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I dedicate this book          

to my entire family tree.

KiKi, Kiejzonna,       

T’Shaka, and Fahtasia,     

I love you.



INTRODUCTION


June 28, 2008

Mid-State Correctional Facility

Marcy, New York

2:30 P.M.

Sitting alone at my table in the visiting room, I had to wait until three P.M. when visiting hours were over before I could go back to my dorm. I wished I could have gotten up and walked out of the prison with Alchemist when he left. But I had more than two years to spend in that eight-by-ten box before I would be a free man again. This was the second time my friend and producer Alchemist had taken the four-hour ride up from Manhattan to visit me. He looked good. Healthy and focused. The visiting room was packed, around sixty other inmates, their families and friends. During our visit, a few inmates shouted, “Mobb Deep!” “What up Alchemist!” “What up Prodigy!” I told Al how the inmates and correctional officers had been showing me love and asking for autographs. But after Al left I sat there observing everyone around me, and I was reminded that I was just another inmate like anybody else. DIN #08A1481. My Department Identification Number represents the year I got locked up, ’08; the facility code A for Downstate, the prison I was initially in; and then 1,481 indicates that I was the 1,481st inmate to get locked up in that prison that year. We were all the same while stuck inside.

Even though I didn’t want to be in this prison, I deserved to be here. I would hear inmates complain and bitch all day and night about how uncomfortable they were, how unfair the officers and rules were, and how stressful being locked up was. Stop crying and do ya time, I’d say to myself. I’ve done plenty of damage in my days. I’ve done some wicked, evil, terrible things to people in my past. Shiiiit… the three and a half years I got was just a slap on the wrist when I think back on all the things I’ve gotten away with. So I just accepted my circumstances and made the best out of it, putting my time to good use.

Prison has given me time to reflect, look deep inside, realize where I’ve been, where I am, and where I’m going. I used to be cold and emotionless. I believe the disease I was born with, sickle-cell anemia, made me that way. Factor in my environment and the people I surrounded myself with, and yeah, you got the makings of a sinful person. I’m different now, only ’cause I choose to be. I know now that good is the correct way to be. I’d been straddling the fence for a number of years, thinking it was okay to do a little bit of evil if I was doing a lot of good. But life doesn’t work like that. You have to choose a side. My mind, body, and soul are in excellent condition now. I’ve never felt so invigorated.

I’ve been in the music industry since I was sixteen years old, touring the world, selling millions of albums—groupies, drugs, alcohol, sex, radio, TV, magazines, videos, money, jewelry, cars, fashion, rap verses, beats, and studios at my disposal nonstop for seventeen years straight. Nonstop. Seventeen years. Do the math. I came to prison when I turned thirty-three. The truth is, I never took the time to stop and mature mentally until now, to step outside my little fast-paced world and see what needed to be adjusted. It’s like I was suspended in time. Like I was sixteen years old for seventeen years. I never grew up. Do you follow what I’m saying? I am a man now. My hardheaded ass took the long rocky road to get to this point, but at least I’ve finally made it.



CHAPTER 1


GENESIS

Here’s a brief family history, because these are the pieces of my puzzle that are the most important.

Both of my grandparents on my pops’s side were half black, half Cherokee Indian from the dirty South—Grandpops from Dallas, Texas, and Grandmoms from Richmond, Virginia. Budd and Bernice Johnson were big-time in their day. Grandmoms, who had the rare combination of dark brown skin and very soft, straight hair, was one of the first Cotton Club dancers at the world-famous nightclub in Harlem. Singer-actress Lena Horne, who also danced at the Cotton Club before her rise to fame, was one of her close friends coming up. In order to be a black person inside that club, your complexion had to be lighter than a brown paper bag or you had to be part of the entertainment or the help, and that’s where my grandparents met. My grandmother told me that my grandfather, who played in the club’s band every night, wanted her to stop dancing there, but I don’t think she stopped until she was ready.

Grandpops was a world-famous jazz musician, now in the Big Band and Jazz Hall of Fame, who played the saxophone and clarinet and was friends with the major jazz players of that time. Billy Eckstine, Dizzy Gillespie, Gary Bartz, and Frank Foster would come over to the crib to chill.

My grandfather wrote his own sheet music and released many albums. He helped teach Quincy Jones to read and write music and toured the world as a member of one of Quincy’s first big bands. On weekends as a kid, late at night, Grandpops—or Big Budd, as they called him—would sit me on his lap and try to teach me all these funny-looking music notes while he puffed away on his tobacco pipe. It was a foreign language, and I was too young.

Soon after the Cotton Club gig, Grandmoms opened her own dance school in Jamaica, Queens—the Bernice Johnson Dance School. She started the business in the basement of her house with only a handful of students but it grew so big that she became the first black woman to own a building on Merrick Boulevard and dubbed herself the H.N.I.C., Head Nigga In Charge. In the seventies and eighties, movies like Saturday Night Fever, Fame, Flashdance, Beat Street, and Footloose, plus the Michael Jackson, breakdancing, and rap-music craze, made people really want to dance. Her school was a huge success.

But don’t let the good fortune, showbiz, and spotlights fool you: My grandparents and parents came up during the 1940s, ’50s, and ’60s during major segregation, racism, lynching, and pure hatred for black people. When they gave birth to my father, Budd Johnson Jr., they were very well-off moneywise, so growing up my pops was known as the rich kid in South Jamaica. He got into a lot of fights to prove himself in the streets, extra-wild shit to show people he wasn’t no punk.

This was my pops’s side of the family—Moms’s side was different.

On Moms’s side, my great-great-great-grandpops William Jefferson White and great-great-great-grandmoms Josephine White were 5 percent black and 95 percent Irish. Her entire side of the family could pass for Caucasian.

Great-great-great Grandpops wasn’t a joke. He was a minister who founded and built Morehouse College in the basement of his Baptist church in Augusta, Georgia, in 1867. When I found that out, I had to pick my jaw up from the floor. So many famous black men graduated from Morehouse, including Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Samuel L. Jackson, and Spike Lee.

William’s grandson, my great-grandfather William J. Shaw, was secretary of the Republican Central Committee of Georgia from 1926 to 1961, the only black member to hold a political position in Georgia at that time. In 1950, he established the first post office for blacks in Atlanta. Black people had to travel outside of Atlanta for postal service before that.

Finding out about my family tree blew my mind. At first, I was disgusted that I had white blood in me. All I could think about was some white slave master raping my black ancestors. But then I learned to accept it.

My father, Budd Johnson Jr., was born September 14, 1942, and raised in my grandparents’ Jamaica, Queens, house right behind Guy Brewer Boulevard. My moms, Fatima Frances Johnson, was born July 29, 1944, and raised in Harlem until age six, when her family moved to South Jamaica projects right next to my pops. Her mother’s name was Bernie Johnson, similar to my pops’s mother, Bernice Johnson.

Moms and Pops met at Grandmoms’s dance school. Pops was eleven and he loved playing the drums. My moms was nine, a girl with a sweet heart who loved to sing and dance. She took every class there was.

