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Prologue

A hot, gauzy morning in the late summer of 1987. That was the first time I ever laid eyes on the streets of Los Angeles. I was thirteen years old but looked ten at best—an agonizingly shy Texas boy with eyes like water, hair like the sun, and a tanker truck’s worth of secrets. I was jammed in the backseat of my mom’s massive yellow Malibu Classic between my little brother, Todd, and our stinking cat, Airborne. My mom said we were “on the move.” Others would have called it “on the run.”

Days earlier, my family had packed up what little we had of value and vanished without notice from our lives in the Lone Star State—leaving behind my middle school in San Antonio and our Mormon church in the Randolph Ward, heading west. My mom was behind the wheel, her hairspray-stiffened curls resting on worried shoulders as she worked the hand controls to speed up and slow down her beast of a car: a colossal artifact from a former life that now had to be wrested into submission by a woman who walked on crutches, her legs in braces, her spine fused and held together with metal bars hidden just beneath the scars that ran the length of her body.

My big brother, Marcus, sat up front beside her. His hair was just as long as hers but kissing a black leather punk-rock jacket covered in pins and buttons that shouted obscenities my mom had miraculously (if not willfully) grown blind to. He had a map spread out on his lap. We were lost. We were scared. But in good Southern, Mormon fashion, we kept our terrors to ourselves.

Here’s the thing: we’d been taught our entire lives that places like Los Angeles were filled with folks who’d traded their souls and salvation for fame, booze, drugs, cash, cars, hetero sex, group sex, and dirty, filthy faggot sex. Los Angeles was the embodiment of an unfamiliar, exotic America that we’d been warned to avoid: liberal, often coastal, a place for sinners and moral relativists. For our ragtag family on the run, passage through this city was a test of spiritual strength. So we plugged our noses in back, Marcus did his best to navigate up front, and my tiny runaway mom rotated the hand control that turned the gear that pressed down on the gas pedal that she hoped might propel us to safety.

Two hours later, Marcus and my mom finally spotted the entrance to the 5 Freeway heading north. The terrain grew steeper as we headed into the hills and over the Grapevine, a stretch of highway out of L.A., where the snarl of traffic gave way to golden grasses, a reservoir lake, ranches, and a meadow filled with wildflowers. These were more familiar sights. This felt more like home. My mom looked up into her rearview mirror, found my eyes, and with all of her mighty love and warmth, sent me a strong, silent message: You’re safe now, my Lancer.

I took a breath or two, pulled out a pen and a spiral notebook, and wrote a letter to a girl back in San Antonio. She and I had recently participated in a one-act drama competition. She’d played Eve. I’d played Adam. Her mom was our drama teacher. I described Los Angeles as the “second gayest city in the world.” It wasn’t a compliment. I was already fairly certain that San Francisco was in first position thanks to AIDS hitting the national news when Old Hollywood heartthrob Rock Hudson fell out of his closet and into his grave. Since then, even the news shows in Texas had started offering up images of emaciated gay men, most in San Francisco, but others in New York and Los Angeles, dying terrible deaths thanks to their “lifestyle choices.” So yes, it seemed that San Francisco was the closest to hellfire, but I was fairly certain Los Angeles wasn’t far behind. I suppose I felt it necessary to let someone in Texas know I’d survived our journey through this foreign land.

But as we reached the top of a mountain, something in my Godfearing heart stirred, and I looked back toward the city. It was calling to me. If I’m being honest, it had started calling well before we set out on this adventure. If Los Angeles was dangerous, I was curious. How true were the stories I’d heard? Did the people there really do so many strange things to their bodies, their minds, and one another? Did they really make all of those movies and TV shows I’d fallen in love with on the rare occasions we were allowed to watch them? And the most dangerous question of all: Did the nation’s current teen heartthrob, Ricky Schroder, with his golden hair and ocean-blue eyes, actually live somewhere down in all that chaos?

