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CHAPTER ONE

I am not like most people.
I’m not good at soupin’ myself up or selling myself or doing 

anything else that involves talking about me—Little “Speedy” 
&RSHODQG��%HFDXVH��\RX�VHH��,·YH�KHDUG�WKH�WKLQJV�SHRSOH�VD\�MXVW�
to impress somebody or to try and give their life meaning in the 
eyes of others and, yo, it’s wild. Like, have you ever peeped in on a 
conversation between some brother and a young lady? Homeboy 
FRXOG�EH�D�ORZO\�PHVVHQJHU�GRZQ�RQ�:DOO�6WUHHW��EXW�ZKHQ�WKH�
girl asks what kind of work he’s into, homeboy says something 
OLNH��´<R��EDE\��,�JRW�PH�D�JRRG�MRE��,�ZRUN�LQ�WKH�ÀQDQFLDO�EXVL-
ness. I’m in acquisitions and distribution.” Let me tell you, it 
wouldn’t even dawn on me to think up some nonsense like that. 
:KDW�LPDJLQDWLRQ��7KDW·V�VRPHWKLQJ�,�GRQ·W�KDYH�ZKHQ�LW�FRPHV�
to talking about myself.

It wasn’t all that long ago when I was afraid to admit to 
such a thing. I had a fear of being confronted by a voice telling me 
that—like many other things—this claim of a lack of imagination 
was nothing more than an excuse for me not to talk and open up 
WR�SHRSOH��7KDW�LW�ZDV�MXVW�P\�H[FXVH�WR�FXW�P\VHOI�RII�DQG�NLQG�RI��
like, live in my own little world. Come on, Speedy, you know that 
life ain’t about nothing as honest and noble as using the imagi-
QDWLRQ��,W·V�MXVW�DERXW�EXOOVKLW��7KDW·V�ZKDW�OLIH·V�DERXW��,W·V�DERXW�
KRZ�PXFK�\RX�FDQ�EXOOVKLW�SHRSOH�

I don’t hear this voice as much as I used to because I’ve been 
working on gathering up some faith and convincing myself that, 
yo, life ought to be about being real with people, you know, and 



2

DOUGLAS S. REED

being honest about who you are and all that. I need to think this 
way despite all the things I see on TV and in the newspaper. And 
despite all the stuff I see happening right outside my apartment 
window, too. 

0\�GRFWRU��'RF�5RVHQ³DOWKRXJK�KH·V� MXVW�D�UHJXODU�GRFWRU�
and is no psychiatrist of nothin’—he says that it is no crime to 
think like I do. He says it’s kind of a good way to be because so 
many young people like me are already too cynical. And my man 
knows that if anybody has the right to be hardened, it would be 
me on account of some stuff I encountered along the way in a 
place I called The Dead Zone. He says maintaining a sense of 
honesty and being open to things will help me come to terms with 
stuff. Homeboy is also real quick to add that noble virtues don’t 
mean much if you go through life keeping emotions and feelings 
all bottled up inside.

Sometimes, though, I need to remind Doc that this is pre-
cisely what everyERG\� LV�GRLQJ�WKHVH�GD\V��<R��\RX�FDQ·W�JR�RQH�
hour of the day without seeing or hearing someone, somewhere, 
VKDULQJ�VRPH�´SHUVRQDOµ�IHHOLQJ�RU�H[SHULHQFH��3HRSOH·V�OLYHV�DUH�
like an open book. The only problem is it’s like reading a book 
with blank pages. The message gets lost because people only 
VHHP�WR�VKDUH�WKHPVHOYHV�LQ�DQ�DWWHPSW�WR�JHW�WKDW����PLQXWHV�RI�
IDPH�RU�WR�JHW�SDLG�RU�WR�MXVW�GUDZ�DWWHQWLRQ�WR�WKHPVHOYHV��7KHVH�
ain’t exactly the most admirable reasons around.

