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​Introduction:      

Welcome to: Project Me -A-.

Written by James Stoutermire a.k.a Big Dunk

This book is a documentary-style journey through my life—growing up in the projects of Detroit, facing the struggles, celebrating the wins, and learning from the mishaps. 

This is more than just a story; it's a reflection of survival, resilience, and the reality of trying to make it out.

Through these pages, you'll experience the trials and tribulations that shaped me—the hardships of the streets, the lessons learned in the hallways of my neighborhood, and the fleeting moments of joy that made it all worth it.

Every chapter unfolds a different part of my story, some dark, some enlightening, but all real.

I invite you to walk this journey with me, to feel what I felt, to see what I saw, and to understand what it means to come from a place where dreams are often deferred but never completely lost.

Welcome to Project Me—my life, my truth, my story.
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​Chapter one: How things start...
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My story begins with what I was told about my parents. 

My mother and father met at a place called Top Hats, a spot that no longer exists but once stood on the corner of Grand River and Warren.
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My mother worked there as a waitress, and my father was a well-known hustler on the streets. 

He would come in every day for coffee, already familiar with my grandfather. 

Eventually, my mother and father started dating, and she became pregnant with me.

I was born at Hutzel Hospital on February 13, 1972. My mother already had two children—my older brother and sister—before I came into the world. 

Times were tough for us. At first, my mother lived in an apartment in the Cass Corridor, trying to get into the projects. 

Eventually, she and my father moved into the three-story buildings in the projects. 

We were so poor that they used a dresser drawer as a crib for me. 

As I got older, my mother would tell me stories of how she almost gave up. 

My father was in and out of the house, living the life of a so-called hustler and pimp. 

He was also an alcoholic, and every time things didn’t go right, he and my mother would fight.

One story she told me stuck with me the most. 

There was a time when we had no food, and she became so desperate that she considered sleeping with someone just to get money. 

The pain of that thought was unbearable for her, and she couldn't go through with it. Instead, she prepared a pot of oatmeal and, in a moment of despair, put rat poison in it, intending to end our suffering.
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Just as she was about to go through with it, there was a knock at the door. 

A man and a woman stood there, explaining a new program designed to help people in the projects find jobs. 

That moment changed everything. My mother joined the program and landed a job at Amtrak as a bag handler.

With that job, she started supporting us, and things improved. Soon, we moved into the row houses, where my grandmother lived just a few apartments down. 

After that, I don’t remember many hard times because my mother became a workaholic, doing everything she could to keep us afloat.

But my father remained abusive. I remember my mother kicking him out time and time again for different reasons. 

Despite all of that, my mother had a hustler’s spirit. My uncle lived with us for a while, and I remember watching him DJ at the club and sneaking into his Playboy magazines. 

He was smart—he even built a satellite receiver that could pick up HBO and other channels. 

My mother found ways to hustle, too—she used to record movies off TV and sell the VHS tapes to make extra money.

Even though things were better financially, I started acting out. I struggled with reading and spelling, and I felt like no one was paying attention to me. 

I had a speech problem, which led to me fighting a lot at school. My mother started the late shift, and I felt lost. I wasn’t a failure, but I felt like one.
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1981: Lessons from My Father

By 1981, I was hanging out more in the streets. 

Every time I saw my father by the store, he would introduce me to all sorts of people. 

I watched and learned from him—he was always around, even when my mother put him out. 

He never went too far, always staying in the neighborhood. 

Everybody knew my dad.

Sometimes, I would find him at the pool hall, either shooting pool or collecting money from the girls he had working on the corner. 

He would talk to me about the streets—what to look out for, what not to do. 

Then, he'd give me a couple of dollars, and I'd go next door to the pizza shop where we played video games and ate slices of pizza. 

That was on 2nd and Selden, just across the bridge from my house.Up there, we started hustling early. 

We’d get small bundles from the neighborhood drug dealer and sell them while hanging outside the pizza shop, hiding the drugs behind the video games. 

I was around nine or ten years old then. Before school, I would stand out there for about an hour, making a few hundred dollars. 

After school, we’d hang at the basketball court, watching the older guys—14, 15, 16—selling drugs. 
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When the police came, the teenagers would hand the drugs to us younger kids because the police wouldn’t even look twice at us. 

