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LETTER 10:
| WAS CALLED STUPID, DUMB, OR
STUPRPID F***ING GINGER 30/ TIMES

“ZACH”

Dear Reggie,

| Zach would like to thank you for coming to X Middle
School. You really did change my life. | am a rednead and
the first year | moved here (December of 201X) | was made
fun of. In the first week | counted 307 times | was called:
A) stupid ginger B) dumb ginger and C) stupid £¥**ing
ginger. 307 times. . . . | contemplated running away but |
don’t know what happened to make wme Stay, your Speech
today really really Melped wmy wmorale, it S just nice to
know | am not the only person who Mas been made fun
of. Thank you so much, | now know there is 9oing to be
more meaning in my life and | can wmake sense of what’s
Wappening now in the future.

Thank you SO wmuch brother,

Zach
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JUST KEEP BREATHING

Reggie’s Reply to Zach

Dear Zach,

When I was in the sixth grade, I was called Fat Albert 281
times in one day. I'm kind of glad to know I'm not the only one
who counts things like that. But my adoptive father changed my
outlook on the whole thing by telling me something so simple:
“They call you Fat Albert because they are jealous. You got a
cartoon, and they got nothing!” Zach, I believe they make fun of
you because everybody wishes they had the hair color you have.

I went to the University of Tennessee (UT) in Knoxville for my
first year of college. I was born and raised in Knoxville. Needless
to say, I am a huge Tennessee Volunteers fan, and ginger is one
of the greatest colors on the planet! Okay, I'm just saying 'm
jealous. I wish my hair was even close to UT orange.

You see, a different perspective can change everything. Zach,
you are who you are, and you can’t change that, but neither
should you want to. The world needs you just the way you are—
even with all the flaws, if you want to call them that. To me, your
hair color is far from a flaw. I'm just saying.

And I'm not the only one. I look out at so many big crowds
all over the world, and I see thousands of people who spray paint
their hair the color yours is naturally. So one man’s horrible
thing is another man’s “I wish I could have” thing. Have you
seen me? I'm bald! I would take a hair color of any kind right
now. Again, I'm just saying.

My point is simply this: you are great, and you are going to be
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great—period. No matter the color of your skin. Big or little. Tall
or short. Orange, brown, or purple hair. It does not matter to me,
so don’t let it matter to you either. No matter who you are, you
are made just the way you are so the world will be a better place.
We just need you to stay in it and be different.

So just shine—just the way you are. Keep going, my brotha,
because youre awesome!

I Got Yo Back!

Reggie Dabbs
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LETTER T
PEOPLE CALL ME A BABYKILLER

“HAILEY”

Dear Reggice,

| hope you get the chance to read THIS. | am 17 years
old and a senior at XX Wigh school. # few days ago | was
ready to end my life. # guy that | ave spent two years on
broke wmy Weart and told wme | was a slut and a dumbass
and told me he Wated me. | was Wurting so bad | carved
what We said to me in wmy arm. | [0ok at the scars as a
reminder of the pain Ne caused. | was pregnant last year
with nis child and he left me and said the baby wasn’t his.
| felt alone and scared and the baby wasn’t developing
right and | 9ot preclampsia. | Nad an abortion. People call
me a babykiller . . . they don't understand that | [0St a
child. | feel like I'm in a hole that | can’t get out of. My
family doesn’t Nave money for me 1o get treatment. |
don’t know what to do. Well here’s the poem | wrote.
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# Meart that once Mad a beat
# pair of eyes that once were bright
# soul once so clean and neat
#A smile once shown with [ight

# life filled with hurt and pain

# body beaten and left as a bruise
# broken mind never fully sane

# battle fought an added lose

#A deecp cut on her precious Skin
A thousand tears forming a pool
A loss for life, for death a win

#A stupid girl, a b¥***, a fool

# father’s complete absence
#A mother’s cruclty

# Step father’s rape presence
# life check, a reality

Reggie’s Initial E-Mail Response to Hailey

Dear Hailey,

It hurts me to read the words in your e-mail, but I am so

happy that you shared this with me. See, I believe we all are on
a path. Sometimes we think we are alone, but we look up, and

someone is walking with us. Today that was me on your path
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JUST KEEP BREATHING

and you on mine. You helped me keep on stepping. I hope I did
the same for you. Please remember there is a reason for the pain,
a reason for the shame, a reason for the hurt. We just have to
hold on for the answer. I will hold on with you.

