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In this inspiring memoir, Rosemary Bray
describes growing up poor in Chicago in the
1960s and becoming one of the first black
women at Yale—and explains why changes in
the welfare system make it virtually
impossible for her story to happen today.

c ,ertain things shape you, change you for-
| ever. Years later, long after you think

you've escaped, some ordinary experi­
ence flings you backward into memory. Being
poor is like that. Living surrounded by tear and
rage is like that. I grew up hating the cold,
dreading the approach of night. Thirty years
later, a too-cold room at night can trigger a
flash of terror.”So begins Rosemary Bray’s stun­
ning memoir, in which race issues and social
problems are explored as a fine writer tells how
poverty and prejudice were overcome. When
Bray’s mother applied for welfare, it created a
rift between her parents, and yet it enabled their
children to be educated. Bray tells how nuns at
the Catholic school spotted her potential, and
she describes experiences that gave her hope: a
teacher fostering her development, the thrill of
being accepted to Yale, falling in love, becoming
a journalist. This story, about how the dark in a
lite can be overcome, illuminates important
social problems of today.
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Preface

In 1960, and in the years that followed, America found itself on a particular path,

committed to changing the lives of the poor. The country found itself challenged by its

African-American population to live up to its promises of liberty and equality, and joined

by whites who found that challenge worthy of their attention. America also found itself

confronted by the growing awareness among its women that the freedom they seemed

to enjoy was illusory.

None of these things was on my mother's mind as she signed the necessary

papers that guided us into the hands of the Cook County Department of Public Aid. Her

concerns were more mundane: food and clothes and a place to sleep for herself and for

her family. 3ut all those disparate circumstances would find their meeting place in me.

I was shaped by the welfare system and by the Roman Catholic Church; by the

fiery debate on civil rights and black self-determination that raged in the news and in my

living room. I was molded by the feminism I learned about not just in books, but part?

time my father beat and terrorized my mother, lessons I absorbed each time he turned

on me in my futile efforts to protect her. I was educated in the heart of the African

American community as well as the halls of white, Ivy League privilege. I was grounded

in a sense of clarity about my history - and about my destiny — as an African-American

woman, and about the responsibilities that fell to me because of my origins. In the verv

best sense. 1 am a child of the 1960’s-not a direct participant in the maelstrom of events,

but a human being whose fife and culture, politics and identity were formed in tlris

crucible of American change.
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Welfare-growing up on it. being in the system, leaving it to live my adult life—was

pari of ths crumble of change. My mistake, and the mistake many of us made, was in

believing that we might best reps,’ the system that saved our lives by just getting on

with hfe. We thought it would be enough to get an education and a job. to marry and

start a family. to pay our taxes and vote, be ordinary and unexceptional citizens. It now

appears ths we were wrong. In attempting to downplay the circumstances of our early

lives. we left others-the mothers and children we once were—at the mercy of ignorant

and vicious ideologues who have never regarded the poor with anything but contempt.

Changes since the ise 1980s in the welfare system make it impossible for this story to

happen today. I have written this book, in pari, to show the good that could happen—ths

did nappen-under the welfare system of the 1960s.

Chicago in 1950, like much of America, was poised on the cusp of the

tremendous changes that were to come. The evidence of these changes had beer

appearing for years. ceriSny since the end of the Second World War. Some chanu n.

were good cues’ the median income for w'hite families, for example, had risen to

Sc "5c from just under $6,000 after foe war. For African-Americans, these economic

changes were muted. IZedran income for Negroes in 1960 was $4,848, a little over half

that of wares Tnanks to the intransigence of segregation, access to jobs that might have

further i±eu tne niacr standard of living were extremely limited. This lark of access left

African America.-.' stranded m the mart vulnerable sectors of the economy.

unoeiaownir to ad but a few scholars and researchers, these sectors already had begun

to reveal foe scope of ma: vuineraDiiny in 1954, foe year before I was bom, there were



• O . J or"-^ r / I'l'wi'u-i i i rwec. u<

Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Final/Random Housc/5/13/97 3

13,346 manufacturing companies operating in the Chicago area, providing 890,000

workers with a living wage. Four years later, by 1958, there were almost two hundred

more—the number of manufacturers had gone up to 13,521 — but the number of workers

fell to 857,000. It was only the beginning. As steel plants were automated and

stockyards were closed, a changing economy would narrow the scope of a lot of

rireams
F

These changes would have an extraordinary impact on the lives of African

Americans in all the cities of the North. Migrants from the agricultural South, these black

men and women moved by the hundreds of thousands from Alabama and Mississippi.

from Georgia and Arkansas. They came in the years after the war to escape the heavy

hand of Jim Crow and the pointless work of sharecropping; they dreamed of city streets

rather than the endless fields. Mostly, they dreamed of a little more freedom. They

were not stupid; they knew that white people hadn't yet changed But they imagined the

Northern cities as places with more room to maneuver — and they thought ahead to their

children, many of them still unborn, who might know a world of more possibility than

theirs. From the ranks of these hopeful migrants came Nehemiah Bray and Maw Love:

the two people who would become my parents.

Mercurial and independent, with a sixth-grade education, my father came to

Chicago from Pine Bluff, Arkansas sometime in the 1940's. From all the stories I heard

growing up, his mother was a wiry and punitive woman with a talent for beating her

children into line, and punishing them in cruel ways. Annoyed with my father for some

infraction, my paternal grandmother sold his beloved used bicycle one day while he

was away at school. Yeats later, he would inflict the same wound on us. probably

without a conscious thought. Daddy grew up to be a hustler, a gambler with
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entrepreneurial hungers. When he wasn't gambling, he worked at .starting businesses

that never quite worked out. For a long time, he was a skilled butcher, honing his trade

before I was born at a local Swift Co. plant in the stockyards.

My mother, Mary Love, came to Chicago in 1947 with a third-grade education,

cut short by working in the Mississippi fields. Her own mother— my grandmother—was

as much a mystery to her as she is to me. When Mama was two, a fire began in the

fields near their house. Still weak from childbirth, my grandmother went out with rags to

neat back the Hames as they neared the house. The fire was extinguished, but the

smoke she inhaled inflamed her lungs and killed her.

My mother grew up stubborn and angry, resentful that she had no mother like

other girls. Teased about it by a neighborhood boy after school, she beat him so

thoroughly that the bey's tether called on her father tn complain Mama would not

arena school for very long. The combined strain of sharecropping and single parenting

ccmpelied her father to bring her home tor good. She had dreamed of becoming a

schoolteacher and one day getting out of Mississippi, instead she was pregnant by the

ace of 18 married to a man she did not love , and eventually the mother of a son, JJ>.

Bui her drive to leave Mississippi persisted. She left her first husband and,

entrusting her son to her tether until she could send for him, took the train up to Chicago.

She lived with an aunt, Big Mama in a room on East 56th St. For a while she worked in a

iauncry. preocmg shins. Then she got a job in a restaurant on Garfield Blvd., the heart of

Chicago's Bianr Beit waiting on tables and cleaning up. That was how she met Daddy.

He usea to come into the restaurant just to see her. dressed in his sharpest clotties to

impress her He wouid buy a cup of coffee for a nickel and leave a fifty rent tip to get

tier antnuon
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"He kept trying to get me to smile at him," my mother recalled. "I wouldn't pay

him no minri for the longest time."

She was about 20 years old when they met—12 years younger than my father

And though she tried to ignore him for a long time, eventually she married him Seven

years after they married, I was bom at Cook County Hospital in May of 1955.

The early promise of my parents' marriage soon gave way to a more difficult

reality : a hot -tempered husband with an inability to keep an ordinary job and a

pathological need to control, and an easygoing wife who realized too late that she had

married the wrong man. Before I was bom, Mama continued to work, this time in a

laundry ironing shirts again. She was aware of his gambling habits, but they were not

that consequential at the time-particulariy since he was fairly good at it. One evening

Mama arrived home from work to find the apartment filled with Daddy's cronies from

the meat-packing house. Daddy was in the back room with a pair of dice, relieving his

coworkers of their pay checks. A lot of people went home broke that night, she said: he

was that good

Once I was bom, however, things changed. His gambling became secretive.

more sporadic and less flashy. He became more traditional in other ways, too. Daddy

refused to allow Mama to work. Her job was to raise me, he said, an opinion he was

willing to back up with force. He took on more tasks, some successful, some disastrous,

and in spite of everything else I feel about him, my image of Daddy remains fixed as a

relentless worker who gambled, not a gambler who occasionally worked.

Sometimes Dadd,' hauled junk, and sold it in the open air markets of Maxwell

Street on Sunday mornings. For a time, he owned a store near the old Chicago

Stadium, where he had all kinds of things no one would buy. Dubbed C& B Salvage, the
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store boasted cases of cast-iron pots and crystal vases, Confederate money, showcases

filled wit 194 C‘s Bakelite jewelry — all beautiful antiques that in the early 60’s was

simpy stufftoo old for anyone to want. He made a living at whatever came to hand — he

owned a lunch wagon for a time, and prepared food for hours in the kitchen of his small

spenmems on the Saturday nights before he took the wagon out (a practice he

continued throughout my childhood). Sometimes he did construction, working with wije

lathe and plaster in the older homes of Chicagoans.

Bui in spite cf his endless hustles, money was scarce for our family. It wasn't just

me hire of the horses or the sporadic nature of his work. What may have overridden

everything was his intense jealousy of my mother and his obsessive desire to track her

every move. My mother had become disillusioned with her handsome gambler and his

explosive temper several years earner. She was on the verge of leaving him, in fad.

when she discovered she was pregnant with me-a fact that filled me with guilt

throughout my adoiescence.

Trapped by my birth, she could not leave me to seek freedom for herself in

truss she would not leave me, or the brothers and sister that followed. She remembered

wns r was Lre io grow up motherless, and though she couldn't change what happened

to her, she was determined that it wouldn't happen to us. So she stayed with my father,

as ins fear and anger grew, as she bore the brunt of his unpredictable rages, endured

me beanngc mm seemed inspired by everything and nothing. She started sleeping on

me living room couch after my youngest brother was bom. in those days, birth control

was a haphazard unnenaking, and she preferred risking my father’s wrath to having any

more chiktren

The tunes mat Daddy gambled away the rent money grew more and more
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frequent. By the time we moved to the apartment on Berkeley Avenue that I always

considered home, there were four of us: a sister, a brother, and another on the way. I

was a sickly girl, who didn't want to eat, who possessed a host of allergies and

bronchitis so severe I nearly died on one occasion. My brother showed signs of

having some of the same problems. And Daddy’s iron control of my mother's finances

and life was tightening. ‘There were times when we hardly had a loaf of bread," my

mother remembered. It was the prospect of not feeding us, of not being able to take us

to the doctor, that helped her make the decision to sign up for Aid to Families: with

Dependent Children.

Mama knew that the stale of Illinois frowned on men being present in the home.

so she simply told the caseworkers what they wanted to hear: Daddy wasn't amimri

much, and he didn't have any money, even when he was around. It wasn't a lie: he

spent long hours away, arriving only after he had exhausted all his options and bis cash

for the day. The state approved her, and before long, our five names had been added

to the list of AFDC recipients in the state of Illinois. Our status yielded an even more

precious commodity in Mama's eyes — a green card. These were not the green cards

traditionally associated with immigration, but an oblong green data processing card that

promised us access to medical care.

My father was noncommittal at first; it didn't bother him to pretend nonexistence,

especially for a good cause-and extra money was always a good cause. Thai was

before he realized that my mother had every intention of keeping that monthly check for

us. Daddy despised what he could not control, and this show of defiance on her part

enraged liim. Her refusal to grant him even casual access to that pittance was the
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innmanng las: straw With rare exceptions, the two of them would remain forever at

war

The Aid for Dependent Children program, or ADC, had its origins in the Federal

Soza! Security Act of 1935. its purpose was to provide a minimal level of economic

protection for children growing ud without fathers —about 10 percent of all children

during the disruptive period of the Great Depression. The historian Linda Gordon has

wrrien that what came tc be known as AEDC, or Aid to Families with Dependent

Ohiidrez, was destined from its inception to stigmatize those most in need of its

assistance. This was not intentional. Gordon says, so much as the inevitable

consequence of a program designed as "small and temporary, because its framers

believed that the model of the family in which the male was the breadwinner and the

female was the housewife would be the standard."

. Tins it WcS that the most pernicious requirements of AFDC were institutionalized,

m marked contrast tc the requirements of other social insurance programs created

curing this period, such as oid -age or unemployment insurance. To receive AFDC. you

can to prove you were destitute and go on proving it at regular intervals. To get

unemployment cr Soda! Security, you only bad to apply for it. Once you were approved

for it. parnculariy Soaal Security, it was yours indefinitely. To receive AFDC, you had to

reuaquisn any hope of privacy in your personal or social life. Who lived with you. or

slept witr. you, or spent your money was now the business of the state. To receive Social

Security or unemployment, who you lived with or slept with, what you did with the

money after you got / -tan. was no one’s easiness but your own.

The mosi significant in designing AFDC’ came in how it was funded.
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Financed by general revenues alone, the program almost immediately became

vulnerable to the charge that it was taking money from the pockets of "decent" people

who paid income and property taxes. Old-age insurance was designed as a

contributory program, funded in part through a separate payroll tax. Workers who

ultimately received benefits were thus always viewed as "entitled" to the money, since it

was supposedly theirs to begin with. In fact, Social Security has always used both

contributions and general revenues to fund itself. Recipients always get back much

more than they ever put in.

Even more harmful, Gordon writes, is the disregard built into the system for the

invisible work that women do in caring for children and other dependents, such as

aging parents. "This stratification," she says, “ created the meaning of welfare today.

...Originally intended to serve what...seemed to be the most deserving of all needy

groups—helpless mothers left alone with children by heartless men—AEDC became

shamefill, making its recipients undeserving by the very fact of providing for them."

Gordon puts her finger on an underlying premise that has helped to make the

welfare system the vulnerable scapegoat it has become. The dependence of women

and children was assumed in the formation of the system; the dependence of men on

old-age or unemployment insurance was not. That dependence and vulnerability of

women and children, however, has a basis in reality. A woman responsible for a child

or children is more vulnerable than one without children. Her needs for shelter and

food, medical care and other things to ensure her children's safety’ are more urgent, and

certainly more intensely’ felt, than the needs of those women and men who find

themselves on their own.

That reality has come head to head with new leaiities about economic instability.
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about the disappearance of certain types of work, about the rapid and permanent

infusion of women into the workforce. In addition, the deep-seated need in many parts

of our cuhure to control the behavior of women-particulariy their sexual and

reproductive behavior-has charged the welfare debate in recent years. The ugly

specter of race has reasserted itself as well, bringing to bear on the welfare debate all

the stereotypes of women of color as profligate and uncontrollable sexual beings

producing legitimate children to be supported by the state.

Now that debate has ended. The AFDC program, part of welfare as I knew it, is

dead—and the guilty parties are legion. The federal guarantee of support to poor

cmlcren was killed by political onportunism and misguided attempts: to “help" poor

kids, murdered by upper-miadle-ciass pundits and working-class bigots and Christian

moralists, abandoned by disappointed liberals, ignored by privileged and childless

feminists. And it was killed by silence from those of us who knew better—and that

mondes me

The year my family entered the welfare system, 1960, marked the 35th

an-.-versa-y of the creation of the Cook County Department of Public Aid. In the

imroducnon to its annual report, the department remarked that in the year of its

founding, *102 staf members did the Department's work on an annual budget of

$656,360 Today, a staff of 3,150 administers an average monthly... expenditure in

excess of $13,000 000.

There are those - uniformed on the details of government and critical of it in

any se - wnc noJu ma: tme rnzi .us tiie mark of public sentimentalism, or

incompetence or boh. ‘ uh report continues. Tl is not sentimentalism, but rather a
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realization on the part of an entire, wealthy, privileged community, that all its members

must pull together in a hitherto unknown kind of public brotherhood, a conviction that

the least lucky individuals should be helped — in some degree — by the charity of the

lucky."

I stand now al midlife-writer, wife, mother—witness to a host of efforts that would

make of ray life and the lives of others an unfortunate aberration, a misguided attempt at

social engineering, a lie. But I am not confused by these efforts, or by a shift in public

sentiment I know who I am. More important, I know who I was and I know who I

became; I understand the journey from there to here. I am the great, great

granddaughter of slaves and the granddaughter of sharecroppers and the daughter of

poor, proud, angry people determined to make more of me than they could of

themselves.

I understand that there are a world of people determined to make me ashamed,

make me embarrassed, make me forget what I knew to be true. I understand that such

people never go away. But I have been given priceless gifts I have no right to

squander: a family, a once-committed nation, the luxuries of education and political

awareness, opportunity and time. Most of all. I understand that these things were mine

for a reason: to secure for others what was once secured for me.

I had always imagined the path I traveled would remain there for others. I had

aiways imagined that hands would guide the others who would follow me. But now the

path itself is being overgrown by cynicism and greed and carelessness. The hands of

those who once bolstered children traveling this road have pulled away, weakened by

narrow minds and personal pain. The path itself has grown a thousand times more

treacherous. And now there ate those in out nation who ask us all to be practical, who
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insist that the journey cannot even be made. They are wrong; I know it can be done. But

the secret in traveimg the path is that it is impossible to travel alone.

h may be impossible to undo the damage that has been done to our characters as

Americans by eroding our faith in the possibility of change. We have been poisoned by

the idea that nothing we do matters; nothing the government does will matter. This is a

lie, and my whole life is evidence of that feet. I have been lifted up by bands both see^

and unseen, both individual and governmental People, institutions, governments—all of

them have something to offer people, and something particularly important to the least

and the vulnerable among us. They are all avenues of justice and hope. Each, in their

own way. maners immeasurably. If anyone knows the truth of that, I know. It has been

the story of my fife.
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Chapter One

Certain things shape you, change you forever. Years later, long after you think

you've escaped, some ordinary experience flings you backward into memory,

transports you to a frozen moment, and you freeze. Being poor is like that. Living

surrounded by fear and rage is like that. I grew up hating the cold, dreading the

approach of night. Thirty years later, a too-cold room at night can trigger a flash of

terror, or a wash of ineffable sadness. Voices raised in anger can still make me shrink.

Every now and then, a sudden, innocent move by my husband makes me duck to

protect myself. It took many years for me to think of night as a time of rest.

I can't remember what awakened me first—my mother's urgent voice; the thick,

sooty smoke, or the blasts of icy air through our bedrooms.

"Get up, Ro, go sit in the kitchen while I air out this room.” I had bronchitis, and

the smoke was already starting to bother me. I stumbled through the dark into the dim

kitchen, lit only by the burners on the gas stove and the faint flicker from the oven

broiler. The oven door was open, and though the rest of the room was still cold, the

space near the stove was almost toasty. I coughed a little as my mother brought my

brothers and sisters into the kitchen, then disappeared downstairs.

The house's boiler was out again. An ancient coal contraption, it always seemed

to go on the blink in the dead of winter, pumping thick black smoke through the house.
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There was a janitor for our building, but Mama often knew more about the boiler than

he did. Whenever this happened, only turning the boiler off until the morning would

alleviate the problem. Mama came back upstairs and led us back to bed in the

now-frigid room. We climbed into our beds as she went through the rooms closing the

windows again. It was 4 a.m. or so; time to get up in a couple of hours. But Mama

wouldn't sleep anymore that night. Already I could hear her putting one of two big

buckets into the kitchen sink. She would fill them with water and place them on the back

burners of the stove so we'd have hot water to wash up with. Ry morning, all the water

in the house would be ice cold. Besides, as long as the stove was on, someone had to

stsy awake. That someone was always her.

Being poor, being afraid - these were not the only things I was. There were long

stretches of time when 1 gave no thought to my condition. I was black, I was a girl, I was

smart.was the oldest of four: these were the things I knew about myself, the knowledge

I held on to in my own little universe. My world was an area of 20 square blocks on the

South side of Chicago, bounded by 43rd Street to the North and 47th Street to the South,

from Drexel Ave. to the West and Woodlawn Ave. to the East. The neighborhood was

called Kenwood-Oakland in better times, but those times had come and gone.

That cold room, that ancient boiler, that shabby kitchen-they are gone, too. A

vacant lot dores with old trucks and cars is all that remains of the building I grew up

in—4466 S. Berkeley Ave Ours was the comer building, a once grand limestone

mansion with a stone porch and beveled glass windows, hastily converted into several 
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overpriced apartments. Berkeley Avenue was the kind of street where folks sat on their

porches and played cards and drank wine. Neighbors fixed their cars in the street and

changed their own oil, watching it run down into the sewer grates. Women waited on

the watermelon man or the vegetable man, with their green, horse-pulled wagons, to

shop for staples on Saturday. Our street was the kind of place where everyone knew

each other by sight, and most likely by name. Miss Elizabeth and Mr. Jones, Yvonne

and Jessie, Mr. Bob and Mr. Brown, Mama Woodard and Miss Kathy and Stafford,

Clorine and Rowena; Mr. Davis and Mrs. Davis and Diane and Deborah. And then

there was us: Mrs. Bray and her four children. People rarely spoke of our father, except

in ruefiil, hesitant tones. They knew enough about him to know they wanted no part of

him.

The block itself was unremarkable, typical of the transitional neighborhoods in

ghettos throughout Chicago. Most of the buildings were low-rise limestones, brick

townhouses, interspersed with large apartment buildings. Directly across the street

were the two biggest apartment buildings on the block. I always wondered what they

were like on the inside, but we never even walked on that side of the street. Its

residents were the folks you heard at night when you were trying to sleep—fighting,

drinking, yelling at each other. The tenants regarded our family with great curiosity,

but let us be.

If you walked two blocks to 43rd St., the limestones and apartment buildings gave

way to once well-kept stores with prices too steep for us. The local department store,

Alden's, sold a little bit of everything. Shoes and dresses, coats and hats. We looked a
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great deal, but didn't touch. Our regular stops were the Walgreens on the comer, the

newsstand, the ASP and the High-Low Foods and, every now and then, the bakery in

mid block. It was a memorable place, not only for the pastry, but for its decorative blue

mirrors hung hem the walls, that lent the place a serene charm. I used to like to go in

there just to see them. What most of the stores had in common was that white people ran

them. Occasional!)', someone black worked in them, but if there were ever a question,

someone had to find a white man or woman with the answer. Yet I had never seen any

white people living near us.

I didn't know it, but all of us were part of a great urban transition taking place in

The Black Belt, a stretch of Chicago that extended roughly from 39th St. to 63rd St., from

Lake Michigan on the east, and as far west as Western Avenue, though we never

considered such far-fiung streets as "our neighborhood." The neighborhood we lived

in was once an exclusive area occupied white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, a situation that

changed in the 1920’s when German Jews began to emigrate. The trickle became a

wave in the years during and after World War II, and by 1950, 85 percent of Kenwood

was populated by German Jews. In just 10 years, it would become 85 percent Negro. It

was me same all along the Black Belt: between 1940 and I960, the population of black

Chicago -would grow from 278,000 to 813,000. Ours was the kind of neighborhood that

urban pioneers would, 30 years later, fight to resettle, to turn into the showcases of

gentrification On Oakerwald - once a street so thick with gang members that Mama

forbade us to walk there-one of its renovated limestones sold recently for $200,000.



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Hnal/Random House/4/8/97 17

Landlords took advantage of a combination of factors, including the profound

residential segregation still common in Chicago, and the dearth of housing for black

families in these last days before the advent of public housing. Thus there came to be

six of us, wedged into a first-floor apartment originally designed as the public space of

an impressive home. Our front door opened from the hallway into the living room,

furnished with a couch covered in a green-blue, faintly iridescent fabric, where Mama

slept each night. There was a stuffed chair, a bookcase I pretended was mahogany, and

a gigantic console radio. To the left, through a set of curtains, was our bedroom. To the

right was an enormous room with built in cabinets that clearly used to be the dining

room. For us, it became both dining room and kitchen. Next to that was a kind of

alcove, complete with a little closet where Mama stored the old wringer washer she

sometimes used. Across from the alcove was the one bathroom in the apartment.

painted a succession of ghastly colors — except for a memorable coat of emerald green

enamel, which I loved because I was a May baby, and emerald was my birth stone.

At the other end of the apartment were a back door and two rooms. One room,

which we always called "the back room," was the only room in the apartment created

deliberately without heat. For us, it was a kind of storage room. Mama kept the rollaway

bed in there, and an old desk, and a big orange deep freezer that Daddy had hustled

for her somewhere. Mama kept a clothesline hanging in there, for drying clothes we

were in no hurry to wear.

The other room was Daddy's room. It contained a dresser; something he called a 

chiffarobe where he kept his clothes from a past, flashy life; a double bed with a
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panemed headboard; a night table adorned with pill bottles, a lamp and a radio. There

were. too. a pair of ice-cream-parlor chairs - -the kind with bentwood backs. The two

had been painted every conceivable color; you could see the layers from parts of the

chair that had chipped away from long abuse.

1 knew a lot about those chairs. Sometimes, we sat in them, gathering around my

father's bed like soldiers at the campfire, listening to grandly told stories of adventure.

Sometimes. they fell victim to my father's rage, tipping over as Daddy lunged toward

one cr mere of us tc beat for some infraction. Sometimes, they were the seat of my

mother's interrogations. He would scream at her to sit her big ass down, and close the

door to berate her away from our terrified eyes. Sometimes I glimpsed her through a

crack m the closed door, sitting in one of those chairs, wearing a flowered housedress,

my father looming over her. screaming, cursing.

* * *

■You lying, no good whore!"

1 lay in my bed in the front room, crying in the dark. Two rooms away, my father

ccmmuec his tirade against my largely silent mother. I could tell from the air on my face

mat me room was ice cold; the boiler was out again and the whole building most likely

was freezing

Y on mm/. don't know about all your men, you stinking bitch? You think I'm some

kind of damn fooP"
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I heard my mother murmuring what might have been an answer. Then I heard

the slapping sound of flesh against flesh, and the thump of my mother's body against a

wall. I knew they struggled, because I could hear the grunts they made as Mama tried to

defend herself and Daddy continued to attack her. The floor vibrated with the blows

from their wrestling bodies. It felt as though they were fighting right up under my bed.

"You think I don't see all these men after your ass, you no-good whore? They used

you up, bitch!" Daddy was screaming, growing hoarse with the effort, but the more

hoarse he became, the louder he got. 1 could tell from the sniffles in the room that I

wasn't the only one awake. My brothers and sister could hear them fighting too. But I

didn’t say anything out loud. I was too busy monitoring the dreadful silences between

his tirades, wondering whether he had killed Mama, straining to hear the murmur of her

voice that would tell me she was abused, but still alive.

He started in again, with more blows, the sharp slap of his hand against my

mother carrying clear through the house. I jumped up from my bed and ran through the

cold rooms to where they were, crying now. "Leave her alone," I screamed. "Get away

from her!"

Both of them turned toward me, standing in the doorway.

"Get your little ass back in that bed," my father snarled.

"I'm all right, Ro. Go onto bed, baby," my mother said, in the same moment.

"He's not hurting me." Her voice was warm, but anxious; she didn't move from the

chair.

“Stop hitting her! Why do you have to hit her?" I didn't understand what he was so
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angry about. Why couldn’t they smile at each other, hug and kiss the way folks did on

television?

Daddv ignored me, turning his attention to Mama I wanted to go to Mama,

protect her. make Daddy stop. But I knew if I stayed, he would turn on me, cut my skin

with the leather belt he wielded, sometimes without regard to where its buckle lay. I

was too afraid to stay, ashamed of being so young, so small that I couldn’t defend her.

All I could do was go back to bed and lie there, listening to the ebb and flow of my

father’s rage, waiting for it to subside enough for me to sleep a little, crying and asking

God to mate it step, hating the night and longing for morning.

in the morning, I woke up before my brothers and sisters to the sound of the back

door <a—ring and the distant roar of a starting car. My mother was in the kitchen,

smmng some spiritual under her breath. I was filled with an aching relief. He was gone

for the day, Mama was ail right. I went into the kitchen to see for myself, and she was

there in her flowered duster, getting ready to fiy bacon, the dull silver of the coffee pot

winking at me from the back burner of the stove. Mama had already poured herself a

cup of coffee, which she sipped at as she worked. When she saw me at the doorway,

she smled a little. and reached over for a purple cup and saucer made of melamine.

Tse cup was cracked and stained from too much use, but it was beautiful to me, a

symbol of quiet time with her. She poured in a little coffee and a lot of milk, stirred in 
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some sugar and presented it to me at the kitchen table. All the while she worked, Mama

talked.

"We have to wash clothes today, and go to the store. I need some neck bones.

I'm going to boil them down with some potatoes and onions, and make us up some

combread. That ought to be a good dinner. I need some soap powder too, but I got

enough bleach...."

I sat next to her, safe for the moment, listening to her make the list of things to do

that day. It felt good when Mama confided in me about the work of the household, and I

tried to be a help to her in every way I knew how. But the thing I wanted to do most, I

couldn't do. I couldn't make Daddy leave her alone. I couldn't make them stop

screaming, or make them act like the mothers and fathers on television. I couldn't make

peace.

For all her passivity about my father, Mama was ruthless in her insistence on a set

of standards for herself and for us. We represented her, and she refused to tolerate

anything that smacked of rude or thoughtless behavior. She was much kinder in her

strictures than Daddy, but no less firm: there were kids we could play with and kids we

couldn't, folks we could associate with and others to whom we were permitted to exhibit

only a perfunctory politeness. "I hate a bum," she used to say as we followed her from

chore to chore, and much of her time was spent distinguishing herself from the people

she thought were bums.
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My mother’s persistent endurance was a mystery to me. I understood why she

said she could not leave us. I was grateful that she refused to disappear. But what I

never understood was how she was able to do what she did for as long as she did it. It

was my mother’s genius at making do, combined with a vivid imagination, and a

surprising sense of humor, that made our lives work as well as they did. Yet there were

no kind words for her. no respite, nothing to look forward to-except, perhaps, the

dream, a conviction that our lives somehow would be different. There was only the

relentless quest for survival

She shopped ruthlessly, bargained, cajoled, charmed storekeepers and

managers of all the little stores along 43rd St. where we shopped. She brought us with

her everywhere she went, so there could be no denying that she had several months to

feed. The butcher shop, redolent with the smells of sawdust and uncooked meat, was a

place where she bargained for an extra piece of meat or a spare neckbone. She ’mew

people sometimes felt sorry for her. and she didn't care, if it meant more food for ner

> ds Contrary to my father’s opinion, she was not running around on him. There was

no erne or opportunity to cheat on your husband with four kids in tow. But she could

have if she'd wanted to, because my mother was a big, pretty woman with sparkling

eyes and the men in the neighborhood noticed her. Even as a little girl, I came to

recognize the slow drawl and insinuation in the voices of men who offered to help my

mother with all those packages and all those kids. Except for a couple of very familiar

neighbors, however, my mother always declined any offers. I suspect that Daddy had

taught my mother everything about men that she ever wanted to know. The result 
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was the suppression-if not the end-of her desires. We became . and remained, her

primary passion.

Mama's food store of choice was High-Low Foods on 43rd St. near Drexel. A

small local chain that no longer exists, its sometimes slightly spoiled, always overpriced

food was nonetheless cheaper than the food at more prominent chains, such as A&P.

For Mama, the most important aisle was the one with canned goods—rows and rows of

them in bins stacked three high. There were pork and beans, creamed corn, mixed

vegetables, sardines, Vienna sausages and potted meat, all at 10 cents a can. If she had

the cart with her, she could roll home dozens of cans of everything it took to make a

meal to stretch for six. Jack salmon was 25 cents a can; Jiffy combread mix was a dime

a box; so was pie crust mix. We helped out of necessity, scurrying around the store like

couriers, searching for forgotten items. If bacon was on sale, that meant baked beans

and strips of bacon on top. If potted meat was plentiful that week, it meant lunches of

potted meat sandwiches and mayonnaise with sweet pickle. If Mama found salmon, she

could mix it with eggs and flour to make salmon croquets.

Later, we would go to the A&P for frozen orange juice in cans, and milk and

sugar and Cheerios or cornflakes for breakfast. It was Mama's chance to say hello to

Miss Mildred, who worked at the checkout counter. And it was a chance to earn Plaid

Stamps, which Mama kept in a drawer. Every few weeks, we'd all get redemption

books and sit around on Saturday nights, pasting in the stamps, talking about what we

could get. Mama once used them to buy clippers to cut my brothers' hair; she still has

those clippers. She got a really nice set of drinking glasses, too, that we could use for



Bray/Unafraic of the Dark Final ■'Random House/4/8/97 24

the holidays, with white flowers etched on them. Most days, we used old jelly jars and

some aluminum cups we had.

Food stamps made things easier. The formal Food Stamp program began in

selected areas of the United States in 1961. 1 cannot remember a time when we did not

have these slender coupon books, put aside in an old purse my mother kept in a

dresser. For a certain amount of money each month, say $50, you could buy $65 worth

of food stamps. There were a host of rules about their use; no toilet paper or diapers

were permitted. but milk and bread and other food staples were allowed. Stamps had to

be in their books. You weren't allowed to tear out a $5 coupon and run to the store for

seme basics. And in the early days of the program, even your change at the check-out

came to you in food-stamp coins: plastic discs of burgundy or gray.

Mama bought food stamps at the same place she conducted all of her

AFDC-related business: at the currency exchange-the closest thing to a bank in the

ghettos of Chicago, in other cities, they’re known as check-cashing places. Whatever

they’re called, they are the financial institutions of the poor. Mama cashed her check

there and bought food stamps, got money orders to pay the phone company and the gas

company, even bought stamps to mail her bills. The charge for their services— as much

as 1 percent of the total amount cashed. Not terrible, but enough for us to notice.

The endless counting of change, the rush to search out dropped pennies, the

constant monitoring of the curbs and vacant lots for empty pop bottles-these are the

memories that exhaust me. I am profligate with money in response to all those years of

relentless scrimping. I flail against them by going into grocery stores and buying what I

like 1 never lock at prices; I don't want to know. I simply shop until the money runs out,

determined m this one thing at least to have what I want: not the things that are cheaper,

not the things on sale, definitely not the generic, no-frills food that reminds me of the

packages of government food we sometimes got from church. I had no shame about 
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eating it; it didn't taste worse than the other food we ate. Bui to see those packages

now, to actually buy them and keep them in my house, would mean I had gone

backwards, and one of the few things my mother and father agreed on was the

importance of never going backward. Whenever you move, they always said, go

forward.

One of the truths that seem to elude most welfare reformers is the pervasive

sense of fear and tension that accompanies that monthly check. I learned to decipher

that look of tension in my mother’s eyes; it's the fear of knowing that the best you can do

is to give everyone you owe a little something. Not enough to pay them, sometimes not

enough to placate them, but just enough to remind them—and you—that you can never

really catch up.

When I listen to one of the periodic television spectacles on reform-in which

people who have enough money to pay their bills, but not enough to get a new car take

out after welfare recipients for buying steaks-I have to laugh. Not one of them could

survive for a week on what my mother raised four children on for more than 20 years.

And steak was not part of that equation. Even if it were, is that what welfare reform is

after—keeping cheap, tough steaks out of the mouths of the unworthy? Not one of these

bitter people understands how hard it is simply to live with the money any state

provides. There is no money to plan ahead, to shop cheaply, to prepare for an

emergency. There is no ability to set aside a bit for the future; the present occupies all

the attention of anyone on welfare. Our contingency fund was the streets and alleys,

where we searched for empty pop bottles we could turn in for the deposits. Sometimes

we used the money to buy candy; other times we used it to buy bread or milk, or

whatever small staple we were running out of before the check arrived.
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Once. Mama sent me to the store to buy a loaf of bread. Heedless of the

surroundings, happy to be out walking on my own, I stumbled and fell, dropping the

carefully hoarded change I was meant to use. I found all of it but a nickel, and the

feeling of terror nearly consumed me. It was not just the fear of getting a beating for

losing the money. It was the anticipation of my mother’s disappointment in mp I knew

benen I was the oldest. How could I have lost that precious money? Crying in the

street, looking for the lost coin, I met an elderly man who gave me the nickel out of his

own pocket. I hesitated about taking money for a stranger, but I got over it when I

realized I couldn't go home without that bread. I ran to make up for lost time, and if my

mother noticed that my eyes were red, she didn't say anything

i nax w aS the difference a nickel could make. Sometimes ther^ were pennies for

Cctidy, h-ory janes and Nut Sguirrels and candy buttons on wide strips of paper we

,*• ould ~c.d up to our faces io eat, and candy shoelaces we tried to use ns whips. But

each of us came to understand just how little there was for anything that wasn't

absolutely necessary, as we learned to recognize the anger in our mother's voice that

was rarely there unless we asked for things she couldn't afford to buy.

Sometimes he fear is a matter of tuning. Late mail, a bureaucratic miy—up. and a

carefully planned method of survival lies in tatters. One month, in the dead of winter,

the check was late and every bill in the house was due; some were overdue. When the

gas man came to turn off the gas, my mother went outside to meet him, but for once, her

co.—.se. able charm failed her. In spite of her pleas that the check was on its way, he

turned the gas off anyway.

1 car. only imagine what went through my mother's mind as the man left.

Surrounded by four Hungry children under the age of seven, living in an apartment

vnthoin cooking gas. 7/hat is memorable for me. however, was my mother’s response

to the crisis. As she surveyed the room for her pots and utensils, Mama announced that

she had a surprise for us For all her worries, Mama loved to play, and She had a better

co.%25e2%2580%2594.se
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sense of humor than any mother I knew in the neighborhood.

"We're going to have a picnic," she declared. When one of us said it was too

cold for a picnic, she said we were going to have it in the back room. If having the gas

shut off was a tragedy, you wouldn't know it from Mama's explanation. She told us to go

and get our coats, then she opened all the windows in the unheated back room. With the

help of a huge old paint bucket, some leftover charcoal and one of the racks from the

useless oven, Mama improvised a grill. While we looked on in childish delight, Mama

made hamburgers and cooked them over the bucket, while the smoke wafted out the

back room. We thought it was the coolest thing in the world.

Daddy was not nearly so sanguine, about this event, or any other. As usual, he

blamed my mother for everything; the late check, the gas turn off, the whole idea that we

were living in this apartment like bums. Their fights were long, loud and frequent, and

even though the neighborhood could hear him every evening, no one ever said a word.

He was simply more regular about his explosions than other men in the neighborhood,

men who saved their outbursts for weekends, or a night of heavy drinking. My father

needed no such impetus. It was the kind of man he was.

One of his great talents was understanding and using the power of fear, a skill I

suspect he learned from his own mother. It is possible that he was simply at the mercy

of his own uncontrollable demons. But it is just as possible that he understood the

importance of surprise, of a feigned irrationality. What better way to keep your wife

and children in line than to keep them guessing; regaling them with stories of your life as

a hobo before bedtime, then waking everybody in the house a few hours later, a .38 in

hand, threatening to kill them all? Daddy had always liked guns, always kept them

around - a rifle in the closet, a .38 under the mattress or in the drawer by the bedside.
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It was the sense of complete randomness that led to much of my early terror of him. It

was a terror which, by adolescence, had given way to a hatred for him that defined me

and my responses to everything in my world.

It took many years for me to understand some of what drove him. Part of his

problem gemmed from his own frustrations and bitterness about the hand life had dealt

him. Daddy was a man who was bom to lead - a company, an organization, at the very

least, a family. He was intrinsically a patriarch, hungry for control in a world where black

men controlled nothing, not even themselves. I didn’t know it then, but it was like being

on the set of “A Raisin in the Sun," witness to Walter Lee Younger's evil twin. Like Walter

Lee, manhood for my father meant provision for his family; like Walter Lee, Daddy was

haunted by the vision of white male affluence he saw only from the periphery. For

Walter Lee, it was the life of a chauffeur that brought him face to face with temptation.

.■ or Zaddy, it was his own entrepreneurial bent that led him to an immediate

hyperawareness. Unlike Walter Lee, however, Daddy's quest for manhood spilled over

into a lust for domination. White folks weren't shit, he reasoned, but they have

everytmng I want: money, power, the deference of women and children. Day by day,

year fay year, my lather’s hunger for white male privilege would be weakened and

ummately denied

cc.. o. nis . age, too was rooted in my mother s behavior. He was possessed of a

weird, obsessive jealousy toward her. It was stoked, not by any unfaithfulness on my

mother's part, but by her complete devotion to us, al Daddy's expense. For her part, I

suspect mat she had made her choice long before, in keeping with a certain ethos
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among African-American women of nearly every generation: my life is not important;

it's the children I have to worry about. All the devotion that, in a different world and a

different, happier marriage , Mama might have lavished on my father, she spread freely

among us, leaving my father outside an ever tightening circle. The more he pushed to

enter, the tighter the circle closed.

It did not help that my father hated women, held them in vitriolic scom— a legacy

of his mother's fierce brutality-and despised any woman who exhibited anything akin to

an independent spirit. Black women in particular, he believed, had no idea of how to

be real women; white women were real women. White women didn’t make decisions

without asking their husbands; white women spoke softly and catered to their men.

Black women were hardheaded, spoke for themselves, had their own opinions, listened

to no one. “The only free people in the world,” he used to say bitterly, "are white men

and black women." Even a woman as relatively powerless as my mother was too much

for him, and though I was tolerable enough as a little girl, as I grew older it was clear that

I was already beginning to exhibit some of the same stubborn resolve that my father

possessed. In either of my younger brothers, he would have found this development

charming. In me, it would eventually prove to be anathema

But I was still a girl far from womanhood, and most of my suffering came from the

fear that he would one day really hurt my mother, even kill her. I dreaded the idea that

one day, I might be left alone with this angry man, responsible for raising my brothers

and sister. Once, I came inside and found Mama in bed, clutching her side in pain.

Mama never went to bed in the daytime It was the side my father had kicked her in
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when they'd fought the night before. 1 kept asking her if she was sick. She kept trying

to soothe me, encouraged me to go in the other room to play. But I couldn't leave her

alone; she might die without me. 1 hovered close by and read things to myself, stories

about happy girls from large families with no troubles to keep them up at night.

My deep protectiveness of her grew from moments like this. It was my job to

stick up for her, even when I couldn't stick up for myself. But perhaps it was my way of

looking cut for me. unlike my father, who was always looking for things about me to fix

or to change. Mama always let me be. She was not indulgent in any sense of the word;

she had nopafier.ee for foolishness or disobedience. But talked and listened to us; paid

attention to and understood us.

My two brothers and sister were as adoring of my mother as they were fearful of

my father. Each of them, though, had such different ways of coping. My brother,

Hiawatha, found refuge in retreat. In spite of the scom with which my father consistently

treated him. he loved him, and felt powerless to choose between his parents. He hated

arguing and any kind of confusion, and hid whenever it arose. Somewhere in the

middle of every argument, 1 can remember the sound of a door closing — my brother

turning away. I hated his cowardice; it made me angry and left me even more alone

and powerless than I already felt. Brother, as we called him, was a scant 15 months

apart from me in age. In everything else, we were friends and allies. But when it came

to the specter of our parents and their fierce arguments. Brother quietly withdrew.

My sister. Linda, seemed the most obviously ambivalent. Three years younger 

nopafier.ee
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than I. she was my father's favorite child. Sensitive, with a gentle disposition .similar to

Brother, she had all the girlish charms I lacked, and all the traditional trappings of

girlhood I resolutely shunned. I think these traits made her more comprehensible to my

father. He was a lot clearer about what to do with a daughter who played with dolls than

with one who wanted cars and a chemistry set. Thus, the rage he exhibited toward my

mother and me rarely found their way to her. If I was jealous of anything, it was the

relative ease with which she dealt with Daddy; unlike me. she pleased him in nearly

everything she did.

Lost amid all these family dynamics was my baby brother, Terry. Five years

younger than I, he arrived at a time in my life when I imagine Daddy was still attempting

to instill in me some sense of maternal feeling, a backward way of helping me help my

mother. I resented having to pay so much attention to Terry, who had the biggest head

I'd ever seen on a living baby, and apparently had the lungs to match.

To Brother and me, it seemed crying was his only function. I had once read that

singing in the ears of infants helped them to keep quiet. So for days after Mama

brought Terry home, my brother and I took turns trying to shut him up with our childish

voices. Years later, Mama told us that of all her children, Terry was the one who finally

wore her out. One evening, she said, she handed him to Daddy, announcing that if he

didn't take this crying child, she was going to throw him out of the window. How I wish I

could remember that scene! The idea that that my father would pick up the slack

sounds like the stuff of fantasy.

What seemed even more unbelievable was the notion that my mother would lose
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her patience in any significant way. Of course we got on her nerves, and she's the kind

of woman who was quick to say so. But 1 always envision her as someone with a

bountiful understanding. She was the same with others as she was with us. Mama was

the neighbor who knew nearly everyone and helped nearly everyone. We never had a

lot. but whatever we had. Mama was willing to share, especially when children were

involved. One of our neighbors across the street sometimes spent ah her money on

liquor, then did without food for herself and her daughters. It was my mother whose

bell she rang in the hours afier school to ask for slices of bread and some peanut butter.

Sometimes Mama would give her the bread, sometimes she would give her pop

bottles she had been saving for us to turn in.

Mcstiy people knew Mama because her life revolved around us. Whenever

»her. she was on her way to take us to school, or pick us up from school, or

to the store lor our dimer, or coming back front the store with groceries. She sal «*

porch and watched usplaywith the two ofthe Davis children. Diane and Deborah-1*

ctdy^ycaiaeblodtwhosecompauyDaddy approved of We drew awkward

hcpsoetch padems with old chalk, tossed pebbles for our turns instep of pennies.

joqped rope if we could co™ Mama out of her clothesline, played Mother May I <*

from porch steps-all under my mother's ever-present eye

:.os wao core aer real sellwhen Daddy wasn't home. She spoke freeiy to *

^^abodcWen. menhoned sales at the KglVLow and the

^^^^■otheolderpeoplemtheneighbo^^^^nteh

wtose£amues were gone away, or had died out, and who had no one. Thelocal
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handyman, Mr. Bob, was like that. Thin and dark, he wore a greasy baseball hat and

overalls no matter what the weather. Like my father, and so many other men on our

street, he smelled of sweat and riirt, cigarettes and coffee and work. Mr. Bob talked

slowly, in an effort to contain his profound stutter. He lived in a room some blocks from

us, supported himself doing odd jobs in the neighborhood. On weekends, though,

when Daddy was most often gone, Mr. Bob came by to visit with Mama and play with us

kids.

Another neighbor, Mr. Brown, was the same way. Big, coarse looking and loud,

he was possessed of a sweet nature, and always had, I think, a secret crush on my

mother. Mr. Brown did have family—a daughter who hated him on sight, if the stories I

pieced together from eavesdropping were accurate. She rarely came to see him, and

called only occasionally, usually when she wanted something. Mr. Brown came to my

mother for her sympathetic ear. She listened to his heartbreak, and relied on him a bit

to help get her to the store or carry bags. He was constantly telling us what a good

woman my mother was. I wondered why his daughter didn't like him; I would have

traded fathers with her in a heartbeat.

We became most attached, though, to a woman who lived across the alley from

us, in a basement apartment near Ellis Flora Woodward was from Alabama, and her

story was a sad one, according to my mother—married to a man who died young,

leaving her to raise their only child, a daughter. Thai daughter died in her 20’s,

poisoned by a jealous woman over the man they had in common. Now she was all

alone, and we for months watched her ascend and descend the small concrete steps to

her apartment, with the help of her thick brown cane. When she was outside, she often



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Fkal'Kandom House/4/8/97 34

watched Mama walk with us to Drexel Park, or to the candy store. Mama always talked

to her, and as the older woman revealed more of her story, Mama found in her the

mother she had lost so early in life. We gradually began to call her Mama Woodward,

and she would come to be the only grandmother I ever knew.

My siblings. tee handM ofneighbors-they. along with my par-ms, constituted

a large part of my world. Even as a child, what was most real to me was the sense of a

double life, a sense that would repeat itself, with several variations, for many years.

There was the normal life of my childhood. We were silly and happy together. We

latgheda to. and railed along with Mama everywhere in the neighborhood. Our

netghbom knew ns and we tew them; we were bound by the common niles of reaped

for crowmms We had a host of unremarkable days togete. onJy

squabbles to interrupt our peace.

But sometime in the late afternoon or early evening, rtrcaHgH sound wouJ

ntarce the apanment-tbe succession of heavy kicks a the back door. Thai was Pad#*

Some-tesnts teds were M of things. sometaes he

te for ms keys: sometimes! think he just wanted to make everybody jump. For

whatever reason, the sound was our warning Onri-, v
laughter became muted, even

husned. A book we might have been glancing uyonrr}, • . all
gh gained our total attention’

our games would end, as Mama walked to the back h
-door to flip the latch that would

admit him to our former sanctuary.

Day by day Daddy became an outsider. it
V/Quldbe easy to say that my 
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mother's decision to enroll us in AEDC was the catalyst for the change in him. but that

can only account for part of it. Even if he had held down a nine to five job in the

stockyards, or a factory, there was something about my lather that had been

fundamentally damaged long before he was embittered by the circumstances of his life,

by the pact he tacitly made with a faceless bureaucracy.. His paranoia grew as we did;

he always had the impression that we were keeping things from him, and in many ways,

we were. We denied him knowledge of the people we were becoming; in some way

we had convinced ourselves he would never understand

On welfare, my mother joined the ranks of unskilled women who found the state

more reliable than their husbands. Daddy joined the ranks of shadow men who walked

out back doors as caseworkers came in front doors, who for a host of reasons lost their

last, tenuous grip on the hallowed patriarchal family that was never truly real for African

Americans. Barred from the opportunities white men typically had to create their lives

from scratch, shut out of every avenue of male dominance that white men routinely

enjoyed, black men like my father found themselves without identity as men at all.

Daddy became the secret member of our household, the person we were

instructed to lie about—and we lied about him often, unblinkingly. I never understood,

though, how anyone in their right mind would have believed the lie. It was one thing to

hear our childish protestations in daylight, another to hang around at night and listen to

the changed sounds of our household. There was just as likely to be screaming as

laughter; just as likely to be slammed doors as music.
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Yet there were glimpses of an opposing vision of my father, one I could never

reconcile with the man I grew to loathe. This specter was one of a mysterious man:

conspiratorially tender, attentive, even sentimental. Once, when I was a little girl, I

awoke to the sounds of bare feet against the linoleum floor in the kitchen. When I

padded through the living room and stood by the pantry door, I could see Daddy, lit by

the light of the open refrigerator, rummaging for breakfast in what must have been the

middle of the night. He asked me if I was hungry; I wasn't, but nothing could have made

me say anything but yes.

Daddy made bacon and eggs, and fixed me a little plate, and we ate quietly in

the dark, our meeting punctuated only by the smacking noises of our lips, and by my

promise that we would keep our breakfest a secret. When we were done, and Daddy

had gathered the plates and put them together in the sink, he hoisted me up onto his

back. I clutched him tight as he rode me through the living room and into the bedroom

where my siblings slept. He tucked me in and kissed me good night. In those days, my

sleep was still peaceful.

This rare vision of my father grew rarer still. In his place, there appeared over

the years a grasping, driven stranger with big plans for his oldest child. In this ambition

for me, my mother and father found an otherwise elusive common ground. As children

of sharecroppers, both my parents had foregone a formal education to work in the

fields. My father had always wanted to work for himself; my mother had harbored since

girlhood the doomed dream of becoming a schoolteacher. They came to the North to 



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark FhiaiZRanaom House/4/8/97 37

leave their poverty and ignorance behind, and though poverty had followed them, and

their children, they were both determined to beat back ignorance.

This was their inspiration, I think, for beginning to teach me how to read right

after I turned three years old. I remember them sitting with me in a kitchen; my father

had lost his temper because I didn't seem to be catching on. My mother told him that I

would never learn anything if he kept yelling at me. Exasperated, he dared my mother

to teach me herself. She said she would, and in fact she did. What I find most amazing

is that neither one of them thought three was too early for me to start reading. And when

I consider that Mama had only a fundamental knowledge of reading herself, teaching

me was no small task.

For help, she relied on a friend, Rosalie Holmes, a nurse who lived near us. Miss

Holmes had the distinction of being one of the few friends my mother had that my father

did not object to, so it was easy for Mama to call on her for assistance Mama printed

the letters of the alphabet on notebook paper, then tacked the sheet to the wall near the

pantry door with a tiny nail. She would go over and over it with me. Then she would

choose words that she liked, and ask Miss Holmes what they meant, and how to .spell

them. She would write everything down, then teach me what Miss Holmes had taught

her. This way, Mama and I learned together.

The first word we learned was opportunity; I spelled it out loud in a singsong

voice as often as anyone would allow me. It looked like such a big word on paper I

loved the way 1 felt when I could say it and spell it; I loved the look of amazement on the

faces of adults when I could do something they were sure I could not do. In a few
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months, I could spell words out when I saw them on signs, or labels, or posters,

and I were on a bus one afternoon, and I began to point out letters and words that I

knew. There were only a few passengers on the bus, and one of them was a very old

woman who, after asking my mother how old I was, gravely pronounced that I wasn't

long for this world. It was my high forehead, she said, and the way I could already read

Clearly, I had been here before, and didn't have long to stay. Mama was polite at the

time, but made fun of it later when we got home. For years, though, I was scared; I

wondered if the lady meant I was going to die soon.

But I never wondered about whether I should read. When they spoke quietly

together about how smart I was, they sounded almost like a regular father and mother.

Even better, I had become fascinated with knowing things. I liked reading stories, and

seeing the people and places show up in my head as though there were a television in

my brain. I liked reading the comics, and trying to figure out all the jokes in them. I

liked reading the rest of the newspaper too. I didn't understand everything I read, bull

could recognize names. They were the same names that Daddy was always talking

about with Mama as he lay in his bed in the evenings, smoking Chesterfields and

scattering newsprint everywhere.

If I learned reading and writing at my mother’s knee, I learned politics from my

father's passion for current events. Daddy brought home all the papers most of the

time—the Daily News and the Sun-Times and the American and the Defender, the daily

black newspaper. Daddy read the Tribune, too, though he didn't trust it. It was a

common understanding among Slack people of my parents' generation that the Tribune 
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was a racist newspaper. Combined with the Tribune's typical support of Chicago's

mayor, Richard J. Daley-a man my father loathed-the result was a media outlet that

folks in the know read only as a formality. I liked the Sun-Times as a child, because its

tabloid size was easier for me to hold. I paid attention to it because Daddy did, and

because it seemed to me that everything in the world was happening all at once.

Daddy talked a lot about the state of the nation, and he liked watching other

people talk about it, too. He watched the Sunday morning opinion shows as much as he

was able. I grew up with the sound of Lawrence J. Spivak filling my house on Sundays

after church; Meet the Press was Daddy's favorite show. The first big political

discussions I recall—monologues delivered by my father as my mother listened with

varying levels of interest—were all about the presidency of the United States. He

disliked Eisenhower's slow movement to protect black children in Little Rock, and he

thought Nixon was a snake. (Even Daddy couldn't have guessed that later events would

encourage him to revise his opinion of Nixon downward.) A Democrat to the core ever

since the New Deal, he had admired FDR and felt even more strongly about Eleanor,

especially her upfront support of Negroes, like Marian Anderson's attempt to sing in

Washington D.C. at Constitution Hall.

