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FOREWORD

Each of us lives a life that presents multiple paths. There are paths we choose to take. There are paths we reject in favor of others. There are paths we dream about that are open to others but not ourselves. And there are paths that we didn’t dream possible, but, sometimes and somehow, they become true.

Bruce Jackson’s life is a captivating journey that takes all these paths.

It’s a life that sheds light on what it was like to grow up poor and Black in New York City. He confronted everyday hardships, including crime on the streets. And one day, at the age of ten, he found himself running from police through a Brooklyn subway station.

Bruce ran not from a crime he had committed, but out of fear after being mistaken in a crowd for someone else. Driven more by terror than thought, his path led him to jump onto the track in front of a subway train, where he managed to hop over the electrified third rail.

The path that is his life story could have ended then and there. But having met Bruce later in his life, I’ll always be thankful it did not.

The journey from that subway station to Microsoft, where I first met Bruce, was far from a straight line. In many ways, his journey was different from my own path as I grew up in northeastern Wisconsin. But Bruce’s life offers many lessons for all of us, regardless of our personal circumstances.

For a time, Bruce followed a path that took him to a part-time clerical job in the basement of the Chase Manhattan Bank in lower Manhattan when he was a high school student. Anyone playing the odds might have bet that Bruce would join the ranks of the other clerical workers who started then and who are still working there decades later. But, as Bruce writes, sometimes it’s critical to “realize what you don’t want out of life, which can be almost as important as figuring out what you do want.”

Bruce’s journey involved not just broader ambitions but also a lot of help from others. Never far from home, the intervening wisdom and constant support of his mother, grandmother, and aunt played critical roles in helping him become the first in his family to attend college. But his arrival as a freshman at Hofstra University’s lush campus was far from a walk in the park. The academics were difficult and the culture daunting. Bruce’s path almost took a U-turn back to a clerical job in Manhattan.

Bruce’s journey has involved not just twists and turns, but also ups and downs. His first years at Microsoft speak poignantly to the loneliness of working in Seattle two decades ago at a company that was only beginning to diversify its workforce. He provides powerful insights into what it’s like to work as a Black professional when almost everyone around you is white.

Our two paths started to connect more closely in 2002, when Bruce decided he wanted to move from Seattle back to the East Coast. I helped him identify a path within Microsoft’s legal department that would bring him home to New York and into growing success in hammering out complex contracts with the company’s largest customers. As he rose to more senior positions, I frequently benefitted from his advice, not only on legal and business issues, but also on what we needed to do to build a more supportive environment for a more diverse workforce.

Despite Bruce’s success, in multiple ways he has continued to live a life that has lived up to this book’s title, Never Far from Home. As I learned over the years, he lives this mantra, supporting family and friends, and by playing a growing role in community groups in New York and acting as a mentor for others.

At the same time, part of Bruce’s journey has involved the continuing and painful prejudices directed at so many Black Americans. I vividly remember the story he recounts in the prologue, which he shared with me after it happened. Despite his years of success, failure to pay a simple parking ticket (incurred by someone else) led to Bruce’s arrest, when he was put into handcuffs and leg irons and spent a night in jail. I have learned enough to appreciate that Bruce’s experience that day was far from unique. In that sense, perhaps it wasn’t even surprising. But it still felt shocking—and it should be for all of us.

Ultimately, Bruce’s journey is a story of hope born from personal determination. One thing I have appreciated and even loved about Bruce is his constant willingness to be honest and direct. He shares advice even when it is difficult to hear, and always with an eye toward discovering a better solution. He seeks out and spends time sharing the personal details about other people that make it possible to understand more clearly how we can help them succeed.

All of this comes through in the book. The pages turn quickly. Bruce’s life and story are a source of inspiration. Certainly for me. And I believe they will be for everyone.

Brad Smith

Vice Chair and President

Microsoft Corporation






Prologue NEW YORK, 2010


The Amsterdam Houses never change. The sprawling housing project comes into view as I make the familiar left turn from Eleventh Avenue onto Sixty-First Street and climb uphill from Manhattan’s west side. The Houses are a city within a city: nine acres, more than a thousand residents, and countless stories that never see the light of day. The mass of brick towers feels as foreboding as ever—bad enough for me when I get pulled back for an extended residency every few years, but worse still for my mother, who remains as stuck to this place as the memories of my youth on the edge. This time, I’ve been brought back by the twin traumas of an imploding marriage and a house fire that has rendered uninhabitable my home in Mount Vernon, New York.