I know me, I wouldn’t want to diminish the experiences I’ve 
JRQH�WKURXJK�E\�KDYLQJ�WKRVH�NLQGV�RI�LQWHQWLRQV��0D\EH�WKDW·V�
why I’ve never been all that crazy with the idea of getting, like, 
naked and holding my life up for examination. I’ve been scared 
WKDW�VRPHKRZ�P\� OLIH�ZRXOG� ORVH�YDOXH� LQ� WDONLQJ�DERXW� LW��<R��
who knows? All I’m trying to say is that I’m going to attempt 
to follow Doc’s orders and share with you some changes I went 
through not too long ago. Hopefully, I won’t come across sounding 
retarded or anything like that. I’m only doing it because the good 
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doctor assures me that I will feel better about myself when I’m 
done and that I might even touch somebody in a constructive sort 
RI�ZD\��:H·OO�MXVW�KDYH�WR�VHH�DERXW�DOO�WKDW�

I might as well begin at the point when I was doing some-
WKLQJ� UHDO� VLPSOH³ÀOOLQJ� RXW� FROOHJH� DSSOLFDWLRQV�� ,� NQRZ� WKLV�
doesn’t seem to be the most dramatic way to begin a story, but 
it’s as good a place to start as any. I guess. I mean, you’ll be the 
MXGJH��1RZ��PRVW�RI�WKDW�ÀOOLQJ�RXW�FROOHJH�DSSOLFDWLRQV�ZDV�HDV\��
<RX�NQRZ��ZULWLQJ�LQ�\RXU�QDPH��DGGUHVV��HWKQLF�W\SH��HWF��,�ZDV�
having a little problem with making a list of my after-school 
DFWLYLWLHV�� ,� KDG� WKH� EDVLFV� GRZQ�� YDUVLW\� EDVNHWEDOO�� ÀOP� FOXE��
DQG�\HDUERRN�VWDII��%XW�,�ZDQWHG�WR�VSLFH�XS�WKDW�OLVW�EHFDXVH��\R��
my extracurricular activities were sounding kind of shabby. 

So, I began debating whether or not to put down on the list 
that I was in the band. The thing is, I wasn’t remotely in nobody’s 
VFKRRO�EDQG��,W·V�MXVW�WKDW�QHDUO\�HYHU\�GD\�DIWHU�EDVNHWEDOO�SUDF-
tice I had to cut through the band’s rehearsal when they used to 
play on the girls’ side of the gym. I was thinking of telling them 
college folks that I was in the band and that I played the clarinet. 
I felt that I could get over because, after all, I did play the clar-
inet in my elementary school band. Now, the only reason I even 
thought about doing something devious like this was because 
VRPH�RI�WKH�IHOODV�RQ�WKH�WHDP�GLG�LW��$�IHZ�RI�WKHP�QRQ�0R]DUW�
knowing-can’t-hold-a note knuckleheads put on their applications 
that they were in the band, and that they played something easy, 
like those big bass drums where all you have to do is keep the 
EHDW��%XW�,�HQGHG�XS�FKLFNHQLQJ�RXW�IURP�GRLQJ�WKH�VDPH�WKLQJ�
because deep in my heart, I knew it wasn’t the right thing to do. 
,�ÀJXUHG�NQRZLQJ�P\�OXFN��,·G�EH�LQ�VRPH�FROOHJH�LQWHUYLHZ�ZLWK�
VRPH�LPSRUWDQW�&(2�DOXPQXV�ZKR�ZRXOG�WDNH�D�ORRN�DW�P\�DIWHU�
school activities and then start reminiscing about when he was 
in school and in the band playing, yo, the clarinet. Then he’d ask 
PH�ZKDW�OHYHO�GLG�,�SOD\�DW��DQG�LQVWHDG�RI�FRUUHFWO\�VD\LQJ�ÀUVW��
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second or third clarinet, I’d freeze up and say something stupid 
OLNH��´<R«DKK«,�SOD\HG�D�EODFN�RQH�µ

Anyway, the real problem for me with those college appli-
cations was that they all wanted some type of creative writing 
sample or self-portrait, which required exerting a whole lot more 
effort than what I was willing to give at the time. It was like 
having to do a two- to three-page book report on yourself—typed 
and double-spaced on top of that.

