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			This book is dedicated to the game—

			to the wins that lifted me, the losses that taught me, and the journey that shaped me.

		

	
		
			Preface

			Unless a man goes on trial and is able to defend himself, his prosecutors may depict him in any manner they choose.

			Standing in a courtroom, prosecutors go out of their way to destroy a man’s reputation. Regardless of what good the man may have done in his life and ignoring who he loves and who loves him, the prosecutor paints a picture of evil malice and flagrant disregard of society’s expectations. The newspapers and television personalities repeat those ideas presented in the courtroom. The man becomes a pariah.

			In 2013, I pled guilty to one count of conspiracy to distribute or possess with intent to distribute 500 grams or more of cocaine and one hundred grams or more of heroin. For this, I was sentenced to one hundred months in federal prison.

			Because I pled guilty, I never went to trial and never challenged the prosecutor’s depiction. The press portrayed me as a selfish manipulator who used my youth basketball program and the talented players it produced as commodities to trade for my own benefit, all while leading a double life as a drug trafficker who poisoned his own neighborhood.

			I don’t challenge the veracity of their description, but I do take issue with the exaggeration used to sell newspapers and magazines. They demonized my greed to make a buck for themselves. They were hypocrites—all of them.

			I gave whatever I could to my players: food, clothing, an education, a home. Pushing, training, mentoring, and guiding them, I was a father when they didn’t have one.

			I kept their eyes on the goal, urging them to get a college education and succeed in whatever professional field they chose, be it in the NBA making money off their God-given talent, or making money otherwise.

			But as they pursued their goals, I had dreams of my own. As those dreams faded away, time and time again, I was left with nothing but my own resources on which to live. I had grown up surrounded by hustlers. When I couldn’t do what I wanted, I resorted to what I knew.

			Ultimately, I decided to write this book because I wanted to tell my story without the added narrative of anyone else. I wanted to set the record straight on numerous events, conversations, and relationships others have speculated about. And I wanted to do so in my own voice.

			Writing a memoir is difficult. So many influences exist in life. How do I know which to capture on the page and which to ignore? Tracing my own personal development from childhood until now, at age fifty, was both revealing and painful. I gained so much insight into how and why I think the way I do. I realized just how arrogant I often acted.

			Recreating and recording my life also presented other, more practical challenges. Memories fade. People die. Throughout the book, I have tried to accurately represent conversations I had with others. If those conversations are not exactly verbatim, the nature and context are true. Some may take exception to my chronology or specific details in my retelling. Though I cannot claim every detail is exact, I do stand by the intention, sentiment, and results of the events I relate in this book.

			A memoir is a retracing of one’s life—but it is not just an autobiography. I have learned lessons from the mistakes I have made. My intent with Duplicity is to share my story with young men, husbands, and fathers. I hope they can learn the lessons I did not learn until I landed in prison: Lessons on loyalty and greed.

			Curtis Malone, July 2018

			 

		

	
		
			Part 1

			The 1320 and Rare Essence at Palmer Park

			1973–1986

		

	
		
			Roots

			Dr. James Naismith, a white man, invented the game of basketball in 1891. For over 125 years, young Black men have perfected it: Julius Erving, Abdul-Jabbar, Russell, Magic, Jordan, Bryant, LeBron, Curry. Basketball provides a fortunate few the opportunity to escape poverty, crime, drugs, broken homes, and dead-end dreams. But if you’re not a star, then you don’t escape. Instead, you go back to your hood and become a hustler. Palmer Park, Maryland, thrives on those kinds of ballers.

			The neighborhood began as one of those post-WWII subdivisions where every house looks the same, all on identical postage-stamp-sized lots surrounded by chain-link fences. Over the decades, the white servicemen the neighborhood originally housed gave way to increasing numbers of Blacks. The houses were ideal starter homes, and by the late ’60s, Palmer Park became an African-American neighborhood.

			Each house featured three bedrooms, one bath, a kitchen, and a living room. Some offered basements; most did not. My family’s house on Muncy Road had green aluminum siding. My parents had their own bedroom. My oldest sister Sharon demanded privacy and received a bedroom. My other two sisters, Brenda and Beverly, shared the third. That left me, the baby of the family, to sleep wherever I found room—be it the sofa, the floor, with my parents, or on Sharon or Brenda’s bed, if either stayed out.

			But the house beat our previous apartment at 1320 Missouri Avenue in DC. There, our family of six shared a one-bedroom. Palmer Park represented a major step up. An achievement for my father Herman, who worked long hours at Trailways, and for my mother, Rosa.

			I think back upon my parents at that time. One memory surfaces; my mother, brown-skinned and just tall enough to see out the window above the kitchen sink with her back to me as she washes dishes; my father, just home from work, still wearing his light-blue uniform, wrapping his arms around her from behind, moving his hands to her hips, swaying to Marvin Gaye playing on the radio. The ebbing humidity of a summer’s evening clings to the air. A lawn mower hums down the street. The house is quiet except for “Let’s Get It On,” and I watch from the doorway as my father kisses my mother’s neck. I’m sure it is a Friday or Saturday, and I know they will soon head into DC, back to our old apartment building at 1320 Missouri Avenue—where my grandmother, Ella C., now lives—to play cards, drink, and party. Both will dress to impress. Both are young, classy, and smooth. A friend will see my mother at the party and tell her she looks fly. Although I won’t be there to overhear the compliment, I know this with absolute surety.

