CHAPTER 6
==

Revereno Howard Thomas was the presiding elder over a
district in Arkansas that included Stamps. Every three months
he visited our church, stayed at Momma’s over the Saturday
night and preached a loud passionate sermon on Sunday. He
collected the money that had been taken in over the preceding
months, heard reports from all the church groups and shook
hands with the adults and kissed all small children. Then he
went away. (I used to think that he went west to heaven, but
Momma straightened me out. He just went to Texarkana.)

Bailey and I hated him unreservedly. He was ugly, fat,
and he laughed like a hog with the colic. We were able to
make each other burst with giggling when we did imitations
of the thick-skinned preacher. Bailey was especially good at it.
He could imitate Reverend Thomas right in front of Uncle
Willie and never get caught because he did it soundlessly. He
puffed out his cheeks until they looked like wet brown stones,
and wobbled his head from side to side. Only he and I knew it,
but that was old Reverend Thomas to a tee.

His obesity, while disgusting, was not enough to incur the
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intense hate that we felt for him. The fact that he never both-
ered to remember our names was insulting, but neither was
that slight, alone, enough to make us despise him. But the
crime that tipped the scale and made our hate not only just but
imperative was his actions at the dinner table. He ate the
biggest, brownest and best parts of the chicken at every
Sunday meal.

The only good thing about his visits was the fact that he
always arrived late on Saturday nights, after we had had
dinner. I often wondered if he tried to catch us at the table. I
believe so, for when he reached the front porch his little eyes
would glitter toward the empty dining room and his face
would fall with disappointment. Then immediately, a thin
curtain would fall over his features and he’d laugh a few
barks, “Uh, huh, uh, huh, Sister Henderson, just like a penny
with a hole in it, I always turn up.”

Right on cue every time, Momma would answer, “That’s
right, Elder Thomas, thank the blessed Jesus, come right in.”

He’d step in the front door and put down his Gladstone
(that’s what he called it) and look around for Bailey and me.
Then he opened his awful arms and groaned, “Suffer little
children to come unto me, for such is the Kingdom of
Heaven.”

Bailey went to him each time with his hand stretched out,
ready for a manly handshake, but Reverend Thomas would
push away the hand and encircle my brother for a few sec-
onds. “You still a boy, buddy. Remember that. They tell me
the Good Book say, ‘When I was a child I spake as a child, I
thought as a child, but when I became a man, 1 put away
childish things’” Only then would he open his arms and
release Bailey.

I never had the nerve to go up to him. I was quite afraid
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that if I tried to say, “Hello, Reverend Thomas,” I would
choke on the sin of mocking him. After all, the Bible did say,
“God is not mocked,” and the man was God’s representative.
He used to say to me, “Come on, little sister. Come and get
this blessing.” But I was so afraid and I also hated him so
much that my emotions mixed themselves up and it was
enough to start me crying. Momma told him time after time,
“Don’t pay her no mind, Elder Thomas, you know how
tender-hearted she is.”

He ate the leftovers from our dinner and he and Uncle
Willie discussed the developments of the church programs.
They talked about how the present minister was attending to
his flock, who got married, who died and how many children
had been born since his last visit.

Bailey and I stood like shadows in the rear of the Store
near the coal-oil tank, waiting for the juicy parts. But when
they were ready to talk about the latest scandal, Momma sent
us to her bedroom with warnings to have our Sunday School
lesson perfectly memorized or we knew what we could
expect.

We had a system that never failed. I would sit in the big
rocking chair by the stove and rock occasionally and stamp my
feet. I changed voices, now soft and girlish, then a little deeper
like Bailey’s. Meanwhile, he would creep back into the Store.
Many times he came flying back to sit on the bed and to hold
the open lesson book just before Momma suddenly filled the
doorway.

“You children get your lesson good, now. You know all
the other children looks up to you all.” Then, as she turned
back into the Store Bailey followed right on her footsteps to
crouch in the shadows and listen for the forbidden gossip.

Once, he heard how Mr. Coley Washington had a girl
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from Lewisville staying in his house. I didn’t think that was so
bad, but Bailey explained that Mr. Washington was probably
“doing it” to her. He said that although “it” was bad just about
everybody in the world did it to somebody, but no one else
was supposed to know that. And once, we found out about a
man who had been killed by whitefolks and thrown into the
pond. Bailey said the man’s things had been cut off and put in
his pocket and he had been shot in the head, all because the
whitefolks said he did “it” to a white woman.

Because of the kinds of news we filched from those
hushed conversations, I was convinced that whenever Rev-
erend Thomas came and Momma sent us to the back room
they were going to discuss whitefolks and “doing it.” Two
subjects about which I was very dim.

On Sunday mornings Momma served a breakfast that was
geared to hold us quiet from 9:30 a.m. to 3 p.m. She fried thick
pink slabs of home-cured ham and poured the grease over
sliced red tomatoes. Eggs over easy, fried potatoes and onions,
yellow hominy and crisp perch fried so hard we would pop
them in our mouths and chew bones, fins and all. Her cathead
biscuits were at least three inches in diameter and two inches
thick. The trick to eating catheads was to get the butter on
them before they got cold—then they were delicious. When,

-unluckily, they were allowed to get cold, they tended to a

gooeyness, not unlike a wad of tired gum.

We were able to reaffirm our findings on the catheads
each Sunday that Reverend Thomas spent with us. Naturally
enough, he was asked to bless the table. We would all stand;
my uncle, leaning his walking stick against the wall, would
lean his weight on the table. Then Reverend Thomas would
begin. “Blessed Father, we thank you this morning ...” and
on and on and on. I'd stop listening after a while until Bailey
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kicked me and then I cracked my lids to see what had
promised to be a meal that would make any Sunday proud.
But as the Reverend droned on and on and on to a God who I
thought must be bored to hear the same things over and over
again, I saw that the ham grease had turned white on the
tomatoes. The eggs had withdrawn from the edge of the
platter to bunch in the center like children left out in the cold.
And the catheads had sat down on themselves with the con-
clusiveness of a fat woman sitting in an easy chair. And still he
talked on. When he finally stopped, our appetites were gone,
but he feasted on the cold food with a non-talking but still
noisy relish. ‘

In the Christian Methodist Episcopal Church the chil-
dren’s section was on the right, cater-cornered from the pew
that held those ominous women called the Mothers of the
Church. In the young people’s section the benches were placed
close together, and when a child’s legs no longer comfortably
fitted in the narrow space, it was an indication to the elders
that that person could now move into the intermediate area
(center church). Bailey and I were allowed to sit with the other
children only when there were informal meetings, church
socials or the like. But on the Sundays when Reverend
Thomas preached, it was ordained that we occupy the first
row, called the mourners’ bench. I thought we were placed in
front because Momma was proud of us, but Bailey assured me
that she just wanted to keep her grandchildren under her
thumb and eye.

