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A Grand Negro Spectacle

You’d think that after flying six-odd hours from New York to Oakland, then flying six-odd hours back, Vonetta, Fern, and I would be world-class travelers, and those bumps and dips would be nothing.

The 727 still shook, rattled, and rolled from cloud to cloud with no sign of letting up, and we were headed into a storm as we approached New York. The captain said that good old storm was just the thing we needed to cool off the sticky August air waiting to greet us on the ground.

The last thing my sisters and I needed was lightning bolts seeking out plane metal. I kept the fact about lightning’s love of big metal objects to myself. No need scaring my sisters with what I knew. They were scared enough.

We had made the best of our flight. For nearly six hours up in the clouds, we couldn’t stop talking about meeting our mother, going to the People’s Center, and getting to know Sister Mukumbu, Sister Pat, and even Crazy Kelvin. We went on and on about Fern and the Black Panthers at the Free Huey rally. We chanted our mother Cecile’s poem—softly, we thought—until the short brunette stewardess came over and cleared her throat. We got the message and stopped softly accusing the world of kidnapping Mother Africa’s children.

When we wore out those memories, we went on about the Ankton sisters and their swinging dresses, and about meeting Mean Lady Ming for the first time and being afraid of her. Then we talked about our San Francisco excursion, and eating all those dumplings and fortune cookies. And how the police took our mother away in their black-and-white squad car. But then we’d end up yapping about me riding down that big old hill on Hirohito’s go-kart. From there I’d take my fair share of teasing about Hirohito Woods. Then I’d drift off into puffy clouds, thinking a boy liked me, let me ride his go-kart, and promised to be my pen pal.

You’d think we’d save our summer adventures for later, since we’d have to retell them to Pa and Big Ma, but we couldn’t stop laughing, remembering, and coming up with plans to get our stories straight. We couldn’t tell it all. If we did, we’d never be sent west to see our mother again.

The captain told us to fasten our seat belts. We were coming in for a landing. We held hands and leaned to the left to watch New York come in closer. The bay, roads, buildings, houses, and bushes that were really trees. One hundred butterflies tickled the insides of my belly as the plane went down, down, down. Vonetta and Fern closed their eyes and covered their ears. We all screamed until we met a big bounce against the tarmac followed by smaller bounces and bumps.

Big Ma wouldn’t have stood for any screaming coming from her grands, but what Big Ma didn’t know wouldn’t earn us her shame. Instead, the short brunette stewardess wagged her finger at us. “All of that was uncalled for.”

We were supposed to say, “Yes, ma’am,” but we didn’t.

Instead, Vonetta said, “That landing was scary.”

“And bumpity-bump crashy,” Fern added.

“It sure enough was,” I said.

The stewardess, who was also our airport chaperone, shook her head and told us to stay put until everyone was off the plane. She’d escort us to the baggage claim after she and the other stewardess did the final tidying up.

We unbuckled our belts and waited while mostly men in suits, college students, and a few women with children made their way down the aisle and to the front of the plane. We were anxious to go, but the stewardess chatted on with the captain instead of doing her tidying up.

“We’re ready,” Vonetta announced to our chaperone.

I shushed her, but the stewardess ignored us, and Fern tugged at my arm and said, “Gotta, gotta,” which was her secret code for “I have to make pee-pee.” The way she squirmed it wasn’t much of a secret.

“Let’s go back there.” I nodded toward the tail of the airplane, where the bathroom was. I had made her use the airplane toilet while we were halfway through the flight. The flight was too bumpy and she hadn’t forgotten it.

Fern shook her head no. She wouldn’t go back there again. Not even with the plane parked on the ground.

We got up and marched down the aisle toward the cockpit.

“Excuse me,” I said loudly. “We have to get to the bathroom.”

“Just hold your horses, young lady. You’ve held on for this long. You can last a little longer.”

Fern’s face was turning colors and her eyebrows reached up to say “please, please” so I grabbed Fern’s hand, said, “Come on,” and we exited the 727 without our chaperone. The three of us went running down the carpeted walkway toward the terminal.

We heard her shouting, “Stop those Negro girls! Stop them!”

Vonetta yelled back, “We’re black girls!”

Who cared what kind of “colored” the stewardess called us? I had to get my sister to the bathroom. Fern kept up as best she could while I trotted fast enough to keep my sisters moving forward but not too fast for Fern.

I wished we were back in the days when I could scoop Fern up. We spent one summer with Cecile and all of a sudden Fern was too big for Miss Patty Cake, too big for the night-light, and too big for me to pick her up.

