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“For lo the winter is past, the rain is over and gone; the flowers appear on earth; the time of singing of birds is come, and the voice of the turtle is heard in our land.”

Song of Solomon 2:11-12, King James Version

––––––––
[image: ]


“Love I Found You” (1960) was one of Gloria Lynne’s most famous songs; it is Florence’s favorite. Lynne was born in Harlem to a mother who was a gospel singer and she, too, sang in the church choir. At age fifteen, after sneaking out of her house to perform, Lynne’s beautiful contralto won her first place at the Apollo Amateur Night. This glorious jazz vocalist, who sang with Ray Charles, Billy Eckstine, Johnny Mathis, and toured with Ella Fitzgerald, recorded several hit records but rarely received royalties due to unscrupulous management and for a while was homeless. When she passed in October 2013, I took Florence her obituary. Florence absolutely loved her and saw her play at Atlantic City’s Le Bistro on Pacific Avenue.
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Happy Birthday
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IT’S ALWAYS ABOUT the outfit, no? Especially for a hot date. Squinchy red shirt, one of those bubble shirts, with white jeans, broadcasting my uniqueness in subzero temperatures. Red leather ankle boots. Rhinestone earrings that I last and only wore on the Boardwalk float, singing those spirituals during the Armed Forces Parade this past July. I feel like Rihanna, they actually graze my shoulders.

I am beautiful. In my mind, maybe.

All this for lunch with my soon to be ninety-year-old friend. It’s the week before Christmas 2014. My son, after demanding I come home to give him the gas card and God forbid he say I look nice, says, “Where are you going?” after sizing up the black car coat-length mink I put on top. It’s a friend’s great aunt’s whose coat I got when she died. I get all those coats. I think the old ladies or middle-aged ladies whose ancient husbands are dragging them to Florida to be eternal snowbirds want those coats to have a good home. Have a closet full of every color of mink on a sepia-tinted rainbow. There exists a green one out there but the owner was buried in it. Never get to wear them. Do today.

Florence is worth it.

I make sure she’s going to wear her fur too. But it’s upstairs in the closet this winter and she’s not so good on the steps anymore. I offer to go get it and next thing I know, door inside closet door under the eaves, I find there is no doorknob, only the nub of it. I get on my knees and start prying it open with my fingers—we are going to be sisters in our furs today damn it!—and it will not open, it’s completely wedged into the frame at the top. I find a thin steak knife up there but it’s too flimsy to jimmy it open. She goes into the kitchen and hands me up a corkscrew first. I tramp down to the kitchen and root around the drawers and find a wooden spoon, all the while she’s muttering how it’s her house and how come there’s no doorknob on her closet door anymore? Her stepson and daughter-in-law live upstairs now.

I am not giving up. On the last pull, from the bottom, it pops open. Success. Her fur coat is hanging right beside a clothes bag with a beautiful two-piece cream-colored gown.

She tells me her fur used to be a full length one but she had it shortened. She and her brother Paul bought it at a drug auction, the annual shindig where the city auctions off the proceeds from all the drug raids, where she was looking at a bunch of them, didn’t really want this particular one but she was signaling him to sit down and the auctioneer yelled out “Sold!” before she heard Paul tell her to quit waving at him.

I had nothing to do with today’s lunch. I’m just along for the ride. We, Florence and I, will marvel about that afterward. How did we two get so lucky? Our friends from the gym have set this up, just to do it, though I told them it was her nonagenarian triumph later this month. Apparently President and Michelle Obama knew that too because they sent her a birthday congrats on fresh White House stationery. Thanking her for her contributions to the world. I run my finger over the embossed White House seal. Wow. Florence tells me later that her neighborhood friend made that happen, had her daughter in the Army put in a call.

Today we are celebrating Florence in the flesh.

Everybody wants a piece of Florence. Her inspiration, goodness, common sense, it all radiates outward. Yet you don’t know what you got til it’s gone. Florence hasn’t been at our gym for going on two years now, since before her double-valve replacement surgery. She is, though, a living legend that some of the veteran instructors and club members invoke ritually, doing our own kind of metaphysical grab of that strength and vitality and, oh yes, sassiness.

