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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to my family: My father who exemplified

Grit; my mother who exudes her namesake, Grace; my sister

who shows me Love, and my niece, Second Chances.

And finally, my great-niece who inspires my childlike

 wonder, infused with hope, and optimism.

Thank you, Mom, Dad, Cat, Britt, and C.

Love, Leland
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I Really Can’t Hear

On my first day of spacewalk training in NASA’s Neutral Buoyancy Laboratory at the Johnson Space Center, the future loomed in front of me as bright as the heavens I had hoped to reach. I wanted to master the fundamentals and, like all astronauts, I knew that spacewalk proficiency was the quickest path to that coveted first flight assignment.

The sooner I could fly, the more time I would have to spend off-planet getting my orbital shift on. There are almost 7.5 billion people living on Earth. Only 555 of them have ever flown in space. Of that number, 362 were American astronauts. It’s a very, very exclusive club, and as I prepared for the day’s trials, I was determined to join it.

I began my descent to the bottom of the cavernous pool that houses a submerged space shuttle and International Space Station to practice installing and attaching hardware with the goal of one day doing similar work on the real $150 billion space station orbiting high above the planet. I had completed many scuba runs in the pool before, but training for extravehicular activity (EVA) in the suit is more like walking in the weightless environment of space. It isn’t easy. The suit alone made me look like a cross between the Pillsbury Doughboy and the Michelin Man.

At a depth of ten feet, I noticed the little block of Styrofoam, called the Valsalva device, was missing. The device is usually attached at nose level inside the helmet to help a diver clear his or her ears by simply pressing the nose against it. Just a week earlier, I made sure to tell the technician that I needed it.

Through the helmet headset, I told test director Greg Sims that the device was missing. I enjoyed working with Greg. We met a few months earlier in Huntsville, Texas, when he administered the qualification dives for my scuba certification. I should have stopped the dive to get a new device, but I wanted to go on with my training. So, I convinced myself—and Greg—that I could continue without any problems. “Okay,” he said. “Just don’t hurt yourself.”

It didn’t take long before my ears felt full, like the pressure a passenger feels when a plane shifts in flight—only much worse. Desperate to clear my ears, I thrust my head forward to position my nose on the helmet neck ring, but it was too far out of reach. My doctors would later tell me that either my background as a professional athlete or my high tolerance for pain prevented me from realizing the true severity of my situation. Maybe. But, on April 3, 2001, I simply told myself that my ears would clear.

I knew something was wrong at twenty feet. “I can’t hear you,” I told Greg. “Can you turn the volume up?” I strained to hear a response, but all I got was static. I figured something was wrong with either the headset or the cable running from my suit to the pool deck as one kink in the cable could shut down the sound.

“Turn up the volume,” I shouted into the microphone, wondering why the men on the other end of the line were ignoring me.

Greg and his team began to raise me slowly up and down in the pool, thinking it might clear my ears in much the same way increasing altitude can do on an airplane. I still couldn’t hear Greg. Seconds later, I heard an irritating sound from the headset, followed by faint crackles and an obscured voice. Somebody was trying to tell me something, but I couldn’t make out the words. At that point, the training ended. As I floated toward the surface, I saw Danny Olivas, a fellow trainee, at the bottom of the pool ready to demonstrate his EVA skills. I know he was thinking, What the hell is going on with Leland? and probably wondering if my problem would delay his training.

Dr. Richard McCluskey, a NASA flight surgeon who was assisting with the exercise, was waiting for me. The technician who helped me out of my helmet was the same guy in charge of my “suit-fit check,” the test run of all the equipment I would use the day of my underwater training. He had asked me if I needed a Valsalva device, and multiple scuba dives in the Red Sea had taught me that I could only clear my ears by blocking my nostrils. So I had said yes.

The look on the doctor’s face told me something had gone wrong. In fact, I saw concern on everyone’s faces. They were all mouthing words without sound, and I wondered why they didn’t just speak up. When Dr. McCluskey touched my right ear, I noticed the blood on his finger and began to feel it running down the side of my face. He quickly examined my ears and observed retraction of my tympanic membrane—the eardrum. Suspecting the problem occurred from the underwater change in pressure, he administered a nasal spray and politzerization, a medical procedure that involves inflating the middle ear by blowing air up the nose.

Neither effort worked. I still couldn’t hear.

