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Author’s Note





This is a memoir. The story told is true the way I remember it. However, many names and identifying details have been changed to protect the innocent people who have passed through my life and never volunteered to have their lives exposed. Some time sequences have also been altered to keep the story going forward. But for the most part, I begin at the beginning and end at the end.












1: International Day










Milwaukee, Wisconsin. 1980.




Third grade.




Right before dismissal.




We were sitting on the rug at the end of the day listening to Mrs. Fletcher explain about International Day. It was going to be something new and exciting and we were all going to participate. The gymnasium would be transformed into an international bazaar and there was going to be food and games and decorations from all over the world. I looked around at my classmates to see if anyone else thought this sounded exciting. Blank stares all around. Mrs. Fletcher continued, undeterred by our collective lack of enthusiasm. “So regular classes will be suspended for the entire day…,” she started, and then of course everyone perked up. “And we will spend the afternoon at the bazaar learning about different cultures. And the best part is you don’t have to wear your uniforms.” Some of the kids whooped and hollered at that. I didn’t really care. I actually liked my Black Watch plaid jumper with the gold buttons on the shoulders. It made me feel official. And my regular play clothes were not that cute anyway, thanks to having a mom who swore she could find the same designer clothing at the JCPenney warehouse that the other kids got from the Polo store and Laura Ashley.




Still, this bazaar thing had potential. I liked learning about different cultures and anything involving food and eating made me happy. My best friend was Japanese and I had already discovered a great love of tofu drenched in soy sauce. And thin, salty, crispy strips of seaweed made an excellent snack food. Thanks to Miko, I even knew how to say “grandma,” “grandpa,” and “soy sauce” in Japanese. And I could eat rice with chopsticks. Nobody else in my class could do that. I was about to raise my hand and offer up this bit of information to Mrs. Fletcher and the rest of my classmates when I remembered that Mrs. Fletcher had recently commented to my parents that I asked too many questions in class and needed to exercise some self-control. My mother, believing there was no such thing as too many questions, suggested I simply wait until the teacher was done talking before I shot my hand up in the air. “Just don’t interrupt her so much,” is what my mother told me, so I willed my hand still and waited for her to finish her instructions so I could share my wealth of information about Japanese culture.




“So,” Mrs. Fletcher was saying, “instead of your uniforms you are all supposed to come to school dressed in the clothing of your ancestors. So if your family is German you can wear lederhosen or one of those cute dresses with the white pinafore.” This being Milwaukee, the majority of my white classmates claimed German heritage and got it right away. Melissa Konig raised her hand, a look of concern wrinkling her lightly freckled face. “What if you’re German on one side and French on the other?” she asked. Mrs. Fletcher laughed. “You can pick whichever part of your heritage you want to display.” Another kid raised his hand. “What if we don’t know our heritage?” Again laughter from the teacher. “Your parents know exactly where they came from,” she assured us. “And that’s part of the reason for this day. We want you to investigate where you come from and share it with the school community. You can bring in decorations or foods or pictures or anything. The entire lower school will be involved.”




Suddenly Japanese culture wasn’t important anymore. I felt my cheeks burn. If they hadn’t been brown, everyone would have noticed that they were red. I tried not to make eye contact with anyone, in case they noticed my discomfort or figured out my shame. My ancestors were slaves! I was the descendant of a group of people kept as chattel, who lived in shacks, worked themselves to death, and, if luck was on their side, fled up north with Harriet Tubman and disappeared. What was I supposed to do? Come to school dressed in rags with a handkerchief tied around my head? And food? Slaves didn’t get to eat good food. Maybe my mom could bring in some table scraps for everyone to sample. I could feel my heart beating loudly in my chest and my skin went cold. How was I going to deal with this? And me being the only Black child in my class, my shame was my own.




“Are there any other questions?” Mrs. Fletcher asked, looking directly at me. I quickly averted my gaze and shook my head no. I didn’t want her to bring up my predicament in front of everyone. Maybe she’d tell me I didn’t have to come to school on Friday, seeing as I didn’t have a “real” heritage like everyone else. Luckily the boys in my class, unable to sit still any longer, freed me from my dilemma by jumping up and heading to the coatroom, effectively ending the discussion.




