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‘Don’t the moon look lonesome shining through the trees?

Ah, don’t the moon look lonesome shining through the trees?

Don’t your house look lonesome when your baby pack up to leave?’



Music was my refuge. I could crawl into the spaces between the notes and curl my back to loneliness.

In my rented room (cooking privileges down the hall), I would play a record, then put my arms around the shoulders of the song. As we danced, glued together, I would nuzzle into its neck, kissing the skin, and rubbing its cheek with my own.

The Melrose Record Shop on Fillmore was a center for music, musicians, music lovers and record collectors. Blasts from its loudspeaker poured out into the street with all the insistence of a false mourner at a graveside. Along one wall of its dark interior, stalls were arranged like open telephone booths. Customers stood playing their selections on turntables and listening through earphones. I had two hours between jobs. Occasionally I went to the library or, if the hours coincided, to a free dance class at the YWCA. But most often I directed myself to the melodious Melrose Record Store, where I could wallow, rutting in music.

Louise Cox, a short blonde who was part owner of the store, flitted between customers like a fickle butterfly in a rose garden. She was white, wore perfume and smiled openly with the Negro customers, so I knew she was sophisticated. Other people’s sophistication tended to make me nervous and I stayed shy of Louise. My music tastes seesawed between the blues of John Lee Hooker and the bubbling silver sounds of Charlie Parker. For a year I had been collecting their records.

On one visit to the store, Louise came over to the booth where I was listening to a record.

‘Hi, I’m Louise. What’s your name?’

I thought of ‘Puddin’ in tame. Ask me again, I’ll tell you the same.’ That was a cruel childhood rhyme meant to insult.

The last white woman who had asked me anything other than ‘May I help you?’ had been my high school teacher. I looked at the little woman, at her cashmere sweater and pearls, at her slick hair and pink lips, and decided she couldn’t hurt me, so I’d give her the name I had given to all white people.

‘Marguerite Annie Johnson.’ I had been named for two grandmothers.

‘Marguerite? That’s a pretty name.’

I was surprised. She pronounced it like my grandmother. Not Margarite, but Marg-you-reet.

‘A new Charlie Parker came in last week. I saved it for you.’

That showed her good business sense.

‘I know you like John Lee Hooker, but I’ve got somebody I want you to hear.’ She stopped the turntable and removed my record and put on another in its place.


‘Lord I wonder, do she ever think of me,

Lord I wonder, do she ever think of me,

I wonder, I wonder, will my baby come back to me?’



The singer’s voice groaned a longing I seemed to have known my life long. But I couldn’t say that to Louise. She watched my face and I forced it still.


‘Well, I ain’t got no special reason here,

No, I ain’t got no special reason here,

I’m gonna leave ’cause I don’t feel welcome here.’



The music fitted me like tailor-made clothes.

She said, ‘That’s Arthur Crudup. Isn’t he great?’; excitement lighted her face.

‘It’s nice. Thank you for letting me hear it.’

It wasn’t wise to reveal one’s real feelings to strangers. And nothing on earth was stranger to me than a friendly white woman.

‘Shall I wrap it for you? Along with the Bird?’

My salary from the little real estate office and the dress shop downtown barely paid rent and my son’s baby-sitter.

‘I’ll pick them both up next week. Thank you for thinking of me.’ Courtesy cost nothing as long as one had dignity. My grandmother, Annie Henderson, had taught me that.

She turned and walked back to the counter, taking the record with her. I counseled myself not to feel badly. I hadn’t rejected an offer of friendship, I had simply fielded a commercial come-on.

I walked to the counter.

‘Thank you, Louise. See you next week.’ When I laid the record on the counter, she pushed a wrapped package toward me.

‘Take these, Marg-you-reet. I’ve started an account for you.’ She turned to another customer. I couldn’t refuse because I didn’t know how to do so gracefully.

Outside on the evening street, I examined the woman’s intention. What did I have that she wanted? Why did she allow me to walk away with her property? She didn’t know me. Even my name might have been constructed on the spot. She couldn’t have been seeking friendship; after all she was white, and as far as I knew, white women were never lonely, except in books. White men adored them, black men desired them and black women worked for them. There was no ready explanation for her gesture of trust.