We ran like three fugitives, Vonetta cackling and Fern saying, “Gotta, gotta.” Everyone’s eyes latched on to us, but I kept my eyes open for restroom signs.

Thankfully we didn’t have far to run. Under the restroom sign was a line of women, teenagers, and kids. The line wound outside, but only Fern hopped from one foot to the other or said, “Gotta, gotta,” so I pulled Fern past the line and inside the bathroom. Vonetta followed. There was a ruckus, starting with a woman and some kids near the front of the line wearing Mickey Mouse ears. A stall door swung open and I shoved Fern inside while Vonetta and I stood guard. A woman said, “I was next!” Then I said, “We claim this stall for the people.” And Vonetta said, “Right on!” and we thought we looked pretty tough standing there guarding the stall for our sister like the Black Panthers guarded the courthouse steps for Huey Newton.

Then this other woman stood before us scolding, “‘The people,’ my fanny. No one has the right to be rude. You should have asked politely.”

A stall door slammed and another woman came out. “Politely? These don’t know from polite.” She glared at us.

We stood our ground like Panthers standing up to a line of cops.

A lot of good it did Fern. While the women tried to shame us, and Vonetta and I stood our ground, the worst had happened. A clear pee-pee stream ran from Fern’s stall down the tiles to the next stall. Fern must not have made it onto the bowl, and the squatter next to Fern let out a stream of words of her own.

Now I was mad at myself for not doing what I should have done: picked Fern up, too big or not, got her in the stall, her shorts down, and sat her on the bowl like I did when she was three.

When Fern came out I checked her shorts. She had at least managed to get them down in time before she sprayed the floor.

There were too many eyes and mouths agape, accusing and murmuring. I led Fern to the sink and turned the knob on.

“Go, Fern. Wash your hands.”

Fern’s chin stayed pressed to her chest.

“Go ’head, Fern.”

Two girls in black Mickey Mouse ears snickered. Vonetta and I cut our eyes at them.

“Where is your mother?” their mother asked. She also wore Mickey Mouse ears. Then all of the women chimed in, and one said our mother should take a firm hand to us.

“Our mother is a soldier in the revolution,” Vonetta said.

No one knew what to make of that.

Then the washroom lady pushed her way between the women, the laughing girls, and us.

“Lord, look at that mess,” the woman declared. It was just a little stream but she was no one to fool with.

That didn’t stop Vonetta. “Lucky thing you have that mop, Miss.”

I grabbed Fern’s wet hand and Vonetta’s, and we made our way around the angry washroom lady and through the line of waiting tsk-tskers and pointers.

My sisters and I ran, dodging through travelers with luggage, and airport workers of all kinds. We followed the signs pointing to the baggage claim area, where we expected to find Pa and Big Ma, and somewhere during all that running we began to laugh.

Sure enough, I saw Big Ma, although I didn’t see Pa. Our grandmother’s sea-green dress with matching hat and white feather stood out among black, brown, gray, and navy business suits. She was hard to miss.

No one was happier than I was to see Big Ma, who, while I ran with my arms stretched open, didn’t seem as tall as she’d always been. But what would we call her besides Big Ma?

We were running and giggling, and just before we were in hugging range, my long, flapping arms flapped into a newspaper spread open before a gray suit. The paper flew in two directions and I turned and said, “Sorry!” but kept running toward Big Ma, whose arms weren’t outstretched like mine. Her hand covered her mouth and her eyes widened like she was watching a horror movie in the dark. Then both hands went from her mouth to her hips.

“Delphine.” The “Del” pulled down low and quick and the “phine” had no choice but to follow like a shamed child.

The joy of running and screaming got knocked clean out of me. I stopped running while Vonetta and Fern sped past me and clamped onto Big Ma.

“Yes, Big Ma.”

“Delphine. Did you see what you just did?”

My three-second silence went three seconds too long for Big Ma.

“Go over to that white man and apologize for knocking him down. Go on.”

“I told him I was sorry,” I said.

Her face boiled beneath her hat and wig.

“Delphine  ...” Now the “phine” spoke her mind. “We’re out here in public. ...” Public meant being out among a throng of white people, and for that I was glad. Their white faces and wide-eyed stares saved me from getting the good side of Big Ma’s right hand. All I needed was for the women in the bathroom—led by the Mickey-Mouse-ears wearers, the washroom lady, and the short brunette stewardess—to come out wagging their fingers and telling all.

