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			I dedicate this book to all the mothers who will never see their sons again and to all the people who have been knocked down—whether by themselves or someone else. You are blessed because your triumph will be that much more glorious.

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The nightmares rocked me daily for six months straight. Every night, without fail, the lights would go off and my cell would go black, and as the snores of my cellmates lifted from their beds, my own sleep would be tortured. Kevin, my aunt Opal’s boyfriend, haunted me in my dreams. Sometimes he would just stare at me, snickering and threatening me, daring me to come after him again. But mostly we fought—over and over and over again. For a hundred and eighty days, it seemed like the fight would never end.

		

	
		
			One

			I’ve been fighting all my life, really. I grew up in San Diego, California, in Section 8 housing, and there were always so many kids. By the time I walked outside at eight in the morning, there would already be thirty of us running around and playing, trying to stay as happy and entertained as possible in the midst of poverty and government assistance. Eventually, we’d break up into teams and play football or basketball, and we’d have fun for a while, but a fight would always break out at some point. Some kid would end up with a bloody lip or a black eye. Somebody else would have their arms and legs scraped up from being pushed down on the hard concrete. But those fights never signaled a permanent break to our activities. No one ever went home to nurse their wounds and refused to come back outside to play the next morning. For me and the kids I grew up with, fighting was just a part of life. It was just what we did—even with friends and people we cared about. Then, if some kids from another neighborhood came around, we’d have to beat them up, too. It was just the customary thing to do.

			Part of the reason we threw punches, wrestled, and slap boxed at will is that there was no one there to regulate. There were no adults breaking up fights, and there were definitely no police called. Nowadays, kids can’t fight like that. There’s always somebody filming with their iPhone camera and posting it on the Internet, getting some thirteen-year-old locked up for assault. But when I grew up, parents were the closest thing to smartphones, and if they didn’t see something go down, it was like it never even happened. And for those of us (most of us) who were being raised by single moms struggling to make ends meet, busted lips and head lumps were of little concern anyway. There was just always something more important for the adults to worry about. So we fought. And if we got beat up, we took our beating and the ridiculing that came with it.

			I didn’t get laughed at much, though, because I didn’t get beat up. I was doing the beating. My uncles and cousins were in and out of jail, but when they were around they wanted me to be tough, so they started teaching me to jab and hook when I was just two years old. The thing is, growing up as a biracial kid with a white mom and a black dad who was always locked up meant that I actually needed the training. Kids were constantly testing me, so I had to scrap to maintain my own reputation and keep up my self-­confidence.

			A lot of mixed kids who are raised by white parents grow up with an identity crisis and don’t know whether they want to be white or black. I never had that problem. My mom and everybody else in my family always told me that I was a black man and that I’d be treated as a black man, so I should act as such. I knew I couldn’t do the same things that the white kids did because I’d get in more trouble. I knew the police would still see me as a black man and treat me like a black man.

			But even though I always knew I was black, there were other black kids in my neighborhood and at school who saw me as a white boy. Those California kids didn’t think I was as black as they were, despite the fact that most of my family is from Albany, Georgia—deep in the country. I knew we were blacker than the families of most of the kids teasing me, but I had to fight to prove that. Meanwhile, for everybody else including the white kids I went to school with, the one-drop rule definitely applied. I was 100 percent black in their eyes, and that alone was reason for them to want to fight me, too.

			As I moved into high school and, later, college, I was still fighting—but for different reasons. I started playing football and I was good. Good, and very arrogant. I was talented and playing college ball on a full-ride, I had beautiful girls falling all over me, and I had a little money in my pocket. There was nothing anybody could say to me. I was that dude, and because I grew up fighting with the same ease I used to brush my teeth, I was on top of the world with a really, ­really short fuse. And once that fuse was ignited, there was no putting it out.

		

	
		
			Two

			In June 2007, I was a preseason All-American cornerback going into my senior year at the University of Montana. ­Every summer during school, I’d go home to San Diego to see my mom and some friends for a week or two. Then, on the way back to Montana, I’d drive through Lancaster, California, a city of about 150,000 people, located north of Los Angeles on the edge of the Mojave Desert, to see my grandma.

