



[image: image]













[image: image]
















Names and identifying characteristics of some individuals have been changed.


Copyright © 2024 by Laurence Ralph


Cover design by Dana Li


Cover photo taken by Sito’s mother, Beatriz Enciso


Cover copyright © 2024 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.


Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.


The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.


Grand Central Publishing


Hachette Book Group


1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104


grandcentralpublishing.com


twitter.com/grandcentralpub


First Edition: February 2024


Grand Central Publishing is a division of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Grand Central Publishing name and logo is a trademark of Hachette Book Group, Inc.


The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.


The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.


Grand Central Publishing books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Names: Ralph, Laurence, author.


Title: Sito : an American teenager and the city that failed him / Laurence Ralph.


Description: First edition. | New York, NY : Grand Central Publishing, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references. |


Identifiers: LCCN 2023036571 | ISBN 9781538740323 (hardcover) | ISBN 9781538740347 (ebook)


Subjects: LCSH: Sito, 1999 or 2000-2019. | Juvenile homicide—California—San Francisco. | Mission District (San Francisco, Calif.)—Ethnic relations. | Mission District (San Francisco, Calif.)—Ethnic relations—Political aspects. | Racism in criminal justice administration—California—San Francisco. | Racism in law enforcement—California—San Francisco.


Classification: LCC HV9067.H6 R35 2024 | DDC 364.152/30830979461—dc23/eng/20230803


LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023036571


ISBNs: 9781538740323 (hardcover); 9781538740347 (ebook)


E3-20231218-JV-NF-ORI














For Sito














Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.









Tap here to learn more.







[image: Grand Central Publishing logo]















PROLOGUE



Sunday in the Mission


It was still hot outside when Luis Alberto Quiñonez—whom everyone called Sito—reached Grant Avenue, in San Francisco’s Chinatown, around 6:30 p.m. on Sunday, September 8, 2019. His girlfriend, Arianna, was with her mother, who had been evicted that day: she had paid her rent late one too many times. “If you don’t move out today,” the landlord told her, “your shit will be in the street.”


“Don’t touch her stuff,” she demanded, stepping between the landlord and her mother. “My boyfriend’s coming right now.”


He’d driven an hour from Oakland in his 1998 Nissan Sentra. Once he arrived, Sito began loading his car. After several trips back and forth between Arianna’s mother’s old place and the new one, Sito made his way back to Curtis Street, on the northern outskirts of the Mission District, for the final drop-off. It had been years since Sito spent an entire afternoon there, in the Mission. The sun had already set when he carried the last box through the narrow hallway of Arianna’s mother’s new apartment. Sito found one of the few spots in the living room where he could actually see the hardwood floor.


“Gently, gently,” said Arianna’s mother as he put down his box.


The sofa was still wrapped in plastic and tape, but Sito collapsed on it anyway.


Just then, Arianna emerged from the kitchen with a glass of water and sat on Sito’s lap. She held the cup as he sipped from it. Sito circled his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. Exhausted from the move, Arianna, her mother, and Sito sat in silence, listening to cars pass by outside.


“Okay, I’m ready to see my room now,” Sito joked.


Arianna turned and slapped his chest—lightly, affectionately—with the back of her hand. Arianna’s mother looked at the couple with a smile. In that moment she felt her daughter had truly found her first love. Arianna and Sito were both nineteen.


“Let’s all get something to eat,” Arianna’s mother said. “My treat.”


She offered to take them to Bac Lieu, a Vietnamese restaurant on Mission Street that Arianna liked, a thank-you for breaking their backs in difficult circumstances—at a moment’s notice, no less.


They decided that the couple would go to Arianna’s place to change out of their sweaty clothes and then meet her at the restaurant in an hour. Sito opened the front door and held it for his girlfriend. The chilly air of a San Francisco evening whooshed in. “See you soon,” Arianna said to her mother.


Driving down Curtis Street, Sito had just put his blinker on to make a right turn on Brunswick when he saw a light flash on his dashboard. “Oh, fuck!” he said. “I need to get some air.”


Sito was from the Mission; he knew the nearest gas station was an Arco off Naples Street, just a few minutes away.


They drove past the Cordova Market, the corner store with murals of Jerry Rice and Willie Mays on the outside, and then made a right into the Arco, parking next to the air pump.


Sito grabbed a few quarters from the cup holder.


“I love you, babe,” he said, exiting the car.


Arianna had texted her mother for the address of the restaurant, but she hadn’t received a reply by the time Sito got back in the car. “I’m going to call her,” she told him.


Sito tried to exit the Arco while a stream of cars blew by on Geneva Avenue. He made a hard right into heavy traffic, causing Arianna to drop her cell phone underneath the seat.


“Sito! Pull over. I can’t find my phone!”


He made the next right, onto Athens, and pulled over on the street of small houses.


Arianna bent over in her seat, hands searching across the floorboard for her cell. “Found it!”


Meanwhile, a person in a hooded sweatshirt stepped up to the Nissan’s driver’s-side window. In an instant, he raised an automatic pistol to the glass and started firing.


Bright muzzle flashes split the night like lightning. Despite the shattered glass raining down, Arianna could see the shooter’s dark round eyes and rigid brow. Arianna pulled Sito toward her, away from the incoming fire, taking two bullets in her own arm.


By the time the shooter finished, twenty-one cartridges had battered Sito’s Nissan, inside and out. Seventeen of those bullets cut through Sito’s neck, shoulder, and chest, the fusillade ripping his stomach wide open.


It had never occurred to Sito that someone might have followed him that evening and watched him carry a houseplant, a flat-screen TV, and a heavy dresser into Arianna’s mother’s new place. Nor had it occurred to him that someone might have tampered with his car’s tires.


But his killer had been following them for some time, just lying in wait.













