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LISTEN MY CHILE




I know you think you been raised ’cause you grown now

but a mama always got to wonder

what else can I say to my child who is black?

I know what you’re thinking

She’s been talkin’ my whole life,

it’s time to let well enough alone, to trust me, to let me be,

but you know your mama, and I couldn’t rest,

not even with the Lord hisself,

if I thought I left my task unfinished or even one word unsaid.

Did I tell you that no matter how tough the task,

how high the steps, or how hard the journey,

it’s OK to get weary? — but you ain’t walkin’ this walk alone.

You always got my footprints to guide you

’cause I been down this road before.

Now I know your feet ain’t mine

and we can’t step into the same shoes

and I know too you gonna find your own way —

all I’m saying is that you ain’t by yourself.


Have I told you I’m sorry

’cause I wasn’t always the one who lifted you when you fell,

healed you when you ached, or helped you when you hurt?

But sometimes making that way out of no way just took all I had.

Every once in a while I had to leave the mothering

to God’s own guardian angels — them other mamas,

the aunties, the sisters, the grannies and the nannies —

but you know you was loved

and chile, I’ll always be your mama.

Chile, I been granny to yours,

Mama to mine,

Mother to the motherless,

and missus to my man,

but I never stopped being my own woman.

I got feet that been trampled, and blisters on my blisters,

but I can still kick up the dust, walk a mean high-heel strut,

and cross my legs with the uppitiest of women on a

first Sunday morn.

Chile, no matter how tough things get —

and they gonna get mighty tough —

You got to keep going. You ain’t gonna make it

stopping short or standing still.

Sometimes being a woman is so tough,

you gonna feel like you trying to dance on quicksand

or catch up to the moon

but trouble’s always coming, and you can’t stop it

no more than you can hold back the tears

or sweep up the ocean with a raggedy old broom.

But you gonna make it, the Father above told me it would be true.

’Sides, I wouldn’t be looking for nothing less

’Cause I’m expecting at least that much out of you.

—Mama





 

 


Introduction




I think that I must have gone through my midlife crisis very early in life. I was only thirty at the time. It’s the only explanation that I can come up with for wanting to turn my comfortable middle-class existence upside down. I started looking at the things that had been a part of my thinking for years, and suddenly they weren’t making sense. I’d always appreciated my African American ethnicity — that was never an issue. It was just that suddenly my understanding of this thing called heritage wasn’t adding up to what it was supposed to, and I couldn’t understand why. I’d read the appropriate books, studied the available literature. I knew all the significant dates and places that any aware and progressive-thinking African American was supposed to know. I took the right history courses in college and even managed to memorize the “I Have a Dream” speech. I went to all the black history programs I could, but I watched with growing annoyance as we talked about those same twelve or so black folks who supposedly made up all of our history.

To the outside world, it appeared as if I were progressing along a preordained path, and it would be only a matter of time before I was a contributing member of some prestigious African American civil-rights or social organization. That was the plan, but the path took an unexpected turn.

Because my roots are Southern, I had a particular interest in the heritage that comes from that part of the country. Despite what I was being taught, Southern history for African Americans had to consist of more than the brutality of slavery and the struggle for civil rights. There had to be more folks and diverse events in there somewhere — more interesting communities, more stories, celebrations, and triumphs in the middle of the historical struggle that I’d studied.

There was a reason that at the most upscale African American events, collard greens were usually served. And I can well remember that in the midst of some of the most educated and formal presentations, there was usually a lapse, be it momentarily, into a li’l homegrown wisdom like “tell the truth and shame the Devil.” There appeared to be a great deal more to this heritage talk than anyone was saying, and I was determined to find out what it was. Zora Neal Hurston and her work provided the first glimmers of evidence. I figured there should be someone new to pick up her torch and run with it, so I made that my mission.

The journey into this understanding began five years ago, and it hasn’t been an easy trip. It has taken me to some places I had never before imagined, and to some places I’ve always known. It allowed me to meet some people I could never completely describe, but could never forget, either. It required that I stop playing a proud African American and really become one, as I came to realize that three hundred years of black history rested squarely on my shoulders. And that means history as it relates to our experiences in this country and understanding how these are indeed linked back to the motherland. So I have come to appreciate that worn headrag and what it has meant for us as a people as much as I celebrate that kinte cloth and its ever-growing significance in our communities.

