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It is sheer good fortune to miss somebody long before they leave you.
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What If: On Black Lives and Mental Health

When I think of Black Lives Matter, I think of my grandmother. Shortly after her seventieth birthday, she begins calling 911 in the middle of the night to report invisible squatters and the children they leave in her care at our home. Although she is a Black woman who was born in segregated Florida, she has had a reverence for the police for as long as I can remember. “The cops used to ride behind me to make sure I got home safely,” she often tells me about her nightly walks home from work when she was just twelve years old. If there were a picture of the holy trinity, Granny’s would be a color portrait of Jesus, President Barack Obama, and a police officer.

Granny donates small amounts of money to different police benevolent associations. In turn, they mail her gifts of appreciation like pink mailing labels pre-printed with her name and address in fancy calligraphy fonts, or calendars where each month displays a different profile and picture of an officer killed in the line of duty. Sometimes I wonder whether these organizations are even legit, but the lifetime supply of pretty labels makes it worth the risk.

When I think of Black Lives Matter, my mind wanders back to the night I awake to find a white police officer standing over my bed saying, “Ma’am, your grandmother called us. Do you mind if we take a look around?” Do I really have a choice? I think as I look up at the blond-haired, crew cut–wearing, broad-chested man standing in my bedroom. Granny has called 911 and already let him into our home and my bedroom. I’m not sure what mortifies me more: the fact that a cop is standing in my bedroom in the middle of the night while Granny yells Are you okay? at me from downstairs; or that a stranger is seeing me in my bedtime glory—a white headscarf with black polka dots; a green clay mask on my face; red plaid pajama pants; and a hole-riddled, used-to-be-orange-ten-years-ago T-shirt with the Serenity Prayer written on the front. Serenity is just what I need.

“My grandmother sees people who aren’t really here,” I tell the officer. He still searches my bedroom, and the two adjoining rooms that house a walk-in closet and a makeshift library Granny created for me several years ago. The invisible people have absconded with their children before the officer’s arrival. The officer and I go back downstairs to talk to Granny. She is still waiting by the front door, her brown skin sweaty and her dark brown, straight, shoulder-length wig disheveled from the night’s excitement. “I’ll drive around the block a few times to see if they’re still in the area,” the officer tells Granny to ease her fears.

Unlike Granny, I have always felt uneasy about police. I don’t espouse her the cops are your friends outlook. In 1999, I marched through New York City streets with hundreds of other Columbia University students to protest New York City police officers’ shooting of West African immigrant Amadou Diallo. I wore a white label with “41” written in black magic marker taped to my bookbag strap for a whole year. I wanted every person I encountered to remember the forty-one times cops shot Mr. Diallo on his front stoop. I am still horrified when I think of Abner Louima, the Haitian man whom police tortured and sodomized with a toilet plunger in the bathroom of a Brooklyn precinct in 1997. I remember Rodney King, a black man whom Los Angeles police officers beat beyond recognition in 1991. I watched in shock when the officers were acquitted and riots erupted in LA.

And then there are the casual indignities boys in my family endure at the hands of police. Like the numerous times police stop my teenage cousins and ask them for IDs and their reasons for being in a certain neighborhood. A certain white neighborhood. A certain white neighborhood in which they reside. Even in a post-slavery, post-racial America, and long before Trayvon Martin crossed a fatal path with George Zimmerman, Black folks have needed manumission papers to be in their own neighborhoods. No, the police are not part of my holy trinity.

* * *

ELEANOR BUMPURS

SIXTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD BLACK WOMAN

DIAGNOSIS: PSYCHOSIS

BRONX, NEW YORK

OCTOBER 29, 1984

Eleanor has not paid rent in four months and owes $394.60. The New York City Housing Authority calls the police to evict Eleanor from her apartment. She doesn’t open the door. The cops bust in. Eleanor charges towards the cops with a knife, they say. There is a struggle. An officer blasts two shots into Eleanor’s right hand and chest. The shooter is acquitted. Two Social Services supervisors are demoted for failing to request proper psychiatric assistance and an emergency rent grant for Eleanor. The police shoot Eleanor like a rabid dog in the street—over $394.60.