The gym people always ask me how she’s doing. I’m the only one who goes to her house. It’s like I’m the rope that ties together the tin cans at either end. I walk in this time and she sends me to the dungeon, her word for her little room in back.

“You’re family now.” She laughs. “I don’t know what to call you really.”

She goes back to the bathroom for the gazillionth time.

“I’m not even shutting the door.” She chuckles again.

I try to arrange her CDs like I’d promised, start putting the empty cases in one pile atop the radiator, the mismatched orphaned CDs in another pile. I really want to find that Marvin Gaye/Tammy Terrell one. Brook Benton’s Christmas CD is on top.

“I don’t know what to call you either, Florence. I’m a little concerned about that.” I laugh back.

“You’re like my best friend,” she says, more than once during the afternoon.

Talk about being validated. Oh how we need each other.

I have come to Florence’s house early, we talk about all kinds of crazy stuff, I should’ve been recording that too. I’m a little slow on the uptake. We bitch about how religion just wants our money, she started going back to church but they want to charge her for the holidays, actually gave her a list, and I tell her about the new church I went to this past Sunday and how the African pastor was in my face about joining. I just wanted to relax. A couple of cars go by, one the Senior Transportation bus.

“Is that for us?”

“No, not yet.”

A silver limo goes by in the wrong direction. I raise my eyebrows.

“Don’t be tellin me no limo’s comin to get us.” She chuckles, and keeps on talking.

I stop her.

“Florence. That’s our ride.”

“No shit,” she says. Grins from ear to ear.

Donna’s friend Sam, the limo driver, opens the door. We in our furs, Florence and me, scoot right in, after I run back and get her cane and make sure she’s got her yellow Tweety Bird house key. I wouldn’t be here without her and she wouldn’t be here without me.

The world is a crazy place.

There is champagne! Three enormous couches! We take selfies. Fill our glasses. Tell limo stories. She has a ton. So . . . much . . . fun. An interesting, odd group of women that just happened to fall together. We think it’s Jan Baker, the yoga guru, that did this. We all knew her. She inspired Florence. I want some of her juice. Antoinette was her boss but missed the signs. Donna knew what her deal was, she has a video somewhere of her teaching.

We toast Jan!

Who is long dead.

What ripple effects we leave.

When this afternoon is over, Jan still looming large, Florence won’t let me go.

‘You’re not going right away?’

I’m trying to settle her in her recliner; the wine is talking to her, she says. But she won’t sit down, sits instead in the rolling chair by the computer. Reaches over and pulls out one of Jan’s booklets that she gave out at nearly every yoga class, full of cats and dogs in different poses with great inspirational quotes like “Youth is the gift of nature but age is a work of art” (Garson Kanin) and “A positive attitude may not solve all your problems, but it will annoy enough people to make it worth the effort” (Herm Albright). Well, we think they’re inspirational.

I read them all to her.

It’s our blessing of the day. At least one of them.

Now, though, the afternoon is only beginning. The limo weaves through very small streets, down the back way through Venice Park, Monroe Park, the Westside. We pass through Florence’s neighborhood, past that baby pit bull that tried to sneak into her yard, past the young men hanging out in front of that Section 8 housing, past the row houses where somebody shot his mama last month the weekend he got out of jail and moved back home, past the Rescue Mission, now the Outlets and through the Italian District, cross town to the renowned Knife and Fork Inn, once a speakeasy and now one of the most venerable eating establishments in Atlantic City. I joke that people may well think Michele Obama is in town as I help her out of the limousine. I have already complimented her on her appearance, telling her she looked just like Maya Angelou.

“You know I don’t like her.”

Oops. Forgot. But I just came across a great picture of her and Amiri Baraka dancing atop Langston Hughes grave. “Two Poets Dancing” it said. Like that is us.

Whose grave are we dancing on?

Maybe the entire craziness of the world. We women will not be deterred from embracing the fullness of life.
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“Happy Birthday”
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Stevie Wonder released the R & B single “Happy Birthday” (1981) as part of a push to make Martin Luther King Jr’s birthday a national holiday. It worked. President Reagan signed it into being in 1983 and it was first observed on the third Monday of January in 1986. Wonder has always been a social activist, his album Hotter Than July on which this single first appeared, also took an anti-war stance and its inside album cover features pictures of riots and police brutality. The artist was more than happy to further King’s dreams of love for all and integration. His twenty-five Grammys are the most won by a male solo artist. He has performed at the casinos in Atlantic City.
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An Exceptional Encounter

––––––––
[image: ]


HOW DO I describe Florence?

