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This book is dedicated to the state that made me great, South Carolina. The 843, the 803, and the 864. To every dreamer living on a dirt road somewhere, this book is for you. In my story, may you find the inspiration to create your own greatness.

This book is also dedicated to my mother, Julia; my father, Larry; and my late grandmother, Rosa Lee Ford. The foundation of who I am came from the three of you. I don’t know if y’all even want to take credit for my madness, but guess what? You have no other choice!!

Last, but certainly not least, this book is dedicated to my rib, my wife, Mook Mook, and our two beautiful daughters, A and Z. Yes, the name of one of my daughters starts with A and the other starts with a Z; we will fill in the rest of the alphabet at a later date. Please, when you two are old enough to read this book, don’t judge your father for the sins of his past. I used to be a young savage, but I’m grown now and I hope this book will remind you that life is about constant evolution.



Introduction

Let me tell you about the first time I started living my truth.

I was fifteen years old and living in Moncks Corner, South Carolina. If you’re not familiar with Moncks Corner, it’s a small town of less than eight thousand people about thirty miles north of Charleston.

For most of my teenage years, my family lived in a double-wide trailer on a dirt road on the edge of town. My mother was a high school English teacher and a Jehovah’s Witness, a straitlaced woman who did everything by the book. My father was her polar opposite: a contractor who was an occasional drug and alcohol abuser and a full-time hustler.

One of my favorite activities back then was to talk on the phone. Not a cell phone either, but an old-fashioned landline. If you think sexting is better than talking, you don’t know what you’re missing. I can honestly say that 90 percent of the times I got pussy as a teenager was because of phone conversations, especially the late-night ones.

My trouble started one night when I was on the phone with my friend ImaniI; I don’t think I ever wanted to fuck Imani (not that I would have turned it down if the opportunity presented itself) but we would just talk on the phone for hours for no reason. That night the conversation turned to a guy we knew named Darnell, who was Imani’s cousin Deja’s baby daddy.

“Man, Darnell thinks he’s hard,” I offered.

“Oh, you think he soft?” drawled Imani.

“Maybe he is, maybe he isn’t,” I continued. “All I know is my father always tells me the dudes who act hard in this town all end up one of three ways: broke sitting under a tree, in jail, or dead.”

After that the convo probably turned to something more pressing, like who was the best member of the Wu-Tang Clan. Neither of us gave my little rant about Darnell any more thought.

A few days later, after smoking weed I decided to go visit my neighbor Charles, who lived at the top of our dirt road. Charles wasn’t home but as I was walking out of his yard, Darnell and his cousin came driving by. They spotted me and quickly pulled over, skidding to a stop in a cloud of dust and pebbles.

“Yo, Larry, what’s good?” Darnell yelled menacingly as he hopped out of the car. Lenard is my government name, but people in Moncks Corner call me Larry, after my father.

I had zero idea what Darnell was yelling about. Number one, I was high. Number two, I talked SHIT about everyone in those days. I must have had a quizzical look on my face, because Darnell quickly filled me in.

“You was talking that shit to Imani,” he announced. “So we gotta fight!”

I’d said what I’d said, so there was no need to cop a plea.

“Yeah, what about it?” I answered back defiantly.

But Darnell was already done talking. He unleashed a wild roundhouse that would have knocked my head off but thankfully missed. I managed to land a quick jab in retaliation. It seemed like he barely felt it. Despite being basically the same size as me, in one quick move Darnell scooped me up, lifted me over his head, and viciously pile-drived me into a ditch. If someone had taped it, we could easily get twenty million views on Worldstar with that footage today.

I tried to get up, but Darnell was already beating me back down. Punch after punch after punch after punch. Then he moved on to a choke hold. Now, in my experience there are two kinds of choke holds: (1) the “I’m just letting you know things can get real so don’t play with me again” type, and (2) the “This situation is so real that I’m going to choke you until you die” type. I’m pretty sure option number two was being administered to me in that moment.

Thankfully his cousin stepped in before Darnell could finish the job.

“Chill, man, that’s enough,” he said, pulling Darnell off me. “Let the dude go. . . .” Darnell relaxed his grip, and I could breathe again (though I’m sure there are some folks today—Bow Wow, Ciara, and Birdman to name but a few—who would pay good money to go back in time and tell Darnell, “Naw, choke him a little longer!”).

Think I’m exaggerating when I say Darnell was trying to kill me? Well, several years later Darnell did kill my cousin’s mother by putting her in one of his choke holds and snapping her neck; he’s serving a life sentence for it today.

At the time, of course, I didn’t know I’d been in the grasp of a killer. I was more concerned that I looked like I’d just gotten into a head-on collision with a Prius. I didn’t want anyone to see me with my face bruised up, so once Darnell and his cousin drove off, instead of going home, I limped across the road and crawled into a vacant trailer we’d used to live in. Sitting on the floor with all the shades pulled dark, I started crying, ashamed that I’d been beaten so badly. Not to mention afraid of what my father would say when he saw me (“Get the fuck out of here,” he told me after I tried telling him someone accidently slammed a door in my face. “You think I’m stupid?”).

Once I got over the shock of what had happened, I started feeling better. After a while my tears even turned into laughter. How could I not laugh at myself? I looked like Martin after he tried to box Thomas “Hitman” Hearns. I literally had a knot on my head so big a doctor would eventually have to shave it off.