			This memory, my favorite of my parents, represents a paradox. They have always loved one another, although they’ve argued like demons. My father: a player who ran the streets, womanizing with abandon. My mother: laid-back until her anger exploded. At times, I feel they played parts in some staged production—the happy Black couple—especially in public. They loved parties and excelled in social settings. Two charmers, quick with smiles or a wink. So, my best memory of that one moment in time, both swaying to the music, represents the best of their life together, if not the actual reality of their relationship.

			In many ways, my parents epitomized Palmer Park. The neighborhood was divided into two halves, separated by Barlowe Road and the Palmer Park Shopping Center. Our neighborhood offered a pool, basketball courts, a recreation center, and an actual park. From a bird’s-eye view, I’m sure the neighborhood appeared to be an idyllic suburban environment, full of young families. Zoom in and one found an open-air drug market full of hustlers selling reefer, heroin, PCP, and, eventually, crack. The strip mall offered much more than liquor and convenience stores: It offered drugs and stolen clothing.

			Craps games surrounded us. We all knew one another, and we quickly challenged strangers. It seemed every night offered a party on our block. The fun lasted all hours unless a fight broke out.

			Our family moved to Palmer Park in 1973 when I started first grade. I had enjoyed living in DC and did not want to move away from friends and family who lived in the 1320 apartment building. I imagine moving hit my sisters harder. Sharon, the oldest, would’ve just started high school, which is an awkward age to change schools. Sharon could be tough and mean, but she worked hard. She didn’t hesitate to throw down if pushed, and her petite stature disguised a fierceness within. Brenda, five years older than me, acted like a mother, always bossing our sister Beverly and me around. Brenda and Beverly couldn’t have been more different. Brenda was always smart and independent. She never got into the street life. She cared for all of us, taking a parental role, especially when my mother and father went out. While Beverly…well…Beverly and I are the most alike. Her personality growing up mirrored Sharon’s. She was a tough, mean fighter. But unlike our older sister, Beverly ran the streets, always had a thug for a boyfriend, and avoided home as much as she could.

			Then came me: light-skinned with curly hair and a dimple in my cheek. When I smiled, I charmed people. Little girls loved me, while mothers warned one another to keep an eye on me, lest the devil inside should cause trouble.

			Like Beverly, I saw Palmer Park as my playground and quickly learned the rules. Being the only boy, I hung out with my dad a lot. He’d take me around different neighborhoods introducing me to everyone, even some of his lady friends mom didn’t know about. Back then, I thought a man needed to dress well and have lots of girlfriends. When alone, I rode my bike through the neighborhood and hung out with older guys. I thought I was the shit.

			“Coach’s gonna put you in?”

			“Yeah, on the kickoff.”

			“Shit, Curtis, just run around. Don’t try to tackle anyone.”

			I glared at my friend, Steve Williams. “I’ll be fine.”

			“I’d listen to him, Curt. You’ll get smashed,” added my other best friend, Albert, whom we called Loopy.

			I’d met both when my father signed me up to play football through the Palmer Park Boys and Girls Club. He used football as leverage to improve my behavior in school. At eight years old, I weighed forty pounds soaking wet, and my head just barely came past the kitchen counter. I played on a sixty-five-pound-and-under team. Though annoying, Steve gave sound advice.

			“Special teams! Let’s go!” yelled our coach.

			I gamely fastened my chin strap and jogged onto the field. I only got into the game on kickoffs, but I loved football. At first, I did not want to play, but being part of a team really appealed to me.

			The whistle blew and we kicked off. I ran down the far sideline, swiveling my head to the left to try and spot the return man. By the time I reached our opponent’s twenty, the play had been blown dead on the other sideline.

			No one had tried blocking me. I hadn’t touched a soul. And that’s how it went all season. I ran onto the field picturing myself making a heroic tackle, just to be ignored by the bigger kids. I must have looked ridiculous with my tiny body and an oversized helmet. But my father’s strategy paid off: I loved the game enough that a threat of “no football” prevented me from landing on the hot bench in the principal’s office.

			Steve and Loopy quickly became my best friends at that time. Steve, though three years older than me, excelled at sports. He always kept out of trouble and now works for Wonder Bread. He introduced me to basketball, and we all discovered go-go music.

			Loopy, who was dark-skinned, slim, and hyper, looked up to his older, straight-up gangsta brothers. Loopy always caused trouble but was great fun to be around. He loved to box. Loopy and our friend Sean Harris introduced me to the sport.

			“Yo, Curtis? You comin’ over tonight?” Loopy asked after our last football game of the season. “Parents won’t be around…”

			“They never around! But Imma go uptown to my grandma’s.”

			Every weekend she hosted card games to earn money. When we arrived at her place, we walked into a room full of cops, taxi drivers, the mailman, neighbors, and friends. Clouds of cigarette smoke hung above the heads of gamblers and hustlers looking to win an ante. Motown played on the radio, drowned out by constant arguments. The people dressed up, and the dim light of her living room caught flashes of gold off chains and earrings.

			At the center of it all stood Ella C. One moment she fixed a dinner, the next dealt a hand of Tonk. She gave orders when a friend’s drink ran low while carrying on conversation or cursing out Uncle Monk, the building’s maintenance man. My grandmother amazed me. She spoiled me with attention and provided for me when she could. Yet, she could not be charmed, and she showed a hard backbone when it came to bullshit. She turned feisty when challenged and had a hidden cunning a stranger would not immediately perceive. Like my mother, my grandmother had a fiery temper, a trait Sharon and Beverly inherited.

