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"Looking back it seems like I've been a fighter
from day one.... What Ipersonally consider my
first heavyweight title bout was in 1964 when I
was only eleven years old. Here's the blow by
blow: My opponent outweighed me by about a
hundred pounds."
In one of the most no-holds-barred memoirs you're
likely to read, Robin Quivers, mystery woman of "The
Howard Stern Show," strips off her mask along with her
gloves.
From Robin's embattled childhood in black Baltimore, through depression and despair to the height of
broadcast fame as cohost of America's top- rated radio
show, Quivers reveals the full, intimate story of apassionate and often misunderstood personality. Robin's
thirteen-year partnership with Howard Stern, "The King
of All Media" ( including their recent successful attempt
to talk alistener out of killing himself), is revealed in
hilarious and profoundly personal detail.
Much more than ashow-biz autobiography, Quivers
is avivid personal chronicle of the black experience
and the universal struggle for female self-worth, as well
as arags-to- riches story in the grand tradition. Holding
absolutely nothing back, Robin writes with the same
warmth, strength, and candor that endear her to millions of fans. Whether she's describing aboxing match,
acareer crisis, or alove affair gone bad, she strikes a
universal chord.
Moving you from gasps to laughter to tears and
back, this book is as unique and spirited as Robin
Quivers herself. No matter what your expectations,
you'll be stunned by Quivers!
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Robin Quivers, cohost of "The Howard Stern Show," is
the most popular female radio personality in America
today. She also appears on the E! Entertainment Television cable network's "Howard Stern Interview." Robin
lives in Manhattan.
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"This book is shocking, outrageous, deeply personal, and wild....
But Ihaven't read it yet." Howard Stern
"She's the lone intelligent female in the sea of bimbos and porn queens Stern
invites on the show. She's ablack woman working for aman who told the
Pointer Sisters he wished slavery would come back so he could be their
'Massah Howard. "— Glamour
"No matter what is being discussed—TV sex and violence,
legalized prostitution, Marge Schott or Bill Cosby—Robin
Quivers...is awaste of air- time."— New York Magazine
"Robin Quivers is the female half of radio's Bonnie
and Clyde. "— Penthouse
"She has said that Stern created her, but listen
to the woman behind the voice and you
know that Robin Quivers created herself"
—Interview
"America has become mesmerized by
Quivers, who displays her own
twisted sense of the perverse
with steely glee."—Vibe
"Why would ablack woman
serve as aside- kick to
the notorious disc
jockey who makes
women and
minorities the
butt of jokes?"
—Los
Angeles
Times
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PART ONE

BREAKOUT

AUTHOR'S NOTE

The names Lt. Bradley Green, Reggie Small, David Jefferson, and
Mary Beth Janus as well as some first names have been changed.

1
A NICE GIRL LIKE ME . . .

Ifirmly believe, if things are right, you'll click fast and you'll
know. . . . Ihave never said to someone, "Oh, what ahard day on
the air with Robin." It never is like that. It's always easy and
that's the key to all of this.
—Howard Stern
Girl: I'm nervous! I've never taken my clothes off for anyone except
aboyfriend.
Howard: Now what inspired you to do this, Imean, do you listen to
the show and .. .
Girl: You're God.
Howard:I am?
Girl: You're God to me.
Howard: Iturn you on?
Girl: Ahhhhhhhhh, your height does.
Howard: My height, but my face is the negative.
Girl: You actually look better than your pictures.
It's just seven o'clock on ahot Thursday morning in June. Another
typical day on "The Howard Stern Show." This twenty-four-year-
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old aerobics instructor has come all the way from Dallas to strip
before the "King of All Media" in his New York studio. Yes, the
girls really do take off their clothes. This is not theater of the mind.
This is real.
Howard: So, why are you doing this if you're so nervous?
Robin: Yeah, what possessed you?
Girl: I've got one more year to be irresponsible, and this is one of
the things on my list to do.
Howard: So, in your mind you said, "Hey, Idon't care. Ijust want to
go down there and be naked and let Howard evaluate my body."
I'm Robin Quivers, Howard's sidekick, partner in crime, first-grade
teacher, whatever the occasion demands. We've worked together
since 1981, and girls have been coming into the studio to get naked
since 1984. It started out as an experiment. Was it possible for a
self-proclaimed social geek to now get girls to do anything for him
just because he was on the radio? Iguess the answer was yes. Since
that first girl we've averaged about one girl aweek. Sometimes they
come alone, and sometimes they come in groups of two or more.
They've come with their boyfriends, husbands, managers, and
friends. They have been young and old, businesswomen, professors,
housewives, strippers, prostitutes, and centerfolds. And they all have
their own unique reasons for doing it.
Howard: All right, now I'm going to liberate you. Liberate yourself
from your clothes.
Robin: Ha-ha, ha-ha, ha-ha, ha-ha
Howard: Stand up and let me see.
Robin: Be free.
(Drum roll)
Girl: Don't roll the drum.
(Drum roll stops)
Howard: Are you uptight doing it there? You want to do it over here?
Robin: Now you can't even adjust the lighting.
Howard: Idon't need any adjustment. Are you uncomfortable with
all these guys in here?
Girl: Yes.
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I'm the only woman on the staff of the show. Isit in my own separate booth and look into the studio where Howard sits with the two
writers, Fred Norris and Jackie Martling. On this occasion our producer, Gary Dell'Abate, has found agood reason to be in the studio
with us. He needs to hold the microphone so we can hear this girl
take off her clothes. One thing this job has taught me is that most
guys like to look at naked women. Even if they can't see it, most
guys will listen to this segment till the very end, though it might
make them late for work.
Howard: You're now down to your blue denim shirt and your
maroon blousy dress or skirt. What's going to come off next?
Girl: Idon't know. What should come off? I've never, Idon't know .. .
Howard: Isay, take off the . . . take off the skirt. Go wild.
Girl: You want my shoes off?
Howard: No. Iwant your shoes on the whole time. Let me see what
it's like when you're undressed. Want to see if I'd be turned on.
So far I'm real turned on. Whoa, you don't even have panties
on, do you?
Girl: Yeah.
Howard: Oh, those are panties. Oh, all right, good. Now take off that
blue denim top and really let me get agood look at you. She's
hot, man. No wonder you're so horny. You got a horny, hot
body. You know what it is, you stay in shape. You want guys
touching you. Iunderstand that. No one understands that better
than me. Let me see. Owwww, wow, oh my God. What abod on
you. Take off your bra. Let me see your chest. That's not small.
Girl: Yeah. It's apush-up bra.
Howard: Oh, it is. Let me see.
Girl: It's not the miracle bra. It's apush-up bra.
Howard: Let me see. You, you got cute ones, though. They're not
big. They're absolutely not big. Right? Hey, Jackie, what do you
think of those?
Jackie: Perfect!
Howard: Perfectly round (
applause). Robin, take alook. Isee you
staring.
Robin: I'm not looking at anything.
Girl: Thank you, Robin.
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There will be abit more owing and ahing, but it's over for the most
part. She has just become another in astring of the most popular
girl of the moment.
Women want to know what I'm doing here. Just how is it that I
can work on ashow like this—and not just because of the nudity.
Some women say, "Ifeel so bad for you." Like Icouldn't leave if I
wanted to.
NOW members rail, "You should be ashamed of yourself.
You're contributing to the degradation of women by just being
there!"
And if they can't get to me because of the gender thing, they hit
me with "How can you as ablack person work with aman who says
all those awful, racist things about your people?"
The answer to that one is so simple, it's ridiculous. Why would I
care what he thinks of black people? What's important is my opinion of black people.
People have even gone so far as to suggest that I'm just atoken.
That my being there gives Howard the license to say all those
things about blacks. Iconsider that the most racist and sexist thing
that anyone can say. It's tantamount to saying that being black and
female makes it impossible for me to actually be acreative force on
aradio show, and so Isit there taking abuse to get apaycheck. I
have nothing more than my presence to contribute. My detractors
look at me and merely assume that Ihave no power.
So when people try to categorize my job as some kind of PC
prison sentence with aloudmouthed monster as ajail keeper, Ijust
have to laugh. For the record, Howard is avery sweet man, and
there's no way that sweetness doesn't underlie every outrageous
joke. He's like alittle kid with this beautiful, innocent face. The first
time he says acurse word, his face doesn't change. What makes the
situation so hysterical and so shocking is that sweet, innocent face
saying, "Fuck you." And for fourteen amazing years Ihave had the
pleasure of being the creative partner of that sweet little kid with
the dirty mouth in one of the most transforming shows in the history of radio.
Icame to "The Howard Stern Show" at avery early stage in its
evolution and have contributed to making it what it is. During the
fourteen years I've been with Howard, the show's content has
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always been controversial, and that's why I've liked doing it. As far
as I'm concerned, there's never been asubject too hot to discuss.
We constantly find ourselves climbing over the boundaries of taste
and political correctness as we delve into politics, religion, race relations, the battle of the sexes, and bodily functions. I'm amazed at
how upset people get just because of our frank handling of sometimes sticky issues. People often cringe as we dare to talk like real
people while sitting in front of microphones. Isee what we do five
days aweek as awork in progress.
That's the great thing about our show and about my relationship with Howard—we're continually growing and changing. It's
what drew me to him. He is simply never static. Unlike most people
I've met, he continues to grow and learn. That's what fascinates me
and keeps me here, because growth and change have always been
critical to me. One of the main reasons "The Howard Stern Show"
revolutionized the medium of radio, in fact, is because it's never the
same show twice.
Until 1981 Ithought of radio solely as astepping-stone to television stardom. Radio was my second career. Ihad already been a
registered nurse for six years. Iwas twenty-eight years old, which is
old to be starting in radio. So Itook ashortcut and went to broadcasting school. After only eight months, Iwas on the air. It was a
small station in Harrisburg, Pennsylvania (where they only have
small stations), but Iwas working in broadcasting. In nursing, Idid
only what was required of me in terms of hours. Radio, though, was
adifferent story. I'd work twelve-hour days without even thinking
of asking for overtime. Iwas having the time of my life.
After six months in Harrisburg, I'd learned everything they had
to teach me and was ready to move on. That's when Igot acall from
the news director at astation in Baltimore, my hometown, so Itook
the job. Ithought I'd found the spot from which Iwas going to
develop myself into a prime TV news prospect—when the calls
started coming again. This time, they were from one of my mentors, Denise Oliver, the program director at DC101, arock-and-roll
station in the nation's capital.
Ihad always wanted to work with Denise, but the timing was
wrong and Iturned her down. She must have thought Iwas playing
hard to get, because she started really courting me. Still, Ijust
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wasn't ready to make the move. Then she played me atape of this
deejay she wanted me to do the news for. What Iheard blew my
mind. This guy was different. He was interviewing aprostitute, but
there wasn't ahint of judgment in his voice. He was so laid-back. I
ended up taking the job just to meet him.
My first close encounter with Howard Stern was over the
phone—with athird party listening in because Denise had suddenly
decided to see if we could really talk to each other. There was no
build-up, no momentary awkwardness. He was talking to me like we
were old friends, which felt extremely weird. But when he took that
direction, Iwent with him. So we were talking like we'd known
each other forever, although it was our first conversation. Ihung up
the phone and thought, Oh, my God, Ijust took ajob with acrazy
man.
The Friday night before we were to begin work together, we
met face-to-face over dinner with Denise. Iwas surprised that
Howard didn't look like the tall, thin, long-haired guy I'd seen in
the publicity photos. Howard Stern turned out to be tall, shorthaired, and not so thin. He had asore throat and couldn't talk, so I
was the one who had to entertain everybody while he kept croaking
apologies. Ileft with few hopes for Monday morning. But Howard
came through like the trooper he is.
Howard spun the records and talked between them from six to
ten in the morning, five days aweek. Iwas supposed to do the
newscasts at the bottom and the top of the hour, starting at 6:30
A.M. Iwas to have my own studio, but it wasn't ready yet, so that
first day Ihad to sit in the studio with Howard. He was on the air
when Iwalked into the room to prepare for my first newscast, but
he immediately included me in the conversation he was having with
aguy on the phone.
"It's true, Robin," he said. "If you're going to pick up women,
you have to wear tight pants!"
Igave him alook that said he must be out of his mind.
"No," he continued, pointing to some book he was holding, "it
says so right here. This guy has slept with sixteen hundred women
and he says you've got to wear tight pants."
"He slept with sixteen hundred women?" Iasked skeptically.
"Yeah," he replied.
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"So when did he have time to put on pants?"
From my statement, Howard went right to the commercial, letting me have the last word. That in itself was unusual. Iwas used to
morning men being selfish, boorish hogs who resented having to
give up five minutes of airtime for the news. Yet the idiots never
minded the stupid music they had to play. Iwas still trying to absorb
that when Howard reeled back in his chair, grabbed his head, and
cried, "Oh, my God, you can talk!" He went on and on, singing my
praises, and I'm thinking, What's the big deal? I've been coming
back with the smart retort all my life.
From that moment, we were up and running. Iwould sit in the
news office of DC101 typing my next newscast while listening to
him on the air. I'd find myself laughing, alone there at my desk. I
marveled at how inventive Howard was, how many more ways he
knew to use radio to make it more immediate, more compelling.
Even when Icame in to do the news, the excitement didn't stop.
Howard brought me into whatever conversation was going on at the
time, and when Idid the news he was there, too, asking questions,
cracking jokes, or just showing an interest in the day's events.
In fact, Inoticed that Howard often referred to current events
when Iwasn't there. When Iwas, it became clear very quickly that
my newscasts were expected to hold the audience as much as any
other part of the show. Howard didn't want five minutes of dry
headlines that didn't shake anybody up or keep us out of music too
long. Suddenly, five minutes of news had stretched into fifteen minutes of news. We were doing more news than the all-news station.
Radio people were shocked that a rock-and-roll audience stayed
tuned, even with all this talk, and they were joined by people who
would never even listen to rock-and-roll.
Iwas now talking to more people than Ihad ever dreamed possible—with more freedom than any other newsperson in the country. In addition, Iwas attending the greatest radio school ever. And I
had finally found another human being who didn't have alimit to
what he wanted to do, and with whom Ishared an instant and
incredible chemistry.
That chemistry has lasted through all fourteen years. Howard
and Ihave discussed the mechanics of what we do on the air on only
one occasion. He said that what fascinated him about me from the
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very beginning was that Inoticed when he was changing. He can
tell, even if Ilay back for awhile, that I'm figuring him out. Then,
when Ihave, Istart contributing and sometimes make what he's trying even better.
And Isaid to him that I've always considered our association
like adance. I'm the best dance partner, and the best dance partner
isn't good because they know what you're going to do. They're
good because if you decide to do something different, they can follow you without missing abeat. It's ahoot working with Howard
from day to day because you never know what's going to happen,
and it's truly been fun since that first Monday morning in Washington, D.C.

Fun or not, the management of DC101 wouldn't leave us alone.
Denise engaged us in constant meetings. She wanted to preplan
Howard's unique spontaneity. She recognized Howard's talent but
never really understood that he was breaking ground. She spent a
lot of time trying to whip us into shape. Since she couldn't get
Howard to stop breaking the rules by talking too long about topics
deemed unfit for polite company, she tried to get me to rein him in.
But it was exactly that outrageousness that Iloved most about him. I
often thought DC101 was unaware of what they were dealing with.
He was athoroughbred, and they were treating him like aquarter
horse. They wanted him to pull awagon when they should have
been giving him his head. It didn't take Denise long to figure out
that Iwas going to be no help at all, so she kicked me out of the
meetings.
Denise had already determined her goals before checking out
the talent on her team. She had studied all the charts and graphs
and, considering the market, thought that if she could just get the
station out of the basement and placed third from the bottom, that
was as good as awin. Completely unfamiliar with demographics and
share points, radio marketing terms, Ifigured that if there's atop
spot, why not go for it? Instinctively, Iknew Howard wanted the
same thing, but Denise was in the driver's seat and wasn't about to
turn over control of afifty-thousand-watt broadcast signal to two
upstarts like us. In any case, she gave up on me and launched acam-
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paign to mold Howard into abig-city, morning-drive, rock-and-roll
deejay. She coaxed, cajoled, and, when all else failed, demanded that
he conform to the rules—but it didn't work. Five months after
beginning this bold experiment, the ratings came out and we were
vindicated. Our fast rise caught everyone by surprise and forced
them to admit that what we were doing was working. The meetings
ended, and Denise managed to parlay the station's success into a
network job.
Our problems were over, right? Wrong. Denise's departure left
us in the hands of Goff Lebar, station manager from hell. Goff
didn't focus so much on what Howard and Idid on the air, but he
was deeply distressed that he wasn't getting the credit for DC101's
skyrocketing popularity. Iremember the day Ifound him poring
over ahuge article about Howard in the Washington Post, probably
looking for his own name. Suffice it to say, he was having alot of
trouble finding it.
You couldn't escape Goff. Denise would actually have to come
looking for us, but Goff's office faced our all-glass studio. We could
see him glaring at us as we did the show. At one point he became
seriously ill. Iwon't say we were praying for the worst, but it certainly would have made our lives alot easier. Since only the good
die young, Goff came bouncing back, hale, hearty, and more horrendous than ever. The situation at the station was becoming claustrophobic, our only fun times the couple of hours really early in the
morning before the rest of the staff came to work.
At the studio we were lepers. In the world outside, we were
becoming something quite different. One morning we started talking about the Rolling Stones tour. Every tour was rumored to be
the last, and we didn't want to take achance on missing the Stones'
farewell performance in case this one was the genuine article. On
the air we began clamoring for tickets to the sold-out show at the
JFK stadium in Philadelphia. Eventually, somebody came through.
After we were off the air, Idecided to go shopping for something fabulous to wear. Iwasn't exactly rolling in dough at this
point, so Iheaded for adiscount clothing store near where Ilived.
While Iwas standing in line at the register, Ioverheard acouple
talking. "Did you hear Howard today?" the guy asked his female
companion. When she said yes, he demanded to know if Howard
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had managed to scare up the Stones tickets. "Ithink so. Ithink he
did. Yes, he's going," she told him. "Did Robin get some, too?" he
asked in the kind of tone people use when talking about personal
friends. "Yes, she's going, too," the girl assured him. It was the first
time Irealized that listeners regarded us as pals. Soon I'd have to
confront the fact that our pals wanted to meet us in the flesh.
Since we'd come to the station, Howard had been making personal appearances. At first, nobody knew who he was. Suddenly, it
seemed that everybody did, because the crowds were getting larger
and larger. Eventually, the demand for Howard became so great
that he couldn't be in all the places he was wanted at once, so they
asked me to start doing some, too.
My first public appearance was ashock to all concerned. Iwas
sure that the listeners didn't know Iwas black. DC101 was arock
station whose playlist was almost exclusively white, so it was
assumed that the people on the radio were white, too. Plus the fact
that whenever people called in and asked Howard what Ilooked
like, and he'd ask them what they thought, they tended to picture
me as the tall, blond, Playboy-bunny type. To which Howard would
inevitably reply, "You've got it!"
'Whenever you make a personal appearance, you're sure
nobody's going to show up. So when Ipeered out of the van window and saw acrowd of about two hundred people waiting for me, I
got scared. In this business, there's no middle ground. So Isteeled
myself to have courage and prepared to meet the public.
The van door slid open, and Iappeared. Two hundred people
seemed to have been struck dumb. No one said aword or made a
move. Istepped down and started taking the promotional bumper
stickers out of the hands of the silent crowd, signing them, and giving them back. After about the twelfth person, someone remembered how to smile and speak. Once the ice was broken, everyone
warmed up, realizing that Iwas the same person they listened to
every day. They gave up the Playboy-bunny image and replaced it
with the one standing in front of them. They'd been shocked by the
reality, but they got over it quickly. Once the rumor started that I
was black, I'd watch money change hands whenever Iwalked into a
room. People started betting on whether Iwas black or white.
The people who listened to us wouldn't have believed how

QUIVERS

13

Howard and Iwere suffering inside the halls of DC101. It was
amazing that we could still make people laugh even while under
siege by Goff and his minions. But even though things weren't
great, Howard talked Goff into bringing in another soldier for our
side. Howard first met Fred Norris at astation in Hartford, Connecticut, where they both worked. He had been impressed by Fred's
sense of humor and his ability to do voices. When Howard left for
Detroit, he promised Fred he'd do his best to find aspot for him at
his new station. That hadn't worked out, but Howard never forgot.
When the kid who had been acting as our producer at DC101 left,
Howard immediately thought of Fred and somehow managed to
convince Goff to hire him. Now it was three of us against the rest of
them.
Up until now Iwas having fun, but Iwas still maintaining acertain separation and distinction as anewsperson. Howard kept asking
me to do things that would blur the line between newsperson and
entertainer. Ifelt that that kind of career move was risky without a
commitment from him that Iwas more than just his newsperson on
DC101. So Iwent to him and told him we needed to talk.
Neither one of us is very good at saying what we really mean off
the air. So we're just sitting there. I'm not looking at him. He's not
looking at me. The conversation actually consisted of sputters and
semi-syllables. But somehow, when it ended, we knew what we
meant. On the strength of half-words, and without asingle signature on apiece of paper or even ahandshake, Ihad thrown in my
lot with Howard and had pledged to fight alongside aguy who was
about to go to war with an entire industry. It would prove to be the
most crucial decision of my life, for the opponents to come were
more formidable than Icould ever have imagined.

I

2
DIRTY SECRETS

For awoman to invite and accept the love of aman whom she
respects, she must feel herself eminently worthy of his interest and
in adeep and abiding sense, alovable person. Such aconviction
carries with it acompelling confidence grown out of the loving
engagement of amother with her precious child, afamily with a
delightful girl, and alarger community likewise charmed by her
—William H. Grier and Price M Cobbs, Black Rage
Looking back, it seems like I've been afighter from day one. . . .
What Ipersonally consider as my first heavyweight title bout
was in 1964 when Iwas only eleven years old. Here's the blow by
blow:
My opponent outweighed me by about ahundred pounds. He
was about seven inches taller than Iwas and much more experienced. He didn't respect me. He was mauling me, pawing at my
breasts with his big, ham hands and forcing his fat tongue down my
throat. When Iresisted, he laughed and simply picked me up in a
bear hug, pinning my arms at my sides. He was wearing one of
those Italian T-shirts, so his shoulders were exposed, and when he
manhandled me, Iwound up with my head over his left shoulder.
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Suddenly Isaw what might be my only opportunity to win this
bout. So, opening my mouth wide, Isank my teeth into his bare skin.
When the bastard continued to laugh, Ibit harder, my teeth sinking
farther into his flesh. Now he tried to push me away, but Iwouldn't
let go. Break the skin, break the skin, Iurged myself, and it worked
because he abruptly stopped laughing and with one powerful thrust
pushed me off him. My mouth felt funny from trying to bite down
so hard. He reached for his shoulder to make sure he wasn't bleeding. He didn't want any telltale evidence, and he was lucky. My teeth
marks were clearly visible, but Ihadn't broken the skin.
"Why are you trying to hurt me?" my opponent demanded, a
puzzled look on his face.
"Because you're hurting me!" Isnarled at him.
"Oh, okay," he conceded. "Just don't tell her."
"Fine," Ihissed as Istalked past. "Fine. Iwon't tell Mother,
Daddy!"

My victory that day was the culmination of months of fear, torture,
and guilt. When it started, Iwas in the sixth grade and Iwent to
P.S. 59, also known as the Louisa May Alcoa School, in Baltimore,
Maryland. Ithought that the worst thing that would ever happen
had already happened. That was when President Kennedy was shot.
We were in class when the principal made the announcement over
the loudspeaker. School was dismissed early, and we all walked
home crying. That long, long weekend started on aThursday, and
it seemed that it would never end. Ialso thought that we'd never be
happy again. But we went back to school the following week, and by
that afternoon we were laughing and chasing each other around the
playground just like we always had. I'd been going to the same
school since Iwas five, and nothing really bad had ever happened to
me. Now, in my eleventh year, Ithought Imight be pregnant. I
didn't know exactly how you got pregnant, but Ithought Imight
have been pregnant just the same.
Icouldn't talk to my mother about it because Inever talked to
her about anything, especially not my problems. And this was abig
one, because if Iwas pregnant, then my father was the father of my
baby.
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It started innocently enough. I had just gotten home from
school. Daddy was off from his job at Bethlehem Steel, and my
mother was out shopping. Iwas headed for the front door to go
play with the neighborhood kids when Daddy called, "Robin, come
here and give me ahug. Ihaven't seen you all day!"
Ithought the sun rose and set on my father, so just like any kid
who loves her daddy, Iran to him. He was my favorite parent, my
best friend, and my savior. Whenever Icouldn't get something from
my difficult mother, all Ihad to do was ask him. Daddy always said
yes to me, so how could Ideny him asimple hug? And Ithought my
dad needed lots of hugs because my mother constantly complained
about him, argued with him, and spurned his affection. Who wouldn't
need ahug under these circumstances?
Iclung to my daddy, my eyes closed, my head against his massive chest, my arms barely managing to reach around his back. I
tried to give him a really good dose of love. After a reasonable
amount of urne, Itried to drop my arms—but he was holding me so
tightly that Icouldn't get free. Ipushed against the big muscles in
his arms to let him know that Iwas finished with our hug and
wanted to go outside, but he just hugged me tighter.
Suddenly this didn't feel like one of our regular hugs. Daddy
had never held me so tightly. He had never pressed his whole body
against me. He had never breathed heavily like this, either. Before,
whenever I'd indicated that I'd had enough hugging, he had
stopped. Not this time. Something was definitely weird.
One of Daddy's arms was on the move now. He put it across his
chest, between us. Icould move again. That felt better. Ithought he
was ready to let go, but he didn't. Instead, he used the side of his
hand to lift my chin. He kissed me on the cheek. Then he kissed me
on the lips.
But the thing was, we didn't kiss on the lips in my family. Kissing on the lips was something only my mother and father did. Ijust
couldn't figure out what he was up to.
After he kissed me, he let me go. Ibacked away from him in
shock. "Ilove you so much, Robin. Ikissed you that way to show
you how much Ilove you, but your mother wouldn't understand. So
this just has to be our little secret, okay?" My father had turned
back into Ward Cleaver.
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He said all this in very reasonable, measured tones. It was probably the same tone he had used when teaching me to tie my shoes
or ride abike. He was so calm, so reassuring. But Isuspected that
what had just happened was wrong, and Ineeded to get out of there
so that Icould think. "Okay," Ianswered.
"Remember," Daddy said, "it's our secret. You understand?"
"Yes. Can Igo out now?"
"Sure, go ahead."
Oh, my God—my father has fallen in love with me, Ithought as
Ibolted from the house. How romantic. But he's married to my
mother. He isn't allowed to fall in love with me!
At first Ithought it was kind of cute. Later that evening, when
my mother returned from shopping, my father seemed to have forgotten the whole incident. He treated me just as he always had.
Maybe he wasn't in love with me after all. There was certainly no
evidence of it now. And there wouldn't be until we were alone again.
Soon my father managed to work these encounters into our
family routine. He was off from work every Thursday, and my
mother decided that Thursday would be her shopping day since he
could baby-sit for the foster kids we boarded. Shopping day was an
all-day affair, so he knew she wouldn't be back for at least two hours
after Igot home from school. My mother loved her Thursdays. I
began to dread mine.
As these clandestine meetings continued, Istarted to think that
they were all my fault. Maybe Ihad been too nice to my father. I
always took his side in his chronic arguments with my mother.
Maybe that's how he got the impression that it was all right to kiss
me this way. But even if it was my fault, Ididn't know how to make
him stop touching me.
Ithought and thought and at last came up with aplan. Since
fathers aren't supposed to allow their children to do bad things, I
figured that if Istarted acting really bad and pretended that Iliked
his kisses, he'd stop me. That's it, 1congratulated myself. The next
time, I'll keep my lips open when he tries to jam his tongue in my
mouth.
On the next shopping day when Daddy pulled me to him, Iput
my plan into action. This time, when my father kissed me, my lips
weren't tightly pursed. Boy, was he surprised. But instead of stop-
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ping, he got even more excited. "That's it," he murmured, "now
you're getting it," and he kissed me again, this time holding me
closer, grinding his midsection into me. Ifelt something hard pressing on me from inside his pants. He started to breathe faster and
faster, acting as if he'd almost forgotten that Iwas there.
He stopped just as Iwas about to panic. My plan had gone terribly wrong. Iwas obviously in unknown territory. The old rules
didn't work, and Ididn't comprehend the new ones. All Ican say is
that my father thought Ihad given him the green light to go even
farther. Every Thursday he took afew more liberties, kissing me on
the neck one week, and putting his hands inside my shirt the next.
Like afarmer, he plowed alittle new ground each time.
It was really scary. Iknew how things would start, but Inever
knew where they'd end. Afterward, Ialways felt that Imust be a
really evil person because only adevil could tempt her father into
committing such asin. At least that's what they would have said at
the Mount Hope Baptist Church, Ithought. Reverend Nance was
always preaching about the devil and how sinners would burn in
hell. Ifeared for my mortal soul. Icouldn't understand how Ihad
become so awful.
As time went on, though, Istarted to think that it was my father
who was the bad one. Iwas the one who hated what was happening.
Iwas the one who wanted it to stop. Ieven tried to avoid him. He
was the one who came looking for me. If he had really been in love
with me, Ireasoned, he wouldn't have been able to hide his feelings
so well. If he was so out of control, why was it that he had no trouble controlling himself when other people were around? Iwas not
only beginning to hate it, Iwas beginning to hate him. He really
grossed me out when Irealized why he liked doing this in the dining room. He liked being able to take peeks at us in the big mirror
over the buffet.
Then suddenly it wasn't just Thursday afternoons. One evening
my mother decided on the spur of the moment to go to alodge
meeting. When Idiscovered that she wouldn't be there, Iwas devastated. It meant that except for the foster babies, I'd be alone again
in the house with my father. Immediately after dinner Iran upstairs
and shut myself in my room. Icould hear my mother say good-bye
and then close the door behind her. Next Iheard my father climb-
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ing the stairs. He was coming to get me. Terror gripped me and
tears filled my eyes. Iheard him walking down the hall. Iprayed
that he would stop at his room, but the footsteps continued on. I
watched my doorknob turning. This time, standing in acorner of
my little room, my father amused himself at my expense, kissing me
until he decided it was time to stop. Couldn't he see that Iwas
upset? Wasn't it obvious that Ididn't like what he was doing to me?
Why didn't it matter to him?
Almost overnight I'd gone from being arelatively secure kid to
one who felt terrified, confused, and totally alone. To make matters
worse, Istill hadn't unpuzzled the riddle of how to make it all stop.
Ultimately, Daddy did it for me by pushing me too far.
One Thursday he pulled me into his lap as he sat on akitchen
chair and stuck afinger in my vagina. That was it. 1knew he had
done something then, Icould feel it. It didn't feel like anything he
had ever done before. It was as if he had crossed some invisible barrier. I'm not even sure Iknew what the vagina was called, and I
wouldn't have known where it was if he hadn't touched it. Fingering
me that afternoon was the end of that session for him, but it was the
end of the road for me. Ithought he'd gone all the way with me. I
was petrified that Iwasn't avirgin anymore. And if Iwasn't avirgin,
Imight be pregnant.
The next two weeks were hell, although there weren't any more
groping sessions. Somehow Imanaged to avoid him while Iwaited
to see if I'd get my period. Idid know that much about reproduction. It was in abook my mother had given me called Growing Up
and Liking It. If my period came, Iwasn't pregnant.
Ihad alot of time to think in that two weeks. Ithought about
the girdle my mother had tried to make me wear afew months
before all of this had started. She had said that Iwas jiggling when I
walked and that that was indecent. But the girdle was too tight and
cut into the tops of my thighs, so after acouple of days Irefused to
wear it. "Are you sure?" she asked. "If men see you jiggle like that,
they might try to rape you."
At the time, Ithought it was just another of my mother's nutty
beliefs. Ididn't know that the men she was talking about included
my father. Idon't know if agirdle would have stopped him, but I
didn't believe that Ishould have to live in pain to be safe. Ididn't
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know any other girls who wore girdles, and Iwasn't going to either.
There had to be another way, because Icouldn't live like this anymore.
My period came. Menstruation wasn't one of my favorite things,
but boy was Iglad to see that blood in my underpants. I'm surprised
that Ididn't smear it on my face like war paint as asign that Iwas
back in control and ready to fight. Good and ready.
My poor father had no idea what he was in for. Ilooked like the
same eleven-year-old he'd been molesting, but now Iwas different.
Somehow transformed. Transformed by fear. Transformed by anger.
Now Iwas focused and had only one goal, to make him stop. Iwas
willing to face anything, even death, to make that happen. He was
much bigger than Iwas and incredibly strong. There was no way
that Iwas amatch for him physically, but Idecided that he'd have
to beat me to death before I'd ever let him force himself on me
again. That was when Ibit him so hard that he threw me across the
room.
Once Ileft the living room arena, victorious, Irealized that I
could breathe again. It was over. Ihad expected it to be difficult, but
it wasn't. It had only taken afew minutes to end months of abuse,
and it had been easy. Iwas in one piece and unmarked, which only
left me questioning why Ihadn't done something sooner. Maybe if
I'd just said no right away, none of this would have happened.
My father didn't even care what had happened to me. He never
said, "I'm sorry." He never said, "Ididn't know what Iwas doing."
He never said, "Ididn't mean to hurt you." He just said, "Don't tell
your mother." Well, at least he was never going to touch me again.
As long as he kept his part of the bargain, I'd keep mine, and Iwas
good to my word.
My father might have thought he made agood deal. His life
looked the same. He still had his wife, and he still had his reputation. But when he made that deal, he ceased being the undisputed
head of the household. Our little secret would change the whole
power structure in our family, and nothing would ever be the same.
That little secret actually empowered me. The same man who had
touched me without permission soon realized that this no-account
little girl could destroy him with aword. No one ever talked back to
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my father with impunity, and when Istarted doing it and getting
away with it, the rest of the family started to fear me as much as
they feared him.
Still, this newfound power had cost me alot. Ihad lost my innocence, and I'd lost aparent, afriend, and the person Iloved the
most. With him, Ididn't feel that Ineeded anyone else. Ithought
he was the strongest and the wisest man in the world, but he'd
turned out to be just apaper tiger. Ididn't dare trust another person. Icouldn't afford to be let down that badly again.
There was going to be no adolescence for me. Iwent into hiding, and it was avery long time before Icame out again. People saw
me walking around, eating dinner, going to school, but Iwasn't
really there. Iwas hiding in plain sight, trapped in that house where
Iwould never feel safe again with people who would never stop trying to break my spirit, drain my soul, and rob me of all beauty and
expectations.

There wasn't much romance in my parents' coming together, and
not alot of beauty or expectations either.
Lula Harvey, who would become my mother, had been raised as
one of seven children in adesperately poor family in Tabbs, Virginia. The Harveys never had indoor plumbing, owned only one set
of underwear apiece, and during the Depression had to stand in line
for food. Lula was forced to leave school in the seventh grade to
work in the fields for some white farmers. When she was sixteen,
she walked into town, going from door to door looking for domestic work. Though she had no experience, one of the white ladies
who answered the door that day decided to give her achance. This
woman hired her and taught her how to clean ahouse. She didn't
only land ajob that day, she found adream.
Seeing how this woman lived, watching her and listening to the
way she talked, made an indelible impression on my mother. She
worked hard to improve her own command of the language, and
would later stand guard over her children's vocabulary, grammar,
and pronunciation. There were no lazy tongues in my mother's
house. When we went to church, the other children would corn-
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ment that we sounded white. My mother admired—maybe even
envied—that white woman's life, so much so that when Iwas born
she named me Robin after that white lady's daughter. Maybe she
thought she could change my fate by giving me that name and, who
knows, maybe she did.
My father, Charles Quivers, had seen front-line duty in World
War II only to return stateside to find that on the home front, he
was still just a "Negro." To add insult to injury, the black men who
had stayed out of the war while he risked his life had made lots of
money and resented the returning GIs as athreat to their newfound
prosperity. Daddy had gotten married afew months before he was
drafted and now had to deal with the fact that his wife had been
sleeping around while he was away making the world safe for
democracy.
Charles Quivers was abitterly disappointed man, but he managed to find ajob, get acar, and take up with agirl. That girl was
my mom. The first time he saw her he said he thought she was the
ugliest girl he had ever seen. But after afew days, she didn't seem so
ugly anymore. All their lives they would be considered a mismatched couple. He was astrapping, handsome, light-skinned black
man with green eyes. She was dark brown in complexion, with eyes
so dark they looked black. Even today, adark-skinned black woman
has trouble getting someone to say she's pretty, and my mother suffered from that stigma. When the two of them walked into aroom
together, Icould hear women say, loud enough for us all to hear,
"How did she get him?"
When they met, Charles was still married, and Lula was
engaged to marry her childhood sweetheart, who was still away in
the army. They decided to keep each other company until his
return. Before long, my mother discovered that she was "knocked
up." She had no desire to suffer the stigma of an unwed pregnancy.
People had looked down their noses at her all her life because she
was poor. They weren't going to get the chance to pity her, too. She
says she decided to run away to Baltimore, alone, to avoid the scandal, but my father found out and insisted on going with her.
For the life of me, Inever understood what these two were
doing together. As long as I've known them, they've done nothing
but fight. If she was looking for stability and security, Charles was
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probably the last man she should have chosen. He was ahothead, a
quitter. He dropped out of school at twelve, hung out on the streets
making mischief and chasing girls. He finally wound up in jail when
ascheme to sell stolen cigarettes went bad. He claims it was jail that
straightened him out and made him join the service—which he
stayed in only because they made him.
The first job he got in Baltimore was with amoving company,
but it didn't last long. Someone said the wrong thing to him and he
quit. He was always doing that. When he got the job at Bethlehem
Steel, Lula, who had started calling herself Louise, dug in her heels,
determined that he would stay employed. After all, he now had a
woman and ababy boy to support, even if the family wasn't legal
yet.
Charles and Louise had trouble saving the money necessary to
secure adivorce from his first wife, but they loved to play the numbers. For pennies, you were in the game run by mobsters and based
on the daily horse races. If you were in for fifty cents or adollar,
you could win real money. My mother used to say that whenever
they really needed cash, they'd hit the number. She thought it was
God's way of helping them out financially. So it was illegal numbers'
money that eventually paid for my father's divorce, allowing them to
get hitched about ayear after my brother, Charles Junior, was born.
Louise thought one child was enough. She had no desire to
childbear herself into poverty—as her own fourteen-year-old
mother had done. Charles wanted as many children as they could
have, but he could only talk her into one more pregnancy. That
would produce me. Iwas the one who came after they were married. Iwas the one they planned. After spending afew years with
them, Iwas fond of saying that they must have taken the wrong
baby home from the hospital. The only problem with that theory
was that Iwas born at home.
When Iarrived at five-thirty in the morning on August 8, 1952,
my mother felt that her family was complete. She had afour-yearold son and anewborn baby girl. Only one piece of the dream was
still missing. She wanted to move us out of our tiny little apartment
in the ghetto to ahome of her own. The first arguments Iremember hearing were about the money for the down payment for my
mother's dream house. Just before Istarted kindergarten, they had
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finally managed to scrape together the two hundred dollars it took
to reserve awhopping eight-thousand-dollars' worth of real estate.
Yes, the house of her dreams cost just eight thousand dollars. "And
it was so pretty," she told me recently. "Well," she added, "it was
pretty then."
In reality, my mother's fantasy was acramped, three-bedroom
row house in the middle of the block on adead end street. We
weren't on the wrong side of the tracks, we were practically on the
tracks. When we first moved there, the noise of the freight trains
would keep us awake at night, but you can get used to anything, and
in time we learned to sleep right through it. As if that wasn't
enough, our front window faced ametal foundry. At lunchtime, the
grimy men from the foundry lined the curbs and harassed all the
passing females with catcalls and wolf whistles. Charming. But after
awhile, that too wove itself into the tapestry of our neighborhood.
Iwas as happy as Mommy when we got our house because it
was supposed to be the end of all our troubles. Iassumed that the
fights would stop now, and that my parents would start to love each
other. The house didn't change anything, though. It just gave them
more room for their rows.
It was in this house that Iwould first see evidence of my father's
uncontrolled rage. Iwas awakened by loud noises coming from my
parents' bedroom. When Iwalked out into the hall, my older
brother, Junior, was already there. He opened the door to their
room. Isaw my mother lying on the floor. My father was crouched
over her, pummeling her with his fists and kicking her in the stomach. Her dress was torn and she was bleeding. When she saw us
standing there, she yelled, "Call the police!"
My brother headed for the phone near the bed in their room. I
followed. My father stopped what he was doing long enough to
scream at us, "You touch that phone and I'll kill you!"
We believed every word. So even though we wanted to help our
mother, we felt that we had no choice but to back out of the room
and go back to bed. Ilaid under my covers, waiting for the noise to
stop.
My mother swore she'd never be beaten like that again, but that
didn't mean she was leaving. She cut up all of my father's suits afew
weeks later to teach him alesson. She got arecipe for alye and
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molasses solution that would severely disfigure aperson because he
wouldn't be able to get it off his skin. She actually went out and got
the ingredients. She said that if it ever happened again, she'd mix it
up and throw it on him in his sleep. They even sometimes threatened each other with kitchen knives. At other times she'd boil water
and threaten to scald him with it. They never, ever thought of just
not fighting.
And the violence wasn't only between them, wasn't only from
him. When Iwas four, my mother beat me so badly that Ihad to
stay in bed for days while she fed me chicken soup. Icouldn't figure
out why one minute she could hurt me so much and then be so nice
the next. Which one was the real person? Early on, Igot tired of
trying to understand her and wrote her off emotionally. She never
beat me that severely again, but Icounted on nothing from her but
the beatings, slaps, and harangues she tried to discipline me with
well into my teens.
Ihad to face the fact that my mother was acontrol freak, apetty
tyrant who stamped out any display of independence or abandon
before it could take root. She was also given to wild mood swings.
One minute you could be laughing and joking around. The next,
you had unwittingly broken some unfathomable rule and were in
big trouble. She even spoiled the good times because you couldn't
relax and just enjoy yourself.
Her bad moods could last for hours, even days. It was as if she
was probing your psyche, looking for tender spots. Once she found
them she'd bore in, picking at the spot until it bled. And sure
enough, as soon as you lost your composure, she'd calm right down
and even express surprise at the level of your distress. "Well," she'd
announce with asmirk, "what Isaid must be true. Why else would
you be so upset?"
You can't imagine what it's like to hear your own mother go on
and on about how horrible you are, how worthless and stupid you
are, what aburden you are, and how you had ruined her life. If it
hadn't been for me, she could have bought herself more things. If it
hadn't been for me, she wouldn't have had to stay in that marriage. I
was too dumb to appreciate her sacrifices. Iwas too vain. Iwas disrespectful. And Iwas—her favorite slur—ano-good, "impldn" (her
attempt at "impudent") devil. Making eye contact with her while
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she assaulted you with her tongue was considered defiance and usually got you slapped in the mouth. So you learned to keep your eyes
down. But you'd better be listening, because she didn't like to be
ignored either.
She worked really hard at getting areaction. My brother and
my cousin Shirley, who was three years older than Iwas and had
come to live with us when she was five, would start to cry, beg for
forgiveness, and thank my mother for putting up with all their
shortcomings. I, on the other hand, was just like my father. After
hours of abuse, I'd finally explode, she'd hit me, and peace would be
restored for the moment.
One evening when Iwas eight years old Igot so sick of her
yelling and carrying on that Idecided to just leave. "You know
what? I'm getting out of here. You hate me so much, I'm such a
problem, then I'll just go." Istomped up the stairs and with Shirley
running behind, begging me to stay, Ibegan throwing my things
into ashopping bag. As Imarched downstairs with my bag and
opened the front door, Iheard my mother call, "Oh, you're leaving
now? Well, 'bye!"
Istepped outside. The cool air caressed my burning face. It was
quiet. It felt good. Iclimbed down the steps and started up the
street. Halfway up the block, it hit me that Iwas walking nowhere.
There wasn't one person Icould call on for help. No one Iknew
who would give me shelter, not asoul who would understand that I
was breaking out of prison.
You see, as far as the world at large was concerned, the Quivers
were amodel family. We didn't have problems. We were well-spoken and wonderfully behaved. Other kids loved to spend time at
our house. Their parents used to urge them to try to be more like
us. If Ihad gone to aneighbor's and confessed that Icouldn't live
with my mother anymore, they would have told her what I'd said
and then sent me straight home. And when Igot there, she'd beat
the crap out of me for embarrassing her in public. So Iturned
around and headed right back to "jail." "Oh, you're back," my
mother laughed as Iresumed my place in this meat locker she called
ahome. My mother and father were the top of the food chain—
cannibals who, with no other food source in sight, began to eat
their young.
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Iguess it was funny that in away, when all Iwanted to do was
get away from her, she had made sure there was no place for me to
go. Even funnier was that she thought my return meant she had
won our test of wills. If Ihad been anyone else, maybe she would
have. But making me angry was the best way to lose afight with me.
My mother had just welcomed home her worst nightmare. She
already thought of me as her "imp'kin" devil; soon I'd make those
words true by matching her word for word and mood for mood.
So here was our happy family. Iwas at war with my mother. My
mother was at war with my father. My brother and my cousin were
so beaten down that they didn't have the will to defend themselves.
And soon, in the silent confines of my mother's pretty little dream
house, my father and Iwould be keeping our own dirty little secret.

3
NIGGER TALK

To one who bears the sweetest name,
And adds aluster to the same,
Long life to herfor there is no other,
Who can take the place of my dear mother.
—a poem on aplaque in our home
Boom, boom, boom, boom.
"Robin," Junior yelled as his heavy fist pounded on my bedroom door.
Boom, boom, boom, boom.
"Robin, it's time to get up," he yelled again.
"Okay," Imanaged in asleepy voice.
Fifteen minutes later he would be at the door again, banging
and yelling and warning me that this was the last time he was going
to try to wake me up before he had to leave for school. Inever
wanted to get up anymore. Sleep was so peaceful. The bed was so
warm. Ifelt safe in sleep.
Islept alot after my father molested me. It seemed that Ialways
needed anap. Even if Inapped, Ineeded ten to twelve hours of
sleep anight, and my brother or my mother would still have trouble
rousing me in the morning. That meant that Iwas always rushing.
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Wash my face, brush my teeth, throw on some clothes, and catch a
bus to get to school.
Iwas in junior high now, in astupid class. It wasn't the stupidest
one in the school, but our curriculum didn't include aforeign language. All my really smart friends from elementary school were taking languages, so it didn't take agenius to figure out that my class
wasn't considered academically gifted. One last twist of the knife by
my sixth-grade teacher, Mrs. Green.
She hated me. Before her, I had never met anyone that I
couldn't charm, but she never gave me achance. Her mind was
made up before she ever met me because she had taught my cousin
Shirley three years before. Iremember my mother complaining
constantly about having to go to school for yet another teacher's
conference when Shirley was in Mrs. Green's class. The meetings
were always followed by threatened beatings if Shirley didn't
behave. Whatever it was that was getting her in trouble, Inever
cared enough to ask. Shirley was never the greatest student, but it
seemed that this had to do with her conduct as well as her grades.
To me, it was just more of the general chaos that reigned in my
house, so Itried to stay out of it.
Shirley's last name was Walker, but even after three years, Mrs.
Green instantly remembered having had to meet with aMrs. Quivers about her. She walked around the classroom on the first day of
school going over the seating chart. When she got to my desk, she
stopped. "Robin Quivers." After thinking, she said, "That name
sounds familiar. Are you related to Shirley Walker?"
"Yes," Ireplied. " She's my cousin."
She let out an audible sigh. Icould tell by her face that she
was not pleased. She needed no further introduction. From that
moment on it was as if she was looking at my cousin when she
looked at me.
Every bad thing that happened in class she blamed on me. If the
person sitting next to me wound up with the same answer as mine, I
was punished for cheating. If there was talking, Iwas the instigator.
But if there was something fun to do, Iwas never chosen. Mrs.
Green determined my grades and where I'd start next academically.
Icould have been abudding rocket scientist and she would still
have made sure that Igot stuck with the slow learners at Pimlico
Junior High. Pimlico continued in the tradition of my elementary
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school—with blacks making up about 15 to 20 percent of the population. The white students were predominantly Jewish. Temple
Oheb Shalom was right next door to the school.
Iwas embarrassed about being in such alow-ranked class and
vowed that Iwasn't going to stay at that level for more than ayear.
For the first time in my life, Idecided to take school seriously. I
lugged five or six big, heavy books home every afternoon. Idid all
the assigned reading. My homework was always on time.
"Me, me, me," Iimplored, waving my arm frantically, practically standing at my seat to get ateacher's attention. Iwas like Horshack, the overanxious sweathog on the TV show "Welcome Back
Konen" Ialways knew the answers, and the rest of the class was too
slow for me. While Iwas always ready to move on to the next subject, the teachers ignored me, concentrating on those who were
falling behind. They finally stopped calling on me. Sometimes I
didn't wait to be called on, Ijust blurted out the answers. At other
times Imumbled them under my breath while another student
struggled to figure out what to say while staring into thirty pairs of
eyes. Ipouted when Icouldn't participate, arms folded, lower lip
poked out.
"Robin, you've got to give other people achance," Iremember
my social studies teacher, Mrs. Esposito, saying sweetly.
When pouting didn't work, Idecided to try daydreaming. Oh, I
was listening alright, but Ipretended that my mind was athousand
miles away as Igazed out the window. Mrs. Esposito fell for it.
She had just asked aquestion. "Robin, why don't you tell us the
answer?"
"The southerners were called Tories because they wanted to
remain loyal to the British." Ismiled, turning my head toward her.
"Well, if you know the answer, raise your hand," she said
sharply.

By the end of the seventh grade, Ihad become areally good student. Of course Ididn't have the distractions of most girls my age
because my interest in boys was on hold. It turned out that this
solution for one problem would simply create another. One morning they brought anew black student into our homeroom. Her
name was Kim, and there was acertain something about the way
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she walked into that class full of strangers that made me take notice.
Ithought she was pretty, but what Imost admired was her confidence, something Ididn't have. Iremember immediately wanting to
be her friend and looking for the right moment to approach her.
But the strange thing was that the closer I got, the less I
admired her. VVhat I had taken for self-assurance was really a
haughty attitude masking a caseload of insecurities. Still, it was
quite an act. Kim was the only girl Iknew who strolled naked to the
girls' shower room after gym class. The rest of us ran, Covering our
breasts and pubic hair, while Kim's hands swung at her sides as she
glided toward the stall. Sometimes she laughed at us for being so
modest.
Before school we always met in the courtyard in front of the
building. One morning Ispotted abunch of girls Iknew all huddled
around abench. Idecided to see just what it was that had them so
interested. When Ireached them, Icould see that Kim was holding
court. "Girl, then he started kissing me on my neck and unbuttoning my blouse. Iput my arms around his neck and then he gave me
aFrench kiss," she announced triumphantly.
When she noticed me, she said, "Look at Robin," directing
everyone's attention to me. "Girl, you are so naive. I'll bet you don't
even know what aFrench kiss is."
"No, Idon't," Ianswered matter-of-factly, looking her straight
in the eye.
"That's when aboy puts his tongue in your mouth while he's
kissing you," she informed me, still smiling asickeningly false smile.
Maybe Ididn't know what it was called, but Ihad already done
it. My father had made sure of that. In any case, Iwasn't going to
give Kim the satisfaction of knowing she'd gotten to me. The others
could think what they wanted. Meanwhile, avoice in my head was
saying, You think you're so smart, but you'll probably get pregnant
before you graduate from high school and be lucky to get one of
these idiots to marry you.
The bell rang. Everyone scurried off to class, and my moment
on the hot seat was over. The bottom line was that Kim wasn't
someone Ineeded in my life. The kinds of things she had to teach, I
already knew.
Idid acknowledge that Iwasn't going to figure
sex thing by myself, but who could Iturn to? ' here

tthis whole
cre no adults
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that Itrusted. Ihad good reason to believe that they were all evil.
Even the best were capable of incredible cruelty, usually directed at
those they claimed to love the most. Husbands and wives cheated
on each other. Parents humiliated, neglected, and beat their children. Teachers abused their power, making decisions that could
affect your whole life based simply on whether or not they liked
you. Adults, all adults, were strange, and parents were the worst
adults of all. Icouldn't afford the luxury of making mistakes that
might leave me in their grip forever. That meant that boys and sex
were out of the question. Ileft that to girls like Kim.
Living in the Quivers household all my life hadn't made sex
seem all that desirable. Take my mother's attitude about it, for
example. As far as she was concerned, men were victims of their
hormones, unable to control their sexual impulses. Women had to
do the best they could to protect themselves while knowing that
they'd eventually have to submit to this animal behavior in order to
trap aman into taking care of them. She was definitely from the
"grin and bear it" school of sex education.
Iknew that my father loved and desired my mother, but it was
very difficult to tell if she felt any affection for him. They didn't do
alot of touching. If my father tried to give her aplayful tweak, she
would angrily bat his hand away. In areflection from the mirror in
their bedroom, Isaw her rebuff alot more than an errant feel. Even
when they were supposed to touch, it seemed strained and ritualistic
more than affectionate or passionate. Whenever they said good-bye,
they gave each other three quick pecks. It was always the same—
lips, cheek, lips. If they had been fighting before my father had to
leave, he'd still try to kiss her good-bye, but she'd always turn her
head away.
Because Icouldn't tell if she loved him, Ihad to ask. Iasked alot
because Iwanted my mother to love my father, but the answer was
always the same. "Iguess so," she'd say. "Imarried him, didn't I?"
She preferred her teenage years. Whenever Iwanted to keep
her in agood mood, I'd get her to tell me about the dances she'd
gone to with her old boyfriend, Clarence. Her face would change.
Sometimes she even closed her eyes and paused as she thought
about the good-night kiss Clarence had given her at the end of the
lane in front of her house. She could go on and on about the good
times with Clarence, but if Ibrought up my father and asked her to
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tell me about the good times with him, the conversation would
come to an abrupt end.
My mother also had afew questions for me. The most offensive
of which was had my father or brother ever tried to touch me when
we were alone. Iwas twelve or thirteen at the time and emphatically
replied in the negative out of shame and embarrassment even
though the answer was yes in my father's case.
Iwas disgusted by the question. Iwas disgusted that she would
live with people she felt were capable of such action. Iwas angry
that she had included my brother in the question. My brother and I
weren't close, but he certanly wasn't asexual opportunist like my
father.
My mother should have known. It wasn't as if she pulled this
question out of left field. She had reason. When Iwas eight years
old Iwalked in on an argument between her and my father. Right
away, Iknew there was something different about this fight. My
mother appeared to be in agony and my father was trying to calm
her down. "Lou you're wrong, nothing happened," he pleaded with
aworried look on his face.
Daddy tried to touch my mother but she pulled away. She began
to pound at her temples with the heels of her hands. Her eyes were
red from crying. "This is wrong, Charles" she screamed, closing her
eyes. "You're not suppose to touch achild like that."
Again, my father tried to reassure my mother that she hadn't
seen what she thought she'd seen but she wasn't buying it. Then my
mother noticed that Iwas watching them, and she yelled at me to
go to my room. Iknew this was no time to protest and Imade a
beeline for the stairs. They adjourned this very serious conversation
to their bedroom which was right across the hall and Icontinued to
listen to their muffled voices for some time. Idecided that this was
one of those conversations I'd understand when Igot older. Ihad
no idea how right Iwas.
After my father started molesting me, Iremembered that conversation, and believed that my mother caught him doing the same
thing he'd done to me to someone else. In arecent conversation,
my mother confirmed my suspicions but she swore she never
thought he'd do that to his own daughter.
The way Isee it, my mother left me in harm's way. Maybe she
hoped that she could guess my father's timetable and thwart his
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attempts. But she did nothing to make sure that Iwas safe.
After the horses were already out of the barn, my mother did try
to teach me the facts of life. She called me into the kitchen one
evening after dinner. "Do you have any questions about sex?" she
asked out of the blue.
"No," Ianswered, getting nervous.
"Well, you don't really know how it's done, do you?"
"Leave me alone," Iscreamed. "You've ruined enough of my
life. Idon't want you to ruin sex for me too."
She started to laugh at me and kept right on talking. "A man
climbs on top of awoman . . . "
Ididn't hear the rest of what she was saying. "I'd rather learn
about sex on the street," Iscreamed.
When she kept right on talking, Iput my hands over my ears
and ran out of the house. She never brought it up again.
My mother did manage to give me other valuable advice. When
Iasked her if Icould use tampons, she said, "No, only married
women can use them."
She used to shudder when Ibathed during my period. When I
started to experience painful menstrual cramps, she claimed, "You
see, God is punishing you because you take baths at that time of the
month."
When Ipointed out that they recommended swimming during
your periods in the tampon ads, my mother answered, "Well, maybe
they can, but we don't."
It was pretty obvious that my mother didn't think much of
women, either. My brother, Charles Junior, was her favorite child.
If she'd had her way, he would have had complete control over me.
She wanted me to make his bed and cook his meals. Once, when a
teacher sent home anote telling my mother that my brother had
slapped me across the face, she gave him advice on how to hit me
so that it didn't leave marks. And when she applied to become a
foster parent, she said that she would prefer boys because they
were easier.
Isecretly felt that she wanted me to fail. There was never any
support for anything Iwanted to do. Tap-dancing lessons, which I
loved, were deemed unimportant and awaste of money. When I
asked for piano lessons, Iwas told to find my own teacher. When
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they offered music lessons in school, Iasked if Icould take violin.
No. Iloved to sing around the house. "Shut up that noise," my
mother would yell.
Sleep-away camp was out of the question. People in my neighborhood didn't send their kids to camp. But more than that, it
seemed that my mother wanted me with her all the time. She
thought Ihad been born to be her best friend, and she'd keep me
around, sharing all her little secrets. Iknew where she hid money in
the house. Iknew about her secret bank account. She shared with
me all her most intimate thoughts and feelings. It never occurred to
her that maybe Ididn't care about this stuff or that Iwas too young
to be used as aconfidante. She seemed to feel that it was my duty.
She never acknowledged my scholastic ability, yet she spent
countless hours nagging my brother to work harder in school so
that he could make something of himself. Iused to wonder why she
worked so hard on him when Iwas sitting right there. "I'm the
one," I'd say to myself. "Why are you wasting your time on him and
my father? I'm better than they are. If aman is someone who's
smart enough to get an education and make his way in the world,
then I'm the best man here."
But to her Iwas just agirl. Once, when Ibrought home agood
report card, she just said, "Idon't know why you work so hard.
You're just going to get pregnant."
Iwondered just how this was supposed to happen. After Igot
my father off my back, Iannounced to everyone in the house that I
didn't want to be hugged or kissed. "Idon't want to be touched anymore," Ideclared.
Idid that to cover my father's tracks and make sure that he
never got to touch me again for any reason, public or private. My
mother chalked up my strange behavior to "just a phase" Iwas
going through. Ihad no friends, no social life, and Icertainly didn't
date or show any interest in boys. Just how was Igoing to get pregnant, and why shouldn't Iwork hard? Because Iwas "just agirl."
The older Igot, the more she seemed to resent me. Igot the
feeling that Ihad done something wrong by continuing to grow.
She didn't seem to like the fact that Iwas becoming awoman. In a
fit of anger, she called me awhore. This was new. She had never
used such adult epithets on me before. She glared at my body after
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saying it and added, "No two women can live under the same roof,
and I'm the woman of this house."
The words stung. Ihad fought off my father to keep him from
raping me, and I'd spent the next few years trying to erase this feeling that Ihad been bad by doing all the right things. How could she
call me awhore? Iwas keeping this terrible secret so that her whole
world wouldn't fall apart and she could go on with this delusion
that she had ahappy family. And this was my thanks.
While Iwas doing all Icould to hide my shame and keep the
family together, my father started messing up big time. He started
drinking and staying out all night. We used to say that there were
only three places my father could be. He was either at work, in bed,
or sitting in his favorite chair sleeping or reading abook. He was
considered the best husband on the block. You could set your watch
by him. Now he was totally unpredictable, out of control, and their
fights became louder and more violent. And when my mother had
problems with my father, she brought those to me too.
Istarted to believe that there was no way to escape this craziness. It was in the genes and had something to do with puberty. If
that was the case, like some B-grade horror film, Ifelt that these
genes would blow up on me, turning me into my mother and father
one day. Iwondered if Iwould know it when it happened. Would I
fight every day to keep myself from doing bad things to people only
to have it happen anyway? The prospect was too awful to me.
That's when Istarted telling myself that God wouldn't let that happen. He had saved me when Ithought Iwas pregnant. He didn't
want these horrible changes to happen to me. Iwas too good, too
special. Ifigured that the changes became more rapid and irrevocable after eighteen, so that's when Iwas going to die. God would
take me to heaven, thereby saving me from my genetic destiny.
Ino longer had to worry about figuring out sex. Iwasn't going
to be here that long. Icould do what Ienjoyed and understood,
going to school and learning things. School had always been my
haven. Iwent to school even when Iwas sick. As long as Icould
walk, Iwas in my seat when the bell rang. Iwas the only kid who
thought summer was too long and who dreaded weekends. No
school meant no respite from that horrible place Icalled home.
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Soon, though, even the tranquillity of school would be shattered,
revealing that the world was full of petty, stupid people. Everyone
suffered that particular madness of puberty that allows racisim to
flourish. Ihad gone to school with white kids all my life. Iwas the
only black kid in my kindergarten class. It never occurred to me
that my color should make adifference, so it didn't. No one told me
that Iwas supposed to be stupid because Iwas black. No one told
me that Icouldn't succeed. They always expected the same kind of
work from me that they got from the other kids, and Iperformed
well. Iwas very popular with all of my teachers except that old
crone, Mrs. Green, and even that Ididn't think was arace thing.
The black kids who came to my school long after I'd been there
seemed to be the ones with the problem. Every time anew black kid
joined the class, I'd have to bring him into the group. The older the
black kids were when they joined the class, the less likely they were
to ever play with whites.
Icontinued to play with the kids Ihad gone to school with all
my life, but Ialso played with the cliques of black kids that sprang
up on the playground. Whenever Ireturned from playing with the
white kids, the blacks would ask, "Are they really nice to you?" or
"Do they really treat you okay?"
Then one day one of my white friends showed me that Iwas
different. Stephanie and Ihad been in the same class since we were
five. We were never close, but we always spoke, and we shared a
common love of the Beatles' music. On aSaturday, Isaw Stephanie
at the shopping center walking with someone Ididn't know. "Hi,
Stephanie," Icalled out when Isaw her. No answer. Iwas getting
closer and assumed that she hadn't heard me. "Hi, Stephanie," I
said, now almost on top of her. This time there was avery visible
response. Stephanie turned up her nose and tossed her hair back.
She was very obviously refusing to acknowledge me. She and her
friend continued to talk, walking right past me without abackward
glance.
Icouldn't believe that this had just happened. Ihad even traded
Beatles cards with that bitch. For years Ihad been urging black kids
not to believe what they'd heard about whites. Now this girl who
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knew me very well had ignored me and Icould think of only one
reason for the slight: Iwas black.
Okay, so that's the way it's going to be. You'll stick to your
group, and I'll stick to mine. No more living in this fairy-tale world
where everyone gets along. It was over. Ididn't change that much in
class, but during recess Isought out my black friends and stayed
with them. We had our own language, our own music, and never
ignored each other when we met outside school.
Just as Ihad no one to teach me how to be awoman, there
really wasn't anyone around to teach me how to be black. Was being
black really about the slang words we used and listening to the black
radio stations? Was it about taking on atough-as-nails exterior and
saying bad things about white people? Was it about calling each
other "nigger" and finding other ways to humiliate each other?
"You're so low, you have to look up at your feet."
"Oh, yeah, well, you're so slow you're going to be late for your
own funeral."
"Well, you're so ugly that when you were born the doctor
slapped your face thinking it was your ass."
"Yeah, well, you were so ugly when you were born the doctor
slapped your mother."
"Yeah, well, you're so black that you have to smile at night so
people can see you."
"Yeah, well, you don't have that problem, because you smell so
bad people always know when you're around without even looking."
Sometimes these verbal battles turned physical. When an insult
struck too close to home, fists started flying. But even these fights
never ended friendships, maybe because there was nowhere else to
go. We clung to each other out of desperation.
At home it was more of the same. "Nigger" was supposed to be
abad word, but people used it all the time and not out of earshot of
children. When my mother was angry at my father, sometimes he
was a "nigger." When my father was angry at my brother, he was a
"nigger." When either of them was pissed off at other black people,
they were "niggers." But they didn't have to be angry with someone
to call them a "nigger." When men were fooling around, swapping
stories, drinking and playing cards, they'd say things like, "You're
full of shit, nigger," "Oh, Igot you now, nigger," "Nowhere to run,
nigger, Igotcha cornered," and the ever-popular, "That nigger's
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crazy." Even though we heard it all the time, we weren't supposed
to say it.
No one talked about the word, they just used it, and no one
had to tell us that the time the word was most offensive was when
white people used it. White people didn't play with the word "nigger"; when they used it, they meant it. The reaction was always
the same. It was devastating, like being hit in the stomach. There
was no way to recover. It wasn't fair for white people to use the N
word. To whites, "niggers" were subhuman. It meant that you
were stupid, ugly, shiftless, worthless, and lowdown. A little girl
would never want to be a "nigger." But to whites, we were all
"niggers."
Once Iasked my mother why she and all the other black adults
we knew used the word so much if it was so bad. She simply told me
that it didn't apply to me. In those days, the theory was that blacks
used the term to take some of the sting out of it. My theory is that
people who use the word "nigger" mean it whether they are black
or white. It was aword coined in slave times to define anew kind of
chattel brought to the New World to work the fields, pulling plows
and picking cotton. It was not aword that meant akind of people, it
was the word for anew kind of animal. It retains all its meaning
today. There is no nice way to use the N word.
It was time for us to start preparing for the inevitable. We were
growing up. Black children are cute. Black adults are "niggers." It
was only amatter of time before awhite person would use the word
on us. None of the white kids had done it yet. Even when the little
white kid down the street and Ihad our race wars, which you'll hear
about later, that word wasn't used. When the white kids chased us
to steal our Halloween candy one year, they didn't use the word. I
was the only one who didn't just run away when the white gang
descended on us. But even the white kid who threw me across the
hood of acar because Italked back didn't use the word. You just
couldn't tell when it was going to happen or who was going to do it.
You also didn't know how you would react.
One of my friends got her initiation when we were in eighth
grade. A bunch of us were all walking home from school together.
One of the girls was walking faster and was about half ablock ahead
of us. When we caught up with her, we found her hovering over a
little blond boy. He was sitting on the ground. His face was red, and
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tears were streaming down his cheeks. " What happened?" someone
in the group asked.
"He called me a 'nigger," she said through clenched teeth. Her
hands were still balled into fists. She looked as though she wanted
to hit him again. Somehow we convinced her to leave him alone,
walked around him, and continued home. We all patted this girl on
the back, proud of her response. She was the first, and instead of
shrinking back, she had lashed out and struck this silly little white
boy who had dared to call her aname when she was just trying to
make her way home. We felt empowered. Striking back had never
been an option before. This was the first time we'd ever seen a
white person pay for using that word. We knew that our day of
reckoning, just like hers, was lurking right around the corner.
The word "nigger" was another fence to box us in. The whites
on the outside called us "niggers" to keep us behind the gate. The
blacks inside called each other "nigger" to remind you that this was
where you belonged, and that no matter what you did or how far
you went, you'd still be just a "nigger."
My junior high years were the ones in which Iwould become
aware of how much race would affect my future. Anyone who isn't
black can't imagine what it's like to have no one, not even the people who gave you life, expect much of you. No one can imagine
having all your childhood friends mock you and then ostracize you
because you have ambition. No one can imagine an entire community doubting that you can make it. No one can imagine the distractions and obstacles deliberately put in your path to keep you down.
No one wants you to get out.
In Baltimore, in 1965, there were alot of white people who had
talked themselves into believing that blacks wanted life to remain
just the way it was, and they were teaching their children the same
thing. How else could a classmate tell me during a heated civil
rights discussion that black women liked to be maids? Her name
was Cynthia, and until that day Ithought she was smart.
Cynthia said her mother had told her that black women preferred housekeeping jobs and didn't want to work as cashiers at the
five and dime because they didn't want to work the registers. This
was her mother's explanation for why no blacks worked at the chain
of dime stores in town. It wasn't aracial thing. Whites weren't dis-
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criminating. Blacks just didn't want the jobs. Ifound it hard to stay
in my seat at this point. "Only an idiot would make astatement like
that," Iyelled without waiting to be called on. " Do you really
believe that not one single black person in this country wants ajob
other than cleaning your house? Is that why you think I'm going to
school? You think Iwant to clean house for you when Igraduate?"
Cynthia and Istood at our desks yelling at each other until the
teacher made us stop. Then Brenda stood up to try to bring some
clarity to the situation. "My father is a graphic artist who is in
charge of hiring in his office," she said. "He'd like to hire ablack
person, but the other people in his office said they'd quit if he did."
She was proud of her dad's stand. "Yeah, with support like that
we'll get absolutely nowhere," Isaid, this time from my seat.
"He'd like to do something," she replied.
"Well, that and fifteen cents will get me a cup of coffee," I
retorted.
"Well, what's he supposed to do?" she inquired.
"Fire them all and hire all blacks," Iyelled. "That's what he'd do
if he really wanted to do the right thing."
Iwas entering my black radical period. Istarted reading black
literature. Manchad in the Promised Land by Claude Brown was the
first. Iidentified with this kid of the streets trying to find his way
out of the ghetto before it consumed him. Iquickly followed that
with Soul on Ice by Eldridge Cleaver. It became my bible. Ihad a
copy of it with me all the time. Ifigured that white people would
see it and be very afraid that they were dealing with amember of
the Black Panther party. Icame to believe that there was no way for
blacks and whites to live together. My solution to every problem
became KILL WHITEY.
Ifigured that white people had already robbed us of everything.
Judging by the level of self-esteem and respect, or the lack thereof,
in my neighborhood, blacks had already given up and there was little hope of saving any of us as long as there were so many white
thumbs pushing us down. But just when Ithought that all was lost, I
found arole model. Someone who would show me that Ididn't have
to wait for anyone's approval to be whoever and whatever Iwanted
to be.