I dragged myself out the door and to the front circle to wait for the school bus. The ride to our house in Shorewood, a suburb of Milwaukee that felt like city living with more trees, lasted an hour. Usually Vivian Cole and I sat in the very back seats and sang classic rock songs at the top of our lungs to pass the time, but this day, I sat alone in an anonymous middle seat and tried not to cry. Life was so unfair. It had never really bothered me before that I was the only Black girl in my class and one of only a handful in my entire private school. In fact, I barely even noticed. And as far as I could tell, nobody else noticed, either. Nobody ever referred to me as “that Black girl” or called me names. I was just Lori. Now everyone was going to know I was different. They’d realize my history made me something less than they were. I went from sad to angry. By the time Vince the bus driver called me out of my funk to let me know I was home, I felt royally cheated that I wasn’t from a legitimate country like Germany or England. Or someplace exotic like Greece, which is where Kristopher Stavros was from. For every birthday since the first grade, Kristopher’s mother had brought in homemade sticky-sweet baklava, which, she was always careful to explain in her heavily accented English, took hours to make. But little Kristopher was worth it. Which I always questioned, since in class little Kristopher was a major pain in the butt, but that’s not really important.




“What’s the matter with you?” my mother asked when I came shuffling through the front door. She was always home to get me off the bus, having worked the early shift at the hospital. I told her about International Day and my embarrassing predicament.




“Oh, don’t be so dramatic,” she said, pooh-poohing my self-inflicted trauma. “You can wear whatever you want. In fact, you can wear my red beret, and I saw this perfect blue dress the other day that looks just like Madeline’s from the book. You can be French,” my mother said.




“But we’re not French,” I squeaked, wanting to believe my mother had the right idea, imagining myself in an adorable French outfit to rival Melissa Konig’s. And I did look good in a beret. I’d tried on my mother’s when she was taking a nap.




“We might be,” my mother said. “I’ve always felt very drawn to French culture,” she added.




But this wasn’t ethnic Halloween. I could just imagine showing up at school all Frenchied up and then having to explain to people how a Black person could possibly be French. We’d all seen the same history books, and not once did I ever recall a single Black person in France. People would just laugh at me—or worse, call me a liar.




“Forget it,” I said to my mother. “I just won’t wear anything. I’ll just say we couldn’t find anything.”




“Lori, you’re being silly,” my mother tried again. “You could wear something Dutch. I know for sure that on your father’s side someone was Dutch. We could find some wooden clogs and—”




“Mom, Dutch people have blond hair and blue eyes. Like that boy on the paint can,” I interrupted. “Who is going to believe me when I say I’m Dutch?”




“Well you are partially Dutch,” my mother sniffed. This conversation was making her uncomfortable, which was making me uncomfortable. I wanted a solution from her that not only made sense, but would also put me back on equal footing with my friends. I wanted to wear a costume like everyone else and be like everyone else, but in this instance I couldn’t. And I couldn’t bear the thought of wearing an outfit that belonged to the slave-owning part of my heritage and then having to explain how we were connected. I didn’t feel as if I had permission to claim the master’s culture. It wasn’t ours for the taking. And I certainly wasn’t going to explain all this to the kids at my school on International Day.




My mother gave it one last effort. “Would you prefer to go dressed as an Indian? I know for a fact that my grandmother on my mother’s side was half Cherokee Indian.”




I left the room without answering.




It was true that my mother’s people had some real Native American blood in them. But who didn’t? My mother was born in Egypt, Mississippi, one of ten girls and one boy. Her family moved to Milwaukee when she was four and she never left, except for the two years in Cincinnati while my father got his MBA at Xavier University. On my dad’s side of the family, everyone always talked about an Indian relative on my grandmother’s side that was responsible for their high yellow skin color and almost indigo eyes. Like my dad’s. But no one had ever been able to tell me much about this phantom relative whenever I pressed for details. In fact, they couldn’t even confirm whether he was an Indian from India or a Native American.




As I lay across my bed, racking my brain trying to come up with some exotic element in my family tree, I realized how very little I actually did know. My mother’s family seemed to start and stop with my aunties and cousins. They were my family, my history, and my ancestors. Each auntie had her own “thing” that made her special. Mary was the cook. Minerva was the beauty expert. Linda Sue, the baby of the girls still living in Milwaukee, was the one you went to for laughs. I thought I had parts of them all in my body. My dad’s family all lived in Baltimore and we only saw them on holidays and sometimes in the summer. I never even bothered to ask my grandmother anything about where she came from. I figured if we descended from something special, then I’d have heard about it by now. I fell asleep on my bed dreaming of slave shacks and Harriet Tubman.


• • •



On Friday morning I put my uniform on. I considered pretending to be sick, but my parents didn’t allow that. My father had actually divided our tuition by the hours we were in school to calculate how much each class was worth, so he could say things like “If you miss an entire day of school, that’s thirty dollars down the drain. One class, you’re talking five bucks.” Plus, as uncomfortable as I was, I was still really interested in tasting all that international food. Miko’s family had recently taken my sister and me to a real German restaurant in Chicago and made us try snails dripping with butter and garlic. I was hoping that with all the Germans in my school, there’d be some of those at International Day.