			My grandmother’s longtime partner, Coles Terry, allowed her to bask in the attention these weekend parties provided. Growing up, we thought Coles was our maternal grandfather and found out much later our real grandfather never left South Carolina when Ella C. moved to DC. Coles worked as a custodian at the National Institute of Health, and he treated her well.

			I loved those parties, which usually lasted all night. The fish, chicken, music, and booze flowed freely. More than once I’d crash in my grandmother’s bedroom only to wake up the next morning and find the party still raged. I watched my grandmother closely as she monitored the card game. She’d cut the pot every time someone won.

			“Curtis, mind your damn business,” she scolded after catching me watching her skim off the proceeds, stuffing cash into her bra. I blushed. “Actually, your mama told me you think you’re that damn boy from the Jackson Five. Why don’t you show us?”

			“No, that’s okay,” I practically pleaded.

			“Everyone! My grandson is going to put on a little show now. Coles, put the Jackson Five record on,” she shouted. The whole apartment went quiet. I wanted to haul ass, yet part of me enjoyed being the center of attention. Well, I knew I could not get out of the situation without performing. A space cleared and “Dancing Machine” played on the stereo. I danced my ass off. A little curly-haired, eight-year-old Michael Jackson, who understood none of the song’s meaning, but reveled in the attention and adulation of those cheering me on. When the song ended and the applause died down, I was sweating but pleased with myself and the tips I’d earned.

			“Now, go get your grandpa a beer,” my grandmother told me as she skimmed the pot. I eagerly moved into my other role at these parties: waiter. I’d fetch drinks, plates of fried fish, or anything anyone asked for. I enjoyed the responsibility, as it made me feel older, needed, and like I was one of them. Plus, I often received tips.

			I cannot emphasize enough just how important 1320 Missouri Avenue served in my childhood and in my life as a man. The building acted like one big family, with my grandmother as the muscle. Every door always opened, everyone always shared with one another. It had a sense of togetherness. Uncle Monk and my dad acted like brothers. They would always wrestle and horseplay. I remember one time they went at it fierce until my dad fell through a glass-topped coffee table, cut his arm up, and needed stitches.

			Go-go bands also played for free at nearby Emery Heights. I fell in love with the music, which included bands like Busy Brothers and Mass Extinction. All the old heads in Palmer Park listened to Rare Essence, so they became my favorite.

			I never felt like a little kid. I wonder now, so many decades later, if I missed out on childhood. Being the youngest in my family, I found myself surrounded by older influences. But I do not remember ever wanting to be a kid. I’m not sure I even knew what eight- or nine-year-olds did at that age. That’s not to say I didn’t ride my bike with Steve and Loopy. But all I saw were older guys doing big-boy shit; hustlers slinging drugs in the Palmer Park open market, my parents with their friends drinking and gambling at 1320. The attention of adults motivated me. Never did I really care about popularity among guys my age. Because of that, I was popular with them. But with older sisters and older role models, I easily gained the trust and friendship of guys in high school and even that of adults. I relished it at the time.

			Now, I wonder if I grew up too soon.

		

	
		
			Hustling for the Go-Go

			Go-go music, familiar to anyone from Washington, DC, combines R&B, hip-hop, and funk, with live percussion instruments and constant dance beats. Go-go bands play nonstop for hours, blending one song into another, while band members step on stage. Most of the groups engage in a call-and-response with the crowd, repeating the refrain or singing the chorus. Addictive through its beats, the music creates high energy and movement. By the time I’d turned eleven, I was hooked.

			Rare Essence formed three years earlier, in 1976. Led by Jas Funk, they played local area clubs. I collected Rare Essence cassette tapes and 8-tracks.

			In ’79 they played at Prince George’s Community College, and practically the whole Palmer Park neighborhood showed up. I was the youngest in the crowd and the concert felt like a religious experience. I vividly remember the band, all wearing red-and-white tank tops and shorts with gold chains, in step with one another as they wove songs together without a break. Go-go music evolved through dance halls—its purpose to make the crowd move. Everywhere I turned I saw older neighbors in an ecstatic frenzy. And the women! I was only eleven, women still foreign to me, but I quickly realized playing in a go-go band got you attention.

			Going to that concert changed me in other, subtle, ways. Other than Steve, Sean, and Loopy, I spent my time with older guys, high-school age, or even adults. My mindset did not fit a normal eleven-year-old’s. I expected to be treated like an adult. In a way, I felt superior to kids my age. Not that I acted that way, but surrounding myself with older guys and doing things they did (no one else my age saw Rare Essence live, for instance) gave me a quiet, cool confidence during a period in my childhood when many boys felt awkward or unsure of themselves.

			As a fan of go-go music, I got lucky. Palmer Park hosted go-go bands at both the community center and the Club LeBaron. The Club LeBaron sat in the middle of the Palmer Park Shopping Center. Basically a big warehouse, the club reeked of sweat and smoke. Warm, humid air assaulted you as soon as you entered, like a stinky sauna. The front windows fogged up during shows, allowing only the music to penetrate the night. Oddly, the LeBaron did not have a liquor license, which forced people to sneak in their own booze.

			Go-go became my passion. I stayed involved in sports, but all my remaining energy went to attending shows. My parents went out every Friday and Saturday, often until two or three in the morning, leaving me in the care of my sisters. Sharon, Brenda, and Beverly, all in their teens, usually had other plans besides babysitting their brother. So almost every weekend I kicked it with my old heads, and they too loved the go-gos. We’d end up at the community center or the club dancing to Chuck Brown and the Soul Searchers, Experience Unlimited, or Trouble Funk.

