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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      I have written this memoir over several years, from the late 90s until shortly after Hurricane Katrina.

      I was born in early 1941 and, for whatever reason, my memory stretches back to my second year. I have written a great deal of dialogue inside these pages because that is how I think and because I am a playwright. And of course, because comic books with their illustrations and dialogue and storyline were part and parcel of my early years. And I talk a lot as I hold conversations with myself and others. I am an extrovert and a keen observer. Though this book covers many years, it is not an autobiography. It is a map to falling in love with self and others.

      Some readers may be disturbed by the vernacular of an earlier time and place. It is racist and hateful. But sad to say it is still prevalent throughout our country, and erasing it will not make it go away. But we try.

      Where possible, I have used more acceptable language.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            Diggin’ up the Dead

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes, death comes on the wind. In 1948, when I was seven years old, I awakened to the sound of a squeaky wheelbarrow. It was early morning, and my father was walking alongside the country boy he hired on occasion. Our house was on a highway where our dogs were no match for the speeding cars and trucks. That morning, a large, black cocker spaniel whose name I do not even remember but loved for his gentleness, and his smell of dirt and bad breath, lay dead in the wheelbarrow. 

      I watched from the upstairs window. My eyes following the men. My ears holding the sound of their voices and the squeak of the wheel. Then I heard the shovel my father had been carrying over his shoulder like a rifle. I stood quietly. Brother awakened and took his place beside me. It was a beautiful sunny Saturday.

       

      As I write these words, my heart hurts in my throat, in the magical place where unreleased tears reside and grow hard inside of us until we cough them up, or perhaps until suddenly and without warning, on a clear day we begin to weep for who knows what. Silence and stillness bring remembrance.

      For days after the dog’s burial, I waited. Brother kept a close and watchful eye. Then on a cold afternoon when school was out, I finally got a chance to venture into the woods by myself. I waited until everyone was occupied and then slipped away.

      I found a sturdy stick I could use to slowly make my way through the thicket. Even though the ground was covered with leaves and dead branches the grave was easy to find. Using my hands and the stick, I dug at the ground. The dog was not buried very deep, so I was able to pull his limp body, heavy with death from the grave and cradle him in my lap.

      I do not remember noticing the smell of his rotting flesh until years later when I was in Michigan observing the necropsy of a doe found dead by the road. As the vet cut into its belly, gases released into a cloud that filled my nose, permeated my pores, and moved deep inside my body. It was then I remembered the smell of the dead dog lying in my lap so many years before.

      I was suddenly a child again in the woods, my hands black with dirt and dog hair where my brother found me crying and willing my dog alive.

      “You can’t go around digging up dead things.”

      “I don’t want him to be dead.”

      “We have to bury him. You’ll upset Mother and I’m going to get in trouble for not watching you better. God, you stink.”

      After, my brother and I held close to the tree line as we made our way down the river. We scrubbed our hands with water and sand and brushed our jackets with pine tree branches. Then he cut some of the grey clay off the cliff and brought it to me. I rubbed the clay between my hands, making snakes which I wound into a spiral. Is it imagination or my wanting it to be so that makes me remember the kindness of an older brother?

      When we finally reached the top of the cliff, Mother was standing there, waiting for me and Julian. It was nearly dark when she led us inside to warm ourselves by the big gas heater next to the stairs in the hallway before she served supper. This was the same hallway where Daddy brought us dead game from his early morning hunts, and where we sat with open newspapers around the heater’s warmth. It was where Daddy used his knife to cut open small birds, and I would use my small fingers to dig into their stomach and pull out organs that were not good to eat. Dead animals at the table never made me sad. I grieved only what was mine.

       

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            The House on Military Road

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [1944 - 1949]

      

      

      Military Road was an old Indian Trail Andrew Jackson followed as he marched his troops to Lake Ponchatrain to meet Jean Lafitte and his pirate ships when they sailed to save the port of New Orleans during the War of 1812. Tall, long-needled pine trees native to the land, along with moss-draped oaks, surround the road.

      During my childhood in the 1940s, the curve close to our house was called Dead Man’s Curve, and for good reason. It had a dangerous north-south two-lane road with a steep curve. Trucks bearing supplies sped down while passing or running slower moving traffic off the roadway into the clay embankments and drainage ditches.

