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Author’s Note


I have chosen in writing my book to name only the heroes. (In most instances, I’ve simply omitted the names. In the case of my accuser, I have changed her name—in part, I will admit, because I don’t care to see her name in my book.) I did this because this is the story of what set me free, not who wronged me. And what’s most important in my story is not the false accusation or the action of any individual in the criminal justice system. Even those who may have been trying to do the right thing couldn’t, because of the deeply flawed American criminal justice system that was primed to convict me and destroy my life, even after I left prison. It is this system that deserves the blame, but more important is that we focus on the reforms that will ensure that it does provide justice for all those who are not yet free.

Thanks.



ONE


Just a Taste

Freedom.

I was just beginning to taste it.

In that summer of 2002, I was sixteen years old—and I was finally about to start driving.

I’d taken the driver’s education course at my high school, and I’d just passed the test to get my learner’s permit. I wanted it so bad that I kept checking the mailbox every day after school, just waiting for that permit to arrive so I could start driving for real.

It was more than that, though.

I was in summer school, like I was pretty much every summer, working hard to get my grades up so I would be ready to rise up and meet the possibilities that were right in front of me. I hadn’t even started my senior year and I had already made an early commitment to the University of Southern California. USC! My dream school. My dream football team. Hell, I could hardly imagine something as big as playing for USC when I was a kid, but I’d worked hard and played my best and now here I was, ranked eleventh in the nation as a linebacker, getting personal calls from USC head coach Pete Carroll, and all kinds of attention from local media along the way. All I had to do was keep playing hard and keep my grades up and I’d be off to college. Me! And who knows what could happen from there! If I kept playing like I was playing, everybody told me I’d for sure be a top draft pick out of USC. I’d make it to the NFL. Make some money. Lift my mom and my brother and sister and our whole family up to a whole new life!

I still had a long way to go. I knew that. I knew that. But I couldn’t help but feel as if everything was finally going right—and I wanted to celebrate.

July Fourth was coming up. I knew we had the day off from school, and I mentioned to my mom that I wished I could throw a party.

“Well, as long as you promise to be responsible, I don’t see why not,” my mom said.

“Are you serious right now?” I asked her. I could hardly believe those words came out of my mother’s mouth.

“Yeah, why not? Just a few friends, though.”

“Most definitely. But like, you’re not gonna be here. You said you were going out of town that day. I mean, I was thinking of inviting some girls, too—”

“Brian,” my mom said, looking me right in the eyes, “I trust you.”

Whoa. That was something. My mom had never let me or my little brother have girls over to the house, especially if she wasn’t going to be there. It’s not that she didn’t trust us; it was just that she’s way too much of an old-school Southern Baptist to let anyone think there might be any kind of impropriety going on in her home. The only partying we did at home was for birthdays and Christmas—family parties—and she went all out for those. I remember she’d decorate the whole house, and our uncles and aunties would all show up carrying presents and all kinds of food, and my uncle Stanley would man the barbecue. The family parties my mom threw were always over-the-top. And I swear every year she told us she couldn’t afford the presents we wanted. We knew she meant it, too, so we never got our hopes up, but somehow she managed to surprise us with exactly the gifts we wanted when the big day came. I still don’t know how she did that on a schoolteacher’s salary, but she did. She even did it before she started teaching, when us kids were real little and she’d just gotten divorced from our dad, and laid off from her job, and she was putting herself through school trying to get her degree so she could get a job teaching in the first place. Even then she did it. Every time.

I love my mom. Everybody loves my mom. But the overprotective thing could be frustrating sometimes. I know she did it for our own good. I knew it even then. I understood where she was coming from because I saw what happened to some of our neighbors and friends. I heard stories. I read the news.

Raising kids in a city like Long Beach, California, was challenging. There was temptation all over the place, and the dark side of the city was like a magnet that sometimes sucked kids in and trapped them. A lot of kids went in the wrong direction, got stuck right where they were and never saw anything beyond the city. My mom wasn’t having that. She wanted more for her kids. She wanted us to get an education. To go places. She drilled it into our heads nonstop that we could accomplish whatever we wanted if we stayed on the right track. If we worked hard. And it looked like she was going to see her dreams for our possible futures come true.

Heading into that Fourth of July, all I saw was possibility.

I’m pretty sure I know why my mom said “yes” to me throwing a party at that exact moment in time: It was her way of easing up on me. Of letting me know that she realized how hard I’d worked.