I was happy because I sensed that I’d entered a new stage in my relationship with the truth. Most people would have walked away from a beating like that thinking, “I really got to start watching what I say.” I had the opposite reaction. If I’d just survived that, there was no way I was censoring myself at all. One of my favorite songs at the time was Notorious B.I.G.’s “Unbelievable,” where he rapped, “If I said it, I meant it / bite my tongue for no one.” Sitting there in the trailer, I could hear Biggie’s lyrics over and over again in my head. In his words, I’d found my own voice too.

Bite my tongue for no one was the mantra I was going to live by. If I had something to say, I was going to say it. If someone wanted to know what I’d said about them, I’d tell them. To their face. What’s the worst that could happen? I’d get beat up? I just survived a five-star ass kicking! If that was the worst that could happen, I was all right with it.II

•  •  •

Bite my tongue for no one.

Throughout my years as a radio guy—first on local stations in South Carolina, later as a cohost on Wendy Williams’s show, then as the host of my own show in Philly and eventually as part of The Breakfast Club—the syndicated radio show I host on New York City’s Power 105.1 with DJ Envy and Angela Yee—I’ve been asked (not to mention threatened) to watch what I say more times than I can remember. I’ve been hated on for my honesty, fired for my honesty, even punched in the side of my head for my honesty. But I’ve never for a second doubted that honesty is not only my best friend but also my secret weapon. Almost twenty years later, my tongue remains unbitten.

Perhaps the best example of the depth of my commitment to honesty is the first time I interviewed Kanye West on The Breakfast Club. To give you a little context, the interview happened while he was out on tour supporting his Yeezus album, which I thought wasn’t up to his usual standards.

To make matters worse, Kanye had been delivering long rants about how the fashion industry wasn’t giving him a fair shot. How he was a genius but no one in power in the industry understood his vision. How he felt like a slave to major corporations.

In my eyes, instead of trying to keep up with the Kardashians and worrying about whether an editor at Vogue liked his blouses, Kanye should have just focused on what made us love him in the first place: compelling, heartfelt music. I knew that as long as he was connected to the people via his music, all his other dreams and aspirations would eventually fall into place.

In order to get him back on track (at the end of the day, I am a Kanye fan and want him to succeed), I started calling him Kanye Kardashian to poke fun at his new image. I also named him Donkey of the Day several times, a daily feature on the show where I give someone the credit they deserve for being stupid.

Of course when word got out that Kanye was coming in for an interview, the question on everyone’s lips was, “Will Charlamagne really call him Kanye Kardashian to his face? Will he tell him Yeezus was wack?”

That’s certainly what Natina Nimene, Kanye’s rep from Def Jam Recordings, was worried about when she arrived at our studio the morning of his interview. “Charlamagne, whatever you do,” she implored, “please don’t call him Kanye Kardashian. You gotta understand why that’s not cool.”

Being the pain in the ass that I am, I crushed that dream right away. “Since you asked me not to say that, that’s the first thing I’m going to say,” I told her, though in truth I was always going to say it regardless. I added that little dig because I really hate when publicists and label reps ask me not to do my job. I’m here for the listeners, not the artists, and certainly not the labels. If there’s something I feel listeners would want me to bring up, then that’s what I’m going to do. Here’s a little Radio 101: listener benefit trumps everything else.

True to my word, as soon as the interview began, I got right into it. “They said it would never happen, a repeat Donkey of the Day offender,” I said as Kanye smiled uncomfortably. “Kanye Kardashian!”

I wasn’t done. As soon as the talk turned to Yeezus, I was truthful with Kanye. “I didn’t like that album at all, and I was a Kanye West fan,” I told him. “But Yeezus was wack to me.”

Was I being a bit of an a-hole by calling Yeezus trash? Or by introducing him as Kanye Kardashian? Of course. But Kanye’s a certified a-hole himself and he respected my honesty. Despite the rocky start, we ended up having a great conversation. The interview created so much heat that I ended up getting profiled in Rolling Stone and the New York Times.

That’s a lot of attention for an ex-felon from Moncks Corner with a night-school diploma. And while I appreciated that people found the Kanye conversation compelling, the fact is, mainstream America was just learning what people who had been listening to me for years already knew: every interview I do, or conversation I have, is rooted in honesty. Whether on the radio, on my podcast, or on TV, I’m always going to be honest.

Honest about myself.

Honest about my opinions.

Honest with whomever I’m talking to.

That commitment to honesty was one of my main motivations to write this book. I’ve lived a great life thus far, and enjoyed every step of the process, the highs and the lows. I don’t like to label those experiences good or bad, because they’re all part of one lifelong process. I’ve learned something from each and every one of them. I’ve been a bully (and been bullied). I’ve been a drug dealer. A so-called thug. A so-called nerd. I’ve been to jail a few times. I’ve come within inches—on more than one occasion—of fulfilling my father’s prediction for Darnell and all the other knuckleheads in our town: broke under a tree, dead in the ground, or rotting in jail.

But despite all that, to quote the great Pastor Young (aka the rapper Jeezy), “Here I stand a grown-ass man.” Yes, that little boy on the dirt roads of Moncks Corner, South Carolina, is a grown-ass man now and has managed to realize all the dreams I had for myself.

My goal for this book is to pass along the valuable principles I’ve absorbed through living what I feel has been an eventful life. Some of the principles I’ve developed on my own. Others have been passed down to me by the wise elders I’ve been fortunate to meet (despite having a big-ass mouth, I pride myself on having big-ass ears too: I’m a great listener). Regardless of their origin, I’m hopeful no matter what your background or situation, you’ll find value in all of these:

• Success isn’t determined by the size of the town you’re from, or what sort of home you grew up in. When I first started doing radio in NYC, people tried to make me ashamed of coming from a place where you pull over when you see roadkill. (Pro tip: If it’s cold, you leave it there. If it’s warm, it’s dinner.) But even if Moncks Corner was a small town, it had a magic in the air. Magic that I was able to harness and motivate myself with. There’s something special wherever you come from too: find it and use it to help it propel you toward your pursuit of greatness.

