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Preface



The Most Dangerous Woman in the Room




Instructions for living a life:


Pay attention.


Be astonished.


Tell about it.


—MARY OLIVER FROM A STITCHED NOTE “SOMETIMES”




“YES, I’LL BE there.”


Eve Ensler was calling with an invitation to what she described as “the meeting of movements,” planned for the first week of January 2017. In the wake of a polarizing presidential election in the United States, Eve had decided it was time for activists to come together to shape strategies that could unify and leverage the collective power of a wide range of social-justice organizations.


“Who else is coming?” I asked.


“I’m not releasing the invitation list,” Eve replied, “but you’ll want to be in the room.”


Indeed, I did want to be in that room, knowing from past experiences that any meeting or event that Eve organized would be meaningful. So I showed up, as the invitation indicated, at a nondescript building in Stone Ridge, New York, and surrendered my cell phone to the smiling young volunteers at the front door.


“Best to have all communication devices outside the room,” was the explanation, which of course heightened my anticipation about what would transpire within the room.


I entered a large room and saw Eve standing at the front, with folding chairs in a circle. Mingling about the room were some familiar faces: the meeting’s other conveners, Kimberlé Crenshaw of the African American Policy Forum; Naomi Klein, award-winning author and activist; independent media entrepreneur and journalist Laura Flanders; and Jane Fonda, actor and activist.


We were asked to find our seats, and Eve began.


“We are living in dangerous times,” was her opening line, “and such times call for new levels of activism from all the communities represented in this circle. Let’s begin by identifying who’s in the room.”


One by one, the introductions began: “I’m one of the founders of the Women’s March.” “I’m the executive director of 350.org.” “I run Project South.” With each introduction, the level of leadership and activists’ credentials became more impressive, and for me, more intimidating.


I could feel my anxiety building. How was I going to identify myself? I had no title and was no longer running an organization, having left my last CEO position at the Paley Center for Media the previous spring. I could say that I was the CEO of Pat Mitchell Media, with its grand total of two employees (including myself). But that felt wholly inadequate to explain why I belonged in that room.


I mentally rehearsed some other options. I could say I was a lifetime advocate for women—true enough, if a little vague. I could list some of my previous titles—but why make a point of being the former anything? I was struggling to come up with how to identify myself in the present, an identity that would hopefully give some indication of why Eve had included me in this circle of activists and leaders.


Finally, it was my turn. Before I knew it, I heard myself saying, “I’m Pat Mitchell. And I’m a dangerous woman.”


I’m not sure exactly what prompted this personal declaration of dangerousness, but I could tell from the looks of surprise that I needed to add a bit more context.


“At this time in my life, about to turn seventy-five,” I continued, “I have nothing left to prove, less to lose, and I’m ready to take more risks and to be less politic and polite. As Eve said, these are dangerous times, and dangerous times call for dangerous women.”


That got a big, sisterly “YES!” from Eve and others in the circle, including Jane Fonda, who was sitting across from me and stood up, declaring, “Well, I’m older than my friend Pat, so that makes me even more dangerous.”


Laughter erupted, of course, and I could sense that others were contemplating exactly what becoming more dangerous to meet the challenges of dangerous times would mean for each of us and for the work we had convened to consider.


Certainly, Jane Fonda’s life of activism is a textbook case for being bold and brave. During our many years of friendship, I’ve witnessed her willingness to take risks for a good cause, to speak out and show up, even when it meant personal peril or sacrifice. At eighty-one, she is still on the front lines, campaigning for domestic and restaurant workers’ rights, standing with the American Indian communities protesting natural-resource exploitation at Standing Rock, and busier as an actor than ever. In her book, Prime Time, Jane advanced the idea that older women have the potential to become the most powerful population on the planet. She’s a great example of how we embrace that potential at every age.


My personal potential for becoming more dangerous is perhaps most directly linked to my friendship with Eve Ensler. From our first conversation in war-torn Sarajevo in 1998, I have been deeply inspired by her courage and her commitment to doing whatever is necessary to end violence against women everywhere. Taking risks comes easier to Eve than to many: writing and performing The Vagina Monologues, making it the centerpiece of a global movement, V-Day, to end gender-based violence is a transformative approach to activism that I feel privileged to have experienced. Yes, I was an activist and women’s advocate before I met Eve, but through my relationship with her and as a board member of the V-Day movement, I’ve met activists facing dangers every day to create change in some of the most difficult places on earth to be a woman.


But until that day, I had not felt dangerous myself.


DECLARING MYSELF A dangerous woman still feels a bit, well, dangerous, and I readily admit to some second thoughts about declaring it even more widely and boldly as the title of this book. But every day since that convening, I’m discovering more about what being dangerous means in my life and why I believe that it’s time for us—women and the men who stand with us—at whatever age or place in life’s journey, to embrace risks and engage with renewed passion and collective purpose in the truly dangerous work of making the world a safer place for women and girls.


I have had to face my own questions and those of others about the definition of dangerous in this work. For me, it doesn’t mean being feared but being more fearless; it does mean speaking the truth when silence is safer; showing up for one another even within the patriarchal construct that encourages us to compete and compare; and it does mean speaking out about the politics and policies that divide us and diminish our individual and collective power. It also means optimizing that power to be effective in allying with those who don’t have access to opportunity, influence, or privilege. It also means, for me, sharing our stories as women have done for generations to survive, thrive, and move forward.


That’s why I’m sharing my journey from small-town South Georgia girl with big dreams but little means to realize them—no money, no connections, no power or sphere of influence—to media executive with influence, to where I am today, more prepared to leverage my privilege, platforms, and connections; to optimize every opportunity to elevate other women and their stories; and to support their struggles and celebrate their accomplishments.


MY STORY BEGAN in an unlikely place, on my grandparents’ small cotton farm with no electricity or indoor toilets. But what I had in those early years was a grandmother who could wring a chicken’s neck with one arm and churn butter or pump water with the other, while telling me fanciful stories of places she had never seen—stories that ignited an intense curiosity that is at the heart of everything I have done in my life and work.


By taking some early risks and leaps of faith in myself, I escaped the limitations of resources and pushed past barriers, sometimes helping to dismantle them, while often coping with the challenges of being the first or only woman. Very early on, I learned the value of nurturing connections, of building and sustaining a support network of women friends and colleagues, and of being an advocate for other women in every room and for every opportunity. Now I’m ready to join a global community of women and girls stepping into our power, redefining it by how we use it and share it. It’s time—prime time—for the good we can do by becoming more dangerous together.