STUNG

We were discussing Israel in class one day when one of the Jewish
boys stood up and declared that he was pro-Israel even though he
was an atheist. The teacher, who was also Jewish, began to argue
with him that he couldn't be an atheist, but the boy insisted.
Finally, the teacher ended the argument by saying, "You're too
young to be an atheist; at your age you don't know what you
believe."
—1965
Old habits are hard to break. No matter how vigorously Itried not
to let my parents influence my behavior, Iwould sometimes find
myself acting just like they did. Iwas bound to learn something
from them. Why else would you call them parents?
One of the things I'd learned from them was how Iwas supposed to act around white people. Oh, not with the kids in school.
To me, they were equals. It was in the real world that it was hard to
know how to carry myself. Ihad been convinced that white people
could and would kill me if Igot on their nerves. Baltimore may not
be the Deep South, but it was still Southern and we knew that there
were sections of the city that we'd better not venture into if we liked
living. Even our local version of "American Bandstand," "The
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Buddy Dean Show," was segregated. Every couple of months they'd
let the black kids on to dance for aday. The show was on five days a
week. It went off the air when there was an effort to integrate it.
Every time Iwent to the store Ihad aconfrontation. White
adults thought nothing of taking my turn at checkout counters.
Counter people looked past me to wait on all the white faces before
serving me. Iwas actually lucky if Igot waited on in turn, but if a
white person wanted to take my turn, I'd let him. Iwas disappointed
in myself for not fighting back and demanding to be recognized.
Black people in the South were being killed to win me these rights,
and Iwas too scared to speak up on my own behalf.
When Italked to my parents about it, all Igot was sympathy.
They said that this was the way of the world and that it was the best
Icould expect. "It's better than getting killed," they'd remind me.
It was just about this time, when Iwas about thirteen years old,
that Ireally got to know my uncle Leroy. He was my father's oldest
brother and the senior living member of the family. My parents
acted as though their own parents were coming when Uncle Leroy
paid a visit. They were on their best behavior. My mother ran
around the house giving it an extra-special cleaning, and all fights
were put on hold until Uncle Leroy had gone. Ithought it was
funny that sometimes, right after he'd left, abig shouting match
would break out because of something my father had done while
Uncle Leroy had been with us.
Uncle Leroy wasn't light-skinned like my father. He was abig,
round, brown man with short-cropped gray hair. He smoked like a
fiend and was always coughing and wheezing. But he had apresence. There was no getting around that, and anyone who scared my
mother and father certainly scared me. My first memories of him
are of his chasing me around the house squealing, "Robin, Ilove
you" in areedy, high-pitched voice. He would tell me that Iused to
say "Uncle Leroy, Ilove you" when Ifirst learned to talk, but Ihad
no memory of this and refused to respond to his squeals. Ibegged
my mother to make him stop, and when she finally told him that it
bothered me, he quit and never did it again. But that didn't help me
feel any better about him.
He finally got married when he was in his fifties. His wife,
Ruth, was only thirty-five. She was atall woman with dark eyebrows. She was a smoker, too, even though she was asthmatic.
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There was something really sweet about her face. Iliked her as soon
as Imet her, and Icouldn't imagine why this nice woman would
marry cranky, fat, old Leroy.
Ruth showed me that behind that gruff exterior beat the heart
of abig, fat teddy bear. It happened on one of their first visits after
getting married. Uncle Leroy and my father were playing cards in
the dining room while Aunt Ruth sat in the kitchen. She started
teasing my uncle about something, and he snapped at her. Iwas all
ready for abrawl to start, but he just continued to play cards and I
could see that he was trying to keep asmile from curling the edges
of his mouth. He really loves her, Isaid to myself.
After that, Istarted hanging out with them whenever our families got together. Iliked watching them. They treated each other
well. They didn't fight like my parents, and it was obvious that they
enjoyed each other's company. It was quite ashock when we got a
call from Uncle Leroy saying that Ruth had died. She had areally
bad asthma attack and didn't make it. So even though she was much
younger than my uncle, and had nursed him through acouple of
heart attacks, he wound up burying her.
At first Iliked Uncle Leroy because of the way he treated Aunt
Ruth. Later I'd love him for the way he treated me. Whenever they
visited, they slept in my room. I'd take up residence in the basement, but Istill used my room to change. On one particular visit, I
was in there riffling through my drawers looking for underwear
after having taken abath when the door popped open. There stood
Leroy. Instinctively my hands covered my breasts and Ibent forward, trying to hide my body. Ithought it was going to happen
again, but instead Uncle Leroy calmly and quickly apologized
before closing the door behind him. "I'm sorry," he said. "Ididn't
know you were in here."
Boy, that was easy, Ithought. He hadn't tried to sneak apeek.
He hadn't planned to invade my privacy or violate my space. He
had shown me respect and had restored ameasure of my dignity.
What's more, he made me wonder. Maybe every man wasn't like my
father, maybe some of them were like Uncle Leroy.
While no one else seemed to care that Ihad no life, Uncle
Leroy always asked, "Who's your boyfriend?"
I'd blush and twist. "Idon't have one," I'd answer softly.
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"Don't lie to me girl," he would said playfully. "A girl as pretty
as you. You probably have too many."
Was Ipretty? I'd never thought about it, but Uncle Leroy said
that Iwas, and that was enough for me. From then on, when Uncle
Leroy came to town, we always spent time together, just the two
of us.
Usually we went shopping. Leroy was bigger than your average
guy, so he had to shop at Big Man Tall Man stores. There wasn't a
store that could fit him in Newport News, Virginia, where he lived.
So at least twice ayear he came to Baltimore to go on ashopping
spree. Shopping with Uncle Leroy was my favorite thing to do.
Armed with awad of hundred-dollar bills, we'd grab an oversized cart at the door of Pratt and Pulaski. It wasn't long before the
clerks realized that something special was about to happen. In less
than ten minutes, the cart was filled with dozens of pairs of underwear and T-shirts. Then we'd head for the high-ticket items like
shirts, pants, suits, and overcoats, collecting merchandise and salespeople as we went. Before Iknew it, Uncle Leroy would have two
or three of them all jumping around at his command. "Give me ten
of these shirts," he'd say with atoss of his hand. "I'll take five pairs
of slacks, and Ithink I'm going to need asuit."
Salespeople darted all over the store. They couldn't do enough
for him. As he dispatched another salesman to the stockroom to
pick up something else for him, he'd look over his shoulder and give
me awink. I'd beam. Ihad never seen ablack man command such
respect or wield such authority over whites. When he worked,
Uncle Leroy was just a brakeman on the railroad, but when he
shopped, he was aking. He showed me the power of money. The
salesmen didn't care what color he was or how much he carried on
as long as they got paid at the end. In fact, they often thanked us
profusely and were sure to ask us to come back again soon. Money
was the great leveler.
Uncle Leroy would let me play, too. Once he was in asuit, he'd
come out of the dressing room, with asalesman running behind,
and stand in front of athree-way mirror. As soon as the salesman
would start to stroke the goods and tell him how nice the suit was,
Uncle Leroy would interrupt with, "Robin, what do you think?"
That question made me the most powerful person in the room.
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Salesmen would turn to me each time adecision had to be made.
Sometimes Isaid no just to see them run around some more. We
had agreat time every time we went, and then we'd laugh all the
way home.
Inever missed an opportunity to be with Leroy. Once ayear he
and some friends rented abus and came to Baltimore for the day to
see the Colts play football. He always sold his ticket or gave it to my
brother and stayed at home with me to listen to the game on the
radio. We even bet on the game. But Uncle Leroy spoiled me. Even
when Ilost, he'd give me the money. Inever said, "Uncle Leroy, I
love you," but Isure did.
Watching Uncle Leroy made me think that it might be possible
to demand respect, even in Baltimore, without your life hanging in
the balance. But even when we were running through the aisles of
that store, Iknew that these white men and Iwere adversaries. Martin Luther King, Jr., may have been on the television sermonizing
about unity and integration, but how were blacks and whites ever
going to learn to live together when even kids found it difficult?
Even Iparticipated in regular race wars on my own street. Most
of the white kids who lived there were Catholics and went to the
Catholic school. Their school was all white. The only time they saw
blacks was outside school, and they hated it. There was only one
white family with children who stayed on the street. Their son was
my age. He never played with us and always made abig deal about
the little patch of grass in front of his house. "You'd better stay off
my lawn," he'd yell at us as we walked by.
Sometimes I'd step on the edge of the yard just to get him crazy,
and whenever his white friends came to visit him, we went to the barricades. Our weapons were words and rocks. We'd yell at each other
and throw stones. We were lucky that none of us was much of ashot.
The futility of the situation struck me when Iwound up pitching rocks at somebody Ireally liked in one of these wars. Johnny
and Ihad met when we first moved into our new house. His grandmother still lives next door to my parents. Mrs. Leak watched
Johnny once or twice aweek.
Johnny would be at his grandmother's door waiting for me
when Igot home from school. " Robin, Robin, you want to see my
new fire truck?"
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"Johnny, Ihave to change my clothes. My mother won't let me
play in my school clothes."
"Okay, then hurry up," he'd reply.
Before Icould get back to his grandmother's house, he was
knocking at the door. We'd sit on my porch or his grandmother's
steps for hours. We never had trouble talking or finding things to
do. Mrs. Leak and my mother would marvel at how this little white
boy and this little black girl could play so well together. For us, the
rest of the world disappeared. I'd say that Johnny was my first love.
Johnny showed up one day when my neighbor's son and Iwere
in the middle of a major diplomatic breakdown. When the war
broke out, he asked Johnny to choose sides. Reluctantly, Johnny
joined the whites. Everybody quickly ran for cover because the battle was about to begin. Ihid behind some bushes. It was agreat
place because it came with astash of ammunition.
Idug up ahandful of rocks and gravel and got ready to throw.
When Istuck my head above the bush to take aim, Isaw Johnny
several feet away, ready to throw arock at me. After amoment's
hesitation, we aimed at each other and let go of the stones we were
holding. As usual, before we could hurt each other, somebody's
mother or father discovered that we were throwing things at each
other again and started to yell. Everyone scattered eventually, seeking the safety of their own houses. Since Johnny was staying right
next door, we practically ran home together.
Johnny tried to apologize later. He said he really didn't know
what to do, but when he was forced to choose, he felt he had to go
with the whites. He had to go with the people who looked most like
him, our friendship notwithstanding, and our friendship would
never be the same. As Johnny got older, he stopped coming around
so often. We still saw each other occasionally, but it was as if we
were two strangers.
Once again, Iwas left with the same nagging question. If this is
what the world thinks of me, what am Isupposed to think of
myself? The white kids Iwent to school with had fathers who were
professionals. My father worked in adirty steel mill. He did the
unskilled labor, handing tools to the white bricklayers. Every few
years there was acontract negotiation, and sometimes my father
had to go on strike. Once he was out of work for so long, and we
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got so behind on the bills, that my mother had to take up housecleaning again. This time she wound up working for the parents of
kids who went to my school.
She'd come home tired but full of stories about the little white
girls whose house she cleaned. She thought it was funny when the
youngest one asked her why the soles of her feet were different than
the color of her face. "Bobbi said, 'Louise, why are your heels white
and your face brown?" my mother said, laughing.
"They call you by your first name!" Ierupted.
"That's what children call the maid, Robin," she protested.
All she wanted to do was tell acute little story, but Iwas trying
to figure out who Iwas, and this wasn't helping. It made me angry
that these kids, kids my age, got to call my mother by her first
name. My friends couldn't do that. She would have corrected them.
Ipleaded, cajoled, and finally screamed, "You make them call you
Miss Louise."
My mother never understood my distress. She came home one
day and announced that Amy, the older one, was going to look for
me at school. Iwas mortified that my friends would discover that
my mother was just a maid and that she worked for kids at my
school. For the first time, something about my parents threatened
to spill over into my other life and cause me shame. It was important to me that these kids see me as an equal, someone entitled to
the same things in life that they were. Ididn't want to be thought of
as "maid" stock.
My fear of exposure was expressed as anger. "I'm in the same
fucking school as they are and probably getting better grades," I
said to myself. "They're just stupid girls, anyway." Iknew something about life they were just about to learn. Women are the "niggers" of the universe, so no matter what color they were or how
many maids they had, they didn't have much to look forward to
either. Their grades were probably already slipping behind those of
the white boys their age. Well, fuck 'em.
Iwas probably beginning to think that saving what little money
you could make and then going to astore to spread it around was
the only way apoor black person could get any respect at all. And
then Istarted to hear people talking about this guy named Cassius
Clay. He was aboxer. Iwasn't afight fan. Ididn't know anything
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about the sport except that the titles were usually held by big black
men. The only one Iknew by name was Joe Louis, and the only
reason for that was because my mother and father would tell me
stories about how proud they were of him because he beat up a
white guy in front of Hitler.
Mostly it was black men like my father who talked about Cassius Clay. They said he was a "crazy nigger" who was going to get
himself in trouble. "He's got abig mouth and somebody ought to
shut him up." Whoever he was, he sure made people mad.
He had my father talking to himself. "Who the hell does he
think he is, talking like that," he said. "He's going to get himself
killed."
What the hell was this guy saying, Iwondered. Ihad to find out
about any guy who could cause such afuss. Idiscovered that Sonny
Liston was the world heavyweight champion and that Cassius Clay
wanted to fight him. Clay was telling everyone who would listen
that Liston was ducking him because he, Cassius, was the better
fighter. It wasn't just what he said though, it was the way he said it.
He had confronted Sonny right after afight, and in his moment of
triumph, Clay had stolen Sonny's thunder. He had disrespected the
champ, and he bragged too much, always talking about how pretty
he was.
Iheard that Sonny Liston was going to be on "The Ed Sullivan
Show," so Imade sure to watch. He was huge. He didn't sing or
dance, and he was no talker, so there wasn't much for him to do on
the show. Ed decided that they should compare biceps. Both men
peeled off their suit jackets and rolled up their shirtsleeves. Then
Ed stood in front of Sonny and tried to make amuscle. Sonny followed suit. It was funny. Sonny dwarfed Ed. His huge bicep bulged
both above and below Ed's. It was aperfect appearance. Sonny was
the kind of black person white people liked. He was the perfect
example of a "good nigger," so big, so powerful, and so under control. Ihave to admit that Iliked Sonny too. Sonny was successful.
When Ifinally saw Cassius Clay, Ithought he must have had
some kind of death wish. He was young and very good-looking, but
he also looked alot smaller than Sonny. His complexion was also
lighter, and just like most people, Ibought the myth that abig "field
nigger" like Sonny was impossible to beat. The myth says that all
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blacks are physically stronger than whites, and the darker your skin,
the stronger you are. On skin tone alone, Sonny was the clear winner. Liston finally agreed to fight Clay. As soon as the fight was
announced, all the black men got excited, and the night of the fight
the excitement was palpable. The black men said that this was it.
Clay was going to get his big mouth shut. He really didn't even
deserve ashot at the title, according to them. He wasn't championship material. Sonny should just beat him up badly and make him
go away. A black man who talked like Clay was bad for everybody.
He was the kind of nigger who made whites think we didn't know
how to behave. Clay reflected badly on the whole Negro race.
Sonny failed the black men that night. He was the one who was
beaten badly by Clay, who was too fast and whose punches were too
accurate. The radio announcer said that Liston was cut and bleeding. He had hardly laid aglove on his young opponent.
The black men were stunned. Something must have been wrong
with Sonny that night. It wasn't possible that Clay could be the
heavyweight champ. He was cocky and loud. "Iam the greatest," he
screamed after the fight.
The black men were afraid. They had grown up knowing that
acting like this young boy could get you killed. Somebody had better teach him fast or he wouldn't be champion for long. Joe Louis
was a champion, Sugar Ray Robinson was a champion. There
hadn't been achampion like Clay since Jack Johnson, and they had
destroyed him. Maybe it wasn't hate for Clay that Isaw in their
eyes. Maybe it was concern for his safety.
Iagreed with them. Liston shouldn't have lost that fight. He
had underestimated his opponent. He'd get him the next time. This
match had been afluke. The rematch would end all argument as to
who was the better champ and who really deserved the title, this
uppity, disrespectful loudmouth, or Liston, the champ like the
champs of old. You could have apretty good life in America if you
had skills white people could exploit and you stayed in your place.
Clay was going to mess up everything and set us back.
If we expected vindication in the second fight, the black men
and Iwere going to be sadly disappointed. Clay was proving to be a
worse champion than our worst nightmares could have conjured up.
He was threatening to join some wacky religion, the Nation of
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Islam. All Iknew about islam was what Iheard on the radio. Their
leader, the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, was on every Sunday,
sandwiched between spirituals and the dime-store preachers who
sold "miracle floor wax" to chase the demons out of your home.
The Honorable Elijah Muhammad said that the so-called Negro
was the original man and that the white man had been created by a
mad scientist. Because the white man had not been created by God,
he was evil. Junior and Ilistened to the Honorable Elijah Muhammad and laughed. He was agoof. Now Cassius Clay said that he was
joining the Nation of Islam and would follow the teachings of the
Honorable Elijah Muhammad.
The championship couldn't have been in worse hands, but Clay
would hold onto it by knocking out Sonny Liston in the first round
of their rematch. After the fight, Clay announced that he no longer
wanted to be called Cassius Clay. He was now Muhammad Mi.
The black men were confused. Some of them refused to call
him by his new name, but he was the champion just the same. He
had broken all the rules, and he was causing all kinds of trouble. We
were on entirely new ground here. Mi was charting anew course, all
without the aid of education or philosophy. There were alot of theories about how to make white people accept us. Promote the talented tenth, work hard at the menial jobs to earn respect, join the
army and fight their wars to show that we deserved the same rights.
Idon't think Muhammad Mi was familiar with one of these theories. Sure, he represented his country in the Olympics, but if that
was all he ever did, Iwouldn't know who he was. It was becoming
the heavyweight champion of the world and recognizing that he
wasn't representing the Negro race by wearing that stupid belt.
Boxing was abusiness, and adying one at that. Muhammad sold
tickets. He put asses in the seats. Some of them were there to love
him and some of them were there to hate him, but they all paid the
same price and he had aconsiderable cut of the gate.
This "crazy nigger" had become the first authentic black man
produced in America since slavery. We couldn't take our eyes off
him. He resisted incredible pressure to conform. He made us accept
this strange new name. He was arrogant and boastful, but he was
also able to back up every claim. He kept his hair kinky and practiced his wacky religion. He became father to a generation that
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wondered how it was possible to be black and proud, and he did it
without degrees or the approval of the ruling class.
Irealized Ihad the role model Ihad been looking for all my life.
He was the champ. He could make millions, and he didn't have to
suck up to anybody to do it. He could have stopped right there, but
if he had, he wouldn't have been Mi. Muhammad was aman of
principle. In the years ahead, he was to prove that his true measure
was not his titles, nor his money, nor his fame, but what he stood
for.

5
GOINGS AND COMINGS

Ican remember, when Negroes were just going around as Ralph
has said, so often, scratching where they didn't itch, and laughing
when they were not tickled. But that day is all over We mean
business now, and we are determined to gain our rightful place in
God's world.
—Martin Luther King, on the eve of his assassination
In 1967, Martin Luther King, Jr., Malcolm X, and Muhammad Mi
were all my heroes. The civil rights movement was in full swing.
There was something to feel good about, being black was actually
becoming popular. Feeling like we wanted to contribute, abunch of
my black friends and Isat around one day trying to come up with a
word for white people that would have the same impact as "nigger."
Istill don't know where Ifirst heard the word "honkey," but that
was the word we chose.
If awhite person pissed us off, we'd whisper "honkey" under
our breaths. No one had yet tried it out loud on awhite person, so
we could only fantasize about the effect. Iimagined white people
cringing in pain, devastated that I'd resorted to the H word.
Then it happened. Lea, this girl who was in my history class,
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called one of the white girls ahonkey right in the middle of the room.
The white girl looked at her, confused. "What's that?" she said.
"What's that!" Lea answered. "That's you."
"Oh," the white girl said. She shrugged her shoulders and
walked away.
This was not exactly the response Iwas expecting, and that's
when it struck me. White people don't mind being white. So no
matter what you call them, if it means they're white, it's okay.
Irealized that Ihad alot of work to do before Ifelt that good
about being black. Ihad heard alot of bad things about my race for
along time, and Ihad started to believe some of them. Maybe I
couldn't march in Selma, Alabama, or integrate aschool in Mississippi, but Icould make my very own revolution happen right inside
my head. The first thing Ihad to learn to do was to feel as good
about being black as white people felt about being white.
To start, Idecided that the term "Negro" just had to go. Only
radicals called themselves blacks in the 1960s. And Ibelieved I
should too. First off, it took care of the old color prejudice Ihad
learned at home. Nobody wanted to literally be black. The more
you looked like awhite person, the better. The term "black" went
right to the heart of that problem. " Black" also felt more powerful
than "Negro." "Negro" sounded like an apology. And "black" is the
opposite of white. It was perfect.
Istarted whispering it to myself. "I'm black," "I'm black," "I'm
black." Isaid it to myself every time Ithought about it during the
day. When Igot up in the morning, Ismiled at myself in the mirror,
and while Iwashed my face Isaid out loud, "Ilike being black. Ilike
being black. Ilike being black."
Iknew Iwas on my way to improving my self-esteem when I
called myself black out loud in front of my school friends. It
resulted in audible gasps. "Robin, you called yourself black," Clarice
said in shock.
"I know," Isaid with asmile. Just saying it made them respect
me more. Robin is special. She calls herself black. Soon Icorrected
anyone wfue referred to me as colored or as aNegro. "Iprefer to be
called black," I'd say. Ieven made my parents do it. They hated it.
The world was definitely changing. Iwas changing, and things were
changing around me.
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On April 28, 1967, in the midst of the Vietnam War, Muhammad
Mi refused to be drafted into the army. The old men who were
beginning to grudgingly accept him as their champion now saw new
hope that he could be unseated. Finally he would meet an opponent
he couldn't "whup," the Federal Government. "Yep, Uncle Sam will
put him in his place," they said.
After all, what was the big deal? They simply wanted to put
him in auniform and take his picture. They did the same thing to
Elvis. But Mi said that his religion was opposed to the war. A lot of
people would have said, " So what, Muhammad! The country's done
alot for you. They're not asking for much in return."
Mi saw it differently. Why were young black men going overseas to die in awar that they didn't understand, against apeople
they didn't know, for acountry in which they were not free?
The black men who hated him failed to recognize what he was
doing. They had served in wars, and even though things weren't
great, each time they got alittle better. They only saw the money.
He was crazy to give up the title and all the wealth it could bring.
Now he would probably go to jail and never be able to fight again.
That was an awful lot to do just for abunch of "niggers." They
would have taken the money. They would have gone into the army
and they would have led every "nigger" who would have followed
them right to the draft board. At least Mi was getting paid. That
was more than most "niggers" could expect. They cursed him once
again, this time for being stupid as well as crazy.
Iwas in awe of him. Ihad never known afully empowered black
man. I'd never even known anyone with principles. My parents
spouted rules all the time, but they were the same rules Isaw them
constantly breaking. A promise was kept only if it was convenient
and didn't cost anything. Ihad read about people like this, but here
was aman Icould watch, and Ibegan to watch everything he did.
I'd argue with anyone who bad-mouthed him. Ieven bet my
uncle Leroy that he would never go to jail even though Isecretly
believed that he might have to. Ifantasized about knowing him, but
because he was aMuslim, Istopped short of wanting to marry him.
Iwasn't going to walk two paces behind anyone, not even Muhammad Mi.
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Ah went to court and fought the draft. The case slowly made its
way through the system. The debate about whether he was right or
wrong continued. With each passing year, fight fans lamented the
wasting of the greatest boxing skills ever displayed in the ring. It
would take four years for the case to make it to the Supreme Court,
where eight white justices, with Thurgood Marshall abstaining,
would side with Ah. The government and the boxing commission had
been wrong. But when Mi decided not to be inducted, and lost his
championship belts, he couldn't have known all the consequences of
that action. Yet when he discovered how great an impact that decision
would have, he still refused to back down. He threw his whole life
into the breach. Four years is longer than most people can wait to see
the outcome of anything. If this was the only lesson that Ali would
have taught me, it would have been enough. But he had tons of
lessons to teach and quite afew tricks up his sleeve. He would surprise us all, just as Iwas about to be mighty surprised by what was
going to happen to me. Like Ali, my luck was about to change.

Change was a Quivers' house rule. People seemed to always be
coming and going at my house. There was the core group—me, my
mother and father, and my brother, Charles, Jr. Then there was
everybody else. My uncle George, who was my father's youngest
brother, lived with us for awhile, but then he moved out so that his
daughter Shirley could move in.
Iwas two, she was five, and Junior was six when she came. Since
we were both girls, she and Ishared aroom. Iassumed that Shirley
would be with us until she grew up, so Itreated her like asister. I
didn't know if Iliked her. You don't think about whether you like
the people you have to live with, they're just there. Ididn't know if
she was pretty. Ididn't think about that, either. Iwas the baby of the
family. That meant that Iwas automatically the cutest one.
Shirley was bigger and lighter than Iwas. When her girlfriends
started worrying about boys, Iremember them all congratulating
Shirley because she could pass the "brown bag test." The darker
girls were worried that boys wouldn't like them. Shirley said she
wasn't sure if she was lighter than abrown bag, so someone pulled
one out, and sure enough, she was.
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If the talk was about boys, when my mother came into the room
Shirley would clam up. God, she was passive. She used to drive me
crazy. Ithink that's why Ifought with her so much. That plus the
fact that it seemed to me she was competing for my father's affection. She had afather of her own. What did she need with mine? I
would gladly have given her my mother instead, but they never
seemed to get along.
My mother would hit the ceiling if she saw Shirley with boys.
According to her, Shirley was the kind of girl who was surely going
to get "into trouble." That meant only one thing when applied to
girls: getting pregnant before getting married.
Shirley's abrupt departure from our house when she was eleven
or twelve has always been mysterious to me. The way Iremembered
it, my mother decided that she wanted her gone, and within aweek
she was living with her father and his new wife, Miss Annie. We
weren't even consulted. Iwas used to seeing my cousin every day for
most of my life, and suddenly she wasn't there. Ifigured that if she
was going to be living with her father, I'd get to see her sometime,
but Shirley didn't get along with her new stepmother either, and
before long was on her way back to Virginia. Iknew I'd never see
her again once she got there.
We wrote to each other for awhile, but it was clear that she was
going to grow up very different from me, and Iwas only eight when
she left. It was hard to keep up the correspondence.
Even before Shirley left, my mother started taking in other children. She decided to become afoster parent after asteelworkers'
strike forced her back into amaid's uniform for what she declared
would be the last time. The state paid money to board and feed
these kids, and my mother looked at that money as steady income.
Her work would now be foster mothering.
Getting into the system involved an extensive application process that included family interviews. When they interviewed Junior,
Shirley, and me, the authorities had no idea that my mother had
coached us. First she told us what to say. Then she had us role-play
with her as the social worker. We were to answer that we wanted
these children to come to our house, that our parents never fought,
that we were very happy, very religious, and that we'd love to open
our homes and our hearts to needy children.
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Icould tell that the social worker was quite impressed with our
performance. She went so far as to say, "What mature and wellbehaved children. I'm sure we'll have no problem approving your
application." If she'd only known!
In avery short time we were accepted as apre-adoptive foster
home, which meant that only infants and toddlers who were considered adoptable would be placed with us. My mother didn't want
older children. Since they had already been around for awhile and
been raised by others, they were probably damaged. She didn't want
to inherit someone else's problems. She definitely preferred to create her own.
Pretty soon after that, the front door become arevolving door.
Our little boarders were from six months to ayear old and stayed a
year or two before being placed in permanent homes. Since Iwasn't
doing anything else, Ihelped out with the kids. Iactually didn't
mind it. Iknew they were too young to hurt me. Itrusted them. It
was all right to share affection with them, but Iknew not to get too
attached because they could leave at any moment.
We were only supposed to have two foster children living with
us at atime, so our house was already full on February 27, 1967,
when afrantic social worker called to tell us that they had afourday-old baby and no available homes. So my mother consented to
boarding athird child.
His name was James, but we started calling him Jimmy right
away. He came to us straight from the hospital. He was still
wrapped in those thin, pastel receiving blankets. My mother had to
borrow some things from the neighbors to get through his first few
days because he had been delivered on such short notice. Most of
the other kids who came to live with us were coming from other
homes. They usually had clothes, bottles, and diapers, but Jimmy
had only the things he was wearing. He needed everything, including acrib.
I remember rushing home from school the day he arrived.
There was anewborn baby in my house. Ihad never seen ababy
that young. When Iopened the front door, there he was, lying on
the living room sofa guarded by two pillows. He looked like apale
blue bundle. Idropped my books into the chair by the door and
walked softly over to the couch. Inside all the wrappings was the
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face of alittle old man with his eyes closed and his bony fingers
grabbing the air.
My mother had been on the phone since she'd found out that
she was getting abrand-new baby, so the neighbors were already
there. "You want to hold him?" my mother asked.
"Uh-huh," Isaid, staring at him.
My mother told me to sit down on the couch, then she gently
picked Jimmy up and placed him in my arms. "Make sure you support his head," she instructed me.
He was warm, and after Itook him he started to squirm around.
It felt good. Iwanted to just sit there with him resting on my lap,
but after afew minutes my mother said Ihad to put him down. "It's
not good to hold babies too much, you'll spoil him," she said, ever
the killjoy.
Idid my homework sitting on the steps of the living room that
afternoon so that Icould watch him and check out the neighbor
women streaming in and out of the house to look at the baby. Igot
to observe an interesting ritual that afternoon. They all looked into
the blankets and then began to comment and compare notes. "He's
got anice color," someone said. "Yes, and by the look of his ears, I
think he's going to stay light," someone else volunteered. "And it
looks like his hair is going to be straight," another said, stroking the
top of his head.
Listen to them, Ithought. Iwondered what must have been said
about me at birth. Jimmy had just been declared okay because he
was going to be light with straight hair. This carrying on continued
for days, every time agroup of people gathered around him. Didn't
they know that what they were saying was wrong? Weren't they listening to what was going on in the world? Hadn't they heard anything that Martin or Malcolm was saying? Didn't they care about
their own children and what this kind of ridiculous talk did to their
spirits? This was the kind of crap that seeped in and strangled the
very souls of black folk, and here they were, all too eager to reinforce it one more time.
Jimmy's layette was alarge box on the dining room table. My
mother thought it was the perfect size. It was large enough for him
to lie in comfortably, yet small enough to still give us room to eat.
We'd have to get acrib soon, though, because in afew weeks he'd
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be able to move around and then he wouldn't be safe in the box.
"Mommy, why does he sleep so much?" Iasked.
My mother told me babies slept alot because they had alot of
growing to do. Ihad changed diapers before, but he was so little
that at first Ihad trouble figuring out how to make them fit. This
was before the days of disposables, and we were using cloth and
pins. Ihad to make sure Ididn't stick him. As Igot more comfortable with Jimmy's size and age, Istarted spending every moment
that Iwasn't in school with him. Istopped doing my homework in
the basement and started lugging my books up to my parents' bedroom, where Jimmy slept.
I'd throw my books on the bed, turn on the TV, and then take
Jimmy out of his crib. There was this black dance show on one of
the DC stations, but it came in very fuzzy. Ididn't care. I'd watch it
anyway. Jimmy watched the show upside down as he lay across my
lap. Iwondered what he thought of those grainy, upside-down people swaying to the music. When Iwas actually doing homework, I'd
lay him beside me. I'd feed him and then have my own dinner.
We stayed together until it was time for me to go to bed. By
then, Jimmy was already asleep in my arms. The only time he cried
was when he woke up in the middle of the night and found himself
actually lying in his bed and not with me. Then he'd scream. My
mother started waking me up to put him back to sleep even though
Ihad to get up to go to school in the morning. She finally just
moved his crib into my room as asolution to this nighttime problem. That was just fine with me.
Shortly after Jimmy arrived, as if by some miracle, the two children who were already living with us were each sent back to their
real parents. Jimmy was the only baby in the house for along time,
and he got my undivided attention. Ifound out, too, that his real
mother was only fourteen, the same age Iwas. These few coincidences convinced me that Jimmy was my personal gift from God.
He had sent me someone to love again, someone who would love
me without hurting me.
For the first time in years, Icompletely forgot about not getting
too close. Jimmy needed me, and Ineeded him. Iwanted to make
sure Jimmy was safe and wouldn't be affected by the crazy things
that went on in my house. Ivowed to myself that Iwould protect
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him. Icared more about him than Ithought possible. Icared about
him enough to start wanting to live again. Ieven started thinking
about afuture with him. Idecided I'd adopt him after Igraduated
from college. We'd move out of the house and get an apartment of
our own. My life was set. Iknew just how it was going to be: Jimmy
and me against the world.
Jimmy's arrival coincided with high school selection time. Ihad
been going to school with the same people for nine years. Most of
the kids who would graduate with me would go on to Northwestern
High. It would be Pimlico all over again, but on alarger scale. I
decided that it was time for something new, something both more
challenging and less so all at the same time, so Itook the entrance
exam for Western.
Western was apublic high school, too, but it had agreat academic reputation and required atest, atranscript of your grades,
and ateacher's recommendation to enter. There were also no boys
at Western. Icould get agreat education and completely avoid the
boy problem. Western would get me prepared for college and give
me time to grow up before Ihad to deal with men.
Western was really scary at first. Everyone there was really serious about this academic stuff. Before, when Imade good grades, it
was an added benefit. At Western it was mandatory. But it was also
fun. When these girls weren't surrounded by boys, they began to
shine intellectually. Even in the cafeteria, we sat around discussing
weighty topics and comparing notes. At Western nobody took us
for granted, nobody thought of us as just girls.
Iwas looking forward to the Jewish holidays coming up afew
weeks after school started. Iwas going to take this much-needed
break to regroup and get over the shock of my new high school
workload. Thank goodness Ididn't go with my first thought that
morning and leave my books at home, because when Igot to class,
to my surprise everyone was there. All through school, Jewish holidays had meant aclass comprised of me and the substitute teacher.
Even though Ihad to go to school, since no one else was there, I
still got aday of rest. All morning Iwondered what the hell everyone was doing in class today.
By lunchtime Icould no longer stand the suspense. "What the
hell are you people doing here?" Iasked agroup of white girls at
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the table. They looked confused. "It's aJewish holiday," Icontinued. "You're supposed to be in temple!"
"You think we're Jewish?" one of them asked in atone that indicated that this was not acompliment.
It was my turn to be confused. Ididn't even understand the
question. "Do we look Jewish?" someone else chimed in, perturbed.
"I don't know," Isaid. "What does Jewish look like?"
At this point they proceeded to educate me. Jews were supposed
to have kinky hair and big, hooked noses. They also had obnoxious
personalities, according to these girls. They were loud and pushy
and liked to show off how much money they had.
Iwas beside myself. Ihad obviously been surrounded by Jews all
my life and Ihadn't noticed how different they were from other
white people. Ithought that being Jewish was belonging to areligion like aBaptist or aCatholic did. Ididn't realize that it made
your nose grow and gave you abad personality. Ithought better of
telling these girls that Ididn't see much difference. But Idid begin
to lose hope that whites would ever accept blacks. They didn't even
like one another.
The life lessons were coming fast and furious now, and even little Jimmy would end up teaching me as much as Iwould teach him.
By caring for him, Ilearned what it really meant to love someone.
He helped me to forget all the cruelty in my own life—and to see
beyond the "spare the rod, spoil the child" philosophy of child rearing my parents practiced. My mother used to tell me that she beat
us because she loved us, and although Idon't think Iever believed
that, when Iwas in charge of the foster kids, Ibeat them too.
Imight have gone on thinking this was okay if Jimmy hadn't
come. He embraced the terrible two's with avengeance. When he
threw his first tantrum, Ijust didn't know what to do. The more I
yelled for him to stop, the louder he screamed. With no other
options, Iresorted to that old standby, spanking. Itook off my sandal and started whacking him on the butt. With each smack, he
cried even louder. In the midst of all the action, Isuddenly saw what
Iwas doing, which was being just like my mother. Iwas beating a
little boy Iclaimed to love. Iwasn't fixing the problem, Iwas physically abusing achild. Thank goodness Iwas hitting mostly diaper.
Ifell to my knees, crying, and took him in my arms. Ipromised
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him and myself that Iwould never hit him again. Ipromised to be
patient with him and not to try to work out our problems with
belts, switches, and paddles. For the first time, Irealized that Ihad
hit those other children because of my problems, not theirs. As
time went on, Iwas amazed at how easy and loving even discipline
could be.
Iwas also determined that Jimmy wasn't going to be hit by anybody else, either, and Imade my mother's life hell as only Icould if
anything "happened" to him while Iwas away. I assumed total
parental control, and my parents let me. If Jimmy misbehaved while
Iwas in school, my mother got him in line by threatening to tell me
that he had been bad. That's the way Iwanted it.
Ithink Iwas agood parent. Itreated Jimmy like alittle person.
Inever talked baby talk to him, so by the time he was three and a
half, he had an amazing vocabulary for his age. People always
thought he was older because he was so mature. We used to have
incredible conversations.
Some people thought that he was stuck-up. Jimmy knew that he
didn't have to submit to being touched by anyone just because they
thought he was cute. I've always found it odd that total strangers
walk up to children who don't know them and start touching them.
Jimmy would pull away if he didn't want to be touched. He was
oblivious to the ribbing some other kids tried to heap on him. For
him, they didn't even exist. He knew unconditional love and found
nothing wrong with himself.
Even the rough stuff, such as toilet training, was easy with him
because Iwas fascinated by everything he said and did. Iwanted to
be there for every moment of his life, and Iknew that meant forging
alife for myself. By the time Iwas seventeen, Iknew Ihad to reenter the world.

Ihad never really been very far from home. My parents had arule:
Unless there was avery good reason, agirl didn't go out alone. I
was seventeen and had never taken a bus downtown until Igot
accepted into apre-nursing program at Maryland General Hospital.
It was for girls in high school who were thinking about becoming
nurses after they graduated.
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Ididn't want to be anurse, but when Iwas alittle girl Ihad
fallen in love with the TV show "Ben Casey." Iidentified with the
smart woman doctor who was married to Dr. Zorba but who Iknew
secretly loved Ben. Even in the summer, on Monday nights I'd
come in early, leaving my cousin and my brother outside. I'd sit
through "Stony Burke" just to make sure Ididn't miss " Ben Casey."
Istill thought Iwanted to be just like them, and Ifigured that a
nursing degree would allow me to work my way through medical
school.
Ethel, who was one of my best friends in high school, found out
about the course and we both called for applications. But she lost
interest, and Iwound up taking the course by myself. This was the
first thing Ihad ever done outside the school system, and Iwas
scared to death, scared that Iwould find out that the world would
reject me. Iwas ablack girl, and Ihad been told that this would
hold me back, that no one would give me achance, and that Iwasn't
expected to have ambition.
To my surprise, Iwas accepted into the pre-nursing program.
On the first day of class, Iwas one of the two blacks among the
forty or so other students. The other black girl was also from my
high school. In fact, at first it seemed just like high school except
that we had to wear uniforms. They issued us these starched white
blouses and pink pinafores. That's why we were called "pinkies."
Being apinkie in training got very interesting after acouple of
weeks. We had been sitting around in classrooms learning how to
take temperatures and count pulses. We also learned to make beds
when they were both empty and full. We learned about urinals and
bedpans and giving baths to bedridden patients. Now it was time to
practice on real people. They took us into the hospital, assigned us
to floors, and gave us real, live patients of our own.
My anxiety level rose to an all-time high. All the girls were nervous about working with real sick people, but Ithink Iwas even
more nervous because Iwas black and Iwas afraid it would become
afactor. The nursing instructors had treated me okay, but they were
professionals. Maybe the patients wouldn't be so enlightened.
When Iheard my first patient's thick Southern drawl, Iknew I
was adead woman. He sounded like those sheriffs from down South
whom Isaw on the news at night using dogs and hoses to break up
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protest marches. They wanted me to touch this man and make his
bed. Iwas sure he wouldn't let me. The white nurses from the night
shift reported that he had been ahorribly difficult patient. What
was he going to think when he saw me?
Now, while all these thoughts were going through my head, I
was the picture of calm. Ididn't share my concerns with anyone. I
didn't want people to know how really scared Iwas. Ididn't dare tell
my parents for fear they would discourage me. As always, even surrounded, Iwas alone, alone with my thoughts, but Iwas too much
of afighter not to confront my fear head-on.
Iwalked into the room and over to his bed. No matter what the
outcome, Ihad to try. Ihad to see for myself what the world was
really like. If it was going to reject me, it would have to do it to my
face.
The Southern man's back was toward me as Iapproached. I
reached out and touched his shoulder. "Mr. Johnson, it's time to
wake up," Isaid, trying to keep the trembling out of my voice.
He rolled over, looked up into my face, and said, "Good
mornin', darlin'. What can Ido for you?"
He turned out to be one of the sweetest old men I've ever met.
From then on, Iknew Ihad to test everything I'd ever been told. I
finished the course and was one of the four students from the class
to be offered ajob by the hospital. Iworked one day aweek, on the
weekends, my entire senior year. We made acouple of dollars more
than the minimum wage, and Icouldn't wait to get my first paycheck. The one thing Iwasn't prepared for was income tax. Ialmost
cried when Isaw what the government had done to my sixteen-hour
check.
Even so, Iloved having amarketable skill. Iloved the responsibility and the acknowledgment of people whose opinions Irespected.
Within afew months Ihad impressed the staff so much that they
started giving me the plum assignments, like the intensive care unit
and the emergency room. Jimmy would get up with me, see me off
to work, and be waiting for me when Icame home.
A hospital is agreat place to learn about people. Patients come
from every segment of society. Itook care of both the rich and the
poor, the educated and the illiterate, the young and the old. Ifound
out that Icould talk to all of them. No one recoiled from my touch,
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no one disliked me, and no one assumed that Iwasn't capable of
doing my job. Iseemed to be the only one thinking about my race.
It was agood thing that Ihad gotten this preview of life in the real
world before graduation. It made the prospect of leaving the safety
of public school that much easier. Icould actually look forward to
moving on.
Graduation from high school was atrip. We wore long white
gowns onstage in the school auditorium. Iwas so convinced that I'd
never get married when Ibought my white dress that Ijust knew it
was the only urne I'd wear one. Seating was determined by class
rank, the valedictorian being number one. Iwas number forty-two
out of the five hundred seniors. Ihad graduated with honors and
been accepted at the University of Maryland.
Ihad applied to only one college. My parents wanted me to go
to Morgan State because it was practically right down the street
from my high school. Iwas determined that Iwas going to go away
to college. Itold my mother that the university was right downtown
even though Iknew that it was near Washington, D.C. It was arisk,
but one that Ithought Ihad to take.
So here Iwas, seventeen and ahigh school graduate. Yet, aside
from work, Iwasn't allowed to go anywhere. Ialways had to try to
talk my friends into doing things with me to get out of the house.
By this time they were all interested in boys, and most of them had
boyfriends. Iwas going to get stuck sitting at home. Iknew I
needed to find out what else went on outside my house and my little
community, and that meant that Ihad to find aboy to take me.

6
TWO JAMESES

Despite everything that had happened to me, Istill expected that
one day I'd fall in love even though Ihad no idea what that was.
Iwatched everyone to see if Icould see it. But Idon't think that
love lived in my neighborhood, or if it did, there was nothing
pretty about it. Made me wonder why everyone wanted to fall.
The summer before Iwent off to college could be called "The
Summer of My Two Jameses." My little Jimmy had brought me so
far back from the edge of collapse that Iwas actually giving this
dating thing real thought. And the other James, James Benjamin
Talley, was just what the doctor ordered for aseventeen-year-old
black girl just out of high school who had almost never had adate.
Isay "almost" because in atotally uncharacteristic moment of
weakness during my last year of high school, I'd agreed to let my
father fix me up with adate for the senior dance. He was some guy
who worked with my father at the steel mill. Ishould have known
better, but my objective was to go to the dance, not find true love.
It's agood thing, too, because the boy turned out to be acomplete
cretin. Ican honestly say that there wasn't one thing Iliked about
him. He was an ugly, semiliterate hulk totally devoid of charm,
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grace, or tact. He arrived in his Sunday best, and it didn't do athing
for him. I, on the other hand, looked wonderful in aform-fitting
black velvet number, which was my first really sophisticated dress.
The cretin's eyes almost popped out when he saw me.
As soon as we got to the dance, Iscoped out my friends, planning to ditch the troglodyte, but he had already learned to heel off
his lead and wouldn't be shaken. Even after I'd beaten acold and
hasty retreat when he dropped me off at the end of the evening, he
called me the next day, asking me what he could do to make me like
him. Icame right out and told him that it was not in the cards no
matter how he acted and slammed down the phone. When my
father heard about this, he crowed, "Gee, he must really like you!"
To which Ireplied, "Of course he liked me, so what?" and promptly
left the room. Iguess that any boy around the house would have
been arelief to my parents, but Iknew that Icould do better than
him.
What Ididn't know was that I'd find my Prince Charming as
close to home as my friend Marlene's kitchen. Marlene was one of
my last classmates who didn't have aguy. We became partners on
the prowl. On our first outing, we met at her house. Iwas early, so
she was still dressing. Ihad on my "man-trapping" outfit—we're
talking alime green tennis skirt and anavy blue shell, the colors of
the day, and all you could see were legs for days. Iforgot all about
fashion, though, when Iwalked into Marlene's kitchen and saw him.
James Talley, an engineering major at the University of Delaware
and an old friend of Marlene's older brother, was sitting at the table,
leaning back on the two rear legs of akitchen chair, rocking. His
skin was almost black, his hair was in an Afro, and he was wearing
dark glasses inside the house. Ithought he was the coolest male I'd
ever seen who wasn't on the tube. Marlene introduced us, Isat
down, and James continued to talk to her as if Iwasn't there. He
seemed so worldly, so confident, so intelligent, so beautiful that I
couldn't help lamenting the fact that this was the man of my dreams,
the one Iwas looking for, and he didn't even know that Iexisted.
When Marlene went upstairs to dress, James's interest in me
perked up, but Iassumed that he was just being polite. Ihad never
been so nervous. Ididn't say much. Iwasn't sure my mouth would
work, and Icould feel myself sweating. Iwas actually relieved when
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Marlene reappeared and it turned out that James wasn't going out
with us. Ireally didn't care about going out anymore because Iwas
sure that no other boy Iwould meet that night would measure up to
James.
You can imagine my surprise when he called afew days later.
This time Ididn't feel awkward at all. We talked for hours, and at
the end of the conversation, he asked me to go bowling with him
and abunch of his friends. Ithought this was perfect. Ireally didn't
know what to do with aboy, and since we'd be in acrowd, Ifigured
nothing much could happen. But once we got there, James kept asking me to go to the parking lot. Iwas so naive that for the life of me
Icouldn't figure out why.
Once we got to the car, it became clear that he wanted to kiss
me. Kissing was aproblem Ihadn't considered. Ineeded aboyfriend
to get out of the house. Ihadn't given much thought to what they'd
want from me. Isimply wasn't used to being touched like that. I
touched Jimmy and Itouched my patients at the hospital to take
their pulse or give them abath, but what James was proposing was
more intimacy than Icould handle. Inever even lowered my guard
enough to hug someone. That first kiss was acomplete fiasco. Later
James would describe it as like kissing someone through ascreen.
Luckily, at the time James must have thought that Iwas just an
old-fashioned girl or was playing hard to get, because he called the
very next day to ask me out again. Before long, to Jimmy's chagrin,
James became apermanent fixture on my front porch. Jimmy wasn't
used to having to share me with anyone. He didn't like James and
refused to speak to him. He often asked my mother to send him
away. Ithought it was cute that Jimmy was jealous and that he must
know that there wasn't ahuman on earth that Ipreferred to him.
In time Ilearned to tolerate James's kisses, then to get used to
them, then to really start enjoying them. We became great kissers
and used to go at it for hours at asession.
Best of all, we enjoyed each other's company. We were both trying to save money for college, so we couldn't spend alot on elaborate dates, though James did take me to some of the best restaurants
in Baltimore. Ionce got sick in the middle of agreat Crab Imperial
because Iwas wearing too much perfume. Remember, this dating
stuff was all new to me.
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Most of the time, though, we just took abus downtown and
roamed the city, visiting historical sites and museums and sitting in
the lobbies of expensive hotels fantasizing about what it might be
like to be staying there. Ifelt incredibly fortunate that Icould feel
this way after what had happened with my father, and Iknew it was
because of who James was as aperson. He was everything that Ihad
first thought and more. He was also sensitive and considerate. Not a
brute or an animal as I'd been led to expect. Then, after James and I
had been dating for about amonth, Marlene announced that since
she'd sort of been responsible for getting us together, it was her
duty to tell me that James had agirlfriend at college.
Oh, so it was only going to be asummer romance. That was
okay; after all, my objectives had been met. Iwas really only looking
for asummer escort anyway. In the fall we were going to go our
separate ways. Iwas grateful to Marlene for being agood friend.
She was surprised at how well Itook it. She thought I'd throw afit
and make ascene. No, Isaid, we'll go on just as we have until the
summer's over and that will be it. Iwas used to people coming and
going, and Iliked knowing something that James didn't know I
knew. Ifelt that it gave me the upper hand. Ithought Ihad everything under control and that nothing could shake me. Iwas on top
of the world; Ihad everything Iwanted.
Then, just amonth before Iwas to begin my new life, the rug
was ripped from under my feet. My mother met me at the door one
day when Icame home from work and announced: "Jimmy's going
to be adopted."

"No, no, no. You can't let them do it. You've got to adopt him for
me. Please." My brain was on fire. What was she talking about?
Jimmy belonged to me. How could someone just come in and take
him away? Iimmediately thought that Iwas being punished for
leaving him to spend time with James. If I'd been here, it wouldn't
have happened. That stupid boy meant nothing to me.
Jimmy was my life. How was Isupposed to live without him?
Didn't anyone understand?
While I'd been off working hard to get my life back together,
the social services agency had put Jimmy on alocal TV show that
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offered kids for adoption—an early version of QVC. Need akid?
How about this model right here? We honor all major credit cards.
Jimmy was gorgeous as well as brilliant, so of course he was "sold." I
hadn't even known they'd put him on television. When Ifound out
about the adoption, it was already too late.
Iconsidered running away with him, but quickly wrote that off
as areally bad idea. A year or two before, I'd begged my parents to
adopt him, but they had refused. Now, seeing my horror at the
thought of losing him, they honestly tried to make it happen, but
the agency was set on placing him with afamily outside the social
services system. There was nothing to be done. Iwas devastated.
Jimmy was three and ahalf by now and had lived with us for so
long that the agency decided that the move had to be made gradually. I didn't want to know much about the process. I simply
assumed that they were taking him to meet with his new family.
Every day the social worker would pick him up and take him on an
outing for afew hours. When he'd return, he'd run to the basement
to find me and tell me all about the fun time he'd had. Ididn't want
to hear it. One day Ijust plain lost it, saying, "One day Mrs. Fine is
going to take you away and never bring you back!" The next time
he returned from one of these trips, he ran to find me and proudly
told me, "See, Robin, Icame back!" Ifought the tears welling up in
my eyes and gave him abig hug.
My job was to be strong for him and to help him get through
this move. He never again saw me cry. Iknew at the time that letting him go would be the hardest thing I'd ever do, but Ialso knew
it was for the best. After all, Iwas just akid myself. Iwas going to
college in afew weeks, and he'd be left in the care of my crazy parents. At this point, my father was afull-fledged alcoholic, and he
and my mother still fought like animals. Maybe Jimmy had achance
of finding acouple of parents who could provide him with some
normalcy, stability, and support. The day he left was just like any
other day. He thought it was just another day trip. His clothes were
taken from the house later. So there was no tearful farewell. Isaid
good-bye that day just as if he'd be back in afew hours.
The worst thing for me was realizing that Iwould no longer be
apart of his life. Iwouldn't get to see him start school. I'd never get
to help him with homework, never check areport card or attend a
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PTA meeting. There would be no graduations, no first love, no first
broken heart to help him through. I'd never get to tuck him in bed
again, and I'd never know what kind of man he'd turn out to be. I
retired to the basement after he left for the last time and stayed
down there, crying, for days. Every time my parents passed me on
the way to the laundry room, Iwas huddled in the same spot, weeping my heart out.
I'd never fallen apart like this, so Iguess Ikind of scared my
mother. She'd been trying to bring me to this state for years and
now, when she saw me this way, she didn't know what to do. She
eventually resorted to her usual tactics and yelled at me, "Why
don't you get up and do something!"
"Like what?" Iasked.
"Go upstairs and sort the laundry and put in aload of clothes."
Ididn't even bother to argue. Ibrought the laundry downstairs
and turned on the machine. Iwas just standing there watching the
water fill the tub. I'd never noticed how pretty it looked as it swirled
around the agitator. Icould feel the warm mist from it on my face.
It was as if atrillion tiny beads of moisture were hitting my face at
once and then exploding. It felt good. It felt so peaceful that Iwas
startled when Ihear my mother scream, "What are you doing?"
That's when Irealized that my head was all the way in the
machine. That's why Icould feel the mist on my face. When Itold
her that Ididn't know what Iwas doing, Imeant it. Iwonder to this
day what might have happened if she hadn't walked in when she did.
Iwas in terrible shape. All the progress Ihad made while Jimmy was
with me had been erased when he left.
Marlene called while Iwas in the midst of my grief. My mother
handed me the phone, but Icouldn't speak. She thought that James
was the cause of this malaise and she called him to berate him for
hurting me. He immediately phoned to see what he'd unknowingly
done, but Icouldn't talk to him either. Ihad never told anyone what
Jimmy meant to me, and Icertainly couldn't explain it now. Iwas
utterly miserable.
Ihonestly can't remember how Isnapped out of it. Maybe Ijust
managed to repress my grief the way Irepressed all of my other
feelings and once again donned the mask, the mask that Iwore for
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my family, the mask that Iwore for friends, and the mask that I
wore for the world. The mask that said, "I'm just fine."
Ipicked up my life just where it left off. James and Icontinued
dating, and we never spoke about that night on the phone. As summer came to aclose, he asked me what Iwanted to do about our
relationship. Itold him that since we were both going to different
places, it was probably best that we stop seeing each other when
school started. He agreed, and Ithought that that was the end of
that. But after James got home that night, he called and told me to
sit down, that he had something to say that would be difficult for
me to hear. Choking back tears, he told me about the girl he had
left behind. He had dated her all year, and they had agreed to be
true to each other over the summer, but he said that he hadn't
expected that he would fall in love with me. Ilet him stammer out
this whole story, and then Isaid, "Iknow."
He was furious that Ihad allowed him to go through such torture when Ialready knew. But Ifigured he deserved it for not telling
me right away. After that, he said that he didn't want to break up.
He didn't like the idea of my going off to college and dating someone else. So another chapter of my life was about to start. Iwas
going to college, but it wasn't exactly the way Ihad planned it. Ino
longer had Jimmy to anchor me, but Idid still have James and that
would make going off to these strange new surroundings alittle bit
easier.

7
B.S.

Iattended anumber of lectures sponsored by the Black Student
Union while Iwas at the University of Maryland. Most were the
usual brand of revolutionaries screaming about the system. But
one very unpopular speaker actually had the nerve to encourage
us, while we were there, to dedicate ourselves to our studies and to
make the most of our educations as aservice to our community.
He was never asked back, and Inever got his name, but Ithought
what he said made sense.
Ibegan college in the fall of 1970, the same time that Muhammad
Ali returned to boxing. He climbed into the ring with Jerry Quarry,
awhite man, on October 26 in what everyone called the "Battle of
the Draft Dodger versus the Great White Hope."
It had been three and ahalf years since Mi had last been allowed
to ply his trade, and it showed. In the old days, Iused to be afraid
for his opponents. Now Iwas afraid for him. No one had ever come
back from such along layoff. No one knew what effect those three
and ahalf years would have on the champ until they saw him, flatfooted, standing in the center of the ring being hit by another
fighter for the first time in his career.
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Muhammad showed great courage. No longer capable of dancing away from every blow, he took them. Then, out of nowhere, Ali
delivered ashot that opened awide gash above Quarry's eye. The
fight was stopped and he was declared the winner. Ali had returned.
Ali had once again done the impossible.
With each successive bout, Mi would have to confront three
opponents—the ghost of the fighter he had been before his forced
retirement, the other guy in the ring, and the multitude who wanted
him to fail. But he kept on fighting because he had a goal. He
wanted to be the only man in history to regain the heavyweight
title.
Iwas so into Al's comeback that Ibegan collecting pictures
from every bout. Eventually, Icreated an Ali collage on my dormroom wall. The first picture to go up was the Time magazine cover
with Ali's face bathed in sweat, staring straight into the camera. His
eyes followed you around the room. When my white roommate,
Jeanne, discovered what Iwas up to, she protested, "I'm not living
in any room with that guy!"
"Well, then when are you moving?" Iasked, continuing to hang
the photographs.
Once she realized that there was no room for negotiation, she
learned to live with this black man watching her study, sleep, and
undress. Ithink that she eventually came to like him. In any case,
the collection grew with every fight. It became quite the conversation piece.
Iidentified with Mi in alot of ways. Here was ablack man who
tested the boundaries of convention and was willing to put his life
on the line. But in one crucial way, we were polar opposites. Mi had
adream. I, on the other hand, felt as if Iwas afloat, with no real
goals that first year of college. Ihad been waiting to be free for as
long as Icould remember, and now that Iwas, Ididn't know what to
do. There was no one to yell at me, no one to say no to me, and no
one to avoid. Isuddenly realized that everything Ihad ever done
was in defiance of my family or my background. There was acertain
security in having them to fight. With them to measure myself
against, Iknew who Iwas. Without them, Iwas no longer sure.
And Ihad been alone too long. Now Icompensated by throwing myself into the social whirl with avengeance. Iusually made it
to my first class of the day, but I'd invariably wind up spending the

76

ROBIN

QUIVERS

rest of the day talking and playing cards in the Student Union.
Instead of studying at night, Isocialized with my dorm friends. I
learned to smoke, drink, and stay out late, things Ihad never done
at home.
James and Ikept in touch by phone and by mail and we saw
each other whenever we could. My Christmas present from him
that year came in asmall black velvet box. Iopened it and found
myself staring at aring with asix-prong setting around some sort of
stone. In the dim lights of the Christmas tree Icouldn't tell whether
or not it was adiamond. Istared at it silently for along time before
James announced that it was my birthstone, apale green peridot,
and that it was meant to be apre-engagement ring.
Iheaved ahuge sigh of relief at the "pre" part as he slipped the
ring on my finger, because getting married wasn't at the top of my
agenda. Still, Ispent the rest of the school year explaining that I
wasn't engaged. As long as the wedding was along way off, though,
Ifelt comfortable with the situation. To me, it was like being on layaway. Iwas still avirgin, and James wanted me to stay that way until
we were married. So Ipartied on and ended up out of the honors
program with adismal first-semester grade average of .09. Somehow, Imiraculously managed to convince my mother that academic
probation was agood thing. Don't ask how!
So, by my standards, Iwas being absolutely wild, but my friends
saw me as aprude and aperfectionist. You can imagine, then, how
out of control they must have been. They took great delight in
flaunting their sexual exploits in great detail in front of me. They
couldn't believe that James and Ihadn't done it. Little did they
know how hard Ihad been trying to get James to relieve me of this
burden of virginity—to no avail.
The summer after my freshman year of college proved to be my
last with James. Igrew up alot in that one year, and yet when we
got back together that summer, James seemed not to have grown at
all. What Ihad once taken to be worldly sophistication on his part
now seemed square and immature. Iwas tired of make-out sessions
that ended only in frustration. Ihad no desire any longer to observe
some old convention that said "good girls" are virgins when they
marry. Iwanted to do what Ifelt like doing, and his constant denials
were only proof of his desire to control—not respect—me.
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The relationship just didn't feel good to me anymore, but Ikept
fantasizing with him about the M word—the life he wanted us to
have together, how many children, what their names would be, what
kind of house we'd live in.
Still, Ididn't realize how seriously James took all of this until
the day we wound up at ajewelry store looking at diamond rings.
The night after the ring shopping, Iactually woke up in acold
sweat, realizing that Ididn't want to get married! Just the thought
of it made me feel that walls were closing in on me. It was then that
Iknew beyond adoubt that we had come to the end of the fairy
tale.
What began so beautifully ended badly. When Itold James it
was over, he just didn't get it. He sobbed. He begged. It was terribly
sad because Istill liked him, deeply appreciated the tenderness he
had shown me at atime when Ireally needed it, and genuinely
wanted to be his friend. But Icouldn't spend the rest of my life with
him just because he'd been anice guy. Ididn't really want the kind
of life that he had been offering.
James thought Iwasn't hurting, but Iwas. Like my uncle Leroy,
he'd offered me proof that sex didn't turn men into gross animals,
and Ivalued him in my life. But he was beginning to make me think
that love was even more intimidating than sex, because in its name,
he was trying to make me into something Iwasn't.
The breakup was incredibly painful, and the worst of it was that
it took months to play itself out. Ifelt like Iwas being stalked. He
would show up at the hospital when Iarrived at work. He was at the
door, waiting, when Ileft. As soon as Ientered the house, the phone
would ring. It would always be him, tearfully imploring me to take
him back. He acted as if losing me was killing him. Finally, Ihad to
tell James that Iwould no longer take his calls, answer his letters, or
see him again. But to this day, I'm grateful that he was my first love,
and I'm sorry that he wasn't my first lover.

Iwas aware of the fact that people were curious about my sexuality,
and now that Ihad discarded aperfectly acceptable boyfriend they
were mystified and started wondering if Iwas gay. That lesbian
question has dogged me ever since. Granted, I've never been like
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other girls. I'm not afraid to compete with men, and Ihave never
been given any good reason to defer to them just by virtue of their
gender. I'm definitely not the cheerleader type. Quite frankly, my
attitude was that if aman could do something better than Icould,
he'd have to prove it. Iwasn't in awe; Ihad no respect for them, and
Icouldn't be talked into anything.
Still, for all that, the guys liked me. My girlfriends couldn't
understand it. They did everything they could to please these guys,
but Iwas the one men came to visit. None of them ever got any sexual favors from me, but they came back again and again. Iguess I
represented quite achallenge. Inever paid much attention to all this
scrutiny until Morris, one of the cutest black guys on campus, called
me adyke to my face.
Ihad just walked into aconference room in the boys' dorm only
to find one particularly wacky classmate dancing drunkenly on a
table to chants of "Take it off." Just as she started to pull her dress
above her waist, Igrabbed her arm and pulled her down. A struggle
ensued between Morris and me, with my friend in the middle, being
jerked back and forth like arag doll.
"She's coming with me," Iyelled at him.
"No, leave her here, she's having fun," he yelled back.
We continued to struggle as our shouts of "She's staying" and
"We're going" continued to overlap.
Suddenly Morris dropped her arm and announced, "Okay, then,
you take her, you dyke. You want her more than Ido."
It was probably that kind of peer pressure that convinced me
that now was the time to shed my virginity. It had never occurred to
me that Icould be alesbian, and Ifigured that if Iwasn't avirgin
anymore, it would end the speculation of others. With James out of
the picture, Iwas free to find out. The lucky man turned out to be a
friend of aroommate's ex-con boyfriend. His name was Billy. He
was like all the boys back in my old neighborhood, adecent sort but
not much ambition. He'd finished high school and had gotten himself a job. The next thing on the agenda was to find himself a
woman. He flipped for me the night we met, so Ithought, Why
not?
Idon't think either of us knew what we were doing. For all I
know, Billy might have been avirgin too. The big event took place
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in his mother's converted basement, which served as his Washington, D.C., bachelor pad. Ihad no idea what Iwas in for.
The pain was excruciating; Iwould have preferred to have been
stabbed repeatedly, but here Iwas instead with my head repeatedly
banging into the headboard of his bed. But Iwas determined to rid
myself of this dreaded virginity, so Igritted my teeth and stuck it
out. Just as the pain was beginning to subside, he stopped thrusting,
shuddered, and collapsed on me like adead man. My first thought
was, Was that what all the fuss was about? But my second was that I
was now aproud member in good standing of the sisterhood of the
sexually active.
Iawoke that spring morning with anew sense of confidence. I
would return to school with my own story to tell. Imust admit
that when Irecounted the story to my girlfriends, Idid gild the
lily just abit. Iadmitted that there was abit of discomfort at first
but insisted that the pain soon gave way to akind of intense pleasure that Icouldn't wait to experience again. Unfortunately, when
poor Billy discovered that I'd been avirgin, he thought it put our
relationship on awhole new level. He thought Iwas in love with
him. We continued our affair, and soon the whole school seemed
to know about it.
Some of the same guys who had been trying to sleep with me
for over ayear were shocked when they found out that Iwas fooling
around with a guy who didn't go to the school. "Why not me,
Robin?" they all asked. They were even more shocked when they
discovered that the door was still closed to them even after Ihad
crossed over the sexual threshold. The campus grapevine started to
sizzle with my name. My reputation went from virginal to sexually
active to kinky. No one quite knew what to make of me, but at least
they weren't calling me adyke. This was when Ifirst became Robin
Quivers, mystery woman. Istill didn't fall neatly into any conventional category.
Muhammad Ali's life and mine were still weirdly paralleling.
The winter of 1971 was giving way to the spring. Ihad just lost my
virginity, and Muhammad was also experiencing a loss, his first
inside aboxing ring. Ihated Joe Frazier even before he fought Mi.
After all, he held Muhammad's title. He didn't deserve it. No one
had beaten Ali in the ring. Frazier had just been in the right place at
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the right time. Mi had to fight several opponents before he could
even get ashot at reclaiming what was rightfully his.
Ithink Ihated Joe Frazier most because he was agood fighter,
much better than the other guys who had plundered the spoils after
Muhammad's belts were stripped from him. Ihad seen alot of Joe's
fights. Joe was scary. Joe had never seen apunch he couldn't take.
He'd just stand there and let you punch him until you got tired, and
then he'd knock you out. Ididn't want Muhammad to fight Joe Frazier. Wasn't it enough that he had been able to fight again? Wasn't
it enough that he'd managed to just come back after athree-and-ahalf-year layoff? Couldn't he just concede that he wasn't the fighter
he'd been before all that happened and just go home and be safe?
Iknew the outcome of the fight before Isaw the pictures. It had
been aterrible bout. Terrible in its ferocity. Mi had been soundly
beaten, but he wouldn't give up. It went the whole fifteen terrible
rounds. From the photographs, you couldn't pick the winner. They
were both beaten up. Mi was always slightly banged up after his
fights now, but he had never looked like this and neither had Joe. At
least Joe Frazier hadn't won easily. At least he knew he had been in a
fight. Those were the arguments I'd use when my father came in to
look at my wall and guffaw, "Where are those pictures of your man
on his ass?" He hated it that Iloved Muhammad so much. Even this
defeat didn't stop Mi. He would fight again in July.
And Icontinued my relationship with Billy through the summer
and into the fall. Iwas ajunior now, and I'd had to declare amajor.
Since Ihad no idea what Iwanted to do, Idecided that at least as a
nurse, Iknew Icould get ajob. Nursing school meant moving back
to Baltimore. Istill intended to live on campus, but my mother
offered me an enticement to move back home—alittle mustardcolored Ford Maverick.
Ihad just two years left to get adegree, but because of that
wasted first semester Ineeded to make up some credits so that I
could graduate on time. Iwas carrying a full class load and also
working three to four days aweek at University Hospital. Except
for the five-hundred-dollar honors scholarship and asmall loan my
second semester, Iworked to pay for my education. Iwas getting
tired. Iknew Ihad to do this in four years. Icouldn't keep up this
pace forever.
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Being at home again also reminded me of what Iwas trying to
escape. My father was having blackouts and disappearing for days at
atime. He'd gotten really sloppy about his extramarital affairs, so
that everyone now knew about his young women. Billy became jealous of all the time Ispent on my schoolwork and forced me to make
achoice between him and my future. It wasn't even acontest—Billy
went.
My mother was quite shocked at how easy it was for me to get
rid of him. She thought Ireally cared about him and she couldn't
understand how Icould discard him with so little emotion, really
without abackward glance, but she didn't dare question me. Two
years away from her had only made me more of atyrant upon my
return. She now believed that Iwas everything Isaid Iwas. Iwas
scary. Nothing stopped me. VVhat Isaid I'd do, Idid. What Isaid I
wanted, Igot. The rules that seemed to apply to everyone else
didn't seem to apply to me. The whole family tiptoed around me.
Even my father wasn't allowed to speak to me when he was drunk.
He'd discover that Iwas in the house and retire to his room to sleep
it off. Sometimes Ithought that Imight be even worse than my
mother had ever been, but Ididn't have time to change. Outside the
house Imanaged to appear as asweet, jovial, and reasonable person.

My tenacity paid off. Nursing school was going quite well. Ihad a
couple of brushes with authority figures, which Ithen took to be
racial but now feel were more about my rigidity, perfectionism, and
defiance. Ialso made some significant friendships in nursing; the
one with Kathi Stout continues to this day. Kathi and her family
lived on that other side of the city where blacks were personae non
grata, but her parents never seemed concerned about my race and I
loved being in their home. Kathi's mother seemed like Betty
Crocker to me and her father seemed like John Wayne. They had a
cute relationship. I'd go to Kathi's house just to watch her parents.
Ali hadn't given up his goal of regaining the title either. He had
four to five fights ayear. There were ten more after the loss to Frazier before he lost again to Ken Norton in 1973. Iwas working
part-time as astudent nurse in the Shock Trauma Unit that night.
As we ran back and forth taking care of patients, one of the techni-
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cians sat by aradio calling out the score at the end of each round.
They said Mi's jaw was swelling and was probably broken. Norton
kept aiming for it. The fight went the distance, and the judges
awarded it to Norton. Tears filled my eyes as again Ithought it was
time for Mi to quit. Idon't know about him, but for me each fight
was hell.
Six months later, Muhammad was back in the ring with Ken
Norton. This time he won. That meant another fight and another
fight. He was determined to fight his way back into the ring with
Joe Frazier and another crack at the title. And then something terrible happened. Frazier fought ayoung guy named George Foreman
who had turned pro after the 1972 Olympics. The way Isaw it,
George Foreman had one punch, but he was as strong as an ox, and
that one punch was aknockout. It was all he needed. Joe Frazier
walked into that punch and his lights went out. He lost the heavyweight crown. Ifelt worse for Muhammad than for Joe. It would
have been tough enough to take the belt from Frazier, but how was
he going to get it from Foreman, who looked like abig tree?
The rematch with Frazier was scheduled for January of my
senior year. Iwas just praying that Muhammad didn't get killed this
time. He had wound up in the hospital after their last fight, and
since then Ken Norton had broken his jaw. It was stupid to go
through all this, Frazier didn't even own the title anymore, but
being aman, Mi had ascore to settle. This time Mi controlled the
fight. Frazier wasn't even able to do that much damage. It went
twelve, but Mi won.
That summer, after alot of hard work and very little play, I
earned my Bachelor of Science degree in nursing. We actually wore
mortarboards for this one. My mother said that my father cried
when my name was called. Iwas the first person in my family to
graduate from college. Even Ihad to admit that I'd done the impossible. I'd overcome plenty of obstacles, but had made major sacrifices to do it. No boyfriends, few parties, lots of work, and no distractions to speak of. Still, it was all worthwhile. Itook ajob as a
nurse in the same Trauma Unit Ihad worked in my senior year, and
within amonth Iwas living in my own apartment.
The place was only fifteen minutes from my parents' house, but
Iwas the only one with keys to the locks on the door. Never again
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would anybody barge into my space uninvited. Icould choose who I
spent my time with. The whole apartment was mine. Of course, it
was practically empty except for the bedroom furniture my parents
let me take. Ivividly remember sitting on the floor, soaking in the
quiet, the peace, the tranquillity, and basking in the fact that I'd
done it. Ihad realized my lifelong dream—escape. Inever experienced a second of loneliness or any fear of being alone. After
putting down the first month's rent and the security deposit, Iwas
almost literally penniless, but Ivowed to make do. The peace and
quiet were priceless.
My mother must have really missed me, and within aweek of
moving out, Igot aphone call from her. She was in rare form,
screaming away about what an awful daughter Iwas. "Mom," Itold
her calmly, "Imoved away from home because Ididn't want to do
this anymore."
When she continued shrieking, Ireplied, "Scream all you want,
but Idon't have to listen."
"What are you going to do, hang up on me?" she demanded.
"No," Icountered, "but I'm going to put the phone down. Talk
as long as you want."
Iplaced the receiver on the nightstand, walked out of the bedroom, and closed the door. When Ireturned, the phone was making
that noise which indicates that it's been left off the hook. As soon as
Ireplaced it on the cradle, it rang again. Ipicked it up only to hear
my mother screaming. "Mom," I announced, "I'm putting the
phone down again." This time Ileft it off the hook for afull eight
hours. When Ieventually hung it up, my mother didn't call back.
And she never tried to berate me over the phone ever again.

Ipassed my boards the first time out and was declared a fullfledged registered nurse. Ihad my own place, my own profession,
and it was now time to start living again. The year my dream came
true was the same year that Muhammad Mi would achieve the goal
he had set for himself several years and too many fights before. He
met George Foreman, aman just in his twenties who'd gone into
boxing to be like Mi, in an African country called Zaire. It was a
tough night for me. Iknew Foreman wasn't agreat boxer, but he

84

ROBIN

QUIVERS

was adangerous puncher. If he hit Muhammad, Ithought it would
be all over. It was hard to listen to commentators keep saying, "Ali's
against the ropes, he's just staying there, his corner is urging him to
fight his way out of it, but he's doing nothing," round after round.
Finally, in the sixth, some good news—the man on the radio said
Foreman looked tired. In the eighth round, Mi knocked him out
and regained the heavyweight crown. Seven long years after he'd
been stripped of the title, he had it back. He never gave up.
Iwas ecstatic, jumping up and down, beside myself. Ihad never
really believed that he could do it. Yet even as it got tougher and it
looked as though his goal was slipping away, he simply fought
harder, never lowering his sights. How did he know all the things
that he knew? How did he know how to do it, and where did he get
the courage? Icouldn't imagine. I've never been so happy about
something that wasn't even happening to me. God bless you,
Muhammad, Ithought.
Maybe some people are just born with aspecial task they and
they alone can achieve. Icertainly didn't think Iwas going to do
anything to shake the world. With no more challenges on my horizon, Ithought Imight as well have some fun. It was time to reenter
the dating game. Ifound my next conquest right in the radio room
of Shock Trauma. We used radio communication to track incoming
patients, and the two guys who manned the room were old elementary school chums of mine. One, Gary, had been amajor crush of
mine in fifth grade, but the other, the head guy, whose name was
Dwayne, Ihad loved from afar since the age of seven. The first time
Isaw him, Ithought he was the most perfect-looking boy I'd ever
seen. The trouble was, Dwayne hadn't grown much since then. He
was now aperfect-looking little man. Idwarfed him in every way
but one, as Iwould soon discover.
We struck up acasual friendship at work, and pretty soon he was
confiding in me that he had ahuge decision to make. His longtime
girlfriend wanted to get married, and he wasn't sure if he was ready
or if she was the one. My advice was to date alittle before deciding
and Iproposed myself as the candidate. Dwayne quickly overcame
his shock at my boldness and asked me out. The good-night kiss he
gave me at the door after our first date was perfect. It was inevitable
that we would wind up together in my narrow little twin bed.
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Iloved the way Dwayne kissed, but problems arose when we
started making love. For one thing, Dwayne was hung like amule. I
used to joke that God used so much of him to make his dick, there
wasn't much left for the rest of him. Iwas anovice, and he was simply too much for me to handle. He obviously wasn't too much for
his girlfriend, though. One night when we were caressing each
other, Inoticed scratches all over his back. Clearly, Iwas no match
for her in the passion department. I knew that Dwayne and I
weren't going to last very long, but when he told me it was over, I
went ballistic.
The breakup was both ugly and revealing to me. I, who was
always rejecting, felt rejected. If he'd only waited ashort while, I
would have left him, but he had decided to take away all the things I
liked about him before Iwas ready to give them up. Imissed the
attention, the time we spent together, the endless phone calls. I
wanted to make his life hell for taking all that from me. Work
became abattleground because we still had to deal with each other
there in aprofessional capacity. The tension was unbearable.
Ibegan at last to feel like all the other women Iknew, since I
could now share my heartache about abrute who had used me and
discarded me. The upside of this terrible period was that Iproved
myself to be not only human, but also one of the girls. Sharing the
story with my friend Marlene was adefinite eye-opener. Iwas sputtering, weeping, actually wailing in pain when she told me, "Iknow
how you feel, Robin. I've had my heart broken too. The sad part is
that it takes years to get over something like this."
Istopped crying and stared at her, incredulous. "Feel this bad
for years?" Irepeated. "Are you crazy? If it lasts six months I'd be
surprised," and that was the end of that.
It's hard for me to judge from this vantage point exactly what
the condition of my heart was then, but at the time all Ithought I
felt was athirst for revenge—aburning desire to beat the piss out of
Dwayne for subjecting me to such public humiliation. Iactually
convinced him that Iwould do it, too. When he ran into my
brother, Junior, at an Orioles game, he begged him to get me off his
case. After Junior dutifully reported this to me, he sighed into the
phone and told me, "Robin, Idon't know what you do to people,
but you scare them." Iwonder if Istill do.
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In that simple phrase, my brother had become the only person
ever to try to give me some insight into how the world perceived
me, but it didn't matter to me then. Iwas thrilled that I'd gotten to
Dwayne. Ifound it areal hoot that he was afraid Iwas plotting
against him when it was really all talk.
Shortly after the Dwayne fiasco, Ifound myself dissatisfied with
everything. Iwas beginning to think that maybe I'd be happier
somewhere else. Ileft Shock Trauma for the Intensive Care Unit at
Maryland General, where I'd spent all those years as apinkie, and I
moved to an apartment all the way out in Owings Mills. Iwas
searching for something, but Ididn't know what. That's when I
noticed those prepaid postcards for the army, the navy, and the air
force in one of my nursing magazines. On awhim, Ifilled them out
and dropped them in the mail.
The next thing Iknew, Iwas being plied with information and
repeated calls from recruiters. After awhile, Ibegan to pay attention. Even the changes I'd made hadn't taken care of the restlessness
Iwas feeling. Iwasn't happy, although Icouldn't quite pinpoint the
cause—Baltimore, the job, or Dwayne. One thing was for sure,
though. Iwas ripe pickings for afast talker with agood story.

