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To my mom, Adrienne Wells
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I’m so New York, I got robbed in the second grade.

Man, who the hell gets robbed when they’re seven years old?

ME.

Naturally, this took place in Brooklyn. The old Brooklyn. Don’t picture no smoothie shops or whatever. This was early ’80s Crown Heights. The height of the crack era. Reaganomics. Timberlands and gold caps. Kangol hats. Crooklyn, New York. The fuck is a condo? We’re talking about a different world. A different galaxy from now. Nobody was ordering no Oat Milk lattes, you feel me? They were out here robbing babies, son.

Let me set the scene for you. It’s gray. It’s cold. I’m walking my younger brother and sister to school—I’m big, bro, even though I’m only seven. My sister, she’s five, so I always have to drop her off at kindergarten in the morning. My brother, he’s like three. He’s not doing too much. He’s more like our puppy at that point. “Yo—sit! Stay! Be quiet! Good boy.”

Now, on this particular morning, I had a little change in my pocket, so we decided to make a detour and stop at White Castle. Burgers for breakfast. We living the dream.

Now, you might be asking yourself: How does a seven-year-old have a little change in his pocket? You get it from your mom, Shamm? You got an allowance? Son, I ain’t have no damn allowance. You think this is The Cosby Show? I’m seven years old. I’m so New York I had a job.

I used to sweep up the floors at the West Indian restaurant around the corner from our apartment. I was doing that since I was six. The broom was bigger than me. And we’re not exactly on the books, you know what I’m saying? Health and Safety don’t need to know about it. You just post up in the spot after school while you listen to the OGs shooting the shit. That’s where you get your little introductory education to the world, you feel me? I’m talking about the real world. Not the one you learn about in school. You soak up that knowledge and you keep the place clean. Maybe you get a free beef patty with some coco bread. Then at the end of the night, the boss slides you a little pocket money in a handshake on the way out the door. We’re not hurting nobody. Simple.

So I remember on that particular morning when we were treating ourselves to some White Castle, we had enough money for like five of them little mini cheeseburgers and a small fry.

Now, I can already hear you saying it…

Shamm, that don’t sound too nutritional.

Listen, man. You’re not really from New York if you weren’t eating White Castle before elementary school. If you never ate french fries in the parking lot of a White Castle before going to P.S. 2-0-whatever, you’re from the other New York, son.

Anyway, we get these burgers and head out toward school. And this bag is steaming, man. It’s piping hot. Those little grilled onions—oh my God. You know that smell. The winter breeze is wafting those golden-brown crispy-ass french fries into the air, and as we’re walking along Utica Avenue, everybody around us is salivating. People waiting for the bus. People sitting on stoops. Their heads are turning. They’re sniffing the air. We can’t wait to get to the playground and eat these burgers, right?

We’re walking, we’re talking. Life is good.

Then, out of nowhere, this random dude walks up on us. And he’s looking at the bag, real curious.

He’s like, “Hey, young fella. Is that . . is that White Castle?”

He’s pointing at the bag, like it’s . . interesting or something. Like it’s mad intriguing to him. He’s examining it like a rare artifact.

So now I’m holding the bag up, real confused, like, “Huh? This bag right here?”

He’s looking at us real friendly. He’s smiling. He says, “Yeah, that bag right there. Is that one of them White Castle burgers?”

I said, “Yeah.”

He said, “Ahhh. I heard about them. Hey, can I ask you a favor?”

I said, “We gotta go to school.”

He said, “Wait, wait, wait. Would you mind if I smell your bag for a second?”

Now I’m just befuddled. I’m seven years old, son! I’m looking at him like, Smell my bag?

He’s like, “Just a sniff. It smells so good. Please?”

And he’s holding out his hand, all innocent, like: Come on, son. Give a poor man a sniff.

I’m holding up the bag, and we’re all looking at it. Me, the random dude, my brother, my sister. And that bag is steaming. It’s glowing.

And in that split second of hesitation…

Whapppppp.

The dude snatches the bottom half of the bag right out my hand. He hit me with the kung fu karate swipe. Gimmie that, son.

He takes off.

Before I can even process what’s happening, dude is gone.

Gone with the wind, son.

This man hamburgled a couple of little kids at eight o’ clock in the morning on Utica Ave. I mean, picture me. I’m standing in the middle of the street, still holding the handle of this White Castle bag. My stomach is growling. I’m speechless. And my brother and sister are just looking up at me. They got tears streaming down their little faces. They’re bawling.

Saddest sight you’ve ever seen in your life.

My sister is like, “I really wanted them burgers too.”

She’s got the snot coming out and everything. Her bottom lip sticking out. Quivering.

Me? I didn’t shed a single tear, man.

I just looked up at the clouds like, Oh, alright, God. I see now. I see what it is out here in these streets. You’re teaching me, huh? I’m listening.