She’s like a work of art.

Music says it best.

Cue up “Django” by the Modern Jazz Quartet. Pull it up on your iPhone. Give yourself a six-minute treat, listen to a compositional masterpiece by John Lewis. All those layers. Luscious layers.

That’s her.

Let’s start with the vibraphone by one Milt Jackson. Those notes just rippling lightly up and down, her mind tripping from one thing to the next, curious to do and learn more. Is this all there is, she asks, far more than once, and keeps on looking around for answers. She found a lot of them. Happy times, good thoughts, uncovering morsels here and there, no thing left unturned. There were low times, sure, but it always circled back up, much like those strikers hitting those top-register notes. Keep going, don’t stop, take me on your wings through the stars.

Then Kenny Clarke comes in on drums, there’s some rhythm goin on now, a metronome keeping time, much like her ass was swingin down Kentucky Avenue. Sorry my friend! but you tell me yourself how you wore that short shorts atop those strong, killer legs, not afraid of no one or nothin, and they would say “built like a brick shithouse” and you did not take it as an insult. You were a tennis Goddess, Serena Williams before she was even an idea to Oracene. Holding court both at The Old Soldiers Home and taking no prisoners on your hometown Atlantic City streets. You even met Althea Gibson right there on Kentucky Avenue, the first woman of color to win a Grand Slam, in town to partake of that glorious music scene, and you remember what you said to her? “Oh my God! I’m so pleased! I wanted you to meet me!”

We should all be so lucky.

Percy Heath starts talkin on that bass. When she opens her mouth, you best listen. It is low, it isn’t harsh unless of course it needs to be, it has authority. Kind of sneaks up on you. Makes you take notice. She has all these Thoughts, pulled from a vast repertoire of sages, Socrates, Kahlil Gibran, Emerson, the Old Testament, the greats. The door was always open, the neighborhood kids knew where to go, at the bar they would gather at your corner while you served them drinks and wisdom in equal measure. Sass. Sex. Sexy sass.

And it is good.

You know the Modern Jazz Quartet was born in 1952? That was a time when you were burning pretty bright yourself, when you were tempting Arthur Prysock with your convertible and oh so much more, and maybe even Sarah Vaughn was stopping by your house, visiting her friend who you’d let your front room to.

Full of life and love. You were learning while you were teaching. How do you pull that off?

John Lewis ties it all together with his piano. Those black and white keys underpinning that rhythm section, holding it all up. A solid foundation, so smooth you can’t even see it but, if you listen real close, you can hear it. You know who you are. What matters, what counts. It must have been instinctive because Lord knows nobody was handin it to you growin up. Women, now full grown, great grandmas themselves, still say with wonder that they are passing on your teachings to their own. We, they, hang on your words. You have letters from long-ago girls who thank you from the bottom of their souls for saving them from trouble. You raised children who are solid, the single one from your womb who became the best example of black fatherhood out there. The ones you inherited, took in as your own, now honor you by tending to you in your twilight.

Never just one thing going on at once. The complexity, the simplicity. Hard Bop and Bebop both, the listener’s art form and the performer’s art form. You have a style all your own. If we’re lucky, we can mold it to our means.

Ah, the beautiful music that is jazz. It’s poetry, a roadmap for life. There are solos, that vibraphone twinkling, the bass punctuating it with commas, you can feel the loneliness, the hunger that comes at the beginning and the end, always pulsing its way throughout, an undercurrent. The noise builds, the conversations go on, get loud, get angry, go way up high, get ecstatic, dive back down, the friends chime in, go off on different tangents. Twist it up, turn it over, keep that beat going. Hit those tennis balls, my friend, hit those notes.

“Django” is actually a requiem for the Belgian gypsy guitarist Django Reinhardt. It rightly slows at the end. The bass is more deliberate. The piano chords are measured. The snare on the drum is all that’s left. The vibraphone glissandos up and down, like stardust, lighter, farther away.

That’s Florence.

She’s not done yet.