After all, when we’re watching The Handmaid’s Tale on television as the last abortion clinic is removed in the state of Louisiana; and when reproductive rights and access to health care are under threat in many places, including my home state of Georgia, which passed legislation in 2019 that will make it one of the most restrictive places in the United States to end an unwanted or unhealthy pregnancy; when extraordinary numbers of refugees are roaming the world without a safe place to call home; when political extremism, racism, and sexism are on the rise in all corners of the world; and when protections for our mother earth are being dismantled by climate-deniers, we need bold responses and brave women willing to speak up, to show up, and to embrace our collective power.


I am encouraged, even in this time of fears about the future, by the many women and girls embracing bigger risks to confront a growing number of global challenges. I’m privileged to know many as friends, and as I set about to share my journey to becoming more dangerous, I asked some of them about their journeys, and have included their responses in the book.


To the many more women warriors on the front lines of change, innovating, defending, protecting, and problem solving, you, too, strengthen my belief that when we come together as a global women’s community, extend our admiration for each other, sustain our advocacy for each other; when we march together, protest, and rise together; when we dance, sing, laugh, and take risks together, we can and do move forward toward a more equal and just world.


This is a future we have the power, the responsibility, and the opportunity to create, and if it means becoming more dangerous to do so—and I believe that it does—my purpose in sharing my stories is to inspire you to become more dangerous, too.















Chapter 1



Falling Forward


“WAIT!!”


But it was too late. The New York City cabbie peeled off in the driving rainstorm, taking with him the purse I’d left on the seat. The purse with all my identification, maxed-out credit cards, and the cash I’d only just borrowed to pay my rent.


The signs were clear: time to give up, pack up, and head back to Georgia.


My big break had finally come—I’d been assigned a story for LOOK magazine on Chinatown’s hidden gang wars—but I’d just found out it wasn’t going to be published because the magazine was bankrupt. And so was I. The dream of a big-city journalism career that inspired me to jump at the opportunity to leave my secure job as a college teacher and move to New York City was fading fast.


I was twenty-seven years old, a single mother with a five-year-old son, and no prospects for a new job. Well, except one. I had a tentative connection to television through a political reporter from WNBC-TV named Gabe Pressman. Gabe is the one who had delivered the news to me that LOOK was going out of business.


“Magazines are dying,” he’d observed on the early morning call to tell me I was unemployed. “Maybe you ought to try television. We need writers, and I hear the station is looking for women, too.”


Within days after the farewell Bloody Marys were passed around at LOOK’s offices and television crews had come to cover the closing party—for me, more like a wake—Gabe came through for me, setting up a meeting with WNBC’s news director.


“Any television experience?” the news director asked without smiling. I’d been sitting outside his office all day, and out of pity or his promise to Gabe, he finally motioned me in.


“No, but I know how to tell a story,” I said, hastily handing him a photocopy of the Chinatown story.


He glanced at the provocative title, read a few paragraphs, and asked, “Can you do this story for television?”


“YES” was my answer, although I had no idea what that meant.


I was back in Chinatown the next day, with a full television news crew who had to show me how to hold the microphone when doing an interview, how to do a stand-up on camera, even how to pretend to be listening during the cutaways, another new term I filed away for future use, as I was hopeful I would be doing this again.


The story got almost three minutes, an eternity in television news, and I was hooked! Immediate gratification. No waiting for publishing dates. The story was seen by a much larger number of people than would have read it in a magazine, and I had produced and reported it for NBC News—with a lot of help, of course. My total time on camera was less than thirty seconds, but former colleagues at LOOK called to congratulate me on landing a new job—and career—so quickly.


I waited for the next assignment.


What I got instead was this advice from the news director: 1) become a blonde, 2) lose some weight, and 3) find a small town somewhere and learn the business. “You don’t start in New York,” I was told with a distinct note of finality.


So I made the rounds to every TV station that took my call or request for an interview.


“Already got a brunette; would you become a blonde?”


“Just not ethnic enough… we need twofers… woman and minority.”


“You’re too young to be credible.”


“Too old” (at twenty-seven!). “Too inexperienced.” “Too educated”—painful to hear as I was still paying off my student loans for my graduate degrees.


It was three months after my TV debut, after a long string of “not quite right” rejections and waitressing for cash, that I was watching the red taillights of that NYC taxi flicker in the downpour as it disappeared down the street with my rent money in the back seat.


Dejected and drenched and fighting tears, I told my five-year-old son, Mark, “Time to pack up and head back to Georgia.” Then the phone rang.


“Hello, this is Rabbi Goldberg. I got in the taxi after you, and I have your bag. Your number was inside. Would you like me to return it now?”


Within a half hour, there he stood, handing over my small, black bag with the borrowed money and with it, the chance to keep moving forward—at least for another month. When I tried to explain how meaningful his act of kindness was, he took my hands and said, “Well, Patricia, at some point in everyone’s life, they need a rabbi, and tonight, you got yours.”


I got something else that night, too. I had experienced the singular goodness of another human being whose gift of showing up at my door, giving me back my bag, and restoring hope and possibilities inspired me to make a silent promise to be someone else’s rabbi, mentor, sponsor, and advocate.


Each time I have had that opportunity in the many decades since that stormy, life-defining encounter, I remember my promise and think of Rabbi Goldberg with deep gratitude.


IT’S BECOME ALMOST a cliché that life journeys begin with grandmother stories, and as I referenced in the preface, so does mine. My mother and I spent my earliest years about eighty miles west of Savannah, Georgia, with my grandparents on that small farm without electricity or indoor plumbing. My father was overseas in the army during World War II.


I have warm and wonderful memories of those first three years with a doting grandfather who would feed me homemade biscuits and sing me back to sleep and a grandmother whose long, raven-black hair I loved to brush as she told me stories next to the pot-bellied stove that provided heat in the kitchen, where we spent most of our time. She had only finished sixth grade and had never lived anywhere but small tenant farms, but her stories seemed to come from deep in her memory and contained special meanings for me. One story stands out in my memory, a story that I later found exists in many forms in many cultures.


Her version went something like this:




Once upon a time, there was a little girl who was always running and falling. She would run in the fields through the cotton and tobacco, falling among the rows. But one day, the running girl found herself outside the fields: no cotton or tobacco, only high mountains.