The white man in the gray suit, the one whose newspaper I had sent flying, approached us, and I knew I was in trouble. Big Ma both feared white people and placed them up on a pedestal.

The man started out using one of Big Ma’s favorite words. “Ma’am,” he said, “it was an accident.” He was full of smiles, one aimed my way.

“Mister ...” she told the man, who was older than Uncle Darnell and younger than Pa. “Sir,” she started again. “I don’t know what gets into children, running in the airport like horses on a racetrack.” I doubted the man understood her. Big Ma’s “children” sounded like a “churn” making butter, and depending upon how he heard her, her “horses” watered lawns or housed people. His expression didn’t stop Big Ma from apologizing on my behalf. “She wasn’t brought up to be running in public places. No, sir. She surely wasn’t.”

The young man was uncomfortable with Big Ma’s pleading and apologizing and said again, “It was an accident, ma’am.” He folded his newspaper and took off as fast as he could.

If the real Black Panthers and not that fake Crazy Kelvin had seen Big Ma, they would have called her a traitor to her people. They would have drawn an ugly Aunt Jemima picture of Big Ma with a pig snout and tail, and put it in the Black Panther newspaper, the same way they drew cartoons of the police, and Richard Nixon, who was running for president.

The man’s word wasn’t enough for Big Ma. She went on scolding, “Delphine. What do you mean running through the airport, knocking down a white man, causing a grand Negro spectacle for all the world to see?”

The more Big Ma carried on, the more she got exactly what she didn’t want in the first place. There wasn’t an eye that could turn away from us.


Oppression

Big Ma was still talking about the nice white man who didn’t have me arrested, whipped, or strung up. She assured me that all of the above would have happened if we were down home in Autauga County, Alabama. For the life of her, she couldn’t understand why I didn’t humbly and full-out apologize. Didn’t I value any of my eleven years and ten months? She said, “It’s that no-mothering mother we got to thank for all of this.” After paying tribute to Cecile, she swore I had stepped on the known and unknown graves of every Charles, Gaither, and Trotter who had to bow and scrape before the white man to keep from getting strung up in an oak tree or drowned in the Alabama River.

Our suitcases couldn’t have arrived any sooner. I grabbed the largest bag, and Vonetta grabbed the next. Big Ma went to take the smallest bag, but Fern took the handle quickly. “I can carry it,” she said, and we lugged our suitcases outside.

The storm over New York had been mild. Barely enough to cool things off.

By now Big Ma had worn herself out scolding me in the names of our family and my lack of good common sense. She wiped her forehead but looked hot and oppressed under her wig and hat. Her “Second Sunday” outfit was soaked around the neck and armholes. There was nothing left to do with her wet handkerchief but to stick it back inside her purse.

We stood at the curb of the terminal where taxis pulled up and wives jumped out of station wagons to kiss their husbands and hand over car keys. A bell captain helped two older girls in jeans and T-shirts get a footlocker and two suitcases inside the back of a Chevy. I made out a blue crown on one T-shirt and under it, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY. The bell captain slammed the trunk door down, the word NOW in big, bowl-curved letters above the license plate. The back side of the car sagged but everything fit. The bell captain tapped the trunk and the Chevy drove away. My eyes followed the girls and their Chevy, wanting to drive far. Now.

I didn’t drift for long. There were people standing a ways off to the side, also waiting. I didn’t have to turn to look at them. The color black atop their heads came through well enough in my side vision. They were the Mickey-Mouse-ears wearers from the bathroom.

I was glad Big Ma had stopped blaming Cecile and me for everything and was now worried about the hot, sticky air and when Pa would drive up “in that car of his.”

Only days ago Vonetta, Fern, and I were painting protest signs and shouting, “FREE HUEY!” and “POWER TO THE PEOPLE!” Right now, the last thing I could do was to speak up. The last thing I had was any power at all. The only thing I had from being at the People’s Center with Sister Mukumbu and Sister Pat was the word for the opposite of power: Oppression. The power to do nothing but keep my mouth shut.

I let Big Ma go on and prayed my sisters wouldn’t start talking about the People’s Center, the Black Panthers, our adventures in San Francisco, and most of all, Cecile. I just wanted Pa to drive up in the Wildcat and take us back to Herkimer Street.

I heard singing. Two of the kids in mouse ears sang while pointing to Fern, “Pee-pee girl, do a dance. Pee-pee girl. Wet your pants.”