• In order to change your life for the better, first you must change your lifestyle. Which can’t happen unless you change the people around you. My family didn’t have much, but I still got off to a good start in life: wearing glasses and a fanny pack, reading Judy Blume books, and hanging out with nerdy white kids. Then I made the mistake of ditching all that for my “cool” cousins who were thugging.III I had one foot under that tree my father always told me about, one foot in jail, and let’s call it my dick (aka my third leg) in the grave. Thankfully I woke up and realized I had to cut all the losers loose, even the blood relatives, if I was ever going to reach my potential. I hope this section will help you see that no one is a victim of circumstance in life. No matter how or where you were raised, you can make the choice to live a different way.

• Often the most valuable advice you can give someone is “fuck your dreams.” Sounds like pretty depressing advice, but it comes with a qualifier: fuck your dreams when they aren’t actually yours. For young African-Americans, relatable images of success are often limited to sports and entertainment. Too many times the dreams you think are yours are actually someone else’s; you’re only chasing them because you’ve seen them working for others. I should know: I wanted to be a rapper because that’s what I saw young black men who were successful do. Thankfully, someone who could see I didn’t have the skill set to be an MC had the courage to tell me, “Fuck your dreams of being a rapper.” It turned out to be the single best piece of career advice I ever received. This is why I often say, “If you don’t have anything nice to say to anyone, say it anyway.”

• As someone who has been fired countless times, I can promise you there are no “losses” in life, only lessons. From getting let go from Taco Bell (by my own sister no less) to getting canned from Wendy Williams’s show to every single time I’ve been fired, a short time later I’ve always landed in a better position. As long as you don’t compromise who you are, no matter how many pink slips you get, there’s always going to be something better out there for you. Learn how to trust what I call “divine misdirection.”

• When you’re starting off in your chosen field, just focus on “putting the weed in the bag.” If you don’t know classic hip-hop cinema, I’ll explain that quote in greater detail later. For now, just know it speaks to the importance of embracing the process, instead of what may seem to be the results. Too many people, especially millennials, lack the vision to recognize opportunity when there’s not a paycheck attached to it.

• Always live your truth. When you live your truth, can’t nobody try to use that truth against you. For instance, do I look like a Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtle? Of course I do. By embracing my egg-shaped dome, I’ve taken all the ammunition away from people who call me “the fifth Ninja Turtle,” or “a burnt Ninja Turtle.” By laughing at those comments instead of getting uptight, I’ve replaced a perceived weakness with power. You might not look like a Ninja Turtle (unless your name is Ne-Yo) yourself but chances are there’s something you’re uptight or embarrassed about that you could actually turn into a positive by just embracing the truth about yourself.

• Give people the credit they deserve for being stupid—starting with yourself. I walk through life assuming that I’ve got a lot to learn, and I happily soak up any knowledge that comes my way. Too many people take the opposite approach and decide they’ve got it all figured out by the time they’re twenty-five. That’s a mind-set that is guaranteed to block your blessings. You must stay open to new ideas. To new kinds of people to work with. To new mentors who can coach you. Otherwise, you are always going to be stuck in place.

• Finally, embrace the concept that you are privileged. I believe in the power and privilege of God. And God created me exactly how he wanted me to be and who he wanted me to be. I believe I’m just as privileged—if not more—as any white person out there. I have to believe that. Otherwise, I’d never have transcended the circumstances I was born into. No matter what your circumstance in life, you must adopt the same attitude. You must believe—strongly—that you’ve got Latino Privilege, Asian Privilege, Tall-Guy Privilege, Smart-Girl Privilege, whatever your particular situation may be. And then you’ve got to have complete faith in your privilege. This book is only for those who believe that they can create their own opportunity.

Because if you don’t believe in your ability to create breaks for yourself, then this book can’t do anything for you. In fact, just put it down now. Then find your receipt and return it before you accidently get some Polynesian sauce from your Number One at Chick-fil-A on one of the pages and can’t get your money back.

I need to share these principles in a book because I know just how much power the written word holds (plus it didn’t hurt that the publisher wrote me a nice-size check). Remember, I’m the son of an English teacher. From an early age, my mother kept a book in my face. Those books, combined with her love, are what nourished my imagination and inspired me to transcend my circumstances. Books are what provided me with a sense of escape when the tension between my parents made our home feel suffocating. Books helped give me the confidence to dream bigger than I was supposed to as a poor black boy growing up in the rural South. Books are where I got the name Charlamagne (even if I did misspell it). My life is a living testament to the transformative power of books.

Having said that, as you might have noticed, the language in this book is going to be raw. I’m raw on the radio, I’m raw on social media, I’m really raw on podcasts, and I’m not going to change up now just because I’m an author. That means jokes, most of them tasteless, will be made at people’s expense. Including my own. It also means some of the topics I touch on might make you uncomfortable. Especially realities that many in America would prefer to sweep under the rug. Realities that are inevitable when cycles of poverty and neglect are repeated year after year, generation after generation. I’d say sorry in advance, but the truth is I don’t give a fuck. If you’re looking for a book that sugarcoats situations and runs from reality, then you’re in the wrong place.