At home I squeezed enough from the emergency money I kept in a drawer to repay her. Back at the store, she accepted the money and said, ‘Thanks, Marg-you-reet. But you didn’t have to make a special trip. I trust you.’

‘Why?’ That ought to get her. ‘You don’t know me.’

‘Because I like you.’

‘But you don’t know me. How can you like someone you don’t know?’

‘Because my heart tells me and I trust my heart.’

For weeks I pondered over Louise Cox. What could I possibly have that she could possibly want? My mind, it was certain, was a well-oiled mechanism which worked swiftly and seminoiselessly. I often competed with radio contestants on quiz programs and usually won hands down in my living room. Oh, my mental machine could have excited anyone. I meant anyone interested in a person who had memorized the Presidents of the United States in chronological order, the capitals of the world, the minerals of the earth and the generic names of various species. There weren’t too many callers for those qualifications and I had to admit that I was greatly lacking in the popular attractions of physical beauty and womanly wiles.

All my life, my body had been in successful rebellion against my finer nature. I was too tall and raw-skinny. My large extroverted teeth protruded in an excitement to be seen, and I, attempting to thwart their success, rarely smiled. Although I lathered Dixie Peach in my hair, the thick black mass crinkled and kinked and resisted the smothering pomade to burst free around my head like a cloud of angry bees. No, in support of truth, I had to admit Louise Cox was not friendly to me because of my beauty.

Maybe she offered friendship because she pitied me. The idea was a string winding at first frayed and loose, then tightening, binding into my consciousness. My spirit started at the intrusion. A white woman? Feeling sorry for me? She wouldn’t dare. I would go to the store and show her. I would roll her distasteful pity into a ball and throw it in her face. I would smash her nose deep into the unasked-for sympathy until her eyes dribbled tears and she learned that I was a queen, not to be approached by peasants like her, even on bended knees, and wailing.

Louise was bent over the counter talking to a small black boy. She didn’t interrupt her conversation to acknowledge my entrance.

‘Exactly how many boxes have you folded, J.C.?’ Her intonation was sober.

‘Eighteen.’ The boy’s answer matched her seriousness. His head barely reached the counter top. She took a small box from a shelf behind her.

‘Then here’s eighteen cents.’ She pushed the coins around counting them, then poured them into his cupped palms.

‘O.K.’ He turned on unsure young legs and collided with me. He mumbled ‘Thank you.’

Louise rounded the counter, following the little voice. She ran past me and caught the door a second after he slammed it.

‘J.C.’ She stood, arms akimbo on the sidewalk, and raised her voice. ‘J.C., I’ll see you next Saturday.’ She came back into the store and looked at me.

‘Hi, Marg-you-reet. Boy, am I glad to see you. Excuse that scene. I had to pay off one of my workers.’

I waited for her to continue. Waited for her to tell me how precious he was and how poor and wasn’t it all a shame. She went behind the counter and began slipping records into paper jackets.

‘When I first opened the shop, all the neighborhood kids came in. They either demanded that I “gi’ them a penny”’ – I hated whites’ imitation of the black accent – ‘or play records for them. I explained that the only way I’d give them anything was if they worked for it and that I’d play records for their parents, but not for them until they were tall enough to reach the turntables.’

‘So I let them fold empty record boxes for a penny apiece.’ She went on, ‘I’m glad to see you because I want to offer you a job.’

I had done many things to make a living, but I drew the line at cleaning white folks’ houses. I had tried that and lasted only one day. The waxed tables, cut flowers, closets of other people’s clothes totally disoriented me. I hated the figured carpets, tiled kitchens and refrigerators filled with someone else’s dinner leftovers.

‘Really?’ The ice in my voice turned my accent to upper-class Vivien Leigh (before Gone With the Wind).

‘My sister has been helping me in the shop, but she’s going back to school. I thought you’d be perfect to take her place.’

My resolve began to knuckle under me like weak knees.

