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My grand mother tells me that I have two lines of an ces try. Both of them
have etched my char ac ter; both have left a dis tinct sound in my heart, a
con stant, driv ing beat, much like the beat of a drum. The drum, the
rhyth mic beat of an an cient drum, has al ways been my sanc tu ary when
the world around me seems to close in and I am about to aban don hope.
When I sit alone and close my eyes, I can feel the deep beat in side
me—steady, strong, and full of mean ing and his tory. Some times I have
felt that it is the only con nec tion I have with my past; all else has been
erased.

I was born into an im per fect world. I was thrust into a fam ily that was
bruised. Our fam ily con sisted of my mother and my seven broth ers and sis -
ters—from four dif fer ent men. I was the sixth child and, by the time I was
born, my mother was with an other man. I never had some one that I could
call a fa ther, just a man I never knew. My mother did her best to sur vive, but
as the men in her life moved on, we were left with an other brother or sis ter, a 
mother deeper in de spair, and a life with no one to look up to, no money,
and no prom ise of a fu ture.

My mother died when I was only seven years old. I did n't know what death
was; I saw eve ry one cry ing, so I cried too. I just thought that that was what
you were sup posed to do when peo ple died. Later, when I re al ized that she
was n't com ing back, I was dev as tated. My mother would never be here
again to kiss me, hug me, or let me sleep with her when I was scared. I re -
mem ber pre tend ing to be scared so that I could sleep with her. Now I was
scared but I would never be able to get in bed with her again.

I felt aban doned and alone. Years later, I was able to ex press my feel ings in a
poem.

Moth ers Don't:
Moth ers don't leave you alone
at night to cry your self to sleep;
they don't leave you to wal low 
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in the hole of pain they dug so deep.
Moth ers don't send you away
when they don't want you any more;
they aren't sup posed to scream
and yell, then throw you out the door.

Moth ers don't tell you they love
you as a form of pun ish ment;
in stead it is sup posed to de light you 
like a bird that heaven sent.

Moth ers don't leave you at the tender age
of seven to cook and pre pare your own meals;
in stead they should care only about 
what you think and how you feel.

Moth ers don't dis ci pline you
for some thing you have n't done;
they don't make a dif fer ence
be tween their daugh ter or their son.

Moth ers don't push you away when
you need a soft kiss or a warm hug;
they're sup pose to wrap you up
and keep you safe and snug.

Moth ers don't let you go around
with dirty clothes and rag ged sleeve;
Moth ers don't close their eyes on you
but most of all, Moth ers don't leave.
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Tears were n't help ful ei ther. My cries for help were an swered by a hol low
emp ti ness, fol lowed by sad ness, more sad ness, and more emp ti ness. The
drum seemed so faint now. I was n't so sure that I could even hear a dis tant
drum.

The State wanted my twin broth ers and me—we were the young est
kids—to live with our fa thers, but the men could not be found; I don't think
they wanted to be found. We had a des per ate need to live some where, so we
were sepa rated and placed with fos ter fami lies. We wanted to be to gether
and our pray ers were an swered when my grand mother ar ranged for us to
move to Cali for nia to be with her.

When we got to move in with our grand mother, we be came a fam ily again.
Oh, how I could hear the drums when grandma held me real close to her
chest; my heart seemed to flut ter when I hugged her back, not want ing to let 
go.

My grand mother says that I am a de scen dant of a proud tribe of West
Af ri cans who lived some where in the Congo Ba sin. They lived a sim ple,
yet peace ful, ex is tence that de pended on a har mo ni ous re la tion ship
with the land and the wa ter and the cy cles of life. My an ces tors de vel -
oped this way of life thou sands and thou sands of years ago by adapt ing
to change in the en vi ron ment and mak ing friends with the forces of na -
ture and by learn ing to work to gether with their broth ers and sis ters.
There was a clear voice within these peo ple, an an cient soul that
bridged time. The voice bore the ac cu mu lated in ner wis dom of the time
in which they arose from an cient bones, some where in the heart of Af -
rica.

My grand mother en rolled me in the neigh bor hood school. It was tough,
but I made it through with the help of my fourth- grade teacher, Mrs. Kaje-
 Weng. She was amaz ing, so car ing and giv ing. She taught me so much
about liv ing in the world and tak ing care of life. She saw all of life as be ing
pre cious, es pe cially, it seemed to me, mine. She helped me get through
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some ter ri ble times. I did n't know at the time that she would be such an im -
por tant per son in my life.

