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DEDICATION

To Gail, my best friend and partner for most of my life. You reached into my darkness and taught me how to love. If my life has meant anything to anyone over the past four decades, it’s only because you showed me how to open my heart.

To Mrs. Harris, Mrs. Aumiller, Mrs. West, and Mrs. Keyes — my HAWKs who took me under their wings and taught me to fly. You gave a poor, hungry, abused, and neglected boy the two tools he needed to not only survive but thrive: encouragement and education. I will never stop working to make you proud.

To Paul Laffin, my friend and mentor at Hartford’s Mercy shelter. I will never forget what you taught me about serving and loving “the least of these.” I think of you every time I give to charity or walk through the doors of a homeless shelter. Your life on earth was cut too short, but I pray your life of service lives on in me.






FOREWORD

There are some stories that can kick-start a morning, give perspective to a day, or provide hope in a challenging season of life. And there are other stories that can take us away to an imaginary place in our minds.

Every now and again, however, there is a story that takes our breath away and makes us think about what it’s all about in the first place.

This is that story.

I first had the privilege of meeting Tony March in 2019, although I had heard a lot about him earlier from a good friend of mine and was curious to learn more.

Some of my interest was derived from the fact that, as the President of FranklinCovey Education, I am always excited to meet people whose lives were changed through education. And some of it simply was, I’m an unabashed fan of a great mission impossible story.

Growing up as a kid in the kind of poverty that would make most completely rethink the idea of being “poor,” Tony found a way to dig deep within himself and outlast a dozen years of daily dumpster diving on the road to making a commitment to himself to never being poor again.

All this, while being faced with the daily challenges of a being a young black man in the 60s and 70s in an America that was not yet ready to consider equality a thing for every citizen.

What Tony credited as the ultimate catalyst in his rising above poverty, abuse, racism, and a dysfunctional family life, on the road to becoming a leading engineer with General Motors (three U.S. patents to his credit) and the eventual owner of 21 car dealerships in seven U.S. states, didn’t surprise me.

“Education,” he shared simply.

In Tony’s own words, “If it were not for the love, attention, and dedication of four key and influential teachers from grade school through high school,” whom he refers to as The HAWKs, “my career path and life would have taken a dramatically different turn from that which I was blessed to have lived. It certainly wasn’t a typical all-American white- or even blue-collar reality for me. I was so used to working harder, longer, and more intently than many of my fellow classmates and peers, that my loveless upbringing, in some sense, actually helped me, fueled me. I was so desperate to be loved, appreciated, and respected that all I was looking for was to be accepted.”

What so many of us take for granted, Tony had to focus on as a daily mission, simply to survive.

I am often asked to speak on the power of education and its role in helping to provide opportunity for all. Tony’s story will be one I enthusiastically reference often. Not only because he overcame impossible obstacles and odds on his road to extraordinary achievement, but more so, because as a fragile and vulnerable young boy, he believed that education could be his way out. His way out of the “black box,” as he shares, and a life that was destined to repeat an old family cycle.

Tony March is a living example of channeling a burning desire to leave an old world behind, while proactively forging a new paradigm and reality for himself, one that would see him becoming a leader on the world stage and making a difference in the lives of thousands.

Tony’s story is ultimately not one of becoming extraordinarily wealthy and overcoming the odds, however. Rather, it’s a much more intimate story and journey of humanity, humility, grace, and gratitude, and a passion to contribute to others.

By giving back, and going back to the very communities and worlds he had once come from, back to the streets and those he knew needed help most, Tony was determined to live out a life of “paying it backward”—a life of charity and philanthropy that would anchor his days. Amazingly, Tony’s personal pledge to himself to a life of giving back began with his earliest days in college and continued on without pause.

Throughout his professional and business career, Tony has led and championed many causes, but especially those within the underprivileged and education communities. From serving for over 10 years as State Chairman of the United Negro College Fund Telethon (Connecticut), to gifting cars annually to families of students with a perfect attendance record, to donating millions of dollars to homeless shelters and rescue missions across America and throughout the world, giving back has been his life.

Paying It Backward represents a spirit of philanthropy and charity that speaks to each and every one of us. Almost all of us are in some way connected to hurt and loss, pain and suffering. Following in Tony’s footsteps can give you the courage to pay it backward in your world, whatever and wherever that may be.

It has been a special privilege for me to get to know the man the Tampa Bay Times referred to as the “Undercover Volunteer.” In 2017, a Times reporter happened upon a homeless shelter kitchen in Tampa Bay, Florida, where a rather quiet and nondescript older black man had reportedly been serving, incognito, up to 20 hours a week for the past seven years. No one actually knew who that man really was. It was Tony March, the successful car dealership owner.

At a time when our nation and world could use a little inspiration to care more for one another and get back to the values that have always anchored strong communities, Tony’s story of “paying it backward” will lift you in so many ways.

~ SEAN COVEY ~

President, Franklin Covey Education
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ONE Life Inside the Black Box



“The hunger for love is much more difficult to remove than the hunger for bread.”

~ MOTHER TERESA ~
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Burning, searing, indescribable pain — that’s my first memory. I was three years old and, for some reason I’ll never know, my mother had waited three years to have me circumcised. With the anesthesia wearing off, I was in agony. I didn’t understand what was happening, and I certainly didn’t understand why my mother didn’t seem to think it was a big deal. I kept looking to her for support, reaching out to her to comfort me and soothe my screams of pain. But that support and comfort never came — not that day or any day since.