‘I don’t know if you know it, but I have a large clientele and try to keep in stock a supply, however small, of every record by Negro artists. And if I don’t have something, there’s a comprehensive catalog and I can order it. What do you think?’

Her face was open and her smile simple. I pried into her eyes for hidden meaning and found nothing. Even so, I had to show my own strength.

‘I don’t like to hear white folks imitate Negroes. Did the children really ask you to “gi’ them a penny”? Oh, come now.’

She said, ‘You are right – they didn’t ask. They demanded that I “gi’ them a penny.”’ The smile left her face. ‘You say it.’

‘Give me a penny.’ My teeth pressed my bottom lip, stressing the v.

She reached for the box and handed me a coin. ‘Don’t forget that you’ve been to school and let neither of us forget that we’re both grown-up. I’d be pleased if you’d take the job.’ She told me the salary, the hours and what my duties would be.

‘Thank you very much for the offer. I’ll think about it.’ I left the shop, head up, back straight. I tried to exude indifference, like octopus ink, to camouflage my excitement.

I had to talk to Ivonne Broadnax, the Realist. She was my closest friend. Ivonne had escaped the hindrance of romantic blindness, which was my lifelong affliction. She had the clear, clean eyes of a born survivor. I went to her Ellis Street house, where she, at twenty-five, was bringing up an eight-year-old daughter and a fifteen-year-old sister.

‘Vonne, you know that woman that runs the record store?’

‘That short white woman with the crooked smile?’ Her voice was small and keen and the sound had to force itself past white, even teeth.

‘Yes.’

‘Why?’

‘She offered me a job.’

‘Doing what?’ I knew I could count on her cynicism.

‘Salesgirl.’

‘Why?’

‘That’s what I’ve been trying to figure out. Why? And why me?’

Ivonne sat very still, thinking. She possessed a great beauty which she carried nonchalantly. Her cupid’s-bow lips pursed, and when she raised her head her face was flushed pink and cream from the racing blood.

‘Is she funny that way?’

We both knew that was the only logical explanation.

‘No. I’m sure that she’s not.’

Ivonne bent her head again. She raised it and looked at me.

‘Did you ask her?’

‘No.’

‘I mean did you ask her for the job?’

‘No. She offered it.’ I added just a little indignation to my answer.

Ivonne said, ‘You know white people are strange. I don’t even know if they know why they do things.’ Ivonne had grown up in a small Mississippi town, and I, in a smaller town in Arkansas. Whites were as constant in our history as the seasons and as unfamiliar as affluence.

‘Maybe she’s trying to prove something.’ She waited. ‘What kind of pay she offering?’

‘Enough so I can quit both jobs and bring the baby home.’

‘Well, take it.’

‘I’ll have to order records and take inventories and all that.’ The odor of an improvement in my life had barely touched my nostrils and it made me jittery.

‘Come on, Maya’ (she called me by the family name). ‘If you could run a hook shop, you can run a record shop.’

Once when I was eighteen in San Diego I had managed a house of prostitution, where two qualified workers entertained and I, as financial backer, took a percentage. I had since layered that experience over and over in my mind with forgiveness and a conscious affectation of innocence. But it was true, I did have a certain talent for administration.

‘Tell her you’ll take the job and then watch her like a hawk. You know white women. They pull off their drawers, lay down first, then scream rape. If you’re not careful, she’ll get weak and faint on you, then before you know it you’ll be washing windows, and scrubbing the floor.’ We cackled like two old crones, remembering a secret past. The laughter was sour and not really directed at white women. It was a traditional ruse that was used to shield the black vulnerability; we laughed to keep from crying.

I took the job, but kept Louise under constant surveillance. None of her actions went unheeded, no conversation unrecorded. The question was not if she would divulge her racism but when and how the revelation would occur. For a few months I was a character in a living thriller plot. I listened to her intonations and trailed her glances.

On Sundays, when the older people came in after church services to listen to the Reverend Joe May’s sermons on 78 rpm records, I trembled with the chase’s excitement. Large, corseted women gathered around the record players, their bosoms bloated with religious fervor, while their dark-suited husbands leaned into the music, faces blank in surrender to the spirit, their black and brown fingers restive on clutched Bibles.

