
Author’s Note

There are defining moments in our lives when something hits us with 
such force that we will never forget it –  exactly where we were, who 
was with us, and what emotion we experienced. One such moment for 
me was as a child in South Africa. At that time, the country was 
governed by a system of apartheid, which meant keeping blacks, 
whites, and Asians apart from one another and giving them different 
levels of privilege. It was not something I fully understood until my 
first day of school. At the end of the day, I was in the kitchen with my 
mother, reporting to her, with some concern, that all the native 
children must’ve been ill because not one of them had been at school. 

I remember looking out the window at the surreally brilliant 
sunshine, beyond my mother’s pained face, as she explained apartheid 
to me, a system that was unfair and unjust but that we were forced to 
follow, and how that meant I would not see any black children at my 
school. I felt such profound powerlessness, magnified by the fact that 
my mother, an adult, the one I looked to for protection, for making 
things right and for making sense of my world, was also powerless. It 
was a shocking and frightening feeling to learn that adults could be 
so ridiculous and that these same adults governed my life. Under the 
fear, I felt anger.

A couple of years later, in the late 1960s, we lived in Virginia, and 
I was feeling proud to be American. I remember another conversation 
with my mother, also in the kitchen, where I smugly announced a 
critical difference between South Africa and America: We did not 
have apartheid in America. I’ll never forget her turning from the sink 
and locking her eyes on mine. “Oh, yes, we do,” she said in a voice 

shaking with emotion. “We just don’t call it that.” After she explained 
the injustices in our own country’s race relations, I experienced those 
same emotions of shock, fear and anger, which I took out on our 
mailbox. Our mailbox was not quite right after that, but I felt it 
matched the state of our country. Things were not quite right.

What I realize now is that my mother likely saw me through the 
kitchen window, and while every aspect of my behaviour –  being 
violent, destroying property, making a scene, acting unladylike – was 
something she normally would have stopped, she let me continue. 
She understood. And as a mother now, I can feel the pain of having 
to explain the world’s ugliness to a child, without being able to make 
things right.

Several years later, in the early 1970s, the same time as the setting of 
this book, we were living in Alabama. There I witnessed racial slurs as 
well as the genteel cover-up of racism, both of which stunned and 
angered me. By then I knew it was a part of my world, but it still upset 
me, especially the feeling of powerlessness. What could a kid do? Except 
maybe share and explain one’s beliefs and stand up for people who were 
being wronged. I didn’t know it at the time, but those are actually very 
important and powerful things that a kid, or anyone, can do.

I wrote this book so that readers might see that, no matter what 
your age, you can make a difference. If you think something is 
wrong, change it. If you think people are being wronged, change 
that. You have the power to change things about your world. That 
doesn’t mean you’ll always win –  often, you won’t –  but even 
making an attempt to “fix it right” does have an effect. Above all, you 
have the power to be whatever kind of person you want to be. No 
one can take that incredible power away from you.

I also wrote this story so readers would know that it wasn’t very 



long ago that people routinely judged one another by the colour of 
their skin or by their ethnicity. While we have come a long way, 
there is still a long road ahead of us. To the travellers on this road:  
Be brave; be strong; be leaders. As Red’s father would say, I hear ya. 
We all hear you.

Seeing Red ’s Characters

George Freeman represents the African Americans who 
were run off their land, some of them killed, in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries. Early in the twenty-first century, the Associated 
Press researched and reported on murders and subsequent land theft, 
revealing huge losses of African American land between 
Reconstruction and the civil rights era. 

Howard Carwile was a real-life white lawyer in Richmond who 
tirelessly represented many African Americans from the 1940s 
through the 1960s. White lawyers like Carwile and Judge Frank 
Johnson of Alabama fought for justice and equality, chipping away 
at a segregated South. African American lawyers such as Oliver Hill, 
Samuel Tucker, Henry L. Marsh III, and Constance Baker Motley, 
to name just a few, were particularly brave and stalwart in their 
efforts to achieve social justice. Any one of them is worthy of many 
books themselves.

Bill Reynolds is modelled after J. Sargeant Reynolds, lieutenant 
governor of Virginia, who died far too young in 1971. Among other 
forward-thinking actions, he attacked Massive Resistance; supported 
the election of Doug Wilder, an African American, to take his senate 
seat; and appointed the first girl page to the Virginia General Assembly.

Miss Miller is modelled after my sister, Jan Molnar, who is the 
best kind of teacher –  the type who believes in and respects her 

students enough to hold them accountable for their actions and 
encourage them to question and think for themselves. Her surname, 
Molnar, is Hungarian for Miller.

Philip Walter is modelled after Leon Walter Tillage, author of 
Leon’s Story, about growing up in a sharecropping family under Jim 
Crow laws. After participating in civil rights marches, he became a 
janitor at a school in Baltimore, Maryland. He always maintained a 
spirit of optimism and dignity.

Miss Georgia is an amalgamation of strong women I’ve known 
over the years, from many races and cultures, whom I respect deeply, 
including my mother. I named her Fannie Mae in honour of Fannie 
Lou Hamer, a brave woman in Mississippi who never gave up being 
a civil rights activist despite death threats and beatings.

The story of Emmett Till, horrible as it is, is real. In this book, set 
in 1972, Red wonders how something so hideous could have happened 
as recently as seventeen years before. In fact, there have been many 
lynchings since the death of Emmett Till. We now call them hate 
crimes. One recent hate crime resulted in the beating and death of an 
African American man, James Anderson, in Mississippi in 2011 –  
thirty-nine years after Red wonders how such things could still happen.

Finally, Red’s last name is Porter for two reasons. Pullman Porters 
were early leaders in the civil rights movement, successfully creating 
a union and organizing events leading up to and including the March 
on Washington in 1963. I wanted to pay tribute to them. Also, a 
porter is a person who carries burdens and, symbolically, all of us are 
like Red, carrying the burden of our history and the responsibility for 
our current society. Red Porter is the hope for our future. He is 
modelled after you.
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