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			This book is dedicated to Miss Nellie Brown, my grandmother who raised me and was always “Mama” to me and my brother. Your unconditional love shaped my life and gave me the courage to believe in myself. In addition, your words of wisdom taught me to trust in God and never lose faith in His purpose for my life. Those words continue to guide me even today.

			And to my beloved Sallie, my best friend and wife for 47 years. From our childhoods, you were my soul mate, and the love of my life. All that I’ve accomplished and experienced would have been impossible without your wisdom and support. You will forever be in my heart and soul.

		

	
		
		
			Everybody can be great…because anybody can serve. You don’t have to have a college degree to serve. You don’t have to make your subject and verb agree to serve. You only need a heart full of grace. A soul generated by love.

				—THE REVEREND MARTIN LUTHER KING JR.

				You should be angry. You must not be bitter. Bitterness is like cancer. It eats upon the host. It doesn’t do anything to the object of its displeasure. So, use that anger. You write it. You paint it. You dance it. You march it. You vote it. You do everything about it. You talk it. Never stop talking it.

				—MAYA ANGELOU
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			Foreword

			I was in my early thirties and still searching for my identity when I first met Bob Brown. I’d grown up in a small town, in a working-class family, but I’d played basketball in college and in Europe, and I’d served overseas in the military. So I’d seen some of the world and known all sorts of people, but I’d never met a man like him.

			Over the years, I’ve heard many people say similar things—that they’ve never met anyone like Robert J. Brown. He is a humble person, yet he is also among the most accomplished and statesmanlike individuals you will ever know.

			Oprah and I were introduced to Bob and his wife, Sallie, in the mid-1980s by Dr. Maya Angelou. I was drawn to Bob by his calm demeanor and the confident way he carried himself.

			Sallie, who is now deceased, had been Bob’s anchor since the second grade. They were a tremendous team.

			Though soft-spoken and low-key, Bob radiates intelligence and kindness. I soon learned that he has an extraordinary gift for building lasting relationships across all economic, social, racial, and political lines. He navigates with ease in the halls of power, at backyard barbecues, and through the most challenging crises.

			Bob has been a father figure, a mentor, a role model, and a friend to me. He taught me with his words and in his actions that we are defined not by our circumstances but by our possibilities. He helped me develop a greater vision for my life. His influence has made it possible for me to write eleven books, to start and run my own business, and to teach, lecture, and conduct identity leadership workshops around the world.

			
			Bob Brown has been a positive example to many of us. He grew up in poverty, but thanks to the love and support of his grandmother Miss Nellie Brown, Bob rose to become a successful businessman with Fortune 500 clients. During his White House years, he was, arguably, one of the most influential men in the country, African American or otherwise.

			Bob has always been a bridge builder as well as a change agent. During his tenure in Washington, DC, he helped lead fundamental and lasting policy changes that have elevated the lives of African Americans and other people. He directed millions of previously withheld federal dollars to historically black colleges and universities. He also fought to promote the first generations of black generals and admirals in every branch of the U.S. military.

			Backed by the president and other allies, Bob pushed to create greater educational, career, and financial opportunities for those who’d long been marginalized and denied access to the American Dream.

			Prior to his White House service, Bob was a valuable asset to the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and other leaders of the civil rights movement. After his White House years, he was equally important as a confidant, benefactor, and—as you will read—fierce advocate for the Mandela family.

			Bob Brown’s efforts to help the Mandela family and the people of South Africa are, themselves, incredible achievements. Many poor children there and throughout Africa have learned to read and expand their knowledge thanks to his BookSmart Foundation and his desire to get books into the hands of those who had no other access to them.

			Though he has always operated out of his hometown headquarters in High Point, North Carolina, Bob has had corporate clients including Sara Lee, USAA, General Motors, Coca-Cola, Nissan, Michelin, Lowe’s, AutoNation, Freddie Mac, Sprint, and De Beers.

			
			In addition, Bob Brown, the great-grandson of a slave, has served on the corporate boards of AutoNation, Wachovia Bank, Duke Energy, Blue Ridge Holdings, and Sonoco Products.

			I have often heard people say to him, “Mr. Brown, you are one of the most accomplished men no one has ever heard of. Your story should be told.” This inspiring book achieves that, and rightfully so. He grew up in difficult times and overcame many obstacles. Knowing him and his accomplishments makes us all want to be better and do better.

