




















Words from the Bloods










“This is not a story. This is a written reality—the true exploration of a dream deferred. It is the biography of the lives of thousands of young Black men in the ghettos around our nation. Our ’hood—our ’hood story! Jiwe has nailed the true experience through his life’s picture. The torment encountered when abandonment meets despair and confusion in a young man’s life. Searching for a family and acceptance without success and finding that, ironically, the dark streets love you back forever…for a while…and Blood just loves.




From the struggle of failing at making it through puberty without the scars of adult life, to the angry adult man full of failed struggles. The eloquent but truthful language articulates the fact that if you have lived this overused new cliché “gang life,” Jiwe has captured each tortured and complicated moment, thought, and action. Perfect! To have someone encapsulate what no one has ever been able to understand through word and see myself as I turn each page, was truly profound. I am humbled, my brother.”




MARCELLUS “BISHOP” ALLEN
 SAVING OUR SELVES (S.O.S.)
 PRESIDENT




“War of the Bloods in My Veins is not just another book depicting gang life. It’s the reality that many of us with no voices live every day, waiting for the opportunity to express ourselves, in return for some help in this genocidal war we are fighting.




Jiwe does what he does best, puts his pen to the pad, and gives you, the reader, a piece of the nightmare he’s lived for years. He’s learned as a gang member that life goes on, that we must become fathers to our kids and husbands to our wives.




We must not forget the dead, though. We have to take the pain we’ve suffered over the years and fight even harder to enlighten as many as we can.






In War of the Bloods in My Veins, there’s a piece of all of us that have been scarred and traumatized by a life of gang violence, and it is hoped that after reading it, we’ll all be motivated to continue to fight to save our youth.”




JASON DAVIS
 WESTSIDE O.B.B.




“War of the Bloods in My Veins is the realest book you will ever read. I’m thankful to Jiwe for getting out this message of pain and struggle that urban youth endure, especially males on the journey to manhood. I was there in the ’hood where these painful realities occurred. So, to all who step into the real world while reading this book, I hope it opens your eyes to what lies around you: it is a danger zone and battlefield to us. A change must come.”




CHARLES “YOUNG” BRACEY
 EASTSIDE 135 PIRU




“It is Jiwe’s awareness of his surroundings that makes him able to take a breath and display greatness through action. He has such an impressive and reflective aura about himself. Through his visions and his words we are able to see the lesson planned, the values he upholds, and the example he is setting. This book is a mirror of pain and perseverance.




Salaamu Jiwe Penda.”




TANESSA BROWN
 BLACK P. STONE




“My homee Jiwe has been through the hardships that show on the face of every young Piru going through the gang-banging experience. This is the struggle and the life of a true home boy from the ’hood, based on real facts and harsh times on the streets. He has walked a long, hard road of danger and earned his stripes as a man and a Piru. Reading quotes and lines from his book will make many realize this is one of the realest homees alive who has witnessed gang banging to its fullest extent.




I wish one of my dearest homees Jiwe nothing but love and success. Because the road to happiness is always bumpy, but at the end we will all find what we strive for…Jogoo Penda Brathee.”




KAIMAN “PEE BOY” SOLO
 EASTSIDE ELM STREET PIRU




“War of the Bloods in My Veins made me realize that all my years of gang banging only resulted in taking me further and further away from the man I ought to be. I committed crimes, sold drugs, and was selfish to my family. Eventually I began questioning myself. After reading this book, I have a better understanding of who I am. I understand that I went through my trials to gain insight. There is life beyond gang banging, and it is us, those from the battlefields, who possess the secret that can cure the disease that infects our ghettos. War of the Bloods in My Veins is a reputable read that all street soldiers should study and digest, knowing that it is a part of the cure that will enable us to find a better way to live.”




DERRICK “DUNN” MORRIS
 EASTSIDE 135 PIRU




“Jiwe takes you through how a boy becomes a man while driving the roadblocks of the ghetto—from being a Blood in Phoenix and Jersey, going through depression and the pain of losing his homees, passing up the chance of a lifetime to play in the NFL, then changing his life around for the better.




Jiwe, on 20’s, I congratulate you on writing this book: you are one of the chosen few to lead a nation down the road of redemption. Stay strong and amani damu.”




LI’L DICE (T.O.D.A.Y.) w/s NEIGHBORHOOD ROLLIN’ 20’s






“War of the Bloods in My Veins takes me to a darkside. What a great decision Jiwe made showing the world how he was as a youngster growing up and becoming a man. He showed us all that we can move forward in life, we don’t have to stay in the lifestyle doing the things that we did twenty years ago.




Dayz, months, and years showed us all that Jiwe had an experience in life seeing loved ones getting killed, which led him to a destruction of his state of mind. You could imagine a person waking up not even thinking about a nice morning breakfast, instead it was putting in work that filled a person up, still hurtin’ from the loss of a loved one. The memories are never forgotten. The turmoils of life in the battlefields are never forgotten. Jiwe shares with us as well as our children that there’s more in life we can do, we have options, and we can make a change. God bless you, Jiwe.”