But this place is home, always will be. To me and countless friends and relatives here and gone, too many now lost to drugs and violence and crime. Yesterday, a Sunday, I broke bread with some of the folks in this neighborhood and joined with them in prayer at Sunday service. Today, my team closed a hundred-million-dollar deal for Microsoft, where I’ve worked for more than a decade. We held a party in the office to mark the win. Then I met a friend and drove to the grocery store to pick up a batch of crab legs and some beers—for a celebration party with family and friends.

Some people—and this is especially true of those who grew up poor—like to dig at their roots until they give way completely, and there is nothing to draw them back. Makes it easier to shape-shift into something else; to blend in at corporate functions or black-tie charity events.

I want to help these people. But don’t get the wrong idea. I was never one of them.

Not me, but I get it. If you’re uncomfortable with who and what you were, you want to pretend it never happened. But as far as I’m concerned, everything I’ve accomplished grew from the roots of the city and projects and distressed neighborhoods that raised me. The Houses are no less a part of me than the blood that flows through my veins. Hell, I’m proud of it. But I also know it could have turned out like it did for many of my friends: dead or incarcerated. Reality has a way of shaking me awake whenever I’m tempted to forget about that fact.

Right on cue: Blue and red lights dance kaleidoscopically in the rearview mirror, revealing the unmistakable outline of an NYPD cruiser. Then two quick burps of a siren, as if I hadn’t already gotten the message. I pull my gray BMW X5 to the curb, cut the engine, and wait. Hands on the wheel. Ten and two. Eyes ahead. I am an attorney, so I know my rights. I am also a Black man in America, so I know the drill.

“Relax,” I say to my passenger, an old friend, to my right. “It’ll be okay.”

Two officers, both fair-skinned, approach the vehicle. I roll down the window, try to remain calm. The officers are cordial but firm.

“Been following you since the bottom of the hill,” one of them explains.

They say something is wrong with the taillight.

This is not true, but it falls under the vast umbrella of “probable cause.” A taillight that appears to be flickering is as useful a tool to law enforcement, when so inclined, as blacked-out windows or a rumbling muffler. It is an excuse to detain, to intrude and violate. And so the dance begins. I turn over my license and registration. The officers retreat to their cruiser. Five minutes pass… ten… fifteen. By the time they return and declare flatly that “something” showed up on my license, and that they need to wait for their sergeant to report back, my friend skips from agitation straight to anger.

“This is bullshit!”

She may be right, but the outburst—continuous, peppered with expletives and accusations of racism—is not helping matters.

“You’re just stopping him because he’s a Black man.”

“Ma’am, you keep running your mouth,” one of the cops says, “I’m going to arrest you.”

There is a standoff—the cop looks at me, with an unspoken Get your friend under control—before he walks away again. A crowd begins to gather on this pleasant spring night, ready for an unexpected show after dinner. Suddenly a backup patrol car hits the scene, and there are now four cops investigating an allegedly busted taillight. My hopes of a simple ticket and a talking-to are fading fast.

“Look,” I say to my friend, “I think they’re going to take me downtown. Maybe it’s best if you leave.”

“Leave?”

“Yeah. Take my keys and my car. Go home. I’ll stay with the cops. Let’s not make this any worse than it is. I’ll be okay.”

The officer strolls back over to the driver’s side window. After a brief discussion, my friend is allowed to leave, right before I am handcuffed and placed in the back seat of a cruiser. More will be revealed in due time, they promise, but for now, There is a problem with your license is all I’ll get.

First stop: Twentieth Precinct, West Eighty-Second Street. I am placed in a holding area with four other men and then moved to a cell all my own.

“Want a newspaper?” one officer asks.

“Sure. Thanks.”

Time passes. Time to think about the fact that it’s been nearly forty years since the last time I found myself in this situation, detained by law enforcement. So much has changed in my life, and apparently, so little. The officer returns. There are two women outside, he explains, and they aren’t happy. He tells me their names—Adrienne and Diane. One, my friend and passenger from earlier, the other, my sister. They arrived together at the Twentieth Precinct to raise hell.