Reverend Thomas took his text from Deuteronomy. And
I was stretched between loathing his voice and wanting to
listen to the sermon. Deuteronomy was my favorite book in
the Bible. The laws were so absolute, so clearly set down, that
I knew if a person truly wanted to avoid hell and brimstone,
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and being roasted forever in the devil’s fire, all she had to do
was memorize Deuteronomy and follow its teaching, word
for word. I also liked the way the word rolled off the tongue,

Bailey and I sat alone on the front bench, the wooden slats
pressing hard on our behinds and the backs of our thighs. I
would have wriggled just a bit, but each time I looked over at
Momma, she seemed to threaten, “Move and I'll tear you up,”
so, obedient to the unvoiced command, I sat still. The church
ladies were warming up behind me with a few hallelujahs and
Praise the Lords and Amens, and the preacher hadn't really
moved into the meat of the sermon.

It was going to be a hot service.

On my way into church, I saw Sister Monroe, her open-
faced gold crown glinting when she opened her mouth to
return a neighborly greeting. She lived in the country and
couldn’t get to church every Sunday, so she made up for her
absences by shouting so hard when she did make it that she
shook the whole church. As soon as she took her seat, all the
ushers would move to her side of the church because it took
three women and sometimes a man or two to hold her.

Once when she hadn’t been to church for a few months
(she had taken off to have a child), she got the spirit and
started shouting, throwing her arms around and jerking her

- body, so that the ushers went over to hold her down, but she

tore herself away from them and ran up to the pulpit. She
stood in front of the altar, shaking like a freshly caught trout.
She screamed at Reverend Taylor. “Preach it. I say, preach it.”
Naturally he kept on preaching as if she wasn’t standing there
telling him what to do. Then she screamed an extremely fierce
“I said, preach it” and stepped up on the altar. The Reverend
kept on throwing out phrases like home-run balls and Sister
Monroe made a quick break and grasped for him. For just a
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second, everything and everyone in the church except Rev-
erend Taylor and Sister Monroe hung loose like stockings on
a wash-line. Then she caught the minister by the sleeve of his
jacket and his coattail, then she rocked him from side to side.
I have to say this for our minister, he never stopped giving
us the lesson. The usher board made its way to the pulpit,
going up both aisles with a little more haste than is custom-
arily seen in church. Truth to tell, they fairly ran to the min-
ister’s aid. Then two of the deacons, in their shiny Sunday
suits, joined the ladies in white on the pulpit, and each time
they pried Sister Monroe loose from the preacher he took
another deep breath and kept on preaching, and Sister
Monroe grabbed him in another place, and more firmly. Rev-
erend Taylor was helping his rescuers as much as possible by
jumping around when he got a chance. His voice at one point
got so low 1t sounded like a roll of thunder, then Sister
Monroe’s “Preach it” cut through the roar, and we all won-
dered (I did, in any case) if it would ever end. Would they go
on forever, or get tired out at last like a game of blindman’s
bluff that lasted too long, with nobody caring who was “it”?
I'll never know what might have happened, because magi-
cally the pandemonium spread. The spirit infused Deacon
Jackson and Sister Willson, the chairman of the usher board,
at the same time. Deacon Jackson, a tall, thin, quiet man, who
was also a part-time Sunday school teacher, gave a scream like
a falling tree, leaned back on thin air and punched Reverend
Taylor on the arm. It must have hurt as much as it caught the
Reverend unawares. There was a moment’s break in the
rolling sounds and Reverend Taylor jerked around surprised,
and hauled off and punched Deacon Jackson. In the same
second Sister Willson caught his tie, looped it over her fist a
few times, and pressed down on him. There wasn’t time to

| KNOW WHY THE CAGED BIRD SINGS 41

laugh or cry before all three of them were down on the floor
behind the altar. Their legs spiked out like kindling wood.

Sister Monroe, who had been the cause of all the excite-
ment, walked off the dais, cool and spent, and raised her flinty
voice in the hymn, “I came to Jesus, as I was, worried, wound
and sad, I found in Him a resting place and He has made me
glad.”

The minister took advantage of already being on the floor
and asked in a choky little voice if the church would kneel
with him to offer a prayer of thanksgiving. He said we had
been visited with a mighty spirit, and let the whole church
say Amen.

On the next Sunday, he took his text from the eighteenth
chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke, and talked qui-
etly but seriously about the Pharisees, who prayed in the
streets so that the public would be impressed with their reli-
gious devotion. I doubt that anyone got the message—
certainly not those to whom it was directed. The deacon
board, however, did appropriate funds for him to buy a new
suit. The other was a total loss.

Our presiding elder had heard the story of Reverend
Taylor and Sister Monroe, but I was sure he didn’t know her
by sight. So my interest in the service’s potential and my aver-

- sion to Reverend Thomas caused me to turn him off. Turning

off or tuning out people was my highly developed art. The
custom of letting obedient children be seen but not heard was
so agreeable to me that I went one step further: Obedient chil-
dren should not see or hear if they chose not to do so. I laid a
handful of attention on my face and tuned up the sounds in
the church.

Sister Monroe’s fuse was already lit, and she sizzled some-
where to the right behind me. Elder Thomas jumped into the
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sermon, determined, I suppose, to give the members what
they came for. I saw the ushers from the left side of the church
near the big windows begin to move discreetly, like pall-
bearers, toward Sister Monroe’s bench. Bailey jogged my
knee. When the incident with Sister Monroe, which we
always called simply “the incident,” had taken place, we had
been too astounded to laugh. But for weeks after, all we
needed to send us into violent outbursts of laughter was a
whispered “Preach it.” Anyway, he pushed my knee, covered
his mouth and whispered, “I say, preach it.”

I looked toward Momma, across that square of stained
boards, over the collection table, hoping that a look from her
would root me safely to my sanity. But for the first time in
memory Momma was staring behind me at Sister Monroe. |
supposed that she was counting on bringing that emotional
lady up short with a severe look or two. But Sister Monroe’s
voice had already reached the danger point. “Preach it!”