CHARNETTA “SHORTS” BECKOM
 w/s INGLEWOOD FAMILY GANGSTA BLOODZ-77
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Introduction by T. Rodgers










FOR A QUARTER OF A CENTURY, THIS MAN—JIWE—HAS BEEN making his mark in life. This is not to say that he has left his legacy, but he has had an impact; he is part of history, and remains a soldier with street credibility.




A lot of us who make it beyond twenty-five years old have not made a difference at all, but Jiwe has taken the steps to carve out and dig into the beginning part of his life even though he was raised without certain guidance and shields that a child would need in order to live a rich and fulfilling life. But coming up, he put forth the safeguards to protect his life. He has seen things most of you have never seen, he has been a part of things that most of you will never be. He’s experienced a portion of his life on levels in which a lot of you, the readers, will never come face-to-face with.




Jiwe has been on his path to spirituality, growth, and manhood. In doing so, you have to gather certain life experiences regardless of how your mother, father, uncle, grandfather, and mentors talk to you. None of it means anything unless you have the true value of substance, of life experience. And he’s still on his journey; for as long as there’s life in the body, then there’s a journey to be held and traveled. With this said, the raising of his first child, then the birth of his second, and between the union he has with his soul mate, the experiences with his mother, and the losses that he’s had in his life—it all pours into a vessel, a container which makes up Jiwe. These are the things that provide him with the insight and wisdom.




He is a leader in the streets who has now become a leader in the community, who has now transcended into a leader of his family. And I can’t go on without saying the losses of life, only to be reminded by his tats of dead homees, so that which not kills you only makes you stronger. Having spent a lifetime in gang culture, he’s mastered being down, behaving like a beast and an animal, holding on to his anger and revenge. You have to have some form of forgiveness in order to get peace. He sees the lies his homeboys told him. Every living thing changes and he’s learned that.




Jiwe is responsible for other people’s lives. Taking another life from him now is totally unacceptable. He’d rather die than lose another person in his life. These are the attributes of a man.




War of the Bloods in My Veins is Jiwe’s story and a chance for you to learn the easy way so many lessons he had to learn the hard way. In every chapter, he’s looking out for you. Read it with both eyes open and you will be inspired to stand up, be your own man, and choose to make positive changes in your life.




—T. RODGERS A.B.P.S.N. (RET.)
























PROLOGUE










THREE MASKED MEN PASS ON THE PASSENGER’S SIDE BEFORE turning and shooting through the back window.




Tat! Tat! Tat! Tat! Tat!




Dough’s hit in the head repeatedly. He’s slumped in the driver’s seat gasping for air; the passenger suffers minor injuries. Blood’s pouring from Dough’s dreadlocks, down his face. Discombobulated and in pain, he’s flashing back on his life of crime. He thinks about his infant baby girl as she’s seconds away from being fatherless. He can’t move…he can’t see…he can’t breathe…He realizes what he’s getting ready to leave behind. Blood swallows his face like sweat in the Sahara Desert.




 




Rotating 360 degrees clockwise, I become light-headed and my stomach wants out.




“Where the fuck am I! I think trying to decode my darkened location. Why am I strapped upside down to a wooden frame spinning? Why are there strange masked men standing before me? As I turn my head to the side as much as the restraining rope will allow, getting a better look at what’s pinning me down, it dawns on me. I am a dartboard for what appears to be a game played by four or five covered accomplices. Spinning around, stunned to realize darts weren’t being thrown, as the substitute, I make for excellent target practice as shot after shot seeps through my fleshy tissue.




Boom. The first shot is faultless. It tears through my T-shirt altering its color to a highlighted red. As the next shot follows, Boom, I try shunning the deadly slugs meant to take my life but am unable to. Wiggling, and squirming, I am immobilized and therefore have to welcome the next slug like accepting death in life.




At this stage, my head is numb; I go into a serene stupor. My thoughts muse on past endeavors of me putting it down on fools. Instead of sorrow and remorse after a successful strike, I triumph in stacking and B-hopping, applauding myself for my labors. My cause for violence demonstrates my deadly state of mind, for now I am a P.O.B., prisoner of bangin’, as they gloat and tirade in uproar with each painful shot. I want to close my eyes and avoid witnessing my own demise.




 




Riding through the woods of South Mountain Reservation with five Bloods and one lone frightened Crip, we have a true feast. We set the Crip on fire. As he burns to death, the flames grow bigger in size from his flesh roasting like a turkey. His screams amplify along with my fulfillment. Watching the face of this Crip burn, my vision sharpens with a raised brow as I can see my own face in the flames. I watch my homees taunt me as I am the one burning.




 




Then my home girl Dakota is raped and beaten to death behind my building. When she’s found, she has a sock lodged in her throat, eyes rolled back, and looks beyond deplorable. Revenge is all I have sought thereafter.