PART I
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Building Bridges of Solidarity: Breaking Down Barriers. Part of a 117-foot-long mural executed in 1997 by Eric Norberg and Mike Ramos for Homies Organizing the Mission to Empower Youth (HOMEY). Located on 24th and Capp Streets. (Photo by Genesis Manyari)





















CHAPTER 1



The Next Crisis


Sito was my stepson’s half brother. We only met once, and I am sure he would not have considered me part of his life. But in death he has become part of mine.
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I got to know my wife, Aisha, in the spring of 2015, when we were both professors at Harvard. At the time, I held a joint appointment in the departments of African and African American studies and anthropology; Aisha was a faculty member at the Harvard Divinity School. For our first date, we had breakfast at the Diesel Café, in Davis Square, a couple of blocks from where I lived, in Somerville. We settled into seats at a small wooden table toward the back, where Tufts University students always gathered to play pool at night. Aisha rummaged through her sizable black purse while I waited for the barista to call my name.


“Tofu scramble. Egg sandwich for Laurence,” the barista yelled.


I got up to grab our meal.


When I returned, a tattered copy of Renegade Dreams—a book I wrote about the consequences of gang violence—lay on the table. As I put the tray down and sat in front of Aisha, the book flapped open to a dog-eared page. I glimpsed a familiar name: Derrion Albert.


Derrion Albert was a sixteen-year-old high school student from Chicago who was killed in a violent attack in 2009. The melee that resulted in Derrion’s tragic death involved dozens of students, but the state’s attorney ultimately held four teenagers accountable for the crime.


The attack was caught on video; it’s hard to watch. One of the teenagers strikes Derrion in the head from behind with a railroad tie; the others proceed to punch and kick him repeatedly, even after he falls to the ground and lies there motionless. Predictably, the teenage boys responsible for killing Derrion were identified as gang members, though it remains unclear whether they actually were. Those same teenagers were then labeled by the news media as “savages.” Derrion was described as an “honor roll student.”


In my book, I critique the coverage of this juvenile murder case and, by extension, what is usually called “gang-related” violence. The notion that there is an innate difference between Derrion and his assailants, I argue, hinders our ability to understand urban violence. We must come to terms with the fact that youth of color are both highly susceptible to experiencing violence and therefore extremely likely to enact it. When we do not acknowledge this, we fail to understand why some of them gravitate toward gangs and commit violent acts in the first place.


Aisha didn’t refer to the Derrion Albert case in particular. She just said, “Had to read it. Before… you know…”


“We could date?” I asked.


Aisha nodded sheepishly, holding back a smile. “If I didn’t respect your mind, that would’ve been a deal-breaker,” she said.


“Sooooo…” I waited for the verdict.


Aisha grabbed my hand from across the table. “It made me like you even more,” she said.


I felt the same way. I didn’t tell her this at the time, but days before, I had read several of her articles.


Aisha’s scholarship was about a group of religions originating in Yorùbáland, West Africa. The Yorùbá believed in divinities, or angels, called orishas. God created them and sent them to assist humankind’s spiritual and physical evolution. Through sacrifices, offerings, and divination, Yorùbáns communed with their ancestors and the orishas. This kind of spiritual exchange had been a way of life, structuring the societal order, until the transatlantic slave trade began and Arabs and Europeans decimated the Yorùbá Nation.


Many of those enslaved came from elite classes of soldiers and warrior priests. As a result, the New World became inundated with people knowledgeable about Yorùbá religious practices. Enslaved Yorùbáns formed several religious sects within the European colonies: Candomblé, in Brazil; Vodun, in Haiti; and Sango Baptiste, in Trinidad. The variant of Yorùbá religion in Cuba, where Aisha did her research, was referred to as Santería, or Regla de Ocha.


Her book describes the ways in which many people today are openly embracing their various ancestral religions. Aisha herself comes from a family of Santería priests. But I didn’t know much about her faith on our first date. I didn’t even think to ask about it. I selfishly focused on how she felt about me and my work.


That morning at the Diesel Café, I smiled at her from across the table and then paused. I couldn’t help myself. “What exactly did you like about my book?”


“It reminded me of someone,” she said, before explaining that her elder son, Neto, had a half brother. “Sito’s fourteen—the same age as my younger son, Pilli.” Sito is short for Luisito—“little Luis.”


Aisha met Sito and Neto’s father—her ex-partner Rene—when she was thirteen. At the time, a group of girls she thought were her friends had attacked her, pounding her with their fists and kicking her on the ground. A beating like this is a common way to initiate someone into a gang. Young Aisha was faced with a choice: join them or be assaulted every day. Unsure of what to do, she sought out advice. Aisha needed to speak to someone who was respected, someone whom the gang would listen to. A sixteen-year-old neighborhood teenager, Rene, agreed to protect her. He talked to the gang leader, thus ensuring that Aisha was “off-limits.”


Until then, Aisha only knew Rene as one of the boys who hung out on 24th and San Bruno with her friend Lalo. But when Rene came to her rescue, he became her lifeline. Aisha had been homeless when she was attacked. Several months earlier, only twelve years old, she had come home from school to see all her belongings outside on the curb. She and her mother had been evicted. At the time, Aisha didn’t know her mother was addicted to drugs. She only knew her mother was nowhere to be found.


She had been spending her nights sleeping over at her friends’ parents’ apartments. After learning this, Rene’s family took Aisha in. Several months later, she got pregnant. “Everyone told me I was making a huge mistake,” Aisha said. “Back then, being a teenage mom? People assumed my life was over. But they didn’t know…” She paused. “That pregnancy? Having Neto? It put me where I am now. He saved my life.”


With newfound determination, Aisha excelled at Real Alternatives Program (RAP) High School, in the Mission. RAP offered an Aztec dance class as a form of physical education. Participating in the dance class allowed her to travel outside the Bay Area for the first time. She performed in Mexico with baby Neto in tow. Shortly thereafter, she graduated and enrolled at San Francisco State. By then, Aisha realized that Rene’s gang-driven lifestyle put her and Neto at risk. Before the first semester had finished, she left him for good.


