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For all the women who’ve walked through fire and lived to tell about it




PROLOGUE

The minute I open the front door of our house, I hear my brother’s voice.

“Sheila! Come here!” he’s shouting. “Something’s wrong with Mom!” I drop my bag and coat and rush toward the kitchen. Having just finished a shift mopping floors at the J. C. Penney in downtown Maywood, Illinois, and a full day of high school before that, I’m worn out. But my brother, George Peter—G. P. for short—is only thirteen, and the sound of fear in his voice gets my legs moving.

I burst into the kitchen, where an unimaginable scene awaits. My mother is curled up on the floor, wailing in pain. Her eyes are glassy and blank, and her body shakes with what seems like convulsions. “Mom!” I say, dropping to my knees to bring my face close to hers. “What’s going on?” She tries to speak but can’t form words, her breath coming in ragged gasps. And then she starts wailing again, an otherworldly sound that echoes through the room that, until recently, was always the sanctuary of our home.

Day or night, I always loved being in our kitchen. Everything happened there; it was the heart of the house. Mom would be at the stove, pots bubbling, while friends from the block sat at the turquoise Formica table and gossiped. We had a porch that led out into the backyard, and on any given night a handful of neighbors might drop by for a drink and some conversation. A couple of years earlier I had planted morning glories, and those pretty purple flowers lent their sweet scent to the smells of my mother’s cooking. Our kitchen had always been a cocoon, a place of comfort. A place where our family came together.

But just three weeks earlier, it had become something very different. It had become the place where our once happy family exploded.

I’d heard my parents arguing one night after dinner, and when I walked into the kitchen to see what the fuss was about, I could tell my mom had been crying. Her eyes were rimmed with red and her lips were tightly pursed, but when I looked from her to my father, he just stood there with a blank face, like he hadn’t a care in the world. “I’m leaving,” he announced to my brother and me. And that was how I learned that after eighteen years of marriage, after raising two children and buying a home and achieving what certainly looked like the American Dream, my father had decided he wanted something different out of life. As it turned out, that “something different” was running off with a nurse he’d met at the Veterans Administration hospital where he worked.

I was sixteen when my father announced he was leaving. I didn’t know what infidelity was, and even if I had, I’d never have imagined he would commit it. Divorce was something that happened in books, not in my family. I had never heard my mom and dad arguing, had never seen a hint of conflict. But all of a sudden, here he was in the kitchen telling us, “I’ve got somebody else”—as if that explained anything at all. I screamed at him, told him I would never forgive him, called him names he probably had no idea I knew. He just turned and walked out, without even a backward glance.

At first, I thought he’d come back to us, because how could this possibly be happening? But after a few days, I understood that he was really gone. So I stormed up to my parents’ bedroom, angrily stuffed all his clothes into whatever bags I could find, then threw them out onto the sidewalk.

When my father left, he took a chunk of my mother’s heart with him. But he stole more than that from our family. He took away our trust, our sense of well-being—and our financial security. In 1965, divorce laws weren’t kind to women like my mother. Even though my father was the one who’d cheated and broken up our family, he was under no obligation to support us financially, and my mother couldn’t get a loan or even a credit card without his signature. I had been planning to go to college, but how could we afford it now? Forget about tuition and textbooks next year; without Dad’s salary, we couldn’t even afford to feed ourselves this week.

“Let him leave,” my mother said bitterly. “We can hold this house down.” I wasn’t so sure about that. But I knew that in order for us to have a chance, I’d have to go to work. And so I went out and found a couple of part-time jobs, including the one at the J. C. Penney, where my job was to clean up the soda bar.

For three weeks, Mom, G. P., and I tried to find our footing as a newly broken family. I kept my head down, studying and working and trying not to think about the shock of what my father had done. I tried to talk logically with my mother about how we were going to make ends meet, but she couldn’t face what was happening. She was still raw, and short-tempered enough that she’d take a hairbrush to my backside if I asked too many questions. Mom was angry, and because Dad was gone, she shifted that anger to my brother and me. Her soul was on fire with the pain of his betrayal.