There were a few smothered giggles from the children’s
section, and Bailey nudged me again. “I say, preach it"—in a
whisper. Sister Monroe echoed him loudly, “I say, preach it!”

Two deacons wedged themselves around Brother Jackson
as a preventive measure and two large determined-looking
men walked down the aisle toward Sister Monroe.

While the sounds in the church were increasing, Elder
Thomas made the regrettable mistake of increasing his
volume too. Then suddenly, like a summer rain, Sister
Monroe broke through the cloud of people trying to hem her
in, and flooded up to the pulpit. She didn’t stop this time but
continued immediately to the altar, bound for Elder Thomas,
crying “I say, preach it.”

Bailey said out loud, “Hot dog” and “Damn” and “She’s
going to beat his butt.”
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But Reverend Thomas didn’t intend to wait for that even-
tuality, so as Sister Monroe approached the pulpit from the
right he started descending from the left. He was not intimi-
dated by his change of venue. He continued preaching and
moving. He finally stopped right in front of the collection
table, which put him almost in our laps, and Sister Monroe
rounded the altar on his heels, followed by the deacons,
ushers, some unofficial members and a few of the bigger
children.

Just as the elder opened his mouth, pink tongue waving,
and said, “Great God of Mount Nebo,” Sister Monroe hit him
on the back of his head with her purse. Twice. Before he could
bring his lips together, his teeth fell, no, actually his teeth
jumped, out of his mouth.

The grinning uppers and lowers lay by my right shoe,
looking empty and at the same time appearing to contain all
the emptiness in the world. I could have stretched out a foot
and kicked them under the bench or behind the collection
table.

Sister Monroe was struggling with his coat, and the men
had all but picked her up to remove her from the building.
Bailey pinched me and said without moving his lips, “I'd like

_to see him eat dinner now.”

I looked at Reverend Thomas desperately. If he appeared
just a little sad or embarrassed, I could feel sorry for him and
wouldn’t be able to laugh. My sympathy for him would keep
me from laughing. I dreaded laughing in church. If I lost con-
trol, two things were certain to happen. I would surely pee,
and just as surely get a whipping. And this time I would
probably die because everything was funny—Sister Monroe,
and Momma trying to keep her quiet with those threatening
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looks, and Bailey whispering “Preach it” and Elder Thomas
with his lips flapping loose like tired elastic.

But Reverend Thomas shrugged off Sister Monroe’s
weakening clutch, pulled out an extra-large white hand-
kerchief and spread it over his nasty little teeth. Putting them
in his pocket, he gummed, “Naked I came into the world, and
naked I shall go out.”

Bailey’s laugh had worked its way up through his body
and was escaping through his nose in short hoarse snorts. |
didn’t try any longer to hold back the laugh, I just opened my
mouth and released sound. I heard the first titter jump up in
the air over my head, over the pulpit and out the window.
Momma said out loud, “Sister!” but the bench was greasy and
I'slid off onto the floor. There was more laughter in me trying
to get out. I didn’t know there was that much in the whole
world. It pressed at all my body openings, forcing everything
in its path. I cried and hollered, passed gas and urine. I didn’t
see Bailey descend to the floor, but I rolled over once and he
was kicking and screaming too. Each time we looked at each
other we howled louder than before, and though he tried to
say something, the laughter attacked him and he was only able
to get out “I say, preach.” And then I rolled over onto Uncle
Willie’s rubber-tipped cane. My eyes followed the cane up to
his good brown hand on the curve and up the long, long white
sleeve to his face. The one side pulled down as it usually did
when he cried (it also pulled down when he laughed). He stut-
tered, “I’'m gonna whip you this time myself.”

I have no memory of how we got out of church and into
the parsonage next door, but in that overstuffed parlor, Bailey
and I received the whipping of our lives. Uncle Willie ordered
us between licks to stop crying. I tried to, but Bailey refused to
cooperate. Later he explained that when a person is beating
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you you should scream as loud as possible; maybe the whipper
will become embarrassed or else some sympathetic soul might
come to your rescue. Our savior came for neither of these rea-
sons, but because Bailey yelled so loud and disturbed what was
left of the service, the minister’s wife came out and asked
Uncle Willie to quiet us down.

Laughter so easily turns to hysteria for imaginative chil-
dren. I felt for weeks after that I had been very, very sick, and
until I completely recovered my strength I stood on laughter’s
cliff and any funny thing could hurl me off to my death far
below.

Each time Bailey said “Preach it” to me, I hit him as hard
as I could and cried.



CHAPTER 7
==

MoMMA had married three times: Mr. Johnson, my grand-
father, who left her around the turn of the century with two
small sons to raise; Mr. Henderson, of whom I know nothing
at all (Momma never answered questions directly put to her
on any subject except religion); then finally Mr. Murphy. I saw
him a fleeting once. He came through Stamps on a Saturday
night, and Grandmother gave me the chore of making his
pallet on the floor. He was a stocky dark man who wore a
snap-brim hat like George Raft. The next morning he hung
around the Store until we returned from church. That
marked the first Sunday I knew Uncle Willie to miss services.
Bailey said he stayed home to keep Mr. Murphy from stealing
us blind. He left in the middle of the afternoon after one of
Momma’s extensive Sunday dinners. His hat pushed back off
his forehead, he walked down the road whistling. I watched
his thick back until he turned the bend by the big white
church.

People spoke of Momma as a good-looking woman and
some, who remembered her youth, said she used to be right
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pretty. I saw only her power and strength. She was taller than
any woman in my personal world, and her hands were so
large they could span my head from ear to ear. Her voice was
soft only because she chose to keep it so. In church, when she
was called upon to sing, she seemed to pull out plugs from
behind her jaws and the huge, almost rough sound would
pour over the listeners and throb in the air.

Each Sunday, after she had taken her seat, the minister
would announce, “We will now be led in a hymn by Sister
Henderson.” And each Sunday she looked up with amaze-
ment at the preacher and asked silently, “Me?” After a second
of assuring herself that she indeed was being called upon, she
laid down her handbag and slowly folded her handkerchief.
This was placed neatly on top of the purse, then she leaned on
the bench in front and pushed herself to a standing position,
and then she opened her mouth and the song jumped out as if
it had only been waiting for the right time to make an appear-
ance. Week after week and year after year the performance
never changed, yet I don’t remember anyone’s ever remarking
on her sincerity or readiness to sing.