I really did think I had made it, or at least was on my way, when I became a happily married, successful, and somewhat well-educated woman. I didn’t realize that making it was still a long way away. I would still need to touch the hearts and souls of some black women from the past and then try to understand what they understood in order to be any kind of decent woman today. It really wasn’t enough to be an African American woman — I would also have to be comfortable with being a perfectly ordinary, quite commonly sensible, and absolutely awe-inspiring colored woman before I could possibly come close to succeeding the way my grandmamas had done. I would need their truths, their honesty, and the kind of faith that can come only from another time.

At last, I found the kind of wisdom I’d been searching for in Farmville, North Carolina, the ancestral home of my kinfolks — amid the cottonfields, tobacco barns, and dilapidated shacks. It started there, but I quickly began branching out. I went to other rural places and talked to even more folks, and I graciously accepted all that they were willing to give, and they gave me so much. They let me in, allowed me to borrow their kin, lifted me so I could peek over their shoulders, inspired me to listen to their stories, and looked the other way as I stole some of their secrets. By the time my research was done, I had more good stuff than I could ever share word-for-word, so I took it all in, added a lot of imagination, and then expressed it as best I could in my very own way. These stories are the result of that effort.

It would be rude and irresponsible to take folks’ valuables and then just leave them vulnerable to harm or danger. It’s the same with these tales of living, loving, and learning. I have told the story, yes, in a way that I am quite proud of, but I am also smart enough to realize that that is not nearly enough. There is still the possibility of misinterpretation despite the best of intentions on both our parts, and I didn’t want that to happen. So, after each story or section, I have added a short essay that allows these stories to be placed within a proper cultural perspective.

I have surely been blessed, I know that. But blessings are no good to anyone unless you pass them on. I’ve had the good fortune of being taken through the back door of the most personal of places by some really good folks. These are diverse experiences here, and I don’t want you to miss a single one. Some of these stories make you feel “oh so good,” and others, well, they force you to swallow down some sorrow or hold back some rage. But then again, isn’t experiencing all of those kinds of feelings what living is all about?




 




Kinfolks
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Journeys Home




It was trying miserably to be inconspicuous, failing in its attempts to be subtle with its demands and softspoken with its commands. The beautiful beige envelope had been tossed casually on the kitchen table with the rest of the day’s mail, but even in the midst of the many, it was arrogant in its presence, insisting that I devote my full and immediate attention to it. I moved the other letters aside and slowly picked it up. It was that time of year again, and I knew it even before my eyes could fully focus on the elegant raised lettering. Mama at her best, I thought, as I slowly opened the invitation — calligraphy, vellum paper, and even a tissue liner. A little much given the nature of the occasion, but no one ever could tell Mama a thing.

The invitation was clean, crisp, and straight to the point — clear evidence of Mama’s no-nonsense style. All this show and no little extras — not even a short Bible verse or a thought-provoking lead-in. Not one to waste energy on the nonessential, Mama believed that if you had something to say, you just took careful aim, spat it out, and let it land where it may.



The Burney-Green Family

cordially invite you to their annual

Family Reunion

at the homestead.



No address was given, not that one was really necessary. We all knew the place. No need to read any further. I knew the date, and I was sure of the time. Some things are about as regular, inevitable, and bittersweet as the ending of summer’s long, lazy days — like a good daughter’s obligations; like a family reunion.

I wondered if, since I am a member of the Burney-Green family, technically this meant I had sent an invitation to myself. Lord, who was I kidding? This was none of my doing. These were clearly the markings of a queen mother, and there was nothing cordial about it. Although not actually printed on those breathtaking sheets, the message was quite clear, the summons quite specific, and the tone really quite firm: Be there!

Farmville, North Carolina, is down east near Goldsboro, round ’bout Greenville, and a holler from Snowhill. Like the folks who live there, it lays kinship claim to just about anything near it. There was a sprinkling of newly constructed homes among the now deteriorating wooden ones. On this visit I noticed they had added one extra stoplight downtown, and some of the stores had been given a facelift. At one time there had even been talk of adding a strip mall and a new hotel right on the outskirts of town, but so far nothing concrete had materialized. Other than these few “progressive” changes, Farmville looked just like it had the year before. That was fine with me, though. It was comforting to know that Farmville was there when I needed it, and right where I’d left it, despite the fact that I had moved miles beyond it.