The doctors bandaged my wound and sent me home. Over the next week, my mother or older sister casually ripped the bandage off once a day to change the dressing, each time reigniting the fire that sent my three-year-old mind reeling in pain. Days and weeks passed, and the pain eventually subsided. The physical wound healed but left in its place was a psychological wound that never would.

My first memory, my most enduring memory from my childhood, is pain … and the realization that no one cared.

— THE GOOD OLD DAYS … BUT NOT FOR ME —

[image: Image] was born on February 25, 1951, right at the start of the decade many believe was the pinnacle of human civilization. Years earlier, the nation’s men had returned home from war and settled down to start families. A decade marked by war and loss had given way to a decade filled with hope. I Love Lucy debuted on television that year, giving America a glimpse of the good times and family-friendly values everyone aspired to have in their own homes. “The shot heard ’round the world,” a phrase that would have evoked wartime horrors only six years earlier, now described the famous crack of Bobby Thomson’s bat as he sent a game-winning, three-run homer flying over the fence at New York’s Polo Grounds, cinching the National League pennant for the Giants.

This was set to be a golden decade … but not for people like me. Like many people of color, my family didn’t share in America’s golden decade of glory. My focus wasn’t on baseball or television; it was on survival. Every day, I woke up scrambling to find food and shelter, fighting prejudice and discrimination, desperately seeking support and affirmation, and struggling to get through life. Welcome to life in the Black Box.


Born into Poverty

I was one of five children born to my mother, Bertha. I never knew my father and suffered through a long line of my mother’s live-in boyfriends and soon-to-be ex-husbands. While I was born in New York, my family moved to Daytona Beach, Florida, when I was very young. We were dirt poor, so housing options were limited. We ended up in a particularly bad part of town called the Black Box, a ghetto mostly filled with other impoverished people of color.

The Black Box was a two-mile block of land literally on the wrong side of the tracks. A rail line separated Daytona’s white population from us, and 98 percent of the black community was crammed into this tiny box. Like many public housing projects, the Black Box was overcrowded and underfunded. Row after row of ugly, dilapidated tract-style homes lined each side of the street. Just picture an endless stretch of drab, tiny, and indistinguishable storage units lined up as far as the eye can see. That’s what the housing situation looked like in the Box.

My family moved into a 750-square-foot rental unit made up of two small bedrooms, one bathroom, and a living area. Two of my brothers and I shared one bedroom (our older brother lived with his father), my mother took the other, and my sister Mary, who was nine years older than me, slept on the couch near the front door. We had no heat in the winter, so when the temperature dropped into the thirties, it was cold. The summer was even worse; we had to endure the oppressive Florida heat and humidity without air conditioning. The temperature in the house sometimes exceeded one hundred degrees, and just walking from one room to another left me bathed in sweat.
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It sounds bad (because it was bad), but it’s all I knew back then. With nothing but poverty all around me, I had no idea how desperately poor we were. Everyone else lived like we did, so we never had a concept of any other way of life. If you lived in the Black Box and never went beyond it, you didn’t know how people with money lived. I assumed everyone lived without air conditioning. How could I miss it when I didn’t even know it existed?

Health care was another limited resource in the projects. In poor communities like ours, people didn’t have money for doctors. If you got sick, you toughed it out. Or, as a last resort, you went to the hospital emergency room, but that was an option few people considered. In fact, one of my sister’s kids died because she waited too long to take him to the hospital. As for me, I was given medical assistance only twice between the ages of four and my high school graduation: once by a dentist, who took care of an abscessed tooth that swelled my jaw to the size of a handball, and once by a physician who treated me for pneumonia. I knew that illness must have been bad, because my mother called a minister to our house and he stayed at my bedside for five hours. I remember wanting to reach out and to thank him, but I didn’t have the strength to lift my arm.

And we can’t overlook the impact poverty has on something as important as our clothes. For example, I don’t remember wearing shoes one time before I started first grade. Kids in the projects never wore shoes, especially in the summer. I got my first pair from the Salvation Army when I started school. From then on, I never had more than one pair at a time, and I wore them until they literally fell apart. In fact, I wore them long after holes began eating up the soles. When my shoes got to that point, I had to stuff them with cardboard to plug the holes and get a little more life out of them. Cardboard isn’t waterproof, though, so that didn’t stop my feet from getting soaked when it rained. To this day, I have fungus on my toenails from walking to and from school in wet shoes. It’s a small daily reminder of the life I used to live.

I certainly never got any new clothes. Everything I had was either from the Salvation Army, a hand-me-down, or purchased second- or thirdhand for pennies. I didn’t get my first truly new piece of clothing until I was sixteen years old, and I had to use my own money for that. I had worked a lot over the summer cutting yards and doing odd jobs. Every dollar I made was precious, so you can imagine how special that first pair of new pants I bought was to me. I remember the feeling of pride I felt as I walked into the first day of eleventh grade wearing my new pants. It’s a feeling I’d never had before. It’s hard to describe that level of poverty to many people today. You really can’t understand unless you’ve lived it.