Fern cried out, “I did not wet my pants!” She banged her fists against her sides. This would be the point where she’d leap on Vonetta, they’d tussle, and then I’d have to pry them apart.

The kids kept singing their “pee-pee-girl” song, locking their arms in a Mexican hat dance, skipping around to the left, then around to the right. The best I could do was stand to the side of Fern to block her from seeing them and them from seeing her.

Big Ma turned to Fern and said, “Smile at your friends.”

Fern folded her arms and said, “They are not my friends.”

Then Big Ma was ashamed of Fern, and I was ashamed of Big Ma.

The mother said to the singing and dancing two of her three, “That’s enough.” All three kids stuck out their tongues at Fern.

Big Ma smiled. She didn’t just fear and love white people. She feared and loved their children.

I wanted Cecile to be standing here next to us and not Big Ma. Cecile wouldn’t tell us to smile at anyone who tried to oppress us. Cecile would scare them like Black Panthers scare people just by being black and not smiling and by shouting words like power and oppression.

Finally a Volkswagen bus drove up to the curb and the Mouseketeers waved at its driver. The bus was like one we’d seen in San Francisco painted with daisies, peace signs, and Flower Power written in groovy colors. But there were no psychedelic rainbows and groovy words painted on this bus. Just a greenish-blue color with white trim and a white vw below the dashboard. With the bell captain’s help, the family loaded up their bus and, one by one, the kids climbed into the backseats. I was glad we’d soon be rid of them. The father got back into the driver’s seat, but the mother didn’t get in, although the baggage porter was nice enough to open a door for her. She headed straight our way. She walked up to Big Ma and said, “You should have a better handle on these rascals.” To me, she said, “You should be ashamed, young lady.” She marched over to her Volkswagen bus and climbed into the front passenger seat and the baggage porter slammed the door. Pleased with herself, she clunked down a nod, her Mickey Mouse ears still on.

I turned to face Big Ma to explain. Before I saw it coming, I got the one thing Big Ma always promised in her scolding: the sting of her right hand.

I couldn’t stop the tears from rolling down my face. My face burned and the salt trickled down my cheek but I wouldn’t utter a sound. The humiliation of being hit like that in front of my sisters hurt more than the slap itself. I held it inside because it was the only power I had.

Big Ma’s face was screwed up tight around the lips and jaw but she managed to say, “I don’t know what you did, but I know one thing. It was wrong enough for that white woman to come over here, and it was bad enough she thought you had something coming.”

Big Ma didn’t stop scolding until the bluish-green Volkswagen was well on its way.

Vonetta inched nearer to me and I felt Fern’s small hands over mine.

Then I saw the Wildcat.


My Girl

Big Ma said Pa had been circling around the airport to give her enough time to fetch us. That way he wouldn’t have to pay more than the law should allow to sit his car in an airport lot.

The tan-and-black Wildcat crawled up to the curb, its growl low and tame. Vonetta and Fern hopped around as if the concrete below them was too hot to stand on. They flapped their arms crazily and shouted, “Papa! Papa!” before he got the car door open. There was nothing Big Ma could do about it with Pa right there, and I enjoyed that like I enjoyed a Mr. Goodbar all to myself. My feet, however, didn’t dare leave the ground, nor did my arms rise up to fly with my sisters’.

All of the windows in Pa’s car were cranked down, and Big Ma scolded, “It’s your fault they’re out of hand,” shaking her pointer finger at her oldest son.

My tears had long dried but I wiped my face anyway. Pa swung open the door and stepped out of the car. My heart leapt toward him. No one was as handsome as my father was, even when his face was long, plain, and sad, which was always. Today, he looked chipper, I supposed from being glad to see us after all this time.

Although I didn’t jump all over him like Vonetta and Fern did, no one had missed him more than I. In Oakland I saw pieces of Cecile in me, but I knew Pa had his stamp all over me, and I was happy to grow in his shade.

I was first. He leaned down and kissed my cheek twice. If he tasted any salt on my face he didn’t say a word. I missed him so much that everything about him seemed new. The freshly cut growth that made the side of his face rough. His cool, shaving-cream smell, with something extra. Not perfume. Men didn’t wear perfume. It was woodsier, like standing among Christmas trees. And his shirt was new. Robin’s-egg blue. Short-sleeved. Not worn and familiar like all the shirts I’d starched and ironed for him.

Vonetta and Fern were busy jumping and squealing from being tickled by Pa, who usually left the playing around to Uncle Darnell. They didn’t notice how new Pa looked.