Un for tu nately, my fam ily life with my grand mother did n't last for long.
When I was eleven, she had a stroke and died. The beat al most died with her. 
I was used to car ing for my broth ers, but we were sepa rated again. I felt that
I had lost eve ry thing. I went to live with my aunt and her fam ily. I felt like I
was a cloud of dis rup tion to them; my time with them lasted only for eight
months. Af ter that, I was sent back to Chi cago.

Fi nally, my broth ers and I were placed in fos ter fami lies. We were caught in
the sys tem, and, while we had food, cloth ing, and a roof over our heads, we
did n't have fam ily. We never had a dad, mom was dead, and now we were
split up. I felt lone lier than ever. I lived with a fos ter fam ily for the next two-
 and- a- half years. That worked out for a while, un til the man tried to mo lest
me. When I re fused to co op er ate with him and com plained about it, the
fam ily did n't want me any more. I had to leave and be come a ward of the
court un til I was as signed to live with my older sis ter, Sarah.

As I suf fered through the or deal of chang ing house holds, I found some
com fort in my natu ral tal ents. I cho reo graphed my own dances. When I
lived with my younger broth ers I in volved them. We laughed and danced
and played for hours. I al ways loved to move with the beat, and some times I
spent hours in my room danc ing. I really did n't want to drown in my situa -
tion. I liked things up beat, so I al ways walked into a quiet room, even at
school, and said loudly “Good morn ing, eve ry body!” It usu ally worked; the
en ergy rose im me di ate ly.

Sure, I had my dark days, days that I just wanted to stay in bed and hide un -
der the cov ers. And I had a tem per, but I had to go in side my self with it be -
cause there was no way to work it out in the world. If some one came down
on me in a nega tive way, I'd get really pissed and go in side. It was n't al ways
safe to show my an ger out wardly. But most of the time, I'd just use my tal -
ents to get other peo ple up.
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When Sarah took me in, it was a home com ing, to some ex tent. Once again,
I got to live with my younger broth ers and my older sis ter and brother. But,
by now, I was afraid to hope for much. I was a fourteen- year- old girl with
the re spon si bil ity of tak ing care of my self in the home. Now I had to take
care of my self on the streets of Chi cago as well.

One cold win ter day in March, I woke up at the usual time for school. I am
not a morn ing per son, so I hesi tated for a while bef ore I ac tu ally got up. Fi -
nally, I rolled out of bed and went to the bath room. In side, I sighed as I
looked at the job ahead of me in the mir ror. I al most cried re al iz ing how
long it would take to make my hair look half way de cent. Not stress ing too
much, be cause it was a Fri day, I went ahead and got dressed. As usual, I was
the only one awake in the house; I knew I did n't have time for break fast, so I
grabbed my back pack and keys, then ran for the door.

Out side, the morn ing air was still brisk. Al though there was no snow on the
ground, I could still feel the pierc ing Chi cago wind blow ing down my neck.
Pull ing my jacket closer around me, I walked to wards the bus stop.

Every day it de pressed me more and more to see the streets that my friends
and I lived on—the va cant lots filled with trash, the train tracks scarred with
graf fiti, the home less sleep ing in door ways, and the drug deal ers up early
know ing that their cus tom ers had been wait ing for them. These and all the
other signs of pov erty stared me in the face as I walked down the fa mil iar,
well- populated street that led me to a ref uge, the safe ha ven that school was
sup posed to pro vide.

Thou sands of thoughts filled my mind as I made my way across the street.
Lift ing my head to look down the al ley as I passed, I made sure there were
no cars rush ing through to the street. I heard foot steps and I felt the pres -
ence of a per son walk ing be hind me. Nerv ous ness built up in side of me. I
started to pick up the pace when a male voice said, “Hi,” and asked me my
name.
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I turned just enough to see the face be long ing to the voice and re laxed a lit -
tle. It was not un com mon for guys to try to talk to any girl they saw, so
think ing that was all there was to it, I pre pared my self to give him the “I'm
not in ter ested” talk. That plan back fired be cause he did n't stop talk ing and
ask ing ques tions. I thought I might try a dif fer ent tac tic and tried to cross
the street. That es cape faded when my un in vited es cort told me not to move
or my head would be blown off.