And then, that night in the kitchen, she collapsed.



“Mom!” I shout, panic rising in my throat. “What’s happening? What should I do?” Is my mother having a seizure? Is she dying? Terrified, I lunge for the phone on the wall and call for an ambulance. Then I dial the only other person I can think of, my aunt Mercedes. She’s not my aunt by blood, but she’s my godmother and my mom’s best friend. And because Mom has no siblings, and we haven’t heard a peep from my father since he walked out, she’s the closest thing to family we’re going to find.

The ambulance arrives quickly, and the EMTs start working on my mom. As they’re getting her stabilized, one of them turns to me and says, “We’ll take her in. But you know that’s going to cost you eighty-five dollars, right?”

Wait—what? You have to pay for an ambulance to take someone to the hospital? Where am I going to get that kind of money? My brother and I are kids, my mother is incapacitated, and I don’t know the first thing about how the adult world works. Will I get in trouble if I can’t pay? What will happen if there are big hospital bills too? Does my mother even have health insurance? I don’t know the answers to any of these questions. I’m just a sheltered high school student who, up until three weeks ago, spent my days blissfully studying, practicing cheerleading routines, and playing my violin. My biggest problem was figuring out which skirt and sweater to wear to school. But in this moment, I realize with a shock that we could slide into a hole so deep we might never get back out.

This is the moment my childhood ended, with a stab of fear and panic that pierced right through me. Even now, if I close my eyes and think about it, I can still summon that awful feeling. It imprinted itself on me that day.

I stand there looking at that EMT, my mind racing and words failing to come. And then I hear a voice behind me. “I’ll take care of it, Sheila. Come on, let’s get in the car.” It’s Aunt Mercedes. Thank god I called her, because she arrives just in time to pull me back from the brink. As the EMTs load my mother onto a stretcher, Aunt Mercedes leads G. P. and me to her car and then drives us behind the ambulance to the emergency room.

The doctors admit my mom into the hospital, where she stays for several days to be treated for a “nervous breakdown.” I don’t really understand what that means, but I know it’s happening because of my father’s betrayal. Mom loves a man who has wounded her without care or concern, and I have seen it nearly destroy her. No man is worth this, I think. That feeling only intensifies when I call my father to tell him what has happened.

“Mom had a breakdown,” I say. “She’s in the hospital.” The ramifications should be obvious to him: He has two young teenagers who are home alone. Our mother is sick. We’re scared. He needs to take care of us, or at the very least offer us some words of comfort.

Instead, what he says is, “That is not my problem.”

I can’t believe what I’m hearing. My father’s reaction is so cold, so unfeeling. He doesn’t care what’s happening to my mother, his wife of nearly two decades. And he doesn’t care what’s happening to G. P. and me. In that moment, I vow that I will never be in the position my mother has found herself in—dependent on a man for her sense of self-worth, for her financial security, for the support of her children.

I swear it to myself that day. I am determined. I believe it.

But you know what they say about the best-laid plans, don’t you? Ironically enough, my fierce determination not to end up like my mother put me on a path that took me straight there. I wouldn’t see this for years, blinded as I was by love, loyalty, and a whole lot of naïveté. But the shock and fear that flooded my soul in the kitchen that day would color everything that came after in my life: My thirty-three-year marriage to Bob Johnson. My feelings about money and security. My relationships with other people, my work, and my family. Even my sense of self. And my eyes didn’t truly open to all of this until it was almost too late.

These days, I’m a successful businesswoman, a happy wife, a mother and grandmother. It might look from the outside like I had it easy, riding the rise of Black Entertainment Television to a life of wealth and privilege. But believe me when I tell you, I had to walk through fire to get here. And after many years of staying silent, I’m ready to reveal how it all went down, in hopes that my story might help other women who find themselves facing the fire too.




