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It never did, and it never will.
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Prologue


WAKE-UP CALL


The sound of a ringing telephone early in the morning never means good news. In twenty years as a civil rights attorney in Los Angeles, I’ve had my share of shattering midnight calls from police and gang intervention workers, clients and social workers, all with urgent summons to crime scenes, confrontations, and emergency rooms. But few calls rattled my world like the one that came on a quiet Jacaranda June morning in 2008.


The day had started peacefully enough. The neighborhood rooster had just begun his sun-raising reveille as my blue Prius rolled silently into the predawn darkness that hid the lilac splendor of the Jacaranda trees. Other than spending the night at work, this was my only way to avoid Los Angeles’s homicide-inducing rush hour, and to steal some time to think before the chaos of the day kicked in. With the red-light gods asleep, I blazed the nineteen-mile drive from my mountainside home to downtown L.A. in record time, arriving at work just as the sun sliced between the glass-and-chrome towers.


With no other soul in sight, I sailed up the elevator to my office at the Advancement Project, the “action tank” that my law partners, Molly Munger, Steve English, Penda Hair, and I founded to finish what Martin Luther King Jr. started. Once upstairs, I scooped up the newspapers, cut through the kitchen, brewed some tea, and slipped across the hall into the cool darkness of my windowless den. I’d tossed the papers onto the desk and picked up my steaming cup when the phone rang.


“Hello?” I barked at the interruption. There was no good reason for anyone being on my office phone that early. Emergency calls would have rung on my cell or home phone.


The jarred caller caught his breath. “Hello, ma’am, I’m looking for Miss Connie Rice.”


I frowned; part of me resisted being called “ma’am,” and all of me hated “miss.” But he meant no harm, just respect.


“This is she. Who is this?”


“Yes, ma’am,” he quavered, “I’m Captain Mendel1 calling from DOD—the Defense Department in Washington—”


Not again.


“Then you need my cousin,” I interrupted. “She’s around the corner from you, at the State Department—” I was about to add the obligatory “I’m ConNIE, she’s ConDI,” but it was his turn to cut me off.


“No, no, ma’am, I’m looking for the Connie Rice in Los Angeles,” he said. “My C.O. just heard that you have a gang training academy, and we need to come out and see it.”


Who had told his commanding officer that our fledgling gang-intervention training courses were a full-blown “academy”? Barely eighteen months had passed since we’d unleashed our blockbuster report, A Call to Action: A Case for a Comprehensive Solution to Los Angeles’ Gang Epidemic. In it we’d rebuked L.A. County’s thirty-year “war on gangs” and demanded a bold switch from mindless “war” to holistic prevention and family/neighborhood building. Some politicians had cursed it, but the Los Angeles Daily News had hailed the report as “a Marshall plan for L.A. gangs.” Eighteen months had not been enough time to adjust to the strong support it had won from the police agencies we used to sue. Los Angeles Police Department Chief William Bratton and L.A. County Sheriff Lee Baca, L.A.’s top cops, had even backed our call for an academy to professionalize gang intervention workers, former gang leaders who worked the streets to cut gang violence.


Ending up allied with the police agencies I had repeatedly sued from 1990 to 2006 was a strange place for a civil rights lawyer to be. But it was the right place if the traumatized first-graders of the gang zones were ever to learn reading before they learned to duck bullets in a bathtub. In their neighborhoods, guns and gangs ruled, not civil rights.


Before that June morning in 2008, my most alarming call had involved an ex-gangster and a good cop, both saying I had to foil a curbside execution of a fugitive homicide suspect—by police. But after years of fighting for and winning police reform, we had closed ranks with the good cops and, with a battalion of gang interventionists, had turned to fight L.A.’s widening epidemic of gang power and violence. This DOD call made me worry once again that we were doing way too little, far too late. But we had no choice. To win the civil rights battle of the twenty-first century for safety and viable education—or ever get more than the delusion of homeland security—the “savage inequalities” of L.A.’s gang zones had to end.


It was clear why our report had captured L.A.’s attention. But DOD’s?


“Would you mind telling me why DOD is interested in our gang work?” I asked, setting down my tea and trying to sound casual.


“Ma’am, your gangs are like the insurgents in Iraq and Afghanistan,” he replied with forthright military stoicism. “And you are using strategies that win cooperation from some gangs to reduce violence. We need your help.”


My first thought was: If DOD thinks our work can help in Baghdad, things outside the Green Zone must be truly desperate. Then his words sank in: Our gangs were like insurgents? Under the whirlwind of thoughts beginning to spin in my head, my gut told me the man on the phone represented something important. But before going down any road with the military, I’d have to think deeply about the likely blowback.


The last thing L.A.’s gang epidemic needed was more militarization. After a thirty-year $25 billion war on gangs, L.A. had racked up an impressive scorecard of a million arrests—but also six times as many gangs and enough gang violence to alarm the World Health Organization. “War” had boosted the number of gangs and done nothing to stop the spread of gang ideology, influence, and power. The country had made a similar shock-and-awe mistake in the “war on terrorism,” and now this hapless captain had to seek help for Operation Iraqi Freedom from us. I was deeply disturbed by the war in Iraq, but I knew that as the secretary of state, Condoleezza had been pushing hard for diplomacy and community building. The captain’s request signaled a similar change in at least a corner of the Pentagon. But what did it signal for L.A.?


My mind ran through the parallels between L.A. and Baghdad that the captain must have seen. Both had hot zones engulfed by violence that too few had the political will to stop. In L.A., we had no will to end the conditions and culture that had spawned a thousand gangs. In Baghdad, there had been no will to halt vicious ethnic and religious clashes. A failed war on gangs finally had driven L.A. to go beyond search-and-destroy policing. And a faltering war of choice in Iraq had driven the military to go beyond search-and-destroy terrorist hunting. Both places had expended tons of blood and treasure on strategies that fueled the spread of violent ideology. Both were hobbled by rigid bureaucracies that were incapable of streamlined cooperation. Both had enforcers who finally understood they had to win the hearts and trust of the people by protecting them instead of hostilely occupying their neighborhoods. And both places had to make tactical alliances with selected insurgents.


The good news was that in 2008 Americans were spending billions of dollars to remedy the conditions that fueled street violence. The bad news was that we were doing it in Baghdad and Khandahar, not in L.A.


The gang violence epidemic in Los Angeles, however, was not a military or police failure. It was a socioeconomic, policy, and cultural failure. With eighty thousand gang members county-wide, we would never arrest or litigate our way out of the problem. L.A. needed to stabilize gang violence, invest in prevention, help neighborhoods and families counter the pull of gang ideology, and push alternatives to la vida loca with jobs, good schools, and a cultural movement that rejects violence.


Clear. Hold. Build. Educate. Employ.


Maybe Captain Mendel had called the right place after all. I reassured him that we’d find a way to help, signed off, and then sat in wondrous consternation over his request to observe our work.


