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DEDICATION


To God and all the angels watching over me and protecting me every day: thank you for not allowing my enemies to prevail, and thank you for giving me the strength to overcome every obstacle that has been put in my path. I have truly been blessed, and I give all the glory to my heavenly Father.

With love to my grandmother, Mary Louise Martin: you alone revealed my destiny to me as a child. I thank you for your unconditional love and God-given vision for my destiny in life. I will always bask in the sunshine you left, and I am shining it on people who need it all over the world. In my darkest moments you were always there cheering me on, and there is not a day or night that I do not think of you and miss you. I will continue to strive to be the best that I can and be worthy to be called your grandson.

In appreciation and respect for my grandfather, Dr. Anderson Major Martin, for providing a spiritual foundation for me and all of our family members to follow and stand on. Your tireless commitment to God, your family, and your community was unprecedented. Your life and sense of style was legendary. I will always walk in the shadow of your greatness, and I will continue to do my best to keep your legacy and memory alive for new generations. Your powerful spirit has compelled me to resume my proper place in life.

To my parents, Deborah and Irving Woods: thank you for the gift of life. In spite of our many differences I want you to know that there has never been a day that I haven’t loved you, and I will always be willing to give my life or anything that is in my power to help you. I thank you for all the positive things that you did to help me in my life.

Victor, my son, never be afraid. Have courage and integrity, and believe in God, and help people whenever you can. There is absolutely nothing that you can’t do if you believe in yourself. Always know that I love you. Follow my path, my son, but avoid the pitfalls I fell into. Choose your friends wisely, and seek out not fortune or fame but wisdom, knowledge, and understanding. Remember always and forever that you are a prince and act accordingly.

To my nephew Blake: you are a handsome and gifted young man. Never let those who are uncaring or too ignorant to understand what you have to offer the world frustrate or deter you from your greatness. I recognize who and what you are and, most important, what you have to offer. Never give up. Love, Uncle Victor.

Amira, my daughter born on 7-7-7: you are a special, beautiful, sensitive child of God. What a smart young lady you are: you are destined to become a great woman of substance and value. I expect you to fulfill greatness in your life: you are special. May your life be filled with happiness and all your dreams come true. Never let anyone define your existence or potential. Always put God first. Love, Daddy.

Sasha, my daughter and fierce little warrior: your spirit is great, peppered with drive and energy. You are a beautiful, special child who is destined to do great things. Put God first and no human being before you, and the world will be yours. I love you.

To my daughters Amanda and Alexis Woods: may you find the courage to look in the mirror and change the things that you can, accept the things that you can’t, and strive to reach your true potential in life. Life will not always be easy, but if you never give up and continue to try, the world and everything good in it will eventually open up to you.

To my sisters, Valerie and Vanessa: may you obtain peace, joy, and happiness in your lives, and may your children be blessed and your futures bright.






Foreword

My first encounter with Victor Woods was not a meeting by chance. To the contrary. Our paths inevitably crossed in St. Louis, at a speaking engagement where we both addressed the state of our nation’s youth. It would be the beginning of a friendship immersed in our mutual concern for humanity, and, in particular, the present state of African Americans as it relates to the criminal justice system, in which a hugely disproportionate number of people of color are incarcerated.

The odyssey of Victor Woods is a complicated journey peppered with peaks and valleys, triumphs and disasters. At the time of his birth, the path to his eventual success had already been set. Born to two college-educated parents, graduates of Morehouse and Spellman Colleges, and with the ever-present guidance of his maternal grandmother, who never stopped believing in his potential and his abilities, Victor Woods was able to achieve greatness in his life. Even in his darkest hours, his grandmother’s faith was unmoved and unswayed. Faith is the belief in things unseen, and she maintained her faith in Victor through all his trials and tribulations. He is the grandson of a prominent Baptist minister, the late Reverend Dr. Anderson Major Martin, and Victor’s grandmother, Mary Louise Martin, prophesied that Victor would indeed follow in the reverend’s footsteps. As fate would have it, this prophecy would eventually become a reality.

Although Victor was afforded every opportunity to achieve success and compete in mainstream society, at an early age it became painfully apparent to those who loved him, particularly his parents and teachers, that his journey to success would take a different, more arduous path toward fulfilling his early promise. However unlikely a candidate for a life of crime, Victor was incarcerated twice, once for a sophisticated armed robbery ring as a teenager, and later for his participation in a multimillion-dollar conspiracy in which he refused to turn in his friends and members of his own family. They would ultimately betray him, justifying their own culpability and responsibility for their criminal behavior. Victor Woods is a man who would not sell out his family and friends to buy his freedom, and that is called integrity.

Victor would begin his incarceration with his head bloodied but unbowed, and, most important, with his integrity intact. As one delves into the unfortunate criminal behavior that led to Victor’s downfall, it’s worth noting that the intelligence, talent, and brilliance he possessed were remarked upon by any number of people in the criminal justice system. U.S. Attorney Josh Buchman, at the time of Victor’s sentencing, would remark: “Mr. Woods is a man of considerable talents. His power of persuasion is remarkable.”

If not for Victor’s vision, tenacity, determination, and ability to survive, his talents might have been squandered, lost in the criminal justice system like those of so many young African-American males in prisons scattered across the United States. For these young men, surviving and finding a path back to their families and society is a daunting task and, in many cases, almost impossible. In the 1980s, the United States incarcerated 500,000 people. Today that number has ballooned to 2.3 million. Of that number, African Americans, Hispanics, and other minorities make up more than 60 percent. In fact, depending on the geographical location, that number may be even more disturbing and appalling, with an even greater percentage of African Americans in the prison industrial complex. There is a multiplicity of issues standing before this nation in regard to the current state of affairs of the penal system. In the state of Illinois, for example, African Americans make up only 15 percent of the general population but represent 65 percent of the overall prison population, which is incredible and unacceptable. One out of every 10 African-American men is in prison or under the control of the criminal justice system in one way or another, such as probation and/or parole. The United States incarcerates a larger percentage of the African-American population than South Africa did at the height of apartheid. Indeed, there are more African Americans incarcerated in the United States now than during slavery, thus wreaking havoc on the structure of the black family and the community at large. More than 2.7 million children have an incarcerated parent: the ratio of children with a parent incarcerated has increased from 1 in 125 to 1 in 28 in just the last twenty-five years.

These are the circumstances from which Victor Woods would ultimately rise from the ashes like the phoenix, determined on being a beacon of light and forging a road map for those still incarcerated. Moreover, Victor has become a shining light of inspiration for anyone trying to find a way through life with all its trials and tribulations. There is no pain so dire as pain that is constant, and no tragedy so heavy as one seemingly without meaning.