“Do me a favor,” I say. “Tell them I’m sleeping.”

He laughs. “Sleeping?”

“Yeah, if they think I’m comfortable and not bothered by this, that will put them at ease.”

He shrugs, leaves, returns a while later. “They’re gone. Guess you were right.”

It is close to midnight when my attorney, Paul Martin, shows up. By this time, I have been informed of the charges—driving with a suspended license. Apparently my brother had picked up a parking ticket while driving my car and had failed to pay the fine. This transgression was news to me, but it was my responsibility, since the ticket was attached to a vehicle registered in my name.

Fair enough, but the truth is that no one—or almost no one—spends any time at all behind bars for nonpayment of a parking ticket or even a suspended license. The US judicial system is already choked to the point of immobility without tossing parking tickets into the blender. Typically, this kind of infraction merits a desk ticket and a future date with the state on the court docket. But, of course, justice is not blind, and here I am, a middle-aged man with a career on the rise and no criminal record, suddenly thrown into the system.

“Prints didn’t come back yet,” Paul says glumly.

I nod, knowing exactly what this means. If fingerprints don’t clear the system by midnight, you’re spending the night in jail.

“Hang in there,” he says. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Moments later I am in handcuffs again, and leg irons, one of four men chained together, shuffling out a back door. They load us into a van and drive us uptown, to 126th Street, home of the Twenty-Sixth, a larger and more heavily staffed precinct. More cops. More cells. More criminals. We pass through metal door after metal door, the deafening CLANG of each a reminder of the fading light and intensifying odor as we fall deeper into the system.

I can feel my heart race. This is not exactly Rikers Island, but make no mistake—the tone and tenor of this facility shares little with my time reading a newspaper at the comparatively genteel Twentieth Precinct. The sense of dread is palpable. The four of us are divided and placed in different cells, all within view of one another. There is one other occupant in mine, a man who appears to be in his early thirties, wearing a ragged T-shirt and jeans. He is sprawled out on the cell’s only bench, snoring away. I stand at the door, leaning against the bars, wondering how long I’ll be here, how I got here. Until this night, I’ve never spent a minute behind bars, but I know enough about the streets and jailhouse protocol to know that if I stand here all night, peering out of the cell like a puppy in a kennel, a couple bad things will happen. One, I’ll be exhausted. Two, I’ll become a target in the eyes of my cellmate and anyone else who might join us later.

“Yo, man,” I say as I walk to the bench. “Wake up.”

The guy moans, rolls over, looks at me through dead eyes. He says nothing.

“I’m tired, too,” I say. “I can’t stand here all night. You gotta move over and give me some room.”

He nods, sits up, and slides to the end of the bench. Then curls into himself again. I take a seat at the other end and begin my fight with the anxiety of incarceration. My chest is tight, my throat dry. Suddenly I am nearly overcome with the urge to scream, to let everyone within earshot know that I DON’T BELONG HERE! My hands are clammy. The room is spinning.

Get a grip, I tell myself. It isn’t that bad, you’ll be out in the morning. But the lack of control is terrifying: the sense that I am buried deep within this maze of broken dreams and violence and no one gives a shit.

“Sandwich?”

There is an officer at the gate, passing out food, or something like it, anyway. Flattened slices of white bread wrapped in cellophane.

“No, thanks.”

He holds out a bottled water. I consider it briefly. I’m thirsty, scared. But there is a single, open toilet in a corner of the cell, and anything that needs to leave my body will be doing so for an audience.

“Nah.”

He shrugs, walks away.

I close my eyes and withdraw into a fantasy world: a meditative trance, of sorts. Summoning up a long-lost part of my past, from adolescent flirtations with the theater, I slip into character. In this scenario, I am not a criminal. I am a correspondent, working undercover; an intrepid investigative journalist rooting out inequities and racial injustice by placing himself on the front lines of the war. I tell myself that I am merely a visitor to this universe, not a resident. I am here to observe and report. I am here to learn.

And then go home.