On the recording, the crowd breaks into raucous applause.
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“An Exceptional Encounter”
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Django the album (1955) features recordings that took place from 1953-55 including the single of that name. 1953: An Exceptional Encounter featuring Ben Webster is another live album recording from that era. The Modern Jazz Quartet was birthed in Dizzy Gillespie’s Big Band in the 1940s, going out on its own in the early fifties; the Dizzy Gillespie Orchestra played more than a few one-nighters in Atlantic City and Florence saw them play. This unique quartet performed for the next four decades, creating elegant music that married jazz with classical forms. Connie Kay replaced Clarke on drums in 1955.
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Something’s Got a Hold on Me
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IT’S A COLD, cloudy December day but it’s all sunshine inside. Florence and I are back in her little room, talking about music. I’ve let myself in, walked in to see all these CDs out, she’s thinking she wants to organize her music. None other than Etta is playing. Now I love Etta, have loved her forever. My middle name is Henrietta and, after I got over being mortally embarrassed by it, I embraced it and longed to have twins so I could name them Henri and Etta. I often imagined opening the front door and hollering at dinner time: “Henri! Etta!” I love her music too. Best $2.99 I ever spent was to download Etta’s ringtone, her doing “I’ll Fly Away.”

At the moment I walk into the room “At Last” is playing and I just bust out laughing. That was my song at my wedding.

“It’s at last now!” I say. “As in ‘at last it’s over!’ ’’

She laughs too.

I catch her up on my recent trip to Harlem. I show her the picture I’d snapped with my iPhone of the Hotel Theresa as Penny and I were walking across West 124th Street. Way up in the sky, about ten stories up, you could see the faint imprint of the name stenciled on the back of the brick building which has long since been shuttered as a place of lodging. That’s what’s so great about walking in a city: You can look up and find a surprise. Florence had told me this crazy story about staying there with Larry when he was a kid and meeting Fidel Castro in the lobby. It sounded a little farfetched but I caught on pretty quick that Florence really wasn’t making things up.

Castro did indeed stay there in 1960. He had come to New York to address the United Nations. Just stop and think about that for a second. Castro was fresh on the heels of overthrowing Cuba, had nationalized all the U.S. companies on his soil, and now was coming here to further antagonize our country by hollering about us being imperialists. Apparently that visit was the final straw in U.S.-Cuba diplomatic relations, things got progressively worse and Bay of Pigs happened a short while later.

Castro had ginned up the turmoil even more by leaving a midtown Manhattan hotel in disgust because the manager had demanded payment in cash, and brought his entourage up to the Hotel Theresa in Harlem where the New York Times reported he felt “Negroes would be more sympathetic” to his cause. World leaders visited him there during that visit—Soviet Premier Kruschchev, Prime Minister Nehru of India, and President Nasser of Egypt. As did Malcolm X, from the Nation of Islam, and the poet Langston Hughes.

As did Florence, who met Castro in the lobby. Introduced him to her son.

“He was a lovely man,” she says. “He just didn’t want the U.S. to take all that money out of Cuba. All that gambling!”

We talk a little bit more about who she saw in Harlem, this time musicians like Charlie Parker, how they called him Bird for Yardbird, another name for a chicken, how we both caught chickens at one time or another.

She puts her finger up, to signal me to stop talking. To listen.

Etta is now singing “Let’s be sweethearts again.”

I sigh.

“Doesn’t it just make you want to dance? It makes you want to be romantic.”

“Yes!”

We soak up that music, close our eyes.

“And I would walk into a bar, this kind of music was playin. I’d just go up to somebody, I forget the one song it was, and I had to dance so I’m dancin with the fag, I’m just into him and I said, ‘Cool it, I’m just with the music, don’t be gettin carried away here!’’’

I tell her about Tyrone from Paris Blues, the musician I gave my personal digits to in exchange for his CD.

“He’ll be lookin for ya!”

“I know. I’m thinkin I need to invent another name, another person. Did I really give him my real name and phone number?”

“You are so together. You are, like I said, you’re not like the average white person.”

“Florence, I want you to tell me all the people you’ve seen. I want you to tell me where you saw Etta, and how old you were and I want you to describe the club. I want you to just take me there.”

“I wouldn’t know how to git there. This was a place that was called Little Africa, off the road, like around Camden, I don’t know.”

“Was it where you saw Dinah Washington?”