Two years later, both Aisha and Rene found new relationships. Aisha married Kalto, and her second child, Pilli, was born. Meanwhile, Rene met Beatriz, and they had Sito.


Despite the fact that they had both moved on, Aisha’s and Rene’s devotion to Neto and their shared history of survival meant that they remained part of each other’s lives as committed co-parents.


Back when Aisha and her sons lived in San Jose, California, Sito visited often.


Aisha described him as a “sweet boy,” the only one of the children who volunteered to help her cook.


“He was a chubby little kid,” she said as she unwrapped the foil from her egg sandwich and took a bite. “And oh, did he love his superheroes. He always wore his Spider-Man outfit.”


Then Aisha’s face turned dark. She chewed slowly before saying that Sito had been accused of a terrible crime. Like the people involved in the cases in my book, he was portrayed in the media as a ruthless gang member. And she prayed the coverage wouldn’t affect his case.


Her eyes started to well up. “If something were to happen to him… it would… it would… just devastate Neto.”


She told me that Neto had struggled with mental health issues since moving to Cambridge at fifteen years old. He’d been diagnosed with oppositional defiant disorder, and getting him to take the drugs the doctor prescribed was a constant battle.


One day Aisha had found a whole bottle’s worth of Neto’s pills floating in the toilet, waiting for her, intentionally unflushed. She thought he was trying to send her the message that she couldn’t control him—that nobody could. Later that day, the principal called Neto to his office. A rumor had reached the administration that he was in possession of stolen cell phones.


After almost three years of motions and delays, Neto’s robbery case was finally resolved. Ultimately, a Middlesex County judge gave him probation instead of juvenile hall. But only a month after the verdict, Neto threw a house party. At the time, Neto, then eighteen, had decided he could no longer take his mother’s rules. So he moved out. His new neighbors called the police after seeing teenagers stream into Neto’s apartment. When the police arrived, he greeted them at the door and promised to end the party. That’s when the officers smelled the pungent aroma of weed.


The teenagers scattered when the police entered, and the officers discovered a small bag of marijuana. The district attorney eventually dropped the drug possession charges, but with his arrest, Neto had violated probation for the robbery case. The same Middlesex judge who had given him probation the month before then demanded that Neto be locked up.


“And that’s where he is now,” Aisha said, fidgeting with her fork, her downcast eyes staring at scraps of food. “I worry that I failed him,” she continued. “Now every time the phone rings, I’m afraid of…”


“Of what?” I said, pulling my chair closer. Her vulnerable demeanor made me want to shield her from the danger we both knew might one day come.


“Afraid of the next crisis.”
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Five years later, we were asleep in our home in Princeton, New Jersey, where we’d both joined the university’s faculty after leaving Harvard, when the phone rang.


Aisha listened, then screamed so loudly that I was afraid the neighbors might call the police.


“Sito’s dead, Mom. He’s dead,” Neto, who by then was my stepson, told her from the other side of the country.


The next crisis had come.















CHAPTER 2



A Fair Shake


Two months after we attended Sito’s funeral in Oakland, Rene asked Aisha and me to come back to San Francisco. The police had just charged a seventeen-year-old suspect with Sito’s murder.


Rene had arranged a meeting with the incoming district attorney, and he wanted me there. Knowing that I had written extensively about urban violence and even about controversial homicide cases involving minors, he thought I might be able to offer some perspective on whatever the DA had to say.


At the time, I had just published my second book, a study about a decades-long scandal in the 1980s and 1990s in which the Chicago Police Department tortured more than two hundred Black men. That book, The Torture Letters, led me to research the city’s municipal government at length. I found that judges, many of whom were former prosecutors, had worked hand in glove with police officers to obtain confessions wrought by torture. What’s more, some of the prosecutors were former police officers. I had untangled a sticky web that started with criminal suspects and ended with some of the most influential people in the city. Indeed, Richard M. Daley, who was state’s attorney when the first allegations of torture surfaced, was eventually elected mayor of Chicago, serving six terms over twenty-two years.


After reading my book, Rene believed I had the skills to determine whether or not the new San Francisco district attorney would bury his head in the sand. I suspected Rene also liked the idea of the DA seeing an Ivy League professor in the room advising the family. I wasn’t sure how much I’d be able to contribute. Still, I didn’t want to tell the grieving father no—especially because Sito’s death had forced me to think about fatherhood with a new sense of urgency.


Almost three years before Sito’s murder, Aisha had given birth to a girl, making me a proud first-time dad. A full day after she was born, we still hadn’t settled on a name. We first wanted to get to know her, so we devised a plan. If she had a calm, easygoing personality, we would name her Amina Lynette, after my mother. But if she had a more aggressive nature, we would call her Justice (something the next generation always has to fight for). After our second day together, Aisha and I looked at each other and then at her—our precious and tranquil baby girl. Amina. That was the first trick she played on us. Her real personality came out on the next day, but by that time, we had already signed the birth certificate.


It is terrifying to raise a strong-willed Black child in America today. Before Sito’s murder, I had told myself it was silly to worry; after all, Amina was only three years old. And she’s a girl. But that was before I knew that Black girls are five times more likely to be suspended from school and seven times more likely to receive repeated suspensions than White girls—an imbalance even greater than the gap between Black and White boys. Amina’s teachers will probably see her as more suspicious, mature, disrespectful, and aggressive than her White peers. When Black girls are “pushed out” of school, as activist Monique Morris has noted, our institutions make them vulnerable to abuse, economic insecurity, and incarceration. Notwithstanding the fact that Amina is growing up in Princeton, New Jersey, being a Black girl in this country is just, well, difficult.


Back when Sito died, I didn’t know that Aisha and I would soon welcome a second child into the world he left behind. Aisha had a hunch that she was pregnant during the wake. She didn’t take the test until we returned to Princeton, but by then, she was already sure. Before the funeral, Ochún had visited her during a religious ceremony. This orisha is protective of pregnant women and women in labor. So when Ochún rubs a woman’s stomach (as Aisha felt her do) and tells her that she is bringing her “a gift,” pregnancy is a distinct possibility.