Welcome to New York City, young fella.

Welcome to the world.



“God Shammgod?”

“That name can’t be real.”

“You made that shit up.”

“You think you’re special or something?”

I’ve been hearing it all my life. But that’s really my government name. I was actually the second God Shammgod. My father was the original. Like a lot of the OGs of his era, coming up in the 1960s and ’70s, he was an activist, an intellectual, a street philosopher, a fighter, a boxing trainer, a Muslim, and one hell of a disciplinarian. If you’re familiar with the Black Panthers, then you got a taste of what my father and my friends were all about. To them, Black Power was not some catchphrase on a T-shirt. It wasn’t no fashion statement. It was what they were living every single day, for real. My father was actually a member of the Five Percent Nation. If you know about the Five Percenters, then you already know. If you don’t know, then you don’t need to know. You feel me?

One of the first lessons you learn, say, when you’re sweeping the floors of the West Indian joint, is that when strangers start coming around asking too many questions, the best response is “I don’t know nothing about that.”

Sometimes you just gotta accept the mystery.

When I was little, my father was in the streets. There’s no sugarcoating it. He wasn’t a bad man in any real sense of the word. He wasn’t a killer. But he was out there hustling. And when you’re out there hustling, it’s only a matter of time before you’re dead or in jail. When I was about six years old, he got put away for robbery, and I had to become the man of the house.

Lucky for me, my father taught me two very valuable lessons before he went to prison: knowledge of self and discipline. The first lesson is going to take this whole book for you to really understand. The second is simple. When you do something, you do it all the way. We’re not quitting and we’re not crying. That goes all the way back to my first memory in life, as a matter of fact. When I was five years old, I was enamored with this pendant that my father was always wearing on his jacket. It was the Five Percenters symbol. The moon and the stars and the 7. It was mysterious and powerful to me. I always wanted to hold it in my hands. We were at my grandma’s house one night, and I asked him if I could borrow it. He was like, “Alright, but this is not a toy. This stands for something. It’s sacred. Don’t lose it.”

Of course, I was playing outside in the backyard, and I lost it in the grass.

I went back inside. If I’d had a tail, it would have been between my legs.

“You lost the pendant?”

I’m stammering. I’m trying to explain, like, “Well, what happened was…”

My father looks me dead in my eyes, and with the most I’m-not-to-be-trifled-with tone of voice, which he made famous all over New York City long before I was born, he tells me, “Go back out there. Don’t come inside until you have that pendant.”

Now, mind you, this pendant is the size of a quarter. I go out into the backyard, and the sun is starting to set already, so it’s like trying to find a needle in a hackstack. I’m looking for one hour, two hours, three hours. Nothing. The sun goes down. It’s dark. I can’t see a thing. I start crying. I’m never going to find this thing. It’s hopeless.

I start to go back inside, and right as I get to the back door, my father is waiting there.

“You have my pendant?”

I’m blubbering. Snot coming out. “Nah, I…”

“Did I tell you it was sacred?”

“Yeah, but…”

“Did I tell you not to stop until you found it?”

“Yeah, but…”

“I trusted you with it. No point in crying. Just find it.”

At that moment, I have this premonition. Like I can see the future. And do you know what I saw? I saw an ass-whuppin’ in my future, clear as day. And the worst part was that I knew that it was rightfully deserved. Those ones sting the most, don’t they? When you’re thinking: Damn. I’d whupp my ass too.

So I turn around and go back out into the yard. I get down on my hands and knees like a dog. And it’s like a switch flipped inside me. This is going to sound crazy, but I can still vividly remember that I transformed in that moment. It was like I stopped being a little kid that night. Five years old, but a grown man. The crying stopped. And I just had this inner fire, like: Nah, fuck this. We’re done with the kiddie shit. I am not coming inside until I find this pendant. I don’t care if it takes me twenty-four hours. I am going to find it.

I think it took me six hours. But I found the needle in the haystack. When I brought it back inside and gave it to my father, I was a different person. I carried that lesson with me my entire life, and it was a lesson I needed at that exact moment. Because six months later, my father wasn’t there anymore; he was locked up in a cage. My mother was beside herself, drinking way too much just to deal with the stress. I had a younger brother and sister to take care of.

What you have to understand about Brooklyn is, in that era, it was not about the music, or the culture, or the pizza, or even the ball players. That was the other boroughs. Don’t let anybody tell you any different. They’re trying to rewrite history. No, at that time, Brooklyn was about one thing above all else: fighting. It was in the DNA of the streets. It was in the atmosphere. When you walked out the door in the morning, you were tensed up. Every fiber in your body was ready for a fight. Walking down the block, nobody was smiling. Not even your own people. God’s honest truth, I barely even remember watching basketball or football or even cartoons on TV. Hooping? What do I care about that for? It ain’t relevant. You can’t hit nobody. Cartoons? That’s some baby shit. Maybe I can sit through a few minutes of He-Man. All I remember watching on TV was kung fu movies and wrestling. I’m talking the real wrestling, not that fake Olympic stuff. I’m talking WWF—Ricky the Dragon Steamboat, the Mouth of the South Jimmy Hart, Macho Man Randy Savage—Oh YEAH, brother, can ya DIG IT? Ric Flair with the alligator loafers and the Rolex that cost more than your momma’s house. Those were my heroes, not Dr. J.

