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LADY SINGS THE BLUES

Billie Holiday was born in 1915. She began singing in jazz clubs in Harlem while still a teenager, never undergoing technical training or even learning to read music. Mainstream success followed with hits like Summertime, Autumn in New York and Strange Fruit. To this day she is still considered by many to be the greatest jazz singer of all time. She died in 1959, aged 44.
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Some Other Spring

Mom and Pop were just a couple of kids when they got married. He was eighteen, she was sixteen, and I was three.

Mom was working as a maid with a white family. When they found out she was going to have a baby they just threw her out. Pop’s family just about had a fit, too, when they heard about it. They were real society folks and they never heard of things like that going on in their part of East Baltimore.

But both kids were poor. And when you’re poor, you grow up fast.

It’s a wonder my mother didn’t end up in the workhouse and me as a foundling. But Sadie Fagan loved me from the time I was just a swift kick in the ribs while she scrubbed floors. She went to the hospital and made a deal with the head woman there. She told them she’d scrub floors and wait on the other bitches laying up there to have their kids so she could pay her way and mine. And she did. Mom was thirteen that Wednesday, April 7, 1915, in Baltimore when I was born.

By the time she worked her way out of hock in the hospital and took me home to her folks, I was so big and smart I could sit up in a carriage. Pop was doing what all the boys did then – peddling papers, running errands, going to school. One day he came along by my carriage, picked me up and started playing with me. His mother saw him and came hollering. She dragged at him and said, ‘Clarence, stop playing with that baby. Everybody is going to think it’s yours.’

‘But, Mother, it is mine,’ he’d tell her. When he talked back to his mother like this she would really have a fit. He was still only fifteen and in short pants. He wanted to be a musician and used to take lessons on the trumpet. It was almost three years before he got long pants for the wedding.

After they were married awhile we moved into a little old house on Durham Street in Baltimore. Mom had worked as a maid up North in New York and Philly. She’d seen all the rich people with their gas and electric lights and she decided she had to have them too. So she saved her wages for the day. And when we moved in we were the first family in the neighborhood to have gas and electricity.

It made the neighbors mad, Mom putting in the gas. They said putting pipes in the ground would bring the rats out. It was true. Baltimore is famous for rats.

Pop always wanted to blow the trumpet but he never got the chance. Before we got one to blow, the Army grabbed him and shipped him overseas. It was just his luck to be one of the ones to get it from poison gas over there. It ruined his lungs. I suppose if he’d played piano he’d probably have got shot in the hand.

Getting gassed was the end of his hopes for the trumpet but the beginning of a successful career on the guitar. He started to learn it when he was in Paris. And it was a good thing he did. Because it kept him from going to pieces when he got back to Baltimore. He just had to be a musician. He worked like hell when he got back and eventually got a job with McKinney’s Cotton Pickers. But when he went on the road with that band it was the beginning of the end of our life as a family. Baltimore got to be just another one-night stand.

While Pop was overseas in the war, Mom had worked in a factory making Army overalls and uniforms. When Pop hit the road, the war jobs were finished and Mom figured she could do better going off up North as a maid. She had to leave me with my grandparents, who lived in a poor little old house with my cousin Ida, her two small children, Henry and Elsie, and my great-grandmother.

All of us were crowded in that little house like fishes. I had to sleep in the same bed with Henry and Elsie, and Henry used to wet it every night. It made me mad and sometimes I’d get up and sit in a chair until morning. Then my cousin Ida would come in in the morning, see the bed, accuse me of wetting it, and start beating me. When she was upset she’d beat me something awful. Not with a strap, not with a spank on the ass, but with her fists or a whip.

She just didn’t understand me. Other kids, when they did something wrong, would lie their way out of it. But if I did anything wrong I’d come right out and admit it. And she’d have a fit, call me a sinner and tell me I’d never amount to anything. She never got through telling my mother I was going to bring home a baby and disgrace the damn family like she did. One time she heard me say ‘Damn it’ and she thought this was so sinful she tossed a pot of hot starch at me. She missed, though, because I ducked.

She was always finding fault with whatever I did, but she never did pick up on Henry. He was her son and he could do no wrong. When I got tired of getting beaten because he wet the bed I got Elsie one night and convinced her we should both sleep on the floor. She was scared. It was cold and she thought we might freeze.

‘All right,’ I told her, ‘so we might freeze. But if we ain’t frozen to death in the morning, the bed’ll be wet and we won’t be in it.’