At that mo ment my jaw dropped, as did my heart. I re al ized that the man
was a crimi nal and I was be ing added to his list of vic tims. I swal lowed hard
while the tears rolled down my face. Un con sciously, I fol lowed the com -
mands that were given to me in a steady stream. Even though the sun was
shin ing, eve ry thing started to get dark bef ore my eyes. He told me to walk
down steps that led into the en try way of the base ment be neath the porch of
a va cant build ing. There I stood want ing to plead, scream, and pray that he
would not go through with his crime, but the sight of the gun kept all my
emo tions in side. He told me to re move my clothes. I hesi tated un til he re in -
forced his state ment by point ing his “steel man hood” at me. He pulled me
down onto the cold ce ment. The ce ment re flected the cold ness of his heart
and the feel ing that gradu ally over came me. I cried softly as I lay there un -
will ingly hav ing my sa cred pure ness taken away from me.

When I was fi nally re leased, I ran so fast I hardly re mem ber run ning back
home. I knocked on the door of our second- floor apart ment. I was out of
breath. I could see the look of won der on my sis ter's face as I walked back in
the door. Tears were stream ing down my face while I tried to tell her why I
was n't at school. Some how I man aged to get across to her that I had been
vio lated in the worst way. In stantly, pain washed over her face. She grabbed
me, hugged me, and we cried to gether. Since we did n't have a tele phone, we 
went up stairs to use our neigh bor's. Hys teri cal and hy per ven ti lat ing, I sat
down to be com forted by our neigh bor, Bar bara, while my sis ter made the
call to the po lice.

Curled up on the couch, I lay there and waited for the com mo tion to start.
The trauma played over and over in my mind. I pic tured a tall, stern po lice
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de tec tive with broad shoul ders stand ing over me. Cold and dis tant from his
work, he would talk to me and ask me what had hap pened. When the of fi -
cers ar rived, the man fit my ex pec ta tion. See ing the small, kind- looking
woman of fi cer who ac com pa nied him gave me a lit tle com fort. They both
bent down so that they could talk to me. The male of fi cer tried to be gen tle,
but he could tell how hard it was for me to re spond to him. I tried with all
my might to tell the story calmly, but the tears would not stop. Af ter a long
strug gle, we got through it and then headed for the hos pi tal.

I was fright ened by the white, busy, ster ile hos pi tal. I knew pain and death
lurked around every door; this was the place my fam ily mem bers had come
to die. My case was an emer gency, so I was taken in right away. They took
me to a room that con tained a ta ble with pa per sheets cov er ing it. It was like
most of the medi cal rooms that I had been in. The only dif fer ence was that
the ta ble had a place where the feet were sup posed to go. As usual, I was told 
to un dress, but this time the nurse did n't leave the room. With her glove-
 covered hands, she picked up my un der wear and stuffed it in side a plas tic
bag. She told me it would be tested and that I would have to leave it there.
Af ter un dress ing, I lay back on the ta ble and waited.

The doc tor en tered the room and smiled at me. In a calm, pro fes sional voice
he asked me how old I was. I told him I was four teen; he frowned and sadly
shook his head as if he could see his own child ly ing there. He put his la tex
gloves on and told me to place my feet on each of the two metal stir rups.
Bef ore I could fully grasp what would hap pen to me, eve ry thing was done. I
re mem ber cold in stru ments, pok ing, scrap ing, and stick ing. I know he told
me what he was go ing to do, but it did n't quite reg is ter in my mind. Af ter
the tests, I was left feel ing like a gum wrap per thrown away af ter the im por -
tant part was taken out. The new de tec tives, who came in next, did n't help
much ei ther. Their line of ques tion ing left me drained and empty as if I were
the car cass re main ing af ter the vul tures' feast.

I be came more frus trated and an gry as each de tec tive de manded that I re -
peat my story. My feel ings had no where to go, they just piled up like dirty
laun dry. Af ter a while I wished I were a part of that pile, for I was in des per -
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ate need of be ing clean. I did n't want to re mem ber, yet I was forced to re live
the pain each time they made me re peat my or deal. I felt my self drift ing in
and out of re al ity, con fus ing my self with my own words. Try ing des per ately 
to keep my story the same every time, I searched my mind to find the words
and phrases I had just used. The ques tions that I was asked seemed to get
more un fa mil iar, and I was n't sure how to an swer them. I could hear my self
re spond ing; I felt awk ward and un clear. I was get ting closer and closer to
feel ing as if I was go ing to ex plode. Fi nally, the sense of tight ness was re -
leased when they told me that I could go. I was left with a hol low and empty
feel ing—not even a hint of a drum sounded in side me.