“I saw her out in the woods somewhere.”

“In the woods? Was it a juke joint? Was it just like an illegal place?”

“It was just like a bar. A big bar.”

“And only black people would go?”

“Yes. And the bar would always have a band or someone like Jimmy Smith. He always played Hermans up at Maryland Avenue. I saw all the big shot entertainers.”

She’s talking about Atlantic City now. What I would give to have seen the musicians she saw, and not just in the clubs or at the Steel Pier. Oh no, they were everywhere. She saw Ray Charles play at the old roller skating rink, the Coliseum, on Baltic Avenue. She had just got off work at the bar. It was two o’clock in the morning.

“I rushed to get there, and he’s not there. So we just hangin around and the music is playin and whatnot. He gets there about five o’clock in the mornin. It was like church. Everybody just sit right down, pulled their chairs up to the stage and he hollered, and we just went off! This night we had waited so long, I guess we were tired, we just pulled out our chairs. It fascinated me. It really was like bein in church. That God is like a river and he is here. It was just a special thing. And it brings a tear to my eye.”

“Was that before that Ray Charles country-western album?”

“That country and western album was something. The one everybody played, in the black neighborhood, the old folks, the young folks, and when you walked down the street, every house was playin it. Especially that song ‘The sun gonna shine in my backdoor one day, trouble of mine I’m blue but I ain’t gonna be blue always.’ Mmmhmmmmm.”

She puts her finger up, stabs it in the air, to emphasize that, no indeed, she’s not gonna be blue always.

“Now Sarah Vaughn would play where?”

“Sarah Vaughn she was at the Harlem. But I worked at The Top Hat and at The Top Hat this fella Ray, I forget Ray’s last name, nice lookin fella, she fell in love with Ray. Ray liked havin a boat and whatnot. In fact they wrote this up in Jet about her bein in love with this fella here . . . She was just a regular there.”

“Was The Top Hat the place that had the piano that shined? That you had to shine?”

“All of us who worked there had to shine it. That piano looked like gold. Reggie kept a beautiful piano. It was a beautiful shiny piano up on stage. We kept it shined, shined, shined, whatnot. Sarah Vaughn would just sing at the drop of a hat. Erroll Garner, you ever heard Erroll Garner?”

“He’s the piano player.”

“He’s the one that plays and hums all the time. Don’t know nothin about a piano but plays it all by ear, and I can’t think of the other fella but a lot of people came to Weekes Tavern which was Illinois and Baltic.” Later, she says it was Al Hibbler, the blind baritone who sang with Duke Ellington’s Orchestra before going solo.

“Who’d you put up at your house?”

In the background, Etta is now singing, “Tell mama!”

“There was this one gal, and I can’t remember her name! I’m so bad! And what happened was that, not havin black hotels . . .”

“There weren’t any in the Northside?”

“On the Northside there was The Liberty but we didn’t have enough, and when the tennis tournament happened, there wasn’t enough to accommodate people, so since we were gonna get paid, we’ll accommodate them. And this one girl, she was singin in the Paradise Club, over like near the Club Harlem, Illinois Avenue, I can’t remember her name to save me, but she stayed in my house, in my front bedroom and whatnot. And Sarah Vaughn would come over to see her and whatnot, you know. You just mingled with people. You just hung out with people and whatnot. And on Kentucky Avenue there’s like two bars there, you had the Golden Bar right there and another one, Grace’s Little Belmont, two bars, and Kentucky Avenue, between Arctic and Atlantic, that was just a joy.”

“Where was Carmen McCrae?”

“This was Illinois and Atlantic. I think that was called The Paddock. That was kinda plain, that wasn’t a fancy piano. But I don’t remember. There was another bar up on Pacific Avenue, I don’t remember the name of it and I was so in love with Gloria Lynne.”

“Where did she play?”

“She played at this place on Pacific Avenue. It wasn’t the first time, but I remember saying to her how I loved her, I am so in love with you, whatnot. Just talkin one night. That’s the bar I went into, at that time I was drinking Hennessy on the rocks. It’s a brandy. To me, it smelled like peaches. There’s Hennessy 3, 4 or 5-star, and I liked a particular star. So I told the bartender what I want and he didn’t gimme what I want. I said, This is not what I want. I want Hennessy 5-star. He says What do you mean? I said, It’s not right. Because I had learned to tell by drinkin and it smelled like peaches. So therefore I sniffed it first then I drank it. We stood there a long time, him tryin to let me know I was crazy. White bartender. So amazed that you really know. Because what they do in all the big fancy clubs, they would put, sell you cheap liquor, if you say VO, VO was Seagram’s 7, and charge a lot of money for nothin.”