      As you approach the house on Military Road, it seems to stare back at you. Two dormer windows protrude from the sloping roof of the second floor, giving the appearance of eyes. In the very center of the house, the front door and its side windows give the appearance of a nose. And finally, a narrow brick patio runs across the front of the house, like a mouth.

      In my childhood, the blooms of miniature gardenia bushes planted along the patio shone like baby teeth in the spring. Two small concrete elephants stand guard at the entry and front walk.

      An enclosed side porch my mother turned into our dining room and my parents’ bedroom look like wings on either side of the central house. White paint covers the entire exterior, except for the dark green plank shutters with cross boards at the top and bottom. In the center of the shutters, crescent moon cutouts served as air vents.

      Our front and side yards were long-needled pines and one large oak tree. Spring drew a bloom of white blossoms on the flowering magnolias, dogwood, and white bud trees. The filtered light of so many trees made it a haven for the huge azalea bushes that lined the gravel driveway.

      Our backyard sat high above the Little Bogue Falaya River, ending at the edge of a twenty-foot cliff of grey clay. Steps carved into the clay led down to the river. Three poisonous Tung oil trees formed a protective boundary, a warning to people the cliff was nearby. The tall pine trees surrounded the small area the sun could reach next to a rose arbor, while providing shade in the rest of the yard. At the end of our long driveway, a gully divided the rest of the backyard.

      Short-stemmed pink roses covered the dilapidated wooden rose arbor next to the gully in the spring and summer, where honeybees droned softly. Across the yard was an old, dilapidated chicken coop our father and his helper rebuilt with wire and good intentions for housing for hunting dogs rented by their owners. Whenever my brother and I got close, the loose lipped hounds wailed and slathered spit as they leaped against the fencing.

      After church every Sunday, Mama stopped at an icehouse near the railroad tracks on the edge of town. Ruby, our ironing woman, would use the ice Mama bought to make our warm weather ice cream treat. We packed the ice, wrapped it in layers of old newspaper, and placed it into Daddy’s old ice chest.

      Ruby would emerge from the woods just as Mama was finished cooking our dinner. While the rest of us ate inside, Ruby sat on the back steps and ate the same dinner from an old metal pie dish Mama kept on a shelf over the washing machine on the back porch.

      After cleaning the kitchen, it was Ruby’s job to set the metal canister Mama filled with ice cream custard into the wooden bucket, to hold it in place, while she chipped the ice and packed it in the canister.

      One Sunday, ever helpful, I ran to the shelf in the garage where we stored the rock salt that had to be mixed with the ice to make sure it melted exactly right.

      “Hand me the salt, girl.”

      I hugged the bag of rock salt to my chest.

      “No, Ruby, let me put it in. I won’t let any salt get in the ice cream. I can do it!”

      Without even breaking a beat with her cranking hand, Ruby reached through my tight little arms and dragged the bag away from me.

      “Girl, why do you bother me? Go play.”

      I tried bribery.

      “Give me the paddle and I’ll go play.”

      The paddle was the wooden and metal stirrer in the middle of the ice cream canister. Once you removed it, if the ice cream was hard enough, would lend delight to the tongue as we licked the wooden slats that were held together by the metal frame.

      My brother, Julian, was three years older than me and could clean off every speck of ice cream before it melted. We had to take turns, and I resented his turn, because it was just another way, he could show off his contempt for me by getting in my face with his superior licking talent.

      “Ms. Jere, you know it’s your brother’s turn to get the paddle today! You just want to stir up a fine mess of yelling and crying and your mama’s gonna take your daddy’s old belt to your skinny legs. Now you just sit quiet, and I’ll slip you something extra.” Thick, black, slimy spit ran down Ruby’s face. She took the metal Band-Aid box she always carried in her breast pocket and spat in it before closing the lid.

      “Ruby, you ever spit in our ice cream when nobody’s looking?”

      She swatted at my exposed flesh with her old wire fly swatter.

      “You get, girl, until I call you, and let my ice cream set. And don’t you be giving me any of your ideas. I spit lots of places.”