Farmville welcomed me in its usual August way, a greeting with sunshine so bright, a heat so hugging, and humidity so mugging it could set your carefully curled head all the way back to its natural kinky nap. The tar-licked roads seem to stretch on endlessly, like the lazy summer afternoon. The old folks were sitting on the front porch, waving me on with one hand and swatting flies with the other. The overgrown gardens that used to provide pickings for a full year now just rambled aimlessly until they met up with a mile-high cornfield. Even the pungent smell of tobacco seemed as strong and familiar as a musty old friend. There were no street signs way out in the country — just follow the shallow ditch ’cross the railroad track, pass on by the Williamses’ old drinking well, go beyond H. B. Suggs Training School, turn right at the Holiness Church, and proceed a quarter mile straight ahead to the homestead.

It was only eight o’clock Saturday morning. Most of the family wouldn’t be arriving until much later in the afternoon, in time for the fish fry. Only the planning-committee members were required to be here this early. This was the first year that a “young’un” (young at age thirty?) was allowed to serve among the illustrious group, and fortunate or not, I was the chosen. No one was here yet. That was good. It was a definite point in my favor that I took my duties so seriously that I was the first to arrive. I wondered if Aunt Maribelle would acknowledge the fact and give me my due.

The entourage began arriving at nine o’clock. I had been sitting in my car, trying desperately to sleep but mostly engaged in active combat with the relentless Carolina mosquitoes and gnats, which could flesh out fresh meat and swarm with a vengeance. It was a losing battle. I was just about to call it quits and leave when I spotted Uncle Alvesta’s pickup pulling in next to my car. As usual, he slammed the door to announce his arrival, stumbled, and then kicked the dirt as if it had somehow offended him. At fifty-five, he was of average height, somewhat pudgy, very thick around the middle, with a pleasant enough face and a grin that reeked of so much mischief you always wondered what he had just been up to. He had more money than God, but he was a simple man. He always wore black hard-toed shoes, dark-blue work pants, and a short-sleeved cotton shirt. His missions in life were to make even more money, to be the best electrician in Washington, D.C., and to cook the family-reunion pig.

“Hey, cotton picker,” he said with a smirk, kicking dirt on my brand-new sneakers and arrogantly waiting for me to rise to the bait. I have never picked cotton, I shouted at him silently. He’s my mother’s brother, I reminded myself as I shuffled my feet to knock off the excess dirt.

“Hey, Uncle, where’s the rest of the family?” I even forced a smile that was probably a bit too wide. I figured out for myself that my cousins probably didn’t want to hear his mouth for six straight hours. One thing for sure: my cousins had plenty of sense.


“They’ll be here later, in time for the fish fry. Hey, what’s up? Ain’t nobody here yet?” (What was I, chopped liver?)

“Apparently not. Oh, spoke too soon. Here comes Aunt Maribelle.”

Aunt Maribelle must have scooted out of the car in some kind of hurry because she was already halfway ’cross the yard, and Uncle Milton was still trying to open his door. Not easy moving that fast when you’re carrying a ten-gallon pot of, my guess, collard greens. Why we couldn’t make Aunt Maribelle understand that it wasn’t necessary to cook greens in New York and drag ’em halfway ’cross the country was beyond me. She had probably convinced herself that if she didn’t bring them with her, one of us “young’uns,” in a fit of madness, would probably run down the road to one of the local black caterers who made greens just as good as Aunt Maribelle’s and sold ’em so cheap it would save a lot of trouble. The idea had merit, but not to Aunt Maribelle. Her greens, and her greens alone, would be served at the family reunion, and that, as they say, was that.

At sixty-four, Aunt Maribelle was short and stout, with a youthful face that had cheekbones so high and so wide there was no room for wrinkles. She had a beautiful head of thick, healthy hair, and when she was so inclined, she could do wonders with a jar of grease, a hot comb, and a lot of too-tight curls, strategically placed all over her head in untouchable, neat, even rows. Unfortunately, she rarely had the inclination. Instead, she usually wore a wig that looked like she had thrown it up in the air, closed her eyes, and waited for it to land any which way it wanted to on the top of her head. Today she must have dressed in the dark. She was wearing one of those “work dresses” — the hem was torn, and the dress hung raggedly around her legs. She hadn’t bothered to put on stockings, but instead wore knee-highs. I knew this because they didn’t quite make it to her knees, but clung midcalf in fierce desperation. She was a very sweet person most of the time, and the rest — oh well, you can’t pick your relatives.

“Hey, Alvesta,” Aunt Maribelle cried out, “Garland called and said he’s going to be tied up all day, so I guess you and I got to get this thing together. We better get started ’cause we’ve got a lot to do.” She turned to me at last.