The doc tor came back into the room to give me medi ca tion and tell my sis -
ter what kind of care I needed. Af ter he gave us his heart- felt ad vice, he asked 
us to fill out re port forms in the wait ing room. I was ex hausted and I had an
in credi ble head ache. A huge gray cloud filled with all the dis gust ing things
that I had been through, rested on my shoul ders and stretched out above
me. I won dered how I would get through the next hour, then the next day,
and then the rest of my life. I tried to cry, but the tears were stuck in side.
When we reached home, I looked out the win dow and searched for a place
to go. Eve ry thing I saw made me re al ize home was the one and only place
that I had. And yet, no where, not even in that apart ment, did I feel like I was 
at home.

I re mem ber my grand mother's sto ries and of ten think of my an ces tors.
My an ces tors were ripped from their homes in Af rica and brought to the
“New World” as a “cash crop” by the “civi lized” races of Europe. Af ter
serv ing the ag ri cul tural ar is toc racy of the Old South for two hun dred
years, peo ple like my an ces tors were “freed.” Some of the former slaves
stayed in the ru ral South and worked land owned by white peo ple. Oth -
ers trav eled west in search of their own land or north where they be came 
the un der class of the in dus trial age. My grand par ents joined oth ers who
flocked to the big in dus trial cit ies of the North dur ing World War II to
find a home in places like Chi cago.
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I of ten won dered if the rap ist was to blame or if I, too, was at fault. So ci ety
wants us to blame some one; be cause I did n't know him or un der stand why
this had hap pened, I blamed my self. For a long time I went around with this
thought taped to my fore head. If it was n't my fault, why did I have to walk
the same streets every morn ing to get to school? And if it was n't my fault,
how come noth ing changed and I re ceived help only that one day? Coun sel -
ing was pre scribed, but coun sel ing was never re ceived; when you are poor,
coun sel ing is n't an op tion. I felt trapped in an end less cy cle of cold ness, cold -
ness that en vel oped me and crept in side. Noth ing could af fect me nor could
any one make me be lieve that I did n't de serve the hand that life had dealt out
to me.

I did n't really see what was go ing on un til I was taken out of the situa tion. I
know now that, as a woman, my world is simi lar to other woman's. What
hap pened to me can hap pen any where and to any one. It took me a long time 
to re al ize there is no in- depth se lec tion pro cess in crime. I did noth ing
wrong. The only prob lem lay within the heart and mind of the man who
took that pre cious part of my body away from me. I will never know what
train of thought led him to his de ci sion, and I really don't want to know. I
guess what scares me the most is think ing that I was n't the only one, that he
proba bly did n't stop his vic tim iz ing with me.

I looked to my im me di ate fam ily for guid ance and sup port. I looked to my
older brother who lived with us. His girl friend came around a lot so I got to
know her pretty well. She was four years older than I was, but, since she
spent a lot of time in our apart ment and we were of ten alone to gether, we
had long, in ti mate talks. I found out that I had it pretty good com pared to
her. Her life was tragic. She had grown up in a fos ter home, too, but she had
never known her fam ily. She went from home to home, got in volved with
the wrong crowd; now she was with my brother. Un for tu nately, they used
crack co caine, and she could n't seem to stay away from it. One day she was
found ly ing dead in the street from an over dose—she was just ly ing there
with a New port in her hand, dead. She died with no fam ily, no money, no
fu neral—just a ciga rette. I never got to say good- bye; she was gone, for ever.
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Four months later my brother came into my room and asked me for twenty
dol lars. Money was scarce, but he said he needed it. He came back home a
lit tle while later with two rocks of crack co caine. I was in censed; I ar gued
with him and tried to rea son with him. I said, “You are the old est one in our
fam ily, you are sup posed to be an ex am ple for us!” He left the apart ment
and I felt empty and alone. There was no sound of a drum left in me; I could
only hear my self sob bing as I cried all night long. My brother re turned the
next day; I never looked to him for sup port again.