      As I ran off, Ruby was laughing and talking to herself. Later, I heard Mama’s voice calling, “Jere! Jere! Come home!”

      When Mama called me back to the house, I was down by the river looking at an old water moccasin sun himself in the shallow depression on the edge of the riverbank.

      Everybody else gathered on the back steps already, except Daddy, who really didn’t like the dinners Mama cooked. Daddy liked to play games on Sunday afternoons, usually baseball or golf. But this was the summer when he first moved out of our house. Mama tried to make out it didn’t bother her, but Brother and I knew it mattered.

      Mama was serving the ice cream into bowls. Brother was licking the paddle, getting chocolate ice cream all over his freckled face. He looked at me and smiled, trying to make me mad.

      Ruby was already eating her ice cream out of her old tin pie plate. I could see a wad of twisted newspaper sticking up out of the ice in the wood bucket. Ruby had remembered her promise and saved me a kitchen spoon of ice cream. It was all the way down in the ice and would be hard for Ruby to sneak it to me later while Mama took her nap.

      While Ruby cleaned the kitchen, I sat on the ladder stool next to the stove and quietly watched her. Everything about her was slow and sad. Curiosity made me stare at her. I must have asked questions about her because in my mind’s eye, I can see my mama as she took a long drag of her cigarette as she sipped her coffee. She told me for the umpteenth time that there were two kinds of colored people, good ones and bad ones. And the worst of the bad was uppity.

      “Ruby married an uppity man. He took her to Chicago, and they had a baby and there was a race riot.” I didn’t know what that was. But I knew better than to break my mother’s train of thought.

      “The Negroes just ask for it, honey. You can’t ever move out of your own kind, Jere. It doesn’t work. Ruby’s husband was uppity. She got all cut up and beaten and he got killed, and so did their baby. And seeing that is how Ruby went crazy. Now don’t you go ask her about it or talk about it. You’ll make her feel worse and it’s not proper, anyway, to go into other people’s lives. Do you understand me?”

      I wanted to know more about that baby and Ruby’s uppity husband. Mama saying not to ask about it was like God putting a tree loaded with beautiful, ripe figs or peaches or apples in the middle of the garden and telling Eve she couldn’t eat its fruit.

      The story of how Ruby got crazy burned in my brain. It stayed stuck like a fishbone in my heart. But I was obedient about important things, and I knew not asking Ruby about her dead baby was one of them. And like so many mysteries in my childhood, I knew answers would have to wait. I only hoped to live long enough to find the answers I wanted.

      So, I busied myself playing outside as much as the weather and Mama allowed. Our backyard was a perfect playground. But the most wonderful place was the gully that ran alongside our backyard. Mama liked being outside as much as Brother and me, at least in the early days of our time on Military Road.

      The truth was, Mama did not like the nitty gritty of housework.

      “That’s what God made colored women for,” she would declare to her friends.

      My mother always backed up her pronouncements with the name of God. She believed that despite all evidence to the contrary, God had made the world especially for her comfort. And when things didn’t go her way, then something was amiss in creation, and she had to work hard to correct it. And that was why Daddy ran off. Maybe she tried to fix him, and he wouldn’t fix.

      So, like the Creator of us all, our mother planted gardens wherever she lived. The house on Military Road was the perfect landscape for her most spectacular creation.

      She planted a garden of succulents and tropical plants in the earth’s depression at the end of our long gravel driveway. The indentation of the earth was like a hand closing on itself. When it rained, the gully drained to the river that flowed behind our yard. But it also served as a retention pond. During one hurricane, the river rose so high it lapped at the edge of the cliff that hung over the river and its sandy beach, flooding the gully, but leaving our house dry and safe.

      In the magic mind of my childhood, my mother created the gully. My mother lorded over the river and controlled its path as it cut through the woods and alleyways of vegetation and clay earth. My mother caused that river to leave sand so sweet and pure I used it as a kind of soap on my dirty bare feet. But after creating the garden, its lushness frightened her, and she forbade me to enter it alone.

      “Jere, don’t you go into the gully by yourself. There are snakes down there. Poisonous snakes! You hear me?” Mama had caught me staring down into the garden when I couldn’t find my voice or take my eyes away from the lush green.