The Thirty-yard Rule and Fifteen-foot Beatings

Living in the ghetto meant safety was always a challenge. Crime was rampant. Switchblades and brass knuckles were readily available, and they were used often. To keep an eye on us and protect us, my mother had a standing rule: no one was allowed to wander more than thirty yards from the front door — where she could see us — unless it involved a specific task she needed done. It felt like my brothers and I were under house arrest whenever we weren’t in school or running an errand. Mom meant it, though. If she stepped out the front door and couldn’t see me, I’d get a beating. Staying no farther than thirty yards from home meant I had no chance of meeting people and making friends when I was young. So, until I started school, my only playmates were my brothers and the kids who lived next door.

When we were out of sight or out of line, her punishment was hard and swift. By today’s standards, my mother probably would’ve been arrested for child abuse from the beatings she dished out to me and my siblings. We were beaten badly and often, mostly between the ages of three and six. My younger brothers were more mischievous than I was, so they took the brunt of it. I remember cringing in fear when my mother tore into them. I often screamed even though I wasn’t the one getting hit, just because I knew just how it felt.

Her instrument of choice was a fifteen-foot-long extension cord, which she used when ironing clothes. When it was time for a whipping, she removed the extension cord from the iron, wrapped part of it around her hand, and used the rest as a whip. It was a cotton-wrapped cord, but it still hurt plenty when it slammed into our backs and butts. That cord left welts all over our backsides and legs even through our pants. And the severity of the beating depended on how mad she was at us. If she was really mad, look out! My mother was no lightweight, either. She stood tall at five foot eight — plenty big enough to swing her whip with power.

The beatings were horrible, but there was one bright side with Mom. At least with her, she’d beat you on the spot. During the years we lived with my stepfather, Mom often waited for him to come home so he could get a few lashes in. We routinely got beaten ten hours after we did whatever it was that made her mad. And the fear of waiting for a beating was almost as bad as the beating itself.

Fear was only one of the emotions the beatings brought out in me. As bad as the physical beatings were, I think most of their damage was emotional and psychological. They have had a negative, lifelong impact on me. The trauma of being beaten and watching my brothers get beaten with a fifteen-foot whip made me so severely introverted that I never wanted to come out of my room or do anything with anyone. I was scared that anything — anything — could lead to a whipping session. I can still hear my brothers’ screams echoing in my head as they pleaded, “Please! Please stop, Mama! I won’t do it anymore! I’ll be good, I promise!” You just can’t shake off those kinds of memories. You feel them in your bones for as long as you live.

I know the trauma of those beatings had a destructive, lifelong effect on me. They contributed to my constant struggles with extreme introversion and bouts of depression. I also believe that abuse is why I so desperately sought affection from my mother. I wanted to be her best child, the kid who always did good things. The son who never needed a beating. Little did I realize that there was nothing I could have done to please or impress her. Nothing I’ve done since then has either.

I view the abuse I suffered as a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it made me depressed and introverted, feeling lousy about myself and not wanting to be around others. On the other, it made me stay in my room and study twice as hard as my peers. Staying in the house like that kept me out of trouble. Plus, studying all those extra hours helped me please my teachers, who appreciated the efforts I made to be a good student. They gave me the affection I so desperately craved and the affirmation my mother could never give. All that studying also helped me achieve the grades I needed to go to college and escape a life of poverty.

There is no excuse or justification for what my mother did to me. It was a nightmare that I was trapped in throughout my entire childhood, and it was something no child should ever be forced to endure. However, with the benefit of time and therapy, I’ve been able to extract some good from the bad. Even the most horrible experiences can provide windows of opportunity. If you’re facing terrible times right now, don’t let those challenges stop you in your pursuit of personal success and happiness. In fact, you can learn to use them as your fire and motivation to push forward. Hopefully I can give you a glimpse of how to do that throughout this book.

— ALWAYS ON THE MOVE —

[image: Image]he poverty, substandard housing, and frequent beatings made my life stressful to say the least. Adding to that stress was a total lack of stability. I lived at seventeen different addresses before graduating from high school. Seventeen! That constant sense that I’d have to pack up and move at a moment’s notice was traumatic for me. Children need some sense of permanence and stability in their lives, but my siblings and I had none at all. The change was nonstop, and we’d sometimes get no more than twenty minutes’ notice that it was time to move somewhere else.

The moves were for a variety of different reasons. Sometimes it was financial, and other times my mother would move us into the home of a man she was seeing. Wherever we were, no matter how long we had lived there, we knew a move was coming soon. It was inevitable. So, it was rarely a surprise when Mom stuck her head in my bedroom door and told me to pack my things. My brothers and I had it down to a science. It took no more than fifteen minutes to pack all our belongings into grocery bags and throw them in the car.
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We could move our entire family into a new house in two carloads with the mattresses tied to the roof of the car. We did that a lot.

Aunt Katie

My favorite place to stay was always at my Aunt Katie’s house. We were in and out of her house all the time between moves or when my mother needed a babysitter. Her house was a happy place for me. Aunt Katie had a regular job as a seamstress. She was strong-willed and independent, and she had enough income to feed me when I was with her. That meant so much to me as a child. Up until the time I left for college, Aunt Katie’s house was the only place in the world where I didn’t have to go to bed hungry.