			The following year, Rare Essence returned to play a show at the Palmer Park Recreation Center, which sat opposite the shopping center on the other side of Barlowe Road. I could hardly wait, and on the night of the show, I dressed all fly, like a little man about to take the town in my favorite Izod shirt, shell-toe Adidas, and socks to match. A long line snaked its way around the rec center. I finally got to the door, practically hopping from foot to foot with excitement, only to be met by Ms. Mack, Rare Essence’s manager.

			“And what do you think you’re doing, son?”

			“Going to the show, Ms. Mack. I’ve never missed a show.”

			“Not tonight. You are too young. Get your little ass home.”

			I stared at her in disbelief. I pretended not to hear, offering up my money and my hand to be stamped.

			“I’m serious. I’m not in the mood for any lip tonight. Go on now.”

			Anger flashed through me. “Ms. Mack, you got no idea what you did to my night!”

			Ms. Mack looked like a toad. I believe she must have been bipolar because sometimes she didn’t give a damn whether us younger guys came to a show and other times, like this night, she turned on us. Had the concert been another band, my young heart could have survived. But Rare Essence! In my own neighborhood! I couldn’t hold back.

			I started crying.

			“Hey, hey, what’s up Li’l Curtis?” one of my older friends called out as he stood in line.

			“Ms. Mack won’t let me in!”

			“Ah, Mack attack,” another sympathized.

			Though I appreciated the sympathy—some even called Ms. Mack a few harsh names—they were going to the show, while I had been ordered out. Their compassion did not help. She was one tough lady.

			I wandered aimlessly, without conscious thought, until a kind voice called out, “Hey, little man, why you so upset?”

			I’d wandered around to the back of the rec center. Surprised, I looked into the face of Scotty Hazel, the organ player for Rare Essence. The band unloaded their equipment from a truck. Scotty sat on a huge black case, smoking a cigarette.

			“Ms. Mack says I’m too young to get in,” I explained, trying not to look pathetic in front of my heroes.

			“Weren’t you the young fella in the front row of our last show?” Godfather asked. He played keyboards. I’d gone to a Rare Essence show three months before. Too short to see, the old heads brought me to the front row.

			“Yeah, I always come to your shows. I’m your biggest fan. It’s not like I’m too young. I’m twelve.”

			“Come on, Shorty, we got you,” Scotty said. He jumped up off the case he’d sat on and undid the clasps. The case held the large organ he played, “The Granddaddy.” Twice the size of me, I easily fit into it. Friday and Burt shut the lid; I panicked for a moment. Pitch-black, hot, with an industrial plastic smell, I feared I’d suffocate. It was the greatest moment of my young life.

			Then the case started moving. I spread my hands and feet, pressing them into the case’s sides to keep my balance. In a few moments, I felt the case stop rolling. The case opened and I found myself backstage. I could hear a thousand voices on the other side of the curtain.

			“Now, just stay out of her sight until the lights go down,” Godfather said as he and Scotty headed back outside. I took their advice, watching the equipment being set up and observing Jas Funk and his band get ready to perform. Finally, the lights went out, and, in the dark, I crept from the stage to the front of the audience. I felt like I’d won the lottery. As the band started to play, I partied, dancing along step by step. The old heads around me cleared out a small space and started calling to Jas Funk and Li’l Bennie.

			When Jas Funk noticed, the guys pushed me towards the stage. Li’l Bennie pulled me up, and I fell into step with the band. I really showed my ass up there. I saw older girls loving my moves.

			I couldn’t see Ms. Mack but knew she stood out in the dark crowd somewhere. I would’ve loved to see her face.

			I danced on stage for a few songs and jumped back into the crowd as they transitioned into another song. The percussionist, David Green, gave me a pair of Timbale sticks, which I stuck into my back pocket. The older girls I’d spotted earlier all took turns dancing with me for the rest of the show. I loved the attention.

			At the end of the night, I slipped out without seeing Ms. Mack and walked home surrounded by guys amused and happy for me, or damn jealous. I felt like the man.

			Attending go-gos and buying music cost money. I’ve always been able to make money. I may not have been born one, but I grew up in a world of hustlers. From a very young age, I saw drugs and cash exchanged out in the open at the Palmer Park Shopping Center and in our neighborhoods. Loopy’s older brothers dealt drugs. My sister Beverly dated drug dealers. Hustling would always be an option for me, but not one I particularly wanted. As a good-looking, outgoing, charismatic kid, I never had a problem charming people. But I also acted humble (usually), stayed out of trouble, and got along with mostly everyone. People liked me, and, as I grew up, guys in the hood looked out for me.

			My life at that time centered around a few constants: school, where I earned good-enough grades; sports—football and, increasingly, basketball; music; and earning money by helping Uncle Monk and my grandfather, Coles Terry.

			Uncle Monk worked as the building supervisor at the 1320. He wasn’t actually related to me, just my dad’s best friend. He hired me to help clean and maintain the place. Easy stuff, like sweeping and mopping the stairways, raking, cutting grass, scraping old paint, applying new coats. I’d work on Friday afternoon and Monk paid me twenty bucks every two weeks. I did a decent job and eventually Monk took me to a couple other buildings he maintained on 13th and 14th Streets.

			I also worked with my grandfather at the National Institute of Health (NIH), where he did custodial work. I’d clean the buildings, and he would give me a few bucks. That money, combined with my wages from Monk, plus any tips I collected by being the little waiter at my grandmother’s card game, earned me a good fifty to sixty dollars a month, not bad for a twelve-year-old.

