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Unit One

The Two Worlds of Edmund Perry
Robert Sam Anson

Prereading Exercises
1. Strategies for effective reading

When you are required to read a long essay within limited time, you need to focus on the
main idea. If you give equal attention to every word in each sentence you can never read fast. Fast
reading is in fact selective reading. You must learn to discriminate quickly and effectively between
the essential parts of the sentence (words that function as subjects, verbs and objects) and the
padding parts (words that function as modifiers, conjunctions and prepositions). Words that
function as subjects, verbs and objects are key words because they carry substantial information.
Without proper comprehension of these words you will certainly fail to obtain the main idea.

However, linking verbs, such as “is” and “are”, or prepositions do not carry substantial in-
formation. They are the padding parts that function as necessary grammatical elements, but with-
out them the meaning of the sentence or the essay is fairly clear. They are there mainly for struc-
tural purposes. The absence of these words would make the sentences ungrammatical but have lit-
tle effect on your overall comprehension of them. In fast reading, these words are ignored.

Often, newspaper headlines carry substantial information. Journalists are good at using key
words to provide clear information within a limited space. For example, Storm Hit Shanghai can
be a trimmed version of Last Night Around 9 P. M. a Severe Storm Hit the Northern Part of
Shanghai. Though the sentence has fourteen words, the three key words “storm hit Shanghai”
tell us clearly what happened at what place. These key words are essential to reading comprehen-
sion. The reader will certainly fail to get the correct information if he neglects any of these words.
If you have difficulties in deciding which are the key words in a sentence, you might imagine that
you were a journalist and try to turn that sentence into a brief news headline.

The following sentence is selected from the text. Read it and then do the exercises.

According to an article in Rolling Stone that circulated through the dorm that fall semester,
PCP was responsible for numerous deaths, some from overdose and suicide, others from the tem-

porary states of psychotic violence that are one of the drug’s principal effects.

(1) Underline the main sentence.

(2) Turn the main sentence into a newspaper headline.
(3) Underline the padding words.



2. Prereading questions
(1) What are the major social problems in the United States today? Can these problems be solved
in the future? Why?

(2) Can you predict what the essay is about after reading its title?

TEXT

1 When the call came in, the senior staff of Phillips Exeter Academy was at principal Steve
Kurtz's country house in Maine, talking over plans for the next school year. Kurtz, who
was in the middle of discussing curriculum changes, got up to take it. When he came back,
his face was ashen. “You won’t believe it,” he said. “Eddie Perry is dead. In Harlem.
They say he was shot by a police officer.” The people in the room looked at each other. For
a long moment, no one said anything. No one believed it.

2 At first, no one who knew Eddie Perry believed the story they heard about him that sunny
morning [in June 1985]. Not Malcolm Stephens, who had been his senior roommate, or
Dave Smith, who had played on the football team with him, or Stephanie Neal, who had
embraced him at graduation. None could believe it, none wanted to believe it. But it was
true: Edmund Evans Perry, seventeen, honors graduate of the Exeter class of ’85, about
to enter Stanford University on a full scholarship, was dead, shot down on a Harlem Street
by a plainclothes police officer, whom, the authorities said, he had tried to mug.

3 It was a senseless story — “tragic”, the network newscasters called it — and the details
that unfolded in the days that followed, including the arrest of Eddie’s nineteen-year-old
brother, Jonah, as an accomplice in the aborted mugging, did little to give it meaning.
How could it be, everyone wondered, that a boy with such talent and potential — this
“prized symbol of hope”, as an editorial in The New York Times called him — could come
to such an end? Dr. Sidney Weinberg, a nationally known pathologist brought in by the
Perrys to observe the autopsy, thought there might be a physiological explanation, menin-
gitis perhaps, or a brain tumor. But there was evidence of none. Nor did police files contain
any previous record of criminal behavior.

4 At Exeter, where the flag was lowered to half staff in mourning, Eddie was termed “a solid
citizen” whose only trouble in four years was missing two classes. “He was too smart to get
involved in something like this,” said Rick Mahoney, the mystified dean of students.
Schoolmates reporters talked to were similarly puzzled. “Eddie never steals from anyone, no
way, no way, one of his white friends told an interviewer. “He’s a very moral and reli-
gious guy.  Lamont O’Neil, a black classmate from Brooklyn, was even more emphatic.
Eddie, he remembered, had told other blacks never to murder or rob “because it was moral-
ly wrong and a disgrace to the black community”.