It was and we weren’t, so this time Cousin Ida beat me for being smart with her. ‘Henry’s weak,’ she said.

You couldn’t tell her nothing about Henry, why that boy used to give us girls a terrible time. He even tried to do what we called ‘that thing’ to us while we were sleeping. Sometimes we would be so tired from fighting this little angel off all night, we wouldn’t wake up in time for school. I used to try to plead with him because I knew it wouldn’t do any good to talk to Cousin Ida.

‘Henry,’ I’d say to him, ‘it ain’t so bad with me. I’m only your cousin. But Elsie’s your sister, and besides, she’s sick.’

Henry grew up to be a prize fighter and then a minister. But when he was little I had hell with that boy.

One day we were playing baseball and afterwards I was sitting on the curb. I was scared of the tiniest bugs, anything that crawled, and Henry knew it. This day he came up to me holding one of Baltimore’s biggest goddamn rats by the tail, swinging it in my face.

‘Don’t do that, Henry,’ I begged him.

‘What’s the matter, you scared?’ he said, grinning and swinging it closer and closer to me.

‘All girls is scared of rats and bugs,’ I said.

He kept right on swinging. Finally he hit me in the face with the rat. I took a baseball bat and put him in the Johns Hopkins Hospital.

I don’t think my grandma ever understood me either, but she never beat me like Cousin Ida did, and that was something. My grandpop loved me, though. He was half Irish and named after his father, Charles Fagan, who was straight from Ireland.

The one I really liked best, though, was my great-grandmother, my grandfather’s mother.

She really loved me and I was crazy about her. She had been a slave on a big plantation in Virginia and she used to tell me about it. She had her own little house in the back of the plantation. Mr Charles Fagan, the handsome Irish plantation owner, had his white wife and children in the big house. And he had my great-grandmother out in back. She had sixteen children by him, and all of them were dead by then except Grandpop.

We used to talk about life. And she used to tell me how it felt to be a slave, to be owned body and soul by a white man who was the father of her children. She couldn’t read or write, but she knew the Bible by heart from beginning to end and she was always ready to tell me a story from the Scriptures.

She was ninety-six or ninety-seven then and had dropsy. I used to take care of her every day after school. No one else paid any attention. I’d give her a bath sometimes. And I’d always bind her legs with fresh cloths and wash the smelly old ones.

She’d been sleeping in chairs for ten years. The doctor had told her she’d die if ever she laid down. But I didn’t know. And once after I’d changed the cloths on her legs and she had told me a story, she begged me to let her lie down. She said she was tired. I didn’t want to let her. But she kept begging and begging. It was pitiful.

Finally I spread a blanket on the floor and helped her stretch out. Then she asked me to lie down with her because she wanted to tell me another story. I was tired too. I’d been up early that morning to scrub steps. So I laid down with her. I don’t remember the story she told me because I fell asleep right away.

I woke up four or five hours later. Grandma’s arm was still tight around my neck and I couldn’t move it. I tried and tried and then I got scared. She was dead, and I began to scream. The neighbors came running. They had to break Grandma’s arm to get me loose. Then they took me to a hospital. I was there for a month. Suffering from what they said was shock.

When I got home Cousin Ida started right in where she had left off, beating me. This time it was for letting Grandma out of her chair. The doctor tried to stop her. He said if she kept it up I’d grow up to be nervous. But she never stopped.

I was a woman when I was sixteen. I was big for my age, with big breasts, big bones, a big fat healthy broad, that’s all. So I started working out then, before school and after, minding babies, running errands, and scrubbing those damn white steps all over Baltimore.

When families in the neighborhood used to pay me a nickel for scrubbing them down, I decided I had to have more money, so I figured out a way. I bought me a brush of my own, a bucket, some rags, some Octagon soap, and a big white bar of that stuff I can’t ever forget – Bon Ami.

The first time I stood on a white doorstep and asked this woman for fifteen cents for the job, she like to had a fit. But I explained to her the higher price came from me bringing my own supplies. She thought I had a damn nerve, I guess, but while she was thinking it over I said I’d scrub the kitchen or bathroom floor for the same price. That did it. I had the job.

All these bitches were lazy. I knew it and that’s where I had them. They didn’t care how filthy their damn houses were inside, as long as those white steps were clean. Sometimes I’d bring home as much as ninety cents a day. I even made as high as $2.10 – that’s fourteen kitchen or bathroom floors and as many sets of steps.