Dr. McCluskey then escorted me to the hypobaric altitude chamber, which simulates the experience of an airplane ascending in flight. At 10,000 feet, I didn’t feel any different but when the doctor tried to inflate my middle ear a second time, my ears began to clear. I could hear a little better.

According to the medical records, I could hear speech from about five feet away. However, when the chamber brought me back to sea level, my ears became blocked again, and I was unable to hear much of anything. All I could do was sit inside the steel tube, peering through the window at the faces of the doctors and technicians, and wonder if they felt any responsibility for damaging a member of the NASA family. After my stint in the altitude chamber, the room seemed to spin, and the walls, fixtures, and faces tumbled together in a confusing whirl. I threw up when I got to the shower. Thank goodness, I made it that far.

My next stop was the Flight Medicine Clinic, which wasn’t far from the Neutral Buoyancy Laboratory. The doctors there examined my ears and performed balance tests that I passed easily. Not bad for someone bleeding from his ear. Still, I couldn’t hear. The doctors then had me transported to Houston Methodist Hospital, where I was examined by Dr. Bobby Alford, a renowned ear, nose, and throat specialist. He admitted me to the hospital after a battery of hearing and balance tests revealed severe bilateral hearing loss. My treatment would consist of antibiotics, antivirals, and carbon dioxide to increase blood flow to the brain. Unfortunately, my doctors could not determine the cause of my deafness.

“Suspect cochlear process as source of hearing loss,” one of my doctor’s medical reports stated. “Ruptured round window possible, but unlikely. Possibilities include ruptured or damaged Reissner’s membrane, patent cochlear aqueduct, vascular lesions, infections, or undetermined.”

Dr. Alford thought exploratory surgery might provide clues.

Just hours before, I had been on top of the world, brimming with confidence. I was pursuing my future in space. Now, I lay in a recovery room, confused, disoriented, and uncertain. I watched as Dr. Alford scribbled notes on his yellow legal pad. The eardrums were intact, and an MRI revealed no evidence of a stroke. Yet, they couldn’t find the exact cause of my problem in my right ear. As much as I wanted to discover the cause of my hearing loss, I was more concerned with the space agency’s response to my situation. If something bad happens to an astronaut in training and NASA can’t explain it, the astronaut won’t fly.

My medical status changed, and as soon as it did, the nurses in charge of documents immediately altered my records to read “DNIF,” short for Duty Not Involving Flying. This medical disqualification barred me from future training in NASA’s high-performance jets, and I could forget those thoughts of living and working off-planet. One mistake had brought three years of training to a sudden, dispiriting halt. I wondered if I would ever get my time in space, or be consigned to an earthbound existence, left to look up forlornly at the stars.

“The Right Stuff”

Astronaut culture is a world Tom Wolfe famously described as divided into those who have the “right stuff” and those who don’t. Some folks are just born with it, and to prove they have it, they never admit defeat or show weakness. They certainly never end up in the hospital with sudden and profound deafness because a tiny block of Styrofoam was missing from their helmet.

For decades, the “right stuff” type of astronaut typically was a military pilot somehow supernaturally graced with “the ability to go up in a hurtling piece of machinery and put his hide on the line and then have the moxie, the reflexes, the experience, the coolness to pull it back in at the last yawning moment.” That’s how Wolfe described it. A military pilot faced a 23 percent chance of dying in an aircraft accident and a greater than fifty-fifty chance of someday having to make a perilous ejection out of the jet and come down in a parachute. Yet, they still fly.

I never saw myself as one of those guys. They were the decorated officers who fought in Desert Storm and Iraqi Freedom. They talked about angle of attack and dog-fighting, spoke of days when their butts were on the line trying to save troops or keep the bad guys from hurting the United States. They had call signs, like “Dex,” “Hock,” “Ray J,” and “Zambo.” They sacrificed so much to protect this country.

I came to the space program as a civilian, not a military test pilot. Until three years ago, I had been a research scientist, working to develop optical fiber sensors at NASA Langley in Hampton, Virginia. Before that, I was completing my master’s degree with hopes of starting a lucrative career in the chemical industry. I was recruited to join NASA at a time when the space program was trying to improve the diversity of its workforce. I never aspired to a life off the ground, much less to become an astronaut. I knew that whatever path of life I was on, I wanted to do my best. But this stuff Tom Wolfe described? How could I have the “right stuff”?

The nation’s space program has made progress from its days when the staff and leadership of the space agency were largely white and male. We certainly have come a long way since May 25, 1961, when President John F. Kennedy stood before Congress and announced that the United States should commit to “landing a man on the Moon and returning him safely to Earth” within the decade.