“Good morning, Daughter.” Since she only had one son, she called all sixteen of her nieces “Daughter.” It was meant to be a term of endearment, but it could also sound like a reprimand. Today it came across as an afterthought.

She shoved the big pot of greens into my hands and gave me the unspoken directions to put it into the “frizerator.” I was starting to figure that this young’un’s responsibilities for the day were to do as told, ask very few questions, and do very little planning. This was going to be a long weekend.

I looked around the kitchen after I put the pot away. The black iron stove had been there at least fifty years. The floor was warped, and the linoleum had started to venture in its own direction and curl inward. It might have been yellow once, but over time, countless footsteps had worn it almost black. There were islands of bright spots that still lingered, remnants of beauty refusing to be forgotten. The entire house was not supposed to have made it. It had been built by folks who didn’t know where their next dollar was coming from. It hadn’t been designed for a family of twelve, either, but it held them, all very near and very, very dear. Despite the hardship of being a “colored folks’ dwelling” in a town determined to make it prove its worthiness and fortitude day after day, it had performed its duties honorably.

There was no shame here, I thought as I surveyed the humble surroundings. Sharecroppers had dragged bone-weary bodies through these narrow doors, and the house had been here for them, arms open wide and a pillar of strength to lean on. Everybody always had a warm bed in which to rest a bit, and, thank you Lord, even with a shelf full of nothing, no one ever went hungry. These very windowsills had once held mason jars full of nickels that had, amazingly, put four Burneys through college. No, there was no shame here. Not even in the midst of the decay, the piecemeal patchwork, and the much-needed mendings. Some would say it was past its prime, but I realized it was a testament that transcended time. No, there was no shame here.

It was becoming clear to me. This was what it was all about — black history in the making. Not just the often-repeated facts, but the genuinely heartfelt feelings. I was a little ashamed of myself. I had planned to use my “influence” on the planning committee to suggest that we move the family reunion next year to a community center near Greenville with a caterer and a live band. It was just so difficult coming back year after year now that Aunt Bessida was no longer here and neither was Grandpa. It was hard to look at the old oak tree out back and not remember that it was where he sat every day for forty years — that tree that he told all of his dreams to, amid the shadows where he buried all of his troubles.

Now I’d changed my mind about suggesting we move the reunion. I guess no matter how hard you try or how far you run, you really can’t leave your loved ones behind. Not even in Greenville, in a community center.

My thoughts were interrupted by Uncle Alvesta, who threw at least one hundred pounds of fish in the sink right in front of me. I jumped back so I wouldn’t be drenched in the process.

“Uncle Alvesta, what are you doing?”

“This is the fish for the fish fry.”

“Well, couldn’t you have had them cleaned at the docks? They do that, you know, for just a couple of pennies a fish. Who’s supposed to clean all these fish?” I didn’t realize it, but I must have been screaming, because Aunt Maribelle came running in so fast you would have thought I’d announced that the house was on fire.

“Daughter, we always clean the fish ourselves, that way we know they’re clean.” She wiped her hands on a rag she had tied around her waist. (I always give her an apron every year for Christmas. I wonder what she does with them.) “Here, let me show you.” Her impatience was showing. “You clean ’em underwater. Slice the head off, slit it down the middle, clear out all the guts, and scale it. It won’t take us more than a couple of hours. Really, Daughter!” There it was, that “Daughter” that sounded like a cuss word.

Someone once said, “The family is one of nature’s masterpieces,” but I wondered, as I rolled up my shirtsleeves and grabbed one particularly large, very slimy fish, if whoever it was had an Aunt Maribelle or an Uncle Alvesta.



AFTERTHOUGHTS



I was fortunate recently to have the opportunity to work with a science museum on the creation of an exhibition of African American inventiveness. As I toured the final showcasing, I couldn’t help but feel an incredible sense of pride in the men and women whose work was on display. This was true genius! We were aware, of course, that we had but touched the surface of the vast arena called “inventiveness,” but let’s face it, we had limited space. Then, I didn’t realize how much of the story there was left to tell, but now I know that inventiveness goes way beyond the Webster’s Dictionary definition of “originating a product out of individual ingenuity.” I strongly feel that inventiveness can also include the resourcefulness of a people. I think it’s that very resourcefulness, the ability to make do and get it done, that we celebrate at each and every family reunion.

My granddaddy would surely smile if he knew that the modest little wooden house that we all called the “homeplace” is now known in academic circles as an example of vernacular architecture. A vernacular structure is not built from detailed blueprints or by formally trained hands, but rather created from the blood, sweat, and tears of simple folks who use only hand-me-down knowledge about how best to keep the wind and rain off your back.


