
INTRODUCTION 

f\.:Jy children and I gre\v up together in Jan1aica Plain-a section 

of Boston that lies bet\\'een J an1aica Pond and F·rankJin Park. 

The children \Vent to the local public schools, then in the process 

of desegregation, and I \vent to school as a lo\v-level instructor of 

creative \vriting. i\ly adult life began \vhen I n1et their father in 

late 1967, only a fe\v n1onths after n1y father had died of a heart 

attack. I had been '""orlcing for c:Cl RE (the C:ongress on Racial 

Equality) in Roxbury. i\t first I traveled south \vith a friend to 

report on goings-on do\vn there:. \Ve \vent through J\ . .Jissis

sippi and Seln1a, Katchez and the Carolinas. Later I returned to 

Boston to continue \vorking for C()RE. j\'ly partner in seeking 

out housing violations and reporting then1 ,\.~as Jonathan Kaz.al, 

\vho later introduced n1e to Carl Senna \\"ith the \Varning, '~Don't 

fall in love \Vi th hin1." 

Carl \Vas a \\."riter and I \:Vas also \VTiting and editing \Vith Bill 

Corbett the srnall n1agazine called Fire Exit. \'Te accepted a good 
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storv \Vri tten bv Carl, \Vho lived on lviassachusetts .Avenue near 
... " 

c:olun1bus L.\venue in a building occupied n1ostly by prostitutes, 

His a partn1ent \Vas sl1roud ed in blackness \Vi th hardly enough 

light availa hie to see the fe,v political posters on the \Vall. His 

front door \Vore his nan1e on a card: ('or/os Frnncisco Jose St-,11n11. 

His father had been a boxer, a lv'Iexican, deported fron1 the 

U.S.i\.. and returned to Sierra Leone under Nixon's \.\retback 

La\VS. His 1nother, .A.frican-.. .\r11tTican, had n1oved to Boston fron1 

the South \vhere she had been a schoolteacher and piano player. 

c:arl had alinost finished at Boston u niversitv but \Vas 110\V \Vork-
" 

ing as an attendant in a n1ental hospital, \Vhere he \\~as shocked by 

the abuse of the patients. His n1other lived in the Y\ .. 11ittier Street 

projects \Vi th his sister and brother, both of then1 gro\vn and en 

route to independent lives. It didn't take n1e long to becon1e 

involved \\."ith C:arl and his fan1ily, but it \Vas a couple of rnonths 

before our relationship changed into a rornance. Y\le \Vere n1ar

ried a year after Kozol's \Varning, and had our first child exact1y 

nine n1onths later. \\le \vould have three children \vithin four 

years, and I \Vould spend the seven years of our tun1ultuous n1ar

riage in a ske\\:ed relationship to n1any old friends and farnily 

n1en1bers. 1'.Tot one of the1n \Vas rude or overtlv racjst. But the 
" 

n1edia and the environs around Boston \Vere so charged \vit11 

those exact possibilities that any personal exchange on the subject 

of hon1e life \vould be rnarked \vith svrnboljc value. 
" 

Both of us \Vere needy and uprooted \vhen \Ve rnet. I '"'"as even 

\\rorse than that: crippled by claustrophobia, riddled \Vith terror 

attacks, overcon1e by shyness, and strangely afraid of hun1an 

beings-especially those in any position of authority. Carl had 
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no direction as far as a career \Vent, and so \.Ve grabbed onto each 

other in an effort at stabilizing ourselves. It had al\vays been 111y 

in11nersion in tl1e political chaos of those days (and in earlier days, 

side by side, 'vith n1y father) that had a\vakened rne to the possi

bilit)-' that I \Vas feeling justifiable despair, not depression: social 

outrage, not personal arLxiety. I \Vas liberated fron1 n1y O\\-'Jl per

sonality to talk and think and \\'alk politics. C:arl's and n1y shared 

interest in political philosophies (Paolo Freire, Ivan Illich, Franz 

Fanon) dre\v us together as n1uch as anything else, and his expe

rience \Vi th race and class issues becan1e n1v ed uca ti on. 1\I v father 
~ ~ 

had been a civil-rights activist and 1ny personal ally as w~ell. I 

111issed hin1. It 'vas ah,~avs like '4'one of the con1forts of hon1e'' to 
~ 

i1111nerse n1yself in politics. 