She was forty-three years older than me and, as time passed, she became the matriarch of our family, lending money to family members when they needed it and taking care of them when they were sick. She even gave one of her houses to my nephew. Although Aunt Katie was generous, she was a tough lady and was not to be taken lightly. Her first husband found that out the hard way. One night, he tried to break down her door, and she blew him away with a shotgun. Another time, an intruder came up the stairs unannounced, forcing Aunt Katie to use the shotgun once again. Fortunately for him, the blast didn’t kill him. Katie’s husband hadn’t been so lucky. Such was life in the Black Box.

Aunt Katie lived a long, interesting life. She married her final husband at ninety-three years of age and lived with him until he died (of natural causes this time) before passing away herself at 105 years old. She and I grew very close, and she often told me I was her favorite of all her nieces and nephews. Considering the fact that she had twenty brothers and sisters and an army of nieces and nephews, that was a huge compliment.

I considered Aunt Katie to be my mother. She was the only adult in my family who gave me not only affection but a sense of my family history. She loved telling stories about our family; about 95 percent of what I know about my genealogy came from her. We often sat down together with her big family Bible, and she’d show me where she recorded the births of everyone in our family, starting with all twenty-one of my grandmother’s children. In those days, the Bible always had a place to record your family tree, and Aunt Katie never failed to record a birth in our huge, sprawling family. Aunt Katie would go through that list of names, telling me stories about each of the siblings — when they were born, when they died, and how they lived their lives. She spoke about many of them growing up as sharecroppers on plantations and how poorly they had been treated by their owners.

Learning about my roots with Aunt Katie was precious to me. I could feel a sense of personal history and connection. I heard about their difficulties and I knew I could overcome my own problems. The more time I spent with her, the deeper and more special the bond between us became. When it came time in her later years to appoint a legal guardian, even though her only child was still living, Aunt Katie chose me. One of the saddest times of my life was in 2015, when I arranged the service and burial of the small, selfless powerhouse I considered my true mother.

On her death bed, Aunt Katie made me promise to take care of the family and take up her role as the family leader. It wasn’t an easy promise considering everything my family put me through over the years, but it’s a responsibility I took on for her. To this day, I work hard at keeping that promise.

An Orphan Overnight

As much as my Aunt Katie made me feel like a son, my own mother often made me feel like an orphan — sometimes figuratively, but one time all too literally.

We moved so often that I got into a groove. Moving was a huge hassle every time, but I took most of the seventeen moves in stride. Compared to the constant hunger and endless beatings I faced, moving around wasn’t that big a deal. One move, though, truly affected me, and it left a lasting feeling of abandonment in my heart and mind.

One morning when I was twelve, my mother woke me, my twin brother, and my younger brother (age eleven) early and said we had to move. She’d already packed our stuff in bags. We all got in the car and Mom started driving us away without telling us where we were going. I could tell this move was different than the others. There was something Mom wasn’t telling us.

Finally, once we were on the road with no way to escape, Mom told us the heartbreaking news: she was dropping us off at the local orphanage home. We were stunned and terrified because we’d heard about that place and the kids who lived there. They were looking for someone to take them home, and we always felt sorry for them. Children who weren’t adopted were teased by the others, who’d say, “You’re too ugly to be adopted” or all kinds of other horrible remarks to make them feel unworthy and unwanted. And now we were going to live among them.

With no warning or real explanation, my mother had decided that my brothers and I were going to be orphans. All she said was, “I need to drop you guys off here for a while because I got some work in New York state. I don’t know when I’ll be back.” That was it. That’s all we knew. She got us through the door of the orphanage and disappeared from our lives for three months. Not one time over those months did she ever call, write, or contact us in any way. Even worse, she gave us no indication of when — or even if — she would return. We weren’t just orphans; we were unwanted orphans.

As time passed, I grew more and more terrified that Mom would never come back and my two brothers and I would be split up by someone adopting one of us and not the others. There were people coming in every day, all day long, interviewing the kids. We knew that children who were there one day might be gone the next. It was like living in an animal shelter. The staff always wanted us to be cute and presentable, saying, “You never know when someone is going to walk in the door and choose you, so you need to be your best at all times.” Prospective parents were shown photographs of each child and, if the couple liked what they saw, they’d bring them in to meet the boy or girl. I didn’t exactly understand the process, but I knew we didn’t want anyone to ask about us. We didn’t want to be adopted into another family; we already were a family — broken and abused, but a family, nonetheless.
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Every day, I lived with the trauma of worrying I might be separated from my brothers. We were haunted by my mother’s words. She said she was coming back for us, but why hadn’t we heard from her? When would she return? And would it be too late when she did?

The bright side to our time in the orphanage, though it was hard to call anything there a bright side, was the fact that we got to eat three meals a day. However, that benefit was far overshadowed by our fear of being separated — and by having to live such regulated lives. It was a very strict place. They woke us up at 6:00 a.m. every day, and we had to be downstairs for breakfast thirty minutes later. After breakfast, we were assigned chores, like washing dishes or cleaning. Every kid was given a task to keep the orphanage running. After lunch, we could earn some free time, but we always had to stay inside the intimidating chain-link fence that surrounded the orphanage grounds. We had dinner in the evening, after which we had to go directly to our rooms and stay there until the next morning. Nobody was allowed outside their room after dinner except to go to the bathroom. It was like living in a youth prison inside the Black Box.