There was one question in particular that was bustin’ my 
ass. It was on an application for one of the local schools in the 
City. This is what they asked me to do:

Write a self-portrait detailing a life experience or expe-
ULHQFHV�ZKLFK�KDYH�KHOSHG� WR�GHÀQH�ZKR� \RX�DUH�� DQG�
which have helped you to shape a particular outlook on 
OLIH��,QFOXGH�KRZ�VXFK�D�SHUVSHFWLYH�ZLOO�LQÁXHQFH�\RXU�
LQWHQGHG�FRXUVH�RI�VWXGLHV�DW�WKH�XQLYHUVLW\�

Let me tell you, re-reading that question over and over some 
���WLPHV�PDGH�PH�MXVW�WKURZ�P\�KDQGV�XS�LQ�WKH�DLU�DQG�VD\�RXW�
ORXG�WR�P\VHOI��´6RQ�RI�D�ELWFK��,�KDWH�WKHVH�NLQGV�RI�TXHVWLRQV�µ�
Cause, yo, I didn’t know what to say. I mean, what was I going 
to write about myself? That I am a near crippled teenager from 
%URRNO\Q"��7KDW�,�XVHG�WR�EH�RQH�KHOOXYD�EDOOSOD\HU�ZKR�KDG�D�
GHIW� MXPS�VKRW"�$OO�RI� WKDW�ZRXOG�EH�KRQHVW�DQG�UHDO��EXW��KH\��
what kind of imagination is that when talking about oneself?

I began to curse myself for having picked up the applica-
tion. I don’t even know what led me on that particular morning 
WR�HYHQ�VWDUW�ÀOOLQJ�LW�RXW�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��0D\EH�,�WKRXJKW�P\�
moms was going to nag me if she saw that I hadn’t even begun 
WR�ÀOO�LW�RXW��0D\EH�,�IHOW�JXLOW\�DERXW�SURFUDVWLQDWLQJ�RQ�DFFRXQW�
that the application had been staring me in the face for almost a 
month. All I knew was that I needed to get something down on 
paper. I didn’t want to hear my moms and pops running their 
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mouths about me needing to be more assertive and respon-
VLEOH�� ,�GHÀQLWHO\�GLGQ·W�ZDQW� WR� OLVWHQ� WR�P\�SRS·V� ´,Q�0\�'D\�
Responsibility” sermon because that would turn into an hour’s 
retrospective speech about his youth and how, as a teenager my 
DJH��KH�KDG�WR�KHOS�KLV�PRWKHU�VXSSRUW�D�IDPLO\�RI�ÀYH�FKLOGUHQ�

%XW�,�GLGQ·W�NQRZ�ZKHUH�WR�EHJLQ�ZLWK�WKDW�HVVD\�TXHVWLRQ��
DQG�,�UHDOO\�ZDVQ·W�LQ�QR�PRRG�WR�ZULWH�HLWKHU��,�MXVW�VWDUWHG�WR�
doodle instead. I must have done a million zigzag lines on a scrap 
SLHFH� RI� SDSHU�EHIRUH�ÀQDOO\�ZULWLQJ�GRZQ�D� IHZ� OLQHV��ZKLFK� ,�
thought would make for a chill sounding introduction. It went 
something like this:

If experience has taught me anything, it’s that I know 
D� OLWWOH� VRPHWKLQJ�DERXW�SDUDO\VLV�� ,�NQRZ� WKH�REYLRXV�
kind—the physical—which can start with a bit of numb-
ness in the hands and arms, gradually moving down to 
WKH�OHJV��%XW�H[SHULHQFH�KDV�WDXJKW�PH�DERXW�WKH�SDUDO-
\VLV�RI�WKH�VRXO��WRR��,·YH�VHHQ�LW�LQ�SHRSOH�ZKR�FDQ·W�YLHZ�D�
ZRUOG�EH\RQG�KLV�RU�KHU�RZQ�OLWWOH�QHLJKERUKRRG��,W�FDQ�
be the worst kind of paralysis because to hide and tuck 
yourself away in your own little corner somewhere, is 
kind of how one begins to die…

%XW� WKDW·V�DV� IDU�DV� ,�JRW�� ,�KDG� WR�VWRS�EHFDXVH�RQH�SDUD-
graph into the essay question and already I was making shit up. 
:KDW�,�PHDQ�LV�WKDW�,�GLGQ·W�VHH�EHLQJ�RQ�WKDW�LVRODWLRQ�WLS�DV�D�
fate worse than death. I actually liked the idea of being by myself 
and of staying in my own neighborhood with my own family. To 
me, if anything, that type of detachment doesn’t lead to death. 
<R��LW·V�KRZ�RQH�VWD\V�alive.

The only reason why I had written the things I did was 
because I had assumed that was what them college folks wanted to 
hear. I had written the stuff of fairy tales and Hollywood movies, 
and what them bougie black intellectual types talk about with 
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their “can’t we all live in peace, in the same house” nonsense. If I 
had any balls, I would have written the truth as I so felt it to be 
DW�WKH�WLPH��%XW�,�GRQ·W�FDUH�ZKDW�DQ\ERG\�VD\V��\RX�FDQ·W�DOZD\V�
be so honest about what you feel. There are times when an honest 
RSLQLRQ�PD\�PHDQ�RIIHQGLQJ�VRPHERG\�RU�VRXQGLQJ�LJQRUDQW��<R��
some people, black and white, get turned off or uncomfortable 
with all my pro-black/pro-family kind of talk. And even though 
I’m all about keeping it real, I’m kind of a softie because I’ll think 
nothing of keeping an intense viewpoint to myself. I’m afraid to 
hurt a person’s feelings. I’m all about keeping the peace. Like, I 
FDQ�KDYH�D�JLUOIULHQG�ZKR�MXVW�FDPH�EDFN�IURP�WKH�EHDXW\�VKRS�
with a fucked-up haircut, but when she asks me, “How does it 
ORRN"µ�,·OO�SXW�RQ�P\�PRVW�VLQFHUH�IDFH�DQG�VD\��´2RRK��EDE\�GROO��
LW�ORRNV�UHDO�QLFH�µ�2U�RQ�D�PRUH�VHULRXV�WLS��,�FDQ�EH�DURXQG�VRPH-
body who’s a homosexual or somebody who likes to date white 
people, and if the conversation drifts onto something deep about 
gay or interracial couples, I never have an opinion to offer except 
WR�VD\��´<R��,·P�FRRO�ZLWK�ZKDWHYHU�PDNHV�\RX�KDSS\�µ�:KLFK�LV�
WKH�WUXWK«VRUW�RI��6WLOO��GHHS�GRZQ�LQVLGH��LI�,·P�KRQHVW��,·P�ZRQ-
dering, “How can a person ever be a homo? How can they go out 
like that?” or “How can you sell out your black people by dating 
some white honey?” Sometimes it’s not about shootin’ straight 
and being a little cruel. Instead, sometimes it seems that the 
KRQRUDEOH�WKLQJ�WR�GR�LV�WR�GHFHLYH�MXVW�D�ELW��VR�\RX�FDQ�FRPH�RII�
sounding nice and spare somebody’s feelings at the same time.