Life hadn’t gone easy on us those past few years. Just three years before this, my mom’s partner of six years, my stepdad, passed away. It left us all reeling. This man, this good man, this kind man who always treated Mom right and who was always so good to us kids, a strong man who’d fought in the Korean War and who taught us kids tai chi—lung cancer took him in a matter of months. He was a lot older than my mom, but he was the most solid father figure my brother and sister and I ever knew. It was shocking. He died right there in the comfortable little home our family had made on the corner of Twenty-Eighth and Magnolia, in one of the safest neighborhoods in Long Beach, and we just couldn’t stay there anymore after that. So my mom moved us outside the city, to a townhouse on a quiet cul-de-sac—and without saying a word about it, she asked me to grow up. Fast.

I was six foot one. She needed me to take on the role of protector to her and my older sister. That was clear. She also needed me to be responsible, to be the man of the house. I’d done it. And she had already rewarded me for that with a gift that absolutely blew me away. Now that I was almost old enough to drive, my mom went out and bought me a car—a 1995 Honda Civic, all white with a black stripe down the side—so I’d be able to drive my brother and myself to school now that we lived farther out. I could hardly believe it. But there it was, parked at the curb, waiting for me as I anxiously waited for that learner’s permit to come in the mail.

The school we went to, Long Beach Polytechnic High School, is a school like no other. It’s a public school with private-school level expectations. It ranks as one of the top high schools anywhere, by all sorts of measures. But its biggest achievement, the thing it’s really known for, is producing more NFL players than any other high school in the country. More than sixty NFL players have come out of Poly through the years, and I was slated to be one more. So the pressure to perform at that school was intense.

Long Beach Poly is also world renowned in baseball, basketball, and track and field. In 2005, Sports Illustrated named it the “Sports School of the Century,” out of all the schools in the whole country. But what’s amazing is our school wasn’t all about sports. It was all about everything. Even our music program was top-notch, producing more than one Grammy Award–winning artist.

I guess another way to put it is to say our school was mixed. Not just mixed race, but mixed interests. To give a little perspective, rappers Snoop Dogg and Nate Dogg both went to Long Beach Poly, but so did actress Cameron Diaz. So did a guy named Keith Kellogg Jr., a decorated army general who’s serving as security advisor to the vice president of the United States as I write this book. There were all sorts of different groups and factions, like there are in any high school, I suppose, but no matter what group we were talking about, I got along with all of them.

That was a good thing, because it’s a big school—4,400 students—and it’s positioned smack in the middle of the ’hood. Our beautiful, fenced-in, multi-building campus was around the corner from car washes and liquor stores, adjacent to some of the most ghetto apartment buildings in the whole city, and near parks where gangs met up.

But the gangs in Long Beach weren’t exactly what people think of when they think of gangs in some other cities. They weren’t about destroying the city and terrorizing the community. In Long Beach, there are no Bloods. Only Crips. It’s an all-Crips city. And while some of the individual gangs would sometimes go to war with each other, there weren’t the sort of Bloods-versus-Crips gang wars like you’d see in other places. There were fights between the Hispanic gangs and the black gangs, and those could get ugly sometimes. But when I was growing up, most gangs were just a part of the culture here, a part of the city, a part of feeling like you belonged—whether you belonged to a gang or not.

Some of my friends’ dads were in gangs. Even some moms were in gangs. It was no big thing. This was especially true in the 1990s. My first Pop Warner football coach was a respected OG (that’s “original gangsta,” for those who don’t know), and my mom wasn’t scared at all to put me in a car with him and send me off to football practice. It was like “Take care of Brian now. We’ll see you later!” And off we went.

The Crips presence even affects our language in the way we call each other “cuz.” As in, “What up, cuz?” “How you doin’, cuz?” If you’re from Long Beach, even if you’re a white kid, that’s pretty much how you say hello.

Gangbangers and those who weren’t gangbangers hung out. We were friends. We were classmates. We all interacted together at school—and sometimes at parties, too.

[image: images]

That Fourth of July, my mom left town just like she’d planned, and I kept the party small just like I’d promised. It was ten, maybe twelve kids total. Some of my teammates. A couple of girls I knew. A couple of girls I didn’t know, whom my teammates invited. I manned the barbecue myself, and we turned up the music, and we danced. The community we were in had a shared pool, and late that afternoon we all went and jumped in it. We weren’t supposed to have that many guests in the pool and we got a little too noisy before somebody finally kicked us out. I hoped that incident wouldn’t get back to my mom, but we were having fun, and I didn’t want the fun to stop. So instead of letting things get too rowdy at my mom’s place, we all piled into a couple of cars, like teenagers do, and we drove back to Long Beach to a party at my friend’s place.

This friend of mine was a gang member, and his party was huge. We could make as much noise as we wanted there.