There \\~ere tnany \:von1en like n1e-born into \vhite privilege 

but \Vi th no financial .security, given a good ed u ca ti on hut no 

training for survival. So111e of us ended up in cults, son1e in jail, 

son1e in far-out n1arriages. The daughters of \vhite activists 

tended to beco1ne n1ore engaged than even their fathers \Vere, 

and like certain c;reek heroines thev drove then1selves to n1ad-.. 

ness and incarceration, carrying to the nth degree their fathers' 

progressive positions. Because rny fan1ily (acaden1ic, artistic) had 

no extra n1onev, there \Vas no cushion for the crash fron1 a con1-
" 

fortable ho111e into the literal cold streets. Son1eho\v Carl and I 

did 1nanage to carve a niche for ourselves-through n1arriage 

and ne\v _;obs luckily acquired-just off the streets. \.\re \Vere both 

son1e\\'"ha t conservative in our ha bi ts. Ko narcotics, no rock 'n 

roll. Crossing the racial divide \Vas the only radical ingredient in 

V{hat \.Ve \Vere doing. Basically \Ve \Vere in hiding \Vhen Vi/e \Veren't 

'vork.ing. 
"'-
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+ + + 

Carl \Vas Catholic and his n1other, \vho lived \\'ith us, \Vas devout, 

attending daily J\1ass on her \vay to \Vork at the courthouse do\vn

to\vn. \.\Te had the children baptized and I began attending 1\.·lass 

,~vith n1y 1nother-in-la\v hovering at the back of the church, and 

feeling n1yself excluded and estranged fron1 the rituals. I read 

Sin1one Y\7eil, the Eoff brothers, Gustavo c;utierrez and a variety 

of conten1porary liberation theologians \vho incorporated socia]

ist ideals \Vith a Christian preferential option for the poor .... ..\nd as 

the children gre\V older, each took catechisn1 classes and first 

con1n1u1lion. I gre\v increasingly con1fortable sitting at j\iJass and 

participating in everything but the E.ucharist, for n1any years. 

The skepticisrn that \Vas like a splash of iodine in the n1ilk of 111y 

childhood hon1e began to \Vork its \vav out of n1v syste1n. 
~ ri' "' .,, 

Encircling this rather quiet and interior don1estic quest \\~as the 

city of Boston and its racist and vio]ent rejection of progress, 

desegregation, dialogue. Louise Day Hicks and the vociferous 

Boston Irish \Vere like the dogs and hoses in the South. Ko dif

ference. Boston, al \~.rays segregated into pockets of furious chau

vinisn1-fro1n the Korth End to the South-fron1 rich \vhite 

sectio11s of Can1bridge to poor \\'orking-class areas there-did 

not kno\\· ho\v to separate issues of race and class. The poor \Vere 

set against the poor, \Vhile the rich continued to glide around the 

periphery dispensing n1oral .iudgn1ents. 

Jvlartin Luther King, Jr., \Vas assassinated during the san1e season I 

n1et C~arl. Parts of the city \Vere cordoned off. Jan1es Bro\vn \\'as 

called in. ''re \vent to his concert, \vhich had been organized to 
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'vard off riots and \\'hich succeeded. ""~though Boston never ex

ploded to the san1e extent as other cities, the surge of Black Po\ver 

'~..ras unlike anything that had happened there or in the country 

before. Blackness becan1e the club that n1any \Vhites longed to .ioin. 

The raised fists, the street signals, the attitude, the rhetoric, the 

111usic-all these produced a change in \vhite consciousness that 

had the effect of rnaking \vhites defensive and aggressive on the one 

hand, or yearning for con cilia ti on on the other. 

It's an old storv bv no\v-ho\Y Black Po\ver forced individual ... .. 

,\.rJ1ites to see then1selves as unstable and isolated social products, 

people \\rho \Vere at the end of the line and \Vho \Vere not the tran

scendent and eternal beings they had been raised to believe then1-

selves to be. In those days it \Vas a terrible blo\v to a n1ass ego. 

\.\·7hites, \\'"ithout even kt10\ving it, had been getting a\vay \Vi th n1ur

der. '"fhe fundan1ental assun1ption that they deserved everything 

they had, or didn't yet have, sin1ply because they \Vere \vhite, had to 

be rethought. .i..\ny kno\vledge of the history of civil rights in this 

country \vould quickly expose race as a national obsession fron1 day 

one-race as the \vay to n1easure intellectual superiority, that is. 

fvlountains of docun1ents supported this belief in \vhite superiority: 

the very size of the heap revealed the desperate an_xiety behind the 

clain1s. The Black Po\ver n1oven1ent sho\ved ho\V quickly and thor

oughly a change of self-in1age can produce a radical reappraisal by 

one's neighbors, not to n1ention oneself: this lesson in identity· pol

itics ulti1nately blasted apart n1any fixed constr11cts. 