How I love that humble dwelling place, that simple little shack where Granddaddy lived. With its cozy familiarity, its worn interiors, and its sharecroppers past, it seems to me to be the grandest of places. It was filled with the enormity of ordinary folks and their never-ending dreams. No matter how fine our homes were in the North, they took a backseat to that place in Carolina that connected us to something larger and more significant than ourselves. I know how lucky I am. It seems like some folks have to search the world over to find themselves, but I have never been lost. I simply have to keep my eye on a little white house in the heart of Farmville, North Carolina.


 

 




Call Me by My Name




“Lorraine Harriet.” I said the name with all the authority I could muster, speaking directly to my reflection in the bedroom mirror. Still wasn’t right.

“Lorraine Harriet.” I said it this time in a sexy whisper like the perfume models I’d seen on television. Nope, still wasn’t right; sexy just didn’t go with the thirteen-year-old face looking back at me.

“Lorraine Harriet.” I pronounced it with my best Southern drawl, dragging each syllable on round the room and back again. Even worse; the name just didn’t fit, hanging loosely around me like one of my cousins’ baggy hand-me-down outfits hanging in the hall closet. The Lorraine wasn’t too bad; not so common that you ran into yourself coming and going, and different enough that it had a touch of class. It was the Harriet. Who in the world would put Harriet next to Lorraine? “Your mother,” the mirror answered back.

My mother had probably still been groggy when the nurse came around and asked her what she wanted on the birth certificate. After all, she had just had twins and must not have been too with it at the time. What other explanation could there be for such poor judgment? Surely she hadn’t been thinking of the future, the day a thirteen-year-old girl would have to pick this name up and try carrying it around. When you’re little, it doesn’t matter, but when you’re thirteen, that’s another story. Thirteen-year-olds have enough problems without trying to squeeze into a name that just doesn’t fit.

Loretta Doris, my twin sister, was standing by the bed, putting the last few items in the suitcase. This was the first year we had been allowed to shop for and pack our own clothes for the family reunion. Loretta had decided to do the packing for both of us to be sure we would be ready on time. I wondered if Loretta gave any thought to the fit of her name? Nah! Loretta wasn’t one to give second thoughts to things that already were. She slammed the suitcase closed with smug satisfaction.

“Lorraine Harriet.” I sang it this time like a lyrical Sunday hymn. Nope, even Jesus and the Holy Spirit couldn’t help this name. If my sister was wondering why I was walking around saying my name like a broken record, she didn’t say anything — just walked out of the room to gather together the toiletries.

Once I’d asked my mother why she had chosen these names for us.

“Loretta and Lorraine seemed like cute twin names,” she said.

“But why the Harriet and Doris? That’s where you went wrong.”

“I named you after my mother, Harriet, who died on Christmas Day when I was only sixteen years old,” she said. “And of course, Loretta is named after me.” I felt a little better after the explanation, but I still couldn’t help wondering if the after-birth grogginess might not have had something to do with it.

We left New York later that evening and traveled all night, finally arriving in Farmville just before breakfast. Bone-tired and dead on our feet, we wanted nothing more than a soft, warm bed and a few hours’ sleep. Aunt Maribelle, Aunt Bessida, and Uncle Garland were seated at the table having a Saturday breakfast Farmville style: fish and grits. The fish were fried golden brown and smelled delicious. The grits had been sprinkled with cheese, and there was a big plate of cornbread in the center of the table. Maybe I wasn’t so sleepy after all — a quick shower and a change of clothes woke me up enough to face the family.

Aunt Bessida Lee. There were lots of Lees ’round Farmville. It was one of those names that popped up a lot — like Mae. I guess when you’re busy having twelve and fifteen children, there isn’t time to be creative. Just find a good solid name and tag along a Lee or a Mae and be done with it. Easy.

Now Aunt Maribelle, that one was a little off the beaten path, and Garland was one for the books. It sounded like a fantasy forest or a state park. Grandma must have really been out of it when she came up with that one.

Aunt Bessida’s two sons, Will Alvesta and George William, came into the kitchen just as I was reaching for a plate. Better hurry, I thought, or the two of them will polish off the whole stack of fried fish. Those boys could really eat. Will Alvesta had been named Will for his father and Alvesta for my uncle Alvesta. That fit ’cause he had the same sneaky grin as Uncle Alvesta. Now, George William was named after my grandpa George. That worked, too, ’cause he was quiet and thoughtful like Grandpa. As for the William, I wasn’t sure.