After hanging for a while at that homey’s party, full of mostly black teens nodding heads to blaring hip-hop, my friends and I piled into a couple of cars again and drove over to one of my white friends’ parties. Now that was a whole different scene. It was a full-on frat party. We actually had fraternities at my high school. And this party was like what people describe parties looking like at colleges up in the Northeast or something—a bunch of guys, a bunch of girls, a couple of kegs of beer, all dancing around and hanging out with alternative rock and progressive jam-band music on the stereo. Some of these guys listened to far-out bands like Portishead, and I dug that sound as much as any hip-hop I’d ever heard.

Like I said, I got along with everybody. We had a great time at that party, too. But it was a school night, and we were definitely getting tired. So two of my best friends and I headed back to my mom’s house, where we found my little brother messing around with some fireworks. He’s just two years behind me. He was an amazing basketball player and apparently he needed to let off some steam that holiday, too: he’d gone and emptied the explosives from a whole bunch of smaller fireworks into big soda bottles, and then tied them all together in a crazy-looking contraption. I think he was waiting for me to get there and supervise before he dared to light the thing off.

After all, a big brother was the closest thing he had to a father figure in our home at that point.

So we took it out to the middle of the cul-de-sac and all gathered around as he lit the wick. Then we looked at each other—and ran. We jumped behind my little Honda parked at the curb and poked our heads up just enough to see it, watching that wick burn, waiting to see what would happen.

Then all of a sudden: Boom!

That contraption didn’t shoot up in the air or pop all sorts of colors. It just plain exploded. Like a bomb. It set off car alarms for blocks. It was crazy! And it was probably a really stupid thing to do. But we were kids, man. Just kids. And kids sometimes do really stupid things.

Realizing there could be consequences for what we’d just done, we all ran inside as fast as we could and hid in the dark from the curious neighbors as they all turned their lights on and stepped out to see what had happened.

Lucky for us, no one got hurt—and no one came knocking.

The four of us stayed up real late, talking and laughing until we all fell asleep on the living room floor.

Yeah.

That was a good day.

A memorable day.

A momentous day full of friends, and family, and fun.

Freedom.

On that Independence Day of 2002, I could taste it.



TWO


Hitting the Spot

For some reason school was open again the very next day. It seemed like half the students were absent that Friday, and those of us who showed up were both tired and rowdy at the same time. A bunch of kids brought bottle rockets in with them and kept setting them off in the quad area. I honestly think the school would have been better off giving us a four-day weekend, because hardly any work got done on that fifth of July at all.

Monday morning, though, July 8, things got serious again. Classes moved like clockwork. Every classroom was full. We were right back to normal—pressure, possibilities, and all. And in the middle of my social studies class, I remembered that I needed to take care of something.

I didn’t have a phone of my own. That’s one of those things that my mom just couldn’t justify paying for month after month. So I asked a friend if I could borrow hers, and I asked my teacher if I could step outside to make an important call.

“Sure, but while you’re at it, take these papers down to the main office for me,” my teacher said.

The main office was way over in the 100 building, in the middle of the school. I was in the 600 building, at the far end of the campus near the baseball fields, which meant I had to walk outside and across campus to get there. But running an errand seemed like a small price to pay for him letting me out of class to make a phone call. Especially since it was a call to a television producer. A crew had been filming a documentary about our football team. We had played in the first-ever high school football national championships at the beginning of our season, and the camera crew was profiling our whole team in anticipation of the rematch. The producer I was in touch with was planning to come film a segment on me that morning. Just on me! But I hadn’t heard from him yet. It was now the last period of the shortened summer-school day, which ended at 12:40, and I knew I would have a couple of hours to kill before football practice started. I expected that we would meet during that time after school, but as the clock ticked down, I needed to know.

The producer didn’t pick up the phone the first time I tried him, so I went and dropped the papers off in the office just like my teacher had asked, and I was just about to try him again as I made my way back to class.

That’s when I saw Tiana.

Tiana MillerI was two grades below me, the younger sister of a girl I knew in the class just below mine. I’d seen her around the way, but I didn’t know her all that well. There being upwards of four thousand students at Long Beach Poly, there are a lot of people you see around and recognize, that you might even talk to now and then, but that doesn’t mean you know them. She was one of those people.

Tiana was walking right toward me. She was always friendly, and sometimes even a little bit flirty with me. And on this day, when we spotted each other on that empty walkway between the buildings, she said, “Hey, Brian,” and she came right over and gave me a hug hello.

“Where you goin’?” I asked her.

“To the bathroom,” she said.

“All right, well, I’ll walk with you ’cause I’m trying to reach this guy and I don’t want to go back to class yet,” I said.

“Okay,” she responded.

I tried the producer’s number again a couple of times as we walked.