One I’LL CATCH YOU

It’s Friday night in the Rust Belt town of Monessen, Pennsylvania. I’m sitting in front of our family’s new DuMont television set with its rabbit-ear antennas, eating a TV dinner from a tray and watching Howdy Doody, my favorite show. I like watching TV in our little living room, but even at age four, I can smell the dankness of our apartment and this town. Monessen is a blue-collar suburb of Pittsburgh, and at this time, in 1953, it’s full of steelworkers and the bars and gambling halls they like to frequent.

Suddenly, there’s a pounding at our door. My father opens it to find a young man, his head bleeding, asking for help sewing up the wound. It’s a steel mill worker who’s been in a bar fight, and someone told him there’s a doctor living in the apartment above the barbershop. My father invites him in, then washes his hands and stitches up the gash, no questions asked. And I just keep on watching Howdy Doody, because even as a child, I have seen that this is the kind of thing that happens on weekends in Monessen.

That’s my earliest memory, and it features my father doing what he did best. Dr. George P. Crump was a calm and capable physician, educated at two historically Black universities—Lincoln in Pennsylvania for undergraduate, then Howard University for medical school—and one of a very small handful of African American neurosurgeons in the country at that time. Despite our modest apartment in Monessen, we were an upper-middle-class family, with my father working as a doctor and my mother as an accountant. Yet even though both worked white-collar jobs, Black professionals still got paid only a fraction of what white people got paid for the same positions, no matter their skill level.

My father had a genius-level intellect but an awkward social manner, often making strange little jokes that made sense in his own mind but fell flat in company. Once, when a fellow doctor greeted him at the hospital with “Hello, Dr. Crump. How’s your day?” he answered, “Two psychiatrists meet in a hallway. One says to the other, ‘Hello!’ And the other thinks, I wonder what he meant by that?” And then he laughed at his own joke and kept on walking past his confused colleague.

Dad was a little weird, in the way brilliant people sometimes are. One night, he brought home a big jar of formaldehyde with a wrinkled blob floating inside. He had lost a patient on the operating table, and he was so upset that he decided to bring the brain home, to poke around and see if he could figure out what had gone wrong. The smell was horrible, but Dad didn’t seem to notice, even when Mom put her hands on her hips and said, “Really, George? You couldn’t have done this at the hospital?” He just sat at the kitchen table, picking at this rubbery-looking thing, until he finally said, “Aha!” He had located a small tumor he’d missed in the operating room.

While Dad was cerebral and reserved, Mom was chatty and warm. Marie Iris Crump was petite and pretty, and she was always smiling and cracking jokes, trying to make people laugh. She could talk to absolutely anyone, and she loved to entertain. On Saturdays, she’d cook all day, making everything from scratch, and then she’d serve a huge meal on Sunday for anybody who felt like coming by. Mom was a generous soul, happy to feed the whole neighborhood with her homemade sausage, fried chicken, and pies.

Unlike Dad, who preferred to spend his free time with his nose buried in medical books, Mom liked socializing with friends. She loved parties and often had a group of ladies over for all-night bridge sessions. Once, when my father overheard some of their in-game chitchat, he felt the need to confront my mother about it. “Why do you call each other names?” he asked her. “It just seems rude.”

“George,” she said, laughing, “we’re talking about ‘dummy’ hands. It’s part of the game.”

My parents were opposites in how they looked too. Mom was dark skinned and slender, with an open face and big smile. Dad, who was one-quarter Sicilian, was very light skinned, with wavy hair and green eyes. He wasn’t athletic at all, being five foot seven and a little thick around the middle, but he adored the arts and music. Both my parents played piano, but my father had a natural gift for it. While some doctors would hit the bar after a long day of surgery, he’d come home and hit the piano. He would sit there playing for hours, sometimes not even bothering to change out of his blood-flecked white lab coat. The music calmed his mind.