			I always liked having and spending money. My parents worked hard: my dad at Trailways, and my mom as a hotel maid. We were not poor. We always had food on the table, but few luxuries. Back-to-school shopping equaled about two hundred dollars for four kids. I always wanted to look sharp, a trait I inherited from both my parents. I wanted to keep up with the older guys I chilled with and tried to imitate.

			Though I respected, even admired, Monk and my grandfather, I knew quickly that janitorial work would not be my future. That realization led me to ask: How can I make money without selling drugs? By the time I entered middle school, I felt ready to be an entrepreneur. I had one goal in mind: earn enough money each week to go to the go-go on Friday or Saturday while still having some pocket change. My plan, decidedly simple, involved selling candy at school. Every morning, I’d walk to the 7-Eleven across from Kenmoor Junior High and stuff my pockets with candy bars and bubble gum. I’d casually saunter out, giving my Malone smile, complete with dimples, to the half-asleep clerk. I went to school and sold the candy out of my locker all day. No expenses meant all profit, a sweet hustle. It lasted about three months but ended for a couple reasons. First, my teachers got wind of my little business. Although a few may have appreciated my ingenuity, it led to too many questions. Also, I’m a horrible thief.

			I never got caught stealing candy, but two other instances made me see the writing on the wall. The first happened at the 7-Eleven. Near the front entrance, next to a cooler of juices sat an arcade game, either Pac-Man or Space Invaders. One afternoon, Loopy and I played the arcade game for hours. We stood just out of the cashier’s sight, so I continuously helped myself to bottles of juice from the cooler. I must have drunk ten of them throughout the afternoon. Loopy drank his share, too. I didn’t plan on paying for them, stashing each empty bottle in the trash can. Well, unknown to us, an undercover cop had parked outside, monitoring drug activity in the area. He watched us the whole time. As Loopy and I got ready to leave, a male voice asked, “You gonna pay for those, son?”

			I nearly pissed myself.

			“What are you talking about?” I bravely asked. He pointed to the empty bottles sitting at the top of a full trash barrel.

			“Been outside watching you the whole time,” he replied as he pulled his badge out.

			I must have turned redder than a fire hydrant because Loopy’s mouth dropped open, then he started to laugh. He quickly clasped his hand over his mouth but couldn’t hold in his laughter.

			“I’d really appreciate you paying for these. I’ll be outside, just to make sure.” He turned and walked out.

			“Shut the fuck up, Loopy!” I snapped as I went to the cashier and counted out some money. A certain irony existed as I paid for my “stolen” juices with money I’d made selling stolen candy bars from the same 7-Eleven.

			My second failed attempt at theft happened at the neighborhood Dart Drug. I’d walked over there on a Saturday afternoon with some friends from Palmer Park. As they went to the drink coolers and candy counter, I walked down the toy aisle. I spotted a rubber ball, red, somewhat bigger than a racquet ball but smaller than a tennis ball. I decided I wanted the ball but didn’t want to waste my hard-earned candy money, so I put it in the pocket of my jeans. An obvious rubber-ball shape bulged from the side of my pants.

			As I walked down the aisle and towards the exit, hoping the antics of my friends distracted the cashier, a man turned the corner and stopped short when he saw me.

			Herman Malone, Senior. My dad.

			We stood ten paces apart, two gunslingers about to duel.

			“Now, what the hell you got in your pants?” he asked.

			I had no out, no escape. I carefully pulled the ball out of my pocket, the Dart Drug price sticker, like a scarlet letter, pointedly announcing my guilt.

			“You pay for that?” he asked.

			I could have lied, but his sudden appearance threw me off balance. As smooth and charismatic as I could be to others, I’ve never charmed my dad—we are too much alike. Plus, I’d walked with my head down and didn’t know how much he’d seen.

			“No….”

			“Boy, put that damn ball back where you got it and get your ass to the car!”

			My friends stared at me as I completed my walk of shame. A solitary voice called out, “See ya, Curtis,” as I left the store.

			My parents grounded me for two days over a weekend, which felt like two months. After the failed Dart Drug heist, and with my teachers getting hip to what I sold, I decided to give up the candy game. I had nightmares of the undercover cop catching me stealing candy, not just juices. I wasn’t ready for jail.

			Though I stopped, selling candy made me realize I could make my own money. Just like the hustlers I saw everyday selling products (drugs or stolen merchandise), I, too, could take care of myself. I just needed a new idea that didn’t involve stealing.

			Back then, school lunch cost under one dollar. My dad left a buck for me every morning. Without my candy money coming in, I had to figure out a way to afford go-gos. I decided to save the dollar by not eating. By week’s end, I had five dollars—another twenty per month. But I got hungry. We could choose from a few options in the lunch line—some were eighty, ninety, or ninety-five cents apiece—so I’d ask people for their change as they came through the line. Looking back, I suppose I panhandled, but I ate every day and it also taught me a powerful lesson. I discovered if you’re nice to people, smile and laugh and act friendly, most didn’t mind giving up their change or helping you out. The persona cannot be contrived or false. I genuinely was the type of kid who attracted others and who other kids wanted to befriend. As I grew up, I learned to use that to my advantage.