Their puppy love was short-lived. Pops thought he was a player, and Moms left him when she found out that he had a handful of girlfriends. At fifteen, Pops was in a doo-wop group called the Chanters. They had a couple of lukewarm records. Moms’s music career, on the other hand, must have had Pops wishing he never messed up with her.

In 1962, six years after my pops’s short run in the music biz, Moms was asked to join a group called the Crystals. Moms was a dime—a nineteen-year-old light-skinned sista with hazel-green eyes who happened to be in the right place at the right time. She had a young son, my older brother, Greg (we have different fathers), and she left him with family so she could hit the road.

Moms was big-time. The Crystals had a bunch of hit records, including “He’s a Rebel,” “Da Doo Ron Ron,” “Then He Kissed Me,” “Uptown,” and “There’s No Other Like My Baby.” They went on world tours with Diana Ross and the Supremes, Dick Clark, and the like. At one point she was engaged to Charlie Thomas from the Drifters, but that didn’t last. That was just some on-the-road-too-long-and-feeling-lonely thing.

After being on tour for three years straight, Moms and Pops got back together soon after she came back to New York. I guess he really loved her, but he was a wild boy. I know that she loved him. They finally stopped bullshittin’ and got married.

I was born on November 2, 1974, at approximately nine thirty-two P.M. at Nassau Medical Center in Hempstead, Long Island. By the time I popped out, Hempstead had become almost all black because of what was called white flight. That means black people started buying property in white neighborhoods and the whites moved out. My grandmother owned two houses at the time, one in Hempstead and another in Lakeview, the next town over. Moms, Pops, my brother Greg, and I moved into my grandmoms’s crib in Lakeview.

At less than one year old, I was admitted to the hospital for the first time. Bright lights; doctors poking, stabbing, pushing, and pulling all over my pain. My mother. My father. Relatives’ faces bending down, looking at me. Wires connected to my arm with bags of fluid dripping through them. All these foggy memories—I guess the trauma I went through forced me to remember.

I wanted to crawl back into my mother’s stomach the same way I came out, back to the warm, dark place where I was safe. Who said I wanted to come out anyway? I was fine where I was. But the witch and wizard doctors cut my mother open and pulled me out like they were conducting some twisted ritual that forced me to take part in this crazy world. There was nothing I could do but be confused and wait.

I was diagnosed with sickle-cell anemia SS type, the worst form of sickle-cell, a painful hereditary blood disorder that affects mostly blacks and Latinos. There was very limited info about sickle-cell when my parents were planning to have a child, so they were just as confused as me.

When I got out of the hospital, my parents brought me to Grandmoms’s dance studio in Jamaica, Queens. I went from being a science experiment screaming in a cold dark hospital alone to laughing while doing the baby bounce to the sound of African drums, stomping feet, girls joltin’ and gyratin’ their bodies to the beat with hundreds of smiling black faces surrounding me. My father was a master African drummer and my mother was a dancer. I’d sit in my stroller on the sidelines or someone would hold me in their lap for a better view, bopping my head to the beat so intensely that my father called me Bop Head.

Extreme pain to extreme pleasure has been the story of my entire life. That tremendous joy then pain then joy then pain again turned me into one moody li’l muthafucker.

•  •  •

My grandmother’s dance business was making a lot of money and she enrolled me in a private preschool at age four. During winter, waiting for the school bus in the morning, my ankles would start to ache. I hated cold winter mornings. A sickle-cell attack would creep up slowly in my ankles, legs, arms, back, stomach, and chest. Sometimes my lips and tongue turned numb and I knew I was going into a crisis. Crazy, right?

When the bus came, I would walk slowly to avoid the pain bum-rushing my whole body while the other kids stared through the bus windows wondering if I was crazy or retarded. But I learned to stay calm and not be embarrassed. I’d rather move slow and look crazy than take a trip to the emergency room. If I moved my body parts fast, it would agitate my sickled cells and cause my pain to increase, but if I moved slowly and was lucky enough, the pain would remain minimal and sometimes go away.

One chilly autumn morning, after walking extra slowly to the bus because the pain was sneaking up, I sat in a seat where the sun was beaming hot. The sun shined in that spot the entire ride. I sat very still without moving a muscle. Fifteen minutes later, I got off the bus and the pain was gone. I learned a new trick! The sun’s heat actually killed the sickled cells. So every cold morning, I sat in the sun, and I cursed Mother Nature on cloudy, rainy days.

I was a very serious child who never got to enjoy life to the fullest like a normal, healthy kid because of my sickle-cell. All my boys were into sports and physical fitness. But as bad as I wanted to, I couldn’t join in because overworking my body would trigger my pain. Sometimes I’d wake up with severe pain in my stomach and back, a constant throbbing like my bones were broken. Pain and I got real close in those early years. Ever since I was born, I was in the hospital at least four to six times a year with sickle-cell. Every year. Sometimes for a week, sometimes up to a month.

There’s no conventional medical cure for sickle-cell. The only treatment was high doses of strong pain medication like Tylenol with codeine as a child and Demerol or morphine as I got older, the stuff they give soldiers when their limbs are blown off in war. Hospitals only allow doses every four hours, but I had a high tolerance for the medication because my pain was greater than most people’s. After an hour, I was screaming again.

As a child, I’d be in the emergency room screaming and squirming on the stretcher like I was about to die. Some evil nurses and doctors would try to shut me up. When they couldn’t, they called security, wheeled me into a back room, and closed the door to muffle my screams. Finally the meds would settle me down. My family would rub the painful spots, trying to soothe me. But after visiting hours were over, it was just me and my comrade pain.

I saw a lot of death and disease in those hospitals. I shared rooms with white kids with leukemia whose parents bought them everything they could wish for because they were on their deathbeds, and it had a profound effect on my mentality. It turned me into a very no-nonsense little kid.

As I got older, people always asked, “Are you tired? What’s wrong with you? You look angry. Why are you so quiet? Are you upset?” I always hated that. No, I’m not tired! No, I’m not angry! (Well, maybe a little angry.) I’m just not a happy-go-lucky muthafucker. I’m a serious dude because I grew up with a lot of pain, death, and madness. It’s rare for me to be smiling, in a good mood.

•  •  •

At age four, I got into a fight with a white kid in the schoolyard for calling me a name I can’t remember. I hopped off the swings and threw a toy teapot at him and missed. He threw it back and I tried ducking by bending over to the front, but I ended up using the top of my forehead as a bat for his wild pitch. Bing! A big cartoon lump rose on my forehead. Head bleeding, I saw the scared look on the white boy’s face. He didn’t mean to hit me in the head.

The teacher called my father. After I told Pops the story in the car, he told me to stop crying. “Don’t ever duck down if somebody throws something at you,” he said. Pops was also a karate sensei, a natural-born fighter, and had his own karate school for a few years before I was born. “Just move to the side.”

After my forehead lump went down, Pops started teaching me karate moves. He enrolled me in a karate class on Jamaica Avenue and 169th Street. My mother didn’t like it because of the full-body contact, though contact didn’t come until second- and third-degree white belt. My sensei had me cleaning the wood floor with a wet rag while barefoot in my uniform. This was for balance and stamina like in the movie Karate Kid—strength training. After two months, I got frustrated because I wasn’t learning to fight yet. I caught a sickle-cell crisis from that cold wet floor, and Moms said my karate lessons were over. Pops was pissed. “You’re turning him into a punk!” he barked.

