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    To my baby sister Leona Tawnae Ford,

    I love you and miss you dearly.

        You will forever live through me.

    Thanks for being my guardian angel.






A man only begins to be a man when he ceases to whine and revile, and commences to search for the hidden justice which regulates his life. And as he adapts his mind to that regulating factor, he ceases to accuse others as the cause of his condition, and builds himself up in strong and noble thoughts; ceases to kick against circumstances, but begins to use them as aids to his more rapid progress, and as a means of discovering the hidden powers and possibilities within himself.

—James Allen, As a Man Thinketh








BAPTISM OF FIRE

That night I was driving along, bumping music, feeling the sounds vibrate through my body, on my way to my grandmother’s house, not a care in the world. All my loved ones would meet at my grandma Peewee’s house for Sunday dinner to enjoy her smothered pork chops, fried cabbage, and mashed potatoes. Knowing that I didn’t eat pork, she would make a pan of her famous baked chicken covered in her special barbecue sauce. I felt the steering wheel moving easy under my hand, the world passing by at a steady clip, autumn clear and bright but chilly. We called this hoodie weather, and I comfortably sported a Jordan sweat suit. Each moment carried me more into the song until I started to spit the lyrics of “Sideline Story.”

Rapping along with J. Cole, I turned the music down a little when I saw a police cruiser driving up the one-way street the wrong way, coming right at me. No headlights or anything. The cruiser pulled to a stop.

I looked at the car, two officers inside, and they were looking at me. I thought, What the hell are they doing? They don’t have the headlights on or anything. Once they turned, I sped up to the stop sign, made a left, sped up that street, made a right, doing my best to get way ahead of them. I knew they were going to pull me over, so I wanted to save myself the frustration and stop before they forced me to. It was an unwritten rule that if you see a police cruiser and think they may pull you over, stop the car, park, and get out. If they don’t see you get out of your car, they don’t have probable cause to search your car; that’s why I wanted to get ahead of them. I didn’t want to get stuck on the side of the road for nothing, again.

I’ve done this several times before and found it to be an effective way to avoid being harassed. I’d been harassed by cops many times before and found the practices of the “hop out boys” to be quite the inconvenience. They’d stop you for no reason, search your car, and sometimes even pocket any money they found on you. They’d threaten you, sometimes even beat you up, then let you go, most times doing so without any resistance. Losing a couple hundred bucks didn’t seem so bad; we were just happy not to be shot or thrown in jail.

I was going across the bridge when I saw them in my rearview, speeding behind me with no lights on. Later I would learn that they were going ninety-three miles an hour on a residential street.

As soon as they put on their sirens, I became annoyed and wished I had stayed home. Damn, I said to myself, knowing from experience that some bull was about to happen. I pulled the car over at the next stop sign and killed the music. Although I was irritated, I tried my best to keep my composure. Having an attitude would only make things worse so I took a deep breath, then I put my seat belt on. I thought about my grandma, her chicken, and all the love that would await me at her home once I got through this traffic stop. I could hear my aunt Barbara call me “Handsome.” I could imagine the warm welcome from my cousin Shy, who would tell me that I had a million-dollar smile. Perhaps that million-dollar smile could get me out of this ticket.

I rolled my window down, allowing the cool fall air to blow in. I remember seeing the orange glow from streetlights in the dark, the red and blue police lights fluttering through my rearview. I tried to figure out why I was being pulled over in the first place. I mentally traced my steps and could not put my finger on it. Maybe it’s my tinted windows, I thought. The officer was soon at my window looking in at me, breathing deeply as if to detect the smell of weed. But I didn’t smoke. He looked all around the car as if he were trying to find a way in.

I felt something familiar: these officers were messing with me because they could, and I was pissed. I had enough sense to know when you’re young and you’re Black, police officers can do what they want and say what they want without consequence.

“What did I do?” I asked.

He didn’t answer, only snatched my driver’s license. I could feel his energy: intense, brute, full of privilege. He had no regard for me as a human being. While he went back to the cruiser to run my license, his partner walked toward my car and stood by my window. At least this officer had a mild temper. I could tell a lot by his body language. His shoulders were relaxed and soft, while his partner was tight and poised, as if he were getting ready for a brawl.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

I said, “To my grandmother’s for Sunday dinner.”

As he stared me down, I felt the heat start to rise in the car, a crushing pressure in my head. Although his body language was more relaxed, he still had an air of disdain and superiority that I could feel rolling off him. I tried to find the right words to let a little air in.

“Look, I’m not a bad guy. I’m not a wild street dude.” I pulled out my phone and showed him pictures of me painting and detailing cars. “I’m a working man just like you.”

“That’s him,” the second officer yelled from his cruiser behind us.

I tensed up. In my side mirror, I could see this second officer walking toward my vehicle from his cruiser. I thought, What does he mean, “That’s him?” I haven’t committed any crime. I haven’t hurt anyone. What could I have done? My stomach flooded with nerves.