      “Nod your head, then. Those moccasins will bite you and I’ll have to take a razor blade and cut the bite open and suck the poison out of your blood. And if I have a cut on my lip, even a little one, I could die. Then wouldn’t you feel bad? You would feel guilty all your life for having killed your own mother. You hear me?”

      “I hear you, Mama.” She stood next to me. She looked down into the gully, looking for whatever I saw.

      “What are you looking at?”

      “I ain’t looking at nothing.”

      “You are staring. That’s what you are doing.” Her voice had changed from one of inquiry to suspicion.

      “Staring is not lady-like. How are you going to grow up and be asked to parties and dances if you don’t learn how to be a lady? Saying ‘ain’t’! You can’t be a tomboy all your life. You’re seven years old. It’s time for you to grow up.”

      “Does that mean I can wear lipstick, Mama?”

      “What are you saying? Did I hear you right? My seven-year-old daughter, a little girl who shouldn’t be thinking about things like that, asking her own mama if she can wear lipstick? God would punish me if I ever allowed such a thing.” Her voice rising.

      “I didn’t mean anything, Mama. I don’t even want to wear lipstick. I’m too little. I don’t want to grow up. I don’t want to be a woman.”

      Mama’s face grows hard. I have made a mistake. I have used the ‘woman’ word.

      “Women are colored and ladies are white.”

      It is the mantra of my childhood. My mama is white, my daddy is white, and I am white which means I must grow up to become a lady and mind my language, not stare, keep my legs together, wear dresses to church, and white gloves when I go shopping in New Orleans. There is a lengthy list of ladylike rules to follow. I dread growing up almost worse than I fear my mother’s anger.

      Mama thought being a woman was a wicked, forbidden thing. Even before I knew the word sex, I knew there was this thing inside of me that Mama wanted to root out and smash. She watched me for any transgression. She didn’t care if I stole spending money out of her silver teapot, or if I scratched Brother’s face till it bled, or if I made poor grades at school, or made the nuns angry.

      I could eat in bed, miss school, ride my bike like a mad person, sit in the one-armed man’s coke and ice cream store and read comics with the boys all morning on Saturdays. But I could not touch myself down there, a place that had no name other than dirty.

      

      Even as a little girl, I suspected the forbidden place connected my secret longing to become a woman rather than the lady my mother wanted me to become, which, even as I write these words, forms part of my lifelong fascination with Ruby. I wanted to be a whole person not bound by what, even in childhood, seemed silly and false.

      Ruby didn’t seem to need to please Mama. She lived her life without fear of what the rest of the world thought, and she certainly never entertained the ambition of being something she wasn’t.

      Mama liked Ruby just fine the way she was. But her liking was more than about Ruby’s skill with an iron. Ruby was a woman. I knew not because she was colored, but because she was true to herself. That would become my lifelong ambition, though I didn’t know it yet. It would take me a good part of a lifetime to realize that even a lady could be wanton and like to feel what was down there in that special place.

      In preparing for my first confession, which would happen right after Easter, I knew there was a list of sins I didn’t even know the meaning of yet. I knew they were out there waiting for me. I knew my mama knew some terrible secret about me I didn’t know yet. And whatever the secret was, it had something to do with my mother’s fear I had too much woman in me to ever grow up and become a lady.
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            The Chicken Coop

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [1944]

      

      

      During the years we lived on Military Road, Mama carried a deep sadness. She had married a man who didn’t know how to love her, or be a real husband, or at least meet her expectation of what a husband should be.

      Childhood memories of my father are fragmented. The strongest are sensory associations, such as the sour smell of beer, as he made the rounds of his favorite bars with me in tow. I still remember the feel of his arms encircling my thin body as he held me while we danced to the music of jukeboxes, and his scratchy beard rubbing against my face. In the drug stores where he worked as a pharmacist, my memory still holds the aromas of cod-liver oil mixed with the sweetness of Evening in Paris in its beautiful blue bottles, wrapped around the smell of malt and chocolate syrup and ice cream and the saltiness of frying hamburgers.

      Sometimes memories come in a rush of images. On a cold windy day standing in front of Herbert’s Drug Store where he worked, my father took my picture with a camera whose lens folded out from an accordion shaped box as I sat in the basket of our neighbor’s bicycle, wearing my green corduroy jacket with a blue bandana on my head.