A beautiful horse galloped by with a friendly boy on his back, a boy with a feather in his hair. He offered her a ride.


They rode and rode through green fields and flowers and women sitting in circles around small fires.


When they came to the end of their journey, the boy turned to her.


“I will grant you one wish,” the boy said. “What will it be?”


The running girl said, “I want to be able to run far and wide and never fall.”


“That wish,” the young brave said, “I cannot give you, because there will be times when falling is your only way forward. You must run on rough ground, through barriers sometimes, and you will take wrong turns and become lost, and you will fall. You must fall. And from time to time, you will.


It’s in the falls that you will learn to breathe, to recover, to get up, and to continue moving forward.





No matter how often I stumbled or fell, which was often, as I seemed always to be in a hurry as a child, and even now, I would hear Grandmother comforting me with that familiar line adapted from the story: “Falling on your face is at least a forward movement.” I never thought of slowing down or stopping—that was never her advice. She just gave me unconditional love through the falls and the failures—something it would take me nearly a half century to find again.


My grandmother had to hide her American Indian heritage—which her papers, discovered when she passed, indicated was Creek-Cherokee. There was little information about her family, but it’s likely that her mother, like many other Creek and Cherokee women in the Southeast who were landowners in those matrilineal cultures, had married a white farmer to avoid extradition by the US government’s 1838 Supreme Court decision—a decision that forced relocation of the American Indian communities in the South to newly formed reservations in the West. Because so many died on what was truly a death march, history refers to this movement as the Trail of Tears.


I knew none of this until my grandmother’s death, and however distant this connection to her heritage, the discovery of my grandmother’s background led to a personal interest in the history of the American Indian nations, an interest that would play a big role later during my years of working with Ted Turner and Robert Redford. I also believe that my grandmother’s legacy of storytelling as well as her personal strength and resilience gave me an early portrait of what a woman could do and be, even with very limited resources. Imagine how pleased I was to discover that my grandmother’s native language, which I never heard her speak, has no gender pronouns, no hes or shes to distinguish what is male or female.


One day, a tall, dark-haired he appeared in the yard, a stranger dressed in a green army uniform. My grandmother hugged him, clearly overjoyed. Granddaddy said, “Patsy, honey, this is your father! Go welcome him home!”


My father approached and tried to hug me, but I turned away, and even today, I can remember feeling sad while everyone else, especially my mother, seemed so happy about this stranger’s presence. Each time he would reach for me and say, “Come, hug Daddy,” I would run to the more familiar arms of my grandfather or grandmother.


It was not an easy homecoming. A few days later, in spite of my tears and begging to stay, we left the farm in his borrowed ’45 Ford and headed for Fort Stewart outside of Savannah, Georgia, where this man who said he was my father would continue his military service.


FOR THE NEXT several years, we moved to a succession of army bases, averaging one or more moves a year. Mother soon tired of the moving, but I thrived on being the new girl at school and in the neighborhood, making new friends fast because no sooner were they made than we would move again. Finally, Mother convinced my father to leave active military service, and they decided to settle in Swainsboro, Georgia, a small town just thirty miles from my grandparents’ farm.


Swainsboro (population then and now around five thousand) was once called “The Crossroads of the South” because the north-south and east-west national highways actually crossed there. When Interstate 15 was built to connect Atlanta and Savannah, bypassing Swainsboro altogether, there were even fewer reasons to visit a town that had once been named Paris. The Swains family, who had a lot of influence in the town’s early days, had thought that Paris sounded “too foreign” and changed the name. What didn’t change for me from the beginning was the feeling that I didn’t belong there.


Except once a year, when the excitement of the annual Pine Tree Festival parade suspended my complaints about small-town boredom. I would arrive early for the best spot along the parade route, and as the high-school band approached, trying to play in tune and march in step, and accomplishing neither, my heart raced, anticipating the colorful floats to follow. I fell in love with parades and their disruption of routine, their movement forward—although in the case of this parade, the forward movement was transiting the ten blocks from the county courthouse to the city limits sign. From that first parade encounter, I had a strong urge to be in parades, not just standing on the sidelines, watching them—and life—pass by. I couldn’t have articulated why at that age, but I must have realized that being an observer, even to something as transitory as a parade, just wasn’t enough. Not for me. Then or now.


To get into the Pine Tree Festival parade, I entered the beauty pageant for Pine Tree Festival queen as soon as I was old enough—fifteen—and I won! I was delighted at the time, but looking back, winning a beauty pageant at such a young age wasn’t such a good move. It seemed to set me apart from the other girls my age, and I spent a lot of the rest of my high-school years battling the beauty-queen stereotype and all that it meant in the South of the fifties, where being pretty was valued much more than being smart.


I felt pretty in the royal-blue, off-the-shoulder, full-skirted evening gown based on a photo of a former Miss America’s gown that my mother had stayed up night after night sewing for me to wear on the big day of my ride in the parade as Miss Pine Tree Festival. The skirt was so large that it took five heavily starched crinolines (please google crinolines if born after 1960) to hold it up in a huge circle.


Suddenly, the tractor driving the float jerked to a stop, and the abrupt jolt threw me off my pine-box throne. I fell forward on my face, my royal-blue evening gown skirt falling forward too, like a deflated balloon.


Laughter floated up from the crowd in the streets, and I was mortified. The first face I saw when once again upright was, of course, my grandmother, who was visiting for the big day. At the end of the parade, as she helped me dismount from my throne, she whispered, “Well, honey, at least falling on your face is a forward movement.”


I wanted to laugh, or at least smile conspiratorially, but I was too sad. The magic of the day had faded, and the Pine Tree Festival queen’s parade ride felt shorter that day, and the town felt smaller, a phenomenon that I’ve observed other times when the reality didn’t quite live up to the expectations.


I WAS DETERMINED to get past the expectations of what was possible for a young girl who was told she was pretty enough to get by without money or connections—past the emotional scars of a mother who displayed my pageant trophies as if they could have been hers. And they could have been, had she not abandoned her own dreams to marry my father. While I struggled with the tension between what I valued in myself and what my mother wanted me to become, I lived in fear of my father, whose silent anger hung like a heavy cloud over our house. My brother, who was born when I was seven, was too young to be my confidant, and his relationship with our parents always seemed easier than mine.