			Grandma Gloria is my dad’s mom, and because I didn’t get to spend a lot of time with my dad, she made sure that I spent summers with her. She lives in an old five-­bedroom house in a nice residential neighborhood that was big enough for her to take in foster children throughout my life. And even though there were always at least half a dozen people staying there, my grandma’s house always stayed clean. My grandma is old-school from the Georgia backwoods, so she ruled with a tough fist and was quick to give out chores. The girls did most of the hard stuff like ironing sheets. But me? I was the baby—Baby James, named after my dad—so I didn’t have to do much.

			On the night of June 2, we all ate dinner together—my grandma, the foster kids, and me. Grandma Gloria is a great cook, and she had a big Sunday-dinner spread laid out before us. I had some greens and corn bread, plus either ribs or chicken. I can’t remember which she served that night—all I remember was that it was something delicious.

			I had only planned to stay at my grandma’s one night because I was really excited to get back to school. A couple of my teammates had left Montana and made it to the NFL, and while I knew that I was just as talented as they were—if not more so—I also knew that my attitude and eagerness to fight probably wouldn’t be too appealing to GMs in the league.

			I was eighteen years old when I first got to Montana, and it was my first time living away from my mom, so I ­really soaked up the freedom. It was just a full-on party ­every night with no rules and no parents. I was drinking and partying at the bars on a regular basis—a regular Montana wild man. But my senior year was going to be different. I’d made up my mind that I was going to give it all I had to get to the NFL. I was one of the hardest-hitting cornerbacks in college, and I knew I had a good chance to get drafted in the second or third round. This was the year that I was going to make my wildest dream come true.

			After dinner at my grandma’s, I watched some TV in the garage that she had converted into a room for me and my brother, Carnel. Carnel is my father’s child by another woman, so we didn’t live together during the year, but we spent the summers together at Grandma’s house as she tried to keep us close despite our often-absent father. We had bunk beds, and once my stomach was full of soul food and sweet tea, I headed to that little room and threw myself across the bottom bunk to watch TV. I couldn’t stay up long, though, because I had to get up at six in the morning to get on the road. The drive from Lancaster to Montana is seventeen hours, and I always did it straight through.

			It was about eleven that night when my grandmother’s phone rang. She has phones in just about every room, and they are old and loud with rings that can wake up the dead. But even though we all hear the ringing, Grandma is the only one who answers because it’s usually for her. My grandmother loves to talk on the phone, and normally we can hear her laughing loudly from the kitchen or her bedroom, or gossiping with one of her friends. But this call was different.

			There are unwritten rules regarding the cutoff time to call someone’s house, and eleven o’clock was definitely past my grandmother’s deadline. She was a stickler about that, and she let it ring a couple of times to prove her point and teach some manners to whoever dared to call so late. But this person just wouldn’t stop, and the calls were coming back-to-back.

			We always have some drama in our family, so when my grandma finally answered the phone and I didn’t hear her giggling pleasantly or berating the caller for being so disrespectful, I immediately assumed something bad had gone down. I was still lying across the bed, waiting to hear who was getting locked up or beat up, but when my grandma didn’t come to give me an update, I finally decided to go and see for myself what was going on.

			When I walked into her bedroom, Grandma Gloria was sitting on the side of her bed with tears in her eyes. She was in her nightgown, with the covers thrown back haphazardly, and she didn’t even try to cover herself when she saw me standing in the doorway. She was obviously upset about something, but there was also a look of blankness on her face—like whatever she’d heard on the phone was just too much to bear. My grandma is a strong black lady who can take a lot before she breaks down. She has diabetes, so her health isn’t where it’s supposed to be, and she’s had a lot of surgeries to address her failing eyes. She’s almost blind, but you’d never know by talking to her. Grandma Gloria is tough. And she doesn’t cry. But that night, the tears were flowing unchecked and she looked almost defeated.
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