We’d walk straight home with the stash, and as soon as the cops left, we’d return to the court, give back the drugs, and get paid.

We had all types of hustles in the projects. Certain buildings, though, were off-limits. 

You didn’t go near 607 or 705—they had too much traffic, too much heat. 

The streets were a dangerous but valuable education, and I was learning fast. 

​The Good and the Bad

Something was always happening in the projects. 

I remember one time when we were playing tag and ran across a dead body in the stairway of the six-story building. 

It was a junkie who had overdosed—just another reality of living in the projects. But there were good times too.
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On weekends, we would mostly walk downtown to the Adams Movie Theater to catch films like Krush Groove. 

After the movie, we’d head to Hart Plaza, where the festivals were held at the riverfront. 

Breakdancing contests, rap battles—it was the golden era of hip-hop, and we lived it. 

But we had to be out of downtown by 10:00 p.m. or risk getting caught after curfew.

Other days, we’d play baseball in the field, escaping reality for a little while. By the end of the year, my little sister was born, and things got a little harder for me.

A few years passed, and I found myself in and out of trouble.By 1985, when I was 13, my mother finally kicked me out of the house. 

She told me, "One bad apple ain’t gonna spoil the bunch," and that was it—I had to go. 

That was when I really started staying in the trap house, selling drugs full-time. 

Eventually, my mother sent me to live with my grandfather. That’s when everything changed. 

I had all the ladies, and they started calling me "Gigolo Dunk"—just for fun, but I embraced it.
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1985: Life in the Fast Lane

By 1985, sneaking around and getting into after-hours clubs with fake IDs became the norm. 

I was having sex, selling drugs, and even dealing with stolen cars—some of everything. 

Once I hit 13, my life started moving fast. I wasn’t really staying at my grandfather’s house most of the time; I was out in the streets getting into something.

I started going up to Flint, stealing cars and selling drugs up there too. By the time I was 15 or 16, I had a girl pregnant and was living with her and her mother. 

Her mom was on drugs, and I tried to help her get off them, but I was still hustling myself. 

Life was moving so fast that much of it feels like a blur now.
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​Chapter two: Becoming My Father

[image: ]


All my life, my mother told me, "You’re going to be just like your father. You look just like your father. You act just like your father." 

Those words played in my head over and over until I started to believe them. 

Without realizing it, I was becoming the very thing I never wanted to be—a hustler, a player, a man in the streets.

I didn’t hate my father, but I hated what he did when he was drunk. His addiction had a grip on him, and I saw myself heading down the same path. 

Yet, despite the warning signs, I kept going, chasing something I thought was success but was really just survival.

I didn’t drink, but I still did the things my father did—running the streets, making money however I could, and living life on the edge. 

I thought I was in control, but deep down, I was trapped in the same cycle

[image: image]

1986-87: Life in the Fast Lane

In ‘87 and ‘89, life was moving so fast I could barely keep up. I was young—just 15, 17 years old—but I was living like a grown man. 

The streets had raised me, and in the streets, I had everything I thought I needed. 

I had my own apartment, but I didn’t even live there—I let a crackhead rent it from me. 

That way, the spot stayed running, and I didn’t have to worry about getting caught up in anything. 

I had a car too, tagged and paid for, a little money in my pocket, and a habit of blowing it just as fast as I got it. 

Shopping sprees, new clothes, fresh kicks—but no jewelry. 

Jewelry made you a target, and in the game I was playing, staying low-key was the smartest move.

Back then, I wasn’t thinking about the future because I wasn’t sure I even had one. 

I saw how things went for most of the older guys I looked up to in the projects. Half of them were locked up; the other half were dead. 

And me? I was the black sheep of my family, always the one getting into something, always the one running wild. 

I didn’t see myself making it too long either.
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The Setup

One time, we hit up a new spot, set up shop, and started making money. Everything was good for about a week. 

The cash was flowing, and we were feeling ourselves. Met some girls, took them back to the spot, partied for days. We thought we were on top.

What we didn’t know was that those same girls were lining us up the whole time. 

They had been reporting back to their people, telling them exactly how much money we were making, how much we had on hand, where we kept it. 

And we were too blind to see it.We were sitting there, counting up, talking about how much love we had—how much money we

























​Lessons from a Number
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