However, during that time, America’s race relations were in turmoil. Dozens of Freedom Riders had put their lives on the line when they boarded interstate buses to travel across the American South in an inspired mission to end racial segregation. On Kennedy’s orders, a reluctant NASA selected Ed Dwight as the first African American to join the space program. “Kennedy picked me out of the turnip patch and plopped me in the middle of this,” Dwight told People magazine years later. “The Air Force and NASA felt someone was trying to cram a nigger down their throats.”

Ed belonged in NASA. Born in the Kansas City, Kansas, area, he was an avid reader and enjoyed the arts. In 1953, he joined the U.S. Air Force, and within three years he became a test pilot. He rose to the rank of captain and earned a bachelor’s degree in Aeronautical Engineering from Arizona State University. In 1961, the Kennedy administration selected Ed to be the first African American astronaut trainee. The move brought favorable media coverage, particularly among the black press.

Enduring criticisms from fellow astronaut trainees and demeaning incidents at NASA, like his assignment as a liaison to a test pilot facility in Germany that didn’t exist, took their toll. Dwight told Ebony magazine that Kennedy’s death in 1963 prompted him to leave the space program, but that seemed like only part of the reason. Another twenty years would pass before the first African American would fly in space.

• • •

I was well aware just how quickly an astronaut could be disqualified from flying. The annual physical with the NASA flight surgeon is something to be feared. Every astronaut knows you can walk into the doctor’s office a test pilot and walk out a desk jockey. Physicals by flight surgeons are so dreaded that pilots often go to great lengths to have medical procedures done off-base, sometimes even in secret.

Alan Shepard knew this as well as anyone. In the late 1950s, Shepard had been one of the original seven astronauts recruited by NASA for Project Mercury. These handpicked former military test pilots, “fighter jocks” who would become known as the Mercury Seven, were fiercely competitive and entirely focused on beating the former Soviet Union into space. The race was on, and nothing was going to stop them. It was widely known that the blue-eyed Shepard was the most competitive and cocky of the bunch.

What happened next was a setback for the American space program. On April 12, 1961, Russian astronaut Yuri Gagarin climbed into his Vostok spacecraft and became the first human to journey into space and orbit the Earth. He beat the United States’ Freedom 7 mission by a scant three weeks.

Still, the May 5 Freedom 7 spaceflight made Shepard a national hero. He was honored with parades on both coasts and received NASA’s Distinguished Service Medal from President John F. Kennedy. His place in America’s space program seemed secure. Or was it?

Two years after becoming the first American in space, Shepard began to have a terrible pain in his ear as he trained to command the first Gemini mission. He was dizzy and sometimes found himself unable to walk. The NASA medical team soon diagnosed him with Ménière’s disease, a then incurable condition of the inner ear that causes nausea and dizziness, and in Shepard’s case excruciating pain. Shepard tried to downplay his symptoms to no avail. In early 1964, he was grounded, disqualified from flying. He was barred from even flying a Navy jet without another pilot on board. He was assigned a management role at NASA—chief of the Astronaut Office. He continued to suffer and all but gave up hope of ever flying in space again.

Fortunately for Shepard, his friend and fellow astronaut Tom Stafford told him about an ear, nose, and throat specialist in Los Angeles who was pioneering a new procedure to correct Ménière’s disease. The process called for implanting a small tube in the inner ear to drain the fluid. It was against NASA protocol to seek outside medical care, but Shepard checked himself into a Los Angeles hotel under a pseudonym to keep the operation away from both NASA and the media. The surgery was a success. Shepard’s symptoms were gone.

It took Shepard two years to convince NASA to let him fly again. In 1971, at age forty-seven, Shepard commanded the Apollo 14 and became the fifth and oldest astronaut to walk on the moon. During that mission, he made more history by managing to hit two golf balls on the lunar surface.

Many years later, Chris Hadfield would come close to a medical disqualification during preparations for his 2012 trip to the International Space Station. Hadfield suddenly experienced a painful intestinal infection stemming from an appendectomy he’d had as a child. Only by working outside the NASA network was he able to get the surgery he needed. Luckily for Hadfield, the cost to the astronaut program of his not flying was greater than his medical risk, so after months of analysis he was allowed to take flight. The Corps is full of stories that ended in disappointment for the astronaut. I didn’t want mine to be one of them.