At the time, I had no idea that this unsettling call would lead to far more alarming military assessments that would catapult all of our gang and police reform work to the transnational level—and send me down an even more dangerous road. Yet in many ways, this road resembled others I’d been forced to take. It was the road of risk, counterintuitive tactics, unlikely alliances, and unorthodox actions that anyone on a mission to win basic civil rights in America’s kill zones had to take.


It was the mission to make sure our poorest kids also reached the mountaintop that Martin Luther King Jr. glimpsed right before he died—and to sound the alarm that the final cost of their chronic destitution would be our own destruction. It was a mission for which I had trained my entire life, one that would take everything I’d ever accomplished in order to fulfill the dreams of my ancestors.
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Chapter 1


“WHAT IS YOU?”


He was tiny, black as coal, and in my face. Out of nowhere, he had marched right up, thrust his ashy frown into my chin, and blurted out in exasperation: “What is you?”


He scrunched his brow tighter as he scoured my face for clues. I got the impression that he had wrestled with this conundrum for some time. Determined to get an answer, he now confronted the source of his consternation. I stared at him in stunned silence, and he pushed even closer, oblivious that his question had winded me like a good left hook. Before I could sputter out a response, he hit me with his suspicion. “Is you Japanese?”


Right hook. He was so close I could feel his breath on my throat, a reminder that my own breathing had stopped. Japanese? Still reeling from his first blow, I had wild ideas flitting through my mind. Was he blind? From his query and those searing dark eyes, clearly not. Was it a stunt? It would be just like my mischievous brother Phil to sic this kid on me . . .


It was not a stunt. And Phil had nothing to do with this dustup. It was much simpler than that. My inquisitor, a migrant farmworker’s son, had barely adjusted to sharing the only junior high school on the western edge of Phoenix with the mostly white children of soldiers stationed at nearby Luke Air Force Base. Then he saw me, a puzzle piece that did not fit.


It was late fall 1968. I was twelve and, after the eighth military move of my short life, almost acclimated to Arizona. My father, Phillip Leon Rice, Sr., was then a major in the United States Air Force, and my mother, Anna Barnes Rice, was a high school biology teacher who had put her career on hold to raise us full-time. Mom, my younger brothers, Phillip and Norman, and I had just spent a wrenching year at Olmstead Air Force Base, not too far from Three Mile Island, Pennsylvania, praying for Dad to return from Vietnam. I had distracted myself with schoolwork, oil painting, and escaping every Friday night to where no one had gone before via a new TV show called Star Trek that Mom let us watch because it had a multiracial cast. On the eve of my twelfth birthday, Walter Cronkite had delivered more terrible news, and I had run into the kitchen to tell Mom that “they’ve killed our friend.” Busy putting a pan of fish under the broiler, she had asked, “Which friend?,” then gasped in horror when she realized that Martin Luther King Jr. was gone. But Mom never let outside calamity upend our focus, especially when our tight military family had to survive the anguish of separation during war. By summer’s end, our shock over King had been eclipsed by elation over Dad’s return. The Air Force could have sent us to Bangladesh, for all I cared, as long as we were together. For whatever reason, the assignment wheel had stopped on Luke AFB outside of Phoenix, Arizona.


Phoenix’s staggering heat had taken a little getting used to, and we’d learned to hold our breath while passing the huge pig farms, but otherwise I had not missed a beat. That is, until tiny, determined Mr. What Is You thrust his chin into my face and declared me Japanese.


Looking back, I suppose he had connected obvious dots and deduced a reasonable, if wrong, conclusion. He had observed my yellow skin and straightened, almost black hair that was often tied in a topknot, pulling my almond-shaped eyes upward. My thick glasses did magnify their slant. He had watched this ambiguous creature ride the bus, walk, eat, and go to class with the same unthinking entitlement as her white counterparts, but she was not white. And the black people he knew looked, well, blacker. He knew I wasn’t Mexican, like his fellow migrant families. He must have figured: not black, not Mexican, and definitely not white, and guessed at what was left: Japanese.


Little could he have known that my family actually had lived in Misawa, Japan, and that my youngest brother, Norman, who was born there, enjoyed dual Japanese and American citizenship. During our two years at Misawa, Phil and I had greeted our Japanese nanny, Keiko, with our four- and three-year-old mastery of Japanese—“O-hi-o Ka-zyma, Keiko-san!”—and had watched our mom make Japanese dolls. Had my Arizona accuser even glimpsed our Japanese screens, pottery, kimonos, ceremonial tea sets, hibachi grill, geisha dolls, and obi chairs, he would have convicted me beyond any doubt.


No, there was nothing unreasonable about his speculation, nor wrong with his eleven-year-old’s deductive skills. But to me, an African-American preteen living in the overwhelmingly white world of the United States Air Force, his conclusion seemed absurd. What couldn’t he see? I was the ultimate transracial token, the proverbial raisin—okay, golden raisin—in the grits. What little Japanese girl did he think held her breath and prayed for “tiger” every time her white friends sang “Eenie, Meenie, Miney, Mo, Catch a———by His Toe”? What Japanese girls endured the ordeal of getting their hair straightened with hot combs to avoid the dreaded fate of appearing in public with nappy hair? What little Japanese girl counted the seconds it took white adults to marvel at how “articulate” and “well mannered” she was? Surely he knew that only a black girl like me had cringed inside as she picked the African-looking face on an IQ test that asked for the definition of “ugly” and the white face for “pretty,” knowing they would be the only “right” answers? And that no little Japanese girl felt compelled to deny that her favorite fruit was watermelon? Who else but a black girl did he think felt obligated to be twice as smart in order to counter stereotypes about her suspect race?


Japanese? What could he be thinking?


These trinkets of tokenism were annoying but had not hindered me in any meaningful way. I was a largely welcome token in my mostly white world of Air Force bases and foreign countries, but surely he could see that even for me, the silent subtext of difference ran like a ticker tape beneath my life. In my mostly white world, race screamed out loud, but the mute button was on.


Mustering as much hyped indignation as was possible during my winded silence, I finally blustered back: “No! I am not Japanese. I’m—I’m black—just like you!”


His eyes, like bullets, shot back point-blank disbelief. “No you ain’t!” he fired.


He stepped back, disgustedly shaking his head as he stomped across the dusty gulch back to his side of the campus. As I stared at his receding back, my heart raced, my tongue dried, and my head pounded. “No you ain’t!” rang in my ears, drowning out all thought and sound. As much as I tried to blot it out, I couldn’t. And I knew why.


He was right. I was not black like him.


He was an undernourished, dark-skinned, ebonics-speaking son of migrant farmworkers. I, a light-skinned Black American Princess, spoke the King’s English to the Queen’s taste and was the only daughter of a highly educated biology teacher and a decorated Air Force officer. I was a tolerated token. He was the discarded “other,” consigned to the margins of society. I was the safer preference to him. His undiluted blackness rendered him invisible yet dangerous, pricking the most primordial of European fears.


His blood threatened white existence.


Mine did not.