0DLQO\�WKRXJK�LW·V�DERXW�WKH�KXVWOH�DQG�EHLQJ�LQ�WKH�JDPH��
And despite wanting to be my own man, I knew that if I wanted 
to impress those admissions people, then I was going to have 
to make my essay sound a little more positive and write about 
things like living and unity and all that other nice stuff. That’s 
what people want to hear, even if it’s not necessarily the truth. 
%XW�,�ZDVQ·W�UHDG\�WR�JHW�LQWR�DQ\�RI�WKDW��7KDW·V�ZK\�,�TXLFNO\�
convinced myself that until I could come up with a more honest 
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lie—an honest lie I could at least fake believing in—I needed to 
MXVW�FKLOO��VLW�EDFN��DQG�UHOD[�

%XW�WKHQ�DJDLQ��WKDW·V�DOO�,�KDG�EHHQ�GRLQJ�VLQFH�,�UHWXUQHG�
home from the hospital after a little incident in The Dead Zone. 
0\�PLQG�ZDV�RQ�DOO�WKDW�SDUDO\VLV�VWXII�EHFDXVH�RI�WKLV�´HYHQWµ�
that had left me a little numb in a physical sort of way. I’m not 
JRLQJ�WR�JHW�LQWR�D�ZKROH�ORW�RI�VSHFLÀFV��EXW�WKH�LQFLGHQW�OHIW�P\�
legs so messed up that I will never be able to walk without the 
use of a cane. And I get these badass dizzy spells, too. So basi-
cally, I’m not in the best of shape, although I am a little bit better 
QRZ��%XW�EDFN�WKHQ��ZKHQ�,�ZDV�ÀOOLQJ�RXW�WKRVH�DSSOLFDWLRQV��,�
was still in the process of healing. 

$QG�,�ZDV�NLQG�RI�KHDOLQJ�LQ�OX[XU\��0\�PRPV�KDG�PH�VHW�XS�
LQ�D�FRPIRUWDEOH�FKDLU�E\�RQH�RI�WKH�OLYLQJ�URRP�ZLQGRZV��0RPV�
said she put me there so that I could look out onto the street 
EHORZ�DQG�VWLOO�IHHO�D�SDUW�RI�HYHU\WKLQJ��%XW�,�NQHZ�EHWWHU��6KH�
MXVW�ZDQWHG�PH�WR�NHHS�VWLOO�DQG�QRW�PRYH�DURXQG�WRR�PXFK��6KH�
had even set a small table beside me with a small refrigerator 
underneath it where I could put my snacks.

1RZ��P\� IDPLO\� OLYHV�RQ� WKH� IRXUWK�ÁRRU�RI� WKLV� IRXU�VWRU\�
apartment building. From my window, I have a pretty good view 
of the whole neighborhood. I can see clear through the park across 
the street from us. I can see all the way down to the opposite end 
of the block, too, all the way down by the subway station. I used 
WR�VSHQG�DOO�GD\�MXVW�ZDWFKLQJ�VKLW�IURP�P\�OLWWOH�VSRW��,�ZRXOG�
ZDWFK�HYHU\ERG\�FRPLQJ�DQG�JRLQJ�WR�ZRUN�DQG�VFKRRO��,·G�ZDWFK�
IRONV� FKLOOLQ·� LQ� IURQW� RI�0DQQ\·V�ERGHJD�� DQG� ,·G� FKHFN�RXW� WKH�
fellas playing ball in the park. I had all this going on right before 
my eyes, but a lot of the times I wasn’t really paying attention. 
,QVWHDG��,·G�EH�LQ�P\�RZQ�OLWWOH�ZRUOG�MXVW�GD\GUHDPLQJ�

And that’s exactly what I began to do when I decided to stop 
ZRUNLQJ�RQ�WKDW�VHOI�SRUWUDLW��,�MXVW�VDW�WKHUH�DQG�EHJDQ�WR�GD\-
dream. Now the typical brother would be daydreaming about 