PART TWO

BREAKDOWN

8
CLIPPED WINGS

One night when Iwas walking from the garage to the hospital, I
remember looking up at the window of one of the rooms. The light
was on, and Icould see anurse of about forty handing abedpan to
a male patient. The very sight caused aspontaneous prayer to
spring to my lips: "Lord, please don't let that be me."
—1975
It's funny how you often can't remember the names of the people
who've had the biggest impact on your life. But, believe me, I'll
never forget the face of the enlisted woman who sold me that bill of
goods on the air force. The military was her career, and recruiting
was just a way to put another stripe on her sleeve. She had a
monthly quota to fill. When we met for lunch, Ihad no idea how
crucial Iwas to her moving up in the ranks.
Ishould have noticed good old Sergeant-what's-her-name's air
of desperation, but Ididn't. Maybe Iwanted to believe that there
was such aplace, aplace where neither gender nor race mattered.
She raved about the fact that advancement was based on performance and that authority was based on rank. Bars and stripes meant
the same thing whether worn by aman or awoman.
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She hit all the right chords. We were both single women on our
own. Who knew if Mr. Right would ever come along? And even if
he did, shouldn't we be having fun and fulfilling some of our own
dreams while we were waiting? If traveling was my thing, Icould
see the world and still be building seniority and have job security in
the air force. The only thing women couldn't do was fight on the
front lines. Even so, all the advantages offered to fighting soldiers
would be open to me. Icould go back to school with the air force
footing the bill, hop on military planes to practically anywhere in
the world for free, even ask to be stationed in exotic locales. If I
decided to do just one tour of duty, I'd have great experience—military service looks good on arésumé—and I'd have all the benefits of
the GI Bill.
But who would want to leave? The air force was full of great
people. Since there was no longer adraft, the military had added
incentives to attract abetter brand of recruit. People like me who
were looking for more than average lives. And to cater to our needs,
the bases offered gyms, tennis courts, riding stables, and golf
courses. On-base housing was luxurious, but it wasn't mandatory. I
could get ahousing allowance if Iwanted to tough it out in the real
world.
Iwas aching to get out of Baltimore, and here was this woman
promising me that I'd have friends waiting for me wherever I
wanted to go. Icould choose to live in any state in the country
where there was an air force base with amedical facility. If Iwanted
to stick to my expertise, which was Intensive Care, I'd have to stick
to the bases with the larger full-service institutions instead of the
ones with the small infirmaries. But Iwas assured that both assignments came with advantages and that Icould try either. The air
force would do everything in its power to give me my first choice.
Iwas woozy after that first lunch, but the afterglow soon faded.
Iwould probably have forgotten all about it if the good sergeant
hadn't continued to call, even setting up another lunch with agenuine air force nurse. She too was career military and had even more
glowing things to say about life as an officer. She'd been stationed
all over the world and wouldn't trade her military experience for
anything. She was just six years shy of completing twenty years of
service. She was going to retire at avery young age with afull mili-
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tary pension and veterans' benefits to see her well into old age. This
was not to be taken lightly by awoman alone.
As it turns out, there's alimit to how much time arecruiter can
spend wooing aprospect, and they were running out of time with
me. The phone calls were coming more frequently, and Iwas told
that Ihad to make up my mind within forty-eight hours. The night
before that final call, I'd gotten together with some of my old
friends from Shock Trauma. Iwas whining about life at Maryland
General. It had turned out that the grass wasn't greener on the
other side. Ifound the job less challenging and less rewarding. I
missed the kind of camaraderie and excitement Ihad found behind
the metal doors of my old stomping ground. And Ihad trouble
kowtowing to the black head nurse on my shift, who treated her fellow nurses as her courtiers.
You might say that Iwas crying in my beer because Ihad quite a
bit to drink that night and got in late. The phone woke me at eight
in the morning.
"Hi, Robin." It was the recruiter, sounding irritatingly cheerful.
"Today's the day!"
"The day for what?" Imumbled groggily, putting ahand to my
pounding head and realizing that Ihad awicked hangover.
"Today's the day you have to make your decision," she chirped
on. "Is it yes or is it no?"
When Iasked if Icould get back to her, she insisted that she
had to know right then. When Ipleaded for a couple of hours
more, she launched into another sales pitch. Ijust wanted her off
the phone so that Icould go back to sleep. The more Itried to say
no, the more she talked. The only way to get her off the phone was
to say yes. So that's how Iwound up becoming asecond lieutenant
in the United States Air Force. The one concession Imanaged to
win was adelayed entry of January 1976. Ididn't have to report for
six months, and Ivowed to make them as pleasant as possible.
The tension between me and the "diva," who was my head
nurse at Maryland General, was intensifying to the point where it
threatened my ability to give safe and effective patient care. When I
complained to my old nursing buddies from Trauma, they surprised
me by asking me to come back, and Ileaped at the chance. Those
last months in Shock Trauma were the happiest Iever spent as a
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nurse. Iloved my job and didn't even mind having to deal with
Dwayne. By the time December rolled around, Ididn't want to go
anywhere, but Ihad signed an official piece of paper. Like it or not,
Iwas air force bound.
As the days passed, Ibecame more and more convinced that I
was making abig mistake. Iwas scared, although Iwould never
have admitted it. Having selected California, Hawaii, and Las Vegas
as my assignment choices, Iwas regretfully informed by the air
force that there were no openings at those bases. Of course there
weren't. They were the ones everybody selected. Notification came
that Iwould be relocating to Ohio. Yes, Ohio! In its infinite wisdom, the air force had decided that since my first choices were
unavailable, I'd be happiest at Wright Paterson. That's what I
always say—if you want to see the world, see Ohio.
The notion that Iwas really leaving Baltimore made me kind of
sentimental, and Iasked my mother if she thought it was agood
idea for me to spend my last month of freedom under her roof. She
seemed thrilled by the idea, so Iquit work, terminated the lease on
my apartment, and shipped my furniture to Ohio. Maybe it was just
my proximity, or the fear of losing me, but Iwasn't at home an hour
before my mother launched into one of her rants about what ahorrible person Iwas. Graphically reminded of why I'd escaped in the
first place, Ipicked up my keys, jumped in my car, and drove back
to my empty apartment. Ispent the night sleeping in my clothes on
the bare floor. Anything was better than dealing with my crazy
mother.
The next day, after I'd arranged to stay with friends, Iwent
home to pick up my things. Irefused to even look at my mother, so
while Ipacked she pleaded with my back not to leave, promising
never to behave that way again. And she didn't. There were no
fights and no arguments for the rest of the month. When it was
time for me to leave, the whole family caravaned with me to Fairborn, Ohio, just to make sure Igot there okay.
My friends and acquaintances were five hundred miles away.
The Quivers family soon would be. Now Iwas completely on my
own. But Iput on abrave face and told myself that I'd be fine. Oh,
if I'd only known.
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Just before Ileft Shock Trauma in Baltimore, aformer navy nurse
joined the staff. When Iasked her what basic training had been like,
she told me about the time she'd been made to scrub the steps in
front of her quarters with atoothbrush because she hadn't folded
the clothes in her drawer properly. Icouldn't believe she'd tolerated
such treatment for six years and told myself that things must have
changed. Surely that wasn't the same armed forces I'd be joining.
By the time Iheaded off to the air force, Muhammad Ali had
already spent more than ayear as the world heavyweight champ.
He remained an incredibly active one, fighting three or four times a
year. His fights were longer now and lent themselves to debate.
Even though it often seemed that younger opponents deserved
more points at the end of the fight, announcers got used to saying
that you have to take the title from the champ. No one was ever just
going to give away Al's title again. The "Thriller in Manila" took
place in September 1975. It was the third time Muhammad would
meet Joe Frazier in the ring. Both men rose to the occasion, probably fighting better than either of them had aright to expect at this
point in their careers, making it another memorable contest. Mi
won again, retaining his crown. And although Ididn't know it, Iwas
headed for some heavyweight confrontations of my own.
In January 1976, Ireported as ordered to Shepherd Air Force
Base in Wichita Falls, Texas, where all medical corps inductees were
assigned for two weeks of basic training. Our quarters were small flats
complete with maid service. We didn't even have to make our own
beds, much less stand by while someone pawed through our drawers.
Nurses, doctors, dentists, and pharmacists all sat in the same
auditorium learning what it meant to be an officer. About the most
difficult thing we did was get sized for uniforms. They had long ago
eliminated the bivouac, an overnight camping trip complete with C
rations, from the medical corps basic training curriculum. We were
taught to salute and were supposed to learn to march, but it was
always too windy. We wound up spending all of our time chasing
our caps. So they simply settled for adress inspection with us standing at attention. The rest of the time they plied us with booze and
food at nightly banquets.
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At one of our more serious orientation lectures, the speaker had
informed us that the only facility competing with the hospital for
hours open on any military base was the liquor store. Booze was a
big problem, yet the air force was offering us alcohol everywhere
we turned. As the days trickled by, Iwatched each morning as more
and more new officers looked like victims of the night before.
The good news was that the military seemed alot less draconian than I'd feared. The bad news was that Iquickly got aglimpse
of what would become asource of unimaginable hell for me.
One lunchtime Iwas at the condiment bar of acrowded fast
food joint on base when aguy diving for catsup almost tipped my
tray. Iyelled at him to watch it, and he started to reply in kind until
the sun bouncing off my bright gold bars caught his eye. "Oh, I'm
sorry, Lieutenant," he said, instantly changing his tune. "I'm really
sorry. You want some catsup? Can Icarry your tray?" Iknew right
away that he was an enlisted man, agrunt who had been convinced
that his very life depended on not pissing me off. He acted like a
battered puppy afraid of getting whacked across the nose one more
time.
Iwas experiencing for the first time the almighty power of rank,
and it made me incredibly uncomfortable. Having been born black
in the South, Ihad no desire to see another person grovel and consoled myself with the thought that once Igot to my duty station,
things would be more normal.
People did act more like people at Wright Paterson, but bars
were still alot better than stripes. They had simply tried to replace
the race thing with a rank thing, and the results were still the
same—demeaning and belittling, and awarding to people with little
minds the right to control others. Commissioned officers weren't
even supposed to socialize with noncommissioned officers. To
marry anoncom could disastrously affect your career. Iwatched
officers flaunt and abuse their power, and Isaw higher-ranking
enlisted men do the same to their underlings. It was clear that Iwas
going to have aproblem. Icouldn't tolerate the injustice, and there
was no way Iwas going to enforce it.
On the positive side, Ifound ahomey little town house with a
full-sized washer and dryer about twenty minutes from base, but it
turned out that my apartment was about the only thing I'd enjoy
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about the whole air force situation. Within six months, Irealized
why I'd been so restless. It wasn't where Iwas, it was what Iwas
doing. Ididn't want to nurse in Baltimore, and Ididn't want to
nurse in the air force, but Iwas sentenced to it for the next eighteen
months—and military medicine left alot to be desired.
The Intensive Care Unit was afifteen-bed combination Coronary Care and Surgical Intensive Care Unit staffed by nurses with
little if any Intensive Care experience. A few weeks after Igot there,
Iwas giving my head nurse, amajor with absolutely no experience
in the field, aquick course in ICU care. I'd always worked in teaching hospitals, in state-of-the-art units on the cutting edge of new
treatment protocols and with experts in the field. This unit was furnished with old equipment. The staff hadn't even heard of many of
the procedures that were routine in the real world. It was obvious to
me that no one, from the major down, knew anything about
medicine. Ifelt nervous leaving the unit after my shift because Iwas
afraid for the patients.
Then Imade an amazing discovery in "the squeaky wheel gets
the grease" mode. A superior officer's top priority is that everything
run smoothly. Professional advancement depends on it. If officers
can't handle the personnel assigned to them, they can very well be
looking at the end of their careers. As the number one complainer
in the unit, Iwas apotential stumbling block on the major's road to
glory.
Instead of getting me into trouble, my grousing and thoroughly
unmilitary-like behavior were earning me preferential treatment.
My uniform was never quite right, Iwouldn't salute and showed no
respect whatsoever to my superior officers, but Ialways had the best
hours in the unit and rarely worked weekends. They even sent me
along with the major on an all-expenses-paid trip to Columbus to
attend a workshop on ICU management techniques—partly to
pacify me and partly, Ithink, to explain to her what the speakers
were talking about. Granted, Iwas avery responsible staff member,
with more valuable experience than the rest of them put together.
But, oh, was Ione colossal pain in the ass!
No matter how much disinterest or lack of military discipline I
displayed, Ikept failing upward in the air force. Even with the
ruckus Iwas causing, they kept promoting me right on time. After
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six months Ibecame afirst lieutenant. By the time Iwas discharged,
Iwas acaptain.
Now that Iknew Iwasn't going to be anurse for the rest of my
life, Iwas sort of treading water on the job, and in no time, Iwas
bored. So what do you do when you're feeling bored, unfulfilled,
and you're me? You have an affair with amarried man. His name
was First Lieutenant Bradley Green, and he was only in the air
force to fulfill an ROTC commitment he'd made to pay for college.
He couldn't wait to get out of the military and start his life. Bradley
was smitten with me right away and made no secret of his intentions when we met at the Officers' Club. Ihad amoral streak amile
wide and was sure I'd never have an affair with a married man.
What Ididn't know was that Iwas courting danger by merely
becoming his friend.
Our association was never innocent. He was at my place every
night after work, and the conversation on the couch always wound
up as amake-out session with me calling ahalt at the eleventh hour.
The boundary between cheating and not cheating kept shifting, but
Ieased my conscience by convincing myself that it wasn't adultery
unless we went all the way.
One day after aparticularly hot session, Bradley declared that
he couldn't take the frustration anymore and was going to stop asking me to go to bed with him. If Iever wanted to, he added, Iwas
going to have to be the one to say the words. Since Iwas sure I'd
never do that, Ifelt that my virtue was safe. From then on, whenever he got to the boiling point, he'd just get up and go home.
Before long, it was me who didn't want to stop. No matter what
Idid, though, Bradley refused to stay. He turned it into areal contest, always declaring, "Itold you you'd have to ask!" Just before
he'd leave, he'd gaze at me and say, "What do you want?" Even
though Iwas going crazy with desire, Icouldn't find the words—
until one night when, overcome by passion, Ithrew myself against
the door. "Bradley, don't go," Ipleaded, my arms barring his way.
"Why?" he whispered.
Iclosed my eyes and summoned all my strength. "Iwant to
make love to you," Isaid softly.
"Are you sure?" He smiled.
"Yes ... yes ... yes, yes, yes, yes!" Igasped as we ran up the
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stairs toward my bedroom and fell rapturously into each other's
arms.
That evening Iat last discovered exactly what all the fuss was
about. My body seemed to have amind of its own. Iwas astonished
that it knew all the things it was doing, but they sure felt good. So
began my first four-alarm physical affair. Sometimes we barely
made it indoors before the fireworks started, the passion was that
tremendous.
Since Bradley was married, we tried to be discreet. We rarely
went out, but when we did, we picked places where none of our
friends were likely to see us because it was so obvious that we were
more than pals. As time went on, the rigors of cheating began to
take their toll on me. It was really difficult to be denied his company most weekends and every holiday. We started to fight, then
break up. The breakups led to incredible reunions, but the strain
was showing on both of us. When our affair forced him into therapy, Bradley pulled the plug.
Iwas truly devastated and in real physical pain. Ithought my
heart was literally broken and bleeding. Istarted drinking wine in
the morning to dull the pain, and would end up drinking all day.
After two days of that, Irealized that Iwas flirting with an even
greater danger. My father, after all, was an alcoholic. Ihad no desire
to wind up like him, so out went the wine.
The hurt was still so intense that it forced me to seek another
painkiller. Ithought Icould find absolution in church and ended up
sitting in apew crying profusely. When the minister made acall for
sinners, Istaggered, blurry-eyed, to the altar, begging for forgiveness. I'd never do another bad thing. I promised God that I'd
become agood, Bible-reading churchgoer if He would just make
the hurt go away.
Icame to my senses later that Sunday afternoon in the bathroom of the library where I'd gone for my first Bible reading. Sitting on the toilet, Irealized that this whole remorse thing just
wasn't me. Iwasn't going to change my whole life because of one
stupid mistake. Iknew the difference between right and wrong, and
Ididn't need anyone else telling me what to think or how to feel.
That was the end of my brush with salvation.
Still, it wasn't easy to get over ol' Bradley Green. Just when I
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thought Ihad finally done it, Isaw him from awindow, parking in
the hospital lot, and was thrown into atailspin. Iknew Ihad avacation coming up, so as part of the healing process, Idecided it was
time to pay avisit to an old friend in Newport News, Virginia.
Someone my tour of duty in the air force was keeping me from.
Someone whose love Ididn't question.
Ihadn't seen Uncle Leroy in more than ayear. He was in his
mid-sixties now, adecade that few of us had thought he'd make,
given the steadily deteriorating condition of his heart. He was surviving, but my parents, who were planning to visit him the same
time Iwas, warned me that the years and coronary disease had
taken their toll. Still, Iwasn't prepared for what Isoon saw.
Uncle Leroy had shriveled into askinny old man, with atuft of
inch-long white hair circling his shiny bald pate, who needed a
walker to get around. He could have shopped anywhere for clothes
now, if he could manage to get to the store. But his mind was still
sharp. He knew everything, including what bad shape he was in.
On my last night there, Isat alone with him by his bed.
"This is the last time we're going to get to talk," he told me.
"No it's not," Iinsisted, fighting back tears.
"Yes it is, but it's okay," he replied, patting my hand. "I just
want you to know that Ilove you and want you to always be happy."
Icontinued to protest that he had years ahead of him, but I
could tell that my uncle Leroy hated living the way he had to now.
He still defied his failing body by attempting to do things of which
he was no longer capable. He was constantly trying to travel around
the neighborhood by manipulating the walker as he once had his
two good legs, but he almost always had to be rescued after falling
down in the street. He had lost the thing he valued most—his independence—and he was well aware that it was gone for good. It
struck me that he was saying good-bye to me while he still could.
Iwent on smiling at him until Isaid good night, but once outside the door of his room, Ibroke down. The one person in the
world who truly loved me was dying. In that light, Bradley suddenly
didn't seem all that important. Iwent back to Dayton ready to relegate that part of my life to the back burner and get on to amore
important chapter. Uncle Leroy wanted me to be happy, and his
wish would never be fulfilled as long as Iwas working in ICU.
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Ihad to get out of ICU. Iconsidered the level of medicine practiced there so low as to be dangerous. When Idemanded achange
of department, the chief nurse was accommodating. "We have a
number of floors that might interest you," she said and smiled.
"There's medicine, surgery, where would you like to go?"
"I want to go someplace in this hospital where you don't have to
practice medicine," Ireplied grimly.
"And just where would that be?" she asked, growing a little
vexed.
"Pediatrics," Iannounced, although Ididn't know if they had
openings and wasn't experienced in the field.
I'd done my research and knew that the Pediatrics department
was an eighteen-bed unit. The hospital had no pediatric residency.
Most of the patients were simply there to have their tonsils yanked
or tubes put in their ears. Really sick children were sent to civilian
hospitals. If Ihad to work in this stupid institution, it seemed like
the best place. How badly could they screw up atonsillectomy, after
all? The chief nurse gave me the job right off the bat because the
powers that were still wanted to keep me happy.
A few days before my transfer, Iwas tending to ababy who had
developed heatstroke after being left unattended in aparked car on
ahot summer day. She had stabilized and was now awaiting atechnician to transfer her to Pediatrics. Iwas just finishing her chart
when Iheard amale voice, obviously the technician, say, "Oh, so
you're Lieutenant Quivers," but Ididn't bother to look up.
Ihad the world's largest chip on my shoulder, and the guy's
words hit me the wrong way. Ipreferred that people keep their distance, and here was this tech openly approaching me. Contemptuous of his familiarity, Ifinished my notes, hung the chart on the
crib, and told him, "You can take her now," without giving him so
much as aglance.
My first day on the new floor, Iwas individually introduced to
everyone at astaff meeting. "David Jefferson, Lieutenant Quivers,"
the captain of the unit announced as she presented me to the most
gorgeous young man I'd seen in along time. Icouldn't understand
why at the time, but this caramel-colored Adonis gave me the coldest handshake and barely looked at me. During the meeting I
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learned that David Jefferson would soon be leaving the unit to work
in the Emergency Room. My heart sank. It sank even lower when I
put two and two together and realized that he was the technician I'd
blown off in ICU. Now Iwasn't ever going to get the chance to
show him how friendly Icould be.
I'd chosen Pediatrics without much thought as to what the job
would entail. My first full day turned out to be quite achallenge.
The captain put me on medications. Getting children to drink out
of medication cups and take pills was no easy task. My first patient
was along-termer who was suffering from juvenile arthritis, and he
really knew the ropes. He must have spotted me as anovice the
moment Iwalked in the room. Ioffered him several baby aspirin in
acup. He folded his arms across his chest and clamped his mouth
shut. No amount of coaxing was going to work. Iwalked out of the
room destroyed, afraid that I'd bitten off more than Icould chew.
Just as Iwas about to head back to the nurse's station and throw
in the towel, another technician, Reggie Small, showed up. He
noticed my distress, and when Itold him my problem, took the cup,
went back into the room, and demanded in astern voice that the little
boy take his pills. Without aword of protest, the kid grabbed the cup
and gulped down the pills with agrin. Ipromised myself never again
to let my compassion for sick children get in the way of doing my job.
Isubsequently found out that this same little boy had every
nurse in Pediatrics jumping through hoops. He demanded bribes of
candy or toys for his cooperation in medical procedures administered for his benefit. If he didn't get them, he threw atantrum. He
would have pulled me into this same routine had Inot been wised
up by Reggie. In the end, that little boy and Ilearned to respect
each other. Idiscovered that Icould use some of the same techniques on him that I'd learned with my little Jimmy. He came back
to the floor for avisit afew months after his discharge. Iwas the
only nurse he remembered by name.
Reggie proved to be more annoying than instructive once we
got to know each other. He was an outrageous flirt, and he hit on
me at every available opportunity. Ihated getting the same treatment from him as did every other female around but became more
tolerant when I found out that David, the gorgeous guy who
wouldn't even give me the time of day, was his roommate.
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Eventually, Iconvinced Reggie to become my partner in crime
as Iset out to snare The Unobtainable One. He would invite me
over to their house when he knew David was just sitting around
watching TV, then conveniently disappear. Nothing ever came of
these forced meetings, and Iwas about to give up when Reggie proposed one last scheme. His family was coming up for the weekend
and he needed David's room, so Iwas to offer David my spare bedroom along with one of my famous lasagna dinners. My heartthrob
swallowed the bait and the lasagna. And he never made it to the
spare bed.
Iwas amazed at my own boldness. Just as he was about to say
good night at the door of my second bedroom, Ifound myself suggesting, "You don't have to sleep there if you don't want to."
This too became avery hot, physical affair. David had just had a
circumcision aweek before our first night together. He was under
doctor's orders not to even get aroused, but we wound up busting a
stitch or two that night. David was avery good lover, and Ideveloped quite an appetite for this young man.
In the course of pursuing him, I'd developed an appetite for
something else, too. Weed. I'd never been much of apot smoker—
I'd tried it acouple of times in college but had never even experienced abuzz. Reggie and David smoked incessantly, and on one of
my first visits to their place, they offered me ahit from the water
pipe they called abong that was ever present on the coffee table in
their living room.
A person never forgets her first bong hit. Ididn't want to appear
square. After all, Iwas aworldly twenty-five, and David and Reggie
were only about twenty-two, so Itook the contraption when they
passed it. Iput my mouth over the large hole as Ihad watched them
do, but even after inhaling with all my might, Icouldn't keep the
damn thing lit. After agood laugh, David showed me the secret, the
little hole in the back that you have to cover in order to close the
system. With David's finger on that little hole, Iinhaled again, and
apowerful blast of smoke filled my mouth and my throat, causing
me to cough uncontrollably. Iwas sure that Ihadn't gotten any of
the smoke into my system, but soon the music from the stereo
started to sound better and Istarted to feel mellower and mellower.
This was 1977, remember, when it was all right to get high and
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engage in conversations that didn't make sense with people you
otherwise wouldn't give the time of day to. Iwas high for the first
time and liking it fine.
In no time at all, Idiscovered that marijuana mixed well with
music, sex, and sugar. It was the era of Led Zeppelin, Fleetwood
Mac, and Steely Dan. The drink of choice was sangria, but when we
couldn't get that, Kool-Aid would do. The TV set was always on,
but the sound was always muted so that we could hear the stereo.
Sometimes we provided our own dialogue to whatever was on the
tube. The only show we both watched and listened to was " Saturday Night Live."
What amazes me to this day is how David and Reggie managed
to pass their mandatory drug tests. They were noncoms. Iwas an
officer, which meant that Iwas on the honor system. Unless Idid
something really stupid, Ididn't have to worry. My superiors never
seemed to notice that Iwas wearing dark glasses to work. Ididn't
generally come to work high, but Iwanted to hide my pupils just
the same. Isort of liked being a dniggie and getting away with
using illegal substances when the air force was so dead set against it.
It's certainly possible that Iunconsciously wanted them to catch me.
David and Ididn't have alot in common intellect-wise, and
marijuana gave us something to talk about. All our conversations
revolved around drugs—the best high, the lack of good product,
who had the best stuff. We even entertained the idea of going into
the drug business for awhile, but only to cover the cost of our
habit. When Iactually came face-to-face with real drug dealers, I
decided that it was no business for me. The two black people who
sold us the pound of pot were hardened criminals, and Icould tell
that if we'd gotten them on the wrong day the deal didn't have to
go down just this way. They could have taken our money, or killed us,
or sold us the pot. It really was their choice and my last drug deal.
Iactually had more in common with Reggie than David, and
our friendship survived my relationship with David, which selfdestructed relatively quickly. Since women were always throwing
themselves at him, according to the law of averages it followed that
some of them would get caught.
One morning after Igot off work, Ijust couldn't sleep. Every
instinct in my body told me that there was something Ineeded to
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check out at David's. When Igot there, Ispotted ared car I'd never
seen before parked in front of the house. Irang and rang the bell,
but no one answered. Finally, Ifound aphone booth and called.
David answered. While Iwas on the phone with him, the red car
zoomed past, with ayoung Asian woman behind the wheel.
That phone call was astudy in pretense. Ipretended that Ijust
happened to be in the neighborhood, and he feigned sleepiness.
When he asked me over, Iconsented as pleasantly as you please, but
inwardly Iwas fuming. When Itold him I'd seen "Suzy Wong"
drive away, he was honestly puzzled by how Iknew that her name
was Suzy. David had lots of swell attributes, but he was never going
to be arocket scientist. Idecided that we were through and prepared to exit in grand style.
To me, the worst part of the whole sleazy episode was that he
was screwing her on the lion-print sheets I'd gotten him for his
birthday. Iproceeded to rip them off the bed, roll them up into a
ball, grasp them in my arms, announce, " Sleep with anyone you
want, but not on my sheets!" and stalk out, slamming the door
behind me. On my way back home it occurred to me that the last
souvenir of David that Iwanted was those sheets, so Istopped at a
dumpster by the road and hurled them in.
A couple of weeks without David's amorous charms and Iwas
missing the steady diet of sex Ihad become used to with him, so I
took him back. He was very repentant and I'm sure tried to be
good, but afew months later Igot that certain feeling again. This
time my instincts told me that he'd started sleeping with one of his
friend's wives. Before Icould spring another trap, he sat me down
and told me that he thought it would be good for our relationship if
we opened it up and started seeing other people.
Pissed off that he would dare to dictate to me how my life
should be led, Ireplied angrily, "I'll tell you how it's going to be.
You'll see other people, and I'll see other people, and we won't see
each other!" Iguess that he wasn't ready to break up because he
started to cry, but Ihardened my heart and ended it for good right
then and there. My pride left no room for sharing or constantly
uncovering his indiscretions.
It wasn't long after this that Iremember sitting on my living
room floor alone, smoking ajoint. Ihad the TV on with the sound
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down and the stereo blasting. Ifelt that I'd been sitting in that position for ayear. Was Ibetter off now, Iasked myself, than Ihad been
ayear before? The answer was aresounding no. Ihadn't done anything new or learned anything new. An entire year of my life had
literally gone up in smoke.
So Istamped out the joint and got up off the floor. It was time
to start moving again.

You never know when people are watching you. Ihad been working
in Pediatrics for about eight months when Dr. Herrera, the head of
the department, came to me and asked me if Iwanted to run the
Pediatrics clinic. He said that he'd been very impressed with my
work, and even though Ihad less than ayear left in the service, he
urged me to take the job. For once the chief nurse was opposed to
my getting such aperc, but Dr. Herrera prevailed, and Ibecame
head nurse of the Pediatrics clinic.
The work intrigued me because it was different. It was more
administrative than anything I'd ever done before. I arranged
schedules, made assignments, and ensured that the five doctors who
worked in the clinic used their time efficiently. But my favorite part
of the job was the detective work. Every morning we started the day
with about twenty open appointments for emergency Pediatric
patients. Parents called in and described their children's symptoms
over the phone. Ihad to determine from their descriptions which
children got these slots. Ibecame quite an expert at it, once even
diagnosing acase of pneumonia over the phone.
Working with all of these children made me think of Jimmy a
lot. I'd see achild of three and think of Jimmy the way he'd been
the last time I'd seen him. Then I'd see akid of about ten who was
going through some childhood trauma and wonder if that had ever
happened to Jimmy. Icarried two pictures of him in my wallet. I
thought I'd need them to remember what he looked like, but I
never did. In fact, it was painful to look at them. Sometimes at
night, though, when Iwas alone, I'd take them out for asecond and
wonder where he was and what he might be doing. Ialways stopped
myself after a couple of questions because I'd never know the
answers.
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At last, in the summer of 1977, it was time to start thinking
about getting out of the air force because Iwas due to be discharged
in January. At the start of my enlistment, I'd made the decision not
to continue in nursing, so Iwent back to school to find out what I'd
really like to do with my life. Isigned up for two courses at Dayton
Community College, one in criminology because Iwas interested in
the law, and an introductory acting course because I'd always loved
movies and wanted to know more about actors and their craft. I
could actually feel my future about to begin when the air force
threw me ahard, fast curve.
One payday, when my affair with David was winding down, I'd
noticed that my check was short and had gone to the finance office
to get the discrepancy resolved. Maybe if I'd never questioned that
check, everything would have been okay. As it was, Idiscovered that
the air force had been overpaying me the entire time I'd been in. I
could have kicked myself for not noticing that something was
wrong along time back. Every other officer, even those who outranked me, was always complaining about money. Ihad chalked it
up to my being abetter money manager. The overpayments now
amounted to astaggering $ 10,000.
This time Iwas dealing with the real air force. Its heavy guns
rolled into position, preparing to mow me down. Iactually became
the subject of acriminal investigation. It was ludicrous. Iwas the
one who'd brought the matter to their attention, and these assholes
had the nerve to accuse me of intentionally ripping them off. When
Iasked why they weren't investigating the people who filled out my
forms in the first place, Iwas told that those soldiers weren't liable
for their mistakes. Iwas.
Ultimately, the investigation proved that the whole thing was
the result of aclerical error, but that didn't stop the air force from
wanting me to return the cash.
"Where's the money?" this full bird colonel yelled at me.
"I didn't know it was yours, so Ispent it!" Iscreamed back.
"If you don't lower your voice, young lady, you're going to find
yourself in even more trouble," he said with asneer.
He wasn't used to anyone like me. "Well, you'll just have to forgive me," Icontinued to yell at him, "but I'm alittle bit upset."
The injustice of the whole thing made me nuts. Ihad done
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nothing to cause the problem, but suddenly it was mine to fix. Iwas
the one who needed alawyer to work out arepayment arrangement. Ten grand! There was no way Ihad that kind of money. My
only bargaining chip was my time, so Iextended my tour of duty for
six months, taking ahuge salary cut to expedite the payback. They
didn't even consider the additional time as part of the deal, behaving as if Ishould feel privileged to be granted the six extra months.
It was abitter pill to swallow, but Ihad no other options.
After the settlement agreement was firmed up, Iwent right out
and ran up all my credit cards. If Iwas going to have to spend six
more months in the service, Ireasoned, Ideserved afew creature
comforts to make it more bearable. Iwas in such ashopping frenzy
that the only thing Iactually remember buying was anineteen-inch
color TV Until then, Ihad been watching TV on the same nineinch black and white set that my parents had bought for me when I
went to college.
My saving grace was school. Iloved being in acivilian environment again. On campus it was as if that huge military base right
outside town didn't even exist. Iguess this exposure to the outside
world made me resent the pomp and circumstance of the military
more than ever, because on base, Iwouldn't let anyone salute me,
and Igreeted my superior officers with acasual wave. They were so
shocked, Iwas usually gone before they had achance to react. After
awhile, Istopped wearing my air force—issue coat and hat and came
to work in abright green ski jacket.
At school, Ijoined the theater group and helped build the stage
for the fall production of A Midsummer Night's Dream. Iworked
props during the show and got to go to all the rehearsals and see
the play take shape. Iwas fascinated by the magic of theater and
liked hanging around these artistic types. The last show was sad
because we knew that months of work had now come to an end and
that this troop might never act together again. The company chose
the musical Applause for their winter production. Ihad been bitten
by the bug, so Iauditioned for apart although Ididn't expect to get
cast because they already had a lot of good actors. Imagine my
delight when Isaw my name posted on the board afew days later.
The director had actually changed the sex of one of the characters, a
lawyer, for me. It was asmall part, but it meant that Iwas in the play.
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Inever got to find out what it was like to be on stage, though,
because rehearsals started after January 11, 1978—the day my life
began to unravel completely. It was my original discharge date, and
from that day on, Istopped seeing people and stopped paying bills.
My phone was eventually shut off. For the first time in my life, I
couldn't manage to do anything.
The first outward sign that something was wrong was the sudden onset of chronic lateness. Iactually caught myself waking up
early one morning to turn off my alarm clock before it rang so that
Iwould oversleep. Ihad to move it across the room so that I'd be
fully awake when Iturned it off. Even when Idid get to work, I
couldn't finish my shift. I'd burst into tears at the drop of ahat.
Soon Iwas crying at the beginning of my shift, too. My supervisor
really wanted to help, but she couldn't just let me out of the air
force, and Ididn't know of anything else that would work.
It was the fifteenth round, and Iwas down for the count, the
first time I'd ever been knocked down by an opponent. The referee
had started the count, and Ididn't know if I'd make it to my feet in
time.
Meanwhile, Muhammad Mi, continuing to ignore the call of
father time, climbed into the ring with another young former
Olympian named Leon Spinks. The fight was supposed to be a
cakewalk, but at the end of fifteen, Mi lost it on the judges' cards.
He had gone in undertrained and overweight. He had underestimated his foe and was now suffering the consequences. The belt
and his reputation were gone. That fight, his fifty-eighth professional bout, marked his worst performance in what was now astring
of poor showings in which the judges simply refused to take away
his title. It had been getting harder and harder to defend Mi when
his detractors said he couldn't fight anymore. This loss appeared to
be aconfirmation of that sentiment. Mi had stayed too long at the
dance—just like me.
Even in my weakened state, Iwouldn't let anyone demean the
champ in my presence. When asergeant from another clinic came
into my office crowing that the slimy draft dodger had finally gotten what he deserved, Iroared, "Got what he deserved? That draft
dodger could buy and sell you with what he's got in his pocket."
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The sergeant couldn't understand how another member of the
service could defend Mi, but when he checked out my collar, he
knew that there was no room for argument. Any other time Iwould
have been glad to wave the privilege of rank to take him on, but I
was about as tired as my hero, and Ilet my silver captain's bars do
most of the talking.
Eventually, Igave up my head nurse position because Icouldn't
function anymore and returned to Pediatrics, where they put me on
the night shift, the least demanding shift of the day. Even when I
didn't have to be at work until eleven o'clock at night, Imanaged to
oversleep. Working all night and sleeping all day, Ilost track of
time. Istopped watching TV and listening to music. When Iwas
awake, Icried. Ihad become consumed with the thought that Iwas
going to die in the air force, that it was killing me. Iprayed in the
dark, lying on the living room floor, "Please, Lord, just one day of
freedom."
My diet went to hell too. Ino longer cooked. If it hadn't been
for McDonald's, Burger King, and Wendy's, Iwould have starved. I
developed this strange notion that Ihad to hide being single, so
when Iwent to afast food place, Iordered enough for two. The
only thing that really made me feel better was ice cream. Soon it
became my entire diet. Iwas putting away up to agallon aday, and
Ididn't feel secure unless there was at least ahalf gallon in the
freezer. Istocked up every day, Iwas eating so much, and took to
rotating stores so that the clerks wouldn't see me every day. My
favorite was Friendly's Vanilla Chocolate Chip. There was awhole
circuit of Friendly's stores that Ivisited. At holiday time, Iliked the
yule log and eggnog flavors too.
As my new discharge date neared, Icould see light at the end of
the tunnel and began to pull myself together. Ihad already decided
Iwas going to head out to California—one of the places I'd wanted
to go when I'd joined the air force. Since Iwas driving, Ihad to get
my car serviced for the trip. With no friends and no phone, Idrove
to the dealership one morning after work. Since it was ashort drive,
Ifigured it would make a nice walk home. That pleasant stroll
turned out to be an eight-mile trek along adeserted road. Once I
got home, Icollapsed on my bed, my legs aching, but that afternoon, Istarted back to the dealership.
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It didn't take long to know that Iwasn't going to make it, and
when acar appeared and stopped for me, Iclimbed right in. My
guardian angel must have been looking out for me because the
driver turned out to be areally sweet, elderly gentleman who took
me all the way to the car place.
When Icame out of my emotional coma, Ihad about two weeks
of vacation left, and Iused them to terminate my bondage early. My
furniture was already on its way to San Francisco. I'd managed to
save athousand dollars, and my credit card balances were within
reason. I'd visit my family in Baltimore for four days and then
spend the rest of the time in Pittsburgh with Linda and David Zimmerman, two former air force buddies whose friendship Ivalue to
this day.
Itold my parents that Icould only get along weekend because I
didn't want to spend my final days on the East Coast with them. I
was tired, Ineeded rest, and Iwas too weak to deal with them. Even
though my father had gone through rehab and taken the cure while
Iwas in the service, and they had assured me that things had
changed, Iwas afraid to go home. Ihad to go somewhere I'd feel
safe and that was with Linda and Z, as we called him. Donning my
mask with the happy face, Ireentered the world.
Iarrived back on the base the day of my discharge, picked up my
papers, signed out, and pointed my car west. Iwas free again, and I
was off to California to seek my fortune. Ihad managed to survive
the terrible darkness that had surrounded me and now embarked on
aquest to find myself in aplace where nobody knew me.
With my final paycheck, Inow had two thousand dollars in cash
and no deadlines, and Iwas headed for California, where for me
there was no past—only the infinite possibilities of a brighter
future.

9
PLAYGROUND

I'm standing center stage behind lush velvet curtains, eyes closed
and head bowed in amoment of silent meditation. Mike in one
hand, Iuse the other to stroke the beautiful fabric of my gown.
Out front, the house is packed and the crowd is abuzz with anticipation. The house lights go down, the orchestra strikes up the
introduction to one of my biggest songs, and the curtain rises.
Searching spotlights find me on stage, the crowd erupts in thunderous applause, and Idrink in the love pouring forth from this
adoring throng.
—a favorite dream
Discharge papers in hand, Ijumped in my car and headed for I-70,
the road out of town. Iwas free. Istill owed the air force afew
grand, but my military lawyer assured me that they'd never come
after me for such apaltry sum. Even though I'd promised to set up a
new payment schedule as soon as Ifound ajob, Iwas leaving the air
force without looking back.
It was June, and the sun beating down on the flat Ohio landscape felt good. Iheaved ahuge sigh of relief as Ipassed through
the gates of Wright Paterson for the last time, thanking my lucky
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stars that Ihadn't done something stupid out of boredom while
waiting for this ordeal to end. Icould have gotten married or, God
forbid, Icould have gotten pregnant. If Ihad, Iwould have been
running away now instead of going to anew place to find myself.
Ireally needed to be out and on my own. Some people handle
things better surrounded by friends and family, but I've always
found that Ido my best work solo. It might have scared another
person to have no one to call and no one to leave behind, but for
me, having no strings felt just right. My first stop was Indianapolis.
I'd lived in Dayton for two and ahalf years but had never gotten
any farther west. So even though Indianapolis was about ahundred
miles away, Idecided I'd better see it now. Iwasn't planning on ever
coming back this way again.
Istarted the trip staying at Ramada Inns, although as my funds
dwindled, Iwould have to cut back and end it at Motel 6's. Ihad
gotten Reggie to score me an ounce of pot before Ileft Ohio, and
after stopping at aconvenience store and picking up some beer my
first night on the road, Isettled into anice little Ramada room and
rolled ajoint. Smoking and drinking alone wasn't my cup of tea, so
Istamped out the joint, rolled up the baggie of pot, tucked it into the
side of my overnight case, and forgot about it for the rest of the trip.
Ibroke up the driving into two-hundred-mile chunks following
aroute mapped out for me by Triple A. When Ireached someplace
interesting, Istopped for two or three days to take in the sights. I
managed to do all of the major cities across the southwest—Houston, Albuquerque, Las Vegas. While in atown, I'd go to museums,
state houses, zoos, and Indian reservations. The angry eyes of the
young Indian guides were familiar. It was the same look I'd seen in
the glare of angry young blacks hanging on ghetto corners. Seeing
that hate directed at me made me feel ashamed. They were right, I
belonged to the system that had stolen their land and forced them
onto reservations, killing the spirit of their people.
Vegas was so tempting, it was scary. Especially frightening were
the signs heading in and out of town that proclaimed, "We pay cash
for your car." By now, my travel bank was getting low and Icould
just imagine going into one of those casinos and losing all the rest
of my money. Idecided to enjoy the lights from the highway and
kept going, stopping only to see the Hoover Dam.
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Ihad planned to use this time on the road to recharge my battery Taking in the vastness and the beauty of America did have a
restorative effect, but I'd been on the road for almost two months
now and felt that it was time to get where Iwas going. Istill had
about five hundred dollars, but car trouble cut that amount in half
just after Icrossed the Arizona state line. Iwas desperate to get to
San Francisco as soon as Icould.
Crossing the mountains into California was some of the hardest
driving Iencountered on the entire trip. Ihad to do it in one long,
exhausting session, which took alot out of me. But late one afternoon as dusk was falling Isaw houses nestled in hills and knew Iwas
close to the city that would be my new home. Iwas surprised at the
lack of uniformity of San Francisco architecture. An orange house
stood side by side with agreen house, then apink one. Ithought
the people who lived here must be crazy.
California was supposed to be warm, or so I'd always heard, but
the closer Igot to San Francisco, the colder it got. It was astartling
contrast to the drought-scorched desert I'd just crossed in record
heat. Finally surrendering to the temperature, Irummaged through
the trunk of my car for ajacket. California was not like I'd pictured
it, but I'd come all this way and there was no turning back.
Ifound my first nest, the Nob Hill Women's Residence Hotel,
while driving around looking for a temporary place to stay. It
turned out to be the perfect spot for agirl from the other side of
the country who didn't know asoul in the city. The room Itook
was small, with atwin bed right in the center of it. There was a
sink, but the toilet and the shower were down the hall. You could
pay by the day, week, or month, and the price included the room
and two meals aday. It was like dorm living again.
The hotel was right on the edge of the ritzy Nob Hill section of
San Francisco, which was famous for its Victorian residences. But if
you walked the wrong way, which Idid that first day, you landed
right in the heart of the strip of gay, male pickup joints on Polk
Street. It was Sunday afternoon and Ihad slept through breakfast at
the hotel, so Iwent looking for aquiet place to eat and stopped at
the first coffee shop Isaw. Itook astool at the counter, began to
read the want ads in the paper I'd brought with me, and ignored the
very obvious and rude stares I'd noticed the moment Iwalked in. A
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whiskey-voiced waitress took my order, but she too seemed surprised by my presence. When my omelet arrived, Itook asecond
look at my waitress. That's when Idiscovered that she was no waitress, she was aman. Idefinitely wasn't in Kansas anymore.
At least Ihad alot in common with my fellow hotel residents,
who were all in the midst of major transitions. They either had just
arrived in California, were starting out, or were starting over after a
divorce. There was awealth of worldly knowledge behind the doors
of these small rooms, and in time many of the other residents would
prove to be invaluable resources for me.
In plotting out my job-hunting strategy, Idecided to pick afield
in which my nursing degree would be an asset. After some thought,
Irecalled apharmaceuticals lecture I'd heard during my stint in
Shock Trauma. The speaker, who had once been anurse, was asales
representative for adrug company. It just so happened that anumber of drug companies called California home, and there were tons
of listings for pharmaceutical sales reps in the Sunday paper.
Bright and early that first Monday morning in the city, Ipicked
up the phone and made afew appointments. Ishowed up for my
first interview wearing a flower-print cotton wrap skirt, awhite
shell, and abrown leather jacket. Needless to say, the interview was
ashort one, and Inever heard from that company again. When
they heard my account of this episode, my newfound career counselors at the women's residence lost no time in whipping me into
shape. Nothing in nursing had ever prepared me for the world of
business. In my experience, interviews were just aformality. If you
had the license, the experience, and the references, the job was
yours. Since I'd only worked in hospitals, Iwas ababe in the woods
as far as office protocol was concerned. Thanks to the women at the
hotel, Iquickly acquired aprofessional-looking résumé and cover
sheet, business cards, and aspectacular interview suit. It was my
first real makeover, and when Iwore my interview outfit, Ilooked
like amillion bucks.
Before Icould concentrate fully on my job search, Iwas going
to need some money. Iknew I'd be tapped in acouple of weeks and
Ialso knew that Iwasn't going to score the kind of job Iwanted that
fast. That meant that Iwas going to have to do some nursing, at
least temporarily, and Iwound up driving all the way to Sacramento
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to get atemporary license. My Intensive Care experience put me in
demand at the temporary agencies, and almost immediately, Iwas
working two or three days aweek, which put money in my pocket
and gave me time to look for anon-nursing job.
Icould have gotten lazy about finding anew career, since the
temporary nursing jobs were so plentiful and the money was so
good, but something happened that would make finding adifferent
way to make aliving atop priority. Iwas sitting in report on amedical floor in ahospital I'd never worked in before when Istarted
seeing spots in front of my eyes and realized that Iwas about to
faint. The other nurses never noticed my condition, but just handed
me an assignment card. If astudent hadn't offered to help me find
my way around, Imight have hit the deck. She got me to arest
room, where Isat with my head between my knees to get some
blood to my brain. It was then that Irealized how sick Iwas of the
people in my profession. They were so burned out after acouple of
years that they couldn't even see what was happening right in front
of them. It was then that Ipromised myself that Iwas getting out of
nursing. It was the last time Iworked in ahospital in California.
Meanwhile, word had hit the street that agreat black sales rep
candidate was looking for placement with apharmaceutical company. Employment agencies actually started recruiting me, and I
got to interview with all the best firms. But because Istopped taking nursing gigs, another money crunch forced me to jump at my
first real offer of employment.
Ihad seen an ad in the paper for an R.N. to help start up anew
temporary nursing agency, followed it up, and got the position. My
duties consisted of interviewing and checking the references of
applicants and filling orders from understaffed hospitals with the
best candidate for the assignment. Istill hadn't severed all my ties
with nursing, but it was the first job I'd ever held where Ididn't
have to wear auniform.
Now that Iknew where my next meal was coming from, Isetfled in for along stay at the residence hotel, even installing aphone
line in my room so that Icould field weekend calls from my new
job. Iwas feeling so up, Ieven checked in with my parents. Ihad
given up making the mandatory weekly call during those dark days
in the air force. They hadn't heard from me in awhile and were
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worried because Iwas so far from home. Iactually hated talking to
them.
Never one to look on the bright side, my mother's conversations were filled to overflowing with tragic tales of misfortune. This
one was pregnant and not married, that one had lost ajob, someone's son had flunked out of school, and someone else's was going
to jail. Once I'd been away for awhile, I'd noticed that she was
telling me exclusively sad stories about people Ididn't even know.
Once Iasked if anything good ever happened to the people she
knew. When she answered yes, Iasked why she never bothered to
tell me those stories. After that, she never had much to say when I
called.
It was the fall of 1978, and 1could lie in bed with my hands
behind my head and my ankles crossed while Iwatched my little
nine-inch black and white TV It had traveled across the country
with me in the backseat of my car. Inever wanted to be without the
television, it kept me in touch. It was television that showed me all
those great Ali fights, alerted me to his losses, and informed me that
he had regained his title in the rematch with Leon Spinks.
Muhammad was probably reclining in asimilar fashion, savoring the sweetness of this particular victory. It made him the only
man in history who had won the title three times. Isecretly thought
Ali had chosen Leon Spinks, an inferior fighter in my opinion, to
lose just so he could achieve this record. Whatever the case, Iwas
happy for him.

San Francisco turned out to be a friendly place where total
strangers struck up conversations on the bus or walking down the
street, but Istill hadn't made any connections outside the little
group Isocialized with at the hotel. One day amakeup artist came
to give us ademonstration. After dinner, though we hadn't adime
to spare among us, we decided to check it out. Iwound up being
the model for the demonstration. Usually, Ishied away from such
obvious attention, but Iwas in anew place and in amood to try
new things. Jill, the makeup artist, was apretty blond woman who
seemed to be about my age. She spoke with incredible ease and
confidence, and even though she didn't make one sale, she

116

ROBIN

QUIVERS

remained pleasant to the end. As she was packing up to leave, she
called me over and told me, "You seem like areally nice person,
someone who might be open to new things." Iwas flattered, and
when she asked me to attend a meeting with her the following
night, Iaccepted without bothering to ask what it was.
That's how Ifound myself in an industrial park in South San
Francisco the very next evening. After we'd pulled into the parking
lot of awarehouse, Ibegan to have doubts. My fellow passengers
had difficulty explaining just what kind of lecture I'd be attending. I
didn't have the faintest idea whether it was areality-based group or
some wacky California cult. Just what had Igotten myself into, I
wondered.
Inside, Iwas relieved to find, it was warm and brightly lit, with
alot of attractive, well-dressed people standing around sipping coffee. When the lecture was about to begin, first-timers like me were
ushered down along hallway into alarge room with brown, egg
carton-covered walls. Folding chairs were arranged in rows, and we
were encouraged to take seats at the front near asmall riser. One by
one we were asked to stand and share our names and who had
invited us, after which the speaker for the evening was introduced.
She was atall, slender, short-haired woman who called herself
Kathryn Starfire, and she radiated even more self-confidence than
Jill as she prowled the stage telling her story. For forty-five minutes
Kathryn Starfire held us rapt as she recounted how lost and confused she had been before the day afew short months ago when
she'd found herself sitting just where we were now. She claimed
that after taking aworkshop called Playground, her whole life had
changed. Now she was ahappening human being with agreat job
and awonderful relationship with aman. She'd been taking workshops ever since and conducted guest lectures for free because she
believed in them so much. Ever the skeptic, Itried to rattle her with
some biting questions. Never losing her cool, she fielded each one
with aplomb.
For the first time, Ifelt I'd found agroup of people Imight
.,.,
consider joining. Even though I'd had friends, and even a few
lovers, I'd always remained separate and apart. Suddenly Icraved
that same sense of belonging that Kathryn Starfire had described. I
\wanted to believe that anything was possible and that Itoo could
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have whatever Iwanted. Iwas tired of being afraid, and Iwas tired
of running away, and Iwas tired of being alone. The next Playground seminar was that very weekend, and Isigned up that night
to take it.
Come Friday evening, Iwas back in that same room with about
ahundred other people, all dying to know what was going to happen. Soon, two group leaders, aman and woman called "trainers,"
entered and took seats on stools in the front. Randy, the male
trainer, explained that we'd spend the next couple of days doing
processes, some of them written, others involving an activity, and
still others consisting of guided meditation. Inside these doors, we
were assured, there were no right or wrong answers and no failing
grades. Playground was areturn to childhood, meant to be fun. The
rest of the evening was spent on the first process. Each of us got to
watch ourselves on amonitor as acamera made acomplete circle
around us. The purpose, Randy explained, was to give us an idea of
how we appeared to others.
In the next two days, Iwould confront my fear of being on
stage, discover that Itoo held prejudices against other people, and
realize that in every human being there's awonderful person just
dying to get out. One hundred total strangers had walked into the
workshop on Friday night, but by Sunday evening we were best
friends sorry to be parting. Ninety-nine strangers had supported
and loved me while Iconfronted my own fears, and Ihad gotten to
do the same for them.
Playground was just one of the many workshops and seminars
conducted by this organization known as Summit, and Iwanted to
be around the wonderful energy Ifound that weekend all the time.
Ioffered my services as avolunteer and signed up for the next available workshop, the women's workshop, assuming that it would be as
warm and embracing as Playground. Was Iin for asurprise! The
big smile Iwas wearing when Ientered the workshop room soon
faded, for the women's workshop was no laughing matter.
Beth, the trainer for this workshop, led us through grueling
confrontational processes designed to unearth the secret traumas of
growing up female. When I discovered what we'd be doing, I
wanted to run but instead hung back and barely participated as others told tale after tale of abuse at the hands of fathers, brothers,
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friends, even strangers. Old and young, all had secret histories of
dashed hopes and shattered dreams.
One particularly poignant sharing came from a middle-aged
woman who had introduced herself at the beginning of the workshop as the happily married mother of two grown boys. She had
probably never before confided this story to another living soul.
Standing in the middle of acircle of women, she told us that when
she was eight, her adored older brother had allowed his friends to
see and touch her naked body. He did it so that they would like
him, and she did it to win her brother's love. Listening to her struggle through tears to reveal her long-hidden shame, Ithought my
heart would burst. Still, Irefused to join in this collective bloodletting and kept my mouth shut, desperate to maintain the illusion
that my childhood had been fine.
How Imanaged to get through the entire weekend, I'll never
know, but by Monday Irealized that Iwas losing my voice and
assumed that Iwas coming down with acold. No other symptoms
ever appeared, but for the next several weeks, Icouldn't speak above
awhisper. Iwas reduced to writing notes to communicate. Idid
manage to croak out my problem to one of my fellow Playground
alumni, Danielle, who suggested that Iconsult with someone at the
Center. When Iwrote out my problem for astaff member, she suggested another workshop. The next one available was a parents
workshop at the Summit center in San Jose. As anxious as Iwas to
get my voice back, Iwas sure the parents workshop wasn't for me
because Ididn't have kids. "Do you have parents?" the staffer asked.
Iwas on my way to San Jose. The parents workshop was just as difficult to sit through as the women's workshop. Ihad never known
such anger, and Iwasn't even doing the exercises. Merely hearing
others share their stories churned up all my rage. After another
excruciating weekend, Iwas livid and still couldn't talk.
Since Iwas planning to attend a follow-up meeting on the
Wednesday evening after the workshop, Ispent Tuesday night at
my friend Danielle's. To my surprise, she came right out and asked
me what it was that Ididn't want to say. What Idid in response
astonished me. For the first time since my father had molested me,
Iconfessed to another person what had happened. "You'd better
talk to Beth about this," Danielle urged me.
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Isat through the Wednesday meeting without hearing aword
that was said. After everyone filed out, Iapproached Beth, who was
still standing on stage. As Iwalked toward her, it became clear to
me that Ihad been holding on to my secret for so long that Ididn't
want to let it go. Ihad convinced myself that if Itold, people
wouldn't like me. That's why I'd been so terrified to speak. Somehow Iknew that it was time for me to stop guessing about what
happens when you tell and really find out.
Tears were spilling down my cheeks and my lips trembled as I
struggled to make myself heard, but the more of my story Ishared
with Beth, the louder my voice became. By the time Igot to the
end, an hour had passed, Beth was holding me in her arms, and I
had my voice back. "You're one hell of astrong bitch," Beth blurted
out with what can only be discribed as moxie. "You sat through that
whole women's workshop without saying aword. You're lucky your
voice was the only thing you lost!"
Iwas amazed at how much better Ifelt, and it wasn't just getting my voice back. It was finally having someone listen to me and
tell me it was okay. Istill feared that eventually my confession
would come back to haunt me, but that night Iallowed myself to be
taken care of. Danielle even sat outside for an hour and ahalf, waiting patiently for me to collect myself so that we could drive back to
San Francisco. For abrief moment, that scared, battered little girl
inside me had shown her face, and she didn't get slapped. It was a
beginning, but she was still very scared and incredibly vulnerable.
Even the air hurt, but she knew she was alive.
Iwas incredibly grateful to the staff of Summit for having created asafe haven where such abreakthrough could be made. As a
result, Ibecame what is known in the field as aworkshop junkie.
Summit was created by aguy named Paul Larson. Legend has it
that Paul had studied Eastern philosophy for many years and had
once worked with Werner Erhardt, the founder of Est. The workshops were designed to produce the enlightenment of the East by
using Western techniques. Every moment at the Center was atraining session, whether you were attending aworkshop, scrubbing toilets, or answering the phones, all of which Idid just to be there.
Soon my friends from the residence hotel saw less and less of me as
all my spare time was spent inside the warehouse structure in South
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San Francisco. My new friends at Summit wanted to walk the path
and live with Paul. For awhile, Idid too.
Iknew who Paul Larson was the first time Isaw him—although
he'd only been described to me as not looking like anybody else. I
guess his disciples found it difficult to deal with the questions a
description would create because Paul didn't look like aguy who
had it all together. He was about six five, with receding gray hair,
and he weighed about three hundred pounds. The people at the
center were fond of saying that Paul had aBuddha complex, and the
resemblance was uncanny. There was alight and ajoy about his face
that was unmistakable. After Istarted working reception, Paul and I
developed quite aphone relationship. We rarely saw each other, but
you didn't have to see him every day to fall in love with him. Ihad a
whole Oedipal thing going with him. One weekend when Iwas
assisting at aworkshop, he flirted outrageously with me, but Iknew
he did that with all the girls. Paul lived with Beth, and after awhile,
Idecided that if Icouldn't have Paul, Iwas glad she did.
Although Idon't see him or talk to him now, Paul remains the
father Inever had. That relationship was cemented the day he
walked through one of the Center's side doors, saw me, rushed forward, swept me up in his arms, twirled me around as he said hello,
then disappeared. I'd been suffering with astiff neck that afternoon,
but the moment my feet returned to the floor, Ifelt completely
loose, and the pain was gone. But that hug had more than just a
curative effect on my spine. It reminded me of the ones I'd shared
with my own father before he betrayed me. For the first time in
years, it felt safe to have someone bigger and stronger touch me.
Whenever Paul was around, Iwould just go up to him, say, "Ineed
ahug," and get one.
People loved being around Paul because he brought out the
best in them without even seeming to try. Iwanted everyone Iknew
to experience the joy I'd found at Summit; Ieven thought that if my
parents took aworkshop, we might learn to love each other. Iactually tried to sign them up long distance and almost had my mother
convinced, but she eventually declined, citing money and distance
as the reasons. Of course, Itook my inability to get them to do a
workshop as apersonal failure. Since no one who hadn't experienced aworkshop could understand my enthusiasm, alot of people
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thought Ihad joined some kind of cult, especially after the whole
Jim Jones thing broke.
Summit was home to me. For the first time in my life, Ihad a
circle of friends so large Iwas never without support or companionship. Ialways knew what Iwould be doing on weekends because
there was always something going on at the Center. My whole
social calendar was filled with great friends who truly wanted me to
be the best Icould be. Whenever Iwas wallowing in self-pity or
being negative, someone called me on it and refused to play along.
We had wonderful times, too. Everyone was so talented.
Danielle had been a child prodigy on the piano, and our blond
buddy, Ted, played the guitar. It wasn't unusual for abunch of us to
show up at apiano bar and just take over the place. Surrounded by
this group of bohemians, Ireconnected with the desire to perform,
which had surfaced during my last days in the air force. But, even
though many of my friends made their livings in the arts and recognized my talents, that self-defeating part of me refused to believe
that Icould ever make my living on the stage. That's why Itried as
best as Icould to replace my dreams of being an actress with fantasies of being on staff. Iwas considered one of the Center's best
volunteers and kept taking on greater responsibility, eventually handling all the travel arrangements for Paul and the trainers at the five
Summit centers throughout California. It was ironic how well
everything was going inside the egg carton-covered walls, because
outside, things weren't so great.
Iended up quitting the job that paid my rent at the temporary
nursing agency, even after getting araise, because the work bored
me, and Inever seriously looked for another. Ibegan doing bizarre
things to make money. Itried selling encyclopedias, life insurance,
and Kirby vacuums door to door, but was adismal failure. Next I
tried phone sales, hawking gold, magazines, and subsequently
sales training tapes for radio stations. That job provided me with
my first introduction to radio. Iworked early hours and talked to
radio stations all over the East Coast. Igot the distinct impression
that radio people liked their jobs. Radio, Ithought, must be afine
profession.
With all the time Iwas devoting to the Center, Iwas really too
busy to think about having arelationship. Besides, Ihad learned a
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few things about myself and men at Summit. In one of the evening
seminars, Idiscovered that Ihad developed adistinct pattern as a
result of my childhood trauma. There were always two men in my
relationships, afriend and alover, and my lover was usually unavailable. David and Reggie were aperfect illustration of that pattern,
which was actually the same triangle created when my father
molested me. My father had been my best friend, and when he
betrayed my trust, Ilearned that friends and lovers don't come in
the same package and that the most exciting lovers were already
attached. Just knowing something doesn't mean you can change it,
and since Ididn't think Icould, Idecided not to bother.
That's why Iwas shocked when this atypical little affair sort of
fell into my lap. Iwas in my own little world, singing as Iwalked
home down Polk Street, where I'd just grabbed alate night snack,
when avery handsome young man interrupted my reverie by saying
hello. He wound up walking me home and, after the world's fastest
courtship, Isneaked him past hotel reception and into afirst floor
bathroom so that we could be alone for afew minutes, if you catch
my drift. At that moment Ididn't even know his name and never
really expected to see him again.
A few nights later, Iwas in my room getting undressed when I
heard something hit my window. At first Ithought it was the wind,
but when it happened again, Idecided to take alook. There, standing in ahalo of lamplight, was the beautiful young man from that
incredible night encounter. When Iraised the window, he yelled
up, "Ithought Idreamed you." He'd waited outside that night after
he'd left me, and had guessed which window was mine because he'd
seen the light come on shortly after I'd left him. Ifelt like the heroine in afairy tale.
His name was Audry, and he claimed he was going to play football that fall at Stanford. The only reason I believed him was
because his legs were as hard as rocks. He was the most incredible
lover, and after having sex with him in aparked car at the beach, I
discovered something alittle disturbing about myself. My car was
parked right next to atruck, and the whole time we were making
love, Iknew we were being watched. Ithink that's what made it so
exciting. When we finished, the guys in the truck applauded and I
didn't feel the least embarrassed.
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Ilost Audry when Itried to introduce him to my other passion,
Summit workshops. I took him to an introductory lecture one
night, and to put it mildly, he was not impressed. We never really
saw each other again after that night, but the exhibitionism that
surfaced while Iwas with him would later lead me down strange
and desperate paths.
Shortly after the Audry thing ended, Imoved out of the residence, got my furniture from storage, and took athree-bedroom
ranch-style house in San Mateo with three other people from Summit. It was agreat place, and whenever we were all home together,
we'd have a party—which turned out to be a rare occurrence
because we all kept different hours. We used to call the place International House since we were all from different ethnic backgrounds. Phil was Korean, Iwas black, of course, Gayle was awhite
Southerner, and Alan was Jewish.
It was agood thing Igot my furniture back, because when Ilost
the telephone sales job, Ihad to start selling my possessions to live
and to pay for workshops. I abandoned the job search entirely
because I'd decided to go on staff. All Ihad to do was convince Paul
that Iwas ready, but Ididn't seem to be having much luck. Iwanted
him to ask me and, although Iwas already treated like staff, he still
hadn't. Then Paul announced his latest brainchild, "The Nine-Day
Training." He called it the first intensive workshop ever, and made
it amandatory requirement for going on staff. The debut sessions
were going to be held in Los Angeles, and tuition was athousand
dollars. But it seemed worth it because Paul assured us that it would
finally blow out any fragments of old patterns that were still keeping us from fulfillment. Isimply had to take it.
Assessing my own situation, Ihad to admit that Iwas still recovering from that nervous breakdown I'd experienced in the air force.
Iwas also, to my surprise, still suffering several aftereffects of childhood abuse—anger and an inability to trust chief among them. I
was painfully aware that Iwas still afraid to show what Iconsidered
my real face to the world, always hiding behind asmile and agiggle.
And it was getting harder and harder to maintain the disguise. I
needed to control every variable in every moment of every day to
avoid cracking up. The nine-day session was just what Ithought I
needed to steer me in the right direction for the future. Ihad to sell
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my car to afford it, but Iwas absolutely certain that the wisdom I'd
gain would be well worth it.
Even before the new workshop got underway, Ihad afeeling
that things weren't going to turn out exactly as Ihad expected. Ihad
already begun to see traits in my friends that disturbed me. All of a
sudden, Igot the feeling that they wanted to be on staff because
they needed to be with Paul. They didn't really believe that they
could ever translate what they had learned inside Summit to the
outside world, so they were choosing to cut themselves off from it.
I, on the other hand, had this nagging feeling that Ibelonged in the
world and not some workshop monastery. Iheaded for L.A., hoping
that things would look different when the workshop was over. They
most certainly did. It was during the nine-day training workshop
that Icut off all my hair for the first time. And not only was Ilooking different when Igot back to San Francisco, Ifelt like my whole
insides had been churned into butter. Believe it or not, Iwas in
worse shape than when Ihad left.
The training had been the death knell of my participation at
Summit. All my friends went on staff after we got back and wondered why Iwasn't. They called and called after Istopped showing
up at the Center. Somehow, Ijust felt that it was time for me to go.
The magic safety net wasn't working for me anymore.
At first Ithought the key to my post-Summit life was getting a
different kind of job, and Ifound myself scouring the papers again,
this time for work in the skin trade. The exhibitionism that had surfaced with Audry began to move to the front of the line in my
thoughts about what to do with myself. Maybe, coupled with my
desire to entertain, it would calm my restless spirit. Ifound myself
auditioning for aporn film director, allowing him to take aPolaroid
of me naked, then Imade an appointment at astrip joint downtown.
Since Iwas anovice, the woman on the phone said that Ihad to
come in and dance once for free just to prove that Iwas going to
take the job. She claimed to have been burned too many times by
girls who chickened out at the last minute. The first thing Inoticed
when Iwalked into her office was alife-sized poster of Blaze Starr.
Blaze was a world-famous stripper and Baltimore celebrity. She
owned aclub in the red-light district of the city, and I'd seen her on
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talk shows dozens of times. The boss lady warmed up to me immediately when she discovered that Iknew of and admired her idol.
The club itself left alot to be desired. Strippers danced on a
stage under aproscenium arch, and the audience consisted mainly
of derelicts who slept through the show. This wasn't exactly as I'd
imagined it. In my fantasies, Iperformed to a well-dressed and
appreciative audience like the ones in the movie Gypsy. When I
went inside to watch the girl on stage, Iwas shocked by her beauty.
Isurveyed the comatose audience, unable to believe that they were
ignoring her.
After the strip was over, the boss lady led me backstage. Ididn't
even recognize the girl I'd just seen dancing. In real life, she was
incredibly homely. She had rushed backstage and thrown on her
cat's-eye, Coke bottle—thick glasses to work on her latest costume
because she was being groomed for Vegas and needed at least seven
different outfits to break into the big time. What an illusion she had
created on stage. She was good. The boss was very proud of her.
Much like me, she had just walked in off the street one day.
The other girls at the club paled by comparison. They possessed neither the homely girl's skill nor her ambition. When they
danced, they got out of their clothes as fast as possible, then, lying
on the lip of the stage, simply spread their legs. They were asad lot,
showing the mileage of the rough road they had traveled. My education in stripping continued way into the night. Ihad made an
impression on the boss, and deciding that she didn't need to audition me, she put me on the schedule for the next day and assigned
me to the other black stripper in her stable for my orientation.
The black stripper she assigned me to gave me aglimpse of
what a stripper's life would be. "Give up your day friends," she
warned. "You're anight person now and your day friends won't
understand." She gave me awig, because men who watch strippers
prefer their girls with hair. Dancing naked is different than dancing
with clothes on, so don't jump around, she told me. Be nice to the
cops, they get to come back to the dressing room whenever they
want, and you can develop anice little side business turning tricks
for your regular customers.
After that night, Iknew Iwouldn't find whatever it was Iwas
looking for on that stage. Ileft that night and never even called to

126

ROBIN

QUIVERS

say Iwasn't coming in. For the moment, Iwas back in control of
my faculties and Ichided myself when Igot home, wondering what
Ihad been thinking of to even consider stripping.
The calls from my friends at Summit were still coming. I
decided Ineeded to get out of town to figure out on my own how
to live in the world the way we lived at the Center with Paul.
Besides, it was time for the rent, and Ihad only acouple of hundred
dollars to my name, so Iskipped out on my roommates in the middle of the afternoon without even saying good-bye. Since Iwanted
to be in show business, Imight as well go all the way to Hollywood.
This bird had to fly. Ihad learned alot at Summit. It was like a
crash course in life. All the things my parents couldn't teach me,
Paul had put into those workshops. Ihad all the information I
would need to take me where Iwanted to go, but that still didn't
prevent this little chick from falling flat on her face the first time
out of the nest.

When Itouched down at LAX, there was no one there to greet me,
and it suddenly occurred to me that Ireally didn't know much
about Los Angeles. When I'd been there before, Iwas never in L.A.
proper, Iwas always in the valley, West Hollywood, or Tarzana. I
didn't know if these places were sections of the city or the suburbs
outside. Ididn't even know if Los Angeles had adowntown, but I
was about to find out.
Ihopped on a bus, and once we reached downtown L.A., I
understood why I'd never heard of it. It was dirty and seedy, full of
flophouse hotels. Ican't imagine what the state of my mind was, but
Iwalked into one of these fleabags and registered. The room was
just six dollars anight. A neon sign blinked right outside the window in my dirty room. Again, the bathroom was down the hall, but
even after Ishowered, Icouldn't feel clean in this place. That
evening after dinner, Iwent to the TV room and watched the fuzzy
picture with abunch of sleeping drunks, sitting in the very rear of
the room, afraid to let anyone sit behind me. That night Iwas
awakened by what Ithought was the sound of gunshots.
The next morning at breakfast, Ishared the want ads with the
few men in the place interested in looking for work, then headed
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for the state employment office. Iwanted ajob, and fast, and was
even willing to be anurse, but there was no way for me to get a
license so far from the capital. Ispotted acounter at the employment office just for vets, took my place in line, and waited my turn.
It was the only time Ihad ever tried to apply for any kind of public
assistance in my life.
The pleasant-looking black man behind the desk was very solicitous as Ipoured out my heart, recounting my sordid job history
since getting out of the service. He took my hand and told me that I
needed time to relax and get my head together before I'd even
know what Iwanted to do. Finally, he referred me to what he said
was anonprofit agency that dealt with GIs having trouble readjusting to civilian life. He even called the guy there to tell him Iwas
coming over. "Remember, ask for Mel Jackson," he reminded me as
Istarted off. "Don't speak to anyone else, only Mel. We got to take
care of afine sister like you." Ithanked him profusely and sincerely
as Ileft.
The office Iwas sent to was amass of partitions. Irounded a
corner and encountered ayoung man who asked if he could help
me. A look of disappointment crossed his face when Iasked for
Mel, but he promptly got up and led me to the back of the office.
Mel, aleathery-skinned black man with abad complexion, was in
his own messy little cubicle. Iwas struck by how much he looked
like the photographer Gordon Parks.
Iintroduced myself and extended my hand. He took it but
remained seated. He recognized my name right away and asked me
to tell my story again. He, too, expressed great compassion, offering
to help me get out of the dump where Iwas living. He wouldn't
even let me go back there alone. Ispent the rest of the afternoon
sitting in the front of the office waiting for him to get off work. At
the end of the day, Mel rolled himself into the lobby and for the
first time Irealized he was acripple. That wheelchair was asouvenir of Vietnam, Ithought to myself, trying not to stare. Outside
awaiting us was his customized Lincoln Continental. The disability
checks must be awesome, Iimagined.
Ichecked out of the rattrap downtown and threw my bag into
the backseat of Mel's car. Then we headed off to Fat Burgers
Restaurant, where he told me he'd once seen Diana Ross sitting on
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astool at this very counter. Aware of my aspiration to stardom, Mel
added, "One day someone will be saying they saw you sitting on
that stool." Iblushed.
Then Mel got serious. He figured that Ineeded astake to give
me some time to consider my options. In order to get a stake,
though, you needed money to invest. Iwasn't sure Iwas following
the conversation, and he must have noticed my puzzled look. He
asked how much cash Iactually had on me, and when Itold him
about ahundred and fifty dollars, he sighed heavily. To get into the
game he was talking about would take about five hundred. With
five hundred, Icould buy some cocaine, split it, dilute it, and turn
my five hundred into about two grand. Two thousand dollars would
give me room to breathe. Today I'm shocked that Ididn't just get
up and leave. Iactually considered buying and selling cocaine.
Later, after we left the restaurant, Mel offered me a hit of
cocaine, which Ideclined. Next, he decided to prove to me what a
social elixir this white powder could be. Pulling the car to the curb
at abus stop, he asked apretty blond girl if she wanted to party. She
hopped into the car and snorted aline of the stuff after pouring it
from alittle vial as Mel circled the block. When we got back to the
bus stop, she thanked him and resumed her spot under the canopy.
"See how easy it is," Mel said and smiled. Although Icontinued to
refuse his drugs, he took me to amuch more expensive hotel that
night.
Ithought he had taken care of the bill and settled into my new,
clean bed worry-free. The next morning Iawoke well rested and
feeling good until Ipassed the front desk on the way to breakfast
only to be asked to pay the bill. Iparted with twenty-two dollars of
what little money Ihad and spent the rest of the day watching game
shows and soaps on the TV in my room. Mel showed up as
promised, this time revealing another part of the plan. Ineeded
more ready cash. He knew men, white men, who would pay for certain services. It wasn't any big deal, according to him. Sometimes
they'd pay big money just to look at you.
"Stand up and take off your clothes," he ordered. "Ihave to
inspect the merchandise." Istood and removed what Iwas wearing.
He beckoned for me to come closer, and when Idid he leaned forward, wrapping his lips around one of my nipples.
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"And just what do you think you're doing?" Idemanded sternly.
"I told you, Ihave to check out the goods!"
"I don't recall giving you permission to do that," Isaid, stepping
back and putting on my clothes. He spun the wheels of his chair
around and headed for the door, nonchalantly saying that he'd be in
touch. Even after that episode Iwaited for him to return, but when
Ididn't hear from him for two days, Ifinally put it all together. Mel
was apimp, and the guy at the employment office was aspotter.
They were trying to get me strung out and then turn me out. That
nice guy at the employment agency must have been an expert at
picking out women at the ends of their ropes. Mel was simply waiting for me to run out of money. Well, Iwasn't waiting around for
that.
Ifound the number for the YWCA in the Yellow Pages and got
aroom for fifteen dollars aday, including meals, and found ajob
selling ad space in afree newspaper. The boss really liked me, but I
never found out if Iwould have been any good at the job because it
was straight commission and Ihad run out of money. Iwas about to
panic when who should call one day at the Y? You guessed it. Good
old Mel. Ihad no idea how he tracked me down, but Ifigured he
had his ways since lost women were his business.
"What happened to you?" he said, feigning concern. "I've been
looking all over. You must be almost out of cash by now."
"Yes, Iam," Ireplied.
"Well, I'm still willing to help you."
"No thanks," Ishot back. "You left me in that expensive place
so I'd eat up my cash. If I'd stayed there, I'd have been on the street
days ago."
"Oh, Iwouldn't have let that happen."
"Like hell you wouldn't," Imuttered.
"Well," he concluded, "you know how to reach me."
"Yeah," Isigned off, "good-bye."
Ifigured that Imust have been areal mess. Why else would
Mel have been so intent on finding me? Idecided to take awalk to
reflect on the last couple of weeks. Iwas in astrange town with no
resources and no friends. The one time I'd reached out for help,
two guys had tried to ruin me. As Iwalked around, Istarted looking
at the people. Each time Ipassed someone Iconsidered poor, Idid
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aquick comparison. Here Iwas with the last fifteen dollars in my
pocket the only thing between me and the street and Istill didn't
look like these poor people. Iknew Ididn't feel like them either.
That's when Idiscovered that poverty was just astate of mind, and I
knew what Ihad to do.
Iwent back to the Y, found the pay phone, and made acollect
call. The operator made the connection, and the party on the other
end accepted. Itook adeep breath and spoke one of the most difficult sentences I've ever uttered: "Hi, Mom. Iwant to come home."
On June 27, 1979, Muhammad Ali announced his first retirement from the ring. Funny how Muhammad was attempting to end
his boxing career just as Iwas headed back to the ring. Ididn't
know it, but Iwas rushing headlong into the fight of my life.

