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Dedicated to my loving mother, Andrea Woods.


Love you, Mommy.










CHAPTER 1 A CHILD IS BORN



I met my father once. I was six years old, living in Brownsville, New York, with my mother, just a street away from her sisters and my cousins. My father had been living in East New York where his mother and a number of his family members lived. Those two neighborhoods are next to each other, just down the road, but he never visited us. He left when I was a baby; I never knew him at all. My older cousins, who were about eleven at the time, knew where he lived though. They knew who he was and they told me about him and promised I’d meet him someday. One day when we were playing, they said, “Know what we doing today? We taking you to see your father.” I didn’t know what to think, I just followed them to a small house about fifteen minutes away, not really sure if this was real or a game.


What I remember most about him was that he was red. He had red skin, red hair, a face full of red beard. He had Cherokee in his blood and I’d never seen a man who looked like that. He came out of the house, he embraced me, gave me a hug and talked with my cousins and me for a little while. Then he asked if I wanted to meet his mother, my grandmother. We walked over to her house, which was just around the way, and sat in her kitchen. My father left the room for a minute to go to the bathroom and I never saw him again. He slipped out a back door or upstairs window and out of my life forever.


Moms and him met in the late sixties, when she was just nineteen. She told me my father was a nice guy, a snappy dresser, and a great dancer. She said he was a good person and she fell for him. But he was already getting into trouble in the streets, living that gangster life, robbing and stealing. She said he had respect in the streets, and that meant something. In the ’hood, respect is a tangible commodity. It determines how you are treated by your extended family and your neighbors. And that respect is passed down. Like my mom always said when she talked about my dad, “Son, the only thing your father ever gave you was your name and your respect in the neighborhood.” And she was right.


Moms loved him. She was a good girl growing up, and when they met she was still going to school, trying to find herself, and staying out of trouble. But she fell for him. She used to say that he cared, he’d come and talk to her and spend time with her. But as nice a guy as she said he was, she never brought him around my grandmother, because I have a feeling Grandma would have sorted him out. Even after my father was gone, I could tell by the way my mother spoke to me about him that she still cared for him—even though he did nothing to help us, leaving her struggling to make ends meet, with a baby, when she was still in her teens.


My mom wasn’t naïve. She knew he was up to no good in the streets, but that wasn’t why she kicked him out. She dismissed him and forbade him from being around me when she found out he was on heroin. He’d managed to hide it from her for a while, but like any addict, eventually he slipped up. She had no problem with street life and violence: her sister and her friends ran wild in the neighborhood, acting tough, getting into fights, and making trouble. But she wasn’t going to let an addict be around her baby. It fucked her up emotionally to do it, but she closed the door on him. She could tell he wasn’t going to quit.


Mom was brokenhearted, so she cut him out of her life completely: she got rid of pictures, mementos, anything to remind her. To this day I don’t have a picture of my father. He had a brother and a sister, but I’ve never met them. I remember his face, but as the years go by, it fades in my memory. Some days I wish I had a photo, just a way to make a connection to the man that lives inside me that I never knew.


My situation wasn’t unusual; my whole neighborhood was fatherless. All of my friends’ fathers weren’t around. The ones that were, which was maybe 3 percent, didn’t interact with their kids because they were lost in one way or another or caught up in street life. In those days, in the late seventies, it was all about pimpin’ and having women and doing drugs, and gangs of various sizes ran shit all through the communities of Brooklyn. People would be gambling in the streets, shooting dice, playing craps, with music by Sam Cooke, Al Green, Marvin Gaye, the O’Jays, Donny Hathaway, the Gap Band, Teena Marie, and the Spinners coming out of the radio.


One of my mother’s sisters, my aunt Priscilla, was very involved in that life when she was young. My mother and her sisters were all brown-skinned girls, but Priscilla was different in every way: she was light-skinned and wild. Mind you, her crew wasn’t like the Bloods and Crips, it was more like the Warriors. These were loose coalitions of street crews, and her particular group was out there to protect their friends and certain businesses in the neighborhood. They got into fights, I’m sure they stuck people up here and there, and it got to the point that my aunt was getting into serious shit. Tough as she was, she was the first in the family to move out of Brownsville to Staten Island, where she said it was safer.


Even though my mom was younger than her, I always felt like Aunt Priscilla was closer to my age. I felt like she understood me and I understood her. Even though Priscilla became a responsible working woman after her wild younger years, my mom came off as older because she was more serious, even when she was cutting loose. I get it, she had a hard life and she worked hard to support me and be a good parent. My aunt did what she had to do too, she just seemed to enjoy life a bit more. They were different, but they were closer to each other than they were to any of their other sisters. When we came home one day to find our door kicked in and all of our valuables gone, it made sense for us to follow my aunt to Staten Island.


Looking back on things, Brownsville was a war zone then. The violence became as ruthless as what goes on between drug cartels in Mexico today. As a child, I saw bodies hung from poles, throats slit, laid out in the street for the neighborhood to see, sending a message to everybody that the gang who did it was not fucking around. When gangs in Brownsville did shit in the seventies, they did it nasty. I remember riding in the car with my grandmother one day, and when we were stopped at a light, I saw a man get hit in the head with a car jack. Not just the iron, the entire device that you put under your car to lift it when you needed to change a tire. Those seventies cars were heavy as hell, so the jacks that came with them were heavy-duty. I was looking out the back window daydreaming when this dude ran out of nowhere and crowned this bigger dude. The guy on the receiving end was bald, so I saw it all in detail when his shit got cracked wide open. Brooklyn was serious.


I was about eight when we moved to Staten Island. Moms wanted a new life, and by then two of her sisters had relocated so it made sense. I was in school and didn’t see her a lot because she worked so much just to keep us afloat. I went back and forth to Queens to live with my grandmother during the summer and whenever my mom couldn’t support me. That was my life, going from one place to the other. I didn’t get to spend too much time with my mom, but when I did, she made it count. Every year for my birthday she’d take me into Manhattan to see a movie. The year I’ll never forget is when she took me to see The Wiz in Times Square. Diana Ross as Dorothy, Michael Jackson as the Scarecrow, coproduced by Berry Gordy—that film is a masterpiece. It was like a dream to me, sitting there watching it on the big screen and today, at fifty, I still remember it clear as day.