The initiating officer reached my car again. Now both officers were standing next to my door. The initiating officer asked me if I knew someone named Lamont Ford. I told him I’d never heard of him. There were a lot of Fords in Pittsburgh; my family was mainly from the eastside, Larimer and Homewood. There is a Ford family from the Mon Valley area, but I never heard of any relation to them or anyone named Lamont. He told his partner to go back to the cruiser to look at the photo of Lamont Ford. His partner obliged.

The first officer asked me if I was Lamont Ford. I said no.

“Are you sure you’re not Lamont Ford? Have you ever met Lamont Ford? Have you ever been shot before? Where are you from? Is he your cousin? Do you have a brother named Lamont Ford?”

I said no. No. No. No.

“You know you’re Lamont Ford,” he said. “Why the fuck are you lying to us? If you’re lying about being Lamont Ford, it’s going to be real bad for you. We’re going to kick your stupid black ass.”

I gave him my birthdate and address. “You got my driver’s license, you got my registration, you got my car insurance. Everything is in my name. What’s going on?”

The other officer stomped back from the cruiser. “Yeah, he kinda looks like him. I can’t really tell.” Then he said, “Why the fuck are you lying to us, scumbag?”

The other officer said, “How did you buy this car?”

“I work. I work just like y’all work.”

“Just tell us the truth,” the second officer said. “We don’t want to make it bad for you.”

It was at that moment I became afraid. My whole body tightened with fear, tense as if my skin were shrinking around my flesh. I had to get away. Not because I had committed a crime, but because I knew my life was in danger. I had been harassed by police officers many times over. But this time was different. These officers couldn’t hear me. I knew I was not Lamont Ford, but they would not believe me. On top of that, they were relentless. If I could just make it to a gas station or a family member’s house, some place where there was light, I would be safe.

The first officer told me to step out of the car and come back to the cruiser to look at the photo of Lamont, which I thought was strange. I’ve never heard of a police officer asking anyone to go to their cruiser to do anything, especially look at a picture. His request made me more uncomfortable. I thought, They’re trying to get me out of my car to beat me up.

“No. I know what I look like. I know I’m not Lamont Ford. I don’t need to know what he looks like. I don’t need to go to your car.”

Then the first officer said, “You know what, get your black ass out of this car before we pull you out and whoop your ass.”

I was shocked. “What? What do you mean?”

The officers still hadn’t told me what I’d done wrong, they were making me out to be someone that I knew I wasn’t, and now they were threatening to whoop my ass. My body froze, the pit in my stomach grew more intense, my eyes watered with anger, fear, and confusion. He reached his hand through my window, unlocked the door, and opened it. Now they were on me, their hands trying to yank me out of the car.

“What are you doing? Why are y’all doing this to me? Get off me, man.”

They kept yanking and pulling. I firmly wrapped my arms around the steering wheel. I did not want to leave my car. I felt like if I let go, I would never see my family again. The officers had guns to match their overzealous behavior and I did not want to be shot. My biggest fear was these officers pulling me out of the car, saying they thought I had a gun, and shooting me in the back. If I stayed inside of my car, I would be safe.

The officers struggled while pulling me out of the car. I held firmly on to the steering wheel, put the car into drive, and pressed the gas as hard as I could. Not two seconds passed before I heard gunshots.

Pop pop pop pop pop.

I felt bullets exploding in my body before I lost control of the steering wheel. The smell of gunpowder saturated my vehicle. I lost consciousness and crashed. The airbag mushroomed up into my face and body. What had just happened? Where’d the gunshots come from? With my face mashed into the airbag, head pounding from impact, I tried to put two and two together, question and question. I didn’t know that a third cop had jumped into the passenger seat next to me. He’d shot me, five times.

I felt them pulling me from behind the wheel of the car. Felt myself being slammed into the concrete facedown. Heard the clink of handcuffs and felt metal biting into my wrists. The pain from the bullets drowned out the pain from the handcuffs.

They were shouting at me. “Fuck! Where’s the drugs? Where’s the guns?”

One officer knelt right next to my head and said, “I hope you fucking die.”

Truth be told, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to live or die. I was only nineteen years old, but I’d taken so many beatings in life that I figured death couldn’t be so bad. If my ten-year-old sister could die, so could I. Had she felt pain? Had she been scared? Was I? If anything, I was afraid that no one would know the facts: that these officers wanted to kill me, although I’d done everything I could to show them that I was innocent. I did not want my life to end with lies tarnishing my legacy. I wasn’t crazy, I wasn’t a criminal, I wasn’t violent. I didn’t want to hurt anyone.

I remember lying there, facedown on the ground, taking slow deep breaths, inhaling, exhaling, slow and deep. I could smell my hoodie burning, could feel blood pouring out of my body. Me, Leon Ford, inching closer to death. I was so afraid of dying that I stopped feeling pain.