Granny always shows signs that she is unraveling. Sometimes she chases the invisible people around the house, yelling at them to get out. I am afraid she will trip while chasing them up and down the stairs. Other nights, she is calmer but equally delusional, like the night I arrive home and she tells me, “He was cold, so I put a jacket on him.”

“Who is cold?” I ask her.

“The little boy,” she says. She is pointing to the banister, over which she has draped her pink and gray jacket. I don’t tell Granny that the banister is not a little boy, because challenging her will only upset her. And it’s been a long day at work.

She sometimes feeds the intruders, like the night I walk into the dining room and see four plates set out on the table. Each one contains potato chips and Oreo cookies. And she has set a glass of juice beside each plate. “The children were hungry,” Granny explains.

“If they’re still hungry later, you can feed them then,” I reply and empty the dishes.

On one of these nights full of signs, Granny calls 911 again. Two cops arrive—one Black and one white. This is the first time a non-white officer has ever come. I don’t remember the Black officer’s name, but he looks young—much younger than the white officer. He has an angular, chiseled jaw and square chin. He remains quiet. I don’t remember the white officer’s face, his features merging into the countless others who have visited our home. But his name has a -shek at the end. I remember thinking that his name reminds me of “Damashek,” the name of one of my elementary school teachers, so I name him Officer Damashek.

“Let’s talk over here,” I say to Officer Damashek while Granny continues talking excitedly about the squatters to the young Black officer. Granny is very defensive. I can’t let her hear me tell the officer she’s seeing things again. We stop in front of my neighbor’s house next door. “My grandmother has been experiencing hallucinations for the last few months,” I tell him. “They began after she fell at church.”

“Does she have dementia?” Officer Damashek asks.

“I don’t know. She refuses to go to the doctor.”

“Jodi, don’t lie! We can’t get help if you lie!” Granny yells as she stands in front of our house. Must you be so loud at one o’clock in the morning? Must the entire neighborhood hear our melodrama? I try to telepathically ask Granny.

“Do you think she’ll go to the hospital tonight?” Officer Damashek asks.

“I have no idea. But, you can try,” I answer, my voice a mixture of sleep deprivation and resignation.

Officer Damashek walks back over to Granny and the Black officer.

“Ma’am, if we take the children to the hospital, will you go with them to make sure they’re okay?” he asks Granny.

“Oh yes. Thank you, Jesus,” she replies. Granny’s prayers have been answered. She is relieved that her phantom children will be helped. I too am relieved, and hopeful that a doctor will finally be able to name the culprit responsible for Granny’s forgetfulness and nighttime intruders. I grab some things from the house so that Granny and I won’t show up to the hospital looking like a pair of homeless people: shoes, her medications, her butter pecan–flavored Ensure drink and Oreo cookies (like a child, Granny must always have snacks), and the house keys. I rush back outside before Granny changes her mind.

Granny and I sit in the ambulance as the police officers and paramedics exchange information.

“Where are the children?” Granny asks me.

“They’re in the police car in front of us,” I reply. Officer Damashek is a good teacher and I am a quick study. That answer satisfies her for the moment. We arrive at Jamaica Hospital. Although we used to always pass it as we rode the Q24 bus on our way to church in Queens, this is my first time here.

“Where are the children?” Granny asks again as the paramedics wheel her into the emergency room on the stretcher.

“They’re in the pediatric emergency room next door,” I say while pointing to a door adjoining the lobby.

“I think y’all just told me that to get me to go to the hospital,” she says. I laugh. How quickly and suddenly the pendulum swings from delusion to lucidity.

“Well, you needed to come here anyway so you can rest,” I answer. Never admit a lie. Just distract. And she does need to rest. Her late nights of screaming at the invisible people and calling the police have taken their toll, robbing her of sleep and leaving dark circles under her eyes. She sleeps through our entire ER visit. Several hours, X-rays, and conversations later, the doctor has an answer: vascular dementia. Numerous ministrokes over time have damaged her brain and are causing the hallucinations. As the sun rises the next morning, I call my boss from the ER to explain that I will not be coming to work that day. With a prescription for Seroquel and a referral to her primary care physician in hand, Granny and I take a cab home. I am relieved that Granny can come back home and is not placed in a psychiatric hospital or nursing home.