When my white friends looked into my face, they could still see themselves, and with good reason. I look like a blend of this country’s eighteenth-century tribes. My features result from an interracial scramble that, after two hundred years, roughly tallies one fifth Native American (Cherokee, Seminole, and Cree), two fifths African (likely including Gullah, from whence we suspect comes the Rice gap between the front teeth), and two fifths Scotch-Irish/Welsh/Anglo Saxon. In sum, I am an Indo-African Celt, the kind of forbidden blend that sends Ku Klux Klansmen lunging for their hoods and ironists for their pens.


With this mix, I can sign my own reparations check.


This heritage separated me from my dark-skinned challenger not only by blood but also by color caste and belonging. North America is the only place where my cocktail lineage could have been concocted. And while I will always be anguished by the soul-vanquishing torment that slavery wreaked on my African ancestors, I cannot imagine myself had they escaped the slaver’s net. This perverse reconciliation leaves me freer to claim all of America, from her soaring best to her craven worst, without having to deny the truth of our history or myself. And I can do so with the schizophrenic ease unique to folks who accept their tribal jambalaya.


It’s why, when I was a teen, my stack of forty-fives had Aretha Franklin’s “Since You’ve Been Gone” and James Brown’s “Say It Loud (I’m Black and I’m Proud)” on top of Tony Joe White’s “Polk Salad Annie” and John Fogerty’s “Have You Ever Seen the Rain?” It’s why the posters on my walls spanned the Monkees to Jimi Hendrix, and maybe why Irish step dancing moves me almost as much as Mr. Bojangles’s tap.


The irony was that my tangled bloodlines bound me to our nation at an organic level, yet loosened the racial shackles. My Native American ancestors give me a ten-thousand-year-old birthright to this land and ancient wisdom. My African lines, while less traceable, reach back to the beginning of human time and endow me with the defining pathos of this nation, slavery and genocide amid the quest for freedom. And my European ancestors gave me a fast pass to privilege and ties to the continent richest in Western culture. It is easier for the great-great-granddaughter of Native Americans, and the great-granddaughter of African slaves and European slave owners, to reconcile our nation’s cruel beginnings with love of America’s promise, and to embody her greatest credo, E Pluribus Unum: out of many, one.


My musings about bloodlines would have meant nothing to my Arizona accuser. He saw only light skin and knew instinctively that it conferred favor. He might have understood that I enjoyed nothing close to the built-in advantages for white members of the club, but I at least had a day pass to enter the side door of the clubhouse. He was right about the bottom line: The privileges of color caste gave me social passports that lightened the heavy gravity of race. I rarely faced debilitating discrimination, and when I did, it was far more often for being a girl or a nerd than for being black.


But the codes of color caste were the least of our differences. The chasm between my world and his stretched all the way back through our shared heritage of slavery, where our clans had endured different kinds of servitude and emerged on very different rungs of the post-slavery ladder. At slavery’s end, Mr. What Is You’s ancestors had little beyond the rags on their backs. My ancestors had emerged literate, owning property or equipped with a trade that gave them an antebellum head start in post–Civil War America.


I doubt he knew much about his family history. And until my dad wrote his autobiography, Mixed Bag, in 2008, I knew only snippets of my own from snatches of conversations overheard on porch swings and in Granddad Barnes’s fishing boat, from kitchen kibitzing, notes in the margins of family Bibles, scribbling on the backs of old photos, and rare talks with my grandparents, great-aunts, and uncle Bill. But those memories and a few antebellum letters unearthed by my law partner confirm the consequences of our different paths out of slavery.


From the jumbled partial story of my family’s odyssey, I know that four of my great-grandparents on the Rice side were no older than my young Arizona accuser and me when they were freed from slavery. In the Alabama wing of the family, John Wesley Rice, my paternal great-grandfather, was eleven when President Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation and ended slavery. It’s unclear whether Wesley, as he was called—believed to be the son of Creek Indian and African parents—ever learned to read. But his wife, my paternal great-grandmother, Julia Head, was literate. The Heads, her white owner kin, placed unusual value on learning, as evidenced in family notations that they prized the size of their libraries, and memorizing Shakespeare’s plays.2 By family lore, Julia Head was the offspring of a neighboring plantation owner, also a Head, and his Native American love. Early in her life, the story goes, Julia had declined her owner’s offer to send her to school in France. Mr. What Is You’s ancestors almost certainly received no such offer and likely would have been whipped for touching a book.


As Dad recounts, his father, William Stantley Rice, was a graduate of Gammon Theological Seminary who spoke Greek and Hebrew, and his mom, Erma Phillips, was the literate daughter of Anna Rainey Phillips, a literate former slave of African and Cherokee descent who attended Clark College in Atlanta, and her literate husband, Robert Phillips, founder of Mount Moriah Methodist United Church in Birmingham, Alabama. They followed a family culture that was devoted to God, driven to achieve, and suspicious of anything resembling fun. My dad grew up in Birmingham with his siblings Vernice, William, Robert, and Wilma, but they left in 1947 after his father, a businessman, landlord, printing-press owner, and professional chef, tired of segregation’s setbacks and moved the family to Cleveland, Ohio, where they opened Rice’s Restaurant.


Any roadblocks my clan overcame, however, were challenges that my young Arizona accuser’s family never had the opportunity to conquer.


The odyssey of my mom’s ancestors also landed her family near the top of the post-slavery food chain. Indeed, her grandmother Sarah Catherine Brown Wigenton, my Indian, African, Irish great-grandmother, seems to have won her freedom very early and may even have been emancipated at birth. Her husband, my great-grandfather George Wigenton, was born into slavery in central Virginia. When his father, my great-great-grandfather Paige Wigenton, was still a boy, his white owner-father “loaned out” Paige to a small farm in nearby Rappahannock County to eliminate the humiliating evidence of extramarital slave children. The slave shack that he lived in with his son still stands four miles south of tiny Amissville, Virginia. When I saw it in the 1990s, its forty-foot-square brick frame featured an old fireplace, wood floors, beamed ceilings, and separate rooms, amenities unknown to most slaves. Farm owners reserved quality housing like this for Virginia’s many white indentured servants and for white owners’ slave children, such as Paige Wigenton. No one white would have been allowed to live in the slave shacks reserved for the ancestors of Mr. What Is You.


Like the Rices, George and Sarah Catherine Wigenton emerged from slavery with resources. They owned their land and farmhouse and operated sugar and flour mills in Amissville. Together they raised thirteen literate children, including my mom’s mother, Grace Wigenton. They created an indomitable, can-do family culture of creative risk and dogged work ethic, qualities my grandmother Grace had and also found in her husband, Jesse Barnes. He worked the dangerous factory floors of Bethlehem Steel, pouring molten metal and breathing steel shards for forty years. Grandmom, an industrious, church-loving homemaker, raised my mom and her nine siblings and stretched every nickel brought home until the buffalo screamed. She slaughtered her own chickens and got up at five every morning to bake bread that she shared with her Polish and Italian neighbors, who sent back Italian pasta and Polish casseroles. Like my grandmother Rice, she was creative and thrifty, making over old shoes with cardboard, sewing new clothes from remnants, and creating her own cleaning supplies. When food became scarce, Granddad armed his oldest daughters with hunting rifles and took them into the woods, where they shot dinner and brought it home. With salaries and benefits won by the steelworkers’ union, boosts from the GI Bill, and a Sears & Roebuck credit card, my mom’s parents lifted their household into the relative comfort of the home-owning, hardscrabble working class.