“Where’s the guns? Where are the fucking drugs?” they repeated, over and over.

Tears slid down my face. It was hard to get the words out.

“I have no weapons or drugs.” I said it again: “I have no weapons or drugs.”

Would I die?

“Why did y’all shoot me, man. Y’all shot me!” I could feel warm blood oozing from my chest, could taste blood in my mouth. I spit it out on the concrete. The lights from the squad cars blinded me, an exploding whiteness. I could not hear myself scream beneath the sound of the sirens, only the voices of the officers shouting “Fuck!” as they rummaged through the trunk of my car hoping to find guns, drugs, something. I tried to move, but my body was stiff, heavy, taken over by a tingling sensation. God, please let the ambulance come. My parents couldn’t bear losing another child. I wanted to live.

I continued to breathe, even counted my breaths to make sure that I stayed conscious. Still, my mind began to drift, my consciousness moving in waves, going in and out. Soon I lost count of my breaths. Had I ever started counting or was it merely a thought? My eyelids felt heavy.

When I closed my eyes, I could feel myself leaving my body. When I opened my eyes, I could feel myself back in my body. Each time I closed my eyes it felt like an hour had passed, a day. I saw a vision of my unborn son. With every blink, a new vision came. Then my eyes shut, and I felt my spirit leave my body, a strange sensation of peace. I stood looking down at my corporeal form lying there on the sidewalk. The police, the lights, and sirens gone now, only this other form of me, pure consciousness. A feeling of peace that I’d never experienced. It was a feeling I was to have again many times in the days, months, and years to come.

At some point my eyes closed and I drifted, finding myself looking down at a white casket with gold trim, looking at my corpse dressed to the nines in an all-white suit, a gold chain around my neck. My mom stood there crying, my father next to her with murder in his eyes. All my siblings were present, along with my grandmother and my cousins. My child’s mother rubbed her swollen stomach, sobbing for her unborn, fatherless child. Deep sorrow soaked the room, everyone was screaming or shedding tears or lost in their thoughts. My aunts did their best to console my parents for the loss of their second child. My aunt Terri held my mom’s hand while my aunt Nicky softly rubbed my dad’s shoulder.

My father whispered, “You know I had to send my little nigga out in style.”

While my family grieved for me, I grieved for them.

I closed my eyes and saw police officers surrounding my dad as he emptied the clip of his semiautomatic, striking all of them dead. I could not allow that to happen. If my father did that, he would be dead, too. Then who would raise my son? The possibility of my father being hurt forced me to open my eyes. Although death felt more peaceful, I decided to live, to keep my eyes open and continue to breathe. I sacrificed eternal peace to prevent my family from experiencing even more heartache.

More officers swarmed the scene. The sirens got louder and the lights brighter. Finally, I felt a warm hand on my neck, checking my pulse. It was the EMTs. They rolled me over onto my back, but I could see nothing beyond the bright lights. I felt them lift me inside the ambulance. They cut my clothes off and asked me for my name. I heard words fall from my mouth: “My name is Leon Ford. My birthday is 3-16-93.” Then I repeated the information again, and still again, and kept repeating it, over and over, to stop myself from drifting out of consciousness. I even gave them my mom’s name, dad’s name, and grandma’s name along with their phone numbers and addresses. The light on the ceiling of the ambulance glowed brighter and brighter into nothingness. No police, no sirens, no lights, no breathing or counting, only darkness.

In many ways, my life started that night.

It was November 11, 2012, when a Pittsburgh cop shot me five times and left me paralyzed below the waist. Know this: I have always been a person of importance. I have always been resilient. My life has always mattered.

I am Leon Ford, phoenix who rises from the ashes.






ONE ASHES







1 LITTLE BIT’S SON


The mortician had done his best, but Darnell didn’t look real to me lying there in the coffin, that velvet-cushioned box. Recently released from jail, he had been shot in the head at a dice game. Standing there looking down at him, all I could think about was his big bright smile. I was five years old. My earliest memories are permeated by death. It made me and everyone in my community anticipate a short life. The fear of dying young loomed over all of us.

I took my place on the pew next to my grandma Peewee, my mom, and my aunt Terri, three women dressed in black. And crying. Sobbing. What could I do to comfort them? I started to pass tissues out. Gave my grandma a tissue, my aunt a tissue, my mom, and even my sister Shalaia, who was four years older than me. Like me, she was experiencing death for the first time. As Lil Bit’s son, it was second nature for me to be a comforter. I watched my dad comfort the women in my family and figured I should do the same. I was a compassionate child, a giver, quick to share my food, even if I had already taken a bite. My mom would affirm me by smiling and marveling at my cuteness. “Aww boo, you’re so thoughtful,” she would say, then take a fake nibble. Although I wanted to cry with my loved ones, I had to be strong for them. Looking at the casket, my eyes welled up, but I refused to let a tear fall. I sat there on the hard pew, looking at all the mourners and the bright flowers, listening to the organ player, the loud sobs, the pastor preaching.