The beginning of Victor Wood’s life is a story of reckless youth and unbridled passion and ambition gone wrong. Today, his life, without question, is a testament to the unconquerable human spirit. A gifted orator, Victor speaks with conviction and has become a force for good and a voice for all those lost souls searching for their purpose and rightful place in life. In spite of insurmountable odds, he set out to change the trajectory of his life. Often, like so many people attempting to pull themselves out of the depths of hopelessness and despair, he was met with fierce opposition from those hell-bent on reminding him of his past transgressions, instead of inspiring and encouraging him on his new journey to uplift and motivate the human spirit. At last, he has found his voice, and his purpose in life could not be clearer. His grandmother’s vision of him addressing multitudes of people has been manifested. The sum total of his commitment and success is far beyond someone who was simply incarcerated and has made good. Victor’s success far exceeds that of most people, who have never been faced with the obstacles he has overcome. Whether he created those obstacles, or overcame those that befell him, he had the character to stay steadfast and ever vigilant on his journey. Clearly, ambition cannot be taught, only nurtured. Victor’s ambition is obviously boundless, and his life has now shifted from what might have been to focusing on his current ascension to achieving greatness in his own life. His message is not only for those who are incarcerated or at risk for incarceration; it speaks to all of us who desire to make the best of what’s been given to us.
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CHAPTER 1 The Sting


It was a lovely Chicago summer day in July 1990. The sun was shining, not a cloud in the sky. My girlfriend and I were cruising down Lake Shore Drive in my Corvette. The convertible top was down, and I could smell the last vestiges of well-seasoned food we’d just eaten from the Taste of Chicago as we passed Grant Park.

The beauty of the sunlight reflecting on Lake Michigan was complemented by a cool breeze from the lake. In a matter of seconds, Soldier Field, home of the Chicago Bears, was behind us. A few minutes later, we passed the Museum of Science and Industry and then onto Stoney Island Avenue. We were on our way to Razor’s jewelry store. It was near 69th and Stoney.

When we arrived, Delilah stayed in the car and I went in. I was greeted by Razor’s wife, who took my watch and began cleaning it, as she usually did when I visited the store. There was no one else in the store, so we got right down to business.

Razor was a brother in his mid-thirties. I asked him if he had the money as we agreed. His negative reply irritated me. He then asked if I had the merchandise. I told him “No.” Obviously, we were both being cautious about the exchange.

I told him the merchandise was nearby, and with a telephone call, it could be dropped off. He said once it was received, we would pick up the money at another location. I was perturbed that we had to alter our original plan. We finally agreed that I would instruct my guy to make the drop, and we would then proceed together to pick up my cash.

I called my guy, Jimmy, and told him to deliver the package to the Holiday Inn in Harvey, Illinois, as Razor requested. Twenty-five minutes later, Razor received a call that the 700 blank Visa Gold credit cards were received, and all was well. I then talked to my guy, and he confirmed that everything was cool.

Razor casually got into his new Thunderbird, and Delilah and I followed him to the drop. Rainbow Beach was also on Chicago’s South Side, and not too far from Razor’s store. It was afternoon when we arrived at the beach. There were a few cars scattered in the parking lot and several people enjoying the summer day. Razor parked near a Datsun 280Z, and I parked about twenty-five feet away from Razor. Again, I told Delilah to wait in the car.

Everybody got out of their cars simultaneously, looking to the left and to the right, while proceeding toward one another. After we converged, the brother from the 280Z said, “What’s up?” He opened a duffel bag he had been carrying on his left shoulder, and showed me the money: $30,000 in 100-dollar bills. He then tried to hand me the duffel bag. I told him no thank you. There was no offense intended, but I didn’t know him from Adam. I told him to give the bag to Razor, and Razor would give it to me.

As Razor took the money and reached out to give it to me, the whole parking lot lit up like a Christmas tree. There were undercover agents everywhere. Some were closing in on us in cars, while others were running toward us on foot, guns drawn. It was the most police I had seen in a long time. The United States prosecutor was even in attendance for the show.

All of us were handcuffed and thrown against one of the unmarked police cars. As an agent pressed a shotgun against my head, Razor looked at me and asked if I had set him up. I just looked at him and the other brother in total disgust. On the contrary, I knew I had just been set up. They had Delilah surrounded in my Corvette. She looked over at me and smiled, as if to say it was all some big joke.

I rode downtown in an unmarked car with three Secret Service agents, just as I had three weeks earlier. But then, I knew the game was over. I knew I was headed back to prison. As I was sitting inside the federal building handcuffed to the wall, Lee Seville, the same gray-haired agent who had told me three weeks before to help myself and cooperate with the government, came into the room.

He informed me that my guy Jimmy was telling him so much that I had better start talking before there was nothing left to tell. He said if I didn’t talk, I was going to the Metropolitan Correctional Center (MCC) in downtown Chicago. At that moment, I knew what I had to do. I began to reflect on the circumstances that had led me to this place and time—on how I came to find myself in big trouble for the second time.

Well-Bred

My parents never spent much time talking about their parents. However, my father did tell me my great-grandmother was blind and deaf, and she had been raped by an Irishman. As a result, my father’s mother was so fair that people thought she was white. I never met my grandfather. They had four children—my father and his three sisters—all with light skin. My father’s hair was black, but his sisters all had red hair and freckles.

My father, Irving Woods, grew up in Florida at a time when segregation prevailed, and black people regardless of their complexion were treated like dogs. My grandfather left my grandmother, who was a nurse, when their children were small. My father grew up in a tiny house that rested on a dirt road. There was no toilet, only an outhouse. He grew up like most black people in the South at that time: poor and discriminated against. However, he had a tremendous amount of motivation and inner strength. Attending segregated schools that had only secondhand books, he read all he could. He worked odd jobs, and helped his mother, and prided himself on the fact that he never caused his mother any problems. At high school, where he was chosen to lead the band, he already had a good reputation.

Extremely handsome and intelligent, my father was and always had been a very proud man. He told me about a white instructor who administered the driver’s test at a motor vehicles bureau, who insisted my father call him “sir.”

“I’m not here to Uncle Tom you,” replied my father. It was no surprise that my father failed the driving test.

Dad attended Morehouse College in Atlanta, Georgia, where he met my mother, a striking Spelman woman with beautiful honey-brown skin, big brown eyes, and an arresting smile. She was smart, incredibly talented, and had a good sense of humor.

My mother, Deborah Woods, grew up differently from my father and from most black people in the fifties. Raised in a sprawling home surrounded by beautiful things and wanting for nothing, she was the daughter of a prominent Detroit minister who had risen from humble beginnings to the very top of his field. Mama was the most popular girl in her high school and was always the center of attention. She sang and played piano at social gatherings. My mother lived a more privileged existence than most white people. My mother and grandmother told me many stories about my grandfather and how much he loved them and the Lord. Most of the important details about my grandfather were handed down to me by my grandmother.

My maternal grandfather, Rev. Dr. Anderson Major Martin, grew up in Mississippi, left home at an early age for Chicago and received his degree from the Moody Bible Institute. He was flamboyant and always had a new Cadillac. One man who knew my grandfather for years told me he was the most sharply dressed man he had ever seen. He had a pair of shoes and a hat to match each tailored suit. But most importantly, I’ve been told he was a great family man.

My grandmother, Mary Louise Martin, was a beautiful, extremely intelligent Christian woman from Brooklyn, New York. She adored my grandfather. Her whole world was her two girls, her husband, and the church.

At one time, Rev. Dr. Anderson Major Martin was one of the most respected ministers in the country. His sermons were said to be spellbinding. One Sunday morning, before I was born, he died as he wanted to: preaching in the pulpit to his congregation. Former President Richard Nixon sent flowers to his funeral. Before my grandfather died, he told my grandmother that if anything ever happened to him, he didn’t want her to remarry because he wouldn’t be able to rest in peace if anybody mistreated her. My grandmother never did remarry. A selfless person who lived to serve God and take care of her family, she worked as a math teacher so my mother and aunt could complete their college educations.