Boston, recalcitrant and class-divided, \Vas a poor choice of a 

place to live as a n1ixed couple. Even the 1nost enlightened \Vhite 
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acade111ics had no black friends, or tokens 011ly, and fled quickly 

to the suburbs for the schools. 'Those \vho stayed and strugg]ed 

in tl1e i1111er city \\~ere fe,v and far benveen, and \Vere both self

in terested and heroic. ~fhev renovated houses in the South End .. 

and Ja1naica P]ain and involved then1se]ves in school con1n1ittees 

and busing and clinics and they did so \vi th the social o ptin1isn1 of 

an earlier, pre-\\lar generation. )'et inany of then1 had no black 

friends at the end of the day,. only colleagues in the battle for bet

ter schoo]s for their children. In the h1ack con1n1unity there \Vas 

very ]itt]e ag-ree111ent on anything, and because it \Vas a sn1all and 

old con11nunitv, hatreds that take tin1e to thrive had taken root, 
" 

and tl1e disa green1ents on social action ,\~ere irreconcilable. 

Boston's \;.rhite upper class \Vas divided bet\veen the Republican 

core group, \vho \Vere in business, banking,. and la\v, and ,, .. ho 

o\\~ned property in the suburbs, and Den1ocrats, \vho didn't 

o'\'11 n1uch of anything and stayed in the realn1 of "letters'' and 

pohtica] policy, social justice, and acaden1ics. Both groups can1e 

fron1 <)ld !Vlonev, but the Detnocrats onlv had snutllJoxes, tea 
" " 

cups,. and dusty portraits to sho\v for it, \Vhile the Republicans 

had long drive\vays, trees, and country clubs \Vhere blacks and 

J e\vs had been un\~/e]con1e for years. ·These t\vo groups didn't 

speak and \:vere socially divided into s111all n1utually interested 

tiers. Even today, stockbrokers see other stockbrokers: aca

den1ics see other acaden1ics. Doctors ta]k to doctors, and teach

ers are too tired at the end of the dav to ta]k to anyone hut their 
" " 

fan1ilies. There is very litt1e cross-culh1ral exchange even at the 

n1ost privileged level in Boston. Fron1 that point do\vn., the 

divisions have enlarged and darkened and continue to enlarge 

and darken. 
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+ + + 

Bosto11 is a parochial a11d paranoid city: it doesn't adn1it its o'vn 

defects, and it be1ittles its O\Vn chi]dren as a result. It is a difficu]t 

cit}:r for .A.frican .A .. n1ericans. In Boston" as in 1nuch of .:-\J11erica, 

there has alv,:rays been n1ore interracial interaction an1ong the 

poor, the \Vorking class, churchgoing people, and crin1inals, in

cluding the 1\.1a fia, than an1ong the rich and privileged. \,\·11en 

self-interest includes racial crossings, in order to sustain certain 

vital social transactions, then there is n1ore in tern1arriage too. In 

Boston, in the early and n1id-seventies, there \Vas a group of 

young, disenfranchised fl.o\ver cl1ildre11 \Vho also intern1arried: 

they \Vere street poets and 1nusicians. They took drugs: they 

crossed over. But n1ost of then1 \Vere already breaking apart 

and going in different directions around the tin1e I':ixon \Vas 

in1peached. 

!v1y children gre\v up \Vith other racially n1ixed children \\'ho can1e 

out of that period~ St?sa111e Street \Vas their in1aginary Cuba-an 

urban utopia that influenced their values for life. By 1980 aln1ost 

all of their parents had divorced: their single 'vhite n1others ran 

their lives. Until those divorces it \Vas as if \Ve occupied a fleet of 

little arks tl1at rose \Vith the flood and tossed and sank: and inside 

our '"'"indo\vless habitats \Ve blan1ed all the chaos on our 1narriages. 

Race \var '\.'"as enacted inside the tight little houseboats-violent 

language, violent action, intirnidation, insult, accusations that 

n1ade no sense, based as thev \Vere in an absolute lack of under-
~ 

standing of each others' cultures-all this in order to create a ne'v 

society. Y\le ''rent so far out, \Ve passed-on the 'vay-insights and 

possibilities that \~.:rere good as \veH as bad: there are \Vorldly .iour-
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neys that travel to the end of the possible: they are hellish pas

sions: you learn everything fron1 the1n . 

