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Introduction


by Barbara Crosby





Dear Anthony,


Your Aunt Nikki is my best friend, Chris’s favorite aunt, Tommy’s mommy and Louvenia’s representative on earth. Maybe Louvenia is one of the best explanations for all of the apparent contradictions which ultimately always fit. Louvenia was one of the last strong Black Southern ladies who would bash you over the head with an umbrella if you didn’t give MLK proper respect. She was also Nikki’s grandmother.


If one believes that genes move toward perfection of characteristics then Nikki, with the added props of being born a Gemini seven, fell into an advanced stage of double realities, functioning consistently within two seemingly contradictory realms simultaneously. Like she begs a nonpaying company to take a best-selling work and refuses a company offering good advances. Or wears a threadbare sweater (“But my sister made it for me”) over an expensive velvet jumpsuit. Or develops a readership and following among a group of people who have been traditionally considered nonreaders, and then has her writings rejected by slick, sophisticated magazines because they can’t understand it. Could these be the regular conflicts of an Eastern nature living in a Western culture?


Being a Gemini only partially explains the difficulties inherent in the existence of this small, quick, harsh, gentle girl-woman. Another part is genius. Are geniuses known from birth or must they grow with their secret and maybe never even realize it themselves? The weird housewife or that scatterbrain sales clerk just might be nonfunctioning because of a million million thoughts which fall into emptiness. One must have a way of communicating, a way of organizing and sharing, for genius can be very lonely. Luckily Nikki realizes it, maybe through the results of white folks’ tests or maybe because Louvenia told her, or maybe she just knew. At any rate she was left with the simpler task of figuring out how to use it.


When she was little she read Ayn Rand, cheap novels, books about the formation of clouds and fairy tales. She listened to Yolande and Gus, Flora and Theresa at the table and watched Gary’s adventures into the big real world. She saw every B movie she could squeeze from her Sunday money after bus fare from the Valley to Cincinnati. Then she would secrete herself and write stories—only to hide them. One of a genius’ earliest lessons is that her consciousness is considered bizarre by others so she hides away for fear of being misunderstood, and for fear.


As if she didn’t have enough trouble already, poor Aunt Nikki was also blessed with a spiritual/emotional nature reaching back to her African roots. Dogs love her though she says that she is afraid of them. Cats have such a hold on her that she feels in direct conflict with them: she says they sit and stare and dare her to work. Her strongest affinity is to turtles, with which she has fantastic luck. They live for years unless she takes them out for air and loses them in the tall grass. Her idea of winter fun is a trip to the zoo with Chris, though I have never understood and neither did Louvenia why she hates parades.


She has a special ability and need to function with old ladies, and many of her girlfriends—from stars through social workers of various sizes—are over fifty. But her magic trick is communication with adolescents. I’ve sat in on her college classes and not understood a word she has said while all her students seemed to understand perfectly. Maybe I was listening with the wrong part. Maybe she was just communicating love to the Black soul and I was using Western-trained ears.


To me Nikki has been a friend. But the relationship has required energy and movement. Some great cracker once said that the greatest sin was being a bore. Nikki’s personal growth has required that all around her grow. As she moves she pulls us all with her to new positions of intellectual and spiritual understanding. She is rejecting of weakness, which saps the strong. Ellis says that there are a few centripetal forces who draw others to them, artist-suns who form creative universes with the others as planets. Nikki is one of these.


Nikki is at this point in time a superstar in a remote area, a Black female poet with a television following that includes both the New York fly set and the Knoxville church ladies. She is pretty and eccentric—some would call her wild; this depends on your point of identification. She curses with a style and sense of the genteel, a freedom and control in an admirable balance that is impossible to imitate. Those who are attracted by her glamour and try to copy it find that the shoes pinch awfully. I would warrant there is only one human being who takes Nikki for granted: her son, Thomas, who came to give love and break up chairs, who came to say, “You are not alone.”


So now, with the category of Black motherhood to add to her definition, she is sailing through adulthood like a flying fish jumping to bait or an egret heading for the elephants, touching all elements—land, water and air. The fire is within. The fire from which the phoenix emerges.


At this writing she is still growing, and I wouldn’t presume to understand her. All I know is that she is the most cowardly, bravest, least understanding, most sensitive, slowest to anger, most quixotic, lyingest, most honest woman I know. To love her is to love contradictions and conflict. To know her is never to understand but to be sure that all is life.


And when I asked Nikki what Gemini was all about she said proudly and definitely, “A fictionalized autobiographical account of my first twenty-five years.” I asked her, “What does that mean?” And she looked up from her desk with the kind of impatience she has with me to say, “Barbara, how would I know?”










1


400 Mulvaney Street






I was going to Knoxville, Tennessee, to speak. I was going other places first but mostly to me I was going home. And I, running late as usual, hurried to the airport just in time.


The runway is like an aircraft carrier—sticking out in the bay—and you always get the feeling of drunken fly-boys in green airplane hats chomping wads and wads of gum going “Whooooopie!” as they bring the 747 in from Hackensack to La Guardia. It had been snowing for two days in New York and the runway was frozen. They never say to you that the runway is frozen and therefore dangerous to take off from, and in fact you’d never notice it because all the New York airports have tremendous backups—even on clear days. So sitting there waiting was not unusual but I did notice this tendency to slide to the side with every strong wind, and I peeked out my window and noticed we were in the tracks of the previous jet and I thought: death has to eat too. And I went to sleep.


The whole thing about going to Knoxville appealed to my vanity. I had gotten a call from Harvey Glover about coming down and had said yes and had thought no more of it. Mostly, as you probably notice, artists very rarely have the chance to go back home and say, “I think I’ve done you proud.” People are so insecure and in some cases jealous and in some cases think so little of themselves in general that they seldom think you’d be really honored to speak in your home town or at your old high school. And other people are sometimes so contemptuous of home that they in fact don’t want to come back. This has set up a negative equation between the artist and home.


I was excited about going to Knoxville but I didn’t want to get my hopes up. What if it fell through? What if they didn’t like me? Oh, my God! What if nobody came to hear me? Maybe we’d better forget about it. And I did. I flew on out to Cleveland to make enough money to be able to go to Knoxville. And Cleveland was beautiful. A girl named Pat and her policeman friend couldn’t have been any nicer. And he was an intelligent cop. I got the feeling I was going to have a good weekend. Then my mother met me at the Cincinnati airport, where I had to change over, and had coffee with me and had liked my last television appearance. Then they called my flight, and on to Knoxville.


