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THIS BOOK IS DEDICATED TO EVERYONE SURVIVING THROUGH MENTAL HEALTH STRUGGLES. 
WE’RE IN THIS TOGETHER.





ep·i·sode

/ˈepəˌsōd/

Noun

1. an event or a group of events occurring as part of a larger sequence;

2. an incident or period considered in isolation.

3. a distinct period in which someone is affected by a specified illness.

4. each of the separate installments into which a serialized story or radio or television program is divided.











PREFACE
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Every single day, I walk along a tightrope, with one foot in front of the other. Some days I’m confident, feeling like the rope won’t snap and I’ll never fall. Other days, I sway from side to side, but I still stay on that rope regardless. My fate is unpredictable yet my faith remains high, and I know that if my mind is clear, I’ll make it to the other side. This is the daily struggle of maintaining my mental health. I know I’m not alone in this, but I’ve dealt with it while everyone is watching me. It’s a different kind of paranoia, and one that nobody tells you about when you become famous.

When you’re in the public eye, you’re only viewed as one of two types of people: a finished product or a complete mess. Rarely a work in progress.

I’ve been seen as both.

People have misconceptions about you, based on that little piece of what they see, when really they don’t have the full picture. They don’t know the half of it.

My story is complicated. For the greater part of my twenties (and part of my thirties), I struggled with severe addiction, along with a dormant mood disorder that suddenly became active and destroyed my mental health. I say “suddenly” because for me, it seemed to come out of nowhere. There were signs, though. And I probably overlooked them, because how do you even know what to look for when you don’t know that it’s there or even what it is? That’s how the mind works, I guess. It tricks you. I was officially diagnosed in my thirties as having bipolar disorder and paranoid schizophrenia. Back then, I didn’t even know what any of that was. I basically ignored the diagnosis, even though the illness was controlling my brain for a decade prior. Before I even got that confirmation, it was as if my brain had erupted, and when it did, I spiraled. I looked different, I talked different, I acted different, I used different names. And it wasn’t until I started working on another book that I saw it all clear as day. I observed the patterns that I was falling into that made everything collide into one big storm in my brain. I learned that while my work ethic was strong, it could also have a dangerous effect on my mind and my body. It’s good to hustle, but sometimes if you hustle too hard you can hurt yourself in ways that you can’t imagine. And even worse, you can potentially hurt other people. My story reflects both of those realities. I’m a changed man now, but I work at being changed every single day. That’s what people don’t see. They don’t see the tightrope.

The world first met me through my music, and with my first book, The Autobiography of Gucci Mane, they got a little bit of my history. But telling my story and processing my story are two different things, and now I’m ready to process it all. I titled my third book Episodes, because every definition of an “episode” applies to me and my life in some way, shape, or form. There were times when I had these big blocks of bad behavior and mistake-making that looked like they were isolated from my regular day-to-day personality. They felt so off from the heart of who I was that they had to be sectioned off as brief spells that lasted sometimes weeks at a time before I was back to normal. That’s one kind of episode. Then there were the medically defined periods of feeling the worst possible effects of a mood disorder, where my body felt it all physically on top of mentally and emotionally. That’s another kind of episode. And lastly, there’s the idea that everyone is watching me in little segments like a series. When you live your life like a movie, it’s hard not to fall under that scrutiny. But for so many it’s also entertainment. It’s drama in some parts, comedy for those who don’t know what’s really going on, and for me sometimes… horror. That’s when everybody is binge-watching you. The third kind of episode. Sometimes I was in just one, other times in all three. In the end, that’s what they are, though: episodes.

When I suffered from these episodes, it was like I was under a spell. There are some things that I didn’t remember at all afterward, so I had to speak with my friends and other loved ones to help me put the pieces together. There’s a daze sometimes that you can slip into when your brain is fighting a war against itself. It’s hard to explain, but I try my best in these pages to give you a glimpse of what it looks like and feels like. Even after the world saw me leave prison a brand-new man in 2016, I suffered some episodes. You’ll learn more about that later. But it was that final episode that made me realize that I wanted to tell you all about this part of my journey. The ups and the downs, the insecurities, the embarrassment, the paranoia, the insomnia, but also the triumph. Eventually the story became bigger than me and had other meanings that you’ll hear all about in these chapters.