I Got Yo Back!

Reggie Dabbs

Hailey’s Reply to Reggie

The pain is indescribable. | cry every night and pray that
I don't wake up the next day. What life is this? Not one |

want 1o live.

Reggie’s Reply to Hailey

Dear Hailey,

The first thing I want to say is, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry for
your loss and your pain. I was in Ireland on a school tour, and
I was leaving one school to go to the next when a girl yelled out
at me, “If you could have any superpower, what would it be?” I
stopped and looked at her. “I would have the power to take away
your pain.”

I wish I had the power to take away your pain, but I can’t. I

want you to know that words do hurt. Words cut so deep, and
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sometimes we feel we can never ever forget them. In your poem
you said that you have a broken mind. Maybe so. But I believe
time heals wounds, and time heals words. Out of all the words
that can hurt and cut down, causing us to bleed on the inside, I
believe there is one word that can heal everything: love.

Love can change it all. Even words such as rape. Yes, love
can change that. Words that make us feel like we can’t move or
even breathe, but love can make us breathe. So I just want you
and every other person out there who feels like this—who writes
poems like this—to know one thing: I love you. The fat, black
man loves you, and we are going to make it. So never ever give
up. Keep breathing. Keep breathing.

I Got Yo Back!

Reggie Dabbs

Hailey’s Reply to Reggie

Hi Regygie,

| thought | was doing better but a few nights ago | broke
down and caved in and went back to my old habit of cutting.
After | cut | felt better. Then today | Nad an anxiety attack
that turned into rage and | broke my Mand from punching
Woles in things. | don’t kinow How to fix my problem. | feel like
| am falling apart and I'm stuck living a life | don't want to
live.
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JUST KEEP BREATHING

Reggie’s Reply to Hailey

Dear Hailey,

Some days we wake up and think that we have taken twenty
steps backward. We think we are so messed up that we could
never recover. But no matter how many times you wake up
to find yourself back in that horrible place again, you have to
remember that you are still waking up! You are still alive and
breathing.

Even if you have taken ten steps backward—broken hearts,
even broken bones—you are capable of making those steps back
up. If you will just keep living, then your hand will heal. You can
redo a wall, but you can’t redo a life.

Hold on! Fight for your right to survive. Fight for your right
to live. Fight for your right to be happy because happiness is
coming; you just have to be here when it arrives. Never give up.

I Got Yo' Back!

Reggie Dabbs
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LETTER 12:
MY DAD SAYS | DON'T
DESERVE A BIRTHDAY

“JASMINE"

Dear Reggie,

My name is Jasmine. You spoke at my high school
last week. Xville. | sat close to the back so you probably
Aidn’t really see me. | wore the grey hoodie, it you
noticed the 3 girls one was crying that was wmy friend D.
| was very close to crying. | thank you for coming 1o my
school. | almost started crying when you were telling the
story about the girl who cut nerself. | tell you that to tell
you my Story.

About 3 years ago, | started having problems with my
stepdad. | was really stressed out and | picked up the
Nabit of smoking cigarettes. wWell, | got caught smoking,
and got in trouble. | tried to tell them why | started
smoking. No one listened. # couple of weeks went by and
wmy birthday was the next Thursday, Oct. XX. Well on my

107



JUST KEEP BREATHING

birthday, | called my dad and just wanted to talk to Him
and wmy stepmother were 9oing out to eat. | asked them

if | could g0 with them Since it was my birthday. te told
me | didn’t deserve anything for my birthday and that |
Aidn’t even deserve a birthday.