Dad often took us to concerts and the theater, and he also liked to bring me to work with him, sometimes even letting me watch as he performed surgeries. To my embarrassment and delight, he would brag about me to his colleagues, and he urged me to study hard so I could follow in his footsteps. “Pay attention, Sheila,” he’d say, “and one day, just like me, you’ll be carving into someone’s skull.” I looked up to this man, a doctor whose own father had worked on the railroad and whose grandfather was the son of enslaved people. And I was his favored child, the apple of his eye—which was another reason why his leaving turned me inside out.

Our family life had always been predictable and steady, except for one particular part of my father’s career. Many hospitals wouldn’t even think of hiring Black doctors, because white patients would refuse to be seen by them. Dad worked for Veterans Administration hospitals, because those were the only ones that would hire him. And even then, he had to move from job to job, because none of the VA hospitals would give him a contract for more than a few months.

We moved thirteen times before I turned ten. My mother never complained, but I know it had to have been hard on her. I didn’t mind it, though. Each time we moved, it felt like an adventure, a chance to make new friends and reinvent myself. I learned how to adjust quickly to new environments and how to talk to all different kinds of people. I also learned some hard lessons about race.

When I was about six years old, we moved to Erie, Pennsylvania. There was a white family down the block with a girl about my age, so I rode my tricycle to her house and we started playing in the yard with a couple of other neighborhood kids—this was in the days when kids would play outside all day long, coming in only when their parents called them in for dinner. But suddenly, this girl’s mother came running out the front door, yelling at her daughter to come inside. When I asked why she had to go, her mom said, “Because you are as black as a brick.”

I’m what, now? I looked at my arm, which wasn’t black at all, but more of a light tan color, like my father’s skin. What did the lady mean? Confused, I rode my tricycle home and told my mom what had happened. “You’re not literally black, honey,” she said. “What she meant was, you’re a Negro.” This just confused me further. “Don’t worry,” Mom said. “I’ll take care of it.” She went down the street to talk to the other mom, but it didn’t do any good. That was the last time I got to play with that girl.

I hardly had time to be sad, though, because soon enough we moved again, giving me the opportunity to start fresh somewhere else. We left Pennsylvania for Louisville, Kentucky, settling on a street not far from a cemetery. I probably wouldn’t even have remembered that detail, except for the fact that the Black kids in our neighborhood had to walk through the cemetery to get to their elementary school. Even though the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision had recently declared racial segregation unconstitutional, the schools there were still divided by color.

When my father learned that I’d have to walk through the cemetery to school, he said, “No, we’re not doing that.” Instead, he enrolled me in the second grade—with all the moving around, I had managed to skip ahead a year—at a nearby white elementary school. Because I was so fair skinned, with straight hair that I pulled into a braided ponytail, I could pass for white. My father, with his green eyes and light skin, could too. We just had to hide my mother, never having her pick me up at school or come to any events there.

I knew we were pulling a con, and I loved it. And my father seemed pretty pleased about it too. Not only did he not want me walking through a cemetery, he knew the white school was better academically. And he no doubt had some residual feelings about how he was being treated as a Black doctor, being shunted all over the country. Sneaking me into that school must have felt like a nice little poke in the eye to the white society that rejected him.

What made it even sweeter was the fact that when Dad told my teacher he was a doctor, she decided to designate me our class nurse. This meant that whenever one of my classmates got hurt, it was my job to clean the wound and put a Band-Aid on it. I remember how proud I was to have special access to the first aid kit, and of course my father loved that I was practicing to become a doctor. But the best part was that all that time, these white kids had a little Black girl treating them, touching their skin and rubbing ointment into their bruises, and while their parents would have gone crazy if they’d known, they never did find out. We managed to keep our secret the whole of my second-grade year. And then, of course, we moved again.