Now, in the South there are a lot of women named Sis and, oh yeah, a lot named Baby — lots and lots of them. Nicknames are so common here that they don’t even have to make any sense. Once I met this little boy out in Grandpa’s yard when I was about six. He looked like he had good possibilities for a playmate, so I hurried to catch up to him before he crossed over to his yard. He was holding a little boy by the hand who looked to be about three years old.

“What’s your name?” I screamed to stop him in his tracks. “Mine’s Lorraine!”

“Name’s Noah Junior, but everybody calls me Jimmy.”

“If your name is Noah, why do they call you Jimmy?”

“Just do.”

“What’s his name?” I asked, pointing to the chubby three-year-old, who was staring at me like I had something stuck in my teeth.

“He ain’t got a name. We just call him B.B.”

“B.B.?”

“Yeah. Baby Boy.”

“Baby Boy! You mean he don’t have a real name, no name at all?”

“Nope. Mom says she ain’t got round to it yet, but soon as she thinks of one, she’ll let us know. Meantime it’s B.B.”

“I see,” I said slowly, not really understanding at all. How could you have a child and forget to name it? I even named my dolls, all of them. Never forgot one. Well, maybe it would work out for the best, though, ’cause when his mama finally came up with one, it’d really be great. After all, she’d had three years to think of one. Bet she’d do better than Lorraine Harriet.

Noah walked on ’cross the field to his home, but he came back later with friends — Jonatho and Dub, which was short for “W.,” which was short for William. Man, these folks even cut up initials! He also brought a little girl named Eleanora, who was called Doby, and a sweet little girl named Doretha whom everybody called Piggy. I would have been quite offended, but she didn’t seem to mind a bit. It was amazing how these folks could re-create themselves just by changing their names. We played together that day and became good friends. Every year that I go back, I seek them out for at least one good time.

I finished my fish and walked out to the yard. Since everybody was eating now, it would be the only time that I would be able to steal a few minutes of peace and quiet before the weekend got into full swing. The thick green grass felt like a soggy carpet beneath my bare feet, somewhat disgusting but also kind of refreshing. I was surprised to see Grandpa sitting in his chair under his favorite tree. I’d thought he was resting inside.

“Hey, girl,” he said with a slow, weak smile. He never bothered to learn all of our names. I guess thirty-three grandchildren were just too many to remember. He did make note of whom we belonged to, and that was enough.

“You one of Doris Fay’s little yellow twins. When did you get here?”


“’Bout an hour ago. They made some fish, you want me to get you some?”

“Nope, already ate.”

“What you doing, Grandpa?”

“Talking to my tree.”

“Talking to your tree? Does it talk back?” I giggled.

“Nope, that’s why I talk to it, ’cause it don’t talk back. If I got something in me I need to set free, I don’t tell it to nobody ’cause colored folks got loose lips, and you may hear it again, on down the road. But a tree will hold on to all your secrets ’til the Lord comes by and picks ’em on up.”

I was about to ask more about this tree business when Cousin Lela walked up and gave Grandpa a big hug. “Do you know who I am?” she asked me, like it was the million-dollar question. Every year at reunion time, grown folks you hadn’t seen for a year or more seemed to find great amusement in tormenting you with the game of “Do you know who I am?”

“You’re my cousin Lela,” I responded quickly. Hah! Couldn’t fool me. Score one for the young folks. I remembered one year asking my mother how Cousin Lela was related to us ’cause I couldn’t quite follow the blood line. “She isn’t actually kin,” my mother explained. “Her mama had to go up North to get a job, and she couldn’t afford to take Lela along with her, so she brought her to Mama to keep awhile till she got on her feet. It was only supposed to be for a few months, but it wound up being ten years. She was raised up along with the rest of us and we just called her ‘Cousin.’ Far as we are concerned, she’s ‘family.’”

“Cousin Lela, they made some fish this morning for breakfast. There’s probably some left, if you haven’t eaten.”

“Actually, I was hoping for one of Bessida’s fish and grits breakfasts. I’ll be right back, Papa George.” Now, if she’s Cousin Lela, shouldn’t she call him Uncle George? This reunion stuff was one big brain teaser.

“Grandpa, what kind of person was Grandma? I have her name, you know. I’m Lorraine Harriet.”