Even though having another child was something I had dreamed of, when the doctor confirmed Ochún’s prophecy, I was simultaneously joyous and afraid—both guilty and thankful for our abundance in a world that seemed so barren without Sito. When I found out we were having a boy, I grew even more conflicted. For a moment, I surrendered to the nagging feeling that boys of color in this nation are cursed. They suffer in predictable and random ways.


I knew our children, with two professors as parents, would have plenty of resources and opportunities to succeed. Still, we would have to steer them away from hatred and vengeance. These are emotions that all humans share—but our society is unforgiving to Black and Brown children who feel them. I wanted to ask Aisha if I was silly for truly believing that our children’s lives could be different. But then I realized that no matter what anyone else said, I needed to believe it.


Why didn’t I confide in Rene? He was one of the few people in my life at the time who would have understood.


Rene had been a constant presence whenever Aisha and I visited Neto after he moved back to the Bay Area. At first, Rene and I barely spoke. When I tried to engage him—about family, work, the weather—his answers were short, and the conversation quickly sputtered out. I was left with the impression that I had said something wrong. Before long, though, our exchanges grew less awkward. As I became more comfortable, I even looked forward to hanging out. Now, walking into the DA’s office, I didn’t want to disappoint him.
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“You know who he is, right?” Rene had asked me over the phone before our meeting, referring to the incoming DA.


“Don’t think so,” I replied, distracted.


“Chesa Boudin.”


The name meant nothing to me, I said.


“Ever hear of the Weather Underground?”


“Sure.”


“His parents were members,” Rene told me. “They went to prison for murder… long bids.”


The Weather Underground, I knew, was a radical left militant organization active in the 1960s and 1970s. Their goal was to overthrow the US government by any means necessary, including acts of terror on domestic soil.


“Oh, shit, I’ve met the man who raised him,” I told Rene. “Bill Ayers?”


“Small world. That’s good, though… that’s real good.”


It was just before noon the next day when I connected with Rene in Oakland. We picked up his wife, Maya, before heading into downtown San Francisco.


“We’re not meeting him at city hall because he hasn’t been sworn in yet. We’re going to his private office,” explained Rene.


From the passenger seat, Maya sneered. “Boudin’s probably going to act like he doesn’t know anything about this case. He must know something. What we really want him to tell us”—she slammed her fist into her open palm—“is if he intends to charge Sito’s killer as a juvenile or an adult.” She craned her neck toward the back seat to look into my eyes. “He needs to be tried as an adult!”


“What do you think Boudin will do?” I inquired, feeling the weight of being asked to advise, a responsibility that seemed to grow heavier by the minute.


Rene answered, “He ran on a progressive platform, and he made a vow that he wouldn’t try any juvenile as an adult.” He sighed. “We’re going to demand to know where he stands now.” He tried to hide it, but I sensed that he burned for revenge. This was certainly a change of heart for him.


Only a few weeks after Sito’s funeral, before anyone had any idea of who his killer was, Rene had confessed to me, “I just hope the killer isn’t a kid.” That reality would be very hard for him to reconcile with his desire for justice.


Rene understood how the juvenile justice system ruins kids’ lives. He’d seen what it had done to so many. The irony was that Rene had campaigned for Boudin. In fact, he entirely supported the new DA’s progressive position on juvenile justice.


Boudin had entered the district attorney’s race as an underdog. He had worked as a public defender in San Francisco, never as a prosecutor. Boudin had a different kind of job experience. The prison system, he told the public, had torn his own family apart.


On the campaign trail, Boudin often lamented how arbitrary the legal system could be. After all, his father had received fifty-five more years in prison than his mother—for the same crime. At the time, Boudin’s father, David Gilbert, was among the longest-serving inmates in the New York State prison system.


“I want to restore a sense of compassion,” Boudin had said in his campaign.


That was exactly why Sito’s family wanted to meet with him: that commitment to compassion, not something typically associated with DA’s offices, had implications for Sito’s killer.


If Sito’s killer were tried as a juvenile, the longest sentence he would serve would be five years. Some, including Sito’s stepmom, Maya, felt that was hardly enough. Other family members, including Neto, believed it didn’t matter if Sito’s killer served five years or fifty-five—the length of the sentence wouldn’t lessen the pain.


Despite the chasm between their stances, the family could agree on at least one thing. They all wanted to know: Was Boudin planning to abide by his campaign pledge? Or would he allow a judge to determine whether Sito’s accused killer would be tried as an adult, a determination that judges had always made in the past?


The family felt that this question was a litmus test of equal protection under the law. Their emotions were especially raw because they had seen Sito treated unfairly by the justice system before: he’d had a previous run-in with this very DA’s office.


Still, Maya and Rene had reason to believe Boudin—the new DA—would be sympathetic to their plight. Three days after Sito’s death, he tweeted a message about the murder that included an embedded link to an article from the San Francisco Chronicle, whose title quoted Arianna’s mother, “SF Couple Shot: ‘I Feel Sad That My Daughter Had to Lose the Love of Her Life.’”


Boudin’s message appeared above a picture of Sito from the news story. In it, Sito is smiling and wearing a pin-striped tie. “My heart goes out to his family,” Boudin tweeted. “Serious, violent crimes like homicide are still a tragic reality in San Francisco and they will be my priority as DA. Enough.” The message ended with a lament: “Our system is already failing to support [Sito’s] family,” Boudin had said, before encouraging the public to donate money to cover the cost of Sito’s funeral.


Even with this pledge of support, I became increasingly anxious as we approached Boudin’s building. I couldn’t help but wonder, Why isn’t Aisha here instead of me? After all, she was much closer to Sito’s family than I was. I should have been the one to stay behind with our little Amina.