Some times all I had were the memo ries of my grand mother's sto ries. She 
said that when my peo ple mi grated to Chi cago they did n't have an easy
life. The lives of our peo ple had been torn apart by so many forces. Gen -
era tions had been dis lodged, sepa rated from their fami lies, sold, and
treated like ani mals. They had lost their con nec tion with the
past—their cul ture, their val ues, their teach ing sto ries, their re lig ion,
and their sense of fam ily. Some re tained their con nec tion with their his -
tory; many re tained only a hint of the past; a few seemed to lose it al to -
gether.

“Free dom” dumped us into eco nomic pov erty and did not re store our
cul ture. We tried the “white man's way” but were con stantly re minded
of our status by de hu man iz ing signs read ing “whites only” and by ac cess
to only low- class jobs. Some broke through this ceil ing of in eq uity; many 
did not. These bruises of cul tural pound ing are pres ent in many of the
so cial is sues that our peo ple face to day.

A few days later, I was with my cousin and her lit tle boy. We were driv ing
down the street and she pulled over to the curb where some men were stand -
ing. She called over to the men that she wanted to make a “buy.” Then she
got out of the car and went into an aban doned build ing with them; she re -
turned with some coke and sniffed it right in the car. I turned her two- year
old's head so he would n't see what his mom mie was do ing. I just sat there
shocked, hold ing him tightly, as if I could pro tect him from the life he was
about to lead. My cousin turned to me and said sheep ishly, “I'm sorry, I just
have to do this.”
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That was it for me. That was the point I re al ized how crazy my life was with
peo ple dy ing and us ing drugs. My cousin was gone; my brother was gone;
his girl friend was gone. I did n't want want to end up like eve ry one else. I
wanted to make it in my life; I wanted to pass the sound of the dis tant drum
on to a child of my own some day. I wanted to sur vive!

For tu nately, I had some one to turn to. Mrs. Kaje- Weng, my former teacher
in Cali for nia, had seen some thing in me that few peo ple took the time to
see. In fact, she helped me to value the dis tant sound that I felt in side my self.
When I left the fourth grade, she never lost touch with me. She wrote cards
and let ters to me; she paid for a sum mer bi ol ogy class; she sent me fam ily
pic tures and told me that she al ways thought about me; she in cluded me in
her fam ily. She of ten phoned me, even when I was liv ing with the fos ter
fami lies.

She called dur ing this cri sis pe ri od. I was fif teen and time was run ning out. I
told her how de press ing things were; she heard my plea for help. Then
things started hap pen ing fast. She called her daugh ter and son- in- law, who
had no chil dren of their own. They were will ing to fly me to their home in
Cali for nia dur ing spring break to see if it might be pos si ble for me to live
with them. I jumped at the chance.

To say that my trip to Cali for nia was a piece of heaven would n't be say ing
enough. My host ess and host, Kirsti and Gor don, took me to all the sights,
fed me great meals, talked to me for hours, and even let me stay in my own
bed room! The week flew; it was like a fairy tale. At the end of the week we
stood at the air port gate and said our “good- byes.” Then they asked me if I
would like to move to Cali for nia and live with them. It was a per fect end to a 
per fect week, but I al ready knew my an swer. I just could n't leave my ten-
 year- old twin broth ers alone in Chi cago. My broth ers needed me more than
I needed out. I thanked this won der ful Cali for nia cou ple and got on the
plane and headed back to Chi cago.

Kirsti and Gor don must have talked long and hard about my com ing back
be cause they called me a few weeks later and won dered if my broth ers and I
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would spend some time with them while they were in Chi cago for a sum mer 
con fer ence. They came in July; shortly there af ter, they bought one- way
tick ets for all three of us—my twin broth ers and me—to move to Cali for nia. 
My life was turn ing around and the drum beat was be gin ning to re turn.

My new home proved to be more hos pi ta ble than I had ever ex pected. My
broth ers adapted quickly to their new fam ily, made lots of friends at school,
and pro ceeded to eat our new par ents out of house and home. I knew how
much I had to be thank ful for. Now I lived in a nice house, had two lov ing
new par ents, and had been ac cepted in a very dif fer ent cul ture. School was
dif fer ent, es pe cially be ing in school with a lot of white kids—we had only
one white kid in our school in Chi cago. I had a chance to ex pe ri ence very
dif fer ent things. I had adapted to change bef ore, so I knew I could do it
again. I had to—I did n't want my broth ers, Eric and Der rick, to go through
what I had gone through while I was grow ing up.

