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INTRODUCTION


He looked almost lifelike in his dark blue
Pierre Cardin suit with the burgundy pinstripes, the one he liked
to wear for all the special occasions. The matching burgundy Hugo
Boss tie was knotted perfectly below the starched white collar of
his clean white shirt. Hundreds of roses, mostly whites, yellows
and reds, surrounded his open casket, as a video of his life in
streaming still photographs played on three screens high above his
head.

Men in designer suits similar to his and
women in stylish hats with black lace veils filed into the
Abyssinian Baptist Church and walked slowly down the long incline
of the sanctuary for that one last chance to touch his clasped
hands, pray silently, whisper farewell, and maybe even plant a soft
kiss on his forehead. By the time Rev. Kevin R. Johnson was calling
him “a brother, son, colleague, a soldier in the courtroom, a voice
for the voiceless, and a savior of many,” the church was filled to
capacity and there was gridlock outside from the double-parked cars
and limousines on Odell Park Place in Harlem.

A slight, be-speckled black man in
grease-stained clothing gazed at the long line of automobiles
outside the church and smiled, seemingly to himself. Then, looking
at no one in particular, he drew a deep breath and shouted out,
“Man, oh man, it’s great to be alive, isn’t it?”

The irony of the man’s rhetoric surely would
not have been lost on Robert Dunn. It was a glorious day for the
day after Memorial Day: temperatures in the 70s, tolerable
humidity, and the Yankees about to start a three-game series in
Kansas City. Robert no doubt would have looked at that man outside
the church, and he would have seen past his obvious drunkenness and
probable homelessness to his wisdom and his timing and his
unconscious ability to play the role of the street-corner
philosopher. Robert probably would have given the man some money,
perhaps even counseling him about his life during the transaction.
At a certain point, though, Robert would have looked at his watch
and realized that he needed to get home. The Yankees would soon be
coming to bat in the top of the first.

What Robert would never know, of course, was
how woeful the Bronx Bombers looked in Kansas City that week,
losing all three games to the Royals, a humiliating sweep that was
followed by two of three losses in Minnesota, then another two of
three losses in Milwaukee, and then amazingly another two of three
losses in St. Louis. If only Robert could have spoken from wherever
his soul went, he might have reasoned how better off he was missing
that horrible road trip. Robert hated losing. He was a winner, a
hero to the hundreds crammed inside the church; at times their
spokesman, and always their champion. But on that day after
Memorial Day the time had come for them to speak about him. And so
they came to the pulpit offering eulogies and testament as to what
he had come to mean in their lives.

Rev. Rose McCray, a childhood friend, spoke
of how he had motivated her to apply to Harvard, and then to
graduate school later on. “Bobby lived large,” she said. “He told
me that anything is possible. He was an awesome man who blessed us
with every ounce of his presence.”

Judge Leslie Crocker Snyder said that no
trial attorney ever dared talk to her in open court quite like
Robert. “I overruled one of his suggestions,” she recalled, “and he
started yelling at me, telling me, ‘You can’t do that.’ Then he
apologized for the outburst and said it would never happen again.
Of course, that was a lie because it happened all the time. He
delivered some of the best cross-examinations I’ve ever heard. But
he also took advantage of my feelings for him. He could sweet-talk
anyone.”

His cousin Kent Dunn told of how Robert had
rushed into a burning house when he was a pre-teen and found six
children, all under the age of seven, huddled together in one of
the rooms. “Their mother had left these kids alone,” Kent Dunn
said, “and Bobby carried them all out to safety. He even had the
presence of mind to turn off the gas in the kitchen.” Kent Dunn
called his cousin’s heroics, “the defining moment of his life.”

Many among the sea of black faces who had
known Robert Dunn since childhood nodded approvingly at the
recollection. But for another family, the family of white people
seated down front in a church pew directly behind Robert’s own next
of kin, it was the more recent events of his life that mattered
most. Unlike practically everyone else in the church, these white
people only knew Robert for a short time, and yet they were privy
to classified information that had not yet been provided to the
others. If the majority of mourners had been aware of this
information, they would have rightly concluded that the real
defining moment of Robert’s life was not the selfless act of a
pre-teen but rather the powerful, complex and racially-charged set
of circumstances that preceded his death. Change of Heart is
the story of those circumstances, and how one man’s decision to
confront his darkest fears and twisted beliefs made it possible for
him to find the most unique kind of unconditional love, a love that
could only be experienced from the inside out.