Spending the day with Maya and Rene, hearing their stories about Sito’s life, reminded me that there would come a time when my daughter wouldn’t want to tell me everything. Perhaps she would struggle with a bully at school. Or maybe people would post mean comments about her online. I hoped the conflicts wouldn’t be as awful as assault or murder, but if you’re a parent, you never know where danger will come from or how it will look. And believe me, it scares you not to know. What I did know was that one day, far too soon, people around Anima would make her feel insecure. Recognizing the brevity of the time I had left with her as a child, as insufficient as it seemed, made me all the more resolute to stand by Maya and Rene.
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After we parked and started walking toward Chesa Boudin’s private office, Maya rehearsed what she would say aloud. “As the district attorney, you have the power to make this decision.” She stopped, then started again. “There’s no need to short-circuit this process… Please let a judge decide if Sito’s killer should be tried as an adult.” Maya needed to know that someone would pay for killing her stepson.


When we turned onto Willow Street, several of Sito’s family members were already there, waiting outside the office.


I had met most of them at Sito’s funeral, but everyone had been distraught at the time. It was hard to tell now whether they remembered me. Rene reintroduced me to Sito’s uncle Fernando; his grandmother Je-Je; his girlfriend, Arianna; and finally, the woman who had carried Sito in her womb, delivered him to the world, and cherished him from that day forward, Beatriz. She was olive-skinned, with long dark hair and gentle eyes.


I shook Beatriz’s hand with a tight smile.


“Five more minutes,” Uncle Fernando announced, taking his phone from his ear.


I leaned against the metal door in front of the brick building, both relieved and apprehensive—relieved that Sito’s family would have an audience but apprehensive about how they might react to what the district attorney had to say. As I stood there, the challenges of navigating San Francisco’s criminal justice system—or any criminal justice system—couldn’t help but be at the forefront of my mind.


It is no secret that two different justice systems operate in the United States: one for wealthy White people and one for people of color and poor Whites. In our country, those arrested and charged with crimes tend to be poor, uneducated people of color. At the same time, the lawyers prosecuting those criminal suspects are typically upper-middle-class, highly educated, and White. These prosecutors often share the belief that justice equates to being “tough on crime.” They also commonly perpetuate a color-blind legal system that does not acknowledge the racism that permeates America’s criminal courts—and society at large.


Researching the San Francisco of Sito’s youth, I found the results dismaying if not surprising. I saw my reflection in the Black San Franciscans who were 10.3 times more likely to be convicted of a crime than White San Franciscans in 2013. How could it be that despite making up just 6 percent of the city’s population, they accounted for 43 percent of the people booked into jail?


Since I began studying how to rectify these racial disparities, I’ve been frustrated by the state of the legal system. As a graduate student at the University of Chicago, I learned that despite declining crime rates throughout the United States in the 1970s, our country implemented the extreme legislative policies that built the world’s largest prison population. In my classes, I discussed whether American citizens should try to reform the legal system or fundamentally transform it.


To explain the difference, my professor took up the pen he had been writing with and put it inside the glass of water in front of him. “This is reform,” he said, stirring his pen through the water in a swift circular motion. His eyes scanned the room, looking at each of us before taking the pen from the glass. “And this is transformation,” he said, picking up the glass and splashing its contents against the chalkboard. “Be careful what you ask for,” he advised.


Sitting in that classroom, I sensed that social transformation was unpredictable, chaotic, and scary. Even so, as I began researching gangs, prisons, and the police, I became increasingly convinced that creating a ripple in the water was not enough. I started to believe that transformation is exactly what our legal system needs.


By the time I became a professor, I believed that the philosophies of justice I gravitated toward could not coexist with the draconian policies that had catalyzed the era of mass incarceration.


I also knew that prosecutors’ unmitigated power to choose whether to charge someone with a crime, and what crime to charge that person with, was largely to blame for the rise in imprisonment. But I had hope that a crop of more progressive prosecutors could improve people’s lives. By then, activists across the country had engineered a national movement to elect district attorneys who came from outside the system.


This new wave of district attorneys purported to operate under the assumption that the power prosecutors wield doesn’t have to be punitive. Their discretion could also provide significant opportunities for leniency and mercy. The national media and progressive activists had heralded San Francisco’s Chesa Boudin as a leader of this new school.
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Before long, Boudin, thirty-nine, met us at the door, casually dressed in a maroon sweater and dark blue jeans. He had an athletic build and a tidy beard that outlined his square jaw.


Boudin escorted us upstairs, and we crowded in. The space was set up more like a living room than an office. There was a large leather sofa and chairs but no desk. Most of Sito’s family sat on the couch. Rene established his position, standing sentinel at the window. I perched on a wooden stool on the other side of the coffee table.


The meeting started with introductions, everyone explaining who they were in relation to Sito. Boudin’s eyes turned to me. “I’m here as a friend of the family,” I offered.


I didn’t tell him that I was a professor or that this wasn’t my first time in a DA’s office. I didn’t want Boudin to feel inhibited by my presence. I was there to help make sure Sito’s family was taken seriously, despite my lingering doubt about being there. But I also didn’t know if my expertise would prove helpful. I feared that it would not. I sometimes think my scholarship is only suitable for analyzing problems, and no one needed an analysis in that moment. Sito’s family needed answers.


“All I really know is that a juvenile is in custody,” Boudin began. “It’s hard for me to give you an update at this point. I know that may not be satisfying…” He trailed off.


“We’re here for my son,” Sito’s mom, Beatriz, said. “We want to know what you’re going to do as district attorney to ensure Sito gets justice.”


Boudin sat on the stool next to mine, facing the sofa. He placed the glass of water he’d been drinking on the hardwood floor and swallowed.


“Let me say again that I’m sorry for your loss.”


With this start, it was unclear whether he was going to address Beatriz’s comment directly or try to evade. His face didn’t tell me.


“I have to be honest with you. This case, although extremely important to me, is one of hundreds that I will have to deal with after I’m sworn in.” He frowned and then smiled nervously. “I’ll review this investigation as soon as I can. But I can’t promise that I’ll have any answers right away.”