I talked to a lot of kids in the orphanage. Probably 30 percent of them believed their parents would return and take them home. When those parents didn’t show up, the other children would tease them and say, “Forget it. Your parents are never coming back.” I always argued that it would be different for me, that my mother would be different. Of course, I had nothing to base that on.

A few times, the stress and fear got the best of me and I went downstairs to see the head of the orphanage, a tough, seemingly heartless woman we called Mrs. Gestapo. I asked her when my mother was coming back and she replied bluntly, “I don’t know. I haven’t heard from her.” I asked her over and over again, but she never changed her answer or said anything to reassure me. What other kids said didn’t bother me that much; I could take their constant ribbing. But Mrs. Gestapo’s complete lack of hope or assurance shook me to the core. Despite the brave face I put on for the other kids, I was worried my mother would never come back and rescue us from the cold, fenced-in land of lost children.

We went to church at the orphanage, and the minister always told us to “keep [our] hope alive.” All three of us tried our hardest to follow his advice, believing that Mom would soon return, no matter what the other kids said. But, as time passed, and as we heard nothing from her, our bravado and courage began to fail us. We asked one another, “Why hasn’t anyone from the family come to visit us? Where is our sister, Mary? Where is Aunt Katie? Has everyone forgotten about us? Doesn’t anyone care?”

If you haven’t lived these experiences, you probably can’t imagine the hurt of being abandoned by a parent in this way or the fear of being separated from your siblings — not to mention living locked inside the grounds of an orphanage like a prisoner, with no idea what will happen to you. The experience brought us closer together as brothers, but it also showed us how powerless we were at that age to control the world around us.

Then, magically, my mother showed up one day and took us away. She picked us up as though we’d just spent the night at friend’s house. No apologies. No explanations. No excuses. If only she had called us when she was gone! If only she had let us know she was coming back, we wouldn’t have lived in such fear. But she didn’t. She probably never even thought about checking in with us. That was my mother, and that’s the way she behaved.

It’s been more than fifty years since I spent those three months in a Black Box orphanage, but I think about those hopeless days and sleepless nights often. As extreme as that experience was, it was just one of many examples of the kind of psychological warfare my mother inflicted upon me growing up. And it’s just one of many wounds I’ve had to live with in the decades since.

— FIGHTING DYSFUNCTION, ABUSE, and RACISM —

[image: Image]rowing up poor is tough, even when you’ve got strong survival instincts. But add in a dysfunctional family life, the lack of a strong father figure, a history of physical and sexual abuse, and, of course, the constant oppression of rampant racism in the 1950s and 1960s (and beyond), and the likelihood of breaking free from poverty and moving into success goes from burdensome to improbable. I’m afraid I had to face all of that and more before I escaped the Black Box.

The Missing Man

I was a poster child for life in a dysfunctional family environment. My mother gave birth to one daughter, Mary (1942), followed by four sons: Gary (1950), my twin brother Bernard and me (1951), and Gustavo (1952). Despite the full house, I never knew who my real father was. For a while we were told our older brother Gary’s father was our dad. But Gary was the spitting image of him, and we looked nothing alike, so that didn’t fit. I remember one day, after hours of playing hopscotch with one of the neighborhood kids, hearing my mother saying, “You know, his father is your real father.” But that wasn’t true, either. At different points in my childhood, my mother told me three different men were my father. I don’t know if she was lying or if she honestly didn’t know who my dad was. I guess I’ll never know for sure.

To make things more complicated, my mother married and divorced several times. One husband was Ray March, and he was the closest I came to having a father figure in my life. Unfortunately, he wasn’t the kind of man who exerted a positive influence on those around him. He wasn’t around very much, though, nor did he take care of us when he was. He was a severe alcoholic and got violent when he was drunk. If he didn’t come home on Friday with his paycheck, it meant he’d stopped off at a bar on his way home and drank up an entire week’s pay. Despite Mom’s many failed marriages and string of boyfriends, Ray was the only man I really remember in my mother’s life. I guess that’s why I ended up with his last name.

One of my last memories of Ray March was when I was eleven, a few days after we moved to a residence on Maple Street, close to my elementary school. A terrible crash at the front door broke the morning silence. I spun around and saw what looked like an army of FBI agents kicking down our front door. They charged in, slapped handcuffs on Ray, and took him away. Apparently, he’d been stealing other people’s mail, forging their signatures, and cashing their checks. He went to prison for a long time, and I didn’t see him much after that.
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Ray March was not an ideal role model for an eleven-year-old boy. I always kept his name, though. In fact, I always assumed my real, legal name was Anthony March; it’s all I ever remembered going by. But when I was seventeen, I was shocked to learn that wasn’t my name at all. I had to produce my birth certificate to participate in high school athletics, and it was the first time I’d ever seen the actual document. Imagine my surprise when I saw someone else’s name on my birth certificate! According to the paper, my legal last name was Reid, my mother’s maiden name. She later told me that when she was admitted into the hospital to give birth to me, she had no idea who my father was, so they put Reid as my last name on my birth certificate. I couldn’t believe it, and I refused to go by Reid. Ray March may not have been a great father figure, but I knew I was Tony March. It’s who I’d always been, and it’s who I’d always be. Six years later, I legally changed my name to March before getting married so my new family would officially carry the March family name.