“Your grandma was something else — spit and fire, and a looker, too. First time I saw her, she was visiting her people down this way and she came to our church. Sat right in front of me. She had on this wide straw hat, so big it blocked my whole view. Couldn’t even see the preacher, but to be honest, I wasn’t listening no way, just kept thinkin’ ’bout the girl under the big hat. Hadn’t gotten one look at her yet, but she sho’ smelled good, like a springtime flower garden. I kept wondering if she was as pretty as she smelled. I knew I would have to wait until after church to really look at her, and I couldn’t wait. That was the longest service of my life. When the minister gave that final prayer, I jumped up real fast and moved into the aisle before she could get away. When she finally turned around, she was pretty, just like I thought she’d be. Smooth brown skin, two sweet dimples, and nice white teeth — couldn’t stand a woman with a raggedy mouth. She had on a yellow dress, and I noticed that she was a good-sized woman, not one of those little bird women. Nice hips, too, good birthin’ hips, and strong arms. I figured she could really move a plow if she had to.

“Yeah, she was my kind of woman. I asked her what her name was, and she said ‘Harriet.’ Prettiest name I ever heard. I told her mine was George and I was a Snowhill Burney.

“I asked her if I could come by later after supper and swing on the porch with her. She smiled real shy-like and said she guessed that would be all right. I told her to look for me at six o’clock, not a minute after. That evening we sat and just swung back and forth. She took her hat off, and I could see her hair. Made sure it wasn’t too nappy. Sometimes a woman wears a hat like that ’cause her hair is all napped up, but not Harriet. She had a nice thick braid, kind of twisted on top some kind of way, and she still smelled good all them hours later. We sat there just swinging, not too much talking, but that was fine.

“I decided right then and there that we made a right fine pair, and if she wasn’t spoken for, well, I was speaking up. I told her we ought to get hitched. She seemed right surprised, said if we was going to get married, we ought to wait at least a week. So we waited one week. Planting time was comin’ round, and I didn’t have a whole lot of time.”

“A week, Grandpa? How could you know you were right for each other in a week?”

“What’s to know? She was pretty, went to church, came from good folk, and was sweet as pie. She had good plow arms and wide birthing hips. I knew that first night it was right. Waited a week ’cause she wanted to.”

“Love at first sight. How romantic.”

“I reckon so. We was married for twenty-five years, and I couldn’t have asked for better. Gave me ten beautiful children. I was right about them hips. She kept a clean Christian home and worked like a field hand to help me sharecrop enough to get this place. After she died, I never married again ’cause it didn’t feel right, no other woman living off what she died to bring about. I asked the doctor what killed her. He just shook his head. I figured same thing that kills so many colored women: she just wore out. Body got tired and just stopped. But she ain’t never complained. Ain’t never seen none better. Don’t reckon I ever will. Harriet, my sweet Harriet.”

Later, when Grandpa went into the house to take his nap, I sat in his chair under the tree to see if I would feel any of the magical wisdom that seemed to surround his seat.

“Lorraine Harriet, granddaughter of Harriet Burney.” I guess this chair was magical ’cause stuff was even starting to sound different. “Lorraine Harriet,” I said it again. Even better. “Well, old tree, I think it’s starting to fit. I may wear this name after all.”



AFTERTHOUGHTS

“It is through our names that we first place ourselves into the world.”

—Ralph Ellison, 1969



Like so much of our history, the right to name ourselves has been a struggle laced with heartache and pain. We have been called Boy, Auntie, Uncle, Nigger, Boot, Colored, Sambo, and Pickaninny. These are but a few of the titles that were bestowed upon us without our consent. From the very beginning of our American existence, whites had the power to call us whatever they wished without reprisal.

During the days of slavery, the master often made the decision as to what our names would be. Even when parents’ wishes were apparently different, in the end it was the master’s right as property owner that prevailed. Sometimes a slave’s name was changed as he or she was sold from plantation to plantation, with the new master having absolutely no regard for the person who stood before him. From time to time, a slave would choose his own nickname, insisting that during private moments only this name was to be used. It was never used openly, and it had no legitimacy, but it was one small and significant act of rebellion that enabled slaves to reclaim themselves for themselves.

When freedom came, the use of only our first names by whites when addressing us was a constant reminder that we didn’t merit the same simple respect and courtesies as they did. Sometimes we solved this dilemma by naming our children Lady, Mister, Captain, Sir, or Mayor. It was our way of saying, “Call me by my first name if you so insist, but you will respect me whether you want to or not.” The Civil War did finally win us the right to name ourselves. We didn’t have much, but now we had that. It was our way of recognizing that “well, we ain’t what we ought to be, we ain’t what we gonna be, but thank God we ain’t what we was.” At the turn of the century, we began choosing European names, but we varied the spellings and the pronunciations to make them truly our own. For example, Alvin (European) became Alven, Alvan, or Alvyn, and Alberta (European) could become Albertha.