That was just the wavelength we were on in the hood. We could relate to that energy. Listen, this is Crown Heights. Flatbush. Bed-Stuy. We’re not really trying to watch somebody throwing a nice crisp bounce pass, you know what I’m saying? We’re not trying to sit in front of the TV watching Kevin McHale shooting free throws, nah-mean? That’s soft. We about that action. We’re trying to suplex a little cousin through a plastic picnic table or something. We’re trying to do a flying elbow drop off the back of the couch onto an unsuspecting little brother, you feel me? Larry Bird isn’t really relevant to us like that. But the Macho Man? The Macho Man is the American Dream. He’s the baddest man on the planet, with the baddest bitch at his side, the lovely Miss Elizabeth. He’s got the flyest clothes—the cowboy hat, the pink and black leather jacket, the crazy sunglasses, the swagger. That was our guy.

In Brooklyn, basketball wasn’t really cool like that. Brawling was cool. In the first grade, you had your different crews—almost like little gangs—and it was always the Autobots versus the Decepticons. Like from The Transformers. I was with the Autobots. You would meet up in the park after school and get after it. No weapons or nothing, just throwing hands. You’re telling me you never seen a twelve-on-twelve battle royale with kinny-garteners? Then you’re not really from New York. You’re from the other New York. Point blank period.

You never knew when a fight might break out. Half the time it wasn’t even over nothing. No beef. No incident. It was just for fun. Like a hobby. In Harlem, they’re playing pickup at the park. In Brooklyn, we’re out here choke-slamming kids, man. Wherever, whenever. PE class. Recess. Let’s get it. Put a dude in a sleeper hold until he passed out or he tapped out, and then it was like, “Alright, you had enough? Are we straight? Alright, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

I’ve seen motherfuckers get put in a figure-four leg lock at the bodega.

That’s Brooklyn.

I’ve seen motherfuckers get Bruce Lee roundhouse-karate-kicked at the cookout.

That’s Brooklyn.

I’ve seen motherfuckers get crossface-chicken-winged after math class.

In Brooklyn, it was a 24/7 no-holds-barred royal rumble every day.

Friends? In Brooklyn, you didn’t have friends. You had sparring partners. When that alarm clock went off in the morning, it was like you heard Michael Buffer’s voice in your head. Remember the homie in the tuxedo who used to pump up the crowd before a big fight? Ding. Ding. Ding.

“Ladies and gentlemen… Are… you… ready? Brooklyn, New York! I said… ARE… YOU… RRRRRRRRRRRREADY??”

You had to be ready to rumble, son. And I didn’t know it then, but my environment was preparing me very well for what was to come. It was giving me those calluses that I needed to survive. Funny how life works like that, right? In the moment, it always feels like chaos. But when you look back on it with enough distance, everything makes perfect sense. See, with my dad locked up, everything kind of went off the rails for our family. I remember going to visit him in jail, and the first couple of times it was just surreal. I couldn’t really process it. I remember wanting to hug him, and I couldn’t. That really messed me up. I mean, my father is behind glass. My father. Not just any regular father. We’re talking about this strong black man who was damn near invincible to me. You’re telling me I can talk to him, but I can’t touch him? Do you know what that does to a kid? I remember asking the prison guard, “I can’t give my dad a hug?”

And he just shook his head no.

I was like, “Why can’t I just go back there with him for a minute? I’ll come right back. I’m not gonna cause any problems.”

Nah. All I could do was touch the glass.

That image is burned into my brain. It filled me with this anxiety that’s really hard to explain. It’s the only thing that I fear, to this day. I’d rather be dead than be trapped in a cage. I’m forty-nine years old, and it gives me the chills just thinking about it. I’d rather be dead than not have my freedom.

I love my father, but it got to the point where I didn’t even want to go see him in that state, because it hurt me so much, and I could tell that it hurt him so much. One day, I told my mother that I didn’t want to go to the prison anymore. I couldn’t take it. I used to have a whole father. Now all I have is this ghost behind the Plexiglas. For a long time, I blamed him for all the pain that I felt, even though it was a lot more complicated than that. I just thought: You were my hero, man. You are my hero, still. But you left me alone with the wolves. Why?

Around that time, my mother started drinking more and more. She started smoking more and more. Next thing I know, she’s got a new boyfriend. Next thing I know, I got a new stepfather. Next thing I know, it’s getting really scary in our apartment.