If you’re wondering how uplifting principles could come out of a potty mouth like mine, it’s simple: I’m a firm believer in the concept of “ratchetness and righteousness.” By that I mean embracing the full spectrum of the human experience includes both ignorant and inspiring moments. Far from being mutually exclusive, they’re the ying and yang of a fully lived life. So enjoy the ratchet moments and get inspired by the righteous ones. Remember shit is the best fertilizer; it’s what helps the flowers grow.

Finally, I’m not going to spend a lot of time talking about all the famous rappers I’ve broken bread with, or bragging about every beautiful woman I’ve talked into my bed. Yes, I’ve been very fortunate to meet a lot of the artists who inspired me growing up. Yes, I’ve had sex with more beautiful women than anyone who looks like me has any reasonable right to. But I’ve got bigger fish to fry. I want to show you how opportunity truly does come to those who create it.

I want to tell you about the people I grew up with in Moncks Corner. How I learned the right way to live from my father’s words, just as how I learned not to get down from many of his actions. I want to speak to you about the village that raised me and how so many of the mistakes I made could have been avoided if I’d listened to my elders. I want to tell you how the spiritual legacy of the African slaves can still be felt in South Carolina four hundred years later. You’re going to hear about UFOs behind my grandmother’s house, tales of my crazy cousins, the dudes I slung crack with, the teachers at my high school who we tortured, and the guys I got locked up with (including my pops). The colorful cast of characters that made this rural southern town feel like the center of the world to me. Because ultimately those people and experiences, much more so than any celebrities I’ve met in New York or Los Angeles, represent who I am. What I could have been. And what I’ve become.

•  •  •

I went from Moncks Corner to Madison Square Garden, all “on MTV telling ’em how I sold D.” (There really is a Jay Z bar for every situation.) From reading liners on a fifty-thousand-watt station in South Carolina to hosting the biggest nationally syndicated hip-hop radio show (actually one of the biggest radio shows in the country period, which just happens to be rooted in hip-hop). From not even being registered to vote to actually interviewing presidential candidates and having them vie for my endorsement.

If you’ve ever wondered whether you can change your trajectory in life, I’m here to tell you that you can. While everyone’s paths are different, have confidence that no matter your situation or your perceived stature in our society, your truth is more than enough to take you where you want to go.



I. Names have been changed to protect the guilty, the easily embarrassed, and those who want to come up by suing me.

II. Do you know they let prisoners on Facebook now? I didn’t. And the other day I got a friend request from Darnell. When I saw his face pop up on my screen, I immediately thought, “Nooooooo, he’s out?” and almost had a heart attack. When someone beats you like that, you never get over it.

III. A note on the term “cousin”: I’m going to be using it in the Southern sense: a “cousin” refers not only to blood relatives, but a lot of other folks too. Truth is, I still don’t fully understand who my true cousins are. It’s very confusing when you don’t know which of your cousins are actually related to you, not to mention very awkward after you’ve had sex with a couple of them. . . .



PRINCIPLE 1

It’s Not the Size of the Pond but the Hustle in the Fish

Geographical location doesn’t determine what kind of success you will have, but your psychological position always will. How are you going to make waves in a bigger pond when you haven’t even learned how to cause a ripple in the pond you’re in? When you stop complaining about where you are physically and start focusing on where you are mentally, that’s when you will start to transcend your circumstances.

The Origins of the Dirt Road Dirtbag

I was born in Charleston, South Carolina, one of the oldest cities in the nation. For a long time it was also one of the richest, thanks to being the center of trade for several industries, including deerskin, indigo, cotton, rice, and, most lucratively, African slaves.

Sullivan’s Island, which lies in Charleston’s harbor, on the Atlantic Ocean, is where hundreds of thousands of African men, women, and children were brought to this country in chains during the Middle Passage. If you’re African-American, there’s an almost 50 percent chance one of your ancestors landed at Sullivan’s Island. Despite having so much historical significance, you won’t find any Statue of Liberty–size monument commemorating what scholars call “the Ellis Island of slavery.” Nope, all you will find is a couple of plaques and a memorial bench Toni Morrison arranged to have built overlooking the ocean. Chances are, you’ve never heard about any of that. This is why, as Public Enemy once rapped, “History shouldn’t be a mystery / Our stories real history / Not his story.”

Specifically, Sullivan’s Island is where most of the Bakongo, Mbundu, Wolof, Mende, and Malinke peoples of West Africa were brought to America. It’s probably safe to say I’m descended from one of them. I went to a family reunion a few years back and heard some relatives say that the McKelveys (that’s my father’s last name) have Irish ancestors, but it’s more likely we just had Irish owners. I did some research when I started working on this book and found that there had been a lot of slave owners in the area with my last name. If you look at some of the old records, you’ll find actual sales receipts like this one from 1805: “McKelvey, David to Ebenezer Hopkins, Bill of Sale for a slave named Ben, a Barber by trade.” Maybe Ben the Barber was one of my ancestors.

Probably the most famous former slave to live in Charleston was Denmark Vesey. Denmark was born on St. Thomas in the Caribbean in 1767 and ended up being sold to a ship captain, who brought him to Charleston. After some time in the city he won $2,500 in a lottery and was able to buy his freedom. He stayed in Charleston and cofounded the Emanuel African Methodist Episcopal Church in an effort to aid the slaves in the area.

After doing all he could for the slaves through his church, Denmark decided that working with local white leaders wasn’t getting him anywhere. So in 1822 he started secretly organizing a slave revolt in Charleston and the surrounding area. The plan was that on an assigned date, all the slaves in the area would rise up, overwhelm their masters, and then march to the port in Charleston. From there they’d sail to freedom in Haiti, which had recently won its independence from France.

