name wasn’t even on the warrant; he’d spent the night at his cousin’s place and found himself the focus of some tragic circumstances.


That happened early in 2022, two years and three and a half miles from where George Floyd had been killed by police. Minneapolis residents were desperate to end these slayings.


I am the head football coach at North Community High School in Minneapolis, the city’s poorest school in the city’s poorest neighborhood. For twenty years I was also a member of the Minneapolis Police Department. The last two of those years covered the Floyd incident and its aftermath. It was a hell of a combination, but I made it work because the kids knew me, I knew them, and everybody respected each other.


At North High, 90 percent of the student body is Black, so it shouldn’t be difficult to guess how most of our kids felt about this police violence. To her credit, our school’s principal, Mauri Friestleben, saw the Amir Locke situation as a learning opportunity and in the wake of protests across the city encouraged our students to execute a walkout of their own. She even joined them in a sit-in at city hall. The merits of those decisions can be debated forever, but what came next could not have been foreseen by anyone.


At lunchtime on February 9, 2022, while a mass of protesting North High kids left campus for a rally downtown, one of them decided to go home instead. That was Deshaun Hill’s plan, anyway. While walking to the bus stop, he found himself in the wrong place at the wrong time, brushing shoulders with a stranger on the sidewalk. Deshaun didn’t seem to think much of it; security camera footage shows him not even breaking stride. The other guy, though, turned, pulled out a gun, and squeezed off three shots. Deshaun did not survive the encounter.


Deshaun was an extraordinary kid, an honor-roll student, and my starting quarterback. We called him D-Hill. He was only a sophomore. His is not some stereotypical inner-city tragedy of a teenager caught up in a life on the streets. It is the story of a young man poised to rise above… and a reminder that, despite our best efforts, our neighborhood’s challenges are sometimes inescapable. As Deshaun’s family wrote in the aftermath of his killing, he was “a representation of what could be, what should be.”


Gun violence is commonplace in my neighborhood, the Northside of Minneapolis. More people are shot there than anywhere in the state. You might think that would make it the toughest part of town to be a cop, but for me it was home. That’s where I grew up, attending North High, just like both of my parents. I have spent my entire adult life looking out for the well-being of my neighborhood, which for thirteen years included working as the school resource officer at my alma mater, an on-campus policeman serving as a conduit between our community and the Minneapolis Police Department. I can’t think of a better beat.


Hometown pride means different things to different people, but on the Northside, home to so much violence and commotion, outspoken proponents for our neighborhood are vital. I will never stop being an advocate, yet my working for an employer known for killing Black people became a massive issue. After George Floyd’s murder, it’s remarkable how a lifetime spent walking the walk seemed to matter so little. In June 2020, within a week of the first protests, the school board terminated its contract with the MPD, canceling my position on campus and putting me back onto the street in a patrol car. So much of the goodwill I’d exactingly built over decades was wiped away almost overnight, simply because of the uniform I continued to wear.


None of that changed my devotion to the neighborhood or the school. Even though I could no longer serve as North High’s resource officer, I stayed on as the school’s football coach—and will continue to do so for as long as they’ll have me.


My job is why I was among the first people called when news about Deshaun Hill began to circulate. The first person I heard from was my friend Marcus, a security monitor at the school. He’d just seen something about an incident posted on social media. “Do you know what’s going on with D-Hill?” he asked. “People are saying he got shot on Golden Valley Road and Penn Avenue. You better call your dad and find out what’s going on.”


My father, Charles Adams II, is a big piece of the puzzle that has been my career. As of this writing he’s been a Minneapolis cop for thirty-five years, rising through the ranks to become the inspector in charge of the entire Fourth Precinct, where North High is located. I called, but he was in a meeting and did not pick up. Now I was growing frantic. My phone rang again. It was Lamar, another member of North High’s support staff. “Nobody knows anything for sure, but there are videos on Facebook,” he said. “I can’t say for sure it’s D-Hill, but I see a blue backpack that looks like his, and somebody lying on the ground with a boot.” Shit. D-Hill was wearing a walking boot after a recent football injury. I got a text from Tom Lachermeier, a history teacher at North and one of my assistants on the football team: “Please, please tell me I’m not hearing what I think I’m hearing.”


By that point we were all hearing it.


In addition to being a high-ranking cop, my father is one of my assistant coaches at North High and knew Deshaun well. Dad told me later that he’d had grave doubts about the student walkout—not with the protest per se, but with where it would occur. Kids from wealthier parts of Minneapolis could walk out all day long, he said, but our neighborhood is dangerous enough just getting to and from school. Leaving campus in the middle of the day without organized security seemed like too much. Dad thought about calling Mauri, our principal, with his concern, but as is the case with many ideas, life got in the way and he never picked up the phone. It haunts him to this day. Then again, a detail protecting the protestors would have done nothing for Deshaun. Sometimes there are no good answers.