They started fighting. Verbally, at first. Then ashtrays start hitting the walls, you feel me? Screaming. Glass breaking. Then they started physically fighting. Hair is getting pulled. Punches are getting thrown. Every time you walked through that door, you didn’t know what was going to happen. There was always this tension in the air, even during the day. But at night? At night it might get real bad. At night I might have to protect my mother from a grown man. At night I might have to grab a knife from the kitchen. At night I might have to do whatever it takes to make sure that we all make it to tomorrow morning, you understand? I accept it, whatever consequences that come with it are. Because now I’m the protector of my mother and my siblings. I am a little-ass kid, but I am the man of the house.

So some nights, I’m grabbing a steak knife.

Some nights, I’m standing guard in front of her bedroom door.

And this is the point in every hood story where we need to hit the pause button. Because if you’re not from where we’re from, you start jumping to conclusions. You start painting with a broad brush. You start seeing everybody involved as a cliche. Ain’t that what you see in every movie about the hood? The pure good guy. The pure bad guy. But the truth is that nobody in this story is all good or all bad. My father wasn’t a bad guy. My mother wasn’t a bad woman. Part of her was the best woman you ever met, as a matter of fact. Ask anybody from my neighborhood, and they got the receipts. They’ll tell you. If you were sleeping on the streets, she would let you crash at our house.

“Grab yourself a spot on that couch, baby. You need a blanket?”

If you were hungry, she’d cook you macaroni and cheese like you were her own child. Open-door policy. She was the mom of the whole neighborhood, even when we didn’t have a penny to our name. My mother had a pure soul, but a heavy heart, you feel me?

Even my stepfather was not an evil person. He was just a man with some deep issues who was taking care of three children who weren’t his own, living paycheck to paycheck and battling his own demons.

When you grow up in the hood, it’s hard to hold hate in your heart for anyone, because you know the stress that is weighing down on everybody. In our world, nothing is black and white. It’s all gray. So even when I’m talking about real shit, please keep in mind that in this story, there are no villains. Only humans.

Some nights, when my mom and stepfather first started drinking and the shit hadn’t quite hit the fan yet, I would get up out of the apartment for a while. I’d take my pillow and go off by myself at nine or ten o’clock at night, and I’d go lie on this bench in the alleyway behind our apartment. I used to lie there for hours, just staring up at the sky and crying.

That’s when I first started talking to God.

I don’t know why, but I always felt this intense connection to God, even when I was young.

I’d ask, “How can I make things better? How can I get my mother and my siblings out of this situation? There has gotta be a way out of this.”

I used to lay there in the dark alleyway, staring up at the moon hanging over Harlem, just praying for better days. Praying for a chance. I hadn’t even dribbled a basketball yet. I hadn’t ever been out of New York City. But I had this vision that I could be something great. Somebody who could change my family’s circumstances. Somebody special. God was telling me. He was whispering it to me.

“Please, God. I know you can hear me. I am begging you. Just show me something different. Show me the way.”

Around midnight, I would go back inside and check on my mom.

I remember getting halfway up the stairwell and just listening for the muffled sounds coming from behind the door.

Is tonight gonna be a bad night or not?

God, please give me strength. I need you.

If it was quiet, I could go to sleep.

If it was chaos, it was time to be a man.
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Sometimes, it’s gotta get worse before it can get better.

When I was about to turn ten years old, my stepfather lost his job. Rent came due. Rent came past due. We had to move. “Where we going? Granny’s house? Down the block?”

“Nah. We goin’ to Harlem to live with your auntie.” Harlem? To me, that was like saying we were moving to China. “Moms, we don’t even speak the same language. I can’t understand Harlem dudes.”

My aunt’s place was on 142nd Street. Uptown, baby. Crime Square. Seven blocks from Rucker Park. Sixteen blocks from Showtime at the Apollo. Fifteen blocks from Dapper Dan’s boutique. Center of the black universe. At the time, I was ignorant of all that. I didn’t know what was going on, or what any of the signs meant. The only culture I knew about was Hulkamania, brother. If I couldn’t suplex it or box it, I didn’t know what it had to do with me. Day one in Harlem, I was seeing stars. Walking down the block to the corner store for the first time, it was like everything went from black-and-white to Technicolor. It was a whole different world, even aesthetically. In Brooklyn, every sign was hand-painted. In Harlem, everything was glowing neon. In Brooklyn, the music was coming out of somebody’s half-broken boom box on a stoop. In Harlem, the subwoofers in the trunk of somebody’s Cadillac El Dorado were vibrating the whole block. The style, the energy, the colors, the music, the people. I don’t say this to be a hater, I’m just stating facts. I love Brooklyn, but at that time, Brooklyn was depressed. Harlem was vibrant. Brooklyn was meanmugs on every street corner. It was crabs in a bucket. The vibe was, If I don’t know you, I don’t need to know you.