School was always my happy place. I loved learning and my report card reflected my determination to be as close to number one in every subject as I could. Straight As meant I might qualify for a college scholarship, and I intended to go to college, even though my parents had not gone beyond high school and only three in their large farm families had gone to college.


I had big plans but no idea how I was going to implement them… until Miss Shirley Roundtree swept into my eighth-grade English class at Swainsboro High School wearing a full-skirted dress that swayed as rhythmically as Loretta Young’s did during her dramatic descent down the staircase every Sunday night on The Loretta Young Show. Miss Roundtree was beautiful by anybody’s standard, with shining dark hair that was perfectly coiffed, bright red lipstick that I soon learned was her signature, and gorgeously coordinated outfits.


Beyond Miss Roundtree’s stylishness, however, I loved the way she commanded respect, clearly the boss from the moment she set foot in the classroom. I didn’t just want to look like her; I wanted to be her.


I didn’t have any other role models, so I pursued Miss Roundtree after class, day after day, with endless questions: “How can I get into college? What do I need to do to make that possible? Can you help me get a scholarship?”


“If you could do anything you wanted, what career would you choose?” she asked one day, realizing that I was not going to stop asking her questions.


“I want to be an actress—like Vivien Leigh!” I said, thanks to annual showings of Gone with the Wind at the one movie theatre in town.


“Okay,” she responded. “Let’s start a theatre company at school.” She cast me in every play she directed and produced—usually as the lead. We didn’t do the usual high-school dramas; Miss Roundtree believed in challenging us and the audiences. I won best actress in the state, playing an unmarried mother in a rarely performed theatre piece by poet Carl Sandburg.


Then, in my junior year, my attention suddenly turned to politics. I was inspired by a story during the Saturday newsreels about Margaret Chase Smith, the first woman ever to serve in both the House and Senate as well as the first female candidate nominated for president from a major party. I didn’t know that she was a Republican, and in fact, I had never met a Republican since everyone I knew was a Democrat in those days, including my parents and grandparents; Southern Democrats then were closer in ideology to the Tea Party now. I only knew that I was ready to put acting aside and focus on my new dream—becoming a senator.


My interest in politics was ridiculed by everyone—except Miss Roundtree, who encouraged me and even started a debate team at school. We thrived, winning debate competitions around the state. This training turned out to be the best preparation for the teaching jobs to come. I also had begun to give youth sermons at the Baptist church where we went twice every Sunday, Wednesday night for prayer meetings, and every other Saturday for “hate Catholics” sessions—Bible studies intended to convince us only Baptists would get to heaven. I enjoyed giving sermons and was told that I was a natural at the pulpit, and at one of the yearly tent revivals, I even promised to dedicate my life to full-time Christian service. But since everything I was beginning to enjoy doing, such as dating and dancing, was a sin according to the Baptist view of the Bible, I began to have doubts.


Clearly, I wasn’t all that sure exactly what I wanted to do or be—shifting from big-screen star to Baptist missionary in one year—but one thing I was absolutely clear about was that I wanted to move forward from where I was and what was expected that I could become.


“I THINK YOU should apply for a drama scholarship to the University of Georgia,” Miss Roundtree—now Mrs. Reid—suggested as she had noted my flair for the dramatic, my love of public speaking, and my ease with an audience, probably all good qualifiers for a stage career.


She wrote a recommendation and I got the notice to come to UGA and audition.


“Absolutely not!” my father said, denying my request to go to the audition. When he’d retired from the military and gone to work for an appliance store that sold televisions, he had refused to get one for our family, explaining that he worried about the influence of TV on my life. (Little did he know!) Just the mention of an audition for a life in the theatre was out of the question for him.


“Don’t you worry,” Mrs. Reid told me conspiratorially when I ran to her with the bad news. “We’ll figure out a way.” Then she drove me to Athens herself, and sat in the back during my audition.


A couple of agonizing months later, the thick envelope arrived: I’d been accepted with a fully paid scholarship to study drama at UGA.


Still, my father was adamant. “You can go use that money to go to the state teachers’ college down the road, like my sister,” the only person in his family to go to college. Once again, Mrs. Reid interceded, assuring my parents I’d be safe in Athens, Georgia.


“I promise I’ll visit often to make sure she’s doing okay,” she assuaged. “It’s a great opportunity for Patsy,” as I was called then—and in spite of efforts to get people to call me “Patricia,” no one did, then or now! At last, Mrs. Reid prevailed, and off I went to UGA.


My father came to see me at university only once, unexpectedly, just in time to see my performance in the role of a prostitute dying of syphilis in Hello from Bertha, a one-act play by Tennessee Williams. He watched in horror as, clad in a revealing black slip, I cursed and threw gin bottles onstage.


“That’s it,” he told me afterward. “You’re coming home with me.”


“I’m not,” I told him levelly. I loved my life at the university, and I had started my journey away from a home where I didn’t feel safe, understood, or loved, and beyond the small-town limitations. I would do what I had to do to stay, so I threatened him with words I had never spoken before. “And if you try to make me leave school,” I told him, “I’ll tell Mother about what you did to me.”


He froze. He knew what I meant. He had threatened me into keeping “our secret”; now I was threatening him with revealing it.


My voice was calm, but inside I was shaking. Still, I spoke my truth, even for a fleeting moment, and the abject fear in his eyes told me that I had gone far enough. As he turned to leave, I knew I was staying—and to keep moving forward, I buried our secret for the next twenty-eight years.


DANGEROUS TIMES CALL FOR DANGEROUS WOMEN


In Conversation with Stacey Abrams


Stacey Abrams has made history more than once in her life. She is the first African American woman to become the Democratic nominee for governor in any state—and she almost became the governor of my home state, Georgia. Amid allegations of voter suppression through political maneuvering by her opponent, who was Georgia’s secretary of state at the time, Abrams demanded that every vote be recounted in the days after the election. Ten days later, she announced the end of her gubernatorial campaign. There’s no question for those of us who witnessed both her effectiveness as the Democratic leader in a conservative, Republican-dominated state assembly and the way that her campaign ignited support and interest across the United States and around the world that she will continue to move forward as a leader.


Stacey’s life story is one defying expectations and limitations at every step in her journey from rural Mississippi. A daughter of Methodist ministers who taught her the values of giving as well as leading, she inspires all those who hear her and meet her with how smart and strategic she is, how committed and courageous, and yes, dangerous, too. She’s clearly not afraid to take risks, to put herself on the line, to disrupt, and to be as daring as she needs to be to make the changes she sees as possible.