It wasn’t just the uprooting that was hard on my mother. It was also the difficulty of physically getting us from one place to another. These were the days when Black people couldn’t just stop at any roadside diner, hotel, or restaurant, because many were for whites only. The Green Book—or as it’s actually titled, The Negro Motorist Green Book—was our guide to where we could eat or stay, but in many states such places were few and far between. So my mother had to spend the whole day before each move frying up chickens, making sandwiches, and baking cakes, then packing it all into picnic baskets and coolers for the road.

Sometimes, we’d just pull off the highway and eat in the car. And then we’d hustle off behind a tree or a bush to pee, because there was no telling how far we’d have to go before finding a Negro-friendly restroom. My parents tried to use these times to educate G. P. and me about discrimination, but for us kids, being on the road just felt like another adventure. By the time we got to Maywood, Illinois, in 1959, though, my mom had had more than enough of such “adventures.”

“We have got to settle somewhere,” she told my father. “You have to find a way.” And finally, somehow, he did. After all the moves and uncertainty of the previous ten years, my father managed to land a permanent position at the Edward Hines Jr. VA Hospital in Hines, Illinois, just outside Chicago. We settled in the small town of Maywood, and that’s where I lived from ages nine to seventeen, when I graduated from high school.



I was getting ready to start fifth grade at Irving Elementary when the school district sent a note home to all the parents. As part of a push to get students involved in the arts, the district was offering music lessons, including a free instrument, to any student who wanted to learn. So, at age nine, I just had to choose which instrument I wanted to play.

Because my parents were both pianists, they had started me on piano lessons when I was in kindergarten. I had discovered I hated playing the piano, mostly because I hated my piano teacher, Mrs. Watts. She was an older woman with incredibly stinky breath, and she liked to rap my little knuckles with a ruler whenever I played a wrong note. Every week, I dreaded going to my piano lesson, so when it came time to choose an instrument for the District 89 Orchestra, I was determined to go in another direction.

“I want to play the violin,” I told my parents.

“Why violin?” my father asked. Honestly, I didn’t know. There was just something about the instrument that intrigued me. Whenever my father took me to orchestra performances, I found myself watching the first-chair violinist, awed by the grace of movement that produced such gorgeous sounds. I thought it might feel nice to play an instrument I could cradle and hold close to me. And so that’s what I asked for—not having any idea that from the moment I picked up a violin, I would fall in love.

I still remember opening the case for the first time, inhaling the sweet smell of spruce wood and velvet that came wafting out. I carefully picked up the violin, feeling the smoothness of the neck, then ran my fingers over the elegant f-shaped holes in the body. I thought this was the most beautiful instrument I had ever seen, and I couldn’t wait to learn how to play it.

Unlike stinky Mrs. Watts, my first violin teacher was encouraging and kind. He taught me how to hold the bow, explaining that the hairs were from horses’ tails. He showed me how to cradle the violin under my chin, then warned, “You’ve chosen one of the hardest instruments, so be patient. It’s going to take a while to learn.” I suppose he was worried I’d get discouraged, because it truly is difficult for a beginning violinist to make much more than a squawking noise. But from the moment I laid my bow on the strings, I couldn’t get enough.

I started playing for hours every day. In contrast to the piano lessons, which my parents had to drag me to, I couldn’t wait for my violin lessons. I wanted to learn everything, to be able to create the kinds of sounds I’d heard in the orchestras my father had taken me to hear. Whenever my teacher gave me a pointer or new skill to learn, I practiced relentlessly until I could do it. There was something almost spiritual about this process, as if the violin were becoming a part of me.

And there was another reason I loved it: playing in the orchestra also brought me out of my shell.

I was a quiet kid, just a different egg from the rest of my classmates. I wasn’t shy, exactly, but I was awkward and a little bit insecure. Even though I hadn’t minded all that moving around during my childhood, it had kept me from forming deep bonds with friends. So, while I had no problem talking to kids my age, I never ended up feeling very close to any of them. I was lonely, and the loneliness itself compounded the problem, marking me as an oddball in the eyes of my peers.