 




Scribbles, blares, and static send me to my homee Meggette, who is shot by a Blood. I can taste the smoke flaring from the gun used to shoot him in the back of the head six times. Seeing him on the ground motionless, drowning in his own Blood, thinking about all the life he has just abandoned, leaves me unresponsive. “Machete, Machete, help me, where are you, I’m dying!” he cries while I cradle him in my arms.




 




Mega Ru killed…Reggie burned…Ry-John suicide…Speedy killed…Dennis killed…Tray murdered…Bonnie killed…Boogie murdered…Slash killed…Sleepy killed…Kody murdered…Meggette killed…Dough murdered…




 




Right before the devastation of this next episode, I have an omen. My guardian angel should have whispered in my ear: Make right with your God while you can, friend, because all things must come to an end. Your number is next.




It’s somewhere around 11:00 P.M. when I make a quick stop to the liquor store to cop some 40s. A stranger chauffeurs me around. The earth signs already reveal to me earlier that tonight is a night of death. Full moon, fools trippin’, and me cherried up is the trio required for danger. However, when and where is unknown to me so my premonition is set aside as my soul seeks quenching.




Dressed down in red sweats accompanied by red Puma’s with bright-ass red laces, I permit my wife-beater to reveal my physique. Tattoos making a firm statement of my reputation, I walk with confidence.




Once inside, I scroll over a row of beers before eyeing up my counterpart, Olde mothafuckin’ English. Heading to the counter with my goods, I hand the clerk a twenty-dollar bill.




Hearing the store’s entrance bell sound, I make contact with male after male totaling five entering the store all seemingly dressed alike, orange baseball caps and blue Dickies pants. Making eye contact with the two in the front, I turn my attention back to the counter as the clerk rings up my brews. As one by one they pass me, I feel the cold electricity brush up against me, the pressure of their bodies sucking the life right out of me.




Hosting small talk, I turn my head to the side to exercise my peripheral, and low and behold, what do I find: enemies! Enemy, enemy, enemy, enemy, enemy; my heart pulses into an adrenaline rush post recognizing the opposing side. Mothafuckin’ Hoover Crips. Damn! I think as I secretly feel my waist only to realize I am as naked as a newborn baby. Damn, if I get out of this shit, I ain’t neva goin’ nowhere without my fuckin’ strap again. I can feel the eye fucking taking its course behind me as my attire states who and what my attachments are.




Every inner-felt defense tells me that something is about to pop. My heart thumps in my chest. I can smell the hate gyrating.




Oh, how I think these fools are gonna fade me on sight because I’ve been caught slippin’. A banger’s payday and the other’s pink slip. Turning around once again trying to decipher their intentions, I know they are on to me. Fuck! One of them I recognize from a previous shootout, typical shit—can’t stop. Revenge is a mothafucka! I know vengeance is all he can think of as I try to figure out how to counter their offense.




“Eleven dollars is your change, sir, would you like a plastic bag to go with that?” Looking back at the clerk, I think, Maybe he’s got a strap behind the counter, but how the hell am I gonna get it? With no patience for that plan, Plan B is leniency from my foes in my fatal error in getting caught out-of-bounds.




Not wanting to waste any more time, and trying to elude getting my toe tagged, I rudely respond, “Nah man, I’m good, just hurry up!” Eyeing up the clerk for some sense of support is useless, for he is a civilian and off-limits.




With me at the counter, and them behind me, I am defenseless. Accepting my change, I steal one more peek at the group before flat-lining toward the exit. Inches from the door, I feel the tension thicken, and the anxiety of being shot from behind. Hoping I won’t be downsized by gunfire on the outside, I am showered with bullets from the inside.




Pop! Pop! Pop!




Call it instinct or second nature because I drop my beers instantly and take off. I’m cautious not to look back too soon because the first twenty feet of separation between them and me are the most critical. That is the severance needed to secure the best chances of a zigzag getaway.




Half a block away, I see people standing on their porches self-engulfed in their own worlds. Mumbling to the air around me, “Damn! What the fuck is goin on?”




I appear schizophrenic and on the loose. There is a pay phone along the way but there is no time to stop and make a call for backup. To my right is a truck; a man leans up against it with a sign that portrays an arrow directing me to continue along the path. A female stands to my left with a sign, “Hi, I’m Karma,” while an arrow under directs me to make a left. Rounding the corner, I spot an alley that I figure I can easily escape into. With darkness in my support it adds to my nervousness. More shots follow me as this time my right ear is grazed. Hysteria grabs me by the throat. My lungs are burning. In shock, reaching for my wounded ear, Blood spurting down my face, getting away seems further and further away. “Agghh shit! I’m hit! Mothafucka!” Turning back to size up my distance from the enemy, I realize they are nowhere in sight, which is comforting for a second, but shots continuously pass me, stealing my hope. Nonstop running and perfect textbook strides; I can’t allow them to finish me this way for my escape is just a few feet away. Where the fuck are they, where do I go, I can’t get caught, I’m tired of running, what should I do? Heart pounding, eyes on the prowl, mind racing, and feet hurting, I can’t seem to escape gunfire.