Momma intended to teach Bailey and me to use the paths
of life that she and her generation and all the Negroes gone
before had found, and found to be safe ones. She didn’t cotton

-to the idea that whitefolks could be talked to at all without

risking one’s life. And certainly they couldn’t be spoken to
insolently. In fact, even in their absence they could not be
spoken of too harshly unless we used the sobriquet “They.” If
she had been asked and had chosen to answer the question of
whether she was cowardly or not, she would have said that she
was a realist. Didn’t she stand up to “them” year after year?

Wasn’t she the only Negro woman in Stamps referred to once
as Mrs.?
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That incident became one of Stamps’ little legends. Some
years before Bailey and I arrived in town, a man was hunted
down for assaulting white womanhood. In trying to escape he
ran to the Store. Momma and Uncle Willie hid him behind
the chifforobe until night, gave him supplies for an overland
journey and sent him on his way. He was, however, appre-
hended, and in court when he was questioned as to his move-
ments on the day of the crime, he replied that after he heard
that he was being sought he took refuge in Mrs. Henderson’s
Store.

The judge asked that Mrs. Henderson be subpoenaed, and
when Momma arrived and said she was Mrs. Henderson, the
judge, the bailiff and other whites in the audience laughed.
The judge had really made a gaffe calling a Negro woman
Mrs., but then he was from Pine Bluff and couldn’t have been
expected to know that a woman who owned a store in that vil-
lage would also turn out to be colored. The whites tickled
their funny bones with the incident for a long time, and the

Negroes thought it proved the worth and majesty of my
grandmother.

CHAPTER 8

=

STAMPS, Arkansas, was Chitlin’ Switch, Georgia; Hang 'Em
High, Alabama; Don’t Let the Sun Set on You Here, Nigger,
Mississippi; or any other name just as descriptive. People in
Stamps used to say that the whites in our town were so preju-
diced that a Negro couldn’t buy vanilla ice cream. Except on
July Fourth. Other days he had to be satisfied with chocolate.
A light shade had been pulled down between the Black
community and all things white, but one could see through it
enough to develop a fear-admiration-contempt for the white

“things”—white folks’ cars and white glistening houses and

their children and their women. But above all, their wealth
that allowed them to waste was the most enviable. They had
so many clothes they were able to give perfectly good dresses,
worn just under the arms, to the sewing class at our school for
the larger girls to practice on.

Although there was always generosity in the Negro neigh-
borhood, it was indulged on pain of sacrifice. Whatever was
given by Black people to other Blacks was most probably
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needed as desperately by the donor as by the receiver. A fact
which made the giving or receiving a rich exchange.

I couldn’t understand whites and where they got the
right to spend money so lavishly. Of course, I knew God was
white too, but no one could have made me believe he was
prejudiced. My grandmother had more money than all the
powhitetrash. We owned land and houses, but each day Bailey
and I were cautioned, “Waste not, want not.”

Momma bought two bolts of cloth each year for winter
and summer clothes. She made my school dresses, underslips,
bloomers, handkerchiefs, Bailey’s shirts, shorts, her aprons,
house dresses and waists from the rolls shipped to Stamps by
Sears and Roebuck. Uncle Willie was the only person in the
family who wore ready-to-wear clothes all the time. Each day,
he wore fresh white shirts and flowered suspenders, and his
special shoes cost twenty dollars. I thought Uncle Willie sin-
fully vain, especially when I had to iron seven stiff starched
shirts and not leave a cat’s face anywhere.

During the summer we went barefoot, except on Sunday,
and we learned to resole our shoes when they “gave out,” as
Momma used to say. The Depression must have hit the white
section of Stamps with cyclonic impact, but it seeped into the
Black area slowly, like a thief with misgivings. The country
had been in the throes of the Depression for two years before
the Negroes in Stamps knew it. I think that everyone thought
that the Depression, like everything else, was for the white-
folks, so it had nothing to do with them. Our people had lived
off the land and counted on cotton-picking and hoeing and
chopping seasons to bring in the cash needed to buy shoes,
clothes, books and light farm equipment. It was when the
owners of cotton fields dropped the payment of ten cents for a
pound of cotton to eight, seven and finally five that the Negro
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community realized that the Depression, at least, did not
discriminate.

Welfare agencies gave food to the poor families, Black and
white. Gallons of lard, flour, salt, powdered eggs and pow-
dered milk. People stopped trying to raise hogs because it was
too difficult to get slop rich enough to feed them, and no one
had the money to buy mash or fish meal.

Momma spent many nights figuring on our tablets, slowly.
She was trying to find a way to keep her business going,
although her customers had no money. When she came to her
conclusions, she said, “Bailey, I want you to make me a nice
clear sign. Nice and neat. And Sister, you can color it with
your Crayolas. I want it to say:

15 LB. CAN OF POWDERED MILK Is WORTH 50¢ IN TRADE
1 5 LB. cAN OF POWDERED EGGS 1s WORTH $1.00 IN TRADE
10 #2 cans oF MACKEREL 1s WORTH $1.00 1N TRADE.”

AND so on. Momma kept her store going. Our customers
didn’t even have to take their slated provisions home. They’d
pick them up from the welfare center downtown and drop
them off at the Store. If they didn’t want an exchange at the
moment they’d put down in one of the big gray ledgers the
amount of credit coming to them. We were among the few
Negro families not on relief, but Bailey and I were the only
children in the town proper that we knew who ate powdered
eggs every day and drank the powdered milk.

Our playmates’ families exchanged their unwanted food
for sugar, coal oil, spices, potted meat, Vienna sausage, peanut
butter, soda crackers, toilet soap and even laundry soap. We
were always given enough to eat, but we both hated the lumpy
milk and mushy eggs, and sometimes we’d stop off at the
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house of one of the poorer families to get some peanut butter
and crackers. Stamps was as slow coming out of the Depres-
sion as it had been getting into it. World War II was well
along before there was a noticeable change in the economy of
that near-forgotten hamlet.

