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Foreword

I always thought I was born to ‘teach.’ My love of literature spurred me on my path of Secondary Education with an English concentration. The subject matter opened doors to ‘feelings,’ values, decision-making, imagination; in fact, it opened up every door which inspired me to include ‘field trips’ to the theater, the symphony, museums, and travel.

While teaching in Tennessee, North Carolina, Georgia, and Greece, I discovered one major similarity: my colleagues, for the most part, were dedicated to the field of education. They spent many hours outside the school day showing their hearts’ commitment to the school but especially to the students.

My number one joy was the interaction with my students. When Christa McAuliffe said, “I touch the world. I teach,” I embraced the truth of that statement. Unlike many teachers, I never looked up previous student records. They who entered my classroom were a blank slate and their grade was an ‘A’ until they proved otherwise. What they were wearing, their haircuts or lack thereof, their accents or their inability to speak English or whatever their social status did not filter into my calculations of their ability to grow intellectually, physically, socially, emotionally, and creatively.

In my last teaching position, there was a core group of teachers who raised money for scholarships for those students who were struggling financially in order for them to continue their education; we had cancer drives for a student and a teacher who were diagnosed with this horrific disease.  We took time to learn which students were in need physically, emotionally, and financially then extended our help in whatever way we could. This group of nine teachers still meet (all have retired) monthly, sometimes vacationing together and most often our topics of conversations are about former students, their marriages, children, life’s successes and challenges. I believe the truth in Alfred, Lord Tennyson’s quote “We are part of all that we have met” forever and always. The investments made in these children’s lives on their educational journey helped mold them into the adults they became. (Hopefully and prayerfully, we have not failed.)

Such is the talent, insight, and retrospection of the author of this incredible book – Adam West.

Peggy Adams Fragopoulos
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Prologue
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The line at the war office moved slower than I would have liked. By the time I reached the bend in the hallway, I could finally see the young men ahead of me. Five at a time, they stood in front of men in white coats, dropping their trousers, naked as jaybirds.

Seeing it up close sent a wave of uneasiness through me.

As I shifted my weight, a full-length mirror caught my attention. Mom had always said I acted older than my age, but the boy staring back told a different story. Thin, clean, and unmarked, with thick, wavy hair. If I passed the inspection, that would change soon enough.

Most everyone around me looked ready for war, with tattoos, facial hair, and broad shoulders. I suddenly felt out of place, like I had stepped into something meant for someone else. The only thing that seemed to belong was my commitment.

The glass door to the office swung open, and a red-headed boy stepped inside, joining the back of the line. He couldn’t have weighed more than a hundred pounds. I caught myself staring, wondering if he felt the same thing I did.

The line moved again. My stomach turned.

A sharp voice broke through the noise.

“Edward North, Table One. Calvin North, Table Two.”

Barely three months later, I stood on the deck of a naval ship, deep in the Atlantic, farther from home than I had ever imagined. The ocean stretched endlessly in every direction, reducing the massive ship to insignificance against its canvas.

At night, alone in the dark, we found ourselves reduced to nothing more than someone’s son.

In the bunk across from me, a boy folded and unfolded the same letter over and over, smoothing it against his knee before reading the last few lines again. Hours earlier, he had been loud in the mess hall, talking about killing Germans. Now he sat in silence.

Most of us were still just boys trying to convince ourselves we were men.

Sitting on my porch in Mountview, with a cigarette in one hand and a cup of coffee in the other, watching the steam rise into the morning air is the closest thing to a routine I have. The old neighborhood hasn’t changed much over the years. The sounds, the rhythm, the people coming and going—it’s all familiar.

I’ve been here nearly ten years.

Most of the kids on the block avoid the older crowd, as if whatever we carry might be contagious. I understand that feeling. I once looked at the world the same way. The world had promise, and I felt invincible.

From the right side of my porch, I can see the clay court where the boys play late into the evening. They push, argue, and battle like a championship is on the line. I still enjoy watching it. In some ways, I miss it.

It was July when a mother moved into the house next door with her three boys. They settled in quickly, like most do here, out of circumstance.

Only a few days later, a tennis ball rolled across the yard and stopped near my porch.

I set my coffee down, leaped off the porch, and fielded the ball cleanly as one of the boys jogged over to retrieve it.

As he reached for the ball, I saw it. Something I recognized.

The boy was polite, unshaped, still untouched by the weight of the world. He didn’t belong here. Not in Cellblock 16. This place had a way of teaching lessons too early and too hard.