• • •

Shortly after I was admitted to Houston Methodist Hospital, I met a nurse named Nancy who began to run a battery of hearing tests that would soon become a daily routine. Her teeth flashed as she smiled, but her eyes told a different story. They were full of fear—fear that I might not regain my hearing and what that would mean for my life as an astronaut. At first she didn’t understand that I couldn’t hear at all. She kept asking me to hold up my hand every time I heard a beep in my headset. As the machine went through its paces, I never raised my hand. Are they fooling with me again? When is the beeping going to start? Knowing this most likely meant that my astronaut career would soon be over, Nancy turned her head and started to cry.

The day after my surgery, my sister, Cathy, and her husband arrived from Virginia, as did my close friend Mary. Mary and my parents were connected through the deep Christian faith they shared, and she had become like part of the family. In the days following the accident, somebody called her to come down. The three of them stayed at my bedside monitoring my progress and supplying me with endless doses of optimism, shared via the yellow legal pads that had become my link to the world. My mother, Gracie, was at home in Lynchburg, taking care of my father, who was in treatment for prostate cancer. I would learn later that friends, neighbors, and people in my hometown whom I didn’t even know were praying for my recovery. Prayer groups were established, sermons preached. Word had spread that one of their community members was in trouble.

Soon my hospital room was flooded with NASA visitors who had heard about my predicament from rumors that spread like wildfire through the space community. My doctors ultimately decided the visitors were hampering my recovery and instructed the nurses to start turning people away. Around this time, I got a visit from NASA administrator Daniel Goldin, who had been getting updates from Dr. Jim Locke. A few months later, President George W. Bush would accept Goldin’s resignation over disagreements about his leadership of the Mars program and his overall direction of the agency. During that time, NASA’s workforce went from 25,000 to 18,500. But on that day, Goldin showed up to give me encouragement.

“I will never give up on you,” Goldin wrote on the yellow legal pad, and he handed me a photo of the Eagle’s Nest Nebula, perhaps the most iconic image showing the beauty of space. A young cluster of stars in the constellation Serpens, it derives its name from its resemblance to an eagle. The Pillars of Creation remains one of the most recognizable regions of space. The Hubble Space Telescope captured the cluster of stars and gas in a memorable photograph that features three mounds that resemble stalagmites. Estimated to be more than five million years old, these stars have inspired countless astronauts to go to space.

I was not one of them. While I had a passion for doing many things, my goals hadn’t included exploring the cosmos. The universe pulled me there. I somewhat serendipitously ended up at NASA because of a tenacious recruiter. I never imagined space travel until the possibility was presented to me. Just hearing the words that I would make a good astronaut changed me. Getting to my ultimate goal of orbiting the Earth involved a process of mastering many challenges, which now included recovering as fast as I could.

• • •

One of the first things an astronaut trainee does is select a classmate to function as crew support in the event of a medical emergency such as mine, and I had chosen Garrett Reisman for the job. Garrett would eventually clock 107 days in space over one shuttle mission and one long-duration flight on the International Space Station. But for the time being, he was my link to NASA and the rest of the world. The moment I was pulled from the pool, Garrett sprang into action. He kept in touch with my folks in Lynchburg, stood at the ready to make sure I understood the tests being administered, and brought me clothes and supplies from my house.

Before long an inquiry was in full swing, led by astronaut and flight surgeon David Brown, who was now in charge of my “mishap” investigation. Dr. Jon Clark was the liaison for the Flight Medicine Clinic. NASA protocol ensures at least one astronaut takes part when there are any problems involving another astronaut, and I was happy the two of them were assigned to my case. Both men were considered examples of NASA’s finest flight surgeons. From my hospital bed that day I would never have believed that only two years later, on February 1, 2003, David and six other friends would lose their lives when space shuttle Columbia broke apart over Texas.

Jon was particularly dedicated to seeing me fly again and had researched new procedures for restoring sudden hearing loss. One promising experiment involved injecting a steroid into the middle ear. Jon said the Army was having success using this method to treat sudden hearing loss from acoustic trauma on the target range and battlefield, and he thought I should consider being part of the trial. But Dr. Alford would have none of it. Intent on ensuring no further harm was done to my hearing, he would not approve any experimental procedures.