5 In the Harlem neighborhood where Eddie had grown up, and where a thousand people
marched to protest his death, he was remembered, in one neighbor’s words, as a model for
the kids on the block, the boy who, his grade school principal said, was expected to be-
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come the first black president of the United States. “My son carried no gun or knife, be-
cause he walked with God,” his grieving mother, Veronica, told a reporter. “He always
said, ‘Jesus fights my battles’.”
Against all this stood the word of one police officer — a word, law enforcement authorities
said, that had been backed up by no fewer than twenty-three witnesses, among them two
of Eddie’s relatives.
“I would never have believed this would have happened to a boy like Eddie,” said one of his
Exeter teachers. “He had so much going for him. But then, I thought, ‘Did I really know
this boy?’ Maybe there was another Eddie. Maybe I didn’t know him as well as I wish I
had.”
It would be recorded in the obituaries and memories of his friends that Eddie Perry was of
Harlem, and, so far as there was an emotional center to his life, it was true: Harlem was
his home. Actually, though, he was born in Brooklyn, the second of three children of
Veronica and Jonah Perry, an occasional laborer and handyman. Life in Brooklyn was hard
for the Perrys, largely because of Jonah Senior’s problems with alcohol, and in 1974 Veron-
ica moved the children to Harlem, where her family had lived for four generations.
They settled in a cramped third-floor walkup on West 114th Street between Frederick Dou-
glass and Adam Clayton Powell Jr. boulevards. Located down from the heights of Columbia
University and Morningside Park, “The Valley”, as the neighborhood was known, was a
tough place, filled with burned-out, boarded-up tenements and drug dealers who sold heroin
openly on the streets. Once the Perrys’ block had been no different. But in the late 1970s
an urban renewal program renovated the buildings, lined the sidewalks with green zelkova
trees and transformed it into a clean street, where on summer nights neighbors chatted on
the stoops and kept an eye on each other’s kids. It was here, surrounded by aunts and un-
cles, grandparents and cousins, that Eddie Perry grew up.
He was a good boy, the people in the neighborhood said: well-mannered, disciplined, am-
bitious, and smart, a churchgoing boy who could, without embarrassment, list as his
greatest strength his “faith in the Lord — the faith that tells me that no matter what hap-
pens, He will provide a way”. There weren’t many boys in the neighborhood who would
say that, nor were there many with Eddie’s sensitivity and reserve. “He had to warm up to
you ... before he would tell you the real deal,” remembered the Rev. Preston Washington,
pastor of Memorial Baptist Church, where Eddie was active in the youth fellowship and
served as an usher. “In Sunday school, he was one of the kids who asked very direct ques-
tions like ‘How do we know God exists?” He was very bright, but he didn’t buy any expe-
rience lock, stock, and barrel.”
The credit for all of this invariably went to his mother. With Jonah Sr. finding it hard to
hold a job, it was Veronica who was the true head of the Perry household, and it was
Veronica who filled Eddie with a sense of his own specialness, who, as Eddie himself once
said, “put ideas into my head that there was something else.” Many of those ideas had to
do with politics, which, in Harlem, was frequently synonymous with opposition and race.
v 3 »
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A proud, dignified woman who had studied to be a nurse, Veronica herself was intensely
involved in local political affairs, first as an outspoken leader of the PTA, later as the upset
victor in an election to the community school board. She was “a tough chick”, said Bill
Perkins, the leader of the local Democratic club, a woman who “hustled over obstacles” for
her kids, especially for Eddie. He was Veronica’s prize, “our shining star”, as one of his
cousins put it, the person who “was going to change things for us”.

Such predictions were seldom made about Eddie’s older brother. Strong and muscular, Jon-
ah, who had been left swaybacked by a childhood injury, was neither as good-looking as
Eddie, nor as favored, nor as bright. Where Eddie was thin-skinned and quick-witted,
Jonah was more casual and easygoing. “Eddie smart,” as a friend put it, “and Jonah cool.”
Though the boys were close, the differences produced a rivalry, a competition where Jonah
usually came out the loser. “I’ll settle for something,” he remarked once. “Eddie always
goes for the best.”