For both of my parents’ clans, accelerated upward mobility got jump-started by the pre-emancipation perks that Paige Wigenton, Julia Head, and other ancestors turned to advantage through gumption, hard work, and grit. They owned land, education, and skills, and from their photographs, you can see they also owned the social entitlement that comes from self-belief and caste privilege.


Pictures of my great-grandparents, taken in the late 1800s and early 1900s, exude that relative social advantage.* Sarah Catherine Brown Wigenton sat for her portrait in a crisp white blouse and topcoat adorned with fancy covered buttons and velvet inlaid collar. Her Indian hair is piled on her head in a braided crown, her posture is ramrod-straight, and her gaze is regal, direct, and challenging. Built stout and sturdy, she looks formidable, like a black Queen Victoria. George Wigenton, in his picture, is standing, his direct and defiant gaze that of a confident, internally powerful man whose six-six height amplified his stature. And in a haunting gray-brown daguerreotype of my father’s paternal grandparents, Julia Head and John Wesley Rice sit shoulder to shoulder, looking like a somber black Ma and Pa Kettle, their solemn eyes piercing with their trademark sternness. Other photographs of my great-relatives in their Civil War uniforms, Victorian hats, and carriages show the same gravitas and high expectations. They are photos of people who believe they are in the driver’s seats of their destiny.


While my ancestors sat for portraits, Mr. What Is You’s ancestors probably did not know cameras existed.


Both of our families suffered enormously through the charnel of slavery and Jim Crow America. But my folks had landed on a much higher rung of the post-slavery ladder. Within three generations of slavery, the Rice and Barnes clans laid claim to at least thirty college graduates, two nursing school graduates, seven holders of master’s degrees, and five Ph.D.’s. By the fourth generation, we had seven Ivy League graduates and too many degrees to count. We not only owned our homes and land straight out of slavery, but in four generations, we had become landlords, print-shop owners, ministers, school superintendents, principals, nurses, college professors, high school teachers, restaurant owner-operators, chefs, computer technicians, truck drivers, a mayor, a career officer in the U.S. Air Force, five medical doctors—one of whom landed on the faculty of Harvard Medical School—an NBA coach, a librarian, amazing full-time parents, a mathematician, three lawyers, three authors, and a United States secretary of state.


We had emerged from slavery with a firm grasp on the ladder up and had never stopped climbing. Over a hundred years after slavery, Mr. What Is You’s family still toiled in the fields, and his people held title to nothing. They could not even imagine the deference I assumed every time military officers of all races jumped to attention to salute my father.


Until my encounter with Mr. What Is You, I had confronted neither my relative privilege nor the inequality in front of me. Even on the same parched Arizona junior high campus, we were separate, unequal, and estranged. He sat with the other black and Mexican farmworkers’ kids in hot trailers, only nominally a part of the same school. I sat with the other military brats in the air-conditioned comfort of cinder-block buildings. Symbolically, I was still in the big house with the owners. He actually was still in the fields. History had charted very different paths for us. And with one exasperated “What is you?,” he had touched the three hundred years of American convulsions that had forged the paradox of our joined journeys.


But history was not what had rattled my world. He had. I needed to find him again. He had to answer for blitzkrieging my world and then dismissing me! And I needed something else, something that I couldn’t quite articulate. Every day after our confrontation, I looked across the gulch, searching for his little round head and cranky frown.


I finally spotted him at the outdoor lunch tables with other farmworker students. I stepped down from the shaded concrete platform that hosted our classrooms and crossed the Mason-Dixon gully separating their trailers from our buildings. I stopped at their lunch area. The long, rusted tin tables stood less than a yard apart, with the black kids at one, the Mexican children at the other. Everyone was staring, whispering, or stifling their giggles at my awkward intrusion. He sat three down in the middle of the black table, eating. I became self-conscious; I was so much bigger than they were. Their clothes, like his, were worn and ill fitting, and their little faces, clenched like his, did not soften into welcome. Shifting my eyes to my quarry, I squinted at him through the glare beading off the metal. And waited. He did not look up. I glowered harder at him, his round face frowning, but not at me—at his wilted bologna sandwich. He was inordinately preoccupied with that sandwich, examining it as if it held some secret to life. I cleared my throat loudly. More snickers.


At last he leveled scoffing eyes. “What choo want?”


Good question. What did I want? Absolution? It wasn’t his to give. Closure? There was no closing the yawning gap between us. Truth? This kid had a nose for it—and had rubbed mine in it. Maybe I wanted more. All I knew at that moment was that “No you ain’t!” could not be the end of what he had started. Our exchange was not finished.


“Where do you live?” I asked with hollow authority.


“Edge o’ that field,” he said, pointing outside the school gate. “Where you live?” he asked back.


“On Luke—the Air Force base.”


“I knows what Luke is.”


“Can I come see your house?”


“Why?”


“I want to see where you live.”


“You kin see my house if I kin see yours.”


“Fine.”


“When you comin’?”


“Today?”


He couldn’t quite suppress a smirk. He seemed to enjoy my clumsy intrusion for what it was, a lame attempt to finish our match. But that was not the whole story. He had wanted a straight answer to a pointed question; I needed from him something more. I wanted the one visa only he could issue. I wanted a passport to his world.


“Okay.” He sighed in feigned resignation. “When your last class is? Two-thirty?”


I nodded.


“Meet ya at the gate afta’ that.”


I nodded again. His dining companions had remained riveted on our volley. I rolled my eyes at the audience and set off for my side of the gully.


At two-thirty, I waited at the front gate, sneakers on. Kids filed by me, climbing into the thrumming school buses waiting to take them back to the base. The buses rumbled out onto the road, heaving a cloud of heated dust. Ten minutes passed. No sign of him. I slipped into the slivered shade of the nearest building, worried that he had meant someplace else and that we’d miss each other. But there weren’t any other open gates. Finally, he emerged from behind the front trailer, alone and heading my way. He had no books. Again we skipped any greetings. He trudged past me. I followed.


“Where are your books?” I demanded.


“Ain’t got none.”


“How do you do your homework?”


“Ain’t got none. C’mon, dis way.”


It was Arizona hot.


“How far do you walk?”


“Not far.”


Half a mile later, we reached the edge of the field, where several shacks stood under a lone grove of trees.


“I got to work soon,” he warned.