That first year was busy and ex cit ing. Peo ple were really friendly to me. I en -
joyed be ing able to move smoothly from one so cial group to an other. I
made it into cheer lead ing (all of the other cheer lead ers were white), helped
launch a girls' step per group (they were mostly African- American), and just
gen er ally hung out with the rest of the stu dent body (a real mix of eth nic ity). 
The Step pers had the beat though; we be came a hit at the as sem blies, got in -
vited to per form at other schools, and in spired simi lar groups wher ever we
per formed.

I guess most peo ple would have been con tent just to live the “good life” for
the rest of high school, but I liked hav ing new chal lenges. I liked be ing the
first to try new things, so I sat up and lis tened when a group of stu dents
came into my Eng lish class to make a pres en ta tion one day to ward the end
of my first school year in Cali for nia. I was about to make an other change.

I liked school and I liked my class mates and my teach ers; my life was full and
I should have been con tent with the way things were. But, some how this
group vis it ing our class room caught my at ten tion. They seemed so sup por -
tive of each other. They seemed to know each other in a way, un like any that
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I had seen bef ore in school. They talked about trust ing and car ing, build ing
com mu nity, tak ing re spon si bil ity for them selves, cre at ing their own edu ca -
tion, edu cat ing the whole per son, hands- on learn ing, build ing a col lec tive
vi sion. Many of the terms were new to me, but I felt I wanted the sin cer ity
and con nect ed ness these stu dents had in my own life.

They in vited those of us who were in ter ested in en roll ing in their pro gram
for the com ing year to join them in a game—a three- day simu la tion of so ci -
ety—to be con ducted at Ven ture Lodge, an old rus tic cabin lo cated be tween 
the Santa Cruz Moun tains and the Pa cific Ocean. I jumped at the op por tu -
nity. Two weeks later I was rid ing in a bus with a bunch of strang ers, sing ing 
and laugh ing and mak ing ready for a whole new ad ven ture.

We had a great time. We all slept in a big cabin, cooked meals to gether,
played games out side, swam, and par tici pated in a simu la tion of so ci ety that
was run by the stu dents and their teacher. It was also chal leng ing; I re al ized
that be sides get ting to know some other stu dents very well, I was be ing
chal lenged to think.

The fi nal even ing, all of us as sem bled in the big liv ing room of the
lodge—twenty- four par tici pants, eight second- year student- coordinators,
and our teacher, Gary. Then I saw some thing I did n't ex pect. At one end of
the room were drums, real drums, a big conga, Af ri can drums with goat
hide, tam bou rines, even a flute, sticks, and bells. We were mak ing ready to
par tici pate in a crea tive dance. The lights were re placed by can dle light, and
we be came si lent. The student- coordinators and our teacher started to play,
and led us through some won der ful group and in di vid ual dance crea tions. I
felt as if I was be ing trans formed to a time when life was con nected and har -
mo ni ous.

For the next two hours our lit tle group was trans fixed by the move ments,
the flick er ing light, the shad ows on the ceil ings, the crea tive dance, the
sounds of the in stru ments, and, most of all, the un der ly ing beat of the
drums. It took me back to my roots and drew me for ward to my pur pose. We
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seemed to move as one, and we were all di rect ing the move ment. I had never 
ex pe ri enced any thing quite like this bef ore.

My grand mother told me that I have a mixed heri tage. In ad di tion to my 
Af ri can roots, I am also a de scen dant of the peo ple of the proud Chero -
kee Na tion. They were a na tion of Ameri can In di ans who lost their
home land and way of life to the on slaught of Euro pean squat ters who
be lieved it was their God- given des tiny to radi cally al ter the land scape
and peo ple of North Amer ica. The Chero kee also had a spiri tu al ity that
in spired them to ac tion, that de fined their way of life. They, too, could
hear an an cient drum. Many of them lost touch with their cul ture as
their way of life was re placed by the “civi lized” way of the white man.

The next day as we were re turn ing home, I knew that the sound of the drum
was with me. It was con tained in my every heart beat—strong, rhyth mic,
and steady. I knew that I had made my choice for the next school year; I
would join this group.

