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FOREWORD
BY RALPH PEZZULLO

“I have reached the conclusion that those who have physical courage also 

have moral courage. Physical courage is a great test.”
— Oriana Fallaci

SINCE THE TRAGIC DEATH of George Floyd in Minneapolis on May 25, 
2020, major cities across our country have been buffeted by massive demonstra-
tions, widescale looting, and violence. On TV, internet, and radio we’ve heard 
constant heated talk about Black Lives Matter, police shootings, racism, and 
political division and hatred. The large majority of this commentary issues from 
the mouths of political pundits and experts—many of whom have been quick 
to assign blame to the police. 

The knee-jerk solution of some city councils has been to cut police bud-
gets. But increasingly, the public has expressed their desire for a more balanced, 
thoughtful response. Maybe it’s time to consider the perspective of a group of 
people that has largely been silenced—police officers themselves—those men 
and women who actually serve our communities, have had to subdue criminals, 
been shot at in the line of duty, watched a colleague gunned down in cold blood, 
tried to help a family deal with the grief of losing a young man or woman to 
gang violence, and seen closeup how the social, psychological, and economic 
scars of racism and slavery continue to affect our inner cities. 

Someone like Black policeman/detective Frederick Reynolds. Someone who 
has seen how the issues relating to policing and violence play out on the streets 
in tears and blood. Someone who has been forced to deal with the extenuating 
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circumstances and complications. Someone who has felt the anger, grief, and 
frustration. 

Fred Reynolds, as you’ll learn in his book, is the son of poor sharecroppers 
from rural Virginia. He associated with the Errol Flynn gang in Detroit, was 
himself a criminal, a victim of racism, a Marine Corps infantryman, and then, 
when he ran through his savings…homeless. Not homeless, doing drugs, and 
begging on the streets. But homeless, working two jobs, and sleeping in cars and 
all-night movie theaters, unable to earn enough to house, clothe, and feed his 
growing family. 

For thirty-two years he served as a cop and detective in Compton, CA—a.k.a. 
“Hub City,” because of its central location with boundaries defined by the 105, 
110, 710, and 405 freeways. It’s the 10.1 square miles of southern LA County 
that have become synonymous with gangs, drive-by shootings, and gangsta rap. 
In 1988, NWA rapped, “Straight outta Compton, crazy motherfucker, from the 
gang called Niggaz with Attitudes. When I’m called off, I got a sawed-off!”

And they meant it. It was Fred’s job as a policeman to keep the peace, or, 
at least, the violence to a minimum. And when the shooting broke out, it was 
Fred’s job to identify the victims, investigate the crimes, and arrest the perpetra-
tors. As members of the 121-strong Compton PD, Fred and his fellow officers 
were woefully under-staffed and under-resourced—in part due to corrupt pub-
lic officials who siphoned off money into their pockets. 

Then in July 2000, in a major slap in the face to all of them, the Compton 
City Council voted to disband their own police department and hired the 
Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department. Imagine that. They claimed the 
Compton PD was “powerless to stop the out-of-control violence.” Fred reveals 
that disbanding Compton PD had a whole lot more to do with city corruption 
and politics. Again, he knows what he’s talking about because he was the detec-
tive who ran the investigation into police and municipal corruption that caused 
the Compton City Council to vote to disband the police department. So what 
happened next? Most of the officers, including Fred, traded their blue Compton 
PD uniforms for Los Angeles County Sheriff ’s Department tan and green, and 
the violence continued.
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In 1991, Compton hit a terrible peak of 87 murders. That’s a murder rate 
of roughly 90 per 100,000 people. The rate for the entire county that year was 
considered high at 9.8 per 100,000. And the Compton total didn’t include those 
labeled suicides because the city’s four-man homicide unit was too overbur-
dened to investigate them. Nor did it recognize the dozens of others who were 
maimed for life or the scores of brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, and other 
family members who suffered deep emotional scars. 

As Fred points out, the majority of the violence committed in Compton was 
(and continues to be) gang related—and not just Crips versus Bloods. There are 
also the CVT-Flats, the CV-70s, Alondra 13, Barrio Los Padrinos, and numer-
ous other dangerous Hispanic gangs, too. Some of the shootings made national 
headlines, like the vicious shootings of world-famous West Coast rapper Tupac 
Shakur in Las Vegas in 1996 and East Coast rapper Notorious BIG one year 
later in LA. The killers of Tupac lived in Compton and most of them would 
later die there. The murder of BIG is much murkier, although his death possibly 
leads back to Compton as well.

Fred’s story will remind you a lot of the TV series The Wire, but real and 
more tragic because the blood that flowed wasn’t ketchup or prop blood. It was 
real and even today stains the concrete sidewalks as only real blood can do. 

He portrays some heroes and good cops, and some bad ones, too; and lots 
and lots who landed in the gray. He includes himself in the latter category. 
One, because he’s honest. And two, because even though he was twice named 
California Policeman of the Year and can boast a ten-page-list of commenda-
tions and awards, he admits that he struggled at times. You will understand 
why when you read his story. One thing that comes across loud and clear is that 
it’s damn hard being a police officer in today’s United States. If you’re a person 
with compassion, it’s impossible to remain unaffected by the violence, the daily 
pressures, and the demonization of cops that started as a reaction to the abuses 
committed during the war on drugs. 

