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and

the woman who so lovingly raised me,
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For everything you did
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1. BEDROCK

I search for my mother’s face in the mirror and see a stranger. Her face is toffee-colored and round; her eyes, the eyes of a foreigner, slanted and brown. They are not my mother’s eyes: irises of brilliant green, set obliquely in almond-shaped sockets above high cheekbones.
They said I looked exotic, she classic. Together—a bamboo-colored redhead carrying her olive-skinned, curly-haired toddler—together, we seemed alien. Skin fractured our kinship.
When I was young, riding in the supermarket cart’s basket, strangers looked from me to her and back again.
“She’s so cute! Is she yours?” they’d ask.
“Yes, she’s mine,” Mommie would answer before turning the basket in another direction. Looking behind her, sometimes I saw their faces turn sour. I learned to recognize the expression well before I knew what it meant.
At night, before she put me to bed, Mommie and I would find our own likenesses. She would ask, “Who’s got a perfect little forehead?”
I’d point above my brows.
“You do!” she’d say with a nod. “Who’s got a perfect little nose?”
“I do!” I’d say, and she would agree again.
“Who’s got perfect little hands?”
“We do!”
We laughed over this, our shared proportions: our hands shaped alike—the pinkie exactly half the length of the ring finger, the index and ring fingers each a half inch shorter than the second digit, our nails shaped the same. Even the arches of our feet arced in the same curve, and our toes, too, had a similar square outline.
My mother was an aspiring actress. We lived in the orbit of show business and its backstage shenanigans, where races mixed out of sight of the public. She had separated from my father, a well-known song-and-dance man, shortly after I was born, in January 1954, six months before the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education decision desegregated the country’s schools.
By the time I was three, Negroes in Montgomery, Alabama, had forced the city to integrate its city buses. In Manhattan the buses were already integrated, but an immutable social line nevertheless divided the races, even in the Upper West Side building where Mommie and I lived. African-Americans worked there as elevator men but could not rent apartments. The civil-rights movement had not made a dent in our social sphere.
“She looks Chinese,” acquaintances guessed, considering the fold of my eyes, the pale olive cast of my skin, my full lips. Oriental-looking, said the middle-aged woman who took care of me much of the time, whom I would come to call “Aunt Peggy.”
Aunt Peggy was trying to soothe my feelings—“Oriental-looking” Negro women were considered pretty back then—but I knew I wasn’t Oriental. Wrapped in a bright yellow towel after my bath, I contemplated the women in the framed Gauguin prints on our walls: their seal-slick black manes, their knowing smiles. Even as a toddler, I somehow grasped that these women would not have considered me Oriental. My mother liked to call me “Tahitian June,” but if I were really Tahitian, why wasn’t my hair waist long like theirs?
My skin had not yet fully darkened, and my mother lived in fear that we would be found out.
“She’d pass if it weren’t for her hair,” I overheard Mommie say one day, and my heart collapsed. I didn’t know what she meant by that word “pass,” but the tone in her voice sounded the way the faces of the people in the supermarket looked.
I went to the bathroom, climbed atop the toilet seat, and leaned over the sink to explore my short, soft, frizzy curls in the mirror.
My mother’s hair fell over her eyes in a bouncy auburn flip that flirted with the world. My hair didn’t flip. My curls, soft when they were less than an inch long, frizzed straight out if they grew longer. Mommie made sure they didn’t get that long. Cute, Aunt Peggy called my boyish cut. Unusual for a girl, she’d say as she smoothed her own wavy black hair into a French twist. She looked at me in a half-cocked way that meant she didn’t really think it was cute, but odd.
In front of the mirror, I tried to pull my hair back with my mother’s tortoiseshell comb. The fragile teeth snapped, tangling like splintered tears in my curls.
 