The plan might have worked, except that Denmark and his fellow leaders got dimed out by a local slave (now that’s snitching) and everyone was arrested before the revolt could happen. After a short trial, Denmark and thirty other slaves were hanged.

I’ve always found Denmark incredibly inspirational because he didn’t have to help the other slaves around Charleston. He’d not only literally won the lottery, but he was also a skilled carpenter and could read, which was a rarity back then. It had to be tempting to say, “Peace, Charleston,” and carve out a nice life for himself up north. But he didn’t go that route. He was committed to his community and ultimately gave his life trying to liberate it.

Unfortunately, if the Emanuel AME Church in Charleston sounds familiar to you, it’s probably not because of Denmark Vesey. No, the church Denmark helped found over two hundred years ago to help slaves is also where the terrorist Dylann Roof killed nine innocent black folk back in 2015. So, clearly the more things change, the more they stay the same in Charleston. This is why we need to celebrate heroes like Denmark Vesey whenever we get the chance, instead of letting them become a footnote to history. I wouldn’t even feel right putting my name on this book if it didn’t tell his story.

Another thing you should know about Charleston is that it’s a center of Geechee culture. Geechees, or Gullahs as they’re also called, are the descendants of slaves who lived along the Atlantic coast in the Low Country regions of South Carolina and Georgia. Even though they’ve been in America for hundreds of years, Geechees still have a very close connection to African cultures and languages. I’ve met Geechees who speak a dialect that’s closer to African languages than English. Clarence Thomas comes from a family like that and claims one of the reasons he never talks in the Supreme Court is because he grew up ashamed of his heavy Geechee accent. Other kids would make so much fun of him that he became more comfortable listening than talking. Or at least that’s his story. Chris Rock, Michelle Obama, and Trick Daddy all have Geechee roots as well. Even if you’ve never heard of Geechee before this book, you’ve probably heard some Geechee phrases, like “gruber” (aka peanut) and “Kumbayah,” which means “Come by here.”

Growing up in Charleston, I wasn’t aware of all that history yet. I do remember going on a field trip to the Charleston Museum, which is actually the oldest museum in the country, but only because I pushed open an emergency door on purpose and set off a fire alarm. Even as a little kid, I was always a bit of an instigator.

Our family, including my older sister, Teresa, and my younger brother Julian, lived in a trailer park in the North Charleston neighborhood. The trailers were packed tight together—if you stepped into your backyard, you were also stepping into someone’s front yard. One reason I never minded the close proximity was there were two girls in the trailer behind us who would flash me whenever they saw me looking out my window.

Even though I lived there the first seven or eight years of my life, my memories of Charleston are pretty scattered. However, I can distinctly remember that my father had a stationary bike behind our trailer that our neighbors would come over and ride. They’d pedal on it for a couple of minutes (that’s what passes for going to the gym in a trailer park), then they’d hang out and drink beer with my pops, just shootin’ the shit. White neighbors, black neighbors—it didn’t matter. The sort of solidarity Dylann Roof was trying to rip apart.


The Dirt Road Less Traveled

When I was about to enter the second grade we moved to Moncks Corner, which is where most of my people are from. My maternal grandmother lived on Route 17A in Moncks Corner, while my father’s folks are from Kitfield, which was just down the road. Since we spent so much time in the area visiting family, my parents already owned a little piece of land off a dirt road on the edge of town. Eventually it just made sense to move our trailer over there rather than stay in Charleston.

Even though it is only about a half-hour drive from Charleston to Moncks Corner, culturally they are two very different places. Moncks Corner doesn’t have any of the history, sophistication, or energy of a city like Charleston. Or any city for that matter.

Put it this way: think of a place like New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, or Atlanta, full of restaurants, stores, infrastructure, opportunity, and access.

Then picture the exact opposite of that. A place with no opportunity. No access. No infrastructure. No stores or restaurants.

The place you’re picturing is Moncks Corner.

Okay, I’m exaggerating slightly about the stores and restaurants; Moncks Corner has plenty of barbershops (a lot of them black-owned), banks, and grocery shops. As well as a McDonald’s, a Sonic, a Chick-fil-A (just got that in the past couple of years though), a Wendy’s, and, of course, the holy grounds that are Walmart. The “downtown” also has a courthouse, a detention center, the depot for the train to Charleston, a YMCA, and Berkeley High School, which was my alma mater even though I got thrown out. Over by the Old Santee Canal Park is the Berkeley County Museum and Heritage Center, a little building that has memorabilia from some of the local plantations, as well as dinosaur bones that were found in the area. That might not sound so bad, but trust me, there really isn’t much to do. After a day or two visiting Moncks Corner, you’d be ready to get back on the road.

Having said that, there were great aspects to growing up in Moncks Corner—the best being the relationship it helped me develop with the outdoors. Almost as soon as I moved in, I started playing in the woods with the other kids in my neighborhood. Any day we didn’t have school, we’d be up at eight and out the door by nine, exploring every part of the country we could.

The woods that border Moncks Corner were filled with otters, beavers, coyotes, bobcats, raccoons, and deer. We’d also visit the swamps and rivers that were home to gators. We were never too scared of gators, but we were always on the lookout for the snakes that seemed to be hiding under every rock and fallen tree trunk; cottonmouths, copperheads, diamondback rattlesnakes, and timber rattlesnakes are all native to the area. One time we biked down our road and found our neighbor Mr. Wilson standing over a diamondback rattler he’d just killed that was literally ten feet long. He’d chopped off its head and was pouring gasoline over its body because as he explained, “You gotta kill the devil.” You see, to country people a snake represents Lucifer in the flesh. So you don’t play around with them.