If you want the real and unvarnished perspective of a police officer, you’ve 
come to the right place. You’ll learn what it’s like to be a Black cop in this era 
of political correctness and Black Lives Matter. You’ll come away with a better 
understanding of the pressures on families trying to raise their kids in commu
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nities like Compton. And you might come to the realization that the only 
way we’ll ever make progress, individually and as citizens of this country, and 
heal the divisions, the violence, and the rift between the police and the public, is 
to understand and embrace the truth regardless of political affiliation, race, or 
ethnic background, so help us God.
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I BEGAN writing this book many years ago. So long ago that, at first, I used 
an ink pen and lined loose-leaf paper. The only thing I was certain of when I 
began the journey was the title. From what I understand, authors will usually 
begin writing and often won’t come up with a title until well into the work. 
Sometimes, a title won’t be chosen until the end of it. I didn’t know why I chose 
this title. All I knew was that no matter what I ultimately ended up writing, this 
would be it. Little did I know just how applicable the title would be to my life, 
both personally and professionally.

I started writing this book because of the emotional and physical trauma I 
had experienced as a child. But, life got in the way, and I put it away, in that place 
where grown-ups put away childish things. However, if I thought that emo-
tional trauma was restricted to childhood, I could not have been more wrong. I 
continued through life, collecting it like bees collect pollen. I went through the 
normal travails of life: jobs, marriage, and kids, collecting additional trauma at 
each stage. Inevitably, I arrived at the stage we all strive to reach. After thirty-two 
years as a police officer and deputy sheriff in some of the worst areas in Los 
Angeles County, I was able to retire. This time I picked up that modern-day pen 
and quill, the laptop, and started where I had left off those many years before.

Still, the ink pen and lined loose-leaf paper would continue to play a part, as 
the majority of this story was written while I was sitting in the driveway of Mr. 
Clarence Avant’s house. Mr. Avant is widely known as the “Black Godfather” 
and is one of the most beloved and influential Black Americans alive. I had 
picked up a post-retirement job as his part-time driver and bodyguard, and he 
provided me with choice nuggets of wisdom and life advice that I will cherish 
forever as I ferried him around Beverly Hills to lunch and dinner and meetings 
with other Black heavyweights.
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Initially, writing this story was therapeutic, as I dredged up all those pain-
ful memories that I had buried deep inside of me for so many years. And the 
more I wrote, the more I realized just how emotionally broken I was. It was like 
laying on a psychiatrist’s couch day after day. But instead of sharing my pain 
with another person, I shared it with my keyboard as if it were Freud himself. 
Because of my chosen profession, the more I wrote, the more I realized just how 
appropriate the title I had chosen long ago was.

When I had written a little over half of the book, I had a heart attack on April 
5, 2020, one of the worst years in modern history. I was rushed to the hospital, 
where emergency surgery was performed. One of the things I thought about 
was how my story might now not ever be written. As it was during the Covid-19 
pandemic, I was unable to have visitors. After a successful surgery, I lay in my 
hospital bed, alone, and contemplated the fickleness of life as I thanked God for 
giving me another chance at it. When I was released from the hospital, I began 
writing again, this time with a sense of urgency.

On May 26, 2020, I was watching the news when a horrible story out of 
Minneapolis, Minnesota, came on. A White police officer was videotaped while 
he kneeled on the neck of a handcuffed Black man named George Floyd as 
Floyd begged for his life and screamed for his mother. He later died at a local 
hospital. It was painful to watch, and I grew angry because no police officer I 
had ever worked with would have done something like that, especially not in my 
presence. But what hurt just as much was that my eight-year-old son saw it, too. 
He sees things in strictly black and white; there is no gray area for him. There 
is only right and wrong. He asked, “Papa, why is the bad man hurting the good 
one?” That was a watershed moment for me. My children idolized me and had 
always been proud of what I did for a living. In nine minutes and twenty-nine 
seconds, some asshole by the name of Derek Chauvin had destroyed the entire 
perspective of the most special one. 

Although I do not believe that law enforcement is riddled with racism, I 
know for a fact that every law enforcement agency in America has at least one, 
if not dozens, of Derek Chauvins in its ranks, and that goes for the Federal 
agencies as well. If you are a cop reading this, you will know that I am telling the 
truth. If you deny it, then you are part of the problem and an underlying reason 
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why the George Floyd incident happened and why the subsequent fall-out was 
a societal nuclear explosion. Even if you do not approve of your peers acting 
in this manner, by not policing them yourselves, you are equivalent to being 
accomplices. And if you are a supervisor, and a Black cop came to you with con-
cerns about the racist tendencies of a fellow officer and you did nothing about 
it, then you are even worse.

While I hadn’t wanted to write exclusively about racism in America, I knew I 
had to touch on it as I had experienced it throughout my life like most Blacks in 
America. Sometimes the racism was subtle; sometimes, it was suffocating. But 
it was always there, even if it were bubbling just underneath the surface of that 
star-spangled banner. This book will be painful for some people, most likely 
White readers, and they may not want to continue past the first two chapters. 
If those two chapters offend you, perhaps some introspection is required on 
your part. Simply put, in order to get to where I ended up in life, you must 
walk in my shoes. And if this nation is to be saved, then we all must have some 
serious conversations with each other—and not one-sided conversations, either, 
because there is enough blame to go around. We have all fallen short of who we 
are supposed to be.