That was my first time in a church. Although we were believers, we were not a churchgoing family. My mom would often say that it is not about the religion; it’s about the relationship.

Darnell’s dad, my uncle Teddy, circulated through the mourners, cheerful, smiling, trying his best to make sure everybody else was comfortable although he had lost his son. I’m sure he was heartbroken, grieving. However, he was a strong man, one who could suppress his pain to comfort his family, our family. If you had not known Darnell was his son, you would not have assumed he was burying his child. He was clean-cut, charismatic, and loving. I didn’t know how a man should grieve. I figured there would be more tears. I watched Mr. Rogers almost every day and often he would talk about feelings and loss. He would use words like “sad,” “lonely,” “angry,” and “frightened.” My uncle Teddy didn’t show any of these emotions. Mr. Rogers would say “look for the people who are helping.” Even though my uncle had lost his son, he was still able to be a helper. I too wanted to be a helper and learned a valuable lesson that day: even if someone hurts me or a loved one, even if I am angry, sad, or frightened, I could still be a helper.

After the service was over, I ran up to my father. For me, he was a tower I could climb and a god I could look up to: strong enough to hold me up to the sky but scary enough to make bad men stay away.

“Dad, guess what?”

“What’s up, soldier?”

“I didn’t cry.”

He opened his mouth and grinned his approval, his gold tooth flashing. “My man.”

I was so proud of myself.

He always told me, “Big boys don’t cry.” Although I’d felt my tears building for Darnell, who I’d just played football with a few days earlier, I had pushed them down.

I was happy I had proven that I could be strong like him and my uncle, two men who could both stand in the face of adversity without losing the essence of who they were: loving, charismatic, joyous. I longed to be like them one day.

Born Leon Ford but known on the streets as Little Bit, my father was an infamous drug kingpin in Pittsburgh, a mastermind who could do business in any neighborhood in the city no matter what gang controlled the turf. This mobility allowed him to make a lot of money and earn respect. And where we come from, cash is king, and respect is God. After that day, I knew I wanted that respect. I would live for it.



A week or two after the funeral, my father made me breakfast as he usually did when I stayed at his house. I woke up to the smell of crisp bacon, scrambled cheese eggs, French toast, grits, freshly cut fruit, and orange juice. The light from the morning sun shined through my bedroom window. I stretched my arms to the ceiling and got out of bed, then stumbled to the kitchen to eat. My dad was already there, full of energy. He was always upbeat, especially when he made other people happy, and that day I would be the lucky recipient of his joy.

“Yo, dawg, you’re going to be G’d up today. I want you to wear your suit to school.” He chuckled and smiled.

I quickly ate my breakfast and went to my dad’s room where he had my clothes laid out.

“Did you brush your teeth?” he asked.

I whispered, “No, I was—”

He cut me off. “Listen, dawg, you got a million-dollar smile, you don’t want teeth like crackhead Larry. His shit all fucked up. All the girls gone call you shitty mouth Lee.”

We both laughed.

I brushed my teeth in his bathroom in one sink while he brushed his in the other. “Dad, why do you have two sinks in your bathroom—and that big tub and a shower?”

“Luxury, son. When you work hard you deserve to treat yourself to the best life has to offer. That’s why today you’re wearing a tailored suit. You worked hard and got on the honor roll, and this is your reward.”

Then he dressed me up in a shiny blue suit.

He asked me, “Yo, dawg, which car do you wanna drive today?”

This was our routine. Each morning, he would let me choose the car we would take to my school. For a five-year-old, the choice was empowering.

At the time, he owned four cars: a Mercedes, a nice BMW, a Land Cruiser, and a Corvette, all brand new. I picked the Mercedes, mostly because I found the logo appealing. Plus, it was the same car DMX drove in the movie Belly I had watched with my older brothers Reese and Dale. I thought it was cool that my dad could afford the same cars as rappers. To me, my dad was cooler than any rapper on TV.

We were soon on the road, me buckled up safe and secure in the front seat as the Lenny Williams classic “ ’Cause I Love You” spilled from the speakers. Our song. Each morning during the ride, my father would play the song so that we could sing it together. I screamed from the top of my lungs “Girl you know I, I, I love you.” My dad laughed hysterically. I could see the joy in his eyes. Once the song ended, he turned on the radio to WAMO, the R&B station. He loved R&B music, his favorite, but we both loved the comedian who had a morning program on the station. The guy talked in a funny voice, and my father and I would crack up at his jokes. Whenever my father opened his mouth, I could see his gold tooth sparkle. One day I would have a gold tooth just like him.

