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PROLOGUE

Get rich or die tryin’.

When I say that, everyone focuses on the negative aspects: death, desperation, depression. But you know what? Everybody, from the guy who gets up to punch a clock every day to the kid standing on the corner, is trying to get rich before they die. The guy punching the clock is probably going to night school or has a hustle on the side or some dream he’s working on. Why? To get rich. The kid who picks up a bag of drugs to sell is the same way. He’s out there in the entrepreneurial spirit, hustling, trying to get rich. That kid just doesn’t want to work for anybody—he wants to work for himself. It’s just that he has the wrong direction at that point in his life. All at the same time, he’s trying to get rich, just like that guy punching a clock, the old man driving a cab, the kid going to college to get his degree, the girl waiting tables at the restaurant. It’s all about back to getting rich—or trying to do so. This is nothing new. You can find pretty much the same sentiments in all sorts of philosophies—Samurai codes and shit like that. If Confucius says it, it’s wisdom. But when 50 Cent says it, he’s being negative.

Either way, it’s the truth. I don’t necessarily view death as something negative. Death gives meaning to life. Living in fear of death is living in denial. Actually, it’s not really living at all, because there is no life without death. It’s two sides of the one. You can’t just pick up one side and say, “I’m just going to use the ‘heads’ side.” No. It doesn’t work like that. You have to pick up both sides because nothing is promised to anyone in this world besides death. As soon as a life is created, from the first moment in the womb, it’s promised that that life’s going to end. Whether it’s aborted, stillborn, or the mother has a miscarriage—death’s going to come to that life. That’s the only guarantee. It doesn’t matter if that life goes on to cure every disease ever known or brings about the end of the world as we know it, that life is going to end. You can be sure of that. Death is going to follow life, just like night follows day. It is what it is.

I don’t look at death as something to work against; it makes your time here worthwhile. It’s what makes life precious. Death provides purpose. It ensures that every situation that comes in life comes for a reason. It’s like you have somewhere to go and things to do before you die, and life is always trying to push you to that goal. It’s the things we go through that make us who we are. That’s why I wouldn’t trade my life for anything in this world—I know I have a purpose. The hard times only seemed hard when I was going through them. Now, they’re just memories. Besides, if I didn’t go through the hard times, I probably wouldn’t be able to enjoy the good times.

That’s what this book is about—the good times and the bad times. I wrote this book to explain the world I come from. I feel like I have to tell my story while I can. I’m only twenty-nine years old. To a lot of people, I may be too young to reflect on life. And they may be right. But I’d be wasting my blessings and opportunities if I didn’t use the attention I’m getting right now to shed light on the experiences that have caused me to think the way I think, say the things I say, and make the kind of music I make. I want to explain my environment to those who don’t come any closer to it than the records they buy or the images they see on television. I’m looking back on my life with everything my twenty-nine years has taught me and telling the truth as I see it, while maintaining the honor of the environments that I’ve come from. I can’t share certain information, so I’ve changed many names and places and identifying details. When I came back to the world of music in 2000, my mission was to tell the truth. Now that I’ve surpassed my wildest dreams of fame and stardom, that mission hasn’t changed.

People want the truth. Even if they can’t handle it, they want it. They may want to look at it as a story or music so they can distance themselves from it, but they want it. That’s why people watch the news every night. There’s nothing good on the news. They’ll throw in a little “good news” near the end, like something about a cat being saved from a tree. But before you hear about that cat, you’re going to learn that someone got shot and killed, an earthquake killed a couple of hundred people, and that whatever war is going on at the time is still going on and going hard. And you still watch. Why? Because you want the truth. You’ll complain, but you’ll watch. Every night. The news always gets good ratings.