I keep meaning to search through my old journals, hoping I wrote down Officer Damashek’s real name because I want to thank him. I want to thank him for seeing Granny not as a threat, but for who she really is: sick, afraid, frustrated, human.

Granny’s 911 calls always scare me. I’m afraid the cops will fine us as punishment for Granny’s making false police reports. Afraid the cops will take Granny away from me, separate us. I’m afraid they’ll tell me, “It’s clear you can’t take care of her or adequately supervise her.” Granny raised me. She brought me home from the hospital when I was a newborn. When it became clear that my mother’s crack cocaine addiction wasn’t a temporary phase, Granny filed an application with the Kings County Surrogate’s Court to become my legal guardian. It has always been just the two of us.

I am also relieved that our police encounters have been pretty unremarkable—as unremarkable as one can be when chasing invisible people.

When I think of Black Lives Matter, I think of the Christmas Eve Granny calls 911 to report that she smells smoke and sees dead bodies lying on the floor. I am at work, unable to protect her. Unable to hold her hand while explaining, “Excuse me, officer. My grandmother sees people who aren’t really here.” Cop cars, ambulances, and fire trucks arrive at our house. Granny is frightened and begins to cry. She has forgotten where she placed her keys. The firemen break the lock on our front gate. When they enter, there is no smoke. No dead bodies. Just Granny. The authorities separate Granny and me—on Christmas Eve.

The police say Granny has to go to the hospital. The ambulance takes her to the psychiatric ER at Brookdale Hospital, and my neighbor Gail rides with Granny so that she will not be alone. But visitors aren’t allowed in the psych ER. I visit Granny when she is transferred to the geriatric psych unit at Beth Israel hospital three days later. I cry when I see her, so helpless and confused. She is still talking about the invisible people at home. Her matching dark chocolate–colored velour shirt and pants have stains on them. Her nose and the surrounding skin are peeling and her lips are chapped. How are these doctors helping her? I wonder. After two weeks and numerous tests, the doctors find the real culprit: Alzheimer’s disease with psychotic features.

When I think of Black Lives Matter, I revisit that day in the Dominican hair salon around the corner from our house. I need to hurry up and get home, a nagging inner voice warns as the stylist removes rollers from my hair. I rush out of the salon, my freshly curled hair not yet blown straight.

“Help! The voodoo man is trying to kill me,” I hear Granny yell as I walk down the street. I walk faster and then I sprint the rest of the way home. A small tribe surrounds Granny on our front porch. Her home attendant attempts to console her in Spanglish with soft words and pats. Our neighbors try to reason with her through her tears.

“Do you really think we’d let people stay in your house and hurt you?” someone asks her. Granny stops to think.

“No, I guess not,” she replies. But she won’t move, still too afraid to go back inside. And then I call 911, because I don’t know what else to do. Because Granny’s anti-psychotic meds aren’t working. Because the cops always know how to make her feel safe. This is the first time I have made this call. An ambulance arrives and takes her to the psych ER at Brookdale Hospital. Three days later, she is then transferred to the geriatric psych unit at Kingsbrook Jewish Medical Center. The doctors change her medications. Granny returns home two weeks later.

* * *

MICHAEL NOEL

THIRTY-TWO-YEAR-OLD BLACK MAN

DIAGNOSIS: PARANOID SCHIZOPHRENIA

ST. MARTINVILLE, LOUISIANA

DECEMBER 21, 2015

Michael’s mother sees the signs, the signs that he is about to lose it again. He is agitated. Kicks an ironing board. Knocks over an ashtray. She waits until Michael leaves the house and then calls 911. She has made this call many times before. Just last week, Michael told police that he speaks to Jesus Christ. The coroner’s office issues a protective order so the police can take Michael to the mental hospital. “Murderers!” Michael yells as the two white officers attempt to enter his house that evening. They wrestle Michael to the floor. They struggle and get one handcuff on him. Then, they take him down like a criminal on the run. One shot to the chest. In the living room. In front of his mother and aunt.