It’s all nonsense, but in a weird way it helps. After a while, my pulse slackens. My skin dries. I can breathe again. An hour passes, maybe two.

We are cuffed and chained together again, only this time there are eight of us, led out of the basement jail and into a waiting van. Accompanied fore and aft by NYPD patrol cars, we rumble down the West Side Highway beneath the cover of night, the city eerily still and quiet. There is a small window in the back of the vehicle, and through it I see the city lights flickering off the Hudson, splashing fingers of yellow and orange across the black water. A few of the guys around me manage to fall asleep, even as the van bobs and weaves along the rutted highway. We are on our way to Central Booking, stop number three on the night, and I can’t help but think about the fact that absolutely no one who cares about me has any idea where I am at this moment. But I’m lucky: at least I know they’re out there somewhere, friends and family who love me and who would be horrified to see me like this. I wonder if the same can be said of my fellow travelers.

Central Booking, 100 Centre Street, is a sprawling short-term lockup and courthouse in Lower Manhattan that serves as a way station for hundreds of inmates as they are fed into one of the penal system’s many tributaries. If you get to Central Booking, the thinking goes, you probably did… something. The holding cells are bigger, nastier, louder. The guards and officers are tougher, more cynical.

I am tossed into a cage with roughly a dozen other men, most of whom appear to be half my years (forty-eight). But it’s easier this time, even with a crowd. It’s the middle of the night, but I walk over, tap one of the kids on the back, and tell him to make room. He grunts, moves down. I take a seat.

“The fuck you doin’ here, old man?” one of them says to me.

“I ain’t that old.”

He laughs. The conversation ends. Everyone in jail is innocent, but I see no reason to explain myself. It’s not going to help my credibility, or enhance my safety, to tell anyone that I’ve been arrested for failing to pay a traffic ticket. Better to let them assume the worst.

Time passes. More food and water are offered and rejected. The sun rises, although I can’t see it. Attorneys begin showing up, court-appointed mostly. They speak to clients, accompany them into the courtroom. It goes on like this for hours, a steady march of the accused and the arraigned. Some post bail and leave. Some see their cases dismissed. Quite a few remain on site or are shipped out to serve bids elsewhere or to wait for resolution of more complicated matters. My attorney, Paul, arrives midmorning. He’s calm, reassuring.

“I’ve already spoken to the DA,” he says. “They’re going to dismiss the charges. You just have to pay the ticket, and a fine, and it all gets wiped away.”

“That’s it?”

“Well, you still have to go in front of the judge, acknowledge culpability—”

“It wasn’t my ticket. I didn’t even know about it.”

He sighs. “Come on, Bruce. Doesn’t matter.”

“Uh-huh.”

Soon, it’s all over. I am one of a hundred or more people who will stand in front of the judge, a fleeting and forgotten face. A name on an impossibly long ledger. Outside, Paul and I shake hands and go our separate ways. He offers me a ride uptown, but I decline. I need some time alone to clear my head.

I walk across the street and grab a Big Mac at a McDonald’s on Broadway, polish it off while walking through SoHo. Eventually, I hop on the subway heading north. It has never felt better, the rocking of the car, the clacking of the wheels against the rails. With the exception of college, law school, and a brief, uncomfortable stint in the Pacific Northwest, I’ve lived in and around New York City my entire life. Even on the bad days, it’s home.

I exit at Lincoln Center, the stop nearest the Amsterdam Houses. By now it’s almost noon. Still time to get into work and make something of the day. It’s not until I’m standing in the shower, trying to wash away the stench of eighteen hours in limbo, that the anger and anxiety rise up within me. I feel it all again—the hopelessness. The vile conditions. The stench of urine, of vomit, of nicotine, of sweat. I gag, choke it back.

A few minutes later I am neatly dressed and walking out the front door of one of Manhattan’s largest housing projects, briefcase in hand, on my way to Microsoft Corporation’s New York headquarters on Sixth Avenue. I’ve thought about this juxtaposition more than a few times since moving back home—the distance from here to there, physically and metaphorically—but there is a new poignancy to it today. As I rise through the glistening complex on an elevator to my sixth-floor office, I am nearly broken by the weight of a secret life, of the burden that most of my colleagues cannot possibly understand. Politeness rules. Pleasantries are exchanged, small talk is made. I am overwhelmed by the urge to tell everyone what happened, to share the gory details of a life they can’t imagine.