Louise offered folding chairs to the ladies and moved back behind the counter to her books. I waited for one smirk, one roll of her eyes to the besieged heavens and I would have my evidence that she thought her whiteness was a superior quality which she and God had contrived for their own convenience.

After two months, vigilance had exhausted me and I had found no thread of prejudice. I began to relax and enjoy the wealth of a world of music. Early mornings were given over to Bartok and Schoenberg. Midmorning I treated myself to the vocals of Billy Eckstine, Billie Holiday, Nat Cole, Louis Jordan and Bull Moose Jackson. A piroshki from the Russian delicatessen next door was lunch and then the giants of bebop flipped through the air. Charlie Parker and Max Roach, Dizzy Gillespie, Sarah Vaughan and Al Haig and Howard McGhee. Blues belonged to late afternoons and the singers’ lyrics of lost love spoke to my solitude.

I ordered stock and played records on request, emptied ashtrays and dusted the windows’ cardboard displays. Louise and her partner, David Rosenbaum, showed their pleasure by giving me a raise, and although I was grateful to them for the job and my first introduction to an amiable black-white relationship, I could exhibit my feelings only by being punctual in coming to the shop and being efficient at work and coolly, grayly respectful.

At home, however, life shimmered with beautiful colors. I picked up my son from the baby-sitter’s every evening. He was five years old and so beautiful his smile could break the back of a brute.

For two years we had spun like water spiders in a relentless eddy. I had to be free to work for our support, but the babysitters were so expensive I had to have two jobs to pay their fees and my own rent. I boarded him out six days and five nights a week.

On the eve of my day off, I would go to the baby-sitter’s house. First he’d grab the hem of my dress, then wrap his arms around my legs and hold on screaming as I paid the weekly bill. I would pry his arms loose, then pick him up and walk down the street. For blocks, as I walked, he would scream. When we were far enough away, he’d relax his strangle hold on my neck and I could put him down. We’d spend the evening in my room. He followed my every turn and didn’t trust me to go to the bathroom and return. After dinner, cooked in the communal kitchen, I would read to him and allow him to try to read to me.

The next day was always spent at the park, the zoo, the San Francisco Museum of Art, a cartoon movie house or any cheap or free place of entertainment. Then, on our second evening he would fight sleep like an old person fighting death. By morning, not quite awake, he would jerk and make hurtful noises like a wounded animal. I would still my heart and wake him. When he was dressed, we headed back to the sitter’s house. He would begin to cry a few blocks from our destination. My own tears stayed in check until his screams stabbed from behind the closed doors and stuck like spearheads in my heart.

The regularity of misery did nothing to lessen it. I examined alternatives. If I were married, ‘my husband’ (the words sounded as unreal as ‘my bank account’) would set me up in a fine house, which my good taste would develop into a home. My son and I could spend whole days together and then I could have two more children who would be named Deirdre and Craig, and I would grow roses and beautiful zinnias. I would wear too-large gardening gloves so that when I removed them my hands would look dainty and my manicure fresh. We would all play chess and Chinese checkers and twenty questions and whist. We would be a large, loving, hilarious family like the people in Cheaper by the Dozen.

Or I could go on welfare.

There wasn’t a shadow of a husband-caliber man on my horizon. Indeed, no men at all seemed attracted to me. Possibly my façade of cool control turned them away or just possibly my need, which I thought well disguised, was so obvious that it frightened them. No, husbands were rarer than common garden variety unicorns.

And welfare was absolutely forbidden. My pride had been starched by a family who assumed unlimited authority in its own affairs. A grandmother, who raised me, my brother and her own two sons, owned a general merchandise store. She had begun her business in the early 1900’s in Stamps, Arkansas, by selling meat pies to saw men in a lumber mill, then racing across town in time to feed workers in a cotton-gin mill four miles away.

My brother, Bailey, who was a year older than I and seven inches shorter, had drummed in my youthful years: ‘You are as intelligent as I am’ – we both agreed that he was a genius – ‘and beautiful. And you can do anything.’