When I got to school, all the kids in my class were wearing the expected lederhosen and cutesy pinafore dresses, berets, and knickers, and one kid had on a pair of wooden shoes. The one Indian boy in my class, Vikas, wore something made of silk that looked like a dress and had a funny name. Mrs. Fletcher didn’t even ask me where my costume was. She probably assumed I wouldn’t want to come dressed like a slave. I was relieved she didn’t ask me to explain myself.




The activities started at lunchtime. Our usual family-style meal was a smorgasbord of international flavors. We had bratwurst and apple turnovers, Swedish meatballs and some sort of Chinese stir-fry with crunchy noodles. No snails, though. After lunch we headed to the gym and were met with a riot of color and noise and information. We went around as a class first, visiting the different booths. Each booth represented a different country and was manned by volunteer parents in costumes. And then we were free to roam around, playing games, sampling sweets, and reading about distant lands. As I meandered around the gym, I completely forgot about my lack of heritage and just enjoyed all the activities with my friends. And then it was time for the parade of costumes, and I moved to the edge of the floor. I wasn’t the only one without a costume, though. Other kids had forgotten or couldn’t find anything to wear. I tried to act like I belonged with them.




By the time International Day was over, I felt like I had been holding my breath and I could finally let it go. All day long I had been praying nobody would ask me where I came from and why I wasn’t wearing a costume. The fact that they didn’t ask made me realize that they all probably knew and didn’t want to make me feel bad. Everybody knew that Black people came from nothing.















2: Josephine Baker Was My Hero










“Mom,” I hollered, hoping she could hear me all the way downstairs, “I have to decide between Spanish and French. Which should I take?”




I didn’t hear a response. My mother probably wasn’t answering because she hated when I tried to carry on conversations between different parts of the house. It didn’t matter. I pretty much knew what language she would choose. French. Even though she herself had studied equal years of Spanish and French in high school and college, she claimed she knew French better. It was a cultured language and very useful in many different countries and for ballet and music, too. My older sister, Elisa, agreed with my mother’s philosophy and had opted for French three years earlier when she entered the fifth grade. The fact that she was an aspiring ballerina weighed in on her decision as well.




As I pored over the packet of information I had received from the school about fifth grade, which was the official beginning of middle school, I started getting really excited. Besides the fact that I could retire my babyish jumper for a uniform skirt, middle school meant changing classes for math, science, and language. It meant study halls and lockers instead of a coat hook. It meant Dunkin’ Donuts for sale in the lobby every Thursday morning. It meant my sister and I (Elisa was heading to the eighth grade) would pass each other in the halls. I’d get total cool points for being acknowledged by all of my sister’s older friends. But as much as I worshiped Elisa, I also knew the necessity of distinguishing myself from her. It had already been established that Elisa was the good student. The dutiful, hardworking, good-grade-getting type. Teachers loved her. Me? I asked too many questions, talked too much, and didn’t have the discipline to study hard enough to excel. So in order to diminish the inevitable comparisons, I checked the box next to Spanish to spare myself and others the “You’re not what I expected from Elisa’s sister” comments.




I announced my intention to study Spanish at the dinner table that night. I didn’t explain my decision-making process.




“I think Spanish is a good idea,” my father said. “Hispanics are the fastest-growing minority and you’re going to need to speak Spanish to get ahead in any business.”




“Um, Dad, I’m not even interested in business,” I said, wondering if my dad had any clue what the life of a ten-year-old was even about. He was an accountant, so probably not.




“Are you sure you don’t want to study French?” my mother tried one more time.




“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said. “I mean, Elisa’s already taking French, so I should probably take Spanish so our family is like representing all the languages,” I said, hoping that sounded legitimate.




“Well, you’ll have Mr. Betancourt for a teacher,” my sister chimed in. “He’s really nice. I had him last year. Everyone calls him Mr. B.”




My heart sank. “What do you mean you had him? Isn’t he the Spanish teacher?” I asked, hoping against hope that my sister was merely confused.




“Yeah, but he teaches one class of French, too. He’s Cuban and supposedly something horrible happened to his family in Cuba but you’re not supposed to talk about it.”




I was intrigued. But mostly I was bummed because now I had to disappoint yet another educator at the University School of Milwaukee.


• • •



Mr. Betancourt wore a lot of cologne. Like a lot a lot. His classroom reeked of the sweet, musky scent. And it oozed from his pores. I imagined that he even splashed some on his always-shiny mane of dyed black hair. But then again, everything about Mr. B. was bold and over the top. He dressed like none of the other male teachers at my school. No gray pants and blue blazers. Mr. B. liked color. Lots of color. Red-and-white checkered pants, hot pink dress shirts. Bow ties and shiny white patent leather shoes. I liked him right away. And despite the fact that he’d had the pleasure of instructing my sister first, he liked me, too.