ONE Christmas we received gifts from our mother and father,
who lived separately in a heaven called California, where we
were told they could have all the oranges they could eat. And
the sun shone all the time. I was sure that wasn’t so. I couldn’t
believe that our mother would laugh and eat oranges in the
sunshine without her children. Until that Christmas when we
received the gifts I had been confident that they were both
dead. I could cry anytime I wanted by picturing my mother (I
didn’t quite know what she looked like) lying in her coffin.
Her hair, which was black, was spread out on a tiny litde
white pillow and her body was covered with a sheet. The
face was brown, like a big O, and since I couldn’t fill in the
features I printed M o T 1 & & across the O, and tears would
fall down my cheeks like warm milk.

Then came that terrible Christmas with its awful presents
when our father, with the vanity I was to find typical, sent his
photograph. My gift from Mother was a tea set—a teapot,
four cups and saucers and tiny spoons—and a doll with blue
eyes and rosy cheeks and yellow hair painted on her head. I
didn’t know what Bailey received, but after I opened my
boxes I went out to the backyard behind the chinaberry tree.
The day was cold and the air as clear as water. Frost was still
on the bench but I sat down and cried. I looked up and Bailey
was coming from the outhouse, wiping his eyes. He had been
crying too. I didn’t know if he had also told himself they were
dead and had been rudely awakened to the truth or whether
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he was just feeling lonely. The gifts opened the door to ques-
tions that neither of us wanted to ask. Why did they send us
away? and What did we do so wrong? So Wrong? Why, at
three and four, did we have tags put on our arms to be sent
by train alone from Long Beach, California, to Stamps,
Arkansas, with only the porter to look after us? (Besides, he
got off in Arizona.)

Bailey sat down beside me, and that time didn’t admonish
me not to cry. So I wept and he sniffed a little, but we didn’t
talk until Momma called us back in the house.

Momma stood in front of the tree that we had decorated
with silver ropes and pretty colored balls and said, “You chil-
dren is the most ungrateful things I ever did see. You think
your momma and poppa went to all the trouble to send you
these nice play pretties to make you go out in the cold and
cry?”

Neither of us said a word. Momma continued, “Sister, I
know you tender-hearted, but Bailey Junior, there’s no reason
for you to set out mewing like a pussy cat, just "cause you got
something from Vivian and Big Bailey.” When we still didn’t
force ourselves to answer, she asked, “You want me to tell
Santa Claus to take these things back?” A wretched feeling of
being torn engulfed me. I wanted to scream, “Yes. Tell him to
take them back.” But I didn’t move.

Later Bailey and I talked. He said if the things really did
come from Mother maybe it meant that she was getting ready
to come and get us. Maybe she had just been angry at some-
thing we had done, but was forgiving us and would send for
us soon. Bailey and I tore the stuffing out of the doll the day
after Christmas, but he warned me that I had to keep the tea
set in good condition because any day or night she might come
riding up.



CHAPTER 9

==

A YEAR later our father came to Stamps without warning. It
was awful for Bailey and me to encounter the reality one
abrupt morning. We, or at any rate I, had built such elaborate
fantasies about him and the illusory mother that seeing him in
the flesh shredded my inventions like a hard yank on a paper
chain. He arrived in front of the Store in a clean gray car (he
must have stopped just outside of town to wipe it in prepara-
tion for the “grand entrance”). Bailey, who knew such things,
said it was a De Soto. His bigness shocked me. His shoulders
were so wide I thought he’d have trouble getting in the door.
He was taller than anyone I had seen, and if he wasn’t fat,
which I knew he wasn’t, then he was fat-like. His clothes were
too small too. They were tighter and woolier than was cus-
tomary in Stamps. And he was blindingly handsome. Momma
cried, “Bailey, my baby. Great God, Bailey.” And Uncle
Willie stuttered, “Bu-Buh-Bailey.” My brother said, “Hot dog
and damn. It’s him. It’s our daddy.” And my seven-year-old
world humpty-dumptied, never to be put back together again.

His voice rang like a metal dipper hitting a bucket and he
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spoke English. Proper English, like the school principal, and
even better. Our father sprinkled ers and even errers in his sen-
tences as liberally as he gave out his twisted-mouth smiles. His
lips pulled not down, like Uncle Willie’s, but to the side, and
his head lay on one side or the other, but never straight on the
end of his neck. He had the air of a man who did not believe
what he heard or what he himself was saying. He was the first
cynic I had met. “So er this is Daddy’s er little man? Boy, any-
body tell you errer that you er look like me?” He had Bailey in
one arm and me in the other. “And Daddy’s baby girl. You've
errer been good children, er haven’t you? Or er I guess |
would have er heard about it er from Santa Claus.” I was so
proud of him it was hard to wait for the gossip to get around
that he was in town. Wouldn’t the kids be surprised at how
handsome our daddy was? And that he loved us enough to
come down to Stamps to visit? Everyone could tell from the
way he talked and from the car and clothes that he was rich
and maybe had a castle out in California. (I later learned that
he had been a doorman at Santa Monica’s plush Breakers
Hotel) Then the possibility of being compared with him
occurred to me, and I didn’t want anyone to see him. Maybe
he wasn’t my real father. Bailey was his son, true enough, but |
was an orphan that they picked up to provide Bailey with
company.

I was always afraid when I found him watching me, and
wished I could grow small like Tiny Tim. Sitting at the table
one day, I held the fork in my left hand and pierced a piece of
fried chicken. I put the knife through the second tine, as we
had been strictly taught, and began to saw against the bone.
My father laughed a rich rolling laugh, and I looked up. He
imitated me, both elbows going up and down. “Is Daddy’s
baby going to fly away?” Momma laughed, and Uncle Willie
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too, and even Bailey snickered a little. Our father was proud
of his sense of humor.

For three weeks the Store was filled with people who had
gone to school with him or heard about him. The curious and
envious milled around and he strutted, throwing ers and errers
all over the place and under the sad eyes of Uncle Willie.
Then one day he said he had to get back to California. I was
relieved. My world was going to be emptier and dryer, but the
agony of having him intrude into every private second would
be gone. And the silent threat that had hung in the air since
his arrival, the threat of his leaving someday, would be gone. I
wouldn’t have to wonder whether I loved him or not, or have
to answer “Does Daddy’s baby want to go to California with
Daddy?” Bailey had told him that he wanted to go, but I had
kept quiet. Momma was relieved too, although she had had a
good time cooking special things for him and showing her
California son off to the peasants of Arkansas. But Uncle
Willie was suffering under our father’s bombastic pressure,
and in mother-bird fashion Momma was more concerned
with her crippled offspring than the one who could fly away
from the nest.