My beautiful mother, who ran businesses and men with autocratic power, taught me to row my own boat, paddle my own canoe, hoist my own sail. She warned, in fact, ‘If you want something done, do it yourself.’

I hadn’t asked them for help (I couldn’t risk their refusal) and they loved me. There was no motive on earth which would bring me, bowed, to beg for aid from an institution which scorned me and a government which ignored me. It had seemed that I would be locked in the two jobs and the weekly baby-sitter terror until my life was done. Now with a good salary, my son and I could move back into my mother’s house.

A smile struck her face like lightning when I told her I had retrieved my son and we were ready to come home. There was a glaze over her eyes. It was unnerving. My mother was anything, everything, but sentimental. I admired how quickly she pulled her old self back in charge. Typically she asked only direct questions.

‘How long will you all stay this time?’

‘Until I can get a house for us.’

‘That sounds good. Your room is pretty much as you left it and Clyde can have the little room in back.’

I decided that a little bragging was in order. ‘I’ve been working at the record shop on Fillmore and the people down there gave me a raise. I’ll pay rent to you and help with the food.’

‘How much are they paying you?’

When I told her, she quickly worked out a percentage. ‘O.K. You pay me that amount and buy a portion of food every week.’

I handed her some cash. She counted it carefully. ‘All right, this is a month’s rent. I’ll remember.’

She handed the money back to me. ‘Take this downtown and buy yourself some clothes.’

I hesitated.

‘This is a gift, not a loan. You should know I don’t do business slipshod.’

To Vivian Baxter business was business, and I was her daughter; one thing did not influence the other.

‘You know that I’m no baby-sitter, but Poppa Ford is still with me looking after the house. He can keep an eye on Clyde. Of course you ought to give him a little something every week. Not as much as you pay the baby-sitters, but something. Remember, you may not always get what you pay for, but you will definitely pay for what you get.’

‘Yes, Mother.’ I was home.

For months life was a pleasure ring and we walked safely inside its perimeter. My son was in school, reading very well, and encouraged by me, drifting into a love affair with books. He was healthy. The old fears that I would leave him were dissolving. I read Thorne Smith to him and recited Paul Laurence Dunbar’s poems in a thick black Southern accent.

On an evening walk along Fillmore, Clyde and I heard loud shouting and saw a group of people crowded around a man on the corner across the street. We stopped where we were to listen.

‘Lord, we your children. We come to you just like newborn babies. Silver and gold have we none. But O Lord!’

Clyde grabbed my hand and started to pull me in the opposite direction.

‘Come on, Mom. Come on.’

I bent down to him. ‘Why?’

‘That man is crazy.’ Distaste wrinkled his little face.

‘Why do you say that?’

‘Because he’s shouting in the street like that.’

I stooped to my son giving no attention to the passers-by. ‘That’s one of the ways people praise God. Some praise in church, some in the streets and some in their hearts.’

‘But Mom, is there really a God? And what does He do all the time?’

The question deserved a better answer than I could think of in the middle of the street. I said, ‘We’ll talk about that later, but now let’s go over and listen. Think of the sermon as a poem and the singing as great music.’

He came along and I worked my way through the crowd so he could have a clear view. The antics of the preacher and the crowd’s responses embarrassed him. I was stunned. I had grown up in a Chris-tian Methodist Episcopal Church where my uncle was superintendent of Sunday School, and my grandmother was Mother of the Church. Until I was thirteen and left Arkansas for California, each Sunday I spent a minimum of six hours in church. Monday evenings Momma took me to Usher Board Meeting; Tuesdays the Mothers of the Church met; Wednesday was for prayer meeting; Thursday, the Deacons congregated; Fridays and Saturdays were spent in preparation for Sunday. And my son asked me if there was a God. To whom had I been praying all my life?

That night I taught him ‘Joshua Fit the Battle of Jericho.’