Although I touch on racism throughout my story because it is a necessary 
part of it, the overall story is about so much more. It is mainly about the fall 
of a storied police department after 112 years, shoot-outs, political corruption, 
murdered police officers, and sensational murders. But it is also about a young 
man’s coming of age, the ever-present taboos and secrets inherent in all families, 
the triumphs and failings of that young man, and ultimately, his redemption.
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PROLOGUE

THE DAY started off like any other one. 
I worked the PM shift, which started at 4:00 p.m. and ended at 1:30 a.m. 

Slightly hungover, coming off a weekend drink-fest with friends, I took two 
Excedrin before eating a bachelor’s Spartan breakfast of coffee, toast, a slice of 
cheese, and two boiled eggs. My coffee table doubled as an aquarium. I watched 
the exotic fish of all colors swim around as I ate, the gentle bubbling sounds 
helping to hasten the medicine’s effect. 

I lived in an upstairs, two-bedroom apartment with a balcony about a mile 
from downtown Long Beach and six blocks from the Pacific Ocean. Long Beach 
is just south of Compton, where I worked as a cop. Although the area I lived 
in was geographically close to Compton, it could not have been more different 
aesthetically or demographically. At the time, Compton, California, was a pre-
dominantly Black city that, although just 10.1 square miles with a population 
of 90,000, was also an abattoir averaging over 1,000 gunshot victims and seven-
ty-five murders a year. 

After my headache subsided, I went on my usual three-mile morning run on 
the beach, knifing through the bikini-clad women who were rollerblading under 
the beautiful California sun. Life was good.

At 3:35 p.m., I got in my burgundy 1991 Acura Legend and sped north on 
the 710 freeway. I hoped that traffic would not be heavier than usual, but if I 
was late to work, so what? 

I was one of the senior officers on my shift and a field training officer (FTO) 
as well. The other officers looked up to me, and the supervisors respected me. As 
a result, I got more than my share of leeway for minor infractions like tardiness. 
At worst, I would just have to write a “102” memo to the watch commander 
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(W/C) explaining the reason for being late. The memos went into your person-
nel file for a year, but nobody gave a shit about that. Cops just hate to write in 
general unless it is an arrest report or filling out an overtime slip.    

While Janet Jackson sang, “That’s the Way Love Goes” on the car’s cassette 
player, my mind drifted to my two kids, Dominic and Haley, who were nine and 
ten years old, respectively. At thirty-two, I had been divorced for almost four 
years now, and between the rigors of the job, twice a month weekend visits, and 
the crap I had to take from their mom, I wasn’t spending much time with them. 
It is difficult being a cop when you do not live with your kids. When you do, 
even though you work long and odd hours and sleep a lot, at least you are there. 
Still, I had to find a way to do a better job as a father. 

As I weaved in and out of traffic doing 85 to 90 mph, the twelve-story 
Compton court building came into view. We called it Fort Compton because 
we believed it to be the only safe place in the city. In stark contrast to its sur-
roundings, it was an alabaster structure without much architectural imagination 
standing amidst colorful, single-story homes and overpopulated apartments. A 
monument dedicated to Martin Luther King Jr. kept silent vigil in its shadow, a 
beacon of hope and justice in an otherwise lawless land filled with despair. The 
police station, a two-story building with a basement, indoor shooting range, and 
a jail with a kitchen for cooking inmate meals, sat next to the Fort. The back lot 
was behind the station and used for patrol cars and employee parking. Three 
gas pumps, with a huge marquee atop them with the words, ‘COMPTON 
POLICE’ in blue letters, separated the booking stalls immediately behind the 
station and where the patrol and detective cars parked. The dispatch center, a 
large room without proper ventilation, was next to the entrance to the kitchen 
for the jail and had a small window on each of two doors. A three-foot retain-
ing wall was the only thing that separated the back lot from passersby walking 
down the sidewalk.

The back lot was a sacred place for everyone who worked at the station. It 
was used for everything from private conversations to intimate encounters in 
vehicles. And “meet me on the back lot” said in anger was also the precursor for 
a fist fight between two cops who didn’t necessarily see eye-to-eye on things. 
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The Heritage House stood behind the back lot and was built in 1869 as a 
tribute to the city’s founder, Griffith Dickenson Compton. It is the oldest house 
in Compton and a state landmark. We sometimes went there to drink beer after 
work. It was a common way for cops to unwind and is known in cop talk as 
choir practice.  

I arrived at work with ten minutes to spare. I walked into the locker room to 
change, looking for lockers with coat hangers so that I could laugh at the latest 
fuck-up. Whenever a cop did something stupid or disrespectful, such as a rookie 
being in the locker room when the senior officers arrived, the other officers on 
the shift would wrap metal coat hangers around the lock on his locker until the 
hangers looked like a metal ball. The bigger the ball, the more unwritten rules 
the officer had broken. If the officer did something particularly egregious, like 
snitching on a fellow cop or missing a weapon during a search, or he was just an 
unliked asshole in general, the other officers would also splash liquid whiteout 
on his locker. There were at least five such lockers in the locker room, harsh 
reminders of the number of snitches, assholes, and incompetent cops I worked 
with daily. 

A boom-box—confiscated from a street corner when gang members ran off 
and left it as cops drove up—played in the corner of the locker room. It was 
blasting “I Will Always Love You,” which was Officer Kevin Burrell’s favorite 
song at the time. At six foot seven and more than three hundred pounds, he was 
struggling to put on his bulletproof vest at his locker while trying his best to 
sing a duet with Whitney. With a personality and charm as large as he was, all 
the cops loved to ride with him. He had recovered quite nicely from a gunshot 
wound caused by a fellow officer playing with his gun in the report writing 
room about a year before. The gun accidentally went off, and the bullet entered 
Kevin’s left upper thigh as he was writing a report.   