A Victim of Sexual Abuse

In addition to the poverty, family dysfunction, frequent beatings, and all the other problems lurking in the Black Box, I also had to face another kind of abuse — the full impact of which I still can’t fully evaluate more than sixty years later. Because my mother was essentially on her own, she would sometimes leave us in the care of our sister Mary, who was nine years older than my twin brother and me, or a babysitter from the neighborhood. I was only seven years old the first time that teenage babysitter snuck into my room and sexually abused me. These incidents continued with alarming frequency for three years, until the girl finally moved away.

It’s hard to articulate what impact these terrible violations had on me. Casual sex was just a part of life in the Black Box staring at a young age. It was as tied to the projects as poverty — the result of too much time, too many hormone-driven kids living too close together, too few options for other fun activities, and an overall community attitude that didn’t discourage children from engaging in adult behavior. My own sister was a prime example. Mary had a total of ten children by the time she turned twenty-five, and the first one was born when she was just fourteen years old. Teenage mothers occupied almost every house down the street. For young people living in squalor and suffering from poverty and abuse, sex was one of the few escapes available. The woods just beyond our row of houses was always full of far-too-young boys and girls getting together.

All that said, what that young woman did to me as a child was not just “casual sex.” It wasn’t fun or affectionate, and it never made me feel wanted or loved. Rather, it was abuse, plain and simple — just as bad as the beatings I was forced to endure throughout my childhood. I came to expect it with the sense of inevitability that came with growing up poor in a home without love or structure. And, like the beatings, I was not willing to let those sexual violations destroy my will to work hard, overcome the obstacles on my path, and make something of myself.

Racism: A Partner in Poverty

As I got a little older and hit my teenage years, I took on several odd jobs around town to help support my family and save a little money to buy myself some things my mother couldn’t afford. I got part-time jobs in restaurants, cut yards, and did some other jobs that took me to the edge of the Black Box and beyond. Getting outside the Box, though, brought me face to face with new pressures and challenges I hadn’t experienced before. The biggest, by far, was the culture of racism that existed in the early 1960s.

Working in this oppressive culture led to one of my most powerful childhood memories — and an odd foreshadowing of my future success. I remember it like it was yesterday. My brothers and I were trying to earn some extra money by selling magazines. We purchased one hundred copies of Grit magazine and sold them on street corners for a nickel profit each. Our goal was to make $5 to bring back home to our mother so she could buy food. We did this every Saturday for a while, and we always picked a route with the busiest streets and most potential customers. Our route was two miles long, and we were always dying of thirst from the Florida heat halfway through our sales trek. There was no bottled water back then, but there were plenty of water fountains around. Most of them, though, weren’t meant for people like us.

[image: Image]

There was a car dealership called Lloyd Cadillac and Buick situated right at the halfway point of our route. That’s usually where we were at our thirstiest. I can’t tell you how many times the dealership employees chased us out of their showroom before my brothers and I could get a quick drink. Even though separate, segregated water fountains and facilities were dying down around the country at that point, the racist attitudes behind them were still very much alive and well. One thing was for sure: the employees on the sales floor at Lloyd Cadillac and Buick certainly didn’t want three young, sweaty black boys walking through their showroom. I don’t think we ever made it to that water fountain even one time.

Fortunately for us, there was an area behind the dealership where they washed the cars. Willie, the black guy in charge of car-washing, would let us drink from the hose to quench our desperate thirst. While I always appreciated Willie’s kindness to us, I also never forgot the frustration I felt as a poor, young black man not being allowed to use the water fountain inside the dealership. It wasn’t just humiliating; it was outright degrading. The people there made me feel less-than-human, like my life wasn’t worth even a sip of water. I never forgot the feeling of being forced to drink out of a dirty hose out of sight of the “civilized” people. Little did I know then that I’d have a much different encounter with Lloyd Cadillac and Buick thirty-five years later. But that’s a story for another chapter.

[image: image]

— ENDLESS HUNGER —

[image: Image]unger has been one of the most powerful forces in my life. I was hungry all the time, every single day, right up until I went to college. Overcoming hunger was one of my biggest challenges and motivations in surviving as a child, and today, memories of that terrible hunger fuel my passion to provide food for others.

The Never-ending Struggle

The feeling of hunger never goes away. You go through the actions of your day, but your empty belly growls all the way through, and the thought of food consumes you. It was a never-ending struggle in our household, and there were reminders everywhere that I was hungry. In school, we had a fruit break in the afternoon, so parents would send along an apple or orange for their kids to eat in class. We couldn’t afford anything like that, so I couldn’t participate. I just had to sit there while all the other kids ate their fruit.

Government aid often provided some staples like powdered eggs, sugar, rice, flour, cheese, butter, and maybe a can of Spam, but it was sporadic. Weeks could pass with no aid at all. During those times, the entire family shared one dollar’s worth of groceries per day: a box of grits, a bag of beans, and a bag of rice. On rare occasions, when Mom brought in some extra income as a hairdresser, we could buy meat from the butcher. He sold everything to the black community that the white people didn’t want to eat — oxtails, neck bones, the head and feet of pigs, even the guts. It may not sound like a feast to you, but it was fine dining for poor black families who’d spent all week eating nothing but rice and beans.