When he got done telling me that he said We had to 9o
when e hung up he didn’t even wish me happy birthday
or e loved wme. | was crushed. So after that | laid on my
bed crying thinking about all the things going on in my
life. It was too wmuch for me, | figured everyone would
be happy if | was gone, so | went into the bathroom
and busted a razor open and tried to kill myself. If my
mother Hadn't seen my cut mark, | probably wouldn’t be
Were. | still have problems to this day with my father.

I now live with my father. To me he’s not much of a
father. | am Sixteen, | was a unsecure person back then. |
Wave basically raised myself. | love my mother, she’s the
only thing | really Mave in my life.

Your friend,

Jasmine

Reggie’s Reply to Jasmine

Dear Jasmine,
The first thing I want to say to you—in writing so that for-

ever everybody will know I said it—is:
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Happy Birthday to you!
Happy Birthday to you!
Happy Birthday dear Jasmine!
Happy Birthday to you!

(Canyou hear my beautiful voice singing through the pages?)

I know many people in the world have had that song sung
for them, but, Jasmine, we wrote it in the book for you. Why?
Because that’s how special you are. I know sometimes you get
overlooked. Sometimes people are forgotten by those who should
never forget. But Jasmine, we are not going to forget. You are not
overlooked.

I am so glad your mom saw your cut before it was too late.
We see it every day in someone’s life. We catch glimpses of the
scars. We don’t always know their names, but we see them. We
see you. And I know we can’t call you out by your real name in
this book, but when I met you that day in your school, I saw you.
I did not know then that your name is Jasmine, but I cared then,
and I still care now.

Many times people will not know your name, but they will
still reach out to try to help you. Jasmine, I want you to know
that when you felt so lost—you didn’t know me, and I didn’t
know you—there was a coach in your school who knew you. He
was the one who made the phone call asking me to come to your
school.

There are principals and teachers who know you; they are

friends to you even though you may not think of them in that
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JUST KEEP BREATHING

way. You see, they brought me to your school, hoping I would be
able to help you. Hoping someday you would realize that some-
body really does care.

And it worked! You did realize it, and that’s why you wrote
us. Your problems may not be gone because you know we care,
but knowing it is the first step to breathing another day—because
another day will bring another chance to live and see your cir-
cumstances change for the good.

So listen very carefully—you will always be loved. And all
those birthdays that everybody forgets, you will remember that
your daddy, Reggie, put it in his book. Happy birthday, Jasmine!

Never give up!

I Got Yo Back!

Reggie Dabbs
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EXHALE 4:
SILENCING MOUTHS OR
CHANGING MINDS

Can you even imagine what it feels like to count the number of
times someone calls you an insulting name—and to count past
three hundred? Or can you imagine pain so great that you carve
words into your arm? Maybe you know all too well.

One of the reasons Reggie is so effective at helping heal the
hurts of so many people is that he has faced so much hurt him-
self. It is easy to think of only the big parts of his story—the
shame of being born as the result of a twenty-dollar bill, being
given up by his biological mother, living life not knowing the
identity of his biological father. If we are not careful, we might
inadvertently ignore much of the stuff from Reggie’s life that
many normal people face every day. Name-calling. Being made
fun of. Life in a confusing teenage world.

I think what we are figuring out through the journey of
these letters is that the little stuff is not really that little at all. We

do not need to have a dramatically tragic past like Reggie’s in
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order to feel drama or tragedy. Those seemingly minor issues of
life can build up inside of us like credit card debt—a little charge
here, a little purchase there. No one means to do it, but before we
know it, we can find ourselves in a hole of debt from which there
is no escape.

This is much like the words we use. They seem so small and
insignificant when they leave our lips, but they can accumulate
to become the building blocks of everything we believe about
life, relationships, and even ourselves. Little words. Big impact.