He liked John F. Kennedy, and thought it was significant that Kennedy was a

Roman Catholic. That had a lot to do with why Daddy announced to Mama one day that

we were all going to be raised Catholic. For him, it was a strategic derision with great

implications for our future-Daddy believed strongly in strategy. From where he sat,

Daddy believed that if a Catholic could be elected president, Catholics would become
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very powerful and influential people. He had flirted with the idea of our becoming

Jewish, since he regarded them as the other religious group with influential

members—and also viewed them as the only group of white people he could be

bothered with. You could talk to Jews and reach an understanding, Daddy always said,

because they were the only white people who had been through anything like what

colored people were going through.

Still, Kennedy's rise was persuasive, and so was the financial incentive of b^ing

Catholic when your children were going to be sent to Catholic school They both

believed that nuns would really teach us, and tuition at Catholic schools were lower for

Catholics than for non-Catholics.

That's how my mother came to sign up for catechism lessons at St. Ambrose

Church at 47th and Ellis. I was old enough to sit quietly with her in class, and to stud•/

the green booklet I came to know as the Baltimore Catechism. All of us were eventuauy

baptized on the same quiet Saturday afternoon in a room of the church equipped with a

marble baptismal font. Each of us had to pick a "baptismal" name. If we had been

infants, our given names would have been chosen with an eye toward the saints of the

Catholic Church. I chose Barbara, because I liked the way it sounded. I also liked the

ritual of acceptance into the church. I loved the quiet and the peace there, the smell of

incense and the glow of candles and the giant echo my little footsteps made. It all

seemed very Godly, and I was a little girl who did a lot of praying. Part of that came

from my mother, who said her prayers in front of us nearly every night. She sang
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spirituals all the time, especially in the morning, as she worked by herself in the kitchen

before any of us were up.

Mama was raised in the Pentecostal faith, but had no special reservations about

praying in the Catholic Church; for her, it was all the same God. Still, the staid Latin

hymns were not the songs she sang throughout the day. She sang songs I only heard on

Sunday morning. On Sunday, she tuned the television to Jubilee Showcase on Channel

7. A white man named Sid Ordower was the host, and the show featured gospel singers

from Chicago as well as parts of the South, including the show's "house" quartet, The

Norfleet Brothers. Mama watched Jubilee Showcase for the same reasons many of our

neighbors did; it felt familiar and personal, and it was a rare chance to see black people

on television.

I learned to listen to both kinds of religious music; the Catholic hymns sounded

angelic and otherworldly, a kind of visitation from representatives on high. They were

unfamiliar at first, but still incredibly beautiful. The gospel songs sounded in my head

like the voices of old friends. They were vital and intense, the way people around me

always seemed, and they had the added attraction of telling stories and issuing

ultimatums: "Go tell that long-tongued liar, go tell that midnight rider, tell the gambler,

rambler, backstabber—tell 'em: God almighty's gonna cut you down." They all seemed

to offer immediate, melodic promises of justice.

But the Pentecostals had no schools to speak of, and as I turned six, in the spring

of 1961, it was my parents’ intention that I get a real education-something my father was

convinced could never happen in the segregated Chicago public schools. He had spent 
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hours listening to the news, mumbling under his breath about the superintendent of

schools, and talking about the men in Chicago government he called “no-good

sumbitches." The idea that he would place me in the hands of such people was

unthinkable Instead, we were all placed—one by one— at the St. Ambrose School, in the

firm grasp of the School Sisters of Notre Dame.
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Chapter Two

In 1961, John Kennedy started the Peace Corps, a handful of African nations

declared their independence, and the Freedom Riders began their mission to

desegregate the cities of the South. None of these things were as noticeable to me as

the change that came over our household that year. We still laughed, still played with

each other and went to Drexel Park every afternoon with Mama, reaching for branches

of what we called "the thorn tree" and tearing loose a few thorns with which to tease

and terrorize each other. Mama still turned rope for me to jump in short spurts, my

breathing too labored for me to continue very long. I still watched "Here's Geraldine,"

in the morning—a local children's TV show with a foolish giraffe, and "Garfield Goose

and Friends," in the afternoon, a cartoon show hosted by Frazier Thomas and featuring

Garfield Goose, King of the United States.

What was different that summer was the sense of expectation: My brother and I

were set to begin school in the fall. I was six, and my brother barely five. But both of us

could read, and after approaching the nuns about us both, my mother was told to bring

us in for registration in August. It was Daddy who took it upon himself to prepare us for

our new lives as students. It was all well and good to play, he said, but soon playtime

would be over.
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"An education is the only thing that the white man can't take from you," he used to

tell us. Daddy had always talked about white people, but this conversation was different.

It was the first of a thousand such cautionary moments, in which he tried to make it clear

that the stakes for my life were higher than I knew. I didn't know any white people then,

except the few I would see in the stores on 43rd St. But even at six, I knew they ran the

world. They were the people you saw doing everything interesting and important.

They sang the songs on WIND, the popular music station that my father listened to

religiously.—except for an occasional song by Nat King Cole. They read the news on

television, they wrote the stories in the papers (if you didn’t count the Defender.) White

people counted, and colored people didn’t.

Daddy had other ideas. The white man was slick, he told us, always trying to put

yen in what he called "the trick bag," that dreaded place of low expectations and

limited options. It didn't matter how hard you worked, or how well you did your job, my

father believed. White people were determined to do wrong, could never be trusted,

and, when push rame to shove, would turn their back on you in a heartbeat for someone

white.

This was why. Daddy said with manic fervor, education was the most important

th-ng in the world for a Negro to have. ‘You have to be able to outthink them. They can

hate you all they want, but they can't dig in your head and take your brains." It was my

father's turning desire that we learn enough to work with our heads, to do a white man’s

job one day. That’s why things were going to be different for us. The most important

difference was an end to television.

Daddy hated television, except for the news and a few select shows. More
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specifically, he hated the idea of children watching television. I doubt whether he

paid much attention to Newton Minow's famous speech earlier that year, castigating

television as a 11 vast wasteland" before the National Association of Broadcasters. But if

he had heard it, he would have concurred. "You can't learn a damn thing from

television," he raved. "Thai's what's wrong with all these niggers out here now, sitting

on their asses in front of a TV instead of picking up a damn book." On school nights.

Daddy decreed, television was off limits. We were welcome to watch TV when we came

home from school on Friday night, during the day on Saturday, and Sunday, too. But on

Sunday al 10:15 p.m., when the local newscast was done, so was the television for

another week. The only exception was the news, which Daddy always watched and

which we were permitted to see as well, if anyone was interested. I was.

It wasn't the news I craved at age six or seven, or even a chance to watch TV or

see the commercials. What drew me to the television set in the living room was the

presence of my father, at home and without rage—or at least rage not directed at us.

When he hunched over to watch Huntley & Brinkley talk about the growing tensions

between Kennedy and Krushchev, I saw a middle aged man in his undershirt and boxer

shorts, making declarations about Russia —and not making them about my mother. I

didn't really get why the United States and the Soviet Union were mad at each other. All

I could tell was that Krushchev was bad, and had threatened to bury us. I was a lot

clearer about the sit-ins at lunch counters, about the beginning of the Freedom Rides

through the South that year. Daddy raved loud and long about "those cracker bastards"

who refused to let colored people vote or go to school. As he talked, angry at strangers

instead of us, I felt a curious relief. But 1 felt scared and sad, too. As I looked at the
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pictures in Jet Magazine of neatly dressed colored people being dragged along the

ground, or having food dumped on them, just because they wanted to be in the same

places as white people and do the things—I had to wonder whether, in this thing,

Daddy was right. Something was wrong with white people. Why were they like that?

On a hazy morning in September of 1961,1 walked with my mother and brother

to the courtyard of 1014 E. 47th St.—St Ambrose School. As we arrived, boys and girls

already were lining up for the morning procession into 8 o'clock Mass. I was dressed in

the blue and gray jumper and white blouse that was my uniform; a white lace scarf had

already been carefully fastened to my head, a requirement for girls. If you didn't have a

scarf, the nuns would help you make do with a piece of Kleenex, but the effort would

earn you a disapproving look I lined up with the first grade and went in to Mass; it was

the first time I'd been in the church on a day other than Sunday.

I loved church from the start. St. Ambrose felt beautiful to me, reverent and quiet.

The floor was red and white linoleum tile, shining as though water were continually

poured over it. In two alcoves .across from each other, small altars contained rows of

votive candles, flickering in white and red. Perpendicular to the altars were the

confessionals, two small doors of carved wood on either side of a larger door where the

pries*s heard neighborhood sins each Saturday afternoon. In one alcove, near the

entrance to the sacristy, sal a small stainless-steel tank filled with holy water.

Living as I did in the waning days before Vatican n, we attended the Latin Mass

each morning. They were all the same: the priest in glowing vestments coordinated

with the liturgical seasons, his back turned to those of us standing in the pews. The 
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consecration was my favorite part. I knew from early catechism that this was the magic

part, where bread and wine was turned into the body and blood of Christ; a lucky altar

boy rang a cluster of bells to signal the moment of transnbstantiation.

Church was everything my house was not; quiet, polished, respectful and

orderly. And school, it turned out, was much the same. After Mass, we all filed into our

classrooms, and stood by our desks. We opened the day with prayer and with the

Pledge of Allegiance; religion was the first class of the day. Both my brother and I were

placed in the first grade with Sister Bernice, a solemn older nun who made it dear that

she expected order. She produced workbooks for each of us, and proceeded to pass

them out. I had a big, thick pencil to print with, and the pulpy, newsprint-like paper that

was so popular in elementary schools of the 1960's. Sister asked us to do the first page

of exercises in the workbook-quietly, of course.

I looked at the first page with disbelief and disappointment, These were baby

words! Cat, dog, hat—I already knew those little words. I thought school meant I was

going to learn big words. I looked around to catch my brother’s eye, but he wasn't

looking in my direction. I filled in the blanks and looked up, expecting that I would get

to move on to something else. But Sister was patrolling the classroom, and my new

classmates were hard at work, their heads bowed.

It didn't take long for my restlessness and disappointment to start feeding on

each other. I kept scanning the classroom for something to do. Finally, I saw a copy of

the Sun-Times on Sister's desk. Reading the paper would give me something to do

while I was waiting for everybody. So I got up from my seat, took the newspaper off

her desk to look through and went right back to my desk-to the horror of Sister
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Bernice. I was reprimanded, of course, though not severely. I think she was too

shocked to really punish me. It was only a few weeks after that incident when the

principal, Sister Panis, entered my first grade classroom in the middle of the day and

asked for me. Some of the other children giggled, but I was scared. I couldn't think of

anything I could have done that would get me in trouble with the principal.

I was told to collect my coat and my lunch box from what we called the

cloakroom, though not a one of us had ever seen a cloak I followed Sister Panis to the

classroom next door, Sister Marcille's second grade class. She was young-perhaps in

her early twenties—and even prettier than Sister Panis. I put my things away in the

place to which I'd been directed and took my newly assigned seat. It turned out that I

wasn't in trouble at all. I was being promoted to the second grade

The children in the second grade didn't look too happy to see me. They thought

I was a big baby. Worse, I had already been labeled through the grapevine as the worst

thing a tittle girl could be: I was "smart." I didn't know how difficult that would be; I was

too happy about being in a different grade than my brother. Mama and Daddy would

be proud. Best of all, I'd finally get to read real stories in real books, not those dumb

baby words. But it wasn’t that simple . When it came to reading, I was still bored. To

help me adjust, the nuns placed me in reading classes with the fifth grade. Later, Mrs.

Goldschmidt, who worked as an aide in the principal's office, was my private reading

teacher. We sat and read together every afternoon for a while.

I think they feared that school would become dull for me. The danger was not

that I would become bored with school, however, but afraid of it. I was never frightened

inside the classroom. Always, I was happiest with books and my teachers, learning 
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things I wanted to know. But on the playground, in the lunch room, at recess— I was a

pariah. I was younger, smarter and much more awkward than the other second grade

girls. Worst of all, I was a good girl who liked being good. Amid the serene structures

of St. Ambrose, where no one yelled and the rules were always the same, doing the

right thing was easy. My classmates chafed against rules they viewed as mean and

strict. But life with my father already had given me a different perspective; these kids

didn't know what mean was.

So I always did my homework, and answered the extra credit questions, and

read the optional books. My desire to earn the praise of the nuns had added benefits at

home: Nothing shielded me more effectively from my father’s tantrums than the

presence of homework. It wasn't that he didn’t continue to curse and threaten; only that

he did less of it. When he stalked through the house into the kitchen, and found me

doing homework at the kitchen table, my workbooks stacked around me like a paper

fortress, he let me be. Those few hours of homework provided the lion's share of

whatever peace I had at home.

But what saved me at home put me in jeopardy at school. Even at seven, girls

have cliques, and I wasn't in any of them. The girls in the in groups had nothing but

contempt for me. To them, I was a nauseating little goody-two-shoes. To me, they were

wild girls who cursed and talked back to teachers-two events that would have earned

me the beating of my life, and not just from my father. My mother, whose dreams of

schoolteaching had faded but never completely died, made it clear that tAaohors were

always right. She visited our teachers often, and advised them that, should we do

something they didn't approve of. they should "beat their behinds, then send them to 



Bray/Unafraid of tne Dark FInal/Random House/4/8/97 50

me." For my mother to hit us meant we had crossed an unforgivable line, and any

spanking from her was more psychically than physically painful.

Thus I was completely unable to join with this small group of junior anarchists

even if I’d wanted to. That made me a marked woman. The final straw came after the

annual standardized tests given to all the students at St. Ambrose. When the results were

posted, I was number one in my class in every subject except math, and even there, I

was in the top five. That’s when girls started telling me they were going to "meet me

outside."

Two or three of the girls ganged up on me, out of sight of the nuns, and hit and

scratched me and ripped my uniform. I went home, disheveled and crying, and my

mother was furious. She asked me why I didn't fight back; I told her there were too

many of them. There were, too, but I also didn’t want to fight them; I didn't want to agri

anybody. I’d seen enough fighting already to last for years. The next day, my mother

was waiting at the gate for me after school; it was a ritual she continued for many years

afterward in an effort to keep me safe.

Part of me was terribly lonely; I wondered what it would be like to be popular.

But part of me realized it would pointless. Even if I were the most popular girl at St.

Ambrose, my father wouldn't allow me to go anywhere or do anything with anybody.

The one girl at school I could talk to was Barbara, who lived about five blocks away from

us in a townhouse development. Her parents had scraped together enough money to

buy a unit in the low-rise community constructed of cinderblock, but still with a little fr°nt

and back yard. Barbara and I shared a great passion for all things religious; We sat next

to each other at morning Mass and wrote nearly-invisible notes to each other with our 
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fingers on the polished surfaces of the pews.

I could talk to Barbara, but I was told by my father to stay away from the rest of the

kids. He was right about some of the girls, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near them.

But I could tell that there were a couple of girls who would have been my friend if I

could have spent any time with them. One of the girls, Denise Young, was tall and

lighttskinned, with a younger brother about the same age as my brother, and a mother

who was almost as nice as mine. They lived only a half-block away, on Ellis Avenue, in a

great Victorian rooming house with a massive staircase I had seen one afternoon, after

making a surreptitious visit there.

One Saturday afternoon in spring, when Mama said we could go outside, I led a

secret excursion to Denise’s house with my brother and sister; my baby brother was too

young to come with us. We spent the afternoon running around in the wilderness of the

building’s back yard. The old fencing behind the house had fallen apart, but even my

inexperienced eye could see that once, there had been a garden there. Weeds and

flowers bloomed together in profusion, and what once had been an arbor held the

remains of old grapevines. There was even an old blackberry tree that in a few months

would be thick with fruit. I recognized it because there was one just like it in their front

yard. On Sundays during the summer and fall on the way to church, we used to shake

that tree and eat the berries from it.

We returned home a few hours later, sure that we had managed to sneak in a

couple of hours of fun. But my heart dropped when I saw my father's old car parked on

45th St. He wasn't supposed to be home yet, not for hours. Suddenly the glow of the

afternoon was gone, replaced by the sick dread I had known most of my life.
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"Where have you little niggers been?" He was standing in his room, just inside

the back door, a leather belt already in his hand. If I'd been alone, I would have lied and

said I was just out, walking around. But my brother was an inveterate truth teller, and

confessed at once that we had been at Denise's house.

“What did I tell you about running around with these niggers out here? None of

them are no damn good!"

All of us had started to cry, mostly out of fear of the beating that was coming. But I

was angry, too. There was nothing wrong with Denise and her mother and brother.

They were nice. And we hadn't done anything wrong. My mother came in from the

kitchen, attempting for a moment to intercede.

"They wasn't doing nothin' but playing, Daddy," she said. "They just kids; kids

are gonna play." Not for the first time, I wondered why she called him Daddy, when he

wasn’t her daddy.

“You don't know shit about raising kids, you ignorant bitch! You ain't got time to

take care of these children. You too busy loping the streets and running after your men!

You ain't shit, either!"

By now his voice was loud, the spittle flying from his mouth as his tirade

continued. He reached for me and I screamed as the doubled-up belt fell across the

backs of my legs, leaving a band of raised skin.

It was a weird dance we did as he beat me, his callused hand grasping one of my

wrists to keep me in place, my wild flailing movements to get away from him, none ever

really successful, the welts that formed across my other arm as they sought to block the

blows that couldn't be stopped. Above my tears I could hear Brother and Linda crying. 
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the anticipation of pain even worse than the actual beating. Abruptly, he let me go.

"Now get your little ass out of here," he said, and reached for my brother.

Incredulously, Hiawatha stopped him and asked if he could pray first. I was

unbelievably angry, not at my father, but at Brother. What was there to pray about? As

he sank to his knees, amid my father’s scorn at his “little sissy ass." I felt my own sense

of disgust begin to rise. It was bad enough to get beaten, humiliating enough to cry.

But to voluntarily get on my knees in front of this man— it was just too much. Each night,

we had to do it, when we said our formal prayers before bed: "Oh, my God, I am

heartily sorry, for having offended thee, not because I dread the loss of heaven and the

pains of hell, but because I have offended thee O, God, who art all good and deserving

of all my love....”

I never thought of them as real prayers. I saved my real prayers for late at night,

when I lay in bed trying to sleep, and trying to figure out why my life was the way it was,

why, if God loved me, he let Daddy hurt us and scare us all the rim a I would never hav?

anything real to say to God in front of Daddy. As he began beating Brother, I went into

the bathroom to put cold water on the welts that covered me. When I saw Denise at

school the following week, she wanted to know when we were going to come over

again. I said I didn't know. We passed her house every day, but we never went there

again.

* ★ ★

I didn't know much about the South, except that it was where both Mama and
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Daddy were bom. I also knew both of them had sworn never to return. Daddy

always said he'd rather be dead and in hell than live in Arkansas again. His

he said, was full-blooded Cherokee, and was made to leave his home and walk to

Arkansas. He used to visit his grandfather in the little house he lived in on a

of land. Daddy's face would light up with remembered glee as he described his

grandfather’s insistence that no white person would ever come near him again.

a rifle with him to back up that promise, and Daddy used to tell us how his grandfather

would start shooting just as soon as anybody white appeared.

I knew Daddy shared his grandfather's sentiments. Each night, we watched the

news from the Southern battlegrounds, and Daddy cursed white people. He believed

there were exceptions, and was willing to admit all white people weren’t alike. But he

continued to believe the biggest proportion of them were "no damn good," and pointed

to the television pictures for evidence to reinforce his own experience.

grandfathgj

It was pretty hard to refute my father; as far as I could tell, white people surely

hated us. One day I was sitting with my mother as we watched a group of white police

set dogs and hoses on a group of marchers. I remember watching the water blow one

man down the street like a pile of old rags. Finally, I asked Mama, "Why do the white

people hate us?" She didn't have an answer for me, and said so. I couldn't figure out

what it was we could have done to make them so angry with us.

For all his anger and his cynicism about white people, Daddy believed in

America—at least on paper. He talked about the Declaration of Independence and the

Constitution at every opportunity, if only to point out the error of white folks' ways.

White people wrote the rules, then changed them when they realized those rules migW 
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have to apply to us. I looked up the Declaration of Independence so that I could read it.

I didn't understand all the ornate language it contained, but I did understand the

beautiful, heroic part: "we hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created

equal."

I already knew all white people weren't the same. There were still a few white

families living in Kenwood, though by that time, the neighborhood was 85 percent

Negro. St. Ambrose was nearly 100 percent black. Only the priests, the nuns and a few

straggling neighbors from the old days remained in the parish. For a while, there were

a couple of white girls in school with us. One older girl, named Cynthia, was big in

every conceivable way, and delighted in picking on other children. Once during

recess, she got into an argument with several of us that culminated in her admonition

that we should "act our age, not our color." I wasn't completely sure where she got that

from; but I knew from the way she said it that it didn't sound good. I went to Sister Panis

to complain about it, and Cynthia was called into her office shortly thereafter. She never

spoke to me again, only glared. And soon she was simply gone.

There was an elderly white couple, the Fitzgeralds, who went to the 9 o'clock

Mass each Sunday, just like we did. We looked for them each week after church was

over. I sought them out because they were friendly, and because I could tell they

admired us and my mother's way of raising us. And with the mercenary heart of a child,

I especially loved that they often had a shiny quarter for each of us, or a dollar bill that

they gave to my mother so that we could have ice cream or some other treat. The first

few times the Fitzgeralds made this gesture, my mother tried to refuse the money. But

they wouldn't hear of it; they seemed either to like us, or to be amazed by us. They 
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always had something nice to say about how we looked, how well-dressed and well

behaved we were, how smart we seemed. They were the kind of comments that would

make me initially suspicious now. At the time, I thought they were just friendly, decent

people—they seemed to go out of their way to be kind.

Daddy, however, insisted that white people were faking. They were always

polite to your face, especially up North. But they were sure to be calling you a nigger

when they got home. "White people aren't your friends," he would preach. "They only

friend you've got is a dollar."

As much as I loved school, I loved it more as the holidays approached. The

j-parhAr got crisper, the air and the light seemed altered. It felt good being dressed

zarmly in the cool Chicago air. I looked forward to the approach of snow, and

vondered if we’d get a white Thanksgiving. Even the art classes changed.

Mimeographed drawings of broomsticks and witches hats and jack 'o' lanterns evolved

nto turkeys and Pilgrims and the harvest cornucopia. These were the weeks I most

wished for the biggest box of Crayola crayons—64 different colors and a sharpener too.

It was a kind of suspended time: the newness of the school year had worn off, the

najor holidays of church and state were approaching, but not yet begun. Halloween

vas only marginally important to me, since we were not allowed to trick or treat in any

jut the most limited way. And because my father's sister Nancy had been horribly

■oisoned years earlier, Daddy had a phobia about our eating food that came from other
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people. So Halloween was more a formality than anything else. Besides, the church

captured all our attention during the last days of October. My favorite celebration was

the Feast of Christ the King. The church had a solemn afternoon ceremony, in which the

girls all dressed in white and walked in a great processional around the church, behind

the priests and the acolytes, the censor filling the room with the smoke of incense. The

entire ceremony was in Lahn, and though I understood very little of it, I understood its

ritual beauty, and felt intoxicated by the hymn we sang, over and over: Pange Lingua,

Gloriosi...."

It was the fall of 1963. I was in Mrs. Howard's third grade class that year. She

was an elderly white woman with a benign manner, one of the few lay teachers in the

school. For weeks, we had been preoccupied by the Feast of Christ the King and, a few

weeks after that, the school's Thanksgiving play, in which each grade would have apart.

We were all in the school auditorium one afternoon, rehearsing the Thanksgiving play,

when Mrs. Howard was summoned for a moment from the room. When she came back,

she had a peculiar look on her face, and asked us to return to our classroom seats at

once.

As we walked back, Sister Panis announced over the public address system that

President Kennedy had been shot, and that we should pray for him. Several of us

began to cry, including me. As we bowed our heads, I heard somebody snickering It

was Katherine Roddy, a pretty girl with blonde hair and one of the few white students

left at St. Ambrose. I had never had any particular feeling about Katherine Roddy, but I

knew 1 didn't like her any more. The President of the United States had been shot, and

she sat laughing in her seat. 1 realize now that it might have been upset or panic that 
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led to her laughter, but then I simply thought she was stupid and mean.

A few minutes later, the announcement was made: President Kennedy was dead.

We were sent home early, but there was none of the sneaky happiness of a surprise day

off. People who were on the street were crying, or looked stunned More often, the

steps and doorways of the houses and apai Unent buildings seemed more deserted:

everyone who was at home was glued to their television sets.

Our whole family sat in miserable silence in front of the television all evening

long. Mama didn t say much, and even Daddy was speechless by comparison with his

usual bluster and outrage. I was terrified. Everybody knew that John Kennedy was a

great man, I thought, but they shot him anyway, for no good reason. How did we know

whether we were safe? If somebody that important could get killed, I wondered,

couldn't we get killed too? I asked Mama and Daddy if we were going to get shot too.

They both said no; nobody wanted to shoot us.

"You know Hoover had it done,” my father said grimly to the television. J. Edgar

Hoover, the head of the FBI since there’d been an FBI, was my father's number one

suspect. Daddy said Hoover didn't know us, so there was nothing to worry about.

We all watched as Kennedy's coffin was rolled through the streets of Washington,

as he lay in state in the Capital Rotunda. So many people crying, just the way I was

crying, I thought. Lots of black people coming to see him lie there, standing in line for

hours. I wished I could go, wished I could see him and say goodbye: it seemed so

important. The saddest part of all was watching the funeral, looking at Jackie Kennedy

standing there with her children. Caroline was only a little bit older than I was, and I felt

bad for her. Her daddy seemed like a nice man; whenever I saw pictures of him with his 
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children, they were always laughing. What an awful thing to have someone kill your

father when he was nice, I thought. When her little brother gave a salute at the grave

site, it seemed like the saddest thing in the world.

In school later that year, we had to try to write a poem about anything we

wanted, and so I wrote a poem about President Kennedy dying. It was the first thing I

ever wrote to show anybody else. I remember the first of the three verses that I wrote:

When President Kennedy passed away,

The world was very sad that day.

The United States was wrapped up in grief,

At the death of their Commander in Chief

There was more, about how young he was and how nice he seemed, and how he had

to be in heaven. I sat at the kitchen table for hours working on it, looking up words that

would say what I meant, then trying to find a way to make them rhyme. My habit of

reading reference books for fun was paying off; I had a dictionary and an old

paperback thesaurus to find the words I wanted.

When I turned in the poem, my teacher asked me who had helped me with the

words. I told her I had done it myself. 'Where did you leam a word like 'span'?' she

asked me, quoting from another of the verses. "It was in the dictionary," I said. I picked

it because it let me talk about the fact that the President didn't live a very long time, and

because it rhymed with man. But I didn't tell her all that, in case she thought I was trying

to get smart with her. She just looked at me a little strangely, and told me to sit down.

I asked Mama if I could send the poem to Mrs. Kennedy so she would know how 

sorry I was about her husband. She said yes, and bought me a stamp. I printed the
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poem over again on a clean piece of notebook paper so it wouldn't have any mistakes

on it, folded it up to fit one of the small envelopes Mama had from Woolworth’s, put

stamp on it and mailed it to the White House, because I didn’t know where else to send

it.

A few weeks later, I was met by Mama after school. She was very excited. "You

got a letter back from the White House,” she said. I couldn't believe it; I thought she was

kidding until she handed me the large, flat package. When I opened the envelope.

there was a letter from Mrs. Kennedy, thanking me for my poem, and telling me that it

would be saved and placed one day in the John F. Kennedy Memorial Library that the

family planned to build in Boston. There was also a black and white picture of the

Kennedy family, taken before the President was killed.

Even Daddy was excited about my news. He told all his friends and Mama told

all the neighbors, and showed them the picture. I walked around with the letter all that

day, reading it over and over again. It's long gone now, and I realize in retrospect th31

it probably wasn't from Mrs. Kennedy, but from a member of her staff. But none oft1131

-vlfei
mattered then. What mattered was that I had written something to express the way

about something that mattered to me. I had sent it to someone else I'd never met.

had read it and liked it and wanted to keep it, even though they had never seen 1116

before. It was a good feeling, to think of them reading my words.

Now that I'd had a taste of writing and being read, I wanted more. But my deS&

for total immersion was met with exasperation by my parents. No matter who had t®a

my poem, no matter how many more poems I wrote, I still had a life that had nothingt0

do with rhymes or words looked up in a battered dictionary. If my weekday life was 
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filled with study and concentration, it was the weekend that contained the elements of

the real world. But in the summer of 1964, and for many summers after that, there were

precious moments of freedom amid the work of the household.

My mother, the quintessential child of Southern sharecroppers, believed that

though you might not have much, what you do have should be clean. She allowed us

the luxury of sleeping late on Saturday morning—and late to my mother meant 8:30 or

so. By that time, she'd already been up for hours, washed one load of clothes and hung

them out in the back yard, or draped them over the clotheslines in the back room. By

the time we got up, bacon was frying, grits were cooking and she had put toast under

the broiler, or fried it in one of the big cast-iron skillets. The jelly jars we used for

glasses were already on the table, filled with Ann Page orange juice and a healthy dose

of cod liver oil. And as we stumbled to the table, still half asleep, she was already

parceling out work assignments.

There were four of us, and each one of us had a room we were responsible for. If

you were too young to clean, you still had to help. Absolutely everyone had something

to do, and nothing else could happen that day until you had done your job. The

bedroom and living room smelled like Old English Lemon Oil or Red Oil (depending

on what was most recently on sale.) The kitchen and bathroom smelled like Pine-Sol and

Clorox. From the youngest to the oldest, we wielded dust rags and mops and brooms

until the dirt was gone. Mama insisted that we all leant to do everything, including the

boys.

I was never in love with housework, and had declared to my mother some time

earlier that there was no reason for me to learn how to do all this because when I grew 
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up, I was going to hire a maid. Mama was unimpressed, and suggested that sinre the

maid had not yet arrived, I would still have to do my share. In .summer, though, I raced

through my work rather than complain, and urged my .siblings to do the same. The

sooner we were finished, after all, the sooner we could go.

We all knew that the sooner we finished doing what we had to do, the sooner we

could cajole my mother into taking us to the library, with a trip to the playground

afterward. That was the part I was most interested in. As soon as we were through

cleaning up-which often involved a frantic hunt for library books that had fallen under

our beds or behind the bathtub—Mama would tell us to wash up and put on decent

clothes. While we did that, she would go to the second drawer of the dresser that sat in

our kitchen, beneath a mirror. The dresser had long been painted over to conceal the

wom and stripping veneer, but we had already dusted it and put a clean dresser scarf

on top. In the second drawer was the old black felt pocketbook, the kind of purse I

used to envision my mother carrying when she was out on a date, when she was free,

when both she and the purse were new.

The pocketbook was only serviceable now, a repository for the really important

records of our household. Mama kept our birth certificates there, and vaccination cards

fromthe Chicago Board of Health. She kept the books of Food Stamps there, extracting

a book each week she shopped for food, and the green cards for medical care when

she needed to take us to the doctor. But the pieces of paper she stored there that were

most important to me were five buff cards she kept in a zipper pocket near the clasp.

Each of them had one of our names on it, typewritten, and a red expiration date in one

comer, and at the bottom were the words: Chicago Public Library.
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A trip to the library was like a great excursion to a different country. To get

there, we had to walk a mile. But the distance between where we lived and where we

were going was much greater. To get there we traveled beyond the usual parameters

of school and church and the shopping strip we frequented, into the manicured lawns

and gardens of Hyde Park. I loved the walk as much as the destination itself. In the

middle of the anger that was my home, and the upheaval of a changing world in which

it seemed I had no place, our bi-monthly excursions to the library were a piece of

perfection. I had around me at one time all the people I loved best—my mother and

brothers and sister—and all the things I loved best—quiet, space and books.

We went to the T. B. Blackstone Library, on 49th St. and Blackstone Avenue, not

far from Lake Michigan and the former home of the Oriental Institute of the University of

Chicago. The library is nestled in a far comer; you could easily miss the building if you

didn't know what you were looking for. But once you were inside, you could never

mistake it for anything else. We passed through two sets of heavy brass doors to the

lobby of the library, a great domed entrance with a floor of mosaic tile and a ceiling

adorned with what I used to imagine were the angels of books. They were great,

gilded figures armed with harps and scrolls and other instruments of learning. All we

could hear was the steady hum of an electric fen-a big rotating floor model that swept

the hallway and fluttered the papers on the bulletin board near the door—and the

industrial clunk-thud of the machine at the checkout desk that recorded the date of each

book's return.

If we turned right, we could see an alcove with tables that led, in turn to a

spacious reading room, filled with periodicals on shelves and adorned with a gigantic 
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and ancient globe that sat in front of the largest windows. At some point during every

visit, I found my way into that room to touch the globe, to finger the ridges and the

painted canvas already frayed and separating from its sphere. I liked to look at Anica,

with the coded colors of the different countries like the Belgian Congo and Rhodesia,

and try to remember which countries were fighting to be free like we were. I had

heard Daddy talking about it, arguing with the television as someone discussed it on a

news show. And I had seen pictures on the news of people with no shirts on, gathered

together marching. But I didn't really know anything about Africa except what I saw in

the Tarzan movies, which I watched a lot, but thought were really strange (Why did that

white man live in a tree?).

More often though, we turned left, toward the card catalogue and the librarians’

desk, and a long corridor that led to the children's room of the library. The adult

sections were suspended above the corridor on the library's second level, but Mama

never went up there. Reading was as hard for my mother as it was easy for me and my

brother. She used her card mostly to take out books for me that the librarian wouldn't

let me have because she said they were for adults. I wanted to argue, but Mama

wouldn't let me. She simply checked out the books and gave them to me when we got

home.

Mostly, though, I found stacks of books to read in the young adult section. While

Mama sat with my little brother and sister, Hiawatha and I roamed the children's v

will. He gravitated to the space and missile books, which I thought were boring and

stupid. I loved the story books-all the fairy tales-and later I began to read books of

mythology, working my way from the Greek and Roman myths, which I didn't really like 
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all that much, to the Norse and Egyptian myths, which completely captured my

imagination. I spent weeks reading and rereading the stories of Thor and Loki, then

switched up to read about Isis and Osiris and Ra and the great architects of the

pyramids who were then buried to keep them from revealing the location of the tombs

they had designed.

When I wasn't reading about myths, I was reading about science; not missiles

and spaceships like Brother, but the birds and the bees-literally. I brought home a

giant book of birds and searched the skies and trees for days in search of anything

other than robins and pigeons. And I read about bees because I liked the idea that all of

them listened to the queen, and couldn't go on without her. I went through a phase of

loving books with practical science experiments, and used up a whole bottle of white

vinegar by pouring it on the sides of our apartment building to prove that it was

constructed of limestone. It seems that vinegar bubbled when it came in contact with

limestone, so I spent an afternoon making little dribbling, fizzy sections all over one side

of the house.

One Saturday, as I wandered through the young adult section, I saw a title: "Little

Women," by Louisa May Alcott. I could tell from the shelf that she'd written a lot of

books, but I didn't know anything about her. I had learned from experience that titles

weren't everything. A book that sounded great on the shelf could be dull once you got

it home, and every bad book I brought home meant one less book to read until we went

back in two weeks. So I sat in a chair near the shelves to skim the first paragraphs:

"Christmas won't be Christmas without any presents," grumbled Jo, tying on the rug.

"It's so dreadful to be poor!" sighed Meg, looking down at her old dress.
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7 don't think it's fair for some girls to have plenty of pretty things, and other girls

nothing at all," added little Amy, with an injured sniff.

"We've got Father and Mother and each other," said Beth contentedly from her

comer.

It was a good thing I'd already decided on some other books to take home,

because I didn't look through the rest of the section that day. I read and. read and reati

Little Women until it was time to walk home, and except for a few essential interruption

like sleeping and eating (Mama had long ago banned books from the dinner table) I

would not put it down until the end. Even the freedom to watch weekend television helc

no appeal for me in the wake of Alcott's story. It was about girls, for one thing, girls tha

could almost be like me, especially Jo. It seemed to me a shame that she wasn t black;

then our similarities would be complete. She loved to read, she loved to make up

plays, she hated acting ladylike, she had a dreadful temper. I had found a kindred ^piril

We stopped on the walk home to play in Farmer's Field, a big playground with

sprinklers and swings and monkey bars and merry-go-rounds. I had never really beei

in the habit of playing much; any kind of exercise made it hard for me to breathe, and

by this time, my sedentary habits were ingrained. So while Mama sat and watched my

siblings, 1 sat absorbed in my treasures of the afternoon. The only sounds you could

hear were the voices of other children, and the whispery rustle of the wind through the

big trees all around, and the faint hiss of water as it ran in the children s sprinkler.

Everything smelled warm and green, and I could be content to sit on the bench forevei

if only I had enough to read.
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But eventually, Mama would say it was time to go, and we would make our way

back across 47th Street toward home. By the time we got back, it would be five or six in

the afternoon, and Daddy might already be in the house, lying in bed, reading the

paper or the racing form and listening to the news on the radio. If we were lucky, he

was only interested in what kinds of books we'd gotten from the library. If he went back

to reading the paper, chances were fair that the rest of the evening would proceed

without incident. Every now and then, he would want a demonstration evening, with my

brother or me reading out loud to him. Or he would decide it was time to find out

whether we had memorized our multiplication tables. He had my mother print them out

on cardboard from the inserts in the stockings she bought. The cardboard held up

better than notebook paper, and it was cheaper besides.

Sometimes we would have to recite our threes or our sevens. I used to wonder

why he would never pick easy ones, like twos or fives, which I could figure out in my

head even though I might not have memorized them. But Daddy rarely did that. I often

thought he picked the ones we were most unlikely to know so he'd have something to

yell or beat us about. Sometimes he'd simply blurt one out: "What's nine times seven?"

'Three times eight?" And if we were wrong, if we took longer than he liked, off went

the television for the evening, away went the books we'd all picked out so carefully.

Instead, we were seated at the kitchen table as though it was the electric chair, our

heads bent over cardboard. I was usually the one sniffing, trying not to cry. I hated

math anyway, and my father's obsession with memorization wasn't helping me one bit.
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But if he caught me crying, 1 was likely to get a beating, presumably so Daddy could

“give me something to cry about."

In an hour or so, as bedtime approached, Mama usually attempted to run

interference on those evenings that we felt under house arrest. She used plausible

things: I need to wash the girl's hair and press it for church; Ro needs to polish her

shoes and wash out her slip. Eventually, after another pop quiz, I would be paroled intc

the mundane duties of preparing for Mass the next morning, tasks that felt like freedom

to me. One reason my father was usually persuaded to back off was his own weariness.

and the necessity of his getting up to go to Maxwell Street the next morning.

Sometimes nothing at all was wrong on a Saturday night, and we went through

our preparations for church as a matter of course. Our hair was washed in the sink (we

never did have a shower), usually with Prell, and towel dried. As my sister and I sat in

front of the stove, Mama would do our hair, pressing the damp strands with hot combs

and greasing our scalps with Dixie Peach pomade. Mama hardly ever burned us, and

even then it was typically only steam from the contact between the hot comb and our

damp hair. We had to lay out our clothes for the next day, too; Mama wouldn't stand for

goofing off on Sunday morning. And even though we took a bath every other day as

long as the water was hot, we certainly had to take one on Saturday night before we

went to bed. Nobody looking like a bum was going to church with Mama.

* * *

On Sundays, Daddy was gone long before we got up for nine o'clock Mass. He

had risen at 3 a.m. in his work clothes and headed for a garage where he kept an old

truck filled with odds and ends he tried to sell each Sunday in the open market of
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Maxwell Street. The earlier he arrived, the better spot he'd get to sell his goods. Daddy

and everybody else we knew called it "Jewtown," a reference to the dwindling numbers

of Jewish merchants who once sold their wares from the storefronts lining the area. He

would be home by noon, sometimes even earlier. Serious shoppers were out on

Maxwell Street by 7 a.m. and finished with their business by 10 a.m. or so. By noon,

only tourists and amateurs roamed the market area, and Daddy's patience with them

was even less than with dedicated customers.

His absence made the house peaceful on those mornings; we could dress and

comb our hair and grease our legs without disturbance. Mama usually started dinner;

she would place a pan of chicken and dressing in the stove on low heat as we were

about to leave, so that dinner would be done by the time we got home. There was no

time for breakfast, and no need, in any case; those of us able to receive communion

were not allowed to eat before Mass anyway. So the morning was taken up with

brushing our teeth and listening to Jubilee Showcase before we gathered up our

prayer books and scarves and gloves at about 8:30 a.m. to walk the three blocks to

church.

I was conscious that many of our neighbors were on the lookout for us each

Sunday morning. Even people who didn't really know us knew our little troupe by

sight: a big pretty woman with carefully pressed hair, a simple dress and coat and

stiletto-heeled shoes of patent leather, herding four young children down the street in

front of her. Our four brown faces were shiny with Vaseline; it made us all look crisp

and new. Mama's face never shone; it was covered instead with a thin layer of
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Overton's Face Powder, which she applied with a puff just before we were to leave,

along with a single coat of bright red lipstick

We were Mrs. Bray's children, and people said good morning to us and to our

mother all along the way. Especially if the weather was nice, we saw several of our

elderly neighbors, including Mr. Johnson, who sat on his top stoop on Ellis a half-block

or so from us. He was always friendly, with a big smile and a wave, especially to me.

We passed St. James Methodist Church, where my brother went to his Cub Scout

meetings, and walked up the stone steps of St. Ambrose to take our place in the pews.

In the summer months, we sat with Mama; during the school year, we were expected to

sit with our classmates. Each of us clutched our Sunday offering envelope, with the

name of the church printed on it, each sealed tight with a single dime inside. Sunday

Mass was as much a requirement as daily Mass, and anyone who didn't attend got

demerits, unless you "made up" your absence by attending another Mass that day and

having the attending priest sign your church bulletin, to be presented to your teacher

the next morning. For the most part, we never missed.

Once Mass was over, we walked back home, to be met by the smell of cooking

food and the sound of the Sunday news shows. You would know whether someone

black was a guest by the way my father sat up in bed, talking to the television more

than he usually did, shouting out a "Ho, now!” when a guest got somebody particularly

well-told-off. While Daddy watched, we changed our clothes and hung around, hoping

to gauge his mood from the discussions on TV. If he was too tired, or too angry, we

would spend the day reading and playing. But if the weather was sunny, or Daddy had

a desire for company, it would be a day to go for a drive.
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Going for a Sunday drive was the only thing we did that other families seemed to

do, too. After Mama had fed us all and we had washed and dried the dishes, we piled

into the car and Daddy headed for 47th Street and Lake Park toward the entrance to

Lake Shore Drive. From where we lived, Lake Shore Drive was a major artery to the

expressways to the West Side, where both my father and mother had sisters living.

Daddy's sister, my Aunt Marie, lived in a tiny house that fronted the Congress

Expressway near Presbyterian-St. Luke's Hospital and the Cook County Hospital She

and my Uncle Barney had four children, all much older than we were, and their small

home was decorated in a fussy, ornate style-from elaborate chandeliers and lamps

with crystal teardrops to sectional sofas covered with clear, industrial-strength plastic

that stuck to your thighs whenever you sat down. Still, Aunt Marie and Uncle Barney

were very proud of their little home, and were the soul of hospitality whenever we

arrived.

By contrast, Mama's sister, Mattie (or Aunt Teddy, as we called her) lived in a

series of apartment buildings. Eventually, she and her family moved to a gigantic,

brand new housing project called the Henry Homer Homes on Lake Street. The big

apartment seemed airy and clean, with three bedrooms for eight people, a kitchen with

brand new appliances and sparkling linoleum on the floor. The only drawback I could

ever see was the fact that their bedrooms all faced the El; every few minutes—night and

day-you could hear the screech and rattle of the speeding Lake Street train. My

cousins said it didn't bother them, and after a while, I only noticed it in passing when we

would visit.
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I was jealous of both places-the way they looked in comparison to our shabby

little apartment, the way Daddy constantly made reference to how something looked at

Aunt Marie s or Aunt Teddy's house. All his comments were couched in Daddy's best

company voice. I was always impressed at how ordinary Daddy seemed when we

would go out to visit family. It was one of the most frightening things about him, almost a=

though someone else were inhabiting his body, waiting to change into this other man. 1

had learned to recognize the bitterness in his voice whenever he talked of what others

had that he did not. I had learned to listen for it as a way of preparing myself for what

might lie ahead. If anything he saw or heard or felt were to trigger his virulent

ambitions, we might hear about his covetous disappointments all night long.

Sometimes it did not even take a visit to our relatives to set him off, only a

seemingly innocuous drive through the parts of South Chicago in which we rarely

ventured. One particular neighborhood, Pill Hill, always captured my father's attention.

Perhaps he was so drawn to it because it was a black middle class neighborhood.

Daddy would ease his ancient Buick down the tree lined streets of East End Avenue or

Eberhardt or Cornell Avenues and look at the neat little bungalows with flowers and

awnings, their gleaming picture windows adorned with an elegant lamp or concealed bj

tasteful draperies. Street after street, he would drive and talk about how good these

people s lives must be, how close he had come to living just this way, how he had

never made it because it was all my mother s fault, how she would never support him in

anything he wanted to do. I couldn't decide if it was his gambling she wouldn’t support,

or his fragile entreprenurial efforts. But whatever the idea, it was my mother's fault that 

he had failed.
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'Your mother never wanted anything; she never wanted shit. She never tried to

help me like a woman's supposed to do."

My mother always sat in the front seat, resigned to the escalating tirade of abuse.

"What was I supposed to have done?" she sometimes asked him.

Daddy never seemed to have an answer, only a steaming rage that grew with

each mile he drove. Occasionally he would stop the car on a street to survey it, his big

hands leaving the wheel in an encompassing sweep as he pointed to the rows of little

homes and the neatly dressed children on skates or bicycles.

'You all should have had this. This is how you should have been living-not that

shithole we're in. This is where you should be."

When I was smaller, I used to try to console him, to say to him that it didn't matter

about not living there, that nobody really cared about that. But Daddy met my childish

efforts with a fury I now recognize as pain and shame. 'I care!" he would scream, his

voice filling the interior of the car as he floored the gas pedal and drove toward the

expressway in a rage. He would always begin by taking out his anger on the car,

hurtling toward home at breakneck speed, frightening my mother as he wove in and out

of the traffic, cursing every car in his way.

I hid my face in fear of a dreadful accident. I clutched the armrest of the car and

darted looks at my equally frightened brothers and sister. I wanted to explain the rest of

what I always tried to tell him but never succeeded in doing; I wanted to say that I didn't

care where we lived, if only he would stop fighting and yelling and being angry all the

time. I didn't care how we lived, if only he would stop scaring me.
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Sometimes the wild driving would calm him down; sometimes it wouldn't.

Sometimes Daddy would continue the fight into the evening, sometimes he would take

to his bed and stay away from the rest of us as the evening went on. We would enter

the house in silence and take off our good Sunday clothes, sit down in the living room

to watch the last of our rationed television shows. There were the automatic favorites:

always Lassie and My Favorite Martian. Always Ed Sullivan, because it was another

chance to see colored people on TV.

Sunday night was cake and ice-cream night, too. Sometimes Mama would have

made a cake from Betty Crocker mix she found on sale. Sometimes she would buy a

pound cake. There were times when Daddy would bring home cake from Maxwell

Street for us to have later. And the four shiny quarters we often got from the

Fitzgeralds usually went toward four pints of Walgreen's Ice Cream for a dollar, or a

half-gallon for a bit more, when it went on sale.

We had an ice-cream scoop with a thick black handle that Mama used to place a

perfectly round sphere on top of our slice of cake. And one of us was always

responsible for taking some into Daddy if he were not out at the kitchen table with us

already. As soon as the last drop was scraped up out of our bowls, it was time to get

ready for bed and for school the next day. Books and clothes had to be laid out, teeth

brushed and hands washed. In our pajamas, we watched the news, then paraded into

Daddy's room for prayers and a good night kiss.

As I leaned over to kiss him each night, I could smell the bitterness of

Chesterfield cigarettes that clung to him and his fingers and his sheets. My head and

stomach always seemed to ache in these moments before I was relatively safe in my
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own bed. If it had been a good day, a day when he had not been angry, I did my duty

with a distant neutrality. If he had spent the day raving, I felt like a liar. Why wish this

man a good night? I really wished that he were dead.
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Chapter Three

Everyone on our street knew who was on welfare and who wasn't, who had a

man in the house, who didn't. Everybody also tacitly agreed it wasn't anybody’s

business, least of all the state of Illinois. It never occurred to anyone to reveal the

drcumstances of another family; the household in jeopardy could just as well be your

own. This collective silence was apractical one; no one could possibly raise childreno;

the money provided by AEDC. There were nearly 25,000 AFDC cases on the books in

Cook County in 1960, distributing about $4.3 million to 105,000 women and children.

That worked out to an average of a little over $40 a month for each member of the

family; about $200 a month for a family of five. If you were eligible for Food Stamps, yo

received an extra $50 or so. By the time a woman paid rent, half that money was

already gone.

Thus, nearly everyone in the system had some underground source of extra

money. Some women actually had jobs, doing daywork off the books. Others held

part-time jobs in local stores; still others made extra cash by working policy—the

Chicago numbers racket. And some women, like my mother, had surreptitious help

from the men in their lives. A sporadic laborer could never be the sole support of a

family. But, in combination with AEDC and food .stamps, a man’s paltry wage turned intc

enough money to move a family from desperation to subsistence.

This logic was unspoken among the women in the neighborhood, but by the tim

I was nine or ten, I pretty much had figured it out. The government kicked in money fc
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the basics: rent, food, lights, gas. It was up to everybody to hustle the rest. At the time, I

suspect the government wasn't clear that it had entered into such a bargain, but we

certainly were. I suspect my father felt both enraged and relieved at my mother’s entry

into the welfare system. It was her partial declaration of independence, and he

resented it bitterly, yet we were a burden he couldn't carry along with the burden of his

gambling affliction. Some part of him must have been glad to know we would not live

utterly from hand to mouth.

What I'm sure he resented almost as much was my growing awareness of our

situation. Even more than my smart-mouthed questions, Daddy loathed my

understanding of all the machinations of welfare. Once Mama and I sat at the kitchen

table, fantasizing over a couch on sale at Nelson Brothers , a local furniture chain that

specialized in low quality and high prices. I gazed at the price and intoned that it would

cost too much, and besides, we were on welfare and the caseworker would wonder

where we got it. Daddy was furious; I was confused. To keep ourselves together, we

needed a common story, a common set of lies, to be told at appropriate times, a

common understanding of what was at risk. To do these things, there were things I had

to know.

Besides, I had become the mediating voice between my parents, especially my

mother, and the outside world. There were always forms to be filled out, or

questionnaires to complete, or official looking papers to be read. Mama managed to do

most of these things, but not very well. It fell to me, and sometimes to Hiawatha, to read

the documents and explain what had to be done. I was the person who read the lease

for our apartment before Mama signed it. I was the one who explained that the
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Department of Public Aid wanted verification of certain information by a certain date or

our benefits would be altered, perhaps even discontinued. I did these things because

could. I did them because I was the oldest, and because it was my job to help my

mother. But there was no way to do them and remain unconscious of the attitudes that

surrounded welfare and the attitudes that prevailed in our household.

I was very aware, for example, how important caseworkers were, and how

important it was to give them the right impression. I didn’t see them very often, usually

during the summer months or during school vacations. But despite the parade of

varying faces - some black, some white- over the course of my childhood, the central

theme was one I copied from my mother: how to help this woman and her four children

get by. My mother was easily a welfare poster child, and I knew that well enough to

contribute to that vision. I always made it a point to have a book in my hands when the

worker came; whatever I was reading acted as a kind of cloaking device. I could be in

the room, listen in. but be ignored, since I was just a little girl reading.

My mother's only bone of contention with the workers was in the matter of our

schooling. More than once, a caseworker tried to impress upon my mother the

inappropriateness of spending part of her monthly grant to send us all to St. Ambrose.

Why couldn’t she just send us to public school like everyone else? My mother was

steely but gracious, as she reminded them that she wanted us to have the education she

never got, an education we could not get in Chicago’s segregated public schools. Onij

one caseworker said outright that the State of Illinois was not sending her money so tha

we could go to private school.



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark FinalZRandom House/4/8/97 79

“Once you send it to me, it's not your business what I do with it," my mother

answered, in a voice that brooked no further discussion. "I'm taking care of my kids

I marveled at my mother’s coolness under fire; this was nothing like the placating

voice she used in Daddy’s presence. Even as she spoke, Daddy's clothes were

carefully hidden in a closet on the other side of what was really his bed, out of the traffic

pattern of the house, so a caseworker would have to be really bold or nosy to go

looking for evidence. Mama's demeanor, I think, always precluded that search.

Though she obviously wouldn't hesitate to stop a worker who crossed her boundaries, it

was mostly her easy charm that smoothed the way for us, her ability to enlist people in

her cause—the well-being of her children. As the oldest, I played my part well. I was

appropriately polite, thoughtful and studious looking, not altogether unaware of the

portrait I made, always quiet, always reading, always located somewhere near my

mother, monitoring their conversations for a clue of some unknown danger.

Threats of exposure to the authorities only came from the occasional outsider, like

the precinct captain who canvassed for Mayor Daley door to door one year. He arrived

at the front door one afternoon to recruit my mother's vote, issuing a barely concealed

threat that a vote for the opposition, a Republican named Benjamin Adamowski, would

cause her welfare benefits to mysteriously disappear. Mama, who'd been in the midst of

making dinner when the bell rang, excused herself from the front door for a moment,

then returned with the biggest butcher knife in the house. I only saw my mother from

the back, but I saw the face of that unfortunate man, who began to back away from the

door as my mother declared that "if you don't get your ass off this porch I'll cut you from 
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asshole to elbow." The retreating precinct captain must have heard our shrieks of

astonished laughter for blocks. We had never seen Mama do anything like that in our

lives. Later, I asked her what we would do if he really meant it, if they’d really throw u=

off welfare. Mama soothed me with a combination of gentleness and scorn. “Don’t eve

think about that ignorant old bastard," she told me, sounding almost like Daddy for a

minute. "That nigger can't do nothin' but run around scaring people. He think

everybody's a fool."

Mayor Daley's machine hacks did a great many things akin to threatening wome-

and children. For nearly as long as I'd been alive, Richard J. Daley had been mayor. Hi

was one ofthe last, certainly the greatest, of the old-style political machines, and in my

childhood years, it was well oiled indeed. Precinct captains like the one who

threatened my mother were commonplace, and one ofthe few positions of relative

power reserved for blacks in the Daley organization. Of course there were a few othe

black people who had been rewarded for their faithful service to Daley, my father said

frequently referring to them as those "handkerchief head Negroes" and Uncle Tom

sumbitches."

According to my father, our aiderman was one such traitor. Claude W.B. Holms

was the aiderman of the fourth ward. Known to my father as "a hand-picked stooae" o

Daley, Holman was a prominent attorney in the Negro community and an associate of

the congressman William Dawson Daddy's contempt for Holman was exceeded only ]

his haired of Dawson, whom he constantly referred to as "that Uncle Tom sumbitch" fc

his refusal to support school desegregation efforts in the House and on the local level.
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But if Daddy hated Dawson for his backward positions on the grand stage of national

politics, his invective against Holman was constant, vituperative and locally based.

He raved constantly that Holman was incompetent, that Daley had bought him

off, that he couldn't even get the garbage picked up. In Chicago, this was a serious

matter; clean streets were a kind of permanent legacy of the machine. Our street was

no dirtier than most, but it was afflicted with an enormous pothole near our front door;

Daddy complained about it all the rime. One night, after dinner, Daddy was listening to

the radio. Usually, he kept it on WIND or WBBM, but this particular evening he had

tuned into WGN Radio’s Extension 720, a call-in interview program that preceded by a

good many years what we call talk radio.