I’ve been in this game for twenty years now, and with each passing year, I am so grateful. I’m lucky to be alive, but also lucky to be out in the world—living, making music, being a father, a husband, an entrepreneur. Those are all of the things that I no longer take for granted, because I could never have had them if I lost the battle with myself. Now I am a role model. I have to be one for my children, but also for anyone who has walked a similar path as mine and isn’t sure where they fit or if they’re gonna be okay. If you have enough faith, you will be. That much I know.

Most of all, I just want everyone to understand me a little bit better. The real Gucci Mane, Radric Davis, the one that the cameras can’t capture. I know I made a night-and-day transformation that people watched over the years, but that wasn’t easy. Sometimes it feels like people just see how much the outside of me has changed without understanding that in order for that to happen, the inside of me had to change as well. I can get up every morning and jog on the beach to look right on the outside, but if I didn’t clean up what was happening in my mind on the inside, then I might as well not even put on my running shoes. I hope this book can serve as a manual for anyone going through something, so they know that it’s okay to ask for help and to get it. It took me a long time to come to that realization, but I’m here now and I’m able to share my story.

Maybe it will change somebody’s ways and help them see the bigger picture. Maybe it’ll save somebody’s life.




1. SCARR’S FROM THE PAST


[image: ]




“I’m done with this,” he told me. “I can’t take it anymore.”

That was in response to my question: “Do you feel like you want to hurt yourself?”

I may not speak a bunch of languages, but I know coded talk when I hear it. Big Scarr was telling me something without having to say it out loud. He didn’t answer yes; he didn’t answer no. He didn’t have to. The tone of his voice gave me my answer. When Scarr said he was “done with this,” he wasn’t telling me he was just fed up with the day; he was just flat-out fed up. He was done. The “this” was his life.

And for the first time in mine, I felt what it was like when someone truly wanted to die.

I’m no stranger to loss on this planet. I’ve watched dozens of men and women, who I knew personally, become casualties of something. Whether it’s drugs, violence, disease, whatever. Nobody escapes death, but the cycle of loss is a lot to keep witnessing over and over again. I buried my own mama, so I understand better than most people how loss works and the grief that follows. But when a kid who’s barely crossed the finish line of twenty is on your phone telling you his time is up, you don’t know what to do. You have to help him, though. I didn’t wanna bury Big Scarr. Not yet, at least. I wasn’t ready for all of that. He had too much life left in him. But he didn’t realize that, because his brain was betraying him.

I get it.

My brain sometimes is like a ticking time bomb, and if I concentrate hard enough, I can almost feel the left and the right sides fighting against each other. It’s my own private battle of the wits. Winner takes all.

Tick tick tick…

When the bomb’s gone off, so much harm has been done: to me, to the people I love, to my music, hell, even to the streets. I’ve felt every emotion imaginable when I assess the damage of the aftermath, once my brain goes off. But with my hand on the Bible, I tell you that I never, ever wanted to take my own life. That ain’t me braggin’, either. That’s just me being honest. So when Scarr’s voice on the other end of the line was telling me that he didn’t want to live anymore, I had to spring into action. I wanted to save him. Time was of the essence.

Tick tick tick…

All I could hear was fast, heavy breathing and sobbing when I first answered the phone that summer’s day back in 2022. The more Scarr tried to take in air, the more his tears were drowning him. He was physically and emotionally suffocating. I called my wife, Keyshia, into the room and I put the phone on speaker. I’m always so amazed by how my wife can do anything, but this time she outdid herself. She started listening to Scarr talk; her eyes were squinted like she was registering a call on a crisis line and trying to process every word that the caller was saying. She remained calm. “Ask him if he’s taken anything or if he’s drunk anything…” My wife didn’t speak any louder than a whisper. She didn’t want Scarr to hear her or even know that she was in the room with me. She understood that Scarr felt safe talking to me, but didn’t want this to be a group effort. He answered the question, though: he had taken pills. Over a bottle’s worth, in fact. Enough to kill him, that much was clear. Keyshia instructed me to tell Scarr to drink a lot of water and to just keep drinking it. Then she told me to ask him if he had eaten that day. He couldn’t even remember that. You could hear the anxiety growing in his voice, like the conversation for him turned into an interrogation. That’s when she told me to ask if he wanted to hurt himself…

Tick tick tick…

… and then the bomb went off.