He was going to take us with him! The knowledge
buzzed through my days and made me jump unexpectedly
like a jack-in-the-box. Each day I found some time to walk to
the pond where people went to catch sun perch and striped
bass. The hours I chose to go were too early or late for fisher-
men, so I had the area to myself. I stood on the bank of the
green dark water, and my thoughts skidded like the water
spiders. Now this way, now that, now the other. Should I go
with my father? Should I throw myself into the pond, and not
being able to swim, join the body of L.C., the boy who had
drowned last summer? Should I beg Momma to let me stay
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with her? I could tell her that I'd take over Bailey’s chores and
do my own as well. Did I have the nerve to try life without
Bailey? I couldn’t decide on any move, so I recited a few Bible
verses, and went home.

Momma cut down a few give-aways that had been traded
to her by white women’s maids and sat long nights in the
dining room sewing jumpers and skirts for me. She looked
pretty sad, but each time I found her watching me she’d say, as
if I had already disobeyed, “You be a good girl now. You
hear? Don’t you make people think I didn’t raise you right.
You hear?” She would have been more surprised than I had
she taken me in her arms and wept at losing me. Her world
was bordered on all sides with work, duty, religion and “her
place.” I don’t think she ever knew that a deep-brooding love
hung over everything she touched. In later years I asked her if
she loved me and she brushed me off with: “God is love. Just
worry about whether you’re being a good girl, then He will
love you.”

I sat in the back of the car, with Dad’s leather suitcases,
and our cardboard boxes. Although the windows were rolled
down, the smell of fried chicken and sweet potatoe pie lay
unmoving, and there wasn’t enough room to stretch. When-
ever he thought about it, Dad asked, “Are you comfortable
back there, Daddy’s baby?” He never waited to hear my
answer, which was “Yes, sir,” before he’d resume his conver-
sation with Bailey. He and Bailey told jokes, and Bailey
laughed all the time, put out Dad’s cigarettes and held one
hand on the steering wheel when Dad said, “Come on, boy,
help me drive this thing.”

After I got tired of passing through the same towns over
and over, and seeing the empty-looking houses, small and
unfriendly, I closed myself off to everything but the kissing
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sounds of the tires on the pavement and the steady moan of
the motor. I was certainly very vexed with Bailey. There was
no doubt that he was trying to butter up Dad; he even started
to laugh like him, a Santa Claus, Jr., with his “Ho, ho, ho.”

“How are you going to feel seeing your mother? Going to
be happy?” he was asking Bailey, but it penetrated the foam I
had packed around my senses. Were we going to see Her? I
thought we were going to California. I was suddenly terrified.
Suppose she laughed at us the way he did? What if she had
other children now, whom she kept with her? I said, “I want
to go back to Stamps.” Dad laughed, “You mean Daddy’s
baby doesn’t want to go to St. Louis to see her mother? She’s
not going to eat you up, you know.”

He turned to Bailey and I looked at the side of his face; he
was so unreal to me I felt as if I were watching a doll talk.
“Bailey, Junior, ask your sister why she wants to go back to
Stamps.” He sounded more like a white man than a Negro.
Maybe he was the only brown-skinned white man in the
world. It would be just my luck that the only one would turn
out to be my father. But Bailey was quiet for the first time
since we left Stamps. I guess he was thinking too about seeing
Mother. How could an eight-year-old contain that much fear?
He swallows and holds it behind his tonsils, he tightens his
feet and closes the fear between his toes, he contracts his but-
tock and pushes it up behind the prostate gland.

“Junior, cat’s got your tongue? What do you think your
mother will say, when I tell her her children didn’t want to see
her?” The thought that he would tell her shook me and Bailey
at the same time. He leaned over the back of the seat— "My,
it's Mother Dear. You know you want to see Mother Dear.
Don’t cry.” Dad laughed and pitched in his seat and asked
himself, I guess, “What will she say to that?”
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I stopped crying since there was no chance to get back to
Stamps and Momma. Bailey wasn’t going to back me up, I
could tell, so T decided to shut up and dry up and wait for
whatever seeing Mother Dear was going to bring.

St. Louis was a new kind of hot and a new kind of dirty.
My memory had no pictures of the crowded-together soot-
covered buildings. For all I knew, we were being driven to
Hell and our father was the delivering devil.

Only in strict emergencies did Bailey allow me to speak
Pig Latin to him in front of adults, but I had to take the
chance that afternoon. We had spun around the same corner, |
was sure, about fifty times. I asked Bailey, “Ooday ooyay ink-
thay isthay is our atherfay, or ooday ooyay inkthay atthay
eeway are eeingbay idkay appednay?” Bailey said, “My, we’re
in St. Louis, and we're going to see Mother Dear. Don'’t
worry.” Dad chuckled and said, “Oohay oodway antway
ootay idkay appnay ooyay? Ooday ooyay inkthay ooyay are
indlay ergbay ildrenchay?” I thought that my brother and his
friends had created Pig Latin. Hearing my father speak it
didn’t startle me so much as it angered. It was simply another
case of the trickiness of adults where children were concerned.
Another case in point of the Grownups’ Betrayal.

To describe my mother would be to write about a hurri-
<ane in its perfect power. Or the climbing, falling colors of a
rainbow. We had been received by her mother and had waited
on the edge of our seats in the overfurnished living room (Dad
talked easily with our grandmother, as whitefolks talk to
Blacks, unembarrassed and unapologetic). We were both
fearful of Mother’s coming and impatient at her delay. It is
remarkable how much truth there is in the two expressions:
“struck dumb” and “love at first sight.” My mother’s beauty

literally assailed me. Her red lips (Momma said it was a sin to
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wear lipstick) split to show even white teeth and her fresh-
butter color looked see-through clean. Her smile widened her
mouth beyond her cheeks beyond her ears and seemingly
through the walls to the street outside. I was struck dumb. I
knew immediately why she had sent me away. She was too
beautiful to have children. I had never seen a woman as pretty
as she who was called “Mother.” Bailey on his part fell
instantly and forever in love. I saw his eyes shining like hers;
he had forgotten the loneliness and the nights when we had
cried together because we were “unwanted children.” He had
never left her warm side or shared the icy wind of solitude
with me. She was his Mother Dear and I resigned myself to
his condition. They were more alike than she and I, or even he
and I. They both had physical beauty and personality, so I fig-
ured it figured.