Just as Maya had predicted, Boudin claimed not to know much about the case. She spoke up now: “One thing we want to know is how you’ll be making the decision about whether to try Sito’s killer as an adult.” Maya looked directly at Boudin, taking a long pause. “Will you make that decision or allow a judge to decide?”


Locked in her crosshairs, Boudin straightened. “As you may know,” he said, “I made a campaign promise that I wouldn’t try any juvenile as an adult. I did not make that promise lightly. It was based on studies about the negative impacts that sending kids to adult prison has on society as a whole…”


Just then, Sito’s grandmother Je-Je interrupted with thunderous wailing.


I learned later that Sito’s family members had debated beforehand whether Je-Je was emotionally stable enough to attend the meeting. Rene didn’t think she was, but she had insisted on coming, and no one could deny her.


“Excuse us. This is a lot to process,” said Rene, still standing stoically by the window. He turned to Uncle Fernando. “Can you take her into the hallway and get her some water?”


Boudin’s cell rang. He checked the screen. “Sorry; that’s my father,” he said. “He’s calling from prison.” His phone rang again. He looked around the room, taking the temperature. “Let me just tell him to call back.”


“Please. Go ahead and talk to him,” Rene said, with the understanding of someone who had received many such calls. “Take as long as you need.” Rene looked over to me, and I nodded back knowingly.


In 1981, when Boudin was fourteen months old, his parents, Kathy Boudin and David Gilbert, were arrested and convicted of homicide for their role in the robbery of a Brink’s truck in Nanuet, New York. The attempted robbery of $1.6 million was meant to finance their radical activities. Members of the Black Liberation Army, who had partnered with the Weather Underground, shot and killed a Brink’s security guard, badly injured others, and then killed two police officers who pulled over the U-Haul truck that Kathy Boudin was driving. Chesa Boudin’s parents may not have fired any shots, but they were both convicted of felony murder, having been deeply involved in the overall crime.


Given this history, it’s not surprising that San Francisco’s law enforcement community labeled Boudin’s vow to transform the criminal justice system as “dangerous.” The San Francisco police union spent $700,000 on attack ads against Boudin in the days before the 2019 election. The odds were against him for sure. The local Democratic establishment, including Governor Gavin Newsom, Senator Dianne Feinstein, and former San Francisco DA Kamala Harris (who would become vice president of the United States in 2020), had endorsed his opponent, Suzy Loftus.


By the time Sito’s family met with Boudin, his political opponents had offered their congratulations. But the attacks on him and what he stood for were gaining steam. Jason McCabe Calacanis, a tech investor in the Bay Area, would soon create a GoFundMe page titled “Hold the DA of SF accountable to the people of SF,” seeking to raise $75,000 to hire a journalist to investigate Boudin’s office and its so-called radical approach.


I did not want to add to a chorus of criticism. I was thrilled that Boudin had pledged to tackle racial bias in the legal system. But my extended family was concerned with something more specific. They wanted to ensure that Sito’s killer would be held accountable for his crimes and that the police would not discriminate against Sito because of his history with the DA’s office. Focused as they were on justice for Sito, it hardly mattered that their pursuit of accountability temporarily aligned them with the same reactionary forces they typically abhorred.


My eyes fixed on Beatriz, who sat directly in front of me. She leaned toward Arianna, still only nineteen, who looked down at her feet.


“When he comes back in, you should tell him, sweetie,” Beatriz said to her.


Arianna nodded without looking up.


Boudin swung open the door. He paused before returning to his stool. “I’m so sorry, but I’m going to have to go soon,” he said. “This won’t be the last conversation we have…”


Beatriz’s eyes met Arianna’s.


“I… I… I have something to say, sir,” Arianna said, adjusting herself on the sofa.


“Please,” Boudin said softly, sitting back down.


“I want you to know that… that on the night Sito was…” Arianna’s voice cracked.


Beatriz rubbed her back.


“On that night,” Arianna continued, “a police officer questioned my mother. He told her that she shouldn’t cry over Sito… And my mother said, ‘Why?’” Arianna stopped. “The officer said, ‘I’ll tell you in a year’s time.’”


Arianna reached into her purse and pulled out a business card with the SFPD logo on it. She leaned across the coffee table.


Boudin met her halfway, taking the card.


“This is him,” she told Boudin.


He stared at the card.


Rene uncrossed his arms and pointed at Boudin. “There’s no fucking way my son gets a fair shake in this city!” He took a step away from the window toward Boudin.


The new DA slid the card in his pocket and held his palms out. “I’m sorry this happened, Rene. I’m sorry, everyone.” Boudin turned to Maya. “This might be disappointing to hear, but I have some good news and some bad news. The bad news is that I will not be trying juveniles as adults. I am firm on that position.” Then he looked at Rene. “But I am equally firm that your son’s killer will be prosecuted to the full extent of the law. I can promise you that.”


“And you’ll look into that police officer?” Beatriz asked.


“You have my word,” Boudin responded, standing up to shake her hand. “Like I said, this will not be the last time we meet. If any of you has concerns, please call me directly.”


One by one, Sito’s family thanked Boudin for his time and trudged out of his office—their expressions indignant and despairing. It was the last time they met.















CHAPTER 3



A Deep, Dark Grave


I’ll drive,” Rene said to Maya as we walked back to their black Honda Accord. “I want to take Laurence to one of my favorite spots.”


Sitting in the car, I couldn’t help but recall how the conversation had flowed on the way to Boudin’s office. Now Maya and Rene were silent.


I looked out the window and watched as the downtown streets gradually became more populated. Groups of families and friends walked in and out of restaurants, shopping and sightseeing.


I assumed we would head toward the Mission. And I was eager to witness the juxtaposition of pre– and post–Silicon Valley businesses, people, and cultures—to amble past the fruterias and taquerias that had become the unlikely bedfellows of pricey boutiques. I was especially interested in the neighborhood’s outdoor art galleries—which is to say, its tradition of muralismo.