“I’m done with this!” he screamed at me. “I can’t take it anymore!”

He sounded so destroyed. He was in such a bad way. I started to panic. Keyshia put her hand on my arm and whispered, “Tell him that you love him, and that you’re there for him.”

“I love you, Scarr,” I said to him. “I’m here for you.” I meant every word of it, and I think he could tell.

I heard him take a deep breath, and when he exhaled it sounded like a big sigh of relief. Maybe that was all he needed to hear: that his big bro loved him and was there for him. His breathing slowed and I couldn’t hear him crying anymore. That’s when I knew that I could talk to him about finally getting some help.

“Would you wanna go to a center?” I asked him.

He said, “Yes.” Firmly, but he still sounded scared. “What are they gonna do to me when I get there?” he asked, like a kid talking to his parent, searching for reassurance. “Will I need medicine?”

“You might,” I replied. “But most importantly, they’re gonna dry you out. You need all of those pills out of your system.”

That’s when he paused. It was as if he’d just realized what it meant to check into a center. A center meant he was getting help, but it also meant that the drugs were done. “I don’t know what I’m gonna do,” he said. “I can’t stop taking them. I’m in pain. I’m in physical pain. I’m in mental pain. I don’t know how to stop.” It hurt my heart to hear him say that, but at least he was being open and honest. He was hopeful, and that’s all that mattered. “Maybe when I get there, they’ll show me how.”

I kept on talking to him to make sure he didn’t hang up and potentially hurt himself. I stayed on the phone with him up until the moment he walked through the treatment center’s doors. Once he made it inside, we hung up.

It was a victory, but I still felt like the wind had been knocked out of my chest. They call that a “hangover,” when the adrenaline rush from anxiety drops back down quickly but your body is still drunk off the hormones, leaving you feeling nothing but drained. I turned to my wife and said, “How did you know how to do all of that stuff?” She looked at me, her eyes filling up with tears.

“I had to say the same things to you… during your episodes.”

The drained feeling turned into nausea. I was sick to my stomach knowing that I had put my wife through that. We never realize how anyone on the receiving end feels when we’re in crisis.

Now I knew.

Big Scarr was just about my height, yet he stood like he was ten feet tall. Proud like a skinny giant. I met him through his cousin (and my artist) Pooh Shiesty. From the moment I heard Scarr rap, I automatically knew he was special. I wanted to sign him immediately to my 1017 label. So I did. His song “Make a Play” went viral and stood out on my So Icy Summer compilation. It was obvious that he was a star in the making. Scarr wasn’t the type of kid who showed any visible signs of weakness, but when I look at pictures of him now, all I see is a sadness in his eyes that mine never reflected before. But still, I saw myself in him. When one of his biggest hits became “SoIcyBoyz” with Pooh Shiesty and Foogiano, I felt it even more, since one of my biggest hits was called “So Icy.” That was no coincidence. I put a lot of rappers on the map, but with Big Scarr, I knew he was gonna be a star. He didn’t need to compete with anybody but himself. I could relate to that. I don’t really talk about passin’ the torch like that, but if I did, I would have easily passed it to Scarr one day.