Stacey had only had a few days to rest and reflect on her historic campaign when I sat down with her and asked her what it means to her to be a dangerous woman.


What resonates for you in the statement that “dangerous times call for dangerous women”?


Stacey: Central constructs motivate people to action—the core notion of autonomy, the resilience of democracy, the opportunity for success—yet recent years have eroded our confidence in their truth. We wake, we work, we dream, believing that our efforts will bring them to fruition. In these times, when our basic beliefs are at stake, we must have women who are willing to defy convention, to take calculated risks, and to build infrastructure that will serve a broader community and withstand assaults on our freedoms.


Do you think of yourself as a dangerous woman and, if so, how has this been manifested in your life and work?


Stacey: A dangerous woman is one who understands the traditions and conventions, may even operate within them, but she is also willing to defy them when necessary. I ran for governor as the first black woman to receive the nomination from a major party, and after questionable actions that eroded access to the ballot for thousands, I refused to offer a concession speech, instead challenging the structure of our elections. More importantly, I launched an organization to pursue legal reforms to our electoral process, even though the results would not change the outcome of my election. This moment is an example of how I have consistently tried to confront challenges: identify the problem, understand why it’s a problem, and then work to solve it. I would say there are few things as dangerous as a woman with a plan and the perseverance to execute.


Is there an age component to feeling dangerous? Was there a particular incident or moment or time in your life when becoming dangerous felt essential, and why?


Stacey: I do not believe age is a necessary factor. As we can see from the young women at the heart of Black Lives Matter or the Parkland survivors, to the tenacity of an Edith Windsor or Maxine Waters or Mazie Hirono, the issue is not age; the question is the necessity of the moment. At the age of twelve, I was selected for a prestigious honor that included a trip to Arizona from my hometown in Mississippi—and I was the only African American selected from my state. Unfortunately, when my parents brought me to the airport to travel with the other participants, we discovered they’d intentionally given us the wrong information and left without me. My parents tried to take me home, but they’d raised me to not allow others to dictate my future. So I convinced them to let me go alone, on my very first flight, to the event. I was nervous, terrified of flying, and not exactly certain of my reception when I arrived, but I did it anyway. Being dangerous is an act of imagination—deciding your goals and pushing through pain and angst.


Who are the women in your life who inspire you to be more dangerous?


Stacey: My mother, my three sisters, Johnnetta Cole [the first female president of Spelman College], Lauren Groh-Wargo [Stacey’s campaign manager and the CEO of Fair Fight Action], and those countless women who stepped up to help me pursue my bid for governor.


What are the biggest remaining danger zones for women worldwide?


Stacey: Poverty, reproductive health care access, academic education, property ownership, and access to technology.















Chapter 2



Starting Over


“I’LL BE DAMNED if my own daughter is going to sit in classes with one of them,” my father roared.


When news broke that the University of Georgia was about to admit its first black students, my father tried everything short of imprisoning me to keep me from accepting my scholarship to study there.


When UGA made its historic decision a few weeks before I started my first semester, I thought it was the best news I’d heard. The civil-rights movement had already won some other victories, most significantly the battle to integrate the schools of neighboring Alabama. On June 11, 1963, Governor George Wallace—who had declared “segregation now, segregation tomorrow, segregation forever” in his inaugural address—had famously stood on the steps of the University of Alabama campus to try to stop black students Vivian Malone and James Hood from coming through those doors until the federal authorities, the Alabama National Guard, stepped in.


The governor of Georgia, Ernest Vandiver Jr., decided to try to keep his state, the home of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., from becoming a battleground, and integrating the University of Georgia was one big step forward. Three days after Charlayne Hunter (later Hunter-Gault) and Hamilton Holmes arrived, an angry mob hurled bottles and bricks at Charlayne’s dorm—the very one I was assigned to.


As Charlayne would later write in the New Yorker, “The town police threw around tear gas, ostensibly to disperse an already-thinning crowd. By the time the state troopers arrived, the protesters were long gone. The university suspended me, they said, for my own safety.” That’s right—Charlayne and Hamilton got suspended, not their racist hecklers! A quick protest from hundreds of teachers and students restored them to campus.


I met Charlayne Hunter my first week on campus, and while understandably cautious, she seemed to appreciate somewhat my overly effusive welcome and offer to walk with her to class from Myers Hall.


I knew what she had already been through—more than eighteen months in court simply to attend UGA, which she chose for its strong journalism program, for which she was highly qualified. From day one on campus, she endured racial slurs, her car tires were slashed, and even some professors refused to address her in class. In all the clear demonstrations of racism, I never saw her express anger or fear, even though she told me later that she felt both often. Outwardly, she always appeared composed, prepared, and purposeful toward those who opposed her presence as well as to those who welcomed it.


I easily remember the fear I felt but never saw in her face during the times I and other supportive students walked with her through the rock-throwing, angry groups of students. She never lost her composure or deviated from her purpose. In a moment that must have felt somewhat redemptive, she returned in 1988 as UGA’s commencement speaker—the first person of color to give the speech in the university’s 185-year history—and in her stirring words, she told a new generation of students that “I stand before you now… because we have had our justice after all.”


Forty or more years after we marched together in Georgia, Charlayne and I reconnected on one of my first trips to Africa. She had married a South African and was NPR’s African bureau chief—just another plaudit in a career that has included positions at the New Yorker and the New York Times (where she got them to stop using the word negro to refer to African Americans), national correspondent and anchor positions at PBS’s The MacNeil/Lehrer NewsHour, and CNN. She’s also written several highly acclaimed books—and even started a South African wine company!


When we met for coffee in Johannesburg, Charlayne wore a traditional African caftan, her hair now a beautiful Afro, and looked every bit the warrior woman she had been at nineteen. At seventy-six, she’s as dangerous as ever; just check out her Twitter feed!


MORE THAN ONCE, marching for African American civil rights in the South in the 1960s, I would hear a shout from fellow white southerners on the sidelines: “If they don’t rape you, we’re going to kill you.”


It was an ugly, scary time, and it was hard to find equilibrium between all the diverse parts of my college life, which was, not unexpectedly, crammed with activities. I joined a sorority to help me navigate social life in a big university where I knew so few people. Through Phi Mu, I made lifelong friends, especially my roommate at the sorority house, Glenda Grimsley. She has been my best friend from college until now. Like Glenda, I was also active in campus politics and activities, running, unsuccessfully, for class president my sophomore year. “Pick Patsy” was my campaign slogan, with posters that featured my face inside a daisy. I didn’t get picked.