Carlos Santana, musician and longtime resident of the Mission, describes muralismo as “a chaotic art movement, an American twenty-first-century mix of style, content, and multiculturalism.” Historians have asserted that the Mission District has the greatest concentration of murals of any neighborhood in the world.


I had been wanting to talk to Rene about muralismo in particular and how the neighborhood differed from the Mission of his youth in general. But we didn’t make it there. Rene stopped five minutes away, at District Six, on 11th Street.


The food park is in a large tar lot under the 101 freeway. As soon as we arrived, young White men with the dress and demeanor of frat boys stumbled out of a beer garden, holding plastic cups. They waved their arms, swaying toward the guitarist on a nearby stage. He crooned an old country song in a gravelly voice that matched neither his age nor the delicate features of his clean-shaven face. Above him, strings of Edison bulbs hung from posts, which also canopied the nearby fleet of boldly painted food trucks.


Inside the dining area, it seemed as though a person could find a food truck to satiate any craving—burgers, ice cream, eggs Benedict, crème brûlée. I followed Rene and Maya as they strolled through the maze of people, eventually reaching Mariscos El Pariente, a truck that had a mural of a sandy beach and blue water painted on its side.


“The shrimp tacos are amazing,” Rene promised as we stood in line.


I grimaced.


“What’s wrong?” Maya asked.


“I’m allergic,” I confessed.


“Oh, noooo,” they both gasped.


“Don’t worry,” Rene said, reaching for my shoulder. “We’ll figure it out.”


Maya and I left Rene in line and sat at a wooden picnic table. By the time I’d wiped it clean, Rene had arrived with a tray of spicy fish tacos. “No shellfish,” he said with a wink.


Rene sat sideways as he ate, staring out at the highway overpass. He peered at the stream of cars with powerful concentration, as though he wanted his inner solitude to manifest itself, forcing the motorists—everyone—to disappear.


Maya inched closer to him, and I recognized their grief in the movement of their bodies. As he sat back in her arms, I could feel the emotions spiraling in their heads—a whirlpool of anxiety, fear, and sadness. Like a monsoon, their collective sorrow engulfed me, evoking a Yorùbá fable that Aisha once told me.


There once lived an older woman whose womb had been barren for years. Eventually, she consulted a Santería priest, who explained that her only chance at motherhood was to make an offering to the gods. It took some time, but the woman brought a black goat and two machetes for the warrior orisha Elegguá. After her offering was complete, she went home with faith.


Elegguá, hearing her prayer, felt her sorrow. “She will bear a child,” he said to himself. “A warm heart like hers should not stay empty.”


The woman gave birth, and she was happy with her miracle child. But others recoiled at the sight of him. He was as black as the first humans to walk the earth, and his hair was as coarse as theirs, too. Elegguá meant these features to be a blessing, but strangers called him ugly.


The woman kept her baby away from other people and their ridicule because she didn’t want their ignorance to affect her son. But when the boy reached the age when he had to go to school, his classmates bullied him.


Elegguá saw all this, and it angered him. He went to the young boy, whom he found sitting in the forest alone, tears streaking his face.


When the child saw a man as black as his own skin, he froze, and before the orisha could speak, his little voice cracked as he asked, “Are you my father?”


Elegguá’s heart broke. He smiled and trembled just a bit as he replied, “Yes. I am. In a way.”


He told the boy that his blackness was a gift from the Supreme Creator, Olódumare. “It is also your power!” Then Elegguá said, “After today, no one will ever taunt you again.”


Elegguá gave the boy the machetes his mother had brought him many years ago. “You are ready to show the world who you are. Go out there and beat everything that stands in your way!”


With a smile on his face, the boy, who was the Rain, did as Elegguá said.


He found the adults who mocked him and the children who scorned him and clinked his machetes together, creating lightning so bright it was blinding. Wind, water, and thunder poured down. The boy, with fire in his eyes, frightened everyone. And then he lifted both arms and screamed. He ascended to heaven and took his place among the clouds.


“And this is why the rain has no true friends,” Aisha told me, “since the water that falls from the skies and the lightning that razes the land can victimize anyone at any time.”


Sitting with Maya and Rene, I realized the same thing was true of grief.


“We’re all in mourning.” Rene squeezed his eyes closed for a minute and gathered his thoughts. “But some are taking it better than others.”


“I’m really worried about Quetzalli,” Maya said, referring to her daughter.


I remembered her from the funeral. She was a little shorter than me, with fair skin and eyes that were acorn brown. She looked like a younger version of Maya.


“The last time she saw him was at her quinceañera,” Maya said, talking to me and reminiscing with Rene at the same time. “Remember when she was doing her baile sorpresa?” Her face brightened.


“Surprise dance,” Rene explained to me, nodding at the memory. His demeanor softened ever so slightly.


“And Sito was there yelling, ‘That’s my sister! That’s my sister!’” She chuckled. “He really did support her.” Maya smiled as her eyes dropped a tear.


“I’m also worried about Adrian.” Rene paused and let the mention of his thirteen-year-old nephew hang in the air for a minute. A short, timid boy with the same closely cropped haircut that army privates get, he had looked wilted and sad when I met him at Sito’s wake. “My sister tells me that he’s been skipping school and taking a bus to the cemetery.”


I put my taco down.


“It’s a two-hour bus ride—each way. He makes the trip three or four times a week.”


“That’s not good,” Maya said, rubbing Rene’s back.


I pictured Adrian all by himself, sweating on that hot bus, then sitting in the shadow of Sito’s tombstone, revealing his innermost thoughts to a grave. I knew how hard it was to deal with death at that age.