Kevin was a star basketball player at Compton High School and a three-
year starter at Cal State University Dominguez Hills. Basketball skills ran in 
his family. One of his older brothers, Clark “Biff ” Burrell, led Compton High 
School to two CIF championships and a sixty-six-game winning streak before 
the Phoenix Suns drafted him in 1975. 
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Kevin grew up less than three blocks from the station in the Palmer Blocc 
Crip gang neighborhood. His mother and father, Edna and Clark, had extended 
a standing invitation to patrol officers to stop by their house whenever they 
were hungry. There were sometimes two or three radio cars there at a time, the 
officers eating barbeque and playing dominoes or spades in the backyard while 
listening to their radios for calls. After they left, Edna always listened to the 
police scanner Kevin had bought for her, thrilled whenever she heard his voice. 

Kevin had wanted to be a Compton police officer since he was a kid. He 
certainly earned the position. He paid his dues as an explorer scout at fourteen 
years old before working as a community service officer and jailer. When the city 
sent him to the police academy, he caught chicken pox and was unable to com-
plete the training. Undeterred, he self-enrolled in the next academy class. As a 
testament to how well liked he was, every officer on the department chipped in 
to help him pay for the training the second time around. When he graduated, 
the city hired him as a police officer.  

Only the senior cops were still changing when I arrived at work. The rook-
ies were already in the briefing room, which was in the basement next to the 
men’s locker room. The women’s locker room was small, not much bigger than 
a walk-in closet, and was on the opposite side of the briefing room. There were 
never more than four or five female patrol officers on the department at a time, 
so there was no need for a large locker room for them. As was often the case, no 
female officers were working that night. 

The rookies had to arrive at work at least thirty minutes before their shift 
began and sit silently in the front row. Speaking out of turn was grounds for a 
ball of wire on their lockers. They had to stand up on their first day and answer 
embarrassing sexual questions from the senior officers about their significant 
others, such as whether she wore underwear, how well she performed fellatio, 
and whether she would be open to threesomes. Profanity-laden hazing was the 
norm, even in front of supervisors. After the rookies sat down, they were bom-
barded with erasers, wads of paper, and even notebooks thrown by the officers 
sitting behind them. Seating placement was based on seniority, with the most 
senior officers sitting in the last row. Most of them smoked cigarettes and some 
held empty soda bottles or cans, which they used to spit their chewing tobacco. 
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The dispatchers sat behind the last row in front of the lunchroom. We called it 
the Code-7 room because that was the radio code for lunch. The shift briefing 
started when the supervisors took their seats in front and told one of the dis-
patchers to close an accordion blind that separated the two rooms.

Lieutenant Danny Sneed was the W/C, and Eric Perrodin was the field 
sergeant that night. Danny was a middle-aged cop with a short afro and a per-
petual scowl occasionally interrupted by a shit-eating grin. Known as the “Plug” 
because of his short stature and tenacious personality, he was a demanding but 
compassionate supervisor. Street smart and book smart, Danny grew up in 
Compton, as did Eric, whose father was a beloved city employee for more than 
thirty years. Eric’s brother Percy was a captain on the department. He and Eric 
grew up on Central Avenue in one of the most gang-infested neighborhoods in 
the city. Percy had long since moved out, and their father had passed on, but 
Eric and his mother still lived in the same house. 

Danny assigned me to lead a team of several Zebra units to address the 
numerous gang shootings that had plagued the city in recent days. The units 
were called Zebra in honor of the majestic African animals because they are 
fearless and fleet of foot and because our patrol cars were black and white at the 
time. I was training a rookie named Ivan Swanson, a suave, fast-talking lady’s 
man. Our radio call sign was Zebra-1. Ivan grew up in Carson, a town south of 
Compton, and his father was John Swanson, a well-respected homicide detec-
tive on the department. Lendell Johnson, a muscular cop from Chicago by way 
of Louisiana, and his trainee were Zebra-2. Lendell was one of my best friends 
on the department and was a relatively new FTO. I didn’t know much about 
his trainee, but that wasn’t unusual. Senior officers didn’t pay much attention to 
trainees. No one gave a shit about them until they got off probation, which was 
akin to a rite of passage. They weren’t accepted until they had completed their 
journey. Then, they had to throw an off-probation party and foot the entire bill. 
The party wasn’t for them. It was for the senior officers who now accepted them 
into the exclusive club of that thin blue line of law enforcement. 

Kevin and James MacDonald were Zebra-3. MacDonald, or Jimmy, as we 
called him, was a reserve police officer. Reserves were part-time officers who 
worked for just one dollar a year so they wouldn’t be viewed as doing the job for 
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free. Most people became reserves to try and get their foot in the door to become 
full-time cops. Others did it just so they could carry a concealed firearm. Jimmy 
was a young, mild-mannered White guy from Santa Rosa who smiled a lot. His 
family still lived there where his father, Jim, owned a successful dental implant 
business, and his mother, Toni, was a homemaker. Jimmy went to Piner High 
School and played football, baseball, and basketball. He was the quarterback on 
the football team and was MVP his senior year. Jimmy attended Sacramento 
State for two years after graduating before transferring to Cal State Long Beach, 
where he played rugby as he obtained his degree in criminal justice. 