Another time, my mother drove me and my friends over to Kitfield because my father wanted to show us something special. When we got there, we found him with a huge rattler he’d just killed. “This is why I tell y’all to stay out of those damned woods,” he yelled, shaking its limp body at us. “Because this is what’s waiting for y’all in there!”

My father didn’t like us roaming the woods, but ultimately the only rule we had to follow was to be back home before dusk. That’s the universal law of the hood, urban or rural: get your ass inside before the streetlights come on.

There weren’t any neighborhoods where we were afraid to go. As we saw it, all of Moncks Corner was our turf. People tend to think of the South as heavily segregated, but race never felt like a big issue in Moncks Corner. When we moved to the trailer park there were five other black families living on our road: the Trotters, the Wheelers, the Presidents, the Gibbses, and the Wilsons. Over time a few white families moved in and a Mexican family as well.

When those white and Mexican families arrived it wasn’t an issue: they were just there. My parents might have experienced racism in their day, but my friends and I didn’t feel it as kids. There is a neighborhood called Pinopolis just north of Moncks Corner, and that’s where I imagined all the rich white people lived. But I never did bother to go over there. Looking back on it, all the homes I’d imagine as mansions were probably regular as hell anyway.

I didn’t go sightseeing in Pinopolis because I’ve never felt envious of what other people have. Most folks I knew lived in trailers, and that felt regular to me. An African-American family named Gibbs did have a brick home down the road with a formal den and a nice-size kitchen. Plus a big basketball court outside. As a kid, that was the most immaculate house I’d ever seen. When I did dream of something better than what we had, that’s all I saw: a nice little two-story brick home with a basketball court.

The Supernormal

Snakes and gators weren’t the only creatures that roamed Moncks Corner. Plenty of supernatural creatures abounded as well.

Or as I prefer to describe them, “supernormal.” Because to me, there has never been anything out of the ordinary about encountering the spiritual realm.

My first encounter with the supernormal came when I was five or six years old, with one of my favorite toys, a little plastic tractor with a farmer sitting on top of it. Suddenly, that plastic farmer hopped off the tractor, walked over and started messing with me. Not in a threatening way, but almost more as if he was issuing me a warning. As if he were telling me, “Hey, you’re not alone in this universe. I can get off this tractor if I want to.”

Every few days, that farmer would mess with me. I even told my mother about it, but she just blew me off with, “Well, you don’t say . . .” and then went back to whatever she was doing.

One day we had a trash fire going—yes, it was so rural where I grew up, you had to burn your own trash because the county wouldn’t pick it up—when the toy farmer drove his tractor over to me again and started acting up. I’d had enough, so I grabbed it and threw it into the fire. Let me tell you, that little farmer began screaming for his life as the plastic began to melt. I should have rescued him, but I was too freaked out to move.

My next encounter came when I was in third grade. The bus used to drop me off at my grandmother’s after school, even though it would often be several hours before she’d make it back home from her job in the school cafeteria.

One of my favorite ways to pass the time was to hang out in the huge field behind her house. I’d stand out there by myself and act like I was putting on a rock-and-roll concert for an imaginary audience. This was before I’d discovered hip-hop, so I was really into being a rock star. I’d play air guitar and pretend I was Michael J. Fox riding on top of that van in Teen Wolf.

One day I was in the middle of a mean guitar solo when a black flying saucer suddenly appeared above the trees that lined the yard. It looked exactly like the generic flying saucer that you would always see on TV and in movies: a black disk with a little round bump coming out of the top.

The saucer hovered over the trees for a moment without making any noise. Then, just as suddenly as it’d appeared, it zipped off and was gone. I’d never seen a flying saucer before, but I wasn’t scared. Why should I have been? People are afraid of what they don’t understand. But even at that early age, I was already fully aware that nonhuman life existed in the universe. If anything, seeing the saucer was just another confirmation of what I’d already known.

Another supernormal presence in my life has been Hags, who are a major part of southern African-American folklore. Hags are female spirits or witches who come into your bedroom while you’re asleep and sit on your chest until right before dawn (they don’t like sunlight). When they’ve got you, you literally can’t move. Some doctors try to call this condition “sleep paralysis,” but in South Carolina we know better: it just means you got a visit from the Hags!

Almost everyone I know in South Carolina has had the Hags come to them at least once or twice. Some folks try to keep them out by sprinkling salt by their doors, because it’s said a Hag will try to pick up every grain and run out of time before the sun comes up. Another trick is to leave a straw broom by the door because a Hag will get distracted trying to count all its straws.

Growing up there was an old lady in my neighborhood who used to catch Hags. She never told me how she did it, but when I asked her what they looked like, she said they were small shadowy figures that had the shape of a woman’s body. I didn’t totally believe her, until the Hags finally came for me one night when I was a teenager. I woke up out of a deep sleep to see a little shadowy bitch doing a dance on my chest. I tried to brush her off, but I couldn’t move a muscle. Then out of the corner of my eye I saw three more little female shadows waiting for their turn to jump on me. Over the course of what seemed like hours they all took turns giving me lap dances on my chest until they finally split right before dawn. It truly felt like I’d had a train run on me by a bunch of Hags.

Some of you are probably thinking, “Charlamagne, would you please stop it with these Hags and UFOs? No one believes in this shit.”