2

My life was an assemblage of strivings and my energies were directed toward acquiring more than the basic needs. I was as much a part of the acquisitive, security-conscious fifties as the quiet young white girls who lived their pastel Peter Pan-collared days in clean, middle-class neighborhoods. In the black communities, girls, whose clothes struck with gay colors and whose laughter crinkled the air, flashed streetwise smirks and longed for one picket fence. We startled with our overt flirtations and dreamed of being ‘one man’s woman.’ We found ourselves too often unmarried, bearing lonely pregnancies and wishing for two and a half children each who would gurgle happily behind that picket fence while we drove our men to work in our friendly-looking station wagons.

I had loved one man and dramatized my losing him with all the exaggerated wailing of a wronged seventeen-year-old. I had wanted others in a ferocious desperation, believing that marriage would give me a world free from danger, disease and want.

In the record store, I lived fantasy lives through the maudlin melodies of the forties and fifties.


‘You’d be so nice to come home to.’



Whoever you were.


‘I’m walking by the river

’cause I’m meeting someone there tonight.’



Anyone – that is, anyone taller than I and who wanted to get married. To me. Billy Eckstine sang,


‘Our little dream castle with everything gone

Is lonely and silent, the shades are all drawn

My heart is heavy as I gaze upon

A cottage for sale.’



That was my house and it was vacant. If Mr. Right would come along right now, soon we could move in and truly begin to live.

Louise Cox and her mother were practicing Christian Scientists. I accepted an invitation to visit their church. The interior’s severity, the mass of quiet, well-dressed whites and the lack of emotion unsettled me. I took particular notice of the few blacks in the congregation. They appeared as soberly affluent and emotionally reserved as their fellow white parishioners. I had known churches to be temples where one made ‘a joyful noise unto the Lord’ and quite a lot of it.

In the First Church of Christ, Scientist, the congregation wordlessly praised the Almighty. No stamping of feet or clapping of hands accompanied the worship. For the whole service, time seemed suspended and reality was just beyond the simple and expensive heavy doors.

‘Did you like it?’

We sat in Louise’s kitchen, eating her mother’s homemade-from-scratch biscuits.

‘I don’t know. I didn’t understand it.’

After a year of relentless observation, I trusted her to think me unexposed, rather than ignorant.

Her mother gave me a copy of Mary Baker Eddy’s Science and Health. I began to wrestle with new concepts.

The tough texture of poverty in my life had been more real than sand wedged between my teeth, yet Mary Baker Eddy encouraged me to think myself prosperous. Every evening I went home to a fourteen-room house where my son and seventy-five-year-old Poppa Ford awaited my arrival. Mother usually was out dining with friends, drinking with acquaintances or gambling with strangers. Had she been there, her presence would not have greatly diminished my loneliness. My brother, who had been my ally, my first friend, had left home and closed himself to me. We had found safety in numbers when we were young, but adulthood had severed the bonds and we drifted apart over deep and dangerous seas, unanchored.

In Mother’s house, after dinner, I would read my son to sleep and return to the kitchen. Most often, the old man dreamt over an outsized cup of heavily sugared coffee. I would watch his aged ivory face, wrinkled under ghostly memories, then go to my room where solitude gaped whale-jawed wide to swallow me entire.

Science and Health told me I was never alone. ‘There is no place God is not.’ But I couldn’t make the affirmation real for me.

The sailor wandered around the store. He was reading the bulletins and scanning the posters. His dark hair and oval, sensual face reminded me of Italian Renaissance paintings. It was strange to see a white military man in the black area in broad daylight. I decided that he had gotten lost. He walked to the counter.

‘Good morning.’

‘Have you got “Cheers”?’

Maybe he wasn’t lost, just found himself in our neighborhood and decided to buy some records. ‘Cheers’? I thought of all the white singers – Jo Stafford, Helen O’Connell, Margaret Whiting, Dinah Shore, Frank Sinatra, Bob Crosby, Bing Crosby and Bob Eberle. Tex Beneke. None had recorded a song entitled ‘Cheers.’ I ran my mind over Anita O’Day, Mel Tormé, June Christy. No ‘Cheers’ there. He had looked like a vocal man, but then maybe he was looking for a white Big Band instrumental. Stan Kenton, Neal Hefti, Billy May. No ‘Cheers’ in their catalogs.