Four months later, a new school year be gan. Twenty of us new stu dents
joined six second- year stu dents to help cre ate our ver sion of The Learn ing
Com mu nity. In the first three weeks of school we spent four hours each day
get ting to know each other, en gag ing in bond ing ex er cises, and ex plor ing
ways to take charge of our edu ca tion. We started to brain storm ideas and re -
sources for in de pend ent study; we wrote per sonal con tracts, clari fied our
per sonal and aca demic goals, and de vel oped spe cific con tent for car ry ing
out our goals. Then we be gan to look for books, hands- on proj ects, names
of po ten tial speak ers, and places where we could take field trips.

In ad di tion to spend ing time de cid ing what we wanted to study for the year, 
we also spent a lot of time dis cuss ing how im por tant it was for us to make
some ba sic agree ments to en sure that we func tioned as an ef fec tive group.
We talked about con tracts, about giv ing our word, about trust and in teg -
rity. We made agree ments with each other about sim ple, ob vi ous things like 
com ing to school every day, be ing on time, and giv ing full at ten tion to who -
ever is speak ing—norms of be hav ior that many high school stu dents never
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fol low. We gave our word to agree ments; I won dered if I could keep them.
Would I be able to take full ini tia tive in the group or be fully hon est with
my self and oth ers? We also agreed not to use drugs and liq uor dur ing or
within a day of all class ac tivi ties. We even agreed to re mind each other if we
were break ing our com mit ments. We talked about tak ing charge of our
lives, mak ing con scious choice, and valu ing com mit ment, self- respect, and
per sonal dig nity.

Af ter the first three weeks of the new school year, we re turned to the old
lodge in the moun tains to en gage in a three- day ori en ta tion to help us get
ready for our school year. We wanted a fo cused pe ri od of time away from
the dis trac tions of home and school, so that we could cre ate a co he sive
group. In one of our more com pel ling ex pe ri ences, we in tro duced our selves 
to the group by tell ing our life sto ries and ex plain ing how our life ex pe ri -
ences had made us who we are to day.

Jer emy told of his child hood trips to the Si erra Ne vada Moun tains with his
fam ily, play ing in streams and hik ing with his dad. He re called sit ting in his
elementary- school desk watch ing the fall col ors, the win ter rain, and the
spring blos soms around the school. He day dreamed of hik ing to the top of
the far moun tain, build ing tree forts, and float ing down streams in inner-
 tubes. He did n't like school; it cooped him up too much. He joined our pro -
gram to find a way to be come more mo ti vated and more in ter ested in
school. I saw him as a “coun try boy.” Un til now, I had never been around
some one who spent time in na ture. I thought he was dif fer ent but he was
easy to be around, al ways mak ing funny jokes out of awk ward situa tions.

Greg shared how he had al ways been in gifted classes and got good grades in 
school. He shared a va ri ety of his in ter ests—he was a long distance- runner
and liked to act. He talked about how he “lost it” and went into a de pres -
sion. He said his abil ity to act had helped him pre tend in life but that he lost
the abil ity to pre tend, and that now it was just too dif fi cult for him to deal
with life. He said the doc tor had pre scribed Pro zac to help him hide the feel -
ing that he could no longer “pre tend” away. He joined our group be cause he 
thought we would just let him be and he needed to fig ure out what to make
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of life. He seemed dis tant at times, but he had the ca pac ity to be hon est
about his life. I was touched by his vul ner abil ity.

Shawn was a big, tough- looking, white guy. He said he grew up in Army
towns be cause his mom was in the serv ice. I had never stopped to con sid er
that women in the Army had time to have kids, I won dered what it was like
for her. Shawn spoke of hav ing lived in the tough parts of town where he
was a mi nor ity, hav ing to be tough to keep from be ing run over by peo ple,
and al ways mov ing away bef ore he made any friends. He de scribed him self
as an av er age stu dent who wanted to make a few close friends. I iden ti fied
with his cour age, but I had a hard time get ting close to him.

I liked Jenny right away. She and her sis ter, Wendy, were both in the group.
They were warm and friendly with no pre tenses. They had come to this
coun try from El Sal va dor; both were dark- skinned and had fea tures like
their Ma yan an ces tors. I felt an easy kin ship with both of them. Jenny told a
story about how her fam ily had trav eled nearly three- thousand miles
through Gua te mala and Mex ico to es cape the bru tal civil war in her coun try. 
She was a sur vi vor, like me. I liked her even more when she said, with tears
com ing down her cheeks, that she was a good stu dent and was in our pro -
gram be cause she wanted to make some thing of her self. I in tended to be her
friend. Wendy was open and em pa thetic; I knew that we would be come
good friends, too.