 


 


CHAPTER
ONE


The long line of two-family aluminum-sided
cream-colored houses on 112th Rd., in the St. Albans
section of Queens, had the monotonous feel of civilian quarters on
a military base. Separated only by narrow driveways, thin
hedgerows, and tiny fenced-in front yards made of dirt and
trampled-down grass, it sometimes came down to the three-wheeler
bikes outside and the muted tones of the living-room drapes that
kept people from walking into the wrong house at the wrong
time.

Robert Dunn’s earliest memories go back to
one of those houses, where he lived in the late-1950s with his
older sister Sharon, and their parents, Robert Sr., and Dolores.
“It seemed everyone on the block lived cookie-cutter lives,” Robert
recalled of his childhood. “Most of the men usually left for work
at the same time each morning. Most of their wives stayed home.
Children attended either the local public or Catholic school and
spent their evenings in the street, playing stick ball, punch ball,
or skelly, which involved flicking bottle tops. Everyone on the
block ate dinner at the same time, and because the houses were so
close, we could hear our neighbors washing their dishes.”

But there was one big difference about the
Dunn family that set them far apart from the other families on the
block: They were black, and everyone else was white.

Being the first black family to move into a
predominantly Irish-Catholic neighborhood never felt like a badge
of honor to Robert’s father, like something he had to hold up as a
source of pride. He was happy enough just blending in and providing
for his family like the other hard-working men in the neighborhood.
Robert Sr. worked in those years for a man named Jack Allen, a
local merchant who started in business selling carpet remnants on
the sidewalks along Jamaica Avenue, and then door-to-door, until he
had enough money to open his own shop. That shop, Allen Carpet,
went on to become one of the most successful carpet chains in the
country, and in the process, Jack Allen and his brothers became
millionaires.

Unfortunately for Robert Sr., the wealth
never trickled down. A few hundred times a day, Dunn would haul the
carpets through the store, unroll them to show the customers, and
then roll them back up and put them away. He did earn the boss’s
respect and eventually he became Jack Allen’s right-hand man. But
both men knew there was a glass ceiling that Dunn would never break
through.

“God, Robbie,” Allen would say to him, “if
only you were white, I’d make you a partner.”

Jack Allen did find other ways to compensate
his loyal worker by helping him out from time to time providing
jobs for his relatives. But it was clear from the outset that Dunn
would never get rich in the carpet business. He did pocket some
extra cash by occasionally selling carpet from the back of the
truck that Allen allowed him to drive home, but he excused the
behavior as an entitlement, something he deserved. After all, he
had worked his ass off during the day, so why not make a few extra
dollars at night? It seemed perfectly reasonable to him, even if he
wasn’t disclosing the additional income to the Internal Revenue
Service.

“My father had learned to live life by not
straying too far outside the margins,” was how his son remembered
it.

Robert’s father also found significant
support in alcohol. Like so many others before and after him, he
drank to escape the pressures of work and his responsibilities at
home. An absentee father, he would often come home at 4 a.m.,
reeking of booze and demanding that his wife get out of bed to cook
him dinner. “I can still remember my mother’s shrillness as she
upbraided him,” said their son. “She wound up pushing him further
and further away in order to protect us.”

But to the outside world, and even to their
extended family members, Dolores kept a stoic front. She’d be out
with her young son Robert, and people she knew would politely ask,
“How are you?”

And Dolores’ answer was always the
obligatory simple word, “Fine.”

Although they weren’t exactly her son’s
first words, as soon as he heard his mother say “fine,” he got
right in her face to challenge her. “If you are fine,” he would
say, “then how come you and daddy are fighting all the time?”