​​​​​
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The Elm Street Housing Projects, or Cellblock 16, as we called it, was a single, compact universe. You could walk its entire length in under five minutes: six houses on each side, with two more anchoring the ends, all stitched together by a crumbling, cracked sidewalk. The nickname wasn’t an exaggeration; it was a simple reflection of geography and economics.

The projects were located in Mountview, a rural community with a population of about 2,500. It wasn’t a place where social status mattered much, unless you were one of the few who had it. Most families counted beans and potatoes the way other folks counted blessings. The poverty line hung over their heads like a limbo bar, but when everyone shared the same financial status, “poor” just felt normal.

Nowhere in that tight, sixteen-family radius would you find a glossy Steinway piano or a stern instructor ready to drill a scale. The real instruments were the rattle of a garbage truck at dawn, the screech of worn-out sneakers on the clay court, and the constant, low hum of dozens of lives being lived shoulder to shoulder.

This wasn’t a place built for uniformity; it was a testament to survival and necessity. On one porch, a solitary elderly woman might sit patiently, watching the world pass by. Next door, three generations, a single mother, her parents, and four riotous children, spilled across the lawn. Grandparents raised their second round of kids, and aunts filled in for absent fathers. The idea of a “traditional family” was as foreign here as the sound of a concert grand. The red brick houses lined up like pieces on a Monopoly board, though in this game, none of the properties were coveted.

The world beyond the sidewalk was less forgiving. In town, we were just project kids, a label that carried weight. We felt it in school hallways and on every walk or bus ride home, an unspoken stigma that slowly lowered our social standing. But inside the block, none of that mattered.

The heart of our little world sat squarely in the middle of the row, a vast, unkempt play area. Its centerpiece was the unmistakable metallic smell of the basketball court, not polished concrete, but packed red clay that stained shoes and skinned knees. A dented metal backboard loomed overhead, crowned with a chain-link net that whistled mournfully in the wind. This was the proving ground.

The kids who grew up here had calloused, dirt-stained hands and edges worn rough by circumstance. They were fiercely protective of their turf, quick to challenge outsiders, but they had also learned how to survive the rhythms and rules of everyday life. They fought hard for playtime, for laughter, for movement, anything that offered a temporary release from the realities waiting behind their screen doors.

You could see this dynamic play out during any outdoor baseball game. Take last Tuesday, when twelve-year-old John crushed a scorching line drive that disappeared into the weeds beyond the outfield marker, a clothesline. As the ball vanished, he shouted, “Home run! That’s a walk-off!”

But Danny, playing catcher and acting as the game’s unofficial umpire, pointed firmly at the red clay. “Ground-rule double! If it don’t clear Mrs. Gentry’s rose bush, you gotta stop at second!”

The argument that followed was loud and theatrical, stomped feet, exaggerated curses, and wild hand gestures. It reached its peak when John grabbed the bat and cocked it back to throw, only to freeze mid-motion. He had noticed the glare of Mr. Johnson, standing on his porch with a paintbrush in hand, watching silently.

Without a word, John lowered the bat, brushed the clay from his palms, and muttered, “Alright. Double. Run it back, then.”

The confrontation dissolved not because of a rule, but because of an unspoken understanding of who held the real authority on the block. Fights and arguments were loud here, but that anger came with a strict twenty-four-hour shelf life. By the next game, the next challenge, or the next adventure, we were ready to line up again.

This book is about the lessons learned on that clay court, in those crowded kitchens, and on those patched-up porches. The world beyond the projects never slowed down or softened its edges, but Cellblock 16 gave its kids the tools they needed to face it. This is the story of a complex, unwritten curriculum, one that may have lacked piano keys, but was rich in harmony and discord, and alive with the resilient music of community.​​​​​
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Chapter 1: The First Lesson
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It was the summer of 1985 when I first came to know the projects on Elm Street. I was eleven years old. My brother Danny was thirteen, and my younger brother Sean was only six. We were first-timers in the projects, and the move didn’t come with a user manual. It came with unwritten rules and nuances.

Ignorance of the neighborhood’s laws wasn’t overlooked. Adherence was expected, no matter who you were.

Mom, our life’s chosen leader, stood less than five feet tall with calloused hands and stress lines that zigzagged across her forehead. She had become a single parent of three before the age of thirty-five. Life had been hard on her, and it showed in her face and in the way she carried herself. Like anyone, she had wanted more, but she played the hand she’d been dealt the best she could.