We stopped at a small bakery to buy me some donuts and chocolate milk, also part of our routine. I loved chocolate milk. I would shake it up so that it had bubbles at the top when I opened it. To me, shaking the milk made it have more flavor. Finally, we pulled up outside my school, Fort Pitt Elementary in Garfield, which sat on the top of the hill across from the projects where many of my family members lived and where my mother had an apartment. We would stay there when we weren’t with my father in the suburbs.

My father said, “Here, dawg, give these to your teacher.” He reached over the seat and passed me a bouquet of roses, bright and fragrant. I hopped out of the Mercedes.

The teachers standing outside the building started complimenting me. “Oh, look at you, little spiffy man. He’s spiffy right there.”

I felt like a superstar in my tailor-made suit, hopping out of a brand-new Benz. I knew something was different about my life compared to people around me. None of my friends’ parents drove a Mercedes or had an inground pool and I never saw any kids wear tailored suits to school.

Once inside the classroom, I presented the roses to my teacher. She buried her face in the flowers to imbibe their smell. Then she thanked me and gave me a hug. I took my seat.

Sometime after lunch, I remember doing my work in class then looking up and seeing my mom and dad peeking at me through the window of the classroom door. They would randomly pop up at my school sometimes. They opened the door and entered the room in matching Coogi sweaters. I knew that they lived in different homes, but here they were at my school dressed in matching, designer clothes. Normal parents don’t show up in your classroom wearing expensive sweaters. My mom with her pretty round face, high cheekbones, and big eyes. Her hair sculptured in finger waves. Gold chains encircled her neck, and huge gold door-knocker earrings hung from her ears. My dad rocked a gold Cuban link chain with a Mercedes-Benz charm, the same model that he drove. Both my parents wore Rolex watches.

I smiled as my classmates marveled at my parents. They came over and hugged me.

My mom gave me flowers and candy, while my dad presented the class with a gift, a box of twenty cupcakes, one for each classmate. Everyone became raucous and happy as my dad started to distribute the treats.

My mom said, “We love you so much, Leon. We’ll see you later, boo.”

I knew my mom meant what she said. I could deeply feel her love. My mom was a beautiful woman, not just her looks, but her presence radiated warmth. She made me feel safe in a way different from my dad. While my dad was a protector, outspoken and edgy, my mom had a calming spirit.

The entire class applauded my parents’ departure. I was already a popular kid, but the cupcakes made my classmates love me all that more. I felt special, and my teacher and classmates treated me special because of the way my parents treated me.

Once the class settled down, I gave the flowers to Rihanna, the pretty smooth-skinned girl with pigtails who sat next to me. I had a crush on her.

She smiled. “This is nice.” Shy, she looked at me without making eye contact.

I thought one day her and I would show up to our son’s class with nice clothes, jewelry, flowers, and cupcakes. The thought made me smile.

After school, I walked out the building with the other kids then hooked up with my cousins from the Garfield Projects. I liked being in the suburbs with my dad, but the hood was more exciting. Everybody knew me and I knew everybody and had the liberty to go anywhere I wanted and explore. I was Lil Bit and Tawn’s son. People affirmed and respected me. People loved me. Some called me Professor because of the way my dad dressed me and because I was so talkative and curious. People would compliment me: “Oh, you’re so handsome, you have the best smile,” they would say. “You’re Lil Bit’s son, right? You’re going to be something great one day.” Or, “You have a big smile just like Tawn.”

The projects were home: a relative or a friend of the family lived in almost every row of the projects. My grandma Peewee’s house was on one row. My grandma Flo’s house was about three rows away. My mom’s house was across the street. My grandma Peewee’s sisters all lived in the projects: my aunts Barbara, Kim, Linda, and Diane. And her brothers, my uncles Robert, Teddy, and Harry, all shared one house with their many kids. Even if they didn’t live there full time, I would see them often because we were a close-knit family. I would find my aunts and uncles either cooking in their homes or outside either drinking or just chilling and relaxing. Summertime in the projects smelled like charcoal, fresh cut grass, weed, and beer.

My cousins Tawana and Tyrone would babysit me when my mother needed them, too. Tawana always wanted a son and would dress me up and take me all over the neighborhood. Tyrone loved boxing and would always teach me how to throw my hands. He would say, “Let me see your guard, Lee,” and I would put my hands up and throw bunches. My cousins Luv, Robbie, and Raymon were all older than me and were always up for an adventure. They had to put up with my running behind them and trying to get into the mix. We would play football, chase girls around the neighborhood, and even sometimes crunch up old leaves and smoke them in rolled up paper. We could play outside well past sundown without fear. Occasionally drive-bys would have us ducking bullets, but it was a norm we quickly adapted to. My favorite time of day was right before dark: when I could watch my grandma play spades with my aunts and uncles around the dinner table or my cousins shoot dice on the stoop of the weed lady’s porch. A couple dollars were always destined to come my way.