			I think, for most people, those middle school years, at the ages of twelve, thirteen, or fourteen, represent a distinctly formative experience. What I mean is that though high school might shape the kind of adult you’ll be, early adolescence molds our life outlook. If you grew up in a wealthy suburb, where every friend’s father was a doctor or lawyer and your parents told you you could grow up to be anything, your outlook inspired higher expectations than someone who grew up in a different environment. By seventh grade, my association with gangstas, hustlers, and much older guys created a more limited outlook. A more negative one. Yet, as I grew up, other positive influences conflicted with the hustlers I knew. It created a scenario in which I could turn out either way: an honest, hard-working success story, or a drug dealer. My outlook became more malleable than the rich kid in the suburb. I learned there are ways to live and to make money which do not require a college degree or professional title. Yet, at the same time, I desired success, adulation, and to be seen as a leader. A college degree could provide that. Over the next few years, I just had to figure out which way to go and how to get there.

			I’ve always enjoyed dressing well. As a kid, with my parents’ limited budget, each of us only got one or two new outfits a year. This created a problem for me. Luckily, I grew up in Palmer Park. My sister Brenda always worked hard. Her boyfriend at the time, Kenny, also earned money. Together, they kept me outfitted in Polo and Izod. When they fell short, Tydie stepped in.

			My sister Beverly grew up Brenda’s opposite. The streets called to her at a young age. A slightly older guy named Tydie was one of her first boyfriends. Notorious as a robber, booster, and cold killer, Tydie ran with a crew of three or four others.

			Early one Saturday morning, my friends and I went to the Landover Mall. We arrived before most of the stores opened. As we walked through the nearly empty mall, I spotted Tydie’s crew outside the Hecht’s Department Store. The store hadn’t yet opened and boxes piled atop one another sat just inside the security gate, and, as the gate opened, Tydie picked them up one by one and passed them out to one of his guys. They acted in a practiced unison, like a well-trained bucket brigade, the last guy carrying boxes out to a waiting car. Intrigued, my friends and I watched. I didn’t know what the boxes contained, but knew if it involved Tydie, it couldn’t be good.

			Later the same day, I walked to the Palmer Park Shopping Center. Tydie sat behind opened boxes full of Calvin Klein, Sergio Valente, Sasson, and Jordache clothing. I could hardly believe what I saw. Tydie smiled, a proprietor at his own flea market.

			“What size you wear, Li’l Curtis?” he asked.

			“You serious?” I asked.

			“Go ahead, pick out whatever you want.”

			I rummaged through the boxes, grabbing brand new pairs of jeans, shirts, even a jacket. All around me guys ran from the street selling drugs to cars waiting in line to buy, no matter the driver’s race, be it Black, white, or another; a craps game started up a few feet away; a guy who lived two streets down high on PCP started a fight. Nothing mattered to me as I outfitted myself with Tydie’s boosted clothes.

			This became a semi-regular occurrence, and despite Tydie’s reputation as a no-good troublemaker, I began to see a certain kindness and humanity in him and guys like him. Most gangstas have a good heart, somewhere. No doubt, he contained a level of brutality; no doubt he was a criminal; yet, what I saw as generosity engendered a loyalty. Tydie kept me dressed and fly. I’d never forget that.

			The open-air drug market at the shopping center became a magnet to me. After football practice, I’d wander through, observing all the illegal activities. I’d cross Barlowe Road and end up behind the rec center, where some of the biggest craps games took place. No matter how many times my parents told me to stay away from the shopping center, or how often Officer Coleman chased me off from the craps games, I always found my way back. Something about that life stood out to me: the camaraderie, the action, the fast-paced hustle.

			In Palmer Park that’s all we saw.

			In contrast, my dad provided a role model, but at the time, I only understood he worked hard every day and didn’t have much to show for it. Outside of providing what he could for our family, my father gambled every weekend. He cheated on my mom regularly. I remember their arguments, her accusations, his non-denials. So, what did he give me to run with? From him, I learned how to work in order to be a player. I never saw him open a door or hold a chair for my mother, never knew them to go out on a date. I believed him to be a good father but had no other comparison. Both my parents enjoyed partying, but we hardly ever went out as a family, never went to a movie, circus, carnival, or family vacations. Just 1320, that was it.

			Honestly, I’m not sure I wanted to do something fun as a family. I was twelve, going on thirty. I had little interest in kid stuff. I didn’t collect comic books or play with G.I. Joes. I hardly ever watched Saturday morning cartoons (just the Jackson Five) or played kid games with my friends. For Christmas, I asked for few toys, mostly for clothes, except one year when I wanted a set of timbales so I could be like David Green of Rare Essence.

			Instead of a typical childhood, I ventured out into the streets of Palmer Park. My block offered so much activity, it seemed like a carnival itself. On any day, I might see a fistfight, a boxing match in the street, craps games on the sidewalks, and, of course, no matter whose yard you turned into, drugs for sale.

			As I grew, I began spending time at Landover Mall, where the girls hung out. My detached observation of the hustle morphed into earning a few dollars by being a lookout for cops or a gofer, running errands back and forth to the Johns or liquor store in the shopping center.

			The nature of the neighborhood engendered loyalty among us. Internal conflicts existed—occasionally guys from Muncy Road might beef with Normandy Road—but outside of Palmer Park, we stuck together. This devotion got tested most often at the mall, where people from all different neighborhoods congregated.

			State-of-the-art at the time, the mall offered a massive food court, a movie theater, and an arcade. Someone there alone often found trouble. Anyone who waited for the bus back into the city could find himself the victim of a robbery. We didn’t use guns as much back then, but knives and fists worked just as well.