10
RADIO DAZE

Iwas walking down the street of my old neighborhood one day,
headed for the bus stop, when Miss Alice, one of the older women
in the community, stepped out on her porch. "Robin," she called,
squinting to avoid the sun, "is that you? Girl, it sure is good to see
you. You're one of the ones that made it. Iknew then that Ihad a
job to do.
—1979
In the summer of 1979, afew weeks shy of afull year after I'd
arrived in California, Iclimbed aboard aGreyhound bus, found an
empty seat near the back, and bid farewell to the City of the Angels.
As some sort of self-inflicted punishment for flicking up my life, I'd
chosen the most uncomfortable form of transportation possible for
my return trip across the country.
Asking my mother for the money to get back to Baltimore
hadn't been easy—especially since awhile back I'd asked her for the
money to come home for avisit, intending all along to use it for
tuition for aSummit workshop. I'd lied, and she knew it, and her
only condition this time was that Ireally did use the money to come
home. Believe it or not, Ihad afew conditions of my own to lay
down before I'd accept the money.
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"Look," Itold her, "Iadmit that Ineed your help, and Ihave
every intention of paying you back. But Idon't ever want to hear
how you saved me or how you knew all along that it was amistake
to go to California or that Iowe you. If you can't promise, then don't
bother to send the money. I'd rather stay here and live on the street."
We each gave our word, and the deal was closed. There was no
way to describe the relief that swept through me as Iput down the
phone. The cavalry was coming. Iwas down to my last fifteen dollars, but help was on the way. Just like in the TV ads, Ipicked up
the cash at Western Union the next day. To her credit, my mother
kept her word—that is, until it didn't matter anymore. Just this past
summer, she finally broke down and mentioned for the first time
how she'd had to save me from my West Coast catastrophe.
As the bus that would bring me home pulled out of the station,
and my exodus was under way, Ireflected on my year in California.
Ihad nothing to show for it, literally. No career. No furniture. No
car. No money. I'd lost everything, including my credit cards. I'd
even borrowed against alife insurance policy I'd taken out in the air
force. Even my little retirement nest egg was gone.
Iknew Iwas going back to Baltimore to get serious about life
again. There was going to be no more fooling around. Ihad every
intention of hitting the ground running when Igot home, so I
decided to treat this four-day bus trip as my last vacation for agood
long while, and fortunately met up with the perfect traveling companions. There was acore group of six of us—agun-toting Texan,
his girlfriend, three young guys, and me. Ieven reached into my
overnight bag and pulled out the ounce of pot that had been languishing there for ayear. We'd smoke the marijuana while the bus
was on the road, then we'd jump off at every stop, find abar, and
down acouple of beers. We caroused all the way east, holding the
other passengers hostage to our merrymaking.
The last day of the trip was really sad. The pot was gone. We
were all nearing home, aware that we'd left with great expectations
and were returning with our tails between our legs. We'd already
lost the Texan and his girl. The next member of our band departed
in Ohio, another in West Virginia, still another in Pennsylvania. I
spent the final hours of the trip alone, contemplating what it would
be like living with my family again.
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My brother, Junior, picked me up at the bus station, and as we
drove through the old neighborhood, Iwas saddened to see that it
had grown even more rundown. Ididn't recognize many of the people on the street, and Ididn't hear the sound of children playing.
Hope had moved out, and despair had settled in. It was miserable,
and it made me miserable—but not as miserable as my mother's
gasp made me when she opened the front door.
"Oh, my God." She was staring straight at my head. "What
happened to your hair? My poor baby looks like an orphan!"
In an instant Iwas back to playing by Quivers' rules. Instinctively, my hands flew in shame to cover my closely cropped Afro. I'd
forgotten the unspoken rule according to which a black woman
never shows her kinky hair to the world. Hadn't my mother taken
that big plastic comb to my head enough to show me how awful
those kinks were? Didn't Iremember sitting by the stove, having
my ears and the back of my neck burned by ahot iron comb she'd
just taken off the heat so that no one would see what my real hair
looked like? Hadn't she taken me to adark, smelly "beauty parlor,"
replacing the comb with chemicals to fry my scalp?
My mother's reaction startled me because Ihadn't thought to
anticipate it. After all, the people Iknew in California loved my hair
that way. And no longer having to put ahot comb or chemicals on
my scalp gave me afeeling of empowerment and freedom. With
that one gasp, my mother's behavior activated years of programming that said that natural black attributes were ugly, and that it
was my duty to do everything possible to mask them. I'd soon find
myself in one of those beauty parlors again, applying chemicals to
my tenacious kinks.
Willing to do anything to avoid sitting around my mother's
house, Ibit the bullet one more time, grabbed my Maryland nursing license, and started my job search with the firm resolve that it
wouldn't be forever. There were two ways to go—back to the Maryland Institute of Emergency Medicine, where I'd worked in Shock
Trauma before the air force, or someplace new. Someplace new was
appealing because my buddies from Shock Trauma had all moved
on, and Iknew it wouldn't be the same. My old college friend,
Kathi, was asupervisor of nursing at aBaltimore hospital, and Iwas
sure Icould work for her. There was also an opening in the Surgical
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Intensive Care Unit of Johns Hopkins University Hospital. I
decided on Hopkins because it was different and because they did
open-heart surgery. I'd never worked in that area and, while my
youthful love of the new and difficult had faded, Iwas curious to see
what open-heart surgery patients were like. Novelty might be just
the thing to get me through the ordeal of working in ahospital
again.
Once Igot ajob, it was easier to cross the threshold of my parents' home. Iwas a productive citizen again. Ipaid rent to my
mother, and as Paul would have recommended, began to settle
accounts with those I'd left in the lurch. Iset up new payment
schedules with all the credit card companies Iowed money to, and
found out that it would take years to ever get another card. Then I
contacted my ex-housemates and other friends in California Istill
owed money to and worked out deals with them. Iwanted to wipe
the slate clean, just like Paul had taught me. This time, my fresh
start would live up to its name.
Next on the list was finding ameaningful career outside nursing. I'd tried sales and hadn't liked it. Retraining was probably a
wise idea, but Ididn't feel that Ihad the patience for four more
years of college, and the last thing Iwanted was amaster's degree in
nursing. So Ipicked up the Yellow Pages and let my fingers do the
walking through the schools section. Ithought Iliked working in an
office, so Iwrote down the number of abusiness school. Iloved
clothes, and added the number of a fashion school that offered
courses in becoming abuyer to the list. Then Inoticed an ad for a
broadcasting school and remembered the terrifically animated conversations I'd had with radio people while trying to sell them tapes.
Radio. Radio. Why not give it atry? Imade appointments at all
three places. As it happened, my first one was with the broadcasting
school.

The Broadcasting Institute of Maryland was located just across the
city line in alarge house that had been converted into classrooms,
offices, and studios. The head of enrollment, Mark Clark, gave me a
tour of the facility and administered what seemed to me apretty
simple aptitude test. Then we began to chat. Mark was completely

QUIVERS

135

entertaining, and there was something about the way he talked
about broadcasting that made it really attractive. He seemed to feel
exactly the way Iwanted to about what he did for aliving.
Mark explained that my education at BIM wouldn't be all fun.
There were practical reasons for going with the program too. Many
of the faculty were working broadcasters at Baltimore radio and TV
stations, and other professionals visited as guest lecturers, so I'd be
able to network while attending classes. The hours were ideal. I
could go to school in the morning and work the evening shift at the
hospital full-time. Broadcasting had hit ahome run! Inever even
bothered to keep the other appointments.
Things really seemed to be breaking my way. Iwas enrolled in
school and continuing my hospital orientation while waiting for
classes to start. But this tranquillity would soon be interrupted by
an unexpected phone call from Virginia. Uncle Leroy had just suffered a stroke and been rushed to the hospital. My parents left
immediately for Newport News to make sure he was being properly
cared for.
Once there, it became quite clear to them that Leroy, who'd
been awidower for years, would need constant care after he was
discharged. The doctors at the hospital recommended anursing
home setting, but my father insisted on bringing his brother home
with him to Baltimore. That was one trip Uncle Leroy would never
make. He died just as the stretcher was arriving. My father phoned
to insist that Iattend the funeral. That call was totally unnecessary.
Iwould have come no matter what.
Ididn't even recognize the little old man lying in Leroy's coffin
and Ididn't cry at his funeral. My uncle and Ihad said our goodbyes ayear before. Iknew that he had been living in misery and I
was glad his suffering was over. My one lingering regret is that I
didn't ask for anything that belonged to him. All my father's living
siblings converged on the town and began squabbling over Leroy's
meager belongings. Refusing to be apart of any of it, Iinsisted I
wanted nothing. So Iwent back to Baltimore empty-handed and
sad, only to find Ihad anew fight on my hands.
Although the rule at Johns Hopkins was that permanent shifts
were only given on the basis of seniority, Ihad only taken the job
after being assured that I'd be given a steady schedule so that I
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could go back to school. Now, with school just two weeks away, the
new schedule had me working both days and nights. When I
pointed out the error to the head nurse, she claimed that she would
never have made such adeal. Ithanked her for her time, quit on the
spot, and was immediately given my way. After all, ahospital down
the street was giving away free cars to lure nurses onto their staff.
With school and my permanent evening shift, Iwas out of the
house from seven in the morning until midnight, which made living
with my parents relatively bearable. Ihad to admit, though, that
things had changed while Iwas away. For one thing, my father no
longer worked. He'd taken an early retirement on disability after
having had acouple of heart attacks and now suffered from chronic
angina. And in the purest sense, he wasn't adrunk anymore.
While Iwas in the air force, he'd bottomed out one night,
woken up in his car, and realized that if he didn't get help right then
and there, drinking would kill him. Without even bothering to go
home, he went right back to work and arranged to enter athirtyday detox program. Once on the phone he'd told me he stopped
attending AA meetings because he didn't need them to stay sober. I
prefer to think that he couldn't handle one of the twelve steps—the
one that says you have to ask forgiveness of those you've hurt in the
past. My father had never acknowledged what happened between
us. He must have had aterrible time living with his demons because
as soon as he found away to turn over his supply of booze to somebody else, he started drinking again. Like the neighborhood, he was
just plain worn out. Ifelt sort of sad for him, and I'd occasionally let
him hug me now, always being careful not to transmit the wrong
message.
With the dawning realization of how far away Icould fly from
them, both my parents were trying hard to please me. They'd even
taken to waiting with the car to drive me home when Igot off work
at the end of the night shift. Granted, Iwas giving them more than
enough rent to cover the entire mortgage payment every month,
but the additional money bought me additional services. All my
meals were prepared for me, and my dirty clothes found their way
back to my closets and drawers miraculously clean.
Ithought nothing of letting the newspaper I'd been reading
drop to the floor because Iknew one of my "servants" would hap-
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pily pick it up. An enormous anger surfaced whenever Iwas at
home, and Iused it to bend my family to my will. Finally, Iwas the
chosen one Ihad so desperately wanted to be as akid. Iknew Iwas
behaving like an absolute brat, demanding to be waited on hand and
foot, but Icouldn't stop myself.
When Iwas home, Iwas treated like apampered child. During
the day, though, Isat in aclassroom of eighteen- to twenty-yearold kids, whose youth was aconstant reminder that Ihad alot of
lost time to make up for. Again Iturned to another lesson of Paul's
and gave 100 percent of myself every moment Iwas in class. Realizing that maturity could give me an advantage, Iused my life experience, raw talent, and discipline to attract the attention of those in
charge.
Almost from the start, John Jeppi, president and owner of BIM,
pegged me as afuture star and took me under his wing. But he also
felt that he'd noticed aglaring flaw in me that could jeopardize my
brilliant career. I'll always remember him telling me, "Robin, you
have the potential to be big in this industry, but you've got to get
that incessant nervous giggle under control. It can only hold you
back."
Mr. Jeppi's misgivings about my laugh notwithstanding, he did
everything he could to launch my career. Ican actually draw a
straight line from where Iam now right back to that school, for it
was at BIM that Ifirst met Denise Oliver. Every Friday morning, a
panel of experts from agiven field would convene to answer students' questions. On this particular occasiop, Iwas chosen to moderate agroup discussion of women in broadcasting. Denise was one
of the guests. Icouldn't even tell you who the other women were.
Denise was the one Iwas dying to meet.
At that time, Denise was program director of 98-Rock in Baltimore, one of the most successful album rock stations in the country.
For awoman to have achieved her level of success in avirtually allmale area of radio was impressive, to say the least. Because of it,
she'd achieved national recognition, and in my book, this made her
aneed-to-know person. Iplanned to do the most excellent job I
could that day, and the fact that Iwas moderating guaranteed that I
would get more than just achance to ask questions. So imagine how
disappointed in myself Iwas when Denise and Iwound up arguing
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about music at the brief reception after the program. The incident
demonstrated to me that Ineeded to learn to control my compulsion to argue every possible issue. Still, Ifollowed up Denise's
appearance with athank-you note and added her name to the list of
contacts Iwanted to keep in touch with after graduation.
Ihave to thank Mr. Jeppi for my first two jobs in radio. He had
made sure to establish relations with all the small-market radio station owners in the area, and whenever they were looking for talent,
those owners called the school. W100, alittle station in Carlisle,
Pennsylvania, was looking for amorning-drive news anchor, and
Mr. Jeppi submitted my name along with those of three other students. Istill wasn't fully aware that Ihad amajor plus going for
me—agood speaking voice. Aside from acouple of patients mentioning it years before, the subject never came up. But now, whenever Ispoke into a microphone, people sat up and took notice.
Among those who did was the manager of W100, who made me a
job offer on the strength of an audition tape Ihad made in one of
his tiny studios. Even before graduation, I'd been offered afull-time
radio position as the news director of asmall daytime station at one
hundred twenty dollars aweek. Iasked for time to think about it,
and spent the drive back to Baltimore mulling things over.
By the time Ihit the city, pros and cons were rattling around in
my head like loose change at the bottom of apurse. Granted, this
was areal radio job, but it was in the middle of nowhere. Icould get
buried up there and never be heard from again. It was agood place
to get experience, but if Iwas patient and waited until Igraduated, I
might possibly land ajob in Baltimore. One hundred and twenty
dollars aweek wasn't much money, and Ihad financial commitments Icouldn't ignore—like the car loan my father had co-signed
with me. Even working just four days aweek as anurse, Iwas clearing twenty thousand ayear.
Then there was the station itself. W100 wasn't just small market, it was ramshackle. The front lawn served as the parking lot, and
the day Iwas there torrential rains had turned it into asea of mud.
The W100 sign hung at afunny angle on abroken chain above the
entrance. All in all, it looked more like ahaunted house than aradio
station.
Ihad pretty much decided against taking the job when, on a
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whim, Idecided to drop by BIM to see if anyone was around. Spotting Tim Duff, afaculty member, Iwent into his office and was
warmly greeted. Everyone there always seemed to be in a good
mood.
"Can Italk to you?" Iasked, falling into achair across from his
desk.
"Sure," he replied. "What's wrong?"
"I just got offered ajob."
"Well, that's great!"
"No, it's not," Ireplied. When he asked why, Irecited my litany
of complaints. " So," Iconcluded, "Ithink Ishould wait for abetter
opportunity, don't you?"
To my surprise, he said no. Ithought he hadn't been listening
and asked him again. Sure enough, he was urging me to accept.
When Iasked him why, he answered my question with aquestion.
"Do you want to work in radio?"
"Yes," Isaid, "but—"
"Then take the job."
“
why? ”
"Because," he told me, " it's ajob in radio."

The next day, acting on Tim Duff's advice, Iquit nursing and
accepted my first radio job. The nurses in my unit who had laughed
behind my back at my broadcast dreams were astonished. While I'd
been at Johns Hopkins, I'd gotten an on-air internship at alocal
rock station. Itaped two newscasts for the afternoon-drive show,
and the hospital staff piped the station to the patients' rooms over
the intercom, so while we all worked, we listened to me on the
radio. A lot of my fellow nurses had made fun of my ambitions, but
now, with just asnap of the fingers, Iwas vindicated.
But Iwas far from brimming with self-confidence. Iappreciated
the fact that the move Iwas making was risky, not to say impulsive,
and I'd gotten in trouble by being impulsive. But Icouldn't let past
mistakes determine my future. If Iwasn't going to bet on myself,
who would? So Ipacked abag, and on abeautiful April morn set
out for ahaunted house in the Pennsylvania sticks. Iwas on the
road to Radioville.
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Luckily, Ed Harris, the guy Iwas replacing, was at the studio
when Iarrived to show me the ropes. W100 was afull-service radio
station which hit the air at sunrise and shut down before the sun set.
In between, they played middle-of-the-road music and offered halfhourly, five-minute newscasts from 6A.M. to 10 A.M. and afull half
hour of news at noon followed by aswap-and-shop show before the
afternoon-drive return to regular programming. In the two hours
between my morning duties and the noon news, which would be
my last broadcast of the day, Ed took me on the local rounds. We
stopped at the police station to see who'd been arrested for drunken
driving the night before and at the hospital to check on who'd been
admitted. My original doubts about the job came flooding back
when Igot aclear grasp of the scope and depth of my reportorial
duties.
Ed decided that we should do the noon news together that day,
his last at the station before he moved on to astation in Harrisburg,
so he called the afternoon newscaster and told him he could come
in late. It was aW100 tradition that the morning and afternoon
anchors handled the noon news together, trading stories. Ihad only
been on the air live once in my life, and that was as alark for about
fifteen seconds during aBIM field trip to asmall-market station in
Delaware. The butterflies in my stomach were massing the first
time Ed threw it to me. Icould hardly hear myself over the beating
of their wings, so convinced was Ithat I'd be fired the second we
were off the air.
Instead, people from the sales office came running up the stairs
to tell me how good Iwas, and Ed was so impressed, he took me
aside and told me, "Robin, whatever you do, don't get discouraged
and leave. The bosses at my new station in Harrisburg are thinking
of expanding the news department. Ithink Ican offer you ajob in a
couple of weeks." When Itried to thank him, Ed kept repeating,
"Don't leave."
After spending the night at amotel outside town, Istarted my
first day as news director and morning anchor of W100. Imust
have been incredibly nervous because Ican't remember one single
thing about being on the air that Friday. What Ido remember
vividly is the phone call Igot from Ed, telling me his new bosses in
Harrisburg wanted to meet with me that very afternoon. Ibarely
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knew the way to Carlisle, and here Iwas trekking to Harrisburg,
capital of the great state of Pennsylvania.
Two P.M. of my first professional day in radio found me sitting
in the office of Lloyd Roach, general manager of WCMB, Harrisburg, atop-forty AM station in amedium market. Again, Iwas told
that Ihad potential and was offered an opportunity at sixty dollars
more aweek than Iwas making in Carlisle. Icouldn't refuse. Given
the fact that Iwould be leaving W100 after one day on the job, I
wanted to give them two weeks' notice, but Lloyd said it was now
or never. So Itook it.
Ed was the news director and morning anchor at WCMB, but
he gave me his ten o'clock newscasts so that Icould sharpen my
anchoring skills. The rest of the day Itracked stories at the state
house, at city hall, anywhere news was happening. It was more fun
than Icould ever have imagined. Inever stopped working, day or
night, and loved every second of it.
This was awhile ago, remember. Harrisburg was next to Three
Mile Island, site of the worst nuclear accident in U.S. history. Igot
to tour the facility and report on how the cleanup was proceeding. I
stood in the center of rioting Cuban refugees from the 1980 Mariel
boatlift, who were protesting their internment at the army fort in
Indian Town Gap. One on one, Iinterviewed George Bush, who
was campaigning against Ronald Reagan for the Republican presidential nomination.
On the air, I worked opposite a crotchety radio old-timer
named Mac, who liked to rattle me by segueing to me for the news
with aquestion that Iwas supposed to respond to with asnappy
reply. Initially Ifelt intimidated. Before long, though, Iwas actually
looking forward to the on-air jousting, and soon listeners were
beginning to respond. Once when the WCMB softball team was
playing the Harrisburg fire department, afirefighter came up to
Mac and told him, "She really got you with agood one today!" Mac
bristled, but Iknew he knew it was always agood sign when people
mentioned abit. My fear of being lost in the sticks wasn't to be realized either. Joe Templeton of ABC radio went to the effort of calling to say that he'd heard me while driving through Harrisburg and
thought Ihad agood sound.
Not only was Itesting my wings, but Iwas having the fun I'd
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hoped for. There was areal family atmosphere at the station. We all
met every Thursday for happy hour at the local Holiday Inn, and
I'd made afew close WCMB friends. Candy, ayoung deejay on our
FM station, and Iused to spend every Friday night watching "The
Dukes of Hazzard." It wasn't that we liked the show's content, we
just wanted to see Bo and Luke Duke take off their shirts. When I
realized why Iwas addicted to the show, Iknew Icould never again
get on aguy's case for watching "Charlie's Angels."
Inever made it into an apartment in Harrisburg. Instead, to
save money, Imoved into the Y. It was strange explaining to the
many refugees from domestic violence who were my fellow lodgers
just what Iwas doing there, but Ihad my own bathroom, and anyway, Ispent what little free time Ihad sleeping or with my friends.
On the salary Iwas making, I'd barely managed to keep up with my
bills, but whenever times were tough, I'd just tell myself that one
day somebody was going to pay me what Iwas worth, and I'd carry
on. Often Ididn't have enough money for areal meal, but since I
wasn't one to ask anybody for anything, Imade do on candy bars
until the next paycheck.
After I'd been in Harrisburg for six months, Iwas beginning to
feel that I'd learned all Icould and was about to start working on a
demo tape. Once again, my luck held steady, and Igot acall from
Mike Majors, the news director at WFBR in Baltimore, whom Mr.
Jeppi had introduced me to before Ileft BIM. Two weeks later, I
was sitting in Mike's office, being offered ajob. Ihad made it back
to adecent-sized market in six months' time.
My hard work was paying off. WFBR, acivic institution, was
the official broadcast home of the Baltimore Orioles. Johnny
Walker, the morning man, was something of a legend himself,
although Iwasn't particularly familiar with his work. He had areputation for being irreverent and for being aprima donna, although I
hardly saw him the whole time Iwas there. He left immediately
after his shift, jumping into his Corvette and jetting off. He was a
radio star.
I'd been hired by WFBR to do midday consumer reports with a
new deejay named Bob Moke on the strength of the banter Mac
and Ihad perfected in Harrisburg. WFBR was looking for freer
interplay between the jock and the newsperson after 10 A.M., and it
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was now my task to loosen Bob up during my four reports. Bob
loved music, but he wasn't atalker. His style was to introduce me
and immediately shut off his mike. To get his attention, Istarted
planting the name Bob in my copy. If Iwas creating ahypothetical
situation involving aman, the guy's name was automatically Bob. If
it was achild, Bobby. Ialso resorted to an old trick of Mac's and
asked him questions on air to segue into my report.
Bob's and my on-air rapport was finally beginning to develop,
and things at work were generally great. Feeling like areal professional at last, Idressed in business suits, arrived on the stroke of
9A.M., and took pleasure in working with experienced broadcasters
who respected what Idid. Changing careers successfully had given
me asense of accomplishment, and Icould see abright future for
myself in afield Iloved and was committed to. Not so the hero
whose brilliant light had shown me the way thus far.
The news started like aripple in apond and was now rushing
toward shore like atidal wave in my head. Muhammad Mi wanted
to fight again. He was thirty-eight years old and hadn't looked good
in the ring for along time. The Leon Spinks rout notwithstanding,
he no longer belonged in trunks. Muhammad belonged in asuit, or
aBarcaLounger, or apool float—not in the ring. But here he was,
back again.
There were whispers that something was wrong with him. Was
he punch-drunk? Was there no one around him who would tell him
the truth? Ifelt so sad for him. Iwas not unfamiliar with feeling as
alone as he must feel. Well, Itold myself, if Muhammad has to do
this, Ihave to be with him, and Ibought tickets for the closedcircuit telecast of the fight at the Baltimore Civic Center.
It probably wouldn't have mattered who was in the ring with Mi
that late October night, but it so happened that the opponent was
Ali's former sparring partner and the best fighter in the ring at the
time, Larry Holmes. I'd never attended aboxing event before, and I
dragged my brother Junior's girlfriend, Mary, along so that I
wouldn't have to go alone.
It was adaunting crowd, electric with the frenzied energy of a
tank of sharks driven wild by the smell of blood in the water. To me
this was an historic occasion, but to the rest of the crowd it was just
another fight. Some of the audience thought that they were going to
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see Mi perform another miracle, but most were sure they would be
witnessing aslaughter and couldn't wait for the circus to begin. The
mood of the crowd radically altered after the first few punches, for it
became instantly clear that we were present at the passing of agiant.
Round after round, Mi came out for the bell and for three minutes endured an incredible beating. Pain was etched across that
same face that had once snarled and taunted his prey and was now
hidden behind his gloves. As soon as Muhammad tried to protect
his head, Larry pounded at his ribs, causing him to double over.
Tears streamed down my face, but Irefused to turn away from the
screen. Ibelieved Muhammad would have wanted me to see this
too. Losing is ugly, he was showing me, and going into afight with
no chance of winning is the worst and most sacrificial loss of all.
During the tenth round, one of Ali's trainers threw in the towel,
and Iexhaled at last. Now the audience had found their voices and
were complaining loudly about being ripped off. Ijust wanted to
escape. As we descended the stairs to the street, Mary started to
denigrate Muhammad for his poor performance. "At least he had
the courage to do it," Ishouted. "You think it was easy, taking that
beating?" My future sister-in-law didn't speak for the rest of the trip
home.
It wasn't going to be long before I'd understand the value of
knowing yourself and knowing your opponent before going into
battle. Raw talent and lightning-quick reflexes wouldn't always be
enough. Sometimes you have to train, and train hard, to be ready.
Other times you have to fall back and develop astrategy before you
can go forward. And even when you've prepared the best you can,
you might still lose. It's how well you come back that counts.
All things considered, life had been relatively easy for me—no
heavyweight losses Icouldn't recoup, no knockdowns Ihadn't been
able to dodge. But Ihad no idea what was ahead or how much
Muhammad's lessons of courage and conviction would mean to me
in the future, because Iwas planning on staying where Iwas for
quite awhile. That's when Denise Oliver, who was now in Washington, began calling me to talk about teaming me up with an
unusual new deejay named Howard Stern. From out of the blue,
fate was once again summoning me on.

11
HOT BUTTONS

A listener brought his two "sisters" down to the station to "meet"
Howard. One of the women was particularly genial, so Howard
and producer "Earth Dog" Fred Norris made love to her on the
studio floor (Newswoman Robin Quivers, audibly upset by these
goings-on, was unable to complete one of her twice hourly newscasts.)

—City Paper, April 2, 1982

Denise was so sure that Howard and Iwould make agreat team that
following abrief private conversation with him after he and Ihad
talked on the phone, she extended her hand and welcomed me
aboard. In awild reversal of what had happened to me in the air
force, Iwas legitimately going to be paid two thousand dollars more
than my salary was supposed to be. At an earlier meeting Denise
had said that the job paid twenty thousand dollars ayear, but the
station had budgeted just eighteen thousand for the newsperson.
Since she had quoted the wrong figure, she decided that Ishould
get the larger amount. It wasn't like Iwas going to be swimming in
money, but Denise was being fair, and Iconsidered that agood basis
on which to start our new endeavor.
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Then Irealized that Ihad to go back to Baltimore to resign
from ajob Iliked and had held for less than six months. That wasn't
going to be easy, because in my short time at WFBR Ifelt that I'd
become an integral part of the staff. It turned out that most of the
afternoon crew were genuinely happy for me, even though they
were sorry to see me go. My bosses were adifferent story. They
refused to match DC101's salary offer, but they tried to talk me out
of leaving anyway. They swore to me that I'd never be heard from
again after falling into the rock radio news pit, where there was litde credibility and no recognition.
Ihad to admit that there might be some truth to their admonitions. This was another risky move. It was aspur-of-the-moment,
totally impulsive decision, but if it turned out to be amistake, Ifigured I'd work my way out of it. After all, hadn't Mike Wallace of
"60 Minutes" once emceed agame show? And my bosses at VVFBR
didn't know something Idid. Howard Stern was going to be phenomenally successful. Iknew it the moment Iheard his tape. Iwas
going to be the newswoman on this incredibly popular morningdrive show in atop ten market.
While I thought I was going to be furiously clutching the
threads of Howard's coattails and basking in the warmth of the
reflected glow of his success, he was thinking he'd found afull collaborator. He had always envisioned ashow in which the personality, not the music, was the draw. He wanted to be that personality,
but he also knew that he couldn't do it alone. Four hours was too
much time for one person to fill, no matter how talented they
were, and would only lead to burnout. Now he was looking for a
few complementary co-workers to help carry the ball or keep it
rolling—whatever was necessary. That's what he felt he was getting
from me in that one phone conversation. Although Ididn't quite
appreciate it at the time, Iwas about to become apart of Howard's
grand design.
Once my private studio was completed, Howard and Iseriously
began to work on our on-air relationship. And that wasn't easy,
because we were no longer face-to-face. My studio was right next
door to his, and there was ahuge window between the two, but the
deejay booth was designed so that he sat at acontrol panel with his
back toward me. He also didn't have full control of when Iwent on
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the air because Ihad to flip aswitch before my microphone would
work. Ifigured the best time to flip that switch was right at news
time—even though Iwas sitting in the studio listening to the show
or to music while looking over my copy up to ten minutes before I
went on. Igot areal kick out of Howard's antics on the air. If he
noticed me laughing and reacting, he'd motion to me to turn on my
mike.
Howard really wanted me to jump into the show whenever I
was around, and Ijust didn't get it. He'd track me down in my
office after the show to tell me, "Hey, Robin, Ithink you're really
great on the air." I'd thank him profusely but in away that said
please stop because Iwas uncomfortable with compliments.
My tactics didn't seem to work, since he kept on insisting, "No,
really. You're quick and spontaneous, and you have agreat laugh. So
why don't you just put on your microphone as soon as you come
into the studio?" Iprotested that I'd only get in the way. "Oh, no,"
he replied. "You're great at just chiming in. Say the first thing that
comes into your head. You have great instincts. And if you just
think something's funny, go ahead and laugh."
Howard always thought that Denise was behind my reluctance
to be on the air with him, but that wasn't it at all. In my experience,
morning men were all quirky. As far as Iwas concerned, one day he
might want me to chime in and the next day he wouldn't. That kind
of erratic behavior could've sent my needle right into the red zone,
so Iwas simply trying to avoid problems. Howard didn't know it at
the time, but Iwas protecting him from my irrational temper. Istill
needed to control everything, and things were going too well to
rock the boat.
In that tussle, Howard's will prevailed. He kept nagging me and
nagging me until Ifinally started doing what he asked. Imoved into
the show gradually at first, turning on the mike only when Iwas
sure Iwanted to respond to something. Even this wasn't enough for
Howard. He didn't want my evaluations, he wanted my spontaneous reactions. Finally, Ijust gave in and flipped on the switch
whenever Iwas in the studio. Soon, he was urging me to type faster
so that Icould get back to the studio quicker. Ihad never felt so
wanted before.
As we were delighting in the joys of our newfound association,
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the person responsible for bringing us together spent alot of time
trying to shave off our rough edges. Denise had been around and
she had experienced alot of success with the kind of radio that was
on at the time, the kind of radio that fits aformat and provides the
listener with consistency. Howard's brand of radio was diametrically
opposed to all the rules and tenets to which Denise wanted us to
adhere. As aresult, she wound up playing the strict schoolmarm to
our wild bunch, and when her attempts to corral the two of us
failed, she began to concentrate all of her efforts on Howard alone.
Howard found all those closed-door sessions with Denise grueling,
but he was convinced that what he was doing would work and figured if he just kept explaining himself, she'd eventually catch on.
Iwas relieved when she stopped including me in the meetings.
Without any direct knowledge of where she wanted us to go, Iwas
free to pick my own course and decided to become the best darn
sidekick Howard could have. To do that, Ineeded to know everything about him, but he wasn't about to sit for hours of interviews,
so Iattached myself to him like abarnacle. After the show, we'd
have lunch together. I'd spend my time driving home replaying that
morning's show in my head, figuring out how to respond to his outrageous quips. Once Iwas inside the house, I'd call him and we'd
spend hours bolstering each other's spirits, trading information, and
discussing philosophy. It really didn't matter what the conversation
was about. Igot to see how his mind worked, and we began creating
ahistory of our own. Next thing you know, Howard was no longer
saying "I," but started every story with "Me and Robin."
The only possible obstacle Isaw on the horizon was Howard's
wife. We were already spending alot of time together, but Ineeded
to know everything about him, including what he was like at home
with his loved ones. That meant getting to know Mrs. Stern. Iwas
deathly afraid Iwouldn't like her, which would have taken all the
fun out of it. Meeting Alison Stern turned out to be much more
than merely arelief. Right from the start, Ithought Iliked her
more than Iliked him. She was lively, vivacious, warm, and alot of
fun to be around in her own right. In avery short time, the three of
us would become fast friends. Since they had moved to Washington
just acouple of weeks before we went on the air, none of us knew
more than ahandful of people. We started seeing each other even
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on the weekends. And the audience was responding to "Howard
and Robin" as ateam.
Looking back, Ican't imagine that anyone considered that silly
show we were doing in Washington to be outrageous. But Iguess it
was kind of avant-garde to have "God" for aweatherman and to
have him reveal that he had a gay lover named Bruce. Howard
dragged the TV show "Leave It to Beaver" into the eighties with
his daily "Beaver Breaks." One episode detailed the Beave being
strip-searched by the Prince George's County Police. Going into
the news he'd take amoment to describe my breasts, and it wasn't
unusual for him to recreate the sound of some tragedy Iwas reporting on, as he did when Iannounced that Natalie Wood, the movie
star, had fallen off aboat and drowned.
The show did follow a format of sorts. Every Monday was
"What's Your Problem?," where Howard took phone calls and tried
to deal with people's day-to-day crises. Tuesday was "Trivia and
Rankouts," where we gave out prizes for the correct answers and
the best "Yo Mama" jokes. Eventually we added aparody of "The
Match Game" in which Iplayed Brett Somers. We wound up with a
group of regulars, three guys we found on the phones and eventually dubbed "The Think Tank," to take part in these Tuesday
broadcasts. Wednesday and Thursday were sort of free-form, and
Friday was "Dial-a-Date," where we matched up wackos with other
wackos.
Iwas enjoying the whole thing, but Istill had other ideas about
my future until the day of the "Wedding of the Century." Howard
convinced Denise to let us have aTV in the studio so that we could
watch the wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Di while we were
on the air. But instead of just watching it and commenting on it, we
pretended that we were there. Iwas supposed to be in a booth
above the crowd, Howard was the on-the-scene reporter, and Fred
Norris, who had just joined us, was responsible for sound effects
and also became any character we wanted to talk to. We pulled it off
so well, people actually thought we were there. On that day Irealized how powerful amedium of entertainment radio was. We could
never have accomplished the same thing on TV Iwas absolutely
high after that show; it was exhilarating to be apart of something so
creative.
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ibe in this school for along time to come. Iwas committed to makIlooked at Howard differently after that and thought, Iwant to

ing the radio show everything Iwas convinced it could be. That's
when Howard and Ihad our incoherent meeting and formalized
our alliance. From that day on Ithrew myself into "The Howard
Stern Show" with total abandon. There was no time for apersonal
life—friends, men, or family. Iate, drank, and slept radio.
When we first started doing the show, Ihad no idea who Iwas
on the air or how Ishould act. Idecided Iwanted to be like Barbara
Walters. She could be serious and authoritative yet she wasn't above
the frivolous celebrity interview. Barbara was my girl. But by the
time of the "Wedding of the Century" show, Iknew that Ihad to
somehow bring more of me into the process. Howard was willing to
bare his soul for the audience, warts and all. When he and Alison
first decided to start afamily, he instituted apregnancy patrol, calling Alison on the air every morning to see if she was experiencing
morning sickness. The more we worked together, the more Idiscovered I'd have to be willing to expose myself to asimilar kind of
public scrutiny.
Ithrew out all my old philosophies about radio and started from
scratch. In our meetings, Denise always talked about holding an
audience for fifteen minutes. Ididn't see why we couldn't hold them
all morning. Istopped the endless repetition of fire and accident
reports. Who cared that there was afire across town unless you
were in it? Iwanted everybody's ear, so Istopped repeating all but
the most interesting stories. To do things my way, Ineeded more
material, so along with the three newspapers aday Iread before we
went on the air, Iadded the New York Post, the New York Times, the
New York Daily News, the Philadelphia Inquirer, the Chicago Tribune,
and the Los Angeles Times. Sundays and Mondays were reading days.
Iscoured the huge Sunday papers and every national magazine and
tabloid for things to talk about. My hands would be black from
newsprint, and Ihad to give up nail polish because the black ink
ruined the color.
Every afternoon on the way home from work Istopped at the
newsstand to collect daily papers from around the country, and Ilistened to TV news programs well into the evening. People said that
Isounded like Ihad been everywhere and done everything. Igot a
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reputation for being uncannily well-informed. Even so, Ihad anxiety dreams that I'd forgotten to read the papers and then wound up
on the air with nothing to say. In these dreams, Ifelt that Ihad let
everyone down—Howard, Denise, and the listeners.
Not all my dreams portended doom, though. It was around this
time that Ihad what came to be known as my ratings dream. The
radio rating service, Arbitron, puts out what is fondly called "the
book" four times ayear. The first one that came out after our debut
had started before we arrived, so it didn't really reflect our ratings
performance, even though it indicated incredible growth in DC101's
morning numbers. Everybody thought it was afluke, and Denise
was preparing us for aprecipitous drop in our numbers after the
curiosity wore off.
Then Ihad this dream in which Howard and Iwere called into
the office of our dreaded general manager, Goff Lehr. He proceeded to ream us because he felt we were doing the wrong things
to attract an audience. Howard was arguing his opinion, and Iwas
taking his side, but when Goff claimed we had no proof, Icried,
"No proof? Look at this!" Iflung open the office door, and through
it came pouring an endless stream of people in Mickey Mouse ears.
Before long, there was no room left in the office, but they were still
coming. Looking out of Goff's window, Isaw another whole sea of
Mickey Mice clogging the street below.
When Iwoke up, Iwas convinced that what had happened in
the dream was going to happen to us in reality. Our audience was
going to grow and grow. One day when Howard was feeling especially pressured from all the fighting with Goff and Denise, Itold
him about the dream, assuring him that we were going straight to
the top. He appreciated the support but claimed that he didn't
believe in dreams.
After the next book, when the ratings put us in the top five
morning shows in the nation's capital, Howard started consulting
me regularly to see if I'd had any more ratings dreams. He didn't
understand that the one I'd had was the only one Ineeded.
That dream told me that we were going to be popular, but it
didn't help me deal with the pressure that came with being apart of
agroundbreaking show. Ididn't know it yet, but Iwas still terribly
affected by the sexual abuse I'd suffered as achild and as aresult had
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alot of trouble dealing with issues associated with being awoman. I
knew that Howard was under attack because of the kind of show we
were doing, and Iwanted to support him in his fight to broaden the
boundaries of language and subject matter. But my past would prove
to be ahuge stumbling block and threaten my ability to form a
united front with him against his detractors. The first time Ideveloped aproblem, Howard made it apart of the show, as you'll see,
but later the problem would be played out behind the scenes.
Because of my hypersensitivity, there were occasions on the air
when Icouldn't help thinking that Howard was attacking me personally. They usually occurred while he was making some broad
generalization about women. All he'd have to say was something
like "Women are stupid" to set off my alarms. How dare he insult
me? my thoughts ran. Is he saying I'm stupid, that Idon't belong on
this show, or that Ishould just shut my mouth?
Icouldn't keep my mind on the show after astatement like that.
My thoughts would wander from whatever point Howard was trying to make to how hard it had been for me to leave nursing and
pursue acareer in radio, how radio, afew years before, wouldn't
even have been an option. Ifinally got so angry, Istopped speaking
to him off the air. Iwas very professional on the show. No one
could detect that anything was wrong, but in the halls, Iwouldn't
even look at him. Isuppose Ithought this was an effective form of
punishment because it had always worked so well on my mother. If
Ireally wanted to drive her crazy, Ijust stopped talking to her.
She'd finally have to go to my father and force him to make me
speak. After he molested me, he could only beg and pray that I
didn't choose to make an issue of it. Inever did.
Since it was impossible for the listeners to tell what was going
on, Iwas surprised one day when, instead of introducing the news,
Howard announced to the world that he and Ihad aproblem. He
confessed to the audience that Ihadn't talked to him for several
days and that he had no idea why because he couldn't get it out of
me. He figured that since his wife, Alison, was asocial worker, she
could get to the bottom of this, so he got her on the phone.
To my surprise, Alison didn't take sides. She was aperfect professional too, remaining impartial as she counseled her husband and
me. Irefused to discuss specifics on the air, but Alison extracted a
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promise from both of us to speak to each other after the show with
honesty, openly airing all our grievances. Iknew that anyone who
heard this part of the show was bound to tune in the next day to see
if whatever fences were broken had been mended.
The two of us convened in my studio after the show, as arranged.
Ihave to give Howard credit for being the first one to speak, assuring me that he was concerned about anything he might have done
to upset me. And Ideserve some credit as well because, angry as I
was, Itold him what bothered me in acivil tone. Isaid that Iwas
offended by his remarks about women and took them personally.
When he realized that he'd hurt my feelings, he couldn't have been
more sincere or apologetic. We ended the conversation with ahug
and the next day, we hit the air as friends again.
Of course, Howard continued to be Howard on the air. The
same guy who had Mayor Marion Barry shining his shoes in abit
and was proud to announce that he was farting into the microphone
wasn't going to watch what he said about women on the air, so time
and again, he would make the same kind of hasty generalizations,
and I'd have the same visceral responses. Icouldn't talk to him every
time this happened, Ijust had to believe what he'd said behind
closed doors and try not to take it personally, but it still ruffled my
feathers. Once Howard invited agirl who said she had acrush on
him to the studio, and he and Fred wound up under the console
with her. Idon't know what happened because that episode forced
me right out of the room.
Then, as I was driving home one day after a particularly
uncomfortable show, Iexperienced nothing short of arevelation. It
suddenly occurred to me that the racial stuff Howard did never
bothered me. He made just as many generalizations about blacks as
he did about women, and they made me laugh. Why was the
"woman" stuff bothering me so much? Because, just like our listeners, everything Howard said was fine with me until he hit my hot
button. Isuddenly realized that the problem wasn't Howard's, it was
mine. Ihad come to terms with black issues years before meeting
him. That's why black slurs and black jokes didn't bother me. But I
still had aton of problems hovering around my sexuality, just waiting to pounce. And each time that hot button was pushed, I'd react
irrationally by wanting to take my ball and go home. At this
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moment, Isaw the problem clearly and could deal with it, but
women's issues would continue to plague me for years to come.
Each time Howard got involved with women on the show, I'd have
to relearn this lesson.
But a lot of mutual good came out of that particular sticky
wicket. Once I'd conquered my irrational belief that Howard had to
be what my father had not—sensitive, caring, and protective—Iwas
free to genuinely define my role as his on-air conspirator. My job
wasn't regulating Howard's opinions on womanhood or anything
else. My job was to be the most articulate possible representative
for my own point of view. The more Iconfronted who Iwas, the
less Ihad to pretend that Iwas someone else. There was no reason
in the world why Ihad to agree with Howard. Iwas right there to
present my opposing view if it was warranted and would make for
good radio. The birthing process was adifficult one. Labor would
take years, but Howard was there for me, coaching me through the
whole process.

It was agood thing we didn't air much of our dirty laundry on the
program because one of our enemies' favorite tactics had always been
to divide and conquer. Denise, looking for an ally in her battle to
contain her morning man, often phrased her questions to me in away
that made me think she was looking for any sign of discord. "Don't
you mind it when Howard talks to you during the news?" she'd ask
constantly. "Does it bother you when Howard calls you Rob instead
of using your full name?" she inquired on another occasion.
Even so, Ifelt that Denise truly had my best interests at heart
and was doing the best job she could for both Howard and me.
Goff, on the other hand, only seemed to care about exercising his
power and was never subtle. He went right for the jugular. After the
ratings came out, he called me into the office and told me he was
giving me aten-thousand-dollar raise. Iwas very happy to get the
money. Iwas still commuting from Baltimore every day at twothirty in the morning and that raise meant that Icould finally move
closer to work. But if he thought he was buying my friendship or
loyalty, he was sorely misguided. Goff's little gesture boomeranged
almost immediately when Imoved to my little one-bedroom garden
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apartment in Rockville, Maryland. There was no longer anything
keeping Howard and me apart. Now Iwas only atwenty-minute
ride from work and afive-minute ride from Howard's apartment.
We weren't just co-workers anymore, we were neighbors. The
proximity had alot to do with how closely linked we became in
public as time went on.
The next thing we knew, we were causing acommotion everywhere we went. Once we even wound up blocking traffic in the
middle of the afternoon in front of Channel Five. The station had
announced that it was dropping its reruns of "Leave It to Beaver."
After talking about it on the air all morning, we announced that we
were going to the station to picket. We were shocked by the number of people who showed up to help out. Some of them almost got
arrested because they refused to stay on the crowded sidewalk.
"Did you hear what Howard said today?" was the question on
everyone's lips, from cabdrivers to the Capitol Hill cocktail party
crowd. Even the middle-aged woman realty agent who'd shown me my
new apartment was afan. Here we were supposed to be appealing
exclusively to young white males, but people of every stripe were
putting up with the rock-and-roll just to hear what would happen next.
The show was like an audio car wreck; people couldn't stop listening.
Iwas still looking for anews style that would complement the
show. Idid lots of different stories, but the news sounded much the
same as it did on other stations. Then, one day in aconvenience
store, Ioverheard aconversation between two women and Ilearned
how to do news.
First woman: Did you hear what Martha did last weekend?
Second woman: No, what?
First roman: She went to Atlantic City with aman who wasn't her
husband.
Second woman: You're kidding! How did she manage it? What did
she tell her husband?
Both the second woman and Iwere hooked. We wanted to know the
answers to those questions—she because she knew the parties
involved, Ibecause Iwas getting to hear something Iwasn't supposed
to. Iwanted my news to be that compelling, an intimate conversation
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about fascinating information. The headline concept of local news
went out the window. Istarted to do longer forms of stories, and a
story from the National Enquirer could get just as much weight as a
story from the Washington Post. Wire copy remained important, but it
was no longer the only important form of morning news.
Just because information was afew days old didn't mean it had
lost its potency. If Isaw an article in aweek-old magazine worth
talking about, I'd throw that in as well. Howard might hook the listeners in by asking me if I'd heard about the Greek guy caught
coming out of the men's room with adead pelican and then tell me
the story. After astory like that, the listeners were bound to hear
every other story Iput in the newscast. Jerry Nachman, who was
then general manager of the NBC-owned all-news station VVRC,
told me that he learned more from me in the morning than he did
from his own station.
Ireally thought Ihad found the answers to all the questions that
had haunted me throughout my life. All Ihad to do was be in ajob I
loved to calm the demons that had plagued me in the past. The
restlessness and unhappiness were gone. Ino longer felt compelled
to wander the earth looking for something to give my life meaning.
Everything Iwanted and needed was right here. But just when you
think you've got all the bases covered, someone steps up to the plate
and smacks aline drive right into the hole in center field. And when
the moment arrived for abatter to hit that line drive, he would be
someone Iwould never have imagined, as you'll soon see.
At this point, though, nothing had happened to shake my sense
of security. We were on the air every day, having fun making fun of
everybody and everything. Little things began to crop up, portending trouble ahead, but Iwas too busy to really take notice. It gave
me agreat excuse any time someone questioned me as to why I
never dated. "Oh, right now, I'm so busy trying to get my career on
track. Maybe later, when things calm down," I'd tell them.
When you're as busy as Iwas and having that much fun, you
miss the signs. Sure, aCongressman had read aletter of comdemnation about Howard on the floor of the House. And yes, the articles in the press had started to refer to the show as tasteless and
mean, and afew parents had gotten together to mount sponsor boycotts. But, in general, the audience got the joke and the Federal
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Communications Commission maintained a hands-off attitude
toward the show. Ithought we lived in acountry with freedom of
speech and never believed any of this would amount to anything.
Iwas feeling so good about the show and Howard that as the
end of the year approached, Idecided that Ishould do something
for him. Because Howard was just a guy on the radio, people
weren't recognizing him for the star that he was. Why not cook up
one of those on-air birthday tributes, Iasked myself, like the ones
Bob Hope threw for himself on TV every year? If people like Goff
heard abig fuss being made over Howard, maybe they'd appreciate
him for the enormous asset he was. The idea came to me in
November 1981, and his birthday wasn't until January, so Ihad
time to plan. My only problem was that Ineeded help to do it and
couldn't ask Howard, since it was going to be a surprise. Fred
thought the show was agreat idea and volunteered to help in any
way he could. Then Icalled the members of "The Think Tank," the
three listeners who'd become regulars on Tuesdays. They were
excited to be in on apractical joke to be played on the jokemeister
general. That was the easy part.
Ididn't know how the rest of the deejays on the station would
react. Some of them were openly jealous of all of the attention we
got, but Iunderestimated their love of air time. They all agreed to
create tribute messages on tape. Then it suddenly occurred to me
that since Howard worked awfully hard on those live commercials in
the show, the sponsors owed him something. Icalled in the sales
department and asked them to solicit gifts for our birthday boy.
Unfortunately, the sponsors immediately saw this as an opportunity
to prove that they were as funny as Howard. We've always suffered
from the "Icould do what you do syndrome," so Ihad to quietly nip
this little rebellion in the bud. The last thing Ineeded was abunch
of unfunny guys loading up the show with their stupid gag gifts.
Dealing with all these different personalities and egos was an
eye-opening experience. Not that Howard didn't constantly complain about having to cater to so many people's whims, but Igained
new respect for his diplomatic skills. Me, Ijust yelled "N000000,"
and if you didn't listen, you didn't get to come to the party. So I
spent the weeks up to Howard's on-air party screaming my head off.
Those sponsors turned out to be the least of my worries. Istill
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had to decide what we were going to do between their commercials.
That was Howard's job, and Ihadn't really given it alot of thought
before now. Again, my respect for him increased. Ifigured that
guest stars would make for good filler, but who was Igoing to get to
come in to do amorning radio show? My first score was Alison
Stern. She'd never been in the studio with us before, and they'd just
announced that they were expecting their first child. So far, so
good. Then it came to me, aradical idea—Petey Green!
Petey was alocal Washington TV personality with his own public
affairs show. Ihad no idea why it was called "public affairs," because
Petey, ablack ex-con, just sat in aPapasan chair spewing his own
wacky brand of politics. Howard had discovered him channel-surfing
one weekend and hadn't stopped talking about how outrageous he
was because he managed to work the words "nigger" and "cracker"
into every sentence. Ifound away to contact Petey's people and
arranged for aphone call from him on the day of the birthday show.
Whatever Petey's reaction to Howard, Ifigured there'd be fireworks
on the air. Now only one question remained—how to spring the trap.
That Tuesday morning of his birthday, Howard started the
show as usual, greeting the audience and previewing what was on
tap for that day. The projected highlight would be the arrival of
"The Think Tank" at about seven o'clock. Howard, of course, had
no idea that they were already there, stashed in aback office along
with Alison, until the surprise was sprung at eight. The unwitting
guest of honor started worrying at seven sharp. "The Think Tank"
loved being a part of the show and were never late. Howard
couldn't believe all three of them would choose the same day to
screw up. He immediately jumped to the conclusion that something
terrible must have happened.
"Where do you think they could be?" he agonized every time I
came into the studio to do the news. I'd just shrug and tell him I
had no idea. He even went to an outside window and looked out at
busy Connecticut Avenue to see if he could see them. " Should we
call someone?" he asked me on my next trip in. Isuggested that we
wait just alittle longer. By eight, Howard was positive that they
were all under abus. He was so worried, Ibegan to feel sorry for
him but managed to hold out, knowing his torture was almost over.
The next time Howard opened the microphone, we all came
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bursting into the room in party hats, blowing noisemakers. The
birthday boy was clearly surprised and incredibly relieved to see the
missing persons in one piece. He immediately loved the idea that I
had played apractical joke on him, and he was thrilled that Alison
was there. The show truly took on aparty atmosphere, and my
Petey Green brainstorm paid off too. It was ahighlight and even
got Howard an invitation to appear on Petey's show, which he
accepted, appearing in blackface and wearing an Afro wig.
What started as a surprise special became an annual staple,
relied upon by Howard and the listeners to this day. Every year I
feel the pressure to top myself. The show still hasn't quite measured
up to my wildest expectations, but in all honesty, Imust say that it
has advanced light-years beyond its humble beginnings. That
Howard proclaims it one of the best shows of every year is atribute
to the increasing number of people it takes to put it together.

Shortly after the birthday show, Howard and Icelebrated another
milestone—in February we congratulated each other on our one-year
anniversary at DC101. Neither of us had ever been at one station that
long since we had gotten into radio. How much longer we'd be
together was another story. We really should have been living on top
of the world. By this time we had the number two radio show in
town, just behind the longtime favorite old-timers' morning show
"Harden and Weaver," yet we were still collecting losers' wages.
Howard had entered into negotiations with Goff, and because
of the level of tension between them, Icould tell that the discussions weren't going well. Finally he told me that he and Goff hadn't
been able to come to terms, and that he was looking at other offers.
In fact, Jerry Nachman, the general manager from the all-news station who had praised me so lavishly, turned out to be the batter who
would hit the ball into that centerfield hole. He wanted us to come
work for him but, the next thing we knew, Howard was no longer
talking to Jerry, who understood and loved the show. He was talking to the NBC brass in New York.
These titans of broadcasting, in their infinite wisdom, had
decided that Howard wasn't right for an all-news station. They saw
him in the number one market in America, New York, plying his
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trade at their flagship station, WNBC. Howard was ecstatic. He
had always dreamed of working in his hometown. Right from the
start, Howard wanted Fred and me to be part of the negotiation.
The smooth-talking NBC radio execs assured him that they'd
"meet with his people" as soon as they'd settled with him, and that's
just what they did. After Howard had signed on the dotted line,
they flew into Washington to talk to Fred and me.
The day of the meeting, Fred, Howard, his lawyers, and Iwere
all ushered into abig boardroom, complete with one of those huge
mahogany tables, at the NBC offices in D.C. The place simply
reeked of money and power. We were the first to arrive, but soon the
door opened and atan, balding, but very distinguished-looking man
with asmile like the captain of "The Love Boat" oozed into the
room. When he saw Howard rising from his chair to greet him, he
flashed his ten-thousand-dollar smile, pinched Howard on the cheek,
hugged him, and exclaimed, "Hey, baby!" He was then introduced to
the rest of us as Dom Fioravanti, the general manager of VVNBC.
Dom was followed into the room by the much less impressive
looking program director, Kevin Metheny. He was bald too, but he
was much younger than Dom and not nearly as distinguished. Little
beads of perspiration glistened on Kevin's shiny bald pate, but he did
his best to imitate Dom's shmoozy attitude. Iwas trying hard not to
prejudge them even though they were acting just like characters from
abad B-movie. But once they started to talk, my stomach turned.
Dom and Kevin were essentially saying that they'd listened to
us from their hotel rooms that morning and found us entertaining—but that nothing like our show was ever going to be heard on
the air in New York. The only question they had for Fred and me
was, "What will you do if we don't take you?" At this point, Iwas
feeling pretty silly about having gone out and bought anew outfit
just for this meeting. Stunned, Imumbled something about having
worked before so I'd probably work again, and Fred, in the same
state as me, basically answered that he didn't know.
The meeting ended with everyone smiling false smiles and shaking hands. "Oh yes, it was nice to meet you too," we all lied, then
Fred, Howard, and Iwalked out together. Fred was the first to speak
once we were alone. "What apair of barracudas," he remarked, exhaustion evident in his voice. "Yeah," Ichimed in, "real sharks!" "No, you
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guys are all wrong," Howard assured us. "You just don't understand."
The meeting notwithstanding, Howard kept insisting that Dom
and Kevin loved the show, and we kept trying to convince him that
he was wrong. "Didn't you hear them say that the show was never
going to be heard in New York?" Idemanded, but Howard dismissed
that as anegotiating tactic. There was just no getting through to him,
and what would have been the use, he had already signed acontract
to work for them, so Ijust gave in, saying, "Okay, whatever you say."
Then we split up and went home, but within minutes of getting in
the door, my phone rang. It was Howard, calling ameeting with Fred
and me at our favorite local Chinese restaurant.
Over delectable dishes that went largely ignored, we talked and
talked. Howard felt awful that the meeting had gone so badly and
swore that he was going to get Dom and Kevin on the phone as
soon as possible to straighten out the whole mess. He was still sure
everything would be okay. But that wouldn't be the case in acouple
of weeks when Dom and Kevin stopped returning his calls.
When word hit the street that Howard was going to New York,
the local news outlets jumped all over the story. It was agreat "local
talent makes good" item. Newspapers, magazines, and the TV stations were all calling. One of the first questions asked was, "What
about Robin and Fred?" Howard dodged that one as much as possible because none of us was sure of the answer.
A few weeks before the NBC deal was announced we'd also get a
taste of what it was like to be raked over the coals by anational newsmagazine. A producer from NBC News approached Howard about
doing astory on the show, swearing that it would be positive. We
cooperated fully, even allowing them to tape us doing alive remote
broadcast from alocal DC club. Imagine our surprise the night of the
broadcast, when Douglas Kiker, whom we had never ever met,
opened the piece by warning parents to get their children away from
the set before he continued this segment on Howard Stern and
"barnyard" radio. The piece aired just after the announcement that
Howard was going to WNBC in New York, and we've always wondered just how much it had to do with what happened later.
Meanwhile, back at DC101, Goff made no secret of resenting
Howard's good fortune and was determined to make him work
every single day of the five months left on his DC101 contract. He
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was also looking for any way he could find to inflict punishment on
his traitorous morning man. When he called me into his office, he
was looking for the answer to the question everyone was asking, but
be could get to one of the principles. Icould honestly tell him that I
wasn't talking to anyone at NBC. Ieven let him think that Howard
had deliberately double-crossed me. Iwasn't yet ready to burn my
bridges. Goff was anxious to make sure that the team could never
be reassembled, and he asked me what it would take to keep me. I
told him I'd get back to him.
Things were happening at adizzying pace. It was hard to know
what to do or where to turn. Immediately after leaving Goff's office,
Icalled Howard's attorneys, who were functioning as my silent
coaches, and asked for their advice, then went back to Goff and
demanded $ 100,000. "Well," he responded, "you're certainly not
the little girl who walked into my office ayear ago, are you? Okay."
Okay? He wasn't supposed to say okay. This was not part of the
game plan. As astalling tactic, I'd quoted him what the lawyers and
Ihad decided was an outrageous price. Iimagined from that response
that Goff must really hate Howard and would have agreed to almost
anything. I'd grossly underestimated him. Goff put afive-year deal
on the table that would pay me $75,000 the first two years and the
full $ 100,000 each of the last three.
This did not improve my situation at all. Ihad Goff pressuring
me to sign a long-term contract for more money than I'd ever
imagined making, Howard was still trying to talk some sense into
the people at NBC, and Iwas stuck in the middle. When Itold
Howard about Goff's offer, he was bewildered.
"Robin," Howard began, "Iwas hoping to be able to make the
whole New York deal happen, but Ican't tell you to turn down that
kind of money."
"So, Ishould take it?" Iasked with asinking heart.
"Yeah," he told me with obvious regret. "Iguess you have to."
Ihad never thought in forever terms, but Ijust wasn't ready for
this amazing period in my life to end. Yet all the signs told me that
it was over. Howard had a contract with those awful people at
NBC, and Ihad this major money offer from our enemy in D.C.
What more was it going to take to convince me that the wild bunch
was really breaking up?

12
TROUBLE IN PURGATORY

Shortly after Istarted working in Washington, my old married
lover, Bradley, resulfaced. Now he was divorced, with ason, and
had returned to reclaim the love of his life. "Robin," he declared,
"I'm taking you to Atlanta." "Bradley," Ianswered, "if Imove
anywhere, I'm moving to New York."
—1981
As it became clearer and clearer that everything I'd worked for was
crashing down around me, Istarted having mini panic attacks. They
often occurred just as Iwas settling in for the night. As soon as I
was comfortably ensconced between the sheets, with my head on
my pillow, I'd close my eyes and search for sleep. Instead, the sound
of my own heart pounding in my chest kept me awake. It wasn't just
that Inoticed it, the beating was so loud Icouldn't ignore it. Icould
be awake for hours, listening to it. In the days to come, Iwould
begin to fear that my heart would actually stop from the strain of
beating so hard and so furiously.
Iwas sick and frantic and horrified by the tricks destiny had
played on us. NBC, which had so recently seemed our savior, was
tearing us apart. Just days ago, like the Three Musketeers, we had
been celebrating Howard's contract as the harbinger of good times

164

ROBIN

QUIVERS

for all of us. Nov vit looked as if just one of the Musketeers was
going to claim the glory we'd fought to win together. And, as time
went on, Ibegali to feel that one Musketeer was running off with all
the spoils and didn't give adamn about the injustice of it all.
Goff had already begun his search for Howard's replacement.
I'd had my participation in the selection of my future partner written into the new contract, so the weekend after we'd made the deal,
Goff invited me to dinner at his favorite restaurant, Trader Vic's, to
meet ,aprospect from out of town.
Right at the front door of the place, Goff crassly started throwin, his money and his weight around, calling the maitre d' by his
first name and demanding his favorite waiter. He verbally abused
everyone, then tried to compensate for the abuse with lavish tips.
The waiters and the busboys just smiled and endured him. At least
they got to come and go. Ihad to sit there all evening. Goff was a
big drinker, and the more alcohol he consumed, the fouler his
mouth became. Dinner hadn't even arrived, and I'd already lost my
appetite. There was little doubt in my mind that five years of Goff
would drive me way over the edge.
Iwas stymied. NBC didn't want me, so in amatter of months,
"Howard and Robin" would be history. Goff was offering me close
to half amillion dollars over five years, but that didn't make him
any less despicable to me. So what did Ido? What any reasonable
hysteric would under these circumstances. Icollapsed. Ilost my
voice and missed almost three weeks on the air. Goff began to get
antsy. He must have assumed that Iwas faking the whole thing
because he ordered me to get adoctor's note. So Iended up in one
of those stupid paper gowns with my butt hanging out, listening to
amedical verdict that Ididn't want to hear.
As the doctor explained it, Iwas amess physically as well as
emotionally. The strain of all the fighting over the past year had
sent me right to the refrigerator, and the tension showed big time
on my thighs. My pounding heart was caused by high blood pressure. The doctor told me that if Ididn't lose weight, stop smoking,
and calm down in amonth, he'd be forced to put me on medication
that Iwould have to take for the rest of my life. When Igot home, I
completely broke down in tears. Here Iwas, not even thirty, and my
body was falling apart. My heart was beating out of my chest, I
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couldn't sleep, and Iwas addicted to nicotine. Yep, definitely, crumbling under the pressure.
After Ireported back to Goff, Iasked for some time off to take
care of myself. Icalled Alison and asked for her advice. She and
Howard were very into Transcendental Meditation, which Ihad
studied while trying to figure out what to do with myself in the air
force. Itook her advice and signed up for arefresher course. For
the next two weeks, Imeditated, dieted, and quit smoking. Ieven
put on ajogging suit, deciding to start an exercise program with a
good, brisk walk. My circulatory system was in such rotten shape
that my legs immediately began to swell. Within fifteen minutes of
leaving my apartment, Iwas back, lying on the floor, clutching my
knees to my chest and crying in pain.
Ihad no idea just how much of amess my body had become. As
anurse, I'd been on my feet, running for eight hours at astretch. If
Igained afew pounds, I'd lose them by adding afew more trips to
the utility room. Two years of sitting around on my butt, talking,
had taken its toll, but Ivowed to make acomeback. Ibought support hose to wear under my jogging suit. Then, Islowly started to
work up to amile-a-day walk. By the time Ireturned to the doctor's
office, Ihad lost ten pounds, given up cigarettes, and my blood
pressure was normal.
During the two weeks off, I'd come to the decision that Ihad to
sign Goff's contract. It was the only way Iwas going to reap any of
the benefits of the success "The Howard Stern Show" had achieved
in Washington. But when Iwent into his office and told him Iwas
ready to make it official, Goff informed me that it was too late. The
deal was off the table. Iwas also informed that during my time
away, he'd signed someone to take Howard's place. All the boss
from hell could promise me now was achance to try out for the
sidekick job. Ialmost laughed. Now Ihad nothing.
To make things even more hellacious, the situation between
Howard and Goff had burst into open warfare while Iwas at home
getting better. Every morning on the air now, Howard tried to get
under Goff's skin, lashing out at him for holding him to acontract
when neither of them wanted to work together anymore. Again, I
was caught in the middle. Ihad to do the show with Howard but
was still expected to audition for Goff's new morning man. This
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was an impossibly stressful situation, and Ifelt myself moving closer
and closer to the breaking point. My sanity was shredding at the
edges, and screaming voices of self-loathing and recrimination
flooded my thoughts. Ihad been a complete idiot ever to trust
another human being. What did Iexpect Howard to do when the
big money offers came—protect me? People only meant what they
said when it was easy. It served me right to be in this position, my
nose pressed against the glass, watching the parade pass me by.
Iappreciated that what was happening to me was areenactment
of my breakdown in the air force. Icould see that same black hole
that had once swallowed me up beckoning me back to the darkness,
but Ididn't want to go. Icalled Alison again and tried to ask for
help, but Ididn't know how. She must have heard something off in
my voice because she advised me to talk to my mother. Ithought
that was the strangest advice I'd ever heard. "Why would Ido
that?" Iasked her.
"Well, is there anyone that you trust that you can confide in?"
Alison replied.
She suggested that Icall someone for crisis counseling, but I'd
already stopped listening. It seemed to me that with despair consuming me, Ididn't have time to develop atherapeutic relationship
with astranger. So Ithanked her and got off the phone. As usual, I
was going to have to be the one to find away to save myself. Ieither
had to take responsibility for this mess, which would have plunged
me into asuicidal frenzy, or Iwould have to find someone else to
blame. NBC was too far away to be an effective target, and Ididn't
really know Dom Fioravanti or Kevin Metheny anyway. That left
Howard. Howard gradually became the focus for all my rage,
although Ifought demonizing him as hard as Icould.
Three times Iwent to him and asked him to explain how this
whole thing had gone down. Three times he repeated the exact
same story. The NBC executives had told him they wanted the
show and would talk to the rest of us after his deal was in place but
once his negotiation was completed, they refused to take any more
of his calls. He continued to insist that he knew he could change
their minds given alittle time. Iwalked out of Howard's office each
time believing every word he said, but as soon as Iwas alone, I
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turned on myself with avicious tirade of epithets and threats—just
as my mother had done to me as achild. Only this time, there was
no escaping that voice because Iwas carrying it around in my own
head. Ihad to make achoice. Either Iwas going to be Howard's
friend or save my own life. Ichose me, and the darkness covered the
sun.
From that moment on, Iguess Ihated Howard. In my mind,
the man Iknew was dead to me. He had betrayed me every bit as
much as my father had, but Iwasn't eleven years old anymore. Now
Icould do real damage. Irefused to speak to him or take his calls.
When he insisted on trying to find out what was wrong, Isat down
at my typewriter in the newsroom and composed aletter. Icalled
him names Iknew would hurt and accused him of things Iknew he
hadn't done. Every other word was "fuck" or "motherfucker," and
to top things off, Iaccused him of being aracist.
Looking back, Irealize that Ididn't mean any of what Iwrote. I
just needed him to stay away. He was the enemy, and Iused my
anger at him to fuel my comeback. The things Isaid to myself
about Howard were probably far worse than anything in that letter,
and they were on aloop. Once the tape had played to the end, it
started over. But my rancor got me going and gave me something
to prove.
Istarted looking for another job, using DC101 as my very own
job placement center. Ityped my résumé and cover letter there,
made long-distance calls, and used the studios to produce and dub
my audition tapes. Ifigured that at the very least they owed me
that. Ieven made acall to Denise Oliver and told her Iwas looking
for ajob. In afew days, she had my phone ringing off the hook with
inquiries. My anger also helped keep me on my diet and exercise
program and off cigarettes. With Howard's unwitting help, Ihad
begun to jog. Iimagined that his face was under my feet every time
Itook astep. The faster my pace, the more Igot to smash his face
into the ground. Iwas up and running in no time.
Meanwhile, the show sounded exactly as it had before all this
happened. Iforgot everything that was going on outside the studio
when we were working and acted as if we were still the Three Musketeers, but unless those mikes were on, not aword passed between
Howard and me. Alison told me later that it was atribute to our
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incredible chemistry that no one could tell we were on the outs.
Just as Ihad been stuck in the middle between Howard and
Goff, Fred found himself caught between Howard and me. Neither
one of us ever drew him into our difficulties by asking him to take
sides. Inever even discussed the situation with him. He continued
to be the glue between us, maintaining acivil relationship with us
both and behaving like aconsummate professional. And Icontinued
to look for an out.
Denise's contacts put me in touch with the news director of
WCBM, the official Baltimore Colts station, which was about to go
all-news talk. A couple of other stations wanted to team me up with
their goofy, zany morning men, but the idea of doing one of those
lame shows was like asking me to drive aFord after I'd gotten used
to aFerrari. Ijust couldn't do it. So Ifigured I'd go back to straight
news and pick up where I'd left off ayear before. Planning to use
radio news to get me to television, Itook the job as areporter and
substitute anchor at WCBM.
As soon as the deal was struck, and Iknew I'd soon be free of
both Howard and Goff, Ifelt like one of the jumpers in aToyota
commercial. Ifound myself running down the hall to tell my best
friend, then stopped in my tracks when Iremembered that we
weren't speaking. That job offer had broken the cloud that had
been hanging over me, and in the sunlight, Icould see that Iwasn't
angry at Howard, Iwas angry at the situation. But, in light of all I'd
done to him, there was no turning back. Ifound Fred instead and
told him my good news.
Goff was surprised when he got my letter of resignation. He
really thought I'd stick around to scarf down whatever scraps he
bothered to toss me from his table. He seemed genuinely sorry that
Iwas leaving and asked how Ifelt about Howard. Even he couldn't
tell what was happening between us. "Goff," Itold him firmly, "I
will never work with Howard again." Idid the show through the
period covering my two-week notice, and Goff and Ishook hands
on my last day. Isaid good-bye to everyone but Howard, even
though Iwas going to miss him the most. We didn't ever speak of
my leaving except to announce it during my last day on the air.
A caller asked if Iwas leaving because Iwas angry with Howard
for taking the job in New York. For the first time in along time,
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Howard turned his chair to look at me as Igave my answer. "I've
had fun working with Howard," Isaid without ahint of how Ireally
felt, "but Ireally got into this business to do straight news. And,
now that Howard is leaving, it's time for me to get back to it." I
saved my tears for the car ride home.