“Okay.” Mr. B. was trying again to inspire us. He held up the large picture of a cartoon family relaxing in the living room. He pointed to the lamp in the picture.




“¿Esto qué es?” he asked. Someone shouted out,“Lámpara.” Mr. B.’s head fell into his hands. Apparently we were hopeless. His face turned red as he tried to maintain some semblance of control. He willed his thin lips into a smile, showing just enough teeth for it to be misconstrued as a snarl. With his index finger, he again pointed to the lamp and asked,“¿Esto qué es?”




I knew what he wanted.




I raised my hand.“Esto es una lámpara.” Full sentences, people.




I got a “muy bien” and a grateful smile. He moved on to the couch.“¿Esto qué es?” I couldn’t help myself and raised my hand again. Shamelessly, Mr. B. called on me again because he knew I wouldn’t disappoint him.“Esto es un sofá.” I’m not that talented with languages, but come on, “lámpara” and “sofá” sound the same in English. It wasn’t that hard. Still, a lot of my classmates just heard “foreign language” and their brains immediately shut down. Not me. Learning Spanish had opened my eyes to a world beyond Milwaukee, where I had spent my entire decade of life. Granted, we moved like clockwork every two years, but we always stayed firmly planted on the North Shore of Milwaukee, where we also always managed to integrate a new neighborhood.




In Spanish class we were all foreigners, learning a new language and a new culture. Nobody entered that room with any type of hometown advantage. Having the last name Bradley or Uihlien wouldn’t help you roll your r’s or conjugate the subjunctive. I secretly thought Mr. B. liked me a little better because my brown skin might have reminded him of Cuba. Maybe his missing wife was Black and I reminded him of his daughter. Granted, I didn’t even know if he had a daughter, but I had no problem standing in if he needed a surrogate. I was always looking for a good role to play.


• • •



After one year of Spanish it was all over. My parents decided to send my sister and me to public school, and they didn’t teach Spanish in public school in the sixth grade.




“We’re not moving anymore, so you guys can go to the neighborhood schools,” my parents announced over the summer. “The schools in Shorewood are really good, and with the money we’re paying in taxes to live here we ought to get the benefit of sending you guys to public school,” my father explained to us.




But I knew the real reason we were being exiled to public school. My parents had run out of money. The giant abandoned mansion they had bought as the granddaddy of all their crazy house-restoration projects had rapidly depleted their resources. As had the unexpected birth of my little brother in 1980. We were broke. The way my parents were always arguing over money, I feared one day my father would be sent to jail for not paying a bill. Even the cars my parents were driving proved that we were two steps away from skid row. We’d been downgraded from a respectable secondhand Mercedes and a sensible 1970s station wagon my sister had named Goldie to what we called the Sherman Tank. It was a sand-colored gargantuan heap of ugly that was so big and so tacky, Elisa and I hid on the floor of the backseat when we were forced to ride in it. It even smelled like ugly.




I cried and protested the decision, but to no avail. I’d never be able to look my University School friends in the eye ever again with this public-school shame. Luckily, they all lived in the suburbs close to school, so the likelihood of bumping into them was small. Still, I cringed at just the thought of explaining to Diane or Sally why I wouldn’t be back at USM in the fall. My mother tried to help me see the positive side of things.




“You’ll be able to walk to school instead of riding that silly bus for an hour,” she said.




“I like riding the bus,” I responded, which was entirely true because Vivian and I often convinced Vince to stop at Baskin-Robbins for ice cream before dropping us off.




“You’ll be able to make friends in the neighborhood,” she offered. To her credit, I did routinely complain about all my friends living so far away that I never got to just go over to their houses. It always had to be prearranged with somebody’s parent playing chauffeur. What I had hoped to accomplish with my constant complaints was that we would move closer to them. Not me making new friends closer to home.




Luckily, the public-school experiment was a colossal failure. My sister, a freshman at the high school, immediately fell in with a fast crowd of party animals who kept her away from the house and her books for long periods of unexplained time. Yet she managed to pull off straight A’s and even get exempt from several exams because of her high marks in class. This didn’t sound right to my parents. And I, too, had found the academic standards in my sixth-grade class to be woefully below what I had experienced the year before. Academically I yawned through sixth grade and was at the head of the class. Socially, however, I had a lot to learn.




My first lesson came from a Black girl named Tanya Montgomery. Tanya was my best friend for the first three weeks of school. Then one day she hated me. She started a coatroom smear campaign against me, telling anyone who would listen that I was a liar and had been openly criticizing Amy Taylor’s purple ruffled shirt. Yes, it was true, I had mentioned something about the shirt reminding me of a certain elflike character on a popular television show, but that was told in confidence to another girl. Tanya had no business announcing this to the class as a symbol of my inherent evilness. By the end of the week, rumors were circulating that Tanya planned to “get me good” as soon as she could on the playground.