The coroner’s office issued a protective order.

But it didn’t protect him from death.

Maybe Michael really did talk to Jesus.

Maybe Jesus tried to warn him.

Maybe Jesus met him.

At the coroner’s office.

When I think of Black Lives Matter, I think of my grandmother and I wonder. What if Granny were taller? Heavier? What if she were younger? A man? What if the cops had found her ranting and raving while wielding the long, skinny iron pole we keep by the front door? The same pole she used to swing at grown men who tried to flirt with me as a young girl.

LAVALL HALL

TWENTY-FIVE-YEAR-OLD BLACK MAN

DIAGNOSIS: SCHIZOPHRENIA

MIAMI GARDENS, FLORIDA

FEBRUARY 15, 2015

Lavall’s mother awakens to find him outside, almost naked and holding a metal broom handle. She calls the police at five a.m. because she doesn’t know what else to do. Because the cops always know how to make things better. Just a week ago, they had taken him to the mental hospital.

“I’m scared. Please don’t hurt my baby,” she says.

“Get on the fucking ground or you’re dead,” one officer yells at Lavall.

Five fatal shots pierce his body.

I wonder. What if Granny had grabbed a weapon to protect herself from the invisible people? A weapon like the yellow baseball bat she sometimes swings at the people in her TV. “Get outta here,” she yells at her reflection in the black television screen. I take the bat from her and hide it in my bedroom to save the invisible people and our furniture.

DEBORAH DANNER

SIXTY-SIX-YEAR-OLD BLACK WOMAN

DIAGNOSIS: SCHIZOPHRENIA

BRONX, NEW YORK

OCTOBER 18, 2016

Neighbors call 911 because Deborah is acting erratically. Officers arrive. This is not the first time they have been called to her home. She is agitated. To Deborah, these officers are unwelcome guests. Invisible intruders made visible. She grabs a pair of scissors and then a baseball bat. She swings at an officer, they say. He shoots her two times.

Deborah and Eleanor are killed in the same month, thirty-two years apart. Two shots each. Same age. Same borough. A painful history repeated.

* * *

ANNIE LEE MCKINNEY

(AKA GRANNY)

SEVENTY-FOUR-YEAR-OLD BLACK WOMAN

DIAGNOSIS: ALZHEIMER’S DISEASE WITH PSYCHOTIC SYMPTOMS

BROOKLYN, NEW YORK

JUNE 27, 2011

I make one last 911 call. I am at work and Granny is with her home attendant. The home attendant says Granny is out of it and not herself. Granny is unable to feed herself. She is lethargic and talking strangely. “Put my grandmother on the phone,” I say in a panic. Granny’s speech is slurred. I call 911. I then call my neighbor and ask her to go check on Granny and wait for the ambulance to arrive. I leave work and rush to Kingsbrook Hospital, where they are taking Granny. “Get off of me! I’m not going to lay here and let you kill me,” she yells at the nurses in the emergency room, refusing to let them touch her. Perhaps she thinks the invisible people have followed her to the hospital. I try to calm her down and convince her that no one is going to hurt her. Once she is admitted, Granny continues fighting the nurses. They wrap restraints around Granny and tie them to the bed to prevent her from getting up. One day after being hospitalized, doctors place her on a respirator because she is having difficulty breathing.

“She’s a miracle,” a doctor tells me when Granny is taken off the respirator one week later. The doctors still don’t know what caused her respiratory distress or the symptoms that landed her in the hospital. Perhaps her Alzheimer’s just advanced suddenly, they tell me. It happens sometimes. This doesn’t comfort me. Maybe her body couldn’t metabolize all of her medications, they add. But I want to believe in magic and happy endings. We are optimistic that Granny will come back home once she receives feeding therapy and relearns how to swallow.

“She was able to swallow when she was home,” I tell her doctor. “What happened?”

“With Alzheimer’s patients, either they use it or lose it,” he replies. “If they stop using a particular skill, even for a short period of time, they may forget it,” he adds. Alzheimer’s is such a sneaky thief.