Despite my doctors’ reservations, I received a steady stream of visitors over the next few weeks as I endured countless procedures and prayed for a miracle. One man who stopped by was Willie McCool, the shuttle pilot who would eventually perish at the helm of the Columbia. I still have a drawing from one of his sons, Cameron, that shows me flying out of the hospital with praying hands. To this day that picture serves as a reminder of my old friend.

Many of my visitors spoke optimistically, but I had become a skilled reader of faces. I could tell that most of my fellow astronauts had little hope that I would ever fly in space.

The most notable example was a decorated Navy fighter pilot and NASA astronaut who flew on three shuttle flights and was commander on one. He was an exceptional flyer who graduated first in his class at the U.S. Naval Academy and received nearly every award possible. He knew how the agency worked. Angry that NASA had injured one of its own, he wrote his words out carefully but with brutal honesty. He told me he saw no chance I would ever fly in space. His advice? File a lawsuit against the agency and try to get paid for the time I had already invested. Then, he said, write a tell-all book about it. I told him I would think about it, but I knew I wouldn’t. I was far from ready to give up.

It wasn’t until much later that I learned all the rumors that circulated throughout NASA about what had happened that day at the pool. Despite the abundance of advanced degrees and even Nobel laureates who work at NASA, the agency’s rumor mill isn’t always accurate. Some people surmised that I had simply passed out. Woodrow Whitlow, a buddy from NASA Langley who had gone on to be the director of NASA Glenn Research Center and later associate administrator for Mission Support at NASA headquarters, was at a technology convention in Las Vegas at the time of the accident. “Right away there were rumors about what might have happened,” he told me much later. He believed I had had a stroke, which was a prevalent scenario making the rounds. The craziest rumor floating around after the incident claimed I had died underwater but mysteriously came back to life when I was brought to the surface.

• • •

From the time I was accepted into the Astronaut Corps three years before, everybody seemed convinced that I had what it would take. I was athletic and muscular, and had a graduate degree in engineering. I was smart and good in school but not great, though when faced with certain tasks that provided just the right kind of challenge, I mastered them. I was a quick study, agile, and unflappable—some would say fearless. But would that be enough? Now I was laid up in a hospital bed unable to hear a bomb drop.

I remember one evening watching Good Will Hunting. Matt Damon plays the title character, a brilliant night janitor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who solves a nearly impossible equation on a blackboard in the math department. The soundtrack is a melodically beautiful instrumental piece by Danny Elfman that to this day I associate with the gratifying sense of the janitor’s accomplishment. The scene has inspired me in the past, but now I couldn’t hear it. I couldn’t hear the music. I slammed the laptop shut and started to cry. What upset me the most was the possibility that I might never again hear Prince’s “Purple Rain,” Aretha Franklin’s “Respect,” or Vivaldi’s “Four Seasons.” Space travel was an anticipated thrill, but music had always been an important part of my life. I didn’t want to imagine living without it.

Still, this was not the first challenge I had encountered in my journey to space. In the thirty-four years before I was selected to become an astronaut, I experienced my share of setbacks and failure. Each time I stumbled, I got back up and tried again. I never gave up, and through each challenge I became better equipped for the next. So, with all the faith and prayers I could muster, I remained optimistic that I would someday hear a concerto while floating in space.
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Vision, Grit, and Lynchburg

I grew up wanting to be Arthur Ashe. His triumphs on the tennis court were the stuff of sports legend. The first black player ever selected for the U.S. Davis Cup team (he eventually became captain), the first black man to win the U.S. Open, and the first to win Wimbledon, he paved the way for subsequent grand slam champions such as Yannick Noah and the Williams sisters. But he wasn’t just one of the greatest athletes of his era. He was also an author, scholar, and activist. On and off the court, Ashe was celebrated for his brilliance, toughness, and strength of character.

The trajectory of Ashe’s budding reputation as a tennis player got a considerable boost in the summer of 1953, when he left his home in Richmond to stay in Lynchburg, Virginia. He moved into the Pierce Street home of Dr. Robert Walter “Whirlwind” Johnson, a renowned tennis coach and also the first African American physician to work at Lynchburg General Hospital, where I was born. Five years before, Dr. Johnson had coached the legendary Althea Gibson on Pierce Street after hearing about her victories at the American Tennis Association championships.

Ashe practiced with Johnson every summer until 1960. His mentor taught him much more than the fundamentals of the game, infusing in him the sportsmanship, composure, and grace that would earn Ashe the respect and admiration of millions of tennis fans, including my dad. Ashe was a gentleman and a champion, and I wanted to be just like him.