. After a fe\V n1onths of n1arriage and pregnancy, \Ve n1oved to a 

srnall tov\-'"n on the Salen1 Harbor, north of Boston. "\.\.Te Jived at 

the top of a very sheer short hill, called Sunset Road, that looked 

do\Vn onto the harbor. C:arPs 1nother tnoved in \Vith us, con1-

n1uting by bus to her job to Boston, and \Ve both had teaching 

jobs at Ti1fts Universtty. ()ur decision to leave Boston \Vas based 

in a certain self-consciousness about our rnarriage: our hon1e \Vas 

a hideout But \Ve had friends \vho visited us there: the i\frican 

novelist .i.\vi K\\.'"ei .A.r1nah, his then-\vife Fatin1a lviernissi, t\vo 
~ 

friends Joe and Lynn Long (also a n1ixed 1narriage).,, \\'"hon1 \Ve 

had n1et in K e\V IVlexico, Ro be rt Creelev, and other ne\V and old 
~ 

friends fron1 Boston and K e\v \Tork. '"f he talk steered invaria blv 
-· 

tcnvards politics and race. 

c:arl got \Vork in Boston again, llO\\~ as an editor at Beacon Press, 

so-n1uch to n1v 1nother-in-la,,-"s sorrov,,~-v.;e returned to the 
~ 

city. In Jan1aica Plain \Ve lived in a large \vhite house on a street 

called Robeson Street that ran up Su1nner Hill to Franklin Park, 

one of ()ln1sted's n1ost glorious landscapes. Trees frorn this park

land spread huge branches over our house and the puddingsto11e 

juttings that supported the enorrnous and shabby \·7ictorian 

houses on this one street. Roxburv's Hill district has a sin1ilar 
.I 

quality, and there are probably five streets in .Jan1aica Plain that 

ren1ain in this condition. \.,le loved the house and filled it \vith 

Carl's fa1nily and Jainaican, Irish, and .African friends of friends 

''rho needed ten1porary housing. I helped establish the neighbor

hood health clinic and beca rne close to the people on the streets 
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around., and \Ve started a dav-care center in our basen1ent, \Vith 
~ 

hvo teachers and hvelve little children, t\vo of then1 n1ine: 111v ,,. 

third v~~as still a baby beside 111e. In larger Boston, follo,ving on 

.Arthur (;arritv's court order to the citv schools, the black con1-
~ r 

n1unity \Vas developing ()peration Exodus, ~\:"IETC:C), the Bridge, 

and Catholic Bridg·e, progran1s designed to lift black children 

out of the inner city and place then1 in suburban, private., and 

parochial schools. Blacks and \\-'hites together \Vere also organiz

ing n1agnet schools in certain deprived districts of the city . 

. At night I \vould leave a pot of rice on the stove for people pass

ing through. There \\rere beans, veg eta bl es, and the sound of 

J\.1oto,vn blasting. The children had a nursery in the attic \vhere 

they developed intense fantasy lives around their dolls and stuffed 

anin1als and n1v n1other-in-la\V had a bedrootn benveen ours and 
r 

theirs, \\rhere t\vo cribs sat side-by-side and the baby girls con-

versed in coos and l\'hispers. i\·ly n1other-in-lav.r, a sn1all dark

skinned \VOtnan \Vith sloe e)res and a large n1ischievous sn1ile, 

continued to "~ork all dav at the courthouse and then reh1rned to 
-,/ 

help n1e (like a husband!) in the evenings: but a cancer she had 

treated \Vith a 1nastecto1ny began returning and she becan1e 

increasingly crippled \vith pain in the follovting rnonths. She died 

t\vo 1nonths before I gave birth to 111y third child. Her illness

and finally her dying-profou nd]y affected our fan1ily. \.\re \Vere 

never the sa1ne \vithout her, and the \\~hole operation disinte

grated in terrible \\"ays. It \Vas as if things fron1 outdoors began to 

gro\\- inside the house, under the tables and in the sinks. 

This \\'"as a fertile but lonely titne. Y\ .. 11ile I \Vas involved in neigh

borhood politics and 1ny true colleagues \\'"ere other rnothers, 
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racial tensions in the citv su btlv invaded the household. J\.Iore 
" " 

frequently than not I found n1y point of vie\V no longer fit that of 

n1y friends, even though \Ve \Vere con1n1i tted to the san1e issues. 