Chest pain overwhelmed me and I was admitted to Jamaica Hospital, definitely not the best hospital in Queens. My mother’s friend Dr. Francis worked there, a black female sickle-cell specialist. After Dr. Francis got us in, the doctors informed my mother that I had acute chest syndrome, the sickle-cell form of pneumonia.

On that visit, I learned to make my presence felt in the emergency room. The squeaky wheel got the oil. My parents had been trying to coach me on how to conduct myself, but I didn’t catch on. Make noise! Hospital ERs didn’t give a good goddamn about people with sickle-cell. By the time I hit my teens, going to the ER was like going to war.

A sickle-cell crisis gets gradually worse as time passes. Normal red blood cells are small round circles that resemble a round piece of candy like a Certs mint or a Lifesaver without the hole in the middle. When going into a sickle-cell crisis, normal round red blood cells change to a crescent or sickle shape. Those sickle-shaped blood cells create a domino effect, interlocking throughout the body, creating clotting and blocking oxygen from flowing through the bloodstream. Loss of oxygen combined with loss of blood flow creates tremendous pain, risk of stroke, bone damage, and other life-threatening consequences. It also causes the immune system to weaken and makes it easy to get infections.

Acute chest syndrome was no joke for a four-year-old, and they put me in a big plastic bubble in the intensive-care unit. My mother worked during the day, so my grandmother stayed all day and Moms came at night. One afternoon when Grandmoms came to see me, I was sleeping hard for a few hours, and when she tried waking me I wouldn’t open my eyes. She called the doctors to check on me and they said I was just sleeping. She called their superiors, and they said the same.

But my grandmother, a Southern, strong-willed female from the old school, knew better. She told them that the next person she’d call was her lawyer if they didn’t wake me up immediately. They went into a frenzy, finding that all my vital signs were deadly low and I was slipping in and out of a coma. Grandmoms saved my life.

Moms and Grandmoms had a meeting with Dr. Francis to get me out of Jamaica Hospital. Dr. Francis had her own sickle-cell clinic in a house on Farmers Boulevard in Jamaica where I hated going because it meant I was getting a penicillin shot in my butt, one of her remedies for sickle-cell. She told Moms and Grandmoms that Long Island Jewish Hospital was more prestigious than Jamaica Hospital, so I was transferred there for at least a month.

The pediatrics unit at Long Island Jewish Hospital had air hockey, foosball, toys, and movies. Jamaica Hospital didn’t have a single game or activity. As soon as I felt well enough, I’d drag my IV pole down the hallway to the playroom. I was in sick-kid heaven. The food was like home cooking. They had name-brand cereals—Corn Pops, Sugar Smacks, and Frosted Flakes. But no matter how much good stuff they had, it was still just a nasty hospital with people dying and infectious disease all around.

When I got out the following month, it was back to the cold mornings, walking slowly to the school bus. I started getting used to this routine, landing in the hospital at least six times between ages four and five.

•  •  •

My parents realized I had another serious problem around that age. Pissing in the bed. Most men, let alone rappers, wouldn’t dare admit this, but a side effect from drinking tons of water to keep my blood hydrated was waking up with a flood in my bed.

“Why didn’t you just get up and use the bathroom?” my pops used to yell. I tried to explain that I was sleeping when it happened, so how could I get up? Pops wasn’t trying to hear it. He’d whip my ass with the belt, thinking I was just scared of the dark and didn’t want to walk to the bathroom at night.

Grandmoms bought this crazy gadget that’s supposed to put an end to bedwetting—a pair of padded underpants with a sensor in the crotch attached to a wire that attached to my pointer finger, powered by a nine-volt battery. As soon as you started pissing, the sensor made the finger attachment vibrate to wake you up: basically a pair of high-tech diapers. I felt like an idiot, but it was worth a try.

The first night I slept through the vibrating and woke up with the usual flood in my bed, my finger still vibrating when I woke up. We tried a few more nights to no avail. The gadget went into the garbage.

•  •  •

In 1980, when I was six, my grandmoms paid for me to go to Woodmere Academy, a private elementary school five minutes from West Hempstead in a town called Malverne. The school was 99 percent white. The only other black kids were my friend Darren and his sister Michele. Darren smelled like he stepped in shit all the time. It had to be his breath.

I never had any racial problems at Woodmere except one day in the locker room after gym class. A kid named Max had forty dollars stolen from his locker and tried to blame me. Max was the first person I’d ever seen with his own credit card. Most people I knew had never even heard of credit cards, but this seven-year-old kid in my school had one. It was American Express.

“Did you take my money?” Max looked in my direction.

“No!” Max and I had a body-blow fight in the locker room, punching each other in the stomach, ribs, and chest, and the teachers broke it up. He found his money later and apologized. Why would he accuse me? The only reason I could think of was because I was black. The white kids were cool, though, and a few of the girls had crushes on me.

In my first-grade class there was a pretty white girl named Michelle with long brownish-blond hair. After graham crackers and apple juice during snack time one day, the whole class went outside for recess. Michelle and I were the last two to leave the classroom. She told me she liked me and put her leg around my waist and placed my hand on her ass. I was a scared punk. My mind wasn’t as advanced yet because I was absent from school so often and didn’t hang out in Lakeview Park like the other kids my age due to my sickle-cell. Being hospitalized for weeks and months caused me to miss out on the birds-and-the-bees activities.

I wasn’t ready for Michelle’s advances, but she was all over me. I think it had a lot to do with my grandmother’s car. Sometimes Grandmoms would drop me off at school in her brand-spankin’-new black Cadillac with a burgundy pinstripe on the side and burgundy leather seats. “Those white kids’ parents drop them off in Mercedes-Benzes and Rolls-Royces, so we gotta show them that your family has money too,” she said. Michelle saw me getting out of the car one morning and stared, starry-eyed.

Grandmoms knew how to make a grand entrance. She lived, breathed, ate, slept, and shit show business. The world was her stage, and I learned a lot from her flashy actions. She would tell me about how she came from Southside Jamaica to become the first black woman with her own building on Merrick Boulevard; then hers was the first black family in Hempstead, Long Island, to build their own house. “T’Chaka, you have to own your home,” she said firmly, using my family’s nickname for me, after the Zulu king. “Black people must own their things.” She bought her cars with cash, brand-new out of the showroom. “You should see the look on those white people’s faces when they ask me how do I plan to pay. I say, ‘Cash,’ pull out a bagful of money, and they start treating me very differently.”

“Never put all of your money in one bank,” Grandmoms said, showing me bank-deposit booklets, each from a different bank and adding up to a couple million dollars. She taught me not to touch my money once I had millions like she did. “Do you see all this money I have in these little books? I get thousands of dollars in interest payments every month,” she explained. “I can either deposit the interest and increase my accounts every month, or I can live off the interest and use it to pay my bills. But I’ll never go broke.” Grandmoms was very rich at that time; she wasn’t supporting my mother and father financially. We were struggling to survive, but she did make sure her only grandson, me, was well educated.