I glanced over my shoulder at the field where he would pick crops until dark. We closed in on one of the shacks and stopped in his home’s doorway. The flat corrugated tin roof was covered in tarp, as if it ever rained. The door had a hole where a lock should have been. He pushed it open. Inside, it was cooler, but not by much. We stepped into a low-ceilinged room that sported a worn wood counter and a dented dinette set on one end and a tattered sofa on the other. The space was maybe thirty feet wide and forty feet long, with floors of wood planks set into dirt. An old iron wood-burning stove stood in the corner behind the door. It must have done double duty as a heater in the winter. I stepped far enough inside to spy two tiny rooms branching off a short hall. They were big enough to line up twin beds end to end. The beds were made, sheets only, with one blanket folded neatly over the ends. No bedspreads. No room for dressers or end tables.


Pointing to a jagged hole in the wall with a dangerous-looking dangling plug, he noted, “We just got ’lectric. The Mex’cans don’t have ’lectric yet.” His flat tone didn’t quite mask the pride of tribal advantage. I nodded at the wires and socket and saw an old lamp unplugged on the floor but nowhere to read or study. There was a radio but no television. And no refrigerator. I glanced around for the bathroom. He pointed out the window to a rusted shed in the backyard.


“Need ta use it?” he offered. I did. But after peering out at my first outhouse, I decided I didn’t know how and declined. Next to it sat the shower—a hose slung over a curtained plastic bin. Clothes hung on a line.


Back inside, he was scooping out a glass of water from a bucket near the counter. He finished and dipped out some for me. I sipped. It tasted metallic. The windows had curtains made from old sheets, the table a cloth of remnants. There were no pictures of his family or him, only a yellowed portrait of a haloed Jesus Christ above the sofa. I nodded thanks for my unfinished glass before setting it down on the counter and turned to meet his steady eyes. I took in his round, creased face. His scowl no longer seemed angry, only watchful. His eyes were no longer burning but searching. After a long minute, I worried that he might be able to see what stirred behind my eyes.


Shame burned up the sides of my face. Not for him, for me. He owned nothing, but he had something I wanted. He may not have been able to puzzle through the “what” of my identity, but he knew the “who” of his. He seemed to have grit and tenacity enough to create rungs and a ladder where none existed. Unbowed by privation, he had taken the only prize he needed: the right to define himself and to claim a place the world had never intended for him to have. He had learned in eleven tough years what would take me twenty-one.


As we stood on those bare floorboards, the gulf between us felt different, the advantage unclear. We stood almost as close as the day he confronted me. Hoping my ears weren’t as red as they felt, I tried to work up the courage to say what needed to be said: that I was not black like him but was nonetheless of and with him. But I saw the small upturn at the corners of his mouth that was as close to a smile as he would come, and I knew there was no need. Our eyes held in quiet recognition, each of the other. He pursed his lips in taut acknowledgment and nodded curtly at the unspoken respect he saw in my eyes. I pursed mine and nodded back.


“Now when can you come by my place?” I asked, breaking the moment before it got mushy.


He strode to the door, work gloves and cap in hand, and swung it open for both of us to leave. “Soon ’nuf.”


We stepped back out into the sweltering sun. For a hundred yards or so, we walked together. At field’s edge, he forked left, and I continued the way we’d come in from the school.


“Take the shortcut ’cross the field,” he called over his shoulder. He tipped his hat and then disappeared down the rows.


My books bouncing on my back, I raced back to the school in time to catch the last bus back to the base. Covered in the same dust that had encrusted his face, I wheezed into my seat for the ride back to my world. Twenty minutes later, the bus chugged past the military guards at the base gate and stopped near my house. I stepped down onto the sidewalk and gasped as it hit me that I did not know his name.


For the rest of the year, I looked across the dirt gulley, scanning for his frowning round face, but I never saw him again. Perhaps, as for so many migrant kids, I had lost him to the next harvest. It didn’t matter. I did not need to know his name to keep his gift. The journey to answer his challenge had begun. What was I?





Chapter 2


TRIBE OF FIVE


Mr. What Is You never knew his impact on my life. Shortly after visiting his home, I confronted my homeroom teacher over the lack of lockers, covered lunch areas, and air-conditioning for migrant workers’ kids. When she cooed, “Those children are happy,” I knew then I was expected to join the conspiracy of inequity that had paved their dirt path into the fields. Angry, I snapped back that I did not believe her. In that defiant instant, I had resolved to end the conspiracy, not join it. For the first time, I had directly stared down power. I was twelve. This budding bent for challenging injustice, however, did not begin in that dusty Arizona schoolyard. It began with Mom and Dad.


Phillip Rice, Sr., and Anna Barnes Rice are the central forces that shaped my life. Growing up under their energetic direction and rich intelligence, I had no choice but to thrive, to strive and succeed. By age four, I knew that my destination was someplace called college.


My core identity has always been as my parents’ daughter and, by extension, my own woman. Our nomadic military life intensified this paradox of self-sufficiency and family attachment. Our tight little band moved from place to place as we absorbed our parents’ stolid values and mission mind-set. Over twenty-two years, we moved seventeen times. I attended three different grade schools, two junior highs, and three high schools. But in my parents’ skillful hands, my brothers and I never dwelled for long on the constant disruption or the lost friendships. My mother seemed to move our household around the world with the ease of throwing a birthday party, transforming the dislocation into adventure as she showed us how to master each new place. My father also modeled confidence and success, whether as a pilot breaking sound barriers at Edwards Air Force Base or as a diplomat breaching Cold War walls. The feeling my parents gave us was one of always pushing forward, upward, and with purpose. As Dad climbed the ranks, Mom, Phil, Norm, and I followed him like the contrails of a comet. We had one another and the open road of life, always beckoning us to make something great out of whatever awaited. As long as I was with the four of them and under the wings of our parents, all was right with the world.


When I look back, I see that this was, of course, just one of the illusions they created to ensure our success. They shielded us from off-base protests against blacks attending the local elementary school outside of Johnson Air Force Base in Goldsboro, North Carolina. They never let us know that in 1957, death threats against the white woman who rented us an apartment in Enid, Oklahoma, forced Mom and me to go live with Dad’s parents in Cleveland. On the road, they always made sure restaurants and gas stations would let us use the bathrooms so we kids never suffered the humiliation of the racial rejection they knew firsthand.


My intelligence comes from both parents, but my yen for solitude comes from my father. He is the lone wolf, and I am his cub. When my brothers and I were young, his stoic reserve masked his complexity: the rigid soldier who prizes freedom; the dean of discipline who cherishes the creative chaos of jazz; the introvert who can be the most gracious of hosts; the cautious protector who flies dangerous missions; the military maven who detests war. Despite his reserve, we learned the soldier’s way by reading between his actions: Life is serious business. Selfless dedication is its own reward. Do the right thing. Failure is not an option. Integrity is all. Stand and deliver. These were not slogans he ever uttered. Just principles he lives.