Like me, Scarr understood the pain of loss. His grandmama who raised him died of lung cancer when he was just thirteen years old. I don’t think he ever got past that or even processed the loss. And so, he carried that ache in his heart wherever he went. One of the things that no one ever tells you is that grief hurts, physically. It can take over your whole body. That’s why when people say that someone died of a broken heart, it’s real. Grief can physically make your heart stop working, to the point where it’s basically broken. I believe that Scarr held on to that pain from losing his grandmama up until his heart stopped beating. He had other pain in his body too. When Scarr was sixteen years old, he flew right through the windshield of a car during a bad accident. The glass dragged down the side of his face, from his hairline, across his forehead, past his eyes, his nose, and his cheek to his chin. That’s why we called him “Big Scarr”: the lil’ nigga had a big-ass scar on his face. Death kept chasing him, and he kept beating it. He called himself “Big Grim Reaper,” after all.

Back in 2020—the year that I signed him to my label—Scarr was shot in the hip while running from a shooter. If he wasn’t already in motion, the bullet would’ve killed him. He kept on running with the bullet inside of him. The bullet traveled right into his spine, and as he kept moving, it continued to rip through his body. He needed his appendix removed and his whole leg realigned. When I signed him and we filmed our first music video together, Scarr still had bullets inside of him. Recovery wasn’t easy on his body, so he was prescribed pain pills. Maybe he was already predisposed to an addiction to pills by that point and didn’t know it, so this made matters worse. Or maybe he just loved the feeling that the pills gave him because it helped his bones and his heart to not hurt so much and then he became addicted. Does it even matter at this point?

While Scarr wasn’t like all of the other young rappers in his generation, he still popped pills like them and drank Lean. In his music videos, there were baby bottles with that purple syrup in them right there in plain sight. I try to tell kids what all that shit can do to you, but they don’t wanna hear it. They don’t know the half of it, and so they react to my advice like, “Here comes Unc with the After School Special,” when really I’m just trying to save their lives. When I learned what was going on with Scarr, I especially wanted to save his. It took me a very long time to want to pass that knowledge on, since I didn’t always feel equipped to be anybody’s role model. I could teach you how to build your own record label and make money, but life shit? Addiction shit? Man…

The first red flag for me with Scarr was one night about a year before he died, when he was in California and I was in Miami. He had called me on FaceTime, just telling me about his day. As he was talking and talking, he stopped and just looked at me right through the phone’s camera. “Man, thank you for everything you’ve done for me,” he said. Then he started crying. It was an emotional moment between a big brother and little brother that turned into a horror scene, because his eyes started rolling to the back of his head. “Scarr…” I said, “Scarr!” He checked out mid-sentence; all I could see were the whites of his eyes. He looked possessed. After a few minutes, he came to and ended the call abruptly. I didn’t know what to make of it. He didn’t look like he was having a seizure or anything; I thought that maybe it was just too much emotion for him to handle. A few days later we spoke again, and I asked him about that conversation. He had no idea what I was talking about. He didn’t even remember the phone call. During that time, I didn’t know he was popping pills, but the people who spent the most time around him did. They saw the gradual change in private, to the point where it couldn’t be contained any longer, and that’s when they decided to bring me in to help.

Once it reached its breaking point, I got a phone call from a few executives at our record label, Atlantic. They saw some warning signs when they checked in during Scarr’s album recording process. He just didn’t seem right, his mood was shifting, and so was his productivity. That was a red flag. Scarr had my work ethic. He could get in the studio and crank out songs like it’s light work. He was like a conditioned athlete on the mic. That stopped happening. His manager called me, too, because it was getting to be too much. “Scarr’s in the studio and he’s so high that he can’t even record,” he told me. “He’s really messed up.” His family was concerned. I had heard his girlfriend was as well. She was saying that he had a toxic group of friends around him. It seemed everybody had the same thought: that Scarr was doing really badly, and that he needed help. I heard they staged a little intervention, where they tried to get him to go to a treatment center, but he refused. That’s when they decided to bring me in to talk to him. Part of me wishes they had done that sooner, but I guess it was God’s timing. I started looking into treatment centers, but before I could even get one on the phone, Scarr made that call to me in tears.

Once we got him into the center after that fateful call, he only stayed three or four days. Then he was right back outside. He seemed better, but just… sad. I knew that I had to keep my eye on him, because he looked fragile, which to me meant that at any moment he could pop another pill. In a twisted way, his sadness was a good thing. He was feeling something and not numbed on narcotics. If he looked sad, then maybe that meant he was sober, but then what happens if the depression takes over? It’s a vicious cycle.