That question, and all of its invasive roots and sticky webs, lingered longest in my mind as I watched the city glimmer and shine in the morning sun until it slowly disappeared behind a veil of blue-white smog.

Thirty years have passed since that drive, and for more than two and a half decades of that time I’ve called this City of Angels my home, with all of its sunshine, celebrities, workers, artists, headaches, egos, booze, dreams, lies, cigarette butts, body parts, hot tubs, invitations, hangovers, trophies, and yes, reliably progressive values. And like most Angelenos, I’ve spent much of that time in my car getting from place to place, tucked inside my bubble. Isolated. And in a hurry.

So whenever I heard a siren, I did what most Angelenos do: look forward, left, right, check my rearview mirror, and keep on driving. As an Angeleno, the last thing you want to do is tap the brake. The clock is ticking. We have places to be, coffees to order, deals to make, and great things to accomplish by lunchtime.

But something happened a few years back to strip me of that habit. I was driving home down Hollywood Boulevard when my mom called. I hit the icon on my dash to answer. She sounded gloomy and called herself a “dinosaur” twice. I’d rarely heard her in such a state. I was worried. So I added a three-day layover via Dulles Airport in Virginia to my next love-fueled flight to London to see the Brit I was fast falling head over heels for. It was a little surprise visit to lift my mom’s spirits, and a big birthday present to myself.

My mom now lived in Manassas Park, in a house built right on top of the bloodied Civil War battlefields of Bull Run, where more than twenty-four thousand soldiers gave their lives in the debate over whether all men are created equally—a scar on our nation, reminding us of how divided we once were, and in many ways still are.

My mom cried with joy and relief when I walked into her bedroom. I spent all three days with her there. We blew out candles. We ate cake. We ordered in from a local restaurant and enjoyed our dinners on her bedroom floor. Then I opened the presents she’d ordered off her laptop from her perennial perch atop her bed.

She wasn’t feeling well, but that was nothing new. For a variety of reasons, big and small, she’d long been forced to use her not inconsiderable strength to fight off this illness or that. We’d done this ailment dance many times. We simply took advantage of her sleepless nights to share stories, watch NCIS, check out the Home Shopping Network’s jewelry specials and buy a few pairs of earrings she couldn’t afford on a military retirement check, sneak far too many Oreo cookies, and witness a sunrise. Her spirits were lifted by the company. So were mine.

Just before I left, my stepdad arrived home from work to take her to the doctor for a checkup, and get her some antibiotics for what she felt sure was a bladder infection. Love hungry and London bound, I ordered a cab to the airport.

It was a markedly quiet ride. I don’t remember music ever even being turned on. But then my cell phone rang. The caller ID said “Mom.” Nothing unusual. This was her regular call to say she missed me already, and I would say the same, because it was true. Instead, when I said hello, my stepdad’s trembling voice rang in my ears: “Your mother collapsed. In the garage. Her heart stopped. The medics got here. They did CPR and revived her, but she isn’t conscious. It’s bad, Lance. It’s really bad.”

I couldn’t process it. This was the same brave mom who had successfully slayed the City of Angels years earlier with three little boys and no use of her legs. It was impossible to imagine her having to be revived by anyone. My mom was the one who kept everyone else safe and strong. Her tough, stubborn heart didn’t need a stranger’s help to keep going.

Choking out the words, I told the cabdriver what I’d just heard, and bless his heart, he plowed right over the grassy center median and turned back the way we’d come. Soon we heard the siren. Then we saw an ambulance take a left turn off of my mom’s road, racing away from us toward the local Manassas hospital. That’s when I noticed that, like they did in Los Angeles, the drivers in this small, polite, Southern town mostly didn’t bother to pull over for ambulances either. Maybe a brief pause to let it pass, then a chase to make up their lost time in its wake. As we raced to catch up, I grew more and more distressed by this surprising similarity. My mom, my best friend, my rock was inside of that ambulance fighting for her life, and even here in her treasured South, no one seemed to give a damn. Our terror was their inconvenience.