			I am certain that after reading this historical book, you will agree that we need more people in our world like Robert J. Brown.

			—Stedman Graham
New York Times bestselling author, speaker, and businessman

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

			AN UNEXPECTED VISIT

			Pretoria, South Africa, November 1988

			A loud knock came on the door of my hotel room, interrupting my packing. I’d been in South Africa tending to both personal and business matters, and now I was preparing to go home to North Carolina.

			I went to the door and looked through the peephole to see who was there. Two large white men, wearing suits, likely from the feared National Intelligence Service of the apartheid government.

			I paused before opening the door to my room, weighing my options. These were dangerous times for black men and women in South Africa. Thousands had disappeared under apartheid rule, in which leaders of the white minority marginalized and terrorized the black majority with murders, beatings, bombings, and torture. The racists in the apartheid government were well aware of my friendship with their high-profile prisoner, resistance leader Nelson Mandela; his wife, Winnie; and other anti-apartheid activists.

			All of my instincts told me to be wary. My survival skills were well honed—first as a black child growing up under Jim Crow laws in the South, then as a police officer in my hometown and as an undercover federal narcotics agent in New York and other urban areas. They were further developed while I worked alongside the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and his civil rights warriors during the violent 1960s, and further still as a special assistant to the president of the United States after that.

			
			Over those years, I’d been slashed with a knife, assaulted, jailed, threatened, and harassed. Yet, South Africa, in that moment, was the most dangerous place I’d ever been. Blacks and whites were engaged in open warfare. There’d been assassinations, kidnappings, car bombings, and mass arrests.

			Another knock rattled the door, more insistent this time. I checked the peephole again. The two imposing white men were holding ID cards up for inspection. They were State House identification cards, which meant these National Intelligence Service agents were assigned to the office of the president.

			Alarmed, I stepped back.

			Should I flee out a window? Call friends for assistance?

			I doubted that the NIS security force would brazenly kidnap an American who’d served in the White House, even a black one. Still, in this country, at this time, extreme measures could not be ruled out.

			I said a prayer and opened the door.

			“Hello, gentlemen. How can I help you?”

			Their manner was formal and nonthreatening, but their message was stunning.

			“Mr. Brown, President Botha would like to chat with you before you leave the country. We know you plan to leave tomorrow, but we could arrange for you to meet with him this evening.”

			I hardly knew what to say. South African president P. W. Botha was known then, as he is now, as one of the most evil men of the twentieth century, allegedly responsible for the torture and murder of thousands of blacks, as well as hundreds of bombings and burnings in black townships.

			His nickname was Die Groot Krokodil, which is Afrikaans for “The Big Crocodile.” At that very moment, he was the jailer of my friend Nelson Mandela, who’d been imprisoned for more than twenty years. Botha represented all of the racial hatred I’d known in my life. The thought of being alone in a room with him stirred the rage in me. I silently prayed for God’s strength to contain it.

			
			The Afrikaner security officers were waiting for my response to their president’s invitation. Can I trust them? Can I trust myself?

			Then, as has happened throughout my life, I heard the voice of the woman who raised me. My guiding light, my grandmother: Miss Nellie Brown.

			Bobby, you never know which way the Lord is coming at you.

			Yes, Mama, I’m still listening, I thought.

			Then I turned to the two NIS men and gave them my answer: “What time does President Botha wish to see me?”

			

			—

			I was raised always to ask “How can I help?” You might say it became my calling card.

			Some of the earliest memories of my childhood include long days with my grandmother, raising chickens and tending to our home garden. We had no money for groceries most of the time, so our garden was the source of most of our meals—except for what Miss Nellie insisted on giving away.

			We canned everything we didn’t eat, except for our garden potatoes, which we buried eight inches deep under the front porch and covered in straw because we didn’t have a refrigerator. Sweet potatoes on one side, white potatoes on the other. We guarded them for ourselves, until Mama felt someone needed a meal more than we did.

			“Bobby, go dig up some potatoes and give them to this man.”

			Serving others was part of Mama’s walk of faith, and it became mine as well. Anytime I strayed in that walk, Miss Nellie’s voice put me back on the path. She turned me around time and time again.