To the outside world, Dad is sober and accomplished. But at home, my brothers and I could see beneath the armor and medals. Too duty-bound and disciplined to ever be accused of passion, he did not need to talk much for us to see that we were an important part of his life’s mission. That mission seemed to fuel a relentless work ethic and need to set—and keep raising—the bar. He was always on a quest of mastery, as if becoming a serial achiever would pave our way to a summit he wanted for us but not for himself. A college degree, advanced military training, and fluency in Russian were not enough, so after I left college, he rose before dawn for two years to study for and earn his executive MBA degree. After his kids earned graduate degrees, he entered Columbia University’s education doctoral program and, at age sixty, earned his own Ivy League Ph.D.


Soldier’s bearing and courage notwithstanding, my dad is not without faults. In addition to a chronic infatuation with new cars, he adores his daughter and can never tell me no. This is no flaw but his best gift, one that my mother stopped trying to moderate after what she laments as our point of no return when I was six. After hearing my sobbing disappointment over her sensible decision to buy everyone but me new bedroom furniture, he promptly went shopping to fill my bedroom with princess-white bedroom furniture. Forty-five years later, it sits in my house, a memento of Dad’s love and my life lesson in why no is never the end of a negotiation.


That was one of very few battles my wondrous mom lost. Anna Rice is the temperamental opposite of my dad. She is an extrovert, a whirling dervish of joyful fussing, empathy, and bristling energy. She radiates happiness and no-nonsense purpose. Her warmth and bubbly exterior mask her intense intelligence, sharp wit, and staunch will. Even her superior IQ is second to her uncanny EQ—emotional intelligence. My mom reads people better than a Geiger counter reads radiation. There’s no one’s company I love more.


Born in 1931 in Reading, Pennsylvania, she grew up with her nine brothers and sisters. The five girls—Agnes, Rita, Betty, Anna, and Jessie arrived first, followed by the boys—Carl, Allen, Kelly, Curtis, and Malcolm. Mom, the fourth of the five girls, was a shy, geeky, straight-A student with super-thick braids and thicker glasses. She devoured books and everything her teachers taught. Her dad couldn’t read, so he kept on his dresser a piece of cardboard with the symbol of an A, and if his kids’ report cards didn’t match that symbol, they got spanked—until a teacher explained to him that a B was okay, too. Mom never got that spanking. My grit, confidence, and terminal optimism come in large part from her and her parents, people who clawed success out of constant hardship and generated grace in the face of hostility.


Mom attended really good integrated public schools and decided to follow her oldest sisters to college. She ignored her dad’s belief that his daughters’ paychecks, like those of the Italian and Polish girls, should pay for their brothers’ college educations. She kept her money from her job at the local mental hospital and followed Rita and Agnes to Howard College, where she majored in biology and met Dad. She remembers they slow-danced to “Laura” and met later to exchange German textbooks, and she decided he was the one. They dated for four years, and when Dad joined the Air Force after graduation, she followed him to his first training assignment in San Antonio, Texas. They married there in 1952.


Four years later, at Bolling Air Force Base just outside of Washington, D.C., Mom gave birth to me, a tiny five-pound thing, half of which was my full head of jet-black hair. I can’t imagine the luck of the gods that landed me in Anna Rice’s baby bassinette, and for a wondrous spell of eighteen months, I had her all to myself while Dad completed his flight training. She poured herself into her first child, and as the center of her world, I flourished, until the shocking arrival of my huge-headed, high-octane brother Phillip. After failing to get rid of the voracious little intruder (I buried him in toy dishes and rolled him off the couch), I slowly adjusted to his arrival. By age three, I had rechristened him Buster, he called me Dabby, and we were thick as thieves, even as I tried to limit his rambunctious impact on my world. Phil, it soon became clear, was far smarter than I would ever be, with twice the will.


Norman, our baby brother, arrived in 1961 when I was five and Phil was three and a half. On the snow-packed January morning of his birth, we were stationed at Misawa Air Force Base, Japan, living in another forgettable bungalow. Upon meeting him, Buster and I agreed that he could stay. As a kid, he had to duck my smothering and Phil’s determination to make him his personal human toy. Norm was just as smart as his geekier older sibs, though he had the added advantage of a much higher social IQ. At his wedding, Norman had friends from third grade. Phil and I couldn’t even name a third-grade friend. Norm emerged on his own terms, accomplished, athletic, socially gifted, and business-savvy, like our granddad Barnes.


The three of us thrived because of our parents. Growing up with Mom as a full-time parent was an extraordinary gift. Over fifteen years of full-time parenting, she poured her love, wisdom, and zest for life into us. She was a joyous commandant who would wake us up every morning like a spinning Mary Poppins, full of sunshine and purpose. With verve and laughter, she presented life as a banquet of adventure for which we should eagerly prepare. And prepare us she did. On top of her relentless academic tasks, she dunked us in whatever the new local culture offered—ballet, piano lessons, new food, painting, crafts, ceramics, horseback riding, archery, bowling, swim teams, drama, skiing, county fairs, high tea, or square dancing. My first standing ovation, at age four, followed my first dance recital. En tutu, I curtsied to my adoring public for a performance that consisted of exactly ten steps and one plié, but given the vigor of her clapping—in white gloves and pearls—you’d have thought I had just danced the entire Nutcracker suite.


Her most ardent passion was ensuring that we read well by age four. She was a certified teacher, but that didn’t explain her monopolar obsession with reading. It wasn’t until I saw her read the entire A section of The New York Times out loud to her twenty-week-old granddaughter (“Ashley! Let’s see what trouble President Clinton has gotten himself into today!”) that I fully understood how manic her reading mission with us had been. While we were in the cradle, she talked incessantly to us, marinating us in a sea of words. As soon as we could burp and sit upright, out came the international zoo of storybooks that either she or Dad read over and over to us, at all hours of the day and every night before bed. Once we hit late toddlerdom, like a boot-camp sergeant, she whipped out the flash cards, drilling us in vowels, consonants, vocabulary, and spelling. By age five, I thought phonics was a holy catechism. There was no task too mundane to escape a reading moment. Grocery shopping, she’d help us read labels on cans. Cooking, she’d make us read the recipes. Driving, we’d read her directions and the names of the street signs. She pushed books as if they were crack cocaine. And it worked. Addicted, my brothers and I were never far from the fix that only a good book could provide.


By focusing on the serious traits and events that set my later direction, I don’t mean to paint a misleading picture of joyless little robots who never attended a birthday party or watched a cartoon (we were allowed to watch three on Saturday mornings). In most ways we were normal kids who jostled and bickered all day and did regular kid stuff like skateboarding, sleepovers, and going to the movies. I loved riding horses and walking on stilts and felt certain that in a former life I’d been a cat. There’s also no denying that our itinerant upbringing was different and that, while I liked being around other kids, joining their cliques never appealed. I just don’t do groups. Luckily, my peers always waived the rules and seemed to accept me, though it wouldn’t have mattered much if they hadn’t. Besides, whatever social gaps ailed me, they didn’t outweigh my one advantage: I could dance, the one indispensable skill needed for black circles and a prized rarity in my European-American world.