In Harlem, I saw black people smiling on the corner for the first time in my life. I saw black people breathing easy, succeeding, thriving. It’s funny because I used to go to these Five Percenter rallies with my father before he went to jail, and the theme was always about black greatness and confidence and success and togetherness. But honestly, I never saw that in my real life in Crown Heights. Brooklyn was the embodiment of that famous Biggie lyric—“Either you’re slinging crack rock or you got a wicked jump shot.”

But when we moved to Harlem, I saw another way of life. I saw “Black Is Beautiful.” I saw hope. I saw greatness. I’m seeing Gucci belts and Louis Vuitton and Coogi sweaters and Hermès and all kinds of clothes I’ve never seen before and I can’t even pronounce. Even the fake Gucci looks real. I tell people all the time, especially the young kids now who think success is all about how many zeroes you got in your bank account: Harlem is the only place in the world where people with ten dollars in their pocket make it look like a hundred. And if you got a thousand? You’re looking like a million bucks.

It was breathtaking. I was captivated by the sights and the sounds. I’m seeing Mercedes C300s parked in front of the projects. I’m seeing Reeboks in different colors—I didn’t even know you could get ’em in anything but white. I’m seeing drug dealers wearing mink coats and pinkie rings like we’re in GoodFellas. Dudes getting a fresh lineup just to go to the corner store for a pack of Swishers. I’m seeing hustlers on the corner selling mixtapes. I’m hearing slang I never heard in my life, and the sound of laughter on every block.

I was literally thinking, Man, what the fuck is so funny?

Harlem. That’s what funny. Every man, woman, and child in Harlem is funny. They come out the womb spitting jokes on their fathers.

But me, I was still Brooklyn to my core. A fish out of water in my Timberlands and my black hoodie. I barely knew how to crack a smile. To me, that shit was suspicious. Like: Smiling? What do you want from me? What angle you trying to work here?

Those first couple of weeks in Harlem, I felt so out of place. I was actually taking the train by myself back to Brooklyn every day just to be with my old friends. They’d probably call Child Services on us now, but to me, it was normal. I was on my own. I had to adapt. I’d go back to the block with my grimy Brooklyn friends and I’d be saying, “Man, Harlem is crazy. Everybody’s dressed goofy as hell. Dudes be making fun of each other and they don’t even wanna fight over it. Weirdos, son.”

For me, everything changed when I started going to PS92 in Harlem for fifth grade.

I was telling my mom for weeks, “I don’t want to go to school with these Harlem kids. Can’t I just take the train every morning into Brooklyn and go to my old school?”

I was dreading it. Especially the fashion. For me, clothes were just clothes. You get up and you put on whatever. In Harlem, clothes were everything. I showed up the first day of school at PS92 in my Spot-Bilt sneakers. Remember the OJ Simpsons? The clunky black-and-white Spot-Bilt Sonics? I had my flat top with the half-moon part. Two gold caps in my teeth. Hat to the back. I walk into class looking all militant. I’m looking like 2Pac in Juice. And these Harlem kids are staring back at me like I’m an alien. They’re pointing down like, “Yo B, where’d you get them shoes? Payless?”

I’m like, “Yeah. Payless. What’s the problem?”

Everybody’s laughing. I didn’t even get it. I’m trying to act all tough, but nobody even wants to fight me. In Harlem, you had to be mentally on point at all times. It wasn’t about the fists, it was about the wit. I’m flummoxed. I’m wildin’. I remember I kept saying, “Yo, I’m from Brooklyn, son. We don’t play out there. I know karate, son.”

Everybody’s like, “Yeah, whatever, son. Put them shoes in the trash.”

They kept calling me “Dudley.” Like the little dude from Diff’rent Strokes. They said I looked just like him. They were hitting me with the wildest references I ever heard, and they didn’t even have Google. Little kids are coming up with this stuff just off the top of the dome. My head was spinning, man. I’m thinking: I can’t survive this shit. I need an Encyclopaedia Britannica just to even understand what these Harlem dudes are talking about.

I went home that night and told my moms, “You gotta give me some money to go to the barber. We gotta get rid of this flat top.”

Bzzzzttttt. Now I’m Pac after Juice. “Ma, I need a gold chain for my birthday. I don’t even care if it’s fake. Just make me look fly.”

Thank God, this one dude in class was supercool to me from the jump. I met Mason Betha on the first day of school. A good friend can change your life. A best friend? That’s priceless. Mason was one of those kids that was just good at everything. He was street smart and book smart. He was so charismatic that you couldn’t even call him a nerd. You’d hear all the teachers being like, “You know who y’all need to be like? Y’all need to be more like Mason.”

One of the first things he ever said to me was, “Yo B, you play ball?”

I said, “Ball? Like basketball? Nah, I don’t know nothing about that.”