I loved the time I got to spend with my mom, but I felt at home living with my grandmother, Prince, who was always Nana to me. When you’re a kid, your grandmother seems like she’s so old, though mine was probably fifty-five at the time. I remember when she’d come to get me, all the way from Far Rockaway, Queens, to Staten Island on the A train and then the ferry, and that ride back by her side, seemed like it took an entire day. But I didn’t mind, because when the train emerged from underground in Queens it seemed like we had entered another world. Eventually she got this big green Chevy, and she’d ride out to get me and let me sit in the big back seat with my face up against the glass, watching everything that passed before my eyes.


My mother has four sisters and two brothers, so my first father figures of any kind were my uncles, Orrie and Lenny. Orrie joined the army and made a life of it and was rarely around. He traveled the world and ended up settling in North Carolina, near Fort Bragg, where he’d been stationed. He’d come through and drop off money for Nana. He brought her plates from the faraway places he visited for her to display in her china case. G.I. Joe was the shit when I was a kid, so I looked up to him with that army suit on. My other uncle was more of an introvert and he was cool and really into music. When he’d come to visit, I’d share a room with him, but he didn’t trust me or interact with me much. I don’t remember what he did to get money, but he had enough to buy himself a stereo rack system that he left in the house and forbade me from ever touching. You might as well know this about me now: I’m a hardhead and already was at ten years old, so when he went out, of course I started pushing buttons and turned something on that I couldn’t turn off. I had to get Nana to come fix it, and when Lenny got back he flipped out on me.


My grandmother used to take me to Rockaways’ Playland every other month. We’d walk there from where we lived in the Hammels project in Queens, which was about six miles. Nana was in her late fifties doing that just to let me have some fun—she was a strong and loving woman. She kept me close because her neighborhood was so crime-infested; she wasn’t going to let me run in the streets with the other kids. I had to stay in the back or the front of the building where she could see me. That didn’t matter to me. Rockaways’ Playland was the highlight of my life. The summers I was there, my mom would send whatever money she could. It wasn’t much, just pennies and quarters and dimes. At the end of the day it was probably eighteen dollars, but when you’re a kid, that’s a lot. Nana used to let me go in the store and get snacks and that was the greatest. I’d take my fifty cents and feel good about it and get some chips, always the spicy ones in the red bag, or onion rings, and a twenty-five-cent juice. Wise Onion Rings, Bon Ton Bar-B-Q chips and a juice, that was all I needed. I was big on cookies too.


About this time, I was eleven and hip-hop was starting to bloom. It was music in the parks, it was turntables and people dancing. I wasn’t allowed out there, but my bedroom window at Nana’s faced the park so I’d see guys setting up and jamming. They’d be wearing Kangols and mock neck shirts with Lee jeans or French-cut slacks. Looking out that window I saw Adidas hard shells for the first time. All of it was mad cool. I wanted those sneakers, and I wanted to be like those guys. At that time Adidas were thirty-two dollars and Pro-Keds were eighteen, so you know which ones I had. That was the year I realized that music was dope. I’d stay up as late as I could watching these block parties from my window. Nana would close the window and lower the shade and put me to sleep before something happened—a robbery, a shooting, a stabbing. Something always happened later in the night when those parties took off.


My grandmother got it, though, because she loved music. She also loved baseball. We sat around watching Mets games all summer long, and I remember one time she took me to a game. For the rest of her days she used to laugh about it, because for some reason when the crowd would chant “Let’s go Mets!” I kept saying “Let’s go Rets!” She kept turning to me and saying, “Boy? That ain’t the name of it. It’s Mets!” I’d say, “Okay, it’s Mets.” Then I’d start chanting “Rets” again. Don’t ask me why, I don’t know.


I should mention that at the time, after a series of relationships, my grandmother was married to my step-grandfather Charles, who everyone called Cheese. He was good guy, but kept to himself. He just drank his Bacardi and smoked his Pall Mall reds, which was the cigarette of choice for the OGs back then. He loved baseball too and would talk to me about the game while we watched it together. So because of them I got into baseball. After Nana got me a glove for my birthday, she let me start hanging out with the kids in the building who were into sports. We started out throwing rocks at an X on the wall, then we started playing stickball. I discovered that I had a good arm and could pitch. Between watching music develop beneath my window every night and becoming obsessed with baseball, I had some serious interests.


But then I got hurt playing ball when I dove to make a catch and landed on a jagged tin can. I had to go to the hospital and get stitches. My knee was never really the same, so I began to just stay inside and watch ball games instead of playing with my friends. That was when music took over, and I began to sneak out at night to see what was going on. I was seeing too many dope things going on: parents who I’d see during the day, now out there dancing, smoking, and not acting like parents. There was a crazy lady that lived in the building who I liked to observe too. She was always up to something. She’d have a pile of discarded items and trash she’d try to sell people; she’d have entire conversations with herself or start yelling at someone walking by about something they had nothing to do with, and follow them all the way down the block like a protester. Pretty soon, my friends and I started doing bad shit like hanging out in the elevator shaft above the elevator as it went up and down or kicking people’s doors and running away.


My Nana was no dummy. She saw that I was getting into shit and gave me a few ass whoopings around that time. By then, my mom was set up in Staten Island, and she’d managed to get her life a bit more stable in every way. She’d started a new relationship and felt it was time for me to quit bouncing back and forth—as I’d done from eight to eleven—and come be with her on a more permanent basis. It was time to put down roots.