Son1e \vorldvie\V \Vas inexorably shifting in n1e, and I felt side

lined bv conversations and ren1arks that \VOU Id have slid bv unno-
,, " 

ticed before. lvlany \Vhites \Vere den1onstrati11g against \·7ietnarn 

and 1nuch of the hot talk around that topic spilled into defenses 

and conden1na tions of underground organizations that believed ..... ..... 

in violent resistance. The four assassinations (the Kennedys, 

J\.:lalco1n X, and J\ . .-Jarti n Luther King Jc) had changed the en ti re 

atn1osphere of political debate in the country fron1 polite rea

soning to justifications for revenge. The Cuban revolution and 

the liberation of ..-:\.frican nations had alreadv indicated to rnanv of 
~ " 

us that the only V{ay to produce radical social change 'vas to push 

the discourse to a crin1inal-inclusive language. 

I quickly learned that \vhite people are obsessed ,\~ith race, and 

the subject con1es up at least once in any three- or four-hour 

gathering. l)ne night I \v·ent to a srnall to\vn in ~\'lassachusetts to 

give a reading, and \vhen I entered the roo1n 'vhere an all-\vhite 

group of people had gathered after\vards, they \Vere saying, "'If 

the lines ever get dra\vn, and the situation gets seriously violent, 

I kt10\v 'vhich side I \vill be on." i\nd then tl1ey began to speak 

(liberals, all of then1) about their fear of blacks, and their judg

n1ents of blacks, and I had to announce to then1 that n1v husband 
" 

and children \\~ere black,. before hastily departing. 

This event has been repeated so n1any tin1es, in rnultip]e forn1s, 

that by no\V I n1ake son1e kind of give-a\vay staternent after enter

ing a 'vhite-only roon1, one \Vay or the other, that \vill \Varn the 
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people there '\vhich side I i.Hll on." The situation n1ost recently 

repeated itself about a hundred tin1es in rny presence over the 

subject of ().j. Sin1pson. His nan1e \Vas like the \vhistle of a train 

con1ing do\VB the line, and I kne\V \vhat \Vas con1ing-vindictive 

racialized ren1arks, con1ing frorn othenvise socially progressive 

\\~hite people. \'ou \vould think that he had organized n1ass n111r

ders and guerilla \Varfare on i\1nerican streets. Louis Farrakhan is 

the only other public person \vho produces the san1e reaction. (ln 

these occasions, n1ore than anv others, I feel that n1v skin is \vhite 
~ ~ 

but rny soul is not, and that I an1 in can1ouflage. It is clear to n1e 

that black n1en are in a no-\vin situation in relation to \\"hites, 

including liberals \Vho perceive then1 (but never say so) as sell-outs 

frorn their "o\~ln people,, (not revolutionary enough) if they live 

\\~ith a '''hite \Von1an, and \vho then .Judge then1 as dangerous and 

anti-[ntegrationist if they live \Vith a black \vocnan. It is the '"=-bite 

envy of (and fetishization ot) black rnen that has sustained the 

institution of racisn1. Integration is not a \Vord that is heard any

n1ore; incarceration has replaced it. ()n]y \Vhite \Votnen in this 

country have historicallv been conde1nned to a lo\ver status than 
~ ~ 

black n1en, and that \Vas \vhen thev crossed over and rnarried black 
~ 

n1en. Then they \Vere officiall3,.r, legally, relegated to the ]o,~.rest 

social caste. J\ .. Iany ti1nes people stopped rne \Vith n1y children, to 

ask, '~.A.re they yours?" '":-ith an expression of disgust and disbelief 

on their faces. rfhese \Vere \Vhite people. In neighborhoods \\:-here 

there \Vere Puerto Rican fa n1ilies \l:-ith a \vi de range of colors and 

hair types an1ong then1, I felt safe; I \Vas addressed in Spanish. 

Y\·11en they \Vere very young, 1ny children decided that they \Vere 

black despite their fair skin and 1nestizo feah1res. They decided 

this, V{ith the help of their father, n1e, and the city of Boston at 
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the heig-ht of tl1e bu sing crisis, v~rhen the school systen1 divided 

fiH11ilies according to each child,s physical appearance. \'le de

cided that race 'vas 111ore a tribal than an individual choice, and 

've shared our viev~:s on this score \Vith the children. 

l.\fter n1y third child \Vas in n1y arn1s I began to feel that I con

tained in n1v bod, .. a fourth child, and so1neti1nes I \vould halluci-.. .. 

nate, hearing the sound of this n1issing child crying. In so1ne \Vay 

this sensation began to correspond to the experience of "'cover

ing', and soon I could honestly and deeply feel rnyself to contain 

another self, a shado\V. 