 



When we were growing up Knoxville didn’t have television, let alone an airport. It finally got TV but the airport is in Alcoa. And is now called Tyson Field. Right? Small towns are funny. Knoxville even has a zip code and seven-digit phone numbers. All of which seems strange to me since I mostly remember Mrs. Flora Ford’s white cake with white icing and Miss Delaney’s blue furs and Armetine Picket’s being the sharpest woman in town—she attended our church—and Miss Brooks wearing tight sweaters and Carter-Roberts Drug Store sending out Modern Jazz Quartet sounds of “Fontessa” and my introduction to Nina Simone by David Cherry, dropping a nickel in the jukebox and “Porgy” coming out. I mostly remember Vine Street, which I was not allowed to walk to get to school, though Grandmother didn’t want me to take Paine Street either because Jay Manning lived on it and he was home from the army and very beautiful with his Black face and two dimples. Not that I was going to do anything, because I didn’t do anything enough even to think in terms of not doing anything, but according to small-town logic “It looks bad.”


The Gem Theatre was on the corner of Vine and a street that runs parallel to the creek, and for 10 cents you could sit all day and see a double feature, five cartoons and two serials plus previews for the next two weeks. And I remember Frankie Lennon would come in with her gang and sit behind me and I wanted to say, “Hi. Can I sit with you?” but thought they were too snooty, and they, I found out later, thought I was too Northern and stuck-up. All of that is gone now. Something called progress killed my grandmother.


Mulvaney Street looked like a camel’s back with both humps bulging—up and down—and we lived in the down part. At the top of the left hill a lady made ice balls and would mix the flavors for you for just a nickel. Across the street from her was the Negro center, where the guys played indoor basketball and the little kids went for stories and nap time. Down in the valley part were the tennis courts, the creek, the bulk of the park and the beginning of the right hill. To enter or leave the street you went either up or down. I used to think of it as a fort, especially when it snowed, and the enemy would always try to sneak through the underbrush nurtured by the creek and through the park trees, but we always spotted strangers and dealt. As you came down the left hill the houses were up on its side; then people got regular flat front yards; then the right hill started and ran all the way into Vine and Mulvaney was gone and the big apartment building didn’t have a yard at all.


Grandmother and Grandpapa had lived at 400 since they’d left Georgia. And Mommy had been a baby there and Anto and Aunt Agnes were born there. And dated there and sat on the swing on the front porch and fussed there, and our good and our bad were recorded there. That little frame house duplicated twice more which overlooked the soft-voiced people passing by with “Evening, ’Fessor Watson, Miz Watson,” and the grass wouldn’t grow between our house and Edith and Clarence White’s house. It was said that he had something to do with numbers. When the man tried to get between the two houses and the cinder crunched a warning to us, both houses lit up and the man was caught between Mr. White’s shotgun and Grandfather’s revolver, trying to explain he was lost. Grandpapa would never pull a gun unless he intended to shoot and would only shoot to kill. I think when he reached Knoxville he was just tired of running. I brought his gun to New York with me after he died but the forces that be don’t want anyone to keep her history, even if it’s just a clogged twenty-two that no one in her right mind would even load.


Mr. and Mrs. Ector’s rounded the trio of houses off. He always wore a stocking cap till he got tied back and would emerge very dapper. He was in love with the various automobiles he owned and had been seen by Grandmother and me on more than one occasion sweeping the snow from in front of his garage before he would back the car into the street. All summer he parked his car at the bottom of the hill and polished it twice a day and delighted in it. Grandmother would call across the porches to him, “Ector, you a fool ’bout that car, ain’t cha?” And he would smile back. “Yes, ma’am.” We were always polite with the Ectors because they had neither children nor grandchildren so there were no grounds for familiarity. I never knew Nellie Ector very well at all. It was rumored that she was a divorcée who had latched on to him, and to me she became all the tragic heroines I had read about, like Forever Amber or the All This and Heaven Too chick, and I was awed but kept my distance. He was laughs, though. I don’t know when it happened to the Ectors but Mr. White was the first to die. I considered myself a hot-shot canasta player and I would play three-hand with Grandmother and Mrs. White and beat them. But I would drag the game on and on because it seemed so lonely next door when I could look through my bedroom window and see Mrs. White dressing for bed and not having to pull the shade anymore.


You always think the ones you love will always be there to love you. I went on to my grandfather’s alma mater and got kicked out and would have disgraced the family but I had enough style for it not to be considered disgraceful. I could not/did not adjust to the Fisk social life and it could not/did not adjust to my intellect, so Thanksgiving I rushed home to Grandmother’s without the bitchy dean of women’s permission and that dean put me on social probation. Which would have worked but I was very much in love and not about to consider her punishment as anything real I should deal with. And the funny thing about that Thanksgiving was that I knew everything would go down just as it did. But I still wouldn’t have changed it because Grandmother and Grandpapa would have had dinner alone and I would have had dinner alone and the next Thanksgiving we wouldn’t even have him and Grandmother and I would both be alone by ourselves, and the only change would have been that Fisk considered me an ideal student, which means little on a life scale. My grandparents were surprised to see me in my brown slacks and beige sweater nervously chain-smoking and being so glad to touch base again. And she, who knew everything, never once asked me about school. And he was old so I lied to him. And I went to Mount Zion Baptist with them that Sunday and saw he was going to die. He just had to. And I didn’t want that. Because I didn’t know what to do about Louvenia, who had never been alone in her life.


I left Sunday night and saw the dean Monday morning. She asked where I had been. I said home. She asked if I had permission. I said I didn’t need her permission to go home. She said, “Miss Giovanni,” in a way I’ve been hearing all my life, in a way I’ve heard so long I know I’m on the right track when I hear it, and shook her head. I was “released from the school” February 1 because my “attitudes did not fit those of a Fisk woman.” Grandpapa died in April and I was glad it was warm because he hated the cold so badly. Mommy and I drove to Knoxville to the funeral with Chris—Gary’s, my sister’s, son—and I was brave and didn’t cry and made decisions. And finally the time came and Anto left and Aunt Agnes left. And Mommy and Chris and I stayed on till finally Mommy had to go back to work. And Grandmother never once asked me about Fisk. We got up early Saturday morning and Grandmother made fried chicken for us. Nobody said we were leaving but we were. And we all walked down the hill to the car. And kissed. And I looked at her standing there so bravely trying not to think what I was trying not to feel. And I got in on the driver’s side and looked at her standing there with her plaid apron and her hair in a bun, her feet hanging loosely out of her mules, sixty-three years old, waving good-bye to us, and for the first time having to go into 400 Mulvaney without John Brown Watson. I felt like an impotent dog. If I couldn’t protect this magnificent woman, my grandmother, from loneliness, what could I ever do? I have always hated death. It is unacceptable to kill the young and distasteful to watch the old expire. And those in between our link commit the little murders all the time. There must be a better way. So Knoxville decided to become a model city and a new mall was built to replace the old marketplace and they were talking about convention centers and expressways. And Mulvaney Street was a part of it all. This progress.