So I spread my news because no one else is going to do it for me. I let you know that I survived nine bullets not to sell records, but because it’s the truth. But it’s been turned into a gimmick. Every time I sit down for an interview, I’m asked, “Well, 50, how did it feel to get shot nine times?” Honestly, it didn’t feel good—not at the time anyway. Now it’s just a memory, but when it happened, it hurt. Bad. I mean it hurt hurt—really bad. If you’re given a choice, check the box that says “No.” It may not seem that bad because it’s been packaged into a phrase that you come across in every story about me—“the bullet-riddled rapper who was shot nine times”—but it doesn’t hold the weight, the pain, or the hope of my experience. It just can’t.

I haven’t shown my scars on television to sell records. I haven’t let journalists feel the hole in my gum because it sells records. I’ve shared my reality because these are real situations that happen where I come from. And there are thousands of people who will never get the opportunity to go on TV and tell you what happens in places where gunshots settle arguments. When you look at how my body healed itself, I want you to see the bodies of those who never healed, the ones who didn’t make it to the emergency room on time, the ones who never bounced back. That’s what I’m the poster child for. And I’d like to be nothing else.

Now that I’m in a totally new environment, when I come around, people get scared, because they feel something bad’s going to happen. Every article that you read on me, talks about the possibilities of me being killed, or me killing somebody. It makes people uneasy when I’m around. But I’m just as uncomfortable being around the people that I am around now as they are being around me. I don’t know whether they were sent to be a writer, a photographer, or if they’re a federal agent. It’s a simple fact that when white people pop up in my neighborhood, they’re usually there to take us to jail. I definitely don’t have anything against white people, but in that environment, when we see them, the first thing we look to think is, “Are they police?” Once we realize they’re not the police, they’re cool with us. And probably in their environments, they see us and they look and think, “Are they up to something?” And then after they figure out that we’re not up to anything, we’re alright with them. It’s the same shit. Being racist and being realistic are two different things.

Sometimes the only way I can understand things is to put them in a negative or street connotation. If I can make an analogy for a situation to what it would be on the street, then I can understand it real easy. Gradually, I’ll become something different. I’m going to different places, I’m seeing different things, moving in different circles—I’m becoming a broader person. My outlook on the world is changing, but it hasn’t totally changed. Change takes time. I’ve only been out of the ’hood for a few years, so those experiences outweigh the new ones. There are many more memories trying to get rich than there are of being rich. I can’t forget what made me who I am. That’s my struggle, and I think that’s everyone’s struggle, too. We have to learn from the lessons life gives us and put them to good use while we have the time because no one is promised tomorrow.

In my head and in my heart I know that when it’s my time to go, I’m going to go. I may die tomorrow, but that only makes me work harder today. In many ways, I’ve already won; I’ve already exceeded the expectations that people had of me. I’ve defied the odds. I wasn’t supposed to win. I’m from the bottom. But I overcame the obstacles that were in front of me. And for a moment, I got to feel what it feels like for the world to focus on me—for being a winner. No one can take that away from me. Just like they can’t take away what came before. Now there are people who would actually like to be me. But if they had to go through the situations I was in before I became a rap star, I don’t think they’d still want to be me.

People already have a perception of me. When I meet them, they think, This guy’s crazy. But you have to look at it and realize, This is how they think in the ’hood. This is my mind-set and these are the things that go on. This is why I say the rhymes that I say. This is what happened when I was trying to get rich before I died in Southside Queens.
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CHAPTER 1
“There was no
such thing as crack…”[image: Image]

I can remember when there was no such thing as crack. Sure, there were ways to get high. Everybody used the old standby: Pot, grass, weed, herb, cheeba, chronic, trees, indo, doja—whatever they called it then, whatever they call it now, and whatever they’ll call it in the future, it was marijuana; it was an escape, a portable vacation.