But Jonah had his strengths. He was, for one thing, a far better athlete, and his compe-
tence helped make him popular among his classmates. At Wadleigh Junior High, just down
the block from the Perry apartment, he was president of his class and that, in turn, helped
bring him to the attention of Edouard Plummer, the school’s coordinator for A Better
Chance (ABC), a Boston-based minority education organization that placed promising ghet-
to youths in prep schools. Terming Jonah “a willing worker who struggles hard to overcome
obstacles”, Plummer recommended him to ABC, and in the fall of 1980 Jonah enrolled at
the Westminster School on full scholarship.

Located in Simsbury, Connecticut, a countrified suburb of Hartford, Westminster was a
wholly different world from Harlem, but Jonah seemed to thrive. He played on the basket-
ball and track teams, acted in the school’s dramatic productions, and eventually racked up a
number of distinctions, including a trophy in his senior year for sportsmanship and effort.
Adults liked him — “There wasn’t a nicer kid,” said his track coach — and so did his
schoolmates. “He was never bitter,” one of them would say after his arrest. “He was al-
ways laughing about stuff. One day he got all this mail from Yale and Princeton, and I
joked with him. I said, ‘Hey, Jonah, I didn’t know you were smart.’ He said, laughing,
‘No, I'm just black.’”

Eddie, in the meantime, was doing less well. In Jonah’s absence he had been getting into
trouble in school, including, he later told an Exeter classmate, striking a teacher. Had it
not been for the intervention of his mother, the recommendations of friendly teachers
(“careful, serious, and hard-working,” they called him), and his own undeniable intelli-
gence (testing in the seventh grade assessed his math and reading skills at well above the
twelfth-grade level), the outcome might have been different. Instead, Plummer recom-
mended him to ABC. Calling him “a future leader”, for whom Jonah “serves as an inspira-
tion,” Plummer wrote, “This young man has a great sense of responsibility; he is well-
mannered ... alert, active, and honest ... [and] has a great respect for authority... . His

character is of the highest nature.”
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Jack Herney, the Exeter director of admissions who interviewed Eddie in Harlem, came to
the same conclusion. He was especially taken with Eddie’s seeming maturity. When Herney
asked him what he expected to be doing twenty-five years from then, Eddie, who had a tal-
ent for impressing adults, didn’t miss a beat. He was going to be a doctor and come back to
help his community, he answered. “That’s the kind of ambition we look for in kids,” Her-
ney said later, “someone who wants to succeed but not just for himself.”
With Herney’s enthusiastic approval, Eddie was admitted as a first-year “prep” in Septem-
ber 1981.
Founded in 1781 “for the purpose of promoting piety and virtue, and for the education of
Youth”, Phillips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire is one of the nation’s oldest secondary
private schools and perhaps its most prestigious. Daniel Webster went to Exeter (class of
1796), and down through the years so have Harvard- and Yale-bound men with names like
Rockefeller and Getty. In more recent times, there have been increasing numbers of stu-
dents with names like Washington, Rios, and Chiou, and today 40 percent of the total en-
rollment is female. In its traditions and commitment to “link goodness with knowledge”,
though, Exeter remains unchanged. It is an exacting place, one that demands the most of
its students. School rules are strict, the academic regiment even stricter. “You come to Ex-
eter to work,” says one of its deans. “And we work you like hell.”
To all appearances, Eddie, who was one of about 50 blacks in a student body of 980, man-
aged the transition flawlessly. “He was eager as a prep,” says Bill Bolden, an English in-
structor and one of three blacks on Exeter’s faculty. “Many kids, black and white, are in-
timidated by Exeter. Eddie wasn’t intimidated at all. He wanted to succeed.”
Succeed Eddie did, slowly at first, but with growing confidence. After an academically so-
so freshman year, his grades began to pick up, eventually reaching an average of B minus,
sufficient at Exeter to qualify him as an honors student. He was particularly good in the sci-
ences and best of all in the free-form class discussion and argument Exeter’s seminar-style
instruction encourages. One teacher described him as “intellectually voracious ... bright,
interested, sparkling, wanting to get as much as he could.” “He was the kind of kid,” says
David Weber, who taught him humanities, “who brings a real energy to class, because he
really cares about what is being said. It was never just an exercise to him. With Eddie, his
life and his schoolwork were the same thing.”
Eddie’s outspokenness had its darker side. He could be sarcastic in class, boastful and
harsh. “It seemed like he was always trying to prove something,” says a white student who
shared several classes with him during sophomore year. “At Exeter, you don’t have to
prove anything to anybody. Everybody is smart. That’s a given. But Eddie didn’t get it.
He was always trying to show you he was just as good as you.”
His teachers judged him more sympathetically. It was not easy, they said, for a boy from
Harlem to come to a place like Exeter, an overwhelmingly white institution set down in a
small New England town, “remote”, as the academy catalogue put it, “from urban influ-
ences” . “Blacks don’t feel fully a part of this school,” an Exeter administrator said of stu-
i 8
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dents like Eddie, “and yet they are different from the kids back home. They have one foot
in each camp and both feet in neither.”