And I looked out from a drugged sleep and saw the Smoky Mountains looming ahead. The Smokies are so called because the clouds hang low. We used to camp in them. And the bears would come into camp but if you didn’t feed them they would go away. It’s still a fact. And we prepared for the landing and I closed my eyes as I always do because landings and takeoffs are the most vulnerable times for a plane, and if I’m going to die I don’t have to watch it coming. It is very hard to give up your body completely. But the older I get the more dependent I am on other people for my safety, so I closed my eyes and placed myself in harmony with the plane.


Tyson Field turned out to be Alcoa. Progress again. And the Alcoa Highway had been widened because the new governor was a football fan and had gotten stuck on the old highway while trying to make a University of Tennessee football game and had missed the kickoff. The next day they began widening the road. We were going to the University of Tennessee for the first speaking of the day. I would have preferred Knoxville College, which had graduated three Watsons and two Watson progeny. It was too funny being at U.T. speaking of Blackness because I remember when Joe Mack and I integrated the theater here to see L’il Abner. And here an Afro Liberation Society was set up. Suddenly my body remembered we hadn’t eaten in a couple of days and Harvey got me a quart of milk and the speaking went on. Then we left U.T. and headed for Black Knoxville.




Gay Street is to Knoxville what Fifth Avenue is to New York. Something special, yes? And it looked the same. But Vine Street, where I would sneak to the drugstore to buy Screen Stories and watch the men drink wine and play pool—all gone. A wide, clean military-looking highway has taken its place. Austin Homes is cordoned off. It looked like a big prison. The Gem Theatre is now some sort of nightclub and Mulvaney Street is gone. Completely wiped out. Assassinated along with the old people who made it live. I looked over and saw that the lady who used to cry “HOT FISH! GOOD HOT FISH!” no longer had a Cal Johnson Park to come to and set up her stove in. Grandmother would not say, “Edith White! I think I’ll send Gary for a sandwich. You want one?” Mrs. Abrum and her reverend husband from rural Tennessee wouldn’t bring us any more goose eggs from across the street. And Leroy wouldn’t chase his mother’s boyfriend on Saturday night down the back alley anymore. All gone, not even to a major highway but to a cutoff of a cutoff. All the old people who died from lack of adjustment died for a cutoff of a cutoff.


And I remember our finding Grandmother the house on Linden Avenue and constantly reminding her it was every bit as good as if not better than the little ole house. A bigger back yard and no steps to climb. But I knew what Grandmother knew, what we all knew. There was no familiar smell in that house. No coal ashes from the fireplaces. Nowhere that you could touch and say, “Yolande threw her doll against this wall,” or “Agnes fell down these steps.” No smell or taste of biscuits Grandpapa had eaten with the Alaga syrup he loved so much. No Sunday chicken. No sound of “Lord, you children don’t care a thing ’bout me after all I done for you,” because Grandmother always had the need to feel mistreated. No spot in the back hall weighted down with lodge books and no corner where the old record player sat playing Billy Eckstine crooning, “What’s My Name?” till Grandmother said, “Lord! Any fool know his name!” No breeze on dreamy nights when Mommy would listen over and over again to “I Don’t See Me in Your Eyes Anymore.” No pain in my knuckles where Grandmother had rapped them because she was determined I would play the piano, and when that absolutely failed, no effort on Linden for us to learn the flowers. No echo of me being the only person in the history of the family to curse Grandmother out and no Grandpapa saying, “Oh, my,” which was serious from him, “we can’t have this.” Linden Avenue was pretty but it had no life.


And I took Grandmother one summer to Lookout Mountain in Chattanooga and she would say I was the only grandchild who would take her riding. And that was the summer I noticed her left leg was shriveling. And she said I didn’t have to hold her hand and I said I liked to. And I made ice cream the way Grandpapa used to do almost every Sunday. And I churned butter in the hand churner. And I knew and she knew that there was nothing I could do. “I just want to see you graduate,” she said, and I didn’t know she meant it. I graduated February 4. She died March 8.


And I went to Knoxville looking for Frankie and the Gem and Carter-Roberts or something and they were all gone. And 400 Mulvaney Street, like a majestic king dethroned, put naked in the streets to beg, stood there just a mere skeleton of itself. The cellar that had been so mysterious was now exposed. The fireplaces stood. And I saw the kitchen light hanging and the peach butter put up on the back porch and I wondered why they were still there. She was dead. And I heard the daily soap operas from the radio we had given her one birthday and saw the string beans cooking in the deep well and thought how odd, since there was no stove, and I wanted to ask how Babbi was doing since I hadn’t heard or seen “Brighter Day” in so long but no one would show himself. The roses in the front yard were blooming and it seemed a disgrace. Probably the tomatoes came up that year. She always had fantastic luck with tomatoes. But I was just too tired to walk up the front steps to see. Edith White had died. Mr. Ector had died, I heard. Grandmother had died. The park was not yet gone but the trees looked naked and scared. The wind sang to them but they wouldn’t smile. The playground where I had swung. The courts where I played my first game of tennis. The creek where our balls were lost. “HOT FISH! GOOD HOT FISH!” The hill where the car speeding down almost hit me. Walking barefoot up the hill to the center to hear stories and my feet burning. All gone. Because progress is so necessary. General Electric says, “Our most important product.” And I thought Ronald Reagan was cute.