When I went into the scrubbing business it was the end of roller skating, bike riding, and boxing, too. I used to like boxing. In school they used to teach us girls to box. But I didn’t keep it up. Once a girl hit me on the nose and it just about finished me. I took my gloves off and beat the pants off her. The gym teacher got so sore, I never went near the school gym again.

But whether I was riding a bike or scrubbing somebody’s dirty bathroom floor, I used to love to sing all the time. I liked music. If there was a place where I could go and hear it, I went.

Alice Dean used to keep a whorehouse on the corner nearest our place, and I used to run errands for her and the girls. I was very commercial in those days. I’d never go to the store for anybody for less than a nickel or a dime. But I’d run all over for Alice and the girls, and I’d wash basins, put out the Lifebuoy soap and towels. When it came time to pay me, I used to tell her she could keep the money if she’d let me come up in her front parlor and listen to Louis Armstrong and Bessie Smith on her victrola.

A victrola was a big deal in those days, and there weren’t any parlors around that had one except Alice’s. I spent many a wonderful hour there listening to Pops and Bessie. I remember Pops’ recording of ‘West End Blues’ and how it used to gas me. It was the first time I ever heard anybody sing without using any words. I didn’t know he was singing whatever came into his head when he forgot the lyrics. Ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba-ba and the rest of it had plenty of meaning for me – just as much meaning as some of the other words that I didn’t always understand. But the meaning used to change, depending on how I felt. Sometimes the record would make me so sad I’d cry up a storm. Other times the same damn record would make me so happy I’d forget about how much hard-earned money the session in the parlor was costing me.

But Mom didn’t favor her daughter hanging around the house on the corner. And especially she couldn’t understand why I wasn’t bringing home any loot. ‘I know Eleanora,’ she used to complain, Eleanora being the name I’d been baptized under, ‘and she don’t work for nobody for nothing.’ When Mom found out I was using my hard-earned money paying rent on Alice’s parlor to listen to jazz on the victrola, she nearly had a fit too.

I guess I’m not the only one who heard their first good jazz in a whorehouse. But I never tried to make anything of it. If I’d heard Louis and Bessie at a Girl Scout jamboree, I’d have loved it just the same. But a lot of white people first heard jazz in places like Alice Dean’s, and they helped label jazz ‘whorehouse music.’

They forget what it was like in those days. A whorehouse was about the only place where black and white folks could meet in any natural way. They damn well couldn’t rub elbows in the churches. And in Baltimore, places like Alice Dean’s were the only joints fancy enough to have a victrola and for real enough to pick up on the best records.

I know this for damn sure. If I’d heard Pops and Bessie wailing through the window of some minister’s front parlor, I’d have been running free errands for him. There weren’t any priests in Baltimore then like Father Norman O’Connor of Boston, who loves jazz and now has a big radio congregation listening to his disc-jockey shows.

About the only other place you could hear music those days was at dances. So I used to go to as many dances as I could get near. Not to dance, just to listen to the band. You couldn’t expect Cousin Ida to believe that, though. She accused me of staying off the dance floor so I could hang around the edges and pick up boys. So she’d beat me for that too.

She was always worried about me and boys. We lived next door to a junk shop. The junk wagon was always parked in front after making the rounds that day. The neighborhood boys used to hang around in the junk wagon shooting marbles and dice. And I used to hang around with them. I used to shoot with them and fight with them, but that’s all. One day a nosy old lady hung herself out a second-story window and started shaking her finger at me. Then she came down and hollered at me, saying I was a disgrace to the neighborhood for what I was doing with the boys.

I had no eyes for sex and I was doing nothing with the boys that another boy couldn’t do. I was one of the boys. So when this nosy old bitch shook her finger at me I hollered right back. ‘You think I’m doing that thing with them, don’t you?’ I asked her.

When she heard the naughty word she forgot what she was raising hell about and started hollering about my language. She thought it was terrible for me to say what she had been thinking. I didn’t care about what she thought, or anybody. But I didn’t want her worrying my mother. Because I knew my mother worried.

‘You ain’t got no father,’ she used to tell me. ‘I work so hard. Please don’t make the same mistake I made.’

She was always afraid I’d end up bad and there would be nothing she could say. She never hit me when she thought I was doing something bad. She would just cry, and I couldn’t stand to see her cry. I didn’t want to hurt her, and I didn’t – until three years before she died, when I went on junk.