For Eddie, a scholarship student continually having to live with little money, the situation
was made all the more difficult by the affluence of his classmates. Many of them, noted one
teacher, “had money to burn.” There were stereos in their rooms, personal computers, the
best from L. L. Bean. When they broke from school, it was not to Harlem that they re-
turned but Palm Beach and Greenwich. “He was a have-not sown in with a lot of haves,”
said one of his teachers. “He had the feeling that because he was black, the cards were
stacked against him.”

There were students at Exeter with Eddie’s background, some from neighborhoods as
mean, if not meaner, than Harlem. Few, however, seemed so acutely attuned to race.
Eddie, said Lamont O’Neil, “didn’t trust” whites. “If you were white,” added Lamont,
“he’d really watch you.” The white students noted his wariness too. “He wasn't totally
antiwhite,” said a white classmate who worked hard at being his friend, “but he made such
a huge point about being black. It crept into conversations frequently. He was so proud of
his race that he expected you to dislike him for it, to look down on him because of it.”
With black classmates Eddie was more at ease. Even then, his “New York attitude,” as
one described it, made him a difficult person to know. At first, says Stephanie Neal, who
entered Exeter the same year as Eddie, he could seem “pushy and offensive”, a forceful
personality “who wouldn’t let things ride”. But those, like Stephanie, who did get to know
him concluded in time that Eddie’s seeming cockiness was really a protective shell and that
underneath it was someone who was actually quite vulnerable and not at all as certain of
himself as he proclaimed. “The truth of it,” says one of his friends, “is that Eddie was re-
ally homesick.”

On his visits home, Eddie was always greeted as the conquering hero. There were celebra-
tory dinners to mark his return on vacation, gatherings of relatives, prayers of thanksgiving
offered in the Baptist church. According to friends, he relished the attention, the status go-
ing to Exeter gave him. “He needed to be envied in a certain way,” says a black adult Eddie
regularly confided in. “He felt that need, to be regarded as special.”

Occasionally that need caused him difficulties. He could be arrogant at home — “big on
himself”, as they said in the neighborhood — and his friends sometimes teased him about
going “preppy” and, even worse in Harlem, losing his basketball skills.

These remarks hurt Eddie, particularly because they were so correct. A part of him was
preppy, but he was also Harlem black, and maintaining the two identities was proving an
increasing strain. At Exeter there was a faculty-student “minority support group” that was
supposed to ease such problems, but in fact the group did very little. It was not for lack of
good intentions — Exeter fairly filled with good intentions — but for fear of singling out
black students, of somehow disturbing, as one dean put it, “the integrity of the black expe-
rience.” ABC, too, was intent on maintaining racial identity and tried to keep tabs on how