“This is what can happen,” I want to say, “if you are a person of color.” This is what will happen if we aren’t all vigilant, aware, persistent. Things have changed, mostly for the better. I know that. When I started at Microsoft a decade earlier, I was the third Black person ever hired in the company’s legal department. With diversity and inclusion high on the company agenda, those numbers have improved, and I’ve done my best to help the cause. But up here, in the ivory tower, it’s easy to forget the truth: that when I leave this office, I am not a Microsoft executive.

I want to tell them where I spent the night. I want to explain exactly how my reality differs from theirs when I leave this office. But I don’t. I put my head down and go to work, crunching numbers, reviewing contracts, vetting deals. Someday, maybe I’ll tell them what happened.

Someday.






Chapter 1 FLORA MAE


Flora Mae Jackson grew up in prewar South Carolina, one of five children who all started working in the cotton fields before the age of ten, and for whom poverty and racism were facts of life. She used to tell us stories about the raids—gangs of marauding Klansmen ripping through neighborhoods, and how she and her friends learned to hide in the crawl spaces beneath their houses until the terrors went away.

“How often did this happen?” I once asked.

Often enough, she said, that it wasn’t even a shock.

My mother’s family concerned itself with survival over everything. Education is great, but such things take a back seat when simply breathing another day feels barely within reach. And survival meant work. Flora Mae dropped out before she got to middle school, as did most of her siblings, so she could put in even more hours in the fields. One of my aunts was married by the age of fourteen. My grandmother Mamie Jackson moved to Brooklyn around that same time, found work, and shortly thereafter my mother followed suit. But since my grandmother worked as a live-in housekeeper and did not have her own apartment, Flora Mae moved in with a cousin in Bedford-Stuyvesant.

Not long after, my mother began dating the man who would father my older brother, Robert, but she and he did not marry. She met and moved in with John Wesley Miller, father to me and three of my sisters. Another sibling followed, they eventually married, and this is where we rooted ourselves in an apartment in a Crown Heights brownstone. My father does not cut a strong figure in my memories of this time. He was something of a spectral presence, popping in on occasion but never staying for long. He had grown up in North Carolina, in a family of educators, but had fled the South with his mother when she became enthralled with the teachings of a prominent and controversial reverend and followed him and his growing congregation to New York. The exact nature of their relationship, like so many things about my father’s history, was shrouded in mystery.

My mother ran our home, working tirelessly to take care of six kids between shifts at a peanut-packaging plant. She did her best to keep us all in line, but the truth is, she was badly outnumbered.

Into the void of a fatherless household stepped a man named Robert Richardson, who was the superintendent of another building in the neighborhood. This was the sort of thing that happened in a lot of African American families in that era (and still happens today). The father disappears, and someone else moves in to fill the space. Not always literally, but emotionally. That was Robert. He was the guy who seemed to be around a lot of the time, hanging out with us, fixing things around the apartment, taking us to Coney Island on the weekend. He was not my father, and I knew it, and for a while I sort of resented him for thinking he might fill that role. But that was just sort of a preteen phase, and later in life Robert and I became much closer—he is, in fact, the man you’ll see in most of my graduation photos over the years—from high school, college, and law school. And if you were to ask most of my siblings, they’d probably refer to him as their father—certainly he was more of a father to all of us than John Wesley Miller.

But around that time, to me, Robert was mainly just a guy who hung out at our house, part-time, trying to be more of a friend than a father, and easing some of my mother’s burden. That was the deal with Robert. He was married to someone else and had five kids of his own—an entirely separate family and life in East Flatbush, twenty minutes away from Crown Heights. A guy can only handle so much. We knew he had another family, and his family, I suspect, knew about us.

Robert and my mother had met through Robert’s brother, a suitor of a family friend. The exact parameters of Robert and Mom’s relationship were never clear, nor what my mother expected out of it aside from companionship and financial help. I certainly don’t think she expected that Robert would ever trade one family for another. But life is complicated. People form bonds for different reasons. They learn to cope and survive. It isn’t always a fairy tale. He cared for my mother, and we all appreciated that, but we also knew it wasn’t his place to be the disciplinarian in our home. That last point led to a few confrontations through the years, some worse than others, but fewer and fewer over time. As often as not, Robert would shrug and give up the fight quickly.