But back then I was worried what this old bitch might tell my mother. So when she told me she thought I was doing the thing with those boys and I wasn’t, I picked up a broom and beat her until she agreed to tell my mother she had never seen me doing nothing with the boys.

The boys were doing it, though. And they were looking for some girl who would. And I could tell them who. The one who was always a sure thing was the saintliest girl on the block. She always kept saying she was going to be a great dancer; meantime she was doing it, not only with the boys but with all those women’s husbands.

But she was always so damn proper and saintly, this Evelyn, she wouldn’t say ‘Bon Ami’ if she had a mouthful. But because my mother had made a mistake, everybody, including Cousin Ida, was always raising hell with me.

I went back to Baltimore a few years ago when I was playing the Royale Theatre. I drove up in my white Cadillac in front of the house where Evelyn used to live. I parked it where the junk wagon used to sit. This saintly bitch who was going to be a big dancer was still living there. She had six kids and none of them by the same father and she was still funky and greasy. The kids lined up in the street and I bought them ice cream and gave them fifty cents apiece. They thought it was a big deal and I was a big star.

Evelyn always kept a young cat in the house and she had one that day, young and brown and good-looking. He leaned out the window, pointed to one of the six kids, and said, ‘This one is mine.’ I never forgot that day. These were the people who used to worry me and Mom to death about going bad.

There were other things I missed when I went into the scrubbing business full time. I used to love to go to the five-and-dime store in Baltimore and buy hot dogs. They never used to wait on Negroes there. But they’d sell me a hot dog because I was a kid and I guess they could use the business if nobody was looking. But if they caught me eating that hot dog before I got outside on the street, they’d give me hell for cluttering up the place.

I used to love white silk socks, too, and of course black patent-leather shoes. I could never afford them. But I used to sneak in the five-and-dime and grab the white socks off the counter and run like hell. Why not? They wouldn’t let me buy them even if I did have the money.

I learned to crawl in the back way at the movies to save the dime it cost going in the front way. I don’t think I missed a single picture Billie Dove ever made. I was crazy for her. I tried to do my hair like her and eventually I borrowed her name.

My name, Eleanora, was too damn long for anyone to say. Besides, I never liked it. Especially not after my grandma shortened it and used to scream ‘Nora!’ at me from the back porch. My father had started calling me Bill because I was such a young tomboy. I didn’t mind that, but I wanted to be pretty, too, and have a pretty name. So I decided Billie was it and I made it stick.

All the time Mom worked in Philly and New York she used to send me clothes given her by the white people she worked for. They were hand-me-downs, sure, but they were beautiful and I was always the sharpest kid in the block when I was dressed up.

My mother knew I didn’t like it much living with my grandparents and Cousin Ida. She didn’t like it any better. But the only damn thing she could do about it was work as hard as she could up North and save every nickel. So this is what she did.

After Pop went on the road with McKinney’s Cotton Pickers, he just disappeared. Later he got a job with Fletcher Henderson’s band. But he was always on tour, and then one day we heard that he had gotten a divorce and married a West Indian woman named Fanny.

When my mother came back to Baltimore one day she had nine hundred dollars she had saved. She bought a real fancy house on Pennsylvania Avenue in North Baltimore, the high-class part. She was going to take in roomers. We were going to live like ladies and everything was going to be fine.

All the big-time whores wore big red velvet hats then with bird-of-paradise feathers on them. These lids were the thing. You couldn’t touch one for less than twenty-five dollars – a lot of money in the twenties. I always wanted Mom to have one, and when she finally made it I loved it so I’d throw a fit unless she wore it from the time she got up in the morning until she went to bed at night. If she left the house without it, I’d carry on. She looked so pretty in it, and I thought she should look pretty all the time. She was no more than five feet tall and she weighed less than eighty pounds. In her red velvet bird-of-paradise hat she looked like a living doll.

When she went out in this fancy outfit she’d always talk about getting a rich husband so both of us working girls could retire. But her heart was never in it.

A while after Pop had married again Mom met Phil Gough. He was a Baltimore longshoreman but he came from a very high-class family. His sisters were all office workers, and besides, they were very light-skinned and thought it was terrible he was taking up with Mom and me, because we were a shade or two darker.

But he didn’t pay any attention to that. He married Mom anyway and he was a good stepdaddy to me as long as he lived, which was only a little while.