Jimmy requested to ride with Kevin that night because it was his second to 
last shift in Compton before starting his new job as a regular police officer with 
the San Jose Police Department. He was going closer to home to be near his 
family. Mark Metcalf and Gary Davis rounded out the team and were Zebra-4. 
Metcalf, a level-headed White guy in his mid-twenties who grew up in Orange 
County, was also a reserve. He and Jimmy were best friends, but reserves could 
only ride with a regular officer or an FTO, so they never rode together. Like 
Burrell, Sneed, Eric, and Percy Perrodin, Gary Davis was homegrown, and his 
parents didn’t live far from the Perrodin family. Along with Kevin, Gary was one 
of the tallest cops on the department. He and Kevin had known each other since 
they were kids and were teammates on Compton High’s basketball team before 
Gary went on to star at Cal State Fullerton.  

That was the uniqueness of the Compton Police Department. Many of the 
officers were born and raised in the city or still had family there. These kinds 
of connections are rare in inner cities, as most of them are policed by cops who 
have no links to them and view the people who live there with negativity and 
sometimes outright hostility. Some departments have a residency requirement 
that applicants live in the city or within a certain distance. The thought process 
behind this is that cops who have a connection to the community will have more 
compassion for their citizens. The way Compton cops addressed each other was 
unique as well. We never called each other by rank. Most of us referred to each 
other by either surname, first name, nickname, or “dumbass,” “motherfucking,” or 
“goddamn” before the surname. I was “that goddamn Reynolds” on more occa-
sions than I could count.
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The team grabbed a quick bite to eat at Super Marathon Burgers at Compton 
Boulevard and Santa Fe. The owner was an old Greek guy by the name of Alex. 
We called him Alex the Greek. He drove an old beige colored Mercedes Benz 
which he parked by the walk-up order window. Alex the Greek wasn’t scared 
of shit. About ten years before, a gangster from the Imperial Courts housing 
project in Watts tried to rob him at gunpoint. Alex the Greek pulled out a gun 
instead of money and shot him dead. As the would-be-robber lay on the ground 
bleeding, Alex the Greek continued to serve customers as they stepped over the 
dead body to order. 

While listening to my fellow officers’ tales of carnal conquests and corny 
jokes, my mind drifted to thoughts about the woman I was currently dating. 
Despite my best efforts not to, I had fallen in love and looked forward to seeing 
her when I got off. In the interim I joined the rest of the team in eating greasy 
hamburgers and over-seasoned fries on the hoods of our patrol cars. It never 
crossed any of our minds that we would pay for meals like this years later, which, 
when combined with the ebb and flow of adrenaline and stress, would lead to 
high blood pressure, higher cholesterol, and obesity. But for now, we tried to 
mask the ever-present tension of policing one of the most dangerous cities in 
America with bullshit stories and humor. We were all afraid but would never 
admit it to each other. Still, when you work with someone long enough, you 
learn to pinpoint the telltale signs of their fear. Some of my peers had a tomb-
stone sense of humor, some an overinflated sense of self, some a braggadocious 
fearlessness and nervous laughter, and some carried a boot knife, two back-up 
guns, and the biggest duty weapon allowed. A few were guilty of all the telltales.  

The radio blared calls of shots fired and gunshot victims all over the city. 
Our patrol car sirens screamed in perfect harmony with the ubiquitous sound 
of the Compton police helicopter, better known as a “ghetto bird.” The regular 
patrol units received all the report calls, with the Zebra teams responding to 
help if gangs were involved. At about 8:00 p.m., we were driving on Rosecrans 
Avenue toward Willowbrook when I heard gunshots in an area called PCP 
Alley because of the ease it could be bought. A potent hallucinogenic, PCP was 
known as sherm because users dipped Sherman cigarettes into the PCP before 
smoking them. It was also called angel dust because in its unrefined state it is a 
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white, crystalline powder and the high has been compared to walking among the 
clouds. Users often became catatonic or violent and had insane levels of strength 
when confronted or agitated. We called them dusters or sherm heads. PCP alley 
was in the area claimed as turf by the Tree-Top Piru Bloods, one of the city’s 
most violent gangs.  

The rest of the Zebra team followed Ivan and me to the sound of the gun-
shots, where we saw a gang member wearing a red Philadelphia Phillies hat, a 
white t-shirt, and brown khaki trousers standing next to the driver’s door of a 
gold Cadillac. He was shooting toward the alley with a shiny semi-automatic 
pistol. I pulled behind his car, and as Ivan and I got out, guns in hand, Ivan 
yelled, “Compton Police, muthafucka! Drop the fucking gun!” These are the 
career-defining moments in the life of a police officer, both emotionally and 
psychologically. We could have shot him, but we could not see what he was 
shooting at, and he posed no direct threat to us. If he had turned toward us, we 
would have put him down. But he didn’t, so we didn’t. 

The shooter dropped the gun and screamed at us not to shoot him as he laid 
on the ground. Then, in a perfunctory manner showing just how many times 
we had done this very thing, Ivan handcuffed him, searched him, and matter-of-
factly put him in our patrol car while I secured the gun and collected the shell 
casings. I told Kevin and Jimmy to check the alleyway for victims, but all they 
found were multiple bullet holes in a wooden fence. The shooter had missed his 
target, and we would never know the target’s identity. This was often the case in 
Compton. No one called the police if there was a shooting with no victims. The 
only reason we knew about this one was because we witnessed it. 