As far back as I could remember, Mommie traveled. When I was a baby, she took me with her on the plane: by the age of two, I had traveled to Detroit, Las Vegas, and Chicago—I had baby-size spoons and forks as souvenirs. Once I was able to walk, she would announce she had an audition for an acting job or a modeling assignment and, before going, take me to Atlantic City, New Jersey, where she left me with Aunt Peggy and her husband, Uncle Paul.
“I’m visiting Atlantic City, but I really live in New York,” I would tell everyone, with my native New Yorker’s air of superiority. Moving back and forth between the small seaside town and the big concrete city, I would compare everything, and everything seemed to lead me back to the contours of my face. My mother’s lips were primly thin—she wore the stoic expression of a pilgrim. My mouth was broad; my full lips framed a toothy smile. “You have your father’s mouth,” Aunt Peggy said when I asked her why I didn’t look like Mommie. She told me not to smile so broadly—it showed my gums to my disadvantage.
Then I would kneel on a chair in the dining room, balancing my left arm on the credenza against the wall, and look in the large wall mirror. I practiced curbing my smile. Sometimes I made faces at myself and laughed.
“If Norma doesn’t want anybody to know who she is, she better not laugh,” Paul commented to Peggy one day in his gravelly voice. “That laugh belongs to nobody but Norma.”
Norma was my mother’s first name. I wondered how my mother’s laugh could come from my mouth, which was more like my father’s. It had been so long since I’d seen my father that I no longer remembered him. I wondered at laughter’s power to make me my mother’s daughter. I wondered why my mother didn’t want anyone to know who I was. Peggy and Paul seemed to understand the answers to these questions, but when I asked, they would look aside and say offhandedly, “Oh, you’ll learn when you’re older.”
Back in New York, Mommie didn’t treat me like a child. When I asked her why my mouth wasn’t shaped like hers, she said, “I don’t know,” and she sounded just as mystified as I was. When I told her that Paul said I laughed just like her, she paused barely a second before answering, “Well, that’s because you’re around me all the time, and we spend so much time together.” Her explanation made it seem as natural as the fact that we shared square toes.
She began teaching me how to read tones of voice and hear intent, even when it seemed at odds with what was said. We would often spend the afternoon at the movies, sometimes catching the same movie several days’ running, and afterward she explained how actors used their bodies to convey character: the way Loretta Young swept down a flight of stairs like an aristocrat, how Gloria Swanson’s staircase descent at the end of Sunset Boulevard made her seem crazy or Katharine Hepburn’s in The Philadelphia Story made her seem like she didn’t care about losing her boyfriend, when she really cared a lot. Sunset Boulevard was Mommie’s favorite movie; Gigi, with Leslie Caron and Maurice Chevalier, became mine. Although I didn’t understand the plots of these movies, Mommie had a talent for choosing the one scene that even a four-year-old could grasp, and at home I played my mother’s co-star as we reenacted them.
My mother told me stories about her life that seemed as fantastic as any movie star’s. She told me she was part Indian, the granddaughter of an outlaw who had ridden with Jesse James’s gang. She said she had studied acting with Marlon Brando. She said she had been an Olympic swimmer.
When she told me that her grandpa had performed tricks on horses for Ringling Brothers’ circus, I thought she was inventing tales; but that one would turn out, like all her stories, to have a strand of truth.
 
As a young woman, when telling people the story of my life, I chose my words carefully: “My mother didn’t raise me. I was raised in Atlantic City, New Jersey.”
Sometimes I’d add, “I was raised by my father’s people”—“father’s people” being a deliberately vague description that could mean my father’s brother and sister, some cousins, or, more generally, the entire dark-hued nation. Depending on the race of the listener and how complicated I wished to make the tale, I described those who raised me as my father’s sister, my godmother, or my guardians. Aunt Peggy, who after all was not really my aunt but the guardian in question, preferred the last, but my tongue always stuck on that word—“guardian”—it made me feel like a character in a Dickens novel.
In the vernacular of black America, I was “taken in,” or informally adopted.
My mother and I never talked about her decision, how it affected her, the way she saw me and those who looked like me, or how it affected the way I viewed her and those who looked like her. We tried, several times, but it was too painful. She could not look at me—with my wild Afro, wide hips, and Harlem address—and ignore the black woman she saw any more than I could ignore her Upper West Side apartment with the wraparound balcony, her closets full of designer clothes, or her support for Ronald Reagan.
Still, we tried.
“I don’t see you as a black woman when I look at you,” she protested, almost making me believe her. “I see you as mine, all mine. I don’t see Jimmy in you at all.”
Jimmy. That was my father, James Cross.
During the thirties and forties, he had made his fame as a comic who danced in a duo called Stump and Stumpy (Jimmy was known as “Big Stump,” although he was barely five-eight). Stump and Stumpy were headliners then, during the height of the Jazz Age, playing houses like the Cotton Club and the Paramount Theater, places where blacks could dance onstage but couldn’t sit in the audience. When television replaced variety shows in the early fifties, my father’s career began a slow nosedive.
My mother had met him backstage at the Paramount in 1949, before television changed show business forever. She saw a talented comic at the height of his powers, and he saw what he later remembered as the most beautiful woman he had ever laid eyes on. They began a relationship that lasted five years.
 