I was happy for a little bit. It couldn’t last.

One day when I came home from school Mom was at the hairdresser’s and there was nobody in the house but Mr Dick, one of our neighbors. He told me Mother had asked him to wait for me and then take me a few blocks away to somebody’s house, where she would meet us.

Without me thinking anything about it, he took me by the hand and I went along. When we got to the house, a woman let us in. I asked for my mother and they said she would be along soon. I think they told me she had called them on the telephone and said she would be late. It got later and later and I began to get sleepy. Mr Dick saw me dozing and took me into a back bedroom to lie down. I was almost asleep when Mr Dick crawled up on me and started trying to do what my cousin Henry used to try. I started to kick and scream like crazy. When I did, the woman of the house came in and tried to hold my head and arms down on the bed so he could get at me. I gave both of them a hard time, kicking and scratching and screaming. Suddenly, when I was catching my breath, I heard some more hollering and shouting. The next thing I knew, my mother and a policeman broke the door down. I’ll never forget that night. Even if you’re a whore, you don’t want to be raped. A bitch can turn twenty-five hundred tricks a day and she still don’t want nobody to rape her. It’s the worst thing that can happen to a woman. And here it was happening to me when I was ten.

I couldn’t figure out how my mother had managed to find where they had taken me. But when she had come home, one of Mr Dick’s girl friends, a jealous hustler, was waiting on the porch. She warned Mom to keep me away from her man.

Mom tried to brush her off, telling her I was just a kid and to quit being jealous and silly.

‘Just a kid?’ said this hustler, laughing. ‘She ran off with my man. She’s with him right now, and if you don’t believe me I’ll tell you where you’ll find them.’

Mom didn’t waste no time. She called the police and took this jealous bitch by the arm and dragged her to the house where they had me. And a house it was, too.

But that wasn’t the worst of it. The cops dragged Dick off to the police precinct. I was crying and bleeding in my mother’s arms, but they made us come along too.

When we got there instead of treating me and Mom like somebody who called the cops for help, they treated me like I’d killed somebody. They wouldn’t let my mother take me home. Mr Dick was in his forties, and I was only ten. Maybe the police sergeant took one look at my breasts and limbs and figured my age from that. I don’t know. Anyway, I guess they had me figured for having enticed this old goat into the whorehouse or something. All I know for sure is they threw me into a cell. My mother cried and screamed and pleaded, but they just put her out of the jailhouse and turned me over to a fat white matron. When she saw I was still bleeding, she felt sorry for me and gave me a couple of glasses of milk. But nobody else did anything for me except give me filthy dirty looks and snicker to themselves.

After a couple of days in a cell they dragged me into court. Mr Dick got sentenced to five years. They sentenced me to a Catholic institution.

I’ll never forget that place. It is run by the Catholic sisters, the kind who never go outside the four walls. When you go in they give you a blue and white uniform and a saint’s name. I drew the name of St Theresa. There were about a hundred girls there, mostly for stealing and hooking from school. But they knew I was there on account of a man, so they all looked up to me as some kind of a big shot.

When you did something against the rules at that place, at least they didn’t beat you, like Cousin Ida had. When you were being punished you got a raggedy red dress to wear. When you wore this dress, none of the other girls were supposed to go near you or speak to you.

I’ll never forget the first girl I saw wear the dress. She was a real wild one and she was alone in the back yard, standing on a swing. She kept swinging higher and higher, shouting and hollering, swinging higher and higher. She worked so hard she was puffing and huffing. And the kids stood around watching her, all eyes.

The Mother Superior tried to keep the kids moving and break up the crowd of gawking girls. The girl in the raggedy red dress just kept on swinging and screaming. I guess she figured as long as she stayed up there on the swing no one could touch her. The Mother Superior looked at her, then she turned to a group of us and said: ‘Just remember, God will punish her. God will punish her.’

In a few seconds there was a terrible jerk. As she swung to the highest point she could make on the swing, the chair broke and the girl flew through the air, over the fence, screaming as she sailed through the air. Then there was a terrible thud and then nothing. When they found her, her neck was broken.

The first time I wore the red dress was at Easter. My mother came to visit me and she brought a huge basket, two fried chickens, a dozen hard-boiled eggs, and all kinds of things. Because I had the red dress on, the sisters gave my basket to the other girls and made me sit there and watch them while they ate it.