There were many more shootings than those reported. Every New Year’s 
Eve, at the command of the W/C, all the patrol units had to return to the safety 
of the station until the gun-loving revelers had satiated themselves. We huddled 
near the back door under the concrete overhead, listening to the shots and the 
sound of falling bullets striking the backlot and sometimes, parked patrol cars. 
The dozens of shots fired calls we normally got throughout the remainder of 
the year were usually the result of lousy aim, and it was considered snitching to 
contact the cops if someone shot at you and missed. We found out about the 
victims who were hit because of mandatory reporting to law enforcement by 
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medical personnel or because the victims were still at the scene when we arrived. 
If they were still alive, the level of cooperation from these victims was usually 
along the lines of, “Nobody shot me,” “Fuck you,” or “I ain’t telling you shit.”   

Lendell asked if he and his trainee could handle the arrest because his trainee 
needed the practice. I gave the trainee the shooter’s gun and shell casings, and 
he and Lendell took the shooter back to the station to book him and write the 
report. Afterward, the city grew quiet. There was hardly any radio traffic or calls 
for service. Not entirely unusual for a weeknight, but typically, it did not get this 
dead until well after midnight. Metcalf, Kevin, Gary, and Jimmy decided to take 
code-7 at a Sizzler’s restaurant in Long Beach, but I chose to take advantage of 
the lull in violence to leave work early and see my girlfriend. 

At around 11:00 p.m., I was on the back lot bullshitting with Lendell while 
Ivan was getting our gear out of the patrol car. I went to the locker room to 
change when it started to drizzle. I had just unlocked my locker when I heard 
the dispatcher over the station intercom. “Compton officers, we are getting 
reports of an officer down at Rosecrans and Wilmington. Unit to respond 
code-3, identify?” I froze. I had been a police officer for seven years and had 
never heard an officer down call. I slammed my locker shut and ran up the 
stairs. Ivan and I sped out of the back lot, our overhead emergency lights acti-
vated and siren screaming. In my rear-view mirror, I noticed that Lendell and 
his trainee were behind us just as the dispatcher updated the call, her voice 
now frantic. “Compton officers, we’re now getting reports of two officers down! 
Two officers down, Rosecrans and Wilmington!” Filled with dread, somehow, I 
knew the officers were Kevin and Jimmy. What I didn’t know was what I would 
see when I got there, or that it would become a cross I would unjustly bear for 
years to come.    

 



PART ONE

“We need the books that affect us like a disaster, that grieve us deeply, like 

the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, like being banished 

into forests far from everyone, like a suicide. A book must be the axe for the 

    frozen sea inside us.
  — Franz Kafka — 
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CHAPTER ONE

MY PARENTS, Charles Delton, and Theresa E. (Kirby) Reynolds were born 
near rural Rocky Mount, Virginia, about 300 miles from Annapolis, Maryland. 
The Lord of Ligonier, an eighteenth-century British slave ship, sailed from the 
Ivory Coast of Africa across the Atlantic Ocean and through the Chesapeake 
Bay, where it unloaded slaves in Annapolis in 1767. It is the only recorded 
voyage in the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade database for this vessel. Only 98 of 
the 140 slaves who made the trip survived. One of them was Kunta Kinte, an 
ancestor of Alex Haley, the famed author of the novel Roots. According to his-
torical records, William Waller bought Kinte at the auction. Waller and John 
Reynolds, who also bought slaves from the ship, were Virginia plantation own-
ers from Spotsylvania County, which is about 180 miles from Rocky Mount. 
Considering I share the same surname as John Reynolds, it is not a stretch to 
believe that one of my ancestors may have been on the ship, too. Slaves often 
took the surnames of their masters, a demeaning practice put eloquently into 
verse by one of the greatest Americans of all:   

“The whisper that my master was my father, may or may not be true; and, 
true or false, it is of but little consequence to my purpose whilst remains, in 
all its glaring odiousness, that slaveholders have ordained, and by law estab-
lished, that the children of slave women shall in all cases follow the condition 
of their mothers; and this is done too obviously to administer to their own 
lusts, and make a gratification of their wicked desires profitable as well as 
pleasurable; for by this cunning arrangement, the slaveholder, in cases not a 
few, sustains to his slaves the double relation of master and father.”

— Frederick Douglass
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  My father was an alcoholic. Born in 1938, he was handsome; a tall, slim, 
light-complexioned man with beautiful, black, curly hair. His family were share-
croppers, and he dropped out of school in the sixth grade to help farm the land. 
He was the fourth son of ten children. They grew up in a white two-story struc-
ture that looked like a plantation house. It had giant circular pillars on either 
end of an expansive raised porch that evoked images of ancient Rome. The 
pillars supported the upstairs balcony where my grandparents would sit and 
watch the sun go down on the sprawling land that wasn’t theirs—land owned 
by Doctor F.B. Wolfe, a wealthy White obstetrician from one of Virginia’s most 
prominent families. I don’t doubt slave owners, possibly the Wolfe’s ancestors, 
once lived in the house. Many sharecroppers were former slaves. Once freed, 
they had no place to live or any means of making money, so they farmed the land 
in exchange for housing and a share of the crops produced. Thus sharecropping, 
much like welfare over a hundred years later, became generational. Ironically, 
while the descendants of my father’s family, the Reynoldses, toiled in hay and 
cornfields, my mother’s family farmed the product with which RJ Reynolds has 
become synonymous: tobacco.