In Zach’s case those little words built up into some pretty big
problems, to the degree that he wanted to run away from home
to escape them. And take note of the focus of the words used
against him: his hair color. Really? Could something so small
really become something so big?

Negative words often start off as simple observations about
the way someone looks, acts, or sounds. We tend to talk the
most about those things that stand out the most to us, especially
when those things make us different from one another—speech,
height, skin color, clothes.

Negative words are so powerful because they often contain
something that is true or at least partly true. There is not one
of us on the planet, no matter how popular we were or were
not in middle school or high school, who did not walk through
the doors of our school with a feeling of insecurity or self-
consciousness over something—anything, really. It is just part
of adolescence.

To a teenager, that tiny zit in the mirror looks as large and
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looming as Mount Kilimanjaro about to erupt. That one bit of
hair that will not just behave and lie down feels like a giant
shark’s fin to a teenage girl—she can even hear the ominous
theme music from Jaws playing every time she walks down
the hall. Or perhaps a teenage boy cannot afford the same
designer clothes as the popular kids. He views himself as wear-
ing a wardrobe of rags, all because of designer tags—or the lack
thereof.

So when we walk into a situation and are already super-
charged with insecurity over whatever—real or imagined—we
think we are different from everyone else, and we teeter emo-
tionally, like a game of Jenga waiting to collapse. All it takes is
one tiny word or sentence to pull the linchpin block and send
our world crashing downward. Maybe these kinds of words are

something to which you can easily relate:

Wow, nice hair!
What’s wrong with your clothes?
Out of the way, f**ing ginger!

You're a slut and a dumb a**!

Bullying almost always starts with words. Rarely does a
person just naturally escalate to physical violence or property
damage. Words are the currency of the social economy, and bul-
lies try their hardest to get rich quick at the expense of others.

If words are currency, then we are seriously inflated with

negative bills. Excessive negativity devalues our opinion of words,
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desensitizing us from reality and tempting us to spend more
and more negative words. Television, movies, music, and video
games do not help the issue. We are accustomed to speaking
harsh, violent, and inappropriate words because we hear them
all the time in whatever media entertains us.

These are some of the reasons that kids in elementary school
and middle school have such an impressively tragic arsenal of
words to use against one another at such a young age. Remember
that Zach was a middle school student when he was cussed at
307 times in one week just because of the color of his hair. Does
this not seem at least a little extreme to you? Many middle school
students are still watching cartoons every afternoon—maybe the
same kids!

A 2007 Department of Education study showed the inci-
dence of bullying and injury to be almost twice as high among
sixth graders as twelfth graders.! These kids are not yet able to
drive a car, pay taxes, enlist in the military, or get married, yet
they are capable of using razor sharp words with such skill that
the recipients are cutting themselves, running away, or killing
themselves or others. Yes, almost every tragedy can be traced
back to seemingly little words that are spoken.

We know one book cannot stop these trends. However, we
do believe that one person can influence the trend in his or her
circle of influence. Does this sound unrealistic? I submit Reggie
as Exhibit A: one person making a difference in people’s lives
everywhere he steps. And there are many more examples of both

adults and kids, some of whose stories we will read about in the
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coming pages. Your story may not be in this book, but you can
be one of the examples.

Words make a difference. That is why Reggie speaks to Zach
as he does—not to deny the fact that Zach is different but rather
to celebrate it. Being different is not something to be ignored.
Ignoring it can inadvertently add to the shame so many feel.
Much of modern society’s answer to this problem has been to
stop acknowledging differences. To never reference someone’s
race. To make everyone wear the same clothes. But differences

are not the problem—how we address the differences is the issue.

Silencing mouths without changing
minds is only treating the symptomes,
not the origin of the problem.