its students were adjusting. But in the end it was largely left to the students themselves.
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Most made it; others dropped out. A few, like Eddie Perry, who seldom revealed himself
to anyone, simply agonized.
He still had not resolved his dilemma when, in his junior year, he was offered the chance to
avoid it.
The program was called School Year Abroad, and for a group of selected students, it of-
fered the chance to spend a year of study in Barcelona. Eddie, who spoke good Spanish,
leapt at it.
Spain was everything that Exeter was not: warm, foreign, and, best of all from Eddie’s
point of view, virtually rule-free. The year he spent there, he would later tell his classmates
back at Exeter, was the happiest of his life.
Like all the forty-odd students in the program, Eddie was housed with a Spanish family.
He had problems with the first household to which he was assigned, a group of conservative
women who frowned on his liking for partying, and he soon moved in with a young mother
and her three-year-old daughter, where, Eddie told friends, the atmosphere was much
warmer. Adjusting to the classroom routine, however, proved difficult. “He was very arro-
gant and very nonchalant,” one of his classmates remembers. “He would sit completely
spread out in class, looking bored, like everyone was wasting his time.” According to his
classmates, Eddie was particularly resentful of Edward Sainati, the program’s resident di-
rector, who, Eddie claimed, “was trying to do something” to his brain, apparently by in-
sisting he stick to his studies. Sainati in turn concluded that Eddie had a “chip on his shoul-
der”, particularly over race. “I felt,” Sainati said, “that he was blind to the fact that his
underlying hostility toward whites was of his own making.” Reporting all this to Exeter,
Sainati passed along a piece of advice: “If you speak with him firmly and show him that you
care, he will respect you in any situation.”
Outside the classroom, life was sweet. By day Eddie played with a Spanish basketball
team, wandered Barcelona, swam and sunned on the beaches of Sitges. By night he did the
bars, and when the bars closed, did the discos. He was loving Spain, he told his friends.
The Spanish were more open than American whites, less prejudiced, more willing to accept
him for who he was. In Spain, as Eddie put it, he could be free.
In Spain, too, he found a special girl; her name was Ariel. A year ahead of Eddie in
school, and from suburban Los Angeles, Ariel Nattelson was pretty, artistic, intelligent
wide-eyed and curly-haired. As it happened, she was also white.
The racial difference never seemed to matter to Ariel or to Eddie, who seemed to relax with
her as with no one else. That they were friends rather than lovers did not seem to trouble
him either. He doted on her and she on him. If Ariel had a problem, he would solve it; if
she was upset, he would calm her, sometimes by singing her lyrics from a Bob Marley
song. “Don’t worry 'bout a thing,” it went, “Cause every little thing’s gonna be all right.”
They were close, Ariel and Eddie; if right now he had to choose a woman with whom he
would spend the rest of his life, Eddie told a friend, it would be the white girl, Ariel.
In September Eddie returned to Exeter for the beginning of his senior year. Friends were
w7
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surprised by his appearance. During the year in Spain, he had grown up, become a mature
young man of six foot one. The extra height was not enough to win him a place on the bas-
ketball team, however, and he had only slightly better luck on football. He made the team,
just barely, as a secondary defensive halfback, not as the starting receiver he wanted to be.
The problem was not a lack of effort — “Eddie,” said his football coach, “was always will-
ing to stick his nose in” — but a shortage of skills. Eddie, his coaches said, just wasn’t a
physical kid.

Among a certain crowd at McConnell Hall, where Eddie took a ground-floor double, athlet-
ic ability wasn’t required — only access to drugs. And with them Eddie was a most popular
young man, indeed. As one of the McConnell druggies put it: “Eddie Perry had a lot of
drugs, so Eddie Perry was cool.”

Eddie Perry did have drugs, and, according to a number of his classmates, he both used
and sold them. By the standards of the McConnell druggies, a tight clique of a few upper-
classmen, he was not a particularly heavy user; the common reckoning was that he smoked
marijuana no more than several times a week. His dealing, too, was limited: a few ounce-
at-a-time marijuana and “Thai-stick” transactions spread out over the course of the
semester. It was enough, though, to gain him entrance to the club.

He was, according to those who smoked dope and drank with him, much easier to be with
when he was high: more open, more easygoing, less sensitive to perceived racial slights.
Harlem, however, was never far from his mind. He talked about his neighborhood continu-
ously, especially its seamier side. He told of the drug dealers he knew, the fights he had
gotten into, his three friends who, he said, had been murdered in Central Park. Over and
over again, the talk was of violence, of how, according to Eddie, it was “cool” and “fun”.
“Sometimes I thought he was making things up,” one of Eddie’s drug friends recalls. “I
mean, you had to wonder: how could a super street kid from Harlem be at Exeter? But he
definitely tried to portray himself as a street kid. He used to say that we wouldn’t last five
minutes in the street. What he was sort of saying was that I can last a hundred years in the
street. I am super streetwise.”