			Her voice was there throughout my adulthood too. My path took me through vibrant and often violent times. I was jailed and threatened in the civil rights era, sent on missions around the world by the president of the United States, and challenged by authorities for defying apartheid laws in South Africa. Through it all, I came to know a few of the most renowned figures in modern history. This book tells those stories, while also sharing the simple lessons I learned from my grandmother that guided me through a life of many peaks and valleys. Her wise words lifted me up when I felt powerless, and kept me humble at times when I had the power of the presidency behind me.

			
			Mama’s mind-set of serving others first was ingrained in me as a way of living. Putting others first also elevated my life and helped me rise above any of my own fear and anger. Instead, I used that energy to do as much good as possible.

			I have seen many examples of fear and anger turn into rage. When anyone is consumed by either of those characteristics, they are challenged to find the faith to heal. History has not made a final decision on how to judge Richard M. Nixon yet. To some, he was a tragic historical figure. To others, he was a man with the right experiences and aspirations to lead the world to a better place. I will always remember the many wonderful things that he accomplished and the many opportunities he gave to me and thousands of others.

			Two of the other great leaders with whom I shared a path at different times in my life—the Reverend Martin Luther King Jr. and, later, Nelson Mandela—were renowned for deploying their anger and rage into a force that drove them to create powerful social change. Instead of wreaking violence, they wielded forgiveness and fought for healing. Dr. King and Nelson Mandela both followed Jesus’s advice to “love your enemies,” because they saw the true power in choosing faith over anger.

			“There’s something about love that builds up and is creative,” Martin once said. “There is something about hate that tears down and is destructive. So, love your enemies.”

			
			He lived that belief, as did Nelson Mandela, and they moved mountains.

			As for me, I stayed mostly in the shadows and did not seek the limelight. My job, as I saw it, was to offer my help wherever it was needed. To work quietly to bring differing people together for a greater good. One of my greatest assets was that I learned to love everyone, even those who did me wrong.

			“You can find good anywhere, and you can do good everywhere,” Mama would always say.

			And after eighty-some years on this Earth, I would say I have to agree.

		

	
		
		
			
			PART ONE

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE RICH TO GIVE

			I grew up with my brother, Bill, in my grandparents’ house in High Point, North Carolina. We lived in Burns Hill, one of the poorest of the colored neighborhoods in town. White folks had homes along paved streets. Blacks lived where the pavement ended. Our humble wood-frame bungalow was located at 1309 East Commerce Street, where there was neither commerce nor a street.

			The Hill was mostly peaceful in my 1940s boyhood, but it was not a place that inspired much hope. Families were from the working poor. Most scraped by on skimpy earnings, but they took care of each other, sharing what little they had because serving others was how we all survived.

			One day when I was not yet ten years old, a man reeking of sour wine and wet garbage walked up to our porch. I was sitting on our house’s wooden front steps, and my “Mama,” my grandmother, was in her chair on the porch. The man stood at the bottom of the steps, unsteady on his feet and red-eyed, but cautious and respectful.

			“I ain’t had nothin’ to eat for two days, Miss Nellie,” he said. “I don’t have no money to buy food.”

			I stood up, suspicious of the beggar and protective of my grandmother. But Mama had no fear of him.

			“Come on in here, boy,” she said to the man.

			He climbed the stairs with surprising speed, followed her into the house, and took a seat at the kitchen table. Mama went right to work. She broke off chunks from a huge pan of homemade bread and dished up a bowl of hot beans. The man ate until his belly stopped growling. Then he let fly a roaring belch, stood up from the table, gently placed his bowl in the sink, and said: “I sure do appreciate it, Miss Nellie. The Lord will bless you.”

			
			Mama turned from the sink and sighed. The man had to know he was in for one of her church lectures, but no doubt he’d figured the meal would be worth it.

			“Do the right thing, now, and get your life straight,” Mama told him, looking him in the eye. “Go to church on Sunday and your life will change for the better.”

			He bowed his head, accepting his penance, and then made his way out the door and down the steps with newfound energy. Mama washed his bowl and returned to her chair on the porch. I took my place on the steps. After a while, I gathered the courage to say what was on my mind.