I was sick throughout the funeral. I left Cincinnati driving Mommy, Gary and Chris to Knoxville. From the moment my father had called my apartment I had been sick because I knew before they told me that she was dead. And she had promised to visit me on the tenth. Chris and I were going to drive down to get her since she didn’t feel she could fly. And here it was the eighth. I had a letter from her at my house when I got back reaffirming our plans for her visit. I had a cold. And I ran the heat the entire trip despite the sun coming directly down on us. I couldn’t get warm. And we stopped in Kentucky for country ham and I remembered how she used to hoard it from us and I couldn’t eat. And I drove on. Gary was supposed to relieve me but she was crying too much. And the car was too hot and it was all so unnecessary. She died because she didn’t know where she was and didn’t like it. And there was no one there to give a touch or smell or feel and I think I should have been there. And at her funeral they said, “It is well,” and I knew she knew it was. And it was so peaceful in Mount Zion Baptist Church that afternoon. And I hope when I die that it can be said of me all is well with my soul.




So they took me up what would have been Vine Street past what would have been Mulvaney and I thought there may be a reason we lack a collective historical memory. And I was taken out to the beautiful homes on Brooks Road where we considered the folks “so swell, don’t cha know.” And I was exhausted but feeling quite high from being once again in a place where no matter what I belong. And Knoxville belongs to me. I was born there in Old Knoxville General and I am buried there with Louvenia. And as the time neared for me to speak I had no idea where I would start. I was nervous and afraid because I just wanted to quote Gwen Brooks and say, “This is the urgency—Live!” And they gave me a standing ovation and I wanted to say, “Thank you,” but that was hardly sufficient. Mommy’s old bridge club, Les Pas Si Bêtes, gave me beads, and that’s the kind of thing that happens in small towns where people aren’t afraid to be warm. And I looked out and saw Miss Delaney in her blue furs. And was reminded life continues. And I saw the young brothers and sisters who never even knew me or my family and I saw my grandmother’s friends who shouldn’t even have been out that late at night. And they had come to say Welcome Home. And I thought Tommy, my son, must know about this. He must know we come from somewhere. That we belong.
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For a Four-Year-Old






For a four-year-old I was a terror. Mostly this was because my big sister, Gary, would wolf all the time, then come running in from school, throw her books down and scream at my mother, “JUST LET ME GO GET THEM—JUST LET ME AT THEM!” And Mommy, digging the whole scene, would say, “Gary, have a glass of milk and some graham crackers and let’s talk about your day.” And Gary would say, “But Peggy’s waiting outside. I gotta go fight.” And I, sitting on the top porch waiting for Gary to come home, would already have adequately handled the situation. Since it was a thrice-weekly occurrence at least, I kept a large supply of large rocks on the top porch. And as Gary crossed the front porch I had started pelting Peggy and her gang with my pieces. So by the time Gary put her books down and called out how she had to fight, I had them on the run. For a four-year-old I was beautiful. Peggy and her gang would always run out of my reach and call up, “YOU TELL GARY WE’LL GET HER! YOU AIN’T ALWAYS HOME!” Then they’d leave.


By the time Gary had changed clothes and had her first glass of milk it was all over. Mommy innocently asked where I had been, telling me, “Gary’s home.” And I said, “Yeah, Peggy chased her again. But I took care of it.” “Kim, you’ve got to quit fighting so much. You’ll be five soon and in school yourself. And you’ve got to control yourself.”


“I’m glad Kim got that ole Miss Yella,” Gary piped up from her plate. “She’s always picking on somebody.” “Somebody’s always wolfing,” Mommy said. “And who are you to call anybody yellow?” “Well, at least my hair don’t hang all the way down to the ground.” “Doesn’t. Doesn’t hang. And Kim, you’ll have to quit storing those rocks on the porch. Gary can fight her own battles.” “Yes, Mommy.”


The summer passed rather happily with Peggy and sometimes Skippy chasing Gary from piano lessons. I always thought Gary was tops. She is very smooth, with the older sister style that says I-can-do-anything, you know? And I thought she could. “Kim,” she said, taking me aside in the back yard, “you know why I don’t fight? It’s not that I’m scared or something—but I’m a musician. What if my hands were maimed? What if I were injured or something? Then Dr. Matthews couldn’t give me lessons anymore. Then Mrs. Clarke couldn’t give me rehearsals anymore. Why, their families would starve. Walter and Charles couldn’t wear clothes. The studio would close down. And the world would be deprived of a great talent playing ‘Claire de Lune.’ You understand, don’t you?” And I did. I swear I did. All I wanted from this world was to protect and nourish this great talent, who was not my cousin or best friend or next-door neighbor but my very own sister.


I had turned five at the end of the school year and would be going to school myself in the fall. I had a mission in life. No one must touch Gary. “Kim,” Mommy said, “you know Gary says a lot of things that are true but not as true as she makes them sound.” And I thought no one, not even our mother, appreciated the mission Gary and I had. She must be free to work. Really! If I hadn’t been prepared to deal I don’t think Gary would have survived—with her frivolous music and fancy ideas. That’s the stuff extinction is made of. In my own little anti-intellectual way I understood a profundity. It is un-American, if not dangerous, not to fight. I felt I stood alone.


We lived in Wyoming, Ohio, which is a suburb of Cincinnati, which some say is a suburb of Lexington, Kentucky. But we liked it. The sidewalks run broad and clear; the grass and mud intertwine just enough to let you be a muddy little lady; and there were those magnificent little violets that some called weeds and that I would pick for Mommy to put in her window vase.


Most of the summer was spent running and swinging and making believe. I did learn the hard way not to make-believe and swing at the same time. I was going way up high. People were standing at the bottom marveling at me. “She doesn’t spell or read as well as Gary,” they said, “but clearly she’s an Olympic contender at swinging.” They were amazed. Then I fell out of the swing. I wasn’t so hurt as I was hurt. Swinging was my strong point. It’s really a cruel life when your strong point falls through. But I had a backup. Gary had taught me how to read and write a little and I could count to ten in French, Okinawan and Pig Latin. I knew no matter what, I was going to knock kindergarten out. When fall finally came I was overprepared. I had even practiced nap time.


I woke up that morning bright and early to a solid cold cereal breakfast. You see, I had early recognized the importance of getting away from the hot-cereal-Father-John’s-Tonic syndrome. The older you are the less they—i.e., parents—care what you eat until you get married or something. Then they—i.e., lovers—start the whole parent syndrome all over again. So I had told Mommy in no uncertain terms—cold cereal, no toast, no Father John’s and plenty of coffee. She at least let me have the corn flakes.