If experience was the best teacher, then she had an advanced degree. She was always willing to pass along the lessons the past had taught her, especially to my brothers and me.

The houses in the projects were two- to three-bedroom red-brick units with small porches and tile floors. To us, it was a massive upgrade from the two-bedroom trailer we had moved from. The middle of the block was a huge play area featuring a clay basketball court, every young kid’s dream. The cracks in the clay offered a distinct home-court advantage, enabling those familiar with the imperfections to navigate their dribble without losing the ball. The grass was worn thin from games during the warm months, but even when the cold weather arrived, the play never stopped.

I soon discovered that everyone had a reason for landing there. Some were grandparents raising children because of parental addiction; others lived on fixed incomes, were single parents, or had simply hit a bad run of luck. Then there were the “lifers,” for whom this would be their last place of residence on earth. But almost all of the multi-person units housed some form of nontraditional family.

And you couldn’t blame the residents for staying. For many, this was the best place they had ever lived. It was the kind of place a sociologist could study endlessly.

The projects had an unspoken language and a pecking order. If you got out of line, the residents wasted no time putting you in your place through verbal lashings, public humiliation, or physical confrontation.

“Mom, this is nice!” I whispered as we settled in. My ability to give compliments was limited, but I knew the move had taken a lot out of her. She needed reassurance as much as I did. Thankfulness was an understatement.

The sleeping arrangements didn’t allow everyone to have their own bedroom, but we didn’t complain. Danny and I slept in the same room, with two twin beds placed on opposite sides. I had a window near my bed, and I would soon realize it was a necessity during the warm summer months.

On our first day in the house, boxes filled the hallways and corners, stuffed with things we hadn’t unpacked yet. Only the essentials were ready for use: beds, dressers, toiletries, and frozen food. The hours had gotten away from us, and there hadn’t been time for a full unpacking, but the rest could wait.

Lying in bed that initial night, I quickly learned the house carried noises that were tragically familiar. Around 10:30 p.m., I shot up from a dead sleep at the sound of slamming and shouting echoing through my open window. At first, I feared the chaos was inside our own home, but it wasn’t. It was next door.

We knew little about our neighbors except their last name: Moon. They were a family of five, with a mother, a father, and three boys.

I listened attentively. I heard something break, followed by a booming male voice yelling, “You know better!” Then came what I was certain was a smack, followed by a woman crying. I recognized the forceful slap of skin on skin immediately.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” she pleaded. “Why don’t you just leave?”

In an overpowering voice, the man stormed back, “You would like that, but I’m not giving you the satisfaction, woman.”

“I hate it when you get like this,” she sobbed. “You should lay off that stuff.”

Sadly, in my young life, “that stuff” could have meant a few things: alcohol, pot, or pills. The implication was enough for me to understand.

I couldn’t believe Danny managed to sleep through the shouting. Was I the only one hearing the turmoil next door? The voices went back and forth for over an hour, until nothing but silence blanketed the night. 

In the stillness, I stared at the ceiling and wondered if they were even alive. Only morning would tell.

I had received my first taste of life on Elm Street, and all I could think about was how to help that mother and her children. In my helplessness, questions came anyway—why the police hadn’t come, why DCS hadn’t been involved. But that night offered a quick education: the secrets and sounds of the projects were ignored or overlooked for a reason I did not yet understand. Turmoil seemed normal here.

Sleep didn’t come easily. The sounds of the night echoed in my head until exhaustion finally won out.

My restless night caused me to wake around 9 a.m. The night’s events came rushing back, and my heart raced. I jumped out of bed and wasted no time heading outside.

My breathing slowed when I opened the door and saw the three Moon boys playing in their front yard. I stepped onto the porch, relief washing over me just knowing they had survived the night.

How many more nights would be just like that one?

I was startled out of my daze when the mother stepped out the front door. She glanced my way, and there it was: a dark purple bruise marking the left side of her face. She turned away and slipped back inside as quickly as she had appeared. Her embarrassment was a sight I would grow familiar with in the coming weeks.

As I stood there lost in thought, my mother called out, “Breakfast is ready!” Finally, a little calm in the eye of the storm. But for how long?

As I sat down to eat, a heavy burden of guilt settled over me. How could I feel relief for myself after what I had heard next door? I had hoped for calm in this new place, but it had its own kind of mayhem. I would learn that some days were better than others, and for many of my new neighbors, personal struggle was simply the norm.

I kept glancing toward the window, watching the Moon boys outside.

Not taking my eyes off the window, I said, “Mom...” My voice was barely a whisper. “Last night... the shouting next door...”