Dad had just emerged from that meeting in his Fourth Precinct office when he got word of a fifteen-year-old male being shot. He immediately dialed school administrators, one after the other, without success. By the time Mauri called back, he’d just received the devastating confirmation that it was indeed Deshaun on that sidewalk, and that the outlook was grim. They both broke down completely, two messes of tears on the telephone. Dad’s sadness was uncontrollable, and I knew exactly how he felt. It was sorrow, and also confusion. That kind of thing happening to any of my players would break me up, but I know better than anyone the kinds of dangerous situations some of those guys put themselves into. It’d be ignorant to think that my team is immune to the dangerous lifestyle choices made by so many people in our neighborhood. D-Hill, though? He was clean, with a bright future ahead of him. None of it made sense.


I told Lachermeier to get the football players down to the weight room, and that I’d be there within thirty minutes. As I drove, my mind raced. Why had Deshaun been neither on campus nor at the protest? Why did he go in the opposite direction of his classmates? Why couldn’t he have stayed put? Cops make up a significant portion of my coaching staff, and although we never deterred the players from expressing their beliefs, I knew that many of them would avoid protesting against the police. Still, I couldn’t help thinking that if D-Hill had just joined in, had walked downtown with the rest of them, he’d still be fine. We all would.


I was about five minutes away from school when a friend from the force called. The police had thoroughly reviewed the video and confirmed everything I’d heard. “He was all but dead when we got there, man,” the officer told me. He said that Deshaun was on life support at the hospital, less out of hope for survival than to give family members a chance to say goodbye. I was crushed, yet the statement sparked the faintest hope that D-Hill still had a chance. He was alive, and that was something.


That was my final thought before I pulled into the school’s parking lot. The kids were gathered in the weight room, along with the coaches and even some parents. Grief counselors had already been called. As a police officer, I’ve been on the scene of dozens of homicides, and I have spoken to countless relatives of victims. Nothing I’d done with the department came close to this. I had to address my team at a moment when there were no words, so I told them what I would be doing for the next several hours: praying for D-Hill. I urged them to do the same. If he was alive, no matter how long the chances, faith was all we had left.


It wasn’t enough. Deshaun died not long thereafter.


Over the coming days we opened up space on campus for students to talk. The football team spent the next week together with no expectations, only opportunities for kids to express themselves. We’re here with you, we’re here for you, even as we are deep in mourning ourselves. Our weight room turned into a therapy center, at first with professionals and then with coaches, especially Lachermeier, making space for players to share whatever seemed right in the moment. A lot of kids, especially young African American men, are reluctant to open up and share their feelings. We tried to normalize it for them at least a little bit. I think it helped.


After D-Hill’s shooting, the Minneapolis Star Tribune wrote that the incident “has led to renewed calls for a more forceful response to violence that has afflicted the city’s Northside for generations.” Well, no shit. I’ve been hearing that line since I attended North High back in the 1990s. Deshaun isn’t even the first player I’ve lost. Nate Hampton, who played for me for two years before transferring to Thomas Edison High School in 2015, and Charles Royston, a starting cornerback on our 2016 championship team, both fell to gun violence after they’d graduated. Just this last March, one of my players, Cashmere “Cash” Grunau—a junior who’d been teammates with D-Hill—was shot while walking near his house, about ten blocks from North High. Thankfully, he was hit only in his legs and is expected to fully recover. It’s devastating, all of it, but that seems to be the way things go in our neighborhood. In 2019, North High student Keimonte White was gunned down. In 2020 another North High student, Diontae Wallace, was shot and killed. The same day Deshaun was murdered in 2022, only blocks away, a school bus driver—with three young children on board—was shot in the head. The day after that, less than a mile from the high school, two men were shot and killed inside a car. Looking in from the outside, it can be difficult to see beyond the violence. That’s the only impression most people have of our hood. They think that every kid is on welfare or that their families are full of gangbangers, and that’s just not true. I know, because I work there. I know, because I coach the kids at the other end of those presumptions. More than that, I am one of those kids. So are my dad, my mom, my uncle—we’re all from the Northside. We all went to North High. Well, it is the hood, and it is rough. Shit, my quarterback was killed walking to the fucking bus stop. But there is so much good in our community, and that’s what I’m trying to bring out.


My dad put his former partner from the homicide department, Lt. Richard Zimmerman—one of the city’s best detectives—on the Hill case, and a suspect was quickly brought into custody. He was twenty-nine years old, with a significant criminal history and zero ties to Deshaun Hill. My guy was simply unlucky, in the worst possible way.


My whole team sat together at the funeral. I don’t think I realized until that moment how lost I actually was. Being together reinforced the connection among us as a team, and between our team and the community around us. That gave me strength.