I had never dribbled a basketball in my life. I go to the cafeteria for lunch, and Mason is putting on a show. This little dude is dribbling the ball between his legs, crossing it over, seeing how long he could go for, and the whole lunchroom is cheering him on. I had never seen anything like it. I was in awe. I’m like, “Dang, I wanna do that.”

Then we sit down at the lunch table, and this dude starts rapping. Freestyling. But not no basic “1-2-1-2, yo, yo, it’s MC Mase and I’m in the place.” No, no, no. This kid is actually good. He’s got bars. Everyone’s nodding along, and banging on the lunch tables like, “Yoooooo!!! Murda Mase on the mic!”

Then this dude got his library books out—he’s reading Latin and shit.

No, I’m just playing, but he was probably doing complex mathematics while eating his chicken nuggets. He was just Mr. Do-It-All.

He’s like, “Shamm, you want to come to the park tonight? We’re meeting up with some shorties.”

This little dude got girls, too? We e-leven.

I’m looking at him in amazement like, “Bro, who are you?”

He’s smiling at me. And you know this smile. You’ve seen this smile. Matter of fact, the whole world has seen this smile. The one and only Ma$e.

Cue the music.


Now, who’s hot, who not?

Tell me who rock, who sell out in the stores?

You tell me who flopped, who copped the blue drop?

Whose jewels got rocks?



God doesn’t do coincidence, only providence. Every person that God put in my life, he put there for a good reason. So when we go to the park after school, Ma$e really does have some shorties there, because his charisma was like this gravitational pull that made everybody want to be around him. But he also brings along these two kids from the Delanor Projects a few blocks down from us—two hilarious dudes named Cam and Huddy.

Huddy was a natural hype man. He was saying, “Oh, you think Mase is nice? Wait till you hear Cam rapping. He’s stupid.”

Then this kid Cam starts spitting some bars on the spot and he’s nice with it too.

I’m like: Yo, who is this dude? What the hell is going on? Can everybody in Harlem rap?

(Yes.)

Cue the music.


Yo, now I was downtown clubbin’, ladies night

Seen shorty she was crazy right

And I approached baby like, “Ma, what’s your age and type?”

She looked at me and said, “You’s a baby right?”

I told her, I’m eighteen and live a crazy life

Plus I’ll tell you what the eighties like



Cam is really Cameron Giles. Later known as the one and only Cam’ron.

Now, what you need to understand is that to me, this is just a bunch of random eleven-year-olds I started chilling with. We’re trying to go to the bodega and get some chopped cheese and some Now and Laters. That’s a good day for us. We don’t know what the hell life has got in store. At the time, all these dudes were just broke little kids. None of us had ever been to a concert. We had barely ever been out of the city.

Matter of fact, I remember Cam’ron always saying (and you gotta imagine that Cam’ron voice when he says this, because dude sounded like Killa Cam even back then): “Mannnn, I don’t really even rap like that. I’m gonna be a ball player. I’m stupid nice with it. I’m getting a scholarship.”

Cam was way, way, way better than anyone I’d ever seen at ball at that point. He was like a little Russell Westbrook. He didn’t care. He was going straight at dudes. Right to the rim. He actually was nice nice at ball. Mase was more like a Pat Beverley. Little agitator. And me, I was just sitting in the bleachers bullshitting, trying to talk to the shorties.

Every street corner I was on, there was somebody who wasn’t somebody yet. The park on 139th Street was our spot, and it was perfect because I lived on 142nd Street, and Mase was on 133rd and Cam was on 140th. We’d go to that park pretty much every day, to play ball or just to sit around bullshitting. All the time, we’d be hearing dudes saying, “Oh you think Mason and Cam are nice? Nah, they okay. They alright. Who you really gotta hear is this dude Lamont.”

Sooner or later, we run into this dude Lamont Coleman at the park. He’s dressed fly as hell, even though he’s only got two dollars in his pocket. He’s got a crowd of people around him. And he is really, really nice with it. He’s on another level.

At this point, I’m like: Yoooo. What is going on? Am I in a movie? Who is this fool?

Where’s my DJ? Cue the music.


Yo, fuck all the glamours and glitz, I plan to get rich

I’m from New York and never was a fan of the Knicks

And I’m all about expandin’ my chips

You mad ’cause I was in the van with your bitch



Real ones know. Lamont Coleman, also known as Big L. Just another Top 50 all-time rapper in the park spitting bars on a random Wednesday at St. Nich’s Park. Within a few years—when we were around twelve, thirteen, fourteen years old—Big L became the top dog around Harlem, to the point where he couldn’t walk down the block or show up at the barbecue without somebody just yelling out, “Yo! Big L! My mans over here is better than you! He got bars!”