But this wasn’t punishment enough. They wouldn’t let me sleep in the dormitory with the other girls. Another girl had died and they had her laid out in the front room. And for punishment they locked me in the room with her for the night. Maybe it was the girl who broke her neck on the swing. I don’t really remember. All I knew was I couldn’t stand dead people ever since my great-grandmother had died holding me in her arms. I couldn’t sleep. I couldn’t stand it. I screamed and banged on the door so, I kept the whole joint from sleeping. I hammered on the door until my hands were bloody.

The next time my mother came to visit me I told her if she ever wanted to see me again she better get me out of there. I guess she knew I meant it. And I did. Anyway, she and Grandpop got a lawyer. Some rich white people my mother was working for helped her out too. According to the judge, I was supposed to stay there until I was dead or twenty-one. But they finally got me out.

I went back there once years later, when I needed some proof I had been born before I could get a passport to go abroad. I came back to see the Mother Superior.

I had told the government people about being born in that hospital in Baltimore where my mother scrubbed floors and carried water when she was only thirteen, but they wouldn’t believe me. The same Mother Superior was there who had been there thirty years before. And I saw the place where I had slept, the place I was baptized, the place I was confirmed, and the place where I had beaten my hands to a bloody damn pulp when they put me in a raggedy red dress and locked me up with the body of a dead girl.
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Ghost of Yesterdays

Everybody was talking about Lindbergh’s hop to Paris that summer of 1927 when I made it solo from Baltimore to New York.

From the day she got me sprung from the Catholic institution, Mom and I were drug with Baltimore. We had had it with roomers after the deal with Mr Dick. There was nothing to do except for Mom to go back slaving away as somebody’s maid. In Baltimore she couldn’t make half the loot she could up North. So I dragged my scrub brush and bucket from house to house trying to make up the difference that could keep us together.

One night I came home long after dark. I had worked all day and had ninety cents to show for it. Mom took one look at me and busted out crying, I looked that beat. I tried to comfort her and tell her I’d be all right, but she kept saying, ‘There’s got to be something better than this.’ And if there was, she and I knew it had to be up North. It wasn’t going to be in Baltimore.

So up she went. And back I went into the little house with Cousin Ida and her husband, Grandma and Grandpop, little Cousin Henry and Elsie – to wait for the day Mom could send for me to come to New York.

Life with Cousin Ida was just more of the same. I couldn’t wait for it to be over, and then I hated the way it ended. She was one of the worst black bitches God ever put on earth, but I hated the way she died. Goiters ran in my mother’s family; Mom had one, but Cousin Ida’s was the worse, a great big horrible one that hung from her chin to her breast. One day she had a choking spell and there was nobody around to help her but her husband, and he was passed out drunk. She died like a dog, on her knees, choking for air. The doctor said if her man had even come to enough to raise the window and let in some air he could have saved her. But he was too juiced even for that. Mean as she was, I hated to see her die like that.

In those days they kept dead bodies around for two weeks for the waking and crying. Cousin Ida and her husband were Baptists and they gave Mom and me a hard time because we were Catholic. We were always accused of thinking we were better than the Baptists. They used to make fun of Mom with her candles and creeping up to the altar. So when I refused to look at Cousin Ida’s body they thought it had something to do with that. They wouldn’t let me alone. Finally, when I wouldn’t go near the coffin, someone dragged me over by it, held me up, and made me look at her. I was sick from that.

With Cousin Ida dead and nobody to look after Henry and Elsie, let alone me, Mom sent for me to come to New York. I finished up the fifth grade, and as soon as school was out Grandpop put one of those big tags around my neck, saying who I was and where I was going. Grandma made me this big basket of fried chicken, hard-boiled eggs – enough food to last Lindbergh across the Atlantic. And Grandpop put me on the train. I had a ticket to Long Branch, where Mom was going to meet me. But as soon as I got on the train by myself I decided, damn Long Branch, I was going to get to see Harlem someway. So I took off the big tag, decided I’d get off the train in New York, take the subway to Harlem, have myself a time, and then contact my mother.

I was only thirteen, but I was a hip kitty. I was traveling light – except for that basket of chicken – but I was traveling. When I got off at Pennsylvania Station in New York, I had never seen a place so big. I was wandering around, taking my own sweet time, looking at all the big buildings, taking it all in. I must have been a sight, traipsing around, gawking, with this basket of chicken and my little suitcase. Anyway, this social worker spotted me and she knew damn well I was lost.
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