After college, my parents married. It was 1962, and although my father had a college degree, as a black man he had trouble finding a job, so they moved in with my mother’s mother. My father took a job at a local grocery store stocking shelves, while continuing to look for a better job. Eventually he secured a job with a Fortune 500 company, and was promoted and transferred frequently.

I was born on March 23, 1964. People said I was a beautiful baby. My mother said that everywhere she took me people would stop her and ask to look at me. My parents were proud and showered me with attention.

My grandmother and I started loving each other from the first time we laid eyes on each other. Her love remains with me to this day. My grandfather’s death had left a tremendous void in her life, so when I was born, she dedicated herself to me. As long as she lived she showered me with love, wisdom and knowledge. My grandmother taught math in Detroit for thirty-five years. I remember always going to school with her when I was a little boy. Before I could even walk or talk, I had already formed a strong spiritual bond with Mary Louise Martin.

Grandma treated me like a prince. She constantly showered me with gifts. I was a hyperactive child; I got into anything and everything. I was also spoiled rotten. I began to get into mischief early on. When I was two years old, I locked the baby-sitter out of the house. I ran around so much that she could barely keep up with me. I was so out of control, my doctor prescribed Thorazine to calm me down. Apparently, it rendered me almost comatose. I sat on the couch in front of the TV like a zombie. After a week, my mother felt sorry for me and took me off the medication. She resigned herself to letting me run wild.

At three, my parents enrolled me in Montessori preschool. I was Dennis the Menace, Chuckie from Child’s Play, and Damien from The Omen—all in one. I wouldn’t sit when they told me to sit, nor would I stand when they told me to stand. I followed none of the rules and was so disruptive that my mother was often called to pick me up early. Finally, the teachers gave up and told my parents not to bring me back—by age three, I had been kicked out of school. I had already started to develop a pattern of behavior I would maintain well into my adult life.

I refused to follow rules; it had to be my way or no way. And despite my incorrigible behavior, I could charm people. I had an early grasp of the English language, and people always commented on how well I spoke, how smart I was. Most people thought I was “so cute” and allowed me to get away with just about everything. I recognized that and used it.

When I was three, my mother gave birth to a baby girl. Valerie was a beautiful baby with a head of curly black hair. I used to get my sister into trouble by knocking her food onto the floor while my mother’s back was turned. Valerie would cry and my mother would scold her while I sat back, watched, and enjoyed the show. Even though I sometimes got my sister into trouble, we did everything together, and eventually became best friends.

Suburban Life, Jack & Jill and Racism 101

I continued to act the fool in kindergarten. I refused to listen to the teacher or follow the rules. Valerie was the opposite. She was a very quiet child who didn’t get into any trouble. My teachers began to tell my parents what they would hear throughout my school experience; I was smart, but didn’t listen and wouldn’t follow the rules.

My father continued to earn promotions and we were constantly moving. He was successful, and we were comfortable. I never remember wanting for anything during my childhood. My father took excellent care of us, determined to do what his father never tried to do.

Through all the promotions and moves, I maintained an intensely close relationship with my maternal grandmother, Mary Louise Martin. She wrote me loving letters and we talked on the phone. We always spent Christmas at her house in Detroit, or she would visit us. My mother’s sister, her husband, and their two children would also gather at my grandmother’s house for the holiday festivities.

My grandmother was a fantastic cook. She made cookies and cakes from scratch and the best hot rolls I have ever tasted. I remember sitting at the table watching her make rolls. I would eat the dough, and she’d say, “It’s gonna rise in your stomach,” and we would burst into laughter.

My grandmother’s house seemed like a castle to me. There were two different stairways leading upstairs, five bathrooms, a bar in the basement and an attic as big as most apartments, equipped with a bathroom of its own. My grandfather’s study had shelves of books and a handsome desk and chair. A large colored picture of him hung on the wall, and everywhere I moved in that room, my grandfather’s eyes would follow.

When we went to see my grandmother, we attended service at Newlight Baptist Church, where my grandfather used to preach. My grandmother was still active in the church and was considered its first lady. The church was so huge that the preacher had to speak through a microphone. There were two choirs and nurses for people who caught the Holy Ghost. When I was growing up, all the people in the church knew and remembered my grandfather, and expressed love and respect for him.

After church service, we were treated like celebrities. People lined up to talk to me and meet the late reverend’s grandson. Many old men and women just wanted to kiss me. It used to scare me, but I loved all the attention. I never could begin to imagine that one day I too would find myself in the pulpit, speaking to thousands of people.

My grandmother told me stories about my grandfather so often I felt I knew him personally. Some nights, in bed with my grandmother, I fell asleep in her arms as she talked about him. I was going to preach one day as my grandfather had preached, she said, making sure to keep my grandfather’s memory alive. “You’re going to talk to large crowds.” I disagreed, but she would laugh and say, “You just wait and see.”

In the mid-1970s, we moved to Arlington Heights, Illinois, an affluent suburb of Chicago. We were the first black family to move there. A neighbor who befriended my parents told them that others were saying “niggers are moving in” and held a town meeting where they tried to raise enough money for the town to buy the house in order to keep us out. I was in the fourth grade when we moved to Arlington Heights. We had moved from a diverse neighborhood in New York. I knew little about racism. I quickly made friends with a few boys on the block and enjoyed that first summer. But I was going to receive a crash course on racism.

I was unprepared for the first day of school. My sister and I were the first black children to attend Juliette Low Elementary School. I was called “nigger” more times than I care to remember. Although they had never been around anyone black, those white children had been told black people were “niggers.” When they saw me, they pointed and called me a “nigger.” It was like a child seeing a giraffe in a book for years, then finally going to a zoo and seeing a real one. Racism is taught and learned.

Being the only black in my class was horrible. I hated it. I especially hated it when the teacher would talk about slavery. Each of those white children in class one by one turned to look at me, as the teacher explained the little bit that American public schools share with students about black people and our history.

One day in Social Studies class, we discussed the subject of welfare. One boy in class said his father told him all black people were on welfare. Everybody turned around and looked at me. The teacher admonished him, but the damage was already done. I don’t think my parents considered all the cruelties that would be inflicted upon their children when they thrust us in an all-white environment. They had been raised in segregated black environments.

The never-ending battle with my parents remained constant with regard to my behavior at home. I was determined to do things the only way I knew how—my way. Despite the madness at school, I had a normal childhood. I played baseball, rode my bicycle, and watched TV. Kung Fu was my favorite show; I was a karate man. My grandmother even bought me a karate uniform. I was fascinated with Bruce Lee. I watched his movies and read any book about him I could find.

My second sister was born when I was in the fourth grade. It was an exciting time. After my parents brought my baby sister home, Valerie and I ran home from school and rushed in to see her lying in her crib. I held her, under the watchful eye of my parents.

Vanessa was a beautiful baby and had the Woods’s trademark head of hair. She was happy and athletic—crawling within months and walking early. She would go on to become a track star in junior high and high school.