On March 13, 2022, what would have been D-Hill’s sixteenth birthday, Minnesota governor Tim Walz declared Deshaun Hill Jr. Day across the state. When the 2022 football season kicked off, the North High Polars took the field one man short—no quarterback—and accepted a penalty on the first play. We did the same thing again in our next game, and every game after that, always starting with an empty space among our ranks. (After that first week, once teams understood what we were doing, they all declined the penalty.) The idea came from the players, and I was happy for it—whatever it took to help them memorialize D-Hill. Our players carried his number 9 jersey on our traditional game-day walk through the neighborhood, from school to the football field, four blocks away. We affixed a decal bearing his name and picture to every helmet, and plan to commemorate his number going forward, maybe by retiring it, or allowing one deserving player to wear it each week.


Those efforts are only tokens, but they are something, a small way to remember, and to consider the neighborhood that is so inherently part of us, for good and for bad. It’s where I come from and who I am. Part of that heritage is the contradiction of constantly trying to move beyond the limits of our hometown, even as I embrace the place fully, of trying to prop it up even as I acknowledge its abundant flaws.


Coming from where I do while making the choices I’ve made can be complex and maddening one minute and full of inspiring beauty the next.


It’s all part of being a Northsider.
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Chapter 1



Northsider


My line to police work started with a stolen car and a misplaced accusation.


This particular story belongs to my dad, Charles Adams II, who was in the eleventh grade at North High School at the time, living in the Sumner Field housing projects on Eighth and Emerson. Dad didn’t love the mice and cockroaches that scurried through his mother’s apartment, or the drug deals and dice games taking place in the courtyards, but the people in those projects were like family. They looked out for the neighborhood kids and worked together to keep them in line. Dad recalls friends’ grandmothers taking a switch to him when he occasionally misbehaved. People frequented each other’s apartments, borrowing an egg here or a cup of sugar there. Kids went down to Johnny’s Market for penny candy. Dad credits that life with providing perspective and a solid work ethic, even if his early focus was aimed primarily at escaping those projects.


Living at Sumner Field jump-started Dad’s interactions with the law at an early age. He didn’t like cops, which was maybe the result of cops not liking him. When Dad was in junior high, his father—my grandfather, Charles Adams—built him a minibike. Grandpa worked as a body repairman at Anderson Cadillac in southwest Minneapolis and knew his way around a motor. That bike, one of several driven by project kids, wasn’t exactly legal, and whenever the police spotted one, they’d confiscate it. Should a cruiser show up while Dad and his friends were roaring through the neighborhood, they’d haul ass into the heart of the projects, down ramps too narrow for cars. Neighbors, hearing sirens and the roar of minibike engines, opened their front doors, and the boys would drive straight into the closest living room. Every door would be closed before the police rounded the corner. Dad never got caught.


That was small stuff. The incident that permanently shaped Dad’s relationship with the police involved his brother Rodney, a year older, who at the time of this story was getting ready for his high school’s senior prom. Rodney, like my dad, was a North High Polar, and prom at North High was a big deal. Everybody was in on it. Rodney had his tuxedo rented and was looking sharp. He also had a special ride lined up for him and his date.


Grandpa Charles was a downright artist when it came to auto body work. His side hustle was buying up wrecked cars, repairing them, and selling them in the AutoTrader magazine. He made a point of always keeping a couple around the house to drive himself, which meant that, come prom time, Rodney had access to the best ride in school—a gold 1977 Sedan DeVille with a chrome grille, a naked lady hood ornament, and a big spare hanging off the trunk. That car was so beautiful my grandpa never sold it. He still has it today.


Well, Rodney picked up the car from his dad’s place (his parents, my grandpa and grandma, were long since separated) and parked it on the street while he got ready for his big night. In Sumner Field, however, a gleaming Caddy tended to stick out, especially to patrolling policemen. Next thing Rodney knew, those cops were hooking the car to a tow truck. He and my father saw it through the window, and raced to the curb, shouting, “That’s our dad’s car!” The police had run the plates and got a mismatched hit—the plate number didn’t match the registration. It’d have been even more maddening if they weren’t right, but somehow the DMV had issued the wrong license plates when Grandpa salvaged the car from the junkyard several years earlier. None of us had any idea until that moment. Even then, though, you have to wonder why they bothered running the plates in the first place. The answer is easy: they didn’t think a vehicle like that belonged in projects like those.


All Rodney wanted was to go to the prom. As he and my dad got into it with the cops, neighbors emerged from the surrounding houses. Everybody knew that was my grandfather’s car, and watching it get towed away drove them wild. The yelling got pretty intense, until my grandmother came out and told her boys to knock it off. “Just let them take it,” she said. “We’ll get it back later.” Rodney had to pick up his date in my grandma’s car, which worked fine but was sure as hell no Sedan DeVille. The cops were so standoffish that they never even explained to Rodney why they towed the car. Grandpa learned about the plate mix-up at the impound lot.