My mother, a dark-complexioned, buxom woman, was born in 1940, the 
second oldest child of five brothers and one sister. Her family owned their house 
and land. The original house was an old, wooden two-story structure on at least 
forty acres with a stable of hogs, roaming chickens, grazing cows, and at least 
one mule. Two large wooden sheds, where the picked tobacco leaves were hung 
to dry, stood within fifty yards of the house. The family cemetery was about one 
hundred yards in the other direction. Filled with ancestors going back as far as 
the early 1800s, some of the grave markers only had a name and date of death 
etched in them; a few only had a first name and year of death. 

My mother’s father, Rufus Kirby, was an intensely dark-skinned man. 
Originally from West Virginia, he married into the land passed down to his 
wife, Helen Tyree, a direct descendant of the property’s original owners and 
a woman so light-skinned she could have passed for White. For reasons still 
shrouded in obfuscation, the family sent my mother to live with her paternal 
aunt and uncle in Detroit, Michigan, as a young teenager. She got pregnant at 
fifteen years old while attending Northwestern High School, and her aunt sent 
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her back to Rocky Mount. The stigma of an unwed pregnancy was unacceptable 
during that time. The family hid my mother’s condition, and in August of 1957, 
she gave birth in an upstairs bedroom to a baby girl named Linda Faye. No one 
in Rocky Mount knew the shame of Linda being born out of wedlock. To the 
good folk of this quaint little town, she was my mother’s baby sister, the last of 
eight children. 

Less than a year later, my mother got pregnant again, this time by my father. I 
never knew how my parents met, just as I never learned why my mother’s family 
sent her to Detroit. Somehow, despite my ignorance, I feel that it is probably 
the worst-kept secret in a town so small that everyone knows everything about 
everybody. 

My parents were married at 5:00 p.m. on December 24, 1958 in an obvious 
shotgun wedding, as Doctor Wolfe delivered my brother David just two weeks 
later. My parents moved into a one-room wooden shack about five hundred 
feet behind the big white house where my father’s family lived. A wood burning 
stove, which also doubled as a heat source in the winter, was in the center of the 
room. As there was no way that anyone related to the original occupants of the 
big house would have lived in a structure such as this, it was, at one time, most 
assuredly quarters for slaves or newly freed ones with nowhere else to go. And 
here, on the site of generations of racial inequality, is where I was conceived.  

I was born Fredrick Douglas Reynolds at Franklin County Hospital on 
November 5, 1961. My birth certificate shows my father’s occupation as a 
farmer, and my mother as a housewife. Our races are all listed as “N.” Doctor 
Wolfe also delivered me. I was a breech baby. Breech deliveries are high-risk, 
and the baby often dies. Sometimes the mother dies as well. The older women 
in Rocky Mount believed that breech babies were old souls who came into the 
world ready to run. This belief is apparent in my given name. Most babies born 
during this era were named after biblical figures. I was named after an escaped 
slave turned abolitionist and statesman. My genealogy shows that I am Nigerian 
and Cameroonian with mixtures of Benin, Togo, and Mali. It is no surprise 
that I have British (Welsh), Irish, and Scottish blood as well. There are no true 
descendants of Africans forced into slavery in the Americas who do not have 
any Caucasian blood in them.  
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The wooden shack where I was born was built on stilts, and I can vaguely 
remember seeing a black snake crawling out from under it once. The odor of the 
nearby outhouse where my parents relieved themselves is more vivid, however. 
Other than one other outhouse near the white house, there were only three 
buildings on the land: our shack, the white house, and a barn not far from a 
bullpen. To take baths, my father had to get water from the well, heat it on the 
stove, and pour it into a metal tub. An old, ornery rooster sounded the alarm 
every morning just before sunrise, signaling it was time for my father to get up 
and begin his work for the day while my mother stayed home, cooking, cleaning, 
and washing clothes by hand on a washboard. She had gotten a taste of the big 
city lights while living with her aunt and uncle. I am sure it was quite a culture 
shock for her going from Detroit to living in a small wooden shack and perform-
ing tasks such as these. 

My father was a simple man, however. He was content living there and 
helping his family sharecrop the land they lived on, even though many other 
Southern Blacks had been moving north in search of better opportunities. In a 
trenchant contrast to the forced diaspora of their ancestors’ roles in the Trans-
Atlantic slave trade, Southern Blacks migrated to Detroit for a less oppressive 
culture after the Civil War. Thousands more would move there over the next 
fifty years, mostly living in a sixty-block area east of Woodward Avenue known 
as Paradise Valley and the “Black Bottom.” 

Detroit’s population was more than two million by the early 1940s. Ford 
Motor Company was the leading employer of Blacks at twelve percent of its 
entire workforce. Detroit became a symbol of cultural rebirth and was known 
as the “Paris of the Midwest.” The phrase, “When I die, bury me in Detroit” was 
the rallying cry among Blacks far and wide due to the city’s growth and employ-
ment opportunities. There is no doubt that my mother, having had a taste of 
that prosperity and urban sprawl, longed to return there. Either because of her 
wistfulness or insistence, my father joined the ongoing migration. My mother 
would have been ecstatic and my father apprehensive as they packed David and 
me and our meager belongings in the car. And after saying our goodbyes to my 
father’s extensive family as they gathered on the porch of the white house, he 
drove us there in 1963 with the Green Book: The Black Traveler’s Guide to Jim 
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Crow America nestled securely in the glovebox. Ford Motor Company hired him 
the following year.