Finally, spotting a semi-cracked garage door with a humongous X hovering on it, I maneuver my way under and lie still on the dust-ridden floor behind a pipeline that shields most of my body. Holding my breath and freezing all movements, my thoughts incite a deadly riot. Who are they—nigga you know—what do they want—yo’ life, where are they—coming for you—and why do they want me—Karma?




Oh shit! Karma! That was the bitch who guided me in here. Her name isn’t Karma; it’s karma out to get me.




A couple minutes elapse as I think about ditching this garage, but realize I’d better just lay low for a moment.




Should I get out, what if they are waiting for me, this is some bitch shit hiding in here, man the fuck up, hell no stay the fuck in here, maybe they left. As the seconds wind down, life becomes dear to me.




Silhouettes of the enemy troops are visible in the short distance separating me from the entrance, plus I am not able to detect the number of soldiers after me.




As I watch for movement under the cracked area of the garage, all of a sudden things get quiet. Maybe they’ve gone away. Then I hear grunts, and as I look around, they are everywhere. They wait to see if I am going to make a move. The shadows of my foes welcome me with guns aiming and searching for my whereabouts.




“We know you in here slob, you don’t wanna come out and play cuzzz?”




A herd of anxiety shoots through me, but my survival instincts silence me.




“Look!” one of them shouts in victory, pointing to me.




“We got him!”




Fuck! I sound off internally as my chest tightens, and body begins trembling uncontrollably. Terror seizing the pit of my stomach.




I’m gonna die, I think with painful clarity. So this is how it ends…




As they connect my location to the trickles of Blood left behind, I am grabbed by the forearm and dragged to the center of the garage, forcing me to look into my foes’ nightly eyes. Some of them have pistols. Some wave knives at me, bats, even chain saws. I know I am going to be executed. This is it.




I’m repeatedly stomped on like first base, and punched like a bag. Minutes thereafter, they stop, leaving me to believe the worst has subsided. Who are they and why are they so persistent in capturing me?




Me on the ground, and them standing around me in a circle, I realize these people are not the fools from the liquor store; they are victims from past crimes. Two of them are women, and seven or eight Crips mixed in. One of the women stands out because she is a nurse Meggette and I robbed for over a G and some fine jewelry. Where da five Crips from earlier? These seven or eight, most of which I can’t recollect except for their blue attire and gangster talk, all were victimized by me. I have no idea of the names of these people, their facial features, or their races.




As I roll over next to a table, I slowly scan each and every one of their faces. Guns and knives are now visible and waiting to enter me. I question my anger for them considering we are cut from the same quality of breed, but accepting me on the losing end isn’t idyllic.




As the first shot is fired, my forearm shields my face from taking the hit. Agghh! I scream but the pain upon impact isn’t as bad as I would have expected. Two more shots follow in quick succession, now puncturing flesh in my torso, sending Blood squirting five feet ahead of me. “Agghh! Agghh! Yo, what da fuck!” Like the first shot, though, minimal pain but by far more effective this time as I spew out globs of Blood. Starring up at barrels and faces of laughs and snickers, I channel up all the strength left in me to mount some kind of attack. Shuddering on my feet, I move to the side and back up against a table.




I have no idea where to go or what to do.




I’m soaked with Blood from head to toe, leaving a puddle where I stand. I force my hands into fighting position, swinging them recklessly, but I don’t have the energy to hold my balance, then another shot lands to my skull sending me crashing through the table.




With dizziness, and much more pain this time, Blood oozes down my face as I lie on the pavement in complete terror. Now my enemy is finally going to put me to rest. I drift in and out of consciousness. Grabbing my head to compress the hole, Blood suffuses my face. Revenge has come in its most prolific form, total obliteration. They are disposing of me as dispassionately as they captured me. When I change positions, I feel icy currents of Blood gyrating in my head to whatever side I lean to.




All standing over me, they begin to open fire in cadence while shouting at me, “Die mothafucka, die! Die! Die mothafucka!”




I throw my arms around my head and curl up in the fetal position. Shots come from every direction jerking my hole-ridden body from side to side. More cheers, exuberant laughter, and victory slurs play over and over in my head, “Die mothafucka, die!” But I still can’t feel the amount of pain comparable to the devastation caused. As the moments get darker, suddenly I start to deflate as I slowly begin feeling sleepy. The world spins rapidly.




This is the end. Mental pictures of my life parade before my eyes. Snapshots of my childhood are revealed to me. I hear simultaneously music in the far distance. Something like jazz or a fine-tuned classical piece. My stomach lurches.




Faces drift through my mind too. I make out living relatives, Mom, daughter, and brothers.




I am never going to see them again.




I don’t wanna die like this. My family needs me. Who’s going to give Da-Shana away at her wedding? I want to be at her high school and college graduation. Who’s going to teach her about boys?




And then my dead homees mesh into my thoughts simultaneously: Meggette, Tray, Mega, Dough, Dakota, Rel, Denise, Boogie, Sleepy, Speedy, and Slash…




Trying to muster up enough willpower not to lose consciousness, I continue to fight as I keep digesting slugs.




Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc, Boc.




While my eyelids begin to give way, still fighting to hold on, still consuming bullets, I decide I can’t hold on any longer. They win and I lose. With consciousness now forsaking me, I prepare myself to head home. Darkness envelops me. Deep, complete.




 




“Let me the fuck go!”




Whack! “Shut the fuck up slob!”




Watching these Crips hold my little baby girl down demolishes every living cell, purity, and sanity inside me.




Closing my eyes asking, God, please, don’t let them do this.




“God can’t help you now mothafucka.” Whack!




My screams and yells are so thunderous and violent, my cries full of rage and terror, Blood shoots through my eyes. Everything in my vision turns from clear and common to red and Bloody. How perverted, she’s just a baby, I think.




“Don’t do this, it’s me you want, leave her alone. Please! Please! Don’t do this!” Watching them fondle, hit, and impersonate her innocent howls increases my madness to insanity. I can’t do shit to protect my princess. I yank, jerk, and tug with all the force and strength the Lord has given me. I rip through the flesh around my wrist leaving the rope restraining just my bone. My ankles are shackled and weakened from the nails jolted through them. I bellow endlessly, so loud, so long, that I throw up my Adam’s apple. Then my baby girl looks at me, “Daaadddddy!” What a blissful exclamation, but a father’s worst nightmare under this condition. As she cries, I cry begging for the strength to break free and slaughter these fuckers.




I search deep within for a plan or an ingenious idea. But nothing; just visible torture.




With no way to break free, I watch on suffering the humiliation until I deflate. Tears start running, uncontrollably, down my face. Looking on through a blurred vision my spirit is finally broken.




My failure to rescue her is a timeless wait for execution. At the point where I think I can’t take any more, the point of absolute mortification, I dart up to the foot of my bed sweating like a slave.




“Dae! Dae! Dae! Dae! Dae!” while shaking me vigorously. “It’s aright! It’s fine! It’s just a dream! It’s okay!” Neina whispers. Awaking to her concerned tone is insurance that I am still living. Her alarmed presence reassures me that I am having another episode, or should I say nightmare. Turning toward her as she patiently waits for me to regain my senses so she can console me, her facial vibes speak volumes.




“Are you okay, Dae?” Bearing in mind past attempts to tranquilize me in these terrifying conditions, and the blows that followed, she hesitantly embraces me with her right arm while cupping my face with the other. Now, under the charm of her touch, I gradually descend from a hard-nosed rant and rave to a slow wail. Without her voice and hands to bring me back, I would have been pushed out of my existence. As she wipes my moistened face, I search for any leftover manliness.




Before losing myself in a deleterious horrifying sleep just a few hours ago, death locked itself in my mind and discarded the key. I was obsessing, rollin’ around in my brain death and all that accompanied it, rigor mortis, maggots, coffins, and tears. I was in full-throttle dismemberment thinking about the afterlife.




Juggling between the flashes of devastation I’ve caused, now to be on the receiving end of shots fired and flesh punctured, I am now forced to accept my past as a reality.
























THE BEGINNING OF AN END








A plant with dreams to be a tree




Placed in a garden




A garden unlike the garden of his birth




Bitter with the taste of impure water




For the garden was poison




Bitter water for the times




Now is later to become oh so sweet




Victory was not the plant’s sweet taste




Defeated before the start of his growth




These marked the signs of the plant’s beginning




The start of my ending













DEATH AND TURMOIL ARE HOT ON MY HEELS. THEY PURSUE me with relentless passion. In their anger and contempt, they torture me—body and soul—beating me, wounding me, and robbing me of my ability to value life—my own or any other. In the darkness of the streets, my childhood is murdered; innocence is shot. Yet, in the dawn of a new nightmare I am resurrected with earned power and respect. I am reborn—a gangster.




 






It’s summer, 1990, and without forewarning, my younger brother, Derrick, and I are ordered to pack up and head out by Mama. We are moving across country from New Jersey to Phoenix—a long way from home, friends, and our mother. I am nine years old and leaving her behind.




Those who have been to Phoenix, or the P-zone as we call it, can relate to my experiences there. If asked before moving to Phoenix of my opinion of its natives, my answer would have been that they are a bunch of funny-talking country bumpkins compared to the fast-talking city slickers back east.




My uncle flies to my aunt Claudette’s house in Irvington, New Jersey, just to drive my brother and me to Phoenix. My mother isn’t taking the trip with us; she’ll fly to Phoenix in the weeks to come. My older brother, David, is already there. Our journey cross-country lasts four days.




Every summer my relatives Abdul, Irshad, Quadir, and Samad visit us in Jersey. This year will be their last; we’re going back with them for good. The carpool consists of six kids, with Irshad and me being the oldest of the bunch.




Uncle prepares himself for the drive by making one last prayer. Inside the house, I am getting my last hug from Mama. Uncle is down on all-fours. His forehead is touching the ground. What’s he doing?