Aunt Peggy liked to say that she had been the landlord of the apartment where I was conceived, as though she were the biblical Sarah and my mother some kind of Hagar, but as I figure the dates, my mother was already three months pregnant when she and Jimmy moved into the one-bedroom basement apartment at 407 North Indiana Avenue, where Peggy, an elementary-school teacher, and Paul, a county clerk, owned a house.
Jimmy had been appearing at Club Harlem, the premier black nightclub in Atlantic City, for the summer season, and Mommie and Peggy became friendly. After my parents moved out, and as their relationship went downhill, Mommie began leaving me with Peggy and Paul. Those visits got longer and longer, they tell me, until the summer before I started school, when she left me there for good.
That year and the four or five that followed were erased from my memory for a long time. When I asked how I came to live in Atlantic City, Aunt Peggy and Mommie stuck to the same story—they said it had been done gradually, so that I would never know what was going on.
But even at four, I knew that something was amiss. I remember the subtle shift of moving from Mommie’s world to Aunt Peggy and Uncle Paul’s—from what seemed an unfettered childhood, where I felt treated as an adult and was the center of attention, to a house where children obeyed rules and learned responsibilities. In Atlantic City adults no longer included me in their conversation. If they asked what I thought, it was in the tone reserved for babies. Aunt Peggy and Uncle Paul would sometimes drop their voices low when I entered the room, looking at me with studied nonchalance and frozen smiles when I asked what they were talking about.
The hardest thing was adjusting to the food.
Mommie cooked simply—grilled meat and a steamed vegetable was our usual fare, while Aunt Peggy’s food was heavier and spicy. One night she had fixed pork chops with string beans for dinner. The meat was overcooked, the flavoring strange, the string beans a pile of mush occupying a quarter of the plate. Mommie had always said I had to taste everything and show manners when I was a guest. I managed to swallow the meat, but refused the string beans.
Uncle Paul, his voice cracked by emphysema, ordered me to eat my string beans in his Billy Goat Gruff tone.
I refused.
He insisted, and I refused insistently. Aunt Peggy tried to intervene, joking that Uncle Paul had been a corporal in the army and sometimes it seemed he had never left. He cut his hazel eyes at her, warning her to stay out of this. Then he looked back at me.
“You’re not leaving this table until you eat your vegetables,” he declared.
“I won’t, and you can’t make me!” I shot back.
The battle lines had been drawn. They wouldn’t let me leave, but I could make dinner unpleasant for them. I scraped the string beans from one side of the plate to the other with my fork while kicking the table from underneath with my heavy oxford shoes.
Finally I was sent upstairs, to my room above the kitchen. Mommie had never made me eat food I didn’t want. She would never have banished me from the supper table. I stomped on the gray linoleum floor, knowing that the noise would interrupt Peggy and Paul’s dinner.
I heard murmuring below—Paul wanted to come upstairs, but Peggy was telling him firmly to let me get it out of my system. I would show them. I dragged my desk chair to the top of the stairs and pushed it down. It rattled down the steps with such a ruckus that it startled even me, but when no one came, I picked up the little pink stool from the night table and sent it down, too. Then all my dolls. And then my books.
A nice-size heap was growing at the foot of the stairs when the phone rang. I could tell from the change in Aunt Peggy’s voice after she answered that it was my mother. I redoubled my efforts then, screaming and crying as loud as I could.
After a while Aunt Peggy called me to the phone. I pounded down the stairs, grunting and sobbing as I stepped over the pile of furniture on the landing, drooling, my eyes nearly swollen shut from crying. Taking the phone from Peggy, I poured out the whole story to Mommie. I thought surely she would come on the next bus and save me from these mean people and their nasty food.
Instead she just listened and then quietly said, “You must do as Peggy tells you.”
I protested, but she repeated herself and told me to go, immediately, and apologize to Paul. Her quiet voice carried more authority than all of his haranguing. I hung up the phone and did as she said.
Then Aunt Peggy made me carry everything back up the stairs.
 
In Aunt Peggy’s house, I spent hours on my rocking horse, Harry.
Harry had been a present from my mother’s then boyfriend, an Italian janitor from the Bronx. I had named him after the singer Harry Belafonte, whose 1956 Calypso album had just become the first album ever to sell over a million copies. “Day-O” was one of my favorite songs, not least for its refrain, “Daylight come and me wan’ go home.”
Peggy and Paul had placed Harry opposite the big upholstered chair where Peggy liked to sit while chatting on the phone. I would pat Harry’s neck the way I’d seen the Lone Ranger pat his horse, Silver, on TV, and Harry would come alive. When I spurred his hide, his hollow body answered with a sound as big as the echo across a valley. Away we’d ride, Susannah of the Mounties and Harry, traveling through the Western Territories.
I imagined that I was a girlish Barbara Stanwyck, chasing the bad guys through the crags and gullies in the northern Rocky Mountains. Mother had left me to tend the ranch by myself for a couple of days while she helped the army scout Indians down in Georgia.
Peggy and Paul would watch as I rocked back and forth, oblivious to my surroundings. Once Paul looked at Peggy nervously. “Hey, you think she’s all right?” he asked. He said “all right” in the tone you use when you’re wondering whether someone’s cuckoo.
When I was a teenager, Peggy told me this story with a conspiratorial laugh and a twinkle in her eye, as if the answer might still be in doubt. She recalled approaching me on one particular occasion as I rocked away in my own little world.
“June,” she called.
No response.
“June,” she called again.
Sitting on Harry in the corner of the dining room, I looked out over a ridge at the morning fog. Gradually, a shape appeared. It was oval, the color of autumn leaves. I strained to make it out and vaguely heard my name. Then the room came into focus, and I found myself looking into Peggy’s lean, caramel-colored face. She wore a concerned expression.
“Come on,” Aunt Peggy said. “It’s time for your bath and to get ready for bed.”
Bathing together was a daily ritual for Mommie and me: we luxuriated in a tub of bubbles and giggled over the day’s events like two girlfriends having tea.
“We don’t have any bubble bath,” Aunt Peggy said the first time I asked for my bottle of bubble bath.
“Are you going to get in the tub with me?” I asked.
“No, this is your bath.”
“But if it’s my bath why can’t I have bubbles?” I persisted.
“I told you, we don’t have any. Besides, you’ll spill them all over the floor and make a mess.”
“I don’t make a mess in New York,” I whined.
“Child, get in that water and stop making such a fuss,” Peggy responded, exasperated.
The clear water barely reached my waist. Exposed, my chest and shoulders felt cold. Mommie and I filled the tub chest high in New York, but the water pressure in Atlantic City was so low that filling the giant claw-foot tub would have taken forever. Besides, Aunt Peggy worried about the water bill. I submerged a washcloth in the warm water the way Mommie did to cover herself and leaned back, but the ceramic surface of the tub felt cold against my skin, and I jumped back up, splashing water onto Peggy—thus making the mess she had predicted.
I tried to create bubbles using a bar of Ivory Soap. But instead of bubbles, a scummy film appeared in the water.
“Ush! Dirt! I want to get out!”
“That dirt’s from you,” Peggy said, handing me a worn washcloth. “Here, take some soap and scrub that dirty neck.”
“If there were bubbles, there wouldn’t be any dirt,” I muttered.
Peggy sighed and got down on her knees. She took the washcloth, put some soap on it, and started scrubbing my arms and face and the back of my neck. Her hands were larger than Mommie’s, her fingers more slender, her nails longer, filed into ovals, ridged and unpolished. Occasionally a nail poked through the threadbare washcloth and caught my skin, each pinch a reminder that this was not New York, that Mommie wasn’t here, and that there were no bubbles.
“Ow!” I said, as Peggy’s finger dug inside my ears.
“Did I hurt you? I’ll be softer,” Peggy said.
Mommie wore no rings, but Peggy wore three on her left hand: a diamond wedding band and engagement ring on her third finger and a jade oval on her pinkie. Now she removed the rings and placed them in the metal soap dish that hooked over the side of the tub. I watched them floating in the soapy water as Peggy attacked the dirt on the back of my neck. The shadow there never disappeared. Mommie told Peggy it was a birthmark, but to Peggy it looked more like caked dirt.
By the time she gave up, that washcloth was worn through.
 