			“Mama, why on earth do you give our food to these people who spend their days and nights drinkin’ and sleepin’ in the street, when you and Daddy and Bill and me work so hard to put it on the table?”

			My question must have touched something in her. Mama waved for me to come up and sit in the chair with her. When I’d settled in, she told me a story from the Bible, of the time when Jesus knocked on someone’s door for help, but they turned Him away because He was dressed in rags.

			“If I never teach you anything else,” she said, “I want to teach you that one thing—you never know which way the Lord will come to you. He will test you to see if you follow His teachings. So, life is all about giving, sharing, and serving others. If you give whatever you can, the Lord will give you more than you will ever need. He will take you up so high you won’t believe it.”

			Mama was wound up. I listened as a life’s worth of lessons poured out of her.

			“Son, you don’t have to be rich to give. We aren’t rich, but we had food in the pot today. The Lord provided that food, and he provided it to me so I could share it with others. He gave us enough to share. That’s what you should do with your life, Bobby. Whatever you get, make sure you try to help somebody else with it, because the Lord gives it to you so you can give it to somebody else.”

			
			

			—

			Miss Nellie Brown was the light that woke me up in the morning and put me to bed at night. I adored her and took her words as gospel to live by. She had so much wisdom, so much compassion. Or, as Martin Luther King Jr. once said, “a heart full of grace and a soul generated by love.”

			My grandmother took in my brother and me shortly after we arrived in this world. Our natural birth mother, Gracie Mae Marshall, ran away from home early in her teens, and we were never clear on how she survived during those years. She’d been sixteen when Bill was born, and I arrived two years later, on February 26, 1935. For most of my childhood, Gracie Mae was like an older sister or cousin who rarely came around.

			We called our grandparents “Mama” and “Daddy,” throughout our lives. My grandfather, Marcus Lafayette Brown, worked in the boiler room of one of High Point’s many furniture factories. A quiet and humble man by nature, he usually worked late shifts, so he left most of the grandchild-rearing to our grandmother. I felt blessed to have them as my parents, and couldn’t have loved them more.

			Before we complicated her life, Mama had worked full-time at the Southern Railway station in High Point. She cleaned the station and called the trains, shouting out arrival and departure times for all to hear. Mama was well known at church and at the railway station for her booming voice. Some claimed they could hear Mama’s train calls five stops up and five stops down the line.

			She had the same reach when calling us home from our ball fields, creek explorations, and friends’ homes. You could be six blocks away and underwater and still hear Miss Nellie calling us home to supper.

			
			“Billeeeee­eeeee­e! Bobbeeeeee! Time for dinnahhhhhhh, boys!”

			We scooted, too. Even the other kids listened to Mama. She had this air of authority that said, There will be no shady business when I’m around.

			Mama was an imposing woman. Big-boned and straight-backed, she had a regal bearing, no matter that she wore thrift shop dresses sometimes held together with safety pins. Whether singing in our church’s gospel choir or canning vegetables, she called out Jesus with the best of them, and she set our moral compasses with lessons from the Bible.

			The power and clarity of her voice certainly carried me a long way. Whenever my anger threatened to explode, her lessons of faith would come to me and help me redirect the rage toward positive action. I could well have ended up in prison, or worse, if it were not for all the Godly messages my Mama put in my heart as I was growing up.

			

			—

			By most expectations, I wasn’t ever supposed to get off the Hill. In fact, there were times when it looked like I wouldn’t make it past childhood at all. I coughed and wheezed throughout most days, and on two or three occasions, these fits led to pneumonia and weeks of confinement to my bed. Today, I know the coughing came from asthma, but back then, black children who coughed and wheezed weren’t taken to the doctor. We were just considered poor and frail.

			I was so skinny and pale, the other kids called me “Light Bread.” The nickname dogged me through elementary school. Since I lacked physical strength, I learned to get along through gentle persuasion and negotiation. The role of peacemaker suited me. If another boy got mad because he didn’t have enough marbles, I’d give him some of mine. I wanted everybody to be happy. When kids couldn’t agree on whether to play baseball or go swimming, they left it up to me to decide. It’s funny how our childhood ways offer previews into our adult lives.