That incident led to The Talk that every Black parent in this country has with their kids. It’s not a matter of if, but when. My grandmother sat her boys down not long thereafter and said, “Why in the world would you argue with policemen when they can pull out their guns and shoot you, and get away with it?” It’s a question with no good answer.


The part that stuck with Dad most was what she said next: “If you want to solve the problem with the police, you should become a cop.”


Which is exactly what he did. After a detour or two, including a job driving a bus for Metro Transit, Dad joined the force in 1986, at age twenty-two, patrolling South Minneapolis as a member of the Fifth Precinct.


That move was positive for everybody in the family, except one. Dad’s father was so angry about it that he didn’t speak to his son for six months, which included skipping his swearing-in ceremony. Grandpa could be like that sometimes. It wasn’t that he was anti-police… although he might have been anti-police. Back in Arkansas, my grandmother’s cousin had been arrested on suspicion of raping a white woman, even though everybody in the family knew it was a consensual affair. It was only upon being discovered that the woman cried rape rather than own up to loving a Black man. Folks down there say the sheriff was worse than Bull Connor, the notorious segregationist. The cousin was convicted, and while he was in prison got castrated. My whole family knew that story, and seeds of mistrust built from there.


That was three states and a generation away from Minnesota. When it came to Dad’s decision to join the MPD, Grandpa was probably more upset that the move lopped more than a third off Dad’s $30,000 bus driver salary. The police department, however, offered an array of opportunities for promotion that simply did not exist in Metro Transit.


It was the right call. Thirty years later, Dad had risen through the ranks from sergeant to lieutenant to commander to inspector in charge of the Fourth Precinct. That’s the Northside, where he and I both grew up. Just as impactful, Dad’s brother Tony, and two of his kids, me and my sister Brittney, followed him onto the force. We are a police family, through and through.


You know how some people say they were born into a certain type of life? Well, I was born into Minneapolis North Community High School, almost literally. My parents were teenagers when I was conceived, my dad a cornerback on the football team, my mom a cheerleader. Mom took me to North High’s day care center when I was an infant so she could continue to attend class. My uncles Rodney and Tony were also Polars. Yeah, North High is in my blood. I am ingrained in it, and it is ingrained in me.


Because mom was an unmarried minor when I came around, the last name on my birth certificate is hers: Brunner. I always went by Adams, though, which my folks had legally changed when I was twelve. That’s just the beginning of my family’s name game. My dad is Charles Franklin Adams II, even though his dad’s name is Charles Junior Adams. Grandpa’s name is Junior, although he himself is not—his father was Johnny Adams. It’s even more complicated than that. Dad’s father was also named Charles, but Dad was actually named after my great-aunt Patsy’s boyfriend, Charles Champion. They were real country down in Arkansas when it came to naming babies. Heck, my uncle Tony’s middle name is Anthony. None of it makes any sense.


My mom, Djuana Brunner, had a different last name than her mom, my grandma Shirley Banks, who started off as a Brunner, changed her name when she got married and then kept it that way after she and her husband split up. Mom moved out of Grandma Shirley’s house and into her brother Freddy’s place not long after I was born because Grandma Shirley had just had a baby herself. That’s right: my uncle, Aaron Banks, is twenty-eight days older than me. Like I said, it’s complicated. To this day I don’t know how Mom managed to live on the Southside and go to North High, but that’s how it was. I’m thankful for it, because that’s where she met my father.


Dad is a year older than Mom. He had already graduated when I was born, and was across town at Golden Valley Lutheran College, playing football and attending school on a Pell Grant. Those early days couldn’t have been easy for him. In addition to carrying a full academic load plus football responsibilities, he worked the dinnertime shift as a janitor at the airport, scrubbing toilets and mopping floors to pay for my care. He took fatherhood seriously, his days starting with picking Mom and me up early at Uncle Freddy’s place for a trip to North High, then heading to his own college classes. After football practice came his job at the airport, with family time slotted into whatever free moments he could find. For two years I spent weekends with Dad in his dorm room, settling into life as his little buddy.


I split a lot of my weekday time with Grandma Shirley and my other Grandma Shirley—Dad’s mother, Shirley Adams, who I called Gramps. Once Dad graduated from college, we moved into Grandma Adams’s house on the Northside of Minneapolis. Dad’s brother Tony, still in high school, lived there, too. We were only about twenty minutes from Uncle Freddy’s place, where Mom and I had been staying, with one vital difference: it put me in line to go to North High School.


When I was little, Grandma Banks started calling me Spanky after a character from her favorite show, The Little Rascals. It stuck. Today, everybody in my family calls me Spanky. I’m Uncle Spank to my nieces and nephews.