I worked part-time at a dress shop, and I joined the civil-rights protests whenever possible. I lost my balance between what really mattered and what was popular more than once while trying to find where I felt I belonged and where I felt a sense of real purpose. I wanted to focus on something more than getting through college as fast as possible to avoid more of the accumulating student loans that were necessary to augment the scholarship.


Fortunately, I had a new mentor, a new rabbi, in the form of my college advisor, who helped keep me focused during tumultuous and transformative times for this small-town girl.


“Education is your ticket to being in all the parades that matter,” Dr. Boyd McWhorter reminded me. “Focus on that first—learn, then do. If you try to do everything, be everything, right now, you could lose yourself.”


It was good advice—but I didn’t fully adopt it. There were too many exciting opportunities everywhere around me, so I did it all. Or tried.


I was being pushed and pulled between a strong urge to be an activist, wanting to be on the front lines to right the many wrongs I witnessed close-up during those years in the South, and a desire to be popular and accepted within the dominant culture, which, to say the least, was not an activist or feminist one in the sixties at UGA.


That tension between wanting to fit in and fighting for change that began in college has continued, as I have often straddled (and sometimes bridged) different worlds and perspectives: I’ve juggled being an activist and a journalist, and not always successfully, especially since I often worked with people whose views on race, gender, and politics were opposite to mine. Sustaining relationships with family and friends across political differences, geographic divides, and life experiences was always challenging.


ONE SUSTAINING UGA relationship is with Tom Johnson, who became Lyndon B. Johnson’s press secretary, publisher of the LA Times, and later president of CNN where we reconnected. Tom was an early role model, friend, and advocate—putting me forward more than once for the right career opportunities. He’s a world class connector, but his first connection—introducing me to a man I would marry—wasn’t as successful as some that followed.


It was one of those hot, sticky, early fall nights that people who grew up “below the gnat line” in Georgia know well. (The gnat line refers to the part of Georgia where those irritating little creatures live all year long because it never gets cold enough in the winter for them to hibernate or die.)


My college boyfriend and I were on Tybee Island, off the coast of Savannah, for a friend’s wedding, where I was one of the bridesmaids. We’d been dating for two years—“pinned”—which was considered the step before engagement.


On the long drive down from Athens to Tybee that day, he talked about getting married, while I silently contemplated how to break the news that I planned to end the relationship. He was the perfect college boyfriend, fun-loving and a great dancer, but I wasn’t thinking about marriage. I was far too curious about the world, too serious about my growing activism, and already committed to graduate school with plans to go for a PhD. I wanted to write and travel the world, not follow the BS with MRS or MOM, which was the expected path for Southern good girls. I was definitely a good girl, committed to being a virgin when I did get married.


That night on Tybee Beach, after too much champagne, I allowed him to pull off my bridesmaid’s dress, which stuck to my body in the midnight heat. The kissing and fondling that always ended didn’t stop. I remember the pain of entry and an immediate feeling of fear that was almost paralyzing as I was sure, that instant, that I was going to get pregnant. After all, I had just sinned, according to the Baptist preachers I heard every Sunday in Swainsboro.


I’m being irrational, I told myself as I rather frantically tried to get back into my sticky dress. No one gets pregnant the first time they have sex! The fear was palpable; the reality of what had happened, nauseating. The next day, visiting my parents in Swainsboro, I could barely look at my father; the shame and fear that I often felt in his presence were more intense than ever. I was certain that something had happened on the beach that would change my life forever.


I WAS RIGHT. I was pregnant.


In my final quarter of living in the Phi Mu house, my body already felt like it no longer belonged only to me, and my mind raced with ways to fix this situation, trying to remember all the remedies I’d heard supposedly bad girls used when they got pregnant. It was the dark ages for women in terms of reproductive rights—no birth control pills, no legal abortions. Being pregnant out of wedlock—another quaint phrase—meant that marriage and babies were a lock, to be sure. A lock on all my dreams.


Castor oil. I’d heard taking a large dose of the popular laxative would work. It didn’t, but it surely made me sicker. After another month of almost constant sickness, I finally drove myself to Atlanta and saw a gynecologist. “Mrs. Greenfield,” he said, with a tone that indicated he knew I was using a fake name, “congratulations, you’re going to have a baby.”


Bursting into hysterical tears, I called Glenda, my best friend and roommate, who quickly went into battle-plan mode. “You’ve got to tell your parents… and him,” she said. “And arrange a quick wedding. I’ll help put it together. No one has to know.”


“There has to be another solution,” I protested and heard myself say the words, “I’ll get an abortion.” Just the word conjured up images of dark alleys with dimly lit rooms where so-called physicians helped girls in trouble for a few thousand dollars. I’d seen those films, usually ending with the girl bleeding to death.


But I’d also heard of the girls who had survived them and went on with their original life plans; maybe that could happen for me too. Glenda wasn’t supportive of this option but offered to help. We asked around discreetly “for a friend” and got a name and number. One week later, I was driving to the appointment, having borrowed the cash from an unsuspecting and generous sorority sister, but Glenda had decided that she couldn’t let me go through with it.


“I told him,” she explained. “He’s on his way to Atlanta to ask you to marry him.” I’m not sure I would have gone through with the plan even if she hadn’t intervened, but suddenly I felt completely out of control of my life.


“YOU’LL LOSE YOUR graduate fellowship if you get married,” the dean of graduate school told me when I said I was getting married. Male students didn’t lose their fellowships if they got married, but females did. At home, my announcement created a scene. My father remained stoic and silent while my mother focused on what people would say. We decided on a story for the public, that we had had a secret marriage in the summer.


Sometime in the fall of that year—how telling that I can never recall the date—we got married in a small chapel in Athens. I can’t remember anything about the day except that I cried throughout the ceremony. How sad for the man who loved me and never wavered in his commitment to “do the right thing.”


On June 5, 1965, our son, Mark, was born in Piedmont Hospital, now called Piedmont Atlanta Hospital. As was the custom then, I was knocked out with drugs and have no memory whatsoever of his birth. I woke up to find a big, round baby sucking on my breast, something else no one prepared me for. In fact, I was so unprepared for childbirth that I actually went into the hospital with my hair styled in a beehive, with dozens of hairpins that had to be extracted, one by one, when I went into labor. Plink. Plink. After eleven hours of labor, I looked like Phyllis Diller.