She also insisted on taking me to school. Surely that was an insidious move on her part. I had planned to walk with Gary and let everybody know that just because I was going to school I wasn’t going to be no lady or nothing like that. What I had done to Peggy last year I could do again.


You see, the winter before, Mommy had let me go meet Gary from school. That had been right after Christmas. Gary had taken the sled to school because we had finally gotten snow in January. I was going to meet her and ride home. Mommy had bundled me in my brown snowsuit and airplane hat pulled over my ears and mittens (though I had been insisting on gloves for some time) and a big scarf. Mommy took her job of mommying quite seriously and never wanted me to catch cold or something. I practically rolled down the stair and, gaining momentum, bounced along Burns Street, making the turn at Pendry past Mrs. Spears’s house, just barely turning Oak and managing by the grace of God to stop in front of Oak Avenue school. Gary alighted from the side door with the sled and Peggy on her heels. We put her books on the beautiful beige sled with the magnificent red streak and started home, Peggy and the three goony girls a respectful distance behind.


“What will we do if they bother us?” Gary asked. “I’ll beat her up.” “Well, it’s different when we’re home but we’ve got the sled to look out for.” “Don’t worry, Gary, I’ll beat her up.” “Well, she better not hurt you or I’ll deal with her myself.” “Oh, no, Gary. Don’t you get in it. I can beat Peggy all by myself.” Even then I couldn’t bear the thought of someone’s laying uncaring, irreverent hands on her. “I can handle it.” We turned the corner.


Pendry is one of those little suburb streets that they always show when they want to convince you Negroes want to live next door. The sidewalks are embraced by cut grass in the summer and a clean blanket of snow in the winter. All the houses have front yards and white steps leading to them. Mostly they are brick houses, except the Spearses had a white frame one. As we turned onto Pendry the gang moved up on us since no one from the school could see. “Look at the stuck-up boobsie twins,” they started. “Mama had to send the baby to look out for the coward.”


“Don’t say anything,” I advised. “You always say something to make them mad. Maybe they’ll just leave us alone.” We made it past the house where we never saw the people and started by Dr. Richardson’s. “They walk alike, talk alike and roll on their bellies like a reptile,” they chanted. There had been a circus that year and everybody had gotten into the barker thing. “Just look at them, folks. One can’t do without the other.” And they burst out laughing. “Hey, old stuck-up. What you gonna do when your sister’s tired of fighting for you?” “I’ll beat you up myself. That’s what.” Damn, damn, damn. Now we would have to fight. “You and what army, ’ho’?” ’Ho’ was always a favorite. “Me and yo’ mama’s army,” Gary answered with precision and dignity. “You talking ’bout my mama?” “I would but the whole town is so I can’t add nothing.” They sidled up alongside us at the Spears’s. “You take it back, Gary.” Deadly quiet. “Yo’ mama’s so ugly she went to the zoo and the gorilla paid to see her.” “You take that back!” “Yo’ mama’s such a ’ho’ she went to visit a farm and they dug a whole field before they knew it was her.”


Peggy swung and I stepped in. Peggy had long brown hair that she could easily have sat on if she wasn’t always careful to fling it out of the way. She said it was her Indian ancestry. She swung her whole body to hit Gary as her goony girls formed a circle to watch. And as she swung I grabbed her hair, and began to wrap it around my hand, then my arm. I had a good, solid grip. Gary stepped back to watch the action. Mrs. Spears went to call Mommy. The next clear thing I remember is Mommy saying from a long, long way away, “Let her go, Kim,” and Peggy being under me and me wondering why it was so cold. I, at four, had defeated Peggy Johnson. And she was bad. As Mommy fussed me home that was all I could think about. I had won. Now that that was established the rest would be simple.


So Mommy walked me to school telling me how nice the kids were and how I would enjoy it and I was thinking whether Peggy would remember last year and how I could make sure she knew the same would hold true. She must not, no one must touch my sister. “You must realize Gary is in the fifth grade and can fight for herself. You’ll have enough to do just taking care of yourself. Your sister isn’t a dummy. She skipped, didn’t she? And she’s not a weakling. She beats you up when you have arguments and I don’t want any repetition of what happened last year. OK?” “Yes, Mommy.” “I’m counting on you, Kim. It’s very important you give the children a chance. You can’t always run around with Gary and her friends. Make some of your own. If you give them a chance they’ll just love you as much as your father and I do. OK?” “Yes, Mommy.”


“Mrs. Hicks is a wonderful woman.” “I remember Aunt Willa, Mommy. I like her and Elizabeth Ann.” Sometimes I played with Elizabeth Ann even though she was younger than I. Aunt Willa was super. She played Pekeno at our house and sometimes they let me deal since I was always up and meddling. Aunt Willa would always pay you when you gave her a good hand. Some of Mommy’s friends would just say, “Good dealing,” and some would say, “Kim, why aren’t you in bed?” But Aunt Willa was all right. She was always straight. You could really go to kindergarten with a lady like that. “And remember everybody in class doesn’t know her like you do. So what are we going to call her?” “Mrs. Hicks,” I pronounced very distinctly, “just like you said I should.” “That’s my big girl.” Mommy squeezed my hand and looked relieved. Adults are certainly strange. They always do things they don’t want people to remember but they never remember not to let you see them doing it. I mean, if they cared in the first place, it would have gone down differently. But what the hell—I would call Aunt Willa Mrs. Hicks and be good because I dug the whole game. Even then. From a low vantage point.


I was bouncing up the stairs prepared to knock them dead when Mommy opened the door and I looked at all those little faces. I broke down. I didn’t know these people. They didn’t look like they were seeing a woman with a mission. My God!! They might not even care. I started crying. Mommy, in the usual vanity that mothers possess, thought I didn’t want to leave her but that wasn’t it at all. I was entering a world where few knew and even fewer would ever understand my mission. Life is a motherfucker. Mommy—four eleven, ninety pounds after Christmas dinner—walked out of that kindergarten room a little taller, a bit prouder…her baby girl really cared. The kids, in their usual indifferent way, stated, “Kim is a cry-baby.” I wanted to shout at them all—“You dumbbumbs”—but I restrained myself by burying my head in Aunt Willa’s lap and softly pleading, “What shall I do?” Aunt Willa hit upon the saving idea: Go get Gary.