We caught up with each other in Las Vegas that fall of 2021. I had a plaque to present him, for “SoIcyBoyz 2” going Gold. It wasn’t just about how well his music was doing, I was celebrating his life. I wanted to show him that even though he was going through some stuff, it was nothing to be ashamed of. I wanted him to know that I had his back, and that he could get through this. He was so happy when he got that plaque. Little did any of us know that he would be gone before his next plaque arrived.

A few months later, Scarr was arrested. There was already a warrant out on him, and it wasn’t hard for the police to find him. He was knocked out at an intersection. They found him in his car, with his seat belt on, windows down, with all of his jewelry on…

He was so messed up on Percocets and Lean that he didn’t even realize where he was, and he just basically took a nap right in the middle of the intersection. So there he sat, asleep, at a four-way stop sign. He could’ve been robbed. He could’ve been killed. Instead, the police found him there. They could immediately tell he was definitely on something. The sheriff contacted the emergency squad, and an ambulance came. Scarr woke up to sirens from cops and EMTs. They brought him to the hospital before locking him up. He didn’t need jail, though, he needed rehab. When he got to the jail, they fortunately saw what bad shape he was in and all the signs of distress. So Scarr went into a longer-term facility for about forty-five days. When he came out, we talked about his arrest.

“Gucci, I was so scared,” he said to me. “Something could’ve happened to me in that car. I could’ve crashed it.”

I told him, “At least you’re alive.”

Big Grim Reaper had dodged death once again.

Scarr moved into an outpatient treatment facility once those forty-five days in rehab ended. I felt there was a new hope in his heart after rehab. He didn’t seem so sad anymore, and that made me happy. I was seeing the shape of a changed man. He told me that he was staying away from everyone and not doing anything he shouldn’t be doing, and that he was continuing with his outpatient center visits consistently. But while I could tell he was getting better, he was still a work in progress. “Even though I’m out of rehab, I still don’t really feel like myself,” he told me. “I don’t even want to be around people like that.” I took that as a good sign, because if he stayed around people popping pills while he was still getting through it, then who’s to say he wouldn’t relapse? It seemed like things were getting better.

A few weeks later, he passed away.

I was in Memphis when I found out. His hometown. One of Scarr’s friends (another artist that I had also signed) called me, but I missed the call. Then he texted me: “Scarr’s gone.” When I saw the text, I couldn’t wrap my head around it. I was confused. Scarr’s gone? Gone where? I called him right back, and that’s when he told me. Big Scarr was dead. I was in shock.

The story goes that he accidentally overdosed on pills at his girlfriend’s house. He was only twenty-two years old, and he died on December 22, 2022.

There’s something extra painful about losing someone you were mentoring. It was as if my younger self had passed on, the one who didn’t make it. I wanted Scarr to make it. I wrote this book for him. I started working on the book concept after I got that call from him. I wanted to show him just how parallel our lives were, and that he wasn’t alone. I wanted him to know how much I understood his struggle. I never got a chance to do that. I lost him, and so I lost a piece of me.

Truth be told, though, that was a loss I had already taken before losing Scarr. Only now it was amplified. When I made the decision to change my life in 2016, I didn’t realize that it would come with grief too. You gotta mourn your old self to welcome in the new one. But I struggled with a mental health condition that was getting worse due to drugs, so rebuilding myself took time. I had to be patient, I had to be determined. I had to choose life, and not the slow ride to death. I also had to show some reverence for the old me in order to let him go.

Sure, the old Gucci had a big belly and a shaved head, and he didn’t always act right. But he was the person who made me famous. He built a record label, he sold out shows. But he was an addict; he was going through things and his mind wasn’t always right. He almost died, over and over again. But he ducked death. He wasn’t perfect, but he got me through the first thirty-seven years of my life. What I saw in Scarr was the spirit of the old me, but what I didn’t expect was for him to die in a way that the old me could have. That hurt.