Our trip takes us through many states, but none longer than Texas. Everything is so different I feel like I’m traveling through a foreign country. The air is so hot and the humidity so thick it’s like trying to breathe through cotton stuffed up your nose. There are weird-looking trees and birds I’ve never seen before. I’m completely out of my element. The only knowledge I have of mountains, deserts, and cactus comes from what I’ve seen on television when I used to watch old Western movies at my stepfather’s house.




We finally arrive in Phoenix. The air is even thicker and heavier than Texas. The trees catch me by surprise. I thought trees like these could only be found on islands. And the streets are in better condition than the potholed roads in Jersey.




Derrick and I move to Aunt Sabrina’s house on East Chipman Road between 18th and 19th Streets in Park South Phoenix. The house is crammed. My two older relatives, Belinda and Athena, share a room. In my room, I sleep on the bottom bunk with my older brother, David. On the top are Irshad, Derrick, and Abdul. It’s not the most comfortable setup and being separated from my mother makes me unable to relax in this new environment.




A few days later, I receive a phone call from Mama.




“Hey Mommy! Mom, when are you coming? I miss you!”




“Soon baby. I’ll be there before you know it. So do you like it down there?”




“I dunno. I wanna come back home, Mommy. Why we gotta all sleep in the same room?”




“Who’s in the room with you baby?”




“Mom there’s no room. I have to sleep in the bed with David and he always pushes me out.”




“Listen baby, please be patient, you gon’ have to make do for now. It’s all we have right now so tough it out for a few more weeks. Things’ll change when I get there, I promise. Okay?”




“Yeah Mommy.”




“Let me speak to your brother, I love you—you hear me?”




“I love you too Mommy.”




 




Park South covers an area from 16th to 24th Streets bounded by Baseline, Broadway, and Roeser Roads. Buckeye Road—24th Street and 24th Avenue—is home to the majority of the city’s Black population. It also is the ’hood of Phoenix’s most hostile street gangs—both Bloods and Crips. Hispanic neighborhoods are between Greenway and Bell Roads and 32nd Street and Cave Creek Road. Fifteenth Avenue, 23rd Avenue, Southern Avenue, and Broadway Road belonged to the Lindo Park Crips.




My aunt’s house has three bedrooms with four closets. The kitchen counters are tile with specks of Black. There’s a stone fire-place with an exposed stone chimney in the living room and a beautiful beamed ceiling. Behind the house is a spacious yard. It’s ideal to have BBQs and take full advantage of the Western atmosphere. The front lawn is gigantic with a palm tree in the front that provides remarkable shade in the summer.




Just as I feared, things change in weird ways within days of us moving in. Already, I begin feeling lonely with the absence of my mother. Why did Mommy send us here? Maybe she don’t want us no mo’. I know I’m not the best kid, but what did I do for us to get shipped out? Why didn’t she send me to my father’s house?




Oblivious to the fact that my aunt, uncle, and all my relatives I now live with are Muslim, I have to dramatically change my life. I don’t even know what Muslims are let alone how to live as one. They wear these funny outfits, with caps on their heads. Prayer controls their lives because they pray all day.




I thought people only prayed before eating dinner. Back home, I had the luxury of doing what I wanted, going to bed when I wanted, eating what I wanted, and celebrating Christmas and Halloween. Back home I was a wild child, undisciplined, and free from adult supervision. All the things I’m not allowed to do now that I’m under my aunt’s supervision merely went unnoticed by my mama in Jersey.




Here, pork is forbidden, and you can forget about seconds at dinner. Rated-R programs are restricted and bedtimes imposed. I never realized the luxuries I had until I was deprived of those very same things.




My aunt Sabrina is a fourth-grade teacher so she believes in year-round schooling. Cs and Ds are not acceptable and she possesses patience to a T as she tutors us on our weakest subjects.




I hate the house rules because everything here is so systematic and I’m not used to all this routine. There’s a chart for who’ll wash the dishes, who’ll take out the garbage, who’ll set the table, and even what we’ll eat for the entire week.




I wallow in homesickness much of the time. Throughout my stay, my asthma is aggravated by the atmosphere and stifling heat. Sometimes I have to struggle to breathe in the air, which makes my asthma pump sacred.




Unhappy as I am, my stay does have its benefits. The scenery, for one thing, is dope. Across the street from the house looms a stunning yard with colorful flowers and statues. This is a profound contrast to Jersey’s poverty-abandoned buildings, pimps, bums, fiends, and junkies. In Phoenix, I don’t have to worry about the ghetto landscape of gutter rats, possums, and man-eating cockroaches. Here, there’s room to enjoy simple things.




During the summer, I experience new things: water fights, chasing snakes, scorpions, lizards, and horny toads. I’ve never seen a lizard before, let alone a scorpion. My relatives are comfortable being hands-on with these creatures. In addition, I’m welcomed by my first fierce sandstorm. While everyone else goes into prerehearsed maneuvers, I’m left to feel the wrath. I learn that the storms can hit without warning, and other times you can tell one is coming by the knots of dust devils discoing their way across the wasteland. Once the wind grabs the sand, you can only see a few inches ahead of your face. If you can’t find a car or side of a house to take cover when the storm ripens, you best cower down and shut your mouth and eyes.