Kris tie, the na ture lover, spoke of how a but ter fly landed on her nose when
she was five, how she had al ways loved na ture, es pe cially birds, and was an
ama teur taxi der mist. She said she came into the pro gram be cause she
wanted to help pro tect the en vi ron ment. She knew she could build her stud -
ies around real is sues and take ac tion to stop the abuse of the earth. She
talked of how she and a friend liked to go to Santa Cruz and sit for hours
talk ing to home less peo ple about their lives. I could feel her sen si tiv ity and
felt I could trust her.

An gel, the other African- American stu dent, was a stand out singer. Like me,
she had n't had a fa ther in her life, but un like me, she had had a strong
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mother. An gel was a de vout Chris tian and very strong in her be liefs. She
was an in ter est ing blend of the hip cul ture—she dressed cool, had her hair
braided, could “talk the talk” (al though she did n't have a foul mouth), and
was a great step per. We had known each other bef ore join ing the pro gram,
even though she was much younger than I. She wanted to be in the pro gram 
be cause she felt she would be ac cepted as a full hu man be ing, not just a
gifted singer. She did n't want to be just an other “number” in a class room or
some one re garded as lazy or hav ing an at ti tude be cause she missed classes or 
was late. She wanted to help make school be come ex cit ing so that she would
be in spired to be there all the time. An gel al ready seemed to have a steady
beat of the drum in side her.

Janna was a tall, in tro spec tive young woman with long brown curly hair.
She talked of hav ing at tended pri vate schools. Her mother had taken her sis -
ter out of school to be edu cated at home. Janna never watched tele vi sion and 
she read a lot. She had been en rolled in hon ors classes in pub li c school and
got good grades. She joined us, she said, be cause she wanted to work closely 
with other com mit ted peo ple in cre at ing a bet ter world. She really seemed
to be lieve in what she said.

Adri enne al ways shared well- stated, yet un der stated, so lu tions dur ing our
community- building ac tivi ties. Most of our early ac tivi ties were pretty bois -
ter ous, so her points were of ten ig nored; but she had a way of per sist ing
with out push ing so that, when the most as ser tive mem bers got tired of
shout ing, her point of view of ten stood out as the most sen si ble. Like Kris -
tie, she had ac tu ally moved into the dis trict to be in our pro gram. Adri enne,
who had been an honor stu dent at her other school, longed for the per sonal
em pha sis of our pro gram and wanted to have more free dom to de sign her
stud ies. She really wanted to be part of the world—not to just study about it.

We had such a cross- section of hu man ity as sem bled in our group! We had
sopho mores, jun iors, and sen iors; we had ex cel lent stu dents and stu dents
want ing to find their ex cel lence; we had stu dents who had been born in
Mex ico, Gua te mala, El Sal va dor, the Phil ip pines, and the United States. We 
had a range of stu dents, some from solid, lov ing fami lies and some from
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non- existent or dys func tional fami lies. Each, re gard less of privi lege, had his
or her per sonal scars, some deeper than oth ers; each had his or her own per -
sonal strengths as well. We all shared a need for a fuller life. Also, we shared a 
com mon de sire to make our own lives bet ter and to make the world bet ter.

I told my story about grow ing up in Chi cago. Many of the things I had
never told a soul bef ore. I cried, al most un con trol la bly, when I told about
the rape; it was the first time that I had con fided in any one since that cold,
win ter day in Chi cago. Wendy came over and com forted me. Sev eral other
stu dents gath ered around the pil low on which I was sit ting and held me
while I sobbed. Other stu dents just sat in place and cried with me. I felt safe
and I felt loved. I had never felt so ac cepted by so many peo ple at one time.

As I sat there, sur rounded by my new broth ers and sis ters, I could hear the
strong beat ing of my heart punc tu ated by the quiet sounds of weep ing in
the room. More than that, I could feel an other beat emerg ing in the room, it
was the be gin ning of a beat that was new to me. It sounded as if its source
was that of many drums. It was a hint of what was to come, the beat of the
group's col lec tive drum. These peo ple were be com ing part of my fam ily,
and I was join ing theirs. I felt at home. I could hear and I could feel a strong
beat in side and around my heart.
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