She was clearly headed over to the 700 building, a stand-alone building on our fenced-off campus that housed a separate group of classrooms. A building that was supposed to be off-limits to us regular high school kids. There were young-adult nursing classes held on the ground floor of that two-story building, and there were advanced classes for the accelerated programs held in the classrooms upstairs. And anyone caught going into that building who wasn’t supposed to go into that building received an automatic suspension from school.

“Why you goin’ over here?” I asked Tiana as we walked in the sunshine.

“I like this bathroom better,” she said.

I was focused on trying to reach this producer, so I didn’t think a whole lot about that. Students who weren’t supposed to went into the 700 building all the time. As long as you were real quiet and didn’t get caught, it was no big deal.

One of the reasons Long Beach Poly students risked going into the 700 building wasn’t for the bathrooms. It was ’cause the 700 building had a private nook in it that everybody knew as a make-out spot—a spot where you could go to have some private time with the guy or the girl you were into at the moment.

I don’t know what the culture is like at other high schools, but at Long Beach Poly, all that mixed-interests-intermingling stuff I talked about earlier carried over into relationships. Guys and girls at that school, they hooked up. I’m not talking about sex, necessarily, although our high school was a pretty promiscuous place. But most of the time it was just getting together to make out. Before we even got to high school, kids in my ’hood played games like “Hide and Go Get It.” That’s like “Hide and Go Seek,” except when you find someone of the opposite sex, instead of tagging them and saying “You’re it,” you’re supposed to make out with them, right then and there. And whether it was games like that or full-on boy-girl encounters, the girls were the instigators as often as the guys. It was just casually accepted that if you liked somebody and they liked you, at some point you’d get together and make out. And if you wanted to make out during school hours, or right after school, or before or after practice, the place to go was the Spot.

You’d hear students talking all the time, like “Guess who I just took to the Spot?” or “You’ll never believe who I was just at the Spot with.” We all knew exactly what that meant. I’d been to the Spot with a few different girls during my three years at Poly, and it had always worked out fine. It was fun. It was cool. And we never got caught. It was flirty and we’d both walk away smiling. Sometimes it turned into something more. Maybe we’d date a little while, or have a relationship. But more times than not it was just a fun and kind of crazy thing to do, and that was the end of it.

So Tiana went into the bathroom, and I stayed out in the hallway and tried the guy’s number a couple more times. If he picked up, I told myself, I would run outside before I even said hello, just so I wouldn’t get caught in that building. But he never picked up.

When Tiana came out, I was standing with my back against the wall at the far end of the hall, near the elevator. Instead of heading out of the building, she walked toward me, to the water fountain just across from the elevator. She took a drink, and she turned her head and looked at me while she drank that water, and she smiled all flirty like, and suddenly it hit me: “Oh. This girl’s into me.”

I have to admit, I didn’t find Tiana all that attractive. She wasn’t someone I normally would’ve been into, but when she looked at me all flirty from that water fountain so close to the Spot, my teenage hormones kicked into overdrive. I immediately thought, I wonder if this girl wants to make out with me?

We talked and laughed real quiet for a minute right there, hoping nobody would hear us while I tried the producer one more time. She was definitely flirting, so I flat-out asked her, “Hey, want to go to the Spot?”

“All right,” she said without any hesitation. “Let’s go!”

We stepped into the elevator to the second floor. It was clear she knew the routine: when the doors opened, we stayed dead silent. There were five or six open classrooms on each side of the hallway in front of us, and we had to make it all the way to the other end of that hall without anyone seeing us. We had to be ninja quiet as we moved, and we were. We walked past all those open doors to classes full of students and teachers. Everyone on that campus knew who I was because of football, so anyone who spotted me for even one second would have known I wasn’t supposed to be there. It was nerve-racking. We tiptoed all the way, but we made it to the stairway.

We were both smiling and kind of giggling that we’d make it that far. Tiana then led the way down the two flights to the Spot itself: the landing tucked down under the stairs, right next to a double door with no handles on the outside. That was the magic. Those doors were the only exit. They were locked from the outside. So no one could come in through those doors. And if anyone came out into the stairwell above and started coming down the stairs, you’d have plenty of time to hear them and get yourself together and maybe even sneak out before you’d get caught. Because the Spot was under the stairs, no one could see you from above. There were no windows. It was completely hidden from view, this place where a couple of teenagers could fool around in privacy and safety.