In addition to sports, my parents involved us in Jack & Jill of America, an exclusive black social organization whose goal was to bring black children from good backgrounds together. At the time its members were mostly upper middle class and wealthy families, but recently they have reached out to less fortunate blacks for membership. Jack & Jill has chapters across the country, and membership is by invitation. Through Jack & Jill, I was able to meet black children from the other suburbs and other cities who were the only blacks in their schools, too, experiencing similar trials and tribulations.

Jack & Jill had local, regional and national politics, with children seeking offices, and mothers trying to get them elected. Annual regional and national conventions allowed us to meet black children from across the country. The only black people I interacted with were those we met when we visited my grandmother in Detroit or through Jack & Jill.

I had a deep hunger in my heart to meet and understand all kinds of black people, not just the black bourgeoisie.

As most years went by, most of the children in my neighborhood grew to accept me, and by junior high school, I was one of the most popular kids in school. Saturday Night Fever, starring John Travolta, was a hit movie and one of my other friends and I put together a routine, tried out for a school talent show, and won. After that, I was invited to all the parties, and the girls always wanted to dance with me.

My grades were always a mess. If I got a C, my parents were happy. I refused to study and couldn’t concentrate. I was the class clown and enjoyed making the other children laugh. Being the lone black student I quickly adopted the philosophy: Better to make them laugh with you, than at you.

School was one big party. White kids asked me stupid questions like: What do you do with your hair? Or, do you wear suntan lotion in the summer? I hated the questions, but I knew most of them didn’t mean any harm, they were simply ignorant.

The morning after Jimmy Carter had won the presidential election, I was waiting at the bus stop to go to school. My parents had felt good about the election and although I didn’t know a thing about politics, I felt good about it, too. I made the mistake of sharing that joy with one of the white boys at the bus stop. “The only reason President Carter won was because all the niggers voted for him,” he said. The others started laughing at me. Hurt and disgusted, I retaliated in the way I knew best—fighting. Hearing the word “nigger” was like pulling the trigger for an ass-kicking from me. In spite of my popularity, I still constantly had to deal with insensitive comments from other students.

On 1950s-day in school, a day everybody dressed up in fifties’ attire, one white girl asked me why I bothered to dress up, since there were no black people in the fifties! She never saw any black people on TV show reruns of the era, so we must not have existed.

The irony, however, was all of those white kids were bobbing and hopping to music created and performed by black people. The truly scary thing, though, was that the girl really believed there were no black people in the 1950s. I had to deal with ignorance every day.

I had a few girlfriends in junior high school. All we did was hold hands—no big deal. In eighth grade being black in an all-white environment became even worse. One night at a party, we started playing spin the bottle. None of the girls wanted to kiss me when the bottle landed on me. When it came to kissing, I was no longer the cute little black kid. I left the party hurt and disturbed. That night marked the beginning of my education on how truly unaccepted I really was in white America.

Freshman Year, High School

Poor grades aside, somehow I graduated from junior high and entered Rolling Meadows High School in 1978. Other than being the class clown and getting poor grades, I was a good kid. I had never stolen anything, nor had I ever tried drugs or alcohol. I was excited about going to high school, but worried at the same time. I knew I would probably be the only black child in the school—again. There was the threat of upper classmen who were bound to give me a hard time.

Also, there would be an influx of new freshmen from several different junior high schools. That meant having to deal with unfamiliar white kids who probably never went to school with a black kid before. The mere thought sickened me.

I spent the night before my first day of high school worrying about what I was going to wear. I was a simple dresser. I wore what the white kids wore: blue jeans, Colorado boots, and a long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves rolled up.

My first day, I was surprised to see a black girl—Teresa—in the freshman class. It was nice to see some more color. I considered my first day of high school good, because nobody called me nigger. (By high school, most white kids knew they shouldn’t call blacks niggers, at least not to their face.)

As the year moved on, I settled into being the constantly tardy class clown and throwing things in the classroom. Then I decided to try out for the freshman basketball team. I had spent the summer on the court. My favorite player was Julius Erving, more affectionately known as Dr. J.

Happily, I made the team. My jump shot was only fair, but I had excellent ball-handling skills. I wanted to play like Dr. J., and did exactly that whenever I got the chance. I didn’t play much, however, because the coach wanted me to play within the team concept. But I was on the team, and that gave me status.

Then some of my white friends began to make derogatory remarks about black people in my presence. When I took offense and told them so, they would smile and say, “Victor, you’re not like one of them, you’re one of us.”

All I could see was white. I didn’t know much about black people, but I knew I wasn’t white.

The “spin-the-bottle” incident had assured me I wasn’t one of them, and could never be one of them. I didn’t want to be one of them. Surrounded by whites, I never wanted to trade my beautiful brown skin and curly black hair for their pale skin and straight hair. I was always proud of who I was.

Midway through the year, Roots by Alex Haley came on TV. Every day at school, students were calling me Kunta Kinte. I hated sitting in history class when we talked about slavery, and black people being less than human. I also disliked civil rights’ lessons. When a white person in a classroom movie used the word “nigger,” everyone in the class, including the teacher, would look for my reaction. I hated all of that; it made me extremely uncomfortable. Yet, the suburban environment seemed natural, and every other black child I knew in Jack & Jill was going through the same stuff. I just dealt with it the best way I could.

I kept my grades just high enough that I could continue to play basketball. I was obsessed and thought about going pro. I got my first revelation that I wasn’t good enough to play pro ball when I went to my grandmother’s house for the holiday. I went to the MacKenzie High School gym with one of my cousins who lived in Detroit.

I had only played with kids at my high school. I had never been exposed to a gym full of brothers playing ball. I got on the court and I couldn’t keep up. Some brothers, not much bigger than myself, were slamming. I had the unfortunate task of guarding one brother who not only clearly outplayed me, but dunked on me, too. It was a humbling, eye-opening experience.

“Which pro team you want to play for?” I asked that brother after the game.

“I’m not good enough to play pro ball,” he replied. At that moment I knew I wasn’t going to the NBA.

The rest of my freshman year was uneventful. I continued to be the class clown and my grades were barely above average. I continued to stay clear of any real behavioral problems. I still didn’t drink, smoke, take drugs, or steal. That summer, my grandmother came to visit us and I had my first brush with the law.






CHAPTER 2 Grandmother Is Nobody’s Fool


A couple of kids and I had made a sport of throwing objects at cars that were being driven down the street. After dark, we would hide in the bushes off a busy street and wait until a car approached. At the right moment, we would barrage the car with mud balls or tree bark. The driver would usually slam on the brakes, look for the culprit, and then drive away, frustrated. Hidden in the bushes, we would laugh until our sides hurt and tears ran down our cheeks.

Our house was at the corner of a street that had plenty of passing cars. My best friend at the time was a Polish kid named Tim. I devised a plan where we could stand in my yard, shielded by the garden and fence that surrounded my house, and still be in perfect position to mud bomb cars. We tried to outdo each other with the force with which we hit the cars.

One day, we set up shop on the side of my house, next to my little sister’s swing set, and waited for dark. My mother and grandmother came home from shopping and asked what we were doing.

“Just talking,” I lied.

Grandmother lingered a bit and said, “I know you are up to something!” While my grandmother was a sweet woman, she was nobody’s fool. Plus, she could read me like a book, and could sense something was in the air.