‘I don’t know if we have it. Who cut it?’ I smiled. ‘Cut it’ showed that I was so much a part of the record business that I wouldn’t say ‘Who recorded it?’

The man looked at me and said dryly, ‘Charlie Parker.’

Although I lived in a large city, in truth I lived in a small town within that city’s preserves. The few whites I knew who were aware of Charlie Parker were my brother’s friends and were wrapped away from me in a worldly remoteness. I stumbled to get the record. When I shucked the jacket off he said, ‘You don’t have to play it.’ He went on, ‘I’ll take “Well You Needn’t” by Thelonius Monk and “Night in Tunisia” by Dizzy Gillespie.’

My brain didn’t want to accept the burden of my ears. Was that a white man talking? I looked to see if maybe he was a Creole. Many Negroes from the bayou country could and did pass for white. They, too, had hank-straight black hair, dark eyes and shell-cream skin.

There was nothing like a straight question: ‘Are you from Louisiana?’

‘No, I’m from Portland.’

There is a textured grain that colors the black voice which was missing when he spoke. I wrapped his selections and he paid for them and left. I wondered that he had been neither amiable nor rude and that he didn’t remind me of anyone I’d ever met.

My two employers and Louise’s handsome friend, Fred E. Pierson, cabdriver and painter, were the only whites I knew, liked and partially understood. When I met Fred, his friendliness had caused my old survival apparatus to begin meshing its gears. I suspected him (perhaps hopefully) of being personally (which meant romantically) interested in me. He helped me to paint the seven downstairs rooms at Mother’s house and told me of his great and sad and lost love affair and that he liked having me for a friend.

The next weekend the sailor returned. He browsed for a while, then came to the counter and interrupted my preoccupation with papers.

‘Hi.’

I looked up as if startled. ‘Hello.’

‘Have you any Dexter Gordon?’

‘Yes, “Dexter’s Blues”.’ Another Negro musician.

‘I’ll take that.’

I asked, ‘How about a Dave Brubeck?’

‘No. Thanks, anyway.’ Brubeck was white. ‘But anything by Prez? Do you have “Lester Leaps In”?’

‘Yes.’

He waited. ‘Do you know of any jam sessions around here?’

‘Oh, you’re a musician.’ That would explain it. Members from the large white jazz orchestras visited black after-hours joints. They would ask to sit in on the jam sessions. Black musicians often refused, saying, ‘The white boys come, smoke up all the pot, steal the chord changes, then go back to their good paying jobs and keep us black musicians out of the union.’

He said, ‘No, I just like jazz. My name is Tosh. What’s yours?’

‘Marguerite. What kind of name is Tosh?’

‘It’s Greek for Thomas – Enistasious. The short of it is Tosh. Are there any good jazz clubs here? Any place to meet some groovy people?’

There was Jimbo’s, a blue-lighted basement where people moved in the slow-motion air like denizens of a large aquarium, floating effortlessly in their own element.

Ivonne and I went to the night spot as often as possible. She would take money from her catering business and I from my savings; we would put on our finest clothes, and hiding behind dignified façades, enter the always crowded room. Unfortunately, our attitudes were counterproductive. We projected ourselves as coolly indifferent and distant, but the blatant truth was we were out to find any handsome, single, intelligent, interested men.

I told Tosh I didn’t know of any places like that in my neighborhood. When he left the store, I was certain he’d find his way to the downtown area, where he would be more welcome.

Louise continued encouraging me toward Christian Science. I gingerly poked into its precepts, unwilling to immerse myself in the depths because, after all, Christian Science was an intellectual religion and the God its members worshiped seemed to me all broth and no bones. The God of my childhood was an old, white, Vandyck-bearded Father Time, who roared up thunder, then puffed out His cheeks and blew down hurricanes on His errant children. He could be placated only if one fell prostrate, groveled and begged for mercy. I didn’t like that God, but He did seem more real than a Maker who was just thought and spirit. I wished for a Someone in between.