Scraping by on a bare-bones diet, we were always on the lookout for something to supplement what we had. Sometimes, in the name of survival, we made inventive, unorthodox, and even unsettling choices — like canal fishing. There was a canal near our neighborhood, and my mother often piled all of us into the car and made us sit there while she fished for five or six hours. She used a bamboo pole and worms she harvested from our backyard compost heap. The fish were only about the size of my hand, but we were always excited when she was successful. We ate every part too: the head, the eyes, the works. I learned how to slit a fish and take out the insides, and then Mom would deep-fry what was left in a big black skillet. She used lard to fry it up, and she kept whatever grease was left in a coffee can. She pulled out that can of lard every time she cooked, to the point that the food always tasted burnt. It was probably the most unhealthy, saturated fat on earth. I can still taste it now.

Stolen Sweets and Winn-Dixie Wednesdays

My brothers and I sometimes went to extreme measures to get something into our bellies. One time when I was five years old, I smelled the most intoxicating, heavenly aroma of my life floating over from next door. Our neighbor had just baked a pineapple upside-down cake. She had left her back door open, which seemed crazy to me. Why on earth would she want all that sweet-smelling perfection to escape? Once that scent hit our empty kitchen, my brothers and I lost all our senses. We were drawn to the neighbor’s house like ants to a pile of sugar. It was just automatic, like I wasn’t in control of my body. We snuck through her open door, crept into her kitchen, and wolfed down all but one tiny slice. We would have eaten it too, but the neighbor caught us in our final moments of gluttony. When she told my mother about what we’d done, we received one of the worst beatings of our lives. It was worth it, though. To this day, pineapple upside-down cake remains my all-time favorite dessert. Nothing else comes close.

The beating we got didn’t stop my brothers and me from foraging for food; it just changed where we looked. Rather than sneaking into neighbors’ kitchens, for example, we picked through their garbage cans. I was a full-fledged dumpster diver by the age of seven. One day, I was going through the trash of a lady who lived three doors down from us and found the discarded remains of a chocolate cake. Chocolate cake! I hit the jackpot! I didn’t hesitate. I reached down, pulled what was left of the cake out of the trash, carefully scraped off the mold, waved away the flies, and picked off the maggots. Once it appeared mold- and maggot-free, I stuffed the whole thing in my mouth and enjoyed the rare treat. What a great day!

The glory of the day’s discovery didn’t last, however. A short while later, I developed severe stomach cramps and had … well, problematic bathroom experiences. It became clear that I had gotten tapeworms from my garbage cake. The flies and maggots should have been a giveaway, I guess. Of course, we never went to the doctor for this. Instead, my mother treated the condition by making me drink beer. It must have worked, because everything cleared up soon afterward. Besides, there’s no way my mother would have wasted a beer on me if she wasn’t sure it’d work.

The peak of our dumpster-diving days hit when we moved close to a Winn-Dixie supermarket when I was ten years old. The dumpsters they kept behind the store were a gold mine. My brothers and I quickly figured out that Wednesday evenings were the best times to strike. The store refreshed their produce department every Wednesday, and every vegetable and piece of fruit that didn’t look fresh was thrown out along with the old bread. What they saw as garbage, we saw as an absolute bonanza!

[image: Image]

We couldn’t believe what they just tossed aside as trash. The best thing was the corn. Who cared if the top half was brown? The bottom half was good, so we just tossed the bad half away. The same was true with bananas and tomatoes; we’d throw out the rotten part and keep the good stuff. Carrots were particularly good; they lasted a long time before they spoiled. Good apples were harder to find, but even the rottenest apple had at least one or two good bites left on it.

[image: Image]

I understand if this all sounds disgusting to you, but nothing made us happier than finding a pile of half-rotten fruit in a grocery-store dumpster. You have to view it through the lens of poverty. When you’re starving and haven’t had a good meal in days or weeks, picking through someone’s trash to find a good carrot makes all the sense in the world. A truly hungry person will do just about anything to get something to eat, and dumpsters are usually full of food that’s still edible, free, and easy to grab. It was perfectly normal to us. In fact, our mother knew we were bringing home food from the dumpster. My brothers and I would eat the good parts of the bananas and other fruit before we got home and give the rest to Mom to use in the meager meals she made. This went on for several years until we moved too far from the Winn-Dixie to continue “shopping” there.

[image: image]

My dumpster-diving days came to an end at around age twelve. The pickings had gotten too slim since we moved away from the Winn-Dixie, and I decided I could live without the tapeworms … and the beer.

A Krispy Kreme Commitment

My obsession with food only got worse as I entered my teen years, hit a growth spurt, and began playing multiple sports in high school. Our weekly Winn-Dixie trip was gone, and the meal portions we got from home were hardly sufficient. I was living with my sister, Mary, and her husband at that point, and she had nine kids of her own to feed. There just wasn’t enough to go around for all twelve of us. I was so intensely hungry every single day.

Things came to a head one morning when I was walking to school. I carried my entire food supply for the day, a single sandwich … if you could call it that. It was actually two slices of bread with a thin layer of grape jelly spread so thin that it barely created a sheen on the bread’s surface. Not only did this sandwich have to suffice as my entire lunch, but it had to sustain me through a grueling after-school wrestling session that lasted for hours and burned a huge number of calories. Making it through the day fueled by this one, thin grape sandwich would have been difficult enough. The donut shop I had to pass on the way to school, though, put the whole thing over the top.