Once again Iwas starting over, and this time Iwas going to have to
do it carrying some pretty heavy baggage. The reputation of "The
Howard Stern Show" had spread to Baltimore, and my return to my
old hometown was big news. My new news director saved the article from the Baltimore Sun announcing my return. None of my coworkers, who were the stars of the station, had gotten such attention when they took anew job. Right off the bat, Iwas singled out
as not just any new reporter. My return wasn't asign of total devastation either. At least Iwasn't moving back in with my parents. I
found aplace not far from my very first apartment and vowed to
make the best of my lot. Throwing myself into the job, Iresurrected the old reporting skills I'd begun to hone in Harrisburg.
My work at WCBM was basically your nine-to-five job, and I
appreciated not having to get up before the crack of dawn every
morning. I'd roll out of bed for aquick run, shower, eat, watch the
morning news shows, and read the papers. At some point, I'd check
with the station to see if they had any stories for me to cover. If not,
I'd develop my own. It was agood deal if you wanted to do this
kind of work, but I'd soon learn that Ihad lost my taste for it.
Almost nothing gripped me. Iwas used to the total freedom of
being a radio personality. Ino longer wanted to pretend to be
objective or uninvolved.
Iadmit, it was still exciting to be in the middle of abreaking
story. Ivividly remember covering astrike vote of angry workers,
where the slightest spark could have resulted in violence. My new
cohorts actually praised my call-in reports from the scene. Election
coverage was fun too. Itremendously enjoyed broadcasting live
from Curt Shmoke's election night headquarters when he ran for
district attorney. It was his first political campaign, but everyone
could see that he was abudding political star—as his eventual election to mayor would prove. Unfortunately, strikes and elections

17 0

ROBIN

QUIVERS

didn't happen every day, and most of the time Iwas just plain bored.
Even being on the air didn't give me the same thrill it had
before. Ifilled in whenever one of the regular anchors was off the
air, which meant Icould be doing five-minute newscasts midday or
co-anchoring morning or afternoon drive. News copy was now a
straitjacket because Ihad to stick to the script and was constantly
wrestling with my desire to blurt out something, anything, to wake
people up. Ikept busy, hoping that this feeling would eventually
pass.
On the up side, the station itself was quite pleasant, and the
new, young staff reminded me of my days in Harrisburg. Baltimore
is amuch smaller market than Washington, D.C., and there was
less of that killer air of competition among the members of the
staff. A lot of us were newcomers because of staff expansions, and I
became friendly enough with some of my fellow rookies to socialize
with them after hours. Even though things weren't perfect, Iwas
finally beginning to feel comfortable and to forget where I'd been.
Then one day Iwalked into somebody's office to do an interview. After I'd introduced myself to my subject, the woman
remarked that Ilooked familiar. Shrugging it off, Istarted my Q
and A and was in the middle of asking aquestion when she interrupted me with, "Didn't you use to be Robin Quivers?" Ireally
didn't know how to answer the question.
"I guess Istill am," Ianswered lamely. Once she realized what
she'd said, she blushed.
Icouldn't forget that incident or ignore its significance. What
was Idoing in Baltimore running around with atape recorder and
alligator clips in my pocket? Iwas Robin Quivers. Why was Iforcing myself to do something Ireally hadn't the heart for anymore? If
Ikept it up, radio would be just what nursing had become—ameans
to support my other habits. Ihad taken this job on the rebound, so
to speak, never really evaluating my true situation. I'd even fled
Washington, atown where Iwas well known, without even trying
to capitalize on my name recognition or my success. I'd just declared
defeat and left the field. The glare of the spotlight and the rejection
by NBC had undermined my confidence to such a point that I
hadn't even fought to get what Ideserved.
That was the first sign of life I'd shown since this whole episode
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began. The second would be much more public. Iwas filling in for
one of the afternoon anchors, trading stories back and forth with
my partner, taking my turn introducing other elements and reading
commercial copy. When it was time for me to throw it over to our
sports announcer, Iwas caught off guard. Unable to think of anything novel to call him, Isimply said, "Here's our sports guy" and
gave his name. As soon as the red on-air light went off, my coanchor and the rest of the staff ripped off their headphones and dissolved into hysterical laughter. "Sports guy!" they repeated, still
laughing. "She said 'sports guy'!" It was like the funniest thing
they'd ever heard—and all at my expense. But they all fell silent as
an incredibly powerful and commanding voice filled the room.
Mine.
"One of these days you're going to tell people you worked with
me!" Iannounced as they all sat and stared at me. Iwanted to crawl
out of the room. Icouldn't imagine what had possessed me to say
such athing. Thank goodness the sports report finally ended and
we went back on the air. But Ihave to admit that after that little
outburst, Ifelt better.
Ialso sensed that whatever happened, Iwasn't long for WCBM.
Ineeded something new, challenging, exciting. Maybe it was time
for me to make the switch to TV. In fact, I'd run into acertain TV
reporter on anumber of stories, so Icalled him and asked about
openings at his station. From there Istarted to investigate the
industry. My decision was made. And as soon as it was, the most
unbelievable thing happened!
Without my knowledge, Howard had continued his lobbying
efforts to get me to New York as soon as he reached WNBC. He
really scared the station's powers that be with his outrageous antics,
and each time they reprimanded him, he claimed that the reason
he'd broken the rules was because Iwasn't there. In no time at all,
he had them convinced that they needed me. The next thing I
knew, Iwas talking to one of Howard's lawyers on the phone. It
seemed to me that the call had come right out of the blue. But if I
found just getting the call shocking, what the lawyer was about to
say next should have knocked me off my seat.
"Robin," the attorney began, "Howard wants to know if you'd
ever consider working with him again."
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"Yes" sprang from my lips, and Iwas already on to my next thought.
Even television, my former ultimate goal, paled in comparison to
the rush of doing that show again. My mind began to race with possibilities, but the lawyer, applying the brakes, said, " Slow down a
minute, it's not adone deal. Howard still needs to talk to you."
Oh yeah, Iwas overlooking afew things, wasn't I? After all, I
hadn't left Howard on the best of terms. Of course we needed to
talk. Howard was already on the air in New York by this time, and
was working afternoon drive from four to eight at night. That
meant he wouldn't be able to talk to me until after he got home at
around nine. That left me with the rest of the day and all of the
evening to reflect on where things stood.
Howard and Ihad spoken since the breakup, but only acouple
of times. The first was shortly after I'd arrived in Baltimore. I'd
been shanghaied into giving an interview Ireally didn't want to
give, and it wound up on the second page of the Washington Times.
Before I'd left DC101, areporter we considered afriend, Dennis John Lewis, called me at home and extracted apromise from me
to discuss my breakup with Howard after the whole thing was over.
Ileft the city without ever giving him acall because Iwas trying to
avoid this very thing. But Dennis John, whom people always
referred to by both names, was like abloodhound and tracked me
all the way to my new station. When Ishowed up at the WCBM
company picnic, Dennis John was there with his little tape recorder.
The first thing he did was show me acopy of Washingtonian magazine with Howard on the cover in adevil costume, wrapped around
the current Miss Maryland, ayoung black woman. Ijust wanted
him to get the magazine out of my face, so Iwaved it away. It
wound up in print as, "She wouldn't even accept acopy of amagazine with Howard on the cover."
Dennis John claimed to know that Howard and Ihadn't been
speaking to each other the last two months we'd worked together
and demanded to know why. Iclaimed back that Howard was trying
to control what Isaid on the air by turning down the volume on my
microphone—an out-and-out lie, but what was Igoing to say? Ialso
alleged that Howard had betrayed averbal agreement when he
signed the contract with NBC without me. Isummed up the whole
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matter by likening it to adivorce in which the exes were not on
friendly terms.
Even though I'd exercised as much restraint as Icould summon
for this interview with Dennis John, the article definitely had bite.
A few weeks later, Icalled Howard to pass on amessage from a
businessman interested in proposing adeal to him. Iwasn't going to
give out his home phone number, but Ididn't want to prevent him
from making adeal either, so Imade the call myself. Igave him
the information, expecting that to be the end of the conversation.
Instead, Howard said, "Isaw the article. It really hurt." "Iknow," I
told him, "it hurt me too. I'm sorry."
That was all that was said before we both hung up. Recent
events were still too fresh in our minds for either of us to have any
real perspective on them, so talking was impossible. Any other necessary communication, which wasn't much, was handled by attorneys. Then, one afternoon when I'd gotten home early because I
was filling in on the morning shift, Steve Chiconas, one of "The
Think Tank" guys, phoned.
Through giggles, Steve told me that Howard and Fred were
with him, and because his wife was out of town and Alison had
already gone to New York, the guys were having amale bonding
session complete with pot. Fred later told me that in the midst of
their tribal bonding, they had suddenly missed me and decided to
give me acall, figuring the worst Icould do was hang up. It was
both funny and sad listening to them babble incoherently into the
receiver.
Eventually Howard must have taken the phone into another
room, because he got serious. He confessed that he had reservations
about going to New York without the team intact and kept insisting
that he would still make it happen. Iwas resigned to the idea that it
was over at that point and simply reassured him that he didn't need
anyone to become ahit. Iknew he'd be just fine, and Ifigured I
would too. This moment of sobriety was short-lived, as the conversation dissolved back into the bacchanalian revelry that had greeted
me when Ifirst picked up. Then they were gone.
In that phone call, Ilearned that Howard had somehow finally
convinced NBC of Fred's value, and Fred would be making the trip
to New York with him. Once Ihung up the phone, Ithought that
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I'd spoken to both of them for probably the last time. New York
was along way from Baltimore. At first, Ihad attributed Howard's
candor to the booze and the pot he said he was smoking, but later I
was struck by how courageous he'd been and how he was still keeping the faith. Ihad given him every reason to distrust me, and yet
he had no fear of disclosing his feelings to me. If the situation had
been reversed, Iknew that Iwould never have been so generous.
That Howard, he was always full of surprises. Now, after he'd been
on the air in New York for less than amonth, he wanted to talk
to me.
Iwasn't very successful at distracting myself that evening as I
waited for his call. The TV was on, but Iwasn't really watching it. I
tried to go through the papers but couldn't concentrate. So Iwound
up sitting around fantasizing about what he was going to say.
Finally, at eight-thirty, the phone rang. Though it was right next to
me on the sofa, Ilet it ring twice before Ianswered. To my surprise,
the voice on the other end was Alison's.
"I hope you know now that he was always fighting for you," she
told me, passing right over the formalities.
"I know," Isaid, choking up.
Alison had called to let me know that Howard was going to be
late and wanted to make sure I'd wait up for him. That wasn't a
problem. Iwouldn't have been able to sleep anyway. Alison and I
were still chatting when he walked in and took over.
"Look," Howard plunged right in, "here's the deal. Iwant you
to come to work here. Ithink I've got NBC to agree, but Ican't go
through what happened between us in Washington ever again. I
don't want to talk it through. Ican't discuss it. We've got to wipe
the slate clean. So, if you take the job, it has to be just like it never
happened and we're starting from scratch. If you can't do that, don't
come."
"I can do that," Isaid, meaning it.
Taking me at my word, Howard began to talk to me just as he
had the day before everything fell apart. "Don't give notice yet," he
advised me. "There are still afew things to work out. We'll let you
know when." So Ihad this incredible news, and Icouldn't tell anybody. Iwas so excited, it took me hours to get to sleep.
Suddenly, WCBM didn't seem so unbearable. Ihad asecret that
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made even the most mundane task more exciting. It took about two
weeks to get everything together, and Iwould have burst in that
time if Ihadn't told someone. Ijust shouldn't have told someone in
the newsroom. My confidante was a young producer who had
started at the station aweek before me. We shared alove of movies
and often attended the little art theater downtown together. Idon't
know why Ichose her to tell, but Ido know she immediately told
everyone else at the station. They all began whispering that Imust
have known this was happening all along. Eventually the rumor got
back to my news director before Icould tell him myself. He called
me into his office and said he was sorry to hear Iwas leaving
because he thought Icould go far there.
In the meantime, Ihad to meet with Dom "The Glad Man"
Fioravanti again, and anew player, the news director of WNBC,
Mary Beth Janus. Mary Beth was an anxious, chain-smoking. bottle
blond with bug eyes who appeared to be really putting a lot of
effort into liking me as we sat across from each other at dinner in
the restaurant of the first hotel to open in the Inner Harbor, Baltimore's newest attraction.
Mary Beth's face appeared frozen in a permanent smile. She
assured me that her specialty was developing raw talent, and that
she was going to mold me into atop-notch NBC newswoman. This
sounded fine, but all evening Isensed something nasty simmering
just below the surface. When Mary Beth split for the gift shop to
buy more cigarettes, Dom and Ihad time for aminute alone. "Mary
Beth is alittle uptight about this whole thing, but it'll be okay," he
assured me. Ididn't know what to think when Ifinally hit the street,
but Idecided to ignore the queasiness in the pit of my stomach.
Once the Three Musketeers were together again, things would be
fine, or so Ithought.

Once Igave my notice, Ihad to think about moving to New York.
Howard and Alison offered to help me find somewhere to live,
insisting that Istay with them the weekend Iflew up to look for a
place. They even picked me up at the airport. After the first hugs,
the ice was broken and we again nonverbally committed to setting
our lives on the same path. Icouldn't have been happier to see
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them. Maybe the painful endings were really behind us. Maybe a
marvelous new beginning had arrived.
My commitment included apledge of honor Imade to myself. I
resolved to be abetter friend to Howard than Ihad ever been an
enemy. What was important to him was now important to me. The
people he loved, Iloved. What he wanted for himself, Iwanted for
him even more. And if you wanted to hurt him, you were hurting
me. At the time, Ihad no idea where this vow would lead me, but I
made it from the heart, and while Imight have broken afew of
these vows along the way, no one has ever been able to get to
Howard through me.
Apartment hunting in New York is on awhole different level
than anywhere else in the country. Everywhere else, you check ads
in the paper, see something you like, and make a deposit. In
Queens, where we all wound up living at first, Ispent interminable
hours in real estate offices filling out applications and being driven
around to dilapidated fixer-uppers even though Iwanted to pay as
much as $600 amonth in rent.
That was more than I'd ever paid in rent before, and Icertainly
wasn't going to build someone's apartment while Itried to work a
full-time job. In one apartment the cabinets were sitting on the
floor, the plumbing was incomplete, and the agent, with astraight
face, smiled and said, "It needs alittle work." It seemed that all the
finished apartments had dried up when the agents discovered that I
was the client. Ifound nothing that first weekend and would have
to fly up again.
The next Saturday, the story was the same. There just wasn't
anything in my price range. Finally, Howard hit the ceiling and
started screaming right in the middle of the real estate office, "Is it
because she's black? This is bullshit! She's offering adecent price,
and you're telling us there's nothing. Just give it to us straight!"
Alison and Iexchanged glances of disbelief, but when we got
back into their car, he continued, "I'm telling you, this is arace
thing! You don't know these people. How dare they treat you like
that. You're better than most of the white assholes they rent to
every day. Those bastards!"
It turns out that he was right. Howard and Alison were taking
me to the same agencies they would go to, but Queens is avery seg-
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regated borough. Even our affiliation with VVNBC didn't help melt
the ice because, since the young agents taking us around never listened to it, we were embarrassed to even tell them we worked there.
The next morning, when we resumed our search, Howard
immediately told the agent, akindly, gray-haired old man, of our
predicament and suggested that the guy not waste our time. The
man said it wouldn't be aproblem and showed us anewly renovated
unit not five minutes from where the Sterns were living. Iliked it,
the deal was finally made, and Ibegan to write out the obligatory
checks. At this point Howard piped up and asked if Icould handle
the outlay of this much cash on such short notice.
To be honest, not expecting to be moving again anytime soon, I
had recently purchased a new bedroom set. I'd had to pay cash
because Istill had no credit. It put a serious dent in my bank
account, and Iadmitted that Icould cover all but about athousand
dollars of the expenses. Without hesitation, Alison whipped out a
checkbook and asked how much Ireally needed. Iassured her that
the thousand would do it and thanked them sincerely. Now I'd be
able to start my new life with alittle less anxiety.
Back in Baltimore for my final week prior to the move, Iwent
to my parents' house to tell the family Iwas moving to New York to
work with Howard again. "That no-good bastard," my father started
to grumble. In all fairness, he'd heard me say some pretty awful
things about Howard during the bad days at DC101, but when he
continued, "You're not going to work with that son of a bitch
again," Iattacked.
"Excuse me," Itold him in no uncertain terms, "don't ever
mention Howard's name again!"
"But Iwas trying to defend you," he sputtered, attempting to
explain.
"Look," Ireplied, "all Iknow is that working with Howard in
Washington was the best time of my life. And now he wants to try
to do it again in New York, and I'm going. Okay?"
"Okay," he capitulated, and the conversation turned to preparations for the move to New York the following weekend. NBC was
footing the bill for the move, but Ineeded my family to supervise
things because I'd already be gone when the movers arrived.
My final evening in Baltimore, the phone rang. It was Howard.
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"Robin," he said, "you'd better hurry up and get here. They just
suspended me again." They had sent Howard home from work for
an irreverent recorded bit he'd played the night before. "Idon't
know how long it's going to last," he concluded, "so you better get
here soon!" Things were sure different in New York.
Iwas still driving the used car my father had helped me get
when Iwas in broadcasting school. It had taken me to Carlisle,
Harrisburg, Washington, and Baltimore again and again. It was
showing all the signs of old age, but Ithought it had one more big
trip left in it. This time when Ipacked asuitcase and threw it in the
car trunk, Ifelt full of hope and excitement.
Iwas going to New York to rejoin my team. Things were back
the way they should have been all along. Iimagined that my very
presence would smooth over any roughness that Howard was experiencing with our new bosses. Ihad never really thought I'd live in
New York City, but if that was where the show was, that's where I
belonged.

13
CITY OF DREAMS

"Where are you going?" the man inside the ticket booth screamed.
"To Queens," Ireplied.
"Then you want the F train!" he bellowed at me as i
fIwere an
idiot. "Go right through there," he yelled, pointing to the turnstile.
Just as Iwas about to enter the subway, atrain pulled up. Hundreds of people came rushing through the same gates he had just
told me to go through. Istood there in shock with all those people
rushing by as i
fIweren't even there.
"Go ahead. Go ahead," the man in the booth urged me in amore
sympathetic tone, "they won't hurt you."
—1982
"See you Monday" was the last thing I'd said to Howard the night
before Ileft for New York because he and Alison had an event to
attend the Sunday Iwas arriving. Since they wouldn't be around,
WNBC had assigned Kevin Metheny, the short, bald, squat program director who had been riding shotgun with Dom Fioravanti in
Washington, as my one-man welcoming committee. Iwas to meet
him at the station around four on Sunday afternoon. Ifelt good
about this trip. Good enough, in fact, to just point the car north
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with no specific directions to New York City. Iknew that if I
headed straight up I-95, Iwas bound to find it.
As my poor old car stuttered and sputtered toward Manhattan, I
thought back to the crazy New York streets that had frightened me
so badly when I'd visited before. Icouldn't believe that Iwas actually considering taking acar into the city, but appreciated that a
true test of my love for the show would be to face my fear of Manhattan traffic and conquer it. Iprobably had things way out of proportion anyway. Just how bad could New York be?
Like many of my other fears, everything Iknew about the Big
Apple I'd learned from my family. According to them, New York
was awild place with dangerous people. It routinely ate you up and
spat you out. New York was so mean that no one ever lasted long
there, always running home just before it totally consumed them.
Violence and corruption lurked everywhere. It was on the street,
where young girls vanished after being sold into white slavery.
Fourteen-year-old hookers prowled the avenues in the freezing cold
wearing nothing but lingerie. Almost anyone could be a purse
snatcher or a pickpocket. Why would anyone ride the subway
knowing you could be shoved onto the tracks at any moment for no
apparent reason? My vision of New York was straight out of the
movie Taxi Driver. Iguess Ihad spent all my time in New York in
Times Square.
Crossing the George Washington Bridge, though, Iwas like a
wide-eyed kid on her first roller coaster ride. Everything was brand
new. Ihad always flown into the airport and then experienced the
rush hour traffic from Queens. In the back of ataxi, Inever knew
where Iwas, and my anxiety was so intense, Iguess I'd never actually noticed the Manhattan skyline. Now here it was, spread gloriously before me, just like all those photographs. Wow.
Once Iwas on the West Side Highway, Ihit asnag. Ihad to get
to Rockefeller Center, and Ihad no idea where it was. Idecided
that the wisest course of action was to get off the highway, find a
store, and invest in aguidebook. As it turned out, I'd gotten off the
highway at the 56th Street exit. Rockefeller Center was between
49th and 50th on Sixth Avenue. Ihad landed right where Ineeded
to be—another good omen.
The Sunday traffic was tame compared to what I'd remem-

QUIVERS

1 81

bered, and Ifound aparking place right on the street in front of 30
Rock. Iwas alittle early, but Idecided to go up to the station, hoping that Kevin would already be there, waiting. Rockefeller Center
was huge, but Iwouldn't notice that for months. Ifound the NBC
elevators and was impressed that Iwas going to be working in the
same building as the network itself. The radio station was on the
second floor, but Iwas going to have to get past two security guards
before Icould get there. The security guard called and asked for
Kevin, then told me that he wasn't working that day. Once my
predicament was explained to the person on the other end, he
agreed to be responsible for me while Iwas in the building, and I
was allowed past the desk.
As Istepped out of the elevators, Isaw the on-air studio right in
front of me and knew I'd hit the big time for sure. It was beautiful
and huge. There was abig round console in the middle at which the
disc jockey sat, and there were chairs in front of microphones all
around the outside perimeter. This studio could accommodate alot
of people comfortably, but now the room sat empty. Iwas buzzed
through asecurity door by an engineer who introduced himself, but
Icouldn't have told you his name five minutes later. He was working with avery heavyset deejay who was doing aweekend countdown show. He introduced himself by his air name, Big Ron. Neither of them had heard from Kevin, but they assured me that it was
okay if Iwanted to wait around.
Suddenly Iwas gripped by the dreadful certainty that my car
would be towed away if Ileft it on the street, so Idecided to move it
to alot and give Kevin abit more time. When Ireturned to the studio on the stroke of four, he still hadn't shown. After I'd sat around
the lobby alittle longer, Big Ron gave Kevin another call. There was
no answer, which we all hoped meant that Kevin was on his way.
To pass the time, Iopted to go for astroll. Unfamiliar as Iwas
with the territory, Ithought it best to stick close to the building and
headed toward Sixth Avenue. As Irounded the corner, Inoticed a
homeless black man sitting on the edge of abox in which atree was
planted. Don't look him in the eye, my urban combat training told
me, just keep walking. Unfortunately, Imiscalculated and looked up
just as Iwas about to pass him, and our gazes locked. " BRIMITCH!" he screamed as Ilooked away.
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"BIIIIIIIIITCH," he continued as Ipicked up my pace.
"BIIIIIIIIITCH," he bellowed for as long as he could see me.
People on the street turned in our direction and stared at me, obviously wondering what in the world I'd done to get this guy so upset.
Irushed right back to the safety of the radio station to find that
Kevin still wasn't there and couldn't be reached. Too shaken to stay
in the city any longer, Ipicked up my car and drove back over the
GVVB, found alittle motel over in Jersey, and settled in for the
evening. It was about six by then and already dark. After Igot to my
room, Icalled the station and was told that Kevin had never shown.
What asweetheart. What awelcome.
My first day in the city had been disappointing, to say the least,
and Ididn't know how to begin to interpret it. Ihad trouble sleeping that night but got up early the next day, vowing to give New
York another shot. Ishowered, dressed, and made it to my car by
seven-thirty that morning, figuring I'd have enough time to grab a
little breakfast before getting to the station at nine. It had only
taken me fifteen minutes to get to the motel from the city the day
before, but that wasn't in rush hour traffic. Now there were so
many cars backed up on the George Washington Bridge, Ithought
there had been amajor accident. It took me forty-five minutes to
cross the bridge, and when Icouldn't spot amajor pileup, Irealized
that this was everyday traffic. Ionly just made it to the station on
time.
When Iran into Kevin, he didn't offer an explanation or an
apology for standing me up. Coldly and impersonally, he simply
said that he'd forgotten, then shuttled me off to personnel for my
corporate orientation. Ifilled out alot of forms and was given a
whole folder full of information on my rights and benefits as an
NBC employee. Then, Iand agroup of other new employees were
shown around the NBC facility. When Igot back to the station,
Kevin gave me acursory tour of WNBC, ending with the newsroom, where he delivered me into the hands of Mary Beth Janus.
Mary Beth greeted me with that same tight, bug-eyed smile I
remembered from our meeting in Baltimore, but she was friendly,
gave me atour of the newsroom, and introduced me to the staff.
The newsroom was big, open, and noisy, with amodule of workstations in the center of the room. Three huge wire machines sat on
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counters that ran the length of the wall next to the door. Paper
from the machines spilled to the floor behind them as they ceaselessly rattled off the latest local and national news. Floor-to-ceilinghigh banks of electronic equipment, including reel-to-reel tape
recorders, commanded the opposite wall. TV monitors hung at
either end of the room tuned to Channel 4, the local NBC station,
and the sound from the radio station was piped in over speakers. It
was an impressive sight. In fact, it looked like how Ihad imagined
the city room of anewspaper would.
Everyone seemed busy. Judy D'Angelis, the midday anchor, was
preparing for her next newscast. An editor stood at the ready to
check her work. Iwas told that every piece of copy and every sound
bite had to be checked by an editor and approved for the air. Judy
and the engineer who sat by that huge bank of equipment were cutting what's called an "actuality," a short statement from a news
maker, for her next newscast.
Neal Seavey, agraying, middle-aged man and longtime VVNBC
news anchor, was on the phone. While he was holding, Mary Beth
introduced us. When Iheard his name, Irealized that Iwas shaking
the hand of the guy Iwas replacing. Neal had been doing the news
for Howard since he and Fred had gone on the air. Ifelt strange
facing him without addressing what was going on, but he smiled
when he welcomed me. Later, Mary Beth assured me that he'd be
reassigned. Past Neal's workstation sat ayoung black man who,
Mary Beth informed me, was about to leave the station. The newsroom was budgeted for only five newspeople and since Ihad come,
someone had to go. The news hit me like ablow to the stomach.
This young black man was losing his job because of me. Iwas
astonished that he could smile and shake my hand, knowing that I
was the reason he was out.
By that time, Howard had arrived for work and Iwas shown to
his office, which was on the same side of the building as Kevin's. I
was happy to see him, but Iwas even happier to see Fred, whom I
hadn't laid eyes on since DC101. To my surprise, Fred was rather
cold and standoffish. He acted as if he were meeting me for the first
time. Later Iwould realize that Fred had many unexplainable traits
such as this, and we'd eventually explain them by saying that he was
from Mars. But just then, Ihad other things on my mind.
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"Howard," Isaid, "Ijust met the guy they fired to hire me."
"Robin," he replied, "they did the same thing to me when Igot
here. They introduced me to the guy who was working afternoons."
"But he's ablack guy," Iprotested.
"Robin, we didn't make the system," he said, now understanding fully why Iwas so upset. "It's not your fault that he's losing his
job."
"Yeah, but it probably really meant something to him to work at
NBC. It means nothing to me."
Howard shrugged his shoulders. "Well, what are you going to
do?" he answered. "Iwanted to work with you, and that means that
somebody had to get the ax. It wasn't easy to tell Neal Ididn't want
him. He was anice guy, he just wasn't you."
Ifelt like Typhoid Mary in that newsroom. Neal Seavey had
really wanted to keep that job on the show with Howard, and the
black reporter was going to have ahard time finding ajob as good
as the one he'd just lost. Crossing the bridge into New York City
the second time was beginning to look like abig mistake.
There were all kinds of undercurrents in the VVNBC offices.
Everybody had secrets. No one spoke above awhisper. Conversations ended and people scattered when Iwalked into aroom. There
was no denying that the people who worked there were an unhappy
lot, suspicious of anyone new. Iwas to discover, too, in that first
day, that Mary Beth wasn't going to win any popularity contests
despite her assertions of how loyal her staff was to her and how
beloved she was by them. She claimed credit for the news department's every success and award. Her staff was so superb, they were
uniformly coveted by the other local stations, and she took full
credit for making them that way because she possessed all the
secrets of becoming a great newsperson. These she promised to
impart to me.
Once Mary Beth left the room, it was clear that things were not
exactly as she had described them. As Iapproached Mary Beth's secretary and Judy, who were now huddled in acorner of the room, I
overheard them sneering at Mary Beth's claims of responsibility for
the quality of their work and mimicking her demeanor. When they
noticed me, her secretary freely admitted that she was leaving and
was glad of it, though no job was waiting for her. She implied that
she just couldn't take her boss any longer. Then, second-guessing
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herself, she told me that things weren't really that bad and everything would be okay. Practically every time Mary Beth walked out
of the room, someone mocked her. What astrange place WNBC
was turning out to be.
Iwas relieved to be able to escape the newsroom at four and join
Howard and Fred on the radio. At DC101, the studio had always
been our oasis in adesert of insanity, where we would at least be left
alone to do our job on the air. Unfortunately, that wasn't the case at
WNBC. Howard sat in the center of the big console, speaking into a
microphone. Directly across from him, behind ahuge window, was
an engineer who sat at acontrol panel. The engineer ran all of the
equipment. Fred sat in the room with the guy, telling him when to
open microphones, hit sound effects, and run commercials.
Iwasn't doing the news that day, just observing, and Inoticed
right away that Kevin's shiny bald head was practically pressed
against the glass. Howard began the show with abrief hello and
introduced me as anew member of the staff. Then he said the call
letters, "WNBC," and signaled the engineer to hit commercials. As
soon as he stopped talking, Iheard aloud thud, as if something had
hit the wall.
"What was that?" Iasked.
"Oh," Howard sighed. "Kevin probably just threw another
phone."
"Another phone? Howard," Idemanded, "what have you gotten
me into?"
With an impish grin Howard replied, "Isaid it wasn't going to
be easy," then signaled the engineer to open the mikes.
Iwas beginning to understand all too well what he meant. At
least there had been ahoneymoon period at DC101. Now Iwas
being told that there would be no such period of pleasantry at
WNBC. It was war from day one, and Ihad just been brought up to
the front line. Iwanted to go to the bathroom, but Ididn't dare
open the studio door with Kevin on the other side waiting to
explode each time he thought Howard had done something wrong.
It didn't take much to set him off. When Iasked Howard why
Kevin had hurled the phone, he said that he probably hadn't liked
the way he'd said "WNBC." Who knew when the next phonehurling offense would occur? We were boxed in, and there was no
safe place.
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Since I'd come in at nine that morning, Ileft the air early and
checked in at the Warwick Hotel on Sixth and Fifty-fourth, where
the station was putting me up until my apartment was ready. One of
the women from the sales staff had to check me in because Istill
didn't have credit cards. Being shepherded around was embarrassing, but Iwas exhausted and anxious to get to my room. Iwas
standing behind her like a child, clutching my NBC employee
folder in my arms as she took care of the paperwork, when Iheard
the slurred speech of aman behind me saying, "Oh, we work for
the same company."
Before Icould turn around, his arms encircled my neck and his
head found my shoulder. Istood there, tired and shocked, not
knowing what to do but wanting to scream. Then the voice of a
woman obviously assigned to take care of the guy piped up, "No,
you work for ABC," she insisted, pulling him off me.
Once unfettered, Icould look my attacker in the eye. To my
astonishment, Irecognized the face. Ihad watched him, in fact, had
been quite impressed by his performance on the TV\ show "Bosom
Buddies." Tom Hanks was still relatively unknown then. He hadn't
yet made Splash, the movie that would launch his phenomenal bigscreen success. New York really was like no place else on earth.
Even the bum giving you ahard time could be astar. Isom has since
admitted to abrief dalliance with marijuana and cocaine, which he
quickly ended when, according to an article in Vanity Fair, he determined that agood father wouldn't carry on this way.
All the events of the day whirled past on the movie screen of my
mind as Isought out sleep between the fresh hotel sheets. At least
the room was nice and warm and clean. Iwasn't even aware that I
had drifted off until Iwoke with astart. Iwas panting and terrified,
but Icouldn't remember why. I guess that was a nightmare, I
thought, and Ihaven't even been in New York aweek. New York
had won the first two rounds, but Iwas still going to answer the bell
for rounds three and four and five. Ididn't care how much the place
scared me, Iwasn't going to let it beat me. There had to be away.
Millions of other people lived in New York and loved it. Ihad to
stay in the battle long enough to figure out how to do it too. But, I
had to admit, Ihadn't found any soft spots yet.
Tuesday brought more bad news. Sitting in on the show the day
before, I'd realized that Howard was trying to sandwich a little
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entertainment between lots of music, news, traffic reports, and
commercials. VVNBC was so tightly formatted that there was hardly
room to breathe. When he did talk, he was supposed to do it in
two-and-a-half-minute chunks and no more. Here was aperformer,
ahumorist who often needed ten to fifteen minutes to develop a
story, being told to dilute and refine everything he wanted to say
into two and ahalf minutes. No wonder other deejays sounded so
dumb and wound up giving themselves goofy names as asubstitute
for entertainment; there wasn't time for anything else.
If Howard wanted to do a recorded bit like "God Weather
Forecasts," astaple of the DC101 show, it had to conform to the
two-and-a-half-minute rule, and he wasn't allowed to talk and play
abit in the same break. Talk time was aprecious commodity at
VVNBC, and Kevin was right outside the door, keeping count of
every second. Now Mary Beth informed me that I'd be similarly
constrained while doing the news. There were four newscasts in the
afternoon-drive format; the first two were two-and-a-half-minute
headline lead-ins to the five-minute network news at the top of each
hour. My job assignment was to tightly construct and deliver four to
five stories with sound in that amount of time leading into the network news. This was called meeting the network. How creative.
We were back to square one. All the ground we'd fought to
clear at DC101 was amemory. Iwas doing atraditional newscast
with local fire and accident stories, and Howard was doing atraditional deejay job, giving the time, temperature, and acouple of yuks
between songs. When Iwasn't in the studio with Howard, Ispent
the rest of the week learning to write anewscast to time and practiced reading my copy to time with Mary Beth sitting across from
me holding astopwatch.

Getting my personal life together was another ordeal. Ihad to go
before aco-op board to be approved before Icould move into my
new apartment. In the meantime, Ihad to let the movers in even
though Icouldn't legally take possession. That meant atrip on the
subway because Ididn't want to take my car out of the hotel garage.
Just making it there and back without getting killed, Ithought, was
an accomplishment.
Owing Howard that thousand dollars was also beginning to
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bother me. Howard and Ihad just gotten over aterribly difficult
experience, and Ididn't want something as trivial as money rocking
the boat. Istill didn't know him well enough to understand that
there wouldn't have been aproblem, so Iturned to my parents for
help. Itried to explain the situation to my mother by phone, but
she just shuttled me off to my father even though she always handled the money. He started yelling as soon as he picked up the
receiver, which let me know that she had already briefed him as to
the nature of the call. "I'm sick and tired of having to always bail
you out of trouble. Why do you have to drag us into everything?"
He sounded as if he was just getting revved up, but my blood
was already boiling. Iwanted to crawl through the phone and stuff
the words right down his throat. Icouldn't believe he was making
such a stink. Hadn't I always been good to them when I had
money? Iwas the one who'd put the fence around the backyard. I
had bought them their first color television set, and had kept my
promise never to miss acar payment even when it meant Ihad to
go without food. Inever borrowed money without paying it back,
and Ididn't intend to argue. "Excuse me," Iinterrupted in midsentence, "put my mother back on the phone."
"Either you want to loan me the money or you don't," Itold
her calmly when she picked up. "So just say yes or no. I'm not listening to that noise."
"Oh, you can have the money," she quickly replied.
Iwas on ashort tether. Although my parents didn't know it,
their relationship with me was already down for the count. Right
then, Iswore to myself that Iwould get their money back to them
in record time, and then I'd give them their wish. Iwould never
drag them into my life again.
Icouldn't help but contrast the Sterns's response to my needs
with my parents' reaction. Alison and Howard had known me only
alittle over ayear, yet they trusted me more than my parents ever
had. Idecided at that moment that I'd rather live on the street than
ever again ask my mother and father to help me with anything. The
doors between us were slamming shut, and my parents couldn't
even hear them. They had never known who Iwas, what Iwanted
or needed, or how to offer me support. Iwanted so much out of
life, but they didn't seem to feel Ideserved any of it. If Ihad always
been aburden, now was the time to absolve them of it.
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Imoved into my apartment aweek later and lived in the dark,
without aphone, so that Icould send them most of my first paycheck. Within the month, I'd repaid the loan in full. My mother
even had the nerve to say that Ididn't have to rush after the last
payment. Ihave never asked them for anything since that day.
My new place was smack in the middle of a working-class
Queens neighborhood, but even though the buildings were literally
smashed against each other, it was aperfect place to withdraw from
the world. There was no hallway, stairway, or neighbors to contend
with. The front door was my front door. Somehow, right away, I
craved solitude. Inever even saw my next-door neighbors.
Back at work, Iwas beginning to learn what it must be like in
hell. Mary Beth became an ever-present demon at my shoulder,
whispering to me that Iwas incompetent and didn't deserve to be at
NBC. Iwas terrible at meeting the network right from the start. I
never seemed to be able to talk fast enough to get all the news in
before the network anchor started to speak. Each time Imissed,
whether by an inch or amile, Iwound up in Mary Beth's office
being verbally pummeled. Never once did Mary Beth offer constructive advice. She only criticized—and loudly. Ifelt that everyone in the newsroom was aware of Mary Beth's dissatisfaction with
my performance, and even the engineers started to razz me when
I'd come off the air, clucking their disapproval at my latest near
miss. Icouldn't have cared less about tarnishing the good name of
NBC News, but Ifelt bad about letting Howard down.
While Mary Beth was needling me in the newsroom, Kevin was
making himself athorn in all our sides on air. The NBC brass, who
had actually hired Howard as insurance against the loss of their
already out-of-control morning man Don Imus, now regarded him
as amaniac who might jeopardize their FCC license with his loose
tongue. Kevin's job, while we were on the air, was to sit with his
hand on the dump button, aseven-second delay that would delete
any words he felt didn't belong on the air. He sat across from
Howard for the entire show with his arms folded across his chest, a
permanent smirk etched on his face. It wasn't easy trying to entertain listeners with that sourpuss glaring at us while we worked. To
make things worse, he'd sometimes actually come into the studio.
The first time was quite ashock.
It was my second or third day on the air. He walked in, stood in
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front of me, and said, "Hey, Howard, what am Idoing?" Once he
had Howard's attention, he placed his hands in front of my chest
and started rubbing the thumb and index finger of each hand back
and forth. "Idon't know," Howard said and shrugged, annoyed.
"I'm tuning my radio." Kevin snickered, then fled.
Istared at Howard in wide-eyed disbelief. "And they're worried
about what you might do!" Isaid, shaking my head.
A few weeks later, Iwas carrying food back from the commissary when Ifelt something hit my behind as Ipassed Kevin in the
engineer's studio. Rather than make abig deal out of what Isuspected was aslap on the behind, Isimply upended the tray down
the front of his shirt and into his lap. As he was mopping up catsup
and picking off French fries, Iapologized by explaining that something had brushed against me and made me lose my balance. There
was never another problem.
Kevin was also bent on reinventing Howard as atrue announcer
in the NBC tradition. He had to report to Kevin's office each afternoon for instruction. It seemed that Kevin preferred jocks who
spun records and pronounced the call letters just right to the kind
of personality radio Howard made so well. It was hard to miss his
disapproval. If there was an NBC management course in humiliation, Kevin and Mary Beth had graduated at the top of the class.
On the heels of Howard's last suspension, Kevin had also been
put in charge of all recorded bits that were played in the show. The
most recent offending bit was an episode of "God Weather" called
"Virgin Mary Kong," which had been played the week before I'd
arrived. It featured God telling Howard about this new pinball
game, the object of which was to get Mary through asingles bar
without getting pregnant. Howard and God played around, and
Mary failed to make it to the door intact. The Roman Catholic
Archdiocese of New York City had called to complain. As aresult,
every recorded bit had to be previewed by Kevin. Again he refused
to confine himself to censoring the material to make sure it met
broadcast standards and insisted on giving us his unsolicited critique of the humor.
Within weeks of my arrival at the station, Dom, the general
manager, called me into his office to ask why Ithought Howard was
having such ahard time adjusting. Itold him that Icould sum up
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the problem in one word—Kevin. A saint couldn't have done any
better with that ogre breathing his foul, hypercritical breath in our
faces. To my surprise, Dom actually took my advice. Before long, a
red phone, which was adirect line to the studio, was installed in
Kevin's office. In order to tell the studio engineer to hit the button,
all he had to do was pick up the phone. He didn't even have to dial.
Those unnerving daily meetings were cut back to once aweek.
Kevin still got to approve every recorded bit, but at least we were
spared his grimaces. It wasn't much, but it was an improvement.
There was no such respite for me personally. Mary Beth's
relentless criticism of my work had adevastating effect on my selfesteem. Iactually began to feel that I'd never be able to do anewscast to suit her. Each time Isat down at the mike to do the news, I
froze, my anxieties so high that concentrating on my work became
impossible. All that kept running through my mind was that if I
screwed up again, I'd wind up right back in Mary Beth's office and
invariably, I'd stumble. Walking down the narrow hall back to the
newsroom after yet another fiasco was like walking to my own execution.
Everything Itried failed. Having trouble fitting in four stories, I
decided to give myself abreak and did only three. It worked, and I
managed to meet the network perfectly. Ifigured once Igot comfortable with this routine, Icould eventually graduate to four, but
Mary Beth wanted perfection right away. As soon as she discovered
what Iwas up to, she demanded that each cast contain no less than
four different items. Her reasoning was that people felt more comfortable with four stories. Ididn't bother to point out that afull five
minutes of news followed my brief newscast. Iassumed that Mary
Beth, like my mother, didn't take kindly to being challenged. In
fact, Mary Beth was reminding me alot of my mother, and as a
result, her words sliced through me like aknife. Ifound her humorless and moody. It appeared to me that the entire news staff felt that
humoring her was apart of the job. They never failed to take notice
of what she was wearing and always complimented her latest hairdo.
Soon Ifound myself falling back into line, complimenting Mary
Beth's impeccable taste in clothing and accessories in an attempt to
pick up brownie points.
One evening when Iwas preparing for my last newscast of the
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night, an alarm sounded in the newsroom that signified that the
network was going to break into regular programming with abulletin. Kevin was still in the station and came over to help me get
ready. Ihad to go on the air and basically ad-lib until the network
announcer began to speak. Afterward, Kevin was very enthusiastic
about my performance and said he'd call Mary Beth to tell her how
well I'd done. The next day Mary Beth called me into her office to
ream me out for not calling her at home when the emergency
occurred. That Ihad done agood job never came up.
I was at a complete loss. What could possibly please this
woman? Once Ifigured out how to meet the network requirement
with four stories and started to do it on a consistent basis, she
started to criticize my copy. Now, all of asudden, Icouldn't write,
and all my copy had to be approved by Mary Beth before Iwent on
the air. Ihad to sit across from her desk as she tore apart my scripts
with ared pencil. Either the words were wrong or the story selection was wrong. No copy ever passed muster without a few red
slashes.
Mary Beth made me feel so bad about my work that Icouldn't
even look the other newspeople in the eye. Iwas so demoralized
that Icouldn't get engineers to work with me when Ineeded to cut
tape. The only person who showed any compassion at all was Bill
Mahr, the afternoon editor. He often harumphed that Ishould just
ignore the old witch after approving the same stories she was about
to rip apart.
Having been the victim of unrelenting torture for two months,
Ifelt that any break at all would be arelief. Iwas grateful that
Christmas was right around the corner and that Icould just get
away from all this, even if for only afew days. Iworked right up to
Christmas Eve. That afternoon before Iwent to work, Ihad packed
asuitcase and put it in the trunk of the car. As soon as that last
newscast was over, Iwas going to go home.
Ijumped in the car and headed straight for that same bridge
that had led me into this awful place. Though Iwas tired, the night
driving was easy. Ifelt the pressure lift as soon as Iwas in New Jersey, and the farther south Idrove, the better Ifelt—until Ireached
3034 Grantley Avenue, Baltimore.
As Ipulled my suitcase from the trunk, Ienvisioned what was
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waiting for me behind the door of this supposed refuge. Nothing.
This was not aplace in which Ifelt safe or at peace. It was not a
place where Icould let down my guard. Iwould have to expend as
much energy keeping up my defenses inside that house as Idid at
NBC. Suddenly, Irealized Ihad not come here to rest, Ihad come
here because Iwas supposed to. It was aholiday, and holidays are
supposed to be spent with your family, like it or not.
Irang the bell and waited. Both my mother and father came to
the door. Standing there looking at those expectant faces, Ifelt a
profound sadness. Here was another group of people who wanted
something from me, and Iwas utterly tapped out. The well was dry
of everything but tears, so Igrabbed my bag and headed for the
stairs, shouting behind me that Ihad to get some sleep. Ijust managed to close the door before those tears burst into rivers, coursing
down my cheeks. Ithrew on my nightclothes, climbed into bed, and
as Icried myself to sleep, wondered who Iwas doing this for.
It wasn't for me. Ihated Christmas at home. All Iever remembered was waking up, not getting the toys Ihad wanted, and then
looking for my parents all day as they went from house to house in
the neighborhood getting drunk and forgetting to feed us. To top it
all off, as Igot older, they left me alone to clean up the huge mess
in the kitchen after we finally did eat.
So Imust have been doing it for them, my family. The people
who failed to believe in or support me, who had abused and
neglected me, and had left me wandering alone in the world afraid
to trust another living soul. The same people who had raised me to
do my duty without ever teaching me to love.
Robin, Isaid to myself as Idrifted into tear-filled slumber, you
don't have to do this anymore, not for them. It was the last time I
would ever go home for Christmas, and, although Ididn't know it
then, the last time I'd see that house for ten years.
When Igot back to New York, Iknew that Ihad no choice but
to figure out how to make my life work. There was no mother or
father to encourage me, no man to soothe me, no friends to bolster
my resolve. There was just me. Ihad to learn to take care of myself
because no one else was going to. But Ihad no idea how gargantuan
atask I'd set for myself.

1.4
DEAD AGAIN

Iwonder if the movie The Devil and Daniel Webster is any
good. It's an old black-and-white movie, and Ionly saw it once,
but you couldn't really call it seeing the movie because Iwas in a
sort of insomnia stupor, that point at which you're not asleep but
not truly awake either Iremember lots of elves and demons and
thought it must have been quite scandalous in its day. I've never
seen it when in full control of my senses.
—1983
There was only one reason for putting up with all the Kevin
Methenys and Mary Beth Januses, and the living embodiment of it
was ensconced right down the hall from Howard's office. Dom
Imus, the WNBC morning man, proved that real radio stardom
had its rewards. Imus was rumored to make amillion ayear. He had
awhole suite of offices, astaff of writers, and his own secretary. His
limousine was on call twenty-four hours aday.
For all his success, Imus was a real asshole. Management
wouldn't dare suggest ameeting between their great morning man
and their new afternoon talent. Aside from Dom and Kevin, it
appeared that no one at the station was at liberty to address him
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directly. Even Charles McCord, his main writer and on-air partner,
seemed to tiptoe around his temperament.
When we first got to New York, Itried listening to Imus to see
what all the fuss was about. Ithought something was wrong with
my radio because Imus sounded muffled, and Ikept trying to tune
in the station properly. Later Ilearned that he had a substance
abuse problem at the time, and Igave up trying to decipher his
mumbling.
The first time I saw Imus he was wearing one of those
parachute-cloth jumpsuits. It was so dirty, it looked like he'd had it
on for aweek. His eyes were hidden by the wide brim of his cowboy
hat, and the only visible part of his face was his witchlike nose. I
could swear Isaw scabs. This, Ithought, is the only bum in the city
who gets limo'ed to his park bench. Kevin and Dom revered Imus.
As far as they were concerned, there was no one better. They
wanted Howard to be like him, and they wanted my on-air relationship with Howard to be like Imus's and McCord's.
Despite them, by the winter of 1983 we finally began to find
our way around VVNBC's restrictive format. "Beaver Breaks" gave
way to weeklong takeoffs of other TV shows, movies, and miniseries. There was "Hill Street Jews" and "Das Love Boat," "Planet
of the Gay Apes" and "Gaystoke: The Legend of Tarzan, Lord of
the Gay Apes." We began to chat about current events outside of
the newscasts so that Howard and Icould actually have aback and
forth about what was going on.
That banter often inspired some of our most outrageous bits.
After Ireported that Jesse Jackson had referred to New York as
"Hymietown," Isuggested that we change the words to the song
"New York, New York." A day later, Fred, as Frank Sinatra, sang
the new parody, complete with orchestration. After a couple of
plays, there were so many complaints that Kevin removed it from
the studio.
Discussing current events with me seemed to be the most dangerous thing Howard could do, judging by Kevin, who by now had
been affectionately dubbed Pig Virus. The day Princess Grace died,
Pig Virus burst into the studio just before the news to forbid us
from making any comments outside of simply reporting the event.
Sometime later we would finally get hold of anews story we could
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really sink our teeth into without even Kevin objecting.
A Howdy Doody puppet was stolen. After Ireported the story
in the regular newscast, we turned it into aspecial event, with bulletins and updates. Eventually we dubbed the show "The Day
Doody Died." Kevin showed up in the studio during abreak to tell
us how entertaining he had found the show that day, but he couldn't
resist throwing in afew criticisms. We hadn't played much music,
and while he was letting us break format repeatedly that day, this
was aspecial occasion and not something to be indulged in every
day. Characters created in Washington really came into focus now.
"Outofthecloset Stern" and "Mr. Blackswell," two gay men
played by Howard and Fred, became regular fixtures. They'd work
up ascript and then I'd interact with the characters, never having
seen what they intended to say. Somehow, like magic, Ialways managed to find my way through these interviews.
One of my favorite characters, "Momalukaboobooday," was
barely written. Moma was actually Howard doing avery broad caricature of astreetwise black man. Ireally enjoyed interacting with all
these pretend people and seeing what Icould make of the interchange. Howard and Fred created these characters and then put
them into some situation. Iwas the clean-up person, making sure
we got out of them with alaugh.
Howard had even begun to assemble a troupe of players. Al
Rosenberg had been one of Imus's writers and voice men. When
they wanted to give him the boot, Howard agreed to try him out for
awhile, and it was working. Al did avery broad caricature of ablack
woman whom Howard called "Sue Simmons" after the local Channel 4newswoman, and Al used that same voice when he sat in for
me on sick days as my sister, "Ophelia Quivers." Jackie Martling
was aLong Island comedian who had sent us some of his albums,
and Howard, hearing something he liked, invited Jackie to come in
on Tuesdays. Martling was the start of anew and improved "Think
Tank." Because of him, "The Match Game," "Trivia," and "Rank
Outs" returned.
But even though things on the air were coming together, there
were still battles on every front. Imus started saying rotten things
on air in the morning about our show. When we answered back in
the afternoon, we were told that we were not allowed to talk about
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Mr. Imus. Howard demanded the same treatment, agreeing not to
mention Imus if Imus didn't mention him, but the truce didn't hold.
Now that Kevin wasn't meeting with Howard, he was trying to
memo him to death with list after list of his on-air transgressions.
And just when Ithought Iwas going to survive the newsroom,
Mary Beth mounted anew attack on adifferent front. She had convinced the powers that be that Ineeded aspeech coach because I
just didn't sound right on the air. First, Icouldn't meet the network
time limits. Then, Icouldn't write, and now, Icouldn't talk. Mary
Beth presented this new plan to me as if it were agift. Iwas going
to get to work with the same woman who had coached Oprah Winfrey, and the station would be picking up the tab. She failed to mention that they'd only committed to bankrolling the lessons for six
weeks, at which time, if there was no improvement in my speech
problem, Iwould be replaced. She really had me this time—or so
she thought.
The speech coach, who proved to be even weirder than Mary
Beth, was ashort, older woman whose affect was never quite right.
Her studio was in asmall, crowded midtown apartment shared with
several big dogs who had trouble maneuvering around all the clutter. She worked in one little corner with astool and adesk. A video
camera and monitor were prominently displayed because her primary focus was on-air presentation. She constantly raved about the
on-air talents of her favorite client, CBS newsman Charles Osgood.
According to this coach, Ihad two major problems. One was
the letter S. The other was that Ididn't emphasize just afew key
words when Iread anews story. She gave me exercises to practice at
home, and when Iwas with her, she had me read news copy into a
tape recorder. Then she gave me her critique. Inever even finished
the series because before the six weeks were up, Mary Beth got her
wish. The afternoon-drive newscasts were handed to someone else.
Iwas no longer Howard's newsperson.
As you can imagine, all of this was taking its toll on my fragile
psyche. Iwas just barely holding on to my sanity before the ouster.
My fuse was super short. Old problems that had plagued Howard
and me in Washington returned with avengeance Icouldn't control. Howard would say something or do something on the air that
Imisinterpreted or didn't quite understand, and I'd just leave the
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studio and take awalk around the building to cool off. He'd turn
around to say something to me only to find me gone. Eventually
Howard felt the need to say something about my behavior.
"Robin," he pleaded, "either you're doing the show or you're not.
You just can't get up and walk out."
Iwas either okay or Iwas mad as hell. It was as if Ino longer
possessed any of the other speeds. The least little thing, like getting
the wrong lunch order, could set me off, and I'd just start screaming
about everything that Iimagined had ever been done to me. Nothing ever went away. Grievances kept mounting up, one on top of
another. Ihated getting angry because my anger was so great. Iwas
afraid that one day it would get away from me and I'd do something
terrible. This only served to double my fury at whatever person lit
the spark.
It didn't help that intellectually Iknew Isounded just like my
mother. My nerves were shot, and those little jaunts around the
building helped me blow off steam. When Istopped doing that, I
could think of no other alternative but to lash out at the person who
cared about me the most. After the show harboring some ridiculous
resentment over some petty thing, I'd hunt Howard down in his
office, corner him, and proceed to conduct avery loud discussion.
Usually even Icould see that my screaming was about nothing once
it was all over, but at the time it seemed critical. Howard, who was
fighting constant battles with VVNBC to keep the show on the air
and to keep me employed, did not enjoy being repaid with shouts
and insults. At first he tried to make sense out of my eruptions.
Later he just started yelling back.
Hours later, I'd follow up an outburst with acall of apology and
apromise that it wouldn't happen again. Howard was always receptive and understanding, again attempting to determine what the
problem was. He tried to explain how he was trying to thwart
VVNBC's attacks on all of us and give me apep talk in the process,
but time and again, Ilashed out at him irrationally as if he were the
cause of my grief.
There had already been amillion fights and amillion apologies
before Judy D'Angelis was named newsperson on the show. This
was more humiliation than Icould bear. Iwasn't being fired, mind
you, because the station chiefs had determined that Iwas Howard's
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security blanket. Those were their exact words. It wasn't as if Idid
anything. For some stupid reason, Howard just liked having me
around, and they agreed that he worked better that way. If they had
only known what was going on behind the scenes.
Trying to put the best face on WNBC's latest intrusion into the
show, Howard kept saying Ishould be glad that Ididn't have to
worry about meeting the stupid network anymore and could concentrate exclusively on the show. I still had newsroom duties,
though.
Iwas areporter again, and Ihad to stick around to do the last
newscast of the night, the one at nine o'clock, an hour after the
show was over. This was another slap in the face. That newscast had
been apart of the job when Iwas the afternoon-drive anchor, but
when Judy took over, she only worked until the end of the show. I
had to hang around an extra hour to do this one, largely unheard,
news report. Mary Beth was really in her glory. She actually had
visions of sending me out on stories. That's where Idrew the line. I
was not going to run around New York all afternoon and then dash
back to be on the air. Any time the subject came up, Ialways came
up with some excuse to stonewall her.
The head brains at WNBC chose Judy because they assumed
Howard liked working with women. Maybe the plan was to use
Judy to replace me altogether, but I'll never know. It's not like they
discussed this stuff with me. Judy was aperfect newsperson in the
NBC mold, and just as with everyone else in the studio, Howard
included her in everything that was going on. Being taken off the
news was one thing, but watching and listening to Howard working
cheerily with Judy was intolerable. It pushed me even farther into
that ditch of despair Iwas digging. Ethel Merman, the Broadway
star, died shortly after Judy joined the show, and Howard discovered while talking to Judy that she did aMerman impression. Every
time she came in, he asked her to do it again. Ismiled, sitting there
in the studio, but Iwas dying inside.
Iwent for Howard like ascreaming banshee after the show. It
must have hurt terribly to hear me accusing him of betraying me
once again when he was working so hard not only to make the show
asuccess but to withstand my incredible volatility. At that point, he,
Fred, and Ialways traveled to work together. We used the subway
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to get to and from work and believed we were safer traveling in
threes. Even though Ihad to do another newscast an hour after the
show ended, Howard and Fred waited for me, using the time to
write. But on this particular night, Howard was so disgusted with
me, he walked out and made his way home alone. Fred stayed
behind to make sure Igot home safely.
Icouldn't hold it together anymore. Imanaged to be okay when
the show was okay, but as far as Iwas concerned, the show wasn't
working. It didn't feel the same as it had in Washington, and my
losing my place in the lineup meant Iwasn't working either. Ifelt
that Ihad broken my promise to Howard and that my instablity had
left our relationship in tatters. As far as alife outside of the show
was concerned, Ididn't have one. Once again, I'd put everything
into the show, and again Ifelt it slipping away. After we got off the
subway in Forest Hills, Fred drove me to Howard's apartment to
pick up my car. Icried all the way there, trying to explain to him
that Iwas trying as hard as Icould to hold on. Iwanted someone to
know Iwasn't being wantonly destructive. Ijust couldn't help my
behavior. Idon't think Freddy had any idea that Iwas talking about
my sanity.
Iwas experiencing full-blown regret by the time Howard called
me that night and started apologizing as soon as Iheard his voice.
Howard hadn't called for an apology though, he'd grown tired of
them. Itried to explain that it was the whole Judy thing that had set
me off this time. Right away, he assured me that he'd much rather
be working with me but we needed ratings if we were ever going to
gain full control of the show and that meant doing the best show
possible regardless of who was doing the news. All it would take was
time according to Howard and he urged me to pull it together so
that we could make it work.
Iknew that night that my relationship with Howard was hanging by athread, but my rage was out of control. A few weeks later, I
was in his office screaming again. Ihad become incredibly insecure,
and the only way I'd ever learned to determine if people cared was
to make them fight with me. In my family, fighting equaled love.
But Howard and Ididn't fight well. Every fight left its residue. The
air was never cleared afterward, it only got heavier.
This time Howard put it all in perspective for me. He looked
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me squarely in the eye, making sure he had my full attention, and
announced, "Robin, you're getting crazy on me again, just like you
did in Washington." Icouldn't deny that he was right. The way
Howard remembers it, he told me that he couldn't take much more,
and darned if Ididn't get better!
But Ididn't get better, Ijust took my problems underground. I
stopped fighting with him because it wasn't working, but that rage
had to go somewhere, and when Howard refused to be my punching bag anymore, Iturned it on myself just as Ihad in the air force.
Only this time, because my descent was more gradual, Iwas able to
keep my breakdown asecret.
Ihad already seen the signs. Iwas withdrawn, had no energy,
and was eating everything in sight. My ice cream addiction returned
in full force. Ihad already become familiar with all the Friendly's
restaurants in Queens and had discovered afew supermarket brands
of vanilla chocolate chip that Iliked. After the arguing stopped
when Howard refused to be the enemy, Ibegan to blame myself for
my predicament and the voices in my head started to pick me apart.
Now, with Mary Beth's constant criticism coupled with my own,
there was no letup. Morning, noon, and night, Iwas wrong. Inside
my apartment and outside it, Iwas worthless and didn't deserve to
be around. Ihad always been able to escape in sleep, but now even
that became impossible. Ispent all day fighting Mary Beth, and at
night when Isettled down and lowered my defenses, I'd start on
myself. It was as if my mind was more active when Iwas lying
down. As soon as Ishut my eyes, I'd rerun everything that had happened that day at sixty miles an hour, with anegative spin. Maybe
Mary Beth was right about me. Maybe Ididn't belong there. Maybe
Howard liked working with Judy better than he liked working with
me. Maybe Iwas crazy. As time went on, Ispent every night sitting
on the living room couch watching "Joe Franklin" and the late,
late-night black-and-white movies on television. Iwas getting by on
almost no sleep at all. What little energy Ihad went into doing the
show. Even getting to work became achore.
Howard's twenty-seventh-floor apartment was our common
meeting ground; from there the three of us set off for work each
day. It was all Icould do to face the high-rise's army of doormen,
bellmen, garage attendants, and security guards. Once inside his
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place, the real act started. Ihad to appear normal, not like aperson
who sat in the dark and peeked out through her curtains at life. And
the act had to last until the end of the evening, when Icould finally
get back to my apartment and collapse on the floor or resume placing the tiny odd-shaped pieces in the thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle
that lay spread out on the bare living room floor.
The puzzles took me out of my head and gave me some relief. I
sat for hours, holding myself up by leaning on the heel of my left
palm. When Ibegan to lose sensation in the fingers of my left hand,
it took me awhile to realize that the way Iwas sitting was causing
the problem. After Ifigured it out, Ichanged positions to prevent
permanent nerve damage. On the weekends, I'd sit in darkened
movie theaters. The massive screen and the loud volume blasted me
out of myself and Icould trade my problems for those of the huge
people in front of me for at least alittle while.
Ilost track of time and forgot to pay bills. Ididn't have the
strength to go through the hassle of getting aNew York driver's
license and was still using my Maryland one. Icouldn't even handle
ordinary everyday transactions. When tax time rolled around, having to file forms for both Maryland and New York overwhelmed me.
Itook all the forms and shoved them into adrawer and forgot about
them. When the show went on vacation, Iwas afraid to leave the city
because of an irrational fear that Iwouldn't be allowed back in.
Iwas feeling so rotten, there was no way Iwanted to deal with
my family. Isat around the house listening to the phone ring but
refused to answer, afraid that my mother or father would be on the
other end. Later, when Iwas wallowing in the depths of self-pity,
I'd imagine that my friends had stopped calling me because they no
longer liked me. But even these precautions failed to protect me
from my family. They caught up with me. It happened one Saturday
night during what for me was apretty good weekend. Isuppose
that's why Ianswered the phone. Ihadn't spoken to anyone in Baltimore in months, and Ihad no idea what my reaction would be—
and Ididn't want to find out. But there he was, my father, on the
other end of the line. Tears streamed down my face at the sound of
his voice. "Daddy," Icroaked, "I'm sorry, but Ican't talk."
"That's okay," he said in acheery voice, ignoring my obviously
hysterical state, "I'll talk for the both of us."
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There must have been one small vestige of sanity somewhere in
my head, because at that moment Isaid to myself, These people
will kill me. They won't do it on purpose, but they'll do it just the
same, and I've got to protect myself from them. How could my
father just carry on anormal conversation when Iwas sobbing hysterically? Only anut could have ignored the state Iwas in.
After that, Igave up answering the phone altogether. Iworked
out acode with Howard. He had to call and ring once, then hang
up and call right back to get me to pick up. Iwasn't taking any more
chances of running into good old mom and dad until Icould handle
it. Howard, of course, had no idea what Iwas up to, but he went
along because he needed to get me on the phone.
They weren't through fucking with me at work, either. After
Judy started doing the news, Kevin and Mary Beth had to come up
with away to justify my salary. They decided to base part of my pay
on the number of times Ispoke on the air. This also gave Kevin
another way of controlling Howard. It worked out something like
this: Howard could talk to me three times an hour, but he had to
choose to talk to me either going into acommercial or coming out
of one. That ruled out spontaneous conversation. Howard had to
look at the show and decide where he wanted me and where he
could do without me. Fred, meanwhile, was given achart, and it
was his job to keep track of every time Iopened my mouth.
Working with Dom, Kevin, and Mary Beth was making me all
too familiar with hate. Love and hate were said to be alot alike, and
Inow knew why. Just as you become obsessed with the object of
your love, you can't stop thinking about the people you hate. And I
hated the three of them with more passion than Ihad ever managed
when in love. As far as Iwas concerned, they were all trying to
destroy us, but Ihated Mary Beth most of all because Ifelt that she
knew what she was doing and she enjoyed it.
Ibegan to fantasize about creative ways of torturing Mary Beth
to death. Iwanted her to die slowly, painfully, and to know that I
was the reason she was suffering. It became anightly ritual to find
out just how Iplanned to kill off Mary Beth. Howard, Fred, and I
would all pile into one of our cars after leaving the subway for the
ride back to Howard's apartment, and the first question asked was,
"How are you going to do it tonight, Robin?"
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Then I'd impart my latest morbid desire. Looking back, only
two of my more inspired death dreams come to mind. The first,
Howard's favorite, involved stripping Mary Beth and strapping her
to awall, then with apair of stiletto heels, I'd stab her to death
through her nipples.
The second, Howard actually got me to reveal on the air one
day when Mary Beth had been particularly loathsome. He has
always been exceptional at judging when people are about to blow,
and he could tell that day that Iwas ripe. Like an expert attorney,
he led me right to the edge and then Ishouted, "Iwant to do the
Bic pen test on Mary Beth's head!" When Howard prodded me, I
explained the process in graphic detail.
"The Bic pen test," Itold him, "is the one where they load aBic
pen into arifle and then shoot it at aboard. Iwant to replace that
board with Mary Beth's head. After Ifire the pen through her skull,
I'll check to see if Ican still write 'Bic' on the wall while it's still
stuck in her brain." As Ispoke, asaleswoman who had become a
friend, Paula Schneider, stood at the studio window pale with terror, giving me the cut sign. But it was too late. I'd already said it. I
was sure the price of that outburst would be instant termination.
Howard thought the whole thing was hysterical and went right
to acommercial right out of my exuberant outburst. I, on the other
hand, was waiting for the footsteps in the hall. They were coming
rapidly. The heavy wooden door of the studio flew open with such
force that it hit the other wall. In the doorway stood Kevin—grinning. "Oh God," he gasped in delight, "Iwish Icould have said
that!"
That's when Irealized what Howard already knew: that the
VVNBC triumvirate of management was not such acohesive group.
Kevin hated Mary Beth as much as Idid, but Iwas the one who had
to go straight back to the newsroom and face her. When Isat down
at my desk, Mary Beth calmly looked up from her work, flashed her
pearly whites in an evil Jokerlike grin, then immediately returned to
what she was doing. Iknew Iwas dead meat as far as she was concerned and that I'd better really watch my step.
Just as I'd thought, Mary Beth stepped up her campaign. She
was at me every chance she got. So anxious was she to kill and gut
me, she often overlooked the obvious. One day Ihad to park ten
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blocks from work in the pouring rain. When Ifinally reached the
building, Iwas soaked to the skin. My shoes were squeaking, my
hair was dripping water into my eyes, and my clothes were stuck to
my body, but to Mary Beth all that had happened to me was that I
was late again. She called me into her office before Icould even
remove my coat and started to lecture me.
"Excuse me, Mary Beth," Iinterrupted her, "but can Idry off
first?"
"Oh," she said, puzzled, "is it raining?"
"No," Ireplied, feeling rather flip, "Ijust poured abucket of
water on my head."
"Well, go dry off and then come back," she said with aperfectly
straight face, "Ineed to talk to you."
Iwent to the women's room and dried myself as best Icould
with paper towels, then wrung out the hem of my skirt to stop its
dripping. My shoes were history. Then Ireturned to the snake pit
we called the newsroom, feeling strangely brazen. When Mary Beth
launched into her lecture about chronic lateness, Iinterrupted by
asking her, "You really don't know what you're doing, do you?"
"What?" she asked, shaking her head in disbelief or just to hear
it rattle. Iwasn't sure which.
"You really don't know what you're doing, do you?" Isaid again.
Apparently surprised, she asked if she was getting to me, and I
told her, "Yes!"
"Okay, fine," she said. "Then Iwon't speak to you for thirty
days. No matter what you do, Iwon't say aword to you for a
month."
Now Iwas confused. Could she actually be giving me achance
to recover when she had me on the ropes? Iwas so stunned, Ijust
stood there gaping at her.
"Go," she said, waving me away with the back of her hand. "Go
on! I'm not talking to you for thirty days," she said and continued
shooing me away.
For the next month, Mary Beth kept her word. Whenever Idid
something that usually brought aswift rebuke, she'd just look at me
and smile after glancing at the wall calendar behind her head. She
didn't comment on my work. She didn't say hello. She didn't say a
word, but she remained aglowering presence. Every day when I
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walked into the newsroom, she waited until she saw me looking and
then made apoint of marking off another day. They really could
have used her in Vietnam, Ithought. Prisoners of war wouldn't
have stood achance!

Thirty days. Thirty days without Mary Beth at me every second I
was in the newsroom. Thirty days to work on myself. Iwas miserable and thought about quitting constantly, but whenever Idid, I
remembered what the show had been like in Washington. How I'd
loved the show. At its best, it was like being on drugs. That's how
transporting it was, and Iknew it could be that good again if they'd
only let us do our thing. Then my voices would taunt me with,
"Why should you let Mary Beth win? You'd just better stick around
until they fire you or you kill her."
Murder definitely had its appeal. For one thing, she wouldn't be
around to gloat. But could Ireally kill another human being? The
answer was no. Icouldn't have lived with the knowledge, and I
didn't want to sit around in jail for the rest of my life either. It
seemed that Iwas stuck in an unsolvable dilemma. Then Ifigured it
all out.
The way things were was killing me, and Ifelt that NBC's strict
rules were strangling the show. A shake-up was definitely in order
and since Iwasn't being of much help on the air, Ifigured Iwas the
best person to provide one. Despite Howard's certainty that we'd
eventually get the ratings we needed to ease the pressure on us, I
knew Iwas running out of time and probably wouldn't make it to
that day. Idecided to sacrifice myself for the sake of the show. I'd
go down in aburst of flames after one gigantic confrontation with
NBC, and then I'd be free. Thirty days without Mary Beth on my
back would give me just enough energy for one last offensive.
At three o'clock the next day, Iwalked into the radio studio,
took aseat, and leaning back, put my feet up on the console. As
soon as Howard started the show, Istarted talking to him. Italked
to him every break, before commercials, after commercials, during
commercials. Ispoke up whenever Ifelt like it, and Inever left. In
just afew minutes, Ihad broken all the rules Kevin had set down
when he and Mary Beth took me off the news. Isat there waiting
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for someone to notice. Istayed in the studio for the whole show.
Nothing happened. Okay, so Igot away with it for one shift, but
they'd get me tomorrow, Ithought. Howard was the first to notice
what Iwas doing. "You're talking an awful lot today," he said the
next time we were on the air. "Keep it up. Nobody's stopping you."
What he didn't know was that Iwanted them to try and stop me.
Fred had been dutifully marking his chart every time Ispoke,
and on the third day, he hit the talk-back button to warn me that I
was stepping over the line. "Robin," he said over the intercom during acommercial break, "you've used up all of your speaking allotment for the whole month in the last three days."
"Whose fucking side are you on?" Iyelled back at him after
pushing my talk-back button. Like Isaid, Iwas aloose cannon and I
yelled at everybody, friend and foe alike. Freddy was just trying to
do his job and protect me. He couldn't have known that Imeant to
do this, that Iwas trying to get myself fired. Ihad made my decision
in private to openly revolt, and now all Ineeded was for everybody
else to just do their jobs and leave me alone.
Ifigured once Freddy's charts were filed, I'd be home free, but
little did Iknow that Howard would swoop down and save me once
again. He had offered to make up for all the times I'd spoken over
my limit from his own pocket. All the while, Ithought Kevin and
everyone else in the front office had gone to sleep on me. So there I
was doing the show full time when the ratings started to go up.
Eventually Mary Beth did notice that Ihad disappeared from the
newsroom, and she came to the studio to retrieve me. Ihad been
breaking the rules for months by then, and Howard felt perfectly
within his rights to solicit Kevin's help to rescue me. And to my surprise, he did. Kevin burst into the newsroom and informed Mary
Beth she was no longer allowed to speak to me during the show.
This all would have been very funny and very rewarding had I
not been in such bad shape. Ireally wanted to go, but Ijust couldn't
quit. And now that my great plan had backfired, Iwas being held
hostage to the show. Ididn't know how much longer Icould muster
the energy it took to do it, and Ididn't know what would happen
once that energy ran out.
Iwas at aplace I'd never been before—total mental exhaustion.
Since there seemed to be no earthly escape from my pain, Istarted
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considering suicide. It started as afleeting thought, but when Irealized Iwas stuck, it became an obsession. Ithought about it in every
way possible—how to do it, what people would say afterward, what
my funeral would be like, how big my obituary would be in the
paper, how long it would take to find me. What really pissed me off
was that Iknew life would just go on. Ihad to stay around until I
could make people really sorry for what they'd done to me. In my
imaginings, no one ever suffered enough.
That still didn't prevent the nocturnal tours of my apartment to
see if Ihad anything to do it with, or that daily question that sprang
to mind as soon as Iawoke: "Is today the day?" Iasked myself that
every morning. Iwouldn't even keep aspirin in the house. Ididn't
want my death to be an impulsive act. If Iwas going to do it, Iwas
going to have to get the supplies when Iwas genuinely ready. I'd
had thoughts like this before, but never so strong and never so persistent. Just like the insomnia. It certainly didn't help that Ispent all
my time off the air alone. Ihad agalloping case of agoraphobia on
top of all my other problems. Soon it would inflict another wound
on what Iconsidered was my foundering relationship with Howard.
In the summer after Howard and Alison had their first child,
they decided to throw alittle party to introduce their new arrival to
the world. The big bash was going to be held at his parents' home. I
checked the guest list every day to see if Howard was inviting Dom
and Kevin. He finally decided that he couldn't invite anybody from
the station if he didn't include them, so Itold him that Iwouldn't
be there. He must have thought Iwas kidding.
The day of the party Itried as hard as Icould to make myself
leave the house, but the very thought of encountering Dom and
Kevin paralyzed me. So Ididn't go, and Inever even phoned to say
Iwasn't coming because Iwas too filled with dread to make the call.
Ispent the afternoon sitting in my apartment with the curtains
drawn. Ironically, Dom and Kevin never showed.
Howard was extremely hurt by my behavior, and, since no
excuse was acceptable, he didn't even want to bother hearing one.
So the whole subject was relegated to agrowing list of things we
just never discussed—a black hole in a conversation. Someone
would mention the party to me, then realize that the person they
were speaking to, the first person aside from Howard's actual family
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they'd have expected to be there, hadn't been, then would abruptly
change the subject.
Fred too would fall victim to my disease. One night after he'd
gotten home from work, he began to experience chest pains. He
thought he was having aheart attack and decided to turn to his
friend with the medical background. He climbed back into his car
without calling and came to my door. Icouldn't even get off the
floor to see who it was. Ilay there in the dark, praying that whoever
was pounding at my door would just go away. Fred wound up in an
emergency room that night. He had strained some muscles in his
chest that weekend chopping down atree in his grandfather's yard
and was fine, but Ihad been no help at all. Ididn't even know it was
him until Ishowed up at Howard's to go to work the next day.
Ifelt pretty sorry for myself, sitting in my apartment alone on
weekends and holidays, double-ordering Chinese food to hide the
fact that Iwas by myself. Icried alot. Icried because no one called,
even though Iwouldn't have answered the phone. Icried because
everyone in New York seemed to be yelling at me. Icried because I
didn't have amother or father to go home to, and Icried because I
was in terrible pain and couldn't sleep and was having strange
thoughts. Iwas too tired to live and getting less and less afraid to
die.
Things came to ahead for me during my week off. Everybody
on the show went on vacation at the same time so that none of us
would be stuck alone at that god-awful station to fight the hoards of
assholes who wanted us to fall flat on our faces. So there Iwas, idly
roaming the streets of Manhattan with all the time in the world to
kill, wondering if I'd take my life when Igot home. Iwas crossing
Columbus Circle when, from out of nowhere, tears started to
stream down my cheeks.
Iwas crying this time because it was all over. Icouldn't take it
anymore, and Iknew it was never going to stop. Ifelt very sad that
such agood and loving person couldn't find aplace in this world. I
wasn't even angry anymore. If I'd been angry, maybe there would
have been some hope, but all Ifelt was exhaustion.
Iwas determined to give myself every shot possible, though,
before Iput out the light. That afternoon when Ireached home, I
pulled out abook that had always been magic for me—the Yellow
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Pages—just to see if Ihad spent all my wishes. After all, when I
needed aplace to live in Los Angeles, it had been the key. And
when Ineeded anew career, it had provided the answer. In all the
fairy tales, there were always three wishes. This was my third.
Now, with my very existence hanging in the balance, Iwent to
the well and looked up Psychologists. Ihad no idea where to start.
Did Iexpect to find an ad Iliked or see aname that appealed to me
for some unfathomable reason? But Iopened the book anyway, and
my eye went to a blocked-in ad for a referral service. Steeling
myself, I dialed the number, and when a calm female voice
answered, Ifound myself confessing to a total stranger, "Ineed
help."

PART THREE

BREAKTHROUGH

15
IN THE BELLY OF THE BEAST

Happy Thanksgiving to me. I'll wish it to myself No one else who
knows me has. Idon't regret spending the day alone since the only
invitation Ireceived was from my parents. Ihad some pumpkin
pie and apple pie to celebrate the holiday and went to see acouple
of movies. First Isaw Terms of Endearment, which made me
cry, and then Ifollowed it up with aterrible movie about arat.
Maybe next year I'll be able to celebrate the holidays with someone.
—my diary, November 24, 1983
A day after making that phone call to the referral service, Isat in a
small room waiting for atherapist, wondering what was going to
happen next. Ithought Iknew alittle about the therapeutic process
because of the psychology courses I'd taken in nursing school, and
walked into the waiting area expecting to find aroom full of mixed
nuts there to see the doctor. Instead, here Iwas, alone with my anxieties.
Not having much faith in the field, Iwas anxious to get the session over with so that Icould move on to something else. But just as
Iwas mentally writing off psychotherapy, adoor opened on the far
side of the room, and an average-looking, middle-aged man with
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sandy hair appeared. "Hello, I'm Dr. Doman," he said. "Won't you
come in?"
Beams of sunlight poured through the bare windows of Dr.
Dornan's office. Two cloth-covered occasional chairs sat across
from each other in the center of the carpeted floor. The room was
done in different shades of green, with neutral-colored wood
accents. It was so peaceful that its appearance alone relieved some
of my tension.
The doctor motioned me toward one of the chairs, then settled
into the other. He picked up alegal pad and apen from alittle table
next to him, asked my name, and immediately began to take notes.
Just like amedical doctor doing aroutine examination, he asked,
"So, what brings you here today?"
Mental exhaustion had made me reckless, so without hesitation
Isaid, "I'm thinking of committing suicide!"
"Have you thought about suicide before?"
"Yes," Iadmitted, "but this time the thoughts won't go away."
"Do you have any idea why you want to kill yourself?"
At this question, I took a deep breath and realized that I
couldn't hide anymore and that Ididn't have time for games. Looking down at my hands resting in my lap, Itold this man, this
stranger, what was bugging me.
"I'm tired and Ican't sleep. Ispend my time putting together
huge jigsaw puzzles or watching TV way into the night to take my
mind off my problems. Ithink about suicide constantly because I'm
so tired and it seems to be the only way to end the pain. Ican see
everything I've worked for slipping away. It's always the same old
thing, just when I'm about to get what Iwant, Iseem to do something to screw it up. Ilove what Ido and worked really hard to get
here, but I'm about to blow it. I've ruined my relationship with my
co-workers and Ihate the people Iwork for. Ifeel like people
expect things from me that Ijust can't give anymore. Everybody
thinks I'm happy all the time and I'm always supposed to be laughing, but it takes more and more energy to keep up this façade and I
don't know how much longer Ican. It's all people want from me,
and once Ican't do it anymore, I'm afraid they won't want me at all.
Ihave no friends, no family, and nowhere to turn. Iwas sexually
molested by my father as achild, and Idon't trust anyone."

AJunior and me in front of my
mother's "dream house" in 1958.

A My mother and father, circa
1956.

A The Quivers family. From left: my cousin Shirley, my older brother, Charles
Junior, my mother, my father, and me at four.

A Uncle Leroy, Ilove you. You
gave me my first lessons in pride.

•Jimmy at eighteen months. He
came to us as anewborn and saved my
life.

A Me at nine,
with the first two
foster kids my
family boarded.

.4 High-school graduation, the only time
I've ever worn along
white dress.

I> High school
graduation.
Don't Ilook like
ablack
Breck girl?

ACollege graduation. Pinned,
capped, and conked.

A A senior in college and no longer aprisoner in my
parents' house, Iknow I'm going to make it.

Kathi (
left), me
(right), and fellow
graduates after yet
another elaborate
nursing ritual, the
pinning ceremony.

A Graduating
nurses getting
our caps. Me (
left),
my friend ICathi
(secondfrom right),
and pals.

Why is this air force
inductee smiling?
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REPORT OF SEPARATION FROM ACTIVE DUTY

Two years and anervous breakdown later—my discharge papers!

.