You ever seen the old kung fu movies where the samurais are crossing each other’s paths and they just give each other a look, like: Alright, little homie, it’s on. That was exactly the way it was. Somebody would have a boom box or start beatboxing or just banging on the picnic table, and all of a sudden it was Big L in a battle rap against Fat Joe. Just impromptu. No cell phones. No cameras. Just people eating Chinese food sitting in the bleachers. One day, this kid shows up to see my man Huddy. He’s a little bit older, and everybody is cool with him, talking about: “Oh yeah, this here my man Nasir from Queens. He’s nice on the mic.”

I’m like, alright, whatever. He’s talking about, “Y’all know what it is. It’s Nasty Nas from Queensbridge. Word is bond, son. Word is bond.”

I don’t think twice about it. He’s cool. Whatever. It’s just another kid with a dream. A couple years later, this dude is dropping a little album you might’ve heard of called Illmatic.

Y’all already know what to do! Cue the legend’s music!


The street raised me up giving a fuck

I thought Jordans and a gold chain was living it up

I knew the dopes, the pushers, the addicts, everybody

Cut out of class just to smoke blunts and drink Noddy



It’s Nas, coming to you live from the BBQ.

What’s funny is that a lot of kids reading this now probably don’t know the name Big L (God bless the dead). But if you don’t know the history of hip-hop then you really need to go to YouTube and educate yourself on one of the best MCs to ever do it. Nas used to say that the first time he ever heard Big L rap, he told himself that he had to quit, because he could never do it at that level. He was so hard that he literally scared Nas to death. True story.

But the scariest of the bunch was this older dude from Yonkers who used to come around sometimes. His name was Earl, and he was gritty. Intense. Real deep voice. The word on the street was that he was homeless as a kid, and his only friends were the stray dogs that he found sleeping with him in abandoned buildings. It sounds like a story from a comic book or something, but it was true. Dude really used to be standing on the corner barking at motherfuckers. Literally snarling and shit. Ruffin’ at gangsters. He don’t care. Challenging random dudes to battle him. Earl referred to himself as the Divine Master of the Universe. And he was pretty nice on the mic, but honestly he was so intense and so raw that when we were young he was just basically “homeboy on the corner over there,” you know what I’m saying? Every neighborhood got one of these guys. It just so happened that in our neighborhood the crazy Yonkers dude outside the corner store turned out to be one of the biggest legends in hip-hip history.

Earl Simmons.

Also known as the Divine Master of the Universe

Also known as Dark Man X

Also known as the one and only DMX.

Cue the damn music, man.

You think it’s a game? You think it’s a fuckin’ gaaaaaaame?

Come on!!!!

What y’all really want???

What y’all really want?

What? D. M. X.

All these guys were all just around. Chilling. Eating fried rice in the park. Smoking Ls. Talking. Debating who’s the best rapper, who’s the flyest chick, who got the best dope.

People ask me all the time, “Shamm, you really knew those dudes? What was DMX like? What was Nas like?”

They were the exact same dudes you know now, but with no money. DMX was really walking around with two pit bulls, snarling at people. Choker chain on with the bald head. Cam was really wearing Carhartt and pink polos fifteen years before anybody was wearing Carhartt and pink polos, walking up to the shorties in the park like, “Hey ma, what’s up?”

Jay-Z. Puff. Biggie. Jadakiss. Styles P. Dame Dash. The list is endless. They were just around. But just to give you the full picture, when we were kids, we knew Jay more for the other thing he was doing than as a rapper. He was still moving those bricks by the O-Z, you feel me? All the lyrics coming from New York City ain’t a fairy tale. Every word is a documentary. (Except if we got feds reading.) All these world-changing artists and moguls and producers were just part of the fabric of the neighborhood. We weren’t starstruck. We didn’t know any different.

I don’t say that to be cocky or ungrateful. But at that time, Harlem was the mecca of black culture. No, it was the culture. Period. If you were anybody—or if you were nobody—you were coming to Harlem to hang out. And to be clear, I was a nobody at that time. I was just the crusty little dude from Brooklyn that Mase and Cam used to bring around. I was real quiet. Real rough around the edges. I didn’t trust anybody. Couldn’t rap. Couldn’t play ball. Didn’t want to be in the streets, because of what happened to my father. I just didn’t really have my thing, you feel me? But I can tell you the exact moment that my life changed.

One day, Mase said the magic words: “Hey, we goin’ to the Rucker. It’s the All-Star.”

I didn’t know anything about “the Rucker.” I mean, I knew it was a park. But I definitely didn’t know what “the All-Star” was all about. But what else do I got to do, right? So I tag along like it’s a normal day, thinking we’re gonna get a box of hot wings and some Goofy Juices and sit in the park bullshitting and talking to girls. I roll out with my new crew. I didn’t know these boys were going to be my lifelong crew. It was me, Mase, Zig, Woods, Howie, and Mike, also known as Pretty Boy Mike. We take the 1 train uptown to Rucker Park on 154th, and as soon as we get through the gates of the park it’s like… It’s impossible. It’s live.