			
			To be truthful, I also had a childhood bodyguard who protected me from bullies as well as snakes and other dangers. My older brother, Bill, was nicknamed the “Brown Bomber” from early childhood. Bill was stump-necked, thick-shouldered, and fast with his fists. Later in his Air Force career, he became the middleweight champ of the Fifth Division. No one messed with Bill.

			My brother and I spent at least part of every day in the garden, busting our butts to raise vegetables and fruit. While other kids in our neighborhood were playing stickball or hanging out, we had to hoe, weed, and pick. Mama had a knack for drawing spiritual and life lessons out of everyday experiences, especially gardening. Every spring, we’d go to Hauser’s farm goods and garden store on Wrenn Street to buy seeds and fertilizer for the garden. Mama always made sure we bought two or three pounds of black mustard seed, which came in a brown paper sack.

			The first time I went with her, I thought she’d bought too much.

			“What do you plan to do with all those little-bitty seeds?” I asked.

			Mama jumped right on that question as if she’d been waiting for it. She reached into the sack, pulled out a small handful of the tiny dark black seeds, and opened her palm to display them.

			“Bobby,” she said, “even if your faith is no bigger than a grain of this seed, it will help you move mountains one day.”

			I still didn’t know why she’d bought so many of those seeds. But I found that lesson inspiring long before I knew Mama was quoting the Bible. I figured she was just making it up. Imagine my surprise when I went to Sunday school and found the parable of the mustard seed mentioned several times in the Gospels. Before I knew better, I thought maybe Mama had shared her story with its authors.

			
			This was not a big leap, because Miss Nellie was a sort of high priestess in the church of our upbringing. Her father had been lay pastor of the Sneedsboro African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church near Wadesboro—a church that my great-grandfather, a former slave, had built in the 1880s.

			Each year, Mama headed up a benefit dinner for the church, with fried fish and homemade ice cream prepared by members. The congregation used the funds to make repairs on the church Mama’s father had built. Bill and I would ride the 100 miles with her on a Trailways bus and then help paint and patch the old brick building and its crumbling foundation. So much of its mortar had turned to dust that I feared it would collapse someday when the choir roared through one of its mighty crescendos.

			Bill and I were baptized in High Point’s own St. Stephen AME Zion Church. Church was our sanctuary in a separate and unequal world, the one place where we could sing, praise God, and let our hair down without having to worry about being accused or judged or looked down upon. Social connections, business connections, and spiritual connections were forged there.

			Nearly every week, we took our prayer books on the road with Mama, who was in great demand as the leader and star performer of the Heavenly Gospel Choir. She and the choir traveled all over North Carolina and Virginia in a ragged old bus that was maintained by roadside mechanics across both states. Some Sundays, she would sing in front of three or four congregations.

			Mama was a gospel diva. All eyes would leave the prayer books when Nellie Brown came marching down the aisle, her head held high and her Sunday finery swishing.

			Preachers would interrupt their own sermons when they spied Mama making her entrance. “We are blessed on this great day, because Miss Nellie Brown is here! I’m hopeful that she will grace us with a selection from her songbook before the service is over.”

			
			Meanwhile, my brother and I would trail behind in our neckties and knickers, feeling special in Mama’s glow. She was in her glory as she sang, shooing the pigeons from the bell tower with her powerful, deep contralto.

			Mama led a simple home life, cooking and cleaning and caring for her handed-back grand-boys. Singing was her release and her reward, as well as her private line to the Heavenly Father. That choir, and the African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church, filled all the empty and dark corners of her life, and I think she wanted it to do the same for us.

			There was another person who drove my ambitions in those early days, and for many decades beyond. Her name was Sallie Walker. Her family did not live on Burns Hill, and they belonged to a different church that I attended only because my grandmother was a guest soloist in the gospel choir.

			On one of these church visits with Mama, I spied Sallie watching me over the top of her family’s front-row pew. She was always dressed so pretty, big brown eyes, curly black hair, and a smile that made me trip over my own feet. We were five or six years old, neither of us in school yet, so all I could do was look at her from across the church. Even after school started, it remained a me-watching-her-watching-me sort of relationship for a couple of years. By the time we entered the third grade, I worked up the courage to actually speak to her. I was shy and reserved. She was Sallie. Bold and beautiful.