I could hear Anita Baker’s “Caught Up in the Rapture” playing in the background. My grandma Peewee smiling as she showed me her hand of cards. I didn’t know what the cards meant, but I knew she was going to win because she was happy. “Come on, mutherfuckaaa,” she would say to my aunts and uncles. Usually if she was losing, she wouldn’t be this excited. “I got you, Grandson. This is the one right here. After this game I’m going to give you a couple dollars.”

My grandma always kept money in my pocket. Even if I had money, she would give me more. The spades game with my grandma and her crowd was calmer than the dice game. In the distance you could hear the dice game, the older guys arguing as usual, red flags hanging from their pockets. My aunt Barbara told me, “Stay away from them, Handsome. Them fools ain’t got no sense.”

Although we stayed in the projects, we never lacked for anything. My family members in the projects didn’t have money like my dad, but I never looked at them as being poor because they had everything they needed. We had everything we needed. We always had something to eat, somewhere to eat, and something to do. Not to mention the love. My grandma Peewee would say “We’re rich in spirit.” I believed her because life was always good and love was always present. Even among those in my family who struggled with alcoholism or drug abuse. They were still happy and thriving off our most important possession: family.

I didn’t realize until I got older that many of my aunts, my grandma’s sisters, were on drugs or that my grandma Flo and my uncle Sonny were alcoholics. It was as if a generational curse had been placed on my family. A firecracker, my grandma Flo drank a lot and cussed people out. As my father says, “She was crazy as hell. Nobody would or could talk crazy to her, but she would talk crazy to every-motherfucking-body else.” I remember the way she would say, “When I die, bury me upside down so you all can kiss my ass.” Although many things she said hurt, we still found humor in her feisty behavior.

Uncle Sonny, my grandma Peewee’s uncle, smelled like liquor, coming through his pores. Although a wino, he was a funny dude. He walked around singing and dancing like Michael Jackson. He would slap his thighs and knees, chest, and even mouth while singing, “Hambone have you heard, momma’s gonna buy you a mockingbird. If that mockingbird don’t sing, momma’s gonna buy you a diamond ring. If that diamond ring don’t shine, momma’s gonna buy you a gallon of wine.”

My grandma hated this song, but Uncle Sonny would always make me and everyone in the projects laugh.

“Hambone went to the sto. He pissed on the counter and shit on the flo. He wiped his ass with a piece of ham. Made the preacha man say goddamn.”

Tears of laughter would pour down my face. Everyone loved Uncle Sonny and he made everyone laugh, even at the expense of being kicked out by my grandma for a few hours.

When Uncle Sonny came over to Peewee’s house for a cookout or some other family gathering, it was my job to follow him to the bathroom and make sure he didn’t go in nobody’s room to steal something. I would spy on him through the bathroom door keyhole and see him going through all the cabinets and shelves, but I never told anyone because I didn’t want him to get beat up.

In Garfield, I was raised by survivors who taught me how to see the world, how to resolve conflict, how to provide for myself and others, and how to rise above circumstances beyond my control. My paternal relations managed to survive with hustler’s ambition, grit, toughness, and respect, while my maternal relatives rooted their survival in love, togetherness, and forgiveness.

I don’t remember any arguments or disputes between maternal family members. Close-knit, they are happy and forgiving and kind to others. Their house in the Garfield Projects was known as the Greens’s house. The door was always wide open. The residence smelled like Pine-Sol since somebody was always mopping the floor. Pine-Sol, grease, cigarettes, and beer, those are the smells I remember. While my grandma Flo served meals to flip a profit, my grandma Peewee cooked for anybody who was hungry. Everybody was welcome at the Greens’s house. Everybody came to the Greens’s house. Everybody loved the Greens. Grandma Peewee would have music playing, mostly the R&B music that she loved: Luther Vandross, Marvin Gaye, the Temptations, Minnie Riperton, Stevie Wonder, and Aretha Franklin. And she would be trying to get people to dance. She loved to dance.

These are the two worlds that I come from, the Fords and the Greens.






2 MY PARENTS’ CODE


From a young age, my parents taught me to live by a code. A means of survival that still lives inside me today.

When I wanted to stay with my mom, I stayed with her, and when I wanted to stay with my dad, I stayed with him. My dad’s house was a place of adventure with a huge saltwater aquarium flashing bright fish, baby alligators swimming in the backyard pond, an inground swimming pool, a park, and four cars in the garage. We would feed the alligators white mice that we purchased from a pet store. My dad had a treehouse built that we would climb. Sometimes I would be brave, climb to the top and jump off. We would play video games or try to play pool on my dad’s huge pool table. Green chalk would be all over our fingertips from rubbing the square block on the top of the pool sticks. My father was a year-round Santa who showered my two siblings and me with presents. We got brand-new sneakers every weekend; I loved to show off every new pair of Jordans. He bought us yo-yos and Pokémon cards. His house was packed with mini motor scooters, dirt bikes, and go-carts. Anything we wanted. Everything we wanted.