It all sounds a bit crazy now, but it seemed pretty normal to me at the time. There were seven of us crammed into a small apartment, and we depended on public assistance to make ends meet (my mother’s job was far from sufficient), but you couldn’t have told me I was poor. Not at that age. Our neighbors lived the same way, and for the most part it was not an unpleasant existence. I had plenty of friends, a place to sleep, food, and relatives who lived nearby. When you’re seven or eight years old, that feels like enough.

While Crown Heights in the late ’60s was hardly the gentrified stretch of cafés, condos, and Michelin-star-worthy restaurants it is today, neither was it a terrible place to live. If you had friends and family around, which I did in abundance, it kind of felt like any modest upbringing anywhere else. A neighborhood of brownstones, some clean and sturdy, some in disrepair. There were pockets of dirt and filth, to be sure, but there were trees as well. There were patches of green. There were sidewalks teeming with familiar faces, entire families hanging out on stoops, passing the time with conversation and human connection. There were barbecues and block parties, and there were “rent parties”—gatherings of the neighborhood in support of a family or families who for one reason or another couldn’t meet that month’s payment on their home. Five dollars here, ten there, twenty on occasion. We had each other’s backs. At the end of the party, the problem would go away, at least for a little while. It was a judgment-free zone, built on a foundation of love and shared hardship. Most families knew what it was like to struggle to make ends meet, and there was comfort in knowing that you wouldn’t be alone the next time.

In the sweltering summer months, you’d throw open all the windows and hope for a breeze or a thunderstorm. Failing that, a popped fire hydrant worked wonders. The barrier between indoors and outdoors melted somewhere around July, with people coming and going, conversations filtering through screens and out into the street.

We had one nineteen-inch black-and-white television for the entire apartment to share, but there was always more entertainment to be found right outside the door, on my own block. What danger there was outside (violence, drugs, crime) felt distant, mostly unreal, something the adults would talk about but keep far enough away to stay out of mind. Family provided security and the illusion of safety. My grandmother lived in Crown Heights, as did my aunt Viola, and one of my uncles. Kin, all within walking distance, all ready to lend an ear or a hand.

My cousins, despite being kept on tighter leashes than the kids in our home, were the ones who got us in trouble. They introduced me to gambling during my visits to their places. They loved throwing dice outside the house, but they weren’t very good at it, and usually I returned home with more money than I had when I left. Just nickels, dimes, and quarters, but it felt good to leave with a pocketful of change. Sometimes my uncle would catch us playing and immediately break up the game.

“What did I tell you kids about throwing dice?!” he’d scream, as we scattered through the neighborhood. Whether he was motivated by a goal to impart much-needed wisdom, an attempt at moral guidance, or merely raging at the prospect of his kids wasting money, I don’t know. But at the time, I was pretty sure it was about the wasting more than the playing.

In my memory, I was an easygoing little kid, but Aunt Viola assures me that is a fault of temporal distance. “You were horrible as a kid—if your mother wouldn’t buy you something when you went to the store together, you’d throw a tantrum right there in front of everyone. You’d knock stuff off the shelves and scream and cry, just to protest.”

In my defense, Aunt Viola always took it upon herself to set a higher standard of behavior than the one I was accustomed to at home. She was the family’s disciplinarian, the one who would not hesitate to dole out a beating if you talked back or acted out of turn. Aunt Viola had the switch and the belt, and she wasn’t shy about using them, especially when it came to our too-frequent attempts to skip school. We were drunk on our own mischievous-little-kid cleverness. After a “school day” spent running around the neighborhood, we’d show up at Aunt Viola’s house, right at 3:00 p.m., thinking no one would be the wiser, and she’d be there waiting for us with towering omniscience.

“How was school?” she’d say.

“Great!”

A moment of hope.

“Y’all ain’t smart enough to miss school! Now get your ass over here.”