Granny is transferred to a regular hospital room.

“In three weeks, it’ll all be clear,” she tells me one day while lying in her bed. I’m not sure she has spoken or that I’ve heard her correctly. Other than screaming at nurses and talking to her dead sisters and mother, she has barely spoken since being hospitalized.

“What did you say?” I ask her.

“In three weeks, it’ll all be clear.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I don’t know,” she replies in a soft childlike voice. She doesn’t say anything else.

Granny is discharged from the hospital and admitted to a nursing home two weeks after being hospitalized. She never begins feeding therapy because she is either unwilling or unable to follow the therapists’ directions.

And then she develops pneumonia in both lungs. Rapidly multiplying bacteria spread throughout her bloodstream and her body goes into septic shock.

Every time I touch Granny, her heart monitor beeps faster. When I touch her right leg, she raises it and turns towards me. She opens her mouth wide, unable to scream because she is intubated. But her arched eyebrows and the grimace on her face let me know she is in pain. Granny is right. It is starting to become clear. I think Jesus talks to Granny. Jesus is trying to warn us.

I look for Granny’s doctor, but can’t find her. So, I wait.

“Can I sign those papers the social worker spoke to me about?” I ask when she returns to Granny’s room. “I don’t want her to suffer,” I whisper. I can’t hold back my tears.

“I understand,” the doctor replies. I sign the do-not-resuscitate order that night.

My friend Jennifer is with me. We sing and read Bible scriptures to Granny. And I talk to her, even if she can’t answer. Even if I’m not sure she hears me.

“Thank you for being the best grandmother I could ask for,” I tell her as she struggles to breathe. I stroke her chin and forehead, the only places on her body I can touch that don’t hurt. “I love you. It’s okay if you need to leave me now.”

The next day, two weeks after Granny’s spontaneous utterance, I am on my way to see her. My phone rings at 12:19 p.m. as I rush through the double doors to the Intensive Care Unit. It is Granny’s doctor calling.

“Ms. Savage, I am sorry to inform you . . .”

“Don’t say it. I know. I’m here,” I say to the doctor. Our eyes lock as he sits at the workstation outside Granny’s room with the phone still to his ear. Granny is still warm. I am surprised at how peaceful she looks, her skin color having changed from a fever-induced red hue to its natural golden brown state. Her amber-colored eyes have dulled to a gray, her fire extinguished. “Sweetie, it’s finally over,” I say as I hold her swollen hand and stroke her small face. I close her eyes.

Death is never welcomed, nor easy. But how one dies matters. I am grateful. Grateful I had a chance to say goodbye. Grateful Granny did not die like a criminal on the run or a rabid dog in the street. Death could have come by bullet, on our front porch or in our home. Who would bear witness? Just two Black women in the middle of the night—one young, one old. No smartphone cameras or Facebook Live to capture the last moments. In another time, Granny could have been another name. Another hashtag created. Another life stolen. I am grateful that death chose, instead, to visit Granny in a quiet hospital room. On a warm sunny afternoon. The last Monday in June.
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Searching for Salvation at Antioch

Granny raised me on mustard greens, hot water cornbread, and a super-sized portion of Jesus. Although I mastered the Rubik’s Cube of rules for sanctified living, religion robbed me of my voice and left shame in its place. You could say that it all started with my teenage neighbor Bobby.

When I was a kid, I let Bobby paint my fingernails red. I knew it was a sin by Pentecostal standards, but my nails looked so pretty and shiny in the sunlight. A few days later, our neighborhood had our annual block party. Everyone had moved their cars off our Brooklyn street that morning; one end was blocked off with an Oldsmobile Cutlass Supreme and the other with a Nissan Maxima. We played in the street all day until late into the night—volleyball, tag, double Dutch, hide-and-seek. Folks played spades and dominoes on the sidewalks; roamed from yard to yard sampling each other’s food; and blasted reggae, reggaeton, old school R&B, and hip hop from various speakers all at the same time.