			Sallie’s family was high society compared to ours. She lived in a nice house with running water, central heat, and a television, too. Downing Street was a few blocks above Burns Hill. Her daddy was a hustler, and I mean that in the best sense. He was a kindhearted and generous man who had many friends and, always, a lot of jobs.

			He built rental houses all over Greensboro and High Point, but his main job was managing the local Elks Club. Blacks weren’t allowed to join it, or drink in it, but George Walker had the keys to the biggest liquor cabinet in our town. He had clout in our community. People came to him for jobs and loans as well as liquor. Everyone looked up to him as an “enterprising man.” I didn’t even know the term back then, but he served as an early role model for me: self-made, confident enough to work on both sides of town.

			
			George Walker ran a more formal household than my own. His daughter Sallie called me “Robert” from the start, never “Bob.” She seemed to take me more seriously than I took myself. We shared a love of reading and a hunger to experience the world outside High Point. On our long walks to and from school, she shared her dreams of one day living in a big city and going to museums, concerts, and plays. All of that seemed like fantasy to me, but from our earliest times together, I found myself trying to rise to her expectations.

			Sallie liked that I listened well, because she often needed to vent about her family. Her parents had an on-again, off-again marriage. They divorced, remarried, and divorced again before we’d graduated from junior high school. Despite their rocky relationship, Sallie enjoyed a higher level of comfort and security than most black children in our town.

			In the fifth or sixth grade, we made our relationship official and became boyfriend and girlfriend. I was infatuated to the point of self-endangerment. I couldn’t sleep at night if I didn’t see Sallie. I’d sing songs to her, and even write poems to her.

			She sat at the front of our class because she was so smart, which motivated me to work hard so I could be up there by her. Her early impressions of me were not the stuff of romance novels. She said I was “mature and sensible.” I had hoped for something more heroic, but I took what I could get.

			
			

			—

			In those days, most black families in the South were just an ancestor or two removed from the great burden of slavery. My grandmother’s father, Joseph Kendall, had been among the millions of men and women who were bought and sold and treated like livestock. The emotions attached to that aspect of our family history are complex, to say the least. They certainly impacted me in ways I will never fully understand.

			I do know that I drew from a deep well of strength. My maternal great-grandfather, and so many others in my lineage, had endured torments unimaginable to me. They were forced to work until they could not stand up. They were beaten if they went down. They were not allowed to own property, or to attend schools. Their families were torn apart. They had no choice in where they lived. They saw friends and family members tortured, burned, hung from trees, and dragged through the streets.

			Yet they persevered.

			As hard as I might think life was for me and my family sometimes, our lives were so much easier than those of previous generations. Mama often told us that, as we were growing up. We learned to shoulder our burdens with grace, and to put our lives in God’s hands.

			We were raised in faith, but rage was part of our inheritance too. I first felt its burn when Mama told us her father was often whipped with a strap by his “masters.” Her father would gather Mama and her siblings around the fireplace and tell them stories from his slave days. He said that in the late 1800s, when he was a young man, his owners would rent him and other slaves out to the builders of the North Carolina Railroad. They’d send horse-drawn wagons to haul them to the construction sites, where they’d often work for weeks at a time. As an adult, I learned that the builders of the North Carolina Railroad were known to treat slaves so badly that many owners refused to let their slaves work on it, for fear of losing them.

			
			My great-grandfather was eventually freed and became a farmer, raising cotton and vegetables. Mama, born in 1892, was the second oldest of his ten girls and one boy. They lived in an unpainted wood-frame house with a huge stone fireplace used for cooking and heat. Several of her sisters were still living when I was a child. Mama would take us to visit them on their small farms, and they always sent us home with bags of vegetables and cured hog meat.

			When my grandmother deemed us old enough, she took us a little deeper into our family history. This time the bus stopped in Fayetteville, North Carolina, for a layover of several hours. As we stepped off the bus, I thought of Mama’s stories, filling my mind with visions of what this town must have looked like in my great-grandfather’s slave days. Instead of the street lined with cars, I imagined mule-drawn wagons rumbling along dirt roads, and my grandfather dressed in raggedy clothes, jostling with other black boys and men packed into the wagon bed.

			My thoughts were interrupted when Mama stopped a man on the sidewalk and asked: “Where is the old slave market?”