OF her four sisters and two brothers, my mom, Andrea, was the responsible baby sister, the one who did well in school and planned to hold down a good job, the one they sheltered from the streets. She worked in the Twin Towers, for Bankers Trust, for years, some of them with my aunt Priscilla. Regardless, gangster blood was in my mom’s DNA. Later in life my mom told me that my Nana had been in a gang when she was young. It blew my mind, because I saw her as nothing but a nice, sweet lady, but that wasn’t always the case. In Nana’s day, guns weren’t the thing, it was knives, and she was no stranger to stabbing people. My mom told me that one time my grandmother found out my grandfather (this was not Cheese, he was my step-grandfather) had cheated on her with some female in their building and she wasn’t having that. So one day as she was cooking him breakfast, making him fish and grits, she brought it up. They started arguing and one thing led to another until she burnt the fuck out of him by throwing the hot pot of grits on him.


Before I go on, I have to tell you that fish and grits is a big meal in our family, and it’s one of my favorite meals to this day. You line the bottom of your plate in hot grits with cheese, drop your fried fish on there, sprinkle some black pepper over everything, and crack a raw egg on top, letting it cook until it’s a perfect sunny-side up. You stir it all together and that’s how my family makes grits. You should try it, you will not be disappointed.


The point of the story though is that, as a child, my mother was subjected to a lot of fights and saw violence all around, both in and out of the house. Even though she didn’t fight in the streets, my mom was a fighter. I saw this firsthand when I moved back in with her full-time in Staten Island. She had begun a new relationship with a guy named Glen, who she eventually married, and they had my little brother Kareem, whose middle name, Kente, was inspired by the TV show Roots. Glen was a cool dude—he was nice enough, kind of humble, with a great smile. He wasn’t out there in the streets, he had a job with the Transit Authority, which was good. I never got to know him because from the start he never paid any attention to me. He was a bit of a smooth type; he had a black motorcycle, and he’d pull up real slick and smile at me like, “That’s right, I’m fucking your mom.”


They were both still young and they were listening to all kinds of disco, like Junior’s “Mama Used to Say,” Kool & the Gang’s “Ladies Night,” Diana Ross’s “Love Hangover,” Gloria Gaynor’s “I Will Survive,” everything by the Jackson Five, and Michael’s early solo stuff. These were big records at the time, and my mom loved them and played them constantly. After a little while I found myself singing along, loving all that music too. My mom was very social, she was a hangout chick, while Glen was more reserved—and that became a problem. She’d throw parties at the house and make fried fish and invite all her friends to come play cards, smoke joints, and probably sniff coke here and there. That’s what was going on in the days of disco, when hip-hop was just starting out. My mom wanted to be a part of that as much as she could, while still being a good mother to her two boys.


My mom and Glen started having big arguments, and those were also my soundtrack. At first when I’d hear the yelling, I’d go to see what was happening. She’d tell me to get back in my fucking room and close the door—and that’s when it would get bad. When the yelling and banging finally stopped, once Glen would leave, slamming the door behind him, I’d come out to ask if she was all right. She’d have bruises, or her hand would be bleeding, but she’d always say she was fine. “Don’t worry about it, son,” she’d say. “Just take your ass to bed and get to sleep.” I could tell she wasn’t all right, she was still angry and hurt. But I had no other choice, so I’d go back to my room.


Back then dudes was ruthless. They’d punch a lady in the face without a thought. Like I told you, Moms was a fighter, so she’d hit right back. And she had a big mouth and wasn’t afraid to stand up for herself in every way. She was the type to tell her man exactly what he needed to bring to the table. From what I overheard of their conversations, this is what started the fights. It was a cycle that ended in continuous abuse. It would start when they were drinking Bacardi or Smirnoff and smoking weed and going through whatever they was going through until the conversation turned to how she needed him to help her out more financially. And if that talk didn’t go the way she wanted, my mom was the type to say, “If you ain’t helping me, motherfucker, then what the fuck is you here for?”


When some people drink hard liquor and smoke weed, they get angry, they argue, and they start shit. My mom was living that life. She never started the beatings, but she was the agitator. I’d hear it all develop from my room, and as time went on, these episodes escalated the way things do when you keep having the same argument and don’t resolve it. Plates were broken, punches were thrown, and this became normal to me. All I could do was watch the little TV my mom had put in my room, sitting as close to the screen as I could with the volume turned up, trying to ignore what I still heard anyway. The fighting kept getting worse, so not long after my brother’s first birthday, when my mom told Glen once more to get out of her motherfucking house and never come back, he listened. After that they divorced and my mom started doing it all on her own, raising twelve-year-old me and my eighteen-month-old little brother.


I wish I could say that was the end of her abusive relationships, but it wasn’t. My mom continued to have boyfriends who were too quick with a fist, and she was right there to answer back. It was tough on me, because I wanted to protect her and help her, but she was the first to tell me to stay out of it because she didn’t want to see me get hurt. I loved that my mom handled herself, but I felt helpless and weak every single time.


After my brother was born, my mother went back to work for a while. It was hard for her to keep it all together, even with the help of her sisters and me as her main babysitter. Every day after school I’d sit with my little brother and watch cartoons, mostly Tom and Jerry, Scooby-Doo, the Flintstones, and Woody Woodpecker. I’ve always loved Tom and Jerry, they were the shit.


My mom chilled for a little bit after Glen, but soon she started having boyfriends again. She would start fighting with them if they weren’t willing to help her support our family. I hated to hear all the fights, but I got it—if the dude was going to be an extra burden financially she didn’t need him. She was barely getting by as it was. My mother’s next real relationship was with a guy she met at a bar named Pete, who was the opposite of Glen. He was a hangout guy, a real groovy dude who looked like a member of Kool & the Gang.


She fell for him because they shared the same spirit: both of them loved music, they loved to dance and party, and they loved to be social. They’d go out to bars or just have a party at home. Looking back now, I bet they were both sniffing blow. Soon enough my mom got pregnant and my sister Simoné was born, right around the time my mom turned thirty-two. Now, Pete was a good guy, and they had a nice relationship, but he was cocky. And now that I’m a man, I recognize that Pete was the type of guy who was running around fucking other girls while fucking the missus too. Knowing my mom, she definitely caught his ass out there.