On this particular night, Aiderman Holman was the guest. He was talking about

the black community in Chicago in general and in his ward in particular, and Daddy

cursed him with virtually every breath. At a commercial break, I told Daddy he ought to

call in himself and tell Holman what he thought of him and about the hole in the street.

Daddy decided that since it was my idea, I ought to call him and tell him off. My brother

and I found the number and dialed, not really expecting anyone to answer. But sure

enough, one of the producers picked up. I was instructed to turn my radio down, and

in a few minutes I was on the phone with the alderman. I told him that it was terrible the

way he didn't look after the people on Berkeley Avenue; I even brought up the hole in

the street. I ended my little editorial with the words: "I'm really ashamed to have you as

an alderman!"

My mother thought this little exercise was an enormous waste of time, and in a lot

of ways, she was right. As I talked, the aiderman got increasingly huffy at my
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Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X were heroes in our house. Of course, so

was Ralph Bundle and Fannie Lou Hamer, and Edward Brooke and Nat King Cole, am

Bill Cosby and Mahalia Jackson. If you were black and breathing and making a

contribution to the race of any kind, you had a place of honor in the Bray family If you

had earned that place by agitating white Americans, so much the better; that was why

Dr. King and Malcolm X were especially honored people. The news clips were thriffii

and frightening all at once; amid the anger in the faces of white people, so calm, and

with such quiet sad eyes, Dr. King walked and prayed and preached, to rapturous

responses from my parents as they watched him on television.

1 knew who Dr. King was, of course, from all the stories in the news. But I first

read about him thanks to the Ebony Library of Black History, published by Johnson

Publications. Daddy had brought three huge volumes home with him one day from a

foray into Maxwell Street. One was about great escapes from slavery, one was about

emerging African nations. But the third was the story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott

nine-year-old impudence, and when I concluded by saying I was ashamed, he

responded: 'Well, you go right on being ashamed, and Ill go right on being aiders

I was furious; he hadn't listened to a word I said. He thought I was just a kid who'd

been coached as a joke. But Daddy was delighted; he reviewed the entire phone c£

for hours afterward, and he winked at me as I went to bed. I felt warm and happy ^0.

my father's praise, and just as disgruntled by Holman's dismissal. It wasn't my faulty

a little girl. Besides, I wasn't going to be little forever. I knew a lot more about politics

than he thought I did-though I knew a lot less than I thought I did.
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and the young minister who organized and led it. In my comer of the kitchen, my feet

on the radiator in the sun porch, I propped the wide volume on my lap and read the

whole story without a break.

I still remember the part where, on the morning of the boycott's first day, Dr.

King's wife, Coretta, called him onto the porch to see what he had been afraid to believe

would happen: a succession of buses, passing his house, all absolutely empty. His

happiness in those pages was mine; it was like a fairy tale in which the good guys were

people just like you. Always a sucker for a good story, it was doubly rewarding because

it was true.

But it was just as frightening to think of men and women and children who were

dying down South in the course of the work they did, or just because they happened to

be there. When four little girls about my age were killed in the bombing of the 16th

Street Baptist Church, even my mother talked to the television. "It's a damn shame,

killing those children. They were nothing but babies," she said. All I could think was:

'They were the same age as me." I wondered whether they knew they were going to

die, if they even expected it. It was just another reason for me to be afraid at night.

Every time I looked in the paper or on television, somebody was dying, even

white people were dying. When Viola Liuzzo was killed in Selma, Alabama, and the

reports showed the shocked faces of her grieving children, I felt afraid for them. I

knew how I'd feel if something happened to my mother—I couldn't stand it. Was it hard

for them to look black people in the face, I wondered, as if we were to blame for what

happened to their mother?
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These women and children and men were the martyred dead, and I admired

them. Martyrs were a hot topic for the devout Catholics among us. I knew all the

people who died in the South were going to heaven, just as I was convinced that the

people who killed them were going to hell. My father was anxious to send all the white

people of the South to hell with them, along with as many Northern whites as he felt

could be rounded up. Death, my father believed, was the only lasting cure for the

racism of most white people. 'Every one of them sumbitches needs to be dead," he

would say, flinging down whatever he was reading that had outraged him, striding from

his bedroom in boxer shorts and an undershirt to hold forth to Mama about the latest

Southern outrage.

There was no need to look to the South for trouble, though At home, the

Chicago papers regaled readers with accounts of the marches led by a man named Al

Raby, against the public school system and the police. Bastions of respectability that

they were, the Chicago newspapers resented even the implication that the sentiments

of white Chicago could be in any way equivalent to the whites of the Southern states.

There were outraged editorials and condescending news analyses that made my father

sputter, that I read but understood only in the most literal way.

It was plain from all the news coverage on both fronts that Dr. King was deciding

to bring the freedom movement to Chicago. The very air I breathed was filled with the

notion of agitation. Even the winos along 43rd Street read the papers as they sat and

drank on crates in the early summer sun; they talked about Selma, and Birmingham, and

the other towns of the South from which they were sometimes reluctant exiles.
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As usual, we were transfixed by the nightly news reports. Folks sal on their

stoops and argued about whether even Dr. Eng could move the hearts of Northern

whites. Bull Conner was one thing. But this was CHICAGO - with Gage Park and

Bridgeport and a dozen other neighborhoods that nobody black in their right mind

would walk through, even in daylight. And this was Mayor Daley's town — how would

Dr. King manage to outthink Daley?

The very idea of a confrontation between Eng and Daley made my father's

mouth water. He hated Mayor Daley for as long as he lived; you could tell whenever

Daley was on TV or radio from the way he would start cursing, nobody ever got called a

bigger "sumbitch" than he did. One of the things about Daley my father hated most was

his unwavering support of the school superintendent Benjamin Willis. When he heard

that Dr. King had planned a march against the city government in general and Willis in

particular, my father prepared to be there before Dr. King got off the plane.

Willis had been a thorn in the side of conscious Negroes for years. Faced with a

ballooning school enrollment, for example, he instituted double-shift class scheduling

Instead of a full day of school, students went either in the morning or in the afternoons.

The fact that 90 percent of double-shift students were Negro endeared him to no one but

the defenders of segregation. As early as 1962, in fact, the Chicago Board of Education

and Willis himself had been censured by the U.S. Civil Rights Commission

Still, the overarching excitement was the result of knowing that Dr. King was

actually coming to Chicago. He spoke all over Chicago that week. I got to see him in a

parking lot across from St. James Church on 46th Street and Ellis. As kids we were

always in that lot, riding our bikes until dusk at breakneck speed. They built a platform
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for him to stand on while he addressed a crowd of hundreds of folks who lived nearby.

My brother was a Cub Scout and part of the honor guard that welcomed him I don’t

remember being jealous, just proud. We had come early because of my brother's

duties, and so we were right up front; I was pressed against the platform. I wish I could

remember the specifics of what he said, but I know he talked about freedom and that

was what we wanted most to hear. And I know I touched his shoes, shiny black and

plain, because I was at nose level with them and I wanted to be able to say I had

touched him.

When the speech was over, he climbed into a black car. I think it was a

limousine: it seemed like one. I was right next to the window as the door closed, I

waved at him. And he smiled — a real smile that a little girl could feel — and waved back

at me as the car drove away.

We marched with him that Sunday, my whole family and I. As hot as it was, we

dressed as though it was for church. Daddy wore a suit, his good Horsheim shoes for

all that walking, and a hat. We marched all day, through downtown Chicago, to protest

against the policies of the Board of Education. Daddy had already lodged at least one

protest with the public schools: he refused to let us go to them. Bui that didn't change

Daddy's intent to protest on behalf of those children who did attend. "Willis must go,"

we shouted, over and over. On that hot summer day, no one could have told the

thousands of us in the streets that the world would not soon be made new. But summer

turned to fall, and Chicago's radically segregated world would remain intact for some

time longer. It was my first lesson in how hard change really was to achieve.
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I loved fall, and the three block walk home from St. Ambrose was almost a big

playground. The leaves were scattered on lawns in layers an inch deep; the sidewalks

were a launching pad to dive into the piles of crunchy golds and oranges and reds. The

sky grew strange and pale gray, the wind shifted gears in preparation for the coming

winter. Fall made me feel a bit lonely, a bit sad, already a bit hungry for the eventual

spring.

My head was always filled with thoughts like that, and I filed them away to pull out

for myself at night, especially if it was a night free from my parents* arguments. In the

drowsy aura that surrounded me just before sleep, I could retrieve memories of all the

things that pleased me just to look at them. Walks home, kicking the golden leaves

along Ellis Avenue, was one of my favorite things to remember.

I was 10 years old, not very tall, a bit on the stocky, awkward side. All I really

wanted, as I considered the question during my descent to sleep each night, was books.

Mama, and a quiet place to read. Sometimes I would have more elaborate fantasips

Once I saw a commercial about an evening in New York City. The camera swept the

skyline of a brightly lit Manhattan; deeply romantic piano music ambled in the

background. Sometimes I dr earned of living in New York. I would be grown up—21,

maybe even 25 years old—and whatever I did for a living, I would make $10,000 a year.

Thai would be enough to take care of Mama and myself. I would even take her to

California, a place she often said she wanted to see.
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At that moment, though, my life was fairly well-defined, along the usual route of

home and school and church. Confession shaped our Saturday afternoons, as all four of

us trooped to church to do our assigned penance and collect holy water from the urn

near one of the chapels of the church. We took the holy water home for Mama in a

carefully washed cough syrup bottle. She used to sprinkle it around the house, a kind of

ritual she hoped would keep our home a peaceful one. It was yet another unworkable

strategy, as futile as the votive candles she sometimes burned on behalf of a happy

home. If all these things were meant to convey peace and tranquillity, no one had

mentioned it to my father.

Still, I loved God. I can't say why, only that I did. I used to ask God why Daddy

had to be that way, so mean to Mama, so scary. At times, I could console myself with

the knowledge that I was earning stars in my heavenly crown for having endured so

much discord. Other times, I kept wishing I could cut a deal with God—more prayer and

devotion, for example, in exchange for tranquillity. Mama tried often to console me in

the face of my furious questioning about why she didn't leave, or make him stop.

"Trouble don’t last always," she would tell me. Well, you could have fooled me. It

seemed to me that we had already spent eternity surrounded by difficulty. I concluded

that all this unhappiness in our house was my martyrdom of sorts. I didn't like it at all,

but the nuns had made me very familiar with suffering, and I had decided this was

mine. This didn't interfere with my sense of devotion or my love of the sacraments. I

still said the rosary on the first Friday of each month. I still prayed quietly for my

guardian angel to protect me: "Angel of God, my guardian dear, to whom God’s love 
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commits me here, ever this day, be at my side, to light and guard, to rule and guide.

Amen."

Indeed, I had been given the privilege of laying out vestments for the priests

each afternoon for their Masses the following day. It was a reverent pleasure to go from

the schoolyard into the sacnsty of the church, to the small, room fragrant with incense

and melting wax, and do my simple tasks, aware of the layers of clothing I must make

available for the priests, remembering always the colors of the season-purple in the

days of Advent and Lent, green for the season of Pentecost, white for the holiest days of

Christmas and Easter. Always, before I left the room, I looked inside the church vault at

the chalice, set on a kind of pedestal, untouchable by anyone except the priest himself

It was a mortal sin. I had been told, for anyone other than a consecrated priest to be in

physical contact with the tools of the Eucharist. And so I prided myself on being

exceedingly careful.

My brother Hiawatha, as devout in his way as I was in mine, was an altar boy of

serious purpose. He talked often about becoming a priest, and was always the one the

priests would call upon in the case of an emergency—an early morning funeral, or some

other occasion in which an assigned acolyte was unavailable. He even made an

occasional few dollars. I’m sure that had something to do with my deciding to go to

Father Walsh, the priest who coordinated the work of the altar boys, and tell him of my

desire to serve Mass. But I also know I wanted a chance to stand in solemnity before

the cross, to swing the aromatic censor, to get physically closer to God. And I wanted to

see what happened at the altar when one of the altar boys rang the circular set of bells

at the moment in the Mass where the bread and wine are transformed into the body and
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blood of Christ. Everything happened with the priest's back to the church. I wondered

as he lifted his hands in prayer above the cup, whether little sparks flew out, or perhaps

a barely perceptible shimmer in the air around the miracle itself. I wanted to see for

myself.

I went in search of Father Walsh one afternoon after completing my work in the

sacristy. I was nervous, for I had enough awe of the priests never to speak to them

unless spoken to first. But my desire had become urgent enough to carry me through

my fears. I found him near the altar that afternoon, and told him that I was just as willing

as my brother to serve Mass, and wanted to know what I should do to register.

'You cannot serve Mass, Rosemary," he said to me quietly. "You are a girl, and

girls do not serve Mass."

I suddenly felt hot all over; the burning eventually seemed to concentrate in my

head and face. I was too in awe of Father Walsh to say what I was thinking, too aware of

my status as a little girl with an obligation to obey my elders, especially elders who

were priests. I excused myself and walked deliberately back to the sacristy With my

every step, I can remember thinking that God had made me a girl, that I hadn't asked

to be one, that I loved God as much as my brother did. By the time I reached the room

filled with vestments, I was in a rage with the God who had thrown my devotion back in

my face. I made my way through the hushed room to the vault where the chalices were

kept. As always, the door was open. The chalice, the platen; they were all there. I took

my brown fingers, as hot now as my face, and placed them on the chalice, gripping it

hard, so God would know I meant every move, and dared Him to send me to hell.
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My heart left the church at that moment. I said nothing to my parents, because I

knew there was no way I could get out of going to Mass. But only my body showed up

from then on. And though I wasn't aware of it then, there were plans afoot that would

take me away from St. Ambrose all together.

One day when I came home from school, Mama and Daddy were talking in

Daddy's room. For once they seemed more curious than antagonistic toward each

other. Mama asked me how I felt about the idea of going to a new school. It would be

far away from where we lived, and I would have to take a train to the North side of

Chicago by myself, she said. Right away, my 10 year old spirit of adventure was

kindled. The idea of doing anything by myself was a small miracle.

It seemed that my mother had told our caseworker during her last visit that we

were all doing well in school, but that she was worried about me. The kids were still

picking on me every day, and Mama still had to meet me after school. What's more, the

nuns were just as concerned, but for different reasons. I needed a bigger challenge,

according to my sixth grade teacher, Sister Maria Sarto, one she felt I might get at

another school with more money and resources. There were several such schools in

Chicago, but the big requirement was a scholarship to pay for my going there. At least

one of those places was a boarding school, which I was more than ready to go to. But

neither of my parents was ready for that step. I was too young to be away from home,

they said. My mother was especially appalled; in her mind, boarding school was where

white people sent their children to get them out of the way.
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So the caseworker had found out about this other school, The Francis W. Parker

School, and brought my mother the application form. She told Mama to fill out the

application and send it back to them. I looked at it and knew I would have to be the one=

to fill it out. It didn't take long to do, and a few weeks after we mailed it we were notifiec

that I would have to take some kind of test before a decision could be made. I didn't

mind that. Not long after, I found myself in a big room with a lot of kids, filling in those

computer-scored blank ovals. I was too excited to pay real attention to how few black

people were in the room. My mind was on getting to go to this school. It was

something I could do without the constant presence of my siblings, without people

making fun of me all the time, something that was mine alone.

On Holy Saturday, the day before Easter, a letter came in the mail from Francis

Parker. My mother let me open it; I had been accepted. I screamed and ran through

the house; my brothers and sisters gawked; my parents grinned at each other in a rare

show of united pleasure. What I didn't know for many years was that Sister Maria Sarto

had called the school and spoken to the principal and some of the teachers about me.

What I didn't know was that one of the teachers she spoke to that day would make a

terrific difference in my life a few years later. All I knew at the time was that I had done

something that was an honor for the family.

Not long after, they sent a list of the clothes I would need; though the school was

nonsectarian, I would still be wearing uniforms But these were not the ugly blue and

green plaid of the parochial school. These were quieter colors, solid navy blue and

white, with light blue blouses or knee socks allowed Mama and I scronngAd through

thrift shops all summer, looking for skirts to cut down for me. For the first day of school, 
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however, we found something special. It was a light blue dress-a woman's

dress—lavishly embroidered with flowers of eveiy imaginable color and intertwined

with leaves and stems of forest green. I thought it was the most perfect, pretty thing I

ever saw. It even had a big skirt to swish when I twirled around in it. Mama bought it

and cut it down for me to wear on the first day, tucking in the sides and waist with her

old Singer pedal sewing machine.

On the morning of the first day of school, Mama went with me, and cautioned me

to pay close attention. She would go with me the whole way this first time; after that, I

had to go each day alone. I was 11; it was thrilling. We walked to 47th St. and took the

bus to the El. That part was familiar; I had been this way on the way downtown. Then

we gave the attendant our transfers so she could punch and return them and climbed

the long stairs to the elevated platform. Mama reminded me to always say "return,

please," to hold on to my transfer until I was on the Clark St. or Broadway buses.

Transfers were good for an hour in Chicago; you could ride either buses or trains in

any order as often as you wanted, until your time ran out. That's why it was important to

look at the time punched on the little transfer clock. The trip to school would take just

about an hour, and bus drivers routinely gave you a little more time.

On the train, I stood at the little window up front, just as I would have if I'd been

going anywhere with Mama, and watched as the tracks descended into the caverns

under downtown Chicago. I counted the stops as I always did: Roosevelt Rd.; Harrison;

Jackson and State; Madison-Monroe and State; Randolph and State. That was as far as

I'd ever gone on the el until recently. The train took an enormous screeching turn; the 
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sparks flew from the wheels of the train and sputtered out. Then we were pulling into

the stations new to me: Grand and State; Chicago and State; finally, Mama tapped me on

the shoulder and told me our stop was next. Clark and Division was painted red; it was

how I would teach myself to remember where to get off the train until it became

automatic We went through the turnstiles, and walked up the stairs into the open fall

air.

The sun was shining that day; the streets looked so clean you could eat from

them. And in contrast to the handful of rugged, slightly rundown stores that populated

43rd and 47th Streets near our house, this intersection was overrun with stores; shoe

shops and restaurants, a huge Woolworth's, a jewelry store. The street was full of

people, not the slow procession of my neighbors headed for the store or the bus s...

but a steady, vigorous stream of people, going—it seemed—everywhere.

Mama directed me to walk across the street and stand at the bus stop. I coulc

take a 22 or a 36 bus, and both of them would stop where I wanted to go. The schoox

was at Clark and Webster, she said, and I could ask the driver to stop at Webster. Or I

could get off at Belden, the next stop, and walk back a half-block. We rode past high

rise buildings in formation, and townhouses that looked like cleaned up versions of our

own building. Soon we rode past another private school, The Latin School, which I

would learn later was Parker's archrival. The bus ride was my first glimpse of Lincoln

Park, and I wondered where the famous zoo was to be found. It turned out to be in back

of the school; the zoo's entrance was right across the street from the football field.
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Soon my mother buzzed for the bus to stop, and we got off across the street from

a low, sprawling brick structure, with lots of windows, a courtyard with trees, two

playgrounds and a huge playing field. The signs directed us to the front entrance, a

set of stairs with a driveway in front and a low brick wall running the length of the

property. As Mama and I came up the steps, I could hear the buzz of children's voices.

When we reached the top and peered through the windows, I saw a huge space filled

with children and teenagers. I was incredulous: there were hundreds of people there,

and every one of them, it seemed to me, was white.

No one had told me. They had talked about what a good school it was. They had

talked about what a wonderful thing it would be for me to come here: they had talked

about how many more interesting things I would be able to do here. Not one soul—not

even my parents—had thought to mention a crucial detail. I would be going to school

with white people, and anyone with an ounce of sense knew white people were

dangerous.

I literally backed away from the door. "Mama, those people are white!" I couldn't

believe she looked so unexcited. 'They'll kill me!" She watched the same news I

watched; she knew white people threw bricks at us in the demonstrations in Chicago

years earlier. She knew as well as I did that white people sicced dogs on little boys in

Selma and blew up churches in Birmingham while little girls were in Sunday school and

shot people in the backs in Mississippi and nearby Cicero and spit on them

everywhere. Now she wanted me to go to school with them? What could she and

Daddy have been thinking about?
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Mama took my hand and pulled me through the door. Girl, these ki

going to bother you. You’re here to get an education." We walked inside to the near

center of the hall. What looked like chaos had its own curious sense of orde

seemed to be a milling crowd was in fact a cluster of several grades, including

I was to be in Mrs. Reid’s seventh grade class. My mother found Mrs. Reid just

at 8 a.m., the bell rang, and the crush of students began heading for st

some down. I was headed down. I looked back helplessly at my mothe

here," she said.

Inside the classroom, Mrs. Reid asked the new children to stand with her. The

other new kids were boys; at least one of them was handsome, all of them

though they belonged there. The teacher asked for volunteers, seasoned stu

as guides for the newcomers. When my turn came, only one hand went up

attached to a thin girl with curly brown hair and braces; her name was Moni

idea at the time that she was already as unpopular as I would become. Whe

homeroom was dismissed, she came up to me and grabbed my hand, offering

me around. By the time I located my mother, Monica already was leading me

library. 'Look Mama, I have a friend," I said to her.

For a very long time, Monica was my only friend. I was fine in the cl

The work was challenging, not hard, and there was always something interesting

a project you could make up for class. Monica and I both loved science, as it

She and I both wanted to be doctors-not such a popular thing for 11 year old gir

want in the 1960’s. But we were so weird, no one was surprised.
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I was surprised at the number of kids in my class who were Jewish. It might

never have come up if it weren't for the fact that several of them were being confirmed

or bar mitzvahed. I had heard of confirmation; I'd been confirmed the previous year.

But the solemn ceremony of the Bar Mitzvah was new to me. Monica wasn't going to be

Bas Mitzvah or confirmed, but she was Jewish too. I learned a lot that year about the

High Holy Days and Jewish food (which it turned out my father knew all about from his

abortive attempts at restaurants). I learned about dreidels and Purim (which I loved

because it involved one of my favorite characters from the Bible, Esther), and Yom

Kippur. I could appreciate the idea of having one day a year to confess every bad

thing you'd done, as opposed to doing it continuously every Saturday afternoon, as

Catholic kids did.

I also learned Jesus was a Jew. I cannot account for how it was that I missed that

minor detail, but I did. When Monica pointed out the logic of it—how he had to be a Jew

or they would never have called him rabbi in certain parts of the New Testament—I was

stunned. Monica and I were constantly having great debates over religion. We were

much more preoccupied with it than with race. For a while, I kept trying to baptize her;

I would wet my hands in the water fountain and chase her around the playground,

reciting the words from the Baltimore Catechism: "I baptizp ynn in tho namp of the

Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost."

But after going to my classmates' Bar Mitzvahs and seeing the solemnity and

beauty of the ceremony (and looking at the astounding gifts they received afterward)

and after long religious discussions with Monica, I decided that I should be Jewish too.

My parents had a fit. My father said: "What, being black isn't trouble enough; you want
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to be a Jew too?' I realize now that my desire had more to do with wanting to be like

my best friend, with wanting to belong, than it did with any kind of conversion

experience. But it took a particular incident to make it clear to me just how much I didn't

belong.

It was the afternoon I went to play with Susie Levitt after school. She had asked

me over to play earlier in the week Because I was under strict orders to come home

directly from school, going to her house required special dispensation from my

parents, since I'd get home after dark. But Mama and Daddy seemed glad for once that

I was making friends, and they'd agreed to let me go.

I knew the way to her house from the address; I passed within a block where she

lived each morning. I took the bus as usual and got off a bit earlier than I usually did,

walking around the comer onto a street of immaculate brownstones. When I reached

her address, a narrow, five story house, I climbed the stairs and was momentarily

confused. I couldn't figure out which apartment was hers; there was only one bell, with

no message about how many rings would signal her. I took a chance and rang the bell

once, figuring someone would direct me to where she lived.

A white woman in a uniform answered the door. When I told her I had come to

see Susie, she opened the door wider and let me inside. I looked around for the

mailboxes in the vestibule; there were none. I walked into the front room as Susie came

downstairs. Something unthinkable dawned on me as we said hello; there were no

apartments. The whole house was hers to live in. Susie asked if I wanted to see the

house. I did. She took me through the parlor to the formal dining room and into the

kitchen, where a black woman about my mother's age had her back to us. Susie asked 
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me if I wanted a snack; I said no. The woman turned and smiled slightly at me and said

hello. I said hello softly, then followed Susie out and upstairs. On the next level,

another woman in uniform was ironing clothes as we passed. We walked up and up the

elegant spiral staircase until we reached the top floor, and Susan opened a door into

what looked to me like Paradise.

In the life of every young girl, there is one fantasy. Some girls want the most

beautifully dressed, life-size doll. Others dream of a shining prince to take them away

one day to live as his wise and beautiful queen. My fantasy was small: one day, I would

have my own room. I had never even given any thought to what would be in the room; I

just knew that one day I would have a room that no one was in but me. Susie already

had such a room, but she had more. The room contained the decor of a little girl's

dreams. Everything in it was white and gold: the dresser, the mirror frame, the vanity

and most of all, the four-poster canopy bed. The white curtains floated across the top,

sheltering the bed like clouds.

I wanted to know where her brothers and sister slept. She cheerfully showed me

her siblings' rooms—none the rooms of my fantasies, but each separate and apart. I

don't remember what we did that afternoon. I only remember feeling numb and vague.

All the way home I replayed the scenes at her house. By the time I got to 47th St. to

take the bus home, the contrast was evident. The noise of the train, the smells of

barbecue from the shack across the street, the sporadic blare of Motown in the record

shop as customers checked to be sure the 45 they wanted was the right one, the

strolling people in late afternoon, all dark like me, all different from the world I'd left

only 45 minutes earlier. I was different too.
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I walked home from the bus stop, back down Ellis Avenue, past the tansy

growing in the cat lady's yard, past the blackberry tree, past Denise Young's fence. I

turned on 45th St., past the wisps of morning glory vines and pods filled with next

spring's seeds, across the alley to knock on the back door. Mama let me in and asked

me if I had a good time. I said I did; what else could I say, when anything else would

have worried her? Daddy wasn't home yet. I walked through to the front room and put
\

down my school things, hung up my coat. My sister and brothers were playing, Mama

was cooking. I walked back to the bathroom, painted a year earlier a brilliant emerald

green enamel that emphasized the cracking walls beneath the paint. I shut the latch

-tight before I sat down on the toilet and started to cry.

Being black was not the worst of it; I realized that afternoon that I was poor, too. I

would not have my own room, or a white and gold canopy bed. Suddenly it was

clear—the way my blue skirts and white blouses looked and felt so different from the

other girls. The soft wool they wore did not come from Sears or Goldblatt's, but from

Marshall Fields' or from Saks Fifth Avenue. My blouses were not cotton, they were 100

percent drip-dry polyester. I didn't have penny loafers or Bass Weejuns. I had shoes

from the two for $5 store. I knew the facts of all these things long before I had joined

with my mother in planning around them. But this was the day I felt it—how different,

how really different I was.

When I was cried out, I wiped my face over and over with cold water until 1 c. uld

pass for normal. Fortunately, no one had paid much attention to how long I had been in

the bathroom. They assumed I had started reading something and lost track of time, as I

always did. They were wrong this time. Something in me had broken somehow, but I 
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was determined that they wouldn't know. For them to know, it seemed to me, would

mean they would feel bad. And I didn't want Mama or Daddy or anybody to feel bad.

We couldn't help being poor. It wasn't anybody's fault. And if I hadn't started going to

that school, I probably wouldn't even have known. But it was too late for me; I knew

now. And in the months that followed, except with a couple of people like Monica, I

grew more silent and unhappy in my awareness. I know the feeling now for what it was.

I was ashamed.
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Chapter Four

I didn't plan to become a thief but I became one just the same. One moment I was

lingering in the girls' locker room, amazed at the way my classmates ran around naked

and embarrassed at the idea ±st anyone would see my pudgy body. The next moment,

everyone was gone and ’ had sipped into my gym suit without an audience. As I

walked toward the stairway to join my class, I passed an open locker that held

someone’s Coach bag. I locked into the locker and reached in to touch the smooth

leather. It was open, and lined the flap to look inside. There were two twenty dollar

bills there.

Just like that, I took one of the twenties, folded it carefully into a rectangle, then

inserted it deep into my sock so that I could feel its sharp edges against my foot. I joined

the others upstairs, running and jumping as awkwardly as ever, but with a cynical secret.

I wondered with guilty pleasure whether the owner of the Coach bag would miss the

money right away or whether she would only notice after school when she went

shopping. Then I wondered what I would do with the money. Maybe I would buy lip

gloss with it. Or candy to pass around at school like the other kids. I had to decide what

to buy and where to put it. There was no way to take the money home, because I would

never be able to explain where it came from. I wished I could say I had won a contest,

or found it on the street. But Mama wouldn't believe that for a second.

When gym class was over, I hid in a bathroom stall while removing the sock

containing the stolen money. All around me I could hear the high-pitched chatter of girls, 
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talking about their parents, about the coming weekend, about dannp^ at the Fortnightly,

about new shoes. I came out of the stall, still in my blue gym suit, while the other girls sat

nonchalantly in their training bras and panties-or nothing at all. I opened my locker with

my open hand, while easing my closed fist with the money into my own worn vinyl bag,

an acquisition from Goodwill. Once I had placed it safely there, I proceeded to change

my clothes, hiding as much as I could behind the locker door so that no one could see

the girl's undershirt I still wore.

There was no immediate outcry from the victim of my folly; I don't know when she

noticed the money was gone. I only know that the next day, the missing money was the

talk of the lower school. I tried to act as though I had no interest in the news; in fact, I

listened for every theory about the thief. It didn't take long for my name to come up.

After all, who else would steal money? Who else would need to? The theorists were

right about me, and it hurt to find myself living out a stereotype. I was doing just what

white people always said black people do whenever we got the chance—steal, cheat, lie.

I knew it, but I couldn't stop it. There was something about the feel of money in my

pocket, a soothing sense of being protected I refused to give up. For a moment, I was

like the rest of them.

There was a candy store on Belden where everyone bought treats. I'd been

there before, with the 50 cents a day my mother put together for me so I could buy milk,

or something else to drink for lunch. This time, I entered not with change, but with

folding money, dollar bills, even a five. I bought candy enough to share, though I

couldn't share any with my sister and brothers, for my mother would have wondered

where all the candy came from, and lying to her would have made it worse. After school,
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I wandered down Clark Street toward the drug stores that sold cosmetics. I craved lip

gloss, the Yardley Slickers that the other girls had tucked in the pockets of their sweaters

or in their small purses, clear gloss with a waxy perfumed aroma that I always associated

with school itself. I paid for the white tube with red and blue bands, thinking to myself

how wonderful and cool the tube felt, reveling in the smell.

It was the start of a pattern; I would steal money from carelessly left purses, hoard

it for a time to buy small items for myself, then steal more when the money was gone. I

felt guilty, angry, exhilarated and placated all at once. My classmates, who had never

exactly opened their arms to me, froze me out nearly completely. If Monica suspected

me, she never said a word. But the school was on to me; I knew they were poised for

me to make a mistake. One morning during recess, I was sitting inside the classroom. I

almost always stayed inside reading; few people other than Monica talked to me

anyway. When I looked up at some point, my eye fell on the slim, plain wallet on the top

of a desk. There was no reason to suspect anything other than more carelessness ^n my

classmates' part. They were forever leaving things lying around, with the expectation

they would still be there when they returned.

I walked over to the wallet and looked inside-a single dollar bill was there. As I

prepared to put the money in my pocket, something made me glance up. As I did, I

saw one of my classmates peering through the window of a side room, watching me

while pretending not to. He ducked his head and feigned nonchalance, but I knew

better. I walked out of the classroom with the wallet, and up the stairs toward the

principal's office. 1 turned the wallet in at the school's main office, telling one of the

secretaries in my most sincere voice that I found it, and had looked through its meager 
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contents without success to see whether there was some way to identify the owner. I

walked back to my classroom with a bitter smile. How dumb, I wondered, did they

really think I was?

On another occasion, the head of the Lower School came into the Girls' Locker

Room after we had dressed and demanded to search my locker for some money that

was missing. The request astonished me; I hadn't taken anything this particular time. So

I opened my locker, and let him look through it freely. He didn't find anything, and

looked frankly as surprised as I felt. The next day, he asked to see me. He was direct

with me: he suspected I was responsible for the thefts, but he couldn’t prove it. He

wanted them to stop—at once. I said very little, out of shame, I think. But he frightened

me when he said that, if they continued, he would have to speak to my mother. The last

thing I wanted was for anyone at home to know what was going on. Life already was

bad enough.

At home, things were the same—and yet they were not the same, because for the

first time in my life, I could feel the growing space between my days and the days of the

rest of my family. I still had a host of regulations to follow. School let out at 3:30 p.m., for

example, and shame on me if I wasn't walking in the door at 4:30 p.m.; unless I had

special permission, I had to come home directly after school to reach home before dark,

especially the early dark of a Chicago winter. But the rhythm of my days was

irrevocably different from that of the rest of my family. In a strange way, I had begun to

assume my father's habits; up before anyone else and gone all day, home long after

everyone else had arrived. And like my father, I spoke very little about the things I'd

seen. My focus was school and classes, books I might have to read. The loneliness and
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anger and shame-all tilings I could avoid as long as I was doing schoolwork—thes-'

things I kept hidden, sometimes even from myself.

Daddy had decided that Hiawatha and I needed to learn a trade, and he had

settled on our learning to type. So at age 11, when other junior high school girls were

spending Saturday mornings watching American Bandstand or Soul Train, my brother

and I were on the Cottage Grove bus to 79th St. With a transfer, we rode west on the

79th St. bus to Cortez Peters Business College. Cortez Peters was a black-owned

business school, run by a Mr. and Mrs. George Cabiness. On Saturday morning, they

taught beginning typing for young people, and my father enrolled us both, at the

princely sum of $1.50 a week for each of us.

The building was located near the newly built Dan Ryan expressway in a

neighborhood known to Chicagoans as Chatham. It was a black middle class

neighborhood, with the neatly trimmed lawns and small bungalow houses common to

the city's civil servants and professionals. Bui it was the first such neighborhood I had

ever seen up close, except for our family's occasional Sunday drives. At Peters, my

classmates' parents worked as bus drivers or firemen, or secretaries or teachers or

nurses. They wore cute clothes that looked mostly new. They were nothing at all like

my brother and me.

Most of the time, we brought our own money to pay for class. But one Saturday

morning, Daddy told us to wait for him so he could drive us home, because he had

arrangements to make with the front office, I think He was on his way to work at one of 
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the odd jobs he always had, usually involving some kind of construction or plastering

work.

When my brother and I came out of class, Daddy was at the front desk, preparing

to pay tuition. On the low vinyl sofas around the area, several other parents and their

children sat, making out checks, chatting with each other. One small group was

discussing a fraternity dance they would attend later in the year. It was clear they were

talking about some college fraternity; perhaps they were Alphas or Qs. The names

meant nothing to me, then, except that I knew them to be part of the black middle class

life I knew of only from Jet and Ebony magazines.

I didn't like these people, sitting in the hallway, glancing over at my brother and

me as though they wanted to keep their children away from us. What made me angriest,

though, was the way they all looked at my father. He stood in his dusty and battered

work clothes, reaching into a stained pocket with his big hands and pulling out a handful

of bills, crumpled in his fist. These nicely dressed fraternity party people stared at him,

as though he were a bug.

Daddy smoothed the old bills out into some kind of order and counted them out

to the cashier, his neatly blocked hat pushed back a bit above his forehead. Still they

stared, wondering what a man like that would be doing there among them. I wanted to

hit them, and for the first time in my memory, something about my father tugged at my

heart. Perhaps it was the way they looked at him. Perhaps it was the difference in him

whenever he came into the building-his voice still strong, but tentative now, as though

unsure of his reception. He was so much more polite, and as the prim receptionist took

his money and gave him a receipt, he offered his thanks in such a formal way: 'Thank
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you ever so much," like a butler in a bad British movie. I barely knew this man, so

low-key, so deferential.

At home, he was himself again, and there was never any kindness or deference to

us in the matter of typing practice. At a teacher conference, Mrs. Cabiness reported to

our father that we continued to make too many mistakes. This was a result, she said, of

not knowing our home keys without looking at the keyboard. My father could not see

spending those handfuls of crumpled bills on teaching children who were not typing

perfectly. So he designed his own drill to train us.

Thai afternoon, Daddy sat each of us down, in turn, in the alcove outside the

bathroom where the typewriter, desk and chair were placed. He tied scarves around

our eyes like blindfolds. He would call out a letter and we were to type it. If we were

right, he called out more letters; if we were wrong, he'd slap us across the head. This

would go on for a half hour or so for each of us, every few days. It was terrifying to be

hit when you didn't know when or where the next blow was coming from. It's not as

though I typed the wrong letters deliberately, yet I always seemed to be making even

more mistakes - a product of my increasingly shattered nerves. My younger brother

was just as terrified as I was, but he seemed almost numb to the experience; while I

cried, he rarely even made a sound.

My hatred for Daddy in those moments was fiery and pure. One afternoon, just

as he had hit me for the third or fourth time, I jumped up and tore the blindfold from my

eyes and screamed at him to leave me alone. In response, he got his belt and continued

to beat me; the welts rose and I screamed until I was hoarse. When he got tired of

beating me, I shouted through my tears that one day, I would grow up and tell the world 
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about him, about the way he treated us. Daddy jeered at my rage, his anger mostly

spent. "You little heifer, you ain't doing shit!" My mother coaxed me away from him,

tried to soothe me, remind me that things wouldn't always be this way. All I knew was,

this was the way things were now: he hated me, and finally, I hated him back.

I was finally caught at school with my hands in someone's coat pocket, preparing

to extract some money that was put there to lure me. I have no memory of feeling

anything at all except terror about my parents' reaction. The school called her, and for

more than a moment, I considered not coming home at all. That night, as the three of us

convened in my father's room, Mama was so amazed and disappointed, it was nearly

impossible to look at her. Of all her children, I was the one who everyone imagined

would cause the fewest problems.

My father's reaction was even more frightening. He said nearly nothing. He did

not yell-at my mother, or at me. He did not beat either of us. He simply lay there in

bed, quietly and sadly while my mother explained to him what the school proposed. His

silent sorrow nearly undid me. For the first time, I was sorry for every dims I had ever

taken.

The school was not going to throw me out, it seemed. Instead, it was going to do

something my parents could not do: give me an allowance. Every week the school

would provide me with five dollars to supplement the carfare and fifty cents a day my

mother scraped up each morning. It was not the same as shopping at Saks, but it would

mitigate the enormous gap between the affluence of my classmates and my own

comparative destitution.
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Both the teachers and the principal were also concerned about my state of mind.

They wanted me to see the school psychologist, Miss Cassidy, each week for

counseling. This two-pronged approach, they hoped, might ease my pain enough for

me to stay in school. Perhaps they could even get to the root of what could be

bothering me.

If it hadn't been for the look on my parents' face, I might have laughed. I couldn't

begin to tell anyone what was bothering me. It was so much more than not having any

money. I was so afraid all the time, so tired of the noise and the fights and the rage, the

nightmares I had had for years and the blinding headaches I had since developed. But if

I told anyone, people might start investigating —our family, my mother, even my father.

Mama would get in trouble for keeping a roof over our heads the best way she knew

how. They might take me away-even separate all of us from each other. My family

wasn't even close to perfect, but it was all I had, and I was set on keeping it.

But I wanted to stay at Parker, and so I went to see Miss Cassidy every week. For

the most part, we talked about school, about how different I felt from the other children,

how much of an outsider I was. When it came to matters at my house, I was resolutely

silent. I said no more and no less than I needed to say to assure people that I was

cooperating. If the psychologist thought I was hiding anything, she kept it to herself

I didn't think it would help to talk to her, but it did. Home was still the same

terrifying place, but the new terrors that came with changing schools were much more

manageable. In Miss Cassidy's office, I didn’t have to pretend that everything was all

right and that my life was just like everybody else's. We both knew what a lie that was,

but talking to her made it seem a lot less like the end of the world.



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Fmal/Random House/4/8/97 111

The allowance that the school gave me allowed me the pleasures of normalcy in

small things. I could go with Monica after school to the Golden Cup for fries and a Coke,

participating in this most popular of junior high rituals just like everyone else. I even had

extra carfare to take the bus to Monica’s house after school, something I'd been invited

to do, but didn't feel I could, because I knew Mama didn't have the money to give me.

In this way, I met Monica's parents and her older sister Beth. Her father was a

psychiatrist and her mom was a teacher who quit her job to stay home with the girls.

We'd come in and Mrs. Rosenthal would greet us, make us sandwiches and ask about

our day. Monica and I would sit around and listen to music—everything from the Beatles

to James Taylor, and talk about being doctors. I didn't know what kind of doctor I

wanted to be, but Monica was clear-she wanted to be a surgeon. Of course, she'd had

more years to think about it than I did. I had noticed that about the kids at Parker. They

had ambitions that seemed set in stone, mulled over after what seemed years of thought

and study. I had ambitions too, but never with the same striking level of detail.

She and her family lived in an apartment, just as I did, but the resemblance ended

there. Their place was enormous and filled with light, with lots of books and simple

decorations and furnishings. I knew Monica was well-to-do, but I never felt the same

sense of shame or embarrassment at her house that I'd felt that day with Susie Levitt.

Her parents were gracious to me; they looked me in the eye when they talked to me,

and I came to realize they were happy that Monica had a friend.

By the end of the year, Parker seemed less frightening to me. It still wasn't a

second home to me; most of the girls still stayed in their cliques, and most of the boys

still treated me as though I had a communicable disease. But some of the girls were
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actually pleasant to me, and Monica and I had come to count on each other and our

common fascination with the science lab. By the end of seventh grade, I could almost

imagine sticking around.

My eighth grade teacher was a man named Delafield Griffith. He was tall, gaunt,

with stringy hair and protruding teeth. The other kids thought of him as a hopelessly

awkward, out of style instructor thrust upon us for the year. I learned to adore birr

Unlike Mrs. Reid, whose demeanor toward me was one of benign friendliness, Mr.

Griffith really liked me—and it showed.

I had always had teachers who were interested in my scholastic abilities,

especially at St. Ambrose. But Mr. Griffith's attitude toward me was completely different.

He was always mildly sarcastic when he talked to us, but he spoke to me with utter

straightforwardness, and always with a warm look in his eyes. As he taught us about

China, he answered my questions about the Ming Dynasty with unfailing respect, even

telling me about other books I could read if I wanted to. Of course I read them, which

only increased my classmates' exasperation, but I didn't care. It was enough to see the

slight smile on his face when I wanted to talk about something I'd read, the way he

listened to my theory about something even if I was wrong. I was still pretty quiet with

most other people at the school, but in class with Mr. Griffith, I was vocal, energized,

animated. He was my first real crush

It's not hard to understand why. Mr. Griffith was as different from my father as he

could be. He was kind. He never, once , yelled at me. He always paid attention to me.

And he was the first man I ever knew who praised me. I can remember it so clearly. I 
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was talking to Mr. Griffith in the lunchroom; we were sitting by the windows feeing the

courtyard. The sun was everywhere, and even though it was early in the school year, it

definitely felt like spring.

He asked me how I liked school, and which subjects I liked best. I confessed to

loving reading, of course, and told him how whenever I read, all the people came into

life inside my head. 'It's like having a movie screen inside my forehead," I told him. And

then he looked at me, straight into my eyes.

'Do you know you're the kind of student that a teacher waits his whole life to

teach?" He said other things that were meant to encourage me; he knew what a struggle

it was for me to fit in with most of the other kids. But I can't remember anything else he

said, except those words and the look on his fece as he said them. Nothing could have

induced me to leave Parker after that; nothing my classmates could say would matter

again. Mr. Griffith saw me, knew me for who I was and who I might be. It was enough.

Part of the eighth grade curriculum at Parker was the study of slavery and the

Civil War; part of that study was reading "Huckleberry Finn." The entire class was

sensitive to the references about Nigger Jim, but as long as Mr. Griffith was there, I

didn't feel particularly weird or self-conscious. I'm not sure that my classmates weren't

uncomfortable, though. I could tell they were worried about me, what I would say or do.

A couple would sneak little looks over at me, as though I were about to blow up. They

could have saved their energy; I wasn't so angry about white people during slavery as I

was angry about white people here and now.
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At one point during our Civil War studies, we went to see "Gone With the Wind." I

cringed through nearly the entire movie. As we were walking out, one of the meaner

boys in the class asked me if I'd imagined being a slave. I told him I had imagined I was

Scarlett O'Hara Whatever had made me say that, I wondered? When I watched

cowboy movies, I rooted for the Indians-after all, they'd gotten here first. Yet I

understood Scarlett O'Hara a part of me knew and identified with her. When she pulled

those drapes down from the wall to make a gown, she was no different than my mother.

When she stood in that barren field and swore that she'd never be hungry again, I made

that vow with her. Yet she enraged me throughout the rest of the movie. At the point she

slapped Prissy, I wanted to reach through the screen and murder her.

I wasn't good at subtleties of feeling in those days, and I'm not sure where my

conflicted imagination would have taken me if I had not read another of Mr. Griffith's

suggestions: Jubilee, by Margaret Walker. I knew slavery was desperately unfair; I

knew that it was the institution responsible for my being a little black girl in Chicago and

not Lagos (or some other city, to be forever unknown to me). But it was from reading

Jubilee that I learned exactly why black people like my father believed nothing white

people said or did, no matter what they promised to the contrary. In one of the book's

most striking scenes, a character reveals a back so scarred it looked like the trunk of a

tree. I knew the red, sore welts that leather belts made from all the times my father hit

me. So how could someone go on beating you that long?

I read that book and walked around with it, thinking to myself for a long time.

One day, after class, I lingered to talk to Mr. Griffith. There wasn't a lot to say. I just

wanted to ask him something.
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'Was it really like this?' I asked him. "The way they treated black people?" I

knew it was bad, but these were the first details Fd ever really absorbed. Mr. Griffith

said it was really like that for black people. That left me with a single question that made

my throat ache with the asking.

"Why did white people do this?" I asked him. He knew what I meant; not the here

and now, but the ugly start of it. Not the sociopolitical reasons, or the economic rationale

that slaveowners had perfected to make it all right, but the thing in their hearts that made

them link our common histories forever. Mr. Griffith was the first white person I knew to

ask, and when I did, he looked so sad. He put one arm lightly across my shoulder and

walked with me out of the classroom.

"I don’t know why," he told me. "I don't know why anyone would do it.”

By now, I had spent almost two years on the Singes of white America—at least this

part of white America-and I was not impressed with what I saw. It was bad enough that

my classmates were cliquish and often mean-not just to me, but to anyone who wasn't

like them. I knew my being black didn't help me get along with them, but it wasn't the

only source of their disdain for me; I was just too weird in other ways.

But what did amaze me was their near complete indifference to what was going

on between black people and white people in America. They were conversant with the

growing opposition to US. involvement in Vietnam; in fact, that seemed to be the central

theme of their political awareness. It wasn't that I was unaware of Vietnam; my father

spent as much time watching Meet The Press as he always had, calling McNamara a

lying sumbitch. But there were so many things happening in this country that seemed
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all of the experiences of my playground years. All through elementary school, I had

tried to obey the nuns and their discouragement of fighting. I routinely watched

enough fighting at home to loathe it. I was too afraid of being hurt by a bigger child to

be any good at fighting to defend myself And yet, in a situation in which it was

necessary for me to defend someone else (my brother, my best friend) I routinely

found in myself the will to get past being afraid and fight for real, and win.

I learned to love the feeling that people who once thought of me as a target

now thought of me as someone to leave alone. In one case, I had even become friends

with a girl in the fifth grade who lived to pick on me—until my whole family helper _re

beat her up. So far as I could tell, the same principle applied. If white people thought

they were about to get hurt, they might change their minds about black people

because they had no choice. Maybe we ought to smile and pray a little less, and

demand a lot more.

It was spring break at my school in April of 1968; it was a Friday night, and my

father was in the hospital across town. My mother had gone to visit him, and I was in

charge of making dinner and keeping an eye on my brothers and sister. I was shaping

hamburger into patties and watching television when the newscasters interrupted the

program to say that Dr. Eng had been shot.

I put down the hamburgers and cried. I looked out the window to assess the

reaction of my neighbors, but the streets were eerily quiet. The phone rang; it was

Mama calling from the hospital to find out how we were. I told her to turn on the news; it

was clear she'd been in transit and didn't know.

There were riots in Chicago, but we only saw them on television. I found out later 
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that angry mobs had roamed up and down 47th Street, burning a car dealership and

breaking windows in several stores. A couple of classmates called, and at least one of

them wanted to know whether we were safe, and did we want to come and stay with

them? I wanted very much to go; I wasn't the least bit afraid, but the idea of spending a

couple of days in relative luxury was wonderful. My mother, with great anger, told me

to say no thanks. 'You don't need to be with white folks, you need to be at home." It

was clear she wasn't in the mood to be bothered with white people, even white people

we knew.

By the time I got back to school from spring break, the students and staff were

saddened by Dr. King's murder, but not especially burdened by it, the way everyone

seemed at home. My classmates were a lot more preoccupied with the coming

festivities around an annual school event: County Fair.

County Fair was a tradition as old as the school itself, part fund raiser, part

communal celebration. Each class had its own project; for the eighth grade, it was a play

to be performed for the other classes, under the watchful and adoring eyes of parents.

There were two performances, with a complete cast from each class, chosen by the staff

and faculty; anticipation was fierce.

That spring, the play would be "Alice in Wonderland," with a script taken directly

from the Disney movie (without the singing) and directed with the help of the school's

drama department. On the day of the casting announcements, we were all milling

around the classroom. I was not really paying attention to the event, since I figured I

would be relegated to some marginal role as an extra. So when Mr. Griffith returned to
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the classroom, I was amazed to discover I had been cast as the lead.

Nor was I was alone in my amazement. I heard mumbling that it should be my

classmate, Lhotze, whose blonde hair and blue eyes were the precise image of Alice in

Wonderland in every book I'd ever seen. I didn't disagree; it had never occurred to me

that I could be Alice. One member of the class said I would have to wear a blonde wig.

Mr. Griffith heard the comment, and spoke up very calmly. 'No, she won't. She'll be

herself."

I took home the story of Alice from the school library to read again. It had never

been one of my favorite stories, but now I had important reasons to study it. I could still

barely believe that the teachers would choose me. I was excited and terrified. This

wasn't like real school where you studied and did your homework and got your grades.

This was a public performance I didn't want to stand up in front of all those people and

be Alice in Wonderland I didn't want everyone to look at me. I didn't want to be

terrible, or forget my lines, or fall off the stage. But I didn't want to disappoint Mr.

Griffith, who seemed perfectly nonchalant about my being Alice, and told me he thought

I would be very good at the part.

Mama was excited about it, too. We wondered what to do about a costume, as I

explained to V~= about the blue dress and the white pinafore Alice wore in all the

picmre books. That's when I remembered that the storybook I had was illustrated, and I

opened it for Mama to the page where Alice sat on a mushroom.

"Oh, that girl's get on a plain blue dress. You got a dress like that in the closet,”

Mama said.

"But that's a flowered dress, Mama"
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"Girl, bring me that dress here," she said.

When I got it and held it up, it was the same style of dress that Alice wore in the

illustration. That weekend, Mama went to Woolworth and bought a few yards of plain

cotton in a royal blue just like the dress in the picture, and she bought a yard of white

cotton for the pinafore. She ripped the seams loose from the other dress and used it as a

pattern for the costume. As for the pinafore, she looked at the picture for a few days,

figuring out in her head how she would make it. Then she borrowed a neighbor's

scissors that made zig-zags when she cut with them. The old pedal sewing machine was

broken, so Mama had to sew the whole thing by hand. In two weeks, I had my costume;

for once, it was exactly the right thing to wear.

Rehearsals were terrible, though. There was so much anger among some of the

girls that I had been picked to be Alice. No one ever knew why anyone got picked, but

everyone said it was because I was the teacher's pet. Already fairly quiet, I was nearly

completely withdrawn as the days went by. Monica still talked to me, of course, but

other people were not nearly so friendly. At one particularly bad rehearsal, I heard a

couple of the boys joking about me, calling me the Black Plague. That finally did it for

me; I burst into tears and ran out into the hallway, and smack into one of the older girls,

someone from the high school upstairs who was taking something to the auditorium. She

had long brown hair and knee socks; to this day, I can't remember her name. She saw

my tears and asked me what was wrong. I told her, and she put her aims around me.

"Let's walk back," she said. 'You can't quit the play." She walked me back into the
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-------- th? to dry my tears, reminding mo that they were teasing me just to

—=>= i—a. —~pont got through to me; I didn't want them to think I was afraid of

-r of play. I WAS afraid of doing the play, but that was beside the point.

Zbev d never bear that from me. No one ever called me Black Plague again, but they

men texacfly welcome me either. But by now I had too much invested in it. Mama

•arrr-id be cnnring Mr. Griffith would be there.

On the day of County Fair, I felt nearly paralyzed Backstage, 1 took my place on a

hpnpath a spotlight. In the opening scene, I would twirl around and around as

the szctlicht blinked: the idea was to create the effect of falling down a rabbit hole and

into another world. I wanted to hide, or run, or disappear. I couldn't remember

anything I'd learned, or where to stand or what to do. I remember thinking that at least

my costume was wonderful, even the other kids had admitted that. The auditorium grew

quiet as the lights dimmed; our director wished us luck I remember the blinking of the

'rights as we began.

Suddenly, it was over. The lights were up, and the audience was applauding. I

stepped forward to take a bow, and the applause got louder. I looked around at the rest

of the cast, and they were applauding too, and smiling. As the curtain came down felt

giddy, a little silly and strange. It was my first experience with public adoration. I

walked out the stage door into the school gallery to find my mother amid the crowd. I

ran over to her and hugged her, and parents began talking to her and to me about how

good I was; I could hear the murmurs all around me. The cast was gathering near me to

find their own parents, and the group grew larger. In the middle of all the excitement

came Mr. Griffith, bearing an enormous smile and a bouquet of flowers.
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He swooped down amid my new admirers, leaned over to me and kissed my

cheek. As he handed me the flowers he said, "Congratulations. It's traditional for a

leading lady to get a bouquet. You were wonderful." I couldn't decide what was more

incredible: that Mr. Griffith had actually kissed me on the cheek, or that he had given

me the first flowers of my life. Everyone smiled at me all day long; all day long, I smiled

back. It was an absolutely wonderful day.

The days after County Fair kept on being wonderful. Girls who didn't really talk to

me before suddenly did. Boys in the class who used to tease me just stopped it. A few

of them even said hi in the halls. When I sat down in the lunchroom with my wrinkled

paper bag, now other people came to join me. I didn't really understand what had made

everything different, but for once, I didn't ask myself about it.

I was sitting with my mother one night many years later, during one of my visits

home, when I remembered those last weeks in Mr. Griffith's class, and my mother

nodded. "Mr. Griffith said that would happen after the play," she told me. When I asked

her what she meant, my closed-mouth mother revealed that all my happiness had been

part of a plan. She had known before I did that they would choose me as the lead in the

play.