Tiana was carrying a hall pass with her, which had come from her classroom. It was this big, clear-plastic, pyramid-shaped puzzle toy with a ball inside of it that the user was supposed to tip and manipulate through obstacles and holes on the inside. It was the kind of thing you’d buy from a gift store at a science museum or something. It was big enough that you almost needed two hands to hold it. She set the pass down on the bottom step and we just pulled each other back into the privacy of the Spot and went at it. We were kissing and touching, and she reached up under my shirt, and I reached up under hers. She was feeling on me and I was feeling on her. And it started to get real heated. So I reached down and started to undo her pants, and she didn’t stop me. She got even more into it, like she wanted more, and so I undid my pants and she reached right in and grabbed ahold of me.

That’s when we heard a door upstairs. A teacher stepped onto the landing above us and started speaking Spanish into her cell phone. We froze, still as could be, and tried not to breathe. A minute or so must have gone by before she ended her call and stepped back into the hallway. We heard a door close again, then laughed in a whisper and started at it again. I pushed my pants down around my knees, and she kept rubbing me, and I pushed her pants down around her knees, too. She still had her underwear on, and so did I, and we were both still standing up, but she seemed so into it and it got so hot and heavy that I thought for a second this might be turning into a whole lot more than a make-out.

And that’s when I got spooked. It was way too risky. I didn’t want to do this.

“Hey,” I whispered. “I gotta stop.”

She looked at me like I was speaking another language or something.

“Wait, what?” she said, her voice rising up. I’m sure no one had ever stopped her in the middle of making out before.

“I’m sorry. I gotta get back to class,” I said.

She looked at me like she just couldn’t believe it.

“It’s not you,” I said. I didn’t want to hurt her feelings. “It’s just, like, we’ll get back to this another time, okay? We’re not through here. Uh-uh.” I lied.

I didn’t want her to feel bad, but I could tell she did.

I pulled my pants up and she pulled hers up, too, and she kind of gave me some attitude as we got ourselves together. She seemed mad.

“Really!” I said. “I’ve been out of class for a minute, and I got this girl’s cell phone. I’ve still gotta make this call . . .”

She kept looking at me with her brow all furrowed and this fire in her eyes, like I’d insulted her or something.

“Don’t trip, Tiana. We’ll finish this, we’re gonna get together, we just gonna stop for now,” I repeated.

“Whatever,” she said.

“All right, I gotta go!” I said to her. “You going back the way we came?”

She shrugged.

“Okay, bye,” I said, and I turned and stepped out the double doors into the shining bright light of that burning hot July day.

Thankfully there was no one outside those doors. I looked back and Tiana didn’t follow me, so I assumed she went back upstairs, down the hallway, and back down the elevator on the other side of the 700 building.

I went back to class. I gave the girl her phone back, and not too long after that, school ended. I met up with a bunch of other football players and we walked over to Tommy’s, the burger joint right next to campus. We had a couple of hours to kill before practice started, and Tommy’s was great. That little brick takeout joint had a couple of tables outside with built-in plastic umbrellas for some shade, and a big bag of fries only cost like a dollar. So we all got some food and talked and filled up on burgers and sodas and then headed back to campus.

A group of about six of us were sitting in the middle of the quad, still killing time, when we noticed a couple of police officers on campus. There were cops around all the time in that neighborhood, so we didn’t think anything of it—until two more cops showed up and walked into the entrance toward the main office. Then two more officers walked onto campus and we were like, “What the?” So me, never being the shy one, I got up and walked over to one of the cops and said, “Hey, what’s going on?” The cop looked at me and said, “Nothing. We’re just here picking up our diplomas.”

“All right, man,” I said, shaking my head at his lame attempt at humor. “Whatever.”

When I got back my friends were all like, “What did he say? What did he say?” and I said, “Man, he didn’t say shit. I don’t know what’s going on.”

We kept talking and chilling for a while, until one of the football players’ dads walked over and said, “Banks, let me talk to you real quick.” I got up and walked away from the table with him and he said, “Did you get into some trouble today or something?”

He was sort of whispering, like he didn’t want anyone else to hear us.

“No,” I said to him. “I’m good.”

“Okay, well, you know, when I was coming in I overheard the police out there on Jackrabbit Lane. I overheard some police over there saying that they were looking for a kid by the last name of Banks.”

“What?!”

“Yeah, that’s what I heard.”

“Okay. Well, you know, I didn’t do anything, so . . .”

“All right,” he said, “well, you know, I just want to make sure, because I’m pretty sure I heard him say ‘Banks.’ You may want to check with your little brother and make sure he didn’t do nothing.”

That scared me. Was my brother in trouble with the cops?

“All right,” I said. “I’ll go check on my brother.” I knew my little brother was in basketball practice behind the gym, on the outside courts, with the rest of the freshman basketball team. So I ran back there and the coach let me pull him aside.

“Did you do something today?” I asked him.

“No. What’s going on?” he said.