Mommie came to visit often during those first months I lived in Atlantic City. But she had as much trouble as I did accepting some of the customs in Peggy and Paul’s house.
One time we gathered at the gray linoleum dinner table to say grace. Mommie sat across from me, Paul and Peggy across from each other. I sat, head bowed, eyes closed, the way they had taught me.
Paul started grace. Maybe because Mommie was there, he did a longer version, the one that called on the Virgin Mary to bless the food we were about to eat by the grace of Our Lord.
I cocked my head and opened my right eye to peek up at Mommie.
Her head was cocked, too, left eye open, peeking down at me. Her expression said, You and I both know this is a bunch of poppycock.
In spite of ourselves, we started to giggle. Paul droned on, barely pausing. When he had finished, he stared down into his plate and remained silent.
Struck by how Mommie’s presence had altered the dinner-table dynamics, and still snickering, I glanced at him, then at Peggy, who seemed flustered.
“Er, I don’t like that,” Peggy said, after a pause, referring to our disrespect of the grace ritual.
Mommie and I just giggled some more.
 
I liked to compare my life in New York with my life in Atlantic City. Sometimes I kept lists.
Peggy was fifty years old. Mommie was thirty-six. I was four and a half.
New York had big skyscrapers made out of cement. Atlantic City had little houses made out of wood. In New York it took two and a half strides to get from one crack to the next on the sidewalk. In Atlantic City I could do it in one stride.
New York had playgrounds with swings and monkey bars where children could go and play. In Atlantic City you played in the dirt.
There were two kinds of dirt in Atlantic City: the dark earth that Peggy’s flowers grew in, and the beige sand at the beach. If I dug deep enough in Peggy’s flower bed, which I wasn’t supposed to do, dark dirt yielded to beige sand, as if the earth itself had tanned.
The sand at the beach was fine, like sugar. In New York the sand in the playground sandbox was coarse, like the batter of Peggy’s fried chicken before she dipped it.
In New York you lived in an apartment high above the streets, where you could look out and see the world.
In Atlantic City you lived in a house and could see only down the block, but everyone at the store knew your name.
 
I had a hard time figuring out all the different Gods. Peggy’s was called Episcopalian. She shared him with her best friend, Aunt Hugh. Paul’s was Catholic. He shared his with Italians.
Paul’s God had a mommie called Virgin Mary. If you wanted something, you prayed to Virgin Mary, he said, and she talked to God.
Paul’s priest talked to God, too, but he did it in a language only he, the Italians, and God could understand—or so Aunt Peggy said.
Mommie didn’t trust organized religion. Her friend and my godmother, Mikki in New York, had a God who was Christian Scientist. She was trying to make him be Mommie’s God. Mikki told me that her God lived all around me, and on the nights I wanted my dreams to take me back home, I prayed to him. I figured that Paul’s God’s mommie would be too busy listening to everybody else’s prayers, while Peggy’s God seemed to live far, far away; too far, it seemed, to even hear the prayers of a child.
At bedtime in Atlantic City, I would put on my pajamas and kneel on the oval green shag rug next to the twin bed against the wall. Aunt Peggy would kneel beside me.
First we did the prayer that my godmother Mikki had taught me:
Father-Mother God,
Loving me—
Guard me when I sleep;
Guide my little feet
Up to Thee.