Well, to that I’d like to say that, number one: I don’t care if you believe me. I experienced all of these encounters (plus a few more), so I don’t need anyone’s validation. Besides, why would I lie and open myself up to ridicule for no reason?

Second, a lot of people do believe in the sort of paranormal activity I’m describing. Not only because they’ve experienced it themselves but also because Hags and other supernormal beings are directly rooted in the cultures the slaves brought to this country hundreds of years ago.

In many parts of West Africa, there’s nothing strange about being visited by Hags. Just as there’s nothing strange about the concept of talking to your dead ancestors. For generations and generations, the West Africans I’m descended from have believed that there’s no separation between the spiritual realm and our day-to-day lives.

Growing up in Moncks Corner, it wasn’t unusual to hear adults talking about communicating with the dead. I can often remember my grandmother mentioning that she’d spoken to my dead grandfather in a dream. “Yes, he came to me last night and warned me someone might die today,” she might say, “so I want you to be extra careful today.”

Talk like that felt normal. It even felt comfortable. I liked knowing that the spirits of my ancestors were out there, looking out for me, sending me advice through dreams and visions.

Julia and Larry’s Son

As a kid you can get so focused on your parents being your providers that it’s easy to forget they had a life before you were born. I’ve noticed the same dynamic with my eldest daughter, who has never asked many questions about my past. The other day I casually mentioned something that happened while I was in jail and her jaw dropped. “What?” she blurted out. “You went to jail?” For a second you could see her thinking, “I don’t know who this guy is, because my daddy would never do anything that would land him in jail!” I can’t lie, I liked that the idea of me being locked up was mind-blowing to her. But I also made a mental note that it was time to start teaching her our family history—the so-called good and the so-called bad.

As to my own parents, I do know that my mother, Julia Ann Ford, is a beautiful woman, physically, mentally, and spiritually. She was born and raised in the Moncks Corner area. Her father died before I was born, so I don’t know much about him. My grandmother Rosa Lee Ford was a lunch lady in our school district for many years. My mom grew up with a sister and a brother, though he sadly drowned when he was around seventeen.

After high school, my mother attended South Carolina State University, an HBCU in Orangeburg, which is roughly forty-five minutes farther inland past Moncks Corner. After graduating, she started working as an English teacher in Charleston, where she somehow got caught up with a character named Larry McKelvey, aka my pops. They got married and had a daughter, my older sister, Teresa. After Teresa there was a miscarriage and then came me, followed by my younger brothers, Julian, BJ, and then my sister Ashley. At some point my father also had my half sisters, Tara and Sara, but we didn’t know about them until after my parents split up.

Like I mentioned, my mother is a Jehovah’s Witness. She doesn’t drink or smoke or carry on. But she married my pops, so there had to be an adventurous streak in there somewhere. My first glimpse of it came one day when I was over at my grandmother’s house looking at an old picture of my mother, my aunt Lo, and some other folks. After glancing at the picture, my grandmother threw some shade my mother’s way, saying, “My, my, my . . . look how short Julia’s dress is compared to everyone else’s.” When she said that, it hit me: my mild-mannered mother must have had a wild side when she was young!

As for my father, there was never any question about his wild side. He stands about five five, and like a lot of little dudes with big personalities, was constantly living life to the fullest.

Everyone in Moncks Corner knew my father as “Cowboy.” They called him that because he is a rabid Dallas Cowboys fan. So much that he has “six time Super Bowl Champion Dallas Cowboys” tattooed on his arm. Mind you, as I’m writing this they’ve actually only won five. He figured he could speak (or in this case, draw) that sixth ring into existence, but we’re still waiting. Once, my mother brought me a Washington Redskins sweatshirt after they won the Super Bowl. When my father came home and saw I had a sweatshirt from the Cowboys’ most-hated rivals, he took it out in the front yard and treated it like my plastic tractor: threw it in the fire.

My father didn’t love the Cowboys because he was from Dallas, or even Texas. Nope, his people had been in South Carolina for as long as anyone could remember. He loved the Cowboys because during the seventies they were winners and had the pretty cheerleaders. They were America’s team. My father was drawn to that energy. When Jay Z was on The Breakfast Club he told me that his father had a similar attraction to the ’Boys.

“It’s really my pop’s fault,” he said after I asked him why he repped the Cowboys instead of the Giants or the Jets like everyone else from Brooklyn. “[My father] grew up in that whole era, those guys who wanted that Cowboys lifestyle. All those guys doing coke, you know.”

“My pops was definitely on coke.” I laughed.

“I got the whole thing pegged,” said Jay. “I can give you the whole profile. . . . He have an Afro?”

“He absolutely had an Afro.”

“I know he was a Cowboys fan,” said Jay.

It was true. For a certain kind of black guy in the seventies, the Cowboys represented a dream they were chasing.

It’s no surprise my father was attracted to their flashy image. He always prides himself on being the best-dressed person around, even though he usually looks country as hell. Just to give you an idea, he wore an all-red leather outfit (shirt, jacket, pants, shoes, and hat) last time he took his wife out for Valentine’s Day. Imagine what a pimp would look like in a small town in South Carolina. What you’re seeing is my pops.

Dressed like a fool or not, around Moncks Corner my father was undisputedly the Man. Everyone loved Mac (another one of his nicknames, short for McKelvey). If my dad was on the scene, that meant things were popping. During the eighties and nineties he ran a bunch of nightclubs, including one called the Zebra. When R & B artists like Clarence Carter, Tyrone Davis, or Millie Jackson came through town, they would often play a set at the Zebra. The legendary George Clinton even made an appearance one time. (I bet my father paid him in coke.)