My brothers and I weren’t perfect, far from it. We got into occasional trouble. But we never let anything get between us and our parents or our path to college. In every new place, we fought guidance counselors to get into the toughest courses, worked for the highest grades, practiced our music, strived in sports, and as teens, worked in jobs that required the highest trust and responsibility—as lifeguards, babysitters, and cashiers. We had taken the best from each new place, given our best back, and moved on to the next adventure. We had known since sentience that we were going to college, and we had paved our way accomplishment by accomplishment, school by school, into the country’s best colleges. With or without affirmative action, we’d have attended the top schools because we had worked hard, scored well, and had the unique outlook of world travelers.


Without robbing us of our childhood or individuality, our parents had managed to equip us with humane values, purpose, and a Trojan work ethic. Their gift—the love and devotion that molded us into secure, creative, giving human beings—was the greatest legacy that a parent can leave a child.


The traits of being secure, driven, and independent that let me choose my path came from my parents and upbringing but also from five key formative experiences, in addition to my confrontation with young Mr. What Is You.


In Goldsboro, North Carolina, I remember a playground incident involving Mona, my blond, blue-eyed best friend in first grade. Some local kids had barred her from joining a jump-rope contest because she had “a nigger friend.” I told her to go ahead without me. She refused and felt so bad after our clash with the budding Aryans that she sobbed inconsolably. She could not understand why I wasn’t crushed, but I did. She had not lived my life. In my almost all-white Air Force world, I knew too many genuinely good people, including my parents’ white friends who looked after us, and every Jewish person I had ever encountered. For every racist, there were always a thousand benign and fifty overtly good people, like Mona. She also did not have my mother’s secret weapon against racism: pity. I had taken to heart Mom’s breezy explanation of racism as a mental affliction that warranted medical intervention. “There are some really pitiful people who are so sick”—she laughed—“they feel they’re better than we are because we’re black and they’re white! Can you imagine anyone being that silly?” They couldn’t help themselves, she added, and it was sad that they had to go through life with that kind of mental illness. “We just have to help them get over it, ” she ended. With that, racism had rolled off me like water off a duck.


By the time I was seven, another incident showed that I had Mom’s empathy, Dad’s loner courage, and both parents’ dislike of bullies. Halfway through my first-grade year in North Carolina, we returned to my birthplace, Washington, D.C., to prepare for an overseas tour in London, England. We moved into a small ground-floor apartment in the Anacostia district, and I finished first grade in a beaten-down city school named Moton Elementary. It was my first all-black environment. I walked daily up a steep hill to a high-walled, forbidding stone building that looked more like a fortress or mausoleum than a school. Its dark halls, dirty bathrooms, and broken asphalt were depressing, the teachers were unwelcoming, and the kids seemed mean.


On my first day, a fellow first-grader who also had transferred to this school after Christmas break grabbed my arm for help as I passed by him to get through the gate. I knew immediately that he was sick, and not just because he wheezed up the stairs behind me. He reeked of urine. His kidneys did not work properly. He had an unforgivably cruel last name: Peabody. His first name was Robert. I led him to our classroom, and he followed me in.


The classrooms had old wood double desks with inkwells. When the teacher assigned the seat next to Robert, the first kid refused, theatrically holding his nose while the room laughed. My heart broke as Robert’s face cratered under the humiliation. As tears streamed down his cheeks, I strode to his desk, sat down next to him, and smiled. Robert took the tissues I quietly passed under the desk and seemed to take comfort from my note that said everything would be okay. He nodded and, for the first time, showed me a glimpse of his smile, a shy, crooked, chipped-toothed grin that sealed our bond. Our first day done, I waited with him at the gate until his mother arrived.


My guardianship would become a permanent job. Every day he waited anxiously for me at the gate. I escorted him through the halls, stared down his taunters, helped him complete his work, defended him on the playground, and ate the afternoon snack with him. I loathed the odor and resented the inability of adults to stop his tormentors or help him get better. But I don’t remember him as a burden, and no thought of abandoning him entered my mind. The duty had been instinctive; the commitment, total.


One day later that spring, Robert wasn’t waiting at the gate. When he didn’t show by the warning bell, I left for class. His side of the desk sat empty that day. The next day, empty again, and the day after, the same. After a week, I gave up.


He never returned. It was as if he had never existed. My shields kicked in, and I shifted into the safety of hyper-focus on getting all A’s, as only a child with mild obsessive-compulsive disorder can. Robert Peabody no longer entered my mind.


Thirty years later, while I was racewalking around the Hollywood Reservoir in Los Angeles, a baffling wave of grief welled up and hobbled me midstride. I dragged myself to the fence and racked my brain for what could have hit me. Out of nowhere, Robert Peabody’s long-forgotten face loomed to the front of my mind, and his shy, crooked grin broke my heart all over again. Thirty years later, as a thirtysomething attorney, I finally grieved for my first-grade friend and my inability to save him.


In some ways, Robert Peabody had been my first client.


Shortly after this sad stint in Anacostia, we left for London, England. It was June 1964, and this time we were following Dad to a three-year posting at the American embassy. I enrolled in Town & Country, an academically demanding private British school that required uniforms with gray skirts that Mrs. Paul, our despotic headmistress, measured to ensure strict compliance with her three-inches-above-the-knee limit. She was not having the rage over miniskirts contaminate her students. We rode a “coach” to the school’s four old redbrick buildings on Eaton Avenue. After that pathetic school in Anacostia, it took a while to adjust to British rigor. I truly felt like I had stepped through the looking glass. But our parents’ drilling had paid off. Within two years I had mastered pounds, shillings, and pence; was studying Tudor history; and taking four languages—English, French, Latin, and German—at the same time.


After living in a huge house on the Anson Road edge of Gladstone Park for our first year in England, we moved to an apartment building on Maida Lane, a graceful London street that meandered alongside the Little Venice canal.


My mother’s passion for reading was by then my own. At age ten, I was an animal nut who had read every Dr. Dolittle adventure and the Born Free novels about freed lions that Mom hoped would heal my traumatized reaction of wanting to free the caged lion at the Cleveland zoo. For the most part, Mom didn’t much care what we read as long as we read. Only once did she “request” that I read a particular book.


I was in my tiny garland-rose bedroom, reading my latest Dr. Dolittle adventure, when she waltzed through my door, thrust a small white paperback with a shiny cover into my hands, and announced, “Here, I need you to read this. It’s important.” I looked at the picture on the cover of the dark-eyed girl with the thick brown hair and winsome smile, wondering what had prompted this unusual command.


I left the world of talking cows and entered the garret realm of the girl with the sparkling dark eyes. The book engulfed me. I shuddered as her hunters neared, grabbed on to her fierce will to live, and fell in love with how she spited darkness with her dreams. She was Anneliese Marie Frank. The book, of course, was The Diary of a Young Girl.


The Shoah was beyond my ten-year-old grasp, but Anne Frank’s spirit was not. She so captured my imagination that on first reading, I blocked out the diary’s end. In suppressed anguish, I raced through it a second time, clinging to the hope in my denial. But there would be no escape, no second shelter, no reprieve.