One thing about Pete was that when he got upset and started yelling, his voice got so fucking loud. My mom never backed down, so they would be yelling and fighting and you couldn’t hear anything else. That became the normal for them. What I never understood was how they’d go to sleep and the next morning wake up and act like nothing happened. There was one time they couldn’t do that though. One night they got so bad that my mom hit Pete with something and broke his fucking arm. That wasn’t the end of things, because as crazy as it might seem, these two really loved each other. Pete was a ladies’ man, but he loved my mother. He also loved that they had a daughter together, so he stuck it out with her for five years.


They had the kind of relationship that is so wrong but was normal back then, the kind where men were quick to beat the shit out of their women. Men didn’t look at that behavior as wrong, they saw it as “checkin’ my bitch.” And my mother grew up seeing her siblings live that kind of life, so they were on the same page, even though it wasn’t the right page to be on. She definitely didn’t get that from my grandmother and step-grandfather. There was no abuse there that I know of, but I can tell you that they argued. My grandmother put up with it because he was putting meals on the table and paying the bills. So I think my mother had both of those realities stuck in her head. She was used to the type of violence that defined men and women in her world back then, and she felt like a bit of arguing and fighting wasn’t bad if he was putting food on the table. To her, you stuck with him no matter what if he was paying the bills, but if he wasn’t, he got to go.


Once my sister was born, my mom didn’t work anymore and felt like whoever was in her life was going to take care of her. And Pete did that: when he had a couple of dollars, he’d take all of us out to eat. We’d go to Beefsteak Charlie’s on 42nd Street, and I thought that was just the shit. We’d also go to Tad’s Steaks, where you could get a steak for ten dollars, and then see a movie. Those were the good times—the closest we had to what people consider normal family shit—and they didn’t happen often.


Pete was the closest thing I had to a father figure, but he never acted like a father when it came to me. He had his own child in our little family, so that’s where his focus was. And that was fine by me, because like I told you, I never knew what I was missing. My biological father was a ghost to me, a mystery in life and in death. I used to hear stories about him from people in the neighborhood as I grew into a man: that he overdosed, that he died of AIDS, that he left town, that he was in jail. The real truth is that he got stabbed up out in Brooklyn. He owed some gangster money, and when he didn’t pay up, they collected it another way. That street life caught up to my father the way it does to anyone who stays in it long enough.










CHAPTER 2 BOYHOOD



When I moved back with my mom on a more permanent basis in Staten Island, it was still nice but getting ghetto real fast. Now, what I mean by nice is that you’d come to our building, you’d press the intercom for the apartment you’d want to visit, and someone would say, “Who is it?” You’d announce yourself, they’d press a button, a buzzer would go off, the door would open, and you’d go upstairs. There was a security guard in the building then, who would watch the lobby and the exits and patrol the stairwells and roof. The neighborhood was fucked up, but the project buildings were looked after like that.


By the time I turned thirteen just two years later, the drugs had flooded our project, and they took the good times with them. The intercoms didn’t work because someone had broken them, and the buzzer system was busted too, so the addicts and dealers came and went as they pleased. And the security guards? If they weren’t long gone already they’d have been eliminated in a permanent way.


Poverty was serious all around us, but by then my mom had gotten into her relationship with Pete. Things were stable enough that she was able to take me back full-time. Like I told you, Pete didn’t pay me or my brother no mind as a father figure, he was focused on my half sister Simoné. His attitude was that I was a boy and I was going to do what I was going to do, so I started hanging out. I had to be in the front or the back of the building where my mom and Pete could find me, and I started becoming cool with the dudes who were out there every day.


Even though I’d hurt my knee pretty bad, at thirteen I had a fetish for baseball that kept me out of trouble, and I started playing with a few guys in my little building crew who were dope at sports. There were two wings to our six-floor building, doors with numbers from A–L on one side, and M–Z on the other. I had friends in both, all of us around the same age, united by sports. I had one best friend who was Italian and two who were Puerto Rican. My man Fats had three brothers and two sisters. One of his brothers, Dee, was full-blown gay. He dressed like a girl, prostituted himself, was just out there and wild. Fats being thirteen, just becoming a man and wanting to be a macho Italian guy, hated that shit. Fats’s other brother Tommy was nuts and just a bad kid in every way. But Fats looked up to his brother Jerome, who was very into sports and who got us into them too. There are only two positions in baseball a fat kid can play, catcher or first base, and since Fats was a fat kid, he was our catcher. I was second base and Jerome was our pitcher, and he used to throw side arm. When you’re thirteen and someone is throwing side arm real good, that is the flyest shit you’ve ever seen. I was infatuated with his pitching style. He was hard as hell to get a hit off, no matter how much I studied his technique.


That was my life as I started to emerge from my family and create my own world. We’d play stickball, and we’d watch the older guys play and pick up some moves from them. There was a group of older guys that were good role models for us. They were working dudes, not running around in the drug game, and they were athletes. They would cool out and play when they weren’t at their jobs. That’s how we would spend our days in the summer and after school when the weather was nice.


At night, though, we’d hang out with Fats’s brother Tommy, which was a different story. Like I told you, he was bad. He’d light fires in the fucking woods and watch them burn, waiting for the fire department to come. He’d go up and down the staircases smashing out all the lights, leaving everyone in the dark. So I was seeing both sides of how people could turn out in my neighborhood.


Fats’s father was never around, but we assumed he was in the Mafia at some level. We knew because Fats bragged about it every time he opened his mouth. That is, until the day he got checked. Fats’s dad sent a few associates over to smack the kid up in front of the whole neighborhood. This fucking Cadillac pulled up in front of our building and three Italian dudes jumped out and grabbed Fats right up off the fence poles we used to sit on out front. They started smacking him up good. His mother leaned out the window and started yelling, and one of them said, “Get back in the window, Bernice, don’t worry about it.”