From what I could gather, Tanya had been the Everybody Knows and Likes Her Black Girl in the school before me. There were three Black girls in our grade altogether before I showed up, all of them bused in from the city. They were all friends, but Tanya was the ringleader. She was the voice. Well, my loud mouth and effervescent personality apparently rattled Tanya’s lock on the sixth-grade Black-girl popularity contest. Apparently there was room for only one Black girl queen bee. Or so she thought. And she planned on showing me who reigned supreme. Of course, back at private school, playground politics never got this gritty, so I just assumed Tanya was a crazy girl. And so I hid from her. Constantly. I avoided being alone at recess time. Walked home every day for lunch to avoid her in the cafeteria. Never returned to the school grounds until precisely one minute before the school bell rang. One day I miscalculated my timing and arrived back at school with a good five minutes of recess still left. She was waiting for me and immediately got in my face.




“Why don’t you go back to where you came from?” she said to me, pushing me for emphasis.




I wanted a nasty comeback to burst forth from my mouth, but instead “Why don’t you?” came weakly from my lips. And I shoved her back.




And then she pushed me and I fell in the dirt and suddenly our classmates, eager for entertainment and ready for blood, surrounded us. Tears were already running down my cheeks as I braced myself for the next attack. But it never came. The teacher did instead. She pulled us apart and told us both to go inside. I was so grateful I ran to the bathroom to clean myself up. One of the other Black girls followed me in. I feared for my life.




As I acted like cleaning my face was the most important job in the world, Tiffany came up to me and asked me a question.




“Is your daddy White?” she asked me.




“No. Why?” I responded.




“Well, why do you talk like that?”




“Like what?” I asked, even though I knew what she meant. Almost every Black person in Milwaukee had accused me of talking White.




“Well, you should just stay out of Tanya’s way,” she advised. “She’ll leave you alone. You just bother her, acting all uppity and stuff.”




“Okay,” I said, grateful that she wasn’t here to beat me up, but wondering how I was supposed to stop acting uppity when I wasn’t acting. I was just being. But now I understood that it wasn’t the purple shirt and I wasn’t a liar. This Black girl wanted to beat my ass because I wasn’t acting like a real Black person was supposed to. She just wanted me to act right, instead of White.




What I did instead was spend the rest of the year avoiding the Black people at my new school and trying to repair my damaged reputation with the White kids, doing my best to convince them that except for my Black skin, I was just like them. And I kept my opinions about other people’s taste in clothing to myself.




I don’t how they did it, but money or no money, my parents realized their social experiment hadn’t worked. One year later, my sister and I were promptly returned to our private-school utopia.


• • •



Public school had changed me. Before sixth grade I thought life was all about the comings and goings of the inhabitants of River Hills, the tony suburb where University School reigned supreme. Now I knew the world had more to offer than this Dynasty-meets-the-Midwest experience. Some of it scared me, but I was intrigued by the possibilities other places might offer.




By the time I got reacquainted with my seventh-grade Spanish class, I began to obsess about traveling to Spain. With its bold and colorful history, filled with passion and romance, Spain seemed to be the perfect place for a girl with a penchant for drama to find herself. With very little research, I just decided Spain was going to be my salvation. I just felt it. I couldn’t explain why, but I knew my future was somehow linked to the Iberian Peninsula. I wrote in my diary one day, “Spain is going to change my life,” and believed in it forever. Something about the way I felt in Spanish class made me feel so good about myself and my own potential. Mr. Betancourt was still my teacher and loved to fuel my fantasies of Spanish living. I took everything he taught me so seriously. From the great Spanish painters to his recipe for custardy sweet flan, I absorbed everything like a sponge. I felt like I was taking notes for my future. I wasn’t just studying Spanish because I had to learn a language; I wanted access into another world when this one got to be too much.




It only made sense that he was going to ask me. He pulled me into his classroom after school one day. “Lori,” he said in his husky English, “come let me show you the pictures from Spain.” Every year during spring break, Mr. Betancourt led a group of eighth graders to Spain. Next year I would be eligible to go, but I knew I wouldn’t be on that plane. My parents, already struggling to pay the tuition for my sister, me, and now my little brother, Lee, would never pay two thousand dollars for me to be a tourist in Spain with my rich friends.