The sun went down, the fun began, and we were having a field day. It seemed like we hit every car that passed by. None of them could tell where the mud balls were coming from, until they were well beyond us. They were going too fast to see what actually happened. We were so successful, that I started collecting rocks instead of dried mud. Tim thought I had gone crazy when I suggested we throw rocks. “Cars can’t stop on the busy road, anyway, so why not throw rocks and put some dents in them?”

I convinced Tim and we started throwing rocks. Tim threw a rock that hit a car so hard it made a piercing thud as it hit. The car tried to stop but couldn’t because of the traffic. We laughed at how hard the rock had hit. About ten minutes later, a car pulled into my driveway. We each took off running like bats out of hell. As we scampered through my neighbor’s backyard, Tim ran into a barbecue grill that was cemented into the ground. I helped him up and we made it to his house.

We hid in his backyard for ten minutes. When I thought about it, I realized we didn’t know who was in the car that pulled into my driveway. It could have been one of my mother’s friends. I decided we should go back to my house. Tim was scared, and I had to talk him into walking back with me.

The first thing that caught my eye was that all the lights were on inside my house. In my driveway sat a big new gray car; it looked like a Mercedes. I told Tim that it was cool, because my mother had a friend who owned a Mercedes. We decided to go in. The front door was locked, so I rang the doorbell.

My sister Valerie answered the door. “Here they are, both of them.”

As I walked into the house, a million lies and excuses were running through my mind. A white man, about forty-five years old, stared at us with a disgusted and angry look on his face.

I heard my mother coming downstairs and I was prepared to give her the “It wasn’t us” speech. Then I saw her face; she was crying.

“Victor, why did you hit this man’s car?”

Totally disarmed, I just put my head down. “It was just like a TV show,” I said lamely.

“… but you can’t turn this show off.” The man was a doctor and had just bought a new BMW. He had used our phone to call the police. The only upside to the situation was that my dad was out of town on business. Otherwise, I would have gotten a good whippin’, on the spot.

My mother called Tim’s parents, who got out of bed to join us at my house. Tim looked crazy and scared throughout the whole fiasco.

Finally, the man agreed not to press charges, as long as our parents paid for the damage to his car.

The next day, my father called and said simply, “When I get home, your ass is mine!” I spent the next few days scared to death. The day my father returned I was a nervous wreck. I sat in my room and waited for him to make good on his promise.

Somewhere between him coming home and finding his way to my room, my grandmother intercepted him. To this day, I don’t know what she said. He came to my room and I received a long lecture. All the while, I was waiting for him to take that belt off and commence beating my ass. But that never happened. I found out later that both Tim’s parents and my parents paid for the damage.

My mother was teaching, and my father had become a big-time Fortune 500 company executive. That summer, we took our family vacation in the Virgin Islands. I stayed out of trouble for the rest of the summer.

I wasn’t looking forward to my sophomore year, because I would again be the only black male in school.






CHAPTER 3 My First Real Black Experience


On the first day of my sophomore year, my eyes focused on a beautiful sight walking down the hallway toward me. Among the sea of white faces were two black faces. Upon eye contact, we instantly came to one another, just like magnets, and started talking. It was too good to be true—two brothers to take some of the pressure off of me.

Robert, a senior, and Greg, a junior, were natural brothers. They had just moved into the area from Cleveland, Ohio. They also had a younger and older sister. I noticed something different about them; they were not like the Jack & Jill black kids I was used to. They were more like the black kids in my grandmother’s neighborhood in Detroit, the ones I never really got a chance to know. They talked and acted differently.

Robert and Greg had grown up and gone to school with black people all of their lives. They couldn’t get over the fact that there were no blacks in the high school other than the three of us and Teresa, who came in with me.

Robert and Greg spent hours telling me about the black girls at their former school. Also, many of their teachers were black. I was fascinated with the idea of an all-black classroom. I was starting to see that what I had perceived as a completely normal situation, was not normal for every black teenager.

Although Robert and Greg were brothers, they were nothing alike. Robert was studious and responsible. Greg was the opposite. He smoked cigarettes, drank beer and acted crazy. He hated our school, and flat-out refused to deal with an all-white student population. At first, I spent more time with Robert. He ran track and loved playing basketball. We played ball together a lot and became best friends.

Robert came over and met my family, and I went to their apartment and met his mother, who was beautiful and looked like a model. Recently divorced, she worked as a flight attendant and had relocated to the area with her airline.

Robert’s family wasn’t involved in Jack & Jill, but sought black folks in places I never thought to look. They liked to roller-skate, so they began going to the Axle Roller Skating Rink in a nearby suburb. Robert and Greg told me what a great time they had skating and that beautiful black girls were there. I asked my mother if I could go, but she always said no. I talked Robert’s mother into meeting and talking with my mother, which was no small feat, because Robert’s mother was out of town so much. She finally came by, and talked my mother into letting me go.

Before the big occasion, Greg told me the girls were going to go crazy when they saw me. I couldn’t understand why. I knew I wasn’t ugly, but I couldn’t imagine girls screaming over me either. White girls thought I was cute, but treated me like a mascot.

The roller rink was huge and filled with people, mostly black. I was shocked. Girls pointed and screamed looking in my direction. I looked behind me, but Greg was quick to tell me the girls were looking at me. Those girls were showing me a kind of attention I had never experienced before. I was overwhelmed. I loved every minute of it. I started going there every weekend. I told Cliff and Earl and some other Jack & Jillers about the roller rink. They fell in love with the place, just like I did. I loved being around my own people. I was fifteen years old.

Clifford and Earl fell in love with the roller rink for the same reason I did: because of all the bench girls. We all went there every weekend, after having spent the week before planning what we would wear and what new girl we could hook up with.

Now there were two black families in our neighborhood. My sisters didn’t have nearly as bad a time as I did going to school because I fought their battles. If anybody made a racial remark to either of them, I immediately dealt with it. Most of their classmates knew they were my little sisters and left them alone. When some junior high school students chased Vanessa away from the park, called her “nigger,” and threatened to hit her with their baseball bats on her way home from elementary school, she came home crying. I couldn’t get my shoes on quick enough. I marched my baby sister back to the park. When the boys saw me, they started running. I ran down the biggest one, hit him a few times and made him apologize to my sister. She had some fun and told him to kneel in the mud and say he was sorry, to which he gladly complied.

Everything was going great that year, until I got cut from the sophomore basketball team. My mother called the coach to ask why. He said I didn’t follow directions, that I was a selfish player. I was devastated. My only real connection to school was through basketball. Without that, I didn’t belong.

Now I had a lot of time on my hands. As I look back, it was during that period that I developed my first real conspiracy. I had a natural ability to speak and convey thoughts on paper, so I decided to start my own underground newsletter—the first of many times I would use my talents in the wrong way.

Angry about getting cut from the basketball team, I wrote rude remarks about the coach and the team, the poor cafeteria food, the school, as well as some teachers in my J. B. Winway Report. I wrote as J. B. Winway, a distinguished, older-looking white man. I searched magazines to find a picture to match my vision, then convinced my friend Tim to type the report for me and got another friend to copy it in his father’s office. I distributed the reports to key locations throughout the school, available to all students.

The response was better than I had expected. Students read the report, laughed and passed it to a friend. I even saw some teachers laughing as they read it. In fact, some of my teachers read it out loud to the class. Of course, nobody suspected me—a derelict, with poor grades—of writing the reports.