Our father left St. Louis a few days later for California,
and I was neither glad nor sorry. He was a stranger, and if he
chose to leave us with a stranger, it was all of one piece.

CHAPTER 10

=

GRANDMOTHER Baxter was a quadroon or an octoroon, or in
any case she was nearly white. She had been raised by a
German family in Cairo, Illinois, and had come to St. Louis at
the turn of the century to study nursing. While she was
working at Homer G. Phillips Hospital she met and married
Grandfather Baxter. She was white (having no features that
could even loosely be called Negroid) and he was Black.
While she spoke with a throaty German accent until her
death, he had the choppy spouting speech of the West Indians.

Their marriage was a happy one. Grandfather had a
famous saying that caused great pride in his family: “Bah
Jesus, I live for my wife, my children and my dog.” He took
extreme care to prove that statement true by taking the word
of his family even in the face of contradictory evidence.

The Negro section of St. Louis in the mid-thirties had all
the finesse of a gold-rush town. Prohibition, gambling and
their related vocations were so obviously practiced that it was
hard for me to believe that they were against the law. Bailey
and I, as newcomers, were quickly told by our schoolmates
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who the men on the street corners were as we passed. I was
sure that they had taken their names from Wild West Books
(Hard-hitting Jimmy, Two Gun, Sweet Man, Poker Pete),
and to prove me right, they hung around in front of saloons
like unhorsed cowboys.

We met the numbers runners, gamblers, lottery takers
and whiskey salesmen not only in the loud streets but in our
orderly living room as well. They were often there when we
returned from school, sitting with hats in their hands, as we
had done upon our arrival in the big city. They waited silently
for Grandmother Baxter.

Her white skin and the pince-nez that she dramatically
took from her nose and let hang free on a chain pinned to her
dress were factors that brought her a great deal of respect.
Moreover, the reputation of her six mean children and the fact
that she was a precinct captain compounded her power and
gave her the leverage to deal with even the lowest crook
without fear. She had pull with the police department, so the
men in their flashy suits and fleshy scars sat with churchlike
decorum and waited to ask favors from her. If Grandmother
raised the heat off their gambling parlors, or said the word
that reduced the bail of a friend waitingin jail, they knew
what would be expected of them. Come election, they were to
bring in the votes from their neighborhood. She most often
got them leniency, and they always brought in the vote.

St. Louis also introduced me to thin-sliced ham (I thought
it a delicacy), jelly beans and peanuts mixed, lettuce on sand-
wich bread, Victrolas and family loyalty. In Arkansas, where
we cured our own meat, we ate half-inch slabs of ham for
breakfast, but in St. Louis we bought the paper-thin slices in a
strange-smelling German store and ate them in sandwiches. If
Grandmother never lost her German accent, she also never
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lost her taste for the thick black German Brot, which we
bought unsliced. In Stamps, lettuce was used only to make a
bed for potato salad or slaw, and peanuts were brought in raw
from the field and roasted in the bottom of the oven on cold
nights. The rich scents used to fill the house and we were
always expected to eat too many. But that was a Stamps
custom. In St. Louis, peanuts were bought in paper bags and
mixed with jelly beans, which meant that we ate the salt and
sugar together and I found them a delicious treat. The best
thing the big town had to offer.

When we enrolled in Toussaint L’Ouverture Grammar
School, we were struck by the ignorance of our schoolmates
and the rudeness of our teachers. Only the vastness of the
building impressed us; not even the white school in Stamps
was as large.

The students, however, were shockingly backward. Bailey
and I did arithmetic at a mature level because of our work in
the Store, and we read well because in Stamps there wasn’t
anything else to do. We were moved up a grade because our
teachers thought that we country children would make our
classmates feel inferior—and we did. Bailey would not refrain
from remarking on our classmates’ lack of knowledge. At
lunchtime in the large gray concrete playground, he would

‘stand in the center of a crowd of big boys and ask, “Who was

Napoleon Bonaparte?” “How many feet make a mile?” It was
infighting, Bailey style.

Any of the boys might have been able to beat him with
their fists, but if they did, they’d just have had to do it again
the next day, and Bailey never held a brief for fighting fair. He
taught me that once I got into a fight I should “grab for the
balls right away.” He never answered when I asked, “Suppose
I'm fighting a girl?”
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We went to school there a full year, but all I remember
hearing that I hadn’t heard before was, “Making thousands of
egg-shaped oughts will improve penmanship.”

The teachers were more formal than those we knew in
Stamps, and although they didn’t whip their students with
switches, they gave them licks in the palms of their hands with
rulers. In Stamps teachers were much friendlier, but that was
because they were imported from the Arkansas Negro col-
leges, and since we had no hotels or rooming houses in town,
they had to live with private families. If a lady teacher took
company, or didn’t receive any mail or cried alone in her room
at night, by the weeks’ end even the children discussed her
morality, her loneliness and her other failings generally. It
would have been near impossible to maintain formality under
a small town’s invasions of privacy.

St. Louis teachers, on the other hand, tended to act
very siditty, and talked down to their students from the
lofty heights of education and whitefolks’ enunciation. They,
women as well as men, all sounded like my father with their
ers and errers. They walked with their knees together and
talked through tight lips as if they were as afraid to let the
sound out as they were to inhale the dirty air that the listener
gave off.

We walked to school around walls of bricks and breathed
the coal dust for one discouraging winter. We learned to say
“Yes” and “No” rather than “Yes, ma’am,” and “No, ma’am.”

Occasionally Mother, whom we seldom saw in the house,
had us meet her at Louie’s. It was a long dark tavern at the
end of the bridge near our school, and was owned by two
Syrian brothers.

We used to come in the back door, and the sawdust, stale
beer, steam and boiling meat made me feel as if I'd been
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eating mothballs. Mother had cut my hair in a bob like hers
and straightened it, so my head felt skinned and the back of
my neck so bare that I was ashamed to have anyone walk up
behind me. Naturally, this kept me turning quickly as if I
expected something to happen.

At Louie’s we were greeted by Mother’s friends as
“Bibbie’s darling babies” and were given soft drinks and
boiled shrimp. While we sat on the stiff wooden booths,
Mother would dance alone in front of us to music from the
Seeburg. I loved her most at those times. She was like a pretty
kite that floated just above my head. If I liked, T could pull it
in to me by saying I had to go to the toilet or by starting a fight
with Bailey. I never did either, but the power made me tender
to her.