Then we worked on a longer prayer Peggy was teaching me. She called it the Lord’s Prayer. Peggy had shown me a picture of her Lord God in the Bible. He had white hair and a long beard, this God, who had his name hollowed out in a log somewhere, and you had to beg his forgiveness for stepping on it.
Peggy said all these Gods were the same, and I shouldn’t try so hard to distinguish them from one another. Sometimes, when I recited my lists of comparisons for her, she would pucker her brows and lips simultaneously, and tell me that I should accept things as they were and stop noticing differences.
So after a while I just kept the lists in my head.


2. FORMATIONS

Peggy drove a 1954 black Cadillac Coupe de Ville, which she had bought used. It was solid, sturdy, and strong, with massive tail fins and a front hood that stretched so far I couldn’t see the end of it from the passenger seat. Peggy kept the car parked where she could keep an eye on it, directly across from the picture window in the living room.
Paul didn’t like Peggy’s Caddy. He called it pretentious and complained that it drove like a truck. He drove a used silver Chevy Impala with powder blue leather seats. Its surface was scarred with fine round grooves from repeated hand waxing. He practically lived in it. He drove an hour each way to his job in Cape May and then, after work, turned the Chevy into a cab for an additional five hours. When he was home, the Impala sat parked in the backyard. Paul liked Chevys because Dinah Shore advertised them on TV. Her show had a commercial that pictured her driving through the Rockies, singing, “See the U.S.A. in your Chevrolet!”
Peggy said if she had to take that long a trip, she’d rather do it in her Caddy. The Cadillac was a classy car. She didn’t think either Dinah Shore or the Chevrolets had class. They were common.
Peggy sought class with the eye of a museum curator, and she did her best to imprint me. She kept a canon of those who had class and those who didn’t: Jacqueline Kennedy defined class. My mother, Norma, had class, even though she hadn’t been as well bred as Mrs. Kennedy. She had learned to dress distinctively and with style. On the other hand, Sammy Davis Jr., with his greased-down processed hair, gaudy rings, and showy suits, had no class. Peggy said he acted like he had just come into money and didn’t know what to do with it. Well-bred people, people like Aunt Hugh, her friend Mrs. Hugh Gregory, turned their noses up at those who acted like that.
My earliest memories of Atlantic City are of the rides Aunt Peggy and I took in her classy black Cadillac Coupe de Ville. I would lie across the passenger seat, my feet toward the door, my head touching her thigh, while Aunt Peggy told me about her life.
She had nicknamed herself Peggy, after a character in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women, because she hated her real name, Muriel Agatha. Muriel Agatha Fortune, raised in Flushing, Queens, had been born of gentle means. Her father, Walter, whom she adored, delivered bottled milk in a horse-drawn carriage to the well-to-do residents of Long Island. Her mother had died in childbirth when Peggy was only seven. The baby, a boy, had not survived either, and after their deaths, she said, her father had never treated her the same. He had sent her away to be raised, first by her aunts and then to a boarding school outside Baltimore.
She barely remembered her mother, she said sadly, and her tone made me feel sad, too.
She had wanted to be a model, but “good girls” didn’t become models in her day, she said; modeling was associated with loose women. And then there was her deviated eye. She would have liked an operation to fix it, but she was afraid. She had learned photography and wanted to practice photojournalism, but women were discouraged from newspaper work, and in any case the nearest paper that would hire her was in Pittsburgh. She didn’t want to move there because she didn’t want to leave Paul.
Peggy’s own childlessness nestled in her heart like a thorn. Although she wore a cloak of gaiety and spouted funny folk aphorisms, she nurtured her misfortunes. As she got older, she fretted that others made fun of her behind her back. I used to mock her fears, until I found out much later that she had indeed been perceived as an odd duck. As a young teacher in Atlantic City during the 1930s, she had not driven the bodacious Cadillac, but instead pedaled a bicycle to and from school, so that when people spoke of her, they referred to her as “Peggy-Bush-who-rides-the-bike.”
She would have found such an appellation demeaning.
The black Cadillac Coupe de Ville left no room for demeaning appellations.
 