My family lived on Pierce Street for a few years in the late 1960s, having moved there from an apartment owned by Dr. Johnson on Fifth Street. I never got to meet Arthur Ashe when I was a kid growing up in the neighborhood. By that time, Ashe was far from Lynchburg and well on his way to becoming a tennis icon. In fact, it would be many decades later when I realized the powerful legacy of Pierce Street and its role not just in creating great tennis players, but also in shaping some of the most influential African American voices of the last century.

Just a few blocks from Dr. Johnson’s was the home of Anne Spencer. She was a poet and a civil rights activist at the vanguard of the Harlem Renaissance exploding up north in the early part of the twentieth century. Over the years, George Washington Carver, W. E. B. DuBois, Thurgood Marshall, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., and other political and literary personalities all visited her Pierce Street home to help further the cause. The Lynchburg chapter of the NAACP was founded in her living room.

Anne raised three children in that house—Bethel, Alroy, and Chauncey, who grew up to become a black pilot who helped create opportunities for generations of black airmen. In 1939, he and his buddy, Dale White, climbed into an aging Lincoln-Page biplane they dubbed Old Faithful and made a ten-city tour that ended in Washington, DC, gaining the attention of the media. Their newsworthy encounter with then senator Harry S. Truman on the steps of the Capitol prompted Truman to convince Congress to permit the training of black civilian airmen. He secured $3 million in public funds, the seed investment for the Tuskegee Airmen and the first step in opening aviation to African Americans.

It wasn’t until I returned home after my shuttle missions that I learned how meaningful Chauncey Spencer and the other Pierce Street legends were to my life. Their accomplishments in sports, the arts, medicine, and aviation created a legacy that cleared a path for my success and that of many others. They changed the course of history by opening the skies to anyone with the determination to explore the unknown and advance our knowledge of the universe. In so many ways, they helped shape my future as a space explorer.

But what was it about Dr. Johnson, Arthur Ashe, and Chauncey Spencer and his mother, Anne, that led them to persevere in the face of such long odds? And why do some people reach their potential despite the obstacles in their path while others just as talented do not?

One school of thought maintains that success in the face of staggering odds requires a potent combination of self-control and “grit.” University of Pennsylvania psychologist Angela Duckworth describes it as the ability to sustain focus on a long-term goal, to keep at it. “Woody Allen once quipped that 80 percent of success in life is just showing up,” Dr. Duckworth said. “Well, it looks like grit is one thing that determines who shows up.” I would begin to hear a lot about this essential quality when I became head of NASA Education, but I was familiar with it before I knew it had a name. It’s the ability to keep working, day after day, toward some goal way out on the horizon. Summoning my own grit helped me rise from my Houston hospital bed, when it seemed I would never fly again, to see the vast reaches of the cosmos via the International Space Station. The roots of my determination extend all the way back to Pierce Street.

From Pierce Street to Hilltop Drive

Before I started elementary school, my parents decided to leave Pierce Street, moving across town to buy their first home in a community filled with educators, like them. For Deems and Gracie Melvin, the move to Hilltop Drive in Lynchburg’s Fort Hill neighborhood was no surprise. My parents were “strivers” in every sense of the word. They believed in discipline, hard work, and the Golden Rule. They treated people as they wanted to be treated. They lent a helping hand to their friends and neighbors and, as Christians, they understood the power of prayer and knew that it could change things for the good.

Our family moved into a brick Cape Cod house across from Fire Station No. 3. The houses in the neighborhood had yards with lots of space, and our neighbors had each others’ backs. Being new to the area, my sister and I needed that support. At the time, school officials in Lynchburg were under pressure to integrate the public schools, and busing kids in and out of their respective neighborhoods to achieve racial parity was the controversial answer to decades of Jim Crow laws that locked blacks and whites into racially segregated schools. Fortunately, Cathy and I were able to stay at our local school, and our new friends and neighbors eventually felt like family.

Many years passed before I understood what impact those neighbors had on my life. No matter where I went I was seldom far from someone who would discipline me if I stepped out of line. My parents were well known in the neighborhood and respected throughout town. As a result my sister and I never got away with anything. The parents shared an unspoken agreement. They understood they all had a stake in the successes and failures of the community’s most valuable asset: its kids.