I thought, Adrian reminds me of… me.
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I was born in Brooklyn—the last of three boys, but the first one my immigrant parents gave birth to in the United States. They had come from the tiny South American country of Guyana. My father’s unsteady job prospects had us moving from New York City to East Orange to Tampa and then to Baltimore, all before my eighth birthday. I spent my formative years in Baltimore and Columbia, Maryland, as well as in Atlanta, where I learned that I should be afraid of both gangs and the police. As a teenager, I felt that fear constantly in the various places I called home.


When I was around the same age as Adrian, or at least the same size—that is, when I was around twelve years old—I experienced vulnerability as I never had before. My two older brothers and I had just moved from Baltimore to Columbia, around a half-hour drive south. We decided to go to the mall. We must have worn our Baltimoreness in our walk, in our lingo, or, more likely, on our flesh, because a plainclothes police officer followed us from store to store. We knew full well that a strange man was bearing down on us, and we fought the temptation to run. I wouldn’t have admitted it then, but I felt scared.


Before long, the man ordered us to stop. He frisked both of my brothers, who were fifteen and sixteen, against a rail on the second floor. I was within arm’s reach of them, but the cop ignored me. Maybe he thought I was irrelevant because I was so puny. I have to admit, though—I was relieved.


Despite that, I could feel myself in my own skin. Adrenaline spiked my senses. I felt the hair stand up from the follicles on my forearms. I could catch the sound of people chattering below me. I could smell fried potato wedges from the Boardwalk Fries on the floor below, where a crowd of people gathered, eyes upward, watching the commotion against the second-story railing. I had been eating those thick fries just a few hours earlier. I wanted desperately to return to that moment.


I looked down at the people looking up at me, and I imagined them shaking their heads in contempt. An uneasy feeling settled in my stomach and stayed there. I began to worry that a classmate from my new school might see me, tell others, and someone would make fun of me. And I would be forced to fight. Or even worse: word would spread about the incident, and no one would want to be my friend. Then I felt ashamed of how quickly my embarrassment had taken the place of fear. I should still be afraid, I thought, because my brothers had their arms behind their backs, and I could see that they were scared.


The cop took my eldest brother, Wolé, through one of those doors that you never notice along the corridors of a mall until all your senses are heightened, and then you start to catch everything. He didn’t say anything to me or my other brother, Michael, so we were at a loss. Eventually, terrified, we called our parents.


Four hours later, Wolé was released, but only after my mother and father showed up and threatened legal action. The cop had found no evidence to confirm his suspicion that Wolé had committed a crime. Only then did my relief feel justified and right.


I remember thinking that if I gained success as an adult, ascending to the ranks of the upper middle class, I wouldn’t experience this type of injustice in my personal life. And, as luck would have it, I did manage to outmaneuver cruelty and tragedy for the most part—until my midtwenties, when a close friend of mine, JB, was murdered.


JB had just pulled into his apartment complex in Atlanta when he saw one of his neighbors beating up a woman. He tried to intervene, but the neighbor’s wrath quickly shifted toward him. When JB stepped in front of the woman to shield her from the blows, the man brandished a gun. He shot JB twice in the stomach, leaving him to bleed out in the parking lot.


It was a cruel irony that JB was murdered at twenty-five for doing what everyone loved him for: selflessly helping someone in need. When I got the news, I felt betrayed by the world. I imagine Adrian experienced similar emotions after learning that Sito was gunned down just after helping Arianna’s mother.


Sitting in the food park, I yearned to tell Rene and Maya that Quetzalli and Adrian would find a healthy way to manage their grief, that they would make it through this storm. I had seen plenty of teenagers their age show resilience in the aftermath of trauma. I had done so myself. But there were also teenagers who died trying to model themselves after a martyr, an effort they should never have undertaken.


“You really think this is better than La Taqueria?” Maya asked, tossing a crumpled napkin onto her empty plate.


“I don’t know… I just can’t handle being in the Mission right—”


“Of course,” Maya interrupted. She pulled Rene close and put her head on his shoulder.


We sat in the moment.


“Those yours?” Rene finally said, pointing at a set of keys near my feet.


“Oh, shit!” I picked them up, wiping away the dirt.


“What’s that for?” Rene asked, referring to a silver-plated key chain in the shape of a ribbon.


“It’s… for cancer,” I said, averting my gaze.


Six months before Sito’s murder, two people close to me passed. A dear friend died at thirty-seven after a long bout of chemotherapy failed her. Weeks later, my grandmother slipped away.


“Sito’s was my third funeral this year,” I told them.


“I’m sorry,” Maya said.


I waved my hand, uncomfortable with the attention. “But Sito’s funeral wasn’t like theirs,” I said. “It was… different.”


Rene nodded. He understood.


At least my sick friend and grandmother had prepared themselves to cross that great divide. Sito didn’t get that chance. Death came for him out of nowhere. With his whole life ahead of him.


Later, when Maya and Rene dropped me off at the Sheraton near Powell Street, I walked into my empty hotel room and collapsed on the bed. An hour passed before I rolled over and stared at the ceiling. This wasn’t just grief I was feeling. No. It was something else—something I wasn’t used to.


By the time Sito died, I had both studied and witnessed violence while working in Chicago as an ethnographer. In fact, I had grown accustomed to dissecting trauma from a distance. But ever since the night Neto called with the horrific news, I was finding it increasingly hard to be an objective third party to grief.


For so long, a key part of my identity had been as a professor, an intellectual, an anthropologist. It is something I am proud of, and the source of everything good in my life—not least because I met Aisha at an academic conference. My scholarly work has long filled me with a sense of accomplishment, which has always been tied to my self-esteem. When I was a kid, schoolwork was one of the few things I was reliably good at. No wonder I decided to make a career of it.


Today, I am well regarded in academic circles for shedding light on social phenomena that are often shrouded in secrecy, such as gang networks and police torture. In The Torture Letters, I didn’t merely explore the hidden connections between the police officers, politicians, and prosecutors who perpetrate violence; I also used the concept of an “open secret” to do so. An open secret is what people in power know but refuse to discuss. Concealing information, I learned, allows them to retain their authority and evade sanctions.
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