At Woodmere Academy, I got the best education that part of Long Island had to offer. On the bus ride after school, I was the last one dropped off, so I’d stare at the spacious mansions that the white kids went home to, watching the neighborhood become worse and worse the closer we got to my house. And I’d go home to Lakeview, back to all the blackness.

I learned a couple of things at that school. I found out white girls were real aggressive when they liked you, and little white boys had credit cards.

•  •  •

On weekends at my grandparents’ house in Hempstead, my grandfather Big Budd worked on sheet music in his room while watching baseball on his small TV. The walls of his room were covered with posters from his tours in Russia, Japan, and all over the world. Besides baseball and jazz, Grandpops had a passion for golf. He bought me a mini plastic Playskool golf set and tried teaching me on the lawn. He also bought me a small saxophone and signed me up for the Woodmere Academy band. But as hard as Grandpops and I tried, I couldn’t even handle “Mary Had a Little Lamb.”

That year, my whole family came to see me play at a band concert in the school auditorium. There were five saxophonists onstage including myself. “You were so good!” my folks encouraged me after the show. “You sounded great!” If they only knew I was only pretending to play, I thought, keeping it to myself. My horn wasn’t blowing a damn thing. But I played it off because my grandfather was proud.

My two best friends were Carey, who lived on the same corner as my grandmother’s Hempstead house, and Stobo, who was like a brother. We were two months apart in age and had known each other since birth. We called each other cousins, even cut our hands and rubbed our palms together to become blood brothers. When Carey and Stobo slept over, Grandpops always came home drunk from his shows and took out his false teeth, smiling and chasing us around the house. It was a scary sight for a kid. Grandmoms would get pissed at him for being so drunk and loud. “Go to hell, you jackass!” she’d yell after him as we scampered by.

My father took me to see my grandfather perform at the Blue Note in Manhattan. I was the only little kid in the bar, but it was nothing new because Pops was a heavy drinker and liked taking me along. As always, I ordered my favorite drink, 7UP with cherry syrup and a couple of cherries on the rocks. And my pops would order his, peach schnapps. People would stare as if to say, “How you got this little kid in a bar?” But nobody messed with my pops.

Grandpops played the sax like a madman and the Blue Note crowd loved it. After Grandpops’s shows or Grandmoms’s dance concerts, our tradition was to eat a big meal at a swanky restaurant and for me to order the same dish: lobster tails. It was usually the most expensive thing on the menu and I never actually ate it, just dipped my bread in the butter. But Grandmoms got a kick out of me ordering it.

My grandparents usually brought one of their famous friends to dine with us, like Ben Vereen, the dancer-actor from the movie Roots. He was Grandmoms’s student when he was a kid. Or Grandpops would bring Dizzy Gillespie and other jazz friends, and they all enjoyed watching the look on the white waiter’s face when I ordered first and chose the lobster tail with melted butter. My grandparents were from an era of vicious racism and poverty, so my grandmother especially loved to show off and let white people know she had money.

One dreary winter evening, my mother, father, and I were at home watching Buck Rogers on TV when we got a call from the Nassau County emergency room. Grandmoms had been hit by a car while crossing Hempstead Turnpike leaving the A&S department store. A hit-and-run! We rushed to the hospital. The doctor said that she was paralyzed from the waist down and would never walk again. Ms. Bernice Johnson, the Queen of Dance, paralyzed?

Grandmoms came home in a wheelchair a few weeks later. I didn’t see her down or depressed one time. “Doctors don’t know shit. I can walk if I try hard enough,” she said. She came from a family of tough Southern women. “I don’t believe in can’t.”

After about a year, Grandmoms was walking on crutches, and the following year she was teaching classes, moving and kicking without assistance. Grandmoms’s annual concert at Lincoln Center was a major event that year—her big comeback.

Stobo and I ran around Lincoln Center every year like it was our personal amusement park, sneaking into the balcony and box seats. Cousin Craig dared us to climb up the catwalk to the lights in the rafters. We loved peeking at the women and girls changing costumes backstage. Our favorite was Tina Douglas, R&B singer Ashanti’s mother. Ashanti, who wasn’t born yet, would soon grow up in Grandmoms’s school too. Tina was fine as hell—dark brown skin with a fat ass, big breasts, and green eyes, decked out in Gucci boots and bags. She made us want to grow up fast. A few of the ladies would bend over and stretch, secretly knowing that Stobo and I were watching.

At the end of the show, my grandmother came out to thank the Lincoln Center crowd while Ben Vereen clapped onstage behind her. The audience gave her a standing ovation. After the show, you already know what it was… lobster tails with hot butter, of course!

When I was six years old, Moms and Grandmoms enrolled me in dance school classes. They decided it was a good way to keep me healthy because with sickle-cell, the body needs light exercise to allow the blood to properly circulate. I enjoyed the classes but I never understood why Moms, Grandmoms, and everyone else there was so passionate about that type of dancing. To me, it was boring and corny. The only things I liked about it was that my boy Stobo was there too, and being around all those girls.

Tap dancing was my favorite class. One of Grandmoms’s close friends was an old-school tap dancer named Sandman Sims. He had this routine in which he’d sprinkle some sand on the floor, and when he tap-danced on it, it made a unique crunching sound under his shoes, like the sand was part of the beat. I was amazed.

What I loved most about the dance school was that my grandmother owned it. Stobo and I ran amok in that place. It was our clubhouse. Plus Jamaica Avenue, the major Queens shopping area, was right outside. What more could a young devious mind ask for?

•  •  •

On my seventh birthday, my pops pulled out a shiny, nickel-plated .380 in my uncle Eddie’s basement. Pops always told me that Eddie was a punk because he didn’t bust his gun when they had beef with somebody over Eddie’s sister.

“I’m gonna teach you how to shoot a gun,” Pops said. I was shook, but I did what he told me.

Pops put a small tin garbage can across the room to use as a target. He put the gun in my hand, showing me how to aim, warning that the gunshot was going to be very loud when I squeezed the trigger. I calmed myself down. Finally, I fired my first shot.

The first shot was stupid loud and scared me so bad I jumped way back. For the second shot, I held the gun with my right hand, tilted my head covering my right ear with my right shoulder, put my left hand over my left ear, and shot at the can again.

Pops was really crazy. I think he just had me shooting to scare Eddie. We shot at that can for a couple of hours, then we went home.

Around that same time, Pops came home with a big BB rifle. We’d practice shooting birds up in the trees in our yard and at the park across the street from our house in Lakeview. After a week, the whole park was full of dead birds. Gross.

I guess Pops was trying to make sure his son wasn’t no punk because of sickle-cell. That’s why Pops was teaching me all this stuff. He was very intelligent, but as smart as he was, he must’ve had a criminal gene in his DNA. He was a very wild boy who got into a lot of fights with the hands and the guns. Pops was one gun-happy muthafucka.