As I played across the street from my house, Bobby barreled into me on his bike. His front wheel and handlebars collided with my groin and stomach, sending me flying several feet away. I limped home to tell Granny what happened. She suddenly noticed my red fingernails for the first time. Again, we were Pentecostal, which meant we weren’t allowed to wear fingernail polish. Anything red was considered to be a special kind of sinful—carnality of the whorish variety. Instead of consoling me, Granny whipped me with an extension cord. That was the day I learned that one’s own pain is secondary to religious dogma. I learned to keep quiet when people hurt me, or else risk punishment for revealing something far worse—something sinful. Something nasty and ungodly that might send me straight to the pits of hell and make Granny stop loving me. And so I never told Granny about our teenage neighbor Michael, who always climbed on top of me in my bed whenever he babysat me.

* * *

For Granny, faith was her salvation. It had given her a new life when she moved from Florida to New York in the 1950s to work as a live-in domestic for a white family in Jericho, Long Island. With no family or friends in her new city, fellow church members became her surrogate family. When my mother was born, Granny was twenty-three and unmarried—circumstances that were still taboo in 1960. We didn’t even know she was pregnant until after your mother was born, an aunt told me. I didn’t even know I was pregnant, Granny used to say. The doctors said I had a tumor or some kind of growth. But perhaps she was too ashamed to admit her pregnancy, distance from her family and her petite frame allowing her to hide it. Her church family served as friends, babysitters, and godparents. And that support system lasted for decades. One of my godmothers, who is still alive, christened me more than twenty years after she originally christened my mother.

Granny eventually became a licensed evangelist. This was a far cry from the version of herself she’d left in Riviera Beach, Florida—where she chain-smoked, got into fights, and frequented a bar called Snook’s every day.

Although Granny frequently preached in churches in New York and elsewhere, she wasn’t choosy about where she found her flock. She preached everywhere—trains, street corners, wherever there were souls that needed to be saved. She used to preach on our front porch while I passed out sandwiches and fruit punch to people who stopped to listen to her. She’d stand there, the overhead light shining down on her in the darkness as if she were an angel, and belt out fervent exhortations of grace and redemption. Her pop-up congregation sat on their bicycles or leaned against our wrought-iron fence munching and listening. Granny’s insistence on feeding people during her porch sermons reminded me of the Biblical story in which Jesus and his disciples fed thousands of people with only five loaves of bread and two fish. I suppose a dose of Jesus is best served on a full stomach. Pentecostal preachers are loud and theatrical, and Granny was no exception. During these porch sermons, she would pray, sing, and clap her thin, small hands loudly. She frequently interjected her prayers and singing with excited utterances of “heeee caaa shon da laaa bo seeekiaaah!” or other variations thereof while she spoke in tongues.

No neighborhood gathering was ever complete without a prayer from Granny, and most folks indulged her. Sometimes she carried her bottle of blessed oil from house to house, anointing neighbors’ doors and gates. Other times, a simple prayer would do. During a block party one summer, Granny decided to pray for all the kids. However, my neighbor Steve was not on board with that plan. Steve, who was in high school like me, was short and round. Despite his heft, he ran away from Granny at the speed of an Olympic athlete. In response, Granny did what any self-respecting Bible thumper would do. She chased him down the middle of the street with her Bible, while dodging playing kids and a volleyball net. She finally caught Steve at the end of the street. You can’t outrun Jesus. Or Granny.

* * *

The summer after my first year of law school, Granny went with me to the doctor. Although we were in the middle of a heat wave, my chest was congested, my voice hoarse, and my ears stopped up. When my name was finally called, she waited with me in the examining room. The nurse practitioner—a tall, surly looking white woman with blond hair—came in with a medical student. The student, a Black woman, looked as if she were fresh out of undergrad. I explained my symptoms to the NP. She then asked me some background questions. Are you allergic to any medications? (No.) Are you currently on any medications? (No.) When was your last period? (I never remembered so I made up the date.) Is there a possibility you may be pregnant? (Not unless I was the Virgin Mary 2.0.) Have you ever been sexually molested or raped? (Silence.) No one had ever asked me this. And then the tears came, heavy and uncontrollable. Granny stood still, her eyes wide. “Maybe you should wait outside,” the NP told her.