So I stood by Mr. Betancourt’s desk trying to muster up some enthusiasm for seeing something I knew I would never experience. I dutifully oohed and ahhed over the group shots of this year’s eighth graders standing in front of monuments and in parks looking bored and uninterested. I threw out some “muy buenos” and “qué interesantes” to try to show I cared, but the truth was I didn’t. Even though I knew Spain was waiting to embrace me, I had no interest in this version. I wanted to live in Spain, not just visit. This touristy, prearranged, chaperoned Spain didn’t inspire me. When I went to Spain, I was going to sit in cafés and restaurants and eat and drink the culture. I wanted to sample paella and stomp my feet to flamenco rhythms. I was going to speak with the people in their own language. I would walk the streets and people would recognize my greatness. I would not go with a group of Americans who would remind me where I came from.




It’s not that I didn’t like where I came from specifically. Milwaukee was a nice city with nice amenities, like big parks, the beach, and lots of ice-skating rinks. But it was boring and dull and colorless. So far in my twelve years, I’d seen only two types of people in Milwaukee, Black ones and White ones. There were a few Mexicans and Asians sprinkled here and there, but they were hard to spot. I dreamed in Technicolor. I wanted to sing and dance and act and be fabulous. I craved energy and lights. I’d gone to Los Angeles for spring break with my mom and gotten a taste of what life could really be about. In L.A. they had palm trees and pink houses and beautiful people with brown skin. We went to the Esprit store and there were pictures on the walls of Black girls with wild kinky hair who looked like me. That’s pretty much the life I wanted. I wanted to be free like the girl in the Esprit ad, arms out embracing life. I couldn’t do that in Black and White Milwaukee. I needed to go far away to find what I was looking for.




And Spain was really far away. For me, Spain was going to be as fabulous as Josephine Baker’s Paris. Josephine was my idol. I knew her life story by heart and realized we had so much in common. She was poor, Black, and penniless. I was middle-class, Black, and felt penniless on account of the fact that everyone I went to school with was rich. She was from St. Louis, which was only a stretch from my hometown of Milwaukee. She couldn’t be a famous dancer in St. Louis because she was Black. I couldn’t be the most popular girl at my school because I was Black. Where she escaped her racist midwestern roots and landed in France, I would do the same in Spain. I even wanted to adopt my own tribe of rainbow children and preside over a multilingual, multicultural, multitalented household. I was thinking like The Sound of Music, but in color! Except for the dying alone and penniless part, I wanted to model my life on Josephine’s. (Oh, and I didn’t want to dance around naked wearing a banana skirt, either.)


• • •



The party was at Gloria Dean’s house. She was an eighth grader. She was supremely popular and that had nothing to do with the fact that her grandfather was the sole proprietor of an important farm equipment conglomerate and that she got dropped off at school in fancy cars that rivaled Princess Diana’s. Or maybe it did. Whatever the reason, I couldn’t believe that I had made the list of invitees for her thirteenth birthday party. She was an eighth grader and had invited me, a seventh grader with no fashion sense. Yes, I did have a bubbly personality and could talk to just about anyone, but I never expected to be invited into the inner sanctum of the older and more popular.




Even my mother was excited. She actually surprised me by buying me a real designer outfit for the party.




“You can’t be going to this kind of party looking sloppy,” she said by way of explanation. She had bypassed Penney’s and had gone straight to the Esprit section at Marshall Field’s. The quilted pants were olive green. The shirt was a warm chocolate brown with pink and white vertical pinstripes, and, instead of buttons, closed with that 1980s wonder product, Velcro. I wore a pink cashmere vest over the shirt, and for a finishing touch, neon-yellow socks.




My hair was newly relaxed and curled, held back with a single barrette. When I descended the steps into the Deans’ basement, I was holding my breath in anticipation. I knew I looked good. Better than I ever had for any other social event, where my usual attire consisted of shapeless sweatsuits or earth-toned corduroys with plain sweaters. As soon as I hit the party floor, my friends all magically appeared to appraise my new outfit. I could tell they were impressed by the way their eyes widened in shock with just a glint of jealousy, or perhaps it was disappointment that they had no reason to feel smug at their inherent superiority.




“Wow, you look great,” my best friend Sally said. “Yeah,” chimed in Diane, both of whom still bested me because besides having the right outfits they had the right shoes, too. Tiny, black patent leather Capezio ballet flats adorned with rhinestones and no socks! I looked down at my own big feet in hard brown lace-ups that my mother still forced me to wear in hopes that I might still, at age twelve, correct my ridiculously flat and slightly pigeon-toed feet. She claimed my brogues were the height of fashion in London, but here in Gloria Dean’s basement, I might as well have been wearing Tweety Bird slippers. They were just plain wrong. I experienced a sharp pang of disappointment, but then I looked around and saw boys and girls mingling together, a whole corner of the room set up with a four-foot-long submarine sandwich, punch, and chips, and the music was booming. This was a real party. The kind I’d always hear the other girls talking about in study halls on Monday mornings, and I, Lori Lynn Tharps, was here. I felt superior all over again and promptly forgot about my sensible shoes.