In She strode—like Cleopatra on her barge down the Nile, like Nefertiti on her way to sit for the statue, like Harriet Tubman before her train or Mary Bethune with Elenora; my big sister came to handle the situation. You could feel the room respond to her presence. It could have been San Francisco at the earthquake, Chicago as Mrs. O’Leary walked to her cow, Rome as Nero struck up his fiddle, Harlem when Malcolm mounted the podium; Gary came to handle the situation. Looking neither right nor left she glided from the door, her eyes searching for the little figure buried in Aunt Willa’s skirt. “Kim”—her voice containing all the power of Cicero at the seashore, Elijah at the annual meeting—“Kim, don’t cry.” And it was over. Tears falling literally pulled themselves back into my eyes. In a gulp, with a wipe of the hand, it was over. “I’ll walk you home for lunch. Come on, now, and play with the other kids. There’s Donny, Robert’s brother, and Pearl. They want to play with you.” The pain, the absolute pain of wanting to be eight years old and in the fifth grade and sophisticated and in control. I could have burst! “I’m sorry.” “Don’t worry about it. Mommy just wouldn’t want you to cry.” She turned her full gaze on me. “I’ve got to go back to class now.” She paused. Of course I understood. Oh, yes. I understood. “See you at lunch,” she whispered. And as majestically as she had come—red turtleneck sweater, white short socks and yes, sneakers (I still had to wear high-top shoes)—she vanished through the door. And I had been chosen to nourish this great woman, to protect her and perhaps, should I prove worthy, guide her.


 


For some reason, probably a blood thing, I was always good with my hands…and feet…and teeth…and I had a very good eye. If this wasn’t the age of Black Power I would possibly attribute that to my Indian blood, but now I’m sure it goes straight to my Watusi grandfather and Amazon great-grandaunt. Skippy, an old enemy who I later learned planned to marry Gary, was pulling her hair and marking her knees up with his ballpoint. Gary would tell me of these things laughingly and I would exclaim, “It’s so wrong of him to abuse you,” not to mention, in such a white way, “I will take care of it.” She assured me, “It’s all right, Kim. He’s just teasing.” But mine was not a world of frivolity. He was disturbing the genius. He was, in fact, not just disrespectful, because that at least means you understand the position; was not in reality just insolent, because that just means you are jealous—he was common! I had no choice. I called him out.


I would imagine no boy likes to be called out by a kindergartner, especially on the playground…especially to a marble duel. Plus he recognized what I didn’t—he was in a trick. If he defeated me, he was supposed to. If he lost—my God! A nine-year-old boy losing? To me? My God! In deadly calm I drew the circle.


Now, our family was never what anyone could call well off. Mommy didn’t work, but that was because the money would have been spent in babysitting fees. Gus, our father, held down a couple of jobs, which meant we rarely saw him. Grandmother had never actually worked either, but we’re from a small town and Grandpapa was a schoolteacher—of Latin actually—which says a lot about our pretensions. But despite hard times, depressions, lack of real estate, we had passed, from generation to generation since we had first been brought to these shores, a particular semiprecious jewel that was once oblong in shape. It was originally brown with a green tint. In order to conceal it successfully through several hundred years of slavery we had worn it in odd places. It had been rounded off through the sweat and kisses of generations of Giovanni-Watson ancestors. We consulted it for every important and quite a few unimportant events and decisions.


When I decided to challenge Skippy I snuck the jewel from my mother’s hiding place. As I drew the circle and stood back I was all confidence. There was no chance for the poor fellow. “You go first,” I generously offered with the assurance of Willy McCovey at third base nodding to the pitcher to play ball. A sure winner. “No, you go first.” Quietly, with a Huey Newton kind of rage. “You can go on.” Smiling, prancing like Assault at the Derby. “You go on, Kim. You should get at least one chance.” “One chance!” I knelt and spotted. There was no stopping me. I shot marbles from between my legs and over my back. I put a terrible double spin on my shot that knocked his cat’s-eye out and came back for his steelie. I was baaaaad. I shot from under my arm and once while yawning. Good God! There was no way to defeat me! I rose from the earth brushing off the little specks that clung to my dress, tip chest two miles out. “And if you mess with my sister again I’ll deal with you on a physical level.” I was ready for anything. He squared off. “You keep it up, Kim, and somebody’s gonna really get you.” I half stepped back. “You, Mighty Mouse? You?” Sure, all the kids knew I could handle myself but teachers never know anything. I had him in a double bind. All the grown-ups ever saw was big brown eyes, three pigtails and high-top white shoes. He would really catch it if they saw him fighting—me especially. My stock in trade was that I looked so innocent. So he backed down. I understand his problem now, but then—a chicken at the top of the pecking heap—I ruled the roost. And as I sauntered happily up Oak Avenue, turned on Pendry, passed the Spearses’ house and headed for Burns Avenue I was feeling très good. Plus Mommy gave me my very favorite cold lunch—liverwurst with mayonnaise dripping from the raisin bread. Too much! I was prepared to take a long nap. I was prepared to work the number problems Gus had left for me. I was ready for everything…but Gary’s reaction at 3:30.


“HOW COULD YOU DO THAT TO HIM?” “Who?” “HOW COULD YOU? MOMMY, KIM’SPICKINGON MYFRIENDS!” “Who, Gary?” My God! Her absolute displeasure. No “Hi.” No “How’d it go today?” No approving smile. “Who, Gary?” “MOMMY, SHE MADE SKIPPY LOOK LIKE A FOOL!” “Skippy?” “YOU SHOULD HAVE SEEN HER!” “But he was picking on you.” “I AM MORTIFIED!” “Mortified?”


My world was coming to an end. And all because of Skippy. I would handle this right away.