There was heroin, which came from morphine, which came from opium. Opium was around before Jesus. It was big in Asia, Europe, and the Middle East—they used it as medicine. Morphine hasn’t been around as long. It was made as a painkiller at the beginning of the nineteenth century by a German physician who named it after Morpheus, the Greek god of dreams. In Vietnam War movies, when a soldier gets all shot up, he’ll be in some serious pain—breathing all heavy, telling the guy holding his hand to make sure that his mom or girlfriend or whoever gets his last letter and the little heart he had been making for her out of wood or whatever it is. The guy holding the shot soldier’s hand will scream, “Doc! We need more morphine!” Then the medic runs over and shoots the guy with a needle dose of the stuff. (I remember in one film, the commander just shot the guy in a mercy killing because they needed to save the morphine, but that’s beside the point.) After the guy gets the morphine, that’s it. No more pain. He goes all peaceful, right into the arms of Morpheus. I guess heroin really cranked up the dream-god factor, because all I’ve ever seen it do is make people nod off like walking zombies.

Cocaine’s been around for a long time, too. But it hasn’t always been treated the way that it’s treated today. In 1863, Italians used cocaine to make a wine that even the pope loved so much that he raved about its ability to “spark the divinity of the soul,” or something like that. Twenty years later, Sigmund Freud, the father of modern psychology, called coke “magical” and couldn’t get enough of the stuff—he didn’t even stick to the wine. He went for the raw white—snorted it, injected it, painted it on his skin. At the time, cocaine was a wonder drug, a stimulant and painkiller that cured everything from impotency to masturbation and was used as a surgical anesthetic. (There were even ads with children in them for fifteen-cent cocaine tooth drops: “An Instantaneous Cure!”) Some guy started making the wine in Atlanta, but then Prohibition came around, so he took out the alcohol and renamed it Coca-Cola. Somewhere along the line, around the start of the twentieth century, cocaine was deemed illegal and became a serious problem. But it was still available if you knew the right people.

All of these things and more were in place when my grandparents Curtis and Beulah Jackson moved to South Jamaica, Queens, from Ackerson, South Carolina. But there was no such thing as crack. That came later.

Back then, Queens, which is big enough to be America’s fifth-largest city, was a haven for relatively successful blacks. Harlem, New York City’s original Negro mecca, was deteriorating under the pressure of all the blacks who were coming up from the South and seeking opportunity in the big city. The former slaves decided to spread out from their little corner of New York, past lower Manhattan (which even then was too expensive for most people), and rested across the water, underneath the trees growing in Brooklyn. But then Brooklyn itself became too near to the madness of the inner-city strife. So it was that Queens emerged as home to some pretty notable Negroes. In the earliest part of the twentieth century, there was Lewis Latimer, the inventor who expanded on the lightbulb created by his former mentor, Thomas Edison, by creating and patenting the carbon filament. Later, in the 1950s, Queens was home to jazz legends like John Birks “Dizzy” Gillespie, Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, William “Count” Basie, and baseball giant Jackie Robinson. Queens is just a stone’s throw away from Brooklyn (which is also known as Kings County), and the only things separating the two places are the man-made lines on a map, but Queens is built much differently than Brooklyn. Because it’s farther into the mainland, it was settled and laid out in an easier, more suburban fashion than Brooklyn and Manhattan, which were basically laid out as grids. Queens’ villagelike landscape, low bridges, and lack of public-transportation services made it the great escape for those who wanted easy access to the big city without the dangers of full-time residence in the core of the Rotten Apple.

My grandparents had nine children: Curtis Jr., Geraldine, Cynthia, Jennifer, Harold, Johnny, Karen, and Sabrina, my mom. By the time my mom was born, in 1960, Queens began to soil. It was no longer the quick retreat from urban squalor. In 1964, the borough became the focus of the country, not only for hosting the World’s Fair and the opening of Shea Stadium but for what happened to Catherine “Kitty” Genovese. She was murdered. Two and a half miles from my grandparents’ home, she was stabbed seventeen times with a hunting knife over the course of a half hour as thirty-eight people watched from their homes. After this, the city created the 911 emergency response system and increased the number of white people who were moving to Long Island’s Nassau and Suffolk counties because of all the blacks coming in. That’s the Queens I know. All the other stuff I remember from school or read in magazines, when people write about the place where I grew up.