Just like my mom, when things get bad, I get quiet. The worse they get, the more silent I become. The cabdriver looked back. I hadn’t taken more than half a breath since I told him to turn around. I must have looked like a ghost. And with far too much peace in his voice for my comfort, he said, “What is meant to be now, will be.”

I started to shake. Until then, I hadn’t considered that she might die. Everything I’d ever built was thanks to that stubborn heart of hers, and there it was, racing away from me in the back of an ambulance. Suddenly, I didn’t know if I’d ever again feel the warmth of her hand, know the might of her will, or stand atop the foundation she’d built for our family with the strength of her steel-clad spine.

My mom had grown up in the South. Louisiana and Georgia. She had been deeply religious. Baptist, then Mormon. She had worked for the U.S. military. She had voted for Ronald Reagan and Bush Senior. I now had spent decades living in that wicked city she’d refused to let us set foot in when I was thirteen. I had gone into the arts. Heck, I’d outright fought for progressive causes like marriage equality. To outsiders, in this day and age, my mom and I should have been enemies. Our house should have been divided—North versus South, red versus blue, conservative versus progressive, coasts versus mountain or plains, or however you choose to name such tribes. Instead, my mom and I fueled each other. Her oil lit my lamp, and eventually mine lit hers. The tools I learned to wield growing up in her conservative, Christian, Southern, military home were the same ones I’d used to wage battles that had taken me from a broken-down welfare apartment where gunfire sang me to sleep to the biggest stages in the world, and to the front row of the United States Supreme Court to fight for LGBTQ equality.

Although my mom and I had often disagreed politically and personally, she’d led our family by example, instilling in us a can-do attitude that often defied reason—an optimism many would call foolish, ignorant, and naïve, but an optimism that occasionally shocked our neighbors and our world with its brazen veracity. She was my reason.

It’s not something I’ve shared until now, and I know it may sound silly to some, but I had often hoped our relationship was like a pebble thrown into a pond, breaking the surface and sending ripples to the water’s edge. If my mom and I could set foot on the bridges between us, then perhaps our neighbors and those closest to us could too. Perhaps our diverging Americas wouldn’t be doomed to destroy each other the way our news shows and politicians would have us believe. And perhaps more could find a higher plane than politics.

So I let the cabdriver know that I’d pay for any ticket he got, but that if he didn’t push his pedal to the floor, he was asking for a big old can of whoop-ass from yours truly. He didn’t need much convincing. My red eyes had already made the stakes abundantly clear. My mom had to live. Because deep in my gut, I feared a storm was coming. Beyond the headlines of the day, I could just make out the sparks of division catching fire in the disparate places we called home, and I knew that my mom and I had much more to discover and build if we were going to help our neighbors and family weather the terrible schisms this storm would bring.

So I held my zen-like cabdriver’s gaze until he looked back out toward the ambulance that was now racing away from us, and he hit the gas.


PART I
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CHAPTER 1

Still Water



 
 

I

This may come as a surprise to some, but I’ve always excelled at math and science. It was 1988 when my high school physics teacher told me that nothing in the universe ever gets moving without being moved by an outside force. This was hardly a news flash. I’d already heard a lifetime of stories, most set in the small, Southern town of Lake Providence, Louisiana, that taught me that little ever moved or changed for our kin, at least not without dying. Death had long been the only reliable mover where our family tree was planted. But as I was to math and science, I was drawn to these stories. And thanks to one in particular, I knew of an exception to our family rule. It was buried in the true tale of an outside force that had arrived with very little warning, and got things moving in terrible, surprising, and bewildering ways.

It was February 28, 1948, and no screaming could be heard from inside the small paper-brick home. There were only the sweaty sighs of an adolescent farmboy and a four-year-old girl as they worked alongside a thirty-something farmer who smelled of whiskey to gather bloody rags and place them in a bucket. The house’s floors were unfinished—plywood, mostly. You could see clear through many of the walls to their wood-and-wire innards. And to protect it from floods that never came, the tiny house sat perched atop cinder blocks on the dusty cotton farm this family of sharecroppers called home.