My father would make a point to show the artists a good time while they were in town; to this day he claims he sniffed coke with Rick James and Teena Marie. He’s probably lying, but since neither of them are here to dispute it, we’ll let him have that. . . .

When he wasn’t throwing concerts at the Zebra, my father was working several other jobs. For a while he had a fish market on Main Street called Mac’s Seafood. I used to work there when I was little, sweeping up, helping customers, and putting stuff back on the shelves at the end of the day.

His steadiest job—legally at least—was working as a contractor. He was great with his hands and could build houses from the ground up. His dream was to build homes in the area and then flip them for a profit, but he struggled with drugs and alcohol, which tripped him up before he could get his construction empire off the ground.

In a word, my father was a hustler. If you needed anything in Moncks Corner, you saw Larry McKelvey. Some shrimp for a fish fry? See Larry. A waitressing job at one of his clubs? See Larry. New roof on your house? See Larry. A little coke for the weekend? See Larry for that too.

•  •  •

My father was a big talker, but he could always back it up. For the most part I never saw him get into any real beef, but I do remember one night my father walked briskly into the trailer and whispered something into my mother’s ear. All I could make out was “We tied him up.”

Next thing I know, my father is on the phone trying to explain to some guys why they can’t find their friend: turns out my father had gotten into a fight with him—a dude as “big as motherfuckin’ Hulk Hogan” as he later described it. Because my father was outsized, he hit the guy with the brass knuckles he always carried and knocked him out. My father didn’t know what to do with his knocked-out foe, so he tied him up, drove to our trailer, and called the guy’s friends to explain what happened. They must have come and picked him up peacefully because I never heard about the guy again. It was because of that situation that I started carrying a set of brass knuckles myself. Old habits die hard, and I’m still known to have a pair on me from time to time.

While it was cool to have a father who was the “street mayor” of our town, a lot of pressure came with it. Everywhere I went, I’d inevitably hear, “There go Cowboy’s son.” You can’t have much anonymity in a small town when your dad has one of the biggest personalities. Especially as his oldest son. It’s hard to play the background when your father is always lit. Of course, playing the background is what a kid, even one with a big mouth like mine, often wants to do.

Many times I felt my father was friends with everyone in Moncks Corner except for yours truly. Growing up, I always wanted him to be my buddy, because that was his relationship with my cousins who were around the same age as me. With them, my father was the Big Homie, a steady stream of advice, belly laughs, and backslaps. With me, he was more serious. Instead of laughs and backslaps, I got lectured and slapped upside my head.

Looking back, I can see he was tough on me because he didn’t want me to make the same mistakes that he had. So even though I wanted my pops to be one of the homies, he knew he wasn’t here for that. He was here to be my father and that’s exactly what I needed.


Transcend Your Circumstances



It ain’t where you’re from, it’s where you’re at.

—Eric B. and Rakim, “I Know You Got Soul”



When the God Rakim first spit those legendary bars, most people assumed he was speaking on physical locations. It didn’t matter if you were from the Bronx or Brooklyn, the suburbs or the streets, if you were down with hip-hop, then in Rakim’s eyes you were good.

There’s tremendous value in that message. Yet as I grew to appreciate the song over the years, I realized there were layers to Rakim’s lyrics: he wasn’t only speaking about locations on a map, but a state of mind too.

In other words, the place where you were born, or the circumstances you were born into, don’t have to define you. You can be born in a Moncks Corner, but have a New York City mind-set. You can grow up in a housing project in Chicago, or a trailer park in Louisiana, and still have the mentality of someone who was raised in LA.

I’m speaking here to all the people, especially young ones, who feel trapped by their circumstances. Who feel they must move to an Atlanta, a New York, or a Los Angeles in order to prosper.

Ultimately, you might have to make that move. I did. But before you do, you must focus on where your mentality is where you’re at.

Too many people who grow up in a proverbial small pond fall into the trap of believing that they’ll never achieve success where they’re at. As a result, they end up settling. “What’s it matter that I dropped out of high school? There are no good jobs around here anyway,” they’ll rationalize. “So what, I got a baby before I got a degree?” they’ll say. “It’s not like my mother went to college either. . . .”

I understand how easy it can be to sink into that mind-set. I doubt most people reading this book grew up in a town where the prospects of “making it” seemed any more daunting. If you were lucky in Moncks Corner, like my mother-in-law, Ms. Patty, you could get a job at the Gates factory, which made timing belts for cars. Before it closed in 2008, it employed maybe a couple hundred people. Or you could work for Berkeley County, like my mother did. After that, the next biggest employer was probably McDonald’s. It’s no wonder so many people turned to selling drugs; there just wasn’t much legal money to be had.

That feeling of hopelessness, of opportunity always being outside of your grasp, can be depressing. I saw it take its toll on a lot of people, including many of my cousins and friends. When my father warned me not to fall into the trap of spending “the rest of your life sitting drunk under a tree,” he wasn’t using it as a metaphor. I would literally see my cousins—guys who as teenagers dressed fly, had game with the ladies, and excelled in sports—wasting away their days sitting under a tree for shade, sipping on cheap liquor and talking about the good ol’ days. Except they weren’t even out of their twenties yet, and their dreams were already dead. A guy drinking under a tree in Moncks Corner could just as easily be someone smoking a blunt on a park bench in the Bronx or drinking their lunch in a bar in Houston. A person I describe as “under a tree” represents anyone who has decided it’ll never “happen” for them, so why even bother trying?
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