Fats’s father might not have come around much or been involved in his life or the neighborhood, but Bernice and the kids never lacked for anything. She had everything but a car, which was the real sign that you were living large in the ’hood. His family always had plenty of food and the kids always had new clothes. Bernice was such a nice lady, she always cooked for us and fed us. She’d make us ham sandwiches after we’d been playing stickball. Back then my favorite shit was ham with cheese and mustard—I used to eat it every chance I got. After a game we’d go to Fats’s and Bernice would have it all laid out, because Italians know their shit and always have food on the table. It meant a lot to me because I never had money and my family was barely getting by. So Fats’s dad took care of them, but by the same token, he didn’t appreciate his son running his mouth to the world about his business.


My other best friend in the building was Michael, who was Puerto Rican. He had a real pretty mom whose partner was a black lady named Deborah. Now Deborah, she was a hustler, a female in body, but a man in mindset. She was up to no good, and Michael learned from her and became a real bad kid. He was my boy so that rubbed off on me, no doubt. Michael’s mom and her partner literally had a candy shop in the first floor of the building that was a front for selling drugs. They’d be selling candy to moms for their kids over the counter and selling coke and whatever else for the grown-ups out of the storage room in back. They were hustling, and doing well too. They bought a van and had the side painted in script that said “Lady’s Night,” which was a popular thing to do back then. When motherfuckers got a car they were proud of it, so you better know they were spraying something on it, customizing it every which way. Those ladies were doing their thing discreetly, but looking back now, I can tell you they were getting money. Cocaine was the thing, disco was king, and everybody was buying. Michael wasn’t my only friend whose mom was hustling either: I had a friend named Space, at the end of my hallway, whose mom also happened to be a lesbian, and she and her partner were straight up dealing out of their apartment.


First time I smoked weed was with Michael, after he stole a joint from his mom and we went to the top of the stairwell to smoke it inside the door to the roof. We lit it up, and holy shit, we were like, “This is crazy.” Next thing you know we’re laughing and snapping on Fats, calling him a fat fucking pig. Fats spat on us, because we used to spit on each other and shit. Fats, by the way, was really good at doing that thing where you let your spit drip as far as you can toward the floor before you slurp it back up. When you’re ten to twelve, that skill is impressive.


Michael, Tommy, Fats, and I became a little no-good crew. We’d bang on people’s doors and run away. We’d get in the elevator, break the lightbulb, then start karate fighting in the dark, just kicking into space, hitting whoever we hit. We fucked with each other all the time, but Fats got it the worst because he was a butterball, just fat and short. Everybody loved him, because he had a good heart and he was the man, but he was so easily provoked that none of us could keep ourselves from snapping on him.


We were punks and shit, but by the same token we loved baseball and sports so much. We joined the community baseball team, the Park Hill Cubs, and for the three years we were on the team we were some of the best players. We learned a lot from this guy Darnell who lived in the other side of the building. His parents were Jehovah’s Witnesses and he was a lot like Jerome—just a teacher and a leader type when it came to athletics. He was also the guy who taught me about fashion, because he was early into hip-hop. He was wearing Lee jeans and Kangol hats, looking cool as hell before it was ever a thing. We had some good times playing on that baseball team: we won championships and we were really passionate about it. I had big dreams then, thinking that if I worked hard enough I could make it into a professional league or at least be a starter for my high school team one day. But the fact was, my family didn’t have money for that and never would. It just wasn’t going to happen. I’d never be able to join a summer league or afford the equipment I’d need to grow and progress as a young player. So I stayed in the neighborhood YMCA circuit, but all that changed when some volunteer coaches got deep into drugs. This was the early eighties, and these guys were strung out so bad that it was obvious to me and my friends, even at our age. It ruined the fun of playing sports, that’s for damn sure.


In my early teens, it was all sports all day and mischief all night. There was a wild individuality that defined me, my friends, and some of the other kids we knew. The combination of influences, both bad and good, that we were exposed to in our households and all around us in the projects caused us to grow up differently than any other people that age I’ve ever met.


I loved baseball more than anything else, but two years later, I didn’t care about it or any sports no more. It wasn’t just because our coaches were on drugs; it was puberty, it was culture, and as they say, the times they were a-changin’. Once the movie Scarface came out, in 1983, everything was different in my universe. Everyone wanted to be a drug dealer and live glamorously. At the same time, hip-hop was starting to develop, make an impact, and become a movement. I first saw that up at Fats’s house, where we would watch Hot Tracks on WABC every week. For us in the projects, that show was our MTV. All I wanted to do was watch videos because music was everything. Back then Michael Jackson was in his prime, Prince was kicking off, and out on the streets people were playing hip-hop. They were dressing different too. The disco look was still going, but it wasn’t as cool as what was coming up behind: sheepskin coats, leather bombers, Kangols, and of course Adidas sneakers.


One thing that hasn’t changed is how important sneakers are to teenage boys. Back then I was lucky to get a pair of sneakers every four months. The best my mom could afford for me was Pro-Keds, but damn I wanted a pair of Adidas so bad. If you were cool you either wore Converse or Adidas; and I was stuck with Pro-Keds. When I did get a new pair, I tried to take care of them as much as I could. But when you’re wearing them every day doing everything you do, next thing you know, they’re run down, they’ve got holes. I remember one summer I had a pair with a hole, and my mom told me straight up I had to make them last until it was time to go back to school, no matter how dirty that one foot got from playing outside all day. I’d press my mom to sponsor my sneaker game and she’d just say, “You should be happy you even got clothes.”


What she’d do was throw my sneakers in the washing machine and leave them on the windowsill to dry, and every day I’d put them on, until I just got used to wearing those fucked-up shits. Fuck it, what was I gonna do? When it got real hot outside, I wouldn’t wear socks, so I’d come in with my feet stinking so bad my mom would make me leave my sneakers at the door. She sure as hell wasn’t worried about someone stealing them. Ain’t nobody wanted them, not even me.