Surrounded on three sides by the ocean, Atlantic City is bounded on the west by lush salt marshes filled with cat-o’-nine-tails, drift-wood, rotting boat hulls, and reeds. The bridge that connects the southern part of the island to the mainland constitutes part of the Black Horse Pike, which in those days led to the wealthier parts of town.
A different bridge on the northern side, part of the White Horse Pike, led to the black community, which everyone called the Northside, or the “colored section.”
The colored section was really four different neighborhoods: the west side, where the professionals and business owners lived; the inlet, a poorer section to the north; Bungalow Park, another middle-class enclave nestled about the inlet; and Venice Park, which was just then being integrated.
Peggy liked Atlantic City’s centrality, its proximity to the major cities in the Northeast. She liked to go to Philly to shop at John Wanamaker’s department store, or visit Abraham & Straus in New York; she liked being able to drive to see her husband’s family in Washington, D.C., without being so close that they could interfere in her business.
Peggy had been teaching second grade for over twenty years; she had taught parents, siblings, children, cousins, and grandchildren, and she knew more about the private lives of most of Atlantic City’s families than the census taker did. She had moved to Atlantic City in 1932, in its heyday, and she delighted in telling me stories about the rich and famous who indulged their peccadilloes and hid their scandals at the seaside resort, including mobsters from Chicago, Philadelphia, and New York who had declared the city neutral territory. William Randolph Hearst built his mistress a mansion off the Black Horse Pike. The remains of the house, a massive terra-cotta ruin, sat amid the overgrown marshland.
At the inlet, where the island ended in a cul-de-sac, we liked to get out of the car. You could walk on the beach from the east side of Atlantic City to the west side in two dozen steps at the inlet. Yards away began the boardwalk, raised four feet above the sand and squared off by an iron banister. Across the street sat a series of two-story wooden row houses, their porches elevated by four wooden steps. This was the end of the island’s main street, Atlantic Avenue.
“This is where the Puerto Ricans live,” Peggy said.
I giggled at the way she pronounced it: “Porta Rikins” instead of “Puerto Ricans.”
Outside the wooden houses, children were playing a street game. Their play made me homesick. I missed my old, run-down neighborhood off Columbus Avenue in New York. Before Lincoln Center was built, the neighborhood had been a seedy section of Manhattan, crowded with working-class families whose children spilled into the streets and onto the basketball courts after school. It was a collection of storefronts with small-business owners who all knew me and Mommie by name. I missed the toy store, crowded to the ceiling with toys Mommie always said we couldn’t afford, the liquor store where she went to cash checks, and the dry cleaners who always seemed to lose her clothes. I missed the smell of rotisserie chickens turning in the window, and the kerthunk sound that taxicab tires made riding over potholes. I missed the strident voices of the Dominican boys soaring into the night against the rhythm of sirens and the sound of cars traveling down Columbus Avenue.
These Puerto Rican children playing in Atlantic City’s inlet seemed less cocky, their language less percussive, their accent more melodious. I ached to play with them.
“Oh, there are plenty of other children for you to play with,” Peggy said dismissively.
Atlantic City, like every place else in America, was segregated, not just by race but by ethnicity and, of course, class. Its streets, to anyone who knew them intimately, were signposts to income, culture, and tradition. They marked boundaries not easily crossed.
To the south of the inlet, roughly in the middle of the city, Missouri Avenue divided the white and black neighborhoods. Atlantic Avenue divided the business district—whites to the east (in the hotel district), blacks to the west. Wedged into a narrow strip of Arctic Avenue between Missouri and Mississippi were the Italians. Most Jewish families lived in Margate.
We who lived in Atlantic City used shorthand to describe these fault lines. The Puerto Ricans lived “over” in the inlet. In the opposite direction, “down there” in Ventnor, lived plain old working-class white folks. Most of them were Protestants, but a few Italian Catholics who had worked their way out of the ghetto lived there, too. The rich white folks, most of whom worked in Philadelphia and who came to AC—that’s how we who lived there referred to Atlantic City—during the summer season, had summerhouses in communities beyond Ventnor, “up” in Longport, the southernmost tip of the island.
I started taking dance classes at the Jewish Community Center in Margate before I even started school. After class, Peggy liked driving through the white parts of town. She would turn off the main avenue and tour the side streets of Margate and Longport, examining the homes.
She described a dream of a different life in each house. Her own home was a perfectly respectable three-story Folk Victorian, set back from the street twenty yards or so, with a cement walkway and a large lawn. The shingles were painted dark gray, with white stationary shutters. Peggy and Paul rented out the bottom-floor apartment; you reached the upper living quarters via an exterior stairway, set parallel to the street, its fifteen wooden stairs painted gray and decorated in front by a trellis with climbing red roses.
One particular day, when I had gotten used to staying with Peggy and Paul but didn’t yet know the city, we passed a gray-and-white house, the same color as the one Peggy and Paul owned, but a true Victorian, much larger, with a wraparound front porch. A man with sparse white hair combed straight back sat out in a rocking chair. He wore skinny glasses on his nose as he rocked back and forth reading the paper.
Peggy had wanted to be a newspaper photographer, she reminded me as we passed him, but that was a hard profession for a woman.
I looked over at her. Peggy’s life seemed, somehow, more limited, more circumscribed, than my mother’s. I didn’t understand why, but Mommie seemed more adventurous, while Peggy struggled to accustom herself to set boundaries.
We cruised slowly past the fenced-in yards of Longport in the black Coupe de Ville, until we saw a blue-and-red colonial that dwarfed its neighbors.
“Now, that one’s too big,” Peggy said, turning her up nose. “Who would want to rattle around in a big old house like that?”
Another one, she sniffed, looked like the White House, with stately pillars supporting a second-floor deck. Too ostentatious.
Then she pulled to a stop in front of a Tudor-style brick house with a neatly trimmed front lawn, its front door flanked by blue hydrangeas.
“I always like to stop in front of this house,” she said with a wistful tone. “I’d love to live in this neighborhood, but they don’t allow colored.”
I didn’t know whether she meant the house or the hydrangeas.
“They don’t allow colored what?” I asked.
Peggy inhaled sharply and bit the side of her lip. “Well, that’s a way of saying that it’s segregated,” she explained, exhaling. “Most colored don’t make enough money to afford these homes, but even if we did, the neighbors would object. They’re afraid we’ll make the neighborhood turn.”
I thought of a carton of milk sitting in the refrigerator too long, or the scent of old garbage. I tried to imagine the Tudor house with the blue hydrangeas smelling like sour milk.
“Would it stink?” I asked.
She looked at me strangely. “Well, there are some colored like that, that don’t know how to keep up their place. And that’s the way some whites think all colored are. But there’s many colored keep their homes as nice and neat as this one,” she said, pointing to the Tudor.
I tried to imagine a box of people the color of Crayola crayons moving in and how pretty soon the neighborhood might turn dark green and brown and begin to smell like old garbage. I wondered how long it would take. A week? A month? A couple of days? And what colors didn’t they allow? But before I could ask any more questions, Peggy pulled in to the parking lot of the Dairy Queen, and I was distracted by having to choose between a strawberry and a hot fudge sundae.
 