Music became my security blanket and the orchestra my comfort zone. The best thing about making music in a group of people is that everyone is engaged in a common pursuit. In the orchestra, we relied on each other to bring a piece of music to life, and we learned quickly that it worked only when we were giving and taking and paying attention to each other. Playing in an orchestra teaches you how to listen. It teaches you empathy. And it makes you feel part of something bigger than yourself.

I remember the power of feeling those sounds swell around me—the cello, the viola, the horns, the woodwinds, the timpani. It felt like magic, seeing a conductor take a couple dozen squirming elementary school kids and turn them into a single entity. And because of the free-instruments policy, the district had almost 100 percent participation from the students. Even if a student couldn’t figure out the french horn or the oboe, they would be in the back tinging wildly away on a triangle. We had orchestra practice every day, and each morning I’d wake up eager to make music and learn something new.



When my family first moved to Maywood, we rented an apartment on the second floor of a town house. But once my father knew that his position at the Hines VA hospital would be permanent, he bought us a house at 237 South Twentieth Avenue, in a mostly Black middle-class neighborhood with emerald-green lawns and wide sidewalks.

Our house was tall and narrow, two stories plus a converted attic, with a classic suburban clapboard exterior and a peaked roof. It had four small bedrooms, which felt luxurious for our family of four, but it had only one bathroom, which drove me crazy, particularly as I got older. I just hated following anyone into the bathroom, so I made sure to get up earlier than everyone to be the first in there to do my business.

Apart from that, though, I loved our house—especially my bedroom, which had bunk beds, a little desk, and my prized possession, an old-fashioned phonograph. My mom bought me all kinds of records, from classical music to Motown, and I’d spend hours listening in my room. I felt so fancy sliding a vinyl disk out of its sleeve, putting it on my record player, then dropping the needle into the groove. My room was my cocoon, and in the hours I spent in there studying and practicing my violin, I felt like a lucky little girl.

Maybe it’s because these years were so good that I still remember one event in particular that wasn’t. It happened one night when I was in the eighth grade. As I was lying on my top bunk reading and listening to music, my father walked into my room.

“Time for dinner, Sheila,” he said.

“Okay, coming,” I replied. Ever the dutiful child, I started to put my book away and climb down the little ladder.

“Just jump, I’ll catch you,” Dad said, stretching his arms toward me. He’d never suggested such a thing before, so I was excited. I threw myself off the bunk, grinning from ear to ear—and then smack! I hit the floor, hard. Confused, with the wind knocked out of me, I looked up at him.

“That’s a lesson,” my father said. “Don’t trust anybody.”

I started crying. “I trusted you,” I said. But he just turned and walked out of the room.

I wonder now whether he had already started messing around with that nurse, and whether this was his way of trying to prepare me for the heartbreak that was coming. I never asked him, so I’ll never know. At the time, I decided just to push away my hurt feelings and go on like nothing had happened. This was the first time I did that—but it was far from the last time.




Two PERPETUAL MOTION

I’m standing onstage with the orchestra at Proviso East High School, preparing to play my first solo. I’m thirteen years old, though I look younger, with my hair pulled back and dressed in my military-style orchestra jacket and black pants.

It’s been four years since I started playing the violin, and the fingertips on my left hand have grown hard with calluses from pressing the strings. Since the moment I first picked up the instrument, I’ve practiced every day until my fingers throbbed, trying to perfect my scales, bow technique, phrasing—all the elements that turn a good violinist into a great one. I’m not there yet, but being invited to solo makes it feel like I’m on the right track.