Reggie shows up on the scene calling himself fat and black—
declaring white kids, black kids, Hispanic kids, Asian kids, and
all other shades of ethnicity to be his own children . . . each just
a different shade of chocolate. Is this politically correct? Perhaps
not. Should everyone try this methodology? Definitely not.
However, we must face the fact that being politically correct is
not proving to be the ultimate solution. It may be better than
nothing, but silencing mouths without changing minds is only
treating the symptoms, not the origin of the problem. What we

don’t need is fewer words, just more of the right ones.
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Hailey’s letter strikes hard at this issue. Reggie helps her with
more than just the difficulty of harsh words spoken but also the
ultimate tragedy of a life lost—and the life of a baby, at that. If
you are anything like me, then your heart breaks for Hailey and
the pain she is facing seemingly alone.

Though we will discuss suicide, self-harm, and depression
more in the coming letters, for now I must say that the trag-
edy of Hailey’s situation is double for me because people in her
life seem to possess the power to help, and they have chosen not
to. In fact, they seem to have chosen to do more harm instead.
Words such as babykiller are not easily forgotten, and the hole
that Hailey references in her heart has only deepened with every
cruel word spoken.

Reggie speaks what she needs to hear—words of love. But
as we follow their discussion, Hailey’s responses reveal that
Reggie’s positive words cannot fix things the first time. And in
the case of Zach, being verbally abused with more than three
hundred various forms of “ginger” does not magically melt away
with one encouraging Facebook “message.” Though it sounds
strange, what we need is not just quality words but also a high,
steady quantity of them.

Reggie stands out in this world for more reasons than his
physical size, his skin color, or even his amazing story. He stands
out because of his positive words—and the sheer volume of them
he dishes out every day to millions around the world. And look
at the results. People are obviously anxious to hear something

other than what they hear every day.
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Few words in this book are as powerful as Hailey’s poem,
except perhaps Reggie’s words in response to her when she is
anguished over her continual relapses into depression, anger,
and self-destructive behavior: You can redo a wall, but you can’t
redo a life. I once heard Reggie say something very similar about
getting stuck on roller coasters: They will always fix the ride, but
will you still be on it when they do?

We can and must reverse the cultural trends. We must learn
how to speak the right things at the right times. Words are like
the wind: we can speak a cool breeze or a devastating tornado—
the choice is ours. Sometimes words are all we have to give. So
think both quality and quantity. Try this when you are helping
friends, children, or students with problems: imagine that you
must speak as many replacement positive words as the negative
ones they have already heard, if only just for that day. Since these
negative words may have come from others or even themselves,
they could be quite numerous.

What we need is not fewer words but more. We need a revo-
lution—a literal reversal of the epidemic we face wherein people

only seem to know how to speak destructive words.
Breathable Moment #4: Words are like
the wind: we can speak a cool breeze or a

devastating tornado—the choice is ours.

Little words can make such a huge difference. Words like

happy birthday that Reggie said to Jasmine. Do his few words
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reverse the horrible words that her dad spoke to her? No, but
they still make a difference. They still give someone the breath to
the keep hoping, and maybe the hope to keep breathing.

Can change really happen around the world? Who knows?
But it can definitely happen in you. Why not start there and see
where it leads. Like Reggie, your words might keep someone

breathing another day.
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SIGNATURE 4.
LEAVE YOUR OWN IMPRESSION

1. Were you shocked at the number of times Zach was
called by a derogatory name? Why or why not?

2. Why do you think the problem with bullying is more
severe in middle school than high school?
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3. In what ways do negative words store up like currency

or debt? What negative words are stored up in you?

4. How did you feel when you read what Alexis’s dad
said about her not deserving to have a birthday?
Could you ever be capable of saying something like

that to someone you love?
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5. Do you think it is true that people need more than
a high quality of words, but also a high quantity
of them? How does this change your viewpoint of

dealing with people in crisis?

Notes
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For those who dare to listen to the truth, tragedy, and triumph found in the desperate
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another sunrise.
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