•  •  •

Moms got a job working for the New York City Housing Authority helping people get apartments in the projects. Every two years she was transferred to work in a different project. During the summer, she brought me to work with her and I played in the playground of whatever hood she was working in—Harlem, Brooklyn, Queens. But the best was when they transferred Moms to Queensbridge projects. She worked there for six years.

It was the summer of 1982, I was eight, and Moms enrolled me in Reese Day Camp. Moms’s office was on the infamous hill in Queensbridge and the camp was across the street. Almost all the kids from QB went to Reese because it was right in the projects. I loved it because of the girls. QB had some real pretty girls.

But when five P.M. hit we would be back on the Long Island Rail Road to Lakeview. Even though Moms toured the world with hit records, you know the music biz—after all the filet mignon, champagne, caviar, and limo rides, she never got the money she was owed.

We were on welfare and food stamps until Moms got the Housing Authority job. But no matter what, Moms always kept a positive attitude and a kind heart. Maybe that’s why Pops thought he could get away with murder.

One evening when we came back from QB, Moms found Pops’s heroin works hidden in a cosmetics bag—needles, syringes, spoons, cotton balls, tourniquet. They argued back and forth. He left and didn’t come home for months. When he did come back, Moms made him sleep on the couch.

•  •  •

When I was eight, Pops took me for a ride and told me about how he’d been addicted to heroin since he was fourteen and that he and Moms might split up. No kid wants to see his parents split up, but Pops explained it in a way that made sense. Then we pulled up to a jewelry store.

“Wait in the car,” Pops told me. “I’ll be right back.”

Five minutes later, he came running out with a big brown shopping bag full of gold and all types of jewels. This fool just robbed the spot! We got four blocks away and the Nassau County police were immediately on our ass. After a high-speed chase through Hempstead, Pops finally came to his senses and stopped the car. They put me in the backseat with him. Pops had the cuffs on behind his back and I held his hand all the way to the police station.

The cops gave me chips and soda while I waited for Moms to pick me up. She went buck stupid on Pops after that, screaming and yelling. “How could you do this? That’s our son! Our little boy!” My grandmoms bailed him out seven hours later, and he and Moms separated permanently.

When he came home later that night, though, we finished our conversation from earlier in the car. My pops was a cool, calm nigga, chillin’ like what happened earlier was nothing. I loved that muthafucka.

•  •  •

The next day, Moms and I were back in QB. She dropped me off at camp and went to work. Reese was empty that morning; only the counselor and three other kids were there. Two of them were girls. The best-looking girl walked over to me and asked if I was new to the hood. We walked away to talk by the card tables right outside the door. She made it real easy for a li’l eight-year-old without much game because she did all the talking.

Meanwhile, the girl’s boyfriend and seven of his friends walked up behind me. She was quiet all of a sudden. Just as I started getting into the conversation, a hand grabbed my neck from behind and turned me around.

“What you think you doin’?” her boyfriend barked. He grabbed my face and pushed me up against a wall to let me know I was talking to his girlfriend.

“I’m new here! I ain’t know that was your girl!” I told him.

“You better watch yourself!” the kid warned as he and his boys walked off. I went back in the building. I was really about to start kickin’ it to shorty! I thought, embarrassed and mad as hell. But I’m happy I ain’t get jumped. It’s funny how life works, because I ended up being cool with that kid, Diki, like ten years later, and he never remembered that day when I brought it up.

Later that day, they took us to free lunch at a school on Twenty-first Street. Free lunch was disgusting. I found maggots at the bottom of my salad on a cardboard tray the first day and I never ate there again, but they still made me go. Sometimes we got on a yellow bus for free lunch at another school in Astoria, Queens. I carried a pocketknife that came in handy one afternoon.

On the bus to Astoria free lunch, a big fight with four-by-fours and bottles broke out with kids from another hood. The kids tried to run inside our bus and beat people up. I started swinging my pocketknife. I had them niggas shook. It was rough for a little kid, man; something was bound to go down at free lunch in QB or the locker room at Astoria Pool. I ain’t never telling Moms ’cause I know she won’t let me go anymore. I kept all the crazy stuff to myself.

A popular thing with the kids in Queensbridge was making rock shooters out of quarter-water bottle tops. When I first came around, I would see kids shooting rocks out of them shits, and if one of those rocks hit you it felt worse than getting shot with a CO2-powered BB gun. I quickly learned how to make one because all the kids were carrying them around like guns.

First, you buy a quarter water and a pack of balloons. Drink the juice. After it’s empty, take a knife or razor and cut the top of the bottle off, put the balloon over the top part that you drink from. After that, all you need is a pocket full of small rocks or pennies. Drop a rock or penny in, pull the balloon back, let go. Man, that shit will go through a windshield if you do it right! We used to have ill shoot-outs, twenty kids against twenty kids.

Queensbridge didn’t have concrete pavement back then, it was all dirt paths and hills. The projects were being rebuilt with basketball courts, fences, and playgrounds.

On the block after day camp, I’d listen to the older dudes freestyling back and forth. I wrote my first song, “You’s a Crack Head,” when I was nine. I heard one of the older dudes rapping about a crackhead, so I made my own version. My moms, brother, and friends in QB told me it was good and gassed me up. That was the beginning of my road to riches, the moment I first started rapping.

•  •  •

A Broadway show, The Tap Dance Kid, needed a little boy to play the starring role. Since Grandmoms had major connections in that world, she gave the producers photographs of me and they called saying they wanted me to be the new tap-dancing kid. Grandmoms explained that the casting people were on the phone and they wanted me to be the star. She told me I’d be famous and make a lot of money but that it would be very hard work and I’d have to perform two shows every night. I was stuck. I was scared, plus I wasn’t really into dancing. I thought about it for five minutes and told her, “No, thank you.” For the next ten years, Grandmoms kept telling everybody how I turned down a starring role in a Broadway musical.

The kid who wound up getting the part was Alfonso Ribeiro. He appeared in a Pepsi commercial with Michael Jackson after that and became a TV star on The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air. Hey, I guess Alfonso owes me. I did him a huge favor. Ha! Sometimes I think, What if… Nah.

•  •  •

In 1983, near to when the movie Breakin’ came out, Grandmoms talked me into performing at her annual concert at Lincoln Center. I’d been taking her classes since I was six. But at age nine, breakdancing and rap music were my new thing and I wanted to stop the other dance stuff. I was at the age where I wanted to be cool. Stobo and I would be outside the crib in Hempstead with a flattened cardboard box and a radio battling two other kids on my block. We wore gray nylon windbreaker outfits, white gloves, and trucker hats with Playboy bunnies, and thought we were breakdance masters.

I asked my grandmother to let us do a breakdance routine at her next concert. “Only if you both perform the regular dance classes at the show,” she told me. We agreed. It was a small price to pay and was the first time Grandmoms incorporated a hip hop routine in her concert. We killed it along with the tap, African, ballet, and all that! She thought it was cute to have her little grandson dancing in her school. But Stobo and I were quickly growing out of it.

I can’t front, dance school was fun when I was younger. An older girl named Kerri hooked Stobo and I up with these twins Renee and Michelle—two fly-ass light-skinned West Indian shorties—they were in all of our classes. Stobo had Michelle; I had Renee. We all had fun.