She would become one of the most influential people in my life—the family member who would call me on my bullshit. Honest, real, direct. I liked visiting her home because my cousin Phillip, her son, was one of my closest friends, but also because I liked the structure she demanded. The comfort of knowing that she cared. Even if she could be tough or terrifying, I never doubted that it came from a place of love.

I attended elementary school at PS 289. I was smart enough to do okay in class without working too hard, but that’s not to say I was particularly focused or driven. School was more of a way to pass the day than a critical function in my life at that time.

Some of my friends were bused to schools at least five miles away, measures intended to level the playing field and provide greater access to better teaching and facilities—pathways to life-changing opportunities. Their families tended to be grateful, but the kids I knew didn’t like it. It pulled them out of their comfort zones and threw them into someone else’s environment. A place where they’d go from understood to, in their own way, marginalized. Othered. Observed.

In law school, years later, I would cross paths with one of those kids, David Green, now my best friend, who took the chance to get out of his neighborhood. He grew up in the Bronx, experiencing a childhood shaped by poverty much like mine. But after middle school, he utilized A Better Chance (ABC), a scholarship program that allowed low-income families in academically challenged neighborhoods to send their kids to high-achieving boarding, day, or public schools far outside their districts. Instead of funneling into DeWitt Clinton High School alongside his friends and classmates, he left the Bronx for high school in a leafy Massachusetts suburb. At the time, he said, he resented the move. He’d had friends. He thought he’d figure things out and be okay. But his mother disagreed.

“It’ll change your life,” she said. “You’re going.”

The Georgetown Law diploma that hangs in his office today makes it hard to argue that point—but I have one of those, too. What I also have is a bond with my siblings and cousins and aunts and uncles that can only be developed through years of close proximity. There is a price to pay for uprooting yourself at that age. You set out at thirteen, never to return, and you lose something vital. There is regret, and there is anger. There is resentment toward a world that’s telling you: Your friends aren’t good enough. Your teachers are inadequate. Your community—your people—are broken.

We lived at 910 Prospect Place, a couple doors down from one of Crown Heights’ hottest nightclubs, and on weekends I’d go outside with my friends and watch people coming and going, all dressed up. The club didn’t look like much—just a single-story brownstone—but music from within would fill the street until late in the night. Other nights I’d lie in bed and listen, wondering what sort of magic happened inside that building. Imagination went a long way where I come from—after school we’d occupy ourselves with simple games played in the street. Ones that didn’t require big, open fields or equipment we couldn’t afford. Skelly, a kind of board game drawn in chalk on the pavement, where we’d advance by flipping bottle caps into designated squares. Or hot-peas-and-butter—a sadistic version of hide-and-seek you’d have to see to believe; the game would reach its frantic peak when someone got to chase everyone around, whipping them mercilessly with a leather belt until they’d found the sanctuary of home base.

Once a week or so, the Itchies, a street gang, would come by our neighborhood and shake down the younger kids for whatever meager cash or coins we might have.

We’d hear “The Itchies are coming!” and we’d all scatter. If you got caught and refused to give up your money, you’d get your ass kicked, or worse. I remember the school bully mistaking life on the street with his schoolyard domain and catching the point of an Itchy’s blade one afternoon. Looking back, it feels almost quaint—street gangs running around and extorting money armed with nothing more formidable than a pocketknife. It didn’t compare to the ’80s and ’90s, when guns became commonplace and you could be victimized by a drive-in just for being in the wrong place. To some degree, I was protected. If things ever got out of hand, I could go to my brother, who was seven years older and had some less-than-upstanding connections.

A certain moral code developed within me early, almost by osmosis. I learned to trust family and friends and to view warily anyone outside that circle. The white people I knew were considered interlopers, regardless of their intentions: teachers who commuted from Queens or Staten Island, nurses and doctors who lived in Manhattan or Brooklyn Heights.

Authority figures, law enforcement in particular, were deemed to be the enemy, an overwhelmingly white and aggressive occupying force in a neighborhood populated almost entirely by people of color.

At age six I barely noticed the tension; by ten I could feel it in my bones. I heard the rumble of dissent in conversations between adults. I saw it in the faces of older friends, who scattered when an NYPD patrol car turned a corner. Were they running because they had done something wrong… or because they were scared? I didn’t know, and it didn’t really matter. On our side, there was no expectation of fairness; on the other, no presumption of innocence. I knew this only in the abstract, but as I watched and listened and grew, it became more concrete. People were arrested. They went away. Sometimes they were beaten while being taken into custody.