Sometimes—even with all the help in the world—recovery doesn’t go as planned. Sometimes the demon wins. Sometimes you can’t save everyone, even if it breaks your heart to lose them. Sometimes, even if the person wants to get better, they just can’t.

Sometimes the pain wins. I was just one of the lucky ones.



In 2013, I was diagnosed with bipolar disorder and paranoid schizophrenia. Having no idea what those words meant, all I was able to grasp was that they were being used to keep me out of prison. The diagnosis also came through a third party, so it was difficult for me to trust what I was being told: How did I know they weren’t making this up to control me?

At the same time, while I distrusted the source of the information, the information itself spoke to both a suspicion and a fear that something about the way my brain worked was off. In the hood, when we encounter people we identify as “crazy,” the main characteristic of those people is that they’re unpredictable—and even worse: out of control. Being out of control in the streets can get you killed; being out of control in the studio guarantees that few people will want to work with you, even your own people; and being out of control in the boardroom damn near guarantees you’ll never be taken seriously in business.

To accept those diagnoses at that time in my life would’ve meant accepting I wasn’t in control of my own life, and I wasn’t ready to admit that. I didn’t know what those words meant in 2013, and I allowed my fear to keep me from taking them seriously until several years later. Now that I look back at my life, I can see how the signs I didn’t know to look for were always there.



I was five years old as I watched the Ku Klux Klan march through my hometown of Bessemer, Alabama. The population back then was only about 21,000 (it’s around 25,000 now), but I swear to you the day that I saw the KKK have their little parade on Main Street, it felt like every person was standing there watching. There they were, a sea of white hoods, waving their flags. Some flags were Confederate, others were the flag of the United States. If this was the symbolism of America, then they were showing every Black resident in that small Alabama city that nobody gave a single fuck about them. And why should they?

Right at the city limits of Bessemer, there used to be a sign welcoming the Ku Klux Klan. No joke. The sign showed a man in a white hood, waving the Confederate flag, on a horse wearing a white hood too. The sign said: Realm National Alabama / U.S. Klans KKKK Inc. / Welcome Bess. No. 20. In the 1960s, right off the Bessemer Super Highway was a place called Moose Park, which was famous for Ku Klux Klan rallies and the grounds where they would burn their crosses. You know that wasn’t all they did over there either. Even though a lot of that happened before I was born, it was the foundation for what Bessemer was by the time I grew up there. By that point, it was in the fabric of the city. It’s hard to process that as a little kid, when every pale face is smiling as the KKK rolls through your town, yet every dark face is wondering if they’ll be next to have a burning cross in their yard—or even worse. About two years after I saw that rally, the division of the KKK that marched through Alabama—the United Klans of America—went bankrupt over a lawsuit that cost them $7 million. It was over the 1981 lynching of a young Black man in Mobile, Alabama, named Michael Donald. His body was found hanging from a tree. He was only nineteen years old. When his mother, Beulah Mae Donald, won the lawsuit six years later, The New York Times printed an article with the headline “The Woman Who Beat The Klan.” Did she really beat them, though, when she’d lost her son? And even with no money left, the Klan still hated Black folks; now they had even more of a reason to hate them.

My daddy never experienced kindness from white folks, and for that reason he hated them all. At first I didn’t understand it, but if I saw my first Klan march at five, then imagine how many he had to witness in his lifetime. Whenever you mentioned white people, he filled up with so much anger that even the whites of his eyes went to hide because his dark pupils dilated so much. As I got older and lost my trust in so many people, I understood why my father put white people at the top of his list. They weren’t at the top of mine, but I got it. I inherited his “once I don’t trust you, I don’t fuck with you ever again” gene.

If you look at a map of Alabama, you can hardly find Bessemer. You’ve probably gotta squint to see it, even though it’s just twenty minutes outside of Birmingham. But Bessemer is where I was born and raised for the first part of my life. Everybody knows that Gucci is from the A; I say it all the time. But really, even though I do mean Atlanta—the place that really made me Gucci Mane—I’m also talking about the other A. And that’s Alabama. Those who know… know. When I reference 1017, it’s in honor of my granddaddy’s house in Bessemer—1017 First Ave. I lived at that house for parts of my childhood, and so did so many of my family members at different phases in their lives. It’s where my history began.