Grandmoms was cool with singer-actress Diana Ross, who enrolled her daughter Chudney at the school. My grandmother told Diana that Chudney couldn’t pull up in limos or Bentleys because it would make too much of a scene. They agreed it would be better for her to arrive in a regular car. Chudney was real cute. She was the same age and in class with Stobo and me. When the word got around that Diana Ross’s daughter was taking a class, Kerri pulled me into the hallway, offering all kinds of ways that I should approach her and get her to be my girlfriend.

“T’Chaka, I’m telling you, you gotta get her!” Kerri said. “Forget about Renee, Chudney’s rich!” Kerri tried her best, but it never happened. Chudney was there for six months, then she got tired of all the attention.

Diana Ross was doing a huge concert at Central Park in Manhattan on July 21, 1983. My grandmother provided her with backup dancers and my father helped with stage-set production. Diana asked me to join her onstage because she thought I was cute. “I want you to walk out with me at the end and say good night,” she told me during rehearsal. “Do you want to do it?”

“Yes.”

On the night of the show, there was lightning and thunder then buckets of rain. The lawn was a blanket of deep muddy patches, but it was summertime in Central Park, so the crowd wasn’t concerned. They came to see Diana Ross. It was packed. She performed, soaked, and you know black women and their hair in the rain don’t mix. But Diana didn’t care.

The production people told me to get ready to go onstage. I was petrified and changed my mind. My moms, pops, and grandmoms tried to convince me, but I said no. That was the first and last time I caught a case of stage fright.

Our feet got stuck in the mud on the way out of the park. My sneaker came off in the sludge and so did my mother’s shoes. No lobster tails that night, just our tails in the shower.

•  •  •

On October 20, 1984, Moms got a phone call from my grandmother saying that my grandfather had a heart attack and died in his sleep in a hotel room in Kansas City while on tour. He was seventy-three.

The entire jazz community came out for his wake five days later at St. Peter’s Church on Fifty-fourth Street and Lexington Avenue in Manhattan. Minister Reverend Gensel, who’s also a jazz musician, helped make it all possible. My father was on the run from his jewelry-store case, laying low, so he couldn’t make it. I know that hurt him.

The service was like a party with a lot of sad faces. I walked up to Grandpops’s open casket and stared at him. My boy Stobo was with me. I leaned over and kissed Grandpops’s forehead. It was ice-cold. That was the first and last time I touched a dead body.

While Stobo and I were staring at him, it felt like Grandpops might sit up and do the scary face with his false teeth in hand. After the service, his body was cremated and his ashes spread out into the ocean.

•  •  •

Pops kidnapped me that same year and took me to Detroit, where he’d been staying since he and Moms split. I went over to my grandmoms’s in Hempstead and Pops was waiting for me. He didn’t take me by force, he just didn’t tell Moms where we were going. I guess he missed me and decided to take his son.

I think Pops also wanted to show me how he was living now, because his cousin Beverly had that nigga ballin’! She had her own investment firm in Detroit and gave Pops a high-paying position. Pops was wearing fly three-piece suits without the necktie. He was open off his new whip, a five-speed Renault he had shipped from France.

Beverly was richer than a muthafucker. In downtown Detroit, there was a skyscraper with her name on it. We lived in the finished part of a mansion she was having built. Beverly’s son Eric was around eighteen and her daughter Cecily was twelve, two years older than me. Their backyard had a river where we went fishing for crawfish.

We were in Detroit living the life. I think Pops waited almost four months before he called Moms and told her where we were. She knew Pops had me, she just didn’t know where. She threatened to call the cops, but I lived in Detroit for more than a year. Moms probably didn’t want to upset me because I was happy to be with Pops’s crazy ass anyway.

Plus, Cecily and I had a crush on each other. The term “kissing cousins” comes to mind. I found out Pops and Beverly had a li’l something going on themselves. No wonder he was an overnight success!

We went to Detroit Tigers baseball games a lot. I enjoyed the popcorn and hot dogs more than the baseball. Pops took me to see Scarface starring Al Pacino on opening night. Now that was a fuckin’ movie! Those three-piece suits without the necktie that Pops was wearing looked almost exactly like the ones Tony Montana had on. I guess that was the style.

Cousin Cecily was a very pretty dark-brown-skinned girl. She grew up with a lot of money but was a down-to-earth tomboy. She made her own experimental facial-cream products out of mud, perfume, and all types of weird stuff, using me as the guinea pig, putting crap all over my face. She was like a white girl compared to the black girls I was used to back home—she spoke like a white girl and introduced me to rock ’n’ roll music.

The J. Geils Band’s “Centerfold”—Cecily’s favorite song—constantly played on her little 45 portable record player. She taught me how to eat artichokes, watch WWF wrestling, and speak Detroit. Instead of saying soda, they said pop.

Then all of a sudden the ride was over. Moms’s threats of calling the police worked, and Pops agreed to send me home. I was back in New York, except we weren’t in Lakeview anymore. Moms had moved to LeFrak City, Queens.

Pops wound up coming back to New York too, got caught by the police, and ended up doing a year in Nassau County jail for the jewelry-store thing. Once his bid was over, he moved back into the house in Lakeview with his new woman, Rita, and her teenage kids, Leon and Loretta. I wanted to be with my pops, so Moms allowed me to stay with him and go to school over there for a while.

I walked to Howard T. Herber middle school, cutting through the woods and crossing a construction landfill, with my next-door neighbors Angel and Raynoldo. In Lakeview, I had only a handful of friends—Angel and Ray, Todd, and my man Shameek.

Shameek had all the cool shit—gazelle glasses, shell-toe Adidas, and a giant boom-box radio. When I saw his shell toes I told my moms and pops I wanted a pair, but they bought me Olympians instead. At school the next day, Sha said, “Nigga, them shits got five stripes! Adidas only got three.” But Sha was my nigga. He didn’t make fun of my shoes, at least not to my face.

One afternoon, on the walk home from school, a crew of brothers—the Charlestons—were beating everybody up who cut through the woods. As I walked out of the woods onto their street, I saw one of the brothers hitting people with a wooden Louisville Slugger bat on their legs, arms, and backpacks. Pops had taught me how to snatch a bat or stick from somebody if they were about to swing at you, practicing with a broomstick in slow motion.

“Never duck or try to move out of the way if somebody is about to swing at you with a bat,” Pops told me. “Rush them and get in close, then use your arm to grab the arm that they’re swinging with and hyperextend their elbow.”

But it’s not the same in a real-life situation. The kid was about to take a swing at me, so I rushed him, but he was too big and hit me in the mouth with the Slugger. Yo! This nigga made my bottom teeth go through my bottom lip! I was leaking blood in a daze.

The expression on my friends’ faces as they walked me home made me think my face had been destroyed. In my bathroom mirror, I saw a little vein hanging out of a hole right under my bottom lip. Uncle Lenny came by, and when he saw my face he took me to the hospital to get stitches. I’ve still got that scar to this day.

Uncle Lenny was always very elusive. He’d be missing in action for long periods of time and then suddenly show up at our house. Lenny wasn’t my real uncle, but I was raised to call him Uncle Lenny. He always took care of me when he was around.