Big Ma noticed. “Junior! Junior!” She rarely called him that. “Stop all this carrying on in public!” She looked around expecting others to gawk and point at us Negroes, carrying on. Folks cared more about their luggage, taxis, and hugging their own families. That didn’t stop Big Ma from being embarrassed.

Pa planted a kiss on Big Ma’s cheek like he hadn’t driven all the way from Brooklyn with her earlier. She bristled from both not liking it and liking it in spite of pushing him away.

The bell captain blew his whistle for us to get a move on. Pa gave the three of us one more squeeze and loaded our suitcases in the trunk.

“What’s the matter, Delphine?”

“Nothing, Papa.”

Big Ma chomped at the bit and couldn’t be stopped. She was only too happy to report on me. “I’ll tell you what the matter is,” she began. “You sent them out in that piss-pot of trouble and now she’s too big for her britches. As that one goes”—she meant to point at me, but aimed out of the back side-window—“the other two’ll follow.”

Pa looked in the rearview mirror. My eyes caught his before falling to my lap.

Our lessons on solidarity with Sister Mukumbu at the People’s Center hadn’t gone for nothing. Vonetta came to my defense. “It’s not Delphine’s fault she knocked the white man’s newspaper down.”

Then Fern added, “It’s not Delphine’s fault I had to you know and the line was too long.”

Then Vonetta: “And that’s why she had to jump Fern ahead.”

“Of all those people waiting.”

“All those mad people with Mickey Mouse ears.”

“And the bathroom lady came.”

“Talking about, ‘Look at all this mess!’”

“And you told her she had the mop.”

“Because you peed on the floor.”

Then Fern lurched across my lap and punched Vonetta in the arm. Vonetta socked Fern, and I pulled Vonetta off Fern but Vonetta’s fists were still going like spinning bicycle spokes, and Big Ma yelled, “Stop it. Stop it, you wild heathens!” Then to Pa she said, “That’s that Cecile in them,” like our mother was typhoid. “I tried to tell you.” Then back to Vonetta and Fern, “Wait until I get you in the house. Just wait and see what I got for y’all.”

And since they had already witnessed how Big Ma hadn’t spared me from a small taste of what was waiting for us, Vonetta and Fern pulled apart and settled down on both sides of me.

“And you!” Big Ma’s hat and wig turned sideways because she couldn’t turn her head all the way around while sitting up front next to Pa. “Wait. Just wait. I’m gonna beat the Oakland out of you. I tell you NOT to go out there in public stirring up a grand Negro spectacle and you make it your business to do exactly that. Don’t you know the world’s got its eyes on you? But an eyeful isn’t enough. No, sir. You haul out the Amos ’n Andy Show for all the spectators. Delphine, Vonetta, and Fern, how many times must I tell you, they’re always watching. Always.”

I prayed Vonetta and Fern knew when a question didn’t call for an answer.

“It’s that no-mothering mother ...” Big Ma went on.

“Ma,” Pa interrupted, probably to keep her from talking about Cecile. “Your blood pressure.”

To that, Big Ma gave a spit sound without actually spitting. “If my pressure don’t kill me, these children will.”

Pa sighed. “It sounds like Delphine had to get Fernie to the toilet, and Fernie couldn’t hold it,” he said. He was calm while the Wildcat went back to rumbling.

“Surely couldn’t,” Fern said.

“That’s why you hit everything but the toilet bowl,” Vonetta said.

And before they started up, I gave them my own evil eye, and Fern muffled a “she started it.”

Big Ma said to Pa, “Junior, there’s a right way to go about things and a wrong way. Wrong will get that gal strung up. Mark my words.”

“We’re in Brooklyn, Ma.”

Another spit sound. “Brooklyn. Alabama. You still have to carry yourself just to get by.”

Vonetta and Fern hadn’t stopped poking at each other. Vonetta said, “I didn’t start it but I’m ending it,” and stuck out her tongue. Fern couldn’t get back at the Mouseketeers who had stuck their tongues out at her, but only one person separated her from Vonetta. Fern tried to kick Vonetta but ended up kicking me, and then Pa said, hard, firm, but not loud, “All right, girls,” and put an end to it all. My knee throbbed.

Traffic on the Belt Parkway kept us in Queens longer than Pa had planned. The drive to Brooklyn seemed to go better if no one spoke. We all took the hint, including Big Ma, but we were all thinking about something.