There \Vere at this tin1e in Boston '\von1en's groups', \vhere srnall 

gatherings of friends \vould n1eet to talk about the condition of 

being fen1ale, of n1othering· and n1arrying. These groups n1ore 

often revealed econo1nic differences benveen us than ties that 

bound us, and they often \vound up (disappointingly) as discus

sio11s of fat, breast size, and horn1ones. \Tet son1ething iin portant 

happened in those gatherjngs anyv~'ay, feelings of intin1acy and 

respect for each other ecnerged-feelings that '\'On1en had rarely 

had for each other before in their scran1ble to catch n1en. It \Vas 

in these funk·y n1eetings that son1e insight \Vas gained into the 

assurnptions being n1ade about our gende1·, by ourselves as n1uch 

as by 1nen, and so a refusal to collaborate 'vas begun in Jiving 

roon1s and kitchens after dark. 

~;\t that tin1e, after their fa th er and I broke up, s11rvi val for n1y 

children and n1vse]f as their onlv caretaker 'vas all that drove n1e. .. . 
I learned ho\V to bend the rules, to prevaricate, to he crooked, to 
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get son1ething for as little as nothing,. to take no\V and pay later, 

to fr1ke facts in exchange for safet)r, to live by srnoke alone, to feel 

grateful to cheap \Vine at night, to find the free clinics, the kind 

people, the food statnp outlet, and to exchange free childcare 

'vi th other rnothers. The potential for corruption that is in all of 

us is certainly triggered by the feeling of being- absolutely alone 

in a desperate situation. I \vould do anything for n1y children. 

The ernotion \Vas not heroic or tough even~ It \Vas reactive. 

\.\·11en this kind of siu1ation lasts for a \Vhile, your adaptation to 

crookedness can alter your personality unless you \Vatch out. 

There is a point \vhen you realize you are spending n1ore tin1e 

covering the traces of your dishonesty than you spe11d plotting it. 

I kno\v V{on1en no,v, I recognize then1, \vho are po\verfu] and 

lively spirits, \Vho have nonetheless becon1e pern1anently dishon

est in response to several difficult years caring for their children 

alone. I kno\v that they \vould lie to their O\Vn best friends to get 

an extra buck, years after the need for that "\\~as over. 

(The pro blern \Vi th this kind of survival ethic \\rhen you are par

enting is that the results of a \Vell-intended action on]y sho'v up 

years later .. At tl1e tin1e,. in the nearsightedness of desperate acts, 

you n1ay be aspiring to goodness for all involved, you n1ay have 

only unselfish 1notives in 1nind as you n1ake decisions, but they 

can be \Vrong for one of the people. \'"ou can sacrifice a long-tern1 

good for a short-tern1 result. .A.cts driven by \Vorry unfold slo\vly 

and a long unhappiness can be the result.) 

\.\·11en I finallv did have to strike c]ose to the streets (\ve lost our 
~ . 

house, \Ve had no n1oney and no\vhere to go, and n1ade daily vis-
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its to disn1al \velfare and food stan1p offices) it \Vas a stretch that 

truly scared rne, but there \Vere several \Von1en \Vho helped n1e 

out. ()ne of these \\.'0111en \Vas a young black psychiatrist, Daryl 

LTtz, \vho \Vorked at the neighborhood clinic. She \Vas a brilliant 

and gentle counselor through this tin1e-seated in a disrna] office 

adjacent to the giant hospitals off the River"vay in Boston-\vet 

sno\\~ falling outside. \.,.re shared chan1pagne at Ne\v ):'"ear's, \Ve 

beca tne friends, she told n1e, "\Tou 111a rried vou r in other~'' I .. 

started con1n1uting to Ke\v )::'ork to \vork t\\.~o days a \Veek., and on 

one of the days at hon1e, she cal1ed n1e to say, ''I an1 going to 

reverse roles and cancel our appointn1ent for today.'' "".\nd then 

she con1n1itted suicide. It \\~as this tragedy that gave 1ne the in1pe

h1s to leave Boston and settle in a shack in the \Voods in (~on

necticut. I sa\v Boston as a prison then, a race nightn1are. Her 

isolated hon1e in a 'vhite suburban tract \vhere she had died 

seen1ed to be a rnetaphor for no-place-to-n1n-no-place-to-hide. 

~~evertheless I, like her, chose the countrv, a \Vood bv the sea, to 
. .. ~ 

recover in: a sn1all tO\\;n \vith a kind day care staff and slidi11g 

scale: a very good public school in a huge green field: 111y sister: 

and a train to :t\:"e\V )'ark, \Vhere I \\~as then teaching at c:olu Ill bia. 