Take a deep breath. The intern had a Damn, medical school didn’t cover this look on her face before she, too, left the office. She returned with some Kleenex and a hug. “I’m so sorry,” she said. What happened? I was there for my self-diagnosed ear infection and cold. What did their questions have to do with anything? And then I told them about Michael. How old were you? (Really young. Eight or nine or seven.) Did he penetrate you? (I don’t think so. Not completely. I wasn’t sure.) I had blocked the abuse out for years, my memory only being triggered when I began dating a guy my junior year of college. Besides, I had other experiences of sexual abuse to fill the void. You should get a GYN exam. Granny had taken me for an exam when I started my period at nine years old. I was so terrified of anything entering me that I hadn’t been to the gynecologist since that first visit. I didn’t have an ear infection or cold after all. I had bronchitis and a bad case of repressed memories.

Granny and I walked home in silence. As soon as we arrived, I went straight to bed and cried some more. She brought me juice and crackers, and sat beside me on the bed.

“Who was it?” she asked. I couldn’t bear to tell her that a neighbor’s son had molested me. I didn’t want her to live with the guilt of knowing this had happened in our own home. She might never forgive herself. I thought the abuse would sound less intrusive, less harmful, if I only told her about Natasha, another neighbor who sexually abused me whenever I stayed at her house overnight while her parents or older sister babysat me. Granny never let me spend the night when Natasha’s mom worked the graveyard shift. “You don’t need to be alone with no man,” she would say. As strict as Granny was, she still couldn’t protect me.

“I figured it might be her,” Granny replied. How long had she “figured” this? And why? Was it because I had spent so much time at Natasha’s house? Had I shown signs?

“I hope you don’t blame me.”

“I don’t,” I reassured her.

But I did blame her—not for failing to prevent the abuse, but for creating an environment in which I didn’t feel safe enough to tell her the truth. And what use would blaming her do? How could I say I was so afraid of the sinfulness of sex that I was willing to hide my own abuse for years? What would I have gained by saying that her fanatical, puritanical religion had terrified me so much that I was afraid of being “bad” or “dirty”? Throughout my life I have struggled with believing I deserve to hold people accountable for hurting or disappointing me.

Granny had been molested by her stepfather when she was twelve years old. Although her mother didn’t believe her, her grandmother and a teacher did. The adult me wants to think Granny would have believed me had I told her about the abuse. But I never forgot the red fingernail polish and the judgment that came after. Granny and I never spoke of my sexual abuse again. In life, we must learn to accept the apologies we will never get.

* * *

Growing up, religion was always about rules—following the ones that would gain God’s (or some man’s) favor, not breaking others so as not to incur God’s wrath. I spent a lot of time learning these rules: Friday night service; Sunday school, Sunday morning service, and Sunday night service; communion and foot washing service once a month; midnight prayer service during the week; an occasional all-night tarry service; church conventions in other states during the summer; and choir rehearsals once a month. My life, social circle, and sense of right and wrong all revolved around church. The church considered it a sin for women to do anything that might invite sexual desire from men; or might enable us to revel in our own bodies and femininity. No makeup, lipstick, fingernail polish, or jewelry (except wedding rings) were allowed, lest we draw men under our Jezebel spell. Women couldn’t wear pants because God apparently had a strong aversion to women wearing men’s clothing—and because pants showed off the irresistible curves of our legs and hips. Our dresses and skirts had to fall to the knee or lower, and we couldn’t have slits in our skirts so as to prevent men from looking straight up to the cracks of our behinds. The church preferred women to hide our bodies, rather than requiring that men regulate their own behavior and imaginations.

Whenever women entered our church, we had to cover our heads. Our usual coverings were round, lace doily-like cloths with attached combs to hold them in place. We had them in different colors to match our outfits. For special occasions we had head coverings that were white, flowy, shoulder-length scarves that covered our entire heads. These were made of lace, satin, or cotton. We only wore them during communion, on Pentecost Sunday, and during the fifty days of consecration between Easter and Pentecost Sunday. The cotton scarves were my least favorite because they made my head sweat and dried my hair out; the lace ones were prettier and offered lots of ventilation.