In the second J. B. Winway Report, I promised that J. B. Winway would come to the Rolling Meadows High School and meet with the students. Obviously, I couldn’t do that, so I decided to create a spin similar to a popular television series at the time, Dallas. On Dallas, the main character, J. R. Ewing, played by Larry Hagman, had been mysteriously shot. The cliff-hanger for the season was “Who Shot J.R.?” I found a blurry picture of somebody being shot, and ran the headline “Who Shot J. B. Winway?” The copy said that J. B. Winway was shot on his way to our school, attempting to bring truth and justice to the students.

In Dallas, the question “Who Shot J.R.?” was played over several episodes. So, in the third issue, I copied pictures of the principal, the dean of students and some teachers from the yearbook and wrote a possible motive each one of them would have for killing J. B. Winway.

One day before I printed that issue, I noticed the vice principal and the dean of students carrying past issues of the J. B. Winway Report. They looked disgusted, but I didn’t realize how serious they were.

I was sitting in algebra class when the vice principal called me from class. As we walked to his office, he searched my folders. Unbeknownst to me, the police were called and a detective was assigned to figure out who was publishing the newsletters. Tim had been caught, and he had told them everything. When I arrived, the principal, the detective, and Tim were already there.

“What’s this all about?” I bluffed.

The principal, upset with my cavalier attitude, started yelling and immediately threatened to expel me, not only from school, but from the entire school system. He suggested that whoever I had used as the face of J. B. Winway, could even file a lawsuit against me.

I agreed to stop printing the reports and the upside was that they didn’t call my parents. It also felt good to see all the commotion from my little newspaper.

Meanwhile, Greg was cutting school just about every day to go to Evanston Township High School, which was and still is a high school with a significant black student population. He would ride the bus for two hours each way. He had been bugging me to go with him, constantly telling me about the fun he was having. I had always refused Greg’s request because I couldn’t ditch school and remain on the basketball team.

I met a girl from Evanston at the roller rink. I was absolutely crazy about Tracey, and wanted to see more of her, but Evanston was about thirty miles from my house. The thought of seeing Tracey, and the fact that there was a large black population, made the prospect of a trip enticing. And since I wasn’t playing on the team, what did I have to lose? Greg said he would call my school and pretend to be my father, and excuse my absence. I was both nervous and excited.

When we arrived at Evanston Township High School, I was shocked. There were black people everywhere—students and even some teachers! Our girlfriends had arranged for us to get visitor passes. I spent the day going to all of Tracey’s classes.

It was strange sitting in a classroom full of black teenagers like myself and I marveled that they did not receive the verbal racial abuse that I did, being one of four black people in a high school of more than 2,000 students. As I sat there in peace, I became angry with my parents. I was furious with them for subjecting me to all the grief I had put up with for years. Black children who grow up being the only black, or one of only a few blacks in a white neighborhood or school respond in one of two ways. The first group begin to believe that they are white. They completely assimilate. They lose their cultural identity and think they are white. It’s a sorry sight. They are not proud to be black.

The second group understands they are in a hostile environment, deals with racial tensions as best they can, and flees to a black college for cultural and emotional rehabilitation. My sister Valerie, Cliff, and Earl are among these blacks. Perhaps it would have been better for me to deal with the pain I felt in a similar manner. However, fate had something else in store for Victor Woods.

I went to Evanston Township High School every chance I got. I started talking and dressing differently. I began imitating the black kids I was meeting from Evanston. I got a part-time job at a restaurant as a busboy, so I could buy some hipper clothes and spent all my money buying clothing. I stopped wearing blue jeans and started wearing baggy pants. I replaced my old Levi’s jean jacket with a Members Only jacket. I even bought a dress hat with a feather in it, like my grandfather, the good Reverend, used to wear. My parents had a fit. They didn’t understand their son was desperately trying to find himself, his black self.

My parents’ reaction to my new behavior was to attempt to alienate me from my new friends. They were indifferent to my feelings. They simply could not realize why I wouldn’t embrace my suburban lifestyle.

I didn’t know what being black was about. I thought dressing up like all the brothers was being black. Dress doesn’t make anyone more or less black. But, back then, I didn’t know that. I was trying to do the opposite of what my white friends did. I became fascinated with black culture.

Even though my grades were still bad and I was ditching school, I had never smoked or used drugs. I never even thought about stealing or committing crimes. One night, as I cleaned a table at the restaurant I noticed that a man had accidentally left his wallet. I grabbed it and went running after him to give it back. I caught him in the parking lot. He was a white man, with his family. He thanked me and gave me five dollars. It never occurred to me to just keep the wallet. I was an honest kid back then, without any larceny in my heart. I never even looked in the wallet.

The more time I spent in Evanston and the roller rink, the more I hated living in Arlington Heights. I told my parents I resented them for subjecting me to all the madness I had endured over the years. My parents simply dismissed what I was feeling. They said I should have been happy to live in such a nice neighborhood and attend good schools.

I told my grandmother, Mary Louise Martin, and my aunt in Detroit how I felt. They both offered to let me move in with them. They understood how I was feeling. My parents had attended black schools all of their lives, so I guess they couldn’t empathize with me. My father’s good friend Dennis Archer (who in 1998 became the mayor of Detroit, and in 2003 was voted in as president of the National Bar Association, the first black man in history to do so) tried to discourage me from wanting to go to an all-black school. He said I was lucky to be living where I was. He said I couldn’t make it in that type of environment. I might get hurt, or worse. I knew my Uncle Dennis and my parents meant well and were just trying to protect me, but I was insulted.

What kind of black person would I become if I couldn’t relate to my people? What kind of person didn’t want to get to know and feel comfortable with his own people? Whoever that kind of person was, I knew I didn’t want to be like that.

When they refused to let me move in with my grandmother or aunt, I was devastated. My mother was too proud to let someone else raise her son, even her own mother.

That was a turning point in my life. With my dress and behavior becoming more drastically different every day, my parents stopped me from going to the roller rink, as well as hanging out with Robert and Greg. They were bad influences. My parents tried to completely cut me off from my new life. But they were beginning to lose control of me. Once I realized that I could just run away from home and go where I wanted to and do what I wanted to, my parents lost total control. We had many ugly fights, which usually ended with my parents giving me an ultimatum, and I, in turn, having total disregard for their rules and regulations. Even though I was only a teenager, I felt so strongly about wanting to be around my own people that I was willing to fight my parents or anybody else.

My parents sent me to a black psychiatrist and much to my parents’ dismay, he told them he understood how I felt, and there was nothing wrong with me. Unwilling to pay for him to essentially side with me and against them, my parents eventually settled on a white psychiatrist who, for $100 an hour, told my parents what they wanted to hear—I was crazy. I never saw the black psychiatrist again.

My parents felt my sisters and their friends’ children were dealing with their suburban environment. Why couldn’t I? They did not understand I was different.

School had become unbearable. With my new clothes and new attitude, I really didn’t fit in. Black people accepted me with open arms. Soon after, another young brother found himself at our high school. His name was Calvin. He was a little shorter than me and he hated being there as much as me and we became friends fast.

One day in school, the vice principal called me to the dean’s office. He and the dean feigned concern. “Victor, why are you wearing different clothes? Why the feathered hat? We liked the old you. We’re wondering why there is such a drastic change in your appearance.” I was only fifteen, but I understood exactly what they were saying. The dean and vice principal were comfortable when I acted like I was white.