It’s straight pandemonium, son. It’s like the 1989 version of Mardi Gras and spring break and the BET Awards all rolled into one. At first, I don’t even understand what I am witnessing. You got BMWs and Porsches and Mercedes. Bodyguards. Stacks of cash. You got drug dealers and rappers and the finest women I’ve seen in my life. And then in the middle of all of this, on the basketball court, it’s not like any basketball I’ve ever seen on TV. It’s like gladiators in the Roman Colosseum. We’re some little kids still, so we’re trying to get a better view. We hop up on the gate at first, but it was too far away. We couldn’t see the court. So Mase points to this big oak tree, and he’s like, “Yo, you think we can climb it without dying?”

We climb it without dying.

Now we’re sitting courtside. Fifteen feet in the air. We’re in the hood luxury box. And I cannot believe what I am seeing. These dudes are not shooting free throws. They’re not doing bounce passes. They’re going crazy. They’re not basketball players. They’re artists. Entertainers. They’re doing stuff with a basketball that defies the laws of physics, metaphysics, gravitation, thermodynamic laws. They’re breaking them all. I’m in awe. My eyes are buggin’ out. There’s an older guy running around the court with a bullhorn, and every time somebody crosses somebody over or dunks the ball, he’s screaming out like a wrestling announcer: “Ohhhh my GAWD! He killed his ass! God bless the dead! Somebody call his momma!”

The crowd was electric. It was like being at a rap concert—only I had never been to a rap concert. Every time somebody got crossed up, it was more like they spit some bars. The crowd was going, “Whoooaaaaaaa shit! Yooooooo!!!”

Everybody had an alter ego—like a wrestling name.

Kareem Wilson aka “Pookie.”

Malloy Nesmith aka “Future.”

Mike Boogie.

Master Rob.

The Terminator.

I’m drinking my Grape Goofy Juice, sitting up in this tree like: I didn’t know this world existed. I wanna do this. I need to do this. I gotta get one of them basketballs, son.

Then something preposterous happened. Something that defied every law of nature: the moment that really changed my life. Mike Boogie went down on one knee, dribbled the ball between his legs, then he put the ball between the defender’s legs, pulled it back again, did a little shimmy and then hit a three. And ten thousand people in Harlem went absolutely apeshit. But the kicker for me was that I never seen so many girls go crazy before. He hit the three and shorties were literally taking their tops off.

I’m looking at Mase with my eyes bugged out like: “Yoooooooo!!! What???”

I get goose bumps just thinking about it to this day. No cameras. No social media. Just real street basketball, doing it for the love of it. Just the community showing out. The energy was infectious. I really thought I was in the center of the universe. Madison Square Garden? We didn’t know nothing about that. Same city, different planet. Rucker Park was our Madison Square Garden. That was the promised land.

I was telling Mase and all my boys, the whole walk home, “Yo, I’m gonna be out there someday. That’s gonna be me.”

Then I went home that night and I told my mother—I literally said the words: “Mom! I need to play this sport called basketball.”

And I remember she said, “You gonna stay out of trouble?”

I said, “Yeah, if I play basketball I swear I’ll stay out of trouble.”

She said, “Whatever you want then, baby.”

I don’t know how, but I got a basketball in my hands the next day. I don’t know if I stole it or borrowed it. But I got one. I was twelve years old when I played basketball for the first time. In this day and age, kids got fucking shoe deals at twelve. They got a social media following. They got college coaches hitting them up in the DMs. Nowadays, if you’re not already good by twelve, you’re washed. It’s over for you, son. Me, I was out there after all the big homies had left the park so I wouldn’t be embarrassed, just trying to put the ball between my legs, like—damn, this is a lot harder than it looks at the Rucker. Ball bouncing away, dudes smoking Ls sitting on the bleachers, shaking their heads like—Yo, Dudley trying to play ball now?

I sucked. I was ass. I had no money. No future. I was a nobody.

Within two years, I was the number-one-ranked freshman in New York City.

Within three years, I was a hood celebrity. Everybody in Harlem knew the name “Shammgod.”

Within four years, I was taking pictures with Biggie Smalls. I was riding around in limos with Puffy. I was treating the whole hood to McDonald’s. I was teaching Kobe how to dribble. I had people saying that I had the best handle since the Messiah.

In the snap of a finger, I had received the one thing that I asked God for when I was lying on that bench in the alleyway. When I was just a lost little kid, crying my eyes out.

I got the best gift you can ask for when you’re born into poverty.

A way out.

Now, you might be asking yourself: How did all this shit happen so fast?

It don’t seem possible, Shamm. You telling tall tales? How do you go from never touching a basketball to your name ringing out in the streets in just two years?

Well, let me ask you a question. Do you know how you get to Carnegie Hall?

It ain’t the A train, son.

There’s only one way to get there.

Practice.

Practice.
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