“Or they’re trying to switch it out on you. When we were at this Paris Blues club, my Lord, the four drinks we had cost more than the lunch at Sylvia’s and I didn’t recognize the taste, I wasn’t quite as good as you, but Penny saw it on the second pour the bartender was giving us Jack Daniels instead of bourbon.”

“Jack Daniels kind of a good drink though.”

“When you drank Hennessy, you drank it on the rocks?”

“Yes.”

“That was your drink?”

“It just smelled like peaches. And something else I was buying, it might have been Hennessy, there was a liquor store on Atlantic Avenue between Kentucky and New York, there were two movies right there, whatnot, and I went in this liquor store, I’m sure it was Hennessy 3 or 5-star I bought and he gave me something else. Hartley’s, was it Creamsicle, whatever he gave me, he said the only difference with this and the real stuff, first of all that was the first pour out of the barrel, this was the second pour and it’s same difference . . . I used to drink Hartley’s Cream Sherry.”

Still crooning, Etta’s now singing, “Someone told me, it’s ooooover . . .”

“Ooh sherry, that sounds sweet!”

“It wasn’t too sweet. It was strong sweet.”

“I don’t mind strong. I sorta just want to get right there. And then I want to stay there. Just get me to the happy place.”

“Right, right.”

“Where did you see Arthur Prysock?”

And at this question, Florence closes her eyes, tilts her head back and laughs a small, heartfelt, private laugh. Ah, ha, ha. She just time traveled six decades.

“It was at the Brown Jug. The Brown Jug was I think on North Carolina between Arctic and Baltic.”

“I can’t get over how many bars there were.”

“There were bars everywhere. And, Ann, there was never no fights! The bars was like our, white folks said, what you call your little room where you have your TV and stuff?”

“A den.”

“Our den. And everyone had their own one, like their home place, and before you went home you had to go check ‘home.’ You left your money on the bar. I am tellin you!”

“And they probably all knew your drink . . . Now you used to tell me about someplace that you walked in and they played Gloria Lynne. Was that where you worked or was that your den, the bar where you would hang out?”

“No, that would happen when they were havin parties. Gerald, a fellow I played tennis with, he knew I was so in love with Gloria Lynne, he would go play at dances and whatnot. And when I walked in the door . . .”

“ . . .they would play Gloria Lynne. Wow you had a signature. Was there a particular song?”

“‘Love I Found You.’”

“Dear Lord.”

“What happened, we went up to the Poconos one time to go skiing. That first day I didn’t do so good but it was a Sunday, not a lot of people up there, and out over the mountain here’s Gloria Lynne singin ‘Love I Found You.’”

“Excuse me? Where’d you hear that?”

“Up in the Poconos! One of those ski places.”

“You must’ve felt like you were in the right place.”

“There weren’t many people on the hill and I just took off. That was a long time ago. And for them to play this! White folks playin this like this. How you know this what I wanna hear? You know?”

“We’re in that bar, this Paris Blues place, and they’re jokin with each other, and they keep sayin ‘Papa Don’t Take No Mess’ which is the James Brown song, which has been my theme song of this fall because of everything that’s goin on.”

“Mmmhmmm. Maybe mama don’t take no mess!”

I smile.

“So I asked them to play it, and it made me laugh. There are just certain songs . . . Let’s go back to Arthur Prysock.”

“This is really . . .”

“You go ahead. I can listen to anything.”

“One beautiful summer this fella come from California, I’d borrowed his convertible. So me and my girlfriends was hangin out. So we go around to, Arthur Prysock was at The Brown Jug which was at North or South Carolina between Arctic and Baltic. I walked in and I said to my friend, ‘I’m takin him home tonight.’ She said, ‘Shut up, get out of here!’’’

“He was a good lookin man.”