In the midst of my chameleonlike change, things at home were coming to a head. I completely stopped doing my schoolwork. My parents grounded me and took away my telephone privileges. Every parent and teenager knows that can be devastating to a teenager. And it was to me.

One day Tracey made the long trip to see me because I couldn’t call her or leave my house. She was worried since she hadn’t seen or heard from me. She went to Robert’s apartment and he came to my house. As luck would have it, I answered the door before my parents did. Robert quickly explained to me that Tracey was at his place waiting for me. I asked my parents if I could go to Robert’s to see her. They refused. I asked if Tracey could come over, sit in our living room, and visit with me. Again, they refused.

I was at a crossroads in my life. Either I could respect my parents’ wishes or I could defy them. I opted for the latter. I waited a couple of hours, packed some things, put on my coat and just walked out the front door. I ran away from home.

Running Away from Home

It was a bold move. I was nervous and scared. But the excitement was thrilling, and in my heart I knew my parents were wrong for not allowing Tracey to visit under their supervision. “They are simply determined to stifle my black experience,” I said to myself.

Initially, I stayed with Robert and Greg because, during the week, their mother was flying. On weekends, when she was home, I would hide in Robert and Greg’s closet at night. Their mother never suspected a thing. Robert and Greg’s sisters were cool and never told their mother that I was hiding there.

Every day I took the long bus ride to Evanston to see Tracey. Tracey and I never had intercourse. However, we spent hours on her mother’s couch with me mostly sucking her beautiful black breasts while trying to get her so excited that she would allow me to creep into her pants. I’m sorry to say that never happened. I quit going to school. I was happy.

After a few days, my parents had called the police and had me put on the runaway list. When I had been gone a few weeks, I needed more of my clothes. My plan was to sneak back home and retrieve my things. I surprised my sister Valerie at the bus stop and convinced her to give me her keys to the house. I had forgotten mine in haste when I left. She reluctantly gave them to me.

I waited until the time I knew my father would have left for work. When I arrived, the car was not in the driveway. I walked right into the house, just like I had walked out.

I started to close the door and my father finished it—slamming it shut. He grabbed me and held me down, while he telephoned the police. He forced me to his car in the garage and drove me to the police station. I guess this was supposed to scare me. As I sat in a jail cell for the first time in my life, I felt no fear. I did not know I would eventually spend almost a decade of my life in prison.

After about an hour, my father looked through a little window at me. An officer let me out and I was taken to a different officer who, with my dad, lectured me. The officer said he could send me to a terrible foster home in the city, or I could go back home with my father. He and my father expected me to beg to go home. I looked my father and that officer right in their eyes, and told them I wanted to go to the foster home.

Until I met Robert and Greg, my only black friends were from Jack & Jill families or other upper-middle-class or rich people my parents knew. Most had forgotten or didn’t care to remember where they came from and their children were isolated from the realities of the majority of black America; they didn’t have a clue about the condition of most black people in this country or our culture.

Black people in America can ill afford to forget where we come from—especially those fortunate blacks who slipped through the narrow crack of success. It’s not enough to look back and reflect on the difficult days. Those who can, have to reach back and help those who need help.

Many peoples have come to this country, and make up this huge melting pot called America, but blacks are the only ones to have arrived in chains, the only ones uprooted, and brought here unwillingly. That has been an excuse for not supporting one another, for not gathering knowledge and resources, and moving our race forward as a community.

We need to start by making the preservation and development of our children our top priority. No other race in this country is going to save black children from being cut down in our streets. The responsibility falls where it deserves to be: in the hands of black people.

It’s not a bad thing to network through Jack & Jill or any other organization designed to uplift black people, but exclusion and not knowing about all of your people, regardless of their social or economic status, is wrong. I knew black people who talked about other black people as if they, themselves, were not black and look down on their less fortunate brothers and sisters. Only by the grace of God were they born into a family that could afford to live in the suburbs, or in a nice home, or be sent to college.

There are too many black people in this country who get a little something and spend all their spare time trying to feel good about themselves, at the expense of less fortunate brothers and sisters, when, in reality, many of those people are a paycheck or two from that level themselves. I guess that, even at a young age, I could see through all of that bullshit.

Growing up in bourgeois black America, I’d heard the backroom conversations. I’d heard fortunate black parents and children refer to less fortunate black people as “niggers.” It made no sense, because white people who use that word do not distinguish whether or not you have an education or are economically well off. Simply being black qualifies you as a “nigger.”

When that officer said the foster home was really bad, that it was in a bad neighborhood, he was saying it was in a black environment, talking about black people, my people.

Why should I be scared of being with my own people? I chose to go to the foster home that night because I knew it was a journey I should not only take, but one I should embrace.

Reverend Watkins came to the police station and drove me to my new home in Chicago. I sat in the car in silence as we made the forty-minute drive into the city. Approaching our destination, the houses looked far different from the larger new ones I had grown accustomed to in Arlington Heights.

We finally stopped in front of a tiny house, with a small yard. Mrs. Johnson, a black woman about sixty-eight or seventy, met me at the front door. I was directed to the bedrooms in the back of the house. I lay on my bed, taking in the new environment. I sensed something moving as I stared at the ceilings and walls. As I sharpened my focus, the walls and ceiling appeared to be moving. The cockroaches that covered the surfaces of the room created the illusion of movement.

It was the first time I had ever seen roaches. I heard scurrying sounds on the floor—mice had infested the room. I pulled the sheets over my head, not knowing what else might appear while I tried to sleep.

The next day, the young brother who shared my room told me he was abandoned as a child.

The house was old and small. It had a musty smell to it and was definitely not clean. The furniture was old, too, and covered in plastic. The other children there seemed wild and unkempt. Yet there was a calmness to it all. Despite the bizarre situation, I got the feeling that it was all business as usual in this place called the foster home.

As I sat down to eat breakfast in Mrs. Johnson’s home, roaches ran across the kitchen walls, floors, and even the table. No one in the house tried to kill or push the roaches away. In the light of day, I could see mice darting from place to place in the house. My mother would have a fit if a fly was in the house. I accepted that living with vermin was the reality for some.

In spite of the severe change in environment, I adjusted well. If roaches and mice were what the average black person had to endure, then I would, too. As the days turned into weeks, I began to earn the trust of Mrs. Johnson and the friendship of her daughter, Maggie. She was in her forties and helped her mother run the foster home. I ran errands for Mrs. Johnson—taking her clothes to the laundry, and doing her grocery shopping. I also played basketball with the brothers in the neighborhood park.

The community was completely black. So, in a sense, I had arrived exactly where I wanted to be. The children assigned to Mrs. Johnson’s foster home were usually only there for a few days. She had a curfew for the children who stayed in her house, but because we got along so well and she trusted my judgment, I didn’t have one. That freed me to take the bus out to Evanston to see Tracey. I was even given a key to the house.

While living with Mrs. Johnson, I found interesting ways to amuse myself. Before I went to sleep, I baited mousetraps with cheese, and placed them around my bed. The next morning, I anxiously awoke to check my traps. I had done better than adjust; I fit right in and considered Mrs. Johnson’s place my new home.

