
BEHIND THESE WALLS 

By Ian H a r e w o o d 

F r e e w i l l is all a b o u t c h o i c e s . In p r i s o n y o u hav e no free 

w i l l . E v e r y day/ y o u h a v e to do w h a t s o m e o n e t e l l s y o u . Y o u c a n ' t 

w a k e up in the m i d d l e of the n i g h t and g o for s o m e t h i n g as s i m p l e 

as i c e - c r e a m or a s n a c k . I r e m e m b e r w h e n I had fre e w i l l g r o w i n g 

u p . I w i s h t h a t my c h o i c e s had b e e n d i f f e r e n t . 

As a kid/ I w a s a l w a y s t r y i n g to fit i n . B u t b a c k in t h o s e 

days/ the d a r k - s k i n n e d g u y s w e r e the b u t t of j o k e s in s c h o o l , the 

one s w h o w e r e n ' t p o p u l a r . My m o t h e r w o r k e d h a r d to m a k e s u r e w e 

had a roof o v e r o u r h e a d s and food on the table/ b u t she had no 

e n t h u s i a s m for f a s h i o n . S h e d i d n ' t s e e the need to sp e n d a 

h u n d r e d and f i f t y d o l l a r s for a p a i r of s n e a k e r s t h a t s h e sai d 

"only c o s t five d o l l a r s to m a k e in C h i n a " . A l t h o u g h w e w e r e poor, 

I d i d n ' t u n d e r s t a n d h e r t h i n k i n g . A l l of the o t h e r k i d s w h e r e we 

liv e d c a m e to s c h o o l w i t h t h e l a t e s t s t y l e . B u t m y m o t h e r w o u l d 

b u y o u r f a m i l y c h e a p clothes/ so I g o t a l o t of g r i e f from the 

ot h e r k i d s at s c h o o l . A c c o r d i n g to them/ w e w e r e d i r t p o o r . B u t 

my m o t h e r d i d n ' t b u y into the G h e t t o C u l t u r e w h i c h c l a i m e d 

f a s h i o n w a s m o r e i m p o r t a n t t h a n g e t t i n g an e d u c a t i o n . 

I d r e a d e d the b e g i n n i n g of e v e r y s c h o o l y e a r . It w a s a f a s h i o n 

s h o w : E i g h t B a l l j a c k e t s and J o r d a n s . I w a n t e d a l l of the 

d i f f e r e n t s t y l e s of J o r d a n s t h a t c a m e o u t . I w a n t e d m o r e t h a n my 

m o t h e r c o u l d g i v e m e . T h e G h e t t o C u l t u r e w a s c a l l i n g me and I 

felt t h a t I n e e d e d to be p a r t of i t . L i t t l e d i d I know/ t h a t 

d e c i s i o n w o u l d p r e d e t e r m i n e my f a t e . 



A y e a r later/ as I s t o o d on the s t r e e t c o r n e r , the d a i l y t r a f f i c 

of f i e n d s p e r m e a t e d my m i n d . L i k e a c a t t l e h e r d e r , I r o u n d e d the 

c u s t o m e r s up w h i l e s t u f f i n g w a d s of m o n e y i n t o my p o c k e t s . A n d as 

I b e n t d o w n to s e c u r e m y s t a s h of l i t t l e b a g g i e s f i l l e d w i t h 

c r a c k c o c a i n e , I s c r a p e d the s i d e of my J o r d a n s— d a m n i In my 

y o u n g m i n d , t h a t w a s a l m o s t a t r a g e d y . 

T h e r e a l i t y w a s , I v/as l i v i n g in a r o a c h i n f e s t e d p r o j e c t , 

r o c k i n g J o r d a n s , t h i n k i n g t h a t t h e y ' r e s o m e k i n d of s t a t u s 

symbol-

R a i l i n g a g a i n s t e v e r y t h i n g t h a t m y m o t h e r s a i d , I b o u g h t i n t o 

s o m e t h i n g t h a t w a s in no w a y w o r t h the p r i c e . Mo one w a s t h e r e to 

tell me t h a t the kid from d o w n the b l o c k , the b i g - t i m e h u s t l e r 

w h o m I u s e d to l o o k up t o , t h i n k i n g t h a t he had it m a d e , w o u l d be 

d e a d a c o u p l e of y e a r s l a t e r . Or t h a t h i s son w o u l d end up just 

l i k e h i m . T h e y b o t h d i e d from . 4 5 - c a l i b e r s l u g s . R a p s o n g s n e v e r 

b r o a c h t h i s t o p i c . T h e p a r t of the g a m e t h a t they t a l k a b o u t is 

o n e - s i d e d , all b l i n g and no r e a l . W h a t a b o u t the m o t h e r s w h o h a v e 

lost t h e i r s o n s ? W h a t a b o u t the p l a y e r s t h a t h a v e b e e n t a k e n out 

of the g a m e ? T h e y b e c a m e just a n o t h e r n u m b e r on s o m e o n e ' s c h a r t , 

p r o v i n g the i m p a c t of drug v i o l e n c e on the i n n e r c i t y . But w h o 

w a s t h e r e to t e l l me t h a t m o s t d r u g d e a l e r s d o n ' t m a k e it?; T h e y 

end up e i t h e r d e a d , or in j a i l . I s h o u l d ' v e c h o s e n a n o t h e r 

o c c u p a t i o n , l i k e m y big b r o t h e r w h o w a n t e d to be a d o c t o r . Or 

l i k e my b e s t f r i e n d w h o w a n t e d to be a b u s i n e s s m a n . B o t h of t h e m 

r e a l i z e d t h e i r d r e a m s . Y e t , h e r e I am j u s t l i k e t h a t kid f r o m 

d o w n the b l o c k . 