“Well, supposedly the police are looking for a kid by the last name of Banks, but if you didn’t do nothing, don’t trip.”

“I didn’t do nothing,” he said again.

“All right,” I said. “Go back to practice.”

I watched my little brother run back out onto the court, and I turned and walked back around the gym to where my friends were still hanging out.

I didn’t think there were any other kids named Banks in our school, and I started to get nervous. Tiana had a reputation for being a bit of a problem child. She was known for bullying other girls. What if something happened after I left her? I wondered. What if she got caught on her way out of the 700 building and ratted me out?

I wasn’t sure why the cops would care about us being in the building, unless she got into a fight with somebody and they needed me as a witness or something. I hoped that kid’s dad had overheard something incorrectly. Maybe it wasn’t a “Banks” those cops were looking for at all.

Then my mind started running. Damn, if this girl did something on campus and somebody saw us walking together and thought I was involved, that could be bad. And then the rational side of me thought, Nah, I don’t think she could’ve done anything that would warrant the number of police I just saw.

It never occurred to me that it could be anything else, and certainly not anything I did.

In my mind, in those fleeting few minutes, I concluded that the cops must not be looking for me or my brother at all. It must be someone else. But I couldn’t stop wondering, Who are they looking for? What’s going on? My curiosity led me to go sit on the steps just off-campus, right outside the black fence on Jackrabbit Lane where all the cops were milling around, just in case I might overhear something.

I sat down in the shade with my backpack and pulled my hoodie up around my face as I leaned back, and right then, from the left side of me I spotted Tiana, her mom, her older sister, and three or four police officers walking out in the opening between those black bars. Tiana saw me. She saw me. I was sure of it. We made eye contact. It only lasted a half a second, but she saw me. But then she turned her head back and kept walking with those cops. The whole group of them walked right by not more than three feet in front of me.

I didn’t know what to think except, Oh, shit. It is Tiana. She did something!

If she wanted the cops to find me, why wouldn’t she have said, “There he is!” She didn’t do that, which made me think that maybe the cops were looking for me to ask me about something she’d done, and maybe she had my back and wanted me to get away or something.

Oh my God, I thought. They really are looking for me!

So as soon as they turned left and started walking, I stood up real casual and calm. I kept my hoodie on and started walking really slow in the opposite direction down Jackrabbit Lane, toward the back parking lot and the baseball fields. I walked slow, and then a little bit faster, a little bit faster, a little bit faster, and as soon as I turned the corner by the baseball diamond, I shot like the fastest I could ever run. I ran all the way down that parking lot and hopped over the gate and ran across a little piece of the baseball field and over another gate onto Martin Luther King Jr. Avenue. I ran onto Sixteenth Street and straight to one of my friends’ houses—a house where I knew a bunch of my homeboys were at. A bunch of my homeboys who were also on the football team.

Sure enough, they were in there playing video games waiting for the practice to start when I burst through the door like I’d just been shot at or something.

“Whoa! What the fuck’s going on, bro?” “What you tripping for?” “What’s going on?” they yelled.

“Man, I think the police are looking for me,” I said, peeking through the curtains on the front window to see if I’d been followed.

My homeboys all looked at each other and started laughing.

“Man, the police ain’t looking for you,” they said. “Why would the police be looking for you? Like, what would they want?”

My homeboys found it downright laughable that the cops would ever be after me.

“I don’t know, man, I don’t know, but I think they really looking for me, bro. I think they’re really looking for me. Let me use the phone. I’m gonna call my mom.”

I picked up the house phone and called my mom’s cell phone.

“Mom, I think the police are looking for me,” I said.

“Boy, what?” she said.

“I think the police is looking for me.”

“For what?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know,” I said.

“Well, what did you do?”

“I didn’t do nothing, I didn’t do nothing,” I said.

“Well, if you didn’t do anything, then you don’t have anything to worry about,” she said.

I wasn’t convinced.

“I don’t know, Mom. I don’t know.”

My mom took a deep breath. “Well, look,” she said, “if the police really want you, they’ll come get you from home. So you come home.”

“Okay, Mom. Okay,” I said. “I’ll see you at home.”

I hung up the phone and decided to bolt.

“Watch my backpack for me,” I said, and I gave all my homeboys the five.

“Cuz, you’re tripping. You’re tripping!” they all kept saying.

“I don’t know, man. I’m just gonna go home just in case.”

I left my backpack in that house as I ran right out the front door. I ran to the nearest bus stop. It felt like divine intervention when the bus pulled up the moment I got there. I boarded and walked all the way to the back and pulled my hoodie around my face and leaned against the window, and my mind kept spinning over and over about what Tiana could have done. What the fuck is going on? What the fuck is going on? I was sweating like crazy, and I swear you could see my heart beating through my sweatshirt.