My mother didn’t look up from her plate of eggs. She waited until she swallowed, then fixed her eyes on me. Her gaze wasn’t angry, but it was firm and absolute, the kind of look that preceded a life-altering lesson.

Her eyes sharpened as they locked onto mine.

“Look at me, child. Do you hear me?” She lowered her voice, making sure the instruction would be received.

“We live here now. We are grateful for this house. But we have to learn the rules to keep it. The world outside that window is not our business. You don’t ask about it. You don’t talk about it. And you don’t repeat what you didn’t see with your own two eyes.”

She leaned in closer, the faint scent of burnt toast on her breath. “The police? Child services? They may not come here. We take care of our own, or we leave it alone. The best way to survive is to be invisible to trouble, and that means keeping your ears open and your mouth shut. Do you understand me?”

I nodded quickly, my appetite gone. My mother had just given me my first and most essential lesson of Elm Street: the rule of silence.​​​ 
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Chapter 2: The Bubble
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The best days always rhymed with Saturday. This Saturday was even more important: it was our first full day in our new world. We left the breakfast table knowing the possibilities were endless. Danny and I didn't need much; a worn football was enough to make us legends. We grabbed it and headed out the front door to showcase our skills to the neighborhood, ready for any potential pickup game.

We sprinted onto the front lawn and started throwing immediately. In my head, I was Joe Montana launching a perfect spiral; Danny, impossibly fast, was Jerry Rice. We played until our arms felt like rubber as the sun climbed high, two and a half glorious hours of pure bliss.

During that time, the other residents of Cellblock 16 began to stir. They emerged one by one, trickling out of their front doors as if operating on a strange, collective clock. We watched their faces, slowly memorizing them until we could put a name to every soul in our little universe.

But even legends get hungry. The growing pains of two pre-teen boys were impossible to ignore, and soon we were back inside, moaning and complaining. Mom, sensing the imminent riot, quickly stomped it out.

"Tell you what," she announced, "who wants to go to the Piggly Wiggly with me?"

My eyes lit up like Christmas lights. "Yes! Me! I will!"

The drive downtown was short, yet I absorbed every detail of my first trip with my mother outside our neighborhood. I pressed my face to the glass, seeing parts of the city I’d somehow missed before, like peering through a keyhole into the adult world.

We arrived at the Piggly Wiggly. The store had a chubby, smiling cartoon pig glowing on the front of the building. It seemed to draw people in, buzzing with a sticky energy, like yellow jackets swarming a dropped soda in the summer heat.

Inside, Mom started her familiar routine, gathering the essentials: bologna, cheese, beans, potatoes, bread, and milk. She picked up each item and studied the price as if calculating the total in her head. We had just passed the milk when, to my surprise, I found an enormous toy aisle in a grocery store!

The glowing cartoon pig was right. I already wanted to come back.

As I turned the corner, I saw a boy I recognized from the projects. I had seen him earlier that morning, playing outside. His hands were dirt-stained, and his shirt and pants were frayed at the ends. He stood in a trance, staring at a superhero action figure, the kind of toy every boy wanted.

A well-dressed female shopper, possibly a total stranger, walked up to him. With a cold edge to her voice, the woman said, “You might want to leave that alone. You can’t afford that.”

The comment struck me silent. How did she know? How could she possibly know how much money that boy's family had? Then the realization hit me: the woman didn't know, she assumed. She saw the boy's worn clothes or messy hair and assumed he was poor. Did she know where the boy came from?

Are people going to assume that about me?

I gathered myself and quickly returned to Mom’s side, the joy of the toy aisle undone by a stranger’s words.

The next world-shaping moment came at the checkout. Mom didn’t pull out the worn green dollar bills I was used to. Instead, she produced a small book of what looked like play money, brown, green, and red. The cashier called them “coupons.” They counted the total, and Mom paid for our entire cart with these strange, colorful dollars.

I must have looked utterly dumbfounded. I didn't know they existed. As soon as we were back in the car, buckled up for the silent ride home, I had to ask.

"What kind of money was that?"

She didn't look at me. "Those are called food stamps."

"Did we make those at home?"

"No," she sighed, the word heavy with a weight I didn't yet understand. "It’s something the government gives people who are in need of extra assistance."

In need. Were we "in need"? Were we poor?

The realization pressed heavy against my chest as the miles passed. I hadn't known the word for it before; I just knew we didn't have a lot of stuff. Now, with the memory of the boy in the toy aisle and the truth of those colored
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