I ran out of the house like a pig runs when a Muslim comes, near rage. Absolute rage. “SKIPPYYY!” All the way down to his house. With just a brief stop for some sort of weapon. I don’t actually remember picking up that piece of cement but it was there—along with my trusty broomstick that Flappy had made for me. I flew down to the corner, though of course being careful to stay on my side of the street. “SKIPPYYY! COME OUT! I WANT TO FIGHT YOU!” And there he was. Buck teeth, pants hanging off, sneakers and all. “COME ON OUT.” He was ready. I could see he had been building his supply of rocks. He threw. But missed. I ducked and started running back and forth. “COME ON OVER.” “YOU KNOW I CAN’T CROSS THE STREET.” My father and Skippy’s father had made an agreement that I couldn’t cross the street since I fought and beat Skippy a lot. But he was in a rage. “TRY TO MAKE ME LOOK LIKE A FOOL, OLE SILLY GIRL. I’LL GET YOU.” “COME ON OVER.” I was a streak of energy. I was the fire after the A bomb fell. All heat and light. “COME ON OVER.” And he did. I wanted to devour him. To kill him slowly. To punish him beyond words able to describe the emotion. He looked both ways and was on my territory. Like the Black panther I leaped. And he feinted and landed a solid blow. I never felt it. I clawed at his face and pulled his shirt loose. “YoutoremyshirtI’llkillyou!” And he bit me. We fell onto the lawn and people were all around. We squared off and I heard Mommy say, “I hope he gets her.” It crushed my will. I had been prepared to draw blood. Gary was mad and Mommy was rooting for the opposition. He swung and landed flat on my nose. Blood spurted, as blood is wont to do. I didn’t cry or even really feel hurt. I just looked at him, then picked up my broomstick and set off for home. People started consoling Mommy but she was just saying, “I’m glad. Maybe Kim’ll learn she can’t fight Gary’s battles.” And I was crushed. I walked from Mrs. Williams’ house to mine without family, friends or loved ones. No one understood what I had tried to do. No one. I thought of Beautiful Joe and Mistress Margaret, Heidi and the King of the Golden River. And conceived of myself in that league. I think I smiled as I opened the door.
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On Being Asked What It’s Like to Be Black*






I’ve always known I was colored. When I was a Negro I knew I was colored; now that I’m Black I know which color it is. Any identity crisis I may have had never centered on race. I love those long, involved, big-worded essays on “How I Discovered My Blackness” in twenty-five words more or less which generally appear in some mass magazine—always somehow smelling like Coke or Kellogg’s corn flakes—the prize for the best essay being a brass knuckle up your head or behind, if you make any distinction between the two.


It’s great when you near your quarter-century mark and someone says, “I want an experience on how you came to grips with being colored.” The most logical answer is, “I came to grips with Blackdom when I grabbed my mama”—but I’m told on “Julia” that we don’t necessarily know our mothers are colored, and you can win a great big medal if you say it loud. If your parents are colored we have found—statistically—the chances are quite high that so are you. If your parents are mixed the chances are even higher that you’ll grow up to be a Nigger. And with the racial situation reaching the proportions that it has, the only people (consistent with history) able to discover anything at all are still honkies. Or if you haven’t gotten it together by the time you go to preschool, then you’re gonna be left out. Now, that’s only on the subconscious level.


My father was a real hip down-home big-time dude from Cincinnati who, through a screw-a-YWCA-lady or kiss-a-nun program, was picked up from the wilds of the West End (pronounced deprived area), where he was wreaking havoc on the girls, and sent to college, mostly I imagine because they recognized him as being so talented. Or if not necessarily talented, then able to communicate well with people. He was sent to Knoxville College in Tennessee. Nestled lovingly in the bosom of the Great Smoky Mountains in the land of Davy Crockett and other heroes of Western civilization is Knoxville, Tennessee. Knoxville, in those times, was noted for Thunder Road starring Robert Mitchum and/or Polly Bergen of Helen Morgan fame; but when my father boarded the train to carry him back to his spiritual roots (it was just like my great-grandfather to be the only damned slave in northeastern Tennessee) all he saw were crackers—friendly crackers, mean crackers, liberal crackers, conservative crackers, dumb crackers, smart crackers and just all kinds of crackers, some of whom, much to his surprise, were Black crackers. He hit the campus, “the Nigger the world awaited,” shiny head (because Afros were not in vogue), snappy dresser with the one suit he had and a big friendly smile to show them all that just because he was in the South he wasn’t going to do like a lot of people and cry all the time and embarrass the school. In walks the fox.


Swishing her behind, most likely carrying a tennis racket and flinging her hair (which at that time hung down to what was swishing) was the woman of the world, the prize of all times—Mommy. Mommy has an illustrious background. Her family, the Mighty Watsons, had moved to Knoxville because my grandmother was going to be lynched. Well, the family never actually said she was going to get lynched. They always stressed the fact that traveling late at night under a blanket in a buggy is fun, and even more fun if a decoy sitting in a buggy is sent off in another direction with Uncle Joe and Uncle Frank carrying guns. They told us the guns were to salute good-bye to Louvenia, my grandmother, and John Brown (“Book”) Watson, my grandfather.


If I haven’t digressed too much already I want to say something about Grandpapa. He was an extremely handsome man. Grandmother got the hots for him and like any shooting star just fell and hit splash. Now, we in the family have always considered it unfortunate that Grandfather was married to another woman at that time. And Grandmother, to make matters even more urgent, would not give him none. Grandfather considered that more unfortunate than his marriage. And since he was the intellectual of the family, hence “Book,” he assessed the situation and reached the logical conclusion that he should marry my Grandmother.


The Watsons were quite pleased with Louvenia Terrell because she was so cute and intelligent, but what they didn’t know and later learned to their chagrin was that she was terribly intolerant when it came to white people. The Watson clan was the epitome of “Let’s get along with the whites”; Grandmother was the height of “We ain’t taking no shit, John Brown, off nobody.” So the trouble began.


First some white woman wanted to buy some flowers from Grandmother’s yard, and as Grandmother told it they were not for sale. She didn’t make her living growing flowers for white people. The woman’s family came back later to settle it. “John, yo’ wife insulted ma wife and we gotta settle this thang.” Grandpapa was perfectly willing to make accommodations but when the only satisfactory action was Grandmother’s taking twenty-five buggy-whip lashes, he had to draw the line. “Mr. Jenkins, we’ve known each other a long time. Our families have done business together. But this is too much.” “John, we’ve gotta settle this thang.” And about that time Uncle Joe, who always liked to hunt, came out of Grandpapa’s house with his gun and powder and asked if he could be of any help. The Jenkinses left. The Watsons stayed up all night with a gun peeking from every window. The guns in those days were not repeaters so the youngsters in the family had been given complete instructions on how to clean and load in the shortest time possible. I’m told by my granduncles there was a general air of disappointment when nobody showed. After almost a week of keeping watch things reverted to normal. Grandpapa says the white dude told him later they didn’t need the flowers anyway.


Then one Sunday afternoon Grandmother and Grandpapa were out strolling when a Jewish merchant asked them to come look at his material. He owned one of those old stores with bolts and bolts of material because most clothes were made, not store-bought. Well, they looked and looked. Grandmother had him pull bolts from way up high to way down low. Then she got bored and told Grandpapa she was ready to go.