Mark was perfect. Motherly love took over, pushing away the anger and disappointment of missing my graduation ceremony, which was that same day. I’d so wanted the chance to march across that stage and be handed the evidence that I had, indeed, graduated with honors. But I also loved my son, fully and deeply, and gave myself over to that feeling.


Still, I was nowhere near where I had imagined myself to be at twenty-two. I had made a mistake, and I had to make the most of the unexpected fall on the journey and keep moving forward.


Within two short years, I knew that the marriage wasn’t going to work. I was juggling teaching sixth grade in a challenging middle school on Atlanta’s south side, finishing graduate work at Georgia State University, and also caring for a baby. My husband was looking for a good job and trying to transition from being considered the most likely to succeed, according to all our college friends, to the financial challenges of supporting a family without having completed a degree. We were both unhappy, and I didn’t see this changing even if we kept trying.


My mother advised me to accept my fate and stay put. “You made your bed; now you have to lie in it.”


My friends worried for me, and what would come of my life if I left. “What will you do as a single mom?” “Who will pay your bills?” I was already paying the bills.


This was my “problem that has no name,” as Betty Friedan had called it in her book The Feminine Mystique, where she’d written, “I had a hunger that food cannot fill.” I had read her book and was captivated by the news about women’s marches for equality going on in New York and Washington, and I was experiencing a profound AHA moment about inequality as well.


With Mark nearly three, I went for the divorce—mutual agreement, split of the assets (which was zero), taking half the bills (which were big!).


AFTER THE DIVORCE, I signed up, along with Glenda, to take a group of students to Europe on one of those “if it’s Tuesday, it must be Belgium” tours. It was my first trip outside the United States, and I discovered a passion for travel that has only increased every year since. As a divorced working mom, I also discovered that much of what I wanted to do would often conflict with my new responsibilities. I had custody of Mark and was receiving the state minimum for child support ($350 a month at the time), which didn’t even cover the babysitters necessary for me to both teach and finish my coursework for my PhD. I was hired as an instructor at UGA to teach two courses while finishing my thesis and had to delay my doctorate plans as my student loans had run out.


I discovered that I loved teaching; my theatre training paid off big time as I kept my students’ attention with dramatic readings of contemporary poetry or Herman Melville’s Moby-Dick, the subject of my master’s thesis. “You’re one of the most popular instructors,” my graduate advisor told me at my first semester’s review. “Students are competing for your classes!”


When one of my colleagues shared with me that he’d gotten a raise for his second year, I asked for one, too. We had the same credentials and experience. The head of the English department smiled serenely at my request even as he denied it: “John’s a married man with a family to support.” No matter that I had a child to support as well. It was my first direct experience of equal work for unequal pay, and it further radicalized my fermenting feminism.


I poured myself into the social-justice protests of the day and was soon arrested for participating in a civil-rights march. Along with several of my freshmen students, I was herded into a holding pen at the Clarke County Jail. When the police discovered my faculty card, I was released without charges after a lecture from the sheriff about how we “liberals” needed to just move north and stop corrupting the young people we were supposed to be teaching.


THE CLARKE COUNTY sheriff’s moral compass was despicable, but his sense of direction was keen; it was indeed time to move a bit farther north.


Virginia Commonwealth University had once been dubbed the “hippie’s college,” and joining the faculty there the following year was, for me, another big step away from what civil-rights activist Virginia Durr dubbed the “magic circle” of Southern womanhood: playacting the well-brought-up, conformist Southern belle; going crazy (if she had any spark of creativity whatsoever); or becoming the rebel and cutting ties with all expectations and “privilege.”


Mark and I lived in a big house in the Fan district, Richmond’s “Greenwich Village,” with Dr. Casey Hughes, another divorcée and friend from UGA, and her two children. We quickly became the center of a growing student revolution happening on many college campuses where students, passions fueled by other social-justice movements of the time for black Americans and for women, began to make demands to have a louder voice, more freedoms.


Our house was like an ongoing consciousness-raising session with groups of students, other faculty, and regular out-of-town visitors crashing on various sofas and extra beds. There was rarely a night when there wasn’t a group meeting or civil-rights or student-rights demonstration or an antiwar rally, and sometimes all of them rolled into one continuous house party.


Casey and I also ran the community women’s consciousness-raising sessions, while holding down jobs that paid us less than our male colleagues and fending off the sexual overtures of so-called liberals who took up the label only when it became associated with sexual freedom. It was the time of communes, communal sex and drugs, love and peace, but for me, it was a year of financial challenges, anemic paychecks, and a son who needed more attention than he was getting.


I enjoyed teaching but the salary was not really enough to cover my bills and pay back student loans. I also longed to have time to write or go back to graduate school for my doctorate. And while I was as engaged as I could be in many activist activities, being in Virginia still felt like being in the backwater of a rising tide elsewhere. So when a college friend who had gone to work for the popular weekly LOOK offered to introduce me to the editor to pitch a story about the student uprisings that were big news at the time, I leapt at the opportunity to share my experiences as one of the faculty sympathizers. I drove to New York for the interview, and although the story idea was turned down, I got an offer for a job as a researcher with a salary that was more than I made as an assistant professor.


Even more important to me at the time was what I perceived to be a chance to start over in the city of my childhood dreams. I had been there once before, a brief visit as part of my studies as a drama major at UGA, and I had felt immediately at home, in sync with the city’s rhythms that matched my own so much better than those of a college campus. I said good-bye to Casey and our communal home, and Mark and I headed for New York.


DAVE MAXEY, LOOK’S managing editor, gave it to me straight.


“Listen, Pat, I’d love to guarantee that this is going to work out for you, but you’ll have to turn in some stories that you pursue on your own, and if I like them, I’ll publish them. Meanwhile, your job will be to do research for the other writers and occasionally, maybe I can get you an assignment with one of our photographers. You can learn a lot by watching them cover a story.”


It didn’t take but two of the martini lunches typical of the day to discover why everyone slumped over their typewriters between 3 and 5 p.m.—yes, typewriters, with actual desk phones and desks and offices, think Mad Men with our own “Jon Hamms” and romantic intrigues and pretty out-front competitiveness. In this totally foreign world of New York journalism, where most of the women went to Smith or Barnard and carried a certainty about them that I clearly lacked, I was anything but confident. I was scared that any minute I would be found out to be a small-town girl whose only experience at this point had been teaching freshman English.