Seemingly far older than her thirty-three years, Edith Corene Whitehead, the matriarch of the clan, was known to most as Cokie. She was a small, sturdy woman with curly dark hair who sewed herself dresses from scraps for special occasions, and wore cat-eye glasses with “jewels” in the corners to see right. She’d found the frames at a secondhand shop. She’d just given birth to her seventh child, six of whom were still alive, three still under her roof. Sweaty and weak, propped up on her elbows in bed, she used what strength she had left to pull herself upright, slip on her bejeweled glasses, and help mop up the rest of the bedroom. Her home was unfinished, but she insisted it be clean.

As she worked, her strength slowly returned, and thank goodness, because there were beans to boil and cornbread to bake, and perhaps one of the many chickens roaming the backyard would get its neck twisted before sundown. Meat was an extravagance in Cokie’s home, but this was a day to celebrate. So: an afternoon of feather plucking, frying, and then beans and cornbread with tomato and onions, shared among five hungry mouths. As always, Cokie would claim the chicken’s back as her own, saying she liked it the best, though of course it was the worst. She wanted her children to have the juicy legs and wings and the prized breast pieces. Their needs, their survival, had to come first.

Later that day, as evening threatened, Cokie’s husband, Victor, handed the baby to her four-year-old sister, Martha, and asked her to rock the newborn back to sleep in the old family rocking chair. Sweet Martha instantly fell in love with her little sister. But when it came time for dinner, Victor had vanished. He was already off drinking somewhere. Fine by Cokie. One less mouth to feed.

When the dishes were done, Cokie finally took a moment for herself. She walked into the back bedroom, dipped her hands down into the old iron crib, and picked up her brand-new baby girl—little Rose Anna Whitehead.

Cokie hadn’t always been the warmest or easiest mother to her brood; life was too demanding for any slack or too much affection. But she caught herself gazing at this baby a bit differently than she had the rest. Sure, Rose Anna was a quiet, beautiful child, the kind born with her eyes wide open to the world, but that wasn’t it. In fact, it wasn’t anything special about the child at all. It was a wisdom and acceptance that had begun to dawn on Cokie with age: there would be no rising above circumstances here in Lake Providence, a town buried deep in poverty. She would see no American dream come true. She was the wife of an alcoholic sharecropper living on a tenant farm her boys tried their best to keep up in his absence but only seemed to lose more ground on each month.

That night, looking into Rose Anna’s wide blue eyes, the baby’s ten perfect, wiggling toes and fingers all reaching out to her mother, Cokie accepted the truth that so many good Southern mothers of her means had to: love was about the only thing she might ever earn in her life. Then and there, in ways she feared she hadn’t with her other children, she dedicated herself to putting love first with this child. She was going to give all she had to her perfect little “Rose.”

I never got to meet Cokie, but she was my grandmother, born in Greenway, Arkansas, on October 4, 1914. Raised by distant, indifferent relatives, she was for all intents and purposes an orphan, with little love or family and no home to call her own. So when a dirt-broke, dusty-blond, blue-eyed, sixteen-year-old boy from a logging family confessed his love for her, she didn’t hesitate. At the ripe old age of fourteen, Cokie Landrem married Victor Willie Whitehead and soon had a daughter, Hattie Faye, then a son, Billie-Ray. But Billie-Ray died of mysterious causes that neighbors and relatives called a “rare heart condition.” Most now admit it was likely a simple case of appendicitis that these young parents didn’t have the know-how to handle.