Us versus them.

White versus Black.

Good guys and bad guys.

The confusion and dissonance could be overwhelming to a kid, and it even confuses adults now whenever I’m pressed on the matter. On one hand, you had friends and relatives who were, objectively speaking, on the wrong side of the law. But to us, the people who lived and played with them in the neighborhood, they were familiar. We watched them laugh, and boast, and mourn, and even cry. They treated us like equals. On the whole, they felt less threatening than the police officers whose jobs were ostensibly to protect us from those very same people. The cops were the ones who made you feel unwelcome on the sidewalk in front of your home, who put you on high alert at all times. Not the criminals who hung out in your midst. You ended up feeling more than a little conflicted. My friends did not want to become cops. I did not want to be a cop.

We all wanted to be like Black Sam.

With the benefit of experience and hindsight, I can now tell you that Sam was a pimp. A relative of ours (Sam’s mother and my grandmother were sisters) who lived up in Boston but whose business interests periodically brought him back to New York. Every so often, he’d come to town with a couple of his girls; they’d do a hotel run, pile up customers, and crash for a few days before heading back home.

But as a kid, all of that wasn’t so clear to me. What did I know about Sam? I knew that he dressed well, carried lots of money, always had a beautiful young woman by his side, and carried a gun. I met him for the first time at Aunt Viola’s house. They were first cousins, and Sam was in town for one of his visits, mixing business and pleasure. I can still see him standing in the kitchen, lean and angular, smiling broadly as he extended a hand to say hello.

“Bruce, this is Sam,” Aunt Viola said. “He’s your cousin.”

I didn’t quite understand how someone nearly the same age as my mother could be a cousin, but familial terms like that were often tossed around loosely and without explanation. What mattered to me in that moment was the impact of Sam’s presence. His appearance: the glistening, processed hair; the colorful one-piece jumpsuit opened to the sternum; the platform shoes! Sam looked like he could have stepped right off the set of Soul Train. He looked like a star. He looked… important.

“What’s up, little man?” he said, extending a hand for me to shake. “I heard about you.”

I stammered, smiled. Was this true? What had Aunt Viola told him? Was it good? Bad? Why did I care?

“Hello,” I said. And nothing else. I was tongue-tied in his presence. With Sam that day was a woman named Lisa. She was younger than Sam and very pretty. He introduced her as “my girl.” They were a couple, as surely and atypically as my mother and Robert were a couple. But they were also boss and employee, with Lisa turning tricks for Sam and Sam taking most of the money. As I got a little older, I began to see the reality of their alliance and to understand it, but I didn’t dare pass judgment. No one did.

My interactions with Sam predate my teenage years, so they are colored by naivete. But I was old enough to get some sense of what he did for a living, and I knew that Sam was always the toast of the town when he came back. He’d throw parties, hand out money, sometimes have his girls perform favors on his friends (although not really “favors,” as there were no freebies in Sam’s business). I wasn’t old enough for the parties or the girls, but I did think it was cool when Sam would greet me with a handful of cash. And I heard stories about Sam, about how he protected not just his girls but also his friends and family. If someone was short on the rent payment and Sam was in town, he’d make up the difference. You didn’t mess with Sam, because if you did, he’d hurt you. He was a wiry little guy, but people both feared and admired him.

I do not mean to glorify the work of a pimp. I’m just being honest—to a bunch of poor city kids, Black Sam didn’t feel like an outlaw. He was one of us—a kid from the projects (Roxbury, Massachusetts) who had figured things out and seemed to be doing well. Whatever moral or legal transgressions might have been involved, they were mostly irrelevant and mysterious. Did Sam exploit or abuse the girls in his employ? I didn’t know any better. Did he ever kill anyone? A reasonable assumption, but I had no proof either way. Those things didn’t concern us struggling to get by in Crown Heights. Here’s what I do know: Sam went out like a gangster in every sense of the term, stabbed twenty-five times, bleeding out all over one of his fine, expensive suits in a New York hotel room.

He was barely thirty years old.
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