I will never forget this experience for as long as I live. I can still see, hear, and smell everything just as it was at 7:45 that morning in eleventh grade. My walk to school sent me past a Krispy Kreme donut shop. The owner was a clever guy; he made sure to vent the scent of the freshly baked donuts out to the street to draw in passersby. I have only ever had a Krispy Kreme twice in my life, but I can remember every detail of how they taste and smell. When I got to the corner of Madison and Volusia that morning, I walked right through a cloud of intoxicating donut heaven. I only thought I was hungry before. Once the smell of those donuts hit me, my hunger went out of control. I kept telling myself to put it out of my mind, to ignore the hunger and save my sandwich for lunch. I knew it’d be next to impossible to get through the next twelve hours with nothing to eat and that my little sandwich — as thin and meager as it was — was all I had to get me through my afternoon classes and wrestling practice. I kept telling myself all these things, but it ultimately didn’t matter. I was so out of my mind with hunger that I tore into my lunch bag and devoured my little grape sandwich right there on the street.

When the sandwich was gone, barely having made a dent in my hunger, I broke down and cried. I cried harder than I’d ever cried before. It was a life-defining moment for me. I made a commitment right there on the street corner next to Krispy Kreme to change my life and my future. I said to myself, I will not live the rest of my life in poverty. No matter what it takes, I will get out of here and be a success. That’s a commitment I’ve looked back on often throughout my life.

I somehow made it through the rest of the school day and wrestling practice, powered by nothing but sheer force of will. I’ve also kept the promise I made to myself that day. But I will never forget that feeling of hunger … or the helplessness that came with it.

— GETTING OVER MY MOTHER —

[image: Image]his has been a hard chapter. It was hard for me to write, and I’m willing to bet it’s been hard for you to read. Surviving inside the Black Box was all-out warfare every single day. I fought through poverty, hunger, prejudice, beatings, family dysfunction, sexual abuse, abandonment, constant relocations, loneliness, isolation, and more. It never stopped. As bad as all these things were, though, they weren’t responsible for most of the stress and anxiety I felt back then, and they aren’t responsible for the lingering emotional wounds I still carry with me today. No, the root cause of most of my real problems then and now was actually the one person who was supposed to love and support me through all of it: my mother.

I’ve said many things about my mother already, but allow me to properly introduce her and talk about what it was like having her for a mom. Bertha Reid was born in Tallahassee, Florida, in 1926. She came from a large family and was the youngest of twenty-one. By the time she became a mother herself, she had already developed a child-rearing philosophy shaped by her own hardships and dysfunctional relationships with men. The result of her struggles was a complete inability to show affection to her children. She was, by all outward appearances, numb to the fact that she had five little kids who depended on her. I believe it was this lack of motherly instinct that caused me the most damage and left a permanent scar on my psyche.

I really don’t know anything about my mother’s life before I was born. I know nothing of her childhood or how she grew up. I don’t know how she got to New York. I just know I was born there, and a couple of months later, she moved us to Daytona Beach, where she worked as a beautician. She occasionally worked at beauty shops, and I can remember sitting in her car all day long while she worked her shift. She’d also cut hair on the side, and many of my childhood memories are of black women, one at a time, getting their hair done in our kitchen sink.

What I remember most about my mother was her unwillingness, her inability, to give me the affection I was so desperate for. I wanted so badly to feel loved and appreciated. I tried to behave not just to avoid the beatings but to earn her affection. But I never could. I can remember every detail of all those beatings — dozens of them — but I can’t recall a single time when she hugged me. She didn’t even get up close to spank us, preferring to beat us from a distance using her fifteen-foot extension-cord whip instead.

Mom never read a single sentence of a book to me — not one bedtime story — and she certainly didn’t have any interest in playing with me. Of course, dropping us off at an orphanage and leaving us there for months with no word or hope for her return didn’t win her any points. Neither did her gifting practices for birthdays and Christmas. I didn’t experience a birthday party until I was twelve years old. Of course, Christmas presents were a rare commodity in our household too. Sure, we were poor, but so were our neighbors. Yet, on Christmas Day, we’d go outside and see the other kids on new roller skates and playing with new toys. It was a terrible feeling knowing that my mother didn’t care enough to buy us a single gift for Christmas morning.

One Christmas Eve when I was twelve, my mother made us stay home all day. When she finally walked in the door, she was carrying several bags. My brothers and I got all excited thinking, at last, we might get some presents. Well, the next morning I did get a gift. It was a textbook three inches thick that was more suited to a college senior in a humanities class than a twelve-year-old boy. It probably cost her twenty cents.

What was in the other bags? Two six-packs of beer.

I was so disappointed, but more than that, I knew this was inappropriate behavior for a parent. If I were a parent, I would have taken the money she spent on that beer and bought gifts for my kids. To this day, that twelfth Christmas remains the worst of my life, and Christmas Day is emotionally the worst day of the year for me. I just can’t shake it.

As I’ll discuss in the next chapter, I always brought home good report cards, hoping for some word of congratulations or encouragement. But Mom never acknowledged my achievements; there were no compliments or pats on the back. She was wholly indifferent to my accomplishments. I wanted her to appreciate me, to show me some warmth, and I thought maybe academic success was the way … but she just didn’t seem to care.
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