Cokie had gone only as far as the fifth grade, and Victor had made it only to the third. With few skills and even less knowledge, Cokie and Victor tried their hand at sharecropping on a wealthy man’s tenant farm in Lake Providence. In the South at the time, many landowners still paid the tenant farmers who worked their land with only food and clothing up front and the promise of shared profits at the end of each season. But when that time came, those sharecroppers were often told they’d earned nothing more than the food and clothing they’d already been given. Others were told they hadn’t worked hard enough and now owed their landowners a debt.

Cokie and Victor were a rarity among sharecroppers in their community in that they, like their landowners, were white; most in their occupation were black, descendants of slaves who were supposed to have been liberated by a civil war but had instead met this new injustice. And, like their black neighbors, each year Cokie and Victor’s debts grew larger no matter how hard they toiled. The way Victor coped was not a rarity either: he turned to drink.

But by the time Rose Anna turned two years old, she was still far too young to know the family farm was anything but heaven. It had little yellow chicks wobbling out of an incubator, baby pigs that grew bigger each month before they inevitably “found new homes,” and ample dirt and rain for all the mud pies a little girl could dream of baking. Beyond their house were fields of clover with white pom-pom blossoms on them. Sweet Martha lovingly showed Rose Anna how to use her fingernails to make slits in the stems, weaving one into the next to build long strings of pom-pom-blossom jewelry.

But the truth was, their father’s alcoholism had taken its toll. He was rarely home, and when he was, he was no longer a helpful presence. The eldest boys did their best to keep the farm going without him, but it was a failing enterprise.

Luckily, the family owned a milk cow, so there was butter to be made. But they never ate it; Cokie would churn it, press it into a mold, and sell it. There were pecan trees, so the kids would pick the pecans up off the ground, put them in a burlap sack, and sell those too. Cokie even took a job at the dime store as a cashier, working six days a week for twenty-five dollars. She paid ten of that to a neighbor named Gertrude, who looked after Cokie’s kids and her own while Cokie was at work. Gertrude was a small black woman with a few missing teeth, pigtails, and who liked to chew tobacco. She became a second mother to Cokie’s little ones, and Cokie gave her free rein to do so. She didn’t see Gertrude or her mothering as inferior in any way. There was simply no space for racism in her home. She and Gertrude were sisters of survival above all else.

Although not thoughtful or considered, Cokie’s perspective on race was extraordinary in 1950s Lake Providence. Sitting atop Louisiana’s northeast corner, the town has a terrible history of slavery, racism, and poverty that continues to this day: in 2013, CNN reported that it was the poorest city in the United States, with the added honor of having the greatest wealth disparity. In the last half century, the population has hovered around four thousand souls, and although African Americans had been the majority since General Grant marched in with his Union soldiers, Grant gave all of the supposedly liberated land to white folks. Until 1962, black people weren’t even allowed to vote. During the time Cokie was raising her children, there was still an almost total separation of the races. But it was tough to see this divide in her home or in Gertrude’s. Gertrude even listed Cokie as “next of kin” when she died. So the youngest children in Cokie’s home grew up perilously naïve about the deeply racist world around them.

Martha would eventually get a job at the town’s Dairy Queen. She walked there every day after school, and on weekends. The cook was a black woman, and Martha liked her very much. They talked all shift long about anything and everything, so Martha came to believe they were best friends.

Then one day, Martha and her best friend walked into town after work. They hadn’t gone far before a white shop owner launched out of his store and lit into Martha: “What the hell kinda show ya puttin’ on?!”

“We were just walking, sir,” Martha said in her slow, notably well-enunciated way.

He looked at them both, his eyes red with rage, then he turned to Martha’s friend and began bellowing and cursing, demanding that the frightened young black woman get out of his sight. Martha’s friend had no choice but to run for her life.

Martha’s walk hadn’t been some kind of protest or demonstration for civil rights. She hadn’t known that she and her friend were doing anything radical by walking together. But it was radical in that time and place, and now she was getting a frightening crash course in bigotry.

In her soft, still immaculately enunciated words, I could still hear the anger and fear in sweet Martha’s voice as she told me this story over half a century later. “That is where you come from, Lance.”