I was stunned. Who could hunt down a little girl and ship her out to death? Without so much as a smothered protest, a demonic industry had snuffed her beauty from the world. Determined to impose order on the unfathomable, I pulled down Encyclopaedia Britannica volumes from our living room shelves—Nazi, Hitler, Third Reich, genocide. I read more, understood less, and felt worse. Why did so many abet and so few defy a continent-wide carnage? Vigorously taught to reject hate, I had no ability to grasp the virulent anti-Semitism that had extinguished her life.


But after The Diary of a Young Girl, I understood one thing for sure: If Anne could perish, so could I. It began to dawn on me that few tests in life mattered, but one of them had to be: “Would you have sheltered Anne Frank?” I knew with ice-cold clarity that 90 percent of humanity would fail this test. This was the real reason for the devastation I felt.


By handing me that book, my mother had begun an important quest. She never missed a chance to note the significance of the European genocide of six million Jews. Years later, back in the States, in her casual way of lobbing the profound into the mundane, she said, “What they did to the Jews was monstrous, just unforgivable. They tried to wipe them out with the same hatred they have for us.” She wanted me to transcend racism through understanding the trauma of Jewish history. We, too, were uprooted, enslaved, scattered in a diaspora, persecuted, and hunted. Our millions perished, not in millennia of pogroms nor six years of industrialized killing camps, but over centuries of cruel crossings and deadly servitude. The same dehumanization that branded us had indeed fueled the slaughter of Europe’s Jews, Gypsies, disabled, and intellectuals. Determined not to sink me with the anvils of American slavery, Mom preferred to fortify me with the lessons of a similar people’s trauma and to make their strength my own. By handing me Anne Frank’s diary, she had planted her seeds of compassion, passed on the gift of her immense empathy, and permanently oriented me to seek justice.


After a year of studying the reign of the Tudors at my British school, I had discovered my next heroine after Mom and Anne Frank: Queen Elizabeth I. QE1 was my Number One Girl. Her Majesty fascinated me. As the disfavored daughter of a fallen queen, she fought by her wits to stay alive, took the throne and held it, refused to marry at a time women were barely above chattel, and then proceeded to best the world’s empires. With brains, guile, and ruthless advisers, she transformed herself from a traitor’s bastard into England’s greatest monarch, the revered Virgin Queen. When she could, she ruled through inspiration, with uncommon vision and restraint for her time (compared to the murderous reigns of her sister and father, her own murderous reign was mild). She ruled alone, thwarting patriarchy and averting the marriage she was sure would end her freedom and possibly her life. But most important, she backed her privateers and set her island nation on the trail to the New World. It seemed to me that without Good Queen Bess, there would have been no United States.


Enthralled with all things Elizabethan, I played to the hilt every Queen Elizabeth role in our British history and literature classes, which were full of dramatic reenactments. Never mind slavery, the question of whether I, the only black female in my British school, could play the role of Elizabeth I never entered my mind. Of course I could. Mom abetted my infatuation, sewing the jewels on the Elizabethan gowns and, while affixing my crown, clucking approvingly that Elizabeth was, as her mother predicted, an infinitely better monarch than any son of any king.


The only other historic figure who succeeded in captivating my imagination to this extreme was the anti-autocratic redistributionist, Robin Hood. My opportunity to play him would come later.


We returned from England in late 1967. In San Francisco the hippies were celebrating the Summer of Love, while across the bay, in Oakland, the Black Panther Party was gaining traction. Riots were erupting in black communities from Milwaukee to Washington, D.C., but up to that point I had been only vaguely aware of the politics exploding back home. Right before we left for London, the horrific murders of four little girls in the Sixteenth Street church bombing in Birmingham had made my dad angrily ask, “What kind of country kills little girls?” In that instant, the war for Negro civil rights briefly jolted my reality but soon faded into a faint echo an ocean away. When the turmoil of the sixties began surging, I was in London struggling with Latin and playing Beatles forty-fives. But by the close of our tour in Great Britain, Dad’s next assignment shattered this sheltered state.


He was going to Vietnam. We could follow him to every assignment except this one. We would wait for his return, one way or another, near Middletown, Pennsylvania, at Olmstead Air Force Base. When he hugged us goodbye at the Greyhound Bus depot in Reading, it was the saddest day of my life. I was in sixth grade, old enough to sense the dread beneath my parents’ stoicism. Old enough to understand that he could die. And old enough for a new epiphany of anger, this time at the state’s breath-gutting power to upend our lives and endanger my dad. It was an anger that would grow deeper as it slowly became clear the war had started over a trumped-up lie. Yet the only protest among the black-light posters of tigers and butterflies on my bedroom walls was my handmade sign protesting turtle soup on behalf of my Spanish terrapin, Mikie, whom I had rescued from a farmers’ market in London. At the Unitarian Universalist church my mother dragged us to that year, there were a lot of anti-war protests. I concluded that the war was wrong, but my focus was on Dad. And on Mom, who bravely carried us through that year and quietly prepared herself to finish raising us alone.


From our Olmstead bungalow in Pennsylvania, he was eight thousand miles overseas, but we were never far from my father while he was in Vietnam. We sent him taped messages every two weeks, our banter dutifully masking the fear that this time our message might return with his effects, unheard. His tapes back to us were equally banal, covering the weather, his lodgings, his food, and other travelogue fare, anything that shielded us from his reality. I don’t remember anything specific, just his voice mercifully confirming that he had been alive two weeks before and that he loved us. It felt like I spent that whole year holding my breath.


Then one warm, sunny June day came the greatest gift of my life.


He returned. Alive.


My brothers and I waited at the screen door. Dad emerged from the military car in full uniform and strode up the front yard to the door. He stopped and declared, “No one else in this family will ever fight in another war. I’ve paid that debt for all of you.” He opened the door and we collapsed in his arms.


He never burdened us with the toll that debt must have taken. But I found out how miraculously lucky we’d been. We didn’t know until after his return that he had rejected the much safer job of dropping bombs and had chosen instead to fly combat rescue missions. His helicopter dangled in a veil of bullets, doors wide open for the grunts who flung themselves and their downed buddies into the hovering hold. After the frontline troops, rescue pilots had the second highest chance of returning in a flag-draped coffin. One picture I saw of a Mekong Delta rescue helicopter reminded me of a Chinese checkers board, spackled with the pocked star-point bullet holes from tail to cockpit. How he returned without a scratch is a mystery for which I’ll always be grateful.


A few months later, we were on our way to Luke Air Force Base, the post where Mr. What Is You jolted my consciousness about color caste, class, and inequity. I was still too young to adopt the bellowing political rage of the late sixties. After Arizona, I spent eighth grade at Edwards AFB in Southern California, running cross-country races in the desert and winning election to class president within two months of arriving. We next moved to Scott AFB in southern Illinois, where I attended ninth and tenth grade at Mascoutah High School and experienced hayrides, met the strenuous demands of my biology teacher, John Harris, and again was elected class president.
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