I had to fake confidence and channel Mrs. Reid’s words (“speak up because no one else is going to do that for you”) more than once when challenged to step back or step aside. I channeled Grandmother, too, and just kept moving forward, as fast as my too-high heels would carry me. (Later, a fellow writer, Pat Carbine, said without looking up, “New York streets are better navigated in more sensible shoes. And they’re less noisy, too.”)


Navigating motherhood in NYC was another challenge entirely. The cheap loft I sublet over a Chinese restaurant in lower Chinatown—on the Bowery, actually—wasn’t a great place for Mark, who was four years old and eager to explore. After the first weeks, my mother suggested he live with her and my father until I got settled. Mark liked that plan, given that the grandparents spoiled him, and they would laugh and smile when he was around, rare events during my own childhood. He could also visit more easily with his dad, who was still living in Georgia. So I agreed, and Mark went to Swainsboro for the summer.


Alone now in the big city, I began to see a big story developing in my neighborhood in Chinatown. Gangs were being formed among different groups of new immigrants, and fights began to break out over who controlled a block or got to sit on a certain stoop outside a particular restaurant.


“It’s getting violent there,” I explained to the skeptical-looking editor when I pitched the story, “but I’ve been volunteering at one of the community centers for new residents, and I think I can get the kids to talk to me about what’s going on.”


I did manage to get two key gang leaders to talk to me, and after a few conversations that revealed the story of two rival gangs and their families, my editor encouraged me to keep listening and writing. Maxey also realized the story was gaining in importance as the violence in Chinatown was making headlines in the New York Post and Daily News.


By mid-September, my story had been approved; the storyboards were put up for the editorial staff, a practice in those days for magazines. I can still visualize the photographs and headline: “Chinatown: A Family Divided.” My first story with a byline was scheduled for the October issue, and I was moving forward faster than I had imagined toward being a bona fide writer in the city of my dreams.


I had moved uptown, too, out of the Chinatown sublease to a ground-floor apartment in a townhouse on the Upper West Side, at that time the less expensive side of Central Park, and Mark had returned from Swainsboro. I had a downtown artist boyfriend, an uptown apartment, a son in a public school that I could walk him to every morning, and a job I loved. Success!


Until one morning, only a month or so later, when the news came over the loudspeakers at Cowles Communications, the company that owned LOOK, that the magazine would not be publishing another edition; the business was bankrupt. Tubs full of ice and Bloody Marys were offered to the stunned staff, and realizing that I was now unemployed and with no idea what was next, I passed on the drinks and started making calls. In the chaos of the next few days, as the television cameras showed up to cover the dismantling of the offices, I was asked by a television reporter about what I would do next. Noting that she was employed and I wasn’t, I looked straight into her camera and said, “I think I’ll try television!”


I DID TRY—AUDITION after audition followed my onetime, brief television report on the Chinatown story—but Christmas came and went and there were no offers. I was broke and still unemployed.


But before giving up entirely, I made one more call—to David Garth, the political media guru I had met while reporting a story on the US Conference of Mayors for LOOK. Garth was going to run the media for former New York mayor John V. Lindsay’s newly announced campaign for the presidency.


“Want to help me elect a president?” David asked when I explained my plight.


A job! “Yes, when do I start?”


David Garth already had a reputation as a great propagandist, and I’d join his media team alongside a young Yale graduate named Jeff Greenfield, who had already worked for Robert Kennedy as a speechwriter. Our assignment was to conceive, write, and produce political ads that would secure wins for Lindsay in the Wisconsin and South Carolina primaries.


Jeff and I produced more than thirty campaign commercials for Lindsay, and I learned fast how to conceive, write, and edit political television commercials that at that time were starting to transform all political campaigns. It was a high-stakes, high-pressure environment and a learning opportunity that would serve me well post campaign, even though I wasn’t sure how at the time.


Even then, Garth Associates had better equipment and more advanced technology than the networks I’d been auditioning for. We had a state-of-the-art Avid editing system inside a mobile truck, and we wrote, edited, and got thirty-second commercials on the air within hours, not days. I learned more during three months on the road with Jeff and more from David Garth about how to tell a story than I would have learned in months, maybe years, at a television station.


I loved it, too, but I didn’t like being away from Mark as much as I was. Fortunately, Mrs. Weiner, the kindly babysitter who lived upstairs in our brownstone, had moved into our small apartment to care for Mark while I was on the road five days a week—until, that is, this new career also came to an abrupt end.


Lindsay lost the primary elections, and he called it quits. Garth had other campaigns and I could have continued to work on his team, but my dream was still to get a job in television and hopefully one that would allow me to be a more present parent. When I told Jeff Greenfield, my Garth colleague who had become a close friend, that I was leaving to pursue a job in television, he predicted, “Television will ruin your life!” Ironic words from a man who later became a network television star political correspondent and analyst.


Mayor Lindsay’s quixotic campaign became memorialized the next year on the big screen in one of my favorite Robert Redford films, The Candidate, inspired by David Garth’s dictum that “any campaign can be won with the right media campaign.” Redford’s character in the movie had that right media campaign and won his election. At the end of the movie, the winning candidate looks up after his victory speech and asks, “Now what?”


I had the same question! I was at yet another crossroads and ready to once again risk starting over.


DANGEROUS TIMES CALL FOR DANGEROUS WOMEN


In Conversation with Ai-jen Poo


When Ai-jen found herself volunteering at a domestic violence shelter for immigrant women, she was struck by how difficult it was for the women—all of whom were working full-time—to make ends meet. Many of the women worked in low-wage service occupations, caring for the families of others, yet were finding it impossible to care for their own families. Later on, when Ai-jen’s family was no longer able to care for her grandfather, they were forced to place him in a nursing home, and it was at the nursing home that Ai-jen observed close-up the challenges for caregivers, 90 percent of whom are women and disproportionately women of color, and the impact on people in need of care, like her grandfather. It’s been her life’s mission to fight for the rights of caregivers—nannies, housekeepers, home health aides, and all the others who, while caring for our most vulnerable, are themselves undervalued, underpaid, and subjected to discrimination and harassment. In 2010, she helped get the first Domestic Workers Bill of Rights passed, which has brought protections to more than 200,000 domestic workers in New York.
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