What did she tell the cops? Or what did somebody else tell the cops? What could she have done? What?! But I just couldn’t think of anything that girl could have done in the last few minutes of school that could have warranted all those cops showing up.

Plus, they weren’t walking her out in handcuffs. And her mom and her sister were there. Maybe it wasn’t something she did. Maybe something happened at Tiana’s house or something.

Slowly but surely, I started to calm down.

Maybe my homeboys were right. Maybe I was tripping.

Maybe Mom is right. Maybe there’s nothing to worry about.



I. This is not her real name. I prefer, for reasons that will soon be clear, not to see her real name in my book.	



THREE


Accused

As I got off the bus, I looked to the left and looked to the right, and there weren’t any cops to be found. As I walked the ten minutes from my stop to our front door on the cul-de-sac, I kept looking left and right and glancing over my shoulders the whole way, and I never saw any police anywhere.

Everything must be fine, I thought. I’m making a big deal out of nothing.

My mom had made it home from work before I got there, and she asked me to tell her everything the moment I walked in. “Mom, I don’t know,” I said. “Somebody told me the police were looking for me, but I didn’t do anything.”

“Did you do anything out of the ordinary today?” she asked me.

I looked at her and I was like, “No, everything was normal today.”

I meant it. It wasn’t unusual to go make out with someone at the Spot, and nothing else that could even be described as “unusual” had taken place the entire day. Everything was regular.

“Boy, you ain’t got nothing to worry about, then,” she said. “Somebody overheard the wrong thing is all. You’re fine.”

She gave me a hug, and I truly thought everything was all right.

“You’re right. I’ll let it go,” I said. “I’m gonna get in the shower. I’m sweaty. I’ve been running,” I told her.

“Okay,” she said.

I went up to my bedroom. I got undressed. I threw my sweaty clothes into my clothes hamper and took a long, cool shower. It was still hot when I got out, so I put some boxers on and lay down on top of my bed.

And I fell asleep.

[image: images]

The pressure on my back woke me up. Something painfully pressing into my spine.

“Wake up!” a man’s voice yelled.

I had no idea how long I’d been out. I was still in the fog of sound sleep, flat on my stomach with my head up near the wall, when I realized it was someone’s knee in my back. I panicked. I opened my eyes and saw a gun.

“Don’t move, don’t move!” another voice yelled. “Stay still, stay still, don’t move. Put your hands on your back, put your hands on your back!”

“What’s going on? What’s going on?” I yelled.

My face was facing the wall so I didn’t even know for sure if it was the cops or someone else for a second, until I put my hands behind my back and they handcuffed me and yanked me up off the bed. Besides the cop who was holding me there were three other police officers with their guns drawn. The guns were down, pointed toward the ground, but they were drawn. In my bedroom. Even though I had no clothes on. Even though I had no weapon.

They stood me up and started barking at me, “Find something to wear!” “What do you want to wear?” “Pick some clothes right now!”

I started pointing at clothes with my foot because my hands were behind my back. I was half falling over, extending my leg out like, “All right, those pants right there, and then this and that,” while I kept asking, “What’s going on?” and calling for my mom. “Mom. Mom!”

“I’m right here,” I heard her yell from another room. “They won’t let me in. They won’t let me in! Let me see my boy!”

They held me and forced my clothes onto my body and one of them asked, “Where are the clothes you wore today? Today?!”

“They’re in the dirty clothes. Right there in the dirty clothes,” I said. One of them pushed over the whole dirty clothes hamper, which was full to the top, and all my clothes spilled out. “Which ones did you wear today?” he yelled again, and I said, “They’re under everything now.”

They shifted everything out of the way until I pointed, “That right there, right there,” and they gathered my school clothes into a big clear bag.

“Mom!” I screamed again.

They led me out of my room, and I saw my mom across the hall in her bedroom, on her knees, screaming and crying at the top of her lungs with two cops bracing her, holding her back. The look on her face. It was as if she had just seen me lying on the street. Dead.

“Mom!” I yelled, as they rushed me down the stairs and out of the house and shoved me in the backseat of a police car. I could barely fit. There was nothing but inches between the back seat and the front seats. I had to turn sort of sideward with my knees were all pressed up against the back of the front seat, and it felt like it was a thousand degrees in there. They slammed the door and left me alone with all the windows up and my hands cuffed behind my back and they went back inside the house.

I felt like I was going crazy in there. I don’t even know how long it was. It felt like an oven. I was sweating so much. They finally came back out and two of the cops got into the car and we started driving.

I didn’t want to yell. I didn’t want to provoke anything. But I couldn’t stay quiet.