Even as life grew increasingly difficult, Cokie stayed true to her quiet promise to try to love her new Rose a bit better than she had her older children. Come payday, Rose Anna occasionally received a piece of citrus fruit. Her mom would tell her it was “a real expensive treat shipped all the way from a place called California. Out on an ocean called the Pacific. Where the movie stars live.”

Of course, Rose Anna’s special treatment didn’t go unnoticed by her siblings. One night, just before her third birthday, Rose Anna was busy throwing a fit because she had to share the sofa with her big brother Don. She complained that every time he moved, jumped, or bumped around, it was hurting her legs and arms. It was absurd. Don adamantly defended his right to wiggle about, but their mom took Rose Anna’s side again. Don was banished from the family couch. Yet even after he was long gone, Rose Anna continued to cry and fuss that she was unbearably uncomfortable. It made no good sense.

A great many things soon stopped making sense to Cokie. Rose Anna never stepped into the bedroom she shared with Martha that night. And when Martha woke up the next morning looking for her beloved baby sister, she found only Gertrude in the kitchen. With the tone of a woman who’d long since stopped losing tears over tough turns, Gertrude stated: “Your mama and Annie gone ’way to the hospital last night, honey. Don’t know when they gon’ be back.”

It turned out that soon after Don and Martha had fallen asleep, little Rose Anna’s aches and pains had become excruciating, and when Cokie asked her to straighten her legs, she couldn’t. They were frozen. Worse, she was struggling to breathe.

That night, without a single soul knowing it, an outside force had arrived in Lake Providence, and now that force had a death hold on Cokie’s precious Rose.

In the middle of the night, Cokie rushed her Rose to the hospital in town, and doctors hurriedly put in motion prescribed emergency procedures—procedures not to save the child, but to isolate her. Cokie was forced from the room and made to strip off her clothes, and those clothes instantly vanished, likely to be burned. It seemed that her Rose was showing all the symptoms of the potentially deadly, disfiguring, and immobilizing virus called polio.

In 1950, that word struck terror in the hearts of parents across the nation. Starting in 1916, a polio epidemic had swept through at least one region of the country each summer. Cesspools of still and polluted water were polio’s favorite breeding grounds. Wealthy cities quickly made advances in sanitation and sewage to help prevent outbreaks. But few considered improving the infrastructure of a shrinking city of mostly “Negroes” a priority. Rose Anna’s hometown was riddled with just such pools of dark, still water. Now her lifeless legs were an omen that a Louisiana outbreak was brewing.

Most folks who were exposed to the polio virus never got sick. The 5 percent who did usually experienced only flu-like symptoms. But for the unlucky 1 percent Rose Anna now belonged to, the virus would ravage their motor neurons, leaving their limbs, lungs, and throats paralyzed—some so severely that they died. This 1950 outbreak would kill nearly three thousand people in the United States, and over the next decade, polio would paralyze or kill over half a million people worldwide, every single year. There was no cure. And there were no truly effective treatments.

The Lake Providence doctors’ primary responsibility now was to keep Rose Anna quarantined while she was still contagious. Whether Rose Anna lived or died wasn’t up to them; it was up to her own luck and will. She’d already lost the game of luck to even contract the disease, much less start losing mobility, so if she was going to live, her will was what she had left.

Kept from her daughter’s side, Cokie felt her heart breaking. Rose was her chance at a rebirth, a chance to turn love and care into a life’s purpose. But like it had so often, life had less charitable plans for Cokie. Preferring her church’s deep-fried feasts to regular Sunday attendance, Cokie wasn’t the most devoted Baptist, but now she put pride aside, got down on her knees in the waiting area, and apologized to God for a surprisingly long list of sins. Then she prayed for what she was really after: her child’s life.

That night, with her mother praying to a savior who thus far had shown her little generosity, and with no one at her side to calm her terror and pain, little Rose Anna Whitehead gasped for air and lost consciousness. But she did not lose her will. No, sir. It turns out her will burned far too hot for dying.