I spent virtually every summer of my childhood in El Dorado, Arkansas, where my dad’s parents were from. El Dorado is about half-Black, with a poverty rate over 30 percent. Jobs were hard to come by, so someplace along the line, Grandpa Charles—we called him Pawpaw—traveled to visit family in places like Des Moines and Detroit, looking to pick up work. Eventually he landed with my great-aunt Stella in North Minneapolis and got a job at Anderson Cadillac, first washing cars, then fixing them. Before long he sent for his wife and kids. My dad was their first child conceived in Minnesota (even though he was born in El Dorado). Like me, he spent every summer until he was about seventeen down in Arkansas.


Each June I’d drive with my granddaddy some fifteen hours directly south in his gold ’77 L-Dog—the same Cadillac Sedan DeVille that got towed before Uncle Rodney’s prom. He dropped me off in El Dorado with my great-uncle Ronny and great-aunt Patsy, where I stayed until school started back up. I loved it down there, hanging out all summer with my cousins. I was a regular part of that family.


El Dorado was a super-small town, and I was like royalty there. Ronny and Patsy had a big house in the country, where I woke up every day to Patsy’s hot honeybuns, eggs, bread, sausage, and bacon. After breakfast, my cousins and I went to the park or made up games in the backyard. We knocked down anthills and got bitten by the red ants. We spent a lot of time chucking fistfuls of Arkansas’s famous red clay at each other until someone got hurt or we exhausted ourselves. One day I found a bicycle wheel, cut out the spokes, and nailed it to a tree. That became our basketball hoop. I learned to drive a tractor down there. Summertime in Arkansas was the best.


Sometimes we’d see my cousins from my granddad’s side, who also lived in El Dorado. My great-grandmother—we called her Beebo—lived in a house on a hill that was really like a two-bedroom shack, every room at a slant. That place was really country, with dirt roads all through her neighborhood and roosters cock-a-doodle-dooing us awake each morning. Beebo’s next-door neighbor sold penny candy. I didn’t have to worry about a thing.


My family was religious. Back home in Minneapolis, Grandma Adams sent us kids to Sunday school each week, where we sang in the choir. The church community was “brother” this and “sister” that and became like a second family to us. After services, we went to visit Gramps’s friends at the nursing home.


Actually, I attended two churches as a kid—one for each Grandma Shirley. Grandma Banks’s church was Redeemer Missionary Baptist in South Minneapolis. That’s where my parents got married. Grandma Adams went to First Church of God in Christ. That’s where I got married. Later on, my great-uncle Freddy founded a nondenominational church called Fountain of Hope, where he served as the head pastor, with my uncle Rickey as assistant pastor. My aunts served as treasurer and secretary. I became one of the head deacons and chairman of the deacon board. I’m not sure why they decided to start their own church, but it was probably influenced by my great-grandfather on my mom’s side, who was himself a deacon. His name was Jewel McGlothin, but he was Daddy Jewel to us. Daddy Jewel was a huge man—six-foot-five and three hundred pounds—with a deep voice and big glasses, always wearing a nice suit with suspenders. When it came to prayer and devotion, he was the best, a commanding presence. Once he got started, he would go. It was so powerful. Daddy Jewel made a point of trying to touch everybody in the church when he prayed, making each person feel like his prayer was personally delivered. It was a holy, physical feature of his fellowship. The man served the church almost until the day he died in 2020 at age ninety-two.


The Northside of Minneapolis has always been a place for marginalized communities. Until the 1950s, property ownership restrictions across most of the city forced large numbers of Blacks and Jews into the neighborhood. For the most part, everybody got along. By the 1960s, though, housing regulations had eased—for Jews, anyway—and many people moved to the suburbs. Things truly fractured in 1967, when discontent over the divergent paths of the neighborhood’s residents—white folk moving up and out, Black folk staying stuck—boiled over. They say the trouble started when police manhandled a Black woman at the parade for the Minneapolis Aquatennial, an annual summer festival. It spurred a protest of angry citizens that wound its way into the heart of the neighborhood on Plymouth Avenue. Ten stores, mostly Jewish-owned, were looted or burned. Molotov cocktails were thrown at the home of a Jewish city councilman. The riot squad swooped in, followed by two hundred National Guard troops, as violence flared through the following week. Damage included eighteen fires, three shootings, thirty-six arrests, and a price tag of $4.2 million. After that, white residents couldn’t get out fast enough. That left the Northside—our part of it, anyway—almost entirely Black.


My grandma Adams’s house, where we lived when I was a baby, was half of a duplex, with me, my parents, my grandma, and my uncle Tony sharing two rooms. When my sister Brittney came along five years after me, the lot of us, Grandma included, moved to a place on Morgan Avenue, then to a bigger place at Twenty-Second and Irving, just a few blocks from North High. Brittney and I shared a room upstairs. Downstairs were Grandma and Uncle Tony. We all made do with one bathroom. Dad and Grandpa fixed up the basement to include another bedroom, doing the framing, drywall, electrical, and plumbing themselves. I don’t know how Dad found the time; he was a police officer by then.