“What the hell is this?” I said. “What’s going on? Why is this happening?”

That’s the first time they told me why I was in handcuffs.

The police officer in the passenger seat looked back over his shoulder and said, “Yeah, man, there’s a girl on your campus accusing you of raping her.”

“Raping her?” I said. “I didn’t rape nobody.”

“Well, that’s what she’s saying you did,” he said.

I couldn’t believe it. I just couldn’t believe it.

I’d seen enough cop shows on TV to know I shouldn’t go running my mouth off, so I just sat back in silence. I stayed quiet the rest of the ride. But my mind wasn’t quiet. My mind went crazy. The whole time we were in that car for the long ride back from my mom’s house to Long Beach, I just kept thinking, Why would Tiana accuse me of rape? Why? Why?! I don’t get it. This is crazy. And then I’d start talking to myself in my head, like, Just stay calm. Just stay cool, man. You didn’t do anything. You didn’t do anything wrong. It’ll be okay. Just be honest. When you get the chance, tell them exactly what happened and it’ll all be okay.

I thought they’d be taking me back to a precinct in Long Beach, but instead they drove me to St. Mary Medical Center. They put me in a room and told me they needed to do a rape kit. We waited and waited, just me sitting on a paper-covered exam table and a detective in the corner, until a woman in scrubs came in and told me they needed to undress me. A woman. They pulled my clothes off. No johnny, no robe, no privacy of any kind. As a sixteen-year-old, it was the most embarrassing thing I’d ever experienced.

They started taking pictures of my naked body. She lifted up my scrotum and looked all around and took pictures of that. She got this brush out, this really hard brush, and brushed through my pubic hair so she could take samples of that. Then they got me back into my clothes and sat me in a little room right next to that exam room, and the detective started talking to me. He came at me all heartfelt, like, “All right, man, I know this is a lot. You know, just listen here, if you just tell me what happened, we’re gonna figure this out and you’re gonna be okay, all right? Just tell me what happened and everything will be figured out.”

I didn’t know shit about the law. I didn’t know that I shouldn’t talk without a lawyer. I didn’t know that it’s a mistake to talk if you’re a minor and your parents aren’t present. I felt like this guy was trying to help me, like he was trying to figure out what happened.

“First, I’ve got to tell you,” he said, “you have a right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. . . .”

He recited those Miranda rights just like we’ve all heard in movies and on TV a thousand times, and they went in one ear and out the other because I wanted to tell him what happened. I wanted to clear this whole thing up and go home.

All I kept thinking was, Finally, I get to tell somebody I didn’t do this!

And that’s what I told him: “I didn’t do it.”

“Okay, well, I know you didn’t do it,” he said. “Just tell me what happened so I can figure this out.” So I told him exactly what happened. I told him everything I’ve laid out in this book right here, every detail.

I told him we were together in that stairwell, at the Spot, and that we’d been messing around, and right after I explained all that, he said, “Okay. All right. Give me some time, we’ll figure this out,” and he got up and left the room.

I wound up sitting in that room for a solid two hours and my mind kept running over everything again and again. I wanted to make sure I told that detective everything that had happened. And I had. Every bit of it. I don’t think I left anything out. I was sure that Tiana would corroborate that story. Why wouldn’t she? This whole thing was crazy. It had to be some kind of misunderstanding. I remembered seeing her mom with her and thinking maybe her mom just got mad at her or something and this whole story got mixed up. No matter what happened, I hadn’t raped her! They had to let me go.

At the end of those two hours of waiting, two officers came in and calmly said, “All right, come with us and we’ll take you to the precinct. We have some more investigating to do, but you should be all right.”

They took me to the Long Beach precinct downtown, a gray concrete building with a modern glass front. They took off my handcuffs and put me in a holding cell, which was like a glassed-in room in an office building or something. And I sat there. And sat there. I kept rubbing my wrists. I couldn’t believe how tight those cuffs had been. They hurt! And why’d I need ’em, anyway? Didn’t anybody know who I was? I’d never committed a crime. I’d never been arrested or put in the back of a police car. I’d never even gotten a jaywalking ticket. I’ll admit I was kind of a class clown sometimes. I wasn’t the most serious student. But even that was a while ago, before I got serious about football and got my first draft letter from USC at the end of my sophomore football season. And no matter how anyone looked at it, I wasn’t a criminal.

The whole time I was at that precinct, no one spoke to me. No one told me anything. Through the windows of that cell I could see all these officers on their computers at their desks, and it made me crazy that no one would come talk to me. I didn’t see a lawyer. I didn’t see my mom. Where’s my mom? Why hasn’t she come to get me? I wondered.
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