      Soon after, he left to go off to WWII wearing a Navy sailor suit. I missed him and dreamed of his return when we would all live together and be happy ever after. He sent me a birthday card with a bear holding a large number three. It fit on my head like a crown and whispered that I was my daddy’s princess.

      My father was a man’s man. A natural athlete, he’d played baseball in college. After the War, when he was too old to play on a regional team, he umpired minor league games he forced my brother and I to endure in the scorching, sun which often resulted in terrible sunburns. He also had a silly nickname, Chicken, which seemed to have more to do with his scrawny looks and angry disposition than his courage.

      A sporty dresser, he wore golfing pants that caught his socks in the bands around the lower legs, making him look neat in wool argyle patterned socks and loafers. He wore white shirts under his sleeveless sweaters and bow ties on his skinny neck. He could never hold a job for long at the three drug stores in Covington because he was always slipping away to find a golf game or to Mr. Tugy’s Bar at the Southern Hotel.

      He raised cocker spaniels, so with each new litter, he loaded the puppies into cardboard boxes and took them to the blacksmith down by the railroad tracks. I was always his tag along.

      I remember the sound of the hand-operated flint and the cry of puppies as their tails got cut off and cauterized. The smell of burning hair and flesh hung in the air and in my memory. I hid out inside the office while the cutting took place and gazed at the scantily dressed models on monthly calendars. But nothing could tune out the sound of puppies yelping frantically.

      My father was also a fisherman and a hunter, and kept his guns in the deep, sloped ceiling closet under the staircase of our house. He kept his pistols wrapped in oil cloths and stuffed inside canvas bags. And the rifles propped up against slanting walls. Fishing poles lay in a jumble on the floor with the ammo and tackle boxes side by side.

      There were no locks on the gun closet. And after he left us, I would crawl into the forbidden darkness of that narrow space whenever I wanted to feel close to him. Sometimes, I hid inside the closet to get away from windows, but mostly I just wanted to be near the smells of my daddy. The smell meant he still belonged to our house and to me.

      The large gas space heater, whose warmth rose following the stairwell to our attic bedroom, was on the outer wall of the closet. I think of it now and wonder if my parents worried about the proximity of so many explosive elements in our home. I remember Mama forbidding me to go into the closet, but, like so many children, danger did not seem to matter to me. It was the given. I was a little girl who wanted to be close to my daddy. And in that closet, I found at least a part of him. I found another part of him at the bars he took me to on weekends.

      

      At Tugy’s Bar, I am seven years old, still dancing on the bar as if I am three or four years old and my daddy had just come home from the War. The music is playing and I’m dancing for the joy of it and the men are all laughing. Some even offer me nickels and dimes.

      My daddy is so drunk he thinks I’m cute. He not only allows me to dance; he encourages me to twirl my skirt. I’m wearing my pretty peach Sunday dress with the small pleats sewed into the bodice with red threads. The sash and skirt flare out, exposing my panties. I love the sound of the approving applause and the shouts of the men as they see beneath my dress.

      Then, Mr. Tugy reaches up and takes me into his arms. He tells me it’s not nice to dance on bars, and hands me over to my daddy.

      “Don’t bring this child here anymore, Chicken. What are you thinking, man?”

      There is sudden silence. The men wait to see how my daddy is going to react. His face is red now and I’m tearing up and feeling ashamed. Something I had always done was suddenly inappropriate. Why didn’t I know? Daddy puts his money on the bar and takes me by the hand as I follow him outside. He never speaks of it. I never forget.

      It was during this time that my father gave Julian and me a quarter for the movies every Friday and Saturday night.

      After the discovery of the Jewish Concentration camps and seeing the images of men at the wire fences surrounding the camps, I remember feeling I had to look, to see real people with eyes sunken from starvation. Some were naked, their bodies exposed to the cameras. But in school, I was hearing over and over that the Jews killed Christ. I couldn’t reconcile any of it and no one wanted to talk about it.

      Then there was the dropping of the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It would take years before I learned the full extent of the damage to its people and cities. Not to mention photos of the shadow images cast onto the walls.