I would ask my dad to let my cousins Luv, Robbie, and Raymon come over to the house. Sometimes my brothers Reese and Dale would be there too, my dad’s children from another relationship. My cousins and brothers were all five to seven years older than me. They would play Super Mario 64, 007, and other console games. I would love to watch them play and enjoy their company, but I also didn’t like the way they treated me because I was younger than them. They wouldn’t let me play or would make me wait to play after they had, even though it was my game.

My dad stayed on one side of the enormous house, while I stayed with my brothers and cousins on the other side. We’d run through the massive halls finding spots—inside the Jacuzzi, or under the pool table stacked with money counters, or between one of the two different living rooms.

But being the youngest was rough: once they caught me, they would make me eat fish food or try to put me in the oven. I would scream and cry, but I couldn’t tell my dad. My dad never respected a snitch, even if it was his own son. He would beat all of them for bullying me, then beat me for snitching.

Still, I liked hanging with my brothers and cousins and giving them hell. I always tried my best to hold my own with the “big boys.” They would punch me in the chest. Since I was smaller and weaker, I knew punching them back would do little to no damage. So I went for their nuts, strategically leveling the playing field. Luv was six years older than me and was tighter with my cousins Robbie and Ray, who were closer in age. He lived directly behind my grandma Flo and was always around. I’d punch Luv in his jewels when he least expected it and run off laughing. He could be talking to someone, then boop, I would hit him and roll out. He’d double over. “Yo, come on, bro.” He wouldn’t even try to chase me because he’d be in too much pain. “Yo, what the fuck’s wrong with this little dude?” I’d rather hit Luv because Robbie, Raymon, or my brothers would hit me back. Luv would just laugh the pain away.

I was used to having my older cousins around, and I spent as much time as I could with them in the Garfield Projects. Once, when I was about six years old, I was hanging with Luv, Robbie, and Raymon, and some other kids, throwing rocks at a beehive. The hive was inside a sneaker hanging from a telephone line right behind my grandma Flo’s house. The older guys were throwing bricks at the beehive, trying to knock it down, while I threw rocks. Every time we hit it, bees would swarm out. So we just kept throwing, big fun. For some reason, I ran under the hive, and somebody threw a brick and cracked me right in the back of the head.

At first, I didn’t know what had happened, only that it hurt like hell. Then I saw the blood snaking down my torso. My whole scalp had split wide open. I was overcome by pain and anger, but I was also thrilled. In the projects you had to be rough, and even at six years old I knew having stitches would serve me up some bragging rights.

My brothers Reese and Dale jumped on the dude who threw the brick, their first reaction. Not that the dude meant to hit me. But we were taught, if somebody hurt you or your brothers, hurt them worse.

I never shed a tear. I was Little Bit’s son.

My father molded me and my male cousins to be aggressive. We weren’t allowed to cry, snitch, or do anything that would go against our legacy, which was to become “thoroughbreds.” In his eyes, he would have failed as a father if we were soft, because the world was unforgiving. In his mind, he needed to prepare us for the hard truth: when you’re a Black man in America, life isn’t fair. To survive, you had to be tough. No exceptions.

We would have big cookouts behind my grandma Flo’s house and boxing matches. My dad would get the boxing gloves, and we would fight while he looked on.

By the time I was seven years old, I gained a reputation as a fighter, for being good with my fists. I was always getting into tussles. I was one of those dudes that nobody wanted to mess with. Although I enjoyed winning fights, I never really enjoyed fighting. I was not the type to start something, but once provoked, I would fuck up my opponent while my older cousins cheered me on.

At school, during Miss Gray’s class, I got into my first real fight, when another dude called Rihanna a bitch. Miss Gray pulled us apart.

I received a suspension. It was a serious matter. I feared that my father would be upset. Instead, he asked me, “Did you win?” I nodded. He smiled, relishing the fact that his namesake could handle himself. From that moment on, I knew being a fighter would make my dad proud, even if it meant that the dominant society of law-abiding, working people didn’t approve.

My father ran with several women. I knew all of them; I even played with their kids. He would say, “Don’t tell your mom my business. Make sure of that. If she asks you anything, tell her, ask your dad.” I never told my mom about my dad’s side pieces. He would brag to his friends that I was “a thorough lil nigga,” an affirmation that meant the world to me. I was my dad’s confidant and running buddy. I grew up loving my sisters and my mother but distrusting women overall. That was what my father taught me.

My mother never turned my siblings and me against my dad no matter what they went through. For the most part, their fights were grown-ups’ business and we stayed out of it. Later, I would learn that she became attracted to him because, as an older man, she saw him as a father figure. Her father had never been in her life. I also wonder if she saw someone else under the surface—the lost boy who needed someone to love him unconditionally. A healer with a forgiving heart, my mom can see the good in others, whatever their shortcomings. People would always compliment my mom about her smile and good energy. She would say, “It doesn’t cost anything to be a good person.”