To hear my mom tell it, when she was fifteen years old—on July 6, 1975, to be exact—the impossible happened, and she gave birth to me via immaculate conception, just like Mary did with Jesus. She named me Curtis James Jackson III, in honor of her father, but called me Boo-Boo (the one and only true Curtis Jackson was and still remains my grandfather; even Curtis Jr., my uncle, had to take to being called Star). Whenever I asked my mom about my dad, she would say, “You don’t have a father. I’m your mama and your daddy.”

Even though I didn’t know what that meant, I knew what it meant. If you were a kid growing up in my neighborhood, it was weird for you to have both parents around. You either got one parent or you got grandparents. I had one parent and two grandparents. From what I could tell, I was actually ahead of the game. And when it came time to bring it—whether “it” was love, money, or authority—my mom would bring it. That’s the only thing that mattered to me.

I remember seeing my mom hanging out with women more than she hung out with men. She had this one friend named Tammy who would always be around, so one time I asked my grandmother, “Why does Ma always come around with Tammy?” My grandmother said, “That’s something you should ask your mother about.” And then I dropped the subject. I was young, but I wasn’t stupid. I learned early on that when it came to my mom, there were things you talked about and things that you didn’t.

My mom was, in a word, hard. She was real aggressive. As a disciplinarian, she was stern. As a motivator, she was even harsher. She encouraged me to do things that I knew I couldn’t do if she didn’t have my back. Once, when I was about five years old, I came running into my grandmother’s house, crying, because I had been fighting with some kids up the block.

We had been shooting marbles when this kid missed a really easy shot and I laughed at him. He must’ve been having a bad day because he got real upset and wanted to fight. Because he was much bigger than me, all the other kids got on his side to beat me up. I was like, You can’t be serious. This kid was already bigger than the legal size for five-year-olds. He was so big that, on principle alone, he should have been eight or nine. If we were in a boxing league, he would have been at least three weight classes above me. It’s not like he needed the help. So I did the only thing I could: I took my ass-whupping and went home to cry.

When I got home, my mom was pissed. She asked, “What the hell are you crying about?”

I explained it to her. “There was this boy,” I told her, “he’s as big as a whole block, maybe two. He beat me up and he wasn’t quite finished with me when I ran, so if it’s all the same to you, I’ll be spending the rest of my fifth year in the house.”

My mom asked where he was. I said, “He’s still outside, blocking out the sun, most likely. You can’t fight him, Ma.” She looked at me like I had left my common sense on the street. I don’t know if she was shocked that I thought she’d fight my battle for me or just disappointed in me for running. She said, “Go back out there and fight him again. If you get your ass beat again, you’re gonna take it without crying.”

I would have sworn that something was wrong with my ears. Or maybe hers. I said, “Ma, this kid is big. Like, big big.”

“I don’t care if he’s bigger than you,” she said. “You pick something up and hit him with it if you have to. But you’re not going to come back in here crying.”

It wasn’t really a hard decision at that point. The worst the kid I was fighting could do was to kill me. But I was more scared of my mom at that moment. I went back out there, picked up a rock that I could barely hold in my hand, and I knocked the fuck out of that kid with it. It was the first time I ever hit someone hard enough to make him go down. He was curled up on the floor bleeding and saying that he was going to tell his mother on me. But I didn’t care. His mom could only go and talk to my mom, and I had a strong feeling that any confrontation between our mothers would end up much like the one between him and me did. “So what?” I screamed. “Go tell your mother. She can get hit, too!”

All the kids started egging the fight on. “Ooooh! He talked about your momma!” I told them to shut up or they could get hit, too. They shut up. And that kid never came back with his mother. In fact, he never bothered me again.