When I was in Mrs. Martin’s fourth-grade class, Brandon Miller and I were roughhousing in the classroom and knocked over a desk. Mrs. Martin was furious and dragged us to the principal’s office by our ears. She turned us over to Mrs. Carwile who gave both of us the kind of paddling I still remember to this day. But I knew that wasn’t the end of it. Mrs. Jones, the mother of my best friend, Butch, and also a teacher in the Lynchburg City Schools, had heard about it before I even walked through her door that afternoon. “Leland, come over here,” she said calmly from the kitchen. When I got there she sat me down and started in. “What in the world were you thinking, behaving like that in school? You know better.” Mrs. Jones was a second mother to me and I hated to disappoint her. The scolding I got from her that day hurt more than Mrs. Carwile’s spanking.

But I knew the worst was yet to come—my father’s reaction. That evening I happened to answer the phone when Mrs. Carwile called to talk to my folks. Before my dad picked up the receiver, I made sure I was up in my room, far from the conversation. A few minutes later I heard his footsteps on the stairs. I imagined the size of the switch in his hand. I now realize how many people back then felt they had a stake in my future. Dad handed out the heavy discipline that day. However, in our house, my mother and father were a unified team—if we were in trouble with one, we were in trouble with both.

My mother, Gracie, grew up on a farm in Halifax County, Virginia. As the oldest child, she had her share of chores, from feeding the chickens to milking the cows—doing whatever needed to be done. Her parents simply expected that she work hard to help the family, and she embodied that as my mother with her own family.

My mother’s faith fueled her convictions. She was deeply involved in our church, Jackson Street United Methodist, and she made sure my sister, Cathy, and I were there every Sunday. At home, she was the supreme nurturer, sewing our clothes and cooking. In the spring and summer we grew our own vegetables, and in the fall we canned fruit in our kitchen. She made clothes for me and my sister that rivaled anything purchased off the rack. By example, she instilled in us the value not only of doing a job but of doing it well.

Learning was also important to my mother. She would read to my sister and me every night. Books like The Little Engine That Could and Curious George were transformative and unlocked possibilities in my young mind. Curiosity and the “I think I can, I think I can” refrain from The Little Engine were instilled in me early and helped inspire my desire to achieve.

My mother taught home economics at Linkhorne Middle School, the same place where my father taught language arts. Her students learned to sew and cook and to adopt the manners and etiquette that would prepare them for life in the South in the 1970s. For many of her female students, my mother was the only adult they trusted. Some of them were being raised by single mothers who were barely adults themselves.

I don’t recall my parents ever telling us to study or pressuring us to get good grades; they simply expected us to be good and to work hard. Our parents had their lives, and Cathy and I had ours. Everyone was expected to carry their own load. They didn’t hover over us or badger us to make sure we got our homework in or studied for a big test. I didn’t always get A’s, but I always worked hard because that was the unspoken expectation.

When I was about eight years old, my parents bought me a chemistry set—one of those age-inappropriate models that had the potential to do some real damage. The kind that was soon taken off the market. One afternoon I had mixed a concoction that burned a hole in the carpet and sent smoke throughout the house. My mother rushed into the room expecting to find me injured. Instead she found me sitting on the couch with a dumb grin on my face. Somehow, I had used the power of those clear liquids to unleash fire and brimstone in my house. How could that much power be contained in such a small amount of liquid? I had to find out.

I had heard of people becoming scientists. My mom experimented with different ingredients every time she prepared a meal, but I never made the connection to a possible career—until that moment. Thanks to the explosive power of that concoction, my young mind was awash in imagination. I’m sure I got a spanking, and while I understand attitudes toward corporal punishment have changed since my childhood, I understood my mother had only my best interests in mind.

Unfortunately, some people weren’t raised with those “Golden Rules” values my sister and I learned in our home. There were two boys in particular whom I will never forget. They were older than me. I thought they were good people. I was five years old, a naive, trusting youngster who thought he had found friends. So, when they coaxed me into their garage one afternoon I went willingly. I didn’t know their plans were to take advantage of me—sexually.

I try to forget, to sweep the incident into the deep recesses of my mind. There’s a level of guilt and shame. Feeling like a sucker for allowing it to happen and regret for not fighting back hard enough to stop it. As much as I’d like to forget, there are always little reminders that bring those painful memories rushing back—a certain glance, white flaky paint, the smells of gasoline and fresh-cut grass.

I never told my parents, especially my dad. He would have killed those boys. He would have ruined his own life to avenge mine. I had friends without fathers, and I was not willing to risk losing mine. So, I stayed quiet. My form of self-preservation was to act
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