A Clowning around on hallowed ground.
The workshop room at Summit, site of
many self-revelations, San Francisco, 1978.

A Out of work, out of
workshops, and almost out
of California, 1979.

A Headed for radio, jheri curls
and all, 1980.

V I> The young King
and Queen of All Media.

A At the height of our popularity
less than ayear later, mobbed at
Woodward and Lothrop.

A At aradio promotion in Washington soon after Howard and I
teamed up, 1981.

V In our first foray into the New York public, the whole show escorts adateless girl to her

A The King and Queen of All
Media surveying their domain...

Goortesy of David Godliss

senior prom.
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le

SONY

are resplendent to
the multitudes from the
Jumbotron in Times
Square.
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A The move to
television gave us
untold opportunities
to act up.

1 Prebirthday confab
before Howard arrives.
From left in front row:
Fred, Jackie, me. Back
raw: "Stuttering John."

A We broadcast from L.A. with Pat Benatar.

BIM

1 1985: The
show took off,
and the
pounds went
with it.
A 1984: The
stress at
VVNBC was
driving me to
ice cream, lots
of ice cream.

A 1986: The real me.

1 1986: Hiding in
plain sight. The publicity shot of me nobody
recognized.

A 1994: Me, today and together.

A The King of All Media.

A Gary DeIl'Abate, producer.

.4 Al
Rosenberg,
aka "Ophelia
Quivers."

H

Jackie Martling (
le, John
Melendez.

-Stuttering John"

-aer7

Iv Steve Grillo, intern.

I> Cathy Tobin, secretary.

A Richard Christenson, intern.

Kathi, my friend
since nursing days, and
me in Paris.

I> Tom Chiusano,
general manager of
K-Rock.

A Alison Stern.

4 I'm showing my good
friends the Zimmermans
and their daughter,
Becky, around when
they visit me in New
York.

.4 Don
Buchwald,
"Super
Agent."

A Mike Gange,
intern.

Lea, my former Little Sister, getting spiffed up for her senior prom.

e: Alt 2r.

> One picture of Muhammad
isn't enough. He's in every room.

1 My most prized
possession.

Connecting the
dots between
Jimmy's three-yearold face and the one
he has today.

VJust like I
always imagined it would
be!

AJimmy and his mom and dad.

My mother and father in the late eighties.
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Iwent on for what must have been fifteen minutes, hardly taking abreath between words. Iwasn't proud of my background or
my inability to overcome it. Ihad to get it all out in one fell swoop
or Iwasn't going to get it out at all. Iwent on and on, not even listening to what Iwas saying. Iwhined like apunctured balloon until
Iwas out of air, then collapsed in silence against the back of the
chair, waiting for aresponse.
"Wow!" Dr. Doman exclaimed, leaning forward in his seat.
At this point, Icouldn't tell if the doctor's reaction was agood
thing or abad thing, wasn't sure what the look on his face meant.
But when he finally spoke, his words gave me enough hope to make
it through another day. "Has talking to me today helped you at all?"
he asked.
"I don't know . . . yes, Iguess so."
Then came the letdown. Doctor Doman explained that since it
was July and he was leaving for vacation in three weeks, he couldn't
take me on as aregular patient. Before Icould resign myself to
defeat, though, he said he knew of someone he thought would be
good for me. The other therapist was awoman whose office was in
the same suite as his, but she wouldn't be back from her vacation for
three weeks.
"So," he suggested, "if you found talking to me today at all
helpful, you can come in for half an hour once aweek for free until
she gets back."
Ididn't think I'd be able to do what I'd just done all over again,
and Iwasn't up to conducting some meticulous search for just the
right person, so Itook this handout. After making an appointment
for the following week, Ipeeled myself out of the chair and headed
for the street. Once outside, Iwas immediately conscious of how
different Ifelt from when I'd entered the building. I'd taken my
first baby steps toward breaking the chains that had been holding
me back. Ihad, after all, violated aQuivers' taboo simply by making
an appointment with atherapist.
When Iwas thirteen, I'd begged my father, the only one who
should have fully understood, to please let me talk to apsychiatrist.
He'd made it clear that he didn't approve, claiming Ijust needed to
get out of the house more. Psychiatrists were for crazy people, not
people like us, he insisted before stalking angrily from the room.
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Well, maybe this present act of defiance meant that there was hope
for me yet. But any hope Imight have had was far from evident at
work.
As the French say, the more things change, the more they stay
the same. To our glee, Dom Fioravanti announced that he was
departing VVNBC for the greener pastures of MTV. His last day at
the station he made apoint of visiting everyone to offer apersonal
good-bye—everyone, that is, except me. My feelings for Dom and
the rest of NBC management were well known, and when Dom
appeared in the doorway of the newsroom, flashing that expensive
smile and waving his manicured hands like apolitician, Ibristled.
My disgust must have registered, because his smile instantly faded,
and he never ventured farther into the room. From the door and
with not ahint of mirth, he called to me, "Take care of the big guy,"
to which Ireplied just as soberly, "Ialways do." That was the last I
saw of Dom Fioravanti.
Kevin "Pig Virus" Metheny couldn't move into Dom's office,
but he certainly moved quickly to take over the duties that went
with it. It appeared to me that he became so preoccupied with being
the boss that he forgot about the show. The ratings were going up
anyway, so he had already begun to take amore hands-off attitude.
Mary Beth, unfortunately, was also aware of the power vacuum created by Dom's departure and once again began to assert herself
where Iwas concerned.
Istill had to provide reporter stories for the afternoon- and
morning-drive newscasts. With no more newscast to tear into me
about Mary Beth focused her attention on my scriptwriting. She'd
listen to every wrap, calling me in afterward to give me her critique
and then ordering me to do the piece over. When Iwas unable to
complete my assignments before Iwent on the air, she'd complain
that Iwas too slow. The engineers also helped delay me by refusing
my requests for assistance, so Icommonly missed the deadlines
she'd imposed on me.
The time was nearing for me to begin treatment with my new
therapist, and it couldn't come amoment too soon, because life was
already getting difficult again.
*

*

*
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Three weeks of seeing Dr. Doman had given me something to look
forward to, and Imust admit, just having someone to tell my troubles to was arelief. Those weekly visits were like life preservers
keeping me afloat in rough waters. Now, here Iwas again in that
same waiting room, about to meet another stranger to whom I'd
have to spill my guts. Ididn't know if Icould do it again, and Ihad
few expectations that it would help even if Imanaged to. Imust
have felt a little better to seriously consider backing out of the
whole therapy thing because the thought wouldn't have occurred to
me the first time I'd sat here. Only Dr. Dornan's recommendation
could have made me take achance on door number two, behind
which sat astranger who might be my savior.
When Ifinally stepped into Dr. London's office, Imet alarge,
round woman whose kind face was framed in red curls that tumbled
to her shoulders. She sat in alarge Naugahyde chair. Bookshelves
lined the walls, and some tables, acouch, and acushioned, clothupholstered chair completed the decor. Unlike Dr. Dornan's light,
airy office, this one had an air of heaviness about it, the only light
provided by alamp with alow-wattage bulb behind Dr. London's
chair. With awave of her hand, my new therapist motioned me to
take aseat. Ispotted aVan Gogh—like painting of ayellow flower
on the wall directly across from me. It was to this flower Iwould
eventually tell all my secrets, but on this first day Ireturned my attention to Dr. London as she lit acigarette and began her interrogation.
"Dr. Doman told me alittle about you, but I'd like to hear you
tell me what you think your problems are."
Idrew adeep breath before starting my story. By now, Ihad
reduced it to abrief summary of "Just the facts, ma'am." Dr. London refrained from speaking until Ihad completed my entire spiel.
After I'd finished, she looked at me with atwinkle in her eye and
said, "Well, we have our work cut out for us, don't we?" Then she
dived right in.
"I want to see you twice aweek. Whenever you are scheduled to
be here, Iexpect you to be here. If you're not, you'll be charged just
the same, and Iexpect payment at the end of each session." The
rules were not asurprise to me, but her attitude was. "Let me warn
you," she continued, "I'm very good at what Ido, and I'm very
expensive. My fee is seventy dollars asession."
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Remember, this was 1983. Dr. London wasn't kidding. Her services came at avery high price for that era, and Iwasn't making a
lot of money. Coming up with one hundred and forty dollars in
cash every week wasn't going to be easy, but Iwas impressed with
the woman's self-confidence. It occurred to me that Ihad medical
insurance through my job. The notion that it might help pay her
fee was the determining factor in my accepting her terms. Dr. London and Iagreed that we'd meet on Tuesdays and Thursdays before
Iwent to work.
Once I'd signed on, Idecided to ask afew questions to let Dr.
London know that she wasn't dealing with atotal neophyte, but she
was not impressed and played her hand close to her chest. First I
asked if I'd have to lie on the couch and she, to my relief, answered
that it wasn't necessary. Then Iinquired as to what we'd be talking
about, and she told me that it was up to me. As to what kind of
therapy she practiced, Iwas informed that she had her own brand,
based on avariety of methods.
Iwalked out of Dr. London's office aware that the true work
would begin at our next meeting. Ihad no intention of spending the
next twenty years staring at ayellow flower and wondering why my
life was so screwed up. Ipromised myself that I'd work hard. At Dr.
London's prices, Iknew that was apromise Iwas more likely to
keep.
Iwas still having trouble handling the simplest kind of everyday
transaction, so even if my insurance would have helped cover the
cost of therapy, Iwasn't in any shape to apply for it. Inever even
bothered to try. Ipaid Dr. London's fees right out of my pocket,
which was difficult at times. But therapy fast became a priority.
After all, Iwas trying to save my own life. This was no time to bargain hunt.
Since Dr. London had told me Iwas running the show, I
decided that I'd talk about the present. I'd seen all those movies
about therapy in which couch-bound clients spend every session
whining about what had happened to them in childhood. Screw
childhood. Icouldn't change that. It was the present that was bothering me. Ineeded some sleep and to learn to control my emotions.
In those first sessions, Ispent my time listing for Dr. London
the number of sleepless nights I'd had since the last time I'd seen

QUIVERS

2 19

her, how many blowups I'd had at work, and what Idid in my spare
time. It all added up to apitiful bunch of symptoms of just how
uncomfortable my existence had become. One day, she decided to
interrupt the cataloging of my despair to ask what Iwanted out of
therapy.
"I want to feel comfortable again about going to work," Itold
her, "and Iwant to be totally self-reliant. Idon't want to need
another human being."
"I can help you with the first," she said and smiled, "but Idon't
know about the second."
"Well, that's what Iwant," Ipouted.
"But why?"
"Because people are aproblem," Ianswered as honestly as I
could. "If it weren't for people, Iwouldn't be here in the first place.
They've never meant anything but trouble to me."
"What kind of trouble?"
"People are selfish and self-centered," Ihissed. "They're cruel
and don't care about others. You can only trust them so far, and
they always let you down."
"Aren't there any people you like?"
"Children are okay," Isaid firmly. "They're not like adults at all.
They're honest and don't have ulterior motives. Ijust don't know
what happens to them when they grow up."
"And there's not one adult you know who has any of these qualities?
"No!" Iroared. Sometimes I'm so loud, Iscare myself, but Dr.
London was unmoved. She demanded alist of the people who were
causing me problems. Mary Beth was at the top, followed by Kevin,
Dom, Howard, Fred, everyone else who worked at WNBC, my
parents, my brother and his wife, and all my so-called friends. The
doctor was curious as to why even my friends had made the list.
"Because they abandoned me," Iexplained, beginning to feel alittle
sorry for myself. "They only needed me when they didn't have anyone else. Now that they're married, they've gradually eased me out
of their lives."
"Have they told you this?"
"Nor Ihated her for probing like this, but she kept right on
going.
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"Then how do you know?"
"Because they don't call," Iadmitted, reaching for atissue from
the box next to my chair.
"Have you tried calling them?"
"No!" I'd found my shield of anger again. "If they wanted to
talk to me, they'd call."
"And just how did you decide that?"
Iwas really beginning to detest this woman. Ihad barely managed to hold back the tears that still threatened to break loose, yet
she kept poking at the same sore spot. Thank goodness Ihadn't discarded that tissue. "Idon't know," Isobbed. "I'm just afraid that if I
do call, they won't want to talk to me."
Dr. London urged me to test my theory right away, but Iwas
already in such bad shape, Icouldn't afford to find out that Iwas
right. The ignorance of silence was preferable, so Iresisted her
pressuring me for two more months. Iconstantly sat by the phone
and thought about picking it up, but didn't find the courage until
one Saturday night. Lifting the receiver off the cradle and dialing
may seem simple to you, but for me it was like having vertigo. Iwas
that terrified of the outcome.
The first people Icalled were my old air force friends, Linda
and David Zimmerman. When Iheard the call connect, Ithought I
was going to faint, but Ididn't hang up. Iwas rewarded for my
courage. Linda and Z were so obviously happy to hear from me that
Iwas shocked. They hadn't heard from me for almost ayear and
had been worried that they'd done something to me that had made
me stop calling.
This was my very first therapeutic breakthrough, and Iwas anxious to get to my Tuesday session to share the good news. Dr. London was proud of me but typically wanted more. She urged me to
call another friend right away and see what would happen. It took
another several weeks, but when Ifinally did call Kathi, my old
nursing school buddy, Igot another warm reception. This second
success gave me reason to feel that just maybe Dr. London knew
what she was talking about. Still, dealing with my friends was one
thing. Learning to talk Howard was another.
Week after week, Ispent my sessions screaming and cursing
him. The little irritations Iwas carefully keeping track of had
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grown into a mountain by now, one that seemed impossible to
climb. After listening to my protracted griping for some time, Dr.
London correctly concluded that many of my grievances held very
little weight. She advised me not to react the next time Howard
seemed to be stepping on my toes.
"Count to ten," she recommended. "Do whatever it takes to
keep from blowing up at him. Give it twenty-four hours and then
see how you feel."
The flare-ups between Howard and me were coming quite frequently at this point, so it wasn't long before Igot to put this advice
to the test. One evening during the show, Howard dismissed an
opinion of mine by saying, "That's stupid!" Normally, it would have
been more than enough to set me off, but Iforced myself to table
my resentment and go on with the show. Later, when Igot home, I
could really have done anumber on myself and my relationship
with Howard from that one statement. I could have repeated
"That's stupid" over and over until it made me sick. Icould have
added the incident to the long list of alleged offenses Ikept in my
head so that it would be right at the end when I'd finished running
through it from top to bottom. By the time Igot ready for bed, I'd
have been so disturbed Iwouldn't have been able to sleep. This
time, Irefused to give the matter another thought until morning.
In the cold light of day, Iwas amazed at how little Howard's
inane remark affected me. Icould barely remember why I'd been so
upset. All my anger had dissipated in less than twenty-four hours.
Could it be that just asimple night's sleep would have prevented
most of our fights over the past year? Clearly, my reactions to
Howard came from somewhere else and had nothing much to do
with what was happening now. On Thursday, Irevealed this latest
discovery to my therapist, who then explained abit more to me
about my faulty wiring.
"Robin," Dr. London began, "as you were growing up, you
developed an incredible number of defenses to protect yourself
from all the danger you saw around you. These defenses were necessary then, but now it's as if you have abody full of buttons that
are always being pushed. The people closest to you can't possibly
avoid pushing them, especially Howard."
Ididn't believe Dr. London at first, but time and again Ifound
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that twelve to twenty-four hours later, something that would have
made me blow my stack prior to entering therapy no longer upset
me. But just when Iwas beginning to think there had never been any
real problems, Icame across one that was still bugging me aday later.
I'm from the South and was used to Southern manners. When I
was growing up, we were taught that it was rude to interrupt a
speaker no matter how they droned on, and if you did, it was only
in an emergency, and an apology was always offered before the person interrupting made their statement. Howard often caught me off
guard with his quick uptake on the air. In his anxiousness to express
himself, it's not unusual for him to just jump right into aconversation while aspeaker is in the middle of asentence. When he interrupted me, it set off what Icalled my "disrespect" radar detection
system, which alerted me to any attack on my pride or self-esteem.
Howard's outbursts set alarm buzzers screaming, "Warning! Warning! He's treating you like you're nothing."
It was my job to offer the audience the facts, but Howard often
charged the gate before Icould even blurt out what was happening.
Ihad learned to speak very quickly, but there were times when he
just couldn't wait to put in his two cents. Ihad Mary Beth on my
back all day, Judy was now doing my job, and the moment Igot to
open my mouth, Howard interrupted me.
Ihad promised myself and Dr. London not to blow up and I
didn't. But the problem had survived the twenty-four-hour waiting
period and became the first topic of conversation in my next session.
"Well," she said, "if his interrupting bothers you, you're going
to have to talk to him about it."
These were not the words Iwanted to hear. "Howard and Ionly
fight when we try to talk," Iwhined.
"That was before. This time you're going to speak to him without the anger. Why don't you just go in, calmly tell him what the
problem is, and then see what happens?"
"Oh, Ican tell you what's going to happen. Nothing," Isaid,
challenging her. "People don't change for other people. Talking to
Howard is awaste of time. It'll only lead to more fighting."
"Just try it," she persisted. "Haven't some of my other suggestions worked out?"
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1was paying Dr. London alot of money, so Ifigured Imight as
well take her advice for atest drive. But it wasn't with alight heart
that Iwalked out of her office that day. I'd made some headway in
my relationship with Howard, because the fighting had stopped.
Working with him had become easier because there was less tension. Ihad no desire to take agiant step backward, but if it was
going to happen, Ifigured Imight as well get it over with quickly.
When Igot to the studio, Iwent straight to Howard's office,
closed the door, and told him calmly, "Howard, Ineed to talk to
you." Before Icould finish the sentence, Howard gripped the edge
of his desk with both hands, leaned forward, and started yelling at
me. My God, Ithought, look what you've done to him. He thinks
the words "Ineed to talk" mean "Iwant to attack you!" It was then
that Irealized I'd been beating up on Howard, and Ididn't want to
do that anymore. This time Iwould set it right.
"Howard," Iinterrupted him, "Ihaven't even told you what the
problem is." My reasonable tone must have been quite asurprise,
because it immediately stopped his shouting. Settling back in his
chair, he prepared himself to listen. Then Iexplained as simply as I
could just what was bothering me and offered apossible solution.
"... so if you could just let me complete my sentence before you
start talking, I'd feel better."
"Oh. Yeah, Ican do that," Howard agreed with obvious relief.
"No problem."
"That's it." Iended the discussion with, "See you on the show."
Icouldn't wait to tell Dr. London how successful our little talk
had been. This was the first time Howard and Ihad ever discussed a
problem without having it turn into ascreamfest. Not only had I
been heard, it appeared that Ihad been understood, and there had
been no blowup, no hurt feelings, and no further erosion of our
relationship. When Ishared with her what had happened, she said
the most amazing thing: "That's how people treat you when they
love you."
Iwasn't quite sure Iknew what she meant. "People who love
you want to help you, Robin," Dr. London went on. "They want
you to feel okay. They aren't looking to irritate you."
"Well, Ithink it's nice that he said it," Ireplied, "but Ireally
don't think he can do it."
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It turned out that Iwas wrong. A few days later we were in the
same situation. Iwas doing astory that Howard was chomping at
the bit to jump into, but just as he was about to interrupt me, he
caught himself and waited for me to finish. Only then did he burst
forth in typical "Howard" fashion. Idon't know how Imanaged not
to cry right there on the air when it struck me that he was the first
person to ever keep his word to me.
My therapist was overjoyed. "You see what Imean, sweetie?"
she said after I'd related the story to her.
For all the time I'd been seeing Dr. London, Ithought I'd been
deep in therapy when Iwas still in the honeymoon stage. Now the
process really began. She had won my respect and my trust. Now I
could get down to the business of figuring out what made me tick.
When Irealized that this meant dredging up the past so that Icould
discover how it was affecting my present, Ibecame afraid. The last
time I'd tried to do this, Itold her, I'd lost my voice, and Icouldn't
afford to do that now.
"This time you'll be doing it with professional guidance. Maybe
it won't be the same," she answered. So, together we went on.
From my childhood stories, Dr. London surmised that Ihad
grown up surrounded by emotionally immature people whose own
lack of self-control and inconsistency had forced me to feel the
need to control every situation in order to feel safe. They had been
my only examples of adults, and with achild's mind, Ihad based all
my rules about life on their model. As aresult, Ibelieved that Ihad
to be bigger and stronger than they were to stop them from hurting
me, and that Ihad to scare the piss out of them to make them leave
me alone. Iwas still playing by these same rules even though the
game had changed. Iwas still treating Howard and everyone else
like the scary, unreliable adults I'd known as achild.
Dr. London's theory didn't go down easy. It had abitter taste.
She was telling me that my mind wasn't working all that well, that
same mind that had gotten me pretty far without much outside
help. But Dr. London insisted, "Robin, you grew up in astrange
place around alot of strange people. You have to understand that
the world isn't necessarily the way you see it. Idon't mean that
you're not in touch with reality, but have you ever heard the term
'rose-colored glasses'?"
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When Inodded yes, she continued. "Well, growing up the way
you did, you're bound to see the world in adifferent way than most
people, as if you're looking through lenses of adifferent color. It's
going to be my job to help you see the world the way it really is."
"Okay," Icountered, "maybe I'm not seeing the world like it
really is most of the time. But what about Mary Beth?"
"I don't know," she told me frankly. "With Mary Beth, you may
have areal problem. We'll have to see."
To get just this far had taken six months. Ilooked back on the
days before therapy and compared them with the way things were
now. Istill had bouts of insomnia and suicidal thoughts. Istill spent
most of my time alone and had anxiety attacks about going outside.
But things at work were getting better, and even when they were
bad, instead of suffering in silence, Icould run to Dr. London and
tell her what was wrong. She had become my first really trusted
adviser, and the advice she gave me actually led to solutions that
guided me forward. The lessons Iwas learning from her would
become the tools of my eventual success. But there were going to
be many dark days before I'd see the light.

Just as Ithought Iwas making all this progress, the bottom dropped
out. Overnight, therapy became torture, and things seemed to be
getting worse. For awhile Ihad even been making friends and
going out abit. Ihad started to fix up my apartment to make it
more livable and had made measurable progress at work. But
throwing open the door to my past sent me spiraling back into the
depths of depression, and once again, thoughts of suicide haunted
me day and night. My bed became abattleground. Every night I
wondered how long I'd lie sleepless before getting up to watch television on the living room sofa. As the number of sleepless nights
mounted, the weird thoughts that had surfaced in the last of my
California days came back with them.
Out west, I'd barely cracked open the closet door behind which
all my skeletons lay. Ihadn't even attempted to clean the closet, yet
I'd managed to find myself in some very dangerous situations. Psychotherapy was tantamount to flinging that door wide open and
releasing all of my repressed sexuality with it. I still harbored
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thoughts that my body was essentially evil and felt that it must be
kept under strict control.
At the same time, Ifelt that Ipossessed incredible power over
men when we were having sex. Just as many prostitutes report, men
seemed to be under my spell in that context, totally subject to my
will, and that's the way Iliked it. The only time I'd ever completely
lost control in bed was the first time Islept with David, my beautiful, pot-smoking air force boy toy. Ifell so far into the moment that
time lost its meaning. Ihad no idea how we'd gotten where we
were, or what I'd been doing, when Icame back to my senses. I
made sure that never happened a second time. Ididn't want to
enjoy sex too much and risk losing control.
In California, when Idetermined that relationships weren't my
thing, I'd tried turning to the sex trade for an outlet. Fortunately or
not, Imanaged to rein in these urges before Icould get into any
real trouble. Now, when Istarted rummaging through my emotional baggage in therapy, Ibecame acowardly version of the Diane
Keaton character in Looking for Mr Goodbar. I'd spend entire weekends in bed masturbating, which was difficult because Icould no
longer conjure up the image of anaked man. It had been along
time between romances, so Iturned to Playgirl for inspiration. I'd
drive to out-of-the-way magazine stores to avoid the embarrassment of having the corner deli owner who sold me the newspaper
know what Iwas after. Once armed, Icould stay busy under the
covers for hours until Ipassed out.
Occasionally masturbating wasn't enough. On those nights, I'd
find myself climbing into my car with the intention of going to a
bar and picking up astranger. Ididn't get out, just cruised around
arguing with myself about whether Ishould actually make amove. I
never did because what Ireally craved was sex, not human companionship, and Iknew that no matter who Ipicked up, I'd have to deal
with apersonality. That notion always sent me home alone.
Imight never have disclosed these details to my therapist if my
compulsions had ended there, but Ifound that even this problem
had escalated to the point where Ifeared I'd no longer be able to
keep it asecret. On my nighttime prowls, I'd drive by sex shops and
want to go inside. It became harder and harder to just keep driving.
Then Iwas gripped by another compulsion. Ialmost acted on the
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urge one day as Icrossed astreet not far from my apartment in
Queens. There was only one car on the street, and it was stopped at
ared light. As Iwas about to pass it, Ifelt an overwhelming desire
to rip open my shirt at the driver's side window. It took an incredible effort to resist and just keep walking.
That episode scared me into telling Dr. London about what was
going on. Ibegan to wonder if Iwasn't going crazy. Ididn't think I
needed more proof. Iwas just about resigned to the notion that one
day I'd be living out of ashopping cart on Third Avenue or sleeping
in the ATM office of abank. Ibecame fearful of homeless people, as
if merely seeing them might make that eventual reality come
sooner. Ididn't see how Iwas ever going to be able to fix everything
that was wrong with me, and Iwas ready to give up.
I often characterized my sessions at this point as cursing
tantrums. I'd sit with my eyes closed or staring directly at the painting in front of me and see how many times Icould use the word
"fuck" in the same sentence. If Iwasn't screaming, Iwas crying, a
tissue wadded up in my hand like alittle knot. Sometimes Ididn't
make the session at all, just forgetting that Ihad an appointment or
oversleeping. That's when Dr. London decided that we should meet
three times aweek.
"Am Inuts?" Iasked her.
"I don't answer questions like that."
"Well, then, tell me what's wrong with me. Give me adiagnosis.

fe

"I don't think that's the point," Dr. London told me. "The point
is, are you making progress? Is work going better? Are you sleeping
better? Are your problems less severe?"
The answer to all of these questions was aqualified yes.
"Then let's go on," my therapist told me, and we did, but I
knew without her telling me that Imust have been in pretty bad
shape. Two more days and I'd have been seeing her every day of the
week.
Iwas becoming adifficult patient. Iwas sick and tired of being
sick and tired, and sometimes Iblamed Dr. London for what Iconsidered my lack of further progress. Ialso felt sorry for her having
to listen to me rant for forty-five minutes three times aweek as my
buried anger began to surface. Sometimes I'd wonder what she was
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doing while Isat there cursing like asailor. Ithought she must be
horrified, but when Isneaked apeek, she was just sitting there listening and not judging me at all. Then I'd say to myself, You're
here for you, not to worry about what she thinks, then go back into
my zone.
In one session Iwas grousing about everybody Iknew. Finally
Dr. London piped up and asked, "Is there something about me that
irritates you?"
Normally, Iwould have lied and said no. Ididn't think anybody
cared about what Idid or didn't like, and if Iwanted to keep them,
the last thing Icould afford to do was tell the truth. But inside Dr.
London's office, Iwasn't normal. "Yeah," Iheard myself say, "Ihate
your smoking!"
Ifelt really bad when she began to stamp out the cigarette in
the ashtray next to her. Ijust wanted to articulate my feelings. I
didn't expect a response. But she never smoked in my sessions
again, and to my surprise, she never held it against me.
At this point in treatment, Iwas discovering that no matter
where Istarted my sessions, they all seemed to end in the same
place—my parents' home. Every time Ithought I'd finally put a
ghost to rest, I'd wind up right back at the same spot, wrestling
with it yet again. It was amazing to me how many decisions derive
from one single incident and how many times that same episode
can produce tears. The crying sessions were the worst. Sometimes
when they were over, Ifelt too drained to go to work. I'd step out
into the street and wonder what to do. Finally, I'd just start walking
and somehow always wound up at 30 Rock. Since Iwas already
there, I'd go up to the second floor and do ashow.
I'd made no secret of going into therapy. Alison Stern was supportive and just wanted to make sure Iwas seeing someone Iliked.
But, of course, Ihad to put up with alot of "Are you sure you need
ashrink?" and "What do you think you're getting out of it?" from
Howard and Fred and some of my other friends. I'd just smile and
tell them all that Ithought it was avaluable experience. Clearly, no
one knew how badly off Ireally was. One thing was for sure. I
wasn't seeing Dr. London to be trendy. The bottom line was that
my life hung in the balance, and Iwas not only dedicated to trying
to save it but to putting Humpty together again better than ever
before.
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In the midst of all this, my parents, whom I'd been trying to
keep at bay, began calling again. Junior and his girlfriend, Mary,
who was now his wife, came to visit me. When they returned to
Baltimore, my parents picked them up at the train station. As soon
as they got home, Mary decided to call me to let me know they had
arrived safely. Being unaware of the situation between us, she threw
my parents on the phone. My mother and father mistook my civility
that night for agreen light to start pestering me and began calling
me again after having laid off for some time. It really steamed me
because they never even bothered to check to see if it was all right.
Finally, Idecided to let them know just how angry Iwas in aletter.
"I asked nicely the last time that you leave me alone," Ibegan,
"but now Irealize that without knowing it, you would kill me, and I
don't want to die. So, I'm taking matters into my own hands. If you
call me again, Iwill hang up as soon as Ihear your voices. Idon't
want to hurt you, but I'm going through alot here, and it's going to
take some time to sort it all out. Ineed you to stay away for awhile.
Ican't say how long, but Ihave to have some time."
After this, they did stop calling, but my mother started writing
long, rambling letters about nothing, which never acknowledged
that there was even aproblem. As Iwent deeper into therapy, even
these letters began to infuriate me. Here Iwas trying to put some
emotional distance between them and me so that Icould see my
problems with some clarity, and my mother just wouldn't let go. At
the beginning of therapy, I'd assumed Icould work out my problems with them in ashort while. Now Iwas learning that just the
opposite was true.
Iwas furious all right, furious at them. All the cursing and crying in session after session was to vent feelings I'd had to suppress
as achild. While my parents did whatever they liked with impunity,
there had always been rules to cover whatever Iwas experiencing. If
my feelings were hurt, Iwas told that Iwas too sensitive and wore
my feelings on my sleeve. If Iwas sad, Iwas warned that these were
the best days of my life and that children had no problems to be sad
about. If Iwas angry at my brother, that was wrong, brothers and
sisters shouldn't fight with each other. And Iwas committing asin
that would force God to cut my life short if Idirected at my parents
any but the most pleasant of emotions.
All my life, each and every one of my feelings had been system-
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atically invalidated. Nothing Ithought or felt was ever right or
merited discussion. It was amazing that Iknew how Ifelt at all and
completely understandable how I'd become so pent up. Whenever I
did manage to express myself, it was in an explosion of emotions
because I'd held them back for so long. My anger was venomous,
eroding relationships, resulting in bad judgment, and ultimately
consuming me whole. When Icouldn't find any other outlet, I'd
turned it all on myself.
Istill didn't have control over that fury, but at least Iwas beginning to understand it. When I'd written that letter to my parents,
I'd actually managed to channel some of my rage in the right direction. It was the insane conditions they had forced me to live under
that had made me so volatile and confused. Ihad needed that anger
to protect me as Igot older in their home, but in this new world, I
was like atiger out of its cage.
«Iwas finally beginning to realize that Iwas the one who was out
of sync. But getting back on track would be an agonizing and often
embarrassing ordeal that would put to the test both my inner
strength and the devotion of those around me.

16
THE RETURN OF
THE GUNFIGHTER
Even though therapy was going okay, Istill thought of suicide.
Then Isaw Marsha Norman's play, '
Night, Mother, starring
Kathy Bates, on Broadway. Bates's character tells her mother that
she has decided to kill herself because she's tired of living with
uncontrollable epilepsy. The mother spends the rest of the play trying to talk her daughter out of it. Istarted to cry from the moment
Irealized what the play was about. Right to the end, Iwanted the
mother to win. That's when Iknew Iwanted to live.
I'd now been in treatment for alittle over one year but still couldn't
see how this therapeutic examination of my childhood was helping
me as an adult. Icertainly wasn't feeling all that much better, and
Dr. London and Iseemed to be going around in circles. Eventually
Idid stop screaming and started talking. When Idid, Iknew Ihad
to do something about my relationship with my parents.
Ihad just barely managed to deal with them before Istarted
treatment, and reliving my childhood traumas hadn't exactly helped
the situation, because now Iwasn't talking to them at all. "Honor
thy mother and father so that thy days may be long" was the phrase
my mother repeated over and over again as I, her willful child, was
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growing up. Now Ireplayed it over and over in my mind. Did it
mean that Ihad to keep these people in my life even if it killed me?
Iwas beginning to think not. No God Icould serve would demand
that of me. Iwas coming closer and closer to the conclusion that I
would have to abandon my parents completely.
The Stern family, on the other hand, has always been very close.
Howard, from the beginning, made it an on-air practice to call Alison, his mother, and other relatives if he had aquestion or needed
advice. When we came to New York, it wasn't unusual for him to
phone his mother and ask her about her sex life. He even enlisted
Alison's aid in re-creating the birth of their first child on the air.
People were horrified at the thought that he'd actually brought a
tape recorder into the delivery room. Sometimes the Sterns would
call in on their own when they heard him talking about them.
Howard also used to call my mother when we were in Washington. Shortly after we started at VVNBC, I'd asked him to forget
about phoning her for awhile, and he'd agreed. But afew months
later, he casually commented that he wished I'd resolve whatever
was going on with her so that he could start calling her again. " She
was good on the air," he concluded. Ijust smiled and replied that I
was still working things out.
I'd managed to avoid my parents for quite some time now. On
holidays Istill sent cards, making sure the messages weren't overly
effusive. Of course, they continued to send me the gushiest cards
around, complete with sugar-coated verses and pictures of warm,
loving relationships. Ieven managed to have my two younger foster
brothers, the boys Social Services had placed with my family after
Jimmy was taken away, come for summer visits without actually
speaking to either my mother or my father. All the arrangements
were made by letter. But even though Iwasn't talking to my parents, my rage toward them increased. Their letters and cards only
served as nagging invitations to take up the mande of lies that had
been smothering me, and Iresented them for it. So one day, I
announced to Dr. London that Iwas severing all ties. "Are you sure
that's what you want to do?" she asked, concerned.
I'd thought about it for along while and felt that I'd reached
this conclusion objectively. In all the time that Ihad been out of
touch with them, Ihadn't once missed anything about them. Ihad
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never thought of anything Imissed doing with them or any time
we'd spent together that was worth re-creating. In over thirty years
there wasn't one tie binding me to them except duty. Iwent home
because Iwas supposed to, called because it was expected, wrote
because that's what everybody does. Inever shared my secrets with
them. They were far from the first people Ithought of when something wonderful happened. When things were bad, I became
deathly afraid of them.
Dr. London protested again. "Don't you think that you'd just
like to speak to them sometimes? After all, they are your parents. I
know you can't believe this yet, but on some level you must still
love them."
"I don't think so," Isighed. "If Isaw people like my parents
walking down the street, I'd cross to the other side rather than pass
them. Idon't see any reason to spend time with people like that."
"Well," she said, relenting, "Iguess you've made your decision.
But don't let pride stand in the way if one day you want to change
your mind."
Iknew right away that I'd done the right thing. As long as my
parents were in my life, I'd always be alone instead of with people
who could love and support me. I'd still be crying for the kind of
mother who would hold me in her arms and tell me everything was
going to be all right and afather Icould trust to protect me. By severing all ties, Iwas acknowledging that they could never fill those
roles. Iwas free to go out and find what Ineeded. Still, Dr. London
wasn't the only one to question my action.
Howard and Alison were the first people Itold that Iwas never
speaking to my parents again. Iwas out for adrive with them the
day Ichose to break the news. Iremember the scene distinctly.
Howard was driving, and Alison was beside him in the passenger
seat of their new Cutlass Supreme. Iwas sitting in the backseat with
their baby daughter, Emily. Now that Howard was a father, he
tended to identify with parents in general. Maybe his reaction
wasn't this overblown, but this is how it appeared to me at the time.
He began screaming and banging on the steering wheel with his
fists. "You call your parents and talk to them!! They couldn't have
done anything that bad. What you're doing is wrong!!"
Howard didn't even know my parents. Why was he defending
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them? Iwas crushed that he was taking their side over mine. His
words played into my self-doubt. Iturned into ajellyfish and started
to ooze off the backseat with every harangue. Then, calmly but
firmly, Alison spoke up. "Howard, Robin doesn't have to talk to her
parents if she doesn't want to." With that, Howard just stopped
talking. The subject changed and was never brought up again. I
found my backbone and sat up in my seat. Iwill always be grateful
to Alison for that statement. She was the first person to confirm
that Ihad aright to my feelings and aright to act accordingly.
A few years later, Howard surprised me by admitting on the air
that he thought it was awful when Irejected my family but went on
to add that, hard as it was to believe, I'd actually gotten better since
I'd made the decision.

With my parents out of the picture, Ibegan to rebuild my life in
earnest, but I'd be less than honest if Iclaimed the process was
painless. Sometimes being with people made me sadder than being
alone. Ihung out alot with the Stern clan, but my times with them
were painful reminders of what my family was not. Watching a
group who loved and supported each other, and enjoyed being
together, often made me feel that Iwas on the outside looking in on
something Imight never know. What Ireally wanted to do was cry
at those moments, but as was my habit, I'd continue to smile and
refuse to let the sadness overwhelm me in public. The energy it
took to maintain my façade required frequent sugar fixes. On the
way home, I'd head right to the nearest place that had candy or ice
cream.
When my friends Linda and Z found out that Iwas, in effect,
divorcing my family, they invited me to spend Christmas with them
in Pittsburgh, and the first year I'd had agreat time. The next year,
though, Iconvinced myself that I'd be intruding and stayed away. I
spent the day alone, wallowing in self-pity and nursing acold, but
Linda had made me promise to call her mother's around dinnertime, so Idid. To my amazement, the entire family gathered around
the phone to sing Christmas carols to me and insisted on talking to
me individually so they could each tell me how much Iwas missed.
The following year Ididn't hesitate to accept their invitation. They
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are an open and loving family who took me into their bosom and
made me feel like amember.
With Dr. London's help and encouragement, Iwas discovering
that just because Iwasn't blessed with my own set of loving parents
didn't mean Icouldn't have all the things they could provide. It was
simply amatter of determining what Imissed and then replacing it
with an acceptable alternative in my emotional and personal life.
Therapy also continued to help me with my problems at work.
The more Iunderstood how the past affected the present, the
better Iwas able to cope with the daily grind of working at VVNBC.
Idiscussed every move Mary Beth made with Dr. London, who
would devise strategies to minimize, even thwart, her assaults. With
every victory, my job performance improved, while an increasingly
frustrated Mary Beth started to get sloppy.
Isometimes filled in for the midday news anchor when he was
off and had to do network joins. With the pressure off, Ihad figured out the whole system and now managed without fail to deliver
my four stories before the network anchor spoke. Iwas at the top of
my game, feeling comfortable on the air again.
Since I'd been complaining about Mary Beth almost from day
one, things had gotten to the point where no one in the front office
even noticed anymore. Iguess they all thought it was asimple case
of incompatible personalities, not acalculated campaign to undermine my work and drive me out of WNBC. Granted, Iwas paranoid, but this was aparanoid's worst nightmare because somebody
really was out to get me. Ihad the feeling that this was the case
because each time my job performance improved in one area, Mary
Beth appeared to shift her attack to another. This time she zeroed
in on my reputation with my peers.
A grotesque serial murder story was breaking in the Ironbound
section of Newark, New Jersey, while we were on the air one day. I
still wasn't familiar with all the little towns and cities that dotted the
tristate area, and it was the first time I'd ever heard of this section
of Newark. Howard asked me for the latest information on the
story when Ijoined him in the studio after Judy had done the news.
Iwas speaking without notes and mistakenly referred to the area
as the "Ironside" section. Realizing my error, Icorrected myself in
the next break and continued to use the proper name for the rest
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of the show. But, radio listening being what it is, somebody only
heard the mistake and wrote aletter of complaint to the station. I
should thank this man because his letter led directly to my eventual
triumph over Mary Beth's tyranny.
The letter writer carbon-copied everyone. Igot a copy. Pig
Virus got acopy. And, of course, Mary Beth got acopy. Pig Virus
wrote me anote and left his copy of the letter for me in Howard's
office. When Iran into him that afternoon, Itold him that Iwas
already aware of the mistake and had corrected it on the air. That
was the end of the incident as far as he was concerned, but when I
walked into the newsroom afew minutes later, Iwas astonished to
find Judy D'Angelis reading the same letter of complaint. "Where
did you get that?" Idemanded angrily. Judy, caught by surprise,
admitted that Mary Beth had given it to her.
I don't know what possessed me, but all my investigative
instincts suddenly sprang into action. Ichecked my mailbox to see if
Mary Beth had left me acopy of the letter or even anote to see her
that afternoon. There was nothing. Even if she'd meant to alert the
rest of the staff so that they wouldn't make the same mistake, she'd
breached protocol by not informing me first. In fact, it seemed clear
that she was trying to publicly humiliate me. Once Ichecked my
mailbox, I knew Ihad her. Iwasn't about to let this toothless
piranha slide off the hook. I'd been waiting too long for this chance.
Mary Beth was out to lunch, and although she didn't know it,
she was going to be out of alot more before this week ended. I
headed directly for her secretary. For the first time since I'd started
working at WNBC, Iwas the one demanding ameeting with Her
Royal Highness. Then Iwalked over to the other side of the building to request aformal meeting with Pig Virus for the next afternoon. By the time Igot back, Her Majesty was standing in the
doorway of her office, beckoning me.
Once inside, Mary Beth and Iwrestled for control of the conversation. She wasn't about to entertain my accusations that she was
trying to turn the rest of the news staff against me. Instead she
resorted to her old tried-and-true tactic of disparaging my work
performance. "The kind of mistake you made reflects badly on the
entire department!" she screamed.
"Mary Beth, Ispotted the mistake right after Imade it, and corrected it on the air."

QUIVERS

237

"That's not all you've done," she continued. "Your delivery still
isn't satisfactory, and there are—" Iended her tirade by walking out,
aware that she was trying to guilt-trip me into letting the whole
subject drop. All the while she was screaming, Iwas having difficulty hiding how pleased Iwas by her response. Her very reaction
assured me that Iwas sitting on agold mine, but Ilet her think her
attack was effective and never even hinted that Iplanned to see Pig
Virus about her the next day. Mary Beth would soon find herself on
the ropes, unable to dodge the barrage of blows coming at her from
every direction.
The next afternoon, Iasked Howard to join me in Pig Virus's
office. Howard had witnessed the effects of Mary Beth's handiwork
and deserved to be in on this, Ithought. Once Ilaid out the facts,
he even chimed with his own examples of Mary Beth's unreasonable
behavior. Then Pig Virus asked what Ihave to admit was aclever
question, "Why is it that you're having such aproblem with straight
news when your participation on `ANI66' is just fine?"
"ANI66" was aweekly, hour-long public affairs show produced
by the news department for which I wrote two segments per
episode, one on health-related issues and the other on entertainment. My pieces for "ANI66" went unchallenged, and the show
always garnered awards. If Iwas as incompetent as Mary Beth
claimed, why, indeed, wasn't Ihaving trouble with "ANI66"? Now
that everything was falling into place, Icould easily answer Pig
Virus's question. "My stuff on `AM66' is good because Mary Beth
leaves it alone. My confidence isn't constantly being undermined, so
Ican still perform my duties for that show effectively."
At last both Howard and Pig Virus were beginning to believe
me. Pig Virus asked afew more questions, then actually extended a
sincere apology for not having taken my previous protests seriously.
"I had no idea what you were going through," he said by way of
explanation. "It's going to take some thought, but I'll figure out a
way to handle this." As Ileft his office, Ithanked my lucky stars for
Dr. London, who had helped me find the ammunition Ineeded to
fend off Mary Beth's threat to my career. Later that afternoon, my
nemesis received aluncheon invitation from Pig Virus for the following day.
When Igot to work the next day, Iwarned everyone in the
newsroom that Mary Beth was not going to be in agreat mood
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when she got back from lunch. They all demanded to know what
I'd done, but Ikept my secret safely hidden behind yet another
enigmatic smile. Iwas getting quite good at these veiled grins. "Just
watch your backs," was all Itold them. When Mary Beth strode
through the newsroom on the way to her office, she shot me an icy
glare but said nothing.
Later, Pig Virus met me in the hall to tell me what had transpired. "Ithink Igot through to her," he began. " She really went
crazy when Iordered her to cut you some slack. Ifinally had to tell
her that if it came down to achoice between her and you, you were
much more valuable to the station than she was. That's when she
started to get reasonable. It may take awhile for it to show, but I
think she got the message." Pig Virus was right. She stewed about
the new shape of the playing field for several days before coming up
with anew plan of attack.
Among Mary Beth's few cronies was ablack woman named Nell
who headed the public affairs department, and she decided to enlist
her aid in an effort to reestablish relations with me. Nell and Ihad
never done more than exchange greetings in the hall, but all of a
sudden, she wanted to be my best friend. A few days after Mary
Beth's lunch with Pig Virus, Ireceived aluncheon invitation from
Nell. Idiscussed this latest plot twist with Dr. London at our next
session, but she refused to believe intrigue was behind every move
made by the NBC honchos. She was actually encouraging me to
accept the invitation from Nell to increase my social contacts.
"I may not see the world correctly most of the time, Dr. London," Ipleaded, "but don't make this atest. I'm agood judge of
character, and Iknow Nell is only doing this for Mary Beth!"
"How do you know so much?" my shrink asked, at her most
shrinklike.
"I accept that I'm not right about everything," Icountered, "but
I'm right about this."
"Just try it," she urged me.
"Okay," I agreed reluctantly, "but I know I'm going to be
sorry."
Ihad never trusted anyone the way Ihad begun to trust Dr.
London, and Ibelieved that my faith demanded she always be right.
Iwas afraid that this mistake would destroy all that we'd built
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together in the past months and that once again Iwould have to
question her guidance or, even worse, be thrown back into astate in
which Ionly trusted myself. Ibegged her not to make me test my
theory, but she insisted.
So Ihad lunch with Mary Beth's bosom buddy, inwardly cursing
Dr. London the whole time. Nell wasted my afternoon by singing
Mary Beth's praises and trying to convince me that Ihad misunderstood her motives all along. "If you could only get to know her,"
Nell crooned in her deep satin voice, "you'd realize she's not your
enemy." Then came the bribes, invitations to Nell's house in New
Jersey for great parties where Icould meet some fabulous people.
She started dropping names, Sammy Davis, Jr., and Harry Belafonte. She jawed about how we simply had to go shopping at the
malls.
Nell was laying it on pretty thick. Isat there nodding and smiling at everything she said, but frankly I'd stopped listening to her
long before the lunch came to an end. Iwas thinking about my next
therapy session. Iwas angry as hell at my psychotherapist. She had
watched me throw tantrums about everyone else. Now she was
going to find out what it was like on the receiving end.
"Well, Iwas right, and you were wrong," Ispat out at the start
of our next session. "Ihad to sit there listening to that bitch defend
Mary Beth for almost two hours. Itold you what she was up to, but
you wouldn't listen to me, so Ihad to waste my time sitting across
from that maggot while Itried to choke down rotten food. Ihope
you're happy."
"Okay, so Iwas wrong," Dr. London admitted quite calmly.
"Was the lunch really that bad?"
"Yes, it was awful!"
"I'm sorry," she told me with aslightly sheepish grin. "How was
Isupposed to know you were such agood judge of character?"
Icouldn't even get agood argument out of this woman! Wrong
or right, Dr. London was pretty cool. Even her response to her own
misjudgment proved that she wasn't there to play God. She had
taught me awhole new vocabulary of problem solving. She wasn't
afraid to push the envelope if she thought it would help me grow.
Ultimately, she wanted me to be in charge of my life, to be capable
of standing on my own, and to accept the fact that Icould make
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mistakes. And what she had helped me accomplish with Mary Beth
was nothing short of amiracle.
About aweek after that uncomfortable lunch with Nell, Mary
Beth called me into her office and really lost it with me just as the
show was about to begin. I'd already had abad morning, and Ijust
didn't need her hammering at me that day. Iguess Mary Beth's outburst was the straw that broke the camel's back, because as soon as
she started yelling, Icould feel the floodgates open. Iran from the
office to avoid crying in front of her, but the tears were already
flowing when Ihit the hall, headed for the women's room. So who
do Irun into? Nell. She tried to stop me, but Ieluded her grasp and
just kept running.
No one had ever reduced me to tears at work before, but Mary
Beth was amaster at that part of her job. Still, as Isplashed cold
water on my face, Iwas convinced that she had just lost the war.
That outburst was the final straw. Mary Beth was dead meat. Iwas
through being flicked with. I'd reached my limit, and since no one
else seemed to be able to take care of her, I'd just have to do it
myself.
Iwalked out of the rest room and headed for the studio, where
Howard had already opened the show. It seemed like the whole station had been alerted about my tearful breakdown. I walked
through agauntlet of stares as Imade my way through the hall,
every eye questioning what I'd do next. Iburst through the studio
door, slung my chair around, straddled it as if it were ahorse, and
grabbed my headphones. Howard too had heard the news, and
when he turned to face me, Icould see that he was tired of dealing
with all the bullshit. "What's going on now?" he moaned.
"Fuck it," Ireplied with atoss of my head, "we've got ashow to
do." And with that Islapped on the cans.
"All right," Howard said, grinning from ear to ear. He might
not have had aclue as to what had been going on with me, but it
was obvious that he was glad to have me back.
Nell must have warned her buddy that she'd better try to do
some damage control, because Mary Beth called me into her office
during the next break. "You're much too sensitive. You take everything too personally," she began as Istood on the far side of her
desk looking down at her.
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"Fine, no problem, Idon't really care anymore," Ireplied with a
dismissive wave of the hand as Iturned and walked out the door. I
was cool, cooler than I'd ever been, so cool that Mary Beth never
even bothered trying to call me back.
Subsequently, scrambling to recover the edge, she shifted gears
again and attempted to bring me into her inner circle. I'd heard
rumnors that she kept us all at each other's throats by taking us
aside and sharing her complaints about another colleague. Now she
was carping to me about one of the freelancers who was subbing on
the traffic copter that day. "He's just not as good as we are," she
smiled, including me among the privileged. Iinquired if that was all
and walked out on her.

Not long after the Ironbound incident, VVNBC finally got anew
general manager, Randy Bongarten, to fill the void left by Dom
Fioravanti. Pig Virus, who had gotten used to functioning as GM in
the absence of areal one, now found himself relegated to his old
job. Since he was no longer in aposition to control Mary Beth, I
felt it imperative to get to Randy and explain my position. Ihad to
make sure he was aware of everything Mary Beth had done in the
past so that he'd understand when Icame to him about her in the
future.
Iwas thrilled to find Randy an enthusiastic and knowledgeable
fan of the show. He had every intention of cutting the few cords
still left binding us at VVNBC so that we could once again do the
kind of free form, avant-garde broadcasts he'd heard us do in Washington. But when Imade my complaints about Mary Beth, he too
chalked them up to asimple personality conflict. Randy considered
himself areal "people person" who'd never met the management
difficulty he couldn't smooth over. He saw fixing my relationship
with Mary Beth as part of his job description and assured me that it
wouldn't be aproblem. Unfortunately, he had no idea how far out
of control things had gotten, but he would find out soon enough.
Next, at Randy's insistence, Mary Beth entrapped me into
accepting an invitation for dinner at her newly decorated co-op. Oh
joy! Ihad desperately tried and failed to get out of it. Now Ilay
sleepless, finally facing the fact that there was no way Icould get
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through the evening. The next day, Iwalked over to Randy's office
and demanded to see him immediately. He was sitting on his couch
glancing over some papers when Iwalked in.
"Mary Beth invited me to dinner," Ihissed through clenched
teeth.
"Yes, isn't that great," he responded without looking up.
"No, it's not," Ireplied, making it clear that Iwas not amused.
"I'm not in the habit of breaking bread with people who have tried
to kill me."
"Okay, Robin," Randy said, seeing for the first time the gravity
of the situation, "I'll take care of it. You don't have to have dinner
with her. Iguess this problem between the two of you is alot worse
than Ithought. Isn't there any way to resolve it?"
"I don't think so," Itold him honestly.
Later that afternoon, Mary Beth told me something personal
had come up and that she'd have to cancel our dinner plans. I
almost dissolved into hysterical laughter.
Whatever Randy had said to her didn't stop Mary Beth's
attempts at reconciliation. She even called me at home once to have
alittle chat. When Iresponded to her query about what Idid on
the show, she expressed surprise and said that she had no idea Ihad
so many duties. She also admitted that she had done horrible things
to me and had tried to get me fired, but claimed she was under
orders from our old general manager, Dom Fioravanti. Inever
bothered to tell her that Dom had expressed misgivings about her
before Ihad even gotten to New York or to point out that Pig
Virus, Dom's protégé, had been the one to come to my defense
when Ifinally got the goods on her.
Pig Virus left shortly after Randy took over, but no one had discovered yet what it would take to unseat the Queen of the Newsroom. Even with the intervention of anew general manager who
was openly supportive of the show, Mary Beth seemed incapable of
changing her ways. She still tried to stick me with all the dirty jobs.
When WNBC started carrying basketball, the games often preempted the show by as much as two hours, since we were on the air
from three to seven in the evening. In those instances, Iwould have
been able to leave early with Howard and Fred except for the fact
that Mary Beth demanded Icover the newsroom until nine. Randy
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agreed that the coverage was unnecessary but didn't want to completely override Mary Beth's authority, so he came up with acompromise. Since Mary Beth wanted the newsroom covered during
the games, it would be done on arotating basis and shared by three
people—me, Judy, and Mary Beth. Ithought that her little bug eyes
were going to pop right out of her head when she discovered how
badly her scheme had backfired.
Each time it was her turn to cover the newsroom during a
game, Mary Beth called me into her office and asked me, as afavor,
to sub for her. Things between us had cooled down slightly, so
while Iresented it, Ialways agreed in the interests of détente. Then
one day she abruptly developed afear that somehow Randy would
discover she wasn't pulling her rotation. First she asked me to cover
for her. Two hours later she told me Icould leave early. Then she
changed her mind again. This waffling went on all afternoon. In the
end she pulled her own shift.
Ihadn't put up the least bit of resistance, yet the following
afternoon, one of the vice presidents of the radio division confronted me in the studio. He shook Howard's hand in afriendly
old-boy manner when he first came in, then he turned to me.
When Itook his hand to shake it, he looked me right in the eye and
announced angrily, "And you, why'd you have to make her such a
bitch last night?"
Iwas so shocked, Icouldn't believe my ears. He had to be talking about my news director, Mary Beth. When Itold Randy about
the bitch comment, even he was floored. After that incident, Mary
Beth lost all control over me. Randy informed her that any order
she wanted to give me had to be submitted to him in writing first.
Never again did Ihave to deal with her directly.
Randy was true to his word about liberating the show. He not
only removed Mary Beth from my life, he reappointed me afternoon-drive news anchor and scratched the network newscasts
because he wanted us to do the news the way we had in Washington. Soon, too, the wimpy sounds of Barry Manilow, Air Supply,
and Toto began to fade as Howard regained full control and started
to bend his artistry around the stifling WNBC format.
"Dial-a-Date" got wilder. We even set up men with other men
on dates, to say nothing of interracial couples and swingers. We
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held the first Christmas party in which listeners had to perform
weird stunts like burping out the alphabet to get in. The first naked
women began to appear. And the ratings went through the roof.
We were truly beginning to have fun doing radio again. Our
enemies had been vanquished, and we were pulling our own weight.
Advertising on the show was sold out. Not only did articles appear
about the show in the entertainment section of the paper, but in the
financial pages as well. Under Randy, the station began to treat us
like stars. We no longer had to travel by subway because WNBC
sprang for atown car, and Igot ahefty raise. We walked through
the halls holding our heads high, no longer afraid to meet the gazes
of engineers and salespeople. We were winners.
The Randy era marked our happiest time at WNBC. Even
when he balked at some of our more daring on-air fare, Howard
could charm him. If he couldn't exactly reach Randy himself, he'd
call Randy's wife, Fran, during the show and enlist her aid, begging
her to give Randy sex that evening so that he'd mellow out and get
off our backs. Eventually our ratings outstripped even those of the
venerable WNBC cash cow, Don Imus, who was now getting his
butt kicked by Scott Shannon and his "Morning Zoo" on Z100. All
of asudden, we were top dogs.
Howard and I started to feel so good, we began to take a
renewed interest in our personal appearance. We'd both packed on
the pounds from the stress of fighting off Mary Beth and Pig Virus
by consuming five or six generous meals aday. We had lunch before
the show, ordered in during the show, then pigged out again once
we got home. There were two signs that things had really gotten
out of control.
One of our sponsors, Baby Watson Cheesecake, started sending
us boxes of their product, which we'd munch on air. One afternoon,
Iwalked around the console to hand Howard something and discovered on the floor beside him ahalf-eaten Baby Watson full of
huge gouge marks. Icould just imagine him digging his fingers into
the cake, grabbing achunk, and stuffing it into his mouth in the
minutes between live commercials.
The second revelation happened one winter night as we made
our way to Radio City Music Hall to see alive Richard Pryor show.
Inoticed that each time Howard took astep, his huge down coat
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made aswishing sound as it rubbed against his hips. That coat was
supposed to be loose, and when Irealized that it was now formfitting, Iburst into laughter right in the middle of Sixth Avenue.
When I told him why Iwas laughing, Howard replied, "Well,
you're no lightweight yourself!" That shut me up. Ihad to admit
that up until then I'd thought the cleaner was shrinking my clothes.
In fact, I'd regained all the weight I'd lost in Washington and
hadn't so much as taken abrisk walk since I'd moved to New York.
Even my face was aperfect circle under amound of greasy jheri
curls, ahairstyle I'd adopted, to my mother's delight, shortly after
I'd come home from California. Iwas a real fashion disaster. It
hadn't seemed to matter much before, but now people wanted to
interview us and take our pictures. It was time to pull it together. So
we did. In the next six months, we would get ourselves in shape and
back to our fighting weights.
At the same time, therapy was becoming a real drag. Ihad
achieved the first of my initial goals. Iwas no longer uncomfortable
at work. The fighting and temper tantrums had ended. Howard and
Ihad learned to talk to each other again, and while Mary Beth was
still there, she wasn't afactor anymore. We were doing so well,
Imus stopped drinking and started barging into writing sessions just
to hang out. He'd even do the first couple of hours of the show with
us each afternoon. Ifigured it had finally hit him that we were the
new wave and he wanted to catch it before it engulfed him and he
drowned. We eventually threw him out, so he started calling us on
the phone. We couldn't get rid of him.
At home, the living room floor was clear, the jigsaw puzzles
having been relegated to my second bedroom, which was used for
storage. Ihad relearned to sleep through the night and no longer
prowled the apartment in the wee hours looking for instruments of
suicide. Even the exhibitionism and sexual preoccupation faded
away. Iwoke up each morning looking forward to the day. Ihad
friends and had become even closer to Howard and Alison and their
daughter, Emily.
That was as far as Iwanted to go, but Dr. London had other
ideas. She was pushing me to expand my horizons even farther.
"Don't you want to have arelationship with aman?" she asked one
day. "Wouldn't you like someone of your own?"
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"Nope," Isaid, sticking to my guns. "Ionly want to work and
not need anybody. Maybe I'm not totally self-sufficient yet, but one
day Iwill be."
Istill couldn't handle the idea of being that close, of really
needing someone else's approval. Besides, I still didn't think I
deserved to be loved, so why bother? That was when Istarted lying
in therapy. I'd decide what to talk about before Igot there to make
sure that Dr. London didn't accidentally stumble onto adoor and
open it. Eventually, Irealized that Iwas wasting my time and hers
and began to think about quitting. Iwas skipping sessions again and
getting sore about all the money it was costing me.
Iknew that if Idiscussed these feelings with Dr. London, she'd
assure me that there was more work to do. Inwardly, Iguess Iknew
that was true but wasn't willing to face it, so Ileft her out of the
decision completely. I'd cut back to two sessions aweek but was
rarely making both. And, one day, Isimply announced to her that
this visit would be the last. Dr. London was obviously shocked.
"Don't you think we ought to talk about it if you want to leave?"
"I've already decided," Ianswered.
"If that's what you want to do," she offered, "there's aprocess
we call 'termination' that involves acertain number of sessions to
wind up loose ends."
"No thanks," Itold her, "I've been terminating for weeks. You
just weren't aware of it," Ireplied without emotion.
We continued to talk for the rest of that forty-five-minute session about Idon't know what, but at the end Dr. London said she
was leaving my Thursday session open just in case Ichanged my
mind. "I've already told you Iwon't be here!" Isaid angrily.
It was hard enough to break away. Didn't she know Iwas afraid
and didn't need this added pressure? "I've learned alot from you,
and it's been over such ashort period. Ineed some time to let it all
sink in, that's all," Icontinued more reasonably.
"Well, Idon't know if I'm ever going to see you again," Dr.
London said, her eyes getting alittle misty.
"What are we going to do, have lunch?" Iwas angry again.
"No, we can't do that."
"Then Iguess you're not going to see me again."
"Well, I'll still leave Thursday open," Dr. London said as I
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again shot her alook. "Just in case," she said, holding up her hands
to indicate that she wasn't pressuring me. "And if you ever need to
come back, my door is always open. You know where to find me."
"Okay." Iwas fighting back tears as she gave me ahug.
"Bye, sweetie," she said as she walked me to the door.
Ished afew tears in the elevator, but when Ihit the street, I
entered what seemed like abrave new world. Iwas about to find out
who Robin Quivers was without close supervision. Could Ihold it
together on my own? Was Iready for prime time? Only the days
ahead would tell.

17
UNFORGIVEN

One day Igot a call from my old Summit friend, Kathryn
Starfire. Kathryn had dropped the "Starfire" and was once again
using her real name, but she was still in the self-actualization
business, working for Werner Erhard's new company and living
in Boston with the man she would eventually marry. We spent
Thanksgiving of 1984 reminiscing about the good old days at
Summit. "Robin," Katherine mused, "you really ought to give
Paul acall and tell him how you're doing. You're the one who's
really living what he taught."
Now that Ihad both feet firmly planted on the road to recovery,
Ifound myself wanting to share my secrets with others. For years, I
hadn't told asoul athing about myself unless it was alie. Now
Ibabbled about my past to complete strangers. There was only one
secret Ikept from all but the most special people. That was the
story ofJimmy, whose pictures Istill carried tucked inside my wallet.
Iremember telling Alison Stern about him when we were sitting at the kitchen table of her new home, and how strange it was to
hear myself actually forming the words. After struggling through
tears to finish the part about the adoption, Irealized that Alison was
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crying too. So, for the first time, Ilet someone else see those two
pictures I'd been carrying around for fourteen years.
"My goodness, Robin," Alison lamented, "you had such ahurtful childhood. Have you ever thought of looking for him?"
"No, he was only three and ahalf when he left. He wouldn't
remember me," Ianswered. " Besides, how would Iexplain who I
was?"

Although Jimmy remained aprecious memory, another figure from
my past unexpectedly reentered my life. Denise Oliver, the woman
who had introduced me to Howard, was hired by WNBC's sister
station, WYNY, as aprogram director. After three years apart, she
was again right down the hall. Denise always took pride in the fact
that she'd been the matchmaker between Howard and me and reveled in our success. Once again in close proximity, and now more
friends than mentor and protégé, we started hanging out together.
Most weekends, I'd throw abag in the car and head up to Connecticut to bunk with her or my other NBC friend, Paula Schneider. Their town houses were like camp cabins for single adult
refugees from Manhattan. We'd go to the beach, barbecue on the
patio, watch videos, or go to the movies in the evening. This was a
kind of leisure I'd never experienced before. Icouldn't have been
more pleased with the way things were turning out. Work was on
track, and Iactually had asocial life. Ifigured maybe the "dating
thing" would just naturally fall into place and Iwouldn't ever have
to confront my feelings on the issue while lying on some therapist's
couch. In the meantime, Ijust wanted to have agood time.
I'd enjoyed the beach so much that Ididn't want the summer to
end, but it inevitably began to slip into the dreariness of fall. As
October loomed ahead, the very thought of the cold to follow
finally got me on aplane and out of New York for one last dose of
hot-weather fun in the Bahamas. I'd heard so many of my married
friends raving about their honeymoons in the Caribbean that I
wanted to check it out for myself. It was the first time I'd gotten
that far away from New York in two years.
As soon as we landed in Nassau and Iregistered at the beautiful
new Cable Beach Hotel, Istarted wondering what there was to do
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here for aperson alone. First on the agenda seemed to be unpacking, jumping into abathing suit, and hitting the beach. The water
was an unbelievable aqua and so clear that you could see anatural
aquarium of exotic plants and fish all the way to the ocean floor.
Fascinated, I began to traipse along the shore, dodging waves.
Before long I'd wandered away from the hotels dotting the beach
and could hear reggae music coming from aparking lot just off the
sand. Seeing people who lived on the island doing something other
than working at the hotel appealed to me.
Before long some of the locals spotted me walking alone. My
demeanor must have screamed naive tourist because all of asudden,
Ihad company. One of the young men from the gathering in the
parking lot approached me, smiling too broadly and asking too
many questions. He wanted to know my name, where Iwas staying,
and where Iwas from. That Ilived in New York really turned him
on, which made me edgy. When afriend of his came up to us, I
became genuinely anxious and demanded that they leave me alone.
"Oh, we're here to protect you," the first guy announced.
"Yes, I'm from hotel security," his friend chimed in.
"If you don't get the fuck away from me, you're going to make
me angry!" Ispat out at the two of them.
"Why are you yelling at us when we're trying to help you?" the
first man asked.
"I don't need any help, Ineed you to get away from me!" I
screamed, clenching my fists.
The first young man told his buddy to leave, then attempted to
calm me down, but there was no getting around my fear. "You go
too!" Idemanded. He eventually turned away and headed up the
beach as Iwalked as fast as Icould back to the resort area. Iwas
panting by the time Ireached my hotel. When one of the staff said
hello, Ibarked at him to leave me alone. Secure once more behind
the closed door of my room, Ifinally calmed down. This was, after
all, the first time I'd been anywhere on my own in along time, and
there was no denying that Istill had ahealthy supply of paranoia on
board, which made what happened next atotal surprise.
To my delight, Imet awhite Bahamian—who even knew there
was such athing?—while on asnorkeling trip. Philip sounded just
like Sean Connery even though he looked like Jody from "Family
Affair" all grown up. While Iwasn't really into his blond, blue-eyed
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good looks, that accent was killing me. By the end of an incredibly
pleasant evening together, Iknew Iwas agoner. Ihadn't made love
in along time, and Iwas terribly nervous, but this young man made
me feel truly appreciated all night long. Ihave no idea where Philip
got his stamina.
After he left the next morning, Iwas pleased that both my private parts and my womanly wiles were still in working order. Philip
and Ihad one more bittersweet meeting before Ileft, and when I
got back to New York, Iput the conch shell he pulled from the sea
for me on ashelf in the bathroom. A few weeks later Ireceived a
lovely postcard from him assuring me that I'd always be warmly
welcomed in Nassau.
Iheld the Sterns rapt as Irecounted the story of my island tryst.
Howard eventually used the episode as the basis for his theory, later
revealed on the air, that Iwas some kind of "Black Widow." He'd
been working with Fred and me for almost four years, he explained,
and had never known either of us to have adate during the entire
time. Fred had actually been the object of many crushes among the
secretaries and interns at both DC101 and WNBC, but he never
took advantage of this. Howard and Iwould often speculate about
Fred's sexual orientation when he wasn't around, and I'm sure the
two of them had similar conversations about me when Ileft the
room.
Now Howard started referring to me as a "Black Widow" who
traveled to exotic places to suck the life out of young men. His reasoning went that my sexuality seemed to surface for atime, then
disappear. He expounded that like Spock, the Vulcan character
from " Star Trek," Ihad amating season every few years. The truth
of it was that Istill didn't feel worthy of love and was afraid to feel
anything too deeply. Iwasn't sure Icould survive aprofound hurt,
didn't particularly care for messy relationships, and had had enough
of flirting with depression. Since I'm not one of those people who
hates being alone, fear won out over romance. Just as, at the station,
the status quo was about to win out over the new and different.

Our heyday at WNBC proved to be just the calm before the next
storm once Randy Bongarten was promoted to vice president. Even
as he was packing his things for the move upstairs, he promised us
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that the show would always have his support. But Randy was athorough packer. When he went, he took the good times with him.
Randy's replacement, John Hayes, was arather attractive but
utterly humorless man who appeared to have something to prove
and who despised "The Howard Stern Show." Needless to say, John
didn't appreciate Howard's calling him on the air before he'd even
gotten to the station, to inform him that he wasn't our boss and to
keep his hands off the show. After John arrived aweek or two later
and actually appeared on the show, Iknew we had aproblem.
Howard was just being himself. He wanted Hayes to state on
the air that he was the most talented radio personality in the country, and when he couldn't get that out of him, Howard tried to pry
into his personal life abit. In the end, Howard warned Hayes once
again to forget about touching our show. John was visibly uncomfortable and couldn't wait to get out of the hot seat. Iran into him
in the lobby later and mentioned lightheartedly that Ithought the
little encounter had been fun. "No, it was not," he replied. I
thought he was kidding until Itook agood look at him. He was
deadly serious.
As far as Iwas concerned, the single good thing about John
Hayes was that he had no use for Mary Beth. One of his first official
acts was to have her replaced as news director. Practically overnight,
Mary Beth was busted to street reporter, trying to feed tape to the
station through Judy and me. The queen of the newsroom was now
acommoner, and Judy and Iboth outranked her. It was astunning
transition watching Mary Beth trying to ingratiate herself with us.
Judy and Itook great delight in making sure Mary Beth got as
good as she gave. We had the newsroom declared ano-smoking
area, so, old chain-smoker that she was, Mary Beth had to adjourn
to ahall at the back of the station to light up. Since she needed one
of us to monitor the transmission of her tape feed to the engineer,
we'd make her call back again and again, claiming that we were too
busy to help her until later. And we made sure that she was never
included in casual office conversation. Before long, Mary Beth was
history. She just sort of faded away, and no one shed atear. Her
only friend, Nell, had already left.
Blithely watching Mary Beth get booted from the train must
have given me tunnel vision because Itotally missed the fact that
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our own tickets were about to be punched. When Hayes moved
next, it was to infuriate Howard even more. John felt he needed a
personality-driven complement to Imus in the morning and Howard
in the afternoon, and one day on the train in from Connecticut
came up with what he considered an inspired choice—Soupy Sales.
Howard had actually been abig Soupy fan as akid. While we
were at DC101, Sales had been in Washington to promote the rerelease of his hit novelty dance single, "The Mouse," and had agreed
to do the Stern show. Howard couldn't contain his excitement. I
only remembered Soupy from "The Ed Sullivan Show," but
Howard claimed that his children's program out of Detroit had
been brilliant. I was prepared to be impressed. After Soupy's
appearance, Howard was still raving about him in an attempt to
convince me of what an incredible talent he was. Ididn't quite get
it. "Howard, he was anice guy and everything," Ifinally said, "but
calm down already." As far as Iwas concerned, it was Howard who
was the genius and Soupy who should have been raving.
Shortly after Soupy joined the WNBC lineup, Howard's attitude changed. He didn't resent Soupy getting the job, he just
wanted Soupy to have to prove himself the same way he'd had to
before getting all the perks that went along with success. Yet Soupy
was being handed everything before he'd clocked aminute of airtime. Among the blandishments were atown car, an office, and a
producer. They even went out and bought him apiano for the studio and hired someone to play it. On the other hand, the station
had balked at adding apaltry one hundred and fifty dollars aweek
to our budget so that we could hire someone to help around the
office. Gary Dell'Abate joined us only after Howard had waged a
long, exhausting siege. All Soupy had to do to collect the goodies
was show up.
Before long, Howard and Soupy were at war. Hostilities commenced when Soupy's producer, Boy Lee, who was one of our former interns, refused to clean the studio after they'd used it, and
they escalated when Howard jammed one of the little hammers on
Soupy's piano. From that moment on, our camps stopped speaking
to each other. Ithought it was hysterical, but I'm sure John Hayes
didn't appreciate his man being harassed on the air by Howard day
in and day out. It never seemed to have occurred to him that the
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feud would bring Soupy alot of attention, not to mention ratings.
Meanwhile, we had already begun to take advantage of being in
the same building as "Late Night with David Letterman," "Saturday Night Live," and "Live at Five." We commandeered every one
of their guests that we could, and the list of big names appearing
with us included Bette Midler, David Brenner, Eddie Murphy, Joan
Rivers, Billy Idol, Billy Joel, Bill Cosby, and many more. Now
Soupy was also demanding guests. When the issue became another
bone of contention, Howard went to management and insisted that
he be given right of first refusal.
Suddenly, we were back to square one or worse, battling with
Imus and Soupy on one front and on another with John Hayes, who
had athing about complaint letters. He either didn't understand or
didn't care that "The Howard Stern Show" always generated lots of
complaints along with big ratings. His ideal station was abunch of
nice little shows that didn't offend anyone and attracted airline
commercials.
And that was before Howard tried calling John's wife during the
show to enlist her aid in calming him down. Then Hayes really hit
the ceiling. Ihonestly believe that he saw Howard as the Antichrist
and feared that merely hearing his voice on the phone would put his
family in danger of damnation. After that incident, we were officially informed that Mrs. John Hayes was not to be called on the air
or otherwise disturbed by the likes of us. Not that we didn't feel the
tension generated by these little run-ins, but we were sure we could
handle them because we had the numbers as security. Howard, by
this time, was the biggest radio personality in the country. He had
even done aguest appearance on David Letterman's show.
And so it was that, even though he hated us, Hayes agreed to let
us take the show on the road. Howard had come up with asong
parody contest in which listeners rewrote lyrics to popular songs
using people on the show as subjects. Each of the fifteen winners
and their guests would accompany us on an all-expenses-paid trip to
Los Angeles for one week. The L.A. trip was our first experience in
taking listeners on the road, and we didn't have the foresight to
book ourselves into adifferent hotel from the one where the winners were staying. Everyone ended up together at the Universal
Sheraton, although Howard and Iwere staying on different floors
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and left orders that our room numbers were to be kept asecret.
Unbeknowst to us, two of the women in the group had vowed
to sleep with Howard from the moment they'd learned that they
were going with us. One of them even seduced Gary in order to
find out Howard's room number. On the final night, they confronted me as Icrossed the lobby on the way to dinner. They
couldn't wait to tell me that that very night they were planning to
surprise Howard in his room, wearing only their underwear.
Howard, who had been flirting on the air with the two of them all
week, was waiting for me in the hotel restaurant. Between the appetizer and the entrée, Itold him that he would be getting some unexpected company that night. "Robin," he fumed, "you tell those
bitches I'll rip their tits off if they come near me!"
Gary found the girls and headed them off before their midnight
run, saving them from apainful and unsightly amputation. That's
when Ilearned how much of afamily man Howard really was. Iwas
bowled over by his fidelity to his marriage and family, and right
then and there decided that not only was he agenius, he was a
hero.