Adjusting to the Muslim way of life is a whole new challenge and makes me feel like I’m living in someone else’s world. Aunt Sabrina is devoted and completely addicted to her religion, allowing no room for clemency in our gradual conversion. I feel imprisoned. Going from an unrestricted lifestyle to an absolute dictatorship is culture shock.




My aunt is a medium-built woman with a coffee skin tone. She wears blossoming house dresses and sandals. She’s strict, religious to the bone, but at times has a wonderful sense of humor.




My uncle signs me up for his Pop Warner football team. He has a full beard that he always combs, and a bald head that makes him look scary. His dark brown eyes see only two possibilities for doing things, his way and the wrong way. His deep, threatening voice commands your attention, and he is adamant about discipline. His face projects a weathered ghetto roughness, yet he looks youthful when he smiles. His facial expression hardly ever changes as he wears a mask of proud distress.




During my first day of football practice, I’m approached as I cross the field.




“Where you from home-bwoy?” a boy taller than me asks. He has on a red shirt and a red pair of Jeepers, which is what they called Chuck Taylors. He speaks with a funny accent.




“New Jerzey.” I hold his stare.




“Say what! What set chu from fool?”




Ignorant to his question, I ask him, with a puzzled expression, “What…what I’m from?”




He looks at me like I’m crazy and even laughs.




“What street chu’ live on?”




Trying to get hold of the conversation, he makes a weird barking noise as four other boys close in on me. I don’t turn. My chest tightens.




“Who you down wit’? Who put you on the set?” demands a shorter boy. Is this a challenge? I feel they are interrogating me, waiting for the wrong answer. I don’t know the right one. My heart begins to pound and my mouth gets dry.




I fight off their confusion with an aggressive response. “What set I’m from?”




“Hey Blood,” the shorter one says to the taller boy. “I think that’s the nu kid from Nu Joisey, Coach’s son. Remember he was telling us his son was moving down here and was going to play on the team?”




Sensing some hope, I support their notion. “No no no, he’s my uncle.”




“Wass yo’ name?”




“Dashaun.”




A puzzled look passes their faces simultaneously. “That’s what they call you?”




Confused by his concern, I mumble “yeah.”




“Homee awright,” one of the boys adds. “Listen homee, around here there’s a lot of gangs. Y’all don’t have gangs in Nu Joisey?”




Gangs, what are you talkin’ about?




“Nah.”




“You gotta be careful where you go and what you wear.”




I’m dumbfounded at what he tells me because in Jersey, my friends call themselves GST, Grove Street.




Is that a gang?




For the next twenty minutes, I listen on like an employee in training. Huh? What? Why can’t you wear that? Crabs…blue…shoelaces…belts…flags. This is crazy. The taller boy explains how Bloods and Crips operate. That everything is geographical. Crossing the wrong boundaries can cost you your life. He goes into what the colors mean, red, green, Black, blue, orange, gray, brown, and where not to wear them. He explains that hats, shoes, shoelaces, belts, barrettes, shirts, and flags tell which gang you’re with. I learn the names of sets like West Side City Crips, Park South Killer Gangsta Bloods—7 Line, Vista Bloods, 79 Swans, and the Broadway Gangsters, and too many Mexican gangs.




The more he talks the more complicated gangs become to me. How can colors stop me from going where I wanna?




A coach’s whistle chimes in, momentarily distracting our attention. As the crowd around me begins to disperse, the first boy remains and extends his hand. “I’m Baby Maniak from da Hilltop Bloods.” He’s friendlier now. When we lock palms, he forces my hand into an awkward grip locking both of our index and thumb fingers together. What the hell was that?




“You need to talk to the set where you live so they can teach you.”




Baby Maniak is the first Blood I meet.




In my aunt’s neighborhood, males and females wear red or blue shirts, pants, shoes, shoelaces, bandannas, belts, underwear, socks, jackets, and barrettes on their heads. So now, it all makes sense to me why everyone wears these colors, they are BLOODIN’ and CRIPPIN’.




While shooting hoops with Irshad, a boy with a red shirt enters our yard. Irshad introduces me to Ammo as his relative from Nu Joisey.




“Wezzz up homee?”




I shoot back with a grin on my face, “Wassup.”




Ammo lives at the end of the block.




Ammo is the type of kid that needs little instigation to beat you up. He’s respected on the block by virtue of his older brother, Mean D. He speaks with a heavy accent that often leaves me clueless after he finishes his sentence. His dress style is unique, militant, all sharp creases and solid colors.




My friendship with Ammo soon accelerates my acceptance with the other boys in the neighborhood. Ammo is the biggest ten-year-old I’ve ever seen.




 






I spend the next few months adjusting to Phoenix life and culture.




Third grade starts off rocky for me as I endure a few tests. One of many stands out as a worthwhile lesson. In my class, the majority of students are Mexican, followed by a solid force of Blacks.