My mother made me move back with her after about a year because I was sleeping in the cold, damp basement in Lakeview and kept getting sick. Moms’s move to LeFrak in 1985, the hood right between Jamaica and Queensbridge, was a major turning point in my life. I turned eleven and she let me hang outside until the streetlights came on. The apartment complex was co-ops, not projects, but with all the drug activity there wasn’t much of a difference. Crack had come out a few years earlier and almost every kid my age was selling it for the older dudes.

My first week in LeFrak, I was walking to the store, and who was sitting on a short wall by the parking lot but my friend Shameek, who lived around the corner from me in Lakeview! Sha and his family had just moved to LeFrak, what a fuckin’ coincidence!

Sha was obviously doing his thing slinging drugs. You could usually tell if someone was slinging drugs by looking at their jewelry and clothes. Shameek had all the new sneakers before they even came out, fresh jeans, and snorkel coats.

I enrolled in Halsey Junior High School right across the Long Island Expressway from LeFrak. On the first day of school, I saw kids with big rope chains, rings, and all the latest fashions. LeFrak was a cash cow for drug dealers.

Everybody sold drugs. It made me stop caring about school and start caring about how I looked—jewelry, clothes, and sneakers, Nike Air Maxes, Louis Vuitton, Triple F.A.T. Goose bubble jackets. When the school bell rang at three P.M., everyone from LeFrak walked home together.

Within the first two weeks, I got into it with this Indian kid who thought he was tough because he was taller than me. Everybody called me Pee Wee because I was so small. I don’t recall exactly how the fight started, but I know for sure how it finished. A bunch of people from my block whipped the cowboy shit out of the kid.

After that day, we beat people up on our way home just for fun. This African kid named Abunda didn’t like me and wanted to fight. I was shook. In the crib on the couch, I’d be daydreaming of ways to sneak-attack the muthafucker.

One of my ideas was to walk up to him:

“I don’t want no beef with you, man,” I’d say, reaching my hand out to shake. While I had his hand, I’d try to break his nose or something. I practiced my punches beating up my moms’s flowery forest-green couch pillows. I had another idea of carrying a D battery in my pocket to make my fist more solid. Abunda and I never got around to fighting and became cool a year later.

The first year of school was wild, and it only got wilder.

Every building in LeFrak was named after a foreign country. I lived on the fifth floor of Peru. I made friends with two Puerto Rican brothers, Eric and Boobie, on the opposite end of the hallway. The Peru building’s lobby was attached to Colombia, where a dude called E and his brother Pop and my boys Justice and Zion lived. We all went to school together. I was closest with Boobie. I used to be across the hall at their crib every day. We ate dinner together and stayed up all night watching TV. I tried learning some Spanish from them, but I only picked up on the curse words.

Boobie was a DJ and had all the new rap albums. We wrote down entire songs to learn every lyric word for word. The Jungle Brothers’ “Jimbrowski” was our jam. They shouted out, “Jimbrowski in LeFrak!” It made us proud to be from LeFrak.

•  •  •

Nineteen eighty-six was the year of Mike Tyson. I saw my first Tyson fight at Boobie’s crib. It lasted about thirty seconds. After the fight, Boobie and I went outside. Rakim, Biz Markie, Slick Rick, the Jungle Brothers, and Big Daddy Kane blasted from boom boxes, and everybody was drinking and smoking. It was almost dark, so my time was limited. We drank our first tall can of malt liquor, Schlitz with the blue bull on the label, ’cause the curiosity was killing us. My brother Greg gave me sips of his beer when I was five or six and even let me take a pull of his weed. One toke and I was choking. After we tried a few swigs from the tall cans, I didn’t drink again for a long time—it was nasty.

•  •  •

By the time I turned eleven and was living in LeFrak, my attitude about dance class changed. I can’t do that shit no more. But I was still there every Saturday because that was my family’s business and became the hangout spot. I got my first piece of pussy in that place when I was eleven.

One Saturday evening, my Spanish homie Shawn from Roosevelt, Long Island, took a girl to the basement and told her if she wanted to have sex with him then she had to let me hit it first. “Go ahead, have sex with him,” he told the girl, nodding toward me. She agreed. I kept my boxers on. Afterward, I went upstairs to wash up in the bathroom and there was blood all over my boxers. I looked down like, Yo, what the fuck is this?! She had her period. Disgusting. I must have washed my pole thirty to forty times in a row. It was traumatic. And that was my first time having sex.

•  •  •

My moms took dance classes at Grandmoms’s school in Jamaica ever since she was a little girl and was still doing it faithfully every weekend. My grandmother had a group of female friends who helped her run the dance studio, including one of her best friends, Ms. Barbra Brooks. Her grandson was Stobo and he was still there every Saturday just like me.

No longer confined to classes, we ran wild in the school and on Jamaica Avenue along with Stobo’s real cousin Craig. Grandmoms’s other best friend, Joyce Gresham, had a grandson John-Michael. We called him JM. He was only six but he always wanted to hang out with Stobo and me.

It seemed like every girl in Queens went to my grandmoms’s dance school. A lady named Ms. Beverly Edge had three daughters: Donna, Wendy, and Kerri. The youngest, Kerri, who’d tried to set me up with Chudney Ross, was around seven years older than us and taught Stobo and me all the secrets about what girls wanted and liked.

Sitting on the floor in the dance studio one afternoon, Kerri was stretching while schooling Stobo and me about what women want. “T’Chaka, you’re always quiet and laid-back,” Kerri told me. “That’s good, ’cause girls don’t like guys that act foolish like little boys.”

Kerri tried to play matchmaker, hooking Stobo and me up with the pretty girls. We used to stare at the older girls in their tight dance uniforms, and Lord, there were some real thick bodies.

Stobo and I had a crew called the Jungle Brothers, named after the rap group. The crew consisted of me, Stobo, our friend Roger (who became a professional dancer), and my homie Shawn. The sole purpose of our crew was to run trains on the girls in the dance school. I’d find a girl and take her into an empty room at the school, trying to convince her that if she wanted me then she had to show my brothers love too. Some girls went for it and some didn’t. At least eight of the girls who went for it were snitched on by other girls. When parents started pulling their daughters out of the school, we got in trouble. But we kept right on doing our thing on the low.

•  •  •

Roger was serious about making dance his career. He was West Indian and lived across the street from the USA Diner on Merrick Boulevard in Rosedale, Queens, a popular hangout for girls and hustlers. There was loads of action by Roger’s house. His mother was strict, and he had a sister Sandra and an older brother known as Call Me Al. Roger explained that they called his brother Call Me Al because when they first moved to Rosedale, the dudes in his neighborhood tried to test his heart. When they asked his name, Roger’s brother replied, “Just call me Al.” A fight broke out and his brother whipped everyone’s asses. From that point on, they gave him respect and the name Call Me Al stuck.

Kool Rock-Ski from the ’80s rap group the Fat Boys lived down the block by Rosedale Lanes bowling alley. His bandmate Buffy aka the Human Beat Box always drove up and down Merrick Boulevard in different Mercedes-Benz 190’s with two-tone colors and curtains on the windows. Kool Rock’s brother Blaze, who I was real close with, often hung out at Roger’s crib.