"The school called to talk to me about it," she said. "Mr. Griffith said you never

talked to anybody except Monica, and that the kids wouldn’t talk to you. He told me he

wanted those kids to see who you really were. He told me, "They don't know what kind

of person she is, but they will.'
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Mr. Griffith did a lot more than show them what kind of person I was. He showed

me what kind of person I was. Until then, I had remained ashamed of who I was. I knew I

shouldn't be, I knew I didn't want to be. But I was ashamed, and all I could do was turn it

into anger and silence, except in the classroom. Mr. Griffith helped me find my voice,

glimpse my real self without shame. Doing that play in spite of how everyone felt about

me, gradually winning them over, gave me a sense of confidence. I learned, too, th'' I

was good on the stage-not Sarah Bernhardt, but credible—and that gave me confidence

too. The entire experience made me wonder what else I might be good at, and eager to

find out.
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Chapter Five

We were graduating from the eighth grade and Parker, being a progressive

school, helped us celebrate in a slightly different way. There would be no ceremony,

but there would be a class trip: an overnight excursion to Hannibal, Missouri, where

we could explore the backdrop of the Mark Twain we had been reading all year long.

But I was excited because it would be my first trip to a hotel. And I was excited because

I had just turned 13; I was a teenager at last, and could almost taste the four years left in

my confinement Four years from this moment in early June, I would be graduating from

high school, leaving home to go to college, never coming back I had only a little longer

to tolerate my father’s rage and distaste for me. Freedom was coming.

While I waited, I was working on my father to allow me to forego summer school

this year for a possible chance to work on the burgeoning presidential campaign of

Robert F. Kennedy. Most of my classmates supported Eugene McCarthy's campaign.

Some of them were going to work as gofers in his campaign. McCarthy was all right; he

opposed the Vietnam War, as did most of us in those days. But in our house, as in many

black households, the Kennedys were revered. Bobby Kennedy had shown himself to

be an ally of black people in the preceding year or so. He talked sensibly about things

that mattered to the people I knew-a big turn around from a man who at one time had

little patience or interest in civil rights issues. But he was someone who had evinced the

possibility of change, an example of conversion. He was, as my mother would say, a

decent white man. Of course none of us could vote, but that was irrelevant. We cared,
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we wanted to act, even if we couldn’t make the final decision.

A group of us sat together on the bus, chattering about the differences in the

candidates: Monica, myself and a couple of other girls. We even talked about going to

the Democratic convention in Chicago later that summer. Monica mentioned that lots of

people would be camping in Grant Park near the convention site and maybe we could

meet and hang out there. Someone mentioned the idea of becoming pages, and said

her father might know someone who would be able to help us. I'd gotten used to this

by now, these casual references of access to people and places that would otherwise be

closed to me.

I was beginning to see what Daddy meant, about how white people paid more

attention to who you knew than what you could do. He always said that lots of white

people did business or hired people not because they were good at something, but

because they both went to the same school, or their fathers belonged to the same club. I

used to think he was just raving, but I started to get his point. I could tell my friends had

never given it a thought-that one girl's father knew someone who could arrange things

for us. I could tell they never wondered what happened to those who had no one to

"make arrangements."

I decided on our arrival that I loved hotels. The Holiday Inn had a huge bed for

each of us. There was a big bathroom with a shower in it, and something else I didn't

have at home-a color television set. I turned it on and flipped the channels for a bit,

long enough to be reminded that the California primary was that same night. After we

were all settled, the rest of the kids jumped into the pool to swim. Mrs. MacGuiness,

one of the school staff, noticed I was on the sidelines and asked me why I wasn’t with 
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them. She thought my growing acceptance by the other children had diminished, but it

was something much more mundane. I didn't have a swimsuit, and I couldn't swim. So

she took me into town and bought one for me, then she and Mr. Griffith tried to teach

me how to swim in the hotel pool. They succeeded in making me less afraid of the

water than I'd been before. By the end of the day I joined the other kids and splashed

around like a little fish, though mostly in the shallow end.

We went to bed early, in part because we were tired, in part because we had a

full schedule for the following day. I didn't have any trouble getting to sleep, but I woke

up literally in the middle of the night, something I usually did only when Daddy was on

one of his rampages. It might have been the novelty of being in a strange bed. Butthat

doesn't explain why I felt the urge to turn on the radio.

There was no music anywhere. On every channel along the dial, men were

talking in hushed, eerie voices, speaking with the urgency that accompanies a great

event. Half asleep, I couldn't tell at first what it was they were talking about. Finally, in a

top-of-the-hour recap, an announcer made the unbelievable statement that Senator

Robert F. Kennedy had been shot in the ballroom of the Ambassador Hotel by an

unknown assailant who had been captured and was now in custody; his condition was

officially unknown, but the injury was thought to be grave.

I woke up Monica, who turned on the television. We couldn't believe it. Martin

Luther King had been murdered two months before, practically to the very day. Was

the country finally just falling apart? Were we all going to die, then? What seemed like

a childish fear at eight was a chilling possibility five years later. I called the room of

another girl to tell her what happened; she was not amused to be awakened from a
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sound sleep to be told what she was convinced was a joke. I finally told her to turn on

the TV in her room, and hung up. In a few minutes, most of us were awake and milling

around in disbelief.

I don't remember much about the rest of the trip, or even the trip back home. I

do remember though, that my classmates were quite gentle and solicitous of my

feelings. More than one of them spoke with me to console me; they were quick to

remind me that he hadn't died; he was badly hurt, but he might have a chance. When I

got home, our family spent much of the evening glued to the television, monitoring

reports on Kennedy's condition. My father was blunt; he wasn't going to make it.

Daddy was right; when I woke up the next morning, my mother told me Kennedy had

died.

It seemed so unreal; another stretch of days spent watching the

incomprehensible, looking again at a much admired man lying in state, listening to

newscasters trying to explain what couldn't be explained to anyone's .satisfaction,

hearing the fear, the sorrow, the hopelessness in people's voices. It was as if someone

had sucked all the life out of everyone I knew. The hope and enthusiasm, the sense of

change and possibility-all these seemed to have been siphoned out of us in a great,

vacuuming rush. I was angry; I wanted to do something, shake someone, make people

listen and change.

At least there was the Democratic National Convention to look forward to. I

grieved because my candidate would not be there, could not directly speak to issues

that my family and I all felt were important. But the convention was drawing other

spectators and demonstrators. The Black Panther Party and Students for a Democratic
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Society, along with the Yippies, had promised to bring their protests against the war as

well as U.S. domestic policy, and dump them all into the convention's lap.

True to their word, a few members of my class planned to hang out at the

convention. They were going to camp out in Grant and Lincoln Park. On this, my

parents drew the line. Daddy especially hated crowds of all kinds; even for something

as innocuous as the annual Bud Billiken Parade, the black parade sponsored by the

Chicago Defender, my father would allow us only to stand along the parade route. We

were expressly forbidden to attend the party in Washington Park after the parade itself.

Whenever that many people got together, Daddy figured, somebody was going to get

hurt. The fact that he had always been right - someone was killed every year at the

park - never kept me from wanting to go, just as I wanted to go to the convention

center. I begged, I pleaded, I stormed, I cried. But Daddy wouldn't budge. As far as

he was concerned, I had spent too much time around those hippie white people

anyway. No child of his was sleeping on the ground in a park halfway across town, or go

marching with hippies ANYWHERE.

The following week, we watched the Chicago Police put kids' heads through the

plate glass windows at the Conrad Hilton hotel. They're beating those marchers like

they were black people, I thought to myself. I was sitting on the floor, my legs tucked

under me, closest to the television. Behind me, my father sat on the couch in his

underwear, cursing under his breath. As I turned to see his reaction, he looked at me.

"So that's where you expected me to let you go, huh?' For once, I had nothing to say.
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The convention debacle came late in the summer of 1968, but I had already spent

the summer embroiled in the adolescent search for identity that, in my case, became

enmeshed with politics. This self-examination had begun late in the school year, thanks

to a talk by two speakers invited by a group of black students in the upper grades. The

pair spoke about black cultural identity, and their immariiate focus was every blank

woman's burden: my hair.

The hair issue is a cliche now, but in 1968, there might not have been a single

more painful personal discussion involving the meaning of baing blank T had moved

up in the world from a hot comb and Dixie Peach to straight hair acquired via a host of

smelly chemicals that, if not carefully applied, could bum my scalp. This meant $30

every three months, and hours upon hours in the beauty salon on a Saturday afternoon,

something I truly disliked.

The two activists who spoke broached the previously unheard of idea that

whatever I chose to do to my hair, the idea that I chose to do anything was a statement in

itself that something was wrong with my hair as it was. My hair didn't naturally grow in

thin clumps standing out from my head on their own volition. Why did we straighten our

hair? Was I trying to be white? The lecture itself had that same, slight undercurrent-the

idea that these activists were speaking to us in a school like Parker meant that perhaps

we wanted to be white ourselves. I wasn't terribly impressed with that kind of innuendo;

I liked Parker, in spite of my rocky start there. I learned a lot, got exposed to all kinds of

books and music I might never have seen. I hadn't given up liking the Supremes or

James Brown. Now, I liked the Beatles and James Taylor, too. I felt something in me
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growing broader and deeper, and I liked it.

But the question of my hair nagged at me, in part for purely practical reasons. It

annoyed me to spend hours and hours each month trying to make my hair do tricks it

could not reasonably do. And once the question had been asked, it was hard not to ask

others: why was straight hair better? What good were bleaching creams? What else

did I do just because the way I was wasn't good enough?

That spring I had been given as a graduabon/birthday present a copy of a new

anthology, "Sisterhood is Powerful." With all the excitement of the end of school, I

hadn't had time to read it. But over the summer, I read every word, committing statistics

and phrases to memory. Between its brilliant red and white covers I found page after

page of harrowing facts and grim essays about the plight of women in America. Every

page I read that summer gave voice to another set of questions about how things were

-this time, in the matter of gender. The more I read, the more I looked around me, the

more I watched my mother’s fearful deference to my father, the more sense feminism

made, too. ’Sisterhood" made a different point about the cultural obsession with the

way women looked. It was an obsession I had observed in the behavior of my male

classmates toward women whenever they saw one they viewed as worthy of their

attention.

I had never experienced any such attention personally. As one of the few black

women in the school, I had already begun to notice how asexually we were treated. The

black men in school dated white women as soon as dating seemed permissible; white

men, on the other hand, acted as though black women didn't really exist. It might have

bothered me more if it weren't for my father: regardless of race, Daddy wasn't letting
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me go anywhere, with anybody. So the length and texture of my hair, no matter what I

decided, would affect only me.

But I wanted to be affected. I had come to believe that how you looked made a

statement about who you were, not completely accurate, perhaps, but certainly in broad

strokes. I realized that there were certain things I wanted people to know about me, just

by looking. If I wore my hair naturally, people might know I was a black woman who

loved her hair as she was bom with it. If I wore jeans and loafers with my blue and white

blouses, then people might know I valued freedom and ease of movement rather than

sexual attractiveness. Most importantly, these seemingly minor decisions made a

difference to me: they were a sign that I knew what I believed, and I was willing to act

on it.

I had expected opposition from my parents on both fronts. They were the kind of

people who still wouldn't let me get my ears pierced because that was something "fast"

girls did. I was surprised, though, espedally by my father. Daddy wasn't wild about the

no dresses and skirts stance. But he completely understood my desire to make a

political statement about blackness by cutting my hair.

I went to the hairdresser one late August afternoon and told her to cut off every

inch of my permed hair. I had let the chemically altered part "grow out" so I won' not

be completely bald by the time school started. What was left was a thin covering of curly

black hair, through which you could see the skin on my head. It was a brusque,

no-apologies, no-frills look, one that matched my no-apologies, no-frills state of mind.

On the first day of my freshman year, we gathered again in the front hall. My

classmates were amazed by my newly cropped hair. At least one of them asked what a 
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dozen or so probably wanted to know: "You haven't become one of those militants,

have you?"

I guess to them, I had. But I preferred to think of myself as gaining consciousness.

Virtually no one was hostile at school anymore. There were many people—some

younger, some older, who liked me as I was. And in the months since the class play, I

had changed too. I had come to accept the circumstances of my life with a lot less

embarrassment. I had begun to see in myself some of the resiliency that I had relied on,

even without knowing it. And I had come to identify with a larger group of people than

my classmates, or my family. I was part of a community of people of African descent; I

was part of the family of womanhood. These were larger senses of identity than I had

ever investigated before, and they felt powerful and good—much as I began to feel. Out

of that sense of power, in turn, came a corresponding interest, even fascination in the

lives and background of others.

When we all met as freshmen in Mr. Stephens’ homeroom on the first day of the

new year, I could see there were lots of new faces. Now that I felt more at home, and

because I remembered the bitterness of my first day there, I was determined that I

would greet all the new kids at least once. It wouldn't take long to figure out who might

become a friend, and who might not. The two people I remember best were Mary

Yoshimura, a Japanese-American girl, and Leeber Cohen, a conservative Jew whose

father was a rabbi at one of Chicago's oldest synagogues. Yoshi and I liked each other

right away, and I spent as much time with her as I did anyone, even Monica. As we got
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to know each other, I learned that her parents had been interred in a California camp

during the war and her three oldest siblings had been bom there. Yoshi didn’t know

many details of the experience; her parents, like many survivors of the internment

camps, spoke very little about what had happened to them. But from what she told me. I

got my first direct experience with people who weren't black, but who’d still been

treated unfairly by the American government

Leeber was slightly shy, a little awkward -and very, very smart He dreamed of

becoming a surgeon, too, like Monica, only he went so far as to play with rubber hands,

manipulating them endlessly with his fingers in order to improve the dexterity he would

eventually need. I developed what was clearly a crush on Leeber, but he had eyes only

for Mary, who thought of him as just a good friend As a result of all this unfulfilled

longing, we tended to travel in a pack, eventually using our free time to roam around the

neighborhood.

Every high school student had a faculty advisor, assigned at the end of eighth

grade, a teacher whose job it was to keep an eye on you until you were safely

graduated. Monica and I were both assigned to Marie Stone, the head of the school's

English department and, for most of the students, one of the most intimidating presences

at Parker. She was tall and thin, with rapid-fire speech and a precise mind. Our

classmates, having been assigned more relatively benign advisors, felt pity for us. But

Mrs. Stone became one of our staunchest allies during high school. For both of us, she

was part goad, part cheerleader. We were young women with minds, she told us, and

she expected us to use them.

Freshman year brought a wealth of choices in curriculum at Parker, all offered in 
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more depth than in the lower school. I was more than ready to do as Mrs. Stone had

cautioned me. But I wanted other things as well. My summer reading had made me

suddenly, acutely conscious of what we were learning in school—and what we weren't

learning. I wondered out loud after an early English class, why we were only reading

books by white people. I didn't object to reading them, I just wanted us to read other

things, too. This was not a controversial observation at Parker. Its motto: "A school

should be a model home, a complete community, an embryonic democracy" was taken

quite seriously by everyone. So it wasn't unusual to question your teachers, or the

principal, for that matter, and there was an open door policy that allowed for a decent

amount of give and take. My teacher wasn’t prepared to change the entire curriculum,

but she was prepared to allow me to do some extra credit work on a writer of my

choosing. I chose Lorraine Hansbeny, because of my budding interest in drama and

because she was from Chicago too. Looking back, all of the class should have had to

read Hansberry, not just me. But by my junior year, the English class reading list was

astonishing in its variety-Chaim Potok and James Baldwin, N. Scott Momaday and

Sherwood Anderson in the first semester alone.

It was experiences like these that reinforced my growing belief that 1 might

actually learn to say the things I was thinking and not be shunned for my trouble. I began

to believe it was possible to negotiate a way of belonging in this largely white, culturally

very different world without abandoning the rest of my real life. For seven hours a day, I

was the Rosemary who could hang out by the comer lockers between classes with a

group that looked like the United Nations, griping about student government and

arguing about local politics. For the remainder of the time, I was a young black woman
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who could feel herself growing farther away from Berkeley Avenue, but who still longed

for it the way every child longs for home. My family could sense the changes in me,

and yet they still saw me as Ro. It was more comfort than I could say.

I discovered, too, that one path to acceptance was to be really good at

sampthing. I knew how to do things-or how to bluff until I figured them out. So I joined

student government committees, and got involved in class projects. It was a way to

prove myself, and a way to get out of my house; any late nights were permissible, so

long as I was working on "school stuff."

My father was always pleased to see me immersed in schoolwork, so the

growing stack of books I brought home every night delighted him. At the same time, he

had doubts about the wisdom of exposing me too much to white sensibilities that he felt

might one day hurt me. It incensed him to hear me come home from school and talk

about "my friends," since I finally believed that some of the kids were my friends.

"Girl, you better quit letting these white people fool you, ” Daddy warned me

over and over, propped up on pillows in his bed, the floor covered with the day's

newspapers. "Those same kids call you nigger when you get home."

"Things aren’t like that anymore," I told my father. "The world is going to be

differant when we all grow up. Everybody's going to talk to everyone, and understand

everyone. People are going to accept each other for who they are, and everybody's

going to love everybody."

Daddy lit another cigarette and grunted, "You don't know white people like I do.

They don't love nobody but themselves. You keep living and see what I say."

I didn't agree with Daddy about most tilings, and I didn’t agree with him about 
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this, either. I already knew white people who thought being black was a cool thing to

be, not embarrassing, or a disaster. It seemed obvious to me that if black people like

me were willing to risk being ourselves among whites, retaining our culture and our

slang and our worldview, and accepting them as they were, then whites should be

willing to embrace the reality of who we were without trying to make us into something

else. I learned this most clearly in my sophomore year.

Our homeroom teacher was Mr. O'Neill, who had a charming Irish accent, a

salt-and-pepper beard, a cheerful disposition and an open mind. It was Mr. O'Neill's

agreement to a class request that we be allowed to paint a gigantic sun on the front wall

of our homeroom that caused my father to refer to Parker as "that hippie school" Mr.

O’Neill’s sense of fun endeared him to my mother.and the two of them became great

pals from their first parent-teacher conference.

In keeping with my commitment to get involved in things, I had chosen to run as

head of the sophomore class project, which was Christmas Decorating-another Parker

tradition. The idea was to plan a theme and decorate the entire school grounds for the

holidays, including the painting of the school windows. I decided to create "A Black

Christmas," which meant that major figures in the decorating scenes would be black

people. For three years, I had looked at the glorious decorations in every school

window-all blonde and/or blue-eyed. I thought it might be a good idea to expand our

notions of what Christmas could look like. I made sure to include Hanukkah windows,

too, since a lot of my friends didn't celebrate Christmas. I had even solved the problem
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of how to get the appropriate skin colors: Glass Wax, plus food coloring, made an

excellent, easily removable paint for the windows themselves. I mixed colors for days

before the presentations.

I didn't realize I would set the entire class to arguing about the appropriateness

of such a plan. The class discussed the proposals in the lunchroom, on the playground,

in the courtyard, everywhere, for days. It's the kind of situation that, had it occurred

today, would have become a battleground. But all 53 members of the class talked about

the differing projects with passion, but also with great civility and attentiveness. When

the votes were counted, they found that the class was tied. The vote counters casual,

asked our class president, ineligible to participate in the balloting, whom he would hav"

voted for if he were eligible to vote. He said he liked my project best, that it was well

organized, plus it was different from what the school always did.

And that is how I won -through the tiebreaking vote cast by the class president.

Sophomores and volunteer parents filled the halls on that wintry night when we all

decorated the school for the holidays. There was cider and donuts and music while we

worked into the night, though I could not draw and had to settle for mixing colors and

running up and down the halls.

While we were waiting for Mr. O'Neill to give us a ride to the subway station, I

walked across Clark Street in the frosty night to look at the front of the school The lights

were still on, and a few stray students and parents were walking through the gallery. But

the glass and brick building had been transformed for the holidays. There were Glass

Wax murals everywhere: a black Jesus, a glowing menorah painted in the window; a

multiracial heavenly host. It was different and real and very beautiful. This is the world I 
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want, I thought to myself. This is what life should be like all the time.

It was harder for my friends to understand the other extracurricular activities I

took part in, especially the fledgling Black Student Union. Many of the kids I worked

with in other capacities felt left out. there wasn’t much I could do about that; they were

left out, to some degree. I had no language to explain my hunger for a connection to the

culture which grounded the majority of my life. I needed the affirmation and the

familiarity of other black students, the in-jokes that black people almost always tell one

another and that always require explanation when you tell them to someone else. I

needed to see them and be with them, scattered as we were all over the school, as much

as the football teams needed to scrimmage or the chess club needed to play. We

needed to work together toward making ourselves more clearly understood by white

people who believed in civil rights, but were mystified by the new claims of black

beauty and cultural pride that were so alive in black communities in those years. To

bridge the gulf, we created programming for the Morning Exercise, the daily 45

minute assembly in which all the school got a chance to see and hear events about the

issues of the day. We showed films, invited speakers, facilitated dialogues in which

students and teachers could talk about these issues with us.

I did the same kinds of work with a women's consciousness raising group in the

high school. Just as black students found they needed the respite of speaking without

having to explain every single nuance, young women at the school wanted a similar

sense of shared experience. In many ways, the consciousness raising group, and the

creation of a women's week of programming for Morning Ex (in which we discussed

issues of feminism with a not always sympathetic audience) was a lot harder to do. I was
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attempting to give flesh to all me issues I had become preoccupied with, issues that had

everything to do with my own life.

Lots of teachers at Parker had me reputation of being demanding, even difficult.

But my social studies teacher, Mrs. Moulton, stood alone. Mrs. Moulton was in charge of

teaching me school's required American history class to juniors. She was that most rare

variety of Parker faculty-a disciplinarian. Class began promptly when the bell rang, but

it didn’t end until she had walked to me door and opened it—bell or no bell. Woe unto

me eager student who leapt to his or her feet before her hand turned mat doorknob.

But mat was hardly enough to secure her reputation as me toughest teacher in

school. She assigned voluminous reading, and asked complicated questions about me

materials, many of which were assembled from primary history sources. I loved hi story

and reading, so I wasn’t particularly intimidated by her first assignment, a one-page

paper about some aspect of me Revolutionary War. I read me assigned materials and

wrote what I felt was a competent response. But Mrs. Moulton's response to my work

was much less satisfying-she gave me me first C I'd received in some time. My only

consolation was mat other members of me class did worse, as she was quick to tell us at

me next class session.

Bewildered, I asked to see her in her office. She welcomed me to take a sea '

stumbled through asking her about why I'd gotten a C. Mrs. Moulton said, "Because you

did C level work, Rosemary. I know very well from me other teachers here what

you're capable of doing. Why didn't you do that in my class?”

I was thoroughly confused, and said so. I didn't study for her assignment any 
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differently than I did for any other class. That, Mrs. Moulton said, was the problem. She

asked me how I typically studied each night. I told her I went to my desk and turned on

some music, then read and took notes for a couple of hours every night.

"You have to concentrate to be successful in this class, Rosemary. You can’t study

with the radio on. And you can’t skim. If you read something and you don't understand

it, ask about it in class. If you'd read carefully, you could have gotten an A. “ .

I absorbed her little talk, given in a matter of fact, but friendly way. I think she

liked the fact that I'd actually come to her to ask about my grade; most of the other kids

were too nervous to do it. But I knew that junior year was the year that mattered most to

college admission committees. A C in this class could be a disaster for me. I resolved to

try it her way for the next few weeks.

It was an exhausting time. Reading every word of Mrs. Moulton's assignments

routinely kept me up until one or two in the moming-no fun at all if you have to get up at

6:30 a.m. And the arcane language of the revolutionary period documents made for

slow going. But after a week or two, I started to get a feel for the differing arguments

and points of view in the text. And in three weeks, when there was a pop quiz — her

version of a pop quiz was an essay question you didn’t expect— I got my A..

Now that I was less preoccupied with figuring out how to get good grades in the

class, I found myself increasingly fascinated with the history I was learning and the

documents we were reading. One of them, Thomas Jefferson's letter to John Adams

discussing Jefferson's belief in a "natural aristocracy” was the source of a running joke

all year. Those of us who consistently earned A's from Mrs. Moulton earned our titles as

part of her "natural aristocracy," and it was firn to be part of a different kind of clique for
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a change.

But as I studied, I wondered too, about all the contradictory behavior of the

Founding Fathers, about Lincoln, about Daniel Webster, about the Great Question that.

indirectly, had caused me to be here in the first place. Daddy had always placed great

faith in the documents that built America Now that I was reading them, and some of the

thinking behind them, I shared his faith-and yet, I was astonished by what seemed like

total duplicity. How could Jefferson write so stirringly about the importance of freedom,

yet own slaves himself? How could Lincoln cherish the Union so desperately, knowing

its foundation was built on the enslavement and the destruction of my ancestors?

It was only small comfort to me to know that Jefferson had been visited by second

thoughts about his complicity, and his country's complicity, in something so

fundamentally immoral as slavery. As I read the section from Letters from Virginia, when

he wrote, "I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just," I did a little

reflecting of my own. It was the spring of 1971, and I wondered whether these angry

and tumultuous were the moments that Jefferson foresaw.

At school, we were a microcosm of a new world: diverse, congenial, cooperative

and respectful of each other, if not of authority. But when I left Parker's manicured

grounds each afternoon and emerged from the subway into my other world—the world

of home and street and family, life was tense, skeptical, uncertain The Blackstone

Rangers and the Disciples still recruited quietly from our streets; The Black Panther Party

sold its newspapers elbow to elbow with the Nation of Islam's Mohammad Speaks.

The Panther brothers and sisters in their black berets , the Fruit of Islam, with

brothers in their sparkling suits and bow ties, the sisters in their flowing garments, made 
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white people afraid. I knew this now because friends told me — their safe black

friend—that the Panthers and the Nation scared them. They had reason to be afraid, I

thought, though not of marauding Panthers running through the streets of Chicago

shooting up the North side, or the Fruit of Islam dragging so-called white devils out of

their homes. The Panthers, the Nation, the dozens of other groups of black people intent

on self-determination- they shared the common intention of changing the rules of the

game. After more than 200 years, they were responding with a revolutionary fervor, a

willingness to fight for what they believed was theirs. How was it so different than

colonists deciding to declare their freedom to King George, not ask him for it. My wish

from years earlier-that civil rights people stop begging and start demanding—was

coming true.

None of these brothers and sisters spoke much of loyalty to America, only of

betrayal by America, and my problem was that, as far as I was concerned, they were

right. I was in a first-hand position to see America’s broken promises each night when I

went home. And yet, in the morning, I would begin again on the other side of Chicago,

the other side of the world, living and working and playing and studying in an

energized, multicultural world, being part of a vision of what life could be like. What I

couldn’t figure out was the trajectory-the route we would all have to take to bring the

two halves of my world together. It was a tension that would live with me long after I left

Mrs. Moulton’s class.
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Chapter Six

Everything I knew about college I knew from the movies. There was always a

scene in a 40's college film, an almost standard shot of white girls in plaid skirts and

cardigan sweaters, walking to their dorms across a broad sweep of quadrangle, some

traveling in a giggling pack, the star—June Allyson? Kathyrn Grayson?—linked with the

boy of their dreams. I could easily skip the guy. What I lusted after was that long walk

across open space, surrounded by libraries and dorm rooms and freedom. I 'd never

met anyone who'd really been to college except my teachers. This was not that unusual

in black communities-in 1960, only seven percent of black women and men were

enrolled in America's post-secondary institutions. It would be my generation that would

triple that percentage within 15 years, thanks to the desegregation of schools , the

creation of scholarship and loan programs by the federal government and by individual

schools, and by the active recruitment of black students by schools all over the U.S.

I started getting letters as soon as I took my Preliminary Scholastic Achievement

Test. The form asked if I was willing to be contacted by schools seeking minority

students. I checked the yes box without hesitation. If a school was looking for me, I

wanted them to find me. I had to go to college-anybody's college. As the catalogues

and brochures began to arrive, I made piles of application materials from colleges

based on their geography. The goal was to find a school close enough to get home for

Christmas, and far enough away so that my father couldn't just drop in on me. College

was the vision of freedom I had nurtured my entire childhood, the goal that fueled my

ability to hang on one more day in my chaotic house.
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Daddy was not taking my plans for college very well. He had already announced

that I wasn’t leaving Chicago to go to school. Leaving his supervision, he believed,

would encourage me "to be a whore just like your mama." Our fights had grown more

confront alive; no longer was I acting to protect my mother. With the false bravado of

adolescence, I was deliberately provocative, daring him to hit me. One evening, after

launching into a tirade about my incipient decline into whoredom, he turned to go back

to his room, when I picked up a shoe and hurled it at his head with amazing accuracy.

He leapt on me almost at once, and though I was frightened, and sore from his blows, I

kicked him enough before my mother separated us so that it was worth it to me.

"You better come get this little bitch before I kill her,” he told my mother, half in

rage, half in disbelief.

"Kill me, then,” I screamed back. "Go ahead. I'd rather be dead than listen to you

the rest of my life!" I was hysterical at that moment, the rage in me unleashed for a time

and honed on its rightful target. What could any man offer me that would be worth a

lifetime of this, I thought. My mother was appalled, and appealed to me to stop for her

sake-the only plea that could reach me.

"Girl, he's just talking and you just keep going along with him." By now he had

settled in his room again.This was a common theme of my mother's, one I continually

resented. If the blood was still pumping, if I was not yet spent from the terror and

excitement of the moment, I would confront her too. "Why are you always making

excuses for him? Why am I always the one who's wrong?"

Mama was mostly patient with this display. Once she got me calm enough to

listen, she reminded me of something that, in my own rage, I had forgotten. As far as 
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Parker, the State of Illinois and the rest of the world was concerned, Daddy didn't exist.

"He ain't got nothing to do with where you go to school," she reminded me. "He got

nothing to say about it. I'm the one who has to sign them papers; they don't know

nothing about him. You just go on and do your work and don't pay him no mind I’ll take

care of this.”

She was right; I knew that. But his constant torment, his continuing disruption of

the household and his taunts directed at me-these things were well within his power

When he was not threatening me about going away to school, he was announcing that I

was too dumb to go to college anyway and that no one would have me. It was the kind

of psychological torture that no sixteen year old is prepared to hear

Later that night, I got up to go to the bathroom. I was unable to sleep, still

churned up and angry from the earlier melee. I found myself tiptoeing past the

bathroom, into the kitchen where I knew there was a butcher knife. I picked it up, then

moved to the door of my father’s room in the dark. I could hear him snoring; as my

eyes adjusted to the dark, I could see his outline under the pale sheets

I wanted so much to be able to kill him. If he were really gone, I wouldn’t even

have to go away to school. I could live at home with Mama and Brother and Linda and

Terry, only none of us would be afraid anymore. If I could just sneak into his room,

drive the knife through his heart, our troubles would be over. But I thought beyond the

pleasure of killing him, to my mother and her sorrow-and to my own fear. Because I

would surely go to jail, the one place I had promised myself Mama would never have to

visit me. My half brother, JD.. my cousins-they were regular visitors to 26th and

California, the locahonof the Cook County Jail They loathed school as much as I loved 
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it; they were adventuresome and fearless , it seemed to me, always in escapades

involving stolen cars and joyriding, while I was too timid to end the life of the man who

had rarely given me a moment's peace.

Yet I had made up so many stories in my head about my life, a long time from

now and a long way from here. None of them included me behind bars. In all my

stories, I wore a cap and gown, or I was rich and successful, traveling with my mother to

California, where she had always wanted to go. I thought of those piles of catalogues in a

comer of the living room, all those schools that might offer me a chance to get out of

here for good, if only I could hang on. I put the knife away in tears, as angry as I was

relieved that I could not do it. No matter how much sense it made not to kill him, I still

felt like a coward.

I spent a lot more time reading college catalogues than I spent doing homework,

especially my Spanish homework. My Spanish teacher was big on public humiliation of

preoccupied students like myself. He especially liked to have the unprepared victim

stand in front of the class and stumble through the homework exercises. On one

particular morning, I wasn't in the mood to be singled out. So I did what any

self-respecting senior would do—I searched for a way to miss class.

My salvation lay on a sheet of paper tacked on a hallway bulletin board; the

college visitation list. Juniors and seniors had the right to skip a class if they were in

attendance at the admission conference of a college that convened during class time.

Quickly, I scanned the list to see what school was visiting during Spanish class. It was
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Yale, the first choice of my best friend, and a keen desire on the part of several other

classmates. I had envisioned myself as a poli-sd major at Cornell, my first choice. But

Cornell’s seminar didn't meet until the next week.

The room was filled with juniors and seniors , most of them wearing the glazed

look of desire common among aspirants to the Ivy League.. As I listened, and glanced

at the pictures passed around the room, the fantasy of Yale became more tangible,

especially after hearing the magic word: coeducation. Yale was a pioneer; nnliko

Cornell, which had always admitted women, those entering in the fall of 1972 would be

in only the fourth class of women to attend as undergraduates. The school still had a

quota for women; 250, so as to preserve 1,000 places for their commitment to train

"1000 male leaders". I asked the admissions officer how many women applied each

year for those places. "About 3,000;" he told me. I asked, too, about tuition; when he

said it was $4,000, my mind went blank. All year long, the five of us lived on about that

much money.

I must have looked the way I fell, because after the seminar, the officer came up

to me afterward and asked my name, and whether I was thinking of applying. I

introduced myself and told him I didn’t think I could beat the kinds of odds he

mentioned. After all, my school's own guidance counselor had advised me to apply to

the minority program at the University of Illinois so that, in her words, "I would be sure

to have a place to go to college.”

Later that day, the principal asked to see me. I showed up in his office, first

puzzled, then relieved when he told me that the Yale admissions recruiter had come to

the office to ask about me. "He told me you said you weren't going to apply," Mr. Ellison 
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said. When I told him I thought I wouldn't get in, he stopped me from going on. T think

you have a good chance. Your grades are good, you have respectable SAT scores (At

least the verbal was; my math was dismal as usual..) I think you should apply.“

I thought about it all the way home. It would be wonderful to go to a prestigious

school. And though to my parents, the very idea of college — any college — was a

miracle, I knew I'd be better off graduating from Yale than from the University of

Illinois. Even if what I learned was exactly the same, I knew people would think it was

different. I had learned that much from being at Parker for the past few years. When I

told people I went to Parker, their expressions changed; they took me more seriously.

I wasn't just some poor little black girl with nothing. I was a poor little black girl with

nothing but her brains. Daddy had drilled it into my head often enough: white people

respected those pieces of paper. They might not like me, but they would like that Yale

diploma. I sent for the admission packet that night.

All through the fall and winter, I filled out application forms and wrote essays and

asked my mother a thousand personal questions about money—most of which I already

knew the answers to. It was especially important for the sake of the Educational Testing

Service’s financial aid application, though that turned out to be the easiest application to

fill out. When I reached the question: Amount you can contribute to applicant's

education, the answer was a big $0. I already knew that welfare and college tuition

didn't mix.

Application fees could have been another stumbling block, but I was eligible for

what were then called minority/poverty waivers: people of color and those without

economic resources did not have to pay the application fees, which were $20 to $25 for
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each school. I applied to nine schools on the basis of their political science departments

or my conversations with recruiters, about the same number as my equally anxious

classmates. That was about $200, or a little less than two months rent — just not possible

for me without those waivers. Some things couldn't be remedied by government help'

there was no way I could manage on-site visits to any of the schools outside of Chicago.

I could walk to the University of Chicago, and take the el to Evanston and visit

Northwestern. But Yale and Penn, Cornell and American University and Wesleyan and

the others - they would remain a mystery unveiled only by the talents of their public

information departments.

Thai, in large part, was how Yale seduced me. It looked like COTJEGF, like

every movie I'd ever watched on Family Classics or The Late Show. The coeds wore

more stylish cute plaid skirts than June Allyson did, but the photographs of Cross

Campus and Harkness Tower were right out of my fantasies. The University of Chicago

was a good model, too, but it had the fatal flaw of being just down the street from home.

No, to be perfect, the dream required distance.

Until the Yale materials came, Cornell seemed far enough away to satisfy my

longing for space and adventure. When the packet did come, though, nothing else

would do. I kept seeing the pictures of Cross Campus, with students looking

appropriately committed and interesting, though not especially multicultural. (That

would come later.) Throughout the catalog the emphasis was on opportunities Yale, it

seemed, had room for all kinds of people interested in all kinds of things I had already

heard of its president, Kingman Brewster, when he said that the Black Panthers could

never get a fair trial in New Haven. It amazed me that the president of a place like Yale 
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could make a statement like that; I felt encouraged.

Because I could not go to New Haven, my interview would have to be

conducted by a member of the Alumni Schools Committee; no one was admitted to Yale

without being seen in a personal interview of one sort or another. Because Parker

routinely sent several students to Yale each year, a member of the committee was

scheduled to spend a day at the school interviewing the seven of us who were applying.

The night before the interview, my parents began fighting again. I was doing my

homework in the dining room and heard them start up again as they battled from room

to room. By the time I reached them in my bedroom, I could hear the strangled sound of

my mother's voice. My father had his hands wrapped around her neck and was

choking her. The sight of him with his hands around her throat terrified me. I jumped

on him from behind and started hitting him, trying to pull him away, hoping at least to

loosen his hold. Enraged at my interference, Daddy let go of Mama, turned and

punched me in the face.

He landed only a glancing blow; my father was a big enough man to have

knocked me out if he'd really made contact. But he struck me hard enough for me to

look, on the morning of my interview, as if I had been in an accident. The right half of

my face was a complete mess. My eye was swollen, as was my lip, with bruises along

my cheek, and the whole thing was turning a variety of colors, despite the ice I had put

on it all through the evening. I was embarrassed and furious and miserable. I would

have given anything to stay home. But the committee representative was only there for

one day, and I couldn't get to New Haven in a million years.

So I dressed up in the good clothes I had picked out for the interview, and I went
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to school anyway. I ignored the stares of my classmates, though I did tell a few friends

some story that approximated the truth. And I went to my scheduled interview with the

representative, who was kind enough to talk with me about everything except my

frightening appearance.

I decided that my chances of being admitted, already minimal, had disappeared

after the interviewer got a good look at me. Yet one of my classmates voiced a different

opinion about my chances for admission—and the cause. 'They'll take you because

you're black," he said. I looked at him, prepared to laugh at his teasing, but he was not

■smiling, and I realized with amazement that he really believed what he was saying. I felt

weird for a moment. On the one hand my guidance counselor was telling me that only a

minority program at a state school would accept me. On the other hand, a competitive

classmate decided that being black was an edge to being admitted to an Ivy League

school.

I found myself wishing white people would make up their minds For my q wn

part, I wondered what made him think having enough money to actually pay for Yale

wouldn't give him an edge. I knew that I was getting better grades than he was in the

toughest class in school, so I wasn't worried about doing the work. I knew that many of

my classmates talked about getting into their first choice colleges because that's where

their parents had gone to school, but I had no such reassurance to fall back on. The

previous year, one of the Ivies had accepted a white student with a promising career in

tennis, but what gifts I had were hardly athletic in nature. From where I sat, there were a

thousand ways to get into college that didn't have any bearing on your grade point

average or your SAT scores.
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But what was even clearer to me was how little I cared about why I got admitted

to college. I was in no position to care. They could take me because I was black,

because I was poor, because the closest any of us had ever been to a college was when

we drove by one in Daddy's car. They could admit me because of my essay, or my

haircut, or because they drew my name from a hat. They could pity me if they liked, or

congratulate themselves for their open admissions policy. It made no difference to me

at all. The only thing that mattered was having one school, somewhere, say yes.

In its infinite wisdom, Parker was smart enough to declare spring break during

the same week that seniors received their notices from college. Frankly, spring break

for seniors began the day the last application deadline passed. We all knew college

admission was contingent on successful completion of high school, and we knew we

wouldn't flunk, but after the stacks of essays and forms and questions, we could be

forgiven for not really being interested in mundane topics like world history and Spanish

m.

It was April 17, my father's birthday. I was home pacing the floor, while my

mother cleaned an already spotless living room. Daddy had gone over to visit his sister,

my Aunt Marie. From my perch at the front window, I searched the street for the sight of

the mailman. College admissions were usually received on April 15, but the day fell on

Saturday that year, so we all knew that Monday would be our day of reckoning. Leeber

and Yoshi and I had been burning up the phone lines all weekend long, trying to map

out strategies. Monica was already in college; she and I had been offered a chance to
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accelerate out of high school and enter college a year earlier. I refused for several

reasons. Firstly. it would mean staying in Chicago to attend the University of Chicago

That put me within my father's orbit and so was out of the question. In addition, I was

already a year younger than my peers, and it had taken me a long time to get over it; I

didn't want to be two years younger than everyone else. But Monica had been

miserable for a while, and her admission to the University of Chicago meant she'd

become a doctor that much fester.

The doorbell rang, and when I answered it, the mailman announced himself i

froze at the top of the stairs and looked at my mother. "Oh, Mama, I can't; it's fro

schools. Suppose they all say no?"

My mother gave me her best 7 can't wait until you stop being a teenager" look.

"Girl, go get that mail and quit acting a fool," she said. The mailman handed me a stack

of letters with my name and the name of my brother as well. At 15, he was applying to

college as well, at least to those colleges that had allowed him to apply so early I leafed

through the stack, searching for the Yale logo, but there was nothing there. I was

horrified; I guessed that if they didn't admit you, you just never heard from them aoain

Northwestern sent a suspiciously thin envelope that contained a .simple rejector

notice, which stung. I didn't even want to go there, but it was the principle of the thing.

They could have wait listed me, at least! American University said yes, but they didn't

give me enough of a scholarship to attend; neither did Penn. U. of Chicago said yes, but

wanted me to go to summer school to bolster my grades in math, and Wesleyan put me

on their waiting list. Only the letter from Cornell held the clear and unambiguous

answer I had sought-a yes, with money enough to go. It had been my original first 
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choice, I told myself, and it was a good school. I breathed a sigh of relief

I was in my brother's room, where our old Royal typewriter was, working on my

housing application to Cornell, when the phone rang. Mama was asleep on the couch in

front of The Newlywed Game, so I answered it. It was the Chicago area representative

from Yale, calling to apologize.

'We're so sorry that there was such a mixup with the mail," he said. 'We wanted

to call you before you made any decision to let you know you've been accepted to Yale."

I dropped the phone and started screaming. I ran around the living room,

throwing the other acceptance letters into the air, waking up my mother and deafening

the poor man at the other end of the phone. When I remembered that I had left the Yale

representative on the phone, I calmed myself enough to pick up the receiver and

apologize.

He was laughing as I asked him over and over whether he was sure. Tm sure,"

he told me. "The letter should arrive tomorrow. Congratulations!"

I hung up the phone and screamed some more. My mother watched from the

couch, making half-hearted attempts to calm me. Finally I collected myself enough to

pick up the phone and call Yoshi. But when her mother answered the phone, she told

me Yoshi wasn't talking. She was devastated that Yale, her first choice, had turned her

down. The news took some of the joy out of my own acceptance. The two of us had

fantasized about being roommates. And it hurt a little that she wouldn’t talk to me; I had

manners enough not to gloat about it.

It bothered me, too, that my brother was getting rejection letters from all the

schools he applied to. I wanted so much to celebrate, but at least two people who were
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really important to me were worried and disappointed about their own fun-ires. Still, I

couldn't help being happy, and Hiawatha dismissed my attempts at being mournful

'You're being silly," he told me. "I knew it would be hard getting into college at

15. I'll just have to work for a year and try again when I'm 16. You have every reason to

be happy. Yale is a great school, and you've been dying to get out of here."

Even my father had ceased his constant badgering about my inability to get into

school, faced now with the fact of my admission to several colleges.

"Where is this Yale?" he wanted to know, as I went in to say good night.

'New Haven, in Connecticut," I told him. I had found the catalogue Td gotten

earlier in the year and showed him some of the pictures.

'That's a long way from here," he said.

"A thousand miles," I said quietly. I had learned my lesson, marie my decision a

year earlier. I had no reason to get upset, nothing to react to—everything was all right

now. No matter what he said, no matter what he did, as long as Mama and I could both

draw breath until August, 1 was going to New Haven. Curiously, Daddy didn't start

throwing fits, or screaming. He simply took the catalogue and laid it in the bed beside

him.

The letter came, as promised, the very next day. 'Dear Miss Bray," it began, 'We

are pleased to tell you that we have reserved a place for you in the class of 1976....“ I

don't remember the rest of the letter. The first words were the only ones that mattered.

The scholarship was less money than Cornell, but enough to get by. I walked around

the house with the letter tucked into my pocket. I pulled it out to read to myself all

through the day. 1 read it out loud to my mother until she threatened to bum it. I slept 
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with it under my pillow at night. No matter how many times I read that letter, I never got

tired of what it meant: I was free.

I was going to Yale in the fell with two other members of my class . One of the

other kids admitted was the boy who said I'd get in because I was black. I have no idea

what he thought, but he never again voiced that opinion to me. The other was a young

woman from the popular group in school, pleasant enough, but not someone I knew

well. We had never been friends, but now the three of us had something in common. It

happened that way for many of us going to the same colleges; suddenly, it was time to

move out of our established patterns and into conversation with our new peers. David

and Julie and I agreed that we would attend the dinner given for prospective Yale

students by the Yale Club of Chicago. The idea, I learned, was to convince those of us

who were waffling that Yale would be an excellent choice. I was baffled by the idea that

someone would have to be lured to attend Yale. I would have left that night, if they'd

wanted me.

At least that's how I felt until I got to the University Club on Michigan Avenue.

There were dozens of people at this sit-down dinner, the vast majority of them white,

male and extremely old. But if they weren't delighted to see me, they did a fabulous

imitation. I was met at the door by an area representative, introduced to several

members of the club, buttonholed about my prospective major, regaled with stories

about their good old college days and urged again and again to come to Yale. I

gradually gravitated to the familiar faces of my classmates, feeling a sudden sense of

panic I hadn't had since my early years at Parker. This place was all so formal, with

paneled walls and thick rugs and chandeliers. I guessed Yale would not be anything like
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Parker.

My panic was full-blown at dinner, when I was escorted to a seat at a table literally

covered with dishes and silverware. All those books I'd read as a child about etiquette

were about to pay off; there were at least six pieces of silver on either side of the plate,

including utensils I didn't even recognize. Frantic, I paged through the book in my mind

until I found in memory a crucial sentence: watch your host or hostess. I made a quick

cross-reference: hosts or hostesses are seated at the head of the table. I swiveled my

head to the right and found one of our hosts, just as he prepared to pick up the spoon for

the first course. And so I followed each movement of his, ready to mimic him for as long

as it took for me to survive the ordeal, feeling the sweat gathering under my arms It

was a good thing I'd already sent in my acceptance form to New Haven; that dinner

might have changed my mind.

I thought I would cry the night of my graduation from Parker, but I didn't. We

didn't wear caps and gowns; instead, we wore suits or formal dresses. My mother made

mine, a floor-length a-line cotton dress, white, with little red embroidered strawberries.

I knew it wouldn't look anything like the clothes some of the other girls wore, but finally,

all those things were unimportant. Yoshi was speaking to me again, talking about

visiting me in New Haven; Connecticut College, the school she'd finally decided on, was

only an hour away in New Inndon. As I laughed with Yoshi and my other friends, posing

for pictures and talking about summer vacation, I realized that the night was just a

formality; I'd left Parker, and Chicago, as soon as the letter from New Haven came
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Our "prom" was an all-night beach party in Michigan Some of the other girls

wandered off with guys in the class, out of sight of the parent rhappr<->np_q, to neck and

chase each other. I walked along the dark water, mostly by myself, thinking about my

new life. I could hear giggling going on over the dunes, and I felt lonely. I wouldn't

have minded someone to chase me around the sand, just as long as they didn't want to

get serious. But that had never been part of my life at Parker. I was the girl who was

everybody's buddy, in part because I was short and dumpy, in part because I hated all

the coy flirtations that seemed necessary to get a boy's attention. Besides, coy wasn't

the first word someone would apply to me.

I had nothing against sex; in fact, having my first sexual experience was part of

my master plan as soon as I could get out of town and onto campus. But getting serious,

getting married, being stuck with someone who treated you like a child or worse—I had

made myself a promise never to do it. I had waited 17 years for my freedom. And I

had yet to hear of a man who, once you got "involved" with him, would let you keep it. I

planned to remember Mama’s admonition-"stay away from all these Negroes out here";

more importantly, I planned to remember Mama's life. Hers were the mistakes I would

not make.

Time crawled that summer. Thanks to the federal Model Cities program, a

government sponsored plan to renew and revitalize inner-city neighborhoods, I had a

summer job with the City of Chicago that year as a day care worker. It paid minimum

wage, but I earned enough money to pay for my airplane ticket east, new clothes, and

some of the books I would need. The first thing I bought was a big blue metal trunk; I
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knew from listening to my friends that I would need one. It sat in the living room, up

against the wall near my mother's room. Each afternoon, after I got home from work, I

would pull the trunk out into the middle of the floor and open it. My brothers and sister

started to moan as soon as they saw me anywhere near it.

"Mama, she's in the trunk again!" and they would all start laughing.

"Girl, you ain't gone nowhere yet,” Mama would say, laughing too as she watched

me unpack everything that was in it. I kept there all the things that came to the house

from Yale; maps of campus and blue books with the course schedules, copies of the Yale

Daily News. As 1 would buy clothes that I was saving for the fall, I put them in the trunk

for safekeeping. And always, at the very top of the pile, I put the letter itself, to read

again before I closed the trunk

As the summer progressed, something else began to sink iru I was leaving home,

and home was a lot more than Daddy. I wouldn’t see Mama every day, or Brother, who

had finally gotten into Knox College and was leaving not long after me. I wouldn't see

Linda or Teny, or run to the store before dinner, or go to the park or the library with

everybody. We were breaking up, it seemed to me. We would all be going in different

directions. Suppose Mama got sick or hurt while I was at school? Suppose something

bad happened while I was gone? What would I do?

'You'll go right on about your business," my mother told me one night, when I was

worrying out loud. 'There ain't nothing in Chicago for you. You need to go on to that

school and get you an education. Everybody here will be all right." Mama didn't look

worried at all, and I wanted to believe her. But it occurred to me that as much as I had

thought about leaving home, I had never really thought about what it would be like.
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Maybe I wouldn't like it as much as I thought.

On the Fourth of July, Daddy violated one of his standing rules about public

places and holidays. We went with some of our cousins to a barbecue at a park on the

West Side. We didn’t spend much time on the West Side, in part because the

neighborhoods there were even wilder and woolier than the South Side. My brother

and sister and I were playing with our cousins; not far from us, another group of rowdy

kids were also playing. After a time, they began to taunt us, and throw bottles at us. As

the oldest, I felt it was my duty to get them to back off, so I started yelling at them and

telling them to leave us alone.

My yelling only made things worse, and in a few minutes, a full-fledged fight was

in the making. Just as quickly, my father was suddenly there—and the crowd of

teenagers turned on him and began to beat him and kick him as he placed himself

between us and the mob. They might have killed him if they'd meant him real harm, but

they were not vicious so much as territorial. In the end, Daddy was badly bruised, and

his wallet, containing the proceeds of a very lucky day at the track, was gone.

All of us were stunned and silent on the ride home. I had never seen Daddy lose

any fight, but perhaps it was because there had never been enough of us at home

prepared to hurt him. Mama wanted him to go to the doctor or the hospital, but he

refused. The hundreds of dollars he'd won and then lost weighed on him far more than

anything the crowd had done.

I was sick with guilt, and confused. What made someone who spent his whole life

hurting you step in to protect you against an angry mob of teenagers? Why, if he cared
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about what happened to me, did he treat me like dirt so much of the time. I had seen

what it was like between girls who loved their fathers, and whose fathers loved them

back Some of them lived right on Berkeley Avenue, where I'd grown up. They didn't

have anything more than we did. But they acted differently. They had nicknames for

their daughters: “pumpkin” or "li'l bit", not bitch or whore. They treated their girls with

kindness and care; they supported and consoled them. Daddy was perpetually cruel,

dissatisfied, terminally angry with me. But if he hated me so much, what made him

rescue me?

About a week before I was to leave for school, Daddy walked into the kitchen.

very quietly, where my mother and I were talking about something, and handed me a

hundred dollar bill.

“You liable to need some things for that school," he said simply.

I looked at him and the money, then at my mother, and cried. I felt bad enough

about all the money he'd lost trying to help me. And now he wanted to give me more to

send me off to school. I went into the bathroom to cry; I couldn’t touch the money.

Through the door, I could hear the muffled sound of my mother's voice, trying to

explain.

"She just feels so bad about the park," she said. “She knows you’re still trying to

make that money back" I didn't hear what he said. When I came out after a while,

Mama met me with the crisp bill in her hand, and folded it into mine. "He knows you're

sorry,” she said.

On a sunny morning in August, we all got into Daddy's Buick for the ride to 
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O'Hare Airport. I had already sent my big blue trunk ahead to New Haven, along with

boxes of books and other things I thought I would need. I had a new pocketbook; made

it was my airline ticket, and folded carefully, the hundred dollar bill Daddy had given me

via Mama. I'd never been on an airplane before; most of us had never been to the

airport before. My brothers were having a wonderful time looking at the planes take off

and land.

Some Parker people who were already students at Yale would be on this flight,

too. They were acting as kind of guides, and some of them were already there.

Everybody had gotten all dressed up to see me off, especially Daddy, who stood

holding his hat, looking mournful. When the gate attendants announced my flight,

Daddy started to cry. He grabbed me and hugged me tight; I hugged him back. I

wanted to cry, too, but I thought I would be acting like a hypocrite. I couldn t wait to be

gone, and yet....Mama looked at me suspiciously and gave me a push toward the gate.

'We're all all right. Go on before you miss that plane."

Nobody else but Daddy was big on hugs and kisses, so there was no throwing

my arms around anybody. I walked onto the plane and took the window seat I had

asked for. When I looked out of the window, I could see the terminal where all my family

stood, their noses pressed again,st the window, waving wildly at the plane in the hope

that I could see them. I could feel myself crying as I watched them. The five of them

looked so small and brown against those big plate glass windows. For a wild, scared

moment, I thought about getting off, but the plane was pulling away from the gate, so I

cried and waved until they were out of sight, as the plane turned toward the runway and

New York.
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Chapter Seven

Four months later I was in big trouble. It was exam period right after Christmas,

and I had a semester's worth of work to learn in two and a half weeks. I had exams in

political science, economics, psychology and music, and I didn't know much more about

those subjects than I knew when I got off the plane. The work was hard, but not much

harder than my classes at Parker. All of my classes were lecture courses, and there was

no real contact between my professors and myself, but they all had office hours I could

have attended.

I was flunking out of Yale because I wasn't studying. And I wasn't studying

because there was too much to do. There was the freedom of waking up in the morning

and deciding not to go to school Or the unexpected pleasure of taking a walk in the

middle of the afternoon without telling anyone where I was going, or when I was coming

back I had keys for the first time in my life, and I was so unused to them that the

campus police-responsible for admitting locked-out students to their rooms— already

knew me by name. There was the 12 to 20 hours a week I worked at a local drug store

to make money for books and clothes and anything extra I ever got, plus the babysitting

jobs I could wangle occasionally. There were parties and card games and movies and

football games; television anytime I wanted to watch it in the TV room, concerts for free

at the music school.