      Gradually, the images and the stories helped those of us who were young enough or open-minded enough to learn from the massive persecutions of innocent people. All that is necessary to result in a widespread change of heart.

      Meanwhile, peace movements and the new vision of peace on earth preached by Martin Luther King would set off all the voices and movements that came later, but still in time for me to suffer the consequences of disapproval and rejection.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            Caregivers

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        [1944]

      

      

      On weekends and summer mornings, I brought Mama her coffee and would crawl up next to her in bed while she drank the warm, bittersweet, chicory flavored mixture with boiled milk and sugar.

      Her long, thick, dark hair wrapped around her face as she counted out her allotment of eight cigarettes. She lined them in a flat glass cigarette dish on the marble-top table next to the bed. The allotment of cigarettes, a compromise with the doctor, who told her she had to quit.

      She smoked the first one of the day with me sitting in bed next to her, while she slapped at me as I tried to catch her exhaled smoke with my tongue but that was because Mama had tuberculosis and was afraid of her own germs

      “Don’t do that. I don’t want to breathe on you. We must be extra careful. And don’t let Ruby steal my cigarette butts, either.”

      Ruby loved tobacco more than Mama. Whenever she was at our house, she scraped the left behind tobacco off Mama’s dirty ashtrays. She would tear off the cigarette paper smudged with my mother’s lipstick and roll the shredded tobacco between her calloused thumb and index finger. When it was a compact ball, she pressed it into the crease between her lower gum and cheek. The brown juices dribbled out of her mouth in a thin stream, mixing with the black, snuff spittle already collecting at the corner of her dark and cracked lips.

      “Ruby, Mama doesn’t want you doing that. She’s afraid of the germs.”

      “You just mind your business.”

      “But my mama said for me to tell you not to.”

      “It’s my business. Don’t you go telling her nothing about me.”

      
      Ruby and our maid, Betty, took turns keeping things going during the months when Mama had to spend her days resting. No one dared utter the word tuberculosis because it was nobody’s business and Mama was afraid the Public Health people would make her go to a sanitarium like they did to her mother.

      I don’t believe Mama was afraid of dying as much as she was of being forced to abandon her children and her home. She was only thirty-one-years old in 1948, when she had baby Clay. And of course, she had us, me, age seven, and Brother, who was ten.

      
      Our baby brother arrived in January of that year. He was a beautiful baby boy with dark eyes, long lashes, and a curly head of dark hair. When Brother and I could enter Mama and Daddy’s bedroom, we found him wrapped in a soft, flannel blanket lying on our grandmother’s old, green ribbon sofa that sat against the wall next to Mama’s bed.

      His small size surprised me. His tiny feet and hands were the size of my dolls.  I thought he would arrive like a toddler.

      They named him Clay Riggs after Mama’s favorite uncle, Clay. I must not have heard that part because for a long time, most of my life, I believed he was named after the cliff of grey clay that looked over our river.

      As much as Julian and I fought, we united in our affection for baby Clay. We changed his diapers and held bottles for him when Mama was too weak to nurse him. We were proud of our parenting skills. And for a while anyway, while mama was sick, he was ours.

      We could not kiss Mama because of her illness, but when she was strong enough, she nursed. I loved to watch the hungry way Clay suckled our mother’s breast and the way the milk collected on his cheek and mouth when he nuzzled her. Because of the holy cards the nuns at my school passed out for good behavior, I developed a mental picture of Mary nursing Baby Jesus, just the way Mama nursed baby Clay.

      
      When I knew Mama was better, sat on the floor Indian style while she put on her make-up to go out into the world beyond our house. She had crooked teeth and didn’t like to show them when she smiled, so there was a certain naturalness that was lacking in public. But in private, at least to me, she was the most beautiful woman in the world.

      Not wanting to get lipstick on her teeth, Mama would use her finger to spread color onto her lips before rubbing them together and smiling into the mirror. Next she would spit on her mascara brush before dipping it into its  container and then gently brushing the dark color onto her lashes.

      Her eyes were grey like the cliff that hung over our river, and the contrast of the mascara gave them light. As she dusted her face with powder and gently applied her rouge, she would look down at me and caution, “It will be years before you are ready for make-up, but remember, just a little is better than too much. Too much and you cover up your natural beauty.”