I was eight years old, just the right age to begin exploring my new neighborhood. The Northside was filled with clapboard houses and plenty of swing sets in plenty of front yards. I quickly made friends with kids up and down the block. Ricky was three houses down. Robert was across the street from him. At the end of the block were Tong, Hin, and Ton on one side, and Donny and Jeff on the other. Lekon was around the corner. Across the street from me was Sean. Sean was white. So were Donny and Jeff. Tong, Hin, and Ton were Asian. Robert, Ricky, and Lekon were Black. That was our crew. For years, that’s who I played with.


Our house was nice, with a backyard and a fence and a basketball hoop on the garage. It was in Minneapolis’s poorest and most violent neighborhood, but us kids didn’t pay much attention to that. We rode our bikes on a loop around the corner to Glen Gale Park and got our snacks at Tony’s Market at the bottom of Irving and Broadway. Tony’s is where my dad sent me on Sunday mornings to pick up a newspaper and a gallon of milk. The other place we went was the Big Stop on Twenty-Sixth, which they eventually tore down because there were so many murders there. It was such a gangbanger hangout that people were getting killed inside the store. I went there anyway because they sold jojo potatoes for $0.60 and three chicken wings for $1.25. For five bucks you could eat like a king at Big Stop.


Apart from those food runs, we pretty much never left the block. We played street football from the lamppost in front of my house to the one in front of the alley. We also played street basketball and street baseball and street hockey. When those lights came on, it was my cue to get back home. Even if I didn’t notice it, I was always close enough to hear my mom call out from our front porch: “Spanky, the streetlights are on.” That was the end of my day outdoors. Twenty-Second Avenue seemed so big to me then. When I drive through there now, it’s small as hell.


Ricky was especially important because he introduced me to the Boys & Girls Club, which for a kid like me was the best thing ever. It was just a block away, on the other side of the park. Once we found it, all of us went there every chance we got. They had video games like Pac-Man, Centipede, and Excitebike, all for free. There was a beautiful indoor basketball court, Ping-Pong, foosball, and a swimming pool.


What stuck with me most was the drum corps.


I’d been playing drums since I was a kid, mainly at church services. I had a full Pearl kit with snare, toms, cymbals, and a beautiful maroon bass drum, and I ended up taking regular lessons at the Club. Those sessions became a lot more meaningful once Denny Green arrived.


When Dennis Green joined the Minnesota Vikings in 1992, he became only the second Black head coach in NFL history. One of the first things he did in Minnesota was locate the Boys & Girls Club and, along with his wife, Marie, set up a sponsorship for us drummers. He’d been involved in his own local club as a kid, and I guess he wanted to pay it forward. Coach Green bought us drums and uniforms—Vikings polos and black pants—and arranged for us to perform at the team’s home games as the Bus Green Music Team, named after his father. I’d been a crazy Vikings fan forever, and to say I was excited is an extreme understatement. I played with the Bus Green team all the way through high school. Coach Green and his wife treated us like we were their own kids, even inviting us to events at their house. Every time I saw Coach Green, he’d say, “There goes my drummer.” If you find a copy of his autobiography, No Room for Crybabies, there’s a photo on the back cover of Coach with a handful of his Music Team players. I’m in there, standing over his left shoulder.


Having a Black coach take over our hometown team didn’t exactly get me thinking I’d be the next Dennis Green, mostly because I was still thinking I’d be the next Randy Moss. I was a football player long before I ever thought about coaching, and my dreams of glory all took place inside the lines. Years later, once I realized a playing career wasn’t in my future, I found renewed inspiration from Coach Green. The widespread respect he commanded led me to wonder about becoming a football coach myself. I don’t think a white coach, even one as generous as Dennis Green, would have had the same kind of impact. Seeing somebody who looked like me helping kids in our community made me want to be in that same position one day.


Through all the time he took with me and my friends, Coach Green showed me that coaching was about much more than sports. Today, for me, coaching high school kids has almost nothing to do with calling plays. I think that’s why so many young coaches struggle. In their minds, they need the best schemes in order to be the best coaches. Well, I’m here to tell you that success doesn’t have shit to do with your schemes. Success is about the connections you make and how you go about leading people. Success is getting kids to trust you, sometimes during their worst moments. Success is watching your players move on in their post-football lives, continuing to use the lessons you taught them on the field. I can’t even count how many former players have told me about the straight line between high school football and the men they eventually became.


None of it had anything to do with the way I called a game.


For me, football was always a legacy sport. My father played in college. My first Peewee coach, Gary Wilson, was such a Northside institution that my dad played for him too, as a kid. When I was awarded a key to the city for leading North High to the 2016 Minnesota state championship, Coach Wilson presented it to me. I didn’t have anything to do with that decision; it turned out the city was honoring him too.