That’s what it was like when I was with my mom. I felt like I could do anything as long as I had her consent. But she wasn’t around much. She had moved out of my grandparents’ house when I was a little baby and left me with them. But every time I saw her, she would have something for me. Every visit was like Christmas. If there wasn’t a toy, clothing, or a piece of jewelry, there was cold, hard cash. When I was six, she got me a children’s dirt bike. It was obviously secondhand, but it was clean and came with a brand-new helmet. By that time, I began to pick up that she was selling drugs, so I knew she had probably taken it from someone who couldn’t afford to pay what she wanted in cash. I didn’t care. It actually made the bike seem like more than it was because I knew she was thinking about me when she was working. And, shit, it was new to me. In my eyes, I had a new bike. Actually, I had a motorcycle. I was like, What? You mean I don’t have to waste time pedaling around and around to move? Oh, it’s on. All I needed was a quarter or two for some gas and I could ride all day. My mom had a real, grown person’s dirt bike and she even allowed me to ride alongside her in the street. Where most mothers would say, “No, you can’t do that because you’re going to hurt yourself,” she said. “Don’t be scared. You can do it. The worst thing you could do is hurt yourself and nothing that hurts can last too long.” Whenever she came around, we would be zipping down the street.

The bike was small enough to fit through the front door of my grandmother’s house, so I would take it inside and spend my time wiping it down, shining the spokes and everything, until it came time for me to ride it again. I cleaned that bike a lot because there were many days when I didn’t have any gas money, and, sometimes, when I had the money, I couldn’t find anyone to take me down to the gas station. There may have been eight aunts and uncles in the house, but most of them were still in their teens and they didn’t look at me like I was their responsibility.

With that many kids in the house, the resources that most kids take for granted were at a premium. There seemed to be just enough of everything to go around, but there never seemed to be enough good stuff to go around. There was enough food, but not enough of the fun food that was shown on TV, the food that made life a good place to live, the food that made you nothing if you couldn’t get it. There was enough clothing to go around, but not enough clothing that hadn’t been worn before by someone else, not enough clothing that hadn’t been washed to within a thread of its existence, not enough clothing with the types of tags and pictures that kept the other kids from laughing at you. There was enough plastic and buckets to go around, but not enough plastic to keep out the chill of winter when it bit through the house, not enough buckets to catch the tears of the house when it cried because the rain had been too much for it to bear.

But there was always somebody around, and that meant that there was always somebody’s business I could get into. I was a nosy kid, and as a reward for my inquisitiveness, I would be quickly banished from the vicinity of anything worth eavesdropping on: “Stay outta grown folks’ business. Go upstairs.” I was always the nigga upstairs. I got to know upstairs real well—me and my little green army men. I used to talk to them like they were real people. “They always making us go upstairs,” I’d say. And my army men would reply, “That’s ’cause they’re stupid. They’re not as smart as we are. We could have more fun without them.” “You know what? I think you’re right.” When I started to go to school by myself, I wasn’t by myself. I was with my army men. There was this big dog that I used to be scared of because every time I walked by it, the dog would come to the gate, barking like it wanted to eat me. I just talked to my army men. “Don’t be scared of that dog. That dog isn’t gonna do nothing. I’ll whup that dog if he comes out that gate.” That’s how I talked myself into not being afraid of the dog. I used to walk around with one of my army men and tell him not to be afraid of things, and then I started acting like the things I was telling the man. “Look, I’m not afraid of the dog. I’ll show you.” Then I’d kick the gate and run. “See, I told you I wasn’t scared.”

Sometimes my aunts would throw dollar parties in the backyard, where they charged their friends one dollar to come into the backyard and party. It didn’t make sense to me, because they would have people in the backyard at other times and they never charged anyone. But once they threw on some music and put out some food, the same people who ate in the house for free any other day of the week would pay to get past the gate. Those parties were my earliest experiences in marketing. They were also the first time I got to see how hip-hop affected people. A lot of times, they played old soul grooves and everyone just played it real cool. But when a hip-hop song came on, the party really got jumping. The guys would all start rapping with the music, and the girls would break out into little dance routines. There would always be a few guys who were really into it, who would start pop-locking and break dancing. I would just watch from the upstairs window and think about when I’d be old enough to throw my own parties. I figured that I’d be able to keep all the money for myself and make even more money than my aunts, because they had to split it four ways.