Women were even restricted in how we wore our hair beneath the head coverings. We couldn’t wear braids, although I’ve since forgotten the origin of this religious tenet. Given the thickness of my hair, however, Granny was a lot more relaxed about the no-braids rule. She used to let our neighbors and family friends braid my hair in cornrows when I was a little girl. Sometimes they’d get extra fancy and add colored beads to the ends of my hair; small pieces of tin foil would hold them in place. In high school, Granny started letting me get my hair braided at African braiding salons.

The common denominator: women needed to be tamed in order to show we were even worthy of being in God’s sight, let alone loved. I didn’t understand how these “sins” made one unworthy of God’s love and how their absence made one closer to God. Is God really that petty and bored?

The church did not police men’s bodies and behavior. While women’s actions were condemned, men’s were ignored. Whenever an unmarried woman or teenage girl got pregnant, she became a pariah. The pastor would punish her by making her repent and sit in the back of the church for the duration of her pregnancy. She wasn’t allowed to participate in any church activities. No singing in the choir, no serving on the usher board or the praise and worship team. It was as if her fornication were contagious, her presence a reminder of moral failure. But expectant, unwed fathers weren’t shamed or even outed, as if the women had gotten pregnant by themselves. The fathers simply continued their lives—preaching, playing the drums or organ. They were boys continuing to be boys, their behavior and reputations unencumbered by rules of “godly” behavior.

The salacious sex scandals involving male pastors had all the makings of a chart-topping reality TV show before reality TV was a thing. For years, everyone knew our married pastor was sleeping with other women in the church. As a kid, I used to hear Granny and her friends gossiping about our pastor’s mistresses and marital woes. One Sunday morning, while sitting in the alto section of the choir stand, I noticed a lot of commotion in the balcony. A group of men were wrestling with someone. I later learned that the detained man was married to our pastor’s girlfriend. He had brought a rifle with a scope attached, and planned to send our pastor straight into the afterlife. A gun-toting husband was urgent enough for the church to convene a meeting. No kids were allowed, so my friends and I hung out at the nearby library until the meeting was over. The members voted to fire our pastor. He started another church close by and many people, including Granny and me, followed him. Had our pastor been a woman, he would not have received such loyalty and forgiveness.

* * *

I remember the day I became bitter towards religion and God. I was a freshman at Barnard College, and had regularly attended Pastor B’s church for several months with one of Granny’s friends. He was a popular Baptist pastor in Brooklyn who’d started off with one church and then founded a school and an organization made up of many member churches. His highly spirited preaching reminded me of the churches I’d grown up in. I also admired the fact that women at his church weren’t just ushers, choir members, president of the hospitality board, or married to the ministers. His church had many women ministers who sat in the pulpit. Those women were some of the best preachers around. Many of the Baptist and Pentecostal churches I’d attended over the years didn’t allow women ministers to sit in the pulpit or to perform such tasks as officiating at weddings and funerals. Pastor B’s church seemed like a perfect combination of Jesus and feminism in action. On the Sunday I planned to become an official member of his church, Pastor B began his sermon by telling a story about a woman who had gone to her own pastor for counseling because her husband was beating her. Instead of encouraging the woman to leave her husband, the pastor instructed her to return home. Her husband later beat her to death. Although Pastor B

































































OEBPS/images/9780063276093_Cover.jpg
The
Death

of a
Jaybird

WVJ'
b

Mﬁ/wﬂ/ﬂ%%’
BRI, e Thrng?=
ﬂé Z,[ﬁVC f///”

JOdl M. Savage

“Yo wll ad thes d again, ]ustto a bit 1 ger
in dlhfl dhl company.” ddD





OEBPS/images/Titlepage.jpg
The
Death
of a
Jaybird

Jodi M
0oa1 M.
NNNNNNN © LONDON ® TORONTO ® SYDNEY ® NEW DELHI @ AUCKLAND Sa ‘ age