We lived in at least five different apartments during the early years, all in 
horrible areas and rooted in squalor. Cockroaches ruled the roost even after the 
lights came on. Several had rats as big as small cats. A particularly temerarious 
one bit my mother on the nose while she was sleeping in bed one night. When 
I was just shy of five years old, I put the stopper in the tub and turned the water 
on to take a bath. I walked out, and seconds later, I heard horrible screeching 
and scratching sounds. A kitten-sized black rat was in the tub, struggling to 
climb out. It had come through the faucet. Instead of calling for my mother 
or father, I grabbed the box for my favorite toy, a View-Master stereoscope, 
placed it on top of the rat as the tub filled with water, and held it down with 
both hands until the thrashing tail was still. To this day, I still have nightmares 
of screaming rats.

The apartments were all close to my mother’s aunt and uncle’s house, which 
we frequently visited. I hated going there. My mother’s uncle was a cruel man 
and taunted David and me incessantly, most often when we mispronounced 
words. Instead of correcting us, he ridiculed us. He was a small bronze-skinned 
man with shifty eyes and dark freckles high on his cheekbones. He had short, 
curly hair and a pencil-thin mustache, blowing smoke from Benson and Hedges 
cigarettes at us through an insidious smile. 

His wife was a plump, brown-skinned woman with short hair who chewed 
double-mint gum non-stop and wore flower-print dresses and one-inch-heeled 
shoes. She was extremely cordial to my father, her husband painfully indiffer-
ent to him. She never smiled at her husband and sometimes snapped at him 
while we were there, although I suspect she paid for it later when they were 
alone. Even at such a young age, I could tell that she was afraid of him. Family 
rumors persisted that after my mother left their home pregnant, they slept in 
separate bedrooms and she locked her door at night, especially when he had 
been drinking.    

My youngest brother, Derrick, was born in November of 1965. We lived on 
the second floor of a two-family flat at the time. It was next to a liquor store 
and about two blocks behind the Olympia Stadium on Grand River, where the 
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Detroit Red Wings played hockey. Derrick was much darker than David and 
me. I would frequently ask my mother why, which angered her to no end, some-
times prompting replies of “shut up, boy,” other times, slaps to my head. The 
demon that is alcohol would grow to haunt my father around this time. During 
his youth, he often helped his Uncle James “Bus” Nimmo transport bootleg 
liquor, known as running shine. Uncle Bus had earned his nickname because of 
his strength, especially when he had been drinking, once breaking his handcuffs 
after getting arrested. Perhaps my father’s demon grew out of a seed planted 
by Uncle Bus that strength can come from the bottle; some traumatic, uneven 
circle-of-life event providing it with fertile soil. 

My father was either sad or drunk most of the time. I liked him best when he 
had been drinking because he was the happiest then. He rarely lost his temper 
and left all corporal punishment to my mother. He hid liquor bottles all over 
the house, even under my mattress. My mother poured them into the toilet 
whenever she found them as he watched, pleading with her not to. He never 
argued with her or hit her. Instead, sometimes when he got paid, he wouldn’t 
come home for two or three days. When he returned, smelling like cheap whis-
key and even cheaper perfume, my mother would curse him out for being a 
“whore-chasing drunk” and make him sleep on the couch. 

My father often blew his whole paycheck on wine, women, and song within 
two days. A few times, he came home walking or in a cab after crashing one of 
our family cars. On at least three occasions, he was arrested for drunk driving. 
In retrospect, I understand why he sometimes wouldn’t come home. But I also 
know why he always came back. He loved his boys. All of us. Although my 
mother clearly showed favoritism toward Derrick, my father treated us all the 
same. Sometimes he took the whole family to Windsor, Canada just to get ice 
cream, telling us it was so good they had to make it in another country. And I 
believed him, too, the taste of the ice cream sweetened by the fact that he and 
my mother hardly argued the entire time during the trips.    

It was around the time my father started drinking a lot that I began having a 
recurring nightmare. I can see it even now, as plain as day. I hear beating on the 
side door of our apartment. I look out the window and see a big, inky-black man 
trying to get inside. He must be a burglar, and he frightens me. I run as fast as I 
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can and hide in a closet filled with dank, musty clothing. There is no one home. 
Why am I alone at four-years old? I’m terrified, scared that the slate-skinned 
intruder is going to find me. I’m quiet, as still as the field mice that live under 
the raised front porch of the shack where I was conceived. I grasp my knees and 
pull them close to my chest, too afraid to even breathe. Please don’t let him find 
me, I plead to God. I hear the heavy thud of boots walk past the door, thankful 
that God appears to have listened. And then I just wait. I wait for my father to 
save me. Where is he, anyway? No matter how many times I have this dream, he 
never comes back in time to catch the intruder as he plunders the sanctity of 
our home. 

After an eternity, I hear footsteps outside the door, slow and deliberate. The 
door jerks open, and the dark closet floods with light. It blinds me as I yell, 
“Please don’t hurt me, mister!” I feel a hand grab my arm, and an irritated voice 
says, “Shut up, boy. Ain’t nobody gonna hurt you!” The voice is familiar, and I 
open my eyes. It belongs to my mother. She has saved me from the intruder. But 
where has she been? My thoughts are interrupted by the crying of my new little 
brother from another room. Were they here the entire time?  I don’t mention the 
intruder to my mother; somehow, I think she knows him. I wake up then. I con-
vince myself that it was just a dream, but why is it that, to this day, I don’t like 
small dark places? I never mention the dream to anyone, especially my father. 
I hated to see my mother yell at him, and something deep inside told me that 
saying something to him would do more harm than good.

 