The crown jewel of Atlantic City’s west side, where the black neighborhood blended into the entrance to the White Horse Pike, belonged to Ralph and Edith Greene. Ralph and Edith both taught at the local colored elementary school, but to look at their house you wouldn’t have known teachers lived there. Their home was a palace even by white standards, a newly built, geometrically styled house made of cedar planks, with a huge picture window in front and an A-frame doorway with, appropriately enough, a green door.
Peggy admired the Greenes’ “chutzpah,” as she called it, in placing so grand a house like a piece of sculpture at the entrance to the Northside. Although the house was too modern for her taste, she liked the statement it made: that colored could buy anything and be just as grand as white people. It was widely believed that Ralph Greene’s position as the colored “go-to” person for political patronage had enabled him to buy that house.
A block up the street, in a modest white house with gray shutters and a cement foundation, lived the Weeks family. The mother had worked hard to raise them all, Aunt Peggy said, her voice a mixture of pity and admiration. Peggy had taught several of the six Weeks brothers; three of them now owned a cab company, which they had built from scratch. Down the street from the Weekses lived one of our neighborhood doctors, but Peggy wouldn’t go to him because he was too young. Across from him lived the owner of a popular bar and lounge—I would meet his daughter at summer camp.
Forewarned not to repeat what she had told me during our rides in the car, I met Mr. and Mrs. Greene, and Mrs. Weeks, and Dr. Wilson. I also met Mrs. Gambrel—who owned the corner store that sold sundries, candy, and fresh-dipped Breyer’s ice cream—and the Italians who owned the grocery store on the corner diagonally across from her. I remember walking with Peggy down the street, my small hand grasped firmly by her long, thin fingers, the tips of her high-heel crocodile shoes, in chronic disrepair, clicking along the sidewalk like taps, arrhythmically scraping the knobby raised ridges of the sidewalk.
On the third corner of the block where we lived sat a house with caramel-colored asphalt shingles. A cement walkway led up to the four short steps to the front door.
“This is Mrs. McKee’s house,” Aunt Peggy said. “You’ve been here before, when you were just a baby. You played with Minnie’s granddaughter, Regina.”
I didn’t remember the house or Regina, but then, Peggy said, we had met when I was just three weeks old. Our mommies had been pregnant at the same time.
“Look at that hair!” Mrs. McKee said by way of greeting in her sharp-edge voice. “I guess you’ll need some dresses, or nobody will know what you are.”
“I’m a girl,” I said, annoyed.
Mrs. McKee reached out and ran her fingers roughly through my short, thick curls.
“I guess your mother didn’t know what to do with this!” she exclaimed. Then she hooked her bottom lip over her lower teeth, clamped her upper lip against them, and tittered.
She picked me up and stood me on newspapers spread on the dining room table, as though I were a life-size doll. Mrs. McKee sewed clothes for a living. She could copy a dress from Vogue just by looking at a picture. Peggy wanted her to make me some new dresses for school.
“Do you know what you want?” Mrs. McKee said to Peggy over my head, her mouth full of pins. I pouted. Mommie always asked me what I wanted.
“Oh, I was thinking something nice and girlish, an organdy maybe, with a little collar and buttons down the front,” Peggy said dreamily, looking out the window by Mrs. McKee’s staircase.
“Organdy doesn’t wear very well. You want her to wear these to school, don’t you?” Mrs. McKee said through the pins. She measured me from waist to hip, then turned me around to measure my arms and the distance across the top of my back.
“Well,” Peggy said, reconsidering, “maybe a dark organdy will do—or something. Something soft and feminine.” She fluttered her right hand for emphasis on the words.
I winced. Soft and feminine meant that I wouldn’t be able to do anything except sit still with my ankles crossed and my hands folded in my lap.
“Can’t I have a cotton dress?” I asked. Mommie dressed me in cotton because it wore well and she could wash my clothes by hand in the sink.
Mrs. McKee tittered again, this time at Peggy. “I can see you’re gonna have a handful trying to control her,” she said.
Impatient to get down and play with Regina, I stamped my foot.
“Just hold on a minute. I’m almost through. The dress won’t fit if I don’t measure you for it,” Mrs. McKee said.
I was freed, finally, from the table, and the grown-ups disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Regina and me alone to play.
Regina was a shade lighter than I and thin as a wishbone. Her socks barely stayed up around her ankles. She wore her hair in thick, shoulder-length braids.
“What happened to your hair?” Regina asked.
“Nothing happened to it. My mommie cuts it short.” I wished I had longer hair just so I wouldn’t have to keep answering this question.
“Where’s your mommie?” Regina asked.
“She lives in New York,” I answered. “I visit her on vacations. Where’s yours?” Yvette, Regina’s mother and Mrs. McKee’s daughter, was Aunt Peggy’s goddaughter.
“She’s at teachers’ college, in Glassboro,” Regina said, her pride equally strong. “She comes home on weekends.”
Thus establishing our mommies’ bona fides, we bonded for life.
 