MERCHANT: You mean you’re not going to buy anything?


GRANDMOTHER [innocently]: No.


MERCHANT: You mean you had me pull all this material out and you’re not going to buy anything?


GRANDMOTHER [a little tired]: My husband and I were walking down the street minding our own business when you asked us to come in. We did not ask you.


GRANDFATHER [wary of the escalation in the exchange]: Let’s go, Louvenia.


GRANDMOTHER [as she generally did when she was in an argument]: Hell, it’s his own fault. [To the merchant] Nah, we don’t want none of your material.


GRANDFATHER [pinching and kicking at her]: Let’s go, Louvenia.


MERCHANT [in the background screaming obscenities]: I’ll have you horsewhipped for talking to me this way.


GRANDMOTHER [really wolfing now]: You and which cavalry troop? My husband will kill you if you come near me!


GRANDFATHER [almost in tears]: Let’s go, Louvenia.




They hurried to spread the alarm of impending danger. A woman in the next county had recently been lynched and her womb split open so there was no doubt in Grandfather’s mind that the whites might follow through this time. A family meeting was called and all agreed that Grandmother and Grandfather (most especially Grandmother) had to leave Albany, Georgia. The sooner the better. When night came they climbed into a buggy, pulled a blanket over themselves and slept until they reached the Tennessee border. Having no faith in southern Tennessee they began again by public transportation to head North. The intention was to go to Washington, D.C., or Philadelphia, but when they found themselves still in Tennessee they agreed to settle at the first reasonable-sized town they came to—Knoxville. Grandfather settled Grandmother in a good church home and went back to Albany, where he taught school, to finish the term out. Grandfather was like that.


Three lovely daughters were born in four happy years. Grandmother settled down to play house. The girls were all right with Grandpapa but, as Grandmother always said, “John Brown always had plenty of toys,” so naturally she had more fun than he did. The oldest child was my mother.


Now, Mommy was an intellectual, aristocratic woman, which in her time was not at all fashionable. She read, liked paintings, played tennis and liked to party a great deal. Had she been rich she would have followed the sun—going places, learning things and being just generally unable to hold a job and be useful. But Mommy made just one bad mistake in the scheme of things—she sashayed across the Knoxville College campus, hair swinging down to her behind, most probably carrying a tennis racket, and ran into a shiny-head Negro with a pretty suit on. He, being warm and friendly and definitely looking for a city girl to roost with, introduced himself. I have always thought that if his name hadn’t been exotic she would never have given him a second thought; but Grandfather, whom my mother was so much like, had a weakness for Romance languages and here comes this smiling dude with Giovanni for a name. Mommy decided to take him home.


From the resulting union two girls were born: typical of me, I was the second. Gary, my sister, is what is commonly known to white people as a smart Nigger. In the correct tradition of we-don’t-take-no-shit-off-nobody, she could wolf away for hours. I’m still amazed she hasn’t risen to national fame for her sheer ability to rap. Me—I’m different. I generally don’t like to get into arguments, but I did like to fight. Many’s the night if I hadn’t remembered my Grandfather’s patrician blood I’d have been swinging a blade on the street—that is, until I became a Black and decided Black people should not fight each other under any circumstances. Gary would go out and blow off about what was going to happen if she didn’t get what she wanted and, not getting it, would come in and tell me, “You’ve got to go fight Thelma [or Barbara or Flora] ’cause she’s been messing with me.” Folks in my home town still have a lot of respect for me dating back to those days.


How and why I became a fighter is still a mystery to me. If you believe in innateness, then I guess the only logical conclusion is that it’s in my blood. But most of us have a history of fighting unless you are Whitney Young’s daughter or Roy Wilkins’s mother. And I’ll even bet Roy’s mother was a real scrapper. Through a series of discussions I was having with a social worker, I discovered I am not objective. Any feeling I may have for someone or something is based on how he or it relates to me. Like I don’t go for people because they are rich or famous or everybody thinks they are so hip. I don’t support institutions because they are successful, democratic and said to be the best in the world. If something is good to me I like it; if it hurts me I don’t. This feeling is extended to my friends. If someone or something abuses my friends then it has in effect hurt me, and I don’t go for that even if the New York Times says it is the hippest thing going. Like I wasn’t impressed with James Earl Jones as an actor because though he may have done a beautiful job as Jack Johnson, the role is an insult. I’m not impressed with America. It acts well, too. There are no objective standards when it comes to your life; this is crucial. Objective standards and objective feelings always lead to objectionable situations. I’m a revolutionary poet in a prerevolutionary world.


And dealing with Blackness as a cultural entity can only lead to revolution. America, as Rap Brown pointed out, has always moved militarily because it has no superior culture. We, as beginning revolutionists, ought to understand that. Great cultures have always fallen to great guns. They always will. That’s not a subjective thought; it’s a fact. Facts are only tools to gain control over yourself and other people. So white folks develop facts about us; we are developing facts about them. In the end it’s always a power struggle.


I’ve been taught all my life that power is an absolute good, not because I’m objectively more fit to wield power but because subjectively if I don’t wield it it will be wielded over me. Trade white racism for Black racism? Anytime, since I’m Black. But facts show that Black people by the definition of racism cannot be racist. Racism is the subjugation of one people by another because of their race, and everything I do to white people will be based on what they did to me. Even their Bible, the Christian one, says, “Do unto others as they have done unto you.” And Black Christians are becoming more aware of the meaning behind the Golden Rule. It’s only logical.


I believe in logic. Logic is not an exercise to prove “A implies B” but a spiritual understanding of the subjective situation and the physical movement necessary to place life in its natural order. Black people are the natural, hence logical, rulers of the world. This is a fact. And it’s illogical for me to assume any other stance or to allow any other possibility. It’s self-negating. If you don’t love your mama and papa then you don’t love yourself. Fathers are very important people.


Black people have been slaves in America and the world. Some slaves cleaned, some cooked, some picked cotton, some oversaw the others, some killed slavemasters, some fucked the slavemaster (and his mama) at their demand. A slave has no control over whom he fucks. Check it. But that’s not your father because some beast raped your mother. Neither is it your mother because some beast sneaked down to Uncle Tom’s cabin. White folks with degrees in sociology like to make generic judgments about
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