What all the kids did want was a sheepskin coat or a leather bomber. The only kid we knew who had a sheepskin way before any of us was fat Fats. He also had Cazals, the square glasses everyone started wearing after Run-D.M.C. made them cool. You would have thought that getting smacked up that day on the block would have broken Fats. Not at all, it made him even more of a tyrant and a hustler. He got himself the gear and before you knew it, Fats—the most vulnerable to the criminal life out of all of us—started to sell coke. He was sniffing it too, and running around doing his thing with the older crowd while the rest of us were still acting like the kids we were.


I never had the luxury of willin’ out like that. My mother gave birth to another kid, my brother Donperrion, and I was stuck being a babysitter every night so she could go out. I hated that, so I took it out physically on my younger brother Kareem every chance I got. We were into wrestling—Randy Savage and Andre the Giant and Bob Backlund—so we would tear the house up. We were jumping off furniture, fucking everything up, and I got blamed when something got broken. I’d get the ass whooping, but that didn’t matter because I knew I was going to make him pay for that next time. I realized later that all of my beatings made Kareem a beast and a madman for years after I had left the house for good. I saw the start of it the time he got a knife from the kitchen and came at me saying, “You’ve got to stop fucking hitting me.” I didn’t flinch. I grabbed the knife and said, “What the fuck you going to do with this?” And then I started beating him up harder than before. In our neighborhood, this was a typical, normal household.





MY boys Fats and Michael were starting to do the things the older kids were doing. When I got the chance, I tried to dip into that pool too. I started to hang out with my two girl cousins Dorinda and Brenda, who were off the hook. They were my first cousins on my mom’s side, the daughters of my mom’s sister Joyce. Dorinda was the oldest; she was a loudmouth who would snap on you, curse you out, and who just didn’t give a fuck. Brenda was more the troublemaker who went outside and started shit in the streets and got into fights. I hung out with Dorinda more because she had her own apartment. One time when I was up there, I saw that she had left some weed on an album cover. She was passed the fuck out, so I took some of it and ran down to Space’s house all proud of myself. But I hadn’t taken enough weed to roll into a joint, so we got some oregano and filled it out and rolled it up and smoked it. And you know what? It tasted pretty good.


Those two cousins I called aunties because they were so cool. They were so down for me in their way, just guides through my life. They let me be around them while they did everything they did. They weren’t much older than me, but they felt like adults who were looking out for me. I used to see them sniffing coke, rolling joints, bagging shit up. One day one of them handed me a joint and told me to light it up. “Go ahead,” she said. I thought they would tell my mom on me. “Listen, I ain’t going to tell on you, you probably going to tell on me.”


Next thing you know, she punched me in the chest and told me to smoke it, so I did. I hadn’t been inhaling to her satisfaction, she wasn’t having no baby pulls. So I did what she instructed, and two minutes later I was high as fuck. Soon enough I’m falling out laughing, rolling around on the couch, eyes all red. I’d had some weed here and there with my friends, but I count that as the first day I got high. I got a taste for it, so next thing you know, I was hanging out there all the time, looking for crumbs.


Drugs got my friends starting to do some stupid shit around the building. We used to open the vent at the top of the elevator car and climb on top of it and ride up and down. We’d have a broomstick that we’d use to push open the door and climb out the floor above to get out. And we’d push a button in the shaft that would make the elevator skip the floor it was about to stop on. We’d watch the people inside push the button for their floor and then as it got there, we’d push the button that made the elevator skip that floor. It would stop at the wrong floor, so they’d push it again and we’d make it skip their floor again. The whole time we were looking at them through the vent, laughing our asses off but also trying to keep quiet so they wouldn’t catch us. Doing that high was just so fucking funny. Around that time we started drinking forties of Old English too. You only needed one of them to get a couple of twelve- and thirteen-year-olds feeling nice. I got real good at coming into my house quiet and going straight to my room. I knew if my mom saw my eyes and smelled my breath she’d know the score and I’d get a beating.


Up at Dorinda’s I really saw everything. She was a very pretty girl, about nineteen at the time, and for a while she was dating this real gangster dude from Queens. Back then he was already wearing Timberlands and Kangols and Cazals—he was really fly. He definitely brought all kinds of drugs around her and she got caught up in it, because that was the thing to do. Anyway, I went up there one day, and as usual Dorinda had left her door open (I don’t know why she always did). I went in and it was clear to me that it had been a long night because shit was all over the place. Her bedroom door was wide open and I saw her and her dude on the bed, that nigga buck ass naked and shit. I closed the door and started looking for weed, and that’s when I found the coke.


I snatched a little bit of it up and got out of there. I wanted to sniff it, but I was too scared, so I just put my thumb to it and tasted it. My tongue numbed up real quick and I figured that’s all it does. I did think it was cool though, because everyone thought it was cool. I thought all the drugs were cool, I thought the parties they were having were cool, and I thought the music they listened to was cool—so I hung around there as much as I could.


To remind you, this was before Run-D.M.C. It was back in that time when hip-hop still had that disco flavor to it and a lot of it was more like R&B with early forms of rapping. The music was evolving from disco to break dancing; it was still party music but with a new edge. It had the same groove that kept people moving all night at Studio 54, but it was now speaking more to the street. It went from all that orchestration with strings and horns to nothing but drums and breaks being thrown back and forth between turntables. This was the time of Crash Crew’s “High Power Rap,” Sugarhill Gang’s “8th Wonder,” and of course Grand Master Flash’s “The Message.” Those records were the soundtrack to me wilding out as a young reckless teenager.


The staircase in my building became a clubhouse for me and my friends. When I snatched weed from Dorinda’s, I’d find my boys wherever they were hanging. All I had to say was, “Yo… Staircase.” We all knew what that meant. We’d be in there smoking our crumbs, and other kids our age would come in like, “Yo, I got this forty ounce,” and that’s all it took. That was our hideout, and just like outlaws, when anyone came up the stairs, we’d scatter. When we were in the staircase, we weren’t trying to run into the mothers or fathers or aunties or uncles of anyone we knew. If we heard unfamiliar steps, we’d be gone until the coast was clear. Then we’d all come back like nothing happened.