      
      When we had visitors, Mama stepped into the bedroom when the time came to nurse our baby. I didn’t understand. Why couldn’t she nurse Clay in front of other people? They were friends, mostly other women. But she made one of her indisputable statements:

      “Only colored women nurse babies in public.”

      The indisputable statements made Mama’s face look hard and strained, but her expression was always beautiful while she looked down at our new baby.

      
      It might seem strange, living on a river and all, but I suffered terribly from boredom.

      Every afternoon after Clay was born, either Ruby or Betty waited for Julian and me when we got off the school bus. Mama had to sleep, and we had to be quiet and not wake her. If Clay was awake, we would play with him or put him in his bassinet near us.

      
      Years later, when Clay was in his sixties, he almost died in a hospital in Boise, Idaho. I remember arriving during the day at noon and that when Julian arrived, he told the doctors and nurses how we took care of our little brother from birth.

      “He’s still our baby brother!” Julian had said.

      It took three long weeks for Clay to fully recovery but none of us could leave Clay’s bedside unless the other was there to stand watch.

      
      Our maid, Betty’s husband, Frank, was a minister in one of the churches in an area called Colored Town.

      He was a large man with skin the amber color of our river. Frank moved slowly as he tended shrubbery and flowerbeds, raked pine needles, and gathered fallen branches. He was Mama’s helper in the making of her garden.

      I liked him because he didn’t talk about sin. When he was around, I followed along listening to his soft, rich voice as he made his rounds in our yard. He taught me about a sweet Jesus and making do with what was at hand, which were the things I really needed to know.

      
      Betty cleaned the house for us. Since we lived on a river, sand was a constant problem. Her skin was the color of Mama’s morning coffee. Betty was thin and her movements were quick as she went from mopping to dusting, and from chore to chore.

      For a year or more, Betty ruled the house. She was stricter than Ruby about doing homework and our being quiet. But she was able and willing to help me with my homework and would read aloud to me. Even though I was an excellent reader, I loved the sound of her rich voice.

      Unlike Ruby, Betty didn’t approve of tobacco. She didn’t drink, cuss, or tell tales about the other white people she worked for. I know because Mama told me.

      Betty spoke well, dressed neatly and properly in a grey uniform with white trim that was always clean, starched and ironed. She wore sturdy, nun shoes that were tied and had a slight heel. Her sharp tongue belied her generous nature.

      “Miss Jere, uncross your legs. It doesn’t look nice, and you’ll get ugly veins when you grow old.”

      “Miss Jere, you go change out of that school uniform and don’t let me see the skirt hanging on the bedpost.”

      “Miss Jere, you watch out for your baby brother… now don’t go letting his head hang that way. You need to support his neck and head. That’s right. You’re going to make a good mama someday. You always love up on something. What fairy tale book do you want me to read from today?”

      “The Red Shoes please, if there’s time.”

      I loved orphan stories, and all the stories of children in trouble, because no matter what, the children always went to heaven. Of course, you had to be dying and I happened to be aware of the many ways for a child to die.

      The baby sister of a classmate died of pneumonia, and a classmate, a little boy who lived on a farm, stepped on a nail over summer vacation and died of lockjaw. I was sure that those children went straight to heaven.

      And while I was afraid of hell, the nuns made sure of that, I wasn’t afraid of dying during those years because I went to confession every week.

      I just did not want my mother to die. There was no back-up for Mama. I needed her and was terrified of living without her.

      Without knowing what it meant, I became hyper-vigilant about my mother’s health. I knew I needed to live to take care of her and make sure she didn’t die and leave my brothers and me orphans.

      
      As much as I needed Betty to put order into my life and read the rich stories of hope and magic to me, it was the midnight black figure of Ruby who filled my thoughts.

      Ruby with her strong stature and carriage, and the slimy black spittle that seemed to carry with it her many secrets hijacked my imagination.

      She lived in a shack in the woods. I never saw it, Mama did. Everybody in town said Ruby was crazy and wondered why my mama put up with her. Mama just said, “Ruby is the best ironing woman anywhere and
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