The poet J\.'1aureen O\\'en \\'as living in the sarne tn\vn and also 

\\rorking in Ke\v \ark, and \Ve helped each otl1er \\rith child care 

\vhen \Ve had to spend nights a\vay. She published t\vo of n1y 

books of poe1ns 'vritten at that tin1e: \\.~e n1in1eoed and stapled 

then1 out in her barn. The sn1ell of the sea and birdsongs in n1any 

\\rays \Vorked as a tonic. But d1e race issue \Vas a plague and a 

problen1 for the children, \Vho had no friends of color to speak of 

in that sn1all privileged tov{n. "".\.nd \Ve \Vere not used to living 

alone. l\l"e ah~/ays lived \Vith other people. 
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+ + + 

1'; ot for the first or last tin1e, \Ve \~/ere asked to leave the shack 

after a vear (too n1anv children: I had ]ied and said I on1v had 
~ . ~ ~ 

hvo) and \Ve n1oved into a house near the village green called The 

\.\Telfare House by the neighbors. There \Ve lived over a single 

n1other, a Korean \Votnan nan1ed Kyong, \vith her son /\:lichael, 

and \Ve becan1e an extended fa n1ily happily. It \Vas the n1id

seventies. ,.\Te \Vere then a fan1ily of four Jiving on $6,ooo a year, 

111y incon1e fron1 adjunct teaching at Cohnnbia .. A. sn1all to\vn is 

far preferable on a daily basis to a city \vhen you are poor, but the 

catch-22 is that there are fe,v opportunities for \Vork, for chang

ing your situation. \'ou can con1fortably squat in the san1e eco

non1ic position there for n1any years. I felt stagnant and lacki11g 

in hope there. 

\.\.T_ith n1y return, then, to Boston, in search of n1ore opportunity·, 

I began to play the school syrstern, along \\~ith n1any other single 

n1others, n1oving fron1 one part of the city to the other follo\vi11g 

the zo11ing7 Racialization of our children began in1n1ediately

thev \Vere coded bv hair and skin tone to travel to one or another 
J ~ 

school, so1netln1es different ones. I ren1en1ber fighting out this 

issue \Vith an official over a table in son1e school in \.,lest Roxbuni, 
" 

until \Ve found a school all three children could attend together. 

This perverse operation taught n1e to use race in n1y children's 

favor, calling then1 black in one district and \vhite in another, in 

order to get the good school. I \Vrote an article for the Baftou Globe 

at that tin1e called ''The Kouveau Pauvre"· describing n1y O\Vn sit

uation, as sotneone fron1 the rniddle class \vho had fallen helo'\" 

the poverty line \Vi th droves of others, tnostly 'vo1nen, and ho\v \Ve 
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coped \Vith it. \'le forn1ed food coops and con1n1u11ity gardens in 

abandoned lots running along the tracks to do'\'nto\vn Boston . 

. A~nd \Ve also learned ho\V to entangle the issues of econon1ics and 

race in \vavs that served our children's interests . .. 

Having detern1ined that our children \Vould get the kind of edu

cation that \Ve had had, but having no n1oney to support that 

d etertnina ti on, \Ve not only taught thern at hon1e, \Ve also tracked 

then1 for Boston Latin, the city·'s best public school, or BrookJine 

High School, as soon as \Ve had steered then1 through the n1aze of 

Boston's ele1nentary-school systen1 during the busing crisis. 

,.\·11ites \Vere abandoning Boston for the suburbs, \vhere the bus

ing order \Vas not enforced, in order to avoid sending their chi1-

dren to school \Vith black children, and thev left behi11d a trail of .. 

scra,vled n1essages: }.\1ig_v;er Go Ho111e . ... ·\nd son1e of those san1e 

\vhites \vorked in the city and often liberal1y encouraged poor 

\\-'hites and blacks to continue their struggle for integrated schools. 

It 'vas the \vell-knovn1 A . .n1erican ston': at all costs, don't n1ention .. 

econon1ic injustice. Increasingly race \Vas a red herring, a \vay to 

avoid seeing the ever-\videning gap bet\veen rich and poor. 