Ihad to admit that L.A. was ablast and, yes, we could still have fun
on the air despite the fact that our enemies were lined up at the studio door. Even my personal life had settled into apleasant rhythm
of working out and friendly outings, but Ishould have know better
than to think it would last. Just when everything seemed under control, my family came tearing through my fragile veil of tranquillity.
When Istopped talking to my parents, I'd told my brother,
Junior, that Iwanted to keep in touch with him and the two young
boys who still lived with my parents. He'd agreed, but wouldn't you
know it, his very first call on family business was about my father,
who had been admitted to the hospital after aheart attack. Junior
seemed terribly worried that poor Dad might have to have openheart surgery on his badly clogged arteries.
Ididn't know what to say. Hadn't Imade it clear that Ididn't
care to hear about my parents' problems? Ispent asleepless night
rethinking my decision to stop speaking to them, but by morning
had once again resolved that Iwas right. Idid not want to see or
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talk to my father even though it sounded as though his health problems could be grave.
Junior called again the following evening to inform me that the
doctors had indeed decided to operate. "What do you want me to
do," Iasked, interrupting him, "come home and kill your father?
That's really all that Icould do." My brother didn't say aword, and
Ifelt that Iowed him an explanation for my apparent heartlessness.
So Itold him as briefly as possible about our father sexually molesting me. When Ifinished the story, he just said "Okay" and hung up.
Istood in my kitchen listening to the dial tone, unable to believe
that this was his only response. It reminded me of the time during
my parents' worst fight when I'd come to his room looking for
comfort and he'd angrily dismissed me because, Iguess, he didn't
want me to see him cry. Iwas just as disappointed in him now as I'd
been then.
Ishould have known that my mother was behind Junior's calls.
Once he failed in his mission, she wrote me aletter, calling me
names and pleading my father's case. According to her, he'd spent
his time before surgery sitting on the side of his bed weeping and
calling my name. I'm sure it was only because he thought he needed
my forgiveness to avoid hell if he died in surgery. "If you don't leave
me alone, I'll tell you why I'm not there!" Iwrote back.
A few days later, another letter from my mother arrived. Quite
uncharacteristically, she wanted to know what was wrong. So Isat
down and composed an eleven-page handwritten letter, telling her
what had happened to me on some of those Thursdays when she
was out shopping. Iwaited on tenterhooks for aresponse, wondering how my mother would react to the disclosure. Ididn't have long
to wait. In afew short days, Iwas walking back from the mailbox
with afat, business-sized envelope in my hand. Inside was aletter
from her and another sealed envelope with "Robin" scrawled across
the front.
My mother swore that she hadn't known anything about the
abuse and told me how sorry she was that it had happened. She also
revealed that she had confronted my father with my letter and that
he had tearfully confessed. The second envelope contained his written apology to me. Ipicked it up and turned it over again and again,
examining it from all sides while I thought about opening it.
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Finally, Iripped it to shreds, took it outside, and threw it in the
Dumpster. Ididn't want an apology she had ordered him to make.
Then Iwent back inside to finish reading what my mother had to
say. Something about her words touched me, and Ifound myself
dialing the fatal phone number.
In amoment of uncharacteristic charity, Ithought that maybe it
was possible for us to have arelationship, but it wasn't long before
talking to her had me literally shaking. She sounded exactly the
same as always. We spent afew minutes talking about the letters
and how long it had been since we'd spoken before she changed the
subject to how my father had destroyed our relationship. In no time
at all we were in full swing, both ganging up on Dad as if he were
the only villain of the piece.
Even while Iwas engaged in the conversation, Iknew we were
veering off in the wrong direction. Ihadn't stopped talking to my
mother because of what my father had done. I'd had my own problems with her, and this phone call was reminding me only too well
what they were. As soon as Ihung up, Ihad afull-blown panic
attack, complete with shortness of breath and palpitations, then
spent the night tossing and turning.
It had been all too easy to lapse into that old family dynamic in
which we'd make one person the enemy and then pick him apart
until we were down to the bone. Iwas ashamed of myself for having
participated, but Iknew Icouldn't have helped myself It was how
we spoke, how we lived, how we interacted. Ihad been drawn so
deeply into the psychodrama, I'd agreed to let my mother come for
avisit. But that was the least of my worries at this point; Iwas
mostly concerned about myself.
As soon as Igot to work the next day, Iran to Howard's office
and slammed the door shut. Iwas in quite astate by that time, eyes
red from crying and lack of sleep, tortured by my own thoughts.
"Howard," Ibegan, "Ihad atalk with my mother last night. Ihave
those people's genes inside me. What if they just blow up on me
one day and Ibecome just like them?"
Most people might think that Howard is the last person to come
to for reassurance, but Ican tell you that he's never let me down
when he knew Ineeded help. "Robin," he told me calmly, "you are
not those people, and you are never going to be those people."
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"Are you sure?" Iasked uncertainly.
"Yes, I'm sure," he insisted with authority.
On the strength of Howard's belief in me, I pulled myself
together and once again set out to resist being pulled into the
whirlpool of strangeness in which my family spun. And that wasn't
easy, because my mother, God help me, was intent on keeping the
date we'd made that night and Ididn't know then how to refuse her.
Ispent the weeks before her visit lecturing myself on what my life
was like now and alerting some close friends to the fact that Imight
need their help while she was here.
Hoping against hope that she wouldn't do exactly what I
expected her to, Idrove to the Port Authority bus terminal in Manhattan to pick up my mother on aFriday afternoon. Just as if we
had always been closer than two peas in apod, she ran toward me
with outspread arms, like in those hair commercials. Iknew the
weekend wasn't going to work when she grabbed me in abig bear
hug and my body stiffened reflexively. Of course, she ignored my
reaction and began to chatter on about the trip. Then, she eyed me
from head to foot, completing aquick inventory.
Iwas thinner and more fit than I'd ever been. Iworked out with
apersonal trainer, lifting weights three times aweek, and I'd started
jogging again. My hair was shorter than it had been when I'd
returned from California but this time, instead of gasping in horror,
she said that she liked it, Iguess because it left my earlobes exposed
to reveal diamond studs. When we got outside the terminal, Iput
her bags in the trunk of my new red Mustang. Icould almost hear
the cash register ringing as she took note of all that she saw. By the
time we got to my new place, acute little two-bedroom garden
apartment which had just been newly restored, she could no longer
contain her amazement. "Chile, you livin' rich. Diamonds all in
your ears!" she exclaimed.
Iwas trying with my entire being to remain civil, but having
been put under inspection was beginning to take its toll. "Well," I
replied, "no one else was going to give me these things, so Ifigured
I'd better get them myself." Iwas remembering all the tension I'd
felt when Ibegan to detect her jealousy of my achievements as a
young girl. Itried to keep busy and not talk much. Why couldn't
she stay in the living room while Iprepared dinner? Instead she
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propped herself up at the kitchen table, and unable to find any topic
of conversation to my liking, settled on my father. Iheld my tongue
as long as Icould, vividly recalling why Ihadn't come to her after
his very first kiss. Ihadn't wanted to be apart of the laundry list of
my father's failings and now, here in my kitchen, she was adding my
name to the roster.
That's when Ilost it. Ijust started screaming at her that she was
no saint and that Icould give her just as long alist of her own
wrongdoing. For awhile she tried to defend herself, but when she
couldn't outyell me, she fell silent. Even as Iturned my back to her
to continue preparing the food, Iwas screaming out my grievances.
Wheeling around to face her, Irealized that she wasn't even listening. Suddenly, it hit me that I'd never be able to scream loud
enough to get through to her, and that my neighbors had already
heard more than enough. Istopped yelling and put the food on the
table. It was impossible to eat, my throat was so tight. She started
chattering about nothing again, and Ijust couldn't take it anymore.
Iran to my bedroom, slammed the door, and threw myself across
my bed, in tears.
Ifelt trapped inside this little room, just as I'd felt trapped as a
child, and just like back then, Ihad no idea how Iwas going to get
out. Ipicked up the phone and called my friend Paula. "She's here
in my living room," Iwhispered, "and I'm trapped in my bedroom
and Idon't know how to get out."
Realizing that Ihad regressed to an infantile stage, Paula gave
me explicit instructions. "Robin, you have to go out there and tell
her it's not working out and she has to leave. Get her ahotel room
for tonight, and make sure she's on abus back to Baltimore tomorrow."
Iknew that Paula was right, and Iwas sitting in achair next to
the door, summoning the courage to face my mother again, when,
without even knocking, she burst into the room. "Come on, baby,
don't you want to cry on my shoulder?" Her barging through the
door like that reminded me once again of how none of my boundaries had ever been respected in her home. "No," Isaid quietly.
She took aseat on the edge of my bed, and burying her face in
her hands, she began to heave great sobs. "Stop the crocodile tears,"
Itold her. Instantly dry-eyed, she looked at me through her fingers
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and inquired, "Why do my tears have to be crocodile tears?"
"Look, Mom," Ibegan, "this isn't working out, so Iwant you to
go to ahotel tonight—," but before Icould finish my thought, she
interrupted me with an outburst much like that of apetulant child.
"I want my family back!" she screamed with bared teeth, hovering over me, her arms straight at her sides, her hands clenched
tight. "Why can't you just forget it? It happened along time ago."
Although Ibegged my mother to go to ahotel, she refused.
When Irepeated the request, she refused again but added that if I
wanted her out Icould call the police. At that point Iwent down on
my knees and pleaded for her to go. "Idon't live like that anymore,"
Icried.
Finally, she agreed to spend the night at ahotel Ifound for her
near my apartment. The next morning, as we rode the Port Authority escalator down to the level where she'd catch the bus back to
Baltimore, my mother wished me anice life. The last thing Isaid to
her was that I'd have one as soon as she was on that bus. Until that
moment, I'd never been completely sure I'd been right to cut them
out of my life. Now Iwas. When Ileft that bus station, though, I
didn't know if Iwas free or if Iwas an orphan. The one thing Idid
know was that Icould never go home again.
Italked to my mother one more time on the phone after that
trip, explaining that it wasn't possible for us to have arelationship
unless she got some counseling. That was aforeign concept to her,
but after she said no, she asked if Ithought she was sick because she
really didn't see anything wrong with her life. "Ican't answer that,"
Isaid. "Ionly know that it was wrong for me."
Irealized that my mother was telling me there was alimit to
what she would do. All the giving would have to be from my side, as
it had always been, and Istill had nothing to give, so Isaid goodbye. From that point on, Igave up looking back and committed
myself to growing and changing. Iwas through with the lies and
subterfuges of denial, and still couldn't see how Iwould ever be able
to forgive them for failing me so.
This was 1985, and one more time Iwas painfully reminded
that Iwas alone. None of the positive things I'd done had managed
to change that one irrefutable fact. No matter how hard Ihad
worked, no matter how much Ihad confronted, no matter how
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good Itried to be, the gods seemed to feel that there was more I
needed to do to absolve myself of my sins. It was time to try something else, so Iembarked on aspiritual search to see if that road
offered any answers, and the first place Ifound myself was back in
church.
I'd heard about aprogressive nondenominational church called
Riverside while Iwas still working at WCBM in Baltimore. One of
my co-workers there had been a regular churchgoer. Something
happened to her every time she spoke about her faith. Idon't know
if it was asense of peace or that zombie look religious fanatics get
that came over her, but it was awesome. Ever curious, I had
attended acouple of Sunday services with her. Her church wasn't
anything like the holy rollers' churches I'd grown up attending.
The minister was quite human and gave thoughtful, relevant sermons that made me think, rather than feel guilty, long after they
were over. He had mentioned Riverside Church to me when he
found out Iwas moving to New York.
Three years later, Idecided to give God one more try. Maybe it
wasn't religion Ihad objected to, just the brand my parents practiced. So with an open mind, Iheaded into Manhattan one Sunday
morning to search out God at Riverside Church and see if He had
anything to tell me. While Imight or might not profit from the
experience, at least it was movement. Whether it was in the right
direction or not remained to be seen. But while my personal and
professional lives seemed to be chugging along, even picking up
steam, storm winds were gathering. It was time to test my mettle
and see just how strong Ihad become.

18
AFTER THE STORM

I'm driving my car at top speed in traffic on asuperhighway,
only Ican't see because my eyes are dosed. At first it's okay,
then Ibecome anxious, and no matter how hard Itry to open my
eyes, Ican't. Itry to slow down, but Ican't do that either, yet
somehow Idon't hit anything. Soon Irealize that there's nothing
Ican do but let it happen, and then my eyes open naturally, as if
Icould have opened them all along.
—a dream
John Hayes had alot of plans for WNBC, and "The Howard Stern
Show" just didn't seem to fit in. Hayes had Soupy doing middays,
but evenings were still aproblem. Now that FM radio had really
come on strong, no one was going to tune in to AM just to hear
music unless there was no other choice. Our show was the one
entertainment format that proved people would switch back to AM.
The only other venue providing any draw at all was sports.
John thought the perfect solution for nighttime was to compete
with Art Russ, who did apopular sports talk show on WABC. Art
was asports authority, but John, in his infinite wisdom, challenged
Russ by hiring aguy who was anything but, Jack Specter, an elder
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statesman of New York radio. Jack's most frequently repeated line
was "I'm not aguy who knows statistics or remembers dates, I'm
just afan." It will come as no surprise that he didn't exactly set the
evening radio waves ablaze.
Soupy's ratings remained soft in middays and Jack's could never
be termed anything but anemic, yet Hayes, satisfied that both shows
were the cornerstones of his master plan to personally imprint
WNBC, moved on. Next he dealt with overnights, filling the slot
with the syndicated Wolfman Jack show. Now, gazing out over his
empire, there were only two programs which didn't bear the Hayes
stamp, Howard Stern's in the afternoon and Don Imus's in the
morning.
We've always speculated that Imus made apact with the devil to
achieve his success. He was the Teflon deejay. Nothing ever stuck to
him. He managed to outlast every administration and every industry shift, continuing to prosper, if not thrive. We, on the other
hand, have never been able to figure out why our karma makes us
the inevitable target of every bad manager and news media assault.
So even with dropping ratings, Imus's show escaped John's interference because it continued to make money and not waves. We, on
the other hand, were not to be so lucky.
John Hayes saw our show as the next thing that needed fixing.
Once again, the enemy would attack Howard from my side. Hayes
felt that he could get Howard to follow format by reintroducing
network news to the show and claimed we stuck out because we
sounded different from the rest of the daytime lineup. He never
realized that uniqueness was the key to our success. Hayes wanted
to reverse the clock, bringing back the network news that would
lock us into the format again and prevent Howard and me from
engaging in our lengthy discussions.
Once again we found ourselves being called to meetings, sometimes individually and sometimes together, in which Hayes would
attempt to enlighten us with his vast radio knowledge. "Icould
make some money on the show if Icould sell advertising to the airlines," he'd repeat like amantra. But we weren't budging. In fact, as
the meetings increased, Howard, in aghostly reprise of his last days
at DC101 with Goff Lebar, started taking his fight with John to the
airwaves.
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To our listeners, Hayes became known as "The Incubus." As
time went on, Howard began every show by lampooning The
Incubus's most recent intervention. People loved it. Everyone could
relate to having an overbearing, impossible boss and couldn't resist
the vicarious thrill of hearing Howard turn the tables, taking the
boss to task for his incompetence with seeming impunity. When he
railed at Hayes, he was screaming for all the people who had to
swallow their pride and just take it.
The day The Incubus and Howard got into an on-air shoving
match marked the collapse of all pretense at civility. Howard was
demanding to talk to him in the studio, but The Incubus now
refused to appear on the show. We tried calling him, only to be told
by his secretary that he was out, but we didn't believe her and dispatched Boy Gary, our producer, to his office to see. As we thought,
The Incubus was in hiding, with his door closed.
As impish as ever, Howard refused to take no for an answer, and
grabbing awireless mike, he set out for John's office. On the way,
he primed the audience for the confrontation by telling them that
he planned to riffle through John's desk to discover what everyone
at the station was being paid. The Incubus, in his utter humorlessness, took him seriously. When Howard tried to get into the office,
the ensuing scuffle went out over the air. Howard carried it off with
macho bravado but later, when we were back in the studio and had
gone to commercial, he expressed genuine amazement. "John was
really pissed," he told me. "Ithink he really wanted to hit me!"
A few weeks later we were in John's office once again, listening
to him whine that he needed us to sound more like the rest of the
station. We were only too familiar with the argument by now and
tired of listening. So as John laid out his concerns, Howard and I
made eye contact, rose in unison, and walked out of the office, leaving The Incubus in the middle of asentence. A brief moment of
sanity possessed me once we were back in the show office.
"Howard," Iasked, "do you think we might be going alittle too far?
Imean, we just walked out on the general manager while he was
still talking."
"Naaah," he replied after a moment's reflection. "After all,
Robin," he continued with ashrug of his shoulders, "what are they
going to do, fire us?" He had apoint. We were sitting on a5.7 rat-
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ing. We were number one in the afternoon and the highest-rated
show on the station. What did we have to worry about? We were
VVNBC's top guns. They needed us.
That's why we couldn't understand when, afew weeks later, the
new program director, Dale Parsons, tried to talk us out of working
the Friday afternoon Hurricane Gloria was supposed to hit. Dale
called Howard several times, urging him to tell us all to stay home,
but we decided we could make it despite the threatening skies. That
Friday show turned out to be genuinely pleasant. With none of the
stuffed shirts around, we had the station to ourselves. What made it
even better was that because The Incubus hadn't ventured in from
Connecticut, we were spared ameeting we were supposed to have
with him. It had been rescheduled for Monday at noon, but at the
time, Monday seemed along way off.
Over the weekend Howard, who had become ajogging fanatic
in the course of losing all the weight he'd gained, tripped over a
fallen tree branch and sprained his ankle. So Monday began with
Howard in pain and on crutches. Somehow this new glitch made us
forget all about the meeting, and we didn't get to the station until
one. Dale was frantic. "Where have you been?" he shouted, gesticulating wildly. We just pointed to Howard's crutches, then went our
separate ways.
A few minutes later, Iwas summoned to Hayes's office. Expecting to see Howard, Iwas surprised to find The Incubus alone. He
was sitting on the couch, not at his desk, and he motioned me to
one of the occasional chairs opposite him. Ifigured Howard would
be along presently, so Iwas puzzled when Hayes told his secretary
to close the door behind her. As soon as she was gone, The Incubus
threw back his head and began massaging his temples. He was frowning as he told me, "This has been one of the worst days of my life."
"Oh, John, nothing could be that bad," Imoved to reassure
him. "Why don't you tell me what the problem is?"
"The radio show has been canceled," he intoned, staring
straight ahead while avoiding my eyes.
"What are you talking about, John?" Iasked quizzically. "This
is radio, not television. Radio shows don't get canceled."
He tried again to get his point across by telling me, "The radio
show is no more."
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"Are you telling me that we're not doing ashow today?"
"Yes," announced The Incubus with obvious relief.
Then Iunderstood. We weren't doing ashow today or tomorrow or in three weeks. We were never doing the show again. We'd
been sacked.
For some reason, my only response was to ask him why he
hadn't phoned me instead of making me brave the Manhattan traffic just to get the bad news. My calmness seemed to stun him into
silence momentarily, but he soon went on to explain that NBC
would pay my salary for three full months as severance, but was
under no further obligation to me since acontract we'd been negotiating hadn't been signed. And that was it. Iheaded for the rest
room in astate of shock. Once inside, Ifound myself face-to-face
with Judy D'Angelis. "Ijust got fired," Isaid out loud for the first
time.
It was areal massacre that day. Once I'd pulled myself together,
Iwalked back to the main office and found Donna Feducia, our
traffic copter reporter but hardly amember of our team, distraught.
For some unfathomable reason, The Incubus had fired her too.
Once Ireturned to the show office, Gary, who hadn't heard the
news, wanted me to sign abunch of publicity photos. "Get those
things out of my face," Ibarked. At the time, Gary and Ibarely
knew each other, but he could sense that something was wrong.
When he asked what was happening, Itold him that he'd have to
wait for Howard.
Howard wasn't saying much when he reappeared, but he
seemed to be in better shape than Iwas. He quietly walked into his
office and shut the door. A few minutes later, the door opened and
he called Gary, Fred, Al Rosenberg, and me inside to announce that
there was no show that afternoon because we'd been let go. No one
knew what to say. Then Howard told us that he'd put in acall to his
new agent, Don Buchwald, who was on his way over. Don had
negotiated Howard's most recent WNBC contract, and though I'd
become familiar with his name, I'd never met him.
Once he arrived, the doom and gloom instantly lightened. Don
was avision of nonchalance, his overcoat slung capelike over his
shoulders, afedora perched on his head, and abroad smile illuminating his bespectacled face. He veritably swept into the room
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singing "Happy Days Are Here Again," abottle of champagne cradled in his left arm. Gary was commanded to find cups, the cork was
popped, and drinks were poured. Then Don and Howard adjourned
to Howard's office to talk privately.
Ihad to wonder what Iwas celebrating, but at least sitting there
sipping champagne made us look undefeated when The Incubus
finally appeared. Howard had gotten the news from our old friend
Randy, but Hayes was clearly anxious to witness the results of his
handiwork for himself. When he'd repeatedly called to request a
meeting with Howard, he'd been refused, and he finally just showed
up. While he waited for Howard's office door to open, he
attempted to make small talk with me. "Iknow you guys are just
going to go across the street and beat the pants off us," he
schmoozed.
The Incubus never did see Howard that day. The inner-office
door remained closed the entire time he was there. It soon became
glaringly obvious that Howard was ignoring him, and he eventually
drifted off without making apeep or getting satisfaction. He should
have seen us half an hour later when Howard, propped up on
crutches, and Iwere standing on the street in front of 30 Rock, surrounded by awall of boxes and pitifully trying to get acab. Our car
had already left, and although we called, we couldn't seem to get
another one to come. Between Howard's crutches and our boxes
full of tapes and scripts and our sound effects carts, we were asorry
sight.
In the wake of the initial massacre, The Incubus had told Gary,
Fred, and Al that they were being kept on the VVNBC payroll for
the time being, so Howard and Iwere on the street, fleeing WNBC
without our troops, when our old friend Jerry Nachman happened
by. Jerry, who had gotten us involved with NBC in the first place,
was now running the local television news department. When he
heard about our misfortune, he suddenly remembered that he was
in arush. "Call me," were his parting words as he scurried into the
lobby.
The next morning, Iwas scheduled to do avoice-over job in
Westchester and felt good that Ihad someplace to go. But it didn't
account for the lightness Ifelt when Iawoke. At last, Iwas fully
aware of the tension I'd been carrying in my body all the time I'd
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been at VVNBC. My chest was no longer tight. Ididn't have to do
daily battle anymore. Idecided I'd just enjoy my first day of freedom and not think about getting fired. But as Iwas driving through
the tollbooth at the Triborough Bridge, Ispotted ahuge picture of
Howard, Alison, and Emily on the front page of the New York Post
proclaiming the news that NBC had sent us packing. There was no
escaping what had happened to us. Everybody knew.

Riverside Church hadn't turned out to be as warm and friendly as
I'd expected, but I'd still decided to join in the hope that I'd eventually develop afeeling of belonging. In order to be amember, Ihad
to attend classes and meet with one of Riverside's dozen ministers.
It just so happened that my meeting was scheduled for the Wednesday after I'd been fired. The minister's name was Pat DeYoung. I'd
heard acouple of her sermons, liked them, and was glad she was
conducting my interview.
Pat ushered me into the office and motioned me to sit with her
on acouch across from her desk. When Itold her about losing my
job, she was sympathetic and asked me if Iwas going to be okay. I
then filled her in on the situation with my parents because there
was aquestion Ineeded to have answered. "Iknow I'm supposed to
be able to forgive my parents," Iexplained, "but Ijust can't. Idon't
know how. Is that wrong?"
"You may not be able to forgive them," Pat replied, "until
you've experienced some of the love you feel you never got."
"So it's okay that Ican't forgive them?"
"You can strive to make forgiveness your goal," she said, "but
God wouldn't require you to do something you aren't capable of."
Before Ileft, Pat also advised me to touch base with my old therapist, since Iwas facing acrisis. For achange, Ididn't resist. Icould
tell that Iwasn't ready to handle something this big alone, and
frankly was on the brink of wanting to tackle bigger challenges. I
hadn't admitted it to anyone, but Iwas beginning to feel that it
might be all right to get close to someone, to need another human
being. It occurred to me now that if Icleared away some more of the
cobwebs, Imight just be strong enough to figure out how to do it.
Not being the most forgiving sort myself, Iwondered just what
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kind of reception I'd get from Dr. London. Ihadn't exactly left
under the most congenial of circumstances, but, as always, she was
gracious and sounded happy to hear from me. After Ifilled her in
on the latest news, we made an appointment. This time, Iknew,
therapy would be even scarier. Since Iwas no longer desperate, I'd
have to find some other reason to burrow deep inside. I'd have to
find out if Iloved myself enough to face all my fears and do whatever it took to get better.
Dr. London was surprised to see who was standing at her door.
"Look at you," she said and smiled. "You're so thin."
I'd left therapy still overweight, jheri-curled, and with no particular concern for my attire. But I'd meant it when Itold Dr. London that Ineeded time to absorb all I'd learned from her. My physical appearance testified to the fact that Iwas still making progress
during our hiatus. Dr. London hadn't ever seen my new short Afro
hairdo or my new trim physique. I'd even completely revamped my
wardrobe with the help of aprofessional shopper. I'd had aslight
panic attack when I'd gotten the four-thousand-dollar American
Express bill (yes, I'd even managed to get afew credit cards), but
that's what happens shopping at stores in Trump Tower. Idiscovered that clothes don't make the woman, but people did treat me
differently when Iwas fashionably turned out. Suddenly, Ihad no
trouble catching acab, and men rushed to open doors for me. So
here I was, forging ahead with therapy and wearing designer
clothes. You'd never have thought Iwas unemployed.
Actually, we were only out of work for amonth, but alot happened in that short period of time. Howard was in every paper and
did every news program in the first few days following the big headlines, but there was aproblem. Most of the media was unconvinced
that the firing was real. It had to be ahoax, they reasoned, because
nobody had ever heard of atop-rated deejay being canned for no
apparent reason. That phenomenon was aJohn Hayes invention.
But no matter how much Howard protested, the reporters all
assumed we'd reappear on WNBC in afew days, none the worse
for wear. When that didn't happen, the story died.
Before that first week ended, Don Buchwald called me into his
office and pitched himself as my agent. "Idon't approach people,"
he said, "unless Itruly believe in their talent and feel that Ican help
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them further their careers." Ididn't know what else to do and
Howard seemed to really trust him, so Iagreed to let him handle
me. That's how the man whom Howard eventually dubbed "Super
Agent" wound up representing me as well.
Although Howard and Iwere desperate to get situated, Don
ordered us to go home and sit tight. Waiting for the big phone call
was driving me crazy. All of asudden, all my conversations began to
include game show references. Howard was going nuts too and
came up with the idea of doing live shows in clubs to keep busy. I
finally begged him to let me do some of the legwork just to get out
of the house, so Iscouted locations and picked up props to pass the
time.
Our first live shows were filled to capacity, but we were really
out of our element and it showed. I'd always heard of people crying
after bad performances. Now Iwas actually doing it. The worst part
of it all was that the reason we'd taken them on in the first place no
longer pertained. By the time we hit the stage, we were on our way
back to the airwaves.
Don wanted to continue to sit back and let the offers come in.
He's amaster at the game of timing, and he constantly assured us
that the cards were falling our way. He hadn't been kidding when
he walked into the office the day we were fired singing ahappy
song. The first thing we had to do was to decide if we wanted to
stay in New York or move to Los Angeles. NBC was offering
Howard money to go to the West Coast. They clearly wanted us
out of town. Having seen the luxurious house of Rick Dees, aLos
Angeles deejay, Iwas also lobbying to go west. Iknew the only reason we weren't living like that was because Hollywood couldn't hear
us. "But don't you want to stay here and pay back all these assholes?" Howard demanded. Ihad to admit that sounded awfully
nice too, so we chose New York.
Don wanted us to wait it out until we'd been off the air for
about two months, calculating that the money offers would continue to mount, but Howard and Icouldn't take the sitting around.
In one of my diary entries Iwrote, "Rock Hudson died today, and
we're not on the air. John Hinckley, Jr., is engaged, and we're not
on the air. The Mets are in ado-or-die race for the playoffs, and
we're not on the air." Ireally love doing the show, and it kills me
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when things happen and I'm not there to comment on them.
Howard and Iwere good to each other during the hiatus. We
stuck close together and used the free time to do some muchneeded soul-searching. I remember walking into his house one
morning on the way to ameeting and having his daughter, Emily,
greet me just as she had every other day she saw me, with abig
smile. That's when Irealized how nice family could be. Iwas just
Robin to her, not the person who had been kicked out by NBC.
Meanwhile, the world in general acted as if someone had died.
"Are you okay?" was the way people greeted me now, and they
never believed it when Isaid Iwas fine. Istarted hiding from my
neighbors again to avoid the stares and the questions, and Iwas
feeling alittle jealous of Howard. He had his family for support, but
what did Ihave? It was agood thing Iwas in therapy, where Icould
talk out thoughts like this instead of letting them fester.
One evening after ameeting in which Don had talked us into
biding our time, Howard phoned to ask me if Ithought waiting was
agood idea. "Look, Ialways want to work," Ianswered. "Then I'm
going to call him and tell him to just make adeal," Howard replied.
A few days later we were sitting at a press conference in the
Beanstalk Restaurant announcing that "The Howard Stern Show"
was moving to the new rock station VVXRK to do afternoons. So
here we were, spending aweekend a month torturing ourselves
doing these live shows while working on the air again at K-Rock, as
our new station had dubbed itself.
The first time Imet my new bosses was after the deal had
already been set. Once again we were going to work for astation
that needed us. WXRK was trying to recover from the disco era.
The station had been known as Disco 92 in the heyday of the dance
craze. They'd had great ratings then, but disco had died an
untimely death and the station had suffered the stigma of its quick
demise. They had tried to hire us to do mornings, but we preferred
the casual pace of afternoons. Jay Thomas, now the leading man on
the TV show "Love and War," was the morning man, which was
just fine with us.
Jay hadn't had much luck in the morning, and by February 1986,
K-Rock was going to dump him anyway. They approached us again
about mornings, and Howard said no. We'd vowed to never work
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those hours again, but that night, as we climbed into the car to go
home, something occurred to me. "Are you sure we're not just being
lazy?" Iasked Howard and Fred, who were sitting across from me.
"You want to get up at four o'clock in the morning again?"
Howard asked.
"No, but don't we want to go up against all those idiots in the
morning?"
"We're already number one. What's the big deal?"
"Yeah, but the papers always qualify it by saying that sure, we're
number one, but we have no competition."
"Yeah, that's true," Howard replied, beginning to catch fire.
"And Icould really stick it to that bastard Imus."
We talked about the move to mornings the rest of the car trip
home and ultimately decided to go for it. But before we left each
other, the guys made me promise that, since it was my idea to do
mornings again, Iwould never complain about the hours. Every
time Howard moans about getting up early, I remember this
promise and it kills me.
The first day we took over mornings at K-Rock, Iscratched
"#1" into the wall below my studio window. That's where we were
headed, and we were taking no prisoners. In the deal to go to mornings we got the station to spring for another writer, and that's when
Jackie "The Joke Man" Martling went from sitting in one day a
week for gas money to becoming afull-time paid employee. The
early hours were awful, but morning drive is prime time in radio
and it meant more money and more opportunity. Every great move
has its trade-offs, and this one meant going to bed at nine in the
evening and having great difficulty in keeping up asocial life.
The new hours, the new situation, and therapy made for an
interesting amalgam. Ifound myself right back in the throes of
depression as Dr. London and Ionce again agitated the bats in my
belfry. The changes created an instability that unearthed some old
defense mechanisms, not the least of which was my paranoia. I
believed Iwas being attacked on all sides. Unfortunately, Gary and
the interns bore the brunt of most of my white-hot anger without
realizing that it wasn't due to anything they'd done. Iwas just angry
in general. And on top of all this, as Christmas of 1986 approached,
Iexperienced afull-blown case of the holiday blues.
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At K-Rock we'd reverted to the separate studios arrangement
we'd had at DC101, and Howard and Iwere able to see each other
through awindow that connected the deejay studio and the news
studio. Iwatched him, Fred, and Jackie cavorting happily with each
other during the show and felt left out. It wasn't long before Ihad
myself convinced that all their levity was at my expense.
The gang was beginning to irritate me on the air too. Now
there were three people to compete with for talk time, and whenever Igot cut off, my blood pressure would rise. Ibegan to hate all
of them. Everyone who sat on the other side of that glass became
my enemy. And then Gary started pestering me to make decisions
about Howard's birthday show. January 12 comes up right after the
holidays, so all the planning has to be done before we take our vacation. That year we planned to take the show to another location for
the first time and really make it abig blowout. Gary needed my
help but, in my state of mind, Iwas in no shape to deal with it.
Ihad asneaking suspicion that my problems had more to do
with the holidays than with my co-workers and did everything I
could to keep my nuttiness from causing problems, but sometimes I
failed. Gary was calling me on the phone and trying to find me at
work. He finally figured out my moves and cornered me one morning right after the show. I'd had abad time that morning and was
about to have ablackout from rage when he found me in the newsroom.
"Gary," Iwarned him, "you'd better leave."
"No, Robin," he refused, angry, "you've been avoiding me, and
Ireally have to get some questions answered if we're going to have
ashow."
"If you don't leave now, Ican't be responsible for what happens
next," Ibegged, to no avail.
"You do whatever you have to do, but I've got to go over this
list with you," he said, pointing to alegal pad.
That's when Ilost it. Ijust screamed and yelled and spat. Idon't
know what Iwas saying. Ididn't even believe some of it, but Isaid it
anyway. The best way to describe what happened was that Iaccused
everyone by name, from Howard on down, of doing something
awful to me, then expressed agreat deal of dislike for the whole lot.
When Icame back to my senses and stopped, the look on Gary's
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face told me that what he'd heard was pretty bad. He slid off the
edge of the counter where he'd perched himself and left the room
without saying aword.
When he walked out that door, Ifelt that years of therapeutic
progress in my relationship with Howard walked out with him. I
knew Gary would tell him everything I'd said. No one should have
heard what Isaid in the first place. It was just that Gary wouldn't
leave, and Icouldn't hold the rage back any longer. Devastated, I
grabbed my things and ran to the parking garage. Icried all the way
home.
Gary swears that he never told Howard anything, so Howard
must have been picking up all the bad vibes Iwas sending out. I'd
passed him in the hall that morning and hadn't even bothered to
speak, figuring he hated me because of what I'd said the day before.
He must have been sitting in his office wondering what to do
because ten minutes before the show was about to start, the door of
the newsroom flew open and he stepped in. Irose from my seat, but
he still towered over me.
"You don't want to work with me anymore?" he began. "I'm
such abad person? Then let's just walk down the hall and tell the
people in the front office that the partnership is dissolved."
There was alot of yelling. Iwas only aware of trying to talk
louder than he did each time it was my turn to speak. Suddenly I
realized that this really was the end, that he was saying he couldn't
take it anymore, or at least that he didn't want to. Ithought it was
probably the last time we would speak, and Ididn't want to leave
without letting him know what Ireally thought of him.
"Okay," Iscreamed as loudly as Icould, "but before Igo, Ijust
want you to know I'm your biggest fan!"
"Well, nobody believes in you more than I do!" Howard
screamed in reply.
Then we just sort of stood there thinking about the two statements still hanging in the air. Just what was it we were fighting
about? Then Istarted crying, and for the first time admitted that I
was having atough time personally and that that was what my confusion was all about. Don't make me swear to it, but Ithought Isaw
a few tears trickle down Howard's cheeks. Then we heard the
theme song of the show, the one Howard talks over when he first
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says good morning. So we hugged each other, mopped up as best
we could, and flipped the mike switch to On. Iswore once again
that I'd never fight with Howard, and this time Imade the promise
stick.
Learning to coexist with Gary was another story. For starters,
Howard locked us in aroom and told us to work out our differences
because neither one of us was going anywhere. To my surprise,
Gary expressed agreat deal of hurt as aresult of my behavior. He
had mistaken my avoidance for aloofness and lack of respect. I
assured him that none of what he thought was true and that he had
every right to confront me whenever my actions caused him aproblem. This is what led to our famous fights. Gary got the hang of
just answering back pretty darn quick. Ihad no idea how rude and
dismissive Icould be. Gary was aperfect mirror, bouncing back my
bad reflection. After awhile these fights got to be pretty funny. We
fought well. And even the loudest of our tiffs was completely forgotten the very next day.
Howard never understood this dynamic. He once walked into
the middle of one of these arguments about nothing and wondered
in amazement how Icould reach such volume. Gary left me sitting
in the office, screaming "Fuck you" as he headed for the men's
room. Isat at the desk answering "No, fuck you!" Howard left a
client meeting to see what was the matter. Iwas already laughing
about the ludicrousness of the situation while still screaming "Fuck
you's" at Gary to see how long he'd answer. Howard just shook his
head and left the room.
Isubsequently learned in therapy that Ioverreacted to confrontational situations because of all the anger I'd stored up over
the years by never reacting to problems when they occurred. I
always waited to reach aboiling point before topping off. Now I
had to start dealing with things as they came up, and that meant
getting in touch with my feelings instead of ignoring them. Imade
apoint of warning everyone in the office that things could get messy.
Otherwise it appeared to be all systems go as far as the show
was concerned. Infinity Broadcasting, the owners of K-Rock, were a
daring breed of radio entrepreneurs who really had hired us to do
what we were best at. Spared the constant battles with management,
we could concentrate on show content and exploring the boundaries
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of good taste. Howard had even come up with the brilliant idea of
syndicating the show to other markets. Proceeding with caution,
Infinity chose Philadelphia, city of brotherly love, to test the theory
that amorning radio show didn't have to be local to get ratings.
Gradually, my depression subsided, never again to attain the
intensity of previous episodes, and the agoraphobia that had for
years dictated my living arrangements began to recede. I even
bought acondominium in alovely high-rise with an even bigger
staff than the one at Howard's old apartment. Iwas no longer afraid
of running into neighbors at the elevator or dealing with doormen.
The apartment was adream come true. I'd accidentally stumbled
onto the complex when Iwas driving around, lost, on moving to
New York. Iwas impressed by its size and beauty and imagined that
it was the kind of place I'd never be able to afford. Now Iwas sitting in my own apartment in that fantasy building.
One of the side effects of my upbringing had always been to
deny myself the best. Ididn't need good things. They weren't necessary. People like me didn't deserve luxuries. Such thoughts still
cluttered my mind at every turn. Ihad to learn to give myself a
good talking to every time Ibought something new. Ihad to teach
myself to use other people as examples. If Alison Stern treated herself acertain way, Iwas able to realize that that's how people who
loved themselves treated themselves and imitated her behavior.
Eventually, I'd learn to luxuriate with the best of them, my seaweed wraps and foot massages becoming the brunt of Howard's onair jokes. Ieven have to thank Oprah for helping me to begin the
process of treating myself well. Ionce heard her talking about candlelit bubble baths on her show and thought that that sounded like
something I'd like to do. Pretty soon this ritual became part of my
nightly routine as well as more fodder for the show. That Icould
continue to do these things for myself in the face of so much
ridicule Itook as agood sign.

My spiritual search continued in the midst of all these changes.
Church had again turned out to not be the answer, and after afew
months I'd stopped going regularly. At the urging of the Stern clan,
Iwent back to meditation. It seemed to be doing alot for them, so I
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thought, why not? At the same time Iwas experiencing ablock in
therapy. Dr. London was trying to get me out of my house so that I
could meet aguy, but Ijust couldn't get myself to do it. Icouldn't
even walk up to a stranger on the street and ask for the time.
Blocked and befuddled by my own resistance, Iheaded to Washington, D.C., for afive-day meditation retreat.
It was quite an experience. When I'd taken the course in Ohio,
I'd initially noticed dramatic effects, but sitting quietly for twenty
minutes had soon become dull. Yet here Iwas at the Washington
Convention Center being told to meditate even longer. Iwas as
skeptical as ever, but Idecided that since Iwas here and had paid
for the course, Imight as well try it. In acouple of days Iwas more
spaced out than I'd ever been on marijuana.
Iattended lectures every afternoon and evening but couldn't
manage to stay awake through a single one. Besides, they were
always showing videotapes of the Maharishi. Icouldn't understand
his heavily accented English, which made it harder to concentrate
and easier to drift off. These were the only lectures I've ever
attended where sleeping was okay. No one ever tried to rouse me,
because just being in the room was supposed to be enough to make
the process work.
Since Iwas only going to the talks to nap, I'd taken to sitting in
the upper sections of the auditorium, where the incoherent speechifying of the Maharishi could least disturb me. Then one afternoon
while Iwas drowsing, Ibecame incredibly alert for amoment. The
Maharishi was on the big screen, surrounded by flowers and talking
as usual, but suddenly Icould understand him, and when Iheard it,
Iknew that that was what Ihad come to learn. Then Ifell back into
adeep sleep.
The weekend Igot back to New York, Ifound myself in asingles bar talking to aman who bought me flowers and took me out
to dinner. When Itold Dr. London what had happened, she seemed
a little miffed that Iwas attributing this breakthrough solely to
meditation, but the fact was that I'd been talking to her for months
and still hadn't been able to ask astranger for the time. We compromised and agreed that it was acombination of the two. Ibegan
to meditate regularly and to attend meditation weekends often. Life
was getting good again.
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But it wouldn't really be my story if everything went smoothly
from here on out. Just as it looked as if our radio careers were in for
some smooth sailing, we found ourselves navigating around dangerous rocks that could sink us if we went aground. The syndication of
the show into Philadelphia brought with it anew round of complaint letters, and this time those letters found themselves on the
desk of asympathetic reader at the Federal Communications Commission in Washington, D.C. The FCC is the federal body that
regulates radio, assigning signals and issuing licenses.
The same kinds of complaint letters received from supposed
new listeners in Philly looked just like the letters the commission
had received from listeners in Washington when we'd first started
at DC101, and from New York when we'd started at VVNBC, and
until November 14, 1986, the commission had always ruled that the
sexually oriented language used on the show was protected speech.
On that date, though, Infinity Broadcasting received aletter from
the commission requesting comment on the same kinds of complaints they'd been handling for years. These would be the first
shots fired in alegal war that continues to this day.
The FCC has proved to be aworthy and dangerous opponent.
I'd fought with official bureaucracy when Iwas in the air force and
knew better than anyone how relentless the government can be.
Years after I'd left the service, still owing the government acouple of
thousand dollars, Iopened aletter from the Internal Revenue Service, expecting atax refund. Instead, Ifound ashort note indicating
that the air force had finally tracked me down and gotten their
money from my refund. The last time I'd fought the government I'd
gone in alone; this time Iwas part of ateam, and Ithought Dr. London would be agreat asset as we readied ourselves for this battle.
Ican remember telling Dr. London about the first whisperings
of the FCC trouble on the horizon, confident that with her help I
could get through anything. Then my trusted ally dropped her own
bombshell. She was leaving her practice.

19
MEN

Ibelieved in fairy tales for avery long time. Ithought that all
girls eventually met their prince and lived happily ever after. I
liked the stories in which the prince did all the searching, like
"Cinderella," "Sleeping Beauty," and "Rapunzel." Life, however,
has turned out to be like the ones in which the princess has to discover aprince by turning over alot of slimy rocks and kissing a
bunch offrogs.
Although Dr. London would no longer be a part of my life, I
decided to go on with therapy. Since Iwas trying to confront my
problems with men, Iasked her to recommend amale therapist.
Maybe this was all happening for the best after all, Itried to convince myself. In the weeks leading up to Dr. London's departure, I
met with the new guy while continuing to see her. Ididn't have the
ability to evaluate anew therapist but figured any new person would
seem strange. All Ihad to go on was Dr. London's recommendation, and Iwas so devastated by our impending separation that I
never got around to asking why she'd recommended this particular
person. Iwas like abird with abroken wing, staying where Iwas
put.
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At the end of our last session it was Dr. London who broke
down. She said she felt that she was abandoning me and wanted me
to know that Iwas more than just aclient to her, that she really
cared. She cried when she finally admitted that saying good-bye
wasn't easy for her either. She took my address and said she'd like to
write or call some time, just to see how Iwas doing, and before the
final good-bye, she rose from her chair and gave me abig hug. "I'm
really going to miss you, sweetie," she sobbed.
Iwalked out sad, angry, and unable to tell her how much Ifelt I
needed her. Itoo felt that she was abandoning me, and no matter
what she'd said, someone else's wishes had been more important
than my needs. Icouldn't afford to share my anger with her now. I
still needed to hold onto the fire that was building in my belly in
order to go on. Anger was my shield when Iwas afraid.
It would be nice to be able to tell you that Istruck therapeutic
gold twice, but it was hardly possible under the circumstances.
Quite frankly, the new guy never had afighting chance. He was
timid and soft and Inever liked or respected him, and Inever disclosed these feelings while in session.
He lost me completely the day he made the statement "Yes,
women have tough lives" in response to my whining about the
problems that had struck my current romantic relationship. Women
have tough lives?! If he believes women's lives are tough, that's what
he's going to support me in having, atough life. Icould never get
that thought out of my head and afterward listened with suspicion
to everything he said. Iwound up getting rid of him when Islipped
on the stairs in aclub one night and broke my ankle. Icouldn't get
to his office while Iwas in acast, and once it was off, Iterminated
treatment. Iwas ready once again for life on my own.
While Iwas still seeing the therapist, Ihad actually begun a
relationship with aman, but Isuspected that it wouldn't be permanent. I'd met Glen at afund-raising dinner sponsored by one of the
organizations of Riverside Church. He'd developed this immediate
fascination with me as we spoke over cocktails and kept buzzing
around me all evening, eventually wearing me down and getting my
number.
He was adark-skinned black man with abeautiful smile and an
irresistible British accent. He hailed from the Bahamas and worked
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for his government's tourism office. He was also funny, bright, and
gregarious and appeared to be available, though later I'd discover
that emotionally he really wasn't. From the start of the affair Ifelt
that it would be unwise to get too serious. It was just afeeling Ihad,
but the shrink had challenged me, saying, "We don't know that
yet." So Ikept seeing Glen, red lights blazing in my head, on the
outside chance that the doctor was right and Iwas wrong. By the
time the relationship hit the rocks eighteen months later, Ihad
actually fallen in love.
Inever knew that it was possible to feel something so strong
and positive for another person. When Glen opened up to me
about his childhood traumas, Ihated the people who had hurt him
and wanted to lavish him with enough affection to make up for all
the pain. In the end, Idiscovered that that just wasn't possible, that
people have to solve their own problems. Icould have loved him
until Iceased to exist, but if he wasn't ready to let go of his demons,
nothing Icould do would ever chase them away. What Ilearned
from that relationship was that Icould fall in love and have it not
work out and still live.
In fact, Iwas amazed at how well Ihad begun to handle things
in general. Ididn't have to run right back to therapy whenever my
life developed aglitch, and Ididn't stop growing either. Inow knew
the warning signs when Iwas getting into trouble and had become
quite good at pulling myself aside and figuring out what it was that
Ineeded to do. People were no longer automatically the enemy.
Over the years, Iwas pleased to realize, I'd developed aset of
friends who also acted as good sounding boards. Iwas working hard
to build the kind of support system some people are blessed with at
birth, and Iwas succeeding. One of the pillars of that system was,
and is, aname you'll recognize—my friend Sharon London.
Sharon had stopped practicing in order to spend more time
with her husband, who had decided to give up his business so that
they could travel. Every couple of months the first year after she
left, Iwould get apostcard signed " Sharon." It took me quite a
while to figure out that "Sharon" was my old therapist, since I'd
never used her first name the entire time we worked together.
When Ifinally put two and two together, Iwas relieved that some
kook wasn't writing me at home.
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After we'd been apart for ayear, Sharon began phoning me to
inquire about my health and to catch up on the news. One day she
suggested we meet for lunch. Ismiled, thinking back to that smart
remark I'd made to her about having lunch the first time I'd walked
out of therapy. Lunch eventually led to dinner, and it was during an
evening at her house that she gave up being my therapist and
became my friend.
The phone rang acouple of times while we were eating, and I
noticed that Sharon would lower her voice, whispering into the
receiver every time she answered. After the second call, Irefused to
return to the conversation we'd been having.
"Is that your husband who keeps calling?" I asked, a little
miffed.
"Yes," she admitted.
"Well, what's he doing? Sitting in acar parked on the street
somewhere waiting for me to leave?"
Sharon explained that he wasn't exactly on the street, but he was
staying away because of my being there. She really hadn't known
how to handle this situation. My relationship had been with her,
and she hadn't known if it would be appropriate to have her husband around. She had also heard me say some pretty ungracious
things about meeting new people during those sessions in her
office.
"Look," Itold her in no uncertain terms, "when Iaccept an
invitation to someone's home, Iexpect that Imight run into the
people who live there. Please tell your husband to come home the
next time he calls. I'm really not as fragile as that nut you used to
see in your office twice aweek."
Then Irealized that she was having trouble letting go of her
role as my therapist. " Sharon, you're not my therapist anymore,
you're never going to be my therapist again. We're friends, and that
means that not only do you get to know me, Iget to know you."
When Irealized Iwas giving her advice, Istarted to laugh so
hard that tears came to my eyes. Iwas overjoyed that Iwas getting
to help her for achange. After that she took me around the house
and showed me pictures of her family, explaining who everyone
was. From that moment on, we've both been completely comfortable in our new roles as treasured friends. The fact that Iwouldn't
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be where Iam today without her help only enriches our relationship.
Even then Ithanked her for guiding me to what was really a
great spot. Our troubles with the FCC notwithstanding, "The
Howard Stern Show" was now enjoying such phenomenal success
that it was beginning to change our lives. People like Donald
Trump started paying attention. In 1987, Trump had lured Mike
Tyson to Atlantic City to fight Tyre11 Biggs in the convention center. Tyson, at this point, was far and away the most exciting heavyweight to come down the pike since Muhammad Mi, and Trump
graciously offered Howard two ringside seats for the match.
Howard, not being asports fan, turned them down, and when Gary
told me they were available, Ileaped at the chance to go. Not only
ringside seats were included in the deal. Trump had also thrown in
two invitations to the pre-fight party.
That Friday afternoon, my buddy Don Bernstein and Iheaded
to Atlantic City in his Jeep, and once we got there made abeeline
for that party, fully intending to stargaze. Oprah was there, wearing
Steadman like ahuman belt, his arms around her waist the whole
time. And Iran into Spencer Christian, the "Good Morning America" weatherman. Seeing him standing there with his wife was like
seeing an old friend. I'd been watching him on TV since he'd done
the local weather at a station in Baltimore. Without thinking, I
walked over to introduce myself. "Hi, Spencer," Ibegan, extending
my hand, "I'm Robin Quivers from 'The Howard Stern Show."
"Hi, Robin," Spencer responded immediately. "How's your
tits?" The silence with which Spencer's greeting was met made him
realize that he'd made aterrible social gaffe. His wife was aghast.
"I'm sorry," he apologized, putting his finger to his lips. "Ijust
thought it was something Howard would say."
The bystanders weren't buying it, and the silence was becoming
deafening. Icould have let poor Spencer twist there in the wind forever, but Ifelt sorry for him and decided to help him down from
the hook on which he'd just hung himself. Laughing goodnaturedly, Isaid, "Spencer, Howard would never say anything like
that!" then grabbed his hand and gave him ahug. Iflashed his wife
one of those "What can you do?" smiles and walked away, headed
for the buffet.
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Ihelped myself to aplate of hors d'oeuvres and found aseat at
an empty table. Don, at this point, had run into some old friends
and was chatting with them, so Isat down to survey the room on
my own. Iimmediately noticed aline forming at one of the tables
not far from where Iwas sitting. When the crowd parted, Isaw
what all the commotion was about. Muhammad Mi was in the
room.
This is too good to be true, Ithought to myself. I'll just sit here
and breathe in the same air as Muhammad, that's enough for me. So
I watched him patiently sign autographs for each person who
stepped up to him.
Then Mi raised his hand, motioning in my direction to someone. He did it asecond and then athird time. Finally, Iturned to
see who was ignoring "The Greatest," but there was no one behind
me. When Iturned back to Muhammad, he was pointing directly at
me. Icouldn't believe my eyes, so Ipointed at myself and mouthed,
"Me?"
He shook his head yes and again motioned to me to come over.
Amazed, Irose from my seat and went to him.
"Hello, Muhammad."
"Don't Iknow you?" he asked.
"No," Isaid and laughed.
"Are you sure?"
"Muhammad," Itold him, "if I'd ever met you, I'd remember
it."
"Where are you from?"
"New York."
"And you're sure we never met?" he asked again.
Just then, Inoticed aphotographer nearby and felt perfectly
natural asking Muhammad something I've never asked anyone
else—"Can Ihave a picture taken with you?" He was happy to
oblige.
We had been facing each other, and now Istepped up beside
him so that the photographer could get the shot. Inever planned to
do anything more than stand next to my only idol, but once Iwas at
his side, he slid his arm around my waist.
Iwasn't nervous in the least, and since he was being so familiar,
Iput my arm around him. Then he leaned over and placed his
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cheek against my face. It just seemed natural for me to reach for his
free hand. It was shaking from his Parkinson's syndrome, and he
started to pull it away until he realized that Ididn't care. Once he
realized this, he relaxed and let me take his hand in mine.
All this time the photographer had been standing with camera
at the ready, waiting for us to get set. She finally let the huge
Polaroid drop to her waist and demanded, "Are you two finished?"
"You'll have to forgive us," I explained, smiling, "but we're
falling in love."
Then Muhammad whispered in my ear, "You don't know how
right you are."
We stood there smiling for the camera. Then the flash went off
and I had to let him go. We uncoupled as slowly as we had
embraced. First heads, then arms, then fingers once we were too far
away from each other to continue touching.
People had disappeared while we were talking and embracing,
but as Ireleased him Inoticed that another line of admirers had
formed. Ireturned to my seat, leaving him to his fans. When Bernstein returned, he wanted to know what all the commotion was
about, and Itold him that people were having their pictures taken
with Muhammad Mi.
"Really?" he asked. "Can I?"
"Sure, go over and get in line."
By the time Bernstein reached Muhammad, the champ was
tired. He just stood there like acigar-store Indian and let the photographer snap away. When Bernstein took his place next to
Muhammad, Iwalked over and said, "Muhammad, he's with me."
Mi looked at Don for the first time and commented, "Oh, he
ain't so bad," then he warmly threw an arm around him and the
flash from the camera went off.
Bernstein was in awe. When he asked me if Iknew Mi, Ijust
shrugged.
"How'd you do that?" he demanded. "You talked to him and he
came to life!"
Trying to be my most mysterious, Isaid nothing at all as we
made our way toward the convention center to find our seats.
I'd already had more excitement than Icould ever have imagined. The fight was simply icing on the cake. It warmed my heart to
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watch Mi receiving astanding ovation from the crowd when he was
called into the ring. Icould tell that he still loved the adulation.
This was my first live fight, but Iinstantly felt perfectly at home
among the fight fans at ringside. Fight crowds are friendly crowds.
Stangers, sensing the impending battle and the possibility of witnessing something at once great and horrifying, strike up conversations with each other, sizing up the boxers' skills and debating an
opponent's chances.
And when the bell rings, utter silence falls as everyone present
becomes gripped by fear. It's live, it's real, and it's happening right
in front of your eyes. There's abeginning, amiddle, and an end all
within the space of an hour. It's two people, hopefully superbly
skilled and trained to perfection, risking everything, and four rows
from the ropes, sitting below the ring, Icould actually be splashed
by the water thrown on the boxers in the one-minute break
between rounds. Not many have the guts to play this game.
Ihardly knew the challenger, Tyrell Biggs, but it was hard to
root against him. He was tall and handsomely built, with apretty
face, ayoung Muhammad Mi. Tyson lost in the looks department.
He was short, stocky, and had no neck, but he approached the ring
with great determination, his championship belt draped around his
shoulders like anecklace. Tens of thousands were in the stands, but
Mike didn't see any of us. Iwould have conceded the fight just
looking at him. Iimagined what it must have been like for the little
old ladies who'd had their groceries ripped from their arms by this
brute when he was loose on the street, unsupervised. Cus D'Amato
should have been given some kind of award for making the streets
of Brooklyn just alittle safer by removing Mike from the scene.
The bell rang and the fighters danced from their corners. Biggs
started out looking just like Mi, bobbing and weaving, flicking little
jabs as he circled aflat-footed opponent. Everything seemed to be
going his way until Mike landed a punch to Biggs's ribs. Biggs
gripped his side. You only had to look at his face to know that he
didn't want to ever get hit by Mike Tyson again.
The fight was basically over at that point. Biggs was understandably scared. All he could do was run, and there's not much
room for hiding in the squared circle. Tyson prolonged the agony
for seven savage rounds as he stalked and mauled his frightened
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prey. A flurry of punches sent Biggs to the canvas once, and then
again. Bleeding and weary, he sat, leaning against aturnbuckle for
support when the referee covered his body and waved Tyson off,
ending the match.
Tyson's arm was raised in victory once again, and as Ilooked at
him, Icontemplated the universe of difference between achampion
like Mi and avictor like Iron Mike. Ali's aman, Ithought, but
Tyson's an animal. His handlers got him out of the ring to take him
back to his cage. There was no way he belonged around people. All
the "up close and personals" in the world couldn't make me forget
the sheer blood lust in those eyes. Everything Iheard about Tyson
after that made perfect sense to me.
The fight had been exciting, but I'd been up since three in the
morning. It was time to call this truly magical day to an end. Don
and Iwere staying over till Saturday morning, and Icould have
gone to my room and crashed. But there was still one more thing I
had to do. Ihad to find the photograph of Muhammad and me.
Iwouldn't have believed what happened between us without
proof, so Don and Ifound the Trump publicity office and riffled
through the hundreds of pictures that had been taken that night to
find ours. Ilooked at mine all the way back to my room and set it
on the dashboard in front of me the next morning for the drive
home. To this day it remains one of my most precious possessions,
proof positive that sometimes in this life, miracles do happen.

A couple of years had passed since, as Howard often puts it on the
radio, I'd thrown my mother out of my house. Birthdays, holidays,
even Mother's and Father's Days came and went without aword
from me. In drugstores, Iused to pass the rows and rows of cards
marking these happy occasions, relieved that Ino longer had to
browse through dozens of cards searching for the ones that told the
fewest lies. Ifelt that Iwas doing apublic service when Ispoke
openly about my family estrangement on the air. Listeners who had
gone through what Idid now had outside confirmation that not
every family works, not every family is ahappy one, and that all the
bad things are not automatically forgiven once we're grown.
Iwas surprised that Ioften spoke of things that had happened
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in my childhood, before and after my father abused me, without the
slightest guilt about not talking to my parents. But even in the
worst of families, there are fun times along the way. For instance,
before the abuse my father and Ihad always played silly games with
each other. I'd hide in the laundry room when Iheard him on the
basement steps, only to pop out when he'd least expect it, giving
him aterrible fright, then he'd do the same to me. But after he'd
stripped me of my innocence, it suddenly occured to me, he'd
played apractical joke on me only once.
Imust have been about twelve. My father and my mother had
been sitting around the house all day debating who was bigger, even
though at that point they were both topping the scale at about two
hundred pounds. My father figured that since my mother was afew
inches shorter, she was actually heavier than he was. My mother, on
the other hand, theorized that even though she tipped the scales in
the same vicinity, she had to be lighter because she was female. I
thought it was astupid argument and refused to be drawn into it.
At some point they decided to try on each other's clothes to end
any further speculation. My father managed to squeeze his huge
form into anavy blue, sleeveless sheath. Iwas washing dishes in the
kitchen, so Iwasn't aware of what was going on.
My mother had begun to wear wigs in the early seventies
because it saved money on trips to the beauty parlor and because
the chemicals in the permanent relaxers were damaging her hair.
Even though the plastic wig looked more like ahat than real hair, it
was always straight. Now my father grabbed aspare wig from one
of the Styrofoam heads in their closet and slipped on apair of my
mother's size-ten black pumps. He went over his lips with atube of
red lipstick and grabbed an empty black leather handbag. Approving of the overall effect after checking himself in the mirror one last
time, he headed for the stairs.
Daddy didn't just come back into the kitchen to surprise me.
Instead, he stepped out onto the porch, quietly closed the front
door, then rang the bell. He had to ring twice before Ifinally
decided to respond, annoyed that Ihad to do it since Iwas already
busy. Ithrew the dish towel over some plates in the drainer and ran
to get the door, as unbeknownst to me, my father rang the bell
again.
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We had been told always to check the window in the door at
night before opening it. Itook aquick peek, and seeing awoman, I
decided it was okay to answer. As my hand reflexively turned the
knob and the door released from the jamb, Ibegan to think about
the face Ihad just seen. It was pretty strange. But before Icould
change my mind, the door was already open and Iwas staring at the
ugliest woman Ihad ever seen. She was so ugly, she was shocking.
"Is Mr. Quivers at home?" the ugly woman asked in areedy,
high-pitched voice. Ijust stood there, unable to speak.
"I'm looking for Charles Quivers," the gorgon said again.
Iwanted to scream, yet couldn't make asound as this vision
from hell started to smile. Iknow that smile, Ithought, and all of a
sudden could see my father's face under that wig and behind that
red lipstick. "Daddy, get in here!" I demanded, irritated. "You
nearly scared me to death!"
My father was laughing hysterically and congratulating himself
on pulling off such agood stunt. He was so excited about what he
had done, he didn't want it to end. He wound up taking his disguise
two doors farther down the street to see if he could fool his best
friend, Mr. White. When Iwas alittle kid, the rule had been that
once apractical joke was played, the victim was entitled to reciprocate. Ididn't really feel like playing games with my father anymore,
so Inever retaliated, and Iguess that was the evening that the jokes
ended for good.
We'd been such good friends, Ithought regretfully as Isat
alone in my living room in Queens. Why in the world had he willingly sacrificed that bond for the sake of akiss and afeel? For the
first time, Itruly believed Ideserved an apology. Without even
thinking it through, Ipicked up the phone and dialed my parents'
number. My mother's voice sang out ahello.
Ihung up without saying aword. Ididn't want to speak to her. I
immediately redialed, and this time my father picked up. "Hello,
Daddy," Isaid.
Before he could answer, my mother picked up the receiver in
another part of the house. Ifroze. "Hang up the phone, Lou," my
father yelled down at her. Then he returned to the phone, saying,
"Robin?"
"Yes," Isaid. Iwas tense and could feel my anger building, so

290

ROBIN

QUIVERS

before he had achance to respond, Istated my business. "I'm calling because you never gave me an apology for what you did, and I
want one."
"I wrote you that letter that time," he replied.
"I never read it."
"Well, Imeant everything Isaid in it."
"I tore it up and threw it away."
"Oh, okay. Well, I'm really sorry for what Idid to you. Ihad no
idea what affect it would have or that it would bother you for the
rest of your life. Ididn't know what Iwas doing, and it was wrong."
Iwas amazed that he had so much to say, that he was so aware
of the enormous pain he had caused. Ihadn't been prepared for so
eloquent an apology. "Thank you."
"How are you doing?" he asked.
"I'm okay," Isaid, beginning to cry. He sounded so old.
"You know, Iwas sixty-seven years old my last birthday," he
continued as if reading my mind.
"Really?"
"Yeah, I'm getting up there. Ican't get around the way Iused
to. My heart gives me some trouble."
"Didn't the operation help?"
"Yeah, it's better, but Ican't do much."
"Well, Ihave to go, Dad."
"You want to speak to your mother?"
"No, Ijust called because Iwanted an apology."
"Well, does this mean we can call you sometime?"
"No, Idon't know what it means. Ijust wanted to hear you say
you were sorry."
"I am sorry."
"Okay, 'bye."
"Call us sometime, and take care of yourself."
"Good-bye."
Two days later Icame home after an evening out with friends
and found amessage on my answering machine from my mother.
Although I'd moved into anew condo, I'd kept my old phone number. My parents didn't know where Ilived, but they still had the
number from the time my mother had come to visit. As soon as I
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heard her cheery little voice on the machine Iwanted to throw it
across the room. Ihad not given them permission to call. And the
fact that she was calling after I'd told my father not to destroyed
any thought of reconciliation.
Istopped short of changing my number because of the hassle of
having to give everyone the new one. Iwas still seeing Glen at that
point, so, instead, the next day Imade him call my parents. He was
alot kinder than Iwould have been. He told my mother that Iwas
very upset when Iheard her voice on the answering machine and
that if she ever used that number again without permission, Iwould
change it and they would lose their last link to me. My mother
apologized profusely.
Glen felt horrible about having to make that phone call, but it
worked. My mother never dared to dial my number again.

20
HOMECOMING

Richard Simmons used to be afrequent guest on the show. When
he was in town, he and Ioften went to dinner or to see aBroadway show. After our first outing, Iremember his commenting to
Howard that it was tough finding things to talk about with me.
"When you meet anew person and you don't know much about
them," he mused, "you figure you can ask about their family and
it'll be good for about fifteen minutes of conversation. But with
Robin, you bring up her family, she says they don't speak, and
that's the end of it."
Coming to K-Rock was like finding ahome, and the pace of our
careers zoomed once we settled into mornings. Howard's goal had
always been to make the show bigger and to make us bigger as a
result, and right from the beginning, station management, starting
with General Manager Tom Chiusano, was willing to at least listen
to his ideas. Howard was already aregular on "Late Night with
David Letterman." Soon we were on the air mornings in New York
and Philadelphia and had instituted our tradition of going "on location."
We've taken the show to California many times. We've stood
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on the red carpet at the Academy Awards. In fact, we wreaked so
much havoc, yelling to get the stars' attention and then asking
goofy questions once we got to them, that Army Archerd of Variety
is now the only reporter allowed to stand outside the auditorium to
conduct pre-Oscar interviews. We've been banned from backstage
both at the Grammys and the Emmys.
It was at the Emmys that Ireally got Howard into an embarrassing situation. We were in the press room, where all the presenters and winners come to answer reporters' questions and have their
pictures taken. We had alittle TV monitor set up so that we could
see the broadcast as well as query the people who'd just appeared on
stage. Inoticed that Sharon Gless of "Cagney and Lacey" had just
given arather rambling acceptance speech. We knew she'd soon be
in the room and needed aquestion for her.
You've got to understand that before there was "Stuttering
John," our intrepid, kamikaze reporter who's become known for
asking outrageous questions of everyone from Imelda Marcos to
Gennifer Flowers, there was Howard Stern. A group effort goes
into asking the questions that can stop apress conference cold, and
when Ms. Gless entered the room holding her Emmy, Iwhispered
to Howard to ask her if she didn't think her speech was too long.
He shouted out the question, his voice piercing through the din of
all the other voices trying to get her to look their way. Sharon's victory smile dissolved, revealing aface full of insecurity. We both felt
bad that we'd probably ruined her night, but it was worse for
Howard because as Gless made her way out of the room almost in
tears, all the reporters turned to sneer at him. Hey, that's entertainment. At another awards show, animosity between Howard and
another reporter almost flared into afistfight. Broadcasts like these
are tough on everybody, but they make for great radio.
Since the success of the radio show bestowed celebrity status on
us, on more than one occasion we found ourselves grist for the
media gossip mill. Sometimes this kind of scrutiny can be downright unpleasant.
I'm usually the first one in each morning. Igo through the wire
and listen to anumber of different news feeds as Iread the morning
papers. Usually, Idon't realize how alone Iam at that time of the
day, but one particular morning Icould really have used afriendly
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ear. Right there in "Page Six" of the New York Post was an item that
said Howard was going to be doing atalk show for HBO and that
they didn't want me. According to the paper, he was already interviewing blonds. Sitting there alone, Ihad no idea if what Iwas
reading was true or not. If it was, this was areally tough way to find
out. When Howard got to work, Iwalked into his office and asked
if he'd read "Page Six."
"Is there something in it about us?" he asked, casually at first.
After reading the item, he was flabbergasted.
"Robin, Iswear to you it's not true."
"It's okay, Howard."
"But it's not true." I'm sure Howard was thinking about how
the original NBC deal had ruined our relationship, destroying the
trust between us.
"No, it's okay." Iwas trying to assure him that nothing like that
was ever going to happen again.
"But it's not true."
"I believe you, Howard, but one day it may be true, and Iwant
you to know that Inever want to stand in the way of your career.
So, if one day something like this does come up, Ijust don't want to
read about it in the paper first."
"But, Robin, it's not true!!!"
On the air that morning, Howard called Richard Johnson, who
writes "Page Six," and demanded aretraction, but Richard refused
and stood by his story. Howard has never done ashow for HBO,
but Richard still stands by the story. The incident made me realize
how hard it must be for husbands and wives in the public eye to
keep it together when the entire world is looking for ways to tear
them apart.
And we were definitely in the public eye. Our success in
Philadelphia led to syndication in Los Angeles. We finally made it
to Hollywood without leaving New York. It took us three years, but
we finally toppled Philly's number-one morning man, John DeBella,
from his lofty perch. With church secretary turned sex kitten Jessica
Hahn in tow, we held asymbolic funeral for Philly's former radio
king, which, even in adownpour, was attended by thousands. We
made it to number one in Los Angeles in one year and usurped the
thrones of the former kings, Mark and Brian. And right around this
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time, we finally made it to number one in own hometown. We were
number one in New York, Los Angeles, and Philadelphia simultaneously. And they said it couldn't be done!
After each victory, Iwent right out and bought myself something. For the Philly win, Ichose adiamond tennis bracelet. When
we hit number one in New York, Iselected adiamond dome ring,
and when we made the triple play, Ipicked out ahuge sapphire surrounded by diamonds and set in platinum. The rings were symbolic
of our radio success and my personal success as well.
We'd come along way, yes, but I'd been playing catch-up for a
long time too. For the first time in my life, Ithought Ideserved to
be at the top. Iwas living well. Ihad redecorated my condo, putting
in awood floor and customizing the closets. All the furniture was
new. As Igazed out over the Throgs Neck Bridge from my balcony,
Iacknowledged my good fortune and thought it was time to give
something back.

I'd been seeing alot of those Big Brother/Big Sister public service
announcements on TV and started thinking how nice it would have
been if I'd had an adult like that in my life when Iwas akid. Iknew
I'd never see Jimmy again, but Iwas ready to befriend another
child. So why not someone who could really use the attention?
Scanning the lengthy, incredibly detailed Big Brother/Big Sister
application form, Idecided Iwas going to have to be brutally honest. Icould have invented ahappy, stable history for myself, but I
didn't want to be assigned achild if Ididn't deserve it. So, Ipicked
up apen and told the truth. As Iwrote, Irealized Ihad alot more
to offer as aBig Sister than someone who'd never experienced any
adversity. If they rejected me, it would be akid's loss, not mine.
My honesty earned me hours of grueling interviews in which
every stage of my life was dissected by asocial worker. These sessions
left me so drained, I'd have to go home and take anap. Along with all
the usual letters of recommendations from friends and employers, I
had to get aletter from Sharon London, since she had been my therapist. Sharon, of course, was happy to oblige and I was finally
accepted into the program. Immediately, Ibegan to fantasize about
the wonderful times my small charge and Iwould have together.

296

ROBIN

QUIVERS

I'd never been to acircus, although I'd always wanted to go. A
seven-year-old little girl would jump at the chance, Ireasoned.
That was probably true, but it wouldn't apply because my caseworker was recommending me for a new program involving
teenagers. Past experience had told me that teenagers could be
rough and probably couldn't care less about the circus, but if that's
where Iwas needed, that's where I'd be.
A few weeks later Iwas sitting at aconference table across from
my new Little Sister and her mother in amild state of shock. This
could only happen to me, Ithought, for so far, nothing had come to
pass as I'd imagined. I'd expected alittle black girl and gotten a
white one. Iwanted aseven-year-old. Lea was thirteen and hated
the circus, to boot. The only cause for hope was her love of amusement parks and horror films. Burying my disappointment, Iwent
ahead with the deal. Lea and Isigned acontract to see each other
every other weekend and be buddies for one year with an option to
renew.
My new Little Sister had been in the BB/BS program before.
Heidi, her former Big Sister, had gotten married and had achild
before finally terminating her contract. Ispoke to Heidi before Lea
and Imet for the first time, and she warned me that Lea's mother
could present aproblem. Heidi, in fact, had wound up baby-sitting
and running errands for the woman. "Oh, don't worry," Isaid confidently, "that won't happen to me. I'm not that nice."
As naive as ever, Iwasn't aware for the longest time that when I
picked Lea up at the housing project where she lived, the guys who
opened the door for me were drug dealers. Iknew it was abad
neighborhood, Ijust didn't know how bad. Heidi's warning stood
me in good stead when Lea's mother began dropping hints that it
would be nice if we took Lea's little brother with us. Iplayed dumb,
smiled, then grabbed Lea and ran for the car.
I'd led acharmed existence where kids were concerned. Until
Lea, I'd never met one Icouldn't win over in amatter of hours. I
took her to Coney Island, even went on aride Iknew would make
me sick, but she wouldn't talk to me. She always kept our dates but
never said thanks or indicated in any way that she'd had agood
time. To add insult to injury, when she did start talking, it was only
to tell me that she thought Iwas silly and laughed too much. One
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afternoon when Icouldn't take it anymore, Idropped what Iwas
eating and asked her aquestion. "Would you like me to point out
everything Idon't like about you?"
"No," she answered, surprised.
"Well, I'm getting alittle sick of hearing what you don't like
about me."
"I'm sorry, Ididn't realize that's what Iwas doing."
The critiques ended for good, but that didn't mean the ice had
been broken. Next Lea tried to impress me with tales of the
shenanigans she and her friends pulled on subway passengers
unlucky enough to end up in the same car with them. Icountered
with my own youthful escapades on Baltimore public buses.
Amazed that Ihad similar stories of my own, Lea was the one who
wound up being impressed. But not even matching her story for
story could melt the iceberg. Icame to believe, incorrectly as it
turned out, that Lea's only interest in the program was getting out
of her house for awhile and that I'd have to settle for that.
After six months, Ifelt we'd plateaued. We had totally stopped
making progress in developing a friendship, when Lea's mother
suggested we start doing sleepovers. The one time Lea had seen my
apartment, she'd covered her eyes and complained that it was too
bright. Ifigured she hated my place, so Icertainly wasn't going to
torture her by making her stay there, but if her mother was willing,
Idecided I'd take her to Disney World.
My suggestion was abig hit. We spent that afternoon talking
about the trip, and even visited atravel agency to make the arrangements. Icouldn't believe Iwas talking to the same girl Ihad known
for six months. What was it that was so different? Icouldn't quite
put my finger on it, but something had changed. Then it hit me.
She was smiling. Two weeks later we were on aplane to Florida. If
she was afraid, she refused to show it. In fact, we were on the
ground before Lea confessed that she'd never flown before.
We intended to make the most of our couple of days of fun. We
checked out the maps for the parks, Disney World, Epcot, and the
new MGM theme park that had just opened, then determined our
priorities. Saturday we did Disney in the morning right after breakfast, the only real attraction being Space Mountain, but we did go
to the Hall of Presidents and on the jungle and pirate rides. After
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lunch we hit Epcot and did most of the exhibits and saw Captain
EO, the Michael Jackson 3-D movie, which was in previews. Sunday
afternoon we were going to have to make aplane, so we saved the
movie theme park for that morning. I'd wanted Lea to confide in
me, but what she began telling me as we waited in line for the rides
and exhibits at the movie lot was hardly what Ihad expected.
At first the information trickled out, then became a stream,
then that stream eventually built into atorrent. Lea claimed to have
suffered years of physical and verbal abuse at the hands of her
mother. As she spoke, Iremembered acurious remark the mother
had made in our first meeting with our caseworker. "Ihit. Don't I,
Lea?" she'd said with asmile. The social worker didn't pick up on
it, so Ididn't either. Now Iwas getting it from both barrels.
Lea had to get up two hours earlier than most schoolkids to get
her three-year-old brother ready for day care. She was expected to
do most of the chores and care for the little boy in the evening
between homework assignments. She spoke of beatings that left her
sore and bruised. The worst part of all was that she'd probably be in
for agood tanning as aresult of our little junket.
The closer we got to leaving Florida, the more agitated Lea
became. By the time we landed in New York, she was absolutely
frantic. Ididn't know what to do. I'd taken the girl to Florida with
her mother's permission and had promised to take her home when
the trip was over. Ihad no proof of what Lea was alleging, but I'd
certainly never seen her in such astate. Still, Isaw no other choice
but to return her to this house of horrors. When we got there, the
place was dark and empty. Her mother, apparently unused to caring
for Lea's brother alone, had decided to spend the weekend with a
friend and hadn't yet returned. Iwas relieved and told Lea to go
right to sleep so she wouldn't have to confront her mother till the
next morning.
During the Disney World trip, Lea's feelings toward me took a
radical turn. Now she began telling me she thought we were perfectly matched and that Ishould have been her mother. Later, one
of the BB/BS social workers would explain that the weekend in
Florida had probably been the most pleasant time of her life. For
the first time she found herself with an adult she could trust and
rely upon, one who was taking care of her rather than demanding to
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be taken care of. In any event, Ineeded time to figure out the real
nature of her home situation and to let her newly awakened identification with me diminish abit.
Unfortunately, time had run out. The first Monday after we got
back from Florida, I'd rushed home to nap so that Icould stay up
and watch the Academy Awards telecast that night. I'd set my alarm
to go off at eight so that Icould catch the Barbara Walters special
that always precedes it but was having trouble waking up when the
phone rang. By now, Iwas totally addicted to that greatest invention of the twentieth century, the answering machine. No longer
did Ihave to be afraid of my phone, because Icould screen every
call.
Lea's mother didn't have aphone, so Iwas surprised to hear my
Little Sister's voice. She was agitated and said something about my
needing to come and get her. Ipicked up and asked her to slow
down because Iwas still half-asleep. She told me that her mother
had beaten her with a broom handle when she got home from
school, that she'd taken refuge in her room and had only escaped
when her mother went to the bathroom. She'd been riding the subway ever since, thinking about what to do next.
There was no mistaking the fact that Iwas going to have to
miss the Academy Awards for the first time in years. Ipulled myself
together, jumped in my car, and went to meet Lea. Once she'd
hopped into the seat next to me, she must have imagined that her
troubles were over and that I'd be her new mom. Ihad aproblem
with that. I'd wanted to be Jimmy's mother, but that was when Iwas
practically Lea's age. Ihadn't thought about being anyone else's
mother since. All Iwanted to do was take akid to the circus. This
was already alot more than Ihad bargained for.
Lea kept saying that she had taken her last beating and was
never going back to her mother again, so to test her seriousness, I
asked her, "If the difference between going home and not going
home is sleeping in the street, what are you going to do?"
Without hesitation, she replied, "I'll sleep on the street."
For the next month and ahalf, Lea was ahomeless child, shuttling back and forth between my apartment and Heidi's. Heidi lived
near the housing project Lea had called home and was on asubway
line that was convenient for school. Ipicked her up on Fridays and
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kept her on weekends. In the meantime, we tried to tap into that
supposed public safety net out there for people in need and found it
gravely wanting. We made acomplaint to Social Services of alleged
abuse, only to watch the investigation be botched by an inexperienced and unsupervised caseworker. The only reason Lea wasn't
returned to her home was that at fourteen she was old enough to
choose where she wanted to live. Her brother wasn't so lucky. He
was left at home to fend for himself.
Lea's options weren't so great either. She could live with arelative, if she could find one to take her, or she could go into the foster
system of private family and group homes. She'd be assigned to
whatever was available.
There was going to be no happy ending to this episode: The
city was being of little help. They refused to even consider Lea's
case as long as Heidi and Iwere assisting her. We were instructed
that we would have to abandon her before she could get into the
social services system. Our staying in her life could possibly have
landed her right back at home, but abandoning her to the city
would justifiably be viewed by her as rejection. It was agenuine
Catch-22.
Ifound myself screaming at the people who were supposed to
be helping us, when Icould get them on the phone, but the help we
needed just wasn't there. We ended it all with acompromise. An
aunt who lived in Brooklyn agreed to take her, and after acouple of
nights in city shelters, Lea was willing to take her up on the offer.
We were all emotionally devastated by the experience, and on top
of it, Iwas exhausted and about to undergo major surgery.
So Iwound up having to terminate my Big Sister contract
before our year was up. The whole experience broke my heart.
Mired in guilt, Ifled to ahealth spa as Lea's change of custody was
being made. Two days after Ireturned to the city, Ientered ahospital for my long-anticipated surgery. I, like Lea, had to move on.