Gary Wilson showed me what coaching could accomplish. He spent decades in our community, building a foundation of trust with our families through an amazing combination of honesty, availability, and good intentions. It wasn’t only football. He was also my basketball coach, and he coached baseball during the spring. Coach Wilson would pick up kids who needed a ride to games or practices, and he went into his own pocket to make sure we had whatever equipment was necessary to compete. Some of my best memories with Coach Wilson involve detours he took to Dairy Queen on the way home after games to buy us all Blizzards.


Coach Wilson valued every player, not only the stars. Even when I was small, an eight-year-old playing on the ten-and-under team, I don’t remember sitting on the bench because Coach emphasized that all his players had value somewhere. If I came to practice and did what I was supposed to do, I knew I’d be playing. As a coach myself, I hold that same ideal. I stayed with Coach Wilson for three years before moving up to Cubs, then Midgets, and finally to North High.


I was skinny as a kid, cautious, and not really tough, and I sometimes found myself bullied. In seventh grade I got into a fight with a way bigger classmate who pretty much beat me up just by pushing me around the locker room. I remember it mostly because I was fighting one-handed. A few weeks earlier I’d been hanging off the side of some spiral stairs at the YMCA, and when I let go, my ring—actually, it was my dad’s class ring from North High—snagged on the edge and nearly yanked my finger off. When I looked down, I could see the tendon… until the blood started flowing. Oh, was there a lot of blood. They rushed me to the hospital, and it took doctors two hours just to cut the ring off my finger. My skin was shredded, the nerves wrecked. They had to more or less reconstruct the entire thing through grafts and surgery. It kept me out of football that season. I also had to have somebody help me write until I learned to manipulate a pencil with my left hand.


For months I wrapped my hand in bandages like a club, which might be why I punched that guy despite my injury. I don’t think I hurt him, but I certainly set back my rehab. It wasn’t much of a lesson. I kept right on fighting. Once my finger healed, I even got pretty good at it.


I liked living in our neighborhood, but the place kept getting sketchier and more violent. People moved out and slumlords bought up the houses, renting them to the wrong kinds of tenants. Before long, the potential for mayhem was off the charts. When I was thirteen I saw a guy shot to death at the corner of West Broadway and Irving. People broke into our detached garage and took Dad’s lawnmower and my bike. On more than one occasion we had to hit the floor in the living room when we heard gunshots outside. I think the final straw came when I was in the front yard with my sister Brittney, who was five years younger than me, and my brother Styles, who was just a toddler. A lady pulled up and just like that began shooting. It was some sort of drive-by, and though it was focused on another house—she wasn’t aiming at us—when you hear that noise, pah-pah-pah-pah-pah, you get low pretty damn quick.


From that moment, the clock was ticking on our time in that house. Dad was a stubborn Northsider who’d grown up in public housing and had built half of that house with his own hands. Nothing seemed to faze him. His police colleagues had been urging us to leave the neighborhood for a while. So had my mom. His kids almost getting shot, though? That had an effect. It was getting too crazy on our block, even for him.


We moved to a big house in a nicer Northside neighborhood, at Forty-First and Sheridan, just before I started tenth grade. That was also about the time my folks got divorced. Dad had been working a lot of jobs to make ends meet—full-time policing and part-time security gigs all over the place—and he tried to keep Mom happy with things like a new car every couple of years and an annual trip to Jamaica. He thought that was the hallmark of a good husband, but she obviously wanted more from the relationship. I was old enough by that point to see that they weren’t happy together, and while I wasn’t thrilled by the divorce, I at least understood why it was happening. For me, the hardest part was that Brittney and Styles went to live with Mom in a suburb about twenty minutes away. I stayed with my dad in the Northside because I didn’t want to change schools. There wasn’t even a debate. I heard Dad tell my mom, “You can take everything in this house, but Spanky stays.” She took him up on that offer. Dad and I ended up loading virtually every piece of furniture we had into a moving truck. The only things left were our beds.


Our new house was just a few short blocks from Patrick Henry High School, an easy walk. Here’s the thing, though: both my parents went to North, I’d spent my childhood thinking about how one day I would go to North, and I’d just finished my freshman year at North.


Patrick Henry is North’s biggest rival.


So never mind that the house on Sheridan was virtually around the corner from Henry, and never mind that North High was three miles south along the Mississippi River. Never mind that Henry was directly between my home and North High. Was I gonna go to Patrick Henry?


Hell no.


That’s our rival. They’re the Patriots, and we’re the Polars. To this day, the basketball competition between those schools is the craziest in Minneapolis. So instead of walking five minutes to school, I woke up forty-five minutes early, got my ass on the bus at 6:45 each morning, and found my way to the place I wanted to be.