My parents wanted to scare me, make me appreciate my bourgeois lifestyle, by placing me in the foster home. They had no idea I had turned my stay into a vacation from cultural isolation and white racism. That was the first time my special gift—my survival skills—would surface. It certainly would not be the last.

It had been a month since I had seen my parents. Mrs. Johnson informed me they would be coming to see me with a social worker at week’s end. I wasn’t worried about their arrival, because I believed I could stay with Mrs. Johnson as long as I wished.

I greeted my parents and the social worker in Mrs. Johnson’s tiny living room. I didn’t as much as hug my parents. I just sat down. The social worker asked, “Mrs. Johnson, how has Victor been doing?”

That old black woman told them in her tired, sincere voice, “He’s helped me so much since he got here.”

“Are you ready to return home with your family?” the social worker asked me.

“I want to stay with Mrs. Johnson.” I planned to register for school in the neighborhood.

My parents were appalled. That was more than they could take. My parents and I were having a war, and I was clearly winning that battle. They ordered me to gather my things and snatched me right out of that foster home. I cried as I hugged Mrs. Johnson good-bye. I waved good-bye from the car. I would never see Mrs. Johnson again.

My mother celebrated my homecoming by beating me—with her hands and anything else she could find. She was disgusted that I wanted to stay in Mrs. Johnson’s humble home; she did not see that it offered me a cultural environment that my lovely Arlington Heights home never could.



The racial makeup at Rolling Meadows High School slowly began to change; a few more blacks were attending. Some hardworking black families moved into low-rent apartments in a neighboring suburb, in the hope of exchanging inner-city madness for suburban serenity.

One day in school, I saw a beautiful black girl. Our eyes mutually locked and I walked up to her and introduced myself. Saundra was a freshman. She had smooth, beautiful, dark skin, along with a budding body. Tracey and I had broken up, and she became my next girlfriend. We made out in school and after school. She kept telling me she wanted us to be alone so we could have sex. We both lived at home, and I didn’t even have a driver’s license. Not to mention, I was permanently grounded. Being alone with her would be no easy task; however, a fifteen-year-old boy’s libido will make him go to drastic lengths.

My father had just purchased a new Lincoln Mark V. My parents planned to have dinner with friends during that upcoming weekend. The friends would drive to our house, and they would all leave together in my father’s new Mark V.

My plan was to hide the car keys, forcing my parents’ friends to drive, leaving the Mark V for me to pick up Saundra and bring her to the house.

Several weeks earlier, Valerie had skipped school and accompanied me to Evanston High School. I called our school in my deepest voice and pretended to be my father excusing her for the day. I threatened to tell on her if she told on me; I thought I could count on her to keep the secret from my parents.

I needed her help. Someone had to baby-sit Vanessa and keep her out of the way, because she would surely tell my parents.

Saturday arrived and my father’s car keys were in their usual place on the mantel above the fireplace. While my parents were upstairs getting ready to go, I took the keys and hid them in my bedroom. The stage had been set.

My father was always ready before my mother. They were planning to leave around 8:00 for an 8:30 dinner reservation. About 7:45, my father began looking for his keys. Soon my mother was finished dressing and assisted in the search. I sat in the family room watching TV. Moments before my parents’ friends arrived, my father asked me if I had seen his keys. I looked him right in the eye and said “No.”

My parents left in their friends’ car, and armed with very little driver’s education or experience, I used my father’s Mark V to pick up Saundra. I drove right back to my house. Valerie had successfully diverted Vanessa’s attention, and we went right to my bedroom.

Somehow in the midst of fumbling and bumbling, we managed to have sex. Saundra was not as experienced in bed as she pretended to be. Neither was I, so it worked out fine. I took her home and returned without little Vanessa suspecting a thing. Valerie had done a good job of keeping her occupied. My plan was a complete success. Even the keys turned up when my parents returned.

The next morning, Sunday, as I slept soundly, Valerie went for confession at the breakfast table instead of at church. She told my parents about her misdeeds, and mine, too.

They were livid and at the end of their rope with me. Still unwilling to let me move to Detroit with our relatives, my parents sent me to a mental institution for problem teenagers from well-to-do families.

There were about forty other youths, and one other black teen. I had a brief talk with a psychiatrist and my father, before I was admitted. Instead of remaining composed, I ranted and raved about how my parents wouldn’t allow me to be with my girlfriend, so I took my dad’s car so I could have sex with my girlfriend. This time, my parents were winning the battle. The good doctor didn’t hesitate to admit me.

The program was designed for rich people’s children who had problems. Most of the teenagers were there for drug addiction, although there was one kid there for molesting his little sister. It was completely bizarre.

I was unable to use the telephone, and I was locked in my room at night. I refused to cooperate in any of the group sessions, or even talk to any of the psychiatrists on staff.

Eventually, I was befriended by a black man who worked there as an orderly. He didn’t understand why I was there. When I explained my story to him, he felt sorry for me: my crime was trying to have sex with a girl. I was sure that my parents were keeping my whereabouts secret. I talked him into calling my grandmother in Detroit, and giving her the details of my plight. After my grandmother and aunt received the news, they put pressure on them. I was released after two weeks, and returned to the madness: home.

Things continued to be really bad at home and I faded into my own world. I began staying up late watching TV. After midnight, a miniseries called The Gangster Chronicles, about Charles “Lucky” Luciano and his childhood friends, Bennie “Bugsy” Siegel and Meyer Lansky, was aired.

The series started off with Lucky Luciano as a teenager in New York City. It detailed his rise from a small-time criminal to his position in the Mafia syndicate. I became obsessed with his story. I looked for any information I could find on his life. I found his autobiography in the library, The Last Testament of Lucky Luciano.

I was also fascinated with The Thief, a movie that starred James Caan as a master thief. After I watched The Godfather, I fantasized about living a life of crime. I wanted to move out of my house so badly. But, at fifteen going on sixteen years old, where could I go? Becoming a gangster would give me the money I would need to live on my own and away from my parents and the hated white suburbs.

One evening, my father came to my room for a badly needed father-to-son talk. “Son, you wanted so badly to be around black people that you wanted to move away from home. Let me explain some hard facts that I’ve learned in my life growing up in an all-black environment.”

He detailed his life as a child growing up without a father, in the South, with segregation and the Ku Klux Klan in full bloom. He had grown up with some down-home black people, not the college-educated blacks that the suburbs had provided me. My father went on to say that just because we had the same skin color didn’t mean that all black people were my friends. He told me about how some black people behaved like crabs in a bucket: when one crab tried to climb out, the others would pull him back down. He said that was how some people were with him while he was growing up.

He explained that everybody who looks black isn’t black. Some black people were “niggers,” and “niggers” would kill you over a quarter. Some black people would call you brother, to put you at ease, before they fucked you over. Then he went on to tell me how the majority of white people feel about black people, about those who smile in your face, while they are calling you “nigger” behind your back. He discussed the negative aspects of society that he thought he had so effectively shielded me from all of my life, not understanding I’d lived these realities daily in school and on the playgrounds.

Lastly, my father said, “There isn’t one black-owned Fortune 500 company in America. If you want to succeed, you have to know how to deal with white people.”

My parents were trying to protect me and my sisters from the discrimination and negative circumstances that they had endured and prepare me for success in a white world. I comprehended some of what my father said but other points would not become clear until years later.
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