“Sound good and everything. Big tall man. You know, I took him home. And I’d done borrowed somebody else’s convertible, from California, another fella’s car and I’m ridin him around in it! I took him home that night, the next night, the next night . . . as long as he was stayin in Atlantic City! I was in my twenties, might have been thirties.”

She’s having a good laugh at that one.

“You were a woman who’d get what she wanted,” I say.
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“Something’s Got a Hold on Me”

––––––––
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Born Jamesetta Hawkins, Etta James flipped a lot of things around. She is credited with bridging R & B to rock and roll, using that sultry, sometimes growling contralto voice to interpret gospel, blues, jazz, soul, all of it, into six Grammys. “Something’s Got a Hold on Me” (1962) which she co-wrote is one of her most famous songs. She had a completely crazy life, drug and alcohol addiction didn’t help, and knew everyone: It’s said her father was ‘Minnesota Fats’ the pool player. She went steady with B.B. King when she was sixteen and she thought his hit “Sweet Sixteen” was about her. I saw her play at House of Blues in Atlantic City in 2008. Florence saw her play fifty years earlier.
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Lullaby of Birdland
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EDWIN B. FORSYTHE National Wildlife Refuge, run by the U.S. Fish & Wildlife Service, all 47,000 acres of salt marsh, deserted ocean beaches and upland forest, is tucked away in the Pine Barrens, worlds away from Atlantic City but really only twenty minutes.

A vastly different part of the planet.

So few people know of it and that’s a shame. Turn right off Route 9, the only road east of the Garden State Parkway that winds its way up the Jersey coast, far enough west that there’s no chance of seeing any water. A small green sign with the National Park Service logo points down an even narrower road past tiny Lake Lily; the Noyes Museum of Art graces the other shore. No more signs, no more indications of human life until the metal gate opens into a barren parking lot where the original Visitors Center long ago closed and sits down a hill, all covered with vines. A new one did open in 2011 but it’s very small and closes at three each afternoon. There is an entrance fee to walk the trails or drive the eight-mile loop but few people pay it.

A National Park Service pass will get you in for free. A year and a half ago I brought Florence out here, the day before surgery that we didn’t know she’d survive, and she had insisted on buying that annual pass. She had always had one. I didn’t really think it was worth it.

It is one of her favorite places in the world.

Today we have come back. It’s a few months before Christmas 2014, October, the best month she swears. The snow geese will soon pass through on their southward migration. It is Wednesday, our weekly visit, and it’s such a glorious day that I picked her up early to come here before we head to Renee’s yoga class. She has just started going back, God love her, at eighty-nine. What an amazing thing. But first we were going to marvel at other natural beauties.

I’m a mess, another bad day, a banging-my-head-against-the-wall day. Literally. If Florence had any idea just how close I had been to not coming. This divorce has let loose rogue waves that sometimes hit me sideways, stagger me, I just want to curl up in a ball until they pass. She, though, the thought of being with her is enough to call and propose a visit to the park. I know she’ll like that.

She really wants to take me out on the walkway, the one they built after Superstorm Sandy decimated the refuge. I park as close as I can, help her out with her cane and she starts up the incline of gray boards carved with donor names. She wants to make a donation in her brother Paul’s name to this sublime spot where they would both escape from the city and whatever was troubling them to come watch the birds. He passed over a decade ago. They had befriended a team of Cornell University researchers who were studying peregrine falcons and Florence had held those hatchlings in the palm of her hand.

What memories she has.

There aren’t a lot of birds out today, but fish flit by in the clear tidal pools of the Great Egg Harbor Bay. Florence starts chatting up a rambunctious five-year-old boy who’s there with his grandma, telling him about the ospreys and where to look for their nests. They wander away. We start to talk about music, we always talk about music.

“I fell in love with the music, not the man,” I say.

“That happened to me too,” she says. Smiles that smile. Laughs softly.

She completely understands me. My fog starts to lift. She is so easy to talk to, so comforting to be with. We get back in the car and start our drive around the eight-mile loop.

“Pull over there,” she says, pointing to a turnaround with a watchtower in the middle, a structure that she and Paul climbed many a time.

“Let’s just sit and watch awhile,” she says.

Jazz plays softly from my iPod. I tell her about my acupuncture visit today, how the acupuncturist told me to sage my house, move the energy around, she was sticking needles in me, trying to turn my body’s energy around, burning candles.