“I’m going to go look around,” I shouted to Diane and Sally over the music. Without waiting for a response I made my way toward the food table. Even though submarine sandwiches were my favorite, I didn’t dare eat a piece in case I dripped mayonnaise or tomato seeds on my new clothes. Or worse, I could get onion breath from the raw onions and ruin my chances at having my first kiss. Which made me realize, I hadn’t seen Topher yet. He was the focus of my (and every other seventh-grade girl’s) heartfelt attention. With his dark brown hair, clear blue eyes, and smattering of freckles across his nose, he was just so cute. And even though he spoke few words, when he did, it was usually something incredibly smart or sarcastically funny. My crush ran deep.




And there he was. I turned to the punch bowl to try to compose myself and to plan how I was going to strike up a conversation with Topher. He was in my Spanish class and we had pre-algebra together. In math class I consistently made a fool of myself because I was always a step behind the rest of the class, but I knew Topher liked me well enough. What I didn’t know was if he’d want to be seen with me at a party. But then I remembered how good I looked in my new clothes and decided that Topher, like my friends, would be so overwhelmed by my beauty he’d ignore his guy friends and invite me into one of the quieter parts of the basement and declare his affections and ask me to go steady with him. Buoyed by my fantasy and my confidence in the transforming powers of Esprit, I headed over to the group of boys. Topher saw me, and his thin, pink lips curled into a smile. I smiled back.




“Hey, Lori,” he said. “Lookin’ good.”




It was happening!




“Hey, Topher,” I said, trying to act like the girl I thought Topher would want me to be.




“When’d you get here?” he asked me, and I noticed he was perspiring lightly.




“I just got here,” I said, trying to come up with a topic of conversation that would keep this boy in front of me, talking forever. But we were rudely interrupted just then by one of Topher’s friends racing past us, ready to dive on top of a group of guys sprawled all over a mattress. As the boy landed on top of his friends he yelled at the top of his lungs, “Nigger pile-on!” Then there was raucous laughter.




I was horrified. Mortified. Embarrassed. HURT. I waited to see if the music would suddenly stop and all eyes would turn to me, the only nigger at the party. But nothing happened. In that instant I tried to decide if I should pretend I didn’t hear what had just been shouted a mere five feet away from me. Wasn’t that what everyone else was doing? Pretending they didn’t hear that word? Should I act like I had heard but didn’t care? Should I laugh? As the only Black person in the basement, perhaps it was my responsibility to explain to the boys why that word is not to be used in a game. But maybe they weren’t just playing. Maybe they were trying to tell me something. A million thoughts were rushing through my head as I stood there in front of Topher. He noticed my discomfort and immediately sought to ease my worries.




“They’re not talking about you. It’s just a game,” he said, looking not the least bit embarrassed or worried about my feelings.




“Yeah, I know,” I said, shrugging as if standing in a roomful of White kids where the game of choice is “nigger pile-on” was something I did all the time.




“Well, I gotta get back to the game,” Topher said.




“Okay, cool,” I said. “I’m going to get some more punch. It’s really good.” I turned away first, but I still heard the scampering of Topher’s stocking feet and his voice crying out “Nigger pile-on!” as he rejoined his friends.




I didn’t stop at the punch bowl. I headed straight back to the steps and climbed up them. I asked Gloria’s mother for the phone so I could call my mother and ask her to pick me up. I told her I was crying because my head hurt. She came right over and picked me up. I never told her what really happened.


• • •



In my mind I shelved the nigger pile-on experience alongside the one when I was catching a ride home with Vivian Cole, my bus friend. She lived two blocks away and had seven older brothers and sisters. Occasionally we managed to catch a ride with one of them. This particular day, Vivian and I both sat in the backseat because her sister Lisa’s own friend was sitting up front with her. The two of them were seniors in high school. They seemed like real adults to me since I was only ten. Their conversation was of no interest to Vivian and me as we sat in the back and tried to figure out why Matt Schmidt was still coming to school smelling like he peed in his pants.




Lisa had her friend doubling over with guffaws with her joke telling. Their loud voices cut our own laughter short. Vivian and I stopped talking to hear what was so funny.




“I have a better one,” Lisa said to her friend. “What does Pontiac stand for?”




“I don’t know, what?” the other girl asked.




Lisa could barely get the words out; she was already choked by her own giggles. “Poor. Old. Nigger. Thinks. It’s. A. Cadillac.” Both of them were laughing now. Hard.




In the backseat my heart started pounding in my ears, my palms grew cold, and I couldn’t look at Vivian. She didn’t say anything. And the jokes continued in the front seat. I felt ashamed and embarrassed and would have sold my little brother to have gotten out of that car at that instant.