Dr. Newbell N. Puckett, a college professor, sociologist, and folklorist, has been central to our understanding of African American naming practices. Puckett searched through birth certificates, school records, armed-service rosters, and census data to document some 340,000 names used by blacks. He traced the history of African American names from 1619 to the 1940s, paying particular attention to the names that were the most unusual and that showcased most evidently African American creativity in naming practices. Myself, I don’t have to look for the unusual and off-center. I grew up around wonderful folks like Linwood, Alrutheus, Salathia, and Bessida.

In addition to African American names’ representing the creative, the humorous, and the sociopolitical thought behind our struggle to establish an identity, our names for our children often paid homage to those African Americans who made us so very proud. We named our children George Washington Carver and Martin Luther King because we recognized greatness and wanted a little bit of it for them. We named our children after the biblical folks because we were always hoping for some of God’s saving grace, and we now give our children African names because we are regaining something that was taken from us. I guess that’s why I carry the name Lorraine Harriet like a badge of honor. It was meant to be. So if you want to get my attention, then just call me by my name, and you’ll know exactly who I am.


 

 




Sorrow’s Kitchen




“Aunt Bessida Lee. It’s me. It’s Lorraine, Auntie,” I yelled as loud as I could, walking through the front door as if I had already been invited in. No answer.

“Aunt Bess, did you hear me?” I yelled again.

“’Course I heard you,” arose a reprimand from behind a closed door. “The whole neighborhood can hear you, the way you screaming. What you trying to do, wake the dead? This ain’t New York, you know. Folks don’t run around here raisin’ a ruckus. Now hush all that fuss and go in the kitchen. I made a peach cobbler. I’ll be out directly. What are you doin’ here, anyway? Last I heard you was somewhere in Virginia.”

I smiled at my scolding. As long as she was fussing, she wasn’t ailing too badly. Aunt Bess knew why I was here. She was my mother’s oldest sister, and in recent years she had developed kidney trouble. She was on dialysis but still managed to get around a good bit. Still, whenever I was passing through, I stopped in to check on her to make sure she was all right. She had six children of her own, a large church family, and a loving community that were also completely devoted to her, but I didn’t feel right if I didn’t look in on her myself. She had assured me time and time again that my worrying was for naught, because, as she put it, she was too stubborn to roll over and a mite too busy to die. She and the Lord had it all worked out, and the rest of us looking at her growing feebleness and ever-thinning body just weren’t privy to her and God’s greater understanding.

Peach cobbler. It wasn’t my absolute favorite, but it looked too good to pass up. She must have just made it, because it was warm to the touch and hadn’t even been cut yet. Actually, you didn’t cut one of Auntie’s peach cobblers; you scooped. Underneath the top layer of mouthwatering flaky crust were big hunks of sweetened peaches wallowing in their own juices. I had gained fifteen pounds in recent months and really didn’t deserve this treat. With any luck, Aunt Bess wouldn’t notice, and we would get through the visit without any unpleasantries.

The bowls were kept in the cupboard, right above the sink — her “everyday dishes.” None of them matched, and the designs were faded. The style was also quite dated, but Aunt Bess refused to throw them away, insisting it was foolish to toss perfectly good stuff aside just because you could afford new. As long as they could serve, they could stay. I picked out a pretty one with a floral design; at least it looked as if it had been floral at one time. I scooped a big helping of peach cobbler into the bowl and sat down to eat.

I looked around the kitchen. Everything in its place, as usual. If this kitchen were in a brownstone in Greenwich Village, it would be called eclectic. Nothing really belonged with anything else, yet all managed to live together quite comfortably. Everything was old and worn but a treasure all its own. The peach cobbler was delicious. Auntie had given me the recipe several times, but it never came out quite right when I made it. Maybe you only get peach cobbler like this if you make it in an eclectic kitchen. I smiled at my own witty humor. Eclectic. Aunt Bess wouldn’t have any idea what I was talking about — best to keep my wit to myself.

There was a faint scent in the air besides the delicious aroma of peach cobbler. The windows were open, and the spring breeze had already come in and swept most of it away to mingle with the sunny afternoon, yet some of it had stayed behind, lingering leisurely in the . . . oh, yes, I recognized it now. How could I forget that smell, or the memories associated with it?
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