By the tin1e n1y children \Vere approaching sixth grade, one thing 

\\ras clear: ele1nentary school accon1plishes eighty percent of the 

task of educating children for their entire lives. In the Boston 

public schools, bet\veen first and fifth grades, 1ny children got al1 

the basic learning they needed frotn excellent and con1111itted 

teachers .. A.nvthing· extra '~.ras n1v responsibilitv at ho1ne. Frorn . ~ ~ 

sixth grade on, the issues changed, and the school day \Vas n1ore 

of a socia] than an educational reality. The n1ain lesson: learn 

your place in the pecking order through sports and clubs. The 
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kids got a little history and English, bad foreign language instruc

tion, and sn1all science. I could be of less and less actual help, 

because their attention \Vas dra\\~n else\vhere, to\vards the purely 

social. The truth is, fron1 n1iddle school to graduation, the pub

lic school syste111 V\-'a s cousin to the penal systen1, a \Vay of keep

ing unruly kids off the streets so they \vouldn't disturb the 

gro,\~nu ps. 

I had returned to Boston \Vi th the hope of reconstn1cting n1y n1ar

riage, but our struggles continued after \Ve returned to live in 

Jan1aica Plain. \.,re had 1noved lvhen once again I \Vas asked to leave 

an apartn1ent, after Kyong and J\1ichael n1oved in \Vith us, putting 

six people in a t\vo-hedroon1 space. It \Vas then that n1y cousin 

()uincy gave n1e a do\\~n payn1ent on a big old house, and "~e could 

rent out sections of the house and in this \vay pay the 111ortgage. I 

also began \Vork on a project that \vould take eighteen 111onths

The lf..-7J;ite Sl111)c-a novel based on the true story of a \vhite boy 

raised as a slave before, during, and after the Civil Y\.Tar. I \Vas paid 

enough by .. r\von to live for those rnonths, \vhile I looked for 

another teaching job and rented out roon1s in the house. 

I think for that tin1e n1v involvernent in the don1estic scene 
~ 

forn1ed n1y position in the larger \vorld. T'hese household 

ideals-\vhich are of course social ideals too-of an extended 

fan1ily that hves together, sharing and helping and not con1peting 

\Vith each other-\vere incon1patible \\'ith an individualist 

approach to the social and professional arena. Bet\\~een 1ny 

don1e.stic socialis1n and the outside \vorld's social realisn1 I could 

only construct a narro\v and \Veak psychological bridge~ one that 

I \Vas finally too suspicious to cross. 
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+ + + 

During these school-choice crises, people used false addresses, 

n1oved, and begged in order to get their kids into decent places. 

\.\.Te kept three such students, friends of n1y children, listed under 

our address and several tin1e.s had to rush to round the1n up 

before they \Vere caught not living there. /\:Iy daughters re1nained 

in Boston public schools until they \Vent to college, and their 

education becan1e the 1notive force behind \~there \Ve could live. 

J\.:Jy son \Vent to a private school that generously paid aln1ost his 

entire fee: I sent hin1 there so that he could have n1ore attention 

than I could give hin1, no\v that I \Vas \Vorking n1ore hours and he 

had no father at hon1e .. A.nd by the ti1ne he \Vas six I had figured 

out that he \\~as a school-hater (as I had been) and that I could 

place hin1 in safe custody an1ong generous liberals \vho \Vere 

con1forta ble \Vith his con1bination of fan1iliar 111.anners and color. 

The kindness of n1any no\v-despised liberals during this period 

\Vas paratnount in n1aking it possib]e for nun1bers of school-age 

children to escape the public school systen1. Du ring these 

years-ben\~een i978 and i987-there \Vere 20,315 black rnales 

n1urdered in i\n1erica; in 1995 alone, there \\tere j,913 deaths. 

!vlanv of these \~'ere black-on-black n1urder-suicides. A-Jost vie-
~ 

tin1s \Vere children, n1ost of then1 ''"111ixed'' through history. .... ~ 

It \Vasn't until five years after n1y divorce, \vhen I joined those 

ranks of single \vhite 1nothers, that I converted to Cath0Jicis111. I 

'\.rould have to say that n1y children led n1e to that place because 

I learned everything I ever hoped to learn about consequence 

fron1 giving birth to thern, fro111 raising then1~ and fron1 saying 

goodbye to then1 as they entered their generation's \Vorld. 
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THE WEDDING DRESS 



Tl1is pc1ge it1te11tio11c1l~v left blcn1k 



I \Vant to run through the \vorld 

.A.nd live the life of a lost child 

I have caught the rnood of a \vandering soul 

.After scattering all n1y goods. 

It is one to n1e \Vhether I live or die . 

. All I ask is for love to ren1ain \vith n1e. 

Joseph Surin, S.J. 



Tl1is pc1ge it1te11tio11c1l~v left blcn1k 
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