“The Chinese have always been smarter than us,” Florence says. “We’re so dumb. The earrings? They found that that’s for your eyes. That’s why I had mine pierced, for my eyes. That’s how they did it, with the needles. Some great sailor come back some time and he couldn’t see too good so they said we got something for that, and they did the acupuncture in his ear and his eyes improved . . . I can still read stuff without my glasses.”

“You’re one of the healthiest people I know Florence.”

“But I’ve always been a strange person . . . I missed a education, God knows I had to make a living. All the people I’ve known, they go ‘If Florence does it, we can do it.’’’

“I remember your friend said one day she’s been raising her kids by the things you taught her.”

“My thing with her, I always liked her . . . but did I ever tell you? This is spring time! And I’m in the house and you know how bad you want to be outdoors in the summertime? You know how people want to be outside near the water? She takes the children out for a walk—oooon the Boardwalk—and I go God! And when she finally come back, I say, How was the water? And she says, What water? I say, Scuse me! The water. I didn’t see no water. And I said, What is wrong with you? How can you walk on the Boardwalk and not see the water? You know? How can you?”

Florence has always been a little more conscious, a bit farther down the path, than the rest of us.

“Do you want to do the eight-mile thing? Any thoughts of going to yoga?”

“No we don’t have to. I’m enjoying you. If we go, I’m sharin you.”

We talk about her many jobs, once she was a school aide and taught the children sounds, stringing letters together, and encouraging them to read words by just changing the first letter: duck, fuck (it’s just an action and whatnot, she’d say), luck. They’d get all excited and start hollering.

“It’s interesting to me you were never taught to be a teacher and yet you were able to teach. That’s your gift. You teach people.”

“Really, my calling was to have been . . . First of all I should have had more children.”

“You really think so?”

“I did have a lot I could give to the world. And if I had more children I would really have done it.”

“And yet if you’d given it to the children you wouldn’t have given it to other people. Don’t you think they would’ve taken so much of your time? No? Okay. You of all people could have done it all.”

“I’d be doin the same things I’m doin here!”

“But I think you were too hard on yourself when you say that you didn’t want to have more because you felt like you stole Larry’s birthright.”

“How can you have a lot of different children by different men, that’s the way my life was going. Uuuh! And I done had this one child, and I’m not married, embarrassin my child, bringin him into this world and his birthright’s to me . . . Because I didn’t have it. I half knew my mother, I didn’t know my father, whatnot. I had no family, where I movin I brought this child into the same thing, are you out of your mind? I just talked to God. ‘God, you know now, please take the sex away from me.’ First of all I can’t have babies with a whole lot of men and I don’t know what to do not to get pregnant at the time.”

“Nobody ever talked about birth control?”

“No . . . and I didn’t learn about the rhythm system til I was about . . . First of all when my period came on, I was scared to death, what did I do? What gets me with this whole wide wide wide world, you don’t start this thing out right. There’s that time in your life between when you’re nine and, if you’re a girl, you can kind of sit and move and mmmmmm! whatnot, and you don’t tell nobody because you figure you’re doin somethin wrong, you can’t ask no questions—why would I do this and it feels like—that is never brought up! So I started talkin and explained what happens there, that’s a part of you that needs so and so.”

Florence was a life coach before they had a name for them. She took all the craziness from her own growing-up past, turned it inside out, and started talking common sense to all the kids in her neighborhood where she was raising her own. Her door was always open. She had the first TV. She would talk to them about sex and, later on especially to women, about the need to be independent and tuck aside some money for themselves.

“Tell me again who Larry’s dad was.”

“I’d go to dances and things with him, when I was a youngster just hangin out there, from the country, don’t know about nothin. Got my own apartment, we’d go hang out at nighttime and whatnot.”

“How old were you when you went to Trenton?”

“I was sixteen.”

“Was that after you got your hairdressing degree in Atlantic City?”

“Right. My girlfriend went there. But then I had to go anyway because my father tried to have sex with me.”

“He tried to put the moves on you? That’s just beyond my comprehension.”

“What really happened was, I woke up one night hollerin because there were bugs crawlin around in my bed, chichins, bedbugs. Everybody had chichins at that time. So naturally he come over to
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