II

The bellows groaned as it sucked air out of the goliath iron cylinder. At a glance, the contraption looked ripped from a science fiction film. Taking a closer look through the small windows in its sides, nurses could see a little body lying on the “cookie tray” inside, its chest expanding in the vacuum the suctioning bellows created, drawing into the body what its muscles no longer could: life-sustaining oxygen. The groaning stopped, then it began again, this time forcing air into the cylinder, the pressure pushing air out of the tiny body. Over and over.

Weeks after surviving her isolation in Lake Providence, Rose Anna had been moved to a hospital in Vicksburg, Mississippi, where an iron lung was now doing her breathing for her. Of course, if you ever asked little Rose Anna if she’d lived in an iron lung for the weeks it took for her body to stop the virus’s immobilizing march, for one-quarter of one lung to regain enough strength that she could breathe on her own again, she would vigorously deny it. “Why would I need anyone’s help to breathe, thank you very much.” For the rest of her life, this “Thank you very much” would be her genteel replacement for “Kindly go fuck yourself.” She’d be provided with ample opportunities to use it.

Rose Anna’s performance of her iron lung lie was so convincing that save for one photo of her asleep in the contraption, her doll-like head sticking out of one end of the massive metal beast, her secret would have been safe. But perhaps it wasn’t a deliberate lie. To an oxygen-deprived three-year-old separated from her mother and siblings, perhaps it all just seemed like a nightmare, too horrible to be real: something to wake up from, not remember.

She would have opened her eyes on occasion to check her toes and fingers, to see what still wiggled and what had stopped responding. While her hands, arms, and lungs slowly regained some strength, her legs and torso seemed to grow worse. She must have feared what would happen if the paralysis reached her chin and overtook her head. She surely would have seen what was done to the children who began losing that fight. A knife would slice a hole in their windpipe, a tube would be shoved into it, and a nurse would pump a bag to keep the child’s brain alive as long as possible before the child’s body gave up, the frightened child unable to call out for her mother.

For those lucky enough to survive polio’s degenerative, contagious period, it was a leap from the frying pan into the fire. Survivors would be transferred to long-term-care facilities to endure years of painful, further-disfiguring surgeries and rehabilitation. And thanks to the nature of how and where this virus often spread, most parents proved too poor for regular visits. Survivors became orphans of circumstance, left to brave terrible surgeries to fuse bones, cut away dead muscles, and transplant ligaments in often futile attempts to salvage limbs—all of this in a time before modern anesthesia or effective painkillers.

If it hadn’t been for Franklin Delano Roosevelt, there would have been little hope of waking Rose Anna and her wardmates from their living nightmares. A survivor of polio himself, the thirty-second U.S. president stood with braces on his legs when he took the oath of office, stealthily holding on to the lectern for support.

A decade before becoming president, Roosevelt had opened the nation’s first full-fledged rehabilitation institution for polio patients, in Warm Springs, Georgia. He had long felt that the country needed a home for modern advancements in polio treatment. He found his answer in Elizabeth Kenny, an Australian nurse who was pioneering a polio therapy that sought to eliminate the need for aggressive surgeries or immobilizing limbs with casts, splints, metal bars, and leather straps. Her belief was that hot baths and warm wet packs could relieve pain and spasms, and that by stretching and exercising what muscles remained, some patients might regain some movement. These methods didn’t yield great gains either, but at least they didn’t lean on the pain and further disfigurement of scalpels.

The steaming water bubbling up out of the ground in Warm Springs made it an ideal home for Roosevelt’s toughened tribe of young polio survivors. Everyone around Rose Anna knew that this was the only place she might find an advanced, humane shot at recovery. But the Whiteheads were dirt-poor, the cost an impossibility for Cokie. Once again, FDR would indirectly help.