When Lisa pulled her car into my driveway, she didn’t yell “Get out, little nigger girl” as I feared she might. Instead she just said, “See ya.” Her friend didn’t say anything. Vivian said good-bye but wouldn’t look me in the eye. I felt bad for her. I didn’t want her to think we couldn’t be friends anymore. But I was confused. Didn’t Vivian’s sister know we could hear them? Maybe I wasn’t a nigger like she was talking about. Maybe I was different? Special? Maybe she forgot I was Black since I was so good at fitting in with all the Whiteness around me. I decided that was it. I must be so good at blending in, because people all around me seemed to forget that I was Black. So I probably shouldn’t hold it against them. I guess people really could be color-blind if they really, really tried. I would just keep trying to keep my Blackness under wraps to keep everything and everyone around me safe and calm.















3: Almost Africa










“Why do I have to go?” I whined at my mother.




“Because your sister is going to France and we have to support AFS.” AFS stood for American Field Service, and from what I had gathered, it was an organization that sent American high school students to live in foreign countries. I didn’t know much more than that and didn’t care to since right now AFS was keeping me from having a respectable social life.




My friends were all going to the movies at the mall followed by pizza at Rocky Rococo, the best deep-dish pizza place in Milwaukee, and I had to go to some dumb potluck with my family at school. The only person I knew who was going to be there was Rachel Smith, the nerdiest girl in my class. Her older sister was going to Switzerland on this AFS exchange program.




“And what does that have to do with me?” I asked as I watched my mother get dressed.




“Look, it’s a family potluck, you’re part of this family, so stop your moping and go change. You can’t go out looking like that.”




Now that I was thirteen and a “young woman,” my mother didn’t want to see me in sweatpants all the time. She cared what other people thought of her offspring, especially when it came to people from our school. Even though she preached a steady sermon on the importance of individuality and the dangers of being part of a “cattle mentality,” my mother was acutely aware of the Joneses, and she was damn sure she’d be keeping up.




I dragged my thick teenage body to my room and tried to decide what would be an appropriate outfit for a party I didn’t want to attend. I settled on blue corduroys, a yellow turtleneck, and my fuzzy blue cable-knit sweater with the glass beads. I hoped my mother would approve.




Actually she didn’t really have any more time for me and my bad mood. She was getting my brother dressed, yelling at my father to hurry up, and making sure my sister dressed appropriately, choosing nothing too “alternative” that might make the AFS people revoke their decision to allow her to represent America abroad.




The party was being held in the middle-school dining room. With its two large adjoining rooms, a fireplace, and black and white marble floors, it was easily transformed into an elegant party space. When we got there the room was already filled with people. I recognized a few people from school. There was also a contingent of folks with that telltale “not from the city” appearance. Their blue jeans, flannel shirts, and sweater sets in pastel colors screamed Racine, Cudahy, and other far-flung towns in Wisconsin. Sprinkled throughout the room were a bunch of ambiguously tan, brown, and olive-toned kids. These were the AFSers. This was the contingent of international exchange students who had been placed with host families all over Wisconsin and were now experiencing their first big city visit during Milwaukee Weekend. This is what we were celebrating.




I stayed close to my mother, who knew quite a few people at the party. We were introduced to kids from all over the world who all seemed unbelievably nice and excited to meet me. They didn’t appear to regard me any differently than the other mostly White people in the mix. I was just another new American friend. I liked that. I also liked the food. Set out on three long tables was a smorgasbord of other people’s cultural creations. Usually a potluck in Milwaukee meant eighteen variations on spaghetti, but this was an international feast. Imagine chicken curry, cellophane rice noodles, kuchens both sweet and savory, and a scrumptious assortment of rice-based dishes, one more exotic than the next. After dinner, the tables were cleared from the back part of the room and a bunch of girls from Thailand did a traditional folk dance, followed by Luigi, the Italian boy, playing his violin with such passion I fell in love with him instantly. And just like that, I was hooked. Never before in my thirteen years of life had I felt so instantly at peace and excited and happy with another group of people. This AFS potluck proved to be a portal into the rest of the world for me. Everyone here was from somewhere else, or wanted to go somewhere else, which made me fit right in with the majority. By the time the potluck party was over, I had begged my mom to allow me to accompany the kids on their field trip the next day to the natural history museum and the Miller Beer brewery, Milwaukee’s two must-see tourist attractions. Mom said okay. She too got caught up in the rapture. While I was plotting a way to stay involved with this incredible group of international students, she was plotting a way to get involved with the organization on an administrative level. The following Monday, I joined the AFS club at school and Mom became the official home-stay coordinator, in charge of finding families to host the incoming foreign students.
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