When I was about seven, my mom would come and take me for a day while she was conducting her business. She had an apartment on top of a storefront on Old South Road, right on the other side of Baisley Pond Park. This was the first time that I actually saw her dealing drugs. I had already figured it out by the things she was buying for me, but I had never seen her actually working. All the people who came around her were either customers or dealers. It didn’t take me long to tell who was who. The dealers were mostly older men who drove nice, big cars like Cadillac DeVilles and Fleetwood Broughams, with big rectangular grilles behind the gleaming metal fenders, clean down to the whitewall tires, or Pontiac Bonnevilles, with lush velour interiors that made the drivers seem as if they were cruising from the inside of a pillow. The dealers were always crisp, down to their starched collars and freshly pressed slacks. They would drive up, hop out of their shining cars, their clothes glowing, their jewelry glistening, and their hair perfectly sculpted. The customers were the guys who came up to them, usually walking.

I was amazed at how my mom talked to the guys with the big cars. They treated her like she was their equal. I had never seen anything like it. When they saw her, they would compliment her and speak in some code I couldn’t figure out. Then they’d give her a brown paper bag and she’d give them a fat stack of cash. When I got back to my grandmother’s house, I would tell my uncles about it. They’d just laugh and tell me that the guys on South Road were getting it. “You got some cats getting it over here,” they would say. “But not like on South Road. They’re really getting it over there.”

Uncle Harold told me that there was a man named Big Tony who lived not too far from the house who was getting it. He said that Big Tony was getting it so well that people had stopped calling him Big Tony, and now just about everyone called him Godfather. I couldn’t believe it. What I had seen on South Road was too different from anything that I had seen on our side of the park. But when Harold told me that Godfather was the guy who drove around in a big, green Lincoln Continental and bought ice cream for everyone when the truck came around, I knew who he was talking about. Harold must have seen that I was impressed because he said, “Don’t worry, when I’m getting it, I’m gonna make sure to take care of my little nephew.”

I still wasn’t exactly sure what it was or how they got it, but I wanted it more than I wanted to throw parties in the backyard or play with my army men. And the more time I spent on South Road, the more I figured out that getting it meant that you could stay up late on any night of the week. I knew that the people who weren’t getting it had to go to bed early so they could disappear to work. When my mom came to pick me up in her new car—a black Buick Regal with a white vinyl top—I was sure that getting it was the only way to go.

But even with all that, I never liked spending the night at my mom’s house. It was nice there, but the environment was different and I felt lonely there. It got worse when she got a house out on Long Island. It was more peaceful there, and that was the problem. I had become so accustomed to the constant party that was my grandmother’s house. My aunts and uncles may not have been the most nurturing people in the world, but at least there was always someone’s goings-on I could stick my nose into. At my grandmother’s house, I could fall asleep on the couch and there would be someone around, talking on the phone or watching TV. My mom’s house was so solitary that the silence made me uncomfortable. After I was there for a while, I’d say, “I wanna go home. Take me back to Grandma’s house.” And she would.

After she moved to Long Island, my mom’s visits grew so sporadic that I can’t honestly recall the last time I saw her. The last clear memory I have is of her showing up at Aunt Karen’s wedding. It was at this small church next to a gas station off of Linden Boulevard. I remember that my mom put some money in my pocket and we took some pictures together. Those are the last pictures my family has of her.