			He directed her down the street for a block or two, to the “big ol’ building,” pointing to a third-story clock tower above the tree line in the distance.

			My grandmother then turned to Bill and me and said, “I want to show you where my father was sold for the last time.”

			I’ll never forget that moment. She walked us to what is now a historic landmark known as the Market House, but to us it was always called “the old slave market”; it was the place where my great-grandfather and thousands of other black men, women, and children were auctioned off and sold. Like they were less than human beings.

			“This is the last place where my father was sold as a slave,” she said once more.

			I’ve never let go of the image of my great-grandfather chained and on the block for bidders. It was sealed in my mind. Whenever I think of it, I first feel this deep sadness like a sharp pain in my heart, and then anger boils up in me. My cheeks flush and the veins in my head start to throb.

			
			Some days, I wake up with that anger. Some nights, I go to bed with it. Haunted by images of my great-grandfather being whipped. Memories of racism and injustice I’ve endured in my own time. Over the years, that anger has given my life direction and driven me to champion other victims. On more than one occasion, it undoubtedly has saved my life. Knowing it is there can be a source of concern, because anger can consume you if you’re not careful. But it is also true that having that anger within me can be a comfort, and a source of security—like having a knife to pull out if I need it.

			Mama talked about her father more after that visit. It was as if she’d introduced us to him and thereafter felt like we knew him too. He had died in 1912 after a life spent in slavery and poverty, but despite his difficult life, my grandmother remembered him as a man with a hopeful vision for the future.

			“He would say, ‘Watch and wait. Man is getting wiser. There will be men flying in the air and riding on machines,’ ” Mama told me. “He had a lot of wisdom, Bobby, and I think some of that passed on to you.”

			

			—

			Nearly a century after the state’s slave markets closed, High Point was not without its racial problems. I grew up in a neighborhood where we were shielded from the most overt remnants, but once we roamed off our dirt roads and onto the paved streets of the white neighborhoods, there were always reminders.

			My first trips with Mama downtown were eye-opening, especially when we went to the Woolworth’s store. The heavenly smells from the lunch counter and the candy section were almost more than I could handle, but I was puzzled by the signs on the two water fountains at the back.

			
			One was marked WHITE WATER. The other said COLORED WATER.

			I asked Mama what the difference was. She said we weren’t supposed to drink the “white water.”

			“Does it taste any different?” I asked.

			“It all comes from the same place,” she replied. “The white folks just want their own place to drink from.”

			I found this confusing. When we played ball against the white kids, there was never any talk of them using different balls, bats, or bases. It must have been an adult thing.

			Downtown had other pitfalls for us. We were about seven or eight years old when my best boyhood friend, James Jett, told me about a run-in he’d had with a white man there. His aunt had taken him downtown to get some clothing for school. Jett had just received a real short haircut, and I guess the temptation was too much for one of the white clothing salesmen. “You’re a real cute little fellow,” he said. “I need some luck, let me rub your head.”

			The white man had no way of knowing that black children were very superstitious about letting someone rub our heads. As the legend went, the person who rubbed your head would get all your good luck and you’d be left with nothing but bad luck. So, when the white guy knuckled his head, Jett kicked him hard in the shins to hold on to his good luck.

			Jett’s poor aunt nearly fainted at the sight of him bruising the shin of that salesman. She snatched him up and hauled him out of that store before the guy had time to retaliate.

			After they put some distance between themselves and the store, Jett’s aunt wagged a finger at him and warned: “Don’t you ever kick a white man again.”

			Jett took his aunt’s warning to heart, but later he shared his deepest fear with me.

			“He took all my luck,” he said, with tears rolling from his eyes.

			
			Jett wasn’t afraid of that man, but his aunt’s reaction worried him. He’d never seen her so frightened. I didn’t really understand the depth of that fear until I began reading the black newspapers that were passed around from family to family on Burns Hill.

			As a child, I was a hungry reader, always wanting to know about the world. A neighbor lady, Mrs. Lytle, did cleaning for some wealthy white families downtown, and she’d bring me brown bags packed with magazines and city newspapers they’d thrown out. I was thrilled to get the white people’s Time, Life, and National Geographic magazines. I’d read them until I fell asleep at home.

			But the stories and
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