And yet… I’m so nervous right now, I can barely hold my bow. My whole body is shaking as I step to the front of the orchestra, so I take a couple of deep breaths, trying to calm myself. Luckily for me, the piece I’m playing—a movement called “Perpetual Motion,” from a suite by the German composer Carl Bohm—sets off like a house on fire and never lets up. I launch into my solo, my fingers flying up and down the violin’s neck and my bow hand a blur. Once I’ve started, there’s no time to think, which means there’s no time to stay nervous.

Something takes over, and suddenly, it’s just me and the violin. I lose myself in the music, and when I finish the solo, I look up in amazement to see the audience on its feet, cheering for me with a full-on standing ovation. Behind me, the other string players in the orchestra tap their music stands with their bows, a show of appreciation and respect that almost brings me to tears. I feel overwhelmed, filled with a kind of contentment I’ve never known before.

It was just a school concert, of course, not a performance at Carnegie Hall. But this would turn out to be a touchstone moment in my life, my first time accomplishing something difficult that I wasn’t sure I could do. The insecurity that permeated my day-to-day existence seemed to evaporate when I lost myself in that piece, and I felt a new kind of confidence. Throughout my childhood, I had a strange habit of constantly asking myself, Why am I here? In that moment, I began to see the answer. Playing that solo centered me inside myself. It made me realize I could make a career out of music, and so I decided to set my mind to making that happen.

For as much as I had been practicing, I pushed myself to do even more. I turned into a dervish at home, playing and playing until my mother finally said, “Sheila, enough!” I was driving the whole family crazy, so to give them a few hours of peace, I started a new practice routine. I’d do all my homework right after school, then take a quick nap in the early evening. We’d have dinner as a family, and then I’d go to sleep for another few hours. I would set my alarm for midnight, and when everyone else was dead asleep, I’d sneak down to the kitchen and practice my violin. I loved playing in the kitchen, which had the best acoustics in the house, and somehow, my parents and G. P. managed to sleep through it.

I asked for private lessons in addition to my school instruction, so my mother signed me up to study with the orchestra director Sidney Miller at the Fine Arts Building, a former carriage factory in downtown Chicago that had been turned into a thriving creative center, with music rehearsal rooms, dance studios, and auditoriums. Every Monday I’d walk in through the ornate arched doorway, squeeze into a hand-crank elevator operated by an older man wearing a uniform, and listen to the sounds of music wafting in as we rose through the building. I’d study with Mr. Miller for an hour, and then, after my lesson, Mom would take me to the Artist’s Café downstairs for dinner. I loved everything about those Monday nights, which made me feel like part of a grand artistic tradition.

My parents were completely supportive of my musical pursuits, and even as a young person I knew how lucky that was. Too often in the African American community, kids aren’t raised with the message that they can do anything they set their minds to. There’s no sense of wonder, of flowering, because the message to children has historically been, “You should be seen but not heard.” I don’t mean to blame Black families, as there are deeply rooted historical and cultural reasons why that attitude evolved. But later in life, I couldn’t help but compare it with the kind of support that some other groups offer their gifted, talented, and creative kids.

Yet George and Marie Crump not only talked the talk, they walked the walk. When my mother saw how determined I was to pursue a career in music, she persuaded my father to buy me an eighteenth-century violin made by the master Italian luthier Carlo Ferdinando Landolfi. They had to take out a second mortgage on the house, as the violin cost about $15,000, which was an absolute fortune back then. But my mom believed I needed to have a first-class instrument to achieve my goal of making a life in music.

For me, the Landolfi was more than just a violin; it represented my parents’ belief in my abilities. Having that precious instrument made me want to work even harder, to fulfill not only my own dreams but the dreams they had for me. When I first held it in my hands, I thought I would own and cherish it forever. And I would have, too, if it weren’t for the way things unfolded over the next decade and a half.



For the most part, I enjoyed my high school years. I loved playing in the orchestra, of course, and I also joined the cheerleading squad, even getting the nickname “Jelly Hips” when I introduced a few new steps to the routines of my mostly white team. I became friends with some of the boys on the football team, primarily because my mom was always inviting them over for pancake breakfasts or hamburger nights. Mom turned our house into a social hub, and there were always people coming and going.