There was endless mischief to get into at Roger’s crib. Green Acres Mall and Sunrise Multiplex were within walking distance. The 9th Posse, a well-known street gang in that part of Queens, threw a lot of parties. Kerri dated one of the gang members, so she invited us. There were also a lot of reggae-music parties because that side of Queens had a huge West Indian population. Roger, Stobo, Shawn, Stobo’s cousin Craig, and I bought forty ounces of beer from Pop & Kim’s convenience store on Merrick Boulevard, ice-cold with frost on ’em, and hit all the parties. Beer was still nasty to me but we all drank it on those party nights.

Late one night, Craig came up with a plan to break into a school a few blocks away in Rosedale. Craig had just come home from jail the year before and was already looking for trouble. He was seven years older than us, around eighteen, and was the ringleader of all our early rebellion. We climbed up the side of the school and through an open window. We stole phones, copy machines, and other electronics. Craig sold it all for petty cash.

Craig always had some kind of scheme. He took Stobo and me on missions all over Queens, daring us to cross the Long Island Rail Road tracks by Linden and Farmers Boulevard and to run across the Belt Parkway for thrills. After Craig turned us out with all the crazy shit he had us doing, we started doing a lot of wild pranks on our own.

One summer morning around two A.M., Roger and I saw a McDonald’s sixteen-wheeler delivery truck pull up into the McDonald’s parking lot across from the USA Diner. From Roger’s backyard we saw that the back of the truck was open, so we ran over and took what we could—crates of eggs, boxes of hash browns, burgers, buns, cheese, biscuits, pancakes, syrup, ketchup… Roger’s refrigerator and freezer were filled with food. I don’t remember what he told his moms, but the next morning she cooked us a big breakfast.

•  •  •

Stobo and I were chillin’ at my grandmother’s house in Hempstead one day when Grandmoms told us the TV star Emmanuel Lewis, aka Webster, and his brother were coming over. A girl from dance school had started dating Webster’s brother. Even though Webster was a dwarf or midget, his brother wasn’t. I called Carey down the block to tell him the news. “Webster’s coming to my house!” I said. “Come over if you wanna meet him.”

A few hours later, Webster, Carey, Stobo, and I were in the living room when Webster started showing us his breakdance moves—back spins, windmills, even head spins. Oh shit! Webster can breakdance! He’s good too!

I remembered seeing pictures of him and Michael Jackson together with Mike holding him up, carrying him like a baby. That didn’t look right to me. “What’s up with you and Michael Jackson?” I asked Webster straight up. “What do ya’ll talk about when you’re together?” Webster got quiet and changed the subject. So I asked again. “Is Michael gay? What’s up with him for real?” Webster acted as if he didn’t hear my questions and walked into the room where my grandmoms was talking to his brother. I know that Webster later denied it, but Carey, Stobo, and I laughed about it for a long time, saying that Michael was a fruit cup and Webster was his little boy toy.

I wanted my twelfth birthday to be an event. Since Craig had just come home from doing a bid, Grandmoms had given him a job cleaning and locking up the studio at night so his parole officer would get off his back. I told Craig to get some weed and I’d buy the forties. We were all going to get high for the first time late that night after everybody left—Stobo, Craig, Roger, Shawn, and a tap-dance teacher named Derrick. Craig and Derrick were the oldest; they’d both been high and drunk before. But it was the first time for the rest of us.

We got so high and pissy drunk in my grandmoms’s office. Stobo stumbled out of the building crying and screaming, “I’m blind! I can’t see!” We walked from Jamaica Avenue up Merrick Boulevard all the way to Rosedale and crashed at Roger’s crib. Stobo threw up in the toilet and passed out with his pants around his ankles on the bathroom floor. He had us all cracking up.

That night was a pivotal point. I was about to become a teenager and thought I was becoming a man. I guess all the criminal juvenile-delinquent mischief I was getting into was my way of having fun, since sickle-cell didn’t allow me to do sports and stuff other kids were into. I’m becoming a man, I thought. I have to make my own decisions and take control of my destiny.

•  •  •

At twelve, I started seriously getting into rap music. Rap exhibited the aggressiveness that had been in my heart and mind all of my life. The first albums I bought were LL Cool J’s Radio and Run-D.M.C.’s self-titled debut “Sucker M.C.’s.” I repeated the verses to my moms acting as if I wrote them. Rap music made me feel good for a change.

One day after school, Boobie came over and spit a verse for me. “Whose verse is that?” I asked. He looked at me like I was crazy. “You don’t know about ‘The Symphony’?”

We walked to Boobie’s crib and he played the record for me. The song was from Marley Marl’s In Control Volume 1 album. The verse Boobie spit was by Kool G Rap: “You can’t replace me, ice me or ace me, bass me, face me, slice me or race me, bite me or taste me, I’ll show you that I got force, my rap burns your mouth like hot sauce….” After I heard that, there was no turning back. I was going to be a rap star.

•  •  •

September came around again. It was time for back-to-school shopping, and Moms couldn’t afford the black construction Timberlands I wanted. She put a pair of discount nineteen-dollar motorcycle boots that looked like they were from Mad Max on layaway. I hated them. I wanted what was popular in the hood. So I decided to try my hand at crack.

The biggest dealers in LeFrak went to my school. Two of them were my man Steve and my other man Jassen, both of whom wore jewelry, suede jackets in every color, and different sneakers every day. They had to be making 10K a week, no lie. Those kids had other kids our age moving G-packs for them—a G-pack was a thousand dollars’ worth of crack. There was an older dude in his mid-twenties, B, who everyone worked for.

After the first day of the new school year, I went to Jassen’s crib, where they cooked and bagged up the stuff. I told Steve and Jassen that I wanted to get down. They gave me a test pack, about a hundred dollars’ worth of crack in ten-dollar vials. I walked around the hood, sold it, and brought them the money. This is easy, I thought.

Jassen gave me one more test pack. I walked around and made three sales in the multilevel parking lot where people sold because it was shielded from the outside view. Two white plainclothes cops came toward me. I tried to walk away. “Hey, kid, come here! Stop!” They ran up and found the crack in my pocket. “What the hell is this little kid doing selling crack?” one undercover asked the other, then turned to me. “Why is somebody your age selling drugs?” I was twelve but looked eight. They took the vials and sent me on my way. Still shook, I hopped a fence and took a shortcut home.

The next day, when I told Jassen what happened, he didn’t believe me. He wanted the money but I didn’t have it to give. The following morning, Jassen was waiting for me outside of school. He wanted to fight. “A’ight cool,” I said. “We can fight.”

While I was taking off my jean jacket and backpack he snuffed me, knocking me down. He kicked me in my stomach and groin. All I could do was ball into the fetal position until some girls from my building pulled Jassen off of me. People watching the fight said Jassen didn’t score points by not letting me take my backpack off. He didn’t leave any bruises on my body, just my ego.
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“The legendary rapper unsentimentally details
a life of beefs, brawls and murders.”
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