A white woman had spoken to Big Ma about me. I resigned myself to seeing lightning in the whipping of a lifetime. A whipping that would outdo my last whipping at age nine for letting Vonetta and Fern get into the grape jelly. They dropped and broke the glass jar and had grape jelly and glass everywhere, when I should have been watching them.

At least the short brunette stewardess didn’t show up to report how we ran away from her.

The Wildcat crouched, leapt, then sat along the Belt Parkway in spurts. Silence had given way to yawning, and then Big Ma, Vonetta, and Fern napped. They slept hard and didn’t stir when the quiet got broken up by the Temptations. Not the singers in matching suits, spinning and snapping fingers into one loud pop from the radio. Just one of the Temptations’ tunes whistling clear-water cool through Pa’s lips. I heard all the words and instruments, complete with stereo highs and bass lows to “My Girl,” fluting out of his long but happy face.


Herkimer Street

I felt like a thief trying to steal a good look at my father’s face through the rearview mirror. He caught me and winked. For a second it was like having Uncle Darnell with me. Uncle D. Always happy, singing, and still doing the Watusi when that dance had been long gone.

I shuddered as a picture flashed before me. Would my father pick up dancing? The last thing I wanted was a father who danced and carried on like he was fresh out of high school.

As soon as that shudder passed, another overtook it. The gymnasium in June. The sixth-grade dance. The happening no sixth grader could avoid, unless her parents forbade her to go. That wasn’t likely. All the PTA mothers looked forward to sewing dresses, teaching their sons to do the box step, and giving assemblies on how sixth graders are expected to behave at the dance. For us it meant bowing. Curtsying. Dancing boy-girl with hands touching. Sweaty, cookie-crumby hands. I shuddered.

For me, the sixth-grade dance meant trying to match steps with boys I’d slugged. Boys I’d said “Your mama” to in the school yard because they’d said it to me first in a battle of the Dozens. For me, and me alone, it meant waiting to be asked to dance when no one would ask because they’d have to look way up at me and now I was even taller than when I’d left for Oakland.

I surely didn’t want to be the girl no one asked to dance. I didn’t want to be the girl who swayed by the punch bowl and cookie table, pretending to enjoy watching everyone else dance. I didn’t want to be Miss Merriam Webster’s definition of a sixth-grade wallflower.

Those thoughts and pictures kept flashing before me.

Then Big Ma snorted. I remembered where I was. Sitting in the backseat of the Wildcat, awaiting a whipping. Only then did the pictures of the sixth-grade dance cloud and fade. June was far, far away.

Driving down Atlantic Avenue was almost as good as being home. When I was younger than Fern, I worried the Atlantic Avenue El train above us would come crashing down—trains, tracks, and all. Now I looked up and saw steel as strong as it was old. I heard and saw the sturdy old El, the train shooting across Brooklyn. The sounds above felt familiar. A few sparks jumped out beneath the train as it roared and rumbled overhead, and I made a wish on those lucky train sparks.

We were back in Bed-Stuy. The redbrick armory stood in the distance on Bedford and Atlantic Avenues like a fortress, or as Uncle Darnell would tell us, like a princess’s castle. The Wildcat turned down Schenectady and again on Herkimer Street. It all looked good and welcoming. St. John’s Hospital, Friendship Baptist, our elementary school, the big old softball stadium. We passed by the People’s Bank—which was nothing at all like the People’s Center in Oakland. We passed by burned-out buildings and weedy, littered vacant lots. Although the neighborhood begged for Change, Positive Change on every other election billboard after the riots, I was glad to find everything where we had left it. Even neighbors sat on their stoops as if they hadn’t moved since we had gone.

Herkimer Street. Good old Herkimer Street. I was glad to be home, but I dreaded it all the same. Big Ma wasn’t the kind to fall back on a promise, and she had promised me a whipping. I’d have to yelp and cry to satisfy Big Ma that I had learned my lesson. Worst of all, I’d have to put up with Vonetta’s and Fern’s teasing afterward. Maybe there’d still be some Oakland left in us, and my sisters would show me some solidarity, like when they gathered around me and Fern held my hand at the airport.

Pa stopped whistling “My Girl.” We pulled into our driveway, and when Pa hit the brakes, the Wildcat lurched forward sharply enough to wake the nappers. Among rows of brown-brick homes, all standing together like gingerbread houses surrounded by black, spiked, iron fencing, I knew our house was odd. Not odd in the way Cecile’s green, prickly stucco house was odd in Oakland. Our house was odd because the gingerbread houses stood in their own
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