Robert wasn’t yet three when his parents
separated. Dolores Dunn and her two young children remained in the
house on 112th Rd., and Robert Dunn Sr. moved into his
mother’s house nearby. A similar two-family house, with his
grandparents living downstairs and his aunt, uncle and two cousins
on the top floor, Robert at least felt welcomed by his grandparents
and the rest of the family.

But it was his father, more than anyone, who
didn’t have a clue as to how to deal with his young son. When he
wasn’t drinking, Robert Sr. was a quiet and withdrawn individual,
especially around his family. “You would never know my father was
so haunted by demons unless you were there to witness his behavior
after a few drinks,” Robert said, looking back. “It was then that
his hostility came to the surface, and it became obvious to me that
my father didn’t care to be around me.”

“My father didn’t know how to deal with
Bobby’s hyperactivity,” Sharon Dunn recalled. “And for Bobby it was
the first in a long line of rejections. Bobby was always loveable,
but he gave the appearance of being wild and unruly. Today they
would call it Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder, or ADHD.
And for my brother it definitely went un-diagnosed.”

But the rest of the family took a lot of
interest in the Dunn children, Robert recalled, “Because we were
from a broken home. Theirs was a house of intact families. We’d
walk from church, and my grandmother would make us say hello to
everyone we passed. ‘Howdy Doo’ to everyone. Not just hello. It had
to be more. ‘How do you do?’ Or, ‘Howdy Doo.’

“My sister would say, ‘Nana, we don’t say
that.’

“And grandmother would say, ‘Oh, but you
will say it today.’”

As young Robert shuttled back and forth
between houses, it didn’t take him long to realize that there were
many more black families living on his grandmother’s block, and how
differently he was being treated from one street to the next.

“From the time I started going out on the
street in front of my mother’s house, none of the kids wanted to
play with me,” he said. “I’d hear them say, ‘Don’t play with that
tar baby’ or ‘that crispy critter,’ or ‘that nigger.’ I’d go back
to my mother and ask her, ‘Why are they saying that?’ and, of
course, she’d try to explain it as best she could, telling me not
to pay them any mind. But it still confused me, and made me very
angry.”

Robert tried his best to gain acceptance
from the other children. He would often take his mother’s jewelry
or coins from her pockets and give it to kids in the neighborhood,
trying in a way to buy them. But it rarely worked, and as Robert
got older he began to understand why. He was the black kid, and if
he wanted to play anywhere beyond the few feet of sidewalk in front
of his house, he did so at his own peril. His mother even tried to
protect him by making him wear a harness attached to the backyard
clothesline, to keep him from straying. Ultimately that didn’t work
either.

One summer evening when Robert was an
adventurous six-year-old, as the neighborhood glowed under the soft
reddish hue of dusk, he grabbed the toy air gun he’d received the
previous Christmas and walked around the corner to a construction
site on 196th St. Three houses were being built on the
site. They were larger than the ones on his block, and with the
workers having gone for the night there was plenty of room for him
to crawl around the dirt, shooting his air gun at imaginary Nazis
and gunslingers from the Old West. He was just a kid in his own
fantasy world, blasting away at targets that weren’t there, and
never noticing for one second that five older white kids had crept
up behind him. The trance was broken when they suddenly began
pelting him with dirt and rocks.

“You little nigger,” one said. “What are you
doing here?”

Robert dropped his air gun, grabbed a few
rocks of his own, and began throwing back at his twelve-year-old
tormentors. “I was outnumbered,” he said, “and as they closed in, I
took off into a half-built house and scampered up a wooden
staircase to an open landing on the second floor.

The white boys chased me inside and cornered
me. A few climbed an exterior wall to get me—they didn’t even
bother taking the staircase,” he said. “I promised them that if
they let me go, I’d go straight home.”

“You’re not going anywhere, spook,” one boy
said.

Robert couldn’t recall which boy threw the
first punch. “All I remember is trying to fight back despite the
odds against me,” he said. “They were on top of me, hitting me and
kicking me repeatedly. Then one of the boys said, ‘Let’s throw
him.’

They grabbed me by the arms and legs and
swung me back and forth,” he said. “The whole side of the house was
open—no windows anywhere, just open space. They swung me once,
twice, and on the third swing they let go. I
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