[image: Image]

To this day, my grandfather is a man who speaks his feelings freely and without any fear of retribution. He doesn’t mean to hurt anyone’s feelings, but he says exactly what’s on his mind, thinking without considering how his words will affect anyone. He had raised nine children and provided for them to the best of his ability, so his attitude was, “I don’t give a fuck who thinks what. You can leave. You don’t like it, you can get outta my house. This is what I put together. You motherfuckers can go.”

My grandfather isn’t the type of guy who wears emotion on his face. He just has this permanent scowl. If you looked through a strong-enough microscope and measured with instruments that are used to tell the length of a fly’s wings, you could probably see that the corners of his mouth turn upward when he gets really, really happy. When he’s upset, he looks just like he looks at any other moment. The only time I ever saw my grandfather outside of his normal range of emotion was when he found out that my mom had been murdered.

Seeing my grandfather cry was like watching one of those horror movies where a statue or a painting comes to life. I was like, that’s not supposed to happen. That was what freaked me out even before my grandmother told me that my mom wasn’t going to be coming back and that I’d be staying at their house permanently. She didn’t explain much about what happened at the time. She didn’t have to. Even at eight years of age you know what it means when you hear that your mother isn’t coming back. It meant that Christmas was over.


CHAPTER 2
“There was always drama…”[image: Image]

Stupid shit. That’s the best way to explain what I found myself going through, getting into and doing for the first few years after my mother died. Not anything extravagantly stupid, just garden-variety stupid shit like using the downstairs window as an exit from the house when there was a perfectly good front door available. Or climbing over the short chain-link fence as opposed to swinging open the gate like a normal human being. Stupid shit like getting into fights with kids at school three days of the week or telling teachers what they could do with their lesson plans and homework assignments. Stupid shit like dashing and darting through the house like some sort of windup toy that could not be unwound. That is, until someone suggested that I be put on methylphenidate, otherwise known to hyperactive children around the world as Ritalin.

The Ritalin worked, not necessarily because the medicine was effective but because it’s as potent as any drug ever administered to a child. The logic of the medical establishment to introduce a stimulant to a hyperactive system paid off: With each dose, I could feel every blood vessel in my head swell up and I would become woozy. I slowed down, looking and feeling like a dope fiend to the point where I began to slow myself down rather than take the medicine full-time. It became a threat: “Slow down or I’ll give you your medication.”

“All right, I’ll be good.”

In my head, the reason things were going bad for me was because my mom wasn’t around. This was my rationalization for all things, big or small. When my aunt was getting on my nerves, I knew it wouldn’t be going down like that if my mom were around. If I got yelled at for dragging mud through the house, I’d think, I wouldn’t be getting punished if my mom were here. Even if it was raining, I’d sit there looking out the window, thinking that only if my mom were around, the sun would be out. Every time I had seen my mom, something good would happen. But then I couldn’t see her anymore. And nothing seemed to go right. Someone had even stolen the bike she had given me. That really fucked me up. I just woke up one morning, went outside, and it was gone. Just like my mom.

My grandmother picked up on what I was going through, probably before I did, because she showered me with extra extra love and seemed to give me more leeway than she had ever given any of my aunts and uncles. I knew this much because my youngest aunt, Cynthia, never passed up an opportunity to point out that I was receiving an excessive amount of pardons. Cynthia and I were damned-near mortal enemies. My battles with Cynthia began immediately after the grief surrounding my mother’s death rolled away, leaving her with a clear view of the new family portrait. She quickly realized that the position she had cherished as the baby of the family was no longer hers—it was mine.

Being the youngest of the nine children meant that Cynthia was already saddled with the house grunt work. But to her, the added responsibility of watching me after school wasn’t a chore, it was an opportunity for revenge. She was very passive-aggressive with her torture. She never really came right out and fucked with me. All she did was follow my grandmother’s instructions to the letter. For instance, I’d be watching TV and she’d say, “Grandma said you can’t watch any TV until you did your homework.”

“I finished my homework,” I’d say, plopping in front of the set.