Louise’s partner was Jewish, so I spoke to him of my need and asked him about Judaism. He smiled until he sensed my seriousness, then said he attended Beth Emanu-El. He told me that there was a new rabbi who was very young and extremely modern. A black singer had recorded ‘Eli Eli’ and I listened to the song carefully. The beautiful high melodies and the low moaning sounded very close to the hymns of my youth. It was just possible that Judaism was going to answer my need. The Torah couldn’t be as foreign as Science and Health.

For hundreds of years, the black American slaves had seen the parallels between their oppression and that of the Jews in Biblical times.


‘Go down Moses

Way down in Egypt land

Tell old Pharaoh

To let my people go.’



The Prophets of Israel inhabited our songs:


‘Didn’t my Lord deliver Daniel?

Then why not every man?

Ezekiel saw the wheel, up in the middle of the air.

Little David play on your harp.’



The Hebrew children in the fiery furnace elicited constant sympathy from the black community because our American experience mirrored their ancient tribulation. With that familiarity, I figured Judaism was going to be a snap!

Beth Emanu-El looked like a Tyrone Power movie set. Great arches of salmon-pink rose over a Moorish courtyard. Well-dressed children scuttled from shul and down the wide stairs.

I explained to a receptionist that I wanted to speak to Rabbi Fine.

‘Why?’ Her question really was, What are you doing within my hallowed halls? She repeated, ‘Why?’

‘I want to talk to him about Judaism.’

She picked up the phone and spoke urgently.

‘This way.’ Stiff-legged and stiff-backed, she guided me to the end of a hall. Her gaze rested on me for a still second before she opened the door.

Rabbi Alvin I. Fine looked like a young physical education teacher dressed up for an open house at school. I had thought all rabbis had to be old and bearded, just as all priests were Irish, collared and composites of Bing Crosby and Barry Fitzgerald. He invited me in and offered a seat.

‘You want to discuss Judaism?’ There wasn’t a hint of a snicker in his voice. He could have been asking a question of a fellow rabbi. I liked him.

‘I don’t know anything about it, so I can’t discuss it.’

‘Do you want to become a Jew?’

‘I don’t know. I’d just like to read up on your faith, but I don’t know the titles of any books.’

‘What is the faith of your fathers?’

‘Methodist.’

‘And what is it not giving you that you think Judaism would provide?’

‘I don’t know what Judaism’s got.’

‘Can you say you have applied yourself to a careful study of the Methodist tenets?’

‘No.’

‘Would you say you have totally applied the dictates of the Methodist church?’

‘No.’

‘But you want to study Judaism, an ancient faith of a foreign people?’

He was systematically driving me to defense. If he wanted debate, I’d give him debate.

I said, ‘I want to read about it, I didn’t say I wanted to join your church. I like the music in the C.M.E. Church and I like the praying, but I don’t like the idea of a God so frightening that I’d be afraid to meet Him.’

‘Why does your God frighten you?’

It would sound too childish to say that when my minister threatened fire and brimstone, I could smell my flesh frying and see my skin as crisp as pork cracklings. I told him a less personal truth. ‘Because I’m afraid to die.’

I expected the bromide: If a person lived a good life free of sin, he or she can die easy.

Rabbi Fine said, ‘Judaism will not save you from death. Visit a Jewish cemetery.’

I looked at him and felt the full force of my silliness in being there.

He said, ‘I’ll give you a list of books. Read them. Think about them. Argue with the writers and the ideas, then come back to see me.’ He bent over his desk to write. I knew I would enjoy talking with him about Life, Love, Hate and mostly Death. He gave me the paper and smiled for the first time and looked even more boyish. I thanked him and left, certain that we would continue our discussion soon. I took a year to buy or borrow and read the books, but twenty years were to pass before I would see Rabbi Fine again.


OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml






Contents





		Cover



		About the Author



		Also by Maya Angelou



		Copyright



		Contents



		Acknowledgments



		Dedication



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



































































		Cover



		Table of Contents



		Begin Reading











OEBPS/images/9780748122387.jpg
MAYA ANGELOU

NOW
A MAJOR

BBC RADIO 4
DRAMA