Yet I still felt that same lingering loneliness as I had in elementary school. Some of the kids called me “high yellow,” because I was the light-skinned daughter of a doctor. I had long, straight hair and fair skin, and one Black girl in my class just seemed to hate me for it. She’d wait for me down by the underpass beneath Washington Boulevard, then beat the crap out of me as I was walking home from school. My freshman and sophomore years in particular, I didn’t feel like I fit in with the Black community or the white community. I was in this strange limbo.

I also didn’t get along with the Proviso orchestra teacher in those years. His name was Mr. Leinhart, and for whatever reason, he just seemed to have a stick up his butt when it came to me. He never said anything disparaging directly to me, but no matter how hard I worked or how well I played, he would not advance me to first chair. So I was relieved when, at the beginning of my junior year, he was replaced by a young woman, a freshly minted music teacher who’d recently graduated from the University of Illinois.

Susan Starrett was just twenty-four, not much older than some of her students, but she blew into Proviso with the skills and confidence of an old pro. Having grown up in Peoria, she had a Midwestern openness about her, but she also didn’t brook any foolishness. She could be strict, but only because she cared about turning us into better musicians and stronger people. During my last two years of high school, I learned a lot about music from her, but I also learned life skills. She became my mentor, teaching me how to focus, how to be resilient, how to set goals and take deliberate steps toward achieving them. These skills became the foundation for the way I approach life—even today, more than six decades later.

At age fifteen, I had never bonded with a peer in the way I bonded with Susan. I never knew for sure what other girls thought of me, but I trusted Susan completely. She earned that trust early on, when she revealed to me that my instincts about Mr. Leinhart had been correct.

While looking through some student records during her first year at Proviso, she came across a write-up Mr. Leinhart had done about me. He called me “boy crazy” (even though I hadn’t really dated anybody yet), criticized me for being a cheerleader, and suggested that, because I was “all over the place,” I didn’t have much of a future ahead of me. After a few months as my teacher, having seen how wrong Mr. Leinhart’s assessment was, Susan decided to show me what he’d written. This was against school rules, which only made me appreciate Susan more. I thought, This woman is okay.

Susan got to know my family, too, and my parents loved her. Sometimes, after a late rehearsal, she’d give me a lift home. My mom would invite her in for something to eat, or at the very least she’d send her home with a Tupperware container full of food. A couple of times, Susan mentioned seeing my dad at Petersen’s Ice Cream parlor in downtown Maywood, sitting alone. This seemed strange to me; what was Dad doing having a meal by himself there? Did he not want to have dinner with his family? I couldn’t figure it out—until that terrible night during my junior year of high school, when my dad told my mom he was leaving.

I didn’t go to school the day after my dad walked out. I just couldn’t; my whole world felt shattered. It was very unusual for me to miss school, so Susan called the house, and when I told her what had happened, she came to check on me. She was incredibly supportive, not just of me but of my mother too. Susan was one of two women, the other being Aunt Mercedes, who checked in regularly and helped us to keep moving forward, step by step, day by day.

This was particularly hard for my mother to do, because from the moment my father left, she felt like a failure. She was paralyzed by guilt that she hadn’t been able to keep her family together. What kind of wife can’t hold on to her man? What kind of mother lets the father of her children walk out of their lives? Because that’s what my father did: He didn’t just walk out for show, then visit G. P. and me on weekends and call us on our birthdays. No, he moved in with the nurse, and that was that—it was like we didn’t even exist anymore. I saw him only once more in my entire life, and that was by accident.

It happened a few years after he’d left. His brother, my beloved uncle Joe, was dying of stomach cancer. I drove to the hospital to see him, and when I walked into his room, there sat my father. I just stared for a moment, too shocked to speak. I don’t remember exactly what he said, but I do remember
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