“Well, I have to check it first,” she’d say. Then she’d shut the TV off right in front of me! She did things like that on purpose. She would allow me to watch just enough of a show to whet my appetite, then, usually just about the time that the major action was about to take place, she would flick off the set and order Boo-Boo to do his homework. She knew damn well that the only afternoon cartoons worth watching came on between 3:00 and 4:30 P.M. Even if I did my homework quick enough to catch anything worth watching, she’d take her sweet time before getting around to checking my homework.

The thing is, Cynthia was a nerd that loved homework and anything to do with it, so it wasn’t like checking my homework put her out of her way. To her it was like, Great! I get to torture my nephew and do schoolwork at the same time! She even had the thick bifocal glasses to prove it. And it was those glasses that allowed me to exact a small dose of vengeance after she killed Dillinger.

To this day, Cynthia will swear on a truckload of Bibles that she had nothing to with the death—heck, murder—of my second dog. The first one had been hit by a car in the street, so I’m almost sure she had nothing to do with that. But Dillinger was a different story. The Doberman pinscher was a gift to both the family and me. Even with the threat of Ritalin, I was out of control. No adult or child in the house could keep up with me, and none wanted to. A dog was the best way anyone could think of to give me some company and keep my hands full. I loved that dog. He slept in my bed with me even after he grew so big that he scared the rest of the family. Dillinger made everyone nervous because they thought he was mean. He was cool with me, but he didn’t get along too well with anyone else.

The only problem I had with Dillinger was that the dog was greedy. He was a dog that would eat one hundred times a day regardless of what was put in front of him. He had started out easily enough on dry dog food, but when I began to give him the table scraps that I didn’t want, the dog got in his head that human food wasn’t off-limits. Problem. It wasn’t long before Dillinger would jump up on the table and go for the food right on my dinner plate. That’s when he really started to scare my family, and they began to mutter about getting rid of him. I tried to play it off as if everything was copacetic, but no one was hearing it. They said, “A dog ain’t supposed to jump up on the table like that.”

I tried to talk to the dog: “Look, if you keep jumping on the table, they’re gonna get rid of you.” Disciplining Dillinger was out of the question. There was no way I could control him. So I began to feed him as much as I could after school, when no one was around. The only thing that came of that was that the dog began to snatch food right out of my hand whenever I ate. I could be eating a sandwich, and he’d rip it right out of my hand, just barely missing a finger. But things really got out of hand when Dillinger ate the Thanksgiving turkey one year.

My grandmother always precooked the Thanksgiving turkey on Wednesday, so that she could concentrate on the fixings, trimmings, and side dishes on Thursday. When I was ten, she made the mistake of leaving the fully cooked, juicy, family-sized turkey on the kitchen table to cool off overnight. The next morning when I came down to feed Dillinger, he was cleaning off the bones of the turkey. I couldn’t believe it. I knew right then that Dillinger’s days were numbered. But I still didn’t expect Cynthia to kill him.

She was real slick about it. She used his own greed against him and let him do most of the work. All she did was fill up a bowl with roach spray so it looked like milk, and placed the bowl on the floor. Of course, any normal dog would have some sense of self-preservation that would have kept it from drinking a bowl of poison. Not Dillinger. He went right at it. I think that when he died, his only regret was that he didn’t get to finish his last meal.

I knew that Cynthia did it on purpose. She said she didn’t put it there for him. But why else would you fill a bowl with roach spray? But I was the only friend Dillinger had in the house, so all my pleas fell on deaf ears. I set revenge on the back burner, knowing that an opportunity would present itself. When it did, I would act swiftly. That’s all there was to it.

My chance came one Sunday morning when I was going through the coupons in the newspaper. When I came across a page of Christmas stamps, the idea hit me so fast it felt like it was always there. I raced upstairs, crept into Cynthia’s bedroom, and snatched the bifocals she kept on her night table. I ran back downstairs and applied every last stamp to her lenses and put the glasses back on the night table. Then I waited….
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