Kids brought radios in there, sometimes a portable record player if they had one. Next thing you knew it evolved and dudes were beatboxing. In 1984, thanks to the Fat Boys, everyone in our building wanted to make those crazy sounds with their mouths. My boy Wise, whose real name was Sean, was real good and he’d just go all day. This brings me to the point that by now we had all started writing graffiti and no one was calling each other by their government names no more. Anyway, Wise was a little dark-skinned kid who was great at beatboxing, but that didn’t keep us from beating on him. It wasn’t nice that we fucked him up more than anyone else but that’s the way it was. He was the poorest out of all of us, and I don’t expect anyone who hasn’t grown up in the projects to understand this, but when you’re the poorest in that environment you get beat up the most. That’s just the way it is. Nobody was trying to hurt him, it was just constant funny shit like giving him a wedgie or kicking him in the ass while he was walking. Wise wasn’t a sucker, though, he’d fight back.


There’s no two ways about it, me and my crew were nasty little kids. We’d put spit in our hands and throw it at each other, we’d slap box. There was this one Puerto Rican kid, Eddie, who went by the name of Man and he was the worst. He’d take a piece of gum out of his mouth and throw it in the middle of the street, let a truck run over it, then go pick it up and put it back in his mouth. He was a nasty motherfucker like that. But that’s the type of shit that we got a kick out of. We’d go up to the roof and hang off the side like we were going to let go. We’d take the garbage cans up there, throw them off, and watch them land on cars then run into our houses before we got caught. We’d be high, running around drinking beers, not realizing we were playing with death on a serious level, all of us between twelve and fourteen.


One time we got our hands on a drug called Rush, which is amyl nitrate. In that era people would sniff it and get crazy. It was some disco dance floor shit. We would dip cigarettes in it and then toke on them without lighting them, which made you so dizzy I don’t even know what would have happened if we lit it up. You would take a long toke off of that until you couldn’t see straight, and then you’d hold your breath and then breathe in and out real hard while you were bent over, then you’d stand up and your friend would press on your chest, and usually you’d pass out. We called that the Dew Drop. We started making all our friends in the neighborhood do it; we just took it to the street. This girl we knew from school tried it because she thought we were just fucking around until she fell out. Then we saw this dude Cab that we knew from school walking down the street. Cab was from a church family but he was a real wild dude. It’s funny how that happens sometimes. This guy would come visit your house and quietly steal something, then when you left to go somewhere, on your way to the elevator he’d hand it to you and tell you how he stole it from your mama’s room and shit. He was fucked up, and you never would have thought he went to church three times a week.


So we had Cab try our pass out game, the Dew Drop, and it worked. When he fell, he fell hard, right into this stucco wall that scraped his face up. He was a really dark black dude, so when it happened you could really see how the stucco cut up his face. It was fucked up, but we died laughing at the dude lying there with these white lines like pinstripes up his face. That was our way of having fun, and all the while we were starting to listen to hip-hop.


The easiest way I can think to give you an idea of what my little crew of hooligans was like is to say that we were the Park Hill projects version of the Fat Albert Gang. We were a bunch of misfits, but each one different in his own way: one guy was a major thief, one guy was a bum, one guy was nasty, and on like that. And then there was me; I was the fly on the wall, but a quiet instigator at the same time. I’d never start shit directly, just make suggestions, then follow along to see where it ended up. I didn’t know nothing else, so to me, at that time, all the fucked-up shit we were doing was real cool.


Some days when we’d be in the staircase smoking we’d run into some of the older guys. They were there for the same reason: to smoke and hang out off the street so no one would see them. We’d watch what they were doing and talk to them sometimes, and the coolest of them was a group who called themselves the Blif Brothers. Blif was an early term for a blunt, so you know exactly what they were all about. They were the first guys I saw rolling blunts at all, because back then nobody was doing that yet. They’d have a White Owl cigar and they’d lick it up, take a key from their pocket and cut it down the middle. Me and my friends didn’t know what the fuck was going on, so to us they were like scientists with access to knowledge we didn’t understand.


We were fourteen and they were nineteen or twenty, always with so much weed on them. They’d set up in the staircase, their radio blasting, not giving a fuck, drinking a bunch of Old English forties all afternoon. We observed and respected them from afar because we knew better. We had all learned the hard way that if you hung around too long with older kids like them, they would eventually start fucking you up. They’d start talking about making you tough, and before you knew it they’d start some shit. They’d be kicking you in the ass, then they’d be punching you and chasing you and hitting you because they didn’t have nothing better to do. Mind you, they wouldn’t be out there punching you in the face, but they’d bust your body up pretty good. It was always a fine line with the older kids we respected. We stayed close enough to see what they were doing because we looked up to them, but we made sure to stay far enough away that they wouldn’t turn that corner on us.


On top of their affinity for weed, the Blif Brothers were a proper hip-hop crew: Pee Wee and Carnell, who were brothers, were DJs, and Scotty Watty, who was their cousin, was the MC. They used to hang on the fifth floor in the stairwell, and we would gather down on the fourth floor in the stairs just so we could listen to them. They’d be playing their music on a radio, and next thing you know Scotty Watty would start rhyming and Pee Wee would use Scotty’s jacket to make cut sounds while Carnell would beatbox. Scotty always wore a nylon windbreaker so Pee Wee would scratch him on the shoulder with his nails, acting like he was a turntable, and it would sound like he was scratching a record. From there, using a jacket and beatboxing, they’d have a song going. We fell in love with them niggas for that.


These guys didn’t have no money but they had musical qualities, and Scotty had a couple of rhymes and was good enough at freestyling, so the neighborhood loved them. Soon they were throwing parties in the buildings around the way, usually in the laundry rooms or rec rooms in the basement. For some reason these guys had relationships with the janitors who let them do this. Pee Wee had a set of turntables, and he and Carnell would both spin records while Scotty Watty got the party started. These dudes would charge five dollars to come down to the laundry room and get wild. They would do this in all the buildings around the way where people were open to it.