Roosevelt had founded the March of Dimes in 1938 as an alliance between doctors, scientists, and volunteer fund-raisers to support polio research and education and help patients who couldn’t afford Warm Springs. After a wildly successful national push, the March of Dimes’ efforts became localized. Chapters popped up in thousands of counties across the nation, each asking Americans to send in one dime during the Christmas season to help.

It must have felt like an answer to Cokie’s late-night hospital prayer when the local March of Dimes, operating out of her own Lake Providence Baptist church, came knocking to say they’d raised enough money to pay for Rose Anna’s full-time care in Georgia. It was Cokie’s first turn of luck in a good long time, but it came at a cost. Warm Springs was an eight-hour drive from Lake Providence, and she might only afford to make that kind of journey twice a year at best: maybe for a birthday, maybe for Christmas. That would be it. And how long would Rose Anna be there? No one had a good answer to that question.

But here’s the extraordinary thing about Cokie Whitehead: she could find hope in the smallest cracks and crevices. Before there was ever a shot at recovery at Warm Springs, three-and-a-half-year-old Rose Anna was allowed a rare trip home from the hospital in Vicksburg. Within minutes of being home, she had found her old wooden potty chair, and without any instruction pulled herself up onto it, then, using its back like a walker, started scooting it forward with her arms, dragging her limp legs behind. Repeating those steps, she began moving freely about the house under her own power, showing an incredible amount of ingenuity and determination. It was a major event in the family, and thanks to Cokie, it was the topic of discussion on porches for a mile around that night. “And her daddy said she’d never walk again! Look how wrong he was! She’s walking!” Cokie said to anyone who’d listen, and even louder to those who wouldn’t. Her daughter was going to beat the odds. “My Rose will walk again, and all on her own. You mark my words.”

Letting her unbridled optimism lead, Cokie dropped her precious Rose off in Georgia certain that her stay would be brief. But hope for a quick recovery slowly faded over the weeks that became years. The only consistent contact mother and daughter would have was their long distance Sunday phone calls. Cokie had to limit those to three minutes each if she was going to put food on the table for the rest of her family. So she and her Rose grew expert at packing every bit of gossip, tears, and encouragement into those three precious minutes. But if Cokie’s hope was fading, she never once let a soul hear about it, because she refused to let her daughter’s hope fade.

As much as Rose Anna looked forward to those calls, she was despondent for days afterward. Privately, so was Cokie. Because when you have little material wealth, and even less hope of ever finding any, family becomes absolutely primary. It’s partly what built the great Southern traditions that “family comes first” and “blood is thicker than water.” Of course, folks from all over will say their families come first too, but until you’ve lived in the kind of town my grandma called home, where any kind of personal ambition, career, or education comes a very distant second to being there for your children, parents, siblings, uncles, aunts, cousins, and even second and third cousins, you haven’t yet experienced the passion and power of absolute familial primacy.

Not to say Southern folks don’t hurt our own; we most certainly do. That’s why the repercussions of such lapses in familial allegiance cut so incredibly deep. And there’s a dark side to this “family comes first” coin: if mine comes first, then what about other families? Might they be seen as a threat? Indeed. Such fidelity gave rise to the most famous family feuds in American history: the Hatfields versus the McCoys of Kentucky and West Virginia, or the Lees versus the Peacocks of Texas. And this dark side of “family first,” born out of love and protection, can be seen in modern attacks on new outsider families that some fear are just too foreign or different—new families labeled as threats, even when they aren’t at all.

But Cokie wasn’t thinking about politics or family feuds. She was focused on a family divided by disease, and her search for solutions. A terrible outside force had started things moving in dire ways in Lake Providence, and now Rose Anna was stuck in a heartrending situation. A true daughter of the South, what she wanted back more than her motility was that most precious thing there is where I come from: her family. That great need, and her mother’s imperishable optimism and confidence, are what would fuel little Rose Anna’s impossible dream to one day come unstuck from stillness.
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