The truth, as anyone on Eddie’s block could have testified, was that Eddie was anything
but streetwise. Instead of getting into fights in Harlem, he was going to the movies; in-
stead of dealing, he was dancing. The boy who talked so knowingly of violence was, in
fact, an usher in the Baptist church, who liked to write his mother poetry. “All these
‘Tarzan and the Jungle’ stories he told about himself were press release stuff,” says a black
adult Eddie confided in at home. “He wanted to come across to people as being as bad as
bad can be. He became the stereotype that was projected onto him. That was his ticket into
the life at Exeter. They had money, they had status. He had their image of him.”

As the weeks went on, the perception of Eddie’s “badness” deepened, aided and abetted by
Eddie himself. He was known, for instance, to entertain women in his room Wednesday
and Saturday afternoons. Out of this circumstance, not unheard of at Exeter, grew the sto-

ry that Eddie was having sex with still other women. Whether the story was true or not
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was almost beside the point. It created an image of him that could not be easily changed.
The druggies did not believe Eddie’s stories, but they were impressed by them too. By the
midpoint of the first semester, they concluded that “this dangerous, seedy” person, as one
called him, was capable of anything including getting them PCP.

Until then, no one at McConnell had ever tried PCP, and for good reason: Of all the hallu-
cinogenic drugs, PCP, also known as angel dust, was far and away the most dangerous.
According to an article in Rolling Stone that circulated through the dorm that fall semester,
PCP was responsible for numerous deaths, some from overdose and suicide, others from the
temporary states of psychotic violence that are one of the drug’s principal effects. Much of
the violence, the article went on to note, occurred in ghetto areas, where “dust” was wide-
ly available. Intrigued, the McConnell guys asked their ghetto friend Eddie to get them
some.

Initially, Eddie was reluctant. PCP, he warned his friends, was an evil brew; he said he
knew a lot of people who had suffered from it. The druggies, however, were insistent, and
after Thanksgiving break, Eddie came back to Exeter with a small plastic bag filled with
what appeared to be, in the words of one student, “minced-up mint leaves in this black, re-
al foul-smelling chemical.”

Eddie said he had gotten the drug from a dealer friend. They were free to try it, he added,
but he was not interested in doing it himself. “This stuff,” he warned again, “will really
screw you up.” A half dozen of the druggies took a small sample; they discovered that Ed-
die was telling the truth. “We didn’t do very much,” one recalls, “but we got hurt. Kept
thinking of violence and suicide.” Unsettling though the experience was, the druggies
wanted more and offered to pay Eddie $ 25 a joint. This time Eddie said no. “He said we
were crazy, one of the PCP experimenters recalls. “If we wanted to be crazy, that was up
to us. But he didn’t want to have any part of it.”

The PCP incident enhanced Eddie’s reputation with the druggies, but beneath the friendly
facade there was growing friction, much of it due to race. “All of us are white and a lot of
us are pretty racist, when it comes down to it,” one of the druggies admitted. “There were
a few black kids we really liked, but when you have a black who is really self-conscious
about his blackness, it just doesn’t make other people feel comfortable. That was Eddie’s
whole way of behavior at Exeter: making a big deal about race. People were getting tired of
the racial rap.” After a series of increasing irritants, the tension boiled over one night just
before the Christmas break.

As usual, the heads were gathered in an upstairs room, tripping and listening to 1960s mu-
sic. Eddie walked in asking whether there was any dope. There was none, but a member of
the group invited him to try a hit of acid. After a moment’s hesitation, Eddie, who had not
experienced LSD until then, gulped the drug down. As the hallucinogen began to take ef-
fect, Eddie started chatting with one of the leading druggies. At first the talk, a typical
acid conversation about the meaning of the universe, seemed to go well. Then, just as the
student finished saying that nothing in life was finite, there were no absolutes, moral or
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