			One afternoon, about to head home after leaving some friends, I walked through the mall. At twelve, I weighed just under one hundred pounds, maybe five feet tall. I wore a pair of Cazal frames. As I passed a group of teens whom I recognized from the Glenarden Apartments, I caught a whisper from one named Danny.

			“Hey, I want those frames.”

			“Let’s get them,” another said.

			After I passed, they moved behind me, tailing me, waiting until I reached a more secluded area to pounce. No hero, especially against three older guys, I walked quickly. When I reached the exit, I bolted through the door, sprinting like Carl Lewis all the way back to my hood. Once I reached the shopping center, I stopped, doubled over with my hands on my knees, panting like a dog.

			“What the fuck’s up, Li’l Curtis?” my old heads asked. One we called Stickman because he always walked around with a golf club, a five iron. Another, Fat Leon, looked for fights.

			“Some bitch-ass niggas from Glenarden tried to take my Cazals,” I explained.

			“Where they at?” Stickman asked.

			“I was up at the mall. Three of them, so I just broke on those niggas.”

			“You hear that, Fat Leon? Some Glenarden niggas tried to take Li’l Curtis’s glasses…” A small group had formed around us. About twenty older guys, hustlers and hangers-on, began asking me all sorts of questions.

			“Who were they?”

			“You know what they look like?”

			“Who wants to put some work in?”

			A smaller group, led by Stickman, broke off and pulled me aside. “We going back to the mall, Curtis, to find these suckers.”

			I didn’t really consider consequences. Danny and his friends had scared me and feeling scared made me angry. I wanted them to see me with all these gangstas and realize you don’t fuck with Curtis Malone.

			I witnessed one of the worst beatings I’d ever seen. Stickman and about nine others cornered Danny and his homeboys in the parking lot at the mall. The beatdown happened swiftly and brutally. Stickman repeatedly whacked his golf club down on the Glenarden boys. The others used their fists, as if they were Sugar Ray Leonard, who came from our hood to win the Olympic boxing gold medal in ’76 and had just won the welterweight world championship. Blood gushed from the heads of those chumps. I stood back, a bit in shock, a bit amazed that these older guys would stick up for me.

			“You don’t fuck with Palmer Park,” Stickman said over and over, punctuating each word with his golf club. “Fuck. With. Palmer. Park!”

			Over time, I realized they defended me for reasons other than just friendship. Yes, I felt well-liked. But the beatdown also made a statement: Don’t fuck with Palmer Park. Stickman made that clear. The second reason, a more depressing one in retrospect, was that these men just had nothing productive to do with their time. Kicking three punks’ asses from Glenarden served as entertainment. Afterwards, we walked back to the shopping center, and, I admit, I felt a certain pride and pleasure in being represented so well. When we got back, Stickman went right back to the craps game as if nothing had happened. The others wandered off—the whole thing just some work, nothing out of the ordinary.

			By the time I reached eighth grade, sports took up much of my time. I played football for the Palmer Park Tigers, tried boxing (which my dad made me quit), and played basketball. Practices and games left little time to work at the 1320 or with my grandfather. But I’d learned how to get money with my lunch-line scheme. I soon expanded on the idea.

			In my hood, older men responded to us younger guys for different reasons. A dangerous old head will identify that same potential in a kid and nurture that side of him. Conversely, if the kid is decent at heart, with a good head on his shoulders and the potential not to fall into crime, the hustlers will protect him. They’ll encourage him to stay in school, to escape the neighborhood by not making the same mistakes they made. As I began to really get to know the dealers in Palmer Park, most looked out for me. They offered me money, along with the warning to stay away from the drug game.

			The nickels and dimes from the cafeteria turned into twenty dollar bills from the hustlers. Whenever I planned to go somewhere, I would ask one of my old heads who’d taken a liking to me, and he made sure I had cash. In this way, in their minds, I had no reason to slip into selling drugs. A guy in his early twenties named Irvin Wallace looked out for me the most.

		

	
		
			Wallace and Byrd

			Irvin Wallace came across as one of the smoothest and most fly hustlers at the shopping center. He’d recently dropped out of Cheyney State, where he played football on scholarship. He escaped the streets, but intentionally chose to return, which added some mystery to him. Tall, handsome with light eyes (cat eyes, we called them), he kept quiet but took in everything. He could act sneaky, but everyone loved him; the ladies definitely did. Irvin garnered the respect of everyone, and he genuinely cared about younger kids in the neighborhood.

			I wanted to be just like him.

			He took me under his wing quickly once he returned home from Cheyney State. My athletic ability began to emerge, especially on the basketball court, and I think he saw himself in me. Though he never said so, I believe he regretted leaving school. He preached about staying focused and getting good grades.

			I called Irvin my godfather because he fit well into that role, and I didn’t have an actual one. He carried a pager and gave me a special code I’d add to whatever number I paged him from. No matter what, he’d call right back.

			“What’s wrong?” he’d ask.

			“Nothing, I just need some money for the mall.”

			“Where you at?”

			“Outside promenade three.”

			“Give me ten minutes.”

			And, sure enough, ten minutes later, he’d drive up. Small change to Irvin equaled about one hundred dollars, which seemed a small fortune to a thirteen-year-old. Irvin also schooled me on life in the streets, all the while pushing me to succeed in school and get out of Palmer Park. I think he wanted to scare me, but instead, he remained one of the most fly, smartest, smooth hustlers I knew. His tales of stickup boys, dope fiends, no snitching, and run-ins with police, intended to keep me away from the life, actually normalized the drug game for me. I saw this brilliant guy, a generous mentor, and asked myself how drug dealing could be so bad if Irvin Wallace dealt.