One day, while I was still trying to make sense out of all my new surroundings, we visited Aunt Peggy’s closest friend, Hugh Ella Gregory.
“Hello, Mrs. Gregory,” I said, as Peggy had taught me to greet adults.
“You don’t have to be so formal,” Mrs. Gregory replied in her flute-toned voice. “Now that you’re going to be staying here, you can call me Aunt Hugh.”
I didn’t catch her meaning, but Peggy picked it up right away. “That’s not decided yet,” she said quickly.
“It’s not?” Hugh said, looking up over my head.
Peggy glanced down at me and shook her head slightly, indicating that she did not want to have this conversation in front of “c-h-i-l-d-r-e-n.”
Aunt Hugh Gregory offered me some crayons and paper and pointed me toward the living room.
“What do you say?” Peggy prompted.
But I was preoccupied with the earlier exchange. There was something they didn’t want me to know. Staying here? At Mrs. Gregory’s? For how long? Adults shared a world high above me, filled with signs and secret codes; I had learned that listening, particularly when Peggy was involved, provided more answers than asking direct questions did.
Ensconced with cookies, milk, crayons, and paper in the living room, I took care to sit near the piano next to the open door, where I could hear their conversation. I loved listening to Aunt Hugh’s voice. Her soft, lilting tones reminded me of Japanese music and those sweet-smelling flowers Peggy called honeysuckle.
I had recently mastered connecting the four lines that represented the rectangle of a house, and the three that formed the triangle of its roof. I selected brown and red crayons to draw them, gray to make parallel lines for the walkway, and pink for the petunias along the side. I was drawing Peggy’s house. I moved the crayons across the page like a whisper, straining to hear the conversation in the kitchen. But Aunt Hugh’s voice was so soft that I could make out only a few words. wishful adoption courting heartbreak
It sounded like a fairy tale.
“Oh, Hugh, I don’t think so,” Aunt Peggy said, her voice as clear as the yellow circle I drew to represent the sun.
I lifted the crayon from the page and held my breath.
“She’d be better off here,” Aunt Hugh said, “but suppose the mother changes her mind and wants her back?”
“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” Peggy said.
I picked up my gray crayon and drew a rectangle standing on its end, the way I drew Mommie’s New York house. It wasn’t as pretty as Aunt Peggy’s—just a shoebox with squares for windows.
“But what if it does, Peggy? You’re basing your future on wishful thinking. I think you should insist on a clean break and do a formal adoption.”
Between the two houses, bigger than either of them, I drew a figure with orange legs and arms, brown eyes, and then, with my black crayon, I drew a mop of curly black hair.
 
In my small pink room in Atlantic City, huddled under the big blue blanket Mommie had sent with me from New York, I shivered with fever. The air felt cold on my cheek.
In delirium, I imagined I was a fairy soldier riding a butterfly, sallying forth to fight a horde of enemy fairies riding beetles. The Queen of fairies came to cheer us on. Aside from my mother, the fairy queen was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen.
She floated before me, mounted on a dragonfly steed, her thick, dark, wavy hair pulled back and wrapped in a bun. She had a deep olive complexion, and large, brown almond-shaped eyes, eyes deeper and more compassionate than my mother’s. I could not help but stare at her; gradually, I realized that she was no fairy queen, but real, sitting on a chair at the foot of my bed, and that she was spinning out this tale which formed the warp and woof of my dream: how the fairy soldiers attacked the beetles, vanquished them, and saved the beautiful rose people from extinction.
I asked Aunt Peggy who she was.
“You weren’t dreaming,” she said. “That was Yvonne. She heard you were sick and came to visit you.”
“Yvonne?”
“Aunt Hugh’s oldest daughter.”
I was amazed that someone I didn’t even know would visit me and tell me such a wonderful story. Yvonne.
I held her name like a precious jewel. When I started to read, fairy-tale books crowded the shelf by my
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