I’d been looking forward to joining the Polars since my dad first brought me to the North High gym in the 1980s when I was four years old to watch my uncle Tony play on the basketball team. A while later, Dad helped coach JV basketball. We attended games there all the time. I was actually supposed to play freshman football for the Polars as an eighth grader, which a handful of kids do each year, but I’d missed my seventh-grade season with that finger injury and didn’t think it was smart to jump straight from sixth-grade football into high school. So I waited.


During my freshman year, our varsity coach was a local legend named Mike Favor. A North High product himself, he won three Division II national championships as a center for North Dakota State University, earning enshrinement in the College Football Hall of Fame. Playing for Mike was like playing for a member of the family. He’d grown up in the projects with my dad, and was my uncle Tony’s college roommate at NDSU. In a way, Mike owes his football career to my father. Dad never told me about it, but Mike did, years later.


Mike was a freshman at North when Dad was a senior, and though Mike had size—he was six-foot-one, 275 pounds—he didn’t want to play football. Dad wouldn’t have it. They knew each other from the neighborhood, and my father was determined. One day in the lunchroom he sidled over to Big Mike. “Football practice starts tomorrow,” he said. “You better be there.” Big Mike blew him off.


The way Mike tells it, the very next day Dad stormed up to him in the hallway. “I thought I told you to be at football practice yesterday,” he said. Now my dad is put together, but he’s regular-sized, not nearly as big as Mike. When Mike offered up some sort of excuse, Dad straight up punched him in the face. “Ima do this every day until you come to practice,” he threatened. That did the trick. Mike showed up and never left. All of which meant I had a relationship with Coach Favor before I ever got to high school.


I played on the ninth-grade team my freshman year (we went undefeated), and my reward for knowing the coach was getting to suit up for the varsity squad and stand on the sideline for their games. I didn’t play a snap until homecoming, when, in the middle of the game, one of the assistant coaches called for a volunteer. I didn’t know what he wanted, and I didn’t care. Before anyone could stop me, I ran onto the field. Us ninth graders ran the same playbook as the varsity team, so I knew I’d recognize whatever play was called. It turned out that they needed a holder for the placekick. It wasn’t much of a role, but I wasn’t complaining. We were at the ten-yard line, and the snap ended up flying right over my head. I was quick enough to leap and catch it, then wheeled right and threw it to my boy Marcus Ross in the back of the end zone. A touchdown pass. At homecoming. As a freshman. On my first-ever play. Yeah, that was a rush.


As a side note, I mentioned before that my family nickname is Spanky. Well, so is Coach Favor’s, so he became Big Spank and I became Little Spank. Coach always thought my dad nicknamed me after him, which Dad never argued with, even though it wasn’t true. Big Spank ended up working in the school district for decades, eventually becoming a superintendent.


I played JV my sophomore year and was in line to make the full-time jump to varsity as a junior. That season was shaping up to be monumental. Coach Favor had taken an administration job at nearby St. Louis Park High, and Rufus Bess stepped in to coach. For me, it was hard to believe—when I was a kid, Rufus Bess had been a star defensive back with the Vikings, one of my favorite players. I couldn’t wait to get onto the field with that guy.


I ran into a roadblock, though. More accurately, I built myself a roadblock, and then ran into it.


Mom moving out of the house had given me newfound freedom. I was sixteen, with a driver’s license and a father who was constantly at work, leaving me all kinds of unsupervised time. It didn’t help that Dad’s hobby was buying old cars and fixing them up, just like his father had done before him. As a kid, I spent a lot of time at the scrapyard with Dad and Pawpaw, playing around in junked vehicles while they hunted for automotive treasure. There was always a car available at our house. My first, which Dad gave me shortly after I got my license, was a 1991 Mercury Topaz. I made a point of driving around the whole of Minneapolis, making sure people saw me. After that came a two-door Chevy Cavalier, and then a Ford Explorer. I got to drive them all, right up until Dad sold them. The Explorer was especially sweet because it was nearly new. It had been in a wreck—that’s why it was at the junkyard—but I sure turned some heads when I took that thing around town.


Dad had some motivation to keep me with a ride because I was able to pick up and drop off my siblings from the suburbs when they spent weekends at our house. He also used those cars as incentive, starting the moment I got my license. Tying his vehicles to my grades was powerful motivation. It took me all of one day to learn just how powerful.


Dad gave me that Mercury when I got my license, but the very next day he needed to drive it to work. For some long-forgotten reason, he left the Mercury at the police station and brought his work car home, forcing me to ride the bus one more day. It wouldn’t have been a big deal had that not also been the day grades came out. North High was a magnet school, with kids assigned to the arts-and-communications unit or the math-and-science unit. Math and science were my worst subjects, but that’s where I ended up. My grades reflected as much. Dad saw my progress report that night and laid down the law.


“Put your keys on the table and leave them there,” he said. I couldn’t believe it. I got to drive my Mercury one fucking day, and I wouldn’t get it back until my grades improved.


As it turned out, that was just a prelude to what was to come. The next thing Dad took away would be far more painful.
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