			If these few formative years had happened a decade later, during the crack epidemic, and my role models had been crackheads and dope fiends, my perspective of the drug game would most likely have turned out drastically different. But crack had yet to turn our neighborhood into a wasteland. Irvin glamorized drugs in a way Mario Puzo and Al Pacino glamorized the mafia in The Godfather. In all things, he wanted to see me succeed. He didn’t wish to groom me into a dealer. But his unintended influence certainly made me take notice of the life.

			My sister Beverly began dating one of the most notorious and dangerous neighborhood cats, Mike Coffer, known in Palmer Park as “Big Black.” He also took me in and looked out for me. Mike’s sister Sonya, whom everyone called Bones, had married Ronald Byrd. One of DC’s biggest drug dealers at the time, Byrd fathered three children with Bones and as many as four more with other women. His whole family got money uptown, pushing heroin and cocaine.

			My older sister, Brenda, began babysitting Byrd’s youngest kids, and I met him through her. Irvin also knew him, and the two were good friends. Byrd was every hustler’s role model. Once Byrd learned I was Beverly’s little brother and Irvin was my “godfather,” he took me under his wing.

			Byrd and Bones lived in a huge house in Lanham, Maryland. He owned a sky-blue Mark V, a black-and-silver Seville, and a Corvette with removable T-tops. Walking through Byrd’s front door after coming from my poorer neighborhood felt like entering a whole new world. We played pool in his billiards room and watched his huge TV. When he ordered Chinese food, which he enjoyed, he ordered the whole menu. This did not come across as a flaunting of wealth to me. Byrd did not act like some new rich man who showed off. He owned a large house and numerous cars, but I understood his lifestyle to be that of a man very comfortable, living large but not obnoxiously.

			He also believed in family and easily adopted those of us he liked into his extended family of friends, inviting us over to Sunday evening dinners he prepared. I learned by watching and listening that he gave loyalty to those he loved but came down swiftly and harshly on those who betrayed his trust.

			Irvin and Byrd, though much older than me, never treated me like a child. Since I always wanted to be respected as if I were older, this appealed to me, and in return, I respected them both more than other adults in my life. Many times, Byrd would pick me up and we’d drive around while he conducted his business. We had great conversations.

			“Nothing I hate more than a thief or a rat, Curtis.”

			I stared out the window of the Seville, thinking about my candy-stealing ways the year before.

			“A thief—he’s another kind of addict. You can’t trust addicts. That’s why I don’t fuck with guys who get high. You listening?”

			“Yeah, I hear ya. But what’s a thief addicted to?” I asked, genuinely curious, wondering if I’d been addicted to stealing.

			“The thrill of it. Of not getting caught, of taking the risk, or of taking something from someone. But eventually the thief, like the dope fiend, only cares about the rush. He’ll steal from his mama, his brother, his friends. He’ll bite the hand that feeds him, as they say, and lie about the shit to your face.”

			“He’s worse than a junkie?”

			“A dope fiend is just pathetic. The junkie needs the high at the cost of everything else. He’ll do anything: steal, rob, kill. He’ll, he’ll drop to his knees, well, you know…that’s not a man, Curtis. Men stand up. They protect and provide for their family. They don’t put a drug inside their bodies that makes them weak, pathetic. And don’t get me started on rats. These muthafuckers who look you in the eye then run their mouths to the cops. I’d kill them all.”

			He trailed off. I saw the irony that Byrd made his money off these pathetic junkies. Yet, I wasn’t supposed to know that. Though an open secret, I never saw him with drugs, never heard him speak about drugs or his operation. While driving, he told me we were checking into his legitimate businesses, of which he had several, but I didn’t need a PhD to realize these legal businesses did not require multiple ten-minute stops in some of DC’s seediest neighborhoods. I pretended ignorance, never bringing up or asking where his money came from. Byrd, like Irvin, encouraged me in school, rewarded good grades, came to and cheered me on during basketball games, and mentored me on how a man should act. They both became my idols.

			Byrd maintained a class act. He provided generously. He chartered a private plane to fly family and friends to the Sugar Ray Leonard/Duran fight in Montreal. And, at thirteen, he took me to The Whispers concert. He brought all his kids, proclaiming we needed to hear quality music. We sat just a few rows from the stage. Thanks to him, The Whispers remain one of my favorite R&B groups.

			So, intended or not, I absorbed influences and lessons from both Irvin and Byrd. Five years later, when I made a decision that set the course of my adult life, I’d reflect on what these two men taught me. First, I knew I’d never steal again. Theft did not fulfill the ideal I saw myself realizing. Who I wanted to be—a leader, not a follower—really molded my behavior. I also knew I wanted to make my own money. Self-dependency came with risks, but my entrepreneurial spirit just remained too strong.

			I truly believed having class and respect acted as two of the most important characteristics a person could display. All the sharp cats I knew growing up bonded and clicked with one another. A major difference existed between drug runners on the street and the guys like Byrd who employed them. I didn’t want to be a street hustler. If you showed everyone respect, respect came back to you. Loyalty earned through generosity remained stronger than being feared. I knew I’d never use hard drugs or be an addict. Big-time hustlers didn’t use. But these reflections and decisions came a few years later. As I left junior high and prepared for my freshman year at Parkdale High School, I still thought of myself as just a short, skinny, curly-haired kid trying to get by.
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