She always had words of love, support, and encouragement for all of us. If I came home from school and told her I wanted to be a fireman, she would buy me a helmet. If my older sister Shalaia said she wanted to be a doctor, Mom would buy her a toy stethoscope. To this day, she has the warmest smile. Patient and kind, she encouraged me and my sisters to chase our dreams no matter how big or small. She would listen to us in a way that made us feel heard. She was thoughtful, giving gifts she knew we wanted even if she did not have the kind of money my dad had at his disposal. In every action, she made us feel loved, valued, and appreciated.

As unlike as they were as people, my parents shared a common worldview. They were both honest with me and my siblings. They saw the importance of protecting me with truth, instead of sheltering me. When I asked them questions, my parents answered to the best of their abilities with the truth. They found innovative means to express reality in a way that I could understand, and I think that really helped me evolve as a person, as a man.

I had friends whose mothers and fathers sugarcoated things, and those are my same friends who are getting in trouble now. Shelly, one of my dad’s childhood friends, was addicted to heroin. Her mom had also been addicted to heroin, a fact I knew because my dad had been honest with me and told me. I remember him saying to me, “Yeah, Shelly used to be fine as hell. We all wanted her, but she gave it up to some older dude. The nigga turned her out and before we knew it, she was getting high.” The harsh realities of the hood.

I remember feeling sad for Shelly. Before I learned her story, I looked at her and other crackheads like animals. I remember making jokes about them with my cousins and even sometimes throwing rocks at them. Crackheads were dirty and they smelled bad. But my dad’s words sank into my head: “Everyone has a story.” My mom would simply say, “Be nice to people, you never know what they’re going through.” She practiced what she preached and set a good example. She was kind to everybody, no matter who they were or what they did for a living. She would have long conversations with women like Shelly or any of the crackheads in the neighborhood. She would say, “Don’t call them crackheads. They’re just sick right now.” She didn’t have to share stories. My dad’s truth was vivid enough for a six-year-old.



Thinking back, I believe my dad tried to create a bubble around me to insulate me from all the things he had to suffer and endure growing up in segregated Pittsburgh. My dad had it rough from the day he was born in 1966 in Larimer, one of the city’s worst neighborhoods.

Now, people did not play with my father, and they did not play with his family. He had friends who weren’t tough, but off of his strength, they were protected. Nobody messed with them. Sometimes his enemies showed him more respect and loyalty than his friends.

Although he was a man who some feared, he had a loving side. He did his best to make sure those he cared about were comfortable and safe. He provided substantial financial support for the Little League football team that I started playing for when I was five years old. He helped save people’s homes from foreclosure. He helped pay for funerals and helped deter young men from the streets by putting money in their pockets and keeping it real about the harsh realities of the criminal lifestyle. I remember being in the backseat of his car once and hearing him tell a young guy standing on the corner, “Stay in school, dawg. This shit ain’t for you. The only way out of this game is a cell or a casket. Ain’t nothing good going to come out of the street life.”

He raised me to be myself. I never heard him say, “You got to work one hundred times harder than white people.” Instead, he would tell me, “Man, be yourself. You’re already great.”

I watched him build relationships. He taught me to see others as they are. He didn’t trust many people, but still had the ability to go into any space and make friends, a quality I admired. I learned much—how to be loyal, honest, authentic—just from watching him. He never told me, “Hey, Leon, you do this like this.” He let his life be an example. He would always say, “Even a bad example is a good example for what not to be.”

One morning, my dad and I came out of the shop with my donuts and chocolate milk, only to find some guy leaning up against the passenger door of my dad’s car. I had never seen a man so tall and skinny. He was all angles like a praying mantis.

“Oh, if it ain’t Lil Bit,” the man said. He sucked his teeth.

My dad said, “I know one thing. You better get yo ass off my car.”

“Nigga, you think I’m scared of you? I don’t give a fuck who you are. I’ll kick yo muthafuckin ass.”

Fear moved through my body.

“I know one thing for sure, ain’t no nigga going to disrespect me, especially in front of my son.” My dad looked at me and smiled. “Watch this, dawg.”

My dad grabbed the dude by the throat, swung behind him and placed him in a chokehold, then choked the guy unconscious and let him fall to the sidewalk. My dad kicked him in the head, went in his pockets, took his money, and gave it to a homeless person sitting on an orange milk crate. The homeless man smiled.

The man that my dad choked got up and said, “Damn, Bit. I was just playing.” Then ran off.

My father told me, “Never let anyone play with you. They’ll try you and act like they’re joking. They’re just trying to see if they can get out on you. I’ve been wanting to beat this nigga’s ass for a long time. He’s the neighborhood bully. I watched him disrespect all the project dudes and waited for him to try me. He finally grew some balls to try me. He got the right one today.” He smiled. “Yo, dawg, never be a bully. They always meet their match. Come on, Lee Dawg. Let’s get out of here.”

My fear turned into excitement. My dad seemed invincible.
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