One day on the air, Howard and Iwere discussing apet obsession
of his, nose jobs. He'd been vowing to get one for years but never
quite got around to it. This time, though, Ithought he was serious,
because he had made appointments with not one but three top sur-
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geons. "If you're really doing it this time," Iannounced on the air,
"then I'm going to have my breasts reduced."
Howard swore the nose job was a go, so I made my own
appointment with a highly regarded plastic surgeon who'd been
glowingly recommended by anumber of women at my manicurist's.
Imet with Dr. Daniel Baker and immediately afterward scheduled
the surgery. Howard consulted with his three recommended physicians and then decided against surgery out of concern for his voice.
But this was astep I'd been wanting to take for years. Even as far
back as the Shock Trauma Unit, I'd toyed with the idea. My breasts
were large and pendulous, just like dear old mom's. It was more the
shape of them than the size that bothered me, even though they
were heavy enough to give me backaches. Dr. Baker assured me that
he could both reduce them and give them aprettier shape. That
was all Ineeded to hear.
Iwasn't allowed to eat or drink after ten the night before the
surgery, and Ishowed up at the hospital at six in the morning. Iwas
Dr. Baker's first patient of the day, and by the time Igot to my
room, the gurney was already waiting to take me to the operating
room. I quickly traded my street clothes for hospital togs and
hopped aboard. The gravity of what Iwas about to do hadn't
occurred to me until the orderly asked, "Have you said your morning prayers?"
My resolve to have the surgery shattered, panic overwhelmed
me. The guy could see that he'd said the wrong thing and tried to
make it better by hastening to add, "Don't worry, God will take care
of you."
God, Itold myself, must think I'm an idiot.
The anesthesiologist approached the gurney as the orderly
wheeled me through the door of an anteroom. "I'm abig fan of
your show," he began, but noticing my state, abruptly started shouting orders. "Let's start an IV over here and give her something that
will calm her down."
Before Iknew it, asmall catheter had been inserted in avein in
my hand and an IV bottle hung from apole beside my stretcher.
Suddenly Iwas feeling okay, no, better than okay. Whatever they
gave me made me think Icould handle anything. No wonder people like drugs, Ithought. They work.
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The next thing Iremember is amale nurse telling me Iwas in
the recovery room. Iwas freezing, in pain, and nauseated. There
was something blowing on my face. Itried to bat it away only to
discover that it was attached. Iwas wearing an oxygen mask. How
often had Inursed people through this same kind of confusion? I
want to go on record as saying that the staff at Manhattan Eye, Ear
and Throat was fantastic. They loaded me down with warm blankets to stop the shivering, and gave me medication for the nausea
and pain.
In no time at all, Iwas back in my room. Ihad no idea how long
the operation had taken, but Iknew Ineeded to go to the bathroom
as soon as Igot back. The nurses refused to let me out of bed and
put me on abedpan. Ifelt like Iwas floating on the ceiling, and
there was no way Icould relieve myself up there. The nurse was
sweet and tried all the tricks. She even turned on the faucet, hoping
the sound of running water would help. Giving up after about fifteen minutes, she left me on the pan and told me to use my call
light when Iwas finished. The moment she walked out, Islipped off
the pan and down to the bottom of the bed.
Iwas being abad patient, Iknew, but Ireally had to go. As I
scooted past the bed rails, Iwondered what I'd do if Igot dizzy but
was pleasantly surprised when Imade it to the bathroom in one
piece. Then Icaught aglimpse of myself in the mirror over the
sink. It looked as if they'd put my new breasts right under my chin.
Oh well, no time to worry about that now. Igot back into bed and
fell into alight sleep that lasted the rest of the evening, interrupted
only by aliquid meal, pain shots, and the news that Howard and
Alison had called, along with my friends Linda and Z from Pittsburgh, to make sure that Iwas okay.
A good night's sleep made aworld of difference. Iwas up and
had already taken awalk in the hall by eight the next morning. Iwas
scheduled to stay in the hospital for two nights and was already
wondering how I'd get through the next twenty-four hours of boredom. Then Dr. Baker showed up and asked if Iwanted to go home.
After Igave him an enthusiastic yes, he pulled apiece of tape and
the entire bandage covering my breasts came off. There they were,
Frankenstein's breasts with points all their own riding way up high.
Ilooked at my new accoutrements, then at the two little C-cup
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bras I'd brought with me for the trip home. There was no way Iwas
going to be able to fit myself into those little cups. Ipulled out the
double-D I'd worn to the hospital, put it on, and then gingerly
slipped into awarm-up suit. Iwas sprung. Iprayed that the car
wouldn't hit too many bumps on the way home, since Iwasn't used
to having my tits sitting so far away from my body. Ifelt like asuspension bridge was towering above my chest and was worried that
too much turbulence would cause it to collapse.
Howard was the first person Icalled. Though it was his talk of
nose jobs that had prompted me to make an appointment with a
plastic surgeon, he'd actually been opposed to the operation from
the beginning, never understanding why awoman would want her
breasts reduced. When it looked as though Iwas going through
with it, he'd implored me to rethink my decision. Now Iwas phoning to tell him he was right. Inever should have done it.
"No, Robin," Howard said, "you did absolutely the right
thing."
That Howard, Ithought as he argued with me, he always knows
just what to say.
Five days later Iwas in the doctor's office having the first
stitches, the ones around my nipples, removed. " So, do you like
them?" Dr. Baker asked.
"If Idon't, are you going to change them?" Ianswered his question with aquestion.
"N000000," the doctor said, continuing to remove the little
stitches.
"Then Ilike them," Ijoked.
Dr. Baker explained that once in surgery he'd determined my
chest wall was large enough to support two D-cup-sized breasts, so
he'd stopped at aD instead of making me aC as Ihad requested.
The breasts were still riding rather high, but he promised me that
they'd settle into place as the swelling went down. At that moment,
as he explained it, Ihad the breasts of aseventeen-year-old.
Once the healing process was complete, Ibecame quite fond of
my new breasts. Iwas aperfect D and no longer spilled out the
sides of bras. Icould even go braless in certain outfits, and for the
first time was able to wear bustiers. The pain Iused to get between
my shoulders when I'd walked too long became athing of the past.
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Ino longer regret the surgery, but Irealize that it wasn't really
necessary in itself. It was really asubconscious attempt to remove a
blatant reminder of my mother. Now Iknow Icould have come to
terms with my feelings about my breasts rather than have them surgically altered. As for plastic surgery, I'll still have my face put back
where it belongs once it hits my chest.
Right after the operation, Imet Lea in our caseworker's office
to end our agreement. Iwanted her to know that even though Ihad
been unable to make her fantasies of being my daughter come true
and had been forced to terminate the contract, Iwas still her friend
and wasn't abandoning her. She hardly looked at me as Ispoke, and
it broke my heart to see the disappointment on her face. Itold her I
would always be there, even if Iwasn't seeing her on aregular basis,
and that she could contact me whenever she wanted to.
A few weeks later she wrote me aletter admitting that she'd
been angry, but once she'd thought it over, she'd decided that I'd
done more for her than anyone else ever had.
Lea is now asophomore in college, and I'm happy to report we
remain friends to this day. This past Thanksgiving, in fact, Itreated
her to awhirlwind weekend in Los Angeles.
Three years after Lea charged her mother with physical abuse,
her brother was removed from her mother's home.

My perky new breasts certainly pointed in the right direction,
straight ahead to abright future. Undeniably, things were going
great for me. Maybe for the first time Iwas happy, truly happy with
myself and comfortable with my life. Iwas convinced that Ihad
done as much evolving as can be expected of ahuman being. I'd
given up rehearsing everything before it happened. I'd even managed to fall in love and lose and not fall apart. Istill had high hopes
that Imight love again, but Iliked things the way they were well
enough not to be desperate for aman. Iwasn't going to settle for
anyone less than Mr. Right.
Meanwhile, the show had finally made it to TV Channel 9in
New York, also known around the country as WOR, struck adeal
with us in 1990. Howard once again attempted to take every precaution to make sure that we wouldn't be embarrassed or wind up
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working ourselves into bad health when the deal was set, but, as
usual, we wound up doing all the work anyway. Ireally should say
"they" wound up doing all the work because shortly after the show
started, Ideveloped ableeding problem.
Frankly, the treatment was worse than the condition itself. Ihad
an operation, then went on asteroid medication, all while the show
was in production. Two horrible side effects of steroids can be
weight gain and water retention, so Igot to watch myself grow on
video. The bleeding had made me anemic, and the steroids made
me weaker still and caused muscle spasms, which meant that I
couldn't exercise. Ioften felt that Iwas letting the others down
because Icould no longer pull my own weight, no pun intended.
The exhaustion, the steroids, and the water retention also made me
irritable. I'd get crazy over the least little thing. Everyone thought
the old Robin had returned.
The morning show, the TV show, and the chronic illness all
began to take their toll, and, finally, the commute from Queens was
getting to me. Ihad no social life anymore because all the construction on the roads to the tunnels and bridges had turned atraditionally awful commute into anightmare. Once Igot home, Istayed
there. Finally, at "Super Agent" Don Buchwald's urging, Imoved
into an apartment on the Upper East Side of Manhattan. Imade
the move as easy as possible by taking the model and buying all the
furniture. Iput my clothes in the closet, plugged in my TV, and I
was settled. A few months later Icouldn't believe I'd resisted moving to Manhattan for so long.
Over Labor Day of 1991, Iwent to Connecticut for ameditation retreat to recharge my batteries. Deepak Chopra, who was
closely associated with the Maharishi at the time but who now runs
his own health-related organization, was offering instruction that
weekend in primordial sound technique. To the best of my understanding, primordial sounds give off vibrations that promote balance and health in the body. Having not been at my best in some
time, Idecided to give it atry.
After explaining the theory behind the sound, Deepak met with
with each of us individually. Once inside the dimly lit room where
he waited, Itook aseat in the chair next to his. He asked me one
question that Ican't remember, then placed his hand over my heart
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for amoment. The heat radiating from his hand warmed my whole
body. Then Deepak gave me asound and sent me on my way. We'd
learned how to use the sound in the lecture and had been instructed
to immediately go to another room and practice the new technique.
While Iwas sitting with my eyes closed, practicing the technique, Iexperienced astrange sensation. The closest Ican come to
describing what happened is that it was as if ahuge stone suddenly
disengaged itself from my heart. Icould actually feel the weight of
it falling away. Once it was gone, Ifelt lighter. VVhat was that? I
asked myself, and avoice inside me answered, "Idon't think I'm
angry at my parents anymore."
One of the rules of ameditation weekend is to not make any
important decisions while "rounding." Rounding is meditating for
longer periods than normal and can alter your state of conciousness.
So Iput this thought aside, to be examined once Iwas home in the
real world and no longer meditating for extended periods. Ididn't
even mention what I'd experienced to my meditating friends.
Igot home from the retreat on Monday afternoon but didn't
even think about what had happened until Wednesday. Standing in
the kitchen of my apartment, Iexamined my feelings. Whatever
had made it unthinkable to ever again be around my family had
vanished. But the real test would come when Iwas face to face with
my mother and father. The timing was perfect. The Jewish holidays
were coming, so the radio show would be getting along weekend. I
had decided. For the first time in ten years, Iwas going home.

Once Imade up my mind, Iimmediately booked aflight to Baltimore and reserved aroom at the same hotel in Inner Harbor where
I'd met Mary Beth and Dom before moving to New York. Then I
made sure to call afew close friends and advisers to tell them of my
plans.
Iwas again in the backseat of acar with Howard driving when I
revealed my plan to him and Alison. They were stunned. Howard
jokingly asked if Ishould give him my parents' number just in case I
was never heard from again. Alison was simply happy for me. Most
amazing to me were the number of people who said, "Make sure
you take my number with you, and feel free to call at any time, no
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matter how late." Ithought to myself, These people still don't know
me. Anything that would rattle me that much would require hospitalization. There really wasn't anything my parents could do to me
anymore. Quite frankly, Iwas more concerned for them.
When Ispoke to Sharon London about my impending reunion,
she almost made me cry by asking the kinds of questions aworried
mother would. Her caring warmed my heart. She also wanted to
help me plan the whole thing. When Itold her Ihadn't informed
my parents that Iwas coming, she thought that Iwas setting myself
up for failure. "Trust me, Sharon," Isaid, "Iknow these people.
They'll be right where Ileft them."
Ihad no clue as to what my reaction would be when Isaw my
mother and father, but Iknew it would be an honest one, completely unrehearsed and unannounced. Ididn't want them alerting
family and friends, because there were no guarantees. That's why I
was just going to surprise them.
Before Sharon would let me off the phone, she insisted that we
make alunch date for soon after Igot back to talk about what had
happened, and Iwholeheartedly agreed. She, after all, was one of
the primary reasons Icould even make this trip. She above anyone
deserved adetailed account. It had always been her desire to see me
strong and whole and capable of making such ajourney, not for
someone else, but for myself. And this truly was the first time Iwas
going home because Iwanted to.
During the twenty-minute flight, Iwondered if I'd recognize
anything. Iwas picking up arental car at the airport, and Iwasn't
sure I'd be able to find my way to the city anymore. Just to be sure,
Iasked for directions at the rental counter. I-95 hadn't changed
much, and Ifound myself in downtown Baltimore in amere fifteen
minutes. Finding the hotel was more of achallenge. Iwas awestruck
by all the development that had mushroomed out around Inner
Harbor. It had comprised just acouple of pavilions and one hotel
when Ileft. Now there were hotels everywhere, one more beautiful
than the next, and construction was under way on anew stadium
right off the I-95 exit into the city. Ifelt proud that Baltimore was
still thriving, just like me.
Once Ichecked into my hotel, Iordered room service, then
meditated. After that, Iplanned to head for the house where I'd
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grown up. But once Iwas done, Idecided my clothes were all
wrong and went shopping at one of the Inner Harbor malls. Finally,
Irealized that Iwas just procrastinating, so even though I'd bought
apink silk jacket studded with rhinestones, Ikept on the outfit I'd
worn from New York, jumped into the car, and felt my way back to
my old neighborhood, making aturn whenever Isaw asign Irecognized.
In another fifteen minutes Iwas turning onto Grantley Avenue.
As Ipassed my parents' house looking for aparking space, Ithought
it looked deserted. The blinds were closed, and the front door was
shut tight. There was anew aluminum awning over the porch, a
new storm door with aserious lock, and metal grates over the windows. These were all signs of the change that had happened in
neighborhoods like this. This one block still looked okay, but the
rest of the street was in bad repair.
Even though it appeared that nobody was home, Idecided I'd
climb the steps and give the bell aring. As Iapproached the front
steps, Isaw my mother. She'd opened the front door and was standing there, looking out. Iwalked up the steps toward her, but there
was no sign of recognition. As Iwas about to step up onto the
porch, Icouldn't believe she still didn't know who Iwas.
"You don't even recognize me," were the first words Ispoke.
"Oh, my God. Charles, it's Robin," my mother called to my
father, her eyes widening.
"Are you crazy?" Iheard my father yell from inside. "Let me
look." He pushed my mother aside, and his large frame filled the
doorway. He looked at me, his mouth dropped open, and he started
fumbling with the storm-door lock. The door burst open and they
both grabbed me at once, and holding on tight, my father said, "Are
you okay?"
"Yes, I'm fine," Isaid, hugging them back, unafraid at last. We
stood there hugging and crying for along time. Iknew my father's
question meant that he thought only tough times would ever bring
me to his door again. But Iwasn't there because Ineeded something from them. Iwas there to make sure Iwas okay.
They both finally stopped hugging me and stepped back to get
abetter look at their prodigal daughter, home after ajourney that
had taken years. My mother raised her hands skyward and started
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thanking the Lord for answering her prayers while my father
invited me inside and offered me aseat in the living room. Now I
could look them over.
They had gotten very old. Icould barely see the face of the man
who had sexually molested me among all the jowls and hollows.
The frame, though still large, was no longer strong and powerful.
My molester had turned into alittle old man with abad ticker,
dependent on medication to keep him going. As he sat across from
me, staring, leaning forward on his elbows and unable to relax, I
wondered what he was seeing.
My mother was older too, but her age showed less in her face
than in her body. She was hobbled by an ankle she had broken a
couple of years before. It was still swollen and looked out of alignment. This was the woman who had verbally and physically abused
me. She wouldn't be able to catch me now, but Ibet myself that that
tongue was still just as sharp.
They asked me, "Can Iget you anything?" and "Where are
your bags?" and finally the real question, "What are you doing
here?"
"I just woke up one day," Ireplied, "and Iwasn't angry anymore."
Again my mother closed her eyes and tilted back her head as
she sang hosannas to the ceiling.
Then the conversation settled into something abit more normal. They each began to recount their infirmities and to update me
on the many deaths that had occurred in the family in my absence.
"I'll be seventy before you know it," my father noted. "Never
thought I'd live to see that one. Not too many people in my family
made it to seventy."
"Can Icall your brother and tell him you're here?" my mother
asked tentatively.
"Yes, it's okay," Ireplied, hiding my astonishment that she'd
thought to ask. She'd never asked my permission to do anything
that concerned me. What adifference aten-year absence can make.
Before the day was over, there were a lot more tears and
reunions. Junior was the first to arrive with his wife, Mary, and his
five-year-old son, Anthony, whom I'd never met. After the six of us
spent alittle time together, my mother asked if she could tell some
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of the neighbors Iwas there. Soon we were being stampeded. Iwas
overwhelmed to discover that they had developed an information
network to keep my family informed of my accomplishments. Mrs.
Leak showed my parents every article she came across. Miss
Thelma had invited my parents over to her house to watch me on
the Channel 9show before they'd had cable installed. My parents
knew about everything I'd done professionally for the last ten years.
One woman just sat in acorner and cried the whole time she
was there. Before she left she hugged me tight and pleaded with me
never to leave for so long again. "Who even knew anybody cared?"
Ithought to myself. Still, Idon't think it would have brought me
back one day sooner. Ihad needed every moment of that time away
so that this occasion could be apleasant one.
Reflecting on my visit to Baltimore as the plane spirited me
home, Ifelt at peace. Ihad reclaimed astrip of emotional territory.
Icould put Baltimore, Maryland, back on my map. There was no
longer aplace in the country Ididn't feel free to visit. And, although
my parents had no idea what that reunion meant, Iwas glad they'd
enjoyed it.
Iwas never going to be the daughter for whose return my
mother had prayed. Iwas the daughter who had learned to forgive
but who would refuse to live as if the past had never happened. I
hadn't come back to help them re-create myths of ahappy family or
to be the brilliant daughter over whom they could crow to their
friends. Iwas the same little girl who'd had to fight for her life and
now, in adulthood, was in full possession of it. My parents still live
in the land of denial. My world is grounded in the truth.

21
EXCUSE ME!!!

That's how Imet Robin.
We were on this bridge.
—Howard Stern
Howard: Idon't know if this is real or not, but there's some guy on
the phone. He's got acellular phone with him, and he says he's
on the George Washington Bridge and he's going to jump from
the bridge and kill himself.
Robin: Really?
Howard: Yeah, you know, you can't tell if it's real or not. Hello.
Caller: What do you think? What does it sound like?
Howard: Hello.
Caller: What does it sound like? What do you think is going on?
Howard: Well, Ihear the bridge but Idon't know if you're for real
or not.
Caller: Ohhhhhh...
Howard: Obviously it would be agreat crank call to call me up and
say you're going to commit suicide.
Caller: Yeah, it would, wouldn't it?
Howard: What, are you abig fan of mine?
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Caller: Yeah, of course.
Robin: Well, why are you leaving us?
Howard: We need our fans.
Just another typical day on "The Howard Stern Show." A jumper
takes his cellular phone to the George Washington Bridge and
reaches out to his only friend, Howard Stern. The King of All
Media puts the caller on the air, his faithful companion Robin by
his side, with failure the farthest thing from their minds.
Robin: You can't kill yourself until my book comes out.
Howard: Yeah, look at the things you have to look forward to—
Robin's book, and I'm going to revolutionize entertainment when
my movie comes out.
Will these two wacky radio people be able to save alistener from
the icy waters of the Hudson River? Should they be on the phone
with him at all? The Federal Communications Commission has
already fined some of the stations that carry the show more than
two million dollars for indecency. Surely they would prefer that a
desperate man call someone else.
Howard: Idon't understand something.
Caller: What's up?
Howard: If you're in good enough shape to have acellular phone, I
mean, why would you want to leave the planet? That's areason
to live, just alone.
Caller: Yeah.
Howard:I mean, maybe it's the bill.
Caller: Ha-ha, ha-ha, ha .. .
Robin: Yeah, maybe he made too many calls.
Caller: That's not it. It's about life in general. . . Ha-ha, ha . .
Robin: Are you married?
Caller: Yeah.
"The Howard Stern Show" is now carried live or on atape delay in
twenty markets around the country. Later tonight videotapes of us
keeping this suicidal caller on the phone, complete with aparody of
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atabloid show—type reenactment, will be broadcast on the E! cable
network. Right now, though, the sudden silence from the caller is
deafening. Maybe the guy jumped. No, he's back on the line.
Caller: Hey, there's achopper looking at me.
Howard: Is there acop?
Caller: Ummmmmm.
Howard: Let me speak to the cop. Let me speak to the cop so that I
can confirm that you're trying to kill yourself.
Caller: There's no cop. There's atraffic helicopter just passed by.
Howard: Is anybody, like ... Is anybody, like, looking at you, that
you're, like, ready to jump off abridge?
Caller: The cars that are passing by.
Howard: They are? Is anybody stopping to help you?
Caller: No.
Robin: They're not stopping traffic?
Caller: Who gives adamn?
Howard Stern has been described as racist, sexist, insensitive, and
tasteless, yet when adesperate man decided to make one last call, it
was to us. We have always contended that the show is about entertainment; sometimes it's funny, sometimes it's sexy, it can even be
informative. Today the show is downright compelling. Is this a
hoax? Is the guy really contemplating suicide? If he is, can we save
him?
Gary: Howard, we're the number-one show in the New York area,
certainly one of our listeners driving over the bridge has acell
phone. Tell them to honk or call us or something.
Howard: If you're listening now . . . (
Honk) Oh, there goes someone
honking. (
Groans and laughter in the background) How do you
know he didn't honk his own horn?
Robin: Right. We have to have somebody call us.
Caller: Yeah, honk my own horn. Up on the bridge?
Howard: Why are you killing yourself;
Caller: '
Cause life sucks sometimes, you know? And, I've been here
before. Icome here often to think, and Iregret the times I
haven't jumped earlier.
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The caller could be white, black, purple, or plaid. He could be
crashing from drugs, grandstanding for his woman or his buddies,
or trying to get on "The Howard Stern Show" the only way he can
think of. It's possible that he might turn out not to be our favorite
person. The point is, from our perspective, what he is is ahuman
being in what appears to be major trouble.
Robin: And you've got awife.
Howard: How is she? Is she nice?
Caller: She's alright.
Howard: Not great? (
Static) Hello? Iguess he jumped.
Caller: Hello?
Howard: Oh, Ithought you jumped.
Caller: Hello?
Howard: Hello? Hello? Hello?
Robin: Oh boy, what atime to break up.
Caller: My battery's running low, and so am I, so . . .
We manage to keep this man on the phone until Helen Trimble, a
faithful listener on the way to work, pulls over. She bravely wraps
her arms around this stranger in abear hug after vaulting the railings to get to him. She risks her own life because like her, he is alistener and that gives them something in common. When Helen
joins him on the bridge and we know the caller is serious, Howard
jumps into action.
Caller: Thank you, sweetheart.
Howard: How is she? She nice-looking?
Caller: No.
Howard: No good?
Caller: No. A fat cow.
Howard: A big fat cow.
Robin: Ahhhhh . . . He's terrible.
Howard takes a moment to explain human nature. Guys never
change. A woman comes to the rescue of aguy about to commit
suicide and he can still deliver the harsh evaluation that his savior is
afat cow.
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By this time, traffic is blocked in both directions. In another few
minutes, police from the city and the Port Authority, alerted to the
story because they are listening too, will converge on the scene and
take our caller into custody. His cellular phone remains behind, and
another listener picks it up to fill us in on the continuing drama.
Bystander: Hey, Howard, this is afriend of yours. The police are
here, they got him in handcuffs now.
Howard: That's what Iwas trying to do.. . . Oh, I'm ahero, call the
reporters.
Bystander: That's right, Iwas listening and the woman and Istopped
and then we got him.
Howard: Who is this?
Bystander: This is the guy who stopped. You know me. I'm afriend
of Celeste's. Does this mean Ican do your show? (
Groans from
Quivers and Stern)
Robin: Could you climb over that little railing?
Howard: Yeah, what about you jumping?
By ten that morning, Howard is conducting a press conference,
grudgingly agreeing that he is ahero before apress contingent of
about fifty reporters from newspapers, local news shows, the tabloid
and entertainment television shows. He didn't get the name "King
of All Media" by accident.
The next day, the New York Times quips in print about the incident that Miss Quivers and Mr. Stern pressed him (the man on the
bridge) for details, but also interrupted him to make jokes. Ilike
that. Ifigure the guy called to talk to Howard and Robin. He might
have jumped had we all of asudden become Bryant Gumbel and
Katie Couric. And anyway, the bottom line is that thousands of listeners, often dubbed mutants by the press because they listen to us,
banded together one morning to save alife. Yet to some FCC commissioners, Howard Stern is public enemy number one.
Yes, we talk on air about sex and other bodily functions.
Howard's never been one to shy away from alesbian story or from
spanking anaked girl, and we play the phone-answering message of
aself-avowed member of the Ku Klux Klan, Daniel Carver. Some
say it's wrong because Carver spews tons of racist propaganda in his
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messages and uses the term "nigger" freely when referring to
blacks. A reporter once challenged me by saying that one of her
black friends was so offended by the show that she ordered the
driver of the cab in which she was riding to change the station.
That's what she was supposed to do. But you can't prevent Daniel
Carver from expressing his views and using that word and still call
this the United States of America. And what if we made him refer
to blacks by some other term? Would his message really change?
There are all kinds of racists in this country. Carver is the least of
them because he has no money, no power, and he's honest. The
racists you have to watch are the ones who are smart enough to hide
it. They're the ones who do the real damage.
You know what Ihave to say to the black woman we offended?
Black people spend way too much time worrying about what white
people think of them, and not enough on what they think of themselves. You'd think that white opinion was the black man's greatest
threat, and not poverty, illegitimacy, drug abuse, and black-on-black
crime.
On another trip back to Baltimore after that first family
reunion, Irealized that this same sad obsession with white opinion
had plagued my father all his life. By then, he was beginning to have
trouble with his memory and had given up driving. Ihadn't been in
the city all that much and became confused myself trying to find
one of the malls. Another driver, confused by my moves, stopped
his car in aparking lot, waiting to see what Iwould do next. Being
from New York, Ithought it was quite nice that this other driver
was giving me the chance to figure things out by patiently waiting
on aside road. My father's point of view was quite different.
"Those white people sure can stare, can't they?" he snarled,
glaring at the man in the other car.
At that moment, Ifelt profound sympathy for him. All his life,
he'd shrunk under the gaze of whites as aresult of feeling unliked
and unequal. Iwas seized by the desire to help him understand that
he didn't have to feel this way.
"How do you know why that man is staring at you?" Iasked.
"Maybe he's staring at you because he thinks you're handsome. Yes,
that's what he's saying. Look at that handsome man. Why, I've
never seen anyone that handsome in my life."
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My father began to blush and become pleasantly embarrassed.
"Girl, you'd better shut up and drive," he chided me playfully,
unable to keep the smile off his face.
"Yep," Icontinued, beginning to pull away, "he's still looking,
can't take his eyes off you."
My father was audibly giggling now. Iwas happy to see the
snarl and the negativity replaced with this bright smile, but I
couldn't help but think about all the pain he had inflicted on himself for years, seeking love where he was sure none existed. Iwas a
little sad for myself, too. This was my father. He was more than
seventy now, and Iwas still trying to teach him how to live. It was a
reminder of my childhood, and how everything even then had been
backward, how these two people had become parents without ever
knowing exactly what that meant.
When Ihear blacks on WLIB, the local black talk-radio station,
say that being black is hard, Ifeel most for their children because
their lack of self-esteem and self-love is exactly what will be passed
on. Their children will find it hard to be black too. Blacks are constantly crying that we are under siege, yet many live their lives
allowing their opinion of themselves to be dictated by others and
continuing to use the slave masters' practices of humiliation, degradation, and beatings to raise their children. Since the liberation of
the civil rights movement of the sixties, blacks themselves have been
the primary instruments of reinforcing black inferiority.
Even those who have taken advantage of the educational and
employment benefits offered after the 1960s have failed to then use
those gains to create a solid tax base of their own. Know why?
Because just like my father, many blacks continue to harbor both
the emotions of love and hate for whites. Hate because of the lack
of remorse for past offenses, and akind of love that won't be satisfied without full white acceptance. In the fantasy of equality finally
bestowed by whites, black problems of high crime, illegitimacy, and
unemployment will just disappear.
Isee my parents as amicrocosm of the problems in black families and society in general. They were immature, willful people who
made rash decisions about life based on whatever felt good at the
moment and then wanted to bear none of the responsibility for the
consequences of their acts. For them, things just happened, no
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apology necessary. Later, they learned that there was an excuse for
their behavior: "We didn't know that then."
When Ihear angry rap artists screaming about four hundred
years of oppression again and again, Ithink to myself, That's no
longer areason, it too has become an excuse. Black children need a
lot more than excuses, and they live in far too complicated aworld
to be saddled with parents who can't prepare them to survive.
Even as Iwas throwing off the chains imposed on me by my
family and community as ayoung girl, Ithought that the other children would see what Iwas doing and adopt my behavior. When it
appeared that Iwas leaving them behind, Itried to make my gestures bigger so that the trail to the exit road couldn't be missed. But
no matter how many crumbs of bread Iscattered along the road, no
one ever took up the path. Eventually, Irealized that given our
beginnings, not everyone was going to be able to make it out.
That's when Idecided it was better not to break human beings in
the first place because once they're broken, they are very hard to
fix. To do it, you need their full cooperation, and by that time, they
are more likely than not unable to give it.

You know, writing abook about your life is alot like psychotherapy.
It stirs up alot of old conficts, like the ones I've described, which in
turn make all kinds of memories come floating to the surface of
your mind. As Iwrote, my thoughts about kids and the black community, it led me back to Jimmy.
He would be about twenty-seven years old by now, Ireckoned,
and had passed through the most precarious years for ablack man
in America. Had he survived? What had he learned? Was he prepared for the obstacles he would still face? Did he have the benefit
of some guidance or had he, like me, had to feel his way through
alone? There was only one way to find out. Ihad to look for him or
I'd never know any peace.
Ineeded to know he was okay, and for the first time Ifelt that I
deserved to. We had spent three years of our lives together, and in
that time, he had been everything to me. It was for him that Ihad
come back to life and forced myself to lay the foundation for my
future. Jimmy gave me hope when there was no hope. He deserved
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to know how much he had meant to me and how much Ihad
needed him.
Istarted my search by calling aprivate detective named Mike
Martin. He'd helped me before when Ineeded to find some old
nursing school buddies. Mike told me that he'd need a name,
preferably Jimmy's adopted name, to get started. Mike always makes
things sound very difficult, so that when he produces results in days,
his clients are really impressed. This time, though, Ithought Iwas
in for along search. Ihad no idea how to find Jimmy's new name, I
could hardly remember the exact dates he'd lived in our home.
Just then Iremembered something Ihadn't thought about in
years. A few months after the adoption, Jimmy and his new family
had appeared in one of aseries of articles on adoption published in
the Baltimore News American. Icould hardly look at the article at the
time it appeared in the paper. We didn't subscribe to the News, so
one of the neighbors must have told us that Jimmy was in the paper.
But once informed, we made sure to get acopy.
The article took up the entire front page of the Women's section of the paper and was continued inside. Iremembered that it
talked about how happy he was, and how well he was adjusting to
his new home. Three pictures accompanied the article, showing
Jimmy in various poses with his new parents. At the time, just looking at them made me cry. Ididn't want to see these new people, and
Icouldn't tell if he missed me from these pictures. Ileft the article
with my mother and her cackling friends as they gregariously pored
over every word, just as if we'd see him in alittle while.
Ihad never looked at it again, but Iknew that my mother had
cut it out and saved it with all the other old family keepsakes in the
dining room buffet. I'd gone through that buffet in the summer,
looking for old school photographs for the book and, surprisingly,
hadn't stumbled across it by accident. Ihadn't been able to find my
kindergarten photo either, and had assumed that some things must
have been lost. I sent my personal assistant, Sherry, off to the
library to look for it, unable to even give her more than the name of
the paper and arange of dates from three to six months after he'd
left in the summer of 1970.
Sherry returned to my apartment each afternoon, eyes red from
squinting at screens, trying to read small newsprint to no avail.
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Finally, Idecided to call my mother to find out if she could help
narrow down the date. She wasn't much help in that department
but said she'd look for the article herself. I'd made that call on a
Sunday evening. That Tuesday, Ifound aletter bearing my mother's
return address in the mail. Inside was one piece of fragile newsprint,
yellowed and tattered from age. On it were two faded photographs
of Jimmy and his new parents. Captions, still clearly visible under
the pictures, gave his parents' full name and the name of the street
on which they lived at the time the article was published.
Istared at the pictures. There was Jimmy, and he was still three
years old, just as he'd always been. Ihadn't seen that face in years. A
few months after I'd showed his picture to Alison Stern, I'd lost the
wallet where I'd always kept them. I'd had anumber of wallets in
the many years since Jimmy had been adopted, and each time Ipurchased anew one, one of my first duties was to make the transfer of
those two photos to asafe compartment inside their new home.
When Ilost that wallet, Ilost my driver's license and my social
security card too, but the only thing Ireally cared about were those
pictures of Jimmy. Unlike licenses and cards, those pictures couldn't
be replaced. Ihadn't actually seen his face since then.
For the first time, Ilooked at the faces of the other two people
in the picture. His new mother and father looked like really nice
people. Ihad never taken the time to study their faces before. My
only hope had been that he'd gone to agood home, and Ithought
their faces looked kind. The way they looked at him showed that
they were happy to have him.
Iran for the phone and dialed Mike's number. "Mike," Isaid
excitedly, "I'm holding two pictures from that article Itold you
about, and his parents' name and the street are included in the caption."
Mike wrote down the information and then asked if Icould fax
him the pictures. Iwasn't sure it would work, but Iwanted him to
have as much help as possible, so Itried to feed the old piece of
newsprint into this new piece of home office machinery. Within
seconds, the article was destroyed. I'd managed to get aglimpse of
him for only amoment, and now he was gone again, destroyed by
modern technology. Oh well.
Two days later, another letter arrived from my mother. She'd
continued to search the buffet and had finally found the article,
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which had slipped behind the drawers and was trapped between the
drawer slip and the backboard. My mother had had to lift the drawers out completely to get to the fragile pieces of paper. Anxious to
help, she'd slipped them into an envelope and sent it to New York
the next day without even calling to let me know it was on the way.
It was acomplete surprise.
As Iread, Idiscovered that Jimmy had been considered an older
adoption at three years of age, which had made him aperfect subject for an article. By then, most kids had already been abandoned
to the scrap heap of permanent foster care, to be bounced around
from family to family until they reached the age of eighteen. At
least he'd been spared that.
Icalled Mike again to tell him that Ihad the whole article now
if he needed it. "Oh, I've already spoken to Jimmy's father," he
replied.
I'd thought Mike would just call me when he knew where
Jimmy was so that Icould decide how to proceed next. But he was
telling me that contact had already been made. "What happened?" I
asked anxiously.
"Well, " Mike continued, "his father seemed alittle suspicious
and wasn't real cooperative. He wanted me to send him some proof
of who Iwas and that what Ihad told him was true. He asked for a
letter on my letterhead explaining the situation. Then he told me
that once he got the letter, either he or Jimmy would get back to
me."
Iwas so floored by what Ihad just learned that Inever even
bothered to find out when all of this had occurred. After Icalmed
down, Iconvinced myself, for no apparent reason, that Iwouldn't
hear anything for the rest of the week. The next day, Sherry called
me at the station just as Iwas about to leave. "Robin, Mike just
called," she blurted into the phone as soon as Ipicked up. "Ihave
Jimmy's phone number and address."
Iwas too excited to just walk out of the station, and Icouldn't
just keep the news under my hat. Iran to the back and found Fred
and one of our interns, Steve Grillo, talking in an office. They had
never heard of Jimmy, so Ihad to bring them up to speed by giving
them abrief synopsis before Icould even tell them my good news.
Once I'd gotten it out, Ifelt better and then rushed home.
All the way there in the cab, Ipondered what would happen
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next. Ifound Sherry in ajust slightly less excited state than Iwas. I
had to decide either to call or write to make the initial contact. I
could never have stood the wait for awritten response, so writing
was quickly ruled out. Once I'd settled on calling, Ineeded time to
steady my nerves. Iate lunch, took ahot bath, and then meditated.
At two that afternoon, Icould find nothing else to delay the
call. Isat on the edge of my bed and punched the strange new numbers into the phone. The line connected, and my anxiety level hit
the ceiling. One ring. Two rings. Three rings. On the fourth, an
answering machine picked up. A basso male voice said, "We're not
home right now . . . "
Ihung up before the beep, ran into my home office, and made
Sherry dial the number. She got the answering machine too and was
about to hang up. "No, listen. Maybe that's his voice. How do you
think he sounds?"
"He sounds okay," she said, puzzled.
"No. Does he sound like agood guy, bad guy?"
"No, he sounds like agood guy."
Icalled every two hours the rest of the afternoon and always got
the machine. At seven-thirty that evening, just before bed and with
"Entertainment Tonight" blaring in the background, Itried one
final time. Iheard the click of areceiver being removed from the
phone cradle on the second ring, and the same voice I'd heard on
the answering machine said, "Hello."
"Hello," Ianswered. "Is this James Carter?"
"Yes." .
"This is Robin Quivers." Icould hardly hear him. Not expecting success, Ihadn't turned down the TV, and now Ihad to interrupt this reunion to do so. Once Igot back on the phone, Irealized
that Ididn't know where to start. "This might seem pretty strange
to you," Iadmitted.
"No," he interjected, "it's not strange at all. I've had the name
Robin stuck in my head my whole life."
Igot abig lump in my throat and my eyes filled with tears.
Something had stuck after all these years. Once Icould speak easily
again, the conversation flowed and we spoke for two hours. He'd
just had abirthday and was exactly twenty-seven. His parents had
planned alittle celebration the Sunday before we spoke, and when
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he'd walked through the door of their home, his father had handed
him an official-looking white envelope. At first, he told me, he'd
thought he was in some kind of trouble, but his father told him it
was okay and urged him to open the envelope. It was the letter
Mike, my private eye, had written to reassure Jimmy's father that no
one meant his son any harm.
Jimmy said that he began to jump up and down after reading it
and scolded his parents for waiting to show it to him until the day
of his birthday celebration. When Irealized that his parents had
given me to their son as apresent, Iwas sold on them. They'd won
me over before we'd even met. Because of that letter, Jimmy said,
this was one of the best birthdays he'd had in years. He began to
talk faster and faster. His parents had only adopted one child, so
he'd never had any brothers or sisters, "So," he said sheepishly, "I
hope you don't mind, but I've been telling everyone you're my sister."
He'd never heard or seen "The Howard Stern Show" even
though we were broadcast in Baltimore over VVJFK and the Channel 9show had been carried by alocal TV station. But later on that
Sunday evening that he'd received the letter, he'd discovered he'd
already seen me. A few weeks before, he had been at the home of a
friend who'd shown him the tape of what they'd done for New
Year's Eve. They'd popped atape of the Howard Stern pay-perview special into the VCR and they'd all watched our Miss New
Year's Eve Pageant again. Once one of his friends recognized my
name and reminded him of the tape, he ran to his friend's home and
begged him to play the videotape again. Jimmy animatedly
described my braids and what Iwas wearing, ending with, ". . . and
you just laughed at all that craziness going on."
Then Iasked him if he still had the scar above his eyebrow.
"Yes," he said, astonished. "They told me that Igot that falling
down the stairs."
"No, that wasn't from falling down the stairs. You were running
in the dining room and fell, hitting your head on the iron foot of
the dining room table," Itold him. That's when Irealized that Iwas
the keeper of the first three years of his life. Until now he'd had to
wonder about what had happened to him and where he'd been from
birth to adoption. There were marks no one could explain to him,
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and no one could tell him what he'd been like as ababy. For the
first time, Ifelt sure Iwas right to look for him, if only to fill in
those blanks.
Two weeks later, on aFriday after work, Iwas on aplane to Baltimore on my way to meet him in person for the first time. He
worked evenings as acomputer programmer, so he didn't get to my
hotel room until around midnight. Ihad no idea what he looked
like, and if Iwas going to be shocked, Iwanted to be shocked on my
side of the door, so when Iheard him knock, Itook aquick peek
through the little fish-eye peephole in the door. Idiscovered, to my
relief, avery handsome young man on the other side.
..›? Understandably, we both felt alittle awkward at first, although
he'd come loaded down with gifts. Jimmy had anice face, but it
wasn't the one that Iknew. Luckily, he'd brought along photo
albums that covered his entire youth. As we went through those old
albums, Igot to observe the three-year-old face I'd carried in my
head and in my heart, as it matured into the face across from me
now. When Ithrew him out at six in the morning, Ihad finally connected the dots. That afternoon, Imet his parents at their home.
This time, Iwas the one bearing gifts for everyone. His parents
were as sweet as they had seemed in that newspaper article. After a
while, his father let me know that Ihad passed his inspection by
making me dinner. They regaled me with stories of Jimmy's childhood antics and teen rebellions, and then Jimmy's father quietly
stole from the table unnoticed.
When he returned, he placed aframe in front of me, face down,
and said, "There's something to keep the mice away." Ipicked up
the frame and turned it over. Inside the brass-leafed edges was a
family portrait of Jimmy and his mother and father. Ithanked them
for allowing me back into his life, and they sincerely encouraged me
to stay in touch and to visit often.
Jimmy took my parents' names and address before Ileft him
that Saturday night. He seemed anxious to meet them. Itried to
explain that they were quite old now and that my father's memory
wasn't all that good, but he seemed determined to visit them on his
own. As fate would have it, Ioverslept my early-morning Sunday
flight and couldn't get another until six that evening. So Iwound up
meeting Jimmy at my parents' home before Iwent back to New York.
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My mother nervously sat at the head of the dining room table,
making polite conversation. Idid my best to steer past any unsuitable topics, and my father sat in acorner, asking the same question
again and again. "Is that one of the little children who used to live
here?"
"That's Jimmy, Charles. Remember Jimmy?" My mother
answered my father's questions in aloud voice, as if he had ahearing problem.
"We loved all those kids," he'd answer back.
Ihad brought my overnight case in from the car so that Icould
share with my mother the picture of Jimmy and his family that I
was getting to take back to New York. When it was time for me to
leave, Jimmy grabbed the case and escorted me to my car. Funny, I
thought, how it really wasn't strange at all to have him around. We
joked and laughed and teased each other as naturally as any brother
and sister. No one just looking at us interact would have guessed
that we had just met.
Once comfortably settled into the seat on the plane, Irealized
that Ihad pulled off amiracle. Ihad made the impossible happen. I
finally felt connected to someone else in this world. Jimmy and I
speak often. I've even made acouple of more trips to Baltimore to
spend time with him and his family, and he's been to New York to
see me, once winding up on the radio show.
At first Ithought I'd tell Howard to just skip all the family stuff,
it would be much too confusing. But on considering it again, Ifigured what the hell, I've never played it safe, so why start now?
Howard dove right in by announcing, "Robin calls this guy her
brother, but he's really astranger she just met."
Neither Jimmy nor Iever managed to completely explain our
relationship to Howard's satisfaction, so he put an end to the confusion with the quip, "Robin, your family tree looks like apretzel."

Family. Ifind Ihave acouple of them. My biological family, which
always looked normal from the outside but wasn't really, and my
family on the show, which has been accused of being twisted but is
as solid as arock inside. As aproud member of this second family,
I'm the first to admit that we've had our share of crises, hissy fits,
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and heartbreak, but we worked through them. Each time we did, it
was abreakthrough for the whole group, not just the individuals
involved.
For years, Howard and I, like cogs in awell-oiled machine, had
been slipping seamlessly into our roles each morning. Having discovered what astorm of emotions lies just below my surface, I'd
learned to put alittle emotional distance between myself and the
many sensitive topics we tackled on the air each day. Ialways made
sure that if Iaddressed adifficult subject, Iwas addressing the issue
itself and not my feelings about it. This made it possible to wade
into territory where others might fear to tread.
Iwas glad that Ino longer had aproblem confusing the show
with reality, and that that confusion no longer plagued my relationships with my coworkers. But when Iwatched Howard get into
heated discussions with other people on the show, Icouldn't help
but feel envious. It made for such good radio. Even so, Ifelt I
couldn't risk it. A good on-air fight wasn't worth possibly dismantling years of respect and goodwill.
When I made that last promise never to pick a fight with
Howard again, we never exchanged another harsh word on or off
the air. In fact, communicating with Howard off the air was never
the problem. It was Howard on the radio, the master button pusher,
who sometimes made me crazy. Still, Ididn't feel Icould trust
myself to yell at that guy without getting angry at the guy who was
my friend once we were back in the office. That is, until the day
some Los Angeles police officers were videotaped pounding on the
head and legs of aprone black motorist who had been stopped for
speeding. That motorist was Rodney King
King had tried to elude the police, who were attempting to pull
him over, by leading them on ahigh-speed chase. Once stopped and
out of the car, he continued to refuse to cooperate and wound up
being pummeled into submission. All the media expressed outrage
at the police treatment of King and backed up their views by showing asmall portion of an amateur videotape of the incident.
Howard sided with the police. He felt that Rodney King had
been wrong to run away from the cops in the first place, that he was
driving at high speeds and admitted he'd been drinking. As far as
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Howard was concerned, King had put a lot of lives at risk and
deserved the treatment he had gotten, no matter what his color.
Icould agree with everything Howard said about the incident,
up to apoint. I'm astrong believer in the American system of government. If it weren't for stupidity and prejudice, it would be the
best system of government in the world. Unfortunately, we are not
lacking in either, so slowly but surely we are destroying the greatest
system in the world, as evidenced by cops, frustrated by an overwhelmed judicial system, who wind up administering alittle justice
on the side of the road. Ifelt that Howard's defense of this kind of
police behavior was one more unneeded assault on the Constitution.
Ilistened to Howard exhort the police to continue this kind of
curbside punishment every day after the incident occurred, and
months later as the police officers involved were brought to trial.
Whenever the subject came up, Itook adeep breath and then tried
to discuss the fine points of the laws the cops would be flaunting if
they took Howard's advice. The more reasonable Itried to be, the
more outrageous he became—until Ifinally snapped.
"That's the stupidest thing Iever heard!" Iyelled at the top of
my lungs.
"I'm trying to make apoint," Howard screamed back.
"I don't care about your point," Ireplied.
"Okay, but just let me make it."
"No! I've listened to you make that stupid point over and over
again and I'm tired of it."
"Are you calling me stupid, you idiot?"
In the old days, that would have been where Ilost it. Even now,
my mind was replaying Howard's calling me an idiot as Icontinued
to interact with him on the air. Iwas listening to two separate sets
of dialogue at the same time, the one with Howard and the one
with myself. That was the stuff that used to make me crazy and had
driven awedge between me and the world. That was the stuff that
used to run my life.
In the studio, Fred and Jackie had fallen silent. Fred visibly
stiffened. He remembered incidents like this all too well. Jackie had
never heard Howard and me yelling at each other before. Neither
of them knew what to do. Meanwhile, Howard and Icontinued
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yelling back and forth, with me continuing to outyell him every
time he tried to finish his statement. We went on like this right into
commercials.
Once the mikes were off, Iwent to the newsroom to retrieve
the faxes Iknew would be declaring me atraitor, urging Howard to
get rid of me and referring to me as "the bitch." There were alot of
them. Without saying aword, Iwalked into the studio, handed the
faxes to Howard, smiled, and went back to my desk. Howard didn't
speak either, but the fact that Iwas conducting business as usual
must have signaled to him that things were different.
Then, to my surprise, Howard brilliantly turned our little tiff
into agag running throughout the show, and it was good radio.
Each time we went to alive commercial he would ask if it was all
right for him to do the commercial on his show. When he wanted
to take aphone call, he'd ask my permission. When Rodney King
came up in the news, he'd check with me to see if he was allowed to
express his opinion, at which point we'd begin squabbling again.
Since no one else at K-Rock had ever heard us disagree, Tom
Chiusano, the general manager, stopped me in the hall that morning. "Robin, that sounded real this morning. Were you really angry
with Howard?"
"Maybe," Isaid with awink, and jauntily went on my way.
Howard and Ididn't have our usual meeting after the show that
day because we both had other appointments, but Iran into him
just as he was about to walk out the front door.
"Robin, what you did today," he said with obvious sincerity, "it
was really good."
"Thanks, Howard." Ibeamed. " See you tomorrow."
After years of trying, Iwas finally free.

EPILOGUE

Maybe I'll stop at the supermarket and pick up something to eat
before Iget to my parents'. Idon't know the neighborhood anymore, so Ireally have no idea where asupermarket is. Iremember
seeing something called Brown's Supermarket at the corner of Reisterstown and Cold Spring Lane. Maybe that's ablack-owned market. Wouldn't that be nice? Pulling into the parking lot, Irealize
that Ihaven't seen another market. Ihave no choice. It's Brown's or
nothing. But even though Idon't know the chain, asupermarket is a
supermarket, right? Right.
Five to six men, grown men, sit on the railing at the door of the
store. The sight is afamiliar one. As Ipark, Iwonder about the
safety of the car. Women are walking across the lot, struggling with
their bags on their way home. As Iapproach these men, some of
them old enough to be my father, they ask that old, familiar question, "Do you need aride?"
"No," Isay.
As I'm entering the store, awoman carrying bags emerges.
"Need he'p with your bags?" the men chime in unison.
Iwalk inside this huge, cavernous, warehouse-style market. No
frills here. This is the supermarket closest to my parents' home. My
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mind races backward. If Iwere alittle girl now, this is where I'd
walk to run those little errands for the forgotten items on my
mother's grocery list. Iwould have to walk across that parking lot,
pass those men, and enter this dingy store.
Well, I'm not akid anymore, and this is just aday trip. I'll be
back in the safe confines of white suburbia tonight. You just can't
help noticing how depressing this is. Zombies with sad faces pushing carts through aisles, trying to read labels in the dark.
The vegetable section looks like there's ashortage. Ipick up a
few white potatoes and put them in abag. There's some corn on the
cob. They've also got some string beans, collard greens, and kale.
Not alot of fruit on display.
Idecide to walk around the aisles to see what's here. This is a
black neighborhood overrun with heart disease, diabetes, and high
blood pressure. So what are these people buying? In the entire store
Ican't find one fat-free or low-fat item. There's aton of processed
foods with high sugar contents. Finally, Ihit the meat section. I
want to pick up some chicken.
This is asurreal experience. Ihave never seen ameat section
like this in my entire life. There's a little chicken section. The
chicken doesn't look great, but it is chicken. It's hard to find those
packages of chicken parts Ilike to buy, and there are no brand
names here. There are some packages of chicken legs. Itake the
best-looking one Ican find.
Idecide to see what else is here. A little section for beef with
ground meat and some cuts of roast and steak. But the rest of this
meat department is pork and cured meats. Things Ihaven't seen in
years. Pigs' feet, pigs' knuckles, fatback. This section spans an entire
wall and runs from floor to ceiling. All of the meat is brown and
white. There's alot of white too, because this stuff is full of arteryclogging fat.
Looking at this meat section, Ithink of the zombies in the
aisles, the men outside the store, and my father sitting alone at
home trying to hold on to his memory.
Ican't delay this any longer. I've got to get to the house. At the
checkout counter I'm behind several people all paying for their purchases with food stamps. It gives me time for one last look at this
place.
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I'm looking at the girl ringing up the groceries. She's young,
but she looks old and bored. Her hair is amass of severe shiny black
waves that head straight for the ceiling. In her ears are those big,
square, "door knocker" earrings. She's wearing two in each ear. She
doesn't have ascanner. Everything must be put into the register by
hand. All of the checkout people are young, bored, black girls.
They're all wearing red smocks. They all have essentially the same
"Marge Simpson" hairdo. They all wear big hollow gold earrings.
No one smiles. No one speaks.
Iwonder what they think of me, with my hands adorned with
diamonds and sapphires set in platinum, long, manicured red nails,
and aready smile. They don't even notice. You cannot break that
wall. These are young girls practicing to be old, tired, disillusioned
women. Women whose lives are filled with suffering and heartbreak.
As Iexit, the male chorus greets me again. "Need help with
your bags?" one man asks.
"No thank you," Isay and smile back.
"Need aride?" another man says.
"No thank you," Isay again.
And as Iwalk away, Icry inside. Why is your manhood wasted,
slumping against arail? Why aren't you standing tall and proud,
pulling your own weight? Why are all these women shopping for
food with food stamps? Why are these young girls so sad?
It's abeautiful sunny day. Ithink I'm the only one here who is
able to see it.
The neighborhood is in bad shape. The old shopping center is
just ashell with only afew stores open. This used to be athriving,
lively place. When we first moved here, the Reade's drugstore was
the lead store in the center. It was huge and had one of those fiftiesstyle soda fountains. We used to stop there sometimes and order
cherry Cokes. There was also afive-and-ten-cent store, asupermarket, abank, and aBlank's fabric shop. Idid my first Christmas shopping here. The McDonald's is still here, but across the street is an
empty lot. The houses used to be well-kept, now they look careworn.
At the top of Grantley Avenue, where we lived, there was a
huge white house that was once called the Guest House. It was a
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bed and breakfast place surrounded by awhite cinder-block fence,
and the lawn was always abeautiful green and perfectly manicured
in the summer. Ialways liked it that the house served as alandmark
when giving directions to our house when Iwas growing up here.
The street Ilived on shows some wear and tear too. The people
who live here now are different from those of us who moved here
in the beginning. When we moved to this neighborhood, it was our
first crack at the American dream. A place of your own in aneighborhood with like-minded people who were proud of the title
"property owner" and took care of their homes. Of course, the
whites who were already there didn't see it that way. They saw colored people who were ruining their dreams and devaluing their
property. They looked at us and saw what Isee now. Dilapidated
houses, unkempt yards, directionless, rough-looking boy gangsters
walking the streets trying to figure out how to be men. Young girls
pushing baby carriages. Old people afraid to go far from home.
My parents' block still holds out the hope of the original
dream. This block has been relatively stable because the people
who live here were, for the most part, home buyers. They were the
first wave of black families in this community before speculators
who smelled fear and profit swarmed in to buy up properties and
turn them into cheap rentals. Rentals attracted less stable, more
transient residents to the neighborhood. But instead of moving on
when the area began to change on them economically, these firstwave people blindly stayed, fighting to maintain alittle oasis of
calm across from ametal factory and just below the railroad tracks.
This is where Icame of age. This is what Ifought. This is what I
overcame.
The neighborhood used to be very open. In the summer we
often forgot to lock the doors when we were at home, and neighbors sometimes walked right in without knocking. To get inside
today, there are lots of locks, and the front door, which was always
wood, is now steel.
It's the first time I've spent time alone with my father in more
than fifteen years. I've never spent more than afew hours here at a
time. Now I've volunteered to spend the day here with him. My
mother has decided she needs aday to herself and is going on abus
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excursion to Atlantic City. She was going to leave my father alone,
so it's not like she planned this trip because Iwas here. Inever stay
at my parents' house when Icome. It's small and cramped, and I
suppose that my memories of this place make it less than pleasant
for me. This is another one of my bold experiments to see how far
I've come in my recovery. I've decided to spend several hours in this
house with my father without benefit of aconvenient escape.
Iring the bell. Dad comes to the door. He's been waiting. The
big steel door has been left open. He only has to throw the lock on
the storm door to let me into the living room. We are not awarm
family. Any show of affection is forced and uncomfortable, so my
father and Ieschew any physical greeting. We smile at each other
and say hello. My mother is already gone.
I'm comfortable enough, though, not to stand on ceremony. I
walk into the kitchen and put down the food, announcing that I'm
going to make lunch. I'm full of projects today, which is obviously
my defense mechanism to deal with my discomfort. I'm in the process of writing abook about my life, after all. This is research. I'm
going to videotape my father while Iinterview him about his early
years. Can't go too far. Don't want things to get too emotional. But
maybe, just maybe, Iwant to know who this man is. How he
became who he is. What forces made him.
He's certainly not who he was. Oh, the frame is still there,
though. Those huge arms that Iused to use for aswing. The green
eyes that would flash with blood when he was angry. The huge
hands that used to clench and unclench while he was trying to control his temper. The hair is thinner and gray around the edges, the
skin has permanently taken on that red glow. The face is old but
still handsome, but the tiger's teeth are cracked and falling out.
Idecide to prepare everything for lunch before Istart so that I
can just pop it in the oven or microwave when the time is right. I'm
wearing my two favorite rings, agold dome ring with diamonds
across the top, and asapphire-and-diamond ring in aplatinum setting. Ialways take them off when I'm doing messy work, so before I
start to clean the chicken, Ilay them on the counter. After running
water on the chicken legs, Istrip off the skin. When Ilooked in the
refrigerator Inoticed that my mother had left fried chicken for my
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father's lunch and dinner. He's had several heart attacks, has high
blood pressure, and has along scar on his chest from open-heart
surgery. And she left fried chicken.
It's getting late. I'd better stop procrastinating. Ifinish up, put
on my rings, and announce to my father that I'm ready to interview
him. Iset up the camera in the dining room, have him sit at the
head of the table, find him in the viewfinder, and begin.
He's not much of astoryteller anymore. He used to keep people
entertained for hours with his stories. Every family gathering followed afamiliar pattern. My father would collect an audience, and
after afew drinks, the stories would start. Stories from childhood,
stories about growing up, stories about raising children and trouble
with the wife. He'd regale the crowd with large gestures, abooming
voice, and araucous laugh. When he sensed he was losing his audience, he'd embellish the story alittle more until he got them back.
Often, the end result was huge exclamations of disbelief at his outrageous lies, but he stood by them.
Now he repeats the same things over and over again. He stops
in the middle, stumped because he can't remember asimple word
or name. Today he informs his listeners that his head is so muddled
that one day he won't be able to get one word out of his mouth.
Then he says that he'll be locked in total silence. I'll try to get
whatever stories are left.
It's not easy going. He doesn't really understand my questions.
He spews whatever facts he can remember, but Iwant his feelings.
Where were you born? Who were your father and mother? What
kind of parents were they? When your mother died, you were
twelve years old. How did that feel? What did it mean to you? You
only finished seventh grade. Why? What did you want as ayoung
man? Who are you?
He does manage to open the door abit. He was born in 1918
and expresses deep love for the mother who died when he was
twelve. He realizes that his lack of education condemned him to a
life of hard labor. He talks about hanging out in the street, getting
into trouble, and joining the navy in 1937, the first time the navy
took colored people.
He can't remember the name of his job, but he remembers that
it was menial, working in the kitchen, serving food to officers, and
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cleaning officers' quarters. He says he got mad when he saw white
guys going on to better jobs while he was stuck. Ican imagine that
what he really felt was hurt.
He was only in the navy ayear. He got sick aboard ship and was
sent home and eventually discharged because the navy feared that
he'd never be seaworthy again. Back home, he started courting the
sister of afriend. They married in 1942. It's interesting to me that
he can't remember her name although he was able to rattle off the
name of his first girlfriend.
Seven months after he married, he was drafted into the army.
Because of the fierceness of the fighting, racial barriers were falling.
My father was trained for combat. Once in Europe on the ground
fighting, there was no more Jim Crow. He laughs as he tells the
story of not only fighting and sleeping in the same place, blacks and
whites together, but of eating out of the same tin.
And talk about bad luck. My father says that once the war was
over in Germany he thought he'd get to go home, but instead he
was sent to the Philippines to fight in the Asian theater. But then I
guess there was some luck. Shortly after he got there, the United
States dropped the bomb and the Japanese surrendered. My father
was overseas for another year before he finally got to go home.
We go on until he gets to the part about meeting my mother. I
know most of what happened after that. We've been talking for
quite some time, and I'm getting hungry and tired from holding the
camera.
One last question before Iput the camera down. Now that
you've lived along time, how do you think of your life?
Without hesitation he says, "It was apretty good life. Iraised
two children, took care of my family. It's better to have afamily
than to be nothing."
He becomes reflective and his face darkens. He looks away from
the camera and then back.
"I won't say Ihaven't made some mistakes," he says. "A man
gets to acertain age and he doesn't know where he's going. The
man is the one who messes up. Sometimes aman does wrong."
He brightens.
"But if you just hold on, you'll come through," he says.
It's time for lunch, and Iwant to see what Ihave on tape. Food
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prepared, we head for the basement, set up TV trays, and start to
watch the videotape Ijust shot.
My father looks puzzled. "Who is that talking about me?" he
asks.
"That's you," Isay.
"Well, he certainly is telling the truth," he says. "That's exactly
how it happened."
"Daddy?" Iask. "Don't you know that's you speaking?"
"That's me?!" he exclaims.
"Yes," Ianswer.
"He's telling the truth alright," he goes on. "Ihave ashirt just
like that too," he says.
"Daddy, that's the shirt you're wearing now," Isay.
He looks down at himself and uses both hands to pull the fabric
away from his body. "That's me?" he asks confusedly.
"Yes, that's you," Isay.
He stares at the screen for along time.
"He's right about that," he says with alaugh. "Iknow I'm saying
'he,' but Iknow it's me."
He's still looking at the screen intently.
"When did you do this?" he asks.
"Just now," Isay.
"When we were upstairs?" he asks.
"Yes," Isay.
"How?" he asks.
"Don't you remember that the whole time you were talking to
me there was acamera in front of my face?" Iask.
"It takes moving pictures?!" he squeals.
"Yes!" Isay.
"Mom said you were coming home to interview me," he says.
"Is that what this is?"
"Yes," Isay.
I'm beginning to realize how severe my father's memory problems are. It occurs to me that he held on to his memory long
enough for me to return. The he just let go of it. In any case, he's
riveted to his image on the screen, fascinated by what he's seeing
and hearing. Idecide to rewind the whole thing and dub it off on
videotape for him so he can watch it whenever he wants. He sits
and watches it all the way through again.
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While he does that, Idecide to clean up the kitchen. Ihad put
my rings on the counter next to the sink again while Iwas cooking,
and they're still there. Iwash the dishes, put them away, and clean
the table and the counters. Ileave the uneaten food in the pans
because Idon't know how my mother would want to store it. Then
Ireturn to the basement to finish watching the tape with my father.
It's about five o'clock in the afternoon, time for me to get going.
I'm staying at my friend Kathi's house in Severna Park, and we have
dinner plans. My mother said she'd be home at seven, so Iwon't be
leaving my father alone for long.
The tape ends. Iset up the VCR so that he can show it to my
mother when she gets home. Ibought the video recorder for them
the day before so that my father can watch old movies. He loves
westerns and action films. Since all he does anymore is watch TV, I
thought he might as well be able to watch the things he likes. Ihave
tried repeatedly to tell him how to work it, but he really can't grasp
it. My mother, who had never been very mechanical, now has to do
all the things that my father used to do.
I'm leaving the camera and my other equipment at the house
because I'm going to interview my mother on tape the next day. I
look around, decide I've done all Ican, grab my purse, say good-bye
to my father, and run out the door.
I've done it. I've spent awhole day with my father without incident. Not that Ihadn't experienced awhole gamut of emotions by
just being there. Sometimes Iwas fearful, nervous, sad, puzzled,
loving, irritated. Ifelt all these emotions and held on, never losing
control, never falling back into old patterns. But it is more than
time to get away again.
Now that Ican relax and think about the prospects of apleasant
evening, Ibegin to feel like myself again, but as Igrip the steering
wheel of the car, Irealize that something is missing. There's no
sound when Iopen and close my hands. Ilook at my fingers.
They're bare. My rings aren't there. Iforgot to put them back on
after Icleaned the kitchen.
I'm just about to get on the Beltway, and debate the pros and
cons of going back. Will my rings be okay? Ordinarily Iwouldn't
think anything of it, but these rings are very expensive. Idon't want
to lose them. My inner voice offers the final decision: "Turn
around."
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Iget on the Beltway and get off at the first exit. I'm fifteen minutes from my parents' house, so by the time Iget back I've been
gone half an hour. Idon't even park the car because Iknow exactly
where the rings are. When Iwalk into the house, Ifind my father
holding adish towel. He had decided to finish the job Ileft.
VVhen Ienter the kitchen, Ihead straight for the counter. The
rings aren't there. Iturn, look at my father, and ask, "Daddy, what
did you do with my rings?"
"What rings?" he responds.
"The rings Iwas wearing. The rings Ileft on the counter," Isay.
"I haven't seen any rings. Are you sure you were wearing
them?"
"Yes. Itook them off when Ifixed lunch, and Iput them on the
counter."
Istart to run around the house looking for where he might have
moved them. First Iconfine myself to the immediate area. Then I
remember that the car is on the street, doors open, motor running.
Iorder my father to go to the door to watch the car.
Iam having no success, so after deciding that the search is
going to take awhile, Igo outside and park the car. When Icome
in, Itry to retrace all of our steps. Ikeep asking my father questions, but he can't remember anything. I'm getting agitated. He is
attempting to persuade me that Ihadn't worn any rings and that if I
had, he hadn't moved them. Igo from room to room with him following me. My voice is getting louder and more shrill. He winces
and declares, "That's your mother's voice. When she sounds like
that, it goes right through me."
It's beginning to happen. I'm going to lose it. He just compared
me to my mother. Idon't want to be anything like either of these
people.
"Well, I'm trying to find those rings," Isay, almost in tears.
"Robin, don't get upset," he urges me.
"Don't get upset? You have no idea where you put the fucking
things!" Ispit out.
This is the first time Ihave ever cursed in front of my father.
"You don't have to use such nasty language," he chides me.
Iyell something else. Idon't know what, but Isee his reaction.
He starts to open and close his fists. My mind is racing. This place,
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these people, have never been anything but trouble for me. And
now this idiot is threatening me! All my buttons are pushed.
There's nothing to do but launch the missile. It's already armed and
loaded. Like my mother, my weapon is my mouth. Unlike my
mother, it doesn't take me all day to find the target. I'm asurgeon. I
know exactly where to cut.
I turn and look my father straight in the eye and scream,
"Nothing ever goes right here! Ishould never have come back! If I
hadn't come here, I'd still have those rings!"
"Robin, don't say that," he pleads. "They've got to be somewhere if you had them on."
"There's nothing wrong with my memory," Itaunt him. "Iknow
Ihad them on, and Iknow where Iput them." But already my
anger's subsiding, and Iregret what Ijust said. It's my call. Ican continue to let the situation escalate or let it go. Idecide to walk away.
Igo to the second floor, where the bedrooms are. We haven't
been there all day, but Ineed to put some distance between myself
and my father. And I'm stuck with my actions. I've yelled at alittle
old man with no memory. I've just given him his best day in along
time and then taken it away. He couldn't help losing the rings. He
didn't do it on purpose, but that was always his excuse. He never
thought, he didn't mean to, he didn't know, he couldn't help.
It's time for me to go. More than failing him, Ifeel that I've
failed myself. Ilashed out at him not for what he's done today, but
for what he's done all my life. When Iwas achild, Iwas weak and
needed his help. He was older and stronger and took advantage of
that. Now our positions are reversed. Iam taking advantage of his
weakness. Irealize that Ididn't come here to complete the circle. I
didn't come here to get my turn. Istayed away for ten years because
Ididn't want it.
When Icome downstairs, my father asks me if Ifound the
rings. He has completely forgiven me. There will be no further discussion. No apologies will be delivered or sought. We will pretend
it never happened. After all, no blood was shed. This is how the
Quivers family handles things. It's the kind of bunch where you can
savagely wound without consequence. There's nothing you can do
that's bad enough to lose membership. In fact, it's the opposite. The
only way to escape is to become asuccess.
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Itell my father that Ican't spend the rest of the day like this,
pick up my purse, and leave. All kinds of thoughts race through my
head. Will my rings ever be found? Will they turn up five years
from now in some strange place? Ieven contemplate whether or
not my mother will return them to me if she finds them. Granted,
my parents have never stolen anything from me, but that's how
deep distrust goes.
Later that night, Icall them. My father answers.
"Hi, Dad," Isay. "Is Mom home yet?"
"Robin, is that you?" he asks by way of reply. "I'm supposed to
tell you something, but Ican't remember what it is. Let me go get
your mother." He puts the phone down, and Iwait.
"Hey, there," my mother eventually says. "Iguess you had a
time, huh? But it turned out all right."
"What are you talking about?" I demand, feeling like I've
missed part of aconversation.
"Oh, he didn't tell you? Ifound your rings!"
"No. He said he knew he was supposed to tell me something,
but he can't remember what it was."
"Oh, goodness," she laughs nervously, "he can't remember anything."
"How could you leave him alone?"
"Oh," my mother tells me, "Idon't leave him often. And when I
do, the neighbors look in on him."
"How do you know he won't forget that he's not capable of
doing something one day and get into real trouble?" Ipersist. "You
have to make sure he's watched all the time. He can't take care of
himself anymore."
Again, I'm reminded of the irony of his needing my protection.
Almost as if she can see my thoughts, my mother replies, "Yeah, he
said you got terribly upset with him. Icould hardly get in the door
before Ihad to get busy looking for those rings. He said you'd had
such anice day, and then you couldn't find the rings and yelled at
him something terrible."
She relates how she took the whole house apart and had even
spread newspaper on the floor and sifted through the garbage by
hand. Finally, she was about to give up when for some reason she
decided to look in abowl that sits on her sewing cabinet. To get to
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it, she had to move abox of tissues. When she lifted the box, it rattled. As she retrieved the rings, she tells me, my father said to her,
"I put them in there so they'd be safe."
Now Idon't even want the rings. Who needs material things
when they cause such problems? For awhile Ithink of giving them
to my parents to relieve myself of the attachment.
Icome to my senses during the night. Irealize that although I
can't undo what's already happened, Ican learn from it. Idon't want
to be the kind of person who beats up on or takes advantage of the
weak. Idon't like the feeling. The rings aren't really the problem,
anyway, and the effort my mother put into finding them makes me
see something else. Her version of love will always be difficult for
me to accept, but it's the only love she has to give. Iknow that there
will never be room to put my relationship with my parents on automatic. It simply doesn't function on that level.
Now it strikes me that my mother adores diamonds. She's
always marveled at the diamond studs in my ears. So on the way to
my parents' house the next day, Istop at ajewelry store and buy my
mother some diamond stud earrings of her own.
As Iturn onto the street where Igrew up, Irealize for the first
time that forgiving is an ongoing process, something I'm going to
have to work on every day. I'm pleased, though, that I'm strong
enough to try.
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