The Syrian brothers vied for her attention as she sang the
heavy blues that Bailey and I almost understood. They
watched her, even when directing their conversation to other
customers, and I knew they too were hypnotized by this beau-
tiful lady who talked with her whole body and snapped her
fingers louder than anyone in the whole world. We learned
the Time Step at Louie’s. It is from this basic step that most
American Black dances are born. It is a series of taps, jumps
and rests, and demands careful listening, feeling and coordi-
nation. We were brought before Mother’s friends, there in the
heavy saloon air, to show our artistry. Bailey learned easily,
and has always been the better dancer. But I learned too. I
approached the Time Step with the same determination to
win that I had approached the time tables with. There was no
Uncle Willie or sizzling pot-bellied stove, but there was
Mother and her laughing friends, and they amounted to the
same thing. We were applauded and given more soft drinks
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and more shrimp, but it was to be years later before I found
the joy and freedom of dancing well.

Mother’s brothers, Uncles Tutti, Tom and Ira, were well-
known young men about St. Louis. They all had city jobs,
which I now understand to have been no mean feat for Negro
men. Their jobs and their family set them apart, but they were
best known for their unrelenting meanness. Grandfather had
told them, “Bah Jesus, if you ever get in jail for stealing or
some such foolishness, I'll let you rot. But if you’re arrested for
fighung, I'll sell the house, lock, stock and barrel, to get you

1

out!” With that kind of encouragement, backed by explosive
tempers, it was no wonder they became fearsome characters.
Our youngest uncle, Billy, was not old enough to join in their
didoes. One of their more flamboyant escapades has become a
proud family legend.

Pat Patterson, a big man, who was himself protected by
the shield of a bad reputation, made the mistake of cursing my
mother one night when she was out alone. She reported the
incident to her brothers. They ordered one of their hangers-on
to search the streets for Patterson, and when he was located, to
telephone them.

As they waited throughout the afternoon, the living room
filled with smoke and the murmurs of plans. From time to
time, Grandfather came in from the kitchen and said, “Don’t
kill him. Mind you, just don’t kill him,” then went back to his
coffee with Grandmother.

They went to the saloon where Patterson sat drinking at a
small table. Uncle Tommy stood by the door, Uncle Tutti sta-
tioned himself at the toilet door and Uncle Ira, who was the
oldest and maybe everyone’s ideal, walked over to Patterson.

They were all obviously carrying guns.
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Uncle Ira said to my mother, “Here, Bibbi. Here’s this
nigger Patterson. Come over here and beat his ass.”

She crashed the man’s head with a policeman’s billy
enough to leave him just this side of death. There was no
police investigation nor social reprobation.

After all, didn’t Grandfather champion their wild tem-
pers, and wasn’t Grandmother a near-white woman with
police pull?

I admit that I was thrilled by their meanness. They beat
up whites and Blacks with the same abandon, and liked each
other so much that they never needed to learn the art of
making outside friends. My mother was the only warm, out-
going personality among her siblings. Grandfather became
bedridden during our stay there, and his children spent their
free time telling him jokes, gossiping with him and showing
their love.

Uncle Tommy, who was gruff and chewed his words like
Grandfather, was my favorite. He strung ordinary sentences
together and they came out sounding either like the most pro-
fane curses or like comical poetry. A natural comedian, he
never waited for the laugh that he knew must follow his droll
statements. He was never cruel. He was mean.

When we played handball on the side of our house, Uncle

“Fommy would turn the corner, coming from work. He

would pretend at first not to see us, but with the deftness of a
cat he would catch the ball and say, “Put your minds where
your behinds are, and I'll let you on my team.” We children
would range around him, but it was only when he reached the
steps that he’d wind up his arm and throw the ball over the
light post and toward the stars.

He told me often, “Ritie, don’t worry ’cause you ain’t
pretty. Plenty pretty women I seen digging ditches or worse.
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You smart. I swear to God, I rather you have a good mind
than a cute behind.”

They bragged often about the binding quality of the
Baxter blood. Uncle Tommy said that even the children felt it
before they were old enough to be taught. They reminisced
over Bailey’s teaching me to walk when he was less than three.
Displeased at my stumbling motions, he was supposed to have
said, “This is my sister. I have to teach her to walk.” They also
told me how I got the name “My.” After Bailey learned defi-
nitely that I was his sister, he refused to call me Marguerite,
but rather addressed me each time as “Mya Sister,” and in
later more articulate years, after the need for brevity had
shortened the appellation to “My,” it was elaborated into
“Maya.”

We lived in a big house on Caroline Street with our
grandparents for half the year before Mother moved us in
with her. Moving from the house where the family was cen-
tered meant absolutely nothing to me. It was simply a small
pattern in the grand design of our lives. If other children
didn’t move so much, it just went to show that our lives were
fated to be different from everyone else’s in the world. The
new house was no stranger than the other, except that we
were with Mother.

Bailey persisted in calling her Mother Dear until the cir-
cumstance of proximity softened the phrase’s formality to
“Muh Dear,” and finally to “M’Deah.” I could never put
my finger on her realness. She was so pretty and so quick
that even when she had just awakened, her eyes full of sleep
and hair tousled, I thought she looked just like the Virgin
Mary. But what mother and daughter understand each
other, or even have the sympathy for each other’s lack of
understanding?
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Mother had prepared a place for us, and we went to it
gratefully. We each had a room with a two-sheeted bed,
plenty to eat and store-bought clothes to wear. And after all,
she didn’t have to do it. If we got on her nerves or if we were
disobedient, she could always send us back to Stamps. The
weight of appreciation and the threat, which was never
spoken, of a return to Momma were burdens that clogged my
childish wits into impassivity. I was called Old Lady and
chided for moving and talking like winter’s molasses.

Mother’s boyfriend, Mr. Freeman, lived with us, or we
lived with him (I never quite knew which). He was a South-
erner, too, and big. But a little flabby. His breasts used to
embarrass me when he walked around in his undershirt.
They lay on his chest like flat titties.

Even if Mother hadn’t been such a pretty woman, light-
skinned with straight hair, he was lucky to get her, and he
knew it. She was educated, from a well-known family, and
after all, wasn’t she born in St. Louis? Then she was gay. She
laughed all the time and made jokes. He was grateful. I think
he must have been many years older than she, but if not, he
had the sluggish inferiority of old men married to younger
women. He watched her every move and when she left the
room, his eyes allowed her reluctantly to go.