When I was a kid, I went to Jonesboro Elementary School, which is the same school where my mama taught. The walk to Jonesboro every day went through streets in a predominantly white neighborhood. So I didn’t actually get to walk to school; I had to run to school. There wasn’t no cutting through yards, hopping fences, even just taking my time. None of that. If you walked at a pace slower than a run, the white folks would throw rocks at you, let their dogs out on you… sometimes they’d even shoot at you! And who was gonna come help you? The police? Ha. There I’d be, six years old in my good school clothes, running for my life, just to get to and from school every day. If I was tired and didn’t feel like running, I’d have to take the long way back, which was walking the entire length of the railroad tracks that cut through the town. To my mama, that wasn’t safe either, so the best way for me to get home alive was to run to and from school. I did that from the first grade through the third grade. We transferred before I got to high school, and I can’t imagine what would’ve happened if we hadn’t. If a little kid was a threat just walking to school, imagine a tall, young Black man.

Jess Lanier High School in Bessemer was where my mama went to school and where my brother played football until we moved to Georgia. They had a giant stadium called Snitz Snider Stadium, where everybody came to watch football games. Their team was called the Purple Tigers. High school football is huge in Alabama—where even alumni come back to support their team—and Jess Lanier sits right in the middle of it all. Their football team is known across the nation, playing other small towns with a big football presence in places like Texas. Scouts come there all the time to recruit for college football and sometimes even eventually to the NFL. And when teams are competing against Jess Lanier, it’s nothing for a whole family to drive in from another state to watch that game happen at Snitz Snider Stadium.

Right across the street from that stadium were a bunch of restaurants that typically accommodated those huge crowds coming in and out of town. One of those establishments was called the Stadium Grill. They were known for their burgers and fries, and the food was really good. But if you were Black, you couldn’t eat inside. It was known by many as a “white” restaurant, and even though the Jim Crow laws were supposedly repealed by then—where you couldn’t outright call it a “white” restaurant and have signs that say “Whites Only”—it was understood that Black people weren’t welcomed there to eat. Black people wanted that food, though, and Stadium Grill wanted their money, so Black people were allowed to go through the back alley by the back door where the trash cans were and place their orders. Then they’d pick up their food in that same spot where the scraps were thrown away. You couldn’t even come in through the front door to get your food, you could only order and pick up out back. You could eat out there, too, but again, right where the trash is. The restaurant’s main business was all thanks to that stadium, where people gathered to watch a lot of young Black men throw a football around, and yet those same football players couldn’t even eat at the restaurant right across the street unless it was next to the trash. Imagine that? I’d go there with my mama after games sometimes and we had to eat our burgers out back. Ridiculous.

There used to be this other restaurant at the corner near the Stadium Grill called Hobo Joe’s, and I wanted to eat there so badly as a kid. It was on Fourth Avenue N, and all I heard about it was how good their food was. That place was always packed with people—all these families with their kids, eating inside Hobo Joe’s and having a great time. I’d walk past it and look in that front window, watching everyone enjoy their food. Everyone who was white, that is. Even if I had the money (which I didn’t), I understood I couldn’t just walk in there and eat. Nobody would serve you if you were Black. You sure as hell couldn’t sit with the white people and eat your food. Hobo Joe’s wouldn’t even let you come around back like a damn hobo and get some takeout like the Stadium Grill did. Like I said, even though Jim Crow was gone, the undertone was still there. You didn’t need a KKK rally to make you feel unwelcome in your own town, when not even Hobo Joe’s would let you eat a sandwich outside their front window. Eventually, people started talking, and suddenly Hobo Joe’s was more “welcoming” to Black people, but by the time that happened, nobody wanted to go there. My mama wasn’t gonna let us go eat there after all of that.
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