In the seat next to mine there’s a Mexican boy named Ivan who weighs more than I do. For some unknown reason, my ways are insulting to him. It isn’t long before, disgruntled with me simply speaking, he advances to open threats.




One morning during class, he whips out a slingshot and aims it directly at me. I leap to safety behind my desk as a rock strikes the other side with a thump. What is he doing? What did I do to him?




What bothers Ivan about me, I think, is not only the implied insult of my untraditional East Coast style, but the fact that I won’t acknowledge myself as inferior to him. His posse laughs at all his corny jokes, and puts him on a pedestal. Not me.




Later that day, he makes it a point to sit next to me at lunch, so he can further instigate me. Throughout the meal he criticizes my appearance and the way I speak. “You can’t sit at this table homez; you talk like a nerd, all proper.” His friends join in the laughter. I pay no attention to them, although inside I feel humiliated. I know I need a comeback but the fear and embarrassment paralyze me.




Finally he threatens, “Boy, I’m a get chu homez!” I am sure he means it.




“I’m a beat chu down punk. Wassup now homez!”




At last, I choose to confront the matter with all the toughness I can muster. “Why you keep messing with me?” I ask.




“Say what? I ain’t gotta explain nothing to you punk.” At this point, his camp tosses in a few “Ohh’s,” hyping the situation to guarantee a fight. Wasting no time, my decision is made. I rip into Ivan with all my might, trying to punch his lights out. Gaining leverage and throwing him up against the Blackboard, I connect a jaw-shaking jab after jab to his face nonstop until his three comrades jump in and begin beating me with uncontrollable rage.




“Stooop! Stop! Get off! Stooop!” I shout.




Ivan, panting like a dog, makes them take turns kicking me. I focus on tightening my muscles to minimize the pain of the kicks. As other students cheerfully pack around in a circle cheering them on, I hear a whistle from outside the class. Like trained warriors in a prizefight, they unthinkingly stop ratpacking me and separate.




Ivan and his circle run from the classroom and scatter down the hall, shouting obscenities along the way, promising retribution. Wiping specks of Blood from my mouth and straightening my clothes, I feel humiliated and weak. Although I’m content with my performance until his homees assisted him, the feeling of being a victim hurts.




I want to tell Ammo what happened, but I can’t. They gon’ think I’m weak; I’m a punk if I tell them I got beat up. They gon’ tease me. I keep my rumble to myself.




After this altercation, I realize that surviving in Phoenix means I need my own homees to have my back. Out here on my own, I’m not safe. I don’t have much choice; I’m surrounded by gangs and all my friends are down with them.




 




Hanging out with Ammo, I learn a lot in a few months. Still feeling like an import, I long for acceptance. Mama’s absence increases my participation with the gang. I don’t feel comfortable hanging around them, but I can’t stand being in the house, and I know protection is needed.




Where is she? She lied to me. She ain’t coming. I’m a have to live here forever. I don’t care if they tease me today. I don’t care what they think about me. Anything is better than staying in that house. I’m tired of cleaning. Sick of doing dishes. I hate being told what to do and get- ting whipped with switches. I can’t take it anymore. Why does Mama even let Auntie hit me? She ain’t my mother. Uncle ain’t my father. He don’t even like me. I need you, Mama. Where are you?




Days pass by before I hear from Mama again. Receiving the phone from Auntie, I sit at the table.




“How are you baby?” What do you care?




“Are you coming now? You told me you were coming a long time ago. When you coming?”




“I know. Mommy is sorry. I wish I could be there. I’m trying. I miss y’all boys. How are y’all doing?”




I shrug one shoulder, wiping away built-up tears.




I mutter, “I don’t wanna stay here.”




Looking around to make sure the coast is clear; I press the phone closer to my face.




“Mama, Auntie hit me with a stick. Uncle choked me for something I didn’t even do. Abdul spilled milk on the floor and…Uncle thought I did it. I told him I didn’t do it but he still grabbed my neck. When are you coming? I don’t want to live here.”




I wipe my tears a second time, careful not to let Auntie hear me crying.




“Just try to stay out of his way. You know how your uncle is. I will be there soon baby, and you won’t have to worry about that no more. I’ll talk to Auntie about it, okay? I promise you baby, I will be there real soon. Just be a little patient. Let me speak to your brother. I love you.” And just like that, we are disconnected again.




Living with my aunt and uncle, I am completely miserable. Every day it becomes harder to deal with being in the house and my spirit is regularly beaten down. Missing my mother and feeling like I have no family, my sadness makes me wonder if I’m worthy of being loved at all.




Most days, to avoid whatever is going on in the house, I force myself to join the neighborhood kids, catching the football, or chasing each other through alleys playing tag. Alleys stretch for blocks at a time, filled with graffiti-written walls sprayed with “BLOOD ZONE—Bware.” My adjustment to the gang is slow and I still don’t quite fit in. But if I want to have any sense of family and brothers who are down for me, I have to make this work. At times I want to lock myself within a padded room because of the fear I feel when I’m around them. To Ammo, I’m cool, but the other boys treat me like an outcast.
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