Of course me and my friends wanted in, and because we were cool with them, we could usually make that happen. At first we didn’t, because they weren’t trying to have a Fat Albert crew of fourteen- and fifteen-year-olds at their parties, but we earned their respect. One day we ran into Scotty Watty walking down the street after we had just snatched a few forties from the corner store. That was our thing: we used to steal Li’l Debbies, Suzy Q’s, Hostess Apple Pies, and shit, plus as many forties of Old English as we could hide down our pants. We had just made off with a stash of five of them, so we gave him two and kept three for ourselves. We told Scotty how much we liked his rhyming, and honestly, the dude was amazed to hear it. He was touched that we were really listening to what he was laying down. How could we not? He was the closest thing to a superstar we’d ever known.


From then on, he was cool with us. He’d tell us when they were having a party and he’d make sure we got in. It was usually through the back door because no one wanted kids in there, plus I didn’t have five dollars to spare if they’d let us in the front. It was usually me, Fats, and our friend Stevie. We became the crew who went to every Blif Brothers party we could.


That first one blew my mind. This was around the time that Whodini was blowing up, and Mary Jane Girls with “All Night Long,” Taana Gardner’s “Heartbeat,” and so many R&B records like that. Those parties were rocking; everybody was in there smoking everything, just getting roasted. That’s when I realized that my life was going to get out of control. Back home my mom was making me babysit so she could go out with her friends, but I wasn’t doing that: I made them motherfuckers go to sleep so I could leave the house and party. We lived on the second floor, so when I came home late I’d sneak in by climbing the fire escape using a hook that I’d leave in the alleyway to pull the ladder down. A couple of times my mom caught me out there, coming in late after she was already home. She gave me a beating that was as bad as any I’d ever gotten. A funny thing happened, though. After two of those beatings I wasn’t scared of them no more. I knew the consequences before I committed the crime, and after I’d survived it a couple times, I knew I could take the punishment. So in my mind, I was free to do what I wanted to do.


The Blif Brothers were my firsthand introduction into the environment that comes with music and the life that would soon be known as hip-hop. It was a movement that didn’t have a name, but my friends and I knew that whatever it was, we wanted to be a part of it. We felt connected to that growing energy more than we did to anything else in our lives. We wanted to emulate those guys and what they were doing in every way possible. The Blif Brothers were the trendsetters; they were the ones who made us want to rhyme and be fly.


We started to branch out a little bit, because the Blif parties took us to new buildings where we started to make friends down the block. One of the first guys I got to know around the way was Cappadonna, whose name back then was OG. Like I told you, we all used to write graffiti, and that was his tag. Now, Cap was already something else. He was my same age, but he was able to get away with a lot of shit because he had older siblings hanging out and looking out for him. He had one older brother who was a dancer, and boy that motherfucker danced his ass off. He was a professional—he was on Soul Train, he could do the Hustle and all that shit like it was nothing. That dude was the life of any party he was at, which is how I met Cap. His brother used to hang out and dance with my cousins Dorinda and Brenda.


I’ve got to give it up to Cap, he was just cool from the start, and he was one of the dudes who got me writing rhymes. He was already into it, and he inspired me to start putting things together in that way. He was pretty much one of the first guys my age on our block to begin seriously rapping. He had a style about him from the start: he was a slim dude and he knew how to dress, looking a little bit like a young LL, with a Slick Rick vibe when he got dressed up. That was pretty fly for a fifteen-, sixteen-year-old back in the day.


Cap was into everything my crew and I were into, but he was more sophisticated. At the same time he was more of a loner who didn’t run with a lot of people. He had his homies, but he never did gang shit, he didn’t follow crowds, he just stayed with the same few dudes around him every day. That was different from how it was where I was at and the way most other kids our age were too. But I connected with him because he was an inspiration when it came to writing. I made sure to keep that connection because it opened something up in my mind. Cap was the first friend I had to start dropping rhymes in front of people, and when he did he caught the attention of Scotty Watty. The Blif Brothers loved Cap and kind of crowned him, saying, “Yo, he’s the best of all of y’all.”


Cap really was the first guy of my age group and era to take rapping seriously. It was all fun and games, just party music to the rest of us, but he wrote and focused his writing to the point of putting bars on tape. Next thing I knew, he came down the block with a tape of him spitting playing on his radio. Once me and my homeboys heard that, of course we wanted to do it. Because the truth is, all of us rapped—but when I say rap, I’m not talking about writing lyrics, creating bars and songs. I’m talking about being fresh, dropping rhymes, and spitting phrases that sounded dope. We did that on the fly, just hanging out, each and every day.


Cap inspired us. When we hung out, we started more serious cyphers, sharing a few bars that we’d memorized before passing it off to the next man, like a baton in a relay race. And while I was doing that shit at school between classes one day, I met U-God. He was a beatboxer and he was nice at it too. This was when hip-hop was growing fast, when Beat Street and Krush Groove were out, when Doug E. Fresh and Biz Markie were making their debuts. U-God knew how to do all the sounds that Doug E. Fresh did with his voice, so he was fly as hell. All of us were hip-hop heads. We devoted ourselves to every single thing we saw in those movies and heard on those albums. U-God was able to make that shit come alive for us in some kind of way, right there in our school lunchroom.


All of that changed everything for me. I was fourteen and I wasn’t thinking about school, I wasn’t thinking about a job. I was thinking about the culture rising up all around me, all of it getting bigger and better every day. I was in it but that wasn’t enough. I wanted more. I didn’t want to watch this shit in the movies, because I didn’t need to. What I saw on the screen already looked a hell of a lot like what I saw in my neighborhood each and every day. It wasn’t a musical fantasyland like the one I saw in The Wiz, somewhere over the rainbow where I didn’t belong. This was an Oz right here where I already lived.
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