But now it seemed I had paid for my sense of freedom with my entire academic

career. I couldn't tell anyone about what I was doing to myself; I couldn't even tell me. I 
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kept thinking I could handle it, get over being distracted by all this fun and get down to

work in time. Even if I had known fully what I was doing, I couldn't have told anyone; the

first rule of survival in my family involved keeping your troubles to yourself. When I

walked into my economics final, and realized I couldn't answer a single question on the

exam, I knew I'd run out of time. Of the four classes I'd taken that semester, I had

flunked three. I could still read well enough to know from the Yale undergraduate

academic code that three Fs meant dismissal.

I was sitting in my room on a January afternoon trying to figure out how I would tell

my parents. Unlike Chicago, it never snowed that much in New Haven; the East Coast

had lots of dreary days with rain, and this was one of them. I was looking out of the

window at the puddles of mud in the courtyard when the phone rang. It was the dean's

secretary, and he wanted to see me at once. By the time I reached his office, I had

started weeping in shame. This was the worst thing that had ever happened to

me—worse than anything my father had ever done, worse than any cruelty designed by

hostile preadolescents. I didn't think I would ever have been Phi Beta Kappa, but I knew

I could have graduated. Now, I would have to go home in disgrace, and it was a

disgrace I had brought upon myself.

Dean Davie was a large, sallow looking man with a very kind face. I remember

thinking that perhaps he wouldn't humiliate me anymore than I had already humiliated

myself. He asked me to sit down, and handed me a Kleenex to soak up the tears that by

now were leaking from my eyes despite my best efforts to contain them.

"Stop crying and sit down, Rosemary," he said, opening a manila folder with my

name on it and looking over the papers inside. 'You know, I know exactly what kind of
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person you are. You're one of those students with strict parents who spends her whole

life studying, then comes to college and spends the whole time partying, am I right?” I

nodded, and kept wiping away tears.

"Do you think if I put you on academic probation you might actually open a book

next semester?" I found my voice and promised him through my tears that I would.

"Good," he said. Then he picked up the phone right in front of me and called

each one of my professors to cut a deal. Before the start of the next semester, I would

write a 10-page paper for each class on material covered in the course. If the paper was

acceptable, I would receive a D in the class. Two of the three professors agreed; my

economics teacher said that nothing I did could save me from that F. In my heart, I

agreed with him; I wasn't sure I could write 10 pages about opportunity cost, the only

concept from the class that I actually understood.

I couldn't believe Dean Davie was doing this; 1 wanted to ask him why, but I didn't

dare. I only promised him to head for the library immediately and thanked him for

giving me another chance. He smiled at me and said it might be a good idea to drop in

on classes instead of sleeping through them, too. All I could think of in the next two

weeks, as I wrote the papers that bought me that reprieve, was that I didn't have to go

back home in shame.

As a freshman in Timothy Dwight College, one of Yale’s twelve residential

colleges, I resided in the basic freshman quad-a three room suite, with two bedrooms

and a decent living room with a working fireplace. The bedrooms had bunk beds, and

simple desks and bureaus. A lot of the students talked about how ugly the place was,
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frat she encouraged in me. She was also incredibly beautiful, and the black men of the

freshman class were constantly in our room with one pretense or another.

The black community at Yale was part of my first-semester seduction, but they

were also part of my eventual lessons in balance between work and play. There were

onlY a few hundred of us at Yale, when you counted the sprinkling of blacks in the

graduate and professional schools. For me, it was like finding a group of really smart.

really raucous cousins I had never met. There were some of us who had college

educated parents, even that rarest of beings -a black man whose father had graduated
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from Yale. Most of us, however, came from families who'd spent their lives in factories or

garages or someone's kitchen so that we could come to school in New Haven.

Recruiters had plucked lots of us from less than ideal circumstances and encouraged us

to come here, as part of the thrust of affirmative action on college campuses in the early

1970's. The policy of affirmative action began, after all, as a sop to more radical groups

who for many years had called for reparations to the descendants of enslaved blank

people. The feeling was that compensation after all these hundreds of years might best

be provided in a nonmonentary way-through opportunity and access. It was a sensible

attempt to make up for the more than two centuries in which black people were largely

barred from attending Yale.

It was a good idea for Yale, but not always good for some of us. Even for those of us

who had attended integrated schools, there was the sense of being in an alien land ft

was one thing to go to school with white people, and another thing to actually live with

them. There was a persistent rumor that all residential colleges kept discretionary

"psych singles "-extra rooms in the dorms-to cope with the inevitable personality

clashes that arose. Some of those clashes were racial and cultural, not matters of

personality.

I was most impatient with my roommate Kathleen, whose only previous contact

with black people included a member of her high school’s track team and the woman

who occasionally cleaned her parents' home. Having someone black actually living

with her led to her endless interrogations of me, including a perfectly serious query

about whether my natural hair really grew "that way,” or if I'd stuck my finger in a light

socket.
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into a brash confidence that we would need in the world all our lives. But for a lot of

black students the notion that we deserved our surroundings, our first-rate

education-led automatically to the corollary that others did not, and that was a le^j

many of us could not take. To say such a thing would require a declaration of our

superiority to the friends and family we left behind in Chicago and Cleveland and

Memphis and Baltimore and Oakland. Was I really better than my parents and brothers

and sister, or was I better at playing the game of being absorbed into a larger, more

successful pool of the elite? These were and still are questions at the heart of

African-American notions of success, and I was only beginning to learn how complex the

Questions were. It was not for nothing that some of us feared giving up part of our true

selves. Part of being black and successful-whatever your profession- involved

learning how to make white people comfortable. And we all knew that white people 
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were most comfortable when they could forget we were black. What we feared most

was the possibility that we would forget too.

This tension fueled the continuing popularity of the black tables in all of the

college dining hails. We quizzed each other about our home towns, and teased each

other about their respective reputations. We reminisced about home, or made study

•dates, or played whist after dinner. At mealtime, we reveled in the respite from the

stresses, both small and large, of integration. We felt the warm balm, too, of being

adopted by the Yale staff of cooks and servers, janitors and groundskeepers. Like much

of New Haven, they were black men and women who reminded us of the family and

friends and neighbors many of us had left behind. They were glad to see us there,

vociferously proud that we were there to study and not to work. It wasn’t long before

we knew each other, often by name.

White students resented this shared familiarity. On crowded lunch hours, when a

long line of freshmen stood waiting to be checked in at Commons, I can remember

passing to the front and waving to Miss Betty, one of toe women working the desk. She

waved back with a cheerful, "Hello, baby," and checked off my name. It was something

nearly all the black freshmen did, unless we were in conversation with a white fellow

student and chose to wait in line with them. I recall a white student once asking me why

so many black people refused to stand in line. I told him I didn’t refuse; I just didn’t need

to identify myself to the woman on duty. Miss Betty knew my name, and she knew most

of the other black students .

"If you ever spoke to her, she might know your name, too," I said. Many of the

white students treated the men and women who worked in the dining halls with a sense
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of complete invisibility. They never even looked up to say hello. And they rarely

thought about what effect their actions might have.

One night in my dining hall at Timothy Dwight, a group of white students

instigated a food fight. Mashed potatoes splattered against the wood panelin

rolled off the edges of adjacent tables. There were shrieks of lauohter
yuier and hooting all

around us. From a safe distance, the group of us seated at the hianu*
Jack table looked at the

white kids, and then at each other. Many of us were from homes where th

enough food to eat, nothing extra to throw. And all of us w*r* v
ere from homes where our

mothers would have broken our knuckles at the first siem that9n“latwewereliiifagibodany
higher than our mouths.
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sisters, they agreed, weren't being very cooperative sexually, and they were feeling a

bit deprived. I found their expressions of hominess pretty insiilting, and said so.

Several of the men and I got into a fierce argument, and the confrontation insured my

reputation as a hostile bitch. Some part of me was hurt and grieved by this, and another

part of me was pleased. I'd had a taste of popularity toward the end of my high school

career, and I wondered whether I could expand it. But the part of me that didn’t care if

people liked me was actually entertained by the idea that I was scary to some of these

guys. I couldn't imagine why these guys thought the black women they studied with had

spent years writing papers and taking exams so that they could come to Yale and

provide sexual relief for men. I wanted a man to sleep with myself, but some

conversation afterwards would be nice, along with some basic respect. These criteria, it

seemed to me, eliminated all of the undergraduates. I would have to seek out a grown

man.

I found him down the street, at the Yale Law School. Greg, a first-year student,

was thin and frail from asthma, but brilliant and seductive. He was doing what I thought I

wanted to do, and he found me attractive and desirable. That was enough to send me to

the Department of University Health for my first gynecological exam and my first pack of

Ovral-21, the birth control pills the student health service handed out like candy. Greg

and I spent the weekends together: in the mornings we would walk back from his room

in the Law School to my dining hall for breakfast, since the Law School dining hall was

closed on weekends. My new relationship gave me a status I could never have

anhcipaied. I suddenly seemed imbued with a mysterious and mature sexuality that

baffled some of my peers. These men no longer sniped at me, but regarded me with a 
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distant respect.

But my relationship with Greg had an effect on me that I hadn't anticipated—it was

giving me second thoughts about my choice of career. All those weekends we spent

studying together before bed, I could see firsthand the volume of study and preparation

Greg had to undertake. The fact that he had so much to do helped me get a lot more of

my own work done, but it also alerted me to the tedium and detail of the law. I saw, too,

how the study of law affected his world view. Once, during a date to see Earth Wind and

Fire, I found myself surrounded by first and second year law students during a delay in

the start of the concert. By the time the show began, I had spent hours listening to my

boyfriend and his colleagues discuss the possibility of filing a class-action suit on behalf

of all concertgoers against Earth Wind and Fire for the three-hour delay. If I go to law

school, I thought to myself as the concert began, I'll sound like that one day, too. It was a

far cry from the ringing eloquence I had always associated with the law.

Most of us had come to Yale to study law or medicine or engineering; it was

important to be prepared for the revolution we were sure would be imminent. Gil

Scott-Heron's political music played on WYBC , the college radio station, and on the

phonographs in rooms that had them, advising us all that the revolution would not be

televised-it would be live. By the start of my sophomore year, however, Greg and I

had broken up, and I doubted that I was fit for the law. A year of freedom from my

parents had opened my mind to an unconsidered possibility: I might choose a career

because I loved it, because it was fun. For the first time in my life, I gave a lot of thought

to what I loved, and discovered that my pleasures camp from arenas I had always

considered frivolous before.
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I joined the staff of the college radio station as a producer on the afternoon

segment called "Black Spectrum." I wanted to leam about radio, and I had just

discovered jazz. I helped produce the news shows, and because I was a night-owl, I

eventually did the midnight to 3 am jazz show. I didn't have a license, so an engineer

had to be on hand, but I did play the music I had learned to love—lots of Freddie

Hnbbarri and Herbie Hancock in those days—and took requests. At least once, I called

the campus police to walk me home after my show, after an enthusiastic fan said he

wanted to meet me and promised he'd be waiting for me after my show. He wasn’t

there, but I wasn’t prepared to risk someone actually trying to meet me. It turned o-"

that someone on campus was a fan of my show, but I wouldn't leam about him for some

time.

I had learned the rudiments of photography in high school, and bought myself a

camera one summer. Since I’d come to Yale, I found that my residential college ha^ *

darkroom I could use for a nominal amount. So I spent a lot of free time my sophc . e

year locked in that small basement room, longing to become Cartier-Bresson. I entered

some local photography contests and even won a prize or two. Bui photography wasn't

something I could easily major in at Yale; it would require becoming an art major, and

my ability to draw or paint was nonexistent. To test the idea, I enrolled in an

introductory drawing class, where the instructor placed cardboard shapes in the center

of the table and asked us to sketch them. As I struggled over my drawing board, he

walked through the room, looking over the shoulders of students, giving out praisp and

corrections as he went. But when he reached my table and my misshapen squiggles, I

noticed a pronounced silence as he stood just over my shoulder. It was the nearly 
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imperceptible shake of his head as he walked away that made me drop the course.

The other thing I loved was writing. Even amid all the pressures of school, it was

still my great joy to sit with a notebook and sketch out short stories on lazy afternoons

while I did laundry or didn't feel up to more studying. I was already taking English

courses, but they were reading courses in the classics of English literature, not about the

nuts and bolts of storytelling. In the second semester of my sophomore year, I took a

class jointly sponsored by the English and Afro-American studies departments, taught by

the writer and poet Larry Neal. He was an active and invigorating teacher, who

assigned us exercises like retelling a Greek myth in contemporary terms. As I worked

on assignments for his class, I could feel a sense of contentment in me that I never felt

when doing anything else. By the time the class was over, I had decided to change my

major to English. I would follow my first love; I would see whether there might be a way

to make a living as a writer.

Even among my peers at school, this was not a well-received choice. By this

time, Yale was entering what was popularly known as "the era of grim professionalism,"

the wholehearted pursuit of a lucrative career in a traditional field. Black students were

even more captured by this attitude. It was too hard to get into Yale, too hard to stay

there, too expensive for their families, not to commit to a career that would pay back

some of the enormous investment we had all made. So when I pronounced one night

that I was thinking about abandoning my choice of the law for the more creative arena of

writing, I was met with a goodly amount of scom. One of my classmates went so far as to

say that black America needed serious leaders with serious skills. He said I was as bad

as the handful of our black classmates who wanted to sing or dance or make movies or 
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act. "The last thing we need," he said, "is more singing and dancing black people."

Some part of me agreed with him. I recalled a moment in high school when one

of the black students was performing at Morning Exercise, his base voice filling the

room. It was beautiful to hear him, but it was difficult, too, to watch the delight on the

faces of white people. I was always so suspicious of their happiness, as they enjoyed an

expected spectacle—someone black doing what they were supposed to be doing. I

sometimes felt that way when I saw black members of the football team. But I also knew

that people couldn't help what their talents were, no matter how white people might seek

to make that talent a prison. I knew that I had been writing most of my life. And I wasn't

convinced that the white world was so comfortable with creative black voices, especially

literary ones.

In fact, there were several black students like me who weren't rushing off to

graduate and professional schools. I knew them very well, and as I thought more about

what I wanted to do with my life, I found myself spending more and more time with

them. In many ways, we were all pretty eccentric. We liked all the music our file’’

listened to, but we also liked classical music and Broadway show tunes and jazz. \ .

frequented the Yale Repertory Theater as well as the local movie houses, and we even

auditioned for plays put on at the Yale Dramat.

Some of us were writers in training, like myself Others were budding filmmakers

and still others were actors. My friend Austin was the glue that held us all together.

Attractive and urbane, Austin possessed a wicked sense of hum or and a horror of the

ordinary. Austin and I had met the first week of school, standing in fine at the

President’s reception, and had been running buddies ever since. He had directed plays 
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in dining hall productions at Timothy Dwight and Calhoun, including a version of

Lorraine Hansberry’s 'To Be Young, Gifted and Black." I was a member of that cast, and

the play did so well that we performed it off campus for a short run at the end of

sophomore year. The experience had helped to give me the bug—not necessarily to

perform, but to create in some way.

Because Austin's great love was the stage, we were always trying to write

something that would get us out of school and make us rich and famous. At the same

time, there was a part of me that agreed deeply with the need for black professional

people with a serious commitment to the future of black America. Once again, I felt at

odds, and went home that summer with the idea of persuading my parents to let me take

a year off to think it over. It didn't help that Yale was getting more expensive by the

year, and the amount of my scholarship was decreasing exponentially. I figured that a

semester or two off would let me think things through and make some money.

Later that week, the Afro-American Cultural Center (known to all of us as The

House) was giving its last party of the year. I went to say good bye to people, find out

about their summer plans and get my mind off studying for finals. As I walked into the

Enormous Room, Stevie Wonder was playing and, amid the Him red lights I could make

out the figures of many of the folks. Some people were dancing, some were drinking,

others were chatting in the halls, or in the next room shooting pool. I started wandering

toward the punch bowl when a man’s voice asked, “Would you like to dance?"

The voice belonged to a guy named Bob McNatt. I’d seen him before; he was

part of the artistic fringe I hung around with. But he rarely came to parties, so I was

surprised to see him here. He was tall and dark and quiet; he held a lit cigarette
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between his fingers, which he kept with him as we started to dance. We danced and

talked about exams; I told him I was looking for a summer job, and thinking about taking

a semester off. Bob was hoping to put together a junior year abroad; he wanted to study

at the London School of Economics.

"I thought you liked the theater, ” I asked him over the music.

"Ido. But I'm an economics major. Besides, it would give me a chance to go to

Europe."

We danced together the rest of that night, talking about acting and writing. When

I told him I was thinking about being a writer, he said that was a good thing. And when I

mentioned that a lot of people thought it was a waste of talent for the black community,

Bob scoffed.

"That's nuts. Black people need art and music and good books too. Besides, if

you don't try writing , how will you ever know if you're any good at it?"

We ended up walking home together, since his college and mine were right

across the street. At one point, he asked me if I was the woman who he sometimes

heard on the radio late at night. I said I was, flattered that he recognized my voice.

‘Well, you have a great voice," he said simply. We wished each other a good

summer, and I especially wished him well in London. His encouraging words about

writing stayed with me on the trip home to Chicago that summer. What a shams, I

thought to myself. I meet a nice guy, and he ends up going to London for a year.

My father, who by this time had grown accustomed to my being away at college

and had had time to absorb the prestige of my attending Yale, would hear none of my 
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plans about taking time off.

'If you drop out of school now, you'll never go back," he told me one evening

after dinner.

"Daddy, I'm not talking about dropping out of school," I said. Tm only talking

about taking some time off. Kids do it all the time."

'I don't care what those white people do," he yelled. "White people are liable to

do anything! You're not dropping out of school. You’re not going to be some hippie

roaming the streets. 1 sent you out ofhere to get an education. You're in the best

college in the United States and you want to drop out!" He was beside himself. Frankly,

so was I. He hadn't wanted me to go away in the first place, and now he didn't want me

to come home.

Watching television later that evening, I stumbled across an old movie biography

of Cole Porter, a Yale graduate, starring Cary Grant. I loved Cole Porter's music even

before I knew he was a Yalie, so I settled down to watch it with a kind of knowing

amusement. My father wandered in and sat down to watch it too. By the time Cary

Grant and Monty Wooley were returning to Yale for a gala concert, my father was

completely engrossed in the story. At one point, one of the returning alumni voices a

plaintive question: 'I wonder whether Yale has changed.”

I started to snicker under my breath as Monty Wooley replied that some things had

changed, but not the spirit of freedom and commitment that had always characterized

Yale. As he spoke, a chorus of Old Blues sang in the background, and the film showed a

montage of campus scenes: Harkness Tower, the Old Campus, the Yale Bowl. As the

last image faded away, I looked over at my father, who looked back at me with genuine
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•Element.

How could you want to leave a place like that?' he asked me.

I stared at him, defeated. How could I tell Daddy that it was just a movie, that it

<ed that way, but that going to Yale didn't feel that way? Trying to explain it would be

asteoftime. I tried to console myself that I only had two more years to go. Perhaps

ouldn't be so bad.

At the start of our junior year, it was Austin's idea to form a theater group with

eral of the other creative outcasts among us. We wanted to perform plays written by

ck authors as well as put on productions of other popular works with a multiracial

t—something that rarely happened on campus. We agreed to meet and talk it over at

inner meeting in Silliman College, the dorm across the street from mine.

By the time our group had hashed out its fantasies, we had become a black repertory

apany called Shadowbox. We divided into two sections; one to put on a stage

sion of Casablanca, written and directed by Austin. The other group would do a

duction of James Baldwin's The Amen Comer, directed by a sophomore from

sago named Charles Jones. Charles was a member of the wrestling team, a serious

ra fan, and a student of Russian. I had not decided which group I would work with,

or the time being, I agreed to be the company photographer, recording for

erity all the cast members of our respective productions.

Ymong the people who joined the group was Bob, the young man who'd been on

'ay to London the last time I saw him. It turned out that the London School of

■omics was not as thrilled to meet him as he’d hoped, so he'd returned to school. But



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Final/Random House/4/8/97 179

the quiet, gentle person I remembered from that night seemed to have disappeared In

his place was an arrogant and opinionated man who grated on my nerves in the worst

way. I think it was because Bob was impossibly blunt in his opinions. If he didn’t like an

idea, it stank. If he thought someone didn't understand something, they were dumb. I

thought he often acted like an intolerant snob, and I often told him so. He didn't know

what to make of my not-so-gentle critiques of his style, and there were times when we

would snipe at each other all through the meetings.

One evening I arrived at Silliman for an early dinner meeting of the Shadowbox

group and took a seat at our usual table, where Bob already was. To make conversation,

I noted that I hadn't seen him around that weekend. He told me he'd gone home to see

his parents, since it was his birthday.

"You should have said something to us," I chided him. 'We could have taken you

out for a drink, or gotten you a cake."

"Oh, I didn’t think it mattered," he said carelessly.

I felt a funny little pull at the nonchalance in his voice. Of course it mattered, I

thought to myself; he's one of us. For the first time, it occurred to me that Bob might be

lonely. Whenever I saw him, I saw him alone. He'd gone home, I'd guessed, because he

didn't want to be by himself on his birthday. I'd always thought he preferred this

self-induced solitude. But now I found myself wondering about that, and resolved to be a

little kinder to him.

Later that week, I was working on cast photographs for Casablanca in the

Common Room at Calhoun. The drapes were open and I could see students passing as I 
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worked. Bob was walking by — alone as always — and I waved to get his attention. He

caught the wild motion of my hands as I beckoned to him to drop in. He ambled in, his

backpack on his shoulder, and asked me how things were going.

Tm probably going to have to stop for the night; I'm nearly out of film," I told him,

positioning one of the cast members against the wall.

"If you want, I could get some for you," he said, giving me a smile that made his

face look quite handsome.

I thought that was pretty nice of him, and took him up on the offer. When he

returned with three rolls of Tri-X and my change, something mischievous in me made

me reach up for his face with one hand and pull him down for a gentle kiss on the cheek

The two of us looked mildly surprised, and I went back to work, wondering what was up

with me. I didn't ever do things like kiss guys on the cheek. Besides, I was sure Bob

had a girlfriend. I'd noticed his frequent trips home, and the picture of a woman he kept

in his wallet that he once said was "someone I know from high school." The feet that he

didn't give more details made me suspect he was involved with her.

Bob stayed on my mind a lot, enough for me to transfer my dinner meals to

Silliman several nights a week and sit at the round table with several of our friends,

wondering if I might see him. He had a habit of placing his green canvas knapsack on a

table near the serving line; it was how I knew whether he had already come to dinner

before I arrived. If the knapsack was there, I scanned the room for his profile and

whether there was an empty seat near him. If there was, I'd wander over with my own

books and say hello. He would always smile and say hi, as I surveyed his tray to see

how close he was to finishing dinner. He was almost always with people I knew, so it 
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didn't feel especially strange to ask the general question, "Are you all going to be here a

while?" And almost always, the answer was, "Sure, go get your food."

So I would get dinner and pick at it, while I listened to Bob excoriate Nixon as a

liar and a traitor to his country (his resignation had occurred only a few months earlier)

or talk about a recent play he'd seen on Broadway during one of his visits home, or a

concert he'd been to. He seemed to know something about nearly every topic; he

always had an opinion he was willing to defend. When I interjected with a thought of my

own, he listened to me seriously, even when we disagreed. What I had earlier

considered arrogance in him, I now viewed as a passionate, often impatient,

self-assurance.

By now it was clear to everyone what was happening—clear to everyone but me,

that is. I persisted in the belief that Bob was just so much more interesting than the other

guys my age. It was a pleasure to talk with him, that's all. If I never ate dinner in TD

anymore; if I asked about Bob's whereabouts at the check-in desk so often that Mary,

the middle aged Irish woman who worked there, had taken to giving me status reports

as I entered; if I tried out for a part in the Amen Comer (Bob had agreed to be assistant

director) rather than work with my friend Austin on Casablanca as I had planned—well, it

was just because he was so funny and pleasant.

I became the production manager of Amen Comer, after losing the lead to a

senior named Allyn, an incredibly beautiful woman with a singing voice like an angel

and an equally wonderful body. Her physical attributes didn't go unnoticed by Charles,

the play’s director. He offered me a secondary part, which I turned down, but promised

that I would work on the nuts and bolts of the production itself. And so each night after 



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Final/Random House/4/8/97 182

dinner, I would grab my notes and walk across campus to the Cultural Center, which

had provided us rehearsal space in a large open area on the second floor.

I was sitting on the floor in the House library one night after dinner, taking notes

on a scene Bob was rehearsing with the main characters. I found myself watching him a

lot more than I was watching the scene—the quiet, passionate way he spoke about the

material, the way he moved his hands as he spoke. I liked watching his hands; they

were large and graceful, with long fingers that, at that moment, were holding a cigarette

that he waved to emphasize a point. It suddenly came to me that I was feeling something

very different about Bob than I thought—and the revelation plunged me into despair.

I had no way of knowing that I was even on Bob's radar. I wanted to pursue him,

pursue the feelings I had, but I was too afraid to say or do much of anything My feminist

sensibilities were appalled; I knew I should just say something to him about my feelings

and take the consequences. But the rest of me was too insecure to be direct. Suppose

he didn't like me? Suppose he laughed at me? Suppose he gave me that most terrible

of all speeches: "I think you're a very nice person, but...." Then, of course, I would have

to die. The best thing to do, I decided, was to live with the feelings and say nothing,

while I considered what to do.

But once I had realized that I was attracted to Bob, it became harder and harder to

act nonchalant. We all had a habit, after each rehearsal, of walking back together and

stopping at Durfee Sweet Shop for a snack. Now, I searched for ways to delay my

departures with the rest of the cast, maneuvering so that Bob and I would end up

walking a little behind the others, taking stock of the evening’s work and trying to figure

out what might be left to do. It didn't take more than a few evenings for this to become a 
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kind of ritual for us. Even after I'd run out of excuses to lag behind. Bob and I walked

each night along High Street alone, toward Old Campus, talking sometimes about the

play, sometimes about school, or our families. I realized during our nightly talks that we

were becoming friends.

One evening at the House, rehearsals were especially tense. A rivalry for the

affections of the lead character had been brewing for a while between the director and

the leading male character. Finally, as Charles rehearsed the scene, a fight broke out

between him and Pierre that Bob had to break up. I had never seen Bob angry

before—neither had anyone else—but it was an episode to remember. He delivered a

blistering speech on the collective responsibility of actors in a small production,

excoriated everyone involved for their immaturity, and dismissed rehearsals for the

night. We were all so shocked to hear Bob raise his voice that everyone scurried to

disappear. But when he looked at me, he said only, 'You almost ready to go?'

As we walked back along the darkness of High Street, the only sound I could hear

was our footsteps and the distant clacking sound of typewriters through open dormitory

windows as students worked late into the evening. Finally, Bob spoke—he wanted to

know if I thought he’d gone too far. I demurred, on the grounds that I was just the

production manager and it didn't matter what I thought.

But Bob disagreed. "It matters to me what you think," he said. "If it didn't, I

wouldn't have asked you."

The blood came to my face in a rush of pleasure. It just so happened that I

thought he'd was quite right to read everyone the riot act, and I told him so. “Actually,

you probably should have done it a while ago," I said.
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'I know," Bob told me. 'But I was hoping things would work themselves out. Now,

we probably won't even have a play.”

"Oh, that's not true," I said, in a rush to reassure him. They know they were

wrong. And it's not like you jump up and start throwing fits every night. Everything will

be fine by tomorrow.”

'You think?" he asked, and I could tell he was worried about it.

'I really do. It’ll be all right."

It was, too. The next night, Charles and Pierre apologized to the cast and crew,

and rehearsals went on a lot more smoothly. Later that week, while Charles and I were

meeting before dinner about production details, I decided to tell him about my new

crush, He didn't seem all that surprised.

'Do you want me to find out what he thinks about you?’ Charles said.

I was panicked that Charles would do something horrible and embarrass me for

life. So I cautioned him to be as subtle as possible in his inquiry. I wanted to know for

sure who that girl in the picture was. And I thought it would be nice to know whether he

had ever considered thinking about me 'that way."

Meanwhile, I was gathering up my courage to ask him out on a date. I had

noticed in the Yale Daily News that an off-campus movie theater was showing one of

Bob's favorite movies, "Love and Anarchy," by Lina Wertmuller, along with Bertolucci's

The Conformist." I had made up my mind to suggest our going together, as soon as I

teard from Charles that Bob was a free man. I got my answer in a few days

"He likes you," Charles announced to me one night before dinner in the Silliman 

-ommon Room.
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"What do you mean, he likes me?" I asked, with growing honor.

"I mean he likes you. He told me so himself," he said with great pride.

"How did he come to tell you that?"

"I asked him," said Charles. "It seemed like the best way."

I let out a scream that caused heads to turn, then lowered my voice to hiss at

Charles. 'You told him? How could you tell him? How I can ever look him in the face

again!” I was absolutely mortified. But Charles was unsympathetic. He herded me

toward the check in desk, where I absentmindedly said hello to Mary. She smiled back

and said in a confidential whisper, 'He’s here already!"

I moaned in despair while Charles laughed. "Rosemary, stop worrying. It's not

like it’s a big secret or anything."

"Why, did you tell everybody else, too?'

'No, we all knew anyway. You're always coming here for dinner; you hang on to

everything he says. It was impossible not to know. I'm telling you it's all right."

I could have died. But I couldn't leave now; I didn't have a good enough excuse.

So I decided to get a grip on myself long enough to make it through dinner. There was,

for once, no rehearsal that night, so I could go back to my room and cry for a couple of

hours.

There was a seat for me right next to Bob, saved for me by my thoughtful friends

and meant to complete my humiliation, no doubt. Bob was in the middle of talking to

someone else when I sat down, but he turned to me and gave me his usual quiet smile.

Perhaps it wouldn't be so awful to be near him if he wasn't going to treat me like a

lovestruck fool. In a few minutes, he had turned to me again and asked me about my
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day. I made some mindless comment about it being uneventful, and tried to keep my

eyes on my plate. At the other end of the table, someone had started discussing what

movies were in town the next few days, and I found myself blurting out," 'Love and

Anarchy' is playing at the Lincoln."

Bob said, "Well, I guess we'd better go see it then."

I'm sure I looked completely stupid as I asked him, "What did you say?'

The smile Bob gave me that time was not quiet at all, but very sweet and knowing.

He said, 'I said, I guess we’d better go and see it, don't you think?"

I smiled back at him. 'Yes, I think we should."

I've always intended to rent those two movies so that I could actually see them; all

I remember about that night was sitting next to Bob in the darkened theater, conscious

of his arm draped casually across the back of my chair. Later, as we walked home in the

fall New Haven drizzle, he put his arm around my shoulder to steady my steps over a

puddle—and left it there. When we got to my back gate, he kissed the top of my head

and said good night, then ambled toward his own room.

I didn't know what to think. I’d prepared myself for the usual wrestling match at

the door. Part of the fallout from the movement toward sexual liberation was that women

often had to justify why they weren't having sex with the man who'd asked. But Bob

didn't even ask, and that threw me.I didn't know if he'd had a terrible time. I didn't know

if he'd want to go out again.

We saw each other a lot, in fact. There was still the play to work on, and the same

group of us still met for meals and went to parties at the House. But more and more, we 
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spent time together alone. One night, he climbed with me to the roof of Silliman

College, through a skylight in the ceiling of one of its towers. It was a brilliant night, and

Bob was showing off his knowledge of astronomy by pointing out all the constellations he

could see amid the hazy lights of campus and downtown. No matter what we did or

where we went, our time together ended the same way. We'd talk, we'd laugh, we'd

have a wonderful time-then he'd say good night and leave. It was beginning to make

me worry; was there something wrong with me? After a few weeks of this, I made a

decision to come right out and ask him. I knew him well enough by now to know that he

would tell me the truth. And no matter what he said to me, he wouldn't be mean or hurt

my feelings.

He'd come over one afternoon to pick up a book I'd promised to let him read, and

for once he was planning to have dinner at TD with me. Standing in my living room, I

asked him point blank. 'You've never once tried to sleep with me. Is it because I’m not

attractive?"

Bob looked a little surprised that I'd just blurted out my question, but mostly he

looked thoughtful. After a pause he said, It's not that at all. I guess I'm still not over my

old girlfriend. And I guess I didn't want to start sleeping with you until all of me was with

you, not just my body. You understand what I mean?'

I had never heard a man say anything like that in my life. I said I understood

completely and left it at that. What I understood most was that I was irrevocably in love.

Another young woman might have found this revelation exhilarating, even a cause for

celebration. But I had always imagined myself alone; no, I had promised myself that I

would stay alone. Men were for convenient sex; involvement was something to shim like
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the plague. I was so frightened by this overwhelming rush of feeling that I was thrown

into major depression in the days that followed. I did a minimal amount of schoolwork to

keep myself from falling behind in my classes, and I put on a reasonable facade in front

of others, even Bob. But I cried myself to sleep each night; in my heart, I was terrified.

Thanksgiving was coming up, and I couldn't afford to go home before Christmas.

So I would be having Thanksgiving dinner in the Commons with the other students too

poor or too alienated to see their families. Bob explained to me that he had to go home,

but that he would be back to see me as soon as he could. I chafed a bit at his not asking

me to come home with him, but how could he do that without making it look as though I

were his girlfriend? Part of my annoyance stemmed from the feet that I didn't kno'r- what

I was to Bob. I guessed he would just drift along with me until he recovered from ■ -ast

heartbreak, but he gave me no clue as to how long that would be.

The upshot of my lonely weekend was that I had worked myself into a fine state of

hurt and rage by the time Bob returned to campus Saturday afternoon. We went to the

movies, but I met his overtures of conversations with terse answers or stony silence.

Finally, he'd had enough. On the walk back home, he asked me what was wrong, which

only infuriated me more; what was he, blind? He asked again, and I exploded with all

the hurt feeling and loneliness of the past week and a half. Bob looked more baffled than

upset, and when I had finished, he walked me upstairs to my room.

'I didn't think you would be upset; you told me you would be here for

Thanksgiving, and I told you I'd be back as soon as I could. And I'm here," he said 
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gently.

'Well, I didn't think it was going to bother me as much as it did," I confessed. It

was lonely without you here."

'But I'm here now," he reminded me, and finally got around to kissing me for real.

We were lovers by the time school was back in session. I felt completely

transformed, sure that everyone could tell I was in love by gazing at my radiant

countenance. I was happy, confident, filled with all kinds of energy. On the nights when

I did not see Bob, I sat with my friends in TD, listening to their agonies and triumphs with

a kinder ear, joining in without defensiveness as I talked about my writing classes. On

the nights when I did see him, we were together the way we had always been—not

pawing each other in public, since it was not our way-but being silly together, with lots

of teasing and very bad jokes. My observant friends noticed that we always had

breakfast together on Sunday morning. It was my favorite time of the week Bob would

rise from the narrow bed we shared to go to the local newsstand and buy the Sunday

New York Times. I'd be dressed by the time he got back Together, we would take the

front page, the Arts and Leisure Section, the Book Review and the Magazine, and walk in

to brunch.

We sat at the black table most of the time, but just a little apart from the others; it

left us more room for the papers and our breakfast. As we ate waffles or omelets, we

each took a part of the paper. Bob usually reached for Arts and Leisure; I alternated

between the Book Review and the Magazine. We ate and read parts of the articles and

reviews to one another out loud. We would spin great fantasies about Bob's headlining 
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a brilliant show on Broadway, while I wrote incisive articles for the Times . At some

point, Bob would rise and bring over a fresh pot of coffee, refilling my cup and his own.

Our friends would join us now and then, teasing us gently. But neither of us minded very

much. For the first time in my life, I considered the notion of happily ever after as

something other than a misogynist plot.
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Chapter Eight

Falling in love sent me back to the feminist movement. In theory, I had never left it,

but college life and all its freedoms proved a lot more seductive than activism. I

abandoned my involvement in most things political to pursue the personal life I'd never

had. But now, awash in all this happiness, I began to think. Suppose Mama and Daddy

had loved and respected each other? Suppose, instead of meeting someone like my

father, she’d met someone like Bob? What would the world be like if women could be in

love and be themselves? I always imagined my choices rested between being alone

and happy or being with someone and suffering. I'd never considered the possibility of

a third way: love between equals.

Among the black men and women at Yale, I had noticed signs of a disheartening

traditionalism about gender. I think it especially grieved me because I thought we ought

to know better. Men who understood perfectly the ways in which ideas about race

circumscribed their life and choices drew a total blank when it came to extending that

understanding to women. Only a handful of men I knew were patently different, and

Bob was one of these. Not overtly political in the way I was, he seemed to think the

equality of women was a matter so obvious that people who thought differently were

simply not worth serious consideration. I felt, in contrast, that they were precisely the

people who had to be taken seriously.

I had time for all this rumination, in part, because Bob chose to accelerate out of

Yale after his junior year. Only two credits shy of graduation, he elected to save his
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parents thousands of dollars by taking those credits at CCNY in New York. We'd

discussed it all spring. I knew he was right to do it, and I understood he wouldn't be with

me for my last year at school. But it hurt just the same, and I was afraid. How could I be

sure that distance wouldn't make him change his mind about us? Bob gave me one of

those quiet smiles of his , and reminded me that he was not so easily dissuaded by 75

miles. He promised to visit every two weeks or so, a promise he largely kept with the

help of Trailways Bus, which had its New Haven terminal across the street from my

dorm. I spent a lot of Friday nights meeting the 10:30 p.m. bus from New York with big

silly grins on my face.

As for the rest of my time, I'd gotten involved with the Minority Women’s Political

Caucus on campus in the spring of my junior year. It was a group comprised of

African-American, Caribbean, Latina and Asian women. There were no Native

American women on campus in those days, and even the one or two Asian women who

had been with the group drifted away after some months. Those of us who remained

found ourselves acting as a kind of support group for each other, and as a voice that

challenged the more traditional feminism of white women on campus I knew about the

Yale Women's Forum, and was friendly with some of its members. But I vacillated about

joining the group because their focus seemed so narrow, even antithetical to interests of

my own. This felt especially true in subsequent months, as a series of incidents in ry

senior year revealed.

A rapist had begun preying on women living in Yale dormitories, and many of us

were extremely frightened. At least three women had been attacked by the man, who

was described as a black man in his late 20's with short hair. Such a vague description 



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Final/Random House/4/8/97 193

led to some very predictable consequences-the questioning of nearly every black man

in the vicinity of the Yale campus. At a school in which student freedom of movement

around campus was a given (unlike many other colleges in the mid 1970's), this level of

surveillance was noticeable. In light of a historic tension between black men and police

authority, these events were especially insulting at Yale.

I never had any great love for authority, and growing up in Chicago instilled in

me a lifelong distaste of the police. The Chicago police were legendary harassers of

black people in general and black men in particular. It was rare for a month to go by

without complaints from Daddy about the police who stopped him. Once the police

even stopped my parents when they were running an errand together. The officers

were so rough with my father as they took him from the car for a "routine" search that

my mother began hitting the cops with her purse. According to my mother, the officers

were so stunned by her defense of my father that they let them both go without giving

them a ticket.

My own first encounter with police occurred in junior high school, during one of

our family's summer trips to the library. We were walking our usual route one Saturday

afternoon when a squad car stopped us and wanted to know why we were walking

around. I told them that we weren’t doing anything wrong and that we could walk

wherever we wanted to—in retrospect, a pretty dangerous thing to have said to two men

with guns. I can remember, too, my mother cursing out half of a precinct for detaining

my baby brother on his way home from school because he looked like a suspected

rapist. The fact that he'd been in school at the time of the attack seemed not to effect

their judgment in the slightest.
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These incidents were hardly unique to me; part of the lore of black womanhood

includes the fear of police intimidation of the men in our lives. For those of us in the

caucus, faced with the real threat of an on- campus rapist, we lived with all the same

fears that white women lived with, plus a few bonuses. We knew both a growing anger

at the climate of suspicion that surrounded our male classmates, and a deep frustration

with women's groups who felt no police presence could be too extreme. We were just

as vulnerable as anyone else, just as afraid. But we also knew most of the black men

on campus as individuals, as guys who had walked us home from parties or stayed up

studying with us for killer finals. Some of these men were our boyfriends and, in one or

two cases, our fiancees. At the black tables in every college, the brothers would tell

their latest stories of being stopped by members of the Yale police, forced to show ID

and account for their whereabouts, even taken in for questioning.

Even Bob was subjected to the scrutiny of the police, a scrutiny that was

especially intense because he was no longer a Yale student. He had such trouble

gaining access to TD on his weekend visits that I reported to the maintenance office that

I'd lost my gate key and needed a replacement, a replacement I passed on to Bob so

that he could move freely.

The Minority Women's Political Caucus found itself in conflict with white feminists

over the harassment of innocent men based in large part on race. As one woman told

me during a heated discussion, “Well, if they’re innocent, then what's the problem?"

The problem was that, for all its flaws, this was still America. Even black men, I told her,

had the right to be protected against unreasonable search and seizure. At the black 
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table, one bitterly angry man told of being stopped for the 10th time by the campus

police, and blamed the hysterical rantings of women's libbers. I reminded him that

rapists didn’t ask women about their politics, and that I wanted the man caught too,

whoever he was.

It was my first direct experience with the convoluted, sometimes contradictory

politics of race and gender—but it would hardly be my last. In the end, nothing was

resolved. The attacks stopped as suddenly as they began. The rapist was never found.

The communication gap between women of color and white women grew ever wider,

and a woman's right to move safely and freely in her world—a core issue of feminism as

far as I was concerned—was still at risk for all of us. The weeks of tension left me feeling

tom in two. It occurred to me that, when it came to issues like this, black women might

always find themselves in a no-win situation.

In fact, I had a lot to be anxious about that year. Graduation was coming in a

matter of months, and I had no idea of what to do next. I had toyed with the idea of

graduate school in creative writing; one of my teachers, the poet and essayist June

Jordan, had encouraged me to apply. But 1 had to be realistic; I couldn't afford any more

school. I needed to make a living, and didn't know how I might do that except by

writing as a journalist, not a poet. The usual paths to a job after graduation—an internship

at a paper, or years on the Yale Daily News—were closed to me. I'd decided far too late

that writing was the path I would choose, and I didn't even have clips to send to a

prospective employer.

When I heard that a new weekly paper, the Advocate, was starting up in New 
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Haven, I decided I had nothing to lose. I just walked into their offices one afternoon and

told them I wanted to write for them; I added that I could take pictures. The editor, a

nondescript and harried looking man, regarded me for a moment and then said, "Stokety

Carmichael is speaking at the Afro-American Cultural Center tonight. Cover his speech

and write me the story. Get a picture, too."

I turned in a short piece, along with negatives rd developed, in a couple of days.

He ran the story and the picture, and paid me the princely sum of $10. I was hard

pressed to decide what was better-seeing my name in print, or getting paid for

something that was essentially fun. I gathered up several copies as the first additions to

my clip files, and kept going to the Advocate offices every week. Sometimes they’d

have an assignment for me, usually something local and straightforward. More often as

the months passed, I'd use my own preoccupations as inspiration.

The Equal Rights Amendment was a hot topic that year, and I’d discovered that

the author of the original 1920 amendment, Alice Paul, was alive, very frail, and living in

a Connecticut nursing home. With the help of a friend who transported me to Ms. Paul, I

did a long interview that turned out to be one of the last she ever gave. She was still

quite lucid when I met her, and quite angry with contemporary feminists. It was

ridiculous, she felt, for modem day feminists to focus on issues like abortion and

sexuality, rather than on basic constitutional protection such as that to be provided by

the ERA.. She saw sexuality as a fatal distraction, allowing the antifeminist forces to

misrepresent the purposes of the amendment, and told me it would lead to the ERA'S

ultimate defeat. She didn't live to see how right she was, but the rest of us did.
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One of the best things about being at Yale was the many opportunities to meet the

men and women who shaped public policy and public opinion, even made history. My

college, Timothy Dwight, was host to the Chubb Fellowship, a week-long seminar for

public figures to speak and spend time with students. Jimmy Carter spent a week at

Yale before he ran for president; Jesse Jackson wanted to meet with as many of the black

Yale students as possible during his week. Someone prominent was always striding

through the dining halls with a tray, or showing up at a Master's House Tea, or speaking

at the Yale Political Union, debating the hot issue of the moment.

The Equal Rights Amendment was still a hot-button topic after Alice Paul had

weighed in on it. In fact, the Yale Political Union was sponsoring a debate on the

amendment, between Karen DeCrow, then president of the National Organization for

Women, and Phyllis Schlafly, president of the Eagle Forum, a small right-wing group in

Alton Illinois. Most of the students didn't know much about Phyllis Schlafly, except that

her demeanor was reminiscent of the headmistress of an orphanage: severe, unsmiling,

and very glum indeed. I didn’t know much more about her, but I did know that she

didn’t just pop up one day to save the women of America from same-sex bathrooms.

My brother Hiawatha, whose politics were moving to the right at the same moment that

mine continued to move left, was a great reader of anti-Communist screeds of all kinds,

and there were still plenty to be found in the mid-1970's. Schlafly was the author of one

of the bibles of the anti-communist right wing, "None Dare Call It Treason," which I had

flipped through a few times to see if anything in it made sense to me. I was unimpressed

with the book, but Schlafly was a different matter. Something about her was

fundamentally sneaky, a real contrast to the let-it-all-hang-out ethic that was a legacy of
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the 1960’s and still very much alive in my world. It seemed to me that the book she’d

written were the musings of a person-a movement-in the grip of paranoia. Yet she

would appear on television, perfectly coifed, perfectly reasonable, dressed in darling

little suits and little earrings, looking for all the world like Beaver's maiden aunt. But this

was a maiden aunt with a law degree from Harvard, at a time when such women were

rare ; she was also a woman with six children and a husband no one ever saw or heard

anything about. It was still too early in America’s political life for the deeply personal

vendettas that would come to dominate the political arena, but I can remember even as a

student, wondering if the life she advertised in her public appearances was really the life

she led.

So when one of the members of the Yale Political Union, who was also active in

the Women's Forum, asked if I'd be interested in joining a small group for dinner with

Mrs. Schlafly, I accepted at once. 11 was hardly a fancy occasion. We ate the usual

dining hall food, but we were able to commandeer one of the Fellows Rooms for quiet

conversation. It was a very instructive meal. Some of the women there were feminists,

but others were profoundly opposed to feminism, as were the men who accompanied

them. Most of the men who attended were members of some of the stranger political

parties represented by the Political Union-who could have envisioned meeting Tories in

1976?

I listened a lot more than I talked, mostly out of amazement. A lifelong Democrat

by inclination, I knew there were people who were Republicans, but the Republican

Party of the mid 1970’s had not yet devolved into the distasteful assembly they are

today. There were moderate and liberal Republicans, and then there were the John 
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Birch Society Republicans, but even my father, fairly paranoid in his own right, believed

they were few and far between.

But this small gathering was a glimpse of the future. I didn't understand fully what I

was seeing that evening, but I knew in the pit of my stomach that their vision of this

country wasn’t good for me, or for people like me. The people gathered around that

table were angry, vengeful, appalled. Their America was being destroyed by feminists,

civil rights groups, radicals of every stripe. I was the only black person in the

room-and I felt it—but their displeasure moved far beyond the sense that I had moved

beyond my “place” in their world order. No one was rude, no one was hostile—on the

contrary, they were unfailing in their courtesy. I was simply an unfortunate individual, a

perfectly decent young woman, of course, who was part of an unhappy band of

malcontents hell-bent on undermining the fundamental liberties of Americans.

Mrs. Schlafly sat at the head of the table, presiding over the dinner conversation

in a delicate pink dinner suit, with pearl earrings. Her makeup was flawless, her hair

colored ever so delicately and pinned in a chignon that accentuated her icy eyes. At

some point, during a conversational tangent that touched upon the government's

increased support for higher education for students who might not otherwise attend

college, Mrs. Schlafly turned those eyes upon me.

“You're here at Yale on a scholarship, aren’t you?” she asked me.

And thrilled to be here, I thought to myself, but contented myself with a simple

affirmative reply.

The small tight smile she gave me was brushed with annoyance. "Now, you see,

my children didn't get a scholarship to college. Why should we be penalized because 
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we have more money than your family?" She turned toward a young man who erupted

into a tirade on the murder of individual initiative by the interference of the federal

government.

I was speechless. My silence in that moment began with hurt; why would she

choose to single me out for public display when she didn’t even know me? How could

she so quickly judge my life in those few seconds? But as the conversation around me

went on, my silence grew. I had met people that I didn't like before; I had met people

who were selfish, and mean. My father was brutal and violent, and college was my

escape from his unstable presence and from the constant fear he provoked in me. B”t

all those things were different from my sense of the room at this moment.

If I had still been a practicing Catholic, it would have been a moment for me to

call a priest. I could feel something warped, even evil, invading the atmosphere. This

was worse than anything I felt watching Southern racists on television; worse than the

free-floating contempt I sometimes felt in passing encounters with white people; worse

than my father's snarling disrespect of my mother. There was something fundamentally

dangerous about these people; in the face of such unexpected danger, I was frozen into

silence.

This was my first exposure to people I would come to regard as the enemies of

this imperfect, but vital, democracy-and it would awaken in me a curious patriotism that

I had always considered maudlin. I would resist these twin impulses for many more

years. I would try to talk myself out of the instinct to demonize this small group of

people whose vision of America was so antithetical to my own, and remind myself that,

given the relationship between black people and the American government, America 
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was not so much my country as where I happened to live. I would console myself that

what I had seen that night at dinner was simply a room filled with very smart, very

conservative, very privileged people venting to the converted. But that small gathering

would never leave my memory, and in some ways would cushion the shock of what

appeared, by the early 1980’s, to be a permanent shift to the right in American politics.

The woman who invited me to join the group came up to me with pity in her eyes,

apologizing for what she viewed as Schlafly's rude attempt to humiliate me to make a

political point. The remark she’d made stung, to be sure, but the fear that lingered had

little to do with what she'd said to me directly.

At the debate that night, Mrs. Schlafly faced Karen DeCrow, who showed up in

jeans and a shirt, living up to every stereotype of feminists ever created. I was always a

low-maintenance woman myself, and agreed with the notion that looks were often

irrelevant. But for me, the operative word was often. I was also an African-American

women who knew that what you wore, how you fixed your hair, even your shoes

telegraphed a host of messages. I would never have appeared before a public body in

jeans and a shirt to debate an important political issue. Where I came from, how you

dressed was a respect issue: I would have been representing my people as well as

myself, and how I looked would matter to those for whom I hoped to speak. Personally,

how I dressed would also be a strategic issue. I would never allow an audience to be

distracted from my message because they were too busy wondering why I didn't put on

some clothes. That night it didn't seem to matter: DeCrow, representing the pro-ERA

side, won the debate. But I could tell from the practiced way that Schlafly worked during

the debate, that she and people like her were determined to win the larger war. I could
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also tell that the stakes we would all be playing for were a lot higher than the fate of the

ERA.

People who'd been working for the Yale Daily all the time I was changing majors

had already scooped up internships from their junior year. The unpaid internships that

still existed were an impossibility for me. By the start of my last semester, I had begun

to panic.

I was stuffing envelopes at my work-study job in the dean's office one afternoon,

sharing my pre-graduafion anxieties with Mamesba Hill, one of the deans and one of

the few black women in the Yale administration. I'd kept doing stories for the Adverse,

and I'd expanded my writing to include work for The New Journal, a monthly campus

publication that had just started up. But my job prospects were growing much more

slowly than my clip file. I'd never done an internship, and the only ones available in the

coming summer were unpaid—a complete impossibility for me.

Dean Hill said that she might know about a job about an hour away, at the New

London, Conn. Day. It was a small paper in a small town, she told me, but I couldn't have

cared less. Any job I got would have been in a small town anyway; I was afraid it was

going to be some small town out west or down south, where I knew no one and where I

frankly feared going to live alone. After making a couple of calls , she confirmed that

they were indeed looking for a general assignment reporter. She gave me the address

of the paper's managing editor, and told me to send him a resume and dips. I made

copies of my work and a resume with lightening speed, and sent them off with a prayer.

In three days, I got a call from the managing editor, wanting to talk to me about the job.
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A friend drove me to the offices of the New London Day, where I met with John

Foley. Foley sat with my clips in front of him, asking about a cotpie of the stories I'd sent

him, and every now and then he'd nod, and look at me, and say, "You went to Yale, eh?'

It was a strange interview, though not at all unfriendly. He told me that he’d be meeting

with the publisher and that I'd have an answer in two weeks. And he added that I'd have

to provide my own car for the job. I told him that wouldn't be a problem, as long as I

could start work toward the end of the summer, to give me time to make money for a

car.

Two weeks to the day after my interview, John Foley called to offer me the job

beginning in late August. The pay was $9,000 a year, which sounded like a fortune to

me. I told my friends at dinner that I'd gotten the job, and then recruited them for my

next big task. I'd told John Foley that I'd need time to buy a car. What I didn't tell him

was that I’d need to leam to drive the car before I bought it. That's where my friends

Sue and Donna came in. They were underclassmen in Timothy Dwight, but we'd hit it off

right away, and they'd been rooting for me to get this job and stop whining every night

at dinner about my soon-to-be-ruined life.

Sue, a black woman from New Jersey, owned an enormous Ford Torino given to

her by her parents. Each night after dinner, she'd take me out in the streets of New

Haven and teach me how to enter and exit expressways, how to make hand signals and

—worst of all — how to parallel park. I banged up fenders all over New Haven as Sue

sought out the most difficult spots for me to practice. This was part of the grand strategy.

Sue alternated lessons with Donna, a white woman from upstate New York who owned a

tiny yellow Ford Pinto. Both Sue and Donna reasoned that if I could leam to be proficient
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in Sue's behemoth car, Donna's Pinto should be a cinch. They were right; nervous as I

was, I passed on the first try. Now there was nothing left to do but pass my courses and

graduate.

The only damper on my feelings of relief and success came courtesy of my

father. My mother was happy for me, simply because I was happy. But Daddy was

outraged that I would be writing for a living. He had never taken my love of writing

seriously. Even in junior high, when I would come home ecstatic about creative writing

class, he would interrupt me in a rage. 'Nobody wants to hear about that bullshit! What

did you do in your math class today? What did you do in your science class today?" As

in most things, the simplest way of dealing with Daddy was simply not to tell him

anything.

It was my silence that allowed him to delude himself into thinking I would come

to my senses and go to law school, or at least come back to Chicago to live. When I

called to share what 1 thought was good news, and told him what I would be making,

there was dead silence, then the explosion: "You spent four years at Yale to make

$9,000 a year!" Then he hung up the phone, and wouldn't talk to me for three months.

My mother gave me her typical good advice: 'Don't pay him no mind; you know he's a

fool." I knew she was right, and 90 percent of the time, I was glad for the job and the

chance to stay on the East Coast. The other 10 percent of the time, however, I caught

myself wondering whether Daddy would ever approve of anything I ever did.

There was only money enough for one airplane ticket, so Mama came for

graduation. I was nervous, because it also meant that Bob's family and my family—at least 
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the most important part of my family-would finally meet. I watched them all together

with a great longing during the dinner at Class Day. Bob's mother was gracious, as

usual, and deeply proud of her younger son. My mother was just as proud of me, and as

warm .charming and direct as I knew she would be.

My mother thought the entire McNatt family was wonderful, but she saved her

highest praise for Bob’s father, a handsome and courtly man with a knack for putting

everyone at ease. All weekend, he held doors open for my mother, helped her with her

jacket at events, pulled out her chair and complimented her on what a good job she’d

done in raising a daughter like me. It was a chance to see firsthand where Bob’s quiet

charm had come from, and I smiled to think that, 30 or 40 years from now, the two of us

might be at Yale for our son or daughter's graduation.

For I had succumbed by now to the dream I had scorned all my life: I wanted to

many Bob. After years of declaring that marriage was the closest thing to legalized

slavery, after years of watching my parents ' combined misery, knowing Bob and being

with him had changed my mind. A few rare souls among my classmates were living out

my particular fantasy: graduating on Wednesday and getting married on Saturday. As

Mama, Bob and his parents talked together, I thought of how wonderful it would be if this

were the nucleus of my new family. We could send for my brothers and sister and Bob's

brother, and life could be complete and wonderful.

Bob, however, refused to cooperate. He was not remotely ready to marry, he'd

told me, and he didn't think I was either. I think that was the real source of my tears that

day, as I marched with my class and received my diploma. As tradition held, there was

no rain on commencement day. Most of the downtown streets were blocked as the
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entire graduating classes for undergraduate and graduate schools paraded to the Old

Campus. The procession was a kind of kick for me; it was so much more traditional than

anything Parker would have done, but satisfying in a way that less traditional ceremonies

lack: this was the recognizable end of things. I wasn't sorry to be leaving Yale; I was

thrilled. Sixteen years of school were over and my real life could begin; I was free,

black and 21. What could be better?

New London was lonely.

I ‘d spent one last summer in Chicago, after my original slimmer job in New

Haven fell through. I got a job as a waitress in a neighborhood pizza joint, saving my

meager pay and tips to buy my first car-a used Toyota that I named Bianca, but that my

mother called Putt-Putt because of its noisy engine. Bob flew to Chicago in August to

help me drive my car back east. He arrived right after my last big blowup with my

father, a fight that was all my fault, and crystallized his opposition to my desire to write.

For almost a year, I had attempted to publish a short story I'd worked on in

college. In retrospect, it was a fairly undistinguished piece, influenced by magical

realism and focusing on a chance encounter at a Chicago concert in the park. I'd sent it

to Essence Magazine, hoping they might publish it, and just before I was scheduled to

move to New London, the piece was published.

Daddy, whose contempt for this notion of my being a writer continued unabated,

was rendered speechless when confronted with my name in print. Upon seeing the

magazine, he bought a copy and took it into his room to read. He camp out much later

and found me in the living room. I had never seen this particular look on my father's 
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face before—a look of genuine curiosity, as though he didn't understand who or what he

was seeing. And then he said to me: "Where did you get this from?"

At first, I didn't understand the question. He repeated it. "Where did you get this

from? Where did these people come from?'

I was contemptuous, tired of his making fun of me and of my writing. I answered

honestly enough, that I didn't know where they came from, I just made up the people in

my head. But I answered his honest question in that snappish, smart ass way I had long

ago perfected in conversations with him. He bristled, as he always did, and cursed at

me; I shouted back something defiant and angry, and the moment to really answer him

was lost forever.

I found out later from my mother that he had gone to a newsstand and bought

every copy of Essence they had, and put them in the glove compartment of his car.

Whenever he ran into someone he knew, he would stop the car and pull one out,

turning to the two page spread with a photographic illustration of a nameless woman

and say, 'My daughter wrote this story. That's even a picture of her!" even though I

looked nothing like the woman in the photograph. Apparently, he bragged about me

everywhere and to everybody—except to me.

My job at the Day was a wonderful introduction to daily journalism, and the

editors were extremely patient with me, considering I had no idea what I was doing. On

my first day, the city editor brought me a stack of press releases to rewrite.

"I’ll need a take on this one; two graphs on this one, a graph on this one, and see

if you can get two takes out of this one," he ordered as I scribbled notes to myself about

what he wanted. After about 15 minutes of reading the releases and deciding I 
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shouldn't start out bluffing, I went back to the editor and pulled him aside to ask quietly:

"What's a take, and what's a graph?" He was veiy kind, if a little nonplused, and told me

that graph was short for paragraph, and that a take was a page. After that translation, my

early months went smoothly. Eventually, I moved to night side as a town reporter,

covering meetings and elections in two tiny bedroom communities, Salem and

Colchester Connecticut.

I was two and one-half hours away from Bob, working nights and gradually

chafing at small town life. I had never truly lived alone, and suddenly, there I was in a

three room attic apartment on a quiet street in what I had decided was a too-quiet town. I

was the only black reporter at the Day: indeed I was the only black employee other than

the janitors, who treated me like a favorite niece. The only other black people I saw

were the men and women of Electric Boat, the submarine builders. Part of the reason

was the hours I worked; four to midnight suited my body dock, but it was murder to

meet other people. Mostly I saw folks in Dunkin Donuts, where I inevitably stopped on

the way home. It was good just to sit in there, have a cup of coffee and a doughnut and

listen to other people talk, even if they weren't talking to me.

I filled my days with wandering through malls-my first experience with them,

realiy-and shopping at yard sales, which I loved. My colleagues at the Day didn't live in

New London, for the most part. They had apartments and homes in Mystic and

Stonington, by the water, in the woods. They loved small town life; they hiked and

swam, or were raising families and wanted lots of room for them to grow up. None of

this was part of my life, though. I missed jazz and theater, and I especially loved the

weekends I could meet Bob in New York for a play or a concert.
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A series of muggings in downtown New London that would have been a squib in

any metropolitan newspaper was worth a week's headlines and a special news meeting

to discuss ways to enhance coverage. At the time, it seemed ridiculous to make such a

fuss about an incident so commonplace in 1977 urban America that it didn't bear

mentioning in most other places. But I was too naive then to understand how important

those events were in the life of a small community. The truth was, I wasn't really part of

the community there. I had reverted to a schizophrenic life. This time 1 was covering

school board fights and planning and zoning meetings during the week, then jumping

into my car and zooming toward Teaneck on the weekends, where Bob still lived with

his parents while he worked as a stock analyst.

While I was not adjusting to life in Connecticut, the rest of my family was living

through a shock wave: Daddy had cancer. For all his hell raising, my father was never

well. For years his night table had been covered with brown and white bottles,

prescriptions from Walgreens courtesy of his varied clinic doctors. We were forever

being summoned to bring water so he could swallow his various medicines. So when he

complained all summer of not feeling well, I did what I always did when it came to him: I

paid him no mind.

By the fall after my graduation, he had captured my attention. Mama told me he

confessed to having lung cancer, a natural consequence, I supposed, of smoking three

packs of Chesterfields a day for nearly 50 years. Some part of me never believed that

he could actually die. One of our family's mythological underpinnings was that only

good people died. Evil people, it seemed, lived on forever. How else could it be that

John and Robert Kennedy were dead, while George Wallace was still here? What was 
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true in politics, surely was true in life. Mama would be the first to confirm how evil

Daddy was. "He's so evil, he don't even want his pants to touch his ass,” she told us once,

sending everyone present into fits of laughter.

The last time 1 saw him alive was in April. It occurred to me that I should go home

for his birthday; it was increasingly clear that it would be his last one. He was back in his

room, gaunt and obviously ill, just as disagreeable as ever, but in a lot more pain. He

would not eat at all. He would order these vast elaborate meals, which my mother would

dutifully cook, then eat three bites and put the food aside. One night he really wanted

spaghetti and a beer. I went to the store to get him a Budweiser. When I returned the

spaghetti was done, and 1 dished up my mother's concoction and poured the beer into

the glass for him.

I entered the room and stopped at the foot of his bed—right by the door—where I

had stood so many times, usually in fear. He waved me in with a thin hand, and

motioned to a TV tray where I put the spaghetti and the beer. He drank most of the

beer, and took a few half-hearted bites of Mama's food. But it was clear he couldn't eat

anymore. Asking him how he felt was pointless. I knew how he felt from the constant

moaning that penetrated the walls of my room each night, along with the faint rustle of

the paper as he tried each day, unsuccessfully, to read the Tribune. His bedside,

always covered with bottles of medicine before, was so thick with vials and pills that

there was barely room for his lamp or his ashtray or his cigarettes, for despite what the

doctors said, he kept on smoking; what was the point of stopping now?

I had the feeling each day he wanted to tell me something, but I'm not sure even

he knew what he wanted to say. I do know that on the day I left to return to Connecticut, 
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he got himself up from bed, as thin and weak as he was, to walk me to the front door. He

hugged me as hard as his frail bones would allow, and cried as he said goodbye. I kept

thinking I would say something to him for those moments he held me tight. But all I had

were questions, thousands of questions; none of which he would have answered, even if

he'd been well. So I went back home, to go on with my life, and waited for word from

home.

It came on an afternoon in June. I was on a back road, on my way from Salem to

New London with a list of real estate that had exchanged hands that week It was part of

my job as a town reporter to make sure readers could spy on each other's real estate

transactions. As I drove along, the thought appeared clearly in my mind, a simple

sentence: Daddy died today. I put it away as just a morbid fantasy. Still, people in my

family knew things. Years earlier, my father woke up one morning and told us he

dreamed his mother was going to die that day. I didn't believe him, but my mother did.

At 11:40 p.m. the phone rang. It was Daddy's brother, my Unde Gus. Their mother was

gone. I considered this the gift of the previous generation, intuition as a substitute for

book learning. But I had been to college, and suspected the gift was lost to me.

When I got to my desk, I almost missed the note tucked into my Royal typewriter.

"Call your mother," the note said. I picked up the phone and dialed. My mother

answered, and asked how I was, and whether I was at work After I had told her all these

things, she just came right out and said it.

'Daddy's dead. He died about three this afternoon."

She was so calm. I was relieved. In many ways, it had been easy for me. I had

not watched him die by inches; that task was left to my mother and sister and brothers.
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They lived with him as the cancer ate his bones and gnawed at his brain until he began

to hallucinate. I only heard the weekly reports of his failing body during my Sunday

phone calls, and even then my first thoughts were grateful ones; he was too sick to hzft

or threaten anyone. My colleagues were sympathetic; though I never talked much about

Daddy, they'd known about his illness and wanted to know if there was anything they

could do. I thanked them, and said simply that I needed to go home and help my

mother with the arrangements. I drove to Teaneck that night and left the car with Bob’s

family. They drove me to the airport the next morning for my flight home.

I don't know what I expected to find as I parked the car in front of my family's

apartment-the whole house lit up in neon, maybe, glowing in the dark from the amazing

news. I figured since everything was completely different now, there ought to be some

kind of sign. One thing was certain: the house smelled the same. Daddy's room still

smelled of him-of Chesterfields and motor oil ground into his work clothes, of iron

shavings and German shepherds and the thousand manual things he had harangued us

about avoiding in favor of education and a job that used our brains instead of our hands.

Only his good clothes had been disturbed; Mama had them hung over doorways and

draped out on his bed, choosing things he might want to be buried in. It surprised me

that he had not already picked out his own exit suit.

Mama waited for me to arrive before making the arrangements. Metropolitan

Funeral Home, it seemed, was the mortician of choice; the small burial policy Daddy

had would be accepted there. The home was a huge Gothic limestone house; the oily

representative who greeted the five of us had eyes, not for my mother's grief, but for

me. Time after time, as we walked through the display rooms, he lingered near me in 
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an attempt to tempt me, it seemed. I couldn't envision being cornered in a room full of

caskets, so I spent the time maneuvering between the mortician and my mother.

Mama wandered through the rooms, stoic for the most part, but suddenly weary

as she looked at an elegant casket of pearl gray. That was the one she wanted, and the

funeral director made his notes. It was a lovely casket; that was important. After all, the

whole family on both sides would be there, at the wake and at the funeral, judging and

evaluating as well as saying goodbye and offering their condolences. There was a right

way and a wrong way to bury your husband, even a husband like hers.

I did what I always do in times of crisis-1 work and plan and organize and

orchestrate; the occupational hazards of the oldest child. My brother was his distant

self, even in sorrow. My sister, who was closer to Daddy than anyone, was distraught.

But my baby brother was closest in feeling to my own, as I discovered the night of the

wake, when he rode with me in my rental car to get more pop from the store.

"I feel like I ought to cry, but I can't," Terry told me as I drove up Drexel

Boulevard. "I'm not sorry he's dead." The task of protecting my mother had fallen to

him since I went away to school, and he had adopted it with a certain viciousness.

Once, when Daddy decided to act out, Terry punched him directly in the nose. Daddy

chose to retaliate, the story goes, by shooting at Terry as he ran down the stairs. They

periodically felt the need to slug it out, and Terry's budding adolescence had as much

to do with that as his duty to my mother. Still, Terry was as close to Mama in his way as I

was. The death of the man regarded as an impediment to her happiness was not

exactly cause for either of us. to mourn.

All the relatives came to the wake, along with friends of mine from school, 
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particularly Monica, some of our neighbors, and a host of his old running buddies who

kept up with Daddy after he had foregone his life of profligate gambling and what he

called chippie-chasing. The funeral home had done as good a job as possible in

restoring the face of a 190 pound man reduced to a fractional 70 pounds in death. It

didn’t look like him, but no mortician could have accomplished that. Fleetingly, I

remembered a college class about death where I learned that an open casket was not

typical, except in what the book had referred to as "certain ethnic communities" But

how else would you know the person was really dead? We had to tear my sister a^ay

from his coffin. Linda simply would not leave him there. I watched this from far away, in

confusion and a little bit of astonishment. My sadness was reflexive, a drag on my

emotions, something I felt because everyone around me felt so bad

Back at the house, visitors drank and told stories about Daddy so wild and crazy

they had to be true. My mother was a serene presence amid the mourners and

revelers in her living room. At one point someone came to console her. She looked at

them and said distinctly, Tree at last, free at last, thank God almighty, I'm free at last."

She was not gloating; hers was a heartfelt thanks. Mama had done her duty and, in

return, had been released from bondage while she was still young enough to

appreciate it. The person she said it to was shocked; I knew exactly what she meant.

At the funeral, my cousin Niecie-whom Daddy had always liked—sang his favorite

hymn, "Precious Lord." Mama and I had arranged for two limousines to carry us and my

father's sister and her husband; Oakwood cemetery was a long, long drive. We were

taken to a plot far from the cemetery's center. It was completely nondescript; I suspect

that it was land freshly annexed by the cemetery in a move toward expansion.
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Daddy had no gravestone to mark his resting place. Some one among us asked how

we might find his grave again, and we were told by officials there that there was a kind

of map, demarcating where every body lay. Someday, the man told us, when we

wanted a headstone for his grave, we would of course be able to find him. I didn't tell

them that I planned never to look for the spot.

Mama cried a little when they lowered his casket, and hung around awhile to see

whether they would actually bury him in it, or dump the body out into a pine box and

resell the pearl gray one. Years earlier, Daddy himself told the story of standing at the

newly-dug grave side of his mother and instructing the grave diggers to cover his

mother’s coffin with dirt then and there. He loved to recount the grave diggers' stalling

and his own response that he paid to have his mother buried in that particular coffin

and he intended to stand right there until they buried her in it. He stood, he told us, until

the last shovel full of dirt was tamped down, and then went home.

None of us had Daddy's endurance; when the limousines were ready to return,

we went back with them. None of us really knows whether they turned Daddy out into

that hole in his good suit and his Dunlop hat and his Florsheim shoes. 'Don't worry,'' one

of my brothers said. "If they did, Daddy will come back and haunt their ass"-something

my father had always promised he'd do whenever he died. Irreverently, we howled

with laughter. He had especially threatened to disturb my mother's peace, but as she

told me later, "I sleep sound every night."

I’d been at the Day nearly a year, and even before Daddy died, I'd been restless.
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I knew I belonged in New York, and had taken some fledgling steps to get there. Earlier

that spring, I'd taken a day off to visit New York employment agencies that specialized

in publishing jobs. At least two of them said they'd call if something "appropriate" came

up. But I could tell from their expressions that my being black made me too

inappropriate for that occasion ever to arise. Next, I tried raffing and making

appointments for preliminary interviews at the agencies. On the phone, my credentials

and Ivy League education made me a promising young woman. In person,

opportunities suddenly vanished. It was such an old story, I wasn’t even angry. It was

happening to all my friends from college in one way or another. We traded horror

stories whenever we met for drinks. One young man, especially tall and especially

dark-skinned, was told in one interview that he should retire the navy blue suit he'd

invested in, since "navy blue was a power color, and you don't want to give the wrong

impression.” He was so impressed by her advice that he went out and bought two more

just like it "so they’ll be clear about the impression I want to make,” he said defiantly.

Only one of the many agencies I visited actually interviewed me when I showed

up. The employment counselor arranged an interview for me with Scholastic

Magazines, which as it turned out, had been seeking for some time to diversify its work

force, hence my warm welcome at the employment agency. I was excited—not only was

it a job, but one with a company I knew as a consumer. St. Ambrose students read the

rival magazine "My Weekly Reader," but every girl scraped together her pennies to

buy books from the Tab Book Club. The books were peopled by carefree blonde girls

whose parents owned houses and had office jobs, who spent their summers drinking

lemonade and volunteering in hospitals and going to the town pool looking for nice 
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boys. Their fantasy lives had been the source of many happy summer evenings for me.

It seemed right to be able to return the favor in some way.

The job turned out to be as an assistant editor for a social studies magazine for

high school students who read below grade level. The editor, a man in his late 30's,

was suitably impressed by my Ivy League credentials, and made clear to me that this

was primarily a writing job, and a specialized one at that-sentence and paragraph

length was strictly formulaic. Did I care? It was a real magazine job in New York. I

accepted with pleasure.

I was only planning to stay two years. I didn't like the idea of actually living in

New York City but I didn't have much choice. If I really wanted to work in publishing,

I needed to be there. All that spring, as I perused the want ads and the real estate

sections, I had set a goal for myself: to be working for a national magazine by the time I

was 25. I had more than three years to make the grade, but first, I had to be where the

jobs were.

I found my apartment on a 4th of July weekend; a tiny one-bedroom on the upper

west side with a working fireplace. Bob and I had spotted it in the Sunday Times, and

he borrowed his parents' car to get me into Manhattan. It was he who warned me to

take it right away if I liked it. On July 22, 1977, Bob pulled up in front of my new

apartment in a rented U-Haul, with me following in my ancient, shabby blue Toyota.

We unloaded my minimal possessions, including my oak four-poster, which barely fit

into the bedroom, and collapsed into an exhausted sleep. Finally, things were working

out the way I'd always planned them. I had a cute apartment, a wonderful job, and a

good man who loved me.
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One Sunday night in early fall, I was in my new apartment with the television on

I was finally hanging curtains on the sole window in my narrow living room; a fire was

burning in the fireplace and dinner was cooking in the closet-sized kitchen. I was

standing on the ladder, adjusting the curtain hooks, when the theme music from Kojak

came on. Gradually, I felt an ache in my throat. Kojak had been one of my father's

favorite television shows, right up there with The FBI and Mission: Impossible, which he

loved passionately (though he hated that Barney Collier, the only black character, was

always scrambling around behind a wall with a screwdriver).

I hated Kojak; it was just another dumb police show to me. But hearing the music

made me remember that Daddy would curse you out for not waking him up when it was

time for the show. A thousand memories of him followed in the wake of that music, and

for the first time, more than a year after his death, not all of them were bad. I was

focused on the fuzzy memories of girlhood, the fleeting moments when I was afraid of

the dark, of thunder, and he-not Mama-was the person who made me feel safe. I

thought it might be homesickness that was plaguing me. I hadn't seen my family in

months, though I talked to them every week. But that music from Kojak was not

conjuring up memories of my mother or brother or sisters-only of a tall man with rough

hands that used to lift me high above his head, hands that, before they grew

accustomed to beating me, had once tucked me into bed. Once, a long time ago, I was

his little girl, and that time would never come again. It was that realization that made me

come down from the ladder, crying for the father I suddenly wanted but would never 

have.
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Chapter Nine

My father’s death in mid 1977 was only the beginning of what proved to be a

depressing slide downward. Though I’d come to New York in pursuit of my writing

career, I’d also come to be near Bob. who was going through a few changes of his own.

My arrival only exacerbated the tensions that had sprung up between us since

graduation. Bob was miserable as a stock analyst, and horrified his mother by

renewing his commitment to a life in the theater, applying to drama schools all over the

country. My greatest fear was that he'd get accepted by the American Conservatory

Theater in San Francisco, thus separating us forever. He'd applied to Yale Drama, and to

the acting program at NYU. I'd gently tried to persuade him to apply to the Goodman

Theater program in Chicago, so that if he were accepted I'd have a great excuse to

follow him there.

Spending an April weekend with Bob and his family in New Jersey, we were

sitting around trying to figure out what he might do if he were rejected by all the

schools. ACT had already said no, much to my secret relief, but we hadn't heard from

the others. Suddenly Bob's mother remembered that a letter had come for him from

NYU. Bob leapt from his chair and dashed upstairs, with me in hot pursuit. I ran into his

room just as he opened what proved to be an acceptance letter from NYU. We danced;

we screamed, we hugged and kissed and screamed some more. If I'd known then what I

know now, I might have kept my mouth shut.

For once, Bob had done something his parents did not approve of. There were
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very few black stock analysts on Wall Street in those days, and he was abandoning what

might prove to be a promising career for something insecure and largely unprofitable.

His mother appealed to me to talk some sense into him, but she was asking the wrong

woman. How could I think of asking him to go on doing something he hated and give up

one of his great passions? I remembered those long night walks on campus, with Bob

reminding me that I had the right-even the duty— to try writing if that was what I wanted.

Loving him as I did, how could I not have the same faith in him'?

I might not have been so noble if I'd understood what graduate school would

mean to our relationship. By the time I settled into my Manhattan apartment, expecting

the two of us to spend more time together, he was immersed in the artistic equivalent of

boot camp-class after class during the day, driving taxis at night. The first year

program at NYU was intense, and disturbing to Bob in ways so personal he would not

share what happened even with me. Always the quieter half, he became more silent and

introspective than usual. Accustomed as I was to knowing and understanding large ^arts

of what was happening in his life, his reticence hurt. Our infrequent weekends grew

strained. Toward the end, the only thing the two of us shared was a sense of anger—Bob

was angry that I wouldn't leave him alone; I was angry that he wouldn't tell me

anything-and both of us were angry at our own helplessness: we couldn't seem to stop

our downward spiral. We loved each other, I knew we did. But love was not enough.

One weekend evening, everything was all wrong. We couldn't decide on a place

for dinner. Once we compromised on something and the food came, neither of us liked

it. We sniped at each other all through dinner, and Bob made some cutting remark that

reduced me to tears , so I gathered my things and walked out of the restaurant toward 
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home. He caught up with me, I thought, to apologize, but instead began to yell at me for

being possessive and clingy. I yelled back about his chilly and withdrawn nature. We

fought all the way back to my apartment, even though neither of us could pinpoint the

source of our rage. Finally, Bob grabbed his jacket to leave, and I went to the door to

stop him.

“Look, this isn't good," I said, near tears. “We need to talk about things; you can t

just leave."

“Rosemary, I have to go," he told me, and the desperation in his eyes was

terrible to see. "I can't deal with this right now. I’ll call you." It was the first time he d

ever lied to me; I knew it would be a long time before I saw or heard from him again.

At 22,1 was truly on my own—just as I had always wanted to be, and it hurt more

than I thought was possible. I tried to console myself by immersing myself in the novelty

of my new job, attempting to find refuge in work, just as I’d once used school as a safe

harbor. I was hired as an assistant editor for one of Scholastic's social studies magazine;

this one, “Search" was a magazine of world cultures designed for "reluctant readers

-high school students who read at fifth grade level. I spent much of my time

researching and writing stories with a fixed number of words per sentence and a limited

number of sentences per story. At first, it was difficult; I tended to write more complex

sentences than the magazine ever ran. But after a while, I could look at a sentence and

tell if it was too short or too long.

My editor (I'll call him David) was a good 15 years older than I. He seemed fair

and reasonable enough, even jovial in casual conversation. The other staff member was
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Brian, the associate editor, very friendly and funny. Bryan introduced me around,

dropped into my cubicle to say hi, and became a confidant in the first weeks on the job.

The three of us put out this magazine every few weeks, and the mail from readers we

constantly received told me that we were pretty widely read.

I was largely oblivious to my first glimpse of trouble. It came at an issue

planning meeting, in which David presented his outline of a dozen or so future issues of

the magazine and then asked for feedback from Bryan and myself. Accustomed as I

was to the free flow of ideas, I believed that he really was asking for feedback. When it

was my turn to comment, I said in my best, thoughtful, Catholic-schoolgirl voice that the

issues were fine as far as they went, but there were no women to be found in any of the

forthcoming issues, and no black (or any other non-white) people. Since this was a

magazine about the cultures of the world, I asked, shouldn't we actually include some of

those cultures?

The room got very quiet. When David recovered, he remarked that because I

was knew at this, I couldn't possibly know that the average readers of our magazine

were, as he put it. little white boys in Iowa." I didn't know that, I said to David, and was

glad he told me, but didn't that make it even more important that we have lots of different

people in the magazine; wasn't that the kind of information little white boys in Iowa

needed to have? He acknowledged that possibility, and quickly moved on to something

else.

Looking back, I can t believe how dense I was, how oblivious to the nuances of

office politics. My only defense is that I had spent much of my life talking to people who

largely respected my talking back, people who in fact had trained me to question 
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authority—everybody’s authority. Even my father, as angry as I made him during our

political brawls, used to laugh grudgingly and say that I would be hell in a courtroom.

Throughout all those indulgent years at Parker and at Yale, I had somehow gotten it into

my head that employers also would respect a principled disagreement with his or her

employees, especially if he initiated the discussion by asking for comments. I couldn't

have been more mistaken.

After that meeting, my work began to suffer—at least David’s perception of it did.

Copy that once would have earned a passing comment like "Good job" now required an

astonishing amount of rewriting. At first I complied without comment, understanding

that newspapers were different from magazines, that writing for adults was different

than writing for children. But my editor’s comments became more pointed, his

tolerance for my ideas in story meetings disappeared. We disagreed on story

emphasis, we disagreed on topics; he didn't like anything I did. Bryan noticed it almost

as soon as I did, and often dropped by my desk to cheer me up after some of these

miserable afternoons.

At my 90-day evaluation period, David's assessment of my abilities was stark.

After three months of working with me, he had come to the conclusion that I couldn't

wnte, couldn't edit and really had no future in the publishing business. In addition, he

said, he was concerned about my arrogance. He felt I wasn't receptive enough to

direction, and believed me closed to new ideas. I had three months to turn my work

around or be fired. I sat silently through his monologue, delivered with not a little relish,

and felt the tears burning my eyes. But something told me that crying in front of this

man would be a mistake, and I had made too many mistakes already. At the end of his
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tirade, David asked me whether I had anything to say. I replied that I had nothing to say

at all, and left his office.

It didn t occur to me for months that he might be wrong, that he might be more

angry and vengeful about my frankness in meetings than he was right about my talents.

I didn’t consider that he resented my consciousness of race and ethnicity and gender,

that my bringing up such hot button issues was taboo, that we might just be two

conflicting personalities. I felt stunned, because I had no experience with people who

thought of me as incompetent or as a failure. And I didn't see any hope of changing his

mind, because I didn't know what was wrong with the work I'd been doing.

I began to feel more self-conscious about my story ideas. Topics I wanted to

propose now made me nervous. I didn’t know how he’d perceive them, whether he’d

take them seriously. I found myself censoring myself, something I'd never really

learned how to do, and the knowledge that I was not contributing my best bothered me.

Occasionally, however, I would overcome my reluctance and champion pieces that I

thought had to be done. The National Women’s Conference in Houston Texas that year

was one such topic.

There was an informal women’s grot?) at the company, and some of us had

discussed ways to write about what we considered this very important moment in

women’s history. Some of us worked for the company’s science magazines for

example, and a straightforward story about the conference was not feasible. But I knew

our magazine was the right place to talk about some of the issues the women’s

conference would raise. I decided to propose an article that was a mock Rebate

between two of the youngest delegates to the convention about the Equal Rights
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Amendment. One of the delegates was white; one was black. One was politically

liberal, one was conservative. One of them supported the ERA, one of them opposed it.

My idea was to interview them each by phone, separately, then create a mock debate

between them using their own language. Finally, we would ask the readers to write in

and tell us what they thought about the ERA as a result of what they'd read from the two

delegates.

David was not hostile to the idea of the piece, but he wasn't doing cartwheels

either. I could read in his eyes a kind of exasperation, a look that spoke of weariness

with what he considered constant harping on this women's stuff (I would grow to be

familiar with this weary look on the faces of white men about many of the topics I cared

about most, but working with David gave me my first real experience with it.) I might

have gotten more static, but the chairman of the company — a man with four daughters—

had begun to think about the women's movement in very practical and personal terms.

He wanted to meet with several editors about the conference and whether Scholastic

might want to send people to cover the event. Imagine my surprise—and David's

displeasure—when I was asked to attend the meeting. Some of the women I'd been

chatting with all those weeks were influential at the company, although I didn't know it. It

was their idea, after hearing me wax enthusiastic about feminism and women of color,

to invite me to brainstorm with them. I knew that my being black was a key reason for

the invitation; I knew I made them look enlightened and fair. I also knew that they could

make me look good too. The way things were going between David and me, I would

need all the friends I could acquire

By the time the meeting was over, a decision had been made to send
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representatives from several magazines to Houston for the conference, and to have

articles about the conference appear in as many of the publications as was feasible

Needless to say, the piece I'd proposed to David was approved. David was even less

thrilled when he found that I had been selected as the person from our magazine to

attend the conference; after all, I was the junior member of his staff, and no one had

consulted him about any of this. But to my way of thinking, this was an oppormnir ,j I

had tripped over, and I was going to take advantage of it. I hoped my work in Houston

would be an opportunity for me to make a good impression on my very cranky boss,

though I didn’t hold out much hope.

The trip to Houston was exhiliratmg. It was glorious to see those thousands of

women from all over the United States, spilling out of every hotel and restaurant in the

downtown business district. The city clearly was unprepared for the number of people

who showed up-not just the delegates and the press, but the antifeminist groups , led by

a familiar nemesis. Phyllis Schafly. who were convening at the Astrodome several miles

away. I interviewed dozens of women and girls, sat through every plenary session,

listened to all the speeches, and felt renewed. I was especially thrilled by the passage of

a resolution in support of women of color, a rather delicate endeavor that at one point

seemed jeopardized by great differences in opinion and some insensitive moves by

white feminists. But some massive behind the scenes maneuvering went on . and

ultimately a resolution was passed that marked a moment of detante. between these two

often oppositional groups. I made lists of dozens of article ideas for the magazine, even

though I knew I was kidding myself. Most of them would never see the light of day.

It seemed that no matter what I did, David wasn’t happy with me, and I was 
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running out of ideas. I thought I ought to ask for some advice, and I did-from the

division's editorial director. A Harvard graduate, he often teased me about having gone

to "that little school in Connecticut," while I shot back with comments about "that little

school near Boston." I asked him out for drinks one evening, and took him to the Yale

Club, where I was sure that we could speak privately. He was sympathetic when I

spoke of what seemed to be David’s growing disapproval, but remained noncommittal.

He was, however, extremely loyal to the chain of command, which I had violated

with a vengeance. I’m sure that's what inspired him to go to my boss and relay the

details of our conversation. The effect was electric. David called me in for a second

conversation. Perhaps conversation is the wrong word; he did most of the yelling,

accusing me of using my job as a stepping stone to a loftier position in the company,

and attempting to undermine his authority.

As angry as David was, it seemed clear I'd be looking for a job again, so I called

the agency that placed me at Scholastic. My counselor listened to my story, then told me

to listen to her very carefully.

"You have to get through probation," she told me.

"But I don’t know what to do,” I wailed, at the end of my patience.

She was an eminently practical woman with a simple suggestion: do

whatever he wants you to do.

"Even if I think it's wrong?" I asked.

"Even if you think it’s wrong," she said.

Sitting in my little apartment that night, I found myself thinking of Daddy.

All those stories he used to tell us in his better moments: tales of walking off jobs,
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punching out his supervisors-they all came back to me in a rush of fear and regret. I

finally had something I really needed to ask Daddy, and he was gone. He would know

what I was talking about; he could have told me what to do. I tried to imagine what he

might do in this situation, but dismissed that idea at once. Punching David in the face

would only speed my descent into unemployment, though the idea held an undeniable

appeal.

I couldn’t call Mama about this; she would only worry. I suppressed the desire to

call Bob, though in some ways, I missed his calming presence most. The silence lay

thick between us for months. I was just angry enough to shun seeing him until I

recovered from our breakup and created a life without him. My mother’s words echoed

in my head, delivered one Sunday night a few weeks earlier when I’d confessed that

Bob and I were history. "Girl, let him go. There are two things you never run after-a

man and a bus, because there’s always another one coming "

That might have been true about my love life, but I wasn't sure about my career.

Publishing jobs were hard to find, and I was my sole support. Yet I didn't want to

pretend this man was right, or affect a confidence in his judgment that I didn't feel. The

truth was, I did question his judgment about pieces for the magazine; sometimes I got

the feeling that his only taste was in his mouth. And since I'd never yet learned to mask

my true feelings about anything, it was possible that my countenance revealed that I was

less-than-impressed. The problem was that, even if I was right about his taste and

judgment, it wasn’t his job on the line, but my own. So I decided to conduct a little

experiment for myself.

I started my campaign by addressing the issue of my writing and his comments.
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I looked though old files of stories and noted his comments and my responses. It

occurred to me that I had treated his queries like queries-to be answered on the basis

of fact, or in favor of my own judgment, based on the research I'd done. I realized that

though he posed questions on the copy, he wasn't asking me-he was telling me. I wrote

my next assignment in the usual way, then waited for feedback My editor sent it back

with several questions, much as he always did. This time, though, I answered them

differently. Questions of fact were nonnegotiable; for those, I included a relevant

citation. But most of his questions were subjective, and so I began to address them

based on what I guessed he felt about the topic. Once I put my mind to it, he was

laughably transparent; all the clues I needed were right in the margins. I changed my

copy to reflect the answers I imagined he wanted to read. I retyped everything neatly,

turned it in and went home.

The next day, my editor came over to my desk to compliment me on the latest

story. It seemed I was finally getting the hang of things at the magazine, he said. And he

encouraged me to keep up the good work That night, I went home and cried all

evening. What was the point of coming to New York learning to be a writer, when all

I d learned so far was that my editor was a frustrated writer who wanted every story to

read the way HE would have written it?

One of my few consolations was a new friend, Renita. We'd met thanks to

Womanbooks, the feminist bookstore on 92nd and Amsterdam. About three blocks from

where I lived, the store was my second home. I liked reading the bulletin boards, and

one day I saw a posting on a three by five notecard that caught my eye. Its author

hoped to organize a black feminist writing group, and gave a number in Brooklyn.
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Renita told me later that I was the only person who answered that ad, but it was a bigger

stroke of luck for me than for Renita. She was a Wellesley graduate, a stockbroker, and

a closet writer who envied my proximity to the career of my dreams. Both of us were

wild about Toni Morrison, and discussed her book Sula for hours on end, along with

every other black woman's work we could forage from the shelves of Womanbooks.

As I learned to mimic David's voice, the tension at the office decreased

markedly, but it was Renita I turned to, because I felt I was losing my mind. One night, in

despair , I confided to her my conviction that I would eventually become a hack. It was

she who told me about a short-story class she was about to take, offered by a local arts

group, the Frederick Douglass Creative Arts Center.

“You might feel better if you were writing stories just for yourself,’’ she said.

"David wouldn't have anything to do with this class." I hadn't been in a writing class for

more than a year, and the idea cheered me up, so I registered.

Each night after work, I hovered over a short piece for the workshop’s first

meeting. In the first session, when the workshop leader asked who had brought

something to read, I made myself raise my hand and read my fledgling work. Members

of the class had lots of comments. At least one member didn’t like the way I’d handled

certain scenes. Another thought one of my characters was patently unbelievable. But

all the comments were thoughtful and real, and I was buoyed by the ensuing discussion.

Over the next several weeks, that class became a refuge for me. In that room, I was a

writer growing in my craft, searching for my voice. That, and Renita’s steadfast

friendship, was the only antidote to the hypocrisy of my daily work.

By the time my six-month review came up, I was nervous, but not unduly so; I 
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had the feeling I had psyched David out. Sure enough, he beamed as I walked into his

office. Now his praise of my talents were as expansive as his earlier pronouncements of

doom. Rarely had he seen someone turn things around so quickly, he told me. I was

happy to keep my position, but still miserable for myself. I felt like a fake, an

obsequious little sellout.

'Yes, baby," Renita reminded me, “but you're a fake with a job."

One evening, riding the bus home from work, I read about a conference being

sponsored by Avon and Essence magazine about women and work. The theme was

risk taking, and the evening seminar was free. I made up my mind to go, since the site

of the seminar was walking distance from my office, and because the editor in chief of

Essence, Marcia Ann Gillespie, would be on the panel

There must have been a couple of hundred women in that auditorium—all of us

black, all of us ambitious—more than one of us a little concerned about what our next

career move would be. When the moderator announced that the panel would accept

questions from the audience, I figured this would be my chance to get some career

advice.

After about 15 minutes or so, the moderator called on me, and I stood to address

my question to Marcia, suddenly nervous. "Well, I took a risk a few months ago, and I

think I made a mistake," I began. Tm a writer, and I left a job in Connecticut to come

here and work. I found a job, but the editor I work for said I didn't have any talent—and I

don't believe him, but he doesn't like the way I write, and—"

As I spoke, the strain of the last few months became very real to me. My boss

liked my stories, but I thought they were dumb, I was sad and lonely for Bob, and I
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thought New York was the worst place I'd ever lived. Before I could stop myself, I had

started to cry. I kept trying to talk through my crying, but I really couldn't. And now

my misnry was compounded by acute embarrassment, for almost to a woman, the room

filled with soft exclamations of pity and sympathy. I flopped back into my seat,

mortified. Into the hush of the auditorium came Marcia's voice through the microphone.

It was straightforward and supportive, as she recalled her early years in the business at

a conglomerate where she, too, had been judged untalented. "When all this is over, I'd

like you to stop up here and talk to me," she said, and the moderator called on the next

woman.

Those sisters in the audience were wonderful I didn't know any of them, but they

all acted as if they knew me and what I was going through. Some handed me Kleenex

and patted my shoulders. Several of them came up to me as the meeting broke up, to

smile at me, or hug me and tell me to hang on. Several more told me to ignore the guy.

and shared their own horror stories with me. A couple of women wrote down their

phone numbers and gave them to me, admonishing me to call them anytime, and not to

let New York get me.

As the crowd thinned, I worked my way to the front of the auditorium wher'

Marcia stood, talking to other fans of her magazine. I lingered quietly, feeling sir

odd way people can be in the presence of someone they admire But she saw me, and

motioned to me to come closer, and as she finished talking with another woman she

slipped one arm around my shoulders in a hug.

'You know what you need? A chance to relax," she told me. Tm having some 

people over to my house for brunch on Sunday. Why don't you come?" 
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when you'll be at an audition and the director will ask whether you can do a certain

thing. When that moment comes," he cautioned, "always say yes."

"Of course I can edit," I told her.

She gave a satisfied nod. "When we finish lunch, come back with me to meet our

managing editor; she'll have an editing test for you to take home with you over the

weekend. After that, we'll see."

I picked up the test and spent the entire weekend with scissors and tape and

blank paper, reconstructing one of the worst articles I'd ever read. By Sunday night, I

had tried a dozen ways of dismantling the piece and putting it back together. I was so

weary of fiddling with it that I didn't dare touch it again. I just dropped it off on the way

to work and counted down the days. It didn't take long, really. In a few days, I heard

from the managing editor, who invited me to lunch at the Algonquin. I asked my

colleague Bryan, who knew I was job hunting, whether that was a good sign.

"I don't think they'd be taking you to the Algonquin for lunch as a consolation

prize," he said, laughing at me.

He was right; the managing editor, Daryl, offered me the job on the spot,

complete with a small raise. I felt like sinking to my knees in the middle of the Oak

Room and kissing the carpet. I waited a few days for a confirmation letter, then went in

to see David. The temptation to behave badly was enormous; my first impulse was to

call him everything but a child of God. After that I could point out his complete inability

to help or mentor, his condescending way of talking to everyone but especially to me,

and close my exit interview with, as my mother once put it, an invitation to my behind

But the habits of a good Catholic girl die hard; I had to content myself with secret
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"Ok," I said, surprised again. She didn't know me from Adam, after all, and I had

already learned from my months in New York that nobody ever invited strangers

anywhere. But my being a new face didn't seem to bother Marcia, as she wrote her

address and phone number on a piece of paper and handed it to me.

'Do I need to call first?" I asked. "Should I bring anything?"

'Just yourself," she said, and smiled at me. "Don't you worry, my sister.

Everything's going to be all right."

Brunch at Marcia's Upper West Side apartment was lovely, her friends welcoming

and very funny. As she told them the story of how we'd met, they slipped into stories of

their own early careers as writers and scholars. Some of their sufferings made my life

look blessed by comparison. I was still young enough to feel slightly out of place, a little

awkward. But if Marcia and the others noticed it, they said nothing. By late afternoon,

the champagne and the quiche were gone, and I thought I ought to go home. Marcia

walked me to the door. "I'm on my way to Jamaica for vacation," she said. "But I'll be

back in two weeks. Call me; I want to talk with you about something"

It all sounded appropriately mysterious-but it took a lot longer than two weeks to

get through to her. It was almost two months before she and I could solidify a lynch

■’ate and actually meet. But after we'd ordered food and talked about how things were

mg at my job, it was clear the wait was worth it.

"We have an opening for an associate editor at Essence; I think you would be

perfect for it," she said. "Do you know how to edit?'

I remembered the words of a drama teacher I had at Yale, who taught the class

as though every one of us planned a career in the theater. 'There will come a moment
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satisfactions I said only that I’d

been offered a wonderful opportunity as an associate editor and that Essence needed

to see me in three weeks. If David was upset about losing my services, he kept his

regret in check. He wished me well, I thanked him, and in two weeks, I was gone.

I built in an extra week for vacation so I could go home and see Mama; it was my

first visit since Daddy's funeral. My mother and sister were beside themselves with

pride in my new job. Even my mother, who typically read only the Sun Times and the

Bible, knew about Essence. On the way home, my head was filled with plans. I had

bested my own personal timetable—I was an editor at a national magazine, and I was just

turning 23—by two full years. My mother, after years of a servile and abusive marriage,

was free. I planned to talk to her about what she wanted to do next. I figured she could

certainly go back to school, the way she'd always wanted to, though she'd have to cut

back on the day work she’d been doing sporadically for some elderly white woman on

the North Side. My brother and I could teach her how to drive, something she’d never

been able to do, because Daddy never had the patience to teach her. In a year or so,

maybe we could finally take that trip to California In my wildest fantasies, I even

imagined that Mama might meet someone who was worthy of her, a man who treated

her well and looked after her. I could have a stepfather!

It was strange to come home to a house I had never lived in. One of the last

sensible things Daddy had done was to hustle his way into buying the foreclosed

property my mother now lived in, the first house we ever had. He had been well

enough then to restore the plaster walls and ceilings in the front rooms, badly damaged 
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by water, but had begun to fade by the time he'd worked up to start on the flooring. He

lived just long enough to sell the house to my mother, for some nominal fee to make it

legal, so that she wouldn't have to worry about where she would live. It was something

else to add to the small list of things I respected about him.

Still, it was home because Mama was there, and if I felt the familiar tightening of

my chest and the ache in my stomach, it was only a reflex bom of years of habit. I

reminded myself that no one here could hurt me; we were all free now, and Mama and I

could make plans for her during my brief stay. But my mother hari marls plans—and a

life—of her own; they had little to do with the scenarios in my head.

Now that all of us were grown or on our own, she had abandoned the Cook

County Department of Public Aid. She had no more children to feed or take to the

doctor, and her needs were simple and few. She had decided to expand her day work

job, which she'd started after I got to college, into the role of fiill-time caretaker. Her

employer, Mrs. Taylor, had been after Mama for some time to work more, but Daddy

wouldn't have allowed it; once he was sick, Mama's commitment to take care of him

took precedence.

A widow for several years, Mrs. Taylor was exceedingly rich. She lived a life of

understated ease in Water Tower Place, a complex of enormous apartments,

restaurants, theaters and department stores like Lord & Taylor. But she was frail c

depressed—at least, until my mother got hold of her. No one else could cajole Mrs.

Taylor into walking through the mall; no one else nagged her to eat, or refused to let her

lie around in bed all day. I had heard about Mrs. Taylor during my trips home from

school, but I never thought my mother would actually want to work for her all the time.
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When Mrs. Taylor's health first began to fail, her two sons debated the wisdom of

putting her into a nursing home. It was my mother who fought them. In one of my

phone calls home earlier that year, she told me:

"So long as God gives me strength, they are not going to put her in a home. She

doesn't want to go to a home, I promised her she wouldn't go to a home, and she’s not

going to no home. Now that's how it is."

And that is how it was. My mother informed Mrs. Taylor's sons it was ridiculous

for them to dump their mother in a nursing home when they had enough money to hire

people to care for her around the clock. Like most people confronted with my mother

and her made-up mind, they saw the wisdom of the plan, hired the necessary people to

assist, and turned Mrs. Taylor's care over to my mother.

Mrs. Taylor, in fact, urged my mother to live in, but with that request my mother

drew the line. She agreed during the winter months that she would only go home on

weekends, when my sister or brother could come to drive her home. But she didn't

move her things to Water Tower Place, and she did spend Sundays at the church she'd

recently joined—a small Pentecostal church on South Michigan with an elderly pastor

who nonetheless had the spirit of God working in him, Mama said.

I'd been to Mrs. Taylor’s apartment before. The place was astonishing in its size,

certainly too big for one woman and her companion. Most of the carefully decorated

rooms were lined with books, filled with mementos of Mrs. Taylor's family and

important events in their lives—commemorative coins, the framed menu of their

wedding dinner, dance cards from country clubs of another era It was opulent but not

garish, and Mrs. Taylor and Mama reigned undisturbed over their kingdom on the 40th
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floor.

As my mother and I talked that night over hot tea at the kitchen table, I found

myself touched by my mother's commitment to this frail old woman—and angered too.

What had Mrs. Taylor ever done to deserve my mother's attention? Why should my

mother put aside again her dreams of an education, of freedom and mobility, to care for

a rich white woman whose own children were prepared to throw her away? I tried to

sound Mama out about her future, but I was getting nowhere. I couldn't even get her to

commit to a trip to New York to visit me and meet my friends.

"Ro, it's hard to get away, baby. Mrs. Taylor is sick and by herself up there. I

would have to see about getting some of the other workers to watch out for her," she

told me. "I have to see how things are going to go."

I could feel the sting of jealousy as she spoke. How dare this woman—this white

woman, a relative stranger, lay claim to my mother's loyalty? Yet when my mother came

home from work one evening a couple of days later, and asked if I could come by the

apartment because Mrs. Taylor wanted to see me, I masked my displeasure and agreed

to pick Mama up the very next evening.

When I arrived, I stopped in the driveway long enough to ask the doorman to

direct me to the Taylor apartment. The doorman was a graceful older black man, the

kind hotels use in their advertisements to suggest the elegant service of a different era

He knew me right away as Mary's daughter, the one from New York. Mama told him I

would be coming for her, but it wouldn't have mattered; being Mary's daughter meant

being welcome anywhere my mother had preceded me.

"Don't worry about your car," he assured me with a smile. "1'11 keep an eye on 
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it. Just go on through that door and stop at the desk." At the desk, an imperious blonde

woman asked my business. I told her I was going to the Taylor apartment. She looked

me up and down and asked if I was there to see Mary.

Tm here to see Mrs. Bray, yes," I replied in MY imperious voice, the one I used

when I wanted white people to pay attention. 'Please tell her Rosemary is here." She

announced me, and I went through another set of doors to a hallway and an elevator that

took me to the 40th floor.

I got off and walked down more plush hallways, in search of the apartment.

Before I got my bearings, however, a second door down the hall opened to reveal my

smiling mother dressed in white. It was not the white dress or separates that she

habitually wore to church, but the white uniform of the household help.

I was exasperated. "Mama, why are you coming to the back door? And what are

you doing wearing that?" Not a decent hello, to be sure, and my mother beckoned me

with a look I had not seen since adolescence.

"Get in here," she whispered. "And don’t start that mess. What's wrong with this

uniform?"

Exasperation had changed to outrage by now, as I entered the gleaming kitchen

where my mother resumed her task of folding towels.

"Mama, you look like the maid."

'Tm not the maid. I don't cook no food, and Mrs. Taylor got people to do an that.

That woman pays me good money to make her some lunch, and make sure she don't

fall out of bed when she tries to get up. I'm just folding up these few towels'cause

these other folks don't half work when they're here. So you can just cut it out."
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Mrs. Taylor had been grieved not to meet me all these years. She had already

met my siblings, or talked to them when they called to check up on Mama each night

she stayed with Mrs. Taylor. Mama had promised to bring me over the next time I was

home, so that the two of us could talk. Mama led me through the kitchen into "the maid's

room," easily as big as a normal sized living room, with a view of the Chicago skyline to

match, and had me put down my things.

Before we could make our way back into the kitchen, I could hear Mrs. Taylor's

voice echoing through the apartment. 'Mary, is your daughter here?' I could feel the

wave of unnerving anger wash over me. It was an anger I barely understood myself I

truly hated hearing white people call my mother by her first name- For me it was the

height of disrespect toward a woman who ought to be, I figured, ensconced in reverent

security every day for the rest of her life. Mrs. Taylor had no condescension in her

voice, just blessed assurance. For both she and my mother, everything was exactly as it

should be. I was the one with the problem.

"She's here, Mrs. Taylor," Mama talked as we walked. I followed her into the

elegant, commodious living room with its wall of windows, to face a woman dressed in a

simple housecoat, seated in a wheelchair. She held out her hand to me, the soul of

gradousness. "Welcome," she said. Tve wanted to meet you for a long time."

"It's nice to meet you," I replied, shaking her hand She invited me to sit in the

chair across from her, while my mother retreated to her work in back. It was where my

mother had spent all of her life, in back rooms, in kitchens, behind doors, doing the

shitwork, the endless, life-maintaining tasks that no one else wanted to do—not even me.

I hated my presence here, I hated this sense that I was out in front, going places, doing 
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things without my mother, things she had made it possible for me to do by retreating to

the shadows of everyday life. How funny; her name might be Mary, but her whole life

was one long stretch as the New Testament's Martha, left in the kitchen to serve alone,

missing continually what Jesus called "the good portion."

But I had never wanted to plow ahead without her, to sit in rooms having

conversations with people who suddenly found me worthy while my mother stood

aside. What fun was it for me to do the things I’d done so far-get an education, find a

real job as a magazine editor, perhaps finally get a handle on the life I'd always

imagined—when I realized I might be leaving behind the most precious person in the

world?

While I was fixating on these questions, Mrs. Taylor was attempting to make

conversation. She pointed out that she and I had an additional connection of sorts. Her

granddaughter, it turned out, had gone to Parker, my high school, though many years

later. She drew me out about Yale, about life in New York, about how many years it had

been since she'd been there. It was her hope to be well enough soon so that she could

go. "Maybe I'll take your mother with me," she said.

Mama came out of the kitchen then, to check on the both of us, perhaps. Mrs.

Taylor asked me if I wanted a drink. 'Mary, get Rosemary something."

"Oh, no thank you," I said with a stammer. My throat was dry, and I could have

used some water, but the day would never come when I would let my mother wait on

me in a white woman’s house. "Mama, I'm worried about us getting caught in rush

hour, "Is aid as graciously as I could. ' 'Do you have much more work to do?''

"Oh, I was hoping you could stay and visit for a while," Mrs. Taylor said in
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protest.

'Tm sure I can come back and visit again, Mrs. Taylor, " I lied as graciously as I

could. "I just don't want Mama and me to be out so late."

Reluctantly, Mrs. Taylor suggested that Mama had nothing to do that couldn't wait

until tomorrow, and cautioned me to drive carefully. "I don’t know what I’d do without

Mary,” she said, looking at my mother with genuine affection. I knew just how she felt.

I was angry and upset all the way home, though I was determined not to let my

feelings out all over her. Instead I asked Mama about looking into an adult education

program I'd heard about that would allow her to get her grade school diploma and then

her GED. Mama shied away from the idea, and when I asked her why, she said, ‘Tm too

old for all that now, Ro. It's too late for that.''

I thought about what she said to me as I lay in her bed that night, listening to her

snore from her makeshift bed on the downstairs couch, the couch she refused to let me

sleep on. "I get some of my best rest on the couch, girl, ” she said when I protestethat

she was too old to be sleeping anywhere but her own bed

"You not used to this old thing. Just let me get my pillow from up there.”

I was lying in the dark, in the quiet of this unfamiliar house, with no ghosts to haunt

me but the ones I brought. I remembered another moment like the one at Mrs. Taylor’s

house. It was the occasion of my eighth-grade graduation at Parker, during a

celebratory party at a classmate's house. We gathered one early evening, with food

prepared by several mothers. Parents as well as us kids and our teachers stood around

talking in groups of two or three. About a half-hour after the party began, I realized that

Mama was nowhere to be found in the yard, so I left my little group to look for her.
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It didn't take long to find her. She was in the kitchen, heating food, dishing up

plates, marshaling the awkward efforts of other mothers to get the culinary part of the

party in order. I was enraged. Hadn't anyone told my mother that this was 1968, that

black women didn’t have to spend their whole lives helping white women at dinner

parties? Didn't she see all the other mothers talking outside? Why did she always have

to work wherever she went?

I remembered her first visit to Yale, nearly five years later. I brought her to my

dorm room at the start of Parents' Weekend freshman year. She put down her bags,

hung up her coat, looked around until she found our broom in one of the closets,

announced that I still didn't know how to clean house, and began sweeping the living

room. She met all my roommates and got them to tell her their life stories. She even

ironed a shirt for one of the guys living upstairs in the dorm who had come to our room

to borrow an iron before his parents arrived.

I could admit in the quiet dark of her bedroom that night that my dreams of

Mama’s new life were my dreams, not hers. All of my life, Mama fixed, cared,

organized; cooked, washed, soothed. But it hurt me to see her in Mrs. Taylor's kitchen, it

hurt me to recall her in our own shabby rooms for all those years, boiling water for us to

bathe, fighting the oven to keep us warm. I had become, in the intervening years, all

too conscious. Folding those towels in Mrs. Taylor's kitchen, her short, ample body

dressed in the uniform of service, she was transformed into Aunt Jemima, the

embodiment of white fantasy caretaking. Ducking my father’s blows, scurrying to cook

something Daddy might eat instead of hurl at her, Mama had come to embody every

trapped and unappreciated wife
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I wanted more for her; I wanted her to want more. But I had to face the fact that the

life I feared for my mother was the very life she sought, especially after my father died.

She loved to work, to help, to care; that would always be her art. My fears for her

wasted life turned out to be projections onto my own future. I loved my mother fiercely,

but just as fiercely, I knew I could not bear to be her. The appreciative look in white

people’s eyes that has always wanned my mother's heart chills mine. It has always been

my fear of "Jemimahood”: once you become something specific and recognizable in

white people's eyes, you can rarely be anything else. I feared with all my heart being

trapped in white fantasies of the ideal black woman—an ample bosom filled with a

loving, open heart, a selfless concern for the fulfillment of others' dreams, a warm laugh

and a devilish sense of humor. For me, it was too narrow a pedestal on which to rest.

I was already embarked on my life's work, already learning to work out my own

compromises, already deciding how best to represent myself and my own dreams. Bui

they were my dreams, not my mother's dreams. All my life, she had endured the nearly

unendurable, just so I might one day have the freedom to create myself, stake out my

part of the world's territory. She had done it for me, because in her mind, that is what

mothers did, surely what she would have wanted her own mother to do if she'd ever

known her mother’s love. I, who knew my mother's love for me all too well, had no

excuse for trying to live her life for her. She'd had enough of that from my father. Mama

had always said that I was more like Daddy than I wanted to admit. It pained me to think

that she might be right, in this of all things

I hated to hear her say it was too late. But she did not mean it with the same s j

of futility and loss with which I heard it. Mama said it with the acceptance she has used 
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on every occasion of her life. She had found a place for herself a place where she felt

loved and honored. She had no feel for the larger political ramifications of a caretaking

black woman in domestic service, ramifications that made me squirm. I could tell this

was a battle I would lose, if I were foolish enough to pursue it. Mama would not follow

me to college, would not earn a degree in marketing and become a successful retailer in

her sixties. Those were my fantasies for her life, not hers. It seemed ironic that I would

have to correct my perspective about the woman who spent her whole life making

space for me to be who I really was, allowing my decisions and discoveries about

myself to stand, even in the face of my father's threats and anger. If I really loved her, I

realized, I owed her the same courtesy. It was the only way to repay an immeasurable

debt.
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Chapter Ten

If my father's death marked the start of a horrible time in my life, coining to work

at Essence marked the start of a rich and fruitful time. It wasn’t just the opportunity to

really learn how to be a magazine editor, to become really good at it and to fall in love

with words again. It wasn't just that I'd kept a promise to myself about working at a

national magazine In many ways, my years at Essence were a spiritual

experience—though I would never have said so at the time. For the only time in my

working life, the lives and experiences and hopes of black women, and the articles we

generated from them, were regarded as blessedly normal

In editorial meetings, in conferences with Marcia or other senior editors, I found

myself working both for myself and for millions of women who relied on us to capture

some of the truth of their lives. Unlike my months at Scholastic, the women at Essence

taught me what I needed to know. They wanted me to grow, to hone my skills, to take

more responsibility and generate more ideas. Working each day in the company of

others who believed in black women, in our inherent worth and power, was a balm to

my damaged spirit.

As I learned more, I was filled with energy and purpose. I edited all kinds of

pieces: fiction and feature articles, even poetry and recipes. I learned more about

fashion and beauty than I'd ever cared to know. I realized that art directors and editors

saw the same page in very different ways, and learned to negotiate that delicate territory

gracefully. As I read the letters to the editor that came in every day by the dozens, I 
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came to understand more fully what Essence meant to the women who read it. Readers

relied on us, trusted us, looked to us to affirm them and support them when no other

magazine could or would.

It was a good place to make friends, too. There were several junior editors there,

all about my age or a bit older, all of us single black women trying to create a life for

ourselves in New York. I grew closest to Denise, a young woman from Louisiana who

shared my ambivalence about the city and my love of literature. Unlike me, she was a

wonderful poet who still kept all her notebooks from junior high school on. Also unlike

me, she was a fabulous cook whose first act upon arriving home was to put a pot on the

stove. It wasn't long before we were fast friends.

Only my heart seemed beyond repair in those years. I dated a lot, even met a

man I thought I might get serious about, but he moved away and I gradually spent more

and more of my waking hours at the office. Denise knew about Bob, and had even met

him on the rare occasion when he and I would meet for a drink. She thought 1 was

masochistic, and I had to agree. Still, I couldn’t help wanting to know how he was. I was

glad to know he’d survived the first year of the acting program. I was appalled to know

he was still driving taxis at night and living in a dismal studio apartment in the East

Village.

Denise went with me once to visit him on East 5th St. Bob was very proud of his

very own apartment, but as I looked around at the gated windows and the grubby

hallway, complete with a perpetually unlocked front door and some very distasteful

neighbors, I grew more and more depressed. I'd brought him some chicken I'd cooked

as a kind of housewarming gift. When I opened the refrigerator to put it in, I saw only a
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couple of juice bottles and a pot of congealing spaghetti sauce. That was enough for me;

I was convinced he was taking far too literally the notion of a starving artist. Denise and

I took a cab home, with me sobbing about Bob living in a slum and despairing for his

safety. Denise reminded me that he was a grown man, and he didn’t look as though he

were starving. I was unconvinced, but I knew that there was nothing I could do about it.

He'd shut me out of his life, and I didn't know how to get back in.

So I was surprised when a few weeks later, he invited me to a student production

of an Adrienne Kennedy play he was appearing in. Another friend told me I should stay

away after the way he'd just disappeared, but nothing could have kept me from going to

see him. I once dreamed of sitting in darkened theaters, watching him and cheering,

meeting him at the stage door afterwards to go home together. I watched him onstage

that night in a small role, and understood why he wanted me to come. He’d been

working hard, and it showed. He was a better, more polished performer, and I was one

of the few people in the world who would have been able to tell.

As he walked to the front of the stage at the play’s end, I couldn’t help cheering

with abandon. I'd never been good at hiding my feelings, and when it came to Bob, I’d

always found it impossible. Afterward, he came to the front of the house to look for me,

pleased that I'd shown up. Though I'd promised myself to be reserved, I couldn't help

hugging him and telling him he'd been wonderful. We went to Phebe's on East 4th St., a

horrible restaurant with cheap food and an unofficial hangout for students in the drama

school. We were there for a long time, talking.

School was harder than he'd thought, he was the only black man left in the acting

program, he was thinking of taking a leave of absence to make some more money. I 
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knew a friend, an editor at Black Enterprise magazine, who needed some editorial

research done. I offered to put the two of them in touch. He asked me if I was dating

anyone, and I said I was, but that it was a casual thing. I asked him the same question,

and he gave me the same answer, along with the quiet smile I remembered.

It was the middle of the night when he walked me to the comer, and struggled to

get me a taxi. Standing on an uptown street, we were having the usual trouble getting a

cab to stop for a black couple. An African driver finally stopped, and Bob opened the

door for me. 'I'll call you," he said.

'That's what you said before," I said, giving him a knowing look.

"I really mean it this tune,” he said, slamming the taxi door and waving.

He did call, and in the next few years we rebuilt the relationship we once had.

Bob enjoyed working for Black Enterprise so much, he decided to leave school and

become an editor there. My heart ached for him when he told me he planned to quit

school, but I could understand it when he said he'd had enough. The strain of constant

rejection in the theater, being told no over and over as he found himself anditinning for

parts he didn’t even want, the monotony of parts for black actors in the early 1980s:

thugs, pimps and more thugs—all these things took their toll. So did being broke.

Besides, I hated his driving a taxi, especially whenever a New York City taxi driver got

robbed and killed, which was fairly often.

I'd spent four years at Essence by now, and had been promoted to senior editor.

Marcia had moved on to other projects after nine years at the helm, and I missed her.

Daryl Alexander had taken her place for a time, and eventually Susan Taylor, our fashion 
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and beauty editor, was named to replace Daryl. Susan and Marcia were very different

people, and though I liked Susan very much, our interests diverged greatly—enough so

that I noticed ideas that might have been greeted with excitement by Marcia were offen

turned aside by Susan. I could tell that the magazine was gradually headed in a

direction that didn't interest me. The emphasis was moving away from a combination of

the political and the personal, and toward more personal issues, particularly

relationships.

I loved a good relationship piece as much as the next reader: they are the

bread-and-butter of the women's service magazines. I’d assigned and written more than

my share. But 1 found myself more interested in broader political themes, and

especially intrigued by what I considered a threatening political trend. Ronald Reagan

had been elected president over Jimmy Carter, and I was just elitist enough to resent

that a second-rate actor could wrest the presidency from a graduate of the U.S. Naval

Academy. I understood Reagan's charm from the moment I heard his speech during the

Republican National Convention. If I hadn’t spent an afternoon in the library reading

about his history as governor of California, I might have been fooled. But this was a man

with a profound indifference to civil rights movements at best, and outright hostility to

these efforts at worst. He wasn't any better on issues related to women, and he had long

been part of that band of rabid anti-Communists who felt America was in greater

danger from Moscow than it was from the reactionary maniacs on its own soil

Reagan had effectively eliminated and snubbed any African-American presence

in the White House or its environs, except for the economist Thomas Sowell, who my

brother regarded as brilliant and I regarded as turgid. But I was more interested in the 
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trend I had seen in my excursions to the college bookstores. On the racks at Papyrus, or

Shakespeare and Co., stood obscure academic journals containing the names of writers

I had never heard before: Sowell, Glenn Loury, Walter Williams. These were black

men who had entered the conservative embrace and suddenly appeared as spokesmen

for Afro-America. I was just as struck by the fact that there was not a woman among

them. I thought Essence ought to try to track this mini-phenomenon, or at least

acknowledge it. But I couldn’t transmit my same sense of excitement to Susan. She was

not convinced that this was anything more than a few opportunistic black men who had

made a pragmatic decision to position themselves on the winning side.

It was moments like these that helped me identify my own restlessness at

Essence. Eventually, I went to work at New York University as a conference organizer

for the Institute of Afro-American Studies, planning conferences with academics as well

as social activists, and even designed an exhibit on the history of black American

inventors and entrepreneurs that was a magnet for students in the tri-state region.

Some of the projects I worked on were a kind of accommodation to the changing spirit

of the time, with the emphasis on black economic, achievement and the downplaying of

more overtly political issues. I didn't abandon writing. I wrote freelance for Essence

and the Village Voice, among other publications, and grew more attached than ever to

the Harlem Writer’s Guild, the workshop I had belonged to since my early, miserable

days at Scholastic.

Bob had joined the Guild by this time, and so I had the pleasure of seeing him

every two weeks, listening to his quirky short stories with delight and secret pride.

Surrounded once again by words and ideas, we were falling in love again. But I was a 
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different woman than I’d been five years earlier. I had watched friends many for

reasons other than love, or seen them lose out on relationships because of the wrong

kind of stubbornness. I knew I didn't have to marry to be happy, and I knew that unless

it was Bob, I probably wouldn't marry at all. But the truth was, I wanted to marry him,

and though I didn't talk about it continually, I was very clear with Bob that marriage was

what I wanted and expected at some point. We discussed the issue sporadically, and

whenever the topic came up, I simply restated my position. On one occasion, I even

announced: 'You might as well marry me now, Bob. You're going to marry me

eventually anyway!"

Bob alternated between laughter and fury. 'You are absolutely the most arrogant

person I've ever met in my life," he said, looking astonished. But I held my ground "I

don't think I'm any more arrogant than you. I'm just clear. If you looked a thousand

years, you'd never meet anybody who'd be a better wife to you than me.” Bob shook his

head in disbelief, but he didn't propose. That came a year or so later, after I returned

home from my best friend's bridal shower in a foul and envious mood. Bob was feeling

talkative and solicitous, but I had nothing to say. My silence escalated his anxiety, and

before long, we were having a full-fledged argument. Right in the middle of it, however,

I was suffused with a sense of deadly calm—the calm of surrender.

What was the point, I reasoned with myself, of wanting to spend your life with

someone who didn't want you? In the middle of our fight, I went to one of the two walk in

closets in my bedroom, which Bob used to hang his stray sweaters and other things he

left when spending weekends with me.

"What are you doing?" he asked me.
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“I'm folding your clothes so you can take them with you when you leave. I'm

through. If I find anything lying around, PH mail it to you." I think it was the icy calm

surrounding me that got his attention.

"But you can't do that," he said. "I think we ought to get married."

“I have no intention of marrying you,” I told him, folding the last sweater into a

tidy pile on the bed.

For the next half-hour, Bob persisted in his proposal. I resisted, reminding him

haughtily that a couple couldn't save their doomed relationship by walking down the

aisle. "We're not doomed," Bob said. Tm just nervous. So, are you going to marry me

or not? How about Wednesday?"

"Excuse me; you think I waited all these years to get married so I could run off to

City Hall? If we don't have a real wedding, my mother will kill me," I said.

Bob was raised Unitarian Universalist, and asked if we could be married in a UU

ceremony because it would mean a lot to his parents. Since I wanted to be married in a

church, but had no intention of promising to raisp any future children as Catholic, I was

happy to agree. I hunted down more freelance work so that I could buy myself a serious

wedding dress, and looked at bridal magazines for the first time in my life. My friend

Denise, having just gotten married herself, was my constant companion as I agonized

over whether to actually wear white.

'Wear what you want," she advised. "You're only going to do it once." She was

right about that; no matter what happened, this was it.

None of us had money for an elaborate reception, so we decided to do it

ourselves, with the help of my cousin Niede, who counted catering among her many
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skills. Bob wanted roast suckling pig. ("It just feels like a party kind of food," he said) so

we had to find one for my cousin t0 cook “ our oven: a March wedding in Chicago

made an outdoor spit impossible. We promptly named the pig Wilbur, which grossed

out my cousin so thoroughly that she threatened not to cook at all. We found a local

Photographer who agreed not to take stupid pictures of us feeding each other cake, and

my mother and brother found a baker who would provide a three-tiered masterpiece to

feed what would turn out to be 125 people. We spent the week before the wedding

moving furniture to the basement and filling the empty space with rental tables,

decorating the first floor with crepe paper streamers and bells. It was absolutely corny,

and both our families were thrilled.

For the only time in our lives, my appearance on our wedding day rendered Bob

speechless. Dressed in a tuxedo with a red bow tie, he stared at me in my billowy white

dress and tiered veil, whispered, 'You're so beautiful," and dropped into a folding chair:

exactly the effect I’d imagined. I walked down the aisle on the arm of my oldest brother,

but instead of giving me away, our families affirmed our mutual commitment to marry. I

read Elizabeth Barrett Browning; Bob read a Shakespeare sonnet; we said an Apache

wedding prayer, the soloist sang One Hand, One Heart," from West Side Story Our

friends were resigned to our eclectic ceremony, but my mother was more blunt. 'T

know you're married,'' she said, when it was all over. "But what kind of ceremony was

that?' We walked down the aisle, newly married, and Bob waited until we reached the

alcove before bursting into tears in his brother's arms

I was too happy to cry. Surrounded by my family, old and new, by friends from

all over the country and nearly every phase of my life, the day seemed a single perfect 
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sphere, my whole world in order at last. The magnitude of what I had done didn't occur

to me until the last of the guests were leaving, about 10 p.m. We'd cut the cake, two of

the guests treated my bouquet like a jump ball at an NBA game (we had to split it in half

to placate each of them), and not a cnimb of food was left in the house. I had changed

into regular clothes, and we were headed for the Drake Hotel for our wedding night. As

I walked into the living room and looked at my mother, I started weeping. My mother

sighed.

"Girl, what is wrong with you now?"

'What am I going to do? I'm married!" I wailed.

The remaining guests broke into laughter. "You should have thought of that before 3

o'clock," my uncle said. 'It's too late now."

Bob came downstairs and put his aims around me. "She's just tired; she'll be all

right," he said, smiling at me with a familiar fondness. It was his smile that calmed me

down. When all was said and done, this was just my wedding day; my marriage began

from this moment on. I looked at that quirky smile of his, saw in it a safe harbor. It was a

smile I trusted, coupled with that look of his, the one that said, ‘I know all about you, and

you're cool with me.' I knew I could count on that look for the rest of my life.

We returned from our Caribbean honeymoon to our new apartment in Central

Harlem, a glorious floor through with its woodwork and high ceilings restored to

pristine and elegant beauty. It was the middip of the go-go '80s, and black middle class

singles and couples were flocking to Harlem for their last shot at a piece of Manhattan

schist. We considered ourselves privy to a great secret: we were young, in love, and
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living uptown, where the rent was cheap by New York
brownstones were phenomenal. it Was a e renovated

. fth from the rest of our lives.

I had spent six of the worst months of mv^sasacopyeditor. ±etabtewomffiJ2™IifeaaieNeWYOT*:I*

female colleagues (and there were precious few of a”70”6 $ men‘°'y' H’

■host of the men on the desk were walking stereotype 6 P1SaSant enou9h'fcul

comments in my presence, gave metho,. 7 ma<fe thinly veiled racist

me worst work on the desk .directly to me for any reason. I went home “ refused to speak

By sanity was the knowledge that I wnma > 016 onJy thing that saved

uld leave as soon as I co„H arise to do. “a fi9hre out something

1 finally jumped ship for the Wall Street Journal shortly alter our wedding. Itad

lends there, and though there weren't many black people working on the national

ews desks. I was no longer the only one. My unease in this world of financial

tumalism was of a completely different kind. Before this, I'd had an intellectual distase

•r business, and listening to my husband talk about financial journalism was interesting,

it not really compelling. Now. as 1 watched the machinations of investors and

impanies, my distaste grew. It astonished me to realize, as I read the daily predicta

stock analysts who were bullish on the market one week and bearish the next, that

-y were guessing. No one had the sliahtpot r ,y y me suggest real idea of what the market would do; a

m who used Fibinnaci numbers to Dredict trpnrk
lupieoict trends did about as well as a woman who

arted everything by computer.

But it was not simply the uncertainty, or the casino like quahty of the subjects and

ties I edited. These were the early days of the Reagan era. and accompanying the 
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enthusiasm for the market and for profit was a corresponding disdain for the poor and

the vulnerable. I knew I was working in Republican territory early on; a victory party

held in the newsroom honoring Reagan's second term was a pretty clear signal. The

editorial page had always been far more reflective of the people who wrote for it than

of the newsroom downstairs. We would sit and laugh each day at some new atrocity

written in defense of the indefensible. But it was the other stories in the Journal that let

me know how great the gap was between the things I believed in and the things the

paper believed in. The front page stories detailing the unraveling of the safety net for

the poor and sick, the deliberate stonewalling by Republican ideologues that kept

disability benefits out of the hands of people who genuinely qualified for them—these

things were being celebrated on the editorial pages, less than a dozen pages away. 1

got a good, though schizophrenic , lesson in competing social and economic policies

while I worked at the Journal. And the lesson was all the more chilling considering

where Bob and I lived.

In the morning, in the evening, you could see them on the horizon, at the end of

Lenox or Seventh Avenues, rising above the treetops of Central Park. In the morning,

the tall buildings emerged from a kind of haze, presenting themselves for inspection,

luring the workers and seekers downtown. In the evening, those same buildings

glowed like beacons as the sheltering night fell. Their stately structures, their glittering

presence seemed so far above the worry and the burdens of another world, the despair

resting below them and along the broad avenues at the other side of the park

At the other end of the glorious, gleaming city was Harlem tattered, battered, 
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bruised, nearly destroyed. Its elegant boulevards had changed their names. Lenox

Avenue became Malcolm X Boulevard; Seventh Avenue was Adam Clayton Powell

Boulevard. But those proud names were no substitute for tangible losses, little

consolation for the economic devastation and the very human damage on display at

every comer. Facile in one world, at home in another, some days uneasy with both, 1

became, in my years in Harlem, a traveler between these worlds.

Like the black tables at Yale, Harlem was a kind of respite for many of us. All day,

every day, Bob and I were two of millions of blacks whose daily contact with whites was

subject to a steady stream of what the sociologist Joel Feagin of Florida State University

calls "microinsults"-the clutched purse of a white matron as you board the elevator on

which she rides; the pointed questions of a new client curious about how it is that you

are handling his very important business; the shocked and often barely hidden look that

flits across the face of new colleagues when you've taken on a job both you—and

they-have yearned for. By the end of the day, we weren't in the mood to help white

people work out their racism and ambivalence. The sporadic hostility we would feel in

Harlem was of a completely different character, based in class warfare and a clash of

values, the regular, run of the mill stuff

Another year passed before we bought for ourselves not a brownstone, but a

narrow, unimpressive brick townhouse, exempt from the historic district and

unoccupied-for good reason. Owning an old house was a litany of irritations and

frustrations and rage. The first winter, we lay next to each other in the dark, listening for

the next impenetrable sound of imminent disaster-the pipes bursting again, the boiler

flooding the basement, the stray cats fighting with our gentle Abyssinian after sneaking 
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through an undiscovered hole in the basement, a chunk of the roof falling like a bomb

onto the fourth floor. On nights when it was cold, the feelings were just too familiar. I

would get Bob to call his parents in Teaneck and announce our immanent arrival. Once

Bob asked me what the big deal was. “We have an electric blanket and safe heaters.

We’re not going to freeze to death." I knew he was right, but it was a long time before I

could tell him that huddling together in the cold dark was something I could never bring

myself to do again. For Bob, an icy night was an adventure. For me, it was a flashback.

The house was my idea from the beginning; I had never lived in a house, ever,

and I had created another fantasy for myself, this time as a married woman with a house.

Of course my initial fantasy included living in a house in Chicago, or Philadelphia,

maybe Atlanta. But that was long before I knew who I'd be sharing this house with—a

city-loving man with an affinity for noise and concrete and an allergy to grass. Our

particular money pit was a private purchase from a neighborhood lawyer and real estate

mogul who never quite told the truth about any part of the deal. He ended up dying in a

welter of conflicting claims on all his assets, including the mortgage he held on our little

piece of heaven.

Harlem was never the hellhole so many people imagine, a place where white

people never dared to tread except to buy their drugs. On the other hand, it was no

paradise, either. On my way home each night, it took a while to get down the block. At

their comer outposts, the young drug dealers stared; they knew me as part of the

opposition forces, one of the folks most likely to call the police. I stared back,

reminding myself that they could be dangerous, as young as they were. But I also

lingered as I walked, because my neighbors were there, on stoops with their children, 
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the old men in lawn chairs and on canes, groups of two or three talking as night fell II

felt good to say hello, and ask after grandchildren, and listen as they complained about

the shooting, or the noise.

One of my neighbors always greeted me the same way. "No babies? she asked

me, as soon as the weather got warm. "What you waiting for, girl? I was waiting until it

was safe for my child to play in front of the house, until there were more than two or

three mothers who watched their children, waiting until the school on the comer t .

books enough for every child. I was waiting for reinforcements. They never came.

Some part of us suspected that our stay wouldn't—couldn't—be permanent,

though we took turns feeling lonely and traitorous. Some nights, I would head up

block toward Lenox Avenue for milk at the comer store, and watch the life arouno oie -

its messy, loud discomfort, the sweet fun of children dancing in the spray of a hydrant,

the card games and the fights and the laughter of friends. I would argue with myself,

hoping against hope to recreate a community I knew in my blood. Bob and I wanted to

stick it out, along with our other conscientious neighbors. We knew we could hang on if

only there were a sign, just one sign from the Emerald City downtown: one real

grocery store, market rate housing near the park, a real drugstore that filled

prescriptions and stayed open in time for working people to shop there. If the city

would only renovate one building on this block for the working middle class, if they

would help us strike a balance among the desperate, the marginal and the ambitious,

we could work it out. The renaissance we drpamAd of never arrived while we were

living there. It was an era of urban disregard, even abandonment; it was a time of low

expectation and even lower results. Even the economic development agencies that 
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ostensibly worked on behalf of neighborhoods like ours seemed to be frozen by a lack

of vision. They had set their sights on massive, impressive projects-hotels, office

complexes, condominiums. The workaday basics that might have helped to stabilize our

part of the world—small retail and service businesses, anchored by one or two larger

chains—never seemed to materialize.

I had a bird's eye view of the failure of trickle down economics in those years. I'd

go to work and read stories about America’s economic recovery, then come home at

night to live in the midst of its decline. We were personally doing better, but no one

else around us could make that claim with any authority. The Reagan Revolution had

passed Harlem by, and the dissonance between what I saw and heard all day, and what I

saw at night was increasingly hard to bear. I missed writing and editing about things

that mattered to me. The pay at the Journal was good, but the price was higher than I

cared to pay. So when Ms. Magazine called me and asked (for the second time)

whether I would consider making a move, I squelched my immediate reaction and after

meeting and talking with the editors, agreed to join the staff I took a pay cut to do it, but

as I told Bob, it was good for my soul. People at the Journal were pleasant enough, but I

knew I had no future there, and the fault was as much mine as it was theirs. I didn't love

it enough; nothing that happened there set me on fire. What excited me was writing and

editing for people whose passions matched my own. I had become an advocacy

journalist, for better or worse. It wasn't everybody's editorial cup of tea but it was mine

The West 119th St. Block Association is more than 40 years old now, with some
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two dozen dues-paying members. Most of them are old enough to be my

grandparents, even my great-grandparents; Mrs. Evans* is hitting 90 years old. There is

a core group of the association, made up mostly of its founding members, men and

women who grew up on the block. They remember the street and Harlem the way it

used to be. Sleek and clean and quiet, the brownstones and apartment buildings once

housed the great and the near-great of black America. One of my neighbors cor M

remember, as a boy, playing in Fats Waller’s car as it sat at curbside while visiting

friends on the street. They recalled flowers planted in gardens beside the stoops,

neatly trimmed hedges crammed into small spaces in front of their buildings on the

basement levels.

It was this way for a long time, they all told me; even the 1960's didn't change ..

much, though many of them changed. People who were tired of city life moved on, of

course, out to Long Island, over the bridge to Englewood and Teaneck. But more

people stayed than left, unwilling to ride commuter buses, or sit in traffic, commiTted to

seeing the same faces as they left their houses each morning and returned to the .. at

night.

It was the 1970's that changed everything; a creeping recession created an

economy so sluggish that families turned single-family homes into rooming houses.

Older residents began to die, leaving the buildings to children who'd spent their lives

there and now wanted to be anywhere but home. And drugs, always a peripheral issue

in black communities before, began their infamous rise in popularity. More than any

single thing, the miserable economy that left young men vulnerable to the infection of

drugs caused the fabric of communities to unravel.
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The block associations watched their beloved streets begin to crumble, house by

house by house. People who once confined their activities to summer block parties and

holiday bus rides now found themselves having to organize around a host of issues

with which they were completely unfamiliar. The language of local politics began to

infuse their conversations; community boards and their casts of characters began to

provide running themes for neighborhood arguments-sodal services facilities;

transitional housing units; rehabilitation centers. Block by block, central Harlem, along

with a few other neighborhoods, had become the institutional dumping ground of New

York City. A host of programs designed to meet the needs of the city's poorest

people—the city's takeover of near-abandoned buildings, for example-had the

unintended effect of destabilizing blocks. Folks who had known each other for years,

who lived across the hall or across the street from one another, were leaving, to be

replaced by people with no ties at all to toe community already in place. Two parallel

sets of lives began to emerge; two separate but unequal paths, always there before but

never so starkly emphasized, became plainly visible.

None of these things were clear to me in that first year after we came to live on

119th St. I only knew we were thrilled to learn of an active block association; it meant

we need not try to guess which of our neighbors would share our desires for a

particular kind of city life. We met each month in a church at toe very center of toe

block I found that a promising sign, toe church opening its doors to toe people in its

midst. It seemed a harbinger of commitment by the pastor and toe congregation-a

notion that I later learned was true only in its minimal sense. (It took me years to learn

that toe pastor and most of his congregation lived tor away from toe actual church 
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building; the pastor's official home, in feet, was in Mount Vernon.)

At my very first meeting of the association, the subject under heated discussion

by members focused on a presentation from a private social service agency in the city,

which hoped to explain why 32 units of transitional housing for homeless families would

be a good use of a building on an adjacent block. I didn't like the idea all that much,

particularly after someone had enumerated the number of "institutional neighbors” we

had, including an alcohol rehabilitation center and a 60-bed jail.

Over and over, both longtime and newer residents asked why they had chosen

this particular building in this particular neighborhood at this particular time. Their

questions were consistently met with an explanation that focused on

needs-specifically, the need for homeless families to have a roof over their heads, the

need for them to learn the skills necessary not to be homeless again. I really felt

ambivalent; the men making the presentation were right. But so were people in the

neighborhood who were tired of seeing their lives disrupted not only by new people,

but by the institutions which sponsored the presence of the newcomers. True, it was a

turf battle. But it was a battle that also went beyond turf, to the heart of cohesive

community and what it takes to maintain it. It is a battle that I learned gets such short

shrift in places like Harlem. Neighborhoods in which most of the residents are poor and

black are automatically ruled out as genuine communities, or classified as utterly

dysfunctional. There was, in the minds of all too many, no way for a place like central

Harlem to get worse than it already was. In feet, there were several ways for central

Harlem to get worse-and all of them were being tried.

But these are thoughts from the benefit of hindsight; at the timp, I was more 
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intrigued by the existence of the block association and its members. And even my

perception of the association changed with time and exposure, as I learned how many

people on the block knew about the group's existence, but refused to attend meetings.

Their refusal, it turned out, was rooted in an old-fashioned class rivalry that existed

between residents of the block who owned their homes and residents who rented

rooms or apartments on the block. The woman who was president of the group, I

learned, was one of its founding members . She believed that only homeowners would

be interested in association membership; worse, she believed from her own years as a

landlord that all tenants were the enemy.

Tenants who occasionally showed up at meetings over the years were not

exactly shown the door, but it was made clear by comments from the leadership of the

group that their presence wasn't exactly welcome. By the time Bob and I had come to

live on the block, however, at least one more reason existed to be nervous about

non-homeowning members of the association. Younger, more street wise people who

suddenly evinced a pressing desire to "do something about the block" were just as

likely to be present as spies for local drug dealers as they were citizens overcome with

civic virtue. And even older people, long-time residents of the neighborhood who

found themselves without a job or other means of support, turned into informants of

sorts, in return for a few dollars under the table.

Were we ever really sure about the informants, about who they were? Not

really. We only knew that if information about the latest drug locations were publicly

discussed at a block association meeting, the person who talked about it later found

themselves being harassed. Their phones would ring, but when they answered, only
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elegant writer, he'd done a wonderful essay for me on the ways in which the presence of

black men alters public space. In the course of our work together, we'd become

friends, and I mentioned to him that I needed to consider moving on. He suggested I get

a packet together and he would shepherd it through at the Times Magazine, where he

had it on good authority that there was an opening. I couldn't believe my timing; it was

especially sweet to imagine that after 10 years as a journalist and editor, a college

fantasy might become real. I went in to speak with the editors there, and even prepared

a portfolio of sample ideas for future stories. But after my initial contact with them, there

was silence—months of it.

One Friday evening, I walked into my bedroom after work to check my

answering machine for the day’s messages. All of the messages were mundane, but

one. Mitchell Levitas, the editor of the New York Times Book Review, called and left his

number. "When you call me back, I'll tell you what I'm calling about," he said, then hung

up.

I was puzzled. Why would I be hearing from the Book Review when I'd been

having very preliminary conversations with the Magazine? It made me crazy to have to

wait until Monday morning to return the call. I went into my office at Ms., closed the

door, and made myself wait until 10:15 before I picked up the phone. The secretary

answered and put me on hold. In a matter of seconds, Mike picked up the phone and

cut to the chase.

"I know you're talking with the Magazine about a possible job, but I was

wondering if you had ever given any thought to working at the Book Review?' he said.

Oh, hardly ever, I thought to myself-only every Sunday of my life since I was 19.
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But I was cool. 1 didn't know there was an opening, but it's certainly an opportunity Fd

be interested in."

"Well, when could you come in to talk?"

Tm pretty flexible; what would be good for you?" I didn't want to push, but I

needn't have worried. Mike had my sense of the immediate

"Can you come over this afternoon around four?" I checked my calendar, then

looked at what I was wearing and thanked God that I'd worn something respectable

enough to be interviewed in.

'That's no problem; I'm looking forward to it."

The offices of the Book Review were tucked into a comer of the eighth floor of the

Times Building on 43rd St. Small, relatively modern, it looked at first glance like a cross

between a library and a bankcubicles at half-height of nondescript gray, and books as

far as the eye could see. covering every flat surfece, with carts and shelves besides.

Pearl, Mike s secretary, led me back to a good sized office with a stunning curved desk

Behind it sat Mike, who looked like an old-style newspaper man dressed in professor's

clothes, with a formidable head of hair and a good firm handshake On the other side of

the desk sat his deputy, Rebecca Sinkler, tall with graying hair and an open, fiiendly

face.

The three of us talked for about an hour. Becky asked about my experiences at

Ms., and found we knew several of the same people. I told her that I'd been doing the

lion's share of book excerpting and reviewing at the magazine, and my only regret was

that sometimes I wanted to talk about books that had nothing to do with feminism. but we

couldn't devote precious space to things that weren't directly related to our mission.
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Mike wanted to know why I wanted to work at the review; a question fd had all

weekend to think about. I had a feeling the two of them would appreciate directness. So

1 told them how Bob and I used to fantasize about my working there, how I'd read it for

years, how much I loved books. I told them, too, that I thought it was important to bring

as many ideas and perspectives as possible into the public debates that shaped the

intellectual and political ideas of the nation.

'I know you're a feminist, but what if the book you're previewing doesn't believe

in feminism? We have to be resolutely centrist here," Mike said. I replied that I didn't

think liking a book should have anything to do with deciding to review it. Sometimes, it

was important to review a bad book too, to bring to light the notions contained in it, for

good or ill. And I didn't think I had to win every argument every time, I told him, just as

long as ideas were getting out to the wider world.

I had to audition for the job, Mike explained. He needed to know if I could edit,

and whether or not I had good judgment about books and reviewers and how to bring

them together. "I can teach you the way we do things here at the review, but I can't

teach you judgment," Mike told me as he gave me a stack of uncorrected galleys. "You

either have it or you don't."

Mike called me two days after I turned in my report on the books with a review of

his own; I had the judgment. It took another month of interviews with a succession of

higher-ups, but in the end, I had the job, too. When I called my mother to tell her about

my new job and my serious raise, she congratulated me and laughed as she relayed the

news to my sister and brother visiting that afternoon. "Ain't this something! Ro finally

found somebody to pay her to read!"
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turned utt be my birthday. I couldn't think of a better present for myself than a new

job, surrounded by books. On my first day, Mike shook my hand, pointed to my desk

M said, "We have an essay Wat needs work right away."

Becky was much better at the formalities. She introduced me to my colleagues,

showed me how to turn on the computer and walked me through the process of putting

°ut an issue of the review. I was a little rusty in my recall of Alex, the editing and

typesetting system they used, but by the end of the day, most of it had come back to

me. I left work that day with a small mountain of galleys to preview for the Thursday

uieeting-some novels, a couple of academic books on arcane subjects, a biography or

two and some current events. When Bob came home from work that evening with

flowers for my birthday, I was already happily ensconced in the front room, reading on

the couch and making furious notes.

"Oh, she's in heaven now," Bob said to no one in particular, looking at my

distracted expression. What could I say? I was.
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Chapter Eleven

I had seen him in the neighborhood before, roaming the streets and avenues in

rough-dried clothes and sunken eyes, crouching in doorways. He hung out with men I

realized later were his brothers, and though I saw them selling drugs and making their

connections, I never saw him selling. He seemed always in a huddle with his friends,

laughing occasionally, his hands waving as he made his points. But in the first three

years Bob and I lived in the house, he never spoke.

One warm night in spring, as I climbed the stairs to my front door, I heard a

voice behind me: 'Excuse me, ma’am," he said. It was clear from his quick appearance

that he had been waiting for me to get home. I was tired, but intrigued. No one of his

group had ever said a word to me.

'I hear you're the president of the block" he said.

"Tm president of the block association," I told him.

'Well, I was wondering if you could help me get a job."

I already knew I couldn't. We were a civic group who wanted to get the

garbage picked up and people like him out of the doorways on our street. Besides, in a

number of ways, he was the enemy. But it's hard to see the face of the enemy in the

eyes of someone who had broken an unwritten rule just by speaking to me. I knew it

cost him something to approach me. He'd probably hear about it for days afterward.

But I was just as nosy about my neighbors as they were about me. His willingness to

talk was my big chance.
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'I need to put my stuff down," I told him. "Can you wait a minute, and Til be back

out?”

He said that was fine, he'd wait. I opened the front door long enough to deposit

my purse and briefcase and change my shoes. Then I camp back outside and sat down

on the stoop.

"We don't get people jobs at the block association," I told him. "Thai's not what

we do. But maybe I can help you think of something What do you know how to do?'

His answer was just what I expected—a little bit of everything, not much of

anything. Once there were places in the world for people like him, men who could join

a construction site as a helper, load furniture at a warehouse, clean building lobbies or

drive trucks. In fact, he did a little cleaning up from time to time, in the notorious

apai iment buildings across the street. But it wasn't enough to make a living, and he had

no permanent place to stay.

When I asked him where he lived, he told me he was staying with a girlfriend for

a while. He also told me he had three children, who were staying with their mother and

grandmother. When I asked him the last time he’d seen them, he told me not for a

while.

1 can t go over there to see them when I don't have nothing for them, ” he told

me. The kids grandmother, it seemed, subjected him to a tirade of abuse whenever he

showed up. Frankly, I saw her point, but there was something about the way he looked

when he talked about his children that got to me. And there was enough little girl left

in me to remember what it felt like to want your daddy, even if he wasn't perfect. His

kids, in fact, were the big reason he wanted a job, he told me-so he could get his kids 
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out of Newark, away from their grandmother who was always bad mouthing him, and

away from their mother, who was, in his own words, a dope fiend."

"So you can't get me no job, then?'

'No," I said, "I can't."

"What you all do, then, if you ain't got no jobs?' he asked me.

I told him about trying to get abandoned buildings secured from drug dealers, I

told him we wanted the dealers off the block. At this he looked wary. 'That's what I

heard. You should be careful. People don't be playing about their money."

"I'm not playing about folks selling dope in front of my house, either," I said. I

realized I could send a message through this young man. 'There are a lot of old people

on this block scared to come out their house. People over here shooting at each other;

hell, I got caught in a shoot out once. I'm not bothering anybody over here, but I dont

intend to let anybody bother me."

"You mess with the wrong people, you're liable to get hurt," he said, looking at

me as though I had lost my mind.

"If I did get hurt, whoever did it wouldn't last out here a day," I said. The precinct

would track them to the end of earth and put them up under the jail"

I made this arrogant pronouncement with a confidence I felt only partially.

Who's to say, after all, whether the people who might hurt me would ever be found?

But I could imagine the media crusade conducted by my husband and my peers, and

figured that someone would end up doing time. The only problem was, I didn't want to

die.

"Are you selling drugs too?" I asked.
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Tin not messing with that stuff," he said. "My brothers keep trying to get me to

work for them, but I don't want to do that. I just want me some kind of job. You don't

know anybody with no job?' I shook my head; he sucked his teeth and sighed. "Damn,

man. I got to do something out here. I ain't even had no food today."

It had never occurred to me, as I looked at him and his friends hanging out

together, that he might not know each day where his next meal was coming from.

Where I come from, someone was always willing to feed you. But I came from a world

of women, a world separated by at least two decades from the world on this block. 1

realized the rules had changed; it was men and drugs that had changed them.

'I can get you something to eat," I said to him. "Let me look in my kitchen and see

what I have."

Bob found me in the kitchen, crying and making ham sandwiches. He was less

impressed than I was, and told me so. I responded that I didn't care, even if the man on

the step was taking me for a fool.

'The man looked me right in the face and told me he hadn't had any food today,"

I told him. "What was I supposed to say—that's too bad?"

I made two sandwiches, found an orange, and went looking for a bag to put them

in. When I went back outside, I handed him the bag and told him what was inside.

'Thank you, ma'am, I appreciate it."

I asked him not to call me ma'am. "It makes me feel 90 years old. My name is

Rosemary.”

'Thank you, Miss Rosemary," he said, lapsing into the honorific I remember from

childhood. That made me feel old too, but I wasn't going to argue the point. When I 
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asked his name, he said people on the street called him "Bobo”.

"Well, I'm not calling you Bobo,” I told him. "You're a grown man. What's your

real name?"

"Royce," he said.

'Well, it's nice to meet you, Royce."

In a matter of days, I had come to expect him, his nightly knock on my front door

whenever he saw the lights on in our front room. The first few times, when I asked who

it was he would say "Bobo—I mean Royce." Gradually he started railing himself by his

given name, at least around me. He almost always came by when he was hungry.

Most of the time, I had something he could eat; if I didn't have sandwiches or leftovers, I

gave him money to do what Bob and I did so often—have takeout Chinese food. He

would take the few dollars I gave him and go round the block to buy a Styrofoam

container with a mound of greasy fined rice and several fried chicken wings—not exactly

Empire Szechuan. Some nights he would even knock on the door to show me what he'd

gotten. "I wanted you to see I really was getting something to eat,” he told me."

One night in early summer, he knocked and asked me if I was busy. I said no,

and asked what I could do for him. '1 just hadn't seen you in a little while," Royce said.

"And seems like every time I knock on your door, I be asking you for something.'1

I laughed. 'You do be asking me for something," I teased him.

'Now see, that's just why I came over here tonight. I knew you be thinking that. I

just wanted to talk to you. But that’s all right if you're busy."

I wasn’t busy, and it came to me that Royce was lonely. So I picked up the ice tea

I was drinking and came outside with my keys in case the door slammed Bob wasn't
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home yet, but he could hardly miss seeing me here. It was a clear, pretty night, and

folks were out-including the dealers, some of whom were kin to Royce. It seemed a

pretty good time to make a point of sitting out on the stoop with him.

"How come you sitting out on your stoop, but you don't let nobody else sit here?

he asked me as I lowered myself to the stairs.

"Because it's my house. Anyway, I know I won t leave chicken bones out hereto

break my neck on," I told him. 'I'm not going to work all day and then come home and

clean up afier strangers. Let them throw chicken bones around at their own house."

Royce laughed at this; our laughter caught the attention of the brothers in the

doorway. "You know, my brothers are pretty mad at you."

"What for?" I asked him.

"For having the police over here every time they turn around," he said.

"Ya'll in that block association be reporting everything you see."

In truth, our members didn't report a tenth of what they saw. Half of us were too

frightened, and all of us were too busy to spend that much time on the telephone. But

we did have good relationships with the precinct, and our Community Patrol officer

was an especially good, vigilant guy. He looked like the stereotype of a hateful patrol

officer-very big, very white, a kind of cowboy; one of our members called him "that

big, comfed-looking white boy." But his hostility was reserved only for people who

were disrupting life on 119th St. He walked the block and spoke to everyone, showed

up at our annual Christmas party, and was all over dealers like ugly on an ape. As much

as anyone, except the precinct commander himself, Officer Gunn was the reason for the

Royce's brothers.’ unhappiness.
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Royce and I went round and round about the drug dealers. He reminded me

that people had to make a living some kind of way, even the wrong way. I told him that

what drug dealers did made life hard for other black people and was hurting them.

'Yeah, but people going to take drugs anyway, whether I sell them or somebody

else sell them. So you not stopping anything," he said.

'No, but I'm slowing them down. Besides, if there's nothing wrong with selling

drugs, why aren't you out there with your brothers?'

He gave me his sly laugh again. 'Well, you know, you do have a point."

‘See, you know you know better," I told him.

He asked me if I had the morning paper. 'I know ya'll read the limes; I see it tied

up in the garbage." I went inside to get it for him. When I came back, he turned to the

sports page, to look up the scores of a tennis match. It seemed he was tracking Jim

Courier, and had plenty to say about his recent performance. I gaped at him in frank

amazement. What the hell did he know about tennis, after all? It turned out that he

knew a great deal—certainly more than I did, since I liked only baseball What little

familiarity I had with tennis came primarily from an interest on the part of Bob's mother,

who was an avid fan and a seeded senior player in her own right. But Royce knew the

players and their styles, had predictions on the forthcoming U.S. Open. I listened

without a word for a while, then interrupted him.

"Excuse me—what else do you know?'

'See, you think just because I'm out here on the street that I'm stupid. I was good

in school. I used to be interested in a lot of stuff. I used to read the paper every day. I

ain't no dummy," he told me.



Bray/Unafraid of the DarkHnalZRandorn House/4/8/97 278

o Hummv but I never thought about you being a•7 never thought you were a dummy, dui

tennis authority either. Where you leant this stuff?"

Trom watching. I been watching tennis since I was young, in the group homes.'

He had grown up on 119th St. His father was killed when Royce was 11 or

12-shot in an argument of some kind. Hewentto school regularly. was good at it too.

in spite of the teasing of kids who told him he thought he was better than everybody

else. But the death ofhis father, the growing torments of his classmates, the general

miseries of adolescence-from the story he told me on my front steps, they all seemed

to happen at once. He started skipping school, became "hard to handle-at least that's

what he said his mother told him when she sent him to the first of several group homes

to straighten him out. Evidently they did not help him-he eventually dropped out of

school

I sat and listened, trying not to judge his mother, a woman raising three angry

sons all alone without a skill in the world except the ability to monitor traffic in a number

hole. But it was hard not to judge after watching her come and go for months, long

before I knew she was Royce's mother. I had seen her lack of affect, recognized the

cool, dead eyes I remember in only a handful of women from my own childhood. She

was one of the last holdouts, a charter member of the "they don't belong here" club:

men and women who decided Bob and I had no right to live on their street.

I began to pay more attention to her on the rare occasions when we saw each

other. She never spoke to me directly, though I heard she did speak about me. Royce

was no saint, but he might just as well have been some stray animal that she noticed on a

whim. The word on the street was that she believed I had "adopted" Royce; she meant 
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co-opted him. He was now suspect by speaking regularly to me. I worried that our

growing public friendship had gone too far, was a risk to both him and to myself. But

Royce told me in one of our evening talks that the opposite was true.

‘I don't let nobody say nothing bad about you. I told them, ‘That lady is all right.

She looks out for me.' I told them not to bother you. I don't want to have to hurt

somebody." Royce looked as though he meant it.

As I was coming to know Royce, I was also getting a taste of local political strife.

The overriding issue was a kind of turf war: On one side were the residents and

homeowners who, like me, had fantasies of a restored Central Harlem community. On

the other were social service agencies, politicians and state government, with their own

competing and contradictory agendas. At the center of the debate sat an issue of

genuine need: long-term housing for AIDS patients in upper Manhattan.

Our members never saw it coming. It was an item in the Daily News that alerted

us to the agreement — reached between the Archdiocese of New York, Mount Sinai

Hospital and the Harlem Urban Development Corporation — on a site for long-term care

and outpatient treatment facilities for patients with AIDS. Two such facilities, originally

set to be built at the heart of the 1 Oth St. Corridor, would be built instead on Fifth

Avenue and 119th St—directly across the street from our house.

One of the association’s newer, more hotheaded members brought the story to

my attention during the association’s annual Christmas party. "What are you doing about

this?' she demanded of me one evening. "I don't want those people over here!" I wasn’t

in the mood to hear about "those people." I was not in the mood to hear this woman
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talking about "those people." One of “those people our friend Allen v,

Medical Center dying of AIDS even as she spoke. I knew the facilities the^

necessary. Allen, and so many people like him, should have had a bettp
- fv rfo r’leSSc^csi

place to live out the remainder of his nte.

But I couldn't ignore the other things I knew about what this facility

The archdiocese, the hospital and the state were preparing to build am-,-

facility (complete with outpatient care for additional patients) around
COrn«iroll

60-unit jail, one half-block from 32 units of transitional housing for homeless famih

had just been completed the previous year, and one half-block from a 300-bed sh

for homeless single men agreed to by the New York City Board of Estimate in one f

their middle-of-the-night deals. These projects, each worthy of support individually

combined to dump nearly 750 units of institutional housing within two square blocks

And we hadn't counted the drug and alcohol rehabilitation facilities that were ubiquitous

in the neighborhood. We were a community without a grocery store or a pharmacy,

without a produce market or a movie rental store. The ordinary amenities that mos*

communities take for granted didn't exist in Central Harlem, and so long as buret.

regarded us as a dumping ground, they never would.

The old saying about being trapped between a rock and a hard place began t

take on a more personal meaning. If I didn't speak up about this project, my neighb°

urn-tO^®
would be rightfully angry that I didn't represent their opposition-and my o

continuing relocation of social services to a residential neighborhood. But if1 did

oppose the facility, I risked becoming the citizen of my nightmares-a whiny-

self-interested creature who agreed with the need for all kinds of services f
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so long as they didn't operate near me
^o^5"

]p0titto®y niei^ers in an informal way, cafling them up eventags aher work.

. „ into them on 1116 street- M o£ scared my opposition to the protect

ried by anger that no one had said a mumbling word to our
con?oul1

rinn_even the Harlem Urban Development Corporation, a state agency that
association-^ a r

•hiv had the interests of Harlem residents uppermost in their minds. More than
ostensifv

n mentioned their discomfort with the sheer size of the project-325 beds
onep®rs

an awfully big site- A couPie of members added a bit of block history for my

information: Several years earlier, the association had asked that the site be turned into a

small center for battered women, in keeping with a request made by a woman’s group.

That request had been denied, though no one knew why, and so the building and its

adjacent lots sat in increasing disrepair.

Several people were more concerned about the outpatient treatment component

than the long-term care component. Patients being admitted for long-term care of AIDS

were too sick to do harm to anyone in the neighborhood. But outpatient treatment

meant an influx of people who were sick enough to be treated—but well enough to be

mobile. Even if this component were smaller, how could we be sure that the center

be run in a way that didn't further jeopardize the tenuous balance of the

S^borhood? Most AIDS patients in neighborhoods like ours were current or former

drug users. Every one of us knew that the park two blocks away from the

Popular hangout for IV users to have sex—so popular, in feet, that the historic

^It- Morris Park was not safe to visit even in broad daylight.

Aconsensus was beginning to emerge. We all resented not being consulted; we
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worried that the combined facilities were too big and not easily managed; the

neighborhood had too many facilities already I decided it was time to contact the major

players. I scoured up the names of the relevant people and groups who were a major

party to this decision. All of them got the same four-paragraph letter decrying their

oversight of our group and inviting them to our next meeting to talk. I sent them all by

registered mail, so I'd have the signatures of everyone who got them—thereby avoiding

the common, wide-eyed stare of bureaucrats everywhere who tell you that they "ne'-'er

got your letter."

The Archdiocese answered first, followed by Mt. Sinai, The Mayor's Office and

the Office of Borough President. It was a staff member of that office, in fact, who let me

know that a public hearing on the facility, sponsored by the State Health Dept., was

being held at the Harlem State Office Building on the same night as our block

association meeting. She was concerned that the people I most wanted to see at our

meeting would attend the other meeting instead I notified our members that our

meeting would convene instead at the hearings. The borough president's office

suggested that I ask to speak at the hearing, sornething I arranged at once.

I wasn't sure how many people from the block would come out on a frigid

January night, but I needn't have worried. Nearly every member came, and sat as a

block in the audience as they listened to speaker after speaker. The second-floor room

of the Harlem State Office Building was packed; the president of the hospital was there,

along with representatives from the archdiocese, the Mayor's Office, HUDC, our city

councilwoman, even a representative from Congressman Charles Rangel's office. From

-the tenor of the remarks made by most of the speakers, it seemed that this project was
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ataegone conclusion. The Stale Health Dept. espedaly unsettling; it seemed tat

they were just waitmgto s.gn off on construction otttagiganacMty without Ihinkrng

about the effect it might have.

The only exception to the business-as-usual tOne

by a group of Harlem residents who'd won their activist stripes in the battlegrounds of

the late 1960's. When I heard one woman threaten to dismantle the project brick by

brick, I saw a dismissive smile on the faces of the hospital's representatives, and sighed

with displeasure. She had made a threat she couldn't back up and the hospital knew it.

What's more, her empty rhetoric reinforced the contemptuous attitude of an institution

like Mount Sinai. It encouraged them to think they could get away with dumping another

facility in a neighborhood that was knee-deep in them already. I hoped I might be able

to persuade them otherwise.

I stood when my name was called, and walked to the podium with my written

speech in hand. I asked for a moratorium on this and every other social service facility

set to be built in central Harlem. I outlined for the listeners precisely what facilities

already existed within a two-block radius of the proposed AIDS facility and suggested

that, as citizens of New York, Central Harlem residents had already done more than our

share during the current social crisis. As I spoke, I waved the sheaf of green

registered-mail cards I had received and remarked at how appalling it was that not ONE

community group had answered my letter, even though I knew they'd received it. I

spoke about the 40 year history of our association and how outrageous it was that not

one institution had said a single word to us throughout the months of negotiation that had

preceded this decision. Andi reminded the archdiocese and the hospital of the appeal
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process available to our block association—which I promised to use.

I ended by admitting that they might all be successful in building this facility, but

that I would do my best to make sure that it cost them twice as much time and money as

they'd originally planned to spend. That last defiant statement brought more thaii one

listener to their feet. But more gratifying than the cheers of my neighbors was the look

of total shock on the face of some of the hospital and archdiocese representatives. I

knew that look; I saw it all the time, usually on the faces of white people who had already

made up their minds about who I was, about what I would say or do. It was an especially

welcome acknowledgment that I had changed the rules of this game, at least for the

moment.

By the end of the meeting, I'd traded business cards with nearly a dozen people

who wanted to be in touch with me about the next meeting. The next day at work, my

phone rang off the hook with calls from people wanting to arrange a super meeting

among all the groups with a vested interest in the fate of the facilities. I agreed to

attend, and found myself enrolled in a six-month intensive course on the horrors of

doing your civic duty.

Back on the block, I continued to see Royce hanging around, and he continued to

worry me. I knew he drank; I could smell the liquor on him some nights when we sat

-talking. I suspected he used drugs. I didn't like either activity, but I d hit a wall about y

ability. or willingness, to interfere in those parts of his life. Because he never acted in an

obnoxious way, I let it alone. But I never liked giving him money. Food was one thing,
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even tokens tog®110 t^esheI,er‘ B“ wllei1 h® ®ked tor money. I cringed and most

oftensaidno. Ithougit ofmy angry father and * ^drememtere<J

streets were different from my father s; even my OWn

It wasn't as though Royce never worked. His was the employment of the

underskilled and dysfunctional young man he was. Sometimes he cleaned up around

the neighborhood or traveled to a sporadic part-time job he found on Long Island as a

caterer's helper. But mostly he hung around in the doorways of 119th St. waiting for me

to come home from work to talk, to ask for food and tokens.

Bob didn't like my increasing involvement in Royce's life. He was not afraid that

something would happen to me; he was angry that I was being used. Many times, I felt

used, too, times when I did not want to see him move out of the shadows in search of

whatever was in my kitchen. I wanted him to change, of course. I wanted to see him

exercise the bright, inventive mind I saw at work whenever we sat and talked. I

wanted him to visit his children, to regain custody of them and raise them. I wanted him

to be someone he had no idea of how to become.

It took a long time for me to understand this about him, a long time to understand

this as the source of my anger which, though I worked desperately to hide it, found

expression in other ways. I would not make time to talk the way I used to. When I gave

him food, I was polite, almost perfunctory. When he asked me for money I said no

without discussion, disappearing into my house. Bob was satisfied that I had found a way

to curtail this fledgling relationship, to put it in its rightful place. But I felt dreadful,

betrayed by myself, trapped. Royce began to come by less often. He was no fool; he

sensed that I was fed up and asked for food only when he had gone without eating for
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days.

I realized that I didn't like the way I was acting. I didn’t like the way my behavior

made me feel. I was doing to him what the world did, and I knew better. Still, I needed

to figure out a better sense of boundaries between us than we'd had before. The next

time I saw him, I made time to sit on the stoop. He was surprised; I hadn't really talked

to him in weeks.

'You been pretty busy," he said to me. T haven’t talked to you in a long time. 1

don’t know, I miss you, I guess."

His head was bowed in the dim evening, so that I couldn't see his face I could

smell him, though, in distinct detail—the sour aroma of old beer, the rotting insoles of

the one pair of sneakers he had wom for months, the sweat and salt of living without

running hot water and making do with washing up in a cold-water .sink I knew a girl on

Berkeley Avenue who smelled like that, not the beer, but the smell of boing poor ai^

giving up that could claim anyone if they let it. I remembered that smell as I sat next to

Royce, and sorrow filled me. I could not lie and say I missed him too— that hadn't

happened yet. What I did miss, though, was the way I thought about myself as a woman

who cared.

Tve been thinking about you," I told him. "I been wondering what you're

planning to do with yourself."

"Ain't nothing to do," he said. 'No jobs, no place to stay. I can't even get a room.

Them shelters are horrible, man, you don't know. My brothers are asking me to help

them out, you know. I don't want to go that way, you know, but I can’t keep living like

this."
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Bray/Unafraid of t»e

He looked up 3111 over at me. I Cou]HT a qUestion h1®, and wondered

whether it was something I could do.

"You really need somebody to cleaneanW> around here." be said, ractolMly.He

Peered into the area beyond the gate down« ■, Itwas ^ered with dgarette butts,

fragrant with the aroma of unne. We were6 «aU3hWckwalltliak

People away from the basement door, true enn.^j, uough, but provided them, too, with ample

cover for its use as a toilet.

'Bob washes it down every week," I told him

You know how people are around hom - DRoyee said. "Why don't you hire me t0

doit?"

"Clean up outside?

'Yeah. Bob works almost as much as you do, man. I got to make some money

some kind of way."

But it s not a real job, Royce. I can t pay you enough money for it to be a real 

job."

"Miss Rosemary, I have got to make some kind of money. Andi don't want to be

coming to you for everything. I got to figure out how to live for myself. But this would let

me make a little money so I don't always have to be begging you."

"How about $20 a week?" I asked him. It was a glorified allowance, so far as I

could see; I thought he would say no. But he didn't.

"Can I start tonight?' he asked. "It's nasty down there."

After that, the knock on the door meant Royce had come to work. Usually, he

wanted a bucket of hot soapy water and the push broom we kept downstairs on our
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side of the entryway. I paid him on the same night I got paid Thursday. As the weather

got colder, we talked less and less. On the rare occasion that it snowed, he shoveled

rather than swept. For the most part, I still saw him in doorways, but he never lingered

much after I got home.

Bob, having made peace with the idea that Royce would tend to the outside of the

house, now stopped to say hello as he came in from work. One evening, as 1 watched

television in the front room, I could hear the familiar rumble of Bob’s voice, but not his

footsteps on our granite steps. I waited for Bob to greet me, but heard only the low

sounds of talk, punctuated by laughter. I got up and looked out the front window, and

saw Bob leaning on the handrail, talking to Royce. They were discussing the American

banking system, and what Royce had decided was its imminent collapse. Bob was

explaining why the collapse was not so imminent, and Royce listened attentively, even

while he swept. The conversation seemed destined to be lengthy, so I returned to my

seat on the couch.

Bob came in a little while later, with a thoughtful expression. I knew exactly what

had put that expression on his free, but I waited for him to say something. You know,

Royce's not as dumb as he looks."

"He don't look all that dumb," 1 said in answer. "How did you reach this

conclusion?"

"I was just talking to him a minute ago," Bob said. 'We were talking about bank

takeovers. He really keeps up with the news."

True, but he can't keep up with himself, that's the problem," I said.

As the months went by, a subtle change came over a few of our more marginal
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neighbors. These were the men and women

about anything that wasn't directly their busin °^' most^ ^ent

been rude to me, but never went out of their W6repe0ple who had never

Now, these same people nodded to me eve acknowledge my existence, either.

weather, or the Mets, or their getting old ]t s Uo-We would talk about the

word. He would tell anyone who would listen toat R°yce was as good as his

were all right. Some of our less friendly n • 6 Pe°Ple conier house“

word eighb0rs'^eemed.hadtakentoatte

Meanwhile, my crash course in neighborhn^ „
yuoornood politics was in full swing. At the

first meeting sponsored by the Harlem Urban D^i *
VdU Development Corporation, there must

toe teen 20 people there; communrty relation people from the hospital and the

archdiocese; the two local district leaders; representatives froth the Mayor's Once ot

Community Assistance; staff members from thn r™ un.
1116 Borough President's Office, the City

Council President's office, the office of our counit,
councilwoman-even a representative from

our congressman.

Mt. Sinai seemed open to negotiations nn
y uanons on several levels, and certainly appeared

:o want to work with members of the communitv
immunity to find some common ground. The

Archdiocese of New York, however was another ~
another matter. As far as they were

concerned, they owned the land, they didn't
y Qian t need anyone s permission to build on it;

since the site was once a hospital, thev npAdtvi
p y needed no zoning vanance; they were willing to

reiccare their site ifHUDC found an appropriate buyer for their land m appropriate

1 could understand their attitude; I'm not sure I would have feh differently if I'd
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been in their shoes. The real sticking point, however, was their attitude about providing

health education to those people using the facility. The Archdiocese made it clear that

they were unwilling to discuss the use of condoms as a way to reduce the spread of

AIDS. Their representatives had a host of difficulties with the health education

components that were mandatory if they expected to receive public funding

We'd managed to persuade the state to reduce the facility's size to its bare

minimum, 280 beds. We'd also gotten them to consider using part of it to create a

special unit for parents and children afflicted with AIDS. In addition, Mt. Sinai maria a

verbal commitment to seek out neighborhood residents for employment at the facility,

and to establish a satellite health care facility for the community

The only other site large enough to provide the requisite number of beds,

adequate parking and reasonable transportation for employees was a parcel of land on

8th Avenue near 117th St. It had in its favor the fact that there were no other social

services within several blocks of the site, so oversaturation would not be an issue.

As soon as the hospital and the archdiocese said they would be willing to talk

about the site, I asked whether we knew about block associations and tenants groups in

the adjoining areas. "I don't think you should wait as long as you waited with our

group," I said at one meeting. 'We need to have a meeting with representatives as soon

as possible." There was grudging agreement to that, and the district leaders, along with

a representative of the City Council President's Office, said they would take care of it.

And so they did-but not in the way I'd hoped. Instead. things fell apart piece by

piece. The planned presentation by the hazardous waste disposal specialists was

probably the worst idea ever. Once neighborhood people had an understanding of
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how important itwas mal me blomedical waste be handled correctly, they jumped to a

completely justifiable conclusion, in black communities, folks often get careless about

very important things. How could they be sure, someone asked, whether these folks

weren't just going to dump all that poison in some vacant lot where their children might

get at it? Experience told them the answer to the question: they didn't know.

The voices got louder and louder that night, as speaker after speaker tried to

discuss possible scenarios for the site. Finally, one member of the audience asked the

district leaders and the council president's representatives whether they knew about

this plan before. I stood at the front of the room in utter astonishment, as each and every

one of them said they'd had no idea that HUDC or the hospitals or anyone else was

thinking about placing this dangerous facility in their midst.

Dunce that I was. I'd finally gotten the point. In spite of week ofplanmg, night

alter night of phone calls and letter writing, after mymanyqneaionsaboutwhytlle

representatives of tenant groups and other neighborhood 
organizations had yet to come

to a single meeting. I realized that none of the people in charge had told any community

leader about anything we'd been doing. The people in that room had been blind sided,

just as I d been blind sided by these same smooth operators a few months earlier. And

with a perfectly straight face, they stood up and lied about everything. I looked one of

the district leaders dead in the eye; he shook his head and held up a hand to me to wait

a bit. By now, people were storming out of the room in a fury. I felt as though I'd been

hit by a car.

The meeting essentially dissolved, and so did I. At least one member of the

Mayor's staff said that I shouldn't take it so hard. “This stuff happens at meetings like this
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all the time," she said. ‘You're really good at this; don't get discouraged.” I didn't feel

good at this, I felt stupid, and used by nearly everyone in the process.

In the end, Mt. Sinai and the Archdiocese abandoned the project entirety. The

state health department, in their revised projections for the number of AIDS cases in

upper Manhattan, found that the number was half of that originally projected. And

community opposition to the facility was now district wide, and thus not worth the trouble

of pursuing. I was burned out in my first true exposure to local government, and realized

that it was no fluke that I was a writer, not a politician. I was too thin-skinneri, too easily

upset, to ever be comfortable again in the company of the wheeler-dealers. Books and

ideas, I decided, made much better, more peaceful, companions.
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Chapter Twelve

rdbeenattheBookReviewfor ^ee years, and I’d had a wonderful time. Mike

Levitas, the man who originally hired me, had moved on to become editor of the Op-Ed

pages. We ah hated to see him go, but it was a good move for him, and for the paper.

His deputy, Becky Sinkler. had succeeded him-an historic moment, since no woman

had ever run the section. I was delighted, both professionally and personally. Becky

and I had always understood and liked each other. We had a striking affinity for feminist

theology, a similar habit of plainspokenness, and the same slightly raucous sense of

humor.

I had grown used to the vast difference between outside perceptions of the Book

Review-before I arrived, I even shared some of them-and the reality of actually

working there There was a certain amount of awe, and enormous speculation, about

who we all were and what we did, and a lot of comment about how well we did it. It

wasn’t hard to conjure up this vision of a dour group of intellectuals who acted as cultural

and literary gatekeepers, selecting only the most worthy tomes for consideration,

settling personal scores and stoking grudges by choosing some writers and slighting

others. It also wasn’t hard to imagine that same solemn group sitting down all day

reading, reading, reading, with the occasional opening and closing of book covers to

break the monotonous silence.

People on the outside tended to forget that we worked for a newspaper-but we

never did. We couldn’t, because the nature of the job meant we were always working.
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At any given time, two issues of the Review were always being worked on, because

dosing always came midweek Our days were spent at our desks, on the phones, at the

computer terminals, editing reviews, cajoling authors to review, chasing anthers to get

the reviews they hadn’t yet finished. There was no time left in a given day to actually

read and evaluate books. That's what we all did with the rest of our lives.

I read on the way to work and on the way home. I read at the dinner table and in

the bathtub. And 1 always, always read in bed-our bedroom, always adorned with

whatever Bob and I were reading, began to take on the character of a research library,

with piles of books decorated with “pink slips." the formal notes and recommendations

that every previewer made for each galley he or she read.

My colleagues were anything but dour; nearly aft of them had wicked senses of

humor. Some of us were academics and scholars by training. Others, like myself, were

journalists throughout our careers, a few of us were both. We were rare, I think, because

we really liked each other, we respected each other’s judgment and expertise, and we

all loved what we did 90 percent of the time. We were also rare because we were far

enough away from the neive center of the newspaper to be left alone-no small

achievement at the New York Times.

Of all the work I d ever done, it was this job that came closest to my ideal life—a

place in which all my many interests and identities and passions came together. There is

hardly a black person in America who has not felt what W.E.B. DuBois so eloquently

described in "The Souls of Black Folk": "It is a peculiar sensation this

double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one's self through the eyes of others, of

measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity. One
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bis bvoness - an American. a Negro;

slrivings; two wamng ideals in one dari< body.-porme lJiere^ '

lemafeness and U16 PerePec*’ve it brought Andyetnoneyetnone of those parts of myself were at

issue in my work- Indeed, they were assets, depending
9 on the book I was reading, be

discussion I was having with colleagues, the assionmc ♦ te ass‘9nmentlwasniakmg, lwasnoltjjeon,

black person there, and not the only woman SQ, *

representation- rf’he P^es of books I was resoonsiHa txesponsrble for each week were nuaierous, tat

varied. If five black people had new books comi™ t • u™9'1 “* ga one of them, or three of

them, or none of them, depending on the subject T .subject matter. I also could get public policy

tomes, books on Russian family life, a historv- nf r»™^P^neer women or agruesome

tme-crime story. It was a delicate balance ' the dtference between acknowledging mt

editor’s love and expertise and pigeonholing her with ♦ •9 withone topic or subject area forever

to especially with Mike and Becky, it was a balance

There was only one thing I really missed- the• the chance to write regularly. When I

wrote, it was typically rewriting a review to reflect what. •reUect what a reviewer actually wanted to

say but hadn’t. I managed to write for other chons of the paper, but I couldn’t weigh in

on the books I was handing over to someone else to evaluate. It was hwamgwhen

the writers we chose wrote a review that vview that missed the mark but there was nothing!

could do about it. It was a rare frustration in an nthom • um an otherwise happy working life.

When rumors began to float through the bniWi™ xding about a reorganization of the

book section,! reaped that becoming a daily book reviewer soothe

re®luhon for my restlessness. A chance to write was breomy togtemddmakeme

ieaVin9 the friendly confines of the eighth floor for what one fonner colleague
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called, with perfect seriousness The Snake Pit." But putting my name into play meant

speaking to Becky about the idea of moving on, at least in theory. I wandered into

Becky's office late one afternoon while she was signing letters, and told her what I'd

been thinking about. She was just as supportive as I'd thought she’d be, though my

successful candidacy would leave her shorthanded.

"I think you'd be wonderful for the job," she told me, confirming that she'd heard

the rumors too. "If there's anything you think I could do to help you, I'd be glad to; of

course I'll put in a good word for you." I couldn't ask for more than that, and prepared a

packet of recent work I'd done, along with a brief note to the editor on the third floor

who was in charge of the rumored reorganization.

I heard only silence from the third floor for some weeks, but that didn't worry

me. In any news organization, the wheels of hierarchy take some time to turn; at the

Times, they were positively glacial. Besides, I would hardly be the only person

interested in the job. One afternoon some months later, Becky and I were talking in her

office when she told me that the planned reorganization was likely not going to happen

after all. I was disappointed, but not shattered. Plans to reorganize varying sections of

the paper routinely rose and fell and rose again. After a couple of fantasies about what

life might have been like as a daily book reviewer, I pushed the whole idea aside.

Another month had passed by the time I got a call from the editor's secretary

asking if I were free to come downstairs to talk about the packet I’d sent down so long

ago. I told her I’d be glad to come whenever her boss was free. I was frankly curious,

and wondered whether some change had occurred that hadn't yet reached the

grapevine. The editor was just completing a phone call in the newsroom as I arrived.
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across from him-

He called me down, he said, because he'd fait rf badly he hadn't gotten back to

me earlier about the darly book reviewing job 7]nnV „® ^°e-^10°f®d at your clips," he said, "and

te/re Joe, as far as they go. But I don't see
y u re ready for a job like daily book

reviewing. Besides, most of these clips are all about black ™ .
people-not that that isn't a

specialty of its own. But I'd like see you expand your work"

As he spoke, the heat began to creep into my face th(an• then spread down and out

toward the rest of my body. I had forootton th-,, tthal was aapable of the lind of rage tat

was growing with every word he uttered BvthPti™ u• 111116 he got to the subject matter of my

clips, I was so funous I frightened mvspif r™yself. f managed to remark thal one of the lovely

aags about being an editor was that whenever r •wneneverl didwnte.I had the luxury of

choosing to write about my passions.

'You must know," I manaoed tn .lsedto add that my years n. Book Review as a preview

editor requires me to have a wide ranoe nf v™ >range ofknowledge and interests in all kinds of

subjects." At that point, I was still thinkmo that th« x ,9 . though I wouldn't necessarily be

considered for the job this round ho m; u.' henu9h'consider adding me to the list of rotating

substitutes— reviewers who filled in for JWd in for the standard columns whenever they traveled

or went on vacation.

Instead, he told me that he was ♦ r1 WouU eventually "end up- as an editor

IO the paper s cultural sections and T in,ens. andlknewmyieavinghisoffieewasthemostiniponani
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tiling I could do al that moment. I remember that I stood up to go in the middle of

whatever he was about to say next; I recall hearing my mother’s voice in my head,

reminding me about how my temper was going to get me in trouble one day if I didn't

learn how to control it. Suddenly, that seemed like a vital piece of advice. I was

replaying her voice in my head to get me off the third floor and back upstairs, and it was

tough to do, because the fury that filled me made its own noise-like buzzing, or static on

a badly-tuned radio. It was fury that would have to go somewhere, so I took it back

upstairs , and I managed to get to Becky’s office before bursting into tears.

I told her what happened, apologizing through my tears for throwing a fit in her

office. Becky waved away my efforts at propriety, and got a bit angry at the episode

herself.

"What does he think you do up here?” she asked, wanning to the idea that her

judgment had been insulted as well as my own. ’Does he think I can afford to have an

editor who only knows one subject? Has he ever read your other pieces for the paper?

I don't believe this!"

Her outraged sincerity was more comfort than she knew. I wiped my eyes,

commiserated a little more, and calmed down enough, I thought, to return to work. But

I found I couldn't go back to my typical tasks. Every galley I touched, every manuscript

I leafed through, reminded me of the conversation I’d just had, the inherent

condescension of it-and fury grew in me again. I thought crying would have purged

some of it, but it was only a safety valve of sorts.

Over and over, I replayed the tape of that afternoon in my mine! Over and over,

I kept trying to find an explanation for what was essentially unexplainable. I had been
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. re and though I didn't like hearing it, I could live with it. But being
toldno before' . a

peih? something I valued was of no import-that was galling. It was

. „ When I considered again how very wrongthey were. I had chosen to
doubly gallin?

on issues of race and culture and gender at a time when all these areas(ocus my wntm?

vin intense reevaluation. The cultural debate was hot and heavy, and notwere undergo^

■ zr told that I couldn t weigh in (which, as the editor, was his absoluteonly was I beings

. t i was told that there was nothing to weigh in about.prerogative), D

„ rpsoonse that went against everything I believed in, everything I’dHis was a

j respect about reading and writing, about communicating and living income to know an

- need to love a book to assign it for review. In fab, I would oftentheworld. Ididntne

ircday morning meetings with a book I found foolish, evencome to our Thui

. , mv own political or ethical standards. But I believed in the power ofreprehensible by

r a,iiv informed choice. I believed that readers needed to know that thoseknowledge, of tuny

, r<= that we as a review of books (and of opinion, indirectly) needed tobooks were there, u

* on the widest possible range of topics. I also believed that what some viewed

- th dismantling of America was , in fact, an act of American restoration. The

orofusion of voices from people of color, from people of different sexualities-they were

feg in the blanks about America that so many people had made a tacit agreement to

ignore Because of this new energy, America was becoming less static and

mythological We were becoming the real, vibrant, sometimes dissonant country we

rere meant to be; our music, our movies , our books were beginning to reflect that. But

inmore places than I first realized, these new developments were not a cause for joy, or

even for acknowledgment. For some, it was a declaration of war against declining
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"standards"-their code for the status quo. For others—and many areas of the Times

were among them-war was hardly necessary. They simply exercised their power of

the press: it isn’t real, because we haven't said it's real.

As the days passed, the rejection festered like an open wound. I asked a friend why

this feeling of terrific rage wouldn't leave me.

"You hate to be thwarted," she told me, laughing. 'This guy is in your way."

He was in my way-in more way than one. Yes, he'd failed to understand the

work I wanted to do, but he would hardly be the first editor with a subjective opinion

that differed with a writer's vision of the world. What had me stuck was that he had

gotten in the way of my own vision of myself. When I first considered the change in

jobs, I had seen myself as someone with a lot to offer the paper, somsone who wanted

an opportunity to stretch myself and grow into something new. What he saw was a

narrow writer with parochial and unimportant interests, competent enough as a writer

but certainly without the flair necessary to merit a space in the daily culture section.

The rage that was my constant companion in the days that followed spoke to the internal

struggle that I had stumbled into. I could believe him, or I could believe me.

My father began appearing in my dreams. Not every night, and not very clearly.

But all the dreams had in common a feeling of utter normality about them—we were

talking about something, not fighting, or we were on our way somewhere together, or

he and Mama were riding in the car. He always said if there were any way to come

back to haunt us, he would, but that’s not why I was seeing him in my dreams. I had

summoned him, I think, out of the loneliness of my rage. Daddy would have been able to



Dark Hnal/Random House/4/8/97 301jfay/Unafra1^

tinobbing heart of my anger. He would have had more than one
put his tog g^Q-ut a thwarted dream No matter that Daddy had played his own part

story 1°tel1 any dream of mine he didn't understand; he would have known

in attempt t0

. nv heart­ibis feeling07

Daddy had been so sure than
educati°n Wou]d

disappointments, and in many ways, he h P me safe froni his
keen right. ithn

have been like iff had lived even 30 yearsearj. Ught of what my hfe

fields, or in some other woman’s kitchen r 1 “ a 6ctOlV-Or in the

was no longer rm
iadeamed a chance at a life my parents Cou]d no longer ashamed !

But I was still black m a country that would have preferred that I not be, or at

least not bring it up. Daddy could never have foreseen the blanket insistence on cultural

amnesia that would follow my generation of African-Americans into the workplace. A

white man who devoted his spare time to the study and appreciation of Russian life and

culture would be considered a specialist. A black woman who devoted her spare time

to the study and appreciation of African-American life and culture was provincial and

unprepared for serious literary work. Some things simply did not change. It shouldn't

have hurt me, but it did.

Each evening after work, I would settle into a chair or the bed or the bathtub,

reading and analyzing and thinking of possible reviewers for the stack of books that

were never far from me. Some of the books were so poorly written, so badly

conceived, that we wondered aloud in meetings how they could ever see the light of

day. Some books were so brilliant and elegant that they ended much too soon. Most
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books were some combination of success and failure, and those were a particular

pleasure for me. They seemed to me most revealing of what the work of a writer really

is, the first half of a transaction that is complete only when another’s eyes meet the page.

Part of the joy of reading is the hope of deciphering a writer's secret, rooting for their

success.

What little peace I had during these weeks and months, I found at those

moments. I was reminded anew that long before I learned to be an editor, writing itself

had been my great love. Now I was on the sidelines-wonderful, even luxurious

sidelines, but the sidelines all the same.

Why not get off the sidelines? The thought came to me unbidden, but once

there, it began to grow. I had a thousand projects I'd always wanted to write, but never

had the time: essays on feminism and race, an historical novel, poetry rooted in my

Harlem life. AU over the house, a succession of notebooks with scribbles and first

paragraphs bore witness to my dabbling. Always, I had put them aside, waiting for a

better more sensible time. I thought of my dead father; I thought about those long

dreamy talks with Bob when I was hardly more than a teenager. If I weren’t careful, the

right time would never come, and I would be left with the same despairing look my

father wore to his grave.

I asked Becky for a leave of absence. It was important for me to get away from

the cascade of work and into the silence that feeds writing, something I'd never really

had. I knew if we both planned well, I could leave for a couple of months when the

volume of galleys was lowest and return to work for the big rush of fall books. She

supported my leave and, after a few weeks of discussion with the powers that be on the
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worKed out an arrangement for me to take two weeks of vacation fee and
*dt0W' fu0Paidleave' I w°ukl have to freelance a few articles before I left to make

nve weeks 01
“ rH lose, but I could handle that.

saiaiY1 u
' yt I would have to find somewhere to go, away from New York, from my

>-) and the block association and my other commitments. A writer's colonyMendsand50 _

i a community of creative people would allow me to work in solitude, yetwould be ide^'

nionship when I wanted it. Yet I had missed the deadlines for creativestillhave coinP

Yaddo and MacDowell. I found information about another smallcommunities^®

fountain, in the Adirondack Mountains, and discovered there was still time

• application. Their notification date was perilously dose to the start ofMr me to submit

with any luck, I'd get accepted.gy leave, but w

weeks passed, I grew more anxious about not being settled. 1 fearedBut as the

. two months at home, surrounded by the everyday business of life andlaving to work to

ibilities. I didn't want this precious time to be nibbled away bygy civic respo

distraction. I was commiserating about this with two friends of mine alcstraction after ais

of them Diane mentioned a house in upstate New Yorkthai she andie paper when one v

le of friends rented each summer. It turned out that one of the women who usually

iaredthe house with them had made other plans; she needed a third person.

■me following weekend. Bob and IfoUowed Diane up the Taconic Parkway to

and across a small bridge to a 200-year<M house that was a writer's fantasy.

ttaewas a spacious yard. and a brook nearby. The back windows of the house looked

««er the pasture of a neighbor who kept sheep, and every few rotates we could

tar them blearing at each other as they munched on grass. Eileen, the owner of the
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house, was tall and regal, with a great head of silver hair. She'd been a researcher at

Time-Life in the days when brilliant and accomplished women had no hope of becoming

reporters or writers. We liked each other on sight, and talked for hours after we -

looked at the house and met her son and daughter. By the time we were ready to head

back to New York City, Diane, Eileen and I had worked out a price for the rental and an

arrival date that allowed Bob to spend a few vacation days with me before he went back

to work.

Bob stayed for four days while I got settled and learned my way around. We

drove up and down country roads, filled the house with food, found our way to the stores

and gas stations Diane had told me about so that I wouldn't get lost once I was on my

own. On my own-for the first time since Bob and I were married. I really would be. I'd

been rereading the journals of the poet and novelist May Sarton, whose book 'Journey of

a Solitude" defined succinctly and beautifully the struggle to shape a creative and

meaningful life. I packed several of Sartoris books to take with me, along with other

books I loved and books that would help me sort through all the ideas in my head.

There was James Washington's anthology of writing and speeches of Martin Luther King,

"A Testament of Hope"; W.E.B. DuBois' "The Souls of Black Folk" and his "Prayers for

Dark People"; Madeleine L'Engle’s journals about Crosswicks, her country house, and

her novel, "A Wrinkle in Time"; Alice Walker’s "In Search of Our Mother's Gardens" and

John Cheever’s collected short stories; everything on my shelf by Annip Dillard and

Zora Neale Hurston's 'Their Eyes Were Watching God." These, and a few other

reference books, would be my most consistent companions.

This two months was an experiment. Did I know what I wanted to say? Could I 
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find the voice in which to say it? Could I live alone and work alone? Would 1 be so

happy with country living after a few nights here, looking out the bedroom window into

a world without sirens or streetlights. More immediate for me: would I still be steeped

in the anger I felt so keenly now?

Bob cautioned me not to sit around worrying about all those questions. A

practical man, he urged me in his best husbandly voice to do my best and to see what

happened.. We kissed goodbye and pledged the other to be careful. I blew him

exaggerated kisses as the train pulled away, but this was no tragic occasion. I drove

carefully back to Chatham on the winding two-lane roads, pulled into the gravel

driveway and made my way into the wood-paneled kitchen to brew myself some tea. I

sat looking out the screen door, listening to crickets and watching fireflies, wondering

about tomorrow.

The first thing I promised myself was a chance to discover my natural rhythm

Now that there was no one to please but myself, what would a day look like? I already

knew I was a night person. That meant bedtime usually arrived at about 3 a.m. My day

began at 10 a.m., as I stumbled into a wash of brilliant sunshine into the kitchen and

living rooms. Coffee always came first; since the house didn't have cable and standard

daytime television was inhabited by game shows, I tuned in the classical radio station

for music with breakfast. The station, with a transmitter on the New York/Massachnsntts

border, struck the perfect balance: pastoral music during the day, serious jazz in the

evenings.
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1 went into town most mornings to buy the paper or pick up small items like milk

or bread. Part of the fun included a daily perusal of the bulletin board by the door. It

hadn't taken more than a week for me to think about renting a house in the country year

round. Someone was always posting a notice, and I wondered whether I could convince

Bob that our driving the narrow Taconic Parkway every weekend in winter would be

good for my spirits. I would drive back home with my purchases and spread the paper

out on the huge oak table in the kitchen with a second cup of coffee. As I read, I listened

to the noon broadcast of National Public Radio, which segued into World News from the

BBC. By the time the news report had ended, I was full of coffee, reasonably conscious

and ready to work.

In the beginning, I read and thought and made copious notes for a novel and

several essays. Some days, I struggled with writing poetry again, something I d

abandoned in college. Some afternoons I took my books and papers outside into the

yard, and lay in the sun reading and napping. These early weeks were restorative. I had

given myself room to maneuver, to pursue in a small way a life of the mind, it was far

different from my years as a literary midwife, recovering and restructuring the voices of

others. It was different, too, from a front-line life on the barricades of the block

association.

But after three weeks or so, my idyll began to fade. The old ingrained directives

to accomplish something began to assert themselves, and for the first time in my life,

writing became something to fear. I wondered whether the incident at the Times had

left me lacking in confidence. I doubted it; the real problem now was my

unacknowledged fear and guilt about the kind of public speaking that writing is.
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I lay in bed one evening, listening to the night sounds and chiding myself to do

better the next day. In the middle of this I could hear another, angrier voice in me:

What gives you the right to shut yourself up in this old house, reading and thinking when

other people have jobs?-or worse, who struggle because they have no jobs? it asked.

What could you possibly have to say that’s so important? Who do you think you are?

My nightly phone calls home were peppered with questions designed to elicit

Bob's approval of what I was doing, his validation that I wasn't being stupid and wasting

my time. I bounced wildly between days spent reading beloved writers and deciding

that adding my voice was useless, and nights spent coaxing myself to forget the day.

Bob's weekend visits were a blessed distraction. Every moment we spent in a museum

or store or an herb garden was a moment in which I did not have to confront my terrors.

But always on Sunday night, he went home, and I returned to my conflicting desires.

At the end of June, I opened my morning newspaper to discover the nomination

of Clarence Thomas as a justice of the Supreme Court. Ever since Thurgood Marshall

had announced his forthcoming retirement, the rumors had surfaced that George Bush

would take the opportunity to replace him with someone black and conservative. By this

time, the trickle of Black conservatives I'd first noted in the 1980s had become a steady,

obsequious stream. It was no coincidence, either, that their increased visibility had a

connection, not to politics . but to fundamentalist and evangelical Christianity.

Evangelical Christianity certainly was a religion that suited conservatives of all

stripes, whose vision of life seemed colored by the pervasiveness of sin and by a belief

in the essential unworthiness of everyone. These were Christians whose faith had led

them, not to a larger embrace of the world, it seemed to me. but to a profound sense of 
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hopelessness; their great love of God had ruined them for the company of humanity

Could this be the reason conservatives were always so dismissive of human

rights, so bereft of belief in anything except the self rescued by God? What was it about

the mercy of God as they had experienced it that made them so merciless toward their

fellow human beings? In many ways, black conservatives were no different than other

conservatives. They shared the same overweening obsession with anti communism, the

same faith in unbridled capitalism, the same distrust of government. But black

conservatives, it seemed to me, had other forces at work. They seemed afflicted with

hero worship of white American life, with a corresponding distaste for the black

communities from which they had come. It was nothing so bald as the old-style em- of

white skin. Instead, it was the sense that being black was a problem only because outer

black people kept bringing it up. These were men who embraced a mythology that

white society believed was the highest compliment a black person could receive: the

notion of colorblindness. African-Americans like myself, who considered colorblindness

in America both an insult and a lie-we were the real enemy now.

Men like Thomas-and it seemed important that they were largely men—seemed

determined to co-opt the traditional strengths of the black communities from which they

came, to cast them in a more individualistic and conservative mode. Thomas, especially,

seemed eager to claim the 'bootstrap" theory of personal responsibility for success and

achievement. He had done it all himself; there was no one who helped; it was his own

strength of win and his own faith in God. The qualities of common struggle, of coUective

action and mutual dependence that are the legacies of African American life, that were

part of the propulsive energy of the Civil Rights Movement-these were things that did 
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notfittheself-iinagesofblack conservatives. This had to be how Thomas, who was the

product of the same era as I, could convince himself that affirmative action policies

played no part in his arrival at Yale, that indeed, such policies were an insult to his

initiative, rather than a tool to insure that his initiative had not been in vain. This had to

be how he felt comfortable using a family member, his own sister, as the example of a

dependent welfare queen, when the truth was she had abandoned her job to care for

their ailing aunt. His hunger for disconnection seemed so great, he was willing to

scapegoat his own flesh and blood, when he might just as likely held himself to account

for his sister's ' ‘dependency. ’ ’ after all, where was he when she was becoming a welfare

queen? Ingratiating himself with the conservative ascendancy in Washington, leaving

the dirty work of family and community behind.

Thomas himself was such a rebuff to Thurgood Marshall and his brilliant,

expansive legacy, the Thomas nomination such a shamelessly political act by Bush, that I

found myself unable to do anything but obsess on the appointment. As each day's

newspapers brought more insight into Thomas' mediocre legal record and his

opportunistic politics, I grew angner and angner. I found myself with a notebook and

pencil, under the trees one afternoon, writing apiece comparing Thomas's formative

years and my own. I wanted to suggest that compassion, along with a working memory

of his difficult years and the concrete help he received - both public and private­

might be a more valuable trait to bring to the Court than anything he had learned from

his political cohorts.

That piece became an op-ed article for the Chicago Tribune, but it did a lot more

for me than relieve my frustration at Thomas’ nomination and my concerns about the 
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conservative turn of the Supreme Court. It affirmed the answer to the question I had

asked myself since my arrival, who I thought I was, what I thought I was doing. I was a

writer, for one thing; no matter what anyone else might say about the subjects I chose or

the kinds of writing I did. I was a woman of African descent who felt called to write about

the people and the communities and the cultures that formed her. I had the right to

speak because I could speak; I had the duty to speak, because at a time when a

segment of the African-American community seemed determined to abandon the life

and the culture that created them, and at a moment when white Americans seemed

determined to declare that the racial divide had been healed, I needed to articulate

another voice, a more conservative position. What I hoped to conserve, in fact, was the

spirit and commitment to justice I felt was being ridiculed and scorned.

I remembered a week or two at the Book Review a year or two earlier. I was the

preview editor for the historic collection of 19th-century black women writers being

published by Oxford University Press in conjunction with the Schomburg Center for

Research in Black Culture. It was an impressive achievement of reclamation; the editors

had brought together the intense and heartfelt work of black women who had labored

in the vineyards of public life at one of America’s most troubled moments. The reviewer

to which I'd assigned the series shared my enthusiasm for the project, and his review

would be on the front page of the book review in time for the Fourth of July issue.

Though only the editor and deputy editor chooses what book is featured in any giv -

week the timing of this review couldn’t have been better if I’d planned it myself.

Part of a previewer's job is to work with the art department and the photo editors

to find ways to illustrate reviews. We'd all agreed that the best possible illustrations
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TOuldbe portraits of the women tansies, as many as we could tad. Yolanda, our

photo editor, was on the phone with the Schomburg Cemer to arrmge be dehcae task

of copying the archival photographs of women most people did not taw ever existed.

Meanwhile, the copy editors were working with the muhivolume set to match names and

titles. It was. in most ways, a very typical closing week for us.

But it was hardly a typical week for me. rd been readtag the volumes for weeks

by this time, immersing myseif in a history I thought I'd known, but hadn't Fewpsople

had. because these women-Maria W. Stewart. Fannie Barrier Wiliams, Francis E.W.

Harper. Anna Julia Cooper-had spent their lives crying ou in the wilderness, making

their mark in the 19th century American debates on slavery and abolition, on suffrage

and the budding women's movement, articulating the voice and sensibility of black

nomanhood. only to be silenced by time, and the forces of indifference. But more

thanahtmdred years had passed. A new generation of black women and men, aimed

with the education and opportunity for scholarship won by a modem CMBigbts

Movement, had gone searching for women whny enwnowerent supposed to exist, found them,

and restored them to a world in need of them.

Al some pomt on a Tuesday afternoon before the dose. Yolanda brought me aproof

tithe cover page of the review, and asked if 1 would check to make sure that all the

names matched all the faces. I took the proof page and walked over to a desk in the

»py editing section. where the lOiruhai volumes stood. They were small, elegant

looks, beautifully bound in navy blue, with gold lettering on their covers and spine. The

senes logo graced every book, a blue and gold silhouette of a 19th century black

"Oman in profile. her hair gathered atop her bead in the fashion otthe time. Aslbegan
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to check the photos and captions, 1 felt incredibly proud, and understood something

transcendent about the moment. There has always been, in much of the African

American community, a sense that God calls people to do certain work, certain tilings

that are their tasks and no one else’s. Some of those tasks are large, so large that they

seem unachievable. Some of them are small things, links in a larger chain This was my

moment to be the link in a chain. I was here as a kind of midwife to the rebirth of ideas

and sensibilities thought to be forever lost, and their reclamation renewed me in ways I

had only begun to understand.

Those women would never be lost again, but their fierce love of black people,

their unwavering commitment to the survival and health of their commi miti as—they were

qualities that seemed muted now as black Americans found themsAtvAs under siege

again. Activism was the heart of black political and social progress, but writing and

thinking was its backbone. In those sunny afternoons in the country, I realized that some

part of my life's work still waited for me.

Near the end of my stay upstate, Bob and I decided to give a party at the house,

so all our friends could have at least one day in the country. Bob had manned the

barbecue grill after setting up chairs. I, in turn, did what I do best — organized,

ordered things and talked.

The Thomas nomination, set to be voted on in a matter of weeks, was still a hot

topic of conversation; our friends, both black and white, had their reservations about

him. So in the hot sun of summer, we drank beer and inhaled smoke from the grill and

debated Thomas's laissez-faire legal tendencies and, by extension. his Darwinian
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Lui we could always find something t0 say t0 each

» renunded me of another party, oue recounted ta another book I'd read that

«r. Shelby Steele's "The Content of Our Character." Steele wade readers ptivy

toasmall piece of bis social life in an attemptto explain what makes race such a vol*

issue in America. At the party be writes about, the only other black person a this small

gathering has had the bad taste to refer to the issue of race.

"Out of nowhere the engineer announces, with a coloring of accusation in his 

voice, that it bothers him to send his daughter to a school where she is one of only three

black children, 'I didn t realize my ambition to get ahead would pull me into a world 

where my daughter would lose touch with her blackness,’ he says." Mr. Steele writes

that "this subject, race, sinks us into one of those shaming silences where eye contact 

terrorizes... Two women stare into the black sky as if to locate the Big Dipper and 

point it out to us." He ends the story with these words: "An autopsy of this party might 

read: death induced by an abrupt and lethal injection of the American race issue."

Only in California, I thought, could a serious discussion ruin a garden party. But

the story was enlightening for me, in ways I suspect Steele did not intend. He attributes

the difficult silence to a larger problem of guilt or innocence. He seeks to reduce the

issue to one of forgiveness between blacks and whites, and spends a great deal of time

in his book conflating forgiveness and memory. Forgetting, he seems to suggest, is the

only path toward forgiveness. I couldn’t have disagreed more; consciousness is the only

path to forgiveness and reconciliation.



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark FmalZRandom House/4/8/97 314

I looked around at the dozen or so people camped out under the trees around the

house, chasing children, shooing flies from the potato salad, eating in shifts. We were

black and white and Hispanic people. Jews and Catholics and Unitarians Universalists

and Presbyterians, women and children and men; married and single and committed;

straight and gay and lesbian. Some primal part of us would never, ever, forget our

histories. How could we, when they had shaped and defined us in a thousand ways, for

good and for ill? But we needed our memories intact in order for our being there to

have its fullest meaning.

It was just a party, of course, but it was more than that. It was the tangible proof

that a new and conscious community was possible-a community built not on amnesia

and evasion, but on truth and courage and hope. It was a world I had glimpsed

before-in high school, in college, during the course of my working life. We were eating

chicken, drinking beer, building our part of the beloved community that was Dr. King’s

true legacy. I didn't have to forego my life, my history, my experience to do that: these

were part of the tools of the new creation.

It was hard not to remember my father in such a moment, a man filled with a rage

he had every right to feel, but which destroyed him just the same. It was Daddy who

had warned me, many years earlier, how impossible it would be to have this life. It was

just another fear to add to all the others he'd created for me. For all his formidable

courage, Daddy had found being black a hateful, shameful, fearful thing. It had come to

represent every closed door and missed opportunity in his life. He feared his blackness

the way I feared his ceaseless nighttime rages. It was why, I suspect, he was always

tailing me to stay away from white people and from “nigger shit.
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children I would have. I owed it to the man w Io^ it to the

appredate my freedom, and to --upon,
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Epilogue

As I enter the cheerful low rise building, I can hear the squeals of

preschool children at work-painting, computing, pretending. This school is also a

laboratory for the training of early childhood educators, so the room is equipped with a

two-way mirror for observation of a child’s behavior. I love the big window because it

gives me a glimpse of the preschool world and, for me, its most important citizen.

He is tall for a three-year-old, more wiry than thin, and as enthusiastic as he is

strong. He is hurling himself around the room right now, racing toward the hat rack for

an astronaut helmet, an exuberant zooming noise emitting from him as he runs His eyes

are sparkling; he is delighted with the idea of going to the moon with his best friend of

the moment, a red-haired boy named Jacob. It feels mean to break up this imaginative

moment, but I have a feeling he'll forgive me.

As I enter, his back is to me, but one of the teachers alerts him. "Allen, guess

who's here?" His head swivels with enough energy, it seems, to give him whiplash, and

Allen lets out a delighted shout and races away from Jacob and the coveted helmet.

"Mommy!" he yells, and runs toward me and my very pregnant belly. I catch him

just in time to swing him in the air (at considerable risk to my lower back) and kiss h;m

on his stomach.

"How’s my boy?"

"Fine," he says, finally at rest, perched on my left hip and surveying the

classroom. I know that look. He is deciding whether he wants to play more, or go

home. He slides down my leg and heads toward his cubby for his coat. Today, he 
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wants home. I turn my attention to Allison, one of the two teachers in his classroom

"How was his day?" I ask.

"Fine. Ate all his lunch, took a good nap."

"Mommy! I paint a picture to you," he says, emerging from the alcove with a

lunch box and a recycled piece of paper covered with scribbles destined to be taped to

my refrigerator. As he hands it to me, he eyes my stomach again.

"Is my brother finished yet?”

“No, not yet," I tell him. "But you can say hi while you’re waiting."

He places his hand on my stomach with a giggle. “Hi, brother! Come out!" The

formalities over, he takes off toward the door, then turns to look at me.

“Come on, Mommy. I want to go!”

I waddle behind him, a prisoner of love, amusement and exhaustion.

In a few hours, he is asleep for the night, after wrestling with his father in the

Finger Debate (a private joke too lengthy to explain) and splashing in the tub, after

dinner and a few more cookies than we should have given him, after a story and five

renditions of what he calls “the cloud song.”

What he means is this: “Look for the silver lining/whenever clouds appear in the

blue/remember somewhere, the sun is shining/and so the right thing to do/is make it

shine for you./ A heart full of joy and laughter/will always banish trouble and strife/so

always look for the silver lining/and learn to find the sunny side of life.”

I sang him that song when he was an infant. I’d been listening to Jerome Kem

while I was pregnant and learned the words to it while Allen was in utero. I was learning



Bray/Unafraid of the Dark Rnal/Random House/4/8/97 318

it on purpose, a talisman to protect him against my fears of his childhood—and of my

own. I wanted to program him in some way, long before we could speak and

understand each other, that would safeguard him against despair. I wanted something a

little more complex, with a little more nuance. But I decided I had the rest of my life to

teach him the fine points of life's twists and turns. Above all, I wanted him to believe with

all his heart that fundamentally, life is good, in spite of everything we know to the

contrary. And, I didn’t want it to take him nearly 40 years to figure it out, which is what it

took me.

But there have been so many days lately, when I have felt like a hypocrite, when 1

have wondered whether 1 am lying to my son in ways that will do him permanent

damage. There is nothing like the presence of a child to make you examine the state of

the world; nothing like the expectation of another child to make you reassess everything

in your life. In the short term, of course, life for Allen and his little brother will be as

good, as safe, as happy as his middle-class, college-educated, suburban buppie parents

can make it.

After a career move to Detroit-ended abruptly by a newspaper strike-we

moved back east to Montclair, NJ. Otherwise known as the Upper West Side of

Suburbia, it was the only suburb Bob and I could have tolerated. Montclair is more like a

small town than a bucolic enclave. One third of its residents are African-American, its

schools are integrated, its politics largely progressive. The place is filled with writers

and journalists (many of whom are friends of ours), overrun with children, and serious

about education, recycling, the political process in general and local politics in

particular. It is the kind of town I would love to have grown up in, and so I am doing the 
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next best thing—letting my kids grow up there.

But it has been a hard year for political principles, even in Montclair. Nothing was

harder, in fact, than observing helplessly while Congress and the President of the United

States obliterated the country’s obligation to its poorest citizens. It didn't seem to matter

how many calls to the White House I made; how many faxes to Health and Human

Services, how many appeals to my representatives. The debate about welfare — about

the lives and futures of poor women and children — had been placed in the hands of

people who were neither poor nor, with few exceptions, women. The momentum was

on the side of punishment and blame, disrespect and contempt, racism and a haired of

women, and above all—a profound unease with dependency, even the dependency that

is in the very nature of childhood and motherhood.

The myth of rugged individualism and self-sufficiency ran wild in the 1996

election season. As I listened to speeches by white and black men in suits about

empowering the poor, I thought back to my own life, and to my own childhood. How

would these men have empowered me at age 5, or at 10, 13 or 17? What would they

have done to help me, shield me from a world I was not prepared to live in? How would

they have prepared me for the world I have since come to inhabit?

Had it been in place 30 years earlier, the new welfare bill would have taken my

mother out of our home each day. She would have been required to attend a training

program, in the hope that two years of training to work in food services or day care

would serve as an adequate educational supplement for the 3rd grade education

Mama had gotten a generation earlier. The four of us children, on the other hand, would

have been left to fend for ourselves after school, in one of the worst neighborhoods in
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the United States. There would have been no one to be with us after school; no one to

protect me from the vidousness of my dassmates, no one to intervene between me and

my father’s endless rages. And my mother's absence from home would have fueled my

father's persistent jealousy. A man who could not tolerate his wife's grocery shopping

would have been hard-pressed to accept her going to school eight hours a day with

strangers. No, this plan for self-sufficiency would have meant the disintRgration of my

already fragile family life.

It is no acddent that the movement of poor women out of the home and into the

work force (however involuntarily) mimics precisely what has occurred voluntarily or

reludantly in homes all over the United States. Women in America have found they must

work so their families can survive-even women who don't want to. How convenient for

less progressive forces in our midst to tap into the unspoken rage of working class

women, struggling in low-wage jobs, missing their own children left home alone. Who

better to blame for their predicament than the only women in more dire circumstances

than themselves? Add to this potent mixture the poison pill of race-complete with

images of big black women churning out babies while on the dole—and you have all the

ingredients for the betrayal of women and children in America.

The welfare bill and its passage was most assuredly a betrayal of our interests as

women in general. It was most particularly a betrayal of those of us who are mothers. In

its own way, it was equivalent to the 1976 passage of the Hyde Amendment, which

banned federal abortion funding for poor women. Many women who were not poor

were silent during the fight against Hyde, since after all, it didn't have anything to do with

them. If this conflicted with their other feelings- that the poor should stop having all 
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those babies anyway— they kept that to themselves. But these same women were

outraged when they discovered the same forces out to ban abortions for the poor were

working their way up the economic ladder, headed toward them. Ever since Hyde, it

has been a piecemeal battle to protect the right of women to choose when and how to

bear children.. The forces at work to control and regulate the behavior of women have

always begun their work with the poor, and the welfare reform bill, otherwise known as

the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 1996, is no

exception.

It is obvious by now what makes this bill so odious. For the first time in more than

50 years, we have removed the federal guarantee of assistance to poor women and

children. States are charged to care for the poor, but except for New York, whose

constitution mandates such care, no state has the legal obligation to do so. By July 1,

1997, each state will have submitted to the government its own welfare program,

funded by block grants from the federal government. Formerly, states had to match

federal money with a portion of their own funds; that requirement is eliminated. The

devolution of responsibility to the states means 50 widely different assistance programs

for poor women and children, and what some critics have called “the race to the

bottom has already begun. The governor of Mississippi, for example, has already said

that the only assistance he plans to provide for poor women is an alarm clock,

presumably to wake up in time for the workfare jobs that have been agonizingly slow to

materialize.

There are other insidious provisions of the new bilL The amount of federal money

is limited by law to $16.4 billion for all 50 states each year: This sounds like lots of
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money, until the need for job creation and training is factored in, along with inflation.

When these areas are considered, states will be receiving less money as time passes,

not more, to provide benefits, create jobs, and train poor women for work. There is a

five year-lifetime cap on welfare benefits; once you've received five years of benefits,

you're forever ineligible for further help; states are entitled to an exception of 20

percent of their caseloads.

What organizations such as the Urban Institute have calculated is nothing short of

disastrous. Assuming the economy stays out of recession, assuming that 67 percent of

long-term welfare recipients are able to find work, assuming that states don’t siphon off

their own contributions to the support of the poor, 2.6 million people will join the ranks of

the American poor as a direct result of this bill. Of this number, 1.2 million of those

people will be children.

The welfare bill was not so much about welfare as it was about work, about

access to work, and about access to the larger world-more specifically, who would

have that access and who would not. A woman who has only two years to train for a job

as a day-care worker will rarely gain the education and skill it takes to one day start her

own day care center. A woman preoccupied with a five year lifetime cap for welfare

benefits will have little support to continue her education so that she might become

self-sufficient, not at subsistence level, but at a level that will allow her to improve her

life and the life of her family.

Those improvements take a lot longer than two years, or five years. Sometimes,

in the case of my mother, for example, they are a generation away. Tn spite of all the lies 
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jenerated by opponents of welfare concerning the culture of dependency it creates, 1

am living proof of the 78 percent of African American women who are raised on welfare

but never return to the system. (For whites, the figure is only slightly lower—76

percent). The remaining women are usually teenagers who become pregnant before

finishing high school, thus stunting their chances for education and workplace

advancement.

Had the opponents of welfare targeted their reforms to help women who were at

greatest risk in the system, these draconian measures might have been less difficult to

accept. But these so-called reformers ignored the most pertinent information about

these young women and their situation. To have noted their circumstances would have

demanded a change in policy and a focus away from the moralistic control of women

that has characterized the debate for some time.

Roughly 60 percent of these teenage mothers are pregnant, not by teenage boys,

but by grown men, which at the very least should encourage the strengthening of

statutory rape laws and their enforcement across the U.S. In addition, of those girls who

are pregnant by adult men, as many as half of those sexual relationships were coercive

in nature—the result of rape, sometimes of incest. Was there more than a token voice of

protest or outrage raised on behalf of those women in any debate by the House or the

Senate? There was not.

Instead, there was vigorous debate on the similarity between welfare mothers

and wolves, Rep. Clay Shaw of Florida regaled the House of Representatives with his

comparisons between welfare mothers and alligators. There were countless references

to welfare mothers as leeches, as an offense to the working people of the United States,
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as a symptom of the failed and libertine policies of the Great Society. So I waited for an

outcry from people other than myself. I particularly waited for the President of the

United States, who has called for civility in political life from one end of America to

another, to challenge the members of both parties. I waited for him to remind people

that poor women and children were human beings, not animals. I waited in vain.

Instead, I was treated to the spectacle of William Jefferson Clinton throwing a party on

the White House lawn as he signed a welfare reform bill that, had it existed thirty years

ago, would have guaranteed my family's dissolution. By the time I was 10 years old, my

mother's eligibility for welfare-as well as her children's-would have been at an end.

She would have had to withdraw from us to focus on her race against time; she would

have had to choose between saving us physically by earning money through workfare,

and saving us psychologically, by being present and attentive in the midst of our

difficult lives.

These are the issues that make me wonder what right I have to tell my son what a

wonderful world it is. How do I tell him that the wonder of this world depends in part on

how free you are to notice it? How do I explain that thousands of little boys and girls

whose lives were only marginal are now in genuine jeopardy? How do I tell him about

people who don't mind allowing children to live in fear and in squalor if it means a

chance to punish the parents of these children? How do I explain that some little kids

never have a chance to feel delighted, or happy, or safe?

I was not a wolf, or an alligator, or a mistake, or an affront. Neither were my

brothers and sister, or my mother. No, not even my father was any of those things.

What all of us were was vulnerable; what we needed most was a chance. For the most 
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part, we children got that chance. We are all productive working people now, with

children of our own. Two of us are writers; one of us works in customer services at a

worldwide delivery service; one of us drives trucks. However divergent our ultimate

careers, none of us would have been such people without the help of a welfare system

that, however imperfect, had at its core a promise that needy people would not go

without the basics in the richest country in the world.

That promise was rooted in other promises that America has made, and that we

have always been at war with ourselves about keeping. For more than 200 years, we

hcive struggled with what it means when we speak of unalienable rights, or the general

welfare, or the blessings of liberty. We have never agreed on who we meant, or what

those phrases meant, or how exactly we could make those promises real. There have

always been those who have even claimed that the promises, such as they are, go too

far, extend a "radical egalitarianism” to the rabble, instead of the judicious assignment of

power and authority to the worthy. Thai is what is most frightening about the passage of

the Personal Responsibility Act and its insidious doublespeak. The welfare bill

substitutes social Darwinism for democratic and religious values that are at the core of

our nation's identity—values of compassion, concern and the protection of the

vulnerable. It is legislation that invites us to abandon the collective responsibility we all

have for one another, and instead places a crushing burden on those least able to sustain

it. It is a burden that ultimately will shift to us again, only with more dire cnnsegnence.s

than we now see. The children stunted by this great experiment will share the world

with my children-our children. The fragile hope I knew as a child, the possibility of

change taken for granted by my children-it may not make its way to these children
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When I think of the moment when these worlds collide, my heart breaks.

Allen is a fearless child. He will run anywhere, climb anything, explore whatever

is out there. I am most touched, however, by his love for the dark. Even as a toddler, he

loved to walk to the window and point outside, calling out "dark1" in a tone of glee. He is

still willing to go to the window at night, inspect what he sees, then turn to us and

announce, "It’s very dark out there." It is a dark that he refuses to interrupt with night

lights or other paraphernalia. To Allen, the moon and the stars are his friends; the dark

is a safe place in which to rest.

I know it cannot last; I know he will eventually fell prey to the developmental

moment in early childhood where it occurs to him that there are things in life to be afraid

of, including the dark But I love the idea that I have given life to a child who laughs in

the face of what 1 once feared so desperately. No writer, no parent, can resist the idea of

metaphor inherent in his faithful trust of me, his father, his assurance that night is

followed by morning.

In the end, it is his pure and childlike trust that makes it impossible to believe that

the world is permanently flawed, that our country and its people are disintegrating

before my eyes in a morass of hatred and greed. It’s not that I never think such things.

It isn t even that I don t think them often. Turning on the news, opening a newspaper, is

another opportunity to gather testimony about our failures as a nation and as a people.

But it is not all we are. For all the sweeping xenophobia, the reinvigorated racism, the

deepening scom for women and women s work —including and especially mothering—

I see and know and live amid pockets of resistance.
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Allen is not afraid of the dark, and I am learning not to be. I am learning to love

being a black woman in a world that often fears and resents my presence, and using

that identity as a passport to my citizenship in the world. I am learning to accept those

shadowed moments in which my nation cyclically rests; we are most assuredly in one

now. I am learning to continue in the face of failure, as caring women and men have

done before me for generations. Like Allen, I can announce "it’s very dark out there."

For the sake of my precious son, and for the precious children not my own, I can stay

unafraid of the dark, and work my way toward morning.



possible.
, -^who washed a lot of dishes dunng my apprenticeship.

To my brothers and sister,
. fripnd who had faith in me long before I did.

To Geri Thoma, agent and friend, wno

To my editor. Kate Medina, for her insight, good humor and Job-like patience.

To the staff of the Mffer Institute, especially physical therapist James Wang, for

healing my hands.

To Edward A. Schwartz, whose clarity, discernment and support made

him “my good luck in a dirty time.

To Angela, Yanick, Lena. Diane, Shawn, Felicia, Renee and other members of the
Style Posse, both official and unofficial: you all know why I put you here!

To the Monday Night Group.

To the memories of Allan, Paul and Carl; how I miss you....

To Richard A. Nicholls, who reminded me daily that I could write this book.

To Mary Sams, with love and thanks for the tools.

To my beloved husband